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PART 3 VISUAL COMMUNICATIONS 

Project 1 Looking for visual communications 
 

Reflect on what is meant by Marshall Mcluhan’s declaration in his 1964 book 

Understanding Media “the medium is the message” 

I believe this means that the choice of medium shapes, to some extent, the way 

people receive the message because we make assumptions about the nature of the 

communication based on the medium through which it is delivered. For example, if I 

hand-write a letter to an individual I will usually be communicating in a way that is 

personal. I could contrast this with placing a notice in a newspaper which would 

become a public statement to many people.   

An article in the Daily Express is likely to be different in tone of voice, viewpoint and 

depth than a piece in The Daily Telegraph - red top versus broadsheet.  

In the days of the telegram, people’s hearts would miss a beat when the ‘telegraph 

boy’ knocked at the door because they knew this method of communication was 

used for important, often urgent messages, possibly the announcement of a death. 

Research point 
 

Communication theory – Whitney Davies (1996) 

http://www.oxfordartonline.com/subscriber/article/grove/art/T018901?q=whitney+davi

s&article_section=contributors&search=article&pos=1&_start=1#firsthit 

Some key points 

Communication is based on transmissions of information, but the information-bearing 

and communicative dimensions of art are not the same thing. Bearing information is 

a universal ‘property’ of art objects, while communication is a function of only some 

art objects in some contexts. This is often confused. 

Example: If someone in the street is wearing a hat, its style might transmit 

information about the social identity of its wearer but it is too loose to say that it 

‘communicates’ social identity. ‘Communicates’ would suggest that a specific 

http://www.oxfordartonline.com/subscriber/article/grove/art/T018901?q=whitney+davis&article_section=contributors&search=article&pos=1&_start=1#firsthit
http://www.oxfordartonline.com/subscriber/article/grove/art/T018901?q=whitney+davis&article_section=contributors&search=article&pos=1&_start=1#firsthit
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message is being delivered by the wearer of the hat to the viewer and we cannot 

assume this. 

Context matters. Because situations of communication are extremely various, they 

require a close investigation of the psychological states, social relations and 

environmental context of all parties.  

A work may be intended to mean one thing by a maker, while others may use it to 

communicate something else to viewers, and they may understand it to be yet a third 

thing. 

Roman Jakobson’s analysis of communication is influential (Jakobson, 1987, 1990; 

Mukarovsky) suggesting meaning does not reside solely within a sentence or picture. 

Instead, it is a function of the interaction between six factors making up any 

completed act, situation or event of communication: ‘addresser’, ‘addressee’, 

‘message’, ‘code’, ‘context’ and ‘contact’. 

Personal reflection / understanding 

Context, state of mind, purpose, peer group, cultural background, social conventions, 

education, place and time of maker and viewer may all influence the actual message 

communicated by a piece of art (or anything else for that matter). 

We cannot assume how a message will be received unless we thoroughly test and 

analyse an object of communication and all parties involved and we can’t easily do 

that with historical objects. Of course today communications agencies test through 

focus groups and usability testing because they understand that the message we 

think we may be communicating may not be what people or groups are actually 

receiving. 

I was listening this morning to the Professor Kwame Anthony Appiah’s first 2016  

Reith lecture on Identity in which he talked about how religious doctrine is 

interpreted… how fundamentalists tend to choose a literal and inflexible 

interpretation while others might think about the context in which the communication 

was written and what it meant at that time and place in order to extract the broad 

meaning / spirit of the message and reinterpret it for the age in which they live today. 

I can see that view is relevant to the theories outlined in this article and it is 

interesting to have made the connection. It helps to shed light on some of the 

seemingly medieval practices of fundamentalist religions. Of course reinterpretation 

could totally distort original meaning… 

  



Sara Waterer 511909 | Creative Arts Today | Visual Communications | Project 1 

Looking for visual communication | October 2016 

 

 

P
a

g
e
3
 

Design by Penny Sparke 

http://www.oxfordartonline.com/subscriber/article/grove/art/T022395?q=penny+spark

e&article_section=contributors&search=article&pos=3&_start=1#firsthit 

Some key points from the article 

‘Design’ is term derived from the Italian disegno and the French dessin, both 

meaning ‘a drawing’; from the 20th century used in a wider sense to describe the 

aesthetic and functional characteristics of an object. 

The industrial revolution (mass machine manufacturing in the late 18th and early 19th 

centuries) in Britain led to separation of design from manufacture (things had to be 

planned before making them) and gave birth to the profession of designer. 

