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The Gettysburg PowerPoint Presentation
by Peter Norvig

The PP cognitive style is so distinctive and
peculiar that presentations relying on standard
ready-made templates sometimes appear as .
over-the-top parodies instead of the sad
realities they are. Here is an intentional and
terocious parody: imagine Abraham Lincoln
had used PowerPoint at Gettysburg. . ..

Abraham Lincoln

11/19/1863 ~
Um, my name is Abraham Lincoln and, um,

I must now reboot . . . .

As we see in the Organizational Overview slide,
Sfour score and seven years ago our fathers brought
forth on this continent a new nation, conceived

in liberty and dedicated to the proposition that all
men are created equal. Now we are engaged in

a great civil war, testing whether that nation or
any nation so conceived and so dedicated can long
endure. Next slide please. We are met on a great
battlefield of that war. We have come to dedicate
a portion of that field as a final resting place for

1111911863

those who here gave their lives that that nation

might live. It is altogether fitting and proper that
we should do this. But in a larger sense, we
cannot dedicate, we cannot consecrate, we cannot
hallow this ground. The brave men, living and
dead who struggled here have consecrated it far
above our poor power to add or detract. Next

slide please. The world will little note nor long ' + = Met on battlefield (great)
1 » Dedicate portion of field - fitting!

remember what we say here, but it can never L
» Unfinished work (great tasks)

forget what they did here. It is for us the living

11/19/1863

rather to be dedicated here to the unfinished work

which they who fought here have thus far so



nobly advanced. It is rather for us to be here
dedicated to the great task remaining before us—
that from these honored dead we take increased
devotion to that cause for which they gave the last
full measure of devotion, next slide please, that we
here highly resolve that these dead shall not have
died in vain, that this nation under God shall have
a new birth of freedom, and that government of
the people, by the people, for the people, shall not
perish from the earth.

This PowerPoint presentation was created by
Peter Norvig; see www.norvig.com. The
graph showing “-87 years” for Lincoln’s “four
score and seven years ago” is brilliant. Norvig
notes that other slides were quickly constructed
by means of the PP AutoContent Wizard.

Ian Parker described PowerPoint’s AutoContent
Wizard as “a rare example of a product named
in outright mockery of its target customers.”
(The New Yorker, May 28, 2001, 76).
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Review of Key Objectives -
& Critical Success Factors

= What makes nation unique
— Conceived in Liberty
— Men are equal
wnemis . m Shared vision
— New birth of freedom
— Gov't of/ffor/by the people

e Dedicate
s Consecrate
= Hallow
1sess (in narrow sense)
® Add or detract
= Note or remember what we say

New nation
. = Civil War
* = Dedicate field
t1nonsss - Dedicated to unfinished work
New birth of freedom
Government not perish
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PowerPoint and Statistical Evidence

T o investigate the performance of PP for statistical data, let us consider
an important and intriguing table of cancer survival rates relative to

those without cancer for the same time period. Some 196 numbers and
57 words describe survival rates and their standard errors for 24 cancers:

Estimates of relative survival rates, by cancer site'®

% survival rates and their standard errors
5 year 10 year I5year 20 year

Prostate 98.8 04 952 09 87.1 17 8l 30
Thyroid 96.0 08 958 12 940 16 954 21
Testis 947 11 940 13 911 18 882 23
Melanomas 89.0 o8 867 1.1 83515 828 19
Breast 864 04 783 06 71307 65010
Hodgkin's disease B5.1 17 798 20 738 24 67.1 28
Corpus uteri, uterus 843 10 83213 808 17 79220
Urinary, bladder 821 10 76214 70319 679 24
Cervix, uteri 705 16 641 18 628 2.1 60.0 24
Larynx 68.8 21 567 25 458 28 378 3.1
Rectum 626 12 552 14 51818 492 23
Kidney, renal pelvis 61.8 13 544 16 498 20 473 26
Colon 61.7 08 554 10 539 12 523 16
Non-Hodgkin’s 578 10 463 12 383 14 343 17
Oral cavity, pharynx 567 13 442 14 375 16 330 18
Ovary 55.0 13 493 16 499 19 49.6 24
Leukemia 425 12 324 13 297 15 262 t7
Brain, nervous system 32.0 14 292 15 276 16 260 19
Muitiple myeloma 295 16 127 15 7.0 1.3 48 15
Stomach 238 13 194 14 19017 149 19
Lung and bronchus 150 04 10.6 04 8.1 04 6.5 04
Esophagus 142 1.4 79 13 77 16 54 20
Liver, bile duct 75 11 58 12 63 15 7.6 20
Pancreas 4.0 05 30 15 27 06 2.7 o8

Applying the PowerPoint templates for statistical graphics to this nice
straightforward table yields the analytical disasters on the facing page.
These PP default-designs cause the data to explode into 6 separate
chaotic slides, consuming 2.9 times the area of the table. Everything is
wrong with these smarmy, incoherent graphs: uncomparative, thin
data-density, chartjunk, encoded legends, meaningless color, logotype
branding, indifference to content and evidence. Chartjunk is a clear
sign of statistical stupidity; use these designs in your presentation, and
your audience will quickly and correctly conclude that you don’t
know much about data and evidence.?® Poking a finger into the eye of
thought, these data graphics would turn into a nasty travesty if used for

19 Redesigned table based on Hermann
Brenner, “Long-term survival rates

of cancer patients achieved by the end
of the zoth century: a period analysis,”
The Lancet, 360 (12 October 2002), 1131-
1135. Brenner recalculates survival rates
from data collected by the U.S. National
Cancer Institute, 1973-1998, from the
Surveillance, Epidemiology, and End
Results Program.

20 PP-style chartjunk occasionally shows up
in graphics of evidence in scientific journals.
Below, the clutter half-conceals the thin
data with some vibrating pyramids framed
by an unintentional Necker illusion, as the
2 back planes optically flip to the front:

30
3336
37-42

For such small data sets, usually a simple
table will show the data more effectively
than a graph, let alone a chartjunk graph.
Source of graph: N. T. Kouchoukos, ef al.,
- “Replacement of the Aortic Root with
a Pulmonary Autograft in Children and
Young Adults with Aortic-Valve Disease,”
New England Journal of Medicine, 330
(January 6,1994), 4. On chartjunk, see
Edward R. Tufte, The Visual Display of
Quantitative Information (1983, 2001),
chapter s.
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a serious purpose, such as cancer patients seeking to assess their survival
chances. To deal with a product that messes up data with such systematic
intensity must require an enormous insulation from statistical integrity
and statistical reasoning by Microsoft PP executives and programmers,
PP textbook writers, and presenters of such chartjunk.
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The best way to show the cancer data is the original table with its good
comparative structure and reporting of standard errors. And PP default
graphics are not the way to see the data. Our table-graphic, however,
does give something of a visual idea of time-gradients for survival for
each cancer. Like the original table, every visual element in the graphic
shows data. Slideware displays, in contrast, usually devote a majority of
their space to things other than data.

Estimates of % survival rates
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