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From the outside it looks easy: Art Sims skipped a couple of grades in

elementary school, attended the prestigious Cass Technical High School in

Detroit, earned a full ride to college, immediately scored a job in New

York, then flew to LA, where, while still in his 20s, he bought a Mercedes,

started his own company and gained the attention of directors such as Steven

Spielberg and Spike Lee while crafting a unique identity in a big city.  The

dynamic Sims encourages this perception—talking fast, listing upcoming

projects, detailing personal goals and announcing what’s wrong with America

today. He’s a whirlwind, a dynamo, and a man of action.

Maybe a miracle. Dig deeper, and you find that Sims, an African

American, worked very hard for to get where he is today as the founder and

CEO of his own firm, 11:24 Design Advertising <http://www.1124design.com/>.

Based in Los Angeles, the company is dedicated to promoting art and culture

as part of a larger mandate Sims dubs “urbanization,” which refers to the

recognition and melding of disparate cultural and creative histories.

Sims started winning awards for his artwork in elementary school, then

attended Cass Tech, where his curriculum was dedicated to the arts. He

excelled and earned a scholarship to Michigan State University.

During the summer between his junior and senior year in college, Sims headed

to New York. That summer, Sims produced a series of album covers for Columbia Records, which he promptly took back to college where he still needed

to finish his final year. 

Sims decided that he couldn’t go back to New York. “I couldn’t stay in

Detroit, either,” he explains. “I could have worked on cars but I just

wasn’t feeling it. I had to have a fresh start. So I decided to go to LA,

and when I saw those palm trees at LAX, there was no way was I going back to

the snow. That was it.”

Sims got to work quickly. He started work as an art director at EMI, where he

stayed for four years. From there he moved quickly into a job at CBS.  “I

just starting saving all my money and setting up my own office space,” he

says.  So 11:24 Design Advertising came out of that effort.”

“11:24” refers to a particular chapter in the New Testament, Mark chapter

11, verse 24. “When I got to LA, I had strong Christian ethics, and I was

searching for something spiritual, a purpose,” explains Sims. “I was

intrigued by the spirituality of Earth, Wind and Fire, and I wanted a name

that would bring all of this together. I knew there were other ad agencies,

but I was trying to be more a creative, more artistic; I was trying to make

images people hadn’t seen before. I needed a name that would capture all

that.”

Now that he had his own company, Sims was ready to go. He saw Spike Lee’s

film She’s Gotta Have It and decided he needed to work with Lee. A contact

in Lee’s office connected Sims at the same time to Steven Spielberg’s

project The Color Purple.

And he was good. Soon after that project, Sims created the New Jack City

poster. “Wesley Snipes was the drug dealer—the bad guy—but I wanted to show

him on the poster, smoking a cigarette and wearing sunglasses,” says Sims.

“I remember Spike called me and said that people were breaking down bus

shelters to get the poster. He said, ‘Are you that good? I have to get you

on salary.’”

Sims’s work for Lee included the iconic posters for Do the Right Thing and

Malcolm X, as well as the incendiary poster for Bamboozled in 2000, which

was attacked for its racial stereotypes. Sims explains the poster’s genesis:

“Spike said, ‘I want the poster to be like a Barnum and Bailey circus poster

meets racism.’ So I used an image of a baby, like a pickaninny, with a

watermelon. It was so racist. There was a group in LA from the Nation of

Islam, and they were saying people should boycott the movie because the

poster was so insulting. I did interviews with The New York Times and the LA

Times, and when they realized that I was African American, it changed

everything. And what I said in those interviews was these were images of

things that happened in America. We are not just trying to upset people.

This is about what really happened.”
Art Sims/1124 Design, Inc. is the only African American owned ad agency to be recognized for our design work in film advertising for the film Do The Right Thing by the Smithsonian Institution – National Museum of African American History & Culture on display in the exhibition, “Taking The Stage.” 

Graphic design can be a peculiar art form, especially in terms of appreciation for the people behind it. Teams of artists can put hours of effort into the creation of project that, upon completion, has the potential to become highly memorable and iconic. And while in the past, artists who worked in similar fields had the benefit of being able to sign their names to their works — like the print work of Toulouse Lautrec — today’s graphic designers go largely unnoticed. The book, “Messages And Movies: The Legendary Movie Posters of Art Sims,” takes a look at one such unsung artist: Art Sims. His team of creative, along with his own considerable talents, has created some of the most memorable key art in the movie industry.

