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Quentin Fiore was a man of the written letter, not the spoken  
word. “I‘m not a good public speaker,” he avows in the first 
of two unpublished interviews that follow, “I tend to hesitate  
and zigzag; that’s my natural style.”

Fiore felt no such hesitation when it came to lettering  
and type, domains where the self-taught designer cut his 
teeth working with the likes of Lester Beall. And when he 
moved from letters and type to book design, his range 
of interests was as broad as his approach to design was 
encompassing and eclectic. For the University of Michigan 
Press alone, he illustrated Sappho, Poems and Fragments 
(1965), designed covers for Angelica Balabanoff ’s 
Impressions of Lenin (1964) and Trotsky: The New Course 
(1965), and produced several books in a pop surrealist vein  
including the English edition of André Breton, Manifestoes 
of Surrealism (1969). The circle widens further when one 
steps out into the full orbit of his publishing activities. He 
designed the austere publications of the Ford Foundation 
between 1962 and 1967, and shaped both György Kepes’ 
visually taut Vision + Value series (1965–1966) and James 
Moffett’s kaleidoscopic Interaction: A Student-Centered 
Language Arts and Reading Program for Houghton 
Mifflin (1973–1974). He treated George H. Forsyth and 
Kurt Weitzmann’s lavish magum opus on the Byzantine 
Monastery of Saint Catherine at Mount Sinai (1973) with  
classical restraint. During the 1980s, he designed and 
illustrated conventional limited editions for Franklin 
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of the Grove Press paperback companion book to Last 
Tango in Paris.4 The Heller interview was carried out in 
person, recorded and transcribed. I have ironed out the 
hesitations and zigzags, shaped the conversation into 
thematic blocks, and added corrections, clarifications 
and notes.

The second interview was carried out by J. Abbot 
Miller, the award-winning graphic designer and writer who, 
along with Ellen Lupton, founded the multidisciplinary  
studio Design/Writing/Research and went on to become 
a senior partner at Pentagram’s New York office in 1999. 
In late November of 1992, Miller was commissioned by 
the review Eye to contribute an article on Fiore to a spe-
cial issue, guest edited by Heller, dedicated to American 
design.5 The interview took place in mid-December 1992 
and involved a combination of mailed questions, typewrit-
ten responses, and follow-up telephone conversations. In 
this case, editorially speaking, I have done little more than 
to smooth out rough edges and add some particulars in 
the form of notes.

The interviews are accompanied by a reprint of 
the original 1968 edition of “The Future of the Book.” 
Published in the educational review Media and Methods 
(Dec. 1968) and subsequently reformatted for a book, the 
essay alternates between scattershot quotations (from 
Logan Pearsall Smith and Matthew Arnold to George 
Steiner and William Burroughs), spliced-in newspaper 
clippings and ads, and Fiore’s personal ruminations on 
the cognitive effects of information overload. The essay’s 
overarching theme is the need for publishers in the  
cybernetic age to play their cards with a speeded-up 
informational deck:

We live in a computer world in which tomorrow is NOW  

and time is reckoned in nanoseconds (millimicro-seconds or  

bill ionths of a second of time). Information must be 

Library that ranged from Homer to Ezra Pound. And then 
there were one-off collaborations, varied in character,  
with the likes of Harry Bertoia, James Dickey and George 
V. Higgins.1

The breadth and heterogeneity of Fiore’s design 
portfolio is mirrored by an abiding interest in the history 
of writing, the sole published trace of which is a learned 
essay on manual methods of papermaking published by 
the Tamarind Lithography Workshop in 1958.2 Other pub-
lic statements were scattered here and there, especially 
in the wake of the success of his collaborations with 
Marshall McLuhan and Jerome Agel. Foremost among 
them is the collage essay “The Future of the Book,” written  
“in an elliptical and cryptic style which stimulates the  
perceptual senses in a new way.”3 But, at core, Fiore’s  
reticence was grounded in pragmatism. He prized variety 
and contradiction. He was reluctant to theorize. Projects 
were “accounts,” however skillfully and thoughtfully car-
ried out. Fiore all too modestly cast himself in the role of 
the guy who merely “got the job done and done well.”

The two interviews that follow were carried out at a 
time when the generation of graphic artists and designers 
for whom works like The Medium is the Massage, War and 
Peace in the Global Village, I Seem to be a Verb and Do It! 
were formative influences, was beginning to craft distinc-
tive narratives of its own regarding the recent history of 
graphic design. The first interview was conducted in 1988 
by the noted designer and prolific design writer Steven 
Heller, when he was assembling materials that would 
eventually find their way into works such as the influen-
tial Design Literacy: Understanding Graphic Design (1997). 
Heller knew Agel as a neighbor with whom he swapped 
ideas about prospective books. He first happened upon 
Fiore’s books during the period when he served as art 
director of Rock magazine and was so inspired by Do It!’s 
flip-book devices that he borrowed them for his design 
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lettering

SH	 You were born in New York?

QF	 I was: on February 12 , 1920.

SH	 Your parents were first generation immigrants?

QF	 They were.

SH	 And you studied at the Art Students League and 
were in the same class as Paul Rand?

QF	 Yes. As a matter of fact, Rand was sitting next to 
me one evening and he brought in some colored paper 
and chalks. George Grosz was abrasive with him; he 
said something to the effect that this was all too chi-chi  
and would he please leave. Rand wasn’t serious enough 
for Grosz!

SH	 Where did you study with Hans Hoffman?

