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“To design is to create images which communicate 
specific ideas in purely visual terms and to utter 
statements whose form graphically embodies and 
enhances the essential nature of the notions to be 
communicated.” 

(John Commander (1960), quoted in Poyner, 2004, p.10)

Welcome to Graphic Design 2: Working with a Client. 

Your OCA Student Handbook should be able to answer most questions about the basics of this 

course and all other OCA courses so keep this to hand. 

Course aims and outcomes

This course will enable you to build on the practical skills introduced at Level 1.

The relationship between client, brief and graphic designer is central to the practice of graphic 

design. Graphic Design 2: Working with a Client will explore this relationship and support 

you in applying creative problem-solving techniques, understanding the needs of clients and 

audiences, finding effective ways of communicating your ideas and developing the critical skills 

to evaluate the results.

You’ll explore a range of design contexts including information graphics, promotional material, 

design for publishing and design for the screen. You’ll look at how to prepare your artwork for 

printing and develop your use of layout and your practical and contextual understanding of 

typography and type design.

You’ll use your learning log to document and reflect on your learning journey and your practice. 

Developing critical and self-reflective skills is important in helping to define your own visual 

language and assessing the effectiveness of your visual communications; tutor feedback and 

peer interaction will support you to develop these skills.

Before you start



The course aims to help you:

•	 develop the visual language, practices and processes of graphic design across a range of 

contexts

•	 develop the skills for the critical evaluation of your own work and the work of other designers 

•	 apply creative problem-solving, research and idea development techniques to a range of 

graphic design contexts, including work for clients and other audiences

•	 select, test, apply and evaluate graphic design skills and techniques 

•	 select and apply appropriate methods of visual and written communication.

On successful completion of the course you’ll be able to: 

•	 generate visual research and outcomes that show some personal visual language 

•	 show a critical and contextual understanding of graphic design practices 

•	 demonstrate an ability to apply creative problem-solving to client-led briefs 

•	 present evidence of selection, testing, application and evaluation of graphic design skills 

and techniques 

•	 reflect on your own work and that of other artists and designers.

Your tutor 

Your tutor is your main point of contact with OCA. Before you start work make sure that you’re 

clear about your tuition arrangements. The OCA tuition system is explained in some detail in 

your Student Handbook. 

If you haven’t already done so, please write a paragraph or two about your experience to date. 

Add background information about anything that you think may be relevant for your tutor to 

know about you (your profile) – for example, the areas of practice you are currently interested in, 

your reasons for exploring this subject, and what you expect to achieve from taking the course. 

Email or post your profile to your tutor as soon as possible. This will help your tutor get a sense 

of your experience and motivations and help them understand how best to support you during 

the course. 

Your tutor will make arrangements with you for dealing with queries, reviewing progress and 

submitting assignments. You’ll also need to arrange with your tutor how you’ll deal with any 

queries that arise between assignments. This will usually be by email or phone. Please note that 

tutors can only deal with the occasional email between assignments as most of their time is 

allocated to providing feedback on your assignment work.



Your learning log 

Keeping a learning log is an integral part of this and every other OCA course. If you’re new to 

OCA courses, read the Introducing learning logs study guide for further information. 

Use your learning log to record and document your progress through the course:

•	 your creative journey – your work, thoughts and decision-making as you move through the 

exercises, research points and assignments

•	 your wider research – books or articles you’ve read, reviews of exhibitions or visits, and links 

to other designers’ works or ideas 

•	 your experiences as a learner – the process of learning the subject, evaluation of your own 

progress, and your responses to tutor feedback.

You may want to consider setting up your learning log as an online blog. This blog could 

document your work from the exercises and assignments, including scans or photographs of 

your sketchbooks, links to research and written reflections. Setting up a blog is free and can 

be done through websites such as Blogger, Tumblr or Wordpress. A template is available for 

bloggers using Wordpress from the OCA website. Be aware that there may be some restrictions 

in place for re-blogging images from some OCA resources, such as the Bridgeman online library. 

Getting feedback 

At the end of each part of the course you’ll submit your work so your tutor can give you some 

feedback on your progress. This submission should be a cross-section of the work that you’ve 

done, including: 

•	 your assignment work, including finished pieces, preliminary work and your reflections on 

the work you’ve produced

•	 a selection of work and reflections on the exercises and research points

•	 progress on your critical review 

•	 any other sketchbook or back-up work. 

Show this work to your tutor by gathering it together and either posting or emailing it (you can 

use a free file-sharing service if there’s a lot of large material), or you can add it to your blog as 

you work through each part of the course. 

Make sure that you label any work that you send to your tutor with your name, student number 

and the assignment number. Remember to email your tutor to tell them when you’re ready to 



submit, so they know to look at your blog or expect a parcel. Your tutor will get back to you as 

soon as possible after receiving your assignment but this may take a little time. Continue with 

the course while you’re waiting. 

It will be helpful for your tutor to see the work that you produce in between assignments. You 

may agree, for instance, that you’ll send your tutor samples of work or make your work available 

on your blog, if you need your tutor to comment on something in particular, or if you have a 

problem that you need help with. 

Formal assessment 

Read the section on assessment in your Student Handbook at an early stage in the course. 

The Assessment and how to get qualified study guide gives more detailed information about 

assessment and accreditation. For assessment you’ll need to submit a cross-section of the work 

you’ve done on the course:

•	 10–15 pieces of work drawn from your exercises and assignments 

•	 selected preparatory and sketchbook work 

•	 your learning log or blog url 

•	 a 2,000-word critical review. 

Only work done during the course should be submitted to your tutor or for formal assessment. 

Pre-assessment review 

If you decide to have your work formally assessed, you’ll need to spend time at the end of the 

course preparing your finished work for submission. How you present your work to the assessors 

is of critical importance and can make the difference between an average mark and an excellent 

mark. Because of this your tutor is available to guide you on presenting your work. 

Put together your portfolio for assessment as directed in the submission guidelines at the end 

of this course guide. Photograph or scan the work you plan to submit and email it to your tutor. 

Don’t photograph every page of your notebooks, learning log or sketchbooks, but describe what 

you’re planning to submit. You should also outline the way you plan to actually present the 

work so that your tutor can make sure that you’re making the most of the work you’re sending 

in. Your tutor will give you feedback and guidance so that you’re well prepared to make the best 

of your work at assessment. 



Assessment criteria 

The Visual Communications degree has adopted overarching assessment criteria. These trace 

the development of your work and are central to the assessment process for this course. At Level 

2 the assessment criteria put slightly more emphasis on your creative and analytical thinking 

and less on your visual and technical skills than at Level 1.

If you’re going to have your work assessed to gain formal credits, make sure you take note of 

these criteria and consider how each of the assignments you complete demonstrates evidence 

of them. On completion of each assignment, and before you send your assignment to your tutor, 

test yourself against the criteria; in other words, do a self-assessment, and see how you think 

you would do. Note down your findings for each assignment you’ve completed in your learning 

log, noting all your perceived strengths and weaknesses and taking into account the criteria 

every step of the way. This will be helpful for your tutor to see, as well as helping you prepare 

for assessment. 

