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Thesis Statement

The mid-1980s set the beginning of a major shift in graphic design with the arrival of
the Macintosh computer and early desktop publishing software, allowing designers to

break away from traditional paste-up and darkroom processes. Three leading
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figures—April Greiman, Neville Brody, and David Carson—fully embraced this digital
technology, using it to challenge the rigid rules of Swiss modernism, experiment with
new forms of typography and image-making, and lay the foundations for the fluid,

expressive, and often rebellious visual language that still influences design today.

Introduction

This essay will look at three designers who grabbed those early digital tools and ran
with them: April Greiman in California, Neville Brody in London, and David Carson

riding the American grunge wave. Each of them used the Macintosh (and the



software that came with it) not just to work faster or cleaner, but to mess things up on
purpose — layering, distorting, pixelating, overlapping, and ignoring every “rule”
they’d ever been taught. Through their posters, magazines, and typefaces, they
showed that the computer wasn'’t just a new tool; it was a completely new way of
thinking. What follows is a closer look at how these three turned a beige box with a

9-inch screen into a system that changed graphic design forever.

Chapter 1 — The Beige Box That Changed Everything

In January 1984, Apple didn’t just launch a computer — they aired a minute-long
Super Bowl advert directed by Ridley Scott that literally portrayed IBM as Big Brother
and the Macintosh as the hammer-throwing rebel who smashes the old order. The

128K Macintosh that went on sale two days later had a 9-inch black-and-white



screen, 128 kilobytes of memory, and no hard drive, but it came with a mouse and a
graphical interface that felt like science fiction (Heller, 2006). For the first time,
designers could draw directly on screen with MacPaint and move whole blocks of

type with MacDraw instead of cutting and pasting paper.
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Fig 1: Steve Jobs original Macintosh, 1984 (Jobs, 1984)

In January 1984, Apple didn’t just launch a computer — they aired a minute-long
Super Bowl advert directed by Ridley Scott that literally portrayed IBM as Big Brother
and the Macintosh as the hammer-throwing rebel who smashes the old order. The
128K Macintosh that went on sale two days later had a 9-inch black-and-white
screen, 128 kilobytes of memory, and no hard drive, but it came with a mouse and a
graphical interface that felt like science fiction (Heller, 2006). For the first time,
designers could draw directly on screen with MacPaint and move whole blocks of

type with MacDraw instead of cutting and pasting paper.



The real explosion, however, happened in 1985. Three things landed almost at one:

- Aldus PageMaker (July 1985) - the first proper page-layout program for the
Apple Macintosh.

- Apple LaserWriter (March 1985) - the first affordable laser printer with Adobe
PostScript built in.

- Adobe PostScript itself — the page-description language that makes crisp

typography and graphics possible at any size.

Suddenly a designer with a Macintosh, PageMaker, and a LaserWriter could do in an
afternoon what used to take a week of paste-up, photostats, and trips to the
typewriter (Meggs and Purvis, 2016). The phrase “Desktop Publishing” was born,
and by 1986, magazines like Macworld and Emigre were already being designed

and printed entirely from Macintosh floppy disks.

The Machines were still ridiculously limited. The screen was tiny and black-and-
white, files crashed constantly, and a fully loaded “Fat Mac” with 512K of RAM cost
the same as a used car (Lupton, 2014). Yet, the freedom was intoxicating. You could
epxeriment, undo mistakes, try twenty versions of a headline in an hour, and — most
dangerously of all — you didn’t need permission from a printer or typesetter anymore.
For a generation raised on the perfect grids and rational order of Swiss modernism,

this was chaos with a capital C, and some designer decided to dive straight in.



By 1987 the tools were still crude, but they were good enough for three designer in
particular — April Greiman in Los Angeles, Neville Brody in London, and a little later
David Carson in California — to start treating the Macintosh not as a faster way to

make the old thing, but as a completely new instrument.

