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This 23rd issue of Graphisme en France addresses logotypes and 
visual identities for the first time — a subject central to the work of 
graphic designers. 
   This vast subject is looked at from a number of angles, 
providing a broad understanding of its origins and practices rather 
than an exhaustive study. 
   Roger R. Remington, historian and director of the Vignelli 
Center for Design Studies, surveys the origins and evolution of 
visual identities in the USA, while a text by the immensely influential 
American designer Paul Rand, dating from 1991, provides insight 
into his standpoint, about which he wrote extensively. Vivien Philizot, 
himself a designer and researcher within the field of visual studies, 
provides an overview of the history of logos, deciphering their impact 
and meaning within our visual environment. Ruedi Baur, designer 
and creator of numerous visual identities for companies in France and 
abroad, shares his recommendations in the light of his experience. 
And lastly, the designer Martin Lorenz, discusses his work on flexible 
visual identities as a result of the spread of digitalisation. 
   The graphic designers of this issue, Elsa Aupetit and Martin 
Plagnol, both graduated from the École Nationale Supérieure 
des Arts Décoratifs in Paris in 2012, before setting up their own studio, 
Kiösk, in 2015. They chose to design this issue like a technical 
publication, looking to the structure of graphic standards manuals 
for inspiration. Their use of Programme, a typeface created by 
the Swiss designers Maximage, allows for variations while giving 
the whole issue a strong identity.
   The Centre National des Arts Plastiques (CNAP) works 
alongside its national network of graphic designers and typographers,  
promoting their work through collaborative ventures to an ever 
wider audience, and providing a better understanding and recognition 
of their practices. 

   Yves Robert,
   Director of the Centre National des Arts Plastiques
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Fernand Leger, Ben Shahn, Paul Rand and others.
   Seeing potential markets, industrial designers also entered 
the identity business. Prominent product design pioneer, 
Raymond Loewy, designed classic marks for Shell, International 
Harvester, TWA, and Greyhound. These programs, some of which 
are still in use, took into account the relationship of marks to their 
appropriate symbolic subjects.

   THE GOLDEN AGE OF IDENTITY
 
In the 1950s, many American graphic design firms began designing 
corporate identity programs for the dramatically expanding 
markets. William Golden, director of advertising and sales promotion 
at Columbia Broadcasting System in 1951 designed the iconic 
CBS “eye” symbol, still in use today. Golden was inspired when he 
visited the Pennsylvania Dutch Country. He saw the hex symbols 
which resemble the human eye. These are painted on Shaker barns 
to ward off evil spirits. He also viewed an image that had the 
look of an eye, in a book of Shaker art. The eye had its premiere on 
CBS television on November 19, 1951, overlaid on a photograph 
of cloud-filled sky. The symbol was quickly put to use in all aspects 
of identification for CBS Television. Its frequent use caused 
Golden some second thoughts: “It is used so often that it sometimes 
seems like a Frankenstein’s monster to me, but I am grateful it 
is such a versatile thing that there seems to be no end to the number 
of ways it can be used without losing its identity.” After Golden’s 
untimely death, Lou Dorfsman, his successor at CBS, offered 
the following praise of this symbol and its creator: “Today, as we 
watch the most transforming medium of our time, there is a Golden 
graphic message seen daily by more people than have seen 
a single mark of modern man. It is that majestically simple CBS 
eye, as beautifully appropriate when he designed it in 1951 as it is 
today. If I can interpret it in the special ironic way of Bill Golden, 
it is there to watch over our professional successes as well as spot 
our transgressions.”
   At IBM (International Business Machines), in 1956, Chairman 
Thomas Watson Jr. hired design consultant Eliot Noyes, a well-
respected architect and former curator of industrial design at New 
York’s Museum of Modern Art. Noyes’s goal was to create a first- 
of-a-kind corporate design program that would encompass all of 
IBM’s products, including its buildings, logos and marketing 
materials. The goal was much more than consistency of look and 
feel. It marked, perhaps, a unique moment in the history of graphic 
design in which a business organization itself — its management, 
operations and culture, as well as its products and marketing — was 
conceived as an intentionally created product of the imagination, 
as a work of art. “In a sense, a corporation should be like a good 
painting; everything visible should contribute to the correct total 
statement; nothing visible should detract,” Noyes wrote. He 
brought in a wide variety of artists, designers and architects — some 
of the greatest creative talents of the day, including Paul Rand. 
But all were grounded in an underlying design philosophy. Noyes 
described his own role as a “curator of corporate character.” As 
he explained: “It does seem to be a part of the role of the designer 
to help identify this character, and then express it in terms of 
the most meaningful goals and the highest ideas of the company 
and in the broadest context of our society and economy.” 2 
Rand was an early proponent of design being applied to the needs 
of large corporations. He developed a systematic and inclusive 
plan for the application of his IBM logo. This mark was developed 
from the typeface called City. Later, in the 1960s, he softened the 
mark to show eight equal horizontal strips. Of this project, 
California-based designer and educator Louis Danziger wrote, “Rand 
almost single-handedly convinced business that design was an 
effective tool. Anyone designing in the 1950s and 1960s owed much 
to Rand, who largely made it possible for us to work. He, more than 
anyone else, made the profession reputable. We went from being 
commercial artists to being graphic designers largely on his merits.” 3

   Author and design scholar Alex Bigman’s wrote a useful 
set of criteria for designers titled 4 Principles by Paul Rand That May 
Surprise You in his blog. In it, Rand offers useful illustrated advice 
for designers on creating identity design programs:
1.    “A logo derives meaning from the quality of the thing it 

symbolizes, not the other way around.” “It is only 
by association with a product, a service, a business, or 
a corporation that a logo takes on any real meaning. 
If a company is second rate, the logo will eventually be 

   IDENTITY AND BEGINNINGS

For thousands of years, groups as well as individuals have found it 
essential to identify themselves. To be known by name is to be 
valued. Ancient marks on cave walls and symbols of heraldry are 
but two historic benchmarks of this basic need. As commerce 
developed, this need expanded from localities to national and then 
to international venues. Moving forward beyond the years of 
the Industrial Revolution to the early 20th century, an innovative 
German company provided a model that would become corporate 
identity. AEG (Allgemeine Elekltrizitäts-Gesellschaft,) a large 
electrical manufacturing company, under the leadership of designer 
Peter Behrens shaped a comprehensive visual design program 
which permeated their organization, their architecture and many 
of their industrial and consumer products. For the first time, 
the consistent use of graphic design provided AEG with a unified 
corporate image. They applied a standardized logotype, 
organizational grid structures on printed materials, and made 
consistent use of sans-serif typography, color and photography. 
This program set the stage for the future of corporate identity 
and branding.
   In the United States, another early example of a coordinated 
identity was designed by Charles Coiner, the legendary art 
director at N. W. Ayer in Philadelphia. In 1939 he designed, on a pro- 
bono basis, a system of public service graphic symbols for the 
Citizens Defense Corps. America needed a program of identification 
for the home front in case of an Axis attack on the US mainland. 
Numerous symbols were created for many public functionaries such 
as firemen, police, doctors and nurses. The system was simple in 
concept, namely a circle with a triangle inside. Centered with the 
triangle were separate symbolic shapes, identifying the various 
functions. For this graphic system, Coiner devised charts and 
diagrams as well as a simple graphics standards manual which 
detailed each mark, its description and application. The manual 
gave users a sense of their individual jobs as well as knowledge 
of the entire program. Coiner’s work enhanced the war preparedness 
in the US during the late 1930s and 1940s.
   In the United States during the post-World War II years, 
industry and business turned dramatically from producing 
war material to consumer goods. The resultant economic boom 
fostered a ‘golden age’ for many corporations and companies in 
implementing identity programs. Container Corporation of America 
(CCA) in Chicago was a leader in high quality design relating 
to corporate identity and advertising. CCA’s design manager, Egbert 
Jacobson was an important advocate for design in the corporation. 
Based in Chicago, he observed the importance of design in 
modern corporations. CCA’s corporate identity was at the center 
of his efforts. In 1947, he edited a book called Seven Designers 
Look at Trademark Design in which he brought corporate identity 
to the forefront for designers. The volume was centered on case 
studies of separate identity designs by seven prominent designers 
including Herbert Bayer, Will Burtin, Paul Rand, Alvin Lustig, 
Bernard Rudofsky and H. Creston Doner. In his chapter, Burtin 
wrote: “Consistent application results in a coherent impression of 
a firm’s character which eventually had its effect not only on the 
public, but equally on the manufacturer’s thinking about himself.” 1 
This type of concern for consistency in the decades to follow led 
to the adoption of standards manuals which forced a unity of 
the look of graphic applications. CCA had also produced a seminal 
volume, Modern Art in Advertising, in 1946. Designed by the 
American designer Paul Rand, it was an excellent vintage snapshot 
of corporate America’s embrace of the European Avant-Garde and 
included applications of CCA’s identity in their early advertising 
campaigns. The book included work by A.M.Cassandre, Gyorgy 
Kepes, Herbert Bayer, Jean Carlu, Herbert Matter, Leo Lionni, 

2   IBM, Icons of Progress website, 
Good Design is Good Business, 2016.

3   Interview with Louis Danziger: 
Infographics, Pasadena, California, 1996.

AN HISTORICAL VIEW 
OF VISUAL IDENTITY
R. Roger Remington

1   Egbert Jacobson, Seven Designers 
Look at Trademark Design, Paul Theobald, 
Chicago, 1952, p. 87.

[1]

[2]

[4]

[3]

[1]   Peter Behrens, logo, Allgemeine 
Elektrizitäts-Gesellschaft (AEG), 1907. 
This mark and the accompanying graphic 
system were an early example of a systematic 
corporate identity.

[2]   Charles Coiner, Civil Defense 
system chart. This system of marks, designed 
by the American Art Director Charles Coiner, 
served as an identifying program of home-front 
emergency units during World War ll.

[3]   William Golden, visual identity for 
the CBS Network, 1951. This mark was designed 
by William Golden in the early 1950s and 
remains in use today.

[4]   Raymond Loewy, sketch and logo, 
Shell Oil Company, 1971. This sketch shows 
the graphic construction of the Shell 
corporate mark.
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perceived as second rate. It is foolhardy to believe that 
a logo will do its job immediately, before an audience has 
been properly conditioned.”

2.    “The only mandate in logo design is that they be distinctive, 
memorable and clear.” “Surprising to many, the subject 
matter of a logo is of relatively little importance, and even 
appropriateness of content does not always play a 
significant role. This does not imply that appropriateness is 
undesirable. It merely indicates that a one-to-one 
relationship between a symbol and what it symbolized is 
very often impossible to achieve and, under certain 
conditions, objectionable. Ultimately, the only mandate in 
the design of logos, it seems, is that they be distinctive, 
memorable, and clear.”

3.    Presentation is key. “How to present a new idea is, perhaps, 
one of the designer’s most difficult tasks. Everything 
a designer does involves presentation of some kind — not 
only how to explain (present) a particular design to an 
interested listener (client, reader, spectator), but how the 
design may explain itself in the marketplace…”

4.    “Simplicity is not the goal. It is the by-product of a good 
idea and modest expectations.” 4

For many graphic designers, identity design was their bread and 
butter in the 1950s and 1960s. First, the design of the mark, then the 
standards manual, and, in time, an ongoing series of collateral 
materials including the corporate annual report. At the height of this 
American surge for corporate identity, Kimberly Clark Corporation 
commissioned the eminent Chicago designer Morton Goldsholl 
to create promotional program on corporate identity. A short 
animated film was produced called “Faces and Fortunes” which 
traced the historic emergence of identity, especially through 
the age of heraldry. Actor Hans Conreid provided the professional 
voice over. While the film was designed to show this history and 
spread the benefits of corporate identity, its ulterior motive, of 
course, was to sell Kimberly Clark products. 
   European designers who immigrated to America also 
brought a fresh aesthetic to the design of corporate identity 
programs. Designer Ladislav Sutnar, originally from Czechoslovakia, 
arrived in the United States in 1939. His distinguished reputation 
preceded him, allowing him to launch an important new career in 
New York. He was a versatile designer with corporate identity as 
one of his specialties. His program for the Swedish office machinery 
company ADDO-X evidenced a structural geometric formalism 
in the construction of the logotype. His organizational skills brought 
new life to the world of catalog design as shown in the work for 
Sweet’s Catalogs. He also designed full identity programs for Vera 
Scarves and Carr’s Department Stores. Sutnar’s own business 
identity mark served as a powerful example of the importance of 
identity at an individual level.
   At this time corporate marks were becoming ubiquitious. 
Showing them off brought status within and without corporate 
American markets. Chermayeff and Geismar designed for 
Chase Bank, Mobil, Pan Am, Pitney Bose and more; Siegel and Gale 
for MasterCard, CVS Health, NBA and more; Ansbach Grossman 
Portugal for Citibank, Sara Lee, Pfizer and more; Lippincott and 
Margulies for General Mills, Coca Cola and more. In California, Walter 
Landor designed for Wells Fargo Bank, Levi’s and General Electric. 
Saul Bass & Associates, also in California, was an innovator in 
corporate identity design. Bass designed expansive identities for 
the Bell System, AT&T, United Airlines, YMCA and more. In 1990 
he wrote: “In theory, a professionally conceived and executed 
corporate identity program expresses both what a company is 
and what it aspires to be. It is a promise as well as a commitment 
to keep the promise. But we know that promises, though well-
intended, are hard to keep. The most visible part of the program, 
the logo or trademark, is accessible to all and outsiders and to 
a certain extent they can judge its effectiveness. The strategy that 
informed the design however is usually not available to people 
outside the company.”
   Dan Friedman designed a magnificent corporate identity 
program for Citibank in the United States. Of this project designer 
Christopher Pullman has written, “Friedman tackled one of the 
biggest corporate makeover projects of the decade for Citibank. 
His meticulous vision for the global bank was codified in a 
memorable logo, striking posters, and a thick manual of templates 
for every imaginable application so Citibank’s outposts around 
the world could flawlessly apply the new modernist veneer.” 5

   At this time, design magazines such as PRINT and Art 
Direction mirrored the importance of corporate identity as a thriving 
market for designers. Articles at that time recommended that 
new marks must have the following characteristics: impact, 
simplicity, legibility, distinction and timelessness. Designers and 
management also became acutely aware of the difference 
between corporate identity and corporate image.  Corporate image 
refers to the sum total of the means by which a corporation 
communicates to its audience(s). Nowadays this is called the “brand 
image.” Corporate identity refers to the formal graphic elements 
such as mark or logo, color, and typography.  The benefits for the 
corporation of having standard manuals, quite aside from the 
obvious public ‘look’ or aesthetics, are pragmatic business goals: 
cost effectiveness, consistency and control of the corporate look. 
The manual or guide is a policy document for management. 
   The proliferation of corporate identities was evident in 1964 
when Chicago’s Society of Typographic Arts sponsored a national 
competition and exhibition titled Trademarks USA. From the 
thousands of symbols and marks submitted, 193 were selected for 
the exhibition. The judges were Lester Beall, Charles Coiner, Egbert 
Jacobson, Allan Fleming and Morton Goldsholl. Award winners 
included Golden’s CBS Eye and Beall’s mark for International Paper. 

   IDENTITY AND STANDARDIZATION 

One of the major innovators in corporate identity manuals in this 
period was the designer Lester Beall. Born in Kansas City, Missouri 
in 1903, he was educated at Chicago’s Lane Technical School 
and the University of Chicago. He began his design career in Chicago 
in 1927. Later, in 1935, Beall moved to New York and in late 
September of that year opened his own studio-office. Of special 
interest from this period is the remarkable poster series for the US 
Government’s Rural Electrification Administration. In all Beall 
designed three series of posters between 1937 and 1941 with the 
simple goals of increasing public awareness of the benefits of 
electricity, thereby increasing the number of rural Americans who 
would use it in their homes. Later many of his significant 
corporate identity programs were accomplished from his home at 
Dumbarton Farm in Brookfield, Connecticut. During the 1950s 
and ‘60s Beall’s design office expanded both in its staff and scope, 
adding associate designers and mounting full-scale corporate 
identification campaigns for large companies such as a Caterpillar 
Tractor, Titeflex, Mite Corporation, Martin Marietta, Stanley, 
Connecticut General Life Insurance Company, The New York Hilton, 
and Merrill Lynch, Pierce, Fenner & Smith, Inc. His identity 
program for International Paper from 1960 was his most extensive 
identity program. At the time, Beall wrote, “International Paper, 
the largest paper manufacturer in the world, had outgrown 
a mark which could not effectively perform the complex function 
required of it in the vast exposure of product multiplicity and 
divisional growth. Our assignment was to provide management 
with a strong mark that could be readily adapted to an immense 
variety of applications. In addition to its functional strength, 
the new mark is a powerful force in stimulating and integrating 
divisional and corporate identity with positive psychological effects 
on human relations. Not only is the International Paper identity 
program noteworthy for the unique graphic mark, fusing the letters 
I and P into an integrated tree shape but the fully articulated 
graphics standards was among the first and most comprehensible. 
It set the standard for many others to come.” Beall had the vision 
to establish clear and coherent graphic standards for the 
application of the new mark and how it was to be used with other 
elements such as color, typography, format standards, etc. 
The title page of the manual stated, “These visual standards result 
in a consistent corporate style, one that distinguishes us from 
our competition. Such a corporate style also says something 
positive about the company itself.  In our case, the style we have 
chosen suggests authority, progressiveness and strength. 
In addition, a corporate style also helps ‘pull together’ the many 
parts of a company as large and diverse as ours. But a corporate 
style of graphics can only work for the company if it is consistently 
used. Such a style depends almost completely on repetition and 
the cumulative effect of repetition. That is why we have developed 
this very detailed and highly specific manual. All materials, 
therefore, must conform to the instructions given in this manual.” 
Beall felt that the designer “must work with one goal in mind — 
to integrate the elements in such a manner that they will combine 
to produce a result that will convey not merely a static commercial 
message, but an emotional reaction as well. If we can produce the 
kind of art which harnesses the power of the human instinct for 

4   Alex Bingham (blog), 4 Principles 
by Paul Rand That May Surprise You, 2013.

5   Dan Friedman 2015 AIGA Medalist 
biography: www.aiga.org/medalist-dan-
friedman-2015

[5] [8]

[6]

[7]

[5]   Ladislav Sutnar, logo, Sample Page, 
Addo-x, 1958–1959. Sutnar was a pioneer 
in designing corporate identities. This logo for 
the Swedish office-machinery company 
demonstrates his modernist tendency for 
geometric forms.

