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This twenty fourth edition of Graphisme en France addresses the 
question of exhibitions of graphic design. While these have traditionally 
been dedicated to posters or to particular graphic designers, the 1990’s 
saw the emergence of events proposed by curators who were themselves 
graphic designers. Since then, these curatorial practices have made  
their appearance in teaching programs and have also been the subject  
of research programs. The displacement of graphic design — a functional 
object which is intrinsically exhibited as it is multiple and intended  
for the widest possible audience — into the context of the museum  
or the gallery, raises a certain number of questions.

These are the issues dealt with in texts by Clémence Imbert,  
Maddalena Dalla Mura, Lise Brosseau and Jon Sueda. Each one of  
them has, in recent years, pursued specific research which simultaneously 
questions the status of objects, display mechanisms and questions  
of knowledge and transmission that arise from them. These contributions 
have the intention of nourishing an ongoing thinking that is indicative  
of the current practices and research around a subject that certainly 
requires a consolidation of references and resources in order to forge  
its own history.

The graphic design of this new edition was entrusted to Camille 
Bonnivard, a young graphic designer, graduate of the École européenne 
supérieure d’art de Bretagne de Rennes, where she contributed to  
a number of educational projects that experimented with the question  
of the exhibition of graphic design. Her proposition plays with the 
graphic codes of the exhibition catalogue, of the poster, the caption  
and with scale. She has chosen to use Emilie Rigaud’s typeface  
David, and Nantes by Luzi Gantenbein.

This publication highlights the initiatives, which continue to be 
numerous, supported by all of the spaces, all over France, that are 
involved in the promotion and development of graphic design and 
typography, proving the existence of a true network for distribution, 
something that the Cnap has always supported and valued.

Yves Robert, Director of the Centre National des Arts Plastiques



5

In recent years graphic design has seen itself exhibited in diverse  
and varied contexts: museums, libraries, independent galleries, exhibition 
spaces and in schools of art and design, even in the streets and  
the squares of cities hosting biennials, festivals and other “seasons”  
that are dedicated to it. Exhibitions of graphic design have been equally 
diverse when it comes to their formats: exhibitions which are historical, 
thematic, or dedicated to a particular graphic designer or studio, 
presentations of specific collections, proposals by graphic designers 
working as curators… The iconography that accompanies this article 
provides a glimpse of this vitality, through a number of French examples. 
Opportunities to consider and think about graphic design have never 
been as plentiful. Whether they emanate from the organizers — those 
traditionally called “curators” — or outside personalities (graphic designers, 
critics), these considerations attest to the profound contradictions which 
surround these events. On one hand there is the idea that exhibitions  
are necessary to promote and explain graphic design to a public which  
is unfortunately not sufficiently large, and not sufficiently aware of the 
images that surround us; that they are indeed necessary for the profession, 
as they generate historical research and critical writing that condition 
graphic design’s existence as a true discipline — as Rick Poynor explains 
in an article from 2010.1 On the other hand, the exhibition of graphic 
design is almost always presented as a fundamentally paradoxical  
act, a misinterpretation of the ephemeral and “circumstantial” nature  
of its objects, a betrayal of their deep roots in both life and in use.

Paradox

These scruples are as old as the practice of exhibiting graphic design 
itself. One could place their origins in the exhibitions of so-called 
“artistic” posters that were organized at the end of the 19th century  
related to “l’affichomanie” or “poster collecting”. The passionate collectors 
behind these events were used to comparing new, color illustrated posters  
to artworks in an open air museum, there to decorate and illuminate  
the monotonous grey streets. So seeing them then transported into  
the confined space of galleries raised some concerns that are expressed  
in the critical accounts that were published in newspapers. One can  
for example read, in L’Artiste, with regard to the first exhibition of  
posters by Jules Chéret at the Théâtre d’application in 1890: “His work 
[…] is made for space and the open air. So, shouldn’t one be surprised 
when, in an exhibition gallery, these large vibrant and animated  
images have a negative impact on one other in an organization where  
their colors clash, where their individual effect is destroyed through 
neighboring analogous effects, in conditions where the circumstances 
necessary to understand them find themselves erased.”2 Along with  
the disadvantages of their accumulation in a limited perimeter, evoked  
by the writer, it was, at the time, the atmosphere of exhibition spaces,  
and of museums in particular, which seemed unsuited to the exhibition  
of posters. One should keep in mind that at the end of the 19th century 
and during the early decades of the 20th century, advocates of advertising 
creations, including the artistic milieus of the modernist avant-garde, 
proclaimed that advertising was the most striking and startling 
manifestation of the new epoch, the embodiment of movement, of speed, 
of a clearly stated expression that characterized it. This idea is in stark 
contrast with the representation of the museum space as a cut-off, 
confined space, isolated from life, that had been in place since  
the 19th century.3

1 Rick Poynor, “We need 
more galleries that exhibit 
graphic design”, Print, 
vol. 64, no2, April 2010. 

2 Léonce Bénédite,”Jules 
Chéret”, L’Artiste. Journal de 
la littérature et des beaux-
arts, no1, 1890, p.112−116.

3 One can find very 
striking pages which 
develop the image of the 
museum as cemetery in 
Quatremère de Quincy’s 
Considérations morales sur la 
destination des ouvrages de 
l’art, Paris, Crapelet, 1815.

Clémence 
Imbert
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8 This exhibition, curated 
by graphic designer 
François Vermeil, was the 
result of a collaboration 
between the CCI and the 
Agence pour la promotion 
de la création industrielle 
(APCI). It was part of the 
“Plan to relaunch graphic 
design and typography” that 
Jack Lang launched, as 
Minister for Culture in 1984.

established equivalence between the decontextualization of exhibited 
graphic design, its entry into a regime of aesthetic appreciation and the 
acquisition of the status of work of art deserves to be examined in detail. 
It is based on a certain number of theoretical suppositions and in practice 
involves phenomena that must be brought up to date and described with 
precision, in order to, perhaps, come to grips with this idea according  
to which, exhibiting graphic design is always a matter of distorting and 
misrepresenting it. Lyotard’s thinking also invites one to envision the 
exhibition of graphic design in reference to the complex relationships 
that it maintains with the field of art: does the exhibition have the power 
to “artify” graphic design?

Views

A map that represents, schematically, all of the rail lines that it is possible 
to travel along in France. The national routes are presented as thick lines 
while the regional ones are much thinner. Thousands of copies of this 
map were published and distributed in the early 1980’s, finding their  
way into stations and trains all over the Hexagon, where they would be 
consulted by millions of travelers all the way up to and into the beginning 
of the 21st century. In 1985, a copy of this map was displayed in the  
Centre Pompidou, on one of the walls of the exhibition L’Image des mots 
(The image of words), safe behind a sheet of Perspex.8  

It is quite obvious that in this context the plan is not here for the practical 
purposes of planning one’s route: visitors to Beaubourg are not outbound 
passengers. There is nothing stopping some of them taking advantage  
of the display to prepare for a future trip; but this is not what immediately 
comes to mind. The ritualized framework of a cultural visit, the title of the 
exhibition, the poster at the entrance to the room, the few explanatory 
lines on display, suspend the functional aspect of this rail map, presenting 
characteristics which pass, when it is used, unnoticed to passengers that 
have become spectators.
 However, as the title of the exhibition invites us to do, it is a question 
for the visitor of seeing this utilitarian object as an image, in other words 
as the result of a number of plastic choices, paying attention for example 
to the shape of its typefaces or the conditions of its schematic representation. 
It is a whole other way of “making use” of the SNCF’s map that then 
emerges. We could have used other objects to illustrate the same point, 
with a poster or a book for example, objects that one frequently 
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4 The comparison made 
by Alain Le Quernec figures 
notably in Collectionner, 
conserver, exposer le 
graphisme. Entretiens autour 
du travail de Dieter Roth 
conservé au Frac Bretagne, 
Dijon, Les Presses du réel, 
2015, p. 17; Peter Bil’ak, 
“Graphic Design in the White 
Cube”, Graphic, no11 (“Ideas 
of Design Exhibitions”), 
Autumn 2009, p.164; 
Bridget Wilkins,”Why is 
design history so obsessed 
by appearance?”, Eye, no6, 
1992.

5 Quatremère de Quincy, 
Considérations morales sur la 
destination des ouvrages de 
l’art, op.cit.

6 The exhibition was 
conjointly organized by the 
Syndicat national du 
graphisme and the Centre 
de création industrielle 
(CCI), the department of 
Centre Pompidou in charge 
of architecture, design and 
visual communication. 

7 Jean-François Lyotard, 
“Intriguer, ou le paradoxe du 
graphiste”, in Vive les 
graphistes ! Petit inventaire 
du graphisme en France, 
cat. exp., Paris, CCI-SNG, 
p.10.

And so the idea gradually took root, that the exhibition of graphic design 
(and of posters in particular) doomed objects that were imagined with  
the idea of movement and life to an intolerable fixity. This idea continues 
to be expressed today in writings by certain graphic designers, and 
through a series of metaphors that compared exhibited graphic design 
objects to “dead butterflies” (Alain Le Quernec), “stuffed birds” (Peter 
Bil’ak), “exotic specimens caught under glass” (Bridget Wilkins).4 These 
comparisons saw graphic design as a wild animal, with the exhibition 
either placing it in a cage, or simply displaying its naturalized remains. 
This rhetoric has at times been an obstacle to a deeper thinking about 
what is at work within the gesture of exhibiting. Because, in fact, 
exhibitions of graphic design continue to take place despite all of this. 
Thus, the most important issue is to question the way that the organizers 
of these exhibitions, in the past and the present, have responded, 
on a practical level, to this paradox.
 One should also relativize this idea of an “unexhibitable” graphic 
design by remembering that the situation of an exhibited poster or book  
is not fundamentally different to those other objects that one encounters 
in museums and exhibitions — including those that are traditionally 
considered as works of art (at the beginning of the 19th century, the 
ancient statuary installed in the Louvre in the wake of the Napoleon 
seizures in Italy represented for example, for a philosopher like 
Quatremère de Quincy, a truly barbarous act).5 Any kind of museological 
endeavor does in fact assume that objects are taken out of their original 
context, and submits them to a shift of a spatial order (moving from the 
outside to the inside, from one building to another, from one country  
to another) or of a temporal order (exhibited objects may date back  
to a time anterior to that of the spectator). It is thus not in itself, the  
fact of tearing a poster, a program for a theater or a business card out  
of their originally stated context which poses a problem in the exhibition  
of graphic design. Its paradoxical character is more-so connected to  
the way that these events encourage one to look at graphic design.
 This is what Jean-François Lyotard argues in his well known text, 
“Intriguer, ou le paradoxe du graphiste”. Written for the catalogue of  
an exhibition presented at the Centre Pompidou in Autumn 1990 and 
entitled Vive les graphistes ! Petit inventaire du graphisme en France6, 
Lyotard’s text expresses the usual soul searching which accompanies  
the organization of an exhibition of graphic design: “[Graphic Design]  
is always an object of circumstances, and consequently, ephemeral. You 
can, of course, make it archival, gather it together and exhibit it, which 
we are doing here. In this way you displace certain aims […] You only 
keep the one to please, which exceeds circumstance. You make it a work  
of art. But you are misleading and fooling yourself. The graphic object  
is essentially circumstantial. Inseparable from the event which it 
advertises, therefore of the place, the moment, the public where the thing 
happens.”7 In this passage, in a very subtle fashion, Lyotard shifts the 
“problem” posed by the exhibition of graphic design: to the question  
of decontextualization he adds that of the function and status of the 
graphic objects being exhibited.

Within the exhibition, rid of the mission of communication that is an 
inherent element of their use, these objects are left with only one final 
“pleasing” aesthetic. For Lyotard, the exhibition generates a form of 
confusion between graphic design objects and what they are not, and 
have never, for the most part, pretended to be: works of art. This rapidly 
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9 Paul Valéry, ”Les deux 
vertus d’un livre”, Arts et 
métiers graphiques, no1, 
September 1927, p.3−8.

10 Jean-Marie Schaeffer, 
L’Expérience esthétique, Paris, 
Gallimard, 2015.

11 Walter Benjamin, The 
Work of Art in the Age of 
Mechanical Reproduction, 
1935.

encounters on the walls and in the display cases of numerous exhibitions. 
But this example of the map, an object that the visitors to the exhibition 
are probably already familiar with, having “experienced” it in a train or  
in a station, emphasizes the way in which the museum apparatus operates 
a change in the visual use which is made of graphic design objects.
 Nonetheless, what is occurring here is a change of focus, a 
phenomenon described by Paul Valéry in “Les deux vertus d’un livre” 
(“The two virtues of a book”), a text which is fundamental for thinking 
about different ways of looking at printed objects. The writer explains  
that the book presents the reader’s eyes with “two alternative uses”: 
“beside and beyond reading itself exists and subsists the total appearance  
of everything that is written. A page is an image. It provides a total 
impression, presenting a block or a system of blocks and of layers, of 
blacks and whites, a space of form and intensity of more or less enjoyable 
proportions”.9 Thus, co-existing within the pages of a book, one finds the 
“text which is read” and the “text which is seen”, that can only ever be 
seen independent of one another: reading assumes that one “sees without 
seeing”, in other words not examining the shape of the characters which 
compose the words and phrases being deciphered: on the contrary, in 
order to judge the harmonious nature of a printed page, one must ignore 
the individual words in the text, dissolving the black and white that make 
it up into a “typographic grey”.
 It is significant that the text was the lead article of the first issue  
of the influential magazine Arts et métiers graphiques (Arts and Graphic 
Professions), published in 1927. One can read here the definition of that 
which has not yet been termed “graphic design” but which designates  
a common approach to the different domains covered by the magazine 
(illustration, photography, typography, advertising, binding…). To look at 
the graphic design of a printed object is precisely to seek to stop behaving 
like a user-reader, and to establish back and forth movements between 
the text seen and the text read, between the informative content and the 
typographic form. It is to attempt to see how one lines up with the other 
and understand the formal choices that have been made by the graphic 
designer with regard to a content. It is, in short, to make this object the 
medium for an aesthetic experience, if one agrees with the definition 
given by Jean-Marie Schaeffer.10 For the philosopher, whose work is based 
on the neurosciences, the aesthetic experience can be characterized by  
a form of attention which is “divergent”, operating via a back and forth 
between a generic categorization and an observation of details, content 
and form. In a certain way, by pursuing this definition and by moving 
closer to Paul Valery’s analysis, it is possible to consider that the category 
“graphic design” refers less to a set of activities and objects and more  
to a particular, and aesthetic, point of view of objects that could, in other 
circumstances, be considered differently: as informative mediums,  
as promotional instruments or as historical documents.
 The attention paid to graphic design finds itself being applied in 
conditions that are not limited to the context of the museum: in the pages 
of a publication, on a screen during a lecture or a conference, in the hands 
of a graphic designer speaking about his or her work… A visit to an 
exhibition is distinct from those situations due to a particular form of 
expectation, and more than anything else, the visitor’s conviction that  
he or she is in the presence of “real things”. What one comes to see in  
an exhibition are objects which are original, authentic, possessing what 
Walter Benjamin calls an aura.11 Consequently, the vision of the museum 
is particularly attached to the physical presence of the exhibited object: 
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13 Brian O’Doherty,  
Inside the White cube. 
The Ideology of 
the Gallery Space,  
San Francisco, 1976.

because it is shown as a work of art. This is the case in certain 
exhibitions, and in particular those organized by the traditional 
institutions of the art world. In the Museum of Modern Art of New York, 
for example, whose Department of Prints and Illustrated Books conserves 
posters by Toulouse-Lautrec, those posters are exhibited in frames. 
Though the gilded, ornate frames used up until the 1990’s have made way 
for more sober models, it is still possible to observe in the choice of 
display, certain attitudes normally reserved for works of graphic art 
(drawings, prints), particularly the use of white passe-partout or objects 
being respectfully spaced out along the walls.

In reality, it is quite rare to see posters ostensibly treated as the equivalents 
of paintings. When one observes the history and current situation of 
exhibitions of graphic design, one notes to what extent it has resisted  
the scenography which is traditionally applied to works of art. Throughout 
the 20th century, as museography was subjected to a kind of progressive 
purge, characterized by an increased spacing of works, lined up in a single 
row, on walls which were usually, and increasingly, white (what Brian 
Doherty would go on to theorize in the 1970’s, using the term “white 
cube”)13, exhibitions of graphic design and, in particular, exhibitions of 
posters are quite often based on the principle of visual density. In France, 
this is a principle that was explored in the 1930’s by the architect and 
poster maker, Jean Carlu, who was also the set designer for the Union  
des artistes modernes (UAM – Union of Modern Artists), of which he  
was an active member, and the large hall of the pavillon de la Publicité 
(Advertising pavilion) in the Exposition internationale des arts et 
techniques dans la vie moderne of 1937. In these exhibitions, posters were 
hung on structures in the form of scaffolding, ropes, pylons, in a typically 
modern mindset. Some of them appeared as a number of copies, 
sometimes in different formats that were juxtaposed or layered on top  
of each other. Hung in the air, sometimes quite high up, certain could only 
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12 Exhibitability is an idea 
proposed by art historian 
Michael Baxandall. For him, 
“The exhibitable object is 
one made for visual 
exhibition or display”, and for 
which “visual curiosity itself 
will not be improper”, 
“Exhibiting Intention: Some 
Preconditions of the Visual 
Display of Culturally 
Purposeful Objects”, in Ivan 
Karp and Steven D. Lavine 
(dir.), Exhibiting Cultures. The 
Poetics and Politics of 
Museum Display, Washington, 
Smithsonian Books, 1991, 
p.33−41.

materiality, format, eventual signs of the passage of time which signals  
its status as a direct witness to past events or epochs. The exhibition also 
determines an exclusively visual relationship with objects. Within the 
space of the exhibition, everything comes together to create optimal 
viewing conditions: display cases, plinths, frames, lighting, etc. identify 
the objects as deserving of visual attention. A visitor to an exhibition  
is first and foremost a watcher, the other senses (hearing, touch, taste, 
smell) are barely called upon, indeed their use is often prohibited 
(forbidden to touch the artworks, instructions to be silent). This horizon 
of expectations is determining, and in part allows one to highlight the 
empirical observation according to which graphic design objects are not 
all exhibitable12, and in reality, are not all exhibited on an equal footing. 
Though posters are instantly interesting on a visual level, allowing them 
to catch the eyes of passers-by in the street, facilitating their entry into 
the museum for example, pages from books offer more resistance to the 
exhibition as they have not been planned for this situation where the text 
which is seen takes precedence over the text which is read.
 If one heeds the words of the personalities cited in the introduction 
to this text (Lyotard, Le Quernec, Bil’ak, Wilkins), one could take the 
position that it is a pity to reduce graphic design to its appearance, 
accusing the exhibition of taking a formalist approach which has been 
rejected by a whole section of the graphic design field. However, one 
could also claim that the best way to approach graphic design — and to 
teach it — is to exercise this vision “for form” (in the literal sense of an 
attention that would be focussed first and foremost on appearance), with 
the exhibition providing a particularly fertile framework for this to occur. 
It is precisely by presenting graphic design objects as things to be seen 
(and not read), by exhibiting their form — to which the user-visitor 
normally doesn’t pay any attention in their daily interactions with the 
objects — that the exhibition reveals their graphic design, consequently 
placing itself in a position where it can help visitors understand just what 
graphic design is.

