
Similarly, there are badly stated 
problems in basic design that stress 
pure aesthetics and free expression 
without any restraints or practical 
goals. Such a problem may be posed 
in this fashion: arrange a group of 
geometric shapes in any manner you 
see fit, using any number of colors, to 
make a pleasing pattern. The results 
of such vagaries are sometimes 
pretty, but mostly meaningless or 
monotonous. The student has the 
illusion of creating great art in an 
atmosphere of freedom, when in fact 
he is handicapped by the absence of 
certain disciplines which would evoke 
ideas, make playing with those ideas 
possible, work absorbing, and results 
interesting.

The basic design problem, properly 
stated, is an effective vehicle for
teaching the possibil it ies of 
relationships: harmony, order, 
proportion, number, measure, 
rhythm, symmetry, contrast, color, 
texture, space. It is an equally 
effective means for exploring the 
use of unorthodox materials and 
for learning to work within specific 
limitations.

To insure that theoretical study 
does not end in a vacuum, practical 
applications of the basic principles 
gleaned from this exercise should be 
undertaken at the proper time (they 
may involve typography, photography, 
page layout, displays, symbols, etc.). 

I believe, the nature of certain 
disciplines and may suggest the 
kind of problems which will be useful 
to the student as well as to the 
teacher of design. The student learns 
to conceptualize, to associate, to 
make analogies; to see a sphere, for 
example, transformed into an orange, 
or a button into a letter, or a group 
of letters into a broad picture. “The 
pupils,” says Alfred North Whitehead, 
“have got to be made to feel they 
are studying something, and are 
not merely executing intellectual 
minuets.”
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If possible, teaching should alternate 
between theoretical and practical 
problems, and between problems 
with tightly stated “rules” imposed by 
the teacher and problems with rules 
implied by the problem itself. But this 
can happen only after the student 
has been taught basic disciplines and 
their application. He then is able to 
invent his own system for “playing the 
game.” “A mind so disciplined should 
be both more abstract and more 
concrete. It has been trained in the 
comprehension of abstract thought 
and in the analysis of facts.”
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There are many ways in which the 
play-principle serves as a base for 
serious problem-solving, some of 
which are discussed here. These 
examples indicate, 


