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Introduction
In this assignment I wanted to illustrate the multiple meanings of masks in the current
pandemic with my four images: Tyranny vs Civic Duty, Common Humanity, History, once again,
repeats itself, and Fake or Real News? Although a mask is a simple piece of cloth, it has been saturated
with an unimaginable amount of political and emotional meaning during the COVID-19 era. Because
it is seen as such a powerful visual statement in a multitude of topics, I wanted to visually show how
the same image of a person wearing a mask can be connected to so many different things. My goal with
this project was inspired by the following quote about graphic design, “If it moves you, even if good
emotion or bad emotion, then it is effective because it is getting you to think about something and
potentially take action” (PBSoffbook). I wanted to invoke an emotional response so that people will
think about the politicization of mask-wearing in a global pandemic and the deadly consequences it
has. The action I hope people take is a simple one: wear a mask. Three simple words could have saved
hundreds of thousands of American lives.

Tyranny vs. Civic Duty
For my first photo, I wanted to use the cropping tool to show how one picture can tell two
completely different stories. The picture I used to do this was taken by Jeremy Hogan (Hogan 2020).
To construct this picture I
used four tools on Pixlr.
First, I used the cropping tool
to individually crop the first
half of the image, and then
separately crop the second
half. After some trial and
error, I realized I would need
to add a background to put
the two cropped images back
together. For this, I used the
layers tool to put these two
cropped elements together on
a textured white background
I got from Unsplash.
(Personally, the layering
component of Pixlr has been
the most helpful tool for me
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throughout this project because it makes the number of possibilities you can incorporate into one
picture endless.) Then, I used the marquee select tool to add a black and white filter to the bottom
cropped image. Lastly, I used the shape tool to frame the picture with different colored lines because I
felt the picture didn’t feel like a cohesive element without a frame.
I decided to add a filter to only one of the cropped images and make the lines frame the image
with contrasting colors because I felt like it re-emphasized that within one picture there can be
contrasting messages. In other words, as Williams states, the contrast helped “aid in the organization of
the information on the page” (Williams 80). I was trying to organize the information the top section
conveyed (a woman dutifully wearing a mask, represented by the dark red) into a different category
than the information the bottom section conveys (a person who thinks a mask means tyranny,
represented by black and white). I then made the lines surrounding the image contrasting to the image
it was closest to in order to emphasize the stark difference between the messages within the same photo.
Overall, the purpose of this image is to show that, even within the same picture, all it takes is a simple
crop and some contrasting colors to demonstrate the two very different sides within the mask-wearing
debate: tyranny versus civic duty.

Common Humanity
Here I wanted to tell the story of what a person wearing a mask might think of when they look
in the mirror. The CDC website says, “Your mask may protect them. Their mask may protect you”
(Center for Disease Control). In other words, in this photo, I wanted to convey the sentiment that
when you wear your mask you are wearing it for others more than yourself. I got the idea for this photo
in a self-compassion meditation group that I was a part of in April. The leader of the mediation
re-framed the struggle of quarantine, self-isolation, and mask-wearing as an act of compassion to the
people around us. An act of compassion for our common humanity. This is the reason why I decided
to write words related to compassion and selflessness in the mirror: the mask reflects both itself and
your compassion for others.
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In terms of the creative process, this was a difficult image and took a lot of re-starts. The two
main things I struggled with in this photo were blacking out the mirror and rearranging the text. I had
trouble blacking out the mirror because I couldn’t get close enough to the edge of the mirror to make
the blackout look clean enough. When I found out that you could change the shape of the drawing
tool, I found my best friend: the flattened pancake. It was very helpful because I could change the
orientation and the size of the oval shape, allowing me to get as close to the edge as possible. The
second tool helped me rearrange the text so that it would fill up the entire mirror: the distort tool.
This allowed me to change the shape of the text to not only fill in any blank spaces in the mirror but
also made the text look closer to real handwriting.
My goal with the style of the text was to make it look like different kinds of handwriting. This
way it looked like different people had written each of the words on the mirror: perhaps even the
people that the mask wearer would be protecting that day. The handwriting-like style serves to
emphasize the theme of humanity in this piece by humanizing the way the messages are presented in
the mirror.
Lastly, I wanted to point out my inspiration for the text color. I used grey and white colors as
an example of the monochromatic color scheme that William describes (Williams 100). I did this
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because the repetition of color (although varying in hues and tints) helps unify all the words by
showing they are connected in meaning as well as to the white mask the girl is wearing. The repetition
of the monochromatic color scheme helped “strengthen the unity” between the mask and the words of
compassion (Williams 13).

