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It's a Huge
World
After All

My first abstract for [ethno]graphic design read more like a
doomsday report. The abstract spoke of the immense power of
visual communication and the ethical role of a graphic designer
in this increasingly interconnected world. | sent out a call to arms
for designers to act as cultural ambassadors and become me-
diators between differing factions. In my newly reformed world
view, | suddenly realized that everything | designed had impli-
cations, and that someone, somewhere on this planet could be

maimed by something my mouse and | did. With this in mind |

proposed a solution: ‘Designers need to become anthropologists.

Somewhere close to the peak of my ethical mountaintop | started
to see more clearly. | began to realize that the aim of being cultur-
ally critical of your own work doesn’t have to be a moral crusade
for the betterment of mankind. What is needed is a broader shift
in perspective — one that acknowledges both the complexities
of visual communication and the complexities of the people using
it. [ethno]graphic design is about designing effectively, as if one
were an anthropologist — studying the multitude of ways in which
humans use visual information to communicate with one another.
Perhaps designers do not need to become anthropologists, but it
may help to think like one.

l[ethno]graphic design is an ever-evolving approach to graphic
design which utilizes anthropological methods in the creative
process. This approach, outlined over the following pages, was
the result of two years of research, creative exploration and an
openness to change.



Photo by Antonio Ziribn

SO Y 3
FONO MAYOR £
g «

A change in how we think about design requires
knowing where it has come from. Graphic design

is wed to modernist thought. The International style
aimed to create a universal objective visual design.
Modernist design is exemplified by the philosophy of
Charles Eames, “to make the best for the most for
the least.” Today, while many understand the im-
portance of appealing to a “target audience,” rather
than having mass appeal, an [ethno]graphic ap-
proach to design takes cultural awareness beyond
demographics. Methodologies based on “target
audience” or focus group appeal, assume that within
the specific demographic segment, there exists a
number of homogenous individuals. [ethno]graphic
design recognizes that internal variation demands
more than a base understanding of a demographic
statistic, and that the lives, values, beliefs, and
identities of individuals are constantly shaped (and
shifting) based on their interaction with a visual land-
scape. What are the implications of this for the de-
sign process? To be culturally aware does not mean
to compartmentalize stereotypical cultural variances,
but more importantly, to acknowledge the role of the
designer in the creation of cultural production.

Whether or not we realize it, designers are constant-
ly absorbing culturally constructed modes of com-
munication, which we then reconstruct and resubmit
to the visual landscape. In addition to human inter-
action and body language, it is the cultural symbols
and written/verbal languages that anthropologists
analyze in an attempt to better understand peo-

ple. For anthropologists like Claude Levi-Strauss,
works of art produced by a culture are invaluable

[1] Wiseman, Boris N.D. 2000. Introducing Lévi-Strauss and Structural Anthropol-
ogy, lcon Books p. 102

[2] Foster, Robert J. 2002. Materializing the Nation: Commodities, Consumption
and Media in Papua New Guinea, Indiana University Press: pp. 8-10.

documents that provide ‘vital information about a
society’s beliefs and social organization.l"' Graphic
design, be it in the form of commercial commodity,
information design, wayfinding signage, etc., plays
a large part in a complex and overlapping web of
cultural artifacts that shape the identities of indi-
viduals, neighborhoods, subcultures, commercial
entities and nations.? Through critical analysis of
such artifacts, their origin and use, one can gain
insight into how people communicate. If an anthro-
pologist studies the various forms of visual com-
munication that a culture uses to better understand
that culture, shouldn’t designers have the ability to
do so as well?

Ethnography is the primary scientific tool used by
anthropologists to describe human cultures.®! In
the ethnographic process, anthropologists rely on
direct, firsthand observation of daily behavior, in-
cluding participant observation, where the anthro-
pologist takes part in the day-to-day activities of
the people they are studying.”! [See chart on p. 13]
When their “subject” washes the dishes, the an-
thropologist is there to dry them, directly involving
themselves in the lives of their subject.®! This prac-
tice is founded on a belief in experiential learning. It
helps the anthropologist understand the embodied
nature of everyday lived experience. Without being
there to dry the dishes, the anthropologist might
not have noticed the subtle differences between
these simple routine tasks and their everyday prac-
tices. By being involved in others lives one can rec-
ognize the elements of significance through which
a people construct meaning and belief systems.

[3] The American Heritage® Science Dictionary, 2002, Houghton Mifflin Company.
[4] Kottak, Conrad Phillip.2005 Cultural Anthropology, 11th ed., McGraw-Hill p.48
[5] Linde-Laursen, Anders, 1993. The Nationalization of Trivialities: How Cleaning
becomes an Identity Marker in the Encounter of Swedes and Danes. In: Ulf Han-
nerz & Ovar Loéfgren (eds.): Defining the National. Ethnos 1993 (3-4): 275-293
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Through identifying, comparing, and explaining
social and cultural systems, anthropologists hope
to gain a better understanding of human nature.
Whether studying the use of masks in West African
rites of passage or the ways in which airport sig-
nage has become the modern global hieroglyphic,
identifying how we communicate with each other
and our visual environments is paramount to under-
standing who we are.

There has been an increasing trend in the last

20 years for anthropologists to look at their own
culture, through the practice of “indigenous
ethnography”® — even to the point of turning

their gaze inward on themselves as individuals.
This move towards critical introspection has been
referred to as reflexivity in anthropology and has
effected a paradigm shift within the methodologies
of anthropologists. Reflexivity is a movement rec-
ognizing the importance of an anthropologist to lay
bare the inherent biases that he or she brings to a
fieldsite. We take aspects of our culture for granted
because they are familiar to us, but we are no less
subjugated by the social and political systems in
our culture than any “Other” is. It requires viewing

your culture as an outsider to really be aware of the
way cultural systems work, and the ways that peo-
ple communicate with one another. More often than
not designers share a great many of cultural simi-
larities with their audience, embedded in the same
kinds of cultural processes and contexts.

The process of [ethno]graphic design is first and
foremost about understanding. It is through obser-
vation, dialogue, and participation that we come

to understand. These methods are integrated into
the anthropologist’s process, which designers can
implement and apply to the way they create. Learn-
ing how to see, think about, and interact with one’s
cultural surroundings can and should greatly inform
the design process.["

The Ethnographic Process

1. Immersion

“Imponderabilia®
(18t impressions)

Narratives

Participatory
Observation

Observation

Interviews
Interaction

3. Conclusions

Emic & Etic Perspectives

2. Data Gathering

The emic persepctive is a research strategy
that focuses on local explanations and

= criteria of significance.

The etic is a research strategy that
emphasizes the ethnographers rather than

the local’s explanations, categories, and
criteria of significance.

4. Qutcome

“Third Perspective”

The “third perspective” is an attempt by
S the ethnographer to merge both the emic
and etic perspective to create a broader

[6] Clifford, James and Marcus, George.1986. Writing Culture: The Poetics and
Politics of Ethnography, University of California Press. p. 9
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[7] Plowman, Tim, 2003. Ethnography and Critical Design Practice, In: Laurel,
Brenda (ed): Design Research, MIT Press, pp. 30-38.

Ethnographic Field Techniques:

1. Direct, firsthand observation of
daily behavior, including participant
observation.

2. Conversation with varying
degrees of formality, from the daily
chitchat to formal printed interview
schedules or questionnaires.

3. Detailed work with key consul-
tants about particular areas of
community life.

4. In-depth interviewing, often lead-
ing to the collection of life stories of
particular people (narrators).

“third persepctive”.

5. Discovery of local beliefs and
perceptions which may be com-
pared with the ethnographer’s own
observations and conclusions.

6. Problem-oriented, Long-term
Research, and/or Team research—
coordinated research by multiple
ethnographers.

7. Large-scale approaches that
recognize the complexity of modern
life.

—Conrad Phillip Kottak, Cultural
Anthropology, 11th ed.

[ethno]graphic design
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In his seminal book, “Ways of Seeing,” John Berger
writes, “We only see what we look at.”® This may
seem like an incredibly simple phrase and many
designers would argue that they already think and
act in accordance to Berger’s statement. But to re-
ally see we must acknowledge that seeing is more
than an involuntary function of the brain — that
cultural norms, values and beliefs are embedded in
all that we perceive and all that we create. Berger
continues with another incredibly simple statement
that rings true: “To look is an act of choice.”® We
must choose to be conscious of our visual land-
scapes and how people interact with them and in
them. Designers must become observant of the
existing forms of visual communication that we
encounter in our communities and critically think
about who the producers and receivers are.

People are constantly sending, receiving, and mak-
ing meaning in various kinds of media. A relatively
new sub-field of semiotics, called social semiotics,
actively examines how people use multimodal
media to create meaning within various cultural
contexts. The emphasis is on how people use me-
dia, rather than that of traditional semiotics, which
places the emphasis on the signs themselves. Not-
ed social semiotician, Theo van Leeuwen states,
“the focus [has] changed from the ‘sign’ to the way
people use semiotic ‘resources’ both to produce
communicative artefacts [sic] and events and to
interpret them...in the context of specific social
situations and practices.”!” By examining the ways
that visual communication — products of design-
ers and other media-makers — creates meaning,

[8] Berger, John. 1976. Ways of Seeing, Penguin; Reprint edition (December 1,
1990), p. 8

[9] Ibid.

[10]Van Leeuwen, Theo. 2005, Introducing Social Semiotics. New York Taylor
& Francis Routledge, p. xi

designers can see the larger cultural structures
that they are building. But firstly, designers must
“choose” to see, and this is developed though a
technique called participant observation.

Anthropologists regard participant observation as
the “hallmark of ethnographic fieldwork.”"! Par-
ticipant observation is a technique of learning and
experiencing a people’s culture through active social
participation and reflexive personal observation.
Often this includes interviews and discussion with
individuals, but most importantly it requires a direct
involvement in the subject’s lives. Participant obser-
vation is something that we usually do unknowingly,
but becoming more critically aware of our cultural
surroundings is crucial to be able to truly “see”

our environments.

In a hypothetical scenario, a designer is asked to
create a poster for the Metropolitan Opera. What
would an observant designer do? Rather than acting
as a passive member of the audience, the [ethno]
graphic designer would actively engage in the
experience. To do this the designer would begin by
re-questioning the ordinary. What day of the week is
it? What opera is being performed? Who is attend-
ing the opera? Are they young or old? Why are they
there? Describe the physical space of the theater.
Talk with the musicians and opera-goers, converse
with neighbors. You don’t have to find out their life
story, but normal banter, if critically analyzed, can
lead to a heightened awareness of things once re-
garded as banal.

