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Abstract 

Into the Known 

Courtney Inge, MFA 

The University of Texas at Austin, 2011 

Supervisor: Kate Catterall 

This report details a design process that generates new forms from mundane 

materials and tools. By utilizing a structure of limitations to establish artificial 

constraints, making becomes a sort of game where the designer must negotiate the rules 

and objects in order to achieve a solution. The best results come from setting up explicit 

limitations about the type of manipulation permitted, establishing design objectives, 

specifying the material or tool to be explored. 

Throughout the process of designing a structure of limitations affords the designer 

a critical distance from the assumed uses of common materials and familiar tools 

resulting in new forms, and often unexpected results.  Self-assigned parameters help the 

designer gain control over rules and constraints established by clients. 
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INTRODUCTION 

 

Limitations arise naturally when designers are making work—clients, funds, and 

available materials, all factors that determine what can be conceived and produced. 

Design is essentially a practice of negotiating between these limitations; my work makes 

this process of negotiation more explicit by exploring self-imposed limitations. In his 

2002 book, Postproduction, Nicholas Bourriaud states, “What matters is what we make of 

the elements placed at our disposal.”1  Bourriaud is referring the practice of contemporary 

artists, but his advice is equally pertinent for designers. In my work I use a limited range 

of ubiquitous materials and tools. I aim to generate new forms from the quotidian, and to 

gain a critical distance from my own assumptions towards the equipment used by 

designers every day.  I construct a set of rules, or limitations and use them to find new 

forms that explore existing graphic design typologies (poster, book, brochure, etc). By 

utilizing a set of rules to establish artificial constraints the act of designing becomes a sort 

of game where the designer must negotiate the rules and objects in order to reach a 

conclusion. The best results come from setting up explicit limitations about the type of 

manipulation permitted, establishing design objectives (typeface, poster, book, etc), and 

specifying the material and tools to be used. This way of designing places an emphasis on 

                                                 
1 Bourriaud, Nicholas, Postproduction (New York: Sternberg Press, 2002), 12. 
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seemingly ‘silent’ tools and materials revealing them to be things with their own 

generative possibilites. The making process for me begins by determining a typology, 

selecting a material or tool (letter-sized sheets, a pad of paper, a Xerox machine) and then 

establishing a set of rules and limitations as a means of both exploring and generating 

new form from these known things.  Making in this way allows me to confront 

assumptions and presumptions about the practice of graphic design, a practice that is 

contemporarily associated with the computer and is susceptible to being shaped by 

software defaults and output processes. Design then is guided by the defaults and the 

limitations prescribed by current equipment. Instead of denying this common mode of 

making I seek to exploit it by embracing available materials and tools and attempting to 

change their roles from conveyors of design to generators of form. 

The methodology began to take shape when I attempted to make finished printed 

work at a rapid pace and was hindered by the costly and time-intensive color and wide 

format printing practices I encountered at a University of Texas at Austin Design lab. 

This led me to seek alternative modes of production that could yield quick results as a 

means of experimentation. I decided to make do by using readily available resources. The 

‘make do’ requirement then became a reoccurring element in my work. Just as I found a 

way to get around my issues with printing and still generate physical work, I often force 

myself into corners that require negotiation by establishing rules and constraints on the 

onset of a project. By positing new uses for the materials and tools around me and 
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utilizing a structure of limitation I have developed an easily adaptable method of 

generating new forms from everyday things. 

 

 Precedents and influences that have shaped my work center around the idea of 

interrogating the common or everyday to better understand how these things are used and 

how they can be seen in a different light. The writer Georges Perec, renders a clear 

definition of the every day in his essay entitled “Approaches to What?” where he puts 

forth a challenge— 

To question the habitual. But that’s just it, we’re habituated to it. We don’t question 
it, it doesn’t question us, it doesn’t seem to pose a problem, we live it without 
thinking, as if it carried within it neither questions nor answers, as if it weren’t the 
bearer of any information. This is no longer even conditioning, it is an anesthesia 

 
 Perec continues:  

 

