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Loosen: to make less tight; slacken or relax

Unloosen: undo, let free
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The ubiquity of technology has mediated the means of receiving content 
through digital networks; users have complete control over receiving, 
shaping, and sharing information. In contrast to the inherent elasticity of 
these networks, physical pieces of communication often manifest through 
a closed and highly controlled process. However, the increased prominence 
of user-interaction with media provides an opportunity to evaluate the 
design process as it applies to the creation of physical objects.  

Throughout much of my work, I investigate the potential 
for unloosening the control of designed objects by inviting 
others into the design process. By considering the audience 
as active participants, rather than passive receivers of com-
munication, the designer becomes a facilitator for commu-
nication. Through the design of frameworks, the designer 
relinquishes some control of form or content, allowing 
author and audience to coalesce.

Abstract
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Argument 

In the digital environment, visual communication is a dynamic process  
between designer and participant, capable of changing and evolving 
through user-input. 

Translating this process to physical artifacts, the 
designer now acts as a facilitator for communica-
tion, rather than a creator. 

Through the design of frameworks, participants become active in the  
creation of form and content. When communication evolves through  
participatory co-creation, the relationship between designer, participant 
and the design object is strengthened.  
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My fascination with frameworks began in the form of grid paper in one 
of my high school notebooks. It was the perfect intermediary between a 
blank sheet and ruled paper—the former being too intimidating, the lat-
ter too restrictive. Grid paper provided a structure, but granted enough 
freedom to work within the frame. I could draw lines, connect points, 
fill in squares, or drift from the grid entirely. It felt comfortable to create 
within constraints, which lead me to apply to an architecture program in 
Minnesota. Architecture felt like it could equally satisfy both hemispheres 
of the brain, keeping me content in this intermediary space. 

Instead of taking the traditional route of semester-long 
studios, I applied for a track that offered smaller work-
shops. This route introduced me to a variety of design 
disciplines situated around architecture: toy design,  
lighting design, exploratory architectural drawing, and 
graphic design. Through these short, but rigorous work-
shops, I became more interested in the tangibility and 
physicality of designed objects, rather than the incompre-
hensible vastness of designed space. In my last semester 
as an undergraduate student, I took a portfolio design 
course—my first introduction to graphic design. I was 
introduced to the idea of the page as a space; the page be-
came physical. I was introduced to type and image  
hierarchy, page layout, the importance of paper quality, 
and the grid. I learned how to shape space on the page.  
I found a new comfort in graphic design; it dealt with 
physicality, and I was still able to create within constraints. 

Introduction
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Context

The omnipresence of technology in contemporary culture 
has delineated the means of consuming information. Users 
have nearly complete control over their own media and 
social interaction, participating in digital networks that 
are inherently elastic and continually expanding. With the 
general public no longer satisfied to be passive receivers of 
information, their growing sense of control has given them 
an increasingly voracious appetite for contributing, sharing, 
and organizing their own content.  

The emergence of this new participatory audience provides an 
opportunity to examine the potential for malleability in  
the physical object. 

In contrast to its digital counterpart, the physical piece of 
communication is often static, a one-way transmitter of con-
tent, and highly controlled throughout the design process. 
Its presence rejects the flow of digital streams; the physical 
reality of the object means that it can be handled, touched 
and digested slowly. In much of my work, I investigate the 
intersection of these seemingly opposite apparatuses, at-
tempting to imbue the participatory attributes of the digital 
into the designed physical object. My intention is to explore 
the potential for elasticity in such objects by inviting co-
creation into the design process. 
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In Participate: Designing with User-Generated Content, 
designer Helen Armstrong differentiates co-creation and 
collaboration: typical collaborative methods involve two 
or more parties working together with a shared goal, while 
co-creation encourages others to contribute small parts 
towards a greater whole, flattening hierarchical orders.1 
Co-creation also allows for flexibility within a designed 
framework, opening up the traditionally controlled design 
process. Thus, the designer becomes an intermediary, a fa-
cilitator for many voices. Rather than controlling the lines 
of communication, the designer-as-facilitator opens these 
lines to others, allowing participants to control at least 
some form or content of the design.

