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Research & Destroy
A Plea for Design as Research
Daniel van der Velden
Beursschouwburg, Brussels, 2005
Jan van Eyck Academie, Maastricht, 2006
Metropolis M issue #2, 2006
‘Since the production of services results in no material and durable good, we deﬁne the labor
involved in this production immaterial labor – that is, labor that produces an immaterial
good, such as a service, a cultural product, knowledge, or communication.’
(Toni Negri & Michael Hardt, Empire, 2000)
Does your desire for Dior shoes, Comme des Garçons clothes, an Apple iPod and a Nespresso
machine come from need? Is design necessary? Is it credible when a designer starts talking
about need, the moment he arrives home from a weekend of shopping in Paris? Can you survive
without lifestyle magazines? Can you live without a fax machine that sends an ‘sms’ to the
supplier whenever the toner needs replacing? Is it necessary to drive a car in which, for safety,
nearly all the driver’s bodily functions have been taken over by the computer – while the driver,
at a cruising speed of 170 kilometres per hour, is lulled to sleep by the artiﬁcial atmosphere
in his control cabin with tilting keyboard, gesture-driven navigation, television and internet
service?
We no longer have any desire for design that is driven by need. Something less
prestigious than a ‘designed’ object can do the same thing for less money. The Porsche Cayenne
brings you home, but any car will do the same thing, certainly less expensively and probably just
as quickly. But who remembers the ﬁrst book, the ﬁrst table, the ﬁrst house, the ﬁrst airplane?
All these inventions went through a prototype phase, to a more or less fully developed model,
which subsequently became design. Invention and a design represent different stages of a
technological development, but unfortunately, these concepts are being confused with one
another. If the design is in fact the aesthetic reﬁnement of an invention, then there is room for
debate about what the ‘design problem’ is. Many designers still use the term ‘problem-solving’
as a non-deﬁned description of their task. But what is in fact the problem? Is it scientiﬁc? Is it
social? Is it aesthetic? Is the problem the list of prerequisites? Or is the problem the fact that
there is no problem?
Design is added value. En masse, designers throw themselves into desires instead of
needs. There is nothing wrong with admitting as much. Konstantin Grcic, Rodolfo Dordoni
and Philippe Starck are found in Wallpaper boutiques, not in Aldi supermarkets. Unvaryingly,
the poorest families are still living with second-hand settees in grey, post war neighbourhoods,
in a total absence of design. Orchestration of ‘third-world’ design assembled for the cameras
cannot escape the image of the world in poverty having to make do without the luxury gadgets
that are so typical of contemporary design. The hope that some designers still cherish, of being
commissioned to work from the perspective of objective need, is in vain. Design only generates
longing. The problem is the problem of luxury.
Graphic design – the end of the middleman
There is one discipline in which, less than ever before, the deﬁnition of the problem and
the solution are bound to a scientiﬁc, technical, or even just a factual state of affairs. That
discipline is graphic design – or visual communications. Even Paul Mijksenaar cannot deny
the fact that passengers still manage to ﬁnd their ﬂights in airports where he did not design the
airport signposting. Meanwhile, the letter type that he developed for Amsterdam’s Schiphol
Airport is also the airport’s logo. In graphic design, every ‘problem’ is coloured by the desire
for identity on the part of the client. They are the problems and the solutions of the game of
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rhetoric, expectations and opinions. The graphic designer, therefore, has to be good at political
manoeuvring.
The effect of this depends, among other things, on his position in regard to his client.
What has historically come to be referred to as ‘important graphic design’ was often produced
by designers whose clients considered them as equals. See, for example, Piet Zwart, Herbert
Bayer, Paul Rand, Wim Crouwel and Massimo Vignelli, all designers who worked for cultural
organisations as well as for commercial enterprises.
Today, an ‘important graphic design’ is one generated by the designer himself, a
commentary in the margins of visual culture. Sometimes the design represents a generous
client. More often, it is a completely isolated, individual act, for which the designer mobilized
the facilities at his disposal, as Wim Crouwel once did with his studio. It always concerns
designs that have removed themselves from the usual commission structure and its ﬁxed role
deﬁnitions. The designer does not solve the other person’s problems, but becomes his own
author.1
As a parallel to this, innovating designers pull away from the world of companies and
corporations, logos and house styles. Their place is taken over by communications managers,
marketing experts and, for some ten years now, design managers, engaged on behalf of the
client to direct the design process. The design manager does what the designers also want to
do – determine the overall line. In contrast to the ‘total design’ of the past is now the dispirited
mandate of the ‘look and feel’ – a term that catches designers in the web of endless manipulating
of the dimensions of form, colour and feeling.
It is not so strange that a branch of graphic design has evolved that no longer hangs
around waiting for an assignment, but instead takes action on its own accord. It has polarized
into the ‘willing to work’, who often have little or no control over their own positions, and the
‘out of work’, who, with little economic support beyond re-channelled subsidies or grants, work
on innovation for the sake of innovation.
Designing as factory work
In the NRC Handelsblad newspaper, Annette Nijs, cultural spokesperson for the VVD (People’s
Party for Freedom and Democracy), wrote, ‘We are making a turn, away from the assembly line
to the laboratory and the design studios, from the working class to the creative class (estimates
vary from 30% to 45% of the professional population)’.2
According to a study by the TNO, the Netherlands Organization for Applied Scientiﬁc
Research, the major portion of economic worth derived from design (about 2.6 billion Euros in
2001) is from visual communications.3 Can a designer, if he is in fact seen by the VVD politician
as the successor to the factory worker, still encompass the strategic distinction that Alvin Lustig,
Milton Glaser, Gert Dumbar, Peter Saville and Paula Scher made in the meeting rooms of their
respective clients? Is a designer someone who thinks up ideas, designs, produces and sells, or
someone who holds a mouse and drags objects across a computer screen?
If designers are labourers, then their labour can be purchased at the lowest possible price.
The real designer then becomes his own client. Emancipation works two ways. Why should
designers have the arrogance to call themselves author, editor in chief, client and initiator, if
the client is not allowed to do the same? Only the price remains to be settled, and that happens
wherever it is at its lowest. Parallel developments here ﬁnd their logical end: the retreat of the
innovative designer away from corporate culture and the client’s increasing control over the
design.
Design and negativity
In recent years, the graphic designer has shown himself as – what has he not shown himself
to be? Artist, editor, author, initiator, skilful rhetorician, architect....4 The designer is his own
client, who, like Narcissus, admires himself in the mirror of the design books and magazines, but
he is also the designer who does things besides designing, and consequently further advances
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his profession.
The ambition of the designer always leads beyond his discipline and his ofﬁcial
mandate, without this above-and-beyond having a diploma or even a name of its own. Still, it is
remarkable that design, as an intrinsic activity, as an objective in itself, enjoys far less respect
than the combination of design and one or more other specialisms. A pioneering designer does
more than just design – and it is precisely this that gives design meaning. Willem Sandberg
was a graphic designer, but he was also the director of the Amsterdam Stedelijk Museum (for
which he did his most famous work, in the combined role of designer and his own client). Wim
Crouwel was a graphic designer, but also a model, a politician, stylist and later, also a museum
director.
Is the title of ‘designer’ so speciﬁc that every escape from it becomes world headlines? No,
it is not that. The title is not even regulated: anyone can call himself a designer. It is something
else. The title of ‘designer’ is not speciﬁcally deﬁned, but negatively deﬁned. The title of designer
exists by way of what it excludes.
Designers have an enormous vocabulary at their disposal, all to describe what they are
not, what they do not do and what they cannot do. Beatrice Warde, who worked in-house for
the Monotype Corporation when she wrote her famous epistle, The Crystal Goblet, impressed
on designers the fact that their work is not art, even though today it is exhibited in almost every
museum.5 Many a designer’s tale for a client or the public begins with a description of what has
not been made. In the Dutch design magazine, Items, critic Ewan Lentjes wrote that designers
are not thinkers, even though their primary task is thorough reﬂection on the work they do.6
Making art without making art, doing by not doing, contemplating without thinking: less is
more in die Beschränkung zeigt sich der Meister; kill your darlings. Add to this, the long-term
obsession with invisibility and absence. Sometimes it is self-censorship, sometimes disinterest,
but it is always negative. The cause is undoubtedly deference or modesty. Designers often
consider themselves very noble in their through-thick-and-thin work ethic, their noblesse oblige.
Graphic design is still not developing a vocabulary, and hence has not begun developing
an itinerary to deepen a profession that has indeed now been around for a while. This became
very clear in October of 2005, when the book presentation for Dutch Resource took place
in Paris, at an evening devoted to Dutch design, organized by the Werkplaats Typograﬁe in
Arnhem, who published the book. The French designers who attended praised ‘typography at
this level’, as though it were an exhibition of ﬂower arrangements, whereas the entire textual
content of the book had been compiled by the designers at Werkplaats Typograﬁe, and there was
more to speak about than just the beautiful letter type. At the presentation, it was this search
for depth and substance for which there was no interest and most of all, no vocabulary. One
attending master among the Parisian designers, who rose to fame in the 1970s and 1980s, did
not have a good word to say about the design climate and the ever-increasing commercialization.
He dismissed out of hand a suggestion that this could be referred to as a ‘European’ situation.
Although commercialization is a worldwide phenomenon, for him, the ﬁght against it was
speciﬁcally French.
Design as knowledge
Despite the interesting depth in graphic design, its vocabulary is made up of negative terms.
This frequently turns meetings of more than three practitioners of this noble profession into
soporiﬁc testimonies of professional frustration. The dialectic between client and designer, the
tension between giving and taking and negotiating is threatened with extinction, because both
designer and client avoid the confrontation. The former becomes an autonomous genius and
the latter an autocratic ‘initiator’ for freelancers offering their services. We have already talked
about need. Instead of giving the wrong answers, design should instead begin asking interesting
questions.
In the future, design might have to assume the role of ‘developer’ if it wants to be taken
seriously. The Netherlands still enjoys a grants system. Internationally, things are not so rosy.
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Denying this fact would be the same as saying, ‘I have enough money, so poverty does not exist’.
The market conditions that are beginning to seep into the Netherlands, France and the rest of
Europe are already the norm for the rest of the world.
Consequently, the knowledge economy – the competitive advantage, according to Annette
Nijs, the VVD politician – will quickly become a thing of the past, if holding a mouse proves
cheaper in Beijing than in the west of Holland. The true investment is the investment in design
itself, as a discipline that conducts research and generates knowledge – knowledge that makes it
possible to seriously participate in discussions that are not about design. Let this be knowledge
that no one has asked for, in which the designer is without the handhold of an assignment, a
framework of conditions, his deference, without anyone to pat him on the shoulder or upbraid
him. Let the designer take on the debate with the institutions, the brand names or the political
parties, without it all being about getting the job or having the job fail. Let designers do some
serious reading and writing of their own. Let designers offer the surplus value, the uselessness
and the authorship of their profession to the world, to politics, to society.
But do not let designers just become walking encyclopaedias, adorned with such titles as
‘master’, ‘doctor’ or ‘professor’, their qualiﬁcations dependent on a framed certiﬁcate hanging
on the wall. Let there be a design practice in which the hypothesis – the proposal – has higher
esteem than need and justiﬁcation.
In 1972, for the catalogue for the exhibition, Italy: The New Domestic Landscape, at the
Museum of Modern Art in New York, Emilio Ambasz wrote about two contradictory directions
in architecture: ‘The ﬁrst attitude involves a commitment to design as a problem-solving
activity, capable of formulating, in physical terms, solutions to problems encountered in the
natural and socio-cultural milieu. The opposite attitude, which we may call one of counterdesign, chooses instead to emphasize the need for a renewal of philosophical discourse and for
social and political involvement as a way of bringing about structural changes in our society.’7
With the removal of need and the commissioned assignment as an inseparable duo,
the door is open to new paths. The designer must use this freedom, for once, not to design
something else, but to redesign himself. •

