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SEEING WHITE SPACE

The first design I was tasked with was analyzing the intricacies of 
type by focusing on the anatomy of a single character, zooming in 
and rotating it.

The process of altering the letter began to reveal life in the white 
space as the letter gradually became more abstract. Admittedly, I 
never paid attention to white space - it was just emptiness as far as 
I was concerned. But now, the white space had become its own.

The interactions between the letter’s body and its surroundings 
were most prominent in serif fonts - the wide range of thicknesses 
and edges made for an interesting visual.

White space surrounding by sharp black edges jumped out to the 
foreground. Skinny lines were squeezed in by the sea of white on 
either side. The curves on the serifs seemed to gently redirect the 
flowing white current, while that same current would come crash-
ing into those thick, black walls.

The next step was seeing how these characters worked with each 
other to make words, how those words made lines, and then how 
those lines formed text blocks.

Variations of a Minion Pro ‘W’ showcasing dif-
ferent levels of abstraction and the dynamics 
between white space and form.
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TYPE AS FABRIC

Times New Roman. 12 point font. Double spaced. That was the 
standard for all of my English classes, so that’s what I did. 

I hated it.

The spacing between the lines was way too big. The jagged edg-
es hanging off of the right side were distracting, and it was hard 
to find the next line. Typeface designers may have optimized the 
white space to the most minute details to build single characters, 
but that’s worthless if we don’t position those characters properly 
in text.

This was when I was introduced to a new concept that changed 
the way I looked at text - that text is texture. Treating text as if it 
were a fabric weave just made sense - something so intuitive, yet 
unnoticed.

Gaining control of the triad of line length, point size, and lead-
ing enabled me to design more readable and visually appealing 
text, even within the constraints of a certain genre. A variety of textures, ranging from almost 

illegible to something easy to read. The trick is 
finding a good spacial balance - text can’t be 
too squished together, nor too spaced out.
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DIRECTING THE EYE

You probably found it weird to find the beginning 
of this section here. You probably read the title 
first, and then, you looked around for what you 
were supposed to read next. You were probably 
annoyed by having to move your eyes up to read 
this oddly placed text.

The corner of this text box is not gracefully sur-
rounded by a welcoming, guiding white space. It 
is not located where text had appeared in earlier 
pages. It makes no sense that it started up there. 
It’s just distracting having to redirect your eyes up 
there.

And that’s precisely what I’ve learned from study-
ing white space. As with all good design, we 
often take the visual path that the designer set 
out for us for granted. We don’t notice it when 
we can easily read through a page’s content. But 
when something looks bad and we have to make 
the conscious effort to find what we’re supposed 
to read next, then there’s a problem.

In making several page compositions, I’ve learned 
more about designing something that users can 
read effortlessly. Using the natural left-to-right, 
top-to-down writing system that native English 
speakers have been using their whole lives made 
for a seamless transition - though not always the 
most interesting. Using subtitles also helped di-
rect the reader to the text while also serving as an 
attention-grabber and/or summarizer

Three examples of a page composition exercise. 
My goal was to create different ways for the 
reader to seamlessly enter the text, using the 
interactions between titles, subtitles, and their 
positions.

The positioning and fabric of the text helped 
create different feelings and genres. The top-
left composition looks more academic, while 
the top-right example looks more like a blog 
post on the internet, and the bottom-left com-
position somewhere in between.
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WORDS PER LINE

I never liked reading newspapers (even before the fake 
news!). I mean, there would only be about five words per 
line and every other paragraph would have an obnoxious 
river from the justified alignment.

At the same time, there were Word documents with 11 
point Times New Roman and half inch margins that I 
never liked looking at either. There were just too many 
words on each line. And, for the programmers out there 
- if you’ve ever read a line of code with more than 100 
characters, you know you just wanted to slap the per-
son who wrote it.

Recently, I’ve learned that around 10-12 words per line, 
or 50-60 characters, is the optimal line length. I’d make it 
my goal to adjust the text fabric to fit these numbers.

But, sometimes, the page is just too wide. Nobody wants 
to read 25 words on a line but they don’t want to read in 

24 point size either. So that’s where columns come into 
play. With practice, I’ve learned to use columns strate-
gically to divide up very wide sections to keep these 
roughly 10-12 word lines intact.

Columns keep things readable, and, as long as you don’t 
try to fit five columns like the New York Times, you’ll 
probably end up with something easier to read than one 
very long line.
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Here are some examples of using columns. I prefer using 
just two columns, as the lines in a three-column grid are 
too short.

However, extra columns give us some extra flexibility. In 
the bottom-right example, I added an extra column for 
highlighting quotes from the text.

WORDS PER LINE (cont.)
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HIGHLIGHTING INFORMATION

Working with basic, essay-like text is trivial. The only things we 
have to prioritize are titles, subtitles, and some key words and 
phrases here and there.

But what if we are working with something that has an abundance 
of information? People don’t have the attention span to read 
everything, so we have to prioritize information. But what 
should we prioritize? I spent a lot of time fiddling around with an 
advertisement, highlighting different parts of it.

