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Design, at its very core, is 
about making things right.



Critical
Design is by nature a critical discipline: 
to make things right, the designer must 

first identify what is wrong.



What’s wrong with

photos?
Nothing, per se, except that they’re becoming increasingly difficult to find. In the age of Flickr, traditional 
photography is quickly giving way to digital imagery. Many scholars argue that this endless array of pixels—
the stuff of “photo-sharing sites” —is not really photography at all. Instead, they’re calling it post-photography.

Photography directly corresponds to reality; post-photography doesn’t. Photography captures to 
remember; post-photography captures to define. Photographers tell stories about photos; post-photogra-
phers tell stories with photos. Together these changes indicate a marked shift in the mindset of the people 
behind the camera.

In my essay Flickr and the Postmodern Post-Photo, I explore the ways that Flickr has both shaped and 
been shaped by post-photography. Read the full essay:

http://flickr.mattyoder.com



What’s wrong with

saying no?
Sometimes you just need to say  “yes!” Visual language gives us an easy way to say “no”—the
ubiquitous red circle with a line through it—but it doesn’t provide an equally convenient
affirmative. In this graphic design exercise, I tried to imagine what such a symbol might look like.

In designing the symbol, I played off the characteristics of its counterpart: its red hue, its 
containing circle, its sharp angles and blocky negative space. Some of these I preserved 
while others I reversed. The result is a new symbol that evokes the old while clearly 
maintaining a distinct meaning. Round corners and fluid negative spaces suggest the 
possible while outlining the shape of encircling arms.

Still, this positive form is no pushover. It understands its opponent well—mimics it, 
toys with it, mocks it even. Design thinking requires that one become both a lover and a 
killer. The best solution holds its problem close and whispers “I love you,” just as it 
administers the lethal dose.



What’s wrong with

modernism?Modernism Lives On
by Matt Yoder

“ Modernism was a faith, 
     a religion,   

  a mission 
 to which we committed ourselves with 
passion and zeal.  Paul was our    

 leader and inspiration. ”
          – Louis Danziger

n November 14, 1996, less than a month before his death, designer Paul Rand gave 
a lecture at MIT.  At the speaker’s request, John Maeda, the hosting professor, asked Rand 
a few questions.  When asked how he got started as a designer, Rand raised his eyebrows.     
“I think you should ask, how did I get started as a baby?” he replied.

Indeed, the history of Paul Rand 
and that of American design are 
tightly interwoven. Though best 
remembered for his trademarks, 
designed for such giants as IBM, ABC, 
UPS and Westinghouse, Rand was 
instrumental in establishing graphic 
design as a respected profession. In 
the words of esteemed designer Louis 
Danziger, Rand “almost single-handedly 
convinced business that design was an 
effective tool.”

Despite his success and influence 
in the field, Paul Rand’s design career—
that is to say, his life—had humble 

beginnings. The son of a New York 
grocer, Rand was born Paul Rosenbaum 
on August 15, 1914. In spite of his 
Orthodox Jewish upbringing, which 
prohibited the creation of images, the 
young Rand was drawing scenes from 
his father’s store by the age of three. 
Though his father could not endorse his 
son’s choice of career, he nevertheless 
paid for Rand to attend night classes 
at Pratt Institute. Afraid that being 
Jewish might prove an obstacle to his 
aspirations, Rand severed ties with his 
heritage as a young adult and changed 
his name from Rosenbaum to Rand.

O

Since little education was available 
in graphic design in the early 1930s, 
Rand studied fine art at Pratt Instituted 
and later at the Art Students League. 
There he studied drawing under Georg 
Grosz and began to build his portfolio. 
In 1932, Rand became an apprentice 
in the New York studio of George 
Switzer. Earning ten dollars per week, 
he designed advertisements for Squibb 
pharmaceuticals and packaging for 
Hormel meats.

Rand’s first major break came 
in 1936 when he was approached by 
Apparel Arts to design a cover for an 
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anniversary edition of the men’s fashion 
magazine. Noting his skill in creating 
an outstanding layout from average 

photography, the magazine promptly 
brought Rand on as a full time designer. 
After designing many successful covers, 
he was promoted to art director for 
Esquire, the parent company of Apparel 
Arts, and put in charge of fashion. There 
he distinguished himself through his 
design of covers, promotions and 
editorial layout.

