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1. 


How has the role of a graphic designer evolved due to the advancement in technology?

During this dissertation I will be exploring how the development in technology has influenced the role of a graphic designer, and looking at what skills have been lost and effected from the birth of the printing press up until today in 2018. Today’s designers may find it hard to imagine what it would be like without the aid of computers and specialist design programs such as Adobe Illustrator, InDesign and Photoshop. There was, however a time not so long ago when designers couldn’t rely on the assistance of this digital equipment or the internet, therefore having to craft their work by hand.

According to an article in Lifewire magazine, the origins of art and design stem from as early as 15,000BC, where symbols and pictographs appeared in the Lascaux Caves. This gradually evolved over thousands of years in to the visual language that could been seen etched in a stone slab called Blau Monument in 3600BC. (Miller, 2018) This visual language was used to communicate, promote ideas, excite and advertise for millennia. This was the birth and rise of visual communication, where a message is communicated to an audience visually though signs and imagery. The birth of graphic design as we know today, arguably stemmed from the development of the printing press in 1400. Another aspect which helped with this development, was the invention of paper during 105 AD by Ts’ai Lun in China. Before then people would write on materials like bamboo and silk, but “silk was extremely expensive and bamboo was just too heavy” (Harford, 2017)

This dissertation will be split in to three chapters. The first explains the early stages of technology, looking at the invention of the printing press and how it drastically changed the course of design forever; leading up to future technological advancements in printing and type. These advancements led to the creation of the title ‘graphic designer’, which was used to describe the move from people just printing to people experimenting with type, printing, and layout design. The second chapter will be on the digital revolution, explaining how advertising impacted on the role of these graphic designers and how the birth of the first computer and desktop publisher changed graphic design forever. Furthermore, the last chapter will look into what is like today in the full swing on the digital revolution, and what this means for the role of a graphic designer today.

Early Stages

As previously explained the origins of art and design have been debated for centuries. However, the birth of design was arguably due to the invention of the printing press, created in 1400 by Johannes Gutenberg.  The printing press used movable type, cast from hot liquid metal to create individual letters. This method replaced the previous, individually carved handmade wooden blocks, which were very time consuming to make; each block of text had to be etched by hand and was only to be used for a single book. These new metal letters could be reused and arranged multiple times, in order to make various books. The printing press housed the letters, held together with in wooden frame, which was inked and pressed against a piece of paper. (Turbin, 2018) This formed the type Blackletter, which was ground breaking for the time, however looking back it was very dense and hard to understand when printed. This process dramatically changed visual communication as before then books were either hand printed from wooden blocks or hand written on scrolls and paper. An example of this would be how monks in monasteries across the world would copy out illuminated manuscripts. This was extremely time consuming and mistakes were often made.  These manuscripts were only found in places of education, monasteries and churches but were limited and only reserved for the wealthy. (Marshall, 2018) This new process revolutionized printing, quickly spreading across Europe and the rest of world; allowing for books to be mass produced at a reasonable price. This gave everyone the chance to read, not just the affluent. 

Most early books produced were religious texts, like Gutenberg’s bible, made in 1455 and is believed to have taken 2 years to complete. Each page had to be printed individually, which included setting out the type for all 1,287 pages. This was a very lengthy process, resulting in the pages having to be cut and folded, then hand binded together. (Turbin, 2018) This may seem like a long period of time looking back now, however the press allowed for multiple impressions and therefore multiple of the same book to be made, vastly quicker than being copied out by hand. The printing press gave way to many new occupations, printers, typesetters, and bookmakers. According to an article by Eric Marshall at the start of the 1600 there were “approximately 240 printing shops in Europe”. (Marshall, 2018) In 1470, Roman Type by Nicolas Jenson was created, this was far more legible than blackletter and immediately become popular. There was also a need to fit more words on page to save money therefore italics were created in 1501 by Aldus Manutius. (Ashworth Creative, 2014) They served a purpose, whilst also introducing a new style visually. These typefaces laid the foundation for more diverse fonts to be created, giving birth to the occupation of type designer. This arguably was the birth of what we today know as graphic design, as according to Paula Scher “design is a series of decisions” (Paula Scher: Graphic designer, 2017). Therefore as more typefaces developed, they allowed for more choices to be made when designing. It was now so important to select the right type in order to engage the audience and get the best possible outcome for clients. Lettering for the first time was able to take on a range of visual characteristics, adding personality in to visual graphics of words as “fonts give words voices” (Hyndman, 2016)

