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 PAUL RAND

A BRIEF BIOGRaPHY
Peretz Rosenbaum was born 

in Brooklyn, New York in 1914. 
As Orthodox Jewish law forbids 
the creation of graven images that 
can be worshiped as idols, Rand’s 
career creating icons venerated 
in the temple of global capitalism 
seemed as unlikely as any. It was one 
that he embraced at a very young 
age, painting signs for his father’s 
grocery store as well as for school 
events at P.S. 109. Rand’s father did 
not believe art could provide his son 
with a sufficient livelihood, and so he 
required Paul to attend Manhattan’s 
Harren High School while taking 
night classes at the Pratt Institute, 
though “neither of these schools 
offered Rand much stimulation.” 

Despite studying at Pratt and other 
institutions in the New York area 
(including Parsons School of Design 
and the Art Students League), Rand 
was by-and-large “self-taught as a 
designer, learning about the works 
of Cassandre and Moholy-Nagy 
from European magazines such as 
[Gebrauchsgraphik].”

His career began with humble 
assignments, starting with a part-
time position creating stock images 
for a syndicate that supplied 
graphics to various newspapers 
and magazines. Between his class 
assignments and his work, Rand 
was able to amass a fairly large 
portfolio, largely influenced by 

the German advertising style 
Sachplakat (ornamental poster) 
as well as the works of Gustav 
Jensen. It was at around this time 
that he decided to camouflage 
(and abbreviate) the overtly 
Jewish identity telegraphed by 
‘Peretz Rosenbaum,’ shortening 
his forename to ‘Paul’ and taking 
‘Rand’ from an uncle to form his 
new surname. Morris Wyszogrod, 
a friend and associate of Rand, 
noted that “he figured that ‘Paul 
Rand,’ four letters here, four letters 
there, would create a nice symbol. 
So he became Paul Rand.”

American Express 2020

A Brief Introduction

PAul RAnd

Born in August of 
1914, highly 
respected graphic 
designer Paul Rand 
was a pioneer of 
the American  Mod-
ernist style.  Com-
bining personal 
philosophy and a 
visual vocabulary, 
Rand developed 
some of the most 
well-known logos of 

today such as IBM, 
NEXT, and our pri-
mary focus for 
today, American 
Express.

It's important to 
note that Rand 
Rand believed that 
the quality of a 
design was rooted 
in being distinct 
enough to be mem-

orable, to be visible 
enough to stand 
amongst a crowd, 
to utilizing timeless 
design with both 
simplistic and accu-
rate form, and 
arguable the most 
important was that 
design needs to 
embody the mes-
sage of its brand. 
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 A Designer’s Art

Paul Rand published A Designer’s Art 

in 1985. A comprehensive collection of his 

most important and best-known designs, 

A Designer’s Art gives unique insight into 

Rand’s design process and theory. Here we 

see examples of corporate identity work on 

brands such as Colorforms, 1959

Westinghouse, (Various): Thanks in part to 

Rand’s visual identity, Eliot Noyes was a huge 

success at IBM, and in 1959 the eminent architect/

designer was poached by electric conglomerate 

Westinghouse. Noyes, understanding the need to 

revamp the ailing company’s visual identity, again 

turned to Rand, who modernized the existing logo 

by creating a design that suggested the interlinked 

points of a circuit board.

From left to right: 1960,Westinghouse
1959, Colorforms

American Express 2020

Don't leave home
without it

Lastly were left with the brand name. Now it's notable to mention that 

the logo has since been switched from a rhombus to a square, which 

may lead people to believe that this counteracts paul rands vision of 

individuality. However, when we take both the Brand Name, American

Express, and the square the individuality becomes clear. As American

Express has grown its brand, it has become synonymous with any 

standard credit card. May Consumers can already Identify American 

Express from other brands because the company has grown and 

created a name for itself. Meaning, the need to stick to the rhombus

shape is arguably no longer necessary. In fact, this idea of becoming 

recognizable is still inline with Paul Rands's principles as he “believed 

that one should not assume the presence of a logo shall give an identity

 to a company. Instead, he stressed the importance of how much the 

companyʼs well-being feeds into the significance of its logo.” With that, 

The ability to update, and keep the brand image along with its message,

 was made possible. It's still important, however, to look back on how 

Paul Rand sought to identify and create what essentially is the basis of 

American Express today.

American Express today holds those values not only through verbal and 

printed advertisement But through its branding and logo as well. 

Currently, American express has largely in part stuck to the most r

ecognizable identity, as created by Paul Rand. The rhombus, centurion, 

and Brand Name. When we break apart each of these symbols we get 

a complete look at what message American Express And Paul Rand 

sought to convey. The Rhombus was set to Visualize individuality, with

Paul Rand himself noting, “The rhombus stands out in a sea of squares...” 

