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These front pages are all from the same day: January 14, 2010. The previous day, Haiti 
suffered an earthquake, resulting in one of the biggest tragedies in the world’s recent 
history. The obvious choice for most newspapers around the world was to use dramatic 
images of injured people, destroyed houses and even severed corpses. On the other 
page: Spain’s Público, USA’s express, Chicago Sun-Times, New York Post, and Chicago 
Tribune, and Austria’s Kleine Zeitung.

Other newspapers, like Spanish El Punt, chose different approaches. Below,  
El Punt’s front page, not using pictures, but only text, with a headlines that reads  
“An earthquake in Haiti results in 100.000 dead and missing people.”
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Brazil’s Jornal de Santa Catarina showed a picture of Zilda Arns, deceased in the 
earthquake, along with a quotation from her: “To love is to make the other better.”  
One of the headlines below the quotation calls viewers to an inside page, where 
 a chart explains how the earthquake was formed.

Colombia’s La Republica shows images from the destruction, but only distant photos of 
buildings, instead of suffering people. Next to the photographs, there is a map showing 
the location of the main buildings and labels with their destruction status.
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Decrease in income for Munchkins 
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Decrease in income for Munchkins 

The use photographs can also increase the impact of information 
graphics. The charts appeal to reason, while photographs appeal to 
emotions, creating a stronger message.

In this example, a chart shows the decrease in income suffered by 
the Munchkins during the reign of the Wicked Witch of the East. 
The first chart stands alone with a headline, while the other one 
shows a dirty child with a lost look. The first one has a rational 
appeal: it is about numbers, about money. The second one uses 
the emotional appeal of the child. The chart is not about numbers 
anymore: it is about the children who are starving because of this 
income decrease. 

“The starving child depicted in the photograph must be real, while 
the statistics could be inaccurate, misleading, or even made up. 
Therefore, it is rational to place more weight on the one ‘real’ child 
in the photograph.”1

1 (Hill 2004)
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The image below was published by magazine The Economist as part of an article about 
the decline of political freedom in some places around the world. Although neither 
the text of the article nor the charts mention economical matters, the picture of the 
barefoot child in a poor environment automatically makes a connection between 
lack of freedom and poverty. Writing it on the text could provoke controversy, and 
including it in the charts would require data to back it up. Therefore, the inclusion of 
the photograph produces a meaning without any explicit statement from the authors.

On the opposite page: A chart from O Diário do Norte do Paraná shows the number 
of homicides in the city of Maringá in 2009. The inclusion of the image—depicting a 
chalk outline—increases the impact of the data. Along with this image, even a chart 
displaying a vertiginous drop in the number of murders would send a message that the 
city is dangerous.

The image on the bottom was published by The Onion, and deals with security 
measures MySpace took in order to protect young users. The list gains importance by 
the addition of the photograph of a small child using a computer. Viewers might make 
a connection between the depicted child and the children they know. The dangers 
children can encounter surfing the web is more palpable when we see this little child 
alone with a computer. What could be just a list becomes a list about the safety of the 
viewer’s own children.

The Economist, January 12, 2010
O Diário do Norte do Paraná, December 16, 2009
The Onion, April 19, 2006
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“We have to remember, 
however, that these kinds 
of visual rhetorics are not 
rhetorical in their own right. 
Yellow colour, fast editing, 
round or square shapes or 
lines, the global form or 
dipositio of a film, are all 
elements that acquire their 
rhetorical significance from 
the rhetorical discourse 
which they are a part of.”1 

Jens E. Kjeldsen

Color

“Color is perhaps like music: It can play on our senses. How, we 
do not quite know. But suddenly we are seduced. And is not this 
a rhetorical maneuver, in the sense of a set of rules for making 
information eloquent and more easily understandable, and then – 
more than this – for sweetening it and slipping it down our throats?”2 
Robin Kinross

The right use of color is fundamental in the process of communi-
cating information. It is a powerful tool for conveying meaning and 
attracting attention. Here are some of the roles colors play in infor-
mation design:

Labeling 
Colors can be used to marks items. On a map, for instance, colors 
can be used to differentiate territories.

