Brownjohn Remembered
Drug addict, alcoholic – and all-round creative genius: Hugh Hudson and Alan
Fletcher recall the ups, downs and enduring inﬂuence of Robert Brownjohn
By Creative Review on October 1, 2005
Hugh Hudson: How did you meet Bj?
Alan Fletcher: I think I met Bj first in 1957, when I was a student in New York. There
were three young guys that had just started up a studio there, Brownjohn,
Chermayeff&Geismar. BJ was the oldest, he lived in Greenwich Village, and I had a
place there too, and my wife Paola and I used to go round in the evenings for supper.
We used to play poker, at which I am totally hopeless, I could never remember the
sequence, something BJ viewed with great contempt. But my wife was rather good, so
she used to win a lot of money.
HH: How old was BJ then?
AF: 27 – BJ was about five years older than me.
HH: By the time I met BJ it was the 60s, he was living in London, working for
McCann Erickson [as creative director], and he was totally fed up. Myself and David
Cammell had set up our company, Cammell Hudson, and we wanted to bring in
someone from design, and so we contacted him. BJ joined us as a partner and the
company became Cammell Hudson Brownjohn. He’d just done his first Bond titles
[From Russia With Love]. We thought it would be good to have a really top designer
and BJ was available and he was interesting. We started Cammell Hudson in
1963,Brownjohn joined us in 65 or 66. From there, we just blossomed for about five
years and then the business went under at the end of the decade. We were literally
there for the moment, the explosion of the 60s, on the King’s Road, right in the centre
of things, and we were the first really successful version of what now I suppose you’d
call a “boutique” house, awful word… we were very successful, very fast, and BJ had
an enormous impact on that. He also had an enormous impact on me as a film maker.
We did some good stuff: Midland Bank ads; Goldfinger titles; the titles to two
documentaries that I made, one called A is for Apple and another called The Tortoise
and the Hare, plus loads of ads. BJ wasn’t cut out to be a movie director – he didn’t
have the right personality, or the patience. However, he was fantastic at solving
problems. He could look at something and immediately put his finger on what was
right or what was wrong. He was a great teacher, for me anyhow.

Brownjohn and Margaret Nolan on the set of the Goldfinger title sequence, London
1964. Photograph: Herbert Spencer © Mafalda Spencer
CR: As a designer, where would you say his talent lay most?
HH: He was a typographer – that was his great interest.
AF: And ideas too…

HH: He could get to the core of an idea so quickly. I don’t know whether it was
instinctive, or whether he thought and thought about it, but he always gave the
impression that his ideas were completely off the cuff.
AF: He had the knack of making it seem like he’d just thought about an idea, but
really, I think he worked and worked at it. He used to work really hard. But he loved
that notion of just coming up with ideas off the top of his head.
HH: You think that was planned?
AF: I think sometimes yes, and sometimes no. But he was a quick thinker.
CR: Alan, you say in the introduction to the book, Robert Brownjohn: Sex and
Typography, that BJ was the right man, in the right job, in the right place… can you
elaborate on this?
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AF: Well, it was the 60s, and London was having a cultural revolution – for the first
time, people our age suddenly got a say. Previously everything took so long, but
suddenly it flipped, and clients began paying real money for jobs, so we had more
money than we’d ever imagined. Everything changed.
HH: From 62-65 changes were taking place everywhere, from fashion, with Mary
Quant, to books, TV, film. Commercial TV had only been going for two for three
years…
AF: And BJ arrived then, at the right moment in a way, and he was the right man
because he was actually four or five years older than most of us in that group, and just
had that little bit more experience. He was a very clever guy, plus there was the fact
that he was a bit more flamboyant. So we all looked up to him and we learnt a lot
from him.
HH: And he was American too and that gave him an aura.
CR: Americans like BJ and Bob Gill arriving in London – did it shake things up?
AF: Well, they were typical, pushy New Yorkers, in their different ways. Bob Gill
was a really aggressive, Jewish New Yorker. I remember once walking through
Leicester Square with him, and there was a Moseley-ite giving a speech, and he was
shouting that one third of the companies in this country are owned by Jews, and Bob
starting shouting “Yeah, yeah!”
CR: What was it like to be part of your respective industries? Alan, you mentioned BJ
going into work mid-morning, having a doze in the afternoon because he’d been out
late in the evening… it sounds like it was all a lot more fun back then.
AF: Well, Bj took big lunches. If you worked on your own, and you weren’t paid a
salary, then it wasn’t like that. But if you worked for ad agencies that paid you, then
yes.
HH: It was much more hedonistic.
AF: Again, that was mainly the New York influence. I think that’s why Americans
who were here did very well. At that time, there wasn’t such division between the
design and the advertising: we all knew each other; agencies used to feed us work…
HH: I think the main change now, both in design and advertising, is that the two have
lost their simplicity. The purity has gone, and if you go back to BJ, there was a purity

about his work, a simplicity to his ideas. When I worked with him, for example, on
the Pirelli film The Tortoise and the Hare, his idea for the titles was just wonderful.
The film was about a truck and a car. Trucks, obviously, often carry the logo of the
company they work for, and BJ’s idea for the titles was to put the names of the people
who made the film onto trucks. When you look at the idea, it seems so obvious – but
to get to the idea in the first place – that took BJ.

