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anecdotes

Some people send me pictures of the pennant (where they put it). 
Others are asking what to do with it. I tell them to do whatever they 
feel like; it’s theirs now. A few told me their son or daughter ran off 
with it. That’s okay by me! I can sense that they cherish it. They’re 
proudly showing it to other people. That’s really fun and rewarding to 
me. One of the best responses I got was with the first booklet that came 
with a pencil; I challenged everyone to go out and draw. A songwriter 
told me he couldn’t draw (which I think is BS), so he wrote a song 
for me using the title of the booklet! That really blew me away! Never 
expected that.

production time	 production cost

2.5 Weeks	 $10.61 Each × 100 bundles
	 $1,138 Total (bundles + extras)

approach

I wanted to create something that lasts and represents me—not just as 
a designer, but also as a person. I love printed matter. Love the smell of 
it. Therefore, I chose to present some of the highlights of the past year 
in a small photo book. To me it’s fun to look at what I’ve done over the 
past year—looking back I feel proud of what I’ve done and what I’ve 
achieved, and I’m grateful to all the people that helped and supported 
me to get to where I am today. That’s why my clients, friends, and 
family get a copy.

response

I silkscreened the cover of my first booklet and learned that while 
fun it was also a lot of work. This time I didn’t have as much time to 
work on it as I did the year before, so I outsorced the covers. I wanted 
my pennants to be top quality and ended up working with Oxford 
Pennant, a better choice than DIY. I embossed my booklets by hand 
with my embossing stamp and signed each one saying “Thank you!”.  
I want all of my stuff to have a personal touch like that. I want people 
to know that I’m not a machine. There’s a real person behind all of it.

Peter Kortleve www.shortlife.nl

I wanted to celebrate another (successful) year as an independent designer and to share 
that joy with my clients, friends, and family by giving them a retrospective of the last 
year together with something fun or cool that they could use. It’s my way of saying 
thank you, while getting them to talk about my work.
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Guts & Glory
Design and branding studio founded by Meg Paradise and Faun Chapin in oakland, ca, 
guts & glory reveals how to “FAKE IT ’TIL YOU MAKE IT”, or “Photography for Designers” 
in this detailed tell-all.

OUR PHILOSOPHY

photography is an illusion We tend to see photography as a 
record of reality, but photography has a long history of manipulating 
an image both in the lens and afterwards to construct an image that 
suits the photographer’s vision. The beauty of a well executed magic 
trick is that you don’t see how it’s performed. A good photo is a very 
well executed magic trick.

know the basics There are tons of basic photography tutorials 
online that will give you a good foundation to creating a decent image. 
Better yet, find a local photo studio or store that offers classes.

work with what you’ve got You’re not a photographer. You’re a 
designer using the skills you’ve got to construct an image to suit your 
needs. And that’s A-OK!

photoshop is your best friend This is the most powerful tool in 
your designer toolbox to get you a good image. Proper color balance, 
contrast, and saturation can get you very far.

fake it til you make it As you grow in your career, your budgets 
should increase and include resources for working with professional 
photographers. Or if all else fails, make friends with a photographer 
and trade services.

THE SETUP and THE GEAR

recruit a buddy You can do it on your own, but if you recruit a 
buddy to help you, you’ll have someone to help with the setup and 

adjustment of your set while you’re focusing on what you’re seeing 
through the lens.

the studio We use our conference table to set up most of our shoots. 
But you can use pretty much any large, clean, flat surface. 

invest in a good white seamless background This will give 
you a much cleaner surface to work from in post-production. Use 
painters tape to tape it down so you can reuse your seamless since a 
roll of seamless paper isn’t cheap.

use window light when possible It’s even, balanced, throws 
nice shadows and will give you the best overall lighting.

buy a lighting kit Doesn’t have to be fancy. B&H has a great 
selection of entry level kits that will get the job done for under $200. We 
could probably use a strobe light but that becomes more complicated 
to use than a set of hot lights. The helpful people at our local photo 
store recommended we upgrade the lightbulbs from the standard kit to 
higher watt bulbs. You can’t really have too much light. Pro tip: Hang 
out at a photography shop and ask questions. Most people are more 
than happy to help outfit you with gear that fits your needs and budget.

