PRACTICE
Gabriel Melcher

MAKES

PRACTICE

THIS IS A STAGE

PRACTICE

MAKES

PRACTICE

PRACTICE

MAKES

Gabriel Melcher

PRACTICE

PRACTICE MAKES PRACTICE

TABLE OF CONTENTS

Abstract
Introduction

1
3

PART ONE

Context
Essay—Authorship and Post-Digital Context

7

Methods

17

Conversation—Hammett Nurosi

27

PART TWO

Catalogue – Parts of Practice
Seeing to Making
Specificity and Equivalence
Position
Visible Research
Circumstance

39

Interview—James Goggin

223

Produce!

249

Site
Trace

275

Interview—Markus Miessen

367

Conversation—Anne West and Elizabeth Leeper

379

63
111
145
185

335

Afterward

389

Bibliography
Acknowledgments
Colophon

391

Signatures

395

393
394

PRACTICE MAKES PRACTICE

ABSTRACT

PRACTICE MAKES PRACTICE

Graphic Designers today must operate independently
of specific tools and media. Modes of production are
democratized, and so it is in the ways we choose to operate
within these modes that define the value of the field.
Practice Makes Practice is a response to this condition,
refocusing attention from the products of design as
endpoints of process to visual evidence of persistent
questioning by the designer.
Through my work I question roles and media, enfolding
audience, client, and collaborators into my process. My
practice is improvisational, quick, and performative in
its response to the specifics of site and circumstance.
Through constructing temporary conditions for design,
I reformat the everyday and produce in real-time.
My thesis traces a trajectory of work demonstrating
consistent methods over a wide range of academic and
applied projects. I work intuitively to couple learning
and making, and through continuous production enact
a practice that persists at any scale.
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This thesis examines methods and practice. Offering
a retrospective view on my three years at RISD, it is an
anthology of sorts, with many projects represented at
different scales. Situated at the intersection of several
overarching research methods, this thesis seeks to make
the intersection of several modes of working visible.
The selection of work presented in this volume often
move through many forms, finding value alongside the
visible development of consistent approaches through
media and situations. Through exposing my projects to
critique from many directions and constantly redefining
parameters, I blur the boundaries of one project to the
next. I situate my projects as applied research, and I work
intuitively to couple learning and making, writing and
shaping language to establish a self-perpetuating critical
practice.
The projects on their surface touch on a range of subject
matter. Below the surface however, lies contiguous
methods and trains of thought, formal treatment and
conceptual approaches to format and context that
bind them together.
My goal is to present a field, a platform for continued and
persistent practice. This body of work demonstrates a
persistent mode of questioning and lays the groundwork
for continued activity.
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The value of design is hard to dispute, but the value and role of graphic
designers is repeatedly examined as the way we work changes its
relationship to the dominant modes of production and distribution.
Through this essay, I will present my research practices as responsive
to contemporary conditions of consumption and reflexive towards their
position in the ongoing development of the discipline. In this essay I will
survey the conditions of working as a designer in a post-digital condition,
followed by a lineage of ideas around authorship in graphic design.
POST DIGITAL CONTEXT
Changes in the ways we produce and share information alter the
definitions of graphic design and today, graphic designers operate
independently of specific tools and media. Method is more definitive of
the discipline than any specific medium and ubiquitous technologies
distance the profession from its normally considered ‘products’. Design
circulates more rapidly online as images of design than they ever would
in the physical world and content combined by designer’s is easily
deconstructed into its constituent parts through a simple Google search.
Shifting conceptions of aura in relation to methods of reproduction and
authorship—bracketed by complementary views by Walter Benjamin
and Bruno Latour1—serve as a cornerstone to my work. With these
conditions as a context I use a combination of research methods to
address the question: how do graphic designers negotiate authorship
within different forms of circulation, and how do new forms affect the
relationship between formal and functional value?
From the beginning of what we could consider a history of
graphic design as a profession, the practice has been closely associated
with the tools and methods of its production. The reproducible and
public nature of its output and the ephemeral relationship of the
designer to her subject matter are also trademarks of how the discipline
is traditionally considered. Shifts in technology have in turn demanded
shifts in the way the disciplines products are created, and shifts in how
designers function and move within culture. The personal computer
democratized the tools of designers, allowing anyone with access to be
able to execute and output graphic design objects. The wide use of the
internet today has created new modes of distribution for design, and
more importantly, has created conditions of democratized distribution,
individualized curation and publication of material, and has further
distanced graphic design as a discipline from the hallmarks of its
relevance in the past. Recognition within design has produced anxieties

1. In his famous 1936 essay, The Work of Art in the Age of
Mechanical Reproduction, Walter Benjamin proposes
a disintegration of the aura of the work of art through
its copies. Speaking of the, “authority of the object,” he
positions the original of any work of art as the absolute
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container of aura. Contemporary philosopher Bruno
Latour offers an alternative in his essay, The Migration
of the Aura, proposing that the strength of the aura of a
work of art should be judged by its movement through
its facsimiles.
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of the profession’s continued existence. Designer Ben Duvall writes,
“The computer ushered in the democratization of the designer’s tools at
the same time as it introduced total precision, and effectively placed the
professional designer into the precariat, that sector of the working class
whose livelihood is constantly threatened by economic downturn and
obsolescence through technological advances.”2
The internet and the digitization of tools has changed the way
aesthetic culture is produced and shared. At some distance now from
the beginnings of the internet, the use of social media and publishing
and ‘curatorial’ platforms such as blogs is widespread and mobile
digital mediation is constantly present in everyday life. Contrary to
much of the concern for the loss of relevance of the discipline in these
new conditions, I believe these conditions are in fact liberating for the
discipline. Graphic design finds new roles within society through its
reflexive and mediary position between the digital and physical worlds,
and through its awareness of the translation of concept to form within
context, the post-internet world of today allows graphic designers to
move as more autonomous agents within culture than ever before.
Progressing from an evolution of POP art, where mass production
became the aesthetic subject and tool for artists to address culture,
artists now grapple with issues of intention, authorship, and provenance
from within a frame of mass reproduction where culture changes
quickly, unpredictably, and is changed by the collective; A world in which
physical and digital worlds are blended, and artists create a closer and
seamless dialogue between the two.
Where the print run of a book was once an effective gauge of
accessibility and visibility for material, in the context of the digital, it
is now one of the less visible and least accessed forms of that content.
The internet has not only sped distribution beyond the radiating
‘editions’ of the printed text, but has created a condition of versioning
that multiplies and networks single instances of ‘identical’ content. In
turn, this dispersion clouds provenance and reduces the recognition
of any authoritative version of content. Allowed by collective sharing
and availability of visual design tools. Users of shared spaces on the
internet have the freedom to identify with and then collect and ‘curate’
content under their own personal banner (quite literally). Within these
idiosyncratic spheres of self-publishing, images of the world are edited
and published alongside purely digital content and then remixed to
express personal tastes.
The internet allows original publications that display the
compounded labor of writers, editors, photographers, designers etc. can

8
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be deconstructed and spread separately in many ‘unadulterated’ forms
(dissecting the original designed ‘instance’). Conversely, everything can
also become design and image, and even books are more visible and
viewed online as images than they are in their original physical states
(think of Amazon or Tumblr). Both of these processes, of compounding
and deconstruction serve in some ways the aestheticization of the
world around us. The multiplicity of the contemporary context pushes
idiosyncrasy and identification to everything—from the material to
the immaterial—into a visible space. As the producers of aesthetic
commodities and communication, design from books to letters are
claimed as referents to new forms of communication beyond their
original intention. The co-option of design as image potentially destroys
(or at least mandates recontextualization) originally intended access to
content. This change in the relationship to sets the stage for new ways of
working—and new reasons for working—for creators of visual objects
(i.e. the design of the physical as pretext to image).
Many artists, designers, and theorists working today embrace
and address modes of production and the fluidity of digital and physical
space in critical and self-reflexive ways. In speaking of contemporary
sculptor and photographer Frank Benson, curator Alessandro Rabottini
states, “Editing a picture with Photoshop is now akin to constructing,
shaping and assembling, whereas certain properties of the digital
image—flexibility, mobility, the speed with which it can be transmitted
and adapted to different formats and media—have now been extended
to the processes that build the real and analogue world.”3 The work of
artists like Artie Vierkant and Katja Novitskova produce dimensional
physical objects for gallery spaces specifically to have images of them
exist as the ‘final’ work (In his Image Objects series, Artie Vierkant
further intervenes with the images digitally, ensuring that each ‘file’,
though representing the same ‘original subject’, is a different “image
object”). Through reflexive modes of working, these artists make the way
of viewing evident and at times invert the ways—or traditional reasons—
of creating images to reveal or test the process in critical and revealing
ways. The context with which these artists work and address is the
interplay of physical and digital spaces.
With a practice explicitly focused on the blending of the digital
and physical world through images of art documentation, Artie Vierkant
explores the truth of images and provenance in image consumption in
digital space. Beginning his essay The Image Object Post-Internet with the
phrase, “Art is a Social Object” and continuing later on, “First, nothing
is in a fixed state: i.e., everything is anything else, whether because

9
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exists independent from fixed tools, content, and output, and
whose primary material (language) exists in a similarly multiplicitous
and interpretable state. My position does not take a state of versioning or
the aesthetics of the digital world as its concern. Instead, I am concerned
with the effect of this condition of production and reproduction on the
agency of the designer; of its effect on authorship.
AUTHORS/AUTHORSHIP
In his essay Fuck Content, graphic designer Michael Rock illustrates the
notion of ‘authorship’ by way of cinema: “A director can be the esteemed
auteur of a film he didn’t write, score, edit, or shoot. What makes a
Hitchcock film a Hitchcock film is not the story but a consistency of
style that winds intact through
different technologies, plots, actors,
ations VI, 2013
owth Approxim
ture Gr
Fu
a.
and
time
periods
like
a
substance
of its own. Every film is about filmov
sk
vit
Katja No
making”7. Similarly curator Jens Hoffmann, in his book Theater of
Exhibitions, relates the evolution of authorship in New Wave cinema
to curatorial practice: “For Truffaut, the characteristics of an author-
director include thematic consistency of production, a strong creative
sensibility regarding how the director interprets a script, and a clear
artistic development from film to film throughout the director’s career.
All of these attributes could be applied to many curators working today.”8
These attributes (with emphasis on interpretation and consistency of
approach), that shine through in what artist Joseph Grigely calls, “the
imbricated process of overlapping authority,”9 can be applied to the
conversations of authorship in graphic design today. Taking place is a
reversal in the value of the discipline—when in control of the means of
production—of a premium on the transparency of the designer’s hand
to a increased value of subjectivity and the traceable visibility of formal
criticality and interpretation within the body of work of the graphic
designer.
Michael Rock continues:
Because of the limited nature of the designed object, individual
objects are rarely substantial enough to contain fully rendered
Artie Vierka ideas. Therefore ideas develop over many projects spanning years.
nt. Image Ob
jects series.
2011
Form itself
is indexical.
We are intimately, physically connected to
the work we produce, and so it is inevitable that our work beats our
stamp. The choice of projects in each designer’s oeuvre lays out a
map of interests and proclivities... The way those projects are parsed
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any object is capable of becoming another type of object or because
an object already exists in flux between multiple instantiations,”3 he
presents an issue of image production that begins to question the fixed
nature of works of art both physically and psychologically. Artists such
as Vierkant and Novitskova explicitly address explicitly both through the
use and re-purposing of the forms and conventions of both those spaces.
Though speaking primarily of physical archives, writer Sophie Berribi
presents an interesting transition from an original to the revaluing of
its documentation:
In a multiplicity of cases that include works produced in locations
far away from any audience, events performed at a specific moment
and works provided in the form of instructions to a third party,
the work of art is presented to an audience through documentary
means: photographs, films, notes, objects. The artwork itself is
elusive, sometimes impermanent. While this is sometimes presented
as a side effect of these practices, the elusiveness of the artwork and
its reliance on documentary means can be understood in a different
way: as a purpose in itself, a conscious and permanent deferral.4
Designer and writer Robert Heatherington states in his essay The
Performance and Construction of Identity states that, “Within a digital
age, as the boundaries between disciplines blur and skill sets begin to
homogenize, the skills traditionally employed by graphic designers can
now be applied across a much wider variety of mediums.”6 The notion
of a post-digital or post-internet context refers to a state in which the
digital is assimilated into everyday life to a point where it operates
‘invisibly;’ as part of the fabric of the day-to-day.
Graphic design, in a transient state as applied to tools after the
birth of the computer, becomes even more fluid and operational as
the proliferation of the digital throughout our lives and the imaging of
everything becomes a norm. As Heatherington suggests, the digital is
essentially post-disciplinary. In consideration of the constantly changing
states of representation of objects and the fluidity of the discipline of
graphic design, the post-digital condition offers a liberation of ‘content’
from format and—in turn—the liberation of form from conventional
functions.
This state of multiplicity and uncertain provenance demands a
reexamination of the role of the designer, not in relation to his/her tools
(which have been accessed by the wider culture) but to culture and the
methodologies of design. A re-evaluation of the state of a discipline that
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exists independent from fixed tools, content, and output, and whose
primary material (language) exists in a similarly multiplicitous and
interpretable state. My position does not take a state of versioning or the
aesthetics of the digital world as its concern. Instead, I am concerned
with the effect of this condition of production and reproduction on the
agency of the designer; of its effect on authorship.

out, disassembled, reorganized, and rendered reveals a philosophy,
an aesthetic position, an argument, and a critique.10

Michael Rock continues:
Because of the limited nature of the designed object, individual
objects are rarely substantial enough to contain fully rendered
ideas. Therefore ideas develop over many projects spanning years.
Form itself is indexical. We are intimately, physically connected to
the work we produce, and so it is inevitable that our work beats our
stamp. The choice of projects in each designer’s oeuvre lays out a
map of interests and proclivities... The way those projects are parsed
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AUTHORS/AUTHORSHIP
In his essay Fuck Content, graphic designer Michael Rock illustrates the
notion of ‘authorship’ by way of cinema: “A director can be the esteemed
auteur of a film he didn’t write, score, edit, or shoot. What makes a
Hitchcock film a Hitchcock film is not the story but a consistency of
style that winds intact through different technologies, plots, actors,
and time periods like a substance of its own. Every film is about filmmaking”7. Similarly curator Jens Hoffmann, in his book Theater of
Exhibitions, relates the evolution of authorship in New Wave cinema
to curatorial practice: “For Truffaut, the characteristics of an author-
director include thematic consistency of production, a strong creative
sensibility regarding how the director interprets a script, and a clear
artistic development from film to film throughout the director’s career.
All of these attributes could be applied to many curators working today.”8
These attributes (with emphasis on interpretation and consistency of
approach), that shine through in what artist Joseph Grigely calls, “the
imbricated process of overlapping authority,”9 can be applied to the
conversations of authorship in graphic design today. Taking place is a
reversal in the value of the discipline—when in control of the means of
production—of a premium on the transparency of the designer’s hand
to a increased value of subjectivity and the traceable visibility of formal
criticality and interpretation within the body of work of the graphic
designer.
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The question of authorship is about both the visibility of the designer
in the work and the development (and visibility) of the identity of the
designer himself/herself. Robert Heatherington speaks metaphorically
of the actor stating, “An actor can step onto many stages and perform
a multitude of roles, yet never lose the sense of the self, for the notion
of performance inherently involves the understanding that identity is
a flexible thing, and that the concept of a solid, unchanging existence
is fundamentally opposed to the nature of humanity anyway”11. In
this search for authorship, or rather a centered and autonomous
agent (or practitioner), Dutch design studio Metahaven looks beyond
the ‘client’ project to develop a view of graphic design as a productive
source of knowledge. “With the removal of need and the commissioned
assignment as an inseparable duo, the door is open to new paths.
The designer must use this freedom, for once, not design something
else, but to redesign himself.”12 Van Der Velden reifies the notion that
conversations of authorship concern primarily the identity of the author
as such, rather than form of activity taking place.
Van der Velden continues:
The true investment is the investment in design itself, as a discipline
that conducts research and generates knowledge—knowledge that
makes it possible to seriously participate in discussions that are
not about design. Let this be knowledge that no one has asked for,
in which the designer is without the handhold of an assignment, a
framework of conditions, his deference, without anyone to pat him
on the shoulder or upbraid him.[...] Let designers offer the surplus
value, the uselessness and the authorship of their profession to the
world, to politics, to society.13”
This solution (however enabled by the specific economic realities of
design and artistic practice in the Netherlands) shucks the need for the
traditional ‘client’ based work and instead proposes designers that reach
out, react, and propose in response and in opposition to the discourses
of other disciplines. The value of ‘graphic authorship’ is relevant in
any context. It is less about an end product as it is about a consistent
autonomous and critical approach to the world. Elliot Earls—the artist
in residence at the 2D department at the Cranbrook Academy—speaks
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of the development and self-awareness of one’s own agency as a core goal
of graduate education at Cranbrook in an interview with design educator
Mitch Goldstein. He states simply that the designers we hear about and
talk about are those designers that engage in a “flagrant display of their
own agency.”14
The conditions of digital production today encounter the idea of
authorship in interesting ways. Databases and sharing on the internet all
allow for a proliferation of digital versions without any necessitation of
deletion or selection. Michel Foucault in his lecture, What Is An Author,
states “[...] The author is not an indefinite source of significations that fill
a work; the author does not precede the works; he is a certain functional
principle by which in our culture, one limits, excludes, and chooses, in
short, but which one impedes the free circulation, the free manipulation,
decomposition, and recomposition of fiction.”15 Foucault presents the
tensions between the authorship and anonymity, between editing and
generation, and offers the possibility of authorship as the generation of
discourse through a work. He describes an “author function”, placing
authorship within an active sphere; authorship not necessarily as a
subject, but as an action.
In a conversation around the agency of the designer and of
authorship, the audience is notably absent in conversations surrounding
authorship (unless of course they are implicated in the role of a relational
participant with the designers work (choices). What has become of the
audience, or of the need for the Crystal Goblet16 of typography mentioned
by Beatrice Warde in her famous essay of the same name (interestingly,
Michael Rock and Metahaven, in fact most essays approaching the
question of Designer As [blank] address or cite this seminal typography
essay as a point of departure or opposition)? The internet and its effect
on digital and print production and distribution enables a shift in
conversation from ‘good’ design as being accessible and wide reaching,
to design as a fertile ground for research and argument centered around
the designer’s subjectivity and critical position. These smaller scale and
more aggressive displays of argument between the designer and content
are more visible to their already interested audience and less visible or
accessible to others. Engagement with an interested repeat audience
is in some ways a given, and aesthetics tied to genres of content have
become referents for a hyper specific audience. Design becomes more
and more temporally sited—as an instance of design—as content shifts
and spreads across media, clashing over and over again with the specific
interpretations and subjectivities of different designers as it goes.
For some graphic designers, the development of this interplay has

14
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18. Ibid.
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added shadowed concerns to the conversation of authorship. In her 2011
essay Reading and Writing Ellen Lupton states, “An author is a particular
kind of individual whose identity is tied not to specific human actions
or attributes but to a body of texts. Writing in 1972, Foucault predicted
that as society changed, the author function would disappear.”17
She continues to cite concerns for ‘originality,’ ‘intentionality,’ and
appropriation. Concluding she states, “In the age of self-publishing
and social media, the author function has splintered and multiplied.
Society has changed, and so have the means of composing, consuming,
and spreading the written word. ‘Author’ is now a role that anyone can
play.”18
I would argue against anxieties towards authorship birthed from
a condition of collective ‘design.’ The notion of everyone acting as an
author is impossible from simply participating in the tools of visual
creation online. Additionally, I would consider a design identified
by its tools now as a form of digital labor similar to other forms of
conventional white collar production.
Graphic design is untied from tools, and the authors are
operating elsewhere. As it concerns the formulation of the action—or the
acting—of the designer in any context, authorship concerns the quality
of reflexive consideration of media spaces in response to discourse and a
field of similarly intentioned (though different) activities. Not explicitly
mentioning ‘authorship,’ Rollings however sites reflexivity in research
stating,
Reflexivity in research methods takes a full and ongoing account of
the self and the effect of the identity and presence of the researcher
upon what is being investigated… [Reflexivity] is also necessarily
improvisatory—intuitive, ephemeral, and often autonomic in
nature—proceeding ‘from everything we know and everything we
are,’ converging upon any given stimulus or focus of inquiry ‘from a
rich plurality of directions and sources.’189
Again, critical practice is sited within responsive and compounded
activity.
My practice engages with questions of the development of authorship
in graphic design; of design as an activity for the development of the
designer and—in a more rigorous way—the evaluation of the discipline
as it now stands. These designers and writers, in discussing ‘authorship’,
place it within a temporal realm of instantiated expression. They
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AURA
In his essay, The Migration of the Aura, theorist Bruno
Latour states:
The real phenomenon to be accounted for is not the
punctual delineation of one version divorced from
the rest of its copies, but the whole assemblage
made up of one or several original(s) together with
the retinue of its continually re-written biography.2

ART
Graphic designers, particularly in academic contexts, toe
the line between art and design. The discourse and history
of fine art, architecture, and art theory and criticism is
integral to my work and informs my approach to design. In
researching reflexive modes of art and design production
and display, I look towards art history as a primary source.
Similarly, in researching language use in art and design,
I look towards the theory and conceptual art practices of
the late 20th century as much as contemporary design.
Through research, I synthesize sources from different
fields and different times.
Increasingly, separate roles involved in art production and art presentation are compounded.1 I’m interested
how my position can bridge the separate contexts of
art and design into a singular practice. My research into
both art and design literature fosters a repositioning
in my interaction with methods and activities from other
disciplines.

1. Groys, Boris. From Medium to Message: The
Art Exhibition as Model of a New World Order.
The Art Biennial As a Global Phenomenon:
Strategies in Neo-Political Times. Duve, Thierry
eds. 56–65. Rotterdam: NAi Publishers, 2009.

First presented by Walter Benjamin in the Work of Art in
the Age of Mechanical Reproduction, the aura is representative of the initial affect of the work of art, or rather the
unique circumstances of the situation of the original. This
conception of the value of the original has been reconsidered most markedly in relation to the proliferation of copies
of images on the internet and the invasion of image based
consumption in our social lives.
Bruno Latour mentions the revitalization of an original
through the proliferation of its facsimiles. Hito Steryel, in
her essay In Defense of the Poor Image states, “This aura is
no longer based on the permanence of the ‘original,’ but on
the transience of the copy.”3
Many contemporary artists take the digital image’s
movement between physical and digital space as their
primary focus. Artist Oliver Laric has created a practice
that revolves around the proliferation and manipulation
of an original image through digital and physical spaces.
Artie Vierkant continuously alters his own documentation
as a primary practice. Value lies in movement.

2. Latour, Bruno and Adam Lowe. The Migration
of the Aura: or, How to Explore an Original
Through its Copies. Bartscherer, Thomas,
and Roderick Coover. 2011. Switching Codes.
Chicago: University of Chicago Press.
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A graphic representation of ‘Aura.’

