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Stargazing

Illustrations of the Zodiac are invariably 
of the cute, sentimental and cloying 
throw-up variety.
The images here take a different tack and 
just rely on cut paper shapes with a mini-
mal inkpen line or two.
Judging from newspapers and magazi-
nes, readers are devotes of the Zodiac.
Even psychologist and philosopher Carl 
Gustav Jung believed in astrology. He 
once compared the birth signs of hap-
pily married pairs with those of divorced 
couples. The results, he claimed, revealed  
that those favourably matched were more 
likely to have permanent wedded bliss.
Traditional illustrations of the signs of 
the Zodiac are often overworked and 
sentimental. Alan Fletcher gave himself 
the challenge of addressing these sym-
bols more vigorously by emphasizing the 

essence of what they are intended to 
represent. Virgo, for instance, was ren-
dered as a nun. Fletcher used only scis-
sors, coloured papers and a pen – and, of 
course, no little imagination. These desi-
gns populated a calendar on the Zodiac.
It was a matter of trial and erro ras he 
improvised his way towards each cha-
racterization. Thus the use of legal seals 
to give the scuttling crab (Cancer) serra-
ted pincers and claws.
Some of the other signs shown are ac-
companied by the sketches which infor-
med their development, or, in the case of 
Taurus (the Bull), accompanied by a col-
lage elaborated at a later date from the 
image produced for the calendar. Again 
the formalizations demonstrate his abili-
ty to characterize by implication rather 
than by representation.

The Zodiac, Cancer (Alan Fletcher)
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Nothing Wasted

According to legend, Buddah once invi-
ted all the animals to join him in celebra-
ting the New Year.
Only 12 came. Naturally the rat was the 
first and the pig the last. To thank and 
honour his guests, he named a different 
year after each animal. Henceforth, anyo-
ne born in that year would acquire the 
animal’s characteristics.
And so the Chinese horoscope was 
founded. I have been collecting printed 
ephemera for years: tickets to memo-
rable exhibition, baggage stickers for a 
trip to America, an envelope from a kind 
letter, my first vehicle licence. The sort of 
material that holds meanings for me and 
nobody else.
A palette for constructing the animals.
Working with these materials each animal 
had to be brought to life. However, to up the 
stakes I restricted the imagery to heads.
Alan Fletcher has been collecting printed 
ephemera for years: tickets to a memo-
rable exhibition, baggage stickers for a 

The Zodiac, Leo (Alan Fletcher)
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trip to Aamerica, an envelope from a kind 
letter he received – the kind of material 
that holds meanings for him and nobody 
else.
This section looks at how he puts this 
material to use and how in one particular 
project, hust to make things more chal-
lenging, he imposed irrational constraints 
on the way it could be handled. The brief 
was for a calendar illustrating the Chine-
se Horoscope, and as you see – whether a 
monkey or a dog – nothing goes to waste.
The dragon below is the only mythologi-
cal animal amongst the twelve animals 
of the horoscope – and as dragons have 
no natural features, the most difficult.
Taking a Chinese festival dragon mask as 
the main reference, you can discern crate 
labels to indicate breathing fire, a Rolo-
dex file card to make fangs and Fletcher’s 
first motor tax disc.
For the Chinese Horoscope animals, 
consider the self-imposed constrain-
ts and think about whether they reach 
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Chinese Horoscope, Ox (Alan Fletcher)
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new levels of self-discipline, arrogance, 
stupidity or perhaps insight. For instan-
ce, he decided to restrict himself to the 
animal heads. To confine his palette to 
his collection of ephemera. And, to make 
things even harder, to employ no other 
techniques. Working within the narrow 
limitations precribed, each animal had to 
be brought to life. It was only when the 
project started that he realized the task 
he’d set for himself. A snake, for instance, 
doesn’t really have a head. An ox’s head 
is hardly very familiar.
Once a likeness had been achieved by 
assembling and reassembling the mate-
rials, the heads were composed by meti-
culously lining up the edges of papaers, 
picking up typographic relationships and 
juxtaposing colours and textures.
The collage salso use personal referen-

