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Introduction 
The issue I’m going to explore within my dissertation is ‘controversy’ and how the subject matter surrounds the design industry. I want to focus specifically on Graphic Design as this is where my interest lies and is the subject area in which that I’m studying. As a female Graphic Design student I am naturally intrigued to explore successful female graphic designers. However, the idea of controversial graphics as previously mentioned, also fascinates me. So, by combining the both I have determined a statement in which I am going to explore throughout my dissertation. ‘The idea of male graphic designers getting more recognition than female graphic designers because of controversy within their work.’ To explore in depth, I have used a range of sources including books, articles and websites. I found it most difficult to find sources when researching about controversial female designers and the idea of female graphic designers getting lost in the world of design because of a lack of specific source that targeted these topics. Within the chapters of the dissertation, I begin by briefly explaining how design work can unsettle the public. I then look at an idea that have changed the way we think in Graphic Design and link it to controversial design. Chapter three delves into very controversial male designers and exploring reasons why they like to create design work that ruffles people’s feathers. I also explore Jessica Walsh and also a few other female designers, the few controversial female designers I could determine. Chapter five looks at risk taking and what gender tends to take more risks and does this influence the controversial design work that we’ve been discussing. By looking at the way the design industry treats women and comparing female designers to well-known male designers, my dissertation comes to a close by looking at the history of women within the design industry and questions why male designers are more well-known. Is it down to being controversial or are there other reasons why female designers are not as popular?

A good place to begin would be to understand and define the word controversial. According to Collin’s dictionary (2018) if you report that an individual or an issue is controversial then you are implying that it is at the point of an exceptional, intense public argument, disapproval or disagreement. Within the world that we live there are many controversial issues that go on, however my focus is going to be on the controversy within the design world. 

Designs that have unsettled the public 
Controversial design could be defined by how the public respond to the design and how they’re not afraid to announce their opinions. It is the public’s response that sometimes matters most to whether a piece of design fails or succeeds. In Abstract: The art of design, Paula Scher (2017), Paula Scher said ‘The design of the logo is never really the hard part of the job. It’s persuading a million people to use it’.  One of the latest designs that people have expressed their views on is the new Burberry design. According to The Drum (2018), the last time Burberry had a re design for their brand was 20 years ago during 1999. It goes without saying that the revamp is a massive change and also a risk from the original serif typeface to now a sans serif and also dropping the icon and adding ‘England’ underneath. It’s fair to say that there has been split comments about the new re design and a lot of people haven’t held back from saying [image: ]their views on it. Figure 1: Burberry logo


Another famous rebrand design that didn’t sit well with the public or even Margaret Thatcher who was the prime minister at the time. According to the video, Classic Thatcher on BA (2013), it took British Airways four entire years to admit that Thatcher was indeed right about the design. She was their biggest critic and took a tissue to hide the design on the model of the plane, before calling it awful. It was also disliked by passengers and crew and later went on to change the design to the union flag. 
[image: ]Figure 2: British Airways redesign




Ideas that have changed the way we think of Graphic Design
 There are ideas that have completely changed graphic design. One of the ideas that is going to be looked into is Asymmetric Typography which links to the controversy behind design work. The question this raises, is a piece of design considered to be controversial because it’s classified as a controversial topic? For example, Asymmetric Typography could be considered controversial as it goes against the norm of graphic design. According to Heller and Vienne (2012,p.66), asymmetric typography would set principles underlying the modern shift of graphic design. Tschichold who is a German typographer indicated that all designers should reject symmetrical and unrequired ornament that had controlled design and print for so many years. Tschichold said, ‘Asymmetry is the rhythmic expression of functional design’.  After this he then produced a book that demonstrated his new approach to Graphic design. 
[image: ]Piet Zwart’s asymmetric typographic poster (figure 4) displays this movement very well. It has random printing of letters with different letterforms. As stated by Heller and Vienne (2012, p.66) Zwart’s posters were more than just a disorganised arrangement of letterforms but a representation of the chaos of the world around us. Asymmetric Typography was more than just a way of communicating but it became a declaration which was later used by modernists.  Figure 3:  Piet Zwart’s poster


