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Conference Review

After the Bauhaus, Before the
Internet: A History of Graphic
Design Pedagogy

Loria Center for the Arts, Yale
University, New Haven,
Connecticut, May 10-11, 2019

Reviewed by Steven McCarthy

Organized by Tim Barringer and Geoff Kaplan, the confer-
ence “After the Bauhaus, Before the Internet: A History of
Graphic Design Pedagogy” addressed the period from
1933, when Germany’s fascist regime closed the final
Bauhaus location in Berlin, to the end of the twentieth cen-
tury, when networked computers facilitated ubiquitous glo-
bal communication and interaction. Though the school was
short-lived, the propagation of Bauhaus ideas — such as
modernist forms, integration of arts and crafts, and notions
of the role of design in social progress — was enabled by the
immigration of some of its faculty to the United States.
Additionally, as Silvia Fernandez pointed out in “Design in
Latin America: Migrations and Drifts”, Bauhaus influences
persisted though numerous projects in South America.
Bauhaus DNA also showed up at design schools in Ulm,
Germany, and Basel, Switzerland, as other presenters men-
tioned. To address this legacy, the conference was divided
into three themes: “From Practice to Discipline” (graphic
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design’s maturation from a trade to a discipline with its own theory,
criticism, and history), “What We were Reading” (philosophical influ-
ences of key texts), and “The Problem-Solving Problem” (challenges
with framing design’s purpose). Each theme featured four or five pre-
senters, session introducers, and moderators, who engaged the pre-
senters in dialog and took questions from the audience.

The conference program stated that pedagogy is “the study of
how knowledge and skills are exchanged in an educational con-
text, and it considers the interactions that take place during
learning”. For graphic design educators and their undergraduate
students, this generally translates into the discipline’s particular
learning environments and methodologies, like studio-based heu-
ristics, creative iteration and prototyping, feedback through cri-
tique, technical competency, and portfolios of design work that
encompass applied solutions and expressive personality. The dis-
cipline’s theories, styles, histories, and critical discourses are often
emphasized at the graduate level, whether through research or
creative practice degree programs. Students’ interests, social
lives, economic challenges, health concerns, and prevailing cul-
tural influences need to be considered too. Graphic design edu-
cation is, therefore, a wicked problem when one considers the
vast array of content and context; or, better yet, it is a compelling
opportunity, especially for historical examination.

Focusing on “graphic design pedagogy”, however, emerged as
the conference’s intellectual challenge. Though the two-day event
was a joint venture between faculty members of Yale University’s art
history and graphic design programs — a collaboration that suggests
a shared interest in subject area and research methods — not all pre-
senters addressed the history of graphic design or education. In her
talk “Notes on Agency”, CalArts design professor Lorraine Wild
decried histories that are “obsessed with individuality”, yet art histori-
ans Sydney Skelton Simon, Maria Gough, and Juliet Koss applied
monographic approaches to individuals and their works (respectively,
Harry Bertoia’s interior screens, El Lissitzky’s book of Mayakovsky
poetry, and Xanti Schawinsky’s creativity). While this approach and
its topics were illuminating, they felt tangential to the central confer-
ence mission. Perhaps this is why, in her talk, Sharon Helmer
Poggenpohl, for twenty-five years the editor of the journal Visible
Language, described the research of design history by art historians
as “problematic”.

For the scholars who addressed pedagogy head-on, several pre-
sentations stood out. Andrew Blauvelt gave an expansive and erudite
talk about bibliographies, touching on some of the conference era’s
major movements: post-modernism, deconstruction, cultural studies,
the “semantic turn”, and a “post-content” emphasis on affective con-
siderations. Perhaps Blauvelt’'s grad studies at the Cranbrook
Academy of Art during what Ellen Lupton has referred to in Eye as its
“avant-gardist stance” period of the 1980s provided personal insights



into that decade’s approach. Audrey Bennett described her own
background, including childhood years spent in Jamaica, to provide
context and to show the authorial role of personal voice in designing.
She projected spreads of texts with marginalia: notes on readings
from graphic design’s canon or from its periphery, identifying which
readings were assigned (like a bells hooks essay by her Yale profes-
sor Michael Rock) versus those she elected to read. This general
notion — that design education is shaped by both top-down expertise
(professors) and bottom-up emergence (students) — is worth further
development.

Some design scholars lamented the lack of agreement on a clear-
cut definition of graphic design. Is it an industry? An applied art? A
profession? A discipline? Might “visual communication” or
“communication design” be better terms? Ambiguity may not be a
bad thing as it signals the field’s ongoing development, dynamism,
and openness. Disciplinary self-assuredness suggests borders. Stay
promiscuous, graphic design!

Admission to “After the Bauhaus, Before the Internet: A History of
Graphic Design Pedagogy” was free for the 150 or so attendees.
Speakers were by invitation only; unfortunately, submissions subject
to the peer review process were not welcome. This was a lost
opportunity as some attendees — Johanna Drucker, Teal Triggs, Paul
Nini, Leslie Atzmon, Warren Lehrer, Nancy Skolos, and others — have
decades of deep knowledge and experience with graphic design
education, along with impactful scholarly dissemination records, and
could have provided additional insights on the conference’s core
theme. As Blauvelt pointedly stated from the podium, in reference to
one of graphic design education’s contemporary giants, “Meredith
Davis should be here”.

Almost all the presenters read their papers verbatim, signaling a
fixedness to their research. (Hopefully, publication is imminent.)
Although most had accompanying projected images, the rhetoric of
this conventional delivery privileged the literal over the visual and the
static over the performative aspects of live, engaging presentations.
Deb Littlejohn, however, delighted the audience by jumping off-script
to render key terms (ontology, epistemology, methodology, para-
digms, ethnography) on the auditorium whiteboard, with circles and
lines that contained, connected, and provoked. Also, through his
humorous descriptions of photographs of Stanford’s “d.school”
workshop participants, Fred Turner amused attendees with jabs at
the institution’s “neoliberalization” of design thinking.

Co-organizer Kaplan and colleague Allen Hori designed the con-
ference program, which was newspaper-sized and printed in color
on newsprint paper, perhaps as a commentary on a largely bygone
format from the second half of the twentieth century. Doubling as a
poster, it featured the conference schedule, speakers’ biographies,
and numerous expanded definitions of terms related to the theme:
history, knowledge, historiography, vocational education, practice,
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the Socratic method, photography, web design, and packaging to
list a few. The conference web page featured an animated title pro-
jected onto elemental, Bauhaus-like forms and was hosted on Yale’s
Art History website. It bore no typographic or pictorial resemblance
to the vocabulary of the program, demonstrating that not all elements
of the conference were collaborative or employed graphic design
“best practices”.

The interdisciplinary nature of the conference brought art histori-
ans and design educators together, which is a positive thing.
Whether or not one can simply swap “art” with “design” to create
new knowledge about a multifaceted and perhaps even undefined
history remains to be proven. Published conference proceedings
would allow for dissemination and critique of this proposition. In the
end, “After the Bauhaus, Before the Internet: A History of Graphic
Design Pedagogy” is to be acknowledged for investigating this fertile
ground and is an iterative prototype of future conferences.



