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About the book
Unleashing a torrent of color, creativity, and compelling

storytelling, "Draplin Design Co." by Aaron James Draplin is

a vibrant odyssey through the mind of one of today's most

influential graphic designers. This isn't just a manual for

design aficionados; it's a heart-pounding adventure filled with

Draplin's trademark wit, raw honesty, and relentless passion

for all things visual. As Draplin peels back the layers of his

iconic career, you'll be inspired by his fearless approach to life

and design, and your creative spirit will be ignited. Buckle up

for a wild ride through a landscape of logos, posters, and

entrepreneurial grit that redefine what it means to truly love

your craft. Dive in, and you'll find yourself looking at the

world—and your own projects—with a whole new level of

appreciation and enthusiasm.
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About the author
Aaron James Draplin is a prominent American graphic

designer, best known as the founder of Draplin Design Co.

(DDC). Hailing from Michigan and educated at the

Minneapolis College of Art and Design, Draplin has built a

reputation for his bold, iconic work that spans various media,

including branding, logo design, and typography. His dynamic

portfolio includes collaborations with major clients such as

Nike, Esquire, and the Obama Administration, reflecting his

versatility and keen sense of visual storytelling. Draplin's

unique design philosophy—characterized by its vintage

Americana aesthetic and utilitarian functionality—has

garnered him a loyal following and made him a respected

voice in the design community. Through his engaging public

speaking gigs and best-selling book, "Pretty Much

Everything," Draplin continues to inspire and influence

aspiring designers worldwide.
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Chapter 1 : The Origins - Early Days
and Design Beginnings
Aaron James Draplin's story begins in the Midwest, a region

known for its hardworking and down-to-earth values. Born in

Detroit and raised in Michigan, Draplin's early years were

steeped in the ethos of blue-collar labor, with a family that

prized hard work and practicality. These formative

experiences profoundly influenced his approach to design,

embedding within him a deep appreciation for simplicity,

functionality, and authenticity—elements that would become

hallmarks of his work.

Draplin's initial foray into design was sparked by a

burgeoning curiosity and a natural inclination toward

creativity. He recalls being fascinated by the logos,

packaging, and design elements of everyday objects around

him. This intrigue was more than a casual interest; it was the

seed of a lifelong passion. As a teenager, Draplin nurtured

this passion by immersing himself in the world of art and

design, slowly but surely honing his skills and developing a

sophisticated eye for visual aesthetics.
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Transitioning from a curious beginner to a recognized

designer was a journey marked by deliberate learning and

unrelenting determination. Draplin's formal education in

graphic design started at a community college in Minnesota,

a testament to his commitment to develop his raw talent. He

eventually attended the Minneapolis College of Art and

Design, where he gained both the technical skills and the

confidence necessary to propel his budding career forward.

These academic experiences were crucial, providing Draplin

with a strong foundation on which he could build his unique

design aesthetic.

However, it wasn’t just academia that shaped Draplin’s

journey. The midwestern work ethic he inherited played a

significant role in his professional development. He absorbed

the resilience, perseverance, and authenticity that

characterized his community, embedding these qualities into

his own life and work. This mindset allowed him to navigate

the often unpredictable terrain of the creative industry with a

steady hand and a clear vision.

Draplin's path wasn't linear or easy, but his relentless pursuit

of design excellence and his ability to draw inspiration from

his surroundings facilitated his rise in the design world. Each
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project, no matter how small, was a stepping stone, building

not only his portfolio but also his reputation. Through a

blend of craft, intuition, and sheer grit, Draplin transformed

from a curious kid into a formidable force in the design

industry. His early days, rich with curiosity and shaped by

the solid values of his upbringing, laid a sturdy foundation

for what would become a remarkable career in design.
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Chapter 2 : Crafting a Unique Design
Aesthetic
Aaron James Draplin’s work is visually distinct,

characterized by a unique design aesthetic that sets him apart

in a crowded field. Draplin’s style is rooted in simplicity,

boldness, and functionality—principles he holds as the core

tenets of good design. His aesthetic is not merely about

appearance but also about creating work that serves a

purpose, meets functional requirements, and stands the test of

time.

