
Five yea rs ago, The Bridge, a post-graduate 

unit linked to the D epartmen t of Graphic 

D es ig n , w as es tablish ed at Techniko n 

N a ta l b y lecturers Ric k A n d rew and Jeff 

Rankin . Six teen hig her diplo m a students 

a nd fift ee n ce rtifi ca t e stude nts h ave 

q ua lified at the unit, w hich was fo unded 

with very clear objectives in mind. 

RICK ANDREW EXPLAINS ... 

Our prima ry aim was to estab l ish an 

educational platform from w hich to 

conce nt rate o n pract ica l 

visual communication in the 

So uth Africa n co ntext - a 

context w hich is mul t i-rac ial, 

mu l t i-c u l t u ra l , po liti ca ll y 

prob lemat ic and at t he 

in te rface of the so-ca ll ed 

' f irst ' and 'third wor ld'. 

Rick Andrew and Jeff Rankin 

O ur second aim was to prov ide a stud io fo r 

those students w ho so ught to deve lop a 

pe rso nal sty le and approac h to v isual 

co mmun ica t io n th roug h se l f -m ot ivated 

enquiry and pract ice. We wanted students to 

have the t im e to exp lo re tec hn iq ues and 

concepts - to pause for creat ive se lf-reflection 

befo re subm itti ng to the demand s of the 

des ign industry. 

I wou ld like to examine in some deta il those 

areas w hich prompted the estab li shment of 

this unit. 

The Educational Reality 

With the adve nt of apa rtheid, Tec hni kon 

Natal (it was then ca lled the Nata l Technica l 

Co ll ege) w as set as ide fo r students of the 

Europea n race on ly. M L Su lta n Tec hni ca l 

College was earmarked for 'non-whites'. 

So, because we had no African students, our 

vision tended to be Eurocentric and, in many 

ways, blind to the rea li ty of our situation in 

Africa . In the Department of Graphic Des ign 

we take our direct ion pr im aril y fro m 'f irst 

wo rld ' t rends in tec hn o logy, desig n, 

advert isi ng and the marketi ng of consumer 

goods. Ou rs is a vocati onal course and we 

strive to ensure that students will f ind favour 

in industry, both here and in the intern at ional 

arena. We make no apo logy for thi s 'f irst 

worl d' industr ial bi as . 

However, there are always so me stud ents 

w ho are drawn to their Afri can context and 

w ho are keen to discover ways of using their 

skill s in the service of the w ider commun ity. 

W e estab li shed The Bridge in response to 

such needs. 
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The Regional Rea l it y 

There are three major race groups in Nata l: 

Afr ica n, European and Ind ian, but re ligious, 

po li t ica l and cul tural groupi ngs are d iverse 

and do not necessa ril y co inc ide w ith race. 

Land ownership and population distri bution 

has bee n determin ed by a co lon ial past, 

exp loitat ive economics, a genera l migration 

to th e c iti es and a lso by t he sys tem of 

aparth eid , wh ich fo rced peop le to li ve in 

rac ia ll y seg regated areas w it h t he poo r 

pushed out to the peri phery. 

O ur p resent l and sca pe is o ne of great 

d ive rsity. The c ity centre w ith its high-ri se 

hote ls and air-cond itioned offices is w ithin 

viewing distance of the squatter camps w here 

the poor surv ive as best they ca n. Minimal 

servi ces are prov id ed and o ld sheets of 

co rrugated iron, used timber, and b its of 

di sca rd ed pl ast ic are com mo nl y used 

materi als for the construction of rudimentary 

shelters. The vast imba lances between ri ch 

and poo r te nd to haun t t he m ind and 

chall enge the des ign aesthetic of the glossy 

magaz ines. 

The words of novelist Octav io Paz, although 

referring to Mex ico are just as re levant here: 

We are the prod iga l sons of a homeland 

we ca nnot even defi ne but wh ich we 

are beginning at last to observe. 

Our territory is inhab ited by a number of 

races speaking d iffe rent languages and 

livi ng on d iffe rent hi stori ca l leve ls. A 

variety of epochs live side by side in the 

sa me areas or a fe w mil es apa rt, 

ignor in g o r devour ing o ne ano th er. 

Different heroes, customs, ca lendars and 

mo ral prin c ipl es li ve und er the sa me 

sky. 

