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Durban graphic designer Garth Walker epitomises the search for a
visual approach and identity which will truly reflect the rich ethnic
and cultural diversity of this country. Walker quotes Kenyan
academic Odoch Pido who on a recent visit to South Africa,
described afrocentric creativity as a stew where all the ingredients
are stirred into a big pot. Removing certain of the ingredients
changes the flavour, but the essential character of the stew always
remains the same.

Walker feels that South African designers should ‘chuck everything into the
pot, stir it around and come up with something new’ which the rest of the
world will find as exciting and stimulating as it has South African music. He
maintains that designers in this country have totally ignored indigenous visual
traditions and that it is time for the design industry to re-interpret the
afrocentric creative ethic instead of blindly following overseas trends.

In reply to sentiments expressed by members of the advertising industry that
there can be no such thing as afrocentric advertising, he comments that while
this might be truer for the advertising environment, it is essential that graphic
designers tap into the various ethnic visual cultures and use them in a relevant
and appropriate way. Walker contends that a review of the work entered
into local design competitions strongly emphasises the extent to which
designers here glibly copy design solutions from international

I Ml annuals and magazines.
His own work reflects a combination of influences and sources

of reference and in the last few years has displayed an increasing
acknowledgement of indigenous visual cultures. He draws inspiration
from a personal collection which includes an Africana book collection,
traditional African craftwork as well as contemporary artifacts and various
manifestations of black visual expression like barbershop signs. He makes a
point of photographically documenting interesting forms of visual expression in
and around Durban as well as in traditional rural areas.
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The A M Moolla Group annual reports which
oo Walker has designed for the last seven years,
- o start to reveal a progression which moves from
an overtly traditional European design approach
in 1991 to a more authentically African one in
1993. While the earlier reports are completely
eurocentric, the 1991 and 1992 reports attempt
to project a multi-racial image. The overriding
message conveyed, however, remains the
o i conventional one of high gloss paper and slick
e technical finish.
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2 The 1993 Moolla annual report, which won the
o i overall prize at the First Paper House Art of
Design Competition and a category prize at the
Sappi Designer of the Year Award, represents an
endeavour to come to grips with an indigenous
design style through the appropriate combina-
tion of European trends and African influences. Pictorial content moves beyond
multi-racial tokenism and Victorian photographs of Pondos are contrasted with
images of modern city inhabitants. Black pattern is incorporated as a layout
element, although Walker comments that at that stage he did not understand how
to access authentic black pattern, so he did the ‘whitey version of fiddling around
with triangles - some of them work better than others’. The indigenous theme is
reinforced by ghosted background images of African artifacts and an overvarnish
which subtly includes African icons. Muted colours, softer photographic treatment
and an interesting selection and mixing of papers all serve to convey a natural
African context.
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For the 1995 Moolla annual report (currently in the initial stages of design) Walker
has commissioned and briefed a black artist and signwriter. He intends to
incorporate this work into his own design because he feels that his ‘whitey
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interpretation’ is sometimes not able to ade-
quately convey the authenticity he desires.

Walker maintains that the parameters for
design in Durban are different to elsewhere
in the country and that they have had an
impact on the direction his work has as-
sumed. Budgets and jobs are generally
smaller and clients less sophisticated than in
other large centres. The business mix is also
different in that| it includes many non-white,
non-traditional businesses who want to be
seen as trendsetters, but do not want a
traditional eurocentric corporate look.

While he is firmly committed to exploring
indigenous visual cultures, he continues to
draw on the broader and international
history of design. Direct references to the
Bauhaus philosophy of linking the academic
and industrial can be seen in the design of
stationery and a certificate for the Credo
Student Award. His brochure for the sale of
an apartment block on Victoria Embankment
echoes the design of Issie Benjamin who
developed an unique Durban style of archi-
tecture in the 1950s.

His personal interest in iconography and
heraldry is exploited with wit and a sense of
humour in many of his design solutions for
corporate identities. He is currently working
on developing an indigenous iconography
based on ethnic icons, African pattern and
artifacts, similar to that first seen in the over-
varnish for the 1993 Moolla Annual Report.

Walker is the only South African member of
the prestigious Type .Directors Club of New
York. His typography is characterised by a
sensitivity and creative approach which
balances the pushing of boundaries with
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maintaining legibility and message integrity. He is acutely aware of
the dangers inherent in the possibilities for self-indulgence
offered by desktop technology and tempers his typographic
solutions with a clear understanding of the :end-user and the
specific communicative function which must be served.

Although he is a strong proponent for graphic design in this country,
Walker is simultaneously one of its most outspoken critics. He is a
multiple design award winner, often judges design competitions, is )

chairman of the Durban Creative Directors Circle and would like to be
more involved in design education. He says that desigh does not receive
the recognition it deserves. He regards designers as the architects of

visual communication who should have a lasting impact ‘...they provide
the structure, the foundations that will keep the building standing v

for years to come.” At the same time he icriticises designers
in this country, saying that a lot of design is irresponsible pQIM/)
in terms of its budget and its message and that
standards in certain categories of design, like
corporate identity, annual reports and typography
are very poor.
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After |8 years in the design industry, Walker \- ~—

established his own company, Orange Juice e o T
Design, in April 1995. Orange Juice Design will i Y ki

allow him to focus on the areas he most enjoys h
working in - corporate identity; corporate
literature, packaging and environmental design.
The stated objectives of the company are ‘...to
strive for design that communicates simply, ae

intelligently and with wit’ and to take afro-
centric design into new world markets.
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