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EDITORIAL 





This latest issue of Graphisme en France examines the question of 
art direction as applied to the press – a vast subject interpreted and 
commented upon here by several authors, each of whom enlighten us 
in their own way on its history, practices and outlook for the future. 

Véronique Vienne, art director and writer, has gathered personal  
accounts from art directors in France and abroad to provide us with  
an overview of their working methods and concerns. Angelo Cirimele, 
editor of Magazine, looks back at the challenges and development of 
digital means within this field. Francesco Franchi, art director and 
writer, presents the way in which art directors organise their work 
within an editorial context, in the light of changes brought about by 
the use of digital devices. Pierre Ponant, writer and teacher, considers 
at the history of two magazines seminal to art direction today. 

The graphic design for this issue was entrusted to Juliette Goiffon  
and Charles Beauté of Ultragramme, the studio founded by them  
in September 2014. Their work fluctuates between commissions and 
art projects or installations that question the status of the image 
and its different representations. Here, they have succeeded in 
giving a special rhythm to all the articles by using three typographic 
characters that change roles with each article. Their choice of different 
papers, printing methods and page layouts play with the rules of art 
direction, producing something that is intentionally versatile.

This year, once again, numerous events relating to graphic design 
continue to be organised throughout France, illustrating the extent 
to which its expansion relies on outstanding initiatives and an 
extensive network. That said, in terms of recognition it continues 
to need further momentum to reinforce the efforts made thus far. 
The Centre National des Arts Plastiques pursues its accompaniment 
of all those involved with graphic design, helping to convey an 
understanding of its practices to an ever-wider public and to assure 
its place among authors, publishers and educational establishments. 

The website www.cnap.graphismeenfrance.fr is a mine of information 
on the subject, through which countless resources can be accessed.

Yves Robert,  
Director of the Centre National des Arts Plastiques

EDITORIAL 





the origins 
of art direction

Pierre Ponant
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The new market economy that had 
emerged with the previous century’s in-
dustrial revolution created a highly com-
petitive context for emerging businesses. 
Their search for instant identification 
and for communication relating to their 
output provided the conditions for new 
collaborative ventures with the art world. 
Henceforth, architects, designers, poster 
designers and typographers were all invol-
ved in the creation of brand images. The 
new function of an artist in keeping with 
the technology of his time and with the 
various processes of the mechanisation 
of form emerged with the notion of art 
direction. While the title of art director 
was not yet used within businesses, it was 
soon adopted by a number of artists. This 
was particularly true of Peter Behrens, 
a German employed as both architect 
and graphic designer by AEG in 1907. 
The exhibition organised by advertising 
executive Earnest Elmo Calkins in New 
York in 1908, which illustrated the artis-
tic aspect of some advertisements, also 
contributed to its promotion. Thanks to 
this initiative, the famous Art Directors 
Club came into being a few years later, in 
1920, in New York. 

1900: the transformation of the 
graphic design industry 

The graphic design and communication 
industries drew upon on the know-how 
and skills of printing, journalism, graphic 
design and photography to spearhead 
new product positioning, making the art 
director their model. At the turn of the 20th 
century, the press was in full expansion 
thanks to the invention of new printing 
techniques, notably the rotary press that 

enabled large print runs to be executed 
rapidly, as well as improving the integra-
tion and reproduction of images. From 
1900, the birth of large press agencies 
capable of providing improved textual 
and visual information to newspapers 
without the need for a national or in-
ternational network of correspondents 
became crucial for the rapidly expanding 
press groups. Mastering information and 

its diffusion to the media gave rise to an 
outright economic battle, especially in the 
United States where Joseph Pulitzer and 
William Randolph Hearst confronted one 
another with the inventivity of their daily 
publications and periodicals. There, both 
images and illustrators played a leading 
role, especially the creators of a new form 
of story that had come from Europe – 
picture stories, that gradually became 
comic strips. Dailies like the San Francisco 

Examiner, the New York Journal and the 
New York World, among others, snatched 
up the most inventive designers of the pe-
riod for their weekly comic section – the 
likes of Richard Felton Outcault, James 
Swinnerton, Frederick Burr Opper and 
Winsor McCay. They devised new lin-
guistic, narrative codes that provided the 
public with original audiovisual scenes on 
paper, at the same time as the cinema itself 
was developing, paving the way for a so-
ciety of entertainment. In Europe, the illus-
trated press also established a readership, 
increasingly hungry for novelty in all fields, 
from the frivolous to the ardently politi-
cal and anti-establishment. It provided a 
living for an entire generation of artists, 
from Van Dongen to Picasso, Toulouse-
Lautrec to František Kupka, and Félix 
Vallotton to Jacques Villon, all of whom 
contributed drawings to newspapers on a 
regular basis. It did not, however, provide 
readers with a comprehensive vision of 
graphic design of the period, but rather, 
a somewhat eclectic collection of images. 
There were only a handful of titles, like 
Cocorico, Jugend or Ver Sacrum – ones 
that were more in keeping with the art 
movements of the time (Art Nouveau in 
France, Jugendstil in Germany and the 
Secession in Vienna) – that displayed a 
graphically coherent relationship between 
text and image. Anti-establishment titles 
like L’Assiette au beurre and Simplicissimus 
also ran series’ of images on subjects of the 
moment. The import of photography, from 
the start of the First World War, turned 
the entire sector on its head, provoking 
the complete overhaul of the illustrated 
press. Fashion journals and news perio-
dicals underwent the most innovative 
structural changes. 

From the early 20th century, the notion 
of art direction took its call from the 
relationship between art and industry. 

“Dressage”, L’Assiette au Beurre,  
2 January 1904: an issue entirely illustrated 

by Gustave Henry Jossot.
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The 1920s and the modern era 

During the immediate post-war years, the 
most enlightened press magnates sought 
to create a modernist visual language as 
a precursor of a new society in the ma-
king, and featured the political, social and 
cultural news of the time. Avant-garde 
figures from the world of painting, illus-
tration, typography and architecture were 
called upon, and their influence and full 
expression can be seen in the form and 
structure of the magazines from the late 
1920s. The art director’s task was to mas-
termind the magazine layout, drawing 
upon techniques used for mass-market 
printing, and upon new information and 
distribution channels. 

This essay takes a look at the history of the 
origins of the notion of art direction in the 
press, not in an exhaustive fashion – indeed 
many reviews and editorial enterprises are 
not even touched upon here – but by exa-
mining those inventions introduced in two 

American magazines, Vogue and Vanity 
Fair, and the French weekly magazine 
VU. These titles created the role of the art 
director and numerous other innovations, 
both conceptual and technical. The fierce 
determination and creative dynamism 
of their mutually-admirative founders, 
Condé Nast and Lucien Vogel, permitted 
the emergence of a shared vision of how 
fashion should be portrayed, on the one 
hand, and the importance that should be 
given to photography in the modern press, 
on the other. They were also responsible 
for creating other forms of editorial work 
that combined the best technical exper-
tise with the most inventive collaborative 
partnerships – each in its own field: text 
and image. With these, they conceived 
their magazines in a pioneering spirit, 
faced with the emergence of a media so-
ciety. This has enabled some of them to 
have survived to this day, and others to be 
recognised for their role as talented pre-
cursors. The art director should not follow 
the public’s taste but should create and 

encourage a trend (Mehemed Fehmy Agha, 
art director of Condé Nast Publications, 
circa 1930).

Condé Nast Publications: the birth 
of a press empire

“A periodical is, in some ways, a family 
affair, and when the family is united, it is 
useful and may aspire to success. We hope 
to be of use to you, month after month 
providing you with an introduction to the 
arts, culture and society while reflecting 
the progress and promises of the American 
way of life.” ➊

This statement by Frank Crowninshield, 
editor of Vanity Fair, in his introduction 
to the magazine’s new format in 1914, 
defines what would become, beyond the 
confines of his own version, an extraordi-
nary editorial adventure – the adventure 
of a press group, Condé Nast, which, until 
the death of its founder, operated like 
a family centred round several people. 

➊ Cleveland Amory and Frederic Bradlee, Vanity Fair: a 
Cavalcade of the 1920s and 1930s, Viking Press,  

New York, 1960. 

Cover of Vogue, 29 July 1909. The influence of the theories of William Morris is clearly seen in the illustrator 
St. John’s depiction of two peacocks as heraldic symbols.
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Having bought up a small society gazette, 
Vogue, in 1909, Condé Nast purchased 
the men’s fashion magazine Dress in 1913, 
which he renamed Vanity Fair the fol-
lowing year, then House & Garden, thus 
constituting a new press empire, Condé 
Nast Publications. Nast used his maga-
zines to develop his philosophy, namely to 
create a series of magazines in the fields 
of fashion and art, for those with money 
and taste, instructing his readers about 
the development of modernism within 
the arts, culture and society.

This entrepreneurial vision depended on a 
solid, faithful team – his right hand, Edna 
Woolman Chase, was made editor-in-chief 
of Vogue in 1914, remaining at its head until 
1952 – and the advent of talented indivi-
duals as editorial, photographic and art 
directors: Frank Crowninshield, Edward 
Steichen and Mehemed Fehmy Agha. 

During this immensely innovative period, 
Condé Nast chose to focus on three areas 

for the greater good of his press group: 
innovative content, the creation of a new 
working environment to allow this, and 
the use of more efficient reproduction 
techniques. 

An editorial policy bringing together the 
best journalistic and artistic know-how 
was required in order to convince and 
appeal to the intended audience, namely 
an elite sector of American society.

Looking at fashion through Vogue

At Vogue, Edna Woolman Chase clearly 
confirmed editorial interest for the arts 
scene and fashion. Reviews and essays 
appeared regularly, to which well-known 
writers and artists contributed from time 
to time. This editorial policy brought the 
graphic arts to the fore, especially fashion 
illustration. Vogue opened the way for 
young talented artists and designers, 
providing them with the opportunity to 
experiment. Those who went on to become 

the stars of Vogue were able to gain ex-
perience there, and an informal approach 
to the way they handled fashion. This use 
of drawing – sophisticated and overtly 
experimental at times, more classical and 
discreet at others – was a key factor in 
the look of the magazine.The work of star 
artists like Eric, Willaumez, Benito and 
Mourgue was completed by that of ano-
nymous designers who skilfully conveyed 
the spirit of the age through thumbnail 
sketches and drawings in the margins. But 
Vogue was also an object that had to stand 
out in newspaper kiosks. George Wolf 
Plank and Helen Dryden added to this with 
their decorative inventivity on the covers. 
Condé Nast relied on a team of European 
and French painter-illustrators: Georges 
Lepape executed over a hundred covers in 
an Art Nouveau style, as did André Marty 
and Pierre Brissaud. Edouard Benito took 
Vogue into the Art Deco style. In 1916, 
an English edition was launched. During 
the war, Condé Nast feared that distribu-
tion within Europe would be impossible. 

Vogue, 27 November 1909. Cover illustration designed by George Wolf Plank in the spirit of English posters by the Beggarstaff Brothers. 
The visual takes up the peacock theme again.
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French and German editions followed in 
the early 1920s. In spite of the decentra-
lisation of the editorial teams, the graphic 
consistency was managed from New York. 
Condé Nast very quickly grasped the new 
potential of this medium.

Introducing photography to Vogue

Condé Nast took a close interest in the 
work of avant-garde photographer Alfred 
Stieglitz (and his review Camera Work 
with its outstanding reproductions), 
around whom the photographers Paul 
Strand, Edward Steichen and Baron Adolf 
de Meyer gathered. He gave Vogue a style 
whereby photographic images not only 
helped women dress but also to be at 
one with the trends of their time. Nast 
built Vogue around the vision of Baron 
Adolf de Meyer. De Meyer left Germany 
when he sensed the Belle Époque was at 
an end. He was a socialite and amateur 
photographer with a mysterious past and 
an impressive network of contacts. Condé 
Nast recognised an opportunity when he 
saw one, and employed him as photogra-
phic director of Vogue. De Meyer imposed 
an aestheticising photographic style using 
tight framing and soft light in a limited 
range of tones that never failed to show 
clothes to their best advantage.  

Vanity Fair: combining a Victorian 
spirit with modernity

As for Vanity Fair, a rather civilising ele-
gance is reflected in its layout and different 
versions. Frank Crowninshield supported 
the idea of a review covering parties, the 
arts, sport, theatre and humour. With an 
eye to the future, he opted for a style of 
critical writing that was pertinent but 
entertaining, with an elegant, modern 
layout illustrated by modernist, catchy 
photography. The magazine’s title was 
taken from a short story by John Bunyan, 
The Pilgrim’s Progress. Literature, painting, 
illustration and photography are what 
shaped the magazine’s character. Vanity 
Fair welcomed texts by Thomas Wolfe, 
Gertrude Stein, Aldous Huxley, Colette, 
Ferenc Molnar and others; reproductions 
of works by modern artists like Picasso 
and Matisse, as well as avant-garde artists 

and illustrators like Miguel Covarrubias 
and Rockwell Kent; and, naturally, photo-
graphs by the up and coming generation 
– Anton Bruelh, Cecil Beaton and Horst. 
Vanity Fair became the barometer of its 
era. In this respect, the magazine fulfilled 
the mission of Condé Nast publications: 
to stick to the trends in fashion, the arts 
and American and international culture 
generally, and “cover the subjects people 
are talking about”, as its editor liked to say. 
Sticking to trends also meant shaping the 
layout from a modernist viewpoint with 
regard to typography and the relationship 
between text and image. The very job of a 
stage or page director, or more precisely, 
an art and creative director. The term 
arose within the world of graphic design. 

Inventing the Role of Art Director

Condé Nast invented this job in 1910 – 
an entirely new role within the press. 
Heyworth Campbell was its first ap-
pointee, both for Vogue and Vanity Fair. 
Her work, however, stuck to a design 
process derived from the 19th century 
whereby a magazine was made page by 
page, without an overall vision or chart, 
frequently with archaic typefaces and 
boxed text laden with unnecessary em-
bellishment. The layouts remained too 
traditional and dense, with no room for 
any of the ideas and concepts developed by 
avant-garde European graphic designers. 
Condé Nast began, therefore, to consider 
replacing Campbell, not least because 
the appointment of Edward Steichen as 
photographic director of the group’s pu-
blications in 1923 (at the request Frank 
Crowninshield), replacing Baron Adolf de 
Meyer, had already brought with it an ini-
tial round of renewal for both magazines. 
Steichen, who embraced modernist theses, 
having been a master of Pictorialism in the 
early years of the 20th century, adopted a 
linear, pared down style for his commis-
sioned work for magazines. Whether for 
Vogue or Vanity Fair, he worked closely 
with the editors, and there was constant 
debate to enable the photographer to bring 
out the essential nature of a garment or the 
features of an artistic or political figure. 
The discovery of studio lighting and the 
flair with which he put this very particular 

Vogue, 17 August 1929.  
Cover illustration designed by 

Eduardo Benito.

Vanity Fair, July 1931. A double 
page spread with photographs by 

Edward Steichen.

Vanity Fair. An example of a layout 
playing on contrast, with a dark 

portrait of Joan Bennett by Edward 
Steichen opposite an entirely white 

page of text.
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Vanity Fair, September 1931. On the left hand page, an article on the latest piece by choreographer Serge Lifar with photographs by 
George Hoyningen-Huene, opposite a photograph by Edward Steichen of dancers in a night club in New York.

Vanity Fair, September 1930. An example of a double-page spread playing on the parallel unfolding of three-column text and 
illustrations by the Mexican artist Miguel Covarrubias.
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Vanity Fair, September 1930. Cover illustration by French poster-designer Jean Carlu.
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form of lighting to use, coupled with his 
sense of design, revolutionised portrait 
photography. Vanity Fair took advantage 
of these experiments, publishing a series 
of images every month featuring actors, 
music hall singers, writers, painters and 
politicians, with nothing other than light 
and the occasional piece of furniture for a 
setting. Steichen captured the magnetism 
of a look – that of Greta Garbo, for ins-
tance – or the solemnity of function – as 
with Winston Churchill – or created asso-
ciations like his reference to the magical 
balance of Brancusi’s forms in his portrait 
of the actress Anna May Wong. 

When Heyworth Campbell resigned in 
1927 to dedicate herself to advertising 
work, Condé Nast, accompanied by Frank 
Crowninshield and Edna Woolman Chase, 
travelled to London, Paris and Berlin, 
where the publishing group had interna-
tional editions of Vogue. In Paris, Condé 
Nast offered the job of publications art 
director to the Spanish artist-cum-illustra-
tor Eduardo Garcia Benito, who drew up a 
new graphic style guide for the magazine. 
In keeping with some of the principles 
of Futurism and Constructivism, Benito 
made use of sans serif typefaces to create 
an uncluttered, geometric layout proposal, 
constructed like the modern architecture 
of the period to which he referred in his 
presentation to the publisher. The ideas 
promoted by the Exposition Internationale 
des Arts Décoratifs et Industriels Modernes 
(International Exhibition of Modern 
Decorative and Industrial Arts) held in 
Paris in 1925 caused a great buzz in the 
French capital, and it was not long before 
the manifestos of the Union des Artistes 
Modernes began to appear. Benito, was 
very much part of the graphic and musical 
experimentation of the Roaring Twenties, 
and chose his artistic independence over 
the job offered him by Condé Nast. The 
modernity long-awaited in New York came 
from Berlin.