However, the diversity and imbalances are 

not as important as the fact that these diverse 

peop les are interd ependent economi ca lly, 

eco l og ica ll y and cultura ll y . Th ere is a 

network of relati onships that undergirds our 

communal lives. A des igner or communicator 

who seeks to be effective in thi s reg ion needs 

to be sensitive to these dive rsiti es and their 

interconnect ions. 

Shared Vision 

A lso to be co nside red wi t h rega rd to th e 

es t abli shm ent of Th e Brid ge are th e 

experi ence and the shared vision Jeff and I 

brought to thi s undertaking. 

Having practi sed fo r many yea rs as a satiri ca l 

artist fo r th e Sunday Tribun e, Natal's major 

weekly newspaper, Jeff brought to The Bridge a 

link w ith journ ali sm, a conce rn w ith visual 

communication in a soc iety torn by politics, as 

well as an interest in book publi shing and the 

illustration of children's books. 

As a pai nter my focus was on the landscape. 

Ini tia lly seduced by the exotic and visuall y 
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picturesque aspec ts of th e landscape, I 

became increasingly aware of the social and 

psychic realities that underlie this textural 

sprawl and splendour. Frequent visits to the 

townships were instructive. 

Both Jeff and I shared a vision of reaching out 

of the Technikon 'fortress' to inc lude the 

'others' . We wanted to engage our context 

and, wherever possible, to upgrade the 

standard of vi sual/graphic materi al produced 

for the 'third world' sector. We bel ieved, and 

st ill do, that good graphics and illustration are 

as much a source of education as text. 

Experiences at The Bridge have brought me 

to the point where I believe th at although 

techniques and techno logies are essential, 

effective co mmuni ca tion in our divers e 

soc iety is pr imari ly dependent on enlivened 

im ag in at ion and compass ionate human 

contact. A process of affirmative act ion is 

needed for al l South Africans - we have all 

bee n spiritually injured by th e system of 

apartheid and rehumanisation is essential. 

JEFF RANKIN CONTINUES ... 

I want to expa nd on the co ncept of 

rehumanisation, parti cularly in the context of 

des ign educat ion, by examining three further 

motivational in f lu ences in the unit 's 

estab lishment. 

0 The process of steeri ng design 

educators toward our African 

context co incides w ith the need to extricate 

ourselves from some damaging conventions. I 

have fe lt since joining our Design School in 

1982 that it is our responsibi lity as directors 

of education pol icy, particular ly in th e 

for mer ly 'wh ite' and well equ ipped 

institutions, to submit to Africa's needs 

with all of the implied lea rning and 
.,,, 

difficulty for ourselves. Without '~ • 

getting into the detail, we 

would like to see a shift 

in th e und ergrad uate 

design sy ll abus, giving Africa her 

long overdue place. 

At the post-graduate leve l Th e 

Bridge provides an avenue for students to 

exp lore their homeland in greater and more 

relevant depth, an aspect seriously lacki ng in 

undergraduate design courses. 

The second influ enc e I want to 

mention is the 'd isc iplin ary apart­

heid ' which has been in st itutionali sed in 

Natal . As a student of Fine (G raph ic) Art at 

the Technikon in the seventies, I completed a 

foundatio n year w hi ch touched on many 

aspects of art and design, before se lecti ng a 

major course of study fo r my seco nd and 

third year. This system allowed each student 

to make a c hoi ce based on personal 

exper ience, ac ro ss a multi-disciplinary 

spectrum. There are seve ral 

reasons why, in the early 

eighti es, the 

foundation­

level ties between 

Fine Art and Des ign 

were final l y and 

com pl ete ly c ut at 

Technikon Natal. The reasons are debatable, 

but the effect on students' options has in my 

opin ion, been crippling. 

