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Question: Investigate the digital graphic design revolution of the mid-1980s. Discuss the work of three designers who embrace this new technology to challenge the past and define the future.   

I chose the above question because it was different to other essays I have written, so it gave me an opportunity to learn more about design history and to challenge myself.  I was interested in learning more about digital graphic design, as this was a hand-crafted process up to the late 20th century.  For example, to create type, a typesetter was used (Clark, 2022). Many designs were hand-drawn or painted.  Since 1980s digital design emerged, with many designers choosing to use computers for their craft. This became known as the digital revolution. The 1980s saw an obsession with technology and digital aesthetic.  In terms of design, there was heavy use of grids and graphic text based on computer fonts (Clark, 2022).

Typography in the digital revolution used bitmap fonts.  This saved designers the hassle of having to trace letters onto graph paper and colouring the outline by hand. The bitmap fonts were editable for better quality and ease of reading (Carter, et.al., 2018). The digital revolution was the start of modern graphic design, which used a clean aesthetic, and a return of sans-serif fonts.  These fonts have more prominent curves and angels, which was seen as ‘80s Deco’ in style (Clark, 2022).

During the 1980s, graphic design then was known as modern and cool trends. The designers back then had a unique style and used a variety of different geometric patterns, complementary colour schemes and technology. They wanted to give their own designs a futuristic feel to it as in the 1980s it was known to people to be future-inclined and wanted to be depending on what lays ahead for them (Clark, 2022).

Design software began for Apple’s Macintosh computer in 1984. This included the MacPaint programme, which had been designed by Bill Atkinson who is a computer programmer and installed this on the Macintosh. The graphics for this was done by Susan Kare. The Tool icons were controlled by a mouse or a graphics tablet, which then gave the designers an opportunity to use computer graphics. By the mid 1990s, the development of graphic design from starting with a drafting-table activity to onscreen computer activity had been completed (Meggs, 2022). This new design technology brought about new design styles and typography.  
 
Thesis statement: This essay investigates three designers who embraced the digital revolution.  The digital revolution was an important movement for graphic design because it changed the way designers created their work, while still embracing their individual techniques and style. The first designer in this essay is Massimo Vignelli whose famous Subway map was digitised in 2011.  The second designer is Susan Kare, who designed Apple’s now famous icons.  Finally, the essay discussed the work of Paula Scher, who has worked on many digital designs for over four decades.   

Massimo Vignelli
 
Massimo Vignelli was a New York based Italian graphic designer, born in Milan. He studied architecture at IUAV architecture school in Venice, before moving to the New York in the United States of America in the 1960s and becoming a designer (Esposito, 2020). There, he founded Unimark International, which mainly focuses on corporate graphic design. Vignelli decided to introduce the Helvetica typeface in visual communication, which then spread across the USA (Famous graphic designers, 2018).

Early on during his professional career, the main area that he was known for was graphic designing for a variety of products and corporate identity creation (Famous graphic designers, 2018). Vignelli designed in many different areas, including; newspapers, magazines, books, posters, interiors, chairs, wine labels and brands. He also designed a logo for American Airlines (Inkbot Design, 2019) and produced a classic chart of trends and movements (Vignelli, 2012). His most famous work is the signage he designed for the New York subway map in 1972. The map was brightly coloured and angular and not based on actual New City dimensions, but instead focused on the path of subway lines (Bigman, 2014). His map design of coloured lines and dots without any landmarks became standard for transport maps globally.  He called this concept going from “dot to dot.” His New York subway signage also set the standards for subways signs (Esposito, 2020).
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Vignelli’s map is one of the most controversial and important maps that has ever been created. The map was not an ordinary map but it had a range of representations designed which then made the routes and stops a lot easier to understand while travelling around one of the busiest city in the world. Massimo Vignelli went on to develop and continue with his work until 2009 (Inkbot Design, 2019).