In 1941, Rand left his position 
to join William H. Weintraub, another 
former Esquire designer, at an upstart 
advertising agency founded by and 
named after the latter. While serving 
as art director and advertising designer, 
Rand helped to redefine the very 
process of advertising design. Instead 
of allowing copywriters to set the 
design agenda, as was the custom, Rand 

routinely tore up their sketches.  “I was 
not going to let myself be treated like 
a printer on Pitkin Avenue,” he said of 
the period.

After thirteen years at the 
Weintraub agency, Rand left to do 
freelance design from his home studio 
in Weston, Connecticut. In addition 
to illustrating several children’s books for his daughter, Catherine, Rand did 

some of his most recognized work 
in this later period of his life. He 
designed trademarks for IBM, UPS 
ABC, Westinghouse, Next and USSB, 
many of which are still in use and all 
of  which have become classics in the 
age of branding. When UPS updated  
Rand’s classic design in 2003, the 
decision was met with sharp criticism 

from the design establishment.
In October 1996, at a retrospective 

of his life and work, Rand was asked if 
the modernism that he worked so hard 
to establish was dead. “I’m still alive,” 
was his reply. Rand died of cancer the 
next month.

Rand was asked if 

the modernism that 

he worked so hard to 

establish was dead.  “I’m 

still alive,” was his reply.
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E The Evolution of a Trademark

Rand’s original design, produced in 1956, 
included solid and outline versions.  Both 
featured square counters in the B and 
large, blocky serifs on the M.

The outline version, 
which appeared in vari-
ous colors, was eventu-
ally dropped to avoid 
confusion.

Over time, stripes were added to the 
trademark to soften its bold appearance. The 
stripes were inspired by the anti-conterfit-
ting stripes found on many legal documents 
and checks. The resulting trademark suggest-
ed IBM’s committment to security and made 
the company more visually distinctive.

The original striped 
design included 8- and 
13-line versions.

The 8-line design 
design eventually 
became the dominant 
trademark. Variations 
in the colors of the 
stripes and letters 
were used to quickly 
distinguish between 
products and lines.

IBM’s 1974 anual report used 
the trademark tilted at a 37-
degree angle, a variation that 
became standard.

As time progressed, IBM began 
to incorporate Rand’s stripes 

in other aspects of its product 
design and packaging.

The trademark set at a 37-
degree angle found its way 
onto many product lines.

After more than 
50 years, Rand’s 
trademark contin-
ues to distinguish 
the company’s 
products.
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Designer Profile Paul Rand: ModeRnisM lives on

Rand designed covers for Apparel Arts 
from 1936 to 1941.

This illustration from Listen! Listen! 
(1970) is typical of Rand’s design.

In 2003, UPS updated Rand’s traditional 
trademark (left) amid much controversy.

Paul Rand inspired a generation of 
graphic designers. In this Apple Think Dif-
ferent poster, he is shown later in life.

Or, put differently, what’s wrong with the legacy of Paul Rand? This giant of twentieth-century design cre-
ated some of the most iconic and lasting corporate images —many for household names like IBM and ABC. 
So entrenched is his work that, when UPS updated his classic logo design in 2003, the move was met with 
staunch resistance from the design establishment.

In this designer profile, I examine the many faces of Paul Rand: his evolution as a designer, his timeless 
work in corporate identity and his utter dedication to modernism as a design philosophy. I conclude that, 
while the art of design owes much to Rand, his greatest contribution was in establishing design as a form 
of communication. 

What’s wrong with modernism, then? Only that it threatens to overshadow Rand’s true identity: that 
of a brilliant design thinker.



What’s wrong with

technology?
What’s wrong with

peace and love?
It could be that the Internet is not open enough. Or maybe it’s that evil record labels have ruined the digi-
tal music industry. Maybe the problem is just that humans are trying to think too much like computers.

