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Portfolio Sites

As with each previous volume of my Idea Books, I like to focus the first portion of the book on a secondary topic. Volume 1 featured colors, Volume 2 featured the basic elements of design, and Volume 3 featured various technologies that impact web design. This new volume focuses on taking an in-depth look at online portfolio sites.

It may not be all that surprising, but the most common types of sites people submit for my books are agency and portfolio sites. This is also an area that I am asked about very frequently. With this in mind, I am excited to analyze trends and patterns more extensively in this specific area.

Even if you don’t need to design a portfolio site, I believe you will find the categories very interesting. Many of the topics I have collected for this section are entirely new to me and represent some interesting ways to look at design patterns. For example, I am particularly intrigued by the regional chapter that shows the differences in portfolios from around the world.

While I completely understand that we think of an individual person when we think of a portfolio, I am also including agencies in this section. Though most of the sites presented here are for a single person, there are some collections here dedicated to agencies of different types. You will also see some agency sites peppered throughout the other sections.

Finally, I want to point out that the sites collected here are not limited to those in the design world. I have attempted to collect a wide range of sites that fall into many areas that require an online portfolio. These include portfolios for designers, photographers, painters and even sports figures.
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Portfolio styles and trends

At the heart of my Idea Books are design styles and trends. With this in mind I want to lead off this section on these topics. You will perhaps recognize many of these approaches from my previous books. The difference here, of course, is that they are 100% portfolio sites. At first I thought it would be hard to build out this section, but once I got going it was actually really hard to stop. I could fill volumes of books with categories of styles in just the portfolio genre.

I think there is real value in looking at a specific niche of web design in such a detailed way. It is amazing to see just how many patterns emerge. As a result, we can focus on the common ways in which people solve various problems. In the end you will hopefully find some fresh ideas to inspire your portfolio designs and any other type of work as well.


Super Clean

The Super Clean chapter is one I include in all of my Idea Books. As I have said in the past, this style embodies all of my favorite qualities and the sites here are typically the ones I admire the most. Sites that fit in here must display the cleanest and most beautiful designs. And most often they contain a clean, spacious layout that is easy to consume. Let’s dissect a few examples to see what I mean.

A perfect example is the MING Labs website (FIGURE 1). This site embraces a minimalist approach and is void of any structural design elements. This allows the designer to focus the user’s attention through a clear (and beautiful) typographic hierarchy. Though the site might appear simple, its detailed nuances are gorgeous and leave nothing undone. Notice how clean the design feels. It is full of space and one can easily digest its content—a perfect example of the super clean style at work.

Another example that easily fits into this category—and is equally easy to love—is the Heikopaiko site (FIGURE 2). Again the site leans toward the minimalist mindset, as most Super Clean sites do. But here, it feels less sparse, and yet it still has a clarity to it that is very welcome. Notice how you have no trouble scanning the site and consuming its content. There is no confusion in the flow of the document, no mixed messages, and no details left unattended. Super Clean sites like this one are so refined that it is almost annoying; annoying because it shows just how perfect a website can be. Frankly, this site feels so spot on that you feel like you’re looking at a Photoshop comp and not a live website.

Finally, let’s look at the portfolio site of Aaron Smith (FIGURE 3). Again we find that the site is full of space and relies on a really strong typographic hierarchy. Another pattern starts to emerge, though. Many of the sites I consider Super Clean make use of a single stream of content: rather than having sidebar elements and extra things that confuse the layout, they rely on a single column. This reinforces the content hierarchy and is a powerful component of making something feel clean. It seems that this would also be a great way to make a site easy to translate into a mobile structure. Perhaps some of these sites even took a mobile-first approach, which would explain the pattern.


FIGURE 1: www.minglabs.com
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FIGURE 2: www.heikopaiko.com
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FIGURE 3: http://adesignerd.com
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http://jasonjam.es
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www.mrbava.com
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http://robdavisdesigner.co.uk
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www.pixerience.com
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http://lukaslinden.net
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Illustrated Designs

I have long been an advocate of illustration in design if only for a single reason: It almost always leads to a really unique design. Want to blend in with the herd? Rely on stock photos or artwork that anyone can use (and everyone does). Want to completely stand out? Make original artwork a component of your design. No one will have your exact style combined with your ideas. It is a great way to make your work pop. Granted, we aren’t all great illustrators, but I believe that we can all create something from scratch.