From the very beginning, Draplin has championed a

no-nonsense approach to design: one that strips away

unnecessary elements and focuses on what truly matters. His

work gravitates towards clean lines, straightforward shapes,

and a robust use of color. This minimalist approach is

influenced by his Midwestern roots and blue-collar

upbringing, which instilled in him the value of hard work,

pragmatism, and down-to-earth sensibilities. These values

manifest in his design work as practical and accessible visual

forms that resonate with a broad audience.
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Draplin’s emphasis on simplicity does not equate to dullness;

rather, it underscores a kind of boldness. His designs are

often marked by striking, vibrant colors and strong, confident

typography. Each element in his work is deliberate and

purposeful, contributing to the overall impact of the design.

This boldness is apparent in his use of large,

attention-grabbing headlines, geometric shapes, and

high-contrast palettes that demand notice without

overwhelming the observer.

Functionality sits at the heart of Draplin’s design philosophy.

He firmly believes that every design should serve its intended

purpose effectively and efficiently. This is evident in the

wide range of projects he has undertaken, from corporate

logos to posters to product packaging. Each project displays

a keen understanding of the user’s needs and an unwavering

commitment to meeting those needs through thoughtful

design solutions.

Examples of his iconic projects further illustrate the

hallmarks of his style. One notable project is his work on the

Field Notes brand, a line of memo books that hark back to

vintage farmer’s notebooks. The design is deceptively

simple: a kraft paper cover with clean, utilitarian typography.
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Yet its impact is profound, as it evokes a sense of nostalgia

and functionality, reflecting Draplin’s deep appreciation for

everyday objects and their history.

Another significant project is the logo design for the Obama

Administration’s Recovery.gov website. Here, Draplin

employed bold, patriotic colors and a symbol that was

straightforward yet imbued with meaning. The design was

both modern and timeless, achieving an aesthetic that was

accessible and instantly recognizable to a wide audience.

Draplin’s approach to his craft also involves meticulous

research and a process-oriented mindset. He delves into the

history and context of each project, ensuring that his designs

not only look good but also have a strong conceptual

foundation. Whether it’s a logo, a poster, or a book cover,

Draplin’s process involves a combination of inspiration,

strategic thinking, and attention to detail, ensuring that the

final output is both aesthetically pleasing and functional.

Ultimately, Draplin’s unique design aesthetic is a blend of

simplicity, boldness, and functionality, underpinned by a

strong work ethic and a commitment to authentic,

purpose-driven design. His work exemplifies how a deep
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understanding of the fundamental principles of design,

coupled with a clear and consistent personal style, can create

powerful and enduring visual communication.
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Chapter 3 : The Birth of Draplin Design
Co. - Founding and Growth
Draplin Design Co. (DDC) was officially founded by Aaron

James Draplin in 2004, marking a significant turning point in

his career and the design world. The inception of DDC was

fueled by Draplin’s desire to work on his own terms,

embracing the values and aesthetics that resonated deeply

with his own sensibilities. He was determined to carve out a

space that reflected his Midwest roots, blue-collar work

ethics, and a no-nonsense approach to design.

The early days of DDC were characterized by a gritty

determination and a do-it-yourself spirit. Draplin’s relentless

work ethic and willingness to take on a variety of projects,

regardless of size, laid the foundation for the company’s

future success. His commitment to quality and his unique

visual aesthetic quickly garnered attention, helping DDC

establish a solid reputation in the design community.

One of the key milestones for Draplin Design Co. was the

creation of the Field Notes brand in collaboration with

Coudal Partners. Inspired by the simple, utilitarian design of
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agricultural memo books, Field Notes quickly became a

beloved product among designers and design aficionados.

