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I am a designer because I want to fix 
things that are broken and then break 
them again. I am a designer be�
cause Ill never stop drawing 
connections between the 
seemingly unconnectable. 
I am a designer because I ask 
why and what if and why not. I 
am a designer because I think 
critically and visually. I am a designer 
because I am viscerally in love with color and form, 
and movement. I am a designer be$
cause I sweat the small stuff, 
and the big stuff and the stuff 
in between. I am a designer be�
cause I was never left-brained 
enough to become a scientist 
nor right-brained enough to be�
come an artist. I am a designer 
because I come from a long line of 
tinkerers and artists and creators.

I am a 
DESIGNER  
because 
life is 
senseless. 
BUT THIS ISNT.

FOREWORD
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I have been feeling very clearhead- 

ed lately and what I want to write 
about today is the sea. It contains so 
many colors. Silver at dawn, green at 
noon, dark blue in the evening. Some- 

times it looks almost red. Or it will 
turn the color of old coins. Right now 
the shadows of clouds are dragging 
across it, and patches of sunlight are 
touching down everywhere. White 
strings of gulls drag over it like beads.

It is my favorite thing, I think, that I 
have ever seen. Sometimes I catch 
myself staring at it and forget my  
duties. It seems big enough to contain 
everything anyone could ever feel.

ALL THE LIGHT WE CANNOT SEE 
by Anthony Doerr
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Uptown Coffee
grew up in a suburb of Pitts-
burgh, Pennsylvania, to where 

I still return every several months 
or so during breaks throughout the 
school year. As time goes on and as I 
get closer to graduating from college, 
it seems that the stretches of time 
during which I get to come home grow 
shorter and shorter; when I am home, 
it gets easier each time to leave and 
return to Boston. I think it’s a natural 
part of growing up, but I can’t help  
but feel a twinge of sadness each time 
I drive through the now-unfamiliar 
town roads I once knew like the back 
of my hand.

There’s much less to do in the suburbs 
than there is in Boston’s thriving 
metropolis, where the next activity is 
never farther than a block away. In  
my home suburb of Mount Lebanon, 
the town center (a stretch of road 
about six blocks long) was too far 
away to walk to from my house but 
only a five minute walk from the high 
school. Among the stores and shops 
along the town center were Aladdin’s, 
a dingy Mediterranean eatery; The 
Saloon, the local bar into which I have 
never stepped foot, even to this day; 
and Uptown Coffee, one of a hand-
ful of local coffee shops sprinkled 
throughout the town. 

There’s something about Uptown 
Coffee that’s special, though—it’s 
homegrown, the only one of its kind. 
The specials are handwritten on 
blackboards each day and the dozens 
of mismatched trays and platters are 
always stocked full with freshly-baked 
goodies. The quality of the coffee 
leaves something to be desired— 
everyone agrees about that—but you 
don’t come to Uptown Coffee for the 
coffee. You come for the curiously- 
painted walls (lime green and purple, 
for some reason), the tables and 
chairs that could have been pulled 
straight from a 50’s diner, and the 
members of the uber-quirky staff who 
are each more than eager to talk to 
you about their most recent tattoo.

In retrospect, it makes total sense 
that this is the spot that my small 
group of close friends and I chose to 
inhabit more than our actual homes 
throughout the majority of high school. 
It was a safe haven; no parents, no re- 
sponsibilities, just us and whatever we 
were working on that day. Oftentimes, 
during the school year, we’d be there 
until closing at 11pm, cramming for  
the next day’s physics exam. But, 
when we weren’t—when school was 
out and we were forced to shelter  
ourselves indoors all day to avoid the  

punishing late-June humidity—we’d sit 
for hours, losing ourselves in art proj-
ects and conversation until our parents 
snapped us out of our trances by call-
ing us and telling us that dinner would 
be on the table in fifteen minutes.

I nurtured my most meaningful rela- 
tionships at Uptown Coffee. I even had 
some of my benchmark life experienc- 
es here—I held back tears of joy when 
I got my Northeastern acceptance 
e-mail and my friend Sophia excitedly 
announced to the whole shop that I 

was going to college. Here, I taught 
myself everything from collage, to 
watercolor, to digital art. In many 
ways, I grew up here; it was my sec-
ond home. During the brief moments 
throughout the year when I’m able to 
come back to Pittsburgh, I waste no 
time in making my way up here with 
old friends. There’s an air of warmth 
and possibility that I’ve not been able 
to find anywhere else; when I’m here, 
I have a chance to reflect on how  
far I’ve come and how wonderful  
the journey has been so far.

