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Sub Pop Records: 
a taste worth acquiring

I went to Sub Pop Records in Seattle in June with an idea for a story.  
Was the digital music market shrinking the performance space for graphic 
design, illustration, and photography? Was there any room left for great 
album art on a graphic user interface (GUI)? Where would a young Mil-
ton Glaser put a young Bob Dylan’s psychedelic silhouette today? On a 
digital dingbat half the size of one’s pinky nail?

The notion was dismissed virtually as soon as I posed it to the Sub Pop 
staff. I learned this in conversations with design director Jeff Kleinsmith, 
general manager Megan Jasper, and cofounder Jonathan Poneman. “If 
anything, the digital era has opened up opportunities,” says Poneman. 
“For example, we allow people to sample up to two MP3 downloads from 
every album release—this has stimulated sales for our artists, not inhib-
ited them.”

Sub Pop leaders said digital access was creating new markets. Due to  
online programming, webzines, and blogs, for example, even more opinion 
and trend influencers need to be reached. Just because people do not shop 
at traditional music stores as much as they used to, it does not mean that 
they have stopped shopping, the Sub Pop staffers reminded me. 

“Ask Jeff [Kleinsmith] and Dusty [Summers] in our creative depart-
ment if their workload has diminished,” suggests Jasper. “I don’t think 
they’ll say it has.”

by matthew porter

* all captions narrated by Jeff Kleinsmith. 

Supersuckers, 1999 This is a typical rock poster. “I worked in a 
style I was familiar with from my days of making photocopied, 11 x 
17-inch telephone pole flyers. The strong central image and the 
field of open space is more like what I was doing at that time. The 
type was all painstakingly hand-done with a Dover type, an X-
Acto blade, and a photocopier. The image instantly reminded me 
of the Supersuckers with their love of Lynyrd Skynyrd and punk 
rock.” Designer: Kleinsmith; Printer: Patent Pending Press.

Kinski, 2005 “This is one of the few instances where I think the 
poster actually works a little better than the album cover. the 
photo lends itself to this large horizontal format much more so 
than the square album cover.” Designer: dusty Summers;  Photog-
rapher: Michael Lavine; Printer: Windward. 

A Frames, 2005 “Usually our promo posters are pretty straight-
forward, but this release was pretty complicated. The album cov-
er had two main elements: a colorful collage and a stark black 
slipcase. It was our goal to represent both items while still 
maintaining a consistency to the piece.” Designers: Kleinsmith, 
Summers; Printer: Windward. 

Sub Pop Party, 2001 This poster was designed for the annual par-
ty and rock show Sub Pop does to celebrate its anniversary. “This 
is an homage to Saul Bass, one of my design heroes.” Designer: 
Kleinsmith; Printer: Patent Pending Press.
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a round hole for square pegs
My original thesis blown out of water, I searched for a new angle. Talking shop wasn’t one 
of them: What Kleinsmith and his colleagues did not yet know was that I was (and am) a 
music moron. I don’t know jack about their industry. I mean, I like music; I own a lot of 
music; but really I don’t know music. Certainly not the groovy or the cutting edge kind 
of stuff that Sub Pop is known for. These people gave the world Nirvana and Cat Butt. 
I’m even a little intimidated by those who do know music—the hip, not the nerd, knows 
music, we learn at a young age. My only trenchant music question was about a rumor: “Did 
you guys, like, really know any famous artists who, like, strangled themselves while hav-
ing sex and doing coke trying to have the ultimate orgasm? I mean, that’s just so cool if 
you did.” Such a prurient and voyeuristic curiosity would expose my musical stupidity 
and permit me to get inside the story behind the people of Sub Pop, not music legends or 
backstage gossip. 

The next five hours of interviews were among 
the most enjoyable in my reporting career. The 
conversations ranged from vinyl to MP3s, from 
Starbucks to freelance, from flowers to feces. 
After meeting the various personalities that 
drove Sub Pop—its publicity, design, copy, tal-
ent, retail, and marketing people—one realizes 
that this was the only place where Kurt Cobain 
and Cat Butt could have been discovered and 
launched. It’s the ultimate round hole for penul-
timate square pegs.
the youngest elder
Kleinsmith has been directing design at Sub Pop for a dozen years. Having turned 39 
recently, he looks toward his 40 birthday ruefully, yet he makes concessions to the years: 
he eats responsibly, but not neurotically—vegetarian, but not vegan; he states that his 
“self-medicating” days are long behind him (“My doctor’s prescribed plan has worked well 
for me for more than seven years, and I’m not changing it!”); he says he loves being a hus-
band and father. 

