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Introduction
Abstract
What makes truly innovative or inspired design? How do designers think? Where is the connection
between how they think and what they actually do? Although these questions may seem unanswerable,
an investigation and exploration of praxis may help to shed some light on not just the what, but the how.
In graphic design, praxis can be defined as the process of putting theoretical knowledge into practice.
This process involves assimilating past experiences into the present, filtering relevance, being willing to
experiment and make something new, and applying that knowledge with a willingness to experiment
again in the future.
My thesis is based on a series of interviews tracing the praxis of several designers. By using an
interdisciplinary group of successful designers and combining the interviews with critical case studies,
I hope to answer how esoteric (understood by professionals) and exoteric (widely understood by
everyone) components combine to make design useful, functional, and inspired.

Project Definition
My project illustrates, explores, and interprets meaning from this reflexivity in praxis through interviews
with designers. It gives insight into their personal, philosophical, and historical influences. The evidence
of this in their work offers a chance to evaluate several successful projects against their methodologies.
An ideal discussion with a specific designer took me through specific projects he/she had completed
and briefly touched on these steps:
1. Discover: W
 hat does the project consist of ?
What were its main problems/challenges/goals?
2. Analyze: W
 hat tools/decisions were used/made in assessing and moving forward?
Where did the design begin? What outside factors found their way into the
process at this time?
3. Produce: W
 hat did the iterations of the project look like? What personal interpretations and
influences outside the scope of the initial brief are evident in the aesthetic spirit of
the project? How did this affect the original purpose?
4. Collaborate: W
 ith partners/clients to negotiate and implement changes based on budget,
timeline, taste, practicality, etc.
5. Launch: Final state of project? Reflections on this?
6. Reframe: A
 s this became part of the portfolio of completed work, how did it’s reception
(by the client and public) influence the designer’s personal theory, practice,
philosophy, etc.?
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Prior to exploring each project with a particular subject, I conducted research to give myself a context
of theory for that designer. From this assessment, I determined personal, cultural, political, and social
influences from each designer during the interview. I discovered the pragmatic tools, methodology, and
experimentation of each designer through their process. Once these perspectives were gathered, I made
observations. My goal was to illustrate how the reflexive, cyclical relationships that unite theory and
process lead to innovative design.
I also hoped to shed light on how the interplay between theory and process helps designers develop new
theories and refine old ones. My thesis illustrates how in this cycle, concrete skills learned in traditional
education are influenced and further developed by doing and exploring and vice versa.
Far from solely having implications in education, the perspective gained from this exploration help
us understand why and how a designer’s work became innovative, interesting, fresh, and noteworthy.
Through a written assessment and analysis (my thesis book), this relationship exists as evidence of
how theory (in reflection) and process (in investigation) feed each other to capture originality. The
accompanying videos allow for interactivity with the user and reiterate the evidence used in drawing the
conclusions reached in the book. The website will be adapted with interactivity post-completion of the
thesis will facilitate this evolution for as long as the project has merit, which I hope will be indefinitely.

Project Application
Book
A primer on praxis, process, innovation. The book is centered around a series of interviews with
respected designers from multiple disciplines (print, web, new media, industrial). My aim was to capture
an introductory glimpse as to how their individuality affects their finished work and how the total
experience reframes their theory and process. I wrote and designed an introduction to praxis, featured
interviews and individual projects by each designer, and summarized my findings with a conclusion.

Video
The video serves as a companion piece to the book. Roughly twelve hours of footage were edited, and an
appropriate narrative (roughly four minutes each) was created for each designer. The videos are designed
to be viewed either separately, or as a single encapsulated piece (DVD included with the book).

Website
The website itself initially hosts the edited videos selected excerpts from the book; no secondary features
or interactivity was initially attempted. My hope for the website is to have the ability to expand and live
on after the thesis is completed. This will allow the opportunity for others to add to this project and
further its scope.
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Audience
There are at least three prime audiences for this project: the general public, designers, and students of
design. The book and video will be take observational approaches, appealing to natural curiosity about
the way creative minds engage in the process of creating. The final fruits of this project will disseminate
the concepts of praxis as applied to design, and further filter these findings into a presentation for a
general audience. Additionally because I plan to treat designers from such diverse fields as motion design
and industrial design, anyone who admires and uses highly-developed products or whose daily routine
involves problem solving or conceptual thinking will be attracted to the content of my projects.
Making the book and videos aesthetically pleasing will hook the general-interest audience, but its content
will be the long-term draw. The designers’ work being deconstructed and analyzed draws out the projects
longevity for a general audience as well. The public has steadily become more interested in the elements
of design, thanks in part to films like Helvetica and popular media’s investigation of design trends.
My book and supporting video will be enhanced in part by wide interest in DIY endeavors and
open-source approaches.
Working designers and students of design will be able to use these products to satisfy their curiosity about
the process and philosophies of the designers featured in this thesis. Because of the interdisciplinary
nature of my final products (using designers from different fields as source material), professionals in
different subfields will be able to benefit from the experience of others in seemingly unrelated areas.
The book’s narrative structure will introduce the designers’ background and philosophies, and present
their process over the evolution of several projects, showing the correlation between process and
philosophy/idiosyncrasy.
This structure allows for the evidence and approach to be highly marketable to a casual reader, while
maintaining a level of educational value. This element of the book’s value in facilitating instruction
provides the appeal to the student designer, who may be interested and attracted to certain aesthetics, but
have an unarticulated understanding of why or how to replicate it. Observing the experienced designer’s
process and personal approach, articulated and explained, is an invaluable educational experience.
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Market Evaluation and Precedence Research
In developing initial concepts for my thesis, I examined a number of design theory texts, monographs,
and process analyses. Since my idea existed within the realm of design criticism and analysis, I needed
to know if I was duplicating research in the development of my concept. It has become fashionable for
graphic designers to deconstruct their own content within their theses, organizing and designing complex
charts and graphs based on personal minutiae (e.g., a poster charting the titles on a bookshelf or items
in an apartment). This is essentially a useless exercise that focuses on the sophisticated technical abilities
developed in graduate school and neglects content.
The other ever-popular thesis vehicle is the tool or application. While the practical intentions of this make
sense, they too are often heavily based on technical platforms that become obsolete in a matter of years.
I wanted to choose the relevant pieces of both of these forms, making something that was aesthetically
pleasing and appropriate while demonstrating technical proficiency. The primary focus, however, was to
showcase the real value in what I have learned in graduate school: the ability to articulate a critical
analysis that objectively examines content in a way that is consistent with the theories of visual
communication and design.
My specific research began with several resources that touched on the various aspects of theory and
practice. I also read several narratives on process that focused more on personal experience. There was a
rather large divide between these two groups. The theoretically oriented books, while often introducing
case studies and examples, lacked the personal context that I sought to highlight. Conversely, the
more personally experiential approaches available either focused on a singular experience or lacked the
theoretical grounding that was needed as the basis for a serious analysis. These (as follows) are the four
texts that were closest to my ideas for this project.

1. MTIV: Process, Inspiration, and Practice for the New Media Designer
Written in 2002 by Hillman Curtis, this book focuses on how to become a better designer in the then-still
burgeoning area of new media and interactive design. Curtis shares the perspective of falling into design
from a music background, and he presents a way to harness inspiration and process for those seeking
reinvention within their profession. The book is divided into three main sections: “Process,” “Inspiration,”
and “Practice.” He demystifies the working process of a successful design studio (his own), giving the
reader strategies in integrating theoretical concepts with real working methodologies. The “Inspiration”
section deals with how to help identify our collective influences in art, literature, film, and harness them
during the intuitive moments that make being a designer so fulfilling. The “Practice” section is a process
analysis “how to,” where Curtis introduces short instructional essays from his peers. It covers light ground
on theoretical and technical topics such as grid, type, color, Web accessibility, etc.
Because of the nature of the book, and the specific concentration on process and influence, it could be
considered the closest precedent for my thesis. It is no coincidence that Curtis was one of the initial
candidates I sought out (scheduling conflicts prevented his participation). The distinguishing differences
are that I relied on six separate sources for the process analyses and personal influences that I examined.
I also looked to hard theoretical knowledge as the basis for the underpinnings of my research. Where this
book falls short in substantive analysis is where I hoped to concentrate my efforts.
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2. How To Be a Graphic Designer Without Losing Your Soul
Adrian Shaughnessy presents a no-frills approach to many of the things you do not learn in art school,
such as finding a job, running a studio, and self-promotion. This book is essentially a practical guide
to learning the ropes and obtaining the skills necessary to make it as a designer in the real world.
Academically and theoretically, it had little influence on my project. What it did offer was interviews
with a cross-section of designers such as Neville Brody, Natalie Hunter, and Rudy VanderLans. These
interviews give the book life and personality and prevent it from becoming a manual from a single
perspective. I deemed this important in developing my project on praxis, which could have become a bit
stodgy without it. One complaint about this text has some abrupt transitions and design choices, with
many subheads and large point-size footnotes. I made a conscious note to be careful about my pacing and
selection of type after reading this book.

3. Visual Communication: From Theory to Practice
An imprint of the AVA Academia collection, this book serves as a comprehensive textbook for visual
language. It uses an integrated approach to addressing theoretical structure within professional practice.
Valuable case studies feature the work of Neville Brody and Michael Beirut. However, its biggest
accomplishment, and the reason that I list it as precedence, is its ability to clearly articulate abstract
concepts in digestible chunks. Its pacing and consistency underscore this, keeping everything at arms
reach when explaining new concepts and backing them up with cultural and historical examples. Because
of the book’s survey approach—since it covers such a broad spectrum of visual language—it cannot focus
on one concept for long. My main criticism of it is that its aesthetic is overly designed (as are most of the
books in this series) and seems to use color and form randomly.

4. Design Studies: Theory and Research in Graphic Design
Edited by Audrey Bennett, this book was another initial resource for the theoretical framework
that supports my thesis. It is wholly comprised of essays by researchers in design. Because most of
the contributors are scholars, the book is often overly heady and a step removed from professional
practice. The strength of the work is in its theoretical grounding. Topics include the structure of design
methodologies, research techniques in communication, and cultural ownership. This served as an
intellectual foundation for the concepts I introduced in my thesis.
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Approach to Process
Phase 1: Research on Praxis
My goal for this thesis was to show the interrelation between the concrete and the abstract in design.
After contemplating ideas for my thesis for about six months and not quite being able to connect them
meaningfully, I stumbled onto a concept that was able to articulate them all at once. Praxis has ties to
psychological and ontological research and has an application in education and visual art. I read books on
theories of interpretation, reflexive learning methods, semiotics, and educational and art pedagogy. I then
read design books that were written from a much more plainspoken perspective. My goal was to be able to
integrate a theoretical and structural foundation into the introduction of my book in an understandable
way, citing real-world examples.

Phase 2: Correspondence and Selection of Participants
After I had finished the initial research, I began by examining designers in different disciplines whom the
public had deemed successful or innovative. I focused on those who I thought had been continuously
innovative and eliminated candidates who seemed popular based on a stylistic component. I began to
reach out to designers whose work I felt best embodied the reflexive praxis that I was trying to define.
This process included sifting through various designers’ work, filtering for relevance, and eliminating.
Afterward, I contacted the subjects via telephone and e-mail. The initial pool was close to thirty designers,
but I narrowed it down based on response, availability, and scheduling, with the additional deterrent of
the subjects being videotaped. The result was six culturally diverse designers who worked across different
media and used different technologies.

Phase 3: Background Research on Participants
In preparing for the interviews, I looked at everything that I could find about each designer, whether
it be a book, website, designed product, or review. I had some preconceived notions about most of the
designers based on their own books, transcripts of existing interviews with them, and general critiques
from the design community about their work. Gathering this information, I prepared questions for the
interviews. Some of the questions would be very basic (i.e., where did you grow up?) and others would
be very specific, depending on interviewees responses.

Phase 4: Interview Process
After the interviews were confirmed, I began conducting the interviews. From February 10 th through
March 27 th, I interviewed my subjects in their home cities, including New York, Baltimore, and
Richmond. Using both the generic and specific questions I had prepared to guide me through the
interviews, I crafted a third set of questions on the spot based on new information or surprising answers
from my subjects. This process was highly rewarding, allowing me to spend hours with many of the
designers who have influenced. The process of making it to the interviews, however, was taxing. I spent
a considerable amount procuring additional equipment (such as a still camera, and video and lighting
gear), which was needed to meet a minimum technical level of quality. Additional expenses were incurred
because of travel. Carrying 80lbs of equipment through the subway system of New York in late winter is
also something that made the process a bit arduous. I did, however, manage to save on hotel expenses by
sleeping on friends’ sofas.
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Phase 5: Synthesis
The project’s synthesis involved sifting through my notes and roughly twelve hours of video to find the
most relevant parts of the interviews. I transcribed and edited the interviews for length, eliminating
anything that was distracting, confusing, or irrelevant. I also chose to treat one project for each designer
(we discussed two or three for each interview) that best represented personal and professional innovation,
developing that project as a case study for my analysis. I then took what I gathered from each interview
and applied it to each case study to complete my analysis. Finally, I wrote a conclusion for the entire
project that summarized my intentions, observations, findings, and implications for future research.

Phase 7: Design and Production
I chose a format for the book that would be physically substantial, yet small enough to occupy a single
backpack pocket: 7”x7”. I sketched the structure of the grid and selected two typefaces with multiple
weights to be used exclusively (Gotham and Garamond). I then devised a grid system based on six
columns, where the subheads would span the two left columns, and the main text would occupy the
additional four. This provided consistency across all chapters, divided questions from answers, and
clearly outlined the analysis sections. I chose a color palette that would introduce a secondary color for
each designer and colors to separate the three main sections of the book. The most relevant photos were
selected as examples, and I wrote appropriate captions. Out of four exploratory cover design elements,
I developed one that best articulated an abstract idea in motion and wrapped it across the spine of the
book. The videos were edited to be a companion piece to the book. I sifted through roughly two hours of
clips in each instance, pulling material that would fit together in a linear, cohesive manner, and tell a story.
I edited each narrative into roughly four minutes and interspersed them with samples of work and images
that represented their cultural contexts. The website was the last portion to be completed and is essentially
a vehicle for viewing the videos online. A limited portion of the book is also available online, with a more
in-depth, collaborative presentation to be completed after my thesis defense (outlined in my proposal).
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Distribution and Exhibition Plans
My goal is for this project to continue after the thesis defense in the hopes that it can significantly
contribute to the study of praxis in design. I plan to promote the project through a variety of venues,
both traditional and new media.

Self-Publishing
My initial plans for distribution are through self-publishing using the Blurb.com online application.
I will most likely make a short-run printing of the book through one of these vendors to help hain
interest in furthering the project.

Commercial Publishing
I will also approach commercial publishers with the finished introductory primer . My hope is to
get funding to expand the project to a wider scope of research and across more disciplines.
My current plan calls for interviewing and featuring six designers. If more funding became available
through publishing, this could be expanded to several more.

Reception Show
After the project is completed, I plan to have a reception show immediately afterward, featuring the
book and edited videos from the interviews. This will include physical copies of the book for perusal,
projection of the videos, and copies of the DVD available for attendees to take home.
The date for this reception has been secured, and is to take place on Friday, December 4th, at 6pm.
It will be held at the Windup Space, at 12 W. North Ave in Baltimore

Online Video
Online video resources will be utilized to exhibit segments of the video clips on the Web. These
will also serve as teasers for the project and include information about the book. These include:
- Vimeo
- YouTube
- Arts & media blogs

Festival Circuit
The completed DVD could also be submitted to film festivals . I would design a press kit of material from
the book and send it out accompanying the DVD. Potential candidates include:
Documentary-based festivals
- Docfest (New York)
- Margaret Mead Film & Video Festival (New York)
- Silverdocs (Maryland)
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- DOXA Film Festival (Vancouver)
- Hot Docs Festival (Toronto)
General and/or college film festivals
- Maryland Film Festival (Baltimore)
- DC Shorts Film Festival (Washington, DC)
- Scene First Student Film Festival (Washington, DC)
- Best Fest America (San Diego)
- Angelus Student Film Festival (Los Angeles)
- Ivy Film Festival (Providence)
- First Look Fest (Denver)

Design Competitions
The final book will be submitted to design competitions and to various design-related publications.
Most competitions falling within this scope are annual:
- Print
- Communication Arts
- How
- ID
- AIGA – 365 Annual
- AIGA – 50/50 Book Comp
- American Design Awards
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This book is a thesis project, the culmination of
a Master of Fine Art degree in Integrated Design
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for reference. All copyrights are retained by the
original authors. Book design by David Hardy.
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All rights reserved. No part of this publication
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electronic, mechanical, photocopying, recording
or otherwise (except for that copying permitted
by Sections 107 and 108 of the U.S. Copyright
Law and except by reviewers for the public
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copyright bearer.
Copyright © 2009 David Hardy.
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Innovation in Design
David Hardy

www.mappingpraxis.com
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A Primer.

prax • is / [prak-sis] - noun
1. The synthesis of theory and practice
in which each informs the other.
2. Thinking as a way of doing, doing as
a way of thinking.
3. The practical application of a theory.
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“Good ideas are obstinate and
have a way of materializing only
when and where they choose.”

“ The diﬀerence between
good design and great
design is intelligence.”

– Paul Rand

– Tibor Kalman
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“I think an artist
has always to
be out of step
with his time.”
– Orson Welles
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“Curiosity about life in
all of its aspects, I think,
is still the secret of great
creative people.”
– Leo Burnett
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“Praxis is the idea that you do something
because you want to do it, and after
you’ve done it, you ﬁnd out all the
reasons why you did it.”

“ There are no days in life so memorable
as those which vibrated to some
stroke of the imagination.”
– Ralph Waldo Emerson

– Tony Wilson
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Design Praxis

Introduction

Design Praxis

Abstract

What makes truly innovative or inspired design? How do designers
think? Where is the connection between how they think and what
they actually do? Although these questions may seem unanswerable, an
investigation and exploration of praxis may help to shed some light on
not just the what, but the how. In graphic design, praxis can be defined as
the process of putting theoretical knowledge into practice. This process
involves assimilating past experiences into the present, filtering relevance,
being willing to experiment and make something new, and applying that
knowledge with a willingness to experiment again in the future.
My thesis is based on a series of interviews tracing the praxis of
several designers. By using an interdisciplinary group of successful
designers and combining the interviews with critical case studies, I hope
to answer how esoteric (understood by professionals) and exoteric (widely
understood by everyone) components combine to make design useful,
functional, and inspired.

Praxis as Process

The term praxis is ambiguous, having implications in philosophical,
educational, political, and spiritual realms. It has origins in ancient Greece
and refers to one of three types of knowledge as defined by Aristotle:
theoria, which is concerned with truth, poiesis, which is concerned with
production, and praxis, which is concerned with action. A basic definition
of praxis is the practical application of theory, or the practice of an art,
science, or skill.
But how does praxis apply to design? Praxis is a concept in critical
theories of learning and is related to art, gestalt principles, and design
strategies. We can think of praxis as a cyclical loop of experiential doing.
When we say that praxis is “theory and practice informing each other,”
the important component is the human concern. Praxis engages human
interest as part of the process, as opposed to the strict concerns of a theory
model, or the efficiency of a problem-solving method. Linking the human
interest to these underlying reasons for practice encourages self-reflection,
establishes identity, and fine-tunes critical consciousness.