“Movies and Messages” ebook puts its focus primarily on Sims’ work with Spike Lee, showcasing eight of his most memorable pieces produced for some of Lee’s most iconic films. The exhibit is supplemented with materials that help viewers better understand the process. Guests can view photographs and other materials, illustrating all the components that contribute to a finalized piece.  Some of the posters are also accompanied by binders containing several conceptual ideas for film posters, giving a glimpse into alternate takes on posters as iconic as the films they accompany.  Included in the exhibit is one of Sims’ most recognizable designs, his poster for the 1992 film “Malcolm X.” At first glance, the design is as simple as they come: a massive silver X over a black background. Sims reminisces that coming to that design solution was anything but. His team was stumped as to how to sell a film for the historic civil rights activist, mulling over if there was any one period of his life that was right for selling the film. Eventually, the film’s star, Denzel Washington, suggested that since the subject matter was so complicated, simplicity was the key.
“Denzel suggested we just use the X,” said Sims. “I thought the silver X/ black background was perfect. I didn’t know what else we needed to say!” While most artists are hard pressed to choose a favorite from their work, Sims confesses it might be the poster he did for the 2000 Spike Lee film “Bamboozled.” The film is about a frustrated African-American TV writer who decides to use offensive representations of blacks from early 20th century culture to sell a TV show.  While such a premise could create a quagmire in terms of art to sell it, Sims carried on unflinchingly. Lee requested that Sims make the art appear as a mix between something Barnum & Bailey Circus would produce, while also utilizing pickaninny imagery. While the results were inevitably offensive, Sims was excited with how the work stretched the idea of what the image was, what it meant and what people saw. And boy, how it offended. Even Sims’ printer called to complain.

“My printer called me in absolute disbelief over ‘Bamboozled,’” said Sims. “If a printer tells you that? That shows how creative it was.” The interesting thing about browsing Sims’ exhibit is that it’s just as much a walkthrough of motion picture history as it is of our own cultural history. This is why Sims seems think his exhibit’s title, “Movies and Messages,” couldn’t be any more appropriate.

“People say I’ve developed a style in working with movies, but I wasn’t specifically trying to make something unique or different,” said Sims. “It was all about the messages that came first.”

Over the past two decades 11:24 Design,Inc has crafted award winning campaigns for award winning projects ranging from George Lucas’s Red Tails to Spike Lee’s Do The Right Thing, Malcolm X, Jungle Fever, Mo Better Blues, Bamboozled, Love & Basketball, Clockers.The Original Kings Of Comedy, and HBO’s When The Levees Broke and Jim Brown: All American to Ava DuVernay’s I Will Follow, the corporate branding campaigns for TV networks such as STARZ networks, A&E', HBO, Lifetime, Netflix and the Uplifting Channel. We also provided creative presentations for  Will Smith’s ALI, Paramount’s TUPAC Resurrection, and  Showtime’s Edge Of America, and 20th Century Fox’s Unstoppable with Denzel Washington Magnolia’s Woman Thou Art Loosed, Universal’s Inside Man with Denzel Washington, Paramount’s Dreamgirls & Freedom Writers, HBO’s Life Support, Warner Brothers Will Smith’s I Am Legend, Sony Entertainment’s Christmas, Ghost Riders, Spike Lee’s Miracle At St. Anna, Fox Searchlight’s The Secret Life Of Bees, Overtures’s Brookyln’s Finest,IFC’s Passing Change, HBO’s If God Is Willing And Da Creek Don’t Rise, Spike Lee’s Red Hook Summer, Michael Jackson’s BAD 25, Universal’s The Best Man Holiday, Fox’s Black Nativity and Mike Tyson:Undisputed Truth for HBO, Flavour Unit’s corporate Identity opening animation & Brotherly Love. 
Sims, who has earned many awards and was featured in a book and exhibition

titled Close Up in Black: African American Film Posters, is currently premiering 

his greeting card line at the National Stationary Show. He has directed short film  on youtube SOCCER SAMBA, written several screenplays THE GOAL a soccer film which Spike Lee is producing. Art has written other screenplays like Meet Me In Compton,17 Days In Rio and Stevie Can See which he is in production.  He also teaches graphic design at Otis School of Design and is getting ready to launch a project call Artists in Residence The AIR Foundation, designed to unite artists with students who do not haveart classes at their schools to learn creative thinking.

