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Collage is a formal art genre, a medium of expression and communication, 
and a teaching tool. But what is the potential of collage as a methodological 
process in visual design scholarship? This article provides theoretical and 
practical frameworks for ‘design scholarship through collage’ and ‘collage 
as design scholarship’ through historical precedent, heuristic practice and 
examples of four collage projects by two practitioners of the medium. The 
works demonstrate a hybrid form of visual design scholarship.
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D e f i n i n g  C o l l a g e

Many students who have taken a 20th-century art or design survey course 
will have been exposed to the seminal works of collage by Pablo Picasso, 
Georges Braque, the Dadaists, the Futurists, and other visionary, dedicated 
practitioners of the medium such as Kurt Schwitters, Hannah Höch, and John 
Heartfield. Perhaps that was not their first exposure as many school children 
make collages through the tearing, cutting and pasting of snippets of paper, 
fragments of pictures and texts, and other ephemeral bits of color, fabric and 
found objects onto a substrate. This sums up the paradox of collage: simulta-
neously a creative and intellectual instrument of the avant-garde as well as an 
accessible medium for all to rearrange the visual world around us.
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Add to these exposures the current ubiquity of digital tools and pro-
cesses for sampling, mixing, scanning, Photoshopping, hacking software code, 
and otherwise creating, editing, distorting, and disseminating an array of 
media. Suddenly collage – inclusive of montage (with photographic imagery) 
and assemblage (involving 3-dimensional forms) – seems as commonplace 
as painting and sculpture. However, this mindset is deceptive, because ‘what 
makes a collage surprising, but also meaningful, is its open invitation to the 
presence of worldly, “unaesthetic” things within the artistic frame’ (Iliescu, 
2008: 66). Collage has its own particular, integrated narrative qualities, a pro-
cess that is inquisitive, additive and subtractive, as well as having unique rela-
tionships with historical and present-day printed material.

The premise of ‘collage as visual design scholarship’ relies on the accep-
tance of an expansive notion of scholarly activity that creates new knowledge, 
environments, experiences or artifacts, and becomes disseminated through 
juried or peer reviewed venues. These venues include exhibitions, competi-
tions, media festivals and alternative publications and platforms.

P r e c e d e n t  A n d  B r i e f  Histo     r y

Central to collage is the recontextualization of previously published material 
to create new meaning. This repurposing can be thought of as un-designing, 
or dismantling, the considered works of the graphic designers, photographers, 
art directors, writers and editors who may have conceived of a publication for 
a targeted audience and a specific rhetorical purpose. In achieving this goal, a 
scholar adheres to ‘a stricter idea of collage, which requires the following cri-
teria to be met: the use of heterogeneous, fragmentary and conflicting compo-
nents; the absence (or serious disruption) of linear plot development; and the 
incorporation of a sizeable proportion of appropriated material’ (Drąg, 2019: 
11). Humor, parody, juxtaposition, surprise, irony, and other emotional quali-
ties are possible through collage’s vast range in the creation of political, cultural, 
and social commentary. To this list add intellectual inquiry, creative explora-
tion, and investigative research as being within the purview of design scholars.

The practices of collage continue to grow, both as a popular artistic 
medium and as an intellectual endeavor worthy of scholarly investigation. 
Seeding this interest, the University of Iowa hosted the Collage as Cultural 
Practice conference in 2005. The University of Edinburgh held Collage, 
Montage, Assemblage: Collected and Composite Forms, 1700–Present in 
2018. Kolaj magazine is published quarterly and sponsors the annual Kolaj 
Fest in New Orleans, with exhibits, symposia, and networking opportuni-
ties for collage artists. The National Collage Society, founded in 1982, hosts 
an annual juried exhibit. Books like Cut That Out: Contemporary Collage in 
Graphic Design (Doyle and Edwards, 2016) have been published. The College 
Art Association, founded in 1911, invited submissions for Imagination & 
Collage, an exhibition held during its 2024 annual conference in Chicago.
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In addition to the early 20th-century collage artists mentioned earlier, 
the history of art and visual communications has since gained practitioners 
of this medium. Graphic designer Paul Rand employed collage in his edito-
rial illustrations. Nancy Skolos and Tom Wedell’s photo-montaged posters 
‘collaged three-dimensional images influenced by cubism, technology and 
architecture’ (Skolos and Wedell, 2023) into lusciously surreal topographies of 
pattern, texture, shadow, and type. Martin Venezky collages his high contrast 
abstract photography into wall murals of dizzying complexity and seductive 
richness for cultural institutions and corporate offices.

