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PROGRAM MUSIC OR HOW SOUND CAN 
TELL A STORY

Vivaldi´s The Four Seasons is probably the most 
notable of his compositions, not only for it´s broad 
recognition and presence in  lms or TV commer-
cials, but also because it is one of the earlist exam-
ples of what is called program music. Program 
music uses sounds as narrative instruments, a narra-
tive that isn´t musical, but is told through musical 
means. In The Four Seasons, for instance, short, 
happy strings recreate the sounds of birds chirping, 
which are soon interrupted by the tensing and 
lengthening of those sounds into an impending 
thunderstorm. Even speech is recreated as words 
into musical sequences. This form of recreating 
sound is not as literal as skeuomorphisms, but rather 
narrative and for the sake of telling a story.

Incorporating sound to tell a story isn´t just some-
thing that is restricted to early 18th century concertis 
though. Today, one of the most interesting applica-
tions of narrative sound is in videogames. While the
stories of some videogames might still be more tra-
ditionally linear, most of them aren´t, and so their
music has to be able to account for that and still
progress the story. Soundtracks may create a base-
line emotion and then react to diff erent kinds of 
encouters by dynamically queuing in appropriate 
themes (one particularly interesting example is 
the soundtrack to the 2012 game Journey, for which
the soundtrack was develeoped alongside the 
design). This requires a modularity in the sonic nar-
rative that is not required of a  lm or a concert. 
Also unlike movies, players will spend hours and 
hours with the same soundstrack and will make 
genuine experiences around it. More extreme exam-
ples of how games use sound to convey a narrative 
might be games that are entirely sonic, such as the 
mobile horror game “Papa Sangre“ or games that 
are entirely reactive, such as a recent mobile game 
by the German comapany Crytek, that doesn´t use 
this themed approach, but actually generates the 
music live using MIDI scores.

If we think about computers as narrative instruments, 
then sound has incredible potential to add into and 
shape those stories. For the internet this provokes 
a few questions: What would a social media site sound
like if it had a theme? Or if it´s main menu had it´s 
own sound design? We see that they aff ect how we 
listen to music, with the most streamed songs on 
Spotify now becoming known through TikTok. But 
what more can sound and music do, whether this is 
for good or for bad, to tell stories online?

SKEUOMORPHISMS AND NON-VISUAL 
GLYPHSYSTEMS

One central approach to designing websites is to 
try to create a natural experience of using it. This 
avoids the tediousness (and time) of explaining how 
it works, and allows users to  immediately engage 
with it not as some separate, alien experience, but 
instead as one that´s familiar, or that is made as
an extension of other experiences. One way of doing
this speci  cally is by simplifying the whole experience.
This is something the Google search bar uses to na-
turalize search or the use of a clever sequence of 
cues. Another way sees the creation of websites that 
look increasingly similar, creating a universal web-
site experience (Human Interface Guidelines, Jakob´s
law, templates). But beyond these two approaches 
there is simply trying to make that experience look
and sound and feel as close to other kinds of expe-
riences as possible by using devices called skeuo-
morphisms: devices the mimic other familiar devices. 
This means that locking your phone actually has
you seeing an image of a lock or operating a syn-
thesizer in a DAW may see you dialing in analog-
looking sliders, knows or even plugging in virtual 
cables. Skeeuomorphisms aren´t necessarily visual 
though. There are plenty of examples of their sonic 
counterparts, like the sound the trashcan makes as 
a  le is being deleted, or the shutter sound used in
the camera app of a phone. And while this form 
of sonic mimesis may be a nuisance for some and 
they may end up opting to disable it, these shutter 
sounds have proven so telling of that interaction that 
in Korea and Japan disabling them is not possible 
over fears of voyeuristic “up-skirts”.

Extending the realm of familiarity into the sonic is
something that we largely take for granted on ope-
rating systems consoles or video games. We´re used 
to the sounds of footsteps as we´re walking in a vir-
tual landscape, or listen for the sound of a USB 
stick we can safely eject. We even use them to re-
place the sounds motors would make on electric 
cars. They allow us to recognize what´s going on 
without thinking or having to look. We just know
those sounds. And yet the internet is now mostly 
silent. Long gone are the days of noisy  ashsites 
and personal favorites on Myspace pages. In fact,
we hate these sounds so much that many browsers 
now allow us to mute tabs directly in case we do
encounter the rare off ender. Perhaps this is because 
it´s hard to look away from sound or because 
sounds are personal. But when thinking about how
we can create intuitive web experiences, maybe 
sound is something we shouldn´t rule out altogether. 
Maybe we should just try to  nd the right way to use it.
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HUMAN INTERFACE GUIDELINES

I can´t remember the last time I´ve had to pick 
up a user manual to understand a piece of 
technology. This is true for most of my generation. 
We have learned that when we pick up a 
new phone, a watch or a camera, it will work 
instantly. Perhaps that has to do with the way it´s 
designed to be intuitive and how UI/UX design 
has become so sophisticated over the years that 
our technology has truly become an extension of 
ourselves. It might also have to do with the fact 
that we are now quicker to adjust to and embrace 
new technologies. Or perhaps it is that these 
technologies aren´t all that diff erent from each 
other.

Part of what explains this ability to instantly pick 
up on the way at least software is designed to 
work, is that a lot of it is designed around a set of 
guidelines, called the Human Interface Guidelines. 
These exist for Apple as well as for Microsoft and 
Android, and give suggestions on various aspects 
of App development, including how the visual 
design is carried out. 

The suggestions for the visual design cover 
everything from device speci  c details and generic 
suggestions about color combinations, to very 
speci  c advice around what visual metaphors are 
appropriate, how to design loading bars or even 
around tone or a sense of humor. The goal of these 
guidelines then is to allow diff erent apps to be 
used interchangably and with a consistent set of 
ideas. What they suggest above all is consistency 
with other apps or programs. The Human Interface 
Guideline for iOS states:

“Above all, make your app feel like an iOS app“

HIERARCHY (AND THE LAWS OF 
INTERACTION)

Last year the UX designer Jon Yablonski published 
a book called “Laws of UX“, in which, as the title 
suggests, he lays out the various ways UX design 
approaches problems and how these approaches 
are informed by psychology. There are laws 
governing how many icons should be on a page 
(Miller´s law), how they should be arranged (Law 
of Common Region, Law of Proximity, Law of 
Similarity, Law of Uniform Connectedness), how 
they should scale (Fitt´s law, ), how complicated 
they should be (principle of familiarity, Jakob´s 
Law, Law of Prägnanz, Aesthetic-Usability Eff ect, 
Tesler´s law) or even how the entire experience of 
using a website feels (Zeigarnik Eff ect, Peak-End 
Rule). 

Behind many of these rules is an unspoken 
assumptions, namely that these laws are there 
to facilitate a speci  c goal and that there is an 
intended order with which a piece of technology 
or software should be navigated. Given these 
assumptions are satis  ed, the job of the UX 
designer then becomes to encourage that 
movement speci  cally and remove any obstacles 
or distractions that aren´t contributing to the 
achievement of those goals.