Numbering 
Different tones of color can represent different values of a variable, 
like the height on a topographic chart.

Representation 
Colors can imitate reality, as in using blue to represent rivers and 
green, for forests.

Decoration 
Color can be used to make graphics more beautiful and attractive.

RHETORIC  
and design  
elements

1 (Kjeldsen 1999) p. 458
2 (Kinross 1989) p.134
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Emphasis 
Color can be used to draw the viewers’ attention to certain parts of 
the layout. It can highlight some elements over others.

Emotion 
Color can be used to convey mood, sensations and concepts, like 
passion, femininity, masculinity, tranquility, excitement and so on.

Color for emphasis: Thailand’s The Nation (above) 
using color to highlight the words “to remain”.

Time magazine using color to draw attention to 
Isabela Island on a map.

Color for emotion: (above) Poland’s Kurier 
Poranny and Singapore’s My Paper using 
colors to create a tone. Warm, aggressive, 
energetic red on one side; and calm, 
serious, elegant blue on the other.

On the right: Teen Vogue (United States) 
using color to create an adolescent vibe, 
in order to set itself apart from adult 
magazines.
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Reduction

“The implicit, rhetorical function of reduction is to suggest that the 
image has a natural, scientific relationship to its object, as if it were 
a natural, necessary essence rather than a culturally learned sign.”1  

Ellen Lupton

Basically, reduction is about breaking things down to the most 
basic elements necessary for a design to function. It is not only 
about using the smallest amount of elements possible, but also, for 
example, using flat images instead of perspective and black and 
white instead of colors.

1 (Lupton, Reading Isotype 1989) p.152

Viewers can associate reduction and simplicity with neutrality and 
objectivity. So, can it be that the fewer decorative elements a layout 
has, the less opinion and intention it carries? 

As previously discussed, looking neutral comes from an intention 
to look neutral. Reduction is a tool for graphic designers to achieve 
the “neutral” look.

“Less is more”  
Mies van der Rohe

“Less, but better”  
Dieter Rams

Reduction for a “neutral” look: Germany’s newspaper 
Frankfurter Allgemeine and Credit Suisse annual report 
using white spaces and lack of ornaments in order to 
achieve an image of accuracy and objectivity.

United States’ The New Yorker and Times 
Herald-Record Sunday using reduction for 
impact. The Times Herald-Record reports 
on the Columbia shuttle explosion (2003) 
using only a dramatic quote and a picture 
of the crew against a black background. 
The New Yorker reports on the twin towers 
attack from September 11 (2001) using the 
silhouette of the towers and no headlines.
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Consistency

The repetition of elements (and style of elements) creates visual 
consistency. For example, having headlines always in the same size, 
same color, same typeface; or navigation buttons always in the 
same area of a website. It constructs an image of logic and order, 
increasing the credibility of a piece. 

“(…) rhetorically, stylistic consistency gives the effect of an or-
dered, self-sufficient “language”. The repetition of line weights, 
shapes, boldness, and detail suggests the presence of a logically de-
veloped system, a uniform language of visual forms. (…) Stylistic 
consistency works semantically as the level of connotation, not 
denotation (projecting an image of grammatical coherence rather 
than functioning as a logical, linguistic rule). Consistency helps a 
set of pictures read as signs, as information markers rather than 
ornaments.”1  
Ellen Lupton

Consistency makes viewers feel at home. They can learn how the 
layout “works”, and predict the next elements. Edward Tufte com-
ments about consistency applied to information design:

“Each part of a graphic generates visual expectations about its 
other parts and, in the economy of graphical perception, these ex-
pectations often determine what the eyes sees. Deception results 
from incorrect extrapolation of visual expectations generated at 
one place on the graphic to other places. A scale moving in regu-
lar intervals, for example, is expected to continue its march to the 
very end in a consistent fashion, without the muddling or trickery 
of non-uniform changes. (…) The confounding of design variation 
with data variation over the surface of a graphic leads to ambiguity 
and deception, for the eye may mix up changes in the design with 
changes in the data. A steady canvas makes for a clearer picture. 
The principle is, then: Show data variation, not design variation.”2 