To invite participation into the design process, the designer’s role becomes 
focused on defining three primary components that constitute the frame-
work. These elements are: the container or space for content and/or form 
to be inserted;   constraints for the creation of form and/or content; and the 
participants. The definition of these elements may be quite loose or highly 
controlled, but are essential in the consideration of engaging participation 
in a design project.  

The importance lies not in how controlled these 
elements are, but how this control—or lack 
thereof—affects the final outcome.

1. Armstrong,  Participate:
Designing with User-
Generated Content, 43.
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In his 1995 thesis “The Work of Art in the Age of Digital 
Reproduction,” internet artist douglas davis writes, 

“We reach through the electronic 
field of ease that cushions us, like 
amniotic fluid, through the field 
that allows us to order, reform, and 
transmit almost any sound, idea, 
or word, toward what lies beyond, 
toward the transient and ineffable...
Here is where the aura resides— 
not in the thing itself but in the 
originality of the moment when we 
see, hear, read, repeat, revise.”2 

Screenshots of the sentence 
as it appeared in 1994 

Context
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Davis’ argument serves as a contemporary response to Walter Benjamin’s 
1936 essay “The Work of Art in the Age of Mechanical Reproduction,” in 
which Benjamin argues that through the process of reproduction, the 
original work of art is stripped of its intangible quality related to the time 
and culture that it was created, and the space it occupies; he introduces 
this elusive quality as an artwork’s aura.3 

The aura, in Davis’ argument, has shifted from the object 
to the originality of the moment of reproduction that  
happens when an audience copies, interacts, and redistrib-
utes through digital means. In his 1995 piece “The World’s 
First Collaborative Sentence,” Davis devised a simple digi-
tal framework, a website that allowed anyone to contribute 
to the sentence; the only rule was that a contributor could 
never complete the sentence with a period.4 The artwork 
became the sum of its parts. The 200,000-plus contribu-
tions read like the collective unconsciousness of the inter-
net, loaded with song lyrics, incomprehensible text, graph-
ics, images, and links. The aura of the piece, however, was 
not located in the content, but rather in the user’s moment 
of originality when they participated as an author. Davis’ 
role, therefore, shifted to initiator, defining parameters for 
the process of participation to function independently. 

THE ONLY RULE WE HAVE, LIKE 
THE RULES IN A CHILD'S GAME, 
IS:

DOWN WITH PERIODS! NEVER 
END YOUR SENTENCE AND 
THEREFORE...

NEVER END THIS SENTENCE

LET IT GO ON FOREVER

COPIED, PUBLISHED, USED, 
FRAMED, INSTALLED ANY-
WHERE, BY YOU

Text from “The World’s First  
Collaborative Sentence”

2. Davis, “The Work of Art in the 
Age of Digital Reproduction  
(An Evolving Thesis: 1991-1995)” 

3. Benjamin, “The Work of Art  
in the Age of Mechanical Repro-
duction”

4. http://artport.whitney.org/
DouglasDavis/live/writesen-
tence.html

Left and above: The “official” 
image of the project and 
installation view
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For participation to occur, the definition of these parameters—the frame-
work—is delegated to the designer. The designer relinquishes partial 
control of form and content in exchange for opening up part of the design 
process to others. This framework can take a variety of forms, from the 
creation of a loose space and boundaries for an undefined audience to 
contribute, to a highly defined space and rule set. Leveraging human  
processing, the Dutch group conditional design defines rule sets, which 
are then executed, emphasizing the process over the product.  
Many of their experimental workshops utilize a group of people and 
simple materials—tape, markers, paper, stickers, rules—to create their 
work. In a workshop titled “Four Long Lines,” the rules are as follows:

1. Play with four players.
2. Each player has a colored pen: red, green,     
     blue, or black.
3. The players draw simultaneously.
4. Draw one long line during 1.5 hours. 
   · The pen may not leave the paper during        
     the entire time.
   · You may stop for a maximum of 5  
     seconds without lifting the pen. 
   · Do not cross any other lines.
5. The drawing is done after 1.5 hours.5

5. Maurer, Puckey, Paulus,  
Wouters, Conditional Design 
Workbook

Context

Right: Details 
of graduate 
students acting 
out the rules 
for “Four Long 
Lines”
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Rather than allowing for a designer’s subjectivity to 
control the form, the group designs clear rules that 
allow others’ subjectivity to be distributed through-
out the process. These rules effectively remove the 
designer’s responsibility for the creation of a singu-
lar form, but instead open the potential for many 
visual formations. The process of acting out these 
rules is the product.
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Context

This page: The designer’s own 
photographs are combined 
with other content collected 
throughout the community.

