
Designer’s full name: Stefan Sagmeister

Designer’s pseudonym/nickname: None

Gender: Cisgender Male

Year Born: 1962

Country Born: Austria

Year Died: Still alive in 2020

Country Died: Still alive in 2020

Religion | Political Alignment: He seems to be very leftist. His company Sagmeister & Walsh initiated a 
project in 2016 called Pins Won’t Save The World. They started this project with over thirty other artists to 
create pins encouraging people to vote for Hillary Clinton against Donald Trump. The website states that 
the sales will help raise money for charities that “support progressive causes under threat by Trump and his 
administration.”

___________ 

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

None of the above qualities of the designer provided a challenge for the time. 

Stefan Sagmeister



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

Explain here and remove this explanation text. If she/he did not, use “Notable work from this artist has only 
been classified as graphic design.” (remove quotes)

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

Explain here and remove this explanation text. If more than one thing can be listed, explain this also. 
Examples could be an influential style, typeface designed, pioneering design technique, political views, etc. 
This is not about a piece of work that the designer is famous because the rest of the questionnaire covers 
that. For what THING is this designer noted? If you’re confused and scribbles on your initial questionnaire 
don’t make sense, please ask Prof. Nikki as soon as possible. 

Is there anything controversial about this designer? Explain. 

He seems to have no problem with nudity as he carved his own torso to photograph for an advertisement 
for AIGA Detroit in 1999.4 He has also been described as having a “strange sense of humor” and has gotten 
some backlash over such as the poster he designed in 1992 for the 4As advertising awards ceremony.

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

He first began his career writing articles and doing his own page layouts for Alphorn, a small left-wing 
magazine in Austria. Then in 1985 he earned his M.F.A at the University of Applied Arts in Vienna. This earned 
him the Fullbright scholarship, which led to him studying at Pratt Institute in New York. In 1991 he got a job 
with the Leo Burnett Hong Kong Design Group. In 1993 he was hired by his design hero Tibor Kalman at 
M&Co. After M&Co disbanded, he began working on his own.



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

He promotes happiness in his work. He even created an entire exhibition called “The Happy Show,” which 
filled the entire second floor galleries, ramp, and in-between spaces of the Institute of Contemporary Art. 
This exhibit offers the experience of walking into his mind “as he attempts to increase his happiness via 
meditation, cognitive therapy, and mood-altering pharmaceuticals.” 

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

Explain here and remove this explanation text. If it is for just one design or piece of artwork, then explain 
how it inspired others. The vast majority of designers studied in a history class had a larger effect than just 
one really nice piece. 

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

No.

___________

Student: Kai Langley

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.

Stefan Sagmeister has completed major achievements in the field of graphic design and changed the way 
designers create album packaging. He has designed album covers on his own since 1993, the year he 
founded Sagmeister Inc. so he could begin working on covers for artists of his choosing. Sagmeister’s work 
with album covers had a major impact on graphic design via his unique style that pushed new boundaries.  

Stefan Sagmeister went into his formal art education with a dream to create album covers through his 
experience of being in bands as a teenager. After founding his company in 1993 he didn’t recieve any offers 
from record labels to design album covers. It wasn’t until Zinker’s Mountains of Madness, when a friend of 



his was about to launch said album, that he procured the opportunity to design his first professional album 
cover. This cover earned Sagmeister four Grammy nominations, which inspired Lou Reed to seek him out 
to design the cover for his 1996 album Set the Twilight Reeling. The poster for this album features a close-
up photo of Lou Reed’s face with the lyrics to a song from the album handwritten over it. Sagmeister was 
inspired to create this by a show of Middle Eastern artist Shirin Neshat’s that he attended in Soho. These two 
works were just the beginning for Sagmeister in what would lead to a long and successful career in  
album art. 

Other works of his include Bridges to Babylon, Trio 99 -> 00, and Once in a Lifetime. These were released 
in 1997, 2000, and 2003 respectively. The Bridges to Babylon album art is one of his best known covers, 
featuring an Assyrian lion embedded into a specially manufactured filigree slipcase. The interior “reveals a 
long strip of desert to fit the accompanying tour/stage design.” Trio 99 -> 00 is designed to have a colorful 
disc in a gray case with a small circular die cut in the front, and is situated so that whatever color on the CD 
you see from the die cut is random. This illustrates the improvised yet precisely performed nature of the 
music. Talking Heads’ Once in a Lifetime case contains three CDs and one DVD, as well as over a hundred 
rare photos and extensive essays. This case features cover paintings of babies, bears, severed limbs, and 
(mostly) naked people in the cover paintings by Vladimir Dubossarsky and Alexander Vinogradov. One of 
Sagmeister’s most recent album covers is for David Byrne and Brian Eno’s latest Everything That Happens Will 
Happen Today. The outside of the album case has a mini 3D diorama of a house, light-activated sound-effects 
operating from within the house, “a 92-page lyrics mini-booklet, the music CD, a bonus DVD with enhanced 
content as well as a pharmaceutical pill of uncertain content.” 

Sagmeister won multiple awards in his time creating album cover art, some of the most notable being his 
seven Grammy nominations and two Grammy awards. He won the award for Best Boxed or Special Limited 
Edition Package in 2005 for the Once in a Lifetime case. His most recent award is for Best Recording Package 
in 2010 for Everything That Happens Will Happen Today. These covers are just some of the many Stefan 
Sagmeister created in the ten years between starting his company and his trip to Seoul, South Korea in 2003. 

On his trip to Seoul in 2003, Sagmeister discovered the MP3 on handheld devices. Once he returned to New 
York, Sagmeister immediately substituted the class he taught on record-packaging with another course. 
He reasoned that in just a couple years, the CD and its design would be irrelevant. This meant that for 
Sagmeister, it was time to reinvent his practice. In 2008, instead of taking on other types of corporate and 
media work, he announced that he would be taking a one-year sabbatical from all commercial work.



Stefan Sagmeister started his art education with a passion for creating album art. Through this passion he 
was able to create renowned and award-winning album covers that gained him and his work popularity. 
Despite taking that whole year off, Sagmeister’s career continues to grow and evolve. These are just some of 
the reasons why Stefan Sagmeister’s work is described as “what poetry is to prose: distilled, intense, cunning, 
evocative and utterly complete.”
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