Fingers crossed

By Roanne Bell

In Iran and internationally, Majid Abbasi’s name is synonymous with

excellent design, and nowhere more so than in his publishing graphics.

Abbasi’s clean and simple designs feature on books for publishing houses

including Cheshmeh, for whom he creates almost all covers; Khojasteh; Shahab

Publications; Fariab; the quarterly Farsi periodical, Samarqand, designed

entirely by Abbasi, and, of course, his own Did Graphics studio’s publishing

house, Did Publications, launched in 2000.

Understated yet powerful, Abassi’s jackets combine the use of vibrant

colours and striking typography, often incorporating photographic or other

images.

The curves of Farsi script make for beautiful illustrations in themselves,

as in the novel cover by Payam Yazdanjou where the thick black script of the

book’s title surrounds and magnifies the author’s name written in small,

white script.

Abbasi’s original approach and need for uniformity in style when treating a

series are exemplified by his covers for Samarqand, which use duotone

photography of great writers, from Virginia Wolf to Miguel de Cervantes,

decorated with intricate, nature-inspired illustrations.

“Producing a unified collection will be very effective to immortalise it in

the viewer’s mind,“ Abbasi explains.

Likewise Khojasteh’s Masterpieces of Persian Literature and Political

Viewpoints, blurred black-and-white photographs of Hitler, Mussolini, Lenin,

Marx, Trotsky and Mao are combined with bright text in a different colour

for each title.

“I think my choice of colours is a reflection of a truth in me as the bearer

of an Eastern culture. In our country there are a lot of colours to be

found, in pottery, tapestry, carpets, rugs and tiles. We should not forget

that there are two important colours in Iran: blue for the sky and ochre for

the soil. A book’s content also has a direct relation to certain colours.

With colours, I make a corporate identity for the publisher which is

important to me above everything.”

“Whenever I receive a book I want to understand it as soon as possible. I

read it cover to cover and elements in the book serve as a motif for the

cover design. For instance the cover of “The Stories of Those Days”, is

inspired by making a paper sugar-bowl with notebook paper as a child. This

photograph gives the reader a nostalgic feeling, rooted in the mind of the

people in this country.”

For “Blue Lyrics”, Abbasi chose to create a very simple

typographic cover on which he scratched out some text, rendering it

illegible. 

“I remember, when I was a teenager, I fell in love several times. A young

person in love likes reading poetry all the time, listening to music,

especially of a romantic nature, writing love songs and lyrics for their

beloved and then scratching them out to ensure that nobody else can read

them.”

The Farsi scripts Abbasi uses are readily available computer fonts,

including those that feature classical Nasta’liq calligraphy, and he

produces the photography in-studio with the help of his colleagues, though

some are also taken from Did Graphics’ image bank. Although there is little enforced

copyright in Iran, Abbasi prefers to come up with his own images. He

manipulates photography using Photoshop to cover a spectrum of possibilities

from the purely photographic to the purely illustrative.

“Although there are few financial rewards, I have managed through cover

design to develop my personal style and connect myself more and more with

Iranian culture and literature. These covers are fortunately published with

an enormous print-run and are kept in libraries. This is why it is probably

more valuable to me than designing posters.”

Even the religious restrictions imposed in Iran are an opportunity to

exercise creative problem solving.

“A lot of pictures and writings in this country have legal restrictions and

since I live and work here, I try to observe them. But I think these

restrictions will toughen me up and will make me seek solutions which are

not obvious. These restrictions, especially in countries like Iran, improve

creativity, and I appreciate that.”

Authors can also impose limitations, which Abbasi takes happily in his

stride. 

“I enjoy the arguments that I have with these quarrelsome people because

this is the charm of graphic design. Limitations, interference, not using

some kinds of picture or caption, are the outstanding points in this

profession and I am fond of facing them”.

Rahian-o Ravian catalogue, Did Publication, Tehran 2005
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Freelance design writer and editor Roanne Bell lives in London. She left Creative Review magazine, where she was editor of the reviews and design sections and the bi-annual DVD, in August 2003 after four-and-a-half happy

years. She continues to produce the DVD, a showcase of current moving image projects. Other clients include Pentagram Design and animation production company Passion Pictures. Roanne has co-edited two books on contemporary illustration with Pentagram partner Angus Hyland: Pen and Mouse (2001) and Hand to Eye (2003), both published by Laurence King Publishing. A third LKP book, Pictures and Words: New Comic Art and Narrative Illustration, co-edited with Creative Review senior writer Mark Sinclair, is due for release in Autumn 2005. Other current projects include an exhibition of new typographic design this Summer in Brooklyn, New York, co-curated with Helen Walters.
