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Marginal notes on Sutnar’s essays about the design of catalogs
and point-of-sale displays

Yoichi Ohira

Although Ladislav Sutnar (1897-1971), a graphic designer from Czechoslovakia, is relatively
unknown in Japan, he is gaining recognition in Western countries as a pioneer of information
design. In his homeland, Sutnar was an acclaimed master of typography and poster, magazine,
and book design. He was also one of the promoters of modern exhibition design and earned
great respect in this regard.

In 1939, Sutnar was invited to New York to design an exhibition for Czechoslovakia at
the World Fair. Because of Nazi Germany’s occupation of Bohemia, Sutnar decided to settle in
the United States, where he was fortunate to get a job as an art director for Sweet’s Catalog
Service in 1941. In the 20 years during which he edited industrial catalogs, he also published
several essays, including Catalog design (1944); Catalog design progress (1950); Design for
point of sale (1952); and Visual design in action (1961).

In Catalog design progress, Sutnar shows that the various aspects of design underlying
the development of catalog information can be reduced to three basic principles: function,
flow, and form.

The term “function” (i.e., to satisfy utilitarian needs by meeting a specific purpose)
traces its roots to the architectural functionalism of interwar Europe as it emerged as part of
the wave of modernism. The term “flow” (i.e., to satisfy logic through increasing integration),
on the other hand, implies a space—time relationship between elements. This concept, which is
the key to Sutnar’s catalog design during his time in America, can be traced back to the
principles of his exhibition design from the 1930s onward. In his installations of those years,
Sutnar focused on exhibits that articulated space and directed viewer movement.

There is an obvious parallel between exhibition display and catalog design. When a
user’s eyes travel through the pages of a catalog, the controlled flow of information directs the
movement of the eyes, which, in turn, creates awareness of the information in terms of space
and time.

Although these two design principles indicate that rational reasoning prevails in
Sutnar’s essays, the third principle, “form” (i.e., to satisfy the senses), implies the integration
of visual, tactile, and kinetic elements of design into a new totality. For example, in the
concluding section of Catalog design progress, Sutnar defines the task of design as one of

resolving conflicts between polarities such as function and form, content and format, utility
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and beauty, and the rational and the irrational into a new entity. Therefore, he intends to
harmonize rational formulations with intuitive overtones. These overtones enrich visual
communication with the expressiveness and spirit of modern artists because the desire for a
synthesis of the rational and the irrational is characteristic of several avant-gardists. The roots
of Sutnar’s design theory are, for example, found in research on contemporary art and
architecture.

In the essay Design for point of sale (1952), Sutnar argues that readers notice more
obvious connections between interwar avant-garde art and architecture. According to Sutnar,
the point-of-sale display has a dual function: it not only gains the attention of shoppers but also
directs their attention into the act of making a purchase. Numerous examples in his essay show
that the visual interest created by modern design is, unquestionably, achieved through the
inspiration drawn from contemporary arts.

Sutnar’s last publication, Visual design in action, has the features of a manifesto and
displays the knowledge, skills, and experience of a designer who had behind him 40 years of
developing and expanding these. This modernistic book—financed by Sutnar—has been
compared with Jan Tschichold’s Die Neue Typographie, which Sutnar refers to in his own
book. In the publication, Sutnar reiterates a designer’s ability to use their inspiration drawn
from contemporary art to arouse visual interest, create awareness, and direct eye movement.

The works Sutnar created during the period he spent in America demand a reevaluation
of his activities in the First Czechoslovak Republic and the influence of interwar arts and

culture on his projects.
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