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As more and more of modern life is measured and 
calculated by computational machines, our realities 
are flattened into streams of data, bits, and binary. 

As a graphic designer operating under societal and techno-
logical systems that unrelentingly speed up, simplify, and 
reduce the individual into a digital form legible to machines, 
my response to these conditions is to search for moments 
of imagination, poetry, and play within these structures. In 
my practice, I pair machined forms with human gestures 
to bridge the duality between computer and human logics, 
the rational and the emotional, and the measurable and 
unmeasurable aspects of human experience. 

Crossover Logics documents my explorations at the 
edges of the schematic, the linguistic, and the coded, using 
and subverting these rational, conventional systems of com-
munication to give form to personal experience and thought. 
Rather than reject the technological, I leverage technology 
to make work that is generative, with a multiplicity of mean-
ings. Crossing between these seemingly opposite tendencies, 
I create patterns and structures that combine into alterna-
tive maps, diagrams, and systems that generate a poetic 
friction between the hard instrumentality of data logic and 
the intimacy of internal logic. 
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← Fibonacci word fractals. 
A Fibonacci word is a specific 
sequence of binary digits (for 
example, 0 and 1) formed by 
repeated concatenation. The 
Fibonacci word fractal is a curve 
that is built iteratively by applying 
the Odd–Even Drawing rule to 
the Fibonacci word. It follows the 
logic of simple binary. For each 
digit of the sequence at position k:

If the digit is 1—

◊	 Draw a segment forward.

If the digit is 0—

◊	 Turn 90° to the left 
if k is even.

◊	 Turn 90° to the right 
if k is odd.
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PHENOMENAL VIEW OF REALITY

[FIG. 1] Phenomenology is the philo-
sophical study of individual experience 
and consciousness. This diagram was 
adapted from an image found on Are.na 
(original source unknown).
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Recently, while scrolling through Instagram, a New 
Yorker article called “The Data Delusion” appeared 
in my feed. In it, the author Jill Lepore poses an 

interesting thought experiment: imagine all of the world’s 
knowledge is stored in a single filing cabinet. The drawers 
are labeled, from top to bottom, mysteries, facts, num-
bers, and data. Mysteries “are things only God knows, like 
what happens when you’re dead.” 1 The Facts drawer contains 
files full of information that can be proven by observation 
or experiment. The drawer of Numbers holds folders of tal-
lies, censuses, statistics—anything that can be counted or 
measured. The Data drawer is overflowing with knowledge 
that “humans can’t know directly and must be extracted by 
a computer.” 2 Each drawer looks alike, but their contents are 
gathered through different modes of knowing. Mysteries are 
known through intuition, inspiration, and revelation, while 
facts, numbers, and data are gathered through observation, 
empiricism, reason, logic, and measurement.

I paused my scrolling to ponder these four drawers. A 
very long time ago, most knowledge was contained in the 
Mysteries drawer, but throughout history, has been re-filed 
to the Facts drawer (accelerating starting at the end of the 
17th century during the Scientific Revolution), bolstered by 
evidence stored in the Numbers drawer (which began accu-
mulating quickly with the emergence of modern statistics, 
roughly coinciding with the Industrial Revolution). The Data 
drawer, which had lain dormant for most of history, began 
filling up at breakneck speed with the Digital Revolution. 
This demystification of knowledge over the course of history 
was concomitant with advances in science and technology, 
pointing to the human urge to find significance in the in-
scrutable and to understand the underlying systems that 
govern the universe.

1	  Jill Lepore, “The Data 
Delusion,” New Yorker, 
March 27, 2023, https://
www.newyorker.com/
magazine/2023/04/03/
the-data-delusion.

2	  Though numbers can 
also be a type of data, in 
its modern usage, the term 
data refers to numbers 
(and other information) 
that you need a computer 
to count and study.

Irrational thoughts should be followed 
absolutely and logically.
S O L  L E W I T T,  Sentences on Conceptual Art

These days, it seems like there is little room left for 
mystery. Knowledge unverified by empirical evidence 
smacks of superstition, ignorance, and conspiracy. 3 It seems 
like every aspect of my daily life is mediated and measured 
by ubiquitous computing devices. Even this article, which I 
thought interesting enough to integrate into my thesis, was 
served to me in my Instagram feed through the complex 
triangulation of personal data flowing from my ever more 
extensive digital life. Though to the machine I am just an-
other data point to be used for some company’s profit, there 
is so much about me that it cannot measure. As the way I 
work, think, communicate, and create becomes increasingly 
shaped by computation, I grapple with the tensions between 
the programmed, unrelenting, precise, and at times dehu-
manizing qualities of technology and the fluid expansive-
ness of consciousness.

Don’t get me wrong—I deeply appreciate technology 
and all the ways it’s enhanced my life. I take comfort in 
the solidity of knowledge that comes from facts, numbers, 
and data. But I find myself wondering—what sorts of mys-
teries lie in the human mind, in my mind? Graduate school 
has been dedicated to exploring this question, a journey of 
looking deeply into myself and attempting to understand my 
personal creative process and inner life. This understanding 
is both the central inquiry and outcome of this body of work.

As a designer, my craft is to transmit meaning through 
graphic representation so that it is understood by its 
audience. Graphic design is a discipline that deals 

with communication that is intended to be circulated and 
understood in the public sphere. While other art forms like 
literature, cinema, music, and fine art are often concerned 
with the realms of emotion, interiority, and the human con-
dition, graphic design is a creative field that primarily serves 
commerce. However, can graphic design’s unique ability 
to communicate with language and image also be used to 
convey things as slippery as emotion and thought in ways 
that are accessible to others?

In my work, I seek to bridge the interior and exterior, 
the quantifiable and unquantifiable, using rational, technical 
systems as scaffolding for content that probes at the interi-
ority of the self. Returning once again to the analogy of the 
four drawers, I apply the logic of facts, numbers, and data 

3	  Sometimes for good 
reason—see Rightspeak on 
page 94.
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to explore the mysterious logic of being human. In so doing, 
I seek a poetic friction between the hard instrumentality of 
data logic and the intimacy of internal logic.

Meditating on the subjective using objective means, I 
attempt to measure the unmeasurable as a way to make 
sense of it with analytical detachment. For example, I use the 
concept of random access memory 4 to process grief 5 and 
borrow the language of information graphics to organize 
my emotions.6 On the other hand, in studying the objective 
using subjective means, I challenge the impression of infal-
libility that facts, numbers, and data have, offering alterna-
tive, more personal interpretations. In my project Market 
Picture, I encode stock data within spreadsheets into woven 
patterns to meditate on the alienation I felt as an employee in 
corporate America.7

My investigations take the form of Internal Schematics, 
Invented Grammars, and Ornamented Encodings. Internal 
Schematics adapt the technical language of schematic di-
agrams as symbolic representations of consciousness. In 
Invented Grammars, I seek alternatives to the established se-
mantic meanings of language and invent lexicons of my own. 
Ornamented Encodings employ software programming to gen-
erate densely detailed worlds that connect to the heritage of 
craft and the decorative arts. Each represents an amalgam of 
systems, taking frameworks that are ordinarily used to process 
and convey information (schematic diagrams, language, and 
code) and applying them to the qualitative, more ephemeral 
realms of emotion, memory, and human experience. I borrow 
their familiar logic to encode personal interior content; their 
recognizable forms are imbued with conventional meaning 
yet they contravene the clarity that is expected of them with 
openness and a sense of poetry,8 allowing for viewers to com-
plete their own interpretations.

4	  Random access mem- 
ory or ram is a form of 
computer memory that can 
read or change data in any 
order, regardless of its 
physical location on a chip.

5	 See Random Access 
Memory on page 46.

6	 See Iterations 
(Providence, RI) on 
page 30.

7	 See page 112.

8	  That which is emotional, 
indirect, ambiguous, assoc
iative, enigmatic, mystical, 
and non-functional.

→ [FIG. 2] Early in the 
thesis process, as I was 
contemplating how I 
wanted to frame my work, 
I wrote this list in my note- 
book. Although I hadn’t 
quite found the language 
to articulate what I was 
trying to get at, I had a 
hunch that the crux of 
my work lay in the small 
bidirectional arrow I drew 
connecting the machine 
and human.

This methodology of layering the conventional with 
personal and poetic systems of meaning is what 
graphic designer Tiger Dingsun refers to as “chime-

ric worlding” 9 in their essay “Chimeric Worlding: What Can 
Graphic Design Learn from Poetics and World-building?”

Graphic designers, too, can develop their own visual 
language in the same way that a poet might develop 
any number of poetic frameworks through which to 
interpret reality, by fitting together multiple external 
and internal systems of meaning. We are already 
adept at invoking widely shared, conventional sys-
tems of meaning in order to make our work func-
tion on the basis of clarity, but it is also possible 
for clarity to exist simultaneously with another, 
murkier kind of effect that comes from fortifying 
conventional logic with a graphic designer’s own in-
ternal logic…I might call this methodology “chimeric 
worlding,” to emphasize the fact that these worlds, 
which graphic designers and their audience cohab-
itate through their work, are cobbled together from 
the DNA of various other worlds, and are richer 
because of this multiplicity.10

Dingsun further argues that the practice of chime-
ric worlding calls for “epistemic disobedience,” taking the 

“symbolic systems of oppression” that we all operate under 
and “strip[ping] them for parts, combining them with other, 
more marginalized knowledge…We can take what has been 
deemed ‘esoterica’ or ‘folk’, and give them equal impor-
tance with conventional structures of knowledge.” 11 Indeed, 
I frequently find myself merging technical frameworks with 
visual systems inspired by textiles, ornament,12 and what 
would generally be considered “handicraft.” [FIG. 3]

9	  Worlding is a term 
coined by artist Ian Cheng 
to describe his Emissaries 
trilogy, a series of real-time 
simulations built using a 
game engine and populated 
by characters that enact 
open-ended narratives. 
Cheng explains, “A World 
has borders. A World has 
laws. A World has values… 
A World is a container for 
all the possible stories of 
itself.” Akin to worldbuild-
ing, which is often used in 
the context of science fiction 
to describe the creation of 
convincing fictional univer- 
ses, worlding involves setting 
up the laws of a world and 
playing out the world’s narr- 
ative according to these laws.

