
Writing for/in/about Design



Roland Barthes 
and the Death of 

the Author

FROM WORK TO TEXT





Structuralism
Mythologies (1957)

Post-Structuralism
Image Music Text (1977)

Collection of essays from 
the late 1960s





The language of gesture

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=ALWwK7Vz4gY



The Death of 
the Author

Roland Barthes (1968)



The Death of the Author 

= The death of authorial 
authority and official or 
authorised meaning

= A repudiation of the 
intentional fallacy



A text may “betray” itself



‘We know now that a text is not 
a line of words releasing a single 
“theological” meaning (the 
“message” of the Author-God) 
but a multi-dimensional space in 
which a variety of writings, none of 
them original, blend and clash.’

Barthes, The Death of the Author (1968)



The author as the maker of 
meaning, the critic as mediator 
or communicator of meaning, 
and the reader as consumer of 
meaning is radically overturned.



The Death of the Author = 
The Birth of the Reader



‘In the multiplicity of 
writing, everything is 
to be disentangled, 
nothing deciphered.’

Barthes, The Death of the Author (1968)



‘No work of art 
is finished until 
completed by 
the spectator.’

Marcel Duchamp



‘Works of art have a kind of 
“unconscious” which is not under 
the control of their producers. We 
have come to understand that one 
of those producers is the reader, 
viewer or listener – the recipient of 
a work of art is a co-creator of it.’ 

Terry Eagleton, After Theory (2003) 



 John Fowles, 
 The French Lieutenant’s 

Woman (1969)

The author as
the reader of
their own text



 Milan Kundera, 
 The Unbearable Lightness 

of Being (1984)



 John Berger, G (1972)



Jacques Derrida, Glas (1986)

The impossible passivity of the reader



 Christopher Nolan, 
Memento (2000)

Leonard
as the reader
of the text of
his own life



 Akira Kurosawa, 
Rashomon (1950)

Mutually
contradictory
versions of
the same story



 The Guardian 1986 ‘Points of View’ Advert 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=s6wh_5xdGvA

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=s6wh_5xdGvA


From Work 
to Text 

Roland Barthes (1968)



Textile, Texture: 
Text as a weave or cloth
From textus: texture; texere: to compose or weave

Context
Text in its relation to a 
particular environment
From contexere, com + texere: to weave together



• The work is an object; the text 
is discursive

• The work has an authorised 
meaning; the text has no 
assured meaning

• The work is singular; the text 
is plural



• The work begins with the 
author, the text begins with 
the reader

• The work establishes a 
hierarchy of quality, the 
text a quality of reading



Criticisms of 
Barthes’ ‘death 
of the author’ 
argument



The author never really died. 
Barthes suggested a moving away from 
the idea of an Author-God ruling the 
text. 

Barthes ultimately returned to what he 
called 'The Pleasure of the Text', 
reasserting the author as a creator of 
language who fills necessary gaps in the 
stylistical sphere.



Writing for/in/about Design



“Words began, in a sense, as 
magic”

Borges: This Craft of Verse 2000



“A book is a physical object in a world 
of physical objects. It is a set of dead 
symbols. And then the right reader 

comes along and words - or rather the 
poetry behind the words, for the words 

themselves are mere symbols - spring to 
life, and we have a resurrection of the 

word.”
Borges: This Craft of Verse 2000



“I cannot help feeling, 
Phaedrus, that writing is 

unfortunately like painting; for 
the creations of the painter have 
the attitude of life, and yet if you 
ask them a question they preserve 

a solemn silence.”
Plato: Phaedrus



studio writing

learned knowledge

implicit evidence
innate skills

learned skills

sense of audience
intrinsic/direct 
function obscure audience

extrinsic/indicrect 
function

high interaction low interaction
shared experience
visible development

isolated experience
non-visible 
development

synthesis analysisrules to break rules to follow

incremental
exploratory
internal 
initiation

absolute
prescriptive
external 
initiation

inclusive
exclusive

student centred
tutor centred

direct to personal goals indirect to personal goals
academic

tacit knowledge

explicit evidencevocational

Guy Julier and Wendy Mayfield, 2005
 



epistemological tension between theory + practice

text-based 
knowledge for 

purpose of 
validating / 
fortifying 
a belief

Monastic, 
truth-oriented 

knowledge

task-based 
knowledge that 

facilitates 
situated actions 
and judgments

Crafts-guilds, 
result-oriented 

knowledge



theory?

PRACTICE?



practical design makes sense in 4-D space



words make sense in a particular order

I designed this phone app in an eco context for this client



I designed this phone app in an eco context for this client

this 
phone 

for this 
client

in an 
ecological 

context

I designed 



I designed this phone app in an eco context for this client

this 
phone 

for this 
client

in an 
ecological 

context

I designed 



A

B

D

①

my workC

personal self

my element



A

BC
D

①

②

③

my work

reader

context

personal self

my element

how my ideas
might fit into the

bigger picture

my sense 
of curiosity &
responsibility etc.



