
'The  T � P O G R A P H Y  used in publishing is as important as

the visual elements'. Discuss.

Reading is inescapable. You may not enjoy having to do it; or, you may desperately
crave those long summer afternoons spent indulging yourself in a good book,
whatever the case, we all have to read.

You only have to look around you to see words and the various guises in which they
present themselves. The student bent over a textbook, revising hard for finals; the
stockbroker scanning the broadsheets on the opposite tube seat; a father’s furrowed
brow as he deciphers the instructions for the latest flat pack furniture addition; his
wife as she contemplates row upon row of shop fronts beckoning her with their
glossy, polished emblems; you, reading this paper.

I could continue with a hundred more examples. The fact is, everyone reads
something. Those who don’t will be the first to tell you how crippling an effect it can
have on daily life, and those who can, well, they like I have been doing it for so long
that it is something that is taken for granted, underrated even.

Seeing, distinguishing, and identifying words as more than just a random assortment
of letters, and letters as more than the synthesis of dots and lines is a process that is
exceptionally complex yet infinitely necessary. Graphic artists want to know, and
scientists want to find out what it is that makes the way in which words are presented
so important. Through knowing how the sheer diversity of typefaces available can
variously affect their audiences, publishers can assess the best typestyles for different
situations and select accordingly – which lines their pockets and puts a smile on their
faces.

Naturally, this is easier written than done. The traditional school of thought may well
claim that it is the content that matters, but in our ‘vanity fair’ society there is a good
case for the defence who would argue that actually, the presentation of a document or
publication counts for a lot more than most people would like to admit. The fact is,
people do judge the book by its cover. 

Nevertheless, the typography always seems to be dwarfed by its bolder more lustrous
cousin, graphic design. You only have to flick through a magazine to see that whilst
the photographs and endless imagery take centre stage, the words, and moreover the
ways words are ‘dressed’ are of secondary importance. Thus the typography is forced
to bask in the shade until somebody comes along and recognises the real power that it
possesses as a tool of communication and allows it to steal a little of the limelight.

In his book ‘Amusing Ourselves to Death’ Neil Postman states that the age of
typography has been replaced by the televisioni. Now whilst I suspect he is alluding
more to the prevalence of TV viewing over reading as a means of garnering
knowledge, I think there is a lesson to be learnt here. As long as more significance is
given to the visual elements in a publication, the further we are from realising the
capabilities of typography in print. Media has taken over as the prime medium for
communication, and as such, people inevitably attach a greater importance to it. In an
article for Parade magazine, Norman Mailer bemoans the effect media has on
education exhorting, “If the desire to read diminishes, so does one’s ability to read”ii. 



But all is not lost. Perhaps the views of Postman and Mailer are in the extreme, after
all, what would we do without words? Maybe the problem here is that “type is
undervalued, misused and misunderstood”iii  as Professor David Cabianca so
succinctly puts it. So why is typography always relegated to second place?

In the competitive design stakes it seems that publishers put the onus on the graphics
of a publication over and above the text and the mode in which the words of a
document are presented. There is something of a paradox about this. It seems to have
been forgotten that the words have a discrete role to play, and more specifically, the
typography applied to the text is an art in itself. 

We have been using the alphabet with some fluency since before the Romans ruled
these shores. It is thought that our basic alphabet has undergone very few changes
since it’s initial use some 3000 years ago, and what started life as graffiti has now
become an almost globally ‘portable’ method of communication. The fact that
something as seemingly simple as pictorial expression could stand the test of time is
proof enough that textual communication is vitally important to our nature. That our
alphabet bares an uncanny resemblance to the scribblings on walls made by Semitic
slaves in 1700 B.C. is even more conclusive proof that letters have a command that
pictures alone cannot claim to possess.

Perhaps I am stating a given. It seems patently obvious that textual communication is
essential for transferring knowledge and information. Less apparent is the sway
typography – the ‘clothes’ letters wear can have on the reader’s perception of a
document.

Clear visual design vastly enhances the communication of the content. This applies to
the typography just as much as it does the visual elements on the page. Text, and the
multitude of areas in which it is now used, can be implemented to communicate on
various levels. Typographer Daniel Will-Harris is keen to reiterate the function type
serves in every type of publication. As he has it, “the fact remains that typography
still serves as the best way to transmit complex intellectual and emotional messages in
a very concise and precise way.”iv

It is interesting to note that the relatively recent advent of the Internet adds another
dimension to this discourse. On the Internet the standards by which we measure
quality differ to that in traditional, printed media. Images and good graphic design are
appreciated, “but they are no longer the defining characteristics of quality”v. In this
web-based arena, it seems the reverse is true. The web experience is objective
orientated and so the way in which information is presented is very crucial indeed.

