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In 1966 the German graphic designer Olaf Leu wrote that German design no longer had any national 
attributes. Observing that while some might favor this development, Leu acknowledged that others 
regretted it. At that time the purist geometry of the International Typographic Style and  
the unbridled freedom of American design coexisted as important influences on German design as well as 
on design activity around the globe. A period of international dialogue had begun. Just as events in 
Southeast Asia and the Middle East directly affect Europe, the Americas, and Japan, conceptual innovation 
and visual invention spread rapidly. An international culture embracing the fine arts, performing arts,  
and design spans national boundaries, extending from traditional centers to every corner of the globe. This 
has been spurred by graphic arts technology, which makes profes- 
sional typography and printing possible in small cities and developing countries, and by the swift growth 
of graphic design education. 

During the 1980s and 1990s the rapid development of electronic and computer technology began to 
change the processes and appearance of design. Overnight express mail, fax machines, the Internet, global 
televisual communications such as the continuous Cable News Network (CNN), and direct-dial 
international long-distance telephone service all served to further shrink the human community into 
Marshall McLuhan’s “global village.” The advanced technology of the late twentieth century created a 
cultural milieu of simultaneity—ancient and modern cultures, Eastern and Western thought, handicraft and 
industrial production—until past, present, and future blur into a continuum of information and visual form. 
This complex world of cultural and visual diversity created an environment where a vast global dialogue 
coexists with national visions, resulting in an explosive and pluralistic era for graphic design. The many 
countries where designers have developed a unique national posture for design include the United 
Kingdom, Japan, and the Netherlands. 

Postwar graphic design in the United Kingdom  
The historical influence of the United Kingdom, a constitutional democracy uniting England, Northern 
Ireland, Scotland, and Wales, has transcended its size. Under Queen Elizabeth I (1533–1603) England 



became a major naval power and started its vast colonial empire, spreading English social customs and 
language around the globe. This international influence continues today. 

In post–World War II England, graphic design was characterized by an international culture that 
embraced the fine and performing arts and the spread of English social customs and language around the 
world. Both the purist modernism of Switzerland and the graphic expressionism of New York were 
assimilated, but the pitfall of becoming a colony to these pervasive influences was successfully avoided by 
outstanding English designers who made significant contribu-tions to the international dialogue. After the 
trauma of the war, Herbert Spencer (1922–2002) became an important voice in renewing British graphic 
design through his writing, teaching, and graphic design practice. Spencer’s understanding of modern art 
and design was translated into a rare typographic sensitivity and structural vitality. As editor and designer 
of the journal Typographica and author of an influential 1969 book that informed the postwar generation 
about the accomplishments of earlier twentieth-century designers, Pioneers of Modern Typography, 
Spencer helped encourage the worldwide dialogue. 

A design partnership that formed in 1962 became an early locus of British design. Alan Fletcher (b. 
1931), Colin Forbes  
(b. 1928), and Bob Gill (b. 1931) launched a studio that carried their names. In 1965, after Gill left the 
partnership and architect Theo Crosby (1925–94) joined the firm, the name was changed to Crosby, 
Fletcher, Forbes. Exhibition design, historic conservation, and industrial design were added to the firm’s  
activities. As additional partners were added, the name of the studio was changed to Pentagram. 
(Continued growth made even this five-pronged name obsolete, for Pentagram had  
seventeen partners and 148 employees in its London, Austin [Texas], Hong Kong, New York, and San 
Francisco offices by 1996. This discussion is about Pentagram’s formative years  
in London.) 

Intelligence and a talent for developing design solutions suited to the needs of the problem were the 
hallmarks of  
Pentagram design. Asked to design a cover for a magazine  
containing an article about their work, the designers mailed a parcel from London to Zurich with a request 
for its return unopened. A color photograph documenting its journey through the postal system became the 
cover design (Fig. 22–1). Thorough evaluation of the communications problem and the specific nature of 
the environmental conditions under which the design was to appear combined with British wit and a 
willingness to try the unexpected. This, perhaps, summarizes the essence of the Pentagram approach to 
graphic design. 

In the best English tradition, Pentagram’s partners combined a sense of the contemporary (Fig. 22–2 
and 22–3) with a strong understanding of history (Fig. 22–4). The firm’s design solutions range from clean 
geometric forms in corporate identity systems to a warm historicism in packaging design and graphics for 
smaller clients. Conceptual, visual, and often imbued with expressive humor, the attitudes this studio 
brought to graphic design enabled Britain to establish an international presence in the field just as it did at 
the turn of the century and in the years after World War I. Pentagram’s expansion into other countries is a 
testament to the organizational skills and creativity of the original partners. 

The rise of Japanese design 
Japan, an island nation off the east coast of Asia, has over 125 million people and a population density of 
about 860 persons per square mile. Eighty percent of the island consists of rugged, uninhabitable 
mountains, and both food and fuel have to be imported. Japan retained an isolated and feudal society until 
the middle of the nineteenth century. Japan’s rapid industrial development throughout the course of the 
twentieth century, particularly during the decades after World War II, is a major testament to the will and 



energy of the Japanese people. During the postwar period technological leadership and an awareness of 
Western social patterns and lifestyles raised philosophic issues for Japanese graphic designers as they 
sought to maintain national traditions while incorporating international influences. The tree-planting poster 
(Fig. 22–5) by Ryuichi Yamashiro (b. 1920) demonstrates just how successfully this could be 
accomplished, as Eastern calligraphy and spatial concerns unite with a Western communications concept. 