Meeting Mehemed Fehmy Agha

In Berlin, Nast found the German edition 
of Vogue to be in a disastrous state finan-
cially, thanks to roaring inflation and its 
readership’s indifference to fashion. With 

the social status of the middle classes in 
decline, the market for luxury goods was 
scarcely buoyant. In the face of this cri-
sis, the sector’s advertisers abandoned all 
forms of media. The press magnate chose 
to shut down the magazine, but not before 
meeting its art director, Mehemed Fehmy 
Agha. The two men hit it off immediately, 
as Nast states in his description of this 
interview: “Having spent several hours in 
Berlin, I am increasingly familiar with the 
work of Agha. So much about his taste, 
his inventions and the way he organises 
things is obvious, that I can see him as 
a possible art director for our American 
periodicals. Before leaving Berlin, I spent 
a morning with him talking about typo-
graphy, printing, illustration and the tem-
plate.” ➋  The two men were remarkably 
similar in their reciprocal objectives. The 
self-made publisher, who was happy to take 
a back seat in order to allow his collea-
gues a reasonable margin of independence, 
which some considered over-liberal, was 
counterbalanced by the flamboyant, sharp, 
cynical art director. 

Fehmy Agha was born in 1896 in Nikolayev, 
a Ukrainian port on the Black Sea, to a 
family of Turkish-Cypriot traders. He stu-
died at the Fine Arts Academy in Kiev 
before joining the political science depart-
ment of the Pierre le Grand Polytechnical 
Institute. His interest in politics led him 
to join the team of Alexander Kerensky, 
the leader of the Socialist Revoutionary 
Party. In 1917, he emigrated to Paris where, 
in 1923, he graduated from the French 
school of living oriental languages, the 
École Nationale des Langues Orientales 
Vivantes. In 1929, he arrived in New York 
where, from the moment he joined the 
Condé Nast group, he established new 
rules and specifications that would bring 
about an image change for Vogue, Vanity 
Fair and House and Garden. His presence 
was soon felt: starting with just one of-
fice, he would move on to occupying two, 
then four and finally six. Indeed the layout 
department developed so quickly that it 
required an entire floor to itself in the 
Graybar Building, the group’s New York 
headquarters. The “doctor”, as he like to 
be addressed, pronounced American ad-
vertising as conformist and preoccupied 

Fortunato Depero, collage for the cover  
of Vanity Fair, 1929-1930. 49×36.5cm,  

Museo di Arte Moderna e Contemporanea  
di Trento e Rovereto, Italy.

➋ Roger Remington and Barbara J. Hodik, Nine Pioneers in 
American Graphic Design, MIT Press, 1989.

Vanity Fair, July 1930. Cover illustration 
commissioned from the Italian Futurist Fortunato 
Depero, whose “Casa Futurista” was momentarily 

based in New York.
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with high society, and a bad influence on 
the media that diffused it. Agha was an 
amateur of European avant-garde artistic 
trends, and felt that Constructivism as 
practised by the Bauhaus movement, on 
the one hand, and its Eastern European 
and Soviet counterpart, on the other hand, 
was the driving force behind modernity 
in the 1930s. He wrote: “the Temple of 
Constructivism is full of treasures which 
should be used by advertising as sources 
of new inspiration.” ➌

Directing a visual laboratory 

Mehemed Fehmy Agha was everywhere 
and involved in everything: photography 
(he recreated the photography studio), 
articles (he wrote some of them), cover 
designs, font design, headings, layout, 
printing, colour schemes and so on. Taking 
up Eduardo Benito’s recommendations, 
Agha enhanced them with influences from 
his time in Berlin. It was Vanity Fair more 
than Vogue that became the real visual 
laboratory. Agha opted for the “new ty-
pography” endorsed by Jan Tschichold 
and the group of avant-gardes artists of 
that name. 

The sans serif typefaces which he used 
in lowercase for titles disregarded well-
known typographic conventions. He 
invented the notion of page plans that 
provided an overall view of the magazine 
by giving prominence to double-page and 
opening spreads. He also introduced the 
use of colour. To illustrate articles, in 
addition to photography, Agha commis-
sioned drawings from Miguel Covarrubias, 
Ralph Barton, Foujita, Kisling and William 
Cotton... For the front pages, he called 
upon the Cubo-Futurist graphic work 
of the Italian artist Paolo Garretto, the 
Futurist Fortunato Depero (who installed 
his “Casa Futurista” in New York), and Jean 
Carlu (one of the founders of the Union des 
Artistes Modernes and undisputed master 
of French poster design in the 1930s) who 
made his name working for Condé Nast, 
as did the Russian caricaturist Alajalov. 

There was permanent innovation. To help 

organise the work of the design studio, 
Agha introduced new tools and procedures 
like the use of sheets printed with the 
layout grid to enable the graphic designers 
to create the page layout and double-page 
spreads. There were also sheets with type 
fonts printed on them that could be cut 
up and glued to enable the designers to 
give an idea of the mock-up’s direction. 
A photostat machine was installed in the 
studio, to encourage the graphic designers 
to make the mock-ups resemble the fini-
shed product as closely as possible for 
presentation purposes. As Condé Nast 
owned the magazine’s printer-publisher, 
the art director was able to work along-
side highly skilled technicians. As Agha 
was obsessed with the reproduction and 
printing quality, the technology of the 
graphic design chain of production was 
permanently updated.

1932 was a historical milestone for Vogue: 
its format changed and, in July, a full-page 
colour photograph of Edward Steichen 
was used on the magazine’s cover. This 
new formula was controversial. And when 
Edna Woolman Chase relayed negative 
feedback from readers to Agha, he replied: 
“It’s a good thing to show someone that 
we are still alive and leaders in the field of 
typographic innovation. We’re the first to 
use this ‘new typography’ from Germany, 
and to have adapted it to our typesetting 
machines. The others will follow us.” ➍ 

This flawless argument, backed by exa-
mples of advertisers who had opted for 
this font style, delighted Condé Nast and 
obliged Edna W. Chase to hold her silence.

Concerning the role of the art director, 
Mehemed Fehmy Agha said: “His influence 
is usually limited to business, adverti-
sing, graphic design and the applied arts. 
Within his field he is the autocrat of the 
drawing table, his authority restrained only 
by the demands of his team, the research 
processes, the editorial line, the client’s 
preferences, the mental age of the reader 
and the editor’s niece… He is closely re-
lated to the film director, and, like him, he 
plans, coordinates and repeats, but never 

makes a personal appearance; at least not 
in public.” ➎ 

With the death of Condé Nast in 1942, 
Mehemed Fehmy Agha’s position was 
weakened, and he quit his job the following 
year, replaced by Alexander Liberman, 
another Russian who had recently emi-
grated to New York. 

➌ Roger Remington and Barbara J. Hodik, 
Nine Pioneers in American Graphic Design, 

MIT Press, 1989.

➍ Idem

➎ Idem

Vogue, 1 July 1932. This colour photograph 
by Edward Steichen was the first to be used 

on the cover of a magazine.
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VU: a window on life 

The armed soldier is stopped dead in his 
tracks, fatally wounded. Dropping his gun, 
he falls backwards, his arms outstretched 
in a cross. The light, setting and time-
lessness of the fall recall the paintings of El 
Greco. The death of the Republican soldier 
Federico Borell Garcia on the Andalusian 
front in the early hours of the Spanish 
Civil War thus became an allegoric, my-
thical image. Allegoric in that it tolled 
the demise of an utopian era. Mythical 
by dint of its circulation as a symbol of 
a dual heroism – that of the Republican 
cause in the face of Fascism, and that of 
a committed photo-journalist who risked 
his life to put across his viewpoint. It ap-
peared for the first time on 23 September 
1936, as a double page in a special edi-
tion of the magazine VU dedicated to the 
Spanish War. Its caption read: “How they 
fell”. The photographer was Robert Capa. 
The conflict had broken out on 17 July, 
and Capa covered it, together with Gerda 
Taro, at the request of Lucien Vogel, the 
magazine’s director. That summer, VU took 
sides with the young Spanish Republic in 
the face of the Fascist generals’ military 
coup led by Franco. This commitment was 
to cost Lucien Vogel his job, and brought 
several years of photo-journalistic inno-
vation to an end. To this day, VU stands 
alone among France’s illustrated press, 
as an editorial adventure that reflected 
the personality of its founder and a path 
where aesthetics battled it out with ethics. 

Lucien Vogel, a trail-blazer

Lucien was the son of Hermann Vogel, 
an artist and caricaturist for the illus-
trated weekly L’Assiette au Beurre. As a 
young journalist, Lucien worked on the 
magazine Femina before founding the 
Gazette du Bon Ton in 1912. The Gazette du 
Bon Ton – the subtitle of which was “Art, 
fashion and frivolity” – was a key event 
in the history of fashion’s relationship 
with illustration and magazines. With it, 

Vogel created the first fashion magazine 
to be seriously concerned with aesthetics, 
and to have a real interest in beauty and 
visual unity. Each issue was designed like 
a series of plates, finely printed on laid 
paper coloured by stencil. To achieve this, 
Lucien Vogel called upon illustrators like 
Georges Lepape, Charles Martin, André 
Marty, Benito and Brunelleschi, among 
others, who promulgated a new image 
of women. 

The overall design of the layout of every 
issue was given to a single illustrator who 
was responsible for the drawings wit-
hin the body of the text as well as in the 
fashion and advertising plates.

Condé Nast was interested by the visual 
concerns of the Gazette; he too would call 
upon the know-how of these designers for 
his own magazine covers. After a short 
collaborative period involving exchange of 
editorial content, Condé Nast purchased 
the Gazette du Bon Ton in the early 1920s. 
Lucien Vogel also published other reviews: 
Le Style Parisien, a small luxury illustrated 
periodical on fashion, which he resold to 
Hachette two years’ after its creation. In 
1919, he founded the review Les Feuillets 
d’Art and, in 1922, L’Illustration des Modes, 
renamed Le Jardin des Modes the following 
year, when it also became one of the Condé 
Nast group publications. It was renowned 
for the experimental approach of many 
of its art directors and continued to be 
published until 1997. 

Lucien Vogel was open to the avant-garde 
ideas of the 1920s, befriending Mayakovsky, 
Gide, Cendrars and Fernand Léger, and  
had great ambitions for photography and 
its use in the press. He launched Vu on  
21 March 1928 – a magazine that consi-
dered itself to be a vehicle for expression 
as much as a vehicle for action. He pro-
nounced: “Conceived in a new spirit and 
created with new means, Vu brings a new 
formula to France: illustrated reporting  
of world news.” ➏ 

➏ Vu, №1, 21 March 1928, pp. 11 and 12.

Cover for Vogue, 1 June 1940. Photographs and 
title lettering created by Horst P. Horst in the 
style of the ABC by the Czech Constructivist 

typographer Karel Teige

Vu, 2 May 1934. Photomontage by Alexander 
Liberman for the cover.
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An illustrated magazine for 
conveying today’s pace of life 

As an amateur photographer full of ad-
miration for its potential, Lucien Vogel 
favoured the work of young independent 
photographers in the modernist mould: a 
new, ‘on the ground’ photography, using 
new camera bodies and producing visuals 
outside the range of traditional press pho-
tography. In 1930, he enlisted the critic, 
draughtsman and film-maker Carlo Rim 
as editor. Carlo Rim had organised a nu-
mber of exhibitions of the work of young 
photographers in Paris, including Berenice 
Abbott, Eli Lothar, Kertesz, Germaine 
Krull and Man Ray. In 1932 he wrote in 
Vu: “Photography is our daily bread, a 
foodstuff constantly renewed and offered 
up to the insatiable curiosity of our eyes, 
hungry for images [...]. There is a photo-
graphic reality that is not the ‘real truth’ 
but is more real than truth itself, like the 
poetic exaggeration of objective reality. 
It seems wrong therefore to refer to all 
camera lenses as objective. This mecha-
nical eye sees the world in its own way, 
which is not that of the human retina.” ➐ 

Invention within photojournalism

It was a time of invention. The French 
engineer Edouard Belin created a pho-
to-telegraphic apparatus called the 
‘Bélinographe’, a portable machine that 
transmitted images over telephone 
and telegraphic networks. Compact 

cameras like the Leica and Rolleiflex also 
came into existence at this time, revolutio-
nising the way photographs were taken. 
As for the images themselves, photomon-
tage was invented by the avant-garde 
members of the Futurist, Constructivist 
and Dada movements. For 
Lucien Vogel, meaning could 
be revealed through distinct vi-
sual viewpoints. Photographers 
were given unusual freedom to 
manoeuvre. 

Vu was a weekly magazine that 
alternated between ordinary 
issues and special numbers de-
pending upon the events to be 
covered. Every issue contained 
a high percentage of photo-
graphs and the printing of Vu, 
therefore, involved the use of a relatively 
recent technique, rotogravure, in order 
to achieve the best possible finish for the 
modelling and semi-tone areas. 

The technical advantage of this process 
enabled a new mock-up procedure whe-
reby each of the magazine’s pages was 
made up of elements on transparent film. 
The work of the layout artist was done on 
a light table where he assembled, cut up 
and remounted the photographic proofs 
in positive, on celluloid, with text and 
captions typeset on cellophane, as well as 
typeset and hand written titles on trans-
parencies. The transfer onto the copper 
cylinder and the monochrome sepia inking 

up produced a richer effect for 
the covers which were often just 
two-colour printed. 

Above all, this technique en-
abled new graphic design me-
thods to be used, implemented 
by Irène Lidova who fulfilled the 
role of art director and created 
the magazine’s first design. The 
poster designer Cassandre 
created the logo and a com-
position that was reproduced 
solely on banners strung up in 

the streets, to announce the magazine’s 
launch. It showed a magazine lying open 
displaying a symbolic scene where an 

investigative eye is piercing the heart of 
humanity represented by a figure balan-
cing on a globe. Cassandre introduced 
one of his assistants, a young Russian 
immigrant, named Alexander Liberman, 
to Lucien Vogel.

Vu, 2 May 1934. A Futurist-style layout, the 
left hand page catching one’s eye with its 

photographic presentation.

➐ Vu, №214, 20 April 1932, p. 587 (according 
to the issue numbers of the period).

Vu, 11 November 1933, special issue.  
Double-page using Acier, the font created  

by Cassandre for Deberny & Peignot, in its title.
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Vu, 29 August 1936. Double-page of a special issue entirely given over to the Spanish Civil War, with photographs by the reporters sent 
to the front by Lucien Vogel (Namuth, Reisner, Capa, Chim, Gerda Taro…).

Vu, 2 May 1934. Third episode of a report by Henry Bidou denouncing the rearmament of Germany, emphasised by a layout using a 
Gothic typeface, striking and alarming in effect, together with two photographs, one of a young Nazi in uniform and the other of the 

imposing entrance to an industrial salon in Berlin.  

the origins of art direction
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Vu, 9 May 1934. Photomontage by Alexander Liberman.
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Vu, 23 May 1934. Photomontage by Alexander Liberman.Vu, 11 November 1933, special issue. Photomontage by Alexander Liberman.
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Alexander Liberman: from  
photomontage to art direction

Alexander Liberman was born in Kiev in 
1912, and emigrated to Paris with his fa-
mily in 1924. After his father’s business 
had been ruined in the 1929 stockmarket 
crash, he provided for his family by under-
taking various typographic jobs, medical 
and landscape architecture illustrations. 
In 1931, he enrolled in the school founded 
by André Lhote, a Cubist and theoreti-
cian considered as the teacher of the Paris 
avant-garde. Liberman, however, found the 
“master” over dogmatic and inflexible in 
his principles, and so left to study at the 
École des Beaux-Arts, in the workshop of 
the architect Defrasse, then at the École 
Spéciale d’Architecture run by Auguste 
Perret. In 1932, he met Cassandre and, in 
1933, took over as art director of Vu. The 
magazine’s pages were filled with shots 
from the fast expanding photo agencies 

of the time like Keystone, Universal, Wide 
World, France Presse and Mondial Photo, 
chosen for their visual quality, but which 
subsequently underwent much alteration, 
frequently being cut up and reframed, and 
reproduced out of context, which lent them 
quite a different meaning. 

