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Up Close

Ronald Shakespear has described his profession as “making the city 
legible.” With his sons Lorenzo and Juan and daughter Barbara, his 
design consultancy Diseño Shakespear has completed numerous way-
finding, branding, and design mega-projects in Buenos Aires, from 
the city’s underground to its hospitals and zoo. 
 While most of their work has been in Argentina, their reputation is 
global, with published projects in design journals such as Communica-
tion Arts, Ottagono, Taschen’s Latin American Design, Print, and Novum. 
The firm’s work has been exhibited at the Centre Georges Pompidou 
in Paris, the AIA Branch House in Richmond, the Katzen Arts Center 
in Washington, DC, and at the Triennale di Milano.
 Throughout his 50-year career, Ronald Shakespear has played the 
role of educator as frequently as he has that of designer. He has lec-
tured in Latin America, Canada, Europe, and the U.S., but his most 
enduring teaching relationship has been with the University of Bue-
nos Aires as head professor in the Division of Architecture, Design 
and Urbanism. As president of Asociación de Diseñadores Gráficos 
de Buenos Aires (ADG), and founder of Espacio Diseño, the first 
permanent design exhibition in Buenos Aires, he has had a prodi-
gious impact on the city’s design community and its next generation 
of designers.  

You enjoy sharing insights from a wide variety of sources, 
from Alan Fletcher to Marilyn Monroe. They are always delight-
ful, entertaining, and thought-provoking, but how do these 
narrative sketches convey your philosophy? 
Design is a complex event, which we need to consider from the perspec-
tive of other disciplines and knowledge. Establishing connections helps 
us see and understand. I feel comfortable with connections. My stories 
and my books are about that. Design is not an island. It is a sea. I use sto-
ries as inductive metaphors, because I think they may inspire people.

How do you begin a project? Where do you start?
When tackling a problem, I always start with the audience, the people. 
Understanding an audience involves deciphering their codes. They 
help me define the problem. Finally, design is for them.
 I have always started—naturally—from intuition. The method, the 
research, the process, comes later, in order to verify that intuition.

Where does creativity come from?
Dora, my mom, is 96. She is convinced that I sit alone every night, 
with a glass of whiskey, my eyes becoming all blurry, and then—out of 
nowhere—the fairies appear. They are naked, by the way. And that is 
when the magic begins. The ideas. The images. I must say I have never 
seen a fairy. Especially not a naked one.
 And yet, a lot of people believe that this is “creativity.” The word is 
probably the most common and absurd expression in this trade. I have 

Hamlet Poster (1964): The poster for the television version of William Shake-
speare’s Hamlet conveys director David Stivel’s concept of Hamlet crucified as 
Christ. It can be found in public and private collections including the Modern 
Art Museum of Buenos Aires. (Design: Ronald Shakespear. Photo: Isidoro Rubini)

Stork Pictogram (1978): “The pictographic system for Buenos Aires Munici-
pal Hospitals was originally designed for Durand Hospital, but later adopted 
for the entire hospital system. We proposed the stork as a popular icon re-
lated to maternity care. But some administrators are not ready for innovative 
changes. One hospital director somberly told me, ‘Dear Mr. Shakespear, you 
must know that babies are not brought by storks.’ I still believe that storks 
bring babies. So do people.” (Design: Ronald Shakespear/Raúl Shakespear)

Ronald Shakespear:
Making the City Legible 

Durand Maternity Hospital Symbol (1979): “This symbol was designed to 
help build a warm and friendly brand, capable of symbolizing the act of 
giving birth. The client was negative at first, believing it emphasized the 
cardiologic aspect above the birth aspect. Yet it was gradually accepted and 
eventually became the hospital’s visual identity.”  
(Design: Ronald Shakespear)

Alto Palermo Shopping Center Wayfinding (1990): “The totem as a present. 
This wayfinding program was based on a parcel and its bow. They combined 
to reflect a friendly, warm, and non-aggressive image alluding to a more 
intimate dialogue between the mall and its audience.”  
(Design: Lorenzo and Ronald Shakespear)

Buenos Aires Underground (1995-2007): “We rescued the colloquial term 
‘Subte’ in the understanding that collective memory required it. Surveys and 
focus groups reinforced that choice. We also discovered that people use 
expressions such as ‘I take the green one’ or ‘I take the red one.’ This clearly 
shows the value attributed to their preferred subway lines.” 
(Design: Ronald, Lorenzo, and Juan Shakespear. Photo: A. Calderone)

SEGD’s 2008 Fellow on design, cities, 
and storks  

By Leslie Wolke

“Some clients will ask me for 
a boat. What they actually 
need is to cross a river.”
—Ronald Shakespear
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“Ronald had to literally invent the profession of 
design 45+ years ago in Argentina—the country 
was young and geographically ‘in the world’s 
back yard.’ This forced him to create not only 
a new visual language for his country but learn 
and educate his clients along this long road.” 
—Andrew Lewis

always thought that “creativity” is a euphemism to describe a rare 
magic attained solely by a small number of people, a discriminatory 
term that praises an ability or training—or both—that tends to pro-
duce innovative events. People coin certain cultural pet phrases that 
help them explain what is inexplicable.

