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Class Action provoked some unscheduled discussion
at Aspen this year with their re-configurations of the

Conference logo. J. Abbott Miller found out why

THE AMERICAN CENTER FOR DFESIGN

AM: How did you distribute this pamphlet at
Aspen?

LB: The first day of the conference we went
into the auditorium and put it on all the bench-
es, so that people found it on their chairs.
When peopie gol there and saw it they had no
clae until they unfolded it that the pamphlet
wasn't an Aspen publication.

BM: And then you were invited Lo speak about
it as part of the proceedings?

CA: The conference organizers didn't know
that we were going to do something like that,
We had read about the topic of the confer-
ence and thought that our worl: was about
COIMITon issues,

AM: Human bodies?

E&: Yes. But we didn't necessarily agree with
the way the subject was handled. When we
saw the logo for the conference, we thought

il wasn't an appropriate arrangement of form
and content for a conference that we felt
should be broad. We felt that we needed to,
make a statement about thatl.

BH: So it evolved as a response to the mark
that was created by Ivan Chermayeff for the
conference?

CA: Right, but our response was not specifical-
ly directed at Ivan Chermayelf, but was direct-
ed at all designers who have to deal with this
issue. We wanted to question the conference,
and ask how we deal with this issue as design-
ers. We make these things, put them out
there, they're very powerlul and lots of people
see them and they stand for something. That's
something that we have to be responsible
ahout, and sensitive to lots of communities,
BY: Your revision of the Ivan Chermayeff
graphic was an allempt to bring out what

you felt was its latent content. What made it
“in-appropriate”? Is there an element of
censorship in what you did? In some ways
your project might be interpreted as an edict
against nudity or representations_ of the

female hody in general? R

L& Yes—there were lots of things that con-
cerned us in crealing it. We wandered if we
woren't perpeluating the king of imagery that
we were criticizing by using it to unmask or
reveal (e forms. We went through lots of
deliberations aboul that as a group. Should
we see the crolch? Should we see the vagina?
Should il be covered up? We hoped that the
first panel of the pamphlet would have some
humor, then the second one would relate to
itin an academic matter, and then the third
would point to where our interests lay.

AiM: Put all the cards ou the lable?

CA: Right, And we hoped that humor would
temper our statement, but we realized that
without actually making a statement that

was shocking we couldn’t show the shocking
response that we had to that logo.

AM: What shocked you about the logo? lvan
Chermayefl dectined to be interviewed,

but F'm guessing that he might be surprised
by the word “shocked.”

LA: We felt that that form not only was frag-
mented and broken but the position of it

was lost, belpless, and passive. We thought
that it suggested someone looking down on
somebody else in a dominating way.

AM: You see the drawing in a plan view?

I always saw it in elévation.

CA: A plan view, thal's exactly what we saw.
And so we questioned how one could gel into
that position. That position occurs in a very
few circumstances, although people suggest-
ed it's also a position for giving birth.

BH: Right.

ER: That was a positive respense that some
people at the conference had to the logo. They
said “oh, if represents the power of women in
alife-foree kind of way.” It wasn't that we
couldn't sec that, I think we saw all those
things. In fact, the last panel of the pamphlet
has that list: a mother, a whore, etc, We could
see all those things in it. But which was the
right thing to see? We were asking thal question.

It’s the choice of using thal particular image
to represent all people that bothered us.

That was only a woman, and that she was

in an ambigaous position that could be violent,
that the breasts were se large. On the tabloid-
size pamphiet about the conference, the logo
is on every page: the front one is the main
image, and then when you turn the pages the
same figure is done in different styles.

One is done in pencil, another is done with
an IBM-like stripe, so each one is another
stylistic abstraction.

BM: Several different takes on it?

CA: Exactly, That upset me a lot. That use of
abstraction moved it farther and farther away
from what the image really stood for. Those
pages could have been a great opportunity to
have the figure move, to have other figures
come in, and give it some life. Instead the
same image was repeated over and over again,
almost like it was stuck and incapable of
movement.

BY: The fact that it could be “abstracted”
through different styles proved to you that it
was based on a photographic conceit of a
woman lying on the [loor?