Above: Books 
were gifted back 
to the communty.
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Davis argues that the aura has shifted from the object to moments of inter-
action. If so, the graphic designer’s new obligation is not only to the object 
itself, but to the increasing levels of participation with the object expected 
from its audience. However, this interaction can happen in different stages 
of the design process, as paul soulellis’ book 530 explores. Rather than 
allowing co-creation to manifest within a pre-designed framework, Soule-
llis placed himself in the middle of the process—collecting conversations, 
interviews, recipes, stories, images, and data of a small Icelandic town 
during a three-month long residency.6

Throughout Soulellis’ process, co-creation evolved natu-
rally, the loose framework being the designer’s own search 
for content and voluntary contributions from the residents. 
Instead of placing specific constraints on participants dur-
ing the collection process, he placed constraints on himself 
and the organization of the content.7 Arranging the content 
into 39 distinct chapters, he determined their order by 
assigning each a number and using a random-number 
generator to determine the sequence. The only controlled 
element were the transitions between the chapters. The 
books were then given back to the residents, establishing a 
connection to the book that extended beyond the individu-
al maker and out to an entire community of participants.
Though participation was less a factor in the creation of 
this project, it introduced the importance of the physical 
object—how stronger connections between people can be 
created through the creation and sharing of objects. 

6. Soulellis, 530, 
http://soulel-
lis.com/proj-
ects/530-2/

7. Soulellis,  
personal commu-
nication, February 
17, 2014

Included in the 
publication 
were small 
mementos of 
the town: this 
icon is used as 
a way to mark 
a farmers’ 
flock of sheep.
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Navigating the elements of participatory design—container, rule, and  
participant—became the focus of much of my work. Experimenting with 
varying levels of control of these elements, I investigated different  
methods of inviting participation into the design process. 

Process
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Color-coding:  
Elements compris-
ing each letterform 
were painted in 
the same color.

Color Encoded utilizes a simple interface to facilitate visual and verbal 
message-making in public space. To promote the creation of both the verbal 
and visual, I created a simple set of shapes derived from the most elemen-
tary shapes of letterforms. These three elements—two straight pieces and  
a half-circle—could create a rudimentary form of each letter of the alphabet. 

The full kit, consisting of 81 laser-cut wood-
en pieces, was installed in the third floor 
hallway of the Pollak Building. I attached 
magnets on each of the pieces, and placed 
them on a magnetic sheet, orginially setting 
up the pieces as the alphabet. Reminiscent 
of playing with magnets on a refrigerator, 
interaction was playful, easy, and intuitive—
the first interactions happened a few minutes 
after the piece was set up. Participants would 
often stop between classes, even to change 
one word of a message, an image, or only 
move a few pieces around.   

C
O

LO
R

 
E

N
C

O
D

E
D

Process
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Process
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The piece became a form of temporary graffiti; messages and images 
appeared and vanished quickly. Most messages were short: “More coffee 
please” to “SUMMER!” read like tweets from the floor.  Often this created 
a series of messages, one responding to another: “Jorge kiss Hong,”  
“Hong kick Jim,” to “Super Hong.” Images of frazzled faces, umbrellas 

reflected the current state of affairs.  
Students’ experimented with type; shrink-
ing and expanding letterforms. The board 
became a space for hanging up flyers and 
other ephemera. The content assembeled 
on the project offered a glimpse into the 
culture of the third floor of Pollak. 

Process
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While I enjoyed watching the level of creativity and play by my peers, I 
wondered if Color Encoded could serve a function beyond an implement 
for self-expression. In terms of defining the framework, there were no firm 
constraints in place.  

In my third semester, I was given the opportunity to run a 
type workshop in the VCU Communication Arts program, 
using Color Encoded as the foundation for the workshop. 
New to typography, this group became a perfect opportu-
nity to utilize the letterform elements as a tool for creating 
experimental type —an aspect I enjoyed in the earlier in-
carnation of the project. Organized into small groups, each 
was assigned a letter of the alphabet, and then asked to 
generate as many forms as possible. After quickly working 
through obvious solutions, students began to experiment 
by elongating, stretching, and altering forms. Eventually, 
they began stacking pieces to create 3-D letterforms,  
which could only be viewed “correctly” at a certain angle.  
A simple constraint of creating variations of only one  
letterform allowed for a few ingenious results.  

