


f Distinct
Reallly

By Steven Heller

Philippe Weisbecker’s compelling art
has journeyed from being highly
rendered and “conceptual” to being
a stylized record of ongoing life,
reimagined according to his vision.
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Philippe Weisbecker was a student until
he was 40 years old. He calls himself a late
bloomer. To someone who doesn’t know
him, but knows his work, this might seem
like an unduly modest statement, for
Weisbecker has been a visible presence in
American illustration for almost 20 years.
But the artist considers 15 of those years
simply an apprenticeship: a time fraught
with creative frustrations and profession-
al limitations; a time punctuated by three
major formalistic changes, resulting from
periods spent away from the field doing
painting and sculpture, until he finally dis-
covered his true voice.

This voice, however, was not the result
of shedding an unprofitable style for
another, more profitable one, an act not
uncommon to illustrators. Rather, it was
(and continues to be) a natural evolution-
ary process, in which the demands of com-
merce take a back seat to the expressive
needs of the artist. But the strict demands
Weisbecker placed on himself wove a web
of conflicting desires: to be what he per-
ceived as a quintessential illustrator, to
follow the masters and be one of them,
and yet, to be an individual, imitative of no
one. He has relieved himself of some of
this pressure by understanding more
about his own strengths and weaknesses,
but the process has not been easy. Yet
Weisbecker believes that the process has
been integral to what might be called his
rite of passage toward becoming a mature
artist. He achieved this state five years
ago, at age 40, when, after a brief self-
imposed exile in France, he returned to
New York (where he had been living pre-
viously) with a unique approach to draw-
ing, which, though visually different, is a
synthesis of all the work that came
before.

This approach, influenced, on the 'sur-
face at least, by the graphic vocabulary of
the 19th-century Epinal print,* has be-
come, in the five intervening years, a dis-
tinctive signature and a versatile lan-
guage. Significantly, it is a form that relies
exclusively on drawing skills rather than
idea. The approach has been much sought
after by art directors, who appreciate it as
something new. For Weisbecker, how-
ever, what’s important isn’t the newness,
but rather, the markedly increased vocab-
ulary that allows him freedoms previously
not possible. These freedoms have
proved to be building blocks for consistent
innovation.

Over a period of 15 years, one could
witness the various stages of Weisbeck-
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er’s growth from detailed renderings
(skilled but not inspired), to a looser, more
elegant drawing method where the idea
was ultimately the most important ele-
ment, to his intelligent conceptual work
for the New York Times Op-Ed page. In
between these periods, experimentation
took place. But all the while, one could
sense his growing dissatisfaction, shar-
pened by a determined need to move into
other artistic realms.

Weisbecker’s dissatisfaction rose from
his being typecast, in the very prime of his
career, as a ‘‘conceptual” illustrator. Al-
ready in his late thirties, he was best-
known for his “Op-Ed style.” This one-
time honorific ultimately proved stifling:
for two years prior to his departure, virtu-
ally every job offered him was the same as
the one before. A complex political situa-
tion or current event had to be illustrated
intellectually—with the same predictable
symbols each time. ““I was bored with con-
cepts,” Weisbecker recalls. “Finding a
new idea for the same subjects over and
over was terribly difficult. With every
assignment I actually got physically sick.”
At that point he called it quits and decided
to leave New York. But despite his con-
suming problem, he knew that he’d return
to illustration, in some form.

He was taking a risk, but Weisbecker
was no stranger to risk-taking.

Born in Senegal, Africa, in 1942, Weis-
becker was the son of a soldier in the
French colonial army. (The German-
sounding “Weisbecker” is actually Alsa-
tian, Alsace having been his paternal
grandparents’ birthplace.) At age five,
Weisbecker was brought to Paris, where
he later attended primary school and
gained a healthy appreciation for art.
Despite this, as an adolescent, Weisbeck-
er believed that painting was not a real
profession and decided against entering
the fine arts. Instead, he enrolled in the
Ecole Nationale Superieure des Arts Dec-
oratifs, where he studied graphic design.
Upon graduating, he decided to become
an art director. Weisbecker contends that
his being wary of the visual arts in his for-
mative years contributed to his “late
start” as a painter.