10	  Tiger Dingsun, 
“Chimeric Worlding: 
What Can Graphic Design 
Learn from Poetics and 
World-building?,” Spring 
2020, https://www.tiger.
exposed/project/
chimeric-worlding.

11	  Dingsun, “Chimeric 
Worlding: What Can 
Graphic Design Learn 
from Poetics and 
World-building?”

12	  Ornament has been 
a contested subject in archi-
tecture and the arts since 
the turn of the 20th century. 
It is often synonymous with 
decoration, embellishment, 
excess, and kitsch, violating 
the modernist axiom “form 
follows function.”

↓ [FIG. 3] Ornament is 
an essential part of 
many cultural traditions, 
but was thoroughly deni-
grated by proponents of 
modernism. In his 1908 
diatribe Ornament and 
Crime, Austrian architect 
Adolf Loos goes so far as 
to call ornament “criminal,” 
equating it with the per-
ceived savagery of various 
tribal and non-Western artistic 
practices. He lambasts the 
ornaments of non-Western 
cultures with racist and 
paternalistic rhetoric: “I can 
tolerate the ornaments of 
the Kaffir, the Persian, the 
Slovak peasant woman…for 
they all have no other way 
of attaining the high points 
of their existence. We 
[emphasis added] have art, 
which has taken the place 
of ornament.” The intentio- 
nal use of ornament is a 
rejection of this authoritarian 
philosophy and embraces 
plurality of visual expression. 
Counter-clockwise: Slovak 
collar, Persian tile, Zulu beaded 
apron from South Africa.
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These systems, typically gendered as feminine and associ-
ated with domesticity, come from a long history of ethnic 
and communal craft traditions from around the world and 
stand in opposition to the highly legible, ordered forms of 
Eurocentric high modernism.13, 14

However, what may appear as dualities are often, in 
reality, fluid; though opposites, they are also relational, each 
containing an aspect of the other [FIG. 4]. While ornament 
and modernism are framed as irreconcilable aesthetic 
approaches, ornament can also “be seen not as a reaction 
against, but rather as an addition to, the work and think-
ing of the turn-of-the century systems-obsessed designers. 
Certain tendencies unite the neo-modern and the neo-baroque 
as if they were part of one seamless continuing project.” 15 
Disparate systems that are brought into relationship with 
each other reveal surprising connections between them, as 
two parts of a united whole rather than opposites [FIG. 5].

13	  Modernism loosely 
describes movements in 
design and architecture 
(concentrated in Western 
Europe and the United States) 
that arose in the early 20th 
century in response to indus- 
trialization and its attendant 
economic and social changes. 
Neutrality, universality, and 
compatibility with the pro- 
cesses and aesthetics of mass 
production are key tenets 
of modernism. In its pursuit 
of so-called neutrality, it 
eschewed regional and histor- 
ical visual traditions in favor 
of an “International” (though 
really Eurocentric) visual 
language characterized by 
grid systems, neo-grotesque 
typography, strict geometry, 
and minimalist asymmetry 
that is still prevalent in con- 
temporary graphic design.

14	  Theo Inglis, 
“Ornament and Possibility,” 
Communication Arts, 
accessed January 20, 2023, 
https://www.commarts.com/
columns/ornament-and- 
possibility.

15	  Alice Twemlow, “The 
Decriminalisation of 
Ornament,” Eye, no. 58 
vol. 15 (Winter 2005), 
https://www.eyemagazine.
com/feature/article/the- 
decriminalisation-of- 
ornament-full-text.

↑[FIG. 4] Yin Yang is a 
concept from Chinese 
cosmology that describes 
opposite but intercon-
nected forces such as 
male-female, winter‑ 
summer, and moon-sun. 
Its familiar icon is a black 
and white divided circle, 
where each side contains 
a smaller circle of the 
opposing color.

→ [FIG. 5] In the early days 
of computing, computer 
memory was made with 
tiny beads of ferrite that 
was woven on wires, 
delicate craft work that 
was done by women. 
These woven computer 
parts demonstrate the 
unlikely partnership of 
craft and computing.

In my practice, I investigate the oppositional and rela-
tional qualities that manifest in the boundary conditions 
that form between the confluence of dualities—between 

computer logic and human logic, the handcrafted and the 
mechanized, and the rational and the emotional. I try to 
make their logic visible by creating my own systems, the 
rules of which are encoded in processes and algorithms 
that give them form. Computers are an especially power-
ful tool in this endeavor, built to execute programmed in-
structions ad infinitum. I implement these visual systems 
using digital tools from within and without graphic design, 
from the Adobe Creative Suite to Google Sheets, as well as 
by coding my own digital tools. The choice of tool (which 
involves asking myself questions such as: Who makes this 
tool? What types of users does it have? What role does it play in 
our culture?) and how I use the tool in my work (for example, 
whether I lean into the tool’s native capabilities or subvert 
them) become an essential part of the concept of the final 
work. The visual output of these systems are notations of 
the system’s internal logic, as well as the specific decisions, 
values, and ideologies of the system’s author.

“So much of the world around us…is programmable 
somehow,” says designer Kelli Anderson. “All of these things 
have depths of hidden complexity to them that are observ-
able…[I]f you can pay attention and bear witness to these 
structures, which govern that complexity, you can build 
something that hacks into it and runs off of it.” 16 Like a 
mathematical formula that elegantly describes the kaleido-
scopic swirl of a sunflower’s center [FIG. 6], capturing the 
programmable logic of a form is a means to understand its 
essential characteristics. It is an act of close attention, a 
way of seeing through the external surface of a form and 
into its interior structure. By programming the logic of a 
form—rather than the specific form itself—into an executable 
system, the system becomes generative,17 capable of creat-
ing infinite configurations. Contrasting with the manual 
production of singular, static visual artifacts, generative 
systems are dynamic and infinite, opening space for inter-
action, chance, and the unexpected.

This is what Umberto Eco would call “open” in his 
essay The Poetics of the Open Work. In describing a musical 
composition that can be interpreted differently every time 
it is performed, Eco writes, “Every performance explains 
the composition but does not exhaust it. Every performance 
makes the work an actuality, but is itself only complementary 

16	  Kelli Anderson, 
“Materials for Computer 
People,” 99U, May 22, 2020, 
video, 30:57, https://youtu.
be/AszmN3Tcv5o.

17	  Generativity, in the 
context of art and design, 
describes art made with 
autonomous systems, and 
is used in tandem with the 
terms “computer art” or 

“software art.” These systems 
can independently determine 
features of the artwork that 
otherwise would be decided 
by the artist, involving an 
element of chance and/or 
randomness.

↑[FIG. 6] The ubiquitous 
Fibonacci sequence, a set 
in which each number is 
the sum of the previous 
two (1, 1, 2, 3, 5, 8, 13…) is 
found throughout nature. 
These numbers appear 
in many flowers’ seed 
patterns—counting the 
clockwise and counter-
clockwise spirals often 
contain pairs of numbers 
from the sequence. How- 
ever, despite our desire 
for perfection, reality is 
often messier. Scientists 
have discovered that one 
in five flowers contains 
non-Fibonacci sequences 
or patterns that are far 
more complicated.
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to all possible other performances of the work.” 18 The poetry 
of such a work comes from its “halo of indefiniteness…preg-
nant with infinite suggestive possibilities,” that stimulates 

“the private world of the addressee so that he can draw from 
inside himself some deeper response that mirrors the subtler 
resonances underlying the [work].” 19 Open works are chan-
nels for complex, shifting messages, joining author, work, 
and viewer in dialogue with each other to make meaning.

Working with computing and generative design, I 
seek to pair the objective, the factual, and the 
functional with the open, the mysterious, and 

the poetic. I bring together in visuo-spatial form patterns 
and structures that combine and recombine into alternative 
maps, diagrams, and information visualizations. I’m inter-
ested in studying the structural essence of systems and the 
ways, both real and symbolic, that they shape our realities. 
While graphic design is often about mass communication 
and, as such, emphasizes clarity, impact, and consumabil-
ity, I use the tactics of the discipline to create work that is 
multivalent in meaning and rearrangeable in composition, 
yet nonetheless accessible. What is offered is a generative 
interaction that attempts to bridge the duality between the 
measurable and unmeasurable aspects of human experience 
and the systems that mediate it.

18	  Umberto Eco, The 
Open Work, trans. Anna 
Cancogni (Cambridge, 
MA: Harvard University 
Press, 1989), 15.

19	  Eco, 9.

[FIG. 7] A pseudo-sensical diagram I created 
early in the thesis process to define the space 
that I imagine my work inhabiting.
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↓[FIG. 1] Graphs depicting 
British government debt, 
published in 1768 by William 
Playfair, creator of several 
graphical innovations inclu- 
ding the line, bar, and pie 
charts. The proportions of 
the chart on the left emph- 
asizes the skyrocketing 
nature of British debt, while 
the framing of the chart on 
the right of the same data 
diminishes the effect. 
Numbers have long been 
manipulated to further 
political agendas.

Internal Schematics adapt the didactic language of sche-
matics as tools to make sense of subjective content. 
Schematic derives from the word schema, which refers 

to both diagrammatic representation, often used in scientific 
contexts, as well as to an individual’s cognitive frameworks 
that help organize and interpret new information.1 The for-
mer definition suggests an objective picture of tangible re-
ality, while the latter refers to a subjective construction of 
reality, prone to bias, distortion, and fictions.

