
Nog te publiceren e-mail interview met Michael�Cina in DoneMagazine, 

over mijn ervaringen in het onderwijs. Een nieuw op te zetten 

tijdschrift van de mensen van WeWorkForThem, Baltimore, Maryland, 

USA, 2006. (Van de website: We are currently starting to finish the 

design for a publication-book we are designing for YouWorkForThem, 

featuring interviews and profiles with design masters Karel Martens, 

John Maeda and many more.) 

 

 

 

When reading, Printed Matter, there seems to be a break in your 

career when postmodernism prevailed in the Netherlands. You also left 

working for the SUN in 1981 around this time. How did this affect you 

and your work? How do you think your work has changed up until now? 

 

A lot was changing in the Netherlands at that time. Interest in 

socialist ideas was no longer ‘en vogue’ and with that the interest 

in left-wing literature was vanishing. It took away the inspiring 

climate of the beginning and split up, more or less, the whole 

movement. It was a time for reconsideration. How to go further? 

 

You have to know that in the time I was educated, typography and book 

design hardly belonged to the curriculum of the educational programs 

in the Dutch art schools. The term graphic design did not exist. I 

was educated more as a fine artist with an accent on ‘publicity and 

illustration’. Besides my activity as a designer I always worked on 

free projects. So I decided to take a year off for my own work, a 

kind of sabbatical. I had a small income as a teacher (two days a 

week) and could allow myself to focus more on my free work in paper 

(at that time) and to do some experiments with students. Gradually I 

got new commissioners, with new challenging opportunities, and 

carried on in the field of graphic design. 

 

Afterwards you can say that it was also the time of the ‘prevailing 

postmodernism’, but I was not aware of that then. I never had the 

feeling that the postmodernist movement affected me. The only thing I 

can say is that the movement generally offered a greater freedom and 

I think I took some advantages from that. It was helpful in 

relativizing the dogmas of modernism. So, looking back, the influence 

for me was, I believe, more indirect. 

 



It became more clear for me that one has to find one’s own rules and 

I realized that there is not a single truth or true rules. Common 

sense and curiosity – that's what we need. 

 

Why did you get into teaching? 

 

In 1977 Jan Vermeulen asked me to come to the program in Arnhem. At 

that time he was head of the graphic design department at the Arnhem 

Academy of Art. It sounded like a tempting offer, so I decided to 

give it a try. 

 

To improve on former teaching methods or to approach design from a 

different angle? 

 

I didn’t have any idea. I was green as fresh grass. For me it was, 

and still is, exiting to collaborate with young enthusiastic people. 

From my own experience as a student I learned that teachers, such as 

Adam Roskam and Henk Peeters, who stand beside you, and not above, 

were the most inspiring people. They gave me their trust and were 

very concerned with what I was doing. Henk Peeters once bought a 

piece of work from me, and that was very stimulating to continue. My 

reference when I started teaching was the way they taught me. I 

learned that you have to see students as equals and to take them 

seriously. For the necessary self-confidence of a student it is 

important to believe in one’s own solutions. The teacher needs to be 

there in a stimulating way and take part in a dialogue in the process 

of considerations. I found it equally important that students witness 

the considerations of the teacher. In the beginning I, as well as the 

students, executed the assignment I had given (see the calendar page 

in Printed Matter page 73) and did experiments with them (PM page 82, 

the banana sheet). 

 

How do your methods of teaching now help designers become relevant in 

today’s world? 

 

I am not so aware of having a teaching method. In addition, a method 

is predestined to end up in a dogma and a dogma is not very fruitful 

for a creative process. In general, design is an answer to a question 

from outside. In my opinion the answer is always already in the 

question. By analyzing the question and the content, the ingredients 

for an answer appear. But the answer is never the same for everyone. 

It is the task of the designer, from out of his own interests, to 

select and combine the ingredients in order to give an authentic 



answer. The answer expresses a form that conveys the content. This 

can be done in different ways. It should be a personal form in which 

the designer shows also responsibility in referring to common forms 

of expression. He should not necessarily, or preferably not, himself 

conform to those forms. He should be sensitive though to the frame of 

reference of his public. The designer has to develop a personal 

handwriting and be aware of current cultural and social developments. 

He needs to know what his interests are, in a political and social 

sense, to convey content convincingly and individually. 

 

Education in design should be focused on training the awareness of 

what a student’s personal affinities are, how to broaden or deepen 

them by offering exercises and confrontations with social and 

cultural developments in order to give authentic answers. There is 

not a formula for how to give such an answer. That is different for 

every generation and for each individual. 