QF	 At the Hoffman School. At the time it was on 8th 
Street, next to the theatre on the south side. The night-
club in the basement was the Village Barn.8 I started out 
wanting to study painting. Indeed, I did study painting, but 
there were pressing economic problems. I thought “I can’t 
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instantaneous and printout from computers must involve bil-

lions upon billions of bits of information, all imploded at the  

print-out of a single nanosecond.6

The theme has a familiar McLuhanesque ring. But 
Fiore brings to it his direct experience shuttling back and 
forth between research institutions like Bell Labs and 
book publishing:

Such a world alters the most commonplace things, like the 

publishing of books. Publishing companies are now being 

acquired by the major electronic giants such as Xerox and 

RCA. Publishing houses who once published books are now 

going to publish information, but it will be instantaneous 

information. Here mass media and TV becomes [sic] cen-

tral. It is like saying that all the books ever written and ever 

to be written must become public information in instanta-

neous time.7

This altered world of commonplace things is, of 
course, our own, even if the names of the major electronic 
giants have changed.

Together with Fiore’s essay, these two interviews 
paint as complete a portrait of Fiore as can be found out-
side his labors as a designer. Both center on the books of 
the late 1960s and early 1970s, but situate them within the 
broader setting of Fiore’s era and career.
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QF	 Initially advertising, but I also worked for a big 
agency. I handled some publications and magazines as 
well for Condé-Nast, McCall’s and others.

general design

SH	 In those days, rather than set metal type, they would 
call in a letterer?

QF	 This is what we did. Then the business grew: it grew 
so much that I became tired of it and moved on to general 
design.

SH	 How do you define general design?

QF	 The design of publications, layout work, and the like.

SH	 For whom were you doing interiors and layouts?

QF	 Mostly, the Ford Foundation. I had a long relation-
ship with them as consultant-designer and did all their 
publications. 

SH	 Your designs for Ford have a distinctly modern sensi-
bility. Very economical. The croppings of the photographs 
are in a contemporary vein. Did you draw any lessons from 
the work you were doing for Ford when you put together 
The Medium is the Massage?

QF	 No. The Ford Foundation wasn’t the only work I was 
doing at the time. I’m not conscious of any big jump. What 
was needed was a kind of parsimony, a tautness. So that’s 
the look I sought.

I was also a consultant-designer to Life Magazine 
as well as to Bell Labs and NBC/RCA, and was involved 

do both.” I started freelancing, doing lettering and type 
design for Lester Beall, among others.

SH	 So you were studying painting and faced economic 
problems. How did doing lettering come up? Was it some-
thing you had studied?

QF	 Not at all. Things were simple at that time: it was 
either eat or don’t eat. I was looking around for something 
I could do to survive. And there was a lettering artist in my 
painting class; he encouraged me. Within three months,  
I was so ignorant that I became successful! I did things no 
one else dared do. 

I built up a small office but had no previous training in 
the graphic arts, no business experience or anything like 
that. I did titles and headlines. Oddly enough, people found 
them fresh and exciting.

SH	 Aside from Beall, of the designers who were active 
when you entered the lettering business, were there any 
who influenced the way you thought or the way you saw?

QF	 I mostly felt European influences. Lester was alone, 
along with Rand. Alvin Lustig came along a bit later. You 
see, back in 1938, I had hitchhiked out to Chicago because 
I had a letter of recommendation from Georg Grosz to 
Moholy-Nagy, and I was excited about enrolling in the 
Bauhaus. My companion was the Minimalist sculptor Tony 
Smith. We were unknown kids at the time. But I disliked the 
Bauhaus and returned to New York.

SH	 How come?

QF	 I didn’t want to design pots and pans!

SH	 So your office’s work was in advertising?



1110

too “creative.” The word “creative” meant “this interview 
is over, thank you.”

SH	 Did it imply too much of a point of view?

QF	 It implied too much sophistication. When Gulf & 
Western first moved to New York City in 1970, they asked 
me what they could do to enhance their public image. 
Their building at 15 Columbus Circle had just been com-
pleted. I suggested that three floors of the building be set 
aside as a kind of city for single mothers working for the 
company. These floors could consist of a clinic, a super-
market, a playground and a school. This didn’t go over 
well. End of story.

aesthetic ideals and practicalities

SH	 What were some formative readings leading up to 
the Massage period?

QF	 One book that was important to me was Eric 
Havelock’s Preface to Plato.10 The title makes it sound a 
bit heavy, but it proved surprisingly apropos. Another was 
by a writer who isn’t well known in the United States, but 
I consider him very important: Jacques Ellul. In particular, 
his book on propaganda.11

SH	 What about your design point of view, your aesthetic 
stance: did it develop along modernist or eclectic lines?

QF	 It was empirical. That is, I felt like a vaudevillian. My 
experiences were varied and rich because I’d work on one 
project and, then, within a day, on another. They would 
contradict one another’s fundamental design principles.

in the development of the early picture-phone, called the 
Homefax.9 It was a technology whereby images would be 
displayed on the screen, and transmitted via circuitry, and 
then xerographically printed.

SH	 In the case of the Homefax was the technology all 
set to go?

QF	 It was set to go. But, as is often the case, the credit 
system stood in the way. Large corporations are generally 
incapable of moving. How do you pay your debt and go 
on with production while investing in research and design 
without some sort of external force like a war pushing you 
along? Most of these technologies were developed many 
years ago but are still struggling to reach the market.

SH	 In your work for NBC/RCA and Bell Laboratories, 
why did you stay rooted in print and not branch out into 
other media like television?

QF	 I did branch out. I directed a film for Bell Labs as well 
as some model television commercials for Gulf & Western. 
But I didn’t like it. I‘m not entirely at ease with the technol-
ogy and prefer to work alone. Too much time was spent on 
preparations and I didn’t much like the atmosphere or the 
people. People in book publishing are more pleasant.

