
Visual Rhetoric

Everyone Judges Books by their Covers



Visual Rhetoric

Rhetoric: the art of persuasive language

Visual Rhetoric: the art of persuasive images

Nothing produced can be 
rhetorically neutral. 



Images  are received instantly (unlike 
text). Images create instant 
associations, instant feelings or 
assumptions, and often convince us 
of things.



Presentation

Presentation is an important part of persuasion because the viewer is exposed to 
the visual elements of a text before anything else, so the viewer begins making 
judgments/assumptions about the text (based on this visual presentation) before 
he/she starts reading. 



Visual Rhetoric of Text

How can the way text looks change the 
effectiveness of that work?

The visual representation of text (e.g. essay, book, 
blog) can influence the way readers perceive the 
work. This influence is particularly important if the 
purpose of the text is persuasion.



Options
• Font and Size

• Spacing/ Placement

• Header

• Color

• Medium

• Graphics

The idea here is, what you 
say is just as important as 
how you say it. What 
“package” do you want your 
work to come in? What 
visual choices help reinforce 
the overall purpose of your 
work?



How does each cover differ? How do these visual 
choices help construct a primary message for each book 
cover?

Consider font, spacing, size 
color, and graphics, etc.



Font
• Goudy Stout

• Script Bold

• Times New Roman

• Century Gothic

• Ravie

Can you think of an 
adjective that describes 
the feeling of each font?



Size

Racializing Shakespeare’s Dark Lady Sonnets

Tennille Newell

USF Graduate Program

All the information 
here is the same size.



Size

Racializing Shakespeare’s Dark Lady 
Sonnets

Tennille Newell

USF Graduate Program

This difference in size privileges 
the title of the work.



Size

Racializing Shakespeare’s Dark Lady Sonnets

Tennille Newell
USF Graduate Program

This sizing arrangement privileges the 
author. This arrangement would be odd 
unless I was famous and my name 
alone could draw a crowd (not out of 
the question...).



Size

Racializing Shakespeare’s Dark Lady Sonnets

Tennille Newell

USF Graduate Program

This arrangement gives the program 
primacy. Again, this construction would 
be odd unless the program itself would 
sell papers or seats.



Layout
Web-reading is different than 
hardcopy reading (i.e. the 
medium makes a significant 
difference in effectiveness of 
layout). People tend to do 
more scanning online than in 
print. Studies tracking eye-
movements of web readers 
indicate reading in what is 
called an “F Pattern.”

http://conversionxl.com/10-useful-findings-about-how-people-view-websites/


Layout
Generally speaking, this is why web pages 
have content that is spread out. A solid block 
of text will lose web-readers as will any other 
kind of visual “overload.” 

Type “bad website design” into Google Images 
and you’ll get the idea.



Color

• Color can be an effective means of grabbing 
attention and affecting emotion.

Use with caution. Use color 
deliberately and purposefully. 



Color
• Blue is often associated with calm or 

professionalism; melancholy or depression.



Color

• Green is often associated with nature or 
health; greed or envy. 



Color
• Red is often associated with danger or 

aggression; excitement or love.



Color

• White is often associated with simplicity, 
classiness, or cleanliness.  



Color
• Black is often associated with what is standard 

or default;  sleekness or classiness. 



Color
Memorizing these associations isn’t as important as realizing 
that color does carry certain cultural associations. Consider the 
cultural context and use the color(s) that best fit your purpose.

• Use color deliberately and purposefully. You don’t want your 

work looking like an application to a clown college
(unless it is).

Color in Motion

http://www.mariaclaudiacortes.com/


Remember...

Your reader/viewer engages with your visual 
choices before they can engage with your 
ideas. So, it’s important to thoughtfully 
consider how visual choices of any kind fit into 
and reinforce the rhetorical situation. 


