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Vintage Technology Daydreams: Byte
Magazine's Extraordinary Cover
lllustrations

Byte Magazine was the top computing magazine in the 1980's, thanks in
part to these imaginative retro-futurist covers by Robert Tinney.
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In the late-1970s, a computer’s place was almost exclusively in the
corporate office. With the exception of a few hardcore hobbyists, most
middle class North American consumers were intimidated by their cold

logic and strange language.

Even so, those with just a bit of imagination could see the potential of
computing and networking to radically everyday life. One had only to
crunch the numbers and study the industry to see what was ahead.
Microprocessors were getting faster, getting cheaper, and were revving up

to invade homes across the world.

In 1975, technology consultant and entrepreneur Carl Helmers and
amateur radio magazine publisher Wayne Greene teamed up to create a
publication that would cater to the growing public interest in computing
and programming. Their goal was to create a magazine that blended in-
depth computer science with do-it-yourself code recipes and general
interest technology news. In September of 1975, Byte, "The Small Systems

Journal," published its first issue.

Helmers particularly was giddy about the nascent computing revolution. A
one time consultant for NASA, he was brimming with dreams about
computers making the impossible possible. Eager to inject that magical
vision of the future into the hearts and minds of his readers, he needed
someone to visualize that sense of wonder and new possibilities. To that
end, Helmers hired artist Robert Tinney to paint the Byte Magazine’s
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Tinney, an army veteran with a degree in Advertising Art, began painting




for periodicals professionally in the 1970’s. His first cover for Byte was in

December 1975, the Christmas issue.

Tinney’s background was not technical, a fact that likely made him even
more suited to painting a human face on the world of ones and zeroes. M.C.
Escher and Salvador Dali were among his influences, artists known for
their playful, surrealistic dreamscapes and visual logic games. Tinney also
had high regard for the master magazine illustrators of ages past, such as
J.C. Leyandecker, Maxfield Parrish, and Norman Rockwell. These
influential artists knew that a good illustration could say more and hit

deeper than any amount of words.

the small siétems journal







Interactive Videodiscs

$2.50 in USAJE2.85 in Canada

A McGraw-HIll Publication

the small systems journal

FUTURE COMPUTERS?




One of the best ways to confront and understand the esoteric is through
play. Tinney brought the strange world of code and electronics down to
Earth by creating a fantasy world where technology was a kind of useful
magic. Robots could hatch from eggs like dinosaurs. Desktops could
transform ones and zeroes into rivers of paper. Tinney's metaphors not
only illustrated Byte's theme for the month, but got the reader's gears
turning about what might be soon be possible. These covers provided a

healthy dash of science fiction to accent Byte's science facts.

Contemporaneous computer magazines featured photographs of flashy new
merchandise with large puddles of text advertising the contents. Byte set
itself apart by offering vivid artistic metaphors that hinted at what was
inside. Tinney earned a fair amount of fame among computer experts and
hobbyists, who bought the magazine in droves every month. Byte became
the most important computer magazine on the market in the 1980’s,
reaching up to 500 pages per month at the height of its popularity. Tinny’s
covers became so popular that he was able to sell prints and tshirts of
them, and once even traded an original painting for a high-end computer of

his own.
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Tinney painted the majority of Byte’s covers between 1975 and 1990. In

that time, he made about 80 cover images for Byte, and many more
internal illustrations. By the 1990’s, however, Byte’s popularity began to
decline, and frustrated editors traded in Tinney’s surrealist computer
dreams for the dreary merchandise photographs of their competitors. In
1998, Byte shuttered operations for good.

These days, for the sake of posterity, whole issues of Byte are available for

free at Archive.org. All of Byte's covers from 1977 to 1998 are online as

well. If you want to hear the story in the words of the artist himself, Vintage
Computing & Gaming interviewed Tinney in 2006.

Byte's covers, even today, speak to a world of potential. We, the jaded
denizens of the future, often take for granted how explosive the
information revolution was. Tinney’s fantasy world of floppy disks and
desktops give us a peak into how we once saw the future. They’re the vivid

dreams of a past generation, trying their best to see into the future.
ART VINTAGE

(O Comment < Like & Share

About the Creator

&)

Mickey Rivera
twitter: @talesofhorror



https://archive.org/details/byte-magazine
https://archive.org/details/byte-magazine
http://www.vintagefreeware.com/bytecvrs.htm
http://www.vintagecomputing.com/index.php/archives/169
https://vocal.media/futurism/tag/art
https://vocal.media/futurism/tag/vintage
https://vocal.media/signin?successRedirect=futurism%2Fvintage-technology-daydreams-byte-magazine-s-extraordinary-cover-illustrations%3FscrollToRedirectButton%3Dredirect-like-action-bar
https://vocal.media/authors/mickey-rivera
https://vocal.media/authors/mickey-rivera

Enjoyed the story? Support the Creator.

Subscribe for free to receive all their stories in your feed. You could also pledge your support
or give them a one-off tip, letting them know you appreciate their work.
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Keep reading

More stories from Mickey Rivera and writers in Futurism and other communities.
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This Sublime and Bizarre Buddhist Sculpture Park is Dedicated to Alan
Turing

In Wicklow, Ireland, about 50 kilometers south of Dublin, weary travelers with hungry minds
can find a one of a kind park filled with beautifully handcarved statues of Hindu gods and
figures, all dedicated to the memory of computer programmer Alan Turing. Victor's Way...
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Google's new Al Model Gemini

7 years ago, | started writing as a hobby (something other than very mind-numbing university
essays). | wanted to write articles about interesting things | came across.
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How Atrtificial Intelligence Could Increase the Risk of Nuclear War

In the pursuit of a safe future, mankind must tread carefully along two potentially devastating
paths: the development of artificial intelligence (Al) technology and nuclear war. These two
ideas have the frightening potential to drastically change the path of human history and...
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Il be Home jor Christmas

This is for the Vocal+Assist's Facebook Group December Prompt to write a “Hallmark-style
Christmas story” — with a twist!
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