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The data set I chose for my visualizations was the Harper’s Index for 1999. The Index consists of random statistics, ranging from entertainment, world affairs, to politics. No further context was provided for the facts cited. As the designer, I had to provide the context and to provide the information that was missing (Sack, 2007).


To start, I asked myself the questions that a viewer may ask of the data: Is there an editorial statement? What is the story behind these non-sequiturs? What is there to explore? What are the central themes? Also, I used the following quote from Edward Tufte’s Envisioning Information (1990) as a guiding principle for my designs: 

[I]deas not only guide work but also help defend our design.

The ideas I chose to work with consisted of: the probabilities of teenage delinquency, South Africa, its AIDS epidemic, and the world, and Bush’s spending on polling in Iowa. I also treated the design as data art. I tried to “[draw] the data out, make it explicit” and “provide it with an image” (Whitelaw). 


The overall aesthetic of these images, of these information visualizations can be described as simple. I was not working with a large range of numbers that were plotted over numerous axis’s. Instead, I was working with a few data points. I wanted to avoid chartjunk as much as possible (Tufte, 1990). Any design flourish, could possibly take attention away from the story I was trying to tell with the data. A simple design was needed for the simple data. So, I decided to use a limited but bold color palette with straightforward shapes, such as circles and outlines. The typeface, Gotham, was used for all the visualizations. 

I chose Gotham because it was designed to be easier to read and geometrical. It can stand in the foreground of bold colors and shapes. In addition, over the recent years, Gotham has become a cultural artifact that embodies many of the characteristics that I wanted my visualizations to be associated with. 

Gotham was originally designed by Hoefler & Frere-Jones and was commissioned by GQ. The magazine needed a sans-serif typeface with a geometric structure that was versatile and could be used in editorials. The aesthetic they required was “fresh yet very established” (Helvetica, 2007). For research, Hoefler & Frere-Jones looked at signage around New York City, such as the Port Authority Bus Terminal sign. Since, the typeface was based on signage, the end result was an authoritative typeface (Gotham, A History, 2009). However, it was not as dated or stuffy as a typeface such a Times New Roman. Also, Gotham was the official typeface of the Barack Obama Presidential campaign, campaign known for its rhetorical prowess. Gotham has become familiar and readable but through its uses in the Obama campaign and GQ, it is still an uncommon and commanding typeface, which is another reason why I chose to it to use with bold colors and shapes.  


The shapes I used the most were circles. In The Things Teens Do and Bush Campaign: Iowa Spending, circles were the primary means of visualizing information. Circles are versatile shapes. The same shape was used to represent different things in The Dumpster and We Feel Fine. They can represent data points, quantity, or scale. As seen in the previously mentioned visualizations, circles can be active shapes and suggest movement.


The colors used in The Things Teens Do and Bush Campaign: Iowa Spending, are analogous. Different tints of orange and green were used to suggest that the data points represented, were related. However, since different tints of the same color were used, different meanings were suggested (Tufte, 1990). Each individual data point were unique.  In South Africa, the World, and AIDS, the color palette consisted only of red and black. Red was used to separate the words “South Africa”, “AIDS”, and the geographic area of South Africa from the rest of the visualization. These topics were bought out of the background and into the foreground. Since the color of the AIDS ribbon is red, the color also strengthened the connection between the visualization and the topic of AIDS. While the Harper’s Index implies that the statistics are about the AIDS epidemic in South Africa, I’ve tried to explicitly emphasize the relationship between AIDS, South Africa, and other nations. 

The use of red in South Africa, the World, and AIDS also creates another layer of information. I’ve tried to layer information in my other visualizations, as well. In Bush Campaign: Iowa Spending, the circles were on top of each other. Each circle represented another slice of the total expenditure for Iowa. In The Things Teens Do, I added another text layer
 to provide further context for the probabilities, context that was suggested but missing in Harper’s. To illustrate that this information is secondary, the text is not white like the primary text. Instead, the greens used in the pie slices, were used for the secondary text. This caused the secondary background to fade a bit into the background. 

Through the use of layering, typography, shape, and color, I tried to articulate the bodies that were disembodied in the Harper’s Index. Using design and information visualization, I tried to give form to teenagers, public funds used for political campaigns, and the politics of medicine. 
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