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TELLING THE TRUTH?
Milton Glaser

went to Las Vegas for the first time tu-::-l:':-'
participate in the AIGA conference. | was
booked at the Venetian—a hotel whose

vast vistas of painted, cloud-filled skies
had required the skills of more mural painters than existed in Venice during the entire
fifteenth century.

On my first day at the hotel, I noticed a sign that said “Grand Canal” I asked
the concierge at the reception desk where it was. “One fight up,” she said. The earth
reeled beneath my feet. A canal one flight up; what a concept.

The canal was, in fact, upstairs, complete with gondola and gondolier who
would cheerfully take you around a bend to the Piazza San Marco. Later that same day,
the hotel’s plumbing broke down, and suddenly the entire ground floot began to smell
like Venice on a warm day, I actually found myself wondering whether the hotel had
planned it. Is there such a thing as virtual smell? |

On the Dallas leg of the flight from Las Vegas after the AIGA conference, the
hostess entered the aisle with a vigorously steaming tray of hot towels. I noticed that 2
wine glass filled with water was the source of the steam.

“What is that?” [ asked the hostess, pointing to the glass.

“Dry ice and water,” she replied.
" “Is that for drama?”" I asked.
“Yes,” she replied.

Even to a dormant mind, a trip to LasVegas inevitably raises the question, “What
and, by inference, “What is truth?” It actually provided the subtext for the con-
ference itself, notably in Kurt Anderson’s talk on whether real is better than fake and
Denise Caruso’s concern about whom to trust on the Net.

Obviously, the question of “What is the truth?” is one of humankind’s most per-
sistent questions, but it seems ever more insistent at this moment than at any other time.
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1s real?”

. .__Drig;in:l}y published in AIGA Journal of Graphic DesignVol. 18, no, 2 (2000).
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_ Some aesthenicians reject

the expression form and content

_in favor of form and substantt,

idea, of preconceplion.

To understand the meaning of design is to sense the common thread that
weaves its way through the arts of painting, architecture, and industrial and
graphic design. It is also to understand the part form and content play n the
intricate process of design, and 1o realize as well that design is also commentary,
opinion, a point of view, and socal responsibility.

To design is much more than simply to assemble, to order, or even to edit; it is
to add value and meaning, to illuminate, to simplify, to clarify, to modity,

to dignify, to dramatize, to persuade, and perhaps even 1o amuse. To design
is to transform prose into poetry. Design broadens perception, magnifies
experience, and enhances vision. Design is the product of feeling and awareness,
of ideas that originate in the mind of the designer and culminate, one hopes,

in the mind of the spectator. Design, as we shall see, 1s also an instrument of dis-
order and confusion. Design for deception is often more persuasive than

design for good; seduction is one of its many masks.

Design is both a verb and a noun. Itis the beginning as well as the end, the
process and product of imagination. Like a huge onion with multiple layers, the
more it is peeled, the more it reveals. Content s the raw material of design.
Form. in turn, is the reorganization and manipulation of content. To form is to fix

visual relationships in a given space, hence form and plastic are also synonyms

for design. Design is the fusion of form and content, the realization and unique
expression of an idea! Design entails a part-whole relationship expressed mn
terms of facture, space, contrast, balance, proportion, pﬁt tern, repetition, scale,
size, shape, color, value, texture, and weight. These are the means; unity,
harmony, grace, and rhythm are desirable ends. (This list of means and ends has
been cited so often that it has almost lost all meaning. However, these

very considerations are what ultimately distinguish art from non-art, good design
from bad design. Furthermore, perfection in design depends on.the inte-

eration of all ingredients. Since such in gredients are inexhaustible, perfection 1s
really unatrainable.) Implicit in all this are inventiveness, intuition, judgment,
and experience. There is no formula for good design; each problem is umque,

as is each solution. Furthermore, the world of design 1s not utopian;

solutions are often willful, arbitrary, or the product of endless COMPromise.

Form + Content

“Roosters,” satd Picasso in 1944, “have always been seen, but seldom seen so well as in Amerscan
weathervanes.” Clearly, the designer of this sheet metal weathervane (circa 1800) was acutely sensitve to
form. His business, however, was not design, nor did ke have to explain or justify what he did. But for
the designei who may have to explain, understanding the problems of form rakes the place of a lot of babble
and ambiguity.
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2. Fernand Léger.
“The Machine Aesthetic,”
Functions of Painting
(New York, 1971}, 52
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Fernand Léger, in his splendid little book Functions of Fainting, succinctly
describes his ideas about form. 1 consider plastic beauty in general to be com-
pleiely independent from sentimental, descriptive, and imitative values.

Everv object, picture, architectural work, and ornamental arrangement has an

intrinsic value that is strictly absolute, independent of what it represents.”

- Léger considered painting {(and presumably design) as object rather than subject
‘and as the priority of form over subject matter. |

It is true that while aesthetic judgments are largely intuitive, it is the abstrace

(or formal) aspect of a work that takes precedence over other considerations. Yet

when form (the abstract) not only predominates but is allowed to overshadow
the content of 2 work, information goes astray, and the conflict between form and
content remains unresolved. To see the abstract in the concrete and the concrete

.in the abstract is the essence of art making and appreciation.