Another huge potential perk to this style is the current popularity of what is known as the Flat Design style (see page 080 in this book). A flat design is void of depth and decoration and is very minimalist. By working in some unique illustrated elements our work can really pop. So, again, illustrations can really make your work stand out, and given the current style that is so popular, it can stand out even more.

Symphony Online (FIGURE 1) is a lovely example of this. It uses beautiful type, subtle textures, solid colors and decorated edge treatments (all of those topics, by the way, are covered in The Web Designer’s Idea Book, Volume 3). All of these elements are very popular and in style. The site genuinely feels relevant in the current design world. But notice how the illustration adds uniqueness to the design that makes it stand on its own. The site doesn’t at all feel like yet another “me too!” design. In my humble opinion, the illustrations are what make this site really pop.

Next I want to look at the portfolio site of William Cole (FIGURE 2). In this case, I would say that the site doesn’t fit into the current style at all. In fact, the fundamental design of the site goes right against everything that is trendy and popular right now. In some ways this works against the site—or at least creates an uphill battle for the site’s designer. If you break with convention, and even go opposite of convention, you have to really bring your A game. In this case, I think the designer successfully did just that. Yes, the site isn’t trendy, but it feels extremely unique. Even more, it seems that the site’s style reflects that of the artist behind it. It has more character, and you get the sense that an artist made it. Look through his work and I think you will agree that this resonates perfectly with his body of work and personal style.


FIGURE 1: www.symphonyonline.co.uk
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FIGURE 2: www.perpetuo.it
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www.secretkey.it
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http://enniscreates.com
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www.thesearethings.com
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www.creativemints.com
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www.ipolecat.com
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www.socialforces.com
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Masonry Styles

This style is named for a jQuery plug-in that is largely responsible for the results you see here. The Masonry plug-in (The Masonry plug-in: http://masonry.desandro.com) organizes rectangular items that vary in size and dimension by laying them out in such a way that they all fit together perfectly. It rearranges them like stones in a wall and the result is a solid structure of images or other content. Though this is not a new thing, it is incredibly prominent in the world of portfolio design. As such, I thought it was appropriate to highlight the approach here. Another popular plug-in that does pretty much the same thing but with a few other options is Isotope (The Isotope plug-in: http://isotope.metafizzy.co).

The portfolio of Alexa Falcone (FIGURE 1) is a perfect example of this. On this site you can clearly see the collage of images with a variety of sizes and dimensions. If you open the site and resize your browser, you will quickly notice that the elements rearrange to fill the available space. Using the Masonry plug-in, the content perfectly fills up any screen size and best of all, the plug-in does all the hard work for you.

Another great example is Glauce Cerveira’s (FIGURE 2) portfolio site. Here you also see a grid of images neatly arranged into a solid wall of content. In this case, you will also see that the “bricks” being arranged in this way can include any type of content—you are not limited to images alone. Instead you can have a series of containers that get positioned magically, whether they contain images, text or articles.

If you are considering this approach, there is perhaps a single gotcha you may encounter. Since the plug-in is arranging the elements in the grid system, you have little control over what goes where. You can sort of place things generally based on the order you put them into the page. But as the screen size changes it will move things around. So, if the exact order or placement of the elements is critical to you, this may be a problem.

Finally, I want to mention a simpler alternative. If you are going to use this style and you find that all of your items have the same width (height can vary), you need not use a plug-in to get the same results. Simply look into using CSS-based text columns with the column-count CSS property (A great article on CSS based content columns: http://css-tricks.com/snippets/css/multiple-columns). This turns a block of content (including images) in a container into multiple columns inside of the same container. The results look the same as the Masonry style (when the items are equal width), but without the complications of using a jQuery plug-in.


