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“If you do it right, 

      
it will last forever.” 

             - Massimo Vignelli
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Introduction
Massimo Vignelli symbolizes classic typography 
and forever marked his place in the art world with 
his timeless designs. His most notable works 
were in the 1960s - 1980s, but his Modernist 
designs in logos, furtniture, book covers, posters, 
and many more platforms shaped graphic deisgn 
for the future. Vignelli moved to America from 
Italy with architecture influences from Mies van 
der Rohe and Le Corbusier, and the passion 
to transform the design world. Vignelli put his 
name on many public works, logos, and more 
that lasted through the decades pass himself. 
His wife, Lella, worked with him hand in hand 
by managing the business and helping with 
designs. Vignelli died in 2014, leaving his wife, 
son, daughter, and three grandchildren. Massimo 
Vignelli was an established designer with a large 
portfolio that have ended up in museums around 
the globe, but one job he wanted was developing 
a corporate identity for the Vatican. Maybe he 
didn’t see to all his dreams, but he left the design 
world better than he found it.
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Quick Bio
Massimo Vignelli
Italy
January 10, 1931 
May 27, 2014
Graphic Designer (“information architect”)
Lella Vignelli
Luca Vignelli
Valentina Vignelli-Zimmer
Politecnico di Milano
Università di Architettura, Venice
Unimark International
Vignelli Designs
New York City Subway Map
American Airlines logo
Bloomingdale’s logo

name
country

born
died

occupation
spouse
children

education

design firms

known for



Vignelli Designs
Heller Dinnerware
Ford Motors
Knoll International
American Airlines
Washington D. C. Metro signs
Heller Packaging
J.C. Penney
Bloomingdale’s
Sak’s Fifth Avenue
Xerox
St. Peter’s Lutheran Church, 
Manhatten (interiors)
National Park Service
Barney’s Department Store, 
New York (interiors)

1964
1966
1966
1967
1968
1968
1970
1973
1973
1973
1977

1977
1979
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American Airlines
Vignelli’s American Airlines design lasted almost 
50 years before it was replaced. In a 2013 
interview Vignelli discussed his design intentions 
back in 1967, “Legibility, which is a very 
important element of an airplane. So we used 
Helvetica, which was brand new at the time. 
And we wanted to make one word of American 
Airlines, half red and half blue. What could be 
more American than that? And there were no 
other logos then that were two colors of the 
same word. We took the space away, made one 
word, and split it again by color. It looked great. 
The typeface was great. We proceeded by logic, 
not emotion. Not trends and fashions.” The airline 
recently rebranded which lead to a new logo that 
Vignelli was less than pleased with. Vignelli said 
about the new logo, “There’s no need to change 
it. The logo doesn’t need change. The whole 
world knows it, and there’s a tremendous equity. 
It’s incredibly important on brand recognition. I 
will not be here to make a bet, but this [new logo] 
won’t last another 25 years.”

New York, NY
1967
2013
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Bloomingdale’s
Bloomingdale’s logo and infamous brown-bag 
system was designed by Vignelli. The designs 
were introduced in 1973 and to this day appear 
on the streets of New York, as one of the city’s 
more popular stores. “Big Brown Bag” was the 
first in the series of small, medium, and big brown 
bags for the store, which have lasted through 
time even with its transition onto canvas totes 
many decades later. The big brown bag was 
specifically requested by the linen department to 
“accommodate the increasingly larger … pillows 
and blankets that were becoming popular. The 
little brown bag, for cosmetics and accessories, 
followed naturally a year later,” according to the 
Bloomingdale’s Web site. Vignelli’s system may or 
may not have been created with a specific lifetime 
in mind, but its candid language and rounded 
letter forms create a humble charm that has 
transcended 40 years of fads. Bloomingdale’s 
was one of many department store logo designs 
he did, but was one of the few that is still in use 
today without question.

