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Abstract:

Empirical research in the disciplines of art and design has started to
escalate and gather consideration within the academic community over the
past few decades. However, still, graphic design tends to be a topic extremely
under-researched by scholarly persons. Profound research in the field of
graphic design extends far beyond the works produced by the designer
himself (Khoury, 2009, p.844). In order to develop a clear insight, one needs
to delve deep into the subcategories that the diverse field of graphic design is
comprised of, including illustration, typography, interaction design, branding
and even the impact of notable, eminent institutes from around the world that
have taken the budding artists for quite a long time (Walker, 2017). This
research paper has been carefully developed for similar purposes. It aims to
address the impact of the world-famous Cranbrook Institute on graphic
design over these years. It seeks to remove existing gaps of literature by
investigating the history and overview of the institute and come up with
evidence and conclusions about its successes and downfalls over the period
of time.

Keywords: Cranbrook, graphic design, deconstruction, post-
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Constructed in the Bloomfield Hills in the 1930s, the Cranbrook Academy of Arts is
one of the most renowned art centers in the state of Michigan in the United States. The
preliminary ideologies and investments for the mega project were carried out by George G.
Booth’, and the structure was intricately designed by Eliel Saarinen?, who was formerly a
Finnish architect and had the pleasure of running the art academy in its initial stages of
incorporation (Camargo, l. P. D., & Velloso, L. M. R., 2012, p. 73). Ever since its advent, the
institution has been considered to be a learning center, centrally focusing on the nurture of
teaching of nine key fields of art and design. It has produced a plethora of indigenous artists
over time, with its exciting opportunities for creativity, research, and newness that it has to
offer to its learners and faculty. However, a significant change in the institution’s visual and
verbal language has been noted, time and again, by critics (Camargo, I. P. D., & Velloso, L. M.
R., 2012, p. 73). Researchers have questioned the phenomena of modernism inculcated in the
teachings and works of graphic design. The overall ambiance of Cranbrook has been termed as
open-minded and informal, and a more considerable amount of accountability has been
allowed to the student body, so as to establish and ameliorate their speaking proficiencies

(Camargo, I. P. D., & Velloso, L. M. R., 2012, p. 73).

Problem Statement

The underlying problem with research in the field of graphic design is the lack of
empirical knowledge on the subject, as well as lack of interpretation of existing works of
scholarly writers. The positive and negative aspects of graphic design institutions in the world
have often been overlooked in research, making the choice of a suitable institution for
pursuing a career a challenging decision. Artists tend to have a knowledge gap about previous

successes and failures of institutions like Cranbrook. The field has, not yet, had a high profile

1 George Gough Booth 1864 — 1949. George Gough Booth was a renowned advocate of the arts, and
a great philanthropist, whose crowning achievement was the establishment of today's Cranbrook
Educational Community. He was also one of the nation’s leading newspapermen in the first half of this
century. (Leslie, 2017)

2 Eliel Saarinen was a Finnish-American architect known for his work with art nouveau buildings in

the early years of the 20th century. (The Editors of Encyclopaedia Britannica, 2020)
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within art and design research. It is critical to review the impact of Cranbrook on graphic
design because its degrees and courses happen to attract talented designers and artists
worldwide. Itis essential for them to have an unbiased insight into the Cranbrook art institute.
The research problem for this paper lies within an in-depth explanation of Cranbrook, its

preliminary and contemporary approaches, and critics.

Research Aims and Questions

The research paper has been designed to be able to critically analyze the journey of
Cranbrook since its beginning till date, and make attempts to alleviate the literature gaps for
the field. There has, undoubtedly, been a lack of research-based on similar concepts and
institutions, although there has been a clear upsurge in the choice of graphic designing as a
full-time career. This research paper draws attention to the existing literature on the topic by
providing an in-depth literature review. It describes the ideologies about Cranbrook already
known and discussed and mentions what should further be recognized and researched. A lot
of questions about the institute are yet unanswered and untouched. Hence, this paper aims to
give way to new vistas of research on Cranbrook institute by answering and investigating the
following questions:

1. Why was the Cranbrook attacked by critics?

2.1s graphic design graduate school a hermetically sealed research and development
laboratory or a pseudo-professional environment with training wheels?

