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"Forces even the most sophisticated to rethink and rework their ideas of how images work in the
world."--School Library Journal.* Traces the history of the swastika, from religious symbol to
reviled symbol * More than 175 illustrations * Powerful examination of the impact of one graphic
symbol on society. This acclaimed examination of the most powerful symbol ever created is now
available in paperback. The rise and fall of the swastika, and its mysteries and
misunderstandings, are fully explained and explored. Readers will be captivated by the twists
and turns of the symbol’s fortunes, from its pre-Nazi religious and commercial uses, to the Nazi
appropriation and misuse of the form, to its contemporary applications as both a racist and an
apolitical logo. In a new afterword, author Steven Heller discusses the controversy around ideas
to ban the symbol and public reaction to the book since it was first published. This is a classic
story, masterfully told, about how one graphic symbol can endure and influence culture for
generations.Allworth Press, an imprint of Skyhorse Publishing, publishes a broad range of books
on the visual and performing arts, with emphasis on the business of art. Our titles cover subjects
such as graphic design, theater, branding, fine art, photography, interior design, writing, acting,
film, how to start careers, business and legal forms, business practices, and more. While we
don't aspire to publish a New York Times bestseller or a national bestseller, we are deeply
committed to quality books that help creative professionals succeed and thrive. We often publish
in areas overlooked by other publishers and welcome the author whose expertise can help our
audience of readers.
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BEYOND REDEMPTION?In a solemn ceremony, representatives of four Arizona Indian tribes,
resentful at Nazi “sets of oppression,” forswore use of the swastika design in native basket and
blanket weaving. The Indians placed a blanket, a basket, and some hand-decorated clothing, all
bearing swastikas, in a pile, sprinkled them with colored sand and set them afire.—The New
York Times, February 29, 1940The swastika holds a special fascination for graphic designers,



like myself, who work with trademarks and logos all the time. After all, it is one of the most
visually powerful symbols ever devised. Just set aside for a moment what is known about it and
compare the swastika to other great signs of the past and present: No other mark—not even
variations of the cross or, for that matter, the Nike swoosh—are as graphically potent. Like most
effective symbols, the swastika’s geometric purity allows for legibility at any size and distance,
and when on its axis, the whirling square gives the illusion of movement. Like a propeller, its
hooked edges cut through any surface on which it appears. And because of this, when we return
to the swastika’s significance during the twentieth century, it also cuts right through the heart.The
swastika’s sublime form wed to its wicked function has stimulated considerable inquiry into its
origins and its future. “The fact that an ignominious fanatic placed a swastika on his battle flag is
insufficient reason for ignoring this symbol’s historic significance,” wrote the industrial designer
Henry Dreyfuss in Symbol Sourcebook: An Authoritative Guide to International Graphic Symbols
(John Wiley & Sons, 1997). Indeed, much has been written about the swastika’s rhetorical
metamorphosis from a token of good fortune into the emblem of Nazi Germany—as well as its
continued use by hate groups throughout the world. The very currency of the swastika makes it a
subject for fierce debate.Today, simply uttering the word “swastika” evokes revulsion, indeed
terror, in many. Yet by all accounts, throughout most of its long history, the swastika, the Zelig of
all symbols, was comparatively benign. Prior to its transfiguration, it served as religious
phylactery, occult talisman, scientific symbol, guild emblem, meteorological implement,
commercial trademark, architectural ornament, printing fleuron, and military insignia.Look
magazine cover. Charlie Chaplin as the Great Dictator wearing the sign of the “double cross,”
1940.“In the first instance probably the swastika may have represented the course of the sun in
the heavens revolving normally from left to right,” wrote H. J. D. Astley in “The Swastika: A
Study” (The Quest, 1925). The swastika also symbolized light or the god of light, forked lightning,
rain, and water. It is believed to be the oldest Aryan symbol and has been established as a Jain
icon typifying animal, human, and celestial life. It represents Brahma, Vishnu, and Siva—
Creator, Preserver, Destroyer. It appears in the footprints of Buddha, engraved upon the solid
rock of the mountains of India. It stood for Jupiter Tonans and Pluvius of the Latins, and Thor of
the Scandinavians. It is said to have had a relationship to the Lotus sign of Egypt and Persia. It
appears on the Necropolis of Koban in the Caucasus. It has had a phallic meaning and has been
recognized as representing the generative principle of mankind, making it the symbol of the
female. Its appearance on monuments to the goddesses Artemis, Hera, Demeter, Astarte, and
the Chaldean Nana gives it credence as a sign of fertility.Its roots dig into deep regions of
prehistory and emerge in antiquity. In 1874, Dr. Heinrich Schliemann discovered swastika
decorations during his archeological excavation of Homer’s Troy. He later traced similar
iterations to, among other realms, Mycenae, Babylonia, Tibet, Greece, Ashanti on the Gold
Coast of Africa, Gaza, Lapland, Paraguay, and Asia Minor. It was discovered painted or etched
into Etruscan pottery, Cyprian vases, and Corinthian coins. Schliemann claimed that as
described in Ezekiel 9:4, the swastika was similar to the ancient Hebrew letter tau, the sign of