LA: Yes, perhaps.

AM: But what Chermayel{ created was a
specific drawing: he chose not to make it pho-
tographic but to make a collage. When you
go back and invest those [ragments with
photographic form, then you cross an enor-
mous thresheid. That's the point at which
the author of such a mark might feel compro-
mised, [('s like pulling words in someone's
mouth, literaily putting photographs in

their drawing.

£A: I think that's a point, and we experienced
such responses at the conference. The first
day of our workshop we wanted people fo
know that we did the pamphlet and that it
was an exampte of the kind of experience that
we wanted to have in this workshop. We
wanted our workshop te be about having an
opinion instezd of being passive, making
something that actually communicates. After
we said that, someone got up and left, and we
thought that was greal. A lot of the projects
that were done in the workshop were about
the logo. Some people felt like “oh ves, I felt
that way too, but I don’t agree with what you
did,” and then they chose their own direction.
AM: Do you think there is a danger of creating
a climate in which people become alraid to
represent at all? Would this have been more
palatable to you as a purely typographic
freatment?

CA: As a group Class Action tends not to use
images. We work with lots of type and use
minimal means in the most pared down form.
With our “Aiding Awareness” show [about
HIV+ women in New Haven] we didn’t feel
that we should photograph these people.
That would define them too much. Instead,
we wanted to evoke their presence.

AM: Right.
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Human Bodies

LA We let the viewer complele it by hearing
the voices and imagining this person. That
says a lot about what designers do, cort of play
with what's seen and what's not seen and
whal's suggested,

B Well, that's whal Ivan was doing with his
mark, and the decision to malke it a flat cut-out
representation was strategic on his part.

[ don't think he was “hiding™ a photographic
image in there. I think the mark came
together through cul paper.

& Well, again [ think it's really important
that we say that our piece is not an atlack on
Ivan at all.

MM But it was interpreted that way.

LR Yes, well of course it was a critique of his
piece, bhuf what was important at the confer-
ence was to lake it (o this other level of “this
15 a conference about bodies and what o

we do?” Qur aim in thal pamphlet was to give
the experience that we had of that logo to
other people.

AH: Both projects hinge on the use of collage.
On the one hand Chermayeff is in the
Picasso/Braque/Malisse lineage and on the
other hand you guys are in the Dada pho-
tomontage lineage, which is rooted in social
commentary. The collision of those two tradi-
tions is what we're seeing here. You guys
rewrote Chermayelf’s logo in political terms.
1 am not criticizing that, I'my intrigued that it
took photegraphy lo make the politics that you
impute to Chermayell clear. You needed pho-
tography to malke it legible for other people.
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CA: We did see Lhat as a woman on her back.
If made us think of the images in pornograph-
ic magazines, which are in the same position.
To use just one ol those images didn’t convey
any of the rills or fragmentation of
Chermayeff's edges.

AH: Right.

LB Those marks of ripping and leaving pieces
unconnected increased the logo’s feeling of
violence, Such poses are in [pornographic]
magazines, and il reminded us of that
immed-iately.

AM: Was there much disagreement between
the female versus male membership of Class
Action, or was it a unified response?

CA: ] think the women felt the violence in it
more, Once it became a project then,

of course, we all got bekind it and tried to do
the right thing. T think the women might have
seen more of the violence than the men but
nol necessarily. '

ER FOR DESIGN

This page: pages from
the Class Action
pamphlet, from left

to right: Front cover,
first inside page,
centerfold, back cover.

AM: Did you have any direct inleraction with
Tvan Chermayeff about what you did?

C&: Yes, at the end of the conlerence.

We went and [ound him after one of the ses-
sions and talked with him. He really didn't
know how to tall to us. I don't remember the
details of what he said. I think he was very
uncomiortable and said, “Oh youre the ones,”
and just couldn't confront it at that moment.
AM: Had you considered warning him in
advance of the conference or did you want the
surprise aspect of il?

LA We definitely wanted the surprise. And

again our project was more about the conler-
ence. It wasn’t about him.

BY: Right, but when something volatile is
going to be published, sometimes people are
warned beforchand.

Ci: We felt we had to just make (his state-
ment.

