
Starting with the history of illuminated manuscripts, and maybe going even back 

to Simias, a Greek poet of the fourth century B.C., there has always been an intricate 

interaction between alphabet and icon, words and images. There have been some periods 

of time when this mix of traditional alphabetic information with opaque pictures 

represented by words gained significance because some literary movements revitalized it, 

and some other times when this revival was stimulated by the appearance of a novel 

medium of communication such as the digital technology. Either way, words and images 

have constantly competed against one another in order to negotiate their territories for the 

production of meaning. If any page of text is viewed as being composed of visual as well 

as verbal elements, then the written word along with the special features of its characters 

displays this alphabetic-iconic interaction. As a result, an analysis of both print and 

electronic typography is necessary in order to discover the ways in which the shape, size, 

and thickness of typeface direct the process of seeing, thinking, and creating meaning. 

In "Unicode, from Text to Type," an essay in a volume celebrating the artistic 

achievement of typeface designers, John Hudson clearly states the practical side of 

typography while simultaneously acknowledging its aesthetic value: "typography is the 

functional application of beauty to the articulation of text" (25). By treating text as a 

visual element that can be combined with images and other nonverbal forms to create a 

unit of discourse, typography centers on the way in which the look of the page 

communicates meaning. According to John Trimbur, it is through the visual of writing 

that typography can rematerialize literacy and link writing to delivery-the fifth canon of 

rhetoric, which has been both neglected and isolated from invention, arrangement, and 

style (263). Even if, at first sight, typography seems dependent on language, nonetheless 
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it relies on the graphic arts as well. It is true that while they represent letters of the 

alphabet and correspond to the phonetic uses of language, typographic characters lack 

autonomy. Nevertheless, they are not empty signs, devoid of any intrinsic meaning. 

Characters resemble drawings and are composed of a graphic signifier (the drawing itself, 

the lines, the tracing) and of an iconic signification specific to this drawing. 

In Jean-Gerard Lapacherie's opinion, "[characters] signal a meaning, a rupture, a 

hierarchy, an analysis ... [and] have [their] own expression" (69-70). 

Needless to say, the convention of typographic harmony cannot exist in agreement with 

the printed text, simply because of the inexistence of entirely uniform texts. The author 

goes on to explain that, "the contents (themes, ideas, articulation, characters, etc ...) vary 

constantly, especially in works which do not belong to fixed gemes with constraining 

rules, such as tragedy or epic poems" (67). As a result, in order to properly reflect the 

various contents of genres in which they appear, characters need to be customized to each 

text's stylistic features and, consequently, to possess special designs, height, and 

thickness. 

If, as Trimbur argues, by employing borders, rules, columns, marginalia, and 

textual inserts, the early printed books tried to imitate the multimodal capacities of 

illuminated manuscripts, the modern period has manifested an early eagerness to "recover 

the visuality of the page from the monotony of standardized letterforms and dense 

monochromatic blocks of text by incorporating onto the printed page the available means 

of communication" (267). Undeniably, writers of printed text have a myriad of choices at 

their disposal to make their texts visually informative ranging from white space, font 

sizes, and icons to graphs, tables, and illustrations. Thus, the alphabetic / iconic ratio 
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offered by print media reveals itself as an unlimited land of options for text and graphic 

display as well. Nevertheless, the real typographical explosion with its profound remix of 

the alphabet / image ratio opens up with electronic typography, which surpasses print in 

its visual effects. While analyzing how the history of typography has been revolutionized 

in the digital age, Richard A. Lanham makes a noteworthy observation with regard to the 

change of liquidity that has been taking place starting with the addition of color to the 

alphabet / iconic mix in the print texts and moving towards the digital typesetting 

programs: 

Both newspapers and magazines are developing the habitual use of 

color in new ways. But we are only beginning to understand how the 

black-and-white convention of print will be changed by a color display. 

