
MASSIMO VIGNELLI
1972 NYC SUBWAY MAP
Quotes, Jokes, and kind-of (sort-of) 
being mean to Americans



onPERSONALHISTORY

“ And since I was born and raised in Milan, architects in Milan, they 
were also doing all kinds of things. They were designing buildings and 
furniture and interiors and exhibitions and so on. Then I shared an 
apartment with Max Huber, a famous graphic designer from 
Switzerland, and so I learned graphic design and I got fully in love with 
graphic design.  And so I was doing the whole thing from graphics to 
architecture. […] I was reading all of the books of them (Le Corbusier, 
European architects) and about what they had to say, and that gave 
me the critical strength or the critical background to approach 
architecture and design.”



onDESIGNPHILOSOPHY

ADOLF LOOS
•“An architect should be able to design anything from a spoon to a city.”
•“The more a people is primitive the more it is prodigal of ornaments.”
•“The evolution of civilization is equivalent to the disappearance of 
ornament from useful objects.”

•“The ornament […] is a crime as it causes a serious damage [… ] to 
the cultural development.”



onNEWTECHNOLOGY
BEFORE THE COMPUTER
“So of course I grew up with a pencil […] and I was pretty good at that. […] Then, 
there was a lot of glue, a lot of other materials, you know, pasting up and 
specifying type and losing type and was a very long and tedious process. […] Oh 
god, what a life.  I spend two-thirds of my life on nothing, in a sense.”

AFTER THE COMPUTER
“So throw away all other kinds of tools and all of a sudden you could do things that 
were taking a long time to do, all of a sudden you can do it and you can see while 
you’re doing it.  So that is a very, very, very exciting thing.  Not only that, but you 
could do things better than ever in history.  You can also do things worse than in 
history, all the time.  Most people do worse things than ever.  But good guys then 
make better things than ever.  And so that is a great tool to work.  And this is what 
we use all the time.”



onDESIGNSUCCESS
ON GOOD DESIGN
“I do not like design that is a flat tire, that has no tension, that has no guts, that has no 
expression.  [It needs to be] intellectually elegant. [ …] We are surrounded by a 
tremendous amount of vulgarity and it is an effort to change that kind of situation. And 
of course, you like to talk about it, you like to convince people and tell people how to 
get away from vulgar situations into something which is a little more elegant, a little 
more refined.  And if you multiply, multiply, multiply, then the world is beginning to get 
better.  It takes you a long time […] And so, you train yourself to be disciplined and 
you train yourself to stay away from trends.  And into the notion of timelessness.”

ON BAD DESIGN
“Most manufacturers (designs) are more interested in the money.  And greed is really 
the religion of vulgarity. […] I mean, as part of the culture, more here (USA) than any 
other place to a certain extent. […] Maybe because it's a very young country and 
hasn't had the time to sift what is good from what is bad.  But like everything that is 
young it's fascinating.”



onNEWYORK1972
“Best way to connect two points is a line.”

“Well, number one, we like to design things which we have done before.  
So we have a challenge to make it better.  The other thing, all the (NYC) 
maps which were done at the time before our map were naive to a certain 
extent, but we’re talking a different – they were trying to be half geographic, 
half schematic, and so on, not a very clear idea.  And so we started to took 
a precise very diagrammatic kind of an approach, a diagram based on a 
grade of 90 and 45 degrees. […] Every line had a color at the time, every 
station had a dot, no dot, no station, it’s very simple.  But very simple 
however is a process of insisting, insisting, insisting until you get just the 
essentials.  And all the trashy things are gone.  And that is a process that is 
typical of our modes operandi, I mean what we (as designers) do all that 
time: sifting, sifting.  Actually, I’m not a designer, I’m a sifter.”