In the early consumer goods industries—ceramics, textiles, furniture—copying rather 

than the creation of new models and forms was often the norm; much design 

involved adapting pattern book decorations to the surfaces of objects to render them 

stylish. Little thought was given to the forms of the objects created on the factory 

floor.  

The schools of design established in London (1837) and subsequently 

in Manchester, Birmingham and Glasgow trained students to draw. The South 

Kensington Museum, London (now the Victoria and Albert), was established in 1837 

as a repository for decorative art objects as inspiration. The government and 

the Society of Arts (founded 1754) were behind the formation of the schools and 

museum. 

Design was seen as the way to compete in trade with France by raising the aesthetic 

level of British goods. The 1851 Great Exhibition at Crystal Palace showcased to an 

international audience British goods alongside those from other countries. It was also 

a turning-point, stimulating the design reform movement. John Ruskin, WILLIAM MORRIS, 

and later followers of  the ARTS AND CRAFTS MOVEMENT were against Victorian stylistic 

excesses and overt materialism. Their design principles of ‘fitness to purpose’ and 

‘truth to materials’ had a profound effect and underpinned good design movements 

Europe-wide in the first six decades of the 20th century. 

Many artists and architects, particularly in Austria and Germany, turned to product 

design.  Designers and craftsmen collaborated to produce goods that, in the early 

years, were characterised by simplicity and geometrical austerity   

European designers, looking for new ways of expression appropriate to 20th century 

life moved towards a new functional purism. While in Europe the emphasis was 

primarily on mass manufacture of products of the traditional decorative art industries, 

in the USA it was on technological goods: guns, sewing machines, bicycles, etc. By 

the turn of the century the Ford Motor Company launched the ‘Model T’ car. 

http://www.oxfordartonline.com/subscriber/article/grove/art/T022395?q=penny+sparke&article_section=contributors&search=article&pos=3&_start=1#firsthit
http://www.oxfordartonline.com/subscriber/article/grove/art/T022395?q=penny+sparke&article_section=contributors&search=article&pos=3&_start=1#firsthit
http://www.oxfordartonline.com/subscriber/article/grove/art/T059724
http://www.oxfordartonline.com/subscriber/article/grove/art/T004452
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See the original article for more info on the different art movements (modernisms / 

post modernism / Bauhaus and influential designers / architects (Eames, Le 

Corbusier all the way through to Terence Conran).  

By the 1980s good design was featured in mass produced magazines and exhibition 

spaces such as the Boilerhouse in the Victoria and Albert Museum and the Design 

Museum. Along came ‘designer’ jeans, vacuum cleaners , and lemon squeezers 

(Alessi / PHILIPPE STARCK, 1988). Designer came to mean ‘added value’ in the 

form of style—an indefinable quality that made things not only useful but also more 

desirable, albeit in a somewhat intangible way.  

Idealism and pragmatism had come together in a synthetic definition that had mass 

appeal. In the inevitable pendulum swing that followed in the 1990s, however, a neo-

Ruskinian response to the conspicuous consumption of the 1980s and the role that 

design played within it suggested that a new approach was needed to redefine 

design as a tool for the improvement of society, albeit in an environmental rather 

than an aesthetic way. 

Personal reflection / understanding 

It is accepted that good contemporary design successfully combines functionality 

and fitness for purpose with style and good looks. But is one more important than the 

other? 

Continuing design conflicts include: 

 Aesthetics versus functionality 

 Simplicity versus complexity / high decoration 

 Mass production (cheap) versus uniquely crafted (expensive) 

 Conspicuous consumption versus austerity 

Brands often exploit the indefinable qualities of designer style and desirability in 

order to make more profit – caveat emptor! 

 

Visual culture by Marita Sturken 

http://www.oxfordartonline.com/subscriber/article/grove/art/T2093950?q=marita+stur

ken&article_section=contributors&search=article&pos=1&_start=1#firsthit 

Some key points 

Visual culture embraces photography, film, TV, digital media, art media such as  

painting, drawing, prints and installations; architecture and design; comic books and 

http://www.oxfordartonline.com/subscriber/article/grove/art/T081015
http://www.oxfordartonline.com/subscriber/article/grove/art/T2093950?q=marita+sturken&article_section=contributors&search=article&pos=1&_start=1#firsthit
http://www.oxfordartonline.com/subscriber/article/grove/art/T2093950?q=marita+sturken&article_section=contributors&search=article&pos=1&_start=1#firsthit
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graphic novels; fashion design … It also encompasses art, news, popular culture, 

advertising politics, law, religion and science and medicine. 

