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FOREWORD

In 1992, four working designers conceived of an anthology of critical writings about graphic design. Back then—before iPods and Weblogs—there were few books about graphic design that weren’t picture-driven annuals or monographs. The numerous trade magazines covering the design professions tended to be equally lacking in critical faculties, and worst of all, there was no anthology of writings for students in design programs across the country. Nevertheless, a generation of new writers was beginning to surface in venues such as the AIGA Journal, Eye, and Emigre; in catalogs from the American Center of Design and The Cooper Union; and in isolated essays in the mainstream design media, such as Communication Arts, ID, and Print magazines.

Together, these writers were finding a new critical voice—sometimes shrill, occasionally oblique, often incomplete in its portrayal or analysis of a particular observation about design. But collectively, by 1992 a body of work had emerged that seemed to represent a new kind of awareness about visual thinking, a new voice in graphic design criticism. It wasn’t a movement, exactly, since the themes and interests remained (and have remained) deeply divergent, but it was indeed a convergence of talented people writing in new and unusually expressive ways. And they were being published with enough frequency that it soon became impossible not to notice that something was going on.

The idea for Looking Closer was conceived in that fertile period, with the first volume published in 1994 and this, our fifth volume, published twelve years later. As ever, the goal is to present the most provocative and compelling voices in design criticism. Along the way, it bears saying that we’d been inspired by Massimo Vignelli’s credo that there would be no serious design without serious design criticism. This challenge, in many ways, remains unfulfilled; and yet, the quantity and quality of writings anthologized in these five volumes testifies to a kind of extraordinary progress for graphic design literature. It is our hope that this progress—towards sustained scholarship and robust criticism—will continue.

Over five volumes, we have published 254 essays by 165 writers. Volume One compiled its essays from thirteen sources, while this volume includes writings from nearly twice that amount, or twenty-three sources. Our most frequent contributors (with more than three essays each) are Michael Bierut, William Drenttel, Ken Garland, Milton Glaser, Jessica Helfand, Steven Heller, D. K. Holland, Karrie Jacobs, Tibor Kalman, Mr. Keedy, Ellen Lupton, Katherine McCoy, J. Abbott Miller, Rick Poynor, Michael Rock, Veronique Vienne, and Lorraine Wild. (To be fair, many of the promising young writers in the more recent volumes were not publishing their writings yet in 1994.)

In the next few years, there will continue to be new writers as well as new venues, especially as online journals encourage more copious opportunities for self-publishing. The existence of blogs does not, in and of itself, create writers: writers will emerge slowly and infrequently, as individuals take the time to write with the kind of critical perspective that sheds new light on history, theory, and practice. The true promise for these writers lies in curricula provided in our schools and universities, where critical modes of discourse must continue to be encouraged, and from which the next new generation of writers will undoubtedly emerge. Perhaps, too, we will begin to see new opportunities for design writing as it migrates into mainstream media, bringing design criticism to a world of nondesigners.

The challenge for Looking Closer, however, has remained the same: to identify new writers with a distinctive and critical voice who can help us better comprehend the work we make. These writers advance our profession through their unparalleled capacity to question everything, adding critical depth to our history through deeply engaged, uniquely perceptive, and thoughtfully inquisitive writing. This, perhaps more than anything else, is what these five volumes of collected essays have given us.

And now, some acknowledgements. Michael Bierut and Steven Heller participated as editors in all five volumes, while William Drenttel participated in four volumes. Together, we wish to warmly acknowledge the input of three other writers who participated as editors of individual volumes: D.K. Holland, Jessica Helfand, and Rick Poynor. On a personal note, the editors would like to acknowledge the continued support, over the life of this series, of our colleague Rick Poynor, who remains for us all the ultimate champion of design criticism.

Among many acknowledgments, a key one goes to our publisher, Tad Crawford, who believed in the spirit of our initiative and who followed through to realize its longterm potential. Even in lean years, Allworth Press continued to keep these books in print at a reasonable price. This series, and its impact on design writing and thinking over a decade, only existed because of Tad’s unwavering commitment, and for this we are especially grateful. These volumes also benefited from the input of other talented editors and professionals at Allworth:Theodore Gachot, Michael Madole, Bob Porter, Nicole Potter-Talling, and Cynthia Rivelli. Elinor Pettit was a freelance researcher on the first edition.

We also wish to acknowledge the sponsors who have provided financial support for individual volumes: Adobe Corporation, Aldus Corporation, and Champion International Corporation. Similarly, AIGA should be singled out for its role as a copublisher of three volumes, extending awareness of the Looking Closer series to its broad national membership.

Looking Closer has continued to provide a challenge to its editors, helping each of us grow as writers, thinkers, and practitioners—but most of all, as critics. It is our hope that our readers have derived as much benefit from this wonderful series of writings that collectively celebrate the critical value of design in contemporary culture.

—The Editors


__________________
INTRODUCTION

WHERE’S THE CRITICISM?
Steven Heller

Since last we looked closer (August 2002 to be exact), the blogosphere has erupted into new venues for instant commentary on issues and phenomena, individuals and movements. From humble beginnings—“listservs,” “newsgroups,” and “chat rooms”—to annotated online data compilations, like Lines and Splines, to community forums like Typographica and Typophile, to multiauthored Weblogs, like Speak Up, founded in September 2002, and Design Observer, in September 2003, to dedicated online design journals and chronicles at AIGA, Core 77, and Unbeige—reams of unedited and edited copy now flow like lava from Vesuvius over Pompeian design fields.

Designers use this new medium (and such programs as Moveable Type and Typepad) to great advantage. Many have launched (and are currently launching) personal blogs replete with all manner of written expression from diaries to essays to papers and speeches. Design students and teachers post ad hoc thoughts as well as tested ideas; critical commentaries about the good, bad, and ugly in design—sometimes unforgiving, often scolding—are not exceptions but the rule. Most blogs are linked to and from other blogs insuring that new audiences are growing exponentially larger than virtually all the traditional print design periodicals—even those featuring Web components. With such fervent activity one might expect more, not less, serious design criticism to have emerged. On a certain level there is more, yet on another there is not.

In fact, this fifth edition of Looking Closer, a collection of graphic design and related criticism published since 2000, was not as easy to compile as the first, second, or fourth (and even in the fourth we complained that it was harder than the second, and the third was our historical compendium). The pool of viable texts contained surprisingly fewer than expected—which is not to diminish the valuable selections in this edition, but to suggest an overall lull in the field. The editors assumed that since Looking Closer 1 premiered in 1994 (at the height of the computer and theory revolutions) graphic design criticism had become de rigeur in professional publications and academic journals. We know various voices have been raised at conferences and symposia, therefore we assumed manuscripts suitable for compilation would be much more plentiful than ever before. Instead we were astonished to find a few of the more promising authors from previous editions had nothing to offer this time around—and for whatever reasons they simply stopped writing criticism. Although replaced by a few new articulate voices, we were nonetheless aware that the kind of work we needed for this volume had declined, even as blog posts have zoomed.

Blogs clearly provide stimulating discussions—some quite eloquent and astute—but without the rigorous editorial oversight endemic to magazines and journals the writing is often more raw transcription than polished prose. Where texts are tightly edited, much of this material is pegged to timely moments or events—like how dare those philistines at AT&T scrap Saul Bass’ venerable logo, or whether or not Neue Helvetica Round is the next Meta. Since we believe even the most engaging of these discussions might lose relevance by the time Looking Closer 5 was published, and therefore require detailed editorial contextualization to be made comprehensible, we have backed away from reprinting them. Consistent with Looking Closer 1, 2, and 4 we decided not to write prefaces for the selected texts in this edition, believing they should speak for themselves (since LC3 included historical texts and so brief explanatory précis were necessary).

