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This project is about exploring digital “mixed media” and translations of place identity. You will use 
your knowledge of Photoshop to create digital composites in two differing aesthetic styles. 

Your composites will need to visually communicate the experience of a place. It’s identity, character, 
and qualities that are built up through “placemaking”—the things and artifacts that give a cohesive 
character or that indicate a unified community. 

RESEARCH METHOD
Take a camera/cellphone and explore an area 
of Houston looking for the things that give it 
a defining character and sense of place. Look 
specifically at graffiti and other forms of 
unofficial language, signs, symbols, and other 
communicative artifacts. On your journey, 
practice mindfulness. Document your emotions 
and what grabs your attention and why.

You may look at signage and official identities, 
but I want you to privilege unofficial language 
like graffiti, or unintentional qualities like 
ruin/decay. That means looking at graffiti and 
temporary signs before considering a storefront.  
Avoid corporate logos and ads, especially large 
brands, rather look at placemaking features 
like architecture, landscaping, materials in 
the environment (like wood, brick, concrete, 
fabric, etc.), furnishings, decor, and more that 
contribute to the visual identity of a location.

Scout the area of your choosing, then establish 
a boundary for your exploration. 

Take artful, interesting, and well-composed 
photographs of your findings, but also get detail 
shots—up close and as straight on as possible. 
Capture textures and surfaces. 

Capture context photos. Where are you? What is 
nearby? What is the culture of this community? 
What makes the place interesting? What makes 
your journey interesting—what do you notice 
that others might not? 

IDEATION METHOD
From your exploration, find a theme/
discovery that you wish to convey and try to 
contrast it against something. Consider the 
following themes: nostalgia vs novelty, awe vs 
ambivalence, human vs nature.

Your depictions can’t merely represent a place 
or gathered information, they should convey a 
message: A narrative, a conflict or disparity, a 
union or duality, or a value statement.  

PARTS

Part 1: Research
• Thumbnail sketches.
• Original photographs (at least 3000×3000 px)

Note: You are expected to work on Parts 2 + 3, 
the Map and Photomontage, in parallel.

Part 2: Abstract or Conceptual Map
• Three studies using 3-5 photographs.
• One refined map based on three studies 

and feedback.
SPECIFICATIONS, SUGGESTIONS, AND TIPS

• Maps should be 10×14˝ with large 
outer margins. 

• Make ample use of white/negative space.  
Don’t be afraid of whitespace! 

• Work at multiple scales.

Part 3: Hyperrealist/Graphic Photomontage
• Three photomontages created with original 

photography or painting.
• One refined photomontage based on three 

studies and feedback.
SPECIFICATIONS, SUGGESTIONS, AND TIPS

• Photomontages should be 10×14˝ and full 
bleed (no outer margin). 

Skills: Software
• Intermediate knowledge of Photoshop
• Use of hybrid (digital/analog) techniques.
• Understanding of raster images (screen vs. 

print resolution)
• Introductory knowledge of print production.

Concepts: Visual Grammar
• Contrast of Scale
• Dynamic Composition
• Photo Manipulation vs. Digital Painting
• Hyperrealist and Graphic styles
• Use of White Space and Negative Space

U R B A N  C O M P O S I T E S  P R O J E C T

PROJECT DUE
Mon, Mar 25

Deliverables
10×14˝ (300 DPI) mounted prints of
• Map
• Photomontage

Designboards
18"

14"

10"

14"

This project may use any orientation.
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U R B A N  C O M P O S I T E S  P R O J E C T 
PA R T  2 :  A b s t r a c t / C o n c e p t u a l  M a p

Referencing your source images, combine 
textural elements derived from your photos or 
created based on your experiences with a form 
vocabulary that is derived from your location 
or journey.

VISUAL FORMS + REQUIREMENTS
A form vocabulary is a small set of clearly 
defined anythings (seriously!), like circles and 
diagonal lines and tiny zigzags, that you can use 
to build your map. Your map must make use of, 
at minimum: hand-drawn symbols/marks, basic 
shapes and lines, and raster-based texture. Any 
typography that you include must be well-
considered.

