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DEDICATION


Ralph Caplan


humorist, critic, historian, orator, and raconteur who brought design and words together in perfect harmony.
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Phil Patton


journalist, scholar, historian, teacher, and pioneer of industrial design writing, who revealed that even the smallest object contains a universe.





PREFACE



WRITING IS DESIGN
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Writing about design, designers, and designing is as crucial as making design itself—and for some it is equally satisfying. Conceiving and executing a design scheme or object certainly gives immense pleasure to the designer for its functional, aesthetic, and formal attributes—whatever the medium or platform—and the same is true for writing. The act of turning ideas and concepts into sentences and paragraphs that have structure and meaning is no different than any other art or craft. Good design is a translation of thoughtful (and sometimes random) words together to develop concrete outcomes. Good writing is translating those outcomes into mental pictures, either through literal description or poetic interpretation. Design is intended to be used. Writing is intended to be read. Both are interactive experiences. Design can and does often speak for itself, but its rationale is afforded an even greater relevance when it is part of a word and image narrative. Since writing and design must work in harmony, this book will provide insight into the numerous ways by which this is accomplished.


 


It can be argued that writing is a lot like talking on paper (or screen). Talking is exactly how I began writing. I’d talk to the paper and allow the ink to flow as though it were automatic (a cousin of automatic writing). However, that procedure had limitations. To write well enough so a reader is compelled to follow a train of thought or the arc of a story is a challenge; ad hoc is bad hoc. Perhaps if I had paid attention in my high school writing classes I would have figured that out earlier. The same is true with design. I learned to design in a difficult way. Rather than take classes, I looked at what professionals were doing in magazines and books and attempted to copy them. I say “attempted” because not having any serious training in either the tools or rules of design all I could do was, while occasionally interesting, more often poor mimicry of what I saw (“monkey see, monkey do” makes a messy monkey!).


Whether in a long or short form, writing is a discipline. Discipline demands structure. Design is a discipline too. A good design writer must understand how design is made and operates in the world. How an idea is phrased is often as important as what is being said. There are many ways of conveying ideas through the choice of words, tone, and cadence—style and voice. A writer can choose to be didactic or scholarly (the facts and nothing but the facts, no frill or flourishes); journalistic (reporting the facts through as seen through a particular lens); lyrical (prose that has a rhythm where every sentence plays off the preceding one); effusive (where adjectives are excessively used to gild the proverbial lily); critical (where opinion is expressed in the first person); satiric (where wit, humor, sometimes clever sarcasm conveys a message). Writing about design, whether in a scholarly, journalistic, biographical, or whatever form, is more often than not subtly or overtly expressive (putting forth a point of view). But writing about design, like any subject, can be bland or exciting. What we will attempt here is to provide examples that lean toward the latter when appropriate—or at least interesting.


Writing is based on certain rules of grammar, syntax, punctuation, etc. One of the most useful pieces of writing advice (one could call it a “rule”) I’ve received was passed on to me from Sam Tanenhaus, a superb writer and my former editor at The New York Times Book Review: “You can’t go wrong starting a sentence with ‘IT IS’ because it is a sentence already. So too with ‘It is not.’ The trick is to write as many declarative sentences as possible—that is sentences you can stick a period in really early—after just a few words. ‘It is’—or ‘it was’—can’t get shorter than that. It also makes it possible to build on the sentence with more words and complicated clauses—if that’s your thinking—because the reader feels on solid ground. Check out long sentences by Norman Mailer, e.g., and you’ll see what I mean—how often they begin with a simple declarative statement. I once counted 150 pages in a Don DeLillo novel (Libra) in which every sentence was declarative.”


It is not always as easy as it sounds to make declarative statements. In writing about design, it is not always as essential to declare as to explain. That said, all writing should open the door—it should say “come right in, stay a while, you’ll enjoy this!” The duty of the author is to inform while holding the attention of the reader. Presenting information must be accessible, though not necessarily simple. The author cannot do all the work for the reader. It is necessary for the reader to take some responsibility.


Often design writing requires the reader to have previous knowledge. The reader must abide by some prerequisites. Here lies a balancing act.


This is not a textbook devoted to the mechanics of writing, but rather an anthology of individual writer’s methods and rationales for writing and editing employing various writing techniques. So, to share my personal motivations for writing, I’ve adapted the following from a recent essay.


WHY I RITE
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George Orwell, whose novels 1984 and Animal Farm I reread after the 2016 election and whose Spanish Civil War memoir, Homage to Catalonia, is a favorite of mine. However, I somehow missed out on his brilliantly crafted essays, and especially the inspiring 1946 “Why I Write.” With this introductory essay for The Education of a Design Writer, now is the perfect time to read it and write a version of my own.


Although I am making no comparisons between me and Orwell other than that we both write in English, I do relate to this: “So long as I remain alive and well I shall continue to feel strongly about prose style . . . take pleasure in solid objects and scraps of useless information. It is no use trying to suppress that side of myself. The job is to reconcile my ingrained likes and dislikes with the essentially public, non-individual activities that this age forces on all of us.”


I call this segment “Why I Rite,” because for me writing is a daily ritual (also I love puns). I write something, and (now through the curse of digital black magic) I publish just about every day. Most of the time I have an agenda of sorts, sometimes they are random musings. I write because there are issues and themes I compulsively must address, but also I can write with the wide-eyed desire to share and show off new discoveries with an audience.


