
For a while now, we have been immersed in a culture that seems to be out of focus: in 
one way or another, we all seem to be excitedly engaged in blurring boundaries of some 
kind, if not happy to dissolve them altogether. Musical boundaries, political boundaries, 
gender boundaries, linguistic boundaries... all gone, all joyfully gone. And yet, the world 
feels so partitioned, so polarised.

It may have all begun when post-modernism began fetishising the experience of the 
exotic, turning foreign cultures into snapshots lacking in authenticity; yet not long before 
that, counterculture had been shattered into a myriad of subcultures, ideals had turned 
into leisure and the young had become a commodity called youth culture. In the mean-
time, youth culture has re-shaped language and inverted its meanings, welcoming 
communication hybrids between the written word and the snapshot, recently demad-
ing all forms of communication to be mediated... Efficiency and profit have dictated a 
gradual irrelevance of geography, while the mass narratives of the turn of the Century 
(Princess Diana, 9-11, George W., Iraq and Abu Ghraib, The Da Vinci Code...) dictate 
an unashamed separation between our cultural repertoire and our direct experience of 
the world. The world seems more and more complex, it feels more and more complex, 
paved with mazes, contradictions, convergences, incoherence. 
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Artists and designers have themselves been converging into new territories of creativity 
and concern, moved by the need to define new aesthetic and pragmatic needs as well as 
the need to stay relevant. Today’s artist is less interested in subscribing to the bohemian 
mythology of yore, and a whole lot more engaged in games of enterpreneurship and pro-
tagonism. In the meantime, the designer has come to understand the potential of becom-
ing an author, rehearsing personal mythologies in the process. 

The utopia of some is precisely this ultimate state of interchangeability, a liquidity of 
existence and of the intellect where one is not constrained by so-called obsolete struc-
turalisms, no longer applicable to a world in simultaneous expansion and collapse. 
More sympathetic to discourse, however, may be a formulation that acknowledges 
the obsolescence of those structures, yet does not give up on trying to structure our 
surroundings. A formulation that restates the need to carry on naming and articulat-
ing realities in order to navigate and communicate unequivocally: we must continually 
attempt to redraw the cultural map, and this state of impermanence should be accepted 
as permanent. Thus art and design are not the same at this point in History, but neither 
can they afford not to be!

As we know, art and design began as irreducibly distinct practices, separated by irreduc-
ible chronological contexts, yet they have recently been acknowledging common ground 
as far as form, purpose and context of operation are concerned. 



Contemporary fine art has been busy rehearsing commercial identities not far from 
advertising and spectacle, re-learning the need to shock and delight an audience in 
quasi-hollywoodesque ways while rediscovering its own potential as an aggressive 
money-making machine; Design, in turn, has come to embrace creativity beyond mass-
production (and mass-consumption, for that matter), busying itself with abstract concepts 
and languages, and getting more and more comfortable with the very fine-artish notion 
of authorship. Now, this formulation is hugely generalised, but it nevertheless attempts to 
enunciate an undelying principle that will prove useful in the understanding of the current 
cultural syndromes to be discussed below; for the time being, let us acknowledge that 
certain areas of design are indeed closer to a traditional model of “art” than to the origi-
nal blueprint of where design as a profession stood not that many years ago.

And the fact is, to consider graphic design without considering the idea of authorship has 
become inconceivable. Regardless of the actual provision of services to third parties, 
the notion of authorship permeates contemporary Western culture, even when disguised 
behind constellations of seemingly random references. It may be “just” road signs or 
bus schedules, but those road signs we design will surely end up nominated for annual 
awards and will parade in coffee table books next to some obscure graffiti hero’s tag, 
hailed as “cutting edge visual language”. We may define our own activity as a mere pro-
vision, yet the larger context will make a point out of conferring the “author” status upon 
us – and this inevitability we cannot not take into account. 

The above is obviously not an axiom, but rather an invitation to reflect on some of the 
most decisive cultural roles of contemporary design. Furthermore, if we can agree that 
design’s basic ambition is to confer and communicate meaning through sensory means, 
we recognise the complexity of those roles in face of an increasingly complex world, in 
face of an increasingly complex contextual universe. Thus the need to own up what we 
communicate: we simply have no way of communicating without prior knowledge, without 
prior reflection, without prior scrutiny of the current wider picture.