Chapter 2 — California Dreaming: April Greiman

In 1986, while most designers were still using PageMaker to imitate neat Swiss
brochures, Greiman produced a single piece that made the entire profession gasp
(and plenty of older professors angry). The work was issue 133 of the magazine
Design Quarterly, published by the Walker Art Centre and MIT Press. Instead of a
normal magazine, Greiman convinced them to let her make a giant 2x6-foot fold-out

poster titled Does It Make Sense?
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Fig 2: April Greiman, Design Quarterly, #133: Does It Make Sense? Poster (Greiman
1986)

The poster shows a full-bleed, life-size nude self-portrait of Greiman made from low-
resolution video stills, overlaid with floating MacDraw symbols, pixelated type, grids

that deliberately don’t line up, and random numbers counting down like a digital



clock. Everything the International Style had spent fifty years telling designers NOT
to do (messy layering, visible pixels, no clear hierarchy, mixing image type until they
almost disappear into each other) was suddenly centre stage, printed at billboard

size.

She created almost all of it on a Macintosh Plus with only 1 MB of RAM, using
MacDraw, MacPaint, and a clunky video frame-grabber that spats out 72-dpi images.
When critics complained it looked “unfinished”, Greiman just said the imperfections
were the point: the computer didn’t have to hide its digital nature any more than a

brush had to hide its strokes.

Greiman had been one of the first designers anywhere to buy a Macintosh in 1984.
As she later explained:
“l was interested in making something that could not have been done any other

way... The computer was the first tool that allowed me to integrate time, motion and
space in a still image.” (Greiman, Lupton and Miller, 1996, p. 57)

The real scandal of Does it Make Sense? Wasn't the nudity (although that helped get
it talked about); it was that Greiman had deliberately made the technology visible.
The jagged pixels, visible scan lines from the video grabs, the soft-focus MacDraw
gradients that look nothing like a traditional airbrush — all of it together screamed
“this was made on a computer” at a time when most professionals were still keen on

the old ways.



Chapter 3 — London Clubs to Grunge Beaches




With “The Model” at No. 1 Kraftwerk’s
Ralph Hutter talks to THE FACE about

work and leisure, travel, the German
psyche, blank cassettes and the little

pairs of scissors that they carry around

in their inside pockets.

FACE-TO-FACE I might have ended  sidering the two-year plus gap
up speaking to one of Kraftwerk's  since 1978's “The Man-Machine”,
lookalike dummies, so the disem- the album from which their hit “The
bodied voice at the other end of the ~ Model” was taken. The new speed
cross-Channe telephone line is an  of production is attributable, says
appropriate compromise between Hutter, to “so much musical over-
the human and the mechanical. Its  flow at our end”
the voice of Ralph Hutter, one of the Hutter's English is fine, often
two founder members of Kraftwerk,  straying into gently outrageous
taking time off from the six-day-a-  metaphors which give a clue to the
week, ten-hours-a-day schedule  group’s peculiarly coherent attitude
which characterises the group’s and means of expression. Asked
working fife athome in Dusseldorf.  about the manually-triggered elec-
Currently they are four songs in  tronic drum pads played by
to recording their next album, Kraftwerk's percussionists Karl and
pencilled in for late spring release.  Wolfgang on the Top Of The Pops
it's an unprecedentedly quick turn-  video for “The Model”, he says
around for Kraftwerk after last “Ob, you mean our conveyor-beit
summer’s “Computer World”, con-  gymnastics?”. Exactly.
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Fig 3: Neville Brody, Cover of the Face Magazine, #18 (Brody 1981)

By 1986 Brody was already famous for redesigning The Face magazine in a style so
chaotic that newsagents didn’t know which way to display it. Headlines crashed into
photographs, typefaces were sliced, flipped and layered until they barely looked like
letters. Up to that point most of it had still been done by hand: marker sketches,

distortion, Letraset rubbed half to death.

Then he got his hands on a Mac and Fontographer in 1987, and everything went

supersonic.