With the Internet in particular, it is quite possible to create a fully effective interface
with typography as the only graphical means of communication. This somewhat
restricted environment means the textual boundaries are expanded so that new visual
possibilities and functions for type are supported.
So if we remove the graphical elements from the equation, we can attempt to
delineate these numerous textual purposes and it will give us a clearer understanding
of how typography can be utilised to create the desired response in the reader.



Jeffrey Zeldman says that style is tautologicalvi. This implies that as soon as you
divide style into its constituent parts and the roles they play, there is needless
repetition of the same ingredient of communication; that one or various parts of the
design become redundant because they express something another component has
already achieved.  The negative connotation of his statement belies the notion that
typography may well have something to add to the overall design of a piece. Good
typography can easily equate to good design because it sets off the other elements in
the publication. Great typography complements the images and the images return the
favour, resulting in a visual treat that is a pleasure to read.

Imagery is a very important attribute to design but it can tend to overwhelm clear
communication. Graphic communication, both graphic design and typography ought
to represent content because it is the content that the user relates to. Of course
designers have a multitude of techniques at their disposal that can shape the way the
content is represented. Many designers work intuitively but inspired results are only
possible if he or she is aware of the various graphical and typographical functions and
moreover the best ways of marrying the two successfully. 

Traditionally, before the high tide of typefaces came along in their hundreds, the
traditional purpose of type was to reflect the content as accurately as possible. Times
have changed such that the spectrum of typographical function has vastly increased.

Typography can be divided into two main categories: autonomous and
communicative. Autonomous, or artistic typography has more of an aesthetic
function, and commonly, the individual style of the letters, which may showcase the
designer, is of higher value than the text alone. Communication typography can
further be separated into impression typography and information typography. With
both these types, the text is more central than the style applied to them, and font faces
can be used to enhance the sense of the text, by adding another layer of meaning. 

Impression typography has as its primary goal the attention of the reader: it aims to
get people to read, so the form can often be of greater significance than the legibility.
On the other hand information typography, or book typography as it is sometimes
known, is more subtle. It is applied to larger bodies of text and legibility is of the
highest priority. 

Thus, taking these aspects into consideration, page composition becomes one of the
most powerful tools available to the designer (or typographer!). Layout has a huge
effect on the clarity of the content and the way the various components interrelate.
The simple fact that we westerners read from left to right can mean that the placement
of graphical elements enormously manipulates the way we perceive the information.
When designers know how the reader’s eyes process and interpret visual information,
layout is no longer arbitrary, no mere pretty visual display. It is an effective way to
communicate. 

Gestalt psychology speaks of the principles of connection. They are descriptions of
the ways in which the human brain recognizes information. Knowledge of the rules
can help provide an insight as to how a reader interprets a publication. The principles
seem obvious but more often than not, are not harnessed to achieve a favourable
outcome. Some of the most important principles are as follows: larger objects



displayed appear more important than smaller objects; objects of the same shape size
and colour seem related; objects enclosed by a line are perceived as related; aligned
objects relate to one another.

These facets and many more interconnect to make typography a versatile and
effective way to communicate. Perhaps after all this talk of typography, and the
‘hows’ and ‘whys’ it should (or should not) be regarded, it is high time to define
exactly what is implied here. 

Typography does not just speak of the ‘technique of printing with movable type’ as a
clinical dictionary definition would have us believe. Neither does it simply extend to
the art of printing. Rather, typography is both the design and structure of visual
communication by means of the written word. 

It is hoped that a new understanding of typography will render it a more potent part of
the graphic designer’s cookbook. If the typographical form accurately reflected the
function, its use would derive from intention and not convention. 

As I have already suggested, an outstanding publication is the fruit of the ideal
balance of typographical and visual elements. I do not think that you can claim for an
instant that the images on a page are more important than the text. The textual
elements are in my view as important as all the other components. 

Text is obviously important in and of itself, and is commonly underrated in terms of
its communicative influence. However, whilst typography is inherent to the graphic
design process, and ought to be viewed as such, we should not underestimate the
necessary reciprocal relationship between the two and the purpose their combination
serves in visual communication. Efficient typographical design is crucial to a
publication’s success as more than just random, surface beautification. In this respect
typography is not merely a design issue. Insofar as it is communicative, it also has an
educational and social capacity. Perhaps we can restore the smiles of the likes of
Postman and Mailer yet.
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