Actually, only a handful of the pieces in this edition were originally published on the Internet. With the exception of six essays from Design Observer (by LC editors Michael Bierut, William Drenttel, and former editor Jessica Helfand), seven from AIGA VOICE (including one by myself), and one from Typotheque, we selected just one, Christine Rosen’s “The Image Culture,” from a nondesign-dedicated online journal, TheNewAtlantis.com. The balance of the content derives from the stalwart journalistic design journals, Print, Eye, Emigre, Grafik, TypoGraphic, and Metropolis. Yet even some of these seemed to offer less critical analysis on average than were found in the issues published prior to the LC5 timeframe. Which raises fundamental concerns about the state of criticism since Looking Closer premiered.

Has the amount of critical writing increased or decreased? Can graphic design truly sustain an astute body of criticism? Is our field unable to generate enough provocative stimuli for serious graphic design critics to grapple with issues? Addressing these questions, authors in previous editions raised familiar canards: “Criticism is fine until it happens to me”; “The field is too ingrown to allow for honest criticism”; “No one, not even design periodicals, pays a living wage to graphic design critics”; “There are no educational programs devoted to teaching design criticism.” These arguments recur because, frankly, graphic design criticism has for too long been a do-it-yourself (D.I.Y.) field. Most graphic design critics are self-taught. They (we) have cobbled together, though brilliantly at times, methods and language from other disciplines. Despite the significant voices on important themes—many of them are represented in this volume—unlike art, architecture, or film there still is no codified critical approach that can be universally adopted or rebelled against. While various theoretical conceits are tapped—like semiotics, connoisseurship, poststructuralism, feminism, even Marxism to a certain extent—they nonetheless seem grafted onto graphic design’s critical discourse. In short, after all these years graphic design criticism is still in its infancy.

Nonetheless, as evident from this edition’s contents, a kind of informal-formal criticism continues to be practiced in academe and journalism. Writers continue to push for a legitimate discipline, and even without a delineated critical vocabulary (whatever that might be), they continue to build a distinct literature of graphic design. Some writers are even capable of transforming otherwise pedantic discussions of type and its impact on society or tensions between art and commerce into real page-turners. Essays of this caliber included here reveal various analytical, polemical, and cautionary ways of addressing many concerns impacting design practice—such as essays by Alice Twemlow on the new decoration (page 87), Ellen Lupton on new user friendly computer paradigms (page 23), Peter Bilak on typographic experimentation (page 172), and Adrian Shaughnessy on design cults (page 167); as well as design processes that directly impact society—such as essays by Milton Glaser on the designer as citizen (page 144), Phil Patton on the viability of political symbols (page 103), and William Owen on graphically mapping the world (page 13), to name a few. Despite the trepidation expressed above, there is a critical mass of criticism that seems proportional to the apparent interest in the field. (After all, not every designer cares about criticism; some just choose to professionally, or sometimes instinctively, do their work.)

Perhaps the new Web-based venues are the next big thing, but it is still too early to calculate their collective consequence. Popular response to the major design blogs and online journals suggests that interest in reading and writing about design and related issues prevails among some students and practitioners, yet this does not mean universal acceptance. For a few writers the Internet has become the primary outlet; for instance, most of Jessica Helfand’s strongest work begins on Design Observer. While much online writing has yet to reach a consistent standard, the blogs—or whatever they’ll be called in the future—will have to reach a more sophisticated level to be taken seriously. So while print journals remain the dominant venues because their texts are more massaged, gradually blogs are challenging the status quo, which has already begun to change.

After twenty years Rudy VanderLans’ Emigre ceased publication in late 2005, and with it a valuable outlet, resource, and advocate is gone. And it is with some reluctance the editors of LC5 must also report this will be the final edition of the series, at least in this book format. Despite our fervent belief in the resonance of print, belief reigns that in the long run the Web may be a more viable archive where access is unlimited and inexpensive. As design writing of all kinds—reportage, analysis, profiles, and criticism—are increasingly available as PDFs and other downloadable documents, various repositories for design authorship are sure to emerge along the information highway. Putting together this edition proved that graphic design criticism has gone directly from infancy to a curious midlife crisis—more mature but in a state of reexamination—and we look forward to where the criticism will come from next.


__________________
SECTION I:

GRAPHIC DESIGN AS SYSTEM
__________________


__________________

THE GRAND UNIFIED THEORY OF NOTHING: DESIGN, THE CULT OF SCIENCE, AND THE LURE OF BIG IDEAS

Randy Nakamura

In the 1960s and 1970s, George Lois popularized the “big idea” in advertising. With his classic advertisements and covers for Esquire he established concept over form. In his book, What’s the Big Idea? How to Win with Outrageous Ideas That Sell, Lois states:


I look in vain for the big idea, for that one theme or slogan that says it all, that can be played back by the average consumer after one viewing. If you can't describe the big idea in one sentence or in three or four words, you don't have a big idea. Quick cuts and animation and computer graphics are techniques, and ephemeral techniques, at best. None of these devices is an idea. . . . A great verbal idea can survive even terrible graphics.



Lois’ perfect combination of stripped down graphic wit, pop culture references, and clever copy made for memorable ads. Unfortunately, this legacy of concept over form has mutated over the decades into a new and strange form. Instead of merely applying “concept über alles” to actual pieces of design, designers want to engage their entire practice in this manner. This desire to turn design into a total conceptual discipline has its roots in the fact that the cultural and social status of design has always been up for grabs. Being neither fine art nor vernacular art, but sampling, appropriating, and utilizing both domains, design occupies an area Pierre Bourdieu calls the “sphere of the legitimizable,” the zone between high and low culture that is constantly being contested, reconfigured, and challenged. This is design as a middle-brow cultural practice. What is fascinating about contemporary design practice is the attempt by its practitioners to raise design above its middlebrow pedigree to a “higher realm” away from the pejorative connotations of merely being “designer” or “stylish.” Recently this attempt at upward mobility has often involved the appropriation of ideas from the sciences, specifically ecology, and a relatively new branch of knowledge called systems theory (the idea that natural systems are “integrated wholes whose properties cannot be reduced to those of smaller parts”). Terry Irwin, in her essay “A Crisis In Perception,” outlines a manifesto for a type of “design ecology.” In a fundamental way this is a search for new metaphors. Unfortunately these metaphors are strained and are deeply problematic in how they might be applied to design. At best most of these ideas become comforting platitudes; at worst they are deeply confused and have a dubious value as any sort of corrective or improvement to the way design functions in the world.

NATURE OVER ALL

The ideas and philosophy of Fritjof Capra have deeply influenced Irwin; the title of her essay is a direct lift from the first chapter of Capra’s The Web of Life. Capra is best known for his book The Tao of Physics, a blend of eastern philosophy and quantum mechanics. The Web of Life is Capra’s attempt to synthesize various elements of deep ecology, evolution, molecular biology, chaos theory, systems theory, and eastern mysticism in order to advocate the interconnectedness of all things. What is most interesting about Capra is the deeply reductionist mindset he uses to juggle all of these disparate disciplines. Extremely controversial concepts like the possibility that evolution is “creative” and “directed” he takes as givens in order to promote his thesis about the “self-organization” of the universe. Everything he assesses and weighs leads back to his singular set of ideas. In a sense this is a perfect reaction to postmodernism (a counter-reformation); culture is entirely subsumed within the idea of nature since “Deep ecology does not separate humans–or anything else–from the natural environment.” Problems that exist in culture are explicitly ignored. Direct study of human cultural problems is irrelevant since they occur within larger macroscopic patterns such as evolution, ecology, and self-organized systems.

One gets the sense that Capra’s project is deeply modernist in philosophy; his obsession with totalizing systems and the singular directedness of nature would be more disturbing if it wasn’t for his relative degree of eloquence and the benign nature he ascribes to the universe. He also has an unfortunate tendency to look like a dwarf standing on the shoulders of giants. Of the 347 pages of The Web of Life, the vast majority of space is spent explaining other people’s ideas and discoveries. Capra has precious little to add other than repeated catchphrases like “interconnectedness” and “conceptual dimension.”

