SAUL BASS (1920-1996) was not only one of the great graphic designers of the mid-20th century but the undisputed master of film title design thanks to his collaborations with Alfred Hitchcock, Otto Preminger and Martin Scorsese.

When the reels of film for Otto Preminger’s controversial new drug movie, The Man with the Golden Arm, arrived at US movie theatres in 1955, a note was stuck on the cans - "Projectionists – pull curtain before titles".

Until then, the lists of cast and crew members which passed for movie titles were so dull that projectionists only pulled back the curtains to reveal the screen once they’d finished. But Preminger wanted his audience to see The Man with the Golden Arm’s titles as an integral part of the film.

The movie’s theme was the struggle of its hero - a jazz musician played by Frank Sinatra - to overcome his heroin addiction. Designed by the graphic designer Saul Bass the titles featured an animated black paper-cut-out of a heroin addict’s arm. Knowing that the arm was a powerful image of addiction, Bass had chosen it – rather than Frank Sinatra’s famous face - as the symbol of both the movie’s titles and its promotional poster.

That cut-out arm caused a sensation and Saul Bass reinvented the movie title as an art form. By the end of his life, he had created over 50 title sequences for Preminger, Alfred Hitchcock, Stanley Kubrick, John Frankenheimer and Martin Scorsese. Although he later claimed that he found the Man with the Golden Arm sequence "a little disappointing now, because it was so imitated".

Even before he made his cinematic debut, Bass was a celebrated graphic designer. Born in the Bronx district of New York in 1920 to an emigré furrier and his wife, he was a creative child who drew constantly. Bass studied at the Art Students League in New York and Brooklyn College under Gyorgy Kepes, an Hungarian graphic designer who had worked with László Moholy-Nagy in 1930s Berlin and fled with him to the US. Kepes introduced Bass to Moholy’s Bauhaus style and to Russian Constructivism.

After apprenticeships with Manhattan design firms, Bass worked as a freelance graphic designer or "commercial artist" as they were called. Chafing at the creative constraints imposed on him in New York, he moved to Los Angeles in 1946. After freelancing, he opened his own studio in 1950 working mostly in advertising until Preminger invited him to design the poster for his 1954 movie, Carmen Jones. Impressed by the result, Preminger asked Bass to create the film’s title sequence too.

Now over-shadowed by Bass’ later work, Carmen Jones elicited commissions for titles for two 1955 movies: Robert Aldrich’s The Big Knife, and Billy Wilder’s The Seven Year Itch. But it was his next Preminger project, The Man with the Golden Arm, which established Bass as the doyen of film title design.

Over the next decade he honed his skill by creating an animated mini-movie for Mike Todd’s 1956 Around The World In 80 Days and a tearful eye for Preminger’s 1958 Bonjour Tristesse. Blessed with the gift of identifying the one image which symbolised the movie, Bass then recreated it in a strikingly modern style. Martin Scorsese once described his approach as creating: "an emblematic image, instantly recognisable and immediately tied to the film".

In 1958’s Vertigo, his first title sequence for Alfred Hitchcock, Bass shot an extreme close-up of a woman’s face and then her eye before spinning it into a sinister spiral as a bloody red soaks the screen. For his next Hitchcock commission, 1959’s North by Northwest, the credits swoop up and down a grid of vertical and diagonal lines like passengers stepping off elevators. It is only a few minutes after the movie has begun - with Cary Grant stepping out of an elevator - that we realise the grid is actually the façade of a skyscraper.

Equally haunting are the vertical bars sweeping across the screen in a manic, mirrored helter-skelter motif at the beginning of Hitchcock’s 1960 Psycho. This staccato sequence is an inspired symbol of Norman Bates’ fractured psyche. Hitchcock also allowed Bass to work on the film itself, notably on its dramatic highpoint, the famous shower scene with Janet Leigh.

Assisted by his second wife, Elaine, Bass created brilliant titles for other directors - from the animated alley cat in 1961’s Walk on the Wild Side, to the adrenalin-laced motor racing sequence in 1966’s Grand Prix. He then directed a series of shorts culminating in 1968’s Oscar-winning Why Man Creates and finally realised his ambition to direct a feature with 1974’s Phase IV.