For websites, this means that  users end up being 
more more likely to end up either at the place they 
were orignially looking for, or the place the website 
pushed them towards. What isn´t possible with 
these designs is a sense of drift and exploration, 
of unexpected encounters (unexpected from either 
the user or the designer). and it produces a uniform 
engagement with websites where it perhaps 
shouldn´t be uniform.

For this project i have tried to encourage a variety 
of paths to experience and explore, ways that 
would avoid being frustrating to use, but would still 
encourage exploration, being confused and trying 
things out. One of these approaches was creating 
a non-hierarchical, gestural navigational glyph. 
Non-hierarchical, because it wouldn´t require a 
series of glyphs that would need to be ordered and 
prioritized in some way, and gestural, because it 
wouldn´t rely on typography or images to be used. 
The result is somewhat random, but still provides 
users with feedback for their actions.
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Jakob´s Law
Fitt´s Law
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Gestalt Laws of Grouping:
Law of Common Region
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Law of Proximity
Law of Similarity
Law of Uniform Connectedness
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COMPUTATIONAL MODELS FOR EXPRESSIVE 
DIMENSIONAL TYPOGRAPHY

In 1997, Peter Sungil Cho, a researcher with the 
A+CG group at MIT Media Lab, produces his 
thesis on “Computational Models For Expres-
sive Dimensional Typography“. In it, he outlines the 
projects he had worked on during his time
at MIT, which generally combined his interest
in typography and computation. He covers the
aesthetic incentives driving his projects, those
aspects he wanted to implement and expand on 
given more time along with the more tech-nical 
aspects like Bezier curves or Voronski Diagrams. 

Inspired by the “living, expressive textual envi-
ronments“ Cho talks about in the introduction to 
his paper I created this system of navigatio-nal 
glyphs as a clockwise combination of indi-vidual 
letterforms, each of which represented within a 
common system of nodes and connec-
tions. This results, for instance, in the icon for 
the “MENU“ function being this clockwise 
combinations of the letters “M“, “E“, “N““U”. 
This rotation makes it less likely for individual 
letterforms to overlap, but still presents several 
diffi  culties. For one thing, each indivdual letter is 
not unique and there are multiple ways they could 
be denoted within the system of nodes. Of these 
letters, I am also not completely happy
with the letter “Y“, though this is the inevitable 
result of the letterforms always ending on two
nodes. Perhaps given more time and experi-
mentation, these individual letters could have 
been optimized to make it less likely for their 
combinations to be misread. Legibility could also 
have been developed through the use of diff erent 
colors for each letter and it would have
been interesting to create an interactive type-
interface which could automatically assemble these 
glyphs, similar to Cho´s “ABC Experiments“. 

One  nal point Cho mentions is the question of 
constraints. It is often constraints that motivate 
design decisions, or form the creative part of the 
design process, on which more general principles 
of psychology or media-speci  c conclusions 
are applied. This is true, for instance, early 
computational typographic systems, which had to 
work within certain grids or require only so much 
memory. But what will those design restrictions be 
in the future?

VISIBLE CONNECTIONS

As the selection for the text based typeface, it 
seemed relevant to combine it with the notions 
of Ted Nelson´s project Xanadu and his notion 
of visible connection between text. The resulting 
glyphs themselves are read, much in alignment 
with the way Nelson envisioned the possibilites for 
text in a network, not in the traditional horizontal 
pattern, but arranged clockwise, such that the 
individual typographic elements are read in a 
circular fashion. The individual letters are also 
established through connections between a 
common grid of points framing the glyphs.

Similar to the previous glyph system, the glyphs  
here rely on the use of mostly four letter words. 
Though of course the system can be expanded 
for the use of more characters, the illegibility of 
the symbols would increase the more letters are 
added, as they would increasingly overlap, and 
the parallel use of two or more letters would 
increase the likelihood of the interchangability of 
lettercombinations.
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AN INTEREST IN TECHNOLOGY

What we think technology does changes what we 
use it for and more often than not what we think 
is wrong. Take for instance the role of automation 
in chilli pepper harvesting in New Mexico, an 
example featured in an episode of the podcast 
99% Invisible. We often think of our relationship
to technology as one in which we are faced with 
a problem, in the case of harvesting these pep-
pers the intense manual labour, time and work-
force that´s needed, and that technology solves 
that problem by automating the whole process. 
All we need to know after a piece of technology
has been developed is how to operate a machine 
that does the work for us. But this isn´t true. As it 
turns out, many of the combine harvesters farmers 
might like to use are very diffi  cult to design to 
work for their peppers. They are too large and 
heavy-handed to pick the bushy plant, that sits 
low to the ground, and extract the fruit from it, 
especially for the green variant that is so popular
in New Mexico. What actually happens in the 
case of automatizing green pepper harvesting 
is that farmers started planting the peppers dif-
ferently, in a more regular, predictable way that 
works for these harvesters. Crop scientists started 
breeding a whole new plant, designed speci  cally 
to work with these harvesters. More subtly, a lot
of the cultures and traditions built around harve-
sting these peppers changed as well. What ends
up happening is that we change our behavior and
our environment to suit technology, not the other 
way around. 

What we think computers and networks of com-
puters do has also changed a lot in the last 60 
years. We´ve gone from imagining computers as 
computational instruments to thinking about
them as ways to communicate and to  nd or build 
communities. Computers have moved from large 
governmental institutions into our homes or our 
pockets, become truly personal not just in their 
size and their ease of use, but also in the way they
are attached to and in  uence our individual iden-
tities. How we write, edit, or compose has been 
irrevocably changed. Sometimes this change has 
faced push-back (an essay by Wendell Berry with 
the self-explanatory title “Why I Won´t Buy A 
Computer“ comes to mind). But more often than 
not, we have eventually gone along with these 
technological changes. The goal for this project, 
then, was not to criticize developments around 
technology or to ask anyone to revert back to a 
prior state of how we navigate the internet. 
Instead, I wanted to look at how exactly we think 

about computers and computer networks, where 
those ideas about them come from and how they 
have changed. I wanted to take a closer look 
both at the history of people and groups like Ted 
Nelson, Stewart Brand or the MIT Media Lab, 
that shaped the culture around computers, in ad-
dition to some of the contemporary challenges 
that we face because of the internet and social 
media. I also wanted to take a look at Marshall 
McLuhan, whose name kept coming up when dis-
cussing the the impact of media, speci  cally how 
they form “an extension of man”, and who doesn´t 
just aff ect how we think about technology today, 
but also in  uenced early cyberneticists to build 
technologies that way. Instead of criticizing the 
eff ects of technology and mass media, I think it is 
 rst of all important to understand in detail how
they come about. 