C
O

LO
R

 E
N

C
O

D
E

D
 

W
O

R
K

S
H

O
P

Process
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Above: Students stacked 
pieces to create an “O”.
Left: Students work on creat-
ing 2-D and 3-D letterforms.
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The second phase of the workshop utilized 
a stamp kit I had created based on the 
shapes from the original Color Encoded 
project, with a few additional shapes added 
in to the kit. Students were asked to pick 
any letter and to roll a pair of dice; the 
number they rolled dictated how many 
times they could use the stamps to create 
their letterform. By ceding some control 
over to chance, it encouraged students to 
think beyond preconceived notions of how 
a letterform should look. Most students 
struggled initially, but after the second or 
third attempts, they embraced the con-
straint and generated interesting results.
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As part of the Department of Graphic Design’s ongoing Objects and  
Methods lecture series, I was asked to design a poster for typographer, let-
terpress printer and educator Rick Griffith. The title of his lecture,  

“Design Questions, and Answers,” became the starting point for the con-
cept—to see if I could create a dialogue between students and Mr. Griffith 
before he even arrived.

The poster was left nearly blank besides pertinent infor-
mation about the lecture. The only other elements were 
a “Q:” and the statement “Ask Rick.” A pen hung next to 
the poster as an invitation to write. By the end of the week, 
17 questions were asked, ranging from serious inquiries 
(“Should art be free of morals?”) to humorous quips  
(“If you could chuck wood, would you?”). I sent these 
questions to Mr. Griffith, which he graciously answered. 
The day before the lecture, his answers were hung as  
a second poster alongside the questions, establishing a 
dialogue between Griffith, the students, and the  
two posters. Instead of using the poster format as a means 
of distributing information, it became a space for active  
participation and content generation. 

R
IC

K
 

G
R

IF
FI

TH

Daniel Eatock, Utilitarian 
Poster, 1998

Eatock’s templated poster, 
designed with blanks for 
event name, location, and 
time influenced me in my 
consideration for my design 
for Griffith’s lecture poster.

Process



33



34



35



36

For this project, I designed the complete framework before setting the 
project in motion—defining a container, rule set, and user group. 
The result, MONO, was a printed newsprint publication with design work 
from graduate students and visiting faculty in the Department of Graphic 
Design. Instead of thinking of a publication as a collection of finished 
work, I created a framework for participants to create something specifi-

cally for and within the context of the publication. Utiliz-
ing the idea of the Exquisite Corpse, each person was given 
a ½" strip of the previous designer’s piece to work from, 
and chose another ½" strip to pass on to the next person. 
I acted as the publication’s facilitator, gathering work and 
distributing imagery to the next person. The publication 
became a complete circuit, each design visually linked to 
the previous submission.

 

Exquisite Corpse, 1925

Created by the Surrealists, this game 
was a method of collective collage;  
following a rule, participants con-
tributed pieces of a drawing without 
seeing the entirety of the previous 
contribution. This way of creating 
was influential to the design of the 
framework for this project.

M
O

N
O

Process
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Process

Laura             Alex Alex               Hong
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Hong            Luxi Luxi               Laurie
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Process

Laurie               Stephanie Stephanie              Emily
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Emily              Nicole Nicole              Dafi
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Process

Idil             SarahDafi             Idil
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After the project, however, I was left somewhat unsatis-
fied; in terms of facilitating participation amongst my 
peers, it was quite successful, but for allowing participa-
tion to alter the final form of the object, the project fell 
short. Once a participant submitted content, I had no 
control over the presentation of content other than to 
place it in a prescribed box on a page—this was a part of 
the pre-determined framework. Though I was a facilitator 
and a participant, I felt as though I held little responsibility 
for the outcome of the project because the framework for 
presentation was too restricted. While it was a wonderful 
opportunity to create something as a graduate group, there 
seemed to be little significance to the project beyond that. 
Since there was no opportunity for any others, besides the 
prescribed group of people, to participate, the audience 
became passive receivers of the publication. 