Brody realised that the computer could do in ten minutes what used to take two days
of cutting and pasting. More importantly, it could do things that were physically
impossible before: sketch a letter until it snapped, overlap twenty layers of type and
still print sharp, generate completely new fonts from scratch. Between 1988 and
1991 he designed over thirty original typefaces That looked broken, industrial, dirty

or just wrong — and suddenly every club flyer in London wanted them.

He launched Fuse, the experimental typeface magazine in 1991, entirely designed

on Macintosh. Each issue came with a floppy disk of new fonts.

Fig 4: Neville Brody, Fuse Magazine, #1 (Brody 1991)



“The computer let us treat type like sound. We could sample, stretch, scratch, loop,
and completely destroy the original — then press ‘print’. For the first time the alphabet
wasn’t sacred anymore.” (Brody, Poynor, 2003, p. 42)

That attitude — treating letters like samples on an Akai sampler — was pure 1988 rave
culture translated into graphic design and because his work was on every record
sleeve, every club poster, every style magazine from London to Tokyo, a whole
generation learned that graphic design could have attitude instead of just good

manners.

Chapter 4 — The Grunge Gospel

If Brody brought the noise, Carson poured petrol on it and lit a match.



David Carson didn’t even train as a graphic designer. He was a sociology teacher
and professional surfer who, in 1989 at the age of 34, picked up a Macintosh

because he needed to lay out a tiny surf magazine called Beach Culture. Six issues

later, he’d changed everything.
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Fig 5: David Carson, Beach Culture Magazine, #1 (Brody 1989)

Beach culture (1989-1991) looked like nothing else on Earth. Pages were
deliberately unreadable. Headlines were set in Zapf Dingbats (little symbols of
planes, hands, and snowflakes). Body text ran off the edge of the page. Photos were
printed upside-down or so over-enlarged that the halftone dots become the texture.

One famous spread about a surfer's father dying of cancer was set entirely in Zapf



Dingbats — you literally couldn’t read a word of it, yet it felt more emotional than any

normal article ever could.

ITC ZAPF DINGBATS

<~ EKBTOO P NEIFHHY D P ol
VYV XRXX Tl et b dEx e cde oo s
L' XA S S & S GAE TSk b 2
KK BKLPERBBITOICadbeéVae
1 B IOIIXO X (S18 L]
OIOISIOISIGIGIOION X 1 X2 X3 X4 X5 X6 X7 X8 X9 Xi0)

OIBIOIGIOIGIVIGIONOX 1 12 X3 X4 X516 X718 X9 110]
e e e N X D= 2

(Y P e i SR A ST Y (N

Fig 6: Hermann Zapf, ITC Zapf Dingbats, (Brody 1978)

When Beach Culture folded after only six issues, Carson took the same attitude to
Ray Gun magazine in 1992. Circulation tripled in two years. Suddenly every music
magazine on the planet was copying the “grunge” look: distressed type, overlapping
layers, columns that started halfway down the page, photos that bled into text. Kurt
Cobain, Bryan Ferry, and Iggy Pop all sat for Ray Gun covers that looked like

ransom notes.

What made Carson different from Brody (and everyone else) was that he treated the
Macintosh like a musical instrument you were allowed to play badly. He would set
type, print it out, photocopy it until it fell apart, scan the photocopy back in, stretch it,

flip it, then layer it again.
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Fig 7: David Carson, Ray Gun Magazine, (Carson 1992)

By 1995 his book The End of Print was the best-selling graphic design book of all
time. It’s still in print 30 years later. Critics called him a charlatan who destroyed

legibility. Fans called him the first truly digital designer.

Brody and Carson took Greiman’s experiments and pushed them into youth culture,
music, and the mainstream. Brody made type aggressive and loud. Carson made
entire pages feel like a mosh pit. Together (along with Greiman’s earlier
breakthrough) they proved the Macintosh wasn'’t just a replacement for the drawing

board.
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