This  rst occurred to me while watching the recent 
Net  ix documentary “The Social Dilemma“. In a 
pivotal moment, one interviewee announced that 
“our prehistoric brains are overwhelmed“ by the 
social media sites of the 21st century. While this 
may or may not be true, this claim isn´t helpful. 
It doesn´t elaborate on what aspects of these sites 
are overwhelming what parts of those prehistoric 
brains. Also, the claim could be made of any tech-
nology, since nothing much has changed about 
humans in the past 2000 or so years except their 
technological environment. No, instead of grand 
claims of this kind, which particularly as a designer
I don´t feel entitled to make, I want to refer back
to the approach taken by a podcast of the New 
York Times called “The Rabbit Hole“, which was 
central in setting this project in motion. Through 
the story of Caleb Cain, it lays out speci  cally 
the history of the various changes to the YouTube 
algorithm, parallels the changes narrated by a 
Google engineer with Cain´s YouTube search his-
tory and actually shows the eff ects they had 
without talking about how our brains work or 
talking about social judgement theory. It simply
 lays out what happened. 

What is important to me in these discussions is to
look at speci  cs,  to understand what was so 
revolutionary about Doug Engelbart´s “mother of 
all demos“ or  to take a look at the signi  cance 
of early Natural Languagee Processing projects. 
Because it often isn´t the complicated things like 
Machine Learning or AI that overwhelm us, or 
that are change our social environment, it´s often 
the very small ones. And shifting our thinking 
around them allow us to make sense of this new 
environment.
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Roman Mars  
“How To Pick A Pepper‘‘ 
99% Invisible, 2019

Jeff  Orlowski
“The Social Dilemma
Net  ix, 2020

Kevin Roose
“The Rabbit Hole”
New York Times, 2020
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MACHINE READABILITY

Here I´ve created a glyph system that can be
read from left to right as a series of letters. Each 
letter in the English language is accoun-ted for by 
a binary representation, requiring
at least  ve “units” to each individual character of 
the glyph system to account for all 26 let-
ters of the English alphabet (25=32>26> 24). The 
result is a code which becomes machine readable 
and unique. This system is also visual-ly reminiscent 
of the MIT Press logo created by Muriel Cooper 
in 1962 as a series of abstract lines, though in this 
system the lines represent letters visually instead of 
through a system “en-
coding“ them. It is also compatible with the Futura 
font used in Sandcastles.

One key idea for this glyph system, as well as 
others in this project, is that is more immediatly 
legible to a machine than to a human, similar 
perhaps to QR or ISBN codes. Much like more of 
the world becomes legible to computer sys-
tems through natural languable processing, a
lot of our environment is also purposefully built to 
allow machines to read them instead of hu-
mans. A good example for this is Bokode, which 
was developed by the Camera Culture group at 
MIT Media Lab. It uses an LED, a photomask and a 
lens to create visual tags that
shrunk to a 3 mm footprint, seen only as dots of 
light to the human eye, but to a camera at a
distance are resolved to carry more informa-tion 
than a conventional QR code.
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SURJECTIVIVITY

What happens to information as it travels through 
a system?

This question is central for this project and central 
to design on the internet in general. How we ar-
rive at such system, at least in terms of the design,  
largely depends on what we imagine it to be or 
think it should be. There are various schools or 
metaphors that are used for this. In one school, 
the internet is understood as a network, a series of 
nodes and links, which expands rhizomatically in 
all directions. This is the structure of encyclopedic 
websites like Wikipedia or, at least partially, of 
sites that facilitate con-nections and friendships. 
Then there is also the idea of the internet as a 
space, a cyberspace, one that is shared by pro-
grams like Apple´s E-World or GeoCities. Adresses 
are understood as literal adresses, the space 
between them is created to contain the meaphor.  
We can also imagine it as an information land-
scape as Muriel Cooper did, which we then 
visualize in a way that allows us to read text 
diff erently. The most obvious change is that of the 
internet as a text-based environment, the internet 
as an environment conveived in text and displayed 
as forums and chatgroups. But this conception has 
been largely replaced in favor of an image-based 
understanding of the internet. Partially, this is 
because it´s now possible to share far more images 
(and share them more quickly), but it also has to 
do with the diff erent interfaces we use now. Instead 
of typing on keyboards we type on small screens, 
instead of scrolling we´re swiping. In the end, it 
also depends on the task, because for the design 
to be intuitive and eff ectively reduce the complexity 
of navigating the internet, the visu-alization of 
that task needs to draw on previous experience. 
I´ve tried to account for this diversity in how we 
imagine (and as a result design) the internet to 
look like, by creating multiple modular interfaces 
and glyph systems. Each of these is particularly 
good at representing a certain kind of information 
and poor at representing other kinds. If it is 
transported through a space, encoded or moved 
through a series of nodes changes our ideas about 
it. The only glyph that stays the same throughout 
all these transformations is the sandcastle symbol. 
It becomes a metaphor for this transformation 
of meaning, that is surjective and contained 
throughout all these diff erent approaches. The 
actual meaning of the glyph is changed, and 
in one system it is an image, while in another it 
represents a combination of numbers or sounds.
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WHY THIS BOOKLET?

The idea to create this research and design booklet 
largely came from the booklets Paul Rand created 
to accompany his logo designs for companies like
NeXT or IBM. The most complete of these I could 
 nd online was the booklet he created for the iden-
tity of the language school “English First” (EF). In 
this booklet, Rand doesn´t just describe the ideation 
process and the results, he actually goes into quite 
a bit of depth in how he approaches design more 
broadly and for instance why one route might work 
for a business like IBM or Chanel, while another 
may be more appropriate for a company like UPS. 
He demonstrates challenges the design process 
holds and how to deal with them. Here´s a short 
excerpt:

What you have just seen is the embryo of a graphic 
idea. The most trying part of any design problem, 
especially the design of a logo, is to  nd an idea 
that visually epitomizes an enterprise of some sort, 
and that is also both appropriate and utilitarian. 
Formalizing (pinning it down on paper) is the next 
most diffi  cult step.

So with this booklet I wanted to do something 
similar and explain some of the decisions and 
references behind the designs that may not be 
immediately obvious from using the website. I´ll 
get into how I arrived at the various glyph systems, 
about what in  uenced the color palette, even 
the general approaches that perhaps distinguish 
graphic design from UI/UX design. But outside
of explaining the design, I also wanted this book-
let to be a repository of research and a tool to 
help both me and my collaborators approach this 
project. As explained in the previous section, this 
research is both historical and contemporary, with 
a speci  c focus on the origins of how we think 
about computers as a communication technology, 
how they are designed and how those designs 
shape the way we engage with them today. I sup-
pose this then prompts the question: Why design?

