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M e r le  A r m ita g e :  A c c e n t  o n  T a s te

JAY SATTERFIELD

B orn  ou tside  of M ason  City, Iow a, on  
L incoln 's b irth d ay  in  1893, M erle A rm itage lived  a fascinating  life 
tha t encom passed  several d istinct careers. H e m ade  a m odest for­
tune  as an  im presario  (a thea ter prom oter), and  m oved  on to  b e ­
come a celebrated book  designer w ho  b ro u g h t a m o d ern  aesthetic 
to the pub lish ing  w orld . The C ow les P ub lish ing  C om pany  h ired  
h im  in  the late 1940s to create a new  look for their flagship  m aga­
zine Look. In  add ition , A rm itage w as a collector of m o d ern  art 
and  a gourm et cook w ho  au th o red  several books on  b o th  subjects 
and  w as aw arded  the C ordon  Bleu for h is cu linary  achievem ents. 
H is hobbies an d  careers illustra te  A rm itage 's  curious ability  to 
traverse  u sua lly  rig id  cu ltu ra l h ierarch ies. M ost in teresting ly , 
A rm itage m anaged  his life in  such  a w ay  th a t defied  classifica­
tions like "h ighbrow " an d  "low brow ." H is life an d  w orks, as rep ­
resented  in  the U niversity  of Iow a L ibraries ' Iow a A uthors Col­
lection, th row  cu ltu ral d iv isions of h ig h /m id d le /lo w  in to  seri­
ous question  an d  force a reth ink ing  of the  very  na tu re  of cu ltu ral 
distinctions regard ing  taste.

D uring  his career as a thea ter prom oter, A rm itage m anaged  
dancers, opera  an d  ballet com panies, an d  ligh t opera  stars. W hile 
these m ay  seem  to be h ig h  cu ltu re  perfo rm ers  a t first glance, 
A rm itage 's  use  of ra th e r questionab le  m arke ting  stra teg ies ta r­
geted  a m idd leb row  audience. O ne case invo lved  Larina, "an  ex­
trem ely  beau tifu l girl, a b lack-haired , s lender crea tu re ,"  b u t a 
m inor p layer in  Foederoff's R ussian  Ballet C om pany.1 A rm itage 
repeated ly  ran  afoul of the  com pany  for fea tu ring  h e r p ic tu re

1 Merle Armitage, Accent on Life (Ames: The Iowa State University Press, 1964), 100.
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p rom inen tly  in  p ress releases. H e justified  h is use  of the pictures 
p u re ly  on  econom ic grounds: "The fact th a t Larina w as sim ply  a 
dancer in  the com pany  w as u n im p o rtan t,"  the  p ictu res "w ere 
deligh tfu lly  eye-catching," an d  A rm itage knew  th a t they  w ou ld  
guaran tee  ticket sales.2 W hen  the  p rim ary  m em bers of the com ­
p an y  th rea ten ed  n o t to  perfo rm  because of L arina 's  press cover­
age, A rm itage u sed  " th a t one feared  w o rd  'd ep o rta tio n '"  to si­
lence them .3 A rm itage he ld  deep  respect for the artistic abilities 
of the com pany, b u t he u sed  sex to sell tickets.

To a rouse  pub lic  in te rest in  the  opera  singer Rosa Ponselle, 
A rm itage  recounts: "by  d isgu ising  m y  han d w ritin g , I p enned  a 
le tte r to  a Los A ngeles n ew sp ap e r critic" w ith  the false rum or 
th a t "L ucian M ura to re  w ill next w eek  announce th a t he is d ivorc­
ing  Lina C avalieri an d  w ill m arry  Rosa Ponselle ."4 H e goes on to 
b rag  th a t " the  resu lts  w ere  terrific."5 A rm itage 's  m arketing  s tra t­
eg y  fo r tw o  h ig h b ro w  ac ts  (F o ed ero ff 's  c o m p a n y  a n d  Rosa 
Ponselle) d e p e n d ed  on  sex an d  in n u en d o  an d  catered to a public 
m ore in terested  in  persona lity  th an  artistic genius.