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=schuTm9iuuA&t=13m55s


onNEWYORK1972
“Then, in 1979, they changed their nomenclatures, so the map that we 
had then was no good anymore for use.  And so recently (2011) we 
redesigned the map according to the new nomenclatures, so that’s what 
we have done and it’s kind of nice. There’s so many museums (that 
display my map) I can’t believe it.  […] It’s a good map. But most of the 
maps today, they are done this way, subway maps I mean, around the 
world.  Paris, Berlin, you name it, every major city uses diagrammatic 
map.  It’s only New York, which is kind of special, it still has this sort of a 
hybrid between a map and a diagram, but not even a diagram and, not 
even a map, but however, the problem with the existing map is too much 
information it is 5 pounds into a 1 pound bag.  And no wonder it breaks.”



onPUBLICCRITICISM
“To design a map is a design problem, not a style problem. […] It is a 
matter of system and matter of principle. […] on one side there’s one 
aspect, the meaning of whatever you do, and [..] of course there is the 
pragmatic element that checks that whatever you’ve done is 
understandable.”
“The many objections to our maps were of inaccuracies. And that was 
fine: if there were inaccuracies, they could have called me back and told 
me what was wrong and I could have corrected with the same discipline 
about the whole map. But instead, what they were doing, which is a 
typical aspect of these people who don’t know (about design), is that they 
throw it out and substitute it. Therefore, I don’t think it was a valid issue.”
• Vignelli joked during a lecture the previous map looked like soup and 

his map is more like spaghetti.



ADDITIONALSTORY
But the M.T.A. only introduced one of four maps designed by Mr. Vignelli 
with the intention that, collectively, they would give passengers all the 
information they needed to navigate the subway. The diagrammatic 
System Map demonstrated how to get from A to B, but it was to be 
accompanied in each station by two Geographical Maps, one of the 
entire network and another of the local neighborhood, and a Verbal Map 
that explained in words how to go from place to place. Mr. Vignelli had 
never envisaged it being used without them.

•Would this map be successful with the accompanying information that 
never was fully realized? Would this map be successful today 
because of the access to other information people need to navigate 
NYC within their smartphones?



onDIFFERENTRESULTS
“Ambiguity for us Italians is a positive thing.  For the Anglo-Saxon it is a 
negative thing.  You know.  It’s a different culture.  But for us, ambiguity is 
plurality of meanings and that is why it is exciting.  In the Anglo-Saxon 
dictionary, so to speak, ambiguity instead has a negative connotation in 
that it is neither here or there.  And for us instead this is a way of living.  
But it’s important in design too because then it gives another level of 
richness so that, yes, it is that thing and if you read it in a slightly different 
way, maybe it is something else too.  And that might be – but it’s very, 
very dangerous as well.  So, one has to train – it’s not for everybody.”

• What factors led Vignelli to classify his 1972 Subway Map as a 
diagram?

• If this design is modeled from Beck’s 1939 Underground, what are 
some cultural differences that exist between 1939 London and 1972 
NYC?



onURBANCLUTTER
“Well, I mean we designed the signs for the historical district. […] you 
have to be aware of what is around.  For instance, we could have done 
a completely new and different sign, but that would have been stupid.  
As a matter of fact somebody else did that kind of thing and I consider it 
a very stupid approach because then when it does it is who it adds to an 
already very busy clutter.  So instead we took the existing signs and just 
change the color.  You know, so it's not so expensive that way, but also 
doesn't add another layer to the already very busy urban clutter.  So the 
problem of clutter is a big one of course as a designer and sifting, sifting, 
we tried to sift out as much as possible.”
• Vignelli is critical of new sign design in urban clutter, does his redesign 

of the subway map count towards urban clutter of new ideas, or does 
it “sift” the information of the previous designs?



HUMOR/BIBLIOGRAPHY
Mr. Vignelli said he would have liked the job of developing a corporate 
identity for the Vatican. “I would go to the pope and say, ‘Your holiness, 
the logo is O.K.,’ ” he said, referring to the cross, “but everything else 
has to go.”

• Design is One (2015) - Director Brew, Kathy & Guerra, Roberto
• https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=_jxq_LbZJr
• http://bigthink.com/experts/massimovignelli
• http://www.nytimes.com/2014/05/28/business/massimo-vignelli-a-

modernist-graphic-designer-dies-at-83.html?_r=0
• http://www.nytimes.com/2012/08/06/arts/design/the-subway-map-that-

rattled-new-yorkers.html?_r=0
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