I did not set out to be a designer. At NYU in 1968–69 I was an English major but never studied English. Instead, I worked as a cartoonist for an underground newspaper: I was okay. So, I left NYU to study illustration at the School of Visual Arts where I was a mediocre artist. Instead, I worked as art director of another underground newspaper. This led me to practice graphic design and then to art director (and sometime illustrator) at The New York Times Op-Ed page. Being attached to such a prestigious page triggered my writing about cartoons, illustration, and design. I always wanted to study and write about tumultuous times in history—the American Civil War, the rise of totalitarianism in Europe, etc. I realized a unique way of doing this was through the lens of cartoon, illustration and graphic design. I am insatiably curious and writing and researching became an optimum process of self-learning. Therefore, I write so I can discover and then share what I’ve discovered with others. I am fortunate to have found many outlets for this indulgence-cum-profession.


I compulsively publish everything I write, sometimes as an end in itself, sometimes as a means to an end. Some of the essays in this book fit this compulsion. Sometimes they are well edited, other times barely so. What I write about varies within the parameters of communication arts, which includes media like graphic design, typography, satiric art, illustration, film and TV; on themes such as politics, technology, commerce; covering political and aesthetic movements, styles, symbols and individual artists and designers. I’ve written books (large and small), essays, interviews, articles, reviews, prefaces, forewords, afterwords—I’ve done reportage, scholarship, criticism, and treatments for short documentaries that I have also narrated. I’ve written professional profiles, analyses, and testimonials, memorials and obituaries of those artists and designers I (or someone I trust) deem important. My favorite assignments have been obituaries for The New York Times because the form combines reportage and historical analysis and documents achievement for time immemorial. I’ve stopped doing them, however.


Why else do I write? Often, I cannot sleep. I cannot sleep because my mind is always racing with ideas for stories, among other concerns. My ideas back up during the day, pouring out when I should be asleep—I write notes and on occasion entire drafts when I should be asleep. Design is my lens; there is always something to write about through this camera obscura. For those who follow my meanderings you will understand, for those who have not, you will.


Writing is a form of intoxication. I hope what Orwell calls “solid objects and scraps of useless information” that I write about on a disciplined basis, sprinkled with my variegated biases (and arcane language), will be of interest to an audience. I write for myself but nonetheless with the reader foremost in my mind.




I compulsively publish everything I write, sometimes as an end in itself, sometimes as a means to an end.





Now, I will briefly explain “How I Write.” I fixate on a subject, then I free-associate based on some personal knowledge or connection, however slight, to said subject. When research is demanded I’ll take as much time as necessary to find primary, secondary, and other sources. Where I can think for myself, I write my thoughts and craft them into a collection of hopefully satisfying sentences, paragraphs, and chapters that are usually massaged by wonderful editors (God created editors for the likes of me). Where I have nothing original to say, I quote or paraphrase others from one-on-one interviews or primary and secondary existing sources. I’m at that point right now, so allow me to end with Orwell one more time:


Putting aside the need to earn a living, I think there are four great motives for writing, at any rate for writing prose. They exist in different degrees in every writer, and in any one writer the proportions will vary from time to time, according to the atmosphere in which he is living.


(i) Sheer egoism. Desire to seem clever, to be talked about, to be remembered after death, to get your own back on the grown-ups who snubbed you in childhood, etc., etc.


(ii) Aesthetic enthusiasm. Perception of beauty in the external world, or, on the other hand, in words and their right arrangement.


(iii) Historical impulse. Desire to see things as they are, to find out true facts and store them up for the use of posterity.


(iv) Political purpose. Using the word “political” in the widest possible sense. Desire to push the world in a certain direction, to alter other peoples’ idea of the kind of society that they should strive after.


I couldn’t say it better. Anyway, that’s why I write, how I write, and why writing is a rite that I wouldn’t give up for anything, regardless of how few or how many are reading my stuff. Thanks George!





INTRODUCTION



THE CASE FOR DESIGN WRITING
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Many writers will tell you that the beginning is the hardest part of writing any piece—not the snappy opening line that pops into your head in the shower or while crossing the street, but the real beginning of a story that sets up how a narrative unfolds. In the beginning, you, the writer, must convince the reader that you’ve shown up with the goods and they should follow you around the corner.


Writers, design has you covered.


Design comes fully loaded with great beginnings. And, conveniently, design is everywhere, ready for the hot seat. At the MA program in Design Research, Writing, and Criticism at the School of Visual Arts, aka D-Crit, we define design as “anything human-made intended to serve a function.” In other words, almost everything is fair game for our graduate students’ research—baby monitors, glitter, airports—even invisible or less tangible kinds of design, like algorithms, systems, or experiences.


Any design entity offers a built-in fact-finding mission for a writer: “What is this made of?” “Who made it?” “Who commissioned it?” Possible starting points for research abound. You might suddenly find yourself elbows deep in an archive going through ephemera and sketches, or face-to-face with a subject’s inventor for an interview, or dozing on an early morning bus to a dot on a map for site visit. You, the writer, can train the lens of design—this collection of questions about how something works in the world—onto any area of inquiry and use it as a compass to chart a course. You don’t know where you’ll end up or what you’ll discover along the way. But no matter which direction you go, juicy stories are guaranteed.


Design stories pack a one-two punch. Design, which almost always interacts with something else to fulfill its purpose, invites evocative descriptions. When given the spotlight in a publication, design might be illustrated with enticing images or sounds that speak to the senses. But images aren’t necessary. A design writing assignment is fertile territory for words that take the reader beyond any illustration, explaining the less visible intricacies and marvels of the everyday. On top of this, every design story has a stealth feature that is gold for a writer: a human element. Design is ultimately the story of the people who imagine, make, and use it. Exploring these rich, personality-laden sub-plots can make design subjects extra compelling for both writers and readers.