[6]   Ladislav Sutnar, his personal identity 
symbol, 1961. This mark was designed by 
Ladislav Sutnar as a personal identity mark. 
He used the mark on many applications which 
required his identification, including the cover 
of his book Visual Design in Action.

[7]   Saul Bass, logos, American 
Telephone and Telegraph Company (AT&T), 
1969; Young Womens Christian Association 
(YWCA), 1988; United Airlines, 1973. 
In California Saul Bass was a prolific creator 
of corporate identities. 

[8]   Ladislav Sutnar, catalog design 
and book cover, Sweets Catalogs Design, 1942. 
Ladislav Sutnar developed a design system 
for Sweets Catalogs in order to make industrial 
catalogs more coherent and understandable. 
This book demonstrates his design program.
[9]   Lester Beall, construction diagram 
for the International Paper mark, 1960. This 
graphic shows the correct graphic construction 
of the mark.

[9]



8 9

that harmony of form, beauty and cleanness that seems inevitable 
when you see it, then I think we may be doing a job for our clients.” 
For Beall, that creativity was present at every stage of the design 
process. He said, “the designer’s role in the development, 
application and protection of the trademark may be described as 
pre-creative, creative and post-creative.” 6

   In this booming business environment, designers became 
adept at articulating the rationale for planned identity 
programs, particularly in standards manuals. In an IBM style guide, 
designer Paul Rand wrote, “The importance of the logo as a 
symbol of goodwill cannot be overestimated. For it is not simply a 
passive decoration on a nameplate or letterhead; it is also an 
active ingredient in the complex process of marketing and design.” 7 
   The Westinghouse Electric Corporation in Pittsburgh, 
Pennsylvania, hired Paul Rand to develop their program.  
With Rand’s guidance and a very capable corporate design staff, 
the Westinghouse identity program was one of the most 
structured in the United States. In the standards guide, Rand titled 
the introduction “The Look of Excellence.” In his introduction, 
he expanded on the idea, “Up to this time, Westinghouse has not 
had a conscious policy that says, in so many words, that this 
is what we want the company to look like, and that this is the face 
we want to present to the world. But now Westinghouse has 
such a policy. And there is a need to have everyone understand what 
that policy is and make every attempt to conform to it, so that 
everything we do contributes to a single statement of what 
Westinghouse is and what it means to the nation. The standards 
we are introducing, and will maintain through the years ahead, 
are recognized by able designers and businessmen as the only logical 
approach to our responsibilities.” 8 

   Designer Lester Beall wrote in the International Paper manual 
that, “These visual standards result in a consistent corporate 
style, one that distinguishes us from our competition. A corporate 
style of graphics can only work for the company if it is consistently 
used. Such a style depends almost completely on repetition and 
the cumulative effect of repetition. That is why we have developed 
this very detailed and highly specific manual.” 9

   The Westinghouse sign was the first computer-controlled 
display panel in the United States. Located in Pittsburgh, 
Pennsylvania, the large animated display advertised the 
Westinghouse Electric Company, and was best known for the 
seemingly endless number of combinations in which its individual 
elements could be illuminated. This unique application of a 
corporate identity mark was accomplished in Pittsburgh when 
Richard Huppertz, manager of design coordination at Westinghouse, 
developed a concept that would bring greater recognition to 
the ‘encircled W’ logo created by graphic designer Paul Rand. Rather 
than using words, the sign Huppertz had in mind would rely 
solely on the Westinghouse corporate mark. The concept was then 
presented to Paul Rand, who produced a design emphasizing 
the nine elements of the logo he had illustrated in a 1960 graphics 
standards guide.

   IDENTITY AND GLOBALISM

Corporate identity has always been an international enterprise. 
Pierre Bernard’s identity for the Parcs Nationaux de France 
displayed an innovative illustrative approach. A member of the 
Grapus collective, Bernard brought quality identity design to meet 
a governmental need. Designed in 1990, the mark is composed 
of a helix of swirling plant and animal forms. Paris-based designer 
Jean Widmer’s brand for the Pompidou Centre has proved 
effective for this unique institutional application.
   The British designer F. H. K. Henrion developed an identity 
for KLM Airlines that is still in use and Hans Schleger designed 
for Shell and London Transport. German designer Anton Stankowski 
created an effective yet simple mark for Deutsche Bank, a square 
containing a diagonal slash. Also in Germany, Otl Aicher produced 
a design program for the Munich Olympics which proved the 
value of an expansive integrated systems approach. Tomas Gonda 
refined the existing historic identity for Lufthansa which is still 
visible in airports around the world.  Wim Crouwel and Ben Bos at 
Total Design designed numerous programs, including Rabobank, 
in Netherlands. In Zurich, the design-Mecca of Switzerland, Josef 

Müller-Brockmann created an identity for Musica Viva and others 
with his famous poster series. Also in Zurich, Karl Gerstner 
provided Swiss Air and Geigy with memorable identities. In Italy, 
Giovanni Pintori’s identity for Olivetti gained international 
acclaim. Bob Noorda, a member of Unimark International, designed 
a number of outstanding brands including one for Pirelli. 
   In Canada, Allan Fleming designed a simple, yet distinctive 
logotype for the Canadian National Railroad. This CN mark is 
still visible on many of its railway cars as they speed by at crossings. 
In Montreal, Ernst Roch designed impressive identities for the 
National Arts Centre and the Montreal Olympics. Burton Kramer, a 
designer located in Toronto, had worked previously in Zurich for 
Geigy, and brought design excellence to many corporations. One of 
his more recognized identity programs was for CBC, the Canadian 
Broadcasting Corporation, produced in 1974. Kramer also designed 
programs for Clairtone, Ontario Educational Communication 
Authority, Reed Papers and many others. The CBC manual by Burton 
Kramer is an outstanding exemple of a graphic standards manual. 

   IDENTITY AND GOVERNMENT

In contrast to these corporate identities of the time, a significant 
event occurred during Richard M. Nixon’s presidency, namely 
the establishment of a Federal Design Improvement Program in 1971, 
in view of the forthcoming American Bicentennial celebration. 
This initiative, sponsored by the National Endowment for the Arts, 
brought national attention to many facets of design but especially 
to architecture, landscape architecture, graphic, interior and 
industrial design. Major American designers were involved in 
conferences, workshops and studio seminars to expose government 
designers to models of excellence. The organizers stated that 
design was an urgent requirement, not a cosmetic addition. They 
added that design could save time and money, enhance 
communication, and simplify use, manufacture and maintenance. 
Emphasis was placed ultimately on performance. Eventually 
identity programs were developed for over twenty US government 
agencies including the American Revolution Bicentennial, the 
US Department of Labor, the General Services Administration, the 
National Aeronautics and Space Administration (NASA), the 
Internal Revenue Service, the US Information Agency and the US 
Postal Service. The utopian thrust of the Federal Design 
Improvement Program was subsequently lost, but remnants still 
exist today in the current identities of the US Department of 
Labor, the Veterans Administration and the Internal Revenue Service. 
In 1974, as part of this program, Chicago designer John Massey 
produced an identification program for the Department of Labor 
which included a graphics standards guide. Bruce Blackburn, 
in 1976, designed a special mark and program to celebrate America’s 
Bicentennial. Richard Danne, who worked for the same firm as 
Blackburn, had previously produced a manual for NASA. Its 
logotype, used between 1975 and 1992, unfortunately ceased to 
be used thereafter. Disrespectfully called “the worm,” this 
logotype was clearly one of the most effective aesthetic outcomes 
of the Federal Design Improvement Program. In time, NASA 
reverted to its traditional round seal as an identity element and has 
used it since. Standards manuals, in addition to becoming 
collectors’ items, are also finding their way into institutional design 
archives.  Such is the case at Rochester Institute of Technology, 
where the Cary Graphic Design Archive holds an extensive set of 
corporate standards manuals, in addition to the archives of more 
than 45 American graphic design pioneers. These manuals were 
created by designers such as Paul Rand, Lester Beall and Saul Bass. 
The collections in the Vignelli Center for Design Studies include 
manuals by Massimo Vignelli and others.

   IDENTITY AND CLASSIFICATION

As corporate identity design and branding matured in the business 
environment, it was inevitable that design historians, researchers 
and scholars would look to this subject, within academia, in 
order to find structures by which the process and products could 
be categorized, analyzed and studied. This “intellectualized” 
what had existed before only for business/communications 
purposes. Classification systems emerged from this research. These 
theoretical structures allow the user to develop a holistic view 
of many existing symbols and marks as a possible resource for 
designing new marks. It also provides an expert vocabulary 
for organizing and describing marks. Chicago designer Jay Doblin, 
an educator and principal in Unimark International, contributed 
to the need for categorizing identity marks. For an issue of Dot 

6   AIGA Medalist Award Essay, 1992.
7   Paul Rand, The IBM Logo, Weston, 
Connecticut, p. 4.
8   Westinghouse Graphics 
Identification Manual, Westinghouse Electric 
Company, 1961, p. 3.

9   Corporate Identification  
Manual — International Paper Company, 
1960, p. 2.

[10]

[13]

[11]

[12]

[10]   Paul Rand, sequential mark for 
Westinghouse Electric Company, 1961. 
Designer Paul Rand presented his mark for the 
Westinghouse Electric Company in this 
sequential series for an animated electric sign 
application.
[11]   Otl Aicher, basic identity mark for 
the Olympic Games, Munich,1972, part 
of his graphic design program for the event.

[12]   Karl Gerstner, logo, Swissair, 1978. 
This logo remains a classic among airline 
graphic identifications.

[13]   Pierre Bernard, Atelier de Création 
Graphique, identity symbol, Parcs Nationaux 
de France (French National Parks), 1990. 
Designed by the French designer Pierre Bernard, 
this helix of natural forms is a very creative 
expression, appropriately used by the national 
parks in France.

[14]   Bruce Blackburn, logo and 
corporate identity, NASA, 1974.

[14]
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Zero magazine from 1966, he created a complex matrix which he 
called “the grid of communications.” On the horizontal axis he 
designated two major groups titled Denotative, which was 
subdivided by identification and instruction, and Connotative which 
was subdivided by meaning and aesthetic. On the vertical axis, 
Doblin placed linear sequential, subdivided by verbal and numerical, 
and presentational, including visual. Into the cells of the matrix 
were located appropriate marks and symbols. Doblin’s analytical 
approach in this structure was toward a verifiable quantitative 
measurement of the actual effectiveness of symbols in use. A very 
different approach was promoted by Walter Diethelm in 1976 
in his book Signet Signal Symbol. In the book, the diagram designed 
by Hans Weckerle featured a complex matrix based on a structure 
suggested by Semiotic or Sign theory. Identity elements are 
organized in a matrix according to syntax, semantic and pragmatic 
dimensions. An extensive list of categories included verbal 
symbols, written character, abbreviation, initial, icon, iconic sign, 
metaphorically applied sign, mark, figurative mark, brightly colored 
mark, emblem, private emblem, and public emblem. In contrast 
Robert O. Swinehart, a trademark scholar at Carnegie Mellon 
University suggested designations of identity elements as Word 
Forms (Logotypes, Abbreviations,) Letterforms (Letters, Letter/
pictures,) Picture Forms (graphicals, translations, pictorials) and 
Abstract marks.  He calls his matrix a “trademark field.” This cross- 
impact matrix allows the user to cast identity marks by his 
physical attributes against Sign theory components such as syntax, 
semantics and pragmatics. The trademark field was applicable 
for analysis of broad categories of marks as well as specialized types 
(ie. software companies.) 

   IDENTITY BY VIGNELLI

Massimo Vignelli was an important figure in corporate identity 
design in America. Trained in architecture, Massimo and Lella 
Vignelli, originally from Italy, visited America in 1957. In 1965 they 
returned to Chicago as Massimo became a founding partner at 
Unimark International, as soon to become the world’s largest design 
firm. Graphic standards manuals are necessary tools in areas 
other than business and industry. He went on to design many of the 
world’s most recognizable corporate identities, including the 
transportation graphics system for the New York Metropolitan 
Transit Authority in 1966. At that time, Unimark was the largest 
design firm in the world and designed numerous identity programs 
including those for Target, Agip, Ford and many others. Vignelli 
was also able to build upon Herbert Matter’s earlier masterwork for 
Knoll Furniture with a bold new look. His 1967 identity for American 
Airlines functioned for 40 years. In 2004, looking back, he wrote, 
“We were introduced to this assignment by Henry Dreyfus, the 
legendary designer who was a consultant to American Airlines. The 
one word AmericanAirlines logo, half red and half blue, in plain 
type, stresses the professional, no-gimmicks attitude of the 
company in the colors of its home nation.” Even though American 
Airlines has, within recent years, adopted a new corporate identity, 
Vignelli felt that his design at the time was, “one of the few 
worldwide identities that needs no change.” Later, his extensive 
and detailed standards manual for the retailing giant Benetton 
and Sisley was produced. Designed in 1995, this program 
was created, as Vignelli stated, “to assure proper implementation 
through time.” 

   IDENTITY AND TIMELESSNESS

Design historians often puzzle over why certain identities have 
longevity. Vignelli consistently preached for design that was timeless 
in its concept and form. He wrote, “We are for a design that lasts, 
that responds to people’s needs not to people’s wants. We are for a 
design that is committed to a society that demands long-lasting 
values, a society that earns the benefit of commodities and deserves 
respect and integrity. We like the use of primary shapes and 
primary colors because their formal values are timeless. We like 
economy of design because it avoids wasteful exercises, it respects 
investment and lasts longer. We strive for a design that is centered 
on the message rather than visual titillation. We like design 
that is clear, simple and enduring. And that is what timelessness 
means in design.” 10

   In view of these demanding criteria, one might look back at 
identity designs over the past one hundred years and consider 

how effective these marks have been at reaching this goal. Which 
marks make the cut? Vignelli’s brand for American Airlines was 
used for forty years. The CBS eye has been in use since 1951, which 
is over 6o years. Others which have continued to function for 
years are IBM, International Paper, Ford, KLM, the Red Cross, Coca- 
Cola, Lufthansa, Mobil, Canadian National Railroad and Shell. 
These select marks become timeless icons through their formal 
construction, functionalism, longevity and strong association with 
their owners. Designers have their pantheon of favorite graphic 
forms, some which still work and others that pass into the graphic 
design history cabinet of curiosities. Business and industry 
appreciate them for their brand recognition benefits translated 
into the bottom line of profit.
   Lately, in the US, there has been an emerging nostalgic 
interest in important records of the “golden age” of corporate 
identity, namely the standards manuals of the time. Designers and 
others interested in design artifacts are adding classic corporate 
standards manuals to their collections. In 2016 the graphic 
standards manual for the New York subway sign system was reissued 
through a Kickstarter program, reprinted and sold in great 
quantity as a collector’s item. Others have followed.

   IDENTITY AND THE FUTURE

As we entered the new millennium, indicators suggested that a new 
approach was emerging in the ways that corporations and 
organizations identified themselves. From the 1960s on, post-
modernist designers and critics questioned long-held formal views, 
especially as they were represented by the structure and rigidity 
demanded in identity systems and standards manuals. These cynics 
preferred a wide-open, subjective approach to design which 
often led to visual nihilism. 
   Trying to keep pace with the increasing demands of cultural 
diversity, global competitiveness and emerging digital growth, 
the future of corporate identity design became more sophisticated 
and complex. No longer did identity programs have to be a 
static set of rules, religiously followed. Swinehart came up with a 
new direction which he labeled ‘Virtual Identity’. It was a paradigm 
shift for corporate communications environments and a dynamic, 
flexible form of identity that worked exceedingly well in new 
media as well as conventional print. A classic example is the identity 
for Nike. Its mark, called “the swoosh,” was created in 1971 and is 
used in nearly every Nike application, in different ways. The creative 
think-tank IDEO in California used the same approach. On the 
recommendation of Steve Jobs, Paul Rand created the first iteration 
of its logo in 1991. Based on the idea of children’s building blocks, 
a modular set of four squares, each containing one of the four 
letters of IDEO, forms the brand mark. The square shapes can be 
arranged in differing configurations. This program has more recently 
been modified by Michael Bierut at Pentagram.
   Another evolutionary development for corporate identity 
exists today in co-branding. This is an arrangement that brings 
together multiple identities or brands. Typically co-branding 
agreements involve two or more companies acting together to use 
their individual identity elements on a specific product. The 
objective for this is to unify the strength of both identities or brands, 
in order to increase the benefits to consumers and make the 
service or product secure in the marketplace. Two examples of co- 
branding are Dell Computers with Intel Processors and Senseo 
Coffeemakers with Philips. 
   In his last few years of professional practice, Vignelli offered 
a visionary way of thinking about design and identity. In contrast 
to temporal or ephemeral solutions with emphasis on “style” 
that could come and go, he recommended that design innovation 
should be “extendable” and not constricted in either form or 
concept. A solution should be seen as a long-term process with 
consideration given, at the outset, for systematic future elaboration. 
No corporate identity design solution should be seen as an end in 
itself but should be so structured conceptually and formally that 
it can endlessly evolve into the future as necessary. This must be 
an essential part of the development from the beginning. Vignelli’s 
vision may well be an appropriate process for designers to 
consider in today’s new virtual world.

10   Massimo Vignelli, The Vignelli 
Canon, Lars Muller Publishers, 2010, p. 30.

[16]
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[15]   Bruce Blackburn, symbol, American 
Revolution Bicentennial, 1976.

[16]   Massimo Vignelli, corporate identity, 
American Airlines, 1971. Seen here is one of 
Massimo Vignelli’s early hand-drawn sketches 
for his American Airlines corporate identity 
program which functioned for 40 years.

[18]

[17]

[19]

[17]   Paul Rand, logo, IBM, 1956. This 
famous logo was designed by Paul Rand for 
International Business Machines (IBM) and is 
based on the font named City by George 
Trump. A linear version of the same logo was 
created some years later.