[11]Haviland, et all. 2008. Cultural Anthropology: The Human Challenge.
Wadsworth/Thomson Learning p. 9
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Once these questions are raised and contextual-
ized, new discoveries will inevitably be unearthed
that normally would have gone unnoticed or
completely disregarded. When | presented this
scenario to a colleague, she stated that she was
surprised by the number of baseball caps worn by
the audience while attending a performance at the
Metropolitan Opera in New York. This might sug-
gest to the observant designer that, one, the opera
is becoming less of a formal affair, or two, that a
younger audience is embracing the opera. Either
way, such an observation would not be possible
without having been there.

A key way to apply the data, or observations,
gathered from the field is to re-conceive the no-
tion of the “designer as expert.” The designer will
inevitably be an expert in the creation of form (and
of course the technical side of this as well), but it
is also important to realize that the spectrum of
knowledge necessary to create successful design
is broad. There are an infinite number of sub-
cultures using unique vernacular forms of visual
communication. As Katherine McCoy states in her
article Designing in a Multicultural World, “special-
ized audiences possess specialized knowledge
not shared by others...We cannot count on univa-
lent and monotone mass communications meth-
ods to answer the needs of many graphic design
problems.”l"?! It is necessary for designers to ac-
knowledge the needs of both the design problem
and the audience. The work of an [ethno]graphic
designer is culturally compatible and flexible. It
responds to locally perceived modes of commu-

[12]McCoy, Katherine. 1995 “Designing in a Multicultural World,” How Magazine

nication with the input of community members and
harnesses traditional organizations and knowledge.

Designers must learn to challenge the basic human
assumption, that “What | think and the way | think is
normal.”l'"® This concept, called naive realism, is the
belief that the way one experiences the world mirrors
a “universal” reality. The “real” reality of the matter
is that individuals all experience their world in differ-
ent ways, molded by innumerable factors — one’s
environment, culture, economic background, etc.

As designer Melody Roberts states, “To understand
someone else, one must learn first what they think
what they do and why.”l'"¥ Adopting this thought pro-
cess enables designers to think and communicate
with an audience in effective and innovative ways.

One critical issue in the process of [ethno]graphic
design is dealing with borders. Borders are the bar-
riers the designer faces when interacting with the
audience (or community), and the barriers that the
audience (or community) places around itself. It is
not easy to move beyond one’s comfort zone, but

it is often necessary. Human interaction is at times
quite complicated, and crossing borders is most
easily done through the aid of neighborhood/commu-
nity groups, or other ‘insiders’ that help the process
along. “Key informants”, (a name often used by
anthropologists) are the people that you may already
know who can give you insight into how a community
works. When there are no informants to be had, a de-
signer can always sit on a park bench and observe,
smile, and say ‘hello’, and they will have just applied
the simplest form of ethnography.

[13]Roberts, Melody. 2002. Border crossing: the role of design research in
international product development. LOOP: AIGA Journal of Interaction Design
Education. 6 December.

[14]ibid
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By creating a dialogue with community members
and involving them in the creative phase of the
design process, a designer is able to respond to the
needs of the problem and the audience. This meth-
od, called ‘participatory design,” has been cham-
pioned by designer/anthropologist, Elizabeth B.-N.
Sanders. Sanders states, “Participatory designers...
respect the expertise of the people and view them
as co-creators in the process.”'™ Sanders sup-
plies what she calls ‘generative toolkits’ to everyday
people (which might include cameras, workbooks,
collage and cognitive mapping tools) to inform and
inspire the design development process. She works
directly with the people she designs for, allowing
them to express themselves visually and verbally.
Through co-creation and participatory design, the
voice of the audience emerges. Anthropologists call
this a polyphonous, or multivocal approach, applied
as a means of creating perspectival relativity. Giv-
ing voice to your audience levels the playing field

by equalizing the relationship between subject and
object, between “he who represents, and she who
is represented”('®

These methods demonstrate the power of under-
standing your community/audience. Ignoring your
audience can often yield disastrous results. In Bei-
rut, Lebanon, 2004, a marketing firm for Calvin Klein
created billboard advertisements they deemed “ris-
qué and provocative”. The vast majority of the audi-
ence who encountered the billboards deemed them
to be incredibly insensitive. The advertisements de-
picted scantily-clad men and women, which ignored
religious beliefs and cultural taboos of the region. So
deeply offended were the members of the commu-

[15] Sanders, E. B-N. 2006 “Design Research in 2006,” Design Research Quar-
terly 1:1, p.5.

[16]Tyler, Stephen A. 1986. “Post-Modern Ethnography: From Document of the
Occult to Occult Document” Writing Culture: The Poetics and Politics of Ethnog-
raphy, University of California Press. p.127

nity, that they “found no way to censor this campaign
but to paste, hand-made, hand-rendered calligraphy
over the ‘obscene’ parts and offending visuals.”!""]
Designers must pose the question, “What is the
desired response to the message | am creating?”
Provoking or challenging an audience is often the
goal, but a designer must make every effort to ellicit
the intended response. Interacting with the audience
during the creative process, be it through dialogue or
co-creation, helps the designer achieve that goal.

At the design firm IDEO, the designers host what they
call “Unfocus Groups”, in order to bring a deliberately
broad range of user types to share relevant objects,
products, stories or experiences. These sessions,
which are held at the initial stages of the design
process rather than at final production, give everyday
individuals an opportunity to share their individual
perspectives and collaborate on rough prototypes,
creating an invaluable research and creative experi-
ences for the designers. In addition to these informal
“Unfocus Groups,” IDEO employs a number of other
methods in their research including observation, par-
ticipatory design and storytelling. As senior designer
at IDEO, lan Groulx states “Nothing strengthens a
design argument more than the ability to connect a
solution to its source of inspiration, particularly when
a given concept is based on firsthand research with
real people doing real things in real spaces.”"®

Making the connection between producer and re-
ceiver requires a proactive and flexible approach to
the creative process. While the process may change
in scale depending on the project, the underlying
approach, or way of thinking, remains the same. It all

[17] Matta, Nadim. 2005 “The Coastal Highway” Visual Communication 4:2 2005
SAGE Publication

[18] Givechi, Roshi; Groulx,lan and Woollard, Marc, 2006. “Impact: Inspiring
Graphic Design through Human Behaviors” Design Studies: Theory and Re-
search in Graphic Design, Princeton Architectural Press, p. 310
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The [ethno]graphic
Design Process

Gathering:

e Observation,
Dialogue &
Interaction

* Participatory
Observation

e Interviews

® Imponderabelia

»

Defining

Realizing

»

Gathering

|deating

|deating -
Realizing:

SyntheS|Z|ng * Brainstorming

* Mind mapping

e Participatory Design/
Co-creation

e Generative Tools

Observation, Dialogue

& Interaction

The work of an ‘ethnographic’ designer should be culturally compatible,
respond to locally perceived modes of communication, harness tradi-
tional organizations and knowledge, respond to the input of community
members, and be flexible. Flexibility is key, as, obviously, no two design
problems are the same.

20 [ethno]graphic design

¢ Daily observation
and critical analysis
of the visual landscape.

Observation, dialogue, and interaction are the key techniques the designer
will always have at their disposal. The methods of ethnographic design

are utilized by people who seek to understand, and by those who seek to
be understood. When teamed with critical thinking, reflection, and a bit of
‘good design’, the designer will have done their part in being a thoughtful
and effective visual communicator.

comes back to observation, dialogue and participa-
tion—the keys to communication.

As designers gain clear picture of the [ethno]graphic
approach to design, two very important and practical
questions will inevitably arise: 1) How will | find time
for various research techniques, and 2) How will | get
my client to understand and pay for the research.
Again, there is a spectrum of practical application,
and each project must be assessed accordingly. It

is up to the designer to decide which techniques

of ethnography should be applied, how they will be
implemented, and how much time will be spent in
the process.

Always consider the scope of the project. Global
design problems require global solutions. Designer
Melody Roberts states, “At a time when theorists
write of “globalization” as a global and local process,
businesses can little afford to make assumptions
about customers, even in traditional markets.”'! |t
would be advantageous for a large multinational cor-
poration to conduct large-scale multi-sited ethnogra-
phy, researching the various ways that many different
individuals in different locals use, react, or respond
to a product or message. Because the world consists
of complex transnational identities and international
communities that cannot be defined by borders,
designers must think beyond borders. The very idea
of culture should not be thought of as a product of

a given nation-state and it’s inhabitants, but that the
lives, values, beliefs, and identities of individuals are
constantly shaped (and shifting) by their environment.
Large companies must recognize these facts, and

it is the role of the designer to apply the appropriate

[19]Roberts, Melody. 2002. Border crossing: the role of design research in
international product development. LOOP: AIGA Journal of Interaction Design
Education. 6 December.

research methods to effectively communicate to an
audience in a complex system.

Local design problems deserve no less of a creative
approach to problem solving. Practical constraints
(be they of time, money, etc) often become the inspi-
ration for a solution. The designer should objectively
analyze the needs and scope of the project, and be
realistic with the client when addressing, time, money
and value. But one can always rely on two things that
will not be affected by the client’s pocket book — the
designer’s ability to be observant and critical. The
designer can always find time for research! Obser-
vations can take place on the walk to work, during
which time the designer can spend reflecting on the
visual landscape, noting the actions of morning cof-
fee drinkers, engaging in dialogue with community
members or asking a kindergartner their opinion on
the public school’s sighage system. Such approach-
es can be reduced to the simple act of creative think-
ing; by seeking new and effective ways to communi-
cate with an audience, new solutions will arise.

[ethno]graphic design is a way of thinking and creat-
ing. It acknowledges the role of the designer in the
creation of cultural production, and seeks to create
dialogue between producer and receiver. [ethno]
graphic’ design is culturally compatible and flexible.
It employs various methods to aid in the design pro-
cess, primarily participant observation, dialogue and
collaborative participation, techniques the designer
will always have at their disposal. These methods are
utilized by people who seek to understand, and by
those who seek to be understood.

[ethno]graphic design 21



rejthink:
a statement
of purpose

Visual communication is a part of everyone’s daily existence.
It is a ubiquitous mode that shapes not only the environment
that individuals inhabit, but the very identity of the individual.
Graphic designers, who create the vast majority of the visual
communication encountered, play a crucial role in the produc-
tion of cultural identity. It is a necessity that designers under-
stand that role, as agents of cultural production.

As a student of both design and anthropology, it became ap-
parent to me the ways in which these two fields overlap, and the
benefits that can be reaped from cross-disciplinary research
and collaboration. During my travels and work abroad, | had a
heightened awareness of the unique ways in which visual com-
munication was used in a particular culture, and it prompted me
to question my own ways of creating. It made sense to then ap-
ply the anthropological methods of observation that | practiced
abroad when conducting my own research as a graphic design-
er. Once | began to really question how anthropological meth-
ods could aid the design process, | was provided with a means
to see my own work in a broader context and given new tools to
create effective visual communication.

