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Design / Visual Language Basics

Some Space Design Basics
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Function of Design
§ Coherence, Clarity, Communication

§ Visual Identity: Gives an overall identity, a 
branding through formal design choices 
(form, color, font, etc.)

§ Rule-based process to structure
information

§ Good Design aims to be invisible! Does not 
take over content that it represents
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Cartographer Jacques Bertin: Reorderable Matrix

http://gis.stackexchange.com/questions/4568/effectively-displaying-demographic-data-on-a-printed-map
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US Political History: Alphabetical

2D Spatial Maps

http://i-ocean.blogspot.com
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US Political History: Most recent results

2D Spatial Maps

http://i-ocean.blogspot.com
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US Political History: 3 regions

2D Spatial Maps

http://i-ocean.blogspot.com
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Visualization is Culture Specific
§ Scientific visualization deals with data that 

has a natural geometric structure (e.g., MRI 
data, wind flows)

§ Information visualization handles abstract 
data structures such as trees or graph

§ Graphic Design: Emphasis on the 
aesthetics and language of visual form

§ Visual (Culture) Analytics: Science of 
analytical reasoning through visual 
interfaces 
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The Grid System (Brockmann)
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Recommended Swiss Graphic Fonts 

Arial typeface
Helvetica typeface
Helvetica Neue typeface
Univers typeface
Univers Condensed typeface
Times New Roman typeface
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Recommended Swiss Graphic Fonts 
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Visual Basic Literacy: Basic Units (Dondis)

§ Dot: Minimal unit, pointer, marker of space
§ Line: Joins dots, articulator of space
§ Shape: Line describes and encloses space
§ Direction: Thrust of movement
§ Tone: The intensity of lightness or darkness
§ Color: Associative and symbolic meanings
§ Texture: Quality of touching, looks/feels like
§ Scale: Relative proportion & measurement
§ Space: Organization of
§ Motion: Visual elements guiding the viewer
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Visual Basic Litera
“A Primer of Visual Literacy” 
Donis A. Dondis

MIT PRESS, 1974

Clarifies the basic elements of 
design to show how they are 
used in simple syntactical 
combinations
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Visual Organization / Space (Macro-micro, willi kunz)

§ Size and proportion of space are 
determined at the beginning

§ Space is visually subdivided by the 
tension that develops between an element
and the boundaries of the space

§ Space: Depending on their visual placement 
within a given space, the same elements 
will assume different visual aspects of 
weight and movement

M             M 

M     

M              

M M       
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Visual Groupings in Space
§ Attraction & Grouping: 2 dots fight for attention 

in their interaction

§ Distanced: Create individual statements as they 
repel each other

§ Close together: There is an attraction force

§ Perception: dictates to make whole out of units
§ Connect the dots!! (we do it with the stars)

Opposites repel, similars attract

•

•

• •

•
•            •
•               

•        
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Weight, Im/Balance, Dis/Order, Un/Stable
§ Balance: Physiological, psychological

§ H-V construct: man to his environment

§ Stress: Unstable causes stress

§ Stabilization: relative stress/balance

§ Lower-left: most stable

§ Harmony: (centered), no visual surprise

§ Search for balance with off-center mark

§ Ambiguity: may obscure intent & meaning

§ Slightly off-center mark confounds

§ Visual elements in stress location: more weight

M
M             

M 
M

M     

M              

M M       
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Color Relationships
§ Black & White or color?
§ If black and white – what about grey 

tones?
§ If color, how many? (Limit to 3 to 6?)

Color Tools & References
http://tristen.ca/hcl-
picker/#/hlc/6/1/21313E/EFEE69
Problems of equidistant HSV
Swissted Graphic Posters

http://tristen.ca/hcl-picker/
http://vis4.net/blog/posts/avoid-equidistant-hsv-colors/
http://www.swissted.com/


MAT 259 Visualizing Information

Ryoji Ikeda
Japanese sound and visual artist

§ Uses scale, light, shade, volume, shadow, 
electronic sounds, rhythm

§ Datamatics (2013)

§ http://www.armoryonpark.org/photo_gallery/
slideshow/ryoji_ikeda

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=uklVwuRo700
http://www.armoryonpark.org/photo_gallery/slideshow/ryoji_ikeda


MAT 259 Visualizing Information

Visual Organization (Macro-micro, willi kunz)

§ Size and proportion of space are 

determined at the beginning

§ Space is visually subdivided by the 

tension that develops between an element
and the boundaries of the space

§ Space: Depending on their visual placement 

within a given space, the same elements 

will assume different visual aspects of 

weight and movement.

M             M 

M     

M              

M M       



MAT 259 Visualizing Information

Visual Organization (Macro-micro, willi kunz)

§ Size and proportion of space are 

determined at the beginning

§ Space is visually subdivided by the 

tension that develops between an element
and the boundaries of the space

§ Space: Depending on their visual placement 

within a given space, the same elements 

will assume different visual aspects of 

weight and movement.

M             M 

M     

M              

M M       



MAT 259 Visualizing Information

Visual Organization (Macro-micro, willi kunz)

§ Size and proportion of space are 

determined at the beginning

§ Space is visually subdivided by the 

tension that develops between an element
and the boundaries of the space

§ Space: Depending on their visual placement 

within a given space, the same elements 

will assume different visual aspects of 

weight and movement.

M             M 

M     

M              

M M       



MAT 259 Visualizing Information

Image Complexity – Balance & Sub Division
§ Too ordered is boring
§ Too chaotic is confusing
Find a space between those two extremes

Strategy: Create an ordered system and then 
slightly disturb it
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Conceptual Design
First phase of a project where quick sketches 
are used for idea definition:

§ Provides a description of the proposed 
system

§ What are the elements, how do they 
interface

§ What it will look like

§ Defines both the functionality and aesthetics 
of the project
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Design Fundamentals
§ Use all screen space and organize it

§ Create subdivisions within a space

§ Use hidden grid system 

§ Use easy to read fonts 

§ What color relationships to use