Spaces 

In practice, this visual encounter with graphic design takes the very 
concrete form of scenographic installations (architecture, frames, display 
cases, lighting…) whose effect on visitors’ perception and interpretation 
of the objects is of course anything but banal. If, as Lyotard claims, 
exhibited graphic design acquires the status of artwork, it also perhaps 
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14 Nathalie Heinich, 
Roberta Shapiro, De 
l’artification. Enquêtes sur le 
passage à l’art, Paris, CNRS 
éditions, 2012.

15 Jean-François Lyotard, 
art.cited.

“re-contextualize” the exhibited posters, it is not then because they 
provide them with something of their natural environment but because 
they make them part of a new visual organization and a new constellation 
of meanings that are worth just as much, and indeed perhaps more,  
in terms of interest, as the original context (now disappeared) of each 
element that composes them.
 This dense organization, and the new connections which are 
established, do not seem to favor the conversion into artwork that Lyotard 
speaks of. Unlike the set design of the white cube which, thanks to its 
parsimony, confers the status of art to what it hosts and isolates — this  
is Brian O’Doherty’s theory —, these installations are protected from any 
phenomenon of sacralization and from any risk of confusion with the 
work of art.

If, in and by the exhibition, a change in the status of graphic design is 
indeed possible, this should be sought out on a more general level: that of 
its position on the level of creative practices, or of its “artification”, a 
neologism which sociologists Nathalie Heinich and Roberta Shapiro use 
to describe a phenomenon through which certain activities that have until 
now existed outside of the field of art are progressively being qualified as 
artistic practices.14 The organization of exhibitions is a symptom of the 
artification of a practice. It is also the factor (the “operator”, according to 
the terminology of the authors). In the history of graphic design it cannot 
be denied that exhibitions, since those of the time of poster-mania, have 
provided regular occasions to qualify its links to artistic creation, whether 
they are claimed or, on the contrary, questioned.
 Looking through the press releases and exhibition catalogues of 
exhibitions that were organized throughout the 20th century, one is struck 
by the fact of finding the same idea repeated again and again: graphic 
design is connected to art but should not be confused with it. This 
hesitant allegation is sometimes expressed in the form, both more 
discrete and explicit, of a slip of the tongue: the unconscious use (or in 
any case mostly uncommented) of the words “artworks” and “artists” to 
describe the objects being exhibited and their authors. Lyotard’s text, 
“Intriguer, ou le paradoxe du graphiste” provides quite a striking example 
of this ambiguous position, visible in the form of the text itself, which is 
presented, let us not forget, as a dialogue between two anonymous voices. 
This mechanism, which could bring to mind scholarly controversies or 
“disputes”, allows Lyotard to defend the idea — quoted earlier on in the 
text — that exhibiting graphic design and “turning it into artworks” is “to 
misunderstand and be misunderstood”, or, on the other hand, explain 
how much the work done by graphic designers is linked to that of painters 
and of “visual art”.15 Like many texts that deal with graphic design, 
Lyotard’s thus seems to justify the organization of this type of 
manifestation through the proof of the artistic legitimacy of graphic 
design.
 In the 21st century, this argument is less present in the discourse that 
accompanies graphic design. Nevertheless, these have never stopped 
being privileged spaces in which to explore the relationships between 
graphic design and art, as testified to by the multiplication, since the year 
2000, of curatorial projects that play with the limit between graphic 
design and contemporary art, covered by the other articles in this issue. 
They are the most recent episode of this artification, which remains 
incomplete and filled with hesitations that make graphic design a fabulous 
terrain for the observation and analysis of cultural hierarchies.

be viewed from a distance, or from the side, or partially, moving  
and shifting according to the streams of air, or standing out against  
a background of other posters.

The clear aim of these set designs was to allude to, in the space of the 
exhibition, the way in which posters are usually perceived and used,  
to reproduce the torrent of images which accompany the movements  
of a modern city dweller. Carlu’s set designs were particularly striking  
for the way that the poster, a two dimensional object, could spread out 
into the three dimensions of space and, in doing this, emphasize its own 
material nature: it was not only the images or messages which found 
themselves exhibited, but also the paper objects, supple and possessing  
a reverse side. One could also see a symbolic “gesture”: the poster  
is detached from the wall, a reminder of the movement which led  
to its presence in the museum.
 This desire to present posters in such a way as to re-infuse them 
with vitality, lost in their transfer into the museum, has been regularly 
invoked by curators and set designers. Today, it continues to govern a 
large number of contemporary exhibitions, where one can observe posters 
organized in a strict order, suspended from metal wires, installed on 
ephemeral structures or playing with the architecture of the spaces (poles, 
ceilings, display windows that look out onto the street, mezzanines, etc.). 
The portfolio which accompanies this article provides quite a striking 
glimpse of this.
 These installations have not led to the disappearance of more 
traditional display devices, notably the framing of posters. The frame  
is a response to the need to protect posters — particularly when they are 
very old, and thus, quite precious-, less because of the four sides and more 
thanks to the sheet of glass or Perspex (which raises a similar question as 
the display case). Nonetheless, as a principle, the frame generates a kind 
of discomfort for curators and exhibition designers who, for a number of 
years, have tended to adopt extremely discreet forms of framing. In the 
1970’s Ada Stroeve, graphic design curator at the Stedelijk Museum in 
Amsterdam, devised a system that has since then been used by a number 
of institutions: the poster is placed between a sheet of cardboard and a 
panel of Perspex cut to size. The whole thing is held together by a thin 
strip of transparent tape and can be fixed directly to the wall. This system 
— used today at the Signe, Centre national du graphisme, in Chaumont — 
is intended to avoid the supposedly perverse effects of the frame, often 
accused of doubling up on the decontextualization that posters are already 
subjected to by being presented in a museum and away from their 
intended site.
 One could object that, since the beginning of the 20th century and 
the first regulations for bill-posting in cities, posters have appeared, in  
the street, in reserved spaces that could be compared to frames: billboards 
surrounded by ornate ceramic frames in the Paris subway, “lollipop 
boards” or bus shelter sides, where they are displayed behind glass and 
backlit. To the extent that, in a certain way, the framing of posters is a 
more “realistic” option than the mechanisms referred to here, where they 
are hung edge to edge at different heights, a scenographic principle which 
alludes only in a very factual manner to the urban landscape and where, 
placed quite close together, one finds an artificial gathering of posters 
which have often been produced in very different historical or national 
contexts, and are and were originally intended to be viewed in public 
space sufficiently spaced out. If these spectacular environments 
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Musée de l’imprimerie et de la 
communication graphique, Lyon 

For over ten years, the Musée de l’imprimerie  
et de la communication graphique has hosted 
exhibitions of graphic design in Lyon. On the 
occasion of the 30th anniversary of the Atelier 
national de recherche typographique (ANRT)  
in Nancy, the exhibition TYPO&, ; : !, organized  
by Thomas Huot-Marchand (Director of the 
ANRT) in collaboration with Alice Savoie 
(typeface designer and teacher) provided an 
opportunity to present original documents and  
to lift the veil on French typographic creation in 
all of its many aspects, and was accompanied  
by the publication of a catalogue of the Atelier’s 
archives. More recently, Attention, logo ! gave 
great insight into how the graphic designers  
of Bureau 205 had designed the new visual  
identity of the Musée de l’imprimerie et de la 
communication graphique. With this exhibition 
the curator, Matthieu Cortat (typeface designer, 
teacher at the Écal in Lausanne), inaugurated  
a cycle of four exhibitions dedicated to logos, 
including the upcoming exhibition that will 
explore the logo of the Secours populaire, 
created by Grapus.
 All of these projects have been created 
with a similar mindset. The selection of documents 
presented, from sketches or drafts to the printed 
documents, integrated into the urban landscape, 
show all of the steps in the creation and 
development of a wide diversity of graphic 
productions. The set design of the exhibition 
tends to plunge the visitors into the atmosphere 
that one might find in a studio, using tables on 
trestles and panels of unpainted wood — furniture 
that is often used in studios —, along with videos 
showing artists at work.
 These exhibitions reveal themselves  
to be completely coherent with the museum’s 
patrimony, with its collections and documentary 
funds telling the history of the printed book  
and the page, highlighting the transformations  
that have affected the design of the letter and  
its materiality, from the first moveable Korean 
characters to the latest French typographic 
creations, with the online databases Somme 
typographique and Corpus typographique français. 
Donations and acquisitions reinforce the 
museum’s role as a resource for the history  
of typography and of graphic creation.

Hélène-Sybille Beltran, Head of collections  
and exhibitions
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Exhibition Attention, logo !, Musée de l’imprimerie 
et de la communication graphique,  

November 22nd, 2017 — February 11th, 2018.  
Curator: Matthieu Cortat.

Le Signe, centre national du graphisme, 
Chaumont

With the inaugural exhibition La Collection,  
the idea was to celebrate the opening of the 
building with a joyous and generous event,  
a fireworks show, a house warming party for  
the people of Chaumont, and to do this, what 
better than to display the city’s patrimony, older 
and more contemporary posters all mixed and 
displayed together? Around 300 posters were 
presented using a set-up like that of a fair,  
with large walls filled with posters, framed  
and hung almost edge to edge. Working with 
Jean Schneider and Vincent Perrottet, we 
identified “entries”, that were sensitive or visual, 
sometimes thematic even: “stagings”, “faces”, 
“red”, “paper”, “typography”, “political awareness”, 
etc. Each entry determined a space, a wall made 
up of around 15 to 30 posters, and allowed us  
to take the time to consider one aspect of the 
collection, the authors or the issues inherent to 
the field of graphic design. The objective of this 
type of layout was to steer the visit, to provide  
a certain level of comfort and a number of keys  
to understanding through the association  
of posters.
 Space designers and graphic designers 
have a significant involvement in the exhibitions 
in Le Signe. It is not always decided ahead of 
time that a curator will initiate the project, and 
that the designers will arrive later on. The latter 
are an active source of propositions and play  
a vital role when it comes to content. In the 
exhibition Ralph Schraivogel, graphic designer 
Richard Niessen and space designer Jean 
Schneider worked together on the arrangement 
of text, mediums and spatial sequences. In 2018, 
the three large exhibitions produced and 

developed by Le Signe are all original projects 
and not at all based on the collections. They are 
designed using the model of “curator designers”. 
It is in this way, by entrusting the project to 
designers, and operating through the use of 
design, that the exhibition can be infused with 
life, and can have much more meaning with 
regard to the missions of Le Signe. We are here 
to create meaning, to share, to propose pleasure 
and learning. It is important to keep in mind that 
an exhibition is a corporeal and intellectual 
experience.

Éric Aubert, Programming Director

Ex
hi

bi
tio

n 
Ra

lp
h 

Sc
hr

ai
vo

ge
l, 

Le
 S

ig
ne

,  
N

ov
em

be
r 1

0th
, 2

01
7 —

 Fe
br

ua
ry

 4
th

, 2
01

8.

Exhibition La Collection, Le Signe,  
October 8th, 2016 — January 8th, 2017. Curators:  

Éric Aubert, Vincent Perrottet and Jean Schneider.
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Maison d’art Bernard-Anthonioz, 
Nogent-sur-Marne

Since 2006, the Maison d’art Bernard-Anthonioz 
(MABA) has been particularly interested in the 
question of graphic design and has made this  
an entirely separate axis of its artistic program. 
Created as an initiative of the Fondation 
nationale des arts graphiques et plastiques, it 
appeared to be particularly legitimate for the art 
center to explore this discipline, which was less 
regularly displayed at that time than it is today. 
From the very start, it was a question of 
discovering what could be qualified as “graphic 
design authorship”, and of showing, not only 
graphic design creations, but also a process  
of work and research, by unveiling the forms  
that underpin the projects. The MABA’s specific 
program provided these graphic designers with 
the opportunity to deploy specific projects, in a 
space and a field freed from the restrictions of 
the commission. The MABA and its particular 
context — an art center located within a 
patrimonial domain, surrounded by a 10 hectare 
park, possessing a patrimonial library and a 
retirement home intended for artists — were  
thus established as a field of play and 
experimentation for graphic designers  
(Jean-Marc Ballée, Change is Good, Harmen 
Liemburg, Frédéric Teschner, Bastien Aubry and 
Dimitri Broquard…) and curators (Étienne Bernard, 
Étienne Hervy…) who — each one of them with 
their specific identity and issues — questioned 
the issues of the discipline in visual, conceptual, 
theoretical, technical and societal terms. For 
example, the group exhibition Ne te retourne pas 
(Don’t Look Back) curated by Étienne Hervy, 
addressed two-stage mechanisms  
(recto/verso, text/image, series/uniqueness…)  
at work in graphic projects, whereas Avec  
(With), by graphic designer Gérard Paris-Clavel,  
invaded the totality of the spaces and interstices 
of the MABA for the purposes of looking back 
over 20 years of artistic and engaged work.

Caroline Cournède, Director

Ex
hi

bi
tio

n 
N

e t
e r

et
ou

rn
e p

as
, M

ai
so

n 
d’

ar
t 

Be
rn

ar
d-

A
nt

ho
ni

oz
, M

ay
 19

th
 —

 Ju
ly

 2
4th

, 2
01

6.
 

C
ur

at
or

: É
tie

nn
e 

H
er

vy
. 

Exhibition Avec by Gérard Paris-Clavel,  
Maison d’art Bernard-Anthonioz  

September 7th — November 12th, 2017.  
Curators: François Barré, Isabel de Bary  

and Francis Lacloche.
École européenne supérieure d’art de 
Bretagne, Rennes 

In 2009, the École européenne supérieure d’art 
de Bretagne (Rennes site) initiated a cycle of 
exhibitions entitled Graphisme au long cours  
in order to highlight long term collaborations 
between a graphic designer and a client, and  
to pose the question of the exhibition of graphic 
design in a reflexive manner. The work of 
curation — the choice of corpus, its analysis, its 
critical presentation and its spatial installation 
— as well as the communication of the exhibition, 
was taken on by a group of 3rd year students 
from the Communication and Graphic Design 
option. This cycle has given rise to 6 exhibitions 
to date: the posters of Ronald Curchod for 
the theater the Acte in 2009, a collaboration 
between Graphistes Associés and Vincent 
Perrottet with the Crips-Île-de France en 2011, 
the books designed by Philippe Millot for éditions 
Cent pages in 2012, which appeared in the 
exhibition Rouge-gorges et Cosaques in Rennes 
 in 2012, the communication elements 
for the theater of the Amandiers designed  
by Labomatic and then by Pascal Béjean and 
Nicolas Ledoux in 2014, the posters by the 
studio deValence for the artists Mathieu 
Abonnenc, Saâdane Afif and Raphaël Zarka in 
2015 and, finally, the posters of the Berlin studio 
Cyan for the Singuhr center for sound art in 2017. 
In each case the name of the game is simple: 
following an encounter with the protagonists  
in their studio, the students are confronted with  
the materiality of graphic objects, they then 
design their exhibition project and its set design 
and then, at the very end, welcome the graphic 
designer and the client during a joint conference, 
where the latter discover the exhibition at the 
same time as the visitors.
 Two other exhibitions were quite 
concerned with the question of exhibited graphic 
design, independently of the question of the 

commission. The first, in 2013, was dedicated  
to the printed work of Dutch photographer  
Ed van der Elsken. In the second, Collectionner, 
conserver, exposer le design graphique, which was 
accompanied by a publication (édition ÉESAB–
Frac Bretagne, 2015), insightful remarks 
originating from various different viewpoints 
overlapped, raising the question of conservation 
and destiny, in an artistic collection, of objects 
related to graphic design. The case of Dieter 
Roth’s work in the Fonds régional d’art 
contemporain de Bretagne constituted its 
central core.

Isabelle Jégo, graphic design teacher

Exhibition Rouge-gorges et Cosaques,  
Standard Gallery, Rennes, May 22nd — June 3rd, 2012.
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Bibliothèque de documentation 
internationale contemporaine, Paris

The Bibliothèque de documentation 
internationale contemporaine (BDIC, renamed  
La Contemporaine in March 2018) has a 
decades long tradition of hosting exhibitions 
dedicated to the relationships that exist between 
graphic design and politics.
 In 2012, Affiche action ! Quand la politique 
s’écrit dans la rue (Poster action! When politics is 
written in the street) questioned the gesture of 
postering as well as the place of writing in  
the governance of, or engagement with, political 
crises: the French Revolution, the Commune,  
the Resistance and May 1968 all represent 
particularly significant periods of this nature. In 
2016, with Internationales graphiques, the BDIC 
addressed the period spanning 1970 — 1990.  
The 1960’s have, for quite some time now, held 
their place in the pantheon of political and social 
struggles. The poster was of course one of the 
privileged vectors of such struggles. Looking 
back at the decades between 1970 and 1990 
through the examination of the production  
of graphic designers within an international 
context, has allowed for the updating of 
networks, correspondences, circulations  
and convergences with regard to how those 
designers have been positioned as political  
and cultural actors during a period in history  
that continues to be studied closely today.
 The close links that the BDIC maintains 
with university structures and research has 
encouraged it to propose exhibitions based  
on research programs and has resulted in 
catalogues that themselves have become 
references. The wealth of its collections has  
also allowed it to position itself as a unique and 
singular observatory of engaged graphic design 
practices for over a hundred years, and to mix 
together the productions of numerous countries. 
The building, designed by Bruno Gaudin, that  
will open its doors in 2021 on the campus  
of the Université Paris Nanterre will provide  
new possibilities and opportunities for this axis  
of research in the field of graphic design.

Valérie Tesnière, Director
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Exhibition Affiche-action ! Quand la politique s’écrit dans la rue, 
Bibliothèque de documentation internationale contemporaine, 

November 14th, 2012 — February 24th, 2013. 
Curators: Béatrice Fraenkel, Magali Gouiran,  
Nathalie Jakobowicz and Valérie Tesnière.

