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when surveying the breadth of David Plunk-

ert’s work as illustrator, designer, and art director at 

Spur Design in Baltimore it isn’t apparent that his 

original intention was to become a comic book artist. 

“I remember being in a barber shop as a seven-year-

old and finding an old Jack Kirby comic, Iron Man vs. 

Sub-Mariner (Tales to Astonish 82), and that blew my 

mind.” Later David would spend his middle 

and high school years making comics and at 

seventeen paid to print one so he could send it 

to Marvel Comics. “I got a very nice rejection 

letter,” he recalls.

But that printed comic did yield David a part-

time job at the offset printshop where he 

worked in a darkroom and bindery. (At a later 

job he learned to operate a Heidelberg Wind-

mill letterpress.) These experiences deepened 

David’s appreciation for ink on paper—mean-

while, his attraction to comics never slaked. 

“Comics made me think in terms of commer-

cial art without really knowing what that was,” 

he admits. “I thought that commercial art was 

a way to ‘get into’ cartooning.” Thanks to this 

misunderstanding David started looking at 

design programs at MICA, University of Mary-

land, and Shepherd College in West Virginia.

it  was at shepherd that David “fell in love with 

graphic design.” But it was a particular corner of 

graphic design, one defined by the idiosyncratic and 

illustrative approach of Push Pin Studios in New York. 

“If you talked to my instructor, he didn’t like illustra-

tors, but he loved Push Pin. His name was Mike Nuet-

zel, and his work looked a lot like his instructor from 

the University of Florida whose name was Robert 

Skelley. And his work looked a lot like Robert Crumb’s.” 

Robert Crumb is notorious as the LSD-fueled car-

toonist who launched “comix” like Zap—and created a 

libidinous (and very hairy) cast of characters. This was 

clearly not the graphic design of Armin Hofmann.

“as  a  college student my exposure to methodol-

ogy was kind of narrow,” he admits. “Looking 

at Push Pin seemed like the way that graphic 

designers worked, but it tripped me up when 

I started working. I remember doing a bro-

chure for the insurance company USF&G 

and coming up with a concept that Seymour 

Chwast might have done—where a guy is sit-

ting in a chair holding a pipe and a lightning 

bolt is moving around him. And I remember 

the art director that I was working with was 

like, ‘What the hell! This is insurance!’”

David eventually started working with collage 

“because you’re selecting elements and moving 

things around—it felt more like design than 

illustration.” In time, though, he realized that 

the visual language of collage was insepara-

ble from its Dada, antibourgeois roots. “The 

thing that hit me about collage is that there 

is always the element of ‘the underground’ in 

it. Collage is more ‘leftist’—it’s never in the center. I 

thought by creating the Block-Style I might be able 

to develop a better language for communicating to a 

broader group.”

what david refers to as  his  block-style 

are illustrations that hew to the Rock ’Em Sock ’Em 

Robots school of drawing: forms are reductive, flat, 

plunkert 
is  one 

of 
the 

sharpest 
minds 

out there. 
he 

brings 
a  graphic 
designer's 
sensibility 

to his 
illustrations. 

in his 
hands, 

even 
spot 

illustrations 
have 
the 

strength 
of a 

poster. 

N i c h o l a s  

B l e c h m a n

C r e a t i v e  

D i r e c t o r
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I get 

compared 

to Terry 

Gilliam 

sometimes 

because

his collage 

work is 

what 

Americans 

are most 

familiar 

with. 

I think 

drawing is 

more 

immediate, 

at least 

the way 

I try to 

do it—a 

more 

universal 

language. 

I don’t 

try to 

draw well, 

I try 

to make 

it 

interesting.

typically geometric, and in limited color palettes that 

suggest cheaply printed two–or three-color ephemera. 

David cites Pablo Picasso’s Cubist period and contem-

porary illustrators Brian Cronin and Phillippé Weis-

becker as points of reference, as well as the minimalist, 

often primitive ethos of early twentieth century avant-

garde toys. “Toys that Italian Futurist Fortunato 

Depero would have played with,” he explains.

that said,  i  would hazard a guess  that the 

photomechanical aesthetic of ’60s comics has seeped 

into David’s Block-Style via prepubescent osmosis. 

These illustrations are almost fetishistic in their evo-

cation of the materiality of ink on paper: misaligned 

or overprinted elements, 

uneven textures, contami-

nated colors—as if someone 

failed to clean the press after 

the last print run—and imper-

fectly-formed Ben-Day dots. 

In reality, the genesis is “all 

pencil work” that David scans 

and then manipulates digitally. 

“I’ll do the complete drawing, 

bring up the contrast, drop 

my color in, and then elim-

inate the lines where colors 

butt. It’s one of those weird 

things where my drawing gets 

better when I eliminate lines.” 

To achieve his textured or 

dirty backgrounds David may 

ink up a piece of plywood and 

run it through his circa 1910 

Potter proofing press, or he 

may make a monoprint which 

he can then scan to add “noise” 

to color.

in an earlier interview 

with Steven Heller, David said, “I still think of myself 

as a graphic designer and not really an illustrator. 

‘Mark-maker’ is probably more accurate.” I ask David 

to elaborate. “I think there’s a distinction between the 

way Saul Bass, Ben Shahn and Paul Rand approached 

a drawing versus Norman Rockwell or Rockwell Kent. 