Edward Tufte

1 (Lupton, Reading Isotype 1989) p.154
2 (Tufte, The Visual Display of Quantitative Information 2001) p.60-1

The BP 2008 annual report uses 
color, typography and graphic 
elements consistently throughout 
the publication.
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Framing (image)

The framing corresponds to the supposed distance between the 
camera and the subject, the camera position, angles, the limits of 
the image. A wide horizontal view of a landscape can convey dis-
tancing, lack of involvement; while a close-up creates proximity an 
exposure of the subject. 

For example, a news article about war casualties can show the 
bombed field with its burned trees, smoke and destroyed buildings, 
conveying the impression of general destruction, of the magnitude 
of the attack. The same article, showing close-up pictures of the 
crying families of the victims, brings a close personal approach to 
the story, appealing to the emotions of viewers. 

“Close-up photos can reveal details that create a different subject. 
For example, a picture of employees in a section of a busy factory 
shows viewers only the employees’ general size and apparel; the 
picture makes a statement about the factory. A close-up showing 
the face and hands of one particular employee, however, tells a sto-
ry about a person, inviting us through the details shown to specu-
late about his or her conditions and feelings.”1 

1 (Allen 1996) p.89

British American Tobacco 2009 
annual report uses photographs 
of happy people with close 
framing in order to make 
it personal and bring some 
positivity into their product, 
often related to addiction and 
disease.
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Framing (around the subject)

Placing a border around a subject adds shape and structure, estab-
lishing relations between the enclosed items. It is an easy way to 
relate contents visually, without having to openly declare that they 
are connected.

When an image has white space around it, it can be perceived 
differently than when it bleeds the page. The “bleeding” images 
are those that extend beyond the edge of the printed page. Their 
borders are the same borders of the page. The framing looks ac-
cidental, as if the image was bigger than the page. The image goes 
beyond the page in the mind of the viewers, who can complete the 
image mentally. It feels like a snapshot, a part of reality.

The image surrounded by a frame of white space, on the other 
hand, looks completed. The framing looks intentional. In invites 
the viewer not to complete it, but to focus on it, to explore its 
depth. It feels more like a representation of reality. 

Movement

Much feeling is conveyed in the experience of movement. Dynamic 
and static layouts make different impressions on the viewer. The 
movement of the composition can lead the eyes of the viewer, and 
the way content is related to the dynamics of page contributes to 
the way it is perceived. 

 “Lines, colours, patterns… carry the viewers where it will.”1

1 (Buchanan 1989) p.103

This page:
InStyle’s (British edition) page uses 
a frame to separate the editor’s 
letter from the “on the cover shoot” 
elements. Making the separation 
clearer is important to differentiate the 
editor’s opinion from the products and 
brands displayed on the right.

Opposite page:
InStyle uses arrows and arrangement 
of elements to direct the viewer’s eye 
through the page following a circle.

InStyle UK edition, June, 2010
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Proximity

When elements are positioned close together, they are likely to be 
seen as a group. Even if they have different sizes, colors, shapes, 
and so on, they will look like a group because of the proximity.

On a layout, elements that are perceived as a visual group might 
be seen as part of a meaning group as well. For instance, images 
which are placed together can be seen as being close in meaning, 
even if they belong to different topics. By seeing different pictures 
of people in proximity, the viewer understands that those people 
have something in common, that they are connected somehow, 
even if there is no text stating so.

Similarity

If elements are similar to each other, they tend to be perceived as a 
group. They can be similar in any character, such as size, color, tex-
ture, value, shape, et cetera. If there is an element which different 
from the others, it is emphasized, since it is seen as not belonging 
to the group. 

Like in the principle of proximity, elements which are perceived as 
a visual group by similarity are seen as a group in meaning as well. 
Similar elements even if spread apart can be seen as belonging to 
the same category of meaning. For instance, headlines and titles 
sharing some characteristics such typeface, weight, size and color 
throughout a publication can be identified as belonging to the same 
hierarchy level even if not seen side-by-side.