Why I am a Designer
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40° 22’ 46.236” N, 80° 2’ 41.316” W

▬ A snowy December evening as seen from the inside of the shop



n high school, I was convinced 
that I would become an astro- 

physicist—or, if I didn’t quite make  
it there, either an astronomer or a 
physicist would suffice. 

I was obsessed with outer space, 
constantly nose-deep in an astronomy 
book. The scale of the universe abso- 
lutely blew me away—the concept 
that things could be so massive and 
so, so far apart was beautifully incom$
prehensible. I knew from the time I 
was 15 years old that studying the 
universe was my life’s calling.

Motivated mainly by the desire to pad 
my college applications, I started to 
search for opportunities to pursue 
astronomy outside of the books I was 
reading. It just so happened that the 
Carnegie Science Center—Pittsburgh’s 
crowning jewel of an educational insti- 
tution, perched near the intersection 
of the city’s three rivers—was taking 
on volunteers in its Buhl Planetarium.  

My family was, and still is, a museum 
family. I have so many childhood 
memories from inside the Buhl— 

to this day I’ve never experienced 
anything quite like the feeling of sitting 
in the middle of the planetarium and 
watching as a starry expanse of sky 
blossoms out of the darkness above. 
Working in the Buhl and wearing my 
trademarked Carnegie Science Center 
red lab coat was a complete full-circle 
moment in my life.

As a volunteer, I quickly picked up the 
ropes of running the booth; I learned 
how to play shows, how to pilot all of 
the confusing sliders and switches on 
the dashboard, and how to operate 
the fog machine. I got to watch as the 
more experienced employees guided 
visitors through an hour long tour of  
the night sky in “Stars Over Pittsburgh” 
and listen to children’s squeals of de-
light while watching Henrietta Pussycat 
and X the Owl discover constellations 
in “The Sky Above Mister Rogers’ 
Neighborhood.” Eventually, the staff 
even trusted me to run shows of my 
own and lead families through science 
demonstrations in the lobby outside.

I learned a whole lot about astronomy 
during my time at the Buhl, but the 

The Buhl  
Planetarium

Why I am a Designer

memories that stick with me the most 
come from my most fun responsibility 
in the planetarium: running the laser 
shows. Once a week, we’d cue up a 
playlist of songs—everything from 
the Beatles, to Michael Jackson, to 
Skrillex—and put on a show for over a 
hundred people. I had free reign over 
the visuals; a touch pad grid of but-
tons allowed me to change the glow  
of the dome from blue to red while 
a row of dolphins swam across the 
horizon in tune with the music.

As my first professional experience, 
my time at the Buhl was one of ex- 
perimentation and immense growth.  
I didn’t end up pursuing science as  
a career path, but the roots of my in- 
terest in astronomy—curiosity, appre- 
ciation of aesthetic beauty, and the  
unquenching thirst for knowledge— 
are the very same roots that have 
allowed me to flourish as a designer.  
I now understand that the two fields of 
arts and sciences are more intricately 
connected than most of us realize.

40° 26’ 48.408” N, 80° 1’ 3.144” W

I
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▬ The view of the Buhl dome from behind the control booth



Pittsburgh  
Center for  
the Arts

was a creative kid. From the time 
I was very little, I was constantly 

getting my hands dirty with clay, paint, 
charcoal, tape, pastel—you name it, 
I had ruined an article of clothing 
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my strict, STEM-heavy course load, 
which meant I had next to no time  
for art classes during the school day.  
I ended up having to outsource re- 
sources to keep my creative side fed.

The Pittsburgh Center for the Arts 
is a community resource for artists 
and students alike, offering gallery 
exhibitions and classes for artists 
of all ages. Starting in middle school 
and continuing throughout all of high 
school, I spent most of my summers 
at the PCA, enrolling in summer pro-
grams that gave me the chance  
to experiment with everything from 
jewelry-making, to pottery, to ani- 
mation. The summer programs were 
weeks long, allowing for the develop- 

because of it. In retrospect, it should 
have been clear that I would eventu- 
ally pursue a career in the arts be-
cause of this predisposition; however, 
throughout high school I maintained 

I

40° 27’ 8.712” N, 79° 55’ 12.468” W

ment of more complex projects and 
ideas. There was also an incredible 
support system of artists and educa- 
tors that I could lean on.

During my senior year of high school, I 
was accepted into the PCA’s animation 
apprenticeship program. Every Friday, 
I would leave high school midway 
through the day and drive across the 
city for intensive animation workshops 
led by art students and other members 
of the industry. That animation appren- 
ticeship was one of the first times I 
had considered pursuing a career in 
the arts rather than in STEM. It broad- 
ened my horizon and brought me one 
step closer to choosing a career that  
I was passionate about.▬ The Pittsburgh Center for the Arts, as seen from the front lawn

▬ A few illustrative exercises I completed while I was a student at the PCA



y first and only experience 
studying abroad was during the 

summer of 2018, after my freshman 
year of college. I enrolled in a Dialogue 
of Civilizations in Ireland after having 
been pressured by my friend Joyce to 
join her in doing so. I was nervous to 
leave the country and live abroad for 
a period of time, but I am so glad that 
I chose to do this particular program. 
The memories I have from the five 
weeks I spent in Ireland are some of 
my most treasured.