As printing technology expanded and developed over the next 300 years, other processes such as the lithography were introduced. This is the process of printing images on to paper using a flat surface often stone. The image is hand drawn on to the stone using greasy substance, while the non-greasy parts act like an ink repellent. Once chemically treated, it’s inked and pressed to the paper. (Tate, 2018) In 1796, Alios Senefelder developed this method, utilizing it to print images for artwork on newpapers and magazines. This was a cheap process, impacting directly on printers as more hands were needed to specialise in this skill. Later, followed Chromolithography in 1837, stemming from lithography but also allowing colour to be used. This further impacted on the development of visual communication, as now beautiful images were able to be printed in full colour. A skilled printer would now have to be trained in colour theory and knowledge of what colours work best together, and how they interact with each other. (McKinstry, 2016) It clear that the designers of this time were infact the printers, as long before the term was ever coined, these printers were using this technology to select typefaces, introduce colour and layout pieces of visual communication. We today refer to this as graphic design. 

Over the next century, followed a series of technological advances improving print quality, speed and paper stock. An early development of this was the rotary press machine in 1843. This process printed images and words using a number of rotating cylinders. Each cylinder contained different elements of the design, later developed in 1863 by William Bullock, allowing for a continuous roll of paper to be fed through instead of single sheets. This changed the printing industry as it could print “up to 8,000 sheets an hour”. (The Pixartprinting blog, 2018) This was the first press to print large prints and was fast. By 1853 this process was used by the times newspaper and many more. Alongside this, people were experimenting with the width of letters to allow even more letters on a page, including old style created in 1734 by William Caslon. This consisted of thin and bold strokes, and straight serifs, leading to more extreme typefaces being created, including Didot and Bodni in 1780. They were like no typeface created before as they were fresh, and was considered to be the “first modern Roman typefaces”. (Ashworth Creative, 2014) There was a sudden burst of type designers which made ground breaking typefaces to accommodate for the buildup of advertising now in demand. This impacted on the role of printers, allowing them to be even more creative with the typefaces in order to grab people’s attention. Experimental typefaces developed, sych as Egyptain by Vincent Figgins, this has serifs which consist of boxes and squares, and is still very unique today. Type continued to take on many different personalities, each attempting to connect directly with a different audience.

In 1875, offset lithography was developed. Similar to the previous lithography techniques, however the image was now transferred to a rubber roller, then transferred to the paper. This revolutionized the printing industry once again, as it allowed for prints to be mass produced much more effectively, cost efficient, and at a good quality. Once developed and refined this process become widespread, as according to a article by prepressuare in 1912 “560 offset presses were in operation in the united states” (Leurs, 2017) These new presses allowed for magazines and newspapers the opportunity to reach more people than ever before, therefore allowing printers the chance to get their work out faster and more efficiently. This process it was used during world war two to print propaganda posters. (Leurs, 2017)

In addition to this, in 1885 the first ever typesetting machine was created called ‘linotype’ by a German Man called Ottmar Mergenthaler. This machine would compose complete lines of text for you, working much like a typewriter, as words were typed in, sentences were formed from metal. Once the sentences were used they could be melted and reused in the machine. According the inventor Thomas Edison, it was the “the eighth wonder of the world”. (Hendle, 2011) This changed the role for typesetters as fewer were now needed as sentences could be created in a matter of minutes rather than hours, it was also less chaos and there was no way of them running out of letters, which did very happen often, resulting in delays in the actual printing. Linotype machines dramatically sped up printing as “it could set type six times faster than a human.” (Schlesinger, 1989, P35) allowing printers the opportunity to work more on the layout of a design like a newspaper then spending hours composing the letters. 

People were experimenting with the placement of type, photos and printing methods like never imagined before. Therefore, in 1922 William Addison Dwiggins “coined the term graphic designer” (Heller and Balance, 2001, P.295) This was used to explain his own work which was a combination of typesetting, book design and illustration. The term graphic design stuck to explain the developments in what people were now doing with design. Due to the advancement in technology, the role moved from printing to experimenting with type, printing, layout design which was due to the increase demand for advertising.


The Digital Revolution

As advertising and mass media productions began to grow, there was a demand for companies to get “their names and virtues of their products in to the memories of consumers, therefore they branded their goods and began to advertise them” (Tungate, 2013, P.8) In other words, there was a need for more graphic designers with in the industry, designing magazines, posters, books, and advertisements in order to grab the customer's attention.  During this time there was also a need for new typefaces to be designed, they had to be tall and wider for posters and billboards. This was done so people could easily read them, included Gothic and Goudy Old style. The typeface that arguably revolutionized the industry above all other words was Helvetica. This was created in 1957 by Max Miedinger and according to Ashworth Creatives it was and still is “the most loved typeface of our time”. (Ashworth Creative, 2014) This was because it was so clean, modern and easy to understand, therefore impacting on the role of a graphic designer, as the font could be printed and used for a wide variety of products. From company logos like AmericanAirlines, advertisement to street signs. 

