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Interview with Frank Rausch

by Afsaneh A. Rafii

Frank Rausch could just come
across as a perfectionist,

In reality, it is his devotion

to craftsmanship that makes
him tweak all these details you
will probably never even notice,
but which will inevitably make
vour digital reader experience
so much better. Welcome to the
world of user interface design.




Can you talk a little bit about your

background and how you chose

your current path? You have talked

about a passion for creativity, one

thatis rooted in a desire for

problem-solving.

| studied interface design in
Potsdam, it was the very first
year actually that the school had

this programme.

| am interested in how you

developed your sensibility for this

topic, was it sort of accidental —

something you discovered along

the way, or was it something you

were always interested in?

It was not obvious at all to me,
like most things in life you only
realize that it was meant to
become this way when it has
already happened. So, when |
started out, at age 13 or 14, | was

really interested in computers

and | started programming with
old books and manuals with

the old PC. | started typing
commands in Basic and | thought
| was going to be a computer
scientist because that was really
the only profession that |,

and everyone else around me,
knew of at the time that were
connected to computers.

As | improved my programming
skills | didn’t have anyone to
really mentor me back then,

so | had to keep buying program-
ming books and try to learn from
them. | realized when | got more
into this stuff that the fascinating
part was actually making the
user interfaces and thinking
about the interactions, making a
nice product. | made floppy disks
and gave them to my friends and
had them install my crappy apps
and games. Though we didn't
call them apps back then.

| literally walked to school and

handed these disks to those few

friends who had computers.

| really wanted to make digital
products but the connection
came much later. | got interested
in design because | actually
thought industrial design was
my thing. | was thinking about
ergonomics and interacting with
things. | had no idea at the time,
in the late 90s, that there was a
profession called user interface

design.

| applied to the Industrial Design
programme at a design school
and they rejected me, which
was fine because just a year
later they started this Interface
Design programme, which

was exactly what | had always
wanted to do: design + inter-

action + technology.



Title: Virtual Water App
Year: 2010

Poster design: Timm Kekeritz
App design: Frank Rausch,
Timm Kekeritz

App implementation:

Frank Rausch

The interactive version

of a popular poster designed
by Timm Kekeritz in 2007.
Our attempt to make the
iconic design interactive,
more affordable, and more
portable than the poster
version. This was the first
app published by Raureif

on the i0S App Store.



Itis such a privilege to know at

such a young age with conviction

what it is that you want to do,

and then finding the path that

leads you to it.

Yes. It was also a little weird
because at age 14 | was sitting at
my computer instead of meeting
friends. | was one of the not so
nerdy nerds, but still it was not
very common among my friends
to have this obsession. Most
would play games. | was more

interested in building stuff.

But | left out an important piece,

| studied at FH-Potsdam. Lucas
de Groot, who was a professor
there, inspired me to do type
design and | got hooked on type
design. | think | visited his class
almost every semester even
though | didn't get any credits for
the fifth and sixth time | attended.

| was obsessed with the type

world too suddenly. Nobody
thought it would be a good match
for the user interface part, but |
kind of had a hunch about that,
and it turned into a thing. | am
grateful for this sort of weird
combination which turned out to

be useful.

Why do you think you were

obsessed with type design

at the time?

| liked the obscurity of it. People
aren’t for the most part even
aware that type is designed.
Suddenly, you learn how to do it
and you learn to appreciate how
difficultitis and how much goes
into type design. It's a foundation
for any kind of graphic design.
Itis a beautiful combination

of simplicity and complexity.
You have this black and white
simplicity, you are within a

grid and you are within lots of

restrictions like: space, systems,
cultural perception but within
these limitations you learn that
there are still thousands of
variations of how you can solve

a problem or how you can design
something within this framework.
Craftsmanship is the other aspect
that | appreciate about it:

making nice harmonious curves,

contrasts that work.

In type design you become
trained at recognizing whether
something works visually. Just
looking at black and white shapes
and judging whether they are
good or not, right or wrong. There
is no formula but you learn to see

stuff.



I think a lot of people take this

work for granted, that in fact

there is a sort of craft behind it.

Absolutely, and | think this sort
of thinking in silos that we have
seen in the industry for so many
years, “this is designer work”
and “this is developer work”,

I think this is going to merge.
There is no way we can prevent
this from happening, and

| think that's a good thing.

| see more and more students of
mine becoming developer
designers or designer developers,
however you want to call it, with
an interest in typography. | am
trying to encourage these guys to
do what they want to do, without
someone else telling them that it
is not possible. | experienced it
in the first couple of years of my
work. | did lots of client projects
just on the design side, without

any development, so | have seen

how frustrating itis as a designer
to be told by developers over and
over again: “no, you can't do this,
the infrastructure does not allow
this.” I find that really empower-
ing and | appreciate that people

are now interested in this topic.