Questions about the internet seem inherently tech-
nological, with the way it eff ects our broader social 
environment perhaps even political or ethical, but 
they don´t tend to naturally fall into the design ca-
tegory. Well, I am inclined to disagree. Partially 
this is because I´m working on this project as a stu-
dent in Visual Communications, which makes me 
biased to think that how tools shape what and how 
we communicate plays an important part in most 
aspects of our lives. But also because I do think the

internet has elevated the role of design. For in-
stance, it creates an entirely built environment, 
and so there is no part of the interenet that isn´t 
the consequence of a  design decision some-
where along the way, whether conscious, inten-
tional or not. I would also say that a lot of the 
problems we  nd with the internet today are 
related to a lacking variety of how it is designed. 
The way 70% of the watchtime on YouTube is the 
result of an incredibly sophisticated leveraging 
of big data and use of a complex recommenda-
tion system, that same 70% is also invisible to us, 
because they are designed that way. It´s the same 
reason why using search engines seem to provide 
us an objective list of results: they naturalize the 
process. Instead of seeing the complex algorithms 
driving them, we see the elegant and simple 
designs in front of them. Instead of noticing how 
restrictive what they allow us to do actually is, we 
feel like we are free to participate and and an 
active part of participating in this form of media. 
Because design is all the users of websites interface 
with, design becomes the technology, at least in 
the way we read it.

Then there is also the increasing sameness in the 
way websites appear to us. In an interview for 
Adobe´s Wireframe podcast Jessica Helfand, 
the host of The Design Observer, describes it as 
a “  atness of erasure, a sameness where we´re 
giving something up“ and in my interview with 
Ken Hollings, he called it “bourgeois uniformity“. 
To me templated design is the design of mall 
spaces, design that turns websites from something 
potentially creative and expressive into a com-
mercial space, good for selling products, but not 
much else. This kind of design goes against what
originally brought computers (and eventually com-
puter networks) into our private lives, which was
their reimagination as tools for building commu-
nities, for new kinds of making or for communication 
and sharing ideas. And it isn´t just the commercial 
sameness, it is the indistinguishability of content 
that I think makes design important in this as well. 
Bbecause good design can make things clear that 
may otherwise be invisible, newspapers used to 
distinguish themselves from gossip through how 
they were produced, and, yes, also through the 
way graphic design made them look. Now every 
Facebook post or Tweet looks identical. Now 
everyone is a designer. And with the growing
speed at which we access and consume infor-
mation, the importance of design to allow us to 
quickly make sense of information, will only 
grow, lot lessen.

Paul Rand
“EF Logo Design Booklet“
1994

Khoi Vinh
“Wireframe“
Adobe, 2020
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PROGRESS BARS

There are a lot of parts of the internet that are 
designed to be invisible, because seeing them 
would distract users from what the designer wants 
them to see, feel or have access to. There are also 
many designs on the internet that are visible, but 
we´ve become so used to we´ve forgotten to see 
them. Progress bars are an example of this kind.

Waiting on the internet is a heaviliy researched 
 eld and especially with current conversations 
around net netrality and access to high-speed 
internet (or the lack of it),an increasingly political 
one as well. To  nd out just how important waiting 
is on the internet, in the early 2000s companies like 
Google and Amazon spent millions researching 
how we wait. Google found in a 2006 study that a 
0.4 second delay, that was the result of displaying 
30 search results instead of 10, lost them about 
20% of customers and Amazon found in a similar 
study that on average for every tenth of a second 
customers had to wait, they would lose about one 
percent of their revenue 

Progress bars were then designed as one strategy 
to mitigate the eff ect of waiting and were  rst 
introduced in 1985 in a paper by Brad A. Myers.  
Other companies like travel websites showed 
users what their sites were doing, basically 
demonstrating that despite needing to wait, their 
users were still using their time effi  ciently and 
Apple´s Human Interface Guidelines (more on 
this later) advise in their section on loading to use 
placeholder graphics, text and animation.

What is intriguing about these kinds of indicators, 
and the progress bar speci  cally, is that they don´t 
need to be accurate. In fact, for most of them 
the opposite is true. Progress bars tend to show 
slower initial progress than is actually occuring, 
in order for the acceleration towards the end to 
come as a positive resolution. We prioritize a 
pleasing experience over an accurate one and 
so design responds often not by re  ecting what is 
happening, but by actively misleading at the cost 
of understanding.

The progress bar presents just one of the many 
ways design is used on the internet to nudge 
and push its users in certain directions. The wide 
adoption of these seemingly simple devices is 
something we need to be conscious of, as is the 
wider implication of us choosing a comforting 
experience over an accurate one.

SEARCH BARS

In 1997 three researchers at Xerox Parc (Julie 
Morrison, Peter Pirolli, and Stuart Card) conducted 
a large scale survey based on a simple question:

“Please try to recall a recent instance in which you 
found important information on the World Wide 
Web, information that led to a signi  cant action or 
decision.”

They distinguished the search behavior by dividing 
it into three categories. The  rst of these categories 
was comparative, meaning that users would 
seek out information to compare two products or 
approaches. The second category had to do with 
gaining a better understanding over a topic and 
the third was aimed at acquiring new knowledge. 
About 20 years later, this same survey was 
performed again by the Nielsen Norman Group, 
a UX research and consulting  rm headed by Don 
Norman and Jakob Nielsen, which found that our 
reasong for search had shiften dramatically, from 
originally around 51% in the  rst category down 
to 36%, and almost doubling from 24% to 40% in 
the second. 

Not only has our mode of search shifted into 
us starting to learn about most subjects on the 
internet, about a year after the Xerox Parc study 
came out Google was launched. With more 
than 80% of search traffi  c now originating with 
Google, relying on that one algorithm to actively 
learn about new topics poses new problems. In 
her 2018 book “Algorithms of Oppression“, the 
media- and social scientist Sa  ya Noble lays out 
some of these out. Prompted by her discovery 
that searching the phrase “black girls“ resulted 
in mostly pornographic  ndings, she investigates 
how the Google PageRank matrix sorts information 
based on the quantity of links and is in  uenced by 
partisanship, corporate interests, region, while not 
considering the quality or context of the links.

One aspect she touches on is the way Google 
naturalizes search. Through the relatively simple 
design of the Google search bar, we tend to 
overlook the complexity of search, its design 
reinforcing that invisibility. The way we engage 
with the algorithm suggests a straighforward 
process that yields an objective set of results (or 
even answers), accurately re  ecting society back 
at us. Or, as Gavin McInnes, a prominent  gure of 
the American Alt-Right, puts it, that “Google is a 
calculator. It’s just an algorithm, and the algorithm 
shows truth.”

sandcastles design 11
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In 2014 the Critical Engineers Julian Oliver and Danja Vasiliev gave a talk at 
Lighthouse Arts. They opened the talk to the following quote by Bruno Latour:

 “When a machine runs effi  ciently, when a matter
  of fact is settled, one need focus only on its inputs
  and outputs and not on its internal complexity.