D e si  g n  R e s e a r c h  A n d  I n q ui  r y  P a r a l l e l s

The term research implies the act of looking again, the re-searching of 
sources, as essential to its meaning. Collage shares this quality, as both 
employ a methodology of closely combing through existing data to cre-
ate new combinations and interpretations. The result, often through peer-
reviewed or juried dissemination, is the expression of the author or artist’s 
viewpoint as established by the evidence presented, whether by means of an 
academic paper or a collage.

Both a parallel and a difference between collage and academic norms is 
the notion of citing sources – where did that quote or passage (or torn image) 
come from? The source material must be considered, although in collage, the 
source might be implicit – a black and white photo of a car with tailfins might 
have been taken from a 1950s popular culture magazine, for example, whereas 
an academic text citation would explicitly cite the author, publication, page 
number, date and so on. Emilio Gil (2019: 202) reinforces the parallel:

Collage is a form of quote. We normally consider that when using the 
term ‘citation’ we are referring only to the literary field. A quote is an 
idea, a reflection, something that comes from another place and a previ-
ous origin. The elements with which a collage is composed are graphic, 
visual, formal quotes that the collagist brings to a different context and 
that, like the literary quote, reinforce a discourse or an argument.

The topic of citation brings the discussion to one of attribution and appropria-
tion. Collage is generally perceived as a legitimate use of others’ copyrighted 
material, especially if it is in the service of artistic expression, commentary, 
parody or criticism. Copyright laws vary by country.

As a methodology, collage opens the door to the subjective and inter-
pretive aspects of looking again or re-searching. The ostensible clarity, legiti-
macy, legality, and objectivity of formal academic scholarship is challenged, 
provoked or enhanced through collage, depending on receptivity to the con-
cept and the appropriateness of the context. The nature of collage is polysemic 
– open to multiple readings and interpretations.
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C o l l a g e  T h e o r y  A n d  P r oc  e ss

Collage exemplifies a number of theories that are familiar to scholars of design. 
One of these is in divergent thinking as the designer explores laterally, taking 
in influences and gathering insights without prejudice from a broad array of 
sources (for example, collagists mine junk mail, textbooks, product packag-
ing, fabric swatches, album jackets, comics, family photos). The convergent 
thinking stage narrows and focuses as solutions are proposed and prototypes 
created. In collage, this focus means hunting for specific images and texts (for 
example, words that rhyme with ‘night’, the color orange, black and white 
images of boats, plaid patterns).

The collage process typically involves three distinct, although not 
exclusively linear, stages: harvest, flux, and commitment. During the har-
vest stage, books, magazines, junk mail, packaging, etc. are mined for texts, 
images, patterns, colors, textures, and other graphic and literary content. 
Cutting out, tearing off, compiling, and sorting are actions associated with 
the harvest stage. Flux refers to the possibility of numerous compositions 
with all the elements still in play, with both intentional and accidental rela-
tionships emerging through placing clippings together. During the com-
mitment phase, artists begin adhering elements, often allowing for change, 
happenstance, and embellishment. Glue, tape, straight pins or other adhesive 
techniques fix the collage elements into a finished composition. In the case of 
user-determined digitally interactive collages, the commitment stage might 
be more dynamic than static.

The combination of disparate elements in collages fits the incongruity 
theory of humor as advanced in the book Sparking Creativity: How Play and 
Humor Fuel Innovation and Design by Barry Kudrowitz (2023). Combining 
any two objects (a baseball player and a fish) might be seen as unusual but, by 
having the baseball player use the fish as a bat might be seen as funny – it is 
weird but it is also plausible! Kudrowitz’s summary of this theory is ‘creativity/
humor is about making non-obvious connections between seemingly unre-
lated things’ (p. 173). This statement aptly defines collage and is self-evident 
in this event title at the Kolaj Fest conference: ‘Why Is That Dinosaur Holding 
a Vacuum?’ (Kolaj, 2018).

Incongruity need not solely be the combination of disparate images or 
texts in a collage. It can also come about through a number of formal choices: 
composition, proximity, alignment, repetition, and more. The sum is greater 
than the total of the parts due to perceptual grouping, a central tenet in Gestalt 
theory. Incongruity’s opposite – congruence – can also be a collage artist’s goal.