Alongside this visual revolution, came a huge technological advancement with the introduction of the first computer. Early advancements included the IBM, which was a huge step towards automated computers, as this machine did not need any human help, allowing for information on punch cards to be read much faster. Furthermore, other developments allowed computers to have more memory and storage. By 1960, memory capability  had increased “from 8,000 to 64,000 words .. with access times of 2 to 3 milliseconds” (Jeremery, 2012) Henceforth, these machines were used commercially, adopted by everyone in the creative industries over the 1970’s and 1980’s. This allowed for role of a graphic designer to evolve even further, as they would therefore need to be trained in this new technology, developing ways to utilse this screen format and automation of their work.

One famous example was Apple, founded in 1976 by Steve Jobs and Steve Wozniak, whose vision it was to change the way people looked at computers. The Apple II was groundbreaking in the computer industry, as it was the first ever personal computer to introduce the world to digital colour graphics. It was so popular that “sales jumped from $7.8 million in 1978 to $117 million in 1980”. (Terrell, 2012) Later followed the creation of the Macintosh computer in 1984, which contained PageMaker, a desktop publisher program. This program created by Aldus corporation especially for launch of the Macintosh, allowed designers more control over layout design, images and text placement. This digital platform meant that design decisions could be made and altered with the click of a button, and they were even preloaded with a range of typefaces. This changed the role of a graphic designer dramatically, as it allowed them the chance to create material easily for print. This also gave graphic designers the opportunity to work from home, and allowing them to work on multiple projects at the same time. This opened up the possibilities within the industry as it meant a graphic designer could now be self-employed, take their work with them and assemble print ready achievements in a matter of minutes.

Before the invention of desktop publisher everything was done by hand, which was a very lengthy process, containing a lot of steps. For example, type was marked up by a graphic designer, however was created by a typesetter. Images were hand cut by a scalpel knife, so precision was key. Everything was then laid out and glued together, then sent to the printer. Now because of the PageMaker graphic designers could quickly create a design in a matter of minutes instead of days, which meant more time to get creative. This allowed for other programs to be created such as in 1990 the first ever version of Photoshop was released. This gave graphic designers the tool to be able to manipulate images, which lead to more advanced programs being created, including Illustrator in 1985, giving a graphic designer the tool to create clean vector drawings. (Bear, 2018) These programs allowed the role of a graphic designer to evolve as gave them tools in order to create even more original and unique work. This also meant that a graphic designer could now do the work of multiple people. For example, now there is no need for a typesetter; as type could be accessed on the computer. There is also no need to spend hours cutting and gluing down a layout by hand, as now creating a layout can take a matter of minutes. It made designing simple and therefore straight forward to achieve. If there were any mistakes with the layout, instead of starting the process all over again, it could be easily fixed with a few clicks.

Alongside computers there was another major technology advancement, which was the invention of the internet; proposed in 1967.  By 1969 it become reality with the Arpanet network, which connected 4 different university computers together electronically, allowing information and resources to be shared with one another.  With major advancements in 1970 the network become bigger and was becoming the “network of networks” (Rose, 2017) gaining momentum and developing into the modern network of today. Many more advancements followed shortly like the domain system, and emails. In turn in 1989, Tim Berners Lee developed the hypertext markup language at CERN resulting in how we view the internet today. When the web become available for the public, the role of a graphic designer evolved as it allowed them the opportunity to not only design for print but also now for web. It was on popular demand, as in 1985 there were only 600 sites online, which jumped to 2 million in 1993. (Zimmermann and Emspak, 2017) With more websites emerging, the role of a graphic designer progressed. They aren’t making a physical object, its online site. This meant for the first time graphic designers aren’t able to just rely on tangible design qualities, they are competing for attention, wanting that site to do well and gain a lot of notice for the client. different skills are needed for designing online, as there are more areas that need to be considered such as navigation, browser issues that may occur, and working with video or sound content. 

These digital technologies however also led to further developments in the printing industry. The invention of the Xerox printer in 1971, was developed using laser technology. It worked by using a printing process called Xerography, which allowed for quick drying. The printer used a number of mirrored sides, and the laser would bounce off the drum and the image would be transferred to the page. However, this system was very complicated and expensive to run when started. As this printing method developed, later it allowed laser printing to be accessible for public. This changed the role of a graphic designer massively as from this point it was made possible to print everywhere and by anyone. 