This document presents a collection of projects which utilize
techniques developed by cultural anthropologists to aid the de-
sign process — primarily ethnographic fieldwork, participant ob-
servation, collaboration, multivocal representation and reflexivity.
These projects informed what would become the introductory
essay to this book [pp. 8-21].



The document is a reflection on the creative process, and is pre-
sented as such. It begins with model influences, which stand as

a precedence to my own work [pp. 26-45]. | then look at how my
focus shifted from outcome to process, reflection and reevaluation
[pp. 46-59]. Further highlighting the developmental stages of re-
search methodology, | have included an essay, [de[sign language,
which | wrote on vernacular forms of visual communication, in the
early stages of this project [pp. 60-71]. | then present the [ethno]
graphic studies themselves in detail [pp. 72-131], the application of
this approach to design education [pp. 132-143] and conclude with
potential directions prompted by this methodology [pp. 144-145].

The studies contained in this document integrate both anthropo-
logical and design research methods. They explore these methods
in many forms — a polyphonous multi-modal installation on the
city of Detroit (fleshconcret) [pp. 72-89], a photographic cross-
cultural ethnology of visual landscapes from around the world (the
Visual Scavenger Hunt) [pp. 90-113], and a collaborative perfor-
mance/ethnography (some joy, some pain) [pp. 114-131]. Each proj-
ect | attempts to create a dialogue between producer and viewer.

Though simple in structure, through analysis these studies have
the ability to become quite complex. By crossing geographic,
social and economic borders, all three projects provide insight
into the lives of people of varying demographic backgrounds.
The videos and photographs are products of unique individu-
als, and shed light on identity and cognition, and how individual
perception is contextualized within a larger culture. The studies
encourage the role of designer as “active participant,” and push
the boundaries of accepted design methodologies. They provide
an exceptional collaborative experience, challenge the relation-
ship between the producer and viewer and advocate the use of
anthropological methods in the design process.

These studies are not meant to be viewed as an end in them-
selves, but as inquiries. Conscious of the effects of visual
communication as a form of cultural production, this creative
project aims to question and provoke, seeking a new approach
to creating graphic design.



HANDBOOK OF
Visual Communication



Standing on
Shoulders:
precedents /
anteceaents

The following pages present only a fraction of the individuals,
methodologies, projects and ideas that found their way into both
my notebook and my psyche over the course of two years of
graduate studies, greatly influencing the research and work on
the projects which became [ethno]graphic design.

Regarding the application of anthropological methods to the
design process, much has been researched and tested in the
fields of product and interaction design, where humans interact
directly with a designed object. Human or user-centered de-
sign has been championed by both design firms (IDEO, Sapient,
Steelcase) and institutions (IIT’s Institute of Design, University
of lllinois at Chicago, Carnegie Mellon University). The work of
Rick Robinson, Elizabeth Tunstall, Tim Plowman and Liz Sand-
ers in the area of human centered design presented ways

that such methods have been successfully applied to other
design disciplines.

The architects of the emerging field of Social Semiotics [p. 15]
also influenced the theoretical nature of my studies, especially
in the initial development of projects like the Visual Scavenger
Hunt [pp. 88-113] as well as the essay [de[sign language [pp. 58-
69]. A series of publications by Gunther Kress, Theo Van Leeu-
wen and Cary Jewitt [bibliography, p. 146] helped define the
methods of visual analysis | find essential to critically examining
and understanding visual communication. Furthermore, the



authors of several design publications apply similar approaches
to visual analysis in their work. Ellen Lupton (Mixing Messages,
and Design, Writing, Research [p. 34]) Lisa Mahar (American
Signs [p. 33]) and Teal Triggs (Visual Communication Journal),
have written on the complex role of visual communication as a
product of and an influence on cultural identity.

Most importantly, the anthropological theories and methodolo-
gies introduced to me over the past two years helped determine
the structure and approach of [ethno]graphic design. As an
undergraduate, | studied visual anthropological theory and prac-
tice. But recently, | have explored the writings of two visual
anthropologists, Catherine Russell (Experimental Ethnography)
and Lucien Taylor (Visualizing Theory). Their writings helped
place my final film, some joy, some pain [pp. 114-131], within a
theoretical paradigm.

My secondary advisor, Dr. Anders Linde-Laursen, filled in some
of the gaps in my knowledge of contemporary cultural anthropo-
logical theory. He introduced me to the writings of George

Marcus, James Clifford and Robert J. Foster. Concepts such as
multivocality/polyphony and multi-sited enthography allowed me
to see two of my projects in a new light, fleshconcret [pp. 72-89]
and the Visual Scavenger Hunt [pp. 90-113]. Their writings broad-
ened my understanding of contemporary anthropology and sig-
nificantly strengthened my argument for a cross-disciplinary ap-
proach to graphic design.

While the aforementioned writers provided me with the ability to
define my work within a larger theoretical discourse — the books,
films and studies referenced on the following pages influenced
the process, structure and content to this creative project. Some
(such as Crossing the BLVD [p. 32], TyPoCiTy [p. 39] and the films
Untitled (for Marilyn) [p. 40] and Gambling, Gods and LSD [p. 43])
provided exciting comparative creative models. Others (such as
the selection of books [pp. 34-37], ON/OFF [p. 38] and the films
Forest of Bliss [p. 42] and Dia de Los Muertos [p. 41], helped me
define the boundaries of what | was doing and what others had
done before. These precedents were a necessity, without which
this work would be significantly undernourished.



Crossing-the BLVD
Warren Lehrer &
Judith Sloan

Crossing the BLVD is a multi-modal project that
portrays the lives of immigrants and refugees who
live the in the most ethnically diverse locality in the

United States — the borough of Queens, New York.

Warren Lehrer and Judith Sloan spent three years
documenting the borough through images, sounds

and interviews collected by the artists. The voices,
images and sounds collected are “a portrait of a
paradoxical and ever-shifting America”.

[ethno]graphic design

Sloan meticulously recorded and transcribed hun-
dreds of interviews, Lehrer intimately photographed
the individuals and their environs, and gave their
words life through his typography. The accompa-
nying audio CD is a postmodern mash-up of the
interviews, music and field recordings collected by
the duo. The project is a true multivocal collabora-
tion, not just between Sloan and Lehrer, but with the
entire borough of Queens. Inspiring on many levels.

Lisa Mahar

AMERICAN
SIGNS

American Signs presents the vernacular traditions
of road-side motel sign making, from the 1930s
through the 1970s. Mahar systematically analyzed
the signs on Route 66 from Chicago to Los Ange-
les, looking beyond the signs themselves, but the
context surrounding the signs. Signs are complex
products of visual communicators, acting not only
as wayfinding and directional markers, but also cul-
tural, political and economic ones.

Mahar enforces how signs are products of their
time, responding to the needs of a community or
locale, as well as reinforce the identity of a locale,
considering the various levels of comprehension and
meaning making. Her rigorously systematic look at
the role of visual communication across a broad of
cross-section of American history (and landscape)
sets an incredible precedence for any analysis of
visual landscapes.
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Mutations

Rem Koolhaas, Nadia
Tazi, Stefano Boeri, Hans
Ulrich Obrist, et al.

Mutations presents a
collection of studies,
essays, documentaries
and photo-essays on
the accelerated pace of
urbanization in the world.
Mutations’ scope is all-
encompassing, cover-
ing the transformation

of urban ares through
globalization, commerce,
information, communica-
tion and consumption.

Place

Vasava

For 18 months a book

of 350 blank pages, a
video camera, and a
T-shirt traveled the world
in search of creative
diversity, landing on the
doorsteps of 35 graphic
artists. Each artist that
contributed to Place was
asked to think about
their context: to look,
see, discover, and depict
their vision of the world
around them. Initiated
by the graphic design
firm, Vasava, the project
started with one simple
question, “To what de-
gree does the place in
which an individual lives
influence one's creative
process?” Vasava sent
two packages from their
offices in Barcelona,
simultaneously travelling
East and West. Place is a

1000 Signs

Colors

1000 Signs is a thorough
international collection
of visual communication
and "standardized" sig-
nage. The reader quickly
realizes that the “stan-
dardization” of signs
doesn't truly exist, cul-
tures hybridize and sub-
jugate the original forms
into interesting mani-
festations of local visual
languages and products
of unique individuals.

Design, Writing,
Research

Ellen Lupton and
J. Abbot Miller

Design, Writing Research
is a diverse collection

of essays on graphic
design and typography.
Lupton and Miller cover
the gamut of visual com-
munication — from the
history of punctuation
and the origins of inter-
national pictograms to
the structure of modern
typography and the role
of design.

Afrikan Alphabets

Saki Mafundikwa

African alphabets have a
rich cultural and artistic
history, which have been
long overlooked, disre-
garded, even suppressed
and destroyed. Afrikan
Alphabets uncovers
some of the continents
buried typographic his-
tory. Mafundikwa spent
over 20 years research-
ing the multitude of
alphabets, tracing their
journeys across the Afri-
kan continent and within
African diaspora.

Meggs

Rob Carter, Sandy
Wheeler and Libby
Meggs

Meggs presents the pro-
lific and inspiring work of
graphic designer, profes-
sor, historian, and author
Philip Baxter Meggs. The
essays contained in this
collection introduce his
critical writings to audi-
ences (such as myself)
that had been previously
unable to access the
works. The importance
of these writings as a
critical examination of
visual communication
should not be over-
looked. Meggs provides
designers with new ways
to think and contextualize
their work within the his-
tory of graphic design.

The Medium
is the Massage

Marshall McLuhan and
Quetin Fiore

The Medium is the Mas-
sage is Marshall McLu-
han’s most condensed
and visually arresting
presentation of his ideas.
McLuhan and co-author
and designer Quen-

tin Fiore combine type
and image to illustrate
McLuhan’s ideas about
“the nature of media,

the increasing speed

of communication, and
the technological basis
for our understanding of
who we are.” An impor-
tant and compelling read
for anyone interested in
the role of visual commu-
nication in a dynamic and
complex world.

Hazawi Al Heen
(Stories of Now)

Halim Choueiry, Peter
Martin and VCUQ design
Students

Stories of Now is a book
co-produced by six-
teen VCU Qatar graphic
design students. The
second in a series of
three books on the past,
present, and future of
Qatar, Stories of Now, is
about the lives of every-
day Qatari people, who
live in one of the fast-
est changing cities in
the world. Encouraged
by their professors, the
students tackle complex
subject matter with wit
and thoughtfulness.

rich cartography of visual
landscapes filtered through
creative individuals.
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ON/OFF was a project headed by product designer,
Jay Melican, which explored and documented the
social aspects of the use of communication tech-
nologies. The research team produced a short,
multi-sited ethnographic film that explored ways that
mobile communication technologies are affecting
people’s lives — changing both public and private
behavior and affecting interpersonal relationships.