European constructivism is a major resource for the Japanese design movement. However, the 
systematic organization and strong theoretical foundation of constructivism is tempered by a traditional 
Japanese inclination toward intuitive problem-solving activity and a heritage of simplified emblematic 
form. In the same way, Japanese designers are more prone to central placement and the organization of 
space around a median axis, reflecting the compositional traditions of many Japanese arts and crafts rather 
than the relational asymmetrical balance of European constructivism. An important inspiration for the 
Japanese graphic designer is the traditional family symbol or crest, the mon (Fig. 22–6), in use for a 
thousand years. This simplified design of flowers, birds, animals, plants, or household objects contained in 
a circle was applied to belongings and clothing. 

Yusaku Kamekura (1915–97) was apprenticed to an architect and then worked as art director for several 
Japanese cultural magazines from 1937 until 1948. During the postwar recovery period Kamekura 
emerged as an influential design leader who earned the reverential name “Boss” in Japanese design circles. 
Under his leadership, Japanese graphic designers dispelled the widely held belief that visual 
communications must be hand-drawn, and the notion of applied arts’ inferiority to fine art faded as 
Japanese designers established their professional status. 

Kamekura charted the course of this new Japanese movement through the vitality and strength of his 
creative work, his leadership in founding the Japan Advertising Art Club to bring professionalism and 
focus to the new discipline, and the establishment, in 1960, of the Japan Design Center. As managing 
director of this organization, Kamekura brought leading graphic designers together with industry. 

Technical discipline, a thorough understanding of printing techniques, and careful construction of the 
visual elements characterize Kamekura’s work (Figs. 22–7 and 22–8). When global attention focused on 
Japan for the 1964 Olympics, the logo and posters he created for these events received international 
acclaim and established Japan as a center of creative design (Figs. 22–9 and 22–10). Kamekura’s works 
are conspicuously modern yet often evoke the poetic traditions of Japanese art. The emblematic simplicity 
of his constructivist geometry and international style–inspired typography (Figs. 22–11 and 22–12) is the 
result of an extraordinary complexity where all parts are unified into an expressive whole. 

 
 
 

22–1. Alan Fletcher, Colin Forbes, and Bob Gill, cover for Graphis, 1965. The record of a parcel’s international journey 
carrying Pentagram work to the magazine also became the package  
carrying Graphis to its readers. 

22–2. Colin Forbes, symbol for the Zinc Development Association Die Casting Conference, 1966. Pentagram solutions 
seem to appear magically from the content. The opportunity to render the year in male and female components of a die-
casting mold occurs only once each decade. 

22–3. Alan Fletcher, Victoria and Albert Museum logo, 1990. In 1996 Fletcher discussed the V&A logo in “Beware Wet 
Paint”: Designs by Alan Fletcher: “The already classic symbol for the Victoria & Albert Museum (designed in 1989) is in a 
typeface originally designed by Giambattista Bodoni. The problem centered on endowing the three characters with a single 
personality. The solution was to divide and remove half of one letter, and add and insert an ampersand to reinstate the 
missing crossbar.” 



22–4. Alan Fletcher and Georg Staehelin, logo for an exclusive boutique, 1968. Ornamented initials from five different 
Renaissance designs provide an unexpected graphic expression  
of the name. 

22–5. Ryuichi Yamashiro, poster for a tree-planting campaign,  
1961. The Japanese characters for tree, grove, and forest are repeated to form a forest. 

22–6. Japanese traditional crests and much postwar Japanese graphic design share direct frontal presentation of simplified 
images, symmetrical composition, and a refined use of line and space. 

 
22–7. Yusaku Kamekura, booklet cover, 1954. Torn paper Japanese characters and Bodoni letterforms spell the same word, 
typifying Kamekura’s synthesis of Asian and occidental forms. 

22–8. Yusaku Kamekura, magazine cover, 1957. Sharp wedges  
create kinetic rhythms. The exact registration of colors evidences the disciplined skill of Japanese printers. 

22–9. Yusaku Kamekura, Tokyo Olympics logo and poster, 1964. Three simple symbols—the red sun of the Japanese flag, the 
Olympic rings, and the words Tokyo 1964—combine into an immediate and compelling message. 

22–10. Yusaku Kamekura (designer) and Osamu Hayasaki (photographer), Tokyo Olympics poster, 1964. A meticulously 
planned and lit photograph becomes an emblematic expression of the footrace. 

22–11. Yusaku Kamekura, poster of the Osaka World Exposition, 1970. The imagination of Japanese designers is constantly 
tested  
as they invent new sun images as part of the heritage of the land of the rising sun. 

22–12. Yusaku Kamekura, poster for a stereo manufacturer, 1980. Technical perfection in stereo sound is signified by bright 
traceries darting around a black linear triangle. 

22–13. Masuda Tadashi (designer) and Doki Mitsuo (photographer), cover for Brain magazine, 1964. To illustrate an article on 
typography, metal printing plates are wrapped in typographic printed proofs that are torn to reveal their contents. 