A

BC
D

①

②

③

④

my work

reader

context

personal self

my element

how my ideas
might fit into the

bigger picture

who needs 
me or might
support me

my sense 
of curiosity &
responsibility etc.



A

BC
D

①

②

③

④

⑤

my work

reader

context

personal self

my element

how my ideas
might fit into the

bigger picture

who needs 
me or might
support me

how my 
reader sees 
the world

my sense 
of curiosity &
responsibility etc.



A

BC
D

①

②

③

④

⑤

⑥

personal self

my work

reader

context

my element

my sense 
of curiosity &
responsibility etc.

how my ideas
might fit into the

bigger picture

who needs 
me or might
support me

how my 
reader sees 
the world

how my 
reader sees
my work



A

BC
D

①

②

③

④

⑤

⑥

personal self

my work

reader

context

my element

my sense 
of curiosity &
responsibility etc.

how my ideas
might fit into the

bigger picture

who needs 
me or might
support me

how my 
reader sees 
the world

how my 
reader sees
my work



• Find a keyword and define 
it using two or three 
sources. 

• Find a (one) natural, 
meaningful or designed 
object (provide an image). 

TASK 3 



• Link the word to the object 
and write about the 
following 4 perspectives:
a) The context of the object (its 

history, contemporary context, 
design context);

b) What the reader (your client) 
needs to know,

c) Your personal view point,
d) The view point from the context 

of your work and practice.

TASK 3 



TASK 3 

Sustainability



Sustainability



What is the Context of the Orange 

How can we make orange production 
sustainable? 



What is the Context of the Orange 

How can we make orange production 
sustainable? 

http://www.fao.org/country-showcase/selected-product-detail/en/c/1287941/
https://www.trademap.org/Index.aspx?AspxAutoDetectCookieSupport=1


Who wants to know about the Orange 

Be specific about your reader/ client. 



What do I think about Oranges? 

Be specific about your opinion - based 
on factual information rather than supposition. 



How can I design this better? 

Be specific about what could be done 
based on your research. 



Mapping in sentences 
Orange + Sustainability 
• A-B What is the relationship between your personal self 

opinion (with research) of Orange/Sustainability to your 
design practice (with research)?

• A-C What is the relationship between your personal self 
opinion (with research) of Orange/Sustainability to your 
research about the context of Orange/Sustainability? 

• A-D What is the relationship between your personal self 
opinion (with research) of Orange/Sustainability to your 
understanding of the needs of the Reader or Client?



Mapping in sentences 
Orange + Sustainability 
• B-A What is the relationship between your design practice 

(with research) to your personal self opinion (with 
research) of Orange/Sustainability? 

• B-C What is the relationship between your design practice 
(with research your research about the context of 
Orange/Sustainability?

• B-D What is the relationship between your design practice 
(with research) to your understanding of the needs of the 
Reader or Client? 



Mapping in sentences 
Orange + Sustainability 
• C-A What is the relationship between your research about 

the context of Orange/Sustainability to your personal self 
opinion (with research) of Orange/Sustainability? 

• C-B What is the relationship between your research about 
the context of Orange/Sustainability to your design 
practice (with research)?

• C-D What is the relationship between your research about 
the context of Orange/Sustainability to your understanding 
of the needs of the Reader or Client? 



Mapping in sentences 
Orange + Sustainability 
• D-A What is the relationship between your understanding 

of the needs of the Reader or Client to your personal self 
opinion (with research) of Orange/Sustainability?

• D-B What is the relationship between your understanding 
of the needs of the Reader or Client to your design practice 
(with research)? 

• D-C What is the relationship between your understanding 
of the needs of the Reader or Client to your research about 
the context of Orange/Sustainability? 



A

BC
D

①

②

③

④

⑤

⑥

personal self

my work

reader

context

my element

my sense 
of curiosity &
responsibility etc.

how my ideas
might fit into the

bigger picture

who needs 
me or might
support me

how my 
reader sees 
the world

how my 
reader sees
my work



TASK 3 

Have a go for next week
Bring a map of these 4 aspects as a starting 
point. 



Mapping in sentences 
What is the relationship between…
• A-B Personal Self – Practice?
• A-C Personal Self – Context? 
• A-D Personal Self – The Reader or client?
• B-A Practice – Personal Self?
• B-C Practice –Context?
• B-D Practice –The Reader or Client? 
• C-A Context – Personal Self?  
• C-B Context – Practice?
• C-D Context – The Reader or Client? 
• D-A The Reader or Client – Personal Self?
• D-B The Reader or Client – Practice?
• D-C The Reader or Client – Context? 


