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This essay is aimed to highlight and explore the growing interest within millennial graphic designers for what we call retro design. The phrase is pinned to a certain trend of graphic design, or art in general, which uses techniques and facilities of advanced technology of the 2010s to create or imitate aesthetics that were used in the past. The keywords I will be exploring are: remembering, nostalgia and retro. I will discuss how we would rather be remembered, why we usually think back to the past and why we are reviving what is long gone, calling it retro design. There are artists and thinkers of different time periods mentioned in this essay as I aim to keep a more open mind, using judgments made on retro design from different age groups.
 
Remembering. To remember is to be able to bring to one’s mind an awareness of someone or something from the past - to recall, to commemorate, to keep the memory alive. Irvin D. Yalom (1989) explored this idea and how you will still be living in somebody else’s memory after death. He conveyed the hollowness of being forgotten after you have physically died: “Some day soon, perhaps in forty years, there will be no one alive who has ever known me. That's when I will be truly dead - when I exist in no one's memory.” This theory applies to almost everything, including art or, more specifically, graphic design.
 
However, thanks to mankind’s intelligence and the ever-advancing technology resulted from it, the past is highly accessible. We can conveniently search for creative work done decades ago with just a few clicks of the mouse. Thousands of design works are constantly posted and reposted; the memory of past graphic design is constantly kept alive and so is that of past graphic designers — they will never be forgotten.
 
There are people who appreciate this, people of these contemporary years like us young designers. But there are also people who disagree with the convenience of technology, and they believe that it is worthiest to be remembered by something they have physically created. Michael Mabry (2006) contemplated how he would like his daughter to remember him: “The thought of leaving her a copy of a corporate brochure I had designed didn’t seem quite right. I wanted to leave her something I had made with my own hands.” His example of work below, Self Evident Truth (2016), is that of cutting and pasting different elements, and it portrays a clear and strong sense of his characteristics.
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fig.1 — Self Evident Truth, Michael Mabry (2016)
 
Graphic design has emotions as a designer put his thoughts and feelings into each piece of work he produces. However, compared to a digital piece, a hand-crafted one takes more time and commitment. From this, passions and personalities are embedded. Mabry (2006) wanted to be remembered via something he had put a lot of effort into, because it was built from scratch by him, it came to life because of him and in a sense, it was a part of him. His emotions would be contained within the work, making it more valuable and memorable.
 
Svetlana Boym (2001:52) agrees that emotions affect remembrance in The Future of Nostalgia: “One remembers best what is colored by emotion. Moreover, in the emotional topography of memory, personal and historical events tend to be conflated.” Emotion helps the memory to be recorded in our mind better and it also helps jog the memory given the appropriate triggers. On the other hand, emotion is very often the outcome of memory surfacing. This is nostalgia.
 
Nostalgia. It is a sentiment, a longing, an affection for a time in the past. It is not about the past, but instead “about felt absences or ‘lack’ in the present.” Samuel (2002:356). There is something missing right now, we realise that, hence we mentally travel back in time to live in a happier past, at the same time in denial of the present. “Nostalgia is rebellion against the modern idea of time, the time of history and progress.” (Boym, 2001:XV)
 
The creative field is progressing so much more now than ever before thanks to the vast means and medium consistently available to us. Yet we cannot help looking back at the past, searching for inspirations, soothing the nostalgic feelings, or keeping the memories alive. It may seem like helplessness, as if we are stubbornly holding on to the past. Yet at the same time, it appears to be an homage to history, to all that has happened so that we have thrived to be where we are today.
 
Graphic design evolves like humans do. There is not a piece of software that has originated from nowhere; everything digital was invented based on something traditional. Adobe Photoshop came about as John and Thomas Knoll, captivated by technology and art, determined to bring all that can be done, and more, in the darkroom onto an Apple computer in 1987 (Creative Bloq, 2005). In 2016, this application was recorded to had been bought and downloaded by over 5 million people (Anon, 2016).
 
Undeniably, Mac computers and Photoshop have collectively changed how graphic designers work. When iMacs were first introduced into the world of graphic design, everybody was fascinated by the endless possibilities that the technology offered and everybody wanted to experiment. This dot in the timeline was full of scratchiness and grunge, “we look back on this period in design history with a mixture of nostalgia and disdain, equating such aesthetic choices with equally quaint remnants of the past,” states Jessica Helfand (2001:97).
 
Tastes have changed, new aesthetics are born and more intelligent widgets are added to our design applications. Yet young designers nowadays still choose to digitally create artwork as if it was done by hand, eventually pasting it on an expensive-looking, ready-made mock up and presenting it on computer screens, flat. Is this nostalgia, another way we pay homage to previous design trends and designers? Or are we all burned out of new ideas?
 
In an interview with Steven Brower (2016) from Eye on Design, Art Chantry expressed his strong belief in how people are not coming up with new ideas, scientists and designers alike. He said: “Taking the old and applying to the new is called appropriation. All of our work since WWII has been appropriation. It’s the hallmark style of the postmodern era of decadent modernism. We mix and match crap all over the place. It’s a crazy mosh and none of the ideas we toss around are new at all.” Chantry (2016).
 