This project not only showcased Draplin’s ability to tap into

nostalgia and functionality but also proved the power of good

design in creating a successful product.

As DDC grew, Draplin faced numerous challenges, including

the balancing act between creative freedom and commercial

viability. Managing a growing client base while staying true

to his design principles required constant vigilance and

adaptability. Draplin’s approach to these challenges was

pragmatic yet unwavering in his belief in the quality and

integrity of his work. This steadfastness allowed him to

navigate the complexities of running a design business and

emerge stronger.

Another pivotal moment in the company’s history was

Draplin’s first foray into public speaking and teaching.

Sharing his story, insights, and design philosophy with

budding designers and industry peers established Draplin as a

thought leader and an influential figure in the design world.

His workshops and lectures, characterized by their humor,

honesty, and practical advice, have inspired countless

designers to pursue their passion with the same fervor and
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Audio
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Chapter 4 : Iconic Projects and
Memorable Collaborations
Part 4: Iconic Projects and Memorable Collaborations

Aaron Draplin's Draplin Design Co. (DDC) is renowned for

producing some truly iconic projects that have left an

indelible mark on the design world. These projects exemplify

Draplin’s unique approach to design and his unwavering

commitment to simplicity, boldness, and functionality.

Among DDC’s most notable works are collaborations with

major brands that have not only elevated Draplin's profile but

also influenced contemporary visual culture.

One of the standout projects in DDC’s portfolio is the

creation of the Field Notes brand of notebooks. Inspired by

the agricultural memo books Draplin saw while traveling

through the Midwest, Field Notes are a nostalgic nod to

American craftsmanship and simplicity. These compact,

rugged notebooks, characterized by their minimalist design

and practical utility, have garnered a cult following.

Draplin’s meticulous attention to detail in the layout and

material selection highlights his dedication to quality and
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purposefulness. The success of Field Notes demonstrates

how Draplin’s design philosophy resonates with a broad

audience, blending aesthetics with practicality.

Another major milestone for DDC was the collaboration with

Nike. Draplin was tasked with designing special edition

packaging and branding elements for several of the

sportswear giant’s product lines. This partnership was a

significant endorsement of Draplin’s talents, positioning him

alongside one of the most globally recognized brands. The

project required a deft balance between maintaining Nike's

established visual identity and infusing it with Draplin’s

signature style. The outcome was a seamless integration of

bold graphics, clean lines, and a functional elegance that

enhanced Nike’s brand narrative.

DDC’s work with the Obama Administration represents

another high-profile collaboration. Draplin was involved in

creating a series of posters and promotional materials for the

2008 and 2012 presidential campaigns. This project was not

just about aesthetics; it was about crafting a visual message

that conveyed hope, progress, and unity. The clean, bold

designs of the posters played a crucial role in rallying support

and conveying the core messages of the campaigns,
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underscoring the power of design in political communication.

The collaboration with Fender, the iconic guitar

manufacturer, further illustrates Draplin’s versatility and

ability to handle diverse projects. Draplin was brought in to

rejuvenate Fender’s visual identity, working on everything

from guitar decals to marketing materials. His designs paid

homage to Fender’s rich heritage while injecting a fresh

perspective that appealed to a new generation of musicians.

This project exemplifies how Draplin's approach—anchored

in respect for tradition and a forward-looking vision—can

bridge past and present in a cohesive design language.

Behind these successful collaborations lies a meticulous

creative process that Draplin often shares through talks and

workshops. Draplin’s approach typically begins with

intensive research, delving deep into the history, culture, and

values of the client’s brand. This foundational understanding

allows him to craft designs that are not only visually striking

but also deeply resonant with the brand’s identity. He then

moves through stages of sketching, prototyping, and iterative

feedback, constantly refining his ideas to ensure the final

product is as impactful as possible.
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Each project serves as a testament to Draplin’s ability to

blend his distinctive design aesthetic with the unique needs

of his clients, creating work that is both memorable and

effective. These iconic projects and memorable

collaborations highlight Draplin’s role as a pivotal figure in

contemporary design, whose contributions continue to

inspire and influence the industry.
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Chapter 5 : The Tools of the Trade -
Essential Gear and Software
Part 5: The Tools of the Trade - Essential Gear and Software