New York, NY
1973

present







NY Subway Map
The most recognizable edition and most 
controversial is Massimo Vignelli’s clean modern 
lines and bold colors. He changed the branding 
of the subway in 1972 and elevated the map to 
the level of modern art. Vignelli neglected the 
surface level world of direction, which led to lost  
subway passengers. His map lasted just seven 
years before confused passengers convinced the 
MTA to replace it. Vignelli still staunchly defends 
his design. The maps before Vignelli were either 
a cluttered mess, or fragmented with its most 
important information: subway routes. Vignelli’s 
modernist deisgn inspired the maps that replaced 
his, but to Vignelli and others his was a triumph. 
The map actually landed a stop in the Museum 
of Modern Art. Although his map (or “diagram” 
as Vignelli used to recognize it as) didn’t last as 
long as some of his other designs, his inlfuences 
on the map world definitely lasted. His subway 
designing didn’t stop in 1972, he assisted the 
digital interactive subway map design in 2011 for 
“The Weekender.” 

New York
1972
1979
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Iconic Style
Some designers criticize Massimo Vignelli’s 
designs for all looking too similar, but he knew 
what worked and stuck with it. When he was 
starting his design profession in America the 
typeface helvetica was new to the world. 
Helvetica had the perfect clarity he wanted to 
achieve in his designs and showed up on many 
logos, posters, and other works he tagged his 
name to. Vignelli published a (free) 96-page 
book called, The Vignelli Canon, in which he 
explores correct typography and graphic design 
methodologies, according to him. Vignelli goes 
into extensive detail about his thoughts on proper 
designs and what it takes to get there. Vignelli’s 
designs may sometimes seem similar, but 
that does not denote them as a lesser design. 
Massimo Vignelli was conscious of his designs 
because he knew that it would become more 
than just a design once it became public, seeing 
as they last so long. 

helvetica
clarity

consciousness of 
design
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Timelessness
Vignelli designs are more than just famous logos. 
Massimo Vignelli used his design skills and style 
on posters, books, showrooms around the 
world, architectural interiors, jewelry, furtniture, 
dinnerware, and -- of course -- logos. The 
legacy of Massimo, with his wife Lella, is not 
just lasting designs, but an example of timeless 
style. Vignelli was not just a graphic designer, 
but a designer. Vignelli believed that, “design 
was an encompassing profession, not a job or a 
trade, but a profoundly ethical profession that we 
should embrace or reject.” Vignelli believed that 
if he was going to design something right that 
meant it should last forever. Not all of Vignelli’s 
designs transcended time like expected, and 
against his decisions, but left a lasting impression 
on all designs that came after him. Massimo 
Vignelli’s early embrace of Modenrist designs 
brought to America in the 1960’s inspired the 
future of design. His theory of clarity, coherence, 
and consideration can be found in all designs 
with Vignelli’s name attached to it.

impact
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Awards
Gran Premio Triennale di Milano
Compasso d’Oro, from (ADI), Italian Association for Industrial Design
Industrial Arts Medal of the American Institute of Architects (AIA)
New York Art Directors Club Hall of Fame
Honorary Doctorate in Fine Arts from Parsons School of Design, NY
AIGA Gold Medal
First Presidential Design Award, presented by President Ronald Reagan, for 
the National Park Service Publications Program
Honorary Doctorate in Fine Arts from Pratt Institute, Brooklyn, NY
Interior Design Hall of Fame
Honorary Doctorate in Fine Arts from Rhode Island School of Design, 
Providence, RI
National Arts Club Gold Medal for Design
Interior Product Designers Fellowship of Excellence
New York State Governor’s Award for Excellence
Honorary Doctorate in Architecture from the University of Venice, Italy
Honorary Doctorate in Fine Arts from Corcoran School of Art, Washington 
D.C.
Brooklyn Museum Design Award for Lifetime Achievement
Honorary Royal Designer for Industry Award, Royal Society of Arts, London

1964
1964, 1998

1973
1982

1983
1985

1987
1988

1991
1992
1993
1994

1995
1996
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Honorary Doctorate in Fine Arts from Art Center College of Design, 
Pasadena, CA
Honorary Doctorate in Fine Arts from Rochester Institute of Technology, 
Rochester, NY
National Lifetime Achievement Award from the National Museum of Design 
at Cooper-Hewitt, NY
Visionary Award from the Museum of Art and Design, NY
Architecture Award from the American Academy of Arts and Letters, NY

2000

2002

2003

2004
2005
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Last Stop.