Within type design you have

mentioned the idea of problem-

solving again. | feel like that is

something you go back to a lot.

Where do you think that comes

from?

| come from a family of engineers,
my father is an engineer, my
grandfather was an engineer,

so maybe that can be chalked

up to my German engineer-
family upbringing. But | also
think | emancipated from that.

| think problem-solving is really
important in design but if you are
missing the non measurable

part, you are missing out on

alot. | am always frustrated in
the industry, because process is
very important while craftsman-
ship is kind of lost. Everyone has
their own design thinking and
method, etc. which is part of the
process but you rarely see people
talking about craftsmanship and
the actual act of implementing
something well. | have a feeling
that will change. | don't really
believe in process except for
selling stuff to clients. Process
is also more important when you

are part of a bigger team.



Title: MoneyMoney macOS App

Years: 2010-2013 (as product owner),
2013-now (after sale as external consultant)
Designers: Frank Rausch, Timm Kekeritz

A banking application
to manage personal finances.




Title: OECD Better Life Index, OECD Data Portal
Years: 2011-2014

Design: Timm Kekeritz, Frank Rausch,

Moritz Stefaner (Information Visualization)

My agency Raureif has created
both the Better Life Index website
and the OECD Data portal at data.oecd.org.



You used to be part of an agency,

what made you pursue your solo

projects and what are the

challenges and victories you have

faced, since choosing this path?

Ittook a couple of approaches

to take that step actually, be-
cause for a while | thought that

in order to navigate this industry
you would have to be a part of
the agency model. | took this for
granted, and | had to rid myself of
this notion. | mean, it was my own
company, it's not like | was living
inside the hell of someone else’s
agency. It was always clear to me
that | wanted to build products,
which we also did within the
agency. Some were not success-
ful, some were moderately suc-
cessful, others were doing well
but we never actually managed
to come up with something that
would sustain us, we did weather

apps, scanner apps... Eventually,

| decided to put my passion
behind solo projects and | started
working on this V for Wiki app,
which was the second Wikipedia
app that | made. The main goal
was to make a showcase for my
work and really illustrate what it
is that | am talking about, when

| am teaching or speaking at
conferences, but luckily it also
became commercially successful
and allowed me to make a living
with it. You can talk a lot about
how typography sucks digitally
but if you don’t have a way to
show how to make it better, then

it's not really credible.

Why were you so passionate

about the Wikipedia experience

(you devoted two years to creating

it from scratch), and not any other

website that you were a frequent

visitor of? What did this particular

app offer you in terms of breath

of implementation?

There are several reasons for
that, the most obvious one being
that | used Wikipedia a lot and |
think many people do. The fact
that Wikipedia's data is open and
accessible made it easier to use.
If  had wanted to improve the
user experience of Spiegel online
for example, | would have had
legal problems from the start—
the difference is in the license
model of the data. The problem

| faced, of course, was that
people said you can’t resell the
Wikipedia data since it is free.
But | don't resell Wikipedia
content, what | sell is basically a
pair of glasses to see Wikipedia
in a nicer way. | am also giving
back to the community because

| open source most of the code
that | use to extract data from
Wikipedia.






Title: V for Wiki
Designer: Frank Rausch
Years: 2016—now (constantly changing and improving stuff)

A reader app for Wikipedia with obsessive attention to (typographic) detail.
Winner of the German Design Award 2017.



In talking about the shift from

paper to digital you have said

that simulation is never as good

as the real thing, so there is no

pointin trying to simulate paper

when creating digital content.

Do you, however, think that it was

a necessary transition? Would

people have been able to make

the leap without having been able

to compare it to the medium they

had known best until then?

Absolutely, it’s kind of like having
training wheels on your bike.
Metaphors and simulations in
the digital realm are of course
guides, and they help you out
quicker than if it were totally
abstract. You have to give digital
stuff some shape so why not rely
on things that people bring from
outside the digital realm. The
digital world has been around for
about 40 years now, the graphic

user interfaces were created in

the 70s, so of course back then

it was even more important to
simulate stuff. But now that
people are growing up with
digital first, we can let go of some
of these simulations. If you think
about reading apps, the first iter-
ations were flipping pages with
animations, there was simulated
paper texture behind glass. They
got rid of all this stuff. People kind
of have accepted that it is not
paper. Now most apps are
scrolling and not page flipping.
So, simulation was greatas a
transition butitis not a viable
model going forward. You see
this with the phone icon now. The
phone as an object doesn’t exist

anymore.

How can storytelling become

a part of user interface design?