Watching Words Move (© Eliza Brownjohn), an experimental typographic booklet
designed by Robert Brownjohn, Ivan Chermayeff and Tom Geismar in 1959
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CR: Would you say there was more creative freedom then? Were clients more daring?
AF: I don’t think things have changed too much. What did change was that lots of
younger people like myself and Hugh suddenly had more opportunities. The same
happened in business: you actually found yourself talking to someone the same age as
you were, rather than someone who was the same age as your dad. So you were more
likely to share enthusiasm for the same ideas.
CR: When you look through the book at BJ’s work, a lot of it looks like it could have
been done yesterday – the vernacular type projects for instance, aren’t a million miles
away from the work of people like David Carson. Has anything moved on?

AF: Things go round in circles more than we’d want I think. But the 60s was
definitely a period that had a big influence on what followed. Even today, you’ll see a
job, and it looks like it could have been done in 1961 – in fashion, for instance, you
get that a lot – things come back in style.

Brownjohn designed a letterhead (8) which was reversed out of black on the back of
the sheet so that the letters shone through on the front

Poster for the New York Peace Campaign, 1969 © Eliza Brownjohn. Design: Robert
Brownjohn. The poster was thought by some to be a farewell note coming, as it did,
shortly before his death

Letterhead for Cammell Hudson Associates, 1965. Designed by Robert Brownjohn.
The partners’ names were die-cut into the sheet
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CR: But Bj’s work had a real timeless quality to it don’t you think?
AF: Well, that’s because he wasn’t a stylist. Which goes back, I think to what Hugh
was saying about the purity and simplicity of his work. BJ saw the problem, found the
right solution and that was it. It wasn’t like he applied a certain style.
CR: Can you give any specific examples?
AF: Well, the Peace poster, for example. And also, of course those Bond film titles,
the idea of putting the film titles on the girl’s body and making her wiggle around, it’s
similar to putting the type on the side of a truck. It’s a very simple answer to a
problem. The Peace poster is a good example of BJ’s ability to play with images and
words. It was made in 1970, and Tom Geismar said it wasn’t a peace poster, it was a
goodbye note, because BJ just couldn’t cope with his problems anymore. The Michael
Cooper letterhead was also brilliant.
HH: I think the Midland Bank Money Talks ads from the 1960s were an
extraordinarily clever use of graphics. BJ developed all of those and they’re brilliant.
The way he makes type move: it’s a universal language, so simple to understand.
Those ads had a very powerful impact at that time and they reflect absolutely what BJ
was interested in, so again they were really pure and unique. I remember seeing them
in the cinema and people applauding them and that’s very rare. His title sequences
were very interesting too: very organic, projecting type onto a moving body. I thought
the letterhead he did for us, using the sprocket holes, was also great.
AF: The Bond titles he made put you absolutely in the right mood for the film. They
didn’t just give you the boring information, they set you up, got you excited about the
film.
CR: Had things been different, Alan, would you have taken BJ on as a partner at
Pentagram?
AF: Never. At the end of the day he had a personal drug problem, and that was
constant. As Hugh will tell you, BJ could be charming, but if he was short on supplies
for something, he could absolutely lose his mind, you weren’t dealing with a rational
person then.
HH: I remember Kiki, BJ’s girlfriend at the time, ringing me up in the middle of the
night, saying “you’ve got to come round, I can’t control him.” So I’d go round and try
to talk to him. He never came off the drugs really. And if it wasn’t drugs it was drink,
he could drink 40 cans of lager when he was directing a commercial.
CR: It must have been very difficult to try to run a business alongside him…
HH: To work with him – yes, he was unreliable – sometimes he wouldn’t be there,
but then his talent and genius made up for it.
AF: People back then didn’t understand drug addiction quite like they do now. It
wasn’t a common thing, so people just didn’t know how to help BJ. I remember he
used to go to my doctor down here – Dr Bell – and one night he climbed into Dr
Bell’s surgery and rifled through his cupboards looking for drugs – people just didn’t
know how to cope with BJ.
HH: We didn’t really have any problems coping with it – it wasn’t an embarrassment
or anything like that – it was part of his character. He was an addict, but he never
caused any episodes, as far as I remember, in the five years that I worked with him.
CR: How would BJ have fitted in today – would there have been a place for him?
HH: In film there would definitely be a place for him. Film is full of wild cards.
Advertising, I’m not so sure. It’s a very young industry.
AF: I think there would have been a place for him in design. There’s something about
the flavour of his work which is right for its period in a way.

