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provided me with a visual instrument to better articulate the phenomenology 
and semiotics of place. In this regard, the meaning of the keys is as reference 
to revealing secrets, opening things up, unlocking pathways and portals of 
understanding, enlightenment and understanding.  

The actual visual signs, symbols and semiotic graphic imagery are placed 
throughout the Chart and Legend sections in the way keys would be used in 
a geographic chart or map to graphically, visually, and symbolically represent 
both physical landmarks, and provide meaningful context or interesting 
points of interest. Contextually, these keys relate to the elements of sense place 
identified in the Chart and explored in Legend: visual, material, experiential, 
environmental, spatial, personal, temporal, biophysical. Together, vernacular, 
nature, and food systems touch every one of these elements of the human 
experience as it relates to place. Vernacular is often defined by the letterform, 
but can be object too. Nature and food are mostly image and object, but also 
represented in letterform. There are juxtapositions, but also similarities in the 
visuality, materiality, and meaning they share has part of representing place. 

These pages represent a sampling of a larger documentation that includes 
thousands of images, signs and illustrations as part of this project. Criteria for 
my choices of which to use included whether they were tied to nature in some 
way, or overall theme. I tried to chose symbolic and vernacular images that 
are not too stereotypically used in books about New Orleans and Louisiana. 
My future work in this area will include this book into a trade book on signs, 
symbols, vernacular, visuality, materiality, and experience of New Orleans and 
southeast Louisiana. Keys of the Crescent City: A Semiotic Taxonomy of  New Orleans’ 
Vernacular and Visual Language is a working title. My goal is to include a taxonomy 
while also discuss the historical, cultural meanings and stories behind them. It is 
possible this may be a trilogy, one book for each vernacular, nature, food.

This visual research has energized me to continue my work with signs and 
symbols, continue my study in semiotics, and to continue working in areas of 
design research, design history, theory and criticism. What I have learned from 
fields outside of design has also energized me to keep going with this method 
of synthesizing these disciplines with design as a method of criticism, historical 
research, and theory. The keys have also helped provide my with different 
perspectives towards my place, and deepened my sense of place; I have developed 
new ways of seeing and relating that to studies of visual rhetoric, visual culture and 
visual language. Because of this, the research has provided a new way of thinking 
about design through a theory, methodology and framework for approaching not 
only elements of sense of place as context for design solutions, but also as part of 
a paradigm shift for rethink design.  

The Keys of Crescent City Sense of Place and a New Design Ecology represent visual 
research into design, about design, and through design as method for exploring 
the context of my thesis. The research focuses on the visual language, properties, 
design, and general visuality and materiality related to my place, including their 
semiotic considerations and properties that contribute to sense of place. They 
follow the same autoethnographic method and semiotic, phenomenological, and 
ontological approaches as the thesis. As Ian Noble and Russell Bestley outline 
in their book, An Introduction to Research Methods in Graphic Design, “research 
about design is the study of design histories, styles, influences, models, and 
approaches. The main objective is to understand context or history from 
different perspectives, such as design criticism and historical research. The goal 
is related to the deduction of new knowledge and understanding of design as a 
subject itself.  The research assisted me with thinking semiotically about place, 
and it was also informative as a study of vernacular letterforms and graphics. 
I also researched how numerous historical design styles and various cultures 
represent food and nature, in addition to reading several books relating to 
vernacular, food, nature, design, and semiotics/signs. The following is just a 
short list that have been informative in my research.

Walker Evans Signs with an essay by Andrei Codrescu
Lift and Separate edited by Barbara Glauber
Learning from Las Vegas by Robert Venturi, Scott Brown, and Steven Izenour
Characters by Stephen Banham
Decoding Design by Maggie Macnab
Design by Nature by Maggie Macnab
The Push Pin Graphic (An anthology retrospective) by Seymour Chwast
Envisioning Information, by Edward R. Tufte
You Are Here by Katharine Harmon
Signs and Symbols: Their Design and Meaning by Adrian Frutiger
A Litte Bit of Symbols by Henry Reed

As Russell and Bestley also explain, “Research into design involves a process 
of exploring design methods and practices, including visual testing and 
experimentation, centered on both the process of design and developing new 
design actions, artifacts and methods.  Research through design uses graphic 
design as an instrument for investigating and articulating a particular subject area 
that lies outside of the field of design which includes mapping and information 
design, editorial approaches to visualizing and categorizing data.” By using 
the methods of researching into and through design, my visual research has 

A Semiotic Taxonomy 
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