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 Don Watt’s work is not attached to any finite personality or entity. Don Watt’s work is 

hyper generic: it transcends human identity and exists as an icon. Don Watt is in your fridge, your 

grocery store, and possibly in your lunch bag right now. And it’s okay - please stop panicking. 

Don Watt is a graphic designer. Born in 1936 in Regina, Saskatchewan, he graduated from the 

Ontario College of Art for industrial design. (The Star, 2010.) He created the Watt group, a world-

renowned design firm, and in 2006, he was “inducted into the Marketing Hall of Legends.” 

(Strategy, 2010.) His major projects include work for Nestle, reinventing Loblaw’s image in the 

1970’s, the President’s Choice brand, and the “no name” brand. Watt International has also 

designed for Shopper’s Drug Mart, CIBC, Home Hardware, Canadian Tire, Walmart, and 

McDonald’s, to name only a few.   

 Watt changed the game. His legacy is not only everything 

in my fridge, but also his methods of strategic marketing, and his 

world-class design firm. When Nestle came to him, asking for an 

instant coffee redesign, Watt’s answer was sagacious: ““Why don't 

we just put a red mug sitting in beans?” People don't usually put a 

coffee mug in a pile of beans. But the signal to do this was that 

70% of people surveyed didn't believe instant coffee was real 

coffee.” (Strategy, 2006.) Using the semiotics of photography, 

Watt played with the denotative and connotative meanings behind images. Denotatively, we see 

a coffee mug sitting on beans, but connotatively, we connect the image of real beans to the 

coffee mug, and the product - aha! Hermeneutically we feel it’s real coffee! 

Loblaw’s President’s Choice brand uses these same techniques to convey a message. 

PC “Decadent” cookie packaging is an excellent example, where literally, we see a wall of 

chocolate chips with a cookie on top, but intuitively understand that the cookies are going to be 

“decadent” with lots of chocolate chips inside. Advertising relies on familiarity, and is naturally 

“nervous about abstract and impressionistic” portrayals. (Berman, 1983.) Arguably the polemic 

opposite, the earlier art movements surrealism and abstract expressionism focus on the unreal 

and the subjective. It seems that Watt, who would have been a boy during the rise of the latter, 

was inclined towards minimalism, an “opposing movement,” during his career in advertising. 



Surrealism and expressionism are not incompatible with 

advertising, but advertising generally leans towards the 

portrayal of recognizable experiences. (Berman, 1983.) 

Surrealism was born out of a revolutionary spirit 

against false rationality and tradition. It’s a political and 

philosophical statement as well as an art form. Dadaism, 

its predecessor, at least equally radical, and with its 

members disgusted by the events of WWI, it sought to 

mock all forms of art and tradition. This “anti-art” art 

movement, rife with contradiction and difficulties, didn’t last 

long, and by 1922 Dadaism had ended. (Clancy, 1949.) 

But Dadaism, though “dead,” awakened a spirit that 

couldn’t be ignored and in 1924 intellectual Andre Breton 

published the first Manifesto of Surrealism. The Surrealist movement also sought to reject 

tradition and inhibition, and in doing so, access the deep energy inside all humans. Surrealism 

also focuses on individuality, or at least non-conformity, and free association. 

Advertising, which often uses archetypes and relatable imagery to convey its message, is 

in many ways opposite to surrealism. Advertising avoids intellectual content, embraces the 

familiar, and visualizes rather than conceptualizes. (Berman, 1983) If viewed as an art movement 

itself, it not only embraces tradition, it relies on it. Like an extension of realism, advertising is a 

world of the hyper-real, the platonic, the perfect, the ideal – but also the common and relatable.  

 



 What if I told you that I wanted to create food-packaging line with no descriptions and 

often no pictures of the food? Also, all the packaging would look the same. The sour cream 

design? Yellow with Helvetica. Chips? Yellow with Helvetica. Watt designed the No Name brand 

for Loblaw’s, a food distributor, in 1973. (Strategy, 2006.) Watt was born in 1936, living through 

multiple movements such as Dada, Surrealism, Abstract Expressionism, Postmodernism and 

Deconstructivism. (Megg’s, 2012.) No Name falls under the minimalist movement, which reached 

its peak in the 1960’s and 70’s. This “anti-design” supports a supreme kind of versatility. Like the 

Platonic forms, No Name doesn’t represent a product; it represents the perfect idea of a product. 

No name calls potato chips simply that because they are the generic summation of all potato 

chips, and the branding reflects the sentiment. This is the removal of connotation. The versatility 

of the brand extends beyond this point. Research indicates that suggestive brand names hamper 

efforts to take the brand in new directions. The name No Name, which is connotatively void, could 

mean anything, so rebranding efforts can occur with ease. (Journal of Marketing, 1998.)  

 Is this minimalist approach to advertising effective? Yes, overwhelmingly so, especially in 

contrast to current, cluttered designs. Many people don’t know who Don Watt was, but the 

negativity of the statement is debatable, because his designs transcend individual flavor. 

Marketing Hall of Legends states that “Don has amassed an impeccable track record as a master 

of retail strategy providing solutions for achieving retailer profitability.” (AMA, 2006.) His methods, 

ideas, and work have “fundamentally influenced some of the biggest brands in Canada and 

around the world.” (Strategy, 2010.) He artfully creates familiarity, the basis of advertising, using 

elements (denotation, connotation, and the semiotics of photography) and absence (a void that 

becomes familiar because we fill it with ourselves.) But even surrealism, which seems at first in 

opposition to advertising theory, has some relevance here. Watt’s design, though functional, 

heavily relies on the unconscious and the subjective experience of the viewer, especially in the 

case of the No Name brand.  

Watt is not a household name. The universality of his designs, and their lack of 

“individuality” allows them to become entrenched in our culture, so like an archetype or a 

platitude, the original author fades away. Also like an archetype, his creations permeate our 

culture in subtle and immense ways. It’s rare that someone asks “who designs the McDonald’s 

signage?” because the work is so impersonal it’s almost part of the landscape. And so Watt is, in 

a way, both a famous and nameless designer.  
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