Fotokino, Marseille
 
We could begin with what Fanette Mellier said 
about the studio Fotokino: “It is like a house.” 
From there we could go on to say a number of 
things, but let us briefly evoke two ends of the 
same thread: on one side graphic designers, and 
on the other visitors.
 The graphic designers: the exhibitions of 
the studio Fotokino are always the result of an 
encounter, of a dialogue during which a relationship 
based on trust and listening is established. This 
“house”, or home, is open to all experiences, with 
the transversal nature of our program allowing 
graphic designers to imagine new forms of 
confrontation and display of their work. Like 
when, in 2013, we invited the aforementioned 
Fanette Mellier for a monographic exhibition, 
which she chose to share with a painter, 
Emmanuel Van der Meulen. Or when, after inviting 
the members of éditions Cent pages for an 
exhibition, it was transformed into an in situ 
residency, with the graphic designer Philippe 
Millot and publisher Olivier Gadet welcoming 
visitors into the space, while at the same time 
working on their next publication.
 The visitors: an obscure field of creation in 
the eyes of the greater public, often perceived as 
the domain of specialists, yet graphic design is 
indeed an art in service of the ordinary, present 
on every street corner. Like every space that 
exhibits graphic design, our desire is to illuminate 
the vision of the visitors in order to reveal to 
them moments where it transcends the banal. 
Our specificity would be situated more-so in a 
method: we often organize, including within the 
exhibitions themselves, forms of encounter and 
sharing between graphic designers and visitors: 
discussions, workshops, participative systems...
and all of this with the intention of making 
graphic design more accessible. This might 
appear trivial, but the link between the creators 
and the public is often made through physical 
contact with the objects: books and publications 
that are freely accessible and not just sitting in 
display cases...Placing these objects — imagined 
by the graphic designers as having certain 
relationship with the observer — behind a sheet 
of glass, would be to deform and distort their 
nature, quality and meaning. And so we come to 
the question of their preservation, and once 

again we could evoke the term “house”, or home. 
In the small and mid-sized places such as ours, 
the trusting relationship that we have with visitors 
allows for this type of presentation. Since the 
opening of the studio Fotokino in 2011, nothing 
has been stolen and nothing has been damaged. 
Take for example, in 2015, following 6 weeks of 
intensive use, the manipulable installation Aires 
de jeu (Playgrounds) by Paul Cox showed no sign 
of damage, whereas in other locations it was 
already suffering, only two days into the exhibition.
 Since then, what could be thought of a 
subsidiary element when considering exhibitions 
of graphic design — the sensitive and human 
relationship that the place, or space, establishes 
with the graphic designers as it does with the 
visitors — has revealed itself then to be essential. 
From our point of view, and at our level, it 
determines everything else. 

Vincent Tuset-Anres, Director

Philippe Millot and Olivier Gadet working in situ for 
Éditions Cent pages : Centurie à Marseille,  

Fotokino, May 28th — 31st, 2015.
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La Bibliothèque, Saint-Herblain
Since 1994, La Bibliothèque de Saint-Herblain 
has organized exhibitions dedicated to 
children’s illustrations, engraving, comic strips 
and sequential art, newspaper illustrations and, 
since 2014, graphic design. Based on these 
exhibitions and encounters with the artists, it  
has established a collection of works, available 
for borrowing, since 2016.
 The curatorship of the exhibitions is 
ensured by La Bibliothèque. As curator and 
custodian, I commission exhibitions of graphic 
design work directly from designers whose  
work I particularly appreciate while at the same  
time associating the Head of the graphic art 
collection in the piloting of the exhibition. We 
tend to favor confirmed and renowned graphic 
designers (Vincent Perrottet in 2014, Malte 
Martin in 2018) who are part of a larger history  
of graphic design and who allow us to provide 
quality mediations in relation to layout, 
typography, printing, volume, etc. For each 
exhibition we ask the graphic designers who 
have been invited to design the elements of 
communication themselves (posters, invitations, 
bookmarks) and we integrate their creations into 
our own collection of graphic artworks.

For her first retrospective exhibition, that she 
wanted to name Swing, Fanette Mellier invested 
the Charles-Gautier-Hermeland mediatheque  
(an exhibition space covering over 200m2, with 
patios and display cases in the reading rooms) 
with movement and rhythm. Her projects 
followed on from, and overlapped, one another; 
 a seesawing movement allowed visitors to pass 
from one to another. In a kind of echo of this 
rhythmical mechanism, set designer Pernelle 
Poyet imagined a shifting layout: wavering 
moons, swings to cradle the books… in order  
to illustrate this movement, Fanette Mellier 
designed a typeface, used for the poster and,  
in volume in the exhibition space. Each letter  
can be slanted, to suggest a swing, inviting the 
spectator to an intimate dance with the words 
and images.

Sonia Mourlan, Director of La Bibliothèque
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Exhibition Des images partout.  
Vincent Perrottet + Anette Lenz, La Bibliothèque,  

October 20th — December 19th, 2015.

Le Bel Ordinaire, Pau
Le Bel Ordinaire was inaugurated in 2014, on  
the site of the former abattoir of the city of Pau, 
however projects intended to better promote 
graphic design had already been initiated even 
before it had been given a name or even officially 
opened its doors. In effect, from 2009, and 
during the whole period of renovation of the site, 
the structure chose to involve graphic designers 
(Jocelyn Cottencin, Augustin Gimel…) in the 
production, in other spaces, of artworks in urban 
spaces. This experience was then extended  
on the occasion of the four publications of the 
Ouvrez l’œil (Open your eyes) cycle, where 
international designers and studios 
(Vincent Perrottet, Change is Good, Médium  
and Lust) were invited to install graphic objects 
in different places around the city, objects  
that could become, for passers by, pretexts for 
discussion and the basis for a consideration  
of the place of signs, of the image, of posters  
in public space. It was not yet at the time, strictly 
speaking, a question of the exhibition of graphic 
design 

This type of exhibition began to see the light of 
day in 2014. Through two terms — contemporary 
art and graphic design — that were added to its 
name, Le Bel Ordinaire completely assumed the 
singular nature of its program. Graphic designers 
rubbed shoulders with artists in the exhibition 
programs, as well as in the residency spaces  
and the production studios. This professional 
diversity drove us to see graphic design as  
a truly creative practice, and when it comes  
to our exhibitions we are particularly attached  
to the idea of highlighting the singular, unique 
approach of the graphic designers who are 
invited: Władysław Pluta, Karl Nawrot, Vincent 
Perrottet, the studio Meyer & Gauvin and 
Geoffrey Saint-Martin, Isidro Ferrer… The 
presence, on site, of a silk screen printing 

workshop also generates more experimental 
forms and allows the graphic designers to 
pursue graphic research outside of the context 
of the commission. During their residency  
in Le Bel ordinaire, in 2017, for example, 
Thomas Couderc (Helmo) and Benoît 
Bonnemaison-Fitte (Bonnefrite) chose to develop 
(with Richard Martel, from Nicole Crême) a series 
of 244 silk screen prints presented, in the 
resulting exhibition, as an extension of their 
commissioned work for the association 
Pronomade(s). With this type of exhibition, that 
weaves connections between commissioned 
work and personal creation, Le Bel Ordinaire 
aspires to enrich the vision that one might have 
of the profession and its transformations.

Florence de Mecquenem, Director

Exhibition Bachibouzouk by Thomas Couderc (Helmo)  
et Benoît Bonnemaison-Fitte (Bonnefrite), Le Bel Ordinaire, 

December 6th, 2017 — February 17th, 2018.
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Centre du graphisme, Échirolles
Created in 1990, the Mois du graphisme,  
or Month of Graphic Design, of Échirolles, has 
always had the vocation of allowing the many 
facets of graphic design to be presented to a 
broad public, as well as students and professionals, 
in a number of spaces around Grenoble.
 Over the years, expressing a serious 
interest for sociological, political and cultural 
contextualization, hundreds of graphic designers 
from all over the world and from every continent 
have been invited. Though some of them were 
already quite well known in their home countries, 
or even on an international level, many others, 
notably those on the edges of the larger global 
currents, were exhibited for the first time in 
Échirolles, notably in the exhibitions Graphistes 
autour du monde (Graphic Designers around the 
world)(2000), Un cri persan. Graphistes d’Iran  
(A Persian Cry. Iran’s Graphic Designers) (2002), 
Vodka-Tequila (2004), Swinging London (2004),  
We Love Books! A World Tour (2008), Nord-Sud. 
Graphistes d’Europe et d’Amérique latine (2012). 
This resolutely international approach is 
doubtlessly one of the more remarkable 
characteristics of the program of Échirolles. 
 In all of these exhibitions, we have been 
committed to the idea of situating the objects 
that we present within the broader social 
movements that they bear witness to, and of 
evoking the professional realities of graphic 
designers around the world. On the occasion  
of Made in Japan, the most recent edition of  
the Mois du graphisme, dedicated to Japan, we 
gathered together over a hundred works: posters, 
books, magazines and packagings, with all of 
them speaking of the cultural, political, social and 
economic life of post-war Japan. It was important 
for the exhibition design (by Camille Fraisse  
and Naïs Kinet, and the studio of Michel Bouvet)  
to take into account this diversity of formats,  
and to protect the artworks that had been lent by 
Japanese museums in frames and display cases. 
A film and a number of photographs, specially 
created for the exhibition, allowed the public  
to discover everyday life in Japan, and to situate 
the objects in their context. 

Michel Bouvet and Diego Zaccaria, founders  
of the Mois du graphisme d’Échirolles
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Exhibition Swinging London. Graphisme et musique aujourd’hui,  
La Rampe, Échirolles, as part of the Mois du graphisme,  
November 19th, 2004 — January 15th, 2005. Curators:  

Michel Bouvet, Odile Chambaut and Marie-Édith Simoneux.

Exhibition Anette + Vincent, presented as part  
of Une Saison graphique 10, May 3rd — June 2nd, 2010. 

Exhibition design: Jean Schneider.

Bibliothèque universitaire, Le Havre
The central library of the Université Le Havre 
Normandie has spectacular architecture, 
structured around an atrium that is 22 meters 
high, in which exhibitions are hosted. This huge 
open space, with no walls, a kind of anti-white 
cube, provides an ideal but engaging playground 
for the guest graphic designers and their 
exhibition designers.
 In 2010, the 10 years retrospective of 
theater posters created by Anette Lenz and 
Vincent Perrottet presented around a hundred 
posters that corresponded to the format of  
a number of billboards owned by JCDecaux,  
a French industrial group which specializes  
in urban advertising. To make the massive 
presence of images in the white space of the 
atrium possible, space designer Jean Schneider 
designed and commissioned a singular object 
for their display (the “nuage”, or “cloud”) that 
allowed the mediums to be adapted to the 
changing curves of the atrium’s balustrades. This 
object-picture rail thus allowed the installation  
of a whirlpool of images that followed the rising 
dynamic of the architecture present at the very 
heart of the building itself. Suspended in empty 
space via the use of very powerful magnets, the 
posters mixed and blended with the public, seen 
out of the corner of students’ eyes, while 
simultaneously avoiding a classification based 
on a particular chronology or commission. 
Instead, a musical score emerged, one based 
on the rhythms and ruptures of the systems that 
had been created by the graphic designers for  
3 theaters: Angoulême, La Filature in Mulhouse 
and Le Relax in Chaumont. 
 In 2014, the complete installation 
designed by Richard Niessen was used to 
present 26 of his posters: the totality of his 
production since the TM-City exhibition that  

had been presented in Chaumont in 2007. 
Based on the principle of the game Mikado,  
the posters were penetrated by wooden sticks 
whose patterns and motifs blended and mixed 
with those present in the designer’s productions. 
The whole thing amalgamated the works  
and display mediums to form a unique display 
structure, becoming an “artwork” in the center  
of the atrium. A set of very subtle adjustments 
and calibrations allowed one to take advantage 
of the different points of view presented to the 
public as they walked through the exhibition.  
By wandering through a jumble of pieces of 
wood, visitors could observe the details of the 
creations and the ornamentation of the Dutch 
designer more closely.

Pierre-Yves Cachard, Director 
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Bibliothèque nationale de France, Paris
The Bibliothèque nationale de France has a 
collection of prints and posters that led to the 
organization, quite early on, of exhibitions of 
posters. The first, (or one of the first) of which  
a trace remains was Cinq siècles d’affiches 
illustrées françaises (Five Centuries of Illustrated 
French Posters), dating back to 1953. It was 
followed, in the 1970’s and 1980’s by exhibitions 
dedicated to Hervé Morvan (1978) to Pierre 
Fix-Masseau (1983), and to the posters of May 
1968 (1981), and after that by group of more 
topical exhibitions of the prix de l’Affiche 
culturelle (The Cultural Poster award) that took 
place from 1987 to 1994. All exhibitions in which 
the posters were analyzed for what they actually 
were, and not as illustrations of an outside idea. 
The position adopted was one of establishing  
an accompaniment, in particular for the texts  
of the labels, that would provide the public with  
a number of keys to a more comprehensive 
approach.
 In 2005, the layout of the exhibition of the 
graphic work of Cassandre, done in the period 
between the two wars, distinguished itself from 
the chronological order adopted in the design  
of the catalogue. The posters and other works 
(covers, commercial catalogues, magazine 
pages) were organized into four large thematic 
sections, founded on iconographic connections 
(the voyage, the object, the figures, the 
silhouettes). Typographic creation was also 
evoked, notably with the specimen Bifur, 
presented behind glass and available for 
consultation in digital form via a touchscreen, 
and the letter punches of Peignot.
 The exhibition of contemporary graphic 
design raises other questions. Graphisme 
contemporain et engagement(s), in 2015, provided 
an opportunity to show the work done since 
2000 by thirty or so graphic designers who 
continued to be active in the political, social  
and humanitarian fields. The place where the 
exhibition occurred (Julien-Cain alley, on the  
site of the BnF François-Mitterrand, a freely 
accessible space requiring no entry fee) was  
a real asset, especially as it made the projects 
visible to the “general public”, to readers and 

passers-by. At the same time, the constraint  
of a linear layout along this long wall, with 
concrete pilasters providing rhythm, risked 
becoming a source of monotony. The choice of 
artworks, established in the wake of discussions 
between graphic designers and curators, clearly 
acknowledged this exhibition surface. Certain 
graphic designers made very specific proposals 
for the layout and display of work, in particular 
Gérard Paris-Clavel who established, within the 
collection of works being presented, a true 
installation-creation.

Anne-Marie Sauvage, Curator in charge  
of posters for the department of Prints and 
Photography

Ex
hi

bi
tio

n 
C

as
sa

nd
re

, B
nF

, s
ite

 R
ic

he
lie

u,
 g

al
er

ie
 

M
az

ar
in

e,
 S

ep
te

m
be

r 2
0th

 - 
D

ec
em

be
r 4

th
, 2

00
5.

 
C

ur
at

or
: A

nn
e-

M
ar

ie
 S

au
va

ge
; g

ra
ph

ic
 d

es
ig

n 
fo

r 
th

e 
ex

hi
bi

tio
n:

 L
es

 In
ve

nt
eu

rs
 d

u 
ré

el
.

Exhibition Graphisme contemporain et engagement(s), BnF, 
site François-Mitterrand, allée Julie-Cain,  
September 20th — November 22nd, 2015. 

Curators: Anne-Marie Sauvage and Sandrine Maillet;  
graphic design for the exhibition: Caroline Pauchant.

École supérieure d’art et de design, 
Amiens

The École supérieure d’art et de design 
d’Amiens has its own gallery, with a surface  
of around 100 m2. It regularly hosts projects 
developed in an educational context both with, 
and by, students, and also hosts exhibitions by 
teachers, as well as exhibitions by artists and 
graphic designers such as Frédéric Teschner 
(2010) and David Poullard (2015), and even 
printers, like Lézard graphique (2012).
 In addition to this, the outline of another 
series of exhibitions has begun to form in  
an irregular but steady fashion since 2009, 
mobilizing archival funds of graphic design and 
typography that are essentially private in nature 
and often little known. The first of them was put 
together by Catherine de Smet and Sébastien 
Morlighem following their discovery of the work 
of Jacques Devillers, whose career extended 
from the 1950’s to the 1990’s. Since then these 
funds have become part of the school’s 
collection. Jacques Devillers was notably an 
assistant to Roger Excoffon in the Olive foundry, 
to whom another exhibition was dedicated in 
2010, designed by Sandra Chamaret, Julien 
Gineste and Sébastien Morlighem. One could 
also cite the exhibition based on the work of 
typeface designer Albert Boton, organized by 
Olivier Nineuil in 2012.
 In 2015, two successive exhibitions 
incidentally established a new formula. The  
first, Exposition sur un collectif de graphistes 
allowed students from 3rd year, under the 
supervision of the studio Syndicat, to create  
and mount a documentary work about Grapus, 
which actually allowed them to meet certain 
former members of the group. The second,  
Jacno — Cinq lettres en capitales, was based  
on the archives of the famous poster maker  
for the Théâtre national populaire, and in 
particular on his numerous studies of alphabets 
and logotypes, which inspired the students from 
the Typographie et Langage post-graduate to 
create original typefaces. This encounter was an 
unexpected success, establishing a completely 
new dialogue between history and contemporary 
creation.

Sébastien Morlighem, teacher and researcher  
in typography and graphic design
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Exhibition Exposition sur un collectif de graphistes, 
gallery of the École supérieure d’art et de design 
d’Amiens, September 15th — October 9th, 2015.  
A project by 3rd year graphic design students, 
proposed by Syndicat, with the participation  

of Jean-Marc Ballée and M/M Paris. 
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Musée des Arts décoratifs, Paris
The Musée des Arts décoratifs conserves within 
its collection everyday objects that belong to  
the domains of fashion, design, craft and graphic 
design, with the motto: “Where beauty meets 
utility”. So, before asking questions about the 
initial nature of these objects, one sees them  
as pieces that have been made by creators.  
They are all part of the history of art, of applied 
art, and many carry within them an indisputable 
patrimonial value. When a piece of graphic 
design work enters the museum, it inevitably 
changes status — this is also the case for 
numerous other domains, such as the primitive 
arts, the popular arts, but also painting and 
objects of liturgical art…  —, that of the useful 
object, the object used for communication,  
to be viewed as an object with aesthetic  
and/or social value, charged with a history  
that we endeavor to transmit, and sometimes  
to reactivate. We are quite concerned, in our 
exhibitions — whether in the texts or the spaces, 
on the labels or in the educational documents —, 
with re-contextualizing projects with respect  
to those who have commissioned them, as well 
as rendering and explaining the singular and  
unique response provided by graphic designers.
 The contemporary graphic designers  
that we have exhibited, in monographic 
(Antoine+Manuel, Michal Batory, Jean-Paul Goude, 
Philippe Apeloig) and group exhibitions (Korea 
Now, Recto Verso), have all been heavily involved 
in the choice of pieces to be shown and in  
the exhibition design itself. To some extent, we 
share the curatorship with them. I help them  
in particular to find a synopsis, to gain distance 
with regard to their own history and experiences. 
It is notably very important to me to show pieces 
created at the beginning of their career, an 
essential step in the creation of a monographic 
portrait. It is also very important to me to show 
the way in which they work: and so, Michal Batory 

rebuilt his studio and presented a collection  
of objects created for the design of his posters, 
whereas in the case of Philippe Apeloig, he chose 
to show the preparatory stages of a number of 
his posters. This type of presentation possesses 
an educational aspect that the public finds  
very interesting. It is important to provide these 
objects with context, so that they are not simply 
seen by visitors as beautiful pictures, or as 
beautiful signs that are devoid of meaning.