DO NOT BE LITERAL. Do not make a street map. 

To be successful, your use of visual hierarchy 
must be clear. You must design margins and 
white space into your compositions. The best 
maps will build areas of contrasting low and 
high density/complexity.  

STUDIES
Create three distinct studies using the 
conditions described below. A study is a 
composition done in preparation for a finished 
piece. Here, use them to understand the 
problems involved, to plan the elements and 
form, and to test your ideas.

Your conceptual map should be one which 
describes experiences and personal journey. 
You are not literally mapping how you walked 
through streets and buildings, rather map out 
some other aspect. This should tell something 
about how you experienced the location, like 
emotional response or attention/importance. 

At least one study should be completely 
divorced from geography, instead mapping 
other dimensions. Any map that you make with 
geographic information must be abstracted/
affected in some manner and you must layer 
surprising or unique information about the 
location over the geological arrangement. 

REFINED FINAL
Combine images, techniques, and/or strategies 
from your three studies to create one final map. 
Save this map as a PSD with layers and as a 
flattened (no layers), hi-res TIFF. 

Specifications
Maps should be 10 × 14˝ with at least .25˝ margin on all sides—better compositions will use larger 
margins and margins that are asymmetrical or unbalanced. You are not using the visual frame as a 
cropping device in this part of the project, so no dominate imagery should bleed or be cropped off 
by the edges of the frame. Your three map studies should be saved as PSD files with layers. Do not 
flatten your image.
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U R B A N  C O M P O S I T E S  P R O J E C T
PA R T  3 :  P h o t o m o n t a g e

Using your source images, begin by selecting 3-5 photographs—at least one a “photographic” image 
with forms/shapes/objects and at least one a textural image/scan—to create wholly new and 
unique compositions. 

Create three different photomontages that explore different ideas or techniques. Consider if your 
composite image will be graphic or hyperrealist. Your use of visual hierarchy should be clear (read: 
work at multiple zoom levels), and you are allowed to use full bleed images and to use the visual 
frame as a cropping device.  

STUDIES
Create three distinct studies using one or both of the below photomontage styles. A study is a 
composition done in preparation for a finished piece. Here, use them to understand the problems 
involved, to plan the elements and form, and to test your ideas.

Hyperrealist
In this context, hyperrealism is a style of photorealistic images that include elements of surrealism. 
The images may look real and as-though they are actual photographs, making use of perspective and 
seamless blending between images, but they contain fantastical elements. 

Note: the other use of the term hyperrealist is to describe an “extremely photorealistic” level of 
detail in drawings or paintings.

Graphic
A graphic style of photomontage is more akin to collage. They do not pretend to be photographs, and 
elements from source photographs are considered purely as forms and shapes. In keeping with more 
graphic approaches, your photomontage should include a visible but elegant use of negative space. 

Examples of this style in use can be found in Modernist and Post-Modernist poster designs. You 
should consider emphasizing simple graphic forms and using minimal color. Most importantly, your 
visual hierarchy must be distinct, making use of extreme contrasts of scale. The best work will also 
demonstrate an understanding of: Kinesthetic Empathy (the sense of movement in a static image), 
Asymmetry, and Dynamic Composition. 

REFINED FINAL
Combine images, techniques, and/or strategies from your three studies to create one final 
photomontage. Save this photomontage as a PSD with layers and as a flattened (no layers), 
hi-res TIFF. 

Specifications
Photomontages should be 10 × 14˝ and full bleed (no outer margin). Your three photomontage 
studies should be saved as PSD file with layers. Do not flatten your image. 

Letramax Boards should be submitted according to diagram on the first page and covered according 
to the Final Formatting from Fundamentals (tracing paper, butcher paper, etc.).

In addition to your two final pieces, you will also submit a Project Statement, Powerpoint 
Presentation, and Letramax Boards. The Project Statement will be submitted as a print-out (see 
Project Statement handout). The Powerpoint Presentation will be collected as a .pptx or PDF file 
during class (see Presentation handout).


