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Abstract: New media and connected new publication types emerging in 
the late 19th and the 20th century (film, television, internet) have raised 
new questions regarding the role of typography in publishing. Clearly, 
works of typography and publishing have always served a wide dissemi-
nation of ideas to reach a larger audience, and it was evident that the use 
of typographic conventions was part of the message itself even if these 
conventions were used by professionals such as printers or typesetters 
who were clearly distinct from the author.
Typography is separated from the social communication context of publi-
cation, while it is also separated from the paper-based medium and typo-
graphic works. The following paper aims at analyzing the types of typog-
raphy and the way it is influenced by the new media.

Keywords: Typography, New Media, visual communication, the typo-
graphic code.

Changing Landscape of Technologies and Typography

“The semiotic changes are vast enough to warrant the term ‘revolution’, of two 
kinds; of the modes of representation on the one hand, from the centrality of writ-
ing to the increasing significance of image; and of the media of dissemination on 
the other, from the centrality of the medium of the book to the medium of the 
screen” (Kress 2005, 6).
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“However, owing to the universal access to digital technology, the word »ty-
pography« is increasingly used to refer to the arrangement of any written material 
and is certainly no longer restricted to the work of a typographer. Everyone is a 
typographer now…” (Jury 2006, 8).

Ideally, this means that authors can now influence these aspects of their mes-
sage as well, they can take into account the typographic form that their work will 
present itself to the readers already when choosing the words, joining the sen-
tences, coupling the images of their works. However, it may also mean that the 
typographic choices are neglected or result in a series of bad or unfounded deci-
sions, because typographic choices are today no longer part of the publications, of 
disseminating (expert) opinion in the public space. Clearly, the webpages of new 
media, news feeds of social networks or publishing areas of blogs do not usually 
permit the information to go through all the traditional steps of publication (re-
view, proofreading, personalized typographic form). 

However, the information published on online interfaces cannot fully lack ty-
pographic works: and this is the point where the user, the commissioner is ex-
posed to the expert, the typographer, the graphic designer. Desktop publishing 
software made it possible for everyone to create their own wedding invitations, 
but the web-based interfaces of new media only lets one choose between pre-cod-
ed options. It is far from certain that we can always set the typeface for our text, 
and we must also come to terms with the fact that the typographic parameters of 
our text may be modified according to the users’ needs when downloading, sav-
ing or reading our content. 

Nonetheless, it is a great mistake to assume that typography will be subsidiary 
or less important because of all these changes and needless to be researched on its 
own. Experts dealing with selling various products, services and information pay 
huge sums for the research of users’ habits, the effect of advertisements, conditions 
of readability and even eye movements. More precisely, they finance researches in 
order to find out what makes something easily readable or remembered, to find 
the determinants of what captures our attention from a huge amount of informa-
tion, what are our eyes drawn to, what we read through and why. Part of our 
reading habits are biologically, physiologically determined (the size of the letters 
we can read, the distance it takes for letters to be distinguishable), another part 
derives from our culture, so it is learned (the form of lines and margins, reading 
direction – everything that can be associated with different conventions in a differ-
ent writing system). 

Bradley, for instance, analyzes the Gutenberg diagram, Z and F pattern lay-
outs, and draws attention to the fact that a well functioning visual hierarchy can 
overwrite these patterns and program our eyes to follow other layouts (Bradley 
2011). The reader can be permanently trained and new conventions – even if for 
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one single publication – can always be formed in addition to the old ones. New 
rules can be based on forgotten habits (for instance marginal notes), but also on 
new developments of visual communication (formal changes of new media, for 
instance the film, mobile applications or graphical interfaces may all significantly 
change users’ habits.)

This way, in the light of the indisputable advantages of visual communication, 
typeface choices and character size (in terms of good readability on various carri-
ers) as well as the text as a typographically shaped image are paramount. 

Typography and Visual Communication

When we are talking about visual communication, what comes to mind most 
often is the power of the image, and how it serves social practices and ideologies, 
as well as questions of identity, effect, pragmatism. We should assume, based on 
this, that we have long been aware of the characteristics of the image as a media 
system, we know the differences between a visual sign and a linguistic sign and 
the definition of culture as multimedial representation is no longer a great theo-
retical challenge for us. 

However, the image is, by nature, something that avoids the strictness of theo-
retical discourse; or reversely, the place that the image takes up in theoretical dis-
course is where one slips into the tropological movements of substitutions. For 
truth is “a reorganizing troop of metaphors, metonymies, anthropomorphisms”, 
truths are “illusions”, “coins losing their images”. In Nietzsche’s view the concep-
tual construct of the man of reason is shattered by the bold, unheard of images, 
the whimsical, incoherent, seductive new shapes, dreams, metaphors of the man 
of intuition. 