Technikon Nata l is the only ce ntre in the 

province which offers, under one roof, major 

courses in the various Design disciplines and 

in the Fine Art majors of Painting, Sculpture 

IetJT I 
21 



-~7.~,~-

-·~: ~~:-:--..-:t 

~~~~~ .. '. ~~ ·"' 

I 
IetJT 
22 

.. . 
~ f: ' 

and Printmaking. And yet our own brand of 

mutua l aparthe id means that, for instance, a 

student of Graphic Des ign has no practical 

exposure to any Fine Art activities, and vice 

versa. To extend the analogy , 'ethnic 

cleans ing' is a perfectly accurate description 

for our educational se lf-determination. And 

whi le I speak as a des ign lectu rer I must 

emphas ize that our Fin e Art Department 

shares the responsibility for this situation. 

" In any event, the nett result is a culture of 

ignorance. Some (design) lecturers are active 

in getting their students to exhibitions, in 

expandi ng students' options and hopefully 

seeing the _ _reflection of this in their work. But 

this s.ort of against-the-odds approach surely 

does not belong in a college of art and 

design. I hear with sadness that colleges 

elsewhere in the country are considering the 

separate approach. We shouldn't be severing 

these tiesj in the technically-bound design 

disciplines, the students are limited enough 

as it is. 

The Bridge with its option for informality, and 

by taking in students from other backgrounds, 

has gone a smal I part of the way toward 

counter ing our disciplinary apartheid. This 
• 'ii 

was a strong influ~nce in the unit's founding. 

In fact· I find that The Bridge's name owes as, 

much to this very specific need of discipline­

bridging, as it does to the wider notions of 

bridging which Rick has already described. 

e The th ird influence worth noting is 

what I loosely term the industrial 

co lonisation affecting des ign ed ucat ion . 

Perhaps this has been a reverse co lonisation, 

where industry has been tacit ly inv ited to 

dictate pol icy to the respect ive design 

disciplines. My view on this is encouraged by 

the number of students who have expressed 

their frustration at the constraint of a training­

or•iented design course. 

The trai ning versus education debate is 

ongoiRg in our schools of design, and one 

often feels that the trainers a-re on to p. 

Industry is impatient, the time-equals-money 

rule is applied at the expense of critica l 

thinking and thorough practice (two elements 

fundamental to learning in this type of 

course). 

It i's therefore n_o surprise to find a body of 

students who are intellectu ally 

comp lacent. Hard_er times may have 

s-hak"en thE) hold of job-security; 

perhaps the educational colonies 

w ill now be ab le to act more 

indeperidently, with '~employers 
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preoccupied at home base. The promise of 

this process is very positive for ed ucators, 

students and ironically (in the long term) 

industry itself. 

Collaboration 

Although The Bridge was a response to the 

demand for independence in its own area of 

design education, students coll aborate with 

many commercia l organisations. The ongoing 

work with publishers Heinemann-Centaur, 

for instance, is special and has encouraged 

several processes. Bridge students are able to 

use the unit's contacts for income while 

practising their skills. The col laborat ion has 

fed across to the Graphic Design course, 

where we have an annual publisher's project 

and awa rd at second and third year level; and 

we are now seeing act ivity in the neglected 

area of type and text design. 

There is a mutual pay-off through 

this coll aboration, and I hope 

that more members of the 

commercial sector will 

see the benefit of 

work in g as ful ly w ith 

their feeder courses. 

Despite the disagreements which would arise 

in any designer/cl ient situation, the staff at 

Heinemann-Centaur approach members of 

The Bridge as ' learn ing professionals' . Part of 

my own job description is that of liaison, as 

fa r as poss ible maintaining a consistency to 

approach and resu It. 

Over the past four years this work has 

consisted mainly of book-cover design and 

text illustrat ion . This year has seen a focus on 

the design of text and other typography in the 

educationa l book fo rm at. In the past South 

African publishers have seen fit to rely on the 

expert ise of mainly European book and text 

designers. In ou r spec ific case, the pub li shers 

have decided to avoid the problem of 'a lien' 

design and to work w i t h home grow n 

so lu tions. Th is col laboration has helped 

students identify areas w hich some had never 

considered, for example the po li tica l history 

of educational publishing in South Africa. 

Looking Ahead 

Slowly, and in spite of the comp lex 

background of conservatism and secu rity in 

their breeding and their learning, the students 

are allowing a more humane range of 

influ ences to be part of their th inking. We 
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have to be very patient as The Bridge goes 

through its development. It is a co nce pt 

based very much on idea, in a studio setting 

which doesn't boast wonderful facilities other 

than a comfortable space and the permission 

to think. We must be patient with the pace of 

c hange in an educatio nal environment, 

patient with the bureaucratic obstinance 

which inevitably prevails, with students who 

have to rediscover their individual needs. 

We must be patient with the shedd ing of our 

inst itutions' whiteness, with the politicians 

and with the priorities of a c han gi ng 

homeland. At the same time, things tend to 

have a life and momentum of their own, and 

so it is with The Bridge. We, Rick and myself, 

have a sense sometimes of standing by and 

watching as it moves through different stages, 

dependent above all on the demand and 

vision of that unpredictable an imal we ca ll 

the student. 

REFERENCE 

Paz, 0 . 1985 . The Labyrinth of Solitude. 

Harmondsworth: Penguin Books Ltd. 

IetJT 
23 