Notes
1. See also Camiel van Winkel, Het primaat van de zichtbaarheid, NAi Publishers, 2005, p. 177.
2. NRC Handelsblad, 9 February, 2006
3. The TNO report, ‘Vormgeving in de Creatieve Economie’, January, 2005, can be found at
www.premsela.org.
4. From the jury report for the 2003 Rotterdam Design Award: ‘More or less all the positions
that designers have taken in recent years have passed revue: the designer as artist, the designer
as technocrat, the designer as editor, as director, as a servant for the public cause, as comedian,
as critic and as theorist.’
5. Beatrice Warde, The Crystal Goblet or Printing Should be Invisible, 1955.
6. Ewan Lentjes, ‘Ontwerpers zijn geen denkers’, in Items 6, 2003.
7. Lang, Peter, ‘Superstudio’s Last Stand, 1972-1978’, in Valentijn Byvanck, (ed.), Superstudio:
The Middelburg Lectures, Zeeuws Museum, 2005, p. 46.
--www.metahaven.net
ofﬁce@metahaven.net
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The Crystal Goblet, or Printing Should Be Invisible by Beatrice Warde (1900 -- 1969)
Imagine that you have before you a flagon of wine. You may choose your own favourite
vintage for this imaginary demonstration, so that it be a deep shimmering crimson in
colour. You have two goblets before you. One is of solid gold, wrought in the most
exquisite patterns. The other is of crystal-clear glass, thin as a bubble, and as transparent.
Pour and drink; and according to your choice of goblet, I shall know whether or not you
are a connoisseur of wine. For if you have no feelings about wine one way or the other,
you will want the sensation of drinking the stuff out of a vessel that may have cost
thousands of pounds; but if you are a member of that vanishing tribe, the amateurs of fine
vintages, you will choose the crystal, because everything about it is calculated to reveal
rather than hide the beautiful thing which it was meant to contain.
Bear with me in this long-winded and fragrant metaphor; for you will find that almost all
the virtues of the perfect wine-glass have a parallel in typography. There is the long, thin
stem that obviates fingerprints on the bowl. Why? Because no cloud must come between
your eyes and the fiery heart of the liquid. Are not the margins on book pages similarly
meant to obviate the necessity of fingering the type-page? Again: the glass is colourless or at
the most only faintly tinged in the bowl, because the connoisseur judges wine partly by its
colour and is impatient of anything that alters it. There are a thousand mannerisms in
typography that are as impudent and arbitrary as putting port in tumblers of red or green
glass! When a goblet has a base that looks too small for security, it does not matter how
cleverly it is weighted; you feel nervous lest it should tip over. There are ways of setting
lines of type which may work well enough, and yet keep the reader subconsciously worried
by the fear of 'doubling' lines, reading three words as one, and so forth.
Now the man who first chose glass instead of clay or metal to hold his wine was a
'modernist' in the sense in which I am going to use that term. That is, the first thing he
asked of his particular object was not 'How should it look?' but 'What must it do?' and to
that extent all good typography is modernist.
Wine is so strange and potent a thing that it has been used in the central ritual of religion
in one place and time, and attacked by a virago with a hatchet in another. There is only
one thing in the world that is capable of stirring and altering men's minds to the same
extent, and that is the coherent expression of thought. That is man's chief miracle, unique
to man. There is no 'explanation' whatever of the fact that I can make arbitrary sounds
which will lead a total stranger to think my own thought. It is sheer magic that I should be
able to hold a one-sided conversation by means of black marks on paper with an unknown
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person half-way across the world. Talking, broadcasting, writing, and printing are all quite
literally forms of thought transference, and it is the ability and eagerness to transfer and
receive the contents of the mind that is almost alone responsible for human civilization.
If you agree with this, you will agree with my one main idea, i.e. that the most important
thing about printing is that it conveys thought, ideas, images, from one mind to other
minds. This statement is what you might call the front door of the science of typography.
Within lie hundreds of rooms; but unless you start by assuming that printing is meant to
convey specific and coherent ideas, it is very easy to find yourself in the wrong house
altogether.
Before asking what this statement leads to, let us see what it does not necessarily lead to. If
books are printed in order to be read, we must distinguish readability from what the optician
would call legibility. A page set in 14-pt Bold Sans is, according to the laboratory tests, more
'legible' than one set in 11-pt Baskerville. A public speaker is more 'audible' in that sense
when he bellows. But a good speaking voice is one which is inaudible as a voice. It is the
transparent goblet again! I need not warn you that if you begin listening to the inflections
and speaking rhythms of a voice from a platform, you are falling asleep. When you listen to
a song in a language you do not understand, part of your mind actually does fall asleep,
leaving your quite separate aesthetic sensibilities to enjoy themselves unimpeded by your
reasoning faculties. The fine arts do that; but that is not the purpose of printing. Type well
used is invisible as type, just as the perfect talking voice is the unnoticed vehicle for the
transmission of words, ideas.
We may say, therefore, that printing may be delightful for many reasons, but that it is
important, first and foremost, as a means of doing something. That is why it is mischievous
to call any printed piece a work of art, especially fine art: because that would imply that its
first purpose was to exist as an expression of beauty for its own sake and for the delectation
of the senses. Calligraphy can almost be considered a fine art nowadays, because its primary
economic and educational purpose has been taken away; but printing in English will not
qualify as an art until the present English language no longer conveys ideas to future
generations, and until printing itself hands its usefulness to some yet unimagined successor.
There is no end to the maze of practices in typography, and this idea of printing as a
conveyor is, at least in the minds of all the great typographers with whom I have had the
privilege of talking, the one clue that can guide you through the maze. Without this
essential humility of mind, I have seen ardent designers go more hopelessly wrong, make
more ludicrous mistakes out of an excessive enthusiasm, than I could have thought
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possible. And with this clue, this purposiveness in the back of your mind, it is possible to do
the most unheard-of things, and find that they justify you triumphantly. It is not a waste of
time to go to the simple fundamentals and reason from them. In the flurry of your
individual problems, I think you will not mind spending half an hour on one broad and
simple set of ideas involving abstract principles.
I once was talking to a man who designed a very pleasing advertising type which
undoubtedly all of you have used. I said something about what artists think about a certain
problem, and he replied with a beautiful gesture: 'Ah, madam, we artists do not think---we
feel!' That same day I quoted that remark to another designer of my acquaintance, and he,
being less poetically inclined, murmured: 'I'm not feeling very well today, I think!' He was
right, he did think; he was the thinking sort; and that is why he is not so good a painter, and
to my mind ten times better as a typographer and type designer than the man who
instinctively avoided anything as coherent as a reason. I always suspect the typographic
enthusiast who takes a printed page from a book and frames it to hang on the wall, for I
believe that in order to gratify a sensory delight he has mutilated something infinitely more
important. I remember that T.M. Cleland, the famous American typographer, once showed
me a very beautiful layout for a Cadillac booklet involving decorations in colour. He did
not have the actual text to work with in drawing up his specimen pages, so he had set the
lines in Latin. This was not only for the reason that you will all think of; if you have seen
the old typefoundries' famous Quousque Tandem copy (i.e. that Latin has few descenders
and thus gives a remarkably even line). No, he told me that originally he had set up the
dullest 'wording' that he could find (I dare say it was from Hansard), and yet he discovered
that the man to whom he submitted it would start reading and making comments on the
text. I made some remark on the mentality of Boards of Directors, but Mr Cleland said, 'No:
you're wrong; if the reader had not been practically forced to read---if he had not seen those
words suddenly imbued with glamour and significance---then the layout would have been a
failure. Setting it in Italian or Latin is only an easy way of saying "This is not the text as it
will appear".'
Let me start my specific conclusions with book typography, because that contains all the
fundamentals, and then go on to a few points about advertising. The book typographer has
the job of erecting a window between the reader inside the room and that landscape which
is the author's words. He may put up a stained-glass window of marvellous beauty, but a
failure as a window; that is, he may use some rich superb type like text gothic that is
something to be looked at, not through. Or he may work in what I call transparent or
invisible typography. I have a book at home, of which I have no visual recollection
whatever as far as its typography goes; when I think of it, all I see is the Three Musketeers
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and their comrades swaggering up and down the streets of Paris. The third type of window
is one in which the glass is broken into relatively small leaded panes; and this corresponds to
what is called 'fine printing' today, in that you are at least conscious that there is a window
there, and that someone has enjoyed building it. That is not objectionable, because of a
very important fact which has to do with the psychology of the subconscious mind. That is
that the mental eye focuses through type and not upon it. The type which, through any
arbitrary warping of design or excess of 'colour', gets in the way of the mental picture to be
conveyed, is a bad type. Our subconsciousness is always afraid of blunders (which illogical
setting, tight spacing and too-wide unleaded lines can trick us into), of boredom, and of
officiousness. The running headline that keeps shouting at us, the line that looks like one
long word, the capitals jammed together without hair-spaces---these mean subconscious
squinting and loss of mental focus.
And if what I have said is true of book printing, even of the most exquisite limited editions,
it is fifty times more obvious in advertising, where the one and only justification for the
purchase of space is that you are conveying a message---that you are implanting a desire,
straight into the mind of the reader. It is tragically easy to throw away half the readerinterest of an advertisement by setting the simple and compelling argument in a face which
is uncomfortably alien to the classic reasonableness of the book-face. Get attention as you
will by your headline, and make any pretty type pictures you like if you are sure that the
copy is useless as a means of selling goods; but if you are happy enough to have really good
copy to work with, I beg you to remember that thousands of people pay hard-earned
money for the privilege of reading quietly set book-pages, and that only your wildest
ingenuity can stop people from reading a really interesting text.
Printing demands a humility of mind, for the lack of which many of the fine arts are even
now floundering in self-conscious and maudlin experiments. There is nothing simple or dull
in achieving the transparent page. Vulgar ostentation is twice as easy as discipline. When
you realise that ugly typography never effaces itself; you will be able to capture beauty as
the wise men capture happiness by aiming at something else. The 'stunt typographer' learns
the fickleness of rich men who hate to read. Not for them are long breaths held over serif
and kern, they will not appreciate your splitting of hair-spaces. Nobody (save the other
craftsmen) will appreciate half your skill. But you may spend endless years of happy
experiment in devising that crystalline goblet which is worthy to hold the vintage of the
human mind. (Originally printed in London in 1932, under the pseudonym Paul Beaujon.
This version printed in London 1955).
From http://gmunch.home.pipeline.com/typo-L/misc/ward.htm
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In Designer as Author I argued that we are insecure about the value of our work. We are envious of the p
social position and cachet that artists and authors seem to command. By declaring ourselves
“designer/authors” we hope to garner similar respect. Our deepseated anxiety has motivated a movemen
design that values origination of content over manipulation of content.
Designer as Author was an attempt to recuperate the act of design itself as essentially linguistic—a vibra
evocative language. However, it has often been read as a call for designers to generate content: in effect,
become designers and authors, not designers as authors. While I am all for more authors, that was not qu
the point I wanted to make.
The problem is one of content. The misconception is that without deep content, design is reduced to pure
a bag of dubious tricks. In graphicdesign circles, formfollowsfunction is reconfigured as formfollows
content. If content is the source of form, always preceding it and imbuing it with meaning, form without
content (as if that were even possible) is some kind of empty shell.
The apotheosis of this notion, repeated ad nauseum (still!), is Beatrice Warde’s famous Crystal Goblet
metaphor, which asserts that design (the glass) should be a transparent vessel for content (the wine). Any
who favored the ornate or the bejeweled was a knuckledragging oaf. Agitators on both sides of the
ideological spectrum took up the debate: minimalists embraced it as a manifesto; maximalists decried it
aesthetic fascism. Neither camp questioned the basic, implicit premise: it’s all about the wine.
This false dichotomy has circulated for so long that we have started to believe it ourselves. It has become
a central tenet of design education and the benchmark against which all design is judged. We seem to
accept the fact that developing content is more essential than shaping it, that good content is the measure
of good design.
Back when Paul Rand wrote “There is no such thing as bad content, only bad form,” I remember being
intensely annoyed. I took it as an abdication of a designer’s responsibility to meaning. Over time, I have
to read it differently: he was not defending hate speech or schlock or banality; he meant that the designer
purview is to shape, not to write. But that shaping itself is a profoundly affecting form. (Perhaps this is th
reason that modern designers—Rand, Munari, Leoni—always seem to end their careers designing childr
books. The children’s book is the purest venue of the designer/author because the content is negligible an
evocative potential of the form unlimited.)
https://2x4.org/ideas/2009/fuck-content/
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So what else is new? This seems to be a rather mundane point, but for some reason we don’t really believ
it. We don’t believe shaping is enough. So to bring design out from under the thumb of content we must
one step further and observe that treatment is, in fact, a kind of text itself, as complex and referential as a
traditional understanding of content.
A director can be the esteemed auteur of a film he didn’t write, score, edit or shoot. What makes a
Hitchcock film a Hitchcock film is not the story but a consistency of style, which winds intact through
different technologies, plots, actors, and time periods like a substance of its own. Every film is about
filmmaking. His great genius is that he is able to mold the form into his style in a genuinely unique and
entertaining way. The meaning of his work is not in the story but in the storytelling.
Designers also trade in storytelling. The elements we must master are not the content narratives but the
devices of the telling: typography, line, form, color, contrast, scale, weight. We speak through our
assignment, literally between the lines.
The span of graphic design is not a history of concepts but of forms. Form has evolved dramatically from
year to the next, and suggests a profession that continually revises and reshapes the world through the wa
rendered. Stellar examples of graphic design, design that changes the way we look at the world, are often
found in service of the most mundane content: an ad for ink, cigarettes, sparkplugs or machinery. Think
Zwart’s catalogues for electrical cable; or the travel posters of Cassandre or Matter; or the New Wave wo
Weingart, Greiman and Freidman; or the punk incitations of Jamie Reid, in which the manipulation of fo
has an essential, even transformative, meaning.
At a 1962 conference at the Museum of Modern Art, conservative art critic Hilton Kramer denounced Po
as “indistinguishable from advertising art” because “Pop Art does not tell us what it feels like to be living
through the present moment of civilization. Its social effect is simply to reconcile us to a world of
commodities, banalities and vulgarities.” But perhaps the content of graphic design is exactly that: an
evocation of “what it feels like to be living through the present moment of civilization,” with all its
“commodities, banalities and vulgarities.” How else can we discuss the content of a typeface or why the
typography of a surfing magazine suddenly becomes relevant? Or how a series of madeup or ‘selfinitia
posters—already a medium of dubious functionality— can end up on the wall of a major design museum
Work must be saying something, which is different than being about something.
Because the nature of the designed object is limited, individual objects are rarely substantial enough to
contain fully rendered ideas. Ideas develop over many projects, spanning years. Form itself is indexical.
are intimately, physically connected to the work we produce, and it is inevitable that our work bears our
stamp. The choice of projects in each designer’s oeuvre lays out a map of interests and proclivities. (I use
the singular designer in the categorical sense, not the individual.) The way those projects are parsed out,
disassembled, reorganized and rendered reveals a philosophy, an aesthetic position, an argument and a
critique.
This deep connection to making also positions design in a modulating role between the user and the wor
By manipulating form, design reshapes that essential relationship. Form is replaced by exchange. The th
we make negotiate a relationship over which we have a profound control.
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The trick is to find ways to speak through treatment, via a range of rhetorical devices— from the written
the visual to the operational—to make those proclamations as poignant as possible, and to return consiste
to central ideas, to reexamine and reexpress. In this way we build a body of work, and from that body o
work emerges a singular message, maybe even what it feels like to be living now. As a popular film critic
once wrote, “A movie is not what it is about, it’s how it is about it.” Likewise, for us, our What is a How
content is, perpetually, Design itself.
Published in Multiple Signatures: On Designers, Authors, Readers and Users (New York: Rizzoli
International, 2013)
© Michael Rock
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26 July 2005
AN ACCIDENTAl ARCHIVE AT THE CENTER foR
ADVANCED VIsuAl sTuDIEs
We begin in a locked closet at the Center for Advanced
Visual studies housing a collection of posters,
documents, videotapes and related printed ephemera
which forms a de-facto archive. Embarking on a
client-design relationship with the Center, I arrived in
Cambridge to spend a few days going through the
archive, examining its contents and making some
photographs.
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designed by Muriel Cooper. I was already familiar with
her work in broad outlines — I knew that she was the
first Design Director at MIT Press where she designed
Bauhaus, learning from las Vegas (first edition),
file under Architecture and the MIT Press logo; she
established the Visible language Workshop at the MIT
Media lab; and that she died unexpectedly in 1994 just
after presenting breakthrough work in new computer
interface design.
As it turns out, I was mostly wrong about the posters’
design — they were not designed by Muriel. Jacqueline
Casey designed many of the early posters and later
posters were made by otto Peine and others. However,
many or most of these posters were printed at the Visible
language Workshop, a teaching and production facility
in the school of Architecture that Muriel cofounded with
Ron MacNeil in 1975.
While poking around in the archive, I also learned that
Muriel was briefly a fellow at the Center for Advanced
Visual studies. Her C.V. filed at the Center in 1974 lists
Interests and Goals:

A collection of posters organized loosely on the floor at the Center

The Center for Advanced Visual studies was established
in 1967 by Gyorgy Kepes as a fellowship program for
artists. Initiated with considerable institutional and
financial support, the Center produced artworks,
exhibitions and public programs often accompanied by
a poster or publication. These posters in particular then
provide an immediate condensed and visually legible
accidental archive of its almost forty-year history.
While working my way through the contents of the closet,
I was struck immediately by the surface qualities of this
extraordinary set of posters. It was not simply the graphic
design nor the typography that caught me — rather it
was their mode of production. The design of the posters
changed sporadically as new designers or administrators
appeared, but what remains the same is the way in each
self-consciously incorporates its production method into
the design. for example, the poster at right revels in the
extreme enlargement of a small sketch, photocopied
large and produced on an offset press. The result is a
tight and powerful synthesis of what is being said, how it
is being said and how what is being said is produced.
I assumed that many of these posters must have been

Concerned with use of mass production
and its constraints and with extending
experimental and educational experience
into work relationships, reducing
artificial human split. The significance
of participatory and non-authoritarian
communication forms in relation to
specialization and professionalism.
Structured / unstructured relationships
in learning. Direct, responsive means
of reproduction. [3]

A poster printed at the Visible language Workshop, 1974
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10 AuGusT 2006
A suB-BAsEMENT AT THE MEDIA lAB
We proceed by visiting the MIT Media lab, where Muriel
Cooper spent the last years of her working life, from
1985–1994, continuing the work of the Visible language
Workshop. I’m here to meet Amber fried-Jimenez,
a current graduate student in the Physical language
Workshop run by John Maeda. Amber has procured a
laserdisc for me which includes some of the last work of
the VlW. With laserdisc in hand, we spend the next hour
or so trolling various sub-basements of the Media lab
building searching for an analog laserdisc player capable
of playing the 20-year-old media format.