The concept of photomontage, developed 
by the Dadaists, guided Liberman’s work. 
His style was felt throughout the page plan, 
where double-page spreads were juxtaposed 
displaying an innovative system of photogra-
phic collages and typographic compositions, 
including Cassandre’s work for the Deberny 
et Peignot foundry. He created thirty or so 
montages for the covers, signed Alexandre, 
between 1932 and 1936; they were closer 
to the theories and style promoted by the 
Latvian artist Gustav Klucis (one of the 
masterminds of Soviet propaganda photo-
montage) than the work of Moholy-Nagy 
or other Constructivist artists. 

Vu confirms its commitment to 
(photo)journalism

Vu’s print run doubled from 50,000 to 
100,000 in the early 1930s. As a result, 
Lucien Vogel gradually shifted the edi-
torial line from examining society and 
culture to investigative journalism which 
he defined as “major enquiries into pro-
blematic issues for the world.” Soviet pla-
nification, the organisation of the Italian 
Fascist State, the arming of Germany, 
French justice… these and other issues 
were analysed by special envoys chosen for 
their independence and quality of writing. 
Lawyers, economists, critics and writers 
like Philippe Soupault, Blaise Cendrars, 
Paul Nizan, Albert Londres, Henry Bidou 
and Pierre Mac Orlan made up mobile edi-
torial committees. In August 1933, in the 
introduction to a special number on Italy 
and Fascism, Lucien Vogel demonstrated 
the responsibility of the independent me-

Détective, le grand hebdomadaire  
des faits divers, 28 November 1929.

Cover photograph (photographer 
unknown).

Regards, 27 April 1939. Back cover with a 
photograph by the Opera Mundi agency.
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dia with regard to news, and its method of 
working: “The current problems are such 
– so vast, serious, important and urgent – 
that they demand to be studied as a whole. 
A journal that is aware and proud of its 
responsibility cannot give an enquiry of 
this order to a single man, irrespective of 
his skills, talent and moral integrity. It is 
necessary both to do away with subjective 
reactions and increase contact between the 
facts and those minds qualified to analyse, 
understand and draw conclusions from 
them. [...] Our policy has always been to 
go to the source, in situ, to look at the 
document directly, within its context – in 
a word, to carry out an enquiry from the 
inside…” And to conclude: “Intelligence 
consists in attempting to understand what 
is most contrary to us” ➑ … and to succeed 
in so doing. In an issue dated 3 May 1933, 
under the title “Vu: enquête incognito sur 
le IIIe Reich” (incognito enquiry into the 
3rd Reich), the team of special envoys used 

a series of photographs taken clandesti-
nely to illustrate the existence of an early 
concentration camp in Dachau. Thanks to 
this proof, it was no longer possible to say: 
“We didn’t know”. Lucien Vogel was pur-
sued for his anti-Fascist stand and pacifist 
publications, and ended up going into exile 
for the duration of the Occupation. Back in 
France after the Liberation, he relaunched 
the magazine Jardin des Modes, and was still 
at its helm at the time of his death in 1954. 

Alexander Liberman quit his job at Vu 
several months after Lucien Vogel. Faced 
with the German Occupation, he too fled 
to New York where Vogel introduced him 
to Condé Nast. In 1943, he succeeded 
Mehemed Fehmy Agha as art director of 
Condé Nast Publications. He was an avid 
painter and sculptor himself, and one of 
the first decisions he took at Vogue was 
to commission illustrations from Chagall, 
Salvador Dalí and Marcel Duchamp. 

Alexander Liberman no longer had any 
illusions about the reality of his work 
by the early 1970s, when writing his 
memoirs: “I realised that basically all  
of this was down to business. I had striven 
to think we were communicating about 
society and culture, and that our approach 
to women was serious, providing an  
intelligent medium for discussion.  
I had always thought that by publishing  
all these essays and photographs on art and 
artists – not light-weight ones like Erté or 
Vertes, but important masters of the Paris 
School and inventors like Rauschenberg, 
Jasper Johns, Richard Serra, or even  
De Kooning, Barnett Newman and Rothko 
– we were developing a real service for  
the public. Because the most magical 
thing about exhibiting art to the pu-
blic is that it enables you to be daring. 
And maybe, in a subliminal way, it ends 
up changing the way the reader looks  
at things.” ➒

Life, 30 November 1936. Cover photograph 
of a West Point cadet taken by  

Alfred Eisenstaedt.

Voilà, 1 August 1936. Cover introducing the 
reality of the Spanish Civil War.

➑ Vu, №282, 9 August 1933, p. 1181 (according to the 
issue numbers of the period). 

➒ Dodie Kazanjian and Calvin Tomkins, Alex, The Life of 
Alexander Liberman, Alfred A. Knopf, New York, 1993.
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Voilà, 2 June 1934. Cover photograph by Alban.



Regards, 23 March 1939. Double-page designed according to the principles implemented by the magazine’s art director, Édouard Pignon, 
combining fanciful lettering for the title, typographic rigour and photographic mismatch.

Voilà. A dynamic process of putting the photographs together for a heliogravure print. Here the double-page spread illustrates a report 
by Ernest Hemingway on bullfighting in Spain. 

29



30 Graphisme en France

From Modern to Pop 

In addition to these publications, innova-
tion in the early 1930s was everywhere. 
In the United States, William Randolph 
Hearst launched Harper’s Bazaar and na-
med Alexey Brodovitch, another proponent 
of Russian and European avant-garde art, 
as art director. Brodovitch was an excellent 
teacher, and trained an entire generation 
of American photographers and art di-
rectors at the Design Lab which he set 
up at the Pennsylvania Museum School 
of Industrial Art. Henry Luce, founder of 
the Times Inc. publishing group, deve-
loped his titles following the same rules: 
Fortune, and, in the late 1930s, Life, which 
he declared to have been directly inspired 
by Vu. Meanwhile, in France, Vu was also 
taken as the model for new publications: 
Voilà and Détective by Gaston Gallimard, 
and Regards, the illustrated weekly of the 
French Communist Party. 

The 1960s were the start of the golden 
age of magazines. Within a context of 
widespread emancipation, Pop culture and 
underground periodicals, magazines from 
this decade created their own cultural re-
volution. New approaches to photography 
were seen, like the dogmatic statement by 
British photographer Bob Richardson: “ [...] 
the name of the game: I piss off the maga-
zine and to hell with the editor, the real 
subject of the fashion shoot is people.”➓

A new generation of art directors was put 
in charge or founded new experimental 
reviews.This was particularly the case 
for the journalist/art director duo Ralph 
Ginsburg and Herb Lubalin working in 
New York, with the reviews Eros (banned 
“for obscenity” after four issues published 
in 1962), then Fact in 1964 and Avant-
Garde in 1968. Eros was awarded by the Art 
Directors Club and various international 
graphic design bodies for the quality of its 
layout and the inventivity of its photogra-
phic essays. In Germany, Twen, designed 

by Willy Fleckaus, created a following 
with its graphic stance and grids. 

In Britain, the prevailing conservatism was 
disrupted on several fronts, from music to 
the press. With magazines like Queen and 
Town, Tom Wolsey sought to use his art di-
rection to initiate the readership in the on-
going debate about modern graphic design 
at that time in England. Nova, a publishing 
venture launched in 1965 by graphic de-
signers Derek Birdsall and David Hillman 
and photographer Harri Peccinotti, with 
its written and photographic reportages 
and provocative layout, served more than 
any other as the bridgehead between the 
underground culture and the public at 
large. In France, the Swiss artists Peter 
Knapp and Jean Widmer freed up the way 
women were represented by the media; the 
former, in 1959, in the magazine Elle, the 
latter, in 1961, in Jardin des Modes, where 
he revitalised the design by creating a 
layout in the aesthetic spirit of its founder, 
Lucien Vogel, combining references to the 
avant-garde of the moment: Lettrisme, Pop 
Art and Nouveau Réalisme. 

The spirit of Vu continued into the 1980s 
when Claude Maggiori, art director of 
Libération, wanted to create a maga-
zine-style daily, or magazine like a daily, 
while Christian Caujolle, director of pho-
tography at the same newspaper, where 
he was responsible for an original com-
missioning policy using a new genera-
tion of photographers, founded his own 
agency, named Vu. For the past twenty 
years or so, after a phase of Postmodern 
approaches to graphic design (The Face, 
I-D, Interview...) and radical moves to blur 
the signs (Wired, Raygun...), the dynamic 
role of art director seems to have come 
to a standstill. The economic context that 
makes today’s press highly vulnerable, 
and the endless technological transitions 
that upset our reading habits, are put 
forward as reasons for this. “Magical” gra-
phic design formulas no longer seem to 

exist. These questions may find answers 
in the shift of experimentalism towards 
the margins: in a press that makes use of 
decompartmentalisation, style and the 
creative industry, and that experiences 
alternative lifestyles and financial precarity 
as a source of richness. 

To appear and then disappear afterwards. 
Something which is often created straight 
out of art and design schools. 

Pierre Ponant

➓ ➓ Martin Harrison, Apparences. La photographie de 
mode depuis 1945, Editions du Chêne, Paris, 1992.
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DURING THE 
COURSE OF THE 
INTERVIEWS THAT 
ALLOWED ME 
TO WRITE THIS 
REPORT, I MET 
A NUMBER OF 
VERY TALENTED 
PEOPLE WHO HAD 
BUT ONE THING 
IN COMMON: AN 
AMAZING CAPACITY 
FOR INVESTING 
THEMSELVES 
IN ONE OF THE 
MOST ENIGMATIC 
PROFESSIONS 
AROUND, THAT OF 
ART DIRECTOR.
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LAYOUTS AS 
TOPOGRAPHIC 

MAPS: 

EXPLORING THE 
CONTOURS OF 

ART DIRECTION
During the course of the interviews that allowed me to write 
this report, I met a number of very talented people who had 
but one thing in common: an amazing capacity for investing 
themselves in one of the most enigmatic professions around, 
that of art director.  

The vagueness that typifies the function of art director is pecu-
liar to France. Designers from totally different backgrounds all 
work under this same title. Some are first and foremost graphic 
designers, while others start out as journalists, photographers 
or publicists. They all have different temperaments, different 
values that are at times incompatible, and different ways of 
working. When we met, for instance, some people invited me 
into their studios while others lead me to a conference room 
where we sat across from each other around an oval table. I 
identify the former as graphic designers (admirable lovers of 
typography and page layouts), and the latter as designer-wri-
ters of creative content (passionate image managers who view 
publications as brands). 

This is, of course, a broad generalisation. Nonetheless, in France 
there are two trends within what can be called the art of layout 
design: one that favours typography and the other that favours 

photography. On the one hand, graphic designers, and on the 
other, ‘image wizards’, as Peter Knapp refers to them. 

Knapp, who was art director of Elle from 1959 to 1966, was 
originally a graphic designer. “I became an ‘image wizard’ as 
a matter of necessity,” he recounts. “I quickly realised that I 
had to step in to help the fashion photographers create the 
‘prêt-à-porter’ vision of the editor-in-chief, Hélène Gordon-
Lazareff. In order to distance ourselves from the world of 
haute couture, which was too glamorous for us, I had to make 
sure that the images we published were highly legible. At 
that time, our readers pored over fashion photos to be able 
to recreate the clothes on their sewing machines. We could 
not disappoint them.” Leaving the responsibility of handling 
the weekly page layouts to the twelve graphic designers on 
his staff, Knapp used photography to establish a look that is 
now legendary – the famous ‘Elle style’. 

WHO INVENTED 
ART 
DIRECTION? 
Consciously or otherwise, all magazine 
art directors, in France and elsewhere, 
are successors of El Lissitzky, author 
of the manifesto “La Topographie de 
la Typographie” (Merz, 1923). As the 
pioneer of layout design, he paved the 
way for art directors to create dynamic 
layouts with multiple points of entry. 
With the help of titles, subtitles, catch-
phrases, captions, boxed text and quo-
tations, they can prompt simultaneous 

interpretations of miscellaneous graphic information. For them, 
as for Lissitzky, communication takes place through the use 
of visual rather than written language. 

In an essay entitled “La spatio-temporalité de la maquette 
constructiviste”1 (spatio-temporality in Constructivist publi-
cation design), Michel Porchet, teaching coordinator at Le 
Fresnoy national studio of contemporary arts, explains why 
Lissitzky preferred a topographical approach to a typographical 
one. For the Cubo-Futurists, Suprematists and Constructivists 
who formed that nebulous partnership with the Russian avant-
garde, “modern typographic space [was no] longer ruled by 
traditional values of order, continuity, cohesion and stability, 
but [obeyed] a form of organisation ruled by notions of dis-
continuity, simultaneity and contrast typical of the modern art 
movement.” Lissitzky’s compositions, added Porchet, attemp-
ted to do away with the hierarchy of figure and background, 
argument and image, reason and affect. 

In 1951 and 1952, Alex Liberman tried to modernise the American edition of Vogue by 
printing the logo in Franklin Gothic. A short lived attempt, as Vogue’s readers felt that 

the magazine’s label should remain in Firmin Didot. Vogue, March 1951.

This cover of El Lissitzky’s 
book, Avtomobil i drugie 
raskazy (Car and other 
Stories), dates from 
1923, but it remains a 
typographical reference  
for many art directors.
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Peter Knapp’s work is characterised by a preference for 
diagonals; in 1980, he took these fashion photographs 

for the magazine Stern.

In 1965, Peter Knapp photographed this famous double 
page for Elle. Dressed in Courrèges outfits, the models seem 
weightless, like astronauts.

In 1967, Peter Knapp asked the young photographer Helmut 
Newton to produce some avant-garde images to evoke the new 
spirit of the Exposition Universelle in Montreal.

“I BECAME AN 
‘IMAGE WIZARD’ 

AS A MATTER 
OF NECESSITY”
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Strangely enough, art direction does not appear to have 
undergone any similar revolution in France, and probably 
never will. Here, typographic space is still ruled by traditio-
nal values of order and continuity, for French art directors 
view notions of rupture and separation as suspect, alarming 
even. In magazines, articles are rarely broken up, irrespec-
tive of length, frequently resulting in great swathes of grey 
devoid of catchphrases that stretch for pages on end. Texts 
run around images, seldom as overprint, except on covers, 
while sidebars remain well within the grid. Photographs 
make little sense unless you read their captions. And as for 
advertisements, they are largely frowned upon, indeed barely 
tolerated, treated as vulgar interruptions! 

People are wary of over-
throwing codes of legi-
bility in France. For 
the sake of rationality 
and in the spirit of the 
Enlightenment, repre-
sentational space is rarely 
fragmented as it was by 
the Russian avant-garde. 
Paradoxically, on the other 
side of the Atlantic, maga-
zine art directors readily 
adopted Lissitzky’s tea-
chings. The playfulness of 
American magazine layout 
design is the result of the 
work of two Russian emi-
grants who, while opposed 
to the Bolshevik regime, nonetheless adopted the ideas of the 
leftist avant-garde. Best known was Alexey Brodovitch, art 
director of Harper’s Bazaar from 1934 to 1958. Less famous 
but more influential, was Alexander Liberman, the powerful 
“éminence grise” behind Vogue and Condé Nast Publications 
for half a century, from 1941 through 1991.

I was an art director under Liberman’s authoritarian regime 
in New York in the late 1980s. I accepted to work under his 
supervision, in a relationship similar to that of master-pu-
pil in Renaissance workshops. I learned by observation, by 
watching this stern man juggle the various elements of a page 
layout with nimble fingers. His dexterity help me understand, 
more than 60 years after the October Revolution, what the 
topographic approach so dear to Lissitzky was really all about. 

In addition to his work as art director, Liberman was also 
a painter and sculptor who, like Lissitzky, worked in the 
manner of Kazimir Malevich. His stylistic experimentation 
focused on the two-dimensionality of abstract geometric 
forms, assembled in accordance with syncopated rhythms. 
Not all his page layouts reflected this Suprematist aesthetic 
but they tended towards the “simultaneity” to which Michel 
Portet refers. 

My work as an art director, until then, had largely entailed 
working as a designer, with a visual strategy, a grid, a typo-
graphic vocabulary, and a stylistic approach. With Liberman, 
I learned to put images at the service of a consumer ideology 
as militant as that of the posters of Gustav Klutsis, Rodchenko 
and Lissitzky.

Liberman had trained dozens of art directors in the United 
States before me. All the members of this ‘fraternity’ – for-
mer Condé Nast employees – had more or less assimilated 
the precepts of Lissitzky’s manifesto, namely: “to disrupt 
the phonetic sequence of words to emphasize their spatial 
presence ”, and to ensure that “the printed surface outstrips 
space and time”2. 

In most instances, Liberman considered our page layouts 
way too “bourgeois”. Being subjected to his criticisms – “My 
dear friend” he used to say to me in French, “you are not 
vulgar enough” – felt like a voyage back in time to the prolific 
sources of an elusive modernity.  