 

In your book “Printed Matter” you address the two major aspects of 

design. The first being, design that exists through the vision of the 

client by presenting objective information. You state that “This 

overestimation of rationalism became monotonous, and a reaction was 

bound to occur.” The second aspect is basically what we still see 

prevalent today, “form about form.” Have you found any new 

perspectives on design as you have continued your career? How has 

this affected your personal approach to creating design? 

 

The beginning of the modernist movement was, as with all new 

movements, fresh and vital. In its time it was authentic. For me, as 

a young student it was very inspiring because of its spirit and 

utopian character. Later on it became a ‘style’ with all kinds of 

dogmatic aspects. This had a pragmatic aspect, in the use of the grid 

and its so-called ‘objective quality’. It was very understandable and 

useful for the client: clear and, by the application of the uniform 

grid, economical. That’s perhaps the reason it is still in use. But 

indeed it became monotonous, meaningless and dull and ‘a reaction was 

bound to occur’. I realized that one of the characteristics of 

modernism, the so-called objectivity, was a delusion. It was 

presented as a democratic range of thoughts while it unmistakably had 

dictatorial features. It was also a denial of the personal 

responsibilities of the designer towards his commissioner and public. 

The public became subordinated to the dictatorship of the drawing 

table. There was hardly an identity distinction between different 

representations of products and services. I realized that identity, 



in order to make a distinction, has precisely to do with differences 

and diversity. Although I still believe modernism has brought 

valuable insights, I reacted in my work against the formal 

consequences it dictated. For example, thinking in grids and the aim 

for uniformity in the use of logos, typefaces, colours and treatment 

of images. For that reason I never wanted to use a sacred and uniform 

logo for the magazine Oase. I always tried to design each new issue 

from out of its specific content. In that way characteristic 

differences arise instead of levelling uniformity. Besides that, it 

is much more fascinating to work on it in this way, than to use the 

same measuring rule over and over again. 

 

Concerning ‘form about form’: As soon as there is form there is 

content as well. At best the form will tell something about the 

content. When the form doesn’t reflect the content then what is 

eventually present is solely the intrinsic meaning of the form which, 

in general, is limited to aesthetics. The form is disconnected from 

the content and functions then only as a signal to colleagues. Its 

value is therefore restricted. Form about form is mainly about 

appearance. The form – so to say – disguises the content, while the 

form should represent the content by telling something about it. The 

content should ideally generate the form. It is a matter of veil and 

reveal. Form about form is about a pose or pretending. 

 

Apart from this I do see that designers use existing forms. That 

probably has to do with the fact that it is so seductive and easy to 

use an existing form. People are already familiar with that form and 

for the commissioner it is recognizable. The designer has no need to 

waste time on doing experiments and this gives it an economic 

rationale too. It gives you the feeling of being a really good 

designer. This is very seductive for young people who need to be 

somewhere as soon as possible. In art schools there is no time for 

real investigations anymore. People have to show after three years 

already that they are capable of doing what the client needs: 

recognizable aesthetics. Besides that, commissioners are, in general, 

no longer professional experts with noble ideals, but cynical 

managers with only one desire: how to make money as soon as possible. 

How to get maximum results with means as minimal as possible. No 

risks or experimenting but proved ‘successful’ design. By taking over 

a form, the form becomes second-hand and misses the authentic spirit. 

 

For me personally I am happy that I was educated, in a certain way, 

as a fine artist. Education then was much broader than nowadays. Then 



there was a stimulating climate for investigation, in a time – 

different from now – with other and more optimistic values. After the 

Second World War we needed a new and better world. To work on that 

was a really challenging undertaking. It sounds strange now but we 

really thought that design could help to make a better world. 

 

Times changed, and showed that it was a bit arrogant to pretend you 

could change the world with design and the knowledge of what was good 

for the people. Things developed slowly, step by step; so it’s hard 

to describe what happened to me. But I always had the feeling that 

there was a lot to do, and there still is. Some values from the past 

– for instance, treating people with respect – still mean something 

for me. Each specific time has its own opportunities. The new 

techniques also give new opportunities for visualizing your thoughts. 

Even if it is not true that good design can give rise to a better 

world, that doesn’t mean that bad design is better for the world. 

 

As a designer you are always working for a public. For me personally 

I like to see the public as erudite and noble people. To keep that in 

mind is very helpful for my considerations and the decisions I have 

to take during the design process. I like to treat public with 

respect, dignity and responsibility, as moral people. Besides a lot 

of pleasure in doing the work, these are my parameters. The hardest 

thing is to find a client with the same intentions. I’m lucky to get 

the trust and the opportunity to do something in the margin, as well 

as my educational occupation. 