And can the storytelling only be

a reflection of the time your user

is in because you have to reference

their visual vernacular, more so

than being a reflection of the

designer-the phone which you

mentioned is a perfect example?

You absolutely have to consider
the user’s context, it's the same
in movies for example, even
science fiction, which is supposed
to show the future, has elements
from the time it was created in.
This applies to culture in general
and user interfaces are part of
culture and should be treated as
such, just like books, movies or

anything else.



Title: V for Mac (Mockup)
Year: 2019
Designer: Frank Rausch

| was (and still am) playing with

the idea of making a Mac version
of my popular Wikipedia reader app.
This is the design concept for it.
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The advice you have given to

young designers seeking a start

in your field, was to really train

their eyes, and give themselves

a lot of practice in order to hone

their craft. | found this particularly

interesting because | noticed that

in examples of corrections that

you have brought to existing digital

designs, like Wikipedia pages

for instance, you often qualified

something as not looking good,

whereas to my layman'’s eye,

it seemed ok. So, my question is

how do you know that every tweak

or correction you bring actually

improves the user experience and

is not just the implementation

of an obsession for perfection

on your part?

Itis definitely both. It's a valid
question and | don't think that most
people would appreciate that |
made one specific correction,

in one specific context which they

don't see, but the general feed-
back | getis that people think the
product is better, they just can't
quite put their finger on why they
think it is better. | think that in the
end a good product is the sum of its
details, all the little improvements
add up, even ifitis made up of
things people do not directly
perceive. That's also part of
craftsmanship, you do things that
you know are supposed to be that
way because it makes it better.
You could be done at 95% and are
really putting in the last 5% for
yourself or anyone else who shares
an obsession for details, but | also
think that's totally acceptable. This
really applies to any craft, even
when you buy a sofa, real effortis
in the details, like the legs that you
don’t see being polished. That's the
type of thing you do for yourself,
when nobody sees the detail,

but you know you did the best

you could.

Most design work is a very subjec-

tive application of a maker’s vision,

do you feel like there is a notion of

objectivity to designing typography

for user interfaces, because it

underlines the ease of interaction

with a device? (making text easy to

process for the eyes and the brain?)

There is an approach to it, but
there is really no way to measure
it. There are processes you follow
of course, like the four parameters
for typography (setting the size,
adjusting the horizontal rhythm,
line length, and vertical spacing)
butin the end itis only experience
that can show you if things work or
not. The more you know, the easier
it is to make decisions. If you don't
know anything, then it is difficult to
even start tackling the problems.
You can extrapolate that to any-
thing. If you don’t know the rules or
traditions, you don't know how to

break the rules.



Name: Typefacts

Year: 2017

Designers: Frank Rausch,

based on the established branding
by Christoph Koeberlin
Implementation: Frank Rausch

Typefacts was started in 2008
and | joined the team in late 2017
for a complete redesign

and reimplementation of the site.



Title: Partly Cloudy Weather App
Year: 2012

Designers: Jana Kiihl, Timm Kekeritz, Frank Rausch

Partly Cloudy visualizes weather conditions on a rotary dial.



You made the V for Wiki App,

which is a Wikipedia reader and

offers a much improved user

experience. In one of the talks

you gave, you mentioned that

you had met part of the actual

Wikipaedia team and were aware

that they have to work under a lot

of design constraints, and face

resistance from the users in

brining changes. Why is that?

Why, if making design improve-

ments to existing platforms

creates a better reading

experience, there is still

resistance to change?

It's just because people don't like
change. | don’t appreciate change
in small things either. Someone
once said that if you change a
website that people use a lot over
night, it will feel like you have
rearranged their living room.

If you change stuff, it makes a

lot of people mad. It might even

only make 10% of the people mad,
but they are very vocal about it.
That's a big problem in design by
committee or community. If you
have too many opinions and try
to mangle them into one design,
then usually it shows: it feels
like a compromise, and it looks
like one too. If you want a good
experience, then sometimes you
have to make decisions that are

notvery popular.

What would be the project of your

dreams going forward? Which

wheel would you like to reinvent?

I would like to set as a career
goal digital typesetting that is
so good that it indistinguishable
from high quality manual type
set books, because we still have
lots of problems in digital.

We are still missing this manual
line breaking. If you have a book

that is layouted by one of the

great typographers of the past
100 years, you will still see that
the quality of the line breaks is
much better. In digital, there is
no one who actually makes these
decisions. We could try and put
all of this into algorithms but

| don’t think that’s a good idea,
so | have high hopes for machine
learning. | think machine learning
and Al will make typesetting
much better, because you can
just train them with high quality
stuff from the past 100 years.
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