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Uses symbols to convey complex technical 
information or highly abstract concepts.  Symbols 
are not generally not based on an object but are 
arbitrarily designed with meaning assigned and 

learned by the audience.

Detailed realism without necessary 
embellishment and exaggeration.

Involves deliberate simplification, often with 
exaggeration. Helpful in depicting difficult 
concepts, ideas and observations.

3 ways to 
present

John Bowers, (1999) Introduction to two-dimensional design: understanding form and function. John Wiley & Sons. P. 34.

SYMBOLIC:

ABSTRACT:

LITERAL:



John Bowers, (1999) Introduction to two-dimensional design: understanding form and function. John Wiley & Sons. P. 33.

Elements
– Dots, lines, planes & volumes

Interactions
– position, direction & space

Characteristics
– Size, shape, texture & color

Visual forms



Images are used to support communication 
needs.

Representational imagery such as 
photographs and illustrations can arouse 
curiosity, lure viewers and elicit emotional 
responses.

It creates an illusion or a version of reality. 

Photographs can communicate on an 
emotional level due to realism and details.

Imagery



http://www.mitch.fr/

http://www.mitch.fr/�


http://cliffmautner.typepad.com/my_weblog/2008/02/index.html



Sources:
Royalty-free. No limitations on their usage 
usually on CD-ROMs or downloaded from 
commercial websites. Drawback: Images 
have a general look.

Stock agencies. They grant limited rights 
of use for a fee. Drawback: May look like 
royalty-free images.

Commissioned. Hire a photographer or 
illustrator. Drawback: usually cost more 
than the above two.

Fonts. Some typeface companies offer 
symbol or picture fonts. Symbolic and 
simple, they are accessible by a keystroke.

Found imagery. Small and flat objects by 
scanning and incorporating them into your 
designs.

How about making your own?

Imagery

Evans, P. & Thomas, M. A. (2008). Exploring the elements of 
design (2nd ed): An introduction to the essential principles, 
elements & concepts of visual communication. Clifton Park, NJ: 
Thomson. (p. 84)



Meaning To shape meaningful forms, one must 
understand the ways and implications of 
sending, receiving, and interpreting 
messages.

Depending on your purpose, you can create 
either open/direct or concealed/ 
ambiguous messages in editorial, 
educational, religious, scientific, spiritual and 
commercial contexts.

Decoding of meaning depends on the way 
the letters that humans use to form words, 
the body movements they make to show 
attitude or emotion or even something as 
simple as the clothes they wear.



• Semiotics, or semiology, is the study of signs 
and symbols for how meaning is constructed 
and understood.

• Drawing from the original definition proposed 
by Swiss linguistic professor, Ferdinand de 
Saussure (1857-1913), a sign has two parts:

• signifier has a form that a person can see, 
touch, smell, and/or hear, and 

• signified represents an idea or mental 
construct of a thing rather than the thing 
itself. 

Semiotics



Sign = 
Signifier + Signified

• A word (or object) is known as a signifier.

• The object it represents become the signified 
(meaning).

• The relationship between the signifier and the 
signified is arbitrary.

• There is no logical or natural connection between 
the spoken sound or its representation.

• The connection or relationship is established 
solely by its (English) speakers.



dogThe signifier (the form of the sign)

The signified (what the sign refers to)



hund
The relationship between the 

signifier and the thing signified is 
completely arbitrary



Bow wow
The relationship between the signifier 
and the thing signified is completely 
arbitrary, except in onomatopoeic 

words



Bicycle
(signifier) (signified)



auspiciousness

(signified)(signifier)



(what is being signified?)(signifier)



• Symbols are many things to 
different people from all over 
the world. 

• It can be objects, characters, 
figures, or simply colors to 
represent an abstract idea or 
concept. 

• A symbol, in its most basic 
sense, can be a representation 
of an idea, object, message, 
etc. 

www.greatersouthern.com 

http://www.cscs.ch/~mvalle/visualization/info-
icons/IconsLisbon0002-thumb.jpg

What are symbols?



• Symbols are commonly found in 
languages, mathemtics, and cognitive 
science (the scientific study either of 
mind or of intelligence). 

• From a systematic approach, symbols 
can be used as a communications 
means such as maps, computer icons, 
or pictograms. 

• From a philosophical standpoint, 
symbols have been used from 
religious, metaphysical, mystical to 
political and economic frameworks. 

http://www.jokesgallery.com/Pic/198menwomen29048.jpg

What are symbols?