RH: It’s naive to think that it wouldn’t be taken
personally.

CA: Yealy, | think we understood that it would
be taken personally and that is why we made
it a point {o say that it wasn't directed at him.
Not because we wanted to shield him from
our criticism, buf more that we took that
piece to the conference aboul human bodies
because we wanted it lo be an issue that was
discussed. [The conference organizers] fell
potentially attacked because people belicved
the piece was by them. They felt a need lo
offer participants a piace to respond to this
so they asked us to have a cafe where people
who led workshops or gave presentations
gathered informally. We were going o have
a session about the represent-ation of human
hodies, but they asked us have one about this
lego also.

Tids is an irmage
of @ woman...

nakad

on her back
tegs spread
contarted
passhve
available
rasisting
wiilliay
afraid

in contru!
2 mathar
awharn

a decoratian
a symhol.

Sha has no kdentily.
Shao is an identity.
She is the loge for
this gopfarance.

Class Action produced this cemmantary
to iniliate discussion at IDCA 1584 about
the ropresentalion of human bodies.
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AH: What rele do you think the generational
difference has in all of this? You come from
a different aesthetic and ideological climate
than the Aspen Conference. This seems to
be part of the mixture, the young whipper-
snappers versus the Establishment.

€A:; What you were saying belore about the
two collage traditions of aesthetics versus
criticism is connected. We have been trained
{o see the image-making process in a certain
way. There is a tradilion of representing
women as beautiful objects. Its part of an
accepted past, certainly a part of history and
therefore it does relate to designers and the
way designers have been taught to look at
them. We've been taught to be more crilical,
to question things.

Jo you think there’s a danger of

creating a climate in which people
become afraid to represent at all?

Is sexuality something that can’t be brought into a

BH: I'm curious about the implication that there
is'a “correct” representalion of the female
form for Class Actlion. I worry about the val-
orization of a codified, sanitized, non-erotic
made of representation, Is erolicism always
bad? Is sexuality something that can’t be
brought inlo a conference about human bodies?
CR: 1 think the answer is really in the fact that
this foge was for this conference, You know,

it wasn't one of the logos. It wasn't part of a
series of different things, The image could
have been moving, in dillerent positions,

or another figure could come in. [ think all

of those things could have kept the sexuality
of it.

AM: It seems that sexuality and eroticism of the
female or male body are becoming too loaded
to represent. Is it because it was a male
designer and a female subject, or is it because
i's only-female versus male-and-female?

Lh: It's a combination.

AM: But this suggests a diminishing series

of possibilities for designers 1o express them-
selves without fear of reprisal. We may be
backing ourselves into a corner where we
allow ourselves only expressions that are clear,
clean, and sanilized. I'm imagining other
designers in subsequent years who want to

do something provocative, and suddenly

the board, or whomever, says “Ch, no."
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EA: Then show a vagina, you know what I'm
saying? What upsel us was the visual
euphemism. It should liave been the thing
itsell, not semething that refers to that thing.
BH: Well, that's the naturc of representation;
i's sot the thing itself. There is some media-
tion via the artist or designer. Is if a collage?
Or a photograph? Or a drawing? You're saying
that if what you're afler is T & A then give it
to us straight up, without the arly coliage.

LA: I don't think we would have recommend-
ed that as a direclion.

A¥: This became a calling card [or Class
Action’s response to Chermayef!’s logo.

You wanled people to know how you read it?
EA: Exactly. The pamphiel is a series of steps
which talk about its abstractness. It talks first
about the sex of the lhing, then it talks about
art and how we refer to a certain kind of rep-
resentation, and then it takes the actual logo
and unmasks it or literalizes il.

BM¥: The unmasking or literalizing is I think the
most crifical step here: T admire its rhetorical
strength. You gave the mark a little visual
push and senf it over the edge,

£l Right. You're wondering i we should have
done that?

BH: That's what I admire about it, and that's
also why I think it's problematic, because in
Jact that’s not what Chermayefl’s representa-
lion is. You're filling in the blank, completing
the sentence. One could even say you've
turned his work against him. It's inleresting
that you chose to do that picterially rather
than verbally, and therein lies the success and
the danger of the piece.

conference about human hodies?