A short stint in Tunisia in 1966, as a
member of the French counterpart of the
American Peace Corps, gave him first-
hand experience as a graphic designer of
posters and displays for the Tunisian tour-
ist board. After having served as head of
its graphics department for a year, he
returned to Paris in early 1968 to become

*A popular art typified by representational wood engravings

of contemporary themes, and characterized by the
application of shifting colors—color not completely
trapped by black line.
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1. Cover of Screw, 1971. Art director* Steven
Heller. This piece marked a turn toward a more
conceptual approach in Weisbecker's early work.
2. This illustration for a French magazine, 1972,
typifies Weisbecker's early style, with its heavy
use of crosshatching.

3,4. Paintings, oil on canvas, 1973.

Weisbecker's paintings during this period were
done parallel to his illustrations and bore little
resemblance to them. Years later, the styles of
the paintings and illustrations converged.

5. lllustration for New York Times Op-Ed article
on choosing a special Watergate prosecutor,
1973. Art director: J.C. Suares.
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6. lllustration for New York Times Op-Ed article,
“Letter from a Havana Prison,"" 1975. Art
director: Steven Heller.

7. lllustration for Fortune article on the
corporate practice of uprooting employees and
moving them from one locale to another, 1974.
Art director: Ron Campbell.

8. Spread from Attenzione, 1981 Art director:
Paul Harvey.

9. Painting, oil on paper, 1981. This work reveals
Weisbecker's growing concern with shapes and
with placing objects in all areas of the picture.
10. Spread from Attenzione, 1982. Art director:
Pat Nordin. Weisbecker considers this a
transitional piece, from his earlier highly
rendered style to his sparer more abstract
style.

11. Sculpture, 1984. This is another work that
reveals Weisbecker's concern with shapes and
objects.

12,13. Examples from Weisbecker's
sketchbook, done during his hiatus in the South
of France five years ago, during which time his
new style was forming.
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assistant art director of the fashion maga-
zine Jardin des Modes. Throughout this
period, design, not illustration, was his
only concern. He felt ill-equipped to make
drawings, despite the fact that he was a
well-trained draftsman. Being an art di-
rector was his passion, and coming to
New York was to be his fulfillment.

He arrived in late 1968, at the height of
the student unrest in Paris. This year also
marked the emergence of a colorful youth
culture in the U.S., one that was on the
verge of being usurped by commerce.
One manifestation of the culture gone to
seed was Eye, a glossy ‘“‘underground”
fashion magazine published by the Hearst
Corporation, with editorial offices in New
York’s bohemian Greenwich Village.
Weisbecker’s first attempt to get work
was at Eye. With just enough English to
be understood, and a portfolio of hand-
some pages, he persuaded the art direc-
tor, Michael Gross, to take a chance.
Weisbecker was offered a job as a design-
er and told to begin two months hence. Of
his first day at work, he painfully recalls:
“I made a tactical mistake. Before even
getting my first check, I told them I didn’t
have a working visa. They were forced to
let me go.” He was shattered, of course.
In anticipation of having a job, Weisbecker
had depleted his funds and was now
broke. He contemplated the worst possi-
ble scenario: a return trip home. As it hap-
pened, however, his education in France
had given him good all-around skills, and
his former employer enthusiastically rec-
ommended him to a New York company,
Labalme and Associates, which did archi-
tectural and display work for French
department stores. He was hired, spon-
sored, and received his working papers.

His job was to do technical drafting of
architectural interiors, a tedious assign-
ment made somewhat more bearable by
his compulsive doodling. He was obsessed
with these doodles, which fostered in him
a profound need to draw more seriously
and ultimately led to an appreciation of
illustration—specifically, the kind of work
that Push Pin Studios was doing at the
time. Aspiring to that lofty height, he had
the temerity to try his hand at it. A chance
meeting at a party with a young woman
(to whom he showed a pad of drawings)
resulted in an interview with her employ-
ers, Tony Russell and Kit Hinrichs. The
next week, he received his first assign-
ment from them for a banking magazine.
It was a conceptual illustration.

