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Preface

What are the visual communication requirements of a built environment? How do urban places function through graphic objects? Why is this so little understood by built environment professionals? In this book, I explore these questions through the perspective of graphic design as urban design.

By examining a number of historical and theoretical approaches, including those from graphic design historians, urban theorists and semioticians, the book exposes the difficulties with inter-disciplinary discourse about the topic. After outlining the basis of an argument, I analyse this through four key approaches: history, imageability, pattern and representamen. Each of these is supported by empirical case studies that utilize material from a photographic collection I have developed over the past decade.

Through super-imposing a graphic design perspective onto established units of urban design analysis, as well as less formal environments, Graphic Design in Urban Environments will look at the way graphic design functions as a layer of urban design, thus contributing to the way cities work.

This book not only fills a gap between the concerns of graphic communication and urban development, it also links the smaller concerns of type design with the larger ambitions of urban design through the inter-relationship of a type–typographic–graphic–urban continuum. In doing so, a framework is offered for thinking about micro–meso–macrographic urban interventions.

There are many who have supported and inspired the ideas presented here, not least the many scholars referred to in the text. I am particularly grateful to those mentioned in the acknowledgements.

Robert Harland
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Introduction

’The streets, the people, the buildings, and the changing scenes do not come already labeled.’

STRAUSS 1961: 12

An everyday occurrence

On Sunday mornings between September and May in England, thousands of parents watch their children play football for one of the 55,000 teams registered with the Football Association. According to the Football Foundation’s website (www.footballfoundation.org.uk) a minority of parents are ‘aggressive, sarcastic and disrespectful’ towards the referee, those running the line, the opposition team and their manager. To curb their enthusiasm, parents are required to stand behind a barrier usually running the length of the pitch about two metres away from the edge of the playing area. This is a temporary structure comprising a dozen or so metre-high plastic pegs or triangular banners hammered into the ground ten metres apart, linked by a strip of bright rope or fabric repeating the word ‘Respect’ along its length.

The barrier is an example of a product that privileges communication over materiality through graphic affect, meaning the message is more powerful than the physical structure. This book is about such everyday objects that impact on human behaviour in the urban environment. Throughout, these are treated as the products of graphic design in the broad sense: they are graphic interventions in pursuit of improved circumstances in an ensemble of people and place. The aim of this book is to identify the scope, explain the reasons and analyse the impact of graphic design in the urban environment, and to locate it within urban design.

Who is this book for?

This book is written to appeal to the two disciplinary perspectives of graphic and urban design. In higher education, the former is usually associated with art and design, while the latter is allied to the training of built environment professionals such as architecture, landscape architecture, city planning and civil engineering. In bridging the gap between the two, the book will primarily appeal to students of design wanting to accommodate the two perspectives in their work.

Most of the book will appeal to undergraduate students because the intensity of design discipline teaching in graphic design or architecture means that inter-disciplinary thinking in these fields is difficult to fully grasp until postgraduate level. Deviations in the text that consider perspectives from geography, communication studies and philosophy will serve as basic introductions to shared concepts between different disciplines. For example, graphicacy in geography is little known by graphic design teachers and students, yet there is much overlap and complementary knowledge between these fields in areas such as typography.

As the book is about everyday things that we each experience as pedestrians, cyclists, motorists, tourists, commuters, and sport enthusiasts – or any interaction we have with cities – there is a case for the book having wider appeal. In this sense it may be a useful resource for anyone who is conscious of their role in shaping cities. This is a long list: ‘politicians in central government and on local councils; civil servants; business people; accountants; engineers; property and estate agents; investors; organisers of arts events and festivals; creators of public art and those who commission it; fire and crime prevention officers; managers of leisure facilities; tour operators; health service planners; education policy makers; transport operators; promoters of economic development; and the members and managers of a wide variety of quangos, statutory organizations, agencies and community groups, politicians, entrepreneurs, policy makers’ (Cowan 1997: 16).

Origin, bias and approach

When graphic designers speak of how graphic design is part of the urban fabric the association between graphic design and urban public space stops at the point where more in-depth understanding of the built environment is needed. Extending this acknowledged relationship is a key motivation for this book at a time when urban settlement is at the forefront of human concerns.

Not since the 1950s has a graphic design perspective been so needed. Then, Herbert Spencer pioneered a modernist approach to looking at urban graphics through the environmental photography of the city vernacular with a ‘graphic eye’ (Poyner 2002: 62). This happened at the dawn of the unprecedented expansion of cities that we are only now beginning to grasp. Despite Spencer’s work documenting the visual landscape and haphazard graphic language of the street there have been concentrated partial perspectives emphasizing the graphic landscape, but no comprehensive attempt to integrate a graphic design perspective with an urban design agenda. This book expands on Spencer’s work using the same medium of the camera as a documentary device coupled with an open mind about what graphic form in the urban context might be. For example, the squiggle on the
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