The assessment criteria are:

•	 Creative and analytical thinking – Analysing information, formulating independent 

judgements, employing creativity in the process of investigating, visualising and/or making, 

developing a personal voice (25%).

•	 Research and idea development – Sourcing and assimilating research material and using 

visual language to investigate, test, interpret, and develop ideas (20%).

•	 Visual and technical skills – Using materials, techniques, technologies and visual language 

to communicate ideas and information (35%).

•	 Context – Awareness of critical, contextual, historical, professional, and/or emerging 

contexts; personal and professional development (20%).

Course structure 

Graphic Design 2 is divided into six main parts, each with its own assignment. Each part of the 

course addresses a different issue or topic and is separated into projects designed to tackle the 

topic in bite-sized chunks. Each project contains one or more exercises, which are there for you 

to test out the ideas and practices explored in the project. Each project also has research tasks 

designed to encourage additional research and provide reflective questions that feed into your 

learning log. The assignment at the end of each part of the course draws on what you’ve learned 

from these exercises and research tasks. It offers the opportunity to undertake a more 



substantial creative project and apply your understanding of the topic. The first assignment 

has a diagnostic element and is designed to help your tutor get a feel for your work at an early 

stage in the course.

At the end of Part Five you’ll establish and undertake a client-led assignment drawing on what 

you’ve learned on the course as a whole. You’re expected to spend more time on this assignment 

than on previous ones. In order to undertake this project you’ll need to make contact with 

potential clients, community groups or other appropriate sources of briefs, which may require 

some forward planning. Read the brief for Assignment Five at an early point in the course so 

you know what is being asked of you.

From the beginning of the course, you should regularly collect research material and make 

notes in your learning log to help you understand your own work in relation to that of other 

graphic designers and artists. This process will also help you decide on a suitable subject for the 

written element that you’ll submit as your sixth assignment. Begin putting some ideas together 

for this critical review as soon as you start the course. Submit an outline proposal of what you 

plan to do by Assignment Two, for your tutor’s approval. It’s best to work on your critical review 

throughout the course, submitting draft outlines and work in progress as you move through the 

course, rather than leaving everything until the very end. Your tutor will provide feedback on 

your critical review plans and progress at each assignment stage. 

You may want to look at the critical review section in Part Six to give you a better idea of what’s 

required and how to go about planning for it. 

Planning ahead 

This Level 2 course represents 600 hours of learning time. You can break this down to around 

12 hours a week working over 52 weeks, or a day a week working over a year and a half, or you 

may be able to commit more time and work over a shorter period of time. The time you spend 

on each part of the course will depend on the time you have available, your own work rate, how 

easy or hard you find it and how quickly you want to complete the course. So don’t worry if you 

take slightly more or less time than suggested. 

You’ll need to allow extra time if you decide to have your work formally assessed in order to 

prepare your work for assessment, and there may be restrictions on the amount of time you have 

if you have student finance in place. Your tutor will negotiate deadlines with you for submission 

for each assignment, and provide feedback on how you’re progressing once you’ve submitted 

them. 



Allow around 20% of your time for reflection and development of your learning log. Try and 

avoid getting too bogged down in a particular part of the course. If it helps, draft a rough study 

plan, matching the number of exercises, research points and assignments against the amount 

of time you have available. You may find it useful to revisit this at the end of each part. All 

OCA course materials are intended to be used flexibly, so keep your tutor informed about your 

progress, especially if you do find yourself struggling for whatever reason.

Reading and research 

At the end of this course guide you’ll find a short reading list of essential and recommended 

texts, journals and websites you may find useful. There is a special section on the OCA student 

website with chapters or shorter extracts from a comprehensive range of current graphic design 

related books. These have been specifically selected because these are pertinent to your studies, 

so make sure you make good use of them.

Each part of the course features relevant examples of other graphic designers’ work as well as 

quotes from a range of related source material. It’s important to extend your understanding of 

the theory and practice of graphic design by undertaking your own contextual and historical 

research. Enrich your knowledge and understanding of these areas by visiting galleries, museums, 

degree shows and other events, as well as studying texts, articles and images online and through 

books and journals. Document and reflect on different practices and ideas (including your own) 

in your learning log. This will form the basis of your critical review. There are research points 

and exercises throughout the course to encourage and support this written aspect of the course. 

Referencing your reading 

Whenever you read or see something that you might want to refer to in your projects and 

assignments, get into the habit of taking down the full reference to the book, article, website, 

film or image straight away. You must fully reference any other work that you draw on if you plan 

to go for formal assessment. To do this you should use the Harvard system of referencing – there 

is a guide to using the Harvard system on the OCA website. Getting down the full reference 

at the time will save you the frustration of having to hunt for the details of a half-remembered 

reference long after the event and ensure that you don’t inadvertently plagiarise someone else’s 

work. 



Using technology 

Today most of the tools required to be a graphic designer are digital ones. So you’ll need to 

have access to computer resources such as desktop publishing (DTP) software, a printer and a 

scanner. The most commonly used DTP software is Adobe InDesign or QuarkXpress, though you 

might find other alternatives. You may also need Photoshop and Illustrator or similar software 

to create your own graphics, and to edit and manipulate images.

You may need to develop your skills in using this technology, but since technology moves so fast, 

and as there are plenty of tutorials available elsewhere, this course doesn’t go into the detail of 

each software package. It does, however, assume that you have access to and familiarity with 

basic techniques such as scanning and image manipulation, and laying out images and text, 

and that you will practise and develop your skills with your specific software during the course. 

You can do this course without using such software. However if you’re considering formal 

assessment or moving towards working as a professional illustrator then it’s advisable to develop 

your computer skills and use of specialist software. 

Spending too long working on a computer can be bad for your health and have a negative 

effect on your posture, wrists and eyesight. Make sure your computer, desk and chair are 

comfortable and take regular breaks.

OCA website and forums

There are lots of other OCA students currently studying graphic design, illustration and other 

visual communication subjects. Use the OCA website forums as a place to meet them, share 

experiences and to learn from one another. The forums are a great place to ask questions of 

other students, perhaps from those who have already done the course. A number of exercises 

suggest you access the forums to share some of your research and to join in with the debates 

that are taking place. The OCA student website also contains resource material and links to 

online archives you’ll need to use. You may want to start by logging onto the forums and 

introducing yourself. Find out who else is on the course and say hello. 



Part one 

The practice of graphic 
design

Graphic Design 2

Design, Design Council, 1983



“What is graphic design? Graphic design is the 
process of choosing and organising words, images 
and messages into a form that communicates and 
influences its audience.”

http://www.designcouncil.org.uk/about-design/Types-of-design/ (accessed 25/01/13)

“Design is the conscious and intuitive effort to impose 
meaningful order.” 

