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Although I briefly touched upon conceptual analysis in my earlier
books, whenever | go back to review them | always am regretful
that | didn't expand that area. Teaching graphic design in the
United States since 2002 has offered me a good opportunity
to experience and appreciate American graphic design as well
as design education in person. | have also had the privilege of
working with some skillful American designers and teachers. As
a result, | revisited the idea of publishing a book with a special
focus on the design process. And since many young Chinese are
learning to speak English, | felt it was important to use both
Chinese and English simultaneously, which would allow readers
with English skills to avoid ideas being “lost in translation” and
apprehend more genuinely the book’s content.

The Pennsylvania State University, where I'm presently teaching,
is an important research institution in the United States and
the graphic design program at Penn State is also one of the
top programs in the country. The head of the program, Lanny
Sommese, is an internationally known designer who has been
practicing, teaching and writing about graphic design for nearly
40 years. In short, he was a perfect subject for my book idea.
Many thanks to both Lanny and his wife/partner Kristin (who
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designed the book) for opening up the Sommese archives and
sharing the work, stories, ideas, analysis, methods and processes
in detail with us. | truly hope these images, descriptions, remarks
and commentaries will help readers understand designing and
teaching design at a deeper level, not just the final solutions, but
the intricate process behind the scenes as well. That is why | titled
the book “X-ray Vision”.

Obviously, since the conceptual approach of this publication was
outside the norms of design books in China, it was not an easy sell
to publishers. Fortunately, during my lectures in Wuhan, China,
I met Ms. Wang, a chief editor of the Huazhoung University of
Science and Technology Press. My publication idea got her and her
colleagues’ support, and there are plans to expand the idea into
a series of books with similar characteristics. | would like to thank
editor Wang and her colleagues for their professionalism and
efforts through the more than two-year editing and publishing
process.

Finally, I hope readers will find that this book is a useful reference
for doing and teaching graphic design. Over the years, as an
educator, I've tried to help students to understand that the
method and process of creating a work is more important than
the final presentation. As an ancient Chinese philosopher once
said “Give a man a fish, he will eat for a meal; teach a man to fish,
he will eat for a lifetime.”

Fang Chen , 2010 at the Pennsylvania State University
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Chip and Lanny
at the Sommese
wedding Y
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Some students thrived in this environment, others just barely
held on, but here is the truth: everyone | saw who entered the
program and stuck with it emerged a better designer. Lanny
would evaluate each student’s level of ability and judge the work
accordingly. If routinely weak students really busted their butts
and made a breakthrough, they’d be praised, even if the results
needed a lot more work. Conversely, if he sensed that one of the
class“stars” was obviously coasting, he was merciless. | don't think
his criticisms would have had as much sting if he were a mere
theorist. He was not. Lanny ran a thriving one-man design studio
out of his office, and he would enlist seniors as apprentices on
various projects in a program called the Practicum. This allowed
us to put ideas formed in class to the test of actual clients. It was
an eye-opening laboratory that showed us what we were to be up
against when we left, and how to get challenging ideas approved.
And they were—Lanny's work had already been featured in
Communication Arts, Print and Idea magazines.

Added to this was his love of silkscreening posters. Even then
Lanny’s reputation as a world-renowned poster maker was well
established. He had fallen under the spell of the Polish circus
poster movement of the sixties, and applied that style’s
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8 Introduction

expressive brand of illustrative visual
metaphors and puns to posters addressing
more vital social concerns. Time and
again, Lanny’s stunning designs for a
wide range of topics—from the inspired
whimsy of his harlequins for the town’s
renowned Arts Festival, to his trenchant
images of human suffering— consistently
put an unfor- gettable face on whichever
subject he chose. Lanny is one of the few
designers in the United States still successfully practicing this
unique form of graphic design, which has otherwise been long
dominated by artists in Europe and Japan. For this reason alone
he is an invaluable asset to the profession in this country, and
the world.

