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Open space
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An audio retailer designs a card that floats on air.
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Open space
Your design should not impose a style but express who you are. Here, an 
audio retailer turns its blocky old card into a minimalist beauty.

Audio FX is a small, high-end, home audio retailer in Sacramento, California, 
whose sound rooms are rich, aural realms in which the music can swell and 
soar as if toward infinity. Its components and furnishings are uniquely sculpted, 
uncluttered, radiant and beautiful.

And quite different from its business card.
Blocky, static and uneven, the card (right) does not look 

like the store or its products. Its heavy, stylized appear-
ance is the opposite of clean lines and open spaces. 

The result sends a false message. Said the staff, “We 
should add ‘Home Audio’ to our new card, because 
people think we’re a car stereo joint.” 

But that’s not because of the words; it’s because 
of the look. Better is to make the design say what you 
are. Here’s how to do that.
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The look we want
The lines, shapes and colors of high-end components are very simple—spare, geometric, 
black & white. The result is a sharp impression of clarity and spaciousness.

We’ll retain the logo . . .
The modern part of the old 
card is the logo. Underpinning 
the logo are the thin, sweep-
ing lines of six ellipses, which 
impart a sense of deep space, 
sound waves, and to the liter-
al-minded, the looping wires 
of a sound system. Seen 
through a rectangular win-
dow (a square would convey 
more precision), these lines 
have no beginning or end or 
symmetry and seem to hang 
somewhere in infinity.

Sweeping lines

Rich materials

Smooth surfaces
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The parts we don’t
The old card doesn’t have the light lines and open atmosphere of the store and its 
products, so we’ll discard both type and layout in favor of a design that does.

A mismatch of styles
(Right) The style of the old 
card is a static typographic 
brick in which every ele-
ment has been forced into 
a rectangle. This required 
unnaturally squeezing long 
lines and stretching short 
ones and yielded an irregu-
lar patchwork of type that 
pulls the eye heavily inward. 
The style is dense and con-
gested; it doesn’t match 
the store, and, for that mat-
ter, the text block doesn’t 
match the logo.

Geometric shapes
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Force-justified
(Above) Force-justifying equalizes 
left and right margins by distrib-
uting the leftover white space 
between letters. This traps it; the 
text block is closed and static. This 
is a good technique when you need 
to convey a sense of warmth and 
stability (although the craftsman-
ship must be better), but it’s oppo-
site the openness of high-tech.
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Card one: Maximize the white
The key to a clean look is white space. White space conveys purity, clarity and radiance. 
The way to get more white in a fixed area is to make everything smaller and lighter.

(Above) Same information, same space, but the new card has three 
distinct elements separated by white. The eye can move freely and 
read easily. White space conveys radiance; that is, lots of light. And in 
white space you can really design—create lines of sight, movement, 
tension, dynamics—because there’s room to do so.

AUDIO
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www.audiofx.com

After, v.1Before

2 AUDIO1 AUDIO
To fill the rectangle, the original FX had to be unnaturally large. The new 
version is small (1), light (2) and blends beautifully into the name.
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White is active
The white space of the original card was only a passive carrier, but on the new card 
it is an active part of the page and must be designed like any other element.

Float logo and name
Logo and AUDIOFX name work as a unit; they have the 
same width and are separated by a letter-height space (1). 
Float this unit until you get equal margins on three 
sides (2) as shown above.

AUDIO

Place the text block 
Then place the text block a margin width to the right of the 
logo (which in this case leaves the same width on the other 
side). The result is a card of simplicity and clarity—only two 
sizes of object (1 & 3) and two sizes of white (1 & 2) .
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Type must be light
To correspond to the purity of the white, set the type “purely,” too; that is, with as few 
variations of size, weight and case as possible—zero is ideal. Think minimum.

Light and open
Unlike the original, justified block of 
trapped and irregular white space, 
when type is aligned left the spaces 
between characters are all the same, 
and the leftover white space is at the 
ends. This allows the white to flow 
into open space, and the eye moves 
freely outward.

