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“Von’s experience as an award-winning illustrative designer enables him  
to provide a valuable methodology for creating vector artwork guaranteed  
to produce results for every designer.”

    —�Earl Gee, Creative Director, Gee + Chung Design

“ Vector Basic Training reads like a best friend telling and showing you how to  
easily demystify vector creation. And, along the way, you’ll also gather a wealth  
of useful tips on drawing, designing, and improving your creative process.” 

    —�Sam Harrison, Author of  IdeaSelling and IdeaSpotting 

Attention designers, it’s time to get serious about your creative process. For too 
long you’ve allowed yourself to go soft, relying on your software to do your creative work at 
the expense of your craftsmanship. This book will NOT show you how to use every tool and 
feature in Adobe Illustrator. This book WILL, however, teach you the importance of drawing  
out your ideas, analyzing the shapes, and then methodically building them precisely in  
vector form using the techniques explained in this book.
 
In Vector Basic Training, Second Edition, acclaimed illustrative designer Von Glitschka takes you 
through his systematic process for creating the kind of precise vector graphics that separate 
the pros from the mere toolers. Along the way, he’ll whip your drawing skills into shape and 
show you how to create elegant curves and precise anchor points for your designs. In addition 
to new illustrative examples throughout the book, this edition includes an all-new chapter on 
how to apply color and detail to your illustrations using tried-and-true methods that you’ll  
use over and over again. You’ll also get access to over 7 hours of all-new HD video tutorials, 
and source files so you can follow along with Von as he walks you through his entire process.

Whether you’re creating illustrations in Adobe Illustrator, Affinity Designer, CorelDRAW,  
or even Inkscape, you’ll be able to use Von’s techniques to establish a successful creative 
process for crafting consistently precise illustrations every single time you pick you up your 
pen, stylus, or mouse.
 

	 In Vector Basic Training, Second Edition, you’ll learn:
	 •	 The tools and shortcuts that make up a design pro’s creative arsenal
	 •	 How to use “The Clockwork Method” to create accurate curves every time
	 •	 When and where to set just the right number of anchor points for any design
	 •	 How to build shapes quickly using basic Illustrator tools and plug-ins
	 •	 Techniques for art directing yourself to get the results you desire
	 •	 Fundamental methods for applying color and detail to your illustrations

For over 28 years, VON GLITSCHKA  
has created award-winning illustrative 

design through his boutique design firm, 
Glitschka Studios. Von has collaborated on 
some of the most respected global brands 
with ad agencies, design firms, and in-house 

art departments from around the world. 
Von’s mix of humor, inspiration, great design, 
and solid creative methodology make him 

a sought after speaker on the topics of 
design and creativity. He also develops 

skill-based design courses for Lynda.com 
and can usually be found hanging out on 
Twitter (@vonster) posting snarky tweets 

about anything and everything. 
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No one’s work is perfect when it hits the page. As you collaborate with 
others during your career, they’ll no doubt point out problems in your 
work that you’re blind to. Don’t take offense; it’s important to absorb all 
forms of feedback so you can learn, grow, and become the best you can 
possibly be.

The fact that you’re reading this book shows that you’re ready to accept 
this sort of input, and that’s a good sign. In time, being your own art 
director will become second nature.

Avoid Visual Tension
Shape, and thereby form, is important when creating vector artwork. 
But how a shape relates to another shape within any given design 
context is of equal or even greater importance. You might produce a 
well-crafted and precise shape, but if it’s not well balanced with other 
shapes in a composition, it won’t stand up aesthetically. I define this type 
of problematic shape relationship as visual tension.

Look at FIGURE 8.10. Where does your eye automatically go when you 
look at these shapes? Your eye will probably return to the area circled in 
red in FIGURE 8.11 because that’s where visual tension exists.

FIGURE 8.10  Look at this graphic 
and let your eye naturally go where 
it wants to go.

FIGURE 8.11  If you’re like most 
people, your eye zeroed in on the 
location circled in red. The white circle 
is too close to the edge of the square. 
Visual tension exists because the 
relationship between the square and 
circle is unbalanced.
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The tension comes from the circle being too close to the edge of the 
green square. It unintentionally draws your eye to that area. To remedy 
this, you have to either move the circle further away from the edge, as 
shown in FIGURE 8.12, or move the circle past the edge, as shown in 
FIGURE 8.13. These are the fundamental design decisions you’ll make 
every day as a designer.

Most successful designers are expert manipulators, practiced in the art 
of using composition to visually guide the viewer’s eye through a design 
or to focus attention on a specific location within a given context. You 
want the viewer to give purposeful attention to important content and 
not be distracted by unnecessary elements or poor design decisions.

Bad design, in general, is riddled with visual tension. The more areas of 
visual tension within a graphic, the greater the risk of compromising the 
intended visual communication. It’s crucial, as a self-art director, to rec-
ognize and remove visual tension from your artwork. And, as with any-
thing, the first step in solving a problem is recognizing that you have one.

Recognize Visual Tension
Before jumping into a real-world project that contains visual tension, 
let’s take a look at a common graphic that everyone is familiar with: the 
American flag. I think it’s safe to say we’ve all seen this motif enough that 
we could spot anything in it that’s not quite right.