3. Has Cranbrook influenced the graphic design profession for graduates?

4. Why Cranbrook changed its approaches in 80ths?

Method of Research

The primary method for research in this paper is a profound literature review, which
is significant in light of the fact that graphic designing at Cranbrook is a choice considered by
many, and requires a strong exploration base. A writing audit reproduces the information
accessible in a particular area to help a resulting writing investigation (Walker, 2017). The
literature review aims to distinguish the ideas and the scope of research for Cranbrook. The
researcher has extensively worked to find and discover related published works and sources
that are useful to study for this institute. The subsequent journal articles, reports, and

newspaper articles have been thoughtfully sifted dependent on year, uniqueness, content,
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relevance to the research topic, and so on. The review of existing literature tries to give a
depiction and assessment of the present status of Cranbrook. It has intended to give a concise
representation of the investigated sources dependent on broad quests around this theme,
demonstrating how the examination covers a report field in both the scholarly community and

the designing industry.

Review of Literature

Theory of Deconstruction.

Previously published works have notably commented on Derrida’s theory of
deconstruction in relation to graphic design institute Cranbrook, which primarily questions on
how representation resides in reality (Lupton & Miller, Deconstruction and Graphic Design:
History Meets Theory, 1994, p.345). Derrida challenges numerous other aspects, including
how the external image of objects gets inside their internal essence. How does the surface get
under the skin? There have been striking paradoxes and oppositions found in the culture of
the West, attributing to Plato’s notion (Lupton, McCoy, & Fella, The academy of deconstructed
design, 1991). The rational and knowledgeable attainments and accomplishments of the field
of science have outweighed one side of these pairs, indicating one item with the truth and the
other with slander.

The concept of deconstruction shows these puzzling antagonisms and disagreements
and exhibits clearly how the empty and valued notions reside inside the optimistic and
cherished sides (Lupton & Miller, Deconstruction and Graphic Design: History Meets Theory,
1994, p. 347). The idea put forward by Derrida considers writing to be an active, dynamic kind
of representation. It is deemed not only to be an incorrect replica, a defective piece of writing,
butalso as a means to set aside beliefs, words, and dialogues (Camargo, I. P. D., & Velloso, L. M.
R., 2012, p. 74). It does so by completely changing the holy dominions of knowledge, spirit,
and memory. The systematic arrangement of human consciousness is, indeed, a figment of the
writing process, because it chronicles and archives thinking for the cause of upcoming

broadcasts and communications.
Deconstruction and Post-structuralism.

The theory of deconstruction, according to existing literature, falls on the broader

realm of post-structuralism, which involves a series of eminent figures such as Michel
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Foucault, Roland Barthes, and Jean Baudrillard (Lupton, McCoy, & Fella, The academy of
deconstructed design, 1991). These scholars and writers have made wondrous attempts to
look deeply into a number of modes of representation. Starting from literature and extending
to philosophy and photography, and eventually reaching out to the structural designs of US
prisons and schools, these have all emerged as mighty technological tools which have entirely

played their part in reconstructing and shaping the overall society.

Cranbrook: Criticism.

The works at Cranbrook Academy of Art escalated to great heights of notoriety with
the incorporation of post-structuralism and graphic design. The leading figure Katherine
McCoy" was exposed to critical theory through the fields of performance, photography, and
installation art (Lusch, 2019). Amidst the 70s and 80s, graphic designers at Cranbrook institute
were immensely directed to loads of literary criticism due to their recent publication regarding
Visible Language eon Contemporary French Literary Aesthetics. The graphic designers on the
team for the publication of the special issue were headed by Daniel Libeskind? (Goldberger,
1984, p.48). The designers had certain kinds of strategic literary theory in a pre-publication
seminar. They intended to systematically disintegrate the series of essays by increasing the
spaces between lines and words. They also tended to hurl the footnotes into the area that had
customarily been kept for the primary content or main body (Camargo, I. P. D., & Velloso, L. M.

R, 2012, p.74). (Fig1).

