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ABSTRACT

The field of Graphic Design is in the throngs of major change, and intriguing questions have been 
raised regarding what name could properly describe a profession that has expanded far beyond the 
limits of the term “graphic design.” Part editorial, part graphic design history lesson, and part info-
graphic, this essay and visual diagram explore the nomenclature of the graphic design profession.

––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––

FULL TEXT

An intriguing question was recently raised by Rick Poynor [A Report from the Place Formerly 
Known as Graphic Design, PRINT October 2011]. What name could properly describe a profession 
that has expanded far beyond the limits of the term “graphic design”? Rick points out that “Graphic 
design stopped looking like graphic design, as we once knew it, several years ago.”1  Indeed, the 
discipline that began for so many of us with type and image arranged on the printed page, or even on 
screen as a web page, is undergoing a significant evolution. 

This is a profession that has never been easy to define, not for lack of an abundance of opinions on 
the subject. I appreciate Victor Margolin’s broad explanation that graphic design is “the production 
of visual statements”.2  And I believe Jessica Helfand’s definition—“Graphic design is a popular art 
and a practical art, an applied art and an ancient art. Simply put, it is the art of visualizing ideas”3—
has resonated with many of us. These definitions may be a bit vague, but, finally, after years of 
college students having to explain their Graphic Design major, parents everywhere have stopped 
scratching their heads over what that term means.

Historically, the term “designer” has been used to describe the professional activities of others from 
as far back as Medieval days. It’s important to recognize, though, that the graphic arts were separated 
into individual specialties for centuries before our notion of a graphic designer emerged. For in-
stance, in the beginning days of printing, producing a book with text and images required a typeset-
ter, an artist, a woodblock cutter or copper engraver, and perhaps an illuminator who applied color to 
the printed pages, beyond those involved in the type-casting, paper-making and printing processes. 
One could make a case that renaissance man Geoffrey Tory (1480–1533) exemplified what became 
later known as a graphic designer, for his skills included type design, illustration, ornament and 
trademark design, book layout, and close collaboration with printers.4

Throughout history one can point to such men and women, reputable for their contributions to design 
and printing. However, it is the Industrial Revolution that ultimately lead to the recognition of new 
professional definitions. As the practice of design and production separated, and the range of typo-
graphic and photographic printing greatly expanded, a new practitioner was called upon to concen-
trate on the design of visual information. Competition caused by growth in manufactured goods and 
the decline of prices called for branding and packaging. Increasingly more literate and urban popula-
tions necessitated advertising and editorial design.  The year 1841 marks the first advertising agency, 
and the 1850s saw the emergence of pictorial magazines, and thus art editors, later to be known as 
art directors.5

Evidence of the development of nomenclature regarding this profession is hard to unearth, but there 
are some clear contributors. In 1849, Henry Cole became one of the major forces in design educa-
tion in Great Britain, informing the government of the importance of design in his Journal of De-



sign and Manufactures.6  Beginning with William Morris and the Art & Crafts movement, designers 
in the 1890s pushed for works of graphic design to be recognized on the same plane as fine art, and 
they proved that a market existed for such works.7 Across the ocean in the United States, two of 
the most important educational institutions were established: the Rhode Island School of Design 
(1877), and the college that became later known as Parsons (1904) started up with a “commercial 
illustration” degree, later changed to advertising and graphic design. 

It is hard to say exactly when terms such as “commercial art” and “graphic arts” emerged or came 
into favor, but the AIGA–originally an acronym for American Institute of Graphic Arts–was started 
in 1914. A few years later, in 1922, William Addison Dwiggins coined the term “graphic design”. 
A 1927 book simply titled Graphic Design, by W.G. Raffe, is said to be the first book with graphic 
design in its’ title. The School of Graphic Design at the Royal College of Art in London was formed 
in 1948, at a time when the term “graphic design” was barely known in Britain. As Rick Poynor 
reflects, “There was a period from the 1930s to the 1990s when the idea of the “graphic designer” 
as a term of professional self-definition and identity took hold and flourished.”8

