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Exactly how long does it take for history to be tamed in a form we can commit to our textbooks? Design history, like all history, needs a number of decades to be properly digested by society and its historians. Today we acknowledge and characterize a period of rapid change in design culture, but it will certainly be much longer until we have a true understanding of its implications. 

It’s not just a chronologic proximity to these developments that inhibits our understanding of them.

The nature of modern day society makes these sorts of observations far more elusive than they were in eras past. The early 20th century knew design that seemed to follow a linear path of development. It knew progress whose motivations and influences were clearly identifiable. Modern society has precipitated a new type of design that resists analysis—increasingly intertextual, pluralistic and self-referential.  We’re still struggling to “find ourselves,” to determine the definition of “design” in a new, rapidly evolving society whose needs and methods of social interaction are changing constantly. No one is quite positive where the search will lead us and many hold the fear that we’ve “stalled.”

In No More Rules, Rick Poynor aims to characterize this discussion of graphic design within the context of “postmodernism”—a term that he readily admits carries a large deal of ambiguity. Its definition is frail, and for this reason, connotes a certain degree of pretension and superficiality. Poynor stresses, however, that today’s designers exhibit far too many postmodern “symptoms” for the label to be disregarded entirely: “… no matter how awkward, problematic and uncertain the concept of postmodernism might appear to be, it is now so well establish as a way of thinking about our time and our ‘condition’ that it simply cannot be ignored” (8).

To me, the concept of postmodernism signifies an important shift in the way we must approach activities identified as “design.” It’s most important to acknowledge that though the term carries some aesthetic connotations, postmodernism ceased to be a effective stylistic descriptor some twenty plus years ago. 

To me, postmodernism signifies the impotence of visual aesthetics—the qualities that enables us, at a glance, to identify an image as the product of a given individual. Poynor paraphrases the literary critic Fredric Jameson in saying that “all the styles and worlds that can be invented by writers and artists have already been invented … and after 70 or 80 years of classical modernism, the result is exhaustion” (71). Like Jameson, I’m skeptical of our ability to create truly “new” imagery or “new” visual styles.  Now, more than ever, does the meaning in our created imagery lies somewhere “behind” the canvas. Today’s viewers are not so much concerned with the way a given thing  “looks,” but the way in which a given thing was made, and the specific choices the creator makes in its creation.

To me, postmodernism says that for design to mature, our efforts need be more reflexive, more analytic of our own design processes. I’ve begun to observe that design no longer exists solely in service of a “client’s message.” One need only visit the fourth floor of Broad to see we’re becoming more and more introverted in the content we choose to express. We design “about” design. We make posters about posters—posters that analyze our own creative impulses, posters that encourage interaction and ongoing communication between the designer and their audience.

My aim in writing this paper is not by any means to outline prospective experiments inspired by the concept of “postmodernism.” To structure the paper as such would insinuate that “postmodernism” is some sort of coordinated effort or movement in art or design, as opposed to what it is in reality: a “situation” that no one has consciously precipitated. My goal in writing this paper is to discuss ways in which my future projects will have to react or respond to the postmodern climate in which I find myself—a climate in which true “invention” is so rare.

The psychedelic poster movement is among the first bodies of work presented in Meggs’ History of Graphic Design in which we can identify certain postmodern tendencies. 

The aesthetic of psych-art comprised a diverse blend of movements in art that preceded it. These posters borrow the “whiplash momentum” of art nouveau, in addition to a number of its trademark typefaces (images lifted directly from the works of Alphonse Mucha still linger within Haight Street’s graffiti). A dizzying sort of dissonance and vibration is achieved through the appropriation of op-art’s closely-valued complimentary colors. These qualities resonated with an easy-going hippie culture that liked nothing more than to tune in and drop out.

Psychedelic typography is characterized by letters that act as liquid, contorting to take the shape of their container. Words waft about the page in a way that immediately places the viewer in the peak of an acid trip. These shapes are simultaneously evaporating and melting. Their whimsical flow recalls the behavior of smoke.

At their core, the works associated with this movement were reactionary and highly subversive. The creators of these posters flaunt a total indifference for legibility that wholly contradicts established values constituting “good practice” in typography. This total disregard for convention has been identified as either a conscious effort to attack established norms or more simply as the product of individuals with no formal training in design.

