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For Lemmy Kilmister, “Fast” Eddie Clarke,  
and Phil “Philthy Animal” Taylor.

Ain’t a hope in hell 
Nothin’ gonna bring us down 
The way we fly 
Five miles off the ground 
Because we shoot to kill 
And you know we always will

It’s a bomber 
It’s a bomber 
It’s a bomber
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1 
What makes a 

website memorable?

CONTENTS
The web has matured 
as an industry and a 
platform, and it’s never 
been easier to produce a 
design that looks polished 
and professional. 

But along the way, we’ve 
lost some of the web’s 
early creative spark. This 
book will show you how to 
rekindle it.
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2 
Every company has a 

story worth telling

4 
Patterns are tools, 

not templates

3 
Designing 

with personality

5 
Designing 

standout websites
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About the author

Andy Clarke is a well-known designer and writer. He’s been called plenty 
of things since he started working on the web. His ego likes terms such 
as “Ambassador for CSS,” “industry prophet,” and “inspiring,” but he’s most 
proud that Jeffrey Zeldman once called him a “triple-talented bastard.”

With his wife Sue, Andy founded Stuff & Nonsense in 1998, where they’ve 
helped companies worldwide improve their designs by providing design 
expertise. Andy’s written several popular books on website design and 
development, including Art Direction for the Web (2019,) Transcending CSS 
Revisited (2019,) Hardboiled Web Design: Fifth Anniversary Edition* (2015,) 
Hardboiled Web Design (2010,) and Transcending CSS: The Fine Art of Web 
Design (2006.) 

Who this shot’s for

I wrote this Hardboiled Web Design Shot for web designers and developers 
who want to make digital products and websites stand out, no matter 
their background or the tools they use.

This shot is about design, not technology. The principles I describe apply 
whether you handcraft every aspect of a digital experience or work with 
an off-the-shelf platform. They apply equally to digital products and 
websites designed to market them.

This Hardboiled Web Design Shot draws on thirty years of experience 
working with clients and making websites. But, as with my previous book, 
Art Direction for the Web, I also wrote Standout Designs for the Web for 
myself because, quite frankly, I’m weary of seeing websites that feel soul-
less and look identical to one another. We’ve never had better creative 
tools, and I want us to use them better.
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What this shot’s about

It’s never been easier to produce a design that looks polished and profes-
sional. Off-the-shelf templates provide sophisticated layouts, design 
systems carefully categorise UI patterns, and generative AI can turn a 
prompt into a polished-looking design in seconds.

Things were very different when I started designing websites thirty years 
ago. Browsers had primitive typography controls and painfully basic layout 
tools, so I hacked layouts together and invented workarounds for things 
that CSS now makes trivial.

Technology no longer limits our creativity in the ways it once did. We can 
animate and manipulate images with CSS, lay out pages with Flexbox and 
Grid, and use variable webfonts and sophisticated typography controls.

Yet despite this creative freedom, so many websites look remarkably alike. 
They’re assembled from the same handful of components and arranged 
into familiar layouts. And full-width hero banners have taken over the web 
like an invasive species.

Designs look the same whether a product lets people book a ride or 
buy car insurance, and whether a website publishes news or asks for 
charitable donations.

Change the logo, swap the brand colours, replace the photographs, and a 
website for one business can quickly morph into one for another. 

Look at this charity’s website design.
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Then this one.            And this one.

Now, cast your eyes over these designs for several insurance companies.
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Notice the patterns?

Now, there’s nothing 
inherently boring about 
a twelve-column grid, 
a hero banner, a row 
of cards, or a familiar 
navigation pattern. 

Familiarity makes inter-
faces easier to under-
stand, and patterns 
save enormous amounts 
of design and develop-
ment time. The problem 
comes from choosing 
those ingredients simply 
because they’re familiar.
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PAGES FROM WHEELMAN’S WEBSITE 

BEFORE THE REDESIGN I DESCRIBE IN 

THIS BOOK.
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WHEELMAN’S WEBSITE AFTER THE REDE-

SIGN I DESCRIBE IN THIS BOOK.
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Design isn’t simply choosing components and arranging them neatly. It’s 
deciding which ingredients are appropriate, how to combine them, and 
which should dominate. It’s knowing when familiarity helps and when 
something unexpected makes an experience more engaging or memo-
rable. Above all, it’s making deliberate choices for the product or website 
you’re designing.

The web is packed with products and websites which look great, work well, 
and provide smooth user experiences. But with millions competing for 
people’s attention, that’s only part of what makes a design successful. 
People also need a reason to notice, recognise, and remember it. That 
doesn’t mean making every website unconventional or inventing a new 
interface every time. Stand-out design isn’t about novelty for its own 
sake. This Hardboiled Web Design Shot is about designing a website that’s 
impossible to confuse with anything else.

Get acquainted with Wheelman

Throughout this Hardboiled Web Design Shot, I’ll use one client to demon-
strate how the ideas in this book can influence real design decisions. So, 
let’s meet Wheelman.

Wheelman aims to be the go-to website for aspiring and experienced 
getaway drivers who help bank robbers, post office blaggers, and safety 
deposit box snatchers make their escape. Its magazine publishes articles 
and news about recent robberies, alongside advice on the fastest escape 
routes and tips for avoiding the wrong kind of attention.

But Wheelman has grown into much more than a magazine. There’s a 
heist planner for organising that next big job. It provides legal services 
and robbery insurance. One For The Road is a retirement home for old lags 
who’ve hung up their driving gloves. There’s even an online store selling 
those all-important robbery essentials.
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Wheelman launched a year ago, and its owners now want a new website to 
help grow the business, legally. Its current design is perfectly functional, 
but it does little to express what makes Wheelman different. 

