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About the Cover art

Odili Donald Odita.
Installation view of “Time and Time.” 2012.  
Permanent installation at the New York Presbyterian Hospital,  
New York.

Odili Donald Odita’s mural enlivens the patients’ view at the Presbyterian 
Hospital in New York. This cover photo offers a look at a challenging and 
complex design problem and solution. We may think of a painting as an 
experience viewed frontally, but this painting is either seen in glimpses or 
from various angled points of view.  Here is a solution to a formal problem, 
but also an emotional problem. Prior to the mural, the view from the hospital 
windows was a blank wall.  

Odita has exhibited extensively internationally, and was included in the 
American Pavilion at the 2007 Venice Biennale. His work is informed by 
international currents including his own origin in Nigeria and current life in 
the United States. Odita says of his work:

What is most interesting to me is a fusion of cultures where 
things that seem faraway and disparate have the ability to 
function within an almost seamless flow. The fusion I seek 
is one that can represent a type of living within a world of 
difference. No matter the discord, I believe through art there 
is a way to weave the different parts into an existent whole, 
where metaphorically, the notion of a common humanity can 
be understood as real.
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Preface

This ninth edition of Design Basics continues to offer a breadth 
of sources to illuminate the language of design. A new edition 
offers the opportunity to bring in recent additions from visual 
culture and the larger world of ideas. While the elements and 
principles remain consistent and enduring, new media and new 
applications to the traditional media offer exciting examples for 
us to view and consider.

In Chapter 1 there are new examples of design forms that 
learn from nature. Artists and designers have been learning from 
nature throughout recorded history, and we have only to look at 
Leonardo’s sketchbook to find ideas in this vein. A difference 
we can see in new approaches is an almost direct connection 
to mirroring organic growth structures in creating visual form, 
and actually working with living biodegradable materials in the 
production of packaging.

In almost every chapter you will find reference to the work 
of two artists who were interviewed in preparation for this new 
edition. Painter Sydney Licht and architect Jonathan Poore offered 
insights into the workings of design principles and elements in 
their work, and you will see the results throughout the text.

Another recurring feature of this edition are the paintings of 
John Moore and Louise Fishman, which appear in every chapter. 
These two paintings of similar size and proportion are contrasting 
in their styles. They show different thinking and execution that is 
obvious at a glance, but also some surprising kinships for such 
startlingly different characters.

One other area of expanded coverage can be found in 
Chapter 9. Contemporary interest in complex patterns can be 
found in both science and art. We will see that structure like this 
has been of interest to pattern designers since the fourteenth 
century.

Please be sure to explore the list of resources for the many 
new links to interesting features that allow this text to open a 
world of greater knowledge.

Resources
Many new resources are available for instructors and students 
with this ninth edition.

For Students
Cengage Learning’s CourseMate with eBook brings the text to 
life with study tools that enhance the understanding of design 
concepts presented in the book, including chapter concept 
videos narrated by the author, quizzes, image flashcards, and 
interactive foundation modules. The CourseMate site also offers 
in-depth video interviews with painter Sydney Licht and architect 
Jonathan Poore, video demonstrations of studio art techniques, 
links to explore related art and design websites, and dozens of 
design projects and research assignments.

The eBook allows students to take notes, highlight, and 
search, and it provides an integrated, one-stop approach to 
accessing this edition’s robust digital content. Icons appear 
throughout the text, with active links in the eBook, making it 
easier for students to know when to refer to specific resources.

For Instructors
Instructor resources are available on the Instructor’s Companion 
Website and include easy access to the Digital Image Library with 
high-resolution images (including diagrams and fine art images 
from the text) as well as PowerPoint slides, Learning Objectives, 
and Critique Activities for each chapter.

xi
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INTRODUCTIONINTRODUCTION

DESIGN DEFINED
What do you think of when you hear the word design? Do you 
associate design with fashion, graphics, furniture, or automo-
tive style? Design has a more universal meaning than the com-
mercial applications that might first come to mind. A dictionary 
definition uses the synonym plan: To design indeed means 
to plan, to organize. Design is inherent in the full range of art 
disciplines from painting and drawing to sculpture, photog-
raphy, and time-based media such as film, video, computer 
graphics, and animation. It is integral to crafts such as ceram-
ics, textiles, and glass. Architecture, landscape architecture, 
and urban planning all apply visual design principles. The list 
could go on. Virtually the entire realm of human production 
involves design, whether consciously applied, well executed, 
or ill considered.

Visual Organization
Design is essentially the opposite of chance. In ordinary conver-
sation, when we say “it happened by design,” we mean some-
thing was planned—it did not occur just by accident. People in 
all occupations plan, but the artist or designer plans the arrange-
ment of elements to form a visual pattern. Depending on the 
field, these elements will vary—from painted symbols to written 
words to utilitarian objects to furniture and architectural forms. 
The result is always a visual organization. Art, like other careers 
and occupations, is concerned with seeking answers to prob-
lems. Art, however, seeks visual solutions achieved through a 
design process.