 (Papanek, 1985, p.4)

Lawrence Zeegen, 1989



Design is an activity that involves the creative solving of problems: the designer assesses what’s 

needed and develops ideas and solutions in response. Design encompasses the majority of 

human actions in one way or another, from working out how best to house, clothe and feed 

ourselves, to issues of communication, transport and health. Graphic design is just one strand 

of this wider notion of design and exists alongside other specialist disciplines ranging from 

furniture to product design, fashion and textile design, transport, building or service design. 

Each design discipline has a different agenda and uses different tools to meet the needs it has 

identified. For graphic designers, this agenda is largely focused on its function as a tool for 

communication, in developing ways to address an audience through print, screen or other form 

of mass communication. 

The work produced by graphic designers appears all over the place – from the home to the 

workplace, from public spaces to the virtual world. Graphic design fulfils different roles in different 

contexts and is delivered through an increasingly diverse range of media. It uses communication 

to do different things – to entertain, inform, provide visual unity or identity, provoke or persuade. 

Graphic design covers all of these, sharing common elements of typography, images and layout 

to help shape and communicate a message to an audience.

Areas of design practice

Given the spread of design practices, it’s little wonder that graphic design overlaps and integrates 

with lots of other areas. Graphic designers work alongside architects, product designers, 

animators, journalists and publishers, television or film-makers, illustrators and photographers 

in order to provide a specialist understanding of how best to organise information for maximum 

results. However graphic design can also be split into discrete areas of practice, each with a 

slightly different focus, depending on the types of communications being developed or the 

media through which these messages are sent. In broad terms, graphic design can be divided 

into the following areas of practice:

•	 design for print – leaflets, posters, small publications

•	 publishing – paper-based books and magazines as well as digital versions such as e-books 

or online content

•	 design for identity – logos, livery, packaging (which overlaps with graphic design’s role 

within marketing and advertising)

•	 retail design – branding, packaging, signage, displays, feeding into fashion product design

•	 design for the screen – web design, TV, film, mobile phone apps, game consoles, interactive 

and multi-media design. 

Project one Getting started



Graphic designers can opt to specialise within one of these areas, for example by focusing on 

design for print, or respond to the increasing need to integrate communications across new 

and old media by developing both print and digital skills. The aims, outcomes and briefs might 

differ between these areas but working with a client is a shared relationship across all of them. 

The client represents a starting point for the design process through the briefs they set and the 

wage they pay the designer. As a graphic designer you might find yourself working freelance, 

working as an in-house designer, or collaborating with other kinds of designer practitioners, 

but you’ll need a brief to provide the necessary content, context and motivation to develop 

communications. Without a brief, graphic design lacks the fundamental purpose that drives 

it as a discipline. That’s not to say designers can’t set their own self-initiated briefs or that 

only purposeful forms of graphic design are valid. Some areas of practice have a particularly 

strong relationship with client needs, especially where there’s a need to communicate a specific 

message; in other areas there’s a lighter touch, allowing more room for designers to develop 

their own voice within the message.

Communicating with an audience

“The famous media commentator Marshal McLuhan 
commented that, ‘The medium is the message’ (1964), 
by which he meant that the designer’s choice of the 
pipeline that feeds us visual culture is in itself full of 
meaning for the people receiving it.”

(Downs, 2012, p.191)

Soviet Poster, Dmitri Anatolyevich Bulanov, 1927, (colour litho)



All aspects of graphic design involve talking to a mass audience. Whether it’s a magazine, 

product packaging, a website viewed around the world, or a street sign, graphic design is rarely 

created for only one person. This makes it important to understand the medium you’re using to 

transmit the communication – and to appreciate what it means to have an audience.

Print, broadcast and digital media each have their own benefits and limitations as communication 

tools and, as Marshal McLuhan suggests, each comes with its own set of inherent meanings and 

possible interpretations. As a designer, you’ll choose your media according to the requirements 

of your client’s brief, the type of information you want to get across, the technical limitations of 

the media, its cost, and a sense of how best to reach your intended audience. 

Defining your audience and getting to know what they want is an incredibly important but 

at the same time difficult thing to do. Unlike face-to-face communication, graphic designers 

rarely get feedback from the people seeing, reading or interacting with their work so, like other 

broadcasters, they rely on focus groups, market research or customer feedback to help them. 

Focus groups bring together a small representative sample of an intended audience, often 

with a facilitator to help structure conversations and debates. Designers use focus groups as a 

sounding board for research, to critique initial ideas or provide feedback on existing products or 

communications. While the ability to talk to people directly about ideas is useful, focus groups 

can be costly to set up, and sometimes lack either a fully representative sample or critical voices 

that might genuinely question a communication. 

Market research or customer feedback is usually conducted through questionnaires or interviews, 

either carried out face-to-face, over the phone or through feedback forms. It aims to draw together 

a larger sample of opinions to help form a sense of what people want or respond to. Market 

research, especially within commercial contexts, has led to the categorisation of people by their 

shopping habits, motivations, aspirations or incomes. While this can provide a useful way of 

breaking the mass of humanity down into simple groups, it loses much of the detail that makes 

us real people. The development of social media such as Facebook has helped to harness what 

individuals want or like, without having to make quite so many assumptions. Crowdsourcing 

is a recent development that uses the internet’s ability to create online communities to help 

shape ideas and content, or gather contributions from a wide range of interested parties. 

Crowdsourcing has helped raise funds, indicate a demand, or support niche ideas that might 

not have made it through focus groups or conventional market research. 



The principle of talking to people who might fall within broad definitions of a particular audience 

is achievable for most designers; this might mean talking informally to people, opening out your 

initial ideas for critique or accessing an online community to provide some useful insights on 

your designs from another perspective.

Graphic design, along with many other forms of broadcast media, can be seen as a monologue 

communicating to people, without any real dialogue. Its function is to communicate, and 

anything that gets in the way of this process can be seen as noise or interference. Certainly, 

the Shannon and Weaver model of communication (1948) sees communication as a process 

by which messages are packaged, sent and received. This model assumes that an audience are 

passive receivers of information, rather than active interpreters. Other models of communication 

see audiences as people able to make their own judgements and read your messages in ways 

that make sense to them. This might mean your designs are interpreted or read in ways that 

you didn’t necessarily intend. Communicating to an audience means designers have to think 

through some of the potential unintended messages that might arise out of their designs, and 

find ways to promote their preferred meaning.

Becoming a graphic designer

“Finally, you need to acquire a ‘voice’. I was tempted to 
say ‘style’ here, but voice is more accurate, because it 
is more personal and it suggests humanistic qualities. 
How do you acquire a voice?” 

(Shaughnessy, 2005, p.135)



It’s useful to think about what graphic design is and 

how you go about learning how to do it. Reflecting on 

graphic design as a practice will help shape how you 

approach the subject and how you begin to develop your 

voice within it. 

