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Alliance Graphique Internationale (AGI)
Yu Bingnan

Alliance Graphique Internationale, abbreviated as AGI, was founded in 1951
in Paris, France. Its first president was Carlu from France. Among its ranks are
the most outstanding and influential famous designers worldwide. It leads since

then the trends of the modern graphic design.

In 1919, Gropius founded Bauhaus in Germany. The modern design style
developed by Bauhaus deeply influenced many creations in the fields of architecture,
industrial products and visual communication. After Bauhaus was closed by the
Nazis in 1933, many of its teachers fled Germany and worked in Britain or the
United States. Some of them, e. g. Bayer, along with other emigrates such as
Lionni, Burtin, Binder, Matter, Tscherny in the United States and Schleger,
Henrion in Britain became the first members of AGI. At the same time, a
talented body of eight British designers, who had proved their worth before and

during the war, became eligible members.

In France, the most successful poster designers in the Thirties of the last
century were the three Cs. Two of them, Carlu and Cassandre, together with
other excellent designers afterwards, were members of AGI. Art and artists have
been always much respected by the French people. Like painters and sculptors,
designers in France enjoy a reputation and an acknowledged place in society. It

was, therefore, natural that Paris became the new AGI headquarters.

Generally speaking, around that time many important designs are not supported
by the industry, which means the important effect of design on industrial and
daily life had not been realized. AEG in Germany and Olivetti Typewriter in
ltaly, however, played a pioneer role in this aspect. Pintori, the first Italian
AGI member, was responsible for all the visual communication of Olivetti. His
imaginative and semi—abstract approach became a worldwide influence on

graphic design.

In Switzerland Miiller—Brockmann and Hofmann were instrumental in evolving
and establishing the Swiss approach internationally, “New Graphic Design”, of
which Neuburg was a founder member, became the mouthpiece of the new

Swiss International Style. Herdeg started “Graphis” magazine in 1942. This



covered graphic design worldwide, with a much more general approach.
Both of them were received as members of AGI. Biihler and Brun, the two
founder members of AGI, had been well—established designers of posters,
exhibitions and advertising and both were influential teachers at the Basel
School. Carigiet was already well known as one of the masters of posters.

He was made an honorary member in 1957,

Richez is the first Belgic member of AGI. His poster for the Brussels

World Exhibition has brought him international reputation,

American magazine design became highly influential on an international
scale. "Time”, "Life”, "Look” established the creative art director of a
magazine as the most important figure in this new communication medium.
Magazine design in the United States attracted the best native and European
talent. The majority of these art directors were AGl members. Special
mention here must be made of Beall who had created a typical USA graphic

style as early as the Thirties of the last century.

At the first AGI exhibition at the Louvre in Paris in 1955, at which the
work of seventy—five designers from eleven countries was shown, although
the International Style, existent since the Bauhaus, had become more
important, but the national characteristics of most were evident in the
exhibits, for the historic reasons given. Only one year later, however,
when referring to the 1956 London exhibition, the critic Elvin stated:

“Clearly the International Style had begun to dominate the scene.”

Since the foundation in 1951 AGI holds assembly meeting every year in
different places all over the world (except the meeting 1973 in Jerusalem
due to the Middle East crises). In a friendly atmosphere members discussed
seriously but fruitfully issues of graphic design, held exhibitions of their
works, trained talented st\udents and young designers in this field, and
helped with their experiences enterprises, companies and their joint ventures

all over the world,

In 1969 AGI has moved headquarter from Paris to Zurich in Switzerland.
Along with the members from the countries mentioned above, AGI| has at
present around 300 members from Germany, Australia, Canada, Czech,
Denmark, Finland, Iran, Israel, Japan, Mexico, Netherlands, Norway,
Poland, Spain, Sweden, Korea and China. Yu Bingnan of the Academy of
Arts & Design, Tsinghua University, has become the first Chinese AGI
member in 1992, The 2004 AGI Congress was held in Beijing and it is also
the first time the AGI Congress was held in China.

As a Network of famous designers from all over the world, AGI is an
authoritative association worldwide in graphic design, which enjoys high

reputation internationally.
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All my professional efforts in 40 years graphic works
(Specially in designing posters which | believe are more
completive conveyor) was and will be Focus on to
creating and achieving. Iranian tastes and characters
in my works and move this visual personality toward
the contemporary international visual dialogues.

Ghobad Shiva
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Reflections on Ghobad Shiva’sWorks

A work of graphic art may be seen as the produce of the marriage between the patron’s requirements
and the audience’s status; an event in which the graphic designer’s task is a delicate one, because his
decisions can engender either beautiful or dreadful offspring; offspring that are propagated and consumed
within social relationships. Hence, a work of graphic art is the upshot of a social process.

Creating qualitatively great works of graphic art in an economically, socially and politically complex
society as Iran is an arduous endeavor fraught with paradoxes. On the one hand, a work of graphic art,
willingly or unwillingly, is a manifestation of and a contributor to culture, and on the other, at its best, it is
the guardian of the culture and identity of the people among whom it is used. A work of graphic art has
other functions as well, including those of satisfying its patron’s requirements and proving attractive to the
public.