Composition

The arrangement of the elements on the visual field is a funda-
mental rhetorical device. The placement of elements contributes 
to the way they are perceived. There are different informational 
values in the different zones of the image: top, bottom, left, right, 
center and margin.

From People magazine (United States): 
The proximity of the “I am not a victim” 
pull quote and the photograph with a 
distant look and placid facial expression 
makes the argument stronger.
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“There is a traitor in Hogwarts!”

THE SUSPECTS

Professor Dumbledore makes strong accusations and points to fellow teacher.

Am illan volorero odolent iustions numsan henibh 
erilla facilit velis dit landip eros doloboreet, susci 
tat aliquipissi essenibh et nit el ut aut nulput lore 
dolorer iliquam dolorpe rcilis ea facipsusto od 
dip eriurer summodolore consenibh eugait aute 
tat, quipsumsan exercillam amet luptat dolorem 
et, consed et, veliquisim deliqui estrud exeros 
alit num et nonse conummolobor iurem nisl ulla 
feummy nummodolobor si bla faci blaoreril ullan 
hendiatin ent nim velent eugait augait ad min utat. 
Ut praesed ecte duisl ea conummo lobore magna 
alisit wissi.
Duipisis adipit lutet dolore facip et, commy nonse 
consendre dolorpero od tem nisi blaor in ercipis do-
lenissed deliquat aliquip sumsandre enit, con utat 
prat iustrud tat praessequi tate dolorem quissectem 
qui eum dolorti ncilla facipisl duis dAdhuius furo 
ta publiam in te, quam, nos omnicis virmand er-
fecultod pora verraturnius hos consus achica que 
viri porestrae, nosta co conimih iciisqua ommorte-
ludam auc terum ia recrum med perfectum qua 
quam Rommoere aut gratuastre, 

LUPIN MCGONAGALL
SNAPE

Graphic designers can apply the principle of similarity to certain elements in order 
to communicate them as connected. In the example below, the word “traitor” in 
the headline is highlighted with the same color as the border of a picture of Snape. 
Viewing the word and the red border in the same spread, the viewer can infer that this 
person is the traitor, even if this is not declared in the article.

This example shows the principle of proximity, where elements seem connected in 
meaning if placed close together. The photographs of McGonagall and Snape are 
placed together at the top of the page, while Lupin’s photograph is placed close to the 
headline. Who looks suspicious this time?

“There is a  

traitor  
in Hogwarts!”
Professor Dumbledore makes strong 
accusations and points to fellow teacher.

Am illan volorero odolent iustions numsan 
henibh erilla facilit velis dit landip eros do-
loboreet, susci tat aliquipissi essenibh et nit 
el ut aut nulput lore dolorer iliquam dolorpe 
rcilis ea facipsusto od dip eriurer summod-
olore consenibh eugait aute tat, quipsumsan 
exercillam amet luptat dolorem et, consed et, 
veliquisim deliqui estrud exeros alit num et 
nonse conummolobor iurem nisl ulla feum-
my nummodolobor si bla faci blaoreril ullan 
hendiatin ent nim velent eugait augait ad min 
utat. Ut praesed ecte duisl ea conummo lo-
bore magna alisit wissi.
Duipisis adipit lutet dolore facip et, commy 
nonse consendre dolorpero od tem nisi blaor 
in ercipis dolenissed deliquat aliquip sumsan-
dre enit, con utat prat iustrud tat praessequi 
tate dolorem quissectem qui eum dolorti ncil-
la facipisl duis dAdhu-
ius furo ta publiam in 
te, quam, nos omnicis 
virmand erfecultod 
pora verraturnius hos 
consus achica que viri 
porestrae, nosta co 
conimih iciisqua om-
morteludam auc terum 
ia recrum med perfec-
tum qua quam Rom-
moere aut gratuastre, 
Enit, supionsi publiu 
vitro consul hoc tem cursum adductam quit. 
Valibus nos clum ipsenius lin sce invenat if-
ecrem tem ina ve, vestat publis dius opubli 
ium serfervir artem effrei intessu que ex me 
es et intra? Riostriont, Catillabus nequod re-
hentiam imus inemultuius in hoc, potique co-
nos te nos publi consulus fui etartumena 
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“‘Would you tell me, please, 
which way I ought to go 
from here?’