SH	 And you have more control over the product.

QF	 It’s also less competitive, in the negative sense of the 
word. The films for Bell Labs were difficult. They were edu-
cational films that had to fit into four modules. This marked 
the beginnings of the grid system and they needed to 
develop training programs.

At Gulf & Western, the films were for the bicenten-
nial. They were never used, because they were judged 



1312

You have to convey a message. It isn’t a matter of express-
ing yourself. I don’t know, maybe I am particularly attuned 
to swings in style or emotions or whatever you want to call 
them. A designer like Rand did very distinguished work. 
Each of his projects has a strong Paul Rand stamp. Mine 
less so. 

On which topic, the person who really made it possible  
for me to do lettering was Beall. I did all of his lettering in 
the early postwar.

SH	 I’m surprised because much of the work that I’ve 
seen of Beall’s looks like it was typography done from out 
of the type case.

QF	 The problem was to import foreign types where you 
had very extended or condensed faces. They were only 
available in the United States from jobbers who had wood 
type. Right after the war’s end a firm started up called 
Amsterdam Continental who were importers. I could do it 
faster and cheaper, however.

SH	 So you would take on a sans serif face and render it 
like a Futura or a Metro?

QF	 Exactly. That was mostly what I did for Beall. If you 
find an extended, condensed, or open face in his layouts 
from the period, that’s me.

SH	 That’s amazing.

medium to massage

SH	 I’d now like to talk about your collaborations with 
Marshall McLuhan and, later, Jerry Rubin and Buckminster 
Fuller.

SH	 So there was no ideology that you jumped into?

QF	 No. I just went in there and did what I was asked to do. 
You know the joke about the comedian Harry Langdon?12 
A professor was working on a study of humor and wanted 
to interview Langdon. This proved difficult because, by that 
time, Langdon was broke and working in a fast-food joint 
in Southern California. The professor came in at a busy 
time; people were shouting hamburger orders. When asked 
about how he prepared for his act, Langdon said: “No idea—
I just went out there and did my act.” That sums up my view.

You see, the need for an aesthetics of design is a 
rather recent development: a good one, I might add. But at 
that time, it was catch-as-catch-can.

SH	 So you got into lettering in the late 30s/early 40s and 
then into general design work in the later 40s?

QF	 Yes. Lettering was dying out and photo-lettering tak-
ing over.

SH	 Did you find yourself intrigued with or involved in new 
technologies as they arose?

QF	 Not particularly, because I was too damn busy. 
Independent of my work, of course, yes. I was pretty alert. 
But I became so busy that I was always exhausted. I had to 
take time off. In the 50s I drifted increasingly into classical 
book design.

SH	 How were your designs for the university presses 
distinct from what you did with your later books with 
Marshall McLuhan and Jerome Agel?

QF	 I found this work really interesting. The word contra-
diction comes to mind. Designing is like show business. 
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together. I had some ideas. Agel worked hard to make 
this all come about. Most people were indifferent. I mean, 
they knew the name McLuhan, but they thought he was a 
flash in the pan. They also thought Massage wasn’t really a 
book. I mean, publishing is an industry and publishers don’t 
want to disturbed.

SH	 How did you formulate these ideas?

QF	 It was a response to the text. I felt that Marshall was 
writing against books with sequential pages. My thought 
was: why don’t we make a book that organically reflects 
McLuhan’s arguments?

SH	 Given this radical notion, you had to develop some 
radical forms as well. You didn’t have any immediate 
models?

QF	 I was unaware of any. There were phrases or para-
graphs that were honed-down and reduced. But how to 
express these in terms of pictures?

A good example of these sorts of challenges derives 
from another of my book designs, I Seem to Be a Verb. 
In a conversation with Jerry Rubin, who was describing 
an important event in his life, he talked about someone 
sitting across from him in a subway. He was standing, 
staring across the aisle, when he read a headline that 
was disturbing. I realized that, when you look down at it 
from above, a headline appears upside-down. So I began 
experimenting with headlines printed upside-down. (The 
editors and typesetters wanted to know whether I really 
intended this.) 

It’s actually an old idea. There are many examples 
of scrolls in which the illustrations are upside-down, so to 
speak. So that the elder in the community would read the 
text, and the communicants, seated in a semi-circle, could 

QF	 By that time, I had been designing a lot of university 
press books. It was comfortable and steady work: less 
hectic and demanding than the lettering work, both emo-
tionally and in terms of time.

SH	 And these university press books came at what point?

QF	 In the early 60s. I also read a great deal at the time.  
I was commuting very long distances; the only way to 
keep one’s sanity was to read. Then the McLuhan project  
came about that became The Medium is the Massage.  
I began to think in terms of forms other than the accepted  
ones. Playing around with visual axes and sequential pre-
sentation. I wanted to experiment and this was a great 
opportunity to do so.

SH	 Had you been aware of McLuhan’s ideas before?

QF	 Yes. McLuhan was on my radar; Understanding Media 
had come out.

SH	 How did you get this project?

QF	 There was a neighboring publicist, “packager” and 
editor; the publisher of a newspaper entitled Books. 
His name was Jerry Agel. I recall a conversation asking 
whether he would do the agentry for me. I’m trying to think 
back. We felt that it was time for some kind of big change, 
for new forms of expression. It was in the air. I was fortu-
nate to be there.

SH	 Did you generate the idea for the book and for the 
collaboration?