SO WHAT IS ART 
DIRECTION?
Art direction is a difficult profession to define. Indeed, for 
Étienne Robial, it’s not a profession at all, but a function. His 
views on the subject are the fruit of many years of profes-
sional experience. He was responsible for designing several 
publications, notably Les Inrockuptibles in 2010. However, 
he is best known for the corporate identity of Canal+, the 
television channel. There, for 30 years, he acted as its art 
director, responsible for the branding of different programmes 
but also for the development of the channel’s internal and 
external communication. “I was my own boss,” he explains, 
“because I was on the management committee. There was 
therefore no need for me to prove that my work was as 
important as that of the other members of the committee.”  

His guru was clearly not Lissitzky. His role model was more 
likely Peter Behrens, the German art director responsible for 
the brand image of the electricity company AEG (Allgemeine 
Elektricitäts Gesellschaft) and the co-founder of the Deutscher 
Werkbund, the German Association of Craftsmen. Like 
Behrens, who is credited with inventing the concept of cor-
porate identity, Robial is first and foremost a genial project 
manager. His vision of his creative function is precisely that: 
“Art direction also means knowing how to put across your 
argument” he insists. 

When this management philosophy was applied to the 
layout of a magazine, the result was functional and clear cut.  
Les Inrockuptibles reflected the sensibility of a graphic desi-

Étienne Robial opted for the FF DIN 
typeface for the new look of the weekly  
Les Inrockuptibles, in May 2010.
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gner for whom typography was a means of control. The font 
FF DIN (designed by Albert-Jan Pool for Erik Spiekermann 
in 1995) was used in bold, in just three sizes, for the surtitles, 
titles and decks with no capitals except for proper nouns. 
For the text and subtitles he used FF DIN, in medium. The 
body type was flush-left, ragged-right — no dense justified 
text blocks.   The highly flexible grid allowed for plenty of 
white space. As a result, Les Inrockuptibles is more a guide 
to cultural and political life than a newsweekly. It’s a quick 
read, with playful layouts that do not lend themselves to 
endless opinions pieces. 

One might imagine Étienne Robial’s workspace to be as well 
ordered as his formatted grids and graphic guidelines. But 
no. He works surrounded by a clutter of small treasures that 
serve to nourish his inspiration: dozens of boxes of coloured 
crayons, drawers full of vintage lead holders, rolls of mul-
ticoloured adhesive tape, collections of Criterium pencils, 
handle-operated pencil sharpeners arranged in neat rows, 
triangles of all sizes, steel and wooden compasses, labels and 
pencil boxes. And at least 30m of shelving for his collection of 
books, journals, magazines, records and catalogues of typogra-
phic samples. Robial also fills notebooks with graphs, charts 
and tables that 
enable him to 
evaluate the 
intensity  of 
colours,  the 
opaqueness of 
blacks and the 
texture of pen-
cil marks made 
by all those 
drawings imple-
ments that feed 
his imagination. 

As Robial says, being a “graphic designer-cum-manager” is 
but one aspect of the role of art director. Like him, other 
graphic designers in charge of the art direction of magazines 
have found themselves faced with an impossible choice 
between art and business. There’s nothing new in that. The 
productivist ideology to which they adhere at a professional 
level is part of the wider tradition of scientific management, 
a theory which, since the Second Industrial Revolution, has 
focused on the mythical figure of the artist-engineer. 

The magazine’s strict grid nonetheless allowed for a lot 
of flexibility. The simplicity of Robial’s design was its 
strength. N° 1000, 28 January-3 February 2015.

Nowadays, Les Inrockuptibles is a guide to what’s happening 
in the world of culture, with sections rather than articles. 
N° 1001, 4-10 February 2015.
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ART DIRECTION 
BY EDITORIAL  

GRAPHIC 
DESIGNERS 

In France, newspaper kiosks are lust emporiums. Dozens of 
art directors compete to provide readers with enticing for-
mulas where both images and text attempt to inform, edify, 
entertain, surprise and inspire, at one and the same time. 

“The abundance is almost stressful,” says Laurent Abadjian, 
photo editor of Télérama since 2001. “And in every publication, 
there’s way too much to read,” he adds. “English speaking 
readers know how to distinguish between what does and 
does not interest them, whereas the French tend to read 

articles from beginning to end, which is often quite simply 
impossible.” Consequently, as the pile of unread magazines 
grows in a corner, so does a feeling of guilt. “One ends up 
no longer buying magazines,” he concludes. 

Making reading more pleasurable is a task frequently confided 
to art directors, who, like Robial, have an editorial graphic 
designer’s disposition – people who, above all, rely upon a 
typographic context for putting across a message. Among 
them, Alain Blaise at Libération, Loran Stosskopf at Télérama, 
Serge Ricco at L’OBS and Yorgo Tloupas at Vanity Fair 
France. Each has his own style but they all share a common 
reference – the beautiful layout design devised by English 

creative director Richard Turley for the American magazine 
Bloomberg Businessweek. They all cite it as the ultimate in 
elegance and legibility. The English have often been called 
upon to redesign French magazines; to wit, CDT (Carroll 
Dempsey & Thirkell) for Télérama in 1992 and Fernando 
Gutiérrez (Pentagram) for the Nouvel Observateur in 2006. 
However, nothing could be more banal at first glance than 
the format chosen for Bloomberg Businessweek. Everything 
about its design, its titles in Helvetica and its meticulously 
arranged typographic elements exudes cohesion. It works 
thanks to an extremely rigorous grid system of typographical 
hairlines that highlight the page structure while accentuating 
the occasional erratic incursion in the form of illustrations 
or thumbnail photographs. But there’s nothing radically 
new about any of this. It’s practically the same design as 
that used for The Guardian created by Mark Porter, or the 
one dreamed up for Esquire in the 1980s by Robert Priest, 
another talented English art director. 

What makes Bloomberg Businessweek look modern and 
attractive is the importance given to the very smallest details. 
The text serves as a backdrop for various visual touches, 
which are finely calibrated in size and spatial position to 
create a sense of scale. The relationship between graphics, 
illustrations, photographs, sidebars and captions serves the 
whole, with a syncopated rhythm that makes the eye want 

Richard Turley, art director of Bloomberg 
Businessweek, transformed this American 

weekly into a cult magazine. May 2013.

Susanna Shannon’s sensitivity to typography – typically English in its 
respect for the hierarchy of information – is clearly apparent in her 

collaboration with Alain Blaise, art director of the daily Libération.  
N° 9601, 24 March 2012, and n° 9624, 20 April 2012.

An example of the page layout where the magazine’s austere grid 
brings out/showcases the whacky iconography. The subject lends 
itself well to this approach: Stuart Lawley’s pornographic empire, 
“The Republic of Porn”, Bloomberg Businessweek, June 2012.
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When Hurricane Sandy transformed New York into a disaster city, 
Turley transformed the cover of Bloomberg into a poster reminding 
readers of the dangers of global warming. November 2012. 
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to dance. Dance and whirl. “Nobody reads all the articles of 
this magazine,” stated Turley in an interview in Grids3, the 
blog of the Society of Publication Design in New York. “It’s 
very dense and fairly literary prose. Nonetheless, my aim is 
to stimulate readers’ desire to read, even if they only end up 
flicking through our publication.” 

Whether or not one reads them, the Bloomberg articles 
seduce by their intelligence and objectivity. “Its design is 
so credible your head spins,” says Susanna Shannon, an 
American graphic designer living in France who regularly 
contributes to Libération (notably during the last French 
presidential campaign), the Nouvel Économiste, L’Express 
and Madame Figaro. “When I look at Bloomberg, my eyes 
simply sizzle.” 

Shannon works, above all, within 
a journalistic tradition. She is one 
of those art directors for whom 
the meaning of words is more 
important than communication. 
“I don’t know if paper publica-
tions will survive,” she says. “Their 
elimination would not only be 
an attack upon democracy, but 
also a threat to the cohesion of 
our society. Our ability to live 
together depends on it.” She is 
an ardent fan of Franklin Gothic Medium, conveying infor-
mation calmly, paying close attention to the scale of each 
of the page’s components. For the past two seasons of the 
Festival de Chaumont, she has produced a daily newsletter, 
La Life, which she describes not as a gazette but as a means 
for social cohesion during the festival. 

Shannon’s graphic approach is similar to that of Alain Blaise, 
who has worked as art director of Libération since 1992. He 
has survived the various sagas provoked by the paper’s many 
facelifts without losing his love of robust typography, assertive 
headings and flamboyant illustrations. Claude Maggiori’s 
strong design, used from 1981 to 2009, was replaced by a 
new, more orderly style – too much so, according to some – 
created by Javier Errea and Antonio Martin, two consultants 
from the press agency Innovation Media Consulting. No 
matter. For Blaise, Libération is a malleable, pliable, flexible 
object. He has jostled and goaded this design, which is not 
his, loosening it up and giving it some of the commitment 
and chaos that characterised the newspaper’s early days in 
the 1970s. 

Laurent Abadjian, who worked as photo director with Blaise 
for five years before joining Télérama in 2001, recalls how they 
used to spend hours discussing the text-image relationship, 
both before and after the page layout process. “Blaise was 
the project manager. But all of us were capable of rallying 
round him for really important things, in an atmosphere of 
complete trust. It was this alchemy that made it work.” At 

the time, Claude Maggiori’s grid structured their discussions. 
To Abadjian, Blaise would describe the spaces to fill as 
“volumes”. The task of finding the pertinent visual solutions 
fell to the photo editor. 

At Télérama, Abadjian strove to recreate the same symbiosis 
with two successive art directors; firstly Serge Ricco (2001-
2010) and then Loran Stosskopf (since 2011). He finds the 
process fascinating, considering it “to be down to each indi-
vidual to define his territory”, and goes on to explain that it 
has to be recalculated every day. With Télérama, the original 
idea was to offer the reader two different perspectives, that 
of the text and that of the images. The format of a weekly is 
less restrictive than a daily, providing greater flexibility, with 

room for manoeuvre between the 
two languages. “Nonetheless, 
we favour harmony within our 
teams”, he adds. At Télérama, not 
everybody agrees that giving rea-
ders what they think they want 
is the best strategy. 

This is an important point about 
the French press: The Consumer 
Is Not Always Right. Indeed, 
asking what readers would like to 
read is not a usual approach. Sales 
do not yet completely control edi-

torial content, at least not to the 
extent it does in the United States, 
where the subjects of articles are 
often chosen behind closed doors, 

in cahoots with the sales department. 

At Télérama, the media barons are held at bay – dissent is 
in the magazine’s DNA. When Loran Stosskopf took over as 
art director, his first job was to reinvent its design. Though 
popular, the formula had undergone so many repositionings 
that it had lost its rigour. The transition, however, was more 
complicated than expected. Télérama is like a vast, unwieldy 
steamship that is not easy to manoeuvre (its circulation of 
650,000 is equal if not bigger than that of Paris Match). 
Stosskopf, a graphic designer respected for his love of pre-
cision and his desire for coherence, had to be patient,

Today, Télérama’s covers are meticulous, minimalist graphic 
compositions that favour asymmetry. The logo and decks are 
in Graphik Regular Condensed (a font designed by Commercial 
Type, similar to Univers Light Extra Condensed). The code 
bar sits not at the bottom but vertically on the upper right 
hand corner, in a red box, with the date, price, and legal 
matter next to it. This identity algorithm is an unusual gra-
phic acronym that serves as a finishing touch on the cover.

Inside the magazine, Stosskopf has succeeded in giving the 
page layouts space to breathe, with white spaces that operate 
like architectural forms in their own right rather than mere 

Loran Stosskopf’s new design 
for Télérama emphasised empty 
space in order to increase the 
impact of the words and images. 
May 2013.
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This double page evokes the red carpet leading up to the Palais des 
Festivals in Cannes, the typography hinting at the many dangers of 
climbing those steps for actresses wearing ball gowns. May 2013.

This cover shows the asymmetric bias of the typographic 
elements. The code bar, an identifying motif, is positioned  

top right, like a cockade. January 2013.

Télérama’s covers were pared down, 
but not boring. The creativity lay in the 
colours and composition. February 2014.

The blocks of uniformly grey text contrast with the 
white of the paper and the black of the printer’s ink. 
March 2012.
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Serge Ricco, art director of L’Obs, 
punctuates his page layouts with 
decorative typographic elements that 
one hardly notices but which add to the 
experience of reading. March 2015.

Inventivity is a priority at L’Obs: the news 
is staged to interpellate and surprise the 
reader. January 2015.

The interaction between photographs and 
titles across double’page spreads can give 
rise to beautiful examples of typographic 
bravura, as here, where Houellebecq 
appears to challenge the initials of his 
name. January 2015.
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voids. To make the reading process still more serene, he has 
tweaked the letter-spacing to create columns of plain grey 
text that are restful to the eye. The core of the magazine the-
refore provides zones of calm that complement the dazzling 
effect of certain photographs and illustrations. The titles are 
in Publico (Commercial Type), a bold character with serifs, 
and only used in capitals. This typeface is reserved for the 
middle section and reviews in the television section. 

The choice of Publico – a reference to the Portuguese news-
paper Público – is a nod to Mark Potter, creator of the news-
paper’s admirable design and winner of the prestigious 
European Newspaper Award for the excellence of its design 
in 2014. However, Stosskopf’s 
use of this typeface in capitals 
is radically different to Mark 
Potter’s use of it in lower case 
for Público. The insistence 
upon capitals for Télérama’s 
titles gives the impression that the editors are addressing 
the readers in a peremptory fashion.  

French graphic designers always want “to do things diffe-
rently”. They admire certain publication designs, but refuse 
to imitate them, whereas the English don’t hesitate to copy 
successful ‘looks’ or to routinely reinterpret them with total 

impunity. The most flagrant example of this was Richard 
Turley’s borrowing of the grid used by The Guardian (where 
he worked with Mark Potter) for Bloomberg Businessweek. 
Mark Potter also borrowed this same grid on a number of 
occasions: for Público, but also for the Courrier International 
and for the Italian magazine Internationale, among others.

Recently, at L’Obs, Serge Ricco also chose to refer to a cult 
typographic model, but not in a slavish fashion. For the 
magazine’s new design, he drew inspiration from the logo of 
the Nouvel Observateur from the 1970s, a masterpiece that 
Robert Delpire’s agency commissioned from Herb Lubalin, the 
famous American graphic designed renowned for creating the 
typeface AvantGarde. It was a dangerous impulse, for although 

Lubalin was an extraordinary logo designer, his highly deco-
rative typefaces were not intended for headlines and titles.  

 
Undaunted, Ricco 
chose a typeface that 
resembled Lubalin’s 
logo, Domaine (Klim 
Type Foundry/Kris 
Sowersby), in a ver-
sion called Display 
Black, and made it the 
typographic signa-
ture of the weekly’s 
redesign. Instead 
of using it in small 
doses, and in a small 
size, as good sense 
would have dictated, 
he bandied it about 

all over the place, in all sizes, in blue, red and 
black, depending on the needs of the moment.  
On some double-page spreads, the effect is striking, especially 
when the letter size remains reasonable, which makes its 
blackness, contours and curves less aggressive. The sidebars 
in L’Obs are equally surprising – blocks of text ragged right 
AND left, pieces of bravura that are hard on the eyes. “Every 
article has its own universe,” explains Serge Ricco. “And in 
most cases, the magazine is stronger than you. It has its own 
logic, and retains its mystery.” 

With its new look, L’Obs displayed a vitality unequalled in 
the French press. One has to admire its joyful profusion of 

articles, information, images, ideas, sections, sidebars, info-
graphics, quotes, titles, sub-titles and captions. Together, 
they form a whole that finds its coherence in the fact that 
every element of the design is deliberately conceived as an 
interruption. 

Alex Liberman would definitely have appreciated Serge 
Ricco’s work, for his page layouts clearly seem to embody the 
precepts of Lissitzky’s manifesto: “to disrupt the phonetic 
sequence of words to emphasize their spatial presence”, and 
to ensure that “the printed surface outstrips space and time”.

Once a magazine’s logo is established, 
it is immediately recognisable 

without having to be read. Here, the 
letter ‘O’ is replaced by actress Léa 

Seydoux’s face. December 2014.

“IT HAS ITS OWN 
LOGIC, AND 
RETAINS ITS 
MYSTERY” 

“IN MOST 
CASES, THE 

MAGAZINE IS 
STRONGER 
THAN YOU” 
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VANITY FAIR, 
A FRENCH 
EXCEPTION
In most cases, the budgets allocated by French publishers for 
developing the typographic identity of their publications are 
clearly insufficient. This is largely responsible for the banal 
design of many of France’s magazines. Art directors have too 
little money and time to study, experiment and test, let alone 
redesign the typographic characters in order to develop and 
affirm the unique personality of the publications. 