 
 
An imaginative approach to photographic design was developed by Masuda Tadashi (b. 1922). His 

growing involvement in the use of photographic illustration to solve graphic design problems, combined 
with his interest in collaborative and team design, culminated in the establishment of the Masuda Tadashi 
Design Institute in 1958. Many art directors and graphic designers view photographers and illustrators as 
subcontractors on call to give form to the designer’s concepts. In Tadashi’s collaborative team approach, 
unexpected solutions and new ways of seeing things emerged. Type placement on, above, or below the 
photograph is usually done with great sensitivity. A favored layout approach uses a structure of fine, ruled 
lines as a vessel to contain the typographic information. Color is used very  
effectively: Bright colored backgrounds are sometimes juxtaposed with objects of contrasting hue, and a 
uniform color cast is often used to unify an image. Focal points such as the rich blue paper wrapping the 
printing plates on a Brain cover (Fig. 22–13) are examples of the technique of using one intense color in an 
otherwise muted photograph. 

As Japanese design evolved, the constructivist impulse was extended by original thinkers who 
combined personal visions with the universal harmony of geometric form. Kazumasa Nagai (b. 1929), a 
sculpture major at the Tokyo University of Fine Arts and Music, turned to graphic design after graduating 
in 1951. His oeuvre might be considered ongoing research into linear form and the properties of line as a 
graphic medium for spatial modulation. His explorations of the nature of line through fine-art drawings 
and prints are the wellspring for his posters, abstract trademarks, and advertisements. The technical 
perfection of his designs and their printed production is formidable. His poster for a Paris exhibition of 
works by twelve Japanese graphic designers, Tradition et nouvelles techniques (Traditional and New 



Techniques, Fig. 22–14), creates a universe of geometric forms evoking planets and energy forces moving 
in space. 

While Nagai bases his designs on line, Ikko Tanaka (1930–2002) uses plane and shape as the nucleus 
for his work. Over the course of the 1950s Tanaka assimilated many of the Bauhaus design traditions, then 
opened Tanaka Design Studio in 1963. A pluralistic designer, he has explored many directions. Two 
underlying visual concepts in much of his work are grid structure and vibrant planes of color that explore 
warm/cool contrast, close-valued color, and analogous color ranges. Traditional Japanese motifs, including 
landscape (Fig. 22–15), Kanze Noh theater, calligraphy, masks, and woodblock prints, are reinvented in a 
modernist design idiom. In some of his most original works, color planes are arranged on a grid to signify 
abstracted and expressive portraits, as seen in his “Nihon Buyo” poster for the Asian Performing Arts 
Institute (Fig. 22–16). These visages have remarkable individual character and personality. 

 
 

22–14. Kazumasa Nagai, exhibition poster, 1984. An imaginary  
universe is created from colorful linear elements. 

22–15. Ikko Tanaka, poster for Senei Ikenobo’s flower arrangement, 1974. The mountains and waves of traditional 
woodblock prints are evoked by a rhythmic sequence of blue and blue green bands under a graduated tan sky. 

22–16. Ikko Tanaka, Nihon Buyo poster, 1981. A traditional Japanese theatrical character is reinvented using the aesthetic 
forms of a later age. 

22–17. Takenobu Igarashi, trademark for Parco Part 3 department store, 1981. Letters assembled of geometric segments can 
be presented as a relief or as three-dimensional environmental signage. 

22–18. Takenobu Igarashi, poster for Expo ’85, 1982. An international housing exposition is signified by exploded 
structural forms. 

22–19. Takenobu Igarashi, poster calendar, 1990. Each of the 6,226 numbers designed in the ten-year project is different 
from all others. 

 
Takenobu Igarashi (b. 1944) has created a paradigm for the blending of Eastern and Western ideas. 

After graduating from Tama University in 1968, Igarashi earned a graduate degree from the University of 
California, Los Angeles. Upon returning to Japan he found design firms and corporations unreceptive to a 
designer who had spent time abroad, so he opened his own design office in 1970. Much of Igarashi 
Studio’s work is in trademark, corporate identity, environmental, and product design. By 1976 Igarashi’s 
experiments with alphabets drawn on isometric grids were attracting clients and international recognition. 
The isometric alphabets have evolved into three-dimensional alphabetic sculptures that Igarashi calls 
architectural alphabets. These have been applied to signage as part of visual identity programs (Fig. 22–
17). Igarashi achieves unexpected variety in his isometric alphabets. The dynamic letters of his Expo ’85 
poster (Fig. 22–18) become a metaphor for the materials and processes of the built environment. In 1983 
Igarashi began the ten-year project of designing the Igarashi Poster Calendar, starting with five years for 
the Museum of Modern Art in New York and then continuing with five more for the Alphabet Gallery in 
Tokyo. As shown in the 1990 calendar (Fig. 22–19), each month has a different design theme and each 
number is a unique drawing. 

Igarashi says 95 percent of his designs are based on a  
grid system. His work is composed from elemental forms:  
the dot, the smallest component of perception; lines, which define positions and create boundaries between 
planes; grids, whose x and y axes bring mathematical order to his work;  
surfaces, which can be visual and tactile; flat or dimensional planes; and the basic geometric forms of 



circle, triangle, and square. Igarashi’s best works achieve boundlessness (Fig. 22–20), an expansive power 
created by color, texture, and ambiguity. 

