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PART ONE

IDENTITY PROGRAMMES IN CONTEXT





1 

INTRODUCTION

The emergence of brand identity programmes

The end of the ideas poster

In London, 1959, the British graphic designer F. H. K. Henrion is said to have presented a poster design proposal for Gleem toothpaste to his client, the American advertising firm Erwin, Wasey, Ruthrauff & Ryan. This painterly design featuring a swirl of toothpaste squeezed directly from the tube to form a perfect white smile was not exceptional in and of itself (Figure 1.1), being strongly representative of the kind of jobbing work that had been typical of commercial artists in pre-war Britain, yet this rather unremarkable design would come to signify a remarkable moment in this German émigré’s career. The story goes that Henrion’s client responded to the proposal by claiming that the design was ‘too good’ for them. What they needed, apparently, was not a strong individualistic ideas poster, but rather an altogether simpler design, featuring the actors from the brand’s television commercial and constituting one part of a total or holistic campaign.


[image: ]
Figure 1.1 Unpublished poster proposal for Gleem toothpaste, F. H. K. Henrion, 1959. Courtesy of the Estate of F. H. K. Henrion.


The most curious aspect of this anecdote is the surprised reaction with which Henrion greeted the knock-back, later lamenting that holistic design programmes had come to supersede concept-led individual design artefacts, referring to this incident as ‘the end of the ideas poster’. Having completed his first extensive brand identity programme for Pest Control of Cambridge in 1953 (Figure 1.2), the disdain with which he greeted the withering status of the individual design artefact is intriguing; the irony that he had, by this point, been championing the merits of a coordinated approach to corporate design for at least five years seemingly lost on him. Not that this incident held him back, far from it. Over the coming decade he went on to establish a reputation as a pioneer of corporate design, cementing his reputation with several high-profile international design jobs, not least the brand identity programme for the Dutch airline KLM and the publication of the seminal textbook, Design Coordination and Corporate Image with his employee Alan Parkin.


[image: ]
Figure 1.2 Brand identity programme for Pest Control of Cambridge, by Henrion Design Associates, excerpt from Design magazine, issue 84. Courtesy of the Estate of F. H. K. Henrion.


Why begin this book with Henrion’s pithy anecdote about the end of the ideas poster? Well, the rise of the all-encompassing corporate communications programme at the expense of the heroic individual design artefact emphasizes a shift that is central to the premise of this volume. The emergence of programmatic brand identity during the post-war period in Britain was interlinked with several other changes occurring during the same period, which, when combined, had a significant influence on how design would come to be practised in the future.

Alongside the emergence of programmatic branding came two other important developments. The first was a strong trend towards group practice within design; complex and ambitious holistic brand identity programmes would demand an upscaling of the design workforce, with collaboration and teamwork now becoming critical to success. The second important development came in the shifting professional status of design, and particularly graphic design, which was to become closely linked with the imperative of visual unification at the heart of brand identity programmes. Tracing connections between these threads of development, this book aims to establish how the materiality of graphic designers’ work was transformed as brand identity design became a central tenet of their practice. By considering the collaborative nature of corporate design labour, the book moves beyond what is a long-standing tradition of viewing creativity from a purely individualist perspective.

Focusing on branding practices in the post-war era, the book addresses the underestimated significance of post-war graphic designers who spearheaded the development of innovative new programmatic approaches to corporate design in Britain. While many scholars have recognized the importance of the 1980s in terms of the impact of brands on society, generally the period that preceded this has been neglected, with scholars downplaying the significance of early pioneers like Henrion, suggesting that they were simply ‘ahead of their time’ (Moor, 2007: 30).1 Drawing on empirical research I contest this assertion, arguing that practitioners such as Henrion played a critical role in establishing the patterns of corporate design practice that were deepened in the following decades. As such I contend that the 1950s and 1960s have been erroneously overlooked. My supposition being that although branding had, by the 1980s, reached unprecedented levels of significance as a symbol of social, cultural and economic capital, it was the earlier era that had set in place the foundations from which the ultimate idea of the brand as a form of ‘new religion’ could proliferate.2 In this sense, while those scholars who have focused on the 1980s have served to underscore the powerful effects of neoliberalism, this book can be seen as an attempt to address a pre-history of such neoliberal corporate design practices. The book develops from this premise, focusing on the first, formative stage of brand identity design activity in Britain. It explores in detail the operational methods, group structures and client–designer relations of those practitioners most heavily involved in the establishment of the new programmatic approach to designing brands. Through a series of case studies, the role of certain key groups will be investigated to establish the role they played in defining the practice of brand identity design in Britain during the post-war period.

Although the book focuses on ways of practice within Britain, relations with other nations and cultures are considered. The key protagonists featured all practised within Britain, but many originated from outside the country, hailing from nations such as Germany or Azerbaijan. As such, the influence of European design ideals and the importance of émigré designers cannot be overstated. Transatlantic connections between Britain and the United States (US) are also reflected upon, particularly in relation to the role of advertising as both a complementary and a competing profession to graphic design. Although the US was generally more advanced in treating design as a commercialized practice, this book shows that post-war British designers played a much more critical role in advancing the discourse and methods of programmatic brand identity design than has previously been thought. While developments in the US can be seen to loosely mirror those of Britain, much of the key literature and milestone publications emanated from practitioners clustered around the London design scene.

The transition from sculptural artefacts to technological systems

Chronicling the emergence of brand consultancy, the book explains how the development and proliferation of brand identity programmes transformed the working methods and principles of practising graphic designers working in post-war Britain. It is commonly understood that the practice of designing brands may be traced through many centuries to the ancient act of branding cattle; meanwhile the design of symbols to represent individual companies or products also pre-dates the period surveyed here, thus perhaps raising questions as to why the focal period of this book does not begin earlier. By concentrating on a 25-year period after the end of World War II, this volume aims to challenge the dominant logo-centric approach to understanding the history of brands. Rather than examining the design of corporate logos, it instead charts the development of a coordinated and programmatic approach to brand design whereby multiple artefacts are brought into alignment under a unified visual identity system.

While some organizations in Britain, such as London Transport or The London & North Eastern Railway (LNER), had made early attempts to coordinate their appearance before the Second World War, these efforts were an exception to the norm. Most organizations operating in the first part of the century had neither the capital, nor the infrastructure, nor the awareness to commission design programmes of this nature and it was not until the 1950s and 1960s that
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Figure 1.3 Example of a comprehensive brand identity programme produced by Design Research Unit for Ilford. As featured in Alec Davis’s (1952: 37) article for the Penrose Annual. Courtesy of Scott Brownrigg.
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Figure 1.4 Double-page spread from Alec Davis’s (1956: 20–1) feature for Design magazine on ‘Factors in house style’, with examples on the use of colour, pattern, borders, trademarks and symbols, and lettering. Item held by the University of Brighton Design Archives.



In a complex world the unit of design tends to grow ever larger, embracing not merely individual objects but whole ranges of objects. A ‘corporate identity programme’ will bring, buildings, products, printed matter and all of the aspects of an organisation into a common design framework.















The basic [house] style will probably be created by an individual, though he may be guided by many others. It is likely that he will be primarily a typographer or graphic artist; theoretically it is also likely that he may be an interior decorator or a colour consultant, but in practice, this seldom seems to happen.





The methods and structure of this book















… scholars [of practice theory] see practice as ontologically in between the inside and the outside. They identify the social in the mind (since individuals are carriers of practices), but also in symbolic structures (since practices form more or less extra-subjective structures and patterns of action).
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