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Celebrity and Gender in Graphic Design

The concept of “celebrity” has developed into an important aspect of the graphic design profession. A small percent-
age of notable designers have been able to develop successful careers where they create award-winning work, speak at
events and become a source of inspiration for other practitioners in the field. These designers inevitably become part
of the graphic design canon and will be remembered for years to come. The problem with this model is the majority of
designers reaching celebrity status are men. It is time to reflect critically on these implications.

Graphic design has been a male dominated field since the profession began in the industrial age. In the late twentieth
century, many women entered the field, and the demographics of the discipline shifted. Today, more women than men
graduate with degrees in graphic design, and the National Endowment for the Arts estimates that fifty-four percent

of the design field is women. The professional association for design, the AIGA, similarly reports that membership is
approximately fifty-five percent women, and they predict that number will increase in the near future.

In 2006 at a panel discussion in NYC called "The Art of the Book: Behind the Covers," a notable incident sent a strong
message to female graphic designers. The panelists included well-known male graphic designers Milton Glaser, Chip
Kidd and Dave Eggers; the panel was moderated by renowned designer, Michael Bierut. The incident happened during
the Q&A where questions were submitted ahead of time to the panel. The question posed was:

"Why do you — all three of you [Glaser, Kidd and Eggers] — suppose there are so few female graphic designers — or at
least so few female 'superstar' graphic designers? Is there a glass ceiling in graphic design?"

Glaser, born in 1929 and most famous for his “I heart NY” logo, responded that the reason there are so few female
superstar graphic designers is that "women get pregnant, have children, go home and take care of their children. And
those essential years that men are building their careers and becoming visible are basically denied to women who
choose to be at home." Glaser continued: "Unless something very dramatic happens to the nature of the human experi-
ence then it's never going to change." In response to the query on whether alternative forms of child care like day care
and nannies, could help to provide greater opportunities to women who have families and want to further their careers,
he said, "None of them are good solutions."

Although originally presented at a design event, Glaser’s comments were later published in Bierut’s article on the
Design Observer website, “The Graphic Glass Ceiling.” Bierut’s article thoughtfully reflects on Glaser’s comments, ac-
knowledging his own discomfort at the question of gender disparity. Bierut accedes that although there are many great
female designers, few ever reach celebrity status stating: “It’s depressing for a profession that’s more than half female to
keep putting up 100% male rosters. Celebrity is good for certain things. It puts the butts in the seats at [design events],
for instance. But it’s not the only thing, and based on the reactions of those people in the audience [at the event “The Art
of the Book: Behind the Covers’,] it might be time for something more.”

Although there has been much discussion centered on the topic of gender disparities in the field of design recently, re-
search shows many young female designers do not feel prejudiced by their gender. Gerda Breuer and Julia Meer, co-au-
thors of Women in Graphic Design (2012), found many of their female students felt the conversation concerning male
superstar designers irrelevant even as their research indicates that in terms of numbers of designers reaching celebrity,
women remain behind. The authors define star designers as figures with a public persona, artists who speak at industry
events and author their own work. Breuer and Meer argue, “Even today, the stars of the design scene are predominantly
male... while many other design fields are either marginalized or occupied by women who perform basic task work.”

It is difficult to pinpoint precisely why men continue to occupy the role of celebrity designer at such a disproportionate
rate to women, though one reason seems located in the field’s predominantly male canon which provides male design-
ers a readymade arsenal of role models with whom they can identify and emulate.

A graphic design canon developed at least in part out of the need to legitimize the discipline within fine art, architec-
ture, and industrial design. And, taking cues from these traditionally written histories, graphic designers and design
historians mirrored established formula—the art historical canon—and proceeded to identify and describe the work of
prominent “great” graphic designers. Early in the development of graphic design history, then, in the attempt to find
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the masterworks of graphic design, there was a clear absence of female practitioners. In her 1991 article, “Is There a
Canon of Graphic Design History?” Martha Scotford develops a set of criteria by which to evaluate graphic design
history, and then lionizes eight male designers, all born before 1920, though she later amended and expanded the list to
include six women out of a total of 63. This early creation of a canon, Scotford warns, presents some serious challenges
to the study of graphic design. But Scotford warns that a canon, like the one she exposes, poses serious challenges to the
study of graphic design:

“If we narrow the field now, it will take much longer and be much more difficult to properly study and understand our
cultural and professional heritage. For students new to the study of graphic design, a canon creates the impression that
they need go no further; the best is known, the rest is not worth knowing. This is unfair, dangerous and short-sighted.”

As a professor who stresses the importance of graphic design history to students, I seriously consider my role in this
problem: how does a history based in celebrity exclude women? By adhering to the history of graphic design as it has
been presented in textbooks, I must now evaluate whether I perpetuate a perception of male dominance the field of
graphic design.