Amélie Gastaut, Curator of the Graphic Design 
and Advertising collections 

Exhibition view Typorama, Philippe Apeloig , musée des Arts 
décoratifs, Paris, November 21st 2013 — March 30th, 2014, 

Curators: Amélie Gastaut and Yannick James.
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.Galerie My Monkey, Nancy
With more than 150 exhibitions presented at the 
My Monkey gallery over the last fifteen years, we 
have been able to propose very varied responses 
to the issues raised by the exhibition of graphic 
design. In a general manner, we always seek to 
place the creative approach of those whom we 
exhibit at the very heart of our projects.Sometimes 
the exhibition itself becomes in this way, a space 
for creation, a pretext for developing autonomous 
projects and singular mechanisms and systems.
 Our exhibitions often adopt a retrospective 
form where the graphic objects are self sufficient 
and reveal the totality, or perhaps just a part of 
the practice of an author or of a studio. These 
exhibitions usually present finished work to the 
general public and, sometimes, the earlier work 
that nourished them. This was the case for example 
for the exhibition Wunderkammer by the Belgian 
studio Jan & Randoald, in 2009, for which a 
specific exhibition design was conceived and 
built, in this case a wooden cabin, for the purposes 
of presenting the more personal research work.
 The exhibition of documentary or research 
work is a more difficult task. The possibly arid 
nature of the subject or corpus for a non-specialist 
public requires more precise work to be done 
around the conditions of accessibility: the set 
design, the choice of pieces to be presented, 
questions of ergonomy and mediation. Recently, 
for the project Lettres à Marianne Brandt, linked to 
the research done by Stéphane Dupont, we 
presented objects created by Marianne Brandt 
designer and teacher at the Bauhaus in relation 
to the creation of Stéphane Dupont, in order to 
render the formal connection between the work  
of the two designers immediately explicit. We also 
established a “studio” space, filled with elements 
of visual research done by Stéphane Dupont  
in the form of sketches, in which visitors could 
handle and manipulate the stencils and find 
themselves face to face with creation. Thus, 
through the use the exhibition, our vocation is  
to accompany the visitor in their understanding  
of what graphic design is, and to show and 
demonstrate the vibrant nature of this discipline 
and its capacity to operate beyond the confines 
of a simple profession.

Morgan Fortems, co-founder

Exhibition Wunderkammer. Jan & Randoald, galerie 
My Monkey, September 17th — November 8th, 2009.
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The exhibition complex

“On the rare occasions that an exhibition of graphic design appears,  
it’s a safe bet that one complaint will always be heard. Graphic design, 
someone will say, just doesn’t work in a gallery. It isn’t art and it can’t 
possibly be properly understood out of context. It only has meaning out  
in the world in the places where it was intended to communicate. 
Curiously, the people making this criticism will usually be graphic 
designers.”1 In 2010, in an article featured in Print online, the British 
critic and historian of graphic design Rick Poynor observed that graphic 
designers had a problem with the exhibition context and with exhibiting 
design. He was referring to an issue that concerns various subfields  
of design, from architecture to product design, that one could call the 
“exhibition complex”.2 Its underlying assumptions can be summarized as 
follows: design’s proper context of existence and appraisal is there where 
it actually performs its function; putting design on show, i.e. taking it out 
of its original context, unavoidably strips it of its qualities and meaning, 
and can only offer a reductive representation. The backbone of these 
ideas is usually a contrasted (and, clearly, reductive) understanding of 
design and art, according to which the latter only exists in, and for, the 
white cube, whereas design belongs to the “real” world, to the street,  
to society, to life.
 However, Poynor in his article, was making a rhetorical argument 
more-so than recording an actual feeling. Moving away from any narrow 
view of the gallery context, he was in fact calling for more graphic design 
shows, especially smaller ones, considering them as opportunities for 
fostering design discourse and culture; a potential which he found had 
already been fulfilled in a number of galleries and independent spaces, 
based in different countries, with some of them being run by, or involving, 
graphic designers, from Australia (The Narrows in Melbourne), the 
United Kingdom (The Kemistry in London) and France (Galerie 
Anatome in Paris).
 At the time Poynor wrote that piece, however, graphic designers  
had not only overcome their (alleged) complex, but also appeared to  
have appropriated the exhibition context and format in several ways.  
One could argue that, right after the self-initiated editorial project,  
in the 2000s and early 2010s the participation in, and the making  
of exhibitions was in the process of becoming a new platform for  
the expansive graphic design practitioner. Most significantly, this kind  
of activity was accompanied by statements and discourses that framed  
it as design practice. This was expressed in a rather loose and occasional 
production of texts, connected to the designers’ personal involvement  
in exhibiting or curatorial activities, with those discourses not aiming  
for a systematic theorization, but rather manifesting the designers’  
need and attempt to prove their engagement on conceptual grounds.
 In the early 2010s, I myself contributed to the circulation of those 
ideas, within the framework of my collaboration on the “Graphic Design, 
Exhibition Context and Curatorial Practice” research project, carried  
out by Giorgio Camuffo at the Free University of Bozen-Bolzano  
(2011-2014).3 Having the opportunity to track and observe what at the 
time appeared to be an emergent phenomenon, I was also left with mixed 
feelings with regards to its development.4 In the following paragraphs,  
I would like to select and comment on some of the concepts that were 
mobilised by the designers, in the hope of contributing to further 
questioning and, possibly, advancing the intersection of graphic design 
and designers with the exhibition medium.

1 Rick Poynor, “We Need 
More Galleries That Exhibit 
Graphic Design”, Print, April 
2010, http://www.printmag.
com/article/observer-we-
need-more-galleries-that-
exhibit-graphic-design.

2 In the field of 
architecture, in particular, 
there has been a significant 
discussion, recently, about 
the use and engagement 
with exhibitions. See 
thematic issues of such 
magazines as Log, 20, Fall 
2010, devoted to “Curating 
Architecture”, Oase, 88, 
2012, on “Exhibitions: 
Showing Producing and 
Architecture”, and the 
e-journal MediaTropes, III(2), 
2012, http://www.
mediatropes.com. See also 
Roberto Gigliotti (ed.), 
Displayed Spaces. New 
Means of Architecture 
Presentation Through 
Exhibition, Spector Books, 
Göttingen, 2015.

3 This project included 
the production of a blog,  
the organisation of an 
international conference  
in 2012, and the release of 
follow-up publication. See 
the website https://pro2.
unibz.it/projects/blogs/
camuffo-exhibiting-
curating/ and the book 
Graphic Design, Exhibiting, 
Curating, bu,press, Bolzano, 
2013.

4 See Giorgio Camuffo 
and Maddalena Dalla Mura, 
“Graphic Design, Exhibiting, 
Curating: Keeping Track  
of a Shifting Relationship”,  
in Camuffo and Dalla Mura 
(eds.), Graphic Design, 
Exhibiting, Curating, op. cit., 
p.8−35.

Maddalena Dalla Mura carries out research in  
the fields of design and graphic design history 
and museum studies. With an MA in Preservation 
of Cultural Heritage, she received her PhD  
in Design Sciences from the Università Iuav  
di Venezia in 2010. She collaborates with  
the Design and Museology research group  
at the same university. She is associate editor  
of the design history online journal AIS/Design: 
Storia e Ricerche. Since 2017 she has been 
teaching Design History at the Università degli 
Studi di Ferrara. Her recent publications include  
Graphic Design, Exhibiting, Curating (2013)  
Graphic Design: History and Practice (2016).

Maddalena  
Dalla Mura

The relationship  
of graphic 
designers with 
exhibiting  
and curating
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6 See the accompanying 
catalogue From Mars: 
Self-initiated Projects in 
Graphic Design, Moravian 
Gallery, Brno, 2006. 

7 See Steven McCarthy, 
“Curating as Meta-Design 
Authorship”, visual: design: 
scholarship / Research 
Journal of the Australian 
Graphic Design Association, 
2(2), 2006, p.48−56, also 

available online at http://
research.agda.com.au/
library/group/1202871019_
document_01_vds020204.
pdf. See also Cristina de 
Almeida and Steven 
McCarthy, “Designer as 
Author: Diffusion or 
Differentiation?”, paper, 
2002, http://lokidesign.net/
declarations/knowledge/
DA-DD.pdf, and Steven 
McCarthy, “Designer-
Authored Histories: Graphic 
Design at the Goldstein 
Museum of Design”, Design 
Issues, 27(1), 2011, p.7−20. 
Most recently, McCarthy 
included, and partly updated, 
his discussion of curating as 
meta-design authorship in 
his book The Designer as 
Author, Producer, Activist, 
Entrepreneur, Curator, and 
Collaborator: New Models for 
Communicating, BIS 
Publisher, 2013.

8 Michael Rock, “Designer 
As Author”, Eye, 20, 1996, 
also available at http://www.
eyemagazine.com/feature/
article/the-designer-as-
author.

noted — contributed to blurring the boundaries of design’s own context. 
Along with art-like projects and installations such as those provided by 
designers referenced by Bil’ak in his essay — namely, Experimental 
Jetset, Stuart Bailey and Dexter Sinister, and M/M Paris — other 
initiatives were organised in the same years, including another show held 
at the same 2006 Brno Biennial, Works from Mars, by Czech graphic 
designers Radim Peško and Adam Macháček, and these proved that 
exhibitions were a convenient setting for displaying self-initiated 
designs.6 Bil’ak’s text contributed to making the trend more apparent. 

In 2006 the association of self-initiated design and the exhibition 
context was picked up by another graphic designer, Steven McCarthy,  
who, proposed to read it within a specific framework: design authorship.7 
As is well known, following its emergence and discussion in the 1990s 
within the North-American graphic design community (notably after the 
publication of Michael Rock’s article “The Designer as Author” in 1996)8, 
that the idea of design authorship has been variously embraced and 
opposed, and eventually come to indicate any level of ownership and 
agency of designers over the why and the how of their work, including 
anything from art-like self-expression and social and political activism,  
to the entrepreneurial venture. Having a strong interest in the 
empowering implications that different roles and models could have for 
the practice and discipline of design, not least in the educational setting, 
back in 1995 — a year before Rock’s article — McCarthy had himself 
co-organized (with Cristina de Almeida) a group exhibition which was, 
significantly, titled Designer as Author: Voices and Visions and which 
aimed to account for practices and projects where the designers were 
involved with the semantic process and with “literal content” in addition 
to its visual.

The observation, in subsequent years, that other similar small shows were 
organised in the United States by graphic designers and educators like 
him, all of which provided platforms for presenting and developing 
discourses around a variety of designer-authored works — from artists’ 
books to concrete poetry, from personal works to politically-engaged 
designs —, led McCarthy to the idea that exhibitions do not only provide 
opportunities to focus attention on the individual work of authors, but 
that curatorial work itself is a form of meta-design authorship. With this 
in mind one could consider that the designer-curator who provides the 
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5 See the accompanying 
publication Graphic Design 
in the White Cube, The 
Moravian Gallery, Brno, 
2006, and the dedicated 
website http://www.
peterbilak.com/graphic_
design_in_the_white_cube/. 
Bil’ak curatorial rationale 
was also made available 
online from Typotheque, see 
“Graphic Design in the White 
Cube”, June 17, 2006, https://
www.typotheque.com/
articles/graphic_design_in_
the_white_cube.

The rhetoric of expansion: self-initiated design, authorship and criticality

A turning point in the relationship between graphic designers and the 
gallery was signaled in 2006 by Graphic Design in the White Cube  
an exhibition curated by Peter Bil’ak and held at the Moravian Gallery,  
in Brno on the occasion of the Biennial of Graphic Design of the same 
year.5 Bil’ak, who, a few years previously, had already organised a 
retrospective show devoted to Dutch graphic design in Brno, aimed this 
time to avoid the more conventional display format: “instead of bringing 
work from the outside to the gallery, let’s make the work for the gallery”, 
as he put it. So he decided to organise a design commission, making  
the Moravian Gallery invite designers to produce original posters to 
announce the exhibition; the posters were then hung around the city  
to communicate the event (at least this is what is usually reported), while 
the audience visiting the gallery would find the documentation of the 
design process that led to the posters. Despite his productive take on the 
exhibition format and the attempt to connect the gallery with the streets, 
the images of the show, still available online, indicate that the final 
display was far from engaging. Yet, the value of Bil’ak’s project, it could  
be argued, lies not so much in the actual exhibit as in the discourse  
he produced around and about it. Expounding the curatorial, he 
contextualised it within the older tradition of designers seeing their 
practice as more than just client-based service provision and problem 
solving; a tradition which had evolved, most recently, in the approach  
of a number of designers who — like those invited to contribute to the 
show — make self-initiated projects part of their daily practice, taking  
on different roles and activities, that include “writing, organizing, 
conceptualizing, reflecting” as well as exhibiting.
 Indeed, certain designers’ exploration of greater degrees of 
autonomy, control and agency with regard to the modes of production 
and mediation of their work, and the fact that they operate in a kind  
of limbo between design, art and cultural production — as Bil’ak also 
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13 See the website  
of the exhibition http://
formsofinquiry.com/  
and its first catalogue,  
Zak Kyes and Mark Owens 
(eds.), Forms of Inquiry:  
The Architecture of Critical 
Graphic Design, AA, London, 
2007.

14 See, among others,  
two articles that considered 
the exhibition within  
a broader discussion  
of critical design:  
Alice Twemlow, “Some 
Questions about an Inquiry”, 
DesignObserver, February  
21, 2008, https://
designobserver.com/
feature/some-questions-
about-an-inquiry/6577;  
Rick Poynor, “Critical 
Omissions”, Print, June 1, 
2008, http://www.printmag.
com/Article/Observer_
Critical_Omissions.

15 Magnus Ericson,  
Martin Frostner, Zak Kyes, 
Sara Teleman and Jonas 
Williamsson (eds.), The 
Reader: Iaspis Forum on 
Design and Critical Practice, 
Iaspis Forum - Sternberg 
Press, Stockholm, 2009. 

16 See Mark Owens and 
Zak Kyes, “Forms of Agency”, 
in The Reader, op. cit., 
p.314−351.

17 Ramia Mazé,  
“Critical of What?”,  
in Ericson, Frostner, Kyes, 
Teleman and Williamsson 
(eds.), The Reader, op. cit., 
p.378−397.

graphic designer Zak Kyes, and that arose from his collaboration, as art 
director, with the Architectural Association (AA) in London. Organised 
with the stated aim of examining the intersections of graphic design  
with architecture, or architecture “as seen through the practice of graphic 
design”13, Forms of Inquiry developed into a platform of discussion  
of a set of concepts loosely associated with “criticality”, namely design  
as investigation and inquiry, design as research, speculative design and 
relational design. Several descriptions and reviews of the exhibition are 
available online, and I will avoid detailing its contents here.14 I will simply 
recall that the exhibition not only grew as it travelled to various European 
venues, but that it was also part of a broader programme of parallel 
initiatives, that included a reading room, conferences, and publications 
that provided the participating designers with physical and discursive 
spaces for self-reflection and for exchange with other practitioners, some 
from neighbouring fields such as art and architecture. An important 
moment in this programme was the installation in Stockholm as part  
of the Iaspis (International Artists Studio Program in Sweden) Forum  
On Design and Critical Practice. Here the exhibition was accompanied  
by a seminar that led to the follow-up publication, The Reader.15

It is within this framework, in particular, that the organisation of 
exhibitions came to be discussed as itself a form of critical practice.  
In a conversation with Mark Owens, featured in The Reader, Kyes 
underlined that exhibitions can be “spaces for production and zones  
of contact”, and that Forms of Inquiry in particular was meant to develop 
“forms of agency that were never planned”, to pursue “paths without 
necessarily knowing where they will lead”16 — an approach which 
corresponds to his idea of criticality as open-ended inquiry. Similar  
views about using the exhibition for developing alternative approaches  
to design, for producing relationships, for advancing questions and 
expanding ideas, and for critically appraising design pop up elsewhere  
in The Reader. Among them, the researcher and educator Ramia Mazé,  
in her text “Critical of What” — where she examines criticality as a form 
of criticism from within design practice — argues that putting design  
into a gallery means not just “talking about design” but “intentionally 
occupying another context in order to generate another kind of 
discussion, to expose design to another set of ideas, perceptions,  
and critiques”, and that the formula “exhibition plus book plus event”  
could be considered as a form of critical practice.17 
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9 See McCarthy, “Curating 
as Meta-Design Authorship”, 
op. cit., p.8. 

10 See also the interview  
I did with McCarthy on 
October 13, 2013, featured  
in the blog of the “Graphic 
design, exhibition concept 
and curatorial practices” 
research project, https://
pro2.unibz.it/projects/
blogs/camuffo-exhibiting-
curating/2013/11/16/
the-designer-as-interview-
with-steven-mccarthy/.

11 McCarthy, The Designer 
as Author, Producer, Activist, 
Entrepreneur, Curator, and 
Collaborator, op. cit., p.214.

12 See also Kenneth 
FitzGerald’s introductory 
essay to an exhibition he 
curated and that McCarthy 
considered in his 
discussion, Adversary 
Thoughts. FitzGerald 
conceded that the 
presentation of this kind of 
graphic design in a gallery 
setting can be problematic, 
as long as the “power of 
graphic design lies in its 
accessibility”, while a show 
“which appears to beg 
status as ‘Art’” risks 
presenting the works “ 
as aesthetic objects of 
contemplation”. In his view, 

nevertheless, the choice  
of venues was more of a 
practical question and a 
secondary aspect with 
regards to the primary aim 
of the project. The text is 
included in his book Volume: 
Writings on Graphic Design, 
Music, Art, and Culture, 
Princeton Architectural 
Press, New York, 2010, 
p.23−27.

concept around which works are commissioned or gathered is engaged  
in an authorial act; in this process the individual works “matter less  
than the governing design”.9 McCarthy’s discussion of curating,  
oscillates between the poles of differentiation and democratisation:  
on one side, he argues, it is a shift in scale and establishes certain 
hierarchies, on the other it is part of a broader process of blending  
of roles and can be related to the less hierarchical practices of sampling  
and re-mixing. 
 In McCarthy’s view authorship is, more than anything else,  
an approach or attitude, and is not tied to a single medium10, and  
curatorship is just one of several models of communication, along with 
entrepreneurship, production, activism and collaboration. Exhibition 
curating, he argues, is an expansive practice as it can spill over “from  
the cultural realm into politics and commerce”.11 How this occurs, though,  
is not clear. To manifest their voice and their alternative views of design 
in the discrete context of exhibitions can certainly be regarded as an 
expansion from the designers’ point of view, however the extent to 
which this expansion actually has a broader reach is questionable. One 
could even ask whether exhibitions are an actual expansion or a retreat. 
The authorship argument, after all, always brings with it an emphasis  
on the creative subjects, on their intentions and needs. In this respect, 
beyond the individual affirmation, McCarthy’s focus is on the 
advancement of the field, on disciplinary discourse, on inspiring and 
educating prospective designers. More than anything, his discussion  
of collective graphic design shows, in addition to the aims expressed  
by their organisers — most of them educators — the (recurring) need 
that graphic designers feel for spaces and opportunities for gathering, 
sharing and reflecting on their work.12

In the late 2000s and early 2010s, this need spurred other designers to 
engage in exhibiting activities, however “authorship” was not the most 
common concept used to frame their initiatives. Particularly in Europe, 
practitioners who engaged in pushing the boundaries of their field 
beyond conventional modes — a new generation of graduate 
designers — came together around other terms, notably “criticality”  
or critical practice. Significantly, it was an exhibition that opened way  
to their circulation within the field. 
 I refer, obviously, to Forms of Inquiry: The Architecture of Critical 
Graphic Design, the event launched in 2007 by the Swiss-American 
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19  See Kyes and Owens 
response to Poynor, “Critical 
Omissions”, op. cit. In 2014 
the phenomenon of critical 
graphic design, and its 
weaknesses, were further 
discussed by Francisco 
Laranjo, “Critical Graphic 
Design: Critical of What?”, 
DesignObserver, April 16, 
2014, https://designobserver. 
com/feature/critical-graphic- 
design-critical-of-what/ 
38416/, and again Poynor, 
“In a Critical Condition”, 
Print, October 6, 2014, http://
www.printmag.com/imprint/
observer-in-a-critical-
graphic-design-condition/.