life, which was ritualistically written on the forehead of its believers (the reason given for why cult
killer Charles Manson had a swastika carved into his forehead). During the Gallico-Roman
period, the spindle-whorl—a swastika by any other name—was found on stone pedestals and
altars. In England and Scotland, it was known as the fylfot (as in “many feet”), and was the
embodiment of good fortune and auspicious beginnings. A large mosaic swastika ornamented
an ancient synagogue floor in Israel. A copper swastika was unearthed in the nineteenth century
at Native American sites: Hopewell Mound in Ross County, Ohio, and Toco Mound in Monroe
County, Tennessee.Swastika graffiti on building in postwar Germany, c. 1954.Flags of the Tule
Republic.The swastika was also used by secular organizations. During the nineteenth century,
the swastika was a Masonic sign, and Madame Blavatsky adopted it as an emblem of her
Theosophist movement. In the 1920s it was selected as the peace symbol for the League of
Nations’ Vilna Commission; in the 1930s it was a graphic device on the national flags of Estonia,
Finland (known as “the Cross of Freedom”), and Latvia. The breakaway state of rebellious Cuna
Indians in Panama established the Republic of Tule with a flag that had a counterclockwise
swastika emblem. It was used commercially, too, as a trademark on common products and
services. And although many of these marks were duly recorded with copyright and trademark
registries, no one ever really owned an exclusive copyright to the swastika, which remains in the
public domain for anyone to claim.Desecration of religious icon in Germany, 1960.Given this
auspicious past, the swastika might have remained one of the world’s most untarnished,
ubiquitous symbols. A graphic symbol is, after all, as weak or as strong as what it represents.
And while such an impressive mnemonic device will surely conjure associations that prompt
instantaneous recognition, it draws its intensity, first and foremost, from the quality of the thing or
idea that it denotes. As a tool of corporate or product identification, for instance, a trademark or
logo is neither inherently good nor bad (unless it stems from a malicious or maligning
stereotype, like the Frito Bandito); rather, its end use determines how it is perceived. Apart from
esoteric and aesthetic qualities, the foundation of a good mark is an exemplary product or
service. Conversely, an “award-winning” mark will never compensate for sullied wares and public
displeasure.That for centuries the swastika was not used for harm gave it a positive pedigree.
But owing to its vague origin, variegated function, and mystical heritage, it is not surprising that it
could be misconstrued or reinterpreted, even in a sinister manner. When in the late nineteenth
and early twentieth centuries the swastika was appropriated by esoteric German occultists as
their secret signifier, or holy grail containing the mystery of the heavens, the symbol’s fate fell
into doubt. For this is when the swastika became the sign of an ancient Indo-European elite—an
Aryan race. It was believed that the swastika possessed a kind of natural force that comprised a
secret heraldry.Had these cults remained solely on the fringes of German society, it remains
uncertain how the swastika would be viewed today by the Western world. But their collective
influence had a profound effect on the burgeoning post-war German nationalists, monarchists,
and fascists. Even before Germany’s defeat by the Allies in the Great War, Aryan supremacy was
promoted by the paramilitary, which claimed the swastika as its symbol. As early as 1912, the