We called the small town of Ballyva- 
ughan home for the entirety of the 
program. Ballyvaughan is known for 
its location on the westernmost edge 
of the country in an area known as 
the Burren, its proximity to the Cliffs 
of Moher and Galway, and not much 
else. The town is made up of two 
short roads that intersect at the town 
center, where you can find a craft 
shop, 3 local pubs, a very fancy Italian 
restaurant (for some reason), and a 
coffee shop called the Soda Parlour 
that didn’t actually sell soda. I imme- 
diately became so comfortable living 
the small town lifestyle; on Saturdays, 
I’d wake up early and walk to the cafe 
to read the newspaper and chat with 
some of the more senior locals.

We spent the majority of the days at 
the Burren College of Art, a small es- 
tablishment about a 20 minute walk—
or 3 minute ride in the bus with a 
driver who most certainly didn’t recog- 
nize the public safety value of speed 
limits—from our temporary homes in 
the village. Here, we were largely given 
free reign over what type of project 
we chose to pursue for the duration 
of the program. Some guidance was 
offered by our professor, but my final 
project idea was completely my own. 

Inspired by the lush and vibrant color 
of the Irish landscapes that we had 
been able to explore so far, I elected 
to create a series of illustrations in 
which I would digitally (in Illustrator) 
dilute the landscapes into their most 
basic organic forms and colors. I 
would then print the piece and recon- 
struct the key detail of the landscapes 
with pen and ink, omitting some of 
the background detail and instead 
focusing in on the detail of the subject 
matter and surrounding environment.

During this project, I discovered just 
how much I loved working digitally 

The Burren
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and exploring color and form with the 
help of computer software. Probably 
because of this, when I returned to 
campus for my second year it took  
me almost no time at all to declare  
a major in graphic design. At that 
point, it was a no-brainer for me.

I remain incredibly proud of this  
project, even almost 2 years later.  
I carved my own path, found inspi- 
ration in nature, and combined my 
passions for digital & analog art  
into a project that encapsulates the  
reverence I have for the beauty of  
the Irish country.

▬ The main street in Ballyvaughan ▬ A view of the Burren from atop one of the many large hills in the area
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The way your mother rolls her eyes  
at you, your sudden decision to stop  
eating red meat, the immediate, unex- 

plainable sadness you felt when you 
saw your father’s shirt draped over 
the back of a chair. You can write it all 
down, you can put it in your book of 
facts, but the truth is no one can ever 
really understand the tangle of expe- 

riences and passions that makes you 
who you are. It’s a secret collection, 

a private language, a pebble in your 
pocket that you play with when you’re 
anxious, hard as geometry, smooth  
as soap.

SOMEONE WHO WILL LOVE YOU IN  
ALL YOUR DAMAGED GLORY
by Raphael Bob-Waksberg

Why I am a Designer

THINGS
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hough many contemporary 
designers and artists feel most 

comfortable when working exclusively 
in the digital space, I’ve always, from 
the time I was little, most loved work-
ing with my hands. It’s the reason why 
I’ll take any opportunity to work ana-
log elements into my designs, whether 
they be textures, painterly elements, 
or some type of ripped paper. 

When I was young, that love of 
working with my hands manifested 
itself through my experiments with 
duck tape. I would pick up one of 
every color and pattern at the store 
and research tutorials on-line for how 
to manipulate the tape into amazing 
things—purses, wallets, even flowers. 
Working with duck tape was like 
origami, in a way. It was a surprisingly 
delicate process, and great empha- 
sis was placed on careful folds and 
trims. This is probably the reason why 
I’ve never brought a sloppily-trimmed 
piece of design to class, ever; I had 
the right values instilled in me from  
a young age. 
 
I loved being able to work within duck 
tape’s huge repository of patterns 
and colors. Want to see what happens 
when you make a wallet out of gold 
and mustache-patterned tape? Unfor- 
tunately, nothing can stop you. The 
world is your oyster. 