Controversial male graphic designers 
The controversial movement; Asymmetric Typography, leads onto; graphic designer, Stefan Sagmeister.  According to Sagmeister and Hall (2009, p,45), Kevin Gatta who was Sagmeister’s professor said that Stefan broke the norms because he knew what the norms were. This reflects the Asymmetric Typography movement as it was all about breaking the norms of Graphic Design and going against what was considered to be right. Sagmeister is mentioned as being controversial by many people throughout the book. One of my biggest questions in regards to a designer being controversial was are they doing it because they want to be more well known. Sagmeister and Hall (2009, p32), Sagmeister talks about being a famous designer:
  ‘I am stoned and I’m thinking about my life. I was dreaming about the Ronacher opening and how I’ll be on TV and how the parents will be proud (oh boy). On one hand I’m convinced that I’d like to be a famous designer, on the other hand this desire is so silly. (And will generate a lot of stress) This is bullshit: I mean, all that matters is to try to be good, try to be honest. The better I feel, the easier it is.’ (Sagmeister 2009, p32). 
So with that being said, it is clear that Sagmeister has considered the possibility of becoming a famous designer. It is also clear that Sagmeister acknowledges that in order to be successful he has to be good at what he produces and in order to be good, he has to be honest. And honesty is where sometimes controversy is brought from. 

With controversy and Sagmeister still in mind, there is a piece of writing in the book, Sagmeister and Hall (2009, p123), where Sagmeister was given a project on a company owned by his brother. As a true Sagmeister approach, the final outcome was something unusual. However, his brother said:

‘When Stefan first proposed his design for Blue, the partners were speechless. But we grew to like the idea and the unconventional approach. Needless to say, the stores are doing quite well.’ Sagmeister, (2009, p123) 
[image: ][image: ]
Figure 4: Sagmeister's designs for Blue.


The result of the company and the response proved Sagmeister’s unconventional and quite controversial answer to the problem paid off. So, to evaluate, this way of new thinking and approaches do work out well sometimes. It’s not always bad publicity and bad press that Sagmeister receives.

Continuing on with Sagmeister (2009, p128-129), it is inevitable that a poster he designed for Fresh Dialogue ruffled a few feathers. The poster was targeted at an audience of designers so Sagmeister considered and knew that this created a lot more freedom and something more startling was required. However, the organizers of the event that the poster was designed for immediately panicked when receiving the design and described it as looking ‘a bit phallic-looking for a mixed-gender panel.’ But on the other hand, other panellists mentioned that they thought it was hilarious. Sagmeister have said that he did not open the studio to do mediocre design. (2009, p133) Which quite blatantly, summarises Sagmeister’s views on designing controversy work. It also raises questions as to what Sagmeister may consider to be mediocre design. By him carrying out controversial work he is abiding by his words of avoiding to design mediocre work. 
[image: ]
Figure 5: Fresh Dialogue poster
Neville Brody is another male designer and Brody doesn’t follow the rules of graphic design. With that being said, he could be considered to be another controversial designer. Figure 5 (Dirty faces, 1994, p46) displays a piece of work from Neville Brody. Brody says in Dirty faces (1994, p46) that when treating type as an image it connects with the semantic experimentation of punk graphics and also is a complete contrast to the clean and precise use of typefaces that everyone can do digitally. In terms of graphic design, it doesn’t abide by the strict grid structure rules which is why people would consider it to cause controversy. According to Eye magazine (2018), Neville Brody expressed that these days using the computer is just a standard and fixed way is kind of abusing it. Brody went on to explain that computers are a piece of technology and it’s a tool that should be used and treated as naturally as one would with any other piece of equipment. This implies that the reason behind his unneat work would be that he doesn’t confine his work to be organised just because he’s using a computer – but instead producing work as organically as he would with a paintbrush for example.