The concept of visual culture emerged late 1980s. It could be considered an 

integration of the fields of art history and art and media studies. Essentially it is 

interdisciplinary. The rise of visual culture as a subject to be studied can be linked 

with digital media and globalisation. We receive a great deal more visual information 

from around the world now than we did a decade ago. Iconic visual images play a 

key role in the way we interpret and understand politics and news events – think 

images of Abu Ghraib prison and controversial cartoons of Muhammad. 

For many decades colleges and universities did not rank the study of popular culture 

highly, preferring fine art and rejecting the ‘low brow’. The emergence of the mixed 

and digital media has started to blur these perceived boundaries but there remains 

division between scholars who define their work in relation to visual culture and 

those who identify with art history.  

Today much visual culture is actually audio visual. 

Semiotics in visual culture studies has an emphasis on understanding images in 

relation to their social contexts and political implications. Images (like all 

communications) may change meaning in different cultural contexts.  

Personal reflection and understanding 

The chances are that the distinction between high and low brow visual arts will have 

long disappeared when historians in several centuries time look back at our visual 

culture today. Whether they find themselves deciphering Viz magazine or Panorama 

investigative TV it will all be revealing of life in our times and worthy of academic 

study.  

Remaining articles 

I plan to read the remaining articles but will probably simply mark-up key points on 

paper and keep them for reference. I’m interested in traditional signs and signwriting 

as a topic for my own personal research. 
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Exercise 1 Identifying visual communications 
Using the list provided, identify two or three different examples of each type of 

communication. Try and find examples using different types of media (print, web, 

moving image, etc)  

In what way do these images make reference to broader ideas of visual culture? 

1. Persuasion 

NHS Five a Day educational 

campaign – persuading the 

wider public to eat healthily. 

Screen shot of short animation 

on the NHS website. 

http://www.nhs.uk/livewell/5aday/

pages/5adayhome.aspx 

The imagery is designed to 

appeal and make sense to people of different ages, ethnic backgrounds, lifestyles 

and education levels. It’s simple, colourful and upbeat and communicates in a visual 

and accessible way using images of a variety of tinned and fresh fruit and 

vegetables. The message is that with just a little bit of effort you can easily get your 

five a day. 

 

Flyer for political campaigning group Momentum 

downloadable from their website.  

https://d3n8a8pro7vhmx.cloudfront.net/momentum/pages/248/a

ttachments/original/1464882416/Copy_of_Momentum_Leaflet_

Final.pdf?1464882416 

Persuading people to join Momentum and support Jeremy 

Corbyn. The people in the photograph will have been carefully 

selected to represent diversity and inclusion.  While there a 

couple of older people, most are young and informally dressed (i.e. no suits) which 

would tie in with their campaign for change and a different kind of politics e.g. the 

status quo isn’t working. 

http://www.nhs.uk/livewell/5aday/pages/5adayhome.aspx
http://www.nhs.uk/livewell/5aday/pages/5adayhome.aspx
https://d3n8a8pro7vhmx.cloudfront.net/momentum/pages/248/attachments/original/1464882416/Copy_of_Momentum_Leaflet_Final.pdf?1464882416
https://d3n8a8pro7vhmx.cloudfront.net/momentum/pages/248/attachments/original/1464882416/Copy_of_Momentum_Leaflet_Final.pdf?1464882416
https://d3n8a8pro7vhmx.cloudfront.net/momentum/pages/248/attachments/original/1464882416/Copy_of_Momentum_Leaflet_Final.pdf?1464882416
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Short movie to launch the Bugatti 

Chiron at the Geneva motor show.  

http://www.bugatti.com/home/ 

The intro presents the car as a ‘holistic 

masterpiece in art, form and technique’, 

‘’a creative automative legend’. It uses 

imagery of a watercolour paint brush 

and painting. 

It’s talking to an audience that appreciates the arts (as well as drawing parallels with 

great paintings it has a choral accompaniment). Precious, unique, of lasting value – 

persuading viewers that it is a great investment for wealthy, cultured, discriminating 

and adventurous people. The car is filmed driving through glamorous and extreme 

locations (cities with shiny modern architecture, mountains and dark forests). It 

makes me laugh rather than want to buy but I am definitely not the target audience. 

2. Information 

London Tube map – The version familiar 

to us today is based on a design by Harry 

Beck an engineer who made a conceptual 

leap in presenting it as a diagram rather 

than a map. He recognised that people 

didn’t need the details of the curves and 

bends of the tube lines or an accurate 

scale in order to navigate their way across 

London. He did his first drawing in 1931; 

the 1949 iteration is shown here.  

