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ABSTRACT 

Paula Scher has had a long and distinguishable career, 

having worked now for four decades in graphic design. 

Scher has an impressive body of work and numerous 

high-profile clients. What makes Scher’s body of work 

even more impressive is how it stands the test of time. 

Someone so successful, specifically consistently 

successful, must have a methodology in approaching 

their work. This paper will delve into Scher’s creative 

process. From where to get inspiration, to what to do 

when you are stuck, Scher’s decades of experience act 

as a guide to navigating not only graphic design, but 

creative work overall. 

“Paula has created a typographic language that is 

popular, it’s American, it’s New York, that makes 

sense to people and its part of everyday life, it’s not an 

art form that is in some other place. It’s in the street, 

it’s on the shelf in the supermarket. Paula is the most 

influential woman graphic designer on the planet,”
1

 

describes Ellen Lupton, a curator at the Cooper-

Hewitt National Design Museum. Scher openly 

discusses what makes her work so successful and 

lasting. 

For further research, I interviewed two students with 

some graphic design experience in order to better 

understand Scher’s creative process. It is important to 

differentiate what is the typical graphic designer’s 

creative process and what is unique to Scher’s process. 
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INTRODUCTION 

Paula Scher is one of the most renowned graphic 

designers in the world. Scher studied at the Tyler 

School of Art in Pennsylvania and earned a Bachelor 

of Fine Arts in 1970. Scher also has honorary 

doctorates from the Corcoran College of Art and 

Design, the Maryland Institute College of Art, and 

Moore College of Art and Design.
9

 Scher began her 

career as a layout artist for Random House’s children’s 

book division in New York City. 

Scher describes typography as painting with words. 

Scher is well known for how she incorporates 

typography into her work. Scher wasn’t always 

comfortable using type, however. “I had a teacher at 

Tyler named Stanislaw Zagorski. He would say, 

‘Illustrate with type.’ I think that's really what I've been 

doing for 30 years. I just started getting more 

proficient at it when I was with CBS Records,” Scher 

explains.
7

  

In 1972, Scher was hired by CBS Records to work in 

the advertising and promotions department, but she 

left after two years in order to pursue a more creative 

endeavor at Atlantic Records, working as the art 

director. At Atlantic, Scher designed her first album 

covers. Scher eventually returned to CBS as an art 

director for the cover department and worked there 

for eight years. There, Scher designed at least 150 

album covers a year, including the iconic Boston cover 

and the cover of The Ultimate Album Cover Album 

by Roger Dean and David Howells.  

In 1984, Scher cofounded Koppel & Scher with 

editorial designer Terry Koppel, and the company 

lasted for seven years. Together they produced 

identities, packaging, and advertising. In 1991, Scher 

became a partner in the New York office of 

Pentagram.
10 

Scher has been designing for The Public Theater 

since 1994, and her first project was creating an 

identity for the theater. The theater had a name issue 

and as it had multiple identities, so Scher had to make 

them cohesive and recognizable as one. After doing 

some research, Scher realized that she could make the 
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word “public” in different weights, and it would 

symbolize all of New York because of the difference 

in weight. This identity system gained immense 

popularity and started being widely imitated. Scher 

won the Beacon Award in 1996 for the integrated 

corporate design strategy she did for the Theater. 

Scher has designed numerous other identity systems. 

Scher believes they have to exist in lots of ways and 

actively tries to push these boundaries. Scher has a 

process in which she attempts to revisit some of the 

identities she created in five or ten years, because she 

believes some of them need tweaking. Scher has also 

ventured into doing some architectural collaborations 

recently as well. Some of Scher’s clients include 

Bloomberg, Microsoft, Shake Shack, the Museum of 

Modern Art, the High Line and many more.
9 

Scher has been the recipient of many design awards 

including the Chrylser Award for Innovation in 

Design, the AIGA Medal, the Type Directors Club, 

was named to the Art Directors Club Hall of Fame in 

1998, and many more.
2 

Scher’s work has been exhibited all over the world and 

is held in permanent collections in the Museum of 

Modern Art, the Cooper-Hewitt National Design 

Museum, the Library of Congress, the Philadelphia 

Museum of Art, and several others.
9 

Scher has taught at the School of Visual Arts in New 

York since 1992, and has other teaching positions at 

the Cooper Union, Yale University, and the Tyler 

School of Art, and her alma mater the Tyler School of 

Art.
9 

Scher has written two books, Make It Bigger (2002) 

and MAPS (2011). Scher has also contributed to 

numerous issues for the AIGA Journal of Graphic 

Design, PRINT, Graphis, and other publications.
2 

Creative Process 

(Research Method 1 – Desk Research 

Findings) 