1415 Howe Ave.
Sacramento
California
95825
916-929-2100
FAX 916-929-2111
www.audiofx.com
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Lighter still
The lighter the type weight, the 
more white there is, which further 
heightens the sense of spaciousness 
and freedom. Tinting it gray makes 
it lighter still. Note above that the 
employee’s name remains black and 
is distinguished from the text block 
by extra space alone. Classy.
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Card two: Use both sides, and add a color
If you’re not limited to one side, double your white space by using the back. The look 
can become ultra-white, or you can use the extra space to introduce a product.

AUDIO

Color that connects
(Left) On the original card, AUDIO and FX are separated by a red hair-
line. The extra color doubles the printing cost but serves no functional 
purpose, because it’s too tiny. 

(Above) Setting business and employee names in red puts the second 
color to excellent use: 1) It creates a focal point on each side; 2) it 
connects the front to the back; and 3) it associates business name to 
its employee—all without changing a single type specification.
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Front, v.2 Back, v.2
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Repeat the grid
The use of red is the obvious repetitive element. To further strenghten the connection 
between logo side and product side, repeat the grid.

Repeat on the back
Transfer these zones to the back, and repeat the place-
ment—graphic on the left, text on the right. Because the 
text block is slightly taller than the front-side logo, center 
it between top and bottom of the card.

Start on the front
As on the previous card, make logo and business name 
the same width (1), a letter-height space apart. Group, 
then place in the middle of the card. Note the two vertical 
zones that result.
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Card three: Put your product on display
Turn your card into a tiny billboard by showing your product in full color. Keep it simple. 
Here, it takes only a single speaker to convey the caliber of the store’s products.

AUDIO

Repeat
The height of the logo 
determined the spac-
ing above and below. 
What you’re left with is 
plenty of space below 
to showcase your 
product or service.

Tension
The speaker’s slightly 
off-center placement 
creates tension and 
movement. It’s almost 
as if sound is pulsating 
from the speaker itself. 
Note the equal margins.
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Repeat the grid
Because both sides of the card can’t be seen at once, maintain visual continuity by 
repeating typestyles, positions, sizes and colors front to back. 

SEBASTIAN
DRAFTING

Repeat
Continuity is maintained by visual repetition—
typestyles, positions, sizes and so on. Note espe-
cially the points of yellow. Pause for a moment, 
and note the clarity of all the cards. Each has a 
simple, compelling focal point supported by light, 
textual information arranged on a field of air. On 
the original card (left), the designer tried to force 
a style and lost sight of the message. 

DENNIS SEBASTIAN DRAFTSMAN

719 Shima Road Suite B 
Santa Fe, NM 87505

Tel 505.986.4252
Fax 505.986.4253

License No. 55489
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Card four: Reverse the field
The surprise is that white—or negative —space doesn’t have to be white!—it just has to 
be open. Here, black adds substance, elegance and a hint of mystery to the card.

AUDIO

Tension
(Below) Centered placement is logical but symmetrical and 
therefore static. To mimic the tension on the front of the card, 
offset the image to the right.

Focal point
Understand that negative 
space is a powerful force 
that interacts with positive 
elements. (Right) The vast 
emptiness places focus on 
the logo. Compositionally, the 
logo would work if placed on 
the right. But here, we want 
it to align with the contact 
information on the back.
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o. U
n

d
e

rp
in

n
in

g
 

th
e

 lo
g

o
 a

re
 th

e
 th

in
, sw

e
e

p
-

in
g

 lin
e

s o
f six

 e
llip

se
s, w

h
ich

 
im

p
a

rt a
 se

n
se

 o
f d

e
e

p
 sp

a
ce, 

so
u

n
d

 w
a

ve
s, a

n
d

 to
 th

e
 lite

r-
a

l-m
in

d
e

d
, th

e
 lo

o
p

in
g

 w
ire

s 
o

f a
 so

u
n

d
 syste

m
. S

e
e

n
 

th
ro

u
g

h
 a

 re
cta

n
g

u
la

r w
in

-
d

o
w

 (a
 sq

u
a

re
 w

o
u

ld
 co

n
ve

y 
m

o
re

 p
re

cisio
n

), th
e

se
 lin

e
s 

h
a

ve
 n

o
 b

e
g

in
n

in
g

 o
r e

n
d

 o
r 

sym
m

e
try a

n
d

 se
e

m
 to

 h
a

n
g

 
so

m
e

w
h

e
re

 in
 in

fi
n

ity.