Beck focused on functionality and in doing so created an aesthetically pleasing map 

that is easy to use. It has become a design icon. 

http://londonist.com/2016/05/the-history-of-the-tube-map 

 

News graphics – this multimedia news 

graphic taken from  The Times 

newspaper’s website (17.10.16) 

combines maps and diagrams with 

photography and film footage to 

http://www.bugatti.com/home/
http://londonist.com/2016/05/the-history-of-the-tube-map
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speculate on how the battle against Islamic State in Mosul might unfold). The maps 

and diagrams provide information in a way that is easy to assimilate and the 

photography and film footage (bomb blasts, aid camps etc) communicate the gravity 

and life threatening nature of the conflict. 

 

DIY information from B&Q –  website 

pages, videos and instore leaflets cover a 

range of ‘how to’ DIY topics. This one is how 

to fit skirting boards. The images are 

practical – showing us the tools and 

techniques; telling us what we need and 

how to do it, building confidence, 

encouraging us to have a go. And also, of course, selling products. 

http://www.diy.com/help-ideas/how-to-fit-skirting-boards/CC_npci_100044.art 

3. Identity design 

Macmillan is a widely 

recognisable brand; we see the 

charity advertising its cancer 

support services and fundraising 

on television, billboards, online and 

through leaflets in healthcare 

locations (hospitals, GP surgeries 

etc). The name and logo has 

evolved over the years from Macmillan Cancer Relief 

with a rather sedate font and twee bow to the informal 

block lettering and ‘support’ 

message (we are there for 

you; you are not alone). The informal font and imagery is 

chosen to represent human values. 

Of course a brand is more than just  logo – it encompases 

ethos, products and services, reputation etc. 

 

Louis Vuitton – designer handbags and luggage. 

This image taken from an ad on a luxury brands 

website associates the brand with stylish, 

sophisticated, educated and well-travelled people 

Figure 1 Image on Facebook page 

Figure 2 Earlier Macmillan 
logo 

http://www.diy.com/help-ideas/how-to-fit-skirting-boards/CC_npci_100044.art
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who would, of course, respond to the French language message.  

http://luxurybrandsdirectory.com/ 

 

4. Authorial content 

Private Eye magazine (strongly associated with its editor Ian 

Hislop) aims to communicate serious issues (politics, business, 

world affairs) in a way that is funny and satirical as well as 

revealing and informative. It makes strong use of clever political 

cartoons such as shown on this 2016 front cover. 

 

 

 

 

Deliciously Ella – as the popularity of bloggers and 

vloggers has grown, some have amassed millions 

of followers.  Deliciously Ella promotes healthy 

eating (sometimes controversially allied with clean 

eating and linked to anorexia) through her You 

Tube, Twitter, Instagram, Pinterest and Facebook 

accounts, as well as sales of printed books.  The imagery seeks to show super 

healthy, fresh and tasty dishes;  her demeanour in videos and photos is lively, young 

and upbeat. Hers is a personal brand and message build around a health living 

ethos developed in response to her experience of a serious illness. 

http://deliciouslyella.com/ 

 

5. Interactive design 

Social media channels Facebook, Instagram and You Tube are all highly visual 

(photographs, and video clips) and all have elements of interactivity in that users can 

post their own content and comment on other users’ posts. The choice of imagery is 

led by the users. Interestingly, the popularity of Twitter, which is less visual, is 

declining and Instagram which is the most visual is on the rise.  

Facebook also invites users to take part in interactive online games and quizzes and 

post the results to their followers/friends.  

http://luxurybrandsdirectory.com/
http://deliciouslyella.com/
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Online games such as Angry Birds are 

interactive. The game uses bright, colourful 

cartoon-like imagery and surprisingly (to me 

at least) attracts a large number of adult 

users including ex prime minister David 

Cameron (in admitting to this he was 

probably trying to be ‘cool’, ‘hip hop’ and in 

tune with younger people – something that 

invariably backfires for politicians). 

 

6. Alternative messages 

Occupy London – part of a global grassroots 

movement that suggests politicians/governments 

have supported big business at the expense of  

‘ordinary’ people. The imagery tends to focus on 

young people living an alternative lifestyle and 

taking direct action – being courageous and free 

to do what they think is right, not putting up with 

the status quo etc. 

 

 

Fathers4Justice campaigns for the rights of fathers 

to have access to and relationships with their 

children. Looking at their website, it’s interesting to 

see that their visual imagery has shifted away from 

direct action (they got some bad publicity a while 

back and were perceived as too radical) to 

images that evoke the sense of loss both a 

father and child may feel if they are not 

able to have contact.  

 

http://www.fathers-4-justice.org/ 

http://www.fathers-4-justice.org/