History, once again, repeats itself
I have always loved history because you can draw an infinite number of parallels between it and
the present moment. You can see why certain things developed the way they did. You can also see why
certain things were left undeveloped.
Learning from the parallels that exist
between the past and future is the
reason why George Santayana says,
“Those who cannot remember the
past are condemned to repeat it”
(GoodReads). My inspiration for this
picture started with multiple posts on
social media that showed the
newspaper pictures from anti-masker
protests in 1918. The shock at seeing
how something so devastating
happened not only once, but twice in
American history is what inspired this
picture. Besides the idea that I wanted
to incorporate anti-masker pictures
from the early 1900s and anti-masker
pictures from today, I had no idea
what I wanted to do with this image.
So, my creative process was sitting at
the computer for a couple of hours
and seeing what Pixlr could do. This
exploration soon led me to the most
amazing tool combination on Pixlr:
layers and changing their
transparency. This combination is powerful because it allows you to seamlessly combine two different
pictures, enabling millions of possibilities of different meanings and perspectives to transform the same
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photo. This realization gave me a concrete direction for this image: the idea of taking historical
reflection and making it into a literal reflection. After adding about 15 layers on Pixlr, I began adjusting
their alignment and transparency to something that resembled someone seeing their reflection in the
water. Then, I added a grey-blue ocean background I got from Unsplash as a way to separate the 1918
pictures from the 2020 anti-masker pictures; I chose this alignment because it visually connected the
two pictures to the water that was causing the reflection. It made it look like the top picture was
looking in the water and seeing the reflection of the bottom picture. This allowed, “every element to
have [to] have some visual connection with another element on the page” (Williams 10). In other
words, the water background behind the text connects every element within the reflection theme. I
chose the typewriter-like text style to go on top of the water because typewriters connote the past: one
of the main themes in this photo. The hardest part was the final touches of blurring and coloring the
edges of the picture. The eyedropper tool was really helpful to get the exact colors I needed to blend
the top and bottom pictures with the water background. This was the most important step because it
made the image into one meaningful picture rather than 15 individual pictures. I loved the final
product because of the metaphorical nature of the anti-maskers of today reflected in the ocean of
history below them.
The four 1918 anti-masker photos on the bottom half of the image I found in two sources
talking about the 1918 pandemic: Business Insider and the San Francisco Chronicle (Canales 2020;
Hartlaub 2020). In the top half of the photo, the four photos were taken from four different news
articles, where 3 described their photographers (Ensor 2020; Flores 2020; Mcnew 2020; Makela 2020).
The top right photo was taken by Sergio Flores. The bottom left photo was taken by David Mcnew.
The bottom right photo was taken by Mark Makela.

Real or Fake News?
As people continue to die because of the lack of mask-wearing, the messages in the news
around masks are so contradicting that it has started to feel like people are living in two different
realities. In this photo, I used the mask as an example of the increasingly separate realities people are
living in depending on what news channels they watch.
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My creative process began by looking at William’s notes on colors. I wanted to represent
contrasting realities, and I knew the right colors could help me do that. After reading through all the
different color combinations, I decided I wanted to use the primary colors because, as Williams
eloquently says, “they are the only colors you can’t create” (Willaims 92). Thus, these colors do not
overlap in any way: they are on opposite ends of the color wheel. This was perfect to represent differing
realities constructed by differing facts that do not overlap in any way. My first step was finding a photo
with a black background on Unsplash. After I found the photo I wanted, I used the marquee tool to
apply different colored shade filters to the photo: a blue filter on the right side of the photo and a
yellow filter on the left side. To make the filters join together more smoothly, I added a red line using
the shapes tool and applied it to the two filters’ connection points. The shapes tool was something I
used more than once throughout this project to apply more structure to my photos, yet I found it to be
incredibly hard to use. Next, I added the text. The inspiration for the text that makes up the
background of the picture came from what I have seen on the news. I used recent news sources on
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COVID-19 misinformation as my inspiration for the messages on the right side (Paz 2020; LaForme
2020). The right side of the photo is meant to represent news about masks without facts (or fake
news). This is why I chose to put it in the more shadowy blue part of the photo: it is the dark
underbelly of the truth. The left side of the photo is meant to represent the news about masks that rely
on facts and science, which is why it is represented in the light. Lastly, I used the eraser tool in the
shape of a square to leave a blank space at the bottom for the two words that connect the differing
messages within the whole photo to the one thing they have in common; They are both associated with
“Breaking News.”
The different text styles led me to the center of this piece: its connection to and commentary
on the news. I chose the background text specifically because it resembled the “loud” but proper text
that often runs across the bottom of the screen during a news segment. The same reasoning applies to
why I chose the bold red color and text style of the word “News” at the bottom of the photo. I deviated
from the same text style for the word “Breaking.” I chose something that emphasized the more literal
meaning of the word by choosing a text that looked bent, torn, and just about ready to break. The
reason I did this is to show why the contrasting headlines behind the woman matter. Differing truths
result in not only the news systems breaking but also our trust in them breaking. My hope for this
photo is that it, “attract[ed] attention, cause[ed] us to think about their meaning, and stay[ed] in our
memories over time” (American Institute of Graphic Design). I hope the contrasting background
attracted one’s attention, and the emphasis on the breaking portion of breaking news caused one to
critically think, and continue to critically think, about the truth crisis within the news the next time
they see anything that tells them not to wear a mask.

Conclusion
My only suggestion for the next time Chris does this assignment is to provide a reading or some
resource that will help people pick their theme. In the beginning, I was a little overwhelmed and unsure
about what having a “theme” even meant in graphics design. I knew how to construct a thesis or a
message for a written assignment, but I had never done one with graphic design. As I brainstormed
ideas for mask-related pictures I soon figured out it's pretty similar to a written piece, but it still would
have been nice to have more guidance from the beginning.
In the end, I learned that graphic design is not so different from creative writing. This matters
to me because creative writing is the one thing in life that I know I love to do. It is one of the only
things that I feel like I was meant to do. When I first started this class I thought they would be
completely different. How is visually showing somebody one picture going to be the same as writing
them a story with a beginning, middle, and an end? Yet, as I spent more time on my four images, I soon
figured out that you use the same instincts in graphic design as you do in storytelling. Every color, every
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text style, every background has a certain connotation just like words do. Thus, these little details are
extremely important in cementing your message in every corner of the picture. Just like every word
choice matters, every element you put in your picture in graphic design matters. After struggling a bit
with my very first image in class, one where I spent about an hour changing the picture to just end up
having it look worse, I learned the most important similarity between creative writing and graphic
design: if you have a meaningful message, everything else effortlessly falls into place.
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