I go next to meet Gloriana Davenport, a long-time friend
and colleague of Muriel Cooper and currently the director
of Media fabrics group. she begins by giving me some
initial background on Muriel’s working life.
on graduation from Massachusetts College of Art with
a BfA in 1955, Muriel Cooper soon became involved
in helping MIT develop a consistent visual language
throughout its range of printed materials. MIT was heavily
involved in government contracting after WWII and the
volume of materials produced was significant. Beginning
on a freelance basis, Muriel established the office of
Design services, which she directed from 1954–1957.
In the first American university design program, Muriel
developed a house style which helped to make the
technical language of much of the research produced at
MIT legible for a wider audience.
This work would be continued by her friend and former
classmate Jacqueline Casey for thirty years. Describing
their time together as students at Massachusetts College
of Art provides some clues to what comes after:

Holding the laserdisc and looking into the Media lab atrium as pictured
on its cover.

We enter more than one room containing stacks of
outdated hardware, too difficult to repair, and rotting
magnetic-tape formats whose chemical clocks are
ticking. I am, of course, struck by the ways in which this
recent past becomes so quickly inaccessible in a digital
medium. In stark contrast to the piles of posters which
provide a visceral record of the Center for Advanced
Visual studies, these dead media provide nothing
tangible. As much of Muriel Cooper’s most important
work was in a digital medium, I become more convinced
that accounting for her work is crucial — now.
We eventually score a working analog laserdisc player
and monitor. I press play and after some fussing with an
arcane remote control, the disc begins. Muriel Cooper
appears on screen dressed in a graphic black and white
polka-dot pattern offset by casually rumpled gray hair
and reading glasses hung from her neck on a chain. Her
voice is immediately enthusiastic and engaged.

I have always been frustrated and
intrigued by technology. Jackie Casey
and I both went to Mass College of Art
in the late 40s. We were cashiers in
the school store; we both eventually
became bookkeepers — first Jackie and
then me. We learned more in the store
than we did in the school. In a way,
I think of the school store as a model
for the VLW. When the store would
close in the afternoon, the students
who worked there — about a dozen of us
— had a studio to ourselves, our own
little bin of paints and papers and
materials. [11]

In 1958, Muriel left MIT for Milan on a fulbright
scholarship to study exhibition design. Milan was then
a lively center of contemporary ideas around product
design, architecture and new kinds of interactivity.
Returning to Boston, she established Muriel Cooper
Media Design in 1959. In her private practice Muriel
returned again to work with MIT, a client sympathetic to
her concerns and which provided a natural platform for
her work. she also began to work with the MIT Press,
designing book covers and by 1964, Muriel Cooper had
designed the MIT Press logo — an abstracted set of
seven vertical bars that is a high-water mark in twentieth
century graphic design.
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11 AuGusT 2006
A ClIMATE-CoNTRollED RooM suRRouNDED
By BooKs ARRANGED IN CHRoNoloGICAl oRDER
AT MIT PREss
We continue on to the MIT Press Archive, a small, clean
and climate-controlled room at the offices of the Press.
Beginning to the left of the door and arranged in shelves
circling the room clockwise sits every book that MIT
Press has published arranged in chronological order.
The overall effect is sublime — a committed reader might
trace trajectories of thought in biology, economic theory,
computer science or mathematics by circumnavigating
the small room. so much thought, so little space — I was
here to continue tracking the work of Muriel Cooper.

MIT Press Archive with Bauhaus designed by Muriel Cooper in front

Muriel Cooper became the first Design Director of MIT
Press in 1967 and remained through 1974. Here she
presided over the mass production of a series of titles
in architecture, economics, biology, computer science
and sociology that formed a critical discourse around
systems, feedback loops and control. (This was of
course initiated a number of years prior to her arrival with
the MIT Press publication in 1948 of Norbert Weiner’s
Cybernetics: or the Control and Communication in the
Animal and the Machine.) Her position provided her a
platform to investigate the conditions under which these
books were produced.
At the Press, Muriel was able to directly engage the
mechanics of mass production and this quickly became
her primary concern. Because of the large number of
titles published in one year and the relative slowness
of their graphic production, she was not able to be
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meaningfully involved in the design of each book.
Rather, she soon realized that efficient and responsive
production systems had to be designed which would
allow for the quantity of titles produced while maintaining
a high level of design. she developed a rigorous
classification and routing system for the design and
production of books at MIT Press which identified and
tracked projects along a streamlined process of design
and production. By completely engaging the conditions
of mass production and by designing systems to account
for these, she produced a consistently high-standard of
design across a very large number of titles produced at
MIT Press during her tenure.
often cited as the most successful design and
production process of any university press, Muriel
continually reevaluated how to make the conditions for
making good design work possible. Her work was then
equally engaged in the production schedules, budgets
and conditions of production as it was in the typefaces,
imagery, printing and binding.
As a consequence, Muriel Cooper was always
searching for and implementing more responsive and
iterative design and production processes at MIT
Press. frustrated by the delays that result from using
specialized typesetting companies, Muriel invented
an alternate production method. In the late 1960s, the
standard method of preparing a typewritten manuscript
for publication involved sending out the raw text to a
typesetting bureau. Given precise specifications, the
typesetter would return camera-ready type galleys a
week or more later to be pasted down into a layout back
at the Press. When there were corrections or copy edits,
the type had to be returned to the typesetter to make
adjustments and provide new galleys. Inevitably, the
highly specialized labor of the typesetters was slow and
therefore expensive. With the appearance of the IBM
selectric typewriter, Muriel imagined a more responsive
design and production feedback loop.
for certain books in the late 1960s and early 1970s, MIT
Press avoided typesetters entirely, bringing that role
in-house using the new electric typewriters with which
Muriel was already experimenting. When a type galley
required a correction, it was now only a matter of retyping
the corrected section and the change could be made in
a few hours rather than a few days. The corresponding
savings in time, labor and money changed the economics
of publishing for books that could work in this alternate
typesetting. A few of the better known examples of
this work produced at the Press in this manner include
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Herbert Muschamp’s first book, file under Architecture
and Donis A. Dondis’
A Primer of Visual literacy.

Perhaps the most visible mark that Muriel left at the
MIT Press was the design of the publisher’s logo in 1964.
In an early sketch for the logo, a shelf of books is clearly
legible, viewed from an idealized axonometric projection.
A row of seven books sit neatly next to each other
with (conveniently) the fourth pulled up and the fifth
pulled down.

Detail from Muriel Cooper’s MIT Press logo sketches and final
mechanical artwork
A Primer of Visual literacy, first edition

These titles inevitably betray Muriel Cooper’s deep
investment in synthesizing design with an intimate
knowledge of production. file under Architecture was
produced entirely with the IBM selectric typewriter,
where quick and immediate typeface changes were as
simple as replacing the typographic ball. Margins were
set in multiple typefaces as a running commentary on the
text itself. The book was printed on butcher’s paper and
bound in corrugated cardboard. The result looks like the
process that made it and reveals a deep engagement
with and symbiotic relation between the design and
production of the book.
A Primer of Visual literacy was designed with Donis A.
Dondis, a colleague and graphic design professor at
Boston university. In Primer, all typesetting again was
produced on an IBM selectric Composer at the MIT
Press. However, this time the result is not immediately
recognizable as typewriting. The book was set in a crude
proportionally-spaced version of univers, a sans serif
typeface designed by Adrian friutiger (who had also
designed the standard Courier letterforms.) The resulting
book is a classic introductory graphic design textbook,
produced today in its thirtieth printing. Many of its ideas
mirror recurring concerns of Muriel Cooper in her work.

The result is an abstracted form of the abbreviation
“MITP” or MITPress. flattening the mark to form a series
of positive bars of equal width results in a clear barcode
— as the products of mass production sit together in
an orderly row, dematerialized into the pure information
of a machine-readable graphic. This important piece of
graphic design contains in it already an indication of the
concerns that Muriel would follow in the following 30
years probing the limits of mass production and exploring
the impact of digital information.
As a publisher’s mark, the MITPress logo is called a
colophon. More generally, a colophon refers to the
page of a book that details its production process —
who typeset it, who printed it, when it was printed,
what edition it is, library catalog references etc. It is a
convenient coincidence that Muriel’s legacy at the Press
is most clearly lodged in both of these colophons — on
the spine in a highly formalized graphic and on the last
page, where production details are tallied.
At MIT Press, there were yet some books in which Muriel
would be personally and comprehensively involved as
the designer. one prime example is Bauhaus: Weimar,
Dessau, Berlin, Chicago by Hans Wingler published in
1968. supported in part by an NEA grant and additional
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MIT Press funding, Muriel would spend most of two years
designing and producing the book.
The “Bauhaus Bible”, as it’s widely known, contains
the definitive collection of documents from the
German art school through its multiple locations
and bureaucratic arrangements. The book includes
correspondence, descriptions of each workshop,
budgets and photographs documenting the spaces of
the school. Muriel described the subject matter of this
book as a perfect fit, a coincidence of subject, designer
and situation. The book design was given enough
time to happen in a comprehensive manner and the
stunning result reflects it. Muriel described the fortunate
coincidence of subject matter and design brief:
My design approach always emphasized
process over product, and what better
place to express this than in a tome
on the Bauhaus, the seminal exploration
of art and design in an industrial
revolution. [9]

Throughout the book design, production constraints were
treated as design opportunities. The color plates had
to be salvaged from a previous German publication for
economic reasons. This determined the unusually large
format of the book.
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When the original hardback and slip-cased edition was
remade as a paperback, the spine transformed from a
somber black and white all-caps Helvetica treatment to
an explosion of offset-printed color as each printing plate
(cyan, magenta, yellow) was shifted and printed one on
top of each other. The overprinted spine is the product
of thinking design through its production which is the
hallmark of Muriel Cooper’s work.
on completing the book, Muriel Cooper made a sixteen
millimeter film flipping through its pages to create a
stop-frame animation. The book’s contents shift around
the page, defining the grid that structures its design.
The Bauhaus book film then became the after-image
of her design process. It projected out from the hard
physical form of the book to suggest a near-future when
publishing would be as fluid as film, feedback immediate
and users / makers would be all but indistinguishable.
This constant interrogation of the near-future as a
tangible present, as a practical lens for producing in the
present powered a lot of Muriel’s best work.
When she finished the book in 1968, she was left with
the ethical residue of the Bauhaus and a clearer idea
about teaching, production, practice and the mutually
dependent relationships between them. At the MIT
Press, she had begun a small research unit where the
experiments in IBM selectric typesetting, computerized
layout and other modes of book production were
explored by designers, students and computer
programmers. This proto-workshop that mixed practice,
research and production convinced her that a more
ambitious workshop within MIT might be possible.
A few years later, Muriel Cooper began to explore the
possibility of establishing a similar workshop situation
in the Department of Architecture at MIT. In the margins
of a draft memo from Muriel to the Department Head
proposing a visual communications center, a set of
handwritten notes flushes out some of her goals for the
nascent workshop:
1. Media design and print design
@ conceptual stage
2. Educational pretext -- WORKSHOP
3. Publishing

Bauhaus, hard and soft cover editions

4. Interdisciplinary? INSTITUTE /
RESOURCES [5]
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19 oCToBER 2006
A flAT fIlE CAllED “MuRIEl” AT THE MIT MusEuM

free. Muriel was convinced that a workshop environment,
where teaching happens in a feedback loop with
hands-on production and design would work well. Ron’s
significant technical background in printing, photography
and, increasingly, computer programming plus access
to an offset printing press made this possible. Muriel
described the goals of the Messages and Means
course as:
... design and communications for print
that integrated the reproduction tools
as part of the thinking process and
reduced the gap between process and
product. [6]

flat files at the MIT Museum Archives

The next stop is the MIT Museum Archives. It is just one
floor down from the Center for Advanced Visual studies
in Building N51 and adjacent to one of Muriel Cooper’s
former workspaces. Here I meet Gary Van Zante, Curator
of Architecture and Design and laura Knott, his assistant.
Inside, just to the left of the door is a double-stacked
flat file filled primarily with teaching documents simply
labeled in sharpie and masking tape, “Muriel.”
By 1974, Muriel had partnered with designer, artist and
technician Ron MacNeil to teach a new graphic design
class at MIT school of Architecture called Messages
and Means. Ron had come to MIT in 1966 as Minor
White’s technical assistant while setting up the Creative
Photography Program. He completed his degree in 1971
and apprenticed himself to the Architecture Machine
Group established by Nicholas Negroponte to learn
computer programming. In the next three years, Ron
acquired and installed two single color sheet-fed offset
printing presses at the school in an empty room with
double-wide doors next to the photographic darkroom in
Building 5 (Room 5-411). With overlapping interests and
mutual friends, Muriel and Ron met and the idea to teach
a design class together centering around these printing
presses emerged.
Muriel had already been teaching at Massachusetts
College of Art, but she was frustrated at how
undergraduate design students froze when beginning
an assignment. As soon as they were put into a situation
of hands-on production such as using a photocopier or
making monoprints, they became considerably more