Intention and serendipity are forces at play in the process of making 
collages. Some artists have a specific outcome in mind and search for visual 
and textual elements that serve their vision. Others delight in finding happy 
accidents. Graham Rawle (2023) employed the former method when he 
sourced 40,000 snippets of text to write his novel Woman’s World:
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I first drafted the novel in outline, then searched through hundreds 
of women’s magazines, cutting out anything that seemed relevant to 
the scenes I’d written: sentences, phrases and words that when joined 
together might be rearranged to approximate what I wanted to say. 
These pieces were transcribed, filed and stored, and from them I began 
to assemble my story as a Word document. Little by little, my original 
words were discarded and replaced by those I’d found. Once the text 
was finalized, I pasted up each page from the organized snippets.

‘Although [Woman’s World’s] text is graphically active with varying fonts, 
sizes and formats – all in the half-toned grayscale of photographic scanning 
– the story is equally propelled by coherent patchwriting’ (McCarthy, 2013: 
148). Patchwriting is a term describing a new generation of writers’ approach 
to unabashedly sampled text: ‘[their] act of writing is literally moving lan-
guage from one place to another, proclaiming that context is the new content’ 
(Goldsmith, 2011). ‘Context is the new content’ is an equally succinct defini-
tion of much collage. This idea is further stated by Boyraz (2022: 20):

In the collage, with all kinds of organic or inorganic ready-made mate-
rials, it can be said that the printed, drawn and photographic mate-
rial (image) was taken from the previously known context of life and 
pasted on a surface with a new concern for fictionality in a way that 
would serve a new context.

Collaging digitally, with the ease of downloading, screen-grabbing, Photo
shopping and other computer-based interventions to create montages of photo-
graphic imagery, can be seen as facile in both process and result. According to 
Iliescu (2008: 60), digital montages also work to subvert existing notions of collage:

In their singularity and literalness, such digital montages are antithetical 
to both the original intent of modernist collage and its subsequent role 
in postmodern critique. In abandoning collage’s critical power to elicit 
multiple and potentially conflicting readings, contemporary digital ‘cut-
and-paste’ collages reinforce the hegemony of singular, linear narratives, 
the very quality that modernist collage makers set out to contest.

Digital collages, although less material-intensive to make, need not be merely flat 
and shiny. The designer’s ability to cut-and-paste software code to intentionally 
glitch image files is a medium-specific collage technique, and adding sound files, 
motion and interactivity are tools that can make digital collages lively and unique.

C as  e  S tudi    e s  O f  V isua    l  D e si  g n  S c h o l a r s h ip  
T h r o u g h  C o l l a g e

Two examples of projects that use collage as a design research inquiry method 
follow. Both employ close readings of academic texts, rigorous citations and 
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a novel, self-exemplifying approach to graphic visualization that adds layers 
of meaning and interpretation. Both were published in double blind peer-
reviewed academic journals, affirming the validity of this strategy. Each case 
study is written using the first-person voice of its author(s).

First Issues, First Words: Vision in the Making (2016)  
by Jessica Barness
In what ways do the words of a design periodical’s editor shape the discipline? My 
exploration of this question led to First Issues, First Words: Vision in the Making 
(2016), an academic article and visual essay published in the peer-reviewed 
journal Dialectic, the academic publication of the AIGA, the Professional 
Association for Design in the US. I focused on the editorial introductions found 
in the first issues of numerous design journals and magazines as my subject, 
which contain each editor’s vision for the publication. These inaugural essays 
were typically aspirational, inspirational, welcoming, challenging and, in some 
cases, manifesto-like in their tone and rhetoric. Through reading these, I recog-
nized the ways editors also take on the roles of curators, educators, and scholars.

The project was inspired by Société Réaliste’s The Best American Book of 
the 20th Century which uses a framework of rigid conditions for selecting, and 
combining, individual lines of text from numerous best-selling books. I began 
my project with text analysis, which necessitated close readings of each essay. 
I examined the essays for their literary qualities and disciplinary relevance, 
and put them into an historiographic context. This is often seen as a tradi-
tional scholarly approach. However, rather than following Société Réaliste’s 
approach, I used an adaptive collage methodology. In doing this, I graphically 
restructured lines and words from these essays to create a new text, which I 
dubbed an ‘intertextual composition’ (Barness, 2016: 51). In this regard, the 
project is a hybrid of academic research, creative writing, and design practice.