Aaron James Draplin's journey in the design world is not just

defined by his innate talent and unique aesthetic sense, but

also by the tools he leverages to bring his creative visions to

life. In this chapter, Draplin delves into the essential gear and

software that form the backbone of his work at Draplin

Design Co. (DDC), offering both a glimpse into his

workflow and practical advice for aspiring designers.

Draplin's toolkit is a balanced blend of digital and analog

tools, reflecting his respect for traditional design methods

while embracing the efficiencies of modern technology. On

the digital front, Adobe Illustrator stands out as his go-to

software. Its versatility allows Draplin to execute his bold

and functional style with precision, whether he is crafting

logos, posters, or intricate typography. He speaks highly of

the program’s vector capabilities, which are crucial for

creating clean, scalable designs.
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Photoshop also plays a significant role in Draplin's process,

especially for tasks that require photo manipulation,

texturing, or working with raster graphics. The ability to

seamlessly integrate Illustrator and Photoshop allows Draplin

to maximize his creative output, enabling him to combine

vector and raster elements in cohesive designs.

However, Draplin’s reliance on digital tools does not

overshadow his appreciation for analog methods. He

frequently emphasizes the importance of sketching as a

foundational step in his workflow. Pencils and sketchbooks

are staples in his arsenal, allowing him to quickly iterate

ideas and explore concepts before moving to digital

platforms. For Draplin, the tactile experience of drawing by

hand fosters a deeper connection to the work, often leading to

more authentic and inspired designs.

In addition to traditional sketching tools, Draplin is an avid

collector and user of vintage rulers, drafting tools, and other

design artifacts. These tools, some of which date back

decades, not only add a nostalgic charm to his process but

also serve practical purposes. For instance, using a classic

drafting compass for perfect circles or a vintage French curve

for unique shapes can sometimes yield results that digital
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tools struggle to replicate.

Draplin’s workspace is also home to an impressive array of

reference materials. From old design books and typography

catalogs to vintage magazines and posters, these resources

serve as both inspiration and education. They remind Draplin

of the timeless principles of design and act as a wellspring of

ideas, ensuring that his work remains rooted in a rich

historical context.

For aspiring designers, Draplin offers several tips on

selecting and using tools effectively. He stresses the

importance of starting with the basics: a reliable sketchbook,

a quality set of pencils, and a fundamental understanding of

design software like Adobe Illustrator and Photoshop.

Draplin believes in mastering the tools you have at your

disposal before investing in more specialized or advanced

equipment.

Moreover, Draplin encourages designers to find tools that

they feel comfortable with and to develop a workflow that

suits their personal style. He advises against the allure of

always chasing the latest and greatest gadgets, reminding

designers that creativity often blooms under constraints. The
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key, according to Draplin, is consistency and familiarity with

your chosen tools, which can significantly enhance your

efficiency and confidence as a designer.

Ultimately, Draplin's approach to tools is rooted in a

philosophy of simplicity and practicality. By striking a

balance between digital innovation and traditional

techniques, Draplin demonstrates that the right tools can

amplify a designer's vision, allowing them to create work that

is both impactful and enduring. Whether you are a seasoned

professional or a budding designer, Draplin’s insights into

the tools of the trade provide valuable guidance on

navigating the ever-evolving landscape of graphic design.
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Chapter 6 : Beyond the Design -
Philosophy, Life, and Legacy
Beyond the realm of pixels and print, Aaron Draplin’s

philosophy on life and work transcends the boundaries of

design itself, weaving a rich tapestry of authenticity, hard

work, and passion that has left an indelible mark on those

around him and the broader design community. Draplin’s

perspective on life is deeply rooted in his Midwestern

upbringing and blue-collar work ethic, imbuing his approach

to design with honesty and a no-nonsense attitude. He

believes that the true essence of a designer's work is not just

in the aesthetic appeal but in the story behind it and the

purpose it serves.

