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This paper considers how three self-initiated artist’s books propose alternative histories for 
diverse geographic places and chronological events. Operating under the theoretical impli-
cations of “critical design”. “design fiction”, and “design authorship”, the books’ author is both 
subject and object in projects that are autobiographical and journalistic. Topics range from 
the Bordeaux, France wine region and the 18th century Irish diaspora; typographer John 
Baskerville’s Birmingham, England and the Baskerville slave plantation in Virginia, USA; and 
mapping childhood memories onto post-colonial Asmara, Eritrea. Concepts such as “genetic 
memory”, the “spiritual country”, and “psychographics” are woven into the narratives. They 
address a metaphysical aspect while the physical forms of the books employ experimental 
media and digital processes. 
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The term ‘advanced design’ references the future, and typically uses speculative 
projects to posit a vision of an improved human condition. “Advanced Design 
(ADD) is an articulated set of design processes that try to give shape to products 
and services destined for the future.” (Latin Network for the Development of 
Design Processes 2014) With roots in terms like ‘critical design’ from the field of 
product design (Dunne and Raby 2001), ‘design fiction’ from computer science 
and science fiction film (Sterling 2005, Bleecker 2009), and ‘design authorship’ 
from graphic design (Burdick 1995 & 1996, McCarthy 1996 & 2013a, Poynor 
1998, Rock 1996), the idea of using self-initiated, client-free design projects to 
generate futures has its own history.

This paper will demonstrate as well that speculative projects that re-examine 
history – “alternative history” or “allohistory” (Rosenfeld 2002) – can nudge 
the present, which is the pivot point for all future trajectories. In particular, 
three artist’s books (experimental, self-published works) created by this paper’s 
author will be used as case studies. Besides addressing future-oriented scenarios 
– neither utopian or dystopian – these alternative narratives touch on concepts 
such as ‘genetic memory,’ the ‘spiritual country,’ and ‘psychographics.’

Artistic exploration and documentation that led to the final works was achieved 
by physically engaging sites in other countries; travel and ‘re-contextualization’ 
was integral to the design process. The places exist as Randolf Bourne’s “spiritual 
country” (1916) – a term he used in his article Trans-National America to describe 
the phenomenon of living geographically in one country while residing culturally 
and spiritually in another. The projects share this foundation: the designer 
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was both subject and object in a geo-graphic context, making the works both 
autobiographical and journalistic. 

The topics are: the Bordeaux, France wine region and the 18th century Irish 
diaspora; typographer John Baskerville’s Birmingham, England and the Baskerville 
slave plantation in Virginia, USA; and mapping childhood memories onto post-
colonial Asmara, Eritrea. The projects, titled Intense Ruby Red, Black Baskerville, 
and Average Asmarino, respectively, address aspects of revisionist history and 
imperialism through design authorship and design fiction, and can be considered 
the works of a “designwright” engaged in “alternative critical writing.” (Gonzales 
Crisp 2009)

In his essay The Dialectics of the Art Text, Bart Geerts quotes Paul Aster: 
“‘Maybe that’s what writing is all about…. Not recording events from the past, 
but making things happen in the future.’” (2010) This supports the idea of writing, 
designing and image-making in book form as conveyances from the past to the 
future – potentially causing reflection and action – as evidenced in the projects 
mentioned here.

Another reason that a classic form like the book is used to convey the past 
to the future is its material stability – kept free of excessive light and moisture, 
books can last centuries. (Young 2015) While digitization has made reproduction 
and dissemination of texts and images fast, cheap and ubiquitous, constant 
changes in device hardware and software make it challenging to access data over 
time (recall 3.5" floppy disks? Apple Macintosh OS 9 and earlier? and very soon, 
CD-ROMs?). Additionally, the current trend for cloud computing and ‘free’ social 
networking makes data ownership, location, control and privacy unresolved 
issues. Furthermore, artist’s books’ tactile, spatial and temporal qualities offer an 
unparalleled aesthetic experience. 

All three projects are manifest as works of design authorship: research, writing, 
image-making, designing and fabrication came together in speculative book 
objects without client commissions. They question the conventional wisdom 
that has arisen through privileged notions of culture. Intense Ruby Red employs 
a visual strategy of ‘writing over,’ Black Baskerville’s concept involves a ‘writing 
through’ approach, while Average Asmarino inverts chronology and geography 
through photographs, a strategy of ‘picturing into.’