It is hard to see how Capra could be useful for a design practice, seeing how he is philosophically prone to erasing culture rather than investigating it. Since culture really is the basic substance and lifeblood of design, it seems perverse to try to use him as an aid to improve design practice. Nevertheless, Irwin attempts the impossible. The first part of “A Crisis In Perception” establishes Capra’s basic principles. In Irwin’s view, “nature is a better designer than we are,” and she proceeds to paraphrase one of Capra’s arguments:

Living systems theory tells us that life’s natural tendency is to organize into ever greater levels of complexity—in networks, patterns, and structures that emerge out of seeming chaos without external imposition or direction. Organization wants to happen. Imagine that—the world isn’t waiting for designers to impose order upon it. Perhaps many designers weren’t laboring under such delusions of grandeur, but I now realize that I was.

The conflation of ideas here is amazing. Apparently “life” is meant to stand for the entirety of human evolution, history, culture, and social development. Although it is tantalizing to mistake metaphor for reality, it is in the end a mistake. The self-organization of living systems takes place on a time scale of billions of years. The fact that a human designer has the technological and cultural know-how to design and produce a complex artifact like a book in a matter of a few weeks (or even days) is evidence of an amazing efficiency that no “natural system” has ever equaled. The world is in fact waiting to be designed, if only because human beings by necessity have to scale time to their own needs. Maybe nature will sculpt a windbreak for your campsite in a few thousand years, but how much smarter and more efficient to make your own out of a few tree branches and a tarp. There are no delusions of grandeur here, only the necessity of keeping yourself warm.

Irwin also indulges in quite a bit of teleological confusion: either you accept Capra’s hypothesis (borrowed from deep ecology) that everything in the world is “nature” and there can be no “external imposition or direction” or you come back to reality, take Ecology 101, and realize that all natural systems have dynamic (and extraordinarily complex) interrelationships with other natural (or human-made) systems, and that most of the vaunted self-organizational capacities of these systems occur because of these external relationships and not from any kind of spooky sounding quality like a “natural tendency.” Tautology is no substitute for knowing what the hell you are talking about.

DESIGNING WITHOUT DESIGN

Ultimately in the realm of design, ideas have to be useful. They must have some sort of impact on the process, form, or conception of design. Even George Lois with his legendary disdain of form had to find a photographer sympathetic to his ideas, or the classic Esquire covers of Muhammad Ali and Richard Nixon would never have existed except in Lois’ head. In the last half of “A Crisis in Perception,” Irwin speculates on how Capra’s ideas might be implemented within a design practice. Irwin’s start is inauspicious. She states:


Remember that design is first and foremost a process of analysis and problem solving and isn’t always tied to the making of artifacts. Try to better understand how the world works.



Suddenly design isn’t really about design any more, and craft and form are depreciated in the face of “analysis” and “understanding.” This appears to be a halfhearted attempt to recast design as a primarily quantitative and analytical discipline. Yes, design is about analysis and problem solving, but its fundamental impact on the world (for better or worse) is in the artifacts and forms it produces. This is the only way ideas survive in design. To denigrate form and artifact making in design is to destroy its essence and reduce it to a generic role of think tank or consultant. Irwin’s continued use of jargon like “waste/energy flows,” “interdependencies,” and “ecosystem” only seems to emphasize her tendency towards trying to elevate design using a quantitative, pseudoscientific language. After depriving design of its distinctive ways of dealing with the world, Irwin goes one step further into a realm that is almost messianic:


I don’t think it will be the politicians or the economists or the businessmen who will solve the problems of pollution, loss of biodiversity and indigenous cultures, poverty or war and violence. The design of a new reality may be called for, which doesn’t mean creating a “fix” for our current structure. As Fritjof Capra said in a lecture at JFK University last fall, “The Stone Age didn’t end because they suddenly ran out of stones... someone designed something better.” If a new design is needed, who is better equipped to deliver it than a new generation of designers? The first step is to develop a vision that says design can make a divergence—perhaps the biggest difference.



Ignoring the weird elision of design and engineering (was the origin of metallurgy really a moment of design history? Capra’s supposed revelation raises more questions than it could possibly answer), the precedent here is thin, probably nonexistent. Design has never ended or “solved” war, poverty, or violence. Early twentieth century movements like de Stijl and Russian constructivism attempted to connect design to larger political, social, and spiritual ideologies. In the case of constructivism, Alexander Rodchenko and Varvara Stepanova explicitly connected design to “scientific communism.” They adopted a rigorous pseudoscientific language and evolved efficient means of propaganda and self-promotion. In the end they were smashed flat by the same ideology they attempted to promulgate. Despite its disastrous conclusion, constructivism still generated a meaningful legacy because of the designed form and ideas it left behind.

Deprived of form, Irwin has walked design into a dead end. You cannot be influential by appropriating the conceptual corpses of someone else’s ideas. The design artifacts you leave behind will be your ultimate legacy.

If design as a discipline of pure ideas is comical, then design as a messiah is tragic. Irwin diminishes design’s real importance while smearing it with a fake veneer of political and social importance. It is one more design theory destined for the dustbin of history.

THE CRISIS OF IGNORANCE

If Irwin has a salient point in her essay, it is the observation that there is a crisis in design’s relationship with science and technology. Design’s increasing immersion in and dependence on digital technology is unquestionable, and the effects of this transformation are farreaching and unpredictable. Designers accurately reflect society in that they are as ignorant about science as everybody else. The ramifications of this ignorance are vast, affecting our entire society from the educational system (declining enrollments in science and technical disciplines) to government (where politics and big business take precedence over sound scientific research) and even employment (if employers cannot find qualified engineers and scientists domestically then they will inevitably look overseas for the cheaper alternative).

While Rome burns, designers are obsessed with big ideas cribbed from scientific disciplines they can barely understand. The only apparent rationale behind these misguided obsessions is an attempt to drag design from its middlebrow status into a higher arena, or in Pierre Bourdieu’s words, the “sphere of the legitimate with universal claims,” i.e., the realm of fine arts, poetry, and literature. If it always seems like design will be the bastard child of the art school, then a blind trek through the domain of science is at least an original, if failed, attempt to raise design’s status.

Status can never be attained through fake knowledge. If design is in a rut, it can only lift itself out of its rut by its own means, not by dreaming of a deux ex machina by systems theory. If design wants to engage with science, it can do so on a multitude of fronts, but it must do so on a plane where science and design can connect as equals, not from a point of veneration and misty-eyed misunderstanding. If the fields of systems theory and self-organized systems are so important, then the challenge for design is to find a way to visualize these exceedingly abstract, relational, macroscopic processes in a form that is understandable to a layperson. This is an extremely tall order that perhaps lacks the glamour of being a guru of “big ideas,” but it is absolutely essential to a real design practice that knows one of its most powerful tools is the ability to affect and change perception.

What is, perhaps, the most disappointing part about Irwin’s perspective is the total lack of faith in design’s ability to offer anything of value to the outside world. Design is an inherently collaborative discipline, yet our intimate knowledge of the collaborative process is taken for granted and even ignored. But from the perspective of “big ideas,” most designers are inbred specialists in need of reform by outside collaborators.

But what if the tables were turned? What if design was taken as an object of interest by, say, an anthropologist and design culture was dissected via ethnography? (The immediate model here would be Paul Rabinow’s Making PCR, which is an ethnography of the scientists who invented PCR, a biochemical copy machine for DNA.) What could the social sciences learn from design? Perhaps that designers have a unique and specific knowledge of making artifacts that embodies a huge array of processes both internal (cognitive, self-critical, creative, and technical) and external (social organizations that are both hierarchical and nonhierarchical, fluid and uniquely self-organized, etc.). And what could designers learn from another discipline reflecting on design culture in a systematic and integrated way?