It was through this project that I realized the importance of a closer 
relationship, or at least a more considered connection, between designer, 
participant, and the designed object. Successful elements from past 
projects had risen from anonymous and/or voluntary particiption from 
an undefined audience, especially in Color Encoded and the Rick Griffith 
lecture poster; temporary communities were created around both projects 
because the audience was able to become an active participant. I wanted 
to begin to investigate how the role of the designer-facilitator could be 
better utilized in creating connections between multiple groups of people, 
using the object as the connecting agent.
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“Organizing graphic design exhibitions is always prob-
lematic: graphic design does not exist in a vacuum, 
and the walls of the exhibition space effectively isolate 
the work of design from the real world...Presenting 
design in an exhibition space in this way is akin to 
looking at a collection of stuffed birds in order to study 
how they fly and sing.” 

Taking a work of graphic design out of 
everyday use and placing it into a gallery 
context results in a loss of an essential 
aspect of its aura. To examine this issue, 
designer Peter Bil’ak  organized the exhibit, 
Graphic Design in the White Cube, at the 
2006 International Biennale of Graphic 
Design in Brno. Instead of recreating an 
environment in the gallery for projects to 
live within, Bil’ak chose to use the gallery 
context as the condition for the work. He 
commissioned 19 designers to make a 
poster for the gallery, asking them to treat 
the commission like any other project.  
The posters functioned on two levels: they 
became the content of the show, but also 
were used in its promotion.

IN
-P

R
O

C
E

S
S

Peter Bil’ak

Process
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Posters for 
Graphic Design in 
the White Cube
Luna Maurer, 
Norm, Stripe

Borrowing Bil’ak’s philosophy from this exhibit, I set out 
to utilize the gallery space that would be used for the 
VCU MFA exhibitions as the context for my final project. 
Exhibiting with other fine artists and designers presented 

a unique, if not slightly intimidating op-
portunity. I initially became interested 
in how the show was promoted to the 
public—what materials were produced 
and how the work of each student was 
presented. I gravitated toward the idea 
of creating a thesis catalogue, and after 
inquiring, learned that the information 
was not distributed to the public nor 
made available to the people attending the 
show. Furthermore, in recent years, the 
catalogue has only existed as a PDF file; it 
is no longer a tangible object. I felt there 
was an opportunity to combine the context, 
the exhibiting artists, as well as gallery 
attendants as integral components of the 
final work.

Graphic Design in 
the White Cube
Process design 
work from Luna 
Maurer
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To facilitate a connection between the two groups of 
people—the artists and the public—I devised a framework 
for the project that would allow for input from multiple 
groups.  Using past MFA catalogues as a precedent, I  
decided that the final container for the collection of con-
tent would be a publication. But instead of thinking of the 
publication as a bound, finished piece with a singular nar-
rative, I would leave the content unbound, and essentially 
unfinished; offering its narration to be completed by the 
user at the exhibit. 

Unlike the traditional exhibition catalogue that showcases works that are 
deemed “finished” by the exhibitors, I wanted to produce a document that 
emphasized process over final product, focusing on the work that had al-
ready been done during the first year and a half of school. During the first 
month of the fourth semester, I connected with the other departments 
within the School of the Arts. I sent out emails to every student in every 
department that would be exhibiting in the thesis show. Slowly, I began 
setting up meetings with interested students and I discussed with them 
the idea of contributing examples of their process that spoke to their final 
work in some way. It was only after meeting with several students, that I 
truly realized the variety in what constituted an artist’s or designer’s idea 
of “process”—the material given to me included sketches, visual research, 
drawings, and writing. The publication, therefore, became more like a col-
lage. Utilizing the content generated and contributed by fellow graduate 
students as my raw material, I created individually formatted pieces for 
each person’s submission. This looseness of content would allow items to 
get shuffled around, and for new connections to be made between people 
and disciplines. 

Process

Right: Email sent to all exhibiting 
artists and designers explaining the 
project and a call for participation
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Hello!

My name is Laura, and I’m a second year graduate student in the 
graphic design program. I wanted to write you a note about a 
project I am trying to put together, and to see if you’d be in-
terested in participating. I’m trying to use the opportunity of 
the thesis project as a way to bring the MFA community together, 
at least in some small way.  