As a practice graphic design sits somewhere between 

craft and art. It uses the same visual elements as much 

fine art practice – the basic building blocks of shape, 

colour, form and space – and draws on a similar pool of 

cultural references and visual languages. Graphic design 

is also about making something work for an intended 

purpose, and for that to happen, graphic designers – like 

craftspeople – must be practical problem-solvers with a 

particular set of specialist skills. Historically these craft 

skills have centred on the ability to use typography and 

printing technology and to craft letterforms, logos, plans, 

diagrams and other bespoke visual elements. Given the wealth of new digital technologies, the 

idea of ‘craft’ may seem a little out-dated, but the idea of graphic design as a practice that 

involves problem-solving and technical skills is certainly still relevant. 

Seeing the practice of graphic design as something that draws on both art and craft also helps 

to frame the relationship with clients. We can view most commercial graphic design as part of a 

service industry that largely responds to the needs of the client; graphic designers are specialists 

who need clients in order to fulfil their role as visual problem-solvers or communicators. Other 

areas of design have looser client relationships which function more as a stepping off point, 

perhaps more akin to the notion of the patron who is happy to support and fund a project.

The word ‘graphic’ is often used to describe styles within art that have particular visual qualities 

or are more direct in their approach. However, graphic design is not a defined style. Designers 

adopt different visual approaches depending on the needs of specific client briefs, mixing 

and matching different styles and visual languages. But that’s not to say that designers don’t 

have their own particular approach or voice within their work. Developing your voice as a 

designer is about connecting your own creative process, your interests and motivations, cultural 

understanding and awareness, with your own particular skill set. It’s less about defining and 

sticking to a particular visual style than developing a range of approaches. 

Aude Van Ryn, 1997



According to Adrian Shaughnessy (2005) you need three main elements to develop your voice 

as a graphic designer: 

•	 Firstly, you need to have a creative vision, through which you can decide what’s good 

design, what has integrity, and what’s worth designing. This might be driven by your interest 

in the aesthetics of good design and/or by a social concern to use good graphic design to 

improve the world in some way. Looking at other designers’ work and reflecting on your own 

interests and motivations will help shape this.

•	 Secondly, Shaughnessy identifies the need for an inner sense of confidence in your creative 

judgements. Creative confidence comes through experimentation, getting things wrong, 

learning by mistakes, and a hunger to try things again. Reflection is very important to the 

process – looking back at what you’ve done, thinking about what’s worked well and why 

it’s worked, and how you can improve. The exercises and assignments in this course are 

designed to help you develop your creative confidence, increase your willingness to take 

risks and try new ways of working, and deepen your understanding of your practice. 

•	 Finally, creative confidence comes from cultural awareness, from being connected to wider 

contemporary and historical fashions, trends and ideas. The research activities in this course 

will help you both broaden your cultural awareness and start to think how you can use this 

knowledge to enhance and develop your own practice.

To sum up, learning to become a graphic designer and developing your own voice draws on the 

ability to: develop craft or technical skills and learn how to make things that work; experiment 

with those skills by testing them out and applying them to a range of situations, such as client-

led briefs; create designs that draw upon a wider sense of visual languages and shared culture; 

and develop ways to innovate and change those visual languages by creating something new. 

Poster: Plain English Campaign, Allan Burrell, 1992



Exercise: Areas of practice

Collect some examples of graphic design you find interesting from a range of different 

categories – for example, design for print, design that provokes, interactive graphic design, 

information design, or design that persuades. 

Use these examples to reflect on what types of graphic design you’re interested in exploring 

or the kinds of clients you’d like to work with. Is there one area you’d like to focus on or do 

you want to try them all? Have you chosen most of your designs from one type of media or 

over a broad cross-section? What type of communication most appeals to you? Presenting 

information? Storytelling? Creating an identity? Being persuasive? 

Can you identify any common threads in the visual feel of the designs you’ve chosen? 

Do they use similar visual elements, conform to a particular ‘style’ or have shared cultural 

references?

Summarise your results into descriptive keywords or a short statement that begins with I’m 

interested in graphic design that… and, using this text, design a postcard that references 

some of the examples you’ve found most interesting, for example by using a similar visual 

approach.

Your response to this exercise should be as 

much about developing your research skills 

as about looking at the designs themselves. 

What resources were most useful? Don’t 

forget to look at the course reading list and 

other resources on the OCA website.

You may want to share your postcard and 

any interesting resources you’ve found with 

other students through the OCA student 

forums. 

Cover story by Formica, 1974



The basic visual elements of graphic design are typography, images or illustrations, colours, 

shapes and space. Squares, dots, arrows, letterforms, boxes, circles, frames, images and lines are 

all part of the basic building blocks of graphic design. Add in colour and all the juxtapositions or 

possible variations and you have infinite possibilities to choose from. Successful graphic design 

relies on the balance and interplay of the various elements to create visual dynamics, harmonies 

and discords that subtly create a sense of visual unity, meaning or vitality and make one design 

feel or look different from another. 

Shapes

Squares, circles, oblongs, lines, dots, 

and all other forms of geometric 

shape, are an inherent part of the 

visual vocabulary of graphic design. 

It’s hard to get away from A-sized print 

formats, the shape of a screen or the 

standard dimensions of a CD cover, for 

example. Within these frames, though, 

designs are structured around blocks, 

boxes, or lines that can be offset by 

more dynamic elements that cut into 

these shapes, provide diagonals or create other juxtapositions. For example, the placement of 

photographs and variations in typography can enliven the columns of text that create regular 

block shapes across a newspaper; the evenly-spaced shapes of the columns contrast with the 

irregular or organic shapes of the photographs and larger typography.

Typography

While typography functions to present 

word and texts, it also works purely in 

terms of visual dynamics. Letterforms 

are defined by the shapes of their 

lines, stems, bowls, and serifs – by the 

thickness or delicacy of these elements, 

and how they combine to form words. 

These forms interact with the space 

around them, creating new areas and 

forms.

Project two Visual dynamics

'Bauhaus' printed linen and cotton furnishing fabric designed by 

Susan Collier and Sarah Campbell for Liberty & Co., 1972.

German Saving Premiums Loan, Imperial War Museum: Posters 

of Conflict, Louis Oppenheim, 1919



Colour

Colour is an important element for any graphic designer, but is often left to the end of the 

creative process. Getting colours to work together to create the feel, mood or effect you want 

can take practice. Use of colour for a graphic designer is as much about understanding the 

printing process or screen as it is about deciding which colour works with one another. And 

understanding how colour works as ink on paper is different to understanding how it works as 

light on a screen. Graphic designers use the CMYK colour model to describe and choose colours 

for work on paper, while for screen-based work they use the RGB model. You may have already 

looked at basic colour theory, CMYK and RGB colours at Level 1, but you might want to refresh 

your understanding of colour by downloading the Basic Colour Theory booklet from the OCA 

student site. 

Visual space

Visual space describes the ways in 

which objects on a surface relate to one 

another through their placement. You 

can create a sense of space through 

the gaps between objects, often called 

white space because of the white paper 

left uncovered by visual elements. You 

can overlap objects, creating a sense of 

one object in front of another, or use 

scale, having one object smaller than 

another to suggest distance or depth within your visual space. You can fill your visual space 

with orderly or chaotic, randomly scattered or carefully arranged visual elements. You can make 

the surface itself part of the dynamic by using it as a framing device, cropping visual elements 

at the edges. You can fill the space with solid opaque elements, with the top one blocking out 

the others, or use transparent layers to present a build-up of overlaps and depth. 