On the Netflix show “Abstract: The Art of Design,” 

Scher is featured on the episode “Paula Scher: 

Graphic Design.” Here we get a glimpse of Scher’s 

average day at Pentagram. Pentagram is a design 

cooperative, Scher explains that there is the benefit of 

a large firm, but everyone gets to act like they’re an 

individual. “When I go to work every day, I feel like 

I’m navigating myself through a maze. I sit nose to 

nose with my partners. My team is on the fourth floor, 

I have to run up and down steps to see them. It’s very 

quick paced, I’m solving things on scraps of paper. 

Starting something, getting interrupted…The 

interruption is great,” notes Scher.
1

 “I could never 

walk into an office and sit down at my desk to design, I 

would accomplish nothing. I can sit down at my desk 

to read my email. You go through your junk mail, you 

throw it all out, you make a little order on your desk, 

and then you go ‘oh my God, how am I going to solve 

this problem?’, then you walk up the stairs, go to the 

ladies room, put on your lipstick and figure it out,” she 

continues. Scher clearly works better when she is 

active, and not by simply sitting at her desk. Ideas 

come to Scher when she is out and about, not 

stationary. “Ideas come all kinds of ways. I get my best 

ideas in taxicabs, you know, like sitting in traffic, 

drooling. I’m allowing my subconscious to take over, 

so that I can free associate,” says Scher, “You have to 

be in a state of play to design. If you’re not in a state of 

play you can’t make anything.”
1

 Scher also likes to 

isolate herself every now and then, visiting her house 

in Connecticut. “I love leaving New York City, but I 

couldn’t stay out of town that long, I have to come 

back to town, otherwise I won’t have any ideas,” she 

explains.
1 

Ideas can also be triggered for Scher when 

she works with her team, since she is able to see 

different perspectives and styles of approaching a 

problem.
1 

When dealing with clients, the first thing Scher does is 

research them. “With all clients, you want to know as 

much about them as you possibly can before you start 

designing. You want to know who they are, how they 

got to be where they are, what’s wrong with what they 

have, why did it get like that, where do they want to 

go? And then, you have to understand their audience 

and how your client can be their best selves in the 

future?” describes Scher.
8 

This assessment then 

dictates how Scher will approach said project. 

Scher also stresses the importance of contextualizing 

and understanding who your client is and what their 

audience expects. “You really want to understand 

audiences and what the expectations of audiences are. 

At the same time, you have to understand the output 

of these individual organizations and how they want to 

be perceived by those audiences. You’re both creating 

a visual language for how they are inside, and how they 

want to be outside,” she further explains.
8 

Scher has said that a lot of her designs come from her 

first sketches. “Though it has happened, it’s rare that I 

don’t come up with a good initial idea,” she 

explained.
8

 Scher stresses the importance of being in a 

state of play when designing. “My work is play. And I 

play when I design,” Scher explains.
11 

When working on her series of map paintings, filled 

with nonsensical data sets, Scher likes to listen to 
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movies she has frequently watched before. “I used to 

paint to jazz, and I got sick of all my records, so then I 

started playing old movies on television. I can do the 

dialogue right along with it. It’s sort of like singing 

while you work,” she notes.
1 

Scher, like most people, sometimes feels insecure, 

“Anything that you can name that I have designed-the 

Public Theater, every identity, anything you can think 

of-I’ve felt that way before I began designing,” she 

described.
5

 When Scher does find herself struggling 

with a project, she’ll “procrastinate, read emails, put 

on lipstick, pet my dog, Google myself, do stupid 

chores, then attempt the design.”
5 

The incorporation 

of technology in the design field took some getting 

used to for Scher. ““The computer made me feel like 

my hands were cut off because you don’t type a 

design—that seems dumb…. And it doesn’t smell right. 