Naming trends around and beyond that period lean toward the multidisciplinary, and perhaps more in-
tellectual, “communication design,” “visual communication,” and today “design thinking.” The AIGA, 
in 2006, changed their name to “the professional organization for design” and proposed to the Standard 
Occupational Classification Policy Committee to change the title “graphic designers” to “communi-
cation designers.”9 A collaborative effort is under way to define the designer of 2015.10 (And, yet, we 
won’t be any closer to agreeing on terminology.)Designers today are engaged in very diverse activi-
ties–from deep research to designing mobile applications to constructing experiences to very individ-
ual entrepreneurial pursuits. In design education, there is a slow but steady movement to redefine how 
we educate designers as well, and Meredith Davis has made a strong case  for why this is critical.11 In 
part, it is because “the interest graphic design generated fifteen or twenty years ago, at the height of its 
professional confidence, is moving on to other subjects now,”12 and we need to adapt.

This current state of ambiguity brings back uncomfortable memories from those early days of the pro-
fession. How are we to be understood by the people who require our services, if we as a profession are 
continually trying to understand ourselves? Nomenclature within professional fields [and educational 
programs], like in any system, is essential. Naming things gives them meaning and provides a basis 
for communication about them. On the other hand, according to Rick Poynor’s summarization of 
Richard Buchanan’s ideas,“professional identity, with all its institutionalized concerns and assump-
tions, can become a cage that restricts the occupant’s view of what else might be possible outside.”13 
Does our profession require one broader name to encompass all (Poynor suggests the Rietveld Acad-
emy’s MFA course name, “Language and Image” as better than the outmoded graphic design)? Or do 
we evolve multiple new ways to describe the specializations emerging that no longer fit the tradition-
al notion of graphic design? Either way, I am certain the current soul-searching in the industry will 
result in many more engaging conversations.

_______________________________________________

1Poynor, Rick. A Report from the Place Formerly Known as Graphic Design, PRINT magazine October 
2011

2Margolin, Victor / Béltran, Félix. Toward a History of Graphic Design, an Interview with Victor Mar-
golin, 2000.

3For Jessica’s expanded definition and accompanying video visit www.aiga.org/what-is-design/



4Meggs, Phil. A History of Graphic Design, copyright 1998 Wiley & Sons
5Meggs.
6,7Wikipedia. Graphic Design, http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Graphic_design
8Poynor, Rick.
9Sihan, Chia,  [Re]Graphic Design[ated], TAXI –  http://designtaxi.com/article/334/Re-Graphic-De-
sign-ated/

10AIGA –  http://www.aiga.org/designer-of-2015/
11Davis, Meredith, Toto, I’ve got a feeling we’re not in Kansas anymore…,  AIGA Presentation 2008
12,13Rick Poynor, It’s the End of Graphic Design as We Know It, eye magazine issue 69, 2008
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The accompanying diagram was created to ponder and demonstrate some of the many events that 
inspired and/or signaled a change in the way we identify ourselves.
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GRAPHIC ARTS

COMMUNICATION, etc.

COMMERCIAL ART
1901 Society Of Illustrators formed D 1978 Society Of Newspaper Design founded

1899 Association Of American Advertisers formed

D 1849 Henry Cole launched “Journal of Design & Manufactures,” separating design from art

D

D

1946 ‘Design Quarterly’ Magazine founded

D1946 Paul Rand publishes ‘Thoughts On Design’
D 1961 Ladislav Sutnar publishes ‘Visual Design in Action’
D 1964 H. Spencer publishes ‘Responsibilities Of The Design Profession’
D 1971 V. Papanek publishes ‘Design For The Real World’

D 1954 Alvin Lustig publishes ‘What Is A Designer?’