Sign symbol exercise: letter forms, Tom Hudson, 1965



Exercise: Visual dynamics

Here is a series of short exercises to help you start creatively exploring what you can do with 

visual dynamics. 

1. Choose a typeface and zoom into some of the letterforms to pick up on the detail of 

the lines, dots, curves, stems, bowls and serifs that make up the letters. You can do this 

by scanning your selection at a higher resolution, blowing it up on a photocopier or 

working with vectors on Illustrator.

2. Using a square format to frame your selections, develop a grid of designs that makes 

the most of the visual dynamics you’ve found. Think about how you use scale, cropping 

or framing. 

3. Repeat the exercise, but this time exploring the dynamic of using different colour or 

tonal combinations.

Poster for the Bauhaus exhibition held at the 

Royal Academy of Arts, Burlington House, 

London, Herbert Bayer, 1968



The Bauhaus – rational experiments

The idea of reducing visual design down to basic geometric elements was first explored by the 

pioneering art schools such as the Bauhaus in 1920s Germany. The Bauhaus was founded by 

architect Walter Gropius and employed many of the leading lights of painting, photography, 

architecture and design. Working on modernist principles, the Bauhaus sought to establish a 

universal visual language based on a shared visual experience and therefore available to all. 

This language prioritised simplified forms and rational, objective solutions, and attempted to 

reduce the visual to its most basic and formal elements – shape, line, colour – underpinned by 

universal principles as to how these visual elements interact.

The artists and designers at the Bauhaus applied these principles across a range of disciplines. 

Type designers Herbert Bayer, Jan Tschichold and Paul Renner sought to rationalise the historic 

black letter forms of German script and Latin serif fonts to create more modern simplified forms. 

Herbert Bayer designed his bold modern Universal typeface in 1923; Renner created his long-

lasting Futura typeface in 1928; and Jan Tschichold published The New Typography (1928), 

a progressive handbook for modern designers, in which he postulated that it was preferable 

to have fewer, better-made typefaces than a multiplicity of choice. Each was a part of a wider 

movement of modernisation, change and, to some degree, industrialisation of the arts.

Posters of Conflict, Paul Renner



“The New Typography is distinguished from the old by 
the fact that its first objective is to develop its visible 
form out of the functions of the text. It is essential 
to give pure and direct expression to the contents of 
whatever is printed: just as in the works of technology 
and nature, "form" must be created out of function. 
Only then can we achieve a typography which expresses 
the spirit of modern man.” 

(Tschichold, 1995, p.66)

Much of the Bauhaus’s work was driven by a belief in simplifying and rationalising visual forms 

and linking them to the work’s function. This process was informed by an almost utopian vision 

of modernisation, technology and a desire to find universal truths. Jan Tschichold, along with 

many other Bauhaus teachers and students, was denounced by the Nazis; after the Second 

World War, Tschichold softened his modernist outlook on typography, drawing parallels between 

Nazi ideology and his own calls for reducing cultural choices in typography.



Exercise: Patterns

1. Return to the previous visual dynamics exercise, or select a different typeface and zoom 

into some of the letterforms to pick up on its details.

2. Choose some of your selections to develop as a repeat pattern. Consider your choices 

in terms of the potential for being decorative through repeating, reversing, rotating, 

overlapping, or through a combination of all of these processes.

3. Explore how you can simplify or develop the designs by emphasising the relationship 

between the foreground and background, exploring scale, grouping elements into one 

form, or getting rid of unnecessary elements.

The Carpet bag & sketch book polka, 

Camille Colmar, 1865-1866



Revolutions in design

“Designers at the Bauhaus believed not only in a 
universal way of describing visual form, but also in its 
universal significance. Reacting against that belief, 
postmodernism discredited formal experiment as a 
primary component of thinking and making in the 
visual arts.” 

(Lupton & Cole Phillips, 2008, p.9)

In the 1960s, postmodernist thinking rejected the idea of universal communication put forward 

by modernism and claimed that an individual’s interpretation of art and design is shaped by 

their particular cultural, social and political standpoint; it’s impossible to create a universal 

visual language because everyone’s reading of that language will be different. Postmodernism 

provided both a framework to think about graphic design that valued cultural and social diversity 

and a means to critique powerful institutions, and revitalised graphic design with new, often 

politicised ideas. This didn’t mean that graphic designers stopped experimenting with the visual 

dynamics of colour, image, typography and space. The driver of much of this experimentation, 

certainly in the 1970s and 80s, came from ideas around subcultures and alternative music, from 

the do-it-yourself ethos of punk, the distortion of grunge and the resampling of hip hop culture, 

as well as ideas that emerged out of pop and conceptual art in the 1960s and 70s. 

Barbara Kruger (born 1945), like many other artists and designers, repurposed existing images 

to create new meanings. Using the commercial language of advertising and billboards she 

juxtaposed bold typographic statements with found photographs, to create messages critical 

of shopping and the role of women, such as I shop therefore I am (1987) or Your body is a 

battleground (1989). Linder Sterling (born 1954) and Jamie Reid (born 1952) created iconic 

record covers for the Buzzcocks and the Sex Pistols. All three artists shared a common approach 

to collage within their work – re-using existing imagery and typography to create something 

new. Plotting an alternative history of graphic design, this approach traces a line from German 

Dadaists such as Kurt Schwitters (1887–1948) and Hannah Höch (1889–1978) and Soviet 

Constructivist designers Alexander Rodchenko (1891–1956) and El Lissitzky (1890–1941), to 

pop artists such as Richard Hamilton (1922–2011), Eduardo Paolozzi (1924–2005), and Peter 

Blake (born 1932). This alternative history shares a common thread of using appropriation to 

challenge assumptions and values, often using visual elements in a very direct and humorous 

way.



Other designers have used juxtaposition in a more layered way by building up their designs, 

creating densely layered and complex designs through overprinting. David Carson (born 1954) 

drew on the distorted music of grunge to create designs for Ray Gun magazine that were 

disruptive and expressive, subverting the idea of harmony and beauty in favour of mistakes 

and chaos. The British design firm Tomato (founded 1991) created designs for electronic group 

Underworld’s record covers that drew on both the urban forms of the music but also earlier 

experiments in abstract painting and concrete poetry. Rudy VanderLans (born 1955) and Zuzana 

Licko (born 1961) founded the Emigre type foundry that extended this collaged, re-appropriated 

grunge aesthetic into the design of typefaces.

Eduardo Paolozzi, 1971, Design Council Slide Collection



Exercise: Visual grunge

1. Return to the previous visual dynamics exercises or make a new selection of typeface 

and zoom into some of the letterforms to pick up on its details. Try and pick selections 

you’ve not previously worked with.