When Phase IV flopped, Bass returned to commercial graphic design. His corporate work included devising highly successful corporate identities for United Airlines, AT&T, Minolta, Bell Telephone System and Warner Communications. He also designed the poster for the 1984 Los Angeles Olympic Games.

To younger film directors, Saul Bass was a cinema legend with whom they longed to work. In 1987, he was persuaded to create the titles for James Brooks’ Broadcast News and then for Penny Marshall’s 1988 Big. In 1990, Bass found a new long term collaborator in Martin Scorsese who had grown up with – and idolised - his 1950s and 1960s titles. After 1990’s Goodfellas and 1991’s Cape Fear, Bass created a sequence of blossoming rose petals for Scorcese’s 1993’s The Age of Innocence and a hauntingly macabre one of Robert De Niro falling through the sinister neons of the Las Vegas Strip for the director’s 1995’s Casino to symbolise his character’s descent into hell.

Saul Bass died the next year. His New York Times obituary hailed him as "the minimalist auteur who put a jagged arm in motion in 1955 and created an entire film genre…and elevated it into an art."

Neglected for most of her career, EILEEN GRAY (1878-1976) is now regarded as one of the most important furniture designers and architects of the early 20th century and the most influential woman in those fields. Her work inspired both modernism and Art Deco.

In the August 1917 issue of British Vogue magazine a writer described the work of Miss Gray, a lacquer artist who had fled her home in Paris to seek refuge in London during World War I. “Influenced by the modernists is Miss Gray’s art, so they say,” it began. “But is it not rather that she stands alone, unique, the champion of a singularly free method of expression.”

Eileen Gray was to “stand alone” throughout her career first as a lacquer artist, then a furniture designer and finally as an architect. At a time when other leading designers were almost all male and mostly members of one movement or another – whether a loose grouping like De Stijl in the Netherlands, or a formal one such as the Congrès Internationaux d’Architecture Moderne – she remained stalwartly independent.

Her design style was as distinctive as her way of working, and Gray developed an opulent, luxuriant take on the geometric forms and industrially produced materials used by the International Style designers, such as Le Corbusier, Charlotte Perriand and Mies Van Der Rohe, who shared many of her ideals. Her voluptuous leather and tubular steel Bibendum Chair and clinically chic E-1027 glass and tubular steel table are now as familiar as icons of the International Style as Le Corbusier and Perriand’s classic Grand Comfort club chairs, yet for most of her career she was relegated to obscurity by the same proud singularity that makes her work so prized today.

As a woman, Eileen Gray was denied access to the supportive networks from which her male contemporaries benefited. Neither did she have the advantage of working with a powerful male mentor, like most of the other women who made an impact on early 20th century design: such as Charlotte Perriand with Le Corbusier, then Jean Prouvé; Anni Albers with her husband Josef; or Lilly Reich with Mies Van Der Röhe. Nor did Gray share a trajectory with other designers: either by studying at the same schools such as the Bauhaus in Germany, or as an apprentice in a studio like Le Corbusier’s in Paris. Instead, her privileged background – like her gender – left her isolated.

The youngest of five children in a wealthy Scottish-Irish family, Eileen Gray was born in 1878 near the Irish market town of Enniscorthy, County Wexford. Her childhood was divided between the family’s houses there and in London’s South Kensington. Gray's father, James Maclaren Gray, was a keen amateur artist who encouraged her creative talent by taking her with him on painting tours of Italy and Switzerland. He also allowed Gray to enroll at the Slade School of Art in London to study painting. After her father’s death in 1900, Gray moved to Paris with two friends from the Slade, Jessie Gavin and Kathleen Bruce, and continued her studies at the Académie Julian and the École Colarossi. For the next few years she shuttled between Paris and the family’s homes in London and Ireland, but moved back to London in 1905 when her mother became ill.

