
Designer’s full name: Margaret Macdonald

Designer’s pseudonym/nickname: None

Gender: Female

Year Born: 1865

Country Born: England

Year Died: 1933

Country Died: England

Religion | Political Alignment: Information unavailable 

___________ 

How did any of the above affect either his/her life experience or work because it/they provided a 
challenge at the time? 

She was a woman in a time period when women were not given as many opportunities to explore their own 
interests. Furthermore, she was pursuing a carrer in a male dominated field.  

Did this designer do notable work in fields other than what would TODAY be considered  
graphic design? 

Macdonald and her sister, Frances Macdonald, owned a studio that produced metalwork, textiles, 
stained glass, embroidery, posters, and book illustrations. Later, she began embracing the ideaology of 
Gesamtkunstwerk, and began to create furniture pieces that incorporated metalwork and stained glass. 

Margaret Macdonald



For what is this designer most noted in relation to design?  EXPLAIN.

Macdonald was noted for her role in The Four and her imaginative design that was a part of the Glasgow 
Style. Her works are filled with symbols and several mystical elements that create a transcendental tone. 
There is also a feminine quality to her style that is created with flowing, intricate curves set in multiple planes 
of color. Her style is a unique combination of elemental geometrical shapes and natural elements. 

Is there anything controversial about this designer? Explain. 

Macdonald’s work often depicted abstract figures. She received great backlash from critics that were not use 
to her style who described it as strange. 

Explain this designer’s education/training, including academic, apprenticeships,  
and /or mentorships.

During the early 1890s, Macdonald studied at the Glasgow School of Art’s where she primarily studied 
decorative-technical design. Evidence shows that she excelled in multiple drawing classes.

Did this designer promote a specific ideology in his/her work? Explain. 

MacDonald was a part of a group of artists known as “The Four.” This group openly promoted the popular 
European ideology of Gesamtkunstwerk. The idea was a seamless union of all art forms in an interior space.

Why is this designer viewed as iconic in the history of graphic design? 

MacDonald was an iconic figure in the history of graphic design, because of the amount of respect she was 
able to earn from her peers. She was a woman during a time period when men dominated the workplace, yet 
her designs were widely appreciated for their technicality and innovation. Macdonald’s work also contributed 
to Glasgow’s countermovement to art nouveau that would receive great attention throughout Europe and 
that would eventually influence the Vienna Secession. 

Is there any other important information to know about this designer?

No.



___________

Student: Annie Shelton.

State and explain the one most important effect that your assigned artist and the quality/importance 
of his/her work had on the history of graphic design.

The beginning of modernism in the world of design was an explosion of creativity and innovation that 
allowed artists to explore new styles and influences. The Glasgow Style, fostered by Margaret Macdonald and 
other members of The Four, was among the several branches of art nouveau that rejected traditionalism and 
began to implement geometric forms and unconventional techniques. Macdonald’s influential style, favoring 
symbolism and mystical elements, challenged the barriers of traditionalism. She embraced the elements of 
the Glasgow Style while forming her own eclectic definition, full of figures and intricate themes.

Probably the most notable element of Macdonald’s unique style was the elongated female figures that 
dominated her art. Early in her career, the abstract women created an uproar from critics. One critic described 
Macdonald’s figure in November Fifth as “ghoul-like,” and many others were horrified by the dramatic, 
distorted bodies in her pieces. Macdonald would start to be associated with The Spooks School epithet to 
describe her strange compositions.  Despite of all the criticism, critics could not deny the unique quality of 
Macdonald’s work. By favoring a linear design that created disturbingly thin female figures, her work greatly 
contrasted the highly decorative designs of other Glasgow artists who relied mainly on ornamentation. 
Macdonald’s abstract figure motif transformed the idea of femininity in regard to design and social norms at 
the time. She used geometric elements to confine the female figure to angles and lines while surrounding 
it with contrasting, organic forms. The abstract representation of the female body strays from the erotic 
and alluring art nouveau figures that preceded her work. Many have theorized that Macdonald used these 
abnormal figures to illustrate the women’s experience during this time period. The simplification of the 
female body created passive creatures that would become a symbol to create detailed themes in  
Macdonald’s designs.  

Macdonald’s style is often described as eclectic, heavy in themes and motifs. There are several images 
that she used repeatedly in her art that pertain to Christianity. She alludes to saints in her piece titled 
St. Dorothea. Furthermore, Marian symbolism depicted with flowers appears constantly throughout her 



designs. Lilies, roses, and thistles decorate and complement many of Macdonald’s iconic, abstract figures.  
Her employment of detail differs from most Glasgow artists at the time. She uses shapes and color to 
create meaning within her work while other artists mindlessly apply various marks as ornamentation. Her 
combination of symbols and motifs ultimately creates a large sense of mystery with mystical undertones. 
There are several cases where Macdonald is influenced by popular traditions and fantastical elements. There 
is evidence that The May Queen was likely inspired by the pagan goddess of the spring that is associated 
with Glasgow tradition. That said, each of her pieces is full of meaning and is from several influences. Each 
design element has a distinct purpose and role in creating an overarching theme. Macdonald’s organization 
of shape and color produces a transcendental tone that provides a fresh perspective. While her work was not 
favored by everyone in Glasgow, her designs would prevail in other regions of Europe. 

Despite a fair amount of criticism, Macdonald received praise from Vienna, and her designs spilled over 
into the Vienna Secession. As Macdonald was a primary figure in the Glasgow Style, her work and others 
influenced the designers of Vienna who were seeking change. She presented her work in collaboration 
with The Four at the Vienna Secession 1900.  This opportunity exposed Viennese designers to the Glasgow 
Style that favored organization, geometric forms, and analogous color, and these elements were eventually 
adopted by leaders of the movement. Koloman Moser, a key figure in Viennese design, displays elements of 
the Glasgow Style through symbolism and mystical overtones. While The Glasgow School was concerned with 
organization through geometric forms, the latter years of the Vienna Secession would heighten the presence 
of abstraction with lines and flat shapes. This is seen in 1902 with Moser’s poster for the thirteenth Vienna 
Secession. Macdonald transformed the Glasgow Style and used her successes to leave a lasting impact on 
modern design. 

Macdonald used subtle protests in her design to transform the meaning of the female experience and in the 
end, she cultivated an iconic style.  It is clear Macdonald provided a fresh perspective on the idea of modern 
art at the time. She allowed people to view Glasgow design as a strong rejection of traditionalism, and she 
opened the doors for many female designers after her. 
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