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Abstract
From the primitive cavemen to the modern societies of technology, the signs were given
meanings and these signs became the most important elements of visual communication
as a symbol of communication. These visual communication symbols that were seen in
each period and society in history where human beings were present carried different
meanings in different cultures.
Visual communication is now an inseparable piece of our social and individual lives. As a
matter of fact, in all areas of activity in our daily lives, visual communication is being
applied.
Choosing the suitable one among the font piles that reach to ten thousands as of today
requires preliminary information and experience. Although in our day there are different
font catalogues prepared, it is pretty difficult to determine and choose which font is more
suitable with which message.
The most important characteristic of writing is that it carries the communication
message directly to the reader. The reader should be able to read and understand the
message carried to him/her as fast and as easily as possible.
This paper examines the effects of font choices in visual perception and visual
communication, and furthermore mentions the letter and font specifications that should
be act accordingly in written documents for the message that is the essence of the
communication to be understood better.
Keywords: font, typography, visual perception, visual communication
Introduction
“Typography exists to honor content” (Robert Bringhurst)
We can say that the history of mankind began with writing. With writing, it is possible to
convey today to tomorrows and the next generations. Everything the human kind
brought up until today has been possible through letters and numbers.
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Letters and numbers came side by side in order to create meaningful words and
sentences. And these were used in every science to preserve knowledge and to convey
them for later times.
Technology was an important factor in the development of writing. The invention of
photocomposition was an important development in typography. Today with computer
technology, countless typefaces are being created.
Being read is accepted as the primary function of typography which is the most common
and irreplaceable graphical communication elements. A graphic designer has to know the
typographical language very well. Because the most correct, clearest and most rational
way of presenter of any information is a good typography. Beauty and aesthetics are of
course undeniable truths but the most important thing is to have an understandable
dialog.
A typographic message can be verbal, visual and audial. Typographic elements are
watched when being read and verbally interpreted, perceived visually, heard and being
interpreted audibly. So typography is a very dynamic communication tool with its
versatile structure.
Writing, Letter, Character, Font, Typography
Writing
The oldest known communication tool of mankind was the drawings on the cave walls.
All pre-writing stages of communication, pictorial approach and the method of
constructing messages via similarization are very effective.
Cuneiform script on clay tablets is the oldest form of standardized writing format.
With the spreading of writing, the importance of being literate increased, and with
literacy being easier, the need to write down knowledge and spreading it arose.
Reproducing writing went through stages in history such as relief printing, intaglio
printing, planographic printing, photocomposition, and the latest desktop publishing.
The acceptance and usage of digital writing was made much easier with the spreading of
PostScript that was the digital typesetting standard in the late 1980’s. This situation is
changing today with the spreading of PDF-Portable Document Format (Ambrose & Harris,
2006:35).
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Letter
A letter is a symbol used in writing. All of the letters compose the alphabet. Writing may
include other symbols such as numbers, punctuations but the letters are the most
fundamental elements of writing.
Character
Character is the name given to letters, numbers, punctuations and some signs that
symbolize certain special signals.
Characters are the members of the character sets in informatics. These character sets
are used in the computers in practice. The known examples are ASCII or Unicode codes.
Font
All composition of a typographic character composing letters, numbers, punctuations and
other symbols is called a font. Capital letters, small letters, numbers, punctuations,
mathematical symbols are the elements of a font (Shaikh, Chaparro, & Fox 2006:45).
“Writing character” and “font” terms are often used as synonymous, but in reality they
have different meanings. The tendency to use these terms in each other’s place is very
widespread.
A writing character is the name given to the whole of characters, letters, numbers,
symbols, punctuations and other signs that have a similar design. Font is more physical
compared to that. (Ambrose & Harris, 2006:34)
Typography
On originating from the Greek words of “typos” (form) and “graphia” (writing),
typography means to write in accordance with form.
Typography comprising typefaces, type size, line length, spacing and other similar
factors is both a visual, functional and artful arrangement of the other elements relevant
with