Technical schematics, along with other methods of 
mapping, diagramming, and data visualization, wield the 
authority of empiricism, emerging as “technologies of man-
agement” that have the power to determine political systems, 
economies, and even our cultural values. They use measur-
able evidence to draw logical conclusions about the world. 
However, as Peter Hall argues, “Rather than simply describe 
a preexisting world, these technologies, in their methods of 
framing, selecting, and predicting, make up a world.” 2 [FIG. 1]

1	  The concept of 
schemas in psychology 
was first introduced by 
Jean Piaget, who is most 
well known for his work 
on child cognitive 
development.

2	  Peter Hall, “Bubbles, 
Lines, and String,” in 
Graphic Design: Now in 
Production, eds. Andrew 
Blauvelt and Ellen Lupton 
(Minneapolis: Walker Art 
Center, 2011), 175.

If a thought lacks a physical counterpart, or 
cannot be substantiated by empirical fact, 
we consider that thought to be a fiction.
L A U R E N  V A N  H A A F T E N - S C H I C K ,  What is the Shape and Feel of the In-between?

I am fascinated by the worlds constructed by the coded 
colors, dots, and lines that compose the graphic vocabu-
lary of the schematic, and by the tensions between facticity 
and fiction implicit in any effort to represent the world. In 
Internal Schematics, I graph phenomenological experience 
on the Cartesian plane, layering informational systems to 
create a composite reality, referencing a long history of no-
tational practices by philosophers, spiritualists, and artists 
that have attempted to visually define their cosmologies.3 
Taming the messiness of thought into tidy containers of 
information fulfills my desire to find order even in the un-
orderable. Perhaps this effort is all in vain, but I find that 
the abstract vocabulary of the schematic can contain and 
even clarify thought in a way that language or figurative 
representation might not. Thoughts do not have physical 
counterparts, but these notations offer a glimpse into the 
way I conceive of the invisible realms within and around me.

3	  See Six Studies in 
Internal Schematics on 
the next page.
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The first studio project I worked on in graduate school was 
called Atlas. Each student in the risd Graphic Design mfa 
class of 2023 was tasked with twelve “labors” (inspired 
by the twelve labors of Hercules) to be performed around 
Providence, as a way to explore and locate ourselves in a 
new city and chapter in our lives. For example, we were 
asked to record twelve hours of weather, perform an in-
tervention at a specified location, and superimpose one 
map onto a local map, then travel there and document our 
findings. After completing the labors, we translated the ma-
terials collected from our small odysseys into eight spreads 
that were compiled into a collaborative publication. This 
process opened my eyes to the possibilities of documenting 
personal experience as formal and narrative material in my 
graphic design work.

While completing my labors, I began reflecting on my 
circuitous route back to Providence—I had lived here before 
as a freshman at Brown University, though I transferred 
schools after just one unhappy year. Back for the first time 
after more than a decade, I found myself ruminating on 
things past while anxiously wondering what the future held. 
Having mapped, transcribed, and recorded all manner of 
things as part of the twelve labors, I began treating these 
thoughts as data points to be similarly collected, analyzed, 
and graphed. I created a series of diagrams to make sense of 
these meandering contemplations about the circular nature 
of time, personal growth, and trying to stay in the present.

ITERATIONS (PROVIDENCE, RI)
Reflections on time

PUBLICATION, FALL 2021

→ First page of Iterations. 
It introduces the concept of 
circling through time with 
diagrammatic language, 
juxtaposed with a passing, 
ephemeral cloud.
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LABOR № 2
Perform an intervention or 
change in a specified location.

I painted some rocks and 
sticks in bright colors and 
documented them in their 
natural habitat. However, 
because Atlas was a black 
and white publication, once 
the image was converted to 
grayscale, it effectively erased 
my intervention as if I had 
never even been to the place.
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LABOR № 1
Visit Brown’s John D. Rockefeller, 
Jr. Library and share what you 
find.

I found a book at the library 
titled Births, Marriages and 
Deaths in the City of Providence, 
1896 by Charles V. Chapin, and 
I began to notice the signs all 
around Providence that mem- 
orialize the many people who 
have lived their lives out in the 
city. Plaques on historical 
houses, street names, and 
statues all serve as sites of 
memory. As I traverse my own 
memories walking down the 
streets of Providence, I think 
about how being reminded of 
our pasts helps us define the 
present, and how our present 
also reframes how we think 
about our pasts.
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LABOR № 8
Have someone film you doing one 
physical activity and produce a 
sequence of stills.

Me pedaling on my stationary 
bike gets me thinking about 
circularity, that feeling of 
moving fast but realizing 
you’re getting nowhere.
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LABOR № 10
With a classmate, visit one 
of Providence’s twenty-five 
neighborhoods and spend fifteen 
minutes documenting it.

During a trip to the histor-
ical Riverside Cemetery in 
Pawtucket, I came across a 
headstone with the surname 
Start engraved into it. How 
ironic. What if I end right back 
where I started?
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LABOR № 6
Record, transcribe, and edit a 
fifteen minute conversation with 
a new classmate.

During a deep conversation 
with my new classmate Sun Ho 
Lee, using the popular New 
York Times “36 Questions that 
Lead to Love,” I tell her that I 
wish I worried less about the 
little things, revealing my deep 
desire to be awake to the 
present moment.
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LABOR № 12
Pick a public space, and write 
down a large number of details 
about that space, in an attempt to 
know it fully and completely.

Inspired by Georges Perec’s 
essay An Attempt at 
Exhausting a Place in Paris, 
I write down all the happenings 
I observe one afternoon in 
Lippitt Memorial Park. It’s an 
exercise in presence and 
attention. An Annie Dillard 
quote I read a long time ago 
floats into my mind, “How we 
spend our days is how we 
spend our lives. What we do 
with this hour and that one is 
what we are doing.”

Date: Sep 11, 2021

Time: 12:03 PM

Location: Lippitt Memorial Park

Many people are crossing the 
park from the street to go to 
the farmer’s market.

It’s warm and I take off 
my jacket.

Leaves rustle in the light breeze.

There are many children 
running around and playing.

There’s a bright purple, yellow, 
and pink jungle gym.

There is a large party picnicking 
on blankets in the shade of a 
tree. Two children run circles 
around the blankets.

A kid’s bike with blue streamers 
on the handlebars leans against 
a tree.

Chatter, laughing. Sounds like 
the weekend.
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LABOR № 9
Obtain three items for under $6 sum 
total from the Ocean State Job Lot.

I find a strange melancholy in the 
insistent happiness of this cheap 
smiley face ice tray I picked up at 
Rhode Island’s favorite dollar 
store, Ocean State Job Lot.
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RANDOM ACCESS MEMORY
Processing grief

OBJECT, SPRING 2022

In Random Access Memory, I use a concept of the same 
name drawn from computer architecture to represent the 
process of grieving many years after a loved one’s death. 
Random access memory is a form of computer memory that 
can be written and read in any order. In the same way, even 
though human memory is “written” sequentially, it is ac-
cessed randomly. In grieving a person who no longer belongs 
to the present flow of time, their presence is reconstructed 
with memories of them, taking different configurations at 
different points in time as some memories fade or shape-
shift and others come to the fore.

In this project, I reflect on the memory of the person 
I lost, printing these reflections on transparent surfaces 
recalling glass slides used in laboratories. Flower motifs 
accompany the text, alluding to her passion for flower ar-
rangement as well as the custom of leaving flowers for those 
who’ve passed. When printed on the slides, they appear as 
pressed flowers, a process used to preserve their fleeting life. 
The slides are arranged in a wooden stand as cross-sections 
that make up a larger sculptural form; when seen collectively, 
they form a cloudy, unreadable depth. Individual memories 
can be removed and examined, but they are replaced in a 
different order, forming a new composition each time.

It was a challenge to tackle the weight of grief in this 
project—I had never experienced such exposure and vulner-
ability in making graphic design work. I tried a variety of 
strategies in an attempt to depict my personal experience 
with grief, from including photos of the person I lost to 
writing journal-like entries describing my grieving process. 
However, I felt that these more figurative and autobiograph-
ical approaches didn’t provide access points for others to 
enter the work. Landing upon the structure of random ac-
cess memory allowed me to add a level of abstraction to my 

→ Each slide represents a 
memory fragment, dream, 
or thought.

deeply personal narrative. It provided me with a degree of 
analytical distance to translate a charged emotion into a 
form that conveyed my story while maintaining an indeter-
minacy that allows for unfolding, evolving understanding.
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Extra slots in the frame allow memories to be 
removed and replaced in the back, so the object 
changes in configuration.
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I’ve always been interested in the practice of meditation as 
a means to heighten awareness and attune the mind to the 
body. Meditators use various strategies to enter meditative 
states, such as chanting, walking, and counting beads. In 
this experiential installation, I wanted to create a space that 
made people feel transported, inducing interior calm and 
mind-body connection.

Visitors walk (one at a time) through a closed door of 
an empty classroom and are seated on a meditation cushion 
in the center of the darkened room. They face a circular 
screen that bathes them in colored light. The visuals that 
they see are created by a sound and movement-reactive 
light projection, powered by TouchDesigner, a visual 
programming language for real-time interactive media. 
A small microphone detects modulations in sound—from 
the meditator’s voice to the ambient music specially created 
for the installation—while a camera detects the meditator’s 
movements, resulting in variations in the colors and motion 
of the projection. The projection is a visualization of the 
meditator’s auditory and bodily experience, generated by 
the meditators themselves.

While incessant scrolling and swiping on digital 
devices often distances us from our physical bodies, my 
goal was to use technology to do the opposite. Can technol-
ogy be utilized to sharpen one’s receptivity to the present 
moment and one’s awareness of the body in space through 
thoughtful experience design? Making This Silence Can Also 
Be Heard showed me the rich potential of work that lever-
ages technology’s interactive qualities to invite both mental 
and physical engagement.

THIS SILENCE CAN ALSO  
BE HEARD

Creating meditative spaces

INSTALLATION, SPRING 2022

→ View of the installation. 
Meditators are invited to 
sit on a custom meditation 
pillow and use the singing 
bowl to begin their 
experience.
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The circular form of the meditation pillow 
echoes the shape of the projection screen. 
Words from Etel Adnan’s Shifting the Silence, 
a poetic meditation on the nature of existence, 
are printed on the fabric.
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Movement causes colors 
and swirling particles to 
shift in response.