It may seem like a broad jump from
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technical drafting to imaginative illustra-
tion, but Weisbecker had been trained to
think conceptually as a trademark design-
er, and this, to him, was a logical exten-
sion of the same thinking process; it was a
niche in which he had confidence. With
this one assignment under his belt, he quit
his job to devote himself full-time to illus-
tration. With a somewhat awkward,
though witty, realistic pencil approach, he
made the rounds, showing his work to stu-
dios and magazines. “The market was
much more open then than now,” he says.
He was given appointments with almost
everyone he called. “My work really
caught on. But not in the way I was hoping
it would.”

After a year, Weisbecker became disil-
lusioned with his method. He had been
given frequent work by Jean-Paul Goude
at Esquire, who encouraged the render-
ing style. And Weisbecker, who, he
admits, had false preconceptions about
the nature of illustration, followed this
direction willingly. Of the period, he says,
“I had the feeling that giving clients their
money’s worth meant putting a great
amount of physical effort into a drawing.
It was a guilt feeling that held sway over
me for many years. Ultimately, though,
when I could do less rendering, it was lib-
erating.” An unexpected magazine as-
signment for which he quite happily
switched stylistic gears proved to be a
milestone.

When an editor friend from Esquire
took a job at Screw magazine, the under-
ground sex tabloid, he recommended that
Weisbecker be assigned to do a cover for
the new format devised by Milton Glaser
and Seymour Chwast. He showed the art
director a few samples, and largely be-
cause of the paucity of acceptable sugges-
tions, he was given the job. The idea was
that Screw’s covers were to be interpre-
tive illustrations, not lurid photography,
but as yet no specific direction had been
formulated. Working without preconcep-
tion, Weisbecker turned in a black-and-
white pen-and-ink drawing, with two
overlays for flat color, which showed the
surreal and contorted torso of a woman
becoming a man, making love with itself.
It was an unconventional drawing even for
Screw, but it was compelling. For the first
time, Weisbecker had reduced his draw-
ing to only the necessary parts, using min-
imal crosshatching, leaving only the sug-
gestion of outline. The effect was myste-
rious and alluring. It marked a new direc-
tion.
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At that time, Weisbecker was living in a
small, dark flat in the West Village, paint-
ing large canvases of chairs: big fat fluffy
chairs, austere bentwood chairs, chairs of
all sizes and shapes. In fact, from the
moment he became an illustrator he had
spent part of his time doing painting and
sculpture; it seemed to feed his “‘commer-
cial” work. Thus, for the next few Screw
covers, he drew chairs making love. “I
liked the act of finding a simple image,” he
says. “I always wanted a message to be
clear, while allowing a little space for the
imagination, too. I was aware of style, but
I wanted my style to disappear behind the
image. Mine was ultimately an intellectu-
al pursuit. The best of me wasn’t to come
out until much later, when I could draw
unselfconsciously without being tied to
the idea.” Weisbecker applied this ap-
proach to jobs for more mainstream jour-
nals, too; he was called on regularly for
New York magazine, Playboy, and the
New York Times Op-Ed page.

Acceptance on the Op-Ed page in 1972
was another turning point. This was
because its art director, J.C. Suares,
offered him freedom and security, and
because he became part of a community
of likeminded artists. He was also able to
fine-tune his Screw approach into a strik-
ing graphic vocabulary. But there was a
less positive side to this turn in his career.
Although his conceptual abilities were
now so acute that he could, almost effort-
lessly, translate extremely complex sub-
ject matter into intelligent, provocative
images, and though his drawing had
improved, he was fast becoming a mem-
ber of a “‘school.” His work was more ren-
dered, and seemed startlingly influenced
by the French surrealist Roland Topor,
who was also published on the page. While
Weisbecker’s art definitely had its own
character, it was ultimately lost in the col-
lective look of the group. In Weisbecker’s
desire to allow the idea precedence over
style, he was beginning to lose the distinc-
tive, witty person he had revealed in his
Screw drawings. Of the experience, he
admits, “I had blinders on. I kept falling
into those patterns of being part of a
group more than being on my own. I'd
always had that need, until I suddenly
realized I was not happy with what I was
doing.” Then, five years ago, overwhelm-
ingly frustrated with his direction, he
deliberately divorced himself from an ap-
proach to which he had been wed for ten
years.