ces, asides and recollections, such as an 
airmail envelope which once held a letter 
from André Francois or one of his mother-
in-law’s tarot cards. Much of the material 
used is of historical interest, such as the 
BOAC airline tickets.
One gets a brief glimpse of his lifestyle 
in the tickets for the Venice Biennale or 
the voucher for the New York La Guar-
dia Airport Skycap service. And just what 
did he see at the Royal Court Theatre on 
16th January 1960? Whatever production 
it was, you couldn’t get in for 16 shillings 
today.
Some people can’t see the animals, let 
alone recognize them. But many can. And 
for them, perhaps, the most sublime tou-
ch lies in using the black stripe on the 
back of a British Rail ticket to denote the 
monkey’s mouth.

They always say time changes things, but 
you actually have to change them yourself.

““

ANDY WARHOL



The final point

Alan Fletcher’s graphic games allow us to 
play too.
In 1972, he was asked to contribute the 
April page to a calendar for a typesetting 
company. His solution: 1972 dots which, 
when you join them all up, spell out the 
month, days and dates. What looks like a 
page of dandruff disguises a do-it-your-
self design. To complete this book, you 
could foolishly try to do it yourself.
For March, Fletcher scratched down 
sleet as sharp aggressive lines. Then he 
threw water over the artwork so that it 
looked as though it had rained on the 
page. To express the lush green pro-
mise of May, he took a house painter’s 
brush to make a wide expanse of ver-
dant optimism and convey the sense of 
something beginning. The bright glow of 
the July sun is achieved by dropping a 

blob of orange ink onto dampened paper 
so that it diffused with a fuzzy halo. The 
heat of an August holiday is expressed 
by a tear providing the froth as the blue 
waves hit the blinding yellow sand. The 
colder, clearer days of September are 
represented by birds migrating across 
the blue sky. Fletcher found this month 
the hardest to resolve, yet in many ways, 
this is the most successful evocation in 
the calendar. October’s autumnal leaves 
were made by tearing up brown enve-
lopes containing bills, tax demands and 
other unfriendly notifications suggesting 
the onset of winter. Foggy November 
days are expressed by pencil shading 
so impenetrable that it almost obscures 
the dates. The chilly snow of December 
is evoked by printing his thumbprints in 
clean transparent varnish.

Chinese Horoscope, Mouse (Alan Fletcher)
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Olivetti & Co. S.p.A, January (Alan Fletcher, 1969) Olivetti & Co. S.p.A, May (Alan Fletcher, 1969)
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Weather report

“You can’t actually draw sunshine – you 
can only imply it.” This section attemp-
ts to register the sensations of weather, 
humidity and temperature, using just pen 
and pencil, ink and paper.
With these basic implements, Fletcher 
manages to make us feel a breeze, warm-
th, piercing cold, or pervading damp. So 
abstract are some visualizations taken 
from a calendar of “Unreliable seasonal 
predictions”, that thay remind ud that all 
visual art requires the active participation 
of the viewer, and a willingness to engage 
with the proposition being communicated.

Sunshine, Study (Alan Fletcher)
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Wind, Study (Alan Fletcher)
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Rain drops, Study (Alan Fletcher)



Sometimes I am, 
sometimes I think.

““

PAUL VALÉRY





In Plato’s allegory of the human condi-
tion, we are tied by chains in a dark cave, 
able to see a passing parade of objects 
we think real but which are only cast 
shadows. Since the Renaissance it has 
been held that the world is a tangible 
phenomenon slowly being unravelled by 
science. An alternative view is that it’s 
a mirage, a construction of imagination.
A web of ideas, a fabric of our own making. 
The Greeks assumed that light entered 
the eye bringing with it what we see 
and the beauty of nature. They were 
wrong. Nature is a dull affair, ‘soundless, 
scentless, colourless; merely the scur-
rying of material, endlessly, meaningles-

sly’. Even light comes as invisible wave-
lengths. It’s the brain who does all the 
work, parses the spectrum, sorts out 
the shapes and lines, puts everything 
together to form a mental picture.
What happen is this. Light waves arrive on 
the retina, this translates them into tiny 
upside-down images. Millions of recep-
tors carve these up into messages which 
race off to several billion cells. These in-
terpret the data and send back messages 
to project the images the right way up. 
That’s what you see in the mind’s eye.
Actually that’s not quite true. The pi-
cture translated by the retina and the 
image projected in the mind’s eye are 

