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0. 001. Real Science

Science is revolutionizing the world. Fromglobal warmng to genetic
cloning to persistent threats of bioterrorism its inpact upon our very
sustainability is of enormous consequence. Remarkably, however, there
has been little evidence of any significant response fromthe design
prof ession, other than the superficial appropriations that suddenly
seemto be springing up in every design annual, in every nmonograph, in
every design school critique. Science is the new design idiom of

choice, with designers everywhere parroting its visual currencies,
adopting its formal vocabularies, stealing its lingo, its acronyns, its
cool, cryptic code. It is as if science offers a kind of credibility
that design itself lacks, an instant validation and a seriousness of
pur pose that, quite possibly, design never had in the first place

This new scientific style-seeking -- let’s call it Faux Science -
- is the antithesis of nodernism it’'s formawaiting content, or worse,
serious formretrofitted with interchangeable content. So DNA is used
as a paradigmfor business strategy, our genetic |egacies reborn as
brandi ng schenes for bran flakes. Petrie dishes are procured as objects
of desire, inhabited by blurry bacteria used to netaphorically
represent everything frombus schedul es to bl each advertisenents to the
end of civilization itself. Designers docunment and chronicle and
organi ze and record and |list and process and craft endl ess di agrans
with carefully plotted Iine weights and neticul ously nanaged col or
specs, but what do they really know about enzymes or nol ecul es or the
structure of an aton? What do they really know about the world?

Filtered through design’s brutally neutralizing style engine,
contenporary design is anesthetized and stripped of its indigenous
qualities: science, in this context, is a graphic placebo. Meanwhile,
desi gners conceal their intellectual weightlessness and flex their
stylistic muscle, producing work that strikes just the right tone of
Lab Chic.

And there they stand, positioned ever so neekly at the periphery
of this new century, contributing nothing of substance to these, the
nost critical conmunication needs of our tine.

And desi gners ask why design doesn’'t matter.

0. 002. Faux Science

“Science,” wote Heidegger, “is one of the nost essential phenonena of
the nmodern age.” It’'s hygienic and objective, rational and finite,
grounded in numerical certainty and cosnol ogi cal reason. Science is al
about clarity and specificity and rationalism about charting DNA
strands and anal yzi ng chemi cal conpounds, about physical density and
gravitational pull and a reality that is anything but virtual. And in a
world in which design has not only gone virtual but, in the process,



becone overtaken by catastrophically invasive degrees of public
interaction, “science” itself has becone unusually tantalizing. Gone
are the days of thick eyegl asses and pl astic pocket protectors, of
nerds and slide rules and chenistry sets. In today’'s anything-goes
worl d of relentless self-expression, science has becone the designers
safe haven. It’'s the new “l ook and feel.”

And it's an easy one to imtate. W grasp its formal conceits --
its systematic |anguage of docunentation, its nethodical alignnents --
and parlay theminto a visual |anguage that resonates wth kick-ass
authority. It’'s a safe, if counterfeit posture for design, redol ent of
an aesthetic mndset that seens pernanently | odged in the visual
gestalt of circa-1965 Ci ba CGei gy pharnmaceutical ephenera. O ean and
| ean. Fornulaic. New and inproved.

It's the DamienHirstization of everyday life.

0.003. False Authority

The appeal of information design is that it offers instant credibility.
This is the domain of nunbers and bullets and charts and graphs,
ordered lists that visualize the obvious. Information design is
rational and authoritative, classified and controlled to within an inch
of its life: everything inits place and a place for every thing. Labe
it information design and it | ooks serious. Number it and it | ooks
scientific.

But it’s a false authority, particularly because we buy into the
form so unquestioningly. Perhaps this is why so nuch information design
| ooks alike, ratified by an alarmingly robust strain of Swi ss nobdernism
that obliterates the chance for a nore expressive design idiom a nore
content-driven form It’'s also annoyingly ahistorical -- unconcerned
with earlier sources and ignorant of alternative nodels that woul d,
arguably, introduce a nore original point-of-view

I nformati on design has becone its own |egitinizing force,
regardl ess of its content or context. It’'s nodernismrun anmok: form
masquer adi ng as content.

0. 004. Panaceas

In biology, the termnorphology refers to the basic formand structure
of organi sms without consideration of function. And that is precisely
what t he norphol ogy (or shape) of elliptical forns seens to be. Yet if
t he | ozenge-shapes we see everywhere bear little resenblance to the
content they frame or to the function they are intended to illum nate,
t hen what neani ng do they have, and what purpose, if any, do they
actually serve? Unlike the tangi ble and quantifiable world of biology,
here in the graphical real msuch "organi sns" are not only function-
free, they are little nore than ornanental. They're graphi c panaceas:
a visual cure-all.

Bi ol ogy, of course, isn't the only discipline in which norphol ogy
plays a central role. In the | anguage of nunbers, there is nmathenmati cal
nor phol ogy, which concentrates on stochastic geonetry, random set
theory and i mage algebra. In the lexicon of infertility, there is
reproducti ve norphol ogy, in which spermare anal yzed for their
nor phol ogy, or shape (along with nobility, or speed, and notility, or
notion.) Finally, in linguistics, nmorphology is the study of the form
and structure of words: here it can include deviations and inflections,
random detours fromthe essential "shape" of things.

Nevert hel ess, the preponderance of | ozenge-shaped objets in
contenporary graphic matter suggests that it is this very deviation



t hat has perhaps superseded everything else, celebrating form--
per haps even at the expense of content itself.