38 [ethno]graphic design

Melican rounded up a team of designers, ethno-
graphic researchers and documentary filmmakers
who traveled between Chicago, London, England,
Recife, Brazil, and Shanghai, China over the course
of 1 year. In each city, the researchers immersed
themselves in the lives of a family, recording their
stories and observing the role of mobile communi-
cation in their everyday lives.

TyPoCiTy is a multi-faceted project that docu-
ments six decades (from the 1930’s until 2000s) of
typographic forms in Bombay, India. Specifically
focusing on hand-painted restaurant menu boards,
Bollywood posters and movie theater signs, hand-
crafted shop signs, calligraphic taxi number plates
and archaic electronic displays, the project acknowl-
edges the role of typography as a cultural signifier.

Graphic designers, Kurnal Rawat and Vishal Rawl-
ley, photographed unique instances of typography
in public spaces of Bombay. These typographic
specimens were then examined and categorized
from “the point of view of graphic design and social
significance.” TyPoCiTy attempts to generate social
conscioushess about typographic design and the
visual landscape.
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Forest of Bliss Gambling, Gods & LSD
Robert Gardner Peter Mettler



Untitled (for Marilyn)
[p 38]

Stan Brakhage

In almost all these films,
there is a celebration of
the trivia of dalily life, a
sense that the common-
place is itself sacred.

For me, that’s where we
really live, that’s what we
really have. To stop the
overwhelming influence
of drama in film, | began
to concentrate on the
glories of an undramatic
present, which is liter-
ally the tabletop. That is
what peripheral vision

is most involved with—
the so-called mundane,
which people use as a
word of contempt when
they really mean ‘earth.’
...If they could only see,
only get involved with the
wonders right under their
noses—more specifically,
if they could only see the
movie playing on either
side of their noses. All
they have to do is close
their eyes and look.
—Stan Brakhage
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Forest of Bliss
[p. 40]

Robert Gardner

Forest of Bliss is a
landmark in observa-
tional cinema. Shot in
Benares, India's most
holy city, the film pres-
ents life and death along
the Ganges River, with-
out subjective narration,
subtitles or translated
dialogue. As Gardner
states, “It is an attempt
to give the viewer a
wholly authentic, though
greatly magnified and
concentrated, sense of
participation in the expe-
riences examined by
the film.” It opened the
doors for many eth-
nographic filmmakers,
providing new creative
and conceptual ways

to approach visual an-
thropology.

Dia de Los Muertos
[p. 39]

Charles and Ray Eames

The Eameses’ record of
Day of the Dead celebra-
tions in Mexico, seam-
lessly mixes beautiful still
photography and evoca-
tive documentary film to
capture the ritual’s rich
visual heritage. Charles
and Ray Eames, ever in-
novative and social mind-
ed, worked with Victor
Segovia, anthropologist
from the noted Museo
Nacional de Antropologia
in Mexico City, collabo-
rating on what may have
been the first marriage

of design thinking and
anthropological theory

in film.

Gambling, Gods & LSD
[p. 41]

Peter Mettler

Gambling, Gods and LSD
is a three-hour long filmic
meditation on transcen-
dence. Mettler crosses
continents, present-

ing stories from India,
Canada, the US and
Switzerland which delve
into consciousness,
religion, thrill-seeking,
technology fantasy and
destiny. Though the work
of an individual, Mettler
relies on observation

and multivocality allow-
ing the viewer to come

to their own conclusions.
He marries observational
cinema with poetic cam-
era work, and pairs field
recording with experi-
mental sonic landscapes,
creating what could be
thought of as a docu-
mentary for the subcon-
scious. Very inspiring.
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A Blindiold,
a Stick, &

a Pinata:
the process
& the work

Prior to graduate school | began to document various forms of
culturally specific visual communication encountered while travel-
ling. | had also been interested, for some time, in the overlap
between three previous areas of study: design, film and anthro-
pology. But what may seem as a natural extension of my inter-
ests, actually arose from “diversions” taken along the way —
reflections and reevaluations of my role as a visual communicator.

The following pages present work from the first two semesters of
graduate study — focused primarily on the process of reaching
an outcome, on reflection and reevaluation. In a Fall 2005 experi-
mental film course, | (metaphorically) turned the camera on my-
self, creating films which challenged me emotionally and creative-
ly [pp. 48-49]. During Spring semester workshop my classmates
and | reevaluated the validity of “objective visual design” while
simultaneously redefining our design process [pp. 42-43, 46-47].
Additionally, we created the first volume of the periodical Floyd, in
which we documented a year’s worth of our work and graphically
defined our approach to the discipline [pp. 52-55]. By constantly
examining the creative process, focus was placed not only on
outcomes that were attainable, but ultimately ones that were
creatively worthwhile.



Visualize/Verbalize/Synthesize Posters, 2006, 24” x 36”, digital large-format In a graduate workshop we were asked to reexamine “objective visual design”
color print. and whether or not it is still relevant today. Our final project was to represent our
design process using the International Style as inspiration. The posters were on
display in the Pollak building on VCU’s campus from May-September, 2006.
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Not Only to See

In fall 2005, | enrolled in an experimental film
making course, taught by film and photography
professor, Sonali Gulati. The course introduced

an incredible roster of inspiring filmmakers, in ad-
dition to being presenting new methods for creat-
ing film, including experimental processes of hand
painted film, scratch animation, hand-processing
and developing.

Much of the subject matter for films was generally
directed by project guidelines, the most successful

Film Still from Only to See, Digital
Video, 2005, 00:04:39
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of films were self-documentaries — filmic transla-
tions of insular thoughts and expressions of iden-
tity. In the first exploration, 7/18, we were to craft

a autobiography using a Super8 camera. With the
Super8, | reshot home videos that | had previously
compiled from family archives one frame at a time.
Later the film was hand-processed (as one would
with a still photograph), a controlled process which
often produces unpredictable results. Much of the
emulsion washed off the reel of film, leaving a haunt-
ingly sparse and gritty series of images [p. 50].

| embraced the degraded images, slowing and
layer the abstract imagery as the film progresses,
evoking the inherent wabi-sabi nature of human
memory.

The hand painted study, Not Killing for Life [p. 49],
was quite inspired by the work of filmmaker, Stan
Brakhage [p. 38]. | greatly enjoyed the process of
painting directly on clear 16mm film leader, and
would duplicate this method for my final thesis
project, some joy, some pain [pp. 114-131].

In Only to See [p. 55], | again explored self docu-
mentation and memory, paring abstract imagery
with recorded audio journals. | utilized thematic
imagery to create mood and to force the viewer to
concentrate on the audio, creating a film that was a
projection of insular thought.

These films provided a new way for me to develop
and create documentary; realizing they could be
poetic and emotional without sacrificing clarity.
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Only to See

Not Killing
for Life

1/18



56

Two spreads from the book FLOYD 06-07.
Floyd was created to document a year of
graduate studies in the Visual Communi-
cation/Design program at VCU.

[ethno]graphic design

Left: A photographic documentation Right: A photographic documentation
of projects (of which each column of 1315 Floyd Ave, studio and class-
categorizes each project). The cor- room space.

responding text can be viewed on the

following page.
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A spread from the book FLOYD 06-07.

Correspondence and class notes
other perspective on the development

of thought process over the course

are categorized by project to give an-
of the semester.
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Photography by

JUstin KPHoWard Justin Howard studied and mapped Typographic His studies eventually led him into the businesses
letterforms of businesses in Richmond as part themselves — and to the people who’s work and
of his thesis. | found his research in the culturally patronage is represented by the typographic
communicative aspects of typography of particu- forms found upon exterior windows and signs.

lar interest.
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[This essay, written during Fall Semester 2005, laid the ground work for [ethno]graphic design, espe-
cially in the development of a method for visual analysis. Though some of the ideas are moot (i.e. defin-
itive categorizations of culture), it nonetheless serves as a creative point of embarkation for this thesis.]

In a world which communicates in an increasing multitude of
modalities, it is necessary for a visual communicator to under-
stand the visual languages that they use to communicate,
interact with daily, and most importantly, create themselves.
The visual language of mass culture is a complex living entity,
growing and mutating as cultures hybridize and reinvent them-
selves. Within the broader language of mass culture exists
vernacular — the language of subcultures.

“The vernacular” was a term adopted by graphic designers

in the mid 1980’s, to describe a style which appropriated
the “untutored and naive” visual language of commercial
artists. Designers wishing to break from the rigid rules of
modernism appropriated aesthetic of everyday shop window
signage, billboards, restaurant menus and the like. A wide-
spread misuse of the term vernacular developed and con-
tributed to an elitist perspective — the “untrained” commer-
cial art as “low” design versus the “high” design of “trained”
modernists.

Reinterpreting the term vernacular as simply a dialect
removes the narrow constraints imposed by the graphic
design “subculture” and develops a better understanding
of visual languages encountered daily. Like the dialects of
spoken language, a vernacular is not static. It hybridizes
into and borrows from other vernaculars to create an iden-
tity (e.g. the visual language of the snowboarding subculture
borrowed from that of the skateboarding subculture which
rose out of the surfing subculture). Certain factors contrib-
ute to the dynamic nature of vernaculars, including (but not
limited to) the social, economic, ethnic and historical con-
structs of the subculture.



qucr:boqdiqa Vernaculor

By the mid-1980s, the graphic design profession
was having an identity crisis of sorts. Many of its
practitioners were questioning the modernist ideolo-
gies on which the profession had been built, and
challenging the boundaries that had been laid by
those that came before. Designers began to look
outside the institution for inspiration and validation;
they looked to what would become known as “the
vernacular.” “The vernacular” was a term adopted
by designers to describe a “natural, unschooled
sensibility free from the stylistic self-censorship of
modernism.” ['! The word became a highly visible
and misused term, synonymous with “low” design
— naive, untrained and common — creating an
unabashed elitist perspective. This cut a distinct
line between what was thought of as “good” design
(clean and balanced Modernism) and what Steven
Heller termed “the ugly” (‘unsophisticated’ graph-
ics). ' Such an approach to understanding “the
vernacular” limits how we as graphic designers view
all forms of visual communication, and contributes
to a kind of “design superiority complex.” In lin-
guistic terminology, however, vernacular refers to a
dialect spoken by a subculture. It is necessary for
designers to approach forms of visual communica-
tion from such a perspective — as dialects. As Ellen
Lupton states in Mixing Messages, Graphic Design
in Contemporary Culture, “vernacular design should
be seen not as a realm beneath or outside ‘the pro-
fession’ but as a broad territory whose inhabitants
speak a range of local dialects, from the insider
codes of skateboard culture to the mass market

[1] Lupton, Ellen. (qtd. by Barbara Glauber) Lift And Separate (The Herb Lubalin

Study Center of Design and Typography, 1993): 5.
[2] Heller, Steven. “The Cult of the Ugly,” Eye Magazine No. 9, Vol. 3, 1993.
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hieroglyphics of national brand names.”® This essay
will present an overview of vernacular forms of visual
communication; the subcultures of the corporate and
underground, the state and street, of commercial

art and design subcultures. It will also put forward

a methodology for visual analysis, dealing foremost
with context and meaning as it relates to cultural
studies and visual communication in an attempt to
understand vernacular in the broader sense.

