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Graphic Design Process offers a detailed investigation into the activity of graphic design�a field that spans many media, offers exposure to endless subject material, and reaches into countless other disciplines for inspiration. This book is a reflection of the joy we get from doing our own graphic design work: watching an idea gradually take shape, engaging in a back-and-forth with it, and reaching a resolution.


Insights into process amplify the meaning of creative work. The musings of those practitioners willing to share their thoughts and experiences enlighten and inspire us, often providing a sense of deep affinity, validation, and motivation. Our goal in putting this book together was to curate a discussion about the creative process in contemporary graphic design that would invigorate students and professional designers in the same way.


This collection of twenty case studies features a selection of designers who have visible, carefully developed methodologies. Drawing on a range of approaches, each designer affirms that there is no single way to conduct a design practice, and that every project demands its own way of working.





While the design process is seldom linear, for the purposes of examining the topic, we have constructed a chronological model: beginning with preliminary steps in the chapters ‘Research’ and ‘Inspiration’ and progressing to strategies and techniques for actualizing ideas in ‘Drawing,’ ‘Narrative,’ ‘Abstraction,’ and ‘Development.’ The book’s concluding chapter, ‘Collaboration,’ looks at the valuable ways in which design practice is enhanced through partnerships both within and outside the field. Our aim isn’t to prescribe a definitive methodology, but to research the highest level of thinking at every stage of the process.


Each case study concentrates on either a single design or a thematically based selection of projects. Some issues were better served by an in-depth analysis of one problem, while other topics required a broader sampling. Visual form varies greatly among the designers, but a common denominator in all projects is an openendedness in the visual language that extends the design process by engaging the audience.


It may be assumed that there are some innate talents or behaviors, or characteristic work styles, that all gifted designers share that enable them to solve complex problems. However, in interviewing the designers featured here, we could identify only a few predictable common threads in their experiences: the busier a designer is, the more ideas mix in the mind for inventive solutions; ideas usually come when a designer least expects them; and exposure to visual art at a young age, through a relative, teacher, or friend, opened a path to design.


If there is any pattern to design processes, it is the result of inherent constraints on design projects. Even though, on the surface, mundane limitations such as time and budget would appear to run counter to the act of creativity, it is these very restraints that stimulate inventive solutions. Engaging with a problem through extended research and analysis, in combination with a personal perspective and a tendency toward risk taking, informs a unique process that not only results in a solution to the problem at hand but also builds new insights that can advance future projects.


Over the years, graphic design has moved through many visual and technical trends. Some tendencies remain part of the design landscape, but many fade away. This book celebrates the experience of making the work, which, at the end of the day, is the biggest reward.
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1.1 The Design Brief


A2/SW/HK, London


1.2 Mapping /Modeling


Dubberly Design Office, San Francisco


1.3 The Client


Johnson Banks, London


 





Understanding a project’s context through research is of foremost importance in the design process. Although it is often tempting for the designer to focus on the formal aspects of an assignment, it is equally important to identify the systems within which the project will operate as well as the outside forces that might impact the project’s ultimate effectiveness.


The following case studies,‘The Design Brief,’ ‘Mapping/ Modeling,’ and ‘The Client,’ look at important strategies that lay the groundwork for meaningful engagement with complex design problems.


A design brief is a detailed description of an assignment generated by the client and/or the designer, or worked on in collaboration by both parties. It spells out the aims of the project, including its targeted audience, possible lifespan, and overall objectives; it also details constraints, such as budget and deadlines, and often anticipates future considerations.


