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The Impact of Graphic Design on Surfing & Skateboarding

By Alasdair Bater

Introduction

The worlds of surfing and skateboarding are clearly driven by a distinct design aesthetic, and as such the role of graphic design within this culture is arguably self-evident. Emerging from its counter cultural origins and background, surfing and skateboarding have become a global phenomenon in the 21st Century. Moreover, as part of a multi-national industry worth billions of pounds, surf and skateboard graphic design has extended its reach and influence beyond the cultural groups engaged in board sports, to the wider markets of popular fashion and lifestyle, which has captured a sense of the zeitgeist for the appetite for alternative forms of expression. Where once surf and skateboard graphic design may have seemed underground with a sense of an anti-establishment aesthetic, today it has become accepted and desired by a mass audience. 
My research will take account of the most notable thinkers and influencers in surf and skateboard graphic design. In three distinct chapters I will assess the journey of surf and skateboard graphic design from its emergence in the 1960s and 1970s, through its development in the 1980s and 1990s, to its most recent position in contemporary culture. 
In Chapter One the research will consider surf culture’s links with the counter cultural explosion of the 1960s and 1970s. In what could be seen as a relatively new and unfamiliar activity, my research will examine the influences of key events and movements, such as The Summer of Love in 1967, the developing mood of anti-Vietnam protests and the wider growth of hippy culture. Set against a background of a youth led counter cultural explosion, it will examine the influences of psychedelic designers like Wes Wilson and the illustrator Jim Phillips. 
In Chapter Two, the narrative will pick up surf design’s development in the 1980s and 1990s, and will assess how the visual aesthetic changed dramatically with the emergence of new technologies such as the Apple Mac. Liberated by a range of technologically focussed options, designers were free to challenge previous notions of design and a postmodern and grunge aesthetic emerged, whereby designers like David Carson would have a significant impact. The synergies between surf design and music will also be explored in this chapter whereas the self-indulgence of progressive rock and psychedelia became usurped by a harder edged, more confrontational punk rock and grunge aesthetic. 
With boundaries being pushed to their creative extremes during the 1980s and 1990s, Chapter Three will examine the design aesthetic that developed post 2000 to the present day. It will assess surf design’s acceptance into the mainstream and will assess whether surf design may have reached a creative hiatus, whereby an increasingly corporate and homogenised aesthetic has begun to dominate. 
	These three perspectives and timelines will be merged in a conclusion that will take stock of surf and skateboarding design’s tumultuous journey. 

 



Chapter 1

The 1960s & 1970s:
A Counter Cultural Revolution



Back in 1964, Bob Dylan prophetically sang, ‘The Times They Are a-Changin’. It was a song that in many ways seemed to encapsulate the palpable sense of cultural upheaval, which had already begun to emerge within society and would soon gain greater pace as the decade proceeded. These unstoppable changes would also have a revolutionary effect on many creative professions and none more so than Graphic Design, which would variously reflect this cultural shift and sometimes lead it in a dynamic and evolving aesthetic. In a decade that began with the youthful idealism of the new President John F. Kennedy, huge changes in society would occur and with a sense of urgent momentum, youth culture in the form of a counter cultural revolution would change the cultural outlook of the young like never before. As the decade continued, the newly mobilised civil rights movement in America had begun protesting in earnest with its cause capturing the imagination of many young people. In addition, an unjust and unwinnable war in Vietnam had caused many of the younger generation in America to contemplate the morality of their country’s path. Whilst, President Nixon celebrated the 1968 moon landing by declaring, “This is the greatest week in the history of the world since the Creation,” (Nixon 1969) a burgeoning youth culture, borne from disillusionment would challenge these old-fashioned concepts of imperialism. This new generation would begin to carve out their own ideas, music, culture and life styles. Moreover, the profession of Graphic Design would play a major and influential part in this seed change within society.
For many young people looking for outlets to express their sense of openness and freedom, surfing and eventually skateboarding, would provide the perfect means to embrace a fresher carefree culture. The inherent easy-going philosophy of surfing in many ways came to encapsulate the search for a different life and with this interest in new ‘lifestyles’ and alternative attitudes, a distinct design aesthetic emerged. Although, surfing’s roots can be traced further back in time to the 19th Century, it was in 1960s California where its design aesthetic would start to form. John Van Hamerveld’s poster design for the Bruce Brown surf movie, Endless Summer (1967), which can arguably claim to be the first important movie about surfing, in many ways characterises early notions of a carefree attitude, evoking a sense of wanderlust, freedom and a perception of the wider world (Fig. 1). It is a distinctly stylised design that features the silhouettes of the board carrying protagonists of the movie, Robert August and Mike Hynson, backlit by a garish yellow sun. The nonconformity aesthetic of the film is captured wholly by this signature poster which “awakened thousands of surfers to the possibilities of exploration in Africa, the South Pacific, and other exotic locales, and it introduced countless people worldwide to California’s more genuine surfing “subculture”, as opposed to the caricature that appeared in Hollywood’s teenage surf movies” (Lederman 2014: 61). Such is the importance of this design, it is interesting to note that Van Hamersfeld’s original silk screen for Endless Summer (1967) now sits in the Museum of Modern Art in New York.
[image: ]
                   Fig. 1.  John Van Hamerveld (1966)