. . . [With the digital technology] hot type was set. [Yet,] digital 

typesetting programs pour or flow it. We encounter this change in 

liquidity everywhere in contemporary printed texts, especially in the 

relation between words and pictures. (44) 

Surprisingly, toward the end of the eighteenth century some writers became aware 

of the power of typeface for the first time and sought to emphasize their intrinsic 

expressive features by turning them into meaningful visual elements. For instance, Restif 

de la Bretonne, the author of the autobiographical novel, Monsieur Nicholas, varies the 

characters in height and style in order to establish "a synaesthetic relationship between 

phonic sensations which are perceived by the ear and visually perceived graphic 

sensations" (68). For this, he uses capital letters in the middle of words to emphasize 

syllables that the typographer would have stressed, if said aloud. Moreover, in 1897, in 
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the poem "Un Coup de Des" ("A Throw of the Dice"), Stephane Mallarme also pushes 

the language beyond the ordinary limit and explores its visual constituents by focusing on 

word and phrase as dominant linguistic elements. As the title suggests, the subject of 

Mallarme's poem is randomness. Words are haphazardly thrown on the paper for the 

reader to link them into significant sentences (figure 2). 
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Fig. 2. "Un Coup de Des" (O.B. Hardison, Disappearing through the Skylight: Culture 

and Technology in the Twentieth Century. London: Penguin, )989) )54. 

In this sense, Hardison's inspired description of the way in which the poem's typography 

violates the common convention in order to generate various moods and fantasies 

becomes relevant: 
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Some words are in small type, some in large, some in capitals, some in 

lower case, some in roman, some in boldface, some in italics. Words 

and phrases are sometimes far left, sometimes far right, sometimes 

arranged stairwise in descending order, sometimes separated by one or 

more standard line spaces. The blank space is the nothingness-the 

silence---{)n which the words enact their epic journey, which is both a 

quest for meaning of meaning. Because of this, the standard 

relationship between figure and ground is displaced. The white space is 

expressive-part of the message rather than a neutral field for the type. 

(156) 

Later on, in 1910, Filippo Marinetti's poems try to grasp the various noises of the outside 

world, from the most violent to the peaceful, while combining graphic and visual 

equivalents such as type thickness, design, height, and disposition of characters. The 

poet's intention is to reproduce on the page the sounds' intensity and moderation, 

harshness and softness, swiftness and slowness. In order to represent these variations, he 

confesses that he uses a technique based on "three or four different colors of ink and 

twenty different characters if necessary" (qtd. in Lapacherie 68). 

Along the same lines follows the Dada poets' style. With them, poetry 

encompasses everything simply because it is not attached to one specific set of meanings. 

If in the writing of "Un Coup de Des" Mallarme "has thrown away the dictionary," the 

Dada poets are "cutting up the phrases or words in a newspaper editorial, stirring them in 

a hat, and pasting them on a piece of paper in the order in which they are wi thdrawn" 

(Hardison 170). A poem which explores the emotional context of words by appealing to 
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Fig. 4. "Flowerishes." (Richard A. Lanham, The Electronic Word. Democracy, 

Technology, and the Arts. Chicago: U of Chicago P, 1993) 36. 

Although these small attempts, through which the typographers of 1830-1900 tried to 

revolutionize the art of the books and its organization, did not give birth to a completely 

novel typography, they succeeded in showing that typography has the power of directing 

the readers' attention towards the visibility of the printed text. As Ong remarks, "Writing 

establishes what has been called 'context-free' language (Hirsh 1977) or 'autonomous' 

discourse (Olson 1980), discourse which cannot be directly questioned or contested as 

oral speech can be because written discourse has been detached from its author" (78). 

All these examples confirm a great focus on the importance of the type itself as a 

form, its design thickness, its height, and its pure graphic signifiers. As Hardison 

rightfully concludes, "Whether or not the poets of Dada were revealing unappreciated 

beauties and wonders, their fascination with typography and newspapers suggests that 

they were contemplating the obvious transformation which language was undergoing in 

the early twentieth century in the mass media" (177). Seeking to free the word together 

with the poetic line from the predictable horizontal and vertical structures of the printed 

page by changing and combining a type's size, weight, and style, these poets also prove 

that their creativity lacks borders and, therefore, words cannot restrict their freedom by 

any means. As a matter of fact, "the poet is most poetic when inventing languages" and in 

this sense he becomes a "language designer" (Hardison 186). 