For my final project, I am interesting in compiling process work 
from all the departments to design a publication for the entire 
VCU MFA community, which could function alongside the thesis 
catalogue (this tends to come out much later after the thesis 
show, and lately, only in PDF form...). The current thesis cata-
logue features work in its final state, but as a school that is 
quite focused on process, including lots of making, research, 
writing, conferences, and residencies, I am wondering if there 
is potential to highlight this aspect of our education as well. 
My goal is to have this publication on display for my thesis ex-
hibition; designed as parts of a whole, gallery goers can create 
their own publication with the myriad of content available. 

I would never want to ask too much of any of you, since I know 
you are all incredibly busy, so I’m looking for things that have 
already been completed, or very near completion. This could 
include images of past work, papers, sketchbook scans, video 
stills, ephemera—any kind of process work that speaks to your 
final work in the show. 

This email is to gauge general interest amongst the students. I 
would love to meet in person to talk about your work a little if 
you are interested in participating, or if you have questions.

So please, let me know your questions, concerns,  
thoughts—everything.

Thanks so much for your time,
Laura

From: Laura Schlifer
Date: February 2, 2014
Subject: Hello! An Introduction + A Question
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Conversations with other 
graduate students and faculty 
developed early in the project 
via email 
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In the end, I received contributions from seventeen stu-
dents from all seven departments exhibiting in the MFA 
show, ranging from sketches, poetry, visual research, to 
photographs of studio spaces. Working with this myriad 
of content, I began to focus on the design of the format for 
each submission. The project offered a unique challenge: 
as designers, we are frequently given content by a client 
with the intention of creating a specific representation, 
but in this case, I was given content by others with no set 
required output from any of the contributors. Therefore, I 
wanted to be sensitive to their relationship to the work they 
contributed, while still pushing the design of the formats. 
Information gleaned from studio visits, and in-person and 
email conversations with each of the artists helped shape 
the design; I made subjective decisions based on inherent 
parameters of form and references made by the contribu-
tors. A scanned napkin sketch morphed into the sketch 
being letterpressed onto napkins; an email about  “zooming 
way in” on an image led to a poster-sized image, cut up to 
make the full phrase “not clear.” 

From: jake borndal 
<jake.borndal@gmail.com>
Date: Feb 24, 2014
Subject: Folder Created

i put a couple of  
drawings in there-plus 
a video that I keep 
returning to-maybe you 
could use a few stills 
from that

i can put some more in 
there-like everyone this 
week is krazy-ill try 
and get some more sourc-
es to you-let me kow if 
i had mentioned anything 
specific that you want-  
also the text drawings 
look really great if you 
zoom way in, maybe even 
if the full phrase is 
not clear

thanks again
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Process

Creating an environment that encouraged participation 
from gallery attendees was a challenge, since the people 
attending the MFA show would be a broader and more  
diverse group than I had worked with in the past.  
However, after facilitating many participatory projects, 
I learned that the larger the participant group, the more 
simplified the call for participation must be. Therefore, I 
needed to have very few, if any, instructions at the  
exhibition for the participant.

To facilitate attendees’ understanding that 
they were to assemble their own collec-
tion of material, I designed a table with 
built-in display shelves along the side. The 
table, built in rough plywood, echoed the 
unfinished nature of the project. The entire 
project was laid out on the top of the table, 
while quantities of each individual piece 
were made available on the shelves below. 
The slanted shelves presented the pieces 
that invited users to take as many or as few 
as they liked. Empty envelopes sat on the 
table near the entrance of the gallery, with 
a card in each envelope explaining both the 
project, and the participant’s role in the 
creation of the publication. 

The state of being in-progress implies 

a fixed and finite direction. To be 

in-process, however, is to situate 

oneself in the middle of a rhizome  

to continually travel between multiple 

points of connection. This project 

celebrates this nebulous state, with 

works-in-process contributed by 

exhibiting graduate artists and 

designers at VCUarts. The resulting 

publication is a series of unfixed 

points whose connections are made 

by you, the participant. Please take, 

shuffle, re-arrange, and build your 

own publication.