Now that would be radical, a true “paradigm” buster, a truly “big idea.” Design may have much to learn from the sciences, but the hidden truth here might be that science could have much to learn from the culture of design. That would be a true revolution and is one that may yet come to pass.
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__________________

TOWARDS CRITICAL AUTONOMY, OR CAN GRAPHIC DESIGN SAVE ITSELF ?

Andrew Blauvelt


“Art exists today in a state of pluralism: no style or even mode of art is dominant and no critical position is orthodox. Yet this state is also a position, and this position is an alibi. As a general condition pluralism tends to absorb argument—which is not to say that it does not promote antagonism of all sorts. One can only begin out of a discontent with this status quo: for in a pluralist state art and criticism tend to be dispersed and so rendered impotent. Minor deviation is allowed only in order to resist radical change.”—Hal Foster, “The Problem with Pluralism,” 1982



It would be an understatement to suggest that the 1990s were an important decade for graphic design. Not only were the technological transformations of the desktop publishing and personal computing revolution of the 1980s fully absorbed, but so too were the lessons of formal experimentation that had developed in the academies and the marketplace.

Today, we can reflect fondly on those impassioned debates in the nineties about the merits of computer-aided design and the limits of readability and legibility, or the naïveté of whether we needed only ten typefaces and the unbridled enthusiasm of the Internet. These issues and many others formed the basis for much design discourse in the first half of the nineties producing a new generation of voices debating the merits of these changes—many of them in the pages of Émigré, myself included.

Slowly the debates subsided. Any tension that may have existed among the factions eased and the marketplace and academy embraced the eclecticism of difference. The globally interconnected and highly disseminated design scene, which really came into the fore in the nineties, could easily transplant even the most provincial tendencies in a matter of months. Graduate programs, whether celebrated or scorned, were once seen as the source of “the problem.”

Hal Foster’s commentary (cited in the epigraph) about the pluralism of the eighties art scene could be easily applied to contemporary graphic design. Significant aesthetic debates have been superseded by consensus: not a fight over which style but agreement on all styles. The bedrock principle of pluralism asks not in what style we should design, but rather says that we design stylishly. A plethora of these benign styles exists to mix and match according to the logic of the marketplace. Once style was a defining gesture, unapologetically ideological, and a signal that differentiated and codified its subject. Today style has been reduced to a choice, not a matter of conviction but one of convenience. Professional organizations, publications, schools, and even competitions used to be distinct. If they are not now defunct, they are pretty much interchangeable.

This situation of academic and marketplace pluralism as well as a dearth of critical discourse are actually related phenomena, each reflecting the condition of the other. Slowly, but surely, any critical edge—either real or imagined—to design has largely disappeared, dulled by neglect in the go-go nineties or deemed expendable in the subsequent downturn. However, the reason seems not a factor of cyclical economies, but rather the transfiguration of a critical avant-garde into a postcritical arrière-garde.

It is no wonder that graphic design today feels like a vast formless body able to absorb any blows delivered to it—lacking coherency and totally dispersed. This absence of a critical mass or resistant body is at the heart of the current malaise. One might argue that graphic design today no longer exists in the form (or body) we once knew it. So scattered and destabilized are its constituent elements that any attempt at definitions becomes meaningless. The expansion of graphic design beyond its roots in print is simply one symptom of this crisis. Even a broad moniker such as “visual communications” loses cohesion in the face of a multitude of providers producing all sorts of “visuals” for divergent media, be it print, television, video, film, or the Internet. Lacking the specificity of a medium, graphic design tends to be identified more through its varied products than any sense of social practice. Thus graphic design is reduced to its commodity form—simply a choice of vehicles for delivering a message: ad, billboard, book, brochure, typeface, Web site, and so on. Implicit in this reductive understanding is the denial of graphic design as a social practice and with it the possibility of disciplinary autonomy.

The late eighties and early nineties produced an assault on the conventions of graphic design through an intense period of formal experimentation. Those inquiries were a desire to rethink prevailing assumptions, principally the legacy of modernism, and succeeded in breaking the link between modernism and the avant-garde. Up to that point, from the late nineteenth century on, an avant-garde in design existed primarily within the rubric of modernism. Indeed those experiments demonstrated that it was possible to produce a design avant-garde independent of modernism. But just like other modernist avant-gardes, these experiments were premised on the notion of inventing new formal languages without historical precedent. Paradoxically, much of the theoretical discourse that formed the basis of these experiments espoused a philosophy that dispensed with such notions as originality altogether. Nevertheless these experiments soon conflated the avant-garde with individual expression (the ultimate “origin” of the designer), as if guarding against the looming anonymity of the designer in the desktop publishing universe. We have become so conditioned to the importance of personal style in design that the subsequent pluralism that it has wrought goes essentially unchallenged.

The results of these experiments moved quickly from polemic to profitability. Both within the marketplace and the academy the consequence was not to invent wholly new languages but rather develop variations of styles. The critical reflexivity that had been the genesis of such experimental work was pushed aside as the promotion of individual expression became paramount. It is no coincidence that the proliferation of design styles corresponded to the increase of the number of brands and the demand for product segmentation in the marketplace. The academy reacted with similar misrecognition by seeing formal experimentation as end in itself; whereby the exercise of individual expression (more commonly called “personal style”) is considered experimental. The situation created successive generations of work that had all the look and feel of the experimental without actually being experimental. This should be contrasted with the possibility of experimentation that is itself contextual—tied to the continuity of a historical language of design, for example, or one that is essentially aformal and questions not so much the form of design but the possibilities of its practice. Such an alternative would require both a sense of history and a more contextual understanding of developments within the discipline.

An important way out of the current predicament is for graphic design to reclaim a position of critical autonomy. By autonomy, I do not mean a wholesale withdrawal from the social or the kind of freedoms the fine arts claim. Graphic design, precisely because it is an instrumental form of communication, cannot divorce itself from the world. Rather graphic design must be seen as a discipline capable of generating meaning out of its own intrinsic resources without reliance on commissions, functions, or specific materials or means. Such actions should demonstrate self-awareness and reflexivity; a capacity to manipulate the system of graphic design. A newly engaged form of critical practice is necessary, one that is no longer concerned with originality as defined by personal expression, but rather one dedicated to an inventive contextuality. We also need to imagine a historical language of design that transcends styles and is embedded in the continuity of discourse. The point is not to invent a neomodernist avant-garde and inherit all of its problems. Rather the purpose is to stake a claim for autonomy, which, like an avant-garde, is already a separation from the social demands that limit graphic design to its most marketable features. Autonomy also gives coherency to graphic design in order to resist the dispersal it currently suffers by defining the conditions and terms in which it seeks to operate. Most importantly, a space of autonomy for graphic design affords an opportunity to engage in a more critical examination of its practice, assuming that it does not lapse into a convenient formalism or cannot escape the ideology of expressionism.

Originally published in Emigre, no. 64 (2003).
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METHOD DESIGNING: THE PARADOX OF MODERN DESIGN EDUCATION

Jessica Helfand

Over a century ago, Konstantin Stanislavsky revolutionized the modern theater by introducing a new system of training, in which the actor would draw on his or her own emotions to achieve a true understanding of a character. “We protested against the old manner of acting and against theatricality, against artificial pathos and declamation,” Stanislavksy wrote, and, indeed, in an era framed by considerable social and civil unrest, the very notion that characters could be shown to have an interior life was itself remarkably revolutionary. Through the practice of what we have come to know, today, as “method” acting, an actor could explore, identify, and ultimately reveal the degree to which a character could be a hugely complex human being with feelings, emotions, and often conflicting desires.

To this day, method acting remains a highly regarded pedagogical model for training actors. But when did it become an appropriate system for educating designers?