CONTRADICTION & DESIGNATION
Designations exist in relation to contrasting designations.
The mediation of opposing concepts define accepted
behavior and discourse within a space. In his essay Other
Spaces, Michel Foucault states, “...Perhaps our life is still
governed by a certain number of oppositions that remain
inviolable… These are oppositions that we regard as simple
givens: for example between private space and public
space, between family space and social space, between
cultural space and useful space...”5 Though these oppositions may be explicitly named, the activities accepted
within them change along with cultural and technological
advances. Today we see a proliferation of remixed forms
and compounded functions. Modernism’s task of uniform
production towards utopia gave way in the 1980’s to Postmodernism’s tactic of reuse and recombination, showing
the flexibility of oppositional conceptions of form and
function. Today, the Internet spurs the further blurring of
categories, and mobile devices (such as the iPhone) blend
public and private interactions within singular spaces. This
compounding of activities erodes established definitions

CONTEXT
Regarding methodologies in contexts of reproduction,
graphic design is uniquely situated to engage with established structures and institutions. It is in these ‘alongside’
forms of material (the periphery) that when foregrounded
can become critical tools. The reconsideration of organizational structures such as captions, page numbers, and
footnotes, but also of formats themselves—when placed
within a larger context or a linguistic frame—can insert the
designer into new discourses, attesting to what Daniel van
der Velden in his essay Research and Destroy proposes for
the “proactive designer.”4
The artist Joseph Grigely in his book Exhibition
Prosthetics posits that, “An exhibition is unstable by
definition—unstable, incomplete, uncontained, and uncontainable. Like film trailers that offer clips and previews
of upcoming films, contemporary exhibitions involve
the fragmentation of an entity and its dispersion into a
variety of representations.”5 A large part of my research
practice takes the exhibition as a kind of a laboratory. A
site that—though as Grigely states may never be complete
or fully contained—is a constructed context that produces
a proliferation of forms allows my practice to surround
a subject.

4. Van Der Velden, Daniel. Research and Destroy.
2011. Graphic Design: Now In Production.
Minneapolis, MN: Walker Art Center.

In their exhibition at the 2014 BRNO Biennial,
the designers reversed the hierarchy of the
captions to their work, drawing attention to
its mediation in the gallery.

Fountain 1917
MARCEL DUCHAMP

The first photograph liberated painting from representation.
Painters like Cezanne and Picasso pushed painting towards
addressing its own materiality.

LOUIS DAGUERRE Boulevard du Temple 1838

ARCHIVES
Through the creation of archives of visual material, I
establish understanding of a context and create platforms
for many potential projects. Creating and displaying
archives form a preliminary method of response and
provide a visual trace of thoughts to their origins. My
practice operates in response to graphic design today,
and the visual survey and archiving of the contemporary
aesthetic field informs my work and forms a primary
research method.

Duchamp’s landmark readymade refocused art discourse towards context and language.

ARCHIVES—CONTRADICTION

MEVIS & VAN DEURSEN

PRACTICE MAKES PRACTICE

and creates the possibility for active, pluralistic spaces.
Foucault presents the concept of heterotopias, in which
“the real sites, all the other sites that can be found within
the culture are simultaneously represented, contested,
and inverted.”7 Functioning from a place of repurposing,
graphic design can join disparate contexts and compound
the referential benefits of both.

5. Grigely, Joseph, Hans Ulrich Obrist, and Zak
Kyes. 2010. Exhibition Prosthetics. London:
Bedford Press, Architectural Association,
School of Architecture.
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6. Foucault, Michel. 1971. The Order of Things.
New York: Vintage Books.
7. Ibid.

DESIGN AS—EXHIBITION

DESIGN AS READING
James Haywood Rolling, quoting researcher Mary Bucholtz,
describes a ‘postmodern’ research methodology resting
in improvisation and activity as its primary means of
engaging with the world:

engaged and authored methodology. Sullivan describes a
methodology well:

Title of the Show 2009

A graphic representation of ‘movement.’

The exhibition formatted the physical space as scaled-up spreads of
a book. The catalog presented photographs of the physical space.

JULIA BORN

METHODS—A FIELD

DESIGNING METHODOLOGY
The compelling thing about methodology as a siting of a
thesis inquiry is that it transcends specific contexts to
create a graphic design that serves as a usable and sited
activity within different contexts. Derrida discussing the
limitlessness of the unit of language to be recontextualized
states, “Every sign, linguistic or nonlinguistic,spoken or
written (in the current sense of this opposition), in a small
or large unit, can be cited. Put between quotation marks; in
so doing it can break with every given context, engendering
an infinity of new contexts in a manner which is absolutely
illimitable.”10
In researching and focusing on the development
of methodologies, I look for ways in which the line between
specificity and translatability can be pushed and simultaneously occupied. Through repurposing or misusing
conventional materials or behaviors through responsive
and performative processes, I search for ways that theory
and practice can be blended to reveal new forms.
As an aside, I find that failure is as interesting as
success in many ways, in that shortcomings of design or
media, when deliberately arrived at, can be an active part
of an engaged practice.

As a continuous means of engagement with the world, I
utilize a deliberate methodology of design as reading. I use
shaping of language and produce as I work through every
step of a project. This process becomes a way to learning
as well as a way of turning the energy of process into a
‘final’ design. It is within the constant activity—of reading,
learning, and writing as visible research—that creates an

9. Sullivan, Graeme. The Artist as Researcher:
New Roles for New Realities. See It Again, Say
It Again: The Artist As Researcher. Wesseling,
Janneke. 80–101. Amsterdam: Valiz, 2011.
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10. Derrida, Jacques. Signature Event Context.
1982. Margins of Philosophy. Chicago: University
of Chicago Press.

THE MUSEUM OF NON-PARTICIPATION

However, if the goal of research shifts slightly from
explanation to understanding, the role of theory
changes. Understanding, after all, is an adaptive
process of human thinking and acting that is
changed by experience and as a consequence of
the forms of media we create and encounter. With
this in mind, the research task of wanting to understand things rather than explain them means that
the procedures must be more extensive, inclusive
and creative.”9

Identity as invention makes visible the often
invisible process of identity construction. It refutes
the belief that identities are given in advance for
individuals to step into, and posits that identities
are invented/produced in interaction, through
processes of contestation and collaboration, and
they may be simultaneously… Identity as improvisation suggests that new social arrangements
provide the means to shape new identities. Often
individuals employ resources in ways that cannot
be predicted in advance. Through the innovative
reworking of previously formulated structures,
they transcend deterministic frameworks of
identity, demonstrating through their actions that
identity is instead a continuous creative practice.8

8. Rolling, James Haywood. 2013. Arts-Based
Research Primer.
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ended, yet the opportunity for inventive inquiry is at
hand. In these circumstances the artist-researcher
is seen to be participating in a post-discipline
practice. Here there is little reliance on a prescribed
content base.12

My research is valuable in that it examines and
synthesizes sources from many fields into a view on
contingent method. More than demonstrating mastery of a
specific subject, my thesis work attempts to demonstrate
viable modes of participation outside of conventional
practices. That the visual and the textual parts of our
practice—the preproduction, the preparation, and the
execution—can all be considered sites for research and
conceptual thinking.

I see the exhibition as a context for post-disciplinary
practice-led research. As a site of research, the exhibition
offers a unique circumstance whereby many different
methods converge, are evaluated, documented, and
responded to by a number of parties. The exhibition as
a format and container—repurposed and redirected as
a conceptual framework—offers support for an array
of produced materials, unifying diverse bodies of work
and diverse approaches within conceptually consistent
contexts. Theorist Nicolas Bourriaud states, “Production

EDUCATION
Academia is a real context—part of the real world. It
includes a public. Additionally, education never ends; I’m
learning how to work on what I’m working on while I’m
working on it.
According to John Dewey, education is ‘formally
summed up in the idea of continuous reconstruction of experience’.11
EXHIBITION AND COLLABORATION AS
POST-DISCIPLINE CONTEXTS
Contextual frame and collaboration influence my
practice. I find myself regularly integrating three modes
of action—visual response, context, and iterative form
making—in a collaborative capacity within the exhibition
format. Additionally, I often use the discourse surrounding
exhibitions, museums, and galleries as a conceptual
framework for my projects.
Artists function within cultural discourse as
creators, critics, theorists, teachers, activists, and
archivists. When working from a base in contemporary art, the conceptions of the discipline are
uncertain and the informing parameters are open-

11. Rolling, James Haywood. 2013. Arts-Based
Research Primer.

The Museum, started by Karen Mirza and Brad Butler, uses the
designation to critique institutional settings. It exists as a mobile
discourse; as an iterative museum able to claim territory, change
media, and shape discourse within other structures.

PRACTICE MAKES PRACTICE

12. Sullivan, Graeme. The Artist as Researcher:
New Roles for New Realities. See It Again, Say
It Again: The Artist As Researcher. Wesseling,
Janneke. 80–101. Amsterdam: Valiz, 2011.

21

METHODS—A FIELD

thus becomes a lexicon of a practice, which is to say, the
intermediary material from which new utterances can
be articulated, instead of representing the end result
of anything”.13 He later states that the contemporary
exhibition can serve as an active site of production, instead
of operating simply as a frame for previously produced
projects. A convergence of art, curatorial practice, and
design—the format of the exhibition offers a place for a
more fluid conception of graphic design, encouraging the
practice to break its normal habits within a constructed,
productive space.
The process of engaging in collaborative activities
in the context of a post-discipline setting provides
unparalleled group learning and discussion, and facilitates
the production of valuable empirical knowledge. The
exhibitions I have been involved in the course of this thesis
have been intensively collaborative and involve rigorous
and varied research methods. As co-curator and codirector of Dimensions Variable, 2015 RISD GD Triennial,
I occupied a constantly shifting array of roles from curator
to designer to writer etc. Dimensions Variable allowed for
a full exploration of its themes through materials (identity,
publications, signage, etc), and it allowed my co-curator
and I to mix established roles. Prior to attending RISD, I
worked alongside programmers, artists, and activists on
projects that used scientific research methods and data
collection while grounding them in visual interpretation
and formal experimentation. In both of these situations, my
identity as a graphic designer was loosely defined.
In discussing the position of art and design
in regards to arts-based research, Andris Teikmanis
diagrams differences between objective, subjective, and
intersubjective methods. My research practice embraces
subjective and intersubjective methods, but I often mix
these with the objective method concern of “art [or design]
as an object of practice.”14 My work takes the process

of design, its formats and methods of production as its
subject and looks to bend definitions of the discipline. In
looking for reflexive methods, I utilize a range of both
practice-based and practice-led research methods that
oscillate between theoretically and intuitively driven activity.

approach grounded heavily in language, exploiting the
differences in semantic and connotative meaning. In
my own practice, I privilege this difference as a site for a
method. The awareness within graphic design, and in the
conceptual art practices of language based artists, of the
separation of languages visual and semantic meaning
grants the practice a natural habitat for generation. With
language as a generative site, wordplay and language
centered iteration become a way of reading through
material as it is encountered, as well as becoming a
potential method for occupying (and authoring) ‘content’
that is not one’s own.

see my practice as one that attempts to join the academic
and professional, and to persist as a way of simultaneous
production and learning.

13. Bourriaud, Nicolas, Caroline Schneider, and
Jeanine Herman. Postproduction: Culture As
Screenplay : How Art Reprograms the World.
New York: Lukas & Sternberg, 2005.

LANGUAGE
As the discipline itself is not tied to specific media or tools,
language serves as an anchoring material and site for
methodology that itself is immaterial and exists (similarly
to design itself) in between possible meanings and forms.
Dutch design studio Experimental Jetset uses a graphic

14. Gorenec, Bojan, Alen Ozbolt, Michael Wilson,
and Schelte van Ruiten. Share: Handbook for
Artistic Research Education. Amsterdam: ELIA,
2013. 146–169.
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Designed by OK-RM and Jonathan
Monk, a billboard is reformatted
across a range of media at 1:1 scale.
An experiment in translatabiliity.

MOBILITY
Curator Hans Ulrich Obrist writes, “Every form of
counter-structure or anti-museum, once it is recognized
as such, will sooner or later become institutionalized. That
is why it is repeatedly necessary to thaw out structures that
have frozen and to put everything into play again. Mobile
strategies replace finished recipes.”17 He continues to mention the ‘infiltration and extension’ of existing exhibition
spaces and the calls out his Do It exhibition as a “mobile”
exhibition structure that “exists without ties to a specific
place.”18 Obrist’s’ peripatetic curatorial method, and
continual language based iterative practice as witnessed in
his collaboration with curator Hou Hanru and Obrist’s avid
use of social media, encompasses many of the ways I see
graphic design now functioning in the world today.

I consistently refer to Martha Rosler’s piece “Two
Inadequate Descriptive Systems of the Bowery,’ and Joseph
Kosuth’s “One and Three Chairs” as primary examples of
a turned focus to the linguistic representation of objects. In
the forming, or visual shaping, of texts, or of the addition,
replacement, subtraction, of qualifying texts to subjects
of focus, graphic designers can draw new awareness to
facets of the subject not apparent on first glance, and even
better, a reflexive look on the act and contingencies of
description in context.
In his lecture at the Guggenheim in 2012, Tom
McDonough states in regards to specific language based
arts practices,

Åbäke

[...] Our attention is drawn as much to the reality
of the text itself as anything outside of it. A foregrounding of materials with which the artist works,
and a corresponding concealment of the artist
him or herself. An exploration and exploitation
of the phonetic, and visual, potential of the verbal
sign, which are given at least equal weight as its
semantic charge. And lastly, an emphasis on the
arbitrary and conventional nature of the word as
symbol, along with a concomitant provision of
iconic quality.15
LEHRESTÜCKE
Playwright Bertolt Brecht developed the idea of the
Lehrstücke, or the Learning Play16 in which the consumption of material became a site of new production as well. I

15. McDonough, Tom. The Artist as Typographer.
Lecture, 24th Annual Hilla Rebay Lecture,
Solomon R. Guggenheim Museum, NY, January
11, 2012

16. Benjamin, Walter. 1973. Understanding
Brecht. London: NLB.
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I Am Still Alive is a magazine that appears periodically
within the pages of other publications. Described as
a parasitic publication, it is an interesting publishing
concept, considering its context in a new way.

A collection of books and large format graphic posters authored and
designed by Maurice Stein, Larry Miller, and Marshall Henrichs in
1970. The collection essentially served as a founding philosophical
document for the California College of the Arts. The posters plot
different trains of thought surrounding media theory, art, design,
and education as a kind of radical mind map, both epitomizing
a visual impression of youth and radical culture of the time.

A graphic representation of ‘language.’

GRAPHIC DESIGN
You, me, here, now, in cahoots, with internet and a printer.

LIMITS OF DESIGN
The limitations of design are liberating.

I AM STILL ALIVE

FORM
Form alone contains meaning and ideology.

BILLBOARD BOOK PROJECT
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A graphic representation of ‘gestured form.’

COLLABORATION—MOBILITY

BLUEPRINT FOR A COUNTER-EDUCATION 1970
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17. Obrist, Hans Ulrich, April Elizabeth Lamm,
and Paul Chan. 2014. Sharp Tongues, Loose
Lips, Open Eyes, Ears to the Ground. Berlin:
Sternberg Press.
18. Ibid.

PRACTICE-BASED ITERATION
Moving from more preliminary methods of visual survey
and literary synthesis, I learn through subjects by making
alongside other forms of research. I find that my process
rests naturally in simultaneous creation and research,
rather than sequencing one before the other. Many

practice to research practice itself.”20 In my work I’ve
touched on topics such as representation, archives, art,
linguistic designation, typography, form, participation,
and curation. However, I take the formats and methods
of graphic design as my primary focus, and these varied
subjects exist alongside an overarching inquiry into the
relationship between author, process, and product in
graphic design.

METHODS—A FIELD

of human thinking and acting that is changed by
experience and as a consequence of the forms
of media we create and encounter. With this in
mind, the research task of wanting to understand
things rather than explain them means that
the procedures must be more extensive, inclusive
and creative.”23
SITUATION

Anything that is known behaviourally rather than
imagistically is more time-based, more a function
of duration than what can be grasped as a static
whole. Our model of presentness begins to fill out.
It has a location in behaviour facilitated by certain
spaces that bind time more than images.
[...]Within the many examples [of recent works] it
is possible to find this spatial focus biased toward
one or the other of two generic types of spaces:
those articulated within contained structures and
those operating in an open ‘field’ type situation.
One could almost term these ‘noun’ and ‘verb’ type
spaces.21
PROPOSAL
The proposal is a useful frame, and a point of publishing,
speculative or otherwise.
REFLEXIVITY
Arts Researcher James Haywood Rolling sites
reflexivity in research:
Reflexivity in research methods takes a full and
ongoing account of the self and the effect of the
identity and presence of the researcher upon
what is being investigated… [Reflexivity] is also
necessarily improvisatory—intuitive, ephemeral,
and often autonomic in nature—proceeding
‘from everything we know and everything we are,’
converging upon any given stimulus or focus
of inquiry ‘from a rich plurality of directions
and sources’.22
RESEARCH

PRACTICE-LED RESEARCH
Ruth Mateus-Berr, in delineating areas of research in the
arts defines practice-led research as, “Research using

If the goal of research shifts slightly from explanation to understanding, the role of theory changes.
Understanding, after all, is an adaptive process

20. Mateus-Berr, Ruth. Arts and Design as
Social Fabric. Arts, Research, Innovation and
Society. Gerald Bast, Elias G. Carayannis, and
David F.J. Campbell. 2015.
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21. Morris, Robert. The Present Tense of Space.
Situation. ed. Claire Doherty. White Chapel 2009
22. Rolling, James Haywood. 2013. Arts-Based
Research Primer.

A graphic representation of ‘practice.’

PRESENT TENSE
In 1978 Robert Morris wrote an essay called The Present
Tense of Space. Morris proposes:

A situation is also an integrated ensemble of
behavior in time. It is composed of actions
captained in a transitory décore.24

A performance by the Bloomberg Businessweek design
team at an annual conference, directing attendees
to lunch.

PRINT THERAPY
When your feeling down, produce!

iterations never surface in finalized projects, but the trace
of process from sketch to product evidences engagement
with language-based iteration (through wordplay and
lateral thinking), and through formal graphic exploration.
In a recently submitted proposal for a small-scale
gallery in a storage room in the Fletcher building, I
used language-based iteration to open up speculative
possibilities. I added the designation of “gallery” to the end
of each item from a database of English idioms, creating
an expansive list of potential galleries. The evocative and
humorous language that arose from the exercise framed
an informal, but strong, opinion of the optimal use of the
space. I’m interested in how acts of re-designating through
language can subvert existing definitions of use and can
add discursive frames to any subject. My engagement
with language in my work as an iterative site is playful, but
effective for opening new zones of activity.
The tension between the theoretical and the
experiential is an interest of mine. In iterating with graphic
form, I react intuitively to content, creating large bodies of
visual explorations around a topic. I pair visual production
with theoretical research in a feedback loop of learning
through making. I would agree with the assumption
presented in Graeme Sullivan’s writing that, “The methodological assumption is that problems are not solved, but
surrounded.”19 This method allows me to not only absorb
new information but to quickly visualize and interpret
through the modes of making in graphic design.

19. Sullivan, Graeme. The Artist as Researcher:
New Roles for New Realities. See It Again, Say
It Again: The Artist As Researcher. Wesseling,
Janneke. 80–101. Amsterdam: Valiz, 2011.
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LUNCH

DOGVILLE

Lars Von Trier 2003

PRACTICE-BASED—VISIBLE PROCESS

The film by Lars Von Trier utilizes a unique set.
Depicting the main street of a small town, the
buildings and streets are marked graphically on the
ground, but no structures actually exist, allowing for
the viewer to see the activities of the entire town at
any given time. The set makes no effort to disguise
the nature of its fabrication, even though the
characters ignore the nature of their surroundings.

PRACTICE MAKES PRACTICE

THEATRE
A metaphor for practice. I relate theatre to practice in
two ways. First, in the way that theatre is a completely
constructed context. It is controlled, and roles are defined.
However, the second way I relate theatre to practice is
by way of the methods of its avant garde practitioners.
Brecht, Artaud, and others practiced a theatre that shook
up the normal relationship between the stage and its
surroundings, and the actors and the audience. Roles can
be upset, or activities experimented with, but always within
the ‘discourse’ of the theatre.

SPACE
Following Michel De Certeau’s definition of space as a
practiced place25 I consider space to not be identifiable
with any specific place. Space has more in common with
conditions for activity, and thus can exist in any specific
place. In design we talk about book and web spaces
alongside physical space. Space being separated from
specific place allows for the possibility of shifting spaces
within pre-existing locations.

THROUGH-NESS
Writing through, reading through. designing through.
moving through. with. alongside. because of. in reaction to.
etc. Stay unstuck, constantly productive.

SITE-CONDITIONED
Robert Irwin defines site conditioned or determined art
as on that, “draws all of its cues (reasons for being) form
its surroundings. This requires the process to begin with
an intimate, hands-on reading of the site...”26 In contrast
to site specific art, site conditional art is a strategy for
engaging with a site on a lived level, rather than planning
art with the parameters of a place in mind. Site conditional
work embeds any emanating art from a present an lived
condition.

VISIBLE PROCESS
The artist Lukas Blalock stated in a recent presentation
at the MOMA that, “I see a photograph as a picture
made through a series of choices, where each one of the
procedural steps has the possibility of being performed
differently. In the contemporary moment, this logic is
as present in a vernacular photography that includes
Instagram as it is in the artist’s studio. And I see my
ham-fisted digital interventions as a burlesque, or overpresentation, of this hidden labour”.27 The ‘demonstration’ of
the process of design—or the formulation of strategies or
systems of approaching different spaces sequentially over

THE PRODUCTIVE TURN
That moment when the procedural becomes a strategy for
final production.

23. Ibid.
24. Debord, Guy. Preliminary Problems in
Constructing a Situation. Situation. ed. Claire
Doherty. White Chapel 2009

25. Certeau, Michel de, and Steven Rendall.
1984. The Practice of Everyday Life. Berkeley:
University of California Press.
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26. Irwin, Robert. Being and Circumstance.
Situation. ed. Claire Doherty. White Chapel 2009
27. Blalock, Lukas. Ocean of Images: New
Photography 2015 Panel Discussion, Museum
of Modern Art, NY, November 2, 2015
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VISIBLE PROCESS

HAMMETT NUROSI

The well made production is one from which the
traces of its rehearsals have been removed (just as
from the successfully reified commodity the traces
of production itself have been made to disappear):
Brecht opens up this surface, and allows us to
see back down into the alternative gestures and
postures of the actors trying out their roles: so it is
that aesthetic experimentation generally—which
has so often been understood as generating the
new and the hitherto unexperienced, the radical
innovation — might just as well be grasped as the
‘experimental’ attempt to ward off reification[…]29

time—offers a potential way out of the loop of concerns
over diminishing authorship. Rather than finding ways
to elevate design again through technical craft (which of
course is important) or reinforcing the differences between
the activities of non-designers and designers, I think an
aggressive revealing of the labor of design presents itself as
a viable strategy. ‘Versions’, of course abound, but agency
expressed in the selection of those versions defines modes
of working.
A creation of ‘content’ from the modes of
production, or critical engagement with specific contexts
as continual prompt is not new in artistic practice. As
mentioned previously and worth mentioning again here,
Bourriaud’s describes in relation to contemporary art
practices: “Production thus becomes a lexicon of a practice,
which is to say, the intermediary material from which new
utterances can be articulated, instead of representing the
end result of anything.”28 This description of production
goes hand in hand with a transition in a postdigital context
to a state of primarily digitally visible content. As representative in Blalock’s work or in Artie Vierkant’s, the evidence
of an intervention in the surface of the image of physical
space reveals its own intervention. These gestures become
self-reflexive formal interruptions to the normal ways of
receiving work and an exposure of a specific method of
engagement with production and way of seeing as the work
itself. Bertolt Brecht is a cornerstone for thinking about the
revealing of process.

