
As the self-described “Bad Boy of 
Graphic Design,” Tibor Kalman was 
best known for the rule-bending cre-
ations of his firm M & Co. and as the 
founding Editor-in-Chief of Benet-
ton’s progressive and socially activist 
COLORS Magazine.

While he moved in corporate 
circles, however, he never missed 
a chance to use his position to 
entreat clients and colleagues alike 
to espouse not just great design 
but social responsibility. 

To Kalman, design engendered both 
culture and communication, bearing 
with it the responsibility to improve 
upon, rather than exploit, social 
conditions.

GOOD  DES IGNERS  MAKE TROUBLE 

He did not tread lightly with his 
ideals, and his scorn for corporations 
and colleagues who fell short of them 
equaled his talent for defining those 
standards. 

A force to be reckoned with, he never 
missed a chance to stand the status 
quo on its head, paving the way for a 
new generation of designers to carry 
on his conviction that design matters. 

Kalman’s sensibilities were born from 
his status as an immigrant and an out-
sider from youth. In college, he joined 
the political underdogs of the day, 
then left school to support a revolu-
tionary group who embraced the very 
Communist ideology his family fled in 
their migration from Hungary to the 
United States.

This very brand of paradox be-
came Kalman’s playing field, and he 
played in it well. Following his earliest 
design work with Barnes & Noble, he 
opened M & Co., servicing clients like 
Chiat Day, The Limited and MTV with 
what he later sardonically described as 
“Design by the Pound.” 

Paradox became 
Kalman’s playing field, 
and he played in it well.
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Although COLORS Magazine was 
perhaps his crowning achievement in 
this regard, his entire body of work 
stands as a turning point on the mis-
sion of design in the modern world.

“I AM INTERESTED IN IMPERFECTIONS, 
QUIRIKINESS, INSANITY, UNPREDICTABILITY. 
THAT’S WHAT WE REALLY PAY ATTENTION TO 

ANYWAY. WE DON’T TALK ABOUT PLANES 
FLYING; WE TALK ABOUT THEM CRASHING.”

TIBOR KALMAN

Sheet Music Paperweight, M & Co.
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