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Captions were supplied by Code and Theory.

Right: “Founded in 1969 by Andy Warhol, Interview magazine features conversations between some of the most creative minds in fashion, art and entertain
ment. In 2012, we began our second redesign of interviewmagazine.com and explored ways to monetize traffic across all sections of the site, yet create a 
typographically considered, imagedriven experience that maintains a glossy, highfashion feel.” Stephane Elbaz, design director; Brandon Ralph, executive 
creative director; Joseph Jorgensen, technology director; Ryan Zimberg, senior producer; Brant Publications, client.

Code and Theory occupies the space at Broadway and 
Prince Street in New York that was formerly inhabited 
by Interview, the publication Andy Warhol founded 45 

years ago. There’s a certain serendipity to the fact that the 
thirteen-year-old creative agency that has redesigned the 
legendary magazine’s online presence—twice to date—has 
since taken over its physical one. In early 2012, the two 
companies agreeably swapped their SoHo offices, with Code 
and Theory now presiding over several of Interview’s Warhol 
silkscreens, including a series of Mao portraits, and a stately 
library filled with volumes of art and fashion books. Code 
and Theory is growing at such a pace that the 200-person 
interaction design and branding firm, with satellite offices 
in San Francisco, London and Manila, is looking for even 
more space in the building. 

While publishers and media companies struggle to keep up, 
let alone innovate, in the face of rapid technological change, 
for Code and Theory’s nimble, creative-thinking brand 
strategists, storytellers, designers and developers—who’ve 
crafted editorial sites for The Daily Beast, Vogue and the Los 
Angeles Times and content-driven campaigns for brands such 
as Dr Pepper and Maybelline—it’s nothing but green lights. 
In early 2013, the company launched an industrial design 
division to move beyond just interfaces and into the design 
of the devices themselves. Code and Theory learned sooner 
than the rest of the world that publishers are brands, and 
brands are the new publishers. Both are now in the 
business of creating and distributing content, and Code 
and Theory has the means to serve them both. 

The masterminds behind Code and Theory’s surging success 
are its co-founders, Brandon Ralph, creative director, and 
Dan Gardner, director of user experience, and its managing 
partners, Steve Baer, heading brand strategy, and Mike Treff, 
directing product development. “We’re different because 
we’re set up to do brand and product under one roof, and 
40 percent of our company is engineers,” says Ralph. “We’re 
really thinking about how to solve creative problems for our 
clients, and we consider our engineers to be part of that 
discussion. They are involved in the first meetings and all 
the way through, which I think makes us very unique.” 

Code and Theory’s foundation formed in the least tech-y of 
places: at sleepaway camp in Cold Spring, New York, where 
Gardner and Ralph met as bunkmates. Born in the same 
hospital just three days apart, the childhood friends might 
as well have known each other since birth, and they talk 
with the familiarity of brothers. “Really, we started our first 
company when we were seven,” jokes Gardner. “We just  
had to wait for computers,” adds Ralph.  

Though they attended different high schools around 
Northport, Long Island, Ralph would skip his own to attend 
art classes at Gardner’s, where students had access to Macs 
and a digital camera. They both gravitated toward art and 
design in those early days of the web. When they graduated, 
in 1997, Flash had just come out, and the interactive soft-
ware’s graphics and animation capabilities showed them 
what was possible when art and code merged. “That’s what 
launched us more into programming,” says Ralph.

Ralph studied briefly at New York University, but dropped 
out during his sophomore year to work full time as a web 
designer for a boutique agency. “I felt I could learn everything 
tactical myself—I just needed a job to put it all into practice,” 
he says. Gardner, by contrast, earned a BFA at the University 
at Buffalo. One of his roommates was a computer science 
major who inspired Gardner’s thinking about making visual 
things interesting through the use of programming and 
technology. At the start of 2001, Gardner and Ralph were 
reunited at Draft Worldwide, working together as two of the 
ad agency’s first hires for its fledgling interactive department. 
At Draft the pair crafted interactive campaigns for top brands 
such as American Express, Macy’s and Maserati, and by 
August of that year they were eager to go out on their own. 