All along, Weisbecker had been explor-
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14. Cover of annual report for Silver Screen
Partners. Art director: Susan Hochbaum/
Pentagram.

15. lllustration for New York Times Op-Ed
article, '‘Conservationists vs. National Park
Visitors."" Art director: Jerelle Kraus.

19:

16. lllustration for a French computer magazine.
Art director: Horst Widmann.

17. lllustration for the month of April in 1986
promotional calendar from Trickett & Webb, a
British design firm.
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20.

18. Page trom New York magazine. Art director:
Josh Gosfield.

19. Page from Real Estate magazine. Art
director Wendy Palitz.

20. Cover of the Progressive. Art director:
Patrick Flynn.
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21-24. Section openers for Byte magazine.
Art director: Nancy Rice.

25. Dye-stamped binding design for an edition
of Tales of the South Pacific published by the
Franklin Library. Art director: Michael
Mendelsohn.

ing new formal approaches in painting and
sculpture, from the big chair motifs to
arranging different forms (such as old hat
molds) into mysterious still-lifes. He had
tried in vain to apply these experiments to
his illustration, though he insists that
“this experimental time was nevertheless
useful. While I don’t actually see the con-
nection to my other work, I know it is
there.” The transition period was an anx-
ious time, however, with relief, no less ful-
fillment, seemingly possible only through
a radical step. The move to the South of
France was that step, and proved both
frightening and fruitful.

For two months after making the
move, Weisbecker was stymied. ‘“For
what seemed like an eternity, I couldn’t
do a thing,” he recalls. “I wanted to take
what I was working on during the pre-
vious year and just progress with it. But it
doesn’t happen that way. When you stop,
you're back at zero. Finally, I hit upon
something very odd, and at first confus-
ing. Each painting I tried was a new work;
there was no consistency. I could do one
great, but never two. Eventually, I had a
pile of different works, going in all direc-
tions.” However, this maze of twists and
turns provided the artist with a straight
path to a simple yet unique interpretation
of his immediate surroundings. “I decided
to draw what was around me and, more
important, I decided that everything I did
was going to fit on one single sheet of
paper, regardless of size—therefore, I
wouldn’t have any sense of proportion or
scale in the drawing. I just wanted to
record whatever there was in my vision
area, in any way possible.” He began to
place various found and observed objects
in the empty areas of the picture regard-
less of their interrelationships. The draw-
ings were admittedly awkward, yet inter-
esting. Something started to jell.

“I was amazed that the objects I drew
didn’t have to conform exactly to reality,”
continues Weisbecker, ““as long as they
could be somehow identified. That’s when
I realized what drawing is for me. It’s not
reproducing what I see, but what I can
record. And whatever the manner, realis-
tic or abstract, doesn’t matter, because
it’s merely an image. Nobody sees what I
see anyway, they just see the image I
make.” For Weisbecker, this simple, yet
significant, revelation was the key to the
door of the prison he had placed himself in
with his first overly rendered illustration
15 years before. He no longer felt com-
pelled to draw directly and precisely from
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26. Page from Georgia Trend. Art director:
Gary Bernloehr

27 Book cover for Pantheon. Art director:
Louise Fili.

28. Page from AT&T magazine. Art director:
Mark Ulrich/Anthony Russell, Inc.

29. lllustration for New York Times Op-Ed
article, ‘Compensation without Lawyers."
Art director: Jerelle Kraus.

30. lllustration for New York Times Op-Ed
article, *'July 4th, Beginning of a Pipe Dream."
Art director: Jerelle Kraus.
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LIPPE WEISRESKER
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life. It was the beginning of a new direc-
tion, in which he could be free from de-
pendence on the idea.

To Weisbecker, this was not as radical
a break as it might appear. The change,
he says, was “like taking off a coat and
sweater, keeping my shirt on, but putting
on a new coat.” All he had previously
learned about drawing and painting was to
be synthesized and reapplied.