HH: His work was timeless. Although, of course, the world is less daring now, and I
think if BJ were alive today he’d run into difficulties. His ideas were just so daring,
and if you look at television advertising today, everything is much tamer, much less
interesting than it was in the 60s and 70s. Everything is so much more politically
correct. No one takes risks anymore.
CR: Despite his problems people who knew Bj talk very fondly of him -– what was it
about Bj that inspired such devotion?
HH: Well, he had this incredible charm, and the most incredible smile. If he smiled,
you were like butter, and that charm, when he wanted to turn it on, was winning. On
top of that he had this brilliance and talent – as a combination it was irresistible.
AF: Yes, he was like that. But he was also a showman.
HH: Yes, BJ was a showman – but he wasn’t pretentious. He was what he was. I think
you have to be a showman in his industry to sell your ideas.

Alan Fletcher (right) and Hugh Hudson with a copy of Robert Brownjohn: Sex and
Typography, by Emily King. The retrospective of Brownjohn’s life and work will be
published by Laurence King (priced £25) in October. It coincides with a Brownjohn
exhibition at London’s Design Museum from 15 October 2005 to 26 February 2006
AF: Well, clients often can’t tell the difference between a good job and a bad job, but
what they can decide is whether they have confidence in somebody – whether they
like them or not. They were bowled over by someone like BJ. He knew he was a
genius, and he gave people the feeling that he knew exactly what he was up to.
Showmanship was a big part of that. There’s a funny story John Gorham tells about
one of the boys who worked for BJ called Andy Arghyrou. He was at McCann
Erickson. BJ said he wanted an assistant, so they found this guy, and BJ arrived at his
office and there’s this little guy in the corner working. BJ says “who the fuck are
you?” and he replies “I’m Andy Arghyrou,” and BJ says “Get out of my office.” So
he threw him out, and the agency had to find him a desk outside. Then, another day
BJ would come in and say to this poor guy “what the fuck are you doing outside, get
in my office, you work for me”. He drove him crazy.
CR: Did you have any encounters like that with BJ yourself?
AF: I could tell you a number of stories, but they’re quite unrepeatable…. I did bump
into him once on the King’s Road, and we hadn’t seen each other for a couple of
weeks. It was about twelve o’clock, so he says “let’s have lunch Alan”, and so we
went down to Alvaro’s, and as we walked down the Kings Road he knew so many
people, that we ended up in Alvaro’s with it must have been about 50 people – fuck
knows how it happened – and they cleared the tables and we all sat down and had
lunch. Then, towards the end of lunch, people were getting up and going, and BJ says
to them all “Oh, Alan will pick up the tab, don’t you bother about it.” It cost me the
equivalent today of about £2000.

CR: What sort of impact do you think his work has had?
HH: It’s had none – nobody has seen his work -– and they won’t see it until the
exhibition.
AF: Most design students have never heard of him or his work. Most young designers
have never heard of him either. So I think the exhibition will generate a lot of
feedback. I think he’ll become something of a cult figure, with his work and his
personality, he should do.
HH: He was a high quality man, in all the fields that he worked in: design,
advertising, and he should be recognised.
CR: What drove him? He sounds like he was always working – that life and work
were one and the same. Was that the case?
AF: In our sort of business everyone is a child really. Most people work to get
recognised. That’s what drives you – getting patted on the head.
HH: All of us want to be appreciated and applauded and I think that’s what drove BJ.
AF: BJ used to keep jobs he was working on in his pocket, and then get them out and
show them to you… a cigarette pack he’d designed or something like that. That’s why
he’d get in to trouble. He’d show his presentation roughs all over London, and then
the client would find out and fire him.
CR: What about the impact he had on your own work?
HH: Certainly he’s influenced my work. His ability to get to the very core of an idea –
that has been my mantra – it’s what I’ve always tried to follow. I often think about BJ
when I’m working… his simplicity, his instinct. Instinct is what you’ve always got to
revert to in some way. For me, watching BJ work over the four or five years [of CHB]
was invaluable. I was like a student to him, and I would give him great credit for what
I’ve done in my life. He was also a complete perfectionist. He would not compromise.
His idea was his idea and if you played with it, then you threw the idea out. I was
always quite frightened of him – scared that what I did was not going to be up to his
standards – that it wasn’t going to be good enough for BJ. In the end, he liked the
work I did, but I was in awe of him because his standards were so high. But then
that’s the best way to work with somebody. It was frightening to think that your
standards might not meet his.
AF: He provided a keystone – in your own work you were always measuring – was
that good enough compared to BJ? Mainly because it’s unbelievably difficult to be
really simple and straightforward and still pull something off. He seemed to have a
real ability for that and he did it constantly.