 
I practiced for a long time and even- 
tually got pretty good at manipulating 
the tape. I was even compelled to 
open an on-line shop for my creations; 
I don’t think I ever got any orders, but 
it was rewarding enough to know that 
I had tried. Looking back, my love for 
working with Duck tape is definitely 
the root of the appreciation I have  
for careful, meticulous craft that I 
maintain to this day in my career as  
a designer.

t some point in their lives, every 
child has been forced to accom- 

pany their parent(s) while they run 
errands around town. One of my least 
favorite stops on the errand route was 
the home improvement store—some-
thing about the smells of sawdust and 
performative masculinity gave me an 
uneasy feeling in the pit of my stom-
ach every time I stepped through the 
sliding glass doors. 
 
While my dad looked around for a new 
lawnmower, or mulch, or whatever else 
people look for at the home improve- 
ment store, I would make a beeline 
straight for the paint section where 
the rows upon rows of paint chips and 
swatches were displayed in the most 
pleasing gradient I had ever seen. 
I would pluck a few of my favorite 

colors—teal, bright blue, red-orange, 
lilac—and sneakily stow the collection 
into my pocket, hoping the employees 
behind the counter wouldn’t notice the 
literal dozens of paint chips missing 
from the display.

I couldn’t believe I was the only one 
in the store who was so excited about 
these colorful paraphernalia. The col- 
ors were so vibrant and beautiful that 
I couldn’t help myself from wanting to 
collect every single one.

Looking back, this past-time was defi- 
nitely the root of my love for color and 
my interest in color theory. There are 
concepts at work here—tint, shade, 
value—that are enormously relevant  
to my work today in graphic design, 
and I’m glad I got an early start.

Why I am a Designer 18  –  19
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A

T

▬ The many colors and patterns of Duck Tape

▬ Colors and tints and shades, oh my!



veryone my age remembers their 
Webkinz era. You store the name 

and type of your first stuffed animal 
in the same lobe of your brain where 
you store your social security number, 
ready and able to recite it at the drop 
of a hat if anyone were to ask. 

Webkinz was a defining social and 
cultural movement of the early 2000s 
whose influence will continue to 
resonate throughout generations to 
come. I was pulled into the movement 
at a very young age; I think I was 6 
years old when I got my hands on 
my first Webkinz pet, a white lamb I 
named Snowball (creative, right?), in 
2006. In the coming years, I would go 
on to collect at least a dozen other 
pets, ranging from pandas to poodles. 
One of my all-time favorite pets was a 
platypus (an amorphous blob of stuff-
ing with 2 flippers and a beak) called 
“the Googles.”

Though Webkinz were easily the favor- 
ite collectible of my childhood, the lure 
of the brand didn’t stop there. Once 
you had bought a stuffed animal, you 
were given a special code that would 
enable you to transport your pet into 
the virtual universe. 

On Webkinz.com, you could build  
an entire life around your pet—you 
could personalize their wardrobe,  

feed them species-specific meals  
(my pet bunny had carrots for every 
meal), and design their individual 
bedrooms. 

I had the most fun customizing each 
of my pets’ bedrooms and wardrobes, 
making sure to maintain the essence 
of their identity as a species through-
out the design. My polar bear (Snow-
ball, who I got in 2006 and still have  
to this day) lived a lavish life in her  
icy tundra while next door my tiger 
was napping in her leafy jungle bed. 
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Webkinz
E

Looking back, I see parallels between 
this experience and the experience  
of designing brand identities and sur- 
rounding experiences with purposeful 
consistency. Design elements across  

a brand, or even across a smaller proj- 
ect, should be chosen judiciously to 
align with the larger goal of the project 
to ensure a successful experience 
every time.

▬ One of my many Webkinz animals, a mini lamb whose name I can’t recall▬ The many colors and patterns of Duck Tape
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My 2013  
Wacom Tablet

began my journey in graphic  
design as a digital artist. At age  

15, propelled by a deep desire to  
imitate some of the artists I was 
watching on YouTube who could trans-
form a blank Photoshop canvas into  
a stunning charcoal-esque portrait 
without any of the mess, I convinced 

my parents to let me spend nearly 
$1000 of my own savings on a Wacom 
tablet, the industry’s leading tool 
for digital art. The tablet, which now 
seems archaic and clunky compared 
to the sleek, modern iPad Pro that 
I currently use, was the single best 
purchase I ever made.  

 
The day it came in the mail, I spent 
several frustrated hours installing the 
correct software onto my computer 
and hooking up the countless cords 
to the correct ports—but when all was 
said and done and I created my first 
paint stroke on the canvas by gliding 
the pen across the screen, everything 
immediately fell into place.

I hardly let the tablet leave my side 
for the next several years. Whenever 
I had a second of free time between 
homework and other responsibilities, 
I would boot up Photoshop and start 
working on a new project. My favorite 
things to draw were portraits—I loved 
experimenting with different styles 

I

of drawing and exploring new ways 
to capture the emotion of the human 
face in unique compositions.