The universe makes a 
sound—is a sound. In 
the core of this sound 
there’s a silence, a 
silence that creates 
that sound, which is 
not its opposite, but 
its inseparable soul. 
And this silence can 
also be heard.
E T E L  A D N A N ,  Shift ing the Si lence
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semantic meaning altogether, retaining a visual structure 
that loosely references language yet asks viewers to create 
their own interpretations. Like Internal Schematics, which 
encodes the abstract logic of interiority using the familiar 
logic of information graphics, Invented Grammars contain 
ambiguous, personal symbols that press off the recognizable 
structures of language. The juxtaposition suggests meaning 
beyond words. 

As these symbols concatenate into “sentences” and 
“paragraphs,” they begin to form readable images. Where do 
language and image intersect? I’ve always found it captivat-
ing that alphabets are modular, composed of a finite set of 
discrete units that are combined in endless permutations 
that generate infinite meanings. In this way, typography is 
contiguous with pattern, which is defined by the repetition 
of modular elements. Can you read a pattern like you would 
read a text? How can images and symbols communicate 
with the logic of language while transcending its semantic 
and aesthetic limits? 

When I was a kid, my sisters and I would spend 
hours playing in magical worlds we conjured 
in our imaginations. We created dictionaries of 

unique lexicons, making up our own words to describe fan-
tastic foods, supernatural phenomena, and fanciful objects 
that could not be described otherwise. Invented language 
allowed us to fully inhabit our imaginary worlds. 

As a graphic designer, I’m still interested in explor-
ing the edges of language, studying and creating glyphs 
and language systems which form Invented Grammars. 
I look at not only the denotative meaning of language, but 
also the aesthetic quality of text, how the conventions of 
the written word (e.g. typography, spacing, punctuation, 
etc.) can be adapted or broken to create novel readings of 
the text. Like artists Xu Bing and Mirtha Dirmasche 1 who 
practice the art of asemic writing,2 I often prefer to shed 

1	 See Six Studies in 
Invented Grammars on 
the next page.

2	 Asemic writing is 
a hybrid art form that 
fuses text and image 
into a wordless form 
of writing, freeing it to 
subjective interpretation.

Our forms of articulation are limited—we can only see 
and think through what’s possible with the language 
we have to articulate it. Once we expand on that 
language, we can produce entirely different worlds.
S U M A Y Y A  V A L LY

 ↘ [FIG. 1] I’ve always been 
inspired by Chinese callig- 
raphy, an art form that 
combines the aesthetics of 
writing with literary meaning. 
Famed 8th century Chinese 
calligrapher Zhang Xu was 
famous for innovating a 
style known as “wild script,” 
which bordered on illeg- 
ibility. An early precursor 
to asemic writing, Zhang 
Xu’s calligraphy, famously 
completed in drunken 
stupors, is animated with 
vitality and expressiveness.
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In Marigold, I use type design technology to create play-
ful floral glyphs that suggest their own kind of grammar. 
I adapt the conventions of language to create an asemic 
system, devising textual forms that have no specific se-
mantic content. Although each glyph in Marigold maps to 
a letter on a standard keyboard, its syntax has its own logic 
inspired by floral ornamentation and plant growth. This 
grammar is implied by the formal qualities of the typeface—
certain combinations of glyphs link together to form vines; 
ligatures cause glyphs to branch; capitalizations turn buds 
into flowers. 

Fascinated by the idea that carpets can “be seen as 
‘woven texts’ to be deciphered as languages,” 1 I created 
compositions using Marigold’s glyphs that loosely echo the 
layout of carpets from the Middle East, which are rich in 
narrative and symbolic meaning.2 This is just one possible 
permutation for the typeface. To realize the full generative 
capabilities of the typeface, I also built an online type tester 
tool to enable users to make their own compositions. 

1	 Alessandra Covini, “The 
Carpet and the Territory,” 
MacGuffin no. 9 (2021), 
https://www.macguffin 
magazine.com/stories/
macguffin-the-carpet- 
and-the-territory.

2	 See Six Studies in 
Ornamented Encodings 
on page 108.

→ Glyphs from Marigold 
composed to evoke 
writing, inspired by 
Kandinsky’s Succession 
(see page 67). 

MARIGOLD
A pattern language

TYPEFACE & WEBSITE, FALL 2021
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Buds. Blooms.

a A

j J

t Tr Re E

s S

k K

d D

l L

f F

m M

g G

b B

h H

n N

Lowercase letters represent buds. Left and 
right facing versions of buds help with creating 
symmetrical ornament, and are assigned keys 
on the keyboard that are in close proximity for 
ease of use. Buds “bloom” in their uppercase forms. 
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Trees. Vines.

Z q Q w y Y u

U i o period 3C

X

V

P

ZZ Ligature

CC ligature

XX ligature XXX ligature XXXX ligature

CCC ligature

VV Ligature

PP Ligature

Tree glyphs have ligature forms to evoke a 
sense of growth and branching. 

Vines serve as connectors to join glyphs into 
more complex forms.
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A composition inspired by 
Middle Eastern carpets. 
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An online type tester 
tool allows anyone to use 
Marigold to create and 
export their own composi-
tions, as well as download 
the typeface.
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A TOOLKIT FOR STICKING 
TOGETHER

Finding joy in collaborative making

TOOLKIT & PUBLICATION, FALL 2022

A Toolkit for Sticking Together, created with collaborators 
Lian Fumerton-Liu and Sun Ho Lee, was developed from a 
prompt to create a stencil. Traditional stencils are typically 
thin sheets of material perforated with various designs, and 
we were interested in their generative and modular qualities. 
However, we also wanted to question what a stencil could 
be. We gravitated to the playful nature of stickers, which 
possess the generativity and modularity of traditional sten-
cils, but can be applied on three dimensional surfaces and 
are easily removed. 

Using office supply colored dot labels, we began creat-
ing collaborative compositions by making up simple rules for 
ourselves like: put down one sticker so it touches the last. We 
were intrigued by the way the forms that emerged became 
a language that told the story of our playful interactions. 
We set out to further investigate how we could codify the 
rules of this language, one that visualized the relationships 
between people. What emerged was A Toolkit for Sticking 
Together, containing sticker packs of simple forms drawn 
from our initial experimentation with the dot labels and rule 
sets that define how to attach the stickers to a surface. Our 
hope was that our toolkit would allow people to reimagine 
the surfaces in their environment through unexpected, joy-
ful ways of collaborative making.

→ A colorful plexiglass box 
contains all the items in 
the kit. 
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Prototyping our kit in the community with 
colored dot labels. We asked friends and 
strangers to spend three minutes creating 
dot compositions according to different rule 
sets we were testing. 

After prototyping, we finalized the contents of 
the kit, which includes four rule sets (etched in 
plexiglass) and sticker packs. 
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Toolkit Experiment 1
Surface: CIT Stairs
Rule Set: #1
Collaborator Number: 3
Relationship: Friends

Toolkit Experiment 2
Surface: Two Pants
Rule Set: #3
Collaborator Number: 3
Relationship: Friends
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Toolkit Experiment 3
Surface: Window Sill
Rule Set: #3
Collaborator Number: 2
Relationship: Strangers

Toolkit Experiment 3
Surface: Drinking Fountain
Rule Set: #3
Collaborator Number: 3
Relationship: Classmates



Detail of A Toolkit for Sticking Together zine, 
which contains documentation and process of 
our collaboration. 



94 CROSSOVER LOGICS INVENTED GRAMMARSpart ii. 95RIGHTSPEAK

RightSpeak is an online index of research on the alt-right’s 
mobilization of symbols and images on the internet as a 
political tool and its broader connection to the communi-
cations strategies and ideologies of totalitarian regimes of 
the past. Inspired by an ancient Mesopotamian cuneiform 
tablet housed in the Providence Public Library’s Special 
Collections, I began thinking about the genesis of written 
language and its relationship to power. Written language 
in Mesopotamia was a technology accessible only to the 
political and religious elite, and enabled the codification of 
law. The Code of Hammurabi, the earliest known surviving 
legal text, was inscribed in cuneiform on a stele and decreed 
a form of harsh retaliatory justice 1 [FIG. 1]. “Hammurabi 
himself was probably the first literate king, and his empire 
building manifested the connection between writing and 
social control,” writes James Gleick in The Information.2 This 
led me to wonder: In the age of the internet, who controls 
the production and dissemination of writing and how does 
it influence a society’s narrative? And to whom is it legible?

In James Bridle’s New Dark Age, he posits, “In fact, 
conspiracy theories seem to be the most powerful narra-
tive form of our time. I think that’s because the world has 
become so extraordinarily complex. It’s incredibly difficult 
now to write simple stories about the world, which is what 
we all yearn to hear.” 3 While conspiracy theories can be 
propagated on both the left and the right of the political 
spectrum, as I undertook this project, the most salient and 
influential conspiratorial narratives were being dissemi-
nated on the internet by alt-right fringe communities. Their 
hashtags, memes, and inside jokes became so charged with 
meaning that they acquired “meme magic”—viral power that 
can make something on the internet happen in the real 
world (which we saw all too clearly in the January 6th attack 

1	  For example, the 
famous “eye for an eye” 
law: “If a man should blind 
the eye of another man, 
they shall blind his eye.” 

2	  James Gleick, The 
Information (New York: 
Pantheon Books, 2011), 45.

3	  James Bridle, New Dark 
Age: Technology and the 
End of the Future (London: 
Verso, 2018).

↑ [FIG. 1] Cuneiform 
artifacts: Assyrian cunei-
form prism (top) and Code 
of Hammurabi (bottom). 