The first job that put Code and Theory on the map was a music 
site it created in 2003 for Sony VIP Classical that feat ured one 
of the first Flash video players. When macromedia.com 
(now adobe.com) spotlighted the work on its front page, 
requests poured in for custom video players from cable giant 
Comcast and streaming video software and hosting service 
Brightcove, among others. “That was when we got into the 
real business of bigger problem solving and innovation,”  
says Gardner.
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This page: “The Los Angeles Times has been Southern California’s leading source of news and information for more than 130 years. In 2012, the Times 
recognized that more people were consuming latimes.com via mobile devices than ever before. We were brought in to stimulate their thinking about how 
design and technology could work together to best engage contemporary audiences and serve advertisers. At launch, the redesigned latimes.com 
introduced a new standard for digital news delivery. One of the largest fully responsive news sites ever built, the site is a visually striking, bold design 
that disrupts the traditional page grid, eliminates clutter and puts the focus on multimedia and the unique voices of its marquee journalism.” Michelle 
Alvarez, designer; James Taylor, user experience designer; Stephane Elbaz, design director; Dan Gardner, executive creative director; Rebecca Ackermann/
Matt Chmiel, strategists; Silvan Reinhold, technical lead; Vince Quilici, director; Mike Treff, executive director; Los Angeles Times, client.

code and theory

One such problem-solving project was charlierose.com. 
Google Videos and Charlie Rose partnered with Code and 
Theory to present the PBS talk show host’s extensive archives 
online. From designing the custom content management 
system (CMS) to figuring out how to present 4,000 hours of 
free programming in digestible, searchable segments, Code 
and Theory earned accolades for its unprecedented work 
with such a massive video library. And because of what 
they had learned about “publishing a lot of content into a 
stream and differentiating that from brand to brand,” says 
Ralph, they later worked with just about every Viacom 
network, including launching VICE’s VBS.tv. 

Publishing clients with their own complex content needs 
came calling, too. In 2008, Code and Theory launched The 
Daily Beast, an aggregated news platform by Tina Brown, 
former editor of Vanity Fair and The New Yorker. That year 
the firm also completed the first of two redesigns for both 
interviewmagazine.com and vogue.com. Working with 
established titles such as Variety and Ebony and newer ones 
such as DuJour and Nautilus, Code and Theory has had a 
hand in the lion’s share of editorial media space, not only 
for magazines, but also for tech blogs with a magazine feel, 
such as Vox Media’s The Verge, Engadget and Mashable. It 
was only a matter of time before Code and Theory would 
take on the ultimate publishing challenge: redesigning the 
website of a newspaper. 

The new, responsive latimes.com launched in May 2014, the 
result of eight months of research and UX and visual design 
by Code and Theory with additional months of back- and 
front-end development by the Los Angeles Times’ in-house 
engineers. Code and Theory embedded designers in more 
than 40 of the paper’s newsrooms to learn how stories get 
produced and to find ways to improve behind-the-scenes 
communication and operations. “The solutions we’re giving 
our clients really require them to rethink how they do their 
work,” says Treff. “We try to provide solutions where the 
annuity is in the system, so you don’t have to rip it out three 
years later and start over.” 

In addition to being fully responsive, the latimes.com design 
is ever expansive. It’s analogous to swimming in a very long 

and deep pool: you can float to 
the top or touch the left wall 
for support (navigation), but 
there’s no floor or right wall to 
be found, just continuous 
streams of content large and 
small. “We call it a transporter,” 
says Gardner. “Say you come 
to an article page and it’s 
about business, so then you 
can move into the business 
section or into another article, 
if there’s a contextual relation-
ship there. It’s a newspaper, so 

stories unfold. You want to create those connections to 
make it easier for a reader.” 

It’s no surprise that the new design de-emphasizes the 
impor tance of the front-page experience—increasingly an 
article forms the reader’s first impression. The Los Angeles 
Times did raise eyebrows, however, by introducing bulleted 
“sharelines,” tweetable summaries positioned before the 
reader sees the lead. In response, Harvard’s Nieman 
Journalism Lab blogged about it with the snarky headline: 
“The new L.A. Times redesign would like to write that 
tweet for you, thank you very much.” In many ways, it’s an 
acknowledgment that readers don’t necessarily read before 
they tweet. It also turns out there is a precedent for it. As the 
deputy managing editor pointed out in a tweet of her own 
(and with a scan from the archives to prove it), share lines 
appeared in the newspaper as far back as January 1910, 
demon strating that the desire for talking points long 
predates today’s social media. 