Schools of thought are always hotbeds of ideological controversy: there are always exceptions to the rule, deviations from the principal learning curve. In creative education this a particularly thorny issue: how to teach discipline and promote invention? Arguably, designers who were trained to understand two-dimensional composition by crafting eight-by-eight inch plaka boards were more conscious of the former than the latter, while today’s design students firmly occupy the opposite camp. And while each approach might be said to be imperfect, it is the contemporary condition within which today’s design students are expected to “make work” that gives me cause for concern.

In the interest of full disclosure, I should reveal that I was an actress before I became a graphic designer. I struggled with just how difficult it was to understand a role, to be another person—and while the skeptic in me had my doubts about method acting as a kind of religion, I recognized then (and still do) that at its core, it was all about stripped-down emotional honesty. If you could achieve this honesty, your performance would resonate with a kind of pitch-perfect humanity and you had a far better chance of truly engaging your audience as a result.

Engaging the audience, of course, might be said to characterize the designer’s goal as well. Perhaps this is why, having spent the better part of the last two weeks participating in year-end reviews at several design schools, I am at once hopeful and discouraged by what I am seeing—in particular, by a kind of self-aware, idiosyncratic abstraction that seems to lie at the core of the theoretical process. And while a good deal of the work I’ve seen is original, imaginative, and, in more than a few cases, magnificently daring, I find it oddly vexing that somewhere along the line we have allowed our students to appropriate some part of method acting—the part that glorifies feeling and celebrates vanity; the part that amplifies personal memory and replays it as objective truth. It’s extremely subjective and it’s extremely seductive; and more often than not, it’s extremely misplaced as graphic design.

The good news is that, in an effort to produce designers who can think for themselves, we ask our students to identify a method which becomes evident through the work that they produce. Such an emphasis on authorship is, by and large, a way to train young designers as thinkers—and not merely as service providers. (So far, so good.) At the same time, we encourage them to seek references beyond the obvious: the richness of their sources testifies to an ability to engage a larger universe, and their work benefits from locating itself along a trajectory they’ve chosen and defined for themselves.

The bad news is that as a consequence of seeking validation elsewhere, there is an unusual bias toward false identity: so the design student, after looking at so much art, believes that s/he is making art. The design student, after considering so deeply the intangible forces framing the interpretation of visual form, comes to believe that the very act of interpretation is itself the form. This is where the method backfires so paradoxically: in being true to ourselves, we distance ourselves from a more universal truth, the kind that designers, in making messages clear, are so naturally predisposed to understand.

In an age of staged, declarative theater, Stanislavsky’s came as a radical response to what was then a stilted performative norm. Yet the reason it has survived since its inception more than a century ago may have more to do with the rigors of form than the emotions of the performer: at the end of the day, there’s still a tangible barometer of authenticity—and that’s the script. (Hamlet can be many things, but in the end, he’s still got to deliver his lines.) Perhaps this lies at the core of the problem: where’s our script? When did we begin to allow, let alone forgive, let alone encourage work that is so rhetorical, so impervious to public engagement? The persistent evidence of impenetrable personal work in design schools across America is a serious epidemic, resulting in a kind of method designing that erroneously treats sentiment as substance, and why? It was, after all, Stanislavsky himself who cautioned: “Love the art in yourself, not yourself in the art.” Where did we go wrong?

The problem with method designing is not our students’ problem. It is our problem. Let’s teach our students to keep asking difficult questions, to keep solving harder problems, to keep inventing better worlds, and, yes, to be true to themselves. As emissaries of visual communication, our audiences deserve nothing less. To better understand ourselves as authors requires a certain amount of self-reflection, but when did the mirror of autobiography become our canvas, our public lens to the world? If such self-love leads to more honest communication, to more novel form-making, to more meaningful solutions, then so much the better. But for designers, such self-knowledge cannot be a method. It is simply a motive.

Originally published on www.designobserver.com (May 2005).
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PAINTING THE WORLD PINK

William Owen and Fenella Collingridge

By teaching the simple facts of the shape, size, and position of a country relative to all the others, the political map of the world has become intrinsic to our sense of national identity. When we were growing up, in Britain in the mid-1960s, our school maps portrayed the British Isles (we just called it “England”) sitting comfortably and naturally at the exact longitudinal center of a flat world, north at the top and south at the bottom, the country subtly and significantly exaggerated in size by the Mercator projection and colored prettily in pink. We learned from the beginning that this was the natural way of things.

A lot of the rest of the world was pink, too: these were the twilight years of the British Empire. The map was probably twenty years old by then and its representation of demi-global dominion in superabundant pinkness had already been made obsolete by national liberation movements across Africa, the Mediterranean, Arabia, India, East Asia, and the Caribbean. But it wasn’t easy for a school geography department to keep up with the winds of change and so we clung to the fiction of empire.

The real use of this map, like most maps, was “to possess and to claim, to legitimate and to name”1, in this case the assertion by the British state of sovereignty over its people and a large portion of the world, and the expression of the singular point of view that England lay at the center of everything.

In the thirty-five years since, our early schooldays ideas about possession and sovereignty have altered, possibly faster than maps have. The political map of the world has been redrawn, of course, with the creation within the former Soviet and Yugoslav Republics of nineteen new nation states and the destruction of one (the GDR). These are the kinds of absolute changes that conventional maps excel at: the transformation of political boundaries—lines on the ground—or of names, or of regimes. Rights were here being reasserted but, elsewhere, national boundaries were becoming confused. The more interesting and subtle changes—for society and for cartography—have been those arising out of the integration of world trade, communications, politics, culture and population, and the diminishing importance of national political boundaries.

The inexorable progress of globalization is a challenge to mapmakers. How do we define, in cartographic terms, contemporary political relations, or ideas about nearness and remoteness, relative size and wealth, in a world where political alignment is multilayered and distance is measured in air miles and bits per second? Harder still, how do we represent within a figurative geographical construct what is to be British, Japanese, Nigerian, or Turkish and how each nation fits within the world when we each live, either in a literal or metaphorical sense, everywhere?

The inadequacy of the one-dimensional identity and the singular point of view described by a national boundary (and national color, flag, anthem, bird. . .) should be self-evident, although like a school geography department we cling to old truths. Western topographical conventions are fixated on physical space, not just for the needs of navigation but also because they are rooted in asserting property relations and so the accurate description and allocation of private or state ownership is paramount. Space, however, is increasingly distorted by the wealth or continuity of communications or by cultural influence and integration (who needs to be in Seattle when Starbucks is around every corner?). Also, the assertion of absolute rights of ownership has relatively less meaning than access to goods and services. The possession of physical space and the representation of “real” physical distance (and even navigation across it) now has relatively less meaning than newer, more complex equations of proximity or privilege.

Take Britain as an example of a vague, ambiguous, and unresolved political state. There is a ghostly fragment of Empire in the Commonwealth and in dominion over Northern Ireland and diminutive offshore redoubts like the Turks and Caicos. There is a degree of internal fragmentation expressed in its one “parliament”—British—and three “assemblies”—Scottish, Welsh, and Northern Irish. Britain’s principal legal and economic policies are subject to those of the European Union, of which it is a leading member. However Britain remains outside the common currency Eurozone, and is semidetached from the Schengen Agreement that defines border controls and police cooperation within the EU, dictating the all-important policy of who to let in and who to shut out. Other aspects of national sovereignty are influenced by membership in bodies such as NATO (defense policy) and the World Trade Organization (which defines tight parameters within which the economic and trade policies of its member states can flex).

Now take into account Britain’s eclectic ethnic, cultural, or linguistic traditions, or its central position within the global networked subeconomy, in which a substantial minority of its citizens participate in highly mobile supranational industries such as finance, media, software, oil, and professional consulting. In light of these multiple layers (and multiple maps?), what constitutes “Britain” and “Britishness” evidently still matters but has lost its old crispness.