Due to the advancements in technology the role of a graphic designer has evolved dramatically over this period. The advancement in computers, the internet and printers has given a graphic designer new opportunities and tools in order to create and showcase their work. Allowing a graphic designer to not only have the chance to work at home, but at a faster pace than before. It has also meant that if there were any errors in the work, it could be adapted and changed much easier than previously. However, because of these advancements it’s meant the loss of traditional skills done by hand like typesetting, letraset, and lithography. These all had their place, and technology has removed the need for these care craft skills. For example, with typsetting a designer would have to spend hours searching for the relevant letters, but now it can be done in a matter of seconds with a computer. Other skills also are being effected by relying on computers like spelling, and gramma. It’s easy just to hit the spell checker or refer to the internet.  Furthermore, these technologies in some respects have allowed anyone to try and be a graphic designer, as it’s believed to be so easy to do. With web sites now allowing anyone with a computer to build a website, or design posters, cards and other materials. Implying that there may not be a place for a graphic designer in 2018.

Nowadays 

Today the role of a graphic designer has evolved dramatically compared to when it was first coined in 1922.  Now there is a sense that “anyone can declare himself or herself a publisher, filmmaker, or typographer” (Heller and vienne, 2012, P.194) With all these technological advancements it’s given everyone the chance to do it themselves. For example, printing today can be done in a matter of seconds, the majority of people own an inject printer at home, allowing everyone the opportunity to be able to print whenever they require. Due to this, there is an ongoing debate that “print is dead” (Blazey, 2018) referring to the loss of traditional hand printing skills such as type setting, and lithography. Which has come with the rise of screen graphics. We are bombarded and overwhelmed with so much printed information through our letter boxes, that we are arguably at a point we stop taking notice. There is now a scheme through the royal mail where you can opt out of receiving “unwanted junk mail” (Morley, 2018) meaning people don’t want to take those letters and leaflets, as it is discarded in the bin.

However, new technological advancements allow graphic designers the ability to tailor information to certain people through variable data. This is where data is collected such as a person’s name and address, this means that printing can be bespoke to the individual. Other advancements that are allowing graphic designers more choice and creatively when designing, are the wide range of inks available, including metallic, and glow in the dark. With more advancements, it has allowed for more unique printing processes to develop, including the laser cutter, and risograph machines. Both methods produce beautiful and distinctive pieces of work, the laser cutter is a method where a design is cut out using a laser on a given material; and the risograph prints brightly coloured designs, similar to screen printing. Another process which is evolving is 3D printing, allowing for materials to be printed, this method is growing slowly and is believed that in one day it common with in homes like inject printers, many companies have seen the benefit of it within manufacturing companies and for medical uses such as prosthetics. These ever growing printing methods have allowed the role of a graphic designer to evolve, allowing them to become even more advanced and creative when designing. (Marr, 2018) As such, it is widely argued that print is not infact dead, but when used correctly more powerful than ever.

In addition to this, new technological advancements have allowed for more advanced computers and laptops to be created. The majority of people own a computer or laptop within their home. Impacting on the role of a graphic designer as laptops are portable, meaning work can be done anywhere using the same device, making everything a lot easier and organized. Alongside this, today every computer and laptop are able to download a wide range of software, programs and apps in order to make “graphic design a piece of cake”. (Smith, 2018). The software company Adobe alone has come a long way with technology, and now offers the adobe creative cloud which provides over 20 of the latest programs; including photoshop, illustrator, indesign. With Adobe Creative Cloud there are a number of apps for “design, photography, video and web. And nothing can stop you from getting your ideas out there” (Adobe.com, 2018) This has given graphic designers the tool to design professionally and be very creative. Each year this software updates, and new tools are added, allowing the role of a graphic designer to adapt and grow with it. Now a design can be created in no time at all, however there is a sense that we are relying on these too much. We have become so reliant at staring at a screen, and quick fixes that perhaps we forget there are other ways of designing not just on the computer. It has enabled graphic designers do to jobs that would have taken days to completed within a couple of hours. However, at the cost of losing those traditional skills done by hand, like typesetting, cutting using a scalpel knife and putting a layout together. This has impacted on the role of a graphic designer, as previously there were far more stages to be done in order to get a final outcome. It is perhaps this ease that allows for people with no graphic design training to produce graphic design work. It’s however very important to remember that the skills a designer still has, the public perhaps don’t have.