For Draplin, authenticity is paramount. He champions the

idea that designers should remain true to themselves and their

values, resisting the pull of fleeting trends or external

pressures. His work reflects a deep-seated belief in creating

designs that are not only visually compelling but also

meaningful and functional. This authenticity is a recurring

theme in his lectures and public talks, where he encourages

young designers to find their own voice and maintain their
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integrity in the face of industry demands.

Hard work is another cornerstone of Draplin’s philosophy.

He is a firm believer in the power of diligence and

perseverance. Draplin often recounts his early days, filled

with long hours and relentless efforts to hone his craft. This

commitment to hard work has been a driving force behind his

success and is a lesson he imparts to all aspiring designers.

He emphasizes that while talent is important, it is the

dedication to continuously learning and improving that

ultimately leads to mastery and recognition.

Passion is the lifeblood of Draplin’s work. His enthusiasm

for design is infectious and palpable, whether he’s sharing

stories about finding vintage design artifacts at a flea market

or discussing the intricacies of a new project. Draplin’s

passion fuels his creativity and innovation, and it is this

fervor that he strives to instill in others. He believes that true

passion for one’s work can overcome obstacles and push

boundaries, leading to groundbreaking and impactful

designs.

Draplin’s impact on the design community is profound.

Through his work, public speaking, and writings, he has
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Chapter 7 : Final Reflections - Staying
True and Looking Forward
Reflecting on Aaron Draplin's journey, one can draw

invaluable insights and inspiration from his extensive

experiences and impactful contributions to the design world.

Draplin's path from an inquisitive beginner to a celebrated

designer exemplifies unwavering dedication, pure passion,

and authentic creativity. For aspiring designers, his story is a

testament to the power of staying true to one's vision and

values, even in the face of industry pressures and evolving

trends.

Draplin’s key takeaways revolve around hard work,

authenticity, and an unrelenting passion for design. He

emphasizes that success in the creative industry doesn’t come

from chasing trends or seeking shortcuts but from a

deep-rooted commitment to one's craft and principles. His

design ethos, characterized by simplicity, boldness, and

functionality, serves as a guiding principle for maintaining

coherence and impact in every project. Draplin’s body of

work, rich with iconic projects and memorable

collaborations, underlines the importance of creating designs
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that are not only visually compelling but also meaningful and

functional.

Remaining true to oneself is paramount in the creative

industry. Draplin’s career underscores the significance of

carving out a unique identity and staying loyal to it,

regardless of external influences. His work with Draplin

Design Co. is a reflection of his personal style and values,

demonstrating that authenticity can lead to both personal

fulfillment and professional success. For designers

navigating their journeys, Draplin’s story serves as a

reminder that longevity and impact in the design industry are

achieved through genuine passion and a strong sense of

identity.

Looking forward, Draplin harbors aspirations that extend

beyond the confines of traditional design work. His future

goals include nurturing the next generation of designers,

advocating for the importance of authenticity, and continuing

to push the boundaries of design. Draplin envisions Draplin

Design Co. as not just a business but a beacon of inspiration

and a hub for creative innovation. He aims to foster a

community where designers can thrive, collaborate, and

learn, ensuring that the spirit of true and meaningful design
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continues to flourish.

In conclusion, Aaron Draplin’s journey and reflections serve

as a powerful narrative about the importance of dedication,

authenticity, and forward-thinking in the design industry. His

advice to designers is simple yet profound: stay true to

yourself, let your passion drive your work, and never lose

sight of the values that define you. As Draplin and Draplin

Design Co. look to the future, their story remains a

compelling source of inspiration, reminding designers

everywhere of the enduring power of authentic and heartfelt

creativity.
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