But there are many other reasons too. Lanny is able to capture in a
single metaphorical image, what would fail reams of prose. That is
what posters do at their best—they distill the essence of a message
and communicate it at a glance. | remember one he produced for
the PSU campus rape hotline that depicted a literally shattered
woman's torso and a telephone number. Reputedly, calls to the
service immediately increased, and one assumes it was because
victims felt that the agency’s volunteers actually understood how
they felt. There are many, many other such examples, from his
acclaimed Peace posters to his unforgettable response to the
events of 9/11 which brilliantly fused together drawings of a

plane and a bomb.

Lanny’s work transcends the boundaries
of language and can be understood by
anyone regardless of origin. It's also
worth noting that his posters (usually
originating with a drawing by croquill
pen which is then enlarged) remain a
celebration of the work of the hand—

certainly an endangered species in

our digitized age. His expressive line
work achieves an emotional resonance that no extant computer
program could ever duplicate (and if one is ever developed, we're
all doomed).

As Lanny was watching us at work, we watched him, with even
greater scrutiny. At the time, Philip Meggs’ “A History of Graphic
Design” was the only organized and authoritative text of its kind.

Lanny was in it.

Today, things are basically as they were when | was there, with
a few changes. In 1991 Lanny Sommese Design became simply
Sommese Design with the addition of his wife and co-professor
Kristin Sommese, and is all the stronger for it. Lanny is looking
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forward to his thirty eighth
anniversary as head of Penn State's
Graphic Design program, and can
count among the alumni under
his tutelage a group of brilliant
designers all over the world,
in every discipline of Graphic
Design—corporate, advertising,

film, television, the recording

Undergrad Student HUb GALERY Miv4-JUNE 1O
Art Exhibition 20 LER GALLERYAUG 12-SEPTS

industry, fashion, magazines, and
books. They all owe their start and some part of their success to
him.

It's over two decades now since | graduated. As | look back, the
most important lesson | learned from Lanny is this: No matter
how good you are, you owe it to yourself to try to be better. Every
now and then I'll crank out some job that's due at the last minute
and I'll put very little thought into it. | print it out, put it on my
desk and take a good, hard look. It's not my best work, to say
the least. My name'’s going to go on it, and | think “Jesus, what if
Lanny sees this?” Then | rip it up and start over.

Chip Kidd, 1986 graduate of Penn State’s graphic design program, has
become an author as well as an internationally acclaimed designer at

Knopf Inc., in New York City.
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Lanny Sommese:
The Man Who Writes on Walls
Introduction by Leo Mullen
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Lanny and Leo in
the studio circa
1971.
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But at the same time, every synapse in your brain is flashing
caution and you pause in mid-step. Slowly, you edge closer to
the image, a voyeur unable to look away. But the image responds
to the energy of your vision and slowly begins to come to life.
As your eyes scan the poster shape, the image becomes multi-
dimensional and begins to exude a richness and nuance that you
hadn't noticed before. The sense of excitement and nervousness
mount in equal measures. Are you about to be assaulted? Are you
about to be seduced? Are you about to have a transformational
experience? At this point, you don't really care. Welcome to the
world of Lanny Sommese —the man who writes on walls.

I met Lanny Sommese in the summer of 1970 when he agreed
(certainly against his better instincts) to accept me as his first
graduate student, and launched his inaugural year teaching at
Penn State. One can hardly imagine a less well-qualified student
candidate for a Masters Degree (graphically as well as in other
dimensions) nor a more stoically determined teacher.
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12 Introduction

Thus began a decidedly long-shot effort on his part to craft the
proverbial “silk purse” and thus was born a deep friendship
between student and mentor that has not only lasted nearly 40
years, but has matured and deepened with the passage of time.

Such was the primacy of this relationship that today | readily
acknowledge Lanny's central role in all that | have been fortunate
to accomplish in my lifetime. While it’s true that | probably still
remain well back in the pack of notable graphic talents groomed
under Lanny’s gaze, his gift to me was far more valuable than
merely the ability to visualize concepts into information. Lanny
taught me mastery of the essence of things. In doing so, he
exposed dimensions of critical thinking that were to serve me
acrossacareerspanning graphicdesign, financial communications,
business process engineering, technology, and education. The
gifts of Lanny Sommese serve me still.