Technology and writing have always been two of my great loves. In three essays, I bring them together 
with results that range from weighty to lighthearted. Regardless of the gravity, my writing takes a critical 
look at the ways that we shape and are shaped by all things digital. Read the essays at:

http://expos.mattyoder.com/

In 1995, the Mennonite Church in North America began a historic experiment. The two largest Mennonite 
denominations—the General Conference Mennonite Church and the (Old) Mennonite Church—as well 
as one smaller group, the Conference of Mennonites in Canada, voted to become one. By the time they 
met for their general assembly in 1999, the groups were ready to unite as one denomination and to divide 
along national lines, forming what would become Mennonite Church USA and Mennonite Church Canada. 
The United States denomination took effect on February 1, 2002 following a formal reorganization at the 
church’s Nashville assembly. The change marked a new era for American Mennonites and began the deli-
cate and laborious task of integrating two denominations that had operated independently for more than 
a century.

Part of this process of integration was the formation of new visual identity for the denomination. In 
September 1997, J. Ron Byler, the associate general secretary of the (Old) Mennonite Church General 
Board, and Dave Linscheid, the communications director for the General Conference Mennonite Church, 
called for a symbol and identity guidelines for what was then conceived of as a bi-national church (By-
ler, “Developing” 1). To address the need, Byler and Linscheid formed a communications task force that 
reported to the Integration Committee (Byler, “Developing” 1). In addition to Byler and Linscheid, the task 
force included Aiden Schlichting Enns, the director of communications for the Conference of Mennonites 
in Canada; Ruth Suter, a member of the Integration Committee; and Barth Hague, the vice president for 
marketing at Mennonite Mutual Aid (Byler, “Developing” 1). For design, the group looked to Glenn Fretz, a 
Waterloo, Ontario-based graphic designer with extensive experience in identity development and a long 
history of serving Mennonite organizations (Byler, “Developing” 2). Fretz, in cooperation with designers 
Judith Rempel Smucker and Ron Tinsley, developed a symbol and accompanying Visual Identity Guidelines, 
which were published in 1999 (Visual, 2005 1). In 2005, after the division of the United States and Canada 
branches, the task force published an update to the guidelines specific to Mennonite Church USA.

In many ways the Visual Identity Program produced a typical corporate visual identity. On the surface, 
it contained all of the elements of similar corporate efforts: a symbol, a logotype, signatures, and guidelines 
for typography, color, and layout. In the 2005 update, especially, the guidelines adopted the language of 
marketing and branding. Yet more than branding, the Visual Identity Program served as an exercise in imagi-
nation. It helped two denominations to imagine themselves as one and fragmented agencies to imagine 
cooperation. During this process of imagination, the vision captured by the designers was in constant dia-
logue with realities of a denomination being born. Some eleven years later, the dialogue continues within 
the denomination, expanding to include the wider church membership.

Read the rest of my research findings at:

http://mcusa.mattyoder.com/



What’s wrong with

playing god?

the stationary.

VitalSpark communicates with its customers. The VitalSpark 

stationary is critical in communicating a professional and 

consistent message to customers.

vitalSpark
play god.

MATT J. YODER
graphic designer

myoder@vitalspark.com

(800) 697-7275

www.vitalspark.com

520 S. 3rd Street
Minneapolis, Minnesota 55415

play god.

Business card and envelope. 
Business cards should include 
the employee’s name, title, and 
e-mail address in the configu-
ration shown. The back of the 
card should be printed with the 
corporate slogan. Envelopes 
should use the monarch size. 
They should be set in Century 
Gothic except for the recipi-
ent’s name, which should be set 
in Eurostyle Bold.

Gwen Penner

1700 S. Main Street

Goshen, Indiana 46526

Letterhead.
Letterhead should 
conform to the mon-
arch size. The text 
of the letter should 
be set according to 
the instructions in the 
sample letter.

Monarch letter. 
7 1/4 inches wide
10 1/2 inches high

Monarch envelope. 
7 1/2 inches wide
3 7/8 inches high

December 11, 2008

Gwen Penner
1700 S. Main St.
Goshen, Indiana 46526

Dear Ms. Penner,

If used, the introductory paragraph should be set in 11 point Century 

Gothic with 18 points of leading. This paragraph serves to give the 

customer a quick overview of the contents of the letter. It should never

 

exceed five lines in length.

