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insight every design tells a story
by nancy bernard

a book that’s really a book

All student portfolios present a gallery of work. 
This one presents the work as a book, with ex-
planatory text in a well-paced, editorial design 
that creates a personal brand for the graduate.
Christopher Morlan graduated from Academy of Art University 
in San Francisco in 2004. Right out of school, he was hired as a 
creative director with Crescent Jewelers at an impressive salary. 
Granted, he was not a typical BFA grad—he had been to two uni-
versities and worked in agencies for seven years when he entered 
design school. But that experience would not have helped him 
without a stunning book. 

And stunning it is. Not because of the design, which is very 
good, but because of the narrative it creates. It leaves you feeling 
as though you know the person behind the design. Let’s see how 
he did it. 

First, the book has a title: Storyline. It’s bound like an art-
quality book to repeat the story idea—hard panels wrapped in a 
slightly glossy, silver fabric, and embossed with title text and a 
silver-foil brushstroke graphic. Its solidity, tactility, and precision 
give the book an air of permanence—an instant classic. Inside, 
the endpapers are a plain, solid, chocolate brown. That yummy 

organic color contradicts the metallic poise of the cover, suggest-
ing that the story is as much about past (brown) as future (silver). 

Inside, the design expresses the same duality. The opening 
spread, with a soft-focus book on a gradated fi eld of gray running 
across the spread, combines the large, simple shapes of modern-
ism with antique and distressed imagery. Look closely at it, and 
you’ll see very subtle fl oral designs dropped out from the top of the 
gray fi eld. The cover graphic drops out to point at the tagline, “the 
most compelling stories are—as yet—unwritten.” That’s nice copy. 
It says, “I mean to do great things” in a tactfully indirect way. 

After the contents page, a series of case studies on student 
projects follows. Each is set up like an article in a fi ne publication, 
demonstrating design skills while showcasing the work. Again, 
Morlan combines traditional and contemporary forms. The old-
style headline font and the centered layout are comfortably famil-
iar. The distressed chapter tag to the left of the text and the 

TOP (LEFT AND RIGHT): CHRISTOPHER MORLAN MADE A GORGEOUS BINDING WITH 
DEBOSSED TYPE AND A SILVER FOIL STAMP—LIKE A HIGH QUALITY ART BOOK. THOSE 
CHOICES BEGIN TO NARRATE THE THEME AND TITLE, STORYLINE. 

ABOVE LEFT: THE TITLE SPREAD RESTATES THE MAIN THEME. THEN IT ADDS SUBTEXT WITH 
OLD-FASHIONED IMAGERY IN AN OPEN, HORIZONTAL COMPOSITION THAT SUGGESTS THE 
PASSAGE OF TIME. ABOVE RIGHT: THE TITLE SPREAD FOR THE FIRST CASE STUDY SETS UP 
THE VISUAL LANGUAGE: A BLEND OF CLASSIC TYPOGRAPHY WITH MODERNIST MAGAZINE 
DESIGN. NOTE HOW THE DISPLAY PHOTO CROSSES THE GUTTER.
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