Although Endless Summer and its accompanying artwork was released in 1967, the visual aesthetic could arguably be positioned in the design trends of the earlier years of the 1960s. But in the late 60s a social phenomenon was about to hit America in the summer of 1967, when over 100,000 young people gathered in San Francisco California, in an extravagant display of hippie culture; similar sub cultural gatherings would occur in other parts of America and the world, and significantly the summer of 1967 would come to be known as ‘the summer of love’ (Braunstein & Doyle 2002: 7). In addition, a festival that epitomised the new counter culture aesthetic took place at Woodstock in New York State in 1969.  Billed in Arnold Skolnick’s poster as ‘An Aquarian Exposition: 3 days of Peace and Music’, the festival played out to a massive audience of young people and was a defining moment for many in an emerging anti-establishment generation (Fig. 2). Such events and phenomenon were clear evidence of a relaxation of social mores for the young and the psychedelic design aesthetic associated with this new hippie culture would have an influential effect on surf design. Psychedelic design characteristically incorporated surreal and distorted imagery, which evoked the artists experience of altered consciousness, often whilst using drugs.
[image: ]
               Fig. 2.  Arnold Skolnick (1969)
An important artist and designer that emerged out of the new psychedelic design aesthetic was Wes Wilson (1937 – Present). His poster designs have become synonymous with psychedelia and the 1960s, and writers such as Mark Bens (New York Times, 2011) argue that Wilson is chiefly responsible for inventing and popularising the style. In particular, Wilson pioneered the rock poster and psychedelic album cover and is credited as being the inventor of the now iconic psychedelic font. The fluidity and freedom of this lettering style is a critical ingredient in his work and can be seen with dramatic effect in his 1966 poster that advertises a rock concert for the group, Jefferson Airplane (Fig. 3). 
[image: ]
Fig. 3. Wes Wilson (1966)
This piece is characteristic of Wilson’s work at this time, and in it we witness his now famous typography dominating the eye, as the letters seemingly move and melt in to each other creating a dreamlike aura in bold pink and white against a black background. Wes Wilson himself describes his work as “visual poetry set into posters” (V&A 2017) and like much of Wilson’s work, this is an arresting image and its appeal to the surf community would be self-evident. It expresses an authentic sense of freedom and movement which defines the hippy culture in general, but could also be seen as the driving principles behind surf culture and thus very influential on surf design. The V&A online resource highlights the inventive lettering of this poster and comments that “it became increasingly stylised and illegible as his style evolved.” (V&A 2017)
Other key designers in the psychedelic movement of the 1960s were Victor Moscoso, Alton Kelley, Rick Griffin and Bonnie McLean. All these designers’ works feature a hallucinatory aesthetic that can be found in Wes Wilson’s designs. Nevertheless, the idea of psychedelia was developed by these designers and none more so than in the work of Victor Moscoso (1936 – Present). Like Wilson, Moscoso incorporates a bright and almost alarming colour palette into his work, but develops the idea of psychedelia design that achieves a sense of transcendence. 
[image: ]
          Fig. 4. Victor Moscoso (1967)
His 1967 poster for Big Brother and The Holding Company (Fig. 4) features a hippie like figure, smoking a reefer and wearing a top hat; the hippie’s eyes are portrayed as kaleidoscopic swirls creating a striking visual intensity by clever deployment of this optical effect. The bold and indecipherable lettering also contributes to an integral sense of otherworldliness by concentrating the viewer’s focus and demanding attention. The psychedelic scene undoubtedly had influence on the surf aesthetic and broader design at this time and its influence would continue well into the 1970s.
 Jim Phillips’ (1944 – Present) work emerged in the 1960s and he is a designer whose distinct design aesthetic would go on to influence surf and skateboarding design up to the present day. Phillips’ earliest success in surf art dates back to 1962 when his winning design ‘Woody’, a surf cartoon of a station wagon car was featured in the spring 1962 issue of Surfer Quarterly (Fig. 5). His work appeared in many surfing publications in the 1960s and following his studies at the California School of Arts and Crafts, Phillips would produce some of the most iconic surf and skateboarding designs of the next 50 years, which included deck designs and miscellaneous artwork for comics and posters (Fig. 6). 