But what does it take to make a reader really care about plastic coffee cup lids? Design questions—“What is this made of”—are deceptively basic. They are, by their nature, context questions, not limited to the subject at hand but invoking the relationship the subject has to its environment. One context question quickly leads to another. When you, the writer, can tap into that constellation of relationships to ask bigger questions—“How did mining this material impact the local community?”—and follow it with meaningful analysis, you’ve leapt into the realm of criticism. An attentive reader will be hooked, and right there with you, because, by beginning with design, you’ve been able to answer the most important question of all: “So what?” In other words, why does this matter and why should the reader care.


As someone who primarily works as an editor, I lobby all writers to become design writers. The best writing helps us make sense of the world we live in, and design writing offers an ideal means to this end. It’s a mode of writing grounded in research that invites storytelling, and, at its height, connects the dots for the reader in a new way. Design by itself won’t save the world, but good design writing has the potential to change the way people see the world.


This volume includes exemplary pieces of writing that demonstrate ways that design writing can work, mostly through showing rather than through telling, although a section of questionnaires, generously answered by contributors, provide some direct insights into the design writer’s mind. Many contributions were previously published in magazines and journals. A handful of pieces, however, appear here in print for the first time.


Thanks to its expansive subject, design writing is a big tent. It should be bigger. Too often in business and consumer publications, design stories are relegated to the ghetto, luxurious though it may be, of “lifestyle.” My fantasy is to wake up one morning and see that every news, business, and opinion story was written through a design lens. Perhaps in this alternative telling the quandaries of our everyday world could become a little more fathomable, easier to perceive, and even agree on. Design writing speaks directly to our humanity. Like music, it activates both the mind and the senses, operating in a register that is universal and, to many writers and editors—and the readers that follow them around the corner—irresistible.





1



DESIGN NEEDS WORDS
 

“A picture is worth (adjust here for inflation) words” is an old chestnut with a lot of truth. But design is already more than words alone. Rather it is the picturing of ideas. Words are not substitutes but complements at times, and often words are design itself. And not just typography on page, screen, or structure, either. They are conjoined as entities that help define one another without which chaos prevails.






MY MANIFESTO


BY KARRIE JACOBS
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Just recently, I was sitting at the top of the Red Steps in Times Square being interviewed by a CUNY journalism student for a radio story about public space.


I heard myself telling him that I found sitting there, watching the frenetic activity—the signs, the pedestrians, the cars, the tourists—meditative. It’s like sitting and watching the ocean, I said.


The strange thing is that I meant it.


If you’re one of my students from SVA’s Design Criticism MA, you know the spot. And you will recall that I’ve asked you to sit there and try to see the scene in front of you as John Ruskin might.


If you’ve never been one of my students, you might reasonably ask: What does John Ruskin, nineteenth-century art and architecture critic and curmudgeon have to do with twenty-first century Times Square?


Quite a lot, as it happens. Ruskin was concerned with the idea of architectural truth, which to him meant building from stone rather than the technologically chic new material, cast iron. He took the time to codify all the possible deceits that could occur in architecture and to call out, in his words, the “glistening and softly spoken lie.”


Here’s a sample:




“But the moment that the iron in the least degree takes the place of stone, and acts as by its resistance to crushing, and bears superincumbent weight, or if it acts by its own weight as a counterpoise, and so supersedes the use of pinnacles or buttresses in resisting a lateral thrust, or if, in the form of a rod or girder, it is used to do what wooden beams would have done as well, that instant the building ceases to be—wait for it—“true architecture.”





Here’s a man whose dedication to the Gothic style and the beauty of carved stone is so great that he sees the industrialization of building techniques, the technological breakthrough of his day—cast iron—as a threat.


John Ruskin found technological change frightening. That makes him one of us.


So, if you try to look at Times Square through his eyes, you might be able to focus on how the canyon of digital images you see in front of you is made. You might begin to notice the shape of the peculiar hole in Manhattan’s grid occupied by Times Square. (Hint: it’s not a square.)


You might begin to notice the buildings that hold up the signs. You might even come up with your own brand of architectural truth.


What Ruskin does, in his counterintuitive way, is give us a reason to look hard at a place that many of us previously scurried through while averting our eyes, unwilling to be mistaken for a tourist.


But a tourist isn’t a bad thing to be, especially if you’re an old school tourist, the kind who actually gawks at new sights instead of assessing them for their Instagram potential. You can even be a tourist in your own city and try to see it every time as if you’re seeing it for the first time.


Do this: Go to Times Square, climb the Red Steps. Sit very still. Look out. And focus. Do it for five minutes. Do it for ten minutes. Do it for an hour. If you can cultivate the ability to focus there, of all places, you’ll find it to be an invaluable tool.


Because Times Square, instead of being an anomaly—a perverse agglomeration of electronic stimulation intended to attract selfie-stick wielding suckers—is actually a microcosm. We live in a world that is as distorted and distracting as Times Square.


Our culture and—in particular—our politics are shot through with attention deficit disorder. We notice and obsess about every little thing for a moment, and instantly forget.


Amusement follows amusement, outrage follows outrage. But then what? We move on to the next thing, trivial or earthshaking. We are living our lives in a virtual Times Square. So learning to focus there, in the real Times Square, is a survival skill. For us as individuals. And maybe even for civilization as a whole.


To focus is to be still or, at least, relatively still. It’s about having a point of view, one that is steady, coherent, and identifiable. It is about being alert to what’s happening around us and, ideally, to take pleasure in our surroundings.


There are different ways of framing this experience. Ellen Langer, a noted social psychologist known as the Mother of Mindfulness says:


“Mindfulness, for me, is the very simple process of actively noticing new things. When you actively notice new things, that puts you in the present, makes you sensitive to context.”