Next, we Look at the centurion, A Commander of a century within a 

roman army. The image of the centurion itself is encased within an oval, 

reminiscent of a badge. Consumers who see this centurion are made to 

believe that they are protected, that they're shopping with integrity with 

quality, and they're safe, Similar to that of a badge of Honor.
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D I R E C T I O N

March 1939, Cover for Direction

Rand's cover for Direction magazine. Note the 
cut out shapes that give the simple composition an 
engaging depth. As art director and critic Steven Heller 
points out in his definitive monograph on the designer, 
Rand was one of the first American graphic designers to 
look to Europe for inspiration. As a student, he became 
obsessed with commercial arts journals from Britain 
and Germany, which featured cutting-edge work by 
graphic designers like A.M. Cassandre. Rand became a 
devotee of Swiss Expressionist Paul Klee. He absorbed 
new typographic theory from Switzerland and drank 
in the Modernist thinking on form and function coming 
out of the Bauhaus in Germany. These influences 
reflected in his work, which variously used—and often 

combined—collage, montage, hand-lettering, drawing 
and photography to bracing effect.

In 1941, at the age of 27, Rand was named chief 
art director of the newly-formed ad agency William H. 
Weintraub & Co. American advertising at the time had 
changed little since the late 19th Century, especially in 
terms of how the ads were conceived.

Inspired by the bold graphic work being done in 
Europe, Rand brought a radically different approach 
to the job. As he saw it, an ad’s effectiveness lay in the 
way words and images were combined on the page. 
“Rand’s ads have words and pictures, but they’re all 
fused into one symbol,” Albrecht says. Rand introduced 
a crucial new ingredient into commercial art: form. 

A New Type of Ad Man
American Express 2020

Fluidity

What WAs The Vision?
When looking back on the original 
logo, It's important to recognize the 
intention behind each element of the 
logo. Upon first glance there is an 
inherent structure to this logo, howev-
er, upon close examination, the 
composition was established on the 
idea of non-conformative fluidity. You 
may ask yourself how can a rigid 
shape be fluid, well as previously 
stated, the rhombus was created as 
a way to be easily noticeable with 
Paul Rand himself noting, “The rhom-
bus stands out in a sea of 
squares...”. When considering artists 
such as Josef Muller Brockman who 
relied on the philosophy of order 

and control while expressing the 
importance of a grid, Paul Rand is 
essentially doing the opposite. He 
took a traditional square that rests 
on the x and y-axis, and intentionally 
skewed it to diagonal z-axis thereby 
creating a more dynamic logo. There 
is fluidity in his intentions. The same 
can be said for the incorporation of 
the “badge” shaped like an oval. 
Here he advances the fluidity from 
diagonals to stripes, to curves as 
they all face an overlap. As we move 
into American expressʼs logo today, 
The same factors still apply just 
arranged compositionally differently.
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RANDPAULDuring his Madison Avenue years, Rand 
integrated text, image, and layout to an 
unprecedented degree. That was along with his 
employing the cleaner, clearer, more functional 
look of European innovators. Both integration and 
up-to-the-minute style are evident in the poster 
Rand did for the 1950 film “No Way Out.” Richard 
Widmark’s eyes — not his face, just his eyes — 
divide a pair of black rectangles, and intersect the 
lower-case, sans-serif title (sliced on the bias, no 
less), which appears on an abstracted arrow. These 
elements emerge from a white background. Even as 
they clash, they harmonize for an overall effect of 
tension and struggle, mirroring the film.

Looking
back

1950, No Way OutRoland Barthes• Crédits : Ulf Andersen - Getty

American Express 2020

REALY THE
MEssage

ROL

Don't leave home
without it

+

In regard to American Express at its present, I'd like 
to talk about how the brand integrates both its logo 
and brand identity with its Catch Phrase. With the 
creation of the logo, Paul Rand also Included the 
phrase, “Don't Leave home without it”. As Logos 
themselves are “Walking advertisements”,  We can 
look at how Rand may have been applying the 
principles of  Roland Barthes. As identified by 
Roland Barthes, an advertisement can be broken 
down into a series of clear distinctions, separating 
each element into their individual state; that is the 
text and the image are further simplified. When we 
consider the logo as the "Image" and the “catch-
phrase” as the text,  Rand is essentially applying 
what Barthes states as relay and anchorage.
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  Modernist Master
Much of graphic design today is a grim reminder of this 

overwhelming presence. The qualities which evoke this bevy 
of depressing images are a collage of confusion and chaos, 
swaying between high tech and low art, and wrapped in 
a cloak of arrogance: squiggles, pixels, doodles, dingbats, 
ziggurats; boudoir colors: turquoise, peach, pea green, and 
lavender; corny woodcuts on moody browns and russets; 
Art Deco rip-offs, high gloss finishes, sleazy textures; 
tiny color photos surrounded by acres of white space; 
indecipherable, zany typography with miles of leading. All 
aspects of Rand’s designs.

1988, Leger collage

American Express 2020

Anchor it 
down

Barthes describes relay as a means by which the text and 
image work in tandem, playing off of one another. The image 
supports the text and the text supports the image. When 
thinking back on the symbolism and message behind American 
Express, The text reinstates the idea of safety. You would leave 
your home with your home without your front door locked, the 
stove off, and the windows closed. In the same sense, American 
Express wants you to believe that Their card is just as important 
by using the phrase “Donʼt leave home without it”. However, 
Thatʼs not to say that  Anchorage isn't used as well. Anchorage, 
as states by Barthes, suggests a more one-sided relationship in 
which the text guides the viewer in their interpretation of the 
image. If you were a young consumer looking to get a credit 
card, The text Would once again Covey its importance. Sepa-
rately you identify the brand as a trusted credit card company, 
the text lets you know that American Express is important; as 
important as any daily prepared factor of your life. 
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