The aesthetic carved out from the influences of these key designers was derived from the sense of freedom that the counter culture revolution had offered. Psychedelia and hippie sensibilities were key driving influences in surf and increasingly wider design, and this aesthetic would be the dominant style throughout the seventies. As the seventies was closing it seemed that society at large was changing once again; a new more urgent aesthetic would emerge and new technologies would help facilitate a new direction. Whilst Chapter 1 has considered the earliest influences on surf and skateboard design throughout the 1960s and 1970s, Chapter 2 will reflect the extent of this new direction and will establish that surf design was aligned with the ongoing cultural and technological changes of 1980s and 1990s.
[image: ]
Fig. 5. Jim Phillips winning cartoon in Surfer Quarterly (1962)

[image: ]
Fig. 6. Jim Phillips (1977)

Chapter 2

The 1980s & 1990s:
A Technological Revolution


	Whilst the 1960s and 1970s witnessed a counter cultural revolution that had a significant effect on surf design and the profession of Graphic Design in its wider context, the 1980s and 1990s witnessed a different type of radical change, that was centred this time on the growth of new technologies. Whilst designs from the 60s and 70s were ‘hand-made’, with a clear connection to the traditions of painting and drawing, the new technologies of  the 1980s and 1990s would give Graphic Designers a new sense of freedom, which would expand their creative opportunities ever further.
	In January 1984, American entrepreneur and industrial designer Steve Jobs, introduced the first Apple Mac to the world (Isaacson, 2011) It was a pivotal moment in the timeline of technology and a massive leap in technological terms. Although the first Apple Mac was relatively crude compared to contemporary devices, its effect on graphic design was revolutionary. Even though initial models were basic and were slow to catch on with a wider audience, the world of design and desk top publishing were quick to identify its usefulness. This was the very beginning of what would become in the 1990s a digital revolution, whereby rulebooks were ‘torn up’ and designers were able to exercise a new found control at their fingertips. Many of the previous disciplines associated with the design world, such as print and production, would soon prove to be superfluous to requirements and the designer was now the hero and superstar.
	Such a figure was the Graphic Designer David Carson (1955 – present). A committed surfer and art director, Carson’s innovative designs and his experimental approach to typography were completely new and his approach, particularly in America was seen the very antithesis of the safe modernist graphic aesthetic that had come to define the 1970s. Carson’s work is largely regarded as giving birth to a new postmodern design aesthetic, and it was a design aesthetic that would influence a great many other designers, with his typography in particular becoming extensively imitated in an explosion of what was labelled grunge typography (Britannica, 2017). Whilst the counter cultural music of the 60s and 70s bore a strong influence on design, so too did grunge music during the 1980s and 1990s. Punk Rock and Grunge music, had a distinctive do-it-yourself (DIY) aesthetic, whereby the grandiose and over the top aesthetic of Progressive Rock was replaced by a less indulgent and far more confrontational style, that was witnessed both in sound and appearance. Bands such as The Clash from punk and Nirvana from grunge embraced the use of low fidelity design for their album covers which were often produced with a limited budget. A subculture had emerged from the punk movement in the late 70s, which spurned consumer culture, and encouraged a new generation of musicians and artists to express themselves with often limited resources. 
[image: ]
Fig. 7. Jamie Reid (1977)
The Sex Pistols first album, Never Mind the Bollocks Here’s the Sex Pistols (1977) (Fig. 7.) had brought a new Punk visual aesthetic to popular attention and grunge bands such as Nirvana and Pearl Jam built on this distinctive DIY aesthetic. Pearl Jam’s album Vs. (1993), is an example of this DIY aesthetic; the album artwork (Fig. 8) designed by the band bass player, Jeff Ament, shows a monochrome photograph of a goat accompanied by an intentionally uncomplicated typeface and the accompanying booklet features random prose and drawings by the band members. The overall effect of this, is that the complete album package has a home-made feel, that remains highly consistent with the sheer rawness of the music. 

