Nancy Skolos & -Tom Wedell: “In Tandem” Interview By Elizabeth Resnick It is a dismal.
rainy afternoon on the Sunday after Thanksgiving. As the windshield wipers go full blast,
| dare to glance at the hastily-scribbled directions announcing the landmarks on an
avenue that suddenly makes a transition from rundown, urban three-decker houses to
suburban, country-style colonials. After driving a few more miles of bare, tree-lined
streets, | take a right on Green Street and continue looking to the left until my destination
comes into view. The house is set back from the road, a warm beacon of light emanating
from its unique structural mix of Japanese minimalism and Bauhaus geometry. Oddly out
of place in this suburban neighborhood, the building is the perfect manifestation of the
union of two distinct yet complimentary artistic visions. The house, which is also a design
studio, belongs to Nancy Skolos and Tom Wedell, a dynamic husband-and-wife creative
team who met at Cranbrook Art Academy in the mid-1970’s. After receiving their degrees,
they made the move from the Midwest to New England in 1980 and formally established
their partnership and studio. During the early 1980’s, | was engaged in developing my
design curriculum while also absorbing the character of the local graphic design and
advertising scene for inspiration. | noticed Skolos and Wedell’s work immediately—I had
not seen anything like it from any other studio in the area. Their work was unabashedly
modernist, suggesting a notion of three-dimensional illusion and momentum within its
two-dimensional surfaces. Their signature style materialized a few years later when they
began to merge the vocabularies of design and photography to produce experimental,
surreal images using collage, texturing and layering. Often referred to as “Techno-
Cubist,” their style has been inspired by many sources, including modern painting.
architecture and the daily practice of teaching design on the college level at the Rhode
Island School of Design in Providence. Both Nancy and Tom are quick to admit that
teaching informs their own creative work in terms of both its form and content. Over the
years, Nancy, Tom and | have shared a love for teaching and design. The rain pelts the
roof of the cavernous house, the sound echoes through the spare interiors, punctuating

a conversation which has spanned the three decades we have known one another.






“Tom and Nancy combine professional expertise in industrial and graphic design as well as photography. The boundaries
blur between their visions, their disciplines, their media and their personal and professional life. They finish each other’s
sentences, literally and metaphorically,” says Katherine McCoy, educator and early member of The Cranbrook Academy.

Graphis: This house is amazing. Can you describe the process of
designing and building the house and studio?

Nancy Skolos: The most critical part of the process was deciding to
do it in the first place—to realize that it was okay to have our work
and our lives completely intertwined.

Tom Wedell: It was such a long process, it would require a separate
interview to describe. Being the client instead of the designer was
the most difficult task. We were a little too hands-on. We knew
what we wanted—even the materials.

Nancy Skolos: The architects were clients of ours, Jon McKee and
Mark Hutker of the Lyceum Fellowship Committee. They took our
requirements and really brought the idea to life. The way the house
sits on the site and the massing of the structure to create high mon-
itor windows to catch the light is so magical. Amazingly, many visi-
tors to the house have picked up on the visual similarity between our
home/studio and our work. When you are in the structure, there is
a sense of surface, light and dimension that makes it seem as if you
are walking through one of our posters. Essentially our work is the
material evidence of our relationship. We must get along really well
if we can make something this harmonious.

Graphis: Of all the work you made together, what is your favorite
project?

Tom Wedell: The house of course! No actually, it isn’t the house.
Our favorite project of all time is our marriage. It’s our life, it’s what
we do every day. Our greatest project is our relationship.

Graphis: What were the circumstances that brought the two of you
together?

Nancy Skolos: That’s our favorite story. We met on my first day at
Cranbrook. Tom was a second-year graduate student in photogra-
phy and I was one of a handful of undergraduate students. He spot-
ted me walking toward the dorm, clutching my American “Tourister
luggage. Having just come from the University of Cincinnati with
30,000 students, I felt sure that if I put my bag down someone
would steal it. I think he felt sorry for me, so he came up to me and
said, “Cheer up, it will get worse.” That was how we first met 27
years ago.