‘That depends a good deal 
on where you want to get to,’ 
said the Cat.”

“Many designers believe that information can be presented without 
ever referring to modes of persuasion. Yet all communication, no 
matter how spare and simples, has meaningful stylistic qualities 
which exceed the stated “content” of a message. Consequently, the 
question that designers must face relates not to persuasion or the 
lack of it, but rather to the intentions behind it. In other words: 
designers cannot avoid discussing the moral issue; they must 
question the ends of design, to ensure that the work disseminated 
does not persuade its public for undesirable ends.”1  
Hanno Ehses & Ellen Lupton

Graphic design can be described as the act of arranging elements 
on a surface in order to communicate a message. The same mes-
sage can be communicated in different ways, using different ele-
ments, and different arrangements. The graphic designer has in-
numerous typefaces, colors, signs, layout compositions to choose 
from. And these decisions made during the design process are 
going to define how the message is communicated to the view-
ers. Therefore it is necessary to incorporate rhetorical thinking in 
this process. Designer should keep the intended meanings in mind 
in every step. When choosing a typeface, a color, the format of a 
page—all of this influences the way the content is perceived.

From the initial talks with clients/publishers/etc, the designer should 
learn the purpose of the project. The goals to be achieved will be the 
basis to answer every question that comes up during the design pro-
cess. The first ones are those about the core of the project: 

The  
designer’s  
process

1 (Ehses and Lupton 1988) p.5

From Lewis Carroll’s Alice’s Adventures in 
Wonderland & Through the Looking-Glass. 
London: CRW Publishing, 2004. p. 64.
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What image should the pieces project? How should the content be 
perceived by the audience? What is the communication objective? 
What is the message? What story should the piece tell? What is the 
desired outcome?

Doing extensive research on the project topic is the next step to 
answer those questions. In order to convey a concept efficiently, it 
is necessary to know your viewers. Gathering and analyzing in-
formation about the target audience allows the designer to make 
conscious decisions. Audiences can be defined not only by gender, 
age, and geographical origin, but also by many different aspects. 
The piece can be directed to broad audiences like “Europeans” or 
“People with access to internet anywhere in the world”; but also 
to more specific audiences like “ bicycle engineers”, “mothers with 
more than three children”, “owners of cats”, “local politicians”, and 
so on. Which conventions are understood by this audience? How 
do they respond to certain issues? The lack of good comprehension 
about the audience usually leads to ineffective and even harmful 
communication.

“A baby food range was introduced in Africa with the same adver-
tising as used in the United States, showing a cute baby on the la-
bel. The company was not aware that the practice at the time was, 
for images on food products in parts of Africa with low literacy 
levels, to show the contents on the label. The products were with-
drawn and relaunched with more appropriate labeling.”1

After the research and analysis phase, designers are ready for the 
definition stage. This is the time for planning the future steps thor-
oughly. What is going to be designed? What will be the format? 
In which media will it be applied? Which will be the tone of the 
project? 

One of the aspects to be defined then is the content. When it comes 
to selection: What should viewers see? What should be omitted? 
Which part of the content would assist/harm the project’s goals? 

Emphasis: Which parts of the content should be emphasized/un-
derstated? Is this what should draw the viewers’ attention? What 
do you want the viewers to remember the most?

Accuracy: Is the content accurately represented? How can the de-
sign distort or support accurate perception?

Association: Which parts of the content should appear connected to 
others? Which parts should be clearly disassociated? How does the 
grouping of content assist/harm the project’s goals? 

Once the content is structured, the development phase is often the 
next. In this stage, there is the selection, design and arrangement 
of graphic elements, such as colors, typography, icons, symbols, 
and so on. These elements should be in tune with the goals of the 
project, and in accordance with the target audience.