I can trace my love for creating art 
digitally to the moment I first held this 
tablet in my hands. I was fascinated 
by its versatility—oil paints mixed in 
Photoshop with that same real-life 
viscosity, and there was an authentic 
scrappiness to the digital versions of 
charcoal and graphite. Manipulating 
digital media came easily to me. At  
the time, in the back of my mind,  
I knew I had to find some way to 
incorporate digital art into my career. 
Luckily enough, I found the perfect 
avenue by which to do so.▬ A specimen of the clunky monolith that was my 2013 Wacom tablet

▬ Portrait of a Girl, 2016 (left), Self Portrait, 2017 (right)
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If a painting really works down in your 
heart and changes the way you see, 
and think, and feel, you don’t think, ‘oh, 
I love this picture because it’s univer- 

sal.’ ‘I love this painting because it 
speaks to all mankind.’ That’s not the 
reason anyone loves a piece of art. 
It’s a secret whisper from an alleyway. 
Psst, you. Hey kid. Yes you.

THE GOLDFINCH 
by Donna Tartt
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incent Van Gogh is, and always 
has been, my favorite artist of 

all time. He has a remarkably visceral 
way of using color and texture to cre-
ate compositions that feel too lifelike 
to be confined to the two-dimensional 
bounds of the canvas. His purposeful, 
painterly strokes capture life and emo-
tion in a way no other artist has been 
able to replicate.

Starry Night, his most famous work, is 
brilliant, but not the best of his career, 
in my opinion. I’m lucky enough that 
my favorite work of his resides in the 
MFA, just blocks from Northeastern’s 
campus.  
 
I first saw Postman Joseph Roulin 
on my very first excursion to the MFA 
back in 2017. I had just gotten to 
college and was thrilled that my shiny 
new student ID card granted me free 
admission to one of the world’s best 
art museums. I made a point of pass-
ing through the Impressionist section 
of the Art of Europe wing in the 
museum, in which many of my favorite 
artists (Van Gogh, Monet, Degas) had 
works on display.  
 

Postman Joseph Roulin immediately 
made the other, vibrant impressionist 
works in the room appear dull. Some-
thing about that particular shade of 
blue in the man’s coat, the rosiness  
of his cheeks, and the positioning of 
his hands drew me into the painting  
in a way no other work of art really 
had before.  

  
I could feel the man’s  
melancholy—I felt it so 
strongly that part of me  
almost wanted to reach  
out to hold him. 
 
I have a postcard-sized print of this 
piece hanging on a wall in my room. 
Every day, it serves as a reminder  
that the best artwork sometimes isn’t 
the neatest, or the most perfect—it’s 
the most visceral.

Vincent
Van Gogh
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Postman Joseph Roulin, oil on canvas (1888)

V

▬ Postman Joseph Roulin, oil on canvas (1888)



have always admired Claude 
Monet for his use of color. Each 

piece of his is an explosion of beautiful 
blues, greens, and purples. Though he 
is most well known for his series of 
Water Lillies, one of my favorite works 
of his is one that employs nearly the 
full spectrum of colors. 
 
Fisherman’s Cottage on the Cliffs at 
Varengeville is an explosion of color. 
Moving beyond his usual palette of 
blues, greens, and purples, this work 
includes vibrant shades of yellows, 
oranges, and reds that complement 
the cooler colors beautifully. 

The painting itself is almost like a rain-
bow: the lilac of the sky transitions into 
the deep blues and teals of the ocean, 
which move up through the greens and 
yellows of the shrubbery and finally 
into the reds of the flowers at the base 
of the composition. 
 
The texture of the brush strokes plays 
an equally important role. The strokes 
feel gestural and liberated. There is 
next to no identifiable structure at 
work beneath the collection of brush 
strokes that make up the greenery, 
but Monet is able to give the bushes 
depth and form nonetheless.

Rather than feeling overly calculat- 
ed, this piece feels immediate and 
emotive, like Monet had stood for just 
a short period of time in front of this 
idyllic cottage scene and painted ex- 
actly what he saw. Likely, after a few 
more hours the sun would sink below 
the horizon and this particular scene 
on this particular day would fade into 
obscurity.

 
I appreciate all of Monet’s 
works for this same  
quality of immediacy and 
impermanence.

As a designer (and I don’t think I’m 
alone in this), I feel like I can often 
get wrapped up in keeping things 
pixel-perfect in their layout and align-
ment, but it is artists like Monet who 
encourage me to let go a little bit  
and create work that feels natural, 
intentional, and from the heart. 

