
graphic design history
1960 — sometime in the future
syllabus & course description

jessica d’elena

Department Liberal Arts and Sciences
Number ARH-231-01

Units 3
Lab Fees none

Hours Thursdays 12:00pm-3:00pm
Length 12 weeks

Graphic Design History 2 will explore the periods of design practice loosely beginning 
with the high corporate 1960s, fringe design activity, continuing through Postmodernism, 
neo-ornamentalism and concluding open-endedly with a real time contemporary focus 
on new graphic design frameworks, the renaissance of the design “agenda”, and the 
digital discourse, especially responses to mobility and data as new architectural and 
design surfaces.

Students will be required to respond frequently, through visual or critical writing 
assignments, to presented materials. Each assignment will be geared toward provok-
ing students to question established canons of design, to make arguments for or 
against their validity, to conceive of possible alternative or tangential histories and 
their applied value systems, and finally to imagine, unpack and establish their own 
design approaches and determinations.

This course is largely about movement toward an imaginary and hypothetical design 
“future history”. It is the presentation of a trajectory that is ultimately toward you as a 
practicing designer. Just as chronologically, design history moves along a temporal 
path from past to present, ideologically design history moves in a non-linear trajectory 
from outside to inside, from exterior influences to the interior of the designer.

Students will be offered both an objective and subjective foundational knowledge of 
chronological historical threads, paired with tangential graphic design contexts and 
relationships to other disciplines in an effort to empower them to critically evaluate 
graphic design value systems so they may be able to challenge, embrace and most 
importantly, articulate their own. 

Bi-weekly critical writing/visual assignments will be turned in, in the form of responses 
and analysis of the given weeks content. These are aimed at provoking students to 
process specific relevancies about the associated week’s discussion. Two more robust 
critical writing assignments will be required from each of you that addresses the 
course/reading content and asks you to take an evaluative, theoretical, and considered 
approach to the materials addressed.

Students are able to form articulate value systems in association with historic and 
contemporary graphic design nodes, supply arguments against and/or in support of 
design contexts and canons. Thru critical thinking exercises/writing assignments, 
required readings, and class activity (which will include group discussions and multi-
media lecture material), students will discover, reiterate, or reconsider the make-up 
of their own personal design agenda.

Students will use their knowledge of the connective tissue between historical and 
contemporary design, as well as the non-linear nodal relationship between graphic 
design and other social disciplines, the investigation of their value systems toward 
those threads to formulate and drive the focus of their personal design practice. By 
critically and visually mapping proposed design canons from the 60s forward, students 
will be equipped to “unpack” their suitcase of influential forces, in turn, conducting a 
map for their personal design agenda they may to follow.

Course Summary

Learning Objectives

Comprehension

Knowledge

Application
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Deconstructing the highly publicized celebrity designer personas of Paul Rand and 
Robert Brownjohn reveals parallels and contrasts; defining purities of form and the 
multiplicity of meaning. Fixed between the battle over good and evil the humble de-
signer Saul Bass elevates movie titles to an adored art form. Plus, advertising strate-
gies, “The Big Idea”, including the Chermayeff & Geismar agency.

Readings: 
Pens and Needles – Robert Brownjohn: Conceptual Design - Katy H.

“High Modernism on Madison Avenue” – Paul Rand; Stephen Heller
“Modernism Comes to Madison” – The Conquest of Cool; Thomas Frank

Assignment: 
Your Design Family Tree
Students will write a short auto-biography of their own ‘design genealogy’. They will 
select ten influences (books, artists, musicians, architects, authors, specific pieces of 
work, etc…) from which to expound on to form a written lineage of their present day 
‘design agenda’.

Conceptual art movements connected to design, specifically design’s participation in 
the scripted space, planning and staging, and ideas about frameworks/contexts. Both 
FLUXUS and The Situationist International contribute to theory and practice in repre-
sentation, liberating the image and are thought to be both the greatest critics of and 
cultural contributors to early capitalism.

Readings:
“Language Identity & the Avant-garde” – Neoism, Plagerism and Praxis; 
Stewart Home
“Aesthetics and Resistence” – Neoism, Plagerism and Praxis; Stewart Home
The Society of the Spectacle, Selections; Guy Debord
“Statement on Intermedia” - Dick Higgins
“Historical Design and Social Purpose: A Note on the Relationship of FLUXUS 
to Modernism” - Fluxus: A Conceptual Country - Stephen C. Foster

Cataloging experimentation with product design leads to contributors Joe Columbo 
and Ettore Sottsass while optimistic utopianism precedes a drive into the postmodern 
territory from out of a modernist stronghold.

Readings: 
“Invention Design & Evasion Design” - Superstudio
“Radical Architecture” - Italy: The New Domestic Landscape - Germano Celant

Appropriation and re-contextualization are emblematic tools for taking subjective li-
cense with graphic design historical narratives. Guest Lecturer: Victor Hu presents 
his graduate thesis “History of Graphic Design Magazine” in which he demonstrates 
how the value systems applied to design canons can and should be re-evaluated as a 
matter of design education.

Assignment: 
Visual Thesaurus Mapping Assignment
Students will use a particular segment of individuals, groups, evcents and movements 
to create a genealogical map that identifies levels of significance that preceeds the 
development of future movements. Students are encouraged to use their own evalua-
tions of the material to determine the value system assigned to particular players.

