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Book review: Trees, maps, and theorems

Pavneet Arora

Jean-luc Doumont, Trees, maps, and theorems.
Principiae, Kraainem, Belgium. 192pp. Hardcover,
$96.00, ISBN 978-90-813677-07.

If a simple sentence is but a message given shape
and cadence by syntax, then what of the larger ves-
sels into which it is poured: reports, presentations,
and graphics? What principles guide these larger
containers of information so that the messages found
within aggregate meaningfully, and are made acces-
sible to the audience? This is the theme of Jean-luc
Doumont’s book Trees, maps, and theorems: Effec-
tive communication for rational minds.

To frame the discussion, Doumont begins with
an unambiguous listing of what he feels to be the
laws which define the responsibilities of any author
of communications material:

1. You, as the author, are responsible for creat-
ing communications which impart a message
effectively to your audience. This is quite dif-
ferent from the common practice where commu-
nications merely showcase a maximal amount
of information, and that quite often in a frac-
tured way — the expectation being that it is the
responsibility of the audience to rise up and
somehow penetrate the author’s erudition.

2. Often, communications must compete with noise
which impedes the message. You, as the author,
must not only anticipate this, but must also

work to ensure that the message in your com-
munications is resilient enough to get through.

3. Use redundancy to ensure that the message does
get through. That is, that even if the message is
made strong, by using redundancy you increase
the chances that it will reach your audience.

The emphasis on adapting the communications’
form to the recipient is particularly useful, and takes
any exposition of design from the abstract and inan-
imate into the realm of a proper use-case. Here one
can test a design by gauging how effectively the mes-
sage reaches the audience. To take a small example,
think of the distinction between a morality play and
judicial judgement comprising its opinions and dis-
sents. Both may concern themselves with ethics, but
the audience for each is quite distinct. Knowing the
audience ensures that the message comes across even
in harsh environments.

Beginning with these fundamentals, the book
then progresses with chapters covering the three
forms of communications it concerns itself with: writ-
ten documents, oral presentations, and graphical dis-
plays. For each of the forms, the discussion is then
broken into sections covering the different phases:
planning, designing, and constructing.

One may dive into a chapter covering a specific
form without losing much by skipping over the dis-
cussions about other forms, but within that chapter
it is advisable to work through the material linearly.
A navigational map, re-introduced with each chap-
ter and updated at each section, makes it easy to
understand where one is within the discussion.

The page design has a consistent layout, used
throughout, which is described at the outset (a sam-
ple spread is at the end of this review). It consists
of four distinct areas on each double-page spread:

• main discussion
• illustrations and comments
• frequently asked questions
• common shortcomings and practical advice

With this consistency comes familiarity as one
makes one’s way through the book. New concepts,
as they are introduced, may readily be plugged into
a mental map prepared to receive them.

The final chapter animates the guidelines set
forth earlier through illustrative examples. Each
example comes replete with common errors that are
excised as the sample communication undergoes a
transformative process and is made better.

So is the book an exemplar of the very principles
it espouses? The simple answer is yes. Its emphasis
on message over raw information permeates the text.
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Illustrations are used to give context to the dis-
cussion and are used as needed without distraction.

Within the page design, a grid is used to align
elements: textual, tabular, and graphical. The spac-
ing in and around elements makes it easy to navigate,
to move back and forth between different levels of ab-
straction, as well as to return to exceptions without
interrupting the flow of the main message.

An attentive reader will notice a compulsive
adherence to paragraph layout as the last sentence of
each paragraph ends up perfectly aligned at the right
margin. While this is admirable, it does produce a
disconcerting effect in that one can never be sure if,
at the bottom of the page, the paragraph is complete.

As typesetters, both amateur and professional,
we pride ourselves in our precision. Sloppy typeset-
ting is considered to be a contraindicator of precise
thinking. What Doumont does is to raise our sights
higher. While precision is essential in the layout of
information, it is a weak standard when it comes to
assessing the effectiveness of the underlying message.
Giving shape to the message so that it reaches its
audience is that real purpose of all communications.

What Doumont illuminates so effectively is that,
by taking communications from the mere aesthetic
into the realm of signals, we can distill best practises
to ensure these signals reach their destination intact
and with greater frequency.

If there is an omission in this book, it might be
this: I was taught long ago in some sales training
that the most effective form of communications is
a story. Stories are universal, and often resonate

well even across cultures. As such, messages can
be made more effective if woven into a narrative. I
hope that Doumont will consider this as a request
for a follow-up edition which includes this aspect of
enhancing signal strength, or as a book on its own
that might use this as a theme.