Remapping a world in which global and national space/time coexist requires a radical new approach that allows topographical and topological representations to coexist. Showing the “true” proximity of one place to another in a jetturbined, video-conferenced, and Internet-enabled world requires a similarly multidimensional understanding of space and time, logical and physical. For example, if we measured distance by the duration, availability, and price of air travel between two locations, rather than miles or kilometers, London would be very much “nearer” to New York than to, say, Athens; or we could measure connectivity not by roads, railways, or shipping lanes—as my mid-sixties atlas did—but by the number of Internet users and ISPs, or the price of voice telephony, the number of mobile users per population, the connection speed and miles of optical fiber, or the number of television stations.

Such a map of proximity and connectivity would reveal a chain of massively connected global cities girdling the earth: in Europe—London, Paris, and Frankfurt; in the Middle East—Dubai; in the Far East—Kuala Lumpur, Singapore, Hong Kong, Shanghai, Tokyo, Sydney; and in the Americas—Sao Paolo, San Francisco, New York. Huge swathes of the world—predominantly but not exclusively in Africa and Asia—would be seen to be almost entirely disconnected from this hyperconcentration of activities and resources.


The new networked subeconomy of the global city occupies a strategic geography that is partly deterritorialised, cuts across borders, and connects a variety of points on the globe. It occupies only a fraction of its local setting, its boundaries are not those of the city where it is partly located, nor those of the “neighbourhood.”2



Where are the boundaries located in a world in which the power of a non-governmental organization (say Greenpeace), a media network (CNN), and a global corporation (Shell) are as significant in shaping environmental policy as a national government?

The boundaries lie in multiple dimensions, and not merely along national borders. They cross the routes of cross-border migration and encircle linguistic concentrations; they plot the activities of global corporations and their influence on our food, entertainment, and health; they pinpoint the hotspots of international crime; they lie around trade zones and regions (or philosophies) of political alignment; they follow the contour lines of equal wealth, education, skills, or connectivity; they are intersected and overlaid by specialized human activities (such as finance or media) or key nodal points of physical or digital exchange (Heathrow Airport, Wall Street, Dubai Internet City, the golf course at Palm Springs).

Our sense of place and position, and our understanding of the relations between things, their dimensions and attributes (true or false), is forged and reinforced by their representation on the map. By making these new facts visible, and revealing the coincidence of logical and physical objects or the rapid shifts between global and local points of view, we should have a better map.



Notes

1. Denis Wood, The Power of Maps, The Guildford Press, New York 1992.

2. Orbis Terrarum: Ways of Worldmaking, Cartography and Contemporary Art, ed. Küng and Brayer, Ludion Press, Ghent/Amsterdam 2000.

Originally published in Mapping:An Illustrated Guide to Graphic Navigational Systems, Roger Fawcett-Tang (ed.) and William Owen (contributor), (The United Kingdom: Rotovision, 2005).



__________________

DEFAULT SYSTEMS DESIGN

A DISCUSSION WITH ROB GIAMPIETRO ABOUT GUILT AND LOSS IN GRAPHIC DESIGN
Rudy VanderLans


When writer/designer Rob Giampietro approached me a few months back with the idea of writing an article about graphic design in the nineties, he brought up an unrelated topic during our conversation that I found intriguing: he mentioned the term “Default Systems Design.” He said it was the topic for another article he had been working on for the past few months. It’s curious how certain ideas reach critical mass. In Emigre, no. 64, a number of contributors, independent of each other, noted the emergence of a new kind of graphic design that seems to rely heavily on the use of systems and defaults. Just when you think graphic design has very little new to offer, something’s taking root. Reprinted here is how we arrived at the topic, as well as edited segments of the rest of the conversation.



Rudy VanderLans: If the level of graphic design criticism is at all a gauge for the state of design today, then design is as good as dead. We saw a surge of critical writing within design in the early nineties. To some degree this had to do with the times; there was a significant change in technology (the introduction of the Macintosh computer), which coincided with (or caused?) the bankruptcy of the Swiss International Style. But, after many debates, everybody settled down and went about their business. I guess it’s difficult to forge a revolution (for lack of a better word) every ten years or so, or maintain a critical opposition indefinitely.

Rob Giampietro: While I understand your frustration, I would say such times of boredom and stagnation are times in which critical opposition is most crucial. It’s easy to be righteous when everyone thinks you’re right. It’s much harder when they’ve changed their minds.

Rudy: And that’s what you think has happened? Designers have become more conservative again, more in line with the status quo? Which is not surprising, of course. In times of economic an uncertainty, when the future looks bleak, there seems to be a tendency to look back, to choose safe solutions. Within graphic design we’ve seen an upswing in retro themes, nostalgia, and the return of what looks like the Swiss International Style.

Rob: The look of graphic design today is evidence of the pendulum swing back to more conservative and fiscal-minded times. It is a counter-revolution of sorts, and its assumptions are troubling, and real, and on MTV, and in Emigre itself.

Rudy: Why are its assumptions troubling?

Rob: Because this kind of work self-consciously positions design as stupid and trivial and says that documents of importance needn’t rely on design to shape them. Default Systems are machines for design creation, and they represent design publicly as an “automatic” art form, offering a release from the breathless pace at which design now runs, as clients ask for more, quicker, now. Default Systems are a number of trends present in current graphic design that exploit computer presets in an industry-wide fashion. They are a quasi-simplistic rule set, often cribbing elements from the International Style in a kind of glossy pastiche, a cult of sameness driven by the laziness and comfort of the technology that enabled Emigre’s rise, the Macintosh.

Rudy: Do you think this was perhaps an obvious reaction to the hyperpersonal, customized messages of early nineties design?

Rob: Yes, in some part. What’s interesting is how much Default Systems owe to early nineties design. The rejection of all systems by these “hyperpersonal” designers was itself systematic. Fussiness for its own sake in the early nineties is the same as reductivism for its own sake in the late nineties and today. Designers from Cranbrook and those mentioned in Steven Heller’s “Cult of the Ugly” article in Eye magazine (vol. 3, no. 9, 1993) were nothing if not brash and dogmatic. Their ideal of “beauty” was nothing if not relative. Their models, like those of designers using Default Systems, were found in “low” forms, and the ceaseless glorification of these forms was as self-indulgent then as it is now. The stylistic methods of Default Systems design arose from the methods of Ugly design and they are tactically one and the same. Both are based on different kinds of proliferation and limitation. The distinction between the two is largely formal, which is of interest to designers, but their social observations are largely similar, which is of interest to critics.

Rudy: This raises a few questions. First, what do you mean by “Both are based on different kinds of proliferation and limitation”? Secondly, how are the social observations of “Ugly” design and “Default Systems” design similar? What is it that they have in common?

Rob: These two questions are related. The use of terms like “proliferation” and “limitation” is self-conscious on my part. These terms sound as if they come from a Marxist critique rather than a design discussion. I’m not trying to make this discussion overly academic; rather, I am trying to provide design critics with a model for positioning design within a broader social context, which doesn’t always happen. The most interesting designs are critiques of the conditions of their own making, and Marxist language is useful for discussing the means of production and consumption because it was developed for that purpose.

Rudy: That doesn’t answer my question, though.

Rob: Right. However, if, as I just said, the most interesting designs are critiques of the conditions of their own making, then both Ugly design and Default Systems design qualify as “most interesting.” Both exploit certain opportunities presented by the computer as a tool while suppressing other opportunities. Some tactics are allowed to proliferate while others are deliberately limited. For example, the computer is a tool that allows for incredible customization. Typefaces—even individual letterforms—can be altered to a user’s tastes. Ugly designers let this kind of customization run self-consciously amok. This was done in the name of a kind of democracy (every user is different), as well as a kind of authenticity (ugliness is pure and therefore true). What’s interesting is that although Default Systems design looks so different from Ugly design, its interests are still tied to being authentic and being democratic. Default Systems design claims, “This is how the computer works with minimal intervention.” It also claims, “By keeping the designer from intervening, this design language is made available to all.” So Default Systems look new, but they arise from the social concerns of the old. I’d call this “Hegelian,” but I wouldn’t want to make this discussion any more academic. . .