The work of Tadanori Yokoo (b. 1936) replaces the order and logic of constructivism with the restless 
vitality of Dada and a fascination with mass media, popular art, and comic books. During the mid-1960s 
Yokoo used the comic-book technique of black line drawing as a vessel to contain flat areas of 
photomechanical color. Photographic elements were often collaged into the designs, and traditional 
Japanese images were translated into the pop art idiom (Fig. 22–21). During the late 1960s and into the 
1970s Yokoo’s design vocabulary and range of art and printing techniques became increasingly 
uninhibited. The “Sixth International Biennial Exhibition of Prints in Tokyo” poster (Fig. 22–22) combines 
a variety of techniques: a halftone group portrait in pink; a sky with an airbrushed brown band across the 
top and a red one at the horizon; calligraphic writing on vertical bands, as found in earlier Asian art; and a 
monumental montage figure towering over a lighthouse on a bank across water. During the 1970s and 
1980s Yokoo’s work often moved toward unexpected and even mystical images (Fig. 22–23). Yokoo ex-
presses the passions and curiosity of a Japanese generation that grew up with American popular culture 
and electronic media—television, movies, radio, and records. Accordingly, shifting values and a rejection 
of tradition have found symbolic expression in Yokoo’s uninhibited graphics, causing him to gain a cult 
reputation. 

Designs by Shigeo Fukuda (b. 1932) are disarmingly simple, as readable and immediate as a one-panel 
cartoon, yet they engage the viewer with their unexpected violations of spatial logic and universal order. 
Fukuda achieved early renown for his unconventional views of the world; these form the core of his work. 
His disarming directness is seen in “Victory 1945,” awarded first prize in an international competition for 
a poster commemorating the thirtieth anniversary of the end of World War II (Fig. 22–24). In other works 
he expresses a nonverbal concept or presents an inexplicable visual phenomenon (Fig. 22–25). His images 
are a construct of memory and association rather than a direct impression of the senses. 

Playfulness and humor are abundant in Fukuda’s work. The enigma and contradictions of Dada and 
surrealism are reinvented not with high-minded seriousness but with a joyful affection for everyday life 
(Fig. 22–26). Given his humor and simplified drawing, one might ask what separates Fukuda’s work from 
ordinary comics. Intentional ambiguity and purposefulness pervade his work, giving it a life beyond the 
ephemeral or disposable. With the simplest of means, a complex idea is projected with disarming clarity 
and unexpected imagery. 

The Japanese understand nonverbal communication, in part because Zen Buddhism teaches the use of 
all five senses in receiving communication, and even states, “silence is communication.” In this tradition 
Koichi Sato (b. 1944) brings delicate color motifs and metaphysical forms to his quietly poetic designs. 
Sato graduated from Tokyo University of Art and Music in 1968 and opened his own studio two years 
later. His painting of a white tray—which he tilted so the blue-colored water filling it graduated toward 
one end —became an important inspiration for his evolution. His first use of gradation in graphic design is 
in a 1974 concert poster (Fig. 22–27). 

Sato thinks in opposites: traditional/futuristic; organic/ 
mechanical; East/West; light/dark. He writes haiku poetry, and his graphic designs share the multiple 
levels of meaning and expression of deep emotion found in this traditional form. Many of his works are 
glowing fields of color dispersed with Japanese calligraphy (Fig. 22–28). Auras and glowing luminosity 
are found in his work, bringing a metaphysical poetics to the printed page (Fig. 22–29). 

The postwar miracle of Japan, which rose from the ashes of defeat to become a leader in technology 
and manufacturing, is paralleled by its emergence as a major center for graphic creativity. The finest 
contemporary Japanese graphic design has a strong emphasis on the aesthetic dimension, not at the 
expense of communicating the client’s message but as a means of reinforcing and extending it. 



 

 
22–20. Takenobu Igarashi, poster for the Kanagawa Art Festival, 1984. A universe composed of dots evokes infinite time 
and space. 

22–21. Tadanori Yokoo, poster for Koshimaki Osen, 1966. East and West meet in a virtual catalogue of images and 
techniques. 

22–22. Tadanori Yokoo, poster for printmaking exhibition, 1968. As Yokoo began to open his densely packed spaces and 
expand his range of printing techniques, he moved from pop art to personal statement. 

22–23. Tadanori Yokoo, exhibition poster, 1973. A Persian manuscript border frames an enigmatic black rectangle, where 
two plates of food hover inexplicably. 

22–24. Shigeo Fukuda, “Victory 1945” poster, 1975. The simple act of turning the shell back toward the gun signifies the 
folly  
of war. 

22–25. Shigeo Fukuda, exhibition poster for Keio department store, 1975. “Impossible” optical illusions are typical of 
Fukuda’s work. 

22–26. Shigeo Fukuda, teacups, 1975. Fukuda’s visual puns and illusions are expressed three-dimensionally in toys, 
products, environments, and sculpture. 

22–27. Koichi Sato, “New Music Media” poster for the May Corporation, 1974. A black fish, glowing pale green water, and  
a black box with shading around the edges emit a quiet poetry. 