A lthough  A rm itage  m ade  his fo rtune  as an  im presario , he  is 
best k now n  to d ay  for h is ad v en tu res  in  book  design. A rm itage 's  
books show  the  h ig h  cu ltu re  side of h is personality. They flow 
n a tu ra lly  o u t of the  m o d ern  aesthetic he  deve loped  designing  
playbills an d  p rogram s. H e follow ed the m odern ist adage tha t 
"fo rm  follow s function ," a n d  transfo rm ed  it in to  the no tion  "let 
the p u n ish m en t fit the  crim e."6 H e insisted  th a t the first step  to 
good book  design  w as to  k now  the book  in tim ately  an d  "allow  
the subject of the book to  determ ine its design  and  form at."7 There­
fore, a book  abou t the  p iano  shou ld  be designed  an d  b o u n d  so 
th a t it w ill rest functionally  on  a p iano  s tan d  like sheet m usic. A 
book  a bou t m o d ern  a rt o u g h t to  be a piece of m o d ern  art. A  book 
on  G ershw in  m u st illustra te  G ershw in 's  jazz flair in  the typogra­
p h y  of the  title page.

2 Ibid.
3 Ibid., 106.
4 Ibid., 55-56.
5 Ibid., 56.
6 Merle Armitage, Accent on America (New York: E. Weyhe, 1944), 301.
7 Merle Armitage, "Books to Reflect Our Time," Publisher's Weekly 155/19 (May 7, 

1949), 1898.
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The first dozen  books he  designed  (m any of w h ich  he  w ro te  
him self) all concern  the  arts  (either v isual, stage, o r m usic), and  
all b u t one focus on  the A m erican  scene. E.A. Jew ell's  assertion  
th a t "A rt in  A m erica  lam en tab ly  lacks a l ite ra tu re "  in sp ired  
A rm itage.8 H e set o u t to w rite  an d  design  exactly  w h a t Jewell 
called for: "m onographs on  o u r best artists, or o u r  m ost p rom is­
ing young  artists," w hich  "m igh t fill a five-foot shelf."9 A rm itage 
hoped  that "w hile p lead ing  the case for the artist," h is books m ight 
" th rough  physical qualities an d  design  e lucidate  the tex t."10 So 
he w rote and  designed  books abou t Rockw ell Kent, E ugen  M aier- 
Krieg (w ho h a d  m oved  to  A m erica), E d w ard  W eston, M artha  
G raham , W arren N ew com be, R ichard  Day, P asquale  G iovanni 
N apolitano , an d  H en rie tta  Shore. The books consist m ain ly  of il­
lustrations coup led  w ith  essays solicited b y  A rm itage from  art 
critics. H is h igh  cu lture  ideal of "p lead ing  the  case" is in terest­
ingly m iddlebrow . That he w an ted  to  fill a "five-foot shelf" sounds 
om inously  like C harles E liot's no to riously  m idd leb row  H arv a rd  
Classics series (w hich also w as designed  to  fit on  a five-foot shelf).

Critics received his books as a rt an d  criticized them  as such .11 
H is ou tland ish  designs an d  title pages th a t cou ld  rare ly  be con­
tained  on the recto o r rig h t-h an d  page  of a book  (usually  n eed ing  
a full tw o pages for their expressive expanse), irrita ted  som e crit­
ics.12 W hile heavily  criticized by  som e for n o t respecting  trad ition  
in  his designs, A rm itage 's  books b ro u g h t the  m o d ern  aesthetic to 
book design  in  a w ay  th a t no  one else h a d  ever done. The m em ­
bers of the A m erican Institu te  of G raphic  A rts rew ard ed  h im  by  
electing h im  their p residen t in  1952.

A rm itage 's  first effort a t book  design  co incided  w ith  h is first 
pub lished  w ork  as an  author. In  1928, A rm itage  gave a speech  for 
the California A rt C lub titled "The A ristocracy of A rt." Jake Zeitlin, 
Los A ngeles b o o k  d ea le r, saw  the  sp eech  a n d  w o rk e d  w ith  
A rm itage to tu rn  it in to  a sho rt book. The speech  reappears as a