It doesn’t smell like an art supply. It smells like a car,” 

she explained.
3 

Scher stresses the difference between solemn design 

and serious design, serious design being the better one 

of the two. Scher describes solemn design as, “often 

important and very effective design,” as well as, 

“socially correct, and is accepted by appropriate 

audiences.” Serious design, on the other hand, 

“happens spontaneously, intuitively, accidentally or 

incidentally. It can be achieved out of innocence, or 

arrogance, or out of selfishness, sometimes out of 

carelessness. But mostly, it's achieved through all those 

kind of crazy parts of human behavior that don't really 

make any sense.”
11 

Scher’s ultimate goal when designing is to design 

things that last. Scher explains, “My goal is to make 

things last. My identity for the Public Theater was 

designed in 1994. I still work for them and we’ve 

evolved it and made changes to the posters and 

advertisements, but it’s essentially the same identity.” 

Scher believes that what makes a design last is it’s 

ability to be recognized, stating, “Logo designs have to 

be eccentric enough that you can recognize them, and 

simple enough that everyone can use them 

consistently.”
8 

Scher explains that designing is the easiest part, that 

the hard part is convincing the client to side with you. 

Scher has a formula on how a meeting should go. 

Scher believes that there is an initial line of reasonable 

expectation. When you start the presentation, 

everyone is enthusiastic and you start to move above 

the line of reasonable expectations, until you reach a 

height of appreciation. Then someone will make a 

rebuttal to the presentation, so you will sink a little bit 

lower than the line of reasonable expectation, so as a 

designer you must grab the attention back and make 

some concessions. Then you must end the meeting, 

because otherwise you will never make it above the 

line of reasonable expectation. “They want proof that 

this is really, really, gonna work, the problem is that 

there isn’t proof. It’s how do people see and perceive 

and accept things,” she explains.
1 

(Research Method 2 - User Interview) 

For this portion, I interviewed an IDM student named 

Joel Urena, who is familiar with design concepts, 

ideas, and has made design projects.  

How did you initially get interested in design? 

I took a graphic design course within IDM, called 

Visual Foundation Studio with Professor Jesse 

Seegers.  

What kinds of projects did you work on in this 

course? 

I had to design a logo, consisting of a five-character 

phrase. I chose the phrase ‘valid’. I also did an 

interface project where I designed a user interface, in 

which I did different representations of time. I also 

designed and created a book by hand.  

Can you share a bit about the design or creative 

process that you personally used when carrying out a 

project?  

I tried to be very iterative. I would work on all my 

projects in one-hour to ninety-minute bursts, to give 

myself time to regain perspective.  

How did you begin? 

I would begin by recalling designs that were 

particularly moving to me in the last couple of years. 

Were there certain steps you would take to carry out 

your projects?  

I would make sure to close all my tabs that did not 

pertain to my design work and open up design related 

pages to smooth out my work flow, and to keep me on 

task. 

Was creating unique design important for you? 

Yes, but I understand that work can be derivative of 

others, so my goal was to evoke emotion as best as I 

could. 

What do you think about type? What role did it play 

in your projects? 

Ever since I was in high-school I cared a lot about 

words, and my own vocabulary, so a lot of the time, I 
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think to myself how can I make this word look visually 

interesting? This word is very important to my creative 

process, and fundamental as to how I express myself, 

so when it comes to graphic design type is very 

purposeful and powerful mode of expression. 

What would you say is good design? 

Good design is sticky. It is impactful and you 

remember it. And even if you don’t know why you like 

it, you know that you like it. That also means that 

good design is a very subjective thing.  

What do you think makes a design last? 

It leaves you awed, and has you wondering why it is 

the way it is. It also has you pondering on the 

designer’s artistic decisions. 

What brands or artists have inspired and influenced 

your work? 

Frank Ocean, Supreme, Nike, and Raf Simons.  

What is one of your most favorite projects you have 

worked on? 

My logo project, because it was definitely the most 

enjoyable to work on, because I got to work with slang 

that I use on an everyday basis. 

Are there any guidelines you try to stick to when 

designing? 

No, I don’t I am very free form. 

What are the goals you have when designing? 

To evoke emotion. 