Abstract
Praxis as Process
Activity Theory
Summary
References
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This is the context in which our work as graphic designers exists.
According to Shaughnessy, “Cultural awareness is vital for the modern
designer, and most designers are culturally aware people” (2005, 19).
This is important because personal exploration helps to develop and
further the visual language we use, expanding it to new territories where
it becomes part of a larger vocabulary that everyone can understand.
“Contemporary graphic design,” Noble and Bestley explain, “is not always
concerned with problem solving, or operating in relation to a client’s brief.
The exploration of a theme that interests the designer, and the graphic
response to that theme…is a core part of the research agenda” (2005, 100).
An example of this is the work of graphic designer Stephan Sagmeister.
Starting in 2001, he developed a series of self-initiated projects that
graphically explored a series of maxims using objects, perspective, and
photography to “spell out” each maxim (see examples, left). These graphic
representations were gradually filtered down through those involved in
visual media, and eventually they were commissioned (and funded by)
organizations to express social concerns. The culmination of this was the
2008 book Things I Have Learned in My Life So Far in which all of the
maxims are presented together with their intentions.
Barely a year later, the visual language used in these experiments has
already been co-opted in a broadcast commercial for Absolut Vodka,
directed by Rupert Sanders (see examples, pg. 6). While the blatant lifting
of the style is a matter for another discussion, we can make definitive
conclusions. The innovative visual language of these experiments and
the book that followed has thrust their spirit and aesthetic into a larger
visual vocabulary. What was originally a bricolage effort has become
recognizable to a much larger audience. This is an example of praxis
in the sense that a personal, intellectual activity (on the part of
Sagmeister) has informed a more manual and commercially based
endeavor (on the part of Absolut).
Left: Examples of Stefan Sagmeister’s exploratory
maxims spelled out in various environments.
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In a corporate environment where the practice of graphic design is
carefully scrutinized at every step, experimental thinking is becoming
more difficult to include as part of a process. Marketing and upper
management impress upon their designers the importance of market
research, polls, and studies. These, in turn, produce very quantifiable
steps from which designers (in a setting such as an advertizing agency)
are unlikely to deviate. The process becomes more reflective (relying on
what may have worked before after being given similar information) and
less reflexive (accepting the challenge as truly unique and allowing for
experimental thinking).
This practice results in design that is overly derivative of other design.
In ontological terms, Sartre explains this phenomenon as “en-soi” (of
ourselves), which is “self-identical” and is mostly concerned with previous
experience. This self-identical perspective is disputed in design terms in
Noble and Bestley’s book Visual Research:
As with any valid research question, the outcome of a project is not
immediately predictable: indeed, if it were, there would be no need to
undertake the research. It is therefore important to develop a degree of
flexibility within a working research methodology. (2005, 171)
Above: Advertising for Absolut Vodka
that was obviously influenced by
Sagmeister’s work.

Informed praxis is totally reflexive, allowing for outside influence,
experimentation, and a constant cycle of learning and reframing of
previous knowledge (Carr and Kemmis 192). The transcendence of
conscious decisions and mediation of experience through visual language
were principles introduced by the Neoplastic and Dadaist art movements
of the early 20th century. These methods of experimentation and
interaction are important to graphic designers seeking cultural accordance
for their work. This is especially true when faced with an increasing
derision of excess commercialism by an aware public. Designers who allow

Thumbnails
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for this kind of experimentation harness praxis effectively, producing
work that is more sophisticated. Sartre classifies this as “pour-autrui”
(for others), in which we allow an awareness of all exterior influences to
affect us. When this realization is employed, as McLuhan and Fiore state,
“there is absolutely no inevitability as long as there is a willingness to
contemplate what is happening” (1967, 25).
This is not easy. The intentional inclusion of experimentation and
outside influence as a part of process is not always forthcoming. It requires
that a person “make a wise and prudent practical judgment about how to
act in this situation” (Carr and Kemmis 1986, 190). It seems likely that the
reflective process must be experienced to arrive at the reflexive. This means
that experiences must be allowed to gestate before being contemplatively
thrown into this experimental cycle. Moreover, praxis is risky since it can
rely on inspiration and experience that may be initially elusive.
Inspiration can come from art, architecture, and other outside
interests that may be non-arts related. Abstraction can have a meaningful
effect on work, reducing the observable content to its pure form
of communication. Hillman Curtis explores this idea in his text
MTIV: Process, Inspiration, and Practice for the New Media Designer,
“A line, a color, an image...These are the disparate elements that are
used to transcend literal meaning, to communicate, to make the
invisible visible” (2002, 11).
Design is moving from mostly commercial environments into more
socially conscious spaces such as non-profit and charitable organizations.
Factors other than pure aesthetic inspiration are becoming even more
important. This shift to informed, reflexive design contends with the
practical sensibilities that designers are historically taught. The skill set
that we acquire as novice designers must expand to include a changing
culture now influenced by the world, not just our immediate community.
David Ogilvy, a man known for his inventive advertising campaigns,
predicted this quite well, saying, “Change is our lifeblood” (1963, 195).
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Activity Theory as an
Approach to Praxis

A good way to analyze praxis is to use a model or methodology that
examines qualitative (the why and how) results. A model based on human
dialogue is more appropriate in this context because design takes its
theories from both the objective studies of science and the interpretation
of the arts and humanities. Russian psychologist Lev Vygotsky developed
activity theory as a contextual model of psychology. It is a method of
analysis that has roots in cognitive psychology. However, it differs from
other schools of psychology in that its main concern is the influence of
environment and context, instead of the subjective or the behavioral.
A heuristic device is an experience-based technique that aids in problem
solving, learning, discovery, and is a way of examining praxis.
Activity theory is a useful heuristic device in analyzing human
activities, which are driven by certain needs where people wish to achieve
a certain purpose. These activities are broken down into actions, and
these actions influence mental activity. This becomes cyclical because
mental activity in turn influences actions. Kaptelinin and Nardi explore
this feedback loop in Acting with Technology. They say, “It is a social
theory of human consciousness, construing consciousness as the product
of an individual’s interactions with people and artifacts in the context of
everyday practical activity” (2006, 6). Since traditional theories of
design analysis (human reactions to color, form, and structure) often
overlook social, cultural, and technological interactivity, activity theory
can provide a structure for educating and analyzing design.

Summary

Prior to exploring each project with its designer, I conducted research to
give myself a context of theory for that designer. From this assessment, I
determined the personal, cultural, political, and social influences of each
designer during the interview. From examining their working process,
I discovered the pragmatic tools, methodology, and experimentation.
Once these perspectives were gathered, I made observations. My goal is
to illustrate how the reflexive, cyclical relationships that unite theory and
process lead to innovative design.
I also hope to shed light on how the interplay between theory and
process helps designers develop new theories and refine old ones. My
thesis illustrates how, in this cycle, concrete skills learned in traditional
education are influenced and further developed by doing and exploring
and vice versa.
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In Brief


Based in Richmond, Virginia




Originally from Salt Lake City




Avid rock climber

Professor of graphic design
and typography at Virginia
Commonwealth University

Author of several books on
typography

Rob Carter is a professor of graphic design and typography
at Virginia Commonwealth University, and author of several
books on typography. He has co-authored many projects
with his fellow colleagues at VCU, most notably, Typographic
Design: Form and Communication, which has become the
preeminent educational text for type design in the United
States. Carter’s 1989 book, American Typography Today,
captured the development of experimental and technologically
produced typography by providing profiles and examples of
24 notable designers including Paul Rand, April Greiman,
and Paula Scher.
Carter’s work has won many design awards from
organizations such as AIGA and The Art Directors Club of
New York. His work has been featured in Print and Graphis,
among other professional design journals. He’s been a guest
lecturer at the Gerrit Rietveld Academie in Amsterdam and at
VCU’s satellite program in Quatar, among others. He received
a Bachelor of Fine Arts degree from Southern Utah University,
and a Master of Fine Arts degree from the University of Illinois.
Carter’s 2007 book, Meggs: Making Graphic Design
History, is retrospective chronicling the work and writings
of his long-time colleague and design historian and educator
Philip B. Meggs. This book has received numerous accolades
from the international design community.

“What kind of emotional impact do you
want to have on the viewer and reader?
What do you really want to communicate
on an emotional level?”
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Interview
What was your childhood
like? Did you have early
interests in visual art?

How did being raised
Mormon effect you
during college? You
went to college in Utah?

Rob Carter
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I grew up Salt Lake City, born and raised a Mormon. I escaped
Mormonism many years ago, so I’m not saying it’s good or bad. But it
had an incredible, profound effect upon my thinking and my thinking
about art at the time. I had some good high-school teachers and the
encouragement of my parents. I had good friends and was lucky enough
to fall into a peer group that stimulated me to think about higher
education. I also had a second mother, my best friend’s mother, Mrs.
English, who really encouraged me in art. And so I painted a lot;
I did a lot of drawing as a kid. I think I just always had an innate
interest in visual things.
I remember in third grade in Mrs. Jorgensen’s class, doing the writing
exercises and loving to have that 15 minutes that she gave us… just to
repeat that letter A along the lines. I found that so incredibly magical;
I just loved letterforms even from that early age.

to Holland today; I speak Dutch, and my best design friends are Dutch.
That’s been one of the best things that came from that [experience].
And I’ve been a visiting professor at the Rietveld Academie, with Henk
Groenendijk and Viktor Levie. My wife Sandy and I go there at least
yearly to see what’s going on.

I went to the University of Utah, which is not a church school. It’s a
secular school, fortunately. That may have been the beginning of the
end. Actually graduate school was the beginning of the end, when I met
my mentor David Colley. He taught me a lot. David helped me move
away from Mormonism [laughs]. We had such great conversations in
graduate school. I hope that I won’t make anyone mad because I respect
all religions and respect anyone’s personal belief system. And I respect the
fact that people can move away from them or shift ground philosophically
about life. So I place no judgment, but it was a good move for me because
I find that in Mormon culture, wherever it might be, creativity is stifled; is
suppressed. I think it’s suppressed in terms of keeping it in a mainstream,
conventional language. It’s a “don’t ever think outside of the box” kind of
attitude. And I think that’s very true, even today. I don’t want to get too
much into the Mormon thing, but I did go on a mission for the church
and everything. I spent nearly three years in Holland. And I still have ties
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How did that originate…
you getting to Holland?

They [church] assign you a place; you have no choice. You know…
you are called.

So that proved to be a really
enriching experience?

Oh, absolutely. It was. The motives for going there initially were totally
different, but I learned the culture, and I learned to appreciate the
language. I’ve really had an affinity to Dutch culture ever since that time.
When I got off of my mission, I went into the army and became a Dutch
interrogator in the intelligence corps. It was the Vietnam era, and it was
either… be a ground soldier or be a Dutch interrogator because I spoke
Dutch. So I joined up and went to OCS and took care of that obligation.
Instead of being drafted, I joined, and that took me away from school for
another six months or so, and then I came back and discovered graphic
design at that point. I started in business school, pre-law, because I was
told by the church authorities that I would be a good lawyer [laughs].
It’s amazing how those shifts take place. For me, I was in the art
department taking basic foundation courses. I took one basic design
class, and that sort of indicated to me that I needed to change my
major right away, so I did.

What came immediately
after college?

Right out of undergraduate, I had a professor who said, “You need
to go study with this guy David Colley at the University of Illinois.”
So I applied, was accepted at a couple of different places, and went to
Illinois. It was an amazing experience in a lot of ways. David told us in
the beginning, “We’re not going to make anything. We’re going to write
and talk about design.” And so it was a very unstructured, theoretical
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program. The main emphasis was on visual language, primarily semiotics.
And so I got a good grounding in semiotics and visual theory, and design
history. David encouraged us to take structural linguistics, and I think
that that really provided me with a good theoretical foundation. Also, I
had an opportunity as a graduate assistant to teach some classes, and then
I thought, “Hmmm… I like this.” I decided to pursue teaching full-time.
Before going to grad school, I worked for about a year at a design firm in
downtown Salt Lake. It was interesting; it was brutal, but I really loved
college, and I loved the environment. In the workplace, it really wasn’t
the same anymore. I didn’t have the intellectual stimuli. And so, I
wanted to stay there.
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Do you think that staying in
an academic environment
has afforded you a more
experimental approach? Do
you think that you would
have been able to do the
same elsewhere?

I don’t think I would have been able to do the same. I think academia
gives you an opportunity to explore totally impractical regions of thought
and practice. I’ve loved that. Here at VCU, I’ve been really lucky to be a
colleague to a lot of great people; important people, namely Phil Meggs.
It’s given me a lot of opportunities, but also total freedom to do whatever
research I choose to do. And I continue to do it, and be stimulated by it.
I’ve worked for my share of clients while in academia, doing freelance
projects and so forth in the corporate world. So I do understand that
whole world, I think, very well. I worked for Reynolds Metals, Ethyl
Corporation, and Best Products, to name a few, designing annual reports,
identity systems, and that sort of thing. But I’d much rather work for
cultural institutions, museums, and on my books. I can design and
package the book as a kind of experimental process in and of itself.

How has working with
colleagues here at VCU
affected your work?
What have you learned
from that experience?

Well, Phil [Meggs] hired me here in 1976. We were colleagues, but we
were also really good friends, and remained friends until he passed away
in 2002. Phil and I were very different formally. He was much more of a
pluralist; I was more of a dogmatic Swiss designer. My edges have softened
since then, and I’ve become much more pluralistic in my approach to

design. What Phil taught me mostly is how to think about design in an
historical context. He had an incredible mind; I don’t think he ever forgot
anything. A photographic memory—that’s what made him such a great
writer and historian. He could recount any name, any date, and associate
it with any period of time; it was phenomenal. He was able to put things
into context: socially, politically, economically—all of those things. What
I learned from Phil the most was to try to think on that level, to be very
critical about how to think about design. We worked on several books
together. There were times where we never saw eye to eye. There were
periods of great compromise on both parts, but that was nice. When Phil,
Ben Day, and I worked on the first edition of Typographic Design, there
was a great synergy between us. Ben was the ultimate theoretician, Phil
was the historian, and I was the mediator, the moderator. This had a lot to
do with the formal aesthetic of the book. We tried to keep that aesthetic
alive in the current editions.
Can you talk a bit about
the story behind the Meggs
book? How did your personal
friendship affect the process?

Yeah—a lot of stories to tell behind that one. Phil was in the hospital for
the second time, and at that time he was inducted into the New York Art
Directors hall of fame. He asked, “Rob, would you go get my award for
me?” So I went to New York and gave a speech on Phil’s behalf and came
back with it. I gave it to him on a Sunday, and he died the next day. So, I
was able to get him his award before he passed. Then, Libby [Meggs] and
my wife and I became close friends just trying to take care of each other
during this. I approached Libby one day and suggested that we do a book
about Phil’s life, and she agreed. So I contacted the publisher we normally
work with, John Wiley & Sons; they agreed. The University gave it a lot
of support, and it was two years in the making. It’s really an homage to
Phil’s life, a collection of his writings and his work as a graphic designer,
fine artist, and photographer. It’s really a compilation of his life’s work. We
spent two summers going through literally hundreds of boxes, file folders,
books, and sketches. And so we sifted through it and began to extract
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things that we might want to begin to put into a book of this scope.
And that was not easy; we had to somehow extract from his entire life
the things which we perceived to be milestones and very important
things in his life.
The design problem was one of not only extracting the material to go
into the book, but then how to tell a story. In terms of process, you know,
how do you present this kind of an archive, and do it justice without
overpowering it with some design affectation? So we were very careful
about that; it’s very understated and hopefully very elegant. So it’s a quiet
book, a quiet reflection on his life, and is respectful. All of these adjectives
I’m trying to use, I think, should be thought about in any design project.
What kind of emotional impact do you want to have on the viewer and
reader? What do you really want to communicate on an emotional level?
It’s all very important in my mind.
How does the idea of starting
a new book come about?
What is the process?

It doesn’t matter what the project is, I let it settle in into my thinking and
I begin doing research. I look at design as a generalist activity that enables
you to know a little bit about a lot of things, so it’s really wonderful
to always do research in areas that you might not otherwise be able to
consider based upon the content of a problem. That’s where it begins, just
reading, thinking, note taking, and sketch making—all of those things.

What about the personal
influences that may affect
your work? How do they find
their way into the process?

I might assimilate something if I go to a film, a concert, or listen to a
piece of music. I think it most definitely has an impact. I think it’s more
subtly assimilated into my thinking. I think of typography as a visible
language, which can be influenced by, related to, and metaphorical of a
lot of different ways of thinking. I often think of typography as music. I
never work with a letter, word, or a line of type without thinking about
its rhythmic attributes—and how rhythm not only begins to speak to you
aesthetically, but how it would relate to the content. I love that. Simple
shifts in space, in size, in any one of what I like to call morphological
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How long would you say the
process of research, thinking,
and sketching lasts?

It depends on the nature of the project. A book is like architecture.
It’s a long-term project that might take years. And so I like to really think
about all the aspects of structure and of content and how they relate,
how to build the space to accommodate the information, and to do it in
an intriguing way. I really don’t like to approach projects conventionally.
I want every project to be a new statement; I want to grow through
the project. A lot of thought goes into every page, every image, every
compositional element.

That’s what I’m really
interested in, in terms of
praxis. Coming to a project
not only with the willingness
to employ what you’ve
learned over the years, but
the willingness to really
experiment and think of this
as something as totally new.

I think that’s much of the problem with the corporate world. There are so
many designers out there that do the same thing or are destined to work in
a formulaic way to solve problems according to the wishes and desires of
someone else. And you know, we have to solve problems certainly, and we
have to do it appropriately. But I do believe that graphic design has a lot of
different functions. Yes it has a function wherein it needs to communicate
an idea or information, make it more accessible. But I think it also has a
poetic function. I think that if it doesn’t rise to the level of poetry in some
way, then something is lost. Because ultimately I think that that we can
have an impact on—I don’t mean to sound corny or cliché or be a diehard
idealist—but we can have an impact on humanity and improving the
quality of life. I really do believe that very strongly; I try to encourage my
students to think that way. Graphic design is powerful.
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variables. Any one of those shifts can completely change the meaning
and the aesthetic. I think of typographic compositions as sort of
constellations, where these elements, just as in the solar system are finding
a relationship with one another and coming to some sort of asymmetrical
equilibrium. I love thinking in those terms. It’s very inspiring to me.

That reminds me of
something I may have read
in relation to Neville Brody:
that your work can be both
personal and functional, by
retaining some of that
human element.

Yeah, a lot of designers I know would say that your voice should not come
through; it should be totally transparent. And, okay, I can understand
that philosophy. But I think it’s a rare graphic designer who doesn’t put
“designed by so-and-so” on their poster or in the colophon of the book.
People like to be recognized for the work that they do, and I think that
reveals that, yes, there is a voice there and a need to be met. I don’t think
there’s anything wrong with that. That’s a philosophical question. There’s a
story about Otl Eicher visiting the Museum of Modern Art once—I don’t
know when, ’60s, ’70s—and he came upon his own poster in the museum.
And it said, “anonymous.” He said, “that’s the best compliment anyone
could ever give me.” I understand that kind of thinking; anonymity in
design if it is about solving problems.

What are your interests
outside of design? What
inspires you daily, or what
do you look forward to in
between your working life?

My wife [also a graphic designer] and I are rock climbers. We like the
vertical realm, the vertical world. It teaches you about asymmetrical
topography, about texture and light, and all of those things, which have a
relationship to graphic design. We spend a lot of time in the mountains.
One of the most important things for me about design and life is
exploration, and I just find that travel is so important. Getting out there,
seeing new things, making new connections between things. I love the
Southwest and spend a lot of time there. Since 1986, I’ve been collecting
images of petroglyphs in the southwest desert. I think I’ve amassed
something like 2,500 slides. I’m now in the process of making images
from these slides into fonts and a book related to the subject. It’s kind
of like an all-encompassing project.
And I paint and draw a little bit when I’m not working with type.
I like to remain active with that. Gardening is very important to me. I
spend a lot of time in the dirt moving rocks, dirt, and plants. These are
the things that inspire me most and keep me active outside all of this.