2. Use the shapes you’ve selected from your typefaces as a template to cut out existing 

pages of magazines, newspapers or photocopies. You might want to work at a larger 

scale to make things easier. This cutting will create new selections and unexpected 

juxtapositions of the existing content on the paper content. Explore what accidental 

opportunities it offers by layering and collaging your selections.

3. Explore how you can make further selections through cutting out new layers, removing 

content by cutting away, simplifying the designs or adding in more layering. Try and 

focus on the unintentional visual qualities created through cutting and layering. 

You may want to explore this exercise through physically cutting and sticking, digitally 

exploring collage by using digital tools and translucent layers, or exploring the possibilities 

of using both approaches.

Martin Carty, 1995



A space to play

Developing a space to explore visual dynamics, test out new ideas or challenge yourself through 

playing with visual elements helps to build up a repertoire of different approaches. It’s useful to 

create a space away from the limitations and time constraints of a client-led project to do this. 

Time spent experimenting is rarely wasted, as all your efforts feed into a wider sense of what’s 

possible, as well as stockpiling potential ideas for the future. Many designers use sketchbooks 

or a digital folder as a way of documenting their experiments to refer to later.

Exercise: Visual play

Reflect on the visual experiments you’ve conducted through the exercises so far. What have 

you found particularly relevant or revealing? Look at examples of your own design work and 

think about where you might benefit from a more experimental approach. For example, do 

you need to develop your use of colour, the shapes of the visual elements you use, their 

layout or layering? 

Develop an experimental project of your own that allows you to play with the areas you’ve 

defined. For example, you might decide to explore what kinds of shapes you can use and 

how these might work together. Develop a series of variations that explores the possibilities. 



There are a number of creative processes that you’ll regularly use in your approach to client-led 

briefs, including problem-solving, ideas development, critical thinking, researching and being 

creative. These processes will help frame the way you work; they provide a series of questions or 

prompts to help you make your designs fit with the requirements of the brief, develop a range 

of ideas, and to innovate and create new ways of approaching a brief. 

Different kinds of briefs will require varying levels of involvement with aspects of the creative 

process. You may need to be more focused on problem-solving within a brief that has very 

specific issues that need responding to, such as designs that instruct or direct people, while a 

greetings card brief will place more emphasis on generating ideas and being creative. 

Designers have often grouped these creative stages together under the umbrella term ‘design 

process’, which has helped them theorise and describe what they do. However, being too 

prescriptive can create a ‘one size fits all’ idea of creativity that may not match the individual 

designer’s talents or meet the needs of specific client-led briefs.

Problem-solving 

Before you can answer a question you need to know exactly what it’s asking. This demands: 

•	 critical thinking in analysing the task in hand

•	 research into the context surrounding the issue

•	 creative thinking in how you respond to the problems identified.

Sometimes it’s necessary to take a more critical position when analysing a problem in order to 

find different ways of approaching a brief. Critical thinking is about applying reasoned thinking 

to your project, developing an argument, asking questions, and trying to understand things 

within a broader framework of ideas and viewpoints. 

Taking a critical position might involve looking at the issues from different perspectives, re-

examining its priorities or questioning its assumptions. Critical thinking can be useful in taking 

a problem apart in order to understand it from a range of different viewpoints. For example, 

if you were developing road signs for drivers, it would be useful to critique them from the 

viewpoint of pedestrians, cyclists and other road users as well. Taking a critical position can 

highlight a wider set of issues that might have been overlooked in the initial identification of 

the problem, or bring other agendas into a brief that a client might not have thought about.

Project three Approaching client-led briefs



Research

Research shouldn’t just happen at the start of the problem-solving process; it should happen 

throughout a project. Research is about:

•	 gathering the information you need to move forward

•	 testing out ideas visually and from a critical perspective

•	 understanding the contexts in which you’re working 

•	 following a particular line of action or thought.

Your research material will come from both primary and secondary sources. Primary research is 

any activity through which you gather information directly, such as talking to people, drawing, 

taking photographs or asking questions. Secondary research involves accessing information 

mediated through someone else, for example looking at the results of other people’s research 

through reading books, journals, etc. 

Creative thinking and developing ideas

Once you’ve identified the question you need to answer and done some research to inform your 

understanding of the problem, the next stage in the process is to develop a range of suitable 

ideas that respond to the brief and develop visual forms for them. Creative thinking may be 

convergent or divergent. Convergent thinking is about focusing in on a specific issue and trying 

to establish a single response, while divergent thinking moves in the opposite direction, from a 

single starting point to a wider range. Think of it as a funnel: convergent thinking goes from the 

wide end to the narrow while divergent thinking goes from narrow to wide. Problem-solving is 

largely a convergent process, trying to get to a single solution, but to do it successfully you need 

divergent thinking to broaden the pool of ideas to choose from. 

Reflecting on your work

Stepping back and reflecting on your analysis and ideas – taking stock of what you’ve got – is an 

important element in any creative process. Problem-solving is an iterative process, which means 

it runs in cycles, so your reflections should feed back into a rethinking of the process. Try and 

identify things that you need to know more about to help you in your thinking. What research 

do you need to do?



Talking things through with someone else can be a quick way of unpicking a particular problem 

and getting ideas moving. Graphic design is often collaborative and group discussions are a 

common feature of larger design agencies. If you’re a freelance graphic designer working on 

your own, you’ll need to develop other approaches such as writing your thoughts on paper, 

developing diagrams and drawings to illustrate your thoughts, and reflecting on these as a way 

of moving your thinking forward. Mind-mapping – whether done solo or collaboratively – helps 

to develop divergent thinking, broaden viewpoints and expand your ideas.

Another way of broadening your thinking is by positioning yourself in the shoes of somebody 

else, for example your intended audience, who might hold very different views, values or 

expectations to yours. Try reflecting on your work from their position – what do you think they’d 

say about what you’ve developed?

Getting the balance right

Problem-solving is about being pragmatic: how can you get the job done from a practical 

perspective? So you’ll need to temper your creative thinking with practical considerations like 

what will work, what is affordable or achievable. Balancing your practical and creative thinking 

is important because the most workable practical response to the brief may also be the most 

pedestrian. You might want to identify both the easiest solutions to the most obvious questions 

as well digging a bit deeper to uncover underlying problems and more fundamental ways of 

responding to them. While the problem-solving process is central to most graphic design tasks, 

not all graphic design is problem-orientated. If you only ever respond to problems then it’s 

difficult to find the creative space to develop new ways of working or thinking. You also need to 

be playful in how you approach developing ideas, leaving behind the practical constraints that 

might tie you down.

Thinking through drawing

Drawing is a direct way of putting your ideas on paper through thumbnails and sketches, 

outlining quick ideas and layouts or trying to conceptualise ideas through the overlaps and 

inter-connection of lines and circles. You don’t need to be a good illustrator or know how to draw 

in a technical sense to use drawing as part of your creative process. Your drawings don’t have to 

be finished, refined or neat – they’re there to do the job of visualising your thinking, to help you 

see what your initial ideas might look like. Use drawing as a way of developing your thinking 

by exploring the variations and possibilities of different layouts and configurations. The smaller 

the thumbnail the quicker this process can become. 