good camera, better lens Pretty much any camera will do. Mine 
is from college and is over 10 years old. My iPhone probably has more 
megapixels than this SLR. But a good lens will change everything.  
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Guts & Glory www.gutsgloryand.us

Along the way we picked up a Nikon Nikkor 40mm Micro lens for 
around $400 and it takes beautiful photos for super tight closeups and 
midrange product shots.

THE SHOOT

handheld vs. tripod Use a tripod if you need consistency between 
shots or don’t have enough light to shoot handheld shots. The slowest 
shutter speed you can usually hold a camera at without getting a blurry 
image is about 30 if you have a super steady hand and hold your breath 
while depressing the shutter button. 

stay organized I watched a photographer friend on a professional 
shoot once and was amazed at how organized he was with all of his gear. 
It made the shoot run so much smoother than if everything was strewn 
about willy nilly, and things get messy fast when you’re constantly 
losing things and tripping over stuff. It’s dangerous and inefficient.

arrange your composition For this shot, we wanted a nice 
grouping of all of the elements. We’re going to replace the background 
and add a wood texture background (that I found on a design resource 
site, or you can shoot your own) so I want to make sure I’m squared off 
directly above my composition.

shoot in raw format This gives you the most flexibility once you 
start to pull everything into Photoshop.

POST-PRODUCTION

check yourself before you wreck yourself Before you break 
down your set, dump your photos onto your hard drive and make sure 
you have a decent amount of images to work from. The biggest thing 
you’re checking for is that they’re in focus. You can do a lot of wizardry 
in post, but you can’t bring a blurry photo into focus. If you want to 
get fancy, you can tether the camera directly to a laptop while you’re 
shooting so you can view the images as you’re shooting them. 

break it down Once you check your photos for general OK-ness, 
break down your set. You’ll be happy you did it now rather than at the 
end of your day.

pre-process your raw files Use the RAW dialog box in 
Photoshop to adjust overall color balance, temperature, and contrast. 
Watch your histogram (the box that looks like a bunch of mountains 
and valleys) and try to keep most of the mountains in the middle of 
the graph without clipping the highlights or the shadows off. You will 
continue to refine the color balance and contrast using Levels, Hue/
Saturation, and Curves once you pull the image into Photoshop but 
right now you’re looking for a good, middle of the ground image. Not 
too contrasty, not overly saturated, not overly blown out. Now you’re 
ready to bring your pre-processed image into Photoshop.

always use adjustment layers Using layers allows you to work 
in a non-destructive editing way that gives you the most flexibility 
and allows you to adjust the image back and forth until you arrive at 
something you’re happy with.

levels, curves, and hue/saturation These are the three main 
tools I was taught to process images. Use Levels to adjust the individual 
color channels to affect the overall color balance of your image. Use 
Curves to adjust contrast. Generally, a nice smooth S curve will give 
you a good amount of contrast without appearing overly contrasty. 
After you’ve adjusted the color balance and the contrast, add a Hue/
Saturation layer. I usually increase the master contrast a bit, and then 
use the individual color dropdowns to affect any additional colors 
individually (eg. saturating red or blue while desaturating yellow). 

pen tool trumps magic wand Use your Pen tool to create clean 
cutouts or selections, and zoom waaaaay in to make sure you’re 
getting an accurate edge. It takes a bit more time up front than using 
the Magic Wand, but it will give you a much cleaner selection. I often 
find when I use the Magic Wand, I spend more time trying to clean 
up my selection than I would if I’d just spent the time to draw a clean 
cutout with the Pen tool to begin with. Once you have your selection, 
use a mask rather than delete your background. Apply a .5 or 1 pt 
Gaussian Blur to your mask to soften it slightly and help it blend more 
realistically into your background.
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Portfolio basics
Topic no. 1