8 Merle Armitage, Warren Newcombe (New York: E. Weyhe, 1932), unnumbered pre­
liminary page.

9 Ibid.
10 Armitage, Accent on America, 301.
11 For one example see Catherine Royer's "The Armory Show of Book Design," 

American Artist 15/5 (May 1951), 40-44.
12 Armitage, Accent on Life, 361.
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chap ter section in  A rm itage 's  1965 au tob iog raphy  Accent on Life. 
It describes A rm itage 's  aesthetic, and  also describes how  aesthetic 
sensib ility  com es about. In  add ition , it illustrates A rm itage 's  im ­
age of him self as a m em ber of an  elite cu ltu re  of refined taste:

Our sensitive reactions to the world are the result of two things: 
the perceptions with which we were bom, and the experiences 
which we have, the degree to which we may add to natural sensi­
tiveness and perspicacity is in direct ratio to the flexibility and plas­
ticity of our spirit and our mentality. Some people congeal, spiri­
tually and mentally, when they are fifteen years of age, some when 
they are fifty, and some never.13

This is A rm itage 's  w ay  of in troduc ing  the no tion  tha t "art is es­
sentially  aristocratic ."14 By aristocratic, A rm itage does n o t m ean 
the u p p e r  classes, or the  "fat an d  du ll dow agers rolling abou t to 
teas in  p a d d e d  lim ousines."15 A rm itage sees the aristocracy as a 
n a tu ra l one based  on  a receptiv ity  to  the arts. Som e peop le  are 
b o rn  w ith  a w illingness to  foster an  artistic sensitivity. Through 
innate  gifts an d  tra in ing , the a rt lover na tu ra lly  evolves. The em ­
phasis  on  the  n a tu ra l gifts invo lved  is decided ly  genteel in  char­
acter. People are b o rn  in to  the  aristocracy. A t the sam e tim e, the 
in d iv id u a l can change his o r h e r n a tu re  to som e degree by  not 
congealing  sp iritua lly  or m entally.

A rm itage goes on to  rid icu le peop le  w ho  w ork  for the advance­
m en t of the  arts: "I am  often am used  by  overzealous souls w ho  
are going  to  'd o  som eth ing  for a rt.' These peop le  are stark ly  igno­
ran t. A rt is an  elusive d iv in ity ."16 But a rt opens itself to those w ho  
open  them selves:

But I want to make my point upon one basis and one premise. 
That premise is that art is an aristocratic goddess who can be wooed 
and won by anyone, so long as that anyone has a certain open- 
mindedness, a certain flair, a certain spirit somewhat akin to rap­
turous impulsiveness, a certain capability of ecstasy, a certain con­
tempt for the cheap and tawdry, a certain understanding of sensu­
ality, a certain pagan love of beauty for itself alone.17

l3 Ibid., 143.
14 Ibid.
15 Ibid., 144.
16 Ibid., 145.
17 Ibid., 147.
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A rm itage links a rt apprecia tion  to  the  gift of grace: n a tu re  be­
stow s it on the ind iv idual, and  it facilitates the capacity  to  achieve 
ecstasy. As grace is a ticket in to  heaven , an  openness to  a rt is a 
ticket in to  a h ighbrow  aristocracy.

The line "a certain  con tem pt for the  cheap an d  taw d ry "  b rings 
up  A rm itage 's  next m ajor career m ove w h ich  w as as a rt d irector 
for the m ass-circulation m agazine  Look. D uring  his tim e at Look, 
A rm itage reveled in  the "cheap  and  taw dry ." R egardless of the 
lead story, he  alw ays fea tu red  a beau tifu l w o m an  on  the cover of 
the m agazine to sell copies. A shoo ting  scrip t w ritten  by  A rm itage 
for a photo-essay  "The Big C hief of the  Sou thw est,"  called for 
finding "th ree com ely yo u n g  w om en, w h o  can be p h o to g rap h ed  
in  bath ing  su its ."18 H e goes on  to say th a t the d ay  a t P han tom  
Ranch m ay  be the only  o p p o rtu n ity  to  get som e "good  a llu ring  
sex shots" for an  article on  tra ins.19 A n actual exam ination  of the 
photo-essay reveals th a t m any  m ore o p p o rtun itie s  w ere found. 
In one case, the ou tstre tched  legs of tw o  m odels fram e a p h o to  of 
a H opi dance.20