Claude Monet
Fisherman’s Cottage on the Cliffs at Varengeville, oil on canvas (1882)

I
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▬ Fisherman’s Cottage on the Cliffs at Varengeville, oil on canvas (1882)



ike McQuade walks the line be-
tween graphic art and graphic 

design, consistently discovering new 
and innovative ways to incorporate 
typography and photography into his 
brilliant compositions. He works in 
a primarily analog format, choosing 
to hand-cut subjects of his collages 
rather than trim them in Photoshop. 
He also creates his signature intri- 
cate textures by hand, working with 

ink splotches and paint spatters that 
he assembles and then scans into 
the computer.

Mike primarily creates works for 
newspapers and other editorials,  
focusing his pieces on contemp- 
orary social, cultural, and political  
issues. He has, in a way, pioneered 
the modern collage design style  
that I feel particularly drawn to. 

 
The world is a well of inspiration that 
can never run dry, according to Mike. 
He pulls most of his imagery from old 
magazines and books, scanning them 
into Photoshop, adding color, and 
transforming the original image into a 
complex composition that has many 
layers (literally and metaphorically). 
 
I felt immediately drawn to Mike’s 
work from the first time I ever saw it. 
I admire his timeless design style and 
his true commitment to the craft—
where other designers and artists try 
to cut corners by buying pre-made 
texture packs on-line or feigning a 
paint splatter effect in Photoshop, 
Mike believes that the best way to 
create an authentic experience by 
way of design elements is to make 
the elements yourself. I’ve found that, 
when I follow in Mike’s footsteps and 
curate every aspect of my designs 
that I bring in from outside the com- 
puter, the finished project is more 
complete and more authentic. 

Mike also has an astounding level of 

creativity. The imagery he creates 
for complex topics such as climate 
change, racial prejudice, and political 
upheaval feel familiar and genuine, 
a far cry from much of the cold and 
corporate editorial design that exists 
in the world today. With every new 
piece that Mike produces, I learn 
something new about the world and 
about myself.

Mike McQuade
Editorial illustration
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▬ NYT Magazine: Obsession with Weather

▬ The Economist: The Moon and Life on Earth

▬ The New Yorker: A South Central Statistic

M



can’t quite remember by which 
avenue I came to discover Ryan 

Carl’s work, but however it happened, 
I’m so glad that I did. Ryan continues 
to awe me by the ways in which he 
pushes the boundaries of radical 
simplicity, digging into the cores of our 
emotions as human beings and cre-
ating compositions that feel personal 
and deeply thoughtful.

Ryan has a design practice of his own 
in upstate New York, but the majority 
of the work that he shares publicly is 
his series that explores ideas of hope, 
togetherness, and human connection 
through minimal typography and form. 
He explores themes of repetition, multi- 
plicity, and singularity, and is particular- 
ly interested in the ways in which sep- 
arate minimal elements interact with 
one another in larger compositions. 
 
One day, when browsing his website 
for inspiration, I noticed that he was 
giving away a specimen of one of his 
typographic projects called “All love.  
All the time.” There was no charge,  
and no catch: all I had to do was  
input my name and mailing address. 

Several weeks later, after I had almost 
forgotten that I had requested one 
of these pieces, or assumed that he 

hadn’t bothered to send one to me 
after all, I opened my mailbox and  
was pleasantly surprised to find an 
envelope from Ryan Carl that was  

addressed to me. Inside was a speci- 
men of the project and a handwritten 
note of appreciation and well-wishes. 
 
That small act of generosity and 
kindness was never lost on me. I so 
appreciated that Ryan was willing to 
share these personal projects of his 
free of charge, just for the purpose 
of spreading love and encouraging 
human connection. 

Ryan Carl
Type, color, and form exploration series
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In an era of design seemingly defined 
by maximalism, where our instincts as 
designers can sometimes be to fill the 
space rather than use it judiciously 
and effectively, Ryan’s thoughtful, 
minimalist design style is a breath of 
fresh air. I hope to borrow some of his 
values—experimentation and process, 
hope and togetherness—and learn 
how I can spread love, hope, and 
togetherness in my own designs.

▬ All Love, All the Time: a typographic repetition experiment

▬ Interactions (top), All Together Now (bottom)

I



04
In the five days Robert will be home  
his sisters will learn to say ‘rocks,’ 
‘heavy,’ and ‘snowman.’ They’ll learn 
the different smells of snow and  
the slick feel of a plastic sled as  
their brother drags them down the  
driveway.

We return to the places we’re from; 
we trample faded corners and pencil 
in new lines. ‘You’ve grown up so fast, 
Robert’s mother tells him at break-

fast, at dinner. ‘Look at you.’ But she’s 
wrong, thinks Robert. You bury your 
childhood here and there. It waits for 
you, all your life, to come back and  
dig it up.