↓ Idle state of Rightspeak. 
If a user has the page 
open for over ten minutes 
without any activity, various 
characters popular in the 
alt-right internet sphere 
begin to invade the page. 

on the US Capitol). These conspiracy theories came together 
to form complex narratives (think QAnon4 or Kekistan5), 
which attracted thousands of adherents and became a sort 
of modern occult folklore. 

I started researching the symbols, coded language, 
hashtags, and memes that form the Invented Grammar of 
the alt-right. The linguistic shorthand used in these commu-
nities functions in several ways. It becomes a tribal marker 
of group belonging for those who think they’ve discovered 
the “Truth” (with a capital T), and distinguishes them from 
ordinary people (termed “normies” by the alt-right) who 
just don’t get it. I began to categorize each of the symbols 
according to a taxonomy drawn from Umberto Eco’s Ur-
Fascism, which defines the fourteen qualities of eternal 
fascism. I designed and developed a website to archive my 
research, creating a publicly accessible online dictionary 
of the language I dubbed Rightspeak in an effort to bring 
critical awareness to this nefarious, coded language and its 
relationship to political power in American society.6 

4	  QAnon is an American 
conspiracy theory that emer- 
ged around 2017 from an 
anonymous individual or 
group of individuals known 
as Q. The crux of the theory 
is that a Satanic cabal of 
pedophiles that ran a global 
sex trafficking ring were 
conspiring against Donald 
Trump while he was in office. 
Prominent Democratic polit- 
icians, Hollywood stars, and 
business people were believed 
to be part of this cabal. 

5	  Kekistan is a fictional 
country invented by mem-
bers of the alt-right online 
community 4chan. Self-
identified Kekistanis are 
alt-right protesters who 
feel “persecuted” by exces-
sive political correctness.

6	 In George Orwell’s 
dystopian novel 1984, 
the ruling totalitarian 
party creates Newspeak, 
a language of impoverished 
vocabulary designed to 
limit complex and critical 
reasoning. The political 
contractions of Newspeak—
words like Ingsoc (English 
Socialism) and crimethink 
(thought crime)—were insp- 
ired by similar words used 
by German and Russian dict- 
atorships (Nazi for National- 
sozialist, Comintern for 
Communist International). 
Rightspeak is a play on 
this concept. 

RIGHTSPEAK
Of language and power

WEBSITE, FALL 2021
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A visual index of alt-right 
symbols categorized with tags 
sourced from Eco’s Ur-Fascism. 
Users navigate the index by 
panning, which evokes the 
vast endlessness of space 
that is the internet. View it 
at https://sph2116.github.io/
rightspeak.
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A side panel provides more 
detail about the index’s 
tagging system.
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Clicking into an entry from 
the index displays original 
writing describing the origin, 
meaning, and cultural signifi-
cance of the symbol.
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Visitors can read relevant excerpts of Eco’s 
Ur-Fascism. Hovering over key terms displays 
clips from current events that are examples of 
those concepts in the real world. 

When hovering over the term tradition-
alist mystique, which Eco describes as 
the Fascist worship of the traditional 
and the mystical as sources of primeval 
truth, a clip of Jacob Chansley takes 
over the screen. Chansley, also known 

as QShaman, participated in the January 
6th attack on the US Capitol. Known for 
wearing a fur headdress and face paint, 
QShaman appropriates various spiritual 
traditions to lend mystical force and 

“insight” to his alt-right convictions. 



O R N A M E N T E D  
E N C O D I N G S

pa rt  i i i .
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In 1804, a French weaver and merchant named Joseph-
Marie Jacquard patented the Jacquard loom, a machine 
that encoded 1 complex woven patterns as a sequence 

of holes punched through cards that were fed to the loom, 
paving the way for the automated mass production of pat-
terned textiles. To prepare the cards, a pattern was first 
painted on grid paper and then translated row by row onto 
punch cards. If a square was painted, it was punched, and 
if not, no hole was punched—a physical form of binary 
code. With its machine-readable instructions, the Jacquard 
loom is seen as an early predecessor of modern computing 
[FIG. 1]. Mathematician Ada Lovelace, who collaborated with 
Charles Babbage on what is considered the first proposed 
design for a computer, the Analytical Engine, observed, 

“The Analytical Engine weaves algebraic patterns, just as 
the Jacquard loom weaves flowers and leaves.” 2

Punch cards continued to be used in computing well 
into the 20th century, when the ornate flowers and leaves 
of western European decorative arts evolved into the ra-
tional grid systems of Modernism, an aesthetic informed 
by the principles of mass production. However, although 
the Jacquard loom, and later the computer, facilitated au-
tomation of the production of traditionally handcrafted 
objects like textiles, these technologies’ origins reveal a close 
relationship between the handcrafted and the computed,3 
between ornament and code. “Amplification, complexity and 
detail are key to decoration,” says designer Denise Gonzales 
Crisp, “and the computer lets you do that.” 4

Generative algorithms are particularly well suited to 
produce detailed, recursive, and patterned forms found 
in ornament, and I’m interested in exploring the tensions 
wrought by automated digital production methods with sur-
faces that recall the aesthetics of artisanal and manual labor. 
However, particularly with the rapid rise of sophisticated 

1	  In computing, to 
encode means converting 
information or instructions 
into a particular form.

2	  “Programming 
Patterns: The Story of the 
Jacquard Loom,” Science 
and Industry Museum blog, 
June 25, 2019, https://www.
scienceandindustrymuse-
um.org.uk/objects-and-sto-
ries/jacquard-loom.

3	  To be clear, this relation- 
ship usually wasn’t a good 
one. Laborers destroyed 
Jacquard looms when they 
first began to appear in 
factories because of the 
threat they posed to their 
livelihoods.

4	  Twemlow, “The 
Decriminalisation 
of Ornament.”

The DecoRational intends to engage the discourse 
of ornament with that of rational design…The aim 
is not nostalgia, nor pastiche nor irony, but to re-
flect and engage the complexity of our time.
D E N I S E  G O N Z A L E S  C R I S P,  Toward a Definition of the DecoRational

↑ [FIG. 1] A Jacquard 
Loom (top) and punch 
cards (bottom).

ai engines that can produce images within seconds, I con-
stantly ask myself what it means to give the appearance 
of complex or manual labor through automated processes 
without the skill or time that is required to create something 
by hand. Is my penchant for ornament and the appearance 
of the handcrafted merely a reaction to the erosion of value 
of an artist’s individual expression and artisanship from in-
creasingly intelligent machines? Or does the human-machine 
creative partnership make work that is greater than the 
sum of its parts?

Rather than attempt to simply simulate the human 
hand with the computer, my intention is to leverage tech-
nology to augment the qualities of multiplicity and plurality 
that are inherent in human thought and creativity. If mean-
ing is encoded differently with each iteration, it remains 
malleable to evolving interpretation. Ornament and gener-
ativity challenge the Modernist attitude that sees designers 
as problem solvers and simplifiers. Ornament allows for 
embedding history, layering narratives, and referencing 
traditions and vernaculars outside the Western canon,5 
while generativity enables work that is complex, iterative, 
and open. In Ornamented Encodings, I make work using 
automated processes and unconventional tools, examining 
how these production models expand visual and conceptual 
possibilities and challenge traditional notions of value, craft, 
production, labor, and authorship.

5	 Inglis, “Ornament 
and Possibility.”
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MARKET PICTURE
Abstracting labor

SPREADSHEET & PRINTS, FALL 2022

In today’s complex information economy, value is in-
creasingly abstract rather than based on tangible goods 
and services. The stock market is perhaps the embodi-

ment of abstract value, represented by digits and tickers that 
legions of professionals study, yet repeatedly fail to make 
sense of [FIG. 1]. This abstraction of value extends to the way 
we work, as advancements in technology, specialization of 
labor, large corporate structures, and a myriad of other 
evolutions in the modern workplace increasingly distance 
us from the products of our labors. David Graeber in his 
book Bullshit Jobs comments that as profits are “derived 
less and less from firms involved in commerce or manu-
facturing, and more and more from debt, speculation, and 
the creation of complex financial instruments, so [do] an 
ever-increasing proportion of workers come to make their 
living from manipulating similar abstractions.” 1

Having come of age during the 2008 financial crisis 
and working in corporate America in the years following, 
I experienced firsthand this abstraction of labor and eco-
nomic value. Financial instruments became derivatives of 
derivatives that were so complex that no one foresaw the 
crisis that would cause financial institutions to fail with such 
wide-reaching consequences for individuals far removed 
from the stock market.

1	  David Graeber, Bullshit 
Jobs (New York: Simon & 
Schuster, 2018), 150.

↑ Patterns were printed 
and stored in a manila 
folder “stock portfolio.” 
A real stock portfolio is 
an intangible entity stored 
electronically, but I wanted 
to play with the idea of a 
physical portfolio, contra-
dicting expectations of 
what a stock portfolio is.

In Market Picture, I generate patterns that allude to 
woven textiles using live stock price data in Google Sheets. 
The formal qualities of the patterns make salient the logic 
of the spreadsheet in which they are created. Spreadsheets 
are tools for symbol manipulation, often used by highly paid 
financial analysts to divine the unknowable movements of 
the market, but are used in this project to create images that 
recall weaving, a de-valued yet very tangible and physical 
form of labor.