During her stay in London, Gray returned to the Slade but found drawing and painting less and less satisfying. One day she came across a lacquer repair shop run by a Mr. Charles on Dean Street in Soho. Allured by the antique Chinese and Japanese lacquer screens in the shop, Eileen asked if she could learn the rudiments of lacquer working. By the time she returned to Paris in 1906, she was obsessed by the art of lacquer and, thanks to Mr. Charles’ contacts, had an introduction to a young lacquer craftsman, Sugawara. He came from Jahoji, a village in northern Japan famous for its lacquer work and agreed to teach her. In 1907, Gray found a spacious first floor apartment at 21 rue Bonaparte where she could live and work and persuaded her mother to increase her allowance so that she could afford the rent. Three years later, Gray bought the apartment outright and thereafter it became her main home.

Gray studied with Sugiwara for four years. Lacquer work was not only painstaking, but perilous. Like many people who come into close contact with it, she contracted a painful ‘lacquer disease’ on her hands. Slowly she refined her technique to create stark forms with simple geometric decorations. This simplicity was, however, as much a product of the complexity of the process as of Gray's aesthetic preferences. It was not until 1913 that she felt confident enough to exhibit her work by showing some decorative panels at the Salon des Artistes Décorateurs. They attracted the attention of the Duchess of Clermont-Tonnerre and the couturier Jacques Doucet, who bought one of her panels at the Salon and commissioned other pieces of lacquer work from Eileen for his Paris apartment.

When World War I broke out, Gray returned to London taking Sugawara with her. Except for the sympathetic Vogue article, their work made little impact. Without her family’s financial support, both Gray and Sugawara would have been destitute. Instead, they were able to return to Paris towards the end of the War in 1917 and Gray was commissioned to decorate an apartment on Rue de Lota. She facaded the intricately moulded walls with lacquered panels to create a dramatic backdrop for the lacquered furniture and tribal art with which she furnished the apartment. Lining the hall walls were hundreds of small rectangular lacquered panels from which she was to develop one of her best-known lacquer pieces the Block Screen. Gray also designed lamps for the apartment and rugs using her favourite geometric patterns. The pièce de résistance was the spectacular Pirogue bed, a canoe-shaped daybed in brown laquer and silver leaf. In the many newspaper and magazine articles on the apartment, it was hailed as a triumph of de luxe modern living.

Buoyed by the praise for her work at Rue de Lota, Gray opened a space in 1922 – Galerie Jean Désert, named after a fictitious male ‘owner’ and a trip to the desert – at 217 Rue du Faubourg Saint-Honoré to exhibit and sell her work. Too shy and introspective to serve there, Gray fussed over every other aspect of it down to details of window displays. The gallery boasted a chic clientèle including Vicomte de Noailles and the couturière Elsa Schiaparelli. It offered an opportunity for her to work collaboratively with friends such as Sugawara and the weaver Evelyn Wyld, who made rugs and carpets from a studio on nearby rue Visconti. In 1923, she created a room set, the Bedroom-Boudoir for Monte-Carlo, at the Salon des Artistes Décorateurs. By combining plain pale walls with dark carpeting and abstract patterned lacquer panels and geometric rugs, it struck a dramatic, decadent contrast to the Art Deco interiors then becoming popular in France. The French critics hated it – one dismissed it as suitable for “the daughter of Dr Caligari” – but Gray was encouraged by an admiring postcard from J.P. Oud, the Dutch architect. Similarly her contribution to the 1923 Salon d’Automne was praised by fellow exhibitors including Le Corbusier and architect Robert Mallet Stevens.

By then Gray had decided to concentrate on architecture encouraged by the Romanian-born architecture critic Jean Badovici. “Eileen Gray occupies the centre of the modern movement,” he wrote at the time. “She knows that our time, with its new possibilities of living, necessitates new ways of feeling.” In 1924 they began work on the construction of a house E-1027 on a steep cliff overlooking the Mediterranean at Roquebrune near Monaco. L-shaped and flat-roofed with floor-to-ceiling windows facing the sea and a spiral stairway to the guest room, E-1027 was both open and compact. Gray designed the furniture as well as working with Badovici on its structure. Her circular glass E-1027 table (originally designed to enable one of her sisters to indulge her love of eating breakfast in bed) and rotund Bibendum armchair were inspired by the recent tubular steel experiments of Marcel Breuer at the Bauhaus.