In his quest for adequate solutions to the professional requirements of his job in an environment such
as Iran, a graphic artist is often faced with paradoxes which call upon him to make miracles.

In Iran, for explainable reasons, a Europeanizing taste has become predominant with regard to plastic
arts among patrons and clients alike since the early 18th century. Today, at least three distinct levels are
perceptible among the public:

a) A strong mass of countless patrons, clients and designers lacking an accurate knowledge of their
own traditions and culture, and therefore uninterested in using them. These call this proud ignorance
‘modernism’, or ‘globalization’.

b) Another large group with an outlook likewise influenced by Western views, which has turned its
attention to indigenous traditions and culture, but, ignoring both the reasons of their appeal to Westerners
and the minutiae of indigenous culture, embraces trivial cultural elements, preferring and producing a
traditional trimming of a sort. Although as westernizing as the previous group’s, the products of this group
are termed as ‘orientalizing’ and are naturally superficial rather than deep-rooted. ’

Westernization and orientalization in Iran are the natural outcome of the need for change in modes of
expressing new experiences; however, their products are lackluster and crude, even if they may be
considered to bear ‘wisdom’ when seen from above. Jean Franco, the author of Modern Culture in Latin
America, justly writes: “Revolt against literary heritage and the emergence of new forms in the expression
of concepts does not take place spontaneously and without reason. Such an event is the manifestation of
a deep dissatisfaction with the current modes of expression and interpretation of human experiences and
denotes a rift between the artist’s vision and the literary traditions of his time.”

c) In the author’s opinion, one may point to a third level of knowledgeable Iranian creators of new
forms, which has lived on in minority during the past three centuries alongside the ‘westernizing’ and
‘orientalizing’ currents mentioned above. A few efforts in different artistic and scientific fields, which equally
appreciate and make use of lofty Western achievements and values of the indigenous heritage, have now
become discernible and need to be nurtured and ushered into academic curricula.

One of the few pioneers in Iranian modern graphic design is Ghobad Shiva. To get to know Ghobad
Shiva, one can look at his works from different angles to eventually reach considerable results from their
aggregate.

The author considers Ghobad Shiva’s works the most expressive and looks upon them, in a brief
analysis, through several related windows; those of: his era, his culture and his innovations.

The window of Ghobad Shiva’s era — To deeply understand Ghobad Shiva’s works, one must take
into account the circumstances surrounding their creation in his society and epoch; an epoch in which you
do not have to be an innovative, inquisitive, sensitive, ambitious and dedicated graphic artist to either
attempt to make miracles or to abandon in despair; because even a simple citizen without soaring ideals
is immersed from dawn to dusk in paradoxes, incongruities and constrictions.

As mentioned above, a work of graphic art is the outcome of a social process, which takes place in a
society wherein even the slightest similarity between the patrons’ requirements and tastes on the one
hand and the cultural and social responsibilities of graphic artists on the other is surprising. In such
conditions, the creation of great works of graphic art can only be extraordinary and rare. One of Ghobad
Shiva’s achievements is that he has tried, as far as he could and possibilities allowed, to enhance at once



the sponsors’ and the public’s social awareness. In a sense, his brightest creations may be considered
the upghot of this apparently-marginal social effort.

This text depicts succinctly: what it sees through this vital window, yet cautions that “the finger pointing
at the moon is not the moon itself.”

The window of Ghobad Shiva’s culture — Another related window that can help us to better appreciate
Ghobad Shiva’s works concerns their Persian taste; a particularity which most of all has made him belong
to all nations.

As his works and conduct—when one converses with him or watches him working—well attest,
Ghobad Shiva considers himself an Iranian. His designs and works can only bear a Persian taste in all
their subconscious truthfulness. Through his works, Ghobad Shiva tells us that we are born in the shade
of a multitude of deeply rooted, occasionally vague, elements one may call ‘culture’, and that we grow up
through all its congruities and incongruities without ever consciously picking them up one by one. In such
conditions, how can one be truthful and yet remain unaffected by indigenous culture?

In another analysis, having been born and lived in Iran, Shiva considers himself the bearer of an
international responsibility to preserve his indigenous and national culture. What Shiva consciously takes
into consideration in his creations, giving it objective reality by means of colors, textures, forms..., is a
kind of universal joy. A world without cultural differences, ensnared in the monotony their absence entails,
can only be a boring world, and the particular local flavor of his works is a means of countering this
monotony.

Only a handful of Iranian graphic artists today utilize the unfathomed capabilities of the local vernacular
to express the people’s present woes and hopes. Once we become more or less acquainted with the
history of Iranian crafts and arts, and then look upon the present scene of graphic art through the window
of culture, Ghobad Shiva’s works appear as the most familiar and the closest to us. Notwithstanding their
diversity in terms of ideas and techniques, his works bear a constant, unswerving cultural content. This
content has become more mature, more thought out and more personal day by day. As time goes by,
Ghobad Shiva perceives more deeply his responsibility as an Iranian graphic artist and, as a member of
the community of graphic art producers, takes every advantage he can from the scarce opportunities
available to create majestic national works of art.