A concept map is a model generated to gain in-depth insight into the problem at hand. The designer/design team examines the project both objectively and subjectively in order to tease out connections between the project and its related systems—exhausting all possible associations. These models not only foster a comprehensive understanding of the assignment, but also generate visual artifacts that facilitate the sharing of ideas among the collaborators.1


While research is a logical place to begin our sequence of case studies, it is important to keep in mind that the design process is iterative. Analysis works hand in hand with sketching and rapid prototyping to facilitate a productive feedback loop between designer and client/user.2 Maintaining an informed dialogue with the client commissioning the work forges a strong partnership that is fundamental to the success of the entire project.
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A2/SW/HK


The Design Brief


For Scott Williams and Henrik Kubel of A2/SW/HK, creativity is a clear process that originates from the client’s brief and evolves skillfully through a sequence of logical decisions. Says Kubel, ‘Most of our work has an idea behind it that makes sense…there’s the starting point and there needs to be a direction, a concept; not a pun or a cliché but something that’s useful, practical, and appropriate. Each project has a purpose, a mission, and every part is critical.�The design brief is key to defining the opportunities and limitations of a project, both of which are equally important in discovering the best solution. The process begins with the initial conversation with the client and then becomes an obsession.’


‘The design brief is key to defining the opportunities and limitations of a project, both of which are equally important in discovering the best solution.’


One excellent example is the ‘reading room’ A2 designed for the Turner Prize exhibition at Tate Britain in 2002—the exit point of the show, where the audience could leave comments, read the artist books, and watch artist interviews. The Turner Prize is awarded annually to a British contemporary artist. The four artists shortlisted for the prize are featured in the exhibition, which always generates public debate. Because of this, the Tate asked A2 to design an additional gallery as the final space in the exhibition to provide a place that would open a dialogue with the public audience and seek their opinions. Key elements of the brief were that the gallery had to be: an interpretive, contextual space; a fifth room that flowed seamlessly out of the other four; an open gallery of 9 x 9 meters (29.5 x 29.5 feet); built from transportable components that could be reused for up to five years. The museum gave A2 an exact production budget and six to eight weeks to come back with a solution.
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A2/SW/HK’s design for a final gallery in the Turner Prize exhibition at Tate Britain invites public participation.


‘Once you have the conversation and the brief, there is no particular method but one based on life and on knowledge.’


The brief’s requirement for a transportable, reusable gallery led A2 in the direction of a modular design, beginning with a system of wall panels carefully designed to fit the space as well as work within the available sheet sizes of materials. Foam-board prototypes were built to test the size of the components and determine the most unified and economical way to combine them.


Ergonomics and the limits of the human reach naturally dictated the positioning of the comment area, which found its place around the perimeter of the room, with comment cards also becoming a modular design element. The design logic behind the cards is a compact example of A2’s incisive distillation process.


Beginning with postal regulations, A2 decided that the comment cards should be the size of a regular postcard. As if to underscore the act of public participation, the pencils did double duty as pegs that fastened the cards to the walls, piercing the cards through the o in ‘comment’; the word was sized and placed so that the o was in the center and the card balanced squarely on the pencil. The text was set in the museum’s Tate typeface; the color of the text matched the wall color, which would be changed each year.


Contemporary art, especially conceptual art, is a critical influence on the way A2 approaches their design work. Its presence is evident in this exhibit design, which is itself like a piece of conceptual art— with the design brief as its concept and its physical manifestation completely supporting the hypothesis. Ironically, they do not want to be considered artists. Williams asserts, ‘We’re not artists and we have no aspirations to be.’


‘If we didn’t have six weeks on this, we’d probably still be working on it now…the deadline is something to work against—part of that crazy process; it forces you to stop working.’
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The comment postcards were an integral part of the modular system that spanned the perimeter of the audienceparticipation space.
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The mailing size of the comment cards, the use of the pencil as a fastener, and the position of the word ‘comment’ were all interdependent design decisions that supported the brief’s goal of audience participation.


For the exhibition Ergonomics—Real Design at the Design Museum in London, A2 worked in collaboration with exhibition architect Michael Marriot to develop the identity, applied graphics, online graphics, and printed material. The primary directive of the brief was ‘To create a strong exhibition identity that communicated and translated the theme of ergonomics in design, in a clear and concise way, to a large audience.’


To convey the subject of ergonomics clearly, all the design considerations, such as scale and visibility, were based on human factors. For example, the yellow and black color palette, which was homogeneously applied to all walls, exhibition stands, and graphics, was informed by the highly legible color combinations often used for public signage systems in airports or on roads.