The inspiration I’ve drawn from these works lies within their creative expression of “process.” There’s no denying the fact that these posters could not have been realized without the aid of LSD. The artists responsible for their creation give concrete form to an otherwise indescribable sensory experience. In giving shape to the intense visual hallucinations for which the drug is so notorious, psychedelic designers invite their audience to explore that which is responsible for the artwork itself. For this, psych-art is uniquely reflexive and self-aware. The viewer is encouraged to look “behind the canvas” in search of its motivation and thus gains personal insight into the designer’s creative impetus. The result is a totally immersive experience that lends a mesmerizing quality to its letterforms, subtly reminiscent of the world around us yet different all in its own.

The work of Takenobu Igarashi expands upon this notion of tactility in typography. His work is indicative of an increasingly homogenized design environment in its efforts to mix Eastern and Western design philosophies. Still, Meggs presents his work as exhibiting distinctly Japanese qualities in a “global dialogue” of designers. 

In his poster calendar project, Igarashi arranges the dates of each month on a regular grid, rendered in isometric perspective. The depth and orientation of each numeral is consistent, however, Igarashi excises a number of geometrically defined portions from the surface of each date. Each month bears a unique motif in its deconstruction and no two dates have been altered in the same way. The result is surprisingly rich in variety as well as vibrant in color. The poster calendars achieve a handsome aesthetic in their repetition and concern for detail.

Igarashi further explores the implications of “architectural alphabets” in both his poster for a 1985 housing exposition and signage for Parco Part 3 department stores. In either piece, three-dimensional letterforms are composed of geometrical segments that simultaneously exist on separate planes in a three-dimensional space. Construction is signified by Igarashi’s treatment of letters forming the word “EXPO,” that is itself, literally in the process of being built. In his signage for Parco Part 3, Igarashi divides letters in a similar manner. Here, letters are segmented into the primitive geometrical forms responsible for their construction: the square, the rectangle, the triangle and the circle. When seen “head-on,” characters that form the signage seem flat, however, it’s from different vantage points that we gain a sense of their depth or “relief.”

Igarashi’s work blends typography and sculpture in a way that had yet, and in my opinion, has yet still to be thoroughly explored. The symbols that compose the letters of Roman alphabet are entirely abstract signifiers of sound that hold no qualities or semblance of the world around us. They exist solely in ink, on paper. By imbuing text with a third dimension and treating letters as architectural structure, Igarashi forces us to reevaluate language’s relationship to its visual manifestations. To me, Igarashi prods us to explore what can be added to (or perhaps subtracted from) the meaning of language when it begins to occupy space in our world—when letterforms cease to exist solely as dimensionless planes of color. For this, I’m excited by his “architectural alphabets” on both a conceptual and aesthetic level.

As inspired by the typography in the work of both Takenobu Igarashi and those associated with the psych-aesthetic in poster design, I hope to experiment with “tangible” typography, typography that co-exists with sculpture, typography that evokes material quality, and typography as an expression of “process.” Literary critic Jonathan Culler identifies a postmodern tendency to scrutinize certain “Derridean oppositions”—the “hierarchical oppositions that have traditionally structured Western thought” (46). Speech vs. writing, presence vs. absence, and form vs. meaning are among these contending forces and seem to be those most relevant in the case of my prospective experiments. According to Poynor, a postmodern society holds the opinion that an unwavering adherence to such relationships can no longer facilitate artistic progress. I hope to further investigate the validity of these oppositions through an original treatment of language’s form.

(What form might these experiments take?)

For many young designers, a lack of “content” often represents a frustrating obstacle in devising self-led projects. In some capacity, both commercial and academic conceptions of the designer discourage his or her participation in the act of “content generation.” To many, the act of design entails a strictly passive “manipulation” of content. In Chapter 5 of No More Rules, Poynor acknowledges this prevailing impression of a designer “whose job is to take a client’s message and express it as effectively as possible in a spirit of neutral professionalism … design rhetoric has often endorsed this interpretation of design’s role” (120).  

Poynor identifies a growing tendency in recent decades for designers to take part in the authorship of their own content. Today, design is no longer a clearly anonymous endeavor. 

This markedly “postmodern” trend works in opposition to this traditional account of the designer as mere manipulator. 

The efforts of modern designer/authors to invalidate this convention have inspired me to pursue design projects based on my own writing, my own experience, or perhaps even the language of others that’s passed through me in conversation.

While I’ve always enjoyed the way work is discussed in Phillip Meggs’ History of Graphic Design, Poynor’s No More Rules has given clarity and context to the often-confusing period of design history in which I find myself. I find that literature approaching modern-day design so closely gives me a sense of optimism and understanding in regards to my personal role in the course of design history.  More than anything, I’ve gained a thorough appreciation for the necessity of theoretical application in creating works that are both pertinent and valuable to the progress of modern design as a whole.
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