The m ost curious aspect of A rm itage 's  w o rk  is h o w  sim ilar his 
style rem ained. A rm itage w en t all the w ay  from  be ing  a b rash  
im presario  targeting  a m idd leb row  audience, to a h ig h  cu lture 
book designer a im ing  at an  a rt "aristocracy," to  a m ass m arke t 
m agazine designer. T hroughout h is career m oves, his design  ideas 
never significantly  changed. W hen A rm itage first began  w ork ing  
w ith  design  as an  im presario , he w an ted  to find  a m idd le  g round  
betw een  "a du llness essential to any  so rt of snobbery" a n d  "the 
gauche and  flam boyant practices of P.T. B arnum ."21 It can  be ar­
gued  tha t w hen  it cam e to m edia  m an ipu la tion , A rm itage  leaned  
tow ard  the B arnum  side of the con tinuum , b u t the  m idd le  g round  
he describes is a fairly  accurate app ra isa l of m an y  of h is designs.

As an  im presario , A rm itage experim en ted  w ith  a m o d ern  aes­
thetic in  his p rom otional m aterials. H is first efforts u tilized  sans 
serif type faces and  b o rd er designs th a t p layed  on  "classic an tiq ­
u ity" w hich  w ere in  the "cu rren t fash ions."22 As tim e w en t by,

18 Merle Armitage, shooting script for "Big Chief of the Southwest," 6. Iowa Au­
thors Manuscript Collection, Special Collections, University of Iowa Libraries.

19 Ibid.
20 Merle Armitage, "Big Chief of the Southwest," Look 16/3 (January 29, 1952), 53.
21 Merle Armitage, Notes on Modern Printing (New York: W.E. Rudge, 1945), 23.
22 Phil McPharlin, "Early Armitage: Advertising Pieces of an Impresario," Print: A 

Quarterly Journal of the Graphic Arts 4/4 (Winter 1945-1946), 23.
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an d  he  becam e m ore self assured , he s ta rted  to create pow erfu l 
m o d ern  im ages. A n illu stra tion  for the cover of a p rog ram  for the 
Los A ngeles G rand  O pera  A ssociation fea tu red  a d raw ing  of an
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opera  singer w hose dress creates the shape  of an  opera  shell. A 
silhouette  of a co n d u c to r 's  h a n d  pene tra tes  in to  the open  area of 
her skirt. D irectly below  is the w o rd  "O pera"  in  a d istinctly  m o d ­
ern  type face. E very th ing  on  the cover is reduced  to clean form s 
w hich suggest the g ran d eu r and  p om p  of the  opera  w hile  being  
neither stuffy n o r brash . A  repeating  p a tte rn  of w aves acts as a 
border at the bo ttom  of the page. A rm itage rep ea ted  the basic 
design  idea in  h is first book, The Aristocracy o f A rt. The title page  
is dom inated  by  a b lack an d  w hite  d isp lay  of solid  form s. The 
type is a m ore conservative Times R om an, b u t the layou t of the 
page is rem iniscent of one of A rm itage 's  p rogram s.

A p ro g ra m  p r o d u c e d  in  1937 fo r a c o n c e r t fo r L e o p o ld  
Stokow ski (the conductor w h o  dearly  w an ted  to b rin g  classical 
m usic to the m asses th ro u g h  such  ven tu res as D isney 's Fantasia) 
show s A rm itage 's  designs a t a m ore m atu re  stage. The text runs 
across the fold of the  p rogram , an d  appears in  uneven , b u t ba l­
anced blocks. A  sm all illu stra tion  n ear the  left m arg in  coun ters 
the ra ther bu sy  text to  stabilize the  tw o  page  layout. In  h is book  
on G ershw in, pub lished  the nex t year, A rm itage u tilized  a sim i­
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lar layou t design .23 The title page  spills across the g u tte r and  fills 
tw o  pages w ith  text b locks strik ing ly  sim ilar to  those used  in  the 
S tokow ski p rogram . This tim e, an  illu stra tion  sits in  a low er cor­
ne r to  anchor the  layout.