 How are we to speak of these ‘common things’, how to track them down rather, 
flush them out, wrest them from the dross in which they remain mired, how to 
give them a meaning, a tongue, to let them, finally, speak of what it is, of what we 
are.”2  
 

The common things used by graphic designers every day are similarly accepted as 

given and utilized without question. Giving common materials and tools a generative 

voice by relying on a structure of limitations in the design process enables other designers 

to see these entities in a more critical light. By repurposing these objects with the aid of 

                                                 
2 Perec, Georges, Species of Spaces and Other Pieces (New York: Penguin, 1997), 210. 
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rules and constraints the resulting work challenges or extends the anticipated function of 

the material and leads to surprising, yet distinguishable designed forms. By repositioning 

a ubiquitous material using a set of rules, I set out to find new results, and at the same 

time prevent myself from making typical or unquestioned decisions. 

 This report outlines and gives examples of my methodology—a way of making 

based on identifying common materials and tools, shifting their use, and utilizing a 

structure of limitation and constraint to generate new forms from quotidian entities. 

Additionally, one of the goals of this methodology is to disempower tools and materials 

that channel what is made and conceived  in design, while shifting use and utilizing 

systems of rules helps to break down my own assumptions regarding these things. It is 

important to engage critically with the tools and materials we use in design, and remain 

conscious of the fact that they are constructed objects. By developing my methodology in 

this way everything becomes open to critique and brings into question the way we 

typically use the materials and tools around us. 

 

INFLUENCES 

 

Coming into the MFA program I had an interest in the idea of utilizing systems to 

generate new forms. Specifically, I was influenced by a lecture given by designer 

Michael Ian Kaye in which he talked about a book he designed where he layered two 
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grids on top of one another producing a chaotic layout from two orderly systems. I was 

also interested in more radical design studios like Dexter Sinister and Experimental 

Jetset.  Dexter Sinister, run by Stuart Bailey and David Reinfurt, operates within standard 

tropes of design—they run a design workshop, a bookshop, and a magazine. However, 

each of these modes of working deviates from the known—the design workshop often 

does art pieces for museums and galleries, and the bookshop is open only one day a week 

and is stocked mostly of books produced in the same space. Lastly, Reinfurt and Bailey 

previously ran Dot Dot Dot, a design magazine whose theme changes from edition to 

edition often containing no direct comments on graphic design as we commonly think of 

it. By utilizing existing channels of design Dexter Sinister remixes modes of making to 

constitute a new type of graphic design practice.   

The Dutch studio Experimental Jetset’s work places an emphasis on material and 

form. In a recent interview with graphic design website AisleOne Experimental Jetset, 

consisting of Danny van den Dungen, Erwin Brinkers, and Marieke Stolk, explained their 

interest in showing paper and revealing the construction of graphic design.  

The color most dominant in our work is white. Or better said, the color most 
dominant in our work is the color of the paper. In most of our designs, we try to show 
the paper; this is really important to us. By showing the paper, we hope to give the 
viewer/reader a better understanding of the construction of graphic design. We try to 
design in such a way that the result is clearly recognizable as ‘just’ a piece of printed-
paper. We try not to catch the viewer/reader in some kind of illusion, or floating 
image; we want our work to be totally honest about its own materiality. It is a printed 
piece of paper, not an immaterial image. 3 

                                                 
3 Carusone, Antonio, “Intervista: Experimental Jetset,” AisleOne, Feburary 4, 2008, 
accessed April 23, 2011, http://www.aisleone.net/2008/intervista/intervista-experimental-
jetset/. 
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 Practices established by Experimental Jetset and Dexter Sinister specifically, as 

well as Michael Ian Kaye’s use of systems have influenced my work. As I make and 

absorb more from the world around me, my own stance towards graphic design becomes 

stronger and more closely aligned with these more radical practices that I admire.  

 

PROJECTS 

The following selected projects are organized to focus on both form (poster, 

alphabet, chair) and material (letter-size sheets of paper, a 2 by 10 inch plank of wood). 

This is to show the evolution of my use of systems and my experiments with generating 

new forms from available materials and tools. 

