
In the Year 1789 is a poster series that addresses the uniquely American challenge of gun control, as notions 
of gun ownership are tied to history, patriotism and national mythologies concerning freedom and morality. 
The posters, cut by computer-guided laser, leverage two qualities to convince viewers to consider the issue. 
The use of Baskerville typeface, with its tested perceptions of credibility, and images embodying rhetoric’s 
tenets of ethos, logos and pathos combine to make a rational and emotional appeal.

In the Year 1789 is a poster (Figures 1, 1a–1c) that protests the Second Amendment of the US Bill of 
Rights – a provision that says it is legal for Americans to bear arms, or as commonly interpreted, to 
personally own and carry guns. Drawing on theories of design authorship (McCarthy 2010, 2012), 
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Figure 1: In the Year 1789 poster series © Steven McCarthy 2013.

Figure 1a–1c: In the Year 1789 poster © Steven McCarthy 2013.
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Figure 1a–1c: In the Year 1789 poster © Steven McCarthy 2013.
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I have leveraged writing, graphic design and self-publishing to state my opinion on this important 
social issue – I am opposed to private gun ownership, particularly handguns and automatic weap-
ons, and have designed the poster In the Year 1789 to communicate this position. 

While the history of contemporary protest posters is rich and varied (McQuiston 1993, 2004; 
Glaser and Ilic 2005), this article will narrowly focus on the close reading of a specific visual contri-
bution. Although debate about the viability of the poster as a medium of mass communication 
continues (Frost 2006), this discussion serves to expand the definition of the poster into different 
media and employing non-print processes. Installations, events, stenciling, electronic projections 
and use of rapid prototyping technologies enlarge the space for what constitutes a poster, who sees 
it, and what it communicates.

While the term ‘bear arms’ has been debated in the courts (does it mean only an organized mili-
tia?), the American gun mythology persists through a national identity perpetuated by Hollywood 
films and media depictions of guns in action. Drawing influence from national icons such as eight-
eenth-century citizen-soldiers, to nineteenth-century cowboys, to twentieth century police detec-
tives and self-righteous ‘good guys’, Americans consider gun ownership a birthright. ‘When guns 
are outlawed, only outlaws will have guns’ is a popular saying promulgated by the National Rifle 
Association, a politically powerful lobby.

The poster’s text states: ‘In the year 1789, owning slaves was legal, women couldn’t vote and the 
U.S. Bill of Rights granted citizens the right to bear arms. Two bad ideas changed, one to go’. It is set 
in the typeface Baskerville, with slightly open tracking to accommodate the cutting by computer-
driven laser (Figures 2, 2a). Laser-cutting was chosen for its novelty and precision, as the new tech-
nology yields a new look; in an era of intense competition between visual images in the public 
environment, differentiation is an advantage. 

Creating text by subtraction, rather than by addition (printing with ink), adds rhetorical range to 
the message. A by-product of laser-cutting is that non-stencil letters’ counter spaces drop out, 
suggesting bullet holes in the paper. A hefty print-making stock of 100 per cent cotton fibre, the 
paper colour varies: black, cream and light grey were used to add variety and to enable different 
levels of figure-ground contrast – between the laser-cut type and the wall colour, and between the 
substrate and the attached persuasive images (explained below).

Baskerville font was selected for two reasons. Also in the year 1789, the typeface was chosen to 
print the Gazette Nationale, the official journal of the French Revolution (Dijstelberge and Harskamp 
2011); having been just used to print the banned works of Voltaire, it began to acquire an association 
with freedom, enlightenment and free-thinking (that John Baskerville was an atheist may have 
added to the perception). Although American statesman and printer Benjamin Franklin was a friend 
and patron of Englishman Baskerville, most American documents were set in Caslon, an older and 
more established face. 