When one researches the roots of the word vernacu-
lar, it becomes apparent how the elitist misnomer
developed. In Latin, verna, of which the word ver-
nacular is derivative, translates literally to “a slave
born in the master’s house,” a native.”! In a histori-
cal sense the word ‘vernacular’ denotes the spoken
dialect that is not a community’s official language.®
While the “literate” ruling class in Europe spoke Latin
or Greek, prior to the invention of the printing press,
language developed primarily through geographic
constraints and trade. Vernacular forms of visual
communication were products of commerce and
culture. As technology changed, commerce and cul-
ture changed, consistently informing and reforming
how people communicate.

We presently find ourselves immersed in a dynamic
technologically driven world in which multimodal
communication is a constant reality. Packaged
goods in supermarkets, television ads, billboards,
internet pop-ups, spam emails and the like are
designed to compete for our attention and influence
[3] Lupton, Ellen. Mixing Messages, Graphic Design in Contemporary Culture,
(Princeton Architectural Press, 1996): 111.

[4] The Merriam-Webster Dictionary, 1997.

[5] Lupton, Ellen. Mixing Messages, Graphic Design in Contemporary Culture,
(Princeton Architectural Press, 1996): 108.

our decisions. Every form of visual communication
encountered carries information that speaks to and
from a specific culture. The vast web of cultures
and subcultures communicate in languages view-
ers either understand or don’t, and it is the graphic
designer who creates the majority of the symbols
and styles that make up the language of identity.
The following section presents only a small number
of subcultures whose identities have been greatly
shaped through the visual language projected by
each group. Some of the vernaculars are under-
stood and used by many, some have greatly influ-
enced the visual languages of other groups, and
some are comprised of many different vernaculars
within a broader visual language.

Corporate Culture

One of the broadest vernaculars is that of corpora-
tions. The identities of corporations have become

a language within themselves—a alphabet of logos
and branding styles that consumers encounter
daily. The corporate vernacular is a growing lan-
guage of people and products fueled by the suc-
cess of big business in today’s global economy.
Cultures that have been closed off for years from
capitalism, whether because of politics, religion, or
other reasons are now being swept up into a global-
ized market where the visual languages of corpora-
tions can communicate social status, values and
morals, or the lack thereof. Counter cultures have
even begun appropriating the vernacular of the cor-
porate world, parodying and communicating a com-

pletely different set of ideals. It could be argued that
the corporate vernacular is the language of mass
culture, but it is indeed a specific language that not
everyone yet speaks.

The Language of the State

Being one of the oldest and constantly changing ver-
naculars, the visual languages of states were origi-
nally used to signify sovereignty and to differentiate
warring clans on battlefields. Today governmental
institutions across the globe have their own forms

of visual communication that are specific to each
nation and applied in a multitude of manners — from
propaganda and nation building, to warning and pub-
lic safety images.

The Language of the Street

The vernacular of “the street,” is created for and by
an infinite number of subcultures. What we encoun-
ter daily at pedestrian level — shop windows, post-
ers, restaurant signage, graffiti and the like—become
the voices of those who wish to be seen and heard.
Ethnic groups, political parties, record companies,
store owners, underground media organizations,
gangs, activists, and other subcultures use forms of
visual communication to project identities and com-
municate messages. The street is where ideas are
shared, goods are traded, marginalized groups are
voiced, and people of any disposition can interact
with one another. It is not at all surprising that the
street is where so many different visual languages
can be seen competing for space.
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Above: Restaurant Florent, Tibor Kalman, M&Co.

The Design Subculture

Designers speak their own language and “talk”

in specific visual languages. Often the message
that the designer attempts to put forth can only
be understood by other designers that have been
trained to communicate using the same lexicon;
there are dictionaries created solely to understand
the words and phrases used in the design profes-
sion. It can be argued that the first language used
by humans was of a visual nature, be it in the form
of marks in the sand, cave drawings or sign lan-
guage; visual communication has always been

a part of human interaction. Because of its very
nature, graphic design has always left remnants of
ideas for future generations to explore. The very
roots of the vernacular of graphic design are woven
into the present.

Graphic designers such as Tibor Kalman and
Charles S. Anderson appropriated the design of the
everyday and styles of bygone eras in an attempt
to emote a purer, unpretentious form of visual com-
munication as well as to utilize and challenge the
ideas already existing in the imagery. M&Co., the
firm headed by Kalman, embraced the ready-made
aesthetic of objects we encounter on a daily basis,
combining visual and typographic puns with com-
monplace aesthetic. Anderson’s work adopted not
only the images of the past (mainly those of the 40s
and 50s) but also the cultural and moral specifics

alluded to by the imagery. By doing so, Kalman and
Anderson created works that were as tongue-in-
cheek and unintentionally demeaning as they were
fresh and intelligent.

Art Chantry and Ed Fella referenced and directly
copied every-day commercial art found in cata-
logues, sign windows, grocery stores, etc. Art
Chantry, a designer-archivist applied the pre-exist-
ing languages of commercial art and illustrations
without idealizing or “sanitizing them to suit a bland
middle-class, supermarket taste.”® His work can
be found on much of the cultural accouterments

of Seattle’s art scene as well as on the covers of
countless independent rock albums. Ed Fella, who
graduated from Cranbrook in 1987, after a long and
successful career as a designer/illustrator, applied
his knowledge of commercial illustration and hand
lettering to create hybridized and random DaDa-
inspired design. His work reflects not only his affin-
ity for craft, but also his own knowledge and expe-
rience as a craftsperson. Though both Fella and
Chantry’s work was often lumped into what many
critics in the 1980’s called “the vernacular,” the two
were appropriating without patronizing, and simul-
taneously creating functional. They were designing
not only for designers but also for an audience out-
side of design, creating works specific to their audi-
ence’s visual language.

[6] Poyner, Rick. No More Rules: Graphic Design and Postmodernism. (Yale
University Press, 2003).

66 [ethno]graphic design [ethno]graphic design 67




R Method Por Visual Analysis

As stated previously, it is necessary for graphic
design practitioners to understand that they indeed
play a large role in interpreting and developing the
visual languages of cultures. Often a designer is
asked to create or contribute to a visual identity

of a culture or group with which he or she is not
familiar. In all such cases designers need to have
an understanding of the structure and formation

of a vernacular. The examples of visual dialects of
specific subcultures presented above can be ana-
lyzed to determine content and meaning. Studying
the cultural artifacts of cultures and subcultures
helps one understand the relationships of cultural
production, consumption, belief and meaning.”!
Such knowledge informs the designer as to how

a group of people create an identity and how the
visual language of an identity is interpreted by those
within and outside of the culture or subculture. The
following is a suggested methodology for analyzing
all forms of visual communication, but is especially
suited to the visual study of a vernacular.

Fieldwork

Visual analysis is essentially fieldwork. Fieldwork is
firsthand data collecting (as opposed to that done
or observed in a controlled environment). It is a
method of inquiry in which “one is immersed per-
sonally in the ongoing social activities of some indi-
vidual or group for the purpose of research.”® This
form of research is essential to develop an under-
standing of how people (or any other organisms)
live and communicate with one another. Harry F.

[7] Lister, Martin and Wells, Liz. “Seeing Beyond Belief: Cultural Studies as an
Approach to Analysing the Visual” in Van Leeuwen and Jewitt (eds.) Handbook
of Visual Analysis. (Sage Publications, 2001): 61.

[8] Wolcott, Harry F. The Art of Fieldwork, (AltaMira Press, 1995): 66.
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Wolcott states in The Art of Fieldwork, “To me, the
essence of fieldwork is revealed in the intent behind
it, rather than by the label itself.”® It is significant for
the analyst to be conscious of their own intentions
and how context informs comprehension.

Context

When analyzing artifacts (forms of visual communi-
cation) we must be aware of the context surround-
ing the analyst, the viewing and the production.
Context is that which surrounds and gives meaning
to something else. Every artifact has a broader con-
text that exists outside of the frame, informing the
object and the viewer.

First, the analyst must define a personal context.
What is the analyst’s personal history/background/
roots? Do these contribute to a bias or enrich the
analyst’s cultural perspective? Is the analyst within
or without of the group he or she is studying? As
stated previously one must be conscious of the
intentions for analysis.

Secondly, the analyst needs to ask where the image
is to determine the context of viewing. The context
of viewing influences “how we look at the [arti-

fact] through constructing certain expectations.”!®
Where is the artifact? Is it’s location in the public

or private realm? Can a historical background be
determined? Most importantly, what is the artifact’s
social function? Can we determine its social/cul-
tural/economic context?

[9] Ibid.

[10] Lister, Martin and Wells, Liz. “Seeing Beyond Belief: Cultural Studies as an
Approach to Analysing the Visual” in Van Leeuwen and Jewitt (eds.) Handbook
of Visual Analysis. (Sage Publications, 2001): 65.
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The last step in understanding the context of an
artifact is to look at its production. One must ask,
“How did it get there?” Is the production and distri-
bution of the artifact discernible? Do we know who
made it, how it was made, and how it was circulat-
ed? What are the intentions of the producer? Does
such knowledge inform the function and meaning of
the artifact?

Form and Meaning

Once the context of the analyst, the viewing and
production has been considered, the form and
meaning of the artifact is then analyzed. At this
time, the analyst interprets the artifact itself, study-
ing the structure and formal characteristics of the
sign. The concepts of convention and semiotics are
applied at this point of the visual analysis.

A convention is a general/collective agreement on
certain practices, customs, attitudes, procedures,
etc. They inform how we, as individuals, interpret
information. Semiotics, the theory and study of
signs, is informed by the specific conventions of a
culture. We attempt to find meaning in visual com-
munication by looking at the formal qualities of lan-
guage and symbols and the relationships between
words, signs and symbols, what they represent
and how they are interpreted by their users. The
language of the artifact, and how we interpret it is
steeped in social/cultural and physical conventions.
The act of visual analysis is rooted in literature and
art history, but the artifact has its own physical
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conventions related the medium of construction
and the technology behind its design.["! Often over-
looked when analyzing an artifact is its social use,
where signification actually takes place.!™

The process of visual analysis has as much to do
with maintaining openness while interpreting the
data, as it does being self reflexive and method-
ological. Being aware of the context of the analyst,
the viewing and production, and then allowing this
awareness to inform the analysis of the content can
only aid the designer in understanding the visual
language(s) of the audience.