 

This is a very different approach to how design is taught today. You 

have a very optimistic way of looking at the subject of teaching. 

What is your process between teaching form and teaching ideas? 

 

 

Form is always the result of a way of thinking. When a student is 

able to develop an idea, then the form evolves logically. The idea is 

more important than the form, the idea should precede the form. 

Ideally it is a balanced combination of the two. 

 

Just as in ordinary spoken language – there are people that can speak 

very fluently and others that can barely talk – so for design. Some 

people should not be trusted with the spoken word and some shouldn’t 

be trusted with the visual language. 

 



You are right. Words can be compared with the visualization of an 

idea, the form. A form is connected to a norm. For me, fluently is 

not necessarily better than barely. As I already mentioned before: a 

form can hide an idea, is able to overwhelm the idea. In some ways it 

is an authority, representing the content. The same happens with 

words. Look at politics. Slick words usually represent slick ideas. 

For that reason, for me, the word and the form need to be honest and 

not more beautiful than necessary. So, again the form needs to give 

access to the content in stead of veiling it. It should express 

something from the content. Content is never completely perfect, and 

the package also needs to express that. Because of that, imperfection 

and/or complexity is more believable to me than perfection or an 

exaggerated simplicity. Easy talk seldom represents interesting 

thoughts. Just as you should be alert to fluent speaking, so you have 

to be alert to slick design. A long time ago in the Netherlands there 

was a radio reporter who stuttered. You might say, such a guy can do 

everything except be a radio reporter, but he was unbelievably 

convincing. Messages can be convincing, and sometimes more than that, 

even when they are not perfectly performed. 

 

This doesn’t seem to be even an issue today. Do you feel that 

students understand the visual language they are learning to speak 

in? 

 

In my view it’s still valuable. I don’t know if students understand 

the visual language they learn to speak in, but it is important that 

they do. Without understanding the language it’s hard to communicate. 

Perhaps it’s more important that they develop their own language. 

Students can be seen as the avant-garde of the near future. Each 

generation needs to develop its own language over again, which they 

can use for new answers to what are usually the same questions. 

 

How did you get the teaching job at Yale? Do you see any difference 

between American and Dutch culture and how does this affect the 

design? Do you see much difference in the countries? Has that changed 

since the new global economy where we all speak very close. 

 

In 1997 I was invited by Sheila de Bretteville and Michael Rock to do 

a workshop with the students in September. It was a very nice 

experience for me, and it seems also a good one for them because they 

have asked me to return every year. 

 



I can only speak from my own experience with students from the art 

school in Arnhem, the Jan van Eyck Academie in Maastricht (which was 

the start of post- graduate courses in the Netherlands), my yearly 

visit to the graduate students in Yale, the Werkplaats Typografie in 

Arnhem, and some occasional workshops elsewhere in Europe and in the 

US. As you may know, the Werkplaats Typografie is a new kind of 

‘postgraduate’ school with students from different background and 

countries. It offers a two year master’s program. 

 

There is a difference between American and Dutch education. In 

general art schools in the US are connected to universities. In the 

Netherlands they operate more independently, as part of a group of 

different art disciplines, such as fine art, 3D design, fashion 

design. That makes the approach different. I see the US approach as 

more intellectual and the Dutch approach more as handwork. The 

difference between thinking and doing. Each has its advantages and 

disadvantages. The American student starts by reading a lot of books 

(the connection to science, the university background) and the Dutch 

student starts by making (the connection to craftsmanship and arts). 

American students in general are better informed about what happens 

in the world and more able to defend their work. For me the ideal is 

a mixture of the two approaches, with an accent on the making and 

reading during the process and not before. I don’t see graphic design 

as a science, with evidence, but more as something that has to do 

with instinct, sensitivity and intuition. So, more connected to art 

than to science. 

 

I also see that American students are much more disciplined than the 

Dutch. Perhaps that also has to do with a more scientific background, 

but also with the fact that in the US study is much more expensive 

than in the Netherlands. Besides that, being a graduate student gives 

him/her a more or less guaranteed job in education after their study. 

An American student asks a lot for his money: he brings an obligation 

and so needs something back. A Dutch student is differently 

motivated, more anarchistic or provocative. 

 

But all of this is ‘in general’, because education is always complex. 

