
I began Unit 2 by asking whether design can be neutral. Müller-
Brockmann presents the grid as a neutral aid, yet writes that 
using it means "submitting to laws of universal validity" (1981, p. 
10). 1I read that submission as a choice and tested it. I fixed the 
1928 railway timetable that Kinross analyses,2set it in Müller-
Brockmann's 8, 20 and 32 field grids, changed nothing else, and 
compared legibility.3

But testing neutrality was a false problem: Kinross had already 
answered that "nothing is free of rhetoric" (1985, p. 29). What the 
experiment did show is that the same information changes when 
its arrangement changes.

Paul Bailey read this work as information design; Cyan, a Berlin 
studio, read it as composition. Following arrangement, I became 
interested in Thomas Geminus's 1545 rearrangement of Andreas 
Vesalius's anatomical images, and carried out a reediting 
experiment of my own: cutting, collaging and comparing the 
rearranged images with their sources, to locate the position of the 
designer as editor. 4

Its weakness is that I focused too much on information design, on 
how information changes when it is rearranged, so the material 
could have been almost anything else. A reediting that works 
on any source may carry no position of its own: I performed 
rearrangement without asking where I stood.

This weakness became the turning point: it raised a question 
of position. If any material would do, my position lay not in the 
material but in the arranging: in the frame that decides where things 
go before they arrive. That frame is what my two experiments 
share, and its most basic form is the grid. So I returned to exploring 
the grid system itself, and to what it decides before anyone reads. 

In Timetable, the grid had already fixed where each title, time 
and footnote could sit. Gitelman names what such planning 
does: "by dividing mental labor, blanks make bureaucracy" (2014, 
p. 30). A grid divides the work of a page in the same way: some 
plan it, others use it. A designer stands on both sides of that plan, 
following grids set by others while setting grids for others.

Since the decision belongs to whoever rules the grid, it need not 
stay inside typography. Scott treats legibility as a central problem 
of statecraft (1998): the same word is a tool in design and a 
condition in administration. As an object, the modernist grid has 
almost no form of its own, yet it is planned before anyone fills it. 
The grid therefore becomes more than a layout technique. It is a 
technical device that is fitted rather than read.

My position has moved from asking whether design is neutral to 
asking who decides, in advance, what can be entered. Arrangement, 
then, is not neutral: what can be entered is decided before anyone 
enters it. 
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So I began to wonder whether the modernist grid inherited this logic from 
bureaucratic forms, or only works in a similar way. This also answers the 
weakness of my reediting: there the material could have been anything, and 
I stood outside it; the grid is the tool I set every day, so I stand inside what I 
study. From inside, the designer is the point where personal discretion enters 
impersonal rule. 

My question is: which elements in the design language of the grid system 
itself embody bureaucracy, and which leave room for the designer's 
discretion? If a grid fixes in advance what a page can contain, it also fixes 
what an institution can recognise. 
The question is therefore not tied to one manual or one medium: now that 
grids come built into the software designers use, to what extent do they 
shape in advance how users work and how they see?
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