Its magazine articles use the same single-column layout; service pages 
could belong to almost any insurance or legal company; and the store uses 
off-the-shelf e-commerce templates. Wheelman has plenty of personality, 
but very little of it comes across in its website. That gave me plenty to 
work with.

I’ll explore Wheelman’s attitude, language, people, and products and show 
how they can influence colour, imagery, layout, and typography.

You’ll see familiar patterns adapted and how connected decisions give 
very different parts of the website a consistent identity. By the time I’m 
finished, Wheelman’s pages will feel like parts of the same website without 
all looking the same.

I hope you’ve realised that Wheelman isn’t an actual client. But the creative 
challenges and design decisions involved in a project like this are very, very 
real. They’re the same challenges you face when trying to create websites 
which belong unmistakably to the businesses behind them.
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Adding another dimension with modular grids

So far, I’ve concentrated on dividing a layout vertically into columns, but 
adding horizontal divisions creates another dimension and many more 
creative possibilities. Where columns and rows intersect, they form 
rectangular or square units called modules, and repeating those modules 
horizontally and vertically creates a modular grid.

Modular grids might look complicated, but they’re surprisingly easy to 
use. You can fill a single module with content or combine several to create 
larger spatial zones. Those zones can determine the size and position of 
headlines, images, captions, and running text, giving you far more freedom 
than simply deciding how many columns an element should span.

Like columns, modules don’t all need to contain something. Leaving some 
empty creates whitespace, while combining others creates differences in 
scale that help establish a visual hierarchy. A large image might occupy 
several modules, a headline fewer, and a caption only one. The underlying 
grid connects those differently sized elements without making them look 
the same.

The number and size of modules also affect how a composition feels. 
Fewer, larger modules create substantial spatial zones where someone 
can linger, whereas more, smaller modules can make a layout feel busier 
and more energetic. So changing the number of columns and rows can 
alter how quickly someone moves through a design.

And despite all that structure, modular grids needn’t look rigid. Content 
can flow between modules, span several of them, or extend beyond the 
grid and into a margin. The grid provides the underlying organisation, but it 
doesn’t have to dictate the finished composition. 
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COMBINING MODULES CREATES DIFFERENT LEVELS OF EMPHASIS.
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Mixing up grids

If different grids change 
how you approach a 
design, then compound 
grids will fundamen-
tally alter how you think 
about layout. I know that 
sounds like an exaggera-
tion, but it’s true.

A compound grid is two 
or more grids of any 
type—column, modular, 
or hierarchical—on the 
same page. These grids 
can overlap or occupy 
separate spaces, side by 
side or stacked one on 
top of another. 

Either way, mixing grids 
creates possibilities 
which neither grid offers 
on its own.
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A compound grid’s flexibility extends 
to every corner of Wheelman’s 
website. Its crew needed layouts 
which made Wheelman’s content 
approachable and easier to consume, 
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but they also wanted designs filled 
with energy. Moving from twelve 
columns to a compound grid allows 
every page to look distinctive while 
still feeling connected
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Letting typography do more

Typography gives words a voice, but 
it can give them shape too. Headlines, 
standfirsts, quotations, captions, 
numbers, and labels can all do more than 
simply communicate information. They 
can become part of a composition.

The conventional position for a stand-
first is underneath a headline, but it 
doesn’t have to stay there. I could move 
it alongside the headline, break it into 
pieces, or rotate its parts to create a 
more interesting composition.

Small dates can make a big impact. I could exaggerate the scale of a day, 
month, or year, reposition them, or stack their parts to create a more 
interesting typographic element.

Even the most ordinary items deserve attention. Unordered lists don’t 
always need conventional bullet markers, and ordered lists can have 
engaging numeral designs. Form labels can be given more emphasis, and 
image captions don’t need to sit quietly underneath pictures; they can be 
larger, louder, and repositioned around an image.
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That doesn’t mean every 
scrap of text deserves 
a turbocharged typo-
graphic performance, 
because when everything 
is loud, nothing gets 
heard. But sometimes, 
even the smallest piece 
of content deserves a 
little more attention.
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Every section of Wheelman’s new website is connected to the others 
and to the stories which inspired its design. They don’t all look the same, 
and they shouldn’t, but they share enough of the same visual language 
to unmistakably belong together. Most importantly, the finished website 
feels distinctive because its design decisions have reasons behind 
them, and those reasons belong to Wheelman.

CONSISTENCY DOESN’T MEAN MAKING EVERYTHING LOOK THE SAME. DIFFERENT DESIGNS CAN SHARE A VISUAL LANGUAGE 

AND STILL HAVE THEIR OWN CHARACTER.
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Applying Wheelman to your work

OK, I’ll hold my hands up and admit I gave 
myself an unfair advantage when I invented 
Wheelman. A company run for getaway 
drivers gave me fast cars, old lags, robberies, 
and stolen loot. I was never going to be short 
of colourful inspiration for my design ideas.

Real clients aren’t always quite so accom-
modating. They might campaign for political 
change, compose music, develop software, or 
manage infrastructure projects. Their stories 
might not involve drilling holes into a bank 
vault, but that doesn’t mean you can’t find 
ideas in them.

Wheelman’s subject matter made those 
ideas easier to spot, but it wasn’t what made 
the process work. The thinking I’ve used 
throughout this book is the same thinking I 
bring to real client projects. I look for some-
thing distinctive about each client—whether 
that’s their business, personality, products, 
subject, or sometimes a seemingly insignifi-
cant detail—and use what I find as a starting 
point for their design.

My real clients aren’t criminals. 

At least, not as far as I know.
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