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KANSAS CITY MAY SEEM AN UNLIKELY SITE FOR

bits
and pleceS

-« basel

By Katherine McCoy

In the summer of 1969, two newly minted
graduates of Kansas City Art Institute joined
Chrysler Corp.'s Corporate 1dentity Office,
where [ was in my second design job. Elegant
sans-serif typography and dramatic, abstract
forms filled their sophisticated portfolios.
They described a vigerous school community
and great teachers. |
was envious. Nothing

AREVOLUTION, BUT IT WAS THERE, IN THE LATE like thar had existed

19605, THAT A GROUP OF SWISS DESIG
FOREVER CHANGED THE WAY GRAPHIC DESIGN
WAS TAUGHT IN THE UNITED STATES.

Fackng page: Poster for an exhibition
[1965). Designer: Gordan Salchaw,

ERS at my state university.

In fact, nothing like
that existed inany
.S, schoal. The teach-
crs who had made such a profound impres-
sion on the graduates included their program
chair, Rob Roy Kelly, and the now legendary
Swiss designers Inge Druckrey and Hans Al-
lemann. Arguably, Kansas City Art Institure
offered the first comprehensive graphic de-
sign curriculum for undergraduates and the
first full-time, Swiss-trained faculty in the
LLS. While anti-Viernam demonstrations and
the hippic counterculture filled the news,
Kelly’s budding program in Kansas City reve-
lutionized the study of graphic design.

When Kelly arrived at Kansas City Are
Instirute in 1964, graphic design was still

raughe as 3 commercial art, In professional
practice, the field was just emerging from
s seagus as a servant to advertising, led by
individual visionaries such as Paul Rand and
a few notable design firms like Chermayefi &
Geismar and Unimark International. Rand's
Thoughes on Design was one of the few books
on the designer’s bookshelf, and the Swiss
“bibles” were not yet published, except for
Josef Milller-Brockmann’s 1961 The Graphic
Artist and His Destgn Problems,

Kelly had an ambitious vision for trans-
forming graphic design education, A Mid-
western pluralist and pragmatist, he found
his way from advertising art studies ar Min-
neapolis School of Art to graduate school ac
Yale. There, he took classes with Alvin Lustig
and Joseph Albers in the “Graphic Ars”
department. After receiving his MFA in 1955,
Kelly returned to his undergraduare alma
mater and established the first American
program titled “Graphic Design.”

Kelly built on his experiences when devel-
oping the new department in Kansas City,
and it quickly produced exceptional gradu-
ates who became design leaders. Samina
Quraeshi, who later served as director of the
Narional Endowment for the Ares” Design
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Arts program, graduated in 1966, The 1969
class included Jerry Herring of Houston's cel-
ebrated Herring Design: Gordon Martichak,
for many years a design manager for Upjohn
and Corning: and Gregory Thomas, now
head of the University of Kansas's design
department after a successful California de-
sign practice. AIGA medalist April Greiman
graduared in 1970,

The years when the Swiss teachers made
their imprint on KCAI were pivoral in the
school's history and resulted in an incredible
body of highly refined visual design—some
of the first Swiss School graphic design seen
in America,

THE BASEL CONNECTION
For his first KCAT Faculty, Kelly recruited Yale
MFAs, including Gordon Salchow, who ar-
rived in 1966. Alvin Eisenman, the venerable
former head of Yale's graphic design pro-
gram, notes that Kelly gained his introduc-
tion to Swiss design as a graduate student at
Yale. Armin Hofmann, the renowned teacher
from Basel's Kunstgewerbeschule, was first
invited to New Haven by Herbert Marter,
¥ale's professor of phatography. Then, in
1956, Yale asked Hofmann to fill its annual

overseas guest teaching position, beginn
the university's long association with Basel,
Kelly recognized the innovation in Hof-
mann's educational merhods, He wrote, "In
looking for another source of teachers who

curriculum, thinking of all I knew of teach-
ing,” she says. “I decided to teach a basic
design elass just with dots to guide students
to a spexific experience.” She also conceived

acourse on letterform design. In the fall, she
h

could fill that gap faculty. 1di
the work of Armin Hofmann's students, 1 was
greatly impressed with their design perfor-
mance, especially the visual sophistication
and intelligence reflected in their work,”

Kelly contacted Hofmann, who recom-
mended Inge Druckrey, a recent graduate of
the Basel program. Having worked in Zur-
ich’s Halpern Agency after school, Druckrey
had not planned on teaching, but accepred 2
position at KCAT in 1966, becoming the first
European graphic design reacher tr:
Basel, switzerland, to teach full-time in the
1.5 Though she had second thoughts when
her TWA jet landed in Kansas City, she soon
found the serting to be comforting, It was
h good studios
The American
students were very welcoming.”