Sw
eeping lines

R
ich m

ate rial s

Sm
ooth sur faces

B
e

fo
reA

U
D
I
O

1
4

1
5

   H
o

w
e

   A
ve

.
S

a
c

r
a

m
e

n
t

o
C

a
l

i
f

o
r

n
i

a
9

5
8

2
5

9
1

6
•9

2
9

•2
1

0
0

FA
X

 916
•929

•2 111
w

w
w

.au
d

i o
fx.co

m

S
te

ve
 M

o
u

n
k
e
s

A
U
D
I
O

1
4

1
5

   H
o

w
e

   A
ve

.
S

a
c

r
a

m
e

n
t

o
C

a
l

i
f

o
r

n
i

a
9

5
8

2
5

9
1

6
•9

2
9

•2
1

0
0

FA
X

 916
•929

•2111
w

w
w

.au
d

io
fx.co

m

S
te

ve
 M

o
u

n
k
e
s

B
e

fo
re

Th
e

 p
arts w

e
 d

o
n

’t
T

h
e o

ld
 card

 d
o

esn’t h
ave th

e ligh
t lin

es an
d

 o
p

en
 atm

o
sp

h
ere o

f th
e sto

re an
d

 its 
p

ro
d

u
cts, so

 w
e’ll d

iscard
 b

o
th

 typ
e an

d
 layo

u
t in

 favo
r o

f a d
esign

 th
at d

o
es.

A
 m

ism
a

tch
 o

f sty le
s

(R
ig

h
t) Th

e
 style

 o
f th

e
 o

ld
 

ca
rd

 is a
 sta

tic typ
o

g
ra

p
h

ic 
b

rick
 in

 w
h

ich
 e

ve
ry e

le
-

m
e

n
t h

a
s b

e
e

n
 fo

rce
d

 in
to

 
a

 re
cta

n
g

le. Th
is re

q
u

ire
d

 
u

n
n

a
tu

ra
lly sq

u
e

e
zin

g
 lo

n
g

 
lin

e
s a

n
d

 stre
tch

in
g

 sh
o

rt 
o

n
e

s a
n

d
 yie

ld
e

d
 a

n
 irre

g
u

-
la

r p
a

tch
w

o
rk

 o
f typ

e
 th

a
t 

p
u

lls th
e

 e
ye

 h
e

a
vily in

w
a

rd
. 

Th
e

 style
 is d

e
n

se
 a

n
d

 co
n

-
g

e
ste

d
; it d

o
e

sn
’t m

a
tch

 
th

e
 sto

re, a
n

d
, fo

r th
a

t m
a

t-
te

r, th
e

 te
x

t b
lo

ck
 d

o
e

sn
’t 

m
a

tch
 th

e
 lo

g
o.

G
eom

etric shapes

1
4

1
5

   H
o

w
e

   A
ve

.
S

a
c

r
a

m
e

n
t

o
C

a
l

i
f

o
r

n
i

a
9

5
8

2
5

9
1

6
•9

2
9

•2
1

0
0

FA
X

 916
•929

•2111
w

w
w

.au
d

io
fx.co

m

F
o

rce
-ju

stifi
e

d
(A

bove) Force-justifying equalizes 
left and right m

argins by distrib-
uting the leftover w

hite space 
betw

een letters. This traps it; the 
text block is closed and static. This 
is a good technique w

hen you need 
to convey a sense of w

arm
th and 

stability (although the craftsm
an-

ship m
ust be better), but it’s oppo-

site the openness of high-tech.
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O
p

e
n

 sp
a

ce
 0612

0612
 O

p
e

n
 sp

a
ce

C
ard

 o
n

e
: M

ax
im

ize
 th

e
 w

h
ite

T
h

e key to
 a clean

 lo
o

k is w
h

ite sp
ace. W

h
ite sp

ace co
n

veys p
u

rity, clarity an
d

 rad
ian

ce. 
T

h
e w

ay to
 get m

o
re w

h
ite in

 a fi
xed

 area is to
 m

ake everyth
in

g sm
aller an

d
 ligh

ter.