CA: 1 think so, too, and again, cnce we made
deliberations about the appropriale method of
making our point, we wanted to give force fo
the experience of secing it, to pass on our own
emotional state to people who would not nec-
essarily experience it in thal way.

BH: It's not a Duchampian Mona-Lisa-with-
a-moustache gesture, which was a quiet inter-
vention that retained the ohject as it existed.
CA: We didn’t want it to just be [unny. We need-
ed il to be cutting and critical. We're only one
group of people who have this oxe opinion,
and I don't think that we intend to be didactic
about that opinion. We wanted to speak out
about it, to make it known as opposed to just
saying “Oh God that logo!” We were surprised
that a conference that aims to represent alt
views for all human people about this issue
would be so narrow, so specific,

AK: You pul the responsiblity for this with the
Aspen Conference organizers as opposed to
Chermayeff, because in a sense you were
saying that Chermayeff's mark is wonderful
on its own, bul as a symbol for the conference
it becomes a problem?

ER: Yeah it's a logo. [t's supposed to be the
thing that identifies this conference.

BM: So are you saying there are (wo ways of
evaluating Ivan’s mark? On the one hand il has
ils own life over here in Art Land and then
over here as the symbol of the conference.

In one camp, it's okay, and in the other camp
it’s no good?

CA: I don't know i(it’s okay. Yes, I think that it
does have to do with where il's being seen. We
tallied about whether you could imagine that
logo on a bottle of soda? To sell baby goods?
BHM: I could definitely see it on a pharmaceuti-
cals brochure.

CA: Right, but it wasn’t for that.

BH: But I'm saying that as a logo it does,
technically, function. o

CA: Yeah, it has the qualities, formally, that we
lool for in a logo.

BH: So you liked it?

EA: From the [ormal perspeclive of what we
expect from a logo, yes. Although we wished
that it wasn'l so derivative of Matisse, Maybe
the fact that the style was so recognizable
caused us to be more critical ol what we felt
that it alfuded fo.

BAM: I'm curious how you would have reactled
if, say, April Greiman's famous nude self-por-
trait from Design Quarterly had been the
conference image? Would the fact that it was
done by a woman as a self-portrail have
aliered the conditions of your response?

LA: T think the personal aspect of it is interest-
ing, knowing who itis. It has a whole other
string of associations.I think that it would be
very controversial for the conference to do
something like that. Probably more because
it was a nude. [ think that would he a probleni-
atic conference image as well, bul it also
wouldn't be a logo.

J

BH: You guys just don't like logos! Another
figure who comes to mind is Cindy Sherman.
I can imagine Ciady Sherman producing

an image for this conference that was every
bit as explicit as what you did and every bit as
fragmented. Butis the authorship by a man
of this image the dividing line or the peint of
friction? Would Cindy Sherman's poster have
been totally excellent?

CA: [ don't know. I am trying to imagine that,
1 think that mate authorship—I think that’s
definitely significant. It had to do with it being
done by a mail in his position. His identity
sanclioned what he did.

BM: T hope graphic design isn't sliding into

a parochial position, retreating to the wrong
side of the culture wars. There is a fine line
hetween “sensitive” representation, “correct”
representation, and no representation at all,
CA: T agree, Maybe we would have a question
if April Greiman’s piece was in this context
because if was just a woman being exposed.
If it was a man and a woman, now that could
be great, but again that’s only one of the
issues that are our concern.

BM: Equal representation?

£h: Equal representation and the particular
body language. We talked a lot about the body
language, using the words fearful, exposed,
violated, held back, dominated, tied.

We wouldn't want to encourage a sense ol
paranoia about design, but rather show that it
is possible to make judgments.

AM: Visually speaking, this project is some of

“Class Action's most power ful work because it

isn’t strictly typographic. T'm locking forward
to seeing that kind of visual power come into
your projects at large.

ER: That's something lhat we've talked a lot
about. In this sifuation we felt imagery was
the only way to give the experience of the way
we saw the logo. We questioned whether
Chermayeff saw it this way at all.

BE: My guess is that he didn’t.

CA: Probably so. That was certainly a possibility.
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