Much like the specialized lexicon of symbols and 
acronyms that are used to describe the stock market, the 
patterns in Market Picture abstract stock prices into vague 
impressions, implying deeper insight but concealing any 
true understanding. It calls into question the clarity and pre-
science that market data claims to have, challenging what 
critic Benjamin Buchloh calls “the operating logic of late 
capitalism and its positivistic instrumentality.”  2

2	  Benjamin Buchloh as 
cited in Hall, “Bubbles, 
Lines, and String,” 175.

→ [FIG. 1] Electronic 
transmission of stock data 
transformed financial 
markets. Ticker tape was 
the first electronic 
financial communications 
medium, and consisted of 
a printed strip of paper 
with stock price and 
volume data, which was 
sent over telegraph lines.
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Screenshot of the pattern gen-
erator in Google Sheets. Users 
can enter any stock ticker and 
click the Run button, which 
pulls the monthly adjusted 
close price from the past 
twelve months and converts 
it into a pattern.
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A

A–C	 DOLLARS

A	 Hundreds
B	 Tens
C	 Ones
D	 Decimal

Consumer discretionary and staples

Energy and utilities

Financials

Industrials and materials

Information technology and 
communication services

E–H	 CENTS

E	 Tenths
F	 Hundredths
G	 Thousandths
H	 Ten thousandths

1–6	 VALUE

1	 +5
2–6	 +1

1

2

3

4

5

6

B C D E F G H

Key to “read” the pattern. While the patterns 
are designed to give the impression of unread-
ability, they can be decoded. The pattern sim-
ply encodes each digit of the stock price using 
a system similar to the Chinese abacus. Cells 
are colored according to the company’s Global 
Industry Classification Standard sector.

Along with monthly stock price, I created other 
patterns using various systems of my own 
invention for encoding price data. Here is a 
screenshot of a script that creates “totems” 
from a company’s market capitalization data.

Real estate

Health care



Stock price pattern prints of the nine highest 
market capitalization corporations in the US, 
January–December 2022 (front). Colors indicate 
the company’s sector.

Monthly stock price pattern prints of the same 
nine companies (back). Prices in green indicate 
that stock price increased year-over-year in 
2022, and red indicates that the price decreased 
(it was a particularly tough year for tech stocks).





→ A Pelton painting and 
the Photoshop script used 
to generate it.
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PELTON PAINTINGS
An algorithmic homage

SCRIPTED IMAGE, WINTER 2022

“Generative art performs cosmogony,” 1 writes Mitchell 
Whitelaw, “it brings forth a whole artificial world, saying, 
here is my world, and here’s how it works.” 2 The canvas be-
comes a microcosmic world, populated by objects that behave 
according to the processes, relations, and actions defined 
by a system of the artist’s making. In Pelton Paintings, I de-
velop the idea of canvas as cosmos by creating programmed 
images that pay homage to the cosmic, transcendental paint-
ings of Agnes Pelton. I wrote a script in Photoshop that can 
produce an infinite number of permutations based on a 
palette of elements I extracted from Pelton’s body of work. 
I was interested in the capacity of a scripted image to evoke 
the creative hand of a painter, and to see whether it could 
project the symbolic richness and metaphysical vibration of 
Pelton’s paintings. Creating her visual world in code is not 
an attempt to imitate an Agnes Pelton painting; rather, it is 
an act of reinterpreting the rules of her universe through 
close analysis as a way to bring it to life.

1	  Cosmogony is the 
branch of science that 
deals with the origin of 
the universe, especially 
the solar system.

2	  Mitchell Whitelaw, 
“System Stories and 
Model Worlds: A Critical 
Approach to Generative 
Art,” in Readme 100: 
Temporary Software 
Art Factory, ed. Olga 
Goriunova (Norderstedt: 
BoD, 2006), 141.



127PELTON PAINTINGSORNAMENTED ENCODINGSpart iii.CROSSOVER LOGICS126

Pelton’s artworks feature a common vocabulary 
of glowing orbs, luminous low horizons, stars, 
and mountainous landscapes.

Pelton’s paint-
ings are compo-
sitionally often 
divided into 
thirds. The top 
third is occupied 
by sky and a ran-
domly assigned 
framing device.

A dynamically 
generated light 
to dark gradi-
ent drawn from 
a color palette 
sampled from 
Pelton’s work 
gives the im-
pression of a 
glowing horizon.

The middle third 
contains a ran-
dom number of 
luminous circles, 
each assigned 
a randomized 
position.

The bottom 
third is randomly 
populated with 
motifs drawn 
from Pelton’s 
work (moun-
tains, waves, 
and circles).

Randomized 
number of stars

After analyzing Pelton’s body of work, 
I attempted to capture the programmable 
logic of her compositions.
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EMERGENCE,  
FRACTAL, LEXICON

Modular making

POSTERS, FALL 2022

Emergence 1, Fractal 2, Lexicon 3 is a triptych of posters that 
reflects on and highlights key facets of my design process. 
The posters are created using a program written in 
Processing,4 which tiles together modular units that can be 
combined to form generative patterns. The making of these 
posters followed a process that I use often in my practice: 
the creation of constituent pieces which are collaged to-
gether with both programming and by hand to form the final 
composition. I describe this way of working as emergent 
and fractal because it relies on simple units that form a 
more complex composition through systematic recursion, 
repetition, and transformation. These units constitute the 
lexicon that defines the visual vocabulary of my work.

1	  In philosophy, systems 
theory, science, and art, 
emergence occurs when an 
entity is observed to have 
properties its parts do not 
have on their own, proper-
ties or behaviors that emerge 
only when the parts interact 
in a wider whole.

2	  A fractal is a curve or 
geometric figure in which 
patterns infinitely recur at 
progressively smaller scales.

3	  A lexicon is the vocab- 
ulary of a language, an 
individual speaker or group 
of speakers, or a subject.

4	  Processing is a 
programming library 
developed by Casey Reas 
and Ben Fry for artists 
and designers.

→ Typography composed 
from Processing modules.
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↑ Detail view of one set of modules.
↗ Modules were designed to be tiled 
in any direction.



EMERGENCE, FRACTAL, LEXICON134 CROSSOVER LOGICS ORNAMENTED ENCODINGSpart iii. 135

Emergence. Because emergence is a phenome-
non seen in the natural world, I used modules 
with organic forms to conjure a sense of growth. 
The plant-like modules were designed by my 
classmate Jenni Oughton.

Fractal. In this design, I used geometric shapes 
and recursion to illustrate the infinite nature of 
fractals. The composition begins to take on an 
ornamental quality.
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Lexicon. In this exploration, I collage forms 
together to create a visual lexicon.

Poster installation, along with the Processing 
program that generated the graphics.
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RISD GRAD SHOW 2023
Representing the creativity of our student body

BRAND IDENTITY, SPRING 2023

Classmate and collaborator Zach Scheinfeld and I were 
commissioned to co-develop the brand identity and web-
site for the 2023 risd Grad Show, an annual exhibition 
for graduating Masters students held at the Rhode Island 
Convention Center. While the diverse graduate student body 
is typically presented as a collection of different depart-
ments, we wanted to highlight individual students while 
still representing the graduating class as a cohesive whole. 
We decided to take a data-driven approach, using basic de-
mographic information and a survey with five prompts to 
glean insights into the risd grad class’ experiences during 
their time at school.1

The identity of the show was driven by the website, 
in which we literally interpret the idea of students being 
three-dimensional and multifaceted individuals by repre-
senting each student as a cube. Each face of the cube en-
codes the students’ survey responses, and users can explore 
the various sides of the cubes through dynamic interaction 
and motion design.

For the print applications, we drew on the geometric 
shapes used on the website to create vibrant visuals that 
reflect the creative spirit of risd students. The lexicon of 
shapes forms a modular system that can be broken apart 
and reused in different configurations throughout the iden-
tity system. Bespoke glyphs, themselves composed of geo-
metric shapes, complemented our primary typeface. These 
elements come together to form a whole that is greater than 
the sum of its parts, much like the risd student body.

1	 The questions were:

 What tools and materials 
are most important to 
your practice?

During my time at risd, 
three words I’ve been thinking 
about the most are…

What song would be on the 
soundtrack to your grad 
school experience?

What book, article, or 
piece of writing was most 
informative to your grad 
school experience?

After I graduate from risd, 
I will remember this the most.

→ RISD Grad Show 2023 
wordmark.



The RISD Grad Show 2023 homepage randomizes the 
order of student cubes as well as which face of the 
cube is displayed so that every visit to the website 
shows a different view of the student body. Visit the 
website at www.risdgrad.show.



(Top) The is working with filter displays the 
tools and materials most important to that 
student’s practice. (Bottom) The is thinking 
about filter reveals the ideas and concepts that 
the student has been thinking about most 
during their time at RISD.

(Top) Clicking the is listening to filter shows the 
song that would be on the soundtrack to that 
student’s grad experience. (Bottom) The will 
remember filter shows the student’s response 
to the prompt, “After I graduate from RISD, 
I will remember this the most.”



The cubes dynamically turn in 3D space when 
navigating between filters.
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We made a pattern generator, 
coded in Python, that created 
graphics based on our system 
of geometric shapes. The tool 
allowed us to vary parameters 
like width, height, and color so 
we could create graphics for a 
wide variety of applications.
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↑ Print ad in Providence Monthly magazine.
→ Posters hung up around the RISD campus.



Wall vinyl installation 
at the Rhode Island 
Convention Center. 
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→ [FIG. 2] Terraform 
(Hematite Displacement), 
2018. This series of 
paintings suggests 
abstract landscapes 
from a technological, 
aerial perspective. They 
were generated with 
chance stains on the 
canvas, which were then 
traced with algorithmi-
cally plotted lines. The 
resulting work is diagram-
matic and map-like.

↑ [FIG. 1] An image from 
Daniel’s Terraform Are.na 
channel.
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daniel lefcourt’s artistic practice engages the 
discipline of painting through the lens of scientific, 
industrial, and military imaging technologies. In 
his work, he investigates generative systems, chance, 
procedural design, and artificial intelligence. We 
talked about the metaphors of generativity and its 
legacy in abstract painting, the objectivity of making 
with algorithms, and what artificial intelligence 
might be to artists and designers in the future.

serena ho Your practice is very multifaceted in terms of 
the media you engage with. How do you see these diverse 
segments of your practice coalescing into a cohesive body 
of work?

daniel lefcourt They don’t do that [laughs]. It doesn’t 
coalesce ever… I actually make an effort not to go down 
that road. I try and think of it more as a constellation; my 
practice as an artist is like a constellation of points.1 What 
do you want to bring into that constellation of points, and 
what’s outside of it? It’s a moving constellation too.