(A
b

o
ve

) S
a

m
e

 in
fo

rm
a

tio
n

, sa
m

e
 sp

a
ce, b

u
t th

e
 n

e
w

 ca
rd

 h
a

s th
re

e
 

d
istin

ct e
le

m
e

n
ts se

p
a

ra
te

d
 b

y w
h

ite. Th
e

 e
ye

 ca
n

 m
o

ve
 fre

e
ly a

n
d

 
re

a
d

 e
a

sily. W
h

ite
 sp

a
ce

 co
n

ve
ys ra

d
ia

n
ce

; th
a

t is, lo
ts o

f lig
h

t. A
n

d
 in

 
w

h
ite

 sp
a

ce
 yo

u
 ca

n
 re

a
lly d

e
sig

n
—

cre
a

te
 lin

e
s o

f sig
h

t, m
o

ve
m

e
n

t, 
te

n
sio

n
, d

yn
a

m
ics—

b
e

ca
u

se
 th

e
re

’s ro
o

m
 to

 d
o

 so.

A
U

D
IO

S
teve M

ounkes

1415 H
ow

e A
ve.

S
acram

ento, C
A

 95825
P

 916.929.2100
F 916.929.2111
w

w
w

.audiofx.com

A
fte

r, v.1
B

e
fo

re

2
A

U
D

IO
1

A
U

D
IO

To fill the rectangle, the original FX
 had to be unnaturally large. The new

 
version is sm

all (1
), light (2

) and blends beautifully into the nam
e.

A
U
D
I
O

1
4

1
5

   H
o

w
e

   A
ve

.
S

a
c

r
a

m
e

n
t

o
C

a
l

i
f

o
r

n
i

a
9

5
8

2
5

9
1

6
•9

2
9

•2
1

0
0

FA
X

 916
•929

•21
11

w
w

w
.au

d
io

fx.co
m

S
te

ve
 M

o
u

n
k
e
s

W
h

ite
 is active

T
h

e w
h

ite sp
ace o

f th
e o

rigin
al card

 w
as o

n
ly a p

assive carrier, b
u

t o
n

 th
e n

ew
 card

 
it is an

 active p
art o

f th
e p

age an
d

 m
u

st b
e d

esign
ed

 like an
y o

th
er elem

en
t.

F
lo

a
t lo

g
o

 a
n

d
 n

a
m

e
Logo and A

U
D

IO
FX

 nam
e w

ork as a unit; they have the 
sam

e w
idth and are separated by a letter-height space (1

). 
Float this unit until you get equal m

argins on three 
sides (2

) as show
n above.

A
U

D
IO

P
la

ce
 th

e
 te

x
t b

lo
ck

 
Then place the text block a m

argin w
idth to the right of the 

logo (w
hich in this case leaves the sam

e w
idth on the other 

side). The result is a card of sim
plicity and clarity—

only tw
o 

sizes of object (1
 &

 3
) and tw

o sizes of w
hite (1

 &
 2

) .

S
teve M

ounkes

1415 H
ow

e A
ve.

S
acram

ento, C
A

 95825
P

 916.929.2100
F 916.929.2111
w

w
w

.audiofx.com

A
U

D
IO

1

22

2

2

3
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O
p

e
n

 sp
a

ce
 0612

0612
 O

p
e

n
 sp

a
ce

Typ
e

 m
u

st b
e

 lig
h

t
To

 co
rresp

o
n

d
 to

 th
e p

u
rity o

f th
e w

h
ite, set th

e typ
e “p

u
rely,” to

o
; th

at is, w
ith

 as few
 

variatio
n

s o
f size, w

eigh
t an

d
 case as p

o
ssib

le
—

zero
 is id

eal. T
h

in
k m

in
im

u
m

.

Lig
h

t a
n

d
 o

p
e

n
U

nlike the original, justified block of 
trapped and irregular w

hite space, 
w

hen type is aligned left the spaces 
betw

een characters are all the sam
e, 

and the leftover w
hite space is at the 

ends. This allow
s the w

hite to flow
 

into open space, and the eye m
oves 

freely outw
ard.

1415 H
ow

e A
ve.

S
acram

ento
C

alifornia
95825
916-929-2100
FA

X 916-929-2111
w

w
w

.aud
iofx.com

A
U

D
IO

S
teve M

ounkes

1415 H
ow

e A
ve.