If you look at FIGURE 8.14, you’ll see a normal flag and one with a lot of 
visual tension. Your challenge is to pinpoint all 22 areas of visual tension 
in this graphic. Some problems are obvious, while others are much more 
subtle. In FIGURE 8.15, it may seem at first that all the issues have been 
remedied, but look more closely.

As a designer, you may sometimes intentionally mess up a graphic to 
achieve a certain look and feel. In that context, visual tension is thrown 
out the window. But that’s the exception, not the rule. So, unless the 
genre specifically calls for a style that’s loose, random, or chaotic in its 
composition, you should be mindful that visual tension is a negative 
attribute within a design.

FIGURE 8.12  You 
can remove the visual 
tension by moving the 
circle further away 
from the square’s edge, 
adding balance to the 
relationship.

FIGURE 8.13  You can 
also remove the visual 
tension by moving the 
circle past the square’s 
edge so it clearly 
overlaps it and improves 
the shape relationship. 
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FIGURE 8.14  There are a total of 22 areas of visual tension in the right flag 
graphic. Compare this with the left flag and see whether you can find all the areas 
where elements are distorted or positioned or scaled incorrectly.

FIGURE 8.15   In this 
version of the flag 
graphic, I’ve corrected 19 
of the 22 areas of visual 
tension. But three areas 
of subtle tension remain. 
Can you pinpoint them?

The flag samples demonstrate that visual tension can be both overt and 
subtle. The latter is obviously harder to spot, so you’ll really need to 
train your eye to detect it.

Let’s walk through a project in which I isolated several instances of visual 
tension so you can see how I resolved them.
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When I added the various outlines to this hand-lettered logotype, it 
caused a lot of visual tension (FIGURE 8.16). Look closely and you’ll see 
the following:

A.	 The descender of the “K” is too thin.

B.	 The “U” is sitting on the edge of the “K.”

C.	 The “S” is touching the edge of the “U.”

D.	 The “S” is obstructing too much of the “U.”

E.	 There’s too much space between the “S” and the “K.”

F.	 Both arms of the “K” are too thin.

G.	 The “K” should overlap the “O.”

H.	 The exclamation mark is too thin and short.

Visual tension can be caused by any sort of poorly handled shape rela-
tionship. Any time your eye is pulled toward an unintended area, it’s a 
safe bet that there’s some form of visual tension within the design. 

Once I’d identified the areas of visual tension, I was able to fix them 
(FIGURE 8.17). Notice how I also fixed the awkward slivers of negative 
space created by the outlines surrounding the “U” and “S.” When I 
added a bear character, I paid very close attention so as not to create 
new areas of visual tension (FIGURE 8.18).

FIGURE 8.16  The 
logotype contains 
numerous areas of 
visual tension.
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FIGURE 8.17  Compare the before and after 
of this logotype. I removed all areas of visual 
tension as shown in the bottom sample to 
improve the readability of the design. Spotting 
visual tension may seem a bit foreign at first, 
but over time you’ll be able to spot these 
problems quickly.

FIGURE 8.18  The final vector artwork used on packaging for a line of 
kid’s snacks. 
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Full-Tilt Creative Boogie
If creativity has an antithesis, it has to be complacency.

To grow as a creative person, it’s essential to leave your 
comfort zone, take design risks, apply new methods like the 
fresh eyes effect, and eliminate visual tension. All of this will 
help you develop new styles for yourself and your clients.

Realize that when you do these things, you’re bound to fail, 
but those failures only add to your growth as a creative 
professional. You simply can’t improve without trying and 
failing. So use T.N.T. (Try New Things) to blow up your cre-
ative norm.

Remember, art directing yourself means you need to  
be your own worst critic. Don’t settle for good enough. 
Keep your creative standard high and relentlessly pursue 
design excellence so it becomes your natural creative 
penchant.

Resist taking the easy road toward design stagnation. 
Instead, stir up your creative juices and eventually you’ll be 
doing the full-tilt creative boogie!

FIELD NOTES

Spotting  
Visual Tension

Wherever you are, take the time 
to scrutinize the design around 
you. It might be the signage on 
a building, a T-shirt graphic, a 
book cover, the kerning in typog-
raphy on a website, or an ad in a 
magazine. Anything is fair game. 
See how long it takes you to 
spot elements of visual tension.

An easy target for this exercise 
is the Yellow Pages or a coupon 
tabloid, both of which I call the 
design annuals for bad design. 
If you can’t find an example of 
visual tension in one of these, 
then you need to find a new 
career fast. 

188    c h a p t e r  8


	9780134176734_00FM_i-xvie
	9780134176734_01_1-14e
	9780134176734_ch02_015-042e
	9780134176734_ch03_043-072e
	9780134176734_ch04_073-088e
	9780134176734_ch05_089-118e
	9780134176734_ch06_119-154e
	9780134176734_ch07_155-176e
	9780134176734_ch09_195-220e
	9780134176734_ch10_221-252e
	9780134176734_ch11index_253-256e



