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Preface
Why do we need a manual for something a two-year-old can 
do? The basic techniques of collage like tearing, cutting and 
gluing are so simple � and materials can be found anywhere 
for free � that it seems rather pointless to pour out a lot of 
words about it. However, this manual is only partially about 
these techniques (yes, there are some tricks, you don�t know 
yet); it is more about the way designers could use them to 
express themselves and communicate in images.
In comparison with spoken language, it is quite clear that for 
writing a note, an essay, a novel or a poem you need more 
training than for reproducing 26 different letters. Selecting 

image fragments and rearrange them to form new meanings 
and expressions of character, qualities and emotions you  
want  to  convey  is something that requires training.  
To apply these skills in the design process in an exploring, 
communicating and inspiring way, they should be mastered to 
a proper level..
This manual will help you to reach that level. Although the 
language of images is a universal means of expression, we 
will focus on typical designer skills.  
To designers, students and teachers this guide will offer 
useful starting points and training methods.
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ill. 1    
Christmas tree by Sari May, 

2 years old. Made under 
supervision in crŁche.
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ill. 2
Photograph by Fubiz. Not a collage, obviously, but an image of 
high, poetic value. The atmosphere is easily recognized. With 
only a few image elements, it�s simple composition and �ne 
balance tell a story without words.

How cool is that!
Imagine, you�re going on a journey. Even if exploring new 
and unknown areas is a thrill to you, you will be looking for 
information about the place that you�re going to. You will look 
for a map to see where exactly this place is. And you want to 
be prepared for circumstances over there concerning climate, 
shelter and so on. But more likely you will search for visual 
information. Probably, the �rst thing you will do is google for 
images of your destination. And probably Google will answer 
your �rst request with hundreds of pictures of where you 
may be going. Good for you, this will ease your mind. You 
now have an image in your head. You can go now and see if it 

matches with �the real thing�. But what if your screen remains 
blank or gives you only a few hints of similar places? Well, in 
that case, you will have to go exploring!
The design process may well be compared with such a 
journey. Your client wants to go to new places, design a new 
product, providing new opportunities and they�re asking you 
to be their scout, to guide them there. Obviously, you will 
deliver quality design work in the end but your task will also 
be to image these opportunities, this product that does not 
exist yet. Along the path of analysing the problem, mapping 
restrictions and requirements and proposing solutions, you 

will have to take care that the image, in the end matches the 
vague picture that�s in the client�s head. In the preface you 
read about poetry, now check this de�nition:

Poetry: �A literary form, used by poets when they 
re�ect on atmosphere, moods and feelings, preferably 
with few words�

How (future) users think and feel about a product, what 
personal possibilities and meanings they recognize in it, is 
largely in�uenced by its �looks�. The user sees more than the 
product as such and you could say that each product, besides 
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ill. 3
Collage by Joana Portnoy

Task: Make a beautiful greeting card for 
a non-speci�c occasion. Give special 

attention to composition and balance. If 
there is a simple task to meet, there is 

a lot of poetic freedom. In this case, the 
reduction of form elements contributes 

highly to that result.  
One of the nice things about collage is 

that it enables you to �nd and use poetic 
freedom in your product design.

its functional and constructive qualities, has a poetic quality. 
To organize these �looks�, even when there is a specialist or a 
stylist as part of the design team, is one of the typical tasks 
of a designer. Alongside all their responsibilities, designers 
should be able to understand and manage this process too. 
Therefore, an educated designer can think and do, but has 
to be trained also in �feeling�, in the recognition and creation 
of immaterial values. So, as a designer, you�re a storyteller 
and you�ll set out the storyline. Besides a �tour operator� you 
should also be guide and companion. Apart from an engineer, 
you will be a �visual poet�.
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Getting there
From the introduction, you might conclude that collage is a 
form of art. Well, it�s not. But you can certainly call it an art 
medium. As there is no room in this manual for an extensive 
discussion about art, we give you this comprehensive 
de�nition: 

�Art is stylized, human activity that evokes emotion�
Gerard Reve (1923�2006), writer

DESIGN VS ART
Since the introduction of photography and (industrial) print, 
artists have involved printed fragments in their work. Painters 

ill. 4
Drawing/collage by Georges Braque. 
The use of newspaper clippings is typical of the 
work of this �cubist� painter.

ill. 5
Collage by Kurt Schwitters. (–1923)   
The single use of �papier trouvØ� for a work of 
art must have been rather sensational, some 
100 years ago.

such as Pablo Picasso (1881�1973) and Georges Braque 
(1882�1963) may have been the �rst to do so; Kurt Schwitters 
(1887�1948), one of the founders of the Dada movement even 
chose the medium of collage for the main part of his oeuvre.

Design, however, is mostly about a (vague) idea or a question 
that, during the process becomes more concrete and is then 
(�nally) answered. During a decent design process, ongoing 
communication is needed between all stakeholders and it 
may be clear that images can play a most important role in 
this. Think about agreements that client and designer should 

reach regarding the appearance, the intended context and the 
desired experiences of the product to be designed. These are 
all subjects you cannot agree upon on a completely verbal 
basis. Illustrations to these criteria will certainly contribute 
to the discussability of design issues in an early stage of the 
process. And later on, during this process, studies on visual 
possibilities and consequences can contribute to a clear 
communication between stakeholders.