the

letter

and

literary-visual

communication

and

a

design

language,

so

understanding that was created with these members. Making the message convincing,
typography is an essential element of written communication. Crisp (2012:12) frames
typography as a system of interrelated concerns.
Today typography is considered to be an art by some and is defined as visual and
functional arrangements to make writing legible by others. Martin Solomon (1995)
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considers typography to be an art and expresses his opinion like this: “Typography is the
art of mechanically producing letters, numbers, symbols, and shapes through an
understanding of the basic elements, principles, and attributes of design.” Beatrice
Warde (1956), too considers typography as an effective tool in both art and
communicating.
Visuality, Visual Perception, Visual Communication
Communication is the dealing between all sorts of information among people. When this
deals are done via visual elements, visual communication is born. Although visual
communication is very limited compared to talking, enables us to communicate with
people that we do not share a common language with, and in this aspect it has a more
universal dimension.
Before we learn to talk, we learn to look and recognize. We resume most of our vital
activities by looking. We remember the information gathered through our seeing sense
much clearer compared to the information we gather through our other senses.
Therefore we can easily say that seeing comes before talking.
Visual communication aspect that was created and developed under the influence of
intense cultural units and regional traditions today plays an active role in regulating the
human-environment and human-tool relations, as it did in the past. In this issue, the
most significant difference between the past and today is the development of visual
communication to universal levels via the development of technological culture (Uçar,
1991:4).
Traffic signs and pictograms that are used in various fields of our lives to inform and
direct us, that makes the message easy and quick to understand, are the examples of
symbols that can be understood universally.
In general, perception is to recognize actions, objects and beings by the sensorial organs
and add meaning to them. In visual communication, seeing comes before perception.
Interpretation of the seeing sense in the human brain is the beginning point of visual
communication.
“Perception is the process of arranging, interpreting or adding meaning to the sensorial
information (the actions and effects taking place all around) gained during the
momentary life of human beings by the human brain.” (Artut, 2004:150).
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But when this issue is examined within the framework of visual communication, it would
be a better approach to deal with the elements that affect the perception process from a
psychological and social context rather than a physiological one (Özmutlu, 2009:23).
The Language of Font From A Message And Communication Approach
In printing management, with the development of computer Technologies, almost an
infinite number of fonts were created. Each font has a language of its own. Some fonts
are usually suitable with all kinds of writing and telling, some are only eligible to give
certain messages. Still, some fonts are designed for writing whereas some are only of a
decorative nature. (Heller and Ilic, 2012:62).
When the wrong font is used, it is likely to cause some misunderstandings and wrong
messages being sent. Ignorantly and insensibly chosen fonts both make the writing
harder to read and may give the wrong message. A font chosen only for the beauty of its
aesthetic sight may be a deterrent as it is difficult to read.
For example the HOBO font is a simple, humble font. A sign written in this font may be
suitable for a sandwich store, but it cannot define a luxurious restaurant.
The crucial thing is to have a font that is suitable by the script and print it will be used
for. But it is fairly difficult to make this choice.
Writing should completely express the emotions through the chosen font. For example,
writing can be like these (Tiryakioğlu, 2012:39):

Choosing Fonts
Fonts are not symbols that represent voices, they are communication tools with
cognitive qualities that aid telling stories. Therefore the designers focus not only on what
is being said but also on how it is delivered.
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A graphics designer can increase the strength of a delivered message via visual
interventions. There is a relevant small example below:
The examples given with the word “poverty” show how font choices differentiate the
message:

Writing: A simple word has a known meaning.

Emphasis: Using a bolder font adds more strength to the meaning

Intentional typo: Turning a letter vertical may reference the lack of education due to
poverty.

Typographic explanation: Single and mono spaced font usage is referring to lack of
resources.

Changing: Here changing the letter “o” with a coin tells that poverty is about money (or
the lack of it).