 Thus, paradoxically, the more science and tech-
 nology succeed, the more opaque and obscure 
 they become.“*

In the hour that followed they expanded on this idea as it applies to the inter-
net, the internet as an opaque space, a black box, a “deeply misunderstood
technology on which we increasingly depend“. They elaborated on some of the
mechanisms through which they saw this invisibility happening. For one thing 
they described the process by which the devices are becoming increasingly 
introverted, meaning that unlike many previous devices we no longer have 
access to what the individal components are and how they function. They exem-
pli  ed this through the diff erence between a grammophone and an iPod. 
In the case of the grammophone, the listener can see the horn producing the 
music, can see the soundbox, the needle and the grooves it traces, can see
the vinyl turning. The iPod on the other hand is navigated through a handful of 
buttons or a touchscreen, both of which are completely separate from the 
actions of the individual components, which we can´t see. How the music is 
being generated or even accessed isn´t disclosed, it´s enclosed. Continuing
with this comparison, even if the casing would be opened (which for some devi-
ces like an iPod might not even be possible), the components would be too 
small and their connections too intricate and complex for any one person to 
understand.

Oliver and Vasiliev then moved on to many other aspects that complicate our 
relationship to information technology: the misleading metaphors that describe 
what they do, the way comfort has become an asset, how our ownership over 
these devices is vanishing. But the aspect that stuck with me most is what they 
called technological convergence. To explain what they mean by convergence 
let´s brie  y return to the comparison between a grammophone and an iPod. 
In this example the function of what a grammaphone does as a whole is rather 
singular: it plays music.The iPod, on the other hand, ful  lls many functions. They
may include listening to music, but might also encompass watching movies, 
looking at photos, or accessing the internet. These tasks converge. Skip ahead 
a couple of years and replace that iPod with an iPhone, and this convergence 
only increases, while our interaction with devices like smartphones are mediated 
through the same buttons or through the same screen that we can touch, see 
through or move. The only access we do have to these devices is though UX/UI 
design. That design provides us with the only indication of how they work, and 
have the power to lead or mislead us.

It is this convergence that elevates the importance of design, because it replaces 
the functions we see by those design, putting the user in the position of relying 
completely on the interpretation of the designer. But while this convergence hap-
pens on the hardware side, it is happeningon the software side as well. Just 
because a site like Facebook or YouTube looks uniform, doesn´t mean it isn´t 
also a convergence of various previously separate tools. Social Media sites do 

design
introduction

12

*
Bruno Latour 
Pandora’s hope: essays on the reality of 
science studies. 
Harvard University Press. 1999 (p. 304.)
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attention is drawn. Design is often the only access 
to otherwise obscured networks and computer 
systems and makes sense of them through visual meta-
phors. In a completely built environment, design 
has become both a mediator and a tool. If we take
a blanket approach to designing these tools, which
by using templates we increasingly do, then we 
potentially apply that same goal-oriented and “neu-
tral facilitator“ mindset we would apply to most
websites to something that it potentially doesn´t ap-
ply to. We also don´t use the potential visualization 
has to off er process a platform, which in certain situ-
ations, like the ones described, might be very useful.
Even something as super  cial as design would then
allow us to distinguish between the results of those
processes or to create context between them. Whether 
that design is true or not, it gives us something to 
work with. Leaving it away, on the other hand, cre-
ates the sense that recommendation systems and
navigation are somehow natural, instead of explici-
tly chosen, and so there is nothing there to be con-
scious of (Gramsci). This practical uninvolvement is 
then further reinforced by us interacting with and 
clicking on websites, even when what we click on is 
severely restricted or organized by a designer. 

So what should design do? Well, for one thing I 
think that design doesn´t have to do anything for 
the vast majority of websites. Most websites are still
oriented towards a single, often commercial task,
one that is ethically, socially or politically uncompli-
cated and for which a single appropriate (and 
conventional) design is entirely suffi  cient. However, 
for the minority that remains, those that are prima-
rily social, educational or creative, I think design 
needs to move away from the blanket application
of templated design. It applies a kind of  atness 
that erases diff erence, where we lose something.
It makes content visually instistinguishable from each
other and discourages us from engaging as indi-
viduals. It misses out on the potential of design to 
actively intervene and distinguish, like social media 
sites have started to do when they  ag posts on Covid
or Qanon. What design can do is actively mark and 
visualize context, like Ted Nelson Project Xanadu 
(more on this later).  Design can off er alternatives 
that explore more unusual ideas for which the goal 
isn´t entirely clear. It can be used not just to host con-
ventional media in apparently interactive ways, but
actively encourage the creation of new media, 
in learning tools like Roam Research for instance. 
Using multiple design approaches for a single 
website, each with it´s own information structure and 
way of linking ideas, would allow us to move from a 
single navigational preference towards something 

more explorative and open ended, something with a bit of drift. These are 
some of the things this project explores. It prototypes these alternatives and 
provokes. And although this risks being messy and chaotic, if we want these 
technologies to be truly personal and to create community, they need to be 
messy, because humans are, too, and the internet is re  ecting that back at us 
less and less.

13

increasingly many things. They are publishers, advertisers, stores, sites for enter-
tainment. But allthese roles are uni  ed under a single interface, a single identity. 
Distinguishing the legitimacy of any individual piece of content becomes more 
diffi  cult, as what is an ad, a personal message or fake news looks the same, is
accessed, recommended and shared with us in the exact same way. Design con-
tributes to that illegibility, by creating speci  c ways for us to navigate through 
them and alienating us from what is happening on the other side. 

And then there is also a convergence of approaches. Instead of solving prob-
lems through the unique characteristics that apply to them, there is a tendency 
now to adjust the problems we are trying to solve into the same kind of format. 
Take a water kettle. Water kettles used to use bimetallic thermostats built into
them, which would be composed of two discs. These discs would expand at
diff erent temperatures and as the water started to boil and the steam would hit 
the thermostat would snap thereby hitting a switch and turning off  the kettle. 
Essentially a simple mechanical solution using two metal discs. Nowadays how-
ever, kettles tend to use electric thermostats, which use sensor and timers and
chipsets to detect the temperature. This second solution is not only less elegant 
than the  rst, it is also more complex, thereby prone to error, and involves sig-
ni  cantly more work to build and iterate. And while this is an arbitrary example
 of how this applies to everyday instruments, we see this kind of approach all 
over the place, with environmental eff ects. This third type of convergence then
also impacts our ability to come up with and design new solutions, because we 
have a single solution that we try to reshape our problems to, no matter how 
diffi  cult or unnecessary that process of reshaping them is. We are more likely to
change our environment to  t the tools we create than to create tools that are
reactive to the environments we live in now and at no time has this been more
true than now and with digital tools. This makes this kind of environment 
inescapable.