While mindfulness, loosely defined, is a concept that one hears about in yoga class where everyone is striving for some degree of clarity, where everyone is, for ninety minutes or so, separated from their electronic devices, it’s another thing to try and apply the concept in the wider world.


But that’s what interests me, mindfulness in the wild, in the most inherently mindless environments. It’s my own form of meditation. I love to focus deeply in an inhospitable environment, in a place that is antithetical to the idea of mindfulness, that is antithetical to any form of coherent thought.


Of course, Langer’s brainchild has taken on a life of its own. While waiting in line in an upstate supermarket, I found myself staring at a magazine on the impulse rack. It was a special issue of Time magazine about “the New Mindfulness.”


Realizing that mindfulness has become a hot commodity suggests to me that lack of focus is an identifiable crisis. Soon we’ll be hearing about it in the same breath as the opioid epidemic. If we’re not already.


But it also makes me see that my goals are different than those espoused by the mindfulness crowd. I’m not interested in peace; I’m interested in engagement. If everyone were, as Langer frames it, “sensitive to context,” I can say with confidence that we’d be living in a far less troubled world.


About a decade ago, I was working on a book about silence as a man-made thing, something we invented, that doesn’t actually exist in nature, and that we’ve been forced to manufacture to insulate us from a noisy world.


During that time, I spent nearly a week at a Benedictine monastery where I passed my days watching other people pray. I also did a lot of reading there, including the work of a Swiss philosopher named Max Picard. He wrote a book called The World of Silence originally published in 1948, in the aftermath of World War II. He argued that the problem wasn’t just that the external world has become noisier but that internally, we’ve lost our connection to silence.


“The individual stands between noise and silence,” Picard observed. “He is isolated from noise and isolated from silence.”


At the monastery, which was fifteen miles up a dirt road in an astonishingly tranquil New Mexico river valley, the only thing I wasn’t isolated from was silence. And for about five days of my weeklong stay, that was a pretty great thing.


What I got out of the experience was a clearer sense that what I wanted was not isolation from noise, but the ability to use it as a foil: to hear through it, or see through it, or think through it.


More recently, I wrote an introduction for a book of photographs by my friend Stanley Greenberg. His methodology is a simple one: he walks around with his eyes open and he notices the things that are right in front of him, things that most of us are too distracted to see. His photos show a New York that could be perceived as more real, more organic: he documents the little sheds that shelter parking lot attendants and the way that the undersides of bridges, epic works of infrastructure, sometimes drop into otherwise unremarkable streetscapes.




To focus is to be still or, at least, relatively still. It’s about having a point of view, one that is steady, coherent and identifiable. It is about being alert to what’s happening around us and, ideally, to take pleasure in our surroundings.





While working on the essay for his book, I came around to the notion that Stanley was the photographer I wanted to collaborate with on a project of my own. I invited him to join me on a research field trip, in which I wanted to figure out whether it was possible to walk to La Guardia airport.


As it turns out, it is. And while it’s not the normal way for travelers to get there, many of the airport’s workers walk there every day.


In walking to La Guardia, following for much of the route, the service road adjacent to the Grand Central Parkway, I began to realize that there is pleasure to be had in walking where you’re not really supposed to walk. We weren’t trespassing. We were following a route that hadn’t been built for us, a route that mostly existed for cars.


For the article that grew out of the walk, I interviewed airport experts, who kept telling me about the ways in which autonomous vehicles would remake the world. What I took from those conversations was that urban places would need to become more predictable, and the meanderings of human beings more restricted, to make an environment suitable for the wholesale operation of Robocars. The picture I had in my head was the “Futurama” exhibit from the 1939 World’s Fair.


It dawned on me that walking itself is an act of civil disobedience. It’s one of the few things we can do without an algorithm. Walking—assuming you turn off the electronic devices that count your steps and give you directions—takes you offline. It makes you dangerously unpredictable and remarkably free.


It also occurred to me that there is something a lot like mindfulness that I’ve long practiced. Call it bodyfulness. For me, the origins of bodyfulness coincide with my gradual emergence as a runner, when I transitioned from a treadmill to the streets. Once I began running the streets of New York I had a superpower, a highly focused way of looking at the city. New York became a movie that unspooled at six miles an hour.


When I travel, one of my primary pleasures and my favorite way of analyzing my surroundings is to run . . . through the sidewalk tent cities of downtown LA, the greenways of Bentonville, Arkansas, along the river that is the heart of Oslo or along the Lisbon waterfront. My pace is a perfect one at which to absorb the urban landscape, to understand how a city is put together. On foot you learn a tremendous amount about how a city is designed—or not designed—and for whom.


That said, you don’t need to be a runner to absorb a city in a bodyful way. You could walk. You could skateboard, or bike, or travel in a wheelchair. The important thing is to take in the world around you in an unmediated, undistracted fashion.


Once you put your smartphone away, you’ve got choices. You could keep moving. Or you could sit still. You could close your eyes and just listen.


When you’re out in nature, you often climb to the top of something, a hill or a mountain, and look out. That kind of looking, an appraisal of the landscape you’ve traversed . . . you can do that in the city, too.


And you don’t necessarily have to climb anything higher than the Red Steps.


You could just pause every now and then and look around.


This may sound a little mystical, but that’s not the point. I’m not saying you should become an urban monk. Rather, I’m saying that heightened awareness has value. The simple act of knowing where we are—of regarding what’s right in front of us, of contemplating our immediate surroundings—is a surprisingly powerful corrective for the state of buzzing preoccupation in which most of us spend our days. In that way, it’s a lot like looking at the ocean.


