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This isn’t graphic design
although the ADC says it is:



This series of station IDs was made for VH1 Networks. 
It was written and storyboarded by us.



The end result is like little scenes from movies. 
It seems to have little to do with graphic design.



Yet, when we (ignorantly) submitted it to the ADC show  
in the Graphic Design category, it won a gold medal.



What does that mean? Maybe the medium dictates what 
is graphic design. Maybe the judges were overworked. 
Maybe the pieces were just more entertaining than all those
brochures, stationary systems and print ads.



This isn’t graphic design but  
illustration, although actual 
illustrators might disagree:



These are concept illustrations made for 
MTV’s Sunday Stew programming block.
They were all made by graphic designers.



These are stills from the final piece. 
They look almost like the concept art, 
except that we had to recreate 
all the photos we found on Google.



Okay, so maybe it’s not illustration (because that field  
seems almost exclusively defined by editorial applications). 
But it’s not graphic design either (because there’s no type). 
It’s not animation, at least in the common sense (because  
it doesn’t have characters or a story). What is it? 



This looks like graphic design, 
but it’s pure film making:



These are storyboards for a station identifier.
The story is set in an airport.
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We designed typefaces, typography
and icons and animated them.



We hired a production designer to build a set 
that included large glass panes and back projections.



We collaborated with a stylist 
to invent this futurist folklore look.



There seems to be a lot of graphic design in this piece, 
but the techniques and collaborators are strictly based 
on parameters that are established in film production.



If this was an album cover, would it be graphic design?



I think the reason why network clients give these jobs to graphic  
designers, and why professional organizations think of these 
jobs as graphic design, is because the industry is set up that 
way, and because those structures never seem to change.



If it’s done for a network,  
it’s graphic design, no matter 
what technique you’re using.





This should be graphic design
although the AIGA says it isn’t:



In 2002, we designed this poster series 
for a Coca-Cola commercial, commissioned 
by ad agency McCann Erickson.



We used only our own typefaces
and handlettered the rest.



We decided to submit them to an AIGA competition 
in the Typography category.



The AIGA declined the entry saying the posters were not 
designed for the marketplace and thus not eligible for the 
competition. I think that’s odd. First, they were designed 
for and paid for by a client (which is more than you can 
say for a lot of self-promotional stuff that wins awards). 
Second, we didn’t think they should be judged as posters 
but for their typographic qualities. 



What the AIGA did suggest is that we submit the entire 
commercial instead. What’s confusing is that we also 
directed the spot, picked the location and did the 
production design, styled the talent and provided a 
four-second animation sequence that uses type as well. 
What part would the judges have looked at?



What’s more graphic design:
The posters on the wall, 
the film making or the animation?



What’s more graphic design:
The posters on the wall, 
the film making or the animation?



This is not graphic design,  
but film making and visual eΩects. 
But who directed the type?



We directed this car commercial on location in New Zealand, 
with cranes, helicopters and a crew of 50.



We also designed the type that shows up everywhere:  
Other vehicles, clouds, buildings, facades, birds are all  
made of letters. 



Who would you give this job to? 



We could only get these kinds of jobs after we proved 
ourselves as film makers. We realized that we needed 
to compete with other commercial directors, and not 
with other design companies. It never made sense for 
us to aim lower or to limit ourselves.



I think the reason why agencies give these jobs to film makers, 
and why professional organizations think of these jobs as film 
making, is because the industry is set up that way, and because 
those structures never seem to change.



If it’s done for an ad agency,
it’s film making, no matter  
what technique you’re using.





Graphic designers (think they) 
can do it all. But as they move 
into other professional fields, 
those areas are not uninhabited.



So what if, instead of a graphic designer making films, 
you wanted to be a graphic designer making type?



Better get some practice. 
You’ll have to be as good as these guys.

(David Berlow & Christian Schwartz.)



You think you can do graphic design one day
and just make images the next?



All of these guys have spent ten years
developing their visual languages.

(Jasper Goodall)



All of these guys have spent ten years
developing their visual languages.

(Nick Knight)



All of these guys have spent ten years
developing their visual languages.

(Stefane Manel)



You want to design and sell T-shirts?



Better learn how to make patterns. 
Their T-shirts are better cut than yours. 



What then 
is graphic design good at?



Craft



In graphic design, the one craft to care about
should be typography. Because nobody else does.



Range



When it comes to formal languages, graphic designers have 
a broader range at their disposal than other visual artists 
(partly because they dabble in so many different directions).
Graphic designers can use type or image or type and image, 
they can use see-say or metaphor, they can use lettering, 
photography, diagrams, icons, symbols, writing, doodles, 
illustrations, photographs of illustrations, doodles of symbols, 
letters that look like things, things that look like letters – 
you get the idea.



Clarity



In everyday use, “graphic” sometimes means clear, bold  
and simple. Only graphic designers can distill a multi-national 
corporation into a single mark. Film makers, on the other hand, 
take a “boy-meets-girl” or a “rat-in-the-police-department” 
story and blow it out into a $120 million extravaganza.



Futurism



Graphic designers have a broad interest in understanding 
the mechanics of popular culture, paralleled maybe only 
by people in fashion or advertising. Architects and product  
designers are on their own undisturbed long-term trajectory, 
illustrators are focussed on their own language, most film 
makers worry less about innovation than about story, but 
graphic designers really seem to care about what’s next. 
That interest fuels the desire to invent the future rather 
than imitating the present or, worse, recreating the past.



Thank you.