Analysis

Meggs Retrospective

Objective

Perhaps the most relevant and critically acclaimed project Rob Carter
has undertaken is the book Meggs: Making Graphic Design History.
This 256-page retrospective on design historian and educator Philip
B. Meggs was a deeply personal project to Carter in that the two were
colleagues for more than 20 years. In 2002, Meggs passed away at age
60, having fought a long battle with leukemia. After a time of reflection,
Carter’s and Meggs’s families became closer from the mutual support
they’d given each other. Carter made the suggestion that a book
documenting Meggs’s life be made. An agreement was made with the
publisher, and they began the initial exploratory process. The research
aspect of the project consisted of combing through Meggs’s life’s work.
He had saved almost everything he had ever done, including writings,
sketches, photos, designs, etc. The process took two years of filtering
through his archives— literally hundreds of boxes, file folders, books,
and sketches— to decide what might be relevant to include in the book.
The design problem was one of not only deciding what material should go
into the book, but how to tell the story. They needed to turn this archival
cache into an interesting narrative, not just a “best-of ” compilation.

Personal philosophy
and influence

Carter’s background in graduate school gave him a theoretical framework
for this project. The experience writing about and decoding visual
language benefitted Carter in poring over this massive archive. It’s the
most obvious source of the analytical bent indicative of his work. His
approach to the structure of the book is very relational to architecture.
His training in Swiss methods of design reflects the rational thought
that’s given to the organization of Meggs’s work.
The presentation also gives us points of entry into various places
of a career that changed the way we think about graphic design, while
validating its academic worth. Carter’s time in Holland and his ties
to Dutch designers have implications in the maturation of his visual
style. Holland is a specific example of this kind of refinement, where
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“the tradition of intelligent design policies are apparent in both the
public and private sectors.” 1 The book’s design can be understood as very
contemporary, but hints of international influence can be seen where the
edges meet—in dashes of color, selection and scale of type, etc. Carter is
also directly influenced by Meggs himself, having shared an office with
him for many years. In viewing his early work from the late ’70s and
early ’80s, Carter’s aesthetic sensibilities have developed from pragmatist
leanings toward a more humanistic voice. This is perhaps most evident
when, during our interview, Carter says, “My edges have softened since
then, and I’ve become much more pluralistic in my approach to design.”
The other important link between Philip Meggs’s work and the
way it’s presented here is context. Carter attributes gaining a perspective
from him on how to think about design in an historical context, and
that knowledge informs the book’s pacing. This direct bond with Meggs
also manifests itself in the seamless weaving together of many separate
elements from his work to create a moving dialogue. Cinematic glimpses
of Meggs’s life are a central theme, and these are what really save it from
simply becoming a monograph. This was achieved by reaching out to
others to become guest contributors. The resulting essays by those that
knew him give the book the deeper personal meaning it required, relaying
stories. The design of the book itself mimicked that, and Carter uses the
words “quiet” and “respectful” to describe his personal interpretation of
the final product.
A personal influence that can be related to Carter’s work is his
passion for rock climbing. It’s an activity that demands carefully
executed decisions, and it can take up to eight hours to scale a vertical
face. Climbing can also be seen as architectonic and shares the
relationships of space and pacing that exist in graphic design.

Top: Cover design for an exhibition catalog on the artist
Gifford Beal. Above: Detailed notes showing Carter’s
early process stages.

1. Peter Bil’ak, “Contemporary Dutch graphic design: An insider/outsider’s view,”
HD: New Dutch graphic design (Barcelona: ACTAR).
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Carter’s process from previous work is also apparent here, especially in
the use of visual devices he refers to as “information bands.” These linear
corridors often change within a design, sometimes becoming negative
spatial zones, visual placeholders. They retain the same suggested forms
and shapes, function to separate different kinds of information, and
establish the relationships between word and image. They are notably
employed in a catalog design for a 1990 Gifford Beal exhibition (see
example, pg. 23) and in his first book, American Typography Today.
This is not to say that all of Carter’s work follows a rigid hierarchical
structure. Examples of whimsical use of typography and experimental
treatments can be found in his work during the past 20 years
(see example, pg. 29).

Above: Front and back covers for Meggs: Making Graphic
Design History.
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Finding insightful observations is something that he has repeated over
time, discovering shared meaning in content. For example, Meggs’s writing
career began with notes on a Marshall McLuhan lecture. The last thing he
wrote was the introduction to the reprinted (2002) edition of McLuhan’s
Mechanical Bride, and these connections are noted. The front and back
covers also embody the contrast in form that Carter has employed over the
years (see example, pg. 25), with the front cover being a type-only solution
that reads “MEGGS” in an iconic fashion, and the back cover employing a
photograph that is appealing on an emotional level.

Innovation

The personal innovation in Carter’s work is apparent in this book
because of his ability to create a moving, emotional narrative. There
are examples of emotion and narrative in his previous work, such as a
syntactic morphology explored in Experimental Typography. In Carter’s
own words, “It shows what you can do typographically to maneuver,
alter, and manipulate typographical form to create meaningful messages.”
The professional originality shown in Meggs is evident in the seamless
integration of personal essays from friends, family, and colleagues,
with the career milestones, introspective drawings and sketches, and
critical writings that spanned Meggs’s career. Carter’s personal design
philosophies served him well, and he was able to choose an appropriate
tone and style that complimented the content, but resisted the urge to
overstate it. The tendency to embellish a project that has deep personal
meaning is tempting, and this book could have quickly turned into
something extremely disjointed and stylized. Organizing a 40-year career
into a succinct book is a monumental task. It is presented in a very logical
and sequential manner, while retaining the insight, personality, and
humorous wit of his friend and former colleague.
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Above: Interior photo spread from Meggs book. Below left: Excerpts of Meggs’s personal notes.
Below right: Detail of sketches made by Philip Meggs, arranged by Rob Carter.
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Paula Scher
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Paula Scher is a partner in the international design firm

Pentagram. She Scher
has developed identity and branding systems
Paula

Facing page, clockwise from top left: Experimental
Typography book cover, VCU Work/Play admissions
booklet, Experimental Typography book spread.
Right: Rob Carter rock climbing. Below: Mechanically
assembled typographic experiment based on
wanderings in the Utah desert.
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Based in New York



Originally from Silver Spring,
Maryland



Partner in the international
design firm Pentagram



Former designer of record
sleeves for CBS Records



Creates map paintings with
fine-detailed typography

such as those for the Public Theater and the Museum of
Modern Art, redesigned Metropolis magazine, and created
environmental graphics for clients such as Bloomberg. Her
work references a large vocabulary of visual culture, including
literature, music, film, and the cultural diversity of life in
New York City. She has continually reinvented herself
during her 30-year career.
Scher received a Bachelor of Fine Art degree the Tyler
School of Art in Philadelphia and began her graphic design
career at CBS Records in 1972, becoming a record cover art
director before leaving to found her own design consultancy
in 1984. In 1991 she joined Pentagram as a partner. She has
taught at the School of Visual Arts for over two decades.
Her work has been exhibited worldwide and is included
in the permanent collections of the Museum of Modern Art
and the Cooper-Hewitt, National Design Museum in New
York, and the Library of Congress in Washington, D.C.,
among others. She has taught graphic design courses for
over two decades at the School of Visual Arts in New York.
In 2002, Princeton Architectural Press published her career
monograph, Make It Bigger.

“I’ve noticed that when I’m in freefall
and when I disassociate myself from the
project, I’ll get an immediate instinctive
reaction to the information, and that
comes out in an idea.”
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You’re originally from the
Washington, DC area?

I grew up in Silver Spring, Maryland.

What was your childhood
like? Were you involved with
visual art at an early age?

I grew up in a suburb where every house was the same, and the important
thing in my childhood was to fit in socially. I would draw when I was
alone, but nobody knew about it because my friends didn’t do it. So it
made me feel a little bit freakish.

Did that continue into
high school?

When I was in high school, I took art classes at Corcoran, which is in
Washington, D.C. I took drawing and painting classes there. I graduated
high school in 1966. Then I went on to the Tyler School of Art in
Philadelphia until 1970. It was during the heart of the sixties that
I was in art school.

How did that experience
shape your life immediately
after college?

Well, you have to realize the time. First of all, I wasn’t immediately aware
of graphic design in college, largely because I’d never heard of it before.
Sometimes it was referred to as “commercial art.” I had wanted to be a
painter, and I didn’t know that I wanted to be a graphic designer until
I took a course in my third year and realized that I enjoyed it and that I
liked solving problems. That was the part that taught me what I wanted
to do as a professional, but the real lessons of Tyler were really the times
because I was in art school when there were no computers and no fancy
equipment. You made things on your desk, and you didn’t think about the
equipment; you thought how you might make something or achieve any
idea. You problem solved in the best way you could, and you developed
craft skills. Also at the same time, I was protesting the Vietnam War and
there was social turmoil in this country. I was part of a generation that
was in the midst of a cultural revolution, and we thought we could change
the world. I formed some attitudes that I think, in a funny way, served
me very well, because my expectation is that you don’t have to accept the
status quo, that you expect change as part of your daily experience.

33

I’ve always had a problem with regulations. I’m suspicious of them, and
there are a lot of rules to me that just don’t make sense. I find that I learn
much more by random behavior and accident. I respond to things that
interest me in a much more ad-hoc way. I’m not that linear, though I can
be very logical when I’m problem solving.

Building on that, it seems
that your early career at
CBS records was plagued by
a lot of middle management
getting involved in your work.

I’ve always found that in hierarchical structures, the biggest motivating
factor is fear. If you look at any big government or corporate disaster that’s
ever happened, you find that at the heart of it not just pure incompetence
or nefarious behavior, it’s usually somebody covering their butt. They get
scared and make silly decisions.

How does your awareness
of that structure affect your
work relationships now?

I have a really close relationship with the people who work under me
because there are no levels between us. I still have the final say, but I’m
right there with them. It’s a very effective way of accomplishing things.
When I’m writing a proposal for a project where the client is a large
corporation, I’m more aware of how to structure the fee based on the
amount of people that have to approve it. It has less to do with the design
being more or less valuable to the organization. The real work of design
is getting a room full of people to agree upon it. So, the more people
involved in the approval process, the more expensive the job.

How does tactility play out in
your work? Do you sketch out
ideas as they come to you?

I don’t make a value judgment about the hand or the computer. I tend
to keep a Moleskine [journal], and I fill it with piles of sketches of how
things are going to be. What’s amazing is that my staff saves them, and in
the end they’re pretty close. They’re not tight drawings at all, but they’re
sort of my departing points that get refined on the computer. Somebody
else’s eyes working on it sometimes brings it to life in a way that I didn’t
anticipate, which is good for it.
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Has that spirit stayed with
you throughout your career?
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When did you start your map
paintings? I understand your
father was a mapmaker?

My father was a coordinator of nations mapping. He was in charge of
government maps for the United States. He worked for the Department
of the Interior, and he invented a device called a stereo template in about
1957. He was what was called a photogrammatric engineer, and he
invented this device in the basement that looked like a piece of cardboard
with three holes cut in it. It was a measuring device that corrected the lens
distortion in aerial photography. Actually, if you look at Google Maps, it’s
based on his invention.

Did you get back into
painting to reconcile
something else going on in
your life? How did it happen?

Well, we have a house in Salisbury, Connecticut. My husband is Seymour
Chwast. He works all the time; he’s always drawing and painting and
working on something. He’s a natural artist; he’s a person that does it
like breathing. I’m not. Sometimes I have spurts of productivity. I had
done these small map paintings which were mostly acerbic illustrations,
and I thought they’d be really interesting [painted] big. It was sort of
this ridiculous thing that I started doing for the hell of it. I found that
the whole obsessive quality of it was terrific for me, because I was really
working with my hands and they took a long time to make.
That mattered because in my daily life as a designer, nothing takes
any time to make. It was this opposite way of working which informed
my design to a degree because I rebelled against it when I came back to
designing. My work got much more spare as a result of the mapmaking.
To me, what matters is that my work is continually in motion, that I
blow myself up from time to time, even if I get worse, to try to evolve.
Otherwise you just end up doing the same thing over and over again.

I’ve noticed that at different
points in your career, when
something got popular, you
were ready to move on.

That’s death. There’s your work and there’s the outer world, and it’s always
changing. There’s always younger people moving into the outer world
and older people going away. You know there was a time that I was the
youngest person in the room. I was a senior art director at CBS Records

when I was 25 years old. I was a kid. I used to be on panels and speaking
cycles way back in the ’70s because I was the only woman around doing it.
I’ve had a long time of this ebb and flow. I’ve been really popular, and I’ve
been vilified. I’ve been through all of it, and the only thing that matters
is to try to keep going forward and have some realistic understanding of
what you’re doing. You have to have a sense of who you are and hold onto
it. So sometimes you may change and people don’t like the change you’ve
made. Sometimes you make change and people are responsive to it and
think it’s terrific. I question what I’m doing all the time.
You’ve talked about the idea
of play in your work. You’ve
also talked about being
solemn. Do you make efforts
to bring experimental ideas
into your work?

The design profession really needs a hunk of R&D attached to studio
operations. If you were forced monthly to take a sabbatical or to develop
something on your own at a given time, it might help. I find that the
biggest problem I have is that as a professional, I’m hired by clients to
help them achieve their goals. Their goals usually have to do with the
understanding and performance of an institution, organization, or
corporation. There’s money attached to it, and they’re nervous because
they need to achieve success. So, the notion of being highly experimental
in these situations is neither practical, nor necessarily responsible to the
client who’s trying to achieve something very specific. It’s what I call
solemn behavior. It doesn’t mean that the work is bad. It means that
it’s not necessarily a breakthrough. The craft may be very good, and
it may be timely.
Work that’s actually breakthrough work, work that changes a
category or elevates design or a zeitgeist, is work that’s much more
experimental; it’s not perfected. So there are things wrong with it.
I find that I do my more experimental work for some not-for-profit
organization where I have carte blanche. The things that I learn from
it may be popularized, and other people may actually [go on to] do it
better. That’s the R&D part of work, and you don’t get to do it that
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often; it’s great when you can. Sometimes you’re not up to it; that’s
hard. Sometimes you don’t do it for years. People assume that because
you’re a designer that every piece of work you do is going to somehow to
be equal. It never is. Some days you’re more talented than others. Some
days you have terrific ideas, and some days you don’t. Some days you’re
falling back on old tricks. It’s not something that can be controlled. It’s
not like turning on the bathwater.
You also said that sometimes
your first ideas are generally
your best. I guess a good
example of that would be the
Citi logo that you designed?

That comment is applied to Citi, but it’s actually more indicative of the…
I hate to use this word, but…magical quality that happens in problem
solving. The problem with organizations that try to quantify creative
behavior is that they’re assuming that there’s something scientific going
on; that if you have a process, it’s going to be linear. First you’re going
to do your research, then you’re going to be really informed, and you’re
going to look at other things in the area of the competitors. Then you’re
going to find your realm of inspiration because it’s going to fit into this
certain norm. Then you’re going to create some shapes and some swirls
and some components that connect to each other that create some visual
language. And magically, if you do these things in this appropriate order
and show it to them, it’s going to be correct. And it doesn’t work like that.
I find that I can be in a meeting half-listening to what a client says and
thinking about something else at the same time, and I’ll have an idea hit
me instantly, right there because I’ve disassociated myself to a degree from
the concentration of it. I’m allowing myself to be in freefall to a degree.
Or I’ll spend a whole day being briefed by a corporation in the most
mind-numbing experience, going from office to office and talking to a
million people and finding out their thoughts about something. All you
want to do is fry your brains, when you get into the airplane or taxi, and
you’re practically drooling in your seat. And you figure it out, not because
you’ve thought about it at all, but because you’re so glad to get out of
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I’m glad you used the word
magical because I think
it explains what happens
when these components
mix together.

To me it’s like a slot machine. Consider your brain a slot machine. You’ve
pulled the lever, everything’s rolling around and you want the lemons…
or…that’s a bad analogy…you want the oranges to line up. That’s sort of
how an idea works. The three disassociated things help to create what
something may be. You’re just drawing on it. Some of it may be from
studying information that was handed to you, and some of it may have
been from going to a movie.

What about when you meet
with a client who’s more
confident and trusting?

There are people who are risk averse, and there are people who take
risks. I love entrepreneurs because they’re risk takers. When you work
with them, they can be terrific or terrible actually, but they’re the most
interesting because they generally have some vision of their own. They’re
putting their money at risk, and they’re directly connected to it. When
you get into organizations or corporations, the risk taking is lessened by
those people in middle-management positions whose jobs it is to actually
cut off risk. They would tend to be overly cautious because it’s the nature
of their job.

What kind of experiences
have you had with work
that may have been initially
very experimental, where
you were later expected to
follow your own example in
recreating them?

Environmental design was great for me because I didn’t understand what
I was doing, initially. I would Photoshop things onto buildings that
seemed improbable. I was in a couple of situations that were really rather
magical. One of them was doing the New 42nd Street [Studios] with an
architect named Charles Platt, where we just got along wonderfully and
had a good time inventing this building. Another was doing the lettering
on the outside of New Jersey Performing and Arts Center where they
were trying to convert the school for not that much money. The third one
was working with Jim Polshek on Symphony Space, which ultimately got
changed, but he had developed an awning that was a background for me
to do typography. They all came roughly close together, and they were sort
of radical because nobody was doing that. But after everybody saw what
I was doing, they saw that it wasn’t that hard to do. The first ones were
inventive, and they were also inexpensive and used goofy materials. And
later on, they became much more refined, and they became solemn.
I think my partners all do what I do better than I do it now, and that’s
very frustrating for me, so I have to figure out a different way to do it.
I can’t compete with them.

I think that’s a unique
perspective in that losing
the ignorance along the
way makes you somehow
less innovative.

Stefan Sagmeister told me as I was turning 50 that nobody did anything
good in their 50s. And the 50s for me were the buildings and the
paintings, so that shut him up. But it’s hard to be ignorant because you
know too much; you’ve seen too much. You have to sort of smack yourself
back into being a neophyte. It’s a real push-pull problem.

What kind of cultural interests
outside of your work do you
find inspiring?

I’m really fascinated by Facebook culture, I’d have to say. I don’t get it
to be honest. But something’s going on, and I’m still trying to figure out
what that is. I find that getting “friended” and having all that interactivity
with friends makes me feel much lonelier, and yet I’m fascinated with
what it seems to be doing, which is nothing. It’s a very bizarre thing to
pay attention to.
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One of the best clients I’ve ever had is George Wolf at the Public
Theater. He’s a theater director; he takes risks all the time. The idea that
we would do something that would be different or that would make a
statement was exactly what he was looking for. That’s what he’s doing
every day of his life. We were two peas in a pod in that situation. And he
felt the same way about bureaucracy. When I started doing the Public
Theater materials, he didn’t allow the actors, actresses, and producers to
have any say in it. He thought that form of deep involvement was going
to water down a statement.
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the room, it can pop into your head. Anything can provoke a creative
solution, and the trick is not to censor yourself. The trick is to let it go,
jot it down, and trust it because there’s something that pushed that out.
That’s me. There are other people think their first idea is going to be
absolutely dumb, and they have to go through another process to even
feel confident about it, and confidence is everything. You have to believe
in what you did. When you believe in what you do, you get sharper at
it. Everybody’s different. My process is much more intuitive, much less
scientific, and doesn’t seem to follow any specific order of events. I’ve
noticed that when I’m in freefall and when I disassociate myself from the
project, I’ll get an immediate instinctive reaction to the information, and
that comes out in an idea. And it’s usually better than when I’ve done this
very rational process.