 In 2011, The Metropolitan Transportation Authority (MTA) launched an online digital map called “Weekender” which displays any service changes or disruptions that happen on the weekends.  It is modelled on Vignelli’s 1979 map, thereby keeping to the wishes of those who feel Vignelli’s work is the best. Vignelli and his company Vignelli Associates were involved with the development of this digital version of the map.  The original map remains the same, including the Helvetica typeface, but it is now digitally annotated to reflected disruptions and alternative routes (Grynbaum, 2011). “The Weekender has transformed the way riders navigate the subway system on weekends by making it easy for subway riders to visualize exactly how weekend work will affect their subway service,” (Hillery, 2019). This shows that Vignelli’s original design is digital friendly even though it was not designed digitally.   

Vignelli’s subway map was designed pre-digital revolution, during a time when minimalism swept through the art world.  This included simplicity and clean images, and was popular with artists in the 1960s and 1970s, particularly in America (Mayer, 2010).  Vignellis’ work can be seen as reflective of this.  Although Vignelli began designing before the digital revolution, he was involved with bringing his work into the digital era. The 2011 online ‘Weekender’ map was modelled on his 1979 design with Vignelli’s involvement.  Additionally, he updated his classic chart on trends and movements, to bring into digital era. The ‘Weekender’ map is also reflective of modern digital culture as has to meet the needs of weekend travellers, changing transport services and instant information being available on smart phones and other devices.  
 

Susan Kare
Susan Kare is a San Francisco-based designer and pioneering computer iconographer for Apple.  Following her PhD in Arts from New York University, Kare began work at Apple in 1982. Her role was the sole creator of screen graphics for the Macintosh group. She became known as the designer “who gave the Macintosh a smile”. Kare is well known for increasing and developing the typefaces and icons which would then give the Macintosh its characteristic friendly look and feel (Kareprints, 2022).  Susan Kare was entrusted with Mackintosh's mission of humanising the graphical interfaces for Apple (Dormehl, 2022). Kare used her experience from studying 19th century French caricature to meet the needs of the company’s mission.  

During 1983, Kare designed a variety of different software icons which became well known to anyone who used a computer. Susan Kare designed the icons on a minimalistic grid of pixels (Kareprints, 2022).  In 1986, she went on to then join Steve Jobs at the company called NeXT Computer and became the tenth employee (Kareprints, 2022).  
Her most famous work during her time at Apple was the Chicago typeface. The known typeface Chicago was one of the most distinctive typefaces for the user interface. However, she did not only design the Chicago typeface, but she was also known for designing the original Monaco, Geneva and Cairo typefaces (Famousgraphicdesigners, 2019). These became standard typefaces for later designers (Dormehl, 2022). When designing these Apple icons that have now become iconic, Kare explains that “I came from a classic era, hand lettering, painting, sculpture and printmaking” She then goes on to say. “I had read about creating typefaces in order to have an interview in the company, as I was hoping to get this job done by making faces and icons in bitmap format, and I had sketched out a few symbols in a notebook" (Kare cited Seybold Report, 2022 p.10).
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Susan Kare has stated that good icons should always be efficient like road signs rather than just illustrative.  They must be easily seen and eye-catching to keep the users from getting confused by a large amount of detail.  Colours do not need to be added into every single icon that is designed and that a well-crafted and designed icon which is meaningful does not need to be then redesigned a lot (Famousgraphicdesigners, 2019). Kare refers to this as the economy of expression’, which means that an icon should communication its meaning from one glance, and be a universal language.  An example of this universal language is her choice of a trash can/bin, which is now widely known as a place to move files to be deleted or ‘trashed’.   

Coming from a traditional art background, Kare embraced the digital revolution when working for Apple, as it was her first time working with pixels on a screen. She states that “I really hadn't designed anything on a computer, and I wasn't someone who worked in grids. What became clear to me was that I really enjoyed the structure of that kind of design challenge” (Kare cited in New York, 2016 p1).  Her work can be seen as reflective of the time as it was developed when the Mac first started to be used by designers, so it made sense that icons were developed to make design tools on the computer easier to use and control.  
  