In a series of photographs taken by Berenice Abbott during this period, Gray emerges as a vigorous woman with a purposefully bobbed hair and a vital expression. After completing work on E-1027 in 1929, she refined many of the ideas developed there in the studio she furnished for Badovici in Paris and Tempe à Pailla, a smaller house she built for herself in the early 1930s further along the coast at Castellar. Faced with the challenge of designing – and living in – a such a compact home, she developed space-saving devices such as the foldable S-Chair and a double-sided chest of drawers later cited as an inspiration for Joe Colombo’s 1970 Boby Trolley.

Gray remained at Tempe à Pailla for the first year of World War II but was then forced to move inland. When the war ended, she discovered that the flat in Saint-Tropez where she had stored most of her possessions had been blown up by the retreating Germans and that Tempe à Pailla had been looted. She retreated to rue Bonaparte, which was mercifully intact and led as quiet a life there – rarely seeing anyone outside her tiny circle of close women friends – as she had from Tempe à Pailla before the war. From time to time, she began work on a new project – such as the barn above Saint-Tropez that she slowly converted into a new coastal home – but she was largely forgotten by the design and architecture establishment at a time when one-time peers such as Le Corbusier and Mallet-Stevens were lionized as visionaries.

Then in her 80s, Gray regarded her “revival” with thinly disguised ambiguity. She was quick to complain when she spotted restored pieces in exhibitions or if she felt that her work was poorly displayed, but she confided to her biographer Peter Adam: “One must be grateful to all those people who bother to unearth us and at least to preserve some of our work. Otherwise it might have been destroyed like the rest.” Her reputation was restored sufficiently so that her death on 31 October 1976 was deemed worthy of an announcement on French national radio. It was the first time that the name Eileen Gray had ever been mentioned in a radio broadcast.

The most important typography designer of our time, MATTHEW CARTER (1937-) is one of the few designers whose work is used by millions of people every day. Having devoted the first half of his career to typefaces for use in print, such as Miller and Bell Centennial, he then pioneered the design of fonts for use on screen, notably Verdana for Microsoft.

After leaving school, Matthew Carter spent what was intended to be his gap year at the Enschedé type foundry at Haarlem in the Netherlands learning how to making type by hand; that is, carving the steel characters that would be punched into copper matrices for the casting of lead type. This process was more or less commercially obsolete, and most Enschedé interns spent their year working around the various departments of the printing works. Carter’s decision to remain in the type foundry gave him a peculiarly intense vocational training that was in some ways anachronistic.

Half a century later Matthew Carter is not only the most successful, but also the archetypical contemporary typographer in his embrace of what he describes as the “wonderful pluralism” in the setting of text for print and the screen.

Born in London in 1937, Carter was introduced to type by the work of his father, a typographer, book designer and type historian. Five years after his arrival at Enschedé, he made a visit to New York, which set in motion his transition from a type-maker to a type designer. Amazed by the progressive, creative typographic compositions of Herb Lubalin, Milton Glaser and other luminaries of New York’s commercial art scene in 1960, Carter returned London, a city in which no contemporary sans serif type was yet available to their London counterparts.

Carter eagerly worked with Alan Fletcher, Colin Forbes, Bob Gill, Derek Birdsall, David Collins and other 1960s heroes of Britain’s fledgling graphic design industry to produce several sans serif faces, including one for the new terminal at Heathrow Airport. After a few years as a freelance typographer in London, he moved to a job at Mergenthaler Linotype in New York designing new typefaces for photocomposition, including Snell Roundhand – a script that perfectly illustrated the comparative virtues of photosetting.