A defining characteristic of this wider picture is an apparent randomness of references. 
This perception of randomness is, on one hand, an inheritance of post-modernity, but 
we can also understand it as a consequence of “seeing too much”. The abundance of 
visual and sensory stimuli (and associated channels), coupled with the unimaginable 
speed at which they can be accessed, dictate a divorce between those stimuli’s prom-
ised potential and what we can legitimally process as human beings. As of July 2005, a 
Google image search based on the word “design” takes approximately 0.05 seconds to 
return 3,190,000 images. Added up under some yet-to-be defined method, all of these 
images might portray the concept of  “design” with impressive accuracy... but that we 
will never be humanly able to find out. As consumers of images, for the time being, we 
are left with a succession of icons devoid of context or logical sequence, landing in our 
hands one after the other for no apparent reason beyond an often obscure connection 
with a generic word of choice. Amongst pink fractals, atmospheric reactors and instant 



logo-making businesses, at the end of the day, a designer cannot help but wonder what 
his/her own contribution might be in a world where images seem to spurt out spontane-
ously by the second. 

Abandoning old mythologies inherited from the fine arts and later conveniently adopted 
by consumer culture, those of the creative as a higher being touched by divine talent, 
designers come to realise they no longer recognise themselves as particularly gifted in 
a world where virtuosity has lost its inherent cultural capital. Instead, they face an audi-
ence they do not recognise, an audience that is gradually more comfortable with the fol-
lowing, self-evident operative concepts: 
- Images are free; they are there to be produced, consumed, collected, interpreted and 
contextualised by anyone, according to one’s desires, at any given time. 
- Images do not mean much of anything, nor do they wish to; they exist as possibilities 
for sensory or evocative enjoyment, not intellectual fruition.
- Images do not bear a tangible connection with reality; their defining characteristic is 
precisely a detachment from mundane existence.

To stand in disagreement with the above in today’s cultural context would be, in a varia-
tion of an old saying, to stand in disagreement with the rain. In other words, our culture 
has been redefining its own concepts of visual literacy, and designers need to take the 
paradigms emerging from this process into account. Shame that visual literacy never 

really took off among the masses, but what matters is now: Design needs to be less 
concerned with producing the right images, and more concerned with speaking languag-
es which are understood by an audience that takes design for granted; this is not com-
promise, but rather strategic placement in an increasingly polarised and mediated world.

Much of the above comes from the way images have become synonymous with enter-
tainment, regardless of their original context or intent. As an audience, we have come to 
expect images to entertain, we have come to expect a comic-book ghost to be lurking 
behind every visual reference we consume, from the cute yellow smiley on a chatroom to 
photo-journalistic discourses perpetuating the mythologies of good and evil to the eter-
nally celebratory, oblivious self-indulgence of advertising (see the Diesel clothing cam-
paigns for a particularly cynical approach to image-making). But the above comes also 
from a progressive divorce between our actual surroundings and the universes of refer-
ences we inhabit. We no longer seem to be able to experience reality without automati-
cally demanding the mediation of that same reality. On the one hand, the wide availabil-
ity of digital technology has made it possible for everyone to become an image-maker, 
and an apparent professional at that; on the other hand, that same technology has dic-
tated that only what is mediated (filmed, photographed, registered, codified) truly exists. 
Media is, first and foremost, exactly that – a process of mediation, an entity placed 
between the subject and the object, a loss of direct experience, a loss of authenticity: our 
senses focus on the process of mediation rather than on the actual object or event. 



Thus we can now only conceive reality when detached from experience, when reality is 
scheduled, edited down, made into consumable trivia: humorous, tragic, sexy, celebra-
tory, but never introspective, never irreducible, never naked. Mass media have for dec-
ades been actively involved in this process; what is new, and has a much greater cultural 
impact, is the average citizen’s equally active and enthusiastic involvement in similar 
processes of mediation. The world becomes a gigantic exercise in photogenics.