All of these methods of invention develop a rhetorical relation-
ship between the designer and the reader in which the designer 
constantly anticipates how the reader will interpret conventional 
elements in a given document. The report designer who selects, 
adapts, and integrates convention for displaying data about the 
company’s performance must anticipate how each decision affects 
the reader’s interpretation.2

The development phase presents specific questions for different as-
pects of graphic design:

Process of information design
—What kind of diagram, chart or map is best suited for this data?

Besides the target audience and the purpose of the piece, the selec-
tion of data display also depends on the data themselves. Different 
kinds of data require different kinds of displays. Connecting the 
kind of data, the information about the viewers and the purpose of 
the piece, the designer can decide which kind of data display tells 
that story more efficiently. 

Is it the goal to show change over time?
Line charts are suited for presenting data when the variable plot-
ted along the x-axis has more than four or five data points and is 

1 From the brochure I want to… adapt my brand, communications and packaging for an 
overseas audience from the UK Trade & Investment (March 2008)
2 (Hasset and Kostelnick 2003) p.72
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continuous, like time, distance or temperature, for example. It is 
therefore appropriate for presenting trends in a series over time. 
The angle of the line allows viewers to see the direction of the 
trends in a glace. 

If, however, the goal is to emphasize quantity at a few discrete—
discontinuous— times, then bar /column charts may be more ap-
propriate. The bars can be presented as both vertical and horizon-
tal, but since viewers naturally associate the passing of time with 
left-to-right movement, vertical bars are the most efficient. 

Is it the goal to compare items at one point in time?
Since it deals with discontinuous data, this situation calls for bar/col-
umn charts. These charts are usually the best way to compare items. 

When the purpose is to establish an order of value, the use hori-
zontal bars can be more efficient, because viewers relate the top-to-
bottom to rankings.

Is it the goal to compare parts of a whole?
Pie charts are often used for showing shares of a whole, but bar 
charts can sometimes be more efficient for this purpose. Pie charts 
are more effective for comparing one share with the whole, while 
bar charts compare values among shares—and between different 
data sets—more clearly. 

Chart from GOOD magazine, displaying the results of a study about how happy people 
said they were (on average) over the last 30 years in different countries.

On the next page: a page from The Fraport 2009 annual report showing pie charts. 
The thin line against a photographic background fits the style of the publication, but it 
compromises the clarity of the data.

GOOD, April, 2010
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Process of designing a map

What is the subject of this map? What kind of information it dis-
plays? What should it be used for? Is this map supposed to show 
the route to a specific place? Or should it show the location of an 
item? Is it a topographic map? What questions should this map be 
able to answer? Who will be using it and under what circumstanc-
es? Will it be read from a distance or closely? 

What is the purpose of this map? What is the argument it promotes? 
What should it be stating clearly? How can this map assist/harm 
the project’s goal? What story should this map be telling?

What is the tone of this map? How can the map build an image for it-
self? How is its “voice”? Should it be technical? Funny? Attractive? 
Is the audience technically knowledgeable? How to improve the 
map’s credibility with this audience?

Which projection assists/helps the project goal? Equidistant? Equal-
area? Shape-preserving?

How much information can be edited out? What is really relevant? 
What is indispensable? Is the project goal assisted by adding or 
subtracting information? 

Which graphical elements—such as titles, legends, symbols, colors and 
so on—should the map show? Which elements assist/harm the proj-
ect goals?

What is the hierarchy of information in this map? What should be em-
phasized? What should be in the center/margins? What should be 
larger/smaller than the rest? How can the colors put information in 
the foreground/background? How can line thickness be changed to 
assist/help the project goals?

Process of selecting typeface

How has the company/institution in charge of the piece worked with 
typography before? Which typefaces have been used? What image 
have they built? Is the intention to change/keep the image?

How does the target audience relate to certain typefaces? What type-
faces have been used in pieces directed to this audience? In which 
circumstances they were used?

What tone should the typeface express? Should the typeface convey 
seriousness, objectivity, or humor? Classic and traditional or mod-
ern and innovative? 