After moving back to London in 1971, he worked for ten years as a freelance designer continuing to produce designs for Linotype companies. It was during this period that he designed Bell Centennial, the typeface commissioned in 1974 by the telecommunications company AT&T, with an outstandingly exacting technical brief, for its telephone directories and which is still in use.

In 1981 Carter and three colleagues left Linotype and founded the type design company Bitstream in Cambridge, Massachusetts. While revenues from the sale of typesetting equipment were dwindling, they recognised a business opportunity in the design and sale of type itself. Bitstream developed a library of digital type – including Carter’s own 1987 design, Bitstream Charter – which could be licensed for use by anyone. Bitstream was highly successful during the 1980s when digital design and production, desktop publishing and personal computer use became virtually universal in the Western world.

Concerned that the business and marketing concerns of Bitstream left little time for design, Carter left in 1991 to form Carter & Cone Type with Cherie Cone. The 1990s were confident and creative years. In 1993, he designed Sophia and Mantinia, a display companion to his earlier face Galliard. Wrigley, designed for Sports Illustrated, was described by the art director as “an Egyptian [slab serif] with a 90s feeling”, nicely alluding to Carter’s ability to combine classic qualities with a contemporary aesthetic. Three leading news publications – Time, Newsweek and US News & World Report – commissioned Carter with no fear of conflict of interest. This phenomenon demonstrates the truth of Carter’s sense of his role as an artisan, creating letters that satisfy a publication’s needs of authentic authorial expression, word count and printing technique. The magazines knew they were not commissioning a designer with a detectable style but a profoundly skilled craftsman responding to unique circumstances.

As one of the last people to have learned the art of making metal type by hand, Carter knows letters with greater intimacy than most; not just the form of the letter but its counterform, the whole volume of space occupied by the letter, as well as the implications for the space it shares with the next letter and the whole combination of letters on a page. Carter has compared the design process to knitting: beginning with an h and an o, which give the height of ascending strokes and the curves, and applying the decisions made about these “control” characters to the rest of the alphabet. Meanwhile, he cites the laser-printer as the most revolutionary technological innovation available to his trade. “Quality is got at the proofing stage” he says, and confesses to burning up reams of paper “in the passage from the ridiculous to the sublime” which unites all creative endeavour. “For the first time in 536 years a type designer could see what he or she was doing”.

Carter’s outstanding knowledge of type and its history has not led him to be fastidious or conservative in his attitude towards the democratisation and instability of type in the digital environment. Rather the opposite: Carter has said of the early 1990s plethora of typographic experiment, particularly from schools like Cranbrook and CalArts, “I can’t think of any period in the history of typography when I would rather have been at work”. A degree of pastiche implied by the names he gave his adaptations of classic typefaces like Bodoni (Postoni) for the Washington Post and Walbaum (Wiredbaum) for Wired are clues to this absence of prejudice. But where the artisan Carter seems most uninhibited and radical is Walker, his 1995 proprietory typeface for the Walker Art Center in Minneapolis.

In response to the Walker Center’s eclectic approach to visual language, performing arts and media, Carter proposed not a logo, but a family of characters with variant horizontal rules and five varieties of “snap-on” serif. Carter was privileged to design Walker in a “controlled environment” working with a sympathetic in-house design team eager to try out the typeface in endless studies during its development. By a process that evokes the apparently self-generating proliferation and patterning of digital data, Walker anticipates complexity and inflection in a way that absolutely defined its chaos-theory-influenced time. One of the design team commented enthusiastically: “You’re not typesetting a font; the font is created in the process of designing a piece”.

The tractability of any typeface to express an authentic authorial voice has been the pre-occupation of designers since the advent of the Macintosh in the 1980s. Carter has noted a predilection among his post-graduate students at Yale for digitising handwriting – surely in pursuit of this visual and personal autonomy. Walker, meanwhile, shows Carter knowing and exercising the potential of type to express thought, language and cultural feeling with great immediacy. This is hard, he says, when “the font we have come to accept is too small”, conventionally lacking a full set of characters including not only different weights and an italic, but ligatures, small capitals, lower-case figures and distinct alphabets for titling and body text.