Rudy: Good, let’s not.

Rob: I suspect that Default Systems arose from a kind of shame that plagued designers after accusations that their work had become overly self-indulgent in the face of the limitless possibilities of desktop publishing and a certain version of postmodernity. This notion finds its first theoretical articulation in the summer of 1995, when Dutch critic Carel Kuitenbrouwer wrote in Eye of “The New Sobriety” creeping into work of young Dutch designers at that time.

Rudy: Can you describe some of the features and characteristics of this type of Default Systems design?

Rob: Defaults, as we both know, are preordained settings found in common design programs such as Quark, Photoshop, and Illustrator that a user (or designer) must manually override. Thus, in Quark, all text boxes have a one point text inset unless one enters the default settings and changes this. Put simply, defaults automate certain aspects of the design process.

Default typefaces in contemporary design include all Macintosh System Fonts: Arial, Chicago, Courier, Times New Roman, Verdana, Wingdings, etc. Hallmark faces of the International Style that are seen as “uninflected” are also in this category: Helvetica, Akzidenz Grotesk, Grotesque, Univers, etc. Although the latter typefaces are far from meaningless, their original context is as neutral communicators, and this position is simultaneously supported and undermined by Default Systems design.

Defaults also appear in terms of scale. Sameness of size downplays hierarchy and typographic intervention, forcing the reader to form his or her own hierarchical judgments. Default designers argue that this emphasizes reading as opposed to looking, which makes the audience more active, more embodied.

Default placements include centrality as a kind of bluntness and bleeds as a kind of eradication of layout. The center is a default position. One “drops” something in the center; one “places” something off-center. Asymmetrical placement is embodied; central placement is disembodied. To bleed a photograph is to remove the page edge as a frame and emphasize the photograph itself. Placements (or nonplacements) such as these allow images and texts to function as such. They are expected. Computer templates and formats that employ modernist grid aesthetics are also included here.

Default colors are black and white, the additive primaries (RGB) and the subtractive primaries (CMY). Default elements include all preexisting borders, blends, icons, filters, etc. Default sizes are 8, 10, 12, 18, 24 point in type, standard sheet sizes for American designers, ISO sizes for Europeans, etc. With standardization, it’s argued, comes compatibility. Objects (particularly printed objects) are reproduced 1:1, and images and documents are shown with minimal manipulation.

Rudy: Who stands out for you as Default Systems designers?

Rob: The Experimental Jetset and issue no. 37 of Emigre that they designed. To publish their work in Emigre served to direct the attention of others to this undercurrent in design, but to mistake their work for anything more than a saccharinely ironic version of the International Style (shaken, not stirred) is to give it a kind of seriousness that their name itself eschews. Set entirely in Helvetica and using only process colors, standard sizes, and arrangements, the art direction of that issue is the epitome of “default.” The tone of its essays is jargony and somewhat academic, and the antidesign of the issue provides them with a “serious” backdrop from which to make their points. Included is an archive of data storage formats that have now fallen into disuse, arranged according to their forms. In the center, bracketing the product catalog, Experimental Jetset sets up a bland joke: “Q: How many Emigre products does it take to change a light bulb?” After leafing through seventeen pages of products, the reader finds the punch line: “A: Never enough.” The joke falls hopelessly flat, humorless. Other variants of the “light bulb” joke are repeated throughout the issue and are presented in ceaseless repetition, like lines of computer code. All are equally disjointed, equally unfunny. Though the joke is a format, the humanity of the joke format has been drained. It, too, is a lost format in need of preservation. Its unfunniness here manipulates us into feeling a kind of consumerist guilt over desiring the Emigre products within the bounds of its setup and punch line.

Daniel Eatock’s “A Feature Article without Content,” also comes to mind. The piece mocks a portfolio magazine feature article, demonstrating that expected placement is itself a kind of content.

Another example of Default Systems design is issue number seven of Re-, dubbed Re-View. It is a self-described “review of a magazine and its formats”: cover, contents, review, short story, agenda, fashion, interview, and letters. Re-View aims to expose the expected and renders it available to all. The magazine itself has no content: it is an engine for content.“With texts to be written, not to be read, and pictures meant to be taken, not to be seen,” it is prescriptive and programmatic while it is descriptive and programmed. Rather than following the traditional route of content leading design, here design leads content because the content is an admission of design’s role in generating meaning within the context of a popular magazine. Tactics such as art direction are removed from their every-day associations and presented in a tone that may be mocking, gravely serious, or both. Re-View’s Art Director—capital A, capital D—is eerily similar to a Conceptual Artist—capital C, capital A—a “brain in a jar,” generating visual ideas via programs that are meant to be executed by others. This elevates design while dehumanizing it.

Rudy: You lost me here. How do you both elevate design and dehumanize it?

Rob: The linking of design and Conceptual Art is an attempt to elevate design to the “High Art” level of Conceptual Art. There is a difference between “making” and “generating.” By saying the role of the designer is to “make” an object, you are saying one thing; by saying the role of the designer is to “generate” a program by which objects can be made by others, you are saying something else. You’ve elevated what design produces—ideas, not things—but you’ve dehumanized it by taking the maker out of the equation and substituting him or her with a program. This is a natural leap for design that’s interested in the role the computer plays in the production process, because, at some point, the program is what’s making the design. But there is a spectrum, certainly. Design that veers closer to Conceptual Art than Computer Science strikes me as being less dehumanized. I may be oversimplifying, however.

Rudy: While I understand how you have come to use the term “Default Systems Design,” I can imagine that designers would have a problem calling their design methods “default.” The term has many negative connotations.

Rob: In most contexts, “to default” is to fail. To be “in default” on a loan is not to pay it; to “default” in court is not to appear; to win “by default” is to win because the other team did not play.

The only arena in which the definition of “default” is not entirely negative is in Computer Science, where a default is “a particular setting or variable that is assigned automatically by an operating system and remains in effect unless canceled or overridden by the operator.” Defaults, at least in terms of computers, are the status quo. Theirs are not the failure to do what’s promised but exactly the opposite. Theirs are a promise kept in lieu of an “operator’s” (or designer’s) intervention. To view a computer through its default settings is to view it as it has been programmed to view itself, even to give it a kind of authority. Naturally, “a default” is produced by systemic thinking—the definition mentions “operating systems” specifically—and “defaults,” taken cumulatively, could be defined as the system by which the machine operates when no one is actively operating it. The system makes assumptions that, unchallenged, become truths.

Rudy: The use of Default Systems is not exactly a new phenomenon. It’s been a known process for generating work within the world of art and literature. It seems graphic design, again, is coming to the scene late.

Rob: Well, yes and no. Design punishes itself for not being “on trend” too often and to no end. To do so is to be obsessed with style (which is a shallow effort) or to be obsessed with making design the same as art (which is a pointless effort). Anyone would be hard-pressed to identify a governing principle of a new aesthetic movement that wasn’t presaged in some form by a prior movement, especially if you include any genre you want. That said, defaults have been used to create art for a long time. In writing, the work of OuLiPo (Ouvroir Littérature Potentielle, “Workshop of Potential Literature”) comes to mind. Oulipian poetics ascribes a Default System accommodating a series of constraints and then challenges the author to create a product from those constraints. Oulipian poetics are both emulative and emergent. Their constraints arise from mimicking other constraints, but they still manage to be original and meaningful. The texts of OuLiPo are built both by humans and by the systems that humans build.

In the realm of visual art, sixties Conceptualists like Sol LeWitt are helpful in identifying the underpinnings of “default” working procedures because of their twin interests in failure and systems. Many of these artists use strikingly similar working methods, harnessing nonintervention to generate solutions.