I believe that to achieve an appreciation of Lanny’s work, it is
crucial to understand how central the role of teaching is to his
life. In fact, I'll argue that Lanny’s remarkable emergence as an
internationally acclaimed poster designer is simply one channel'’s
extension of his life's ruling passion—to teach others the essence
of things and the essence of themselves through the tools of
visual design.

It is impossible to deny the impact of Lanny’s work on the
international field of poster design, nor to deny the impact of
these modern times on the body of his work. His poster designs
have been declared preeminent by the juries of virtually every
major poster show on virtually every inhabited continent. His
work is published continuously and voraciously by the leading
periodicals and anthologies of poster design in Europe, Asia,
and the Americas. While | will leave it to others to assemble the
comprehensive bibliography of his published work, my personal
library numbers well more than 100 such examples from around
the world. It is my contention that this global celebration of Lanny
Sommese is not because he has somehow been able to transcend
the barriers of language and reflect the particular attributes
of these many individual cultures, but rather because his work
touches those crucial themes that unite us as one people when the
patinas of nationalism, culture and religion are stripped away.

Lanny Sommese was born in the crescendo of World War I, as
the war-to-end-all-wars ended at least that which was left of
mankind’s innocence and ushered in a bold new era of ominous
technology and ubiquitous information. This new era, in which
all of Lanny’s formations were set, and during which all of his
intellectual development occurred as a person and a designer,
was characterized by the utter and complete mechanization of
American society. Machines emerged from all sides to automate

and extend every manual process from writing, to drawing, to
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seeing, to communicating. Everything that was once made by hand
was now made (largely) by machine, and no discipline was more
touched by this phenomenon than was graphic design. Organic
lines became evenly-weighted; curved lines became straighter;
letterforms took on the clean and efficient shapes of the machines
that created them; images became more and more photographic
in nature; communications lifted off the printed page and were
distributed around the world instantaneously; and digital software
seized control first of the drafting board and finally of the entire
designer’s desktop—pencil, pen, and brush.

In the face of this mad rush to embrace emerging technologies
before we even dimly understood their role, let alone their
impact, Lanny Sommese was a contrarian who defined a unique
role for himself as a poster designer. Lanny believed he should
use the tools of visual perception to provide a distinctly styled
informational bridge between a sometimes confused society and
its human values that were being pushed to the margins of life by
the press of modern times. For Lanny, the poster occupied a crucial
space in human consciousness existing somewhere between the
Op Ed Page and the Fortune Cookie. For Lanny, and for most of
his predecessors, posters were community artifacts that signaled
attributes of value and urgency—political, social, educational,
or recreational. Posters were consumed by standing audiences
at eye-level with the subject matter. Posters were distinctly
personal examples of one-to-one communications, designed to
be confronted and interacted with by individuals one at a time.
Posters, at least the way Lanny designed them, were immediate,
raw and unvarnished, and they took little pains to disguise the
passion of their human creator.

In fact, I've always suspected that, for Lanny, the experience of the
poster was largely finished even before the ink had dried or the
first copy had been attached to the waiting kiosk. Arthur Koestler,
the gifted Hungarian social philosopher, writes brilliantly about
the “act of creation” and the need of those who create. He reminds
us that a fine line separates the act of creation from the act of
destruction. If you've ever watched Lanny design a poster, he
stalks his message and his medium with a primal sense of urgency
much like that of a great cat on the Masai Mara following the
migratory herds. Lanny will create an image and destroy it after a
second’s glance. He will create it again and again and again, each
time refining a detail, changing a shape, or producing an entirely
new conceptual approach. For the hapless graduate student
watching this process, the urge to scream “enough, already” is
strong indeed. But Lanny doesn't listen to my voice because he
can't. He no more knows at that point in the creative process what
the final design will be than | do. Lanny’s simple genius lies in
his ability to not stop until he hears the pure-pitched harmonic

resonance between the poster lying exhausted on the sheet in
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14 Introduction

front of him and that voice buried deep inside of him that none

of us can hear.

