Chapter 3: Defining Graphic Design Concepts

0 What to understand about this chapter:
»  Ideas are seeds that have the ability to grow into a full design concept.

»  Adecsign concept is the mechanism through which an audience understands

a communication.

»  Concepts tie all the elements of a project together to support each other, including
words, images, ideas, formats, and context.

For graphic designers, nearly every project has the same request: Create something great
out of next to nothing. In addition, we're asked to design within a limited amount of
space, for an audience that has little or no time.

So what next? Experienced designers know, No matter what the project is (from a
magazine spread to a motion design clip}, a plan will be required —one that integrates the
parts (type and image, content and context, sketches and ideas} into an effective whole.

This plan is a kind of glue that we call a graphic design concept.

Growing Ideas into Concepts
Ideas are seeds that get planted into a project. Alone, they’re abstract sparks of creativity
that lack specific relevance. But when ideas are brought into an overall framework of a
design assignment, they become activated with the potential to grow into a full concept.

At the start of a project graphic designers put themselves on a path toward
developing ideas. Researching the project’s subject and sketching out thoughts into visual
form is the way to go. One example of a pure idea, jotted down after research in a sketch,
might be an image that conveys a complex subject in a more simple and direct way. That

image, and the possible associations it engenders to explain the subject, is an idea.
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Another example might be an idea based on pure structure. The realization that
by breaking information up into digestible bits on the page in a grid pattern, because it
somehow makes sense in relationship to the project’s subject, is in fact an idea. But an
image or a grid isn't enough on its own to carry a communication. In short, these ideas
need more integrated connections with other elements to gain the most power.

Ideas for a theater poster might follow along this way: A description of the play
reveals a basic premise—the contest between good and evil. The designer begins to
develop ideas from this premise. One that stands out is the notion of “duality” —a para-
phrasing of the dual state of good and evil.

Duality is an abstract thought, but it multiplies the thinking about good and evil and
the graphic possibilities are increased. One of these possibilities may grow into a full con-
cept and so the designer’s initial sketches around this idea are important. They will serve
as a foundation for more refined ideas.

In essence, what the designer is searching for are devices that can be further engi-
neered into full concepts. Images that suggest contrast, black and white, ying/yang, are
all explored within the idea of duality. Again, as elements by themselves they are too
abstract. But fused with the theme of the performance’s content, they become applicable.

An angel’s wing and devil’s tail get sketched out. The idea of “top and bottom” are
documented because the format relates to both duality and the Western notion of heaven
and hell. As these ideas roll around (on paper, monitor, and in the designer’s head), the
play’s title and any supplemental information get fed in. Typeface, color, and overall form
are explored next with the intention that the parts will work off each other. As the parts
tie together, a visual and mental bridge between the play’s content and the intended view-

er is built. In effect, a strong concept is being realized.

@ Quote: “A thought is an idea in transit.”’—Pythagoras (582 BC-497 BC)
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Is there a value in forcing the viewer to think?

When a designer can cause more than just a reaction, and takes us to a point where there
is a returned response, then a solid communication is made. The opposite would be

to have a picture of a rose, and to put the word “rose” under it. Nothing happens. Now
imagine putting the word “crap” underneath and think of how someone’s brain would
respond—'he setup causes meaning to be created. Within the confines of a design prob-

lem, this is an effective way to get people engaged, and to remember.

Are there other mediums besides visual ones?
We can't see, hear, touch, taste or smell without visualizing mental imagery. [ think of
Robert Frcst's poem, “Stopping by the Woods on a Snowy Evening” That short piece of
writing ho'ds an album full of images. But I like to mix up all the senses and mediums
in these ea-ly classes. As a variation to the montage assignment, 1 ask students convey an
idea by creating a physical montage (contrasting elements that have an associative link).
They have to cover their project until it is revealed, but by watching each face respond,
you can ac:ually see an idea hit their brain. Visual aesthetics matter very little in relation
to the idea conveyed in the mind. But, of course, the final presentation of the concept

must be well crafted to speed the communication.

How do you bring this approach to real design projects?
Well, we don't think of designers creating concepts for radio ads, but that doesn’t mean
they can't, T assign a 30-second spot for New York’s Water Taxi, and as research, I actually
require them to go. The setup for a contrasting montage to take place is the same, except
that studer ts work with sounds. What says “water” and what says “taxi?” The solution
begins there—the only visuals are the ones created in the audience’s mind. It’s good train-
ing for the real world, especially when they find they have to communicate a message for
a company or service that doesn’t have any product that can be visualized {an insurance
company for example). Designers will understand how to develop ideas into concepts

that speak. And part of that speaking will come from the viewer.
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