Differing from the artist who creates autonomous images 
to be presented to the public, a designer is a serving 
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ill. 6
Collage by Ceylan Besevli.
Task: Make a beautiful greetings card. Pay attention to colour, 
form and composition. We do this task as a �warming up� at the 
start of our workshops. 
What Ceylan produced here is a nice �context collage�, 
expressing the excitement of stepping into something new.

professional.  For a (product) designer a collage will seldom 
be the �nal result but a tool to explain, a study in colour and 
form or part of a presentation. Still it is of great importance 
for designers to strive for a high level of aesthetic quality 
in their collages. They are hired, after all to create a new 
product on behalf of their client; a  product that is not only 
well constructed and feasible but that also convinces from 
an aesthetic point of view. By delivering professional design 
work, to which the collage should contribute, the client should 
be convinced of the professional qualities of a designer.
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ill. 7
Collage by Richard Meier 

(1934). Despite being in the 
midst of his career as a 

modernist architect, Richard
Meier made a lot of these 

kinds of composition studies 
that show his connectivity to 

the world of �ne art.

COLLAGE IN ARCHITECTURE
In architecture too, collage has long been accepted in the 
design process. And just as it is for the (product-) designer, 
collage for the architect is a tool and not a goal. We can 
�nd great examples of it in the work of Le Corbusier, 
Bernhard Hoesli, Richard Meier, and Luis BarragÆn. Due to 
the structuring nature of the architect�s work, collage is �
particularly in the pre-study phase � a very effective tool.
In the work on speci�c assignments as well as in the search 
for new possibilities and explanation of new ideas about our 
built environment, the medium of collage has been frequently 
used. We �nd famous and inspiring examples of this in the 

work of groups like Superstudio and Archizoom whom we may 
include in the movement of �Italian Radicals�. Their utopian 
collages and viewing boxes offer an image in which culture 
and nature are radically merged.
The value of this material is re�ected in the fact that 
maquettes and collages are frequently found in museum 
collections as important documents of the ideas and the 
work of architects. An important difference between the 
work of the product designer and the architect is the serial 
character of industrial products and the �scale� by which 
representations are not functional. Mostly we can look at 

�the real thing� or a prototype. Underlying material such as 
sketches, prototypes and collages are especially interesting 
for the story behind the actual design.
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ill. 8
Collage �Playa� by Superstudio. 
This architecture �rm was known for its conceptual 
architecture works. Their anti-architectural proposals used grid 
systems as a way to mediate space. Many of their projects 
were originally published in the magazine �Casabella�, and 
ranged from �ction to storyboard illustration, and photo 
montage (Wikipedia).
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WHEN TO MAKE A COLLAGE?
At different moments in the design process the need for 
images comes across. 
In the problem analyses phase it is very useful to agree about 
the context in which the new product will be used, how this 
context looks and feels and how the products look that have 
to be considered precursors or competitors. In what aspects 
does the new product have to equal or differ from these 
products? Here we talk about a context collage.

In the ideation phase a collage can be helpful to think �out of 
the box� and explore all kinds of possible solutions in a broad 

ill. 9
Context collage by Eden Symhony

Task: Imagine a context entitled 
�creative workspace�.

ill. 10
Context collage by Andreas D�Hollandere. 
Task: Imagine a context entitled �urban 
nature�.
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ill. 11
Product collage by Aylin Karadeniz
Task: Teapot proposal as part of a greater study.

and global way. These ideas can concern actual forms and 
colours for a new design as well as changes in the product�s 
context.
In the concept phase, in which more and more becomes clear 
about the technical ins and outs of the design, a collage can 
provide insight into the possibilities and restrictions for the 
looks of the �nal product. Such a collage deals with structure, 
main form and details. 
Future use as well as interaction between user and product 
partly determine the appearance of the design. In this 
manual, we call this a product collage.
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ill. 12/13
Collage by Sally Augustijn. 
Tasks: Make an (abstract) collage describing 
the form qualities of a given product. 
Make a product collage as a study for a teapot 
that makes use of these same form qualities. 

ill. 14/15/16/17
Collages and sketches 

by Livio Spada. 
Tasks: Make an (abstract) 

collage describing the form 
qualities of a given product 

(left, top and middle). 
Make a product collage as 

a study for an innovative 
teapot that makes use of 

the same form qualities 
(left, bottom). 

Come up with ideas 
(in sketch) for such a 

teapot (right).
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THE PURPOSE OF COLLAGE
As we�ve seen, in a context collage we explore and 
communicate in regard to the visual environment of the 
product. Although there may be a lot that is still vague in 
the early stage of a design process, it is important to make 
clear and explicit choices. The main pitfall in these kinds of 
collages is that there are too many elements introduced. This 
can easily provide contradictory information for the viewer. 
Because masses of images are easily available, there is 
always the temptation to show all kinds of possibilities but 
this is at the cost of recognizability and leads to the choices 
that need to be made in the design process being postponed. 

Also, the argument that the client (or another stakeholder) 
should have �something to choose from� should be put into 
perspective. Making wel-considered choices is, after all, one 
of the main tasks of a designer.

On the level of appearance, a collage expresses visual 
qualities that are desired, required or possible in the product. 
Even before working principles, measurements etc. are 
being set you could, as a designer, anticipate and propose 
characteristics of the product�s form and emotions that 
should be aroused in the user. Such a collage, certainly when 

it concerns a physical product, should show a �stand-alone� 
and abstract image, eventually with an object added as a 
reference. 
In this image, all kinds of visual aspects can be suggested, 
such as colour, lineage, texture, fragmentation, form 
principles, operation etc. 
The �reference� could be some familiar object from the 
product�s context like a pencil, a matchbox or a coffee cup;
e.g. the human hand can be very suggestive as a reference of 
measure.

ill. 18
�Mood board�, found on the 
Internet. Lively image, yes 
but full of �contradicting� 
information therefore not 
suitable as information about 
the design process. It does 
not show clear proposals nor 
an unambiguous context.
























































