What then is truth? A movable host of metaphors, metonymies, and; anthro-
pomorphisms: in short, a sum of human relations which have been poetically and 
rhetorically intensified, transferred, and embellished, and which, after long usage, 
seem to a people to be fixed, canonical, and binding. „Truths are illusions which 
we have forgotten are illusions- they are metaphors that have become worn out 
and have been drained of sensuous force, coins which have lost their embossing 
and are now considered as metal and no longer as coins” (Nietzsche 1873). 

It would be extremely useful, indeed, if we could control images, if we had 
dictionaries that gave, once and for all, the right definition of visual signifiers. Al-
though Kress and Van Leeuwen’s enterprise, the methodology of reading images 
(Kress–Van Leeuwen 2006), offered guidance as to the universal grammar that de-
termines how images can be associated with meanings and elaborated the criteria 
for decoding vague or ambiguous images based on reading or interpretive actions, 
no answer was given to the question of what happens if it takes too long to operate 
these actions and the decision taken on a pragmatic basis is more of an obstacle for 
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such a kind of reading of images. One seeks a fast reading experience and this is 
precisely what images promise. 

Contradictions connected to visuality begin with rapidity. It is both easier and 
faster to send an emoticon than writing down how we feel. However, the emoticons 
are chosen from a finite set, and their usage is becoming almost compulsory. Quot-
ing Ferenc Hammer: “I still cannot bring myself to using emoticons. I had no idea it 
has got so attached to people, only my friends said they’d be offended if I didn’t use 
them for they’d feel my message is too harsh. What’s more, who on earth would 
have thought what I had read somewhere not long ago, that the period is stronger 
than the exclamation mark. That is, the period is the new exclamation mark” (Inkei 
2015). “The period was always the humblest of punctuation marks. Recently, how-
ever, it’s started getting angry. I’ve noticed it in my text messages and online chats, 
where people use the period not simply to conclude a sentence, but to announce »I 
am not happy about the sentence I just concluded«” (Crair 2013).

When we use web-based user interfaces, we may choose from preset and de-
signed options, yet we also have to be aware of the permanent changes. The val-
ues of our old punctuation marks change, other marks come to the surface, whose 
original meaning has faded. When we use the number sign or hash character to 
signal hashtags (the conceptual frame of our post), then we think neither of any 
weight reference (pound), nor the number sign on telephone keypads, or the musi-
cal symbol “sharp” noting a raised semitone. The period is not a period, the excla-
mation mark is no longer an exclamation mark. If we use no punctuation, then the 
correctly used marks or other additional characters may have an extra significance 
compared to the lack of marks. “But it’s also as if a kind of micro-punctuation has 
emerged: tiny marks in the smallest of spaces that suddenly tell us more about the 
person on the other end than the words themselves” (Bennett 2015).

As a result, web is the medium with the shortest memory, although every-
thing can be searched in it. And, although supposedly everything can be double-
checked and programmed in it and exists only that what has been programmed, 
basic things are missing from it. Yes, we are able to conjure the most varied of 
emoticons, there is an application that allows us to send only emoticons to each 
other, but we cannot apply the basic rules of typography, such as italicizing titles, 
either in Facebook or in prezi also used in academia. There would probably be 
even less typographic options for us had it not been for Steve Jobs, who aban-
doned his regular studies to choose a course in calligraphy instead: “If I had never 
dropped in on that single course in college, the Mac would have never had multi-
ple typefaces or proportionally spaced characters. And since Windows just copied 
the Mac, it’s likely that no personal computer would have them. If I had never 
dropped out, I would have never dropped in on this calligraphy class, and person-
al computers might not have the wonderful typography that they do” (Jobs 2005).
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Visible typography

Advertising is probably the medium that makes best use of typography’s qual-
ity to be able to visually display the content of the text. Image and text become 
thus vehicles of the same message: we do not only read that prices are low here 
and there, but also see that the word “price” is also smaller in size than the other 
words of the advertisement. Not only do we read that services bring people clos-
er together, but also see that the text presenting it fills the entire space available, 
pushing the boundaries and coming so close to the viewer that it may even seem 
quite intrusive. 