Nonintervention is also significant in contemporary film. Gus Van Sant’s film Gerry and his recent Palme d’Or–winning Elephant are based on site-specific improvisation and camerawork. His films are informed by those of Dogme 95 (which arose from the same countries as The New Sobriety), and Dogme 95, in turn, is informed by the French New Wave.

Rudy: In the hands of graphic designers, to what degree are these Default Systems a sort of critique of design?

Rob: In the end, the most potent critiques offered by designers using Default Systems seem to be linked to guilt and loss. Default Systems, and the formats that they include, comment not just on the mechanics of systems but on systemic thinking in general, and on the new life of man in the networked Global Village. The computer has changed design, but it has also changed our process of thinking and making. Formats and systems govern everything from our weaponry systems to our guidelines for citizenship.

Rudy: That’s not as much a critique as it is an affirmation of our current situation. Or is it?

Rob: That’s the question. In the face of eroding history, vanishing citizenship, bulging landfills, and sprawling consumerism, what is the critique that Default Systems offers? Are they resistant, complicit, or both? Are their strategies effective or clichéd? The answers to these questions will not come from the designers them-selves, nor should they. They will come from the critics and from the critical language they derive. To render their forms and tactics available is to open them up for discussion. This discussion is a powerful first step. As design’s visual codes become more widely understood, they become more pliable to the designers who employ them. As the assumptions of systemic thinking become popularized, societies may choose more actively to absorb or combat them. Design will play a role in this selection process.

Rudy: Why has so little been written or said about the use of these Default Systems, which we both acknowledge is widespread?

Rob: Because Default Systems are deliberately invisible. To articulate them and the conditions that enable them is an important first step in the critical process. To evaluate their message is an important second step, and this has not been done. The lack of this evaluative mechanism betrays a snag in the fabric of design production with regard to its criticism. The language of criticism must employ its own forms and tactical instruments. Design is still in need of an external critical language, rigorously defined. The development of this language will almost certainly alter the climate and context in which designs are made both now and in the future. The problem is not that Default Systems are bad and haven’t been opposed. The problem is that not even designers really understand what they mean. And that problem—along with the irresponsibility that it suggests—is far worse.

Originally published in Emigre, no. 65 (2003).
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THE BIRTH OF THE USER

Ellen Lupton

In the 1980s and early 1990s, many experimental graphic designers embraced the idea of the readerly text. Inspired by theoretical ideas such as Roland Barthes’ “death of the author,” they used layers of text and interlocking grids to create works of design that engaged the reader in the making of meaning. In place of the classical model of typography as a crystal goblet for content, this alternative view assumes that content itself changes with each act of representation. Typography becomes a mode of interpretation, and the designer and reader (and the designer-as-reader) competed with the traditional author for control of the text.

Another model surfaced at the end of the 1990s, borrowed not from literary criticism but from human-computer interaction (HCI) studies and the fields of interface and usability design. The dominant subject of our age has become neither reader nor writer but user, a figure conceived as a bundle of needs and impairments—cognitive, physical, emotional. Like a patient or child, the user is a figure to be protected and cared for but also scrutinized and controlled, submitted to research and testing.

How texts are used becomes more important than what they mean. Someone clicked here to get over there. Someone who bought this also bought that. The interactive environment not only provides users with a degree of control and self-direction but also, more quietly and insidiously, it gathers data about its audiences. Text is a game to be played, as the user responds to signals from the system. We may play the text, but it is also playing us.

Graphic designers can use theories of user interaction to revisit some of our basic assumptions about visual communication. Why, for example, are readers on the Web less patient than readers of print? It is a common assumption that digital displays are inherently more difficult to read than ink on paper. Yet HCI studies conducted in the late 1980s proved that crisp black text on a white background can be read just as efficiently from a screen as from a printed page.

The impatience of the digital reader arises from cultural habit, not from the essential character of display technologies. Users of Web sites have different expectations than users of print. They expect to feel “productive,” not contemplative. They expect to be in search mode, not processing mode. Users also expect to be disappointed, distracted, and delayed by false leads. These screen-based behaviors are driving changes in design for print, while at the same time affirming print’s role as a place where extended reading can still occur.

Another common assumption is that icons are a more universal mode of communication than text. Icons are central to the graphical user interfaces (GUIs) that routinely connect users with computers. Yet text can often provide a more specific and understandable cue than a picture. Icons don’t actually simplify the translation of content into multiple languages, because they require explanation in multiple languages. The endless icons of the digital desktop, often rendered with gratuitous detail and depth, function more to enforce brand identity than to support usability. In the twentieth century, modern designers hailed pictures as a “universal” language, yet in the age of code, text has become a more common denominator than images—searchable, translatable, and capable of being reformatted and restyled for alternative or future media.

Perhaps the most persistent impulse of twentieth-century art and design was to physically integrate form and content. The Dada and futurist poets, for example, used typography to create texts in which content was inextricable from the concrete layout of specific letterforms on a page. In the twenty-first century, form and content are being pulled back apart. Style sheets, for example, compel designers to think globally and systematically instead of focusing on the fixed construction of a particular surface. This way of thinking allows content to be reformatted for different devices or users, and it also prepares for the afterlife of data as electronic storage media begin their own cycles of decay and obsolescence.

In the twentieth century, modern artists and critics asserted that each medium is specific. They defined film, for instance, as a constructive language distinct from theater, and they described painting as a physical medium that refers to its own processes. Today, however, the medium is not always the message. Design has become a “transmedia” enterprise, as authors and producers create worlds of characters, places, situations, and interactions that can appear across a variety of products. A game might live in different versions on a video screen, a desktop computer, a game console, and a cell phone, as well as on T-shirts, lunch boxes, and plastic toys.

The beauty and wonder of “white space” is another modernist myth that is under revision in the age of the user. Modern designers discovered that open space on a page can have as much physical presence as printed areas. White space is not always a mental kindness, however. Edward Tufte, a fierce advocate of visual density, argues for maximizing the amount of data conveyed on a single page or screen. In order to help readers make connections and comparisons as well as to find information quickly, a single surface packed with well-organized information is sometimes better than multiple pages with a lot of blank space. In typography as in urban life, density invites intimate exchange among people and ideas.

In our much-fabled era of information overload, a person can still process only one message at a time. This brute fact of cognition is the secret behind magic tricks: sleights of hand occur while the attention of the audience is drawn elsewhere. Given the fierce competition for their attention, users have a chance to shape the information economy by choosing what to look at. Designers can help them make satisfying choices.

Typography is an interface to the alphabet. User theory tends to favor normative solutions over innovative ones, pushing design into the background. Readers usually ignore the typographic interface, gliding comfortably along literacy’s habitual groove. Sometimes, however, the interface should be allowed to fail. By making itself evident, typography can illuminate the construction and identity of a page, screen, place, or product.



Sources

The writings of Roland Barthes continue to challenge and inspire graphic designers; see Image/Music/Text, trans. Stephen Heath (New York: Hill and Wang, 1977). For on screen readability, see John D. Gould, et al., “Reading from CRT Displays Can Be as Fast as Reading from Paper,” Human Factors 29, no. 5 (1987): pp. 497–517. On the restless user, see Jakob Nielsen, Designing Web Usability (Indianapolis: New Riders, 2000). Jef Raskin discusses the failure of interface icons, the scarcity of human attention, and the myth of white space in The Humane Interface: New Directions for Designing Interactive Systems (Reading, Mass.: Addison-Wesley, 2000). On density and information design, see Edward Tufte, Envisioning Information (Cheshire, Conn.: Graphics Press, 1990) and The Cognitive Style of PowerPoint (Cheshire, Conn.: Graphics Press, 2003).

This essay is revised and excerpted from Ellen Lupton, Thinking with Type (New York: Princeton Architectural Press, 2004).
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