These three types of convergence make it more diffi  cult to distinguish technolo-
gies, their functions and the implications of those functions. Politically, this also
makes new technologies harder to regulate, something which has a lot to do
with language. But speci  cally it makes designing them more important and
designing the internet in particular. In terms of UX/UI design, we have increa-
singly fewer aff ordances to design around, because there is a convergence of 
the hardwear we use. We also have less we can do with signi  ers because of 
the convergence of software, and with the convergence of approaches design 
seems to become more and more similar. But we also have the possibility of crea-
ting alternative aff ordances, signi  ers and approaches in this completely built 
environment. So for this project I want to explore some of these alternatives and
see what is still possible, what might be possible in the future or again and 
how this might change the kind of experiences we can have in an environment 
we spend more and more time in: online.

13sandcastles design
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SYSTEMS

One of the key challenges for designing the sand-
castles project was to create a design language 
that is interactive and open enough to allow those 
visiting the site to engage with the designs, while 
still using that language to help de  ne the space 
visually and with it a cohesive and recognizable 
identity. As is true of many designs, the  rst goal 
was to establish the constraints, within which the 
individual designs could vary and permutate.

I started by looking at the design language that 
exists in the places that I was considering for the 
project. I looked at technology standards like MIDI 
or Bluetooth, at institutions and research groups 
like the MIT Media Lab as well as at other types of 
organized language systems. I then tried to iden-
tify common traits between them.

For one thing, designs in these technologocial 
spaces tend to be form over function. What they 
are primarily interested in is conveying as much 
information as possible. This results in minimal fonts, 
codi  ed pictographs or glyphs, in some cases it 
even results in machine readable semiology, closer 
to bar- or QR codes than to typographic forms. 
Curiously, this also ends up creating identities and 
logos that look quite distinctive.

One of these distinctive logos is the MIT Press colo-
phon. It was created by Muriel Cooper in 1962. 
Cooper, together with Jacqueline Casey, shaped 
the visual language of MIT, which was the  rst 
American college to employ graphic designers as 
part of the faculty. Cooper was also the design 
director of MIT Press and the founder of the Visible 
language workshop, which has had a lasting 
in  uence over what we think of computational de-
sign. The logo itself consists of seven bars, which 
though minimal accenting for the letters “t“ and “p” 
recreates the acronym of MIT´s university press. 
Not only is this design quite clever, it is also incre-
dibly memorable and easily reacreated. In short: 
it´s effi  cient.

Then there is also a systematic element to these 
design languages. They are often established
using a set of shared constraints. This could be a
common grid or simply a set of rules. The more
speci  c these constraints are, the more recogni-
zable the individual glyphs or pictograms become. 
The more open they are, the more expandable
and  exible they are to incorporate various compo-
nents. The goal then is to  nd the smallest degree 

of freedom that incorporates all the necessary information. A good example 
here is the redesign of the MIT Media Lab logo by Michael Beirut. The Media Lab
logo is actually part of a set of 24 diff erent logos, each of which are created 
within a 7x7 grid into which the various letterforms of the groups are laid out.
The Camera Culture group uses the letters CC, Future Sketches becomes FS
and the Media Lab ML. These letterforms adapt and can be combined for col-
laborations between groups, and the grid can also be used to create icons, 
individual letters and numbers. It replaced the logo system created by Richard
The and Roon Kang three years earlier, which also used a system of permu-
table shapes and the same grid.  But unlike the previous system and with the 
requirement of using typographic forms the amount of possible permutations
in Beirut´s system is far lower than the 40.000 of the old one. Instead of crea-
ting a series of endless possible arrangements, of which in practice only very 
few are  nally employed, his system is simple and concise. It also does away 
with the colors of the previous logo system. But again, despite the apparent 
simplicity and essentially typographic nature of the system, the result is quite 
distinctive and avoids a system that´s overtly uniform.

Then I started looking at technological standardization. In the introduction to 
Kittler´s “Optical Media“, the comparison is made that “Art has style, media 
have standards.“* Whether they are trademarked pictograms like NFC and 
HDMI, or unbranded ones like the USB and DVI, they take something that has
been designed by a company or established by a group of people and at-
tribute it with universal qualities. The Bluetooth icon takes the story of the Harald
Gormsson (his nickname was “Bluetooth“), who around the year 1000 united 
the Danes into one kingdom, and uses the bindrune of his initials as the logo. 
MIDI, an industry-standard for interfacing sound, was recently rebranded by 
Pentagram using a combination of several technical and musical standards, 

MIDI rebranding, 
Sasha Lobe & Yuri Suzuki

MIT Press, Muriel Cooper

MIT Media Lab, Michael Beirut
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INVISIBLE DESIGN

Invisibility also crops up in design in other ways, namely through the visual 
representations themselves being invisible. Recommendation systems, moving 
between pages, jumping between hyperlinks all happen invisibly. The omission 
of design in these examples makes sense for the most part, since there´s no point 
drawing someone´s attention to how their attention is being drawn. Including 
this would also go against the intention of most UI/UX design, which will attempt 
to facilitate a task as smoothly and simply as possible. Usually this task would 
be something like buying a ticket, comparing two products or perhaps where 
the next best coff eeshop is. Including why those are actually the best of the 
selected options or the best tools isn´t really that important, as long as we can 
trust the results. And even that doesn´t matter too much, because whether we 
drink a slightly subpar coff ee or overlook a slightly cheaper ticket won´t really 
matter. There isn´t much at stake.

But when it comes to information gathering - which is admittedly a very broad 
category - or creative work, the quality of the information can start to matter 
more and what the goal of the task is also becomes a bit vague. If how I see 
the world or a social group relies on the accuracy of that information or my 
immediate actions are informed by it, if my information about someone or some-
thing is restricted to a certain point of view that will change how I view myself 
or them, then there is a lot more riding on the design. Then it isn´t just the qual-

ity of the information that matters, it´s also how and why it got to me. This then
poses certain questions about that information and what the goal of the design 
actually was. Was it to facilitate gathering as much information as possible? 
Or was it to facilitate  nding good quality information? How did it go about 
ordering and presenting the information and who determined what good 
quality actually means? The goal also becomes vague whenever a social media
site facilitates community or personal expression. We have seen, though per-
haps not comprehensively understood, how leaving away context on social 
media sites has political and social implications. Leaving away, for instance, 
the context of why something is suggested, whether it´s by a private individual, 
based on an algorithm, or through the intervention of external actors like ad-
vertisers or Cambridge Analytica, doesn´t show up in the design, isn´t legible 
in that way. This kind of sameness of a visual language applied to such a 
vast spectrum of content erases diff erence on these sites. It also makes it less 
apparent just how much of the time we´re following recommendations, which 

is actually quite substantial, in the case of YouTube 
for instance even 70% (I´ll get into what that means 
speici  cally in a subsequent section). 

In these cases the only goal the designer has to 
work with is the one set by the company running the 
website and in the end it´s usually  nancial or at 
least related to engagement. All of this isn´t to say 
that corporations like Facebook or YouTube are 
uniquely responsible for Brexit, Trump, or the Arab 
Spring. It is simply that they played a signi  cant 
role and that we have to understand the part design 
played in that as well.