I also believe it makes you a better citizen. From moments of heightened awareness—in which we recognize the extraordinary nature of everyday places, the places we take for granted—can emerge small acts of civic engagement or inspired reconsiderations of the entire man-made environment.


And heightened awareness is where change begins . . . including political change. Looking at the world intensely, critically, with a focus on what things mean or why they matter, makes you a participant in the culture rather than just a consumer.


Seeing what’s right in front of you becomes more difficult with every passing, which is exactly why it has never been more essential.


 


Copyright © 2019 by Karrie Jacobs. Adapted from a keynote talk given at the MA Design Research, Writing & Criticism Graduate Symposium at the School of Visual Arts, May 2019.






THINKING DESIGN THINKING


BY MARK KINGSLEY
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Every endeavor is rife with preconceptions and pretense. Goals, rationales, and hopes exercise their influence upon the bedrock of ideology; where even the most rigorous of practitioners are subject to the deformations of their domains. This is the case with much writing about design.


If one were to map the territories explored by design writing, they would fall into familiar categories: history, biography, critical diatribes, and encomiums. Each of these investigations has its own limitations and prejudices, but they share a general approach to narrative.


The creation of a historical context, as seen over the past couple decades, runs the political risks of inclusion or exclusion, and the categorical risk of imposed narratives. The criteria determining choice of subject is colored by the author’s place in time and culture, as well as their tastes. A theme is identified, and a narrative is composed—a narrative which, if the author has a good sense of story, will have a point of tension, or a climactic turning point. Rather than a continuum of events, a stream of moves and countermoves, we end up with what Nietzsche saw as a history consisting of “arbitrary division and dismemberment.” Because it is easier to describe and comprehend static slices of time—classical, then medieval—than the flow from classical into medieval.


Each “dismembered” action undergoes numerous small, random fluctuations, which are compounded over time by other actions. Events and influences constantly shift into new patterns, revealing new relationships and revelations—all with a degree of complexity which may appear random at first glance. Contrary to the historical canon of the unfolding of human events, there is no hand of god, no miraculous origin, no miracle. The revelations of the world are the coming together of a complex number of forces. To think otherwise is counter to reality.


But we like a good story. Narratives go down better when the reader can extract some sort of moral or overarching theme. So we end up with genius acts of creativity, or the march of progress; each cycling through variations of villain, victim, or hero. Paul Renner, the designer of the Futura typeface was a victim of the Nazi era: arrest, dismissal, and constant harassment. And Achille Castiglioni, the heroic figure who elevated the most humble of materials—tractor seats, car headlights, fishing poles, etc.—into elegant pieces that helped establish post-war Italian design leadership.


And we also like a bit of sensationalism, if not outright spectacle. Much online design writing—if we can call it that—is either diatribe, hero-worship, or opinion dressed up as thoughtful discourse. The common currency is taste. Taste signaling political alignment. Adherence to taste places one within the fold. Anyone outside is in exile.


Such material fuels the partisans of taste as they argue the merits of one approach over another. Taste offers comfort and location in a constantly changing world. Our taste is our identity; a blanket fort keeping chaos at bay.


But design exists in the world: realpolitik made form. The narrative of the design process follows a general vector. A need or goal is identified; an approach is chosen and applied in order to produce a result, which is then evaluated against any number of indicators: taste, ideology, effect on sales, audience growth, etc. Such a mechanistic, materialist process is an expression of calculative thinking; the product of a worldview of cause, effect, data, and tactics. And calculative thinking is perhaps the greatest belief system of modern humanity, with its pleasures of progress, measured growth, and accomplishment. Meeting such benchmarks closes psychological loops and offers narrative closure. We are free to move on.


Calculative thinking permeates design writing when history becomes a catalog of innovation through creativity. Dominant (often European) tastes and ideologies are reflected and reinforced while often celebrating individual genius. In adhering to this approach, one can easily overlook context, stumble into paradox, and become unable to move beyond descriptive and manipulative actions. Designed objects are seen as the output of a chain of events; a dialectical dance of action/reaction where things interact but remain separate.


Ironically, the lower forms of design writing—encomiums and diatribes—suggest a possible path leading through the object.


The more “serious” forms of history and biography hold the designed object as an operational image. This concept from the German filmmaker Harun Farocki describes images that have a functional purpose: measurement, targeting, or visualization of data. In Farocki’s view, they are “images without a social goal, not for edification, not for reflection.” The designed object is used to make a point outside the thing-in-itself. It becomes evidence; marking stylistic trends, aesthetic schools, and regional approaches. It indicates economic and social movement. And it is offered as proof of innovation.


But design is the medium of social relationships! We sit around designed tables, on designed chairs, over designed meals, and we interact. Designed objects are both the media and activation of contemplation. Thinking is operational, directed towards something. Contemplation is reflective, and deeper.


So while encomiums and diatribes may be built upon cheap likes and dislikes, their origins begin in the contemplative. Something about the designed object had an effect on the writer that sparked some sort of a connection and moved them to write. At some point, they engaged in an act of contemplation, no matter how embryonic it may have been.


Contemplation allows access to the metaphysical where one reflects upon their relationship to time, space, history, knowledge, and the world. The meaning made through this process collects everything that is or was; we find deeper insights beyond the observations of calculative thinking. We are human beings, not things interacting with other things. And with that comes the ability to sense nothingness and the infinite; revealing the contradictions, paradoxes, tensions, and opportunities which permeate our calculative thinking and the technology that encompasses us.