28. Bourriaud, Nicolas, Caroline Schneider, and
Jeanine Herman. Postproduction: Culture As
Screenplay : How Art Reprograms the World.
New York: Lukas & Sternberg, 2005.

In conversation with
Hammett Nurosi

01.24.16

ON PROCESS & METHODOLOGY

A graphic representation of ‘stage.’

Gabriel Melcher

WITHIN AND ALONGSIDE
Robert Irwin defines site conditioned or determined art as
on that, “draws all of its cues (reasons for being) form its
surroundings. This re

A core question: Where do graphic designers
find themselves in relation to and because
of digital forms of circulation? Essentially a
revaluing of the products of design as they
become circulated as images, but also on the
position of the designer as someone facing the
democratization of tools. Where that was the
main question for me last semester, I now see
my thesis as very much in response to that. I
think that as soon as you say ‘digital’ or ‘condiI

29. Jameson, Fredric. 2000. Brecht and Method.
London: Verso.
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Hammett Nurosi is a critic and faculty member
at the Rhode Island School of Design. He served
as my Primary Thesis advisor and we had
regular meetings to sit and speak about design.
We talked often less about projects and more
about ideas.
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Lukas Blalock uses the obvious digital alteration of photographs in his
work, revealing and demonstrating the process of creating them.

LUKAS BLALOCK

The Smoker 2014

Postmodernist thinker Frederic Jameson describes
Brecht’s process:

CONVERSATION
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tions of digital circulation,’ people immediately
start jumping to a certain genre of projects. That
means often ‘printed web projects,’ or looking
at quantity and iterations and versioning. I’m
not interested in these things, and I’m not interested in the formal frames or visual byproducts
of the web; all of these are secondary in my work.

I.

It’s funny, I position my work in response to ‘the
web’, but it seems to most often end up taking
form in physical spaces or in a combination
of physical and web spaces. An exhibition, for
example, has web elements but also generates
printed materials and physical spaces. All of
these outputs encapsulate and gesture towards
the big idea. For me the interest is that my thesis
can be a response, but not
explicitly referential. That’s
I. Kenneth Goldsmith considers
alternate forms of literature
in this volume, discussing the
where, I think, a methodology
implication of remix and digital
culture on forms of writing today.
comes in. It’s about a way
Goldsmith, Kenneth. 2011.
of working in response, not
Uncreative Writing: Managing
Language in the Digital Age. New
about working towards those
York: Columbia University Press.
[conditions] as an issue.
There are two things that are
primary when I talk about
II
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methodology, and they branch out
into two places. One is a practice-led
research method; The metaphor that
I’ve been using lately is the game
of leapfrog or the phrase ‘take one
step forward, two steps back’. In that
example, if you turn around after the
first step to look back at where you’re
coming from, you’re still moving in the
right direction. Practice-led research
in academic fields essentially means
research looking towards outward
subjects things in order to learn
about its own methods as research.
So its not necessarily self-referential,
but it conducts research in order to
learn about its own position towards
subjects.1

I have different ways of working
through that. I’ve been working with
this idea of writing through things.
For example, I worked on an exhibition at apexartII in New York City,
and I took the initial statement that
they gave me, and the way that I read
it became a way of making. As I read
through it initially, I was basically
pulling language and making formal
gestures in real time towards anything as that stuck out to me. In the
exhibition, called Setting Out, it was
actually a success in seeing how far
I could push and morph and—more
importantly—retain those initial
gestures into the final product. With
the exhibition, the center table that
contained artist works and my own
research sat above vinyl words from
my initial read through. Everything
on the table was situated above

There’s a language-based
methodology as well. I’m not really
sure where that falls right now,
but it’s somewhere in the field
of Uncreative Writing I but with
Graphic Design as its core. The
reason language is important is
because graphic designers deal with
language’s formal meanings and
linguistic meanings. Also, language
transcends any medium or output;
it transcends the web, it transcends
print, it transcends exhibitions. It
exists as potential. So to me that’s a
logical place to find where the value
of design (in this contemporary
condition) is: in a place that isn’t
site-specific but is fluid, adaptable.

II. Setting Out gallery takeaway

III
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1. This raises an interesting point in regards to an obstruction I had
encountered many times at RISD: the issue of content. How do I
generate content? Because my thesis is not based around, specifically,
a singular issue and it takes generative methods and practice itself as
its subject, I’ve found this notion of practice-led research helpful; a way
of engaging with any subject with self-driven motives.
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those words and displayed with a formal idea of
reorientation. The initial gesture and impression taken straight from my response to the
first project meeting and research was retained.
Other things were added to it, but there was a
trace, essentially, that had a core presence in
the exhibition.
That’s one example of how I work through
a project or situation. But within this
overarching question of method, and maybe
more importantly, is a question about how the
methodologies are siphoned and my initial
individual responses are put into use. It’s like
an oscillation between a position of authorship
and personal growth, and a position of generosity towards the viewer. How can those two things
coexist? For me, that’s maybe one of the most
interesting things.
Hammett Nurosi
So creating online or offline?

Yes, creating in any place. Again, it’s been tricky
for me to deal with this idea of response. I see
my work being in response to online circulation,
but it’s also absolutely existing wherever the
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designer usually exists, but in a more
reflexive way. Where I want to push
is, I think, is to a place that really
confronts the idea of agency in the
viewer butting up against authorship
in the designer. That area of activity
as being a place that transcends
medium and site, but is responsive
to both.

Product is research.

So, that’s why the extra-curricular
opportunities have been helpful for
me, because its been a way for me
to test things out. I think, ‘how can I
come to this thing that is outside of
a coursework situation and actually
bring my position as a designer
into a collaborative context with
non-designers.2 How can I push
my own personal agenda and my
methods into these public situations,
and still be authorially present in the
end product.3
So it’s about simultaneity, but
it’s also about responsiveness,
authorship, and agency. I think it’s
interesting that publishing came up
in my mid-year crit because of what
the results are. The results are: if you
have continuous production—again
I think of the leap-frogging image—if
there is continuous movement, then
there’s no switching activities to,
“okay I’m going to work now, and
then I’m going to… whatever.” It’s
all part of it; research and learning is
the product.

IV

Yes, so it’s continuous and it embeds
any project with the ongoing mission
of the designer. When we talk about
artists, that’s what it’s like I think. A
single work by an artist, on its own,
may not illuminate to much about
the artist. But, taken together over
a lifetime it actually does begin to
illuminate something at the center;
a core concern. It’s interesting that
design and art seem to be butting
against each other4 more and more.
Part of that is about a way of looking
at the designer as an authored and
autonomous individual in relation
to their work. I have opinions about
why that is, but its funny that with
design—sort of continuing the strain
of—conceptual language based
art of the 70s and the 80s… That’s
what design does now... That’s a big
assumption.
[Laughter]
Not all design… but it seems that
when young designers learn about
art they learn about that art.5 That
trajectory is gone and they don’t
learn about contemporary art in the
same way as artists do, but there’s
this disciplinary jump in the ways of
treating language.
So I am aware of language as being
a form of accessible and morphable
material beyond the traditional

V

2. Collaborative, but also where roles are
predetermined, and how to bend and work within
those sorts of structures. Or pre-determinations/
definitions.
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3. Present by the end, but present in a specific
way. Any designer is present in the choices
they make, but not all designers exist with
traceable agendas or clear agency.
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5. This is an assumption, but in my experience at RISD, this holds true
in the kind of areas of art that young designers are exposed to. I think
this has good and bad elements. In one way, it emphasizes thinking
towards context. In another way, I it constricts aesthetic freedom
and purely surface thinking implying strongly that form needs heavy
conceptual validation..

CONVERSATION

4. Particularly in the image economy online. What images and what
surfaces hold cultural value now, and in what spheres.
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technical elements of any specific
media, and of what I’ve been
calling the instance of design. This
being another important term for
me. Because web and print are
both ephemeral in certain ways,
the instance of any given design
as a suggestion or a mediated
image—think about covers or
spreads displayed in catalogs or in
online bookstores—the physical
product is less visible compared to
its suggestion as an image.

original question of what genre
or category my design is close to. I
think that it exists in relation to… Or
rather, it’s enabled by technology
but it doesn’t obsess over the
technical aspects or aesthetics of it.
In fact, I often times try to privilege
a dumb approach to technology,
because it allows me to embrace
a responsive and immediate way
of working with any tool that’s not
born from working with any specific
tool.

Additionally, images and writing
are available online in many forms,
and the container of a book actually
serves to pull content out of that
fluid circulation and capture it. In
that way, I think that difference is
privileged and the specifics of an
instance of a design is privileged
and the aesthetic of an image
of design holds values that are
privileged, in some ways (even in
a practical, marketing way), over
the content of the product. That’s
where maybe a more transgressive
point of view actually works in to my
position. That’s what I’m to working
with in one project where I’m fabricating images of documentation
of printed matter. I’m still trying to
figure out a critical position with the
form, but I think there’s potential
in it.

So, my thesis does exist primarily
in an aesthetic, methodological,
and cross-disciplinary field… or
maybe that’s where its potential
value lies. That’s sort of the answer
to your other question as well,
of where it exists; these sort of
cross-disciplinary, collaborative
publishing contexts.

VI
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you’re dealing with… i.e. what is an
exhibition?

And contradiction. Roles have
changed. Even the word content has
changed definitions, where even
the image of design is content now.
Also, you have a fascination with,
not specifically exhibitions, but with
places where many things come
together—with convergence. The
exhibition converges the audience,
but not like in cinema where the
audience is a captured audience.

As a designer, you label the place,
you put categories and a system of
information in place. In a museum,
for example, with labels, there is a
linear narrative going on outside
of the objects themselves. You’re
talking about the designer’s
space as an opening to create an
adjustment this narrative.
When you talked about leapfrog, I
think about linearity, nonlinearity,
binaries… When the process is not
straightforward. So instant is very
important—the before and after. So,
how do you publish that? How do
you capture it? So it takes me back
to the how, not the what but the how.

The content that I was hearing:

Method and process. A crucial issue,
because we have these arbitrary
issues (i.e. client, etc) there all
subjective notions consciousness
and response. So with process and
method, step-by-step discovery,
method is when you reflect that
process how systematically or
logically.

Language. When you say language
you refer to authorship and graphic
design, so I see it in that dynamic.
It is not in the media language,
it’s language where whether or
not we like it, design [frames and
questions itself]. The environments

Ultimately, and I’m hesitant to say it
because i don’t want to limit it, but
you’re talking about Postmodernism
in a true sense. Linearity and
nonlinearity, in the space you’re
talking about, the space between
these has disappeared.

If you would listen back to this you
would hear an abstract. I say an
abstract because it’s very dense
and it covers a huge area, but it also
helps to understand your approach.

So, this is all in response to your
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That’s why I like when you bring
up [Bertolt] Brecht. One of the
people I’ve always loved was
Antonin Artaud. Both worked in the
production of theatre and sought to
adjust the relationship of the actors
to the play, and the audience to the
stage.
I often refer to the exhibition as a
constructed context; as a context
that is generative, but also a context
where the positions of the actors
are designated but can be switched.
But necessarily a place where it
is constructed, by language or
otherwise. Where everything comes
together, and variables can be
deliberately shifted and outcomes
estimated. It’s like a microcosm; It’s
III. Artaud proposes a Theater of
Cruelty, and a focus on social ills
and the mise en scene.
Antonin Artaud. 1958. The
Theater and Its Double. New
York: Grove Press.
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a laboratory or can be treated like a
laboratory setting.
Whether it’s conscious or unconscious, there is a tendency in your
system of thinking for things happen
naturally. You don’t do things x, y,
and z, but you create patterns and
the method comes in identifying
those patterns.
Brecht is more of a… A person of
method than of theatre. He uses the
theatre to apply his methods. Walter
Benjamin wrote about his methods,
as well as Frederic Jameson.18
When we talk about method there
is a clinical notion of method, but
there is also a poetic method. Look
at Jackson Pollock. In that degree
of abstraction of course there is a
method, but the poet becomes part
of the poetry. You might look at his
work and find something, but more
importantly look at the painter.
IV.

Another contradiction is that all
of this talk of method and process

V. Bertolt Brecht

viewed in a rigid sense is contradictory to my own nature, which is very
much intuitive. But I think that they
can coexist. Actually they do, when
I’m relaxed and just sort of working
through and initially responding
to things. Last semester I was able
to really observe and categorize my
initial intuitive approach to subjects.
I think that the fresh immediate
response is often the thing that
ends up being more interesting for
people to look at; they can feel the
energy of it and of the impulses
behind it. So why not focus on
cultivating that part of it?
Different options and flexibility. So,
i think that is where your argument
is. The question, ‘Where is graphic
design today’? I wouldn’t expect
someone to have a clear answer and
say Graphic Design equals ‘blah
blah.’ But maybe it equals different
things simultaneously, perhaps
linear process and lateral processes.
It doesn’t equal separation between
writer and designer, but both.
I think that Frank Gehry said something like, ‘I don’t want the purity of
modernism.’ So you’re work even
questions the role of communication.
The discourse happens when you
are engaged.

It’s about Compartmentalizing
what needs to be said explicitly and
VIII
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what is implicitly present; as an
operation that I’ve internalized. A
lot of the things that I talk about are
interesting but aren’t didactically
present in what you see when you
looking at my work. I think that’s
okay. That’s why when I arrived
at the overarching question that
I’m responding to, my conclusion
was that the question doesn’t
need to inform the content of the
product, it’s more like, ‘well, this is a
condition, so let’s can mention it as
such, and then move on to see how
we operate because of it.’ I think
that there be many moving parts
in the thesis, but I think that some
have their place only in the writing
or only in the conversation. It’s all
part of a swirling mess.    
Maybe the question itself is the
question, but the thing with it is:
does it need to be answered? We’re
living at a time where ‘A’ does not
equal ‘B’. Sometimes A equals B,
and also c. But that is the challenge
for you, to have a thesis with some
degree of application. That doesn’t
mean you have to compromise
your principles. It asks to what
degree you can bring all the
elements together for a particular
time and for a specific purpose.

painting. When you put it in the
show suddenly the context creates
a holistic reading of the work. This
is how I think a thesis should be. I
realize that your investigation,
making, and reflecting exists in so
many areas, but the good thing is
that they are within reach of the
discipline, so you can fit them in the
definition.
A core of your thesis is about
spaces where people get together
and exchange ideas. That’s where
in abstract your thesis lies, but
obviously you have to frame it. A
good thesis is not what stays on the
bookshelves. A good thesis is what
you take with you.

V.
V. Jackson Pollock, 1949.
Photo by Martha Holmes,
LIFE Magazine.

As a painter, when you work
in the studio you see only one
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The conversations included in this volume are
intended to reveal a more improvisational and
present-tense explanation of my ideas-in-process.
Thank you Hammett, for being a reliable
sounding board for my ideas throughout
this process.

Text reprinted with permission
by Hammett Nurosi.
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CATALOG—PARTS OF PRACTICE

PART TWO

CATALOG
Final products emerge from continuous processes of
production of objects, ephemera, form, and concept.
These selected projects are both complete and some
are entirely procedural. These projects are all part of a
holistic trajectory of investigation.

©2016
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POST-IT PRODUCTION

Tools change design, in turn changing designer’s
process and approach to tools. Andrew Blauvelt, in
his essay Tool (Or, Postproduction for the Graphic
Designer), leads through a change in ways of
working in graphic design, and the transitions
between form, modes of production, and concept.

A VISUAL READING RESPONSE

Blauvelt contrasts the term postproduction, or
rather the conditions of working in postproduction
with previous eras where reproduction was the
final stage in the design process. Designer’s now
live within an iterative, public, and democratized
environment of design. The personal computer has
created the ability to both work with tools as well as
create them on a single device, adjusting process to
a responsive state of feedback that mixes users of
content and creators of content.
In considering this transition between content and
form—and in designer as author and designer as
user—I focused on the process of reading and
excerpting as the starting point for a method.
Beginning with the intentional use of sticky notes
to isolate selected excerpts of the text, I tracked
and displayed a change of intention resulting in
the focus on the process of selection and isolation
as a generative process. The resulting sequence
takes the process of studying as a formal process,
using the essay itself as material, abstracting the
content and moving towards a new content. The
texts are redisplayed and cropped, and new
phrases and excerpts become highlighted in a
different ways. The excerpting becoming a trace of
markmaking.

A page from Andrew Blauvelt’s essay, Tool (Or,
Postproduction for the Graphic Designer) with
original sticky notes highlighting specific potions
of the text.

10 PLATES
6 x 9 in
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Increasing the sticky notes changes the
way of marking the text for reference into
a markmaking device.

I cropped in, creating abstract compositions
with portions of the text coming through.
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Cropping the page, I created abstract
compositions. Keywords and phrases of the
original text come through.
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BRIDGE COLLAGE

The tools we use create ways of
looking. This exercise changed a
way of looking using the Adobe
program Bridge, into a way of
generating formal combinations
of projects and precedent images.

A SERIES OF COLLAGES MADE WITH BRIDGE.

Adobe Bridge’s
Carousel interface.

By using the zoom and carousel
functions of the program, taking
screenshots, and then repeating
the operation on the generated
images, the file browsing tool
becomes a generative tool. The
interface itself becomes expressive.

Joseph Kosuth’s One and Three Chairs altered
with the zoom tool.

FORM RESEARCH
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BRIDGE COLLAGE

By repeating the action of the zoom tool on the
generated screenshots, formal combinations
and remixes are generated in the carousel.

Overlaying of the ways of seeing onto a subject,
calls out its mediation, making its existence as
a digital object impossible to ignore.
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Design speaks as both object
and image. For the designer, the
documentation of design serves to
further the aesthetic vision of the
work, and bolster a body of work,
regardless of the content. At the
point of view of documentation,
the qualities of mediation are
highlighted, and the specifics of
contained content are erased.

FACSIMILES OF PRINTED MATTER

I created an online archive of
altered design documentation that
highlighted material and aesthetic
form. I presented the collection as
animated gifs, using several visual
strategies to enhance the read of
the images as aesthetic objects.

Found documentation image with textual
content removed.

WEB ARCHIVE
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The online archive categorizes documentation
by type. Images that feature hands are grouped
together, for example.
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Through cropping, splitting the image, and
extending the images with added color and
texture, the image quality is emphasized, and
the subject matter de-emphasized.
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Imagine that you have before you a flagon of wine.
You may choose your own favourite vintage for
this imaginary demonstration, so that it be a deep
shimmering crimson in colour. You have two goblets
before you. One is of solid gold, wrought in the
most exquisite patterns. The other is of crystal-clear
glass, thin as a bubble, and as transparent. Pour and
drink; and according to your choice of goblet, I shall
know whether or not you are a connoisseur of wine.
For if you have no feelings about wine one way or
the other, you will want the sensation of drinking the
stuff out of a vessel that may have cost thousands of
pounds; but if you are a member of that vanishing
tribe, the amateurs of fine vintages, you will
choose the crystal, because everything about it is
calculated to reveal rather than hide the beautiful
thing which it was meant to contain.
Bear with me in this long-winded and fragrant

metaphor; for you will find that almost all the
virtues of the perfect wine-glass have a parallel
in typography. There is the long, thin stem that

DIGITAL PRINTS

THE
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obviates fingerprints on the bowl. Why? Because no

or metal to hold his wine was a 'modernist' in the sense

cloud must come between your eyes and the fiery

in which I am going to use that term. That is, the first

heart of the liquid. Are not the margins on book pages

thing he asked of his particular object was not 'How

similarly meant to obviate the necessity of fingering the

should it look?' but 'What must it do?' and to that extent

type-page? Again: the glass is colourless or at the most

all good typography is modernist.

only faintly tinged in the bowl, because the connoisseur
judges wine partly by its colour and is impatient of

Wine is so strange and potent a thing that it has
been used in the central ritual of religion in one place

anything that alters it. There are a thousand mannerisms

and time, and attacked by a virago with a hatchet in

in typography that are as impudent and arbitrary as

another. There is only one thing in the world that is

putting port in tumblers of red or green glass! When a

capable of stirring and altering men's minds to the same

goblet has a base that looks too small for security, it does

extent, and that is the coherent expression of thought.

not matter how cleverly it is weighted; you feel nervous

That is man's chief miracle, unique to man. There is

lest it should tip over. There are ways of setting lines

no 'explanation' whatever of the fact that I can make

of type which may work well enough, and yet keep the

arbitrary sounds which will lead a total stranger to think

reader subconsciously worried by the fear of 'doubling'

my own thought. It is sheer magic that I should be able

lines, reading three words as one, and so forth.

to hold a one-sided conversation by means of black

Now the man who first chose glass instead of clay

C
G RY
O OB ST
R L A
ET L
,

marks on paper with an unknown person half-way across

the world. Talking, broadcasting, writing, and printing are all quite literally forms
of thought transference, and it is the ability and eagerness to transfer and receive
the contents of the mind that is almost alone responsible for human civilization.
If you agree with this, you will agree with my one main idea, i.e. that the most
important thing about printing is that it conveys thought, ideas, images, from
one mind to other minds. This statement is what you might call the front door of
the science of typography. Within lie hundreds of rooms; but unless you start by
assuming that printing is meant to convey specific and coherent ideas, it is very
easy to find yourself in the wrong house altogether.
Before asking what this statement leads to, let us see what it does not
necessarily lead to. If books are printed in order to be read, we must distinguish
readability from what the optician would call legibility. A page set in 14-pt Bold
Sans is, according to the laboratory tests, more 'legible' than one set in 11-pt
Baskerville. A public speaker is more 'audible' in that sense when he bellows. But
a good speaking voice is one which is inaudible as a voice. It is the transparent
goblet again! I need not warn you that if you begin listening to the inflections and
speaking rhythms of a voice from a platform, you are falling asleep. When you
listen to a song in a language you do not understand, part of your mind actually
does fall asleep, leaving your quite separate aesthetic sensibilities to enjoy
themselves unimpeded by your reasoning faculties. The fine arts do that; but

!