There are really three special dimensions to Lanny’s poster
design work that distinguish him among the world’s great
masters of the medium. Lanny’s unique design signal relies upon
a frequently unexpected blend of human imagery, line quality
and juxtaposition of shapes. Largely through the character of his
line, Lanny’s work carries the frenetic energy of his own creative
process that may give his audience a uniquely poignant feeling
— as if their eyes have arrived upon this image seconds after
the pencil has departed; such is the freshness of the ink on the
paper. The uninitiated viewer who leafs through a portfolio of
Lanny's designs can be forgiven if
his first thought is “it's time to up
the medication.” Lanny’s imagery R
is not for the faint of heart and will e
probably never be employed to
advertise conspicuous consumption

for the beautiful people. However,

it's always about people, even when
it's not. And it's almost always
about a sexual tension that lies not very far beneath the surface.
Many examples of Lanny’s work begin with the same premise—
two individuals, one male, one female, confront each other in
profile on the page creating a third shape with the negative space
between them. It's safe to say that Lanny has been exhaustively
thorough in exploring the many ways the male and female
bodies fit together in a graphic sense. Almost always there is
an exchange between these figures that causes us to pause and
think again about the nature of human interaction. Sometimes
sexual innuendo adds interest to the image, as with the poster
announcing the presentation of Lanny and Kristin Sommese's

corporate design work.

Sometimes, the male and female figures are compressed so tightly
together, as in the Tango Workshop poster, that two become one,
which after all, is what the tango is all about. Sometimes Lanny's
people are “dimensionalized” with shading and detail, as in the
Missles? What Missles? poster, but most often they are rendered
in the simplest of gestural outline. Other times, Lanny succeeds
by using parts of human anatomy. In one memorable example,
a poster designed for EXPO 2010 in Shanghai China, Lanny
visualizes the simple act of a handshake between East and West.
The fingers of both outstretched hands become interlinking lanes

on a labyrinth maze that speaks to the enormous complexity of
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bridging that particular cultural divide.

Lanny’s work is also unique for what it doesn’t contain—
specifically, backgrounds. All of Lanny’s poster imagery exists
without context or apology. And in a world comprised of an endless
palette of grays, his work defines meaning in the stark vocabulary
of black and white with the moral clarity of a Pentecostal preacher.
The viewer may agree or disagree, love the work or hate it, but
there is precious little middle ground when dealing with a Lanny
Sommese poster design. Lanny clearly believes that the primary
communicative tool in his arsenal is the image. Typography plays
a distinctly supportive role—it’s there to help the viewer unlock
the meaning of the visual. One memorable poster launched in
protest of some piece or another of this country’s war-making
is simply entitled Why? Interestingly, it is the darkly silhouetted
soldier with gas mask and weapon who seems to be asking the
title question.

So the question I've been asking myself for more than 30 years is
this. Why, in a time of cascading technological change in graphic
design, does Lanny stay true to his medium of poster design?
The answer seems perhaps clearer to me now as the question
seems less relevant. Lanny discovered a process and a set of
tools that allow him to investigate the essence of things and the
rest of us to better understand that essence within ourselves. So
while Lanny has built a career upon the principles of teaching
and mentorship, in the final analysis, writing on walls isn't really
about communications as much as it was just the primal first pupil

s is always himself.

I am humbled to finally understand

the extraordinary talent that bloss-
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omed during Lanny Sommese’s career
writing on walls at Penn State. |

am even more gratified to see the
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impact Lanny has made on his global

1D IYHONWHS a7 ndX

audience with powerful reminders
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of the value of simple design and

essential communications during troubled times. Like Haley's
Comet, we’ll not see the likes of Lanny Sommese again anytime
soon.

Leo Mullen studied under the tutelage of Lanny Sommese at Penn
State University in the early 1970°s before moving on to become a

highly successful design professional and entrepreneur.
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