40 Golden Years of D&AD
In 1962, a gold standard was established for British design and art direction. Jeremy
Myerson rewinds over 40 years of the D&AD awards, pausing at the major stylistic
and cultural shifts in four decades of great design and advertising
By Jeremy Myerson on November 1, 2002
Webster elegantly summed up the dangers of drink driving during the Christmas
period with the stark message “Have a New Year”. Abbott, meanwhile, began his
career as a copywriter with US agency Doyle Dane Bernbach (the most admired outfit
of the era) and quickly made his mark with a campaign for Uniroyal’s Rain Tyre. His
press ad showing a smashed-up vehicle accompanied by the line “A little drop of rain
never hurt anybody” revealed a master of irony and won a D&AD Silver in 1968.

Three years later, Abbott would form French Gold Abbott and go on increasingly
to define how the perfect D&AD-award-winning press ad should look and read,
culminating in those peerless campaigns with Ron Brown for Sainsbury’s in the
1980s.
As well as the outing of David Abbott, D&AD’s early-period press awards heralded
the rise of Charles Saatchi, whose Pregnant Man campaign for the Health Education
Council of 1970 became a classic. Earlier still, the category also showcased the talents
of Robert Brownjohn, whose aggressive gun-and-holster campaign for Yardley’s
Lipsticks (A Woman’s Ammunition) won Silver at D&AD’s very first awards night
in 1963.
Together with fellow Americans Bob Gill and Lou Klein, who had also based
themselves in London, Brownjohn had a profound effect on a new generation of
British designers. The communication idea was the thing. Alan Fletcher, a prime
mover in setting up D&AD recalled how Brownjohn presented his idea for the
Goldfinger opening title sequence, which won the first ever D&AD Gold Award in
1965, to the legendary James Bond film producer Cubby Broccoli: “The presentation
was held in a small viewing theatre in Wardour Street. Brownjohn arrived with a
handful of 35mm slides of the title and credits. He put them in the carousel, took off
his shirt and stood in front of the screen, slowly gyrating to the music. Luckily
Broccoli was able to make the required leap of imagination.”
Indeed the entire design and advertising community would go on to make the leap of
imagination that the exuberant, electric and never-to-be-repeated climate of the 1960s
required. As the D&AD Awards of subsequent decades would chronicle, everything
that followed was a direct consequence of that pioneer era – either reinforcing its
ethos or reacting against it.
In adland, a golden age ensued in the 1970s, dominated by the prolific output of CDP
under the no-nonsense leadership of Yorkshireman Colin Millward and distinguished
by the emergence of several future Hollywood film directors, including Alan Parker,
Ridley Scott and Hugh Hudson, for whom the Yellow Pencils were just a handy
rehearsal for the Oscars. Whereas TV commercials had been dull, formulaic and
lacking proper production values in the early 1960s compared to the polished
blandishments of Madison Avenue, so the television advertising category of D&AD
began to positively brim with British talent and verve.
By the 1980s, the classic British TV commercial with its well-crafted dialogue,
characters and catchphrases had taken advertising from the margins of public
acceptability to the heart of popular culture. Campaigns like Hello Tosh Gotta
Toshiba? (by Gold GreenlessTrott) and Water in Majorca (Lowe Howard-Spink)
became major public talking points in a world grown accustomed to Cinzano spills,
Smash Martians, Honey Monsters and Heineken reaching the parts…
Then in the 1990s, television advertising changed. As global business demanded big
brand imagery for international markets, campaigns moved away from having a
narrative and dialogue that required following towards the filmic blockbuster full of
glossy cinematography, that crossed cultures easily and needed minimal viewer
attention. Now there was a shift towards the melodramatic, big budget image-fest,
each frame beautifully set up and shot in the manner of an MTV music video.
Saatchi’s Face blockbuster for British Airways, shot in 1980 at a cost of £1 million by
Hugh Hudson and starring 3000 American high school kids grouped to form an
enormous smiling face in the Utah desert, set the tone at D&AD. But it was enfant
terrible Tony Kaye’s award-winning work for Dunlop and Volvo that really caught
the imagination. As one agency creative team told me, “The sitcom died in TV
advertising in the 90s and the pop promo took over.”

Glasgow Type Movie by Meta Design, Silver in 1999
Turn the Other Cheek won Silver for CDP in 1989
Spectacular commercials took over, none more so than Tony Kaye’s Unexpected spot
for Dunlop, written by the new hot team of Carty and Campbell at AMV
Trainspotting poster by Stylorouge, in the 1996 annual
Spiritualized CD packaging by Farrow Design, Silver in 1998
Nursing press ad by Saatchi & Saatchi, Silver in 1998
Glasgow Type Movie by Meta Design, Silver in 1999
Turn the Other Cheek won Silver for CDP in 1989

