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n her large, light-filled space, every wall

of Catherine Zask's Paris atelier displays

designs both produced and experimental—
the work of an intense, intellecrually curious,
graphic artist, The studios of other hard-
working graphic designers, architects, artists
and photographers surround hers; the collegial
atmosphere offers autonomy as well as an
occasional shared bottle of wine. A series of
large silk-screened posters hang from a ceiling
rack displaying her work at its most powerful
and reductive. There are also many examples
of shattered, decomposed letter strokes thar
illustrate Zask’s iconoclastic approach to formal typography,
with letters often abstracting words into independent
constructions.
In a career spanning over twenty years, she has embraced the
new technology with enthusiasm. “"Conapurers have complerely
changed design. Whether you are a designer, photographer,
archirect, filmmaker, artist or work with sound or animartion,

we all use the same tool. Everything is now totally mixed:

graphic design is no longer only about prine,
and the boundaries are blurred. When the
computer first came we thought it was
something extraordinary. It is. You are given

lots of freedom and it is so easy. For me the

new change was wonderful. You can do a grear
deal with this wonderful, bloody compurer,
but you have to handle everything and you
have to know everything. All T ask of the

voung people who want to work here is that

£ Frédéric Branner

they are torally at case with every aspect of
production and the software. Knowledge
liberates the spirit and allows you o think
about something else. The only purpose of the computer is to
know it very well, like a pen, not to ask how to use ir.”

Zask also urges young designers to deepen their experience
and learn other skills. “In schools here students do graphic
design, film, sound and animation. Graphic designers want
to be artists; artists want to be graphic designers. I don't
think this is either good or bad because in the past most

artists have been multi-talented. 1 do many things: wrire,

Catherine Zask’s studio at the Villa Medici, Académia de France in Rome, 1923-1994.
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From left: Concert Sauvage 2007, poster for Munchenar
Kammarorchester, 5-color offset, 337 X 46%%"; Blush 2003, poster for
L'Hippodroma, 2-color, silk-scroan, 4700 » GAVE"

paint, draw; you can casily write, and draw as well as make

films, there is no contradiction.” She thinks that students

should be taught Alm, ares, theater, choreography and costume
design. Zask would also like to see the introduction of national
Living Treasures programs modeled after those created by the
Japanese government. The programs are responsible for support-
ing exceptional artisans and reintroducing craftsmanship that
has become so devalued. "It is extremely noble to work with

vour hands,” she stares. Promoting encounters berween designers

and students in business ficlds like economics, administration
and the sciences is another one of her important goals. Her
objective is to create a mutual u ndcrxntmﬁng between cre-

atives and those who represent the attitudes and pragmatic

concerns of the client side.

However marketing and self-promortion are clearly not part
of Catherine Zask’s life. Her approach to work is intensely
personal and idealistic. “1
don't have anything against
commerce because it is part
of our society, but business
thinks about profit and profic
is not related at all o arr and
creation, Some designers think
there is a method or system for
success. It is exactly the
contrary; everybody should
seek his own fundamental
]‘.I;L[h. There is no one methad,
Dne h:l."ﬂt(.'l‘['l Or ano ]Jr‘“.'l."{jlll'L'.

The only constant is that |

X-Ray of Thought (Gribowill) deal with people; the rela-
2000 tionship cont 1



creativity

Prix Emile Hermibs poster, Web site (www.pricemilehermos.com) and animation, 2007, Hermébs International, client.

brings about the method. A graphic designer’s work mainly
consists of giving ideas a visual existence. This does not
necessarily mean thar ideas come before their visual shape.
Sometimes the visual find, based on intuition, is what comes
first. The next stage is essential. It consists of validating one’s
intuitions; formulating, clarifying, expressing. The words put
the image to the test and declare it to be valid or not.”
However one works, according to Zask, if design is created
within the framework of a commission, it must always
Cﬂ“\"c}’ mfaning.