Type and columns.
The body of the letter should be set in 9

 

point Century Gothic with 13 points of

 

leading. Headlines should be set in 9 point

 

Century Gothic Bold. The layout should 
follow a two-column grid. Each column 
should be 2 5/8 inches in width with a 1/4

 

inch gutter.

Page layout.
The letter should be printed on monarch 
size paper. It should have a top margin of 1

 

inch, a left margin of 1 1/4 inches, a right

 

margin of 1/2 inch, and a bottom margin

 

of at least 3 1/2 inches.

Letter content.
Letters from VitalSpark should be direct and 
to the point. They should not use flowery 
language or tired expressions. Instead, they 
should tell customers what they need to

 

know without wasting their time.

VitalSpark is about life. It is a company. It is 
a product. But most of all, it is an idea.

 

VitalSpark allows people to create their 
dreams. It gives them the chance to play 
god. As a result, letters from VitalSpark 
should capture this essence of life.

Sincerely,

Matt J. Yoder
CEO, VitalSpark, Inc.

vitalSpark
play god.

I’m the kind of artist who likes to play at the edge. So when I was asked to design a visual identity for 
an imaginary company, the edge is where I went. In bringing VitalSpark to life, I pushed the boundaries of 
what’s possible and what’s ethical. I created an image for a genetic engineering firm that encourages its 
customers to “play god,” and in the process, I raised questions about what it means to be a creator.

In designing VitalSpark, I wanted to create something that bridged the gap between science fiction and 
everyday, something playful but with a dangerous edge. I wanted the look to be cold but inviting, appealing 
but just a little bit frightening.

For the logo, I chose the form of a double helix, the building block of life, as the base. I intersected 
one of its unraveling strands with a simple starburst, evoking the “spark” in the company name. While the 
undulating lines of the helix invite the viewer in, the sharp points of the starburst remind her that this 
business of life is serious business. Playing god may be play, indeed, but it’s not without its risks.

Download the full visual identity manual:

http://mattyoder.com/portfolio/vitalspark-visual-identity/



Relational
Unlike other problem-solving 

 techniques, the process of design is 
thoroughly relational.



Building relationships through

anti-racism
Building relationships through

software

prod master:
sales order:
acct mgr:
artist:
bus. rel.:
contact:
ofa date:

Two-way Mission
North and South Americans 
in Conversation

”

“Basically, a ministry of 

conversation, of letting 

ourselves be made vulnerable ... 

to see something of the 

hand of God in a different 

cultural setting from our own.

 – Keith Kingsley
Mennonite mission  
worker in the Chaco
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Mennonite Mission Network
Toll-free: 1-866-866-2872
Español: 1-877-866-6662
www.MennoniteMission.net

Produced by Mennonite Mission Network.
Directed and written by Lynda Hollinger-Janzen.
Filmed and edited by Denver Steiner.
© 2008 Mennonite Mission Network

Two-way Mission documents the creative and joyful movement of God’s Spirit 
in North and South America as mission models expand beyond the classical mission 
compound to include ministries of presence and partnership. Six video segments of 
varying lengths and a study guide make these stories appropriate for moments-in-
mission, sermon illustrations, discussion starters in Sunday school classes 
or small groups, mission education and orientation for short-term mission 
groups. (Total run time: approx. 55 minutes.)

When I was asked to design the DVD artwork for Two-way Mission, I immediately started thinking about 
the visual problem. How would I find a photo that fit beneath the wave on the cover? How would I make 
it fresh but authentic, engaging but not busy?

Yet through conversations with my colleagues at Mennonite Mission Network, I discovered that the 
real challenge lay elsewhere. What did the interaction of the participants in the photo communicate about 
race relations? How did their posture and position in the photo speak to power dynamics? These were the 
questions that I need to ask, the problems that I needed to solve using design thinking. To do otherwise 
would be to be to trade a conversation for a monologue.