S
acram

ento, C
A

 95825
P

 916.929.2100
F 916.929.2111
w

w
w

.audiofx.com

Lig
h

te
r still

The lighter the type w
eight, the 

m
ore w

hite there is, w
hich further 

heightens the sense of spaciousness 
and freedom

. Tinting it gray m
akes 

it lighter still. N
ote above that the 

em
ployee’s nam

e rem
ains black and 

is distinguished from
 the text block 

by extra space alone. C
lassy.

S
teve M

ounkes

1415 H
ow

e A
ve.

S
acram

ento, C
A

 95825
P

 916.929.2100
F 916.929.2111
w

w
w

.audiofx.com

C
ard

 tw
o

: U
se

 b
o

th
 sid

e
s, an

d
 ad

d
 a co

lo
r

If yo
u

’re n
o

t lim
ited

 to
 o

n
e sid

e, d
o

u
b

le yo
u

r w
h

ite sp
ace b

y u
sin

g th
e b

ack. T
h

e lo
o

k 
can

 b
eco

m
e u

ltra-w
h

ite, o
r yo

u
 can

 u
se th

e extra sp
ace to

 in
tro

d
u

ce a p
ro

d
u

ct.

A
U

D
IO

C
o

lo
r th

a
t co

n
n

e
cts

(Left) O
n the original card, A

U
D

IO
 and FX

 are separated by a red hair-
line. The extra color doubles the printing cost but serves no functional 
purpose, because it’s too tiny. 

(A
bove) Setting business and em

ployee nam
es in red puts the second 

color to excellent use: 1
) It creates a focal point on each side; 2

) it 
connects the front to the back; and 3

) it associates business nam
e to 

its em
ployee

—
all w

ithout changing a single type specification.

S
teve M

ounkes

1415 H
ow

e A
ve.

S
acram

ento, C
A

 95825
P

 916.929.2100
F 916.929.2111
w

w
w

.audiofx.com

F
ro

n
t, v.2

B
a

ck
, v.2

A
U
D
I
O

1
4

1
5

   H
o

w
e

   A
ve

.
S

a
c

r
a

m
e

n
t

o
C

a
l

i
f

o
r

n
i

a
9

5
8

2
5

9
1

6
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2
9
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w
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d
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S
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o
u

n
k
e
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O
p

e
n

 sp
a

ce
 0612

0612
 O

p
e

n
 sp

a
ce

R
e

p
e

at th
e

 g
rid

T
h

e u
se o

f red
 is th

e o
bvio

u
s rep

etitive elem
en

t. To
 fu

rth
er stren

gh
ten

 th
e co

n
n

ectio
n

 
b

etw
een

 lo
go

 sid
e an

d
 p

ro
d

u
ct sid

e, rep
eat th

e grid
.

R
e

p
e

a
t o

n
 th

e
 b

a
ck

Transfer these zones to the back, and repeat the place-
m

ent—
graphic on the left, text on the right. B

ecause the 
text block is slightly taller than the front-side logo, center 
it betw

een top and bottom
 of the card.

S
ta

rt o
n

 th
e

 fro
n

t
A

s on the previous card, m
ake logo and business nam

e 
the sam

e w
idth (1

), a letter-height space apart. G
roup, 

then place in the m
iddle of the card. N

ote the tw
o vertical 

zones that result.

A
U

D
IO

S
teve M

ounkes

1415 H
ow

e A
ve.

S
acram

ento, C
A

 95825
P

 916.929.2100
F 916.929.2111
w

w
w

.audiofx.com

A
U

D
IO

1
1

C
ard

 th
re

e
: P

u
t yo

u
r p

ro
d

u
ct o

n
 d

isp
lay

Tu
rn

 yo
u

r card
 in

to
 a tin

y b
illb

o
ard

 b
y sh

ow
in

g yo
u

r p
ro

d
u

ct in
 fu

ll co
lo

r. K
eep

 it sim
p

le. 
H

ere, it takes o
n

ly a sin
gle sp

eaker to
 co

n
vey th

e calib
er o

f th
e sto

re’s p
ro

d
u

cts.

A
U

D
IO

R
e

p
e

a
t

The height of the logo 
determ

ined the spac-
ing above and below

. 
W

hat you’re left w
ith is 

plenty of space below
 

to show
case your 

product or service.

Te
n

sio
n

The speaker’s slightly 
off-center placem

ent 
creates tension and 
m

ovem
ent. It’s alm

ost 
as if sound is pulsating 
from

 the speaker itself. 
N

ote the equal m
argins.