20 James Goggin, Practice 
from Everyday Life, originally 
published in The Most 
Beautiful Swiss Books 
2008, Swiss Federal Office 
of Culture, Bern, 2009,  
and later re-edited for  
the Graphic Design: Now  
in Production exhibition 
catalogue, edited by Andrew 
Blauvelt and Ellen Lupton, 
Walker Art Center, 
Minneapolis, 2011, p.54−57.

21 In 2008 both Steven 
McCarthy and Rick Poynor 
made this point. See 
McCarthy’s observation that 
“much of the philosophical 
foundation of ‘critical 
design’ resides in the 
theories of graphic design 
authorship advanced over 
ten years ago”, appeared as 
a comment to the post by 
Alice Twemlow, “Some 
Questions about an Inquiry”, 
DesignObserver, February 21, 
2008, http://observatory.
designobserver.com/entry.
html?entry=6577. Rick 
Poynor discussed the 
apparent reluctance of 
critical graphic designers  
to acknowledge precedents 
and connections with both 
the designer authorship 
discourse and critical 
design as advanced in the 
field of industrial design 
 — in the article “Critical 
Omissions”, op. cit.

22 Poynor, “Observer: 
Critical Omissions”, op. cit.

23 The Metahaven team 
has used the exhibition 
space to take its speculative 
work off the computer 
screen since 2009, with the 
installation Stadtstaat: A 
Scenario for Merging Cities, at 
the Künstlerhaus in Stuttgart 
and at Casco in Utrecht. In 
following years, along with 
publications, exhibitions and 
presentations in museums 
have been an opportunity  
for Metahaven to develop 
and give visibility to their 
research projects.

or methodology. Their early proponents never intended them to be that19, 
and other designers dismissed the terms as unnecessary to indicate what 
graphic design has always been, or is supposed to be, “an open-ended 
discipline”, as James Goggin put it some years ago.20 Just as with 
authorship, those concepts captured an attitude. Even so, one could 
question whether the appraisal of the exhibition that accompanied the 
circulation of “critical” notions of graphic design was sustained by  
a significantly new conception and approach. As some authors have 
already pointed out, calls for more expansive, self-aware and critical 
approaches to design, and for spaces and opportunities to develop them, 
are not new in the field, and the so-called “critical” graphic designers 
owe much to — among others — the advocates of design-authorship  
of the previous decade.21 At the same time, as Rick Poynor observed,  
the designers that around ideas of critical practice different attitudes 
compared to the authorship argument, notably in the way they tended to 
stress “their role as participants and collaborators” rather than individual 
authors, and the fact that they valued process over the final product.22  
A similar emphasis indicated their understanding of the exhibition 
medium: less a question of affirmation and differentiation and more one 
of open-ended investigation and exchange, less on displaying and more 
on designing, less on the exhibited work in and of itself and more on the 
conceptual process behind the exhibit (while still maintaining, needless 
to say, high level of quality with regard to the output). Apart from a few 
exceptions — Metahaven23 comes to mind — graphic designers’ use  
of the gallery context and exploration of the exhibition format remained 
episodical and did not evolve into a specific and dedicated “critical” 
activity, comparable to, for example, practices of “Critical Design”, as 
developed by Dunne and Raby. Whatever the content of their exhibits, 
what emerged from the graphic designers’ arguments about exhibitions 
was mostly an interest in the opportunities offered by institutions and 
settings in which to pursue their work, where they could produce more 
experimental design and expand their projects into a different medium. 
Self-articulation and self-reflection appeared to prevail. 
 For a few years, a more self-aware approach to the exhibition  
format and the idea of using the exhibition to produce “critical” work 
seemed to reverberate among graphic designers in Europe and the USA, 
not least among students from schools that support a self-reflective 
approach to the design practice, as proved by a certain number of thesis 
projects and shows by graduating students.24 In 2011, for instance, the 
graduating students from the Graphic Design MFA of the Rhode Island 
School of Design asked themselves: “How do we show graphic design  
in the gallery setting […]?”. Their solution was to design a catalogue  
that featured their individual work, which was then put on display,  
to be the show. As they explained: “The show is the catalogue, which  
is also the show. […] The show is a unified work that extends beyond  
the exhibition space and hinges on its distribution. The work is not 
complete until it enters circulation.” The exhibition as an exercise  
of autopoiesis?

Cultures of curating

Certainly, one peculiar feature of the recent “critical” approach  
to exhibiting and curating was the fact of it being interwoven with  
the graphic designers’ day-to-day involvement with the actors of art 
production and mediation. As mentioned above, the designers who 
engaged more, and more explicitly, with exhibitions, belong to a  

18 The issue’s introductory 
statement is available from 
http://graphicmag.kr/index.
php?/issues/11−ideas-of-
design-exhibition/.

In 2009, the idea that exhibiting and curating were manifestations  
of an expansive and more “speculative” design practice that researches 
and redefines itself, was taken on by Graphic magazine, with the Ideas of 
Graphic Design Exhibition issue18, with Na Kim, a South-Korean designer, 
based in the Netherlands at the time, being responsible for art direction 
and editing. Twelve shows organised between 2006 and 2009 by 
independent designers and curators, and involving both designers and 
artists, were featured as representative of a “more conceptual” trend of 
exhibitions, and more particularly of a practice capable of operating 
through and between different media and dimensions, from the gallery 
space to the printed page. Along with the aforementioned Graphic Design 
in the White Cube, Works from Mars, and Forms of Inquiry, the selection 
included installations of individual works — such as Min Choi’s Kinross: 
Modern Typography (1992, 2004, 2009) and Stuart Bailey’s Extended 
Caption (DDDG) — as well as collective shows and display of collections, 
such as the art publications by Roma and from Christoph Keller’s 
renowned archive. In the conversations with Graphic’s editors, the 
designers generally expressed — in addition to the different motivations 
behind their projects — shared views about the potential of exhibitions 
as opportunities for establishing relationships and exchanges between 
disciplines, works and people, and for extending their projects to 
different contexts and formats. Free from any questions of design vs. art, 
the interviewees also revealed themselves to be comfortable with the idea 
of exhibiting and curating activities as being integral to their practice, 
however with different emphasis, for instance, on their position as just 
designers or as curators.

It would certainly be a mistake to deduce a coherent strand of 
thinking about “critical” graphic design exhibitions from a handful  
of statements. The very concepts of “critical practice” and “criticality”, 
however popularised, never gained consistency within the community  
of graphic designers, nor did they evolve into a cohesive mode of practice  
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Design Meets Space” in 
Camuffo and Dalla Mura 
(eds.), Graphic design, 
exhibiting, curating, op. cit., 
p.110−125.

29 Sueda “The Great Wide 
Open”, op. cit., p.112−114.

30 Among other texts, see 
Jens Hoffmann, “A Plea for 
Exhibitions”, Mousse, 24, 
Summer 2010, http://
moussemagazine.it/
jens-hoffmann-plea-for-
exhibitions-2010/ and Jens 
Hoffmann and Maria Lind, 
“To Show or Not To Show”, 
Mousse, 31, September 4, 
2012, http://www.
moussemagazine.it/articolo.
mm?id=759. For a broader 
discussion of the tradition 
of curating and its recent 
trends, see Paul O’Neill, The 
Culture of Curating and the 
Curating of Culture(s), MIT 
Press, Cambridge, 2012.

31 Sueda, “The Great Wide 
Open”, op. cit., p.117.

32 These initiatives are 
also documented in  
Wide White Space, op. cit.  
The lectures included a 
historical-critical analysis  
of exhibition design  
— Emily McVarish’s analysis 
of Lissitsky’s creation of 
dynamic situations aimed  
at activating and engaging 
the viewer —, a discussion of 
graphic design exhibitions 
in the educational setting 
— Rachel Berger on evolving 
attitudes within the Yale MFA 
Graphic Design Show, 
starting in the 1980s — and 
more personal reflections, 
from the point of view of  
the designers, about the 
meaning of exhibitions for 
designers (MacFadden & 
Thorpe) and the physical 
and social nature of 
exhibitions, in and out of 
galleries (Eric Heiman). Wide 
White Space, also included  
a text by Project Projects, 
“Close Encounters”, 
examining the intersection 
of designing for exhibitions 
and exhibiting graphic 
design.

33 See Hoffmann, “A Plea 
for Exhibitions”, op. cit.

34 See the publication  
Zak Kyes Working With..., 
Sternberg Press, Berlin, 
2012.

35 Consider, for example, 
his involvement in the Cosey 
Complex event curated by 
Maria Fusco, at the ICA, 
London, in 2010.

approach to the making of exhibitions was influenced by his 
collaboration with Jens Hoffmann — then the director of the Wattis — 
an art curator with a background in theater who considers the mediation 
and interpretation of art works through the making of exhibitions as the 
core of curatorial work.30 Acknowledging the older tradition of art 
exhibitions, and believing that graphic design’s intersection with 
exhibition making requires dedicated thinking, practice and learning, 
Sueda developed a reflective approach to the “re-staging” — as he put 
it31 — of the graphic works on show. Furthermore, he organised 
additional initiatives to explore that intersection, including Wider White 
Space, a series of lectures by staff from the undergraduate and graduate 
programs of the CCA — during which past and present art and design 
exhibitions were discussed, — along with a dedicated course that Sueda 
himself led and that engaged CCA’s students in the making of exhibitions 
of contemporary graphic design.32 Eventually Sueda developed a specific 
interest in curating graphic design; while he continued to cautiously call 
himself an amateur rather than a curator, in the following years he 
organised other exhibits intended to foster understanding and discourse 
around the field, notably the Work from California show, on the occasion 
of the 2012 Brno Biennial of Graphic Design, and All Possible Futures,  
at SOMArts Cultural Center, San Francisco, in 2014.
 That the history of art exhibitions and the tradition of art curating 
can offer designers references, perspectives and inspiration for a better 
understanding of the gallery context and for the mediation of their work 
therein is not in question here. One cannot avoid noticing, however, that 
this history and these traditions reveal a concentration on artworks, the 
artists and their intentions. This focus — which has certainly influenced 
the exhibition of design since the past century — might suit the authored 
design works and the celebration of the designer as author, however  
it does not exhaust, as such, the ways of presenting and representing 
design, nor all of its qualities,when presented to an audience. It is 
interesting that Hoffmann, while maintaining the focus of exhibition 
making on art works, thinks that to fully explore the potential of the 
exhibition format curators should also look beyond the realm of visual art, 
to other exhibitionary traditions.33 What if graphic designers and design 
curators would do that too?  
 The other exhibition I would like to consider is Zak Kyes Working 
With…, devoted to Zak Kyes’s work, first held at the Galerie für 
Zeitgenössische Kunst Leipzig (GfZK), following his reception of the 
Inform award for conceptual design. Collaborating with the Director  
of GfZK at that time, Barbara Steiner, Kyes conceived the exhibition  
not much as a solo show or a display of his past works, but rather as an 
opportunity to perform and display his collaboration with other people,  
a mirror of his daily practice. A network of colleagues and friends 
— artists, architects, critics, designers — was invited, orchestrated and 
briefed by him to design, author and produce all of the elements 
necessary for the exhibition, from the installation structure to the poster 
for the show, to the catalogue which contained original essays.34 The 
exhibition concept clearly expressed Kyes’s interest in, and proximity  
to, practices of the curatorial culture, already apparent in the expansive 
programming of Forms of Inquiry, as well as in his collaborations with 
curators and artists.35 Emerging in the 1990s in the field of art curating, 
the curatorial has since been discussed and explored by various curators 
as a cross-disciplinary framework for broader practices of cultural 
production, that go beyond the making of exhibitions and that can also 

24 As the graphic designer, 
author and educator  
Rob Giampietro observed  
— in an essay in which he 
analyses the increase and 
development of school 
programmes and their 
impact on design culture — 
students today are more 
and more focused on 
“practice through self-
examination”, and engaged 
in a series of “reflexive 
professional efforts”,  
a sort of “autopoiesis”  
that encompasses a varied 
range of self-initiated works, 
including exhibitions. See 
Rob Giampietro, “School 
Days”, in Blauvelt and Lupton 
(eds.), Graphic Design: Now  
In Production, op. cit.,  
p.212−221.

25 See also Project 
Projects’ work, as discussed 
by Prem Krishnamurthy  
in his contribution  
“Re: Models” in Camuffo  
and Dalla Mura (eds.), 
Graphic design, exhibiting, 
curating, op. cit., p.86−101, 
and in the team’s 
contribution to the 
catalogue of the exhibition 
curated by Jon Sueda (ed.), 
Wide White Space, CCA 
Wattis Institute for 
Contemporary Arts, San 
Francisco, 2012, p.52−61.

26 Claire Fitzsimmons, 
“Making the Way Beyond 
Art”, in Sueda (ed.), Wide 
White Space, op. cit., p.6.

27 http://widewhitespace.
net/info/

28 See “Wide Open 
Spaces”, in Sueda (ed.), Wide 
White Space, op. cit., p.10−14, 
and the analysis he made of 
his engagement with 
exhibiting and curating in 
his contribution “The Great 
Wide Open: When Graphic 

sub-community of practitioners whose work relies mainly on collaboration 
with cultural institutions, artists and curators. The exchange with these 
actors not only creates porous boundaries between working on an 
exhibition and initiating an exhibition25, and opens up opportunities and 
spaces for initiating curatorial projects; it also involves the sharing  
of modes of practice, concepts, references, and even vocabularies — a 
sharing, though, in which the framework of art appears to weigh more 
heavily than the conventional design one. Two exhibitions produced in 
2011 are particularly significant in this regard, in that they reveal the 
integration, or the incorporation of, different approaches of art curating 
into graphic design exhibiting.
 The first is Wide White Space, the show curated by the graphic 
designer Jon Sueda as part of a series launched by the CCA Wattis 
Institute of Contemporary Art, San Francisco, The Way Beyond Art, 
aimed to explore “the subject of curation and exhibition-making through 
non-fine art subjects”.26 In order to represent the various intersections of 
graphic design with exhibition-making in the field of visual arts, Sueda 
selected and re-staged past and contemporary works by designers who 
expressed a “conceptually rigorous, research-based, historically fortified 
approach” to their creative practice.27 The designs were organised into 
three categories: the design of identities for exhibiting institutions, 
collaborations between designers, curators and artists, and exhibition-
based initiatives or installations authored by graphic designers 
themselves. The most recent trend of designer exhibits — by such names 
as Julia Born, Experimental Jetset, Zak Kyes — was therefore presented 
along with more traditional (however progressive) works done in the 
service of art institutions and projects. 

As the curator of the show, Sueda did not include his own work in the 
selection; however this was still on display, as he maintained his usual 
role as the Wattis’ design director and exhibition designer. Despite  
the conflation of roles, however, Sueda managed to avoid drawing  
any easy equation between designing and curating — as shown in the 
accompanying publication and in later interviews and talks.28 While 
acknowledging a general parallel between the curator and the graphic 
designer — as they both develop a concept, analyse artworks and display 
them in meaningful ways — he valued his curatorial work as a distinct 
activity, one that brings with it a number of different responsibilities and 
standards in terms of criticality and research. As he also explained29, his 
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37 Andrew Blauvelt, “Exhibit 
A”, in Zak Kyes Working With..., 
op. cit., p.223−240.

38 As Kyes and Steiner  
put it in their “Foreword”  
to Zak Kyes Working With...,  
op. cit., p.7. 

39 See “Authorship” in the 
Curatorial Dictionary by the 
tranzit.hu network, http://
tranzit.org/curatorialdictionary/
index.php/dictionary/
authorship/.

40 Goggin, “Practice  
from everyday life”, op. cit.

— with some of his peers, namely Dexter Sinister and Peter Bil’ak — 
alongside avant-garde names such as Lissitsky and Duchamp, the radical 
practice of the Independent Group, conceptual artists such as Hans 
Haacke, and contemporary artists like Tino Sehgal.37

 So, how is Zak Kyes Working With… to be considered? Is it  
an exhibition of, or rather about, graphic design? If so, whose graphic 
design, and what graphic design? The stated aim of the project was to 
present “contemporary graphic design as a practice that mediates, and  
is mediated by, its allied disciplines”.38 Being the curator of a collective 
graphic design show, Sueda did not display his own work and yet 
retained his role as the exhibition’s graphic designer. Being the subject of 
a show, Kyes decided to not display his own graphic work, and to instead 
invite other practitioners, including graphic designers, to design all of  
the elements of the show, and therefore to be on display. In that respect  
he too acted as a curator, taking a conceptual stance and adopting  
an approach that clearly aligns with the curatorial side of contemporary 
art curating. But then, should one discuss the show in the context of  
ongoing debates of art curating and of the curatorial? If so, it is of note 
that, while he turned his show into a collaborative and performative 
project, Kyes also took a distinguished position: the exhibition is indeed 
an affirmation, however sympathetic, of its curator, or author. The issue 
of the contemporary curator as an author has been widely debated within 
the field of art curating, and — just as in the field of graphic design — 
authorship has been variously interpreted, embraced or opposed.39  

And while positions are sometimes blurred, the curatorial approach,  
as mentioned above, has also been put forward as a reaction to  
the pre-eminence of the curator’s voice and to the oppositional 
understanding of artists and the curator.
 Almost a decade ago, in his text Practice from Everyday Life 
— already quoted above — James Goggin made specific reference to the 
link that progressive graphic designers, who are interested in the more 
conceptual and intangible features of their work and in “non-design” 
activities such as writing, editing and curating exhibitions, tend to have 
with the art and culture sector.40 Goggin partly concedes to the criticism 
that sees such a relationship as a “kind of ghetto in which […] little effect 
or positive influence on society at large can take place”, however he also 
demystifies it, suggesting that the connection with art depends not just 
or much on an aesthetic or ethical choice on the part of the designers but 
more on a lack of options, on the practical fact that clients in the field  
of art “seemingly remain the only ones willing to entrust projects to 
independent designers and small studios”. (I would just like to note, 
incidentally, that the term “small studio” would not suit, of course, the 
actual positioning of a studio like Zak Group.) The recurrent discourse 
over the expansion of the concept, practice and scope of graphic design, 
has often oscillated between the poles of novelty or exceptionality and 
normality or conventionality. Goggin, as other graphic designers before 
him, focuses on the latter, on the “practising designer’s position”. While 
acknowledging that extra-disciplinary concepts can provide disciplinary 
discourse with new points of view, he also warns that “the particular 
phrasing of new movements or tendencies can at times result in a 
restrictive form of pigeonholing” that makes graphic design “accountable 
not to its own activities and contexts, but to preconceived ideas and 
categorisations”. From the practitioner’s perspective, Goggin argues, 
graphic design is and has always been an “inherently multidisciplinary 
practice”, one that holds a ubiquitous position which enables designers 

36 See Maria Lind (ed.), 
Performing the Curatorial 
Within and Beyond Art, 
Sternberg Press, Berlin, 
2012. The differences 
between exhibition making 
and the curatorial are 
discussed by Hoffmann  
and Lind, “To Show or Not  
To Show”, op. cit. A useful 
introduction to the main 
concepts of the curatorial 
can be found at http://tranzit.
org/curatorialdictionary/
index.php/dictionary/
curatorial/.

function beyond the art work, and beyond art.36 Drawing from the more 
conceptual art practices of the late 20th century, and similar to the 
postproduction approach of certain contemporary artists, the curatorial is 
meant by its proponents — such as the curator Maria Lind — as a way of 
working that may incorporate more discursive and performative, and less 
object-orientated, kinds and formats of mediations, such as lectures and 
seminars, critique, editing and education. Opting for collaborative and 
collective approaches, the curatorial also attempts to blur the lines 
between roles, between (art) creation/production and presentation, and 
to loosen the tension between authorship and authority, between artists 
and curators. In this respect Zak Kyes Working With… not only fits well 
in the curatorial framework, but, it could be argued, appeared to intend  
to make Kyes a part of it.  