The accessibility of content and automation of form have likewise rendered most 
intellectual effort periferal; precisely because thought distances itself from experience 
and becomes media-dependent, contemporary culture risks becoming a succession of 
Google searches and a spiral of quotations, an endless archive of downloadable data 
that ultimately cannot be digested, only experienced as a quick frisson, one after the 
other after the other, endlessly compressed and archived in ever-expanding private 
media collections. If, on one hand, the mythology of authorship still applies, on the other 
hand copyright and ownership are pretty much things of the past as far as our culture 
goes. No amount of legal reinforcement will prevent what is already part of a generation’s 
modus vivendi: it is all there for the taking, reciprocity out of the window in the process.

If the present discourse sounds catastrophic, it does not mean we are beyond redemp-
tion; it simply means we need to perform a territorial recognition before we decide how to 
function within that territory. 

Catastrophe is, in this case, essentially a matter of inevitability, a matter of anxiety over 
the collapse of classic modes of communication and intellectual property. The difficulty 
in finding new cultural anchors has less to do with their non-existence, and a lot more 
to do with the fact that we remain entangled in principles of binary opposition, in addi-
tion to maintaining the illusion of simplicity. Digital culture, itself based on binary code, 
successfully convinced the us all that the whole of existence could be translated into 
“good” and “bad”, “right” or “wrong”, and that truth was basically a matter of extrapolating 
numbers from opinion polls. What we did not expect was the immense complexity lurking 
under such huge binary equivocation. So once again we witness the divorce between 
reality and its own mediation: the more complex reality becomes, the more its translation 
(mediation) resembles a gross, over-simplified caricature. This is the language we have 
left – the language of caricature. 

Design will have a central role to play in whichever direction our culture takes from here. 
As a strategically placed arena of communication, it needs to recognise the emerging 
signals and use those to its advantage. Actual content is no longer quite as decisive as 
it would once have been, as semantics have been standardised and devalued, so the 
actual challenge design faces now is to operate within, and focus on, the realm of the 
senses in order to stimulate individual intellectual response. It needs to master the lan-
guage of humour in order to speak dead seriously, it needs to look transitory in order to 
delve into the essentials. In a culture of speed, design has the opportunity to teach an 



audience how to perfect their sensory skills, by proposing visual solutions that demand 
acute observation while uncluttering the surrounding noise. But it cannot do this flatly. 
It should neither expect everyone to respond in the same way nor reaffirm some kind of 
self-regulatory elitism. Design has instead the duty to add layers of depth to its objects, 
so the more an audience invests in terms of attention, the more they receive in the com-
munication process. 

The current fatigue around Hollywood-advertising-global-pop-culture aesthetics and 
formulae is an opportunity to invite wider audiences to witness a kind of public rehearsal, 
by assuming every piece is unfinished yet far removed from the stereotypical, roman-
ticised vernacular, by using the tools of digital media to create pieces that involve the 
audience in the process of finding relevance. And, as if in a treasure hunt, by giving the 
persistent ones reasons to dig deeper and deeper, as they will keep identifying layers of 
relevance and significance. If gazed at for a few seconds, a given design piece may be 
a hilarious, stimulating, pun-based joke; if contemplated, paused, reversed, scrutinised 
for a longer period of time, that very same piece may be a life-changing experience. This 
is how reciprocity may be reintroduced in communication processes; this is the blueprint 
we must aspire to, regardless of whether we are fulfilling a commercial brief or engaging 
in design research. Let every second count, let every frame count. 

We may be involved in “business as usual”, operating in the same professional design 
spheres, fulfilling the same clients’ needs, providing fine imagery, tasteful compositions, 
shocking advertising campaigns and dizzying pop videos. In a way, that is the easy side 
of the job, the side that can rely on talent to fulfill itself and the client’s needs. Our focus, 
however, should reside somewhere else: as designers, we should channel our efforts 
towards education, virtuosity and the sharing of experience. There is obviously no rea-
son to be cryptic when we communicate with an audience, but similarly, there is no rea-
son not to invite an audience into a space of knowledge that attempts to be more than a 
reassuring mirror of their own certainties and expectations – especially at a time when 
those expectations seem to be so low. 

Design’s duty is no longer to aestheticise daily life; design’s duty is now to actively inter-
pret cultural and social realities, and to provide the formal means for those realities to be 
pondered in their complexity. What is proposed here is a strategic reinvestment in erudi-
tion - and this ambition we must share with every profession, regardless of how blurred 
the boundaries may or may not be at any given moment in time.
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