As a one-person studio—with the occasional intern—2Zask
has a low overhead and the advantage of being very selective.
Her clients are also very loyal. “For about twenty years | have
been working for institutional communication clients like
universitics, musecums and theaters. My primary objective is
to find people that | get along with. | have always been
interested in working for private companies but it juse never
happened—until recently.” For Hermés, the manufacturer of
luxury goods, the project involved creating an image and
promotional material introducing the Prix Emile Hermés
prize awarded for the creation of an innovative object based
on the theme "Everyday Lightness.” The competition is open
only to designers in Europe. The second commission came
from the construction group, Bernardet, for a new project
based in the south of France. “The director of the company
saw a small image of one of my posters in Le Monde, and
contacted me about creating a new identity program for the

company. [ am extremely critical of real estate development
in general, but I like this man and respect his deep
rclationship with this region and his sincere desire to preserve
its integrity. | need to respect the client from a humanistic
point of view, because without mutual esteem, dialogue and
trust, it is impossible.”

Although Zask insists she does nor have a formal design
philosophy, her strong, personal ethic affects every part of her
creative and professional existence. “Much of my design work
is not related to clients so without devaluing the importance
of that relationship it is not the foundation of my work. |
exist without my clients. My approach to design is the same
whether it is for commissioned work or personal.” Zask’s
energy and restless curiosity has created a diverse body of
work. “Computers have brought me calm, autonomy... and
backache. The computer’s fantastic reactivity shows me a
visual step that produces another idea, opens up another
pathway. Not ideas, directly, but direct access to the structure
of words, my raw material. Words, for me, always lead 1o the
image. Reading, saying, writing, pulling apart, rubbing words
against each other, splintering letcers, this is what gives rise to
visual creation. What would happen if A jumped onto B?
Click! There it is! Overlap? Collision? Overwrite? It happens
as fast as | can think ic.”

Most of her designs imply space, flux and active movement
whether jagged or overlapping forms or strong oblique
compositions. In a total departure from her use of bold, solid
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lerterforms, an intriguing series was born after she decided w

keep her many rambling doodles, According to a French
dictionary, a gribondlle (doodle) is a "naive or unwise person
who foolishly leaps into the very problems he was trying to
avoid.” But Zask leaps in wisely to exhibit her playful spirit
and kinetic encrgy, using her pen to seek a new path or
dimension. Instead of throwing the doodles away she scans,
enlarges and sometimes animates them, discovering “X-rays
of thought™ thar she can develop into books as well as screen

presentations. “1 find it quick and casy to draw.

In 1993, Zask won the most prestigious grant awarded by the
French Ministry of Culture, the Prix de Rome. This is a
competition for working artists, architects and writers,

similar o our G

selected winners (called pensionnaires) are provided with
studios ar the Villa Medici, Académie de France in Rome.
[he stay in Rome lasted for a vear during which time she

developed her research on writing and recomposing signs
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based on leteer strokes. As a result of this project, she created
the alphabet, "Alfabetempo” and continues to experiment
with curring, |.|||~]i.l15_':_ and pasting, as well as transparency and
three-dimension. Today the richly complex experience in
Rome ar the Villa Medici still informs her various projects.
Rerrospectives of her work ook place in 2004 at the Galerie
Anatome in Paris, ("Zask’s the question™), the Museum fiir
Gestaltung Ziirich in 2008, at Artazart in Paris ("Kaléidozask’

and the Design Center of the Czech Republic (Bmo) in

w07 ("cz in cz”). Lask has won several

2000,

awards and is a member of the Alliance Graphique
Internationale (act). She is a stimulating lecturer and has

participated in juries in France and abroad.

When asked whart other carcer she might have pursued if she
had not decided on graphic art, Zask replies. “ can't imagine
any other career that could have encompassed my inordinate
love of words and letters, my tendency to value the demands
of others over my own, my acute maniacal perfection. No,

really, I had to be a graphic artist.”

All newly harched designers begin with
an unspoiled enthusiasm for their new
career, but dl'.llill!; with life’s realitics can
require certain compromises. After
twenty years Catherine Zask is an
inspiring artist who has not lost thar
original idealism and innocence. She is

still a purist.