Many of your projects are at the scale of the city itself. How 
do you decipher the needs of the audience when it is the 
population of an urban environment?
Urban features are many and their complexity is enhanced by iconic 
diversity, architecture, overlapping cultures, constant changes, and 
semiotic noise in the city landscape.
 Intangibles always make the difference. People’s abilities to per-
ceive the urban landscape might be similar in many cities. Traveling 
provides pleasure and knowledge. Signs must help people to find their 
way in the city, but just as important, they build the identity of the 
place.
 I need time to learn so I must visit cities as many times as I can. I’ve 
been in more than 25 different cities and I find similarities in people’s 
voices, in how they refer to their subways for example: the Tube in 
London, Metro in Paris, Subway in New York, and Subte in Buenos 
Aires. 

Beyond directing people and identifying places, what is the 
role of signage in an urban environment?
A sign is not a panel with images, figures, and letters. Signs are instru-
ments of information, identity, and stimulation.
 Sensible and intuitive signage systems are created by designers who 
understand the complexities of public spaces, the particular environ-
ment of the project in question, and the expected performance and 

functions of the signs. Designers of signage systems are, in effect, de-
ciphering the audience’s codes.
 Signs are active expressions of identity that go beyond just giving di-
rections and solving basic circulation and communication problems. 
They are instruments that help build a house style, a tone of voice, a 
dialogue with the audience. They are part of the citizen’s daily life. 
Signs not only are there; they must act as if they have always been 
there. 
 They must become visible when the decision of a destination has 
to be made, do their job, and then become part of the surroundings 
again. 

You’ve cited Jock Kinneir’s assessment about large-scale way-
finding engagements: “These projects are a test sent by des-
tiny for us to prove our ability to remain.” How do you find the 
design solution that will endure? 
Jock Kinneir had a deep significance for us back in the 1970s. The 
epic narrative of his program for the UK highways turned him into a 
reference for us. The way he managed his relationship with the traffic 
engineers, architects, and urban planners was as significant as the 
pragmatic representation of the “Road Ahead as a Vector Sign,” from 
a historical point of view, perhaps his most remarkable contribution 
at the time.
 “Man speaks in small letters. He shouts in capital letters,” Jock 
Kinneir used to say.
 It has been said that humankind has the public signs it deserves, 
although it is almost a sure thing that the Roman Empire did not de-
serve something so beautiful as Trajan’s typographic frontispieces. 
Facing such an assignment, adds Jock Kinneir, is a moment of truth 
for any designer, because it challenges his skills, integrity, and power 
of permanence.

Leslie Wolke, segd, is an associate principal with fd2s in Austin. She 

spoke with Ronald on a recent trip to Buenos Aires.

America 92 Exhibit (1992): “We designed 25 thematic macro arrows for the wayfinding program for the 500 Anniversary of America Dis-
covering Exhibition held in Buenos Aires in 1992. The scale of the signs allowed the crowd to perceive them pretty well, at the same time 
providing enrichment and amusement to the fair.” (Design: Lorenzo and Ronald Shakespear)

Tren de la Costa (1995/1997): “The sun comes from the East. From the river. 
And so does the train. This was the essence of the brand for this coastal 
tourist train. Green was the paradigmatic choice: We wanted it to be part of 
the landscape! The red nerve that goes through the green, like a living path, 
connects the project to the railways of childhood and nostalgia and empha-
sizes the project’s ecologic premise.” (Design: Ronald, Lorenzo, and Juan 
Shakespear. Photo: Juan Hitters)

Temaikèn Zoo (2001/2003): “The embryo of the Temaikèn Zoo project is the logotype, conceived in a flexible and organic typography and 
expressing the phonetic name in earthy colors ranging from sepias to siennas. The colors are systematically present in all the forms of 
communication at the zoo.” (Design: Lorenzo and Juan Shakespear)

Taxi Sign (1971): “In 1971, City Hall gave us a job later called the Visual Plan 
for Buenos Aires. Our task was to create sign standards for the city itself, 
from bus stops to street signs to taxi stands. It was unique in our context 
(certainly the first in South America), not only because of its huge scale but 
because of the dynamic interaction with the client. More than 35 years later, 
you may see the taxi signs still in use, as people love this icon of the city.” 
(Design: Ronald Shakespear/Gonzalez Ruiz)

 “He believes in the power of 1 to 1 scale and the permanence of metal. His signs are 
there to stay in the urban environment. He has this unusual ability to make monster-size 
signs blend with the local culture. A big ear, he says. A big ear to hear the local lingo of 
the common folk, rescue it, and put it in the public space. His greatest accomplishment 
has been making the public space publicly ‘owned’ through making it readable.”
—Jorge Frascara
 