BEATRICE
WARDE

THE
CRYSTAL
I continued the project by scanning blank formats;
booklets, folded posters, rolled up sheets of blank
paper. Creating compositions of the templates, I
digitally altered the templates, distributing images
and texts across the compositions. The forms serve
as a substrate to any content, and the point of view
allows a limited read of the included text.

Should
that is not the purpose of printing.

and educational purpose has
been taken away; but printing in

is the unnoticed vehicle for the

English will not qualify as an art

transmission of words, ideas.
We may say, therefore, that
printing may be delightful for many

until the present English language
no longer conveys ideas to future
generations, and until printing

reasons, but that it is important,

itself hands its usefulness to some

first and foremost, as a means of

yet unimagined successor.

doing something. That is why it
is mischievous to call any printed
piece a work of art, especially fine

PRINTING

art: because that would imply that
its first purpose was to exist as an
expression of beauty for its own
sake and for the delectation of the
senses. Calligraphy can almost be
considered a fine art nowadays,

be

INVISIBLE
I used the The Crystal Goblet as a primary text.
Beatrice Warde speaks about seeking neutrality
towards content through typography. I position
that the ease of digital production and forms of
circulation privilege the opposite, as audiences
sift, search, select, and share images that reflect
their own personal tastes.

By creating digital facsimiles of printed matter that
never existed. The project questions provenance,
and of the value of the visual impression of content
over the content itself.
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because its primary economic

Type well used is invisible as type,
just as the perfect talking voice
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JENS
HOFFMAN
I conceive of the exhibition as a stage set in
which the objects on display are performers.
Their interrationships, and also the meanings
these juxtapositions create for a viewer within
a highly individualized and subjective time
and space, are performers as well. In an ideal
situation, the viewer becomes an additional
performer within this dynamic, connecting their
individual subjectivities and life experiences
with the works in the exhibition to create even

AS

THEATER

n
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more new meanings. The exhibition, as a
creative medium, establishes and cultivates
a specific nexus between individuals and
objects. The curator is the author of this nexus,

SOME
NOTES ON

selecting and installing the artworks, which as
a group offer a larger argument than any one
work could make by itself. The exhibition mirrors
the subjectivity of the individual curator, just
as each artwork mirrors the subjectivity of the
artist who made it.

Opposite: The ‘image essays’ are presented on
a mock portfolio website.

Beatrice Warde’s essay The Crystal Goblet,
distributed across a composition.
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TAPE ALPHABET

TAPE ALPHABET

This typeface is demonstrative of
a way of looking at the use of tools.
For the letters, I’ve used both the
tape and the rolls of tape, before
and after their use to make the
lines. I look at both the tool and
the mark as expressive media, and
I show the operations of design as
a result.

A TYPEFACE MADE USING TAPE AND THE ROLLS
OF TAPE.

TYPEFACE
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SPECIFICITY AND EQUIVALENCE

SESSION

The concept of this exercise was
to demonstrate an inequivalence
between physical ways of making,
and the unique qualities of the
digital design environment. By
showing the inability of the tool
to mimic gesture drawing but
engaging in the same ‘actions,’ I
demonstrate the qualities of tool
and how they want to be used.

AN HOUR INTENSIVE ‘GESTURE
DESIGN’ EXERCISE

PRACTICE MAKES PRACTICE

SESSION

FROM BOOKLET
Through reproduction, facture—in the printed
work—is erased. This project, in essence, is a race
against time. Is the hand present in the work of
design? How does gesture, and more specifically,
the procedures of gesture drawings translate to
a graphic design object, produced with ink in
reproduction.

I’ve prepared my tools. A 4 column grid, 2
typefaces—1 sans serif, 1 serif. I’m ready with
pen tool, pencil tool, and shape tool, effects, and
gradient, to approach an hour of a progressive
sequence of gesture and mark-making. Typefaces
may be changed. Type divisions and reformatting
may be performed between gestures.
Unlike in life drawing, my subject is non-representational. My gestures are pure typography and
abstraction. As a ‘model,’ I use the title of this
book, and the cover of this book as the subject
matter.
To ensure speed and gesture over deliberation,
I will not adjust any fields such as type size and
tracking with numerical input, but only through
hotkey and free scaling.

EXERCISE & BOOKLET
8.5 x 5.5 in
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SESSION

At 5 seconds, it was difficult to create any structured design.
Within the time, I was only able to move an element, create
several lines, or copy and paste and element across the page.
Switching tools or typing was impossible.
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At 10 seconds, I became able to make more structural
and dynamic moves. Utilizing the ability to change tools in
InDesign, the compositions became more energetic.
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88 ORANGE ST.

88 ORANGE ST.

What happens if a building is a
poster? Though consisting of no
words on the form, the concept
arose from the pairing of two
terms and playing out the result.
From the cover to the reverse, the
size of the reproduction increases
while the visual proximity to the
building surface decreases.

A 1:1 REPRESENTATION

Received as a conventional
publication the reader can
unfold through three progressive
views of the facade. The
publication rapidly becomes
materially unmanageable as
the representation approaches
its true scale. Fully unfolded,
the object becomes spatially
cumbersome and absurd,
quarreling with its own definition
as a printed publication.
The publication, is a portable
tromp l’oiel and a literal
wallpaper. The one-to-one ratio,
combined with the manner of its
printing and tiling, highlight its
unique qualities, differences, and
imperfections in a representation
of its subject.

Full unfolded, the poster is monumental, becoming a
surface and able to create interruptions within a space.

FOLDED POSTER
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88 ORANGE ST.

Beginning as a folded object, the poster unfolds
through 4 progressive views of the façade.
Each view zooms in to the building as the print
size increases. The final view is a one-to-one
representation.

Previous spread: 1:1 reproduction.
Above: Attempts at managing the
unfolded poster.
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788 FRAMES

788 Frames takes as it’s subject,
‘time,’ and seeks to push the a single subject through many media.

A RESEARCH PROJECT PUSHING IMAGES
THROUGH DIFFERENT MEDIATED SPACES.

As a suite of experiments, I used
a portrait of Minkyoung Kim and
Kyle Green to look at representation and change through physical
and digital spaces.
The interfaces of production considered as mediated experiences
themselves, creates a new way of
looking at a mediated subject. I
was interested in the progressive
change and difference of a single
representation over a number of
operations and spaces.
The first stage was creating a wall
sized representation of each
portrait. Participants then shuffled the modules according to a
set of parameters.

RESEARCH
Various formats
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MODULAR CHANGE
I created a tiled wall where each image was reshuffled
by participants according to a set of rules. The result
was recorded in a book.
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EMBODIED TIME
The final stage in the project resulted in a book that presented the same
single frame from a video of Minkyoung on the verso of each page, and each
progressive frame on the recto. In the video, Minkyoung makes only subtle
movements and in the book, the subtleties in motion are evident in different
ways depending on how fast the pages are turned.
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GUIDELINES FOR AN
EXHIBITION

Taking the Smithsonian Guidelines
for Accessible Exhibitions as a
prompt, Tianyu Xu initiated the
first of an iterative exhibition
addressing rules and accessibility.
The first iteration culminated in
a pop-up exhibition in a storage
room, taking its own contents and
installation as its subject.

A KIT-OF-PARTS AND CATALOG OF PERFORMED
INSTRUCTIONS FOR AN ACCESSIBLE EXHIBITION.
AN ITERATIVE, PERFORMATIVE EXHIBITION.

The original impetus for was prompted by the first aid kit pocket
guides throughout the RISD campus. Contained within each kit is a
handbook with operational guidelines for injuries that far outpace
the kit’s ability.

We assigned each other instructions from the
Smithsonian Guidelines during the installation
to create a reactive curation. Utilizing the room
itself as a kit of parts, the exhibition highlighted
the spaces deficiencies, but transformed set
of instructions into generative and poetic
conditions. Rules shaped the space, with the
discreet moments in the installation expressing
its ability, or inability to meet expectations.
Because no subject was prescribed at the
beginning of the exhibition, rules that cited
conditions for included objects demanded
interpretation. The exhibition tested against ideal
conditions and used the shortfalls to generate
self-addressing content.

EXHIBITION

COLLABORATION

Dimensions Variable

with Tianyu Xu
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vs
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PRACTICE MAKES PRACTICE

GUIDELINES FOR AN EXHIBITION

1. Offer a programmatic path for traveling
through the exhibition.
2. Present information to all the senses
3. Design simple backdrops for items
5. Mount small items at no higher than 1015 mm
above the floor
6. Construct exhibition barriers at a maximum
height of 915 mm
7. Create color contrast between the items and
the background
8. Avoid shadows falling directly on items.
9. Provide photographs within an exhibition
space to give accessibility to objects that
require a high mounting position and/or low
lighting
10. Items essential to the exhibition’s main
theme must be accessible to people by tactile
examination (e.g. touching artifacts,
reproduction, models) and/or comprehensive
audio description.
11. When objects are being selected for
inclusion in an exhibition, consider those that
may be touched or reproduced for tactile
examination.
12. Include touchable objects, such as models
and reproductions, within the actual exhibition
space.
13. Provide audio description for those objects
that cannot be touched or that offer little
information through touch
(e.g. watercolors).
14. Items must not be placed in locations such
that they create a hazard to visitors.
15. Use the active voice in text panels; limit
sentence label length.
16. Provide a short overview paragraph at the
beginning of introductory and thematic label
panels.
17. Carefully link sentences and paragraphs
Provide alternative forms of labels (e.g. Braille,
audio, large print) within the exhibition space.
18. Select type size appropriate to the viewing
distance.
19. Provide high contrast between text and
background.
20. Print only on a solid background. Print only
on a solid background.
21. Define labels with color or a raised surface
22. Provide Sufficient light to read labels.
23. Avoid shadows on labels.

24. Provide all audio narration in a print
format.
25. Audio/visual programs and computer
interactives that present information with
images and print must be audio described.
26. Instructions for proper use of interactives
must be accessible to all visitors.
27. Present all instructions in both an audio and
printed format.
28. Controls for and operation of all
interactives must be accessible and usable by
all visitors.
29. Eliminate reflection and glare for those who
are seated or short as well as for those who are
standing.
30. Provide touch-sensitive areas that are at
least 75mm in diameter.
31. For activities that require speaking,
listening, or viewing in a specific area, provide
equipment that is adjustable for height.
32. Prevent sound from overlapping between
interactive areas.
33. Provide a place to rest one’s hand while
using the controls.
34. Locate the interactive so that everyone the
interactive so that everyone can use it.
35. Provide nonverbal wayfinding assistance
along the circulation route
36. Visually define the walls, floors, and
pedestals.
37. Provide more than one exit from an
exhibition.
38. Maintain a predictable border on both sides
of circulation routes.
39. Provide accessible seating in gallery spaces.
40. Design well-lighted spaces with limited
imagery and few objects in several places
within an exhibition.
41. Avoid patterned carpets and floor tiles on
uneven surfaces and in low-lit areas
42. Avoid creating pools of light and shadow
that create false impressions of depth and
height on floor surfaces.
43. Provide a circulation route that is at least
1118mm wide for travel in a single direction.
44. Provide accessible routes meeting all
standards and children’s requirements into,
through, and out of all spaces.
45. Mount directional signage at no higher than
1219mm above the floor.

circumstance

A sketch of the main themes for the project.

The selected guidelines for the project.
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Installation view
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Installation views
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This label fulfills itself, creating a label to read, a
depiction of the rule, and requiring light to read it.

This object fulfilled the rule: place items on a contrasting
background.

104

PRACTICE MAKES PRACTICE

GUIDELINES FOR AN EXHIBITION

Each element within the space gains significance
as the configuration becomes the content.
The interpretation of the guidelines opposed
an absolute inventory against the specifics of
the space, and explicit rules against a specific
circumstance.

Video installations were used to transpose spaces
from the RISD Museum into the storage room.
An audio track of Tianyu reading out the rules
in Chinese added to the spaces self-description
and fulfilled the rule: Provide a programmatic
path through the exhibition.
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Additionally, I created collateral for the exhibition
that was itself an execution of a selection of the
rules. Because Tianyu is Chinese, we were able to
offer the takeaway as a bilingual brochure.

109

CATALOG

POSITION

a

PRACTICE MAKES PRACTICE

POSITION

PRACTICE MAKES PRACTICE

COLLECTION/COLLECTOR

COLLECTION/COLLECTOR

Collection vs. Collection is a series
of 10 spreads that examine my
position as both the subject and
the author of an archive.

QUESTIONING AN ARCHIVE

Using an archive gathered over
the course of a week of both selfgenerated and found content, I
synthesized this information in a
re-expression of the archive. I used
the Providence Independence Trail
as a metaphorical divide between
myself as author and subject of the
collection.

The section begins and ends with an image of me at the beginning of the Providence Independence Trail.

BOOK SPREADS
8 x 11 in

112

113

PRACTICE MAKES PRACTICE

POSITION

PRACTICE MAKES PRACTICE

COLLECTION/COLLECTOR

[Excerpt]
I like the image of Athena watching over the Greek
heroes as they toiled on the earth. It shows a certain
inevitability of memorialization and preservation of
the stories as they are acted out (fate, in a sense, as
the heroes are protagonists in a story already assured
successful completion by nature of the attention of its
divine patronage); Athena’s position in the story of
Hercules is a good analogy for a collection defined by
its collector; not only is there always a story behind a
story, but also a story behind the storyteller.
A collection does not speak by itself. The collector
arranges and displays it, omitting and augmenting.
The viewer interprets it through the lens of their
own experiences. Within a collection there are many
stories to be told, but what responsibility does the
collector have to the original state of the contents?
I feel a reluctance to curate or to exclude, though it
is required for the collection’s display. Part of this
reluctance comes from my position as both overseer
and protagonist.
Where do I locate myself in relation to the contents
of the collection? Is the collection complete? Who am
I in relation to the collection? Am I displaying the
collection honestly?

Spread views.
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Throughout the spreads, typography and collected material
jumps across the dividing line of the Independence Trail.
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The Independence Trail served as a metaphorical division
between collection and collector.
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I reframed both speakers of a conversation with Bon Hae Koo as
‘The Designer’, making the author of the archive anonymous.

120

121

PRACTICE MAKES PRACTICE

THE PRINTING ART

THE PRINTING ART

A single image or object can
communicate in different ways
simultaneously. In the visual
language of business-to-business
commerce, in advertising for
example, a single image can serve
multiple purposes completely
divorced from what it depicts.

A LOOK AT SIMULTANEOUS AUDIENCES

Documentation of an issue of The Printing Art
from Providence Special Collections.

Using Aristotle’s 10 Categories from The Organon,
I created a set of 10 double-sided plates that classify
a 1939 issue of The Printing Art according to its
essential qualities. What fascinated me about
the original object was that the publication was
entirely self-referential; it used advertising as both
its content and its goal. The content completely
depicts the times but completely ignores reality in
favor of commercial goals.
The plates form a narrative poster. The first side
focuses on the peripheral marks of printing as
communicative language. The reverse focuses on
the disconnect between the realities of 1939, and the
advertising representations. The final card lays over
the center of each side, both obscuring and further
describing the subject.

Left: Detail of front side.

10 PLATES
6 x9 in
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The front side displays exaggerated printer’s marks
surrounding and qualifying a central image.
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The reverse displays historical images alongside
advertising images from the publication.
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FRONT SIDE
Each card interprets one of Aristotle’s categories.
Above: Substance.
Left (clockwise from top left): Time, Position,
Action, Quality, Affection, State, Place,
Relation, Quantity
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THE PRINTING ART

REVERSE SIDE
Above: Substance
Left (clockwise from top left): Time, Position,
Action, Quality, Affection, State, Place,
Relation, Quantity
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Detail of reverse side

POSITION

The original publication called out its materiality and was entirely selfreferential throughout, referring to the paper and inks used for its own
printing. I embedded self-referential phrases and markers in the cards
as qualifiers to the imagery.
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One level of communication—the Business-to-Business aspect of the
magazine—neutralized the communication of the depicted images
and content. The way that the ads were described, not the content of
what they depicted.
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DENOMINATIONS

Currency, a printed object with
little material value, is infused
with symbolic value by culture. In
times of hyperinflation (during
World War II in Germany, e.g.),
the printed value breaks with the
symbolic value invested in it by
culture, rendering printed bills
pure material.

PRESS SHEETS OF AESTHETIC CURRENCY

A bill from Zimbabwe
for One Hundred
Trillion Dollars shows
an absurd break
between actual and
symbolic value.

I created a system of rules to illustrate this
relationship of value and material. Using
overprinting, I created a folio of press sheets of
‘currencies.’ To illustrate this inverse relationship
of material value and symbolic value, I created a
system of progressively increasing currency size
with decreasing ink density.
As the surface are of each denomination
becomes larger, the fewer print runs and
less representational the imagery becomes,
diminishing its aesthetic ‘richness.’ As aesthetic
richness diminishes, the denomination increases
in pure ‘material’ value.
Alongside the denominations, I printed cards
explaining the system and offering narrative
interjections to the printed currency.

Front cover of folio

FOLIO
13 x 19 in
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(Clockwise from top left): diagram of currency
sizes, 2 dollar note, 50 dollar note, 100 dollar note

Conceptual diagram of the break between monetary,
functional, material, and aesthetic value.
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Detail of one dollar note
As bills become larger, the imagery depicted becomes more
charged and socially relevant. Above is an image from a
rally in Ferguson of people protesting the death of Michael
Brown in 2015.

Detail of 100,00 dollar note
Images become increasingly ‘superficial,’
current, and poppy as their numerical
value rises.
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A FILM ABOUT BRECHT

Playwright Bertolt Brecht
developed the idea of the
Lehrstücke, or the Learning Plays,
in which the consumption of
material became a site of new
production as well. [A film about
Brecht] fluidly blends research
and product in an examination of
the playwright’s methodologies..
The film is a montaged approach
to multi-channel video.

A SHORT FILM EXAMINING RESEARCH AND
VISIBLE PROCESS THROUGH THE LENS OF
BERTOLT BRECHT’S THEATRE.

The video briefly explains Brecht’s
approach to the theatre, his
estrangement methods, and his
development of his Learning
Plays, visually blending generated
and found video material with
research documentation. Though
the explanatory content in the
video is brief, the visibility of the
video’s own production links
Brecht’s methods to my own.

Introduction stills.

VIDEO
5:05
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A FILM ABOUT BRECHT

The film is structured in four
distinct ‘acts.’ First is an
introduction to Bertolt Brecht’s
through a brief biography. Next, a
description of verfremdungseffekt,
or distancing effect. Second is
a exploration of the idea of epic
theatre,1 presenting a sequence
of iterative possibilities and
illustrations of the concept rather
than a definitive explanation. The
third briefly explains Brecht’s
Lehrstücke, or Learning Plays.
The tone for each ‘Act’ is distinct,
with rapid interruptions and
continuous self-describing textual
elements throughout.
I created a layout that acts as parts
of a ‘stage.’ Discreet elements
operate above and below a line
delineating.

1. The Epic Theatre was a conception of forming
plays to prevent emotional attachment by the
audience. By addressing the staged component of
the theatre itself, Epic Theatre attempts to break
the illusion of the theatre and draw attention to
its fabricated nature.

Above: Textual highlighting of research
presented at the beginning of the film.
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A FILM ABOUT BRECHT

Act 1 depicts video of my own research, gathering
and organizing images, and making notes
from readings of Brecht.
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Act 2 describes Brecht’s work
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Act 3 develops the theme of Epic Theatre
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Act 3 stills
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Act 4 looks at Brecht’s Learning Plays.
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Act 5 concludes the video
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Examining the politics of public
space, I became interested in the
designation of public space by
ruling powers. The designation
of space as public conditions
certain activities, contradicting
the cultural view of public spaces
as free and open.

A SPECULATIVE IDENTITY FOR PUBLIC SPACE

Over time, public squares are
occupied by opposing political
actors that claim the space, often
renaming it using the same
formal gestures and rhetoric. The
Maidan Nezalezhnosti (or
Independence Square) in Kiev, for
example, has been renamed eight
times since 1869.

The Public Sphere
Above: My research began by looking into the
Chicago 8, a group of activists charged with
conspiracy during the 1968 Democratic National
Convention.
Right: I began drawing formal and typographic
gestures from political ephemera from the
time period. Pictured is a button in support
of Angela Davis.

The Public Triangle

The Institute for the Public
Square, Circle, Triangle, Corner
appropriates the context of
institutional discourse through
its name. The identity becomes a
medium to place visual research
into direct relationship with
conversations of public space.

The Public Corner

Institute
for the

Institute
for the
164

RESEARCH
Multiple formats

165

R

PLA
C
E
D E LA

THE INSTITUTE FOR

BASTILLE

BAST I L L

UA

RE

THE INSTITUTE FOR

SQ

N
IO
SIT
PO

RE
HE
SP

UA

P LA
C
E
DE LA

THE INSTITUTE FOR

PLACE

Through my research I learned about Derrida’s
concept of sous ratoure,
or erasure.
DE
LA He describes a
typographic action in which a contradictory or
self-undermining term is erased or crossed-out,
but allowed to remain in place, retaining all of its
referents in its erasure. This notion lead me
towards finding ways to intervene in the naming
and claiming of public space that would activate
this contradiction.
THE INSTITUTE FOR

Above: Image and typographic gestures
towards erasure.

B AST I L L E

Left: A generated list of Institutes.
I’m interested in how names operate as frames
of discourse. Placing an idea under a designation
of ‘institute’ or ‘museum’ for example,
immediately places it in a relationship with a
given discourse.
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Typographic erasures over a series of tabloid
posters. Taking the names of public spaces over
time, I combined them all to create identifying
marks that rendered any one name illegible.

INSTITUTE OF
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Proposal for a temporary kiosk that creates
a ‘publicly’ branded space.

Proposal for an ephemeral claiming of space.
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Sous rature is a strategic philosophical device originally developed by Martin Heidegger. Usually translated as 'under erasure', it involves the crossing out
of a word within a text, but allowing it to remain
legible and in place. Used extensively by Jacques
Derrida, it signifies that a word is “inadequate yet
necessary”; that a particular signifier is not wholly
suitable for the concept it represents, but must be
used as the constraints of our language offer nothing better.
In the philosophy of deconstruction, sous rature has been described as the typographical expression that seeks to identify sites within texts
where key terms and concepts may be paradoxical
or self-undermining, rendering their meaning undecidable. To extend this notion, deconstruction and
the practice of sous rature also seek to demonstrate
that meaning is derived from difference, not by reference to a pre-existing notion or freestanding idea.
—Wikipedia
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Tabloid pamphlet presenting research.

Poster, 24 x 36 in
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Poster, 24 x 36 in

Poster, 24 x 36 in
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To conclude the project, I created a website
containing my research formulated as proposals
for drawing form out of the terminology of
discourse around public space. Each proposal
is an expression aimed at highlighting the
contradiction of named public space.
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Separate proposals include a proposal for a logo mark
that occupies of other logo marks, a dérive inspired
wayfinding strategy that eliminates destinations and
directs movement away from designated public space,
and finally Speaker’s Corner, a proposal for a physical
location of The Institute in the form of a poster that
wraps architectural corners.
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RM 300

RM 300 PROPOSAL

In a submitted proposal for a
small-scale gallery in a storage
room in the Fletcher building, I
used language-based iteration to
open up speculative possibilities
of use for the space. The proposal
was a immediate formal and
linguistic response to the content
in the call for proposals email.

