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INTRODUCTION

Make Great Design

_________   There are many ways to make great graphic design. You must have talent; it goes without saying that talent is the ticket to success. But do not forget ambition and desire. So, let’s assume you have all these. Then there is the old joke:

‘How do you get to Carnegie Hall?’ ‘Practice, practice, practice!!!’

So now you’re ready, right?

No, not exactly!

In addition to these necessary personal strengths, a solid knowledge of visual language, typography, spatial relationships, colour theory, user interaction and many other communication skills are required. This must then all be incorporated into practice and filtered through a keen design instinct and – even more important – imagination. A designer marshals existing tools to creatively communicate messages. A great designer is one whose imagination transcends the existing tools to create opportunities for innovation.

 This book does not ensure transcendence or innovation. In fact, the odds are stacked against true innovation, in the sense of creating something never, ever seen before. As Paul Rand enjoyed repeating, ‘Being good is hard enough, don’t worry about being original.’ Yet being good must include a modicum of originality.

What this book does offer is an (admittedly subjective) guide to the various ideas, approaches and themes that designers have used to enhance the quality and effectiveness of their respective works. Graphic design is an amalgam of different components that results in informative, entertaining and commanding visual and textual communications. Our goal is for you to experience the tools (and tropes) that comprise the graphic designer’s toolkit, not to copy the examples offered but to be aware that they exist. These techniques and ideas may be viable options or influences for your own work and if they also help you to make really great graphic design, all’s the better!
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COLOUR

The Magic of Pigment

_________   Josef Albers, one-time Bauhaus master and Yale University professor, was famous for teaching his revolutionary rigid colour theory. He came of age when colour reproduction was difficult and expensive and there were many books and manuals on how to effectively deploy colour in printing and design. Albers’ own book, Interaction of Colour (1963), rejected mundane approaches to colour, setting down rules for its advantageous use, involving interdisciplinary excursions into science, psychology, aesthetics and magic.

Albers advanced the idea that colour is continually deceptive, and that the exact same colour can evoke innumerable responses depending on how it is seen against other colours. He argued against ‘mechanically applying or merely implying laws and rules of colour harmony’, because of the subjective nature of perception – it is almost impossible to see a colour by itself and not interacting with its surroundings.

In his famous series Homage to the Square (1949–76), Albers explored through hundreds of paintings and prints the optical sensations created by juxtaposing harmonious and disparate colours side by side, in various arrangements and sizes. We can see in this work from the series that the colours interact in sometimes surprising ways. The inner first square is a darker orange yet appears to be less intense than the lighter second square that surrounds it, while the lighter orange of the third square dominates all the shades. Colour hue and intensity are perceptually different depending on the relationship of one square to another.

Since full-colour reproduction is routine today it makes it harder to attain standout results – to achieve impact demands more than simply choosing Pantone numbers. Colour is the designer’s ally and enemy. So it is wise to look at Albers’ practical exercises to understand that colour has a power that designers must tame while appreciating its wild nature.
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Homage to the Square -

Within a Thin Interval






BLACK AND WHITE

Make Monotone Colourful

_________   In the early twentieth century, black and white was common and colour was rare. Now it is the other way around; with current reproduction technologies, black-and-white design is an anomaly. So, why not use the ‘millions of colours’ that are so freely available on a computer? Maybe because full colour should not be the default solution to all design problems. Given that colour is the norm (though still difficult to use well), designers should challenge themselves to avoid the crutch of colour. Or better yet, to make black-and-white designs more colourful.

Armin Hofmann’s poster for this performance of Giselle not only looks as fresh as when it was originally designed and printed in 1959, but it shows off the power of black-and-white composition. Hofmann was a leading exponent of the Swiss Style (International Typographic Style) of Modernism, an attempt to reduce design to fundamental type and image based on grids and limited colour palette and typefaces. The Swiss approach was intended to communicate timelessness, and is as relevant today as when it was introduced in the 1950s.

In this poster, the blur of the turning dancer is a counterpoint to the column of sculptural type. The upper- and lower-case Helvetica typeface of Giselle is also rhythmic – the lower-case letters lead the viewer into the action and allow the ballerina a range of motion. Had Hofmann selected all capitals, the letters would have acted as a wall and the kinetic impact of the design would have been diminished.

This poster might have looked fine in colour, but black and white enhances the ballerina’s movement and forces the viewer to perceive just the relevant information – title, subject and event – leaving nothing extraneous to distract the eye.
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Giselle poster



 SPOT COLOUR

A Splash of Hue to Focus the Eye

_________   In offset printing, ‘spot colour’ is used when a designer specifies a unique hue – not made up of CMYK – in order to obtain a more vibrant result. Invariably spot colour is solid and intense, an unfettered swatch of pure pigment. Using it cleverly can produce a dramatic impact, but a subtle application can be just as startling, appearing restrained while in fact drawing the eye immediately where the designer intends. It’s not as easy as it sounds – using a spot of colour successfully is dependent on both the colour itself and how and where it is applied, so these choices must be made carefully for deliberate impact.

The Manly Modern is a book about masculinity in post-Second World War Canada. Canadian designer David Drummond found the rationale for his design in the
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