There are now plenty of Do it yourself tutorials found on websites like youtube and vimeo. According to Steven Heller “do it yourself morphed into design it yourself” (Heller and vienne, 2012, P.194) Nowadays specialist software’s including adobe creative cloud, contain Photoshop, Illustrator and InDesign; which are affordable for anyone to use. With the aid of a tutorial it’s just too easy to find help on using that particular piece of software. It is even relatively easy to design your own website, due to the number of website builders available; including wix, square space and godaddy. Within these hosts, there are also predesigned templates, so now within no time they have a website. These platforms allow for quick fix design solutions, but it’s important to remember that it’s very unlikely, if any creativity or expertise has been applied. Core graphic design skills such as typography, grid systems, and attention to detail have been replaced with off the shelf examples, where companies are at the risk of being the same as another. Trained graphic designers are still needed especially with the ever changing digital platforms. With the release of touch screen mobile phones, the way we view websites on mobile devices has changed. This means whenever a website is designed, it need to be accessible and readable on different screen sizes. The internet has overall allowed designers to be able to showcase their work worldwide, such as on Instagram, and behance. This is in order to gain new clients, it’s also made it easier to stay in contact with those clients ongoing jobs through emails. Clients can now look at a graphic designer’s online portfolio before gaining interest, and emails can be transferred quickly to get an understand of the job a head. Another advantage of designers showcasing their work online, is there is a lot of inspiration available. One popular site is Pinterest. This is so important as graphic designers can collect research in order to create the best possible product for the client, utilizing a continuously updating visuals and written research.

Due to these technological advancements the role of a graphic designer has evolved greatly as “the world has gone digital” (Tungate, 2013, P.1). Making designing easier and quicker than ever before, giving a graphic designer the tools in order to create a professional pieces of work. However, this sense that anyone can be a graphic designer meaning it’s an interesting time to be a design professional. According to Adobe “it’s easy to get started with built in tutorials and templates” (Adobe, 2017) Meaning they offer programs to beginners and professionals, making it far too easy for anyone to have access to tutorials and specialist software. There is also, a number of online sites which provide templates such as websites, posters, business cards. Also, today material can be printed quickly and affordable within homes, or can be printing using an online service like visaprint and helloprint this makes it easy for people to put a design together with a few clicks and get it printed professionally; but is an automated, off the shelf solution. It is no match for a bespoke, professional crafted piece of graphic design.

Conclusion

To conclude, due to technological advancements the role of a graphic designer has evolved significantly from the invention of the printing press in 1400 to today in 2018. After William Addison Dwiggins “coined the term graphic designer” (Heller and Balance, 2001, P.295) everything changed, it went from the role of a printer to a graphic designer. Then with the inventions of the computer, desktop publisher, and internet the role evolved further. These allow for work to be assembled much faster than previously, as designs that could take days to complete, can now be achieved in a matter of minutes or hours. However, the traditional hand skills of the printer like typesetter, and skills required to produce a design like being able to use a scalpel knife to cut out was no longer needed, as was removed by the new technologies. What is also removed is the attention to detail, from spelling and grammar, being corrected on the computer, to attention to typography and layout.

Now, due to the technological advancements the role of a graphic designer has progressed even further than before. Today we are constantly surrounded by visual communication and example of graphic design, which are showcased on a number of different platforms, including on side buildings, posters, magazines and online. For a graphic designer there is an ever growing opportunity to push creative boundaries in order to make a design original and stand out, using specialized inks, different printing methods, and materials. However, with these advancements there is an attitude that anyone can be a graphic designer, especially when expert programs are made accessible to the public. Alongside tutorials, there are plenty of online templates available to create websites, cards, and posters. These are meaning that people don’t know about the “basic principles of good design” (Heller and Vienne, 2012, P.194) These people are producing work, although no match creatively for bespoke, professional handled work.

There are good and bad points with advancements in technology as explained, but overall, technology has revolutionized the role of a graphic designer, as a graphic designer can now produce a design in less time and to a high quality. I believe it is a good thing to of happened as it has brought us to where we are today. Technology is now a huge part of our lives, and is forever developing, like with motion graphics. Today a design doesn’t have to be flat, it can be brought to life and animated. Motion graphics is becoming a very big part in today, and with specialist software like Adobe Aftereffects it can be achieved relatively easy. As a graphic design student myself, I have learnt so many valuable skills during this course; including how to layout a design correctly such as using master pages, paragraph and character styles. How to make a website, using the software, and typography. All these skills will enable me to do the best possible job on a design job and do it right and professionally.
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