Childishness: This childish font choice shows that poverty hits the children the hardest
(Ambrose & Harris, 2006:90).
Typographic Color
Besides visual elements such as pictures and graphics, writing can add color to a page as
well. Since each character has different line thicknesses, x-lengths, quotation formats
and line spacing, each page can be colored differently.
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Above, the different x-lengths of letters written in the same type size in Garamond and
Helvetica fonts can be seen.
Typogram is to use letters when expressing an idea. Sometimes characters can turn into a
simple picture or new meanings can be added to them. For example, like the word
“addding” (Ambrose & Harris, 2006:189).
Style-Content Harmony
The presentation style of a script directly affects how the constructed message is
perceived in the brain. The characters that make up the writing are powerful
communication tools because the cognitive figures contain enables to have meaning in
very different dimensions than visual elements.
Cognitive perception comprises all we perceive, learn and think about.
The graphical designer should consider both cognitive and visual values when presenting
the data in a written environment.
The empty and non-used area surrounding the graphical and script elements in a design
is called the white zone. Defended as a modern design value by the Swiss typographer
Jan Tschichold, the white zone provides the space that helps different design elements to
breathe and is defined to be “the lungs of good design”. In style-content harmony, the
white zone balance should be kept well (Wong, 2011).
Legibility and Readability
Another of the writing specifications that should be considered in style-content harmony
is

the

legibility

and

readability.

Although

these

two

terms

are

usually

used

synonymously, but readability refers to a letter having the character related qualities to
be separated from the others and legibility refers to the understandability of a design.
It is fairly difficult to attack and keep the reader’s interest. Because both television and
written-printed documents that are presented to be read literally have a bombardment
effect for the human brain. For today’s reader, the time is very limited. Therefore the
news broadcasted in television has a shorter duration and the number of lines in
newspaper news has decreased. Above all, writing that have no visual attraction and are
written in the same monotone have no chance to be read. (Bradley, 2010:38)
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Long scripts should be saved from a boring look. That can be arranged using various
methods. For example, keeping the paragraphs short, using subtitles, keeping the space
balanced, using bracketing and making style changes in suitable parts.
The researches summarize the relationship between writing and readability like this:
* The reader prefers roman writing instead of gothic writing.
* Writing with roman footing is better than the one without footing and has better
readability. Because in the footed writing, the letters have connections.
* Wide writings need wide spacing.
* If the letters used in the script are half black, they will not tire the eyes.
* Large colons make writings with only capital letters difficult to read.
* Frequently used paragraphs may provide easiness in reading.
Dan Friedman (2005) defines legibility as the specification of clear and simple
expression, and readability as specialties that raise interest and pleasure when reading.
Generally we can consider legibility as fulfilling the communication function and
readability as attracting the reader and guiding them to receive the message. Legibility
is relevant with how distinguishable the fonts are, how easy they are read and the visual
effects of the environment the letters were presented in (Cullen, 2012:16).
Legibility should not be confused with readability. Readability is relevant to the grammar
of the script. The length of the words and sentences, spelling all affect readability. The
most important indicators of readability are the duration of the read and ensuring that it
is remembered easily. Having a legible script is closely related with the design of the
letters. The designs of some writing characters make legibility difficult or easy. For this
reason, to ensure legibility, the eye should be able to roam along the lines easily and
quickly and without hindrance so the reader can focus only on the provided message.
Only having a legible script does not make it into an effective message (Garfield, 2011:
41).
The researches show that in long scripts, traditional serif scripts can be read easier and
are more understandable. By the serifs, the connections between letters relax the eyes.
As the serifs makes jumping from one character to another easy, reading the script
becomes easier as well.
Thickness or thinness of the writing affects legibility as well. Very thin writing tends to
get lost on the background and is harder to read. Very thick writing tires out the eyes
and makes reading more difficult.
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Visually speaking, writing with dark colors on a light background is easier to read.
Furthermore, using different characters on titles, subtitles and script types adds
dynamism to the reading of the script.
Generally, writing all letters capitalized makes it more difficult to read. But for titles that
comprise one word only (horror, shame etc.), capitalizing the letters can add an
emphasis effect (Bradley, 2010:47).
Font Family
The font family composes all sizes and styles of a typeface. A font family basically
comprises roman, italic (or oblique), bold, bold italic type scripts.
All variations of a designed font with respect to weight or width compose a family. Every
font family has a name. These names are sometimes the name of its designer (Bodoni,
Garamond etc.); and sometimes it is named after the place it was created (New York,
San Francisco etc.).