It is significant to note that several texts featured in the accompanying 
publication discuss Kyes’s work not so much as conventional graphic 
design but rather as a critical and expansive form of culture production, 
beyond the dichotomy of design and art. In her text, “It’s the Economy 
Stupid!” Barbara Steiner addresses the issue of the difficult economic 
conditions that today, rather than disjoining, tend to bring artistic and 
design practices together. The architect Markus Miessen discusses his 
friendship with Kyes in the framework of the “friendly enmity” proposed 
by Chantal Mouffe — a political theorist whose ideas are relevant to 
critical art practice and who actually inspired Maria Lind’s notion of the 
“curatorial”. Lind herself contributed a text, “Sliding Collaboration”, 
where she examines the concept of Zak Kyes Working With… against 
the rhetoric of collaboration that pervaded the art world since the 1990s, 
to conclude that Kyes’s work avoids falling into such rhetoric. Even the 
graphic designer Andrew Blauvelt, in his essay “Exhibit A: The 
Exhibitionary Apparatus”, contextualises Kyes’s work not so much in  
the history of graphic design as in that of art exhibitions. By bringing 
attention to “the support system that surrounds any exhibition, making  
it intelligible or visible” (inclusive of anything, from the exhibition thesis  
to press releases and advertising, from installation design and lighting to 
editorial design) Blauvelt doesn’t so much highlight the ordinary kind of 
work that designers do in the service of exhibition projects, as the work 
of several artists — or designers (he uses the terms loosely) — who have 
conceptually and reflectively explored that apparatus in order to activate 
the exhibition’s space and viewers. Within this framework, Kyes is placed 
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41 See Rick Poynor,  
“Where Are the Design 
Critics?”, DesignObserver, 
September 25, 2005, 
https://designobserver.com/
feature/where-are-the-
design-critics/3767.

At the same time, the emphasis on the conceptual aspects of curatorial  
work and the bias towards the model of art exhibitions risk limiting  
the designers’ understanding and exploration of the potential of the 
exhibition. In this respect, some history could also help correct the 
myopia. I strongly believe that a re-appraisal of the history of exhibition 
design — in all its interpretive, imaginative, informative, expressive, 
immersive and constructive manifestations, and indeed as a design form 
in and of itself, beyond providing support to artworks — could provide 
graphic designers with a broader toolbox and set of perspectives from 
which to consider the exhibition, as a specific and encompassing medium 
of communication, beyond the presentation of art works and beyond  
the conventional white cube. This is a history of multidisciplinary 
collaborations to which graphic designers and designers have 
contributed. Exhibition design, I believe, is a territory wide enough  
to fit the expansive ambitions of designers.
 Finally, the designers’ engagement in exhibitions or in curatorial 
work is an invitation to criticism. The designers’ exploration of criticality 
from within their practice, does not diminish, on the contrary, the need  
of criticism. Their self-reflective and self-analytical work, their critical 
intentions and self-articulations, and the contribution of sympathetic 
authors, risk confining them to a self-referential and repetitive discourse 
unless they are confronted with adequate and sharp criticism, capable  
of examining and contextualising all of the facets of the designers’ 
expanded work. As Rick Poynor already put it some years ago: “How  
are designers going to become critical in any serious way if they are  
not exposed to sustained critical thinking about design in the form  
of ambitious, intellectually penetrating criticism?”. If the designers’ 
investment in exhibitions is to continue — and I hope so — how  
is it going to develop without solid critique?41

The intersection of graphic design with the exhibition context is a 
territory that is certainly broader than the phenomenon I have portrayed 
in the paragraphs above, and one that is inhabited by several actors,  
not all of whom are graphic designers. The understanding of graphic 
designers’ specific contribution to it will depend on them as much  
as on the engagement of historians, critics and curators in keeping  
track of and in discussing it. 

“to talk without boundaries to a wider audience” and “to infiltrate and  
use the systems of other disciplines when desired and where relevant”. 
 Simply put: it is normal practice, and strategy, for graphic designers 
to get or be acquainted with the needs, ideas, modes and vocabularies  
of the fields in which they intend to, or have to, operate. As for the 
relationship with the art world — as can be seen in the examples 
above — the question remains open as to whether graphic design’s 
acquaintance with the field is a sign of autonomy or an indication of  
their tendency to be infiltrated by, or absorbed into, other disciplinary 
discourses.

An invitation to history and criticism

The interest expressed by some graphic designers, at the beginning of 
this millennium, in exhibiting and curating activities belongs to an older 
history. Graphic design as a practice and a discipline has developed 
mainly out of the gallery context, yet exhibitions have also contributed to 
its broader process of affirmation, institutionalization and critique. From 
portfolio displays in schools or organised by professional associations  
to juried shows (think of the Biennial in Brno and the Festival in 
Chaumont), to monographic and collective events in museums, 
exhibitions have served in promoting the profession, setting standards, 
establishing individual and collective positions, as well as maintaining  
a reference community of peers. Certainly they helped curate graphic 
design and designers from their ghost-like, in-between, existence. 
Exhibitions have however provided more than a professional validation 
in the strictest sense: they have also been regarded and used by designers 
as alternative sites in which to escape their routine work and the more 
conventional views of their practice, spaces where they can pursue more 
personal paths of work, self-articulation and reflection. Often times the 
art context offered such spaces, other times the graphic designers 
established it themselves. Just to cite two examples from Italy, in 1972, 
the renowned graphic designer Albe Steiner, who had been 
commissioned to design the identity of the 36th Biennale in Venice, had 
the opportunity to organise within this art event the exhibition Grafica 
Sperimentale per la Stampa (Experimental Graphics for Print), intended 
to highlight, through the experimental work of seventy-one international 
designers, the role of graphic design in the service of society in general, 
beyond client and advertising needs. In 1984, holding similar views about 
their social and cultural role, a group of graphic designers organised  
a group show and a conference — the Prima Biennale della Grafica di 
Pubblica Utilità (First Biennial of Graphic design for public use) —  
in order to discuss and sustain their civic mission and collaboration with 
public institutions. The most recent engagement of graphic designers 
with exhibitions has stimulated — them as well as historians —  
to reconsider their antecedents, to eventually reconnect the pieces  
of a relevant thread of the field’s history.
 This engagement, though, has been marked by a shift in attitude,  
in the way that designers tend to claim exhibiting and curating to be 
integral to their practice: from exhibiting design to exhibiting and 
curating as design. As suggested above, this tendency reflects a broader 
process of expansion of the concept of graphic design as well as a more 
localised phenomenon, i.e. the work of designers within the field of art 
and culture production. That these helped to abate negative 
preconceptions about the exhibition context and spur the designers’ 
awareness about the exhibition medium is certainly to be welcomed.  
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Though graphic designers have been involved in the question of the exhibiting of their work 
since the 1970’s, it is only at the beginning of the 21st century that practitioners have seized 
hold of the issues raised by the exhibition of graphic design.

In 2001, in an article1 for the magazine Dot Dot Dot that he cofounded 
with Stuart Bailey, Peter Bil’ak, designer and type designer, drew  
on the example of the Museum of the Ordinary (1998), to promote  
the idea that a total understanding of graphic design — and of its 
productions — would necessarily require a knowledge of its historical, 
social and economic context. This project, initiated by Michael Rock  
and Susan Sellers, consisted of an extensive collection of objects left  
in their initial context, of a transposition of the institutional markers  
of the museum into the streets of Manhattan, that resulted in  
a manifesto2 written by the two designers, did, in effect, open up  
a consideration of the conditions in which design work is presented.  
Five years later Bil’ak proposed, in the context of the 22nd International 
Biennial of Graphic Design Brno (Czech Republic), the exhibition 
Graphic Design in the White Cube (2006) to the Moravská Gallery,  
in which he developed this idea of a graphic design that would be 
presented in its initially stated conditions. In order to free itself from  
the recurring issue of objects being moved and thus taken out of their 
context (commercial, cultural, historic) and away from the function  
for which they were designed, he commissioned around 20 graphic 
designers to produce posters for the exhibition in which they were 
participating. These posters functioned on two levels: in the streets  
of the city, for the purposes of promoting the event, and at the same  
time in the space of the gallery, as the contents of the exhibition, 
organized and displayed in such a way as to integrate the sketches,  
as well as the different research and references that had contributed  
to the design of the images. The principle of the commission allowed 
previously unpublished productions to be presented, ones that  
claimed for their sole context the advertising space and actual space  
of the exhibition. This was considered, by the designer/curator,  
as necessary for people to be able to read and understand the projects,  
in order to show the public how to look at them. The contextual approach 
taken by Peter Bil’ak could indeed find its echo in a different meaning  
for the term “exposition”, which is the French term for “exhibition”  
and which also, in the vocabulary of classic dramaturgy, indicates  
the beginning of a piece of theater, where the spectator is provided  
with past details that are required to understand the situation  
in which the characters find themselves when he encounters them  
for the first time.3
 In the space and time that separates these two curatorial 
propositions or works, it is a whole current of thought which seems  
to have been confirmed, and the essay written by Bil’ak to accompany  
the installation and reading of the protocol of Graphic Design in the  
White Cube seems to provide the best evidence for this point of view. 
What was for Rock and Sellers a challenge to the interpretive discourse  
at work in museums, and then an inquiry into the status of fixed, 
physical, objects, and that of their authors, had now become a place 
where graphic design could be considered more-so as an (intellectual) 
activity, a movement or a process: “This is obviously a dangerous  
snake-eating-its-own-tail strategy, yet the self-referential nature of  
the brief makes it possible to illustrate otherwise invisible mechanics  
of the work process”.4 This text, which continues to be regularly 
referenced when addressing the relationships that exist between  
graphic design and the exhibition, proposed, via its own multiple 

1 Peter Bil’ak, 
“Underdesign, Overdesign 
and Redesign”, Dot Dot Dot, 
no2, 2001; online:  
www.ico-d.org/connect/
features/post/39.php 
(retrieved 05/01/2018).

2 Michael Rock, Susan 
Sellers, “Museum of the 
Ordinary”, Eye, no28, 1998; 
also published in Jan van 
Toorn, Design Beyond  
Design: Critical Reflection 
and the Practice of Visual 
Communication, Maastricht, 
Jan van Eyck Academie 
Editions, 1998.

3 Also called “protasis”. 
See Étienne Souriau, Anne 
Souriau (dir.), Vocabulaire 
d’esthétique, Paris, Presses 
universitaires de France, 
2010.

4 Peter Bil’ak, Graphic 
Design in the White Cube, 
Brno, Moravská galerie, 
2006, p.8; online:  
www.typotheque.com/
articles/graphic_design 
_in_the_white_cube 
(retrieved 5/01/2018).

Lise 
Brosseau

Notes on  
the curatorial  
practices of  
graphic designers

Graduate of the Graphic Design option of  
the École supérieure d’art et design  
Grenoble-Valence, Lise Brosseau has, since 
January 2016, been pursuing doctoral research  
in Information and Communication Sciences 
under the direction of Marie-Sylvie Poli and 
Annick Lantenois. The thesis that she is currently 
writing is the result of a convention between  
the Université d’Avignon et des Pays de Vaucluse 
and the Ésad of Valence. Her work is based on 
analyses of recent exhibitions of graphic design, 
along with interviews with their designers/
curators, in order to question the effects of the 
conditions of enunciation on cultural practices  
of inscription and transmission of the discourse 
of graphic design. Her interest for this question 
was certainly influenced by her experience with 
the International Poster and Graphic Design 
Festival of Chaumont, where she worked in 2013 
and 2014 with the Artistic Director Étienne Hervy. 
In November 2017, in the context of her doctorate 
and the “Il n’y a pas de savoirs sans transmission” 
research unit, she organized the Ni l’un, ni l’autre/
les deux à la fois study day, which dealt with  
the history and issues of the curatorial practices  
of graphic designers through the overlapping 
interventions of theoreticians and practitioners.
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8 Clémence Imbert,  
“Un dispositif dans le 
dispositif. Les expositions 
de design graphique 
contemporain”, Marges, 
no20, 2015, p.86−99. 
Clémence Imbert, also 
writing for this issue 
Graphisme en France, 
defended a thesis in 
September 2017, at the 
Université Paris 8, which 
questioned a century  
of exhibitions of Graphic 
Design in the museums  
of modern art in Paris,  
New York and Amsterdam.

9 Michel Foucault, 
”Le Jeu de Michel Foucault”,  
in Dits et écrits, vol.2,  
Paris, Gallimard, 2001,  
p.298−329.

10 Ibid., p.299.

11 After 10 years and  
20 issues, the publication 
Dot Dot Dot came to a halt  
in 2010. It has since been 
extended in the form  
of The Serving Library  
(www.servinglibrary.org/),  
a different publishing 
project Dexter Sinister 
(Stuart Bailey and David 
Reinfurt).

12 See Stuart Bailey,  
Work in Progress: Form as  
a Way of Thinking, doctoral 
thesis, University of 
Reading, 2014, p.53−70; 
online: http://dextersinister.
org/MEDIA/PDF/University-
of-Reading.pdf (retrieved 
18/01/2018).

13 Stuart Bailey, Extended 
Caption (DDDG), Amsterdam, 
Roma Publications, 2009.

to this field, this could simultaneously constitute both the medium  
and the subject of a curatorial work. This is in any case the hypothesis 
towards which researcher Clémence Imbert seems to be leading us,  
more recently, in her seminal article Un dispositif dans le dispositif.  
Les expositions de design graphique contemporain8 (An apparatus  
within the apparatus . Exhibitions of contemporary graphic design.).  
This study, which tackled the concept of apparatus (dispositif),  
according to the theories of Michel Foucault9, as an organization,  
a structure that represented authority in order to provide a framework  
for the physical and mental behavior of a reader/visitor, showing  
that design and the exhibition, in their respective functioning, could  
be likened to “the system of relations that can be established between 
these elements”.10 In this way she emphasized the tautology of the 
relationships of inclusion of one apparatus within another in exhibitions 
dedicated to graphic design, and highlighted a number of examples  
of the ways in which they could be confused with one another or  
indeed respond to one another.
 In the curatorial propositions or works that have been initiated  
by graphic designers, this paradox has been verified and has been  
expressed as an exploitation of the vocabulary and the potentialities  
of the exhibition as mediums for experimenting with, and extending, 
design activities. Many remarkable examples that cover the period evoked 
previously — from the beginning of the 2000’s to today — reflect  
this tendency towards an appropriation of elements which visually 
materialize the discourse of an exhibition. The pages by Julia Born  
at the Galerie für Zeitgenössische Kunst Leipzig (Germany), with  
Title of the Show (2009), the different collaborations that were staged  
in the design of the exhibition Zak Kyes Working With… as reflections  
of the everyday practice of the designer, Jon Sueda and the activation  
of self-initiated projects or of projects that were simply never concretized, 
during All Possible Futures (2014), have outlined the movement within 
which the actors in a field have endeavored to invest the significant 
forms inherent to the exhibition, to question forms that are, just  
as much, those of graphic design.
 At the same time, Extended Caption (DDDG) (2009), presented  
at the Culturgest Porto, was regarded as the exhibition that overturned  
the relationships between objects and their commentaries. It was  
part of a series of one-off events, organized by the designers/editors  
of the magazine Dot Dot Dot between 2005 and 201011 in different 
European cities and institutions, based on a collection of artifacts  
and references that had in common the fact of having been reprinted  
in the pages of the magazine, where they accompanied a number  
of articles. This project, described by one of the designer/creators,  
Stuart Bailey, as a series of “essays” based on the vicissitudes of previous 
ones, oscillates between the exhibition and the text like a sprawling 
palimpsest.12 And so, in Portugal this principle took the form  
of an installation of the collection, arranged on a wall, that gathered 
together various printed documents, paintings, photographs and  
album covers. The display was completed by an eponymous book13  
which contained reproductions of (torn) pages from the magazine  
that immediately referred to the objects on display. By reversing  
the hierarchy that existed between the texts and their iconography,  
between the objects and the information that helps to identify  
them, this exhibition showcased the influence that the conditions  
of the appearance, circulation and presentation of a production can  

5 Michael Rock,  
“The Designer as Author”, 
Eye, no20, 1996; online:  
www.eyemagazine.com/
feature/article/the-
designer-as-author 
(retrieved 12/01/2018).

6 An observation already 
outlined by Giorgio Camuffo 
and Maddalena Dalla Mura 
in the publication of the 
proceedings of a 
symposium that they 
organized in 2012 in the 
University of Bozen-Bolzano. 
See Giorgio Camuffo and 
Maddalena Dalla Mura, 
“Graphic Design, Exhibiting, 
Curating: Keeping Track  
of a Shifting Relationship”,  
in Graphic Design, Exhibiting, 
Curating, Bolzano, bu,press, 
2013, p.8−35.