Current trends in graphic design show that the field is simultaneously shifting and staying stubbornly the same. On a
promising note, the web provides alternative paths to success and helps many women achieve notoriety. For instance,
designer Jessica Hische effectively used her web presence to elevate her professional status, and she is now sought out
for speaking engagements throughout the world. I have no doubt that as the graphic design canon expands, Hische will
become a major player in defining today’s graphic design aesthetic. But progress for women in graphic design remains
slow. In a recent article posted on the Graphic Design USA website, Paula Scher was the only female designer noted

in the “top ten most influential graphic designers working today.” Expanding the list to include 50 designers allowed
for only 18 out of 50 female designers. Paula Scher has come to represent the female voice in graphic design, and more
voices need to be considered.

As more women reach celebrity status, they too speak as female representatives for the field of graphic design. When
asked the question, “Have you ever found gender to be a barrier in your career?” prominent UK designer, Sara De
Bondt responded:

“Being a woman does not automatically grant me privileges from which to answer these questions. I find it particularly
difficult to answer them because I feel that by asking me—as a female designer—about my gender instead of my work,
your questions reinforce the stereotype of women as outsiders and men as neutral, objective norm.”

Female celebrity designers, unlike their male counterparts, have to speak for an entire gender, a responsibility that is
potentially unwanted and to some degree impossible to fulfill. In order to remedy this problem it is not necessary to
ignore the canon in graphic design. Instead, we need to expose the myth that the male super star designer achieves his
success alone, and we need to find ways to complicate and critically address the narrow scope that many students bring
to the idea of celebrity in design. Instead, it may be best to emphasize the collaborative nature of graphic design. What
gets glamourized and perpetuated with the male super star designer stereotype is the idea that he achieves his success
alone. By focusing too much on this one model, students will be set up for failure in the work place. Collaboration is an
essential component of the design process and all graphic designers must learn how to work this diverse and evolving
field.

The following sources were referenced or cited in preparing this essay:

“AIGA | What the U.S. census says about the design workforce,” accessed February 1, 2013, http:/ / www.aiga.org/ what-the-us-census-says-about-
the-design-workforce.

Gerda Breuer and Julia Meer, “Women in Graphic Design: 1890-2012,” Berlin: Jovis, 2012
“The Graphic Glass Ceiling: Observatory: Design Observer,” accessed January 8, 2013, http:/ / observatory.designobserver.com/entry.html?entry=5017

“Most Influential Graphic Designer Currently Working - 50th Anniversary Survey - January 2013 - Graphic Design USA.,” accessed January 8, 2013,
http:/ / www.gdusa.com/issue_2013/january / most-influential-designer-current.php.

Scotford, Martha. “Is There a Canon of Graphic Design History?.” AIGA Design Journal 9, no. 2, 1991

Adrian Shaughnessy, “How to Be a Graphic Designer Without Losing Your Soul.,” 2 ed., New York: Princeton Architectural Press, 2006..

86



S - RIEH

EFE R B RS

CELEBRITY AND GENDER IN GRAPHIC DESIGN

BRVSEFHRIT ERHOIAMAEERZN—IF. MRFEMRITIMRIOELERAIER » 2FRM ~ IR A EMIRT
MRS R &SRR, X —/NEMIR TR EREZ AR TR A E . IXERIHMEL R AR R RN —RF S BRI, X
MEET, FBEERASERZRITITE BN, SRHEREHFIFEEZ XA 6.

AMILESFRLEOR—ERBMEROTL. E-HERE, FSTMMATRERT, AOAHLEFRER
BRI, MGG REEBTNLAL BT, XEERZAES2HEHANASBNBI VLD B
ERBEES 2 (NEA) S U2 (AIGA) IREARMMIR S, ALSSHIOMRNLH, MAThFERRET N AL
SRR

006 FEAATF/NAPITE “BPZEAR: BREHEEZT B, BIMIFENTMHRITTLAR —TERZIMER. ke
R RABIEKRE - BEDF. FT - BEELEK - B.i15H, HHRHERR - he8FEHF. XITMEILEEERQ&A, M
BAEEERLARERFEZ. [ONT:

“(RERLE ~ BB N RARHT) MR = NN ARTHREHER S — EDRNESEFREIE BNLERITH? 2
WEEIRITTXTEHRERIBRORERE?

