
DESIGN A KIT OF PARTS

1.	 	The	first	step	in	designing	a	“kit	of	parts”	is	to	create	the	kit.	Elements	
can	be	made,	drawn,	or	photographed	by	the	designer,	or	they	can		
be	sampled	from	the	existing	culture.	Designer	Kristian	Bjornard	
wanted	 to	 compile	 images	 of	 sustainable	 landscape	 using	 a	
relatively	 small	 number	 of	 repeated	 elements.	 He	 limited	 his	
palette	to	a	few	lines	and	shapes.	

2.			Next,	determine	how	to	combine	your	elements.	Bjornard	found	that		
he	could	describe	different	types	of	trees	as	well	as	diverse	modes	
of	 technology	 with	 his	 minimal	 elements.	 He	 created	 these	
icons	as	part	of	a	project	aboust	sustainable	design	principles;	he	
believes	 that	 working	 with	 constraints	 constitute	 a	 sustainable	
methodology	because	it	conserves	mental	energy.

3.			Finally,	 apply	 your	 system	 to	 relevant	design	 situations.	For	 an	
exhibition	about	 sustainable	design,	Bjornard	used	his	 icons	 to	
make	a	long,	unwinding	landscape,	printed	on	a	length	of	waste	
paper	from	the	printing	lab.

Graphic	designer	Andrew	
Blauvelt	uses	the	term	“kit	
of	parts”	to	refer	to	his	
systems-based	visual	design	
methodology.	The	Walker	
Art	Center	is	a	museum	and	
performing	arts	organization		
in	Minneapolis,	Minnesota.		
In	creating	a	new	identity	for	
the	Walker,	Blauvelt	and	his	
design	team	constructed	an	
open-ended	system	rather	than	
a	static	logotype.	They	devised	
a	series	of	ornamental	marks	
that	are	accessed	digitally	like	
a	typeface	in	combination	
with	written	text.	The	diverse	
patterns	reflect	the	Walker’s	

diverse	program.	The	Walker	
design	team	can	produce	endless	
variations	of	the	system	by	
combining	existing	elements;	
they	can	also	add	new	patterns	
as	needed,	creating	a	living	
visual	brand.

This	way	of	thinking	can	be	
used	in	many	situations	to	
develop	series	of	forms	that	are	
related	to	each	other.	The	idea	
of	a	“kit	of	parts”	suggests	that	
some	components	of	a	design	
are	fixed	near	the	beginning		
of	the	process;	these	can	be	
found	elements	or	they	can		
be	originated	by	the	designer.
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Family of Icons
LEAVES AND BULLETS

FORM : SYNTAX 

This is a family of icons made from found objects in the form of 
leaves, civil war bullets, and an arrowhead. From the images of these 
(somewhat mundane) objects, graphic elements can be constructed. 

The aesthetics of the shapes individualy and all together are pleasing; 
the harsh and soft edges create an ironic interplay within the 
combination of hard and organic materials of the objects themselves.
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Bullets and Leaves. 
Leaves, bullets, and arrow heads have been rendered both as  
high-contrast silhouettes and as full-color images. The floral  
shapes were made by rotating  and repeating the elements.  
The resulting images are at once elegant and sinister; tension  
arises from discordant marriages of form and meaning. Virginia Sasser.
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Letters and Icons. 
The kit of parts consists of a complete square plus  
a square sliced into two pieces by a circle. The designer  
created a relatively complex alphabet from these  
simple pieces. He went on to create icons of people  
and animals as well as flat patterns. Aaron Walser.

SEMANTICS : CONTENT 

Together the images and graphic icons could form a pattern or mandala 
form, within which the meanings of the individual elements can play off of 
one another. This creates an interplay between the themes of danger and 
beauty, destruction and nature, design and inherent meaning. Variations are 
open-ended; relationships can therefore be intertwined and interpretable.

The organic forms of the leaves contrast a bit with the shape of the bullet, but 
the arrowhead is still an organic-looking form despite its intention as a means 
of destruction. Various meanings could be derived from the fact that pieces 
of weaponry are interspersed with forms of nature, and united as a family of 
icons.

PRAGMATICS : CONTEXT

Combined forms from both nature and human-made objects of destruction 
could potentially create an ironic and surprising conversation. Which is more 
useful? In the interpretation of antique items in relationship to crisp, fresh, 
living objects, does original intent (violence) overpower any potential feeling 
of nostalgia? Some shapes created could be more threatening than others, 
some more soft. In some of the mandalas, certain forms are more dominant 
than others, posing a question of strength among the individual objects, as 
well as the theme itself.
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