I developed the visual essay through copying, scanning, and cutting pas-
sages from the printed journals and then arranging those irregular rectangles 
into coherent syntactical strings (Figure 1). This began with analog cut and 
paste, and eventually I worked digitally. The emerging texts are both occasion-
ally awkward and surprisingly poetic, and always in the typeface of the original 
published essay. As I wrote in Message journal, ‘as a type of rhetorical inven-
tion, [collage] has the potential to displace traditional hierarchical differences’ 
(Barness, 2015: 47). These new sentences carry both their original meaning and 
create new meaning through relationships with adjacent texts. Each passage is 
cited back to its original source publication for scholarly legitimacy and to also 
bring writing from the past into the present. An excerpted example follows:

Afterall, any journal article is not the research, but a deliberately cre-
ated (re)presentation of research within a restricted format.86 (There 
are) new materials, new tools, new ways to plan work.87 (and) Design is 
no exception.88 We have a world to win.89 (p. 57)
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My Vision in the Making collage-essay can be considered an act of meta-
authorship. Fragments of these future-shaping editorial introductions gain 
visibility in being sighted and cited. This creative research combines the rigor-
ous intellectual inquiry respected by academic culture, while using the tools 
of graphic design to create a novel collaged essay that adds layers of meaning 
not possible through words alone (Figures 2, 3 and 4).

Book Art The Information Electric Age (2015a)  
by Steven McCarthy
A similar project employing a form of patchwriting is my collaged book 
Book Art The Information Electric Age (McCarthy, 2015a). It is a critical 
remix of The Electric Information Age Book: McLuhan/Agel/Fiore and the 
Experimental Paperback by Jeffrey T Schnapp and Adam Michaels, with  
cameo appearances by The Medium Is the Massage, the seminal work by 
Marshall McLuhan, Quentin Fiore and Jerome Agel. I wanted to use collage 
to reconfigure and re-imagine these books as a commentary on mediation, 
information, expression, communication, and authorship (Figures 5, 6 and 7). 

Figure 1.  Selecting content for Vision in the Making.
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My authorial intention was to deploy collage as a book review tool that was 
simultaneously verbal and visual – a hybrid form in the genre of published 
literary criticism.

While I also created syntax from collaged snippets of text, my approach 
was less prosaic than that of Barness or Rawle’s previously mentioned book 
and more akin to concrete poetry, literally and visually. I also cited the clip-
pings to their sources, including for single words – perhaps an ironic gesture 
of hyper-citation. I used images from the donor books and employed the 
74-page book form itself as a design structure. An example follows, the partial 
text from a two-page spread (Figure 8).

The average man.30 Corpus.28

House.125

A distinctive architecture.125

The street.28 Your neighborhood.56

Village.94 Publishing houses / magazine factories.205

Figure 2.  Composing and arranging texts for Vision in the Making.
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Mass readership; others.165 The rest of the world.165

The environment.67

New York.3

An architecture of movement.35

Land-scape of. A seascape. Ultimate horizon.28

(McCarthy, 2015a, unpublished)

I conceived my book to be in the vein of the two paperbacks I cut up for recon-
textualized content – it was the exact same size and material, and at $5 from 
the on-demand digital printer Lulu, also inexpensive (Figure 9).

Book Art The Information Electric Age had two paths to scholarly 
dissemination. By publishing an article about it in the peer-reviewed jour-
nal Visible Language’s special issue Critical Making: Design and the Digital 
Humanities, I was able to discuss my collage process and the theories behind 
my approach to design scholarship. The second path was through exhibitions 

Figure 3.  Composing and arranging texts for Vision in the Making.
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and other visual venues. The bookwork was juried into three national exhibi-
tion venues and was also chosen for the highly selective STA 100 show (2016) 
and exhibited in their online gallery. In an amusing side note, The Electric 
Information Age Book: McLuhan/Agel/Fiore and the Experimental Paperback 
author and Harvard University Professor Jeffrey T Schnapp bought three cop-
ies of my collaged remix from Lulu.