Messages and Means students learned in a workshop
environment how the printing press works by using it.
opening up access to this instrument, students were
able to explore an intimate and immediate relationship
to the means of production for their design work. The
inevitable result was a merging of roles and blurring
of specializations. In the workshop, students became
editors, platemakers, printers, typesetters and designers
all at one time, in overlapping and iterative configurations.
They used the offset printing press
as an artist’s tool: they collaborated
on platemaking and they altered the
application of inks -- they rotated the
paper to make printing an interactive
medium. [9]

Detail from a Means and Messages class poster

In Messages and Means, Muriel and Ron introduced
production-led assignments literally centered
around the printing press that occupied most of the
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students in the Visible language Workshop, around 1976
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classroom. students were asked not only to design their
assignments, but also to work with the printer, darkroom
and typesetting machines to produce their project. for
example, students made “one-night prints”, skipping
the traditional stages of design, paste-up and pre-press
by working with presstype and photostatic cameras
or exposing the printing plate directly. students were
independent, motivated and empowered to realize their
projects as they wished. As a result, the course was
consistently over-enrolled.
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visual communication as information
and as art on both personal and public
levels. The synthesis of concept and
production processes is informed by
tradition and technology. [6]

Ron MacNeil recalls that the Visible language Workshop
name came almost immediately on beginning the course.
Together with Head of the Department of Photography,
Jonathan Green and Head of the Department of
Architecture, Donlyn lyndon, the full name was set in
1974. The naming of the Visible language Workshop was
important — it connects explicitly to two trajectories,
one past and one present through the terms “Visible
language” and “Workshop.” These combined to outline
a set of interests that would follow the VlW through
its twenty year course and three physical spaces.
Calling the facility a “workshop” made an immediate
correspondence to the workshops of the Bauhaus with
which Muriel was particularly well-versed. further, its
legacy was alive in Cambridge with Bauhaus founder
Walter Gropius now leading the Harvard Graduate school
of Design. At the Bauhaus, all studies were rooted in the
workshop, where design and production were integrated.
students enrolled in the school became contributing
members of one workshop or another.

A student in the Visible language Workshop, 1981

Messages and Means students constantly circulated
between the offset printing press room and the adjacent
photographic pre-press room. The trip required leaving
one room, walking twenty feet down the hallway and
entering the other only to arrive on the other side of
a shared wall, five feet away. During the Independent
Activities Period of January 1976, a group of (perhaps)
over-zealous students took matters into their own hands
to re-model this unfortunate architecture, demolishing a
wall that stood between the two rooms. literally tearing
an unsanctioned hole through the middle of the MIT
school of Architecture and Planning, the students fused
these two spaces into one. The combined workshop
mixed the inks, noise, paper and mess of offset printing
with photographic enlargers, typesetting machines,
chemicals and increasingly elaborate electronics
and computer systems. In this space, the activities of
designing, teaching and producing became increasingly
indistinct. This was the Visible language Workshop.
The Visible Language Workshop, a unique
interdisciplinary graphics laboratory,
was founded to explore verbal and

Wall-Painting Workshop at the Bauhaus, Dessau, 1927

for example, from 1925–1933 the Wall-Painting
Workshop at the Bauhaus directed by Hinnerk scheper
produced experimental color schemes, paint techniques
and environmental combinations. In the workshop, new
technologies were developed, historical painting styles
practiced, chemistries tested and new colors invented.
further, the students applied their learning directly to the
school, painting the walls of the Bauhaus in any number
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of experimental schemes developed in the workshop.
The ceilings of some rooms of the master’s houses were
even painted black.
fifty years later, the Visible language Workshop
continued this tradition in both name and spirit. The
VlW pursued new forms of graphic communication
by developing an intimate relationship to the tools
of production in a workshop setting — offering an
introduction to graphic design for graduate architecture
students by providing direct access to printing presses,
a darkroom, early computer typesetting and electronic
paint programs. like the Wall-Painting Workshop, the
work of the VlW also practically permeated the school of
Architecture — they designed, produced and printed the
event and exhibition posters hanging on the school walls.
“Workshop” described a space of production that was
integral to the space of teaching and of design. By
offering access to the tools of reproduction, students
were able to understand the technical consequences of
design decisions, immediately and the combined setting
allowed for the creation of media in an increasingly
direct, responsive, even interactive environment. If the
Bauhaus workshops were an attempt to come to terms
with the conditions of industrialized production, then the
Visible language Workshop was an attempt to confront
informationalized production.
The shift from a mechanical to an
information society demands new
communication processes, new visual
and verbal languages, and new
relationships of education, practice
and production. [6]

new journal published by Rhode Island school of Design
and committed to the principle that reading and writing
together form a new, autonomous language system.
founded in 1967 as The Journal of Typographical
Research, the journal changed its name to Visible
language in 1970. self-described as “The Journal for
Research on the Visual Media of language Expression”,
Visible language was at the center of an emerging
discipline which mined all forms of visual writing.
Every issue of Visible language was produced together
with a guest editor. Visible language XI 2 from spring
1977 was guest-edited by Aaron Marcus and collected
contributors across a range of disciplines. Contributions
to this issue included graphic designer Dan friedman’s
visual writing exercises; author Herbert W. franke writing
about practical visual languages; computer programmer
Ken Knowlton of Bell laboratories on computerproduced grey scales; artists Richard Kostelanetz
with a series of numerical poems whose syntax and
semantics are mathematic, visual and verbal; Ian
Hamilton finlay with a concise concrete poem; and critic
R.C. Kennedy exploring the diagrammatic languages
of Marcel Duchamp. The journal’s broad scope and
ambitious mission together with its specific engagement
in technical and practical considerations made it close
in spirit to what the Visible language Workshop would
become. In fact, the shelves in the last home of the
Visible language Workshop at the Media lab are still
filled with back issues.

Calling the new center a workshop also had implications
on its physical layout. Each of the three homes of
the VlW physically emphasized fluid spaces, where
hierarchies and relationships were immediately eroded.
In Building 5, two rooms were joined and oversized
machines forced an intense overlapping of function and
practice. In Building N51, the workshop exploited a larger
space to expand its activities to include exhibition as
well as production and teaching. And at the Media lab
the VlW’s absence of cubicles and open plan reflected
its teaching philosophy and provided a counter to the
corporate-research-lab baroque of the rest of
the building.
If “Workshop” connected the VlW to a rich heritage,
then “Visible language” connected it to a contemporary
discourse. Visible language was the name of a then-

An issue of Visible language photographed in the former VlW

As a name, the Visible language Workshop was almost
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perfect — joining the legacy of the Bauhaus with the
contemporary concerns of a graphic design practice in
the midst of substantial change.
Muriel Cooper was appointed Associate Professor in the
school of Architecture in 1981 and after seven years in
Building 5, the VlW was offered a bigger space Building
N51 with the Center for Advanced Visual studies and
Nicholas Negroponte’s Architecture Machine Group. five
years later, the VlW moved again into Building E15, the
MIT Media lab.
With the establishment of the MIT Media lab in 1985,
Nicholas Negroponte convinced Muriel to join as one
of several principle research areas within the ambitious
venture. Negroponte was insistent that the VlW take
on a different name as the Media lab was to be a
place for developing new media, its new forms, new
consequences and new possibilities. Muriel refused —
the concerns of the VlW were precisely the same within
the Media lab as before, even as the context for their
work was shifting from the printed page to the computer
screen.
The final version of the VlW in the Media lab was
explicitly focused on developing new computer
interfaces. Although from the beginning, computers and
software were an integral part of the workshop.

Ron MacNeil standing in front of The Airbrush Plotter at the VlW, 1981

Also by 1979, Ron MacNeil and graduate students Mark
Abbate, Rob faught, Mike Gerzso and Paul Trevithick
were hard at work on a software platform for image and
text manipulation. Called sys, this proto-Photoshop
program developed the functionality of large and
expensive “Paintbox” programs in a more immediate
manner. Workshop members began to use it, and the
proximity of the users of sys and the makers of sys
allowed for short cycles of refinement and development
with powerful feedback loops.

A series of large-format Polaroid prints offers an
immediate clue to the ways that computers were being
used at the VlW throughout its history. With Polaroid
Corporation literally around the corner from Building
N51, the workshop had immediate access to a new way
for making large and quick images. The VlW was given
supplies of large-format Polaroid film (20 x 24”) and a
primitive large-scale digital color printer cobbled together
from a CRT monitor and photographic enlarger.
The catalyst for much of the early computer work at
the VlW was a large-format printer designed by Ron
MacNeil. Called The Airbrush Plotter, this printer could
produce billboard-sized prints from digital files. Ron
secured $50,000 from outdoor Advertising Association
of America in 1979 to build a prototype and it was already
working six months later. After four years, the total project
funding was around $500,000. (Computers were much
more expensive then — Ron recalls spending $125,000
on a Perkin Elmer 32bit super mini computer!) This
funding buoyed other pursuits as the VlW moved into a
much larger facility in Building N51.

A student producing a large-format Polaroid print in the VlW, 1981

Cobbled together with help from students in Electrical
Engineering and the Architecture Machine Group, sys
was a hard disk and a computer memory management
scheme that yielded an image workspace of 8,000 x
2,000 pixels. sys also included a single line scanner
built to capture the high-resolution images needed for
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billboard-sized output on The Airbrush Plotter. Ron
recalls, “it could take many minutes to scan an image
and the subject had to stay completely still (sound like the
early years of photography?)”
Building on previous digital printing experiments, the
VlW developed a remote digital printing technique called
slosCAN. However, it was more like an oscilloscope
than a photograph — where the CRT printer instantly
exposed an image on the screen to the paper, slosCAN
slowly built up the image by scanning one line at time
onto the photographic paper from an electronic file.
The communication between machine and printer was
necessarily slow, requiring a minimum of bandwidth.
As a result, transmission of these images would be
possible over long distances between a sending
computer and receiving printer. slosCAN prints were
transmitted from Boston to sao Paolo, Vancouver,
Tokyo and elsewhere.

7 fEBRuARy 2007
THE sToRAGE ClosET of A sMAll DEsIGN fIRM
oN MAssACHusETTs AVENuE
In a storefront on Massachusetts Avenue in Cambridge,
halfway between the campuses of MIT and Harvard, is
the office of small Design firm Inc. I have come to speak
to David small after hearing that he had a “closet full
of Muriel Cooper things.” As a student, researcher and
collaborator in the Visible language Workshop, David
contributed extensively to many of its most important
projects. He began as an undergraduate in 1985, joining
the VlW in 1987 and completing his PhD in 1999.

What began as an experiment in digital printing had
become a transmission medium, pointing the way
forward to a very near future when digital images were
no longer made for printing, but instead created for
distribution through electronic networks.

small Design firm Inc., the office of David small

By 1985, the Visible language Workshop had become
one unit in the ambitious new Media laboratory chaired
by Nicholas Negroponte. Negroponte described the
goals of the Media lab in Design Quarterly 142, guestedited by Muriel Cooper in 1989:
The Media Laboratory is a pioneering
interdisciplinary center that is a
response to the information revolution,
much as the Bauhaus was a response to
the industrial revolution. [2]
20 x 24” slosCAN transmission digital print

As an MIT undergraduate uRoP student in 1985, David
small constructed the first version of the slosCAN
printer. small eventually received three degrees from
MIT and was a critical member of the Visible language
Workshop for ten years. David now runs a successful
design firm.

Where there was once only a single Perkin Elmer
computer, there were now several Hewlett Packard
workstations and even access to a supercomputer, the
massively parallel Connection Machine 2. still, Muriel
insisted that the new space remain a workshop.
on moving into Building E15 in 1985, Muriel and Ron
found a space which was considerably more corporate
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than their previous home in N51. E15, also known as
The Jerome Wiesner building, was designed by I.M. Pei
and looks much more like a suburban low-rise office
(wrapped in a multi-colored ribbon by artist Kenneth
Noland) than it does a university laboratory. Inside,
relatively low drop-ceilngs, wall-to-wall carpeting,
systems office furniture and an atrium lobby amplify the
effect. Muriel insisted that the VlW would be organized
differently. David small remembers how the physical
space mirrored Muriel’s teaching style:
She was a different kind of teacher:
very reluctant to tell you what to do.
Once you’ve started with the assumption
that there’s no right or wrong way
of doing anything, what becomes more
important is getting students to think
on their own. Muriel set up the right
kind of environment for that: the space
encourages interaction. [1]
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In time, images stay on the screen.
And now they travel through networks.
I think what Muriel finally discovered
was the act of communication design
in the process of radical change away
from creating single artifacts to
creating design processes that need
to have a life of their own over these
networks. [15]

Previous projects had begun to make it clear that
electronic communications moving fluidly through
networks of readers, writers, users and makers offered
the communication space that Muriel had been trying
to find for years. The workshop continued to explore
the relationships between what gets said and how it
gets said, but in their new home, the VlW left behind
the printed page for the fluid space of the computer
screen.
You’re not just talking about how the
information appears on the screen,
you’re talking about how it’s designed
into the architecture of the machine,
and of the language. You have different
capabilities, different constraints and
variables than you have in any other
medium, and nobody even knows what they
are yet.” [14]

The Visible language Workshop began to design
interfaces which offered routes, pathways or even selfguided tours through this soft architecture.

Muriel Cooper in a self-portrait with Polaroid sX-70, video imaged and
printed at the Visible language Workshop, 1977

The Visible language Workshop at the Media lab would
eschew the low-lighting and cubicles of the other units,
opting instead for an open-plan to house the ad-hoc
collection of computers, typesetters and offset presses
that had accumulated in the previous 11 years. large
power drops even hung from the conference room ceiling
waiting to power the offset printing presses which never
arrived. Already the concerns of the workshop were
moving increasingly into software and communication
patterns that remained completely within the architecture
of the computer. Ron MacNeil recalls:

In the early days of MIT Press,
designers had worked hard at
understanding how to direct the
viewer’s eyes in two dimensions: X and
Y. The computer posed the challenge
-- and offered the opportunity -- for
the designer to create more complex
pathways through multi-dimensional
information. This had been the distant
gleam in the eye of past workshops and
it was realized here. [15]

The most successful of these interface experiments were
the information landscapes presented in 1994 at the
Technology Entertainment and Design (TED) conference
organized by Richard saul Wurman in Monterey,
California. These information landscapes were immersive
three-dimensional environments populated not by

P46

KNOW YOUR SHIT: A DESIGN READER

buildings but by information. The user’s mouse navigated
through text organized in three dimensions, allowing
complex, non-linear and multi-hierarchical spaces in
which the user, rather than the designer controls the
sequence and meaning of its contents.