 

Design in the Netherlands  
World War II and the German occupation completely disrupted Dutch society; transportation and 
communication came to a virtual halt and grave shortages developed. The postwar years were a time for 
rebuilding the economy, and working to restore prewar cultural and social life. As Dutch design evolved, 
two strong currents became evident: a pragmatic constructivism whose inspiration derived from Dutch 
traditions from the first half of the century, including the de Stijl movement, Piet Zwart, and Paul 
Schuitema as well as postwar influences from Switzerland; and a vigorous expressionism, with jolting 
images and spontaneous spatial syntax. This duality is not surprising, for the Dutch are known as a thrifty 
people who favor order and structure; they are also broad-minded and tolerant of diverse political, 
religious, and artistic ideas. Perhaps the former stems from the cooperative spirit of a densely populated 
small country, much of which lies below sea level and must be protected by 1,500 miles of dikes, while the 
latter stems in part from Holland’s traditional role as a seafaring nation, with international influences 
flowing through its ports. Exposure to diverse ideas and cultures spurred an attitude of tolerance. From the 
1500s, Dutch printers were free to print material banned in other countries, while scientists and 
philosophers whose radical theories made life uncomfortable for them elsewhere sought refuge in Holland. 
Dutch citizens prize their individuality and free expression and extend this freedom to others, creating a 
social climate that encourages innovation. 

A strong impetus toward functional design began in Janu-ary 1963. A group including graphic designer 
Wim Crouwel  
(b. 1928), product designer Frisco Kramer, and graphic and  
architectural designer Benno Wissing (b. 1923) joined forces in Amsterdam to form a large, 



multidisciplinary design firm, Total Design (TD). Before TD, the Netherlands had no comprehensive firms 
capable of large-scale projects; these were being assigned to designers in other countries. TD offered 
extensive design programs for business, industry, and government. Its intention was to conceive and 
implement “ideas on design in all fields, in order whenever possible to achieve a unity of thought, or ‘total 
design’ in these fields.” Crouwel played an important role in establishing TD’s philosophy and direction. 
During the early 1950s he had been in direct contact with Swiss designers forging the International 
Typographic Style. However, Crouwel’s design philosophy was less emphatic about universal form and 
standardized formats; he emphasized the designer as an objective problem solver who finds solutions 
through research and analysis, simplifying the message and the means for conveying it to an audience. He 
believed the flood of typographic messages in contemporary society demanded clarity and simplicity. 
Crouwel achieved a remarkable minimalism imbued with an aesthetic spirit (Fig. 22–30). 

TD sought a “total image” for clients through integrated graphics, architecture, and products. During 
the 1960s and 1970s the firm played a dominant role in Dutch design, initiating a purifying process 
through programs with limited typeface choices, standardized formats for paper and typography, and c 

 
22–28. Koichi Sato, “Eclipse Music ’84” concert poster for Map Company, Ltd., 1984. The red ground turns yellow and 
blue calligraphy into a kinetic expression of the surging energy of the music. 

22–29. Koichi Sato, image poster for the Yuny supermarket, 1985. A metaphysical event in a subtle palette of blues creates 
a poetic image for the client. 

22–30. Wim Crouwel, postage stamps for the PTT, 1976. Absolute simplicity gains expression through color gradation. 

22–31. Total Design, trademarks for (top row) PAM petroleum company (1964); Thijssen Bornemisza (1971); Kunst an 
Bedrijf Foundation (1978); Hat Spectrum publishing company (1971); and (bottom row) Furness Holding (1969) and its 
subsidiaries Furness road transport division (1969), harbor division (1969), trade division (1972), and insurance company 
(1969). 

22–32. Wim Crouwel, poster for Amsterdam’s Stedelijk Museum design exhibition Vormgevers (Designers), 1966. The 
matrix governing the design of the poster and lettering is revealed as a design element. 

22–33. Benno Wissing, poster for the exhibition Plannenmaken: 25 jaar bond van Nederlandse stedebouwkundigen (Plan 
Making: Alliance of Dutch Urban Development, 25 Years), 1961. A dynamic image is created with simple forms and 
overlapping primary colors contrasting with the texture of the photograph. 

 
onsistent schema for layouts. Projects included visual-identity programs (Fig. 22–31), museum 

exhibitions with related graphics (Figs. 22–32 and 22–33), book design, signage, and environments. TD 
used a team approach, with each team headed by a senior designer who established its direction. 

Kramer left TD in 1967 and Wissing departed in 1972. Crouwel remained as a guiding force until 1981, 
when he became a full-time professor but continued as an adviser to TD. The firm became an important 
training ground for young designers, who gained experience there and then left to launch new firms. TD, 
now Total Identity, continues as a major force in European design, with offices in six cities and over fifty 
professionals on staff.  

Another thrust toward modern design came from Pieter Brattinga (b. 1931), who learned all aspects of 
printing by working at his father’s printing firm, De Jong & Co., at Hilversum, near Amsterdam. During 
the 1950s Brattinga functioned as a mediator between designers and printers. From 1954 until 1973, he 
curated exhibitions held in a small gallery at the printing firm, which introduced advanced art and graphic 
design to a wider audience. His posters for these exhibitions (Fig. 22–34) were designed on a grid of 
fifteen square modules, with one or more always appearing as an element in the design. Brattinga edited a 
square-format journal, Kwadraatblad (Quadrate), published by De Jong & Co. to demonstrate its printing 



capabilities while providing leading artists and designers an opportunity to explore the limits of the print 
medium. Often controversial, these publications showed clients and designers an extended range of 
possibilities. Brattinga also designed posters and publications for the Kröller-Müller Museum in Otterlo. 