RRLDFERI929%, U7 1Y NY” MRS &. thEtxXMo@mE— g2t b nREERE “RAKZ
RN, BREBET. MBLEFENTE, BARAUEINLZRECHNEVHEACK B DULFER T EERSF
ERPELNIE. 7 REDFEER: BRIFAZNAFRE, FTRXPRRAREHE. 7 AKENMBHOTFRITEE L
N RFMH MBI ERBIARENKME, L (TERBNHENBUE? BAOFR, " XEHI2RFmE. -

BREAEBEZLERERWAG, ERADEFNMNEZBERTIBENEERITNE EHAEFHIXE  “RITPNRIBRL
W B HEFEBRHMEIRADENEN, RRRREGRENEAEFNEE LRIITEE. hERRERERETS
NHRMERITN, BRBROLBEFE: " BUERGE—FULNTHRSNSFE N B ESNIEENZRS AR
o MEMABRNNELEBRERI. LIME: XIRNER(ERITHE)EHTFL. EXTR2HBRM, DUARLR
RRBPIZR: BRBEZTINRERE, NZENEEEITNERE, -

ERRAARITWEBEEFRMANEFME L, HRERFELERITIMHR TR MAIAYME B 1152 IR FHR T
Fo 1§/RIE - MEREBRFMW - KR, AFBET 7 FERRITHNZLME2012) “ —FH. BNEATFZSLUFERSEE
BB S FmRITTR 2N EBELZ AL, SEMREREEZHNIERITITABMBERZ. EE1TAN
P8 BEORITM AT B AR RAY ~ BAMETUIRITHAEERHNZARARFHECEBRA. HERFARERE
FHEZWE, ARITLHZNOBEEE. AREMARITOUSP AL RHR, —ENE2BEZERTONERETIE. 7
ZHX— P REERIS AABADIBELERITESBRBS 2RV EMLERT GO G BREREXER. BHP
BT RERN, ERZUHZBUNMFENOHELZRBEXAEXAEHABNB LS, BERERATUAEZLESH .

BEPNEmMRRENERS, MNFEFmMRITEFERMEEZA Y B BT WRITFENMES, 2T
ML ZARNRRE . MRMERBEHLERLR, FERRITIDANRIT AL RBHEEXECH—H “ZRHLT
W AHEEEFHESEEM N FERHm. ARERITARENEH, RERNETRERRAEHIFRBE LR
25, I - FIRMSHAERIVIFNXER “FERIRITNHEERETIE? ” FL7T —EfEFURITEREIRITE.
SR/ \ (19205 B H AR B MRITIN, EMBIERZBEITNY TR 6SMRITID, EPBAARARLM. FEHFHXIHE
HRFATFERITLEN 2B RN ES:

URBAIEEEERIOTL, SLERAVEGPERLNE, R ERFIENT BRI LR, W5
FRTEIR AN, RS 18 4 B2 —Fh A B 2T AR R B — 5 A THENR . XEF
AFH Rk IS, 7

Be8F— 2R, FTARITENFENEEMEHEMNEN, HEHRBEREN. AENELZACSEXMORENAE:

AF—PFEHA ZIRITTIMA L S BRI O R? AFRATERITEEN PR, RLIUHEECEREESXMS
MHESHFEIR U,

87



BRISEEIRITTAER B DN U E R TR RN ALt =27l MR T — PR, MUERHLE—FEBERINS
BNBERGT R, BLORITITERR - FHRAE, wAEREF AHMNEERF A T H Bt RS R £ FmR
TG KX DI, BRELROMEEHAEHSRAEXIRTAZAEENIESESE. EFERITHIEER
ERIAZEE. AROEXEFERITME ENXESR, FH - WRE “ RAZMOMTREEETE " PlE—R20.
%i#?%ﬁﬁAﬁMWAiﬁm%ﬁﬁ&ﬁﬁoiﬁ-%ﬁﬁ%ﬁ%ﬁﬁiﬁ&ﬁ%ﬁ%,@Eiﬁ—%ﬁ%ﬁ%ﬁ
TERMEE.

HEBESRMHRTZRMME, Mt —RAZEFERITITAE. SR NEE: 7 R SR E RS IR
MBUERIEMARGE? 7 ARNRERITTSRAL - EHFEmES:

‘RAXAEEZEXNE@: B —DTEHFRREIEMRFN. RRESEECZEFIXDEBMILERTESL. R
EFHRBMMEIMAZRAIER ROBAE MR T S ARERZIIRE, BUERRRIZNZREIR. ”

AMEEMNNBUNTF, ERNIERITITRENFBERENBSMTRIE. EMEERRBIERETLENTEDA
MATEATREETRE. ATHREXDE@E, HFAREZWAGHNRFEERITFRRATUALER. SERRBIFRE
BRBERERITTMTIRERE, BB FERBDEEE RN ~ ZEFFEEAZENNRIT 2R KRR L. HEXFR
B, RIRFEIRITHSERRTREERENDE, BARKIFESBERITIT I TBRAENZREIRHEM ML —AIE
PRI RPN IRBRAT. XFSEALFEMNFERZERN KM SERRITLHELRTROEERRS, FERNFEIRITD
EBREFR I WMAERX D Z T em B PRS2 T 1E.

88