S
teve M

ounkes

1415 H
ow

e A
ve.

S
acram

ento, C
A

 95825
P

 916.929.2100
F 916.929.2111
w

w
w

.audiofx.com

F
ro

n
t, v.3

B
a

ck
, v.3
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O
p

e
n

 sp
a

ce
 0612

0612
 O

p
e

n
 sp

a
ce

C
ard

 th
re

e
: P

u
t yo

u
r p

ro
d

u
ct o

n
 d

isp
lay

Tu
rn

 yo
u

r card
 in

to
 a tin

y b
illb

o
ard

 b
y sh

ow
in

g yo
u

r p
ro

d
u

ct in
 fu

ll co
lo

r. K
eep

 it sim
p

le. 
H

ere, it takes o
n

ly a sin
gle sp

eaker to
 co

n
vey th

e calib
er o

f th
e sto

re’s p
ro

d
u

cts.

A
U

D
IO

R
e

p
e

a
t

The height of the logo 
determ

ined the spacing 
above and below

. W
hat 

you’re left w
ith is plenty of 

space to show
case your 

product or service.

Te
n

sio
n

The speaker’s slightly off-
center placem

ent creates 
tension and m

ovem
ent. It’s 

alm
ost as if sound is pulsat-

ing from
 the speaker itself. 

N
ote the equal m

argins.

S
teve M

ounkes

1415 H
ow

e A
ve.

S
acram

ento, C
A

 95825
P

 916.929.2100
F 916.929.2111
w

w
w

.audiofx.com

F
ro

n
t, v.3

B
a

ck
, v.3

R
e

p
e

at th
e

 g
rid

B
ecau

se b
o

th
 sid

es o
f th

e card
 can’t b

e seen
 at o

n
ce, m

ain
tain

 visu
al co

n
tin

u
ity b

y 
rep

eatin
g typ

estyles, p
o

sitio
n

s, sizes an
d

 co
lo

rs fro
n

t to
 b

ack. 

S
E
B
A
S
T
IA
N

D
R
A
F
T
IN
G

R
e

p
e

a
t

C
ontinuity is m

aintained by visual repetition—
typestyles, positions, sizes and so on. N

ote espe-
cially the points of yellow

. Pause for a m
om

ent, 
and note the clarity of all the cards. Each has a 
sim

ple, com
pelling focal point supported by light, 

textual inform
ation arranged on a field of air. O

n 
the original card (left), the designer tried to force 
a style and lost sight of the m

essage. 

D
E

N
N

IS
 S

E
B

A
S

TIA
N

 D
R

A
FTS

M
A

N

719 S
him

a R
oad

 S
uite B

 
S

anta Fe, N
M

 87505
Tel 505.986.4252

Fax 505.986.4253
License N

o. 55489
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O
p

e
n

 sp
a

ce
 0612

0612
 O

p
e

n
 sp

a
ce

C
ard

 fo
u

r: R
e

ve
rse

 th
e

 fi
e

ld
T

h
e su

rp
rise is th

at w
h

ite
—

o
r n

egative —
sp

ace d
o

esn’t h
ave to

 b
e w

h
ite!—

it ju
st h

as to
 

b
e o

p
en

. H
ere, b

lack ad
d

s su
b

stan
ce, elegan

ce an
d

 a h
in

t o
f m

ystery to
 th

e card
.

A
U

D
IO

Te
n

sio
n

(B
elow

) C
entered placem

ent is logical but sym
m

etrical and 
therefore static. To m

im
ic the tension on the front of the card, 

offset the im
age to the right.

F
o

ca
l p

o
in

t
U

nderstand that negative 
space is a pow

erful force 
that interacts w

ith positive 
elem

ents. (R
ight) The vast 

em
ptiness places focus on 

the logo. C
om

positionally, the 
logo w

ould w
ork if placed on 

the right. B
ut here, w

e w
ant 

it to align w
ith the contact 

inform
ation on the back.

S
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F
ro

n
t, v.4

B
a

ck
, v.4
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Typ
e

fa
ce

s

1 (a
–e

) H
elvetica N

eue Light | a) 25.7 pt,

 
b) 7 pt, c) 7/13 pt, d) 7.5 pt, e) 7.5 pt
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