Paula Scher
For more than forty years, Paula Scher has revolutionised the graphic design industry with her creativity and determination. She is a well-known contemporary American designer and the first female to be offered a job at Pentagram in a senior position (famousgraphicdesigners, 2021). She first became interested in graphic design after creating hand-printing maps drawn from aerial photographs taken by her father, who had invented a device to remove distortion from ariel photography (famousgraphicdesigners, 2021).

Paula Scher’s early work was mainly influenced and inspired by the 1930s through the Art Nouveau and Constructivism, which she used to create a style of decorative typography using imagery. She started her work by designing contemporary things. The inspiration for her typographic album covers were from a Buckingham Pipe Tobacco tin. She would also had her own hobby of using old sheets of music and drawing the typography onto it (Eagleson,2021)  
 
Paula Scher developed her work through a range of painting, design and educating which is known for developing further the boundaries of design. A range of her work was done in the late 1970s and is now being known as being part of the postmodern movement with her experimenting with modernist type and images. (Eagleson,2021)  
 
Paula Scher is well-known for her logo designs; album covers and posters. She creates large-scale maps which are covered with a variety of lettering that would then show the political and societal connections between many varied countries and boarders. She also mentioned “The job of the designer is to make things understandable, usable, accessible, enjoyable and importance to a public, that involves the public” (artnet,2022) 
 
During 1982, Scher developed a typographic solution by basing it around Art Deco and Russian constructivism. She was inspired for her typography by Russian constructivism and she went on to design only its vocabulary of form. She then went on to collaborate in 1984 with a graduate that she knew called Tyler Koppel. They then established a new company Koppel & Scher. The company went on for seven years and during that time Scher developed corporate identities, advertisements, packaging and book jackets. She also was one to design the most iconic Swatch poster which was modelled by the Swiss designer Herbert Matter (famousgraphicdesigners,2021). 
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Although Scher is predominantly known as a designer, in 1990 she painted large-scale maps covered with hand painted torrents of information and colourful layers. The maps included the world countries, continents, islands, streets and neighbourhoods, as well as her own cultural commentary (Scher, 2011). 
 
As part of her work, Paula Scher created the new identity of The Public Theatre. She also had alongside this mission a promotional graphic system for the identity, and it then became very highly influential in the theatrical promotion. By using a new technique of juxtaposing graffiti and street typography, Scher attracted the crowd’s attention (Scher, 2002).  
 



A great achievement for Paula Scher was becoming the first person to design a new identity and a range of different promotional designs for The Public Theatre in 1994. The mission was to create a large-scale billboards, logos and posters. To create this, she created a graffiti feel with a traditional woodcut and used blends of sans serif types. A more urban population was attracted to the theatre through this use of graphical language (Eagleson,2021) 
 
Paula Scher is a good example of a designer who embraced the digital revolution as she began designing digitally from the start of her design career.  Her career began when postmodernism was popular style for artists.  This was characterised by breaking previous design rules and embracing complexity and pluralism (Farrell & Furman, 2019). Her work embraces this design culture.   
 
This essay has outlined the major work of three designers who embraced digital technology in their designs. These three designers were chosen because I have an interest in their work but after doing this research, my favourite is Massimo Vignelli.  One of the reasons I chose Vignelli is because I am passionate about travel, so I wanted to study a designer that has a travel connection. Vignelli’s subway map stood out to me, so I wanted to look into this further.  I find Vignelli’s designs to be colourful eye-catching, and minimal. I like how the designs are uncrowded.   

Although there are benefits to the digital design revolution, it is good to see how designers can still make good work without the use of the Mac using hand drawn and other non-digital techniques. Technology is a good tool for design, but it loses the ‘feel’ that a hand-drawn design gives. All three designers are good examples of how to effectively use technology without neglecting traditional art techniques.  Vignelli shows how traditional design can be digitised using modern technology along with traditional design. Although Susan Kare is known for her digital icons, she used her classic art background to help her. Paula Scher also uses traditional techniques in her work that are then layered with digital design.   