A PROPOSAL FOR A GALLERY SPACE

I used the content of the email as
the basis for a series of iterative
language-based exercises.
The evocative and humorous
language that was generated
framed an informal, but strong,
opinion of the optimal use of the
space. The ‘call’ was used as an
outlet; pretext to explore current
practice-based interests. A rapid
designed response to a presented
opportunity.

Original Call for Proposals with
hyphenated language circled.

PDF
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Gut Feeling Gallery
Haste Makes Waste Gallery
Hat Trick Gallery
Head Over Heels Gallery
Have An Axe To Grind Gallery
Head Over Heels Gallery
Hell In A Handbasket Gallery
High Five Gallery
Hit The Books Gallery
Hit The Hay Gallery
Hit The Nail On The Head Gallery
Hit The Sack Gallery
Hold Your Horses Gallery
Icing On The Cake Gallery
In Your Face Gallery
It Takes Two To Tango Gallery
Its Anyone’s Call Gallery
Kick The Bucket Gallery
Kitty-Corner Gallery
Knee Jerk Reaction Gallery
Knock On Wood Gallery
Know The Ropes Gallery
Last But Not Least Gallery
Lend Me Your Ear Gallery
Let Bygones Be Bygones Gallery
Long In The Tooth Gallery
Loose Cannon Gallery
Method To My Madness Gallery
Mumbo Jumbo Gallery
Nest Egg Gallery
New York Minute Gallery
No Dice Gallery
No Room To Swing A Cat Gallery
Not Playing With A Full Deck Gallery
Off On The Wrong Foot Gallery
Off The Hook Gallery
Off The Record Gallery
On Pins And Needles Gallery
On The Fence Gallery
On The Same Page Gallery
Out Of The Blue Gallery
Out On A Limb Gallery
Out On The Town Gallery
Over My Dead Body Gallery
Over The Top Gallery
Pass The Buck Gallery
Pedal To The Metal Gallery
Pick Up Your Ears Gallery

Pull The Plug Gallery
Pulling Your Leg Gallery
Put A Sock In It Gallery
Raincheck Gallery
Rise And Shine Gallery
Rome Was Not Built In A Day Gallery
Rule Of Thumb Gallery
Run Out Of Steam Gallery
Saved By The Bell:
Scapegoat Gallery
Scot-Free Gallery
Sixth Sense Gallery
Skid Row Gallery
Smell A Rat Gallery
Smell Something Fishy Gallery
Spitting Image Gallery
Start From Scratch Gallery
Ball In Your Court Gallery
Best Of Both Worlds Gallery
The Harder They Fall Gallery
Last Straw Gallery
Whole Nine Yards Gallery
Third Times A Charm Gallery
Tie The Knot Gallery
Til The Cows Come Home Gallery
Long Story Short Gallery
Someone’s Thunder Gallery
Tongue-In-Cheek Gallery
Turn A Blind Eye Gallery
Twenty Three Skidoo Gallery
Under The Weather Gallery
Up A Blind Alley Gallery
Use Your Loaf Gallery
Variety Is The Spice Of Life Gallery
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WHY ON EARTH?
How can conditions for collective curation be
constructed and how can format and context
be subverted and re-designated by (and for) a
community of artists and designers?
What does a group show of 100 artists look like
in a 5’x 6’ area?
What does an off-limits exhibition look like?
What does a 1 day exhibition look like? 1hr?
How can exhibitions play up or play down the
tension between small and large, private and
accessible?

discourse and studio visits, but should be
treated as a discursive space to facilitate new
work that addresses its specific limitations
as both context and content.
I’m interested in the space as multipurpose,
viral, and energetically linked to the graduate
studio community. Room 300 should be an
‘everyday’ gallery, integrating and playing off
of the normal studio environment. As a space
with uncertain use and quick turnaround,
the events in Room 300 should act as a space
for trial and error, valuing bold failure as
success. Above all however, it should be fun.
It should be a place to exercise the dumb idea.

How can the space travel to meet an
audience? Through representations, media,
publications, physical movement?
Room 300’s small scale and its setting in an
active studio setting offers opportunity for a
rapid-fire generative space for reflexive inquiry
both formal and informal, serious or humorous;
for ideas big and small. Room 300 shouldn’t
be used as a place to display the ongoing
work of an audience steeped daily in critical

I propose my position as a “curator-plus-?”. My
current practice looks towards documentation
and performative publishing to shake loose
conventional definitions of format and value.
As a graphic designer, the possibility
of creating multiple ephemeral modes of
existence for Room 300 (physical, web, print)
that augments the everyday studio setting
drives my excitement in developing a dynamic
identity for Room 300 that explores the space’s
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Pulling Your Leg Gallery
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How can conditions for collective curation be
constructed and how can format and context
be subverted and re-designated by (and for) a
community of artists and designers?
What does a group show of 100 artists look like
in a 5’x 6’ area?
What does an off-limits exhibition look like?
What does a 1 day exhibition look like? 1hr?
How can exhibitions play up or play down the
tension between small and large, private and

discourse and studio visits, but should be
treated as a discursive space to facilitate new
work that addresses its specific limitations
as both context and content.
I’m interested in the space as multipurpose,
viral, and energetically linked to the graduate
studio community. Room 300 should be an
‘everyday’ gallery, integrating and playing off
of the normal studio environment. As a space
with uncertain use and quick turnaround,
the events in Room 300 should act as a space
for trial and error, valuing bold failure as
success. Above all however, it should be fun.
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use as subject-to-change. Borrowing a term
from artist Joseph Grigely, the prosthetics
of the gallery offer opportunities to address
its particular existence as a semi-private,
semi-public space, and to expand the speed
and visibility of the gallery’s expressions.
The archive and documentation of the gallery
create an additional interplay of access and
involvement, fostering notions of a serialized
and collectively published space.
Room 300 offers a chance for a communal
experience between the graduate departments. As a “curator-plus-?”, I propose to
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What does an off-limits exhibition look like?
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accessible?

discourse and studio visits, but should be
treated as a discursive space to facilitate new
work that addresses its specific limitations
as both context and content.
I’m interested in the space as multipurpose,
viral, and energetically linked to the graduate
studio community. Room 300 should be an
‘everyday’ gallery, integrating and playing off
of the normal studio environment. As a space
with uncertain use and quick turnaround,
the events in Room 300 should act as a space
for trial and error, valuing bold failure as
success. Above all however, it should be fun.
It should be a place to exercise the dumb idea.

How can the space travel to meet an
audience? Through representations, media,
publications, physical movement?
Room 300’s small scale and its setting in an
active studio setting offers opportunity for a
rapid-fire generative space for reflexive inquiry
both formal and informal, serious or humorous;
for ideas big and small. Room 300 shouldn’t
be used as a place to display the ongoing
work of an audience steeped daily in critical

I propose my position as a “curator-plus-?”. My
current practice looks towards documentation
and performative publishing to shake loose
conventional definitions of format and value.
As a graphic designer, the possibility
of creating multiple ephemeral modes of
existence for Room 300 (physical, web, print)
that augments the everyday studio setting
drives my excitement in developing a dynamic
identity for Room 300 that explores the space’s

Homage to Hans Ulrich Obrist’s essay w/ Hou Hanru:
Cities on the Move, Move

From PDF
Speculative gallery list generated by adding the
designation of “gallery” to the end of each item
from a database of English idioms.

From PDF
Main proposal text
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use as subject-to-change. Borrowing a term
from artist Joseph Grigely, the prosthetics
of the gallery offer opportunities to address
its particular existence as a semi-private,
semi-public space, and to expand the speed
and visibility of the gallery’s expressions.
The archive and documentation of the gallery
create an additional interplay of access and
involvement, fostering notions of a serialized
and collectively published space.
Room 300 offers a chance for a communal
experience between the graduate departments. As a “curator-plus-?”, I propose to
operate not as co-curator with a single
student from another department, but as a
curious collaborator and facilitator with
as many students from as many departments
as possible to create novel work and
events that are hyper-specific to Room 300’s
specific qualities. Room 300 should be a
space for the constant exploration of its own
identity and nature.
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AIRPORT PICKUP

I was asked to pick up two of the
2016 Visiting Designers at Logan
International Airport for their
weekend workshops. The idea
came up of making a sign with
their name on it so they could
identify me in the pickup area.
I seized on this mundane request
to create a series of graphic
design projects.

VISIBLE SIGNAGE FOR A CROWDED SPACE

The Logan Airport arrival
terminal is a very busy public
space. People are constantly
moving through and it’s crowded
and full of communication and
media. In order to communicate
with unfamiliar faces, taxis
and car service personal often
hold signs with the names of
the strangers they are there to
meet. In my action as a kind of
graphic design chauffeur, and
thinking about individually
directed communication in a
busy public space, I responded
to the specifics of each designers
practice to prompt each the form
of each project.

POSTERS
Multiple formats
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VINCA KRUK—METAHAVEN
Metahaven’s work often addresses the identity
under surveillance, and the layering, blending
and obscuration of identity through formal
moves. This poster offers three different scales of
information. The largest presents Vinca’s flight
information, and city itinerary, as well as stating
its function (airport pickup), the smaller tabloid
poster presents the Vinca’s name, and the smallest
piece offers a personal greeting.

Initial sketches experimented with obfuscation to see how little
textual information could be offered to create something absolutely
communicative to Vinca.

Final poster in Boston Logan Airport.
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LUNA MAUER—STUDIO MONIKER
I wanted to Luna’s arrival to prompt the design; to
trigger it. Rather than having the pickup be the
end point, I wanted the activity of picking her up
to be a single step in a sequence of conditions.
I created a bisected book that acted like a timer,
using Luna’s arrival as a form generator for a poster
created upon our return to Providence.

Waiting in the airport.

Waiting in the airport.

The booklet is formatted with pertinent travel information
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Following pages: possible combinations

Cover of form generation book.
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04.27.16

125
TERMINAL

LUCTHAVEN

The final poster contained the
form from the two sides of the
book visible when she arrived, as
well as the appropriate number
of color overlays.

AIRPORT PICKUP

03
03

HOTEL

HIGHWAY

Right: Final poster generated from Luna’s arrival.
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1. FLIP PAGE EVERY 20 SECONDS
2. LUNA STOPS THE CLOCK
3. MOVE CHOSEN FORM TO POSTER
4. NUMBER DETERMINES OVERLAYS

1. FLIP PAGE EVERY 20 SECONDS
2. LUNA STOPS THE CLOCK
3. MOVE CHOSEN FORM TO POSTER
4. NUMBER DETERMINES OVERLAYS

PVD

BOS
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RELAY

In the beginning portion of the
workshop, I found myself
researching parts of speech,
double meanings, and fallacies.
I felt like a interjection of
commands or text qualifiers
would be an interesting
addition.

A MEDITATION ON THE CIRCUIT

Sequencing the class’ pages

I contributed individual plates as tip-ins that
contained single words or short phrases that
would act as pivot points in the reading of the
material surrounding them.
I had been very interested in the idea of parasite
design, or design that exists and operates within,
but independently, of another space. The set of
directional or signal phrases touched on these
ideas. I chose three genres of signal words:
computer based (i.e. if, then), grammatical (i.e. as
well as, therefore), and audio based (i.e. play,
rewind). Each genre of signal word was set in its
own typeface. Each team was required to use every
word in the creation of their book.
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WIRE-O BOUND BOOK

IN COLLABORATION

8.5 x 11 in

with Visiting Designer class
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On Persistent
Practice.
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JAMES GOGGIN

JAMES GOGGIN IS A DESIGNER LIVING IN CHICAGO, ILLINOIS, USA.
HE IS THE CO-FOUNDER AND PRINCIPLE OF PRACTISE, A DESIGN
STUDIO HE FOUNDED WITH HIS PARTNER SHAN JAMES IN 1999. JAMES
REGULARLY CONDUCTS WORKSHOPS AND IS A VISITING CRITIC AT
MANY ACADEMIC INSTITUTIONS. HAS BEEN A THESIS CRITIC AT THE
RHODE ISLAND SCHOOL OF DESIGN SINCE 2012. FROM 2010–2013
JAMES WAS THE DIRECTOR OF DESIGN AND PUBLISHING AT THE
MUSEUM OF CONTEMPORARY ART IN CHICAGO, AND BEFORE THAT
HE WAS THE COURSE DIRECTOR AT THE WERKPLAATS TYPOGRAFIE IN
ARNHEM, THE NETHERLANDS.
I INTERVIEWED JAMES IN PART DUE TO HIS ESSAY, “PRACTICE

JAMES GOGGIN

FROM EVERYDAY LIFE”, IN THE GRAPHIC DESIGN NOW IN PRODUCTION
CATALOG, BUT ALSO BECAUSE OF HIS PROFESSIONAL TRAJECTORY
AND HIS CHANGING PROXIMITY TO INSTITUTIONS.

GABRIEL MELCHER

You mentioned your move to RISD as a full-time faculty as
a practice experiment?
JAMES GOGGIN

Yes.
From previous conversations, it sounds like graduate school is when
you started your professional practice; that you started in the context of
academia itself as part of your research at the Royal College of Art. Can
you speak to the origins of your studio and how you see your professional
practice existing alongside educational settings?

My desire at the Royal College of Art to enjoy being a
student but at the same time to think about both of these
spheres partly came out of a natural impulse I had even
in my undergraduate program; Of really wishing to get
out there and work on real things. I hadn’t yet developed
a more theoretical way of thinking that I can see now
underpinned my desire to think about the academic and
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James Goggin

Gabriel Melcher

04.29.16

was in CHICAGO

was in PROVIDENCE
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the professional, and how to combine both of those in
an ideal practice. At that point a lot of it was because of
the constraints of technology. We were only just getting
into the internet, which was the resource to more easily
self-publish. A lot of our assignments in my undergrad
program manifested themselves as black and white laser
print-outs or bad inkjet prints. I was looking at record
covers, magazines and books that were real and that were
out there.
Partly the quality of printing and the level or circulation, I
just thought about things in multiple. Projects were more
real if it was in multiple and if it was mass produced at a
certain level. I was always thinking that it was great that
I was in college, but I had this conflict. I just really wanted
to be out there working with real people. I’d like to work
with a band or artist that I like. “Why do I have to wait 3 or
4 years before I can do that?”

PRACTICE MAKES PRACTICE

JAMES GOGGIN

It was a really nice epiphany. I would take some
of my fold-out posters—to Shipley’s for example,
which was my favorite book shop in London—
realizing that they would potentially be interested.
They would take a look at it and say, “All right.” I
realized later on that for them there was no real
gamble. They took them on sale or return. They set
them up and if they didn’t sell them then I would
take them back.

College was a starting point for me. I realized that
you could subject critical thinking in a graphic
design practice to those aspects [production] of the
graphic design object, and not just the work itself
that we often only think about. Not the work in
terms of the page or the typeface, or the history—all
of which I find equally important.

It was amazing for me that they weren’t asking, “Are
you still a student?” They would just look at the
piece and judge it by its own virtues. A week after I’d
(miraculously, in my mind) given a consignment
of 15 posters to Shipley’s, I went past on the bus and
they’d put up one of my posters in the window. It
was like, “Wow, okay. Public, in terms of: Someone
could feasibly go in, pick it up, and buy it.”

That probably gets us a bit more
onto some of the things that I
know we’ve talked about before;
Of my consideration of the
seemingly mundane aspects of
a graphic design practice and
realizing there’s a huge capacity
for creativity and experimentation
in these more prosaic aspects of
distribution, production, etc.
I think about how increased skill with
basic tools allows you apply conceptual
thinking back onto them, things as
technical as color or typography and how
contemporary concepts can be roped into
the traditional aspects, of the discipline.

Right.
Shipley’s storefront. London.

It was this whole sense of the real world that I often talk
about. It was a realization at the RCA when I thought, “I’m
already in the real world right now. What’s stopping me
from actually working on so-called real projects?” What
was stopping me from going outside of the college to get
work and what was stopping me from making some of my
college projects real, in that sense, too? Essentially, what
was stopping me from making them public, in terms of
inviting people outside of the college to exhibitions that I
was arranging. I would produce work in multiple and go
to book shops that I liked in London and say, “Hey, would
you sell these?”
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For me, it brings up an interesting
question of audience. Did you receive
resistance from your professors
for starting to reach outside of the
educational context. Did your urge to work
publicly invite a different audience or a
different kind of eye on your work?

It’s public. Even better that they’d actually put it
in the window. Now, it was broadcasting in a way.
I realized the power one has, even as a student, if
you’re really invested in what you’re doing and
have an awareness. That if we’re confident enough
in what we’re doing, and are willing to subject it
to a wider level of criticism, why not try to make it
public? Those were all experiments just partly out
of these impulses. Wanting things to be real and
wanting to get things into the book shops. It did,
over time, provoke more profound questions for
me as a designer. Thinking about what it meant to
make things public? What does publishing mean?
When we say publishing, that inherently means
distribution and circulation. What does that mean?

There were concerns with my professors, but it
was more practical in that they were aware that I
was, arguably, spreading myself thin. I was just so
curious and enthusiastic, and I wanted to try many
different things. I was constantly busy and stressed
out. Friends of mine would go on holiday or spend
a few days in the library reading. I was doing that as
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well, but the perception of a lot of my peers was
that I was constantly running around. I ended up
getting involved with some of the other professors
at the RCA and ended up doing quite a bit of
work with Ron Arad, the industrial designer and
architect in London, in his studio. I worked on a
big exhibition design project with him and Javier
Mariscal in Glasgow.

JAMES GOGGIN

to think that, “We could easily stay in London
and these are all great projects, but why not try
something new?” It felt good to be able to move to
Holland and just see what happened.

You mentioned at some point that your
posting at the MCA, or even at Werkplaats
Typografie, was the first instance of a
“job job” where you were attached to a
specific institution. In your practice you’re
normally… orbiting these institutions. I’m
wondering how you relate to the idea of
mobility in your practice?

Werkplaats definitely didn’t feel like a job. It felt
like a natural shift, and I was definitely still very
busy with the studio. At the Werkplaats, while I
was teaching and trying to coordinate and manage
things, it felt like I suddenly grew my studio. I
wasn’t working directly as a designer on any of the
students’ projects, but because they are a combined
studio and academic program I was, effectively, a
studio manager. I wouldn’t call myself a creative
director in any sense of the word, but I was definitely
a studio manager. Commissions would come
in and I was involved in assigning them to students
and monitoring the projects. There were a lot of
projects that I wasn’t directly involved with, but
I was managing and mentoring the designers who
were working on them. I suddenly felt like my
studio grew.

When I found out that the fashion department every
year produced a catalog and I knew I wanted to work
on it, I pitched for the catalog. So I even worked on
pitches. There were also pitches for the architecture
publication every year. So I was bringing it on myself.
That was the good thing and bad thing, I suppose,
about wanting to operate as an experiment in an
ideal practice mode while I was still a student; It
brought on the pressures of deadlines and I had to
do all-nighters and work constantly.
At that moment, I was grateful. “Wow, I’m getting
to work with Ron Arad, or the Fashion Department
chose me to do their catalog and now I’m having
to organize a photographer.” I even had to book
models, had to arrange shoots and art direct. I was
learning all of this stuff that I’d always wondered
about how to do and I didn’t really know what I was
doing. To me, that’s what it’s all about.

We’d only been at the Werkplaats for a year. But
suddenly MCA Chicago contacted me, and I was
presented with an opportunity to start with a blank
slate. It was a complete unknown, and it was a great
experiment and a great risk that was worth taking. A
blank slate at a major contemporary art museum in
one of the bigger cities in the US. And a particular
city with such an incredible history of modernism.

This is the kind of learning that I’m interested in. If
I’m somewhere to learn, I’m going to learn some
lessons and I’m definitely going to make some
mistakes. So there’s less of a deep question about
shifting audiences or pushing my work out to wider
audiences. More just this crazy, intense mode
of production. I’ve seen that in what you’ve been
doing as well at RISD, in terms of the volume of your
output.

Werkplaats Typografie in Arnhem

Mobility is a good word. It’s not one that I’ve
thought about applying before, but it’s very
appropriate and it makes a lot of sense. I’ve always
liked the idea.

And architecture.

Exactly. One of the cities in the 20th century avant
garde reconciled with the corporate, in a way.
Chicago is it, really. We’d only been in Arnhem
a year, but we felt that we had to do it. We were
reluctant because after that first year I’d started
to get my head around, “How can I help the
Werkplaats? What can we do?” But, it was worth
doing and that was really my first official job where
I literally had to clock in and out every day. On one
level, it was a responsible decision as a husband and
parent. To say, “Let’s see what it might be like to
actually have a regular income. That would be nice.”
But ultimately it was for a desire to learn.

Agility is another one of these words that’s being
used to death, or mis-used in the agency sphere,
I suppose. Everyone wants an agile practice and
museums use the word a lot, aspirationally.

For me, that was what college was all about. It was a
chance to push myself. At least it was still college, so
that was my fallback excuse If I messed up. I wanted
to be the professional, but if something went wrong,
it was okay. “I’m still a student after all.”

So, we were doing really well in London and I was
really busy working on all the kinds of projects I
really wanted to work on. But, I liked the idea of
being confident enough to completely shift away
from that instead of feeling tied to it. When the
Werkplaats offer came up, I was supported by my
partner Shan and by our 2 daughters. It felt good
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The position was a big temptation for me because it
wasn’t just ‘Design Director.’ It was ‘Director of Design
and Publishing.’
Given my interest in how publishing works on a very
practical level as well as on a more strategic level, it was
great to be able to get there and work directly with the
editors. I hired a senior editor at the MCA, Kate Steinmann,
who was involved in Fillip Magazine, a really good art
theory magazine based in Vancouver. I liked the way that
they operated and I pulled Kate in because we wanted
that kind of spirit.
I learned a lot from her and we learned a lot together
negotiating co-publishing deals with publishers. It
was really valuable to learn that side of things and it’s
something that I still advise my clients on; not just the
design aspect but publishing and distribution as well.
Something that I’ve personally learned a lot about is
that as a designer it’s really natural to make your own
work, publish your own work, as well as happily work on
commission to publish projects. Given that we have
these skills, why not employ them for our own benefit
as well as for the benefit of our clients?
James curated with We Are Here together with MCA Designer
Alfredo Ruiz a show at the MCA where practitioners worked
within the gallery space.

I think about the benefit and productivity for, not only the viewers of a product,
but also for the producers of a project. Whether it’s a collaboration or individual
project, how is the activity beneficial for the producers as well? I feel that a lot of
times that publishing is that outlet. At the MCA, you were in charge of making a
new identity also?