Mind sets

not necessarily the same. During the 
process language and culture act as 
prisms to bend and shape our view, so 
although we all start out seeing the 
same things each individual uncon-
sciously creates their own interpreta-
tion. Therefore although we think of the 
world as an entity existing outside our 
head it’s only a mirage in the mind. […]
Stephen Hawking: ‘We see the universe 
the way it is because if it were diffe-
rent, we would not be here to observe 
it.’ And, on a less metaphysical plane, 
Werner Heisenberg: ‘What we observe 
is not nature itself, but nature exposed 
to our method of questioning.’ Or plainly 

put, what a piece of bread looks like de-
pends on whether you’re hungry or not. 
Our notion of reality is moulded by our 
parents, schooling and culture. Since we 
all come from differing backgrounds so 
do our perception of things. That is not 
to say we experience totally different 
aspects of those things. The Hindu’s view 
of a cow in no way corresponds to that 
of a canning factory meatpacker, and in 
Istanbul they keep their pigs in the zoo 
instead of making them into sausages. 
We build our own models of reality. Even 
those created by Newton or Einstein or 
fashioned by Picasso or James Joyce, are 
merely alternative versions of the same 

Alan Fletcher The Art of Looking Sideways



hologram. To alter our particular perso-
nal construct requires a substantial leap 
of imagination as we need to see things 
from a new angle. And only when this is 
expressed through a creative action, can 
it be experienced by others. At which 
point their perceptions can also change.
What things look like is a convention not 
a truth, as how we see things is a weird 
amalgam of observer and observed. 
We have to accept the uncomfortable 
fact that much of what seems real to 
us is governed by our own perceptions. 

During his lifetime Van Gogh couldn’t 
give his paintings away yet eight years 
after his death Sunflowers was sold for 
£ 24.75 million. The painting hadn’t chan-
ged but aesthetic and visual attitudes 
had. Now the artworld considers there is 
a strong possibility that it is a fake [...]. Of 
course you may find all this sort of thing 
a bit tedious and prefer to be a goldfish. 
The awareness of a goldfish is about four 
seconds, so it never gets bored as each 
trip around the bowl is a new journey. A 
condition which has advantages.



Associations with colour are emotive, 
irrational and deep-seated. There is an 
old advertising story about making three 
packs of detergent in different colour to 
test market reactions. One was done in 
yellow, one in blue, and one in yellow and 
blue. A panel of housewife were asked 
to try them out. They judged the power 
in the yellow pack as corrosive, the blue 
one as too mild, the yellow and blue just 
right. Actually the packs all contained 
the same stuff. 
Colour colours our life. Dr Max Luscher 
diagnosed personality disorders through 
colour associations, and his application 
of the principles to marketing is thought 
by some to be mildly sinister. Broadly 
speaking, his conclusions are that dark 
blue appeals to people motivated by 
security – a popular house-color among 
financial institutions. Blue-green is asso-
ciated with constancy and is often used 
on packaging for intimate products like 
toiletries. Orange-red seems to be rela-

ted to activity and is common choice for 
those who market leisure and pleasure. 
As a corporate colour bright yellow is 
associated with modernity. Not surprisin-
gly, combinations of yellow and red are 
the corporate colour of Kodak and Shell.
Not that Henry Ford seemed to give a 
toss – remarking you could have his cars 
in any colour you liked as long as it was 
black. He had his reasons – only black 
enamel dried quickly enough to be used 
on the conveyor belt. However, he also 
had fixations, believing that ‘machine’ 
blue and ‘eggshell’ white were beneficial 
for ‘order and morale’. Five thousand men 
continuously painted in the vast Ford 
plant in Detroit. Every month they used 
eleven thousand gallons of both colours. 
They are still the company colours.
When I was designing an identity for a 
classy hotel group in the Far East, it was 
suggested that each manager should 
have a say in the choice of colour for 
each hotel because of local cultural pre-