Lecture 1
Messiahs, Gods and Humble Servants in 

the Church of High Coprorate 60s

Lecture 2
Design Discourse Invades Marginalia 

& Marginalia Bites Back

Lecture 3
Italian Industrial Design from 

the 60s to the 80s

Lecture 4
Revisionist Historians
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Recapping the influence of The Letterists on Guy Debord’s Situationist movement, 
which, in turn, provoked subsequent graphic design genres, notably the punk and post-
modernist work of Jaime Reid and Barbara Kruger. Also, a look at how oppositional 
culture-practices, specifically where graphic design operates, is pacified by popular 
absorption.

Readings: 
“The Spectacle” - Lipstick Traces - Griel Marcus
“Flux Continuum: The Influence of FLUXUS on Later Movements” Neoism, Plagerism 
and Praxis;- Stewart Home

The album cover fetish of the 1980s epitomizes postmodern design development, typi-
cally in the work of Peter Saville, Tibor Kalman, the young brits Malcom Garrett and 
Neville Brody. Rick Poyner’s No Rules: Postmodernism and Graphic Design, Hard 
Werken

Readings:
Subculture and the Meaning of Style - Selections TBD - Dick Hebdige

Inaccurately described as a design movement driven by entropy and indifference, the 
icons of mid-postmodernism illustrate they were actually embracing ideologies and 
unifying otherwise distant operations of communication practices. A look at the work 
of Wolfgang Weingart, Jeff Keedy, Lorraine Wild, Ed Fella, and a slew of others. Major 
typographic shifts take shape; Émigré, Rudy VanDerlans, The Ten Commandments of 
Typography/Type Heresy

Readings:
“On Overcoming Modernism” - Looking Closer - Lorraine Wild
The Ten Commandments of Typography/Type Heresy - Paul Felton

Reactions against consumerism (hippie modernism), rejection of “consumer modern-
ism” as the dominant high style, Push Pin Studios and stylistic eclecticism, The Whole 
Earth Catalog and Milton Glasier’s psychedelia,. Tadanori Yokoo  injects postwar 
poster design with sin and unrestraint while Archigram capitalizes on graphic design 
practice to illustrate their injected cities.

Readings:
Archigram - Selections TBD - Ed. Peter Cook
“The Message of Archigram” - Archigram, Experimental Architecture 
1961-1974 - Taro Igarashi
“Resisting the Usual” - The Conquest of Cool  - Thomas Frank
“Hip as Official Capitalist Style” - The Conquest of Cool  - Thomas Frank 

There was a revival of interest in the vernacular and the baroque as reactions against 
reductivism of late modern design.  The architectural interpretations of Las Vegas 
were largely discussed by Robert Venturi. Rick Poyner on Designing Pornotopia rein-
troduces many of Venturi’s earlier points. Clarifying the difference between postmod-
ern appropriation that creates a third dialog or analysis and that which merely abuses 
history for commercial purposes; Paula Scher, April Greiman.

Readings: 
“NonStraightforward Architecture: A Gentle Manifesto” - Robert Venturi
“On Ducks and Decoration” - Denise Scott Brown and Robert Venturi
A History of Special Effects - Selections TBD - Norman Klein
Designing Pornotopia -  Selections TBD - Rick Poyner

Lecture 5
Popularization of the Culture Industry

& Punk is a Souvenier

Lecture 6
Primo Postmodernism

Lecture 7
That’s So 90s & Graphic Design’s 

Children of the Corn

Lecture 8
Painting the Town Red

Lecture 9
More Postmomdern Permutations
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Confronting the absence of minority canons in graphic design historical narratives. 
Guest Lecturer: Tasheka Arceneaux presents several projects that epitomize the cen-
tral themes of her work.  Deconstructing the self-published works, “A Primer for Black 
Graphic Designers”, “Do What Y’Wanna”, “Versus”, and “Kongo: Reinventing the Visual 
Culture of Black New Orleans”, Arceneaux will address missing and unrecognized 
graphic design threads.

Assignment: 
Alternative Design History
Write an article on a particular chain of events that you find influencial yet un-dis-
cussed within the discourse of graphic design.

A peculiar juxtaposition comparing “alienating design” with the contemporary drive 
toward maximized sociability. David Carson is dead, redesigning the social space with 
video game culture. A look back at the technophelia that erupted in self-initiated and 
commercial graphic design projects in the 90s and its resurfacing in contemporary 
interactive frameworks.

Assignment: 
Name the State
Summarize your view of the current state of graphic design. Write a short paragraph 
that includes a title and description of the kind of graphic design you think dominates 
present day practice and theory.

Guest Lecturer: Benjamin Bratton discusses how communications and transporta-
tion scenarios considerably drive a new global way-finding typology, as well as, the 
graphical languages used to re-represent space and time; a closer look at Winy Maas’ 
METACITY/DATATOWN

Readings: 
METACITY/DATATOWN - Winy Maas
Reader on the Aesthetics of Mobility - Sections TBD - Ed. Anthony Hoete

Motion design houses (Logan, Stardust, Imaginary Forces, Motion Theory)

Readings:
“Style is Not a Four Letter Word” - Emigre No. 67 - Jeffery Keedy
Greasing the Wheels of Capitalism - Looking Closer 4 - Jeffery Keedy

 

 

Lecture 10
Milk Carton Canons: 

Design History & Its Holes

Lecture 11
From a Me Society to a Wii Society

Lecture 12
Data As Design, Mobility As Popularized 

Contemporary Architecture

Lecture 13
New Ornamentalism & 

The Return to Style Mountain