In addition to major corporations, Dutch cultural institutions and government agencies are major 
patrons of graphic design. Each government agency has a visual-identity program, called a house style in 
the Netherlands, and consciously tries to communicate effectively with citizens. Cities have commissioned 
visual-identity programs; postage stamps and currency have achieved distinction in design. The 
Netherlands Postal and Telecommunications Service (PTT) emphasized the importance of design as early 
as 1919, when Jean François van Royen (1878–1942) became general secretary of the PTT board. He 
believed his government agency shouldered responsibility for aesthetic excellence in all areas, from 
telephone booths and buildings to postage stamps. He continually struggled to overcome obstacles to good 
design. 

In 1942 Van Royen died in a concentration camp. After the war PTT established its Aesthetic Design 
Department, headed by an aesthetic adviser whose office commissioned all designs produced by PTT. This 
department functioned as an intermediary between PTT, the public, and artists and designers who received 
commissions. For two decades after the war decorative and pictorial approaches prevailed, but from 
around 1966 the Aesthetic Design Department moved in more contemporary and adventurous directions. 
In 1976 R. D. E. Oxenaar  
(b. 1929) was appointed aesthetic adviser; under his leadership, PTT design moved onto an extraordinary 
plane. Oxenaar embraced a philosophy of autonomous expression coupled with utilitarian needs. This 
enabled PTT to achieve visual innovation while meeting the requirements of the agency and its audiences. 
Netherlands postage stamps have been unusually adventurous in their design, with a wide range of 
approaches from classical modernism to expressionism (see Figs. 22–30, 22–47, and 22–50). Young 
designers have received stamp design commissions early in their careers. 

PTT implemented its first comprehensive visual-identity  
system in 1981. Two design firms, Total Design and Studio Dumbar, were commissioned to collaborate on 
this extensive and far-reaching project. Rigorous graphic standards were established, but certain items—
including postage stamps  
created by diverse artists, unique publications including annual reports, and interiors of post offices in 
historical buildings—were exempt from the design system. 

On 1 January 1989, the PTT was privatized and faced new competition in many of its services. The 
Aesthetic Design Department was renamed the Corporate Policy Unit for Art and Design; it continues to 
procure art for PTT facilities and commission product and graphic designs. The PTT believed the existing 
identity system was effective, but changes were necessary to signify the shift from government agency to 
private corporation. Studio Dumbar (discussed below) received the commission to revise the identity 
system (Fig. 22–35). Prominent use of the sans-serif PTT initials continued, with more vibrant colors and 
geometric elements (squares, dots, and lines) used to intensify and energize PTT graphics, products, and 
environments. Bright hues become identifiers, with red used for the postal service and intense green for the 
telephone service. Telephone booths, which need to be located quickly in emergencies, form bright, green 
oases in urban environments regardless of season or time of day. 

In 1965 the Nederlandsche Bank selected R. D. E. Oxenaar to design Dutch paper currency. He was 
disappointed with his first design, a green five-guilder note, and agreed to design additional currency only 
if he could be involved in every step from the beginning to final production. His design process addressed 
production requirements, safeguards against counterfeiting, and ease of use. A major advance occurred in 
1978, when a new hundred-guilder note was needed and Oxenaar was given the freedom to select the 
subject. He rejected traditional symbols of authority such as engraved portraits of venerated figures and 



national emblems. His new design featured a snipe, a long-billed brown bird found in marshy areas. The 
public responded positively to this bank note, so Nederlandse Bank permitted Oxenaar to select additional 
currency subjects (Fig. 22–36), including a sunflower and a lighthouse. Each note had a dominant color 
and large sans-serif numbers for the denomination. Composition and color were used to achieve an energy 
and expressiveness unprecedented in currency design. Oxenaar’s work confirms a great truth: The personal 
and subjective interests of the artist can be realized while fulfilling the needs of public communication. 

Just as the 1960s saw a strong impetus toward functional corporate design in the Netherlands with the 
founding of Total Design, it also saw the emergence of the Provo youth movement, which emphasized 
individual freedom and rejected social conformity. The prevailing climate provided fertile ground for a 
new expressionism in graphic design; this tendency in Dutch design increased dramatically during the 
1970s and 1980s. Dutch art and design has a long tradition of emphasis on traditional values of harmony, 
unity, and order. Late twentieth-century designers including Anthon Beeke (b. 1940) and the groups Studio 
Dumbar, Hard Werken, and Wild Plakken pushed beyond these traditional values in their quest for 
individual meaning and subjective expression. 

Anthon Beeke participated in Fluxus, a 1960s neo-Dada movement exploring conceptual and 
performance art, happenings, experimental poetry, and language art. This exposure  

 
 
 

22–34. Pieter Brattinga, poster for exhibition De man achter due vormgeving van de PTT (The Man Behind the Design for 
the Dutch Post Service), 1960. A vibrant translucency, achieved by overprinting gray and blue on a halftone photograph, 
expresses the subject. 

22–35. Studio Dumbar, PTT corporate identity system, 1989. Architectural identification, vehicles, and signage were 
produced from guidelines in the identity manual, shown at right. 

 
helped Beeke seek unconventional solutions to visual-communications assignments; he emerged as a 

provocateur pushing for maximum freedom of expression and thought. His posters (Fig. 22–37) often use 
photographic depictions of the human figure. These are often embellished with objects, fragmented, 
distorted, or altered to create jolting ambiguities, unexpected perceptual experiences, and shocking 
messages. Many of his works have erotic overtones. His typographic oeuvre is unrestrained. The visual 
style of tabloid journalism, handwritten titles jotted onto photographs, or even eloquent classical 
typography might be used and, on occasion, combined. Beeke and those inspired by his example define 
design not as a quest for ideal form or beauty but as a search for underlying truth. This search is 
undertaken from a philosophical vantage point acknowledging dark undercurrents running beneath the 
surface, and a belief that design should not avoid the true nature of the human condition by glossing over 
reality (Figs. 22–38 and 22–39). 