The difference between firne and applied or popular artis not a difference of

genre but a difference between two kinds of formal gualitses, between good and
bad, sensitive or insensitive to visual relationships — rhythm, contrast, propor-
tion — and how these qualities, for example, separate Rembrandt from Norman
Rockwell. In Rembrandt one is awed by formal tnvention, in Rockwell onie is awed-
by manual dexterity. Considering such questions, one must be sensitive to the
elusive qualities that so often affect one’s perceptions when, for example, symbols
are understood as the real thing, vagueness may be seen as subtlety, mawk-

ishness as genuine feeling, faddishness as originality, and popularity as substance.

Regrettably, the expressions applied and popular have a pejorative ring the

very words seem prejudicial, implying sometbing inferior. The so-called primitive
art of Africa or Mexico, for example, easily refutes this notion. That folk art 1s

an art of and for the people does not in any way diminish whatever aesthetic value
It May possess.

Right: This gouache as well as the watercolor on page g and the oil on page 10 were patnted between
1952 and 1954 without benefit of smock or mahistick. My perception was no di ferent then from

any other time 1 spent mulling over some design or 1ypographic problem. This painring, with slight
maniprlation, conld have been a poster;, a mural, an itlustration, or a book jacket.
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“Picasso Speaks)’
The Arts

(May1,1923)

Form + Content

Everything possesses form of some kind, good or bad, pleasing or not: even
decoration 1s a kind of form that has lost its way. There is no such thing as
formlessness. Form and content are interactive; they are mutually dependent.
Insofar as form manipulates content, content determines the nature of its
manipulation. For constructivists or deconstructuvists, no less than for conserva-

-~ tives or avant-gardists, there is good form and there i1s bad form. One cannot

speak of form without implying value. Form may intensify, obfuscate, or

even change meaning; it is never in a vacuum. Content, on the other hand, can
never hide behind form: the more it tries the more it reveals itself as the
absence of substance.

Design (aesthetic) judgments are based on two kinds of values, one symbolic

or associative (extrnsic), the other formal (intrinsic). Symbolic values are those
most of us use but often confuse with formal ones. These values are largely
subjective and have little or nothing to do with design or art per se. Judgments
are most often based on habit, hearsay, opinion, special meaning, prejudice,
misunderstanding, conditioned learning — on social, psychological, politi-

cal, financial, or even religious considerations. ('To a visually unsophisticated
pious person, for example, a bad copy of da Vinci’s Last Supper seems no different
from the original painting. His concern 1s prety, not art.} Intrinsic values |
involve aesthetics, the design itself (what it looks like, its visual quality), but not
what it represents. Extrinsic judgments relate to content and meaning,

intrinsic to deauty, which is more difficult to fathom because talent, expertise,
taste, sensitivity, experience, and visual acuity must come into play. {What

is meant by beauty here has nothing to do with fidelity o nature, beautiful
nudes, or dazzling scenery; rather it has to do with fidelity to form [aesthetics] ).

In painting and sculpture, as well as in architecture and design, problems of form
have always been the same. Proportion is proportion; order, order. The effects

of color are not dependent on medium, nor are the effects of scale, economy

of méans, harmony, rhythm, or even subject matter. Form is without bias. It 1s not
based on time, place, nationality, school, or style. Picasso, speaking of

Cubism, pﬁt it this way: “It is no different from any other school of painting;

the same principles and the same elements are common to all.’™”



FPoster for the Art Directors Club of New York, 1988. b
The abstract and concrete jorn hands. -
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4. CGarry Wills,
Lincolm at Cettysburg
(New York, 1992}

In another context he stated, ‘“The art of the Greeks, of the Egyptians, of
the great painters who lived in other times, is not an art of the past; perhaps it is
more alive today than it ever was”’ |

To understand the significance of form is to understand the similarities and
differences among Masaccio (1401-1428), Rembrandt {(1606-16649), Mondrian
(1872 ~1944) on the one hand, and Norman Rockwell (1894-1978) on the
other. Itis also to understand the difference between the poetic and the prosaice,
as well as the difference between a well-designed advertisement or machine
and a badly designed advertisement or machine. In graphic design, formal
relationships fix the appearance of things, while in industrial design they also help

elucidate or camouflage their functuon.

Garry Wills, speaking of Lincoln’s mastery of form in the Gettysburg Address,
tells us how Lincoln “sensed from his own developed artstry, the demands that
bring forth classic art — compression, grasp of the essential, balance, ideality.”*
The principles of form are universal and immutable. Emphasis on form, however,
does not in any way diminish the role of substance, skill, emotional content,
world view, or appropriateness. Form merely provides the spark without which
content languishes.

There is nothing esoteric about art, but the language of art is not the language
about art; one is visual, the other verbal. The ultimate question, But is it art?
reveals not the power but the impotence of words and the hmitations of reason.
In art there are perceptions, opinions, speculations, and interpretation,

but no proof. This 1s both its mystery and its magic.
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Watercolor, 1952.
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