INTENSE RUBY RED: FROM IRISH BLOOD TO FRENCH WINE  
AND BACK AGAIN

Intense Ruby Red: From Irish Blood to French Wine and Back Again (figure 1) 
tells the story of Irish mercenary soldiers who fought in Europe during the 17th 
and 18th centuries, and then emigrated to the Bordeaux, France wine region. The 
project, enabled by a trip to Bordeaux in June 2009, is part global history, part 
personal history and part an expressive reaction to the topic.

The story of 19th century Irish emigration is widely known, with the diaspora 
helping to populate Great Britain, the United States, Canada, Australia and 

FIGURE 1 - Intense Ruby Red: From Irish Blood to French Wine and Back Again book and bottles
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numerous other countries. The potato-blight famine of the 1840s, in the context 
of economic and social oppression by the British, is recognized as a principal 
cause, with estimates of half of Ireland’s four million citizens either dying or 
emigrating. Another well-known story is the forced migration of 

Irish convicts, including children separated from their families, to the penal 
colony of Australia over many decades throughout the 18th and 19th centuries. 
The interest here, however, is with an earlier and less-known migration, that of 
the so-called ‘Wild Geese.’

In a general sense, the term Wild Geese refers to Irish mercenary soldiers 
who fought for continental European armies. While many of the Irish soldiers 
returned to Ireland – if they survived the battles fighting for France, Spain, Austria 
and Italy, among others – some stayed in central Europe. They went from being 
foot soldiers, officers and even field marshals to merchants and citizens. 

The Wild Geese who settled in southwestern France, in the wine region of 
Bordeaux, is the focus here. The ties between the region and the Wild Geese 
go back to the era’s troop shipments to Europe, as the return voyage smuggled 
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FIGURE 1 - Intense Ruby Red: From Irish Blood to French Wine and Back Again book and bottles
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French wine and brandy to Ireland. Today, brand names such as Dillon, Barton, 
Lynch, Phelan and Hennessey (cognac) are among the industry’s major châteaux 
recognized as having Irish roots. 

The author’s interest in Irish emigration and southwestern France comes 
from personal history. He was born in the small town of Bussac-Forêt, France, 
about 55 kilometers northeast of Bordeaux; a hand-recorded birth certificate 
dated from 1958 is archived in a ledger in the town hall. The circumstance was 
that his father was the principal of an American elementary school on a U.S. 
military base, and his mother was a teacher. They had moved from Chicago for 
the positions, got married, and after two years in France, returned to the USA. 
Prior to the research trip in June 2009, the author had been back to Bordeaux 
only once as a young adult – he and a college friend spent a scant day there 
passing from France into Spain. 

There’s a Château Mac-Carthy in the village of St. Estèphe, in the Bordeaux 
Medoc region, that was originally founded by Denis Mac-Carthy, a successful 
merchant and nobleman (his name is memorialized by the Bordeaux street Rue 
Mac-Carthy). Today Château Mac-Carthy, a varietal blend of Merlot and Cabernet 
Sauvignon, is produced by the vintner Henri Duboscq. The Irish site Wine Online 
describes it as: “One of the famous ‘Wine Geese’ Châteaux[,] this is an intense 
ruby red wine with a fine rich sheen.” (www.wineonline.ie 2009) The historical 
record shows Mac-Carthys in the Bordeaux region dating to 1650. While the last 
known Mac-Carthy descendent died in the early 1920s, the wine bearing the 
name persists. 

The Intense Ruby Red story is told through original photography, text, collage 
elements and rubber stamps – all applied directly to empty Bordeaux wine 
bottles with their original labels intact. Essentially, the story of the Irish influence 
and personal history is being written over the graphic vernacular of the wine 
industry’s labels, which are typically very traditional in their approach to design, 
illustration and typography.

The 30 bottles are a metaphor for pages in a book, with a number of them 
carrying text in sequential order and others serving primarily as illustrative 
material. A 100-page paperback book is an extension of the project. Self-published 
by Lulu.com, the on-demand digital printing service, it documents the bottles 
and includes additional photography and an explanatory text.

The essential question of Intense Ruby Red is this: is the author the heir 
apparent to Château Mac-Carthy, a convergence of place, time and circumstance? 
The project asks to what degree do the histories that migrate as oral, textual and 
visual stories constitute fact-based reality. As the author’s story is written over 
that of the Wild Geese, is he recasting the original or extending the trajectory? 