! Katherine McCoy is a distinguished American graphic designer. Besides, she is a well-reputed
educator, who held the co-chair of the graduate Design program for Cranbrook Academy of Art.
("Katherine McCoy")

2 Daniel Libeskind, Polish American architect known for introducing complex ideas and emotions into

his designs. (Zukowsky)
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Figure 1. Visible Language, (Vol. 7, No. 3, Summer 1978)

The publication had completely infuriated graphic designers who aimed to complete
projects based on the concept of direct communication and problem-solving. It had been a
controversial landmark in experimental graphic design. Right after this, the theory of post-
structuralist ideas received much recognition because the main idea behind the publication
was the literary aesthetic of a post-structuralist movement (Lupton & Miller, Deconstruction
and Graphic Design: History Meets Theory, 1994, p. 349). The written content of the scholarly
articles has been found scattered and floating in excerpts and smaller pieces. The issue
managed to be a center of attention for quite a long period of time, as it had wrongfully
undermined the guidelines of syntax and invited immense amounts of anger, fury, and

mockery from established graphic designers and artists of that time, who were deeply affected.

Analyses of Scott Zukowski’s ‘Loaf” poster.

Katherine McCoy's assertion is perhaps simplistic where she is trying draw a line
between semantics and syntactics. Syntactics being the formal and conventional reading of
components of language or symbolism (in visual language it would be symbolism with
formally accepted meaning) and Semantics being the agreed meaning of words and visual
language as culturally accepted. While the poster "loaf" (Fig 2) seems to be equating a word
with visual objects that represent 'loaf' in unconventional ways, it could easily be argued that
the symantic and syntactic aspect merges. On one hand it is none syntactic - violating the rules
of association between words and visual representations of a word - conventially, or
syntactically, a loaf would refer to bread or someone lying around (in English Language

anyway) but on the other hand, there is something equally convential about objects that,
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through shape and form, align with a loaf of bread (the shape of the tine and someone lying
around (the couch). The semantic element is the cultural collaboration - it is clearly of a
cultural origin and location - in India or Iraq or Cambodia - the word for lying around and for
bread would be quite different and this poster would be meaningless, complying only with
English speaking syntactic visual and verbal rules that are semantically recognisable to anyone
familiar with the discourse (so people in other cultures, familiar with cultural behaviours

would understand the language and verbal signs simultaneously.

Figure 2. Scott Zukowski's ‘Loaf’

Cranbrook: Hermeticism or Pseudo Professionalism?

Cranbrook Academy of Art has been a part of several controversies. Allegations have
deemed the institute to be practicing virtues such as formalism, hermeticism, pseudo
professionalism, and many others, which are practically meant to undermine and damage the
true essence of quintessential modernism as well as the slicker professional mainstream (Earls,
2016). The matter mostly remains unsolved in previous literature, although a good portion of
these accusations does possess some foundation. The limited number of primary sources,
when examined deeply, tend to provide answers to whether these transgressions are truly
objectionable, or whether they merely possess a wide range of graphic design and have a
voluminous space for rational and critical self-assessment.

The term ‘pseudo professionalism’ refers to an individual or an institution being
apparently professionally adept, but does not possess the right kind of professionalism

required in the field. According to Katherine McCoy and other published writers, Cranbrook
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has a commendable autonomous structure that lets the student body and faculty work in
flexible conditions (Books, p. 133). They have the opportunity to look deep into all sorts of
prospects for development and transformation for themselves in that particular building. It is
alleged not to have a structured course outline, hence lacking the formal or professional
elements of learning. The institution is not a syllabus-held one. There are mostly unstructured
studios. The theory of graphic design, although very minute, is usually aptly incorporated into
the learning journey, being carefully inserted into studio experimentation (Goldberger, 1984,
p.48). Many people have called Cranbrook as pseudo-professional due to its vision of allowing
students to work without restrictions or boundaries (Warren, 2018). More research is,
undoubtedly, required on this matter to develop a more explicit viewpoint about Cranbrook’s

position and teaching and learning methodologies.

Changes in Approaches in the 80s

Research shows how Cranbrook had to transform its vision and approaches as it
reached the 1980s (Earls, 2016). This was mainly due to the birth of a division amongst the
former and the then present generations. There were groups developed, based on the youthful
anti-modernists, and the developed, more cultured modernists. There were problems of
conflict experienced in art and design institutes. The older generations were resorting to more
straightforward, cleaner design structures, developed on stringent grids (Warren, 2018). On
the other hand, the new, ambitious designers were looking forward to a more vibrant style
that suggested the contemporary nature. Cranbrook began to serve programs of graduate
study having a range of activities that synchronized with both ideologies (Walker, 2017). The
study life had been balanced through interdisciplinary opportunities. It worked on the
development of a way that promoted change and growth and bolstered legacy and perpetual

creative minds.