Kleinsmith is one of those lucky guys who does 
what he loves to do all day—design. He’s un-self-
consciously disheveled—a mass of hair on his 
head appears recently shampooed. His shirttails 
are out, hanging over baggy trousers. He dresses 
in darkish tones, but nothing seems deliberately 
coordinated. You get the feeling he is still a big 
kid—at least at heart and out of the closet.

With age and experience come new responsibilities: “I have come to accept,” he says, 
eyes rolling upward slightly, “that I am now being looked upon as an ‘elder statesman’ 
in this business. I’ve had to overcome my fear of speaking in front of big crowds.” But 
mostly, he now finds meaning in life’s more fundamental things: spending his free time 
with his wife, Katie O’Donnell, and his two young girls, Juniper, age 8, and Frances, 4.

“Band bios are always a fun challenge. They usually need to be completed before the album artwork is 
even thought about, and in some cases due even before we hear any of the music, so they end up being a 
quick snapshot of how we interpret the band at that particular moment—almost a quick sketch of a cover 
idea.” Album leaf and kelley stoltz bios designed by Summers. 
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“I guess when you approach 40, you get it in your head that 
you’ve got to make some major changes in your life. I mean, 
doing the same thing is not supposed to be all right, right? 
Turning 40 is supposed to be transformational ... But I love 
it here. I’m not bored. Every band is a new client; new artists 
offer new points of view ... I love Sub Pop,” Kleinsmith says. 

But the push toward 40 still nags him. “I guess when you 
approach 40, you get it in your head that you’ve got to make some 
major changes in your life. I mean, doing the same thing is not 
supposed to be all right, right? Turning 40 is supposed to be trans-
formational, right? But I love it here. I’m not bored. Every band 
is a new client; new artists offer new points of view. I love being a 
husband, a father. I love being a graphic designer, and I love Sub 
Pop. The only thing that scares me is growing complacent. When 
a creative person does that, they are dead.”

an unlikely ascent
Jasper would be the longest continuous-run employee at Sub Pop 
if it were not for one inconvenient truth: After starting with the 
company in 1989, she got fired. In total, she has served Sub Pop 
for 17+ years. She now sits atop the company as its general man-
ager, reporting to Jon Poneman, company cofounder. He explains, 
“Back then, she didn’t have the skill-sets and the attitude to work 
here, so I fired her.” He was kidding, sort of, but he remained 
deadpan. There was something more to this story, but the two 
were coy. They’ve been friends for years. They share many secrets. 
They are continuity.

On the subject of change, however, both Jasper and Pone-
man grew more talkative. “I’ve been here since we stored records 
under Bruce Pavitt’s [the other company cofounder now no lon-
ger involved with Sub Pop] bed,” Poneman explains. “During that 
time, I’ve seen a lot of technological change. You even see it cir-
cle back again. For example, in Europe the 7-inch vinyl 45 disc is 
seeing a revival. But what never changes is that technology always 
opens the way to new audiences.”

Jasper thinks the main reason for Sub Pop’s longevity comes 
from its relationships with the artists. “We have never put our-
selves or the label name first,” she points out. “That is not our way. 
It’s about the bands—and the fans. That is the greatest common 
denominator across our history.”

dry humor, cheeky site
This exchange explains why it is nearly impossible to find out any-
thing about Sub Pop on its website—which is hilarious. Much 
of that is due to Chris Jacobs, Sub Pop’s editor in chief, who is 
responsible for nearly all of the company’s public words. Here is an 
example of the cheek of Sub Pop’s site:

Kinski, 2005 “Sometimes one of the most challenging parts of the design is 
choosing the packaging. Kinski wanted a cd package that echoed an old gate-
fold lp, with pasted in interior. We ended up finding a manufacturer of those 
old style gatefold LPs and had them convert their template down to CD size.” 
Designer: Summers; photographer: lavine; Printer: Windward.