In 1917 the American modernist poet Wallace Stevens published his first book, Harmonium. Contained within was the “Anecdote of the Jar,” where the first two stanzas read




I placed a jar in Tennessee,


And round it was, upon a hill.


It made the slovenly wilderness


Surround that hill.


The wilderness rose up to it,


And sprawled around, no longer wild.


The jar was round upon the ground


And tall and of a port in air.





The notion of the wilderness rising up to a jar upon a hill—as opposed to the jar being placed upon the top of a hill—echoes in philosopher Martin Heidegger’s essay “Building Dwelling Thinking,” where riverbanks become activated as riverbanks by the construction of a bridge crossing the river. The bridge suddenly creates context and gathers the riverbanks into a unique location. In both Stevens and Heidegger, the man-made object reorders the ontology of the total environment.


Designed objects have a similar effect. Their mere existence as intentional products has effects beyond the calculated results behind their creation. Every time we enter an environment, our consciousness reorders the relationships of every object present. We spontaneously raise or lower rankings to reflect our own desires and associations. And since the objects and environments where this reordering takes place are designed, we are now engaging in a different kind of design thinking.


The current state of design thinking—built upon iterative product development—is calculative thinking. There is definitely a need for such an approach. It is how products become more reliable, safer, and better fit for their intended purpose. But there are limits. The things we design do not exist as words, targets, or case studies. They are things-in-themselves, caught up in the needs, goals, rationales, and hopes of calculated thinking.


But through the “thing,” we enter into the larger metaphysical concepts of time, space, history, and knowledge. Once we attend to its presence and actions, we gain expanded access to lived human experience and the world. In a sense, we are practicing a higher form of design thinking.


In his essay “Three Academic Pieces,” Stevens wrote, “ . . . if we desire to formulate an accurate theory of poetry, we find it necessary to examine the structure of reality, because reality is the central reference for poetry. By way of accomplishing this, suppose we examine one of the significant components of the structure of reality—that is to say, the resemblance between things.”


In other words, if one wants to truly know what’s happening, ask a poet.


The challenge has never been greater, nor the need more desperate for a deeper, contemplative approach to design writing. There is a poetry to the imagining and creation of a designed object; an individual’s existence converted into form. And as we make our way through a time of climate crisis . . . as we transition into the digital realm, such a transformation deserves a more reflective consideration beyond the tactical, and beyond the instrumental.
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ODE TO THE DESIGN EDITOR


BY ZACHARY PETIT
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When I joined the editorial staff of Print magazine more than a decade ago, there was one part of the job I was terrified to do: Edit Steven Heller.


Now, I had just come from Writer’s Digest magazine, where I’d been variously tasked with interviewing everyone from beat legend Lawrence Ferlinghetti to best-selling author Anne Rice, and editing the words of some of the most prolific writers on the planet . . . but even they did not have 200+(!) books under their belts, not to mention a daily blog whose surprise contents could range anywhere from 100 words to 5,000.


Heller represented a particularly harrowing assignment, given the sheer number of editors he has worked with over the decades that I’d no doubt be compared to, the utter mountain of words he sits atop, and the fact that, well, he’d been writing for my magazine since I was just a novel notion in my parents’ minds. I felt like an imposter on his turf—which is also how I felt when I landed my first writing gigs years earlier, and realized my prose was now at the complete mercy of an omnipotent deity.


In our mind’s eye editors are bespectacled, humorless pipe-smoking carps nestled within a gilded Manhattan office, where they ravage words with a callous red pen when not crowning literary royalty (should they deign to do so that day).


And sometimes they are.


But ninety-nine percent of the time, they are not. Generally, they are mere mortals. And the quicker you realize that as a writer, the sooner you’ll be on your way. Because when it comes down to it, both writer and editor have the exact same goal: a good story. As a writer, you just have to know the best way to work with an editor to get there.


The challenge, of course, is that there are as many different types of editors as there are writers. A few work with a cudgel, bashing words and sentences and narrative structures into submission on their own, handing you back a draft that bears little resemblance to what you turned in. Others work with a scalpel, carefully excising and moving a few words to a better position elsewhere.


Writing is wildly subjective business—but what you’re not often told is that editing is, too. Sure, there are style guides that editors abide by, and in-house stylistic parameters at play, but beyond that every editor has their own approach to the craft. You might think that writing is the truly creative part of the equation, and that editing is more like objective math—but editing has its own alchemy. Any editor can fix a grammar flub or change passive voice to active, but a good one can instinctively feel what’s right for a piece of writing; like a sixth sense they can intuitively appraise the rhythm, the structure, what needs to happen next to hold the interest of a reader, what needs to stay, what needs to go. Moreover, every editor is firmly locked into the nuances of their readerships—they know what their audience wants, and that’s where they will urge your words to go, be that academic, voice-driven and casual, or any ground in between.


In your career you’ll find editors you love . . . and editors you despise. That will inevitably inform and shape where you write, and who you write for. One rodeo is generally more than enough to decide if you’d like to hop back on that bull the following week—especially if it delivered a parting shot to the groin as it sent you soaring through the air.


As for how the basic editorial process works, it may seem like it’s shrouded in mystery, the purview of that persnickety pipe-puffer, but it’s all actually pretty straightforward. Depending on the publication and the type of writing involved, the writer either pitches an idea to an editor and asks her to commission him to write it, or the writer submits a full piece for the editor’s review. If things go well, the editor will give the thumbs up. And before too long, it’s time for an edit.