I’ve learned that bigger contrast between important informa-
tion and no-so-important information makes that important 
information all the more important. So I used a wide range of 
point sizes and bolding.

My main goal was to have the most important piece of informa-
tion somehow the first thing a person sees, because it’s the big-
gest, or boldest, or put in the right position. Then, I wanted the 
viewer’s eyes to naturally redirect to the second most important 
thing, using those same principles.

A fancy advertisement intended for a more so-
phisticated audience that probably cared most 
about the speaker, the topics, and the times.
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HIGHLIGHTING INFORMATION (cont.)

An advertisement whose main concern is about pro-
moting the lecture series itself, and using the fact that 
the event is free to draw interest

A tech-like advertisement with the main goal being to 
highlight the topics themselves, and the fact that the 
event is free to generate interest.
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INTRODUCING COLOR

Although we can make information pop out with point size and 
styling, using color adds a whole new dimension to design. Col-
ors can add hierarchy to a page, increase contrast, and just make 
things look more interesting.

One thing I’ve known about but never 
knew was used in design is how colors can 
appear differently - in hue and/or value - 
when surrounded by other colors.

In the top picture, the squares on the in-
side are the same exact color, but the one 
on the right looks much darker.

Similarly, the colors are identical in the 
bottom picture, though the square on the 
left seems more yellow than the one on 
the right, which seems washed out by the 
more saturated background.
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COLORFUL INFORMATION

Revisiting my old designs for the advertisement (which, in hind-
sight, I felt like didn’t convey enough contrast, importance, and 
urgency), I created a new advertisement with color.

In the assignment, I was prompted to use a lot of colors - many 
more than two or three - which is what I would usually limit myself 
to. Though I was irritated at the assignment at first, I found that 
this constraint forced me to become more creative.

I had always just used neutral tones as a way to accent the design, 
because I couldn’t stand how obnoxious bright colors appeared 
on screens. If you’ve ever made given an HTML div a background 
color of #0000FF, you know what I mean.

Fortunately, I’ve learned that, if used sparingly and strategically, 
highly saturated colors can actually make the design look better. 
Furthermore, I’ve learned that colors are not just there for decora-
tion - they are a vital part of conveying information. I took inspiration from my past designs to cre-

ate a bolder one. Then, I used colors to further 
highlight words like “FREE” and as a back-
ground to group similar elements.



page 12 

ORGANIZING INFORMATION

Having touched upon most aspects of visual presentation, the 
next logical design skill to improve upon was verbal organiza-
tion and communication.  

Throughout these lessons, I’ve learned about the exact orga-
nizational schemes in information architecture: alphabetical, 
chronological, geographical, and the subjective: categorical, audi-
ence-specific, metaphorical, etc.

Information organized by these schemes can be more easily 
found by the user, and may reduce the amount of detail that 
needs to be included in the composition without losing too 
much of the original information.

This is how I organize and model information. 
I like using a database-modelling-like visual 
because it’s very graphical and intuitive.
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A CASE STUDY IN 
INFORMATION ARCHITECTURE

As an exercise, I had to organize a list of 100 famous people in some 
nested scheme. For each person, I was given a full name, date of birth/
death, a nationality, and profession.

My first thought was to group by profession, because, after all, famous 
people are usually famous for what they do. Thus, most users would 
know exactly where to look for the person they have in mind.

It was also a good idea because profession was also the most (unnec-
essarily) detailed attribute. By grouping by profession, we can then just 
remove those extra details. After that, a simple alphabetical sort by first 
name made it easy to find the person’s information based on what you 
would usually identify a famous person with - their full name.

One problem with this approach, however, was that some famous peo-
ple are famous for multiple reasons - take, for example, Leonardo da 
Vinci, the celebrated polymath who excelled in art and science. I had to 
make the decision to include him in one category but not the other. 

Despite this system’s imperfections, it does a good job for the vast 
majority of cases.

This is the final product of the model shown in 
the earlier page. The information is grouped 
by profession, then subgrouped to split up the 
very large groups of politicians and artists. Af-
ter that, the people were sorted alphabetically 
by first name
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THE THIRD DIMENSION

All of this time, we’ve been working in just two dimensions. Con-
sidering the prevalence of computers and screens nowadays, 
that’s not a surprise. But there is also design to be done in the 
physical world.

In order to practice building physical, tangible prototypes, I crafted 
a cuboctohedron using foam board based on a paper model.

To make strong edges, I only cut through the foam part, leaving 
one of the paper layers intact, whenever possible. While assem-
bling the model, I both glued and taped the edges together.

The structure was fairly robust by the time I had to make the “last 
seam.” However, I was unable to find any way around taping up the 
last seam, so I decided to tape around every other edge as well. 
Although doing so left a discoloring, I did it neatly so it didn’t look 
too bad, and the tape also made the edges convex where they 
were concave earlier.

Images of the final cuboctohedron model are 
on the next page
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