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See page 94
With a V&A retrospective exhibition in progress is Private Eye now part of the establishment? Shurely not!  

As the organ turns 50, Alistair Welch looks at its significance from a design perspective

 design magazine might seem an 

unusual place to celebrate the 50th 

anniversary of Private Eye. After all, 

the fortnightly satirical organ has remained 

stubbornly anachronistic in its design and 

layout. A relative latecomer to digital 

publishing, the magazine’s appearance 

still betrays its roots in Letraset and the 

photocopier; Private Eye might appear to be 

as anti-design as it is anti-establishment. 

Nevertheless, the title is one of the most 

recognisable on the newsstands and boasts 

a circulation of over 200,000, making it 

one of the UK’s most popular periodicals. 

The magazine is currently the subject of a 

dedicated exhibition at the V&A Museum, 

which features original artwork from the 

archives alongside a suitably cluttered mock-

up of the editor’s desk. Whilst Private Eye 

might be the scourge of unscrupulous media 

moguls and corrupt councillors, it is also a 

significant artefact of magazine design and, 

within its pages, offers a key discursive space 

for the critique of the creative community.

For those who would declaim the death 

of print, Private Eye is a reminder of the 

power of the printed publication and the 

public’s appetite for hard copy media. 

Eye editor Ian Hislop, now a well-known 

television personality, has gone on record 

championing print media and, indeed, 

the magazine retains a rudimentary online 

presence. No plans at the moment then for 

an iPad edition.

The overall look and feel of the magazine 

has been consistent over its 50 year history; 

it is only the very early issues that don’t 

resemble the publication as it appears today. 

The Eye appears to enjoy a certain design 

conservatism and keeps an ‘undergraduate’ 

feel to its pages. The message is thus one 

of substance over style - utterly fitting for a 
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publication that is interested in unpicking 

spin and puncturing PR gloss.   

Private Eye’s iconic cover designs, 50 of 

which adorn one wall of the V&A exhibition, 

are one of the magazine’s most distinctive 

and cherished elements. Typically featuring a 

news photograph of a topical figure or figures 

augmented with humorous speech bubbles, 

the covers offered a punk aesthetic avant-

la-lettre. Perhaps unsurprisingly, Margaret 

Thatcher is Private Eye’s most ‘popular’ cover 

star, appearing on 95 occasions; Tony Blair 

comes a close 

second with 92 

appearances and 

The Queen is up 

there with 63. 

Nick Clegg, on 

the other hand, 

only has seven to his name.

Another recurring aspect of the cover is, 

of course, the masthead. The typography was 

designed in 1962 by Matthew Carter, whom 

the Design Museum describes as “the most 

important typography designer of our time”. 

Carter was a regular at The Establishment 

club, the hub of the satire boom and haunt 

of Private Eye’s founders, and was convinced 

to produce a logo and alphabet for the 

fledgling magazine. Carter’s masthead and 

the ‘Lord Gnome’ logo have remained in 

place since and are now key communicators 

of the Private Eye ‘brand’.   

Under the art direction of Tony Rushton, 

Private Eye has offered a fortnightly canvas 

for the UK’s most talented, most scabrous 

cartoonists. Gerald Scarfe, Ralph Steadman, 

Michael Heath and Tony Husband have all 

drawn regularly for the Eye. The magazine 

is also home to a number of cartoon strips, 

several of which have transcended Private 
Eye’s pages and become part of our cultural 

consciousness. There is Birch’s ‘Young 

British Artists’, which parodies the egomania 

of the Emin generation; ‘It’s Grim Up 

North London’, Knife and Packer’s take on 

NW trendies; and Mike Barfield’s playful 

‘Apparently’ strip. 

The V&A exhibition displays a host of 

original Eye artwork and also features a brief 

video documentary following cartoonist 

Ken Pyne through the process of pitching, 

drawing and delivering a cartoon. The Eye’s 
cartoonists are part of the formidable lineage 

of British graphic satire traced from William 

Hogarth, through the Victorian editorial 

cartoonists and into the 20th century. 

In a BBC interview Ian Hislop said that 

cartoonists were “the overlooked geniuses 

of Private Eye” and formed part of “the fine 

tradition of comedic and satiric art.” He 

argued that to be successful a cartoonist 

needs not only the ability to draw well, 

but also to draw with character. However, 

whether a cartoon makes it into the pages 

of his magazine depends, fundamentally, on 

whether or not it makes him laugh.   

Having dealt with Private Eye’s creative 

output, it is now time, in Arnoldian fashion, 

to turn to its critical function. Coverage 

of the Eye’s anniversary has tended to 

emphasise its investigative journalism. 

However, the magazine also serves a small 

but significant niche, in critiquing the 

creative community. Advertisers, designers 

and architects are examined with none 

of the reverence which one might find 

in certain areas of the trade press (that’s 

enough, ed.).

For example, in an issue from September 

that happens to be lying around on my 

desk (perhaps in clutter I am channelling 

Hislop) the regular ‘Ad Nauseam’ column 

takes advertising agency BBH to task for 

its “sugary corporate history” campaign 

for British Airways. The snarky attack on 

advertising’s high fliers (you’re fired! ed.) sits 

next to a piece on WikiLeaks founder Julian 

Assange; such juxtaposition is the Eye’s way.

Furthermore, the celebrated architectural 

column ‘Nooks and Corners,’ which, in its 

infancy, was composed by poet laureate and 

muse of metro-land Sir John Betjeman, now 

written by the pseudonymous ‘Piloti’ (Gavin 

Stamp), critiques the ‘barbarism’ of modern 

architecture and is a staunch defender of 

Britain’s architectural heritage. The column 

offers a contrary voice to the mainstream of 

architectural journalism.

A recent addition to the magazine’s 

literary section is ‘Bookalikes’, a regular 

feature that highlights cliché and laziness in 

the world of cover design. It appears that no 

corner of the creative community is immune 

from the Eye’s scorn.

I hope that in my brief look at Private 
Eye’s interaction with the design world, 

I have managed to stay out of ‘Pseuds’ 

Corner’ and avoided the ‘Order of the 

Brown Nose’. If not, well, you can always 

cancel your subscription (please don’t! ed.). ❙

The Private Eye exhibition  

continues at the V&A until 8 January. 

Private Eye’s cover designs 
are one of the magazine’s 
most distinctive elements

The magazine offers a contrary 
voice to the mainstream 
of architectural journalism
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