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Bradbury Thompson (1911-1995) was truly one of the 
giants of 20th-century graphic design, and was recognized 
for his achievements by every major American design 
organization: National Society of Art Directors of the 
Year Award (1950), AIGA Gold Medal Award (1975), Art 
Directors Hall of Fame (1977) In 1983, he received the 
Frederic W. Goudy Award from RIT.
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“Type is a thing of 
constant interest 
to me.” - Bradbury Thompson

Famous photo for a work of publication 
manipulated by Bradbury Thompson.

Truly One of the Giants

Bradbury Thompson (1911-
1995) was truly one of 
the giants of 20th century 

graphic design, and was recognized 
for his achievements by every major 
American design organization: 
National Society of Art Directors of 
the Year Award (1950), AIGA Gold 
Medal Award (1975), Art Directors 
Hall of Fame (1977) In 1983, he 
received the Frederic W. Goudy 
Award from RIT.  A wonderful essay 
published by the Art Directors 
Club asks: “How did he become 
‘architect of prizewinning books, 
consulting physician to magazines,’ 
pre-eminent typographer, designer 
of stamps, multiple medalist? It all 
started in Topeka...”

He was born in 1911 in Topeka, 
where he attended Washburn 
College, graduating in 1934. After a 
brief period as a designer at Capper 
Publications, where he thoroughly 
learned every aspect of printing 
production, Thompson moved to 
New York in 1938. Over the next 
sixty-some years he unfurled an 
astonishing talent and embraced 
every graphic design opportunity he 
could. He worked as art director at 
the Rogers-Kellogg-Stillson printing 
firm and then at Mademoiselle 
magazine, consulted and designed 
for Westvaco Corporation, designed 
a new alphabet, and began a 

teaching career at Yale University, 
where he stayed for many years.

His career was marked by 
many triumphs, but three stand 
out prominently as exemplars of 
his versatility. As the designer of 
more than 60 issues (1939-62) of 
Westvaco Inspirations, a promotional 
magazine published by the Westvaco 
Paper Corporation, he reached many 
thousands of typographers, print 
buyers, and students. He had an 
uncanny ability to merge and blend 
modernist typographic organization 
with classic typefaces and historic 
illustrations, all seasoned with 
affectionate sentiment and 
impeccable taste. Working with 
modest resources, he saw himself 
as teacher and guide: “The art of 
typography, like architecture, is 
concerned with beauty and utility 
in contemporary terms... the 
typographic designer must present 
the arts and sciences of past 
centuries as well as those of today... 
And although he works with the 
graphics of past centuries, he must 
create in the spirit of his own time, 
showing in his designs an essential 
understanding rather than a labored 
copying of past masters.” (from 
Westvaco Inspirations 206, 1956).

Another triumph came with the 
publication of The Washburn College 
Bible, the most monumental and 

innovative reassessment of bible 
typography since Gutenberg’s own 
edition appeared in 1455. Some 
ten years in the making, the WCB 
presented the text in cadenced 
phrases, such that its meaning 
for both reader and listener was 
conveyed through typography. Set 
in Jan Tschichold’s Renaissance-
flavor typeface Sabon and featuring 
chapter openings with beautiful 
reproductions of paintings based on 
biblical stories, the WCB respects 
the long and inspiring history of 
this sacred Christian text even as it 
breaks new ground.

A third area of interest was 
contemporary postage stamp 
design. Though credited officially 
with more than 90 stamps of his 
own, he consulted with the U.S. 
Postal Service in guiding the 
design of many others. Many of his 
designs became iconic snapshots 
of American history and culture, 
including the famous “Learning 
never ends” stamp of 1980 with 
its colorful Josef Albers painting, 
and the irrepressibly jaunty “Love” 
stamp of 1984.

Bradbury Thompson died in 1995 as 
one of the most genuinely admired and 
influential graphic designers of the 20th 
century. RIT’s Thompson collection is a 
sample collection and was donated by 
Dodge Thompson in 2000.

While at Washburn, Thompson 
was president of his class as a 
senior, captain of the track team, 
editor of two editions of the Kaw 
yearbook and the designer for seven 
volumes of the college annual.  
Thompson designed the official Mr. 
Ichabod symbol for the 1938 Kaw 
and later designed large murals 
depicting campus buildings lost in 
the 1966 tornado. Those murals 
were designed for the Washburn 
Memorial Union.  He was one of 
the most innovative and renowned 
graphic designers of the 20th 
century, working as the art director 
of Mademoiselle and design director 
of Art News and Art News Annual. 
He designed the formats for dozens 
of other magazines, including 
the Smithsonian.  Thompson also 
designed numerous U.S. postage 
stamps and was a faculty member 
at the Yale School of Art for more 
than 30 years.  It’s easy to see 
Bradbury Thompson as the 
archetypal New Englander, 
the understated, quiet air 
of authority, Yale faculty, the 
Connecticut life, even the 
name—but he is a true son 
of Topeka, Kansas. The 
vitality of the great 
heartland 

reinvigorating the cradle of culture? 
Perhaps. It is not a problem Brad 
concerns himself about; there is too 
much work to be done.

How did he become “architect 
of prizewinning books, consulting 
physician to magazines,” pre-eminent 
typographer, designer of stamps, 
multiple medalist? It all started in 
Topeka, where, as student editor 
and designer, he learned the printing 
business, from typesetting to binding.

To create well is to teach; it is useless 
to inquire whether Brad Thompson has 
been more influential from the classroom 
or the studio. Certainly there is at 
least a Masters thesis in tracing out 
Thompson’s impact merely through the 
pages of Inspirations, and lucky is the 
student who has access to a complete 
file, almost thirty years of an enormously 
creative periodical.  

His mark is upon us, too, in his 
respect for the reader and the 
reader’s intelligence good manners in 
art direction and design.  The glitter 
and shine of tinsel will never again 
look so attractive to one whose eye 
has been led by Bradbury Thompson, 
with his respect for us, for 
his materials, 
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