When postmodern graphic designers of the 1980s
and 90s began appropriating culturally specific and
historic forms of visual communication they were
doing so as a reaction against the constraints of
structured modernist design. They were also part
of a broader realization that the structure of mod-
ernist design (clean, neutral design for the masses)
does not necessarily reflect the structure of society.
Cultures are constantly changing, hybridizing and
reinventing their identities. Within the broader global
culture exists countless numbers of subcultures
that are similarly changing — creating vernacular
forms of visual communication that function as
dialect, communicating to a specific audience. It is
the designer who shapes these identities and mes-
sages, but only an insightful designer recognizes his
or her role in this process.

[11] Lister, Martin and Wells, Liz. “Seeing Beyond Belief: Cultural Studies as an
Approach to Analysing the Visual” in Van Leuween and Jewitt (eds.) Handbook
of Visual Analysis. (Sage Publications, 2001): 71.

[12] Ibid., 73.
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"The Detroit

Project:
fleshconcret,
2004-07

Detroit is a false hometown to nearly 5 million people. Though

Metro-Detroit boasts an ever-expanding community (of which

| claim roots to), the city’s true population has dwindled to cur-
rently less than half of it’s peak of 1.8 million in 1950.

fleshconcret began as a means for a personal understanding of
this complex city; a conversation between people and architec-
ture, human movement and urban planning. It ended after many
binges of complete immersion in a seemingly endless project;
on and off again love affairs with Detroit, and finally culminating
in a final four month long study of it’s 300 year history, focusing
on architecture, immigration, city planning and human response
to the psycho-geography of a city, which became a book/ap-
pendices to an installation.

The project took on the form of a mixed media installation which
combined video, ethnographic audio (interviews/field record-
ings) with print media, which serves as an appendix to the five
channel installation. Each audio channel is the voice of a resi-
dent recounting their life and living situations, covering over 70
years of personal narratives in Detroit. The appendix (which un-
folds to 7°x10’) maps the conversations, paralleling each with
the city’s history. This installation is the result of a long (4 year)
meditation on the city of Detroit.
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Appendix cover (mock up)

Five Voices Loudly Sounding

For four years fleshconcret was molded into many
forms. It’s first incarnation was in the form of an 8
channel audio installation/sculpture created for the
Critical Mass exhibition at Marygrove college in De-
troit, curated by [flak], an arts and architecture group
based in Detroit. The exhibition explored “urban-
ity, environment, and the process of renewal of the
city through means of art and architecture”.! Each
of fleshconcret’s 8 audio channels were housed
within the base of a square cinder block, from
which cored beams of various heights arose, emit-
ting muffled voices. As one observer wrote, “these
wooden posts... rise up from the gallery floor at
various angles, like the remains of a sunken wharf.
From within their hollowed centers come forth the
sounds of people talking, and other noises of a lively
city”.”? When one came closer, or cupped an ear,
the willing listener heard voices of the city, histories
of individuals that experienced Detroit’s tumultuous
twentieth century, who had lived within it’s boundar-
ies and withessed the most violent metamorphosis
of Detroit’s history.

In 2004, | thoroughly explored Detroit’s vacant city
center, interviewing those that would tell their story.
Ed, a former Ford factory worker originally from
Alabama, now homeless; Ulysses, a triumphantly
sardonic (yet optimistic) young artist; and Randy,

a Polish-American, born in 1950 in Hamtramck, on
hot-rods, white flight and handguns. Additionally, |
turned to my family members, recording my grand-

[1] Sousanis, Nick. The Arts: Reviews, theDetroiter.com, October, 2004 (http:/
thedetroiter.com/b2evoArt/blogs/index.php?blog=2&m=200410)
[2] Ibid.

mother Anita, recounting her post war newlywed
years, the ‘43 riots and of her decision to leave, and
her daughter, my Aunt Nancy, on her return 20 years
later — the horrendous race riot of July ’67, Motor
City Blues, and a Detroit Renaissance. The diver-
sity of voices is the centerpiece of the installation. A
mulit-vocal approach shares authorship, and allows
the people of Detroit to represent themselves.

After two more shows (now with video but sans
wooden posts), | thought that | would shelve the
project, but | was afforded an opportunity to do an
independent study with Professor Sandy Wheeler,
Summer 2006. | rattled off several ares of interest,
but she encouraged me to turn back to Detroit. |
quickly realized how much | did not know about my
“hometown”. | immersed myself in the city’s history,
from it’s first written recordings as an Anishinabe
trading ground (before it’s French “founding” in
1701), to it’s present day fight for survival as it shakes
off decades of poor city management, corruption,
high property taxes, and false urban renewals.

In the research stage, | amassed a daunting amount
of information on Detroit ranging from pre-historic
archaeological studies to present day political
analysis of Mayor Kilpatrick. Within the wealth of
information, | found structure — in the multitudes of
perspectives, and the innumerable means of por-
traying voices from the past. Detroit was complex;
and within the complexity was the form.
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Unfolding the various pages of the
appendix reveals a mutating poem
told in Detroit’s three voices, Anishin-
abe (the original people, also known
as Ojibwe), French and English.
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| focused first on the three languages of the city
— Ojibwe (or Anishinabe, the original people),
the French, and the English (and Americans). The
poem, contained within the interior of the ap-
pendix, introduces the major themes of the proj-
ect — individuals, architecture, planning, and the
relationship between humans and architecture
within the historical context of Detroit. It floats
between the three languages (or four, depending
on interpretation) [pp. 80-81]. Again, multi-vocality
is utilized.
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My research was culled primarily from the broad-
sheets of the era, The Detroit News and Free Press,
as well as any other sources | could unearth. The
immense amount of words and images became
overwhelming at times, but | became challenged by
the opportunity to organize this wealth of informa-
tion. The question arose, however, “How does this
relate to the audio?” | began to seek for answers
within the maps that | was searching, and found the
solution to such a complicated problem contained
therein. | could relate the information the individu-
als recounted during my interviews to the relevant
historical information | unearthed in my research.

Essentially | created several maps which over-
lapped: a map of each individuals conversation
[this page and pp. 84-87], a map of the history of
Detroit [pp. 84-85], and a loose map of Detroit,
based upon the structure original city planner,
Augustus B. Woodward. Woodward’s planning was
a creative fountain of inspiration. His plans, focus-
ing anywhere from 3 to 5 main roads, radiating from
a center point of commerce. | found his sketches
to be inspirational — my plans for the structure of
the book drew directly upon his plans for the city.
Though Detroit was limited in growth by a river
(and whatever ethnic or economic-related hurdles

encountered), it spread outward, and the appendix is
built upon this structure. fleshconcret slowly becomes
unwieldy, both in information and form, until finally it
overwhelms the space in size and sound.

Each audio channel, recounting the story of the indi-
vidual and their relationship to Detroit and it’s history
builds and releases multiple swells, at some points
completely unnoticeable to a bystander, at other points
a polyphonous choir of voices and sounds. It is up to
the viewer to either engage or consciously ignore the
work — a concept not so far removed from the present-
day relationship between Detroit and her inhabitants.
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The five voices are mapped in the ap-
pendix, linking their words and stories to
the history of Detroit.
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A listener/viewer can follow a map of the
dialogue (above) and trace the specific
topic to it’s entry in the appendix.
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migrated northward.
The influx of newcomers strained not only housing, but transportation,
education and recreational facilities as well. Wartime residents of
Detroit endured long lines everywhere, at bus stops, grocery story
even at newsstands where they hoped for the cf E first
answering classified ads offer] or rent. Even thou
enjoyed full it it suffered t rstamorts of wartime

ming. Child- ms were nonexistent, with grandma the only

=provided she wasn't already working at a defense plant.
The prevailing 48-hour work week put lots of money into defense
workers pockets, but there were few places to spend it and little to
spend it on. Food and housing were either rationed or unavailable.
Detroit's nickname was the "Arsenal of Democracy” but stressed-out
residents often referred to it as the "arsehole” of democracy. Workers
disgruntled by the long commute out to the Willow Run plane factory
dubbed that operation "Will it Run."
Times were tough for all, but for the Negro community, times were even
tougher.
Blacks were excluded from all public housing except the Brewster
projects. Many lived in homes without indoor plumbing, yet they paid rent
two to three times higher than families in white districts. Blacks were
also confronted with a segregated military, discrimination in public
accommodations, and unfair treatment by police.
The summer of 1341 saw an epidemic of street corner fights invalving
blacks and Palish youths who were terrorizing black neighborhoods in
Detroit and Hamtramek.
Early in June 1343, 25,000 Packard plant workers, who produced
engines for bombers and PT boats, stopped work in protest of the
promaotion of three blacks. A handful of agitators whipped up animosity
against the promotions. During the strike a voice outside the plant
reportedly shouted, "I'd rather see Hitler and Hirohito win than work
beside a nigger on the assembly line."
Whites resentful over working next to blacks caused many stoppages
and slowdowns. Harold Zeck. a former Packard defense worker., recalls
the time when a group of women engine workers tried to get the men on
the assembly line to walk off the job to protest black female workers
using the white restrooms. "They think their fannies are as good as
ours," screamed one woman. The protest fizzled when the men refused
to walk out.
Unions did their best to keep production figures up and to keep the lid on
confrontations, even though the Ku Klux Klan and the feared Black Legion
were highly organized and visible in the plants.
Dvercrowded housing combined with government rent control further
aggravated racial problems in the city. Once spacious flats were divided
and then subdivided into tiny rooms to rent. Many living under these
oppressive conditions relied on hopes for the future to get them through
the long tiring days.

efore the attack on Pearl Harbor, the federal government was

concerned abom using for the workers who were beginning
to pour into the area. On June 4, I i
appro! e fousing projects--one for whites:
blacks. The site originally selected by the commission for black workers
was in a predominantly black area. But the federal government chose a
site at Nevada and Fenelon streets, a white neighborhood.

The Rev Horage White, the only black member of the Housing
Commission, stated, "As much as | disagree with the site selecton,
housing shortage in Detroit is so acute, particularly among Negroes, that
| feel we should cooperate.”

On Sept. 29, the project was named Sojourner Truth, in memory of the
female Negro leader and poet of Civil War days. Despite being completed
on Dec. 15, no tenants moved into the homes because of mounting
opposition from the white neighborhood.

On Jan. 20,1342, Washington informed the Housing Commission that the
Sojourner Truth project would be for whites and another site would be
selected for black workers. But when a suitable site for blacks could not
be found, Washington housing autharities agreed to allow blacks into the
finished homes.

On Feb. 27, with a cross burning in a field near the homes, 150 angry
whites picketed the project vowing to keep out any black homeowners.
By dawn the following day, the crowd had grown to 1,200, many of whom
were armed.