Graphis: Cranbrook Academy of Art is not widely known for its
undergraduate graphic design program, or its graduate photography
program. Did you find the program challenging?

Nancy Skolos: Yes. At the time, I was one of two undergraduate
students in graphic design. In nine departments combined, there
were 150 students at Cranbrook. Out of the 150 I think there were
about five undergraduates. The undergraduate program no longer
exists. They eliminated the program soon after I graduated.
Graphis: Why did they accept so few undergraduates?

Nancy Skolos: Undergraduate students could apply after finishing
their freshman and sophomore year at a reputable design school and
transfer to Cranbrook to do their junior and senior year—in the
two-year graduate program. We did the same projects as the grad
students, so it put me on a fast-track, which was very fortunate. All
of the other students were more educated and more experienced so
they were wonderful teachers. I learned the most from the other
students because they didn’t worry about being diplomatic. At
Cranbrook the critiques were brutal. At the first crit, I was told that
I had the most god-awful sense of color they had ever seen, and my
friend who was also an undergraduate was told that her project
looked like “something you would collage together in junior high.”
The two of us used to spend a lot of time after the crits at Baskin-
Robbins putting down one ice cream cone after another—as if we
were at a bar.

Tom Wedell: The photography program was brand new in 1975.

Everything was in its formative stage. We built the darkrooms and
the spaces. In my second week at Cranbrook, I ran into Kathy
McCoy who needed some photos taken. That’s how I started work-
ing in the design department taking photos, first for Kathy and
Mike McCoy, and then for everyone else. I became very involved in
the design department. After I received my master’s degree in pho-
tography, I decided to stay an additional year and work in graphic
design. The school was so fluid and flexible that it would allow these
things to happen. I didn’t feel like a photographer or like a design-
er: I felt I was a hybrid.

Nancy Skolos: The design department itself was completely inter-
disciplinary. Students could participate in 2-D and 3-D assignments
and the cross-fertilization among the interior, product and graphic
design students led to mutual understanding of design problems.
The best part about it was that the McCoys constantly reinvented
the theoretical constructs. They never stopped searching and think-
ing. They created an environment and attitude that has stayed with
most of us throughout our entire careers and lives.

Graphis: When did you begin to collaborate?

Nancy Skolos: We were together for a couple of years before we
ever tried to work together. We didn’t begin working together until
I graduated from Cranbrook and went to graduate school at Yale
where I got a commission to design the Yale Symphony posters.
Every few weeks I'd have to make a poster. If Tom wanted to spend
time with me, we would have to work together. After we began
working together on the posters, we realized it was really fun.
Graphis: Nancy, why did you choose Yale for graduate school? Why
not continue on studying at Cranbrook?

Nancy Skolos: Because I had come to Cranbrook with a back-
ground in industrial design and had had such freedom to study var-
ious design disciplines at Cranbrook, I decided to go to Yale to get
a hardcore education in graphic design.

Graphis: Tom, how did you end up at Swain School of Design in
New Bedford?

Tom Wedell: I wanted to teach photography. But back then it was
extremely difficult to find a teaching job in the fine arts. There were
300 to 400 applicants for every teaching position—it was just
absurd. My lucky break came when a first year graduate design stu-
dent at Cranbrook, from Swain School of Design in New Bedford,
suggested I talk to Tom Corey, one of his teachers. It was close to
New Haven so I took the job.

Graphis: After graduate school, what factored into your decision to
open a design studio in Boston?

Tom Wedell: Nancy and I really wanted to stay on the East Coast.
We considered moving to New York, but we had some friends from
Cranbrook who were here in Boston and Boston seemed more
accessible to us since we were transplanted Midwesterners.
Graphis: I recall the name of your studio then was Skolos, Wedell +
Raynor? Who was Raynor?