Some fonts are solely created for a single publication and its readers. Vogue is a font
that is created for the fashion magazine. Times Roman is created for The Times of
London magazine and the name of the magazine was shortened to name the font
(Bergsland, 2012).
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It is not right to start working before understanding the difference between typefaces.
Making a classification is necessary to get to know typefaces and use them in proper
places. But unfortunately up until today there had been no uniform classification or
unanimity that was created in collaboration or towards the same direction. There is no
standard terminology to be used in naming the typographic variety in a font family
neither.
Font Types
In order to make ease in specifying the specialties of writing, specialists categorized
fonts into defined groups. Still it is difficult to say that there is a complete uniformity.
Font types can be reviewed in four main groups: Serif - Sans-serif - Hand Writing Decorative.
Serif
The top and bottom corners of the letters have serif marks like extremities that give
these scripts the name of serif or footed. These lines keep the figure of each letter the
same and make the transition from one letter to another easier. Writings in this group
have subgroups such as roman, classic roman, new roman, square serif, round serif etc.
The most significant difference between roman writing is the thickness and thinness of
the lines and the shape of the serifs.
Square serif and round serif scripts, as their names imply, that their serifs are either
blunt or round. Square serif scripts have letters that have square shaped serifs in tops
and bottoms. Letters start and end with blunt serifs. Some examples for this can be
Times and Clarendon fonts:

These types of fonts are chosen in designs with long scripts, generally for the scripts.
The best readability in typefaces is in serif scripts.
Sans-Serif
These typefaces do not have serifs; the letter ends have a straight look. The thickness of
each letter is the same; that is there are no thin or thick lines. They can be used in
every script. This type of writing is divided to subgroups of Gothic and single line sansserif writing.
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The specification of Gothic writing has a thickness difference in lines; especially the
curved parts of the letter are thinner.
Single line sans-serif fonts have no thick-thin lines. These types of scripts are preferred
for titles and able to be easily read from afar.
Helvetica and Arial are examples of these fonts.

Hand Writing
The fonts that fall into this category have four sub groups as well: Script, Cursive, Text
and Calligraphic writing. All these groups have the appearance of hand writings. Since all
letters are capitalized, they are difficult to read. Usually it should be preferred to have
the first letter is capitalized and the rest as regular letters. They are used in special
writings such as invitation cards that require a small amount of writing.
Script
It looks as if it is leaning to the right. There are extensions between the letters. So the
letters can be connected with each other. This is especially preferred in wedding and
meeting invitations. It has a very elegant appearance. It is used to make scripts look
fancier. Some examples:

Cursive
It has the appearance of hand writing, but there are no connections between letters.
This font looks straight up.
A good example of this type of fonts is Park Avenue:
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Text
This type of writing can usually be called bold letters as well. This is the first font type
found by Gutenberg. It represents traditionalism and are generally used in certificates
and diplomas. Font samples: American Text and Blackletter.

Calligraphic
All letters are designed very elegantly. We can call this the vertical state of Script. The
contrast is emphasizing in its lines. They are used in the first letters of posters,
invitations. It is a very popular font. It is widely used in advertising and resembles
elegance and self-confidence.
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Decorative writing
The scripts that fall into this category are designed to be used in graphical or decorative
purposes. It is only limited by the imagination of the humankind. Letters can even be in
the shape of flowers or human forms. This cannot be used in scripts. It is rather
preferred in artistic works (Fredes, 2009:25-27 and Tiryakioğlu, 2012:41-46).