Besides, a lot of students from Yale are of Asian origin, so speaking 

about ‘American students’ includes the half that comes from somewhere 

other than the US. But I believe indeed that nowadays, with a more 

global economy and faster ways of communication, things become more 

equal. We are living at the beginning of a new period, with 

collaborations and exchanges from students all over the world. 



 

Modernism was supposed to make the world better for common man. But 

as you stated it broke down. A lot of modernism was applied to these 

corporations and actually helped them where they are today. Did that 

good turn backfire to just make corporations grow while they now help 

run the world? Have you ever worked for big companies and would you 

now? 

 

I never worked for big companies, apart from freelance work for the 

Dutch post and telecom (now the KPN), and some publishers. Working 

for the Dutch PTT (at the time when the post and telecom departments 

were combined as one company) was quite a good experience because 

they had a special design committee, an ideal commissioner, and were 

therefore interested in providing good products. 

 

I believe there is nothing against working for a big company, but it 

depends on their intentions. You can only make good things when the 

commissioner and the designer understand each other, speak the same 

language and share an equal aim, with mutual respect. I see more and 

more that those in charge of companies, big or small, are no longer 

interested in being a partner in such an adventure. In general people 

at the top are no longer erudite leaders with responsibilities, other 

than gaining maximum profits. 

 

How important is exploration in your personal work and how does it 

affect your graphic design? Is it important for all designers to 

create personal work? 

 

As Frank Sinatra told me, I have to do it ‘my way’. As everyone else 

should. For me it’s important to experiment and explore. Exploration 

can also be seen as a search for one’s own borders or limits and 

preferences. It keeps your mind fresh and offers you fresh powder for 

the next battle. I can recommend it. 

 

It is obvious that you have a love for printed form. You have seen 

many technologies pass before your eyes. How do you feel about 

changes in technology over time. Do they influence work? 

 

The world is changing all the time. That’s necessary for progress 

(improvement). Standstill means going back. So things need to be 

changed all the time. 

 

 



Every period offers new insights and technology. I see it as 

necessary to be aware of what happens in the world and what kind of 

technical improvements there are. It seems that all the big questions 

in history are always the same. About life and death, good and bad, 

form in relation to content. ‘Falsch oder richtig’, Jan Tschichold 

said. But what is ‘falsch’ (wrong) in the present can be ‘richtig’ 

(right) for the future. Every time tries to give a new answer to the 

same questions, every historic period has its own connected solution 

(or form). It’s clear that there are not fixed answers to some 

questions, valuable for all times; but instead every generation has 

the task of finding answers that relate to the actuality. That’s what 

you can learn from the past. As a consequence solutions become worn 

out and less meaningful, if they do not change over time. A kind of 

decay occurs. For me there should be some kind of continuous progress 

in solutions (or form). The answers of the past are not always 

valuable for the present. Just for that reason you always should try 

to give a new answer. 

 

Improvement in technique offers you new skills with which to give a 

new answer. Every age and each technical skill has its advantages for 

giving an adequate answer. It’s hopeful in a way that there is an 

improvement in ways of thinking and in technology. Let’s hope that in 

the end this produces a better and more human world. 

 

How does your personal life affect you work? 

 

I believe that the work mirrors someone’s way of living. So my 

personal life should also affect my work. But how? It happens in a 

rather unconscious way. 

 

What have you learned from working in the graphic design industry? 

 

The most important thing I have learned is that you have to follow 

your own instinct and be aware of the world you live in. The industry 

is an important link in the chain of the whole game. It offers 

opportunities for our expression. It was always very helpful and 

instructive to be aware of what happens there. Technique can make or 

damage your work, so it is important to keep good relations with the 

people there. At its best it is an exchange between you and them. 

 

What was it like while teaching at Werkplaats Typografie? 

 



I spend a lot of time teaching. For me it always was very stimulating 

and informative. The discussions with students were very often 

surprising and as a consequence made me reflect on the matter. It 

forced me to deepen into the issues, formulate my thoughts and be 

aware of my considerations. Teaching was always very inspiring, To 

experience other people’s decisions was important when taking 

decisions in my own practice. This is so especially now at the 

Werkplaats Typografie where participants work quite independently on 

commissioned assignments and individual projects. Students there are 

generally older and with some experience, which makes it easier to 

collaborate on an equal level. The Werkplaats Typografie has only 

been in existence for eight years, so it’s still in constant change. 

The search for a ‘right’ attitude, with inquisitive and enthusiastic 

participants, makes it worth spending time on. 

 

Is there anything else you would like to add? 

 

With thanks to Anniek Brattinga and Robin Kinross. 

 