It’s a question of emphasis,” he notes. “The idea and 

the symbol made up of simple shapes and lines are of 

more importance than the technical élan. Thinking 

like a graphic designer means I tend to reduce a pic-

ture down to the essentials.”

ideation is  david’s  favorite part of the illus-

tration process because “you can kind of tell if it’s 

going to work in the pencil sketch. If I’ve got some-

thing where it’s like, ‘I don’t know, maybe I can make 

it cool in the final,’ it’s not going to get any better,” he 

laughs. Later, he adds, “I always feel confident about 

the sketch; I rarely feel as confident about my final 

execution. The sketch is where I’m at my best.”

For the Baltimore Theatre Project posters that David 

designs and illustrates, the finished work rarely devi-

ates from the sketch. “For theater projects, if the 

sketch works, I’ll clean it up a bit, but if it works great 

in black and white then I’ll keep it black and white for 

the poster.”

the projects ’  constraints necessitate 

an immediacy from David 

that precludes overthink-

ing or overworking. The 

print budgets—typically two 

inks, only—are well served 

by David’s spare mark-mak-

ing, a strategy that derives its 

graphic impact from articu-

lated silhouettes and a know-

ing exploitation of positive 

and negative spaces. The req-

uisite looseness results in 

lively forms that contrast 

with the structure of set type. 

A good example is David’s 

poster for the production of 

Gone which features a rather 

crude drawing of a bed on a 

warm red background. The 

silhouette of a girl sprawls 

across the textured black 

mattress, but her presence is 

delineated by her absence—by 

her subtraction from the illus-

tration. The ends of her pig-

tails form small, wraith-like claws that echo the fingers 

of her hands and scattered drips on the sides of the 

mattress. The effect is disquieting.

the ability to see creative potential in nearly 

any topic is one of David’s strengths as an illustra-

tor and designer, and it seems tied to his no-nonsense 

work ethic. “Doing this work is more like being a baker 

than a rock star,” he argues. “You need to get up every 

day and make the donuts and the donuts have to be 

consistent, but also varied and sweet. There has to be 

a resistance to thinking of certain projects as beneath 

you because they’re ‘dull.’ Lots of things are dull,” he 

offers. “It’s up to the artist to make them interesting.”
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having collaborated with david on editorial projects,  
what’s  not lost on me is  what a  terrific visual editor he is .  
it  seems like each illustration is  like a  very short film,  
where the inventiveness  of his  images are about implications  
rather than literal interpretation.

R i c h a r d  B a k e r 

C r e a t i v e  D i r e c t o r 

I n c .  M a g a z i n e
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dave plunkert is  one of those artists 
who never stops surprising you. 
he is  a  visual polyglot, 
able to communicate in a 
dozen different languageS 
without losing 
his  own singular voice. 

E r i c  S k i l l m a n 

A r t  D i r e c t o r 

T h e  C r i t e r i o n  C o l l e c t i o n
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what i  love about plunkert’s  art 
is  how he boils  ideas 
down to an abstract image—which sometimes confuse 
when first seen—and then roar up through your subconscious 
like something you always knew from the start.

P a t t o n  O s w a l d 

C o m e d i a n  a n d  A c t o r
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On the future of illustration:

   I think      young ponies   will  

       find new fences   to   jump    and   they’re   going to   have to. 

      I think   it’s t   ougher  to    break   into    editorial   these   days   since   the   free   city   papers

      have  gone  the  way  of   the   Dodo. 

             Books  are   still   strong   but   I t hink   the    future  of     illustration  is 

              likely     animation  and   games.
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i  can always expect the unexpected from david plunkert.  
smart concepts that connect to the editorial and  
his  execution and color palette always pleases  my clients. 

D a v i d  A r m a r i o 

C r e a t i v e  D i r e c t o r 

D a v i d  A r m a r i o  D e s i g n
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the great thing about dave plunkert 
is  that he is  as  brilliant an artist as  he is  a  designer. 
last year,  i  got an assignment to create a  promotional baseball card 
for author haruki  murakami,  so that it  looks like he’s  a  member of a  japanese baseball team. 
i  had no idea how to get there. 
the answer:  dave.  he knocked it  out of the park,  so to speak!  
 
 

C h i p  K i d d  

A s s o c i a t e  A r t  D i r e c t o r  

K n o p f  P u b l i s h i n g
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plunkert is  the very rare combination of an artist who understands the emotional power of fine art 
and the spark and immediacy one finds in the best of illustration. 
when plunkert refrences mid-century aesthetics, 
it  is  not a  stylish reference or pastiche, 
it  is  a  trampoline that he is  jumping on to reach something new.

J o h n  F l a n s b u r g h 

T h e y  M i g h t  B e  G i a n t s
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dave plunkert’s  art is  smart, 
varied, 
appropriate, 
insightful 
and compelling. 
working together 
for the usps  stamp program, 
he perfectly conveyed the complexities 
of the stem disciplines, 
while navigating multiple layers 
of review and approval, 
and all in a  one-inch by one-inch square! 

A n t o n i o  A l c a l a 

O w n e r ,  A r t  D i r e c t o r 

S t u d i o  A
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