Before leaving Europe, Druckrey went to
Tuscany with fellow Basel graduates Hans
Allemann and Chris Zelinsky. “1 vividly
remember sitting under a tree, making the

d in

avery beautiful campus wi
for the faculty,” she recalls,

ght the basic design course with Sal-
chow—the first teaching experience for both.
Kelly needed yetanother teacher. Hans
Allemann responded o1 call from Druckrey
and arrived in August 1967 “The Natness,
hear, and humid-
ity—itwaslikeland-  INQe druckrey
he

n

ing on the moon
remembers. Al
couldn’t understan
the Midwestern
dialect but soon caughe on by listening 1o the
radio. He team-taught with Salchow and ran
aletterform course with Druckrey.

Armin Hofmann visired K
those years, inspiring the KCAI students and
further cementing the Kansas City-Basel
connection. Kathy Stewart Salchow, who
graduated in 67, remembers sieting in the au-
dirorium during Hofmann’s presentation of
Basel design; she could hear April Greiman's
audible enthusiasm a few rows behind her.
Greiman recalls walking through a gallery

beautitu

Iduring

Facing page. top lefi: Paster for Union of
Tndependent Colleges of Are (2. designed
by Inge Druckrey shorly after she left KCAL
Facing page. bottom: A student’s rendition
af a Macy's adl, created n Hans Allenisan's
Junior Commwaiication Design course (1967}
Above and facing page, right:
Lesterform explorations from a series
produced for Inge Druckrey's class felrca
106730681, Designer: ferry Hereing.
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Above. beft and middle: Logaiype
stundics produced by KCAD stusd
in Hans Allemann's funior
Communication Design clxes (ra68).
The letter combinathons arc“WD"™
Teft] and “1'1” [middlc)

Abave, right Student project
promating the play Meni Sade
16719031 The fext at top is dummy
copy. Designe don Mattichak.

exhibition of Hofmann's posters on the v

to her dorm. 1 was stunned by the magnifi
she says. "1 asked

cence of the posters,
Kelly for an appointment with Hofmann,
Hofmann said to justshow up in Basel

THE SWISS INPUT
Rob Roy Kelly and Salchow taught students

o work with compasses, rubylith, and 3M

own setof methods.

Allemann recounts,

Ve were the ones

who brought plaka

to the LS, con-

corking on boards, refining

ceprs formally to the nth d
Teaching in Kansas City challenged Al
lemann and Druckrey wo adapt their Basel
experiences. Allemann notes thar when Hof-
mann instructed them in the early 19605, his
teaching was still
chers never explained anything o us,

a formarive stage. “Our

d

i

we learned through the process,” Allemann

says. “In the 115., that doesn’t work. Students

had questions. I learned how to talk about
design, because Uhad never verbalized before,

"

and there no books to turn 1o, We were

ped
| prejeces, building on “birs and

just experimenting.” The two deve
sequent
pieces of
had to invent a vocabulary to-cxplain

tasel.” Druckrey says that she, too,

talked about the grid. We just applied i
American teacher:

signed projects and
sent students off to execure them, with facul-
t

and students interacting only in erivigues.
The Basel teachers spent class time in student
studios, working closely with students as

their projects evalved, " was much mor

interested in their process,” Allemann says.
Kelly acknowledged that he learned

deal from his Basel-educared faculty, telling

of the Rochester Institute

Roger Remingy

of Technol t's not the students who

will benefit from the Swiss so much as the
faculr
my working with Inge and Hans, my own

work was clean bug stiff . . . withour any rea

“Prior to

Gordon Salchow agree

experimental edge of personality.”

STANF DESIGN + CIVIC DESIGN PROJECTS
Kelly believed that fculty members should

mers, and he organized

be practicing des

worked seven da
24 ho
big community.

urs aday.” Allemann says, “We

were ong

frer workin

1l evening,
h student studios.

Faculry wi

Greim

n remembers fBaculty making

in the morning." The faculty

tions for the school, the

red publ

Atkins Muscum of Art,

neighbaring Nel

d num.

it

ity agencies,

Convinced thar des
citizens everyday lives,

ign could in

prove

large civie projects with Kansas €

ernment and community institutio

18, an

effective application of Late-"6os idealism.