0. 005. Docunenti ng

Conbi ne the urge to collect with the inclination to organi ze, and the
resulting activity offers a unique assortnment of scientific
pretensions. |In docurmenting, designers dutifully observe the mnutiae
of their efforts, recording with a detail-consciousness bordering on
t he absurd.

Not | ong ago, we attended a graduate design thesis review
featuring several nonths’ worth of lint recovered froma clothes dryer.
The cumul ati ve, col or-coded evidence of this rather bizarre little
odyssey in textile hygiene was presented, |ike a rare archaeol ogi ca
speci nen, in an oversized glass vase |located -- where else? -- on eBay.
(Jesse Gordon’s portrait, The O dest Piece of Dust, offers a slightly
nore ironic, though equally detailed study of the design of detritus.)

This is navel -gazing rai sed to new and consi derably worri sone
| evel s: the designer is so busy organizing, it is unlikely that s/he
will have tine or distance or objectivity to transcend the work through
i nsight, observation, scrutiny, or point-of-view any of which mght
cel ebrate the power of an original idea. God forbid anyone shoul d have
an original idea. W’'re just too busy docunenting it all
(Foot note: Jesse Gordon and Kni ckerbocker, in: Speck: A Curious
Col l ecti on of Unconmmon Things. Peter Buchanan-Snith. Princeton
Architectural Press, 2001)

0. 006. Cat al ogui ng

Do we strip visual information of its natural scale and enphasis, and
in the process, streanline formto negate design of its neaning and
message? Or do we just nmake it | ook good by |ooking clean, orderly,
cross-referential ?

The popularity of the full-bleed photographic tone is based upon
an exhaustively mcro-managed catal oguing of, well, pretty much
anything. This inclination to nake 300- page books of endless (and often
wor d-free) photographic sequences is science gone astray: for where the
scientist analyzes, the designer nerely amasses. The poor reader is
left to make sense of it all, to |locate sone hidden narrative or
excavat e sonme profound neaning as a consequence of neandering through
interm nabl e juxtapositions of intentionally non-linear thinking: so
Ti mes Square (turn the page) becones Bejing (turn the page) becones a
little girl’s hand poetically situated against a cloud (turn the page)
becomes a wad of col orless chewi ng gum stuck to the bottomof a chair.
Ful | -bl eed i mage saturation abounds: it’'s an attenpt to create an
i mrer si ve context which, upon closer inspection, is little nore than a
theatrically staged set of aggressively cropped i mnages neant to create
an indelible inmpression of Real Life or Drug Trafficking or Parked Cars
in The Rain. This is not science. This is not even design. This is
artifice.

Hegel once posited an inevitable transition of thought, brought
about through contradiction and reconciliation, forned al ong a
trajectory of thinking that began froman initial conviction and
evolved to its opposite. In the thesis/antithesis/synthesis nodel of
Hegelian dialectic, we easily locate the scientist, who migrates from
observation to analysis to discovery. Meanwhile, the designer
cat al ogues the everyday, mmking thick, wordl ess books with pictures
that junp the gutter.

0. 0007. Nonencl ature



Desi gn has always built its discourse upon the | anguages of paralle
professions. Qurs is an eclectic lexicon drawn fromliterature and
architecture, frompainting and film-- disciplines which, arguably,
bel ong in the sane broadly-defined cultural orbit, and which, by
conjecture, share a certain formal rhetoric. The 1990s rush to
transform desi gn vocabulary into the | anguage of branding stens froma
simlar desire, albeit a commercial one.

I mporting terminology fromnore distant worlds is inherently nore
problematic. To a certain extent, the success of this dynamc rests on
conceptual plausibility: it is one thing to nodify a form another
thing altogether to plagiarize an idea. So as objectionable as it may
be to stave off the glut of derivative, scientifically-visualized
publications that have nothi ng whatsoever to do with science, it is
nore egregious, still, to witness the degree to which scientific jargon
has been voraciously co-opted along the way. The preval ence of the Lab
Book is a case in point: from Fortune-500 annual reports to self-
pronotional process books lie a plethora of objects and publications
with fractional nunbers and gridded fields upon which nmessages are
expressed in Sci enceSpeak. Posters are pseudo-pharmaceutical and
signage is seismc; DNA is all about Goup Strategy and periodic tables
reduce everything to a cryptic typographic acronym And this is just
the tip of the iceberg. Never before has the nonenclature of science
been so m sused, overused and abused at the hands of creative people.

And you t hought deconstruction was bad.

0. 008. The New Vernacul ar

Desi gners have | ong been drawn to the vernacul ar, appropriating
found artifacts and celebrating the texture of the street. Over tine,

t he vernacul ar becanme a way to create instant nostalgia, a surface
style that | ooked authentic but was anything but. From appropriation
cane inspiration, a postnodern culture of juxtaposition and pastiche.
Because the vernacul ar bel onged to everyone, it resonated as real

fam liar and accessible. It was the art of the everyday, beautiful in
its ugliness: design within reach

Faux Science is the new vernacul ar, a nethodol ogy that, while
highly disciplined in a formal sense, is still all about appropriation.
Arguably, perhaps, the | andscape has shifted: fromstreet to
| aboratory. The aesthetic has shifted, too: fromgrit to grid. It’'s not
so much a tension of formversus content as a favoring of style over
subst ance.

Sci ence represents an enornmous opportunity for designers, but not
if their contributions remain fundanentally restricted by what they
know. At the core of this critique lie serious questions about the role
of education. Wiy don't design students study nusic theory? Wiy aren’t
they required to learn a second | anguage? And why, for that matter,
don't they study science? “The difficulty lies not in the new ideas,”
wrote John Maynard Keynes, “but in escaping the old ones.” In other
wor ds, design beyond reach.
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