Preference of portfolio structure

Common size of portfolios vs. interviewers’ preference

0%� 100%

0%� 100%

0%� 100%

0%� 100%

lessons	 a) While it’s an easy solution, digital-only presentations aren’t the most popular amongst interviewers.   b) Neither are books!    
c) Ultimately interviewers don’t have a preference as long as the work is good.   d) A combination of structures is best.

lessons	 a) Although the majority of interviewers don’t have a preference, the majority on both camps agrees that the sweet spot 
is somewhere between Letter and Tabloid size.   b) There is an unspoken truth about portfolio sizes you should know: the 
younger the designer, the bigger the portfolio; and the more experienced the designer, the smaller the portfolio.

10%

5%

18%

40%

1%

10%

10%

45%

32%

29%

8%

9%

33%

39%

3%

13%

8%

48%

39%

n/a

n/a

n/a

Box with loose samples

Small (5 × 7 in. – 8.5 × 11 in.)

Book with bound pages

Medium (8.5 × 11 in. – 11 × 17 in.)

Bag with assorted items

Large (11 × 17 in. or larger)

Other *

No preference

* A sampling of responses from those who selected “Other”
interviewees 

Book plus digital presentation on a tablet Boards Box with samples  
Folder with samples Large poster with everything

interviewers 

Book or digital presentation plus actual samples Print should be print, digital 

should be digital Doesn’t matter, so long as the work is good

Digital presentation

N/A: It’s a digital portfolio

No preference

interviewerinterviewee

interviewerinterviewee



	page	 133 	census of Portfolio Etiquette

Project aids
Ideal amount of information accompanying each project

Are sketches and process images a welcome addition?

0%� 100%

0%� 100%

lessons	 a) No one is going to read a paragraph—keep it short.   b) Giving credit, especially if the work was done at a previous job,  
is extremely important. It’s rare that you work in a vacuum so don’t hesitate to credit your immediate team.

lesson	 Interviewers like to see how you arrive at finished solutions, so save those sketches.

7%

70%

11%

4%

25%

57%

26%

6%

45%

4%

55%

49%

41%

n/a

As much information as possible

Yes

As much information as possible and credits	

No

Basic information

Basic information and credits

No preference

Topic no. 2

interviewerinterviewee

interviewerinterviewee

So what exactly is “basic information”? Most 
projects can be described with this formula:

Project type for X, who is X and whose target 
audience is X, or fills X function.

For example:

Logo for Nike, an athletics company 
specializing in footwear, apparel, equipment, 
and accessories for men and women.

Packaging for iPhone, an innovative device 
from Apple that brings a new level of 
interaction between people and their phone.

The description should help put your solution in 
context so that it can be assessed by the viewer. 
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Package your portfolio so the work is the one-and-only star 
attraction—no pink, fur-covered portfolios.

Carin Goldberg

Show your work to the person you are presenting it to, 
and not to yourself. Sounds obvious, but I’m still surprised 
by the number of people who seem to think it is more 
important that they see their work than the person 
interviewing them. By this I mean, don’t position your 
work in such a way that only you can see it clearly. Your 
work should be placed directly in front of the person 
viewing it, and not in front of you! It’s glaringly obvious, 
but I’m staggered by the number of designers—young, and 
not so young—who make it difficult to view their work. 
This applies equally to print and digital portfolios.

Adrian Shaughnessy

Show your best work. Have a story for each piece. SPELL 
CHECK. Whether you present your work in a book or 
on screen, bring a few actual pieces with you that I can 
experience first-hand. Know every typeface you used. Don’t 
pretend that pretend things are real. Don’t overdress. Don’t 
underdress. Don’t chew gum. Don’t smoke until after your 
interview (preferably, don’t smoke at all). Know who you’re 
talking to. Have some of your own questions prepared. 
Listen. Praise others. Practice your manners. Have a favorite 
designer, book, and artist (and reasons why). Be early. Know 
what to do if you’re offered a job. Relax. Don’t get starstruck. 
Leave with a commitment (even if it’s just that you’ll follow 
up in x interval).