MEMORY WALL
by Anthony Doerr

Why I am a Designer

EXPERIENCES

34  –  35



ur high school’s literary maga- 
zine was called PULSE, which 

attempted, in a way, to equate the 
importance of the literary arts in  
modern society to the vital flow of 
blood through the human body. The 
two perhaps weren’t quite on the 
same level, yet throughout my years 
as a staff member on the magazine  
I developed a deep love and appre- 
ciation for creative writing that I’ve 
maintained ever since. 

AP Art students, I was chosen as the 
winner, which meant that I would go 
on to illustrate the 4 section dividers 
as well. Even though this was several 

PULSE  
Magazine
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PULSE meetings were simple and 
straightforward: every Monday after 
school, 15 or so of us would gather in 
the classroom of one of the school’s 
kooky English teachers, Mr. Mysliwczyk. 
We’d crack open a container of Chips 
Ahoy and 3 students would volunteer 
to stand in front of the class and read 
the works that had been submitted 
that week. After the reading of each 
piece, we’d deliberate as a group on 
whether or not the piece had enough 
merit to be included in the printed 
magazine.

As a member of the magazine, I 
gained a much deeper confidence 
in analyzing a work and providing 
meaningful, grounded critique. If I 
felt a certain way about a particular 
piece, I would always be sure to back 
up my position with examples and 
suggest possible ways of making it 
even stronger.

Each year, the magazine encouraged 
students to submit artwork in a 
contest for that year’s front cover of 
the printed edition. My senior year, I 
ended up submitting one of my digital 
art works on a whim—to my surprise, 
even amid submissions from talented ▬ 1 of the 4 pieces of magazine section artwork

▬ The front cover of the magazine

years ago, well before I got involved 
in graphic design, I’m still immensely 
proud of these works as a cohesive, 
themed series.



elected to take AP Physics my 
senior year instead of AP Art, a 

decision that I continue to regret to 
this day. Instead of spending my free 
periods working on oil paintings in the 
sunny art studio downstairs, I spent 
them in the dim fluorescent light of the 
library, attempting to figure out why my 
charged particles were going back-
wards and defying the laws of physics 
in the process.

I didn’t give myself the chance to 
immerse myself in the high school arts 
culture as much as I had wanted, but  
I was able to enroll in one art course.  
The senior mural, a project typically 
owned by one art student, had that 
year become communal, open to con- 
tributions from any art student. Over 
the coming weeks, I began working  
on it during every 5 minute break I had 
throughout the school day: homeroom, 
lunch, and even short breaks between 
classes.  
 
The project was brought to completion 
over the course of four months by my-
self and my friend Kate, the only other 
art student who cared to contribute 
to the project. The mural is one of my 
proudest achievements: a glimmering 

success in a year that was largely 
defined by failures.

Later that same year came 2 more 
successes: I was asked to do artworks 
for the front page of the school news$
paper and the senior prom ticket. In 
retrospect, they were both executed 

terribly—I still cringe every time I look 
at the warped type on the newspaper 
cover—but they were important first 
steps in my graphic design journey.  Senior  

Year Art
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I discovered that I really liked creating 
art that served a purpose greater than 
aesthetics and attempted to communi- 
cate a deeper message. 

I

▬ Kate and I with our finished senior class mural in April 2017▬ A front page of the school newspaper



y love for physics was borne out 
of my love for astronomy. The two 

disciplines are intricately connected—
astronomy isn’t much other than star- 
gazing without the math and science 
that give it reason. 

I enrolled in my first physics course 
during my sophomore year of high 
school. In it, I was introduced to some 

of the basic mechanics behind the way 
the world works: why objects that go 
up have to come back down again, and 
the reason your stomach drops when a 
roller coaster starts to rush downward 
from a peak.

I carried the momentum from my 
success in the first physics class I took 
through to the second, which was an 
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AP Physics
advanced placement course focused 
on mechanical physics. Here, it quickly 
became clear to me: I was good at 
this, and I wanted to make a career 
out of it. By the time senior year rolled 
around, I had staked all of my college 
plans on becoming a physics major.

My plans were quickly snuffed out rel- 
atively early on in my last year of high 
school. I was enrolled in the electricity 
& magnetism portion of the AP physics 
course series, and I was miserable. 
This was the first time nothing was 
clicking for me—where it had been a 
breeze for me to analyze the trajectory 
of a baseball flying through the air, I 
couldn’t quite understand how I was 
supposed to dissect the inner workings 
of particles and their charges when 
I couldn’t see them. No matter how 
many sleepless nights I spent trying 
to wrap my head around the motion 
of invisible things, I could never quite 
get there. By the end of senior year, 
I found myself in a tricky spot: I had 
been accepted to Northeastern as 
a physics major, but I didn’t want to 
study physics anymore.