Colour prejudice

ferences. The scenario went like this: the 
hotel in Hong Kong didn’t want blue as it 
symbolizes death and requested “Chine-
se” red. To avoid debate on the precise 
shade I cut a corner off the red menu of 
the China Garden restaurant behind the 
hotel. A sample of the saffron orange ma-
terial worn by Buddhist priests provided 
the specification for the hotel in Bangkok. 
The manager in Singapore was keen to 
the same maroon as his tie (but decli-
nes to provide a swatch). San Francisco 
wanted the same red as the Stars and 
Stripes. The daughter of the hotel owner 
in Malaysia suggested a delicate salmon 
pink. Not my inclination, but as she was 
going to marry the chief executive I thou-
ght it ungracious to quibble.
A character in a George Elliot novel 
explain that colours deeply penetrate 
her like scent, and author Dorothy Par-
ker went for reds. She painted her living 
room in nine shades of red: pink, vermil-
lion, scarlet, crimson, maroon, raspberry, 

rose, russet and magenta. Pianist Glenn 
Gould’s favourite colour was battle-
ship grey (he committed suicide), and 
Matisse more subtly is said to have lo-
ved “the delicate transparent pinks of                          
baked shrimp shells”.
Green has always been considered re-
stful. Pliny wrote that “emerald delight 
the eye without fatiguing it”. Nero pee-
red through an emerald while enjoying 
lions devouring Christians. In the Mid-
dle Ages engravers gazed into a green 
beryl to rest their eyes, and since the 
seventeenth century theatres have had 
a green room so actors could relax from 
the footlight glare. Green was Oscar Wil-
de’s colour – decadent, provocative. He 
told his followers in the Aesthetic Mo-
vement to always wear green carnations 
supplied by his florist, Goodyears: ”They 
grow them there.” Then of course there 
was the Emerald City in The Wizard of 
Oz whose citizens saw everything in be-
autiful shades of green.
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Now you see it, now you don’t

The things people believe can be quietly 
extraordinary. A few years ago someone 
suggested that the more intelligent a 
bird or animal the better it tasted when 
cooked. That’s about as sensible as thin-
king that because a rose smells better 
than a cabbage it makes better soup. 
Even that expert of deduction Arthur Co-
nan Doyle believed in fairies, despite the 
fact that the photographs taken by two 
little girls at the bottom of their garden 
in 1917, which had convinced him, were 
revealed to be fake. In some quarters it 
is still held that Walter Sickert was Jack 
the Ripper. Perhaps he was.
Although such fanciful opinions could be 
considered eccentricities, there is a very 
real condition called Capgras’s syndrome 
in which sufferers believe that someone 
they know has been replaced by an iden-

tical impostor. The same credibility gap is 
created by the optical illusion.
Here the difference between what we 
see and yet know can’t possibly be, leads 
us to think we are “seeing things” or that 
we must “dreaming”.The power of illusion 
lies in its untranslated immediacy throu-
gh a suspension of disbelief. 
Manipulating the eye - Fletcher’s ob-
servations of unespected balances, 
encounters, or collisions, have their re-
percussions in his designs. Such visual 
conuncdrums hold his fascination and 
fuel the amusement of finding unusual 
solutions to prosaic problems.
Although the emblem for the Internatio-
nal Society for Hearth Research is flat 
and linear, the pattern implies it is sphe-
rical. A demonstration that two dimen-
sions can make three.

