
Vignelli

One of the most influential graphic designers in the 20th century, Massimo Vignelli was widely known for his simple, modernist style. 

Vignelli was born in Italy, but he immigrated to New York City in 1966. For a while, he worked under Unilever International, one of the 

largest design firms in the world at the time. Eventually, however, he left the company to form his own design firm, Vignelli Associates. 

His clientele included numerous high-profile companies such as American Airlines, Bloomingdale’s, Knoll, and IBM. Undoubtedly, 

much of Vignelli’s success came from his versatility as an artist. Throughout his career, he designed just about everything, ranging 

from spoons to public signage. Indeed, his philosophy was that:

“If you can design one thing, you can design everything.”

Massimo

Perhaps his most well-known work is his design of the public signage in the New 

York City subway system. As he did with most of his other designs, Vignelli went 

for a simplistic look that he believed would remain timeless: a solid black back-

ground, with white, bold lettering in Helvetica and a thin horizontal white line run-

ning across the top. Subway lines are distinguished by round, colored logos with let-

ters/numbers in the center, typeset in Helvetica like the other signs in the subway.

Vignelli was also responsible for the 1972 edition of the New York City subway 

map. Unlike most other renditions of the map, Vignelli’s version of the map was 

decidedly more artistic than utilitarian. Subway tracks were depicted as color-

ful, straight lines with neat angles, far removed from the reality of the messily 

shaped subway tunnel system. The lack of geographical accuracy was an in-

tentional design choice to make the map more aesthetically pleasing. Unfor-

tunately, however, Vignelli’s “artistic liberties” didn’t sit well with many subway 

riders. In response to the complaints, Vignelli’s map was quickly replaced by 

a more geographically accurate map. Some elements of the design, howev-

er, like the colors and the Helvetica font, still remained in future map designs.