Drawing also functions as a quick reminder of your thinking. Seeing a drawing can act as a 

much quicker prompt than reading through your thoughts, so while you have an image in your 

head try and get it down on paper. Your worksheets and sketchbooks should ideally be a blend 

of writing and drawing, as well as a record of your research material. Think of drawing as a form 

of visual thinking. Sometimes you’ll have ideas you want to visualise; at other times you might 

be struggling for an idea. Draw anyway! You might find that ideas start to emerge from the 

process of drawing. 

Examples of Kati Meden’s sketchbook



“I learned in school to make sketches as a way to process 
my ideas. It is too bad that many students today are no 
longer doing this. Actually, I have different sketchbooks. 
Some books are more about concepts, ideas, or logos, 
and others are more about illustrations, doodles, and 
writing.” 

(Thierry Hausermann in Heller & Talarico, 2012, p.142)

Exercise: One hundred and one

101 Uses for a Dead Cat (1981) was a macabre series of cartoons developed by Simon Bond 

that playfully explored the practical and humorous possibilities of using your dead cat for 

other things. Develop a similar series of ideas for a piece of paper, a bucket, or any object 

of your choice. This is an exercise in divergent thinking which aims to get you to broaden 

your approach to creative problem-solving. You might not get to 101 options, but be as 

exhaustive as you can. If you run out of ideas, return to an earlier idea and see if you can 

expand it. Try combining ideas to create hybrids, or position yourself in somebody else’s 

shoes and think about what uses they might develop. Use drawing as a way to develop your 

creative thinking.

Document your results as a list and/or series of drawings and categorise them into practical 

ideas that solve problems, new inventions or re-interpretations of older ideas. Reflect on your 

creative process in your learning log. How did you approach this task and what strategies 

did you employ to generate new ideas? 



Reflecting on your creative process

We’ve already talked about the importance of reflection as part of the creative process, but 

it’s also important to reflect more generally on your working methods. Developing your voice 

as a graphic designer is as much about how you work as what you produce. Think about how 

you approach problem-solving, research or developing ideas. Consider how you can feed your 

creative process by exploring new ways of working, allowing room to play with ideas, or finding 

influence in other people’s work or things around you.

Working digitally will inevitably become part of your creative process, so find ways of working 

that allow you to work both on paper and on the computer. Find ways of documenting your work 

so you can return to earlier versions, and develop strategies for dealing with the limitations that 

your software imposes. You might spend hours on the computer working out different ways of 

resolving your design, but only end up with one finished file at the end of it. Get into the habit 

of saving variations as separate files at key stages so that you can trace the development of 

your work. Develop a wide range of variations within your work across both thumbnail drawings 

and digital files, shifting your thinking through drawing and the computer. Use the opportunity 

to save your work to take design risks and test out a wider range of options; you can always go 

back to an earlier version if you want to.



Exercise: Too many carrier bags

A number of complaints from residents have recently featured in a local newspaper, picking 

up on the amount of discarded carrier bags at a nearby beauty spot. Local businesses are 

worried about the implication of this bad publicity for their trade. They want you to respond 

to the issues and offer a range of solutions to fix the problem.

Use this situation to run through the creative processes described so far: 

•	 Analyse the brief by unpicking the issues involved. What’s the problem? 

•	 Identify what research you need to do to inform your thinking and awareness of the 

issues. What questions do you need to ask?

•	 Think about how you creatively go about solving the problems you’ve identified. What 

ideas can you come up with?

•	 Reflect on your proposals from a range of different viewpoints. How can these help 

move your ideas forward?

•	 Take a critical perspective. Can you identify larger issues than the immediate ones set 

out in the brief? Do you have any radical solutions to solve these issues?

Use loose-leaf worksheets or your sketchbooks to record your creative process and to 

summarise your findings. Reflect on the process. What has this exercise told you about your 

approach to responding to briefs?

Keep Britain Tidy, Tom Eckersley, 1963



There are two sets of knowledge and understanding that are essential to you as a graphic 

designer: firstly, the practical tools you need to realise your ideas into finished artwork; secondly, 

a visual awareness of the culture you live and work in. Both are part of a graphic designer’s 

tool box, and both are ever-changing, so you’ll need to find ways of supporting your continued 

learning of software and feeding your ideas through a broad cultural awareness.

Working with technology

Developments in printing technology, photography, manufacturing and the moving image have 

all helped drive changes in how graphic design is practised and delivered. Most recently the 

growth of digital technology has provided new places for graphic design to exist and profoundly 

changed the way graphic design is created. The digital revolution has freed up the designer, 

making design more achievable, faster and more accessible. The downside is that the computer 

has come to overshadow other forms of design practice and creative thinking, such as drawing 

and sketchbook work.

Project four Your tool box

Martin Carty, 1995



“Graphic design is now almost entirely a digital activity. 
Indeed, if you want it to be, design can be 100 per 
cent digital; as a designer you need never again hold a 
pencil or develop a photographic print from a negative, 
or create a font by hand. It can all be done with a 
computer. The computer has revolutionized the design 
process. It has made the act of designing easier, and in 
many ways it has improved the way we design things. 
Yet in other respects it has made design more formulaic, 
and it has standardized the act of designing.”

(Shaughnessy, 2005, p.143)

At this early point in the course, it’s important to think about what you’re going to need to 

complete the exercises and assignments that you’ll be asked to tackle.

Your graphic design tool kit should contain:

•	 notebooks, sketchbooks, layout pads, pencils and marker pens to develop ideas 

•	 a computer capable of running the required software (see below) 

•	 desktop publishing software such as InDesign, QuarkXpress or equivalent

•	 image manipulation software such as Adobe Photoshop

•	 vector graphic software such as Adobe Illustrator, Coral Draw or similar

•	 access to a range of digital fonts

•	 a suitable scanner for creating artwork and/or inputting text

•	 a suitable printer to proof artwork and provide samples for clients.

Historically, most graphic designers have tended to use an Apple Mac rather than a PC because 

most commercial printers were geared to work with Mac files and the earliest design software 

was developed for Mac computers. Today, any platform will deliver the same software and it’s 

up to you which you choose.



You might also want to equip yourself with:

•	 photography gear 

•	 a digital graphics tablet

•	 digital storage devices such as external hard drives to archive your work.

Given the pace of technological change, it’s safer to acknowledge that change will happen rather 

than assume that things will remain the same. This means that you should always be learning 

new skills and adapting to the challenges and opportunities offered by new technologies. This 

might involve updating your software skills, getting to grips with developments in paper, printing 

or other output formats, understanding how your work can be made compatible with a range of 

digital devices such as mobile phones, or thinking about what you can do with new, unrelated 

technologies. Some technologies, such as printers and paper technology, evolve at a slower pace 

while digital technologies evolve rapidly with every new model or software update. The best way 

of responding to the challenge of keeping up is by learning how to learn. Becoming more aware 

of how you learn, and actively engaging in the process of learning, will help you deal with this 

process of continual renewal and development.