3 July 2007
A CollECTIoN of BoXEs sTACKED Too TAll
To REACH IN THE MuRIEl CooPER ARCHIVE AT
MAssACHusETTs CollEGE of ART

I was convinced that the line between
reproduction tools and design would
blur when information became electronic
and that the lines between designer
and artist, author and designer,
professional and amateur would also
dissolve. [15]

In an information landscape, the user appears to fly
effortlessly through the infinite zoom of a textual space,
reading along the way, creating connections and making
meaning. David small recalls that the information
landscapes were first imagined, appropriately enough,
on an airplane with Muriel Cooper and suguru Ishizaki
returning from Tokyo. Nicholas Negroponte described
this last and likely most radical interface design project
of the Visible language Workshop:
She has broken the flatland of overlapping opaque rectangles with the
idea of a galactic universe. [13]

screen from Information landscapes, 1994

for the next three months after the TED conference,
68-year-old Muriel excitedly showed this new interface
to sponsors, programmers, software companies and
other designers. The day after returning from
a presentation in Cambridge, England, Muriel Cooper
died unexpectedly.

file box number MA16-2 from The Muriel Cooper Archive

finally, we arrive where I probably should have begun
— The Muriel Cooper Archive at Massachusetts College
of Art. The small room at her alma-mater is stacked
with banker’s boxes too tall to reach and a set of flat
file drawers with oversized materials. Among the totally
mixed contents of each box — file notes, sketches,
slides, production schedules, mechanical artwork — I’m
reminded that Muriel’s greatest asset may have been her
refusal to specialize. she recognized that the discrete
roles which industrialized production of the assembly
line had delegated to its workers were beginning to
dissolve. Desktop publishing softwares had opened up
professional-level graphic production to a much wider
audience, and designers were left with room to expand
their practice.
Among these boxes, I found an original copy of the
piece that Muriel Cooper and the Visible language
Workshop produced in 1980 for PlAN, the journal of the
MIT Department of Architecture. When asked to submit
an article about the Visible language Workshop, Muriel
responded instead with a 12-page visual essay produced
together with students in the workshop, using the tools of
the workshop. The first page of the article reproduces a
letter that Muriel wrote to the editor describing the VlW’s
submission. she lists a series of four numbered points
that describe the goals of the visual article that follows,
but she may as well be describing the forty years of
her own practice:
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July 15, 1980 [...]
1. It would make use of the tools,
processes and technologies of graphic
arts media as directly as possible
and the tools would be integrated with
concept and product. Many of these are
in the workshop. [...]
2. The author would be the maker
contrary to the specialization mode
which makes the author of the content
the author, the author of the form the
designer, and the author of the craft
the typographer / printer.
3. Visual and verbal representation of
ideas would be synthesized rather than
separate.
4. Time would remain as fluid and
immediate as possible, leaving room for
feedback and change. [7]

Muriel concludes the letter cordially, signing off with
a promise:
This stands as a sketch for the future.

-28 oCToBER 2007
-This stands as a sketch for the future.
MuRIEl CooPER and the VIsIBlE lANGuAGE
WoRKsHoP
By David Reinfurt
This text is the result of a one-year Research Affiliate
position at Massachusetts Institute of Technology Center
for Advanced Visual studies. It is a work-in-progress —
a first draft, offered in public before it is finished.
Muriel Cooper always sought more responsive systems
of design and production, emphasizing quicker feedback
loops between thinking and making, often blurring
the distinction between the two. As a result, she
always left room for the reader. This text is an attempt
to do the same.
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The first edition of 50 copies was printed at the
Center for Advanced Visual studies on 9 october
2007. A second edition of 3000 copies was printed for
DDD15, PRoDuCED oN loCATIoN at the Centre d’Art
Contemporain Genève, switzerland between 24 october
and 7 November 2007. This third edition is produced
as on-demand laserprints prepared for “The future
Archive,” curated by ute Meta Bauer at Neuer Berliner
Kunstverein from June 3 to July 29, 2012.
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Crouwelism
January 2003
Conversation with Wim Crouwel
Graphic Magazine, April 2003
In the beginning of 2003, we were approached by Sebastian Campos, art director of
UK design magazine Graphic (not to be confused with Grafik, another UK design
magazine). Sebastian wanted to set up a meeting between us and Mr. Wim
Crouwel, in order to publish the resulting conversation in the first issue of Graphic.
This meeting took place in January 2003, in our studio, and it turned out to be a
very pleasant afternoon. It was the first time we met Wim Crouwel, and we were
instantly taken with this personality; he's an enormously charming and erudite
man.
Shown here is the resulting conversation. In retrospect, both the editing and the
translation seem a bit awkward, but having said that, we do think the following text
is a good representation of how the conversation went. It goes without saying that,
in the three years that followed after this interview, some of our views might have
changed slightly. But that seems only natural.
00.
Wim Crouwel in conversation with Experimental Jetset
Date: January 7th, 2003
Location: Experimental Jetset studio, Amsterdam
Background music: 'TNT' by Tortoise (repeat mode), interrupted, once in a while, by
the sound of a telephone ringing
WC: Wim Crouwel
EJ: Experimental Jetset
01.
EJ: Our favourite teacher at the Rietveld Academy (Amsterdam) was Linda van
Deursen. The most important thing she imparted to us was a certain mentality, a
state of mind. She never romanticized graphic design or tried to create an aura of
mystery around it. She has a totally no-nonsense attitude.
WC: And to think, that was at a time when self-expression became very important.
That's something in my opinion that the academies were not in the least
responsible for. It started in the 1970s, when the academies emancipated
themselves from the Bauhaus model with its Vorkurs [first year at the academy,
ed.] and its whole systematic teaching structure was jettisoned outright. At the
Academy in Enschede, the Netherlands (AKI), the introductory year at the time
was expanded to three preparatory years in which the students were let loose
completely. There was a strong emphasis on individual development. The work was
less important than the approach to the work. From that moment, there was a
situation in which the individual attitude exceeded the critical point and became
pure self-expression. I think that the work of someone like Irma Boom is a good
example of this. I find her work fantastic and very spiritual, but take for example
the biography of Otto Treumann she composed: that is in fact a book about her, not
Otto Treumann.
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EJ: Actually, we do not make a distinction between self-expressive and applied;
every manifestation is a form of self-expression, however much applied. And, to be
honest, we do not consider Irma Boom and Linda van Deursen to be complete
opposites as designers.
WC: Oh, don't you? How interesting. I think they're so different from each other.
EJ: We envision the dividing line as running in a different direction. On the one side
you have designers like Linda and Irma, whose designs contain strong inner logic,
either conceptually or aesthetically. These are designs that have a healthy,
dialectical relationship to society; designs that aren't just representations of
assumed target audiences. On the other side of the dividing line you have those
who create designs generally intended to address target audiences; affirmative
designs, that totally dissolve into visual culture.
WC: Are you talking about advertising agencies?
EJ: As well. But increasingly more designers are preoccupied with these kinds of
marketing concepts. And we find that a pity.
WC: For whom do you make your creations? Yourselves, or the public?
EJ: We don't really see that division. In our opinion, target-audience-based
approaches do not automatically result in more functional designs. Designs that
have a sort of built-in resistance, a certain stubbornness, could very well be the
ones that function the best in a society, in the way that a grain of sand can produce
a pearl in an oyster.
WC: Nevertheless, I think that the truth lies somewhere in the middle. The heart of
the matter is to create intelligent and self-confident designs focused on a target
group, without being outsmarted by that target group.
02.
WC: I really like what advertising agencies such as Kessels/Kramer are doing.
Interesting things are happening in all sorts of areas, both on the commercial side
and in the cultural sector. But in contrast to the commercial side, the cultural sector
allows the designer carte blanche, obviously.
EJ: In our view, the exact opposite is currently the case. The role of the designer at
ad agencies is actually quite free of restraints. This type of agency is usually divided
into two camps: the creative section and the business section. The agency extends
a relatively large chunk of autonomy to the designers. They have complete freedom
to launch ideas; and then, as if drawing from a 'lucky dip', the business side pulls
out a few ideas, which they may or may not use. At a small design agency like
ours, however, this division does not exist. The business and creative aspects
coalesce completely. As designers, we have very short lines of communication with
our clients. That is another reason why we never work for advertising agencies: in
advertising there are excess filters between the designer and the client. A
superfluous layer of middlemen, which results in a great deal of interference.
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WC: What you are specifically referring to are the large, old-style advertising
agencies. To me, the modern, smaller agencies seem to be organized differently.
EJ: In fact, it's that old-style function of advertising that appeals to us much more:
that the potential users of a product are informed from the point of the intrinsic
characteristics of that product. Advertising now is heavily focused on projecting an
image onto a product from outside the product itself. We really dislike that side of
advertising.
WC: That is the old discussion that I have encountered a great many times. As a
designer you want to be informative, yet in advertising they think far more in terms
of atmosphere and mood. Take my experiences with Nutricia, for example, where I
designed packaging and advertisements a long time ago. I was taken on a guided
tour of the factory where evaporated coffee-milk was produced and was
immediately fascinated by the hygienic working methods and the technology that
was used: the gigantic stainless-steel kettles for heating milk to various
temperatures. I wanted to show that process in my advertisements. But they would
have no such thing! I was told that they might as well just shut down the factory if
I did that. They wanted ads showing people enjoying coffee at special moments and
ads about the rich colour that their product imparted to coffee. And, there is no
changing that way of thinking. So perhaps it is true that designers ought not to get
involved with that. It's probably better to leave those activities to others.
03.
WC: And yet I wonder to what extent you've gone too far in terms of selfexpression with a project like 'Kelly 1:1'. There wasn't actually a brief in that case,
or was there?
EJ: Lisette Smits, the curator of Casco Projects [an exhibition space in Utrecht, the
Netherlands, ed.], approached us with a request to make an installation. In that
sense, it was a pure design assignment for us. Because in these cases, there is
always a context that you can respond to as a designer, whether that context is a
space or a certain theme. We see all the installations that we've made in the last
few years for numerous exhibition spaces as essentially nothing different from our
graphic assignments: they're still solutions for problems based on specific points of
departure and limitations.
WC: I still think that you are treading the shadowy zone between applied work and
liberal arts. It's awfully close to self-expression. But if I were presented with a
similar request then perhaps I would take the assignment on as well.
04.
EJ: The harshest and at the same time most unjustified criticism we have ever had
to endure came during a lecture we gave last year at the Werkplaats Typografie [a
post-graduate programme for graphic design in Arnhem, the Netherlands, ed.]. The
teachers at the Werkplaats attacked us in a rather unexpectedly scathing manner.
Our work was labelled anti-intellectual and anti-ideological. We were accused of
doing nothing more than fussing around with a kind of modish styling.
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WC: Then they must not have examined your work at all well. Or in any case they
clearly didn't understand it. There is most definitely an idea behind your work.
EJ: Their intention was to project their cultural-pessimistic vision of the world onto
our work at whatever cost. Their behavior was outright ill-mannered: the teachers
walked in and out of the lecture as if they were completely uninterested. The
general atmosphere was one of intense rancour towards anything that came out of
Amsterdam. A kind of provincial inferiority complex. And this despite the fact that
we arrived totally open and above board. It was an utter letdown.
WC: Yet unpleasant confrontations such as this can do us the world of good. You
always finish stronger. I had a similar confrontation with Piet Schreuders: during a
symposium at the Rietveld Academy he tore up a poster I had designed.
EJ: It's at moments like these that you realize how close cultural pessimism is to
cultural barbarism. They are in essence the same. This couldn't have been clearer
to us than in Arnhem.
05.
WC: Yet I can see where a lot of criticism of younger designers comes from. I
despise nostalgia, but that doesn't stop me from thinking back to 1950s. We all had
the feeling that we were working towards a goal: the postwar reconstruction. We
wanted to make the world better. A kind of utopian idealism. It's hard not to get the
feeling that today's generation of designers is chiefly occupied with themselves. And
then when you talk to these designers, this appears rather often not to be the case
at all, not at all.
EJ: What you're talking about now is postwar modernism. Perhaps the situation
today resembles more prewar modernism. That was a totally divergent situation:
marginal movements, splinter groups, manifestos, opposing utopias. In our opinion,
we've reached a similar situation. Looking at the designers around us and at our
students we notice that everyone is in fact quite idealistic, very ideologic, despite of
what the critics say. But everyone has their own approach. We do agree there is
certainly not a common movement.
WC: Exactly, there is no common movement. And maybe that's the problem that so
many designers of my generation have with today's situation. What Piet Zwart, Jan
Tschichold and Paul Schuitema did was so incredibly profound, and so seminal to
the twentieth century. The postmodernism that followed was in contrast so
loathsome. We really felt it to be morally reprehensible; it was a moral issue for us.
EJ: Postmodernism is something with which we have absolutely no affinity, no
connection. What we have nevertheless drawn from postmodernism is the
realization that there are no objective, neutral or universal values. But that does
not discourage us from pursuing those values; that is our modernist inheritance. In
the end, we've actually arrived at something of a synthesis of modernism and
postmodernism; working with a utopia in mind, while being fully aware that we will
never achieve that utopia. The ultimate idealism.
06.
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WC: At the time, what we mainly tried to do was create timeless work. Years later, I
realized that timeless designs simply do not exist. You are always a child of your
time. You can date all the work I've done, sometimes right down to the year.
EJ: But the two things are not mutually exclusive! Some things can be dated so
clearly that they are elevated to become icons of their time. In that capacity, they
become timeless. Time capsules, in a way.
WC: That is yet another kind of timelessness.
EJ: Other designs remain timeless because they preserve their own context so well.
It's possible to uncover both the original formulation of the problem and the
ultimate solution from those designs. Like an answer in which the question is
repeated.
WC: And signature. A signature is always right there in front of you, regardless of
the context. If I can see who made a poster, for example, I find that fantastic!
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Jan van Toorn reveals The designer behind The design, The ideology behind The
aesTheTics. Since the 1960s, he has used his design work to unveil the social and cultural implications
of mass media. Using physical acts of cut-and-paste, he often combines media imagery into new statements.
Through his theoretical books and his commercial work he emphasizes to us that visual communication is
never neutral, the designer never simply an objective conveyer of information. Van Toorn is critical, political,
and, in some cases, polarizing. As an educator at universities and academies in the Netherlands and abroad,
including the Rhode Island School of Design, van Toorn urges his students to take responsibility for their own
role within the ideology of our culture. Born in 1932, this influential Dutch graphic and exhibition designer
warns us that design has “become imprisoned in a fiction that does not respond to factual reality.” The essay
below urges designers to engage and expose the established symbolic order.

design and reflexiviTy
Jan van Toorn | 1994

le pain eT la liberTé

Every professional practice operates in a state of schizophrenia, in a situation full of inescapable contradictions. So too communicative design, which
traditionally views its own action as serving the public interest, but which
is engaged at the same time in the private interests of clients and media.
To secure its existence, design, like other practical intellectual professions,
must constantly strive to neutralize these inherent conflicts of interest by
developing a mediating concept aimed at consensus. This always comes
down to a reconciliation with the present state of social relations; in other
words, to accepting the world image of the established order as the context
for its own action.
By continually smoothing over the conflicts in the production relationships, design, in cooperation with other disciplines, has developed a
practical and conceptual coherence that has afforded it representational and
institutional power in the mass media. In this manner it legitimizes itself
in the eyes of the established social order, which, in turn, is confirmed and
legitimized by the contributions that design makes to symbolic production.
It is this image of reality, in particular of the social world that, pressured
by the market economy, no longer has room for emancipatory engagement
as a foundation for critical practice.