Christopher Simmons

Make it well rounded and targeted towards the type of work 
you want to do. Example: If you want to design for the web, 
don’t put all print-based projects in it.

Josh Higgins

Tell us a story about you through your work. Are you mad 
about commissioning illustration or bats about typography? 
All about layout or obsessed with CGI? Please don’t think 
sticking the same logo on a variety of objects counts as 
interesting. Equally, unless it is pretty unbelievable in its 
craft, I really don’t want to see it in black and white on 
a blank page. Context is everything. And have a bloody 
opinion. A really good, smart, intriguing opinion. A 
conversation starter. An argument. Do not—whatever you 
do—be bland. There are thousands of designers out there. 
Why should you get the gig? This doesn’t mean stroll in like 
you own the place. You don’t. “Strong opinions, lightly held” 
is a good way to open a chat.

Simon Manchipp

What advice would you offer to a  
designer when creating their portfolio?  
Or when presenting it?

question no. 2

Do good ideas and execute them well. Do not spend an 
extraordinary amount of time mulling over the size and the 
form of the portfolio itself. Put your best piece first, your 
second best piece last, everything else in the middle. Think 
beforehand of how to explain the work in concise terms. 
Think of how the work can benefit the person you are 
showing it to.

Stefan Sagmeister



	page	147 	Interviews with the interviewers

Include only the work you’re proud of. The work should 
speak for itself. Absolutely no spelling mistakes.

Michael Bierut

For a physical portfolio: don’t worry about making a perfect 
object—à la something you would get after graduating from 
Academy of Art University. There is a pervasive method of 
portfolio creation at schools like that where you’re advised 
to have one identity project, one liquor packaging project, 
a handful of sketch pages, etc. After a while, they all blend 
into each other.

For an online portfolio: Have your own URL. Make your own 
site. And write something more interesting than “brochure 
for hair dresser,” “logo for airline,” etc.

For both: Show your personality or point of view.

Mark Kingsley

The work should be current—ideally from the past year. It 
should not be a retrospective of your time in school or proof 
of all of the classes in your program. It’s good to think of the 
collection of work in the portfolio as “evidence” of your skills 
and conceptual abilities.

Petrula Vrontikis

Creating a portfolio is your opportunity to set yourself apart 
from other designers. It allows you to share your process as 
well as show the finished product. Employers want to know 
how you think, and when you are good at telling the story 
in a smart way, it gives the hiring person a sense as to your 
potential value.

I normally tell students to present their work and simply 
say, “I’ll be happy to answer any questions you might have as 
you look at my work.” This way you don’t end up jabbering 
when all the person wants to do is look at the work. Some 
reviewers like to ask a lot of questions, other do not. 

Mary Scott

Don’t include work just because it’s real. The fact that 
something was actually printed and used doesn’t make it 
more valuable.

Petter Ringbom

Unless s/he’s an interaction designer, I might advise 
against designing the actual portfolio site (when digital) as 
opposed to populating it with really great work. For graphic 
designers, I could go either way on this. For any other kind 
of designer (product, service, social, environmental, etc.), 
absolutely don’t spend your time on the code. Spend your 
time presenting strong work strongly.

Allan Chochinov

Less is more. Don’t put anything in unless you believe in 
it. I hate unfinished work, or when people apologize for 
something incomplete or unresolved.

Jessica Helfand

Show your best work in a sequence that makes sense. Make 
sure your résumé is flawless and has excellent typography. 
Keep it simple: no gimmicks whatsoever—unless the gimmicks 
are abso-fucking-lutely amazing. But keep in mind that 
they’re probably not. 

Marc English

In web portfolios, I look for functionality, simplicity, beauty, 
and restraint. Make the site thoughtful.

Hillman Curtis

Think about where you are now, and where you want to go, 
and build your portfolio accordingly—even if it means doing 
personal projects to show your eagerness and hunger.

OCD