C as  e  S tudi    e s  O f  C o l l a g e  A s  V isua    l  D e si  g n 
S c h o l a r s h ip

Two more practitioner cases follow, both demonstrating how collage can be 
sufficiently theorized into scholarly products that get disseminated through 

Figure 4.  Excerpt from the final digitized collage essay Vision in the Making.
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Figures 5, 6 and 7.  Three spreads from the collage book Book Art The Information 
Electric Age (McCarthy, 2015a).
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Figure 8.  Detail of Book Art The Information Electric Age spread showing the text quote 
above.

Figure 9.  Book Art The Information Electric Age is the same size and material of the 
other books.



13M c C a r t h y  a n d  B a r n e s s :  D a n c i n g  w i t h  s c i s s o r s

exhibitions, performances, publications, and institutional collections. Both 
projects began as works of artistic and literary expression, and yet are emblem-
atic of collage’s ability to communicate when framed in scholarly contexts.

Co-Collage Remix by Jessica Barness and  
Steven McCarthy
Co-Collage Remix is an interactive collage that involves images, motion, 
sound, and user-determined input, which we co-created in 2020. Originally, 
we traded paper-based collages back and forth through the mail, adding and 
subtracting imagery in a hands-on iterative manner (Figure 10). Through 
photo documentation, we were able to see each collage develop over time as 
a series of authorial interventions. This led to a research question: How do 
digitization and sound impact user engagement with collage as a medium?

We scanned and animated the originals as digital collages and put 
them on a website with user-toggled layers of geometric patterns that obscure 
parts of the collage images while illuminating a surface of subtle abstract 

Figure 10.  Example of original paper collage traded between the artists.
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motion. Sound files, themselves collaged through digital audio mixing 
techniques, add commentary – both literally and figuratively – to the visual 
aspect. Co-Collage Remix is online at http://collagingcollage.com

Besides the array of visual techniques acted on the analog paper col-
lages, we employed digital editing and manipulation tools in Photoshop, 
changing opacity settings, controlling color and contrast, cropping, and 
resizing, and so on. Eventually, animated GIFs were created and the files 
were brought into html-code authoring software. Sound files (music and 
voice), graphic layers of geometric patterns and interactive commands were 
added (Figure 11).

Co-Collage Remix applied collage techniques to its sounds as well as its 
images. We created an audio file of artist Max Ernst’s (1948: 13) quote ‘Collage 
is the noble conquest of the irrational, the coupling of two realities, irrecon-
cilable in appearance, upon a plane which apparently does not suit them’ by 
using Apple Mac’s text to speech tool. We then used an online translation tool 
to generate versions of the quote in French, German and Spanish, and yet had 
the text to speech tool read them using American English pronunciation and 
intonation.

In another sound file intervention, a different quote about collage 
was increasingly edited by removing vowels one at a time prior to text to 
speech recording. The words lost all coherence after several rounds of this, 
breaking the quote into nonsensical, but aesthetically engaging, gibberish. 
The parallel in visual collage would be to repeatedly cut into a represen-
tational image until the picture loses its narrative qualities, becoming an 
abstract ghost of itself.

Figure 11.  Co-Collage Remix website screen grab from http://collagingcollage.com 
(laptop browser version).

http://collagingcollage.com
http://collagingcollage.com
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Because viewers of Co-Collage Remix control the three sound buttons 
and six graphic layers (allowing for myriad possible overlapping combina-
tions), the user experience is individualized and varied (Figure 12). Our goal 
in the piece was to provide a few moments of amused interaction, a commen-
tary on how order and chaos co-exist: ‘the experience is whimsical, textural 
and sensory’ (McCarthy, 2020: 83).

We have several reflective take-aways from Co-Collage Remix. The 
interactive medium changes the nature of collage from a static two-dimen-
sional surface to one of dynamically varying, morphing instantiations across 
space and time. The user, taking on the role of DJ, constructs their own view-
ing and listening experience – the individual pathways through the piece 
are exponentially numerous. The addition of collaged sound offered its own 
opportunities for syntactical interrogation, and created a richly layered mul-
timodal experience. Users can combine image and sound layers to explore 
sensory effects ranging from loud, active and vibrantly pulsing to soft, ambi-
ent and calmingly textural.