Climate Solutions wanted to feature their Business Leaders for Climate Solutions program, which organiz-
es and energizes corporate leaders around clean energy. They asked me and my colleagues at Groundwire 
to build them an integration between their Salesforce database, where they track BLCS membership, and 
their Plone web site.

As the developer on the integration, I knew that Salesforce is great at tracking information about 
relationships. I also knew that I wanted to give Climate Solutions the maximum value for their investment. 
So when I built the connection between Salesforce and Plone, I did it in a way that’s flexible enough to be 
reused for other types of relationship data. Three months later, Climate Solutions is preparing to use the 
same software to strengthen relationships between its constituents and climate experts.

Call it making connections. Call it leverage. Or, call it design thinking.
See it in action at:

http://climatesolutions.org/solutions/initiatives/blcs



Building relationships through

photography
Photography is by nature an intimate medium, and portraiture is among its most intimate forms. To 
explore that intimacy, I photographed —on film—five of my closest friends in their most intimate spaces: 
their bedrooms. I wanted to capture these friends surrounded by their belongings, to see them in the 
place they call home.

The resulting photographs range from silly to serious, but each portrait has something of an edge. I 
was asking my subjects to be vulnerable, to reveal something of themselves to a visitor —this camera —
that they didn’t fully trust.

Design thinking pushes us to move beyond comfortable relationships and to make connections that 
stretch us. It forces us to name our discomfort, to probe it and ultimately, to channel it for creative pur-
poses. So doing, we, like the camera lens, see more clearly.



Building relationships through

service

Mission 1

Mission
The Mennonite Mission Network prayer directory

2008–2010

Building relationships through

trial and error
When I was asked to design the cover for Mission Mosaic, I started simply. I drew a grid, the simplest mo-
saic there is. Then I filled it with faces to represent the service workers whose stories fill the directory.

That seemed to tell part of story. It told the truth that service work is about finding your place, seeing 
where you fit into the larger grid. But it also missed something : some of the messiness and pain and beauty 
that come along with giving up part of your life for others. I experienced that messiness first-hand when I 
spent a year living in community and volunteering 
through the Mennonite Voluntary Service program.

So, I added some messiness. Against the struc-
tured, clean lines of the gird, I imposed a flower 
tangled in barbed wire —beauty and pain, the other 
half of the truth.

Service and design thinking, then, have some-
thing in common. They both ask us to build 
relationships, to notice what is happening and to 
respond to it. We take what’s there, messy though 
it may be, and try to make it right.

Every semester I served as web editor for The Record, the Goshen College campus newspaper, I thought 
about how to redesign the site. Some of these designs stopped at the idea stage, while others grew into 
reality. In all, however, I responded to what I was seeing on campus and online.

If design were not concerned with process as well as outcome, this might have been an exercise in 
frustration. As it turned out, it was just an exercise in design thinking.



Building relationships through

collaboration
Design thinking by the numbers:

6 images clipped from magazines
2 images selected by a partner
7 frames to make them meet
1 metamorphosis



Playful
Design doesn’t presume to know what 

“right” looks like from the start. The design 
process is playful and nonlinear.



Playing around with

letterforms
Playing around with

life and death
Q: How many ways are there to combine g and 8?                                                             A: At least 100.

I didn’t set out to make a philosophical statement. I set out to dress up a skeleton model in ridiculous 
clothing and photograph it. The apple was an afterthought, a whim that, once followed, changed the course 
of the project.

Design thinking, I maintain, is as much about being able to recognize “right” when it presents itself as it 
is about dreaming it up in the first place. That’s not to say that great design is an accident; far from it.

Instead it suggests that the great designer is the playful one. When things start to go off course, she 
doesn’t necessarily grab for the wheel.  After all, in design thinking, a detour isn’t a matter of life and death.



Playing around with

old and new

Center for 
Mennonite 
Writing

Mennonite experience | many voices

Hosted by Goshen College

Mennonite/s Writing Conference

Lorem ipsum dolor sit amet, consectetuer adipiscing 

elit. Ut quis nisl. In nisi diam, pretium ut, hendrerit sit 

amet, eleifend vel, elit. Nam dapibus molestie dui. 