102 | Graphic Design Theory
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Design has thus become imprisoned in a fiction that does not respond
to factual reality beyond the representations of the culture industry and its
communicative monopoly. In principle, this intellectual impotence is still
expressed in dualistic, product-oriented action and thought: on the one hand
there is the individual’s attempt to renew the vocabulary—out of resistance
to the social integration of the profession; on the other there is the intention
to arrive at universal and utilitarian soberness of expression—within the
existing symbolic and institutional order. Although the lines separating
these two extremes are becoming blurred (as a consequence of postmodernist thinking and ongoing market differentiation), official design continues
to be characterized by aesthetic compulsiveness and/or by a patriarchal
fixation on reproductive ordering.
The social orientation of our action as designers is no longer as simple
as that. We seem happy enough to earn our living in blind freedom, leading
to vulgarization and simplification of our reflective and critical traditions.
That is why it is time to apply our imaginative power once again to how we
deal with communicative reality.
The intermediary lays down the law. Mediation determines the nature of
the message, there is a primacy of the relation over being. In other words,
it is the bodies that think, not the minds. The constraint of incorporation
produces corporations, which are these intermediary bodies and these
institutions of knowledge, abided by norms and formulating norms, known
as schools, churches, parties, associations, debating societies, etc.
Régis Debray | Media Manifestos: On the Technological Transmission
of Cultural Forms | 1996
The given facts that appear . . . as the positive index of truth are in fact
the negation of truth. . . . Truth can only be established by their destruction.
Herbert Marcuse | Reason and Revolution: Hegel and the Rise of Social
Theory | 1941

Valid critical judgment is the fruit not of spiritual dissociation but of
an energetic collusion with everyday life.
Terry Eagleton | The Function of Criticism: From the Spectator to
Post-Structuralism | 1985
Criticism is not an innocent discipline, and has never been. . . . The moment
when a material or intellectual practice begins to “think itself,” to take itself
as an object of intellectual inquiry, is clearly of dominant significance in
the development of that practice; it will certainly never be the same again.
What thrusts such a practice into self-reflexiveness is not merely an
internal pressure, but the complex unity it forms with adjacent discourses.
Terry Eagleton | Criticism and Ideology: A Study in Marxist Literary
Theory | 1976

symbolic forms are social forms

1 Pierre Bourdieu, Language and
Symbolic Power (Cambridge,
MA: Harvard University Press,
1991), 167.

Symbolic productions represent the social position and mentality of the
elites that create and disseminate them. As ideological instruments, they
serve private interests that are preferably presented as universal ones. The
dominant culture does not serve to integrate the ruling classes only, however; “It also contributes,” as Pierre Bourdieu describes it, “to the fictitious
integration of society as a whole, and thus to the apathy (false consciousness)
of the dominated classes; and finally, it contributes to the legitimation of
the established order by establishing distinctions (hierarchies) and legitimating these distinctions.” 1 Consequently, the dominant culture forces all
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2 Félix Guattari, “Postmodernism
and Ethical Abdications,” Profile 39
(1993): 11–13.

3 Gilles Deleuze and Félix Guattari,
A Thousand Plateaus (Minneapolis:
University of Minnesota Press,
1987), 506–508.

other cultures to define themselves in its symbolism, this being the instrument of knowledge and communication. This communicative dependency
is particularly evident in the “solutions” that the dominant culture proposes
for the social, economic, and political problems of what is defined as the
“periphery”—of those who do not (yet) belong.
By definition, the confrontation between reality and symbolic representation is uncertain. This uncertainty has now become undoubtedly painful,
since, as Jean Baudrillard puts it, the experience of reality has disappeared
“behind the mediating hyperreality of the simulacrum.” A progressive staging
of everyday life that gives rise to great tension between ethics and symbolism,
because of the dissonance between the moral intentions related to reality and
the generalizations and distinctions of established cultural production.
For an independent and oppositional cultural production, another
conceptual space must be created that lies beyond the destruction of direct
experience by the simulacrum of institutional culture. The point is not to
create a specific alternative in the form of a new dogma as opposed to the
spiritual space of the institutions. On the contrary, the point is to arrive at
a “mental ecology” 2 that makes it possible for mediating intellectuals, like
designers, to leave the beaten path, to organize their opposition, and to
articulate that in the mediated display. This is only possible by adopting a
radically different position with respect to the production relationships—
by exposing the variety of interests and disciplinary edifices in the message,
commented on and held together by the mediator’s “plane of consistency.” 3

Symbolic power does not reside in “symbolic systems” in the form of
an “illocutionary force” but . . . is defined in and through a given relation
between those who exercise power and those who submit to it, i.e., in the
very structure of the field in which belief is produced and reproduced.
Pierre Bourdieu | Social Theory for a Changing Society | 1991

Designers must come to reflect upon the functions they serve, and on
the potentially hazardous implications of those functions. In the 1930s,
Walter Benjamin wrote that humankind’s “self-alienation has reached
such a degree that it can experience its own destruction as an aesthetic
pleasure of the first order.”
Stuart Ewen | “Notes for the New Millennium” | ID 31, no. 2 | March–
April 1990

and mediocriTy

4 Guattari, “Postmodernism.”

5 Michel Foucault, “Maurice Blanchot:
The Thought from Outside,” in
Foucault/Blanchot, trans. Jeffrey
Mehiman and Brian Massumi (New
York: Zone Books, 1987).
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Opportunities for renewed engagement must be sought in initiatives
creating new public polarities, according to Félix Guattari, in “untying
the bonds of language” and “[opening] up new social, analytical, and
aesthetic practices.” 4 This will only come about within the context of a
political approach that, unlike the dominant neoliberal form of capitalism,
is directed at real social problems. If we are to break through the existing
communicative order, this “outside thought” 5 should also reverberate in the
way in which designers interpret the theme and program of the client. In
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other words, the designer must take on an oppositional stance, implying
a departure from the circle of common-sense cultural representation.
This is an important notion, because the point is no longer to question
whether the message is true, but whether it works as an argument—one that
manifests itself more or less explicitly in the message, in relation to the
conditions under which it was produced and under which it is disseminated.
Such activity is based on a multidimensional, complementary way of
thinking with an essentially different attitude to viewers and readers.
It imposes a complementary structure on the work as well, an assemblage
that is expressed both in content and in form. The essence of this approach,
however, is that, through the critical orientation of its products, the reflexive
mentality raises questions among the public that stimulate a more active
way of dealing with reality. In this manner it may contribute to a process
that allows us to formulate our own needs, interest, and desires and resist the
fascination with the endless fragmented and aestheticized varieties created by
the corporate culture of commerce, state, media, and “attendant” disciplines.
The arts of imitation need something wild, primitive, striking. . . .
First of all move me, surprise me . . . make me tremble, weep, shudder,
outrage me; delight my eyes afterwards if you can.
Denis Diderot | “Essai sur la peinture” | 1766
The more it becomes clear that architecture is a total impossibility today,
the more exciting I find it. I have a great aversion to architecture in the
classical sense, but now that this kind of architecture has become entirely
impossible, I am excited to involve myself in it again. . . . It is indeed schizophrenic. Our work is a battle against architecture in the form of architecture.
Rem Koolhaas | De Architect 25 | 1994.
For the situation, Brecht says, is complicated by the fact that less than ever
does a simple reproduction of reality express something about reality. A
photograph of the Krupp works or the A.E.G. reveals almost nothing about
these institutions. The real reality has shifted over to the functional. The
reification of human relations, for instance in industry, makes the latter no
longer revealing. Thus in fact it is to build something up, some-thing
artistic, created.
Walter Benjamin | “A Short History of Photography” | 1880

Not surprisingly, institutions and galleries are often resistant to products
that question generally held opinions and tastes. . . . But the peculiar
dialectics of consciousness, . . . and given the relative lack of uniformity
of interests within the culture industry and among its consumers,
nevertheless promote the surfacing of such critical works. . . . With this
modicum of openness, wherever suitable, the [galleries’] promotional
resources should be used without hesitation for a critique of the dominant
system of beliefs while employing the very mechanisms of that system.
Hans Haacke | Radical Attitudes to the Gallery | 1977
There are two positions in the mass media. The first says that if something
works, it is correct. . . .This idea is the enemy of our concept. On the other
hand, you have a principle of authenticity. Enlightened narration accepts
authenticity. I do not continually try to make general concepts that control
the individual; rather I let something retain its own genuineness. . . .There
follows from this a number of organizational principles. . . . In the structuring
of a particular work, that is, inaesthetic method.
Alexander Kluge | “On New German Cinema, Art, Enlightenment, and the
Public Sphere: An Interview with Alexander Kluge” | 1988

subversive pleasures

Despite the symbolically indeterminable nature of culture, communicative
design, as reflexive practice, must be realistic in its social ambitions. In
the midst of a multiplicity of factors too numerous to take stock of, all
of which influence the product, the aim is to arrive at a working method
that produces commentaries rather than confirms self-referential fictions.
Design will have to get used to viewing substance, program, and style as
ideological constructions, as expressions of restricted choices that only show
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6 Rem Koolhaas, “De ontplooiing
van de architectuur,” De Architect
25 (The Hague: ten Hagen en Stam,
1994): 16–25.

7 Robert Stam, Reflexivity in Film
and Literature: From Don Quixote
to Jean-Luc Godard (New York:
Columbia University Press, 1992), xi.

a small sliver of reality in mediation. The inevitable consequence is that the
formulation of messages continues to refer to the fundamental uneasiness
between symbolic infinity and the real world.
This mentality demands a major investment in practical discourse in
those fields and situations where experience and insight can be acquired
through work. This is important not only because it is necessary to struggle
against design in the form of design, echoing Rem Koolhaas’s statement about
architecture, but also because partners are required with the same operational
options.6 It is furthermore of public interest to acquaint a wider audience
with forms of communication contributing to more independent and radical
democratic shaping of opinion.
Moving from a reproductive order to a commentating one, operative
criticism can make use of a long reflexive practice. All cultures have communicative forms of fiction that refer to their own fictitiousness in resistance to
the established symbolic order. “To this end,” Robert Stam writes, “they deploy
myriad strategies—narrative discontinuities, authorial intrusions, essayistic
digressions, stylistic virtuosities. They share a playful, parodic, and disruptive
relation to established norms and conventions. They demystify fictions, and
our naive faith in fictions, and make of this demystification a source for new
fictions!” 7 This behavior alone constitutes a continuous “ecological” process
for qualitative survival in social and natural reality.

The control of representation and definition remains concentrated in the
products and services of media-cultural combines. That control can be
challenged and lessened only by political means. . . . Theories that ignore
the structure and locus of representational and definitional power and
emphasize instead the individual’s message of transformational capability
present little threat to the maintenance of the established order.
Herbert Schiller | Culture Inc: The Corporate Takeover of Public
Expression | 1989
Survival in fact is about the connections between things; in Eliot’s phrase,
reality cannot be deprived of the “other echoes [that] inhabit the garden.”
It is more rewarding—and more difficult—to think concretely and sympathetically, contrapuntally, about others than only about “us.”
Edward Said | Culture and Imperialism | 1993
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My goal is to raise a critical attitude, raise questions about reality, curiosity.
Gérard Paris-Clavel | in a conversation with van Toorn | Paris, 1994
The challenge for anti-illusionist fictions is how to respect the fabulating
impulse, how to revel in the joys of storytelling and the delights of artifice,
while maintaining a certain intellectual distance from the story. The subversive pleasure generated by a Cervantes, a Brecht, or a Godard consists
in telling stories while comically undermining their authority. The enemy
to do away with, after all, is not fiction but socially generated illusion; not
stories but alienated dreams.
Robert Stam | Reflexivity in Film and Literature: From Don Quixote to
Jean-Luc Godard | 1992
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" Paragraphs on Conceptual Art "
Sol Lewitt

Artforum (June, 1967).

