
What were you th
I’m going to pull that f*cking plug out of that c

It’s hell to be a designer.
How come you’re so average?

You guys are not human. You guys are robots.

In his 69 years, Roland Young has been called an exorcist, a genius, 
an asshole, a god, a hero and “one of the gentlest human beings in 
the world.” Inspirational. Intimidating. Brilliant. Terrifying. Students at
Pasadena’s Art Center College of Design, where he teaches, rank his
classes among the most challenging, most rewarding, most dreaded and
most eagerly anticipated in the Advertising Department. How many of
these descriptions are true? All of them—sometimes.

By Colin Berry
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A R T C E N T E R V E T E R A N R O L A N D Y O U N G ’ S C L A S S R O O M

D E M E A N O R I S T O U G H ,  A L I T T L E E C C E N T R I C — A N D

H I G H L Y E F F E C T I V E .

ShockProf.

C M Y K | issue no. 39
70

pg

,,

issue39pages64toIBC.qxd  11/23/07  1:21 PM  Page 70



,,hinking?
t computer.

Yet Young doesn’t care what
people call him. What he cares
about is silence. He listens to John
Cage, reads Carl Jung and Albert
Camus, subscribes to Buddhist
values. His affection for silence is
ironic, given students’ first impres-
sion of him as talker—usually
about their work and, early in the
semester, often quite disparagingly.

“What were you thinking?” he pleads, 
critiquing a student’s work hanging on the
wall. (This coming from a Yoda-like man in
baggy jeans, a stocking cap and owl-eye
glasses.) “This looks like a banker did it.”
(Bankers, like waiters, are clearly not design-
ers.) He favors the word “average”—as in:
“Why do you want to be so average?!”
—and wields “cool and awesome” like a 
twin-edged sword. For Young, “cool and
awesome” usually means neither. 

“When he walked in that first day, I
remember thinking, ‘Man, this guy is going
to eat me alive,’” recalls Owen Gee, who
took Young’s communication design class in
2006. “He was harsh at times, to the point
where he’d make some students break down
and cry. He scared me into working my ass
off—to produce work he wouldn’t literally rip
off the wall. If he actually liked it, all the better,”
Gee says. “I thought he was brilliant.” 

For his part, the small, fierce instructor
understands that graphic design is all about
communication. “Kids use words like ‘cool’
and ‘awesome’ because they can’t talk,
can’t converse, can‘t have a dialogue,” Young
explains, in his unforgettably nasal voice.
“They summarize everything, as opposed 
to taking the time to articulate their actual
feelings in the moment. They’re scared.”

Young has been scared himself. Born in
1938 in San Francisco, Calif., he grew up
across the bay in Oakland, in a neighborhood
where members of the Symbionese Liberation
Army and Black Panthers lived. He learned 
to fight early, learned the value of radicalism.
“Whatever I did, I did with complete convic-
tion,” he says. “I had to protect what I did
because I truly believed in it. And I began to
design the same way.” 

Young studied at California College of Arts
and Crafts (now California College of the
Arts), Chouinard Art Institute and Art Center.
He “didn’t say more than two words” in 
college, he says, preferring to observe and
absorb. After school, he apprenticed with
master designer Louis Danziger in Hollywood.
“I would listen to Lou weave a premise and 
a logic as to why a particular trademark 
was perfect for the client,” Young recalls.
“He always handed them one idea. He 
taught me—reinforced in me—to always
stand my ground.” 

In 1964, Young was hired by Capitol
Records, but it was as creative director at
A&M Records, in 1970, that he produced
some of the era’s most memorable graphics.
Googling “Roland Young” and “A&M”
reveals hundreds of classic LP covers he
designed for artists including Peter Frampton,
Sergio Mendes, The Carpenters, Carole King,
Styx and Cat Stevens. Young is still designing,
lecturing, working with designer Meryl Pollen
and counting Grammys, Clios and honors
from the Art Directors Club and the American
Institute of Graphic Arts among his awards.

The teaching bug bit him unexpectedly.
“I’d been silent so long, I decided to talk,”
Young laughs. “Lou’s best friend, Marvin
Rubin at Chouinard, said, ‘I’d like to have
Roland come in and talk to the kids.’ 
I did—and I got bit. It was addicting.” 

Young’s classroom demeanor is
outlandish, occasionally controver-
sial. He demands full commitment
to excellence from all students,
staring them down, arguing with
them, belittling them—all while
holding them accountable to noth-
ing short of the highest standards
of creativity. A fan of Jungian 
synchronicity, he favors a seemingly
rambling lecture style. 
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