There are three essential types of editing that you will encounter in the wild:


The developmental edit. This first type is the most intensive, and thus generally the most intensely wearing on the creative soul. Here the editor is looking at big picture things like structure, what’s missing, and overall what works and what does not. Depending on whether the editor’s tool of choice is the aforementioned cudgel or the scalpel, they may jump straight to making edits themselves—but more than likely they’ll leave comments for you in an email or in track changes of your draft, identifying areas for improvement, what they’d like to see, and more. Then, they kick it back to you for execution. Sometimes you can wrap things up in a single round. Other times, you have to strap the gloves on and go for multiple bouts (with your partner acting as your in-ring hype man to squirt water in your face and keep you motivated if not conscious).


The copy edit. After the developmental edit—or, if your piece is in great shape and doesn’t really need one (the ideal scenario for all parties involved!)—comes the copy edit. This is a more drilled-down look at sentence-by-sentence issues. As an editor, I prefer to just fix small things as I come across them (with track changes on, so the writer can see what I’ve done) rather than ask the writer to, say, add a comma here or cut a word there. (But there are absolutely editors out there who will take the time to ask you to insert an em dash, etc.)


The proofread: This final stage of the process is last call to fix anything that needs fixing. A quick safety net before things go to production to make sure there are no errors in the copy, and everything is good to go.


Like a good doctor, as an editor, my philosophy is do no harm; I want the edits to be so seamless that although I’ve done everything, the editing is so in sync with the writer’s intention and the spirit of their prose that they feel I’ve done nothing.


And that’s probably because, as a writer, I’ve been burned by overzealous editors with a weedwhacker approach to their craft who would rather leave their mark on a piece of writing than help it sing. So: What do you do if you find yourself in that situation?


First: Allow yourself a few loud expletives (permitting you’re in the comfort of your home and not, say, in a PTA meeting when you get the email). Walk the dog (he’ll be happy!). Perhaps engage in some minor day drinking or however else you define self-care.


Then, collect yourself, head back to your computer, and draft a calm response articulating your feedback, and what should be changed or addressed. Leave emotion and ego out of it—because edits should never be taken personally. Remember, you and the editor have the same goal: a good story. You’ve hit a snag. Now your job is to collaborate to achieve that goal. And since we’re no longer envisioning our editor on a throne and we’re just conversing human to human, the task is that much more possible to achieve.


If the end result leaves you newly balding and bleary-eyed, you’ve simply learned that you’ll never work with that editor again. If it’s the opposite, you’re on the path to that brilliant symbiosis when editor and writer truly click—and the result, unsurprisingly, is great work that’s an utter thrill to create together again and again.


. . . How did Steven Heller and I get on at Print?


I’ve now been editing him for more than a decade, and he asked me to write this chapter. So, hell: He either wanted me to put my veritable pipe down and do some serious self-reflection, or something must be working out OK.
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A WRITING + DESIGN PRACTICE


BY WARREN LEHRER
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Two Different Languages


I was a painting and printmaking major in college in the 1970s. On the side, I wrote poetry and short stories. One day I showed a painting teacher a secret stack of drawings that combined abstract marks, shading, letterforms, and words. After leafing through the stack, my teacher shook his head and wagged his finger in my face.


“You’re a good student, Warren, but you’re barking up the wrong tree here. Words and pictures are two different languages. They operate from different parts of the brain and shouldn’t be combined.”


I left his office feeling like I’d been given a mission in life. And for better or worse I’ve been combining writing and visuals ever since.


I went on to get an MFA in graphic design so I could learn the tools and methodologies needed to compose and produce my own books and multimedia projects. Soon after I started teaching, I delved deeper into the origins of writing and design, and eventually, the long, rich history of visual literature. I noticed that historians of literature, art, and design all pointed to cave paintings and ancient pictographic carvings as the origins of their respective fields. They all agreed that most written languages around the world evolved from pictorial systems of representation into phonetic alphabets. That transition marked the split between writing and picture-making and is the very real schism my painting professor was referring to when he warned me against combining words and images. I now understand that graphic designers and practitioners of visual literature are always trying to bring those two modalities back together.


For me, writing and design are inextricably linked. I do occasionally write essays about design and design education, and I’m currently working on a book about visual literature, but the lion’s share of my writing/design practice has been as the author/designer of my own solo and collaborative creative projects. That’s the work I’m going to focus on here, with an emphasis on my methodologies and evolution within a lifelong quest to marry content and form.
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versations. Written & designed by Warren Lehrer. 1980.


The Shape of Conversation


My graduate thesis, versations: a setting for eight conversations, (1980), was a score for a performance and also my first offset-printed book. I called it a “study of human dialogue,” and a “celebration of the music and poetics of speech.” Versations began an obsession with writing prismatic characters and capturing their voices on the page and for the stage, through typography. I set each character in a different type family, and the choreography of each dialogue reflects the interaction between each of the eight duos. On the page above, a religious missionary talks around an unsuspecting subject. I break lines significantly, as in verse, indicating pauses of breath or thought, and I only list the name of each character once at the top of the page. Printed on translucent paper, you see and hear approaching and receding conversations.
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versations. 1980. Above, a married couple argues in French, occasionally coming together in laughter.
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versations. 1980. They continue arguing while another duo flirt with each other, on the same wavelength.
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versations. 1980. The dialogue between two Chinese speakers moves from right to left on the page as the English speakers move from left to right.
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versations. 1980. I orchestrated multiple conversations at the same time, which built up to all eight pairs (sixteen people) talking at once. I was very interested in seeing what that looks like on the page.