Invention of technology (jointing), 

Tom Hudson, 1965



Exercise: Learning to learn

Take stock of the tools you have available to you, especially your digital software. Reflect on 

how well you know how to use these tools and tick the level that most closely describes you. 

Novice I’m not sure what the tools can do; I need to follow 

instructions to do most tasks. 

□

Advanced beginner I can do some tasks but need support for anything else. □
Competent I have a good idea how to do most things and could learn 

how to do anything else without help.

□

Proficient I have a very good working knowledge of what the tools 

can do.

□

Expert I am fully aware of the limitations of the tools. □
    

You might find it useful to list the tasks that you’re absolutely confident with. Next, list 

some of the tasks you know the tools or software can do but which you’ve not mastered yet. 

Now identify resources that you have to hand or online that can help support you in 

developing your ability to work with these tools. 

Identify what tutorials and support would be useful to your learning. Don’t worry about 

trying to learn everything immediately; you’ll have plenty of opportunity to develop your 

skills as you progress through the course, but keep your list to hand so you know where to 

find software or other support when you need it. You may want to start by visiting the OCA 

website to see the latest resources, or talk to fellow students who have found solutions to 

some of the problems you’ve encountered.



Developing your cultural awareness

“The cultural awareness (you can call it research, if 
you like, but it’s really something larger) ranks higher 
than technical ability and academic qualifications in 
the designer’s portfolio of attributes.”

(Shaughnessy, 2005, p.19)

Getting to grips with the technical and craft tools of graphic design is important, but just as 

important is an awareness of the visual languages, culture and ideas that shape our social 

world. Develop a broad cultural awareness by looking at what goes on around you; absorb 

both the historical and contemporary twists and turns of cultural activity and tune in to the 

wider debates and ideas that are shaping our world. This cultural awareness will feed into your 

graphic design practice by providing a source of inspiration and helping you understand how 

your designs operate within the world. (You’ll explore this further when you come to work on 

your critical review.)

You’re already immersed within a social and cultural sphere. The job of the graphic designer, 

like any other artist or craftsperson, is to take note of it, dig a bit deeper, and gather and reflect 

on what you find. Develop a visual diary, scrapbook or blog to gather together what you’ve 

collected and record your thoughts and feelings on what you’ve found. Visit the library, browse 

the internet, rummage through second-hand shops for graphic design ephemera, or simply make 

notes on what you see on the streets. Allow your broader interests to drive this activity and keep 

adding to it as you work through the course. View your visual diary, whatever form it takes, as a 

repository of inspiration, potential starting points, examples of different forms of graphic design, 

curiosities, and any other cultural fragments that you find interesting. 

The Very Best Bollywood Songs Volume 2, 

Outcaste Records, 2002



Many graphic designers have turned their private visual diaries into successful public blogs. 

Some follow particular cultural paths and go deeper into a particular area, while others are 

broader. Here are a few examples:

accidental mysteries 

A blog about photography, design, art, architecture, ephemera, found objects, pop culture, 

anonymous, outsider art, folk art, self-taught art, illustration, beauty, esoterica, auctions, 

discovery, art environments, mystery, vintage stuff and the magic that can be found in everyday 

things, by John Foster

http://designobserver.com/author/john-foster/3818/

BibliOdyssey

A blog that explores obscure and eclectic books, illustrations, science, history, and visual material 

from the world’s online libraries

http://bibliodyssey.blogspot.co.uk/

50 Watts

"Will Schofield’s blog is quite possibly the richest source of book-related design and illustration 

in the universe. Will displays the fervour of the most dedicated historian whilst time and again 

proving he has an eye for exceptional images.” (David Pearson) 

http://50watts.com

I Love Typography

A blog that documents aspects of historical and contemporary typography, by John Broadley

http://ilovetypography.com



Exercise: Seeking inspiration

List three things you’re interested in, for example areas of sport, popular culture, cuisines, 

travel, or particular histories. Now find examples of graphic design, illustration, photography 

or other cultural artefacts that relate to your choices, for example football programmes, food 

packaging, film posters, etc. Try and avoid clip art that represents the items on your list and 

instead find real examples where graphic design overlaps with your areas of interest.

Gather your findings together in a visual diary together with your thoughts or feelings on 

what you’ve found. You may want to use some of the blogs listed above, OCA resources 

and/or wider internet or library searches. 

Now refine or broaden your search and go again, for example picking up on a particular 

aspect or form of design. You’ll inevitably find things of interest along the way that you 

weren’t anticipating, so record these and perhaps use them as a new starting point. Reflect 

on what you’ve found – what’s inspirational or intriguing, what might be useful in your own 

design work or in your broader thinking about graphic design.

Design, Design Council, 1983



London’s transport systems have benefited from the pioneering work of a number of graphic 

designers, for example Harry Beck’s London Underground map and Stanley Morrison’s typographic 

designs for the London Underground. There’s a long tradition of presenting culture on the Tube, 

through posters, poetry, mosaics, illustrations and other forms of visual culture. In addition, as 

an international city, London has for centuries been a melting pot for different cultures and 

identities; European, African and Asian communities have all established themselves and added 

something new to the city. For example, London has long been a centre for musical innovation 

that has developed in the underground clubs of the city before migrating to the mainstream, 

such as jazz and reggae. 

Create a series of posters for the London transport system that celebrates the idea of underground 

culture in some way. This could be an aspect of London Underground’s own typographic or 

design history, an aspect of popular culture or music, or a celebration of minority cultures’ 

heritage within the city. Choose something that you find interesting to research and visually 

explore, or an area you currently don’t know that much about.

The posters will be A0 in size, but you only need to design them at A4 or A3. The scale of the 

poster invites a bold and playful approach that should be as much decorative as informative. 

Your audience will be people walking past the posters in the corridors and stairwells of the Tube, 

sitting or standing on train platforms or viewing them on the sides of buses, so they need to be 

eye-catching and colourful. They must have a strong visual dynamic but at the same time carry 

some information about the underground culture you’re portraying. 

Assignment one 

Underground cultures

Bruce Ingman, 1990



Email your assignment work to your tutor, making sure that each file has your name, student 

number and assignment number on it. Scan or photograph your supporting exercise work, any 

relevant sketchbook pages and your learning log. These can be summarised as a PDF document, 

uploaded to your blog or organised and submitted by post. 

If you’re sending supporting material by post, make sure your name, student number and 

assignment number are on the back of all your work. 

Your tutor may take a while to get back to you, so carry on with the course while you’re waiting 

for feedback.

Reflection 

Before you send this assignment to your tutor, take a look at the assessment criteria for this 

course, which will be used to mark your work if you decide to get it formally assessed. The 

assessment criteria are listed in the Introduction to this course. Review how you think you have 

done against the criteria and make notes in your learning log. Send these reflections to your 

tutor along with your assignment work.

Eight Underground poster designs, A.E. Halliwell, 1930