Above: Card with project explana-
tion and instructions placed in each 
envelope



Since each contribution utilized a  
different format, I created an index 
that paired the artist or designer with 
an icon of their piece of the publica-
tion. The image was used also used as 
a vinyl sticker and as part of the name 
tags to further emphasize the variation 
of formats for each individual.  
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During the exhibition opening, I gathered qualitative data by listening 
to and observing participants’ interaction with the project. Though the 
idea of creating a table structure came out of the necessity of being in a 
small space with several exhibitors, it aided in the visitor’s understand-
ing of the piece. By having the ability to walk around and crouch down, 
the participants were given time to observe and absorb before interact-
ing. As a result, the piece became much more physical. While envelopes 
with the instructions were placed at the corner closest to the entrance of 
the gallery, many people initially ignored them—instead walking around 
and looking at the top and sides, eventually making their way back to the 
beginning. Only then did most people see the envelopes and instructions, 
read the text, and begin constructing their own publication. This initial 
sense of confusion gave way to a sense of satisfaction—many times there 
was an audible “Oh!” after participants read the text. 

Seeing the users’ sense of confusion in the beginning was 
disconcerting, but eventually, I observed that this momen-
tary confusion became more valuable; many people who 
began by reading the instructions walked away  without 
looking at the rest of the project, whereas those who began 
by walking around, looking, and then reading the instruc-
tions ended up participating. A larger group of people 
became interested in the project when they saw others 
participating, but when there was no one else around,  
it took a while longer for someone to rekindle the interac-
tion. Though I appreciated seeing the satisfaction once 
a participant figured out their role in the project, I could 
have made the instructions a little more explicit to make 
the project more widely and clearly understood.
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Evaluation

Throughout this process, determining successful and unsuccesful aspects 
of my projects depended on two main criteria: generating participation 
and my role as a designer in the process. The first revolves around how 
much the audience was able to transform from receivers into active par-
ticipants—to have the ability to add, change, or alter any of the content or 
form during the process. Of the series of creative projects, the only project 
that was unsuccessful in this aspect was MONO—while a pre-determined 
group of people became contributors, the audience remained passive.

The second criteria comes from my role as a de-
signer, and where it was inserted into the process. 
Success in this facet came from using myself as a 
filter—to receive input and be able to shape it in 
some way. The Rick Griffith Poster and In-Process 
exemplifies my role most successfully; I was able to 
insert myself at different moments of the process 
that allowed me to work directly with users’ input in 
some way. 
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Conclusions

In a recent lecture at the Walker Art Center, artist and designer Martine 
Syms claimed, "I work in the margins; I privilege my ignorance."8  
Ignorance allows for the freedom to work on the fringes of a discipline, 
to examine it from the outside without getting weighed down by existing 
disciplinary methodologies. Coming to the Visual Communications MFA 
program from an architectural background, I had very little knowledge 
about the theory and practice of graphic design. However, after two years 
of exploration I began to understand the value of approaching a new field 
as an outsider. This approach afforded me the opportunity to develop my 
relationship to design with a different perspective. This perspective led 
me to use graphic design as a tool to investigate its own practice—namely 
the relationship between designer and audience, utilizing the designed 
object as my method of examination.  

Entering the program being more comfortable as a mem-
ber of the audience for graphic design, but now firmly  
situated in the world of the designer, I wondered how I  
could utilize this new role critically. During this time,  
I developed an approach to my budding practice that heav-
ily relies on, and celebrates, the audience as an active  
participant in the design process. This outlook afforded 
me the opportunity to examine the potential value for 
opening up the creation of designed objects. Shifting the 
genesis of form and content to the participant allowed me 
to more closely examine the design of the framework.

 
8. Martine Syms,
Walker Insights Lecture Series
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Although I have become fully engaged in this new role, I am still only in  
the very beginning stages of exploring the potential for the designer-as- 
facilitator. I see my work throughout this process as continuous, with  
each project attempting to improve upon aspects of my previous work.  
Therefore, of my creative projects initiated during the MFA program, my 
final project, In-Process, most comprehensively manifests my ideas  
surrounding facilitation, participation, and flexibility in designed objects. 
The final outcome acts more like a collage than a publication—the frame-
work for this project allows for an elastic object that the audience puts 
together using material contributed by others. The hand of the designer is 
quiet, but not silent. This might imply that the project and myself act more 
as a service offered to the artists who contributed content, but I believe 
that they equally served me in facilitating my idea. Through this exchange, 
inter-departmental relationships were created, sparking a dialogue  
between design and fine arts in the School of the Arts.

