
B Y J O H N F O S T E R

D I S C I P L I N E S

VIVA LA POSTER

NORTH AMERICAN CREW
Clockwise from top left:
Modern Dog, Andrew
Lewis, Paula Scher, Charles
Anderson, David Plunfeert,
Stefan Sagmeister.

For years, designers have debated whether the poster has

outlived its usefulness as a viable medium. John Foster,

author of "New Masters of Poster Design," has unearthed

evidence that the mighty poster is still alive and kicking.
"Don't kill the messenger" is one of my favorite say-
ings. In the case of poster design, though, perhaps you
can't kill the messenger. Despite a seemingly endless
stream of claims to the contrary over the past decade,
the poster is not only alive and well—it's healthier and
more powerful than ever.

Design observers started sounding the poster's
death knell with the advent of the internet, forecasting
that it would be replaced with blast e-mails, mini-sites
and other forms of advertising. They proclaimed that
reaching the masses was no longer going to be accom-

plished one street corner at a time. These folks were
proven correct time and time again about the changing
methods of communication; but they couldn't have
been more wrong about the poster and its strength
and vitality as a medium. They just weren't looking in
the right places.

SETTING THE STAGE STATESIDE
Hardly anyone was specializing in poster design as the
'90s kicked off. Looking back, however, I realize that
my favorite practitioners not only continued to show-
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case their skills via the poster, but often were doing
so to snub those who considered it a dead medium.
Charles Anderson, much as he did then, continues
to use the poster in promoting French Paper and
his CSA Archives with his bold, iconic images that
seem perfect for the large format. Rick Valicenti has
always used the poster as a canvas for his cutting-
edge typography and mind-bending imagery. Stefan
Sagmeister rode the poster to infamy with etchings in
his skin. Andrew Lewis' deceptively simple solutions
from his Canadian outpost have oddly made him a hot
commodity in the Mexican poster community. David
Plunkert and Paul Sahre entered the national arena
via a series of short-run silkscreen posters for a theater
group on their way to acclaim as both designers and
illustrators. Plunkert, like the others, is still drawn to
the poster. "It's the form that I go out of my way to talk
clients into," he says. '"Want to do an invitation? How
about a poster with that? Want to do one poster? How
about six?" I don't lean on anyone to do more 4x9 rack
brochures," he laughs.

Paula Scher's work seems destined for large pro-
ductions, and she found the perfect dance partner in
a series of posters for New York City's Public Theater.
This work hit a high watermark with the "Bring In 'Da
Noise, Bring In 'Da Funk" series that made it obvious
that the poster could still transcend ordinary advertis-
ing and design—that it had more than one last gasp
left. Maybe it hadn't even realized its full potential yet.
Scher believes designers should lay claim to as many
poster areas as possible. "I don't agree that posters
were ever dead. The form was just badly handled,"
she says. "Bus shelters, sides of buses, billboards and
other street displays are designed to house posters.
What have existed in those spaces have been big ads,
designed by advertising agencies. They will design

a bus shelter display in the same way they design a
full-page ad in a magazine. It's a mistake and a waste,
and graphic designers need to reclaim the territory.
Graphic designers typically like to work on cultural
projects and avoid advertising. That's silly. Some of
my favorite posters were for Dubonnet [Cassandre],
Cinzano, Bally and the Swiss department store PKZ.
Advertising posters, all."

Both large-format advertising and public-service
announcements are slowly gaining creative ground,
though. Starbucks and Target have been lauded for
their deft and artful use of the poster. Design groups
have pushed the poster to the forefront, as well. AIGA
campaigns to promote literacy and to get out the vote
have kept the poster in the collective eye of the design
community. These efforts are reflected today by The
Hurricane Poster Project (see "Posters With a Pur-
pose"), among others.

In addition, the theater has continued to bring out
the best in both commercial and edgier designers.
Plunkert still wows audiences with his theater posters.
Luba Lukova's breathtakingly simple images take on a
new life in her poster work. Modern Dog cut its teeth
originally as the crazy-theater-poster firm in Seattle.
And SpotCo in New York City pushes the boundaries
of commercial theater posters like few before them.
Shepherd Fairey of OBEY fame even sent a spark into
the movie world with his iconic work for the Johnny
Cash biopic "Walk the Line" last summer.

TURNING TECHNOLOGY ON ITS EAR
The need to promote performances has led to some
of the most dynamic and creative design in recent
memory. Music has served to inspire high art on low
budgets. Building on a foundation laid by trailblazers
like Art Chantry and Frank Kozik, a new generation

POSTERS WITH A PURPOSE
The firm Moxie Sozo started The Hurricane Poster Project to
heip the victims of Hurricane Katrina and also to inspire others
to lend their assistance and talents. "We wanted to provide an
outlet for designers to react to the social, political and eco-
nomical ramifications of the hurricanes. The heart of graphic
design is rooted in communication, and many designers had
strong reactions to the events," explains Leif Steiner, partner in
Boulder, CG-based Moxie Sozo. "We felt The Hurricane Poster
Project would be an excellent way for designers to do what they
love and raise money for victims of the hurricanes.

"I think many designers struggle (consciously or not) with
the dichotomy between straight problem-solving and pure
art. Posters are a beautiful marriage of the two approaches
to design and will forever be a vibrant form of expression for
designers and artists alike,' Steiner says of choosing the poster
as the format for the project.

Author John Foster's own award-winning poster contribution
is shown here. Visit www.thehurrieaneposterproject.com to view
the other submissions and learn more about the project.
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HIGH ART, LOW BUDGET
Clockwise from top left: Art
Chantry, Seripop, Patent
Pending, Yee-Haw Industries.

of designers was born out of necessity. "With digital
media taking the music world by storm, the last vestige
of the vibrant world of album and music packaging art
is literally facing extinction," says Laura Moody, who
curated the '05 "Graphic Noise" concert-poster exhibit
at the Museum of Design in Atlanta. "Poster design
has re-emerged with a vengeance to fill that void."

