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inconclusion
Today, as in Neurath�s time, those 
issues are both omnipresent and in-
tentional cloaked in a statistical im-
penetrability that bene�ts the power 
structure currently pro�ting from 
a targeted ignorance. Perhaps I�m 
outlining a future of documenting 
the plutocracy that reigns through 
misrepresentation of its policies� ef-
fects and distracts through emotion-
ally charged nonsequitors. But just as 
likely an appeal to logic will fall �at 
against such tactics.

The organic quality I have tried 
to imbue in my work was my attempt 
to get beyond this sort of prejudicial 
�ltering. And I still believe that it is a 
tactical move that can have some suc-
cess. But I also wonder if the answer 
isn�t to focus on smaller, more local is-
sues about which people�s preconcep-
tions are derived more from personal 
experience than top-down indoctri-
nation.

I�ve said more than once that I 
think of myself as a toolsmith, and 
that if that�s the case that I�d rather 
be a  watchmaker than an arms mer-
chant. I�m still searching for how to 
�nd that balance, determining what I 
must sacri�ce and what goals I must 
�xate on unwaveringly.

But despite my re�exive cyni-
cism I can�t help but believe design 
can make the world a better place by 
exposing malevolent falsehoods and 
revealing greater truths. I would like 
to �nd a place in that world.

In my work thus far I have been ex-
ploring a methodology more than 
anything else. In my days as a neuro-
scientist I developed a reverence for 
the visual system and the staggering 
complexity of the computations it is 
capable of performing � all without an 
ounce of volitional e�ort. This strikes 
me as the ultimate explanatory tool in 
the communicator�s arsenal.

The topics and data sources I se-
lected have been drawn from com-
puter science, biology, music theory, 
and my own diaristic tendencies. But 
often the goal in my various experi-
ments was less to elucidate those par-
ticular topics than to hone my craft, 
learning how to explain visually for 
explaining�s sake. 

This is not to say that these topics 
are unworthy. At least to me they are 
among the most interesting subject 
matter in the world. But I also accept 
that designing to please myself guar-
antees a satis�ed audience of one, but 
no more.

Part of my admiration for Otto 
Neurath is derived from the moral im-
perative that he attached to his work. 
The information designer has a re-
sponsibility to the truth and through 
his craft to tell truths that are worth 
telling � truths that demand it.

I don�t believe that anything I�ve 
done approaches the importance of 
what the Isotype program was striv-
ing to explain to people; things that 
will inform people�s understanding of 
issues that actually change lives and 
a�ect the human condition.

CO M M U N I C AT I N G  T H RO U G H  I CO N S

T R I U M P H  O f  T H E  H A N D

Isotype believed in the persuasive power of 
the image in communicating both quantitative 
information and ethical issues involving the 
power of the State.

Though likely a result of the technology of the 
time more than a conscious choice, the hand-
made origin of these icons gives them a depth 
and texture that is lacking in much of today�s 
�at, vector artwork.
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See Also Computational Information Design
Introduction has an excellent historical survey of visualization meth-
ods and the project part provides an example of working with science.

Aesthetic of Cognitive Mapping
He talks about the pointlessness of all representations of the world and 
the necessity of losing information in the process, but concludes that 
the search and the mental ordering is the important part of the process. 
Design thinking is more important than the designed object.

His canon
Of course this stuff is useful. However, aside from the Visual Display 
of Quantitative Information, there are few rules to extract. More of a 
catalog of successes than a recipe book.

International Encyclopedia of Unified Science
The mission these guys were on fascinates me and their visual style is 
a major reference point for me.

http://infosthetics.com/
What’s happening today

Global Networks
The handmade as a filter on the combinatorial.

Structure & Interpretation of Computer Programs
This is the bible for mit computer science students, and it’s all ex-
pressed in a variant of the tree-like scheme programming language 
which takes the code/tree duality further than anything else out there.

Double Fold
The greatest elegy for physical filing systems yet written.

Gödel Escher Bach
I read this out of sequence over a period of about fifteen years. It’s kind 
of a universal reference book for ideas on a certain theme. You think 
about the field you’re most interested in in science or art then see that 
Hofstadter’s written an entire chapter about how it fits into his theory.
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Colophon This book was typeset with Archer for 
body and headline text and Verlag for 
captions and labels. Both faces were 
designed by the Hoefler Frere-Jones 
foundry and are finally free from their 
associations with one M. Stewart and 
the Guggenheim respectively. 

The projects themselves make 
extensive use of Gerard Daniëls’s hu-
manist, sans serif face Caspari and his 
Van Dijck-inspired serif Elzevir.

The images that are not my own 
work come from Richard Scarry’s 
What Do People Do All Day (p.17), the 
collection of the Cajal Institute in Ma-
drid (p.17), and the Municipal Museum 
of The Hague (p.141).
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