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Contributors

ALVIN LUSTIG, free-lance designer, did a well-known series of
dust jackets for New Directions books and is also responsible

for the design of Meridian Books, a new paperbound series. His
jobs outside of the graphic arts field have included the design

of the Lightolier showroom in New York, and the planning of all
signposts, standards and other graphic elements of Northland,

a shopping center outside of Detroit. He designed the layout for

his article in this issue.

JOSEPH BLUMENTHAL, founder and director of The Spiral Press in
New York, is one of the few remaining designer-printers in this
country. He has taught at the New School for Social Research,
Columbia University and New York University. He has been the
recipient of the AIGA Institute Medal, and he has been represented
by numerous books in the AIGA “Fifty Books” exhibitions.
ALEXANDER NESBITT is the author of Lettering, 1950, and he has
contributed many articles on aspects of graphic art to such
magazines as American Printer and Print. He is currently teaching
calligraphy and typography at Cooper Union in New York, and
layout and design at New York University.

Editor

BELLE KRASNE has recently been appointed editor of Craft Horizons.
Formerly the editor of Art Digest, she now has a regular column on art
in Arts and Architecture. She has contributed to the College Art
Journal and The Saturdayy Review, and has taught magazine publishing
at Radcliffe College.

MEG TORBERT, editor of the DESIGN QUARTERLY, is back from an extended
leave of absence. The next issue, Number 32, under her editorship,

will be devoted to a review of well designed objects for everyday use.
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CONTEMPORARY

BOOK DESIGN: 1

by Alvin Lustig

In using the term contemporary books, I do not refer
to books produced in our time, but rather to books that
reflect the basic esthetic concepts peculiar to our time.
In this sense contemporary book design is still a rarity,
which fact is not difficult to explain. The book has a
long and noble tradition; it developed without inter-
ruption until the beginning of the twentieth century
when suddenly it was confronted by tremendous tech-
nical changes and new esthetic principles which it was
ill-prepared to absorb.

Rooted in handicrafts, committed to the Roman let-
ter form and to classic symmetry, book design, of all
the visual arts, was the one least susceptible to the in-
fluence of this century’s esthetic and technical innova-
tions. So, while almost every phase of our physical
environment—our architecture, our transportation and
our methods of communication—has changed its form
drastically in the past fifty years, the book today has
essentially the same physical form it had two centuries
ago. So, too, it is no accident that most of the designers
who have made an important mark on the format of
the contemporary book have come from other fields of
design such as architecture, industrial design and paint-
ing. All of these design areas have been involved in the
dynamic and vital changes so typical of this century.

A characteristic of the tradition of fine book making
has been its close alliance with scholarship and hu-
manism. Persistent emphasis on the “word” rather than
on the “visual symbol” has slowly made an art that

was once the glory of the visual lapse into an art com-

Top: Title page from Jan Tschichold’.
TYPOGRAPHISCHE GESTALTUNG, published in 1935
A typical example of the elegance anc
control found in this master’s early work
Center: An early Bauhaus book designec

by Adolph Meyer and dating from 1924. Ar
example of the simple, strong, mechanistit
style which characterized Bauhaus work anc
which still exerts an influence today
Bottom: FRANZ KAFKA AND PRAGUE by Pave
Eisner, a 1950 design by Ladislav Sutnar
one of the modern pioneers. An instanc

of the modern designer’s characteristi

disinterest in the classic conceptions o
type mass and margins

prising the weakest of “literary” and antiquarian ele
ments. If one goes back far enough—to very earl
printing or even to early manuscripts—one finds :
richness and power of form more closely allied to :
truly modern sensibility than are the polite books o
the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries. One thinks
for example, of the great Irish manuscript dating abou
the eighth century, the Book of Kells. Its distortion
and decoration, use of drawing, unusual margins, rich
ness of texture and general principles of organizatio
make it seem more contemporary with us than d
manuscripts and books of a much later date.

It is in European countries most removed from th
English tradition, which placed its stress on th
“word,” that we find the beginnings of contemporar
book design. Shortly after the turn of the century, wit
the new architecture as a stimulus, Germany wa
already beginning to break the matrix of traditione
design, and by the late ’twenties in that country on
encountered books in a rather mature modern idiom—
for example, those the Bauhaus produced. Meanwhile
in Czechoslovakia, the state design school in Pragu
was producing extremely fine work under the directio
of Ladislav Sutnar. And, strongly influenced b
constructivist painting and sculpture, Jan Tschichol
was evolving principles of contemporary typograph
which still seem fresh and alive today.

In the general field of publishing, the “vulgar” art
of advertising, promotional design and periodical d«

sign were far in advance of the art of the book. Becaus
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the Powder Tower, the usual district of street prostitution in
Prague. It is quite irrelevant how often Franz Kafka took flight
from such girls, how often he did not, whether he always re-
mained the constant prince and always went sensibly and morally
home when his friends or visitors in Prague wanted to carry on
freely until dawn. There is something else much more important.
['n-u: CIRLS OF nu:u:] Every ancient city has a high erotic
tension; this is as true of Prague as of Vienna, of Venice as of
Paris. There is something particular in the case of Prague. “The
girls of Prague are pretty” not only in that flourishing old Vien-
nese nightclub song. By that “pretty” in the Viennese ballad is
meant the erotic charm of the Slavic girl; and the ballad has
antecedents about which its maker could hardly have dreamt:
ever since the Middle Ages from the mouths and pens of for-
eigners has come a veritable multitude of enthusiastically in-

spired testimonies of admiration for the girls of Prague. In this,
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visitors from Germany are particularly emphatic, for the Czech
women of Prague impress them as a true revelation. I cannot
let my remarks become swollen with irrelevant details, and so,
neglecting the many German enthusiasts and other foreigners,
let us mention only Andersen—yes, the great and perennially be-
loved Hans Christian Andersen, the Andersen of the fairy tal

On August 18, 1834 he rode in a coach through the streets of
Prague and called out, beside himself with rapture, in horribly
garbled Czech, to the right and to the left, “Pretty maid, I love
you!' [uonc svunms:s] A woman, far more than a man,
is the quintessence of her people and race. A foreign mode of
life, repellent and at the same time attractive, is embodied at its
greatest concentration in women. At the bottom of the ancient
worldwide barbarous violation of women carried out by the
conquering enemy, lies something deeper than just the purely

animal urge. The German people are a classic example of a race
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Left: Binding of ART AND INDUSTRY by Herbert
Read ; designed by Marshall Lee. This
reflects the fresh approach made possible

by technical innovations. The printed
photographic cover is protected by

a laminated plastic sheet.

Far left: THE TABLES OF THE LAW by Thomas
Mann ; designed by Paul Rand. Although
the binding shows the use of traditional
gold stamping, its design has a timeless
quality related to the book’s theme.

Above: One of five division pages from
BREAD IN THE WILDERNESS by Thomas Merton ;
designed by Alvin Lustig. An example of
the use of photography to give

a fresh visual and emotional sense

to a traditional subject.

Lejft: ELEGY OF IHPETONGA by Yvan Goll,
with four original Picasso lithographs ;
designed by Alvin Lustig. A contemporary
example of the expensive, limited-edition
book. Although printed on various-colored,
hand-made papers, the type has been
machine set. The page is defined

by the long narrow columns of the poetry.














