Both of the typefaces used in the exhibition—Ergonomics and New Rail Alphabet—were designed by the studio. Ergonomics was designed specifically for the exhibition, and New Rail Alphabet was designed in collaboration with Margaret Calvert and is an adaptation of the typeface Calvert designed in 1965 for British Railways.
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The bespoke typeface Ergonomics activated the theme of the exhibition by using arrows to direct the viewer’s eye through the anatomy of each letter.
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Exhibition identity, applied graphics, and brochure, including original display typeface, for Ergonomics—Real Design, Design Museum, London.


Exhibition design by Michael Marriot.


Creative DNA


A2/SW/HK


A2/SW/HK is an independent design studio based in London. Formed by Royal College of Art graduates Scott Williams and Henrik Kubel in 2000, A2/SW/HK work with national and international clients on design consultancy, art direction, identity, publishing, exhibitions, website design, and the creation of unique typefaces for all media. Williams and Kubel are members of the Alliance Graphique Internationale.


In 2009, Williams and Kubel established A2-Type to release and distribute over a decade’s worth of their specially crafted typefaces. A2-Type create and release retail typefaces at regular intervals, as well as developing bespoke fonts for magazines, newspapers, brands, etc. Clients include the Museum of Modern Art, New York; Tate Modern, Tate Britain, the V&A Museum, and the Design Museum, London; Royal College of Art, London; Penguin Books; Phaidon Press; Faber & Faber; Wallpaper* magazine; and Royal Mail.
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Dubberly Design Office


Mapping/Modeling


Hugh Dubberly and his firm, Dubberly Design Office (DDO), known for their critical thinking in the world of contemporary design practice, are strong advocates for strategic planning. Dubberly outlines a range of mapping systems that his team works with: ‘concept maps, which explore big ideas, present research, and stand alone, often as posters; working models, which show user goals and tasks, technology systems, and business processes, and reflect what we learn about a project’s context; and task-flow maps, which document existing software, processes, and services, or illustrate proposals for new ones.’ Some maps are part of a larger design while others are visualizations of processes that are used as teaching tools.


‘If we wish to improve our products, we must improve our processes; we must continually redesign not just our products but also the way we design.’
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Modular white boards in the DDO office are in a continuous state of flux.
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An extensive and well-organized library supports DDO’s passion for research.
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A Model of the Creative Process, part of a series of concept maps designed for the Alberta College of Art and Design.
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A Model of Brand, a concept map designed for the American Institute of Graphic Arts.


In 2006, the Alberta College of Art and Design commissioned DDO to develop a series of concept maps on the theme of ‘Innovation, Play, and the Creative Process’ to mark the opening of their new Center for the Creative Process. DDO collaborated with faculty to diagram ‘very big and abstract design ideas,’ Dubberly explains. The resulting posters, such as A Model of the Creative Process, are both visually striking and cerebral.


Another concept map, A Model of Brand, designed for the American Institute of Graphic Arts, shows how mapping can expand awareness of seemingly familiar concepts. The term ‘brand’ has been invoked since the mid-1990s to describe an upgraded version of corporate identity—one that can support a distinctive character for a particular company or organization and also span many media.


A Model of Brand reveals the intricacy and interrelationships of branding and illuminates the topic in surprising ways. Dubberly’s goal in making the poster was to put all the key ideas in one place to make a reference tool, as well as an explanation. Another objective of the model was to show how brand and experience are linked: ‘Graphic designers often focus on identity; interface designers tend to focus on interaction; yet these areas overlap quite a lot, for example, in function, look, and feel.’


The horizontal axis leads the eye from left to right, beginning with the brand’s ‘stewards,’ moving to its ‘promise,’ its ‘product,’ and then to the user’s ‘experience.’ Dubberly explains: ‘Stewards imagine promise, promise guides product, product delivers experience, experience shapes perception, perception builds brand, and brand can be measured by stewards.’ This cycle is underscored by the typography, with the word ‘steward’ appearing both at the left edge of the map and bleeding off the right, suggesting that the right edge wraps back around to the left—as if the poster were wrapped around a cylinder. One rule that Dubberly insists on following, even though it is difficult, is only using a term once on a map. Each term is clearly defined and supported with examples.