Like H. N. Werkman, Ghislain (Gielijn) Daphnis Escher  
(b. 1945) is a designer who cannot be placed in any category. Through their simplicity and flat surfaces of 
color his posters stand out from the urban surroundings where they hang, and through their quiet dignity 
they attract attention on crowded streets. His posters are uncompromising aesthetic statements, far 
removed from the mainstream of modern graphic design. With their anecdotal appeal they subtly reach the 
essence of the subject at hand (Figs. 22–40, 22–41, and 22–42). 

Gert Dumbar (b. 1940) founded Studio Dumbar in 1977. First located in The Hague and now in 
Rotterdam, this studio has a comprehensive range, designing everything from experimental graphics for 
cultural clients to corporate identity programs (see Fig. 22–35) and literature. Dumbar rejects what he calls 
“dehumanized forms” and advocates graphic design with “stylistic durability to survive beyond its time.” 



As a design student at London’s Royal College of Art in the early 1960s, Dumbar developed a technique 
he called staged photography, consisting of still lifes and environments incorporating found material and 
papier-mâché figures and objects sculpted or assembled for the project (Fig. 22–43). These were 
photographed, often by Lex van Pieterson (b. 1946), in front of collage backgrounds that became part of 
the overall composition. Illustration, photography, typography, and sculpture were integrated into a lively 
visual syntax. Fragmented, sometimes complex to the edge of chaos, and layered with complex 
typography, many Dumbar projects caused consternation among advocates of a more ordered aesthetic. 
But by the late 1980s many European designers were mimicking Studio Dumbar’s approach, causing Gert 
Dumbar to place a moratorium on these techniques within his firm. 

 
 

22–36. R.E.D. Oxenaar with J. J. Kruit, designs for Netherlands currency: 50 guilder, 1982, and 250 guilder, 1986. A rare 
aesthetic attainment and functional practicality enabled currency to contribute to a sense of national identity. 

22–37. Anthon Beeke (designer and photographer), theater poster for Leonce en Lena (Leonce and Lena), 1979. The image 
becomes a covert allusion to something not directly stated, disconcerting in its ambiguity. 

22–38. Anthon Beeke (designer and photographer), poster for Een meeuw (The Seagull), 2003. The face of a woman 
encircled by a wreath of feathers at first appears to be the center of a flower. However, the carnival atmosphere quickly 
turns cynical as the face takes on the appearance of a blood-spattered specter. 

22–39. Anthon Beeke (designer and photographer), poster for Hamlet, 2002. The skull image for Hamlet at first appears to 
be an ordinary interpretation of the subject, but another element is introduced as the eyes are bluntly covered with a red 
rectangle. Even without eyes, the skull stares at us through two white dots. Its teeth spell HAMLET and seem to be emitting 
caustic laughter. 

22–40. Ghislain (Gielijn) Daphnis Escher, poster for the Shaffy Theater, 1974. Instead of promoting a play, this poster 
promotes the theater itself. 

 
 
Dumbar values the role of humor and impulse in design and believes an element of fun and play should 

permeate visual communications whenever appropriate. Studio Dumbar makes a conscious effort to 
produce innovative and provocative graphics (Fig. 22–44); the goal is to achieve the level of freedom and 
diverse techniques usually associated with fine arts while successfully meeting client objectives. Dumbar 
says, “We follow our fingertips,” meaning the intuitive sense of the designer should lead the project. 

Teamwork and dialogue are important in the studio’s process. Dumbar is generous in recognizing the 
accomplishments of his staff and encourages individual approaches. The structure of the studio is unique: 
there is almost no overhead or bureaucracy; designers are free to express themselves in their work. The 
rectangle printing format is often challenged by producing posters in die-cut shapes whose configuration is 
determined by the imagery. The role of enlightened clients is acknowledged by Dumbar, who says he 
hopes there is never a monument to Dutch designers but one to Dutch clients! 

In 1978 a group of Rotterdam designers launched a new monthly magazine (Fig. 22–45) titled Hard 
werken (Hard Working); two years later they formed Hard Werken Design, which was more an informal 
association than a structured business. The group included Henk Elenga (b. 1947, who later opened Hard 
Werken L.A. Desk in Los Angeles), Gerard Hadders (b. 1954), Tom van der Haspel (b. 1953), Helen 
Howard, and Rick Vermeulen (b. 1950). Joining in a reaction to formalism and modernism, Hard Werken 
developed a relaxed, anything-goes attitude. Rejecting all styles and theories, its members sought solutions 
from their subjective interpretation of the problem (Fig. 22–46). Their openness to any conceivable 
typographic or image possibility resulted in surprising and original results. Hard Werken emphasized not 



just the message content but also the methods and materials used to convey it to an audience (Fig. 22–47). 
Formal precepts governing design were suspended. Unlike the collaborative atmosphere at Studio Dumbar, 
Hard Werken was initially a collective of autonomous designers who could decide whether others could 
participate on projects. 

