
INFO 424 Lecture 14 November 13, 2007 

Lecture 14:  Layering and Separation 

In this lecture, we continue our exploration of Tufte’s design principles. Our overarching 
goal is to explore the different ways of visualizing complex, multi-variate data. This 
lecture on layering will combine design principles with the visual and perceptual 
functions that define the use of color. 

In his Color chapter, Tufte specifies four fundamental uses for color, which guide its 
application. He emphasizes using color carefully: “above all, do no harm.” Excessive, 
unguided use of color is one of the most common failings in computer-generated 
visualization. This lecture will focus on To Label and To Measure, which are the 
principles most used in data visualization. 

My essay, Expert Color Choices, provides practical advice on creating color schemes for 
visualization.  

Light falling on the retina stimulates the cones, which transmit signals along the optic 
nerve to the brain. How these signals are encoded and interpreted are the fundamental 
principles of color vision. 

Not everyone has full color vision, though few people see the world only in shades of 
gray. I will discuss the more common forms of color vision deficiencies and how they 
influence design practice. 

Goals for the lecture 
By the end of the class, you will be able to: 

• Describe Tufte’s fundamental uses, and how they are applied to visualization. 
• Give an overview of how the visual system perceives color, and describe the 

following quantitative models: cone response, CIE tristimulus values, CIE 
chromaticity diagram, and CIELAB. 

• Ideally, be able to apply an effective color design process to your project 

Reading Assignment 
Tufte, Envisioning Information, chapter 5. 
 
Things to consider as you read 

1. How can these principles be applied to your project? 

Reflection questions 
The questions below are to help you think more broadly about what you’ve read and its 
relationship to the class. It is optional, but strongly encouraged, that you answer them and 
email your answers to info424@gmail.com to aid in discussion in class. Email must be 
received by 7 am on the day of the class. 

1. Find an image or a link that illustrates effective color design. Explain why 