WHY DESIGN MATTERS

In the past 10 years or so, the internet has become 
increasingly tied in with our sense of identity. It´s 
how we increasingly communicate and where we 
search for community. It has become a lot more 
portable and personal along with the devices we 
use to access it. But at the same time, design on 
the internet has become a lot more uniform and  at.
The internet has elevated the role of design. It has 
done so in terms of how quickly information has to 
grab our attention, but also because design has a
wider set of responsibilities in what and how we 
explore the internet. How we navigate websites is
entirely determined by the design and how our 
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Name: Sand Dollar
Hexcode: #DFCFBE
RGB: (223,207,190)

Description:
Main foreground color

Name: Cocoa Brown
Hexcode: #37281B
RGB: (55, 40, 27)

Description:
Main background color 
(Design)

Name: -
Hexcode: #3F416F
RGB: (63,65,111)

Description: 
Main background color 
(Space)

Name: Eastern Blue
Hexcode: #00969B
RGB: (0,150,155)

Description:
Main background color 
(Text)

Name: -
Hexcode: #F16462
RGB: (241,100,98)

Description:
Main background color 
(Maze)

Name: --
Hexcode: #EFBE57
RGB: (239,190,87)

Description:
Main background color 
(Sound)

found it aesthetically appealing and that with its
simplicity and its even-spaced lines it  t in well 
amongst the others designs. But I also included it 
because it has an ascending graph in the middle.
It visualizes something invisible. It visually expres-
ses pro  t and growth by drawing a connection
 to another tool of visualization (a graph). It sets up 
(or in this case references) a code of communi-
cation and then breaks with it, essentially asserting 
“this is what we want“. It makes something as
intangible as  nancial data and  nance and makes
it tangible as the emotion of being prosperous or 
successful. Stankowski actually created an entire 
book on how graphics can be used to visualize 
invisible things called “Visual Presentation of In-
visible Processes: How to illustrate invisible pro-
cesses in graphic design”. It includes free work
that Stankowski produced, that visually explored 
ideas like “drifting with a crowd“, “shielding“, or
“pairing“ but also commissioned work for compa-
nies like IBM or SEL, who saw a growing to com-
municate the bene  ts of something which was 
fundamentally invisible.

If the invisible world he was creating those graphics 
for was only emerging, this generation has arrived 
in it. A world of computers which consist of parts 
that are too small for us to see, troves of data we 
could never fully explore, structures too complex to 
wrap our heads around. A succint desciption of 
cryptocurrency from the HBO show “Last Week 
Tonight“ comes to mind: “Everything you don´t un-
derstand about money combined with everything 
you don´t understand about technology.“ And this 
isn´t an abstract world that is out there anymore, 
we encounter this world every day in our pockets. 
So we certainly need to take shortcuts, which gra-
phics allow us to do. But it isn´t all they do. With 
the internet as entirely built environment, those 
shortcuts are also becoming the tools we use. 

Only those tools don´t actually need to match up to 
reaility all the time. This results in the potential for 
the designers interpretation to mislead us in how 
we understand a website. They allow us to lock 
our phones (whatever that actually means), or to 
upload to the cloud (wherever that is). If a ham-
mer were disguised as a saw, looked and felt like 
we saw, we would perceive it as one, albeit a
very bad one. The internet is full of hammers dis-
guised as saws. This is how designs on the inter-
net might even become the reality of what those 
things are and why design is so important now.
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Nine Inch Nails, Rob Sheridan

Hangul Writing System

한글

Deutsche Bank Logo, Anton Stankowski

like the standard 440Hz tuning pitch (Stuttgart pitch), its associated sine 
waves on an oscilloscope and nods to Lissajous curves. Branding a standard 
means walking a tightrope between a commercial identity and creating the
sense of something uninvolved or that is merely the facilitator. Seen more criti-
cally, it signi  es a dependency on them for cross compatibility and interopera-
bility. Using anything outside of these standards is to have a lesser experience, 
it´s substandard. In particular in the space of information technology these 
standards are abundant and are used to suggest a base functionality in a com-
pletely built environment. They also tend to enter our language, whenever we 
talk about MIDI tracks or Xerox copies. 

Within the context of function and design, the traditions of Swiss design and 
the Bauhaus are unavoidable in  uences on every example I´ve mentioned 
so far. In keeping with their gridded and function-led approach I looked for 
similar approaches. Slightly tangentially, this led me to the choice of typeface, 
which for this project is Futura. Futura is a font deeply intertwined with the 
history of the 20th century. Its in  uences span every area of life from mass
media and technology, to poltics, magazines or posters for science  ction movies.
It can be found on the plaque placed by the Apollo 11 astronauts on the moon 
as well as for documentation in Nazi booklets from the 1940s. By the 1960s
it became much used by branches of the US military and had established 
itself as a “visual cue for authority“, that “signalled factual information in head-
ings, footnotes and  ne print across thousands of textbooks, newspapers 
encyclopedias, and magazines“**.

Designed originally in 1927 by Paul Renner, the typeface itself takes a Bauhaus, 
though not actually Bauhaus, sans-serif approach, in which the individual 
letterforms only deviate slightly from the geometric shapes and even-width 

strokes from which they are built. It is also a com-
paratively modern font, at least in terms of that in 
its inception and since it has been used to suggest 
progress, a new industrial era and something uniquely 
diff erent from the type-faces of the past. With the 
functional approach and the histories around this
typeface, it seemed  tting for a project that dis-
cusses the internet, which is deeply intertwined with
many of those same histories: a new form of mass 
media, as a network that connects both the counter-
culutral movements and the military, as a space 
originally conceived by technooptimists and futurists, 
as a technology that is deeply concerned with 
fascism, and one whose histories have carried over 
into the Instagrams and Facebooks of today (though 
both these companies actually use Helvetica).

LOGOS AND LOGOMARKS

For the wordmark of sandcastles I chose to use only
lowercase letters. Since capital letters tend to denote
something tiered, like titles or brands, leaving them 
away creates a sense of a level playing  eld, an ega-
litarian community. It also makes the logotype less
severe and more playful, which I felt suited my ap-
proach. It was a nice coincidence that many of the 
round shapes created geometric structures, like little 
towers seen from above. 

I chose the name sandcastles for several reasons. 
The word references the idea of creating structures 
in sand, something which literally happens in the 
connections between and creation of structures on
silicon wafers. Sandcastles are also built and rebuilt, 
they wash away and reappear. They evoke images 
of childhood, of making, imagining and playing. 
They signify something local and communal. But 
sandcastles also evoke the image of forti  ed struc-
tures, structures that exclude, that defend and pro-
tect. Structures that will ward off  those seaking to 
intrude. An image of hierarchy and of power. 

With the sandcastles logo I tried to capture these 
properties as well. In general a logo should be 
appropriate and utilitarian. In this example it need-
ed to unify the project, but avoid making it look 
too commercial or branded. It needed to be  exi-
ble, but still recognizable, mneumonic as well as 
decorative, and it needed to adjust to these various 
ideas around sandcastles and the internet, without 
becoming too complex.