[image: ]
Fig. 8. Jeff Ament (1993)

	Arguably the most notable example of this DIY influence in surf and skateboarding design can be seen in the work of David Carson. Given Carson’s involvement in the world of surf and skateboarding, his grunge focussed design would come to have a significant influence on a distinct surf and skateboarding aesthetic. This DIY style be seen in his work for the magazine Transworld Skateboarding, where he was made Director of Art in 1984. At Transworld Skateboarding, Carson infused the magazine with an idiosyncratic handmade look, that again often used collage effects and mixed typography. In his cover for the June edition 1988 (Fig. 9), we can witness the signature Carson design motifs. An assortment of typography is characteristically used and is situated in random parts of his composition; it possesses a cut up by hand feel and is illustrated by the iconic Carson monochrome photograph. The cover typically evokes energy, urgency and youth.
[image: ]
Fig. 9. David Carson (1988)
Carson’s background as a largely self-taught designer directly connects him with the notion of DIY design and in this context, Carlson himself argues that he knows no rules to break. 
In consideration of David Carson’s position as the ‘God Father’ of grunge, Sharan Shetty comments:
His method was simple, his gospel twofold: you don’t have to know the rules before breaking them, and never mistake legibility for communication. Carson’s technique of ripping, shredding, and remaking letters touched a nerve. His covers for Ray Gun were bold and often disorienting. (Shetty 2012)

His work on the magazine Beach Culture also incorporates his distinct design aesthetic. It is particularly remarkable that even though Beach Culture only ran for six editions before publication ceased, Carson won over 150 design awards for his work on the magazine.  In his cover for June 1990 (Fig 10.), we are presented with a typically arresting Carson design that features an empty faced female bather or surfer, wearing what appears to be a surfing helmet; the magazine’s title and annotations of its contents, are presented in a range of discordant type faces. The overall effect is highly artistic and integrates a sense of nostalgia with the urgency of edgy and cool design.
[image: ]
              Fig. 10. David Carson (1990)

Carson’s design for the premiere issue of Ray Gun in November 1992 (Fig. 11) also demonstrates his inimitable approach. It features a range of disorientating effects which includes discordant typefaces, a disrespect for any sense of harmonious composition and out of focus photography. The effect is of course intentionally chaotic and strikes at the very heart of the grunge ethos.
[image: ]
    Fig. 11. David Carson (1992)
	
Sharan Shetty in her article The Rise and Fall of Grunge Typography identifies
Carson as an innovator who was able to exploit new technologies:
The aesthetic was fuelled by raw emotion, but Carson’s tactics were made imitable by technology. The rise of grunge typography coincided with the burgeoning popularity of the Macintosh, which, introduced in 1984, permanently altered the landscape of graphic design and typography. The art of designing by hand—a painful craft of precision and consistency—was no longer the only option. Designers were liberated; the screen and their imagination were the only constraints. (Shetty 2012).