W hen  A rm itage  m oved  on  to  design  Look m agazine, the design 
ideas he  developed  as an  im presario , an d  u sed  as a book designer, 
reappear. The p rev iously  m en tioned  p ho to  essay on  the Big Chief 
features the  A rm itage  sty le in  layou t design. O n one tw o-page 
spread , the  m ain  p ho to  (of w o m en  w ash ing  their hair) extends 
across the  g u tte r of the  page. O ther sm aller pho tos balance it ou t 
in  a sty le sim ilar to  the  text block layou ts he u sed  earlier. In  ad d i­
tion, A rm itage incorporates a sm all sou thw este rn  design  as a bor­
d e r  device. T hough  different from  the w ave used  on the G rand  
O pera  p rog ram , the b o rd er is a sim ple, repeating  p a tte rn  th a t fills 
o u t a sm all area of tex t to m ake it ano ther block. The bo rder keeps 
the  sm all text area from  be ing  overw helm ed  by  the photos. In ter­
estingly, the  b o rd er device also appears in  a m odified  form  on 
A rm itage 's  s ta tionery  an d  in  the  trad em ark  he designed  for h im ­
self. A ll have  sim ple stra igh t lines m oving  u p  and  d o w n  d iago­
nally.

Perhaps A rm itage v iew ed  him self a cu ltu ral p roducer w ho  p ro ­
duced  som e artifacts for one aud ience (the dem ocratic  popu lous) 
and  o ther artifacts for ano ther audience ("The A ristocracy of Art"). 
If so, th en  his d ic tum  of letting  the p u n ish m en t fit the crim e ap ­
plies m ore to  the  victim . Look n ever asp ired  to  be any th ing  other 
th an  popular, so it becam e a m ass cu ltu re  artifact. H e in tended  
his a rt books for a d istingu ish ing  audience, so they  becam e h igh  
culture. As a concert p rom oter, h is m ain  in terest w as alm ost al­
w ays m oney, b u t the  m oney  w as in  the h an d s  of a m idd lebrow  
popu la tion . As a resu lt, those cu ltu ral artifacts (the perform ances 
o rchestra ted  by  A rm itage) becam e m iddlebrow . In all three cases, 
A rm itage u sed  the  sam e set of aesthetic principles. The design  of 
h is books evo lved  o u t of the  design  ideas he created  as an  im pre­
sario, w h ich  in  tu rn  cam e from  his love of M odern  A rt. H e tran s­
p lan ted  the  sam e design  ideas on to  m ass m arke t m agazines p ro ­
duced  for m ass consum ption . Even th o u g h  all of A rm itage 's  p ro ­

23 See Merle Armitage, George Gershwin: Man and Legend (New York: Longmans, Green 
and Co., 1938).
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ductions (from  playbills, to books, to  m agazine  covers) shared  a 
com m on aesthetic, each becam e an  inheren tly  d ifferent k ind  of 
cu ltu ral artifact.

V iew ed from  one perspective, A rm itage w as a m an  of refined 
taste w ho  cham pioned  a m o d ern  aesthetic. The tw o  hobbies tha t 
dom inated  his leisure tim e w ere a rt collecting an d  cooking. H is 
hobbies alone m ake him  ap p ear to  be ra th e r h ighb row  in m ost 
peop le 's  eyes, and  several of h is career accom plishm ents back  u p  
tha t notion. A rm itage h e lped  to  found  the  Los A ngeles G rand  
O pera A ssociation, and  he sat on  the b oard  of the  Los A ngeles 
Sym phony O rchestra. H e d evo ted  m uch  of h is life to  w h a t w e 
th ink  of as the h igh  arts, from  the v isual to  the  theatrical. But at 
the  sam e tim e, A rm itage  w as a lw ays an  a d v e rtis in g  m an  (he 
w orked  in  1924 in  the advertis ing  d ep a rtm en t for P ackard  M otor 
C om pany) w hose favorite m arketing  p loy  w as sex.24 H e w as h igh ­
brow  and  low brow  w hile  selling "cu ltu re"  to  a m idd leb row  au ­
dience.

W hat does th is say abou t the tw en tie th  cen tu ry  p o p u la r  no tion  
tha t there is a h igh , m idd le , an d  low  culture? Is it a lifestyle, a set 
of com m odities, or the consum ption  of those com m odities tha t 
defines the hierarchy? A rm itage 's  w orks b lu r the lines betw een  
high, m idd le  an d  low. The com m odities he  p ro d u ced  defied  d iv i­
sion, and  so d id  A rm itage.

24 "Look Gets a New Cover," Cowles Ink 1/7 (June 1951), 7.
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