The first black tenants, rent paid and leases signed, arrived at 3 a.m. but
left the area fearing trouble. It wasn't long in coming. Fighting began
when two blacks in a car attempted to run through the picket line.
Clashes between white and black groups continued into the afternoon
when B mounted police attempted to break up the fighting. Tear gas and
shotgun shell were flying through the air. Officials announced an
indefinite postponement of the move

n die here.
Jackson, a short, wir: ‘ormer UAW-CID shop steward, h
tak E part in the auto sit-down stril -
White neighbars on the - ern boundary quizzed each passing
white“Whictrside are you on?" A score of white women, some pushing
baby carriages, waved American flags and paraded briefly along Conley
Avenue north of the project. They booed when the Rev. White appeared to
show support for the new neighbars.
Although the Sojourner Truth riots resulted in no fatalities, the trouble
was a warning of what was to come.

An excerpt from "The 1343 Detroit race riots”
(http://info.detnews.com/history/story/index.cfm?id=|8Gcategory=e
vents) By Vivian M. Baulch and Patricia Zacharias / The Detroit News
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Above: fleshconcret, opening recep-

Above: Installation view, Sonic Land-
tion at Sonic Landscapes, Scene Metro- scapes, Scene Metrospace: Multi-
space, Lansing Michigan. Channel Audio & Print Media, 2004-07,

01:35:21;09
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THE VISUAL

HUNT

The goal of the Visual Scavenger Hunt is to document the dif-
ferent (and often quite similar) visual landscapes encountered

daily by people around the world. Often we do not notice how

much our communities are shaped by various forms of visual
communication. Posters, signs, advertisements, paintings,
graffiti, billboards, flyers, license plates, trash — all become
integrated into the environment around us.

CAVENGER

Between 2006-07 | contacted individuals around the world
with hope that they would document their visual landscapes.
Contributors were asked to photographically document spe-
cific artifacts of visual culture in their environment. The pho-
tographs were then compiled in an online database (www.
flickr.com/groups/ethnographic), allowing the participants to
view one another’s contributions as well as download images
and make comments on the website. My goal was to have
individuals focus on how visual communication can make
our communities similar, and also how it makes them unique.

Contributors were given a list of 29 objects to photograph,
ranging from non-interpretive (take a photo of the front of
today’s paper) to subjective (take a photo of a provocative
advertisement). The contrast between variable and control
made for an exciting cross-cultural comparison.

By May 2007, | had received over 700 photographs from
25 individuals in 20 different countries, creating a polypho-
nous cross-cultural comparison of visual communication
from across the globe. The project continues to present
insight into how visual communication helps shape culture
and identity. The images speak for themselves... .
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PROJECT INFO

Greetings! | sincerely thank you for your interest in this project.

The Visual Scavenger Hunt is part of the thesis | am undertaking as a
master's degree candidate in Graphic Design/Visual Communications
at Virginia Commonwealth University in Richmond, Virginia, USA. The
goal of this project is to document the different (and often quite
similar) visual landscapes encountered daily by people around the
‘world. Often we do not notice how much our communities are shaped
by various forms of visual communication. Posters, signs, advertise-
ments, paintings, grafit, billboards, flyers, license plates, trash—all
become integrated into the environment around us.

I have sent cameras around the world in hopes that we can share our
visual landscapes with one another, sharing the things that make our
‘communities similar, and also what makes them unique.

Your participation brings a distinct vision to this project. Thank you
greatly for your help!

Best,
Ben Gaydos

Benjamin Gaydos

2101 Park Avenue, No. 6
Richmond, VA

US 23220-2701
ben@3toed.com

SHARE
YOUR
WORLD

DIRECTIONS

‘The Visual Scavenger Hunt s designed to be a fun project! It will
probably take between 1-2hrs, but remember, you do not need to
finish it all at once. Please complete as much as you can. If you have
any questions about the process, or need help with translating the
directions, please contact me at ben@3toed.com

You have stated that you have access to a digital camera. If you o not,
please let me know by emailing me using the email address above, |
will be more than happy to supply you with a disposable camera.

1f you know someone else who you know would enjoy this project,
please share it with them. If they would like to contribute—wonderfull
The more diverse the project is the more rich the content will be. |
would be happy to assist in any way that | can (eg., providing a
disposable camera, paying postage,etc.). Email me to let me know!

Check the website to find more information abnu\ the project and to
view the results from the Visual Scavenger H
http://www.3toed.com/ethnographic

Please complete the following steps:

Step1:  Complete the Visual Scavenger Hunt (on pg. 2). Check off the
items you were able to photograph in the space provided.

Step2:  Upload your photos to www.lickr.com.

Uploading photos on flickr is fairly easy, but if you do have any
problems, please email me at ben@3toed.com.

1. First go to www.flickr.com and sign in. You will need to sign
up first, unless you already have an acount. If you have a
Yahoo account or Yahoo email address, then you are already
a"member". Sign in with your username and password.

2.Go to wwwfickr.com/photos/upload . Then select the fles
from your computer (or disc). Please number the photos
according to the list (ie. *#1, Take a picture of yourself* is
"01.jpg") . Also include any notes or descriptions if you'd like
(name, age, city, country, profession).

3.In the "add tags" box on the upload page, type *Visual
Scavenger Hunt", your name in quotes, (i.e., "Benjamin
Gaydos"), your country, and city.

4.The uploaded photos do not have to be that large (medium
resolution), but save the original files on a disc (just in case).
That way you'll always have the hi-res photos.

Step3: Send me an email (ben @3toed.com) to let me know you've
uploaded the photos. THANK YOU!

fﬁ+'ﬂ/’i‘+ﬂ=!

VISUAL NOTES
SCAVENGER
HUNT

Take one photograph of as many of the following items
as you can find in your community:

Use the space to comment on your findings.

In and around your house

01.Take a picture of yourself

02. The front of today's paper

03.The inside of your food storage receptacle
(refrigerator, pantry, etc.)

04. A container of laundry detergent

05. A business card

06. Your house or apartment number

07.The name of your street (on a street sign)

Advertisements
08. A poster/billboard advertising a movie
09. A poster/flyer advertising a musical even

10. A provocative advertisementt INFO
In your community Please fill out contact information below:
11. A main road Name

12. A restaurant menu

13. A shelf of packaged groceries in a store
14. A license plate Address
15. A political poster, flyer, or billboard

16. A police car, fire truck or ambulance

17. An example of public art in your community

18. A religious image

19. A visual example of globalism

20. A T-shirt with a message on it Emall
21. Graffiti on a building

22. Something well designed
23. Something poorly designed
24. A post office or post box

Profession Age.

‘These images will be published on the web at http://www.flickr.com/,
and possibly in printed form in a book. Please sign below to grant
permission to publish the images. All images will be credited to you,
the creator of the original work.

Signs 1 will contact you via email when your work is online. You will have the.
ability to view the project and create discussions with me and others

25. A sign without any words
who contributed o the Visual Scavenger Hunt

26. A traffic sign

Thank you!
27. A grocery store sign
28. A sign made by the government Signature.
29. Public transit signage (bus, subway, train, etc) Date

Visit the website to view results from the scavenger hunt and to find out more info: http: 3toed.

Above: The directions sent to every
participant/contributor.

Left: | asked friends from around the
world to help me translate the goal of
the project into 13 different languages.
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Above: Scavenger Hunt Logo

Left: Website design (www.3toed.com/
ethnographic) The website was the
meeting place for all contributors, and
a resource for individuals interested in
anthropology and design.
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THE VISUAL A s_helf of groceries, Photo by Yasmin Fedda
SCAVENGER HUNT: Decerber 2006,
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Photos by Nearly all of the participants in the visual scavenger

Setareh Ordoubadi hunt submitted beyond what was asked for, send-
ing additional photographs to help bring a broader
understanding of their community and life. Such
was the case with Setareh Ordoubadi, who shared
stories of the residents of Shiraz, Iran, told through
her intimate portraits.
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Above: A comparative analysis of the
correspondents and their submis-
sions to the Visual Scavenger Hunt,
prepared for the MFA Visual com-
munication/Design exhibit, Re:Search,
May 2007.
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Left: The graduate student exhibition, Photo (above) by Andrea Quam
Re:Search, May 2007

Right: Viewing the Visual Scavenger

Hunt at the exhibition
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neighbors,
ethnography
& the blues:
some 10Y,
some pain

| met Lady E (Ethel Barnett-Johnson to her mother) in a
basement, washing her socks. It was the basement we
shared, as neighbors, in a pleasant apartment complex in
the Fan District (Richmond, Virginia). It was the first time | en-
countered her unmistakable voice (which, as she says, “lives
in the basement”), her perfume (which always enters before
her and exits much later), her bracelets (a record of friends,
family and fans), and just as pronounced — her vivacious-
ness and generosity. She spoke to my wife and | about laun-
dry and about being late for work, as if we had known her for
years. As we exited with our bicycles she extended an invita-
tion to see her perform and sing at Emilio’s on Friday.

For Lady E, the transition between being a good neighbor to
becoming “subject matter” for a documentary film was not
extraordinary. As we became friends, shared rides, our jazz
collections and personal histories, | realized that her past
and future were a part of her present in a significant way,
silently directing her actions. She presented a dynamic and
complex individual, who creates, receives and gives, without
pretense, to others. She is someone we could all learn from
that isn’t afraid to tell you just how.
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finding a voice

On an afternoon in December, | asked
Lady E if she would want to make a
film together about her life and the
blues. She, without the slightest bit of
hesitation, said “Of Course!”.

In an experiment to test the pliable
boundaries of ethnography, Lady E,
my wife, visual anthropologist Julia
Yezbick, and | began working on a
collaborative film/performance ethnog-
raphy that applied (somewhat) tradi-
tional ethnographic methods to a new
type of presentation.

Although based on methods of informal
interview and participant observation,
the outcome of the project built upon
an amalgamation of hand-painted film,
Super8 film (shot by Lady E), docu-
mentary footage, and live performance.
These techniques were explored as a
means to express the emotional quali-
ties of the music and the lived experi-
ence of Lady E as a performer whose
music has allowed her to overcome
hardship and celebrate life.

Lady E was more than subject matter,
she was a co-creator and producer. In
addition to shooting Super8 footage,

she recorded audio journals and field
recordings, talking directly to the listener.
She was a critical part of both the ethno-
graphic and creative process, reviewing
every rough cut of the film and made
suggestions and criticisms on edits.
When it came time to give the film a title,
she quietly said, “It’s some joy, some
pain”, as simply as that.

The dialogical and co-creative approach
allowed Lady E to tell her story with her
voice. She also performed as part of the
screening of the documentary, intertwin-
ing her performance with the sound-
track. The performative aspect allowed
Lady E to not only verify our representa-
tions of her, but to continually re-create
her own image of herself to an audience
— each performance marked with its
own peculiarities and nuances, emo-
tional highs and lows. some joy, some
pain is a celebration of life, love and the
blues, told by a voice who lived it.
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Left: Lady E with Bubby and Pierre, 1970.
Right: Pierre and Bubby, 1991
Photos courtesy of Lady E.
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Left: Hand processing black and
white 8mm film.