QF	 I generated it to the extent that I talked with Agel 
and suggested that maybe McLuhan and I could work 
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QF	 I didn’t have photo-lettering, for instance, or the new 
computer lettering. There were instances where I wanted 
to kern the type but ran into objections. There were still 
feelings about the “proper” presentation of type.

SH	 Canons of legibility?

QF	 Yes and rules regarding paragraph indentations, 
point size and all the rest. The photos were stock photos. I 
had a budget but, by the standards of modern book-mak-
ing, it was extraordinarily modest, even chintzy. Ditto for 
the artwork. We had to do major arm-twisting.

SH	 Were there things that you had conceived that you 
just couldn’t accomplish?

QF	 If I were to do the book today, I would do it quite dif-
ferently. However, it would not have the same raw vitality.

SH	 So as you said before, you just went out on stage and 
did it.

QF	 Quickly so: in two to three weeks.

SH	 Two to three weeks?

QF	 Well, I knew my script!

SH	 As concerns McLuhan, you basically laid out the 
book and then showed it to him?

QF	 Yes. We had conversations generally describing the 
book. But, at that time, Marshall was nearing the peak of 
his popularity. There were big demands on his time. He 
was not available for discussions or interviews. In New 
York, I was running a design business, and he was flying 

see the moving pictures and thereby participate in the act 
of reading. 

After my realization, I jotted down a paragraph on 
how all the techniques of individual expression and pre-
sentation to date have been dependent on the artist’s 
response to the demands of the two-dimensional picture 
plane. This includes linear perspective, how we express 
information in terms of charts and diagrams, and the iso-
metric projections that are found in medieval art and in 
Asian art. The two-dimensional picture plane has always 
been there and how you responded to it was your “style.” 
This changes with computer technology whose agility and 
speed enables projections onto spheres and a wide vari-
ety of other surfaces.

SH	 You alluded briefly to the opposition you encoun-
tered when working on The Medium is the Massage. Could 
you talk about that?

QF	 I don’t want to sound ungrateful to the publishers, 
but the book was so unusual that people were suspi-
cious. From the publisher’s point of view, Marshall was the 
main attraction. They were unused to this amount of art-
work in a so-called serious book. They probably thought 
something like “Oh, well, let’s just get this one out,” which 
is understandable. They didn’t bend over backwards 
to ply me with scads of money to pay for the needed 
retouchings.13

SH	 Given the constraints of technology at that time, how 
difficult was it for you to do this? Was this a letterpress or 
offset book?

QF	 It was offset. 

SH	 What were your constraints?
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QF	 The Society wasn’t objecting per se; it was they 
who had invited me. Just individuals in the audience. I had 
never talked to large groups and, believe me, they were 
suddenly large. I discovered that there is a floating popula-
tion of people who resent everything, who go to lectures 
just to heckle.

SH	 But was the resentment geared towards your 
interruption of the flow of pure text? Was it against the 
typography?

QF	 They thought it was flippant and superficial: every-
thing that a book shouldn’t be. This was deliberate, of 
course. I wanted “to let them think” and considered humor 
fundamental. But, frankly, the book also received a lot  
of support.

SH	 Where did the support come from?

QF	 Mostly from the university world—especially, profes-
sors of Comparative Literature. The design people came 
later. 

SH	 Where did the title come from?

QF	 From McLuhan. What McLuhan intended by “mas-
sage” is that technology takes over us completely. To some  
people this seemed demeaning: to think that a piece of 
junk like a television or computer can change their lives. 
I mean, they couldn’t understand how man fashioned the 
shovel, and then the shovel proceeded to fashion man. 
Many people can’t stomach this.

SH	 Except McLuhan felt that these things would bring 
man back together in a kind of tribal unity that hadn’t 
existed for ages.

all over the place, to Chicago, etc. I did go to Toronto, but 
only when we were preparing the War and Peace book. 
Otherwise, no. It was shown to him before press time and 
he had the final say.

SH	 Did he feel that your interpretation of his thinking 
was as it should be? Or did he feel that you had brought 
something to it that he was unaware of, given that he was 
a wordsmith?

QF	 McLuhan was a very sophisticated person. Some of 
his earlier Canadian publications, like Explorations, had 
used photo-lettering.14 I remember one headline set in 
a parabolic form. In the case of Massage, he scrutinized 
every spread and agreed to everything. I don’t recall that 
anything was rejected.

SH	 For you what was the most important achievement 
that came from designing The Medium is the Massage?

QF	 Well, aside from a lot of personal satisfaction, the 
possibility of travelling. It was the first time that I got off my 
butt and really traveled.15 I do recall a lot of resentment. 
People suspected that that book was a put on.

SH	 That it was a sham philosophy?

QF	 Exactly. I gave some talks and I‘m not a good public 
speaker. I tend to hesitate and zigzag; that’s my natural 
style. I sometimes got rough treatment. I recall a talk at the 
Boston Society of Printers.

SH	 The Boston Society of Printers was objecting to the 
rules you had broken?
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QF	 I was intrigued with this idea from the point of view 
of craft, of how to change standard conventions. This was 
difficult because there were questions of professional sta-
tus in the mix: the sorts of issues that every author and 
performer faces. I don’t care who he is, anybody who has 
anything to say has to take the reactions of his audience 
into consideration.

SH	 So who did you think your audience was? Didn’t you 
ever think “this is a book for people who are of age 35  
or younger”?

QF	 We wanted the broadest possible audience. I don’t 
know that much about publishing markets and I don’t want 
to! You have to remember the times. The Vietnam War was 
going on. There were new forms of expression and protest.  
There was the Free Speech Movement.

SH	 Did the Free Speech Movement have any connection 
to what you were doing with the manipulation of words?