 
Xerox Project 

 
Xerox Project Parts 1 and 2—Material 

 

 This two-part project explored ways of making using a Xerox machine as a 

complex tool with a range of variables, rather than a common office copying machine 

with default settings. Part 1 of the project revealed a designerly obsession with making a 

beautiful form, while Part 2 articulates how by using a rigid structure of experimentation 

I was able to arrive upon forms that interrogate the existing graphic design typologies.  

 

Xerox Project Part 1—Method 
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 Part 1 was conducted in the Spring of 2010 and began as a study of how to make a 

printed object in the confines of one room that would both reflect something of the 

contents of the room and the occupant of the room (the designer) working there on a 

specific day and time. The selected space was the Periodical Room at the Perry 

Castaneda Library at UT, because of its ever-changing contents and the fact that a Xerox 

machine and a heavy-duty stapler were readily available. 

 

Xerox Project Part 1—Rules 

 

 The limitation was to stay inside the Periodical Room of the PCL for an undefined 

amount of time and only use the materials and tools within that space to make a new 

designed piece. As the project began I pulled random periodicals from the shelves and 

began photocopying them. Without a pre-established system of experimentation the 

project quickly disintegrated and I defaulted to a series of aesthetic judgments which led 

to the production of four booklets.  
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Illustration 1: Xerox Project Part 1, 2010 

 

 

Xerox Project Part 1—Results 

 

Considered a failure because it did not yield an experimental form, I determined 

from Part 1 that (Ill. 1) rules were too open, however the PCL experiment was useful for 

me as a design practitioner in that it revealed an ingrained fear of not making something 

beautiful. Until that moment design was a practice where I exerted aesthetic control – and 

I was good at it, but was frustrated by the arbitrariness of concepts like “taste” and 
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“beauty”. When using systems in design I have now learned one must let go of aesthetic 

preconceptions. Sol LeWitt, who is well known for his use of rules, states how changing 

one’s mind and not seeing a system through is not productive. In his article, “Sentences 

on Conceptual Art” LeWitt states, “If the artist changes his mind midway through the 

execution of the piece he compromises the result and repeats past results.”4 Systems act 

as a means of freeing the designer from making arbitrary aesthetic decisions determined 

more by fashion, style and taste, and by changing rules mid-way or not having a strict set 

of rules, the system breaks down. In letting the system run its course to the point of 

almost collapsing on itself, discovery and learning can happen in even the most mundane 

situations with the most commonplace materials. The first Xerox study played a major 

part in learning that rules and constraints must be established and rigorously adhered to if 

new form is to be generated. Furthermore, one must embrace, not fear, unforeseen and 

aesthetically challenging results. 

 

 

Xerox Project Part 2—Method 

 Part 2 of the Xerox study conducted in the Fall of 2010 I set out to focus on the 

Xerox machine and discover its possibilities utilizing a simple structure of rules.  

 

Xerox Project Part 2—Rules 

                                                 
4 LeWitt, Sol, “Sentences on Conceptual Art,” Altx Press, Accessed April 24, 2011, 
http://www.altx.com/vizarts/conceptual.html. 
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The “Special Features” tab is an extensive set of manipulations one can execute 

between the scanning and printing functions of the Xerox machine. The defined rules 

were that each function under the “Special Features” tab was to be made visible twice 

using two different scanned inputs—once with a letter-sized sheet with a black rectangle 

printed on it and once with a letter-sized sheet with 12 pt Times New Roman written in 

12 pt Times New Roman.  The investigation was structured to investigate the different 

ways in which the Xerox machine distorted type with the control of a flat black rectangle. 