The poster shown in A is an excellent example of a visual 
solution. How the letters are arranged is an essential part  
of communicating the idea. The poster in B also creates a 

 A
John Kuchera. It’s Time to Get Organized. 1986. Poster. Art  
Director and Designer, Hutchins/Y&R.

 B
Marty Neumeier. War: What Is It Good For? Poster design. 
Copyright: free art for public use.

 	 Explore more: an ad agency

  	Watch a video about the design process.

 	 Go online to CengageBrain to access this chapter’s Studio 
Project.


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CHAPTER 1  Design Process  |  5

visual statement. Red is used for emphasis, bringing forward the 
word war from the text “what is it good for?” This red appears 
to have been crudely brushed on with drips and rough edges 
accentuating a violent urgency, and stands in contrast to the 
graceful formality of the text in black. If we recall the message 
in B, it will be because we will recall how the elements are orga-
nized. As we will see in future examples as well, B is a successful 
meeting of form (the visual elements) and content (the message).

Creative Problem Solving
The arts are called creative fields because there are no pre
determined correct answers to the problems. Infinite variations 
in individual interpretations and applications are possible. Prob-
lems in art vary in specifics and complexity. Independent paint-
ers or sculptors usually create their own “problems” or avenues 
they wish to explore. The artist can choose as wide or narrow a 
scope as he or she wishes. The architect or graphic and industrial  
designer is usually given a problem, often with very specific 
options and clearly defined limitations.

The creative aspect of art and design cannot be reduced 
simply to an idea about making things look better. To keep 
that in mind, observe the packaging material shown in C. A 
problem was defined by two students: “How can we create 
a sustainable packing material to replace foam, which is not 
biodegradable?” The solution, first generated by these stu-
dents in the Inventor’s Studio class, taught by Burt Swersey 
at Rensselaer Polytechnic Institute (RPI), reflects his teach-
ing dictum: “I’m not interested in your ideas. Find a problem 
to solve.” The problem found a potential solution in the form 
of a strong fungus observed by one of the students on his 
family farm. The resulting material is grown as a fungus and 
is biodegradable. This was not a visual problem or solution, 
but we may find beauty in the right use of materials. While 
our emphasis will be on visual design, it is worth remembering 
this lesson in problem solving. This theme will recur in other 
examples. In later chapters, we will see the work of architect 
Jonathan Poore who tells his clients, “We lead with the need, 
not the solution.”

 C
Evocative Design. Mushroom Packaging.

 	 Explore more: sustainable design
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PROCEDURES

STEPS IN THE PROCESS
We have all heard the cliché “a picture is worth a thousand 
words.” This is true. There is no way to calculate how much 
each of us has learned through pictures. Communication has 
always been an essential role for art. Indeed, before letters were 
invented, written communication consisted of simple pictorial 
symbols. Today, pictures can function as a sort of international 
language. A picture can be understood when written words may 
be unintelligible to the foreigner or the illiterate. We do not need 
to understand German to grasp immediately that the message of 
the poster in A is pain, suffering, and torture.

Art as Communication
In art, as in communication, the artist or designer is saying 
something to the viewer. Here the successful solution not only 
is visually compelling but also communicates an idea. Any of the 
elements of art can be used in communication. Purely abstract 
lines, color, and shapes can very effectively express ideas or 
feelings. Many times communication is achieved through sym-
bols, pictorial images that suggest to the viewer the theme or 
message. The ingenuity of creative imagination exercised in 
selecting these images can be important in the finished work’s 
success.

Countless pictures demonstrate that words are not neces-
sary for communication. We can see that in two examples that 
suggest the idea of balance. In the photograph Balanced Rock 
(B) no words are needed to communicate the idea. In C we read 
the word, but the concept is conveyed visually. The uppercase 
E provides a visual balance to the capital B, and the dropped A 
is used as a visual fulcrum. As in A the concept comes across 
independent of language.

So we are led to wonder how these artists arrived at their 
conclusions. Both B and C are good ideas, but how were they 
generated? We can appreciate that the process of trial and error 
would differ between working with rocks and text! Examples on 
the coming pages will demystify the work behind the results we 
admire in accomplished artworks.

The Creative Process
These successful design solutions are due, of course, to good 
ideas. Students often wonder, How do I get an idea? Almost 
everyone shares this dilemma from time to time. Even the pro-
fessional artist can stare at an empty canvas, the successful 
writer at a blank page. An idea in art can take many forms, vary-
ing from a specific visual effect to an intellectual communication 
of a definite message. Ideas encompass both content and form.