Right: The super 8mm camera
used by Lady E to document her
daily life.
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collaboration

some joy, some pain was a completely new way
of creating for me. While | had obviously worked
in teams before, directly collaborating with my
subject matter on all aspects of production was
uncharted territory. | pride myself on having the
ability to create completely self-generated films
of all sorts and sizes — the longest being a
30-plus minute non-narrative film, and the short-
est being a 20 second animation. Shifting my
process to a more flexible, entirely collaborative
method was extremely rewarding, and | feel it
produced a film that speaks more directly, and
to a wider audience than any previous film that |
had worked on.

From the beginning | was certain that | wanted to
create hand painted segments specifically for the
film. | couldn’t say why, exactly, but after showing
Lady E the film, Not Killing for Life [p. 53], which

| had created in 2005, she remarked that it was
“like visual music”. So with us both agreeing on
the medium’s ability to communicate emotion
(especially when paired with sound), | began to
paint directly on 16mm and 8mm clear film lead-
er. Firstly | asked Lady E what “color” she was

at her happiest, as well as her saddest. Together
we determined that the segments would move
from black, brown and blues to bright orange
and golds. One viewer commented that these
segments took you into Lady E’s past, envelop-
ing you in an abstractions of her memory.
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We discussed the role of music and its integra-
tion into the film structure. How would we explore
both ends of the emotional spectrum? How would
the music and film function as a live performance?
Again, the solutions were determined mutually, and
with surprising ease.

We shared a mutual respect for each other’s
creative process, but were also flexible enough to
be take risks that either one of us would not have
taken on our own. Lady E toted around a clunky
super 8mm camera (from the 60’s) and a digital
multi-track audio recorder (from the 00’s) both with
unfamiliar controls, for several weeks at a time,
recording the moments and objects that she found
important enough to share with the reset of the
world. She sat through difficult questions about
painful times in her life while my wife, Julia, and |
pointed cameras and microphones in her direc-
tion. On the other hand, | immersed myself into
someone else’s life and story that was, on many
occasions, emotionally and physically draining,
and relinquished complete control of a process |
had always done alone. But by building a collabo-
ration out of friendship and trust, we both were
freely able to embrace a new way of creating which
yielded results beyond what either of us would
have created on our own.

Those results were presented at a public screening
of some joy, some pain on May 5" 2007 during the
graduate student exhibition, Re:Search.
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some joy, some pain.

performance/screening .
05 May 2007 Photos by Katherine Gaydos
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Building
Communities:
design
research &

pedagogy

In academia, and increasingly in the business world, we are
seeing the “intermingling” of disciplines, the sharing of previ-
ously discrete knowledge, and the blurring of clearly defined
partitions. In my own education | found it quite natural to
move from engineering to art, and freely between my three
cognates, design, cultural anthropology and film. | apply the
same holistic approach to design education. Design is the
glorious open landscape between art and science, objectiv-
ity and subjectivity, poetics and pragmatics (or Dada and
data, if you like). | feel that a strong designer has the ability
to balance rationality and emotion, and to communicate from
variant perspectives. It is for this reason that | teach students
to be observant, to engage in a dialogue with their audience
and with other disciplines to cultivate understanding.

The following pages elaborate on this approach to design
education. | present two projects — the first for a Sopho-
more Imaging course (Comics-Verité), the second for a
Junior Sequential Design course — the project descriptions
(pp. 132-133) and student work (pp. 134-135). On p. 137

is a outline for a planned interdisciplinary course between
the graphic design and anthropology departments, for
Spring 2008.



Comlcs-Vente,

Soph m"fevel Irﬁagm

Comics have been long (dis)regarded in the US as a
low-brow form of mass entertainment. This section
of the course will reevaluate the role of narrative in
sequential art by critically examining the structure of
comics. We will argue the possibility of conveying or
finding ‘truth’ in image, and whether or not it is ap-
plicable in the creation of sequential art.

During the first two weeks of Part Il, students will
collaborate with groups from the Visual Anthropology
391 course to develop the visual language of an eth-
nographic documentary. Each student will then use
the remainder of the 5 week project to apply their
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research to the creation of a large-format documen-
tary comic (using photography, illustration, collage/
mixed media, or a combination of the three), utilizing
the unique structure of sequential art in an “experi-
mental” non-fiction context.

Students will accompany the anthropologists while
they conduct their field research. They will also
spend time observing and discussing what is visu-
ally important to the story and how the film could be
structured. The anthropology students will provide
the designers with a one-page proposed written out-
line of their film. The designers will use this outline to
create a sequential documentary narrative.

|
e SSTORSHERS,
“ Lol o R e

bl i e g il i S 1 j [

oad Street PrOJect

quor level, Sequentlai 'th
| | E

b
Designers create for people. People live in places.

It is imperative for designers to understand the
environment they are creating for and communi-
cating with.

As a class, we will document the area of Broad
Street most used by VCU’s student population.
Each student will observe and document using any
method(s) or form(s) they see fit (including, but not
limited to: drawing, photo, video, rubbings, audio
recording, etc).

l it eds
r LI

Using the material gathered, each student will create
a work consisting of both time-based media (video)
and sequential print components. Final project: DVD
and packaging.

The final piece should convey a sense of place
through the interaction of time and space, image
and text. Each work will be evaluated on process,
effort, creativity and the ability of the student to ap-
ply learned technological skills to the project.

Above: Satellite photo of Broad Street
between Bowe and Belvidere, Rich-
mond, Virginia (Google Earth)
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YEAH. LL BETAKING
MY DAUGHTERTO
: 2 TEMPLE WHEN SHE

THE CAMBODAN COMMUNITY -
WE GREW UPWITHTHOUGHT =
UTTLE OF OUR FAMILY

BINCE QUR FATHER LEFT i

US. THEY THOUGHT WE

WOULDVE BEEN FAILURES [\

JUST BECALISE WE HAD

A BROKEN FAMILY... [

AN

AS CHAN MAKES ATRIPTO
MORTHERN VIRGINIATOWSIT] |

TWIO HOURS LATER, CHAN

O MOM FAISE USWELL. B = - /}
SHE DID ALL SHE COULD ™ K
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. ] AMERICAN CULTURE...
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HER BROTHER AND SISTER,
CHAN REFLECTS DM HER
LIFE, HER PAST AND HER
FAMILY.

ARRIVES AT HER BROTHER'S
HOUSE AND GREETS HER SIBLINGS

Above: CHAN, Karen Sagun,
Documentary Sequential Narrative,
Imaging 2, Spring 2007
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SHE EVEN BROUGHT US
TO A BAPTIST CHURCH,
ANDWE'RE NOT EVEN

CHRISTIAN THAT WAS A
LITTLE CONFUSING.

BUTWE'RE DOING WELL. CHAN'S I
COLLEGE AND MY BROTHER AND | HAVE
GOOD JOBS, WERE DOING CHRAY.
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Broad Street, Cassandra Ellison,
Broad Street Project,
Sequential Design, Fall 2006

Above: Broad Thoughts, Marc O’Brien,
Broad Street Project,
Sequential Design, Fall 2006
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GDES 391:
Design, Anthropology
and the Community

Design Anthropology and the Community is an
advanced interdisciplinary course that explores
localized visual communication through the
application of cultural anthropology methods.

The course will explore cultural identity, culturally
specific visual communication, and assessment
of community needs on the local level. Firstly,
students will study the role of visual communica-
tion and cultural identity within their local com-
munity, through observation and documentation.
Secondly, students will look at how methods of
cultural anthropology can be incorporated into
the design process (participant observation, col-
laboration, documentation and analysis). Finally,
they will apply these approaches to a community
based design problem.

The interdisciplinary nature of the course
encourages cross-pollination of ideas through
collaboration. Design students will pair with their
anthropology counterparts to study the vari-

ous cultural forms of visual communication in
Richmond, each student sharing their disciplin-

a ary expertise with the other. Together, design
GDE,:S 391: e i e i and anthropology student teams will develop a
Design, : project with a local non-profit organization from
Anthropology  wmu= ation, and the beginning to end — crafting a proposal, partici-
and the : Ml ove the skilsand. pating in field research and designing a project
LR based on community needs.

ripanizaion in

Community ssroom o work direcly it

Pt mml L g oy Artmn B af
S e
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Further
Directions

| spent the better portion of graduate school researching an-
thropological theory and methodology — some of which |
had studied and practiced before, much that | had not. | then
retrofitted it to the needs and processes of a graphic de-
signer. Studying the ways in which the methods practiced by
cultural anthropologists could be (or if they should be) appro-
priated by graphic designers, | crafted a document that out-
lined these ideas. In that document, which evolved through
research and practical application, | present an argument that
[ethno]graphic design could be easily integrated into the de-
signer’s creative process; it explains the methods one could

apply as an [ethno]graphic designer, and the benefits of do-
ing so. While this document helped structure my ideas into a
methodology that could be applied to a design project, | real-
ized | was without a “real-world” design project to apply the
methodology to.

The studies developed for this creative project were attempts
to find a beneficial meeting ground between the disciplines of
anthropology and design. Each one provoked questions that
the next study would attempt to answer, often leaving me with
even more questions than | started with. | found out that cer-
tain anthropological methods, be they ethnographic fieldwork,
participant observation, collaboration, polyphonous/multivocal
representation and self-evaluation, can greatly aid a graphic
designer, in many situations. Design educators need to pres-
ent opportunities for students to experience cross-disciplinary
design. Practitioners need to understand how to be socially-
minded and how to encourage their clients to be so as well.

[ethno]graphic design is an ever-evolving process. The meth-
ods should be continuously reevaluated and tested further.
As one of my fellow classmates said, | need to practice what |
preach. | plan to do just that.
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'thanks]

| would like to express my sincerest gratitude to the those
that have in some way contributed to my creative, intellectual
or spiritual development over the past two years. Thank you.

To Michael Fanizza, my mentor — | continue to learn from you.

To those that have inspired and pushed me cretively and intel-
lectually, especially, Rob Carter, Anders Linde-Laursen, Sandy
Wheeler, Sonali Gulati, Susan King-Roth, Roy McKelvey, David
Colley, Patrick Bell, Jamie Mahoney, John Demao, Steve Hosk-
ins, Laura Chessin and Matt Woolman, thank you.

To those that helped me develop and contributed to my cre-
ative projects, especially Julia Yezbick, Lady E, Doc and the
KeyNotes, James Parrish, Matt Klimas, Antonio Zirién, and all
of the individuals that contibuted to the Visual Scavenger Hunt.

To my classmates, for collaborating in thought and action.
| could not have asked for better comrades!

To my family, thank you for your support and love.
Ma jolie, | love you. Thank you for bringing me joy.
And to those that let me go when they realized they had the

wrong guy, | really appreciate it. I've learned a lot and had a
lot of fun since then.
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