Figure 1. We apologize to the claustrophobics! // We made the world look much smaller // 
All of our services are meant to diminish the distance between people 

// www.posta-romana.ro (Tabu, November 2005, p. 31)

The traditional handbooks of typography do not offer enough guidance to un-
derstand and analyze the creations of kinetic typography and the advertisements, 
film inserts, TV spots and subtitles consciously using the elements, rules and ef-
fects of typography. In fact, these books also contain all information and data for 
producing or describing the typographic effects of texts, but the approach itself is 
often not enough to go beyond the book: the typographic product considered the 
greatest of all. In his previously quoted book, David Jury emphasizes that for non-
professionals typography may seem a sum of rules necessitating a scary preci-
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sion, because it uses technical terms, its technological background is inaccessible, 
it is based on strict traditional rules, and its professionalism appears as a care for 
the minutest details. Jury also mentions that it is even scarier when it turns out 
that some rules should not, cannot, or perhaps must not be always observed (Jury 
2006, p. 18).

Typography is traditionally “invisible”, it stays in the background, it reaches 
its purpose if we do not notice it. However, in case of products, which use typog-
raphy as a semiotic code, the letters, the writings, the image of writing does not 
have to stay in the background, it comes to the forefront and claims our attention. 

This is so true in the following example that the creators even used blind text 
(“lorem ipsum”) to make the advertisement. Blind or placeholder texts were origi-
nally used by typographers in order for the meaning of the text not to distract 
attention from the text form, the typeface and the layout. In the Davidsign adver-
tisement the names of the services were hidden in the blind text, proving that the 
highlights in themselves with an appropriate graphical background may draw the 
attention of the viewers, so one can obtain a major effect even employing minor 
design elements. 

Figure 2. Davidsign (Photomagazine, May 2010, p. 95)

Typography is not the “clothing” of the message which is secondary to the 
content, but a code system which has its independent signs and also contains the 
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rules of the combination of signs. It may have access to the meaning of the mes-
sage in several ways, it may enforce it, discredit it, make it uncertain, and may 
generate extra meanings. For instance, the typographic design of the information 
may spare some lengthy verbal descriptions or may save one a meaningless in-
troductory sentence. Theo van Leeuwen in his study Towards a Semiotics of Typog-
raphy (Van Leeuwen 2006) considers that verbality is one of the ways to produce 
textual coherence (with help of the means of micro- and macrocohesion, such as 
thematic structure, anaphoric and cataphoric references, or use of pronouns), the 
other is visual textual coherence (with its means: page design, color, typography). 
For instance, when we organize the raw data in tables to display them clearer and 
make the connections more visible, then we produce textual coherence with visual 
means. 

The typographic code

Van Leeuwen argues, in what follows, that a system of meanings can be estab-
lished on the basis of typographic features, and the reader/viewer can be guided 
in interpretation and conveyance of meaning by the existence or absence of these 
qualities. Such features are the line thickness, character width, tilt angle, curves, 
linkage, orientation, regularity, and other non-distinctive features (personalized 
diacritical marks, curlicues, decorated characters, etc). 

In case of character linkage, for example, one must see whether the characters in 
a typeface are linked to each other like in handwriting, or they form independent 
units. Van Leeuwen exemplifies different grades of linkage with typefaces Lucida 
Handwriting, Lucida Calligraphy and Lucida Console. Linkage can be associated 
with handwriting as well, therefore it usually creates the symbolic fields of mean-
ing together with the tilt angle feature, but it can also be interpreted individually 
and, in case unity, completeness and linkage are absent, it can be associated with 
the meaning of fragmentariness.

The feature of tilt angle is meaningful in the context of the opposition of hand-
written and printed text, and it can be interpreted with the help of meanings and 
values of the following opposition pairs: organic – mechanic, personal – imper-
sonal, informal – formal, manual – mechanic, old – new, etc.

Based on the insights of the semiotics of typography and Van Leeuwen’s ar-
guments, one can clearly state that the postcard featured in figure no. 3 uses the 
semiotic codes of typography. The old–new opposition that appears in the text of 
the postcard is intensified by the chosen typefaces: the characters of “old times” 
come from the written category, the changing line thickness hints to the use of 
a nib pen, the linked characters to the calligraphic, precisely drawn letters of the 
time when writing was taught traditionally, when it needed time and people had 
the time for it. The two elements of the expression “new days” are differentiated 
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in character size and color, although the typeface is in both cases a sans-serif (Gro-
tesque). Characters lack linkage not only on word level, but also in syntactic units, 
everything falls apart, everything needs to be searched, the various tenses (present 
and past) use different character lines, widths and different highlights, and in this 
typographic space of past remembrance the lines can get too close to one another, 
and the upper case writing may switch to low case writing. The various frames of 
the visual background amplify this typographically created world with multiple 
viewpoints, shifting from the present to the past, but incapable of reconstructing 
the past tense in its entirety. 

