The designer
as reporter

For some time now two-dimensional design has been gripped by an identity crisis.

The term ‘graphic designer’ no longer seems adequate. A parade of thinkers, apologists
and special interest groups has proposed one new model of design practice after -
another. We have heard about the designer as author, editor, producer, translator,
performer, director and information architect. At the risk of sowing further confusion,
I'would like to suggest another way of thinking about communication design.

It has elements of several of the definitions above, but is even more specific about

the approach some might choose to take in years to come. The idea I have in mind is

the designer as visual journalist. )

I first heard this term a number of years ago in a lecture given by the Dutch designer
and educator Jan van Toorn, well known for his activist stance. Wherever possible,
van Toorn uses his design commissions to develop his own graphic commentary on
Dutch institutions, companies and political issues. Especially in the 1970s, many of his
projects became a form of personal research, an impassioned, sceptical and sometimes
combative response to the cultural moment and conditions in which he found
himselfworking. His approach had much in common with that of a campaigning or
investigative journalist, except that his medium of expresswn was design and the
image rather than the written word. ’

There is a sense in which almost any piece of graphic design could be seen as
akind of ‘visual journalism’. The most effective visual communications are almost
always of their time. Design captures and condenses into seductive graphic form the
mood, concerns, inspirations, aspirations, fads, obsessions and stylistic tics of the
day. It functions as a constantly updated report on the way we live now. This is why it
dates so rapidly and eventually becomes such a vivid reminder of the era that gave it
life. Even design that aspires to bypass this process and somehow become ‘timeless’
usually ends up tethered to its point of origin in some way.

The designer doesn’t even need to be conscious of this effect—itis an inevitable
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by-product of designing and will happen regardless. The visual journalism suggested by
van Toorn’s work, on the other hand, is a self-willed activity. What if the designer were
to function more like a journalist? In other words, develop a sphere of knowledge and
expertise, select a subject, conduct research, gather material, then create an appropriate
final form, usingall the resources of design, both words and images, to communicate
the story or argument.

Clearly, many designers already do this to a degree. Think ofall those brochures
and annual reports that graft some extra thematic layer on to the basic marketing story.
Designers’ self-promotions and Christmas gifts are another outlet. But the truth is that
in the main these projects are not serious. The vast majority are vanity items, luxury add-
ons meant to connote a quality product, harmless unread pieces of whimsy, or little
rewards to the creative team for getting the job done. A fillly engaged visual journalism
would require a significant shift of emphasis. It would be inner-directed and much less
constrained. Itwould proceed from the designer’s commitment to, and knowledge of,
subject matter, themes, ideas and causes outside design. Design would be an essential
part of the story-telling process, much more fully integrated than is usually the case,
butitwould notbe the point of the exercise any more than a financial journalist would
undertake a story about junk bond fraud solely for the satisfaction of stringing words
together on paper.

It's worth dwelling on this issue because it is a critical point that appears to have
been overlooked in all the hoop-la about designers as ‘authors’. To be an author, in the
literary sense, the first requirement is to have something to say abouta subject. So much
contemporary graphic design, though, seems to jettison coherent su‘bject matter at the
first opportunity, favouring instead the oblique gesture, the disconnected fragment, the
abstract sensation and the studied non sequitur, and deluding itself that this navel-gazing
‘graphic language’ is communication enou gh for the viewer. The notion of a journalist
behaving in this way is impossible. Responsible journalism questions and i investigates.
It pieces together a story and by doing so endeavours to bring greater clarity to a small
corner of the world. Journalism, like design, operates under constraints of time,
budget, space, ownership and politics, but one thing effective journalists never lose
sightofis ‘point of view’. Why are they researching, writing and runninga story? -
Whatare they trying to say and to whom? What do they hope to change?

A Dutch design student at the Royal College of Art created an impressive example
of design as visual journalism that shows what might be achieved if this became a
regular way of working. In 1999, Harmen Hoogland visited the Fresh Kills Landfill on
StatenIsland, New York, scheduled for closure by Mayor Giuliani in 2001. Hoogland
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