
Some of Mario García’s colleagues will tell you 
he has superpowers. What else could account 
for the achievements of this Cuban-American 
and his still-boundless energy at the age of 70? 
Few designers are as prolific or famous. Over a 
span of four decades García has averaged 20 
projects per year, beginning with his first 
redesign project in 1979 for the regional St. 
Cloud Times, Minnesota (USA), and closing 
with project number 714 at the end of 2017. His 
redesigns, consulting gigs, and conferences 
have taken him to 121 countries. He is a noted 
speaker, an author of 13 books, and a tireless 
blogger. And, like a good marathoner, he still 
runs every day. 

One of his superpowers is his ability to 
adapt. At 14, in the wake of the Cuban Revolution, 
García was sent to live in Miami with his aunt 
and uncle, one of 14,000 “Peter Pans,” as chil-
dren who fled Cuba without their parents were 
called. “We Cuban Peter Pans had to grow up in 
a hurry. A new Mario was born on February 28, 
1962, my second birthday,” he says about his 
arrival in the U. S.

As a child in Cuba, García was an actor 
on Cuban soap operas, even landing a notable 
part in the film El joven rebelde (The Young 
Rebel, 1961). But he was forced to change his 
plans after arriving in the U. S. without speaking 
English. As a young adult, newspapers entered 
the picture as a powerful medium to tell stories. 
“[Being a] refugee is in my narrative. One 
reason that being a refugee shapes your career 
is that others don’t let you forget it,” he states.  
In his early home with his father, a saxophonist, 
and mother, a seamstress, there were always 
newspapers. And when he was 12, he recalls, 
he edited a small periodical that covered local 
celebrities. In the U.S., García studied journalism 
and literature, interning at the Miami News in 
1967. Inspired by his supervisor, Howard 
Kleinberg, he became captivated by design as a 
form of storytelling.

In 1977, without having formally studied 
design, he was named director of Syracuse 
University’s School of Graphic Arts, taking the 
reins from the legendary Edmund Arnold. In 
1981, García wrote the book Contemporary 
Newspaper Design: A Structural Approach, 
considered by many to be the bible of modern 
journalistic design. And in 1987 he created the 
design program at the prestigious Poynter 
Institute for Media Studies. He taught there for 
10 years, educating scores of journalism 
designers who continue to revere him today.

Mario García has remained at the fore-
front of his profession; never content with pre-
vious approaches, he continues to demonstrate 

extraordinary curiosity. He has anticipated 
changes in the industry and has dared to  
make bold predictions, encouraging students, 
colleagues, and clients to embrace new 
technologies. He was discussing the use of 
color in newspapers before anyone else, and 
wrote the book Newspaper Colour Design for 
the IFRA in 1988.

He was an early crusader for an integrated 
form of journalism where writing, editing, and 
design play equally important roles, which he 
calls the WED philosophy: “WED is about  
a marriage of journalism and design, and, 
today, this includes technology. It is a way of 
making sure that content always takes 
precedence over design and aesthetics in the 
presentation. With mobile visual storytelling, its 
relevance has never been greater. The designer 
today returns to his journalistic roots, 
concentrates on the story, and guarantees that 
the design will be appropriate and provide the 
best user experience.”

He was also a pioneer in the study of leg-
ibility, using eye tracking technology. In 1991, 
with Peggie Stark, García wrote the ground-
breaking book Eye on the News, which set forth 
an important concept in journalistic design: “the 
center of visual impact.” It is the key to efficient 
organization of information on the page.

In 1999, speaking at a seminar titled 
2020: Visions of the Newspaper of the Future, 
García declared: “The survival of print media 
depends heavily on their ability to embrace the 
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new media. The future belongs to users who live 
in a multimedia environment.” He became an 
early adopter of smartphones, tablets, and the 
iWatch, convinced that the future of journalism 
lies in these devices. The problem, he states, is 
that newspapers “have always thought too 
conservatively.”

At the close of every year, Harvard’s 
Nieman Journalism Lab invites García to share 
his predictions for the coming year. In 2017, he 
foresaw developments in virtual reality and 
branded content. For 2018, he predicts that the 
language of storytelling will be increasingly 
shaped by mobile platforms. He also questions 
why print newspapers still tend to separate text 
from images. “Think back to when you were a 
child, doing your first storytelling, writing stories 
in a lined notebook. Chances are that you 
started your story with words, then drew a 
picture, and then continued on with the words 
and the visuals as parts of a sequential develop-
ment. We are beginning to see what might 
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1. Die Zeit has won more 
Society for News Design 
awards than any other 
newspaper: nine in all 
since the paper’s 1994 
redesign. The front page  
of Die Zeit combines large 
blocks of text, creating  
a strong visual image that 
frequently has a high 
degree of symbolism. “It is 
a long way from 1994 for 

Die Zeit. While awards are 
important as the tangible 
reward they offer creative 
people in our business, 
what is truly significant 
here is that Die Zeit  
has become a weekly 
sampling of what can  
be done when creativity 
meets storytelling. It is 
visual journalism at its 
very best,” states García.
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