Figure 2: Detail of laser cutting letters from paper © Steven McCarthy 2013.
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Figure 2: Detail of laser cutting letters from paper © Steven McCarthy 2013. Figure 2a: Laser bed with letters cut from paper © Steven McCarthy 2013.
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The second reason is Errol Morris’ 8 August 2012 article ‘Hear, All Ye People; Hearken, O Earth’ 
in The New York Times about a study of typefaces and the perception of truth. Baskerville won over 
all others tested as the most credible font when readers were asked to rate the veracity of texts set in 
different types. Whether this is due to Baskerville’s so-called ‘starchiness’ (a classical formality) or 
familiarity, one cannot be certain, but the results were arrived at scientifically through a rigorous 
process (Morris 2012).

The poster’s message strives to leverage both reasons: cultural and historical precedent regard-
ing rationality, and contemporary perceptions of truth and credibility. Another level of communi-
cation is added to the base poster: inkjet-printed images, fastened to the laser-cut paper with 
metal eyelets, use rhetoric’s three modes of persuasion – ethos (appeal to ethics), pathos  
(appeal to emotion) and logos (appeal to logic) – to appeal to audiences in various ways  
(de Almeida 2009).

The image of two girls embracing, with the curved text ‘arms are for hugging’, depicts the ethical 
idea of morality, of protecting that which is good, young, optimistic, social, innocent and familial 
(Figure 3). The image has been made to look nostalgic with a sepia-tone effect, and the font used is 
Cooper Black, bold in weight but cuddly and friendly in personality.

The newspaper clipping uses the authority of published writing, the institution of an established 
press (in this case The New York Times), and factual statistics illustrated comparatively to logically 
present daily American gun deaths (Figure 4). The statement is set in Helvetica Bold Condensed, for 
its graphic impact, resemblance to newspaper headlines and for its rhetorical neutrality.

A picture of a man brandishing a semi-automatic rifle, with a similar image tattooed on his arm, 
seems menacing (Figure 5). Through his ideology, faceless anonymity and crass pose, he exclaims 
his discriminatory beliefs. The image has been posterized, reducing the colour palette and polarizing 
the tonal values – a metaphor for eliminating compromise, ambiguity, nuance and subtlety. Arial 
Bold, designed by Microsoft to imitate Helvetica’s authority, was chosen for its desktop-published, 
do-it-yourself libertarianism.

This level of differentiation is possible because of the poster’s limited edition (twelve) and hand-
made aspect. With three colours of paper and three rhetorically oriented images, the poster series 
has much internal variety – this is meant to appeal to viewers personally: the designer-author speaks 
directly to the viewer. 

Although initially displayed and sold in a gallery (Poster Offensive exhibit at Big Table Studio, St. 
Paul, Minnesota, USA; November 2012), In the Year 1789 communicates more intimately than mass 
produced posters printed in editions of thousands and displayed city-wide. It strives to impart its 
message among a cultured few rather than the population at-large. The poster series will also bene-
fit from secondary and tertiary dissemination: published scholarly essays, juried and invitational 
exhibitions and so on. For example, an anti-gun poster I designed in 1994, titled ban han gun son, 

Figure 3: Detail of ‘ethos’ © Steven McCarthy 2013.
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Figure 4: Detail of ‘logos’ © Steven McCarthy 2013.Figure 3: Detail of ‘ethos’ © Steven McCarthy 2013. Figure 5: Detail of ‘pathos’ © Steven McCarthy 2013.
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was hand-printed in an edition of 30, but published in the Graphis poster annual and distributed 
worldwide (Pedersen 1995: 212).

The In the Year 1789 posters’ three approaches arrive at the same conclusion: Americans should 
abolish the Second Amendment and ban most gun ownership (a possible exemption for tightly 
regulated hunting rifles could be considered). After all, slavery was banned in 1865 and American 
women have had the right to vote since 1920. By using the Baskerville typeface for text, and rhetori-
cally appropriate images, I hope that an appeal to reason coupled with targeted persuasion combine 
to convince Americans to change their law, and with it, their culture. 
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