Ostensibly. That was another reason I took the job. When
I got there, my gradual realization and part of the reason
why I ended up leaving was a culture that I think the MCA
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In the end I think I, effectively,
introduced the director to Mevis
and van Deursen. I was always
pointing out other identity
programs and I even gave internal
talks about experimental modes
of identity, trying to distinguish
between “brand” and “identity,”
or “program.” I found valuable
approaches and ways of thinking
about what ‘identity’ in museums,
could mean, compared with
branding. I pointed out the
Stedelijk Museum, for example.

has in common with many museums. Once you become
an insider, the level of trust goes down.
There’s a real consultancy culture at museums where the
experts who the museum has hired to work inside, be
they curators or designers, communication staff, editors...
As soon as they’re inside, the trust goes down. There’s a
constant desire to hire someone from the outside again
to get a supposedly professional level to find out, “What
should we really be doing?”
My argument was that they should listen to their staff. That
we should all talk together and that there’s a remarkable
body of expertise already in the building. Even after I
arrived there was this desire by the Museum to talk to
branding agencies to, “Find out who we are”. I would ask
why or say, “Talk to the staff, and then you’ll find out who
we are. Part of the reason you brought me here was to
provide that expertise and we have great designers working
here already.” I spent 3 years having this conversation and
debate. We had so much work going on that, realistically,
there was no time for us to work on a completely new
identity program. My argument was, “Don’t spend a
ridiculous amount of money on branding agencies to tell
you who you are. Just hire the staff that we truly need, and
we can all work on it together.”
An identity is something that should be a work in progress.
It’s not something that someone comes in, gives you a
manual for, and then leaves. That devalues the staff and
their capacity for critical thinking and their skill sets by
assuming that they have to follow a manual rather than
be invested and actually participate in developing the
program themselves.
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Monthly newspaper written, edited, and printed on the in-house
Risograph for British artist Martin Creed’s year-long residency
at the MCA.

Eventually, I could see how it was
always going to lead to someone
outside. I liked to think of myself
as one of those outside studios.
So it, ultimately, went to Mevis
and Van Deursen, which I was
really happy about. I felt that it
was healthy for the MCA because
I knew the debate that Linda
and Armand would come in and
provoke, which was what I was
attempting to do. I felt it was
valuable for the MCA to have that
experience. To have the likes of
Experimental Jetset at the Whitney
or Mevis and van Deursen at the
MCA; to have truly small and
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independent designers perceived as having the capacity for
major identity programs, rather than going to Wolff Ollins
or Interbrand, some of the usual players in this sphere
these days, is valuable for the profession at large.
That brings up the value of the outsider again. I like when you said, “Once
you’re inside, the trust goes down.” Coming in and shake things up a
bit, that’s the value of being from the outside. It’s interesting how being
embedded or being part of the institution for temporarily may offer a
chance for community to form the core of an identity, which I think is
often lost.

Community is the key word. That was my big realization
at the MCA, and having followed along with Wolff Ollins’s
branding and then subtle re-branding of the Tate and my
role as a designer working within their system.
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constantly complain about all the meetings I had to go
to, but at the same time recognized that I’d been given
what I’d asked for. I wanted to understand visitor services,
security, and all of the day-to-day running of the museum.
That was a massive education and I think it’s hugely
valuable for the designer. When you understand the
operations you can start to make profound observations
and ask key questions that lead to communicating the
museum in an enthusiastic, confident and honest way to
the public. At the same time, you will make something that
will work for those on the inside. Ultimately, you want a
design system to work for people inside the building, too.
It shouldn’t be a chore for them.

My education at the MCA was, in a way, realizing that
this is how an identity has to be made. If it has to involve
outsiders, and if I’m an outsider in the future working
with museums, then you definitely need community and
empathy. You have to come in aware that there are hardworking and brilliant designers inside of these institutions
who should be given agency and trust to work on things.

It provoked a lot of thinking on my part about embracing
the idea of design being a service. It’s often a term more
conceptual designers shy away from, but I really embrace
it. We are a service industry. If I’m designing a website,
then it has to work as a really smooth, enjoyable, useful
internal tool for the organization. I think if it’s easy to use
and a pleasure for the people inside, that enthusiasm is
communicated in spirit to the public.

But this notion of the embedded designer… The shame
was that, after 3 years, I was primed to truly work on an
effective identity system because I had been embedded
there internally and understood the operational structure.

Be it an identity or a website, you can always sense when
there’s a genuine enthusiasm involved, rather then just
the veneer of aspirational language saying, “This is what
we do,” with the evidence plainly contradicting that.

It confirmed a lot of my beliefs as a designer, that we need
to get involved in all aspects of an organization. You have
to go to, not just the meetings that are deemed relevant to
the designer, but to all of the operational meetings. That
was the good and bad thing about my position. I would
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You mentioned enthusiasm being magnetic, or that’s how I
interpret it. I think a lot about production and process as being
a place where real agency is found for the designer. But also
gathering a group of people in a situation of productive conflict,
the designer is someone who can do that. There are two sides to it.
There’s a side that’s visible, but there’s also a side that’s visible only
to the people behind the scenes.
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Absolutely. I think the latter of the two poles that you
mentioned does manifest itself in the more publicly visible
form. I often talk about what I do as diplomacy, where I’m
connecting multiple parties or stakeholders. It’s equally
the pre-press, production people, the curators, the CEO
of the foundation, the director of the museum, and the
artists… The designer is ideally situated to connect all
of these operators, to gain trust, and to be diplomatic.
Once you’ve gained trust and people are aware that you’re
invested, knowledgeable, and curious about the subject at
hand, you’re enabled to ask more provocative questions
and really get to the root of what you’re trying to do.
When it is really enthusiastic dialogue and an enjoyable
experience collectively, that spirit is visibly manifested.
It’s a behind the scenes process and is intangible. I can’t
very easily point to it as something that I do as a graphic
designer. I don’t bill for it, though we probably should.
[laughter]
But in its final form, I believe that the process I’m
describing is indeed ultimately made tangible. I like to
think that in all of my work, in its final forms, that it’s all
packed in there. I try to see my work as the articulation of
all of those processes and discussions. I always want it to
feel like an honest outcome. That when you look at a book,
for example, it could only have ever turned out like that,
even to the point where I’m often very happily surprised.
Very early on when I was a student, I felt like there was a
flaw in my work. I looked at the designers that I loved and
saw that their work was always so perfect and fully formed.
I had a picture in my head of how I wanted my work to be.
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When it was finished though, it didn’t look like
that. It looked slightly sloppier, or messier. I always
felt like, “Why can’t I get it to that level.” Ultimately,
I realized that I quite liked that I would have
these preconceived notions, and the final project
would then confound those notions. I realized it
was good because it was a more honest reflection
of the discussions, the processes, the constraints,
the circumstances; All ultimately dictating the
final form.

something else and it seems radical, that’s actually
something quite enjoyable.
It’s a service being offered, but it’s from
the ground up. That’s the responsibility
in some ways. It’s like bringing the
relationship between a client or an
institution back to the ground floor.
Recognizing that we all have these
estimations and now let’s test them
against activity.

It really is. On a certain level, the way you describe
it is really true. It does start to sound almost
scientific, I think, in a nice way. In less of a Unimark,
modernist way, but more in an open, honest, and
organic way… “Let’s pose some questions, set out
a hypothesis and make some experiments to prove
whether it’s right or wrong.”
In the best situations the client or collaborator
appreciates the designer’s genuine interest in
what they do. I ask a lot of questions because I’m
genuinely interested in what they do. Some clients
get a bit concerned about that.

James regularly teaches workshops alongside his professional
practice. Above: Workshop at Otis College, Reading Inglewood.

Rather than trying to fight that, just go with it. I
feel like it’s more honest, and ultimately more
appropriate. I realized that the most appropriate
representation very happily often became the most
radical response to the assignment. That was a
gradual understanding of mine.
The word ‘appropriate’ often seems quite boring.
“Is this appropriate?”
Rather than seeing appropriateness as a constraint
or a downer, if you actually very bluntly recognize
what is truly appropriate, it’s often surprising.
You take it back to the client saying, “Here’s what
we’ve talked about and given all of that, here’s
what I think we should do.” Often, it’s changing the
format: realizing that though we’ve been thinking
about a book, everything we’ve talked about points
to it being a website. It’s often a shock and quite
radical. Then the pleasure of thinking, “We’ve had
a great dialogue. Why not trust it?” If it points to

	 [laughter]
Funnily enough, some clients that one would
expect to be perhaps the most free, like commercial
galleries, aren’t. You’ll work on catalogs for
internationally renowned commercial galleries,
for example, and they often don’t want to get into
a discussion. They genuinely see you as a service.
You’re like the plumber and they’ve got a leak.
“Come in and produce a catalog. Don’t start asking
questions, because I just don’t have time.” I’ve
had that experience.
For me it was a great realization that when they
say catalog, especially with commercial galleries,
it’s literally a catalog. It’s a catalog in that you
open it up and there are things you can buy. If it’s
a commercial gallery, the paintings in a beautiful
book are not in a museums’ collection. They want
people to come in and actually buy them.
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When I like to pride myself as an independent
designer not working in the corporate sphere,
I recognize that when it comes down to it,
the cultural sphere is as commercial if not more
bloody commercial!

curiosity and desire to learn. Being admittedly
uneducated in a given context gives you permission
to ask the most basic questions, and the most basic
questions are often the most profound. They’re the
questions no one else involved has dared to ask.
You can often sense a kind of relief in the room
when you come in and ask those kinds of questions.

Gradually, as I accrue more experience, I further extend
my curiosity and desire to learn in ever-expanding, interrelated fields. Whether they’re more practical things like
distribution/circulation or more conceptual or theoretical;
into curatorial practice, architectural practice, urbanism...

I like the way you mention looking at given formats
anew and thinking of them from a different
angle. For me, a lot of the projects I’m most proud
of have been about looking at a given format like
a newspaper, and thinking about it as a charged
medium. For example, what are the cultural
perceptions around what a newspaper means?
What happens if we simply re-contextualize it?
What if we take the newspaper off the subway floor
or the newsstand, and put it in the gallery?

My interests continue to grow, and my desire to learn
continues to grow.

Exactly.

It’s good to have these assumptions challenged.
If I spent an hour talking about the historical
references I was making with a typeface, they would
say, “Just shut up and design the catalog. We’ve got
paintings to sell.” So, maybe that’s fine. I’ll embrace
that as a constraint and see what I can get away with.
Behind a lot of what we’re talking about is still the
original impulse I had as a student. I wanted to
recognize the rules, acknowledge them, and then
seek to break them. Even though I’m not really like
this at all, I like to think I’m being slightly rebellious
or subversive with what I’m doing. I think part of
embracing given constraints is that you have license
to try to bend them. If the client wants a blindly
commercial catalog, apply those parameters to
the project and see what happens. Enjoy it, rather
than try and argue with them or storm off the job
saying, “They’re not willing to listen… I’m an artist!”
In a commercial gallery situation, I’m definitely not
an artist. The artist is the one selling and having
exhibitions.

It’s asking very simple and not particularly deep
questions or actions. Not being afraid of making
sometimes seemingly obvious shifts. It very quickly
becomes more profound and educational for
everyone involved and it gets you thinking more
deeply. You begin to not take anything for granted
or at face value. I think that’s very healthy. It’s about
trying to maintain a certain critical capacity as a
designer, too. In terms of criticism, literally just
asking questions all the time. Interrogate people,
objects, and media as well. Exactly what you’re
talking about.
What we’ve been talking about relates to
this notion of activity; whether it’s inside
an institution, alongside a given project, or
behind the scenes. Beyond any X, Y, or Z
index, time is another important element.

I’m the designer. If I’m the service
provider, then I want to see what I
can do given that role.
I like to think of it in my own practice as
re-discovering a format/situation anew
every time, and in that way being able to
approach things with a certain amount of
positive ignorance which doesn’t regard
the rules in the same way.

I think that’s very healthy. It’s often the most basic
questions and coming in innocently with a genuine
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Absolutely, the 4th dimension. Time. When I
think about scalability and the idea of the designer
gradually and fluidly moving beyond the presumed
role of what graphic designers are allowed, I think
of time definitely and also, very simply, experience. I
graduated in ‘99, and that’s been a realization of the
past 5-10 years.

JAMES GOGGIN

Through experience, you gain more trust from the people
you work with. They can see that you’ve worked in an area
and know what you’re talking about. I think trust also
comes from of one’s non-commercial activities; research,
writing, and teaching. It all contributes on a practical level
for people who might commission or collaborate with you;
it provides evidence. You may not have made a project at
an urban scale, but you’ve clearly demonstrated an interest
and critical capacity for it because of your writing, this
publication, or that self-initiated project, etc.
Time is a definitely a crucial addition to this notion of
scalability. It requires patience, as a designer graduating
from a grad program, for example. That was part of my
conflict. I was at the RCA, dying to be in the real world.
Then, I started my studio and sat there looking at the
phone like, “Now what? How do people actually find out
that I’m here?” That was a conflict for me.
Scalability is a term I’ve been thinking about, not necessarily in terms of
bigness, but more in regards to scope. I recently read an essay by Stuart
Bailey about design education1. He mentions how there’s often a split
between “overtly commercial” and “overtly marginal” work in graphic
design. I’m interested in how a mode of activity or way of practicing can
bring those two poles together. That’s why I like thinking of a laboratory in
regards to method. Butting up methods against professional projects as
being a way to catalyze the joining of those two sides.

1. Bailey, Stuart. 2009. (Only an Attitude of Orientation).
ed. Office for Contemporary Art, Norway.

238

239

PRACTICE MAKES PRACTICE

INTERVIEW

PRACTICE MAKES PRACTICE

JAMES GOGGIN

Actually, that’s been a huge education for me living in
Chicago for the last 5 years. Compared to the community
of independent designers working mostly in the cultural
sphere that I was involved with in London, Chicago
is much more unashamed in its reconciliation of the
commercial and the avant garde and the experimental.
It’s been a real learning curve for me to get into the history
of Chicago and recognize that those two things have
usually gone hand in hand. There’s a hugely rich history
of corporate philanthropy and patronage of the arts in the
highest corporate spheres.
The Container Corporation of America, the CCA, for
example. That’s a great example where Walter Paepcke,
the chairman of CCA, was instrumental in bringing László
Moholy-Nagy to Chicago to start the new Bauhaus. CCA
was, ostensibly, a cardboard box manufacturer. Rather
than advertising their nice, cardboard boxes, they were
aspirational and commissioned Herbert Bayer, MoholyNagy and Paul Rand—all kinds of avant garde 20th century
artists and designers—to produce their advertising.

Chicago has a Great Lake 1966
John Massey
Poster, 35 x 50 in, Container Corporation of America.
Part of the Chicago Cultural Communication Project

A Loop in the Lake (Apologies to John, John, Stanley, and Mies) 2014
James Goggin
Collage, 24 × 36 in, AIGA Chicago

The Titanic 1978
Stanley Tigerman
Photomontage on paper
Approx. 28 x 35.7 cm

It was the most commercial of activities, but the with the
most avant garde practitioners. For them there was no
question. “Okay, we make cardboard boxes. Perhaps one
of the most boring things you can manufacture. But we
want people to perceive us as forward thinking, ambitious,
and very much a contemporary corporation.” They even
established a laboratory called the Center for Advanced
Research in Design.
John Massey and Ralph Ekerstrom were, consecutively, the
design directors of CCA and had this outside laboratory/
studio, CARD, which was funded by CCA. It was detached
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from the corporation and devoted
to graphic research and experimentation. To discover that all
this was going on in the 50s and
60s in Chicago was amazing. I
reexamined my preconceptions
about not wanting to be
a “corporate designer” and I
recognized that I’m working
on projects that are sponsored
by major banks and how inherently commercial galleries
really are. It was great to have
all of these preconceptions
challenged.
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Anyway, CCA produced a series of posters with the
motivation for simply being for the public good.
Posters about Chicago designed by John Massey.
They are the simplest of posters that went out into
the city. Beautiful posters, and simple to the point
of abstraction. One is just a blue poster with a white
triangle and a white circle that says, “Chicago has a
great lake.” They told Chicagoans the obvious, but
they instilled a sense of civic pride in the city. And
it was all being funded by this box manufacturer
wanting to promote Chicago’s libraries, or its zoo,
or its parks.

another great historical figure in Chicago and was
provocative with his piece, ‘The Titanic’, where he
was effectively throwing Mies van der Rohe’s Crown
Hall into the lake. So I thought I’d take Stanley
Tigerman’s ‘Titanic’, and throw that back into the
lake. And I thought, “If I’m going to throw it into
the lake, it has to be John Massey’s lake.” That’s the
classic depiction of the lake.

I feel like we have to, at least, resign ourselves to the
fact that we live in a corporate, neo-liberal world. We
have the same debates as Silicon Valley with their
desire that their work be for the public good (to the
point of being creepy sometimes).

Student Gary Anderson with his design for the
recycling logo in 1970 for a competition sponsored
by Container Corporation of America.

That’s ultimately what I’m looking
for. To the point of paranoia,
I’m always self-critical in my
practice; wanting to make sure
I’m not making assumptions.
I easily disparage advertising and
branding in the corporate
sphere, but I want to interrogate
why I think that. Part of my
writing practice is asking myself
these questions. If I have a
particular stance, why is that?
I really want to put that to the test.

I feel like that if a container corporation wants
to fund a series of posters around the city that
remind people that they should value our parks,
our libraries, our environment, and the lake,
that maybe that’s the best we can hope for, and
that’s good. It is ultimately for the public good.

It’s the Great Lake.

It is literally the Great Lake. It was Chicago’s great
building being thrown into Chicago’s Great Lake. I
think people appreciate it on a purely formal level,
but it’s one of those things where I think... Like
you said with your thesis, it could be one of those,
“Here’s my number, call me and I’ll explain it.”
In lectures, it’s been a useful device for me to have
a visual while I’m talking about my relationship to
Chicago and my interest in its history.
It’s literally a visual response. That’s what
I like about the laboratory idea for graphic
design. It’s a laboratory in a different way,
in that the laboratory setting is the public
sphere. It’s live action for graphic design.
Both process and production take place
within view of both the practitioners and
a public.

You reused that poster in a project you
did, right?

Yes. It’s my homage to Chicago, maybe.
It was another way of me trying to publicly articulate
that a lot of what I’ve been trying to grapple with
here in the last 5 minutes. I often look for excuses
to do that. “Here’s what I’ve been thinking. How
can I communicate that in some tangible form?”

I think that the performative and public aspect of
that is a really good way of thinking about it. I’ve
often thought about this in terms of Graphic Design
being one of the disciplines where it’s very rare to
get an immediate and public response.

The AIGA, for their 100th anniversary, asked
Chicago designers to produce posters that
expressed what Chicago design means to them.
For me, it was an opportunity to distill the idea
of, “Chicago design means corporate philanthropy.”

When you think about a playwright and actors
putting on a play, or a band playing a gig, or
a comedian doing stand up… They have an
immediate response. They’ll get kicked off the stage
or whatever. They get booed or they get cheered.

I tried to pack all of these deep concepts into a
very simple poster. I didn’t even call the poster a
design. I called it a collage. I didn’t want to claim
credit, it was really just showing, “This is John
Massey and this is Stanley Tigerman.” Tigerman is

Knowing that it’s going to be
visible to the public is good.
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I’ve often thought about how graphic design can
start to elicit that more immediate response. The
way that you’re thinking about it as a public
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laboratory is, potentially, a very interesting way of thinking
about that. Again, recognizing that we are a public
discipline. It’s valuable for us to try and get this direct
feedback, in a way. How can we provoke that?
It makes me think of IBM and the Charles and Ray Eames. In some of their
videos, even the smallest part—oil and water together on one portion of the
screen—for example—is an illustration of their independent experiments
they were conducting outside of IBM, but that they funneled into their
corporate projects… That’s really interesting, particularly in that era. Huge
corporations having intensive design programs and practitioners that
would move through those.

Research.
It’s super interesting when you start to look into the
operational history of those examples and its implications.
Rand Corporation, for example… They coined R&D.
The ‘rand’ in RAND Corporation, is for research and
development. People look at Silicon Valley nowadays and
cite the experimental, open-plan atmospheres, but they
definitely have historical precedent in the corporate sphere.
IBM being a great example.
Charles and Ray Eames headed visual research programs at IBM.
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At CCA, CARD was their lab. In the way that you’re talking
about this public laboratory, CARD was early precedent
for this notion of the public facing laboratory. It was
established, perhaps, with modernist designers trying to
convince corporations to invest in design by presenting
it as something empirical, and something that lent itself
to providing corporate leaders with tangible statistics. It
quantified its activities as legitimate. “If we invest this
into design, here are the results presented in a convincing,
easy to read chart.”
Ralph Ekerstrom from CCA and CARD was one of the
founding partners of Unimark, which was the attempt to
bring modernism truly to the corporate sphere with the
impression of the empirical and the scientific. To the point
where they wore lab coats at their studio to give that veneer
of scientific trust.
Given that corporations like Ford, Target, and American
Airlines, were spending vast sums of money on design
in ways that they never had before. Unimark had these
pristine offices where everyone wore lab coats. Clearly,
these were professionals and experts.
Perhaps a comforting thing about the idea of a lab is that failure is an
acceptable procedural outcome. That’s the nice thing about having an
empirical process. You set a hypothesis, but its failure doesn’t necessarily
mean failure. Failure just calls for further refinement or reiteration of the
experiment.

There’s a danger these days with the Silicon Valley idea of,
“We have to seek failure, and it’s okay for everyone to fail.”
You have to recognize that with these massive companies,
if you truly fail, you’re going to probably get fired.
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At the same time, embracing the sense of failure being
something that you learn from. That at least provides some
element of proof as to whether something worked or
didn’t work. Then it can propel you forward. In terms of
the commissioner, if it’s a quantifiable failure, then it’s
more acceptable.
Do you think that if you consider clients as collaborators, that they’re
roped into the trial and error with you in some way? That they’re more
invested in the process. I think that is an interesting allowance that comes
out of that consideration. There’s a bit more trial and error, or process.

That’s definitely an important distinction to make. If the
failure is part of a genuinely collaborative process where
everyone is at the table from the beginning. If they’re
invested and honestly trying to arrive at the best possible
outcome; if they’re in on it, then there’s more willingness,
rather than failure being an unpleasant surprise.
I’m sure you know about Muriel Cooper at MIT. Those 2
poles are interesting; of MIT’s Center for Advanced Visual
Studies, with Muriel Cooper, and the corporate analog of
CARD at Container Corporation. I don’t know if anyone’s
made a direct comparison, but that relationship is interesting. Both sides have been inspirational to me. I realize
my suspicion of the corporate, but I’ve recognized places
like CCA investing in genuine research coming out of pure
curiosity. Those are interesting precedents to look at, in
terms of thinking about a so-called ‘professional practice’
that seeks to combine both professional service and
enthusiastic amateurism, I suppose. Or, at least, research
and ongoing, lifelong learning.
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Thanks James.

Muriel Cooper at MIT. She was the founder of MIT’s Visible Language Workshop,
and co-founder of the MIT Media Lab.
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Rapid Production and Formal Response
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PRODUCTION AND RESPONSE

PRODUCE!