In Design As Art, Bruno Munari states, “What then, is 
this thing called Design if it is neither style nor applied 
art? It is planning: the planning as objectively as possible 
of everything that goes to make up the surroundings and 
atmosphere in which men live today...It is planning done 
without preconceived notions of style, attempting only to 
give each thing its logical structure and proper material, 
and in consequence its logical form”9. Critiques have often 
revolved around the idea of the absence of “me” in my 
work. Though this critique is valid, and fuels my search to 
find a balance between the designer’s hand and audience’s 
input, the focus of my work questions current relationships 
between designer and audience. Therefore, the “me” in my 
work is based on initiation and facilitation, rather than an 
authored result. 

9. Munari, 
Design as Art, 
35.

Conclusions
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While I have begun to establish my design role as a facilitator, I do not 
necessarily propose this position as a definitive alternative to the prac-
tice of graphic design. Instead, I find that incorporating this approach 
can affect one’s wider practice, shifting one’s thinking from the creation 
of formal visual decisions to designing the invisible architecutre of the 
framework. In turn, this thinking leads to objects that are more open-
ended, promoting formations over forms.  The design of the object itself 
can be considered more of a rhizomatic development, held together by an 
invisible structure.     

Lastly, as I become rooted in the design discipline, I 
question how I can maintain a position on the periphery. 
Because the conversation I fostered between myself and 
other graduate students became more personal than disci-
plinary, it became the first step to introducing an inter-dis-
ciplinary exchange in the School of the Arts. While talking 
to some of the artists for In-Process, a few had interesting, 
but somewhat misguided perceptions of designers— such 
as being anti-intellectual and only designing logos. I had 
my own misconceptions about many other disciplines as 
well. A more fruitful discussion and greater exchange be-
tween other fields would unearth alternative ways to think 
about the design discipline, and to expose design to other 
fields. Exhibitions like Forms of Inquiry shed light on the 
ever increasing overlap between the practices of graphic 
design and architecture, highlighting graphic designers 
whose work explores the dissolving lines between the two 
disciplines. Perhaps the best way for design to examine 
itself today is to operate within what Katya García-Antón 
calls a state of “disciplinary porosity,”10 traversing through 
and between other practices.    

Forms of Inquiry exhibit at IASPIS  
(International Artists Studio 
Program in Sweden)

10. García-Antón, Wouldn’t It Be 
Nice...Wishful Thinking in Art and 
Design, 62. 
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barthes, roland, and stephen heath. “The Death of the Author.”  
In Image, Music, Text. New York: Hill and Wang, 1977. 

In this essay, Barthes argues that a work and it’s author are  
unrelated—that is to say, the meaning of a work should not be 
judged based on aspects of the author’s identity.

benjamin, walter. “The Work of Art in the Age of Mechanical  
Reproduction.” In Illuminations. 1st ed. New York: Harcourt, Brace & 
World, 1968. 217-251. 

Benjamin argues that a work of art loses its “aura,” or authenticity, 
in the process of reproduction; by removing its context and history, 
the original meaning of a piece is lost.

bil’ak, peter. “Graphic Design in the White Cube” by Peter Bil’ak.  
Typotheque. https://www.typotheque.com/articles/graphic_design_in_
the_white_cube.

This essay accompanied the exhibit Graphic Design in the White 
Cube, which addresses the problem of the lack of context in  
exhibiting graphic design. The essay helped form the basis of my 
final creative project.

blauvelt, andrew. “Ghost in the Machine: Distributing Subjectivity.”  
In Conditional Design Workbook. Ed: Maurer, Luna, Jonathan Puckey, Roel 
Wouters, Edo Paulus. Amsterdam: Valiz, 2013. iii–vi.

Blauvelt’s essay addresses the relationship of subjectivity in design, 
and how the design of the program or process for generating  
design allows for limitless possibilities unencumbered by the the 
subjectivity of the designer. 

blauvelt, andrew. “Towards Relational Design.” Design Observer. http://
observatory.designobserver.com/entry.html?entry=7557

This article argues that design is now in a third phase of design, 
shifting from a visual language rooted in form to a new pragmatic 
language based in context, and was incredibly helpful as an  
introduction to the term “Relational Design.”
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