When your paintings went
from something that was
reactionary and therapeutic
to something that became
popular, how did that
affect you?

They became my brand. We made really beautiful silkscreens from the
paintings that were done by a master silkscreener that are gorgeous. The
paintings sold, so there was expectation that I’d have another show and
sell more. The minute that happened, it changed the whole ballgame for
me, because it took away the freedom to fail. I think you can do terrific
work and terrible work if you have the freedom to fail. That’s the problem
with the professional design aspect; the lack of R&D. If you’re expected
to perform and get it right every time, it makes you safe. It keeps you
from taking chances you would take. I think it makes the work highly
professional, but that’s not how you make a breakthrough.

Have you learned anything
from failure in regard to
your work?

At the beginning of learning to be designer at CBS Records when I could
do those 100-150 covers a year, where 90% of them were bad, that was
great. Because you could learn what bad was and how it got that way.
You’re not going to learn anything from success because all you’re going
to learn is how to duplicate the success. You duplicate it three times, and
the success is over. You learn from failures. Sometimes there’s a failure
that’s not as bad as everybody thinks. There’s something in it that you
look at and think, “If I had done a little more of this and that....” You try
that and push that in a different direction, and sometimes that works.
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Painted typographic treatment for
the exterior the Lucent Center for
Arts Education.
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Analysis

Lucent Center for Arts Education

Objective

In 2000 the New Jersey Performing Arts Center received a donation from
Lucent Technologies, that allowed them to rehab a former school rectory
located behind the center. The plan was to transform it into a high school
for young performing arts students involved in acting, drama, playwriting,
poetry, singing, dance, music, etc. The design challenge was one of cost.
Most of the funds allocated were to go toward the actual architectural
remodeling. The Center’s president, Larry Goldman, contacted Paula
Scher about graphically addressing the buildings facade. During our
interview, she told me about the project’s challenge: “The building was
depressing, the neighborhood was depressing, and this is where students
were supposed to be inspired to study music, theater, dance, etc. The
question was what could be done with the exterior—with a limited
budget—that would make it look like a fun place to go to school.”
Scher’s initial idea was to literally cover the building with small,
rectangular, plastic flags—the kind associated with used car lots. The
concept was that covering the exterior almost completely with these flags
would create a texture that might resemble feathers. This would have
needed constant maintenance because the plastic flags are not impervious
to time and weather. While the humor imbedded within the concept
was immediate (there are many used car lots in the downtown Newark
area surrounding the school), the client sought a more durable and
cohesive solution.
Another approach carried over the idea of “covering” the building,
but with typography instead of flags. This was seen as a more permanent
solution and spoke more empathetically about the subjects. A digital
rendering of the building was used to sell the idea; the typography
covering the facade literally lists the activities that happen inside the
building (see example, pg. 39). This idea was approved, and painters were
hired to complete the job.
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The painters themselves were emboldened by the level of creativity
and detail. Most of their previous work centered on painting advertising
like “flat tires fixed” on roll-up doors of garages and such. They embraced
a high level of craft in their work, and the resulting finished product was
aesthetically very close to the digital rendering. Additionally, the interior
of the building was refurbished with typical vinyl composition tile and
new paint. A system of patterns was developed to give the tiling and paint
job a lively custom palette that complimented the exterior, while staying
within a traditional budget.

Personal philosophy
and influence

A central theme present in Scher’s work is the constant need for
reinvention. She has transitioned through several facets of design, from the
relatively short life spans of record sleeves to the environmental graphics of
buildings, which can span generations. Her college experience at the Tyler
School of Art firmly implanted in her the notion that change is not only
normal, but essential. The motivation for social change was apparent—the
Vietnam War—but that spirit stuck with Scher and allowed for the radical
departures and constant evolution seen in her work.
When Scher worked for CBS Records in the ’70s, she realized that
the many levels of corporate hierarchy plagued creativity. That experience
influenced her to make realizations about the fear and power struggles in
the designer-client process. This knowledge emboldened her in situations
where the client was willing to take risks and was directly responsible for
making decisions for their company. This was true of Larry Goldman,
the New Jersey Performing and Arts Center’s president. It is also notable
that the working structure at Pentagram, at which Scher is a partner,
is less like a traditional design firm than a loose cooperative between
interdisciplinary designers. They share billings, profit, and knowledge.
The firm is as in line with her beliefs as it can be, allowing for individual
exploration within an internationally strong umbrella.

Clockwise from top right: Typographic treatments for air conditioning ducts at the Lucent Center for Arts Education. Interior
hallway pattern created with vinyl tiles. Color scheme for materials used in the interior.
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The immediacy of the typography that covers the Lucent
Technologies Center can be seen in earlier examples of her work,
such as the “Best of Jazz” poster designed for CBS Records in 1979
(see example, pg. 45). This type across multiple diagonals was likely
originally influenced by Constructivists like Rodchenko and Lissitzky
but made truly definitive by her own use of varying orientation, size, and
condensed weights. This aesthetic has become self-referential in her work,
and has evolved and transformed to add dimension along the way. Other
examples appear in her identity design for the Public Theater in the mid1990s and in environmental design treatments for the New 42nd Street
Studios and Bloomberg Headquarters in New York (see examples, pg. 46).

Failure has played a role in the reinvention of Scher’s work in that it
was a direct result of the difficulty of maintaining a standard of quality
in her work. During the preoccupation with style and pretense of the
postmodern 1980s, she found that clients were constantly asking her to
copy a visual aesthetic she had previously used. This resulted in a virtual
dead end for creative growth. She writes, “I am always battling yesterday’s
success in the stylistic expectations of my clients.” 1
Renewed inspiration and interesting work came by taking jobs from
clients within the design industry. These jobs were often pro-bono or for a
minimal fee, and she found new creative breakthroughs by working with
limited budgets and means. A design for an American Institute of Graphic
Arts printed annual compendium was one of these instances. Scher saved
production expenses by hand-painting the entire design. This directly led
to her exploratory phase of map paintings (see examples, pg. 46).
The map paintings themselves, while originally being a reaction to the
work commissioned by corporate clients, became another influence. The
personal detail she was able to put into these filtered into her work, giving
her increased control over the content. The typographic literalization that
was featured in the map paintings in names of cities, facts, and figures
became informative elements when they crossed over into her design
work. The “Dance, Music, Theater, Drama, etc…” featured on the New
Jersey Performing Arts Center project is that same basic information,
but it becomes concrete and meaningful.

Process

Innovation

The roots of Scher’s background in designing record sleeves allowed her
to explore many conceptual ideas, both good and bad. Frequency of
output and diversity of style are paramount in her work. Although the
aesthetic styles represented in her work varied and evolved over time,
the underlying wit and sense of humor stayed with her throughout her
career. It is comparable to British humor in understated delivery.

The Lucent Technologies Center for Arts Education represents personal
innovation in Paula Scher’s work, showing her ability to evolve. The
typographic elements that have become part of her visual aesthetic have
resurfaced in her work at various points in her career. As she transitioned
into environmental design, they transformed in scale and dimension.
Working with materials new and unfamiliar to her informed her work in
a way that allowed for constant experimentation. Her unending quest for
clients willing to embrace experimental ideas proved fortuitous, allowing
her to solve the problem of restrictive budget with playful effect.
The professional innovation in this project is shown in Scher’s use of
inexpensive materials, getting the most bang for her buck. Paint and tile
used for the interior were no different from materials used in any school,
except for the playful patterns developed with them. The efficient use of
time and budget paired with an engaging visual theme shows how graphic
design can influence architecture.

1. Paula Scher, Make it Bigger (New York: Princeton Architectural Press, 2002), 16.
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Right: Environmental signage for
770 Broadway, the Wanamaker
Building in downtown
Manhattan. Below left: Initial
concept sketches for Citibank.
Below right: “Best of Jazz”
poster for CBS Records.
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Clockwise from top left: Environmental signage for the New 42nd Street Studios. Detail from New York map painting. Environmental
graphics for Bloomberg headquarters in New York. Paris map painting.
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Joshua Davis
Joshua Davis is an interactive designer and artist who embraces

computer programming
constructs and constraints to direct
Paula
Scher

In Brief


Based in New York




Originally from Colorado



Pioneered Flash design
in the late 1990’s



Inspired by skateboard
culture and tattoos

Runs his own solo firm:
Joshua Davis Studios

his highly experimental work. An avid technologist since the
mid 90’s, Davis helped pioneer the Flash movement in motion
design, having authored Flash to the Core in 2002.
His design work centers on the randomization within
a controlled loop or environment. This “chaos theory” in
his work has paved new territory in a previously uncharted
realm of design, and has led him to work for many diverse
clients, ranging from BMW to the rock band Tool. He is a
professor of computer art at New York’s School of Visual
Arts and a recurring lecturer for many design and technology
conferences, which have taken him all over the world,
including the Rovereto festival in Italy, TYPO in Berlin,
OFFF in Lisbon, and FIND in Sao Paulo.
Davis developed a cult following from websites he hosted
in the late 90’s, including Praystation, where he presented
open-source code for his designs and experimental Flash
projects, Dreamless, which was a an online forum for many
web designers and programmers, and Once Upon a Forest,
where he exhibited his personal progression in digital art.
Davis still maintains a solo studio in New York, outsourcing to
a cast of outside collaborators for larger projects when needed.

“I feel like I don’t grow as a designer
unless I make mistakes. And if I’m not
making mistakes, then I’m not learning
anything.”

Above: Performance posters for the
Public Theater. Right: Identity system
design for the Museum of Modern Art.
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What was your introduction
to visual art like?

It’s kind of a miraculous thing because my mom was a businesswoman,
and my dad was an engineer for Martin Marietta, which was doing
projects for NASA. Art definitely wasn’t on the radar. I think they
would’ve been happy if I had been an engineer or an attorney. What had
happened is that they sent me to catholic school, and I was doing artwork
for my book reports. I think it was second or third grade. One of the nuns
called home to my mom and said, “He’s got this knack for drawing, you
should really nurture it.” And so my parents, knowing nothing about art—
there being no artists ever in my family—went out and bought me an oil
painting set. You know, crayons would’ve been fine. Or markers would’ve
been fine, but no, they bought me a palette, oils, brushes, and turpentine.
Like, heavily caustic shit. So my very first paintings were actually oil
paintings. So yeah, that started at a very early age. And I continued doing
art throughout high school. I went to this school called Columbine High
School, where those two kids went in with the shotguns. I ended up
taking second place in the state of Colorado for painting, and I won this
thing called the Grumbacher Award. So I was always the only artist in the
family. We don’t know where the hell it came from.

What was your experience
growing up?

Growing up was a little bit awkward because I guess early on in high
school I was really into the punk rock scene, and authority didn’t really
agree with me. I got into a tremendous amount of trouble. I remember
I got into a fight with my dad; we got into a fistfight, and I clocked him
and knocked him down. He asked me to leave, so I moved out at 17 years
old. I was the only junior at my high school that had his own apartment
(laughing). So I commuted to high school; I worked nights as a busboy
at a French restaurant in downtown Denver. I lived in a studio apartment
that I think I spent $150 on [per month]. That lasted for a while, but
at the time I was in the skateboarding scene, in the punk rock scene,
and so naturally at a pretty young age I got into using drugs. It all kind
of came to a head when I actually tried to rob a 7-11. As I was cruising

out, the guy [clerk] basically threw me through the window, and I got a
concussion; I woke up handcuffed. So my parents had enough; they had
figured there was something terribly wrong with me. They shipped me
out to my grandmother, who lived in Huntington Beach, California. I
spent the last six or nine months of my senior year and graduated at a
completely different school out in Huntington Beach. I did art there,
and I think California really frustrated me. There’s something about my
personality where I always want to be making things. When it’s nighttime
and everybody else is just sitting on the couch watching TV, it drives me
nuts. I feel like I always have to be doing something or making something.
California, for me, was a real struggle because people just want to hang
out on the beach, smoke pot, build a bonfire, and not really do anything.
So it really drove me crazy. But I skateboarded out there for about two
years, skated with a lot of guys that I had read about in magazines for
years. I was a sponsored amateur in the late ’80s, so that was fun.
I moved back to Colorado for about two years, lived up in
the mountains and snowboarded. I was in Frisco, which is [near]
Breckenridge, Copper Mountain, and Keystone. Then I moved back to
downtown Denver, and got really heavy into the art scene, the sort of
lower downtown art scene. There was just this moment in November of
1992. I just thought, “If I’m going to make it, if I’m really going to test
myself as an artist, then New York is the place.” So I packed up three
boxes and three hundred bucks and just moved.
That sounds like a recipe
for disaster.

Yeah, I knew one guy and stayed with him for a few days. But I didn’t
have a whole lot of money, and when I ate most of their food, they kicked
me out. So my first year in New York, I slept on people’s floors, just
random people I met. I really didn’t have my own apartment for like the
first year I was here. I think it took me about two or three months to get
a job at a gallery as an art handler in Soho. So, I did a bunch of odd jobs
in Manhattan.
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Like I said, I had gotten into drugs in high school, and that kind of
progressed eventually when I got out to New York. I got into the party
scene. At the time, there were club kids, and there was Club USA and
The Tunnel [two infamous clubs]. It was a pretty psychotic time to be
in New York. It got crazy. It got really crazy, to the point where I really
didn’t work. It was just about doing drugs for me, and I never really left
the house. Toward the end I felt that I was the greatest artist in the world,
but I hadn’t really painted or drawn anything in about two years. And I
couldn’t understand why I didn’t have that museum show [laughing]. I
wasn’t even making anything, wasn’t even drawing anything.
Eventually I got sober, and I’ve been sober for about 15 years now.
That was a really low period, but I’m super grateful for that experience.
And the reason is after I had gone through all of that, there was no other
place for me to go but to grow. That’s when I [went] to Pratt. I was now
in my mid-twenties. Most of the other students were just out of high
school; I was there for a completely different reason. It was a decision
that I had made; it was a decision that I was paying for. I was superfocused, and if you were going to fuck up my school, then we were
not going to be friends.
So your college experience
didn’t involve too much soul
searching?

There wasn’t this idea of the Internet being a place to shop. For us it was
really a canvas, and the sites we were making in the very beginning were
about this idea of experimentation and art form. A lot of that’s lost now.
When did you start
developing the interactive
Flash website that hosted
your experiments, known
as Praystation?

I think Praystation came around in like ’97 or ’98. I found this
thing called FutureSplash. It wasn’t even called Flash yet. Eventually
Macromedia picked it up, and it then became what we know as Flash 1.
So I had been using it since [then], but I really didn’t consider myself an
animator, so it seemed like an awkward program. For some reason I stuck
with it, and Flash 3 is when things started to click. They added some
scripting stuff in there. Then Flash 4 eventually added Actionscript. At
that time I realized it was becoming intuitive. I did about two years of just
building experiments and open-sourcing them on Praystation.

What led you to give
away the source files
for your projects?

Well, for a couple of reasons. When I got my first computer, I couldn’t
afford a Mac, I didn’t know what a PC was, but I got this PC. So I got this
386. I ended up going to the library. For $25 they had this thing called
Linux. So my first foray into computing was using Linux. What was cool
about Linux was that the whole operating system was built on this idea of
open source. I started to use the graphic image manipulation program to
do interface design without even really knowing what the hell interface
design was. In terms of Flash, I learned things by asking friends who were
better at math and programming concepts. So if they were going to take
the time to share information with me, why wouldn’t I share? So I started
giving things away. What happened as a result is that the traffic on my site
would explode each month. I was making these things and offering them
as education [tools] to other Flash developers who were also coming up.
For me the bonus was there would be like 50 people that would grab my
source files, add on to them, and then send them back to me. So I would
learn things from people who were adding on to these initial programs

I had already done it; I had already burned out, lost everything; my life
was shit. I’d done it all. So school for me was a really intense experience
because I was there for a very specific reason. I didn’t know what that
reason was in terms of the career I have now; I thought for sure that I was
going to be a painter. I found out very quickly—I think my sophomore
year—that I had no desire to paint anymore. I really felt that anything that
could be done with paint had already been done. It was through that sort
of epiphany that I got introduced to computers. There was this moment
that I knew exactly what I was going to do; I was going to use computers
to make things. I didn’t know the extent, but I knew that my canvas was
going to be the Internet. This was when Netscape 2 had just come out.
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that I had started—reciprocal learning. It just seemed like a natural thing
to do, and the benefits for the people learning and the people adding just
seemed incredible.

28

You’ve said that the process
in which you work is very
meaningful to you. Does
that mean that you embrace
experimental ideas as a
part of it?

If you’re trying to get from A to Z, you could walk that linear path and
eventually you would get to Z. And I generally don’t do that; I start at A
and usually don’t know where I’m going to end up. So I will have this seed
idea and eventually something will grow. Something will branch out. I’m
going to fuck up, I’m going to reach dead ends, and by the time I’m done,
I’ve literally created this tree where I’ve started with this seed idea, and
I branched this program out all the different directions that I think this
thing can go. In that I’ve learned what mistakes happened, how to exploit
those mistakes, and what things produce. I generally don’t know where
I’m going to end up.
Now, while I agree that it’s always good to have some sort of plan,
and I’m not discounting people who conceptualize to death…for me
it just doesn’t work. I feel like I don’t grow as a designer unless I make
mistakes. And if I’m not making mistakes, then I’m not learning anything.

In my experience that seems
to be the opposite of what’s
expected in, say, an ad
agency in terms of taking
quantified steps.

A few years ago I did this project for BMW, and I flew out to Munich
and got to meet the guy who designed this car that I was working on
(the Z4 coupe); this Dutch guy named Adrian van Hooydonk. He said
it takes about five years [to make a car] from the initial idea to rolling off
the production line. So the greatest fear you have as a car designer is to
nail it because if you nail it, common response is to keep repeating it. And
eventually what happens is that public tastes change. And because it takes
five years from beginning to end, if you don’t have this experimentation,
you get caught in the rut of repeating something that was successful in the
past and you can never catch up.

And what I find is that—I’m trying to be nice—but that bullshit
exists in a lot of corporate ad agencies. There’s not a lot of innovation;
there’s a lot of replication. Like, “this worked, let’s keep doing it.” I judge a
lot of [design] competitions. There’s been times where I’ve been sitting on
juries, and I’ve seen work from such-and-such agency, and it’s like it’s the
same site they’ve been doing for five years with new graphics slapped onto
it. But that’s fine; don’t get me wrong. I’m actually glad that exists because
I’m a boutique studio that doesn’t do that. So eventually Client X is going
to catch on…and they’re going to call me, or they’re going to call some
other agency that’s in the business of taking risks. When we engage in new
projects, we try to innovate and not replicate. We’re going to try to look
at what this client is and is trying to do, asking, “Can we build something
from scratch that attempts to do something exciting?” It’s rough because
you have these agencies that are constantly regurgitating the same work.
Then you have clients whose only frame of reference is what’s already
been done, so they tend to want to replicate what’s already been done.
So if we can try to innovate with our clients, then I think we’ve done our
job. And that can only happen when there’s research and development,
when there’s play, when there’s this environment to make mistakes. And
so about half of our time is doing corporate work for clients, but then the
other half of the time we’re playing games; we’re engaging in all
these things to try to explore.
What about clients who come
to you with preconceived
ideas? Do they expect these
experimental ideas?

A lot of the experiments I do now are prototypes. And a lot of those
prototypes—because they’re just rough ideas—the public doesn’t even
see. So any time we get a new client, we’ll walk them through these
prototypes. So, there’s this play that’s on this hidden server that new
clients can check out while we’re still tinkering. If any of it piques their
interest, then we can try to build something around this seed idea for
the new client. A lot of the pitches, though, are completely open-ended.
Like right now we’re doing one for a cell phone company in Asia where
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we’re making a phone—not an interface, but the whole thing. So there’s
a completely exploratory piece, getting paid for a job that you may never
see. It may be something that’s too out of whack with production. That’s
a lot of my work: doing experimental work that the public never sees.
Are there any tactile methods
in your work, even though the
outcome is digital?