QF	 Not particularly. Tradition and censorship were still big 
factors. For example, you simply couldn’t use a four-letter  
word. It’s also worth remembering that, even as I was doing  
these experimental books, I was developing a growing 
reputation, ironically, as a designer of classical books. So I 
could see all sides of the argument.

SH	 Around this same time, you published “The Future 
of the Book,” which first appeared in Media and Methods 
and was later reprinted with an introduction in The Future 
of Time. In your introduction, you state that you “write in 
an elliptical and cryptic style.” I actually found the piece 
pretty linear. Maybe it’s just the way my brain works. 

QF	 If so, as the saying goes, I’m not responsible! 

QF	 As for myself, I didn’t consider it particularly benev-
olent. Norbert Weiner, the cybernetic philosopher/math-
ematician, actually came out with a title that preceded 
The Medium Is the Massage: namely, “Organization as the 
Message.” I think the phrase is found in Cybernetics.16  
But Marshall was extraordinarily articulate. He had a great 
command of the English language. At one point, he gave 
a lecture at Columbia University. At the end of the lec-
ture there was some professor who got up and listed 24 
contradictions. Marshall reminded him that contradiction  
presupposes two or more ideas. So that meant 12 ideas in 
one hour, which was not bad.

war and peace

SH	 Sounds like some pretty fast thinking! After Massage 
came War and Peace In the GIobaI Village.

QF	 That’s correct.

SH	 How did this project come about?

QF	 It was a continuance of our relationship. It was a 
milder book and I didn’t play as great a role.

SH	 It’s a fascinating book, nonetheless. I borrowed from 
it in my own design work in later years. Maybe it didn’t 
have quite the breadth of Massage?

QF	 Massage is more like an icon, if you will. It reduces 
complex ideas to simple signs, glyphs, patches of text and 
so on. And this is what I intended it to be.

SH	 War and Peace seems to offer a more documentary 
approach to the visuals.
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SH	 In the case of the Rubin book, the point I wanted to 
make is that the underground press aesthetic was pure 
anarchy on paper. Nobody knew what the hell they were 
doing; they were just getting it down and out. Your ideas 
solidified things. They provided the underground press 
with a less anarchic, more structured format.

QF	 I was working within a structured environment and 
context. I had great respect for the underground press 
because, in many ways, they were far more imaginative 
than I could ever be. They were also freer. The Massage 
book was backed by major publishers. They worried about 
advertising, audience reactions, copyright and potential 
lawsuits. The underground press didn’t work under any of 
these constraints. It couldn’t be sued because, in order 
to litigate something, you had to have money to begin 
with; otherwise why sue? My activities were always being 
monitored.

SH	 How did your friendly relationship with Rubin contrib-
ute to the design work stream?

QF	 My agreement with many of the views that Jerry 
expressed at the time smoothed the way. Second, it was a 
happy working relationship. I wasn’t pulling teeth, as was 
often the case with commercial jobs. Things went quickly. 
We were done within a month. I’ve worked on jobs that 
took much longer and were in no way as exciting. But 
again, these were the times. One had to trust in one’s 
response to immediate data.

SH	 How did this compare with the design process for  
I Seem To Be A Verb?

QF	 Well, it was much like that for the Massage book. A lot 
of physical labor was involved. By that time, I had to farm 

doing it and other verbiage

SH	 You’re off the hook. After War and Peace and “The 
Future of the Book” came Do It!?

QF	 Correct.

SH	 How did that project come about?

QF	 Jerry Rubin approached me at the time of the Chicago  
Seven trial and wanted to publish a book.17 There was a 
lot of controversy about the in-court behavior of the seven 
defendants and the judge. I decided to do it. The title is 
mine in this case. I worked closely with Jerry.

SH	 Did you like Rubin?

QF	 I did. He was very pleasant and well spoken.

SH	 Did you subscribe to the same ideas at the time?

QF	 Not all of them, but I did to the Chicago Seven’s 
objections to the war.18

SH	 Regarding the aesthetic of the Rubin book, it seems 
more cinematic than any of the others you had done. 
Would that be a correct assessment?

QF	 You mean that it was more like a flip book?

QF	 Yes, it had more movement.

QF	 That would have been a wonderful solution, but no 
one wants to do flip books because they’re identified with 
kids. I once had a similar idea for a book by a microbiologist. 
He thought the notion was silly and that was the end of that.
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interactions

SH	 Let’s talk briefly about a few of the projects you 
worked on later. I have sitting in front of me various materi-
als related to your subsequent design work on Interaction: 
A Student-Centered Language Arts and Reading Program.19

QF	 That was an innovative reading program developed 
by James Moffett who was a leading authority on the 
teaching of reading and writing.

SH	 Aimed at what kind of audience?

QF	 Children from preschool through high school.

QF	 There were nearly 200 books involved, all of which 
had to be dealt with in a single year. Each grade had about 
five books, all relating to the state curriculum. However, 
each had to be designed very differently so that a child 
could approach the desk and pick whatever he or she 
found most attractive. I had to do them ultrafast. I did them 
alone with only one secretary and no assistants.

SH	 What year was this?

QF	 The early 70s. Except for the first meeting, I never 
went to Boston. I just started to work, sending layouts 
at the end of every day. They consisted in preliminary 
sketches, then comps, then type specs: the whole works! 
Their art staff and production staff would carry them out. 
There were also some learning toys for the pre-school 
age group as well as some rather sophisticated third and 
fourth year essays in anthology form. There was even 
some experimentation involving interaction with comput-
ers (which is something I hammered away on).

out a lot of the work and the preparation of mechanicals.  
I never found Fuller all that congenial. Let me rephrase 
this: the relationship was not as admiring on my part nor 
nearly as exciting. Perhaps this was because Fuller had a 
dry turn of mind.

