Albers & Vignelli in CSS

THE INTERACTION OF COLOR &
how to help typography breathe

A Rebel’s Manifesto

Basic rules to make products beautiful

When many people design, they think functionally first. This makes some sense, as it

encourages the design to center on the user.

Many companies, especially those with government contracts or grants, also prize
Accessibility in design. Al agents, developers, and modern designers tend to think this
means appropriate contrast levels and semantic labels for keyboard navigation and

search engine optimization.

They are partially correct. This mindset has also turned the modern web into a

slapdashery of dimestore interface designs, insults to the human spirit.

At its core, the designer has a few shapes, and most of them are rectangles or circles.
The other things that a digital app designer have might be described as decoration,

such as: color, typography, iconography, and graphics/media.
That sums most of it up.

However, most designers are taught bad practice these days. The two primary culprits
are corporate design teams who prioritize development time spent above all else, and
the proliferation of Figma. Via its introduction of Figdam, Figma obliterated service
design as a standalone expertise, and with the introduction of auto layout, tokens,
variants, and more subverted centuries of typesetting and grid-based design that crafts
elegant experiences. This is why your favorite agentic building tool can crank through
backend tasks like a lightsaber through butter, but if you ask it to build a cohesive Ul
that utilizes components and well-typed CSS variables, it burns five times as many
tokens and it still looks like all the other slop that Al makes. It is infuriating it is unlikely

to change anytime soon.

A few simple tricks to make text ugly &
inaccessible

The first thing we'll do is adjust the line-height (otherwise known as leading) to the
default for Roboto, which is the font | am using here. The second thing we'll do is stop
writing for humans, so I'll just tell you that the color of the text you're reading is
#7C665F in RGBA values with an alpha (opacity) set to 1.0.

The next way we'll make it terrible has already happenend. Maybe you noticed?

You see, | set the character spacing (the amount of space between letters) down to 0, which
is Roboto’s default. Since Roboto is basically the internet’'s default san-serif, it's probably best
not to mess with the defaults. Isn't it much easier to read this text now that it's set to the
defaults? Isn't the readability improved when it’s all so much closer together?

The 3rd thing we'll do is use lots of numbers and put in some "code-styled” blocks that aren't
rendered properly or maybe some unformatted *markdown** elements that _should_ be
**bold** and stand out. That'd be really great.

And while we're at it, why don't we just switch things up right now and go for the maximum
amount of contrast so we get AAAAAA compliance in our WCAG and a11y and corporate
won't lay off any more designers.

Text is so much more user-friendly now, right? The truth: it is more user-friendly, by most
evaluative standards, but it ignores the noble spirit of the human-in-the-loop, and it ignores
basic principles of how humans subconsciously (if untrained) or consciously evaluate groups
of like things. That's why it is so distracting when something (or someone like me) chooses to
bea non-conformist.Itmakesthe viewer uncomfortable because they've

encountered something they cannot predict, and whatever stands out is considered possibly a
threat to the basal ganglia, the _deepest-seeded_ part of the human brain.

It's not only the type

Now that you've read one section as a user, I'm happy that both of us get to experience

this section as humans.

Most designers will tell you that without the copy or the content, the design is
impossible. This is true, and most writers aren't judicious about whether they should
say inline that this is 20 point Roboto with 0.63 character spacing and leading set to 48,
or if those details would better belong in a card elsewhere that explains the logic
without weighting down the text. It would be better as a card, but if | just tell you how to

do it without showing you, it probably won't be as memorable.

The words themselves and the sentence structure go into the underlying Gestalt
psychology of how humans see order versus chaos, or said another way: safety versus
threat. As with parenting, helicopter product managers or business stakeholders or
stressed out design managers create an environment where the designers do not want
to defend their users or fight for elegance; rather, they want to reduce friction and retain
their jobs. This is noble, in its own way, but across time it degrades the human-in-the-
loop by orienting everyone toward Userdom, that fate where we need features to make

products feel fulfilling, whereas we used to feel fulfilled without products.

Believe it or not, we used to just exist in nature, spending time with the things and
people around us. And that human experience gets hung out to dry by a lot of modern

designers who only facilitate business decisions or optimize developer handoffs.

We can fix it. | think we must, and it starts with reminding users that they were once
considered humans. As digital designers, we can provide that gentle nudge when
possible by utilizing basic principles of typesetting and grid-based design. We can
remember that while the user has their job-to-be-done, they are also a human who feels

unseen and who wants nothing more than to be recognized and acknowledged.

That is, or it should be, the designer’'s main task. Are you up to it?
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Design concerns itself with the human'’s goals.
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The following studies are made in honor of Massimo, Josef, and his wife Anni Albers, life and daily tasks. Great design happens when the user is seen as a human, and when
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customers last (if you earn and retain their trust).
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