[18]   Paul Rand, logo, IDEO, 1991. 
This logo represents a contemporary modular 
approach that allows for various combinations 
of the company name. Designer Paul Rand 
represents the letters IDEO as building blocks.
[19]   Chermayeff & Geismar, Mobil, 1965.
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second rate, the logo will eventually be perceived as second rate. 
It is foolhardy to believe that a logo will do its job right off, before 
an audience has been properly conditioned. Only after it becomes 
familiar does a logo function as intended; and only when the 
product or service has been judged effective or ineffective, suitable 
or unsuitable, does it become truly representative.
   Logos may also be designed to deceive; and deception 
assumes many forms, from imitating some peculiarity to outright 
copying. Design is a two-faced monster. One of the most benign 
symbols, the swastika, lost its place in the pantheon of the 
civilized when it was linked to evil, but its intrinsic quality remains 
indisputable. This explains the tenacity of good design.
   The role of the logo is to point, to designate, in as simple a 
manner as possible. A design that is complex, like a fussy illustration 
or an arcane abstraction, harbors a self-destruct mechanism. 
Simple ideas, as well as simple designs are, ironically, the products 
of circuitous mental purposes. Simplicity is difficult to achieve, yet 
worth the effort.
   The effectiveness of a good logo depends on:
A distinctiveness
B visibility
C useability
D memorability
E universality
F durability
G timelessness
   Most of us believe that the subject matter of a logo depends 
on the kind of business or service involved. Who is the audience? 
How is it marketed? What is the media? These are some of 
the considerations. An animal might suit one category, yet be an 
anathema in another. Numerals are possible candidates: 747, 
7-Up, 7-11, and so are letters, which are not only possible but most 
common. However, the subject matter of a logo is of relatively 
little importance; nor, it seems, does appropriateness always play 
a significant role. This does not imply that appropriateness 
is undesirable. It merely indicates that a one-to-one relationship, 
between a symbol and what is symbolized, is very often 
impossible to achieve and, under certain conditions, may even be 
objectionable. Ultimately, the only mandatory thing, it seems, 
is that a logo be attractive, reproducible in one color and in 
exceedingly small sizes.
   The Mercedes symbol, for example, has nothing to do with 
automobiles; yet it is a great symbol, not because its design is great, 
but because it stands for a great product. The same can be 
said about apples and computers. Few people realize that a bat is 
the symbol of authenticity for Bacardi Rum; yet Bacardi is still 
being imbibed. Lacoste sportswear, for example, has nothing to do 
with alligators (or crocodiles), and yet the little green reptile is 
a memorable and profitable symbol. What makes the Rolls Royce 
emblem so distinguished is not its design (which is commonplace), 
but the quality of the automobile for which it stands. Similarly, 
the signature of George Washington is distinguished not only for 
its calligraphy, but because George Washington was Washington. 
Who cares how badly the signature is scribbled on a check, if 
the check doesn’t bounce? Likes or dislikes should play no part in the 
problem of identification; nor should they have anything to do 
with approval or disapproval. Utopia!
   All this seems to imply that good design is superfluous. 
Design, good or bad, is a vehicle of memory. Good design adds 
value of some kind and, incidentally, could be sheer pleasure; it 
respects the viewer — his sensibilities — and rewards the 
entrepreneur. It is easier to remember a well designed image than 
one that is muddled. A well designed logo, in the end, is a 
reflection of the business it symbolizes. It connotes a thoughtful and 
purposeful enterprise, and mirrors the quality of its products 
and services. It is good public relations — a harbinger of good will.
   It says “We care.”

Article originally published in the AIGA Journal of Graphic Design, 
Vol 9, N° 3, 1991.

    AN EYE THAT IS WATCHING US. THE LOGOTYPE, 
BETWEEN VISIBLE AND READABLE. 

In 1981, Paul Rand made a poster for IBM on which the three-letter 
logotype that he had personally designed for the company in 1956 
was perceptibly modified into a form which is now well known 
to us: an eye replaced the I, and a bee took the place of the B. Only 
the letter M remained from the initial logo, offering a clue about 
the nature of this operation. 
   A caption accompanied this poster, aimed at employees 
of the company: “An Eye for perception, insight, vision, a Bee 
for industriousness, dedication, perseverance, an ‘M’ for 
motivation, merit, moral strength.” Literally, this rebus seemed to 
illustrate the company’s values that were depicted as symbols 
for the employees. At the beginning of the 1980s, Rand was a 
designer who had recognition and to whom people listened, who 
contributed significantly, along with architect and designer 
Eliot Noyes, in developing and modernising IBM’s image but also 
that of several other companies such as Westinghouse Electric 
Corporation and UPS. Inspired by avant-garde theories, from Jan 
Tschichold and Moholy-Nagy, to painters such as Paul Klee, 
Rand was perhaps one of the designers most involved in post-war 
America in passing on modernist theories and in deploying 
and defending corporate identities. In the course of this approach, 
the rigour displayed by IBM before the 1950s had thus progressively 
made room for a rich and varied visual system, whose striped 
logo from 1972 was only one aspect. At the beginning of the 1980s, 
however, the company was not yet ready to follow Rand on his 
rebus path; its use was initially forbidden for supposedly being too 
removed from the company’s visual identity 1 and for encouraging 
the designers employed by the firm to “take liberties with the 
logo.” 2 Such an ingenious move from the letter to the image was 
perhaps destined to unsettle an institution which was entirely 
built around the motto “Think,” chosen by Thomas John Watson 
Senior the moment he took on the role of General Manager in 1914. 
When Thomas John Watson Junior took over in 1956, “Think” 
was still, more than ever, declined and deployed by the company, 
who continued to state in this way for several more decades, its 
attachment to the world of ideas, intellect, and discourse. We 
understand better the problems that Rand’s rebus were able to pose 
in such a context. By substituting the letter I with the picture of 
the eye, Rand clearly introduced an opposing idea: he reminds us 
that the logotype is an object that takes its particular functions from 
its visual properties, from its fundamentally iconic nature. The 
etymology of the term seems, however, to contradict this idea, if we 
remember that the Greek logos ( óYoS) designates words, speech, 
and discourse. The logotype is literally a fragment of discourse. 
However, the origin of the other part of ‘logotype’, the ‘type’ from 
the Greek tupos (print, mark) this having given in Latin typus 
(model) tells us that it is not only a question of discourse. If the 
logotype is the inheritance of a distant discursive origin, this origin 
is nonetheless expressed in a mark, a symbol, a form, whose 
concision and mode of reading owe, for their part, everything to the 

1   On this subject, see Véronique 
Vienne, “Paul Rand: l’attrait de l’abstrait,” 
Étapes, 145, 2007.

2   As Philip B. Meggs remarks in his 
A History of Graphic Design, John Wiley & Sons, 
Hoboken, 2012 [1998], p. 418.

LOGOLOGY.
WHAT A LOGO MEANS 
Vivien Philizot

“It reminds me of the Georgia chain gang,” quipped the IBM 
executive, when he first eyed the striped logo. When the 
Westinghouse insignia (1960) was first seen, it was greeted similarly 
with such gibes as “this looks like a pawnbroker’s sign.” How 
many exemplary works have gone down the drain because of such 
pedestrian fault-finding? Bad design is frequently the consequence 
of mindless dabbling, and the difficulty is not confined merely 
to the design of logos. This lack of understanding pervades all 
visual design.
   There is no accounting for people’s perceptions. Some see 
a logo, or anything else seeable, the way they see a Rorschach 
inkblot. Others look without seeing either the meaning or even the 
function of a logo. It is perhaps this sort of problem that prompted 
ABC TV to toy with the idea of “updating” their logo (1962). They 
realized the folly only after a market survey revealed high audience 
recognition. This is to say nothing of the intrinsic value of a well- 
established symbol. When a logo is designed is irrelevant; quality, 
not vintage, nor vanity, is the determining factor.
   There are as many reasons for designing a new logo, 
or updating an old one, as there are opinions. The belief that a new 
or updated design will be some kind of charm that will magically 
transform any business is not uncommon. A redesigned logo may 
have the advantage of implying something new, something 
improved — but this is short-lived if a company doesn’t live up to its 
claim. Sometimes a logo is redesigned because it really needs 
redesigning; because it’s ugly, old fashioned, or inappropriate. But 
many times, it is merely to feed someone’s ego, to satisfy a CEO 
who doesn’t wish to be linked with the past, or often because it’s 
the thing to do.
   Opposed to the idea of arbitrarily changing a logo, there’s 
the “let’s leave it alone” school — sometimes wise, more often 
superstitious, occasionally nostalgic or, at times, even trepidatious. 
Not long ago, I offered to make some minor adjustments to the 
UPS (1961) logo. This offer was unceremoniously turned down, even 
though compensation played no role. If a design can be refined, 
without disturbing its image, it seems reasonable to do so. A logo, 
after all, is an instrument of pride and should be shown at its best.
   If, in the business of communications, “image is king,” the 
essence of this image, the logo, is a jewel in its crown.
   Here’s what a logo is and does:
•  A logo is a flag, a signature, an escutcheon.
•  A logo doesn’t sell (directly), it identifies.
•  A logo is rarely a description of a business.
•  A logo derives its meaning from the quality of the thing it 

symbolizes, not the other way around.
•  A logo is less important than the product it signifies; what it 

means is more important than what it looks like.
   A logo appears in many guises: a signature is a kind of logo, 
so is a flag. The French flag, for example, or the flag of Saudi 
Arabia, are aesthetically pleasing symbols. One happens to be pure 
geometry, the other a combination of Arabic script, together 
with an elegant saber. Two diametrically opposed visual concepts, 
yet both function effectively. Their appeal, however, is more 
than a matter of aesthetics. In battle, a flag can be a friend or foe. 
The ugliest flag is beautiful if it happens to be on your side. 
“Beauty,” they say, “is in the eye of the beholder,” in peace or in war, 
in flags or in logos. We all believe our flag the most beautiful; 
this tells us something about logos.
   Should a logo be self-explanatory? It is only by association 
with a product, a service, a business, or a corporation that a 
logo takes on any real meaning. It derives its meaning and usefulness 
from the quality of that which it symbolizes. If a company is 

LOGOS, FLAGS, 
& ESCUTCHEONS
Paul Rand

[1]   Paul Rand, poster for IBM, 1982.

[1]



14 15

functional mode of the image. Rand says it himself: “If, in the 
business of communications, “image is king,” the essence of this 
image, the logo, is a jewel in its crown.” 3 The logotype is therefore 
at the same time a fragment of discourse and an image, 
simultaneously borrowing its functional logic from these two 
antagonistic modes of expression that are the readable and the 
visible. Paul Rand’s rebus thus draws our attention to the very nature 
of the logotype as a particular category of symbols — a category 
which clearly seems to have represented, for modern graphic 
design, a form of paradoxical synthesis of its fundamental historical 
parts which are text and image. After looking up the etymological 
sources, we can fi nd the expression of this synthesis in global 
visual identities which were developed in the post-war years, at the 
time that Andrew Blauvelt has named the “golden age of logos.” 4 
Alongside another eye which looks at us here — the one designed 
by William Golden for CBS in 1951 5 — appear logos by Saul Bass 
for Bell in 1969 and later United Airlines in 1973, Raymond Loewy for 
Lu in 1957 or Shell in 1971, Carlo Vivarelli for Electrolux in 1962, 
and Otl Aicher for Lufthansa in 1963, among others, all of whom 
display the same will to crystallise a portion of discourse — a name, 
a slogan, values — in a unique graphic symbol that these institutions 
developed in the space opened up by the post-war market 
economy. The modern form of the logotype, the one we have in our 
head when we talk about “logos,” seems to have been fi xed at 
this precise moment. The place of these symbols in our history, their 
role in our economy and our culture, their political function, 
invite us to unknot the two threads of discourse and image, of logos 
and tupos, to understand how their entanglement was able to 
progressively weave the forms that are known to us. Today, these 
forms are of course no longer those, unique and monolithic, 
of corporate identities; at present they borrow from what we call 
“graphic languages,” another antagonistic expression from the 
conjugation of discourse and image, which is perhaps just design’s 
latest continuation of the logotype. If the unique symbol still 
dominated at the threshold of the 1980s, in 1981 MTV inaugurated 
an era of identities that were fl uid, if not volatile, dynamic or even 
fl exible,6 depending on how one wishes to qualify them, which 
would be prolonged by well-known examples of visual systems and 
other non-standard graphic languages, whose suppleness and 
ingenuity were modelled on overdone rhetoric and marketing 
strategies, endlessly reinvented. The questions that seem to be 
asked by these plural and complex identities, which branding, 
marketing and storytelling articulate, seemingly go beyond that 
of the logotype. However, both the question and the logotype 
share the problems of belief, identity and authority. If visual 
languages are only a more complex version and therefore are more 
adapted to our current world of corporate logotypes from the 
golden age of modernism, they all share the same need for adhesion, 
the same performative logic, and perhaps the same relation with 
power. What roles do our visual systems really play in our immediate 
environment? What do we invest them with daily? In which 
way do they participate in the social and cultural construction of our 
visual environment? If the contemporary approaches to visual 
studies tend to look at how images “act” and their performative 
capacity, and if it is established that the logotype is a form that 
discourse takes when it wants to “create an image,” it seems relevant 
to question the place that these symbols take in our world, and 
the way in which they can represent — present again, while being 
invested with their own authority and legality. Logology, literally 
the “science of discourse,” a slightly ironic nod to its Greek root, can 
also by understood as the science of logotypes, if we at least 
remember, with the example of the eye of Paul Rand, that the 
completely visual way in which this eye is presented to us, remains 
fundamentally double, contrary or reinforced — whichever the 
case may be — by discourse’s own logic. With the double meaning 
of logotype and discourse, what does logos really mean?

3   Paul Rand, “Logos, Flags, and 
Escutcheons,” in Michael Bierut, William 
Drenttel, Steven Heller and DK Holland (ed.), 
Looking Closer. Critical Writings on Graphic 
Design, Allworth Press, New York, 1994 [1991], 
p. 89.
4   Andrew Blauvelt, “Brand New 
World,” in Ellen Lupton and Andrew Blauvelt 
(ed.), Graphic Design: Now in Production, 
Walker Art Center, Minneapolis, 2014 [2011], 
p. 194.

5   The eye inserted by Paul Rand in his 
1981 rebus was not an isolated case. The 
following year, he repeated the exercise with 
AIGA’s logo. The I became an eye. Rand 
re-used the rebus technique in 1986 in the logo 
for the Connecticut Art Directors Club, 
replacing the last C of the acronym with an 
image of a clover leaf.
6   To repeat the term used by Martin 
Lorenz in this same volume.

    SYMBOLS OF WAR. REPRESENT, SYMBOLISE, 
AUTHORISE.

In the West, at the beginning of the 12th century, soldiers covered 
from head to toe with military equipment started to use 
identifi cation symbols on the front of their shields so as to be 
recognised on the battlefi eld on in tournaments. These symbols, 
geometric shapes or forms borrowed from the animal and vegetable 
world would not have had much importance if they had not 
been accompanied by two elementary rules: on the one hand they 
were recurring (the association between a symbol and a person 
was fi xed), and on the other they underwent a simple codifi cation. 
This codifi cation fell to the herald,7 a public offi cial who until that 
time had been in charge of offi cial announcements, and whose role 
would quickly extend to commentating at tournaments and 
regulating these nascent symbols, coats of arms, whose science, 
heraldry, from then on took considerable breadth. The use of coats 
of arms quickly took over from chivalry as the seminal framework 
of the time, as Michel Pastoureau has documented, because it 
responded to the needs of a mediaeval society which was deeply 
transformed after the 12th century: “Like patronymic names, which 
came into existence in the same era, or like iconographic 
attributes that started to be multiplied, heraldry gave new symbols 
of identity to a society in the process of reorganising itself. It 
helped place individuals in groups and these groups in the whole 
social system.” 8 As the author also remarks in several of his 
works on this subject,9 the spread of coats of arms in Europe from 
the Middle Ages to today is the measure of the freedom which 
their use offered. These symbols were progressively adopted by 
Western society as a whole, thus serving to identify natural or 
legal persons, but also trades, civil or religious communities, towns, 
regions, and States. Several authors have underlined the fi liation 
between coats of arms and today’s logotypes,10 making it 
unnecessary for me to retrace this history here. What is more worth 
mentioning is certainly the actual construction of these symbols, 
which on one hand followed strict graphic rules, and on the other 
hand were intimately associated from the beginning with 
their verbal description. To announce each combatant, the herald 
thus described their respective coats of arms in a precise language 
which thereafter accompanied each symbol in armorials and 
heraldic treatises. The language distinctly takes into account the 
visual codifi cation for the initiated. In a certain respect, it is a 
literal translation of these symbols, or perhaps we should say, along 
with Michel Pastoureau, “this description is the coat of arms.” 11 
The reasons for a move from an utterance to an image also appear 
with a little more evidence: symbols took the baton from where 
language alone could no longer function, i.e. when it became 
a question of identifying someone very far away, or without him 
having to express himself, or even, most importantly, of 
identifying him in his absence. This role of the image has been 
studied many times. Whether we can think of cave art or the fi rst 
sculpted fi gurines, some of which date from several tens of 
thousands of years ago, the image has always served to show things 
in their absence.12 This is exactly what the legend of the daughter 
of Butades, a potter from Sicyon, relates. She traced the contours 
of the silhouette of her lover projected on the wall, the night 
before he left for war. Presented by Pliny the Elder as the founding 
tale of painting, and then of sculpture, this story illustrates the 
double function of what we also call “representation”: of course 
the image makes visible something that is absent, something 
which took place — this is its transitive dimension — but it is also 
made visible for itself, representing something, and this is its 

7   From the Germanic Heriwald, which 
means “messenger.”
8   Michel Pastoureau, Figures 
de l’héraldique, Gallimard, Paris, 1996, p. 20.
9   See Michel Pastoureau: L’Art 
héraldique au Moyen Age, Seuil, Paris, 2009, 
Une histoire symbolique du Moyen Age 
occidental, Points, Paris, 2014, Traité 
d’héraldique, Editions A & J Picard, Paris, 1979.
10   Annick Lantenois, Le vertige du 
funambule. Le design graphique, entre 
économie et morale, Éditions B42, Paris, 2010; 
Ruedi Baur, “Absence remarquée du drapeau 
de notre planète,” in Ruedi Baur and Sébastien 
Thiéry (ed.), Face au brand territorial. Sur la 
misère symbolique des systèmes de 
représentation des collectivités territoriales, 
Lars Muller Publishers, Zürich, 2013, p. 68–129; 
and Maria Roszkowska, “Place du marché,” 
in Ruedi Baur and Sébastien Thiéry (ed.), op. 
cit., p. 9–64.
11   Michel Pastoureau, Traité 
d’héraldique, op. cit., p. 315.