SH	 A more precisionist, regimented turn of mind?

QF	 I was about to say “arid,” but I prefer your less judg-
mental labels: yes, precisionist, regimented. There was a 
missing component that is important to all artistic works: 
the element of contradiction, of ambiguity.

SH	 Since you are so adept at creating letter forms, did 
you create any of your own forms for books like Massage, 
War And Peace, Do It! and Verb? Or were these set on a 
Typositor?

QF	 I don’t think anything is from the Typositor and I don’t 
recall doing any lettering. It’s odd that people single these 
books out. I always considered them little more than jobs. 
They got done and done well and that’s it.

SH	 I think the special interest in those books is attrib-
utable to the fact that some of the things one produces 
in the course of one’s career become icons, others are 
sadly forgotten and others still are mercifully forgotten. 
Constituencies play a key role. For me personally, those 
books are significant because of the time in which I grew 
up and what they meant during that era.

QF	 Doubtless, generations from now they will look very 
different.
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SH	 Let me ask you this, though. You had knowledge of 
the technology that was available. You also had a vision 
of what you wanted to accomplish in the realm of design. 
Given the technology available today and given the fact 
that you are now retired, is there any longing on your part 
to get involved once again in experimentation?

QF	 Not particularly. I am tending my garden, so to speak. 
As a matter of fact, it’s the happiest time of my life. I don’t 
look back. The pressures were enormous. There were 
things I would have done differently, of course, but every-
body shares this thought. My main passion these days has 
nothing to do with book design: I spend my time thinking 
about ethics and art.

SH	 Some of these materials seem sophisticated for 
schoolchildren.

QF	 That was very much the point: I didn’t want to talk 
down. We were competing with television. We were com-
peting with toy manufacturers.

SH	 So how did children respond to these things?

QF	 I think the response was mixed. It was too early for the 
computer component. I worked very hard for a year, pro-
ducing close to 200 books. All of the typography in each 
book was illustrated. I had to suggest illustrators to the art 
editors and tell them what I wanted. Each paperback con-
sisted of up to 92 pages. Some were set in metal type.

SH	 But it was printed offset?

QF	 Of course. 

SH	 And what about the books in György Kepes’ Vision + 
Value series.20 Did you design them?

QF	 In part. I worked for George Brazillier whose art staff 
carried out the bulk of the work. There were six volumes. 
I received a foot-and-a-half-tall stack of photographs, all 
told. I fully designed the jackets.

SH	 Those books were very interesting, not to mention 
influential. Was Kepes’ point of view as an editor some-
thing that you agreed with?

QF	 It wasn’t my job to agree or disagree. My job was to 
come up with the best possible, most appropriate design. 
This is what I did.



AM	 What is your general background in design?

QF	 I felt instinctively drawn to letter forms very early, and 
began my career in the graphic arts field as a free-lance 
lettering artist. I am self-taught. My sole training consisted 
in the hours spent at the public library. It was during read-
ing sessions there that I came across Edward Johnston’s 
seminal work Writing & Illuminating & Lettering, then known 
only to a small group of lettering/calligraphy enthusiasts 
in the U.S.A.21 During this time I was also introduced to 
both the critical and historical writings of Stanley Morison, 
Daniel Berkeley Updike, Eric Gill, Alfred Fairbank and to 
Jan Tshichold’s revolutionary early work Typographische 
Gestaltung in which the author set forth his (then) theory 
of asymmetric typography.

My exposure to new concepts in painting greatly 
influenced my graphic arts work, along with European 
graphic arts publications like Gebrauchsgrafik and Arts et 
Métiers Graphiques, which were becoming available in the 
U.S.A. before the war.

Very cooperative compositors, engravers (letter-
press), and pressmen rounded out my training period.22

AM	 How did you and McLuhan first come to collaborate?

QF	 In a discussion of Understanding Media, I recalled 
having read an article on communications before the war 
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much of Dadaist typography and, of course, Alice’s  
“tail” page.23

I recall seeing an 18th century edition of Meister 
Eckhart in which there were a number illustrations show-
ing layers of die-cut segments of a human figure, each 
displaying an astrological sign that could be peeled away, 
very much as a surgeon cuts through layers of flesh, 
fat and muscle as (s)he operates. Thomas Malton’s A 
Compleat Treatise on Perspective (1776) in which there 
are die-cut copperplate sections of geometrical solids 
which could be raised from the supporting page and tied 
together to form a solid so that the reader could use them 
for the study of perspective shadows is another of many 
examples, as is the rebus. In the 7th and 8th centuries, 
the famous Book of Kells and Lindisfarne Gospels, with 
their elaborate historiated initials—see especially the chi-
rho page in the Book of Kells—are further examples. This  
exuberant spirit was lost with the introduction of stan-
dardized mass production methods during the 19th cen-
tury, when blandness in the appearance of a printed page 
became the norm. 

Anamorphic perspective pictures were also an inspira-
tion.24 The lampoons of 18th century draughtsmen (Hogarth,  
Rowlandson, Cruickshank) were yet another influence.

In designing The Medium is the Massage, I wanted 
to avoid the lineality of the standard book and create 
iconic double-spreads, each expressing a particular point 
McLuhan was dealing with in his books. In fact, I wanted  
to push the pages much further in the direction of the 
books I mention above, but was restrained from doing so 
by production and, especially, cost considerations.