“Even in the astonishing 
world of the computer and 
the simulation machine, it 
must be remembered that, 
at least initially, it is we who 
will give them a program. 
(…). It is up to us to decide 
what we want.”1 

Paul and Ann Rand 

1 (Rand and Rand 1999) p.143
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Each graphic element carries information and incorporates deci-
sions. Type size, line spacing, color, framing: every decision taken 
by the graphic designer during the creative process influences the 
perception of the message. The goal of this project is not to estab-
lish a set of rules or a formula for controlling the perception of 
viewers, since there are no such things. The hope is that, after ob-
serving some examples of visual rhetoric, designers can be more at-
tentive and incorporate rhetorical deliberation and more conscious 
decisions in their everyday creative routine.

“Most introductory graphic design courses are based on abstract 
formal exercises inherited from the Bauhaus and the classic Basel 
school projects. The detachment problem begins here. These 
projects either deal with completely abstract form—point, line, 
and plane, for instance—or they remove imagery from context. 
The Basel graphic translation projects, so effective in training a 
keen formal sense, unfortunately use a process of abstractional 
analysis, thereby stripping imagery of its encoding symbolism. 
(…) Divorcing design form from content or context is a lesson in 
passivity, implying that graphic form is something separate and 
unrelated to subjective values or even ideas. The first principle is 
that all graphic projects must have content.”3

conclusion

Graphic design is never neutral
—And that ain’t bad

“A message must be convincing. Every visual communication has 
a persuasive metacommunicational component, something that 
convinces the observer that it is worthwhile spending time on it, 
and that it is believable.”1

 Every communication is rhetorical. Graphic design is communica-
tion. Graphic design is always rhetorical. 

What may not be clear to graphic designers sometimes is that this 
lack of neutrality is not harmful to the integrity of their work. It can 
be that sometimes rhetoric is mistaken for distortion, and lack of 
neutrality is mistaken for lack of principles. But being accurate and 
fair does not require being neutral. 

By acknowledging that they must make rhetorical decisions, de-
signers take greater control over the meaning expressed by their 
work. Since some meaning will be perceived anyway, it is the de-
signers’ responsibility to take charge and conduct the process.

“(…) the ideal of the value-free design is a dangerous myth. In 
fact all design solutions carry a bias, either explicit or implicit. The 
more honest designers acknowledge their biases openly rather than 
manipulate their audiences with assurances of universal “truth” 
and purity.” 2

1 (Frascara 1997) p.15
2 (McCoy 1997) p.215
3 (McCoy 1997) p.217
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the  
development 
of this book

“The White Rabbit put on 
his spectacles. ‘Where shall I 
begin, please your Majesty?’ 
he asked.

 
‘Begin at the beginning,’ the 
King said gravely, ‘and go 
on till you come to the end: 
then stop.’”

Content
—words

The research for this work included reading books, searching the 
internet, having conversations with colleagues and professors, ob-
serving media and remebering personal experiences. 

The collection of material started from the selection of the topic, 
and the selection of initial readings, from which new references 
came for further readings, and so on. Research on the internet in-
cluded the gathering of articles written by specialists in the fields 
of graphic design, semiotic and art, among others. The internet was 
also a big source for bibliographical references, mainly through 
Google Books. From discussions with fellow graphic designers, for-
mer professors and my advisors for this work, I received precious 
references for further reading. Observing newspapers, magazines 
and publications in general, I could study how graphic design ele-
ments influence the construction of meaning.

After the gathering of material, it was time to analyze it. After the 
reading of texts, there was a selection and analysis of the most perti-
nent content. From this analysis, there was reflection on the subject, 
and then production of more content, through writing and editing.

In the book, the content follows a main text flow, with occasional 
boxes, which work like “extended parenthesis”, exploring some 
subjects further. From Lewis Carroll’s Alice’s Adventures in Wonderland & Through the Looking-Glass. 