 “A lot of what we do [in editorial design] is influenced by 
print,” acknowledges Gardner. “Stuff like pull quotes, clean 
pages, don’t overload the design—these are just best 
practices that have been in the print world forever. We’ll 
take a digital perspective on it and add other interactions 
and animations that help foster meaning.”  

Code and Theory also aims to have an impact behind the 
scenes, in ways that the user doesn’t see. “We want to really 
think through the system change of what design can do for 
an organization: from how they lay out their space to 
communicate with each other to how they publish things 
into a CMS, what engagement tools are there and how it 
affects the user at different times of day,” says Gardner.

And its brand clients? Code and Theory helps them become 
better storytellers and listeners—in other words, more like 
publishers. “We’ve had content strategists who worked on 
the Los Angeles Times also work on the content strategy for 
Maybelline’s CITY, which is a ‘blog-azine,’” says Baer, the brand 
design group director. “We’ll facilitate a 20-minute newsroom 
meeting every morning when we ask all the community 
mana gers, writers, strategists, data people, ‘What’s trend-
ing on BuzzFeed? Who’s on SNL in two weeks?’ And they throw 
ideas out. It’s this collaborative process.”
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This page: (from left) Code and Theory cofounders Dan Gardner and Brandon Ralph; managing partners 
Mike Treff and Steve Baer (product design group).
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This page:   “In 2012, Maybelline New York came to us with a singular 
goal: give the brand a voice. And so, Maybelline CITY, a modular ‘blog
azine’ with monthly themes, was born. From ‘Off the Cuff’ to ‘Posed,’ 
our monthly series brings together influencers with ‘It’ team 
members like Erin Wasson, Louise Roe and Gabriel Almodovar. Video 
features are augmented with interactive editorial content like ‘It Girl’ 
and ‘The Verdict.’ Each module was designed to reinforce trend 
authority while showcasing the CITY lifestyle. Today, CITY has 
redefined the brand and converted visitors to buyers.” Kat Chan, art 
director; Vicen Akina, designer; Chenta Yu, design director; Mila 
Golubov, associate creative director; Sal Barone, creative director; 
Brandon Ralph, executive creative director; Kelly Meyers, strategist; 
David Whitely, senior developer; Matthew Steedman, developer; Brian 
Schwartz, technical lead; Jill Silberstein, senior content coordinator; 
Steve Baer, executive director; Lyndsay Elkins, executive producer; 
Kaitlyn Brenner, project director; Maybelline New York, client.

Right: “In early 2013, a group of editors and producers from NBC, 
Nature, Discover, Psychology Today and Palgrave Macmillan decided to 
launch Nautilus, a new kind of science magazine that makes complex 
scientific topics accessible to the masses. Our site design promotes 
exploration and discovery by extending the narrative of Nautilus’s 
visceral content through photorich essays and pathways that bridge 
topics, themes and issuebased content. Since the launch, nautil.us 
has won numerous awards, including the Society for News Design’s 
World’s Best Designed Site, a Webby Award for Best Science Website 
and a FOLIO: Eddie & Ozzie Award for Best Site Design.” Jillian Hobbs, 
designer; Ruben Sun, user experience designer; Anthony Besada, user 
experience director; Robin Man, creative director; Andrew Bergal, 
technology director; Mike Treff, executive director; Ben Smit, senior 
producer; Nautilus, client.

 “The new gqmagazine.fr offers its visitors a modernized aesthetic, an 
ergonomic user experience, and a digital framework to showcase new 
and archived content seamlessly. All pages expose readers to the 
breadth of the magazine’s content and can be customized to package 
diverse content together or side by side. The site’s enhanced 
flexibility allows readers to seamlessly scroll from one section or 
article to the next, making it easier than ever to serendipitously 
discover related content with minimal effort.” Badrul Rupak, art 
director; Stephane Elbaz, design director; Brandon Ralph, executive 
creative director; Christopher Hall, strategist; Ben Smit, senior 
producer; Condé Nast International, client.

code and theory

Brand atomization is the term Baer likes to use for how 
his teams approach content. “The ad agency will come 
up with this big ‘shouting from the rooftop’ message of 
what the brand is. And then we take that as a cue to 
build content across the ecosystem,” he explains. In the 
example of longtime client Dr Pepper, his team identi-
fied the soft drink’s fans on Reddit and built a quick 
campaign around the people who use Dr Pepper as  
a cooking ingredient. 

