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Introduction:
Stankowski Prize 1991, Germany

In 1954, | invited Wim Crouwel to design the catalogues and post-
ers for the Van Abbe Museum. | was impressed with his feeling for
form, his bright colours and clear typographic arrangement. These
features gave no hint of Crouwel's past as a painter who was even
fond of expressionism. The vigour of post-war art, in particular
Cobra, had swept him along for a short period. But when he de-
signed his first poster (1952) he became aware of a desire his paint-
ing was unable to fulfil. He discovered the pleasure of dismantling
plastic problems into visual elements which could be arranged in a

functional aesthetic context.

Crouwel has always felt related to the "Bauhaus" ideas. The idea
of a new "modern” world in which technical and social developments
go hand in hand has never abandoned him. Especially the "Bau-
haus" architects and designers, whose work constituted a concrete

element of social life, stimulated his development as a designer.

As a typographer Crouwel came quite early in contact with some
remarkable Swiss colleagues. In Karl Gerstner and Gerard Ifert (with
the latter he worked together in 1952 and 1953) he found inspiring
conversation partners. In their typographic art the rational aspect,
which has fascinated Crouwel right from the beginning, had become

prominent.

He was fascinated by the funcionalist style connected with serial




and mass production. He said: "We need the machine since we have
no time." This thought was, however, not carried to the very extreme,
because he also said: " The machine can't replace the precision of
the human eye and human feeling.”" These two aspects, the pragmatic
and the emotional one, seem to me of essential importance in

Crouwel's design. He is not an ideologist.

Crouwel's zest for objectivity and distance does not correspond at
all to subjectivism, which dominated the so-called "Free Art" of the
early '50s. (The term "Free Art" is no longer used. Yet, it indicates
precisely the field where art has no commercial utility whatsoever

and is thus according to Oscar Wilde absolutely useless.)

In the fifties Paris was still very much the center of art, like no other
city. The so-called expressionism, which had developed in New York,
remained almost unknown in Europe until the second half of the 50s.
The classics of our century, such as Picasso, Braque, Ernst,
Giacometti etc. were still strongly present. The so-called Ecole de
Paris: Staél, Bissiére, Bazaine etc. continued the tradition against
which painters like Dubuffet, Fautrier and Richier rebelled. The Co-
bra painters, Appel, Constant, Jorn etc., introcduced the spirit of north-
ern culture, while the Spaniards Chillida, Tapiés, Saura made most
individual contributions to this kaleidoscope picture. Everywhere in
Europe museums have tried very hard to provide a vivid expression

of this situation in the art through exhibitions and collections.

[




Eager to make use of all available instruments with a view to assert
the ideas of these artists, | believed that the typography of a catalogue

or poster should be subservient to the subject of an exhibition.

In a first discussion about the fundamentals of our cooperation,
Crouwel took the position that the design of a catalogue and a poster
must not be an interpretation of the artist's ideas. According to his
view, a catalogue should merely provide relevant, systemized
information to the reader, without any ornamentation or styling as
this would only fead to confusion. (Even though Crouwel is not a

dogmatist, he can certainly be called a purist.)

In his opinion typography helps to make the catalogue a reference
whose effect continues beyond the duration of the actual exhibition.
In other words: the catalogue is characteristic of the total activities

of a museum.

The contrast between Crouwel's objectivating design and the lyrical,
expressionist visual art of the 50s did not concern him. On the
contrary, he regarded it as a stimulating factor. It is this contrast
between the two modes of thinking that brings out the particular pro-

file of each.

| found myself in an ambiguous situation: Crouwel's position of sub-

jecting highly different appearances of art under the same typogra-




phy stylistic principle would not be acceptable to some artists. But |
also had to appreciate that transferring most different artistic trends

and temperaments into typography might lead to a typographic chaos.

Crouwel was right in pointing out that for such a typographic
transfer the artist's advice was needed. Finally, | adopted his

position. That was the beginning of a thirty-year cooperation.

From 1954 to 1964 Crouwel designed catalogues and posters that
were characteristic of the Van Abbe Museum. Together they can

clearly be recognized to form a series.

He chose Gill as type. He appreciated its form (each size of Gill has
an individual cut). The good gradation in light and bold face - italics
etc. allows numerous combinations. This type met the requirements

of compository play.

When | succeeded Willem Sandberg as director of the Stedelijk
Museum in 1963, | proposed Crouwel to continue our cooperation.
Sandberg, who had been a typographer himself, had designed the
catalogues and posters for his museum himself. His typography had
a warm, pictorial character. He welcomed my choice not only because
he respected Crouwel's work but also because of the sharp contrast

to his own typography.




For both of us the Stedelijk meant an enormous extension of work-
ing scope in respect of substance as well as of volume. Sandberg
had, modelled on the Museum of Modern Art in New York, assigned
architecture, design, photography, and commercial art its own place
along painting and sculpture, drawing and graphic art. Contemporary
art was closely followed so that the exhibition programme grew
every year with up to 29 exhibitions. The extended scope Crouwel
and | were faced with did not only depend on these factors but, above
all, on developments in art itself. New York appeared to have replaced
Paris as center of art. A new spirit was emerging in art that was to
be dominant throughout the following two decades. Looking back,
these twenty years proved to be the most dynamic period of our age.
We experienced these years as a stormy, confusing, and eventful
reality, in which we were again and again seized, surprised and
spurred by ideas resulting in sudden changes of direction. The
understanding we had conquered on one day was threatened again
the very next day. There was a multitude of modes of thinking
coming from all directions, from New York, California, Italy etc. In
the museum we wanted to creale a convincing picture of all of these
rousing events, these movements and countermovements. The
number of exhibitions continued to increase. This had an impact on

my working method and also on that of Crouwel.

As far as Crouwel was concerned, we agreed in the first discussion




we had after my arrival at the Stedelijk that the Stedelijk publica-
tions should have a different typographic style from that of the Van
Abbe series. The rational and systematic technique, which Crouwel's
Swiss friends Gerstner and Ifert had already applied before, now
seemed to have become a necessity in view of the great number of
exhibitions. Crouwel designed a numerical canvas, which could serve
as a basis for typography. He chose type Universe, which had just
become available. This type could be used in a more efficient and
systematic way than Gill. In the course of time lines appeared in his
work, which he had hitherto always rejected as non-typographic. Later
even a reproduction would appear on the cover or on a poster, although
this remained an exception. As mentioned before, Crouwel is not a
dogmatist. Besides, he is prepared to take his customers' wishes
seriously as long as they do not interfere with his fundamental typo-
graphic principles. As concerns Crouwel' s attitude towards the art
of the 60s and 70s, he felt closer to the movements of these two
decades than to the art of the 50s. And of course, minimal and concept
art came closest to his own views and his own temperament. As
director of the Stedelijk Museum | considered it my main task to set
up the exhibition programme after consultation with my staff and to
decide on the expansion of the collections. It is quite understand-
able that the execution of an exhibition programme comprising about
thirty exhibitions per year, requires more authority on the director's
part over the staff. In the Stedelijk this meant that | as the director

took care of all aspects involved in organizing an exhibition, includ-