How come French decision makers in the press are so hee-
dless when it comes to typography? Sébastien Morlighem, 
a historian of typography who participated in the develop-
ment of the typeface VF Didot created by the Commercial 
Type foundry for the American edition of Vanity Fair, puts 
forward the following explanation: in France, to date, the 
work of the typographer/font maker has been denigrated as 
a vulgar manual task, while the work of the publisher has 
been overvalued, viewed as an intellectual pursuit.

It’s possible that this is a leftover from the corporatist spirit. 
Whatever the reason, the situation is dire. The pleasure of 
reading is the result of the work of professionals, people 

who not only recognise and create a hierarchy among type 
characters, but who also know how to adjust, and even 
redesign them. As long as press bosses refuse to view the 
typographic excellence of their products as an integral part 
of their business model, we can’t expect miracles. 

The French edition of Vanity Fair, generously backed by 
Condé Nast, is enlightening on this point. Yorgo Tloupas was 
given an extravagant amount of money, by French standards, 
to design the magazine. It has to be said, however, that Condé 
Nast’s objectives were to create a French version of the Vanity 
Fair brand as much as to create a newsstand product. 

Yorgo Tloupas is an art director for whom typography is part 
of a bigger picture. He views his profession unequivocally as a 

craft at the crossroads of art and 
business, and he doesn’t waste 
time on doctrinal distinctions 
between what is cultural and 
what is not. He does, however, 
favour human relationships: “I’ve 
one principle,” he says. “What I 
do is never the result of a tech-
nological development.” 

His career reflects his fascina-
tion with speed: skateboards, 
motorbikes, outboard motors 
and cars. He places luxury maga-
zines in the same category: you 

flick through them quickly, every which way, rolling them 
up and folding them, with no time to read them properly, 
happily ripping out the most beautiful pages, to keep them 
as visual and cultural references. 

Tloupas defines himself as a creative with entrepreneu-
rial leanings. He has co-founded two cult magazines. First 
Intersection, a luxury quarterly published in England since 
2001 – a publication that operates like a fashion magazine 
but with unusual features on anything having to do with 
acceleration, especially cars. This was followed by Magazine 
(with Angelo Cirimele in 2004), a review that covers the 
‘style’ press, summarising the trends of the moment within 

that field. His agency, Yorgo&Co, 
is based in London and Paris. It 
forms a hybrid structure, with 
a small team of multidisciplina-
ry creatives capable of meeting 
the needs of top-end clients like 
Martell, Lacoste and Condé Nast. 

In 2010, Tloupas worked for 
Condé Nast on the French 
edition of GQ magazine. This 
made him want to repeat the 
experience with Vanity Fair – 
that prestigious magazine “that 
treated actors like intellectuals 
and intellectuals like actors” – a 
great way of describing the ups-
cale celebrity culture printed on 
glossy paper. The ambiguity of 

this editorial posture seduced Tloupas, a lover of elusive 
statements and fast cars.

After the unexpected success of the French edition of GQ, 
Condé Nast decided to add Vanity Fair to its list of titles 
distributed in France, alongside Vogue, Glamour and AD. 
This meant finding an art director capable of interpreting the 
codes and tropes of the original English design and adapting 
them for a French readership – someone for whom making a 

The magazine Intersection was 
created in 1999 in the United 
Kingdom by Yorgo Tloupas, Dan 
Ross and John Rankin. N°35, 
Spring 2012.

Tloupas was art director of 
Magazine, a cult publication about 
how images, concepts and words 
are created in the style press. 
Cover, n°3, 2011 and double-page 
spread of n° 1, Autumn 2010.
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pastiche of an existing work was not an insuperable problem. 
Tloupas was awarded the contract. 

Chris Dixon, art director of the American edition of Vanity 
Fair, is full of admiration for the result of this “French makeo-
ver” which he witnessed from the other side of the Atlantic 
throughout its 18-month gestation period. “Yorgo’s version is 
one of the most interesting of our international editions,” he 
says, “even if his typographic choice 
sometimes evokes the elegance of 
four-star menus or luxury cigarette 
packs.” 

Tloupas likes to recount how he sys-
tematically analysed every element of 
the design of the American edition 
of Vanity Fair, listing one by one, as 
with a menu, the idiosyncrasies of 
its strange blend of mannerisms and 
graphic motifs that give it its perso-
nality. The list is long: cast shadows, 
red squares, transparency, brackets, 
ribbons, arrows, decks, sidebars, 
miniature illustrations, torn paper effects, group portraits, 
and so on. He had time to examine the use of VF Didot, the 
relationship between titles in capitals and catch phrases in 
lower case, and the role of italics on covers. He also spent 
a long while studying the predominant position given to 
computer graphics within the magazine, and the unexpected 
brilliance of its tables and diagrams. 

“I soon realised that all these minute details formed an inte-
gral part of the editorial concept as well as of Vanity Fair’s 
media brand and derivative products,” explains Tloupas.

Four prototype issues punctuated this process, during which 
Tloupas worked with the type designer Jean-Baptiste Levée 
to create Vanity, a fairly condensed, Art Deco-style sans serif 
typeface characterised by its vast array of decorative alternate 
characters. This reference to the Roaring Twenties, which 
gives the French design an air of sophistication, nonetheless 
remains muted; Tloupas only used Vanity for small titles 
and sub-titles, and kept its decorative alternate characters 
for proper nouns and stand alone words. “To achieve this, 
we made an in-depth study of words commonly found on 
tombstones in Milan, Rome and Florence,” says Levée. “We 
also studied the typography of old postcards of Deauville. 
Yorgo thought that the future readership of the French Vanity 
Fair would identify with this old-establishment bourgeois 
atmosphere.” He was absolutely right on: Graydon Carter, 
the legendary editor-in-chief of American Vanity Fair, is a 
dandy, in the Great Gatsby tradition.

After all this preparatory work, the creation of a French-
language version of the Vanity Fair brand was a success, 
and its positioning was apparent to anyone flicking through 

it. The meticulous 
page layout of the 
articles gave credi-
bility to this com-
bination of nostal-
gia, glamour and 
investigative jour-
nalism that was 
the magazine’s 
signature. If only 
the newsstand 
success of the 
French edition of 
Vanity Fair could 
convince maga-
zine publishers 
of the merits 
of that kind of 
investment. 

Ye t  i t  t ake s 
a shrewd eye 
to appreciate 

Tloupas’ work. To the uninitiated, there is virtually no diffe-
rence between the French and American versions of Vanity 
Fair, except perhaps in the length of the French articles. 
And yet, with only 20% of the editorial content originating 
from the United States, the French version was a complete 
reinvention. “What I was doing, was not graphic design,” 
says Tloupas. “Or rather, yes, it was graphic design — but 
you can’t see it.” 

By means of an amazing 
feat of typography, Tloupas 
succeeded in transforming 

an American publication 
into a French magazine.

March 2014.

Vanity Fair is an upmarket gossip magazine 
that thrives on nostalgia, spying, scands and 
revelations. It’s a luxury brand in the same way as 
Chanel and Vuitton.  
September 2014.

For the French version of Vanity Fair, Jean-Baptiste Levée designed Vanity,  
a typeface with alternate characters in an Art Deco style. Its use follows very  
strict rules. 
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THE WORK OF 
IMAGE-WIZARDS

Fabien Baron, who holds a leading position in the world 
of fashion and luxury goods, both in France and abroad, is 
probably the best known “image-wizard”. He was the creative 
director of the American magazine Interview, founded by 
Andy Warhol, as well as art director of other prestigious titles 
like the Italian and French editions of Vogue, and Harper’s 
Bazaar and Arena Homme +. His list of clients is staggering, 
and includes Calvin Klein, Dior, Harry Winston and Burberry. 
He dreams up logos, designs perfume bottles, films adver-
tising campaigns 
and takes photo-
graphs. He has 
about 50 people 
assisting him with 
these projects in 
his New York 
agency, Baron & 
Baron. 

“I’m incredibly 
fast,” he says. “I do 
everything much 
more quickly than 
anyone else. That 
can cause pro-
blems for those 
without my expe-
rience.” This state-
ment might sound 
rather arrogant. It 
also echoes one of 
Alex Liberman’s 
favourite citations, quoting Picasso: “I don’t look, I find.” 
Baron met Liberman in the early 1980s. Thanks to this 
encounter, the young Frenchman landed a designer job at 
GQ (Mary Shanahan was the art director at that time). Baron 
soon adopted the working method of the man who was the 
mentor (and tormentor) of so many American art directors. 

Alexey Brodovitch is often erroneously cited as influencing 
Baron whose page layouts on glossy paper feature finely 
monogrammed Firmin Didot titles that serve as counterpoint 
for intentionally stylised photographic images. The way in 
which Baron takes possession of representational space 
is, however, typical of the Suprematists; like Malevich and 
Lissitzky (and indeed Liberman), he favours frontal views and 
flat visuals, with lots of white space that crushes perspective. 
He always makes the most of the tension between positive 
and negative space, highlighting the dynamic aspect of his 
compositions as well as their instability. 

Fabien learned the art of publication design at a very young 
age, from his father, Marc Baron, art director of L’Équipe. He 
also had acquired an impressive knowledge of photography. 
Upon arrival in New York in the early 1980s, Fabien went in 
search of Bert Stern to do a small series of fashion photos. 
The photographer of the famous last session with Marilyn 
Monroe could barely stand upright: a drug addict by then, he 
had fallen into oblivion. But Fabien, aged 21 at the time, saw 
in him a giant. This was before the publication of The Last 
Sitting that was to revive Stern’s reputation and relaunch 
his career. Later on, Baron became friends with fashion 
photographers like Steven Meisel, Peter Lindberg, Herb Ritts 
and Patrick Demarchelier, stars of the 1990s, with whom 
he collaborated on many ventures, producing images that 
were to mark their era – portraits of Kate Moss, or nudes of 

Madonna. Today, 
Baron is still 
close to young 
photographers 
with whom he 
works regularly at 
Harper’s Bazaar – 
David Sims, Mario 
Sorrenti, Steven 
K le i n ,  G ra i g 
Mc De an  and 
Terry Richardson 
– strong per-
sonalities who 
have become key 
figures in fashion 
magazines and 
advertising. 

R e c e nt l y,  i n 
Interview, Baron 
published a series 
of  photos of 

Madonna by Marcus Piggott and Mert Alas. They showed 
the 56-year-old singer in provocative poses, baring her 
breasts, which yet again alarmed the critics. Increasingly, 
however, Fabien Baron takes it upon himself to be the 
“agent provocateur”. He stands behind the lens, pushing the 
trigger himself for his fashion shoots, creating heightened, 
crepuscular images whose eroticism expresses his desire to 
overthrow the codes of good taste. 

Fabien Baron was art director of the magazine 
Interview in June 1990 when he put a risqué 

photograph of Madonna by Herb Ritts on the cover, 
which created a scandal at the time.

Twenty-four years later, in December 2014, Baron, 
who was once again art director of Interview, asked 
photographers Piggott & Mert to repeat the exploit. 

But would Madonna, aged fifty-six, still shock people?
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Steven Klein took this photograph for the cover of Interview.  
For this Special Men’s Issue, Baron chose the singer Kanye 
West, known to be so ‘hot’ his image sets fire to the logo! 
February 2015.
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FASHION 
PHOTOGRAPHY,  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
A FRENCH 

SPECIALITY
“Fashion photography is the last domain where the French 
are not losers.” So says art director Thomas Lenthal, and he 
should know what he’s talking about, having had a distingui-
shed career in the press, in publishing and in advertising. In 
1999, he founded the magazine Numéro. This was followed 
in 2006 by Paradis, and then, in 2012, System, published in 
London in English, in collaboration with Jonathan Wingfield, 
former editor-in-chief of Numéro.

With each new publication, his designs have become increa-
singly pared down. For their headings, he uses what he 
considers to be the ultimate standard in legibility, Times New 
Roman. He leaves a lot of empty spaces between text and 
images, but this whiteness is a veil that gives the impression 
of hiding something. Lenthal undresses his page layouts in 
the same way as he undresses the young women who occupy 
his visual universe. 

Lenthal is the ultimate art director, both for the press and 
advertising, revealing the quiddity of the moment. His adver-
tising campaigns are as avant-garde as his editorial choices. 
Since 2000, he has systematically defied the established 

codes of the luxury sector in his work for Dior and Yves 
Saint Laurent. He views image-making as an opportunity for 
pushing back the boundaries of what is considered acceptable 
to be shown, or worse still, to be suggested. His work with 
German photographer Juergen Teller for Paradis was a game 
changer. As a rule, he collaborates with photographers in order 

to achieve maximum 
visual disorientation: 
Sam Taylor-Wood for 
YSL Parfum, Nick 
Knight for Alexander 
McQueen, Marcus 
Piggott and Mert 
Alas for Opium, and 
Erwan Frotin for 
Cartier. Like Baron, 
whom he admires, 
Lenthal treats all his 
sponsors in the same 
way, as envoys within 
the cultural domain. 

“For me, an assign-
ment is on a par with 
interpreting a text —
the exhumation of its 
meaning,” he says. “I 

always seek out the conceptual motivation that makes things 
as they are.” 

The most recent magazine for which Lenthal worked as art 
director is System, a biannual publication which he says 
“aims to expose the economic and working logic behind 
the fashion professions”. The title is a reference to Roland 
Barthes, whose book, Système de la Mode, is a famous semantic 
analysis of sartorial language. The publication’s co-editors, 
Alexia Niedzielski and Elizabeth von Guttman, are both 
insiders with access to the very “hottest” information, and 
they know how to ask the right questions. 

Lenthal takes it upon himself to question the visual practices 
of his profession. The cover of a recent issue of System featured 
top model Stella Tennant, photographed by Juergen Teller, 
seated naked on a lawn in a modest if somewhat ungraceful 
pose – the complete opposite of the cover of Interview with 
Madonna as the beguiling dominatrix, photographed by 
Marcus Piggott and Mert Alas.

Inside, Teller’s series of photo-reportages reveal the bodies 
of pretty women captured ‘live’, as if un-posed, without any 
embellishment or retouching. One of them is called Saskia, 
the name of Rembrandt’s wife. “Smells like Saskia” states 
the slogan on the banner encircling the cover. Knowing how 
erudite Lenthal is and his love of obscure quotations, it’s quite 
possible that this issue was conceived as a reflection upon 
nudity devoid of artifice as portrayed by the great Dutch 

Nowadays, magazines often provide readers with 
a choice of covers for the same content. Here, art 
director Thomas Lenthal chose three photographs 

by Juergen Teller for an issue of System on 
perfume. Somewhat modestly, a banner covers the 
lower part of the covers. October 2014.
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master – an admirer of the carnal beauty of his wife Saskia.  

“Fashion moves us because it is ephemeral,” says Lenthal. “It 
is the expression of a discourse, the meaning of which eludes 
us.” This endlessly renewed act of deciphering forms the 
business of many fashion magazines, from Vogue to Elle, via 
L’Officiel, Marie Claire 
and Madame Figaro, 
to name but the best 
known. Their art 
directors belong to a 
small clique of highly 
creative people who 
have a magazine that 
caters to their needs: 
called Magazine, it 
is a cult publication 
founded in 1999 by 
Angelo Cirimele and 
Yorgo Tloupas and 
available in France’s 
most hip bookshops 
and concept stores. 

At first, Magazine was a freebie, every issue being put together 
by a different ‘creative’. These included all manner of art 
directors (Michel Mallard, Christoph Brunnquell, Sophie 
Toporkoff, Thomas Lenthal, Peter Knapp), studios (H5, Surface 
to Air), and many graphic designers (Loran Stosskopf, De 
Valence, Laurent Fetis, Antoine+Manuel, Sylvia Tournerie, 
Change is good, Étienne Mineur). 

“Our budget was precisely zero,” admits Cirimele. “For those 
creatives who gave their time free of charge, it was obviously 
a showcase. But so what? It’s a once-in-a-lifetime opportunity. 
You work hard for three weeks doing something you really 
like!” For Cirimele, Magazine is the custodian of a know-how 
that is disappearing, namely, producing editorial content 
that is not, in theory, a commission. 

Magazine is now a square 
backed, paying publication 
that is a collector’s item. 
For the last four years (ten 
issues), the same art direc-
tor, Charlie Janiaut, has 
ensured its graphic conti-
nuity. He has opted for 
a cover with its title on a 
sticker that can be moved 
around as you please. Inside, 
he embraces the same visual 
strategy: to segregate words 
and images — to separate 
the opponents! The articles 
are printed on inserts placed 

between portfolios of images, a solution reminiscent of the 
way books used to be fabricated, with images glued on spe-
cial pages, called “plates”, inserted in-between pages of text. 

“Previously, art directors changed all the time, but the result 
was effectively the same,” says Cirimele in an admission 
that reaffirms Alphonse Karr’s famous epigram: “the more 
it changes, the more it remains the same”. 

