THE DESIGNER AS AUTHOR
Michael Rock

~ uthorship has become a popular term
in graphic design circles, especially in
those at the edges of the profession:
the design academies and the murky
territory between design and art. The word has an important ring to it, with seductive
connotations of origination and agency. But the question of how designers become
authors is a difficult one, and exactly who qualifies and what authored design might look
like depends on how you define the term and determine admission into the pantheon.
Authorship may suggest new approaches to the issue of the des1gn process in a
profession traditionally associated more with the communication than the origination of
messages. But theories of authorship also serve as legltumzmg strategies, and authorial aspi-
rations may end up reinforcing certain conservative notions of design production and sub-
jectivity—ideas that run counter to recent critical attempts to overthrow the perception
of design as based on individual brilliance. The implications of such a redefinition deserve
careful scrutiny. What does it really mean to call for a graphic designer to be an author?
The meaning of the word “author” has shifted significantly through history and
has been the subject of intense scrutiny over the last forty years. The earliest definitions
are not associated with Writing per se, but rather denote “the person who originates or
gives existence to anything.” Other usages have authoritarian—even patriarchal—con-
notations: “the father of all life,” “any inventor, constructor or founder,” “one who
begets,” and “a director, commander, or ruler.” More recently, Wimsatt and Beardsley’s
-seminal essay “The Intentional Fallacy” (1946) was one of the first to drive a wedge
between the author and the text with its claim that a reader could never really “know”
the author through his or her writing.! The so-called death of the Author, proposed most
succinctly by Roland Barthes in a 1968 essay of that name, is closely linked to the birth
of critical theory, especially theory based in reader response and interpretation rather
than intentionality?. Michel Foucault used the rhetorical questibn “What Is an Author?”
in 1969 as the title of an influential essay which, in response to Barthes, outlines the
basic characteristics and functions of the author and the problems associated with con-
ventional ideas of authorship and orlgmatlon 3
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Foucault demonstrated that over the centuries the relationship between the
author and the text has changed. The earliest sacred texts are authorless, their origins lost
in history. In fact, the ancient, anonymous origin of such texts serves as a kind of authen-
tication. On the other hand, scientific texts, at least until after the Renaissance, demanded
an author’s name as validation. By the eighteenth century, however, Foucault asserts, the
situation had reversed: literature was authored and science had become the product of
anonymous objectivity. Once authors began to be punished for their writing—that is,

when a text could be transgressive——the link between author and text was firmly estab- .

lished. Text became a kind of private property, owned by the author, and a critical the-
ory developed which reinforced that relationship, searching for keys to the text in the
life and intention of its writer. With the rise of scientific method, on the other hand,
scientific texts and mathematical proofs were no longer seen as authored texts but as dis-
covered truths. The scientist revealed an extant phenomenon, a fact anyone faced with
the same conditions would have uncovered. Therefore the scientist and mathematician
could be first to discover a paradigm, and lend their name to it, but could never claim
authorship over it, ‘ '

Post-structuralist readings tend to criticize the prestige attributed to the figure
of the author. The focus shifts from the author’s intention to the internal working of the

writing: not what it means but how it means. Barthes ends his essay supposing “the birth

of the reader must be at the cost of the death of the Author.”* Foucault imagines a time

when we might ask, “What difference does it make who is speaking?”’® The notion that
a text is a line of words that releases a single meaning, the central message of an
author/god, is overthrown.

Postmodernism turned on 2 “fragmented and schizophrenic decentering and
dispersion” of the subject, noted Fredric Jameson.® The notion of a decentered text—a
text which is skewed from the direct line of communication between sender and
receiver, severed from the authority of its origin, and exists as a free-floating element in
a field of possible significations—has figured heavily in recent constructions of a design
based in reading and readers. But Katherine McCoy’s prescient image of designers mov-
ing beyond problem-solving and by “authoring additional content and a self-conscious
critique of the message . . . adopting roles associated with art and literature” has as often
as not been misconstrued.” Rather than working to incorporate theory into their meth-
ods of production, many so-called deconstructivist designers literally illustrated Barthes’s
image of a reader-based text—*a tissue of quotations drawn from innumerable centers
of culture”—by scattering fragments of quotations across the surface of their “authored”
posters and book covers.® The dark implications of Barthes’s theory, note Ellen Lupton
and J. Abbott Miller, were fashioned into “a romantic theory of self-expression.”?
| Perhaps after years as faceless facilitétors, designers were ready to speak out.
Some may have been eager to discard the internal affairs of formalism—to borrow a
metaphor used by Paul de Man—and branch out into the foreign affairs of external pol-
itics and content.!® By the 19705 design had begun to discard the scientific approach
that had held sway for decades, exemplified by the rationalist ideology that preached
strict adherence to an eternal grid. Miiller-Brockmann’s evocation of the “aesthetic qual-

U R § it i e

AR L S fhe e i