Maecenas ultricies tellus non metus lacinia egestas. 

Class aptent taciti sociosqu ad litora torquent per 

conubia nostra, per inceptos hymenaeos.

Journal Encyclopedia Community

A Cappella: A response

Lorem ipsum dolor sit amet, 

consectetuer adipiscing elit. Ut quis 

nisl. In nisi diam, pretium ut, 

hendrerit sit amet, eleifend vel, elit. 

Nam dapibus molestie dui. 

read more

by Kyle Schlabach

read more

New Mennonite Poetry

Lorem ipsum dolor sit amet, 

consectetuer adipiscing elit. Ut quis 

nisl. In nisi diam, pretium ut, 

hendrerit sit amet, eleifend vel, elit. 

Nam dapibus molestie dui. 

by Ann Hostetler

read more
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“Capture the Mennonite experience without confining it.” Those were my instructions from professors 
Ann Hostetler and Kyle Schlabach when they asked me to design and build them an online community 
around the topic of Mennonite writing. Design and build I did—but first I took time to play.

My first stop was the library, not the most playful of places, to be sure. Still, I needed some material to 
play with, and the Mennonite Historical Library was the best place to find it. I researched traditional Men-
nonite art forms like quilting and fraktur, pored over illustrations of tortured Anabaptists and bookplates of 
centuries-old Bibles.

Finally I settled on an image—the Anabaptist digger—from the Martyr’s Mirror, a collection of Anabap-
tist stories. “Work and hope,” the inscription reads, and so I did.

For the site’s logo, I borrowed forms from the illustration, creating a symbolic connection if not a 
literal one. When it became clear that the site would need three distinct sections, I started playing with the 
idea of separating the logo into its component shapes: the digger’s head for the literary journal, his body 
for the online encyclopedia and the enclosing leaves for the discussion community.

Throughout the design process, I tried to keep my touch light, to allow the “Mennonite experience” of 
my inspiration to shine though, albeit obscurely. In the process, I discovered that my idea of design as play 
has a lot in common with the Anabaptist motto “work and hope.” Maybe design thinking isn’t such a new 
idea after all.

Visit the site:

http://www.mennonitewriting.org



Playing around with

statistics
Playing around with

history
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Bank Gothicooo
oMorris Fuller Benton
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Popular Uses
                    Film         Television      Video Games

Google Analytics is great, especially for anyone who loves to play with data. It provides objective data 
about web site traffic that can help site editors make important decisions about their content. The trouble 
is,  Analytics data lives at Google, and most content editors spend the majority of time on their own sites.

Groundwire asked me to create a tool to bring Analytics data back into the Plone content manage-
ment system, where content editors can play with it while they work. Google Analytics for Plone (or 
collective.googleanalytics in Plone-speak) does that and more. It provides a full suite of tools for tracking 
additional data in Google Analytics and for reporting on statistics within the Plone site. See it in action:

http://mattyoder.com/portfolio/google-analytics-plone/

With more than 200 typefaces to his name, Morris Fuller Benton is among the greatest type designers. His 
typeface Bank Gothic has appeared in pop culture classics like The Matrix. Here I play with its iconic letter 
O while celebrating the legacy of a typographic genius.



Playing around with

sex
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Bookman

Bookwoman

*
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A story about where letters come from

by Matt Yoder

Bookman8.indd, Spread 1 of 10 - Pages (20, 1) 4/21/07 1:34 PM 

Where do letters come from? I set out to find out in this whimsical children’s story about one typeface, 
Bookman, and his counterpart, Bookwoman. While exploring the ins and outs of this font family, I defined 
and demonstrated a variety of typographic terms and techniques. The resulting story is nothing if not  
playful—and for designers unschooled in typographic reproduction, perhaps immensely educational!



Playing around with

self-reflection
Of all the web sites I’ve designed, my own was, without question, the most difficult. There’s something 
about seeing one’s name in the URL that makes all rational faculties instantly shut down. Without reason 
to fall back on, I did the only thing left to do: play.

http://mattyoder.com






