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� the Olympics, it continues to be a great ride. I certainly get my

share of industry recognition and it’s especially rewarding to get

emails with positive comments, yours included, from people who

have lived with my work.

AV: One would think that, after the 1968 Olympics, you would flee

Mexico City and go back to New York, yet you stayed and

managed to shape much of the visual environment of the city.

What made you stay and prompted you to be involved in such high

profile projects in the city?

LW: Working in Mexico was really enlightening. I discovered a part

of the Americas I hadn’t known and I fell in love with it. After the

success of the Olympic work, I had opportunities to design

identity programs for major corporations, institutions, public

systems such as the Metro and events such as the 1970 World

Cup. All of that certainly prompted me to stay involved and I will

always consider it an honour that my work was accepted by

Mexico, a culture that is so rich in visual history and tradition.

AV: What was the transition going back to the United States? And

how did that evolve into your current practice?

LW: After developing the 1970 World Cup, and various corporate

programmes, I returned to New York in 1971 to form a

partnership with Bill Cannan – Wyman & Cannan. Bill and I

studied Industrial Design at Pratt Institute in Brooklyn, and

worked together at the George Nelson office in New York prior to

my going to Mexico. I had been in Mexico for almost five years

and teaming up with Bill was a good idea. We had a successful

office for nine years.

I started my own office, Lance Wyman Ltd, in 1979. I’ve

always been a hands-on designer and enjoyed being on the board

and on the computer. Throughout the 80s I kept the office size to

around five, including myself. With the advent of the computer

(the Mac Plus was my first) I found I could handle more

complicated projects without staffing up and began to specialise

in wayfinding as well as corporate branding.

Throughout the 90s I worked with one or two assistants or

teamed up with other designers to accomplish complicated

projects which have ranged from museums and transportation

facilities to larger urban assignments. In the last few years, I’ve

been working more as a consultant to larger design offices where

I can spend almost all of my time designing. The technology

advances made during the dot com boom have helped me. My

website has been an effective helper in quickly explaining the

scope of my work and I’ve made some very interesting contacts

because of the site.

AV: The kind of work that you do – identity, its applications and

signage – seems to be prime material for a large conglomerate

like WPP or Omnicom to buy. Has this situation presented itself?

How important is it being independent for you?

LW: Being independent has always been important for me but I
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1-7. Branding and
wayfinding signage is an
integral part of the
Downtown Revitalisation
Program for the City of
Albuquerque, New Mexico.
The system received the
Public Improvements Award
for 2002 from the New
Mexico Economic

Development Mainstreet
Program. Branding and
wayfinding design: Lance
Wyman Ltd, New York, with
Vaughn Wedeen Creative
Team and Jettwalker Inc,
Albuquerque. Designers:
Lance Wyman, Rick
Vaughn, Chip Wyly, Jamie
Jettwalker

“Designers have to yank the new technologies around, not be
yanked around by the new technologies. I bet there were a lot
of mindless circles when the compass was introduced” Wyman
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1. In 1977, the National
Zoological Park in
Washington, DC launched a
comprehensive
branding/wayfinding
system. Colour coded
animal icons identify the
trails and exhibit areas of
the zoo.
2. Animal tracks on maps

are applied directly to the
pathways to help visitors
find their way with a
minimum of signs. Client:
Smithsonian Institution.
Branding and signage
design: Wyman & Cannan
(Lance Wyman, Bill Cannan,
Brian Flahive, Tucker
Viemeister, Tom DeMonse)

1-5. Lance Wyman and
Denise Guerra of Lance
Wyman Ltd designed the
branding and wayfinding for
the Museo de Arte
Contemporáneo Monterrey
(MARCO) in Nuevo Leon,
Mexico, in 1990-92. For the
logo (5), the letter “O” of
the acronym MARCO is

squared to suggest the
museum’s central patio. In
Spanish, “marco” means
“frame”. The “O” frame is
applied from printed
materials to stone signs,
inspired by pre-Hispanic ball
court rings. Architect:
Ricardo Legorreta, Mexico
City

also like being part of a team. I have been working independently
and as a team member of established offices over the past few
years and have enjoyed both experiences.

AV: Your work has an aching (the good kind) simplicity in contrast
to today’s world of branding (see AT&T and UPS for examples)
that it makes it even harder to accept this new school of visual
execution as good identity design. Do you feel this is where we
are inevitably headed? And is it that bad, or not really?
LW: Seeing Saul Bass’ AT&T and Paul Rand’s UPS brands
screwed around with was upsetting and I hope that’s not where
identity design is going. The computer has made transparency
and modelled surfaces (the new AT&T globe and UPS shield)
easier to accomplish and if these types of expedient techniques
replace clarity and mindfulness I don’t think this is good new
identity design. Designers have to yank the new technologies
around, not be yanked around by the new technologies. This is an
ongoing challenge – I bet there were a lot of mindless circles
when the compass was introduced as a design tool.

AV: Your solutions rely heavily on references relevant to the
project that on first judgment could seem like the obvious ones,
but it is amazing how easy it is for all designers to miss or avoid,
in the name of originality, the seductress, the “obvious”. What is

your process? What do you look for?
LW: I constantly tell my students and myself, “don't overlook the
obvious”. When the obvious is transformed it can be very powerful
because you’re starting out with images that are recognisable. In
the early research phases of a design programme I always try to
investigate the most obvious. Can an apple be combined with a
block pattern to represent New York’s Citywide Block
Associations? Can the letter M be combined with a Minnesota
moose to represent the Minnesota Zoo? That way I can
experiment with known ingredients and become sensitive to what
works and what doesn’t work. If I overlook the obvious because of
some of the attitudes you mention, I never get that chance.

AV: How are you adapting to designing in the 2000s, with more
and more communications needs migrating to digital
implementations and applications?
LW: So far so good. I love the idea of being able to develop
programmes where what I design for the signs and maps of a
wayfinding system can be in the same digital image language that
works in GPS systems, etc, etc.  It makes coordinating
complicated communication systems more efficient. When design
is sensitive and mindful, technology is empowering. 

AV: You have been doing this for a long time now… is this still

your passion?
LW: In the late 1950s, when I was beginning to think of what I
wanted to do with my life, I remember seeing Pablo Casals giving
a cello lesson on TV. Casals was in his 80s and his student
looked to be in his 40s. Casals seemed younger than his student,
he loved what he was doing, and I remember thinking that I
wanted to find something like that to do with my life. Thank you
Pablo Casals – yes, design is still my passion.n

Armin Vit is a designer at Pentagram New York and founder of
design blog Speak Up, www.underconsideration.com/speakup
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“Simple, efective and visually
acute: Lance Wyman’s work is
a lesson for all designers”
Armin Vit
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