This formula sums up the dilemma experienced by all art 
directors, namely that of continually reinventing their craft, 
page after page, issue after issue, season after season, adver-
tising campaign after advertising campaign, technological 
revolution after technological revolution. What remains 
unchanged is the physiology of looking; the distance between 
the readers’ pupils, an average of sixty-three millimetres – 
the only certainty that can be measured. 

Véronique Vienne

For the headings, Lenthal sticks to 
Times Roman, which he often uses in 
colour. His page layouts are striking for 
their typographic frugality.  
System, n° 1, April 2013.
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Angelo Cirimele

ART DIRECTION IN  
THE DIGITAL AGE
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THE 
written press is undergoing a period 
of major change – one can almost 
hear its death knell sounding. But 
that shows little understanding of 

the history of the media, where the advent 
of a new medium has never killed off the 
previous one but rather, changed it, at times 
in quite a significant manner. Let’s look back 
to the period immediately after World War II, 
for example, and from there, try to imagine 
what the media might be like in the future. 

It may seem rather strange nowadays, 
but several decades ago, information was 
wed to paper. Radio was somewhat imprac-
tical and slow, and television was in its early 
days. Newspapers, therefore, could run to a 
million or so a day, as was the case for France 
Soir in 1953, with up to seven editions per day 
– not dissimilar to the frequency with which 
websites are updated today. 

Photography was still a complex process, 
and printing images remained tricky for the 
daily press. Then television threatened to jeo-
pardise what, in France, the news press (via 
magazines, notably) had patiently construc-
ted: a distanced relationship with events, 
giving a framework to an account with an 
image that sometimes assumed cult status,  
of which one was able to have one’s own copy. 
Henceforth, it was an unequal battle between 
the “hot” media that could react immedia-
tely to the latest news, and the paper press  
that by dint of its 
medium was pena-
lised in the race 
against time and 
the spectacular. 
Naturally, the advent 
of colour television 
was the final blow, 
after which the 
need to start afresh  
was unavoidable. 

The historic, or more specifically social 
and political context brought with it a maga-
zine press indicative of social change. Let’s 
take a look at a magazine like Nova, the first 
phase of which stretched from 1965 to 1975: 
conceived as a cultural magazine, as well as 

a society one, it examined issues as varied as 
sexual liberation, the role of Queen Elizabeth 
(in July 1968) and international conflict. By 
then, photography was a vehicle for informa-
tion but also a political tool (think of the effect 
on the anti-war movement of the images 
of the Vietnam War in Life magazine), and 
magazines remained its favourite medium.  

We should now take a look at a slight-
ly tedious but vital aspect of the media 
at this period – their economic model. In 
1961, a magazine like Life could sell up to  
7 million copies a week. Another weekly, Elle, 
sold a million copies. Their ultimate ‘client’  
– the person whom these magazines had to 
satisfy – was the reader, and the quality of 
their editorial content, therefore, came to 
be of vital importance. In the late 1970s, the 
magazine Marie Claire continued to spurn the highly 
profitable policy of subscriptions in favour 
of kiosk sales whereby the readers ‘voted’ 
every month by sheer dint of continuing to 
purchase the magazine, which maintained 
a creative and editorial tension. 

The situation for the press changed well 
before the advent of the digital era, as its 

Cover of Nova, September 1968.  
Art director: Harry Peccinotti.
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revenue was derived mainly from adver-
tising rather than from its readership. The 
‘client’, or person for whom it was intended, 
had changed, and, consequently, so had its 
content. It must also be recognised that the 
social and political context was no longer 
the fired up atmosphere of the 1960s. There 
were few social upheavals or battles between 
generations. Daily papers were not exactly 
politically engaged and for magazines, the 
challenges were cosmetic, both literally and 
figuratively.

Henceforth, from the 1990s, supply 
increased and the name of the game became 
‘lifestyle’, or rather ‘me and how I live my life’. 
The aim was no longer to change the world 
(which had largely failed), but to live one’s life 
to the full. Style magazines began to resemble 
each other in a rather mechanical fashion, 
tirelessly going back over the prêt-à-porter 
collections, the latest design discoveries in 
Milan, the Venice Biennale exhibitions and 
other ‘new faces’ on the creative scene. The 
economic model was forever identical, more 
about brands than readers, who, by then, 
had become a foil. 

Art direction
And where does art direction fit into 

all this? It followed the magazine’s overall 
plan, which, in turn, followed its purpose: to 
narrate a lifestyle via exhibitions, voyages, 
books and restaurant recommendations. 
News and reviews were lost en route, for 
lack of appeal to the readership. Technology 
had also played its part in an unconscious 
way, for when everybody has a camera in 
their mobile telephone and their immediate 
reaction is to take a photo or a video of an 
event they witness, the reporter finds him-
self up against unfair competition. For sure, 
time spent on the ground and knowledge of 

the subject or the particular 
dispute are irreplaceable, 
but, once we find ourselves 
in an era of image consump-
tion, these parameters are 
no longer particularly useful. 
For photographs are expen-
sive to produce. Within the 
consumer domain, brands 
have clearly understood this 
and provide press agencies 
and magazines with images, 
thereby also controlling the 
way the subject is treated. 

This phenomenon is not 
limited to images. In the 
United States, there’s one 
journalist for every four press 
attachés. It’s not difficult, the-
refore, to deduce who pro-
duces information, whether 
in terms of suggesting sub-
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jects, angles or raw material (press releases, 
images etc). 

I know, the picture is grim, but we are 
still allowed to hope and take action, and, 
paradoxically, salvation was to come from 
the actual form – that transformation that 
occurred in magazines from the 1970s to the 

1990s. The shift from music and film maga-
zines with ideals and firm stances – one 
was either punk or new wave, Cahiers or Positif – to 
fashion magazines where everything hinged 
upon sartorial appearance. As the content of 
magazines was identical (catwalks, people 
and coveted objects), it was up to the art 
director to make the difference, in the way 
clothes were presented, be it how they were 
combined, in the choice of model, pose, etc. 
Technology also played its part, first with 
Xpress then Indesign, for example, which 
enabled novices to create new forms. And 
those who first chose ‘to make’ a magazine 

became their art directors, 
photographers and stylists, 
giving life to a style (theirs), 
just as the previous gene-
ration had used the press 
for promoting ideas, often 
critical ones. 

As a result, style maga-
zines became showcases for 
image makers, sketching a 
creative landscape com-
posed of graphic designers, 
illustrators, photographers 
and others. Note, in passing, 
that this family of magazines 
– I’m speaking of British ones 
like Another Magazine (2001), Pop (2000) 
and Love (2009) – is none other 
than the business to business 
press (BtoB) available to all 
and consulted by just a few.

We have to admit that 
this set-up is really rather 
sophisticated, with the luxury 
industry financing the crea-
tive laboratory that the style 
press has become, before 
selecting the craftsmen with 
whom it wishes to work. And 
on their side, photographers 
and art directors use maga-
zines as windows for their 
work, gaining in visibility 
more than in cash. 

Does this make the situa-
tion desperate? Not neces-
sarily. While accepting the 
age in which we live, there 
nonetheless remain plenty 
of things to be invented, 
especially within the digi-
tal sphere. Here are a few 
examples. 
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From paper to digital
In the past, one had to 

choose between creating a 
newspaper, a radio or televi-
sion programme, or a book, 
as they were all very diffe-
rent professions. Nowadays 
it is possible, indeed advi-
sable, to cover the whole lot 
at once. Such is the case for 
Monocle, a brand dreamed up in 
2007 by Tyler Brûlé, who had 
already had the foresight, in 
1996, to launch the maga-
zine Wallpaper. It all began with a 
monthly magazine, with an 
easily recognisable visual 
identity and successful logo. 
This was followed very qui-
ckly by a website and a weekly 
internet radio programme; 
then came branded objects 
(candles, tables, clothes), a 
shop, a quarterly journal, a 
book… and even an adver-
tising agency. While the sub-
ject-matter of Monocle is 
clearly defined (international 
politics, business and style) 
and the viewpoints carefully 
laid down, its success resides 
in the scope of its art direc-
tion. For example, the website 
favours slide shows to films, 
which allows for a commen-
tary that provides a studied 
rhythm between the images 
and a narrative that encou-
rages you to sit back and 
leave your computer mouse 
alone, which is possibly what 

we are all seeking subconsciously. For a long 
while, the website gave preference to illustra-
tions at a time when videos were all the rage 
and considered to be the real added value 
of digital media. Tyler Brulé’s readily identi-
fiable styles of art direction clearly added to 
Monocle’s singularity. 

Digital media accelerate time, and the 
prêt-à-porter industry has clearly benefited 
from this: barely an hour after the catwalk, the 
show’s profiles can be consulted on style.com.
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What about the quarterly magazines that 
made these profile collections their spe-
ciality? Some of them have collapsed while 
others have found a way to bounce back. 
Elle Collections is one of them: a quarterly published 
on the back of the English edition of Elle, it 
has intentionally taken the opposite stance 
to ultra-rapid responsiveness, using paper 
to subjugate the flight of time. Once again, 
the art direction was the driving force, under 
Marissa Bourke’s guidance: just one image 
and one idea for each catwalk and double-
page spread. It focused on rediscovering the 
sense of comfort and luxury that computer 
screens struggle to provide. Drawing upon 
the profile collection, the magazine adopted 
a graphic approach that grouped the looks 
by colour, making a wave of colours and 
shades for the season. Section by section, 
Elle Collections was thus transformed from a cursory 
factual format (the profiles) to a trend book 
for the season, zooming in on details as if 
serious trends.

In a pragmatic fashion, the English 
monthly ArtReview (edited by Mark Rappolt and 
David Terrien, with art direction by the John 
Morgan studio) left the reporting of day-
to-day events to its website (news, awards, 
calendar of events…), while the paper edition 
concentrated on interviews that required a 
fair amount of time, both to produce and to 
read. That said, the magazine confirmed a 
practice that we have all adopted, namely 
that of consulting several different media for 
sourcing a single piece of information. This 
led to the idea of differentiating between 
types of information. While only the weather 
and share prices seem to be out-of-date 
on paper (even though they continue to be 
printed there), nowadays it’s more a question 
of the type of information (factual or analy-
tical, of the moment or contextualised) that 
determines its physical or digital destination. Th
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In some respects, this relationship with 
time also formed the starting point for the 
weekly Le 1, launched in April 2014 by Éric 
Fottorino with Natalie Thiriez as its art direc-
tor. Its concept was simple: to discuss one 
topic per issue, through contributions from 
journalists as well as authors, set designers… 
The challenge was to identify and harness 
a more extended timeframe – the spirit of 
the times – to match the ever-more frenetic 
timeframe of Twitter, to enable a current issue 
to be looked at from several viewpoints. As 
launching a magazine was rather a risky thing 
to do in 2014, it was decided to opt for an A1 
sheet, folded in three to match the A4 format 
of retail outlets. This was an example of art 
direction agreeing with economic imperatives 
to give form to the concept of Le 1: one sheet 
per idea per issue. 

While the paper press frequently question 
how to tackle digital media, the opposite is 
not true, in so far as the latter are well aware 
of what the former can provide them with. 

Take the example of net-a-porter’s online 
shopping website. Having established itself 
as one of the leaders within the luxury sector, 

it took the time to create a publication, with 
the help of a former Condé Nast art director 
and an editor familiar to Harper’s Bazaar. Once again, 
the choice of art director and photographers 

was to prove central to the project’s success.
The result, Porter (launched in early 2014 with 
Lucy Yeomans as editor-in-chief and Robin 
Derrick as creative director) is fairly simi-
lar to Vogue, which helped its credibility and 
enabled it to give body to impersonal clothes 
on an online shop page. Above all, net-a-

porter had to stand out from other online 
shopping websites, and paper, because it is 
synonymous with content and commitment, 
enabled it to do so. Lastly, while the financial 
investment required for launching a luxury 
magazine may seem high, it is considerably 
less than opening a shop with strong visibility. 

Lastly, to comprehend the way in which 
digitalisation encourages us to revive art 
direction practices, I should like to recount 
what Marc Ascoli told me about the way he 
handled the book on Marianne Faithfull for 
Rizzoli publishers. In researching the subject, 
of which he already had extensive knowledge, 
he was struck by the number of images avai-
lable on Google, and was convinced that an 
astute, knowledgeable and discriminating 
eye would have no problem constituting a 
library on Marianne Faithfull. Once he rea-
lised this, the only option available to him 
was to hope to discover previously unpu-
blished images and, above all, to produce 
new images. He had the excellent idea of 
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Cover and inside pages of Le 1, n° 36, December 2014. FGH Invest.  
Art director: Natalie Thiriez.
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asking the singer herself to provide 
hand-written captions, to create 
something new and exclusive. Art 
direction finds itself in an ambi-
valent position: on the one hand, 
its traditional ways of operating 
are being challenged and, on the 
other, it is being invited to rethink 
these practices in the light of the 
digital era. This has opened up an 
interesting way forward: hencefor-
th, in order for pertinent editorial 
solutions to be arrived at, style 
and content will have to operate 
together – editors and art direc-
tors, for example – as in the good 
old days in the 1960s…

Angelo Cirimele





BEING A NEWSPAPER 
ART DIRECTOR 

Francesco Franchi
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is editorial design ?
According to Paul Rand, “Design is the 
method of putting form and content 
together.” Graphic design has to bridge 
form and content. Graphic designers have 
to know how to use the right language, as 
well as be able to explore and verify the 
meaning of the message. Editorial design 
is focused on communicating a news idea 
or story through the skilled use of images 
and words to organise and present infor-
mation in a coherent way; it is the struc-
ture through which a newspaper article 
is read and interpreted (after the events 
or, in the best cases, simultaneous to their 
development). Editorial design embraces 
both the general architecture of publishing 
(and its implicit logical structure) as well as 
the specific handling of the story (i.e. the 
way the story adapts to the rationale of the 
publication or, conversely, the way it tries 
to break its rules). Vince Frost, Art Director 
of the magazine Zembla, defines magazine 
editorial design as “a design that comes out 
more than once, normally having a distinc-
tive and unique look and feel.” ➊ Jeremy 
Leslie, founder and editor of magculture.
com (one of the leading sites for magazine 
art directors), believes that one of the most 
fascinating aspects of magazines “is their 
organic nature; unlike books or other print 
media, they are a constantly evolving thing 
that changes slightly with each issue.” ➋  

At its best, editorial design is both a spring-
board for ever evolving and stimulating 
experimentation as well as  stylistic innova-
tion that often gets adopted by other sectors 
of visual communication. Editorial design 
is design thinking devoted to products, ser-
vices, object interaction, information orga-
nisation, productive structure, knowledge 
management, and business models. It is 
also focused on attracting talented people 
and, especially, cultivating their creative 
editing skills.

Aims and  
elements of  
editorial design
At the heart of every good newspaper you 
always find good journalism. Even so, this 
is not enough to ensure distribution. It is 
important to emphasise that in an editorial 
context, information and communication do 
not necessarily overlap. Information is the 
basic service that quenches people's thirst 
to know what is going on; it is produced in 
a rigorous way based on verifiable criteria. 
Communication, on the other hand, trans-
mits a specific message according to the 

communicator’s intentions. A newspaper 
(or an organised system for producing and 
distributing information in general) is a kind 
of environmental interface. The design of 
this interface is therefore clearly important; 
the functioning of the newspaper, the way 
it is used, its capacity to foster discourse, 
and its capacity to adapt to a changing 
environment all depend on it. The issue of 
objectivity in journalism often stems from 
confusion between information and com-
munication. The two souls of a newspa-
per – form and content, director and art 
director, journalist and designer – have to 
negotiate a spectrum that includes both 
raw information and communication to 
find a middle ground. Making a conscious 
choice to take this position prevents us from 
falling into the trap of either overloading 
on facts and data or focusing exclusively 
on aesthetics as an end in itself. 

In the editorial world, there is often an ele-
mentary perception of design as graphics 
and aesthetics tied to ephemeral values like 
style, fashion, and trends. A more evolved 
perception of design – which translates 

➊ Caldwell, Cath and 
Zappaterra Yolanda. 
Editorial Design: Digital and 
Print. Laurence King, 2007; 
2014 edition.

➋  Idem. 