London: CRW Publishing, 2004. p. 121.
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Iconography
—images

Since the content deals with visual rhetoric, it was necessary to 
have images accompanying the text, in order to construct stronger 
arguments. The use of real life examples for the discussed situa-
tions brings credibility to the work. Newspapers, magazines, books 
and annual reports were examined and the adequate examples 
were digitalized or colleted from the internet. The selection of ico-
nography aimed at diversity of origin and style, in order to show 
different possibilities of graphic communication. 

New examples were also produced specifically for this work, in or-
der to exemplify some of the discussed rhetorical devices. For the 
purpose of consistency, all the produced examples had the same 
overall theme. This way, it could be clearer, when the example was 
produced for this work, or when it came from a real life source.

The chosen theme for the designs was Children Tales, using charac-
ters and situations from children’s books Snow White and the seven 
dwarfs, Cinderella, The Wizard of Oz, Alice in Wonderland and Harry 
Potter, which are well-known in the Western world.

Using a children’s book theme for information graphics, maps and 
newspaper pages is a rupture from the way these stories are usually 
visualized, which can create impact from unfamiliarity. Viewers 
usually have an opinion about real life topics like politics or social 
issues, which could jeopardize the perception of the examples, but 
a playful theme is less likely to meet viewers’ prejudice. After all, 
who hates Cinderella?

The examples were designed based on the discussed content. After 
content analysis, sketches were produced, and then the designs 
were developed using Adobe Creative Suite (Illustrator, Photoshop 
and InDesign).

Each new example is accompanied by a set of pictograms, identify-
ing the book where the information comes from.

Snow White and the seven dwarfs

The Wizard of Oz

Alice in Wonderland

Cinderella

Harry Potter



170 the development of this book the development of this book 171

Book
—page design

The format of the book—closed 148x210mm and open 
296x210mm— was chosen with the production means in mind, 
and also the practicality and mobility.

The grid consists of one column for text and an extension for ac-
commodating pictures. The inside margins are bigger than the out-
side margins, because of the binding.

The colors used for type are black and blue. The main text uses 
black type against a white background. 

For the boxes, there is black type against a blue background. The 
quotes are written in blue. 

The captions are written in black type against a blue background.

In the main text, emphasis of selected parts is achieved by using a 
bright yellow highlight for the higher level of emphasis, and dot-
ted blue underline for the lower level. In the boxes, the highlight is 
in blue.

The type families used are ITC Charter and Auto. 

Bitstream Charter, was designed in the 1987 by Matthew Carter. 
The typeface was designed with the limitations of low- and middle-
resolution output devices in mind; hence the squared off serifs and 
lack of excessive diagonals and curves. ITC bought the Charter de-
signs in 1993. Bitstream retains the right to sell the original designs.

It is suited to the digital printing of this work, and the possible ink-
jet printing of the online published PDF format. Another reason for 
using Charter is that is offers small cap and oldstyle figures, making 
it more versatile and functional.

Auto is family of three fonts with different italic variations, designed by 
Akiem Helmling, Bas Jacobs, and Sami Kortemäki in 2004. Originally 
designed for a publication and exhibition about Maire Gullichsen 
and the Pori Art Museum in Finland, the family was expanded to 
twelve fonts for the 50th anniversary of the Finnish printing house, 
Salpausselän Kirjapaino Oy. It was chosen one of the “Favorite Fonts 
of 2004” by Typographica and it was one of the winners of the 2005 Type 
Directors Club Type Design competition. Auto has character and it is a 
good sans serif match for Charter. 

Charter is used for body copy, headlines, captions and notes, in the 
main text. Auto is used for body copy and headlines in the boxes.

At the bottom of the page, there is a footer consisting of a blue bar 
with the page numbers and the topic covered on that page.
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“Just because something is legible 
doesn’t mean it communicates; 
it could be communicating 
completely the wrong thing. 
Some traditional book titles, 
encyclopedias, or many books 
that young people wouldn’t want 
to pick up, could be made more 
appealing. It is mostly a problem 
of publications sending the wrong 
message or not a strong enough 
message. You may be legible, but 
what is the emotion contained in 
the message?”
David Carson
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