Tom Wedell: Ken Raynor is still a very good friend of ours and a
person I grew up with from about eighth grade on. He was at the
University of Michigan when I was an undergraduate, and we
always hung around together. He came to Cranbrook our last year
and when we moved to Boston I invited him to come and assist on
photo shoots. After he graduated, he became a partner and stayed
until 1989. He and his wife Laura decided to move back to
Michigan to be closer to both of their families.

Graphis: Who were your early clients?

Tom Wedell: Our first client was Boston Acoustics. One of our
friends from Cranbrook, their product designer, helped us make
that connection. We were fortunate to work with them for 10 years.

“The profession of graphic design has drastically changed since 1980, much more than | anticipated. Our skills put us in a
powerful position to shape and direct communication. However, I'm disappointed that technology hasn'’t really changed our
work. | hope someday we'll come up with a visual language that expresses our time much like the Cubists d_id,” says Skolos.




“I've always loved the fact that design brings the ideals of high art into everyday things—and very subversively,” says Skolos.
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Mark Hutker, architect of the Skolos-Wedell house comments:

The house and design studio was a joint venture with Mark Hutker and Associates,
Architects and Jon McKee, AIA.

Seventeen years ago, Jon had started a traveling fellowship of architecture, and Nancy
Skolos and Tom Wedell designed the posters for their competition. That's how they met.
Nancy and Tom have a very unique sense of design and order. They were highly receptive
to our graphically potent and precise architectural drawings, not to our simple study mod-
els. Our awareness of the content of Skolos and Wedell’s design informed our approach
to the project: we knew that their rigorous aesthetics had to be manifested in their envi-
ronment.

The space is meant to be both a work and a living environment. Accommodating the
social mix and the lifestyle was a unique challenge for us. The dining room table is the
joint between the public and the private areas. We created a dividing aluminum wall in
the middle of the space that is both a metaphorical and a physical division between pub-
lic and private space. Because Nancy and Tom were our friends before they were clients,
we had to refocus our understanding of their lifestyle from a professional perspective.
Their workspace is uncluttered; everything has to have a place to fit and be stored, for

oooooooooooooooooooooooooooooooooooooooooooooooooooooooooooooooooooo

Pg.23 Portrait of Nancy Skolos and Tom Wedell by Tom Wedell and Donald Russell.
Pg.20,23,24-26 All photos of the house’s interior and exterior by Tom Wedell.
Architects: Mark Hutker & Associates Architects, Inc. and Jon McKee. Interior
Design: Skolos-Wedell., 2000.

Pg.27 Poster for the annual Lyceum Fellowship Competition, 2002.

Designer: Nancy Skolos; Photographer: Thomas Wedell; Client: Lyceum Fellowship
CommitteelJon McKee; Chairmen and Founders: Mark A. Hutker, Peter Vincent Joseph
Sziabowski; Printer: Serigraphie Uldry AG, Bern.

A traveling fellowship for undergraduate students in architecture. Each year the poster
reflects the theme of the competition. Brief: Observation shelter for two in isolated
natural setting. ;

Pg.28 All-in-1 Software Poster, 1983. Designer: Nancy Skolos; Photographer: Thomas
Wedell: Copywriter: Marilyn Knight; Client: Digital Equipment Corporation; Printer:
Acme Printing, Boston; Paper: Champion Kromekote

All-in-1 was an early office software that included word-processing, spread sheets and
data entry as well as custom applications. Marilyn Knight, our contact from Digital,
described the software as being so elegant and flexible that it reminded her of a cham-
bered nautilus shell. We just ran with that image. At that time software was a very sur-
real concept to most people and we keep that feeling visually in the design.

Pg.29 Berkeley Typographers Poster, 1986. Designer: Nancy Skolos; Photographer:
Thomas Wedell: Client: Berkeley Typographers; Printer: National Bickford Foremost;
Paper: Champion Kromekote. :

This was the second poster in a series of three designed in the 80’s for a high-end
Boston-based typesetting company. In each poster we explored the construction of the
letter "B." In this poster we varied the theme with three-dimensional objects and lay-
ered polka-dot fabrics.