 

Xerox Project Part 2—Results 

 

The result was an almost one foot stack of letter-sized sheets all showing different 

distortions and unique variations. To apply some of my findings from the “Special 

Features” tab I set out to make promotional elements for the 2010 UT Design Lecture 

Series. Information for each lecture was set in a different typeface on a separate letter-

sized sheet. Each of the lectures was run through one of the "Special Features" functions 

(Ill. 2) and all of the resulting sheets were then scanned in on a computer. Unsure of how 

to present this information I experimented with installations of the sheets, and eventually 

settled on presenting the scans as an animated .GIF, a format that shows individual 

picture files in succession. While existing in a sort of non-space of graphic design, not as 

a poster nor an animation, the Xerox digital posters showcase how utilizing a mundane 

tool in conjunction with a system can yield unexpected results (please see the animations 

at www.courtneyinge.net/XeroxStudy/XeroxStudy.html). 
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Illustration 2: Xerox Project Part 2, 2010 

 

From the Xerox project I learned that projects are most successful when a clear 

set of rules about material manipulation is established at the beginning of the period of 

experimentation and followed all the way through. It is also helpful to make rules clear so 

that they can be replicated and communicated so the process is easy to understand and the 

experimenter is less likely to change or break the rules midway through.  
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Projects: Cut + Folded Alphabet 

 

Cut + Folded Alphabet—Material 

 

 In the Fall of 2010 I created a typeface based on a manipulation of a letter-sized 

sheet. This investigation was initiated by the question: How can the type we use relate 

more closely to the material it is printed on? Cut + Folded Alphabet is 26 standard letter 

size sheets that became the letters A through Z. 

 

Cut + Folded Alphabet—Rules 

 

To execute the project I devised a set of rules requiring that each of the sheets was 

cut twice (Ill. 3) and folded twice (Ill. 4) along on a 4 by 4 grid made from folding the 

sheet twice, to yield each of the uppercase letters of the alphabet. After following the 

rules for each of the 26 letterforms the sheets were then scanned in and their cuts and 

folds were traced digitally (Ill. 5) for a final set of uppercase letters (Ill. 6). 

 

Cut + Folded Alphabet—Results 

 

This project serves as a good example of my methodology as it consists of a 

common material used in the design process, the letter-sized sheet, and situates it as a 

generative material. By repurposing the letter-sized sheet it became the focal point of a 

piece thus showcasing this ubiquitous form and bringing into question its role in the 

design process. 



 13 

 

 

 

Illustration 3: Cut + Folded Alphabet, Cuts, 2010 
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Illustration 4: Cut + Folded Alphabet, Folds, 2010 

 

Illustration 5: Cut + Folded Alphabet, Digital Tracing, 2010 
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Illustration 5: Cut + Folded Alphabet, Final Set, 2010 
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100 Sheets Book 

 

100 Sheets Book—Material 

 

In the 100 Sheets Book, my interest shifted from material to systems. This is a 

book without images, text, or content, made from a system of cutting a letter-sized sheet 

in half, and then cutting one half down the middle again. Each page (1-100) is a re-

composition of a letter-sized sheet made from the cut parts. From page to page only one 

rectangle was able to move and/or rotate. 

 

100 Sheets Book—Method 

 

 This system of halving and rotating was developed over the course of two 

previous experiments using another standardized form, a 2 by 10 inch plank of wood. The 

Planks of wood were originally tasked with the function "chair" and each of the three 2 

by 10 were cut in half, and then one piece was halved again. The pieces of wood plank 

were then assembled to form a series of alternate seating elements (Ill. 7). 
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 With a background in graphic design, and lacking the three dimensional skill 

required to design and build proper chairs I quickly moved to the computer using the 

program SketchUp 3d to render the experiment digitally.  I drew up a plan of action—by 

allowing only one piece to move from iteration to iteration without repeating a 

composition, and sketching 100 seating elements I would be forced to negotiate the 

digital material and the rules almost to the point of collapse. Color was added to the 

pieces so one could track the progression of the pieces and their rotation throughout, 

establishing a relationship between the individual chairs and the whole set (Ill. 8). 
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Illustration 7: 100 Sheets Book, Chairs prototype, 2010 
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Illustration 8: 100 Sheets Book, 100 Chairs System, 2011 
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100 Sheets Book—Rules 

 

After rendering 100 Chairs I wanted to test the system in another material —

paper—using the same system of halving and rotating on 100 sheets of letter-sized paper. 