➀ See page 69

WHAT
➀

http://magculture.com/
http://magculture.com/
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➀ ➀

"THE WORST THING IS THE LACK OF CONTROL 



OVER THE DETAIL"

into simple and minimal pages that unfold 
according to a precise design method and 
strategy - is much harder to find in news-
papers. This is a big handicap. Quality 
content risks seeming stale if it fails to take 
on a clearly identifiable form. The content - 
captured in the text, headlines, photographs, 
and infographics - is often considered sepa-
rate from the design. However, the content is 
actually made up of the very same elements 
that constitute the design of a page; and, 
design would have no reason to exist in a 
newspaper without content. So, “design is 
content.” As a consequence, it is necessary 
to completely and strategically rethink the 
text, headlines, and use of photographs 
and infographics, together with all the other 
elements that have previously been consi-
dered pure graphics, to design a newspaper 
able to convey its content through form. As 
Mark Porter, former Design Director of The 
Guardian, explains, “Many papers are now 
less concerned with simply reporting and 
more with providing background, pers-
pective and interpretation. Rather than 
just telling readers what happened, these 
papers now have to help them understand 
the significance of events, and encourage 
them to think. Design has to respond to this in 
a number of ways. As stories get longer and 
more complex, rational and readable page 

layouts and typography become increa-
singly important. And visual journalism – 
intelligent use of photography, infographics 
and layout – has also become an essential 
tool for editors.” ➌ It is necessary to re-eva-
luate graphics and typography as essential 
to journalistic expression:  this does not just 
have to do with decoration and aesthetics, 
according to the old Aristotelian framework 
that opposes form and substance, but with 
a world in which substance is form itself. 

The function of  
editorial design
Design expresses content. The designer faci-
litates communication by collaborating with 
the editors to create a product that can be 
used in a changed media environment, one 
where design becomes not only design but 
the story itself, where the media becomes 
distribution and discourse, and where the 
authors create value and stimulate connec-
tions between people. “The best thing about 
working on a newspaper is the opportunity 
to work with such a wide range of incredibly 
intelligent and knowledgeable people,” ➍ 
says Mark Porter. “The worst thing is the lack 
of control over the detail. Most newspaper 
pages are not laid out by trained designers. 
This is very difficult for magazine-trained art 
directors to adjust to!” Newspapers have 
always invested in ways to speed up pro-
duction, but they have rarely understood 
that “evolving” also means pioneering new 
ways of presenting content. One of the goals 
of graphic design is to be understood by 
the public:  the visual message must be 
received and understood without any pos-
sibility of false interpretation. The science 
of visual communication helps the designer 
choose the appropriate form, colour, and 
movement to convey certain messages and 
not others. “To be understood by the public 
does not mean catering to its banal taste. 
Instead, it means being aware of the way 
the public is likely to perceive something as 

a vehicle to communicate something the 
public does not yet know. Basically, one 
tries to use familiar language to convey a 
a new message. This the approach used by 
the best journalists, who manage to explain 
the most difficult things in simple words,”  ➎ 
wrote Bruno Munari in 1971. One of the most 
enlightening definitions of the language of 
graphic design comes from American writer 
and designer Jessica Helfand, “Graphic 
design is a visual language uniting harmony 
and balance, colour and light, scale and 
tension, form and content. But it is also an 
idiomatic language, a language of cues and 
puns and symbols and allusions, of cultural 
references and perceptual inferences that 
challenge both the intellect and the eye.”  ➏ 
This is a satisfying definition. The first sen-
tence is a synthesis of what is conventio-
nally thought of as graphic design, while 
the second part of the definition alludes 
to a higher purpose:  the expressive power 
of the designer operating within a larger 
society. So, the distinction between form 
and content is a fiction and only applies 
when you are referring to a specific division 
of tasks and skills. 

➀

➌ Caldwell, Cath and 
Zappaterra Yolanda. 
Editorial Design: Digital and 
Print. Laurence King, 2007; 
2014 edition.

➍ Idem. 

➎ Munari, Bruno. Artist 
and designer. Laterza, 1971; 
2003 edition.

➏ (Helfand quoted in 
Postrel, 2003, p. 94). Postrel, 
Virginia. The Substance of 
Style. New York, NY: Harper 
Collins, 2003.

➀ The Guardian adopted 
a rigorous modular grid, 
and a new typeface was 
commissioned from type 
designers Paul Barnes and 
Christian Schwartz. After 
the redesign, the centre 
double-page spread of the 
newspaper was devoted 
to single news image (or a 
large-scale infographic), 
a strong statement of the 
paper’s commitment to 
visual storytelling. Creative 
Director, Mark Porter.  
© Guardian
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Key staff members
The key to the success of a magazine often 
lies in the professional understanding 
between the director and the art direc-
tor,  ➐ as well as the art director and the 
entire staff of journalists (whose size, roles 
and organisation varies depending on the 
type of publication and publishing cycle). 

During an interview with Simon Esterson for 
the magazine Eye, Richard Turley, the first 
graphic design editor of the British newspa-
per The Guardian and then design director of 
Bloomberg Businessweek, explains the special 
nature of editing the US weekly he recently 
left:  Bloomberg Businessweek. “Editorial and 
design work together very closely. What is 
perhaps unusual about our process (cer-
tainly in comparison to other American 
magazines) is the geography of our office. 
We work with editors and designers sitting 
side by side. So apart from getting on and 
understanding each other on a personal 
level, it means that we are aware of each 
other’s thought processes pretty much the 
moment they happen. That places design 
in a central role in the editorial process. 
It was something I felt worked very well at 
The Guardian, which uses a similar scheme 
of splitting departments up and grouping 
editors and designers. So when we moved 
offices last summer and we were drawing up 
the seating plan, we decided to replicate it. 
I think also because Josh [Tyrangiel, Editor] 
came from Time, which is incredibly formal, 
and puts a lot of layers between depart-
ments and people, he was very interested 
in a flatter working culture.

“The most important interaction opportunity 
for the entire editorial staff is the editorial 
staff meeting. This is the first step in the 
process of creating each issue and where 
the basic outline of the entire edition is 
laid out. The meeting is largely attended 
by journalists and the director, but the art 
director and sometimes the graphic desi-
gners are also present. Each person pitches 
their ideas, followed by a discussion, and 
then a decision is made. It is very important 
that the publication’s creative department 
is involved in this first phase of the process. 
The ideas of the art director and graphic 
designers could have a major impact on 
the direction an article or story takes, and 
they can also play a key role in the final 
decision about which topics to include in 

which issue. In the meetings that follow, the 
contributions of the individual journalists 
are defined in detail and the various visual 
proposals supporting the stories are identi-
fied. The final texts are often not available 
at this stage, so they have to rely on brief 
summaries or simple outlines of the piece’s 
contents. Often an editorial staff meeting is 
attended by a large number of journalists, 
and the editors wind up pressuring the art 
director to come up with visual solutions for 
each of their stories in just a few minutes. 
However, the art director’s job is to weigh 
the different options carefully and resist 
rushing to a solution. Creativity often needs 
time; and, while one can certainly resort 
to existing iconic material, it is much more 
ambitious and exciting to commission a new 
photograph or work with a unique illustra-
tion or infographic.” ➑

The role of the  
art director
While the director of the publication is in 
charge of assigning the contents of the cur-
rent issue to the various staff journalists or 
outside contributors, the art director’s job is 
to find the best ways to represent the ideas in 
keeping with the publication’s hallmark style. 
The art director is in charge of organising the 
content in the individual sections and pages, 
as well as the entire experience of leafing 
through the publication. The art director 
is also in charge of assigning tasks within 
the graphic design department regarding 
drafting and commissioning illustrations, 
infographics, and photography. (If there is 
a photo editor on staff, then the art director 
consults with them.)  Among the art director’s 
primary responsibilities is the cover, one 
of the most critical aspects of a periodical 
and one which plays a decisive role in the 
success of an issue. 

Identifying the art director as the one who 
“operates with an artistic sensibility” is 
one of the most widespread conventions 
of newspaper editing. ➒ In a context where 
everything is geared towards speed, and 
graphic design is considered a mere acces-
sory, developing and representing content 
appropriately is only possible if there is 
enough production time. Piergiorgio Maoloni 
(one of the fathers of Italian editorial design) 

wrote the following about his profession 
and, indirectly, himself, “The art director is 
like an architect, organising everything so 
that even a challenging job seems doable 
and runs smoothly.”  Maoloni used to teach 
that newspapers were not made up of words 
but of articles composed, “like a musical 
score, with solids and voids, pauses, and 
rhythms.” ➊0 Maoloni understood the strate-
gic importance of graphic design in a daily 
newspaper and believed in new forms of 
dialogue between the word, image, and the 
blank page, all of which turned out to be 
key journalistic insights. Ever faithful to his 
humanist cultural tradition (he was both a 
journalist and an architect), Maoloni experi-
mented with new technologies, all the while 
trying to maintain a close relationship with 
the traditions of typography. He dedicated 
himself to continual research and wanted 
nothing left to chance; on the contrary, 
everything had to relate to a clear rationale 
and be accessible to the reader.

In a favourable context, the aesthetics of 
the newspaper should aspire to become 
its ethics. In one of his lessons, Le Corbusier 
strongly asserted, “I should like to inculcate 
in you, and in all students of architecture, 
a hatred of ‘drawing board stylism’, which 
is merely covering a sheet with alluring 
pictures, ‘styles’ or ‘orders’ - these are 

➐ For now I will use the 
term art director (free of 
contractual implications) 
to discuss the art director’s 
role in relation to the other 
creative positions within 
the editorial environment, 
including the creative 
director, design director, 
and lead designer. I will 
use art director to mean 
the key figure in charge 
of the creative-artistic 
orientation of the work, as 
well as the coordination 
and supervision of a team 
made up of designers and 
illustrators. 

➑ (TURLEY QUOTED IN 
EYE, 2011) ESTERSON, 
SIMON and TURLEY, 
RICHARD. “Taking care 
of business.” Eye, the 
International Review of 
Graphic Design 80 Vol. 20, 
2011, p. 34.

➒ Bruno Munari defined 
the “stylist” as a “designer 
who operates with an 
artistic sense”, while a 
“designer” was a “designer 
equipped with an aesthetic 
sense” (cit. in Munari, 
1971).

➊0 RINALDI, ANGELO. 
“Piergiorgio Maoloni.” 
Progetto Grafico 6, June 
2005, p. 164

➀ Bloomberg Businessweek, 
“The Design Issue”. January 
28, 2013. Creative Director: 
Richard Turley.  
Art Director: Robert Vargas.  
Director of Photography: 
David Carthas

➁ Bloomberg Businessweek, 
“Graphics: Video Games”. 
2012. Creative Director: 
Richard Turley. Graphics 
Director: Jennifer Daniel

➂ Bloomberg Businessweek, 
“Graphics: Killing Bin 
Laden”. 2012. Directeur 
de la création: Richard 
Turley. Graphics Director: 
Jennifer Daniel. Director 
of Photography: David 
Carthas 

➃ Website of Bloomberg 
Businessweek, march 2015

➄ Bloomberg Businessweek, 
“The interview issue”, 
august 13, 2012. Creative 
Director: Richard Turley.  
Art Director: Robert Vargas.  
Director of Photography: 
David Carthas
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fashions. But architecture is space, breadth, 
depth, and height, volume and circulation. 
Architecture is a conception of the mind. 
It must be conceived in your head, with 
your eyes shut. Only in this way can you 
really visualise your design. Paper is only 
the means for setting down the idea, and 
transmitting it to the client or contractor. 
Everything is in the plan and section. When 
you have achieved through plans and sec-
tions a working entity, the elevations will 
follow, and if you have any power of design, 
your elevations will be beautiful. Say, by 
all means, that houses are for living in, but 
you will be a good architect only when your 
elevations succeed. Proportion is enough, 
but you need plenty of imagination as well, 
and the more modest the problem, the more 
imagination you need. Architecture is orga-
nisation. YOU ARE AN ORGANISER, NOT A 
DRAWING BOARD STYLIST.” ➊➊

What attributes 
should an art  
director have ?
Who then is the art director? Bruno Munari 
provides an answer:  “He is a planner with 
an aesthetic sense.” ➊➋ The art director is a 
designer equipped with an aesthetic sense 
who strives to improve production in both 
practical and aesthetic terms. ➊➌ Munari 
characterises the profession of a designer 
in the following way, “Today the designer (in 
this case the graphic designer) is called upon 
to deliver a message (perhaps a poster of 
some kind) to inform the public of some new 
development in a certain field. And why is it 
the designer who is called upon? Why is the 
artist not torn from his easel? Because the 
designer knows about printing techniques 
and the psychological impact of certain 
forms and colours. He does not just make an 
artistic sketch and leave it up to the printer 
to reproduce it as best he may. He thinks 
from the start in terms of printing techniques, 
and it is with these that he makes his poster. 
The designer is therefore the artist of today.” 
According to Munari, this is not because the 
designer or art director is a “genius”, but 
simply because their working method ➊➍ 
re-establishes a connection between art 

and the public. They face design problems 
with humility and competence, choosing the 
most appropriate means and methods to 
resolve them and catering to users’ needs, 
free of stylistic preconceptions. The role of 
the art director is to create communica-
tive artefacts that are both functional and 
aesthetic, in which the aesthetics are not 
tied to a personal style, but rather emerge 
from the correct formulation of the pro-
blem itself. The art director’s responsibility 
is to analyse problems accurately and find 
coherent solutions.

The art directors’ work is not individual; they 
organise work groups based on the problem 
to be solved. Depending on the project, the 
team could include different designers in 
various roles, or an interdisciplinary group 
with a range of different skills relying heavily 
on different specialised responsibilities. The 
editorial art director has to address a design 
problem starting with feasibility. However, 
they also have to maintain the director’s 
intentions and, if necessary, coordinate 
with other members of the editorial staff 
to mediate often conflicting points of view. 
Dialogue is an essential component, not just 
because it is educational and democratic, 
but because it intensifies and expands the 
inquiry, drawing out new ideas and possi-
bilities. Dialogue can give rise to new and 
collaborative design thanks to different skills 
and experiences. The final product is not 
just the result of a series of sequential design 
phases and feedback, but also of being fed 
and intensified by this constant debate.

Another important phase is communicating 
the design idea. This relies on certain criteria 

and artefacts to render it understandable 
to all interested parties. The art director has 
to communicate their ideas verbally to the 
director and editors with clarity and pre-
cision, using graphics to explain the visual 
solutions. Since “design is ten percent ins-
piration and ninety percent perspiration,” 
(Potter, 1969) the design path has to be 
well structured to ensure the original brief 
is adhered to and the available resources 
are used well. In addition to having an ima-
gination and being logical (able to perform 
calculations and precise), the art director 
also needs to be an explorer-experimenter; 
they need to be open to serendipity and 
able to capture and exploit the unexpected 
and the random. Hand in hand with being 
an experimenter, they have to be capable 
of inventive thought, rejecting homogeneity 
and repetition. They also need to be willing 
to go beyond using nature and society as 
a springboard and seek out new possibili-
ties. The means and methods of designing 
differ depending on the specific designer 
and design. Design is not merely solving a 
problem by applying established tools; it 
is inventing the very tools needed to solve 
the problem. Naturally, machines are help-
ful; especially the interactive use of the 
computer, which expands the exploratory 
possibilities of invention. 

➊➊  (LE CORBUSIER 
IN FOCUS, 1938). LE 
CORBUSIER. “If I Had to 
Teach You Architecture.” 
Casabella 766, May 2008, 
pp. 6–7. Architectural 
Design 29, February 1959, 
pp. 86–87. Focus 1, 1938, 
pp. 3–12.

➊➋ (MUNARI, 2006, P. 30, 
OR. ED. 1966). MUNARI, 
BRUNO. Arte come 
mestiere. Rome, Bari: 
Laterza, 1966; 2006 edition.

➊➌ Bruno Munari states 
that, “the artist [...] works 
in a personal way, using 
a visual language in their 
own style to express their 
inner feelings according to 
the stimulus they receive 
from the outside world. 
They work for themselves 
and for an elite that can 
understand them.” (Munari, 
1971). In contrast, “the 
designer doesn’t work 
for an elite, even if today 
mass production tends 
to transform their work 
into that of a stylist [...] 
rather the designer seeks 
to produce common 
consumer objects in a 
better way,” (Munari, 1971). 

➊➍ According to Munari, 
the “artist” expresses 
themselves through 
their own familiar set of 
techniques and special 
tricks [...] to create works 
packed with personal 
concepts. However, the 
designer [...] must employ 
a method that enables 
them to create their 
design by selecting the 
right materials and the 
appropriate techniques so 
that form follows function.” 
(Munari, 1968).

➀ Il messaggero, 1969, 
Piergiorgio Maoloni

➀
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"DESIGN IS NOT MERELY  
SOLVING A PROBLEM BY APPLYING 
ESTABLISHED TOOLS; IT IS INVEN-
TING THE VERY TOOLS NEEDED TO 

SOLVE THE PROBLEM."
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Three basic types  
of magazine  
art director
In general terms, we can identify three macro 
categories of art director:  the market-driven 
art director; the artistic art director; and 
the “virtuoso” art director. 

