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Project Outline:
Zoo Symbolform Design

bjectively, the symbolform project serves as an in 
depth study of symbols and symbol system sets. 

An existing symbol system is presented, and a supple-
mentary symbol must be created through an extensive 
process beginning with research on a specifi c animal and 

ending in a refi ned symbolform generated in the vector-
based program Adobe Illustrator that will casually fi t in 
with the existing system. Besides enforcing the practice 
of physical drawing skills, the symbolform project also re-
quires an awareness of simplicity.
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Project Outline:
Process Book

dditionally, application of the publishing soft-
ware Adobe InDesign is essential. The pro-

duction of the zoo symbolform design book not 
only illustrates the development of the specifi c 
symbolform, but demonstrates the ability to layout 
a multi-page document as well. The undertaking 
of production includes the responsibility of writing, 
copy-editing, and designing. A sense of unifi cation 
must be established both in the fi nal symbol system 
set and publication.
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What is a symbol?

S imply put, a symbol is a mark. A symbol is either
associated with or deemed as illustrating something 

else. Generally, symbols are thought to be a picture or image, 
but a letter, fi gure, or other character used to identify some-
thing is also considered a symbol.

Symbols are seen everywhere and come in a variety of sizes, 
from stop signs on the street to the marks on a computer 
keyboard. In this example, each Hanzi—or character—in the 
Chinese language, which originated as a pictorial language, is 
a symbol.
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Symbol Systems

ords and phrases are visual aids as well; hence, 
each different written language, including English, 

can be called a symbol system. When symbols are made 
in relation to one another, the series that is formed is a 
symbol system set. For instance, the alphabet is a simple 
symbol system: each letter is a symbol and when all 26 

letters are put together, the system set is complete. Other 
known symbol system sets include the periodic table of 
elements, zodiac signs, emoticons (emotional icons used 
frequently on the Internet to portray happy or sad faces in 
written form), and regulatory traffi c signs.
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Zoological Parks

oological parks exist not only for the enjoyment of 
children and families, but more importantly for the 

animals residing in the park. While visitors learn about 
the wildlife presented through glass windows and behind 
fences, zoologists and biologists continue to research, 

care for, and help conserve the establishment of animals.
Various species are taken in from the wild and provided 
facilities in which they can breed and habituate without 
concern about harmful factors encountered in the wild, 
such as predators.

Z
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The National Zoo

lso known as the Smithsonian National 
Zoological Park, the National Zoo was 

established in 1889 by an Act of Congress for 
“the advancement of science and the instruc-
tion and recreation of the people,” and in 1890 
became a part of the Smithsonian Institution. 
Located in Washington D.C., the National Zoo 
provides care for nearly 2,000 individuals of 
400 varying animal species. Their mission—to 
provide leadership in animal care, science, ed-
ucation, and sustainability—continues to help 
a good deal of endangered animals.
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Endangered Species

hen the populace of a species is close to extinction, 
whether as a result of predation or environmental 

conditions, the species is categorized under a specifi c 
conservation status, or level of risk. Endangered species 
can be animals, plants, or other organisms. Endangered 
species are at a high risk of becoming extinct; critically 

endangered is the only other level higher than endangered 
species. While zoologists and naturalists continue to pre-
vent species from becoming extinct, labeling an animal at 
a high level of risk can also have negative effect, such as 
that animal becoming more desirable for hunters.

W

10 | ENDANGERED SPECIES



The Antarctic Fur Seal

s the name suggests, the Antarctic fur 
seal is found in several regions near the 

Antarctic waters and breeds mainly in the re-
gion of South Georgia. The Antarctic fur seal, 
or arctocephalus gazella, is one of seven seals 
in the genus arctocephalus and one of two 
subpolar species, the other being the Northern 
fur seal. Also known as the Kerguelen fur seal, 
it is named for the German naval vessel SMS 
Gazelle, which gathered the fi rst found speci-
men from Kerguelen Island.
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Population Size & Trends

tudies on population size were calculated by 
observing the age structures of the fur seal 

population in certain regions and identifying all the  
pups on select beaches. Estimations based on pup 
counts showed that the total population size at the 
time of weaning was determined to be about four 
times the amount of pups born.

In March 1976, the population size in South Georgia 
was approximately 369,000 fur seals. The popula-
tion had been increasing at an annual rate of almost 
17% since the late 1950s. At the time of estimation 
in 1984, researchers determined that if this rate of 
expansion was continuing, then the total population 
neared roughly 1.2 million. Since then, all popula-
tions appear to be prospering and are believed to 
have stemmed from South Georgia.

S
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Growth Rate of Pups

ne of the most crucial times for survival of a 
young fur seal is during the fi rst time away 

from their mother, because they are unpracticed 
in fending for themselves and fi nding nourishment 
especially when environmental circumstances be-
come harsh. Size and overall health of a young fur 
seal at the beginning of their independence are 
important factors in infl uencing their survival.

The growth of a young fur seal refl ects parental 
investment. Females usually produce only one 
pup per pregnancy, and males generally show no 
responsibility in rearing the pup. Based on studies 
done from 1988 to 1990, the time mothers spent 
on male pups was longer than the time spent on 
females because males were heavier at birth and 
older at the time of weaning.

O
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DURATION OF FORAGING TRIPS VS. GROWTH RATE

The relationship between the mean average duration of foraging trips taken 
by the mother and growth rate of her pup in South Georgia from 1988–1990 
obviously shows that the longer the mother takes to fi nd food, the slower her 
pup grows, resulting in a lack of preparation for the pup’s primary stages of 
nutritional independence.



Physical Attributes:
In relation to species

he Antarctic fur seal has a short, broad snout com-
pared to others in the otariidae family. Adult males 

are dark brown, females and juveniles tend to be grey with 
a lighter underside, and pups are nearly black at birth. 
Variety in fur color among the species is a possible result 
of crossbreeding with subantarctic fur seals.

T
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Physical Attributes: In relation to behavior
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Preliminary Sketches

fter searching for high-resolution profi le pictures 
of the Antarctic fur seal, a minimum of ten quick 

thumbnail sketches were required.

A
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Directional Sketches

sing the best of the ten original thumbnail
sketches as a basis, slightly larger rough 

versions of the symbolform were created with 
more focus on specifi c details, such as eye 
size and placement, head shape, whiskers, 
fur, and actual positioning in the space allotted.
By solidifying the sketches with black marker, 
the balance—or imbalance—between black 
and white becomes more discernible.

After critiquing the fi rst solidifi ed rough ver-
sions, more solid sketches were produced for 
more critique and  improvement. A clearer un-
derstanding of negative space and necessary 
physical attributes should gradually develop 
through the course of the drawings.

U
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Refi nement
nce a clear grasp of the symbolform is illustrated 
in the solidifi ed rough versions, the best version in 

terms of formation of the animal is scanned into the com-
puter and used as a guide. Applying the pen tool in Adobe 
Illustrator, the outline of the scanned image is traced. Alter-
ing and adjusting the shape of the symbolform becomes 
quicker and more practical, as it provides the opportunity 

to turn out several different versions with subtle modifi ca-
tions for comparison. During the refi ning process, it must 
be understood that the symbolform is meant to represent 
the animal, not necessarily be anatomically correct. Thus, 
tweaking and simplifying is not only done with the existing 
symbol system set in mind, but also based on a general 
consensus of what the animal is expected to look like.

O
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Integration Into the 
System

he fi nal symbolform must accord with the 
original National Zoo symbol system set. 

Nearing fi nalization, the symbolform is placed 
into a section of the system. If something, even 
a minor detail, stands out too much, then the 
refi nement step is repeated.

T
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