Co-Collage Remix (along with two analog collages from the original 
series) was juried into the national exhibition All Together Now: Sound x 
Design at the Design Museum of Chicago (2021). The exhibition featured ‘the 
work of 24 artists, designers, and musicians from across the country, each cho-
sen through a blind jury selection process from over 70 submissions’ (Design 

Figure 12.  Screen grabs from mobile device showing toggled layers of geometric 
patterns.
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Museum of Chicago, 2021). The project was also depicted in McCarthy’s 
peer-reviewed paper ‘Sensible Nonsense: Collage as Redesign’ in the journal 
Message (2020).

Human by Steven McCarthy
Human is a limited-edition artist’s book that is a graphic visualization of my 
DNA results, as interpreted by 23andMe, the genetic testing company. The 
book consists of 100 pages in 10 x 10-page accordion-folded signatures, folded 
into squares and contained in a handmade wooden box (Figures 13 and 14). 
Each page represents 1 percent of my DNA. The book form is internally  
compact, much like human DNA, but opens expansively. With propagation so 
do our genes unfurl into the world – genetic messengers from past to future 
generations.

Collage was used as an image-making method in Human for its ability 
to combine, layer and juxtapose found pictures that evoke unknown ancestors 
and migratory circumstances. The project’s research question was essentially: 
How might collage contribute to balancing the hybrid states of expression and 
communication, of fixed evidentiary data and speculation, and of the tempo-
ral reach into deep ancestry with the present moment?

Human contains collage elements that are specific (e.g photos of  
family), that are general (e.g map of Senegal), and that are abstract (e.g non-
representational images, patterns, and textures). In aggregate, they portray the 
known – via lived experience and genetic evidence; the plausible – relations to 
peoples and geographies; and the speculative – connection to the vast arc of 
humanity over generations.

As a creative work, Human is both an artistic expression and a visual-
ization of data. (Figures 15 and 16) Its scholarly aspect is in the dissemination 
through exhibitions and collections. The book has been acquired, through 
purchase acquisition, by libraries at the University of Minnesota, Stanford 
University, DePaul University, and the University of Washington, and by the 
Bainbridge Island Art Museum. These collections, often called ‘special col-
lections’ that are non-circulating, maintain works in perpetuity and generally 
provide access to scholars, faculty, and students by appointment in a secure 
environment. That the work was acquired by these collections for over $1,000 
per book is one signifier of its importance. Human was also juried into Ink, 
Press, Repeat, a nationally juried printmaking and book art exhibition.

C o n c l usio    n

Collage takes elements, which is to say evidence, from the past and reconfig-
ures it into visual and literal works to express and communicate new meaning. 
Conventional academic research outputs, such as journal articles, are like-
wise constructed with previously published material and data collected from 
surveys and studies to use as evidence in advancing a discipline’s knowledge 



17M c C a r t h y  a n d  B a r n e s s :  D a n c i n g  w i t h  s c i s s o r s

Figures 13 and 14.  Collage book Human showing wooden box and 10-page 
signatures.
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Figures 15 and 16.  The unfurled signatures of Human revealing 100 percent of the 
artist’s DNA.
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base. Integrating collage – a graphic design practice – with academic research 
approaches becomes a form of scholarship that can further the knowledge base 
of the design discipline. Forms of design scholarship are varied and expansive, 
and dissemination venues are as diverse as the field itself: presentations, exhib-
its, performances, publications, interactive media, products, and more help to 
enrich design knowledge and experience.

The cases discussed in this article show how an integrated approach 
to scholarship, through collage and research, is possible. Vision in the Making 
and Book Art The Information Electric Age used collage to reorder the syntax 
of the writers whose journals and books were used as primary sources. Both 
pieces are examples of critical practices of design, whereby the research inves-
tigation, graphic forms, and reflection reinforce the scholarly outcome. New 
knowledge is created and so are new aesthetic experiences. That both proj-
ects appeared in highly respected academic graphic design journals shows the 
innovation and rigor of this approach.

Co-Collage Remix began as a purely aesthetic collage series, traded 
back and forth between colleagues desiring stimulation during the COVID-
19 pandemic. When the paper and glue collages were brought into the digital 
environment, increased opportunities for adding multimedia collage elements 
like sound, motion, and interactivity became apparent. This opened a more 
theoretical consideration about the nature of collage and what type of user 
experience might be rewarding.

Human’s path to academic dissemination was through institutional 
collections. The book used collage to communicate the known and the 
unknowable, and is simultaneously an artwork, a work of visual communica-
tion design and a commentary on genetics, bi-racialism, migration, and cir-
cumstance. As it is available to selective scholars, it offers the opportunity of 
being interpreted theoretically, materially, graphically, and rhetorically.