AM	 There is a great emphasis on popularization in your 
work with McLuhan—the use of humor, cartoons and an 
almost cinematic approach to books—can you describe 
your intentions?

which appeared in View, an American surrealist review. 
This conversation prompted me to ask Jerome Agel, a 
publicist, “packager” and publisher of Books, a monthly 
newspaper dealing with publishing matters—Agel had 
previously done some public relations work for me— 
to ask Marshall McLuhan if he would be interested in 
working together on a picture/textbook based on some 
of his thoughts. 

It seems incredible now, but interesting publishers in 
such a project proved to be a lengthy and discouraging 
process. After months of bickering, Bantam finally agreed 
to publish Massage, along with Random House (for the 
hardbound edition).

AM	 You are given equal billing with McLuhan in The 
Medium is the Massage. What was your role? Were you 
both writer and designer? What about Do It!?

QF	 There was no special, original, manuscript for the 
book. The idea was to select McLuhan’s views from pre-
vious publications, heavily editing them and presenting 
them in isolated “patches”—i.e. individual pages or double-
spreads with appropriate art work—all with a view towards 
producing a more appealing presentation that would be 
accessible to a wide public.

In the case of Do It!, Jerry Rubin asked me to help in 
putting together his book. We would meet at my office on 
weekends when he was free to fly in from Chicago, where 
he was on trial in federal court.

AM	 Were there any precedents in design or publishing 
for what you and McLuhan were doing?

QF	 The early work of Jan Tschichold, Marinetti, Wynd
ham Lewis (in Blast), Raoul Hausmann, John Heartfield, 
Guillaume Apollinaire’s Calligrammes, concrete poetry, 
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“other”—the anti-hero—has been the leitmotif of much art 
and literature in the past two centuries.

AM	 Are you familiar with the McLuhan Center in Toronto?

QF	 All I remember was a very pleasant talk and walk 
with Marshall. I never worked or studied there. It is now 
closed—kaputt. “No money.”

AM	 The increasingly segmented nature of American 
society and the rise of various nationalisms throughout 
the world signal something very different than the infa-
mous global village. What aspects of the current cultural 
and media environment were not anticipated by you and 
McLuhan?

QF	 Many families, communities and nations have always 
been dysfunctional. Now it’s the world’s turn. I think the 
book was amazingly prescient.

QF	 In view of the great changes that were taking place, 
I felt that utilizing humor would be the most effective way 
to reach our audience.25 The book was intended to be 
A Guide for the Perplexed.26 It had to convey the spirit, 
the “populist” outcry of the era in an appropriate form. 
The lineality of the text in an average book wouldn’t do. 
After all, the medium was the message! (In Cybernetics, 
Norbert Wiener’s observation was that the organization 
was the message.) The reaction of some in the design 
community—those with a highly developed moralistic 
sense—was that the book was “manipulative.” But, after 
all, isn’t this what all design is? No one sets out to design 
unconvincingly.

The cartoons, photos, cinema-like presentations—
the so-called illustrations—worked on a number of levels.27 
A central problem of much graphic design is, of course, 
the relation of word to image. But this can be accom-
plished in many ways: provoking, disconcerting, etc. are 
some of those ways. Illustrations that shed light on the 
text need not be simple redundancies; that is, they needn’t 
merely say visually what is already said in the text.

AM	 The 1967 issue of Aspen magazine that you did with 
McLuhan included a section devoted to social outsiders, 
subcultures—bikers, for instance. Could you describe how 
you and McLuhan viewed subcultures and the reaction to 
this incorporation of the “other”?28

QF	 Muriel Johnson was the editor/publisher of Aspen. 
She commissioned me to contribute a piece to her 
review. Marshall played no role in this project. I decided 
to design a poster because the review consisted of dispa-
rate printed items from various contributors: this was the 
avowed “format” of Aspen. 

The “other” is invariably the catalyst for change, or 
at least a barometer indicating a need for change. The 
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The original version of the collage essay published in 
Media and Methods (Dec. 1968): 20–26 is reproduced in 
the following pages, not the subsequent reformatted ver-
sion found in Henry Yaker, Humphry Osmond and Frances 
Cheek, The Future of Time, (Garden City, NY: Doubleday, 
1971), 128–47. 
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Notes

1. Harry Bertoia, Fifty Drawings, 
(n.p.): Estate of Harry Bertoia, 
1980), designed by Quentin Fiore; 
James Dickey, Summons [12 × 15" 
broadside], (Columbia, SC: Bruccoli 
Clark Layman, 1988), designed and 
illustrated by Quentin Fiore; George 
V. Higgins with Quentin Fiore, Old Earl 
Died Pulling Traps, (Lunenburg, VT: 
The Stinehour Press, 1984), designed 
and illustrated by Fiore. Higgins was 
a noted lawyer who represented 
both Eldridge Cleaver and G. Gordon 
Liddy, but is mostly remembered as 
an author of nearly thirty bestselling 
crime novels.

2. Paper: the manufacture of paper 
by hand, Tamarind Lithography 
Workshop, (NY: Whitney Publications), 
1958. The only other self-authored 
piece by Fiore I have come across is 
a published example of his lettering 
work: “Letter Form Design, a Genre of 
Drawing: Working Drawings for Type 
Designs,” Drawing 1.3 (Sept./Oct. 
1979) 49.

3. The quote is from the introduction 
that accompanied the republication 
of “The Future of the Book” in Henry 
Yaker, Humphry Osmond and Frances 
Cheek, The Future of Time, (Garden 
City, NY: Doubleday, 1971), 128–47. 
(There is no way to determine the 
extent to which the author is Fiore 
or the volume editors.) “The Future 
of the Book” was initially published 
in Media and Methods (Dec. 1968): 
20–26. 