Upon returning to New York, after his
six-month hiatus, Weisbecker showed his
new paintings in a group exhibition. His
goal was to get back into illustration—
provided that continuity with his painting
was possible. A few loyal clients from the
days before his self-imposed exile called
with assignments, unaware of the change
in style. Weisbecker decided to take a
chance. “Rather than give them the work
which they expected, I gave them illustra-
tions in the manner of my new paintings.
They were surprised, to be sure, but
apparently liked what they saw. That
gave me the confidence to continue.”

Two people whom Weisbecker ac-
knowledges for their unflagging support
at this critical time are Jerelle Kraus, art
director of the New York Times Op-Ed
page, and David Schneiderman, executive
editor and publisher of the Village Voice.
Again, Weisbecker was given regular as-
signments at the Times, and at the Voice
he was offered a biweekly spot on the
back page, where he could do whatever he
wanted. “It was a risky thing for me to do
because Walter Gurbo had been doing the
spot for years [and would continue to do it
on alternate weeks), and that was going to
be tough competition. I decided that I
would report visually on New York City.
This required that I do what I call free
records of information: I draw a place or
thing very quickly, and then work from
these notes at home. The images take on
new life because they are essentially rein-
vented, in part from notes and in part
from memory. If I had to render directly
from life, some internal mechanism would
not let me draw my twisted forms.”

Continued on page 140

31-33. Weisbecker's regular biweekly spot on
the back page of the Village Voice, in which he
reports visually on New York.

34,35. Spreads from promotional booklet for
ABC International. Art director: Holly Russell/
Altman & Manley.

36. Poster for a literary evening held at the New
York Society of Ethical Culture to promote a
new magazine. Art director: Louise Fili.

37. Promotion piece for Anthony Russell, Inc.,
the New York design firm.
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the Hell Scanskop, advertised as a pre-
scan soft-proofing device that permits the
viewing of a color page or portion thereof
on a monitor. This facilitates changes in
the scanner settings prior to the output of
color-separation films or the transmit-
tance of the digital color data to an elec-
tronic pagination/retouching system like
the Hell Chromacom.

The Scanskop thus provides a visualiza-
tion of the picture while it is being scan-
ned, i.e., in “real time.” If the scanning
result is unsatisfactory, the scan can be
aborted and the settings adjusted. Any
correction immediately shows up on the
monitor. As quality-control devices, such
equipment is of particular importance as
peripherals to electronic prepress sys-
tems with their expensive color work sta-
tions. Scanner analyzers can save time
and material by reducing the re-scan rate
and by avoiding costly proofing. (It has
been estimated that 60 per cent of all off-
press and press proofs are used for in-
house critiques at photoplatemaking
plants, rather than for customer approv-
als.) Therefore, while pre-scan soft-proof-
ing equipment may have little direct value
for an art director or print producer, it
tends to shorten the separation process
and improves quality.

Nevertheless, there will always be con-
siderable differences between a soft
proof, consisting of a video image on lay-
ers of phosphors on the monitor, and a
hard proof, created photographically or
from a screened image by means of ink
pigments. The soft-proof quality depends,
toalarge degree, on the system software,
which translates the yellow/magenta/
cyan/black data into an RGB (red, green,
blue) signal steering the cathode ray of
the color tube. Metamerism plays a role in
this “translation” process—that is, visu-
ally identical colors in the copy are often
reproduced differently on the monitor
screen. There may be errors in the soft-
proof reproduction, particularly concern-
ing the subtractive primary, cyan. Paper
white cannot satisfactorily be reproduced,
nor can black. Detail in light picture por-
tions is difficult to evaluate (and so is type
if it was part of the scan).

Soft-proofing could come closer to a
good simulation of printing if primary,
secondary and tertiary colors could inde-
pendently be regulated or created by sep-
arate cathode ray tubes.

As it stands, soft-proofing is not ideal
but probably no further away from a print-
ed result than some off-press proofs or

Print

even press proofs are from the final web
press run. And this in spite of the fact that
the picture is subject to the coarse tube
resolution and is not screened in the
graphic arts sense, i.e., broken up into
printable dots.