Delving into Ghobad Shiva’s works through this window yields the most useful results. In the first
place, the oriental flavor of his works is not a painterly device. He says: “In my compositions, | do not look
directly at the subject on order. My solutions are always parallel, rather than superimposed, with the
subject. My works take material shape in a metaphorical, mysterious and polyvalent manner. Generally
speaking, this outlook has ever enjoyed a distinct presence in oriental culture and arts. Take a look at our
oriental literature, our poetry, even our behavior.” The origins of the oriental essence present in his works
must probably lie in his oriental solutions. His best creations are those in which, while reconciling the
patron’s motives, the public’s attitude and his own capabilities to convey the message by graphic means,
the essence of national culture freely combines with his perceptions of the international modern visual
language to give birth to a modern work with an Iranian flavor.

The window of Ghobad Shiva’s innovations — Looking at Ghobad Shiva’s works of the past few
decades from the viewpoint of innovation, one perceives the emergence of a new eye, a new hand. The
new Shiva is experiencing a rebirth in his works which bespeak an updating of his visual knowledge. His
close acquaintance with such great graphic artists as Milton Glaser and Herb Lubalin, his assiduous and
perceptive daily survey of events occurring across the world in the domain of plastic arts, and his talent at
discovering the most original and purest moments of the sources of Iranian cultural heritage, have joined
to arouse new expectations from and in Ghobad Shiva. He never repeats his past achievements, as
great and successful as they may have been, and always seeks new solutions to new problems. This
pioneering spirit has also caused his works to hit highs and lows, as is normal in the process of creating
and reaching peaks.

Looking carefully through this window, we find Ghobad Shiva to be a trendsetter. Even unsigned, his
works evoke his presence; by the particular vision and force they exude, rather than by their style.

At his best, in a judicious and relentless endeavor, Shiva has secured himself a public opportunity to



create beautiful and eternal works while responding at once to temporal needs and g#pnic requirements.
At present, pursuing his career as a professional professor, graphic degigner and art/girggton, Ghabad
Shiva lives his days of artistic maturity.

" Mettdi Seifi
2005, Tehran
Translated by Claud Karbassi

Just recently | discovered the Iranian graphic design. It has been a nice surprise, a refreshing, sudden
breath.

In a world dominated by western images, we need counterparts well rooted in their traditions.

Sometimes | need more to know very different approaches than a continues and obvious relationship
with people from my culture.

In the work of Ghobad Shiva | found this impossible to repeat and different way to communicate from
mine.

Deeply coming out the Persian taste, his way to use shapes, colors, space, to my eyes is so ancient
and at the same time so contemporary. In this position I'll be never able to judge his works, but I'll continue
to enjoy and admire them.

Leonardo Sonnoli
February 15, 2004, Italy

Ghobad Shiva belongs to a generation of contemporary graphic designers and illustrators who founded
the modern graphics in Iran.

That generation mostly endeavored after 1340s (1960s) to catch up with global concept of graphics,
that created new and amazing samples, and at the same time come up with a creative and national
concept.

This was not and still is not an easy task because creating a graphical work does not enjoy the self-
centeredness and independence of the elements of a painting. On the one hand, it needs a kind of
compromise and coordination with those who order such works, and they should be committed to level of
understanding of the user, on the other hand. This mutual understanding calls for a lot of capability and
flair, which is prerequisite of artistic achievements and credit of a graphic designer. During 1940s (1960s),
that included hectic yet pleasant years, neither those who ordered graphics were ready for new viewpoints,
nor people knew the new language and a graphic designer had to satisfy both sides and, at the same
time, remain loyal to the modern and global concept of contemporary graphics and their own personal
creativities.

Such graphic designers were so few that could be and still can be counted on fingers and Ghobad
Shiva was a trailblazer who believed in the necessity of liveliness, creativity and transferring understanding
of the concept as well as technical skills and never acted otherwise.

Ghobad Shiva started his artistic activities in Faculty of Fine Arts of University of Tehran. He was born
in Hamedan in 1940 and the prime of his youth coincided with a period when a new quest had been
launched in various artistic and cultural fields and new big names had emerged in such fields as painting,
poetry, literature, music and architecture whose brilliance had added to the credit of that time. However,
graphics had not find a prestigious place in art schools as an independent and special art and the then 20-
year-old Ghobad Shiva started his activities in painting at the Faculty of Fine Arts.

He finished the painting course with top marks and took part in a number of group and individual
exhibitions. His works announced the birth of a talented abstract painter, but it was clear that he pursued
graphics not as a means of making a livelihood, but due to its potentially hidden power and the possibility
of its worldwide spread. Later in 1977 to 1980, he made the acquaintance of such renowned designers as
Milton Glazer in New York which helped him realize his goal. During past 40 years, Ghobad Shiva has