In the past, yeah because most of my stuff incorporates some kind of
drawing that I want to do. I used to use an old Wacom tablet. That
changed when I got the Cintique [a tablet integrated into a monitor], so
now this is a drawing tablet; I can draw right on this screen. So the process
is still tactile, but now I’ve taken it away from paper. But most of the ideas
or inspiration for ideas never happen on the computer.

How has teaching affected
your work? Has it furthered
your work, or do you have to
step away from that to teach
more foundational ideas?

I really love the dialogue between me and my students. I find that when
you’re teaching these foundational ideas to students, they’re not always
going to tackle the problem in the same way you would. So I learn a
tremendous amount from my students. It forces me to revisit ideas and
think of them in a new way. I think there’s something very gratifying in
continuing the [learning] circle.

What outside interests keep
your work inspired?

I often joke that this [skateboard] is my other office. It’s funny because
people will see the gray hair in my beard, and the kids will look at me and
ask [laughing], “How old are you?” I’ve been skateboarding for about 25
years, and I’ve been skateboarding almost double the time that these kids
have been alive.
I’ve been getting tattooed for about 15 years; all of my tattoos I’ve
gotten in sobriety. I have this rule that all the tattoos have to be analog
drawings. I have this work that’s highly technical and digital, and my
body is just analog stuff. I try to keep the two separate. Most of the stuff
I try to draw initially and have them [tattoo artists] make the changes.
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Reflect iPhone application
Joshua Davis developed the idea for the Reflect iPhone application over
years of experimenting with abstract shapes controlled by computer
scripts. The idea behind the necessity of the application is that there
are many applications that increase productivity, organize your life,
interconnect various social-networking tools, etc. There are also many
applications that allow you to play games and puzzles. Relative few allow
you to pass time while simultaneously sparking creativity in the user.
Reflect allows the creation of generative artwork through shape and color
swatches, which can then be viewed in a reflective kaleidoscope. There are
six pattern categories and ten color swatches to choose from, along with
the option to create still images. Default kaleidoscopic effects by Davis are
also included in the intro screen of the application.
The creation process in Reflect is divided into three areas: selection,
design, and manipulation. The available shapes are inspired by patterns,
nature, and form. They include geometric shapes, drawings of butterflies,
medieval coats of arms, dragons, snakes, Japanese flower patterns, circles,
letters, and numbers. These shapes act as brushes and are influenced by
the choice of color swatches. As your finger moves across the screen, it
generates forms and color patterns chosen by random algorithms. The
design you create can then be viewed in a kaleidoscope and shattered
across a three-dimensional plane. The tools to create the compositions are
fixed, but the shape/color variations, drawing, and manipulation of them
are user-input and random. The result of this is that no two compositions
created will ever be exactly alike. The application is distributed through
and available for download (for $2) via the iTunes store.

Personal philosophy
and influence

Davis’s design sensibilities take their cues from the elements of fringe
cultures like punk rock music and skateboarding. His introduction to
these cultures as a teenager brings an edgy personality and design aesthetic
to his work. Taking inspiration from them before giving them a twist is
what gives Davis his unique style. An example of this is Praystation,
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an online archive that featured all of his early Flash experiments. When
he published a CD-ROM of Praystation’s source files, the packaging
was adorned with a Space Invaders-like character. Combining a cultural
reference from the ’80s with another from the ’90s (Sony Playstation)
appealed to his audience of tail-end Generation Xers, those still young
enough to be heavily influenced by the multimedia explosion of the
last 15 years.
He also brings a fine art bent to his design, having been an aspiring
painter in his early twenties. His jump to drawing digitally manipulated
art coincided with his interest in early motion graphics programs like
Flash. The exploratory quality that embodied his pioneering Flash
experiments is firmly manifested in the Reflect application. Davis’s work
is often compared to that of Jackson Pollock, who embraced randomwithin-controlled expression as a part of creation. The theory behind
Davis’s work is similar in that he digitally tethers the in-and-out points of
the code. This controlled window generates random iterations in which
he selects aesthetically interesting elements. Davis’s belief in failure—
as a necessary part of discovery is evident in the ability to create quick
successive digital sketches using this application. His speech is rapidfire, and the need to constantly make things is an obvious underlying
inspiration for this project.

Process

Davis’s process is based around the concept of chaos theory, which, within
this context, is the principle that certain dynamics are randomized within
initial conditions. His work is initially tactile and becomes complex and
dimensional through its use of repetition and morphing. He is one of the
first to explore these concepts in graphic design. This repetitive motion
becomes texture that can be traced back in his work. Davis best sums
this up in his own words: “I’ve often wondered how work influences the
next project. How colors and forms make their way into future works—
building on this idea of ‘flow,’ or continuation of style and process.”1
1. Davis, Joshua, “maruto – once upon a forest” (hidden as notes in Web source code),
http://www.once-upon-a-forest.com/.
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Analysis
Objective

A notable example is the Random Assistant installation project, which
he produced at the International Festival for the Post-Digital Creation
Culture in Lisbon, Portugal in 2008 (see example, pg. 62). Davis printed
black and white line art representations of his generative art on huge
banners that were taped horizontally to a wall. Chalk and brushes
were left for the public to color the installation, which in effect made a
“random” creation through their organic participation. Some spent a few
minutes engaging the work, while others spent hours. The unique and
dynamic textures created by the public represent the user element in a
dynamic generative system.
Another project that had a more direct influence on the Reflect
application was the KRZR Kaleidoscope for Motorola. This is an
interactive Web experience, where the user controls separate art elements
to create a composition. Interactive controls for scale, angle, reflection,
and randomization allow for a totally custom yet random design that
morphs into a kaleidoscope. The artwork can then be output as wallpaper
for a desktop computer or sent directly to a cell phone as a background
image (see example, pg. 61).
Davis’s reliance on open-source sharing is a constant factor in his
work. His influence on others has become apparent in new media over
the last decade, accumulating such praise as, “He shepherded a whole
generation of coders who wanted to become more design oriented and
designers who wanted to become more code oriented.” 2 He evolves
through continuous trial and error, picking up on outside input. The
learning experiences of Praystation allowed him to quickly advance his
skills: another contributor would further a concept he may have given
up on. This kind of reciprocal learning is exactly what has allowed him to
exist as a solo designer, maintaining a studio that can adapt by taking on
other developers, programmers, and consultants that become his affiliates
for projects where a larger team is needed.

2. Scott Kirsner, “The Chaos of Joshua Davis,” Wired Magazine, March 2006,
http://www.wired.com/wired/archive/14.03/joshdavis.html/.
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The user interface of the Reflect
application combines tactile
input with algorithms.

The Reflect application is personally innovative for Davis in that a line
of thinking and design philosophy (seen in at least two other projects)
culminates here. That culmination is the leap from user interaction via
three steps: Davis himself drawing organic forms and manipulating them
with code; user interaction via a Web interface using pre-designed objects,
shapes, and colors; and finally, direct interaction by touch with a choice
of tools/colors and freedom to draw. The touch-sensitive iPhone interface
becomes the mouse, bringing a digitally manipulated design that was
created by hand (drawing) back to a tactile interaction. Professionally,
the innovation in this project lies in the user’s ability to create his own
compositions and save and share them. Many applications made for the
iPhone are created as either a way to pass time, entertain, or stimulate
logic. This application achieves all of the above, allowing for creativity and
right/left brain interaction while passing time doing something inspiring
and enjoyable. Davis was able to harness his inspiration and personal
design principles and revisit a process that he used in other projects
while allowing it to evolve.
Below: Experiment using beziers to explore a dynamic system.
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Previous page, left: Examples of the
intro and user-selection screens for the
Reflect application. Previous page, right:
Kaleidascopic generations that were
aesthetic and conceptual models for Reflect.
Above: Participants filling in color during
the Random Assistant installation that Davis
produced in Lisbon, Portugal. Right: Davis’s
tattoo-covered back. Facing page, top:
The Omega Code experiment explores the
constraints of a dynamic generative system.
Facing page, bottom: Examples of Davis’s
pre-digital era artwork.
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Mark Randall
Mark Randall is a New York-based designer and principal of

WorldStudio, a Scher
design firm whose work is rooted in socially
Paula

In Brief

65

Based in New York




Originally from Seattle



Formerly a designer for
Vignelli Associates



Started college as a music
major before finding design

Partner in the socially
conscious design firm
WorldStudio

“We’re trained to think creatively, and to
problem solve in a creative way. Because
we think this way, we don’t have to be
inhibited by what we think we can or
can’t do.”

66
Interview
What were your early
interests? Were you
introduced to visual
art at a young age?

So you graduated from
the design program there?

31



and environmentally conscious efforts. He started the firm in
1993 with David Sterling, and it has served as a traditional
design studio while maintaining a separate non-profit arm of
the company that develops innovative socially based programs
such as the WorldStudio AIGA scholarship fund.
WorldStudio Foundation has the distinction of being
the first non-profit in the United States devoted exclusively
to encouraging social responsibility in the design and
arts professions. Randall’s work has won design industry
recognition, including features in Metropolis and Graphics
International, and being listed in the “I.D. Forty,” an annual
listing of leading innovators in the design industry chosen
by ID, The International Design Magazine.
Randall graduated from the University of Washington
in Seattle, earning a Bachelor of Fine Arts in graphic design,
and has taught at Parson’s School of Design and Fordham
University. He has lectured at various design venues, such
as the AIGA national conference, where he was the keynote
speaker in 2009, and Fabrica in Italy. Before starting
WorldStudio, he was a designer at the internationally
distinguished studio Vignelli Associates.

Mark Randall
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Actually not at all. When I was growing up as a kid I was really immersed
in music. My mother really pushed all of us kids to getting into music. I
started playing the French horn in 5th grade, and I sort of stuck with it
all the way to college. I just thought, “Oh well, I’ll just become a classical
musician.” I went to the University of Washington because they had a
really good music department, and they had a really renowned French
horn teacher. And after a couple of years, I realized that while I loved
playing the instrument, the kind of petty and competitive nature of the
classical music world sort of took the fun out of it for me. I thought,
“I’m not enjoying this; I don’t know that I want to spend the rest of
my life doing this.”
So I started flipping through the college catalog and looked at
classes that I thought would be interesting to try. So I tried physical
anthropology and museum studies; I did classes in forestry. I was all over
the map. And there was this evening design class that I thought might be
fun. So I took it, and I really liked it. The teacher was really encouraging.
She said, “you know, you have a real ability. There’s a really good design
program here; you should look into it.” And I did, and the rest of it is
history. I just started from this one evening design class and followed this
path through the program and ended up out the other end as a designer.
So, in a way it was kind of arbitrary.
Yeah, with a B.F.A.. They have a five-year program there, which actually is
pretty rigorous. I think it’s a really good program. They way the program
starts is, in the fall they have four classes, so there’s like a hundred students
that start in the fall. At the end of that semester, they cut that in half, so
there are fifty. And then the fifty students do a class in the spring semester,
which is then cut in half. And so those twenty-five students are the ones
who get to enter the program. When I had taken my first drawing class,
I had never drawn anything. I wasn’t very good, and at the end of the

class the teacher asked me what I wanted to do. I said that I was really
interested in getting in the design program. And he said, “Oh, I don’t
know if you’re going to make it.” I learned right then and there that you
should never say that to a student—that they can’t make it.
So, how did you get from
Washington to New York?
Did you aspire to be here?

In the spring of my senior year, our class came to New York on a tour.
We spent a week here, and we went around to design studios. I had never
been to New York; I had never thought that I would live in New York.
But when I came here and toured these studios, I just felt like, “Okay, this
is where I gotta go.” So I graduated and moved to New York. I worked
for a small design studio called Whitehouse and Katz; I worked for
them for a couple of years. And then I got the job working for Massimo
Vignelli’s office. I worked for Vignelli for a couple of years, and then I
went out on my own.

Did going solo help you
develop a sense of activism
or social awareness in design?

The way that came about was, there was a studio in the ’80s called
Doublespace. And they were kind of a counterpart to M&Co in that
they were very avant garde. I knew David Sterling through the design
community, but I didn’t know him very well. And one day out of the
blue he called me up and said, “I’m thinking of leaving Doublespace and
starting a new company that has some kind of social component to it.
I’m not sure what that’s going to be. But I know I want a logo, and I want
you to design it.” So, I started working on this design project with David,
and we realized that we really clicked immediately. We kind of viewed the
world in the same way, were concerned about the same kinds of issues, and
both had a predilection to wanting to think about the world from a prosocial standpoint. So David said, “Instead of designing my logo, why don’t
you be my business partner?” So that’s how that came about. From then
on, we developed the concept of WorldStudio and what it would be from
a social standpoint. We sort of developed that together.
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It seems like such a simple
idea and is in vogue now,
but why do you think it was
largely ignored in the design
community until then? What
do you think contributed
to the sea change we’re
experiencing now?

I want to talk about your
process at WorldStudio.
Your ideas seem experimental
in influencing clients to
reconsider themselves.

67

Oh, absolutely; when we first started the idea, nobody knew what the
hell we were doing. We were just doing it because we were interested in it
and wanted to have a new model for how a design studio could operate.
Over the years, it has certainly has become more in vogue and popular,
which I think is a good thing because then everybody can contribute to
the larger good in the world. But yeah, in the beginning it was a much
different story. I think in a way it was somewhat generational; you think
back to the radical ’60s. I mean, you weren’t born, and I was really young,
so I wasn’t part of the ’60s really. But if you think about that generation,
fighting against the Vietnam War and being very passionate about social
issues. So I think it’s just the evolution of our culture, and now people are
starting to care more again.
I also think that with the Internet and the ability you have to socially
network, it brings people together around causes in a much better way. It’s
a much easier thing to do now than it was before. You can develop models
where it’s easy for people to participate in something, so it doesn’t take
a lot of work. You know, things like True Majority—organizations like
that—you join, they send you e-mails, you send them money. You feel like
your part of this group, and you’re contributing to positive social change,
but it’s not like a ton of work. You don’t have to go spend an afternoon
picketing or whatever. It’s just that the technology has made it a lot easier,
and I think it’s made people more aware of what’s going on in the world,
so they feel more impassioned about it.

It seems that there is a
certain amount of storytelling
involved; personal marks
seem to find their way into
your campaigns. How is that
a part of the process?

We always start with what we’re interested in and what we care about.
One of the first things we did through our foundation, when we started
back in the mid-’90s, was to establish a scholarship program to support
minority students and also support students that incorporated a social
agenda into their work. That was a real conscious decision; we feel like
this is an underserved community that could use some financial support.
This is something that we could offer as our foundation. Within the last
three to four years, we’ve merged the scholarship program. We now do
it in conjunction with AIGA [American Institute of Graphic Artists].
We’ve given about $700,000 away since we started. Every year we give
about $60,000-$70,000 away; I feel really proud of that. The other thing
is that we’re a small design studio; it’s four of us. So I think it goes to show
that you can do some really great things even though you’re small. The
WorldStudio Foundation is the philanthropic arm of what we do.

Did you have any revelations
in your 15 years in working
with non-profit organizations?

I guess the thing that’s great about being a designer, is that we’re trained to
think creatively, and to problem solve in a creative way. Because we think
this way, we don’t have to be inhibited by what we think we can or can’t
do. When we started WorldStudio Foundation, we had zero foundation
experience; we didn’t know anything about it. We just sort of did it the
way we thought it could work. We filtered it through our design thinking
process to create this foundation to do what we wanted to do, and it
worked. So I think that’s the thing that I’ve learned…as designers, we
really do have the ability to be entrepreneurial and do a lot of things on
our own. We don’t just have to sit around and wait for our clients to give
us an assignment.

Has having a small team to
work with benefitted the
fruition of new ideas?

That’s why we’ve always stayed really small. At our largest, WorldStudio
was eight people; now we’re four. And because we stayed small, I think
it gave us the ability to do this kind of work. We didn’t have the layers of
hierarchy and bureaucracy that tend to bog things down.

Design Ignites Change
is another socially based
program that’s recently
launched. What is it all about?

Design Ignites Change is a nationwide program that encourages college
and university students to create social change projects that have
direct positive impact on their local communities. It works in a lot of
different ways; it’s actually a very deep program. We’re establishing these
relationships with these schools around the country, and then they’re
building into their curriculum programming that allows the students to
execute these kinds of projects. The hub, or centerpiece, of the program
is a website where all of this work is going to be featured. We’re going to
promote the website to the business community and to the general public,
to really demonstrate how design thinking can address social issues in a
lot of different ways. We’re also hoping that with the students and schools
getting this visibility, it might draw funding to help implement some of
these projects and get them off the ground, so they get out of the pages of
a students’ portfolio and get realized. There’s also a mentoring component

I think what’s actually unique about what we do is that our studio has
been traditionally split down the middle. We have our for-profit design
clients, which we service like any graphic designer would service their
client. The social change projects we’ve done have been self-initiated
projects that we’ve conceived and then executed on our own. In some
instances we have done that for client relationships, but in the past it
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The Urban Forest Project
is something that’s kind
of taken off. How did that
start, and did you expect the
growth that it’s experienced?
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was more like we did it on our own. But now—because of this new
awareness around social issues, corporations are clamoring to do good
and to have a kind of social responsibility platform—we’re actually now
positioning ourselves where we develop projects and programs that
support a corporation’s CSR [corporate social responsibility] strategy.
We’re trying to do that much more consciously, where we really work
in this realm of creating specific programming for a corporation around
corporate social responsibility. Before it was very split, but now it’s
come together. That was always the vision of what we wanted to do at
WorldStudio; it just took a long time to get there. Now we’re here, and
we’re hoping it’s going to work.

69

That’s was a really interesting project because it came out of a client
relationship. We do a lot of work for the Times Square Alliance, and
they’re the people that run Times Square. They manage the New Year’s
Eve party, all the events, even things like sanitation and security. They
were interested in developing some kind of banner program that would
go on the light poles within in Times Square. So that’s really where
the Urban Forest Project came about. What I thought would be really
interesting is to engage the design community to develop banners and
think of it like a public art project. I was also really interested in weaving
in the notion of sustainability. I wanted the program to be more than just
putting up pretty banners and that’s it. So the program consisted of 185
artists and designers from twenty-one countries from around the world.
They each designed a banner that used the metaphor of a tree to create
some kind of powerful visual statement.
We chose the tree as this visual metaphor for this idea of
sustainability. We put the banners up, and when we took them down
we gave them to the tote bag company, Jack Spade. They cut them all
apart, and turned them into tote bags, which we then auctioned off to
raise money for scholarship and mentoring programs for kids. So it was
a really great and really successful program. We thought of it as a one-off
project, but then over the last couple of years we’ve gotten this outreach
from people all over the world saying, “We love this project; we want to
do it in our city.” So that’s how it started to turn into something much
bigger. They did it in Baltimore, Portland, Denver, San Francisco, and
Albuquerque. We’ve been talking to a lot of other cities—Washington
D.C., and as far away as Istanbul, Turkey. It’s amazing; it’s the viral nature
of the Internet that brings people to us. We’ve not actively gone out to
pursue this [growth]; people come to us. That’s really exciting.
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where college students, and also creative professionals, can mentor
underserved high school kids. We really want to introduce high school
kids to the design professions and get them engaged in projects that might
have an impact on their community, introducing them to the possibility
of going to college. As part of the program, every year we’re going to give
an award to the best work. It will either go toward a student’s tuition, or it
might go to actually help fund their project.
If you could pick your studio’s
most realized or successful
achievement, what would
that be?