BLACK BASKERVILLE

Based on a grant titled Healing the Eye: The Two Types of Baskerville, the author 
traveled to Birmingham, England and to Baskerville, Virginia to conduct research 



Experimenting & Prototyping - 609

and gather materials for another work of design authorship. The result is the 
book Black Baskerville. (figure 2)

John Baskerville was an 18th century English printer and typographer, 
eventually becoming the printer for the Cambridge University Press. American 
statesman Benjamin Franklin was a friend and contemporary of Baskerville who 
defended his font in the face of criticism over his type design’s contrasting 
strokes, which some claimed could ‘hurt the eye.’ Baskerville’s eponymous 
typeface endures as a widely recognized classic, read today by millions. It was 
recently cited in a study as the most credible face for setting texts, as readers 
perceived it as the most truthful. (Morris 2012)

“Although viewed as a classic, bookish typeface, Baskerville continues to 
inspire. It was re-released by Monotype in 1924 and freshly interpreted as New 
Baskerville in 1978. in 1996, Zuzana Licko, a pioneer of digital typography at 
Emigre, the influential magazine and type foundry, re-interpreted the font as 
Mrs Eaves – named after Baskerville’s housekeeper, lover and wife Sarah Eaves. 

FIGURE 2 - Selected spreads from Black Baskerville and font of bigrams (detail) 
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Licko created over two hundred ligatures for the Mrs Eaves font, which gives the 
face a distinctive character when set as text, and infers ideas of connectivity and 
relationships – linguistic, historical, personal. The redesign and naming strategy 
give voice to what was once history’s marginalia.” (McCarthy 2013b)

Also on the margins of history is the author’s mother’s heritage – her maiden 
name is Baskerville, but there is no known blood relationship to the eminent 
typographer. She descended from African slaves on a Virginia, USA plantation 
owned by several generations of Baskervilles. As was typical, many slaves took 
the plantation owner’s surname as their own at the time of emanication in 1865.

A reunion of John Baskerville and the Virginia Baskervilles has been achieved 
through visual and typographic pairings. Bigrams are letter pairs joined by frequent 
usage, such as the common ‘th’, ‘in’, ‘sh’ and ‘er’ in English. While typographic 
ligatures are also letter pairs or trios, they are joined for different reasons, such 
as fixing letter spacing, accommodating the relationships between strokes, or 
for style or aesthetics. As letters in bigrams have a syntactical relationship, they 
contribute to the reader’s sense of cohesion in text – correctly spelled words 
and a familiar appearance. 

Bigrams are an appropriate symbol for the binary relationships in Black 
Baskerville. Free/enslaved, religious/atheist, black/white, rich/poor, and fact/
fiction are conjoined to express the concept, a symbiosis of polarized ideas. 

Monotype’s Baskerville Bold Italic lowercase was used to create vector 
outlines of the glyphs, which were then machined into end-grain maple wood 
for letterpress printing. Blob-like, but still recognizable character shapes were 
created despite overlapping letters, deleted counter spaces and undulating 
baselines. “When placed into syntactical strings to form words, the bigrams look 
less abstract, enabling a latent legibility to come to the service of readability.” 
(McCarthy 2013b)

The Baskervilles’ stories are parallel histories of emancipation – John Baskerville 
from religious ‘superstition’ (he was an avowed atheist) and bias against his 
typeface, and the author’s Virginia relatives from slavery and oppression. The 
immigrant Baskervilles settled in Virginia in the 1600s; John Baskerville was 
born in England in 1706 and died there in 1775. A blood relationship is unlikely, 
although Douglas Baskerville, his wife and all their children are listed as Mulatto 
the 1870 Mecklenberg County, Virginia census, so evidence of racial mixing 
exists – Black Baskerville uses historical facts to suggest a fictional convergence 
of the human condition.

In her essay In Andalusia, on the Trail of Inherited Memories, Doreen Carvajal’s 
definition of “genetic memory” suggests something more:

“There are scientific studies exploring whether the history of our ancestors 
is somehow a part of us, inherited in unexpected ways through a vast chemical 
network in our cells that controls genes, switching them on and off. At the heart 
of the field, known as epigenetics, is the notion that genes have memory and that 
the lives of our grandparents – what they breathed, saw and ate – can directly 
affect us decades later.” (2012)
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This passage is an appropriate segue to the final project in this allohistorical 
journey, Average Asmarino, an artist’s book that foregrounds place, race and 
space.