Galliard, designed for Mergenthaler Linotype in 1978, has all of these. It was based on Robert Granjon’s forms of the mid-16th century, discovered during Carter’s research at the Plantin-Moretus Museum in Antwerp in the 1950s and later designed for photocomposition at Mergenthaler. The exceptionally full character set of Galliard allows a text to be completely structured, with its argument physically explicit, and has made Galliard a publishing industry standard for academic books, journals and art catalogues. Meanwhile, Carter welcomes the new OpenType font format which now makes almost infinite character sets possible.

In the early years of the 21st century, Carter’s work has become so ubiquitous as to represent a sort of anonymity. North Americans look up names in Bell in the telephone book; on both sides of the Atlantic the news is read in Miller; and the whole world reads from the Web in Verdana – the typeface commissioned by Microsoft for the electronic screen which has been issued in uncountable millions of copies and is the elegant gatekeeper of a huge proportion of information.

STEFAN SAGMEISTER (1962-) is among today’s most important graphic designers. Born in Austria, he now lives and works in New York. His long-standing collaborators include the AIGA and musicians, David Byrne and Lou Reed.

When Stefan Sagmeister was invited to design the poster for an AIGA lecture he was giving on the campus at Cranbrook near Detroit, he asked his assistant to carve the details on to his torso with an X-acto knife and photographed the result. Sunning himself on a beach the following summer, Sagmeister noticed traces of the poster text rising in pink as his flesh tanned.

Now a graphic icon of the 1990s, that 1999 AIGA Detroit poster typifies Stefan Sagmeister’s style. Striking to the point of sensationalism and humorous but in such an unsettling way that it’s nearly, but not quite unacceptable, his work mixes sexuality with wit and a whiff of the sinister. Sagmeister’s technique is often simple to the point of banality: from slashing D-I-Y text into his own skin for the AIGA Detroit poster, to spelling out words with roughly cut strips of white cloth for a 1999 brochure for his girlfriend, the fashion designer, Anni Kuan. The strength of his work lies in his ability to conceptualise: to come up with potent, original, stunningly appropriate ideas.

Born in Bregenz, a quiet town in the Austrian Alps, in 1962, Sagmeister studied engineering after high school, but switched to graphic design after working on illustrations and lay-outs for Alphorn, a left-wing magazine. The first of his D-I-Y graphic exercises was a poster publicising Alphorn’s Anarchy issue for which he persuaded fellow students to lie down in the playground in the shape of the letter A and photographed them from the school roof.

At 19, Sagmeister moved to Vienna hoping to study graphics at the city’s prestigious University of Applied Arts. After his first application was rejected – "just about everybody was better at drawing than I was" – he enrolled in a private art school and was accepted on his second attempt. Through his sister’s boyfriend, the rock musician, Alexander Goebel, Sagmeister was introduced to the Schauspielhaus theatre group and designed posters for them as part of the Gruppe Gut collective. Many of the posters parodied traditionally twee theatrical imagery and offset it with roughly printed text in the grungey typefaces of punk albums and 1970s anarchist graphics.

In 1987, Sagmeister won a Fulbright scholarship to study at the Pratt Institute in Brooklyn, New York. Here humour emerged as the dominant theme in his work. When a girlfriend asked him to design business cards which would cost no more than $1 each, Sagmeister printed them on dollar bills. And when a friend from Austria came to visit, having voiced concern that New York women would ignore him, Sagmeister postered the walls of his neighbourhood with a picture of his friend under the words "Dear Girls! Please be nice to Reini".

After three years in the US, Sagmeister returned to Austria for compulsory military service. As a conscientious objector, he was allowed to do community work in a refugee centre outside Vienna. He stayed in Austria working as a graphic designer before moving to Hong Kong in 1991 to join the advertising agency, Leo Burnett. "They asked if I would be interested in being a typographer, " he later told the author, Peter Hall. "So I made up a high number and said I would do it for that." When the agency was invited to design a poster for the 1992 4As advertising awards ceremony, Sagmeister depicted a traditional Cantonese image featuring four bare male bottoms. Some ad agencies boycotted the awards in protest and the Hong Kong newspapers received numerous letters of complaint. Sagmeister’s favourite said: "Who’s the asshole who designed this poster?" By spring 1993, he had tired of Hong Kong. Sagmeister spent a couple of months working from a Sri Lankan beach hut before going back to New York.