D1966  ‘Visible Language’ journal launched

1992  Richard Buchanan published paper 
“Wicked Issues In Design Thinking”

D1963  ‘Hypertext’ and ‘Hypermedia’ coined by Ted Nelson D

D

D

1968  MOMA Mounts ‘Word & Image’ poster exhibit
D 1970  R. Massin publishes ‘Letter & Image’ 
D 1976  Tom Wolfe declares “Communicate” one of era’s signature terms 

D 1985 ‘Design, Writing Research’ studio founded
D1985 ‘Words+Pictures for Business+Culture’ studio founded
D
D

1989 Walker Art Center mounts ‘Graphic Design In America: 
A Visual Language History’ 

D 1959 MOMA mounts its first package design exhibit
2006 AIGA changes name to “The 
Professional Organization For Design”

1867 First Kunstgewerbeschule –  literally 
“school of arts and crafts” – applied arts 
school established in Germany

1877 RISD (Rhode Island 
School Of Design) Established

1904 Parsons School of Design 
‘Commercial Illustration’ program

1919 ‘Graphic Printing workshop 
established at Bauhaus, replaced
in 1925 by ’Printing & Advertising’

1937 New Bauhaus: American 
School of Design established

1947 School of Visual Arts
(SVA) established

1972 SUNY est. ‘Visual Studies’ program

1973 MIT est. ‘Visible Language’ workshop

1979 MIT awarded its’ first 
MS in ‘Visual Studies’

2008 California College of the Arts (CCA) 
offers first MBA in ‘Design Strategy’

2008 School of Visual Arts offers first 
MFA in ‘Design Criticism’

2005 Stanford’s Institute of 
Design teaches  “design thinking”

1997 School of Visual Arts MFA/Design program

1891–96 William Morris / Arts & Crafts 
movement proved a market existed for works of 
graphic design in their own right

1920 Art Directors Club of Ny formed 
to “Dignify The Field Of Business Art”

1926 Bauhaus book ‘Offset, Book And Commercial Art’ published

1927 ‘Commercial Art’ Magazine founded

1927 ‘American Union Of Decorative Artists  & Craftsmen’ formed

1941 ‘Printing Art’ Journal founded

1959 first issue of CA ‘The Journal Of Commercial Art’ 
later to become ‘Communication Arts’

1958 ‘Neue Grafik’ (New 
Graphic Design) published 
in three languages

1963 ‘Icograda’  (Int’l Council Of Graphic Design Associations) founded

D

D 1965 Armin Hofmann publishes ‘Graphic Design 
Manual: Principles & Practice’

D 1963 “Graphic Arts USA”  exhibit tours Europe & Russia

D 1963 “Graphic Design: Visual Comparisons”  (Fletcher, Forbes, & Gill)
DD

D
D

D

D

D

D

1983 Phil Meggs publishes ‘A History Of Graphic Design’D
1983 First Symposium on The History Of Graphic DesignD

1985 ‘Step-by-step Graphics’ Magazine launched D
1990 EYE Magazine,The International Review of Graphic DesignD

1996 Cooper Hewitt ‘Mixing Messages: Graphic Design 
In Contemporary Culture’ exhibit D

D

1913 Dutch ‘Graficus’ Magazine 
1914 AIGA (American Institute 
of Graphic Arts) formed

1922 W.A. Dwiggins coined 
the term “graphic design”

1927 W.G. Raffe’s Graphic Design 
is first book using term in title

1940 Print Magazine ‘A Quarterly Journal 
of The Graphic Arts’ founded

1944 ‘Graphis’ Magazine published

1949 Herbert Spencer launches ‘Typographica’ magazine

1974 Us Govt. initiates Federal Design Program, includes graphic design seminar

2006 AIGA proposal to change Standard 
Occupational Classification from “Graphic 
Designers” to “Communication Designers”

2011 Rick Poyner’s ‘A Report from the Place 
Formerly Known as Graphic Design’ in PRINT 

‘DESIGN CULTURE’‘VISUAL CULTURE’ ‘DESIGN THINKING’ ‘TRANSDISCIPLINARY DESIGN’‘DESIGN STRATEGY’what’s next?What’s In A Name?

Royal College of Art, London, est. School of Graphic Design1948 
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