FIGURE 1: www.alexafalcone.com
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FIGURE 2: www.glauce.com
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www.poddapontiarchitetti.it
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http://jamesnash.net
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www.indubitablee.com
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www.danielmillroy.com
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www.vbg.si/en
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www.balinov.com
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One Page Folios

The one page folio is certainly not a new phenomenon, and yet it is rather easy to find examples of one page portfolio sites with styles and trends all their own. In fact, there are so many approaches to the one page folio that I was tempted to do multiple chapters on the topic, each highlighting a different subsection. Rather than go overboard, let’s instead dissect a few common examples from this carefully selected collection.

Cody Eason’s one page site (FIGURE 1) demonstrates many trends at once—which is really remarkable given the rather sparse design. For starters, he begins his site with an extremely short introduction. When we think about recruiters looking at potential job candidates, it is not hard to imagine how welcome such a statement is. There is power in knowing your core identity—especially in an industry with such closely related and diverse roles to fill. It is tempting to draw back and not want to pigeonhole yourself. Tempting though it may be, I can’t express how much I appreciate concise and specific statements. Short of showing your best work, I think this is perhaps one of the most important elements you can put into your portfolio site. And with a one-pager like this, you guarantee that everyone hitting your site will see this intro and know what you are all about.

Second, Cody’s site makes use of somewhat unusual navigation. It isn’t the typical list of links across the top. Instead, we find that the links are listed along the side. This is actually a pattern that we are finding on many sites and it works really well, especially for in-page navigation such as this.

Finally, the site embraces the flat design model, resulting in a prime example of yet another current trend. The site lacks depth and decorative elements (or ornate containers for content) for the structure. This is not an insult but rather a compliment. Designers can be really tempted into making monstrosities of portfolio sites, packed with all the things they wish they could do for clients. In contrast, Cody’s portfolio is super clean and to the point. His work is showcased beautifully and the site portrays him well. Frankly, it is amazing how effective such a simple approach can be. And perhaps that is the rub: “Simple” isn’t always so easy to come by; and instead it requires a great deal of effort.


FIGURE 1: www.ceasondesign.com

[image: ]


http://thenutone.com
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www.bwmedia.be
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www.kocha.com.au
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www.colincoolidge.com/worksamples
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www.davegarwacke.com
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www.socketstudios.com
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www.kokodigital.co.uk
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Front and Center

For this chapter, I want to highlight portfolio sites that don’t hide the portfolio pieces away on sub pages; instead they push them to the front page. But these sites don’t stop there—they make the work the primary focus of the home page by placing images front and center. Most often this is done through placement on the page and usually with very large images. As a result, the work becomes the primary focus. If your work is amazing this is a great way to structure your site. Rather than mess around with sales pitches or fancy introductions you just get to the point. In many cases the work is so outstanding that you hardly need to say anything else. It is the hook that draws people in and makes them really want to work with the individual or agency that did the work.

My favorite example here is the Hidden Depth website (FIGURE 1). This agency website is an extremely minimalist design that is essentially void of any decoration. As you can see in the screenshot, a large sample portfolio piece is placed near the top of the home page. This single portfolio piece serves as a gateway to the portfolio as a whole, which is packed with diverse and beautiful work. (It always helps when you have a great body of work to back things up.) Another interesting aspect of the large and prominent portfolio piece is the way the site handles as the screen changes size. On large screens, it is a collection of devices and computers. As the screen shrinks, it becomes a single laptop image with a website on it. Finally, as it condenses down to the mobile version, it showcases a trio of iPhones with mobile websites. It is a small detail, but I think it is ingenious how they have tailored the space to fit the medium.

Another common approach in this section is to provide a very large grid of work with almost no supportive content or elements. Sarah Coulton’s portfolio (FIGURE 2) is a prime example of this approach. This bare bones site gives the viewer almost nothing beyond the portfolio pieces. Again, if you have really great work, this is a great way to simply let the art speak for you. In this case, we get a glimpse into Sarah’s work and her overall style. The one risk here is that there is not a lot of information, so be darn sure your work is saying what you need it to! It is also important to give people a way to reach you. Don’t get so carried away with being minimalist that you leave out your contact info.


FIGURE 1: http://hiddendepth.ie
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http://milee.co/works.html
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FIGURE 2: http://sarahcoulton.com
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