Band of Horses, 2006 “The band supplied us with a bunch of different pho-
tos and an overall feeling they wanted to come across in the packaging. We 
brought all these different photo elements together while letting the pack-
aging still have a singular identity.” Designers: Kleinsmith, summers; photogra-
pher: Christopher Wilson; printer: Windward 

Rogue Wave, 2005 “Most of our bands give us raw materials and some art direc-
tion to work with. Zach from Rogue Wave was different. He told me about a vi-
sion he had of a dictator lording over a chessboard with humans as the chess 
pieces. I took his vision and tried to develop a character that is more vulnera-
ble and unsure, while still powerful.” Designer: Kleinsmith; printer: woodward 

Songbook of Songs, 2005 “This is a Sub Pop compilation CD, loosely 
based on warner brothers’ mid-’70s Loss Leaders compilations. 
We tried to keep that same semi-disconnected subject matter that 
was featured on their many covers.” Designer: Summers; Printer: 
Windward.



�  september | october  2006 step inside design  �

Q: I heard that Sub Pop went out of business. Is this true?
A: If we were out of business, why do you think we would be spending all this money 
keeping a website up and answering your questions?
Q: Is the Nirvana “Love Buzz” single still in print?
A: No.
Q. You must have some “Love Buzz” singles lying around; I’ll pay you (insert some grossly 
large sum here) for it.
A: No.
Q: Well then, someone who works at Sub Pop must have a copy; can I buy it from them?
A: No.
Q: Where is Kurt Cobain buried?
A: He was cremated.

One imagines the questioner, maybe infrequent or imaginary, stoned or drunk with  
fan love. But the writing reveals a quintessential Sup Pop “brand characteristic”—anonym-
ity and irreverence. They might take their artists seriously, but they don’t posit themselves 
as such. The text also reflects the humor of most of those I met there. That tone, knowing 
and wry, but not smartass or arrogant, is the voice of Sub Pop—or at least its website.

Marketing director and chief publicist Steve Manning says that the degree of auton-
omy the Sub Pop staff has is huge. “We hire smart, capable people and let them do their 
jobs. We offer advice. We care. But we don’t get in each other’s way. Those who are wired 
to flourish with such freedom thrive; those who don’t, don’t.”

freedom to screw it up
The freedom of which Manning spoke is also reflected in how Sub Pop treats new art-
ists. Tony Kiewel is director of A&R, an anachronistic term for Artists and Repertoire 
that has little to do with that job today. Kiewel’s role is to seek out new talent, a great job, 
for sure, but think of the difficulty of finding talent when the talent’s work is not exactly 
your style or taste. Never mind, says Kiewel: “This is their big moment. Theirs. Not ours. 
It might be their only album, their testament, their blood, their sweat, and their tears. If 
they want to call their record Fuckin A (which happened), who am I to say they can’t? If 
they want to make a video of a child bathing in feces (which happened), we’ve gone along 
with that, too. Whether or not it’s in their ultimate interest, I think it’s your job to tell 
them so, but you never really know.”

After viewing the shit-smeared video for Ugly Casanova’s song “Things I Don’t 
Remember,” I couldn’t help but wonder that sometimes artists can make something so 
brilliant that they drive it off a cliff. Indeed, five minutes of watching a child covered in 
poop is, well, unique, even charming in a weird way (see it to believe it). But the point is 
not scatology, it is the fact that Sub Pop allows artistic freedom—even if the idea turns 
out to be a stinker.

There is an expression used “quite freely” 
around Sub Pop: “polishing the turd.” It es-
sentially means, “When life hands you lemons, 
make lemonade.” No one at the label wants to be 
quoted using it because it implies some artists’ 
ideas are shitty. But sometimes, of course, they 
are, and it is hard to dissuade them from using 
an idea that is not in their interest. Much of the 
“feces” in the Ugly Casanova video is apple but-
ter. So, in that case, they’re actually polishing an 
apple that just looks like turd.