Reichshammer Bund used the mark as its battle sign. After the armistice, troops of the notorious
Freikorp (Free Corps) Ehrhardt Brigade, a uniformed column of army veterans that waged war
against the newly founded Weimar Republic, carried the swastika during its street skirmishes.
For the Nazis, writes the historian Nicholas Goodrick-Clarke in The Occult Roots of Nazism,
there was “a direct line of symbological succession” between the secret societies and the party
“in the form of the swastika.”Ultimately, the swastika and Hitler were interchangeable, as
exemplified in Leni Reifenstahl’s propaganda paean to Nazidom, Triumph of the Will. “When
Hitler is absent in Riefenstahl’s film,” wrote Malcolm Quinn in The Swastika: Constructing the
Symbol (Routledge, 1997), “his place is taken by the swastika, which, like the image of the
Führer, becomes a switching station for personal and national identities.” The swastika was
indeed such a potent Nazi and national emblem that even half a century after the defeat of the
Third Reich, it continues to instill fear and loathing. So enduring is its legacy and, therefore, so
offensive is its metaphor that the German government, at the behest of the World War II allies,
officially bans all public displays of it. The swastika concentrates such vehemence in its very
form that its horror is palpable even in current neo-fascist marks where mere fragments of the
swastika are introduced. In fact, the swastika is not simply a vivid reminder of a mournful history,
it is an instrument (or at least an accessory) of its depravity.As such the question of its
redemption fosters considerable contention. Redemption of this kind would have to be the
function of both official and popular consensus. One might question: Because one man kills
another, must all men be deemed killers? Even killers are often given an opportunity to redeem
(and cleanse) themselves. Likewise, because a formerly positive icon temporarily represented
evil deeds, can it never again be seen in its original context? Certainly, under the signs of each
of the world’s great religions, atrocities have occurred. Should the cross, star, and crescent be
forbidden? Why was the fasci, Italy’s fascist logo (formerly an icon of Imperial Rome) allowed to
quietly disappear? And why is the hammer and sickle, which has definitely signified repression
for decades longer than the swastika, not as criminally charged?Charles Manson who, while in
prison for murder, carved the swastika onto his forehead, 1970.poster stamps, c. 1944.If the
Nazis had not appropriated the swastika, the question of stigma would be moot. But the fact that
it was the centerpiece of Nazi pageantry, seal of Nazi officialdom, and mark of Nazi atrocity
forever changed its essence. Certain symbols might easily exist ambiguously or with multiple
meanings, but ultimately not the swastika. For what once exemplified good fortune now
manifests malevolence. What was once innocent is forever guilty.Some argue today that the
swastika was merely a vessel that can be emptied at will. But the swastika is not just any vessel.
Nor is it like the marks for Coca-Cola, IBM, Apple, CBS, or other venerable corporate logos that
front a company or represent a brand that ultimately rises and falls on popular acceptance. What
makes the swastika so consequential is not only that it was the fulcrum of an integrated
propaganda machine, but that it is the graphic embodiment of a heinous dogma that
encouraged racist-inspired atrocities. Just because the Nazis lost the war does not mean that
the symbol is denazified.The essays in this anthology are a means to address vexing questions