7 Andrew Blauvelt,  
“The Exhibit A: The 
Exhibitionary Apparatus”, 
in Zak Kyes Working With…, 
Berlin, Sternberg Press, 
2012, p.230.

references, a consideration — certainly incomplete but nonetheless 
foundational — of the status of self initiated work, of what defines 
design in its relationship to the commission, as a process, as a search  
for recognition, its inclinations towards autonomy, and of self-reflexive 
systems and mechanisms. It prefigured an interest that these 
practitioners had for conceptual approaches with a critical scope,  
and translated a new relationship of graphic design with itself, one  
that would be centered around design processes and, as a consequence, 
experimentation, enquiry and research. In particular, it directly extended 
the thinking developed by Michael Rock in another influential text.  
Two years before his project for a museum that would be set up around 
downtown New York, with the article “The Designer as Author”  
the American designer and critic provided a remarkable analysis of  
the notion of author and of its potential application to the practices  
and theories of graphic design. The reasoning that he set out concluded 
thusly: “[…] the primary concern of both the viewer and the critic is not 
who made it, but rather what it does and how it does it”.5 This postulate, 
which highlights function and interpretation (or reception) as important 
features of design, was developed in parallel to a collective debate around 
the status of works that were created by designers outside of the usual 
commission context. One can also be reminded, in a meaningful way 
that, at the same time as the proposition of Bil’ak, the Moravská Gallery 
was hosting — also within the framework of the Brno Biennial —  
From Mars: Self-Initiated Projects in Graphic Design, an exhibition made 
by designers Adam Macháček and Radim Peško, which gathered 
together, like a kind of cabinet of curiosity, a selection of self-initiated 
productions by graphic designers.
 Indeed, 2006, with both Graphic Design in the White Cube  
and From Mars, didn’t just open up the way for a series of self-reflexive 
exhibitions, but also had a significant effect on the moment where  
the observed effects of the potentialities of the exhibition on graphic  
design productions were being explicitly formulated, by the designers 
themselves. This can, at least, be seen by rereading the texts that they 
published at the time.6

While the issues raised by the exhibition of graphic design are stated, the responses are 
established in relation to the tools of designers, and encourage an appropriation of the 
exhibition mechanism.

In a time when practitioners have explained the relationships with,  
and possibilities of, the exhibition of their field, a particular challenge 
inherent to exhibitions dedicated to graphic design remains to be met.  
It is located within a paradox that the American designer, curator and 
critic, Andrew Blauvelt mentioned in 2012 in a text written for the 
exhibition catalogue that accompanied the exhibition Zak Kyes Working 
With… (2010-2013). In this essay, Blauvelt, who is the current director  
of the Cranbrook Art Museum (Michigan) coined the term “exhibitionary 
apparatus” in order to describe “[…] the support system that surrounds 
any exhibition, making it intelligible or visible, and it both precedes  
and succeeds the actual show itself ”.7 A concept which can tie together 
the discourses and different arguments and narratives present within  
an exhibition, with the press releases, the documentation, all of the  
texts and other visitor’s guides, along with the lighting, the furniture  
and the signage, and of course, the posters, the invitations and the 
catalogue. Keeping this in mind, and acknowledging that graphic design 
contributes to the establishment of a visual and semantic order inherent 
in the design of every exhibition, in the case of events that are dedicated 
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14 Jérôme Glicenstein,  
L’Art : une histoire 
d’expositions, Presses 
universitaires de France, 
Paris, coll. “Lignes d’art”, 
2009.

15 Genette defined this 
notion as all of the elements 
(the author’s name, the title, 

the preface, the illustrations) 
that surround and extend  
a literary work for the 
purposes of presenting it, 
also in the sense of “making 
it present”. See Gérard 
Genette, Seuils, Paris, 
Éditions du Seuil, 1987, p.7.

have on the way that it is read and the status that can be attributed  
to it. And while the consultation of the book provided the texts  
that were initially published in the magazine with the new status  
of enhanced captions, this proposition played as much with the tools  
and mechanisms at work in the communication of an exhibition,  
as it did with their proximity to other spaces and other practices,  
such as publishing.

As demonstrated by theoretician and art historian Jérôme Glicenstein, 
the biases of layout, of the linking of visual and verbal elements  
used to communicate the theoretical concerns of the designers  
of an exhibition, can be considered as constructions of a textual order.14  
This postulate has allowed for the development of enlightening parallels  
with concepts forged around the text — such as Gérard Genette’s 
“paratext”15 — and has notably introduced the idea that the set of tools 
(verbal or not) which frames the reading of an exhibited object, could  
be understood as “paratextual conditions”. Blauvelt’s exhibitionary  
apparatus falls under this theory, and indeed recent initiatives  
by graphic designers, like Bailey, stand out by counteracting the usual 
distinction made between the productions being presented and those 
dedicated to their exhibition or mediation. This unique relationship 
results, more than cohabitation or dialogue, in a sort of fusion/confusion 
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  16 Thomas J. “Tommy” 
Carcetti is the name  
of a character in the 
American TV series  
The Wire (2002−2008).

17 IDEA Magazine, no376 
(“Graphic Designers and 
Exhibitions ”), 2017.

18 The Mitim was the 
subject of a number of 
different designs between 
2005 and 2010, used  
to compose the texts in  
Dot Dot Dot. It was never 
commercialized, its use 
outside of the context  
of the magazine is then  
an exception. In relation  
to this typeface see  
Thierry Chancogne,  
“Une typographie : le Mitim  
de Radim Peško”, Revue 
Faire, no9, Paris, 2018.

between the objects providing observations and the objects  
being observed, that only a trio made up of two designers (with  
one of them being a typographer) and the Director of an art center,  
dedicated in part to graphic design, had the potential to push  
to its limits.
 It was during the 27th Brno Biennial that Maki Suzuki  
(from the Åbäke collective), Radim Peško (designer/typographer 
mentioned previously) and Sofie Dederen (from Frans Masereel  
Centrum in Kasterlee, Belgium) presented Which Mirror Do You  
Want to Lick? (2016). This exhibition, which questioned reality  
through objects that are attached to relative truths, brought together 
pre-existing artifacts and projects that had been commissioned  
for the event, including posters for a fictive presidential campaign.  
In the Moravská Gallery, each object was considered less as an 
autonomous proposition and more as an opportunity to activate,  
to extend or to provide range. Thus, the by-products of Carcetti’s16 
election campaign were on sale in the museum shop — intentionally 
placed within the layout of the exhibition — in order to finance the 
fabrication of other promotional objects. And when the designers/
curators introduced the standard for the paper size imagined  
by Gemma Holt, the presence of the project in the exhibition  
space was completed by the use of these formats in the catalogue  
of the biennial, and even for the pull out booklet that was included  
in the issue of the Japanese magazine IDEA that was dedicated  
to the Brno program.17 This appropriation of the conditions and  
mediums ordinarily reserved for the mediation of the discourse  
of an exhibition allows one to become aware of the issues of design 
through a phenomenon of circularity and interweaving. It testifies  
just as much to the way that a staged practice can be read in  
the declarative and material conditions of production that preside  
over its own existence. Even the typeface used for the exhibition’s  
labels (Mitim developed by Peško) was of particular interest.  
Firstly because its use differed substantially from the principles  
of visual identity that had been established for the biennial’s 
exhibitions, and also for the mark it has made in the contemporary 
culture of graphic design.18 Its use, specifically in this area, goes  
well beyond the simple presentation of the work and suggests  
an accompanying discourse where content and container become 
indistinguishable.
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20 Emmanuël Souchier, 
“L’image du texte. Pour  
une théorie de l’énonciation 
éditoriale”, Les Cahiers de 
médiologie, no6, December 
1998, p.144; online: www.
mediologie.org/cahiers- 
de-mediologie/06_
mediologues/souchier.pdf 
(retrieved 20/01/2018).

21 Steve Rushton, “Sinister/
Bastard: Interchangeable 
Paragraphs on a 
Typographical Sign”,  
Dot Dot Dot, no4, 2002

22 “To do a second writing 
of the first writing of the 
work is indeed to open  
the way to unforeseeable 
relaying of meaning, the 
endless play of mirrors, […] 
So long as criticism had  
the traditional function of 
judging, it could not but be 
conformist”, Roland Barthes, 
Criticism and Truth, London, 
Continuum, 2007, p.3.

Emmanuël Souchier. The latter effectively designates the set of material 
choices made by all of the actors who participate in the layout of a text,  
or even a “secondary text” whose signifier is not constituted by the words 
of a language, but by the materiality of the medium and the writing, the 
organization of the text and its layout20, and that consists of providing a 
“first text” to be read. However, whether it is a question of the exhibition 
according to Glicenstein, or Souchier’s editorial enunciation, these 
concepts are imagined each time as polyphonic instances resulting  
from a permanent intermingling of different levels of practices, and this  
“plural development” is what specifically seems to be challenged in the 
case of exhibitions designed by designers who simultaneously assume 
the functions of curators. The study of curatorial propositions by graphic 
designers reveals the point of tension between the two positions, one  
of them being the extension and enlarging of the activities of Graphic 
design, the other a hybridization of tools, of mediums and of practices, 
towards the figure of the designer/curator. Because it is also a question of 
roles being negotiated. The clever speculation of Steve Rushton with regard 
to the typographic sign of the slash — also called fraction bar or oblique 
stroke —, in his article “Sinister/Bastard: Interchangeable Paragraphs on 
a Typographical Sign”, is perhaps the best incarnation of this movement, 
of this porosity that exists between practices and skills: “In this age of 
multi-tasking the oblique stroke has been gainfully employed in the job  
of simultaneously separating and binding together different professional 
categories. […] In the world of transferable skills a single specialism 
implies mobility. The oblique stroke allows us to be neither one thing  
nor the other / and both.”21

 To consider the exhibition as an enunciation is to accept the need  
to seek to name the actors of a discourse, to attempt to define their 
position so as to better seize the issues and conditions of intermediary 
situations, of in-between states. It is, at the same time, to recognize and 
accept the existence of dichotomous speech and of different levels of 
enunciation(s). It is, ultimately, to consider that it can constitute spaces 
for criticism such as those understood by Roland Barthes, like a second 
writing.22 And so, these three notes in connection to the curatorial 
practices of graphic designers do indeed suggest a fourth.

Discourse is the sphere of means that graphic designers (in particular those who adopt the 
role of curator) provide themselves with in the construction and transmission of a culture of 
graphic design; in other words, to employ the exhibition in the development a thinking around 
graphic design, is also to consider a form of graphic design that is capable of considering 
itself.

19 L’Art : une histoire 
d’expositions, op.cit., p.11.

In short, the position of the designer/curator implies formal and visual 
choices, and in certain cases, a conceptual precedence, which highlights 
all of the nuance that distinguishes the exhibition of graphic design  
and the graphic design exhibition. In other words, between the issue  
of the exhibition and display of a subject, an argument, with objects,  
and the situation where presentation is accomplished through the 
effective demonstration of the forms and principles of graphic design.

Implying a “use” of graphic design and the material realities that bring into play relationships 
of enunciation, exhibitions by graphic designers are essentially discursive in nature.

What does one see when one visits an exhibition of graphic design? 
Objects, collections? Authors or, more accurately, practitioners whose 
work could be considered to be remarkable? A profession and various 
forms of know-how? Mediums, media? Techniques (of production), 
methods and processes (of design)? Subjects — those which generally 
precede and provoke design productions — or centers of interest?  
The history of a field, its topicality? Fictions or ways of communicating? 
Enquiries, research? Commentaries? Experiments? Pre-existing  
or completely original projects?

Though the question remains open and certainly implies in-between 
states, it originated in doctoral research that I have been pursuing  
since 2016, and that deals with the effects and issues of exhibitions 
designed and curated by graphic designers. This text is thus presented  
as an opportunity to develop a number of elements in an ongoing thought 
process for which, once again, an observation made by Jérôme Glicenstein 
seems to provide a serious indication. While highlighting the ambivalent 
nature of what defines it as a material and immaterial entity, the historian 
broadly positions the exhibition as an exercise of organization and 
structuring: “[…] it involves a set of relationships between objects, 
between these objects, a place and a public and even between members 
of the public itself ”.19 What characterizes the exhibition, is that it is  
the result of a series of operations which produce meaning, a means  
(of speaking). It is a place of access to knowledge, of transmission,  
of visibility, but also of discussion and exchange. When added to the 
previously mentioned paradox, the inclusive relationships between 
systems, that emerge during events dedicated to graphic design, the 
question of the conditions of enunciation(s) seems to become central. 
This notion, which is at the heart of my thesis, can be questioned 
according to the theory of “editorial enunciation” developed by 
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Exhibitions have become central to my work as a graphic designer.  
This was partly intentional, and partly a series of happy accidents that 
formed my practice over time. The first exhibition I ever organized was  
in graduate school, and at that point I didn’t aspire to be a curator at all;  
I wanted to design catalogues for exhibitions. Without any experience  
in that area, no one would hire me to design a book, so I naively started  
to organize my own exhibitions so I could design their documentation. 
This activity as a student led me to begin working with art institutions 
and artists after graduation, and turned into an ongoing connection  
to exhibition making.
 Over my sixteen years of practice, I’ve worked extensively with 
curators and artists on publications, websites, and environmental design 
for galleries. I’ve also had my own work exhibited in shows curated by 
others, and organized events and exhibitions myself. My early curatorial 
projects began as informal, ephemeral spaces for debate and conversation, 
but I’ve since taken these activities to the next level and curated large-scale 
exhibitions. I’m also a teacher at an art school, and after years of teaching 
strictly book typography and identity design, it made sense to connect  
my courses to my practice, and I began running a graphic design 
exhibition program at the school curated and designed by students.

This text examines exhibitions from the four different perspectives  
that encompass my practice, and through this exercise unpacks different 
issues surrounding graphic design exhibitions, interesting work being 
created in this area, and possibilities for an expanded graphic design 
practice. The exhibition is a fertile space for exploration a platform  
for me to not only design but write, edit, publish, curate, and, most 
importantly, provoke conversations.

Designing Exhibitions

In the early years of my practice, I was mainly a catalogue designer.  
I would typically get hired to design an identity for an exhibition, which 
was expanded to an accompanying invitation and perhaps a book.  
The exhibition space itself was rarely in play. In a few cases I would 
design some signage for the gallery entrance, but the pristine walls  
of the white cube were never territory for a graphic designer. I might 
sometimes work with a particular curator more than once, but usually 
there was a new team for every project. In the United States, this seems 
to be the way most art institutions work: curators prefer a variety of 
graphic languages over the consistency of working with a single designer.
 In 2007 my engagement with the exhibition changed considerably.  
I became the design director for the CCA Wattis Institute for Contemporary 
Arts in San Francisco, and was now in charge not only of reimagining 
the institutional identity, but designing all its printed and digital materials, 
as well as collaborating with the curators on the exhibition space itself. 
This encompassed not only signage, but bringing graphic design into  
the gallery in order to mediate and frame the artworks on view. 
 One of the first exhibitions the Wattis planned was a trilogy taking 
classic American novels as its points of departure: The Wizard of Oz 
(2008), Moby Dick (2009), and Huckleberry Finn (2010). In creating the 
exhibition designs and catalogues, the curator and I agreed to use the first 
edition of each novel as a starting point. In all these shows, the exhibition 
intentionally referenced the book space, creating an interesting tension 
between the original novel, the catalogue documentation, and the 
physical gallery.

Exhibitions: 
Designing, 
Participating, 
Curating, 
Teaching

Jon  
Sueda

Originally from Hawaii, Jon Sueda has practiced 
design everywhere from Honolulu to Holland. 
After earning his MFA in Graphic Design from 
CalArts in 2002, he was invited to North  
Carolina State University to serve as a designer 
in residence, followed by an internship in the 
Netherlands with Studio Dumbar. In 2004,  
Sueda founded the design studio Stripe,  
which specializes in print and exhibition design  
for art and culture. In 2007, Sueda relocated  
to the San Francisco area, where he served  
as Director of Design at the CCA Wattis Institute  
for Contemporary Arts for seven years, and is 
currently Chair of the MFA Design program  
at California College of the Arts. He curated  
the exhibitions Work from California for the 25th 
International Graphic Design Biennial in Brno, 
Czech Republic, and All Possible Futures for 
SOMArts Cultural Center in San Francisco. 
Recently he was selected as a member  
of the Alliance Graphique Internationale.
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In Moby Dick, the intent of the exhibition design was to create  
an environment that reflected a dramatic voyage on a whaling ship.  
The curator decided to achieve this mood by painting the gallery walls 
deep blue and keeping the rooms very dim, with only subtle spotlights  
on the work. I designed character-specific vignettes (wall texts) that 
would appear throughout the exhibition almost as “chapter openers,” 
thereby blurring the boundaries between the artworks, the novel,  
and the exhibition catalogue.

Painting Between the Lines (2011) was another exhibition that 
investigated the relationship between literature and art. The curator 
commissioned fourteen contemporary artists to create new paintings 
based on descriptions of paintings in historical and contemporary  
novels. The graphic identity I created was inspired by book collections  
within a library’s archive, all rebound in variously colored leather  
with uniform foil-stamped spines. The curator’s installation  
concept was to display the artworks on monumental “book spreads”  
to create an exaggerated scale relationship to the human body.  
On the left-hand “page” you saw the original novel in a small  
vitrine and a wall text that was the excerpted passage from the novel  
describing the painting. The new painting — the artist’s interpretation  
of the text — was on the right-hand “page.” This exhibition effectively 
conflated the exhibition and the book space, totally integrating  
the design of both.
 Exhibitions at the Wattis provided a very productive long-term 
partnership — consistent collaborations with the same people meant  
that we could build a large, coherent body of work together. The team  
of artists, writers, editors, exhibition preparators, and printers had a great 
deal of familiarity and trust in one another, resulting in an environment 
where everyone felt they could experiment and take risks. The outcomes 
we collectively produced consistently felt like more than the sum of their 
parts — “third things,” so to speak, that none of the contributors could 
have made in isolation. 
 Of the four perspectives on exhibition making, I feel most 
comfortable as a graphic designer at an institution. I love working  
with a group of experts to collaboratively build something as a team. 
Projects always offer the opportunity to infiltrate new areas and 
disciplines as well as take on challenging design problems that  
are incredibly enriching intellectually.

Vi
ew

 o
f t

he
 e

xh
ib

iti
on

 M
ob

y 
Di

ck
, 2

0
0

9,
 C

C
A 

W
at

tis
 

In
st

itu
te

 fo
r C

on
te

m
po

ra
ry

 A
rt

s.
 C

ur
at

or
: J

en
s 

H
of

fm
an

n.



5958

to address the fundamental problem of exhibiting graphic design  
that I just enumerated. Bil’ak’s essay for the catalogue observed: 
“Presenting design in an exhibition space [can be] akin to looking  
at a collection of stuffed birds in order to study how they fly and sing.” 
His concept was to offer a critical rebuttal by commissioning a group  
of nineteen designers to create posters advertising the exhibition,  
which would be displayed both inside and outside the walls of the gallery.  
Inside, each poster was shown flanked by the designer’s sketches; 
simultaneously the posters appeared around the city of Brno on bus 
shelters and poster boards. The result was a dynamic conversation 
involving not only the invited designers and visitors to the gallery,  
but the larger public as well. 
 Another show I was excited to be invited to participate in was  
Forms of Inquiry: The Architecture of Critical Graphic Design (2007),  
curated by Zak Kyes and Mark Owens at Architectural Association, 
London, which explored the overlap between critical practices  
in graphic design and in architecture. A selection of international  
graphic designers were each asked to contribute the following items:  
an example of past work, an “inquiry” into an architectural subject, and  
a commissioned black-and-white poster inspired by the architectural 
reference. I really appreciated this precise agenda and its direct way  
of generating content — requesting three conceptually linked  
items that framed each designer’s connection to architecture. The  
show received a great deal of attention and had an unusually long 
lifespan, traveling to seven venues in five countries over almost two 
years. More than anything, Forms of Inquiry set a new standard for  
an expansive “program” dedicated to the exchange of knowledge.  
Along with the exhibition, its speaker series, reading room,  
and publication gave a platform to a new generation of international 
designers and had undeniable impact on design discourse in the years 
that followed.