Soft-proofing will hardly eliminate off-
press and press-proofing of color separa-
tions in the foreseeable future. But it does
provide a rather economical quality con-
trol tool before the creation of separation
films. In a world where storage and trans-
mission of digital data for printing will rap-
idly replace the traditional pictorial
“memory’’ storage carriers, such as film
and plates, art directors and print produc-
ers may have to accept more and more
soft-proofing in place of hard proofs.

A Distinct Reality
Continued from page 84

These small two- and three-color draw-
ings for the Voice are symbols or icons of
New York, but they also evoke a less
intellectual, more intimate, associative
response. The biweekly appearance also
shows a continuing progression. For what
began as a reference to Epinal, with a
touch of Cubism and African primitive,
has developed into a distinctly seamless,
personal vocabulary of shifting color and
abstract form. Weisbecker’s approach can
be used to describe the most obvious, or
interpret the most complex, notions, but
not in an intellectually self-conscious fash-
ion. For now, the drawing alone is the
grease that makes the other wheels
turn.

But having a new methodology is not in
itself a panacea. Weisbecker describes a
shift in mental attitude as the reason for
his current satisfaction with the direction
of his art. “I once wanted to be Morandi,
Matisse and Miro, but I realized that if I
wanted to be these guys, I could never be
myself. When I found the method that
made me feel good, I realized that these
masters whom I hooked up to were actu-
ally feeding me. Now that I have more
confidence, I can see myself at the center,
and absorb the influences, rather than
have them sap my strength.”

Weisbecker’s current euphoria comes
from the fact that his work is in motion.
“The greatest thing for me is that the
work is evolving quickly,” he says. “It’s
only been five years and already the early
drawings feel old to me.” Moreover,
Weisbecker has freed himself from con-
fining strictures. “People are not calling
me for the clichéd ideas. They want good
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imagery for any subject. And for me, the
subject doesn’t even matter, although
there are some things I can draw better
than others because some trigger more
associations. But I can draw everything
now. If I draw a car, it might look like a
matchbox, but who cares, it’s still a car, if
that is what I intend.”

However, Weisbecker does not exist in
some illustrator’s dreamworld. He’s a re-
alist, understanding the inherent con-
straints of the form, and raises his own
cautionary banner: “I worry about the
fact that ’m getting so involved with
shapes now that the subject matter isn’t
important. It could be like having a Miro
every week in the paper or magazine. It
may be great art, but it’s not great illus-
tration.” While a balance has to be vigi-
lantly maintained, it is rarely at the
expense of surprise. A recent poster for
Secret America, announcing a fund-rais-
ing poetry reading for this fledgling publi-
cation, proved that, in the right context,
Weisbecker’s surreal and abstract images
can be clearly readable icons. Another
element of surprise is Weisbecker’s ideo-
syncratic color palette—the result of his
children’s watercolor box with 36 color
cakes and a belief, in the tradition of Ma-
tisse, that color does not have to reflect
nature.

In the relatively short time since Weis-
becker returned from creative exile, he
has carved out an iinpressive niche for
himself. He is called upon to apply himself
to a much broader range of concerns than
during any of his previous periods of com-
mercial activity—from doing sets for a
fashion magazine photo session to book
jackets, advertising, posters, and, of
course, editorial illustration. Because his
vocabulary is unique, he is accepted for
what he does without any of the usual art
director or editor interference. Indeed, it
would be difficult for anyone to ask for a
more recognizable face, or a more accu-
rate uniform, or a different make of car,
because Weisbecker’s reality will never
conform to common perception. He also
disguises and hypnotizes. ‘‘Sometimes,”
he says, ‘“‘people just don’t see all the
images I put into a picture.” And the
results have been profound. Weisbecker
has been able seamlessly to tie together
his fine and applied arts. He has invented
an approach that appears to transcend
fashion, that has not, at least not yet, been
co-opted by imitators, and that says much
about its maker, without detracting from
the subject it serves.



