Emily Bond
Field Research Writing Assignment


Object: Front cover of the Adobe Illustrator CS User Guide. The User Guide is a white soft cover book, about 8.5" high and 7.5" wide. Most of the space is taken up with images of flowers in shades of magenta, orange, and yellow – there is still quite a bit of white space. In the upper right hand corner, with the bottom edge of the text toward the right-hand edge, it says "Adobe Illustrator CS" in red and black and grey, and then under (i.e. to the right of) that in smaller letters "User Guide" in grey. The Adobe Logo, in red and black, is in the lower right hand corner. It was presumably created by someone working for Adobe, within the last few years, and I can only imagine that it was created with Adobe Illustrator and maybe some other Adobe products. The same basic design is on the front of the software box, though there is slightly different text.

Reaction: It looks cool at a glance, but looking at it more closely I actually think this is a fairly bad design. I mostly just see the bright flowers, rather than the title, and the text has nothing to do with the flowers. I also find the way the flowers are done to be somewhat jarring.

Computer Graphics Analysis: The flowers appear to have been made by creating vector outlines of stereotypical flower shapes, and then filling them in with a combination of gradients and raster/photographic images of real flowers. I don't think it works very well, as the raster fills are only partially aligned to the flower shapes. There's a big, rather flat yellow blotch over half of the otherwise realistic looking biggest flower, which destroys the illusion of it actually being a flower, and the photos used seem to have been taken with varying amounts of zoom, so that it can't even be seen as real flowers behind flower-shaped cut-outs in a white surface.


Typographical Analysis: The word "Adobe" is written in mixed-case in an oldstyle font, in red. The word "Illustrator" is written in mixed-case in a fairly bold sans-serif font, in black. The "CS" is written in smallcaps in the same sans-serif font, in grey. These are all written along a single vertical line, reading toward the top of the book, a little ways in from the right edge. The little red and black Adobe logo, which uses a sans-serif font (I can't tell if it's the same one), is placed normally upright, but with its side edges aligned to the top and bottom edges of the text. The words "User Guide" are in the sans-serif font, in the same shade of grey used for "CS", but in mixed-case and much smaller, below the word "Adobe" and right aligned to its end. The alignment is good and the layout is interesting, but I'm not clear why they chose to use three text colors, none of which are in the much larger graphical element, or why they put "CS" in smallcaps rather than normal caps. The text is also unusually small and very inconveniently placed, considering that it is the title on the front cover of a book (or the software name on a software box, though it is somewhat larger there).

Semiological Analysis: The major signifier is the big, colorful flowers. It is my guess that the flowers are meant as a paradigmatic symbol of beauty, and thus to imply that the software will help you make beautiful art/designs. The colors, being very saturated, bright, and warm, and the large size of the flowers, are very energetic, and thus perhaps are meant to make the (potential) user feel energized in relation to the idea of using the software. It works ok on the box, as the box contains the software and is thus very clearly linked to it. But on the book there is no good way to link the signified of the bright flowers to the product – there is no visual link between the image and the text, and the use of vector graphics is only indicative of the software to someone who is looking closely and knows enough about vector graphics to recognize their use.

The computer graphics perspective helped me understand how the flowers were put together, and the typographical approach helped me understand why I felt the design was unsuccessful. The semiological analysis helped me figure out why they chose to use flowers, and also some of why I felt it didn't work.