12   On this subject, see Emmanuel 
Alloa, “Changer de sens. Quelques effets du 
‘tournant iconique’,” Critique, 759–760, 2010, 
p. 652: “any refl ection on the image inevitably 
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[3]

[4] [5]

[6] [7]

[8]

[9]

[10]

[11]

[2] [12 & 13]

[2]   William Golden, eye for CBS, 1951.
[3]   Carlo Vivarelli, Electrolux, 1962.
[4]   Raymond Loewy, Lu, 1957.
[5]   Otto Firle, 1918, and Otl Aicher, 
1963, Lufthansa.
[6]   Saul Bass, Bell, 1969.
[7]   Francesco Saroglia, International 
Wool Secretariat, 1964.

[8]   Raymond Loewy, New Man, 1969.
[9]   Gert Dumbar and René van Raalte, 
Nederlandse Spoorwegen, 1968.
[10]   Raymond Loewy, Union des 
Coopérateurs d’Alsace, or Coop Alsace, 1966.
[11]   Roger Excoffon and José Mendoza 
y Almeida, Air France, 1958.

[12 & 13]  Le Grand Armorial équestre 
de la Toison d’or, folios 10, 11, 70 and 71, 
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reflexive dimension.13 A whole tradition of studying the image 
as representation insists on this double dimension, that Emmanuel 
Alloa summarises as: “to represent, this would be to put us in 
the presence of an absence, to make it come back, to re-present 
it. The prefix ‘re-’ takes us to a function of substitution and 
mediation.” 14 The coats of arms took advantage of this function, 
today studied by anthropology of the image, disconnected from 
the knights to which they initially applied, spreading to numerous 
objects with diverse functions: clothing of course, but also 
monuments, coffers, works of art, etc., and starting to really 
function as symbols. Hans Belting reminds us in his Anthropology 
of Images that “the coat of arms served to represent the absent 
person. […] The arms were therefore transformed into coats 
of arms, i.e. into pure symbols of sovereignty which took the place 
of someone or which associated his body with an emblem of 
the rank and the territory over which his domination extended.” 15 
This relationship to the — absent — body was not by chance, 
because in the same way that the portrait could show someone 
not present (Louis Marin has sufficiently insisted on the power of 
the portrait of the King 16), the coat of arms was invested at distance, 
in time and space, with the authority of its possessor. Belting 
underlines thus this tight relationship: “The panel portrait, like the 
coat of arms, can be considered as ‘body mediums’, insofar as 
they appear in place of the body, of which they extend the presence 
in space and time.” 17 But what have our visual systems retained 
of such a medium?

    WAR OF SYMBOLS. DECLINATIONS AND THE DECLINE 
OF THE CORPORATE.

The coat of arms as a symbolic extension of the physical body has 
ceded its place to logotypes, designed by Paul Rand and his 
contemporaries as extensions of the institutional body. Corporate 
design is nothing more than the expression of these extensions, 
necessitated by the post-war globalisation of the market 
economy. The English language took “corporate” from the Latin 
“corporatus,” “unity in a body,” which exists in French in 
“incorporation,” designating the integration of an element into 
a whole or the bringing of a part into a whole.18 Corporate design 
is determined in an approach that aims to give body, to incarnate 
in a single whole, a visual identity declined in each of its 
components, regardless of their scale. In their history of graphic 
design, Johanna Drucker and Emily McVarish remark that 
“slogans, catchphrases, logotypes and other compact messages 
made the corporation seem like an individual entity with a voice 
and a personality.” 19 Like the genealogy within a coat of arms, 
corporate design well and truly consisted in delegating authority, 
extending corporeal presence beyond what the physical body 
allowed, as it doesn’t have the gift of ubiquity. The logotypes of the 
brands Uncle Ben’s, Betty Crocker and KFC are nothing more 
than a return to the first level of representation of the body. What 
a logotype looks to optimise is its duplication, its visibility, its 
ubiquity, and therefore its capacity to remain faithful to itself in very 
different contexts and places. In these conditions, the logotype 
is the systematisation and the rationalisation to the extreme of 
the effect of the image’s presence, necessitated by the institutional 
presence in the competitive space opened up by the free market 
and the market economy. What the text by itself could not 
take into the public arenas, the walls of our towns, the image was 
able to crystallise in visible space. The logotype then appeared 
as the ideal weapon in a contemporary war of symbols, recalling its 

13   We find in the work of Louis Marin 
a beautiful summary of this double movement: 
“One of the most operational models ever 
built to explore the function of modern 
representation — whether it be linguistic or 
visual — is that which takes into consideration 
its double dimension: the ‘transitive’ or 
transparent dimension of an utterance, all 
representation represents something; the 
reflexive dimension or discursive opacity, all 
representation is presented representing 
something.” Louis Marin, Opacité de la peinture. 
Essai sur la représentation au Quattrocento, 
Chiron, Paris, 1989, p. 73 (translator’s own 
translation).
14   Emmanuel Alloa, “Anthropologiser 
le visuel?”, in Emmanuel Alloa (ed.), Penser 
l’image, Volume 2, Les Presses du réel, Dijon, 
2015, p.8. In his Iconology, W.J.T. Mitchell 
formulates it otherwise: “[…] an image 
cannot be seen as such without a paradoxical 
trick of consciousness, an ability to see 
something as ’there’ and ’not there’ at the 
same time. […] the key to recognition of real, 
material images in the world is our curious 

ability to say ’there’ and ’not there’ at the 
same time […]” William John Thomas Mitchell, 
Iconology: Image, Text, Ideology, University 
of Chicago Press, 1986, p. 17.
15   Hans Belting, An Anthropology of 
Images, Princeton University Press, 2014 
[2001] (translator’s own translation).
16   See Louis Marin, Le Portrait du roi, 
Les Éditions de Minuit, Paris, 1981.
17   Hans Belting, An Anthropology of 
Images, op. cit. (translator’s own translation). 
While the author insists on the difference 
between “genealogical body” (the coat of 
arms) and the “individual body” (the portrait), 
he accords them, however, the capacity to 
incarnate differently the same person.
18   But also in “corporation,” as an 
association of people carrying out the same 
craft, as a craft “corps.”
19   Johanna Drucker and Emily 
McVarish, Graphic Design History: A Critical 
Guide, Pearson Prentice Hall, Upper Saddle 
River, 2008, p. 261.

longstanding military filiation and showing its effectiveness 
on modern battlefields that are the market’s spaces and our towns’ 
walls. The herald, specialised in the description and normalisation 
of coats of arms, has as his descendent, the graphic designer, 
specialised himself in the organisation of “visual appearances.” 20 
Armorials ceded their place to graphic charters,21 and shields 
to stickers, brisures — these modifications to a coat of arms when 
it was inherited — have been replaced by declinations — these 
variations and adaptations of a visual system at the heart of a whole, 
destined to be identified. If the art of war is so often referenced 
in marketing in whose lexical field very little is equivocal on this 
subject — conquest, target to reach, divisions, etc. — it is 
symmetrically defended by certain specialists of corporate design 
such as Wally Olins. In his book devoted to this question, he 
relies on several military antecedents that justify this rapprochement 
for him, because, he says, “The identity structure used by an 
army is simply a more sophisticated version of the endorsed identity 
structure used by many large organizations, both industrial 
and commercial, and even educational, in very many parts of the 
world.” 22 The systemisation of corporate visual identity 
programmes on a military model seems effectively to be justified 
by the ideology which accompanies them: free competition, 
the effect of conviction and the feeling of being part of something, 
and the culture of visuality.23 And if we agree with such a 
programme, everything leads us to believe that the logotype is 
the most just response to the question of the identification of the 
image. This is also what we tried to convince ourselves up until 
the 1980s, when Olins shared his reflections with us. However, two 
phenomena progressively nuanced his observations. On the one 
hand, the corporate model extended over a few years to numerous 
public institutions which from then on presented and represented 
themselves as brands. On the other hand, logotypes, still produced 
today in great numbers, from then on were joined by more fluid 
identities that are organised less around a unique symbol than 
graphic languages, which seemed to play on this dialogue between 
the readable and the visible in another form. The logos which 
are created today on the type model, with fixed and unique brands, 
are they the forms most adapted to the demands and expectations 
that we form around them? And besides, are we all in agreement 
about these demands?

    FROM MTV TO HILLARY. THE LOGO AS WINDOW, AND 
OTHER METAPHORS.

On 1 August 1981, a new channel dedicated to music videos started 
to broadcast on the American network MTV, welcoming its 
public with a brief slogan: “Ladies and gentlemen, rock ‘n’ roll.” The 
images which accompanied this launch were those of a flag 
planted on the surface of the moon on which the new ‘logotype’ of 
the channel figured, designed by Pat Gorman, Frank Olinsky 
and Patti Rogoff, from the agency Manhattan Design. But is it really 
a logotype? Yes, if we take from this symbol the massive form 
of a capital M seemingly spray-painted with the two letters T and 
V.24 No, if we consider the versatility of the symbol, presented 
from the beginning as a form destined to go with any motif, colour 
or image. We are well and truly moving away from the logotype, 
that I have described until now as a stable form in time. If visual 
identity was thought of until now as the fixed association between 
a symbol and an institution, the symbol produced by MTV shows 
us how arbitrary this association is, assuming that it cannot be 
unequivocal. This demonstration became possible at the beginning 
of the 1980s, the moment when we started to admit that a symbol 
might be developed over time and that its exterior aspect might 

20   According to the German term 
Erscheinungsbild, used in the German language 
to designate visual coherency produced by 
a family or a system of symbols. See Otl Aicher, 
“Appearance,” in Otl Aicher (ed.), The World 
As Design, Ernst & Sohn, Berlin, 2015 [1990], 
p. 150–166.
21   We should remember here the 
military nature of the panoptical effect of the 
graphic charter: it is to do with seeing from 
a single point all the “coordinated” images of 
a visual identity.
22   Wally Olins, Corporate Identity, 
Thames & Hudson, London, 1989, p.100. 
The favourite example of the author is that of 
the Confederate States of America and their 
army, who literally designed, from 1860, a 
whole body of symbols to make this “new 
nation.” Ibid. p. 15. Olins borrows this example 
from Eric Hobsbawn and Terence Ranger, 
The Invention of Tradition, Cambridge 
University Press, 1983.

23   Nicholas Mirzoeff puts together 
visual culture and what he calls visuality. 
He situates the origin of this in military tactics, 
recalling that according to Carl von Clausewitz, 
war had become too extensive during the 18th 
century for the generals to take in the whole 
battle field in a single gaze, thereby 
necessitating new means to “visualise” the full 
extent. By structuring his communication 
campaigns with strict programmes, graphic 
charters, and battle plans, corporate design 
seems to be inscribed in a history of visuality. 
See Nicholas Mirzoeff, “Enfin on se regarde! 
Pour un droit de regard.”, in Gil Bartholeyns (ed.), 
Politiques visuelles, Les Presses du réel, 
Dijon, 2016 [2011].
24   See on this subject the story of the 
symbol’s design told by Frank Olinsky 
on his website. http://frankolinsky.com/
mtvstory1.html
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not maintain a defi nitive and fi xed link with the values it bears. This 
idea leads directly from the function of the logotype, this form 
dedicated to representation, or, to be more precise, to identifi cation. 
Yet, as Stuart Hall reminded us, the concept of identity underwent 
profound transformations over these same years. Identifi cation 
was thus from then on considered “a construction, a process never 
completed, always ‘in process’.” 25 This new conception “accepts 
that identities are never unifi ed and, in late modern 
times, increasingly fragmented and fractured; never singular, but 
constructed in multiple across different, often intersecting 
and antagonistic discourses, practices and positions.” 26 Stuart Hall’s 
remark obviously echoes the postmodern critique of the classical 
subject, in a postcolonial world which no longer thinks of culture 
in an essentialist, “stable and central” mode, but in the multiplicity 
of discursive accounts and practices. This contingent identity is 
also that of the MTV spectator, belonging to multiple communities, 
claiming multiple ties and trajectories, assuming the place that 
representations take in the process of identifi cation. Because, Stuart 
Hall says, “identities are […] constituted within, not outside 
representation. They relate to the invention of tradition as much 
as to tradition itself, which they oblige us to read […] not the so-
called return to roots, but a coming-to-terms-with our ‘routes’.” 27 
To respond to this new imperative, logos is no longer expressed by 
an image but in a series of images opening on the possible diversity 
that such a representation of contingency gives rise to. Leading 
from the system imagined for MTV, the symbol recently produced 
for Hillary Clinton’s campaign gives us another example. This was 
presented in the form of a capital blue H with a red arrow pointing 
to the right as its crossbar. But next to this two-colour version, 
the whole of the letter is designed to leave space for diverse images. 
The emails recently published by Wikileaks give clues about this 
principle of substitution: Wendy Clark, director of DDB, the strategy 
advisory agency employed by the campaign, qualifi ed the logo 
as a “H-Window,” “transparent and open,” allowing a form of 
“personalisation, adaptation and co-creation.” 28 This window is only 
an example among others, and we also remember the symbol 
designed by Ruedi Baur to identify the public events linked to the 
celebrations of the year 2000 in France: a knot of lines of texts 
progressively rolled up together to form a disk, itself thought of as 
a window opening on different images linked to the event.29 
In fl uid or relational 30 visual identities, developed recently around 
notions of participation, adaptation and context, logos is no longer 
incarnated in the type — typos, a fi xed mark — but in the window. 
Why do we always talk about the ‘logo’ and not the ‘logotype’? 
Perhaps it is because it is no longer accurate to qualify as logotypes 
symbols which certainly connect to logos, to discourse, but which 
have from now on left the type for the window, for the system, 
even for the programme.31 In this model, we can count the identities 
often cited as examples of the Walker Art Center by Andrew 
Blauvelt and Chad Kloepfer in 2005, of the Marres Centre of 
Contemporary Art by Maureen Mooren in 2007, of la Casa da Música 
by Stefan Sagmeister in 2007, and of the New Museum in New 
York by Jin Lee and Wolff Olins in 2007. The fi rst two examples are 
systems, and lean towards the side of typography; the two 
following ones are windows, and borrow their functional logic from 
that of the image. The two logics are, however, at work in these 
four examples in different proportions. It is not proscribed to think 
that other functional modes can comfortably join the window 
and the system. Yet we just have to observe our daily visual universe 
to note the opposite: we remain fl ooded with logo-types and 
the examples I have given only relate to museums and other cultural 
institutions. If we talk about the logo, it’s because we tend to reduce 
everything, to be more effi cient, more profi table, in the same 
way as “communication” becomes “com,” in French, or PR in English. 
The logic that prevails is that of the brand and branding. The 
brand is not the logotype, it is just one of its possible ideological 
hubs. The logotype is not the brand, it is just the tool with which 
it is historically associated, in the model of branding cattle 
practised for thousands of years. It is obvious that the commercial 
brand can just as well use the window, system, programme 
or any other form that perfi dious marketing can come up with. The 
opposite appears less true to me: a cultural or political institution 

25   Stuart Hall, “Who Needs ‘Identity’?”, 
in Stuart Hall (ed.), Questions of Cultural 
Identity, Sage, London, 1996, p.2.
26   Ibid., p. 4.
27   Ibid., p. 4.
28   https://wikileaks.org/podesta-
emails/emailid/5645
29   The symbol was designed following 
an open competition launched in 1997.

30   See Andrew Blauvelt, “Le Design 
relationnel en contexte,” in Cristina Chiappini 
and Silvia Sfl igiotti (ed.), Open projects. 
Des identités non standards, Pyramyd, Paris, 
2010, p. 12–18.
31   As Martin Lorenz describes in 
his text.

would not be able to borrow the fi xed, unique and stable forms of 
the logotype without reducing its discourse to an unequivocal 
word. A political project which is represented by a unique symbol 
therefore runs the risk of neglecting democratic representation. 
It remains coherent if it considers citizens as consumers to whom 
we must ‘sell’ a programme. Yet it is permitted to doubt its 
democratic nature, and its capacity to really take complexity into 
account, which it really should support. The system, more than the 
type, appears in this sense better adapted to democratic 
representation. If, despite this, the type is still more widespread, 
perhaps we must look for reasons in the fascination and power that 
logos continue to arouse and exert. As I suggested at the beginning 
of this text, the image is not a stranger to this phenomenon. In 
his Iconology, Mitchell asks on this subject: “How do we transform 
images, and the imagination which produces them, into powers 
worthy of trust and respect?” 32 It is time to extend this question to 
the particular images that are logos. 

    EAGLES, LIONS AND BEES. THE SOCIAL CONDITIONS OF 
SYMBOLIC EFFICIENCY. 