The editor has written me that he is in favor of avoiding “the notion that the artist is a kind of
ape that has to be explained by the civilized critic”. This should be good news to both artists
and apes. With this assurance I hope to justify his confidence. To use a baseball metaphor
(one artist wanted to hit the ball out of the park, another to stay loose at the plate and hit the
ball where it was pitched), I am grateful for the opportunity to strike out for myself.
I will refer to the kind of art in which I am involved as conceptual art. In conceptual art the
idea or concept is the most important aspect of the work. When an artist uses a conceptual
form of art, it means that all of the planning and decisions are made beforehand and the
execution is a perfunctory affair. The idea becomes a machine that makes the art. This kind of
art is not theoretical or illustrative of theories; it is intuitive, it is involved with all types of
mental processes and it is purposeless. It is usually free from the dependence on the skill of
the artist as a craftsman. It is the objective of the artist who is concerned with conceptual art
to make his work mentally interesting to the spectator, and therefore usually he would want it
to become emotionally dry. There is no reason to suppose, however, that the conceptual artist
is out to bore the viewer. It is only the expectation of an emotional kick, to which one
conditioned to expressionist art is accustomed, that would deter the viewer from perceiving
this art.
Conceptual art is not necessarily logical. The logic of a piece or series of pieces is a device
that is used at times, only to be ruined. Logic may be used to camouflage the real intent of the
artist, to lull the viewer into the belief that he understands the work, or to infer a paradoxical
situation (such as logic vs. illogic). Some ideas are logical in conception and illogical
perceptually. The ideas need not be complex. Most ideas that are successful are ludicrously
simple. Successful ideas generally have the appearance of simplicity because they seem
inevitable. In terms of ideas the artist is free even to surprise himself. Ideas are discovered by
intuition. What the work of art looks like isn't too important. It has to look like something if it
has physical form. No matter what form it may finally have it must begin with an idea. It is
the process of conception and realization with which the artist is concerned. Once given
physical reality by the artist the work is open to the perception of al, including the artist. (I use
the word perception to mean the apprehension of the sense data, the objective understanding
of the idea, and simultaneously a subjective interpretation of both). The work of art can be
perceived only after it is completed.
Art that is meant for the sensation of the eye primarily would be called perceptual rather than
conceptual. This would include most optical, kinetic, light, and color art.
Since the function of conception and perception are contradictory (one pre-, the other
postfact) the artist would mitigate his idea by applying subjective judgment to it. If the artist
wishes to explore his idea thoroughly, then arbitrary or chance decisions would be kept to a
minimum, while caprice, taste and others whimsies would be eliminated from the making of
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the art. The work does not necessarily have to be rejected if it does not look well. Sometimes
what is initially thought to be awkward will eventually be visually pleasing.
To work with a plan that is preset is one way of avoiding subjectivity. It also obviates the
necessity of designing each work in turn. The plan would design the work. Some plans would
require millions of variations, and some a limited number, but both are finite. Other plans
imply infinity. In each case, however, the artist would select the basic form and rules that
would govern the solution of the problem. After that the fewer decisions made in the course of
completing the work, the better. This eliminates the arbitrary, the capricious, and the
subjective as much as possible. This is the reason for using this method.
When an artist uses a multiple modular method he usually chooses a simple and readily
available form. The form itself is of very limited importance; it becomes the grammar for the
total work. In fact, it is best that the basic unit be deliberately uninteresting so that it may
more easily become an intrinsic part of the entire work. Using complex basic forms only
disrupts the unity of the whole. Using a simple form repeatedly narrows the field of the work
and concentrates the intensity to the arrangement of the form. This arrangement becomes the
end while the form becomes the means.
Conceptual art doesn't really have much to do with mathematics, philosophy, or nay other
mental discipline. The mathematics used by most artists is simple arithmetic or simple
number systems. The philosophy of the work is implicit in the work and it is not an
illustration of any system of philosophy.
It doesn't really matter if the viewer understands the concepts of the artist by seeing the art.
Once it is out of his hand the artist has no control over the way a viewer will perceive the
work. Different people will understand the same thing in a different way.
Recently there has been much written about minimal art, but I have not discovered anyone
who admits to doing this kind of thing. There are other art forms around called primary
structures, reductive, rejective, cool, and mini-art. No artist I know will own up to any of
these either. Therefore I conclude that it is part of a secret language that art critics use when
communicating with each other through the medium of art magazines. Mini-art is best
because it reminds one of miniskirts and long-legged girls. It must refer to very small works
of art. This is a very good idea. Perhaps “mini-art” shows could be sent around the country in
matchboxes. Or maybe the mini-artist is a very small person, say under five feet tall. If so,
much good work will be found in the primary schools (primary school primary structures).
If the artist carries through his idea and makes it into visible form, then all the steps in the
process are of importance. The idea itself, even if not made visual, is as much a work of art as
any finished product. All intervening steps –scribbles, sketches, drawings, failed works,
models, studies, thoughts, conversations– are of interest. Those that show the thought process
of the artist are sometimes more interesting than the final product.
Determining what size a piece should be is difficult. If an idea requires three dimensions then
it would seem any size would do. The question would be what size is best. If the thing were
made gigantic then the size alone would be impressive and the idea may be lost entirely.
Again, if it is too small, it may become inconsequential. The height of the viewer may have
some bearing on the work and also the size of the space into which it will be placed. The artist
may wish to place objects higher than the eye level of the viewer, or lower. I think the piece
must be large enough to give the viewer whatever information he needs to understand the
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work and placed in such a way that will facilitate this understanding. (Unless the idea is of
impediment and requires difficulty of vision or access).
Space can be thought of as the cubic area occupied by a three-dimensional volume. Any
volume would occupy space. It is air and cannot be seen. It is the interval between things that
can be measured. The intervals and measurements can be important to a work of art. If certain
distances are important they will be made obvious in the piece. If space is relatively
unimportant it can be regularized and made equal (things placed equal distances apart) to
mitigate any interest in interval. Regular space might also become a metric time element, a
kind of regular beat or pulse. When the interval is kept regular whatever is ireregular gains
more importance.
Architecture and three-dimensional art are of completely opposite natures. The former is
concerned with making an area with a specific function. Architecture, whether it is a work of
art or not, must be utilitarian or else fail completely. Art is not utilitarian. When threedimensional art starts to take on some of the characteristics, such as forming utilitarian areas,
it weakens its function as art. When the viewer is dwarfed by the larger size of a piece this
domination emphasizes the physical and emotive power of the form at the expense of losing
the idea of the piece.
New materials are one of the great afflictions of contemporary art. Some artists confuse new
materials with new ideas. There is nothing worse than seeing art that wallows in gaudy
baubles. By and large most artists who are attracted to these materials are the ones who lack
the stringency of mind that would enable them to use the materials well. It takes a good artist
to use new materials and make them into a work of art. The danger is, I think, in making the
physicality of the materials so important that it becomes the idea of the work (another kind of
expressionism).
Three-dimensional art of any kind is a physical fact. The physicality is its most obvious and
expressive content. Conceptual art is made to engage the mind of the viewer rather than his
eye or emotions. The physicality of a three-dimensional object then becomes a contradiction
to its non-emotive intent. Color, surface, texture, and shape only emphasize the physical
aspects of the work. Anything that calls attention to and interests the viewer in this physicality
is a deterrent to our understanding of the idea and is used as an expressive device. The
conceptual artist would want o ameliorate this emphasis on materiality as much as possible or
to use it in a paradoxical way (to convert it into an idea). This kind of art, then, should be
stated with the greatest economy of means. Any idea that is better stated in two dimensions
should not be in three dimensions. Ideas may also be stated with numbers, photographs, or
words or any way the artist chooses, the form being unimportant.
These paragraphs are not intended as categorical imperatives, but the ideas stated are as close
as possible to my thinking at this time. These ideas are the result of my work as an artist and
are subject to change as my experience changes. I have tried to state them with as much
clarity as possible. If the statements I make are unclear it may mean the thinking is unclear.
Even while writing these ideas there seemed to be obvious inconsistencies (which I have tried
to correct, but others will probably slip by). I do not advocate a conceptual form of art for all
artists. I have found that it has worked well for me while other ways have not. It is one way of
making art; other ways suit other artists. Nor do I think all conceptual art merits the viewer's
attention. Conceptual art is good only when the idea is good.
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Sentences on Conceptual Art
1. Conceptual artists are mystics rather than rationalists. They leap to conclusions that logic
cannot reach.
2. Rational judgements repeat rational judgements.
3. Irrational judgements lead to new experience.
4. Formal art is essentially rational.
5. Irrational thoughts should be followed absolutely and logically.
6. If the artist changes his mind midway through the execution of the piece he compromises
the result and repeats past results.
7. The artist's will is secondary to the process he initiates from idea to completion. His
wilfulness may only be ego.
8. When words such as painting and sculpture are used, they connote a whole tradition and
imply a consequent acceptance of this tradition, thus placing limitations on the artist who
would be reluctant to make art that goes beyond the limitations.
9. The concept and idea are different. The former implies a general direction while the latter is
the component. Ideas implement the concept.
10. Ideas can be works of art; they are in a chain of development that may eventually find
some form. All ideas need not be made physical.
11. Ideas do not necessarily proceed in logical order. They may set one off in unexpected
directions, but an idea must necessarily be completed in the mind before the next one is
formed.
12. For each work of art that becomes physical there are many variations that do not.
13. A work of art may be understood as a conductor from the artist's mind to the viewer's. But
it may never reach the viewer, or it may never leave the artist's mind.
14. The words of one artist to another may induce an idea chain, if they share the same
concept.
15. Since no form is intrinsically superior to another, the artist may use any form, from an
expression of words (written or spoken) to physical reality, equally.
16. If words are used, and they proceed from ideas about art, then they are art and not
literature; numbers are not mathematics.
17. All ideas are art if they are concerned with art and fall within the conventions of art.
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18. One usually understands the art of the past by applying the convention of the present, thus
misunderstanding the art of the past.
19. The conventions of art are altered by works of art.
20. Successful art changes our understanding of the conventions by altering our perceptions.
21. Perception of ideas leads to new ideas.
22. The artist cannot imagine his art, and cannot perceive it until it is complete.
23. The artist may misperceive (understand it differently from the artist) a work of art but still
be set off in his own chain of thought by that misconstrual.
24. Perception is subjective.
25. The artist may not necessarily understand his own art. His perception is neither better nor
worse than that of others.
26. An artist may perceive the art of others better than his own.
27. The concept of a work of art may involve the matter of the piece or the process in which it
is made.
28. Once the idea of the piece is established in the artist's mind and the final form is decided,
the process is carried out blindly. There are many side effects that the artist cannot imagine.
These may be used as ideas for new works.
29. The process is mechanical and should not be tampered with. It should run its course.
30. There are many elements involved in a work of art. The most important are the most
obvious.
31. If an artist uses the same form in a group of works, and changes the material, one would
assume the artist's concept involved the material.
32. Banal ideas cannot be rescued by beautiful execution.
33. It is difficult to bungle a good idea.
34. When an artist learns his craft too well he makes slick art.
35. These sentences comment on art, but are not art.

First published in 0-9 ( New York ), 1969, and Art-Language ( England ), May 1969.
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Cultural production is typically ignored by economists and technology writers. At best it is only
addressed within the context of various media verticals: film, music, news, and so on. In this post I will
begin to correct this strategic oversight by combining a theory of cultural production with some common
frameworks for understanding technology and value. This analysis leads to an unavoidable conclusion:
the diminishing marginal value of aesthetics.

Why Edgy Aesthetics Have Value
Cultural production moves hearts, minds, and dollars. There are several types of cultural production, but
here we are primarily concerned with aesthetic production: the production of images and their value in
society.
To simplify things dramatically, consider that every aesthetic falls somewhere on the following
spectrum. The left side of the spectrum corresponds to wide recognition and acceptance. The right side
corresponds to unrecognizability and uncommonness. Altogether, this spectrum constitutes the entire
“cultural field” of images.
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The large chunk in the middle represents the zone of normalcy, into which fall most aesthetics we
encounter daily. On the far left is the zone of aesthetics which are so banal they are generally
considered obsolete (such as oversized suits for men). On the far right is the zone of experimental
aesthetics. The location where avant-garde artists operate, this zone comprises aesthetics and images
that are still hard for most consumers to understand and appreciate.
Between the zone of normalcy and the zone of experimentation, there is a sweet spot. Just outside what
is considered normal yet familiar enough to be comprehended, this is where good marketers work.
When Weiden Kennedy says they want to capture “lightning in a bottle” this is what they mean: to take
something just outside of mainstream culture, aestheticize it, and turn it into marketing for a consumer
product. It doesn’t matter how much of a commodity the product is—this works for makeup and sneakers
as well as it does for high-performance cars.
Slightly controversial aesthetics cater to the leading edge of consumer culture, a large population willing
to spend money in order to maintain its status. As this group consumes, the cultural Overton window
shifts to accommodate more and more radical aesthetics, which lose their novel status as they become
normalized. The cultural normalcy spectrum flows to the left, and the function of this sort of marketing
is to accelerate its natural movement.
What I have described is the essential logic of fashion. Most people associate fashion with the recycling
of aesthetics on the far left of the spectrum back into the right, but that is only one function within the
general model. It’s important to note that this machinery is not only present in aesthetics and garment
design, but applies to innovation in music, natural and social sciences, ideology, and most other areas of
culture.
In Marxist literature and cultural theory, it is common to cite the matter of capitalism’s ability to
incorporate oppositional elements into itself. Behind that insight, which is usually dressed up in
theoretical language, is this regular movement of culture, automated by the existence of cultural
producers: artists, designers, marketers, and brand strategists.
Now that we have established that the market values aesthetic edginess, we can complicate this idea
by understanding how context and technology affects aesthetic production and consumer reception. Of
course, it is not only edgy aesthetics that have value. Aesthetics that simply reinforce demographic
associations, for instance, are valuable for selling things to those demographics. But we are interested in
aesthetic novelty because we are interested in the limits of aesthetic production.

The Network Topology Constrains Aesthetic Value
https://subpixel.space/entries/diminishing-marginal-aesthetic-value/

2/17

Volume One
5/25/2019

Legends

Report: The Diminishing Marginal Value of Aesthetics

P197

The shape of the media environment is an important variable in aesthetic value creation.
The flow of cultural products in the pre-internet media environment was unidirectional: media channels
(network hubs) broadcast toward consumers (terminal nodes in the network), and consumers could only
receive visual media, not broadcast it themselves. Some independent broadcasting efforts such as zine
culture did exist, but these networks were too limited in scale to be relevant to this discussion. The
network was also decentralized, with no single source of media; but it was still concentrated, with
perhaps only a few hundred mainstream media channels. This limited number of mainstream channels
meant that the majority of available attention was bottlenecked through those hubs. This led to
significant advertising revenues, but also posed the challenge of creating diversified programming while
maintaining mainstream audience appeal.

It is this largely mainstream programming that provided the backdrop for “edgy” material. When
someone like Chris Cunningham rolled an Aphex Twin video on MTV, or when Cartoon Network played
Toonami at night, it was broadly perceived edgy to consumers because of two reasons. First, the
surrounding programming was firmly within the zone of normalcy, accentuating the difference of
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aesthetically novel media. Secondly, the low supply of media channels meant that discovering
alternative aesthetics was more difficult, heightening the significance (the value) of encountering a
unique piece of media.
However, today’s media landscape is completely different. The internet has enabled a truly distributed
and multidirectional network, in which any node can be a content creator, broadcaster, and consumer.
Any two nodes can have a 1:1 relationship; as a whole, the model can be described as many-to-many
(M2M). However, despite the possibility of 1:1 relationships between producer-broadcasters and their
audience members, those relationships are most often mediated by aggregator platforms like Twitter,
Instagram, Tumblr, and so on.