I always think the scholarship program. It’s the thing we’ve done the
longest. I feel really proud that we’ve managed to impact so many
students’ lives and give them some support over the years, especially
considering that we’re a small studio. So, that I feel really proud of. I
think that from a purely project standpoint, the Urban Forest Project
manifested itself in a much bigger way than we ever imagined that it
would. It sort of took off in this way we never expected. So that’s been
really exciting. I hope that Design Ignites Change is even bigger.

What about music? Is it still
an influential part of your life?

I have a very eclectic music sense. Alternative stuff like Nada Surf, Arcade
Fire, TV on the Radio, Helio Sequence—those kinds of bands are really
cool. But I also like a lot of world music; I love music from West Africa,
from Mali and Senegal. I love that kind of stuff. And then, because of my
roots as a classical musician, I still like classical music too.

Where do you think you
would be now if you stayed
with the French horn?

Probably a really unhappy French horn player in some middling
symphony orchestra somewhere I guess [laughing].
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This page, clockwise from top left:
Urban Forest banners repurposed into
tote bags by Jack Spade. Example of
one of the banners as installed on a light
pole. Unique tote bags lined up and ready
to be auctioned. Facing page: Evening
shot of Times Square featuring a banner
in the foreground.

Analysis

The Urban Forest Project

Objective

In 2003, the Times Square Alliance approached WorldStudio with
a request for a banner program to be installed on light posts in and
around Times Square. The original project brief was open-ended: a
concept for a public art program utilizing the light post banners as the
medium. The design objective was to find a way of anchoring the project
in a socially and environmentally responsible way. A tree was chosen
as a visual metaphor for this idea of sustainability. The goals in mind
for the program included stimulating dialogue around the issues of
sustainability, showcasing the design talents of a worldwide community,
and contributing funds to and awareness for a local non-profit.
The program consisted of 185 artists and designers from twenty-one
countries from around the world. They each designed a banner that used
this metaphor of a tree to create some kind of powerful visual statement.
The banners were installed, and after the campaign had run its course, the
banners were given to the travel bag manufacturer Jack Spade. They cut
apart the individual banners and turned them into tote bags, which were
then auctioned off. Profits of nearly $15,000 from the sale of the bags
donated to WorldStudio American Institute of Graphic Arts Scholarships
and the AIGA/NY Mentoring Program.
The project was originally expected to be a single effort within New
York. When the project was publicly announced, the hope was that they
would get enough quality work to fulfill the campaign. During the first
two weeks, over 300 designers contacted them. The media coverage from
online sources was expected, but the attention of national media sources
such as ABC News, NBC News, and the New York Times propelled the
success of the project beyond their original expectations. This widespread
reception has helped bring satellite Urban Forest Projects to other cities.
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Mark Randall has been influenced in an interesting way in that he
stumbled into design after straying from another path. Many designers
come from a fine arts background but lack the articulation needed to
carry their work over to a large audience. Randall came from a music
background but was able to develop his foundational skills in college.
This gave him the tactile skills needed to quickly express new ideas,
while his personable demeanor seemed to come naturally.
It is notable that Randall had a stint early in his career working for
the iconic Italian designer Massimo Vignelli, whose high modernist
aesthetic has contributed to large-scale projects such as the New York
Transit Authority subway signage system. Vignelli’s philosophy in the
context of the work that Randall is currently doing is best expressed in
Vignelli’s own words: “When we were young and naïve, we thought
we could transform society by providing a better, more designed
environment. Naturally, we found that this was not possible.” 1
It is interesting to compare these principles (design itself becoming
ambiguous) with the design philosophy that Randall embraced
immediately after this period, at the beginning of WorldStudio. The
idea of bringing attention to design to propel social change is a radical
departure from modernist ideals, and it is that juxtaposition that is
intriguing. Whether intentional or not, some of that philosophy must
have been a reaction to the rigid tenets embraced by his former employer.
Most of Randall’s sensibilities likely stem from a generational
perspective, as he pointed out in our interview. The social scrutiny and
awareness of the Vietnam era found another vehicle in the generation
that Randall is a part of. The philosophy that WorldStudio embraced
helped further this substance behind design, injecting new life into it
during the process.

1. American Institute of Graphic Arts, “Massimo and Lella Vignelli,” (AIGA Design Archives:
Medalists, 1983), http://www.aiga.org/content.cfm/medalist-massimoandlellavignelli/.
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to follow in the footsteps of many graphic activists creating provocative
posters about a range of social issues. Instead, we sought to create
programs that would directly impact people’s lives.” 2
This program brought professional innovation not only to the
design community, but to the companies producing the vinyl banners.
Since this was a city-sponsored project, it meant that WorldStudio
had to use approved contract vendors to make the physical banners.
These companies didn’t necessarily have the best options regarding
environmental sustainability in their sourcing of the raw material (vinyl)
used. The correspondence between WorldStudio and the vendors about
this issue has furthered efforts to consider the use of a better renewable
material as the medium for future banners.
The impact on the business community has fostered new
partnerships between designers and commercial organizations. In
each new city, the beginning of the project has relied on a few key
local businesses or institutions to fund the initial drive to produce
the materials. This in turn created equity that has been successful in
attracting larger corporate sponsorships. It has set up a chain reaction
that has allowed the program to start at a grassroots level and bloom
to influence and inspire similar socially motivated ventures. Interest
from city governments, urban forestry/tree planting groups, and other
organizations excited to start the Urban Forest Project in their local
communities is evidence that it is a successful plan.

2. Steven Heller, and Veronique Vienne, Citizen Designer: Perspectives on Design Responsibility,
(New York: Allworth Press, 2003), 55.
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Process

Randall also possesses an entrepreneurial quality that is evident in the
conceptual projects that he has helped launch. The Urban Forest Project
was originally slated to be a local project within New York. It has become
enterprising through the open-endedness that WorldStudio has built into
it. Randall’s flexible process of using an artist-submission system for the
designs allowed for it to be exported to many other cities. This process
has been carried over from the flexibility infused into their WorldStudio
Foundation. Since the foundation is a separate entity from the design
studio side of their business, they have a far greater range of approach in
the work they do. When projects managed by the foundation have a need
for design, they can in effect hire themselves, fulfilling the need to be
profitable in one area and socially responsible in another.
This division has allowed the foundation to be more responsive
in its goal, while the staff draws their salary from the commercial work
done by the design studio. This process of separation has actually allowed
them to be become more integrated. A recent program where they’ve
employed this same line of thinking is Design Ignites Change, a selfguided mentoring program where students are develop projects that are
beneficial to their local communities. The process of building in flexibility
has had a successful effect on the Urban Forest Project, which in turn has
influenced something new.

Innovation

The Urban Forest Project has allowed Randall to fulfill his personal
goals by positively affecting social causes. Many designers and design
studios contribute their time working on pro bono projects and creating
work that serves as social commentary or political protest. However, the
difference between an idea and acting on that idea is a chasm in the design
profession. What separates Randall from the designers doing this all
over the world is his development of a framework that is able to directly
assist in the realization of these ideas. Randall states, “We did not want
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Facing page, left: Promotional buttons
designed for the Design Ignites Change
campaign. Facing page, right: Urban
Forest Project brochure cover. This page:
Design Ignites Change webpage designs
and program logo.
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Based in Baltimore, Maryland




Originally from the Ukraine



Has won international design
awards for her work



Professor of environmental
design at Maryland Institute
College of Art

Designs ecologically
sustainable products

“We can no longer just create stuff just to
look cool. We really need to start thinking
differently. It has to be for a bigger idea.”
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Ukraine, and studied industrial design at the Ukrainian
Institute of Industrial Arts and Parsons School of Design
in New York. She maintains Alesina Design, Inc., a design
consulting studio that has won numerous design awards and
received international acclaim. Her industrial design centers on
creative solutions, using sustainable practices and ecologically
sound materials.
Alesina’s new concepts in recycled furniture have garnered
praise from blogs like DesignBoom and Apartment Therapy,
using commonly available materials such as recycled egg
cartons and paperboard mailing tubes. She was featured in the
hardcover catalog Dish: International Design for the Home as
one of 30 cutting-edge women in the field of industrial design.
Her highly experimental process of problem solving using lowtech materials has led to collaborations in producing videos for
educators with the Cooper Hewitt, National Design Museum.
The ongoing Collaboration between Alesina and Ellen Lupton
will result in the upcoming co-authored book Exploring
Materials: Creative Design for Everyday Objects, and will be
published in 2010 by Princeton Architectural Press.

Inna Alesina
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Was visual art part of your
early childhood living in
the Ukraine?

Yeah, I went to the Children’s Art Studio when I was six, doing mostly
drawing and painting. Then I did some applied crafts, which my parents
didn’t understand because they thought I needed to do more serious
academic art. Then, of course, I needed to enter art school, which I had
to prepare for so I took some tutoring. In Russia, we have this very proper
academic art school system, where you have in a total of four years and
maybe 2,000 hours of academic drawing. They make you forget your
creativity and teach you to draw a certain way.

How did you get from the
Ukraine to Baltimore and
New York?

We came [to Baltimore] as refugees. We arrived on the plane with
two bags each; there were seven of us. We were accepted by the Jewish
community in Baltimore, who sponsored our family. I stayed here for two
years, and couldn’t find much in the way of product design schools here,
so I applied to Parsons. I went to live in New York and then stayed for
three more years after I graduated to work. I was working at a consulting
firm, freelancing, and was traveling to Russia to teach design there. Then
I moved back here [Baltimore] when I was expecting my first child.

What was inspirational about
living in these diverse places?

First, when we came to Baltimore, it was culture shock. I couldn’t do
anything for almost two years, until I got to New York. Then it was,
“Okay, now we’re talking. Some design exists in America.” Parsons was
great, living in the city and taking the subway, and just real life, versus
when we arrived in Baltimore. We lived in suburbia, and had to drive a
car everywhere. I grew up in a big city [Kharkov, Ukraine], so it was very
different. My first inspirations came from trash, as you can tell from my
work. There’s a lot of it in New York; Chinatown was my favorite, where
I found all this egg crates and tons of garbage. But I have to say I’m slowly
moving away from the trash now. But that was my first [inspiration]; just
the sheer amount of stuff that’s thrown away in this country.

Green and environmental
concerns are very popular
now, maybe not when
you initially started with
these ideas. How has that
popularity been reflected
in your work?

I don’t think it’s reflected on me at all actually. We’re doing this seminar
right now with Ellen Lupton at MICA [Maryland Institute College
of Art], and it’s about waste repackaging. Everything that we’re talking
about—that waste recycling and repurposing is not the way to go. It could
be fun to work with, but it’s not what’s going to make a real impact. So I
think by learning gradually, I evolve and change my perspective on how
much difference it’s going to make. But when I started, I didn’t know
much about it. I don’t know, maybe it’s because I’m cheap, that free stuff
is what I think of using first. Maybe because I grew up with grandparents
who went through the war and everything was saved. I’m still the same
way; I cannot throw anything away. Everything has to be repurposed.
I think it was not at all about what’s popular and what’s not. I’m glad,
certainly, that it’s becoming popular. I wish people were more aware of
what it means.

It also seems that the public
is not only interested in green
design, but design in general.
What kind of observations do
you have about that? Does it
affect any kind of decisions in
your design process?

I think people might be more aware of design, but it is still design that
means things that look good or look simpler. Design as everything.
There’s no area that hasn’t been touched by design. I’m telling my
students—I open The Economist, and there’s no topic, from airplane
engines, to poverty, to diseases, to education—there’s no topic that
hasn’t been touched by it. So I think people still have to understand that
design does not mean things that look cool or objects, but more like
systems. But I think if you’re talking about what’s becoming fashionable,
yes I think people have started to be a little bit more aware of European
influences where things are simpler. Ikea made a big difference in that.
Education, because Scandinavian design obviously has a history. I like to
see that it’s moving in the right direction. I really hope people are going to
understand what green design means, and what it’s really about. It’s very
hard to for people to make all these decisions when they buy things;
I hope design will help this change.
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You’ve been teaching for
quite a while. Does that offer
you a more experimental
approach in your thinking?

I think so. I lot of things that I might not try on my own, I like to push
my students to try as a mental exercise. It’s much more rewarding to see
the ideas realized in that way. It’s hard to say about my commercial career
because I’m not a typical commercial designer. Even though I work for
real clients, I was always a little bit odd in that situation because I always
challenge my clients. Because there’s much more to design than making
things look cool. But certainly by teaching, I feel like I can go places
where on my own I would not have gone. Also, writing my upcoming
book helps to give me another outlet for ideas that wouldn’t materialize
in any product, like taking products out of product design. There are
experimental systems and scenarios that would be hard to materialize
outside of teaching.

So you have an upcoming
book that you’re writing in
collaboration with
Ellen Lupton?

Yes, it’s called Exploring Materials. It’s going to be published in 2010,
and it’s been a very positive experience. Becoming the curator versus the
designer allowed me consider everything very carefully. I feel like I don’t
have to solve everything; I can find other designers to feature. Design is
very egocentric; designers always want their ideas to be the ones that get
produced. That’s how it is. And the more you work in the design world,
the more you move away from that thinking if you have a good team to
work with. Then you see it repeated in your students; they’re struggling
with the same thing. It’s very important to learn how to collaborate. I’m
more interested in bringing other designers into this book versus showing
my work. It opened my eyes to seeing other designers more objectively. It’s
like curating a show essentially.

When you’re approaching a
new project, how do you start
the process?

I start with a problem. I list hundreds of problems, and they start from
even bigger problems. Like a pile of plastic garbage in the middle of
the ocean is not a problem; it’s a manifestation of a problem. So what’s
the real problem? The real problem is that we don’t have any other way
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Failure is often an overlooked
part of design. How has
failure either inspired you
or reflected back on you?
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of delivering goods other than this artificially made plastic. When it
was designed, no one thought it need to be able to break down in the
ecosystem. So the problem is that we don’t have the right material. So
it’s looking at the root of the problem. Materials are a big part of my
process; most of the time I’m inspired by materials. You need to know
the whole lifecycle of where they come from, who makes it, what kind of
situation they have there. Are they underpaid? Is it fair trade? It’s a very
complex topic. There was this article I read where Philippe Starck says
that he feels deeply ashamed of his profession. I think the same thing
happened everywhere. When I designed some shoes, they felt comfortable
and looked great. Then I started thinking, now what? There are piles of
these containers coming from China, and where is it all going? We’re
just scratching the surface, but designers need to be aware that they
cannot simply just create things without addressing this ethical
aspect of their design.
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What projects do you think
best capture the spirit of
your work?

My oldest and probably most famous is probably my egg-crate furniture.
While still a student at Parsons, I had a furniture design class where we
were supposed to try to invent new materials. And I think it was around
the same time as this MoMa [Museum of Modern Art] show called
“Mutant Materials” was out. I just saw these egg crates discarded by a
Chinese restaurant. I picked it up and I brought it to the shop and cut
it. Amazingly, by the way it’s stacked you can create very different pieces.
After that it evolved; I tried different colors and strapping. Now I have the
technology really down. I make them in various sizes. My other recycled
product is the Truba shelf. It’s a relatively new product. I’m teaching at
MICA and went to their technology center to look at the laser-cutting
machine that all of my students use. I asked the technician to tell me its
capabilities. He said, “It can do this, this, and this, and by the way we have
this rotational attachment that nobody ever uses.” It works like a lathe,
turning the piece around while the laser cuts different shapes. I kept it on
the backburner, and a couple of days later I had this clear picture. I could
cut mailing tubes on it, and have a shelf with an opening. I always have
this problem of keeping clutter out of the way, where to put small things
or charge a cell phone. So I found some old mailing tubes, and took it
there and it worked. I had some student interns here, and we came up with
four shapes. I sent it to designboom [an industrial design blog], and two
months later I was selling them in New York. It was a very fast process.

In looking ahead, how
important do you think
experimental processes are
to the future of design?

Well, there’s this quote—I think it’s by Albert Einstein—that I like to
tell my students that, “When we solve a problem, we cannot use the same
thinking that we used when we created the problem.” I think it’s true.
Of course we try to make a living, but we can no longer just create stuff
just to look cool. We really need to start thinking differently. We’re this
catalyst where we can inspire other people and use these collaborations
to solve problems. We need to think why we are doing it. It has to be
for a bigger idea.

From hundreds of ideas of things that I’ve tried to patent or otherwise,
very little was actually successfully produced. Most of the time, you
generate ideas and they are either too early or the financial situation isn’t
right. For whatever reason, it happens so much that I kind of think it’s
a normal part of the process. I don’t know the ratio for other designers;
maybe some designers—everything they create gets picked up and
produced. It doesn’t happen for me that often. But if I really believe in
the product, I’ll at least try to produce it myself and offer it for sale on
my website. In terms of real success, I don’t know what real success is;
it’s really hard to say. Designers have to expect that there are hundreds
and thousands of people out there that are trying to do the same thing,
and maybe sometimes their ideas are better. Move on, and try to be
better next time.
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Facing page: Three variations of the Truba
shelf in different sizes and finishes. This page,
clockwise from top left: Detail of a Truba shelf
showing the lacquered paperboard. Paper tube
packaging for the Truba shelf is also reusable.
The “Want/Need” glass makes a social and
political statement.
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Analysis

Truba Shelf

Objective

“Truba” simply means “tube” in Russian. Inna Alesina’s Truba Shelf is a
spartan wall storage unit made from readily available (new) poster mailing
tubes that are simply cut and varnished. When leaving our homes, we
often end up with a pile of small items to keep track of: keys, cell phone,
iPod, wallet, sunglasses, etc. The Truba’s function is storing small items
that we use every day but that end up as clutter. It has the organic form
and lines of a clamshell, with its utilitarian brown exterior highlighted by
a brightly dyed interior. Truba offers flexibility in that it can be positioned
as a normal shelf (facing out) or as a cradle (facing up). The shelf is packed
for shipping in another (larger) mailing tube, which can be reused for its
original purpose.
The product was born out of inquiry, with Alesina learning about
the capabilities of a laser cutter at the technology center at the Maryland
Institute College of Art (MICA), where she teaches environmental
design. A rotational attachment that was rarely used sparked the idea
of using mailing tubes as a material to experiment with. The shapes that
make the negative space, and transform the mailing tube into a shelf, are
laser cut on a rotational attachment that functions as a lathe. It is then
dyed, hand-finished, and coated with a protective lacquer.
Four shapes were developed with the help of some student interns,
and Alesina sent the prototypes off to the Milan-based industrial design
online hub designboom. The attention from this leading online resource
(2,500,000 readers per month) catapulted her process into high gear. Two
months later, she was selling them at designboom’s group exhibition mart
at the International Contemporary Furniture Fair, North America’s yearly
showcase for contemporary industrial design.

Personal philosophy
and influence

Alesina has designed many products, including furniture, storage
accessories, and decorative objects. However, her hallmark is the minimal
environmental impact of the materials used to create her products. She
cares deeply about such of waste and reusability. The values that Alesina
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was raised with play a big part in her work. Her Eastern European
grandparents passed down the idea that things were saved and reused
in times of need (World War II). That thinking has stayed with her and
influenced her design philosophy. This sensibility also had little to do
with design trends and much to do with the resources that were available
to her initially as a student.
A more recent development, Alesina is currently an industrial design
instructor at MICA. This experience offers her a way to stay experimental
in her thinking, ultimately spawning her new book. Exploring Materials
will be published in 2010 by Princeton Architectural Press and addresses
the use of everyday objects in design, such as fibers, wood, and paper.
Despite this success and many others, failure and success are relative
terms in industrial design according to Alesina. Hundreds of her ideas
are scrapped at the drawing board, with few actually making it into
production. If she really believes in a product that still doesn’t make it
to market because of client rejection, she may self-produce it as a way to
further the concept. These products can then be sold on her website. In
her opinion, designers should do more to learn from the work of others’
successful solutions instead of being bitter about their own shortcomings.