In the era of MTV and window logos, institutions became aware on 
one hand that the public were not going to be fooled by the 
arbitrary phenomenon of representation for much longer, and on 
the other hand that representation is itself part of the construction 
that it represents. From then on, companies who had relocated 
their production could totally dissociate their name from the 
product they made, by inventing from scratch brands and 
backstories which from then on relegated objects (yes, objects, 
real ones: leather and plastic shoes, sugary drinks, etc.) to the 
backdrop. The logotype has become nothing more than a part of 
a complex mechanism which aims less to tell the truth about 
something than to construct this truth in the very process of 
representation. Such a dissociation between a symbol and what 
it represents operates in the domain of the symbolic. Charles Peirce, 
inventor of semiotics, has made this the principle of the function 
of the symbol, which he defi ned as “something which stands 
to somebody for something in some respect or capacity.” 33 This idea 
was clearly known to “historical” designers. In his Thoughts on 
Design, Paul Rand, then aged 33, keeps on reminding us of the 
symbolic nature of the designer’s work. “The same symbol is 
potentially a highly versatile device, which can be used to illustrate 
many different ideas. […] a red circle may be interpreted as the 
symbol for the sun, the Japanese battle fl ag, a stop sign, a skating 
rink, or a special coffee brand… according to the context.” 34 
We mustn’t understand in any other way the description given in 
an interview with Michael Bierut of the Nike Swoosh, which 
“was nothing the day it was drawn. […] That’s exactly how religious 
symbols work. It’s obviously not anything inherent in these 
shapes, but what the shapes have come to represent in the minds 
of the people who are looking at them.” 35 If semiotic logic and 
retail logic go so well together, it’s because the logotype is only built 
in relation to a public. Is it not precisely from this constructed 
relationship that the logotype draws its strength? The label, this 
little image which guarantees that this pizza has been voted 
“product of the year,” or that this Venetian hotel really has four stars, 
infl uences our practices.36 It orientates us and directs us because 
we credit it with the legitimacy to do so. To put it more directly 
in the words of Pierre-Damien Huyghe, the logotype “intimates an 
order.” 37 This power comes from mana, synonymous with magic, 
effi ciency and power, that Marcell Mauss had studied in his essay on 
magic.38 In his Introduction à l’œuvre de Marcel Mauss, Claude 

32   William John Thomas Mitchell, 
Iconology: Image, Text, Ideology, op. cit., p. 30.
33   Charles Sanders Peirce, Collected 
Papers, Harvard University Press, Cambridge, 
1978 [1931–1935], p. 228.
34   Paul Rand, Thoughts on Design, 
Chronicle Books, San Francisco, 2014 [1947], 
p. 18. The author, as a good modernist, 
conceded however that the circle “as pure 
form” is “ideologically […] the symbol of 
eternity, without beginning or end.”
35   Interview with Michael Bierut by 
the news site Vox in December 2015. https://
www.youtube.com/watch?v=RBTiTcHm_ac
36   Horst Bredekamp developed 
an image-act theory on the model of language 
acts. He takes it as a model of what he calls 
a “substitutive image act,” emblems and 
seals: “The image of the seal has the effect of 
a legal act, an effect also as immediate as that 
of a language act at the christening of a ship.” 
Horst Bredekamp, Theory of the Image Act, 
Adorno lectures, Frankfurt, 2007.

37   Pierre-Damien Huyghe, “À quoi 
tient le design?”, lecture given as part of the 
colloquium entitled Misère symbolique ou 
émancipation des systèmes de représentation. 
Lisibilité et intelligibilité de l’université, 
at Strasbourg University, 31 May–1 June 2016.
38   Mauss also says on the subject of 
mana: “On the whole, the word covers a host 
of ideas which we should designate by 
phrases such as: a sorcerer’s power, the magical 
quality of an object, to be magical, to possess 
magical powers, to be under a spell, to act 
magically. The single word embraces a whole 
series of notions which, as we have seen, 
are inter-related, but which we have always 
represented as separate concepts. It reveals 
to us what has seemed to be a fundamental 
feature of magic — the confusion between 
actor, rite and object.” Marcel Mauss, A General 
Theory of Magic, Routledge, London, 2001 
[1902–1903], p. 33–34.
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Levi-Strauss had seen in mana and the various associated notions 
a form of “indeterminate value of signification, in itself devoid of 
meaning and therefore susceptible of receiving any meaning at all; 
their sole function is to fill a gap between the signifier and 
signified.” 39 What Levi-Strauss then called a “floating signifier,” is 
precisely this fundamental inadequacy between signifier and 
signified, which the anthropologist illustrated with terms equivalent 
to “thingy” [“truc” and “machin”], mana-words whose power 
precisely resides in their semantic emptiness, and in their capacity 
to take on any signified. Is this not what Bierut was describing 
with regards to logotypes?: “It really is about thinking of these 
symbols as being empty vessels in a way. And then you pour the 
meaning into them.” 40 In any case, can one form not serve different 
ideologies? This is the question Slavoj Žižek asks regarding 
Beethoven’s Ninth Symphony, by remarking that Hymn to Joy has 
been adopted by social groups with fundamentally distinct if 
not opposing ideological orientations. For Žižek, this passage is 
a “container” 41 — which isn’t un-reminiscent of Beirut’s “empty 
vessels.” But what is the graphic equivalent of this container? The 
eagle motive, that we find in the parody of the brand Hello, that 
the collective H5 recently designed by merging the Nazi eagle 
and Hello Kitty,42 can be understood in this way. As Michel 
Pastoureau remarks, “the eagle along with the dragon is the only 
animal that is emblematic across all times and in all countries.” 43 
The image of the eagle has crossed time, underpinning 
fundamentally different discourses and political projects. If the 
nature of these symbols does not inform us of their function, if the 
eagle can mean political dictatorship or waterproof clothing, 
it’s because their operational principle resides elsewhere, in belief, 
in the same way as mana, this symbolic power, doesn’t reside 
in the magical object, but in the social conditions of production and 
reception. Of course the form is no stranger to this principle, it 
is even what gives life to these symbols. But shouldn’t we say that 
it is via form that symbols live? Another way to formulate the 
problem consists in recognising that we never really see an eagle, 
but a dictatorship, sportswear, a motorbike brand, etc. There is a 
metonymic relationship between the symbol and what it represents, 
because, as I have said elsewhere,44 graphic design is always 
something other than graphic design. How can I see a political party 
in an eagle, a region in a lion,45 or, as Paul Rand invites us to do, 
an institution in a bee? Here again, it is the properties of the image 
which inform us. A whole tradition of analytic philosophy 
studied the double nature of iconic experience, from Wittgenstein, 
who made the Rabbit-Duck an example of “seeing as,” 46 to Dominic 
Lopes, who sees in the images “visual prostheses” 47: we see an 
image but simultaneously we see beyond this image. Graphic design 
moves us from metonymy to metonymy, in the way that desire 
did for Lacan, which is based on the metonymic distance from one 
signifier to another.48 This “extended” distance, the metonymy 
constructs it by substituting one thing for another, while keeping 
both in a relationship of contiguity: if we “drink a glass” (to Beatrice 
Warde’s health), it’s the wine that we swallow and not the glass. 
For Lacan, metonymy proceeds from a continual substitution, 
conditioning desire not with what the signifier presents it, but with 
the emptiness it institutes, by the very process of moving on 
meaning from one thing to the next. In the same way, graphic 
design requires an off-screen, something that is not entirely 
included in its design, and that is not entirely said by its symbols. 
But if this off-camera is that which makes desire possible, it is also 

39   Claude Lévi-Strauss, Introduction 
to the Work of Marcel Mauss, Routledge, 
London, 1987 [1949], p. 55–56.
40   Vox interview with Michael Bierut, 
op. cit.
41   Slavoj Žižek and Sophie Fiennes, 
The Pervert’s Guide to Ideology, film, 2012.
42   See the exhibition “Hello,” 
presented by the collective H5 at La Gaîté 
Lyrique from 11 October to 30 December 2012.
43   Michel Pastoureau, Traité 
d’héraldique, op. cit., p.148 (translator’s own 
translation).
44   Vivien Philizot, “When is Graphic 
design? Quelques remarques nominalistes sur 
la définition d’une discipline,” Tombolo. 
http://www.t-o-m-b-o-l-o.eu/meta/
when-is-grahic-design-quelques-remarques-
nominalistes-sur-la-definition-dune-
discipline-2/
45   In the image of the new logo of the 
Nouvelle Aquitaine region, whose principal 
element, the profile of a lion, is extrapolated 
from the geographic contours of the region. 
Just like the eagle, the lion is the subject of 
numerous claims, if we believe the recent 
debate around this logo, which resembled 

a little too closely, according to Le Canard 
Enchaîné of 28 December 2016, that of the 
Territoire de Belfort. But as Aurélie Loubes, 
head of communications for the Nouvelle 
Aquitaine region, remarked: “Our legal team 
identified 5,720 registered logos using a lion’s 
head. What’s more, the colours and the mane 
of ours are very different to that of Belfort.” 
https://www.francebleu.fr/infos/insolite/
la-region-nouvelle-aquitaine-suspectee-d-
avoir-copie-le-logo-du-territoire-de-
belfort-1482938264 [Consulted 6 January 2017]
46   This notion intersects several 
phenomena, discussed in Philosophical 
Investigations, but also in the Dactylographs 
dictated in 1947 and 1948 and published 
under the title Remarks on the Philosophy of 
Pyschology. See Ludwig Wittgenstein, 
Remarks on the Philosophy of Pyschology I, 
University of Chicago Press, 1988 [1947].
47   See Dominic Lopes, Understanding 
Pictures. Clarendon Press, Oxford, 1996.
48   Metonymy and metaphor are 
examined by Lacan in his 1957 seminar. 
See Jacques Lacan, “L’instance de la lettre dans 
l’inconscient ou la raison depuis Freud,” in 
Écrits, Seuil, Paris, 1966 [1957].

there where power is concentrated. The performative capacity of 
these symbols that are logos, these visual forms taken by discourse 
to “make images,” certainly resides in this space. In his analysis 
of political fetishism, Bourdieu pointed out that the authorised 
representative maintains with the group that he represents a 
“metonymic relation.” 49 The delegation is, in the political world, an 
act of magic “which enables what was merely a collection 
of several persons, a series of juxtaposed individuals, to exist in the 
form of a fictitious person, a corporation, a body, a mystical body 
incarnated in a social body, which itself transcends the biological 
bodies which compose it […]” 50 If corporate identities and other 
graphic languages are built to this extent on the principle of 
delegation, it’s because logos — of the type or window variety, or 
something else entirely — succeed, in the model of Paul Rand’s 
rebus, in taking a discourse across time and space. Yet the power 
of the image is that which we want to accord it. Against the 
metaphor of the magician and the mystique of the designer having 
an answer for every problem, we should remember that the power 
of objects is never elsewhere than in the social conditions of use 
and circulation. This obliges us to remind their designers what they 
are responsible for, and in the last instance, to demand from them 
that they operate ethically. 

49   Pierre Bourdieu, “Delegation and 
Political Fetishism,” Language and Symbolic 
Power, Polity Press, Cambridge, 1991 [1983], 
p. 206.
50   Ibid., p. 208.

[28]   Reverse of a Roman denier. 
Vespasian, 76 A.D.
[29]   Great Seal of Besançon, “Or an eagle 
sable, holding in its talons two columns 
gules,” 1410.
[30]  The imperial eagle adopted by 
Napoleon: “Azure with a gold eagle, its head 
turned, wings lowered, clutching a thunderbolt 
of the same colour.”

[31]   The “Great Seal Of The United 
States,” historic seal of the United States of 
America, 1782. 
[32]  The Reichsadler, Nazi “Eagle of the 
Empire,” head to the left, 1935.
[33]   The Bundestag eagle.

[40]

[28] [29]

[30] [31]

[32] [33]

[34] [35]

[38] [39]

[34]   Allianz, 2006. The original logotype 
was designed by Karl Schulpig in 1923. It was 
redesigned by Hansjörg Dorschel in1977, then 
simplified again in 1999 and in 2006.
[35]   Raymond Loewy, US Mail, 1970.
[36]   The logo of Aigle commune, capital 
of the Aigle district in the Vaud canton 
in Switzerland.

[37]   Saguez & Partners, Aigle, 2005.
[38]   H5, Hello, 2012.
[39]   CNAP’s new logo!, 2017.
[40]   This article is of certified quality.

[36] [37]
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representation, the alternatives are barely discussed. They do exist, 
however, and could even serve as catalysts for qualifying and 
giving credibility to democratic approaches. 
   The following manifesto or handbook is based on 
experience gained from working with various institutions and local 
and regional authorities, and puts forward a number of principles 
that form an alternative to the current attitude towards producing 
signs. They enable the interests of the citizen to be given 
precedence, rather than the competitive strategies of the brand. 
This text, therefore, is addressed at those responsible for the public 
domain, at elected representatives, at those in charge of 
communication, at councillors, at graphic designers responsible 
for creating these identification systems, at designers, layout artists 
and others responsible for communication whose task it is to bring 
to life and sometimes implement these methods of presentation, 
and lastly, at those citizens who are frequently shocked by expenses 
they consider to be superfluous. People with whom it is vital to hold 
democratic discussions on subjects such as these which are normally 
settled behind closed doors. For everybody is responsible for 
the way in which our public space is addressed. The eleven principles 
described below could form the basis of a new approach that 
reintroduces a civic quality into the way in which the public domain, 
and hence the State, are represented. 

1   Take care not to apply models used for the commercial 
sector to public institutions, and local and regional bodies. 
    Starting in the 1970s, in an experimental fashion, and then 

more broadly during the 1980s, becoming almost systematic 
in the 1990s, the public sector, and in particular, local 
authorities, adopted the same representation systems as 
businesses. They often meet the same visibility strategies, 
to the extent of adopting brands that are boosted artificially. 
Recipes for corporate identity, corporate design and, more 
recently, branding, are copied without being properly 
adapted. This competitive approach to signage has resulted 
in a disastrous symbolic landscape — a town without any 
planning in which survival of the fittest rules and it is 
unpleasant to live. This lack of coherence, this advertising 
spirit and artificial competitivity all do great harm to 
the correct perception of the public and political domains. 
Imagine our daily lives freed of this vast mascarade of 
advertising signs supposedly representing the public sector. 

2   The role of a recognition system for a public institution 
is not the same as for a business. The latter is subject to competition 
and the need to distinguish itself from equivalent or similar players, 
whereas the former aims to highlight links, similar expertise 
and shared geographical installations. Surely it’s more important 
to favour the design of relationships rather than identities, 
and to represent this public space, which is common to us all, in 
a joint fashion. 
    Irrespective of reproaches made of the heraldic system, its 

identification sign-system enabled factions to be easily 
distinguished according to shared visual rules. It allowed 
regional situations, historic relationships and synergies to 
be decrypted. Today, if you assemble the various logotypes 
in use within a single region, for example, you soon realise 
that, unlike heraldry, they lack something linking their signs. 
You find yourself faced with a multitude of identifying 
symbols that lack coherence or any real specificity, each 
endeavouring to stand out from the other rather than 
expressing a shared public scheme. It’s not a question of 
returning to the heraldic system, but rather of inventing 
a contemporary syntax and civic approach to public methods 
of representation which would allow for cohesion and, 
above all, intelligibility of all these institutions representing 
our democratic space. 

3   As with architecture and town planning, which endeavour 
to instil a qualitative approach to buildings and public spaces, 
be careful to ensure that all visual intervention within the public 
domain expresses civic-mindedness, restraint, professionalism, 
knowledge and the quest for graphic quality. Remember that each 
and every instance of visual expression participates, in addition 
to its primary function, to the representation of this public sphere. 
    Current representation systems tend to have a very short 

lifespan, with no real link to the history of the institution or 
community’s signs, nor to the context of their implantation, 
nor indeed their public role. Instead, they are principally 
based on the “me and I,” and the repetition and stamp of 

Louis XIV, the Sun King, understood the art of producing a myth 
— of constructing an artificial identity around the repetition of a 
single illusion. The description of the “King’s levée [getting-up 
ceremony]” is the perfect example of this. The propaganda of 
Germany’s Nazi regime could be considered in this way. Its perfect 
visual orchestration of simple graphics endlessly repeated, aroused 
fascination despite the abhorrence of the regime. Can we talk 
about ‘branding’ here? Is it possible to represent democracy in this 
way? Ever since the French Revolution, politicians have speculated 
on ways of representing the Republic, of differentiating it from 
feudal regimes that took advantage of heraldic power by combining 
the hereditary symbols of the ruling families with those of local 
and national authorities. 
   Furthermore, the notion of considering citizens as worthy 
and responsible, seemed to fly in the face of various forms of 
propaganda, as well as of privatisation and the manipulation of 
images. Nonetheless, in the interests of its citizens, the democratic 
State, and the local authorities and public services serving it, were 
obliged to present a coherent image of themselves. Like the 
emperor he dreamed of being, Napoleon looked to the symbols of 
the rulers of Antiquity for his semiotics, thereby doing away with 
early attempts at the representation of a republic. 
   Every regime, era and culture has its own methods of 
representation. In fact it’s even possible to recognise a regime’s 
pathologies through analysis of its signs of power. Just as 
ethnologists refer to the notion of ceremonial means of expression 
used by other cultures, perhaps we too should use this approach 
to understand our own production of signs representing the powers 
that be. While recognition and intelligibility would appear to be 
for the well-being of a healthy democracy, our own democracy has 
suffered from an inability to find its own means of representation 
for the past few decades, falling back on virtually identical copies 
of those used by the world of commerce. The “war of signs” specific 
to the neoliberal world has spread to the entire public sector. 
State institutions portray themselves as if in direct competition with 
each other, especially with those to which they are closest. This 
battle for distinction, linked to the artificial need for recognition, 
has reached absurd proportions nowadays, resulting in a mediocre 
uniformity that not only fails to distinguish itself from the 
commercial sphere but also fails to meet society’s needs for legibility 
and intelligibility. Focusing solely on visibility, this means of 
representation reflects a paucity typical of the public domain. 
   In the following text, we shall endeavour to analyse the way 
in which these approaches to identity — with their artificiality, 
invariable top-down communication, aspersion afforded by many 
of their signs, and systematic adoption of commercial strategies 
— are prejudicial to the pursuit of civic rights and democracy. 
In addition, these methods of representation often find themselves 
at odds with the actual civic efforts of these institutions. 
While there is some consensus regarding this critical situation of 

belonging. Rather than focusing on these individual 
logotypes, surely it would be better to evoke the landscapes 
or graphic atmosphere. In this sense, the Italian expression 
immagine coordinate (coordinated images) conjures up 
a more general approach based on the relationship between 
visual expressions, whereby “coordination” does not 
necessarily mean unification, but rather belonging to 
a coherent whole. 