Well, what is consistent in your work is engagement with 
technology and use of generative processes. How did you 
arrive at this way of working?

With the Terraform paintings [FIG. 2], I started looking 
at a lot of drone footage. If you go to my Are.na pro-
file, you’ll see one channel called Terraform [FIG. 1], and 
you can see all the imagery that I was looking at around 
what’s called “remote sensing,” which is the discipline of 
measuring objects without making physical contact. Any 
type of spatial measurement that doesn’t involve touch-
ing is called remote sensing. 

I like this term as a metaphor. It’s about our alien-
ation from the physical, which I think we can all relate to.

So, on the one hand, I was doing this very di-
rect process of pouring paint and engaging physically 
with surfaces and materials. On the other hand, the 

1	 Being in the middle 
of writing this thesis and 
trying to encapsulate my 
work in the defined contain-
er that is this book, this 
really resonated with me. It 
was refreshing to hear that 
a creative practice need not 
coalesce; it can be dynamic 
and varied.



↑ [FIG. 4] Allan McCollum 
applies the methodologies 
of mass production to 
handmade objects. He 
uses generative systems 
and typologies to create 
vast vocabularies of form. 
For example, in his 2006 
Shapes Project, he pro- 
duced a unique shape for 
every person on earth.

↑ [FIG. 3] Images from the 
Anti-Scan series, created 
with 3D scanning. While 
photogrammetry is used 
for highly precise imag-
ing in scientific fields like 
forensics and cartography, 
Daniel uses these technol-
ogies to capture glitches 
and errors in the material 
world, which are then 
recorded in paint.
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algorithmic processes create a distancing effect from 
the surface. I would photograph the stained canvas then 
I’d bring that into Rhino Grasshopper, and then start 
running algorithms on them to produce the drawings. 
The drawings then get mapped directly back onto the 
painting itself.

If you picture the horizontal painting and the art-
ist/painter hovering above the surface—I started think-
ing about that physical orientation as an analogy to the 
position of a satellite above a planet. I was thinking about 
world-building and about a kind of surveillance of the 
canvas space, and then thinking about the fantasy of mil-
itary technology, of hovering above the earth and having 
this kind of all-knowing understanding of the planet itself. 
And that became a kind of central analogy in that work, of 
the hovering painter and the fantasy of domination and 
control. There is a kind of masculine fantasy built into 
both of those processes.

Yet you’re giving up control to the machine, at least as far 
as your own personal control.

…And to the chance of the drips—physical chance. A lot of 
them are blind…I have this big table that I can pour paint 
onto, and then just dip the canvas so it’s just totally blind. 
Yeah, so it’s playing with that chance and control. I’m think-
ing about those as generative systems as well. Generative 
systems don’t have to just be algorithmic systems.

What draws you to generative art?

That’s a good question. Within fine art, I’m coming to 
it through abstraction, and the history of abstraction. I 

studied under Alan McCollum [FIG. 4]; he was my thesis 
adviser as a graduate student.

In the ‘70s, he’s coming up with generative systems, 
sets of variables that produce infinite combinations. He’s 
doing it in the context of minimalism and conceptual art, 
so it’s very different from design in a sense.

He’s thinking about generative systems as meta-
phor or analogy or allegory. He’s thinking about consumer 
culture, he’s thinking about mass production, and the 
relationship of mass production to fine arts 2 and the re-
lationship of mass production to formalist processes, ab-
straction, geometric abstraction, and all these histories.

It’s also like a real personal thing of…you’re trying 
to get away from yourself. You can’t make discoveries 
unless you get away from your own taste, your own ten-
dencies, your own kind of preconceptions of what art is, 
of what artists do. So you introduce elements of chance 
in order to get away from yourself and your own class, 
your gender, your race—all that. As a middle class person, 
you have certain tastes, and you’re educated in a certain 
way—and so I saw in chance systems and abstraction a 
way to get away, a path away from my own preconceived 
ideas of quality.3

2	 The highlighting of 
modes of production in 
conceptual art remains 
relevant in graphic design, 
a field intimately inter-
twined with commerce 
and mass production.

3	 This comment helped 
me frame my own approach 
to generativity. Whereas 
Daniel’s approach is about 
employing algorithms to 
distance his art from his 
own subjectivity, I realized 
during this conversation I 
very much do the opposite.

You can’t make discoveries unless you get away 
from your own taste, your own tendencies, your 

own kind of preconceptions of what art is, 
of what artists do.



→ [FIG. 5] ohne Titel 
(Skizze zu: 1. Plan Drehung 
1+2+3+4+), 1968. German 
conceptual artist Hanne 
Darboven based her work 
on time. Her pieces are 
filled with handwritten 
mathematical calculations, 
calendar markings, and 
written passages based 
off personal numerical 
systems that document 
her life. These systems 
serve as both the produc-
tion process and subject 
of her art.

↑ [FIG. 6] Forms from the 
Leviathan series, gener-
ated without code, using 
Photoshop actions.
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It’s interesting that you approach generativity from a 
place of distancing and objectivity. Do you feel like you 
lose a sense of personal authorship when you leave things 
to chance and the algorithm?

You’ve touched on like the heart of the anxiety of algorith-
mic art. So you come up with the system—how do you as-
sess quality, the good versus the bad? Do you come back 
in and become an editor, an aesthetic taste editor of your 
own algorithm? Well, that’s one approach.

At times I do that, sure. But the other approach is 
somebody like Alan McCollum or an artist like Hanne 
Darboven [FIG. 5], where it’s an attempt to get away from 
aesthetics altogether, in which case you would not edit. 
It’s just about the system. That, to me, seems a more 
truthful form, true to the work itself, true to the medium, 
if we’re talking about art.

For design, that’s a different thing. Sometimes 
you’re just using generative systems to create new inter-
esting formal discoveries, right? And that’s fine. It’s not 
a judgmental thing. If you have a problem to solve, it can 
be useful in that sense.

I wanted to shift the conversation to some of your 
Photoshop work with scripts and actions [FIG. 6]. What 
drew you to Photoshop as a generative tool?

I was trained as a painter, as a commercial artist 
from a young age. I learned painting pre-digital. Then 

Photoshop came along and it replaced that earlier world. 
If you look at the Photoshop brushes, I mean, the default 
brush is an airbrush. It’s all a metaphor for these physical 
processes, and so I became totally fascinated with it.

I never thought about Photoshop in relation to gen-
erative systems until I saw Travess Smalley’s4 work, and 
then I was like, oh, yeah, that’s kind of brilliant. My asso-
ciations were very different. There was Processing on the 
one hand, and there was Photoshop on the other, which 
is totally different. So I just started playing around with it, 
and started with the generative actions.5 The whole gen-
erative Photoshop actions project came out of teaching, 
and then the pandemic and having to switch to online. I 
just explored that and did a workshop one day with my 
students, where we just played with actions and tried to 
make some complex systems. 

You make a lot of your tools accessible for free to the 
public [FIG. 7]. What about distributing your own tools is 
interesting to you?

This is another option for generative art. So we talked 
about designing aesthetically pleasing, tasteful [sys-
tems] for formal discovery, for commercial graphics, or 
something like that. We’ve talked about exploring sys-
tems for their metaphorical potential and artistic poten-
tial in and of themselves. And then this would be another, 
which is tool building. And that is a new thing for me, and 
I’m super interested in it.

This has actually led to specific jobs. I’m actually 
now advising some of these AI companies in tool building 
and I think it’s because they saw the plugin and all this AI 
stuff I’ve done over the years.

4	 Travess Smalley is an 
artist who uses computa-
tion to make generative 
image systems.

5	 Designed to automate 
repetitive workflows, 
Photoshop actions allow 
users to record a sequence 
of commands (without 
code) and play them on 
other files.

↓ [FIG. 7] Photoshop 
plugins available on Adobe 
Exchange. Shape Shifter 
(left) is a tool for exploring 
recursive forms; Chance 
Machine (right) is a tool 
that plays with chance, 
creating compositions 
using randomized shapes, 
color, position, etc.
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In what capacity are you advising them?

It’s this interesting moment because they’ve made all 
these toys, these incredible magic tools that generate 
images, and they don’t know anything about art. They 
don’t know anything about design.

I actually think there’s very limited use for sitting 
there and typing a prompt and getting out some random 
image. It’s a neat novelty trick, but how are we actually 
going to make this useful? I have a lot of ideas for how to 
do that.

You have made a lot of images using ai [FIGS. 8, 9]. Do you 
think they can be appreciated for their own artistic merit, 
regardless of whether or not it was made with ai?

I’ve spent much of the summer and the fall really trying 
to think through what this is, this new tech. I’ve kind of 
broke it down into four levels, I would say.

In some ways it’s an extension of scrolling and 
browsing. You know, the kind of standard addictive behav-
ior of Instagram or anything else where you’re just passing 
through image after image…It’s almost like a generative 
image browsing tool, not much more than that. That’s not 
creation. That’s just content, empty content.

So you generate, and you start browsing around, 
and you generate more. But then you maybe stick with 
the project, and you start making more and more images. 

It’s just about the system. That, to me, seems a 
more truthful form, true to the work itself, true 

to the medium, if we’re talking about art.

↗ [FIG. 8] From a series 
illustrating Kim Stanley 
Robinson’s Ministry for 
the Future using text-to-
image AI.

And maybe you’re 100 variations into creating a certain 
set of images. And then you start to feel like you’ve made 
something, and it almost starts to feel like a drawing 
practice. And so something shifts. That shift from the 
browsing to the making is very subtle, and there’s no 
clear line there.

Then you keep going. You bring it into Photoshop 
and you’re combining it with other tools. Then it really 
just becomes another tool within your tool set of your 
creative practice. It starts to resemble more conventional 
artistic processes.6

Right, it’s about the way it’s used and not necessarily 
about the technology itself. I know we are at time so I’ll 
let you go. Thank you so much for your time. This was 
really interesting and I definitely have a lot to think about!