The first category has the least autonomy. 
Design decisions are often influenced by 
market surveys and focus exclusively on 
profits from sales and advertising revenue.
Excellent examples of the second catego-
ry are designers Neville Brody and David 
Carson, who had a major impact on gra-
phic design in the 1990s. Their concept of 
a magazine was based on personal style, 
and design dominated all aspects of the 
publication. Such an experimental (and at 
times extreme) use of editorial design can 
be positive for its originality and inventive 
power. However, this approach definitely has 
many weaknesses, especially if the pages 
are analysed from a journalistic point of 
view in terms of content legibility. 

The third category, “virtuoso” art directors, 
are professionals who excel in their role 
thanks to their absolute technical mastery 
of their art. Professionalism and technique 
are celebrated and taken to their highest 
expression through group work. The “vir-
tuoso” art director becomes the conductor 
of an orchestra, aiming to achieve perfect 
harmony through the orderly organisation 
and rhythmic succession of the elements 
on the page. This is achieved by skilful-
ly juxtaposing photographs, typography, 
infographics, and illustrations, alternating 
solid and void, black and white and colour. 
This kind of art director creates from the 
heart, but also the head. Logic, journalistic 
vision, scrupulous storytelling, emotions, and 
influencing the reader are all balanced in a 

calculated way. The “virtuoso” art director 
knows both the written and unwritten rules 
and observes then scrupulously. What is the 
desired effect? Who is the target audience? 
What meaning do you want to assign to 
the contents? How do you want to surprise, 
provoke, entertain, and inform the reader? 
How can you have reasonable certainty 
that the text will be read easily and that the 
general argument will be understood at first 
glance? The “virtuoso” art director poses 
these questions and knows how to identify 
the answers. They are skilled at negotiating 
the information-communication spectrum. 
They know how to alternate among the wide 
range of visual languages at their disposal 
to obtain a specific editorial product, and 
they know which individual story will reach 
which target audience. 

Looking forward:  
designing an  
editorial experience
Recent changes in the world of informa-
tion have led newspapers and journalists 
to reinvent their roles and professions, 
developing new platforms, tools, and 
technological solutions.

The radical changes in publishing do not 
just apply to a few of the players in the 
production chain or individual profes-
sions; they impact the whole system. The 
whole process of designing a newspaper 
has been forced to adapt to the changing 
situation; and the transformation is still 
underway. In this atmosphere of uncer-
tainty and continual change, it appears 
necessary to overhaul the design tools 
used to produce an editorial artefact. It is 
not actually enough to change the tools; 
the entire design method must evolve, 
and with it the figure of the designer and 
the art director. 

The editorial designer exercises a high 
degree of control in managing large quanti-
ties of information and elements to provide 
the public with a narrative experience that 
is distinctive (compared to the competition) 
and unified (internally consistent). The art 
director graphically organises the content 
and communicates a specific journalistic 
idea to the reader, maintaining aesthetic 
quality via a coherent and cohesive graphic 
style that translates journalistic concepts 
into visual devices, all in keeping with the 
specific editorial plan. This approach is 
tied to the concept of the newspaper as 
a discrete finished product, whereas the 
current digital age compels the designer to 
go above and beyond designing a product 
to go beyond designing a discrete object to 
designing an interactive experience. If we 
were to apply the old philosophy of editorial 
design to the new context, it would create a 
narrative crystallised in a single immutable 
state. But this would defy the cardinal rule 
of digital media design:  design must be 
based on the user’s behaviour and actions, 
rather than providing a hermetically sealed 
pre-packaged experience. 

In an article ➊➎ on his blog, Khoi Vinh (for-
mer digital design director of the New York 
Times) states, “There’s a small but meaningful 
number of really, really good user expe-
rience designers in the world. I’m talking 
about the sort of individuals who can create 
a highly effective, truly immersive architec-
ture around the way real users interact with 
software [...] Those types are not abundant, 
but they’re not uncommon either.” At the 
same time, he also asserts, “There’s also a 
reasonable number of really, really good 
editorial designers in the world, thanks to 
decades of publishing tradition and best 
practices. I’m talking about designers who 
know how to enhance and even maximise 
an audience’s understanding of published 
content. They’re comfortable working with 
writers and editors to help shape what we 
read, and they create unique value out of 
the combination of the written word and gra-
phic language.” Vinh continues, acknowled-
ging that there are very few designers who 
possess both capacities simultaneously, 
“There are less than a few dozen people in 
the world who can create superb software 
for editorial products, who can combine 
the holistic, systems-level thinking of UX 
[user experience design] with the 
incisive storytelling instincts of edi-
torial design.” Vinh emphasises the 
importance of a new type of desi-
gner in the current changed editorial 

"DESIGN IS 10% INSPIRATION 
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context, an “editorial experience designer” 
(ed-ex designer), a figure “who can build 
a great digital product out of great digital 
content.” This figure brings together two 
skill sets (which up until recently were very 
far apart) to create a single profession that 
requires an overall vision paired with an 
open-minded and future-oriented design 
sense. Merging these two skill sets makes it 
possible to respect the traditional principles 
of editorial design and user experience 
on the one hand, and on the other, to rise 
above both by introducing innovation. Citing 
a famous F. Scott Fitzgerald quote, “The 
test of a first-rate intelligence is the ability 
to hold two opposed ideas in the mind at 

the same time, and still retain the ability to 
function,” ➊➏ Vinh identifies the demands 
of the new editorial market as the reason 
for the rise of this new professional figure 
composed of two previously diametrical-
ly opposed design approaches in terms 
of methods, tools, techniques, and design 
solutions, “We’ve already seen plenty of bad 
ed-ex design in the form of the current crop 
of magazine apps for the iPad, and we’ll 
probably see even more as the drought in 
this kind of talent continues,” concludes Vinh.

New challenges  
for art directors
What role should the art director play in 
the new digital context ? To enable better 
integration (and therefore a more thoughtful 
design approach) it is necessary to unders-
tand how these skills interact and foster 
evolution in design tools. However, it is 
also important to mention that the design 
approach to print is radically different 
from the “algorithmic” design for the web, 
where a rather rigid structure of templates 
limits formal variation even when content 
changes. In contrast, an editorial designer 
working on a print publication operates with 
greater freedom and immediacy, able to 

change the elements of a page and add or 
remove components without compromising 
the overall graphic structure. 

To design innovative editorial products that 
are accessible, multi-platform, and capable 
of maintaining a high level of customisation, 
the art director has to act on the level of the 
design workflow, and this workflow will no 
longer be hand-crafted but more flexible and 
adaptable. It is more challenging for editorial 
designers to produce digital periodicals based 
on pixel-by-pixel logic, since they are bound 
for non-standardised devices like tablets and 
smartphones which each have their own size, 
proportions, and screen resolution. 

Usually the articles in a periodical are 
composed of various structural and visual 
elements, each one carrying a particu-
lar meaning. Headings, texts, summaries, 
screamers, photographs, captions, illus-
trations, infographics, and multimedia ele-
ments harmoniously occupy the same gra-
phic field for an ensemble of relationships 
that has been carefully calibrated by the 
designer. Under the aegis of flexibility, the art 
director has to rationalise and codify all the 
relationships between the elements on the 
page, proposing a system of guidelines that 
makes it possible to draw out the expressive-
ness and potential of the overall structure. 
The creation of flexible content requires 
migration from WYSIWYG  ➊➐ publishing 
tools towards more modular systems.

The prospect of convergence between edi-
torial design and user experience design 
constitutes the crux of a new “reconfigured” 
paradigm led by the ed-ex designer. For 
this new process to be effective, it is impor-
tant to understand the expectations of the 
authors, the needs of the editorial staff, and 
the expectations of users. In this reconfi-
gured context, the art director has to be 
able to reconcile often disparate views and 
collaborate with the director and members 
of the editorial staff to organise the work 
and generate the design. The relationship 
between the art director and the software 
engineers is particularly crucial, because 
the design will no longer emerge using the 
editorial designer’s tools alone, but also 

via the tools of the software developer, 
an increasingly important figure on the 
editorial staff. 

The organisation of information to carry 
out a specific function typical of software 
design is very similar to architecture. In kee-
ping with Le Corbusier’s assertions, “You are 
an organiser, not a drawing-board stylist,” 
the art director has to retool themselves as 
an information architect. Clearly the form 
and structure of the new type of newspaper 
has to be designed in space and requires 
design skills akin to that of an architect, not 
just in terms of designing the object, but also 
its relationship with the surrounding space 
and context. In the media, this analogy is 
threefold:  firstly, because designing media 
means designing the spatial form of the 
instruments that organise the information 
(the function of this architecture is similar 
to that of Ars Memoriae  ➊➑, organising the 
flow of news, facilitating the understanding 
of spatial articulation, organising, crea-
ting hierarchy, and forming connections 
between items of information); secondly, 
because media has a relationship with 
“space” and therefore the environment; 
and thirdly, because media has the poten-
tial to contribute to the reinterpretation of 
the space of daily life.

These days, the media are asked to inter-
pret and promote interface and experience 
design. According to Donald Norman, “In 
the early days of industrial design, the work 
was primarily focused upon physical pro-
ducts. Many problems involve complex 
social and political issues. As a result, desi-
gners have become applied behavioural 
scientists [...]. Where once industrial desi-
gners focused primarily upon form and 
function, materials and manufacturing, 
today’s issues are far more complex and 

AND 90% PERSPIRATION"

➊➎ Khoi Vinh,“Where Are 
All the Ed-Ex Designers?”, 
27 October 2011,  
www.subtraction.com

➊➏ Francis Scott 
Fitzgerald, Esquire, 1936

➊➐ An acronym for 
“What You See Is What 
You Get”.

➊➑ Ars Memoriae, the art 
of memory, was invented 
by the Greeks, and then 
passed on to the Romans 
and eventually into the 
European tradition. This 
art seeks to fix memories 
through “places” and 
“images”. It is usually called 

“mnemotechnics”.  
Ars Memoriae evolved 
around a key idea – 
remembering in spatial 
terms – and is based on 
the idea of associating 
the information to be 
memorised with a building 
that you know very well, 
made up of important 
rooms and corners. Each 
piece of information is 
remembered by placing 
it in a room within the 
building chosen 
as a memorising 
tool. Any kind of 
structure that has 
a stable form in 
space can be 
used.

http://www.subtraction.com/
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➀ IL 35, November 2011. 
Design and illustrations: 
Francesco Muzzi  
Art Director: Francesco 
Franchi

➁ Special Issue: IL 44, 
September 2012. Photos: 
Massimo Siragusa / 
Contrasto Art Director: 
Francesco Franchi

➂ IL 51, Mai 2013 
Photos: Alessandro 
Imbriaco 
Art Director: Francesco 
Franchi

➃ Magazine cover 
story: IL 52, June 2013. 
Illustrations: Francesco 
Muzzi. Art Director: 
Francesco Franchi

➄ Tabloid section inner 
cover: IL 49, March 2013. 
Illustrations: Giacomo 
Gambineri Art Director: 
Francesco Franchi

➁

➂ ➃ ➄
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challenging. New skills are required, espe-
cially for such areas as interaction, expe-
rience, and service design.” ➊➒

Social relationships assume central impor-
tance for reasons ranging from sharing 
information with one’s particular commu-
nity to creating content for deconstruction 
and eventual reconstruction in new modes 
and contexts. Yet, while the social aspect 
remains fundamental, the new idea of the 
newspaper that may emerge in the near 
future is an increasingly personal one. This 
is because the physical and interactive pro-
perties of tablets and smartphones compel 
a more intimate relationship between the 
object (and the content viewed) and the 
user, and because of the infinite potential 
for personalising fonts, which are beco-
ming an architecture of visual information 
capable of adapting to the individual rea-
der’s context and needs. 

In this new context, the art director is 
oriented towards the humanisation of digital 
technology through the interaction of digital, 
biological, and cultural systems, real and 
virtual space, and physical and technolo-
gical experiences. On the one hand, the art 
director understands the essence of digital 
media. Their work (in a context that could be 
called post-digital ➋0) shifts attention from 
the digital to the human, contemplating digi-
tal opportunities only in terms of how they 
can be adapted to improve user experience. 
On the other hand, the art director unders-
tands that the new editorial initiatives are 
not merely about technology or a network 
of individuals, but rather a combination 
of the two. The art director acknowledges 
that the real initiative is in the hands of 
those who invent new algorithms or perfect 
existing ones, and those who use them in a 
creative and incisive way.

When developing new editorial products, 
it is therefore all the more necessary to 
balance the two approaches to design:   
algorithmic automation of some of the parts 
and direct intervention of the art director, 
whose personal touch in the details adds 
value to the product.

Francesco Franchi

➊➒  Norman, Donald. 
“Why Design Education 
Must Change.” November 
26, 2010. www.core77.com 

➋0  In a post-digital 
context, digital technology 
is no longer a revolutionary 
phenomenon, it is part of 
everyday life.

http://www.core77.com/


79

Looking back, 
looking forward
The foundations of modern editorial design 
can be found in work from eighty years ago.

Alexey Brodovitch (1892-1971) was , certain-
ly an archetype of the modern art director, 
worked at Harper’s Bazaar for almost twenty-
five years. Brodovitch, who had emigrated 
from Russia to the US in 1931 after working 
in Paris for some time, sought continual 
innovation. His work involved dimensio-

nal contrasts, a sense of movement in the 
layout, and proportion and equilibrium in 
the arrangement of lettering. As William 
Owen emphasises in his book, Modern 
Magazine Design, Brodovitch always made 
use of a vast array of visual play:  repetition, 
mirroring, diagonal layouts, dimensional 
contrasts, expansive spaces, and caption 
text alignment. “As few art directors before 
him,” Owen writes, “Brodovitch considered 
the page to be a three-dimensional space, 
equipped with not just length and width but 
also depth.” Brodovitch also introduced new 
styles of photography and fashion, striving 
to clearly distinguish the editorial pages 
from the advertising ones. Up until that time, 
fashion photography had consisted of studio 
photo shoots and artificial light. Brodovitch 

introduced the concept of the outdoor photo 
shoot using handheld cameras, encouraging 
spontaneity and energy over technique 
and discipline. When looking through the 
pages of his issues you can see the work of 
the most prestigious photographers and 
illustrators (many of whom took his classes 
and joined his Design Laboratory), inclu-
ding Richard Avedon, Irving Penn, Lillian 
Bassman, Diane Arbus, Martin Munkácsi, 
Henri Cartier-Bresson, Erwin Blumenfeld, 
Man Ray, and Andy Warhol.

Joining Brodovitch as one of the 
pioneers of modern American edi-
torial design was Mehemed Fehmy 
Agha (1898-1978) – who remade the 
Condé Nast magazine Vogue with the 

➀

➂

➁

➃

➀ Cover, Harper’s Bazaar, February 
1952. Artistic director: Alexey Brodovitch, 
photography: Richard Avedon.

➁ Cover, Harper’s Bazaar, October 1947. 
Artistic director: Alexey Brodovitch, 
photography: Ernst Beadle.

➂ Double-page, Harper’s Bazaar,  
p.66-67, March 1936. Artistic director: 
Alexey Brodovitch, photography: Man Ray.

➃ Double-page, Harper’s Bazaar, 
p.60-61, March 1938. Artistic director: 
Alexey Brodovitch, photography: George 
Hoyningen-Huene.
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concept of the double page spread – and 
Thomas Maitland Cleland (1880-1964) – who 
created the first issues of Fortune, a presti-
gious economics and finance periodical. 
Their experiences mixed and produced 
reciprocal influences and new trends. 

Two other important figures from the 1960s 
can be counted among the most influen-
tial international art directors of the past. 
They worked on publications that would 
become veritable laboratories of graphic 
design experimentation, focusing on typo-
graphy, photography, and illustration:  Willy 
Fleckhaus (1925-1983), art director of the 
German periodical Twen, and Tom Wolsey 
(1924–2013), art director of the British perio-
dical Town.

Twen was launched in 1959 and published 
through the 1960s under the art direc-
tion of Fleckhaus. In addition to covering 
important musical events and lifestyles, 
Twen interpreted the new trends among the 
youth of the day. The double page structure 
was quite simple:  the framework allowed 
for one large photo and one very small 
one (obviously out of scale). The headings 
and subheadings were very black, and the 
rather spare column of text was enriched 
with numerous avant-garde illustrations. 
Later on, Fleckhaus also worked on inserts 
for Frankfurter Allgemeine Zeitung, and this 
kind of publication, a supplement to the big 
daily newspapers, is where the German art 
director really made his mark.

Wolsey was the director of Town (previously 
called Man About Town and then About Town). 
He introduced the ideals of Swiss moder-
nism to the classical British editorial model, 
breaking the rigour of the grid. His work is 
recognised for his skilled use of very black, 
aggressive typography in which he com-
bined serif and modern sans serif (such as 
Haas Grotesk) typefaces. 

➀

➀ Cover, Twen, 1960.  
Artistic director: Willy Fleckhaus. 

➁ Double-page, Twen, 1960-1962. 
Artistic director: Willy Fleckhaus. 
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