Process

Many of her furniture prototypes are based on found materials, which
she recreates into functional products. In Chinatown in New York, she
found discarded egg crates and decided that she could make something
new with them. After some experimentation, the final product became
an ottoman made from the dyed egg-crates, which was held together in a
circular shape by strapping. Alesina’s use of these these types of salvaged
materials reflect her ingenuity and served as building blocks, although she
says she is “slowly moving away from those materials now in order to focus
on more sustainable products.” The direct result of this is her Truba shelf,
which itself is recyclable and sustainable, but is made from new material.
Her approach is evolving from designing with repurposed materials to

designing products that are themselves more useful first and foremost.
This gives them lasting value and may prevent them from being thrown
away in the first place.
Problem solving is at the core of Alesina’s design process: “It’s not
only problem solving, sometimes it’s finding the real problem to solve.” 1
The solution isn’t necessarily to use recycled things; it is to not make
unnecessary things at all. She possesses a deep knowledge of materials,
looking at their life cycle, their origin, and fair trade and labor issues. This
knowledge is echoed in her product design. Wit and political humor are
also part of her work, as her Want/Need (see example, pg . 87) drinking
glass proves. It’s a typical pint glass with the words “want” and “need”
silkscreened at two incremental levels. This is more
of a comment on consumption than a functional product, with a hole
drilled through the glass at the “want” level (causing liquid to pour out
if you overfill it). This kind of designer-as-activist approach may sound
overly didactic, but it grounds her work and gives it meaning.

Innovation

Alesina’s work has evolved over the years. She’s progressed from simply
using recycled materials to learning about how much actually gets
recycled. She has since focused her process toward using materials with
long-term sustainability and a high level of functionality over reusability.
Since contributing less waste is her ultimate goal, her newly adapted
methodology is more in line with that concept. The public is more aware
of designed objects than it was twenty years ago, and Alesina’s process
seems to follow the logic that less is more. She observes: “People are
becoming more appreciative of European influences. Ikea made a huge
impact, in my opinion. I’m glad to see them moving in the right direction
and eliminating excess packaging. There’s much more to design than just
making things look cool.”

1. Cooper Hewitt National Design Museum, “Design Charrette: Products & Things,”
(Cooper Hewitt: Videos for Educators, 2006), http://cooperhewitt.org/EDU/av_edu.asp/.
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Professionally, the linear path that her work has followed shows
innovation at each step. First, she used recycled materials as a way to
problem solve: “What can be made from this that is interesting and
functional?” The Truba shelf represents the next step in her process:
“What is needed, and how can it be made from sustainable materials?”
This is innovative in that this innovation is directly influencing the
green movement that the public has absorbed. It is persuading us to
take things to the next logical level. A future third step that her work
seems to be leading up to is the design of lasting objects whose durable
material will be obtained from sustainable and ethical fair-trade sources:
“How can I make something that is highly functional, lasting, and
attractive? How can I make sure that the materials used to make it aren’t
negatively impacting people or the environment?” An example of this
seems to be her Nesting Menorah, durable aluminum coils that function
as candleholders during the Hanukkah season and transform into
understated wall decorations the rest of the year.

Below: Detail of Alesina’s egg-crate ottoman bound with strapping.
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Facing page: Egg-crate ottoman.
This page, clockwise from top left:
Alesina tending to her compost pile.
Cover from upcoming Exploring
Materials book. Aluminum nesting
menorah is a functional object as well
as a decorative piece. Lamp made
with repurposed compact discs.
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Based in Ann Arbor, Michigan



Originally from Ghana



Protégé of iconic designer
Rudolph de Harak



His multi-disciplinary work
centers on publication and
curitorial design



Professor of graphic design at
the University of Michigan

design for more than fifteen years, and his professional work
is best represented through his publication design for art
exhibitions and cultural, academic, and non-profit institutions.
His curatorial work began in 1997 with the exhibition,
Word+Image: Swiss Poster Design, 1955-1997, and was based
on a book of the same title.
Nunoo-Quarcoo received a Bachelor of Arts degree from
Dickinson College and a Master of Fine Arts degree from
the University of Michigan. His multi-disciplinary work has
been featured in the permanent collections of museums such
as the Cooper-Hewitt, National Design Museum and the
Smithsonian Institution. He is also an active writer on design,
his career achievement realized with the book Paul Rand:
Modernist Design, in 2003. The book contributed personal
insight and knowledge about an iconic designer’s personal
life and practice. It occupied an overlooked space between
monograph and biography, and received critical acclaim
from the design community. Nunoo-Quarcoo also authored
the publication Bruno Monguzzi: A Designer’s Perspective.
Currently, he is doing research for his next book, Rudolph
deHarak: An American Designer.

“It starts with the idea, and if you don’t
have the idea, there’s nothing there.
Sometimes we don’t think about what’s
needed; we just think about how we can
make a cool poster.”
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Where did you grow up, and
what was your early life like?

I grew up in Accra, Ghana, and spent my formative years there. As I got
a little bit older, I went to school in Scotland. It probably had to do with
the political situation in Ghana, where you have coup d’états and that
sort of thing. I was lucky enough to have parents who had some foresight
to send me away. It was a boarding school, and this whole notion that a
boarding school is a preferred environment for schooling—it depends.
For me, I think it was a more of a necessity. I was ten. I spent a good eight
years away. You go there from age ten to eighteen or nineteen. From there,
you get placed in a university.

Were you exposed to any
visual art at this age?

I don’t remember being in the visual arts. I remember my younger brother
was very musical and was interested in the arts; I wasn’t. I was more
practical in a lot of ways, being the eldest of three. When you come of a
family of overachievers, you begin to think that there isn’t much for you
to do in the arts. You have to be more practical and become a doctor,
lawyer, or businessman. So it was much later on that I got into the arts.
I like to say that I came to graphic design through the back door, so to
speak. In taking electives in college, your choices are taking courses in the
sciences, humanities, or arts. I took a printmaking course and later on a
design course. I rather liked it because it required thinking and it wasn’t
something that you did by rote. That made a big impact on me, that there
was this other world where you could look at things from a different
angle. It’s one of those things where you start thinking with another side
of your brain. You find interesting things from a perspective that was
never there. It’s given me a sense of curiosity, which wouldn’t have been
there otherwise.
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In my teaching I’ve observed this. Students enter class at different levels.
There are some that enter at a very high level, and they simply plateau
all the way through without ever really having done anything that
would heighten their experience. There are those who come in with no
expectations, and somehow in the middle of the semester it just kicks
in, and it’s amazing to watch. I tend to bond more with those sorts of
students because somehow their eyes are fresh. That’s what excites me
very much, seeing someone who’s learning how to see.

Did you continue to college
after boarding school?

I went to Dickinson College, which is in Carlisle, Pennsylvania. I had
been interested in pre-law. Mostly to satisfy someone else’s idea of what I
should be. I don’t think that situation is so unusual, though. I had a friend
whose father was a cartoonist. When you visit a home like that and begin
to see that people can live doing something else, it makes a big impact.
I had never imagined anything like that. I thought… you go to school,
get a degree, start to do something useful, like go to work nine to five.
You do the same thing over and over again, and that’s normal. This guy
was so atypical to me because he simply didn’t do things the regular way.
It just was a revelation to find someone who actually could live doing
what he liked to do.

How did that new inspiration
affect you after college?

I first went to Yale to attempt to get a graduate degree in graphic design
and printmaking. It became clear to me that I just didn’t fit in the
atmosphere. There were people who were so far more advanced than I was.
The reason I said that I came into design through the back door is that I
didn’t have any formal four-year training in the visual arts. I had more of
an interest in literature, history, and writing. Later, that would serve me
well because I found out that design really is about a process, which every
writer goes through. It’s a road to discovery and questions that you have to
answer with solutions that are appropriate. Shortly after, I discovered that
there was a program at the University of Michigan that I thought I could
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benefit from. So, I went there, and it was a wonderful experience for me.
All of a sudden, I had a group of people who had the time and attention
to give to me. Also, being on a big university campus with lots of resources
gives you the opportunity—if you’re engaging enough—to begin to make
connections to other things. That’s what worked for me.
Did you go straight into
practicing immediately
after graduate school?

Obviously he was an iconic
figure in design. Did you
seek him out?

39

That’s an interesting point
of view, where approaching
something with no formal
training can actually give a
fresh and unique perspective.
It’s that sense of wonder.

I got a job about six months after graduation. I went to New York,
essentially to get kicked around so I could learn about this thing called
design. I landed in a place called De Harak and Poolan. This was a studio
run by Rudolph De Harak. He was a mentor to me because in him I
found someone who exemplified and embodied what design is. He didn’t
just play the part; he was it. For him it was a way of life and commitment
that opened things up for me.
I think it was more a friend who had graduated a year before and gotten a
job there. She thought my sensibilities would match very well with that of
Rudy De Harak’s. She called me and said that they were interviewing, so
I went. I applied and got the job. I stayed there for about a year and a half,
until he retired. When you go to a place [to work] and manage to make a
connection with someone who’s that iconic and that well respected and
regarded, you imagine that he would be a bit distant.
But I think he realized that there was something there that we could
develop because I was curious about a lot of things. What I remember
is that he had a nice lunchroom, and Rudy had set up what essentially
was an adjunct classroom. Young designers would come and sit around,
and he would talk about design and show slides. He wasn’t just a graphic
designer; he designed anything that came his way. He did industrial
design and environmental design—wayfinding and signage—on a
very large scale. His adjunct classes at lunch time were instrumental for
me in the sense that it introduced me to a whole new world of design.
My cohorts usually would sort of beg away and disappear, you know?

I had him all to myself, and I couldn’t get enough. We hit it off, and I did
some special projects for him. He was on the verge of retiring, so he wasn’t
there as much as he could have been.
It sounds like your coworkers
were a bit jaded at that point,
and you were coming into it
with fresh eyes?

They’d all had four-year experiences [in visual art] where foundational
elements not present in my undergrad were studied. So their experiences
were different from mine. I was seen as having more of an intellectual
bent to design, and I didn’t think there was any other way because I didn’t
know any better. I had a more open scope about what design meant to me,
a different way of looking at it.

What was your transition
from there like? What
happened afterward?

After De Harak’s, I still felt like I needed to learn a bit more. Because if
I were to do anything else, I wanted to make sure that I could do it with
some certainty and confidence, knowing that I had at least made a full
circle once. I had learned how to work with three-dimensional elements,
signage, books—the complete scope of design. But when you have what to
me was an ideal situation and then someone retires, a lot of things change.
I just felt like it was time to move on. I looked through the pages of the
latest AIGA annual and noticed that there was one person who kept
cropping up. His work was very fresh to me. His name is Bob Appleton,
and he worked out of Hartford, CT.
At that time I was living in Stamford, so one weekend I went to
his office and we chatted and hit it off. And so I ended up working for
him for a few years. It turns out that he’s Scottish, and I had done my
schooling in Scotland, so we bonded immediately. That became another
relationship much like with De Harak. With Bob, it was about someone
who had a tremendous passion for painting, drawing, and collage. He
was also a jazz musician, and that’s where I learned about the connections
between music, design, and typography. The whole idea of rhythm, and
the things you don’t learn in school. So again, I was the beneficiary of
someone’s passions in a field that I was just learning about. He attracted
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the kind of projects that allowed him to do what he wanted to do. He was
a critical thinker, had a broad view of things, but also had a sense of detail.
After my time there, I took a job at a place called Corporate Graphics.
Their jobs centered around annual reports, period. Nothing came through
but annual reports, for big clients like Pfizer, Heinz, Mobil, American
Express—companies like that. It wasn’t terribly creative and less process
oriented; it was more like a product. The interesting thing for me was
that each year you had to make annual reports that were less about the
company and more about some trend. It was less about the content and
more about the style.
At first I thought that I was going to regret being there because I
thought it was a waste of time. But I realized that I was actually learning
about what not to do, what I didn’t like. A lot of times, we look for
things that we only like. For me, this was a wonderful supplemental
education because I learned about things that I didn’t want to do. It was
a metaphorical factory, like putting fruit into cans, sealing them, and
they’re off, you know? I’d rather eat the raw fruit.
Was this around the time
where postmodern styles
were fashionable?

Yes. I was in New York in the mid-’80s. So it was around ’87 or
thereabouts, which were good times. This is the era when design was less
about content; it was about style. You had postmodernists using triangles
and confetti things all over the place. The success of a project really
centered on using a ton of colors, with varnishes in there. It was purely
gratuitous, but I also learned a lot about this certain way of working that
had nothing to do with meaning. It had everything to do with style.
I often thought, “what if the clients actually spent less money on doing
fifteen to twenty colors, and had some sort of social entrepreneurship
program going on?” It would’ve been fantastic, but it wasn’t going to
happen. And ten to fifteen years later, it’s a totally different mindset.

101

So in coming from an
environment like that, did
teaching get you back into a
more experimental approach?

Yes, because all of a sudden, you’re on your own and charting your own
course. And then you also have charges; students that you have to educate.
It makes you think twice about what you want to teach them. I firmly
believe that teaching is very much extending oneself to others. It’s really
an act of sharing. I never really believed in this hierarchical structure of
teaching. For me, because of my experiences—my preparation—I found
very kind people who were able to teach me along the way.
So I’m more interested in the lateral mode of education, which
means that you pass on information in a way that is compatible with
someone’s personality and needs, instead of simply force-feeding him.
I think because it’s a creative field, it’s not something that you do by rote.
If we did, we’d just get a manual and we’d all be “designers.” Everything
would look the same, like tract housing. You realize that you come across
students who are hungry for information, and you begin to understand
that their own preparation and aspirations really dictate how they learn.
So you customize each relationship; it’s always different.

Would you say that that
kind of relationship or
collaboration with your
students in turn teaches you?

Very much. Teaching is not an activity that rests on a monologue. It’s
really a dialogue where you begin to understand what someone needs, and
you’re able to say it in a way that makes more sense, or is more appropriate.
I think that people learn very quickly if the environment is right. I can say
that because I know from being at De Harak’s.
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Do you think that coming
from another country,
another culture, you were
able to look at things from
a different perspective?

I think that when you grow up in a culture where your parent’s
circumstances are so different, living in a colonial environment where
opportunities didn’t come along so easily, it’s akin to someone who’s lived
through the depression. For them everything is about something practical
because they understand that it can be taken away. Aside from the
practical aspect of it, it’s also very cultural. You just can’t do it. You have
to become a doctor, lawyer, or businessperson, and that’s the way it was.
I can relate to that; there is definitely a cultural bias there.

How have you evolved over
time, and where does the
inspiration come from in
your job?

In a lot of ways, when you teach, you begin to realize that your
students are teaching you to look. So I adjust my assignments based on
information I gathered from the previous class. I ask them what worked
and what didn’t work, and they let me know. So the idea is that you learn
and improve it. Technology also has a part to play in it. As it becomes
more immutable and more accessible, you have to work harder to infuse
content as the main element in what you do. As it becomes easier to get
certain things done, what do you teach them? You have to find ways to
motivate yourself, and I think for me, reading about other disciplines has
become very important. It’s beginning to realize that it’s the same process,
that design is more about the process than the product. It starts with the
idea, and if you don’t have the idea, there’s nothing there. Sometimes we
don’t think about what’s needed; we just think about how we can make
a cool poster.

Since we only really celebrate
success, how has failure
influenced your learning
and thinking?

40

I realized that maybe I had to try something different; perhaps try
my hand at teaching. So I went back to Ann Arbor, and taught there as an
adjunct for about three years. Then, I moved to Baltimore in 1993 to take
on a job [teaching graphic design] at UMBC. I’ve been here for fifteen
or sixteen years since [as of this writing, Nunoo-Quarcoo has returned to
Ann Arbor to teach design at the University of Michigan].

When you think about success, there are always two sides to it. The reason
I like process is that along the sequence of process, you fail. If you’re astute
enough, you learn from that failure as you go along. For me, failure isn’t
something that happens in one moment; it happens along the way. The
issue is, do you learn from that as you go along? That’s the reason why
process is so important to me, because you get to answer the questions
right away. If you don’t have failure, it would be pretty boring. Out of

failure come things like serendipity. You find things that come out of that
failure and take you on a different path.
I guess I’ve been pretty lucky in that I don’t work in the high-level
world of commercial design. I mostly deal with people that generally like
what I do, but occasionally you find that slight glitch where you’ve done
something that you know isn’t going to work. You then have to bear the
reality of what someone else thinks would work. It sometimes has to
do with the fact that computers are so present in our lives, that people’s
technical expectations exceed practical issues.
You’ve also crossed over into
curatorial roles, namely, with
the Swiss posters exhibition?

Yes, the first exhibition that I curated was on Swiss posters. It came out
of my quest to answer questions that my students had. Like most people,
they thought that it [Swiss design] was all the same. I got in touch with a
good friend of mine who collects Swiss posters, and was a source in setting
up that exhibition. That endeavor set me up to go in a different direction,
ironically, my interest in writing in research. That’s the way it was ignited.

What kind of insights do you
have about working on longterm projects like books and
exhibition catalogs?

For me, it starts with reading the content. Then I list the questions and
concerns I have about the content, and how it can be delivered in book
form. When someone writes, they’re not thinking about how someone is
going to design the book; they’re just writing. When you reinterpret their
writing, things can change very quickly if you’re not careful. If possible,
I like to talk to the creator of the work. That often makes for a much
more successful project. You become more invested, and you become
sort of collaborators in a way. You’re not filtering information through
someone else.

What outside interests play
a role in your life?

I would say literature, music, and writing. And that’s where I sort of veered
into curating. It’s another way of learning and satisfies my interests in
things I want to know more about. I’ve taken to writing about designers
because I’ve found that designers can actually have interesting lives.
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I like classical and jazz music very much because they’re polar opposites.
It’s interesting to find out what the similarities are; generally they’re
dissimilar, but when you think about it they’re not quite so different.
I think that I’m less influenced in design in my work than I am about
the things that lie just outside of it. The things that fall in the cracks are
the things that I’m interested in because that’s where you find new and
interesting ways of answering old questions.

Analysis

Paul Rand: Modernist Design

Objective

Franc Nunoo-Quarcoo’s challenge in this project was to add to the
knowledge base of Paul Rand’s work. This book was written to familiarize
working professionals, students, cultural institutions, and design
historians with some insight that contextually meshed with the legacy
of Rand. Originally planned to be about half of its completed size (392
pages), the project expanded in scope as Nunoo-Quarcoo kept finding
more material and more contributors. The project was also supported
by a grant from the National Endowment for the Arts. Mossberg and
Company, a printer specializing in fine lithography, funded the book
through production and printing. The company was a long-time business
associate of Rand’s during his career.
The book was published as part of a series (Issues in Cultural Theory)
by the Center for Art and Visual Culture at the University of Maryland
Baltimore County. The overall scheme, design brief, and approach to
the project required that Rand’s work be exhibited in a specific format
to fit in to the pre-existing series (of books) that had been established.
Nunoo-Quarcoo was very interested in writing about Paul Rand from
the perspective of people who knew him at different distances. Prior to
this, Steven Heller had completed another book on Paul Rand. He did an
excellent job of looking at Rand as a designer. The objective of NunooQuarcoo’s book was to add to the existing body of work and research
instead of creating a competing book. The result is a volume of essays,
interviews, and conversations from those who knew him intimately and
professionally: former students, collaborators, and admirers.