4. Last Tango in Paris: Closeup, ed. 
Kent E. Caroll, (NY: Grove Press, 
1973).

5. J. Abbott Miller, “Massaging the 
Message,” Eye 2.8 (1993): 46–55.

6. From the introduction to “The 
Future of the Book” in Yaker, Osmond 
and Cheek, The Future of Time, 128.

7. The Future of Time, 128.

8. Inaugurated in 1930, the Village 
Barn nightclub was located in the 
basement of 52 West 8th Street.

9. This technology is featured on 
page 12 of Fiore’s “The Future of the 
Book” with reference to Xerox’s Long 
Distance Xerography (LDX) products, 
which were brought onto the market 
during the 1960s.

10. Eric A. Havelock, Preface to 
Plato, (Cambridge, MA: Belknap 
Press, 1963). This, like Ellul’s book on 
propaganda, was also a favorite of 
McLuhan’s.

11. Jacques Ellul, Propaganda: The 
Formation of Men’s Attitudes, trans. 
Konrad Kellen and Jean Lerner, (NY: 
Knopf, 1965).

12. Langdon (1884–1944) was an 
American comedic actor who began 
his career by performing in medicine 
shows, transitioned to vaudeville, and 
became a comic star of the silent 
cinema on a par with Chaplin during 
the 1920s.

13. In addition to the complexities 
of the design and the recourse, new 
to Bantam, to printing the book by 
duotone sheetfeed offset, there 
was the matter of how to produce 
the larger format hardcover with 
one-plate duotone offset printing. 
Fiore had to retouch many of the 
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negatives after they were enlarged 
as well as reset the text for Random 
House. On this subject, see “Graphics 
Convey Message In MEDIUM IS THE 
MASSAGE,” Publishers Weekly 191 
(April 3, 1967): 64.

14. The reference is to Explorations 
8 (Oct. 1957), a special issue entitled 
Verbi-Voco-Visual Explorations 
designed by Harley Parker. The 
volume was reissued in 1967 by 
Something Else Press.

15. Among the travels was a keynote 
delivered to an international congress 
of advertising professionals in Venice 
and a week of activities hosted by the 
contemporary review BIT Arte Oggi in 
Italia in Milan. The visit is described in 
M. L. Straniero, “Incontro con Quentin 
Fiore – il medium di passaggio,” Ponte 
25 (1969): 1515-18.

16. Norbert Wiener, Cybernetics: Or 
Control and Communication in the 
Animal and the Machine (Cambridge, 
MA: MIT, 1948; 2nd revised ed. 1961).

17. The Chicago Seven were Rennie 
Davis, David Dellinger, John Froines, 
Abbie Hoffman, Tom Hayden, Jerry 
Rubin, and Lee Weiner, and were 
accused of inciting to riot, conspiracy 
and other charges related to 
protests that took place at the 1968 
Democratic National Convention. The 
circus-like trial unfolded in 1969.

18. According to the Directory of 
Civilian Public Service published in 
1947 by the National Service Board 
for Religious Objectors, Fiore (as well 
as his two brothers, Pasquale and 
Mario) were conscientious objectors 
to World War II and went on to serve 
in four different Civilian Public Service 

camps. So Fiore’s pacificism predates 
the Vietnam War era.

19. Interaction, published by 
Houghton Mifflin in 1973–‑1974 was 
a large assemblage of integrated 
pedagogical materials consisting 
in: 800 activity cards, 80 hours of 
recordings, dozens of games, and 175 
paperback books of reading materials 
prepared for the K–12 classroom. The 
noted educator, James Moffett, was 
the senior editor of the series.

20. The Vision + Value series 
included: The Education of 
Vision; Structure in Art and Science; 
The Nature and Art of Motion; Module, 
Symmetry, Proportion, Rhythm; Sign, 
Image, Symbol; and The Man-Made 
Object. All were published in New York 
by George Braziller between 1965 
and 1966.

21. The first edition of Edward 
Johnston’s Writing, Illuminating & 
Lettering was published in London 
by John Hogg in 1906. The work went 
through at least 17 editions by the 
late 1930s.

22. It is perhaps worth noting that, 
at some point in his early career, 
Fiore also studied book binding with 
Gerhard Gerlach.

23. The reference is to Lewis Carroll’s 
insertion of a tale that has been 
typographically shaped as a tail into 
a chapter of Alice’s Adventures in 
Wonderland entitled “A Long Tale.” 
The Mouse prefaces his concrete 
poem with the phrase: “Mine is a long 
and sad tale!”

24. Fiore added a note here 
referencing Jurgis Baltrušaitis, 

Anamorphic Art, trans. W. J. Strachan, 
(NY: Harry N. Abrams, 1977).

25. In “Graphics Convey Message In 
MEDIUM IS THE MASSAGE,” Fiore 
declares the book “light but not trivial, 
and [it] can be understood on more 
than one level, depending on the 
reader” (64).

26. The allusion is to the noted 12th 
century philosophical treatise by 
Moses Maimonides (Mosheh ben 
Maimon), entitled The Guide for the 
Perplexed (Moreh Nevukhim).

27. “The basic element of design 
idea was the use of motion picture 
techniques to express the ideas 
[of McLuhan],” from “Graphics 
Convey Message In MEDIUM IS THE 
MASSAGE,” 62. Later in the article, 
Fiore adds that he “saw the future of 
type was film and switched to design 
of general printed matter” (64).

28. Aspen 1.4 (spring 1967) contained 
a 6 pp. pamphlet, designed by Fiore, 
in which the outlaw motorcyclist 
subculture was associated with the 
roles played by poets and artists as 
“sharpeners of perception.”
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