Brody’s reasoning behind why he designs this way could be accepted. Organically using a piece of technology is a really interesting way to work as sometimes we do abuse a computer and some would argue that it puts designers at a disadvantage. However, others have a different opinion to Brody’s way of work and not everyone can agree with just innocently using a computer in a versatile way. 

The interview in Eye magazine (2018) questioned Brody about whether he felt he has been misunderstood. The thing that stood out was that Brody replied that he feels that individuals within the design industry put this down to self-publicity. But he made clear that what he’s been trying to do with his work has no relation to himself, so to summarise that would mean being controversial has nothing to do with self-promotion or wanting to become well known but simply he just wants to do what he does for himself. However, whether that is true or not we won’t ever really know. Brody is the Dean of the Royal College of Art and announced in February 2018 that he will step down later that year in September, so with that being said that could imply that he thrives on being well known. 
[image: ]
Figure 6: Neville Brody dirty faces
A male graphic designer that is quite well known within the design world would be David Carson. In Magenta (2018) they clearly state that for Graphic Designers especially, success and controversy infrequently go together. Why is this said? It’s an interesting comment that it is thought that controversial work is rarely successful. It is interesting when most of the work that has been mentioned previously has been successful and also controversial. And that point also stands by David Carson as when Carson got appointed the founding art director of the magazine Raygun, he bent every design principle there is. He proclaims that he never designed with what he was taught but only what he identified as feeling right to himself. He follows the philosophy of ‘Why not?’, he believes that the whole grid system is what has killed graphic design. According to Magenta (2018), people criticise Carson’s style of work and say that it’s illegible and not using grids is blasphemous. Carson admitted in Your world is a glass page (2018), “On a rare occasion, I have broken the rules just to mess with the critics.” (Carson 2018). Which is a key quote to take from, as Carson has confessed to only being controversial occasionally because he wants a reaction and bad press. Which in turn leads back to the opinion of male designers only being controversial because they want to be more well-known. Carson has in so many words agreed with this as he knows by designing something brave then he’ll get a reaction which in turn generates publicity.   

Controversial female graphic designers 
In addition to the controversial male graphic designers, there aren’t as many controversial female graphic designers, however there is one that would spring to a lot of people’s minds. Jessica Walsh, who is now partners with Sagmeister that was previously mentioned. Being partners with a designer who is known to be controversial has to have some effect on Walsh. When they first announced their partnership and the change from Sagmeister Inc to Sagmeister & Walsh, Walsh knew that the announcement had to be something out of the ordinary. According to Burgoynge (2012) Sagmeister was anxious about having both of them naked for a piece of work to publically introduce Walsh. But Walsh insisted that she wanted to do it, ‘why should I be the conservative one in clothes?’ was her argument. It was said in Burgoynge that for Walsh to do this stunt, it could put her career at risk because the general public judge the naked female body different to the male. So with that being said the controversial tactics that proved to work well previously for partner Sagmeister, might not work for Walsh but nevertheless it’s a brave move from Walsh. 
[image: ]
Figure 7: Sagmeister and Walsh's announcement
However, Walsh is reasonably well known within the world of design and has done very well for herself for being employed by one of the best design studios at only 25. She may be known because similar to Sagmeister, she is daring. In order to see if Walsh was controversial before joining Sagmeister, it would be a good start to delve into the work of Walsh prior to Sagmeister’s influence. According to Eye on Design (2018) it explains that Walsh rejected a job offer from Apple that would have paid her an estimated $100k as Walsh had dreams of working on various projects and clients instead of working for just a single company. This point here symbolises Walsh’s bravery and how not many people would have followed in her footsteps when offered a job that paid so highly. However, onto the design aspect, she had a style that she acquired over the years, she expressed how she worked alongside Paula Scher (who of which will be explored later on) and throughout her time in the industry she liked to include photography, illustration and set design within her work. Although, with that being said she began to lose interest in that style she became so comfortable in. 
[image: ]‘I began to see so many other younger designers doing the colourful photo illustration style. It became so trendy, and I didn’t want to be pegged into just doing one thing in my career, especially as everyone was doing it.’ Eye on Design (2018) 
Figure 8: Jessica Walsh's magazine cover for Print
This is also really interesting what Walsh says about her own style of work. She didn’t want to use the photographic or illustrative style anymore because a lot of other people were also doing it. As pictured above, the style or the work itself for that matter isn’t controversial however Walsh’s response to what she then thought of it is intriguing. Walsh left this style behind and did different things, she says how her favourite part is to invent new concept ideas which could be the underlying reason to why Walsh wants to be noticed. She wants to create new concept ideas so she knows no one else is doing it which in turn will make her more recognizable and different. Now with that being said, Walsh doesn’t want to copy anyone and she doesn’t like doing the same thing as anyone else. As previously mentioned, her work isn’t controversial however her reasoning behind it could be what makes her famous in her own right as she’s striving to do something unique. 
However, will the piece of work that showcases the fact that she is visualised as an equal to Sagmeister pay off or will the unconventional approach obscure her career. This leads on to a point where it could be considered that women get treated differently to men in the design industry, this will be discussed at a later stage. 