4   Avoid developing broad strategies for enhancing the brand, 
but rather, try to qualify the method of representation by taking 
account of the role and need for recognition of the institution 
in all its complexity, of its implantation within a social context, of 
its history and its future. Take care to use precise terms for 
formulating this contribution rather than adopting those used by 
the commercial sector. 
    A design that emphasises signs of recognition, a system of 

representation and a visual language enabling identification 
or contributing to recognition is more suitable than one 
based on identity and brand. Yet these two terms are still 
widely in use in most tenders within the public domain. 

5   Give preference to clearly understood titles for institutions, 
avoiding acronyms, names removed from their context and other 
incomprehensible codes. Respect the rules enabling the institution’s 
name, and administrative and financial links, to be clearly 
understood. Within this context, encourage a signage approach 
that enables the relationships between equivalent elements to be 
clearly understood. 
    The use of acronyms remains widespread in the public 

sector. While they may speed up communication between 
those in the know, they cause considerable confusion for 
those who are not. To make these structures more intelligible 
and accessible to all, it is necessary to standardise the 
terms used for specific types of function. Similarly, minor 
administrative distinctions should not hinder comprehension 
of names. Given the multilayered composition of local and 
regional authorities, the standardisation of a normal title 
containing, for example, “town of,” “commune of,” 
“department of,” or “metropolitan district of,” followed by 
the name, would considerably facilitate the correct 
understanding of their expertise. These measures are part 
of what we call a civic approach to representation systems. 

6   This signage approach to representation does not stop at 
the title of the central body. Care must be taken to make the 
internal structures of public bodies intelligible. The systems 
used must enable the various departments to be fully represented 
and to present their activities while remaining at one with the 
central body.   
    While branding, more than corporate identity, implies, as 

its name suggests, “belonging” or “being under the orders 
of,” it also sets out to express a unique, key value by doing 
away with all the differences and individual expressions, 
in so far as possible. While originating in liberalism, these 
approaches actually highlight bureaucratic anonymity. 
Unique signage and representation systems create 
detachment and abstraction. Focusing on the central 
authority tends to lead to the elimination of diversity in local 
services, which in turn, results in the garbage collection 
service of a given town having the same graphics as the 
social and cultural services, without any real expression of 
their particular functions. Nowadays, the public sector is 
seen as a series of independent, anonymous businesses that 
are most definitely visible, but remain inaccessible and 
unintelligible. Conversely, a civic approach favours the 
legibility of the specificities of each part of an entity. It 
endeavours to draw citizens closer to institutions, giving 
visibility to the various parties within the public body while 
taking care to maintain visual cohesion in order to enable 
the links with the central body to be clearly understood. 
Leaving each sub-body to create its own, independent visual 
identity is not, however, a satisfactory approach either, in 
terms of intelligibility. It is therefore necessary to find a third 
way. This signage approach, rather than identity approach, 
in no way prevents innovative graphics, either in terms 
of the tools used to create the visual language or in terms 
of its application. 

7   Rather than creating signs of belonging, the aim is to design 
systems or visual languages that are sufficiently open to enable a 
community to express itself while respecting its need to be different, 
to take into account its particularities, and to enable it to develop 
over time while remaining recognisable as a coherent entity. 
    Hospitals and universities are good examples of institutions 

that define themselves by the presence of competent 
individuals who are responsible yet autonomous, as are high- 
performing research institutes with eminent figures and 
fields of expertise that feel fully supported in their areas of 
specialisation by the central body of their institution. 
For the institution to function well, the representation system 
must take account of the diversity of all the players making 
up the whole, rather than focusing solely on what they all 
have in common. It’s not only a question of making the 
central brand intelligible, but also of how the organisation 
functions, in all its diversity. This varied whole, however, must 
use a single language to express itself — one that is rich 
enough for each party to express its differences and progress 
without abandoning the shared system of expression. 

8   Promote a long term approach while taking account of 
ongoing construction, processes, temporary activities and 
developments. Be careful not to confuse the institution’s 
representation within the public sphere with that of those parties 
with temporary responsibility for it. Devise the recognition and 
graphic system in an open fashion with those concerned. 
    This approach also requires the existing representation 

system(s) to be respected. The decision to change a visual 
language must not be the result of a short term strategy. 
Designing new representation tools must be based on an 
analysis of what already exists, if not of the structure’s 
entire history. It’s not a question of bringing in a new external 
element in an artificial, authoritarian manner, to do away 
with the signs in use, but rather, of enabling a shared 
language to emerge, based on the reality, potential and aims 
of the institution’s various parties. 

 
9   Design systems that focus on the local level while making 
the administrative links legible. Allow each entity to express its 
own particularities while ensuring recognition of the whole. 
    While the logic of commercial representation methods 

consists of putting the brand name as the title, with the 
sub-entities listed after it in hierarchic fashion, the opposite 
would appear to be more appropriate in many instances 
within the public sector. The example of schools and 
universities illustrates this approach clearly, for while each 
establishment is financially dependent upon the Ministry of 
Education as well as funds from national and local authorities, 
it would not be fair to limit their representation to this form 
of guardianship. The establishment’s name is what should 
feature in the very centre. Our signage method must 
enable the link with a local education authority and ministry, 
and, where appropriate, funding by local and regional 
authorities, to be apparent.  
   While the motto “Liberté, égalité, fraternité” (Liberty, 
equality, fraternity) and then the heading “Girls’ School” 
clearly expressed the notion of public education under the 
III Republic, an equivalent contemporary motto could 
express the desire to make knowledge accessible to all. It 
would appear to be infinitely more productive, however, to 
allow the establishment to express its oneness with the 
common cause in its own way. All these elements fall within 
the remit of design, as does the creation of a system for 
expression and recognition.  

10   Devise IT tools to enable the system to grow and evolve 
easily, to make it accessible to all without depending upon the 
services that oversee these activities. 
    Today’s computer technology enables the creation of tools 

to facilitate the use of visual languages that are sometimes 
complex. These tools enable expression spaces to be 
considered in an active manner and invariables, as well as 
gradual variations, to be defined. Designing a visual language 
consists of making available a programme that will generate 
recognition while allowing for individual expression. 
Considering the representation of the public domain in this 
way means representing it as it really is, in all its diversity. 
Nowadays, digital ergonomics are at the centre of a signage 
approach to representation of public services. 

SHOULD DEMOCRATIC STATES 
BE BRANDED?  
A CIVIC APPROACH TO PUBLIC 
REPRESENTATION SYSTEMS 
Ruedi Baur
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11   Pay careful attention to every visual manifestation of the 
representation system. A mediocre graphic or typographic 
rendering is as disrespectful to the observer as a text full of spelling 
mistakes. Respect the graphic designers’ creative input and page 
layout and they, in turn, will agree to use the establishment’s 
visual language. 
    The notion of respect lies at the heart of this civic approach 

to communication. It does not hinder creativity in the 
slightest; on the contrary, it provides it with a framework 
and scheme, namely that of favouring mutual exchange in 
a civic-minded way. 

The approach expounded in this text is the result of personal 
experimentation and research into the University of Strasbourg’s 
visual language: https://langagevisuel.unistra.fr/index.php?id=2

“When you perceive intelligently, you always perceive a function, 
never an object in the physical sense. Cameras always register 
objects, but human perception is always the perception of 
functional roles. The two processes could not be more different.” 
Stanislaw Ulam 1

   WHAT IS A VISUAL IDENTITY?

As soon as a group of people is formed, and they want to act as 
a group, they need to agree on key values which define their group. 
This is the moment they construct their identity as a group, 
which ultimately also will lead to their visual identity and visual 
communication. 
   This group could be an organization, institution or 
corporation. Let’s say this group makes shoes. If they are the only 
shoemakers in town, a shoe as a symbol to represent their group 
might be enough to identify their purpose, and people will buy 
their shoes, because there is no one else selling shoes. They have a 
generic visual identity, but a unique product. 
   Now let’s imagine that there are more groups selling shoes. 
They have to make shoes which are different from the ones their 
competitors make, and communicate (through their visual identity 
and visual communication) that their product is different. Now 
not just their product has to be unique, their communication has 
to be too. The communication has suddenly become more complex. 
   So far, I’ve only mentioned the group’s product and how 
they communicate (sell) it to their recipients (customers). Let’s take 
a look now at the recipients in the communication process. The 
group is sending out (visual) messages, and hopes the recipients 
do what they are told — to buy the shoes. They are using traditional 
communication channels, such as advertisements, commercials, 
banners, etc. These are pretty much one-way communication tools, 
because their recipients can’t make an advertisement, commercial 
or banner to show their response to the product or communication. 
   With the rise of social networks, organizations, institutions, 
corporations and the audience they want to communicate with 
are using the same media to communicate. The recipient is no longer 
merely a recipient, but someone who now communicates his own 
messages. He or she can respond and other people can see his/her 
response. The communication has become yet more complex. 
The shoemakers have to realize that they are communicating with 

1   Heinz R. Pagels, The Dreams of 
Reason, Simon & Schuster, 1988.

FROM STATIC TO FLEXIBLE 
VISUAL IDENTITIES
Martin Lorenz[1]

[1]   The flexible visual identity for Flair 
(Gauthier Roussilhe et Oscar Mantilla) designed 
by Clément Le Tulle-Neyret and Gaspard 
Ollagnon, is based on a flexible ‘F. The length 
and position of the vertical and horizontal 
strokes can be adjusted, but only within the 
parameters of the grid. The layout itself has 
become the visual identity. 
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different people, who want different things and need to be 
addressed in different ways.
   Now, if not before, the level of complexity of the 
communication has exceeded the capability of a logo-based visual 
identity. A logo, as specific or unspecific as it may be, is a very 
limited communication tool. It communicates the same message 
over and over again. It doesn’t change according to context. It isn’t 
responsive. The only way to respond to the increased complexity 
in communication is to build visual languages, rather than visual 
messages. A visual language can be used by an organization, 
institution or corporation to formulate different messages, rather 
than having to rely on pre-formulated messages. This is why 
Flexible Visual Identities have become more important than ever.

    FROM DESIGNING THE MESSAGE TO DESIGNING THE 
LANGUAGE THAT FORMULATES THE MESSAGE. 

What we are witnessing is not just a trend, but a shift in how 
organizations, institutions and corporations are communicating. 
The visual identity is changing its functionality. While a logo is the 
representation of an idea, a single message, the flexible visual 
identity is a visual language, capable of formulating a multitude of 
different messages. When it was not necessary for communication 
to be as diverse as it is today, the logo was a great solution; but it 
has clear limitations in its ability to adapt to varying formats, sizes 
and contexts. A flexible visual identity does not.2 
We, the designers of visual identities, have to change the way we 
think. Rather than thinking in concrete solutions, we need to think 
in problem-solving processes. A visual identity that is merely the 
solution of today’s problem won’t solve future problems. The 
consequence would be a constant re-design of the visual identity, 
which leads to confusing communication. 
   The world is changing constantly and so is our profession. 
This is scary and exciting at the same time. It is scary because we 
are forced to change the way we think, teach, work and 
communicate, but it is also exciting because new opportunities 
are waiting to be explored. 

   LOGO ≠ VISUAL IDENTITY 

Many still consider the logo to be the centerpiece of a visual identity, 
if not the entire visual identity. Everything else — which typefaces 
to use, which colors to pick and how to apply the different design 
elements to different formats, sizes and contexts — seems to 
be secondary.3 This is understandable. It is much easier to design 
something concrete than something which has to change 
continually. But slowly our way of thinking is changing. 
   One of the probable reasons is the importance of web 
design within our profession today. We are getting used to thinking 
in all the different viewports at once when we design a website. 
Instead of designing a fixed layout, we think about how our layout 
behaves when the browser window changes its size, when it is 
viewed on different devices, when this device is held vertically or 
horizontally, and what happens when we move through the site. 
The logo, as a static, non-changeable form, feels out of place in such 
a flexible environment and often occupies only a very small part 
of the available space on the website. Text (typography), image 
and color occupy far more. Apart from making the visual identity 
recognizable, they are efficient and effective communication 
tools and have the capacity to communicate different messages 
on different levels, which the logo cannot. It comes as no surprise 
with since the rise of webfonts 4 in 2009, distinctive typefaces 
started to play an even bigger role in visual identities. We can only 
imagine how variable font technology (announced in September 
2016 5) will change not just typography, but the role typography 
plays in visual identity and communication in general. 

2   I hear you saying: “But we still need 
a symbol for our favicons, profile pictures and 
door plates.” Agreed, but a visual system for 
a flexible visual identity should be able to 
generate small symbols as well as big symbols, 
wide symbols as well as narrow symbols. The 
difference between a static and a flexible 
visual identity is that the static visual identity 
defines the elements it uses, and the flexible 
visual identity defines the process by which 
the elements are created. A static visual 
identity is about, “Which elements do I use?” 
and a flexible visual identity is about “How do 
I design the deliverables?”. An open process 
also allows the context to alter the result.

3   Everyone who has designed a visual 
identity knows that without overall design 
rules, the logo alone is not able to establish 
a recognizable identity. Furthermore, I am 
constantly surprised by the number of blogs 
and books singling out logos and ignoring the 
overall design.
4   The youngsters might not 
remember, but before the rise of WOFF (Web 
Open Font Format) in 2009, the designer was 
limited to the fonts installed on the user’s 
system. Available at: http://www.monotype.
com/blog/articles/woff-20-and-the-rise-of-
web-fonts/ [Accessed 1.1.2017]

    WHY DID FLEXIBLE VISUAL IDENTITIES 
BECOME POPULAR? 

Interest in flexible visual identities has grown fast over the past 
decade, with lots of design studios starting to abandon the idea 
of the logo as the centerpiece of a visual identity; instead, 
dedicating their practices to the development of visual systems 
for flexible visual identities. A few to mention are Lava, Mind 
Design and Moving Brands.
   Books such as Dynamic Identities in Cultural and Public 
Contexts 6 by Ulrike Felsing and Dynamic Identities 7 by Irene van 
Nes started to reflect on this new approach, and projects realised 
by big agencies for big clients have brought the subject to the 
attention of a wider audience. The visual identities for Aol.,8 New 
York City 9 and the London Olympic Games in 2012 10 by Wolff Olins; 
the City of Melbourne 11 by Landor; and mit Media Lab,12 Saks Fifths 
Avenue 13 and MoMA 14 by Pentagram come to mind, but also Casa 
da Musica 15 by Sagmeister & Walsh; Nordkyn 16 by Neue; Stedelijk 
Museum 17 by Mevis en van Deursen; and Whitney Museum 18 by 
Experimental Jetset [3], have shown that the flexible visual 
identity is a trend that is here to stay [4].
   But why now? There are several possible answers to that 
question and the truth lies probably somewhere in between. There 
is the technological aspect. When everything had to be printed, 
the application of a flexible visual identity was more difficult. 
Producing and displaying a multitude of images required more work 
from the designer and printer, higher consumption of paper and 
ink and the necessity to rent more or larger display areas, such 
as ads or banners, resulting in higher costs for the client. On screen 
these problems disappeared. 
   With the increasing popularity of the cinematic screen, and 
later the television screen, the original static logo became flexible 
in order to adapt to the moving media. The logo of mgm 19 comes 
to mind, which not only represented an evolution from the 
motionless to the moving logo, but also from the silent to the 
audible logo. Production processes in television made it even easier 
to apply movement to logos. One of the best known examples, 
and probably the most flexible logo in television to date, is the mtv 
one. It was designed in 1981 by Manhattan Design, a graphic 
design collective from New York City formed by Frank Olinsky, Pat 
Gorman and Patty Rogoff. The only constant aspects of mtv’s 
logo were the shape and the proportion. Every other aspect was 
changing constantly. The concept of a flexible logo system is a 
transition between the static and the flexible visual identity. It is 
more flexible than the static visual identity, which always applies 
the same logo, but more static than the flexible visual identity, 
which is able to adapt its applications to the format, content and 
context — “context” referring to the time and space in which 
the communication takes place and the person being communicated 
with. The aspect ratio of a television doesn’t change, so the 
proportions of the application of the visual identity do not need 
to change either. A flexible logo works just fine.
   The rise of the Internet 20 and its varying viewports (desktop, 
smartphone and tablet) challenged the concept of “logo” again. 
Visual identities suddenly had to adapt seamlessly to many different 
formats. According to a Google/Sterling/Ipsos study 21 from 2012, 
90% of media consumers spread their consumption across multiple 
screens. “Multi-screen behavior,” the simultaneous use of 
smartphones, tablets, pcs and televisions is, according to Google, 

5   At the ATypI conference in Warsaw, 
Apple, Google, Microsoft, and Adobe 
announced the jointly-developed variable 
fonts technology. Available at:  http://blog.
typekit.com/2016/09/14/variable-fonts-a-
new-kind-of-font-for-flexible-design/ 
[Accessed 1.1.2017]
6   Ulrike Felsing, Dynamic Identities 
in Cultural and Public Contexts, Lars Müller 
Publish
7   Irene van Nes, Dynamic Identities, 
How to Create a Living Brand, BIS Publishers, 
Amsterdam, 2012.
8   Available at: http://www.wolffolins 
.com/work/41/aol [Accessed 1.1.2017]
9   Available at: http://archive.
wolffolins.com/work/new-york-city?ghost=1 
[Accessed 1.1.2017]
10   Available at: http://www.wolffolins. 
com/work/47/london-2012 [Accessed 1.1.2017]
11   Available at: http://landor.com/
thinking/rebranding-the-city-of-melbourne 
[Accessed 1.1.2017]
12   Available at: http://www.pentagram 
.com/#/blog/113317 [Accessed 1.1.2017]
13   Available at: http://www.
pentagram.com/#/projects/87099  
[Accessed 1.1.2017]

14   Available at: http://www.
pentagram.com/#/projects/87099 
15   Available at: http://sagmeisterwalsh 
.com/work/all/casa-da-musica/  
[Accessed 1.1.2017]
16   Available at: http://www.neue.no/
nordkyn/ [Accessed 1.1.2017]
17   Available at: http://www.stedelijk.
nl/en/news-items/new-visual-identity-by-
mevis-en-van-deursen [Accessed 1.1.2017]
18   Available at: http://www.
experimentaljetset.nl/archive/whitney-
museum-identity [Accessed 1.1.2017]
19   Available at: https://en.wikipedia.
org/wiki/Leo_the_Lion_(MGM)  
[Accessed 1.1.2017]
20   Available at: https://upload.
wikimedia.org/wikipedia/commons/thumb/2/ 
29/Internet_users_per_100_inhabitants_ITU.
svg/650px-Internet_users_per_100_
inhabitants_ITU.svg.png [Accessed 1.1.2017]
21   Google 2012, “The New Multi-
Screen World Study,” Google, Available at: 
https://www.thinkwithgoogle.com/research- 
studies/the-new-multi-screen-world-study.
html [Accessed 1.1.2017]

[3]

[4]

[2]

[2]   Spassky Fischer designed this 
beautiful flexible visual identity for MUCEM 
(Musée des Civilisations de l’Europe et de la 
Méditerranée) in Marseille. Even though it is 
more diverse and multi-layered than the 
construction kit by Soennecken, it is 
nonetheless a construction kit. The constants 
of the visual identity are the typography, the 
photography and especially the color. The 
variables are the size and the position of each 
of the design elements. Spassky Fischer 

explain: “As we designed the posters, we made 
the previous logo disappear, and changed all 
the graphic rules. So, at the end of the day, 
we designed the identity, but without a logo.”