Building on the way color was used in the chairs, I printed a black rectangle on each of 

the sheets so the viewer could track the progression of squares by the placement of their 

white margins. After utilizing the system and seeing it through 100 times I scanned in 

each of the recomposed sheets, scaled them 50% down, printed, cut, and bound them in 

order with a steel binding-clip. The appropriated system utilizing a new material led to 

the production of a radical book that functions as sculpture and series, bringing into 

question the role and form of traditional books as there is no text, no images beyond 

black squares and it is seemingly devoid of content (Ill. 9). 

 

100 Sheets Book—Results 

The system for the 100 Sheets Book acted as a form-generating machine, one that 

removes the maker from aesthetic decisions during the making process. Because the 

system is so rigid, designing becomes a sort of game or mental exercise where the 
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designer is forced to negotiate materials and rules in order to find a visual solution, or 

win. 

 

 

Illustration 9: 100 Sheets Book, Book, 2011 
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Mary and Forest Lecture Poster Series 

 

Mary and Forest Lecture Poster Series—Material 

 

 When I make projects that are aligned more closely with the understood forms of 

graphic design my work is more accessible. To test the system established in the 100 

Sheets Book in practice I designed a series of posters announcing a lecture by Forest 

Young and Mary Voorhees Meehan. 

 

Mary and Forest Lecture Poster Series—Rules 

 Three letter-sized sheets were designed: two for each lecturer’s name and one with the 

information for the lecture (room number, date, time). The stack of three sheets was 

folded uniformly in half once from long edge to long edge, and then I cut the top pieces 

in half again. Each poster was made by recomposing the pieces of the three cut sheets, 

taping their backs, and hanging them up. Each poster is a unique composition of the 
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pieces; the system of rules allows for an infinite amount of posters to be made from the 

same materials (Ill. 10).  

 

 

 

Mary and Forest Lecture Poster Series—Inspiration 

 

This reduction of a project to a series of elements recalls Armin Hoffman’s 

commission to make posters for the Swiss Opera. Hoffman established explicit rules for 

making within the requirements of the project established with the clients. His goal was 

to confront psychedelic use of color that proliferated at the time by using only black and 

white on the posters. Limiting himself further, within the needs of a client, he 

transformed the act of designing into a metal negotiation of constraints, materials, and 

needs, rather than a simple aesthetic exercise. Hoffmann’s self-imposed limitations gave 

him a sense of control and a means of rebellion5. Additionally, his simple system became 

a mental negotiation of form and limitation, not unlike the game I established with the 

100 Sheets Book as well as the Mary and Forest Lecture Poster Series. 

 

Mary and Forest Lecture Poster Series—Results 

                                                 
5 Hoffman, Armin, Armin Hofmann: His Work, Quest, and Philosophy (Basel: 
Birkhauser, 1991), 55-56. 
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The poster series communicated how the system established in the 100 Sheets 

Book project might translate into more applied projects. While the project was not 

brought to the systematic ends of the book and the chairs (there were not 100 posters), the 

Mary and Forest Lecture Poster Series allowed me to see that how a strict previously 

constructed system can yield a more widely acceptable results as well. I believe that this 

mode of working will further develop as I leave the realm of academia and begin more 

client-based work. 
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Illustration 10: Mary and Forest Lecture Poster Series, 2011 

 

MFA Exhibition 

 

MFA Exhibition—Introduction 

 

The MFA exhibition was a way of testing the methodology I have developed over 

the past two years at UT. Through the exhibition I wanted to confront the inherent 

problems of situating graphic design as ‘artwork’ in a gallery setting. Graphic design 

does not function like art outside of the gallery, so I was interested in constructing a 

separate space for the consideration of design work that would not be conflated with the 

surrounding artworks and the expectations of the gallery setting. 
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MFA Exhibition—Method 

 