As a Pratt Institute student, his dream had been to work at M&Co, the late Tibor Kalman’s graphics studio. Sagmeister bombarded Kalman with calls and finally persuaded him to sponsor his green card application. Four years later on his return from Hong Kong, the green card came through. His first project for M&Co was an invitation for a Gay and Lesbian Taskforce Gala for which he designed a prettily packaged box of fresh fruit. Cue a logistical nightmare as M&Co’s staff struggled to stop the fruit rotting in the heat of a sweltering New York summer. A few months later, Tibor Kalman announced that he was closing the studio to move to Rome, and Sagmeister set up on his own.

His goal was to design music graphics, but only for music he liked. To have the freedom to do so, Sagmeister decided to follow Kalman’s advice by keeping his company small with a team of three: himself, a designer (since 1996, the Icelander, Hjalti Karlsson) and an intern. Sagmeister Inc’s first project was its own business card, which came in an acrylic slipcase. When the card is inside the case, all you see is an S in a circle. Once outside, the company’s name and contract details appear. The second commission came from Sagmeister’s brother, Martin who was opening Blue, a chain of jeans stores in Austria. Sagmeister devised an identity consisting of the word blue in black type on an orange background.

As none of the record labels he approached seemed interested in his work, Sagmeister seized the chance to design a CD cover for a friend’s album, H.P. Zinker’s Mountains of Madness. Many of his contemporaries felt that music graphics had become less interesting once their old canvas, the vinyl LP cover, had shrunk to the dimensions of a CD, but Sagmeister saw the CD as a toy with which he could tantalise consumers. Having spotted a schoolgirl on the subway reading a maths text book through a red plastic filter, he placed his CD cover inside a red-tinted plastic case. Replicating the optical illusion of his business card, the complete packaging shows a close-up of a placid man’s face, but once the CD cover is slipped out from the red plastic, the man’s face appears furious in shades of red, white and green. Mountains of Madness won Sagmeister the first of his four Grammy nominations.

Invited by Lou Reed to design his 1996 album Set the Twilight Reeling, Sagmeister inserted an indigo portrait of Reed in an indigo-tinted plastic CD case. When the paler coloured cover is removed, Reed literally emerges from the twilight. The following year, Sagmeister depicted David Byrne as a plastic GI Joe-style doll on the cover of Feelings. One of his trickiest assignments was for the Rollings Stones’ 1997 Bridges to Babylon album and tour. Sagmeister struggled to persuade the band’s management to accept his motif of a lion inspired by an Assyrian sculpture in the British Museum. Also the astrological sign of the Rolling Stones’ lead singer, Mick Jagger (a Leo), the lion doubled as an easily reproducible motif for tour merchandise.

As well as these music projects, Sagmeister still took on other commercial commissions and pro bono cultural projects, such as his AIGA lecture posters. The obscenely elongated wagging tongues of 1996’s Fresh Dialogue talks series in New York and a Headless Chicken strutting across a field for 1997’s biennial conference in New Orleans culminated in the drama of Sagmeister’s scarred, knife-slashed torso for 1999’s deceptively blandly titled, AIGA Detroit.

In June 2000, Sagmeister decided to treat himself to a long-promised year off to concentrate on experimental projects and a book Sagmeister, sub-titled Made You Look with the sub-sub-title Another self-indulgent design monograph (practically everything we have ever designed including the bad stuff.) The worst of the "bad stuff" was a 1996 series of CD-Rom covers for a subsidiary of the Viacom entertainment group. "Don’t take on any more bad jobs," Sagmeister scolded himself in his diary. "I have done enough bullshit lately, I just have to make time for something better. Something good."