[3]   Experimental Jetset, graphic 
identity (detail), Whitney Museum, 2012. Chart 
(“periodic table of elements”) displaying a 
selection of possible variations of the 
“Responsive W” (folded A2-sized poster, 
inserted in the 220-page graphic standards 
manual that Experimental Jetset created for 
the Whitney’s in-house design team).

[4]   Helmo, visual identity, Palais de 
Tokyo, 2012.
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becoming the norm. How do we perceive and design coherent visual 
identities in such an environment? 
   There are other explanations for the popularity of the 
flexible visual identity. In his Master’s thesis, A Relational Design 
Process,22 Daniel Neville explores how “changing scientific 
paradigms have shaped recent design practice, specifically that of 
logo and identity systems for cultural and public institutions.” 
Neville uses John Dewey and Arthur Bentley’s three historical levels 
of organization and presentation 23 — “Self-Action,” “Interaction” 
and “Transaction” — among other theories, to explain a new kind 
of design, called “Relational Design.” 24 “Self-Action” describes those 
concepts that regard humans, animals, and things as possessing 
powers of their own that initiate or cause their actions. The level 
“Interaction” describes concepts such as Newton’s third law of 
motion 25 which states that for every action there is an equal and 
opposite reaction. The third level is “Transaction.” Neville argues, 
“This Relational ontology posits that the relations between entities 
are fundamentally more important than the entities themselves; 
one must look at the dynamic relationship as a whole. One cannot 
look at entities first and then the interaction; the transaction must 
be held at the same time.” 26 The third level leads Neville to the 
concept of “Relational Design.” He analyzes flexible visual identities 
such as Twin Cities (2002) by Letterror; Nordkyn (2007) by Neue; 
Lovebytes (2007) by Matt Pyke and Karsten Schmidt; and the Casa 
da Música (2010) by Sagmeister & Walsh; and highlights their 
“relational” character. All of these visual identities use external data 
to influence their visual outcome and therefore are context-related, 
according to Neville.27

    ARE FLEXIBLE VISUAL IDENTITIES REALLY A NEW THING?

The projects mentioned by Neville were developed between 
2002 and 2010, but did flexible visual identities really not exist 
before then? 
   Even though the application of a flexible visual identity 
might have been harder in the pre-Internet, or even pre-screen era, 
you can find many examples of flexible visual identities in the 
history of design-related and non-design-related disciplines. In 
order not to go beyond the scope of this article I won’t look at the 
(highly interesting) visual systems developed in art, architecture, 
urban planning and product design, but will focus on typography, 
the oldest and, dare I say, most important component of visual 
communication design. 
   The systemization of forms (or signs) is as old as written 
language itself. In his book Signs and Symbols: Their Design and 
Meaning,28 Adrian Frutiger mentions the I Ching, or Classic of 
Changes, as one of the oldest known sign systems. This divination 
has its roots in 3000 bc and is based on a hexagram, a figure 
composed of six stacked horizontal lines. Each line can be either 
broken or unbroken, which makes a total of 64 possible hexagrams. 
The grid system in the I Ching is obvious, but even in more complex 
typographic compositions underlying grids can be found. In the 
book Type Spaces,29 Peter Burnhill analyzed the in-house norms in 
the typography of Aldus Pius Manutius (1449–1515) and discovered 
an underlying grid system [6]. 

22   Daniel Neville, ‘A Relational Design 
Process’, Nevolution blog, 2011. Available at: 
http://nevolution.typepad.com/theories/2011 
/03/a-relational-design-process-thesis.html 
[Accessed 1.1.2017]
23   Available at: https://en.wikipedia.
org/wiki/Knowing_and_the_Known 
[Accessed 1.1.2017]
24   Neville is aware of the possible 
misinterpretation of the term: “A problematic 
aspect of the term Relational Design lies in its 
title: the term ‘Relational’ having been 
colonized in the art world by the French 
Curator Nicolas Bourriaud’s Relational 
Aesthetics. He used this term to describe the 
work of a group of artists whose work placed 
an importance on the ‘sphere of inter-human 
relations’. This confusion has lead Blauvelt 
to argue that despite some similarities his term 
is not ‘simply reduced to social, human 
interactions’ but ‘is an attempt to account for 
a series of disparate approaches witnessed 
across a variety of design fields over the last 
decade’. While some design theorists have 
attempted to incorporate Bourriaud’s 
Aesthetic into design practice, the larger scope 
of Blauvelt’s term includes the social as just one 
of the many different relational interactions.”
25   Available at: https://en.wikipedia.
org/wiki/Newton’s_laws_of_motion 
[Accessed 1.1.2017]

26   Neville, “The third model in our 
understanding of the world are products of 
both Darwin’s Theory of Evolution and 
Einstein’s Theory of Relativity,” ibid.
27   The example projects presented by 
Neville use code (Processing or Python) to 
extract and apply the external data, for which 
they are also named “Generative Identities.” 
This term derives from the term “Generative 
Art,” which first appeared in the broad context 
of automated computer graphics in the 
1960s, beginning with artwork exhibited by 
Georg Nees and Frieder Nake in 1965. 
“Generative Design” is often associated with 
any design which is generated by code, but 
Autodesk’s definition goes a bit further. 
“Generative design is a technology that mimics 
nature’s evolutionary approach to design. […] 
Using cloud computing, generative design 
software quickly cycles through thousands 
— or even millions — of design choices, testing 
configurations and learning from each 
iteration what works and what doesn’t.” 
Available at: http://www.autodesk.com/
customer-stories/airbus [Accessed 1.1.2017]
28   Adrian Frutiger, Signs and 
Symbols: Their Design and Meaning, Studio 
Editions, 1989.

   During my investigation I collected hundreds of examples 
of systemization in typography. By analyzing and categorizing them 
by their functionality I was hoping to enable comparison with 
contemporary visual systems. The category “Functionality” focuses 
on how the system works. I defined four sub-categories: the 
Manual, the Template, the Construction Kit and the Programme. 
Surprisingly these functionalities still can be found in contemporary 
flexible visual identities. 

   FUNCTIONALITY: THE MANUAL 

The geometric construction or reconstruction of a typeface allows 
its accurate reproduction. Design manuals have been created ever 
since a design needed to be applied by someone other than the 
original designer. You probably have worked with a contemporary 
corporate design manual to apply the design rules of a company 
to a deliverable you had to design. The manual gives strict 
instructions about the proportions of a design. Often geometric 
constructions such as grids are used in order to be as precise as 
possible. Five hundred years ago, design manuals did exactly the 
same. Albrecht Dürer reconstructed both Roman capital letters 
and Gothic minuscule letters in his book Of The Just Shaping Of 
Letters 30 from 1525. Dürer writes in the dedication to his patron and 
friend Wilibald Pirckheimer that his work should not be a guide 
just for painters, but also for goldsmiths, sculptors, stonecutters 
and woodcarvers — in short, anyone who can use a compass 
and ruler [7].
   One of the best-documented geometric models is the 
Romain du Roi (the King’s Roman), developed by a committee of 
four from 1692 to 1745 for King Louis xiv. As the name indicates, 
the Romain du Roi is a reconstruction of Roman capital letters 
[8 & 9]. 
   According to Luc Devroye,31 professor at the School of 
Computer Science, McGill University, the design of the Romain du 
Roi is based on a square, split into 64 squares. Each of these squares 
was again divided into 36 smaller squares, creating a grid system 
of 2,304 square modules. The grid helps position the geometric 
shapes that were used to construct the letters. The definition of the 
letter forms through a grid of squares and through geometric 
shapes led Devroye to name the Romain du Roi “the first digital font, 
and at least as the first mathematically defined type.” The manual 
of the Romain du Roi was used to create an exclusive typeface 
for King Louis xiv and his printing house, the Imprimerie Royale.32 
All the glyphs and their different font sizes were punch-cut from 
this manual,33 which was supposed to give the typeface and the 
publications printed with it their formal coherence and exclusivity. 
In its essence it is nothing less than a visual identity. 
   Frank Blokland,34 founder of the Dutch Type Library, 
assesses, “However, these Renaissance and Baroque pattern-
descriptions were absolute, ie. they were meant to describe and 
define certain letter forms via outlines created with ruler and 
compass. The mutually different patterns for basically the same 
capital letter forms from Feliciano and consorts, and later on, the 
ones by Jaugeon’s committee for Roman type, did not serve as 
generic models for describing the underlying structures, but their 

29   Peter Burnhill, Type Spaces: 
In-house Norms in the Typography of Aldus 
Manutius, Hyphen Press, London, 2003.
30   Albrecht Dürer to Wilibald 
Pirckheimer, Of The Just Shaping Of Letters, 
From The Applied Geometry Of Albrecht 
Dürer Book, Dover Publications, Inc. New 
York; translated by R. T. Nichol from the Latin 
text of the 1535 edition. Available at: http://
www.gutenberg.org/files/37103/37103-
h/37103-h.htm [Accessed 1.1.2017]
31   Luc Devroye, McGill University, 
Montreal, Canada; Available at: http://luc.
devroye.org/fonts-43482.html  
[Accessed 1.1.2017]
32   Succeeding the Imprimeurs du roi 
pour le Grec (royal Greek printers) created by 
François I in 1538 to publish literature, the 
Imprimerie Royale was founded in 1640, by 
Cardinal Richelieu. Successive governments 
named it the Imprimerie de la République, 
then the Imprimerie Impériale, the Imprimerie 
Royale and finally the Imprimerie Nationale.
33   Fred Smeijers writes in his book 
Counterpunch from 1996, “…we can say that 
type constructed on a grid with the help of 
ruler and compass is only successful when 
executed by the designer himself, who will 
only use the grid to work faster, not to make 
things more rational and supposedly better.” 
Smeijers referred to the impossibility of 
punch-cutting small steel letters from the 
very detailed grid of the Romain du Roi.

34   The statements are taken from Dr. 
Frank E. Blokland’s blog “http://lettermodel.
org/” which consists of notes for his PhD 
research On the Origin of Patterning in 
Movable Latin Type. Renaissance 
Standardization, Systematization, and 
Unitization of Textura and Roman Type, at 
Leiden University. Blokland’s dissertation was 
successfully defended in October 2016.

[5]

[6]

[5]   Helmo designed a very flexible, 
yet easy recognizable visual identity for 
Jazzdor. The constants in the flexible visual 
identity are the typeface, the grid and the 
colors which always repeat in the same order: 
red, yellow, blue, yellow and so on. The image 
above is from Jazzdor campaign from 2017. In 
2016 they did something very surprising: they 
took the flat design and used it to draw 
shapes which looked three-dimensional. The 
original design has been transformed by 

movement. The constants are the elements of 
the visual identity and their properties, and 
the variable is the transformation of these 
elements. 
[6]   Peter Burnhill, Type Spaces: 
In-house Norms in the Typography of Aldus 
Manutius, Hyphen Press, London, 2003.

[7]   Modular construction of Gothic 
minuscule letters by Dürer, 1525.

[8]   Roman capital letters, detail of 
Trajan’s column, Rome, 113 bc.
[9]   Romain du Roi: construction of the 
letters ‘A’ and ‘B’, 1692–1695.

[7]

[8]

[9]
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purpose was to provide specific construction methods for specific 
letter forms.” Blokland describes here the distinction between a 
design manual, such as the Romain du Roi, and a programme, which 
applies generic systems.35

   It lies in the nature of the manual that it must be easy to 
understand and use, which often means a simplification of the 
design. Typeface constructions, such as the constructed sans-serif 
typefaces created during the 19th and 20th centuries for sign painters, 
show strong simplification of the letters [10].
   According to Albert-Jan Pool, teacher, researcher and 
designer of ff din,36 such design manuals led to the definition of a 
normalized alphabet, din 1451 [11]. 
   Pool states that din 1451 was released in 1931 by din. In 1936 
it became the official typeface for signposts, traffic signs and 
public signs including street names and the control systems in air- 
raid shelters. din 1451 is a product of geometric construction with 
little typographic sophistication. In 1995 Abert-Jan Pool designed 
a refined version of din 1451, ff din, which was released by FontShop. 
In contrast to din 1451 it has optical adjustments and more fluid 
curves, but preserves the constructed character of the original.
   According to Pool the use of constructed sans-serif 
typefaces on the Prussian railroad marked the beginning of a new 
tendency in public lettering. Information signs were no longer 
regarded as works of art, but as purely functional sources of 
information. Pool asserts that any additional ornament was 
considered an obstacle for legibility. This is how Pool explains the 
shift from German blackletter to sans-serif typefaces towards the 
turn of the 20th century [12].

   FUNCTIONALITY: THE TEMPLATE

While a design manual is merely a guide to reconstruct a specific 
design and contains the possibility of interpretation, a template 
does not allow any deviation from the master design. A stencil 
template allows the non-typographer to apply a type design 
manually. The advantages are formal coherence, quick application, 
no need for prior education in type design and no individual 
expression. 
   In 1876, Joseph A. David acquired the patent for a system 
that he had invented for sign-writers, the Plaque Découpée 
Universelle.37 With a universal stencil, all uppercase and lowercase 
letters as well as numbers, punctuation and accents could be drawn 
from a single stencil template [13].
   In the first decade of the 20th century, as described by Pool, 
Georg Bahr, a teacher at a vocational school in Charlottenburg, 
Berlin, developed a new lettering device. It had the shape of a ruler 
and came with a matching pen. The template contains only one 
set of elementary shapes. The user has to move the ruler to draw 
complete letterforms using these shapes. It took a while to complete 
a piece of lettering, but the template was handy and cost-effective. 
Pool states that Bahr patented his “Kurvenlineal zum Aufzeichnen 
von Schriftzeichen” (Curved ruler for drawing letters) in 1909. As 
early as 1910 he sold the patent to two friends, Paul Filler and Oscar 
Fiebig. Filler and Fiebig founded a company in which the patent 
accounted for 50% of the company’s capital stock. The new 
company, Filler & Fiebig, then produced and sold the “Bahr’schen 
Normograph.” Later on, writing templates with complete alphabets 
were developed; they were called “Standardgraph.” The company 
became so successful with this product that it changed its name 
to Standardgraph Filler & Fiebig GmbH in 1967. To this day, the 
production of an extensive range of stencils is an essential part of 
the company’s business. Many stencils contain elements which are 
used in technical drawings.

35   The comparison by Frank Blokland 
originally refers to a comparison between the 
geometric construction of a matrix and the 
underlying grid system of his type design 
programme LeMo. “The LetterModeller 
(LeMo) application is also a research tool for 
investigating (the relation between) grapheme 
systems, harmonic systems (subdivided in 
harmonic models), proportional systems 
(subdivided in proportional models), relational 
systems, and rhythmic systems. […] It focuses 
on the grapheme systems capital, book-hand 
minuscule, and cursive minuscule (not built-in 
yet) in use since the Italian Renaissance, and 
the morphologically related book-hand 
minuscules from the late Middle Ages (textura 
and rotunda, to be precise). The current 
version of LeMo does not work with a flexible 
pointed pen, but this is a matter of time.” 
Available at: http://www.lettermodel.org/
wordpress/?page_id=13 [Accessed 1.1.2017]

36   Albert-Jan Pool’s statements are 
based on his ongoing PhD research at the 
University of Leiden. Pool investigates 
constructed sans-serif typefaces from 
Germany. Available at: https://www.fontfont.
com/designers/albert-jan-pool  
[Accessed 1.1.2017]
37   Eric Kindel, “The ‘Plaque 
Découpée Universelle’: a geometric sanserif 
in 1870’s Paris,” Typography Papers 7, Hyphen 
Press, Reading, 2007

   The functionality of a template can be found in any visual 
identity which is based on the permutations of sign systems, as 
for example the visual identity proposal for Wikipedia by Moving 
Brands 38 from 2011, or the TextielMuseum and TextielLab Identity 
by Raw Color 39 from 2013. 