The Z for the Zinc Development Asso-
ciations appears three-dimensional but 
analyse it and you will discover it is an 
impossible preposition. The design amal-
gamates both positive and negative to 
represent the dual forms of a zinc die-ca-
sting mould.
Asked to design an emblem for adverti-
sing agency Manton Woodyer and Ket-
ley, Fletcher constructed the intriguing 
visual illusion. Are the flowers in the pi-
cture frame or in a vase on the table in 
front of the frame? The illusion could be 
viewed as a wry comment on advertising 
agencies – all smoke and mirrors! But the 
flowers, also look like an owl and owls 
are wise. Incidentally the design was 
physically set up in the agency’s reception 
but they kept forgetting to change the
flowers, which rather spoilt the effect.

A similar ambiguity can be found in an 
evocation of Wimbledon, which appea-
red on a calendar on the page for June. 
The shadows leaves the question of whi-
ch side of the line the tennis ball has fal-
len on  unanswered.
Two chairs, noticed whilst lying on a be-
ach, prompted the thought that percep-
tions are formed by points of view. By 
slightly moving his head Alan Fletcher 
noticed that the stacked chairs could be 
bisected by the horizon. The implication 
was obvious and didn’t need to be tested 
by standing on his head.
The invitation card for a client’s 50th bir-
thday party requires the viewer to turn 
their head to read, a move which then 
presents the glass ready to drink. Thus, 
what appears to be nonsensical is made 
entirely sensible.

Alan Fletcher The Art of Looking Sideways
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Two chairs (Alan Fletcher, 1995)



Logo for Zinc Development 
Associations (Alan Fletcher)

Emblem for International Society 
for Hearth Research (Alan Fletcher)



Colour is used in a number of ways. 
Fletcher treats it with subtlety or with 
brute force. It might be haphazardly ap-
plied, or matched with painstaking preci-
sion, but it is rarely used for decorative or 
arbitrary reasons.
Take a rainbow. This one doesn’t show 
the whole thing and it doesn’t even de-
pict the right colours. But that doesn’t 
matter. It’s a notation of a rainbow and 
says enough to convey the impression 
without descending into cliché. This 
kind of economy and clarity of purpose 
extends right through Fletcher’s work, 
encompassing a sprectrum which ranges 
from subtle to super bold.

Colourways

The intention of the calendar, published 
in a limited edition by Olivetti, was to re-
gularly change an environment by twelve 
number paintings. It was not intended 
to be legible but evocative, stimulating 
and colourful. Hand printed in fluorescent 
inks, mismatched to produce sensational 
optical sensations... even the printer had 
to wear sunglasses. The ink company 
thought it the most vulgar calendar they 
had ever seen. It is in thve collection of 
the Museum of Modern Art in New York 
and the Stedelijk Museum in Amsterdam
At the other end of the scale is a more 
delicate exercise.
When a Kuwait consortium commissio-

ned an annual report, Fletcher decided 
to turn the financial diagrams into de-
monstrations of a colour theory. In the 
example shown the two vertical tur-
quoise bars are exactly the same colour 
and only appear different due to an in-
teraction with the colour backgrounds. 
This is known as the Bezold Effect.
[...] Compare this with the studied treat-
ment for a field of tiny vivid blue flowers 
in  which each single flower is a different 
shade of blue from cerulean to indingo. 
The presence of the one yellow flower 
was to make the blues appear bluer.
The deliberate combination of pink, as 
a background, with yellow Easter chick 

creates a sensation which is both cute 
and sentimental, an effect other graphic 
devices might struggle to match.
Colour can also be applied to prod the 
sub-conscious. 
For a number of different Polaroid po-
sters, promoting a new colour film, 
Fletcher created an intriguing Rorschach 
test. This is a diagnostic technique used 
by psychologists to get patients to say 
what they think an abstract form repre-
sents. The design was made by dropping 
colours onto a flat sheet of paper, whi-
ch he then folded in half, and squashed. 
Opened up, it revealed a picture rich in 
potential meaning.

Fields of blue flowers (Alan Fletcher)
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