Personal philosophy
and influence

Nunoo-Quarcoo’s firm foundation in literature, writing, and research
is evident in his work. Many of the printed books he has designed deal
with diverse cultural, social, and artistic statements. To design something
that relates to all of these elements and maintains a neutral footprint
is a difficult task. Dedication to reading and interpreting the available

Below: Interior spread from Fred Wilson: Objects and Installations, 1979-2000.
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knowledge is what shows real innovation in Paul Rand: Modernist Design.
The idiosyncrasies and quirks of someone who has only really been
studied in terms of their output is what makes it interesting. Information
that has previously fallen through the cracks is what gives weight to
the book, for example, an interview with Rand’s wife. The inquiry,
observation, and perception that these conversations reveal are the ways
that Rand succeeds where traditional monographs falls short. NunooQuarcoo’s relationship with his own mentor Rudolph de Harak, runs
parallel to the level of influence that Rand had on others. Having been
able to spend time with another iconic designer who had seen and done
so much offered Nunoo-Quarcoo a unique perspective, which played a
significant part in the way this book was organized, written, and designed.
Nunoo-Quarcoo’s path also proved influential to his design
philosophy. As he stated in our interview, he came to design from a
path less traveled and favored cultivated substance in coming from a
literary background. This suited him well in preparation for the everchanging aesthetics of design, whether it was the style-obsessed ’80s or
the deconstructed ’90s. If he had chosen to follow a more commercial
route (which was possible given his stint at Corporate Graphics), he’d be
a completely different designer. He addressed this “what if ” by saying,
“There are times where you make a choice, and follow that direction.
Along the way, good things will come.”

Process

Nunoo-Quarcoo’s working principles have evolved through an assemblage
of exhibition catalogs, artist books, and cultural critiques that he has
designed over the years. A 1999 retrospective on the conceptual artist
Adrian Piper (see examples, pg. 108) is designed with subtle breaks and
linear devices that mark time. It allows for the viewer to process the
intricate and intertextual concerns of race and gender that Piper brought
into the vocabulary of conceptual art. The quality of images in conceptual

and performance art is sometimes very raw, so Nunoo-Quarcoo
concentrated on the relationships between them. It creates a narrative that
presents the experience of art that existed for a brief moment in time.
Another project he designed, Fred Wilson: Objects and Installations,
1979-2000 (see examples, pgs. 103, 110), presents the essence of
installation art by someone whose practice involves appending work
shown in museums to examine their context. It was a very difficult
book to design because of the underlying meaning in the artist’s work.
An example is a presentation of Wilson’s installation at the Maryland
Historical Society in 1992, which involved reinstalling items from the
historical society’s collection to highlight “how African-Americans had
been treated, mistreated, and most often simply ignored in conventional
museum displays of art.” 1 Because of the difficulties of designing around
conceptual and installation art, working with various curators—Maurice
Berger in more than a few instances—helped Nunoo-Quarcoo further
decipher complex work.
His process also utilizes a knack for presenting the unexpected.
In choosing the imagery for the cover of Rand, some reference to or
iteration of Rand’s seminal works would seem the obvious choice.
However, the collage that spans the front and back covers (a detail
from Collage with Stripes) is an image that up to the time of publication
had never been seen or published (see example, pg. 109). This kind of
innovation is something that is also present in his 1997 project Word
and Image: Swiss Poster Design. Nunoo-Quarcoo chose three variants as
cover designs (see examples, pg. 107), building on the book’s concept that
Swiss design, while usually perceived as originating from a singular source,
involves many facets.

1. Michael Giuliano, “The Installment Plan: Museum Mining Pioneer Fred Wilson
Gets a Museum Show of His Own,” (Baltimore: Baltimore City Paper, 2001).
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Below: Three alternate
covers of Word and Image:
Swiss Poster Design.
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The relationships that Nunoo-Quarcoo had with other scholars, curators,
and collaborators have made Rand more sophisticated, allowing for a
rich spectrum of voices to contribute to its balanced execution. What
transpired is an interesting portrait of a man that the reader can relate
to first as a person and then as a designer. It is the difference between
diving into an anthology of music or simply buying the greatest hits
collection. Nunoo-Quarcoo’s personal innovation has been accomplished
by interpreting the content of the publications that he designs. Because of
these many experiences, he has been able to become not only the designer,
but also the writer and curator. The difference between this and earlier
projects where he’s had some level of command over the work is that, in
this instance, he had total command (which should prove useful in his
next book on Rudolph de Harak).
Professionally, Rand was well received by the design and academic
communities. It filled the gap where previous, purely visual critiques
had fallen short. For example, in the field of architecture, scholars have
researched and built on existing theory about specific movements and
iconic individuals. This research has helped to legitimize the study of
architecture by making it a subject of in-depth analysis. This is along
the lines of what Nunoo-Quarcoo’s aim was in his organization and
design of Rand. Not quite a monograph and not quite a biography, it
straddles a fine line that gives us the best of both, furthering the depth
of study in this field.

This page: Front cover design and
interior spreads fromr Adrian Piper:
A Retrospective, 1965-2000.
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This page, clockwise from top left: Cover design for
Fred Wilson: Objects and Installations, 1979-2000. Cover
design for White: Whiteness And Race In Contemporary
Art. Detail from an invitation design for a biennial visual
arts alumni event. Facing page, clockwise from top left:
Detail from a faculty exhibition brochure at Maryland
Institute College of Art. Detail of typographic and color
treatment for a faculty publication for the University
of Michigan. Cover design for Andrea Robbins & Max
Becher: Portraits.

This page: Front and back cover designs
for Paul Rand: Modernist Design.
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Conclusions

Findings

Objective

My goal for this thesis was to show the interrelation between ideas
concrete and abstract as related to design. I began by researching
designers in different disciplines whom the public had deemed successful
or innovative. I focused on those whom I thought had been continuously
innovative and eliminated candidates who seemed popular based on
a stylistic component. The result was six designers who worked across
different media, used different technologies, and were culturally diverse.
Their success and innovation were what unified them and represented
the concrete concept in my studies. We can call this the “if ” statement.
Their varying experiences, processes, inspirations, and experimentations
are what make up the concept of praxis, the “how.” My belief was that
each of these designers made original and innovative work because they
were able to fine tune their process by using experimental methods, taking
risks, embracing failure, questioning content, and being aware of cultural
shifts in society.
The purpose of my research, interviews, and analysis was to draw
relevant conclusions about the interaction between theory and practice.
This reflexivity in working process is what defines praxis. My intention
was to shed light on how these designers combine traditional design
principles with their own philosophies and methodologies to make their
designs innovative. In preparing my research, I looked at everything
that I could find about each designer, whether it be a book, website,
designed product, review, etc. I had some definite preconceived notions
about most of the designers based on their own books, transcripts of
existing interviews, and general critiques from the design community.
Each designer surprised me, bringing to the table a personal spirit and
sensibility that surpassed my expectations.
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Rob Carter confirmed my impression that his theoretical disposition to
design was well researched and thoughtful. It has been supplemented
by many years of collaboration with his colleagues at Virginia
Commonwealth University, one of the most widely respected visual
arts programs in the country. It was intriguing to learn how he got
there—his Mormon upbringing, time spent in Holland—as well
as learning about his passion for rock climbing and fascination with
the Southwest desert, going as far as to develop typefaces based
on petroglyphs.
Paula Scher enlightened me with her profound insight about the
nature of fear and decision making in corporate business structures and
how she’s learned to navigate them throughout her career. Her opinions
on self-reflection and the ability to constantly recast her career into new
areas was a refreshing antidote to the recycled ideas that many of us deal
with as corporate graphic designers. It was made even more interesting
by the fact that her first ideas usually come quick and are often the closest
to the final iterations. Her paintings are the opposite: hours of laborious
effort to create textures with the literal content she paints into them.
It was shocking to hear Joshua Davis’s story of a punk-rock skater
turned destitute drug addict, who somehow managed to get sober, enroll
in the Pratt Institute, incorporate chaos theory into his design, get work
from BMW, Motorola, and Sony, and be exhibited at the Tate Modern
and Cooper Hewitt. The intuition I gleaned from him involves failure
being a natural part of his work. The constantly evolving and random
iterations represent infinite possibilities, but patience and discrimination
will pay off. The constantly changing elements of work create a feedback
loop to recycle old concepts for newer and more innovative uses like
touch-sensitive interfaces. Skateboarding and tattoos are anchored in
his past and round out an organic soul and spirit in someone who exists
professionally on a technological plane.
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settling in academia, and it is this appetite for knowledge outside the lines
that has made his book on Paul Rand insightful, surprising, and witty. His
work for multicultural institutions, artists, and exhibitions is a testament
to his personal connection to his work. In interpreting a solution, he
examines content more closely than a typical graphic designer. This
shows evidence that designers need not only reside in the visual realm.

Synthesis

44

Mark Randall showed me how someone coming from an opposite
discipline (music) can make a place for themselves in graphic design
through persistence in fundamentals and sticking by their ideals.
He worked long enough after graduating to gain the practical and
fundamental skills necessary to run a design studio. The fact that
he worked under someone (Vignelli) who is philosophically and
fundamentally disparate from himself is pleasantly surprising. His
decision to go out on his own was a brave one, especially given that
nobody had seen much in the way of a socially concerned design studio.
His “heart-on-sleeve” approach to his work—creating projects in this area
where none existed—proved that we don’t need clients to urge us to think
positively and act socially; that maybe doing the right thing is what will
get you the clients who support ideas like these.
Inna Alesina proved that industrial design isn’t just about making
things look pretty; it’s about solving problems. Her deep concern for
the environment and her commitment to finding new ways to produce
sustainable goods show that for her “green design” isn’t just a fad. Her
Ukrainian roots and New York experience inform her current suburban
existence with the confidence of someone who isn’t afraid to look to
trash for inspiration and move beyond it through constant innovation,
prototyping, and testing, testing, testing. As a mother of three, she brings
a unique experience to the table in that she recognizes the educational
value in everyday objects. She passes down this knowledge to her students,
who simultaneously influence her with their uninhibited ideas and
solutions to common design problems.
Franc Nunoo-Quarcoo represents the quintessentially sophisticated
designer, having been raised in Ghana and Scotland before coming
to New York to work for the world-renowned designer Rudolph de
Harak. His background in literature, writing, and research allowed his
unconventional approach to design to slowly mature without wearing
out his interest. Curiosity led him to explore many facets of design before

In examining these individual designers, we begin to sense a common
synthesis between them. For example, both Rob Carter and Franc
Nunoo-Quarcoo share an academic experience reflected in their work.
They come from geographically and socially different backgrounds but
gained critical thinking skills in their respective M.F.A. programs.
Their ability to filter meaning in content heightens the quality of
their work. Both Mark Randall and Inna Alesina—while involved in
completely different disciplines—share concerns for the environment,
sustainability, and the elevation of human welfare through better social
practices in design. Alesina’s progression from recycled to sustainable
materials and her activist position, and Randall’s development of a
scholarship fund for design students have helped them pave the way
for others to use design as a way to contribute the social good. Paula
Scher and Joshua Davis possess vastly different personalities, and their
work resides in polar opposite realms. What ties them together is their
maverick approach to challenging authority, whether it is personally or
professionally. Their constant need to evolve their work is supported by
an open willingness to embrace and learn from failures. These common
threads could be examined and interlinked even further, but what’s
important to realize is that if a personal or design philosophy is followed
logically and wholeheartedly, differences may become mutual accord.

Future Research

Part of the process of designing the structure of this project was to build
an easy-to-follow system so that others can further explore the ideas
behind praxis. The case study example is not a new advent in graphic
design, but combining it with the analysis of personal, theoretical, and
professional philosophies in an integrated approach is what gives this
project a new framework from which to approach an old idea. The
concept is that another party can take this outline, research a subject,
conduct an interview, and compare working praxis against a successfully
completed project. This approach was tailored to be specific to design
because it centers on social, cultural, and technological interactivity.

Implications

My findings in the time spent researching, talking to, and analyzing
these designers are twofold: The first is that innovation is possible in any
discipline within the design field. I explored each designer’s individual
methodologies and philosophies; however, these are not formulaic
solutions that can be studied, copied, and replicated by designers seeking
to become innovative. Second, although their processes are all unique,
the commonality behind them all lies in praxis. Their experimentation
in thinking, doing, failing, and re-assessing is what makes their work
innovative and successful. This experimentation can take many forms:
it can exist academically through a pedagogy, personally through
self-reinvention, socially through embracing holistic thinking, and
technically through exploration of programming. It is a sense of constant
re-evaluation not only in a specific field, but in a changing world culture
that encapsulates the experience of a successful and innovative designer.
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Based in Richmond, Virginia




Originally from Salt Lake City




Avid rock climber

Professor of graphic design
and typography at Virginia
Commonwealth University

Author of several books on
typography

Rob Carter is a professor of graphic design and typography
at Virginia Commonwealth University, and author of several
books on typography. He has co-authored many projects
with his fellow colleagues at VCU, most notably, Typographic
Design: Form and Communication, which has become the
preeminent educational text for type design in the United
States. Carter’s 1989 book, American Typography Today,
captured the development of experimental and technologically
produced typography by providing profiles and examples of
24 notable designers including Paul Rand, April Greiman,
and Paula Scher.
Carter’s work has won many design awards from
organizations such as AIGA and The Art Directors Club of
New York. His work has been featured in Print and Graphis,
among other professional design journals. He’s been a guest
lecturer at the Gerrit Rietveld Academie in Amsterdam and at
VCU’s satellite program in Quatar, among others. He received
a Bachelor of Fine Arts degree from Southern Utah University,
and a Master of Fine Arts degree from the University of Illinois.
Carter’s 2007 book, Meggs: Making Graphic Design
History, is retrospective chronicling the work and writings
of his long-time colleague and design historian and educator
Philip B. Meggs. This book has received numerous accolades
from the international design community.

“What kind of emotional impact do you
want to have on the viewer and reader?
What do you really want to communicate
on an emotional level?”
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15

What was your childhood
like? Did you have early
interests in visual art?

I grew up Salt Lake City, born and raised a Mormon. I escaped
Mormonism many years ago, so I’m not saying it’s good or bad. But it
had an incredible, profound effect upon my thinking and my thinking
about art at the time. I had some good high-school teachers and the
encouragement of my parents. I had good friends and was lucky enough
to fall into a peer group that stimulated me to think about higher
education. I also had a second mother, my best friend’s mother, Mrs.
English, who really encouraged me in art. And so I painted a lot;
I did a lot of drawing as a kid. I think I just always had an innate
interest in visual things.
I remember in third grade in Mrs. Jorgensen’s class, doing the writing
exercises and loving to have that 15 minutes that she gave us… just to
repeat that letter A along the lines. I found that so incredibly magical;
I just loved letterforms even from that early age.

How did being raised
Mormon effect you
during college? You
went to college in Utah?

I went to the University of Utah, which is not a church school. It’s a
secular school, fortunately. That may have been the beginning of the
end. Actually graduate school was the beginning of the end, when I met
my mentor David Colley. He taught me a lot. David helped me move
away from Mormonism [laughs]. We had such great conversations in
graduate school. I hope that I won’t make anyone mad because I respect
all religions and respect anyone’s personal belief system. And I respect the
fact that people can move away from them or shift ground philosophically
about life. So I place no judgment, but it was a good move for me because
I find that in Mormon culture, wherever it might be, creativity is stifled; is
suppressed. I think it’s suppressed in terms of keeping it in a mainstream,
conventional language. It’s a “don’t ever think outside of the box” kind of
attitude. And I think that’s very true, even today. I don’t want to get too
much into the Mormon thing, but I did go on a mission for the church
and everything. I spent nearly three years in Holland. And I still have ties
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Analysis

Meggs Retrospective

Objective

Perhaps the most relevant and critically acclaimed project Rob Carter
has undertaken is the book Meggs: Making Graphic Design History.
This 256-page retrospective on design historian and educator Philip
B. Meggs was a deeply personal project to Carter in that the two were
colleagues for more than 20 years. In 2002, Meggs passed away at age
60, having fought a long battle with leukemia. After a time of reflection,
Carter’s and Meggs’s families became closer from the mutual support
they’d given each other. Carter made the suggestion that a book
documenting Meggs’s life be made. An agreement was made with the
publisher, and they began the initial exploratory process. The research
aspect of the project consisted of combing through Meggs’s life’s work.
He had saved almost everything he had ever done, including writings,
sketches, photos, designs, etc. The process took two years of filtering
through his archives— literally hundreds of boxes, file folders, books,
and sketches— to decide what might be relevant to include in the book.
The design problem was one of not only deciding what material should go
into the book, but how to tell the story. They needed to turn this archival
cache into an interesting narrative, not just a “best-of ” compilation.

Personal philosophy
and influence

Carter’s background in graduate school gave him a theoretical framework
for this project. The experience writing about and decoding visual
language benefitted Carter in poring over this massive archive. It’s the
most obvious source of the analytical bent indicative of his work. His
approach to the structure of the book is very relational to architecture.
His training in Swiss methods of design reflects the rational thought
that’s given to the organization of Meggs’s work.
The presentation also gives us points of entry into various places
of a career that changed the way we think about graphic design, while
validating its academic worth. Carter’s time in Holland and his ties
to Dutch designers have implications in the maturation of his visual
style. Holland is a specific example of this kind of refinement, where
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Top: Cover design for an exhibition catalog on the artist
Gifford Beal. Above: Detailed notes showing Carter’s
early process stages.
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Facing page, clockwise from top left: Experimental
Typography book cover, VCU Work/Play admissions
booklet, Experimental Typography book spread.
Right: Rob Carter rock climbing. Below: Mechanically
assembled typographic experiment based on
wanderings in the Utah desert.

51

Bibliography
Baldwin, Jonathan, and Lucienne Roberts. Visual Communication: From Theory to Practice.
Lausanne: AVA Publishing SA, 2006.
Bennett, Audrey. Design Studies: Theory and Research in Graphic Design. New York: Princeton
Architectural Press, 2006.
Bernstein, Richard J. Beyond Objectivism and Relativism: Science, Hermeneutics, and Praxis. Philadelphia:
University of Pennsylvania Press, 1983.
Bush, Akiko. Design is: Words, Things, People, Buildings, and Places. New York: Princeton Architectural
Press, 2002.
Carter, Robert. American Typography Today. New York: Van Nostrand Reinhold, 1989.
———. Meggs: Making Graphic Design History. New York: John Wiley & Sons, Inc., 2007.
Cary, Richard. Critical Art Pedagogy: Foundations for Postmodern Art Education. New York:
Garland Publishing, Inc., 1998.
Crow, David. Left to Right: The Cultural Shift from Words to Pictures. Lausanne: AVA Publishing
SA, 2003.
———. Visible Signs: An Introduction to Semiotics. Lausanne: AVA Publishing SA, 2006.
Gerber, Anna, and Anja Lutz. Influences: A Lexicon of Contemporary Graphic Design. Berlin:
Die Gestalten Verlag, 2006.
Jacobsen, Clare, Jan Wilker, and Hjalti Karlsson. TELLMEWHY: The First 24 Months of a New York
Design Company. New York: Princeton Architectural Press, 2003.
Lidwell, William, Kritina Holden, and Jill Butler. Universal Principles of Design. Beverly: Rockport
Publishers, Inc., 2003.
Lupton, Ellen, and Abbott Miller. Design Writing Research: Writing on Graphic Design. London:
Phaidon Press Limited, 1999.
Nunoo-Quarcoo, Franc. Paul Rand: Modernist Design. Baltimore: The Center for Art and Visual
Culture, University of Maryland Baltimore County, 2003.
Rand, Paul. Design, Form, and Chaos. New Haven: Yale University Press, 1993.
Sagmeister, Stefan. Things I have learned in my life so far. New York: Abrams, 2008.
Saint-Martin, Fernande. Semiotics of Visual Language. Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 1990.

52