These altruistic efforts became the focus of

most students’ projects, and ma

were implemented. The 1960 class developed
osals for the Kansas City Zoo's

ity

ignment: Gerald Haworth designed

twas chosen, a beaurifully
d brackered by

Ferterforms, The faculty also cor

abstracred lion”

ple

civic design projects, often withour pay-

ment beyond their modest teaching salaries.
The Kansas City police commissioned the

1965-1966 Crime Alert public awareness

CAR,_XAD-107... STOLENI! |

Top raw: Cover and paje
o anmusl activity report
For Kansas City Police
Department {1968 Designer:
Hans Allemann.

Above: Proposals for the

{1a7ol Deskgner: fobn Baker:



-
Ca'\?;:c Ballet

el Catalog for Kansas City Art Institute
(19651, Dosigner Hans Allesmann,

elow: Letterform designed by a KCAL
Faculty mensber ac part of the Seafl Design
program (cinc 1965-1965)

Bottom. boft: Poster prapasal for the Kanss
Ciry Civic Ballet creaved for Flams Allemans's
Junior Cammunication Design course (196

s City

18- 1968

campaign, a police department identity, and
several annual reports. Students and faculry
evendeveloped a seal for Kansas

THE NEXT STEP
KCAL graduares did exceprionally well after
completing their education. Gordon Mar-
tichak recalls IBM, Chrysler, and Unimark
International among the corperations and
design firms recruiting on campus. Many
grads arrended Yale, the only prestigious 1.5,
graphic design graduare program at thar
time. Kelly established a policy of recom-

mending one graduate per year to Yale and
assumed his recommendation was tanta-
mount o Accepance.

Herring admits, “1 treasure what I learned
[at Kansas City|, but 1 really don't work
that way, The human clement was miss-
ing, emotional feclings that your mother ar
mine could relate ro.” Herring fecls his KCAI
training helped him make handsome forms
but lacked conceprual depth. When he began
working at The Richards Group after gradua-
tiom, he explains that *1'd have two ideas, and
the nexe person would have 307

For Greiman, KCAl'was a seminal experi-
ence. "1 adored Hans and Inge. 1 didn't know

what | was learning, but at 2 cellular level,
Ifielt 1 was learning,” she says. “Itwas all
about hand skills, purely formal, designing
and painting lesterforms,” She felt the need
to explore typography more deeply at Basel,
composing metal type racher than worl
with dummy copy. “I went there to talk about
what I had learned at KCAL I wanted to crack
the code.” At Basel, she experienced the non-
wverbal teaching that Allemann and Druckrey
had known. Hofmann spoke to her only once
in his course: “He patted me on the shoulder
and said, ) ]

ja

THE REVOLVING DOOR
Kelly believed faculty rurnover invigorared

a program. Allemann and Druckrey each
returncd to Europe after two years, and
Salchow left after three years to build his
own program at the University of Cincinnati.
Kelly himself left in 1974 after the new presi-
dent combined graphic design and induserial
design into one program,

Even as Kelly and his KCAI faculty moved
on, several other schools built related, Swiss-
influenced programs that remain leaders
today. Ken Hiebert, one of the first Americans
wattend Basel’s Kunstgewerbeschule, began

an even more tightly rarionalized program
at Philadelphia College of Art in 1966, with

faculty that has included Basel grad Steff

Geissbuhler as well as Allemann and Druck

rey. Salchow's program at the Universi
of Cincinnati continues to set a national
standard. And in 1971, Tom Ockerse, a Yale
classmate of Salchow's, began his program
ar Rhode Island School of Design. Today,
Eelly's influence and Basel methods thrive
in the Arizona

State University ron roy kelly told a colle

graphic design
program he
established in
his last reaching
years before his death in 2004,

The KCAl legacy also comtinues in the

active design and teaching careers of the
school’s graduates. Complering the circle
is a new faculty member ar today’s Kansas
City Ar Institute School of Design—FKelly
Salchow, named after Rob Roy Kelly by her
parents, Gordon and Kathy Stewart Sal-
chow. With graphic design degrees from t
University of Cincinnati and RISD, Kelly
Salchow personifics today's very American
interpretation of the Swiss lineage. @

Above, lefi: Page from 3 publication
produsced for Kansas City government
The publicstion documented the sources
of the city’s tax income and showed how
the money is spent. Designer: Gosdon
Salchow.

Above, right: Ssymbel produsced for
Wanaas City Zoo (rwha). Designen Gerabd
Haworth.
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