(Research Method 3 - Expert Interview) 

For this portion, I interviewed another IDM student 

named Gabriel Olanday, who currently has a graphic 

design internship.  

What is your average day at your internship? What 

type of work do you do? 

I do graphic design work for NYU Athletics, which 

means I get to work from home. My coworkers will 

send me or one of the other designers a content 

request for one of the various NYU Athletics social 

media accounts, and we try to get it done as soon as 

possible. 

Is there an overall creative process at this company? 

We mostly just follow templates, but we're also 

allowed to be creative with our designs. Typically, we'll 

create something and then show the other interns and 

take their input/suggestions, then improve on them in 

future iterations. 

What types of clients do you work with, and is it 

collaborative? 

We take content requests from other interns typically, 

but I think coaches and even players can send a 

request in as long as it has been approved. We try to 

be as collaborative as possible, collecting as much 

feedback as possible before submitting a final design 

to be posted. 

Do you have a lot of creative freedom? 

While there is a brand guide we are required to 

follow, but provided we stay within these guidelines 

then we are pretty much allowed to do as we wish with 

the content requests we receive. 

What would you say is good design? 

To me a good design is clean, simple, and well made, 

with a lot of attention to detail. 

What do you think makes a design last? 

The simpler a design is, the more people will be 

attracted to it. Then it has the best chance to stand the 

test of time. Something that plays it safe. 

Of course then there are also some designs that are 

transcendent and are so different from the norm that 

they become so successful that they begin to change 

the trends. These are special. 

What brands or artists have inspired and influenced 

your work? 

I've drawn a lot of inspiration from the Miami Heat's 

Instagram page. I really like the aesthetic of a lot of 

their graphics. 

What is one of your most favorite projects you have 

worked on? 

I made a bunch of gifs out of clips from the different 

teams' media days, and these were so much fun to 

work on because it gave the players a chance to show 

some of their personality. There's a lot of disconnect 

between athletes and spectators because a lot of the 

time people forget that after the game they're just 

regular people like everyone else. It was fun to see a 

different side of these players. 

Are there any guidelines you try to stick to when 

designing? 

Keep it simple. Don't try to do too much. 

What are the goals you have when designing? 
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Because all of my content is made for social media, 

my biggest goal is to create something eye catching, 

that will grab your attention quickly. 

Conclusion 

Paula Scher has had a long and successful career that 

is still going strong till this day. Scher understands her 

dislike for solemn design and continuously chases 

serious design. Serious design she describes as a 

process of “invention, change, rebellion – not 

perfection,” and that when design starts to transition 

from serious to solemn you must go back and find out 

what the next thing you can, “push, that you can 

invent, that you can be ignorant about, that you can be 

arrogant about, that you can fail with, and that you can 

be a fool with. Because in the end, that’s how you 

grow, and that’s all that matters.”
11

 Relinquishing the 

fear to fail and having the motivation to start new 

projects is what I most admired about Scher’s creative 

process. 

The students I interview clearly do not have the same 

amount of design experience that Scher does, but they 

all share the same focus-driven qualities when working 

on a project. Gabriel has also had experience dealing 

with identity systems, as the templates used at his 

internship act as guidelines and create a visual system. 

All agreed that what makes a design last is 

recognizability and the lasting effect it has on the 

public. It is important to have fun with design, 

otherwise it becomes solemn, and eventually fade 

from memory. 
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Moodboard 

   

(figure a – taxicabs on the street)    (figure b – paint cans) 

 

   

(figure c – paint brushes)     (figure d – map of the United States) 

 

 

(figure e – sketchbook)     (figure f – scraps of paper) 
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(figure g – iPad)   (figure h – TV)      (figure i – Lipstick) 

 

(figure j – Typography) 

   

 (figure k – Stairs)     (figure l – New York landscape) 
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(figure m – Initial Citi logo sketch)          (figure n – Boston Cover by Scher) 

 

  

        (figure o – Queens Metropolitan High School)         (figure p – Scher standing in front of her map) 

 

 

          (figure q – Public Theatre branding) 
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(figure r – Logo’s designed by Scher) 

 

   

  (figure t – Physical Installation design) 

 

(figure s – Works Magazine) 

 

 


