
alphabetical

syllabic

morphosyllabic