Synaptic Gaps and Utterances


i mean you know (1983) continued this approach of book as performance score, but with emphasis on interior thought more than conversation, through seven characters who inhabit the same building over the course of one day. i mean you know explores those synaptic gaps and utterances between thoughts and speech that bridge our sometimes-imperfect search for meaning (i mean), and a desire to connect with others (you know).
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i mean you know. Written & designed by Lehrer. 1983.
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i mean you know. 1983. A 4-column grid superimposed over a 3-column grid allowed me to have as many as 7 voices on a page, thinking and sometimes talking at the same time. Descriptions of the characters’ movements and interactions are set in small type within a narrow eighth column on the left side of every page.
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i mean you know. 1983. In the final movement, one of the characters, an artist named Sasha, rebels against me, the male author of this bizarre construction. She orchestrates the movements and speech of the other characters. Columns loosen from their vertical rigidity.



Visual Vernacular


My friend, the poet and journalist Dennis Bernstein, and I were at a McDonald’s in Greenwich Village, and we realized it was living theater in there. We decided to write a play together, which would also be a book, set at an American fast food joint. Immediately, I pictured the cover. “Visual vernacular” wasn’t in my vocabulary in 1984, but somehow I leaned into a colorful, brash, capitalist American aesthetic, while also continuing my typographic approach to voice, significant lineation, etc.
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French Fries. Written by Dennis Bernstein and Warren Lehrer. Designed by Lehrer. 1984.
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French Fries. 1984. I set each character, not only in their own typeface, but also color. And the dialogue—about food, money, dreams and aspiration—is illuminated with icons and images that evoke the internal projections of the characters and the repeatable familiarity of the fast food tableau.
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French Fries. 1984. Before the play/book begins, one of the customers is found dead in a pool of blood and ketchup. Each character bears testimony to a different perspective of how and why she died.
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French Fries. 1984. Throughout the play, the character Louise Giallanza is researching a book titled The Potato in America, which, among other things, will foretell spuds engineered to repel unwanted pests.
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French Fries. 1984. In act six, one hell of a political argument breaks out, reflecting the kinds of intense arguments that took place at the height of the Cold War. Produced pre-Macintosh, all the type was generated by phototypesetting, coding, and a lot of cutting and pasting of words and images onto mechanicals that sometimes had as many as twelve overlays for a single spread.



Book as Cinematic Expression


GRRRHHHH: A Study of Social Patterns is a 464-page animal fantasy fugue based on eight weavings by Sandra Brownlee, with chants and stories by Dennis Bernstein. I scanned Sandra’s black and white weavings of “unusual animals” into what we called at the time, a computer paint box, and let the animals reveal themselves to be the lost, forgotten animals of the earth. My approach to this book is cinematic in the way it uses sequences of pictures and words—activated by the turning of pages.
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GRRRHHHH: A Study of Social Patterns. Based on weavings by Sandra Brownlee. Chants & stories by Dennis Bernstein. Book by Lehrer. 1987.
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From an 8-page article written and designed by Warren Lehrer and Phil Zimmermann. Émigré Magazine. 1989.


True Map of How I Experienced the World


The graphic composition of my work in the 1980s truly reflected the way I experienced the world in my twenties and early thirties. By the ’90s, I came to realize that some of my biggest fans—people who collected all my books—hadn’t necessarily read them all, cover to cover. As I became more serious about writing, and cared more about the subjects and themes I was portraying, my approach to the visual composition evolved.



Diagramming Character


I had an idea about writing a series of books based on real people who straddle the wobbly line between brilliance and madness. Each book would be proportional to a standing figure, with a photograph of the person from the front on the front cover; from the back on the back; and inside—the guts—first-person monologues, rants, vignettes, and short stories. The first four books in the series formed a quartet of men (1995), which I went around doing readings and performances of.
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Mock-ups and Lehrer with the first four books in The Portrait Series, written/designed by Lehrer, 1995.
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Page details from Claude: A Narrative Portrait of Claude Debs, written/designed by Lehrer. 1995.


With so many rich stories, I actually started using a column of text! But I still didn’t use traditional punctuation. In the book Claude: A Narrative Portrait of Claude Debs, I used slashes to indicate breath or thought pauses. Important memories and epiphanies pierce the walls of text.


Nicky D was a sit-down comedian and stoop philosopher who lived his whole life in the railroad flat he grew up in with his parents and four siblings in Long Island City, Queens. His stories are illuminated by a lifetime of memorabilia that animated his apartment. After the bombing of Pearl Harbor, no branch of the military would take him due to a chronic back condition, so he became a longshoreman loading liberty ships from the Brooklyn Navy Yard.
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Claude. 1995. The spread above is from a story Claude tells from his youth, about the last gasps of a dying monkey soaring over a desert landscape.
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Two spreads from Nicky D. from LIC. 1995.
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Detail from Nicky D. from LIC. 1995. In addition to life stories, Nicky’s book depicts a lot of existential questioning. In the detail to the right, he wonders why some people live to a ripe old age and others die young, like “the girl who got killed by that bottle came flying out the window . . . ”
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Two spreads from Charlie: A Narrative Portrait of Charlie Lang. 1995. Charlie Lang, a dear friend, amazing musician, and brilliant thinker, has also struggled with bipolar disorder for much of his life. On the left-hand spread, Charlie describes being in the eye of an emotional tornado. The spread on the right diagrams a period when he was stuck in a bad cycle, in and out of emergency wards, psychiatric centers, and halfway houses.



Tales of Migration and a New America


Written in collaboration with my wife, the actor/oral historian Judith Sloan, Crossing the BLVD: Strangers, Neighbors, Aliens in a New America (2003) documents new immigrants and refugees in our home borough of Queens, NY, the most ethnically diverse locality in the US. Our focus was on people who arrived post-1965 Immigration Act, which forever changed the demographics of the US.
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