Paula Scher is a massive influence in Graphic Design. She was the first female principle at Pentagram of which is a multi-disciplinary design agency. In Abstract: The art of design, Paula Scher (2017) Woody Pirk who is Scher’s former Pentagram partner talked about her whilst referring to the work she carried out ‘Bringing the noise, bringing the funk, really put her on the map. It was everywhere, like holy shit this 
[bookmark: _GoBack][image: ]Is really good’ Paula explained how she used different weights for the font on the poster and people started using the same method and this style started to surround New York. So Paula created a poster design that was a complete contrast to this loud style by using subtle serif typefaces instead. This shows Paula doesn’t like her work to blend in, she didn’t like the fact that others were taking influence from this poster so decided to do something in her next project completely different. In regards with my question, I wanted to find out exactly what she feels holds her back as female graphic designer especially someone of her standard. Stated by Scher (2018), ‘What holds me back as a ‘female designer’ is someone putting the word “female” in front of “designer”. I just think of myself as a designer.’ This is a bold statement that makes a lot of sense, it’s interesting to hear this from Scher as she definitely does practice what she preaches.  She doesn’t think of herself as less than equal just because she’s a female designer, she thinks of her as the same as a male designer and that we are all equals doing the same thing.  Following on from this, Scher explains in the documentary how in the design agency how being a female designer you do get treated differently, she goes on to explain how she was sat in front of a client and the client gave her a look ‘Why have I got this old lady?’, Scher responded ‘I’m a just a designer, look at it’. In Abstract: The art of design, Paula Scher (2017) This again adds to what she replied to in the email, she just wants to be seen as a designer producing good work and doesn’t want to be thought of any less just because of the gender of her sex. Figure 9: Poster for Bring in 'Da Noise, Bring in 'Da Funk.


Lucienne Roberts trained as a graphic designer, she is very successful as a female designer. She has established a design studio called sans+baum and her current studio LucienneRoberts+. She was also a signatory of the manifesto, first things first.  I emailed Lucienne Roberts the question of my dissertation in hope that I could gather her thoughts on this. The reason for this is because she may not be controversial but she is very influential and very well known within the design industry. I wanted to gather her thoughts on what she believes the industry is like for female designers and whether or not it is different for women than it is for men.
Roberts (2018) stated in a reply, 
‘In short… I don’t think it’s about being controversial. I think it’s about living in a society that considers assertiveness and competitiveness as unattractive in women but not in men. This impacts on women being confident public speakers, negotiating fees and advocating for their work. If anything things are getting worse now too, but we need to fight for what is rightfully ours. Women are still designated as best at caring roles, be that of children of the elderly – neither come with pay, therefore neither come with status or power. This all goes back to the home and money frankly.’ (Roberts 2018)
It’s interesting that Roberts feels that this is how society is for females in the design industry especially from someone who delivers so much confidence. Robert’s doesn’t think being controversial comes into it however she believes that it’s about how being competitive and assertive is unattractive in women but not men and how it has all originated from home life and money. To a degree it could be considered true but on the other hand it could be dismissed as every female is different and not everyone has the same outlook on society. In relation to my question – Roberts disregarded ‘controversial’ so it is interesting to see that a well-known female designer doesn’t feel that being controversial is what sets other female designers back but yet there are other reasons for it. 