I begin from first encounter, creating exploratory form and
concepts through booklets, posters, pamphlets. Sharing
my responses, I enfold audiences and collaborators into my
process, opening production itself as a site for engaged
activity. Continuous production creates evidence of methods
and ways of working across multiple fields of activity. It’s
self-perpetuating, surrounding subjects and blurring the
distinctions between different parts of practice. This section
looks at the small scale and the rapid fire.
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PRODUCE!

PRODUCTION AND RESPONSE

1. GD?GD?GD?
BOOKLET 5.5 x 8.5
Process Booklet for the 2015 Graphic Design
Triennial.
  I created this book after receiving initial
submissions for the 2015 RISD GD Triennial.
My co-director and I had not established a
curatorial strategy at that point, but by pulling
out all of the questions asked by students in their
project description, we were able to more rapidly
establish an impression of the whole field.

2. D+M EXTRAVEGANZA
BOOKLET 5.5 x 8.5
Initial meeting booklet for D+M 10 Year
Anniversary project in collaboration with
James Chae.
  This booklet was brought to the first meeting
between James Chae, myself, and the D+M
department reformatting language they had
presented to us beforehand.

3. WHERE AM I?
TABLOID POSTER 11 x 17
Preliminary Thesis presentation document.
  Poster takeaway for the first thesis
presentations. Speculating on possible thesis
inquiries, the poster playfully proposes “the big
questions.”
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PRODUCTION AND RESPONSE

4. THUS, THEREFORE,
MEANWHILE, BECAUSE OF
BOOKLET
Process document for Visiting Designers 2015
  The booklet recycles language based
approaches utilized in the workshops, synthesizing
and repurposing for the organizational system in
the book.

6. CRIT CRIT CRIT
POSTER 24x36
Accordion fold banner demonstrating the
repetitive language approaches used in the
exhibition, Return on Investment.
  I made this after the conclusion of the show
as a further specification and illustration of my
personal interests. It aggregated and redisplayed
the language used in the process of concepting
the show to emphasize an idea of ‘neutralization’
through repetition.

5. LUNCH BREAK
BOOKLET 5.5 X 8.5
Booklet for the class of 2015’s Thesis Presentations.
  Adding a playful note, I combined a note taking
section with a Lunch Break.
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PRODUCTION AND RESPONSE

7. INFORMED
TRIFOLD ZINES 11 x 17, 9 issues
Weekly assignment turned into a publication.
  For Chris Sleboda’s Newly Formed class,
the students had to bring in 5 images each
week of things that had inspired or interested
us. From the first week, I chose to formulate
this assignment into a zine format and add my
own editorial and formal interpretations. Over
time, this approach aggregated into a consistent
publication cataloging influence and coupling it
with formal response.
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8. SETTING OUT

10. COUNTERSIGNATURE

PROCESS DOCUMENTS 5.5 x 8.5
Assorted booklets made throughout working
on the exhibtion, Setting Out.
  From the outset of the exhibition project,
I purposefully produced publcations to share
with my collaborators. By initiating a formal
response form the first meeting, I was able to
trace and preserve a lineage of form from my first
impressions to the final exhibition.

BOOKLET 5.5 x 8.5
Reformatted PDF of Derrida’s Countersignature.
  I find myself printing and reformatting
readings online often to create physical objects.
By making simple deliberate choices with the
output, I formalize casual ways of consuming
information into deliberate objects.

9.ARCHI-STICKERS
STICKER SHEETS 6x9
Sticker Sheets of favorite architects
  The faces of several architects and artists
I was learning about at the time onto sticker
sheets. Rem Koolhaas, Mies Van Der Rohe, and
Buckminster Fuller can all be placed on any
object now. These were made while working on
the Denominations project.
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14. AESTHETICS OF POLITAINMENT
POSTER 24x36
Poster for Item Idem’s RISD lecture, The Aesthetics
of Politainment.
  The form for this poster is exploratory, looking
forward toward a collaborative exhibition between
the artist and the Design for the Gallery class,
taught by Jiminie Ha.

12. BOLD
BOOKLET
Publication compiling and overprinting collected
formal interpretations.
  Serving as an archive of experiments, much
of the work from this purely formal project ended
up in further projects.

11. ECKS SPEAR EH MEANT UHL
BOOKLET 5.5 x 8.5
Booklet containing selected reading from
Experimental Jetset’s website.

13. MUSEUM HIGHLIGHTS DPI
VIDEO SKETCH
Quick Video sketch processing research into
institutional mediation, namely museums dealing
with the internet.
  Quick and reactive, methods of quick
making can translate to any media and quickly
establish aesthetic fields.

11
03
CIT
103

CIT 103 at 6:30PM

TUES, NOVEM BER 3RD
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TUES, NOVEM BER 3RD

What happens when
the genre of politics
and information collides
with the aesthetics
of entertainment and
pop culture?
CIT 103 at 6:30PM
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15. D+M 10 YEAR

16. CALL FOR PROPOSALS/WORK

POSTER AND BOOKLET
Collateral material created as part of a installation,
catalog, website, and identity project. Made in
collaboration with James Chae.

POSTERS
Iterative posters made as a call for work and
proposals for the 2015 GD Triennial. In collaboration
with Lisa Maione.
  Lisa and I decided to make a series of posters
calling for submissions to the Triennial. For us, it
was sort of a call and response; we bounced form
and concepts back and forth between us, projecting
towards the eventual identity of the show. Over
the course of the summer while submissions were
being accepted, the posters visible on campus
changed multiple times.

PRODUCTION AND RESPONSE

Publications, Typefaces, Identities,
Websites, Writing, Interactive, 3D,
Posters, Screenprints, Video, Audio,
Wayfinding, Icons, Packaging,
Podcasts, Design Criticism, Process
& Documentation, etc.

PRODUCE!

Workshops, Readings, Performances,
Screenings, Audio Tours, Temporary
Situations, Book Launches, Site-Specific
Events & Installations, Typo/Graphic
Interventions, etc.

PRACTICE MAKES PRACTICE

DEADLINE
JUNE 15, 2015
11:59PM
Call for Work / Call for Proposals invites all current undergraduate
& graduate students to submit existing work from 2012– 2015 &
to propose new work specifically created for the 2015 GD Triennial.
For consideration, all work must be submitted as physical work
& hi-res (300 dpi) photographs/images.
Submit work & proposals:
tinyurl.com/gdtriennial2015
For questions & details, contact:
Lisa Maione (MFA ‘16) & Gabriel Melcher (MFA ‘16)
gdtriennial2015@gmail.com

Graphic
Design
Triennial
2015
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CATALOG

SITE

Exhibition as Laboratory

As a site of research, the exhibition offers a unique circumstance
whereby many different methods converge, are evaluated,
documented, and responded to by a number of parties. The
exhibition as a format and container—repurposed and redirected
as a conceptual framework—offers support for an array of
produced materials, unifying diverse bodies of work and diverse
approaches within conceptually consistent contexts.
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RETURN ON INVESTMENT
AN EXHIBITION COMMODIFYING CREATIVITY

Return on Investement (ROI) is a collaboration between
the Design and the Gallery class, taught by designer
Jiminie Ha, and the artist Cyril Duval (also known as
Item Idem). The exhibition takes a humorous look the
commodification of ‘inspiration’ and creative activity,
looking at creativity as product, process, and commodity.
The exhibition was less a ‘group show’ than a
unified collaborative installation. The process generated
language, and identity, design, and spatial strategies
around the theme. A personal interest for me was in the
language surrounding commerce. From the beginning
of the process, we used visual repetition combined
with an over-the-top aesthetic to create a space that
demonstrated a frenzy of creative activity attempting
to brand ‘creative capital.’

Left: A wall of flags at the entrance

EXHIBITION

IN COLLABORATION

Design Center Commons

Design and The Gallery class, Item Idem
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RETURN ON INVESTMENT

FROM CURATORIAL STATEMENT

A collaboration between Cyril Duval (item idem) and
students from the ‘Design & the Gallery’ course of the
RISD Graphic Design Department, “ROI” explores and
critiques what it means to learn, practice, and perform
art and design in the corporate capital. How do we
engage with, participate in, and contribute to a market
that commodifies creativity? Where do we stand in
the economic cycle of the creative capital?

Included in the Work section of the show was a branded exercise bike powering a projected animation.
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The Invest section contained a wall of oversized speculative lottery tickets and checks.

280

Shop section and Process Wall. Initial sketches, material
receipts, and detritus were all left visible in the space.
Vinyl on the floor delineated sections of the exhibition.
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DOCUMENT. DOCUMENT. DOCUMENT.

DOCUMENT. DOCUMENT. DOCUMENT.
AN EXHIBITION OF PROCESS AND DOCUMENTATION

Document Document Document is the 2014 Graduate
Thesis Biennial exhibition. The 3rd Biennial looking at
the Graduate thesis process, Document focused on the
processes behind graduate research. Including students
from all departments, the exhibition showcased a range
of media and scales.
As the exhibition designer, I was interested in the
material qualities of the artists’ documentation. Most
of the included work was non-precious; photocopies,
printouts, sketchbooks, etc. The raw nature of the
material prompted a exhibition strategy of ephemeral
and procedural displays. Using the idea of visible
‘hanglines’ in the space to equalize the work from all
departments, I highlighted a linear movement from
one student to the next.
Additionally, research quotes gathered by the
curators was positioned above the work, creating a
visible theoretical backdrop for the exhibition and
creating implicit connections between the works.
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EXHIBITION

CURATION & RESEARCH

Sol Koffler Gallery

Anne West, Kristina Lamour Sansone, Sameer Farooq
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DOCUMENT. DOCUMENT. DOCUMENT.

The process of planning the design, organizing the
students and their work, and making models in the
space fluidly transitioned into the final exhibition
design. It made sense to retain the feeling from
the planning materials. I used black tape to mark
hanging heights, separate pieces of bright paper for
the work descriptions, and various tiling strategies
for the main signage of the show, hanging
materials with bull clips and tacks.
Three typefaces were used for the exhibition, each
marking a different conceptual voice within the
show. Helvetica created a voice for precedent and
research. Lydian, a calligraphic sans serif became
the main signage typeface, and Greta was used
for descriptions. The different gestures came
together in an eclectic mix that spoke to the varying
approaches in the student work.
Additionally, we made the keywords from the
curatorial research visible in the space, utilizing
the floor and wall for vinyl text that activated
connections between the works.

Exhibition title signage.

Thesis books were available for reading in the space.

Above: Planning mockups and sketches for signage and hanging systems.
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Keywords in vinyl were placed throughout the gallery.

Left: Entrance installation

Exhibition views
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DOCUMENT. DOCUMENT. DOCUMENT.

FROM CURATORIAL STATEMENT

In order to illuminate the rigor of graduate research at RISD, we
must, for a moment, turn away from the finished translation of the
idea and look toward the deposits, into the vast archives of student
process. Document. Document. Document. does exactly this: by
tethering the graduate thesis to evidence of procedure, we enter into
an experimental field where documentation becomes, or at times
displaces, the work itself. Whereas the written thesis document
coheres, the space of documentation is fluid. In shifting our focus to
the latter, we enter the living space of the archive as a testing site, a
space of record, and of questioning.
How do artists and designers inhabit this space of searching? Reaching out to students from each of the 16 graduate departments, we began multiple conversations addressing the kinetics of documentary
engagement with their work. Learning from these conversations, we
saw several modes of documenting—often overlapping — that gave
rise to a specialized vocabulary regarding this aspect of process. This
exhibition and its supportive index of research are thus presented
as an intertextual system, bringing forward diverse ways of knowing
through immersion in the act of documenting. Here documentation
is the search, and it is within this space where the depth of research
and innovation present at RISD becomes apparent.

Exhibition views

294

295

PRACTICE MAKES PRACTICE

DIMENSIONS VARIABLE
AN EXHIBITION OF GRAPHIC DESIGN

In the Spring of 2015 I co-directed the RISD Graphic
Design Triennial with Lisa Maione. The curation
was predicated on 5 core questions that strove to
deconstruct the parts of graphic design practice,
and make design visible as a procedural product.
Our approach was based in variation. We
showed the flexibility of ideas by deconstructing
projects along a timeline of development,
depicting in progress work alongside finished
work; audio work alongside printed matter; and
showing different aspects of projects at different
scales throughout the exhibition and catalog. An
emphasis was placed on the exhibition as both
retrospective and projective; a place to trigger new
work as well as display completed projects. 		

EXHIBITION

DIRECTION & CURATION

Woods-Gerry Gallery

Gabriel Melcher and Lisa Maione
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DIMENSIONS VARIABLE

The work was dispersed over 5 distinct spaces.
Each separate space addressed the work in a
different way. The spaces were:
Document
How is the designer visible?
Reflexivity
Where does the work live?
Trace
What happens before an idea meets its medium?
Relation
Who makes the work?
Circulation
What informs graphic design practice?
EXCERPT FROM STATEMENT

How do we critically address the time before, during, and
after a work’s creation — and the different spaces in which
it’s represented?
Behind the graphic designer lies a body of work that is
constantly in motion. Between ideas and their visible forms
lay countless iterations and possible trajectories. Beyond
the completion of a project lies a new life of unintended
contexts and re-presentations. Over time, common threads
weave their way through multiple projects, formats, and
mediums, ultimately defining a traceable body of work and
methodology.
Looking closely at the elemental parts that orbit our
practices as students at RISD, the 2015 GD Triennial
examines how we position our work and practice in relation
to these plural conditions. Over the course of 10 days,
all mediums are set into motion. We are invited into the
shifting positions of the designer, the audience and the
project. The Triennial lives in five distinct spaces — four
rooms at the Woods-Gerry Gallery and one mobile location
connecting the Woods-Gerry Gallery hallway with the RISD
Fleet Library Pavilion steps.

Document room
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Circulation was installed at the Library

Typographic installation designed by Diane Lee
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Relation contained the results of two workshops initiated on the
occasion of the Triennial alongside other student work.
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Reflexivity exhibition views.
Following pages: Reflexivity exhibition views.
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The Triennial poster was distributed by mail and at the New York Art Book
Fair. The poster contained initial gestures towards the visual identity of the
Triennial and displayed the foundational questions for the curation.
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DIMENSIONS VARIABLE—CATALOG

Similarly to the division of work in the 5 spaces
of the physical spaces of the Triennial, Lisa and
I wanted to the catalog to enact the same ideas
present in the exhibition.
Instead of containing the work in a single
volume, we created a catalog distributed over 5
separate items, each designed by a different student.
Each catalog is a different format and the collection
within each subscribes to one of the spaces in
the exhibition.
Specific parameters were set up for all the
designers, and Prin Limphongpand’s Poster
typeface was repurposed for each as a formal
distinguishing element for the cover.

CATALOG DESIGN TEAM

Dimensions Variable Catalog

Rebecca Leffel Koren, Philip Glenn, Gabriel Melcher
& Lisa Maione, Scarlett Meng, and Emily Scherer
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Above: Catalog views
Right: detail of Document catalog
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DIMENSIONS VARIABLE—CATALOG

Right: Circulation

Right: Trace

Right: Reflexivity
Left: Relation
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SETTING OUT

SETTING OUT
AN EXHIBITION ON EXPEDITIONS

Setting Out, is an exhibition and research project led
by artists Shona Kitchen and Alyson Ogasian. The
exhibition explored themes of expedition, combining
historical narratives of Arctic and space exploration with
artist works dealing with humanity’s persistent urge
towards new discovery. My position was both designer
and researcher, and I assembled an archive of material,
as well as developed a design strategy for the gallery.
I deliberately approached the project as an experiment.
With a combined role and tasked with the creation of
both historical and poetic narratives from an archive,
I tested my position as a protagonist in the process of
creating the show. I wanted to retain a visible energy of
research in exhibition, transitioning from note taking
in the first meetings, to researching at the American
Museum of Natural History, to the final exhibition design
for the show.

EXHIBITION

CURATORS

APEXART NYC

Shona Kitchen and Alyson Ogasian
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SETTING OUT

Research photograph from the
American Museum of Natural History,
Special Collections

Research photograph from the
American Museum of Natural History,
Special Collections

Material curation and design drafts

Research table installation. On wall: Research quotes in vinyl in between works.
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SETTING OUT

Research sat alongside artists’ works and artifacts.
The ephemera on the table was not fixed, and
archival materials could be handled by visitors.
I wanted to be more suggestive with the display,
rather than explicit, creating an impression of the
entire process of creating the exhibition.

Image courtesy bedfordandbowery.com
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SETTING OUT—TAKEAWAY

The exhibition takeaway contained research images and quotes from the American
Museum of Natural History.
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CONVERSATION PIECES

CONVERSATION PIECES
A POETIC MEDIATION IN THE RISD MUSEUM.

Conversation Pieces shows a trajectory of method
and form over an extended period. Initiated as part of
a thesis studio course, the beginnings of the project
took form as a loose proposal for an installation at the
RISD Museum. Focusing on the recontextualization
of language from caption texts, I was interested in
the projection of the Museum voice in its supporting
display structures, acknowledging at a fundamental
level that words describing the work within the
Museum’s walls are inherently authored texts. The
project progressed over the course of a year through
many forms; developing from a research project to
an exhibited publication, a proposal, an installation
within the RISD Museum, and finally, a workshop.
The project exists as a network of mediated spaces,
displaying excerpted versions of captions and formal
interpretations on the Museum’s website and at a kiosk
installation at the entrance to the gallery itself.
Through its many forms, the project was exposed
to critique from many directions, and I constantly
EXHIBITION
RISD Museum
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CONVERSATION PIECES

redefined its parameters to adapt it to each site.
Ultimately, this created a trace of evolving and
increasingly more site-specific outcomes. What initially
rested on a purely recombinative approach evolved
into a project that used the language within the
Museum as a platform for the visual production of
entirely new material.

STAGE ONE
The first step of the project took language from descriptions of
art in the RISD Museum, recombining and reformatting them
into a set of poetic stanzas. I sorted the language according to a
set of parameters, isolating evocative, yet ambiguous, passages
in the text.

Initial language pulled and recombined into poetic structure.
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CONVERSATION PIECES—PUBLICATION

STAGE TWO
I adapted the original concept into a booklet form.
Through the body of the book, stanzas of combined
language is presented within a continuous flow
of images. Each line is referenced to an image on
the opposing page, requiring the viewer to see the
language and the image separately. The pieces are
attributed and referenced in an index in the back.

Booklet views
Exhibited in Language Vs. Language exhibition
Sol Koffler Gallery, 2015
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CONVERSATION PIECES—PUBLICATION
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CONVERSATION PIECES—PUBLICATION
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RISD Museum–Installation

Mobile website and Ipad kiosk installation in the Museum

STAGE THREE
My project was selected for the 2015 Dorner Prize in
the RISD Museum. I initially proposed the project
for the RISD Museum website, but through working
with the Museum staff, it expanded to include an
installation, a series of videos, and a workshop.

The bride between two galleries was the
site of the physical installation.
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CONVERSATION PIECES—DORNER PRIZE

CONVERSATION PIECES DESCRIPTION LABEL

Conversation Pieces is a project sited within the RISD
Museum. The project recontextualizes description text
from artworks, reformatting and interpreting it through
different media.
Conversation Pieces draws language from object labels in
the adjacent Granoff Modern and Contemporary Galleries,
then indexes, composes, and reinterprets it in new forms.
Separated from the works it originally discussed, the
recontextualized language takes on new effect, describing
otherwise nonexistent objects and highlighting the
interpretability of the Museum’s permanent collection.
Melcher is interested in the elements that support museum
collections as discrete sites of production and authorship.
This project tests the potential for language about the
collection to exist as a distinct object separate from the
collection, and considers its ability to generate new works.
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The ipad installation rotates through a series of images, videos
and language excerpts for each object included in the project.
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CONVERSATION PIECES—DORNER PRIZE

The map shows the location of the chosen works, and the mobile website is
indexed to the physical space.
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CONVERSATION PIECES—DORNER PRIZE

Installation views
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CONVERSATION PIECES—DORNER PRIZE

The installation and website is indexed to works in
the gallery. Vinyl ‘footnotes’ installed on artist name
plates direct visitors to the interpretations of
each piece.
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CONVERSATION PIECES—DORNER PRIZE

Excerpt: All traces of the artist’s hand are invisible

Excerpt: While the downward flow of the glaze conveys the opposing force of gravity.

Excerpt: Contrasting color, and the careful arrangements of shapes.

Excerpt: Perched on slender feet.

I created a series of videos interpreting the text from the description
labels, turning the project from a reformatting of language into
a process of creating new form.
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CONVERSATION PIECES—WORKSHOP

Museum visitor makes a collage with language from project.

Visitor collage using language from project.

STAGE FOUR
In it’s final stage, the project opened up into a participatory ‘workshop’
in the RISD Museum. I was offered an hour in the Museum to discuss
my process to the public during a Saturday after the installation of the
project. Rather than using the public moment to describe and show
the project as it existed, I took the opportunity to open up my process
to the public.
Using language gathered from the description labels, I created a
station for collage. Visitors could create their own interpretations
of the language and print them into a gallery guide template I had
prepared.
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CONVERSATION PIECES—TAKEAWAY

Gallery guide
Workshop station in gallery
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Template for Gallery guide
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CONVERSATION PIECES—TAKEAWAY

Reverse of gallery guide showing visitor collage
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MARKUS MIESSEN

Within and
Alongside.

INTERVIEW
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MARKUS MIESSEN

MARKUS MIESSEN IS AN ARCHITECT, DESIGNER, AND AUTHOR. HE
DIVIDES HIS TIME OVER MANY PROJECTS, COLLABORATIONS AND
PUBLISHING PROJECTS. HIS BOOK, THE NIGHTMARE OF PARTICIPATION
AND HIS RECENT WORK CROSSBENCHING: TOWARDS A PROACTIVE
MODE OF PARTICIPATION AS A CRITICAL SPATIAL PRACTICE DISCUSS
POLITICS OF PARTICIPATION AND CREATING PRODUCTIVE CONFLICT
WITHIN INSTITUTIONAL SETTINGS.
MARKUS’ WORK EXISTS AT MANY SCALES, FROM PUBLISHING AND
RESEARCH PROJECTS TO EXHIBITION SPACES AND ARCHITECTURE.
HIS WORK IS COLLABORATIVE AND DISCURSIVE, AND HE WORKS IN
MANY DIFFERENT CONTEXTS. HIS WRITING ABOUT ACTING IN RELATION
TO INSTITUTIONS AS A UNINVITED OUTSIDER, AND CONSIDERING
INSTITUTIONS AS PRODUCTIVE SITES FOR EXPERIMENTATION, IN PART,
SPURRED MY INTEREST IN HIS WORK.
HE IS THE FOUNDER AND PRINCIPAL ARCHITECT AT STUDIO MIESSEN
IN BERLIN, AND HE IS A DISTINGUISHED PROFESSOR IN PRACTICE
AT THE UNIVERSITY OF SOUTHERN CALIFORNIA IN LOS ANGELES. HE
IS RECENTLY COMPLETED A PHD FROM THE CENTRE FOR RESEARCH
ARCHITECTURE AT GOLDSMITHS AT UNIVERSITY OF LONDON.