 “People who cook with Dr Pepper are a microcosm, but 
when they talk about it, they go freaking crazy,” Baer 
says. “So we did a show called ‘Cooking with Dr Pepper,’ 
this one-minute video of people cooking and showing 
you recipes. That’s such a micro insight within a micro 
group, but we can create this stuff quickly. We have 
people to make it and who make it beautifully, so that’s 
a big part of it, too. We’re not a social agency, but social 
is the baseline for everything we do.”  
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This page: “One-of-a-Kind Productions is an online content 
series designed to bring Dr Pepper’s brand belief to life. The 
idea was to have celebrities who are genuine lovers of the brand 
tell their stories. We listened in on social channels to identify 
true ‘Peppers,’ from fashionista Leandra Medine to skate
boarder Mike Mo Capaldi. Our story about diehard Dr Pepper 
fan Justin Tucker of the Baltimore Ravens—the star kicker who 
can also sing opera in seven languages—sparked a media frenzy 
when it aired, racking up 96 million impressions.” Terry Newman, 
art director; David Shin, writer; Brad Dixon, creative director; 
Brandon Ralph, executive creative director; Brian Austin/Saeid 
Vahidi, strategists; Anthony Bovasso, technology director; Jill 
Silberstein, senior content coordinator; Steve Baer, executive 
director; Jessica Danner/Remya Rajagopalan, producers; Alexis 
Dorenter, project director; Dr Pepper Snapple Group, client.

 “In 2013, Finlandia Vodka debuted a global campaign inspiring 
consumers to toast the lessordinary aspects of life. Our challenge 
was to create an online experience that was accessible across 
all desktop, tablet and mobile browsers, without sacrificing the 
visually immersive story we wanted to tell. We were provided 
with photography by Wieden+Kennedy London, and we also had  
a photo grapher on the ground in Finland who shot custom 
imagery for the site. The final design features subtle details to 
surprise and delight every visitor and is a simple, clean, dynamic 
scrolling experience that breaks down all traditional notions of  
a global beverage brand site.” Nick Francis, writer; Sune Matras, 
user experience designer; Chris Delia, design director; Michelle 
Spivak, associate creative director; Brad Dixon, creative director; 
Brandon Ralph, executive creative director; Richard Lehmann, 
senior developer; Aaron Hitchcock/Anthony Paparella/Nils 
Stolpe, developers; Anthony Bovasso, technology director; Steve 
Baer, executive director; Ryan O’Rourk, producer; Katie Resch, 
project director; BrownForman Corp., client.

Right: “In 2012, Jason Binn and the Gilt Groupe decided to create 
the ultimate luxury lifestyle magazine for affluent tastemakers. 
The goal: establish DuJour as a cultural force by combining print 
magazine design quality with an adaptive publishing model. 
Working side by side with Binn, we embarked on designing  
a digital experience as the first print issue of DuJour was being 
created. Rather than create separate experiences for print, iPad 
and the web, we developed a singleview site that could 
comfortably house print editorial, advertising and photo 
galleries. By eliminating verticals, simplifying navigation and 
putting visual content at the forefront, we created a stunning 
online magazine experience that was as enjoyable as reading  
a print issue.” Chenta Yu, design director; Brandon Ralph, 
executive creative director; Lydia Wagner, developer; Joseph 
Jorgensen, technology director; Ben Smit, senior producer; 
DuJour Media Group, client.

code and theory

Code and Theory has proven it can help brands be 
better publishers and help publishers be better 
brands. As its industrial design group delves into 
bridging the physical and digital experiences, the 
company’s story is like the web-page transporter—
no end in sight. “One of our mantras is, we only 
want to be limited by our own creativity,” says 
Ralph. “So much of what we do in this world is 
driven by technology and what is possible. We 
think anything is possible.” ca