Curating Exhibitions

My interest in making exhibitions started in my student years  
and continued after graduation, when I had just launched my studio  
in Los Angeles. At this time I had very little work, and truly missed  
the critical discourse I shared with my classmates during two years  
of intense study. To re-create this critical community, I began renting  
out the public art center across the street from my studio on weekends, 
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Participating in Exhibitions 

Receiving an invitation to participate in an exhibition is always an honor, 
but can be very difficult. Some curators don’t want work you’ve already 
made, and give you assignments to create new work. Some such 
assignments are so open-ended, you could almost make anything;  
some are so specific that there is very little creatively needed. Further, 
graphic design exhibitions as a form come with their own problems,  
first and foremost the common criticism that installing a book, 
packaging, logo, magazine, album, or poster under glass in a gallery 
divorces it from its original use, and without this contextual grounding, 
the work cannot be understood. In my experience, some curators can be 
incredibly insightful and use an exhibition as a platform to explore these 
questions in a conscious way, but more often than not, graphic design 
shows are promotional, educational, or celebratory — rooms full of good, 
sometimes great work, politely displayed, but without attention to 
context or critical selection.
 As a young designer I was merely happy to be invited and rarely 
asked “why?” or “what for?” But as I’ve grown professionally, I often 
question the curator’s motivations, and am far more critical about what 
conversation the exhibition hopes to provoke, or how it will contribute  
to our discipline. I’m of the mindset that exhibitions should be more  
than a static room full of “good” work; they should have an agenda  
or purpose beyond display of individual objects. What needs to be explicit 
is the discursive aspect of the program — how it aims to not only show, 
but generate something new, whether this is a discussion, connections, 
or alternative forms of representation in the gallery. A few shows I’ve 
participated in have done this quite well and are notable achievements  
in the history of graphic design exhibitions.
 One such exhibition was Graphic Design in the White Cube (2007), 
curated by Slovakian designer Peter Bil’ak for the 23rd International 
Graphic Design Biennial in Brno, Czech Republic, which aimed  
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One of the main challenges of The Way Beyond Art: Wide White Space 
was how to visualize the concept of an “exhibition about exhibitions.”  
To tackle this in a creative way, I worked closely with two featured 
designers to restage their exhibitions that were either time-based  
or had some participatory aspect. Mylinh Trieu Nguyen’s commissioned 
piece Ships Passing in the Night was based on an exhibition she’d done 
five years earlier called The Real Time. The project experimented with  
the distribution of an exhibition, using the internet and time as key 
elements; it also had a performance aspect. During the four hours  
of the show’s opening event in San Francisco, Nguyen was stationed  
in Detritus, an experimental bookstore in New Haven, Connecticut, 
uploading a different artwork to her website every five minutes, and 
deleting the previous one as she did. As soon as she’d posted each new 
file, it was immediately downloaded, printed, and installed on shelves  
at the Wattis. 
 We also “restaged” an exhibition called Schrank8 by Hansje  
van Halem, who lives and works in Amsterdam. Ordinarily Schrank8  
is a 1930s-era showcase cabinet in van Halem’s living room, which  
she treats as a gallery, inviting different artists to fill it and opening  
the resulting exhibitions to the public. She conceived a special edition  
of this series for Wide White Space, an exhibition of work by the young 
graphic designer and recent Rietveld Academy graduate Johann Kauth. 
Selections of his graphic works, music, audio cassettes, and collages  
were presented simultaneously in Amsterdam and at the Wattis in  
San Francisco. 
 The exhibition culminated in a final gallery, which literally brought 
together fragments of six previous exhibitions into one space. James 
Langdon’s Book Show (2010), Zak Kyes’s Cosey Complex Reader (2010), 
Experimental Jetset’s series Kelly (2002–11), Julia Born’s Title of the Show 
(2009), Project Projects’s After Neurath: The Global Polis (2008), and 
Irma Boom’s Biography in Books (2010) all challenged the boundaries 
between graphic design and art, and actively interrogated traditional 
notions of how graphic design can be exhibited.
 Of the works featured in this space, Julia Born’s Title of the Show 
was particularly compelling. It was originally presented at the Museum  
of Contemporary Art in Leipzig, Germany, in 2009, and was intended  
to question the physical properties of graphic design as well as the way 
we display and understand it in a gallery context. It also explored the 
relationship between an exhibition and its documentation. The physical 
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and launched an event series called “AtRandom” with my studio mate 
Sean Donahue. Our goal was to provide a forum for our local community  
of designers, artists, writers, and researchers to engage in critical 
discussions about design and visual culture in a context unattached  
to any one educational, professional, or disciplinary institution. These 
events began as lectures by local and visiting designers, but quickly 
developed an exhibition component. At the time I still had no intention 
to curate exhibitions — the motivation was about initiating conversations — 
so I didn’t take the exhibitions too seriously. They were quick-and-dirty 
experiments. One of the most important and productive restrictions was 
that each event was only three hours long. We had no budget for fancy 
installation and so had to use the most economical means possible  
for everything.

“AtRandom #3,” titled Public Libraries, was inspired by the past  
of the historic building where we held our events, Eagle Rock Art Center, 
formerly the Eagle Rock Public Library. For one night we turned the 
venue back into a library, displaying the “personal libraries” of a group  
of designers from around the globe. It wasn’t about indexing or exhibiting 
designs made by the contributors, but rather presenting a collection 
predicated on inquiry, inspiration, curiosity, and delight. For the duration 
of the event visitors were invited to simply spend time appreciating  
the publications. In addition to the presentation of the objects, there  
was a theatrical aspect as well. To create the atmosphere of a library,  
we installed signage alerting people that the space was a “quiet zone,” 
with no talking or cell phones. We even hired people to serve as librarians 
and hush people if they ignored the signage. Everyone was also given  
a set of white archival gloves upon entering, to heighten their sensitivity 
to the object quality of the books.

In 2011 the possibilities of the exhibition as a creative format  
dramatically changed for me. The director of the Wattis invited me  
to take on an installment in a series of exhibitions in which a faculty 
member from one of the school’s non-fine arts departments would  
“guest curate.” This series was called The Way Beyond Art, and it was 
specifically about seeking intersections between the exhibition context 
and disciplines such as architecture, film, graphic design, and even 
literature, which usually operate totally outside of the gallery context.  
The show I proposed, The Way Beyond Art: Wide White Space, was  
my first exhibition-related effort housed by an actual arts institution  
with large gallery spaces, professional-level resources, and a large 
audience. I conceptualized the show as an “exhibition about exhibitions”, 
featuring graphic designers working in various exhibition-related  
projects and contexts. My initial motivation was based in self-interest,  
as it was an opportunity to research interesting work being created  
in what I think is a super fertile arena for graphic designers — one  
that I myself practice in.
 The designers I selected for the show could be loosely grouped  
into the following three areas: those who create identities for exhibiting 
institutions; those who forge unique collaborations with curators and 
artists; and those who launch their own exhibition-based initiatives. 
Within the gallery, the selected works were organized as a progression, 
starting with projects that one would recognize as traditional graphic 
design presented in a gallery context, ending with projects that radically 
blurred the line between graphic design and an “artistic” practice.
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exhibition consisted of giant book pages featuring Born’s body of work 
installed on the museum walls. These pages were then photographed and 
placed in a book context for the catalogue, conflating the exhibition and 
its documentation as almost one and the same.

The following year, 2012, I was invited to curate Work from California  
by the organizers of the Brno Biennial of Graphic Design. A group of 
young designers — Radim Peško, Tomáš Celizna, and Adam Macháček — 
were organizing the event for the first time. This regionally based show 
was part of a series; past iterations had included Work from Holland, 
Work from Switzerland, and so on. I wanted to go beyond a traditional 
regional exhibition, which can often be an excellent but arbitrary 
accumulation of work that happens to originate from one location. 
Instead I decided to feature designers who were not only based in 
California but made exceptional works that directly interpret or reflect 
upon California as subject matter. Work from California would offer a 
portrait of America’s thirty-first state through the lens of graphic design. 
It examined the fascination that graphic designers have with California 
culture, while revealing something of the context, attitudes, and people 
involved, and the history of the place. 

One of my major takeaways from this project was how much work 
happens in creating an exhibition before the actual activity of “graphic 
design” comes into play — all the content creation, administration, 
writing, budgeting… You are wearing dozens of different hats,  
in contrast to the perspective of an institutional designer, where  
you are handed an exhibition concept and content ready to design. 
Between curatorial responsibilities, writing and editing the texts, 
producing the publication, and more, things were overwhelming  
at times. As a way of creatively addressing these challenges, I had  
the idea to commission the graphic identity of the exhibition as a piece  
to be exhibited. I approached the iconic California designer and educator 
Ed Fella, who responded with an idiosyncratic, ornate, hand-lettered  
title treatment with a strange bilingual typographic lockup that included 
an alternate “C” and “A” to replace for the Czech translation. Initially  
I envisioned this as a big vinyl super-graphic like I had done so many 
times before, but looking at his unique contribution, I thought it would  
be far more interesting to exhibit Fella’s actual paste-up — thereby using 
an artwork in the show as signage as well.
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Victor (2014) for the first time in the United States, was in the gallery all 
the time testing and optimizing the robot’s technical performance. I loved 
the idea of the featured designers using the exhibition as a laboratory to 
test new technical ideas, or otherwise move their work forward.

Teaching Exhibitions

In the context of graphic design education, exhibition making/curating 
has become a popular trajectory in the last ten years. In the United States, 
schools like Yale and RISD’s MFA programs have a great history  
of graphic design exhibitions that expose students firsthand to the 
exhibition as a creative outlet. These shows are always very ambitious 
and take a lot of conceptual and formal risks that might only happen  
in the sheltered environment of a school.
 Teaching has always been closely tied to my work — in fact I often 
say that the classroom is an extension of my practice, a place where  
I explore issues and interests that inform the work I do in the studio. 
When teaching exhibition making to students, I make a clear distinction 
between exhibition design and exhibition making. To me the former 
serves a client, while the latter encompasses a greater level of authorship 
beyond traditional graphic design responsibilities. In fact, for students  
the most challenging part of making an exhibition is exploring the idea 
of “curating” apart from the responsibilities of being a “graphic designer.” 
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My most recent project, All Possible Futures, was not originally intended 
to be an exhibition, but first came about as an article I wrote in 2007  
for a publication called Task Newsletter. The piece was a set of interviews 
with five graphic designers, and also the renowned critical design team 
Dunne & Raby, investigating what I termed speculative design projects. 
At that time, the concept was clearly inspired by “visionary” or “paper” 
architecture, meaning, each project had to somehow distance itself from 
“real world” parameters, perhaps representing potential imaginings  
for the future. The final selection ended up being either project proposals 
that had been rejected by their clients, or critical provocations that had 
never been intended to actually be produced.
 I revisited the All Possible Futures article in a proposal for  
a curatorial residency I was awarded in 2013. My initial idea was  
to expand the earlier piece into a much larger exhibition of unrealized 
speculative work. However, one obvious and major problem was that 
finding this work was like an excavation. It took weeks, sometimes 
months of correspondence with designers to locate potential pieces 
because most of it was buried in flat files or old hard drives. I quickly 
realized that creating a large show directly inspired by the original article 
would be impossible; I had to expand my remit to a broader definition  
of “speculative” graphic design. I began to examine different speculative 
models: research-based studios who autonomously construct critical 
provocations; graphic designers who develop bodies of experimental 
work that exist in parallel to their professional projects; and work that 
simply exists as conceptual provocation. The show also encompassed 
different levels of visibility and public-ness within the graphic design 
process. Some projects had been made for clients and existed in a “real 
world” context, while others — failed proposals, experiments, sketches, 
incomplete thoughts — might have otherwise gone unnoticed. In a 
sense, All Possible Futures offered a “parallel universe” of graphic design: 
work operating on the margins of design practice, created by designers 
who initiate their own investigations that exist outside of, or that 
question, the traditional commission structure. 

One of the main goals of the installation was that it would be alive,  
and in constant flux. Several commissioned pieces in the show literally 
changed from day to day. Fungus Piece (2013) by the Dutch Studio 
Moniker was a generative, participatory installation where visitors  
were each provided a sheet of four stickers and a simple set of rules  
for how to stick them on the ground. This “crowdsourced” installation 
continuously grew and morphed during the course of the show. Another 
changing installation was Ludovic Balland’s The Day After Reading 
Newspaper (2013), which explored the recall of San Francisco locals  
and discussed their daily media consumption habits. Balland interviewed 
a different participant every day over the first week of the show, 
transcribed the interview, and typeset and designed one individual 
newspaper page for installation in the gallery each morning. At the 
culmination of a week’s interviews, we printed the “newspaper”  
and distributed it in the gallery and around San Francisco.

One unexpected result of the exhibition was how participants became 
active gallery residents. Unlike a “real” museum, the hosting gallery was 
pretty informal about how the work was presented, and was open to the 
featured designers making adjustments to their work, sometimes even  
on a daily basis. Jürg Lehni, who was exhibiting his chalk-drawing robot 
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the reflexive nature of the assignment. For instance From RISD to Mars 
(curated by Chris Hamamoto and Franziska Stetter) was about the 
exhibition Work from Mars, originally shown in 2006 at Moravian 
gallery, Brno. After studying The Whole Mars Catalog, the students 
realized how many of the participants in the original exhibition were 
present in the form of books and publications at the desk of nearly every 
student at the school, and footnoted and referenced in the many RISD 
thesis books archived in the school’s library. They put together a dual-
location exhibition called From RISD to Mars/From Mars to RISD. From 
RISD to Mars was embedded within the RISD library, where they used 
bookmarks to point to all the references to Work from Mars participants 
in the collection of thesis books. From Mars to RISD was a counter-
exhibition comprised of a satellite library extracted from their studio 
mates’ personal book collections.

Another team of RISD students (Yejin Cho and Wael Morcos)  
organized Forms of Inquiry: A Taxonomy of Critical Graphic Design  
about the exhibition Forms of Inquiry: The Architecture of Critical Graphic 
Design, curated by Zak Kyes and Mark Owens in 2007 at Architectural 
Association, London. In the original catalogue, Kyes and Owens 
articulate their position as “critical” graphic designers presenting “parallel 
intersections of graphic design and architecture.” The students wanted  
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Nearly every student will jump immediately to designing the  
graphic identity or making a poster for their show, when their initial 
responsibility really is to conceptualize the show itself. I always have  
to remind them to stop designing and first explore what it means  
to find and research a topic, then develop a curatorial concept, then  
select things to display in service of that concept. In many respects it  
is more productive and empowering to explore curation through the lens 
of graphic design, and the exhibition as a graphic design “format” like  
a book or a website, rather than focusing on adopting curatorial models 
and methods in compliance with a discipline in which they have limited 
knowledge. 
 Another part of the aforementioned Wide White Space (2011)  
was a course that I organized called Wider White Space, that came after 
the end of the exhibition. For this course, I asked four design studios 
featured in the show (APFEL, the Walker Art Center, Project Projects, 
and Experimental Jetset) to each send a box full of work not shown  
in the main exhibition. The participating students used this source 
material to create a series of smaller-scale solo shows. The main  
objective was to introduce the idea of exhibition making to graphic 
design students, as well as to explore how to exhibit graphic design  
in a gallery context.
 The Walker Art Center sent a box of printed invitation cards, 
posters, and a few catalogues. The students (Caryn Kesler, Ejay Sanchez, 
Julie Mendez, and Heidi Meredith) examined the materials and considered 
what would happen if any evidence of “art” was taken away from  
the designed matter — essentially scalpeling apart “art” and “design.”  
The result was an overwhelming graphic array created by separating  
out the exhibition graphics, text-based type, and the Walker’s graphic 
identity from the original material and recombining them in the form  
of large collage panels. All the excised images of art were piled up and 
displayed in vitrines. 
 The students dealing with the Experimental Jetset materials  
(Kate Koeppel, Lydia Ortiz, and Zachary Gibson) explored the idea  
of a collective, as the studio’s three members are completely dependent  
on one another to function as a group. The students created three posters  
for the exhibition as a mutually dependent set; you could only glean  
the essential information if all three were present. Their exhibition  
was very minimal, involving just two vitrines, eight pieces of work,  
and (as the focal point) a three-channel video featuring a fictional 
depiction of the three members of Experimental Jetset working  
together to plan, produce, and install the exhibition. 

In a 2013 workshop at the Rhode Island School of Design’s MFA  
Graphic Design program, I prompted the students to curate and realize  
an exhibition about a historically important graphic design exhibition, 
revisiting the theme of an “exhibition about exhibitions” presented  
in my earlier work. The project began with researching the exhibition’s 
catalogue, and manifested in the physical show, which could be realized 
in any form as long as it was accessible to the public. I noted that it need 
not only be a historical overview, but could also unearth some previously 
unknown aspect of the exhibition, or serve as a conversation starter, 
portrait, comment, or critique.
 The results were startlingly great; the students did an incredible 
amount of research, and took a critical lens to each show, creating an 
incisive expansion of our understanding of the exhibition that embraced 
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to create discourse around the question, What is critical design,  
and how can that position be presented in a clear and compelling way? 
They uncovered and republished numerous essays and reviews about 
“critical design” and also provided a “nomenclature” and exhaustive 
“index” of exhibitions, publications, and other contributors to this 
dialogue. They staged their exhibition in the building’s stairwell, forcing 
viewers to literally work, climbing eight flights of stairs while reading 
phrases installed on each step until they arrived at the “critical design” 
reference library on the top floor.

I still have trouble calling myself a curator without feeling a little 
uncomfortable. Although I have participated in this area of cultural 
production for many years now, I am not educated in curatorial studies, 
and have no credentials as an art or design historian. I’m very much  
an amateur compared to people I know who have dedicated their lives  
to immersing themselves in this craft. The definition of the curator today 
has expanded enormously, but at the same time, and for this very reason, 
it has become watered down and vague. Just like pretty much anyone  
can call themselves a graphic designer these days, people now “curate” 
everything from restaurant menus, to music playlists, to clothing,  
to Etsy or Pinterest pages, and so on.

That said, I am convinced that the curatorial impulse comes naturally  
to many graphic designers, given that our primary function is basically 
mediating content created by others. We often take the work (text and 
images) of other people and create a context for it that tells a comprehensible 
story to a larger audience. Likewise, curators work with artists and artworks 
(or designers and works of design) and organize them in a space to form 
a narrative that can be experienced by the public.

In terms of curatorial practice in the world of graphic design, I think it’s 
important for a younger generation to participate in this area, if for no 
other purpose than to expand the pool of voices who are shaping the 
history of our discipline. For as long as I’ve been a designer, I’ve known 
many designers with the means and the interest to participate in such 
undertakings, and thereby help write our history. I am heartened to see 
ever more designers establishing serious curatorial practices, and more 
schools integrating curatorial practice as a critical and expanded activity 
for graphic design.
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