So let me end with a story of my own. I have on
my bookshelf a book given to me some decades back
during one of my last visits with my grandfather.
The book is Write Better, Speak Better which was
published in 1973 by Reader’s Digest. In my arro-
gance, a not uncommon crutch to the awkwardness of
youth, I accepted it glibly and promptly put it aside.
By then I had discovered that my affinity was for
things technical, and language seemed like a murky
inkwell. It was only much later that I came to the
realization that it is with the power of language that
we can express our ideas — technical and otherwise —
most effectively. And because of the satisfaction de-
rived when doing so, I have been playing catch up
ever since. Doumont’s book is a most worthy addi-
tion for anyone interested in expressing themselves
to a wider audience, and I recommend it heartily.
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Caledon, Ontario, Canada
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Editor’s note: We are happy to note that TEX Users
Group members in good standing enjoy an exclusive
discount on this book. The details can be found at
https://www.tug.org/members.

On what do you base your recommendations?

The guidelines in this book are based mostly

on common sense and experience. They have

been put to the test, not only in my own practice,

but also by thousands of engineers, scientists,

managers, and other professionals worldwide

who took part in some of my training sessions.

I hope the guidelines can be as useful to you

as they apparently are to these professionals.

Moreover, my approach is no doubt influenced

by my education as an engineer and scientist,

and—in ways difficult to trace or to quantify—

by all I have read or heard on communication.

Do you rely on empirical research at all?

Well-conducted research in any scholarly field

is normally thought-provoking at the very least,

so research findings should not be disregarded.

Still, empirical research about communication

suffers from very many confounding factors

and is thus hard to generalize toward practice.

In my experience, far too many people apply

poorly understood research outcomes blindly,

sometimes to the extent of generating myths.

I would rather that they thought for themselves.

Why such a focus on counterexamples?

Remarkably, there is nothing quite remarkable

about instances of effective communication:

they draw one’s attention to the ideas expressed,

not to themselves, so they are hard to learn from

by imitation without the contrasting viewpoint

provided by a counterexample. Also, learning

to pinpoint shortcomings in one’s own practice

is a necessary step toward improving on them.

How to use this book

This book was designed to propose a logical flow

for the discussion while enabling selective reading

of individual parts, chapters, or sections. Feel free,

therefore, to read the complete discussion linearly

or to jump ahead to the themes of interest to you.

Topics are discussed in one double page each time

(or in a small integer number of them), to facilitate

their direct access or out-of-sequence processing.

The pages, too, are formatted for selective reading.

The right page is reserved for the main discussion,

with illustrations, limited examples, or comments

placed left of the text. In relation to this discussion,

the left page answers frequently asked questions

collected at the occasion of lectures and workshops,

set on a gray background. In the remaining space,

it lists typical shortcomings, offers practical advice

on specific subtopics, or broadens the discussion.

Frequently asked
questions

Common shortcomings,
practical advice, etc.

Illustrations,
comments

Main discussion

This book is organized in five parts: first, fundamentals, then

written documents, oral presentations, and graphical displays,

and finally application to five more specific types of document.

It ends with notes and references, as well as an index of topics.

Part one, Fundamentals, introduces the ideas that underpin

the four subsequent parts. Probably the most arduous part

of the book as it lacks the examples that appear further on,

it can be skimmed or perhaps skipped at first by the reader

eager to start work on documents, presentations, or displays.

Still, it answers many a why about further recommendations

and, by offering a minimal set of universal principles, it equips

readers for most challenges of professional communication.

Part two, Effective written documents, offers a methodology

in five steps to proceed from scratch to a complete document,

namely planning, designing, drafting, formatting, and revising

the document to be created. It details each of these five steps.

Part three, Effective oral presentations, proposes a similar

yet distinct approach in five steps: planning the presentation,

designing it, creating the slides, delivering the presentation,

and answering questions. Though meant to stand on its own,

it does not repeat uselessly what has already been discussed

in detail about written documents, in particular planning.

Part four, Effective graphical displays, first classifies pictures

as a way to help readers choose the right representation, then

discusses how to plan, design, and construct optimal graphs,

and finally how to draft a caption that gets the message across.

Part five, Applications, illustrates how the general guidelines

in the previous parts apply to five common types of documents.

Specifically, it examines sets of instructions, electronic mail,

Web sites, meeting reports, and scientific posters, each time

particularizing earlier recommendations or adding new ones.
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