Specifications of Writing
The letter is the foundation of writing, alphabet and typography. Arrangement and
structure of each letter is different and the choice in design is very important. The
fundamental elements of a letter are the type of lines. The first and most important duty
of the designer is to choose the appropriate letter and typeface. When this choice is
made correctly, the first design problem is resolved.
Some fonts have equal spacing between letters and some do not have equal spacing
depending on the letter’s specifications. The designer has to choose the most suitable
one among thousands of fonts to ensure that the publication is read in a manner suitable
with its specifications and to ensure visual continuity. This correct choice is relevant with
the lining of the letters, their roundness and their line thicknesses.
All typographic characters are lined upon an imaginary line. On this line, the distance
that determines the height of small letters is called the letter height. Since the letter X is
clearly measurable, it is also called “x height” as well.
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The heights of all the letters in the alphabet are not the same. The reach for certain
letters exceed the top line whereas some exceed the bottom line. The offset over the top
is called letter top height; the offset below is called the letter bottom height. Serifs are
the small curved extensions at the top and bottom ends of letters (Carter, Day & Meggs,
2011:66-67 and Tiryakioğlu, 2012:37).
Spacing
The spacing between typographic elements makes the script easier or harder to read.
Excessive spacing makes the message repulsive, too little spacing jam the words and
lines and disrupt the appearance of the writing and makes reading problematic as well.
These spacing can be listed as:
Space between letters
Just as how sound and silence are the indispensable elements of music, letter shapes
and spacing are the indispensable elements of writing. Each letter occupies a different
area. And depending on the chosen font, the space occupied by letters change as well. It
is difficult to read scripts with very jammed or loose letters.
There are spacing ratios for each letter that will not disturb the eye. The letters of M and
I do not occupy the same space. When there is equal spacing between letters, since the
space occupied by M and I will be different, unbalanced spacing will disturb the eye and
will make the writing difficult to read.
Line Space
As the line space spreads the visual density of the script decreases. If the lines are too
long, the type sizes too large and the line spacing is too little or the line too long, the
type sizes too small and the line spacing is too wide, legibility will be low. In case the
line spacing is too little, the reader might start reading the same line again. If this space
is too wide, the eye will tire when moving from one line to another and will cause a loss
of time.
Space between words
Having too little or too large gaps between words will affect legibility. In both cases,
reading becomes more difficult and attention will be lost. Having a balanced spacing also
depends on alignment. In a script with justify alignment in narrow columns the words
will look too much apart.
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Line length or shortage
If the line of the script is too long, legibility will decrease. Because in a long line, it will
be difficult for the eye to find the beginning of the next line. If the lines are too short,
then the sentences will be difficult to understand.
Color
The reader is used to have black writing on white background. When strongly contrary
colors are used, the legibility will not be compromised, but white letters on a dark
background will look smaller than black letters on a white ground.
Style
The writing style is very effective in indicating differences and emphasis in the script.
Just like how the tone and emphasis of a speaker change with respect to the news
he/she reads, it is the same with writing. With writing styles, words can be vocalized. For
example, strike out style can be used to tell negative things, bold can be used in
emphasis and importance. There are regular (normal), bold, italic, bold italic, underlined,
shaded, outlined styles and each style deliver a different message.