AVERAGE ASMARINO

Average Asmarino (figure 3) is an artist’s book that depicts a series of photo-
graphs that document the author’s return to Asmara, Eritrea. He lived there from 
1967 to 1969 (when Eritrea was the northern-most province of Ethiopia) when 
he was a boy of eight to ten years old. His father was principal of the elementary 
school on the American military base Kagnew Station, which was largely an array 
of radar dishes designed to listen to Soviet communications. On two occasions 
he met, and the author saw, Ethiopia’s ‘emperor’ Haile Selassie.  

The author asked people (“Asmarinos”) to pose with a black and white 
picture of himself, taken there locally when he was ten years old. These images 
are paired with street scenes or landscapes turned partially black and white, and 
are bound by metal eyelets to create a 90-degree open folio. The outside of each 
folio features a map of Asmara or a geographic aspect. 

Mapping is critical to the project, as Eritrea was colonized by Italy, administered 
by the United Kingdom, ruled by Ethiopia and under the ‘spheres of influence’ 
of the USA and the Soviet Union 

 

FIGURE 3 - Selected spreads from Average Asmarino and laser-cut wood cover
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at different times. The author wrote about the project on the Eye magazine 
blog: “…cartography has long been dominated by those in power: delineations, 
labels, emphasis, relations, detail, scale and many other factors are determined 
by political, military and economic forces.” (McCarthy 2013c)

The book cover is a container made of laser-cut walnut and birch plywood with a 
solid piece of walnut framing the thirteen folios. The ribbons, mirroring the colors 
of the Eritrean flag, act as aids to pull the pages from their walnut recess, itself 
etched with a partial map of Asmara. 

Average Asmarino is part geographic, part chronological, and part psycho-
graphic – the latter term is defined as “the study of personality, values, attitudes, 
interests, and lifestyles [that]… focuses on interests, activities, and opinions….” 
(wikipedia 2013) Place and time are upended to take the present back in time 
and to bring the past forward into the future. 

Of the concept to use old and new images to accomplish this, the author 
wrote in Eye:

“Photography theorists may debate concepts about ‘the gaze,’ object versus subject, 
documentation versus manipulation, art versus art direction and so on. My inten-
tion was to create a visual dialog between then and now, here and there, us and 
them – all positions open to interpretation and flux. As many Eritrean immigrants 
who have settled in my home state of Minnesota are aware, reality doesn’t always 
match the postcard.” (McCarthy 2013d)

The subject of the author’s creative work has been the overlapping interstices 
of migration, race, identity and personal history. Through ‘design authorship’ he 
aims to give visual and tactile form to stories at the margins of his national 
narrative with the hope of affecting the future.

To conclude the discussion of the three books, one can interpret Intense 
Ruby Red, Black Baskerville and Average Asmarino as employing all three 
theories – the methodologies of design fiction and authorship are used to weave 
narratives of spiritual countries that have been partially enabled by engaging the 
sites pyschographically and partially channeled through genetic memory. The 
creative re-examination of history inevitably leads to a different future.

Besides serving as unique experiments of communication and expression, 
how do these works take this message of ‘creative re-examination of history’ 
to a wider audience? All three books have been in different nationally juried 
exhibitions including “Sources–Origins” (Boston area), “Language and the City” 
(Detroit), and “The Contained Narrative” at the Minnesota Center for Book Arts 
(Minneapolis), America’s “largest and most comprehensive center of its kind.” 
(MCBA 2015)

Two copies of Black Baskerville are in institutional library collections 
(University of Minnesota and Stanford University), preserved in perpetuity for 
future generations of scholars and students. Secondary dissemination has been 
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through documentation online and in print. The aforementioned post about 
Average Asmarino on Eye magazine’s blog (130,000+ visitors) inspired a robust 
online dialog between the author and members of the Eritrean diaspora. The 
works are also used as teaching tools, as the author is a professor of graphic 
design. 

Graphic design and publishing have been thought of as mass media, leading 
to many millions of books produced and consumed. But limited edition works, 
niche publishing and avant garde production exist at the cultural fringes. Their 
role is to inspire, provoke, question and interrogate conventional wisdom as 
to the book’s role in contemporary society. In the way that photography freed 
painters to pursue non-representational styles, the web, mobile technologies, 
digital tablets and on-demand printing have enabled books to assume other 
roles. Recognized design methods of rapid prototyping and mass customization 
can be applied to artworks, and indeed, to allohistories in book form. The 
‘maker movement’ need not only apply to artisanal crafts and short-run digital 
production – historical narrative can also be ‘made,’ as these books demonstrate.
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