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This reader examines Graphic Design as an Institution, exploring different  
moments and movements that shape the practice of design: ideation, creation, 
practice, product. This reader is the result of a graphic design process  
taking place under the conditions of an institution, and a research project’s  
inquiry into institutionality as a surface and style. 

How do schools of graphic design — the Swiss school, the slick school —
emerge? How does Graphic Design institute its schools of style and laws of form? 
How do schools, associations, patriarchs, and communities imprint them- 
selves on the process and practice of graphic design, and the designer? How is 
the institution of graphic design narrated? 

This reader situates the practice of the designer in the interstitial space  
between four places: the designer, the institution, the space, distance, or proximity 
between those two, and the thing that the designer is executing. The reader  
is in itself a manifestation of an ongoing process that challenges the assumption 
of what graphic designers are supposed to deliver when an institutional  
process asks for material for its visual representation. 

Sonia Malpeso has joined the Institutions as a Way of Life (IWL) research  
team during the beginnings of the four year, state-funded project. During such 
beginnings, a research project seeks to acquire a visual language of re- 
presentation and visibility for assumed audiences and publics interested in the 
research, but also for the bodies of evaluation and control that govern  
such projects. IWL is interested in the interstitial space that exists between 
practices of art, politics and styles of institutionality as a site where new ways of  
making art and understanding institutions emerge. Therefore it has become  
clear rather soon that IWL needs to find a way to present itself as expressing 
difference in its articulation of institutionality, or on the surfaces provided by the 
institutions that seek to co-opt its articulations. Through extensive experi- 
mentation, Sonia Malpeso proposed fluidity and liquefaction as a theme and 
metaphor: one that, by applying a simple computer graphic effect to visual 
materials, we find an ongoing and ever-changing articulation against the 
assumptions that institutions and their representation are predictable, fixed, 
rectangular structures, that once set into being, will not move nor budge. Beyond 
this visual metaphor, Sonia Malpeso articulated an identity for the research  
project that is based on fluid instructions and prescriptions rather than fixed 
elements and assets. Its indeterminate identity is to be understood as a resistance 
to assumptions of what institutions are understood to be: IWL ultimately pro- 
poses to shift the understanding of the word institution from a noun to a verb, that  
is, from a preexisting structure to an ongoing practice. 

Bernhard Garnicnig & Sonia Malpeso

We would like to thank Genevieve Coestello, Aiwen Yin, Luiza Crosman, Mela 
Dávila Freire, and Lucie Kolb for their input during our public editorial session on 
October 10, 2019.
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Grid Systems in Graphic Design defines the grid as a controlling  
principle in design, and a ‘solution’ to all visual problems. How  
does a predefined grid shape thinking and doing? And what happens  
when something doesn’t fit inside a grid?

The Elements of Typographic Style, considered a bible for typography, 
defines the fundamental rules of what makes good typography.  
How do rules shape the design process? How is the evolution of a tradition 
legitimized?

The Master in Visual Communication & Iconic Research teaches design 
practitioners how to think about design as practice and research. How  
is design research defined by a school that was established more as a trade 
school rather than an academic institution? What does school actually  
teach and how does it shape one’s approach to designing? And how does  
it shape one’s values?

I Seem to be a Verb is a collection and juxtaposition of slogans and  
images that explores the individual state of being as a continually changing 
and evolving experience. How does one define an Institution when the 
individual components that comprise it are in a constant state of flux and 
change? What does an/the Institution of change look like? 

Invisible Design explores the invisible components of design that  
often remain hidden due to how one classifies the environment in terms  
of objects. Burckhardt proposes the night as an institution, in the  
sense of a network of patterned behaviors. What invisible aspects shape the 
graphic design process? How does one’s working environment shape  
the way one navigates through it?

Character Building explores how designers arrive at images with  
individual character by looking at the mutation of shapes and faces. How  
is an identity defined visually? What would be the appropriate identity for a 
project desiring to position itself as fluid? 

This reader is a collection of visually illustrated questions, which  
have surfaced through/as a result of the actual experience of working  
as a graphic designer. The overall aim of this Reader is not to offer answers 
to the questions posed, but rather to offer the audience a unique and 
personal perspective of how Institutionalization influences one’s graphic 
design practice.
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Trying to define yourself
is like trying

to bite your own teeth. 
                                                              Alan Watts
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The typographic page
is a map of the mind; it is frequently  

also a map of the  
social order from which it comes.  
And for better or for worse,  

minds and social orders change. 
                           Robert Bringhurst 
            The Elements of Typographic Style
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“I live on Earth at the present,  
and I don’t know what I am. I know  
that I am not a category. I am not  
a thing — a noun. I seem to be a verb,  
an evolutionary process — an  
integral function of the universe …  
The most important fact about  
Spaceship Earth: An instruction book  
didn’t come with it.”

The opposite of nature is impossible.
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Distribution of space into the areas of: Public relation, Privacy, Service...

...the consequences of classifications?

These tools allow anyone, and any group of  

people, to create beautiful, functional,  

meaningful places. You can create a living world.
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In his essay, The Role of 
Motion in Our Visual 
Habits and Artistic Cre-
ation, Gillo Dorfles 
identifies most of human 
behaviours as habit, 
custom, tradition and 
routine, and reflects upon 
how such changes in our 
way of living can often  
go unnoticed: “we are often 
not immediately aware  
of certain profound transfor-
mations in our [lives] … 
and scarcely conscious  
of the development of certain 
events which set up  
important transformation  
in [our] sensory, per- 
ceptive and proprioceptive 
activities, causing a reation 
throughout entire  
areas of [our] productive 
and communicative  
activity.”
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a-sure in his own motion and that of the environ-ment… It should encourage his sense of mastery and 

independence, and increase his understanding of the city by clear 
orientation and meaningful exposure. To achieve this,  contrast and 

surprise must be developed within a pattern of continui-
ty, progression, and fulfilment, structured at several  

Appleyards text invites one to contemplate  

the different movements in the design practice: ideation, 

creation, practice, product, from the  

perspective of a navigation, de-fined by the process of 

searching, finding, and executing actions. His  

description of an urban-dweller navigating his environment 

makes for a fitting analogy to a graphic designer  

moving through her working process. 
levels 
for in- terruption, reversal, and repetition of experience. 

Appleyard, Motion, Sequence, and the City 
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There’s a smell of paint in here.

 
 Overheard at the Museum of Modern Art  
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There are  
invisible components of design, 

over which the designer  
always exercises a certain influence 

   yet which, given the  
way we classify our environment  

in terms of objects, tends to  
remain hidden .

                                                                     Lucius Burckhadt
                                                                  Invisible Design
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This reader was published as part of the Annotating series of workshops and publications, 
convened during the research project Institutions as a Way of Life, conducted between 2017 and 
2021 at the Institute for Experimental Design and Media Cultures at the School of Art and Design 
FHNW Basel. 
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