As my thesis methodology is a strategy that involves the deployment of common 

materials and uses constraints to yield a new form and use for known objects—I 

originally set out to explore how my work could be presented by utilizing the dimensions 

of a wide format color printer and its standard paper role. Parallel to this, I established 

that a set of tables seemed to be the most appropriate way of presenting graphic design 

work by looking at other successful and failed attempts at showcasing graphic design in a 

gallery setting. Tables were decided upon to facilitate people’s interaction with the work 

in a tangible way—people would be able to pick up and interact with the objects made 

along with the rules and materials used in its making presented side by side. The 

appropriate rectification of these two concepts was to design a table with a paper 

tabletop. At first I set forth a plan of printing information for the projects on the wide 

format paper roll, then affixing the paper to a table and placing the objects on top of the 

sheet. Referencing the temporary nature of a gallery exhibition this mode of presentation 

allowed for a quick repositioning of my work—all I would presumably have to do was 

rip off the paper, and glue down another sheet with new information. However gluing 

paper to an existing table seemed like it would yield a synthetic solution. 
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MFA Exhibition—Rules 

 

After assessing the material that would be presented, all projects dealing with 

letter-sized sheets of paper, I began sketching on how to utilize large pads of newsprint 

paper with cardboard backing as tabletops. The required rules for this project were to 

make the exhibition mobile as well as leave the materials used to make the tables in a 

state that was as unadulterated as possible (Ill. 11, 12, 13) so the original products were 

identifiable even in their new functions as part of a table. Saw horses were then brought 

in as a simple, easy, and mobile way of giving the newsprint pads legs; as well as 

referring to the temporary nature of the gallery and a previous investigation of making 

based on Home Depot retail stores. 

 

MFA Exhibition—Results 

 

The installation of my work in the MFA exhibition does not take itself too 

seriously and looks unfinished because of my use of readymade elements combined 

honestly, as required by the rules. In a gallery space I find it hard to interact with writing 

on a wall (like exhibition introduction text) and found that the tables were a comfortable 

solution, as many people interacted with the work and read my work statement. Due to 

the tables' aesthetic and physical interruption of the gallery space, the normal assigned 
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behaviors such as "don't touch" and “be quiet”6 were disregarded. A third space was also 

established by orienting the tables inward and facing one another so the viewer was 

required to walk between tables and enter in order to read about and view the work. 

Additionally, the tromp l'oeil effect of using oversized pads of paper as table tops acts as 

a sort of joke about graphic designers as we are often criticized for just producing pretty 

things on paper. In investigating the common material of a pad of paper, assigning it with 

the new function of being a tabletop and systematizing its treatment the assumptions and 

norms of a gallery presentation were challenged. Revealing the gallery space as an ever-

changing space, presenting my work in an understandable manner, and utilizing readily 

available materials were the goals for this exhibition installation and I feel they have been 

satisfied. I consider my MFA thesis installation as a positive testament to my developed 

methodology.  

 

 

                                                 
6 O’Doherty, Inside the White Cube: The Ideology of the Gallery Space (London: 
University of California Press, 1984), 35-65. 
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Illustration 11: MFA Exhibition, Installation, 2011 
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Illustration 12: MFA Exhibition, Cut + Folded Alphabet, 2011 

 

Illustration 13: MFA Exhibition, Xerox Poster Detail, 2011 
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Conclusion 

The projects discussed here are a selection of the work I have undertaken as an 

MFA candidate at the University of Texas at Austin and are intended to show the 

trajectory set in place during this time. Graphic design is always channeled by 

constraints: paper, software, and clients, limit what can be done and conceived of.  By 

further limiting myself within these exterior constraints I am able to gain a sense of 

control over the design process and generate new form from commonplace materials and 

tools. Establishing a structure of limitations and rules aids in separating the making 

process from my assumptions towards what is available, and fosters the creation of new 

forms from the quotidian. Focusing on common materials and tools opens them up to 

critique by showing alternative interpretations of use. Over the past two years I have 

learned to give myself up to constructed systems on the onset of a design project, and to 

relinquish aesthetic control to a certain extent and let the experiment run its course.  Each 

design problem for me presents a process of discovery set forth by utilizing what is 

available within a structure of rules and constraints. As I leave academia for more client 

based work I look forward to testing my methodology in a more applied way. I feel that 

in working with other people the forms I generate will be even further restricted and 

produce outputs I could not have arrived upon alone. After graduation I see the only 

logical progression of my practice to be in two parts—defining more strict rules that force 

me into more difficult situations and identifying more materials and objects to be 
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explored all around me, thus making new and innovative forms that continue to surprise 

even me, the maker.  
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