As a result of doing this essay, I have learned about the digital revolution and what designers were part of it.  Before this, I did not know about the digital revolution, and had to do a lot of investigating to find out which designers fall into this category.  From doing this research, and the initial investigation into different designers before selecting the above three, I now have a bank of inspirational designers I can look to, many of whom I had not heard of before.   




References 
Artnet (2022) About Paula Scher [online] available at: http://www.artnet.com/artists/paula-scher/biography  [accessed 21st October 2022] 

Bigman, A. (2014) Remembering Massimo Vignelli, modernist master [online] Available at: https://99designs.co.uk/blog/famous-design/remembering-massimo-vignelli-modernist-master/ [accessed 10th October 2022]

Carter, R. Maxa, S., Sanders, M., Meggs, P.B., Day, B. (2018) Typographic Design: Form and Communication, 7th ed. Hoboken: John Wiley & Sons

Clark, C. (2022) Design through the Decades [online] available at: https://www.hellocreativeagency.com/blog/design-through-the-decades-the-1960s [accessed 4th October 2022]

Dormehl, L. (2020) How Susan Kare gave Apple’s Mac its personality [online] Available at: https://www.digitaltrends.com/cool-tech/women-with-byte-susan-kare/ [accessed 15th October 2022] 

Eagleson, J. (ND) Paula Scher: Designer, artist and educator [online] Available at: https://jemmaeagleson.github.io/PAULA-SCHER/Essay.html [accessed 21st October 2022]

Esposito, C. (2020) Masters of graphic design: Massimo Vignelli [online] Available at: https://www.pixartprinting.co.uk/blog/massimo-vignelli/ [accessed 10th October 2022]

Famousgraphicdesigner.org (2018) Massimo Vignelli [online] Available at: https://www.famousgraphicdesigners.org/massimo-vignelli [accessed 10th October 2022]

Famousgraphicdesigner.org (2019) Susan Kare [online] available at: https://www.famousgraphicdesigners.org/susan-kare [accessed 15th October 2022] 

Famousgraphicdesigner.org (2021) Paula Scher [online] available at: https://www.famousgraphicdesigners.org/paula-scher [accessed 21st October 2022] 

Farrell, T. & Furman, A.N. (2019) Revisiting Postmodernism London: RIBA Publishing 
Grynbaum, M.M. (2011) ‘Aid for Baffled Weekend Subway Riders’ in New York Times September 15th 2011

Hillery, A. (2019) How Vignelli’s Design Still Influences NYC’s Subway Maps Today [online] available at: https://medium.com/nightingale/how-vignellis-design-still-influences-nyc-s-subway-maps-today-63159e8845c9 [accessed 10th October 2022]



Inkbot Design (2019) Massimo Vignelli — Biography of the Famous Graphic Designer [online] Available at: https://inkbotdesign.medium.com/massimo-vignelli-biography-of-the-famous-graphic-designer-6eaba10a4ca6 [accessed 10th October 2022] 

Kareprints (2022) About [online] available at: https://kareprints.com/pages/about [accessed 15th October 2022]

Mayer, J. (2010) Minimalism Frome: Phaidon Press 
Meggs, P.B. (2022) Graphic Design: Art [online] available at: https://www.britannica.com/art/graphic-design [accessed 4th October 2022]

New York (2016) ‘Susan Kare, Designer: "I really enjoyed the structure of that kind of design challenge"’ New York Vol 49 (1) p.1

Scher, P. (2002) Make it bigger New York: Princeton Architectural Press 
Scher, P. (2011) Paula Scher: MAPS New York: Princeton Architectural Press 

The Seybold Report (2022) ‘New Graphic Arts Design Museum Exhibition Reflects on Susan Kare's Work on Digital Icons’ The Seybold Report Vol 22 (2) p.1

Vignelli, M. (2012) ‘Schematic chart of ideological and design changes from the 1960s to the present’ in Metropolis: Architecture Design, Vol. 31 Issue 10, p88-89

 
 
 

2

image1.jpeg




image2.jpeg
& <@ e Bl "W
SIS I IERERS

& @& 60 <P & W




image3.jpeg
JHLpP