Ironically, it's the internet—the purported nail in
the coffin of poster design—that's inspired a tight-knit
design scene based around screen-printing. Sites like
Gigposters.com provide up-to-the-minute archives of
cutting-edge work from designers who were drawn to
short-run silkscrccn posters, first, for their economy,
and later, for their collectibility. Gigposter contribu-
tors include Patent Pending's dynamic duo, southern
jokesters Methane Studios, Montreal's art-damaged
wonder kids at Seripop, and young guns like The
Heads of State, Thinkmule, The Small Stakes, Zach
Hobbs, Denny Schmickle and BOSS Construction.

"The internet has spawned a renaissance in poster
art," Chantry says. "There are huge numbers of ama-
teur poster designers out there now, all making posters
as if they are a means of personal expression. Along
with the volume of beginners and talentless poster-
makers are now a huge number of greatly talented,
even visionary, designers and illustrators who have
found a voice and medium perfectly suited for their
visions. People who never made a poster in their lives
began creating posters so revolutionary in style and
form that they have re-invented the modern poster—
all within the last year or two."

In much the way that a need to return to an organic
form of printing and design sparked the silkscreen

movement, a yearning for craftsmanship and history
has brought the letterpress back into vogue with poster
designers. Like mom's apple pie, the work of centu-
ries-old Hatch Show Print continues to please with
each new decade. Following on its heels is the more
modern work of Yee-Haw Industries, Hammerpress
and Dirk Fowler, all with their own unique takes on
stretching the capabilities of an often rigid production
process. Adding everything from etchings to smashed
albums to the mix, the pr in t ing process has inspired
some incredible work from remarkable designers.

The forefront of the movement has been domi-
nated by a unifying need to create posters. Aesthetic
Apparatus began as a creative outlet while partners
Michael Byzewski and Dan Ibarra worked at Planet
Propaganda. This "side project" mentality is prevalent,
and the poster's impact on the bigger creative picture
isn't lost on those practicing in this field. "I love that
they not only give me a very important outlet for pure
creativity, but they inspire me to think about my other
design work in a different way,' says Patent Pending's
Jeff Kleinsmith, who helped give a face to the alterna-
tive-music scene with his poster and album art for
indie label Sub Pop Records.

STUDYING ABROAD
Even with all this evolution, the past masters of Euro-
pean poster design will forever be the measuring stick
for the medium. Work from the likes of Swiss designer
Niklaus Troxler and German designer Uwe Loesch
has more than adequately carried that torch. Now a
brash new European set is poised to claim the poster
for themselves: Cornel Windlin, a Neville Brody dis-
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EUROPEAN FLAIR
Clockwise from top left:
Martin Woodtfi, François
Caspar, Hafeobo, Fons
Hickmann.

ciple, and Martin Woodtli are pushing the boundar-
ies of staid and structured Swiss design with their
nuanced typography. German intellectuals such as
Fons Hickmann of m23 and the design collective cyan
are getting messy and creating jarring poster work
using image and color. Polish designer Jakub Stepien,
under the moniker Hakobo, lends his skateboarder
mentality to the rich history of his country's poster
work. France always provides an arty flair, whether
it's through the elegant concepts of Francois Caspar
or the large-scale installations of M/M (Paris). Studio
Boot continues to apply a Dutch sense of humor to
its work while Yuri Surkov infuses Russian stoicism
into his. The unifying force for all of these countries
may be the computer, as European designers seem far
more enamored with computer-aided design than their
illustrative-leaning North American counterparts. For
an overview of what's happening abroad, visit Rene
Wanner's Poster Page (www.posterpage.ch), where
you'll find information about poster books, exhibits,
links and much more.

The poster also continues its role as perhaps the
most important form of communication in develop-
ing countries. Slavimir Stojanovic pushes Slovenia's
design with social commentary through his firm Futro.
The list of Iranian designers forging breathtaking work
runs deep; two of my favorites are Pedram Harby
and Maryam Enayati. This is balanced by the mix of
turmoil and nightlife inherent in the crazed work of
Israel's Jewboy Corporation. China is quickly emerging
as a poster hotbed, too, as advertising seeps into daily
life. Two of the country's best designers—Fang Chen
and Jianping He—have moved to the U.S. and Berlin,
respectively, but continue to heavily color their work
with their Chinese heritage.

SEEING IS BELIEVING
Ironically, almost all of these designers buy into the
"dying poster" theory in some form, even though their
work flies in the face of this line of thinking. It's time
for the design community to put the pieces together
and see what's truly happening: The mighty poster has
stood tall against adversity and has emerged changed,
yet stronger and more resolute in its mission.

The poster has a quicker impact, yet a longer shelf
life, than other forms of design. "The poster is the one
piece of graphic design that is not instant trash," says
Modern Dog's Robynne Raye. Posters are also the most
visually economical piece of collateral, according to
Scher: "They do their job on one sheet of paper." And
when they do that job well, there's no piece of design
that can measure up to their mix of clarity and size.

So finish what you're working on, then sink your
creativity into the welcoming format of the poster and
become a part of this glorious renaissance. Don't kill
the messenger—embrace it. You won't be sorry. HOW

John Foster is vice president of creative at Alexandria,
VA-based FUSZION Collaborative. His posters have
been showcased in every major design publication
as well as in numerous books and galleries. He's the
author of "Maximum Page Design" (HOW Design
Books) and "New Masters of Poster Design: Poster
Design for the Next Century" (Rockport Publishers).
www./uszion.com
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