**
Douglas Thomas
Never use Futura. 
Princeton Architectural Press, 2017
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*
Friedrich Kittler
Optical Media.
Polity, 2018
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The  nal logo consists of  ve lines, one for each episode of the podcast, for 
each metaphor of what the internet is. The three ascenders and the even with 
strokes of the logotype are mirrored in the logo, creating a cohesion between 
the two. Visually, it resembles a tower or forti  ed structure. It avoids looking 
severe or historical and the lines have the potential to be animated and trans-
formed. It can be scaled to an icon, a logo, or to cover a screen. But most 
importantly, the logo doesn´t just play a decorative function. It is also part of 
the function and actively integrated into the design of the website. It reappears 
several times throughout the website and in all navigational glyph systems, 
depending on which it can be graphical or typographic.  

GLYPHS

For this website I wanted to create a custom navigational system for several 
reasons. For one thing, navigation on and through a website is incredibly 
important for the way we access the information on it. Whether informed by
Human Interface Guidelines, principles of UI/UX design or even Gestalt 
psychology, navigation on websites tends to become more and more speci  c 
and objective. At least for the average person. However, an assumption 
behind their common application is the intent of the designer to draw visitors 
of a website in certain directions. Hierarchy in the placement and size of 
buttons establishes an intended sequence with which a website is explored  
and navigational tools determine the number of decisions that can be made. 
While it is impossible to create a navigational system that avoids hierarchy and
intent completely, it is possible to slightly change the modes of hierarchy or 
make the way a website is explored more open. My  rst step in doing that was
designing a  exible design using a glyph system that is equally  exible and 
appropriate to the speci  c modes of experiencing the website. I created a series
of glyph systems, which are either typographic, gestural, graphical or coded. 
Some of these reference  ideas and models and others actually change the way
we navigate a website in subtle ways. The sandcastles logo could be preserved 
throughout the various glyph systems, in each of which it can be interpreted in
diff erent, sometimes also in non-sensical ways. Expressed through mathematical 
terminology, the logo is bijective: a single glyph is mapped onto diff erent functions. 

Beyond the glyphs themselves, I wanted the way 
the website is navigated to avoid becoming fru-
strating, but instead for it to encourage exploration 
and experimentation in unusual ways. It shouldn´t 
dictate where the user lands and a certain amount 
of randomness was welcome.

CONSTRAINTS

From all of these approaches I ended up with a set 
of requirements for the design. It had to be recog-
nizable as a single space, function  rst, minimal, 
pictographic or use a glyph system, not too com-
mercial or overtly branded, but still conveying the 
sense os a recognizable space or platform. But 
there were some questions I wasn´t able to fully 
resolve.

For one thing there is the question of constraints. 
Quite often good design is driven by a creative 
choice of constraints. The more unusual they are, 
the more creative and unique, often the better 
(or at least more interesting) the designs become. 
Once those constraints are established, most of 
the creative work is done and what remains is to
problem solve within them. In the early use of 
computers these constraints were plentiful and up 
for grabs, perhaps most obvious for the  eld of
 typography. On early computers memory space 
was scarce, as was the processing power and 
resolution of screens. So fonts needed to be com-
pact and work within smaller grids, they needed
to scale well and be legible. New mathematical 
and technological tools like word processing 
software and the use of Bezier curves shaped what 
was now possibile. Fonts were now desributable 
globally, were cheaper and took up no physical 
space.

But today it seems we are running out of constraints.
We have unlimited memory, our processing speeds 
are incredible, we can transfer  les in instants. We 
have non-linear editing and digital software. So 
what would the digital equivalent of the Bauhaus
or of Swiss design be? What would the Visual
Computations Group or the Aesthetics + Computation
Group look like in 2020?  What is the design lan-
guage of the 21st century and what are it´s contraints?

The constraints we now face in design are the tools 
we use to create it. It is the programs we use and 
the platforms we feature them on. If the creative 
work of the graphic designer in the past century 
was how to  t the page, use letterforms, or create 
type that no human could create, now it is the 
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Adobe Creative Cloud, Glyph, Figma, JavaScript 
and so on. Now, in addition to books we have 
Instagram to consider content for, we have smaller 
scales to consider, making something that will 
swipe instead of scroll. What is now scarce isn´t 
the materials we use, it isn´t information, it´s the 
attention we dedicate to information. 

COLORS

The color scheme of this project breaks with the 
general color scheme on the internet, which with its 
blue hyperlinks and white backgrounds is geared 
towards maximum visibility and maximum contrast. 
Instead, I looked to Josef Albers´ “Interaction of
Color“ as well as “A Dictionary of Color Combi-
nations“published by Seigensha for their use of
muted, organic and largely unobtrusive colors. It 
was also important that the colors be transformable
along with the rest of the design. The palette need-
ed to be trasmutable and  exible enough to be
adjusted by users on the website at any time, while
still being consistent enough to preserve a recog-
nizable identity. 

In the end, this transformability is achieved though 
the combination use of a single leading color, 
which appears on all parts of the project, and a 
set of interchangable colors, that are chosen in 
relation to it. The leading color of the sandcastles 
project is “Sand Dollar“. It was chosen as the 

2016 Pantone Color Of The Year, and matches the themes of the project in 
name and hue. The other colors were chosen either as a darker shade, or 
because they off ered a contrast to the existing colors. The allocation of those 
other colors depended on the sections and topics. So, for instance, the blue-
purple color is assigned to those sections dealing with space, as they subtly 
draw connections to blueprints, while the darker brown shade is used in the 
design sections to draw attention to the designs. 

DESIGNING INVISIBILITY

By and large, the function of graphic design is to simplify something initially 
quite complex, like what a brand is, what thoughts and ideas we´re trying to 
communicate or perhaps even what we stand for. If an artist takes one idea 
and interprets it in a million diff erent ways, then a designer will take a million 
diff erent ideas and explore them in exactly one way. Perhaps this earns a de-
signer the reputation of being super  cial or of trying to dumb down the world
into something that is bite size. But the interpretation of the designer can do a
lot more. A good designer can teach. Science is full of mnemonic devices
like Feynman diagrams or Bra-Ket notation, that make complex quantummech-
anical processes tangible. In the middle ages using fractions was taught at 
universites, while today it is taught in middle school, not because people a 
couple hundred years ago were uniquely less intelligent, but simply because 
in the 19th century calculus was reformulated  in a more rigorous fashion and 
was simpli  ed visually. Good design expresses visual intelligence, the ability 
to reference and expand through history or relationships. Good design will 
also intrigue. It sets up a code of communication, but then breaks with that 
code. It may still reference the same state of aff airs, but entirely changes our 
perception (and by extension the nature) of what that is.

A couple of pages ago I included a logodesign by Anton Stankowski, which 
he created for Deutsche Bank. Part of the reason I included it is of course that I 