Pg.30 Berkeley Typographers Poster, 1989. Designer: Nancy Skolos; Photographer:
Thomas Wedell: Client: Berkeley Typographers; Printer: National Bickford Foremost;
Paper: Champion Kromekote.

This was the third poster in a series of three designed in the ‘80s for a high-end
Boston-based typesetting company. This poster was created to advertise typesetting
“in place” from desktop page-layout software.

Pg.31 Laserscan Poster, 1989. Designer: Nancy Skolos; Photographer: Thomas Wedell;

-------------------------------------------------------------------
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example with their beautiful Howe table system designed by Niels Diffrient.

Nancy and Tom'’s approach to light is quite unusual and definitely a priority in the
design. The house has few windows with a view onto the outside. Usually, from an archi-
tectural standpoint, each aperture in a wall is an opportunity for light, view and ventila-
tion, although it can be tuned to only one of those three aspects. In many instances, light
was more important than view to Nancy and Tom. The walls of light in their house (made
from a material called Kalwall) began as “windows” but ended up being “walls of win-
dows” at the conclusion of the design process. The house seems larger than its actual
footprint because apertures suggest space beyond, although it’s not necessarily visible.
In addition to the house encompassing a public and private space, it had to accommodate
an intergenerational component: Nancy's mother was going to be living in the house as
well, so we had to consider how that would effect the daily use of the house and envision
the private space as being shared with an extended family.

We consider Nancy and Tom to be trendsetters: using technology to work at home, bring-
ing the public and private together in one space and opening the house to an extended
member of the family are elements which, in all likelihood, will be more and more com-
mon in the years to come.

-------------------------------------------------------
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Client: Laserscan, Inc.; Printer: National Bickford Foremost; Paper: Champion
Kromekote. '
Laserscan is a high-end color separation company. In 1989 they purchased a Qantel
paintbox that could assemble, retouch and layer high-resolution images much like
Adobe Photoshop does today. Our charge was to show as much of the paintbox’s
potential as we could on one large page.

Pg.32 Documenting Marcel Poster 1996. Designer: Nancy Skolos; Photographer:
Thomas Wedell: Client: Reinhold-Brown Gallery in Association with Virginia L. Green;
Daniels Printing.

For an exhibition of posters and ephemera from Marcel Duchamp’s exhibitions. The
dates, names and places of all 84 of his known shows were set in individual blocks of
text that moved over the surface of the poster. The chess pieces were modeled after
one of Duchamp’s chess sets designed by Man Ray.

Pg.33 Neocon 23 Poster 1991. Designer: Nancy Skolos; Photographer: Thomas Wedell;
Client: The Merchandise Mart.

In 1991 we were selected to design the annual poster for Neocon, an international con-
tract furniture show. In this piece, we used bright colors and abstract architectural forms
to reflect the creative energy that would be gathering at the Merchandise Mart in
Chicago.

Pg.34 2d-3d Fusion Poster 1996. Designer: Nancy Skolos; Photographer: Thomas
Wedell: Client: G8 Gallery, Tokyo.

To announce a show of Skolos-Wedell’s work. The theme of three-dimensional illu-
sions on two-dimensional space was explored by the use of photograms, models, and
cutouts.

Pg.38 Delphax Fonts Poster 1987. Designer: Nancy Skolos; Photographer: Thomas
Wedell: Client: Delphax Systems; Printing: Daniels Printing; Paper: Champion
Kromekote. Poster for ion page printing, a high-speed office printing technology that
is less expensive than laser printing. The purpose of this poster was to promote the
quality of the fonts that were redrawn for ion technology.

Skolos & Wedell 125 Green St., Canton, MA 02021, T: 781 828 0280 F: 781 828 0435
Mark A. Hutker & Associates Architects, Inc.
P. O. Box 2347, Vineyard Haven, MA 02568 Tel: (508) 693-3344 Fax: ( 508) 693-8776
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