If with the Dada poets poetry escapes the prison of convention and seeks to make 

typography expressive by highlighting its visual element, with the infinite resources of 

the electronic display typography renegotiates the alphabetic I iconic ratio. Indeed, the 
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fixed surface of print tends to become volatile and interactive by a simple game with the 

types' characteristics, the words' displacement, and the sentences' rearrangement. And 

yet, the graphical and typographical tricks offered by the electronic surface are those that 

reveal the existence of an unbelievable and fully explored apparatus of vision. The 

electronic text's "bag of tricks," as Lanham calls the mixture of words and images, audio 

and video, "makes us self-conscious about the bag of neural tricks that create our own 

vision, and puts this self-consciousness into oscillation with the visual conventions of 

transparent print" (73). In this way, by being exposed to the dynamic and multifaceted 

electronic display, the perceptual field of the readers highly enriches. While trying to 

understand its complexity, they become actively involved in the process of making 

meanmg. 

Undeniably, with the rise of desktop publishing, pages are given a formerly 

unimagined depth, in which multilayered images and texts blur the boundary between 

seeing and reading and ask viewers to become participants in the construction of the 

making. An analysis of the screen-based text offers a better understanding of the relation 

between writing and computerized typography. According to Walter Ong, through 

technology, writing is no longer part of the human being; it has a more flexible position 

and does not belong to the lifeworld to any further extent. It tends to be a visual element 

whose advantage lies in its potential to meet an active audience ready to convey its 

significance. In his opinion, writing today is part of the teclmology to which it belongs; 

"writing and print and computer are all ways of teclmologizing the word" (80). The 

"artificiality" of writing derived from its creation through teclmology should be viewed 

as an essential element for a complete understanding of this actuality. Thus, the 
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interiorization of technology enriches the human mind and prepares it to accept a new 

viewpoint on writing, which may be described as a natural extension of the oral discourse 

in agreement with the present technological needs. 

Enjoying the freedom offered by the digital world where text combines words and 

images, and where drawings and table applications are everywhere, screen-based 

typography is developing more and more as an integral part of the writing process. From 

this perspective, Jean-Gerard Lapacherie's standpoint on typography supports John 

Trimbur's ideas: "A page is meant to be read. It is not meant to be looked at ... As soon 

as reading begins, our perception of typography ends. Typographic artifices [should] 

force the reader to look at the text. They make it visible as a thing endowed with an 

existence of its own" (64). This new medium supports not only text and graphics but also 

audio, video, and other interactive elements, and, as a result, multimedia represents its 

native language. 

Defining hypermedia as the latest of McLuhan' s extensions of man that unite 

sound, graphics, print, and video, S. Moulthrop acknowledges that the future of writing is 

not a linear progression in which technologies usurp old ones; instead, "it is more likely 

to be a recursion, a widening gyre in which new forms merge and coevolve with their 

precursors" (qtd. in Snyder 2) in the same way in which the creation of the meaning in 

the present screen-based typography regains the Sophistic ideas with regard to language 

that is socially constructed. This explains the colorful graphics and pictures, computing 

equipment, and sound excerpts that decorate the screens full of information and catch the 

attention of its consumers. Likewise, animation also becomes prevalent simply because it 

adds more action to the dynamic computer display. In Lanham's opinion, on the 

46 



electronic screen there is a permanent oscillation between use and ornament, between 

purpose and play, in which "play continually animates the operant purpose, indeed 

becomes it" (47). 

The online marriage of the text and voice has an aesthetic value as it makes the 

electronic discourse more attractive and entertaining. Animated or accompanied by 

voice or musical sequences, the variety of the visual effects of the screen-based text is 

surprising. Initially shocked by the vastness of electronic text, "a writing sheet large 

enough to wrap up the world," and later on surprised by the easiness with which the 

screen traveler diminishes and enlarges it with a mere zoom in and out, Lanham 

contends that: 

The scaling powers of electronic text create an extraordinary allegory, 

almost a continual visual punning, of the stage sets implied by written 

discourse. The future of rhetorical figuration, which McLuhan in an 

inspired phrase called 'the postures of the mind,' looks, after a long 

hiatus, promising once again. (42-43) 

It was the use of the wide range of graphic software tools that "heightened [people's] 

awareness of the graphic component of meaning [who] seem to adapt easily the 

metaphoric designs" (Bernhardt 168-69). An abundance of life exists on the margins of 

screens: "it is on the edge that we recognize where we are, what we can do, where we 

can go, or how we can get out" (157). Marginal activity, combined with the arrows 

signal movement that guides the reader's movements back and forth or up and down in 

the text, show that screen trotters are given visually metaphoric directions. Giving as 

example the drawing palette from DrawPerfect as being both iconic and metaphoric 
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because we make use of palettes to choose colors and use brushes and pencils in order 

to draw objects, Bernhardt argues that the web world is a metaphoric world: 