about the swastika’s place in history, analyzing its present and speculating upon its future. As
one who routinely works with graphic images, I find the swastika to be representative of how line,
shape, mass, and color can be influential on popular perception when manipulated to serve an
idea and promoted vociferously as a brand. Of course, one could select hundreds of different
visual forms—from the circle, square, and triangle, to the cross, star, and crescent— to examine
how the form of signs and symbols function in the world. But the swastika is the only one among
them that triggers the emotions in such a profound way. Regardless of its context, I cringe every
time I see the mark, yet I’m continually drawn to it—perhaps in the same way that others have
been similarly drawn to it over the millennia.chapter twoFROM PREHISTORY TO HISTORYThe
Svastika has a very wide range of distribution, and is found on all kinds of objects. It was used as
a religious emblem in India and China at least ten centuries before the Christian era, and is met
with on Buddhist coins and inscriptions from various parts of India.—Encyclopaedia Britannica,
Eleventh Edition, 1910Adolf Hitler and the Nazis use the Swastika as their emblem. They claim
that it is a pure “Aryan” symbol, that it originated in Europe among the “Aryans,” and that it is a
special characteristic of the “Aryan” peoples as a whole and of the Germanic people in particular.
All available evidence today indicates that these claims are unfounded.—W. Norman Brown,
The Swastika: A Study of the Nazi Claims of its Aryan Origin, 1933The swastika (right) and the
suavastika (left).Long ago man imbued graphic symbols with extraordinary powers representing
both god and demon. Born of history, legend, and myth, symbols reflect humankind’s innermost
beliefs and are key to social ritual. Though created by mortals, the most remarkable symbols
never die; civilization’s greatest are indeed its oldest. Yet the most sacred, those with meanings
indelibly etched into the collective psyche, are not immutable or inviolable.Few symbols have
had as much impact on humankind as the swastika. No other mark has turned up in so many
disparate cultures, suggesting some kind of enormous migration or diaspora of peoples joined
by a common belief or understanding. This ancient hooked cross gets its name from the Sanskrit
word svastika, meaning “well being, good fortune, and luck.” Although the first recorded instance
of this word is fully two thousand years after the earliest known Indian examples of the symbol,
the term, which refers to the Indian mystic figure svastikaya, has probably always meant a “sign
of benediction.”Ceremonial Bead Garters of Sac Indians in Kansas, date unknown. From Report
of National Museum, 1894.The swastika has been traced back to prehistory by many scholars,
but no one was more ambitious than Thomas Wilson, who in the late nineteenth century was the
curator of the Department of Prehistoric Anthropology at the U.S. National Museum (The
Smithsonian Institution, Washington, D.C.). In 1894 he published, with government support, a
profusely illustrated, booklength report entitled The Swastika. The Earliest Known Symbol, And
its Migrations; With Observations On The Migration of Certain Industries In Prehistoric Times. In
his preface, Wilson explained that the straight line, the circle, the cross, and the triangle “are
simple forms, easily made, and might have been invented and reinvented in every age of
primitive man and in every quarter of the globe, each time being an independent invention,
meaning much or little, meaning different things among different peoples or at different times



among the same people, or they may have not settled or [had a] definite meaning.” Conversely,
he concluded, the swastika was probably the first symbol to be made with “a definite intention”
and a continuous or consecutive meaning, the knowledge of which passed from person to
person, from tribe to tribe, from people to people, and from nation to nation, until with possibly
changed meanings, it has finally circled the globe.” Nonetheless, he offers no definitive
conclusion regarding its time or place of origin.Swastikas used by the Ashanti from Ghana, date
unknown.Wilson is certain, however, that the swastika emerged in both hemispheres and
throughout virtually every landmass, continent, and country, including the “Extreme orient,”
“Classical Orient,” Africa, “Classical Occident,” Mediterranean, Europe, and the Americas. He
further analyzed the swastika’s application on artifacts—from funeral urns to spears—and
classified them according to physical and symbolic properties to determine some logical reason
why the swastika has been prevalent in so many disparate cultures for so long. And it remains a
mystery.Ashanti design cast in bronze, date unknown.While numerous interpretations of the
swastika differ on this subject, some scholars agree that the model for the symbol must have
been an object, known and useful throughout the ancient world. In 1901 an amateur historian
and engineer, Edward Butts, wrote in a self-published booklet, Statement No. 1: The Swastika:
“… it is evident that the swastika figure is only emblematic of what it originally was, from the fact
that it must have been a more useful device and of very necessary application to have forced
itself into the needs of so many widely distributed localities.”
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B. Porecka, “A truly unique book. The Nazis took a symbol with a thousand year history, which
they really just ruined for the world. The swastika was used by Native Americans, Nordic
Peoples, Polish Mountain Dwellers and Hindus, to name just a few. Only the Hindus use it freely
nowadays. This book shows the history of the stolen symbol, from the ancient times to usage in
pre-Hitler commercials for products so well known as Coca-Cola. Many of the usages are
shown, including types of swastikas found in each region of the world. The book does not
concentrate on Nazi usage as many do, though illustrations for that time are also plentiful. It's not
long so it really isn't a study book, but it does make an interesting read.”