Overuse of bold style will decrease spacing per letter and may tire the reader’s eyes. It
is best to use the bold style in headlines, titles and subtitles.
Italic writing style is redesigned to resemble handwriting more and it is sloped. It is low
in legibility due to its thinness and angle.
Sloped writing style is the slightly sloped version of a normal writing. It had better
legibility than italic.
Bold italic writing style is difficult to read with sloped and thick lines, but it is prepared
by many people. This style should be used in subtitles.
Type Size
In the beginning of 1700s, French publisher Pierre Simon Furnier discovered a
measurement unit called “point” for letter measurement and later this system was
further developed by Françoise Ambroise Didot.
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So type size is the smallest letter measurement unit used by publishers and designers.
Letter height is obtained by measuring the top point of a capitalized letter to the bottom
of the curve of a regular small letter.
1 point = 0.376 millimeters
12 point = 1 Quadrat = 4.513 millimeters
Quadrats are more commonly used in measuring the line lengths and script depth. In
publishing, all measurements are done by points and quadrats. The measurement of the
letter, its width on the page, the space between letters and the width of the line spacing
are described via type sizes and everything in the publishing industry is evaluated on
points and quadrats.
In a widely accepted rule, newspapers, magazines and books use between 9 and 12
points for legible writing. Smaller or larger type sizes create difficulties in reading them.
For titles, 14 point and over are preferred. Researches show that the best type size for
continuous reading is 11 point.
Along with this, in some cases, using large type sizes may be necessary. If the target
audience comprises children or senior citizens, large type sizes should be used (Cousins,
2012, and Tiryakioğlu, 2012:46).
Color and specifications
When light hits an object, the object reflects back its own color that is in the light. White
is the color that reflects the most light. Black is the color that absorbs the most light.
This is precisely the reason why people prefer white clothes in very hot areas.
Technological development in the field of publishing and the competition between press
and television increased the usage of colors worldwide. A lot of researches show that
colored photographs are much more realistic compared to black and white ones. Color
usage is more effective compared to black and white but the dosage of colors should be
adjusted very carefully. Researches in this field show the following findings regarding the
relationship between color and reader:
* Colored pages are more attractive compared to black and white pages.
* Color, as feared by many journalists, does not harm the perception of the page. On the
contrary, it increases reader interest.
Although the dominant photograph attracts the initial interest, color affects the
movement of the eyes significantly. After looking at the photo, the reader is usually
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attracted by the color on the bottom of the page. If there are no colors, the eye shifts to
the title after the picture.
Color that is used to enhance the content in the page sometimes creates unwanted
outcomes. Therefore, it should be known why and how the colors should be used. Color
may show the reader the important sections on a page, and may as well create
contradictions when misused.
Color gives meaning to content. It is not difficult to use color, but it is important to use
the right color. Proper and balanced usage of color is an indispensable part of a good
page design.
Designers should try to compare the specifications of colors with the content of the
scripts. The desired effects can easily be obtained by colors that are suitable with the
content or the parts to attract the attention (Kidd, 2011).
Conclusion
The fundamental function of writing is to transfer thoughts and knowledge. During this
communication, typography is the fundamental element that makes the writing legible
and elegant. Even in the books that were written by hand a hundred years ago, the
fundamental concern is legibility. No matter how aesthetically perfect the writing is, if it
cannot be read, it cannot fulfill its fundamental function of “transferring knowledge to its
readers”.
Font specifications of writing comprise many elements such as typefaces, sizes and so
forth. Fonts, when used properly, make the script attract more attention to the parts it
wants to direct the reader’s attention and thus makes sure the subject is better
understood.
Today, it can be said that there are over 10 thousand fonts. Although the diversity
provided by so many fonts can be considered a development, introduction of many fonts
that have very little differences is a negative side. The purpose in choosing and using the
most suitable among these many typefaces is to create an effective communication.
Because every typeface carries a different meaning and message in it.
How we present emotions, thoughts and knowledge is as much important as what we
say. In this regard, font choice is a visual expression method. Typography has a unique
language and concepts. Font management is not only a tool in communication but also a
guide for a good design. Another important function of typography is that it makes
reading easier, showing the importance of font choosing once again. In short, we can
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say that typography is the fundamental component of design, and even an element on
its own.
Creating new characters, ensuring legibility suitable with the purpose or just designing
aesthetic fonts are the duties of a typographer.
Choosing

and

using

a

typeface

not

only

assists

legibility,

but

also

support

communication. Therefore, the chosen font should be suitable with the message. If the
message is shouting, the font should help that. A tough and protesting message should
have a tough and protesting font. Elegant and stylish fonts will not be suitable for such a
purpose. Likewise, a script with emotional messages should have fragile and aesthetic
fonts. Shortly, typography exists to honor and to value the content.
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