The vertical axis connects the internal meaning of the ‘brand’ to the external systems that impact upon it, and the two axes intersect where ‘experience’ meets ‘perception.’ Dubberly refers to this interlocking structure as an armature. This branching architecture is present in all of his maps and provides a continuous flow that visually captures the recursive relationships among the parts that he strives to uncover. Each corner of the poster is filled with further detail: indices, definitions, and principles.


‘The whole structure is a space which suggests paths or narratives to explore.’
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A Model of Brand (detail). The complexity of the map absorbs the viewer in a detailed hierarchy that sparks discovery through a logical sequence of associations.
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In the first phase of the Java Technology Concept Map, every possible term related to Java, found in books and glossaries and cited by users, was written on color-coded sticky notes: components of Java on magenta, organizations involved in the Java community on yellow, Java language terms on green, and general programming terms on orange.


‘Design is moving from a world where we were concerned primarily with objects with tangible artifacts to one where increasingly we’re concerned with systems and less tangible artifacts. So as designers we have to develop tools for dealing with these intangibles.’


When asked what it was that led him to mapping as a studio focus, Dubberly says, ‘Part of it is practical.… Increasingly our practice involves systems or even systems of systems. A system is often a sort of intangible thing— it’s hard to see all at once or it has aspects that unfold over time or which might be hidden because they’re really small inside a computer or they are just far away.… There are many reasons.’ Concept mapping for Dubberly has therefore become an essential tool for defining and detailing the objectives of a project and also for forming a strong partnership with the client.


When DDO was approached to redesign Sun Microsystems’ main website for Java developers, they began the design process by diagramming the assignment’s context, focusing on the website users’ needs and tasks. The Java Technology Concept Map became the backbone of an exhaustive process that not only educated the designers about Java, but also aided inclusivity for a large client with a lot of stakeholders in the website design.


DDO began their research by interviewing a series of external developers who used the existing 110,000-page website as well as engineers from Sun. After more than forty interviews, a detailed inventory of the traffic flows on the existing site, and many intense weeks of work, the team produced a 3 x 15 foot (0.9 x 4.5 meter) diagram with over 400 terms. The first phases were generated with removable sticky notes on foam board to allow the model to be a work in progress. Ongoing reviews and revisions took place over many weeks. Large copies of the map were posted in high-traffic areas inviting reviewers to write revisions on the map and attach sticky notes.


The concept map was most instrumental in the design of the site architecture. The final map (see p. 16) took almost a year to complete. It contains 235 terms, 425 links (relationships), and 110 descriptions. The design of the web pages—their proportions, hierarchy, and typography—were the product of more conventional graphic design practices.


In Dubberly’s words, ‘Rather than imposing an architecture on the site design, the map informed the site more organically.’ Furthermore, when the design team rolled out the mammoth diagram on the conference table they immediately established credibility and facilitated an expanded level of communication with the Sun engineers: ‘We immediately had something to talk about and something that piqued their interest.…Because of the homework, we were able to have a conversation with them.’
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The primary terms for the Java map were identified and configured into a logical armature.


[image: image]


The basic armature remains but more detailed levels of information are woven into the structure.


The final map (see p. 16) was the product of more than 50 interviews, 100 meetings, and 2,000 e-mails.
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The completed Java Technology Concept Map.


Creative DNA


Dubberly Design Office


Hugh Dubberly is a design planner and teacher. The idea of large two-dimensional visual expressions is something he was exposed to from his early childhood. Both of his parents were engineers, and he has fond memories of coloring on the back of large blueprints for electricity-generating stations that his father would bring home.


Dubberly graduated from Rhode Island School of Design with a BFA in graphic design and earned an MFA in graphic design from Yale. At Apple Computer in the late 1980s and early 1990s, Dubberly managed crossfunctional design teams and later managed creative services for the entire company. During this time, he also served at the Art Center College of Design in Pasadena as the founding chairman of the computer graphics department.


Intrigued by what the publishing industry would look like on the Internet, he moved on from Apple to become director of interface design for Times Mirror. This led him to Netscape, where, as vice president of design, he managed groups responsible for the design, engineering, and production of Netscape’s web portal.
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