As a version of extreme sports, surfing and skateboarding had by the 1990s come to represent something that could be regarded as edgy, cool and desirable. Its popularity significantly increased at this time and the raw design ethos it had engendered began to spread into other mainstream, youth orientated media and art colleges worldwide; Carson’s designs had achieved desirability and would cause mainstream companies like Pepsi (Fig. 12), Nike and Microsoft to employ his designs. Surfing and skateboarding were now clearly the cool things to be involved in and with an increased following a business had begun to grow, and with this evolution more and more visual images with a surfing and grunge derivation began to appear and became evermore ubiquitous.
[image: ]
Fig. 12. David Carson (1999)

[bookmark: _GoBack]Jim Phillips’ artwork for the surf and skateboarding company, Santa Cruz continued to affect the popular imagination and his artwork would become familiar to people not even involved in skateboarding culture. His iconic image The Screaming Hand (1985) (Fig. 13) designed for Santa Cruz became the main logo for the brand, and even up to the present time this image can be found on a wide range of merchandise and media. The Screaming Hand image is a simple design that connects an unsettling aesthetic to a sense of whimsy and humour; the cartoon styled torn hand, with clenched fingers and an open screaming mouth emanating from the palm, flirts with ideas of danger and thrill seeking and thus evokes skateboarding’s origins as an extreme sport.
[image: ]
Fig. 13. Jim Phillips (1985)

In Chapter Two we have considered the impact of new technologies on wider design and have considered the implicit impact this development had on surf and skateboard design aesthetic in the 1980s and 1990s. The growth of a grunge sensibility, although radical at its outset, came to popularise postmodern design which would grew vigorously.  Both sports and their accompanying cultures were becoming globally appreciated pastimes, and ever increasing numbers of people were hungry to ‘buy in’ to a culture that ironically aroused feelings of individuality and distinctiveness. Chapter Three will reflect on this commercialisation of these once minority sports and will consider the effects on its design aesthetic from 2000 to the present day.


Chapter 3

2000 to the Present Day:
A Corporate Revolution.



Such was the freedom that post-modern design gave to designers, over two artistically revolutionary decades, the challenge would always be, what next? With the rapid and accelerating spread of post-modernism, design had become a feature that was apparent at the very core of our visual culture, and it seemed to have reached every level of people’s lives. Nevertheless, the point inevitably came where things had arguably been developed to their very limits. In a heady mix of inspiration and creativity, post-modernism had ignored previous conventions of legibility and had presented society with an aesthetic that had eventually become an integral part of the conventional.
Perhaps the only place to go was backwards; a return to a modernist past where structure and legibility were kings. In the 21st Century a cleaner and noticeably neater aesthetic was emerging, which was more positioned in minimalism and was arguably less interesting or energising than the post-modernism era. With the new century underway the movement back to a structured neo modernist look came close to dragging surf and skateboard graphics into the same homogenised aesthetic. This perhaps was only to be expected given the pressure from wider design trends; moreover, the success that surfing and skateboarding had enjoyed had increased its profile in the public eye, thereby making it ever more mainstream as an activity and culture.
There is perhaps a musical analogy that we may consider. As discussed previously, each decade to this point seemed to be identified or associated with a new musical style, whether it was Hippie, Progressive Rock, Punk or Grunge, each contributed in their own way to an artistic explosion that affected or influenced other areas of creativity in a wider context.  In contrast, the 2000s, save some smaller indie genres, arguably looked back towards previous styles. With the growth of new listening platforms like MP3, a new generation of young people had access to a vast reservoir of previous soundscapes from a wide range of genres. Assessing this ‘pick ‘n mix’ aesthetic, the author Simon Reynolds comments:
The fading of newness and nowness from pop music is mystifying. But in the last couple of years a concept has emerged that at least identifies the syndrome, even if it doesn’t completely explain it. Coined by the co-founders of cyberpunk fiction William Gibson and Bruce Sterling, “atemporality” is a term for the disconcerting absence of contemporaneity from so much current pop culture. This curious quality can be detected not just in pop music but in everything from fashion to graphic design to vintage chic. (Reynolds 2011)

As regards to surfing and skateboarding, a gravitational pull towards the mainstream is also perhaps evidenced by the rapid growth of video gaming at this time and is typified by a new boarding hero called Tony Hawk. Hawk, a professional and widely accomplished skateboarder, endorsed a series of skateboarding video games beginning in 1999 to the present. The very first one developed by Activision was Pro Skater (Fig. 14) and was released for sale in the autumn of 1999 for the Sony PlayStation. Such was its success that the game went on to be one of the most successful games of the 2000s, and was eventually available on Nintendo, Dreamcast and N-Gage platforms.
[image: ]
                Fig. 14. Pro Skater (1999)
The packaging for games like Pro Skater and its successors, had a more corporate feel than the graphics from the post-modern period. They were cleaner and neater, and always legible and literal. Subsequent games like Underground (2003) (Fig. 15), American Wasteland (2005) (Fig. 16) and Project 8 (2006) (Fig. 17) all displayed an essentially conservative packaging aesthetic.