Jacobs explains in an e-mail, “If they want to name their record something we might 
personally find ill-advised, it’s our job to let them know [our opinion]. But, ultimately, the 

Amazing Crowns, 1998 “When Mark Lanegan rejected the idea of a lone micro-
phone for the cover of his last solo album I knew I wanted to develop it for the 
Amazing Crowns. Loosely rockabilly in musical style, I thought this old style 
type and car for the back worked well.” Designer: kleinsmith; printer: windward 

Enon 7, 2001 “I didn’t know much about Enon, but when I talked to the main guy in 
the band he told me he wanted to incorporate the band photo, but in an obscure 
way. I mentioned the idea of a static-y television—a device I have used before 
and am quite fond of—and he liked it. The whole thing has a slight new wave feel 
about it, which fits the band’s sound.” Designer: kleinsmith; printer: windward

Helter Shelter Boxed Set, 1995 “This started out as an idea to draw attention 
to our London office. The idea was to put out a set of four 7-inch records over 
the course of a year. The tricky part was that they wanted it to be a set but 
they only had the first band signed up. So I came up with a diecut cardboard 
sleeve to house an inner sleeve, which would vary from band to band. To save 
on manufacturing costs we produced all of the outer sleeves for the whole 
set. The outer sleeve and diamond shape were consistent but the inner art was 
radically different in style and color. The vinyl was to match the sleeve col-
or. At the end of the year, after all of the singles were released, we boxed 
them up in a set and sold them as part of a charity program for the homeless in 
London.” Designer: kleinsmith; printer: windward 
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decision is the artist’s and one we are happy to support. What’s 
more, our initial opinions are frequently proved wrong in time. 
That Ugly Casanova video, for instance, people really seem to 
love.”

Sub Pop gains its reputation by 
being a place for innovation. It seeks 
innovation in music and gives new 
artists the opportunity to sink or 
swim. But it is a place where hon-
esty and integrity matter more 
than the God Almighty Dollar—or 
at least so far as I could tell. Once 
again, it demonstrates that good 
work originates from good people 
and good people attract good work. 
the rose of redemption
Sub Pop is perfect for people like Kleinsmith: The fact that a man 

of his mental firepower (and former habits) could remain at a place 
is testament to this. It was never easy for him.

In college, Kleinsmith “fucked up” a lot. But before his pot-
smoking, underachieving college days, he was the kind of guy who 
was motivated and excelled. He learned then that it was easy to 
throw your talent away. Immediately after being placed on aca-
demic probation for grades at the University of Oregon, he dis-
covered graphic design. Today, that college experience of “fucking 
it up”—nearly losing himself and his talents—humbles him. It 
remains one of his great motivators. It keeps him honest, hungry, 
determined, and attuned. 

The semester after being placed on academic probation, Klein-
smith took some design classes and kicked ass, made high marks 
and found his calling. Shortly after, he found a garden where he 
could grow as a professional and as a man. Kleinsmith is not a man 
in the 12th year of his last job. He’s more like a kid in the first year 
of his dream job. So what if he has to polish a turd now and again? 
Most people eat them for a living. 

www.subpop.com

All ads on this spread Designer: Kleinsmith; Concepts and copy: Chris 
Jacobs, Matt Olsen. 

opposite: Behead the Aggressor, 1998 “In 1998, Matt Olsen, Chris Ja-
cobs, and I had come up with a fake revolutionary poster theme for an 
upcoming ad campaign. We had a bunch that ran as full-page ads, post-
ers, postcards, t-shirts, etc., but this ad ran in ONE magazine, ONE time. 
Following its run the magazine received a shit storm of mail. There is 
no Sub Pop logo, only a SBPP logo which I made as our mark for all of 
the ads and posters, which made it not only hard to pin it on us but gave 
it an air of legitimacy.”

Spanning the Globe For Profit, 2002 This is the first of three campaign 
ads. “I wanted a sort of United Nations/official government program 
feel to it.”

above: Infecting the Galaxy One Planet at a Time, 2003 “This is the sec-
ond in the series and self-explanatory. The third and final in the series 
is called Patient Zero, where we have the whole thing going horribly 
wrong—Mutants, Lab fires, Deep space pandemonium, Certain implica-
tions for the entire solar system.” 

We’ve Got Computers, 1997 “The copy and some aping of a Mac Ware-
house magazine page by Jesse LeDoux made a great vehicle to advertise 
our records.”