Thank you, it was great meeting you and keep in touch.

6	 The specter of ai 
completely automating 
the jobs of designers, 
illustrators, and other 
image makers is perhaps 
overblown. Creatives will 
figure out ways to capit- 
alize on this technology 
to enhance their artistic 
process. That said, I can’t 
imagine these disciplines 
won’t have their casualties, 
though it is hard to predict 
what this will look like.

↑ [FIG. 9] From the 
Synthetic Portraits series, 
a set of deepfake portraits 
generated with AI.
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denise gonzales crisp is a graphic designer, writer, 
and educator who has been engaged in an ongoing 
research project on what she calls the DecoRational. 
In her writing “Toward a Definition of the DecoRational,” 
which helped inform my own views on ornament, she 
attempts “to engage the discourse of ornament with that 
of rational design.” In our conversation, we discussed 
how to reconcile meaning, ornament, rational 
systems, and technology in contemporary graphic design.

serena ho Your essay “Toward a Definition of the 
DecoRational” touches on a lot of the things that I’ve been 
thinking about lately. I’m interested in the collision of ra-
tional, systematic thinking and the world of the subjective, 
the patterned, and the ornamental.

denise gonzales crisp The nature of the decorative 
tends to be rooted in systems. There’s typically an over-
arching logic to it. I think, in particular, of Islamic pattern 
[FIG. 2]. But patterns from various cultures all have mean-
ing. None of it is superfluous. It’s all communicative, for 
the most part.

How can the decorational be integral to communication 
rather than superfluous?

The way that I think that decoration can exist in graphic de-
sign is exactly through code, it is exactly through using the 
technologies that can create the details of communication.

But we’re still very much a part of this modernist 
tradition, whether we like to think so or not. I’m actu-
ally a little dogged by that myself, because I very much 
appreciate the modern sensibility but I think you have to 
make a decision to not so much go against it, but to in-
corporate other things. So it’s really more your decision 
as a designer to give credence to [approaches outside of 
modernism] as potential expression.

 And then that suggests—what is the value of orna-
ment? What is the value of embellishment? And I actu-
ally don’t like that word embellishment, as I’m using it, 
because if it’s embellishment, it suggests that it’s added 
on versus being integral.1 So if we can believe in the idea 
that the decorative has cultural and social meaning and 
therefore significance, then you’re able to incorporate it 
in some way. It’s a knowledgeable decision coming off of 
postmodernism, because the principles are embedded 
a bit in postmodern thought—and that is that you don’t 
throw away all this history in order to create a new con-
temporary reality.

The decision of what makes our reality now is in 
part a product of some power somewhere that you could 
trace back to if you wanted to. [In using ornament] you’re 
bringing forward that which has been undervalued be-
cause of the hegemonic.2

But it’s also not postmodern because it’s not ironic. 
It’s actually taking ornament at face value, and trying to 

1	 The idea that pattern 
and ornament can—and 
should—contain meaning 
rather than just fill a 
surface, that it can unite 
the systematic, rational 
approach of Modernism 
and traditions of pattern 
and ornament, allowed me 
to find the connection 
between contemporary 
graphic design and the 
world of the ornamental.

2	 See my discussion on 
Tiger Dingsun’s concept of 

“epistemic disobedience” 
on page 15.

↑ [FIG. 2] Calligraphy is a 
major motif in Islamic 
pattern. Language carries 
both philosophical and 
spiritual meaning as well 
as ornamental value.

↑ [FIG. 1] Cover design 
for Denise’s “Toward a 
Definition of the 
DecoRational.”

↑ [FIG. 3] A painted “quilt” 
by Denise, based on the 
Munsell color system.
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give it its worth. So when I first started using the decora-
tive, it was more about using an aesthetic and a language 
that had been dismissed.

You mentioned that pattern has meaning. Do you think 
pattern needs meaning to be integral?

No, my interest in using it is more about the DecoRational. 
So the rationality part of it. So what would be the prin-
ciples that make it more rational? It’s not just about 
repetition. There’s something that we get from rational 

→ [FIG. 4] Art Center 
College of Design 
Catalog, 2001–2002 
(designed by Denise with 
Ethan Gladstone and 
Yasmin Khan). The catalog 
features patterns formed 
from crops of student work.

In using ornament, you’re bringing forward 
that which has been undervalued because of 

the hegemonic.

thought or critical thinking that leads us down that path, 
and it guides that path.

There’s also a relationship to craft. If I was going 
to make a pattern using computation, then it couldn’t 
just be a replication of embroidery. It has to do what that 
technology can do. So to me that’s an important princi-
ple—that relationship to technologies.

So not just replicating historical patterns, but subverting 
them in some way, or enhancing them with the new tools 
that we have.

Yeah, I think that’s an important part.

I wanted to talk about the idea of beauty. I think ornament 
is traditionally expected to be beautiful and appealing. 
Does the ornamental have to be beautiful?

There can be cacophonous pattern or cacophonous 
ornament. I think of someone like Antoni Gaudí. That’s 
not beautiful [FIG. 5].

I’m also of the opinion that human beings are by 
definition binary. (I don’t mean that in an anti non-binary 
way). What I mean is, we’re two halves of a whole and we 
are on a center axis, and we see the world on that kind 
of axis, and therefore any kind of pattern is pleasing and 
satisfying because we are pattern seekers [FIG. 6]. So if 
you’re talking about some sort of repetition or some sort 
of pattern that goes into the ornament, then it has an au-
tomatic attraction. It’d be interesting to think about the 
degrees of so-called beautifulness, which, of course, is 
culturally bound.

And then looking at different cultures, this idea 
of repetition, of centering on something—for example, 
butterfly [symmetry]—it’s pretty much consistent 
throughout history, across all cultures.3

You’ve been looking at the DecoRational as a research 
topic for a while. What has changed over the years? What 
do you notice in our contemporary graphic design land-
scape in terms of how decoration is used and valued?

I would say it’s no more accepted than before. My stu-
dents, they would always actually gravitate toward pat-
tern because it fills space. And so I would actually have 
to fight them. Like, that’s too facile, you know, and any-
body can do it. There’s no craft in it. It’s kind of like in 

3	 This is one of the 
things that draws me to 
pattern and ornament. 
There is something 
elemental about it that 
seems to transcend time 
and place.

↑ [FIG. 6] Leonardo da 
Vinci’s Vitruvian Man (c. 
1490) represents the ideal 
body proportions, which 
includes perfect symmetry.

↑ [FIG. 5] Antoni Gaudí’s 
Casa Vicens (1885) in 
Barcelona. Its ornamented 
facade was influenced by 
Moorish architecture.
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the ‘80s when people put triangles on everything with 
drop shadows [FIG. 7]. It looks nice, but it doesn’t contain 
meaning. So I usually try to steer them away from it. Or if 
you really want to do it, what’s your rationale for it?

Is it important for a viewer to understand the rationale? 
Do you think graphic designers have a responsibility to 
make it clear what the rationale behind a design is?

In order to provide that rationale, I would take the posi-
tion of a craftsman. There’s just the joy of making it, and 
the skill in making it is evidence; the depth that you read 
from that evidence is unnecessary in a way.4 And so as a 
craftsperson, there is that element to what we do.

And also, by the way, let’s not forget the very thing 
that the modernists wanted to resist was crafts. Adolf 
Loos was arguing against the barbaric nature of decora-
tion. Like people get tattoos, and [he thought] that was 
just barbaric. But also, in the 19th century, they were 
stamping out decorative goods like pennies, causing 
them to lose their value.

So, getting back to your question. I think it’s a lost 
idea but I still think it’s relevant.

The whole design industry is geared toward effi-
ciency. You can’t make things like a craftsman does. You 
can’t customize everything because you’ll never make the 
money for the hours that you’re putting into it. A crafts-
man can because you pay a craftsman what they’re worth, 
or for the value of that artifact because of its beauty, be-
cause of the skill that went into it. But in graphic design, 
you have to make an asset out of expediency.

So that’s where coding would be really interesting 
to me; it’s inclusive of that expediency, and it’s genera-
tive. It reminds me of what’s happening with ChatGPT.

Do you consider work made with ai substanceless, if 
we’re talking about the idea of craft? Because none of 
that skill went into it at all.

I suppose if you’re using those things, you’d have to fig-
ure out, where’s the pinnacle of skill and discernment in 

4	 The beauty of the 
crafted object is in the 
visible evidence of the 
artist’s skill, labor, and 
time. However, this stan- 
dard for evaluating the 
merits of craftsmanship 
is changing as technology 
expedites and automates 
production.

↑ [FIG. 7] The “ 1980s 
triangle pattern” derives 
from the Memphis Group, 
founded by Italian designer 
and architect Ettore Sottsass. 
While their bold, colorful 
works appear to be purely 
visual eye candy, they are 
meaningful in the way they 
challenged modernist de- 
sign with their irreverent 

“form not function” ethos.

→ “Don’t let your 
dogma overwhelm your 
DECORATIONAL.” 
Designed by Denise 
using Zuzana Licko’s 
Hypnopaedia typeface.

this generative tool? So you’re not going to get it in the 
tool itself. AI is limited, and it relies on the abduction of 
human beings to do something with it, with their intuition.

So I was in a conversation recently with my friend and 
we were talking about how ChatGPT can write an essay 
now. And there’s frankly no way you can stop students 
from doing it because it’s almost impossible to detect. And 
he’s like, well, yeah, so we have to change how we teach 
writing. Rather than writing the bazillionth essay about, 
you know, the Civil War and Abraham Lincoln, you’d write 
a prompt and generate an essay first, and then the real 
writing would come in your analysis of the essay and its 
veracity. One of the things about the computation is that 
it has to naturally change how we think about crafting.

That’s really interesting. Denise, I know we have to wrap 
up so thank you for your time again. It’s been a pleasure 
talking to you.

You too, take care, bye.

One of the things about the computation is 
that it has to naturally change how we think 

about crafting.
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