[image: ] 
fig 2 — The Ventures, Art Chantry (1998)
 
Chantry designed exclusively mechanically, but that is before computers. In another interview with Ilene Strizver (2015) for Creative Pro, he admitted adapting to technology as it is how everyone works nowadays and printers will not accept anything that is not in digital formats. He still tries to “create as much of a mechanical as I can, then scan it and have it assembled. […] But, it is the way it is. I have to work small enough to fit it onto a scanner.” (Chantry, 2015).
 
Trends in design mutate so quickly into one another, it is now becoming eminently impossible to comment with great authority on an entire generation of design evolution crammed into about six years […] (Helfand, 2001:97)
 
Graphic design came about a long time ago and it keeps expanding more each year; it is hard to say with confidence that an idea has never been done before. It is limiting for traditional designers like Chantry to have to work and scale his pieces on a computer screen, yet it is now new and trendy to recreate characteristics of previous eras’ creativity and call it innovation or retro.
 
Retro. It is imitative of a style from the recent past, however, the 21st century was not the first to see this term used. “The term ‘retro’ has been in use since the 1970s to describe the appropriation of historical forms in design.” (Breathnach and Dermody, 2013:31). There are two ways we can look at this evolving trend.
 
At one end of the spectrum, retro design is an evidence for the lack of creativity.
 
Previous design work is easily attained since all we need is an enormous archive of design work with many different styles alongside a good search engine and a fast internet connection. Within 30 seconds, we would be able to preview over 30 design pieces and select a good amount of examples of work that we like, calling that researching. From this moment, any design work we create will be affected by the work we have seen, to a certain extent. This is essentially recycling or even reusing creativity - more blankly put, “mix and match crap all over the place” (Chantry, 2016).
 
“Critiques of retro work frequently dismiss its quotation of style as lazy thinking, and a deviation from the problem solving nature of good design” (Breathnach and Dermody, 2013:40). Admittedly, a poor attempt at generating a retro design is easily exposed. Instead of looking worn, vintage or decayed, this kind of design just appears to be fake and unconvincing. Ironically, imitating retro style could take more time and effort than actually creating it by hand.
 
On the other hand, retro design is seen as nostalgic, it is charming and endearing.
 
This point of view believes retro design is showing affection for a different time than now, and remembering a technology-free era.
 
The prominent art and design movements between the roaring twenties and the early nineties still provide much inspiration for today’s designers. Nostalgic typography, color usage, and illustrative elements highlight timeless aesthetics with handmade touches and twists of contemporary thinking. (Gingko Press, 2013:58)
 
The creative minds at Gingko Press argue that art styles in past centuries are nothing more than inspiration, from which they develop their own work with a distinctive style. Breathnach and Dermody (2013:31) observe considerately that retro has always been a constant “feature of typography, graphic design and the cultural scene generally.”
 
Being inspired by old typography, Manh Nguyen, a Vietnamese graphic designer and type designer, has successfully generated some typefaces using elements from shop signs in the late 20th century. He talks about one of the typefaces on his Behance profile: “L'Hanoienne […] is a typeface created […] in an effort of bringing back the old style yet futuristic vibes of hand-painting retro panels and banners which are iconic in a long time in Vietnam street in 20th century.” (Nguyen, 2017)
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fig 3 — Demonstration of L’Hanoienne, Manh Nguyen (2017)
 
Nguyen (2017) says that he is passionate about classic hand-drawn type, he wants to popularise the traditional shop signs of Vietnam and he is trying to conserve the signs that are becoming rarer. Young designers like Nguyen not only get inspirations from old design style but also advance from it and protect it. We are both embracing the present and preserving the past, refusing to let it ever dissolve into vacancy.
 
Moreover, the beauty of retro type is undeniable and needs admiration. Many designers like Nguyen are working solely with just typography, or retro typography specifically. Since the beginning of mankind, typography has been around and the history of typography is rich and important, for it is the foundation of graphic design throughout the years to come.
 
During my study of the three keywords: remembering, nostalgia and retro, I have found and developed a great interest and passion for contemporary design that makes use of characteristics of graphic design trend in the past, yet not for once copying or mimicking.  
 
The sudden and powerful resurrection of retro is fascinating and peculiar and I find myself wanting to learn more about this phenomenon. I want to learn how it came about, why it is trendy and how the young designers are adapting and designing with this style. Is it nostalgia that triggers the revival of retro trend? Could this be our means of showing appreciation for the past?
 
Being an individual born in the last few years of the 20th century, I think of the appearance of retro as both informing and soothing. It is informing as it presents to me an aspect of the past which I hadn’t seen or couldn’t remember, and it is soothing since it fills me with childhood happiness via things I do remember. I believe millennials are the most advantageous amidst this storm of this trend as we get to live in the best of both worlds.
 
As a background to my dissertation, I will talk about typography in graphic design and how it has progressed through time. From this point, I will focus more on young type designers like Manh Nguyen and study the work they have done in the trend of retro style.
 
                  Dissertation question / subject:
How has typography in graphic design progressed through time and how have young designers become so captivated by retro design, a trend using characteristics of elements in history? Using examples of work from young type designers, explain further how we are approaching this trend and are we doing the past justice?
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