Hard Werken embraced the contemporary art scene and rejected design refinement; its work could be 
raw and offensive. It adhered to no fixed political or aesthetic position but embraced creative anarchy. 
Rejecting boundaries, Hard Werken designed audiovisual presentations, exhibitions, furniture, interior 
designs, lamps, and theater sets. By 1990, the group had evolved into a more structured company. Then, in 
1994, it merged with the Ten Cate Bergmans design office to form a large communications firm named 
Inízio. 

Hard Werken embraced a cultural agenda; by contrast, the collaborative group Wild Plakken, formed 
by Frank Beekers  
(b. 1952), Lies Ros (b. 1952), and Rob Schröder (b. 1950) in 1977, had a definite social and political 
mission: They created designs for clients actively working for meaningful social or  

 
 

22–41. Ghislain (Gielijn) Daphnis Escher, “Dueten” (Duets) poster, 1997. Both title and subject are adroitly suggested 
through typography. 

22–42. Ghislain (Gielijn) Daphnis Escher, poster for the exhibition Sandberg nu: Hommage aan Sandberg (Sandberg Now: 
Homage to Sandberg), 2004. The name Sandberg, which might be roughly translated as “sand mountain,” is represented by 
a mound of sand.  

22–43. Gert Dumbar (designer), Lex van Pieterson (photographer), and Tel design (studio), poster for the Mondrian 
collection at the Haags Gerneentemuseum, 1971. Dumbar’s sculptural fantasy caused great consternation among those who 
failed to understand it as a perceptive homage to Mondrian’s creative process. 

22–44. Studio Dumbar, poster for Holland Dance Festival, 1995. In this poster series, graphic forms reflect the dancers’ 
movements. 

22–45. Hard Werken Design, covers for Hard werken magazine no. 1, 1979, and no. 10, 1982. Experimentation with 
images, printing techniques, and materials characterized early Hard Werken designs. 

22–46. Hard Werken Design, souvenir stamp sheet for the PTT, 1988. The self-referential attributes of modern painting and  
literature are applied to postage stamps. 

22–47. Hard Werken Design, film festival poster, 1989. Neon  
was but one of many materials used over the years to fabricate this logo. 

 
political change. The designers closely collaborated on each project. The name Wild Plakken can be 

translated as “Wild Pasting” or “Unauthorized Bill-Posting.” The name was thrust upon the studio in the 
early 1980s because it illegally pasted posters in the center of Amsterdam; Schröder was jailed several 
times for illegal posting. Wild Plakken accepted or rejected commissions based on the client’s ideological 
viewpoint; the group believed a designer should match his or her beliefs to the content of his or her graphic 
designs. Their work addressed such issues as racism (Fig. 22–48), the environment, abortion, women’s 
rights, and gay rights. Clients included trade unions, left-wing political parties, women’s rights 
organizations, museums, and performing-arts groups. 

In their formative years Wild Plakken used clear, straightforward images that might be called closed 
texts because viewers could only interpret them in one specific, carefully controlled way. As their work 
evolved, Wild Plakken offered viewers what might be called open texts, giving viewers greater freedom 
for imaginative interpretation (Figs. 22–49 and 22–50) by introducing surrealist imagery, photomontages 



using torn and fragmented images, and brightly colored shapes. Their work projects a raw power when 
juxtaposed against the refined photography of conventional print advertising. 

Wild Plakken did virtually all of its own photography, because the designers then felt free to 
experiment in the darkroom or cut, tear, and combine the images unencumbered by the need to maintain 
the integrity of another photographer’s work. Wild Plakken designers believed the way a design looks 
should be determined by the nature and content of the subject. They thought designers risk becoming 
superficial or mere reflectors of fashionable trends if they are not deeply committed to the design process, 
clients, and content. After eleven years of close collaboration, Beekers left Wild Plakken to launch his own 
studio. 

The creativity and vitality of Studio Dumbar, Hard Werken, and Wild Plakken inspired a generation of 
Dutch designers, and their collective oeuvre ignited efforts by visual communicators in other countries to 
push the limits of the printed page. 

Life in the late twentieth century was characterized by a global economy and instantaneous 
communications. As the human community becomes progressively more international, national and 
regional cultural traditions continue to inform design activities in many countries. Rapid economic growth 
and industrialization of developing countries have been accompanied by growing professionalism in 
graphic design. In the Middle East, Latin America, Asia, and parts of Africa, many designers are 
combining advanced technology and international design directions with their traditional culture and 
contemporary vernacular forms. As colonial influences decline, artists and designers have worked to 
develop a cultural identity, reexamine the role of art and design in an evolving society, and preserve 
traditions while addressing contemporary issues. 

 
22–48. Wild Plakken, poster for the antiapartheid movement of the Netherlands, 1984. The multiracial unity of all women is 
signified by photographs split into dark and light skin color. 

22–49. Wild Plakken, informational folder cover, 1988. The cover for this folder, used in Berlin to disseminate information 
about Dutch culture, reads, “Where Not Only Tulips Bloom.” 

22–50. Wild Plakken, postage stamps for the PTT: children and traffic, 1985; Dutch trade unions, 1989; and elderly people 
and mobility, 1995. Color, type, and image are orchestrated into dynamic stamps. 

 
 
Unfortunately, limitations of space prevent inclusion of a survey of these emerging design directions in 

this edition. For the twenty-first century one anticipates a growing international cross-fertilization 
combined with homage to local traditions and individual expression in graphic design. 