Electronic information allows us to exploit metaphors, so that the 

screen is a window onto a desktop and information is kept infiles. We 

use control panels, complete with gauges, switches, bells, and alarm 

clocks. We relate easily to the icons of control, throwing text into the 

garbage can or moving icons for pages (representing files) from one 

location to another. (169) 

By raising the issue of punctuation marks, which are often overlooked as 

significant elements in the context of the composing, in the article "The Power of 

Punctuation," the graphic designer and typographer, Martin Solomon emphasizes their 

rhetorical effect: "Punctuation directs tempo, pitch, volume, and the separation of words. 

Periods signify full stops. Commas slow the reader down. Question marks change pitch. 

Quotation marks indicate references" (282). They can even stand for illustrations and 

pictures. Solomon supports his idea by offering two examples: a single line of copy 

sitting in a light typeface contrasted with a bold, larger period gives birth to a more 

dramatic stop than a period of conventional size and weight. Therefore, it is through the 

design of the type rather than grammatical intent that the reader is informed of the 

importance of the message (283) (figure 5). 
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• 
Fig. 5. "From a Poster Designed by Martin Solomon" (Martin Solomon, "The Power of 

Punctuation." New York: Bedford/St. Martin's, 2004) 284. 

Asterisks may also be interpreted as visual movers, telling the readers to go to 

another location for a reference or definition (284) (figure 6). For instance, the 

concentration on the area surrounding exaggerated punctuation marks is supportive of the 

size and weight of these images. Additionally, the use of too much punctuation just for 

the sake of design diminishes the rhetorical meaning of the message and turns these 

marks into devices unrelated to the concept. "Punctuation is to typography what 

perspective is to painting. It introduces the illusion of the visual and audible dimension, 

giving words vitality" (289). 
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Fig. 6. "From a Poster Designed by Martin Solomon" (Martin Solomon, "The Power of 

Punctuation." New York: Bedford/St. Martin's, 2004) 285. 

In a remarkable article on the rhetorical function of quotation marks, Marjorie 

Garber tries to answer a simple, but delicate question: "who [exactly] is speaking when 

we speak in quotation [?]" (656). After having traced the history of this punctuation mark 

starting with its original oral and aural cue--during the Renaissance era, quotations in the 

text were not accompanied by any signs, but by a word like quoth followed by a 

comma-the author moves towards its presence and representation in the seventeenth 

century by a comma placed above the line as a quotation mark, which afterward was 

inverted and, in later years, appeared as an inverted comma (661). Garber considers that 

even when quotations are detached from their contexts, they seem "not only 'true' but 
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iconic, monumental" (666). When a quotation is taken out of its original context, it 

becomes a "disembodied" quotation until it is reintroduced in another framework. During 

this transitional process, the first quotation no longer preserves its primary precise 

meaning. "It takes on a new set of meanings and often sheds or alters the 'original' 

meaning it may be thought to have possessed" (666). However, it functions as a 

"reminder," which directs the reader toward previous information. In the same line of 

thought, Edward Said deems that "Quotation is a constant reminder that writing is a fonn 

of displacement. ... As a rhetorical device, quotation can serve to accommodate, to 

incorporate, to falsify (when wrongly or even rightly paraphrased), to accumulate, to 

defend, or to conquer" (22). 

Jacques Derrida relates these punctuation marks to the idea of repetition by saying 

that "signs, linguistic and nonlinguistic, can be put in quotation marks. In order to be 

recognized as signs, they have to be able to be repeated-to be inerrable and citational .. 

. . and because every repetition is a repetition with a difference, duplication becomes 

'duplicity'" (qtd. in Garber 668). Traditionally, the reappearance of words and phrases 

within a particular discourse was interpreted as a waste of space and time. As a result, the 

general consensus recommended avoiding them with the exception of those situations in 

which they are deliverable for emphasis. However, repetition is important through the 

rhetorical effects that it conveys. 

In the digital age, visual wordplay is dominant, and computerized typography adds 

unconsidered dimensions to writing. Therefore, the impact of traditional type conventions 

such as capitalization and font lessens. "It is no longer enough to design for readability, to 

'suggest' as sentiment or reinforce a concept through the selection of a particular font. Today, 
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