As predicted by Ben Thompson’s aggregation theory, preexisting media institutions have lost out to
these aggregators. But properly understood today, media institutions are not unitary organizations; they
are concentrated collections of nodes with presences on aggregator platforms. Preliminary evidence for
this understanding is visible in the recruiting practices of some media companies, which exhibit
preferences for hiring high-follow-count nodes. Similarly, journalism schools teach social media
marketing basics and routinely require students to create Twitter accounts. In short, media companies
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are subject to the same broadcast dynamics as individual content producers, the main difference being
the capital they can deploy to raise production value and promote their content.
This is one example of how technology analysis frameworks and economic models are limited by their
customary ignorance of cultural production. In Thompson’s original rendering of aggregation theory, the
act of media creation has been reduced to the notion of “user-generated content.” Yet the decline of
traditional media companies cannot be fully explained without accounting for the competition between
cultural producers and media companies taking place on aggregator platforms.
However, we are not theorizing about the aggregators today; we are theorizing about the consequences
of this new network topology on aesthetic production. The effects are threefold:
1. Everyone has equal access to every aesthetic. Media is available on demand, as opposed to the timelocked experience offered by traditional media.
2. Novel aesthetic strategies are brought to market much faster, thanks to zero marginal cost
distribution. (This is not even to mention the falling cost of aesthetic production, driven down by
cheap and efficient tooling.)
3. Aggregator interfaces impose uniformity of presentation (rectangular images with maximum size
restraints), while positioning aesthetic artifacts above and below atomically unrelated items—other
aesthetics, images and videos, the news, hot takes, memes, insights, personal updates, and so on. In
short, the feed causes aesthetic relativism.

These effects are interrelated, working together in tandem to create various outcomes, some more or
less surprising. For instance, universal asynchronous accessibility and low distribution cost means that
an aesthetic can never die. Somewhere right now, someone is discovering vaporwave for the first time,
and can contribute to its longevity by participating in a lively subreddit. This is why at any given time
someone is willing to tell you that the 70s are coming back. The 70s are always coming back to
someone. Of course, what is “alive” (that is to say, safely in the zone of normalcy) is not necessarily “on
trend” (right-aligned) within the larger context represented by our cultural relevance spectrum.
The main event, however, is a dampening on the overall effectiveness of aesthetic strategies. The
combination of ubiquitous exposure and the obliteration of predictable context desensitizes consumers
to aesthetic novelty. Just as aesthetics can no longer truly die, it is now difficult to create an aesthetic
that will be experienced as truly new.
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⚨nelyspeck

@lonelyspeck

just practicing lol

11.3K 4:48 PM - Aug 25, 2018
2,024 people are talking about this

Sophie

@jil_slander

Slicing an orange in half and photographing myself sticking my
ﬁnger in it so that I can get featured on 198 art sites as a
"groundbreaking artist" pushing the "boundaries of sexuality"
see ya :)
279 3:15 PM - Aug 15, 2018

34 people are talking about this

Case Study: The Cultural Producer in an Era of Cheap Production
Creators who make money based on their image production skills are constantly hunting for new
references. Their work is paid for and incorporated into the cultural field of images by means of fashion
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logic described earlier. This creates perverse incentives for everyone to follow the same people, so as not
to miss out on what other people are looking at, which in turn creates aesthetic micro trendwaves
following the release of anything somewhat novel. A useful case study is the artwork for Jacques
Greene’s 2016 album Feel Infinite, designed by Hassan Rahim. After its release, the cover was
subsequently exploited and picked over for evermore mainstream audiences for the next 6 months,
peaking with the artwork for a Nick Jonas single.
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Events like these are becoming more and more common, forcing some fascinating public debates on
authorship and creativity amongst graphic designers. Graphic design, the discipline of aesthetic
production, is facing a crisis as it reconciles with catastrophic effects of network technology on its
profitability. Even prolific designers who produce work with a characteristic original aesthetic are
quickly copied. As their work is pillaged and reproduced downstream (leftstream), it becomes
increasingly difficult to claim ownership over styles they themselves innovated. These designers are
faced with a choice: abandon the allure of an original practice, or double down on the importance of
originality and innovate further in order to maintain a competitive margin.
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Eric Hu

@_EricHu · Aug 9, 2018

Replying to @_EricHu

Other people much smarter than I (4) have alluded to this
previously, but at some point being a blowhard about making
original work is tapping into the same capitalist, hyper-individualist
tendencies that it was supposed to critique. The myth of the design
auteur beneﬁts no one.

Eric Hu

@_EricHu

At some point, centering originality in discourse responds to
Capitalisms need for product differentiation. Be just 10%
different and talk about it a lot, and now you're selling
something. Take it too far and it becomes about the enforcement
of private property. 18
64 2:56 AM - Aug 9, 2018

See Eric Hu's other Tweets

neuroticarsehole
@neuroticarsehol

HOW "AUTEURISM" IN GRAPHICDESIGN TURNS OUT AS
ALMOST AS IF
LIKE THE OPPOSITE OF EMPOWERMENT
IT WAS A TRICK TO GET PEOPLE WORK FOR FREE
REINFORCE COMPETITION AND PREVENT SOLIDARITY
38 9:40 AM - Jul 1, 2018

See neuroticarsehole's other Tweets
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Original typeface by David Rudnick and imitation, via The Fashion Law

These challenges apply to design practices like that of David Rudnick. David’s widely influential custom
typefaces and compositional style are often pointed to as an aesthetic imitated by everyone from
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students to established designers. In the face of egregious examples of mimicry, David has remained
good-humored but has relentlessly reaffirmed his stake in the techniques he developed and popularized.
Publicly he has offered this advice for developing defensible mechanisms against derivative work:

ཊལབསརངཧ @David_Rudnick · Feb 20, 2018
Replying to @mvcdonvld

1. Build work of a depth that is improbably difﬁcult to coopt
effectively, marry craft and concept so that one is impossible to lift
without the other
2. Without apology disown disavow+ distance yourself from
individuals who adopt shallow or cynical models of cultural
production

ཊལབསརངཧ

@David_Rudnick

and obviously;
3. Support support support others who take the time & risk to
build their own practices and build tools for others. Forget trying
to be a hero, be suspicious of anyone who tries to encourage
you to be, or wants to be seen as one. Its about all of us, not 1
winner
123 3:06 PM - Feb 20, 2018

18 people are talking about this

David’s creative strategies continue to differentiate him from his imitators. But such insistence on
original work has been criticized on the grounds that creative “theft” is inevitable. With global visibility
and effortless distribution, nobody’s work is safe from being included in a client’s moodboard. In this
environment, people cannot be expected to develop a novel aesthetic for every project. Subject to harsh
competitive dynamics and incapable of being picky with clients, some designers can only view the
struggle to maintain authorship as futile, cynical, and privileged. I followed up with David regarding
these criticisms and the present challenges of authorship.

David Rudnick
@David_Rudnick

davidrudnick.org

My struggle is not to maintain authorship. I think authorship's presence is paradoxical in design.
Design to me is a synthesis of the message that must be shaped and the audience that must receive
it. If one starts with an analysis of both message and audience, then authorship is unlikely to be
compromised, because these two things are unique in every brief. If visual strategies are built
outwards from these two things, then the author will always be present but hopefully invisible; they
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are there, in their observation of the message and their observation of the audience. To be tasked
with listening for those two things is a big enough privilege independent of any ego-validation for
the form of the work. That is the way I am comfortable working forwards towards a goal. I agree
with Eric — the goal is not work in which is recognised the triumphant presence of the Hyperoriginal
author. Rather one which could only have emerged from the quietest most complete synthesis of the
message and its audience. Eric refers to it as sincerity, hopefully my words above explain that I
mean something similar when I use the term “Original”; its efficacy does not come from stolen visual
flourishes or ego-presence.
I am in a very lucky position where my practice has a limited level of autonomy and visibility that I
am grateful for. Some of that autonomy was gained with the adoption of a strategies that I was
actively advised against; by not viewing my typefaces as products for distribution so that I might
accumulate capital, I lost income and the cachet of publication, but retained tools that were
impossible for outsiders to directly appropriate. I adopted systems of documentation that fingerprint
the document-object (work 2) without changing its form-in-the-world (work 1), allowing a
separation of tools for distinguishing authorship-in-documentation from the design-object itself.
These are just two of what may be seen as an emergent front of design strategies adapting to this
moment of hypervisibility. This goal — at odds with the current model of design education — would
be to discover and propagate more methodologies requiring no capital or special equipment or
privilege to enact, and which enable designers able to utilize, share and document visual and
systemic discoveries without fear that, by doing so, they are immediately sacrificing all autonomy
and their tools and voices to entities higher up the visibility hierarchy.

Cheap to produce, free to distribute, yet still impossible to meaningfully automate, aesthetic production
is an increasingly precarious vocation. The status associated with aesthetic novelty is eroding, and
novelty itself has become difficult to eke out of a system in which everything is visible, accessible, and
relativized. The graphic design profession is being strangled in a race to the bottom of the market, and
the distributed network topology of the internet is largely responsible; aesthetics has, simply put, been
disrupted.
Usually disruptions create new markets, which generate enormous wealth and value. In the case of
aesthetics, much of this value has been soaked up by the existing infrastructure providers: PC
manufacturers (hardware), Adobe, (software), advertising networks and aggregators (distribution). We
do see vast growth in the number of boutique agencies, design studios, and so on. But as I have argued,
the forces of technology that have created these markets are simultaneously destroying the monetizable
value of the entire cultural category.
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The Cultural Production Adoption Lifecycle
The changes brought about by a distributed network and the proliferation of aggregator influences do
not stop with people who produce cultural images for a job. In fact, the line has become increasingly
blurry.
To broaden our view: we must look at image production (and cultural production in general) not just as a
specific vocation, but as a novel consumer behavior. The popular Technology Adoption Life Cycle
framework proposes that different psychographic consumer segments—early adopters, early majority,
late majority, and laggard markets—can be penetrated by developing products packaged for each
segments. In the case of aesthetic production, these killer apps have not been Photoshop. They have
been the aggregator interfaces, which make possible the effortless broadcasting of aesthetic artifacts.

Image via Saylor Academy

At the risk of repeating myself, casual broadcasting was not possible before the internet. The separation
of broadcasters and consumers in the network meant that client funding or corporate backing was
required to pay for the aesthetic production and distribution. Professionally employed designers,
photographers, and graphic artists thus had the privilege of being the predominant image producers in
society. Instagram, however, has made image producers and broadcasters out of everyone. The
multidirectional distributed network of the internet has enabled a once-niche professional activity to
become a technology of self-expression. Combined with the technology adoption life cycle, this
explains why the loss of Vine was so widely lamented. Its shutdown destroyed a self-expressive
behavior with strong network effects in the middle of its adoption by an early majority.
If image and aesthetic production is a fully saturated behavior, we should expect to see that the market
for aesthetics is no longer about disruptive, product-driven innovation but about sustaining, processdriven innovation characterized by customer-stealing and market consolidation. In fact, this is exactly
what we have, with established graphic designers competing with young guns to sell the aesthetics
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they originated, and an endless homogeneity of Instagram lifestyle influencers all competing over the
same types of aspirational consumer. In the adjacent world of music, a similar competitive dynamic is
visible with producers making money selling “type beats.”
Provided we accept this model, we should look for opportunities for true disruption in aesthetics by
asking the following questions:
What are emergent forms of self-expression?
Where are avant-garde artists (early adopters) making new aesthetic movements happen, and what
tools are they using? Turning to the far right side of the cultural normalcy spectrum may be useful.
What emerging technologies could be used for cultural production in non-obvious ways?

Let’s start with an an example of a technology that has failed to disrupt cultural production: 3D printing.
Despite having expressive potential, the barriers to entry (skill and cost) are too high for anyone but
tinkerers to adopt it, and it is not supported by network effects.
Crowdfunding, on the other hand, is very interesting. It is strongly self-expressive, supported by M2M
network model dynamics, and has been efficiently packaged by companies like Kickstarter and
Indiegogo. It’s doubtful, however, that crowdfunding will penetrate the late majority market because
crowdfunding products require entrepreneurship, an intrinsically messy activity.
The proliferation of streetwear brands and small middle-market fashion brands is a newer and even
better case study. Creating a fashion brand involves all the normal skills of aesthetic production, but
does not necessarily require garment production skills, which can be outsourced. Creating a clothing
brand solves the context flattening problem posed by aggregator interfaces because a piece of clothing
is not merely visual—it can also be worn. Moreover, from the perspective of the cultural producer, a brand
is categorically better than a single form of media because of its flexibility—a single brand concept can
be expressed through video, images, garments, text, and subsets of all of the above.

Kyle Chayka
@chaykak

"the parents who, in lieu of an iPad, bought their son a £600
birthday pop-up from which to launch his T-shirt brand for two
weeks." ft.com/content/23ea59…
68 10:19 AM - Jul 29, 2018
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Inside the pop-up economy
Appear Here launched 300 stores in London this month. Now, the
company can furnish them, too. But can it save the high street?
ft.com

17 people are talking about this

The crowdfunding and tiny brand revolutions indicate that the business entity can be a means of selfexpression and an aesthetic medium of its own. Pop-up shops and one-off capsule collections are
effective single-shot versions of this medium, but projects with greater ambitions are emerging as well.
LOT2046 and Urbit are vehicles for a set of values for with distinct auteurial aesthetic visions. Both are
popularly disparaged as “art projects” because they are equally driven by ideological motivations, but
that has not stopped them from being, respectively, a successful subscription business and a robust
engineering organization. The business entity is the most important disruptive technology of cultural
production to watch. In the United States, recent changes in tax incentives benefiting corporation
owners over freelancers provide an infrastructural ground for this hypothesis.
To summarize: why is it worth paying attention to cultural production?
1. There are implications for every field involving cultural production: for example, the production and
distribution conditions of advertising, political messages, memes, and every possible combination of
these image-based media are all subject to M2M network logic.
2. The dynamics of cultural production at scale is under-theorized and simply fascinating.
3. Financial models for cultural production under contemporary media circumstances are an unsolved
problem. The old models are dissolving, and there is widespread dissatisfaction with the aggregator
“solution” (in scare quotes because none of the cultural producers are actually making money).
4. It’s a way of understanding the media business today—and we are all in the media business now.
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