All four projects have this in common: they have intrinsic value as 
works of creative expression that are personal, exploratory, therapeutic, and 
experimental, and extrinsic value as research-driven artifacts that commu-
nicate, provoke, speculate, and propose alternative models of scholarship. 
The works offer themselves – through peer-reviewed scholarly dissemina-
tion channels – for consideration within academia beyond the reflections of 
the designer–authors.

These four cases show the variety and potential of collage as a design 
scholarship methodology. There are core benefits for design scholars in using 
collage methods and theory in research and creative practice. First, it enables 
directness, such as foregrounding the visual, literal, and material nature of 
original sources. In addition, scholars develop an expanded process toolkit by 
embedding the divergent and convergent stages of designing into researching. 
An expansive notion of authorship is also established through considering the 
boundaries of copyright and fair use, and of authorial expression and commu-
nication. Relevant contemporary theory can be applied as well, such as critical 
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design and design authorship. Finally, a more critical language of form can be 
created, both through collages as graphic works and through collage as a form 
of citation.

Through this article, we position collage as a medium and tool for 
design scholarship possibilities, providing the creative practitioner and 
researcher with insight to issues related to the social, theoretical, cultural, 
technological, and economic contexts of design. Although it might be incon-
gruent to conventional design research and creative practice methods, we 
invite our colleagues to dance with scissors!
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Drąg W (2019) Theory and practice of collage chapter. In: Collage in Twenty-
First-Century Literature in English: Art in Crisis. New York, NY: 
Routledge, 10–58.

DR.ME (Ryan Doyle and Mark Edwards) (2016) Cut That Out: Contemporary 
Collage in Graphic Design. New York, NY: Monacelli Press.

Ernst M (1948) Beyond Painting. New York, NY: Wittenborn, Schultz.
Gil E (2019) Designing by hand: The relationship between collage and graphic 

design. I+Diseño. Madrid. Available at: https://dialnet.unirioja.es/
servlet/articulo?codigo=7178808 (accessed 15 October 2023).

Goldsmith K (2011) It’s not plagiarism. In the Digital Age, it’s ‘repurposing’. 
Available at: https://www.chronicle.com/article/its-not-plagiarism-in-
the-digital-age-its-repurposing/ (accessed 19 February 2024).

https://orcid.org/0000-0002-8985-8809
https://ppublishing.org/archive/publication/377-the-place-of-the-collage-as-a-way-of-expressio
https://ppublishing.org/archive/publication/377-the-place-of-the-collage-as-a-way-of-expressio
https://ppublishing.org/archive/publication/377-the-place-of-the-collage-as-a-way-of-expressio
https://www.designchicago.org/all-together-now
https://dialnet.unirioja.es/servlet/articulo?codigo=7178808
https://dialnet.unirioja.es/servlet/articulo?codigo=7178808
https://www.chronicle.com/article/its-not-plagiarism-in-the-digital-age-its-repurposing/
https://www.chronicle.com/article/its-not-plagiarism-in-the-digital-age-its-repurposing/


21M c C a r t h y  a n d  B a r n e s s :  D a n c i n g  w i t h  s c i s s o r s

Iliescu S (2008) Research and debate – beyond cut-and-paste: The promise of 
collage in contemporary design. Places 20(1). University of California–
Berkeley. Available at: https://escholarship.org/uc/item/9hw638sm 
(accessed 15 October 2023).

Kolaj (2018) Kolaj magazine website. Available at: https://kolajmagazine.com/
content/kolaj-fest/why-is-that-dinosaur-holding-a-vacuum (accessed 
16 October 2023).

Kudrowitz B (2023) Sparking Creativity: How Play and Humor Fuel Innovation 
and Design. London: Routledge.

McCarthy S (2013) The Designer as .  .  . Author, Producer, Activist, Entrepreneur, 
Curator and Collaborator: New Models for Communicating. Amsterdam: 
BIS Publishers, 148.

McCarthy S (2015a) Book Art The Information Electric Age. Self published. 
Available at: https://www.lulu.com/shop/steven-mccarthy/book-art-a-
critical-remix/paperback/product-18rrgvew.html?page=1&pageSize=4 

McCarthy S (2015b) Book art: A critical remix of The Electric Information Age 
Book. Visible Language 49(3) (Critical Making: Design and the Digital 
Humanities). Cincinnati, OH: University of Cincinnati, 178–203.