 A
Stop Torture. 1985. Poster for Amnesty International. Stephan Bundi, 
Art Director and Designer; Atelier Bundi, Bern, Switzerland.
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CHAPTER 1  Design Process  |  7

It is doubtful that anyone can truly explain why or how 
an answer to something we’ve been puzzling over appears 
out of the blue. Our ideas can occur when we are showering 
or mowing the lawn, or in countless other seemingly unlikely 
situations. We can say it is unlikely that such a moment of 
insight will occur unless we define the problem, as Swersey 
suggests, and listen attentively to “our characters,” as the 
writer Vladimir Nabokov suggests. Since we are not counting 
on a bolt from the blue to inspire us, what sort of activities 
can promote the likelihood that a solution to a problem will 
present itself?

The media and the message can vary dramatically, but  
a process of development can transcend the differences.  
We suggest three very simple activities with very simple  
names:

Thinking
Looking
Doing

These activities are not sequential steps and certainly are 
not independent procedures. They overlap and may be per-
formed almost simultaneously or by jumping back and forth from 
one to another. One thing is certain, however: A moment of sud-
den insight (like getting an idea while showering) rarely occurs 
without an investment of energy into the problem. Louis Pasteur 
said that “chance favors the prepared mind,” and the painter 
Chuck Close tells it like it is: “Inspiration is for amateurs. The rest 
of us get to work.”

 B
Andy Goldsworthy. Balanced Rock (Misty, Langdale, 
Cumbria, May 1977). Andy Goldsworthy: A Collaboration 
with Nature (New York: Harry N. Abrams, Inc., 
Publishers, 1990).

 C 
The layout of the letters matches the 
word’s meaning to convey the idea.

 	 Explore more from Andy Goldsworthy.
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THINKING

GETTING STARTED
The well-known French artist Georges Braque wrote in his 
Cahiers (notebooks) that “one must not think up a picture.” 
This is a compelling argument for the intuition and innovation 
we expect from art and design. Nevertheless, this idea can be 
overly romanticized to suggest that “thinking” hinders the cre-
ative impulse, perpetuating a cliché of the artist as an inarticu-
late bohemian. In fact, art and design are intellectual activities 
and are thoughtful by nature. This we will see in the work and 
reflections of practitioners as diverse as painter Sydney Licht 
and cinematographer Stephen Goldblatt. 

 A
Claes Oldenburg. Proposal for a Colossal Monument in Downtown New York 
City: Sharpened Pencil Stub with Broken-off Tip of the Woolworth Building. 
1993. Etching with aquatint, 2' 81/2" × 1' 10". Collection of Claes Oldenburg and 
Coosje van Bruggen.

 B
“Having a talent isn’t worth much unless you know what to do with 
it.” Poster for the School of Visual Arts. 1978.

 	 Explore more of the artist’s work.
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Thinking about the Problem
Knowing what you are doing must precede your doing it. So 
thinking starts with understanding the problem at hand:

Precisely what is to be achieved? (What specific visual, intel-
lectual, or emotional effect is desired? What problem is 
being solved?)

What media are to be employed? Does the desired result 
dictate the media, or does the problem get solved 
through the attributes and limitations of a predetermined 
medium?

Is this a project for you as an individual, or is collaboration 
involved?

These questions may all seem self-evident, but effort 
invested without full awareness will likely be nonproductive.

Thinking about the Solution
Thinking can be especially important in art that has a specific 
theme or message. How can the concept be communicated in 
visual terms? A first step is to think logically of which images or 
pictures could represent this theme and to list them or, better 
yet, sketch them quickly, because a visual answer is what you’re 
seeking. Let’s take a specific example: What could visually rep-
resent the idea of art or design? Some obvious symbols appear 
in the designs on these pages, and you will easily think of more. 
You might expand the idea by discussing it with others. They 
may offer suggestions you have not considered. In many cases 
such as large architectural projects, art installations, and films, 
collaboration is a requirement.

Sketch your ideas to see immediately the visual potential. 
Sketches may take the form of drawings, but can just as eas-
ily be a number of photographs, or collected material relevant 
to the project. At this point you do not necessarily decide on 
one idea, but it’s better to narrow a broad list to a few ideas 
worthy of development. Choosing a visual image is only the first 
step. How will you use your choice? Three examples shown here 
all start with a pencil, but take that to unique and memorable 
conclusions:

A fragment of a pencil becomes the subject of a monumen-
tal sculpture. (A)

Wasted talent is symbolized by a distorted and useless  
pencil. (B)

A carefully sharpened pencil becomes a spiraling ribbon 
demonstrating art’s ability to transform our understand-
ing of form. (C)

These examples are imaginative and eye-catching. The 
image was just the first step. How that image or form was used 
provided the unique and successful solution.

  	Watch a video of architect Jonathan Poore discussing 
thinking.

 C
Tom Friedman. Untitled. 1992. Pencil shaving, 22" × 11/2" × 11/2". 
from an edition of two.

 	 Explore more: a gallery
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