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INTRODUCTION
For this Blog Post, I 

was interested in 

learning more about 

t
he Graphic designer 

and Oscar-winning 

director Saul Bass and 

his process and 

specifically the 

theories behind his 

contribution to film. 

An interview 
with Saul 
Bass, one of 
the world's 
influential 
designers.

SAUL BASS

Q. TELL US A LITTLE ABOUT YOU.
I was born in 1920 in New York City. My parents were Jewish 

immigrants. I drew constantly. For college, I attended night classes at 

the Art Students League where I was studying under György Kepes. He was a 

master of the functional Bauhaus aesthetic. He gave me great direction and 

helped me get a good grasp of ideas in modernism and psychology of design.

Q. WHAT AREAS OF DESIGN DO YOU SPECIALIZE IN? DOES THAT 
COME ACROSS IN YOUR WORK?
In the 1940s, I left New York to go to California. I worked mostly for 

advertising companies until I was asked to create a poster for the 1954 film, 

‘Carmen Jones’. The filmmakers were so impressed by my poster work; they 

invited me to design the title credits as well. This turned out to be a game 

changing decision. At that point I also started to realize that audience 

involvement within a film should begin with its first frame. At that time, titles 

were usually long lists of dull credits. They were boring. “These were mostly 

ignored, endured, or used as popcorn time. I found an opportunity to use titles 

in a new way  and to actually create a climate for the story that was about to 

unfold.”  

Q. WHAT IS ONE OF YOUR FAVOURITE TECHNIQUES?
I would have to say, my kinetic type. I was interested in letterforms and 

creating movement. I enjoyed the letters dashing and moving across the 

screen. I frequently incorporated images other than text.



Q. TELL US A LITTLE ABOUT THE FILM, ‘THE MAN WITH THE GOLDEN ARM’.
The Man With The Golden Arm opened in New York in 1952. The story is about an illegal card dealer and 

recovering heroin addict, Frankie that gets out of prison and decides to use his second chance at life with 

a fresh start. At this point he had nothing but an old drum set so he tries to get honest work as a 

drummer. But when his former employer, con man Schwiefka and Frankie's old drug dealer, Louis, re- 

enter his life, Frankie finds it hard to stay clean and eventually goes back to his old habits.

Q. HOW DID YOU INCORPORATE THIS STORY IN YOUR DESIGN?
The film was mainly about drug addiction. I used the arm in its jagged form to express the disjointed, 

jarring existence of the drug addict.

Q. DO YOU THINK YOUR DESIGN FUNCTIONED WELL WHEN YOU TRANSLATED IT TO FILM?
I believe the design was an accurate representation of the film in the ad campaign, those same qualities 

came with it into the theater and with the addition of motion and sound it really came alive and set up the 

mood and texture of the film.

Q. HOW DID YOU MAKE THE TRANSITION FROM PURELY GRAPHIC DEVICES TO LIVE ACTION?
This transition happened early in my career. The titles from ‘In Harm’s Way’ and ‘Seconds’ represent 

really represented my next steps. It was then, where I began to move that graphic image on film. 

Somewhere down the line, I felt the need to come to grips with the realistic — or live action — image that 

seemed to me central to the notion of film. And then a whole new world opened to me.

Q. WHAT IS THE OVERALL INTENTION OF THE POSTER YOU CREATED FOR ‘THE MAN WITH THE
GOLDEN ARM’?
I incorporated certain elements to go along with the symbolic deformed arm placed in the centre of the piece, such 

as the rigid edges and minimal colour palette which add a level of simplicity to the poster.  As for the opening 

credits, I designed simple shapes and little colour to match that of the poster. One of the white rectangles in the 

sequence interestingly forms into the ‘golden arm’. Overall, the decision to have the credits as part of the film was a 

real game changer for me because I was able to inject life and movement into the credits. In addition, the Jazz theme 

music is used to symbolize the Jazz musician in the film.
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The Man with the Golden Arm – Opening credits 

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=eGnpJ_KdqZE 
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