Is the design industry different for women? 
It has become clear through researching that there are a lot more controversial male Graphic Designers than there are women. Is this because “ballsy design” as Stefan Sagmeister refers to it, is something women are deterring away from? Which leads to the next chapter. However, In the 1980s, the Guerrilla Girls came about. They are a group of feminist artists and are completely anonymous. They set out with the mission to change the mood of cultural shift and became the modern day voices of the women in art and also design. They spoke out about sexual
[image: ]discrimination within the industry. They did this by putting up yellow big billboards all around the city of New York and collaging a figure of a woman with a face of a gorilla. Even though the Guerrilla Girls are not Graphic Designers – they prove to be a big spokeswoman for all women within design. They also highlight important facts and figures ensuring to get the point across. It relates well to the idea of male designers being controversial in order to get more recognition in contrast to the women designers who don’t have the recognition. Figure 10: Guerrilla Girls poster


Risk taking and whether it relates to being controversial 
Exploring the idea of risk taking and the idea of males taking more risks than females. This idea also links back to the question. If it is true that men take more risks than women, then it might influence how women don’t create as much controversial design as men designers. Which in turn then has an effect on men designers becoming more known than women designers. R Harris, Jenkins and Glaser (2006) made a clear explanation that there has been many questionnaires and studies carried out in order to find out if there is a gender difference in risk taking. They said that in 1999 there was an analysis conducted by Byrnes, Miller and Schafer (1999) where they looked at over 150 papers and came to the conclusion from this that the male gender is more likely to take risks than the female. This creates more depth within my argument of why women don’t become famous in design.  However according to Nelson (2012) men and women’s characteristics can overlap and we cannot generalise the term, she uses the example of ‘all cars have radios’ or ‘all tigers have stripes’. In other words, Nelson is explaining that we cannot generalise male and female, it is wrong as all individuals are different and not all females or males are the same. Therefore, it could be contemplated that the idea of men taking more risks than women is wrong whether it is backed up with statistics or not as it doesn’t symbolise or make a reflection of every male and female on the planet. It all depends on the certain individuals that are asked these questionnaires in the studies that were carried out. 

Comparison of a controversial and non-controversial designer  
Carolyn Davidson, designed the Nike logo. A logo which is known worldwide. She designed it in the year 1971 during her time when she was a student studying graphic design at Portland State University. As stated in Design Indaba (2018), She got paid roughly $35 for the Nike swoosh. She also states that even though Nike is a very big sports company, she has, “stayed under the radar and nobody knows who I am.” If Davidson started to design her work with an unconventional twist and ruffled a few feathers whilst doing so, then it makes you wonder whether if she could still say ‘nobody knows who I am’, which leads nicely to this question;

Davidson designed one of the most well-known logos there is and yet she claims nobody knows who she is. When comparing Davidson to the likes of Sagmeister who as previously mentioned is considered to own ‘one of the most famous and highly regarded design studios in the world’ according to Burgoyne (2012), it makes you question why is this. However, after delving into more depth about Davidson, it is clear that she hasn’t gone on to do anything else after the Nike logo. Some people wouldn’t agree with Davidson when she claims ‘Nobody knows who I am’ as she hasn’t done anything to get herself known other than the famous Nike tick. There is no trail of any of her work so it makes some consider with obvious reasons why she isn’t as known as Sagmeister. 

Why do women not get known or given the same opportunities as men within design
Whether or not male designers are more well-known because they’re more likely to be controversial is a point that requires further investigation. Letter (2008, p9) stated some interesting points in regards to female designers. They gave a clear point that explained why women may not be within the top area of design.
 ‘It may either be down to the simple fact that they don’t want to be or because women experience obstacles that male designers don’t. Or thirdly, that they are at the top area within the design industry but they don’t boast about it.’ Letter (2008, p9)
They go on to question some of the barriers that may be stopping female designers reaching the top – could it be down to the idea of them being lured into having freelance work but no exposure? Not winning the battle of a new promotion? It’s interesting to explore different reasoning and ideas other than the idea of controversy design work of why men may be in the limelight more than women in regards to Graphic Design. 