In a way, I’m still sorry that physics 
didn’t work out for me as a career— 
I truly did love learning about why 
the world works the way it does. 
But, I wouldn’t be where I am today 
without having had the experiences in 
physics that I did. I used to very much 
consider myself a left-brained person: 
one who finds the most sense in the 
world through math and logic. I don’t 
so much anymore, but I believe that I 
have more of an analytical approach 

to design because of my background 
in physics. Physics taught me a very 
methodical problem-solving method: 
analyze the query at hand, evaluate 
the known and the unknown, take 
stock of your repository of equations 
and known universal constants, and 
begin to work through a solution. You’ll 
probably mess up or get stuck at some 
point, but that’s part of the process. 
What keeps you going is the belief that 
there’s a solution out there waiting to 
be uncovered.

Design is problem-solving at its core, 
as well. I think that’s what attracted 
me to the discipline in the first place. 
An identity system, an editorial layout, 
a responsive website—these are all 
problems that have solutions.

The difference, though, is liberating: 
you get to define that solution on  
your own. ▬ Problem-solving in action

▬ The invisible forces around charged particles

M
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▬ The Hubble Deep Field

ne of the downfalls of living in 
Boston is the air pollution that 

masks the beauty of the night sky. 
On the clearest of nights, a few tiny 
specks of light can be seen scattered 
across the hazy black sky, but for the 
most part, in the city, the visibility of 
stars is mostly negligible enough to 
make stargazing a fruitless endeavor.

Now, travel even 50 or so miles 
outside the city and it’s a different 
story. I’ve been to New Hampshire 
only a handful of times, but the last 
time I was up there—on a week-
end retreat to Plymouth with some 
friends—the night sky was so crystal 
clear, the stars so bountiful, that I 
could start to trace the outline of the 
arm of the Milky Way as it sprawled 
magnificently across the ether. I 
spent close to an hour just staring at 
it, losing myself in the tiny, thread-like 
connections I was drawing between 
the countless dots in the sky.

You could never quite see the Milky 
Way from the town I’m from outside 

of Pittsburgh, but there are plenty 
more stars to be seen there than 
there are in Boston. Growing up, I 
got into a habit of taking late-night 
walks around my little neighborhood, 
reveling in the complete stillness 
that overtook the rows of houses 
after my neighbors, most of them 
old, went to bed at 9pm. At the end 
of every walk, I’d lay down on the 
grass of my house’s front lawn, gaze 
up at the night sky, and try to pick 
out the familiar constellations: Ursa 
Major, Cassiopeia, and my personal 
favorite, Orion, which, from my lucky 
vantage point in the Northern Hemi-
sphere, was visible nearly all year 
round. There was a certain comfort 
in tracing the man’s outline from the 
handful of stars—it was connecting 
the dots, giving form to the formless.
And I think that’s all we can ever 
hope to do, as graphic designers and, 
more broadly, as human beings. Con-
nect the dots, give meaning to the 
meaningless, search diligently for the 
truth and, if there’s none to be found, 
make your own.  

Stargazing  
    the Hubble 
Deep Field
O

The first time I ever saw the image 
of the Hubble Deep Field, I was 
floored. It was incomprehensible to 
me how every speck that shone out 
of the darkness was a galaxy like 
our Milky Way, each one a micro- 
cosm of its own solar systems and 
other stellar formations. Today, it 
continues to awe and inspire me— 
a humbling, cosmic reminder of the 
sheer vastness of possibility that 
exists in the world. 
 

There is so much that is waiting 
to be uncovered, in the universe 
at large and certainly within the 
discipline of graphic design. There 
are concepts to be explored and 
boundaries to be pushed. There are 
discoveries to be made and rules  
to be broken. There is so much 
work to be done. 
 
There’s nothing more exciting  
than that.



Look again at that dot. That’s here. That’s 
home. That’s us. On it everyone you love‚ 
everyone you know‚ everyone you ever heard 
of‚ every human being who ever was‚ lived 
out their lives. The aggregate of our joy and 
suffering‚ thousands of confident religions‚ 
ideologies‚ and economic doctrines‚ every 
hunter and forager‚ every hero and coward‚ 
every creator and destroyer of civilization‚  
every king and peasant‚ every young couple 
in love‚ every mother and father‚ hopeful 
child‚ inventor and explorer‚ every teacher  
of morals‚ every corrupt politician‚ every  
‘superstar‚’ every ‘supreme leader‚’ every 
saint and sinner in the history of our species 
lived there—on a mote of dust suspended  
in a sunbeam.

PALE BLUE DOT
by Carl Sagan
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