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W I T H O U T  L A N G U A G E ,  T H O U G H T  I S  A  VA G U E ,  

U N C H A RT E D  N E B U L A .  

– F E R D I N A N D  D E  S A U S S U R E



Semiotics

The study of signs and how 
these signs are used in 
everyday communication.  

A sign represents 
something which is  
not present. 





direct resemblance

points to; learned

abstract representation



Purpose

Warnings 
Labels + Identification 
Advertise/Sell 
Information 
Navigations (wayfinding) 
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Visual Code
A nonverbal message that: 

- sets the tone or mood 
- creates meaning through contextual clues 
- a “visual voice” to communicate a message 

 



color can be a code that supports the content of the message

Which book cover, by Paul Sahre,  
has the most impact in conveying  
passion, taboo & excitement?  
Why?



BLACK: mysterious, authoritative, dark, elegant, sophisticated

WHITE: innocent, pure, spiritual, clean, bridal

GRAY: neutral, smart, bored, cold, serenity, wisdom, elderly

RED: intense, emotional, love, passion, anger, power, danger, blood

BLUE: tranquil, peaceful, loyalty, trusting, coldness, sadness

YELLOW: active, cheerful, childlike, joy, caution, spontaneous

PURPLE: royalty, luxury, spiritual, romantic, artificial (rare in nature)

GREEN: natural, growth, fresh, greed, ambition, easy on eye and relaxes the mind

ORANGE: fun, energetic, challenging, youthful, sporty, provocative 

color can convey objective, subjective,  
and emotional meaning in a powerful way





repeated encounters with 
colors combined with shape 
can embed meaning



color can strengthen a message



can color make your hungry for fast food?



what code is this logo transmitting?



Gestalt Principles
suggest that the human brain will naturally  
group together elements of a similar size,  
shape, color and location.  

designers can use these principles to effectively 
communicate content with form. 

gestalt principles are especially effective in the 
design of logos and iconography. 

 



the gestalt principles of visual 
perception are powerful tools  

for graphic designers































Icons, Symbols, and Logos



Icons
A sign that has a direct 
resemblance to the thing 
it represents. 

An icon is a generally 
accepted visual, pictorial 
or symbolic, to represent 
objects, actions, or 
concepts.



an icon is a simplified 
representation of a subject and a 
symbol of the thing it represents





A  P H O T O G R A P H

P I C T O R I A L  R E P R E S E N TAT I O N E L E M E N TA L  V I S U A L

A R B I T R A R Y / R A N D O M S Y M B O L I C

icons can be representational 
or abstract



common icons



Ideogram
a graphic symbol that 
represents an idea or 
concept, distilled to its  
most simple form.



Pictograms
An ideogram that conveys 
its meaning through its 
pictorial resemblance to  
a physical object. 

Purely visual,  
nonverbal meaning.  



What do these  
sketches have  
in common?



How to Create an Icon Sketch
1.distill an object or idea down to its 
basic elements or qualities.  

2.ask yourself whether something  
is necessary to communicate  
your concept.  

3.remove any unnecessary details. 

4.simplify. simplify. simplify.





How to Create Unity
Consider using similarity of: 

shape 
color 
line quality 
style 
medium 
texture 
figure/ground relationships 
balance 
scale 

Underlying concept should also help to unify.



gestalt principles  
used to create  
relationships



similar shapes and color can 
be used to construct an icon



although the shapes differ, the 
two share similarity of line quality 

and repetition of elements



icons are often used in games





icons can be enclosed with a simple shape









What characteristic creates the 
relationship in this icon set?



What elements create the 
relationship in this set?



Student Examples





















Infographic Poster