Caroline Davidson should 
consider herself lucky 
when she was paid US$35 
for her logo design for 
Nike.



People who wore these weren’t so lucky



Do we wear signs?

Mini assignment:
What type are you?

Read the assigned reading 
posted in Edventure: See 

This City’s Voice.

Find a typestyle that best describes 
you and share it with the class. 

Bring print outs.



Connotation 
vs.
Denotation

• French literary critic, social theorist, 
philosopher, Roland Barthes further 
expanded on Sassure’s idea by 
exploring semiology and 
structuralism. 

• According to Roland Barthes, all 
images are polysemous. Images have 
more than one meaning.

An image is an “open text.”

• A particular word or a sign may have 
a literal meaning – denotation.

• Denotation - what is pictured
• Connotation - how it is pictured

Visual communication from theory to practice. Jonathan 
Baldwin/Lucienne Roberts, p. 38. Thames and Hudson.



Denotation

This is a photograph of a child crying How this photo is printed will also generate 
interpretation to influence the reader.

Connotation



Connotation • Connotative meanings are context-
dependent, i.e. the addressee must 
learn how to match the meaning 
intended by the addresser to one of 
the various possible meanings held 
in memory. 

• Connotation enables a reader to 
consider abstract concepts.

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Memory�


Connotation • Connotation enables a reader to 
consider abstract concepts.

• Connotative meanings are 
context-dependent, i.e. the 
addressee must learn how to 
match the meaning intended by 
the addresser to one of the 
various possible meanings held 
in memory. 

• A community must agree on a 
simple meaning (denotative) 
within their accepted language 
within its grammatical structures 
and codes which can also 
represent the values of the 
culture.

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Memory�


On the surface, there could be TWO 
authors: the client (or the 
commissioner) who owns the message 
and the designer (who creates the 
design).

Aberrant reading: when a message is 
interpreted in a way that was not 
intended by the sender (Baldwin & 
Roberts)

Authorship

Visual communication from theory to practice. 
Jonathan Baldwin/Lucienne Roberts, p. 35. Thames 
and Hudson.



SYMBOLS mean 
different things to 
different people. 

Can you identify and 
link them?



James Dean

www.doctormacro.com 



James Dean = Rebellion



Symbol as cultural icons



Bat = vampires

http://www.sdegames.com/images/Mage%2
0attacked%20by%20vampire%20bats%20w
allpaper.JPG



Bat = Good luck

http://membres.lycos.fr/nguyenvanvalerie/id
eog/richesse.gif

http://www.orienttouch.com/images/MML-
0003.jpg



Symbol as cultural identity



Kangaroo

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Image:Kangaroo_and_joey03.jpg



Kangaroo = Australia

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Image:Kangaroo_and_joey03.jpg



Symbol as economic power



Maple

http://web.vet.cornell.edu/CVM/HANDOUTS/plants/sugar%20maple.jpg



Maple = Canada

www.igotnewsforyou.com 



Symbols as Information



In this Taipei subway map, a left-
facing swastika is used to indicate 
the location of a temple, next to a 
cross indicating a Christian church. 



Symbols as Mathematical icons

How about symbols as musical icons?

+ - % > 



Symbol as metaphysical concepts



Lightbulb

www.countryside-closeouts.com 



Lightbulb = Idea

www.igotnewsforyou.com 



Symbol as a political sign 



Adbusters corporate flag

Subvertising refers to the 
practice of making parodies of 
corporate and political 
advertisements in order to 
make a statement.



A subvertisement based on the Coca-Cola logo



The death of the author – Roland Barthes.

Image, sounds, gestures and objects are all 
parts in a system. 

Meaning is determined in large part by social 
aspects (race, gender, class etc).

Meaning is created at the moment a text is 
read, not when it is written.

The reader’s involved in applying their 
knowledge in reading the image.

Consistent image will lead to conditioning of 
thinking in a person, system or culture.

Visual communication from theory to practice. Jonathan Baldwin/Lucienne
Roberts, p. 38. Thames and Hudson.

The reader is the 
author



To translate invisible concepts into tangible 
forms.

In making it tangible do you reveal or do you 
conceal?

Is it subjective or objective?

Is it a dialogue or a monologue?

For more: 
http://www.brocku.ca/english/courses/4F70/
author.html

Visual communication from theory to practice. Jonathan 
Baldwin/Lucienne Roberts, p. 48. Thames and Hudson.

The role of the 
designer
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