   FUNCTIONALITY: THE CONSTRUCTION KIT

Limiting the number of elements used to compose a design is 
composed is not just an economic decision. It also simplifies the 
overall appearance and makes its recognition easier. The examples 
referred to below, function like construction kits. 
   Modern artists and architects like Josef Albers and Frank 
Lloyd Wright were inspired by Friedrich Fröbel’s construction kits.40 
Fröbel (1782–1852), the inventor of kindergarten, developed “Fröbels 
Spielgaben” (Fröbel Toy-Gifts), educational toys for children. The 
original ten toys mainly consisted of wooden pieces of different 
geometric shapes. The kits with lower numbers were for smaller 
children, the ones with higher numbers for older children. The 
educational goal changed from toy to toy and ranged from rational 
thinking to mathematics to language, but according to Norman 
Brosterman, journalist at The New York Times, the foremost goal 
was “the creation of a sensitive, inquisitive child with an uninhibited 
curiosity and genuine respect for nature, family and society.” 41

   According to Pool, Soennecken, a German office-machinery 
manufacturer founded in 1875 by Friedrich Soennecken, developed 
a construction kit for uppercase letters for primary school children 
in 1913. The children had to compose letters with seven different 
straight and circular metal elements. An underlying grid helped the 
children to position the elements [14 & 15].
   Not for children, but nevertheless a construction kit, is the 
Kombinationsschrift (Combination Typeface) by Josef Albers. In an 
article in Bauhaus, Zeitschrift der Gestaltung, (Nº 1, January 1931) 
he presents the Kombinationsschrift “3.” The typeface’s advantage, 
according to Albers, is primarily of an economic nature. The typeface 
consists of only three square metal type sorts 42 with three basic 
geometric shapes — a square, a quarter circle and a circle — as 
opposed to an earlier version which consisted of ten elements. With 
these three forms Albers is able to construct 72 different glyphs. 
He argues that reducing the number of sorts helps the printers to 
save space, avoid over- or under-used sorts and therefore irregular 
deterioration. According to Albers, the simplicity of the forms also 
improves longevity, especially when produced with fragile material 
such as glass or porcelain, but also when used for signs in wood, 
metal, cardboard, paper or neon. Another advantage mentioned 
by Albers is the ability to calculate the width of the lines, which, 
until then, was (supposedly) only possible with the typewriter 43 [16]. 
   The image on the next page is of especially great interest. 
It shows the flexibility of the system. The “construction kit” consists 
of only three elements, square, quarter circle and circle, but Albers 
is able to create 27 different glyphs, up to four different variations 
of each letter and 12 different weights. 
   The functionality of the construction kit is frequently used 
in flexible visual identities. Mevis + van Deursen used it for the 
European Capital of Culture 2001 visual identity,44 Lava Design used 
it for the visual identity of idtv 45 in 2008 and Pentagram nyc used 
it for the visual identity of the mit Media Lab 46 in 2011. 

   FUNCTIONALITY: THE PROGRAMME

The fourth sub-category is named after a term introduced to graphic 
design by Karl Gerstner. Gerstner, who sadly passed away on 
January 1, 2017, was to my knowledge the first to apply flexible 
visual identities to corporate identities. His publication, The Forms 
of Color,47 shows his profound knowledge of the history of flexible 

38   Available at: http://www.moving 
brands.com/work/wikipedia-an-mb-internal- 
project [Accessed 1.1.2017]
39   Available at: http://www.rawcolor 
.nl/project/?id=400w [Accessed 1.1.2017]
40   “[…] modern art and architecture 
derive, at least in part, from many modern 
artists’ having attended Froebelian 
kindergartens. He compares exceptional 
creations of children in the classroom to the 
paintings of Georges Braque, Piet Mondrian, 
Paul Klee and Wassily Kandinsky, and he sees 
extraordinary parallels between the artwork 
of kindergartners and that of the Cubists”: 
David Elkind (New York Times, 1997) about 
Brosterman, N, Inventing Kindergarten, Harry 
N. Abrams, New York, 1997. Available at: http: 
//www.nytimes.com/books/97/09/07/reviews 
/970907.07elkindt.html [Accessed 1.1.2017]

41   ibid
42   They had to be square otherwise 
the quarter circle could not be rotated freely.
43   Albers forgets about Gutenberg’s 
bible. Basing the typeface for mechanical 
movable type on the calligraphic, but grid- 
based Textura, allowed Gutenberg to calculate 
exactly the width of the line.
44   Available at: http://design.
designmuseum.org/design/mevis-en-van-
deursen.html [Accessed 1.1.2017]
45   Available at: http://lava.nl/projects/ 
IDTV [Accessed 1.1.2017]
46   Available at: http://www.
pentagram.com/#/projects/118579 
[Accessed 1.1.2017]
47   Karl Gerstner, The Forms of Color. 
The Interaction of Visual Elements,  
MIT Press, 1990.

[10]

[11]

[13]

[12]

[14]   Soenneckens’ lettering system for 
primary schools, 1913, Albert-Jan Pool 
Collection.
[15]   Leaflet to promote Josef Albers’ 
Kombinationsschrift produced by Metallglas 
Aktiengesellschaft, Offenburg-Baden, 1930.

[16]   Image published in an article by 
Josef Albers about the Kombinationsschrift, in 
Bauhaus, Zeitschrift der Gestaltung, 1931.

[10]   Manual for signpainters by C. E. 
Fetzer, 1871–1872, Albert-Jan Pool Collection.
[11]   Manual of din 1451, author 
unknown, 1927.

[12]   Detail of a lettering template of 
the Prussian Railways, 1897, Albert-Jan Pool 
Collection.
[13]   Plaque Découpée Universelle by 
Joseph. A. David, 1876.

[14]

[15]

[16]
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visual identities. Gerstner’s interdisciplinary research of well — and 
lesser — known systems makes the book a true treasure. In 1964, 
Gerstner wrote a book called Designing Programmes.48 While the 
previous sub-categories I mentioned deal with tangible objects, 
Gerstner’s ideas are intangible at first. Rather than drawing concrete 
shapes, Gerstner designs programmes which generate forms. 
Felsing quotes Gerstner as saying, “One day I noticed that it doesn’t 
make sense: you make a signet and always add it somewhere. 
The design itself must take the place of the signet.” 49 Flexible visual 
identities developed by Gerstner for Boîte à Musique, Blech 
Electronic Centre and Holzäpfel illustrate this statement: they are 
easy to recognize even without a logo, and are flexible in their 
application [17].
   Gerstner doesn’t limit this approach to graphic design, but 
shows examples from literature, architecture, urbanism, typography, 
photography, art, literature and music. The “programme” is the 
systemization of the creation process [18]. 
   One of the most interesting examples is a series of photos 
of a car. The car itself does not change, but through changing 
perspectives, Gerstner obtains different images. The series is visually 
coherent, because the different positions of the camera are defined 
by a system, or as Gerstner would say, a programme. Using the 
perspective to make something static flexible is a rare approach in 
graphic design, probably because the tools we use are mostly 
two-dimensional, but there are a few contemporary flexible visual 
identities which come to mind. The flexible visual identities for the 
Netherlands Architecture Institute, nai,50 by Bruce Mau from 1993, 
and for ovg Real Estate 51 by Studio Dumbar from 2011, allow 
infinite variations of the wordmark through changing perspectives. 
Another interesting example is the flexible visual identity by Moving 
Brands for Swisscom 52 from 2007. A three-dimensional object turns 
around its own vertical axis, creating a multitude of two-dimensional 
images. The object is designed to respond to sound, motion, and 
data such as Internet traffic or customer connectivity [19].
   Back to Gerstner and flexible visual identities in typography. 
In his book Designing Programmes as well as in Compendium for 
Literates 53 Gerstner plays with Fritz Zwicky’s morphological box to 
create a variety of wordmarks. Gerstner intends to list all the 
possible aspects of a wordmark. He divides them into four main 
parts: Basis, Color, Appearance and Expression. Each of the main 
categories are further divided into sub-categories and their 
respective properties. By picking one property of each of the sub- 
categories, he generates different combinations. Gerstner mentions 
that the box can be used either to create random solutions or as 
an overview for the designer to see the possibilities available.

   A Basis

 1.  Components

 2. Typeface 

 3. Technique

 1.1. Word

 2.1.  Sans-serif

 3.1. Written

 1.2.  Abreviation

 2.2. Roman

 3.2. Drawn

 1.3.  Word group

 2.3. German

 3.3.  Composed

 1.4.  Combined

 2.4.  Some other

 3.4.  Some other

 2.5. Combined

 3.5. Combined

   B Color

 1. Shade

 2. Value

 1.1. Light

 2.1.  Chromatic

 1.2. Medium

 2.2.  Achromatic

 1.3. Dark

 2.3. Mixed

 1.4. Combined

 2.4. Combined

   C Appearance

 1. Size

 2. Proportion 

 3. Weight

 4. Inclination

 1.1. Small

 2.1. Narrow

 3.1. Lean

 4.1. Upright

 1.2. Medium

 2.2. Usual

 3.2. Normal

 4.2. Oblique

 1.3. Large

 2.3. Wide

 3.3. Eat

 4.3. Combined

 1.4. Combined

 2.4. Combined

 3.4. Combined

   D Expression

 1.  Reading  
direction

 2. Spacing

 3. Form

 4. Design

 1.1.  From left 
to right

 2.1. Narrow

 3.1. Unmodified

 4.1. Unmodified

 1.2.  From top 
to bottom

 2.2. Normal

 3.2. Mutilated

 4.2.  Something 
omitted 

 1.3.  From 
bottom 
to top

 2.3. Wide

 3.3. Projected

 4.3.  Something 
replaced 

 1.4. Otherwise

 2.4. Combined

 3.4.  Someting 
else

 4.4.  Something 
added

 1.5. Combined

 3.5. Combined

 4.5. Combined

48   Gerstner, K, Designing 
Programmes, Lars Müller Publishers, Zürich, 
third edition (new edition of the original 1964 
publication), 2007.
49   Ulrike Felsing, Dynamic Identities 
in Cultural and Public Contexts, Lars Müller 
Publishers, 2010.
50   Available at: http://www.
brucemaudesign.com/work/netherlands-
architecture-institute-nai [Accessed 1.1.2017]

51   Available at: http://www.
studiodumbar.com/work/discipline/visual- 
identity/ovg-real-estate [Accessed 1.1.2017]
52   Available at: http://www.
movingbrands.com/work/swisscom 
[Accessed 1.1.2017]
53   Karl Gerstner, Compendium for 
Literates: A System of Writing, MIT Press, 1974.

In 1964, when Gerstner published Designing Programmes, it was 
exceptional for designers to use computers for programming, and 
it was not until 1970 that Gerstner could design a coded programme 
with the help of Klaus Thomas from ibm Stuttgart, using perforated 
cards to execute a programme which would generate all the 
permutations of his system. 
   Not as versatile as Gerstner’s vision of programmed design, 
but easier to apply and maybe therefore more influential, is the 
Swiss grid-based design, also called Swiss Style or International 
Typographic Style. To Gerstner, the grid, as a regulator of 
proportions, is the ultimate programme. He writes, in Designing 
Programmes, “Is the grid a programme? Let me put it more 
specifically: if the grid is considered as a proportional regulator, a 
system, it is a programme par excellence.” Gerstner himself 
developed a highly versatile grid for the finance magazine Capital, 
which allowed him to achieve a harmonious balance between 
visual coherence and diversity throughout the magazine. The grid 
was based on a square, which was then sub-divided into 58 rows 
and columns. The layouts could be of two, three, four, five or six 
columns and rows, creating overlapping squares of different sizes. 
The result was a very flexible grid system. 
   One of the most famous representatives of grid systems has 
been Josef Müller-Brockmann. Müller-Brockmann’s book Grid 
Systems in Graphic Design 54 explains how to create and use grid 
systems. The majority of the grid systems Müller-Brockmann shows 
are two-dimensional and were applied to magazines, brochures, 
catalogues and books, but Müller-Brockmann also shows three-
dimensional grids used in exhibitions, showing the potential of 
a grid system as an overall design tool. The last chapter of his book 
is actually the most interesting, not just because it shows the use 
of grids in different disciplines such as architecture, construction, 
urbanism, painting, sculpture, patterns on facades, sign language, 
pictograms, wayfinding systems and logos, always comparing an 
old example with a new one, but also because by showing examples 
from nature, the author manifests his almost religious belief in 
the grid system. He writes, “Working with the grid system means 
submitting to laws of universal validity.” 
Systemic approaches in design can also be found in Armin Hofmann’s 
book Graphic Design Manual: Principles and Practice 55 from 1965. 
In it, he explains the rule-based exercises he did with his students 
— Wucius Wong’s Principles of Two-Dimensional Design 56 from 1972 
and Donis A. Dondis’ A Primer of Visual Literacy 57 from 1973 — in 
which they teach the basics of (systemic) graphic design. Each of 
these books are highly recommended for anyone interested in 
flexible visual identities, but I prefer to end my historical résumé of 
flexible visual identities with someone who is neither a typographer 
nor a graphic designer, but who had as important an influence 
on me as Karl Gerstner, namely the cartographer Jacques Bertin.
   In 1967, Bertin published Sémiologie Graphique. 
Les diagrammes, les réseaux, les cartes.58 Although Bertin describes 
a system to design diagrams and maps, Gerstner would have called 
them “programmes par exellence.” 
   In the 1983 edition Bertin writes, “[…] this was the era of 
confrontation between ‘information theory’ and ‘communication 
theory,’ which inspired most graphic research: How should we 
draw? What should be printed to facilitate ‘communication,’ that is, 
to tell others what we know, without a loss of ‘information’? […] 
Ten years of evolution have brought about an entirely different 
perspective. Fundamental today are the properties of the visual 
variables and the processes of graphic classing and permutations. 
We are entering the era of ‘operational graphics’.”
   Bertin’s graphic system has eight visual variables at its 
disposal, the two planar dimensions (vertical and horizontal), which 
define the position of the element on the surface it is placed on, 
the size of the element, the (tonal) value of the element, the texture 59 
of the element, the color of the element, the orientation of the 
element and the shape of the element [20].

54   Josef Müller-Brockmann, Grid 
Systems in Graphic Design bilingual edition), 
Verlag Niggli AG, Sulgen/Zürich, 1996.
55   Armin Hofmann, Graphic Design 
Manual: Principles and Practice (5th edition), 
Verlag Niggli AG, Sulgen/Zürich, 2004.
56   Wucius Wong, Principles of Two- 
Dimensional Design, John Wiley & Sons, 1972.
57   Donis A. Dondis, A Primer of Visual 
Literacy, MIT Press, Boston, 1973.

58   Jacques Bertin, Semiology of 
Graphics; Diagrams, Networks, Maps, Esri 
Press, Redlands, USA, 2011.
59   “Texture,” in the French original is 
called grain by Bertin. ‘Texture’ is not to be 
equated with “Pattern.”

[17]

[18]

[19]

[17]   Karl Gerstner, visual identity for 
Boîte à Musique, 1959. 
[18]   Double-page from the book 
Designing Programmes by Karl Gerstner, 
illustrating a photographic system. 

[19]   Bruce Mau, visual identity for 
NAi, 1993.

[20]   Jacques Bertin’s eight visual 
variables.

[20]
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    HOW DO CONTEMPORARY FLEXIBLE VISUAL 
IDENTITIES WORK?

Although Gerstner’s approach comes pretty close to the 
functionality of contemporary flexible visual identities, there is one 
big difference between Gerstner’s programmed flexible visual 
identities and those of today. Many recent flexible visual identities 
use external data to influence the output of the system. One of 
the most interesting examples of a flexible visual identity using 
external data is the one Neue developed for Nordkyn.
   Other examples are oi,60 the sound-reactive flexible visual 
identity developed by Wolff Olins, and another sound-reactive 
flexible visual identity for Swisscom by Moving Brands. I have to 
admit that Open flexible visual identities often seem gimmicky, 
but the potential is huge. 
   In order to offer my students a comprehensive, but concise 
explanation of how contemporary flexible visual identities work, 
I developed a very simple model [21]. 
   The basic idea of the model is that every flexible visual 
identity needs to have a visual system which balances constants 
(which make the visual identity recognizable), and variables (which 
allow the visual identity to adapt to different formats, messages 
and contexts). Each of the components can therefore be either 
flexible or static. 
   The centre of the visual system consists of two different 
components: 1) the visual elements and their properties, and 2) the 
transformation of the visual elements. The first component is the 
most common. The designer creates a set of elements which can 
be used to design the applications. For example a green circle, a red 
square and a blue triangle. The elements are circle, square and 
triangle and their properties are their respective colors. The 
second component, the transformation of these elements, is less 
common, but does exist. A visual element can be transformed in a 
specific way and thus establish through its controlled transformation 
a coherent visual language. Imagine using always the same old 
photocopier. It doesn’t matter which visual element you copy 
— graphic, typographic or photographic element — the photocopier 
will always add its very specific texture and create a recognizable 
visual language. A transformation of a visual element can be as well 
achieved through a changing perspective (see Swisscom by Moving 
Brands), the projection of visual elements onto changing objects 
and surfaces (see NAi by Bruce Mau or ovg by Studio Dumbar) or 
even a visual transformation through time (see De Buitenwereld or 
Z33 by Edhv). 
   Both the visual elements and their properties, and the 
transformation of the visual elements may be self-sufficient or 
influenced by an external source. A self-sufficient or closed system 
works with predefined rules and data. An open system allows for 
the influence of an external source, as for example the outside 
temperature or the wind direction. 
   Application of the visual system can provide a similar source 
of flexibility. A flexible visual system may be able react to the format, 
message and/or context it is applied to. A static visual system 
usually only scales the same image up or down, rather than adapting 
form and content. This means that flexible visual identities can 
also become static if they are applied wrongly or if the media they 
are applied to is unable to display multiple images.

60   Available at: https://www.dezeen.
com/2016/04/15/wolff-olins-logo-telecoms-
company-oi-morphs-in-response-to-sounds/ 
[Accessed 1.1.2017]

Visual System
(open or closed)

Aplication
(flexible or static)

Visual elements and 
their properties

(flexible or static)

The transformation 
of visual elements
(flexible or static)

and
/

or

[21]

[24]   MAIO, 2011
• Closed system
• Visual element and its properties
• Visual element and its transformations
• Flexible application

[22]   Aamodt / Plumb Architects, 2015
• Open system
• Visual element and its properties
• Visual element and its transformations
• Flexible application

[23]   Social Frontiers, 2013 
• Closed system
• Visual element and its properties
• Visual element and its transformations
• Static application

[21]   Dr. Martin Lorenz, flexible visual 
identities, 2016.

To illustrate some of the types of flexible visual 
identities deriving from my model, I used 
some projects we developed at our studio 
TwoPoints.Net:
[22]   The flexible visual identity for the 
architects Aamodt/Plumb is based on a 
flexible grid which divides formats into multiple 
image containers. The system is open since 
the images may be changed. 

[23]   The flexible visual identity for Social 
Frontiers, a conference on social innovation 
held in London, is a closed system since the 
parameters are previously defined. The 
flexibility is achieved by the modification of 
the grid, which becomes distorted to leave 
room for text. The static components are the 
color scheme, the grid itself, textures and 
typography. 

[24]   The flexible visual identity for the 
architects maio consists of a modular typeface 
with is constructed and deconstructed on a 
grid. The permutation of possible combinations 
of elements as well as the application create 
flexibility. The color scheme and the distinctive 
bespoke typeface create recognition.
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