Cranbrook’s Impact on Graphic Design
Reference articles related to the topic and institution indicate how graphic design at
Cranbrook still remains an intriguing topic for budding artists, as well as professional
esigners. The impact of the institutions on the world is tremendous, as it still continues to
desig The impact of th titut th Idis t d t still cont t
generate awe, criticism, and bewilderment. It is a unique amalgamation of the post-modern

design program and now emblazing with intricately stylized digital fervor. The program is
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currently being headed by Eliott Earls. One of the most alluring features that have let
Cranbrook have its everlasting impact on the world is its specific pedagogical structure that
goes in-sync with its atypical educational curriculum (Earls, 2016). The institution is known
not to have any formal classrooms or lectures, no formal assessments, or grading systems, and
there is no such concept of teachers and lecturers. However, an interesting aspect is how the
graphic designing program mixes with elements of fine arts. Cranbrook has the most excellent
examples of transdisciplinary models in pieces of art with its outrageous paintings and bizarre
performance works (Goldberger, 1984, p.48). There is enough opportunity given to critically
analyze each of the works crucially, depending upon logical reasoning and formal merit
indicators.

All and all, Cranbrook Art Academy strives to educate, disrupt, and promote artistic
talents in the most unorthodox manner. It can be said that the impact is significant due to its

right mix of the notorious art monastery (Camargo, I. P. D., & Velloso, L. M. R., 2012, p. 76).

Findings

An in-depth analysis and review of the pieces of literature assists in drawing
conclusions and investigating answers to the research questions posed in the beginning of this
research paper. The first question about the reasons for critique on Cranbrook has been
answered sufficiently in the light of the controversial publications about visible language and
contemporary French Literary Aesthetics. The review indicates how the publication fell
entirely outside the syntax of print and graphic design, and received severe backlash. This
suggests the importance of following communication and syntax guidelines in graphic design.
The question about Cranbrook being hermetically sealed or being pseudo professional could
not be answered quite explicitly, owing to the literature gaps on the subject matter. However,
the research can infer, based on the current research, that the institute is neither sealed nor
professionally incompetent. It rather follows a unique approach of progressing as a learning
center by providing vistas of freedom of expression. The institution aims to instill elements of
design theory as well as hands-on experience to provide its student body with an artistic
learning experience of a lifetime. The approach of learning is not fixed or planned previously.
Instead, a large number of courses are usually unplanned as the course is seen to originate

from the distinct characters of the students on the team, and how they gel in and bond with
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one another, including their teachers. It also follows the approach where the singularity of its
structure and building remains intact while learning.

Moreover, the institute was a victim of bad reputation between 1970s and 1980s
mainly due to its concept of modernism theories, as described and analyzed in the literature
review above. The question Cranbrook’s influence on graphic design has been answered using
rather positive existing evidence and findings. Those who aspire to pursue graphic designing
as a career are enthralled by Cranbrook’s unique nature, as come across in existing literature.
Lastly, learning and teaching had to be transformed for the institution in the eighties

particularly due to the changing mindsets and evolving anti-modernism theories.

Recommendations and Conclusion

Although there is an amount of existing literature and research present with respect
to Cranbrook, there is still a lot of scope for further study and analysis in the field of graphic
design. It has mainly followed a unique pathway of learning and teaching, contrary to all other
art and design institutions in the regions. Further recommendations for the best utilization of
this research paper include additional research, having this paper’s findings as the baseline.
Future research should be carried out using some other methods of research such as surveys,
interviews, or focus groups. This quantitative information will be able to fill in the current
deficit of details about Cranbrook and its impact. The use of such methods should be aimed at
conducting further research about the institution in a more exploratory manner, rather than
merely relying on existing ideas. Newer concepts and theories in the field of graphic design
can be informed via these methods. Another recommendation for future is to extend the scope
and conduct research based on aspirations to work with emerging technologies that
encompass the new frameworks for graphic designing such as embedded electronics, 3d
printing and projected images. To conclude, it can be said that Cranbrook has always been an
impactful place in the world for graphic designing studies. However, there is still a lot of room
for further discussion and findings of the subject matter, to assist future researchers and their

works.
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