Nochlin (1988), highlights the idea of there haven’t been no great women artists. She asks a key question which is why. Now this relates in the same way to women in regard to the Graphic Design world. Nochlin offers an alternative answer other than the male gender being controversial with what design they produce. Nochlin explains that there can be a lot of assumptions made concerning the question why. 

‘The assumptions behind such a question are varied in range and sophistications, running anywhere from “scientifically proven” demonstrations of the inability of human beings with wombs rather than penises to create anything significant.’ (Nochlin 1988)

Nochlin expresses an alternative point in attempt to answer why. She explains that there could be a separate ‘greatness’ to refer to women’s work than it is to men’s. Nochlin goes on to describe that with women’s work there is a distinguishing feel of an identifiable feminine style to it and reflects a woman’s experience of things and situations. 

Nochlin’s writings are based on art historians and not quite graphic design. And as I’m looking at why female graphic designers aren’t as well known, it would only be right to delve into the history within Graphic Design, to find out how this started. Thomason (1994) states in the journal Aims for Oblivion: The history of women in early American Graphic Design a clear point regarding why women graphic designers aren’t as well known. Thomason notes that in the 19th century it was known that many women worked in the print production. However male influence demanded that the work carried out by the women was too demanding in terms of physicality. This indicated that the women no longer worked there even though the work executed by the women wasn’t getting more physically demanding as technology made it less demanding. It could be considered that many women worked on high profile projects but they may not have been credited as within this period of time there were women who worked within the industry of advertising. However, it could be considered that we don’t know many of these female designers and also observed that female Graphic Designers are not known in history because of this as the women didn’t reach the level of management so their names never got well known. 

Thomason (1994) also goes on to explain that female graphic designers worked in jobs that were designated to suit them better because they were females. And continuing with the sexual discrimination that went on, female graphic designers were thought to work as typesetters as they had smaller hands than male designers. Women were allowed to work in places but only carrying out work that didn’t jeopardise the male careers. However, when women did go beyond this and didn’t listen to the advice of staying clear of male careers they were then slandered for it. Thomason continues by explaining the two movements during that period of time were the Aesthetic movement and the Arts and Crafts Movement which in turn permitted women to engage more with the industry. However, with that being said, female designers were still sectioned as having particular skills that were accorded because of their sex. A main point that came from this journal was that because historians praised a small number, it gave a justification for disregarding the preponderance. Which could lead to the reason why we don’t know as many female graphic designers as we do male. 

Conclusion
As a designer constantly working with briefs, they are always aiming to answer that brief. This comes back to my question, sometimes a brief doesn’t require a controversial response whether that answer depends on risk taking or playing too safe. To come to a conclusion to the question would be impossible – it arises more questions than answers. For example, being controversial could be considered to be about the pursuit of fame and opportunity. Do women not want to be known or does it bring about an uncomfortable place to be in front? This brings up the history of women and how men would take a front seat while the women were known to take a step back and let the men do the talking. It could be observed that the idea of women not wanting to be in the forefront comes from somewhere and is something that is subconsciously still within us to this day. After conducting research of the both genders in regards to being a controversial designer – it is quite clear within my research that there are a lot more male controversial designers than female. With that being said it just brings about more questions and reasons for this. Referring back to Paula Scher and how she was annoyed at being named a female designer rather than just a designer is very interesting and important. To say that the conclusion could just be that, ‘it is important for the work of a designer to speak for itself and that is it’ would make sense. However, why was the question raised in the first place? ‘Subconscious’ was a word mentioned earlier, is it in our subconscious somewhere that us as women take a step back and feel less brave to be bold and controversial within not only design but life itself and its engraved deeply within us whether we’ve realised it or not. 
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