McCarthy S (2020) Sensible nonsense: Collage as redesign. Message journal 
(University of Plymouth Press): 82–87.

McLuhan M, Fiore Q and Agel J (2008) The Medium is the Massage (Penguin 
Classics). London: Penguin Books UK.

Rawle G (2023) Graham Rawle website. Available at: www.grahamrawle.com/
womans-world-book.html (accessed 15 October 2023).

Schnapp JT and Michaels A (2011) The Electric Information Age Book: 
McLuhan/Agel/Fiore and the Experimental Paperback. Princeton, NJ: 
Princeton University Press.

Skolos N and Wedell T (2023) Skolos+Wedell website. Available at: http://
skolos-wedell.com/swinc2017/bio.html (accessed 15 October 2023).

STA 100 (2016) Society of Typographic Arts. Available at: https://100.sta-
chicago.org/winners/2016/book-art-the-information-electric-age 
(accessed 15 October 2023).

B io  g r ap  h ica   l  Not   e s

STEVEN MCCARTHY (MFA, Stanford University) is Professor Emeritus 
of Graphic Design at the University of Minnesota, Twin Cities campus. His 
long-standing interest in theories of design authorship – as both scholar and 
practitioner – has led to lectures, exhibits, publications, and grant-funded 
research on six continents. His book on the topic, The Designer As .  .  . Author, 
Producer, Activist, Entrepreneur, Curator and Collaborator: New Models for 
Communicating was published in 2013 by BIS, Amsterdam. McCarthy has 
been in over 135 juried and invitational exhibitions, and his artist’s books are 
in these collections, among others: Stanford, Harvard, Yale, Columbia, UCLA, 

https://escholarship.org/uc/item/9hw638sm
https://kolajmagazine.com/content/kolaj-fest/why-is-that-dinosaur-holding-a-vacuum
https://kolajmagazine.com/content/kolaj-fest/why-is-that-dinosaur-holding-a-vacuum
https://www.lulu.com/shop/steven-mccarthy/book-art-a-critical-remix/paperback/product-18rrgvew.html?page=1&pageSize=4
https://www.lulu.com/shop/steven-mccarthy/book-art-a-critical-remix/paperback/product-18rrgvew.html?page=1&pageSize=4
www.grahamrawle.com/womans-world-book.html
www.grahamrawle.com/womans-world-book.html
http://skolos-wedell.com/swinc2017/bio.html
http://skolos-wedell.com/swinc2017/bio.html
https://100.sta-chicago.org/winners/2016/book-art-the-information-electric-age
https://100.sta-chicago.org/winners/2016/book-art-the-information-electric-age


22 V i s u a l  C o m m u n i c a t i o n  0 0 ( 0 )

University of California–Berkeley, University of Washington, University of 
Cincinnati, Bainbridge Island Art Museum, the Banff Centre and the Ruth 
and Marvin Sackner Archive of Concrete and Visual Poetry at the University 
of Iowa. In 2017, he received the Minnesota Book Artist Award. To learn more 
and view his CV, see: http://stevenmccarthy.design.
Address: University of Minnesota Twin Cities, 240 McNeal Hall, 1985 Buford 
Ave., St Paul, MN 55108, USA. [email: smccarthy@umn.edu]

Through writing and studio work, JESSICA BARNESS (MFA, University of 
Minnesota) focuses on critical practices, participatory projects, and the 
design of scholarship, and how these relate to issues of power and represen-
tation. She is also a designer of visual, interactive, and sound-based things. 
She is a Professor in the School of Visual Communication Design at Kent 
State University. Barness has published articles in peer-reviewed journals 
such as The Design Journal, Design and Culture, MATLIT: Materialidades da 
Literatura, and Dialectic. She has presented work at venues hosted by orga-
nizations such as AIGA, Design History Society, FILE Electronic Language 
Festival, HASTAC, and ICDHS. Her creative endeavors have garnered awards 
from entities such as the College Book Art Association and the STA 100. She 
is a co-recipient of the Design Incubation Educators Communication Design 
Award in the category of Scholarship: Published Research. To learn more and 
view her CV, see: http://jessicabarness.com

http://stevenmccarthy.design
mailto:smccarthy@umn.edu
http://jessicabarness.com