C. Martin Centner, “Excellent and Fun Graphic History. Steven Heller is both graphic designer
and historian, This book explains, and better shows, how the Swastica came to be both part of
our culture and the symbol of evil. This was the second copy of the book I purchased. It is both
unique and interesting.”

Tabs, “Lovely book. I loved this book so much. I am a Buddhist, myself...and I wish that I didn't
get ridiculed so much for wearing the swastika...but sadly enough, people are going to be
ignorant. All it takes is a few moments to open up a book and figure out where the symbol came
from and what it really meant.”

Cai Demin, “Thank. very good especially the customer service. Thank you so much!”

didier, “Four Stars. Not anti semetic”

lordhoot, “History of the Swastika Before and After Hitler. In a relatively a short book, less then
160 pages, the author Stephen Heller managed to recount the history and usages of this
notorious symbol used by Adolf Hitler and his Nazi Party. The book is filled of illustrations
showing how this symbol were used by many cultures from many lands across the face of this
planet thousands of years prior to Hitler's Third Reich. Hitler's claims that swastika is a pure
"Aryan" symbol mocked his own understanding of this symbol. It pretty clear by author's
assertions that swastika have been used by many for various purposes. Some of the most
interesting aspects the author brought up was that swastika was the symbol the Girl's Club in the
United States during the early of the 20th century and each of their magazine covers had
swastika all over it.Although the author touched on the Asian usage of the swastika, he fell little
short regarding the Asian elements of the swastika and its meanings. When my father was
stationed in Japan, I had a chance to see many swastikas on Japanese temples and surprised
to see swastikas adopted into some of the Japanese samurai families' mon (family crest) during
that era of history. One of the more funnier things I have seen was reading a Japanese map and
seeing all these red swastikas on the map - each of them showing the location of a temple or a



shrine. One of my friends who didn't know any better asked once if that map is showing where all
the Nazis live in this area.The author also wrote some interesting stuff on whether this symbol
can ever be save from how we see it today, symbol of evil, racism and hate. The book came to a
regretful conclusion that as long as there are large numbers of racists and anti-Semites out there
using the swastika for their own purpose and with its history, this symbol can never be reclaim in
innocence. In some way, the swastika's fate can be linked with the Confederate Battle Flag. Both
will always be associated with racism and hate as long as there are people who will used it as
such.Overall, a very useful book and interesting reading material to anyone who wants to know
more about this symbol which apparently been hijacked permanently by Adolf Hitler and those
like him.”

John Abraytis, “SPLENDID!. Here's three good things about this book.First, the 157 pages of
text provide a comprehensive overview of the history of the you-know-what-symbol. The
swastika. There's a lot of interesting revelations. For example, the swastika appears to be the
oldest symbol uncovered anywhere, and is found in just about every culture and civilization,
everywhere and at any time in History. I mean, it was everywhere!Second, the book provides
dozens of reproductions of the swastika, in a myriad of variants, including on cigar labels, poker
chips, cards, as a shoulder patch for the U.S. Army (1918), and on a monthly American
magazine for young girls, entitled: "The Swastika: Written, Issued and Read by The Girl's
Club."Finally, the author is a graphic designer, and a darn good one. The book itself--the size,
the color, the paper, the setting of the text, the brilliant and varied reproductions--these all
delighted me, and I hope they delight you.Not only that, consider that the bookjacket has to be
one of the most extreme, hardcore bookcovers in history. The cover shows a black swastika, on
a white circle, on a red background. One glance at it, and you'll know why the swastika is the
most powerful symbol ever created. Forever sinister, the swastika today is the only symbol that
you can write with a pen on the border of the daily paper, that has acquired the status of
"genetically evil." Those scribblings on the notepad--they will never be redeemed! Hollywood is
calling.Take a peek.”

BV, “OK. OK”

The book by Steven Heller has a rating of  5 out of 4.0. 31 people have provided feedback.
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