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We were tasked with creating a self-portrait through
information design, adhering to Richard Saul
Wurman’s LATCH principle, or “five hatracks” of
information organization.
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First, we did a preliminary sketch the first week of
class, based on lists we came up with for and about
ourselves.
That got me thinking about the two years I spent
teaching English in rural Japan, so I geared my
categories, and therefore my whole initial sketch,
towards that.

3. first attempt
1.
2.
3.
4.
5.
6.

the project
initial planning
first attempt
expanding on it...or not
composition in progress
musical framework

7.
8.

the final product
reflections

I then sketched out a map of Japan, and the lists
sort of formed themselves organically around it. I
focused heavily on my travels, using iconography to
denote memorable places and experiences, such as
festivals and events, friends I visited, sights, food,
and volcanoes.
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of my life.

So I started over.
It was listening to other students’ refined ideas that
gave me a spark of inspiration: music! That, more so
than my time in Japan, was a true constant and a far
more meaningful element of my life, and it provided a
ready-made framework to work with.
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After some thought, I decided to explore the “type
as image” idea and to create several bars of written
music completely out of text. It didn’t take me long to
choose a piece to work with: the Largo movement of
Dvorak’s 9th Symphony (commonly known as the New
World Symphony), one of my all-time favorites, and
with a simple enough note structure that lent itself
well to this idea.
However, I ran into another problem: I didn’t have
the sheet music to refer to. I had to spend a few
hours researching the piece, listening to it again and
again, reviewing the music theory, and transcribing
the main melody on my own.
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The staff is a constant throughout written sheet music,
providing the framework and base for the notes. I created
the staff out of text summarizing my life.
The notes are the heart of the music, the featured elements. I shaped text blurbs describing meaningful moments
of my life, along with the corresponding time period, into
the notes comprising the melody. I opted to leave a few bits
of notation in their solid form, as well as the time and key
signatures and the clef, to anchor the composition.
The measures/bars each comprise a phrase of music
contributing to the whole; I made each one a period of my
life. I realized early on that I would need more than just one
line (or four measures, in this case) of music to encompass
everything. While the melody called for four lines, the
content only called for three, so I had to edit the melody, but
still was able to make it a more-or-less complete phrase.
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It took some experimentation in Photoshop and
Illustrator to achieve the desired effect, especially
with shaping the text into the notes. Once that
happened, though, the content almost flowed of its
own accord, and it all came together naturally: the
periods of my life, the major events, the layout, and
the background text.
The final element was the title: not necessarily very
original, but fitting, as I feel that life is a work of art
that is always being shaped and expanded upon.
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On the whole, I’m satisfied with the final product, but of
course there are things I wish I could change. In staying
true to the metaphor of sheet music, I worked with a
black-and-white palette, but throwing in a splash of color
would have been nice. I’m also not sure if the LATCH
categories I worked with (location, time, hierarchy) are
apparent enough.
This was a good exercise in both information design and
self-discovery, and a great exercise in Adobe Illustrator. It
was also a “safe” attempt at a first project, using subject
matter and a framework I’m already very familiar with. I’d
like to push myself more and truly challenge my design
sensibilities and abilities in future projects.