[image: ]
Fig. 15. Tony Hawks Underground (2003)

[image: ]
Fig. 16. Tony Hawk’s American Wasteland (2005)

[image: ]
Fig. 17. Tony Hawk’s Project 8 (2006)

This was safe and conservative design. Often difficult to ascertain the author, these designs were aimed at mass appeal, and as a consequence it may be argued that the result was somewhat anonymous and bland. Commercial success and sustainability had hijacked the sense of energy, independence and radicalism that boarding had once radiated. Nevertheless, the landscape from a Graphic Design perspective, was not entirely barren. Figures like David Carson and Jim Phillips have endured and have continued to contribute to a surf and skateboarding aesthetic that speaks more about individuality than just corporate standardisation. 
	An example of Carson’s enduring postmodernist approach is seen in his 2011 collaboration with fellow designers, George Bates, Michael Lotenero and Justin Kauffman, and the subsequent designs for Quiksilver Pro 2012 in New York (Figs. 18 &19). In these designs, there is an urgent and imaginative spontaneity that is missing from the work of many designers in this period, although even with Carson you can see that his design is not as radical as previously. Nevertheless, with their use of abstraction, mixed typography and montage, they achieve a freshness that is refreshing and contemporary.
[image: ]
Fig. 18 David Carson (2011)

[image: ]
Fig. 19. David Carson (2011)


 	A key figure in surf and skateboarding design who has been a continuing thread throughout the entire period from the 1960s to the present day is Jim Phillips. His distinct graphic style continues to have relevance and influence for present day surfers and skateboarders. As discussed previously, his Screaming Hand (1985) design has become so ubiquitous, that many people not even involved in the boarding community might recognise it. For many it has become the signature and iconic image of the surf and skateboarding company Santa Cruz, and can be found on merchandise as wide ranging as aprons (Fig. 20) and beer bottles (Fig. 21).
[image: ]
Fig. 20. Jim Phillips 

[image: ]

Fig. 21. Jim Phillips 


[image: ]
Fig. 22. Jim Phillips (2009)



At the age of 73, Jim Phillips’ graphic design is as individual and sought after as ever and his designs for skateboard decks (Fig. 22), advertising posters and wheel graphics, continue to have an air of distinctiveness, unconventionality and eccentricity, that remain fresh and vibrant. Moreover, as a continuing theme that runs through the narrative of surf and skateboarding graphic design, it can be argued that Jim Phillips and David Carson, each in their own distinctive way, have been and continue to be significant figures in surf and skateboarding graphic design. 


Conclusion
	Ultimately, surf and skateboarding Graphic Design have throughout the period from 1960 to the present maintained a distinct design aesthetic. At times an aesthetic borne of alternative subcultural roots, has looked close to becoming subsumed into an aesthetic driven by wider design imperatives and fashion. From its earliest individualist origins, it ran in harmonious parallel with the counter cultural revolution that emerged during the 1960s and developed into the 70s. With the explosion of a punk and then grunge image, David Carson became a pioneer of a distinct postmodernist aesthetic, where rule books were torn up, and its influence would extend well beyond the world of board sports to affect all areas of our visual culture through to the close of the 20th Century. Thus far the 21st Century has witnessed a regression in design aesthetic, that at times has played safe and resulted in a cleaner and anonymous look. Nevertheless, key figures such as David Carson and Jim Phillips have endured with a distinctive design ethos. Where once surf and skateboarding graphic design seemed underground with a definite sense of anti-establishment aesthetic, today it has become part of a global and multi billion pound industry. The challenge now for surf and skateboarding design, is to evolve commercially and artistically, but to stay true to its origins as an alternative culture and lifestyle.   
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