GM

MM

MARKUS MIESSEN
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How do you feel about moving in and out of working within
institutions? You mention the idea of the crossbencher and this
idea of the uninvited amateur. Could you maybe speak a bit to
this context for your work and how you think of it?

For us it’s very different than from working within an institution,
where you would be stuck to certain institutional protocols. That’s
not the case with us because—whether it’s a self-initiated project,
collaborative project, or commissioned project with a clear mandate—
it’s always the case that there’s no direct link to the institution other
than the specific project. Although there’ve been certain institutions
with whom we’ve been in touch with for longer than a single project,
this kind of situation of being the outsider can be very handy in terms
of being able to change things, or to stir change. It can also be very
handy in terms of being able to push for certain things that you’re
interested in for your own practice; in using the institutional context as
a kind of test bed or field of experiment.

SKYPE INTERVIEW

Markus Miessen

Gabriel Melcher

04.14.16

was in BERLIN

was in PROVIDENCE
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MARKUS MIESSEN
It relates to this idea of The Nightmare of Participation. That
sometimes democracy has to be avoided at all costs.
The moment that you make it an open process—i.e. the moment that
Rita, the Editor-in-Chief, showed it to everyone and was asking for
their feedback—it turns into complete chaos. I mean, if you have four
people sitting around a table, you will end up with four different views
on how you would like to work best. In terms of your personal space,
your everyday protocols, your ideal work scenario, whatever.
The whole thing went completely belly-up because no one was happy
with the plan. Everyone had a different idea of what was best. Although
we hadn’t even started with the redesign or actually gone on site—they
had already tried it in the space. When we came for the next meeting
Rita said, “Okay, so now we have to go in there and explain to them that
it can’t stay like this.” I said, “what do you mean? It’s not my job.” In the
end though, I had to go in and explain it to all of them. Everyone was
really unhappy and they wanted it differently saying things like, “Yeah,
but I can’t sit like this. I have to sit with my back towards the window.”
What I’m trying to say, basically, is that there’s a tendency that in
certain moments, the position of outsider can switch from the positive
aspect of being an independent, free-floating person, group, or subject.
That, all of a sudden, you have to be the bad guy delivering the bad
messages where then, the institution takes over.

Yes.

What also happens, and which happened again for us very recently
which was interesting, is that often the heads of institutions, or at least
the senior crowd of the institutional faculty (I’ll call them that even
though it’s not strictly educational facilities), make use of the fact that
you are an outsider. For example, people who are working within the
institution that never really want to play bad cop push the bad cop job
to you.
Recently we’ve been doing a tiny project in Berlin for a magazine called
Spike Art Quarterly, which is a German/English art magazine. They’ve
recently relocated their editorial headquarters, plus a small bar and an
exhibition space, to Berlin. We’re redesigning this at the moment, or
initially designing it, as it was never really designed. They just moved in
and it didn’t work.
As one of the changes we proposed, not a new design, but just a new
layout for the tables in the editorial office. The then Director, now
Editor-in-Chief of the magazine presented this to all the people that
worked there. Then of course what happened…
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Institution Building
Sternberg Press, 2014

It kind of uses you in that sense. I was never under the impression that
any of the institutional jobs that we’ve done were like this, where we
find [ourselves] institutionalized or something like that. That’s more
the case, maybe, with certain teaching jobs that I’ve held in the past,
but not very much. And not in a bad way.
Of course, there’s more of it in terms of protocols and routines…
That’s what really interests me about these crossbenchers or the
idea—in that sense or in that context—not of the uninvited outsider but
of someone who’s sitting inside formal political construct or space.
Someone who doesn’t have to align oneself with consensus politics. It’s
like a priori consensus politics that, for example, happen in an intraparty setting.
With these politics, even if you speak as an individual you will always
have to speak for the party. Whatever you say will always be read from
the outside as something that’s coming from the party. Therefore
before you open your mouth, it has to go through certain protocols of
consensus. That’s what is very interesting about the crossbenchers.
With them, this basically doesn’t exist because they are only
representing themselves and no one else; no collective construct.
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different working situations. It seems like in your work there’s
a benefit for two parties, or there’s a product for two parties.
I’m wondering if you could speak to that? I’m interested in the
notion of researching the methods of production themselves.

For me, this was the starting point of interest. Are you familiar with the
spatial layout of the House of Lords?

A little bit. It has sort of a middle section sitting in between...
I’m part of a PhD program with the Center for Research Architecture
at Goldsmiths, at the University of London (it’s basically the art school
at the University of London). They started a new program in 2005 at
the Visual Arts Department: the Center for Research Architecture. It’s
run by Eyal Weizman. Basically, it was a very strange start because I
was never planning to do a PhD and I was not very interested in it. Then
after I graduated from architecture school I did a Master’s in Research
at a place called the London Consortium.

Yes, literally sitting in-between and also perpendicular to the two main
political parties; the opposition parties, like Labor and the Tories. I
often get a response, especially in lectures or public talks, that it’s
really terrible to use the House of Lords as an example because it’s
so super-conservative. Of course I’m aware of this, but I’m not using
it as a positive example of a general political setup (as I mentioned),
but rather as an analogy to showcase this idea of the individual versus
a consensual collective and how it’s a concept that turned not only
operational in terms of daily politics, but also turned into something
spatial, which I think is very interesting. Actually, there’s a new book
coming out that’s called Crossbenching. It’s going to print next week.
The cover is actually made up of an abstracted version of the House of
Lords.

Something I recently read is the about the difference between
practice-based research and practice-led research. The difference
as I understand it, is that practice-led research is done in
different contexts in order to learn about its own methods. I
find it interesting when you talk about the individual having a
continuous project while moving through collaborations and

Below: An image of the House of Lords. Seen
on the left is the crossbenching section,
perpendicular to the two opposing sides.

I was just finishing my Master’s program and Eyal, whom I knew
before, approached me through the architecture school where I
studied. He said, “I’m going to start this new program. Basically, it’s by
invitation only for the first two years and we’re going to have a small
group of like-minded people. Would you be interested?” I was really
unsure of whether it was a good idea because my original plan was
to finish the program at London Consortium and then move back to
Berlin. Then I got a teaching job in London, so it kind of made sense. I
thought, “Okay, I’ve got nothing to lose.” At the time, if you had an EU
passport, the program was super-cheap, like eight hundred pounds.
So I decided to try it, and see what happened. At the same time I
continued doing the work I was already doing, which was actually the
same for everyone else in the program; Everyone that enrolled was on
a part-time contract, so to speak. We agreed to do it part-time so that
everyone could continue their professional activities.
That was a very long introduction to get to the point you were asking
about: whether or not it’s important to have a continuous production,
or thread, through particular kinds of work. The thing I thought could
potentially be interesting about this was that, the moment that you
actually start working, it’s really very difficult to focus on one thing.
Usually what happens is if people are coming from the outside with
a commission, for example, then it becomes about one very specific
aspect that may not directly connect to what you’re interested in
personally. I thought the only way that you could potentially try to
direct this would be to have one subject that you’re working on for a
long time. That hopefully you’re producing so many little offshoots
that people start recognizing that this is the one thing that they can
approach you with.
I started the program in 2005 and now it’s 2016; I just had my defense
last October. It was, basically, a decade of supposedly doing a PhD
which meant—in this particular program—that for the first three years
I had to attend round-tables but afterwards I could do whatever I
wanted. Though, obviously, you have to work on it quite a lot.
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In the end I’m happy it went this way because even if I had really
wanted to do a PhD, if I would have decided to do it full-time, I think the
outcome would have been completely different. It would have happened
in a much more condensed period of time. Also, I would not have been
able to get as much feedback and constant input from the outside and
responses to my work. For me, this was very important; this kind of
constant feedback.
I think that’s also where maybe my PhD is a bit strange. I certainly
don’t claim that I have an answer to anything but rather hints, ideas,
or suggestions. The part I’m most interested in is how people are
responding to it and how people are reacting towards particular
claims. That’s where it became fruitful for me, in terms of food for
thought but also in terms of how I could potentially direct the practice
in a different way.
How I positioned it, for example regarding this whole participation
research project, is that there were basically four books that together
make up a body of work that, with the cross-benching book, is now
finished. [Crossbenching] is the fifth book. Before that there was
Did Someone Say Participate, The Violence of Participation, The
Nightmare of Participation, and Waking Up From The Nightmare of
Participation.
Waking Up was an idea of the feedback loop turned into a book.
Basically, it’s a reader or anthology. I gave the book to around forty
individuals from different backgrounds, and I asked them to do
something with it, without briefing them specifically. The only rule was
that I really wanted them to productively and critically deal with the
content. Of course what happens a lot, particularly in the art world, is
that ‘everyone’ is critical. It’s a very strategic or invited criticism which
of course, I invited them to do, but my point was that I guaranteed that
whatever they sent back was going to be published as it was. There of
course be a copy editor looking for typos and basic grammar mistakes,
etc., but there wouldn’t be any content editing or censoring things out.
You would be surprised, and I was also quite surprised. I really got
what I was asking for. I got around forty contributions. Some were
interpreting the invitation in that they literally just did something like
look at a particular idea or concept in the book and then develop it
further. But others just totally slammed the book into the ground, and
were really good in pointing out exactly where the flaws were. It was,
of course, sometimes very hard to read this very drastic criticism. But
it was brutally helpful, because that’s what I would actually consider
productive. It’s kind of like when you get a critique of your work.
There’s nothing better, if you really want to move it forward, than harsh
critique. It’s not a pleasant experience sometimes, but it really helps
you move the thing forward.
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I read your interview in Common Journal and you mention that
The Nightmare of Participation served almost as a prompt or
beginning stage; as a proposal. It seemed like you didn’t consider
it a final product.

Not at all. Also with the crossbenching book, I don’t consider it final.
Sometimes people ask me if it’s supposed to be some kind of theory
or something. It’s really not. Maybe it’s a suggestion of how to look at
certain things and how certain contexts or protocols can be helpful if
you want to work in a particular way, but it’s certainly not an end-point
of a thought process. It’s kind of like every now and then checking in
and downloading some stuff, and then checking out again. The moment
that things are published is just before I’m checking out, and I don’t
know when I’m going to check in next.
For the moment, I think the subject of participation is coming to a
kind of rest for me. At least from my point of view, there’s not much
more to say about it unless I’m going to work on a project that teaches
me something amazingly new or different. I also realize that there’s
a danger of repetition. It’s not like you come up with completely new
ideas everyday. You’re always working within a framework that you’ve
setup for yourself. It’s like constantly recycling old ideas or things that
you’ve said before but that maybe now you say slightly differently.
So I think for the moment, that’s it on the subject for me. There’s also
only so much time that you can spend on things, and there’s other
subjects where the work at the studio and general research interests
of mine overlap.
We’ve been working on a couple of projects that touch on the issue of
cultures of assembly, which is something that I definitely want to push
more now. Then there’s still a project from my time at the University
of Southern California in L.A. that’s been an ongoing research project
for three years, and which is now going to culminate in a conference
and publication next year. It still requires lots more work.
It’s not like I’m an academic, who’s just sitting at some prestigious
school, being paid a lot of money to just sit and think. I have to see
how there can be some money coming in but at the same time, that
there’s enough time left to do these other things, because of course
that’s not paid.

Right.
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So, how did you first come across all this?

My thesis is less about a specific subject and more about
developing methods for operating in different contexts. I recently
completed a project in the RISD Museum. I was invited in to do
the project, but was interested in how I could push to reorient
their relationship to their collection and the way people move
through it. So, the fact that your projects are of varying scales, that
publishing makes up a large part of it, and that you work through
many different collaborations is something that interests me.
For my own concerns with Graphic Design, I’m curious how an
individual can come into a situation with their own agenda and
push it against whatever kind of content they’re working with.
Your work has come up for me a lot, in terms of seeing where
there can be a productive conflict.

Okay, so you should definitely check out this book that just came out,
it’s called The Archive as a Productive Space of Conflict.
ARCHIVE KABINETT
Spatial Design by Studio Miessen.
Berlin. 2011

I wondering specifically about publishing and if in your practice
you see it as a performative element or not. One project for an
exhibition that you did called The Space, Is a Space, Is a Space
seemed very improvisational. I suppose it was a whole research
project actually, not just an exhibition.
Do you kind of see there to be any sort of performative element to
your practice?

CONCENSUS BAR
Witte De Witte. Rotterdam, The Netherlands.
Spatial Design by Studio Miessen.
2014
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THE SPACE, IS A SPACE, IS A SPACE.
Spatial Design, Studio Miessen in collaboration
with Jean Flavien. 2014
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Yeah, it was a research project that we were part of, but it wasn’t
spearheaded by us. It was interesting because the way that it came
into being in the end, physically, was very different from what we had
originally anticipated. We wanted to set up a series of spatial protocols
for it, but then... It’s kind of funny, sometimes what happens is that
institutions know that they want to work really conceptually. Then the
reason why somethings cannot happen, even if they really want to push
for them is because you can’t put a sticker on the floor or something
like that. In this case, this was literally what happened. We proposed to
work with very simple lines, basically, on the floor. They said that this
wasn’t going to be possible so it couldn’t happen in the end.

ANNE WEST & ELIZABETH LEEPER
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In conversation with
Anne West &
Elizabeth Leeper

Why were you referring to this particular project?

Part of it is the scale. There’s something about it, at least
formally, that blends an exhibition and an installation. There’s a
certain unity to it.
It seems also very iterative. What I’m getting at is the idea of a
certain kind of activity for the people involved the making. What
was interesting to me about this project was the small scale of it,
but the fact that it still is spatial and has this shift in point of view.
Also, the audience is not necessarily involved in creating it, but
they can interact with it and kind of change it. What is extent of
their involvement in that situation?

There are certain things in terms of the kind of interactive surface, so
to speak. There’s things that can be changed, and that have some kind
of effect, or affect, or produce some kind of affect. It’s a work where
the audience has to participate in a sense that, if they don’t, the show
fails or something like that. The process was quite interesting actually,
working on that element.

04.25.16

ON MOBILITY & IMPROVISATION

Anne West
Do you think of your thesis as notes towards a lexicon of
practice?
Gabriel Melcher

In someways, yes. It’s striking for me looking back over my
writing and the way that I’ve structured them. Almost as bits
of a lexicon, but expanded in some sections as miniature
essays. I want my reflection to be notational.
How do you think that a reflexive layer appears in your
work? I see you as very adept at moving into various sites,
responding to their problematics and initiating action. But
I’m not sure where you become reflexive in the operation.

For me, operating in a reflexive way means focusing not only
the eventualities of the project at hand, but in deliberately
I

Thanks Markus.
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1. Print Therapy was a little sign I printed and
placed on the printers in the studio. It said,
“Print Therapy,” I will often create booklets or
other items as I work through projects.
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focusing on how one conducts
oneself within the situation. The
emphasis as much in the final
product, in that sense. It’s more
about mobile processes being able
to jump from one project to the next.
And so for me that deemphasizes
the product and places an emphasis
on my position in relation to it.
That’s how I see my practice as
reflexive.

tripped up within this momentum of
production. Maybe its that you don’t
allow yourself to, because one can’t.
But its not necessarily a continuous
line, although one could sort of think
that. Are there glitches? Maybe
that’s where the reflexivity is;
when you allow yourself to observe
the operations on the spot, make
adjustments, and then continue.
Elizabeth Leeper
I have an opinion of that. When you
were doing the Print Therapy thing1,
I happened to be at the cutting mat.
You had said that, ‘anytime that you
feel bored or stuck that you just do
a fun thing for yourself.” I feel like
there aren’t necessarily moments of
stuckness, but that you make through
anything that you encounter… you
redirect it like it’s a material. Like it’s
all incorporated. Even though it looks
like a continuous process, these side
channels are then fed back in, so that
there is always a motion… Or maybe
it doesn’t have to be forward motion,
but it’s happening.

So what your saying is that it’s work
of like the form of renga. Do you
know what that is? If we perform
a renga, I would give you a poem,
and then you would take the last
line from mine and build from that.
And whatever you say, Elizabeth
would take the last line from you
and continue. It means that there’s
always the recognition of an imprint,
or line, or trace that is deserving of
momentum.
Are there any instances where
failure or… A collapsed project
actually completely shifts your
practice? Where there’s a stammer
or upheaval; where you’re actually
tripped up?

Because there’s a perpetual-ness to
your work. It’s not utilitarian. You’re
not driven by this mode of utility..

Can you elaborate on what you
mean by upheaval?

That there’s not a rightness or a
wrongness is maybe another way of
understanding it.

You’ve been able to keep momentum
here. You’re just incredibly productive, and you don’t seem to get

I love that idea of making through.
II
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Yes. Making through, or reading through, or
writing through. A few months ago I remember
talking about designing as reading. As a
response in the present-tense, or something
like that.
To answer your question about the glitch,
Conversation Pieces was sort of a continual glitch,
and that’s what actually progressed it through
many forms. I would attribute it to the different
environments of critique in which it existed.
Where the first was studio critique, the second
was with Maya Krinsky, curator of Language Vs.
Language, who gave me a studio visit. She was
a completely different audience than my instructors and classmates, with a different impression
and critical eye.
Then finally, moving the project to the RISD
Museum and being critiqued by curators and
administrators, etc. I had to put my current
understanding and my current conceptions of
the project’s effect up against different groups
of people who potentially disagreed with parts.
That maneuvering, rather than being stilting
was actually super productive because it pushed
III
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the project through many different
forms. It transformed it from, what
started out as a research project
that was all about anonymously
recontextualizing and reformatting
captions into something that was
participatory and highly formal and
interpretive. So, no resemblance
from one to the other but a continual trace through all of them. A trace
through obstruction, in some ways.

Another question I have is on this
idea of nomadism, which you’ve
mentioned in your writing. It’s often
discussed, but the thing about a
nomad is that they don’t necessarily
have any power in a nation. They’re
seen as not really being a demographic. But you actually have a lot
of power because you’re working
within an institution thats willing
to actually endorse your credibility.
Because you’re a graduate student
and at RISD, you’re already part of
this designation. So, are you really a
nomad?

Trace through obstruction.

Does that make sense?

I.

Yes! Listening to how you speak
reveals a capacity and confidence
in a ‘being-with’. None of it’s right
or wrong… But you’re with it, and
responding. Like with [Robert]
Irwin when he talks about ‘beingin-response;’ going anywhere, any
place, and being available. You
really are doing that.

You brought that up last time
we talked too. Both that and the
question you raised last time about
who my audience was or where I
belong have been occupying me
quite a bit since then. The reason
that the words ‘parasitic, nomadic,
and peripatetic’ are very attractive to
me is because they have to do with
mobility. But I agree with you…

I. Miessen, Markus. 2010. The
Nightmare Of Participation:
[Crossbench Praxis As A
Mode Of Criticality]. New York:
Sternberg Press.

Markus Miessen in his book the
Nightmare of ParticipationI talks a
lot about what I interpret as being
temporarily embedded.
Temporarily embedded.

Yes. I think that notion is really
important. A lot of the terminology
is used in discussions by conceptual
artists and theorists…
IV

382

PRACTICE MAKES PRACTICE

ANNE WEST & ELIZABETH LEEPER

PRACTICE MAKES PRACTICE

The philosophers Gilles Deleuze and Félix
Guattari, for example. They wrote A Thousand
Plateaus, which mentions nomadism. Anyways,
the kinds of vocabulary they’re using in those
texts is very attractive to me whether or not the
politics of nomadism are completely applicable
to my practice. For me it’s about mobility
and the ability to embed oneself in different
situations.
In regards to the question of audience. My
response to that was also in thinking about the
productivity for the people involved in making as
well as for the audience receiving a product.
That was a problem I had not quite addressed
and you question is good
II. Bailey, Stuart. 2009. (Only an
because, if I’m moving
Attitude of Orientation). ed. Office
for Contemporary Art, Norway.
here and there and… Sort
of spinning my wheels a
productive way, then where
do I belong outside of
this specifically academic
context?
I was reading an essay by
Stuart Bailey II yesterday,
V
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2. Dexter Sinister is the design workshop of
Stuart Bailey and David Reinfurt.
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which is a sequel to another essay by Dexter
Sinister2 on design and education. It mentions
the idea that act of attempting to understand is
absolutely productive, as well as the idea of the
separation of “overtly commercial” and “overtly
marginal” work in graphic design.
It seems like there’s difficulty in bringing the
two together. If there is a larger project in my
thesis, or in developing a practice from this
thesis, it’s in developing a practice that tries
to blend those two as an operational method
of learning and productivity for the makers, as
well as creating accessible products for outside
audiences. There’s two audiences.
Right. Because for you to succeed in the Museum, for
example, your form has to have a certain quality. Otherwise,
you won’t be invited in until they figure that out… You’re
signature on the space has to have skill reflected in it.

ANNE WEST & ELIZABETH LEEPER
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That’s important because you write a lot about authorship
and what it means to think through the idea of ‘designer as
author’ who’s got wings on his feet. That you’re more than
messenger and that actually, you’re required to command
a voice. And so that’s really important, and that’s the
expectation.
Going back to the nomad, they may inhabit space or
temporarily embed, but…

I think, the nomadic sense of belonging is in
belonging to the movement from place to
place. So that’s a thing that I’ve been trying to
tease apart, is temporarily belonging to a place.
You’ll have agency because people will see your capacity to
produce. I’ve seen many people pushed out of opportunities
because they don’t work fast enough or the quality of their
work isn’t strong, and so they’re expendable. You want to be
temporarily embedded, but not expendable.
[laughter].
There’s the thrust of survivability, and because you’re
articulate and you’re a good listener—these qualities are
what allow you to be effectively mobile.

Well, what was great about them was that they
pushed for… And I don’t think knew that they
were pushing for it at first (but then neither did
I). They were actually pushing for my voice to be
reflected in the work. And I was initially trying to
avoid my subjectivity being visible when I went
in there.
VI
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The conversations included in this volume are
intended to reveal a more improvisational and
present-tense explanation of my ideas-in-process.
Thank you to Anne and Elizabeth for being
a consistent point of clarity.
This conversation took place as part of Anne
West’s thesis course during Spring, 2016.

Text printed with permission by
Anne West and Elizabeth Leeper.

©2016
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Can production itself be a methodology? At what point
does process turn into product? Can this productive turn be
inclusive and accessible to both producers and audience?
This thesis demonstrates a way of working that takes a
particular stance on process, using production to surround
any subject and to think about the products of design as
byproducts of a continuous project of the designer.
It’s about closing the gap between stage and audience, but
for me this is not a transformation of the audience but a
transformation of the designer into an viewer-participant,
an active protagonist in his own trajectory. A curiosity embedded into any context seeking to redefine and re-iterate,
if only for himself the roles and functions of the practice.
In this thesis, I’ve considered curricular and professional
projects in the same light; as part of the same continuum
of process and thinking. Through all of my settings I
establish and explore my identity as a designer, embracing
its instability.
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