Figure 3. Old times… New days 
(Free card: Boomerang Supports Art. Görög Ferenc Gábor – Galyas Csaba. Free Boomerang Card)

Although Van Leeuwen argues that the utilization of the interface, the page de-
sign (page spread) also entails the use of semiotic codes, he fails to analyze these in 
his above mentioned article. In the followings, I shall use Hartmut Stöckl’s system 
to continue the analysis, who regards typography as a sign system between lan-
guage and image. He distinguishes between four different scopes of typography, 
based on which he speaks about: micro-typography, meso-typography, macro-
typography and para-typography (Stöckl 2005). Micro-typography deals with the 
design and use of typefaces and single graphic signs, and includes the typeface, 
character size, character version, shades and colors of the typeface. 

Meso-typography is responsible for organizing characters and graphic marks 
into lines and text blocks: character spacing, word spacing, character organiza-
tion, alignment, line spacing, typesetting. Macro-typography discusses the over-
all graphic structure of the entire publication: paragraphs, indentations, initials, 
highlights, ornamentations, rules of text and image organization. Para-typogra-
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phy explores the materials, instruments and techniques of the use and production 
of graphic signs: questions of the paper carrier, the conventions of signaling and 
leaving signs. 

Figure no. 4 is a typographic advertisement: the means of persuasion is the 
well designed text itself. Its analysis requires more than the description of micro-
typographic instruments: micro-, meso- and macro-typography resources must be 
analyzed as a whole and possible influences must be taken into consideration. 

On the basis of pagination, one may easily identify a dictionary entry (serif 
typeface, with the changing width of Renaissance antiqua letters), with the first line 
being the headword (capitalization, with added accent sign), plural of the head-
word (smaller character size, italicized), abbreviations of part of speech (noun), 
grammatical gender (masculine) (same smaller character size, italicized). The first 
line is followed by the definition, in a left aligned, unindented new paragraph. The 
last line of a dictionary entry, starting with a hyphen, contains information on the 
etymology of the word, and according to the typographic conventions of the dic-
tionary, it employs italics, abbreviations and bold type. 

Figure 4. Bachelor // Unmarried man over 40, who matches for short periods of time and at any worldly 
occasion his accounts, cabrio and cigars with the charms of persons between 18 and 20 years of age, 
preferably possessors of a “miss” or at least “supermodel of the year” title. // From Russian, Ucrainian // 
www.cotidianul.ro // You understand more (Tabu, October 2005, p. 127)
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That it is not exactly a traditional dictionary, is shown by the facts that: 1. typo-
graphically, that the color of the writing is red (identical to the color of the point in 
the title and logo of the advertised newspaper), 2. the interpretation of the verbal 
code shows that the text itself is ironic and communicates details which could by 
no means be part of a dictionary definition (much rather of the columns of a daily 
tabloid). The name of the press product (Cotidianul), the logo and the web address 
are written in serif typeface. The serif–sans-serif contrast implies the opposition 
of old and new media, the advertisement suggests that the newspaper (also avail-
able on a digital platform) replaces the book, the dictionary, and the reader can 
only understand the new meanings of old words from here. This opposition and 
dominance may also result from the use of the interface, the visual occupation of 
the emphatic lower right corner. 

Kress and Van Leeuwen write about the semiotic codes of the composition, and 
they list three essential points of view. The first is the information value deriving 
from the placement of the elements (right and left, upper and lower, center and 
margins), the second is the emphasis (various means of highlighting, which di-
rect more attention to certain elements than to others), the third is framing, which 
emphasizes the connection or separation of certain elements, or forms directions 
of reading or looking. While in case of emphasis and framing one may associate 
meanings depending on the elements used and the layout, the layout is also influ-
enced by culturally defined rules: right and left corresponds to the opposition of 
new and old, up and down to ideal and real, centering is the emphasis of the most 
important element of the composition, compared to which the degrees of margin-
ality appear. 

Typography faces new challenges and also new opportunities by the new me-
dia and new genres, and these create new rules for readability and new frame-
works for interpretation. The use of codes presented here is especially important 
in multimodal genres of text and image like the poster, which summarizes and 
displays the results of research, the scientific illustration and the infographics. The 
balance between the text to be read and the image to be looked at changes alter-
nately, while it is also true that one must see the text and read the image as well. 
Moreover, reality itself becomes typographic (augmented reality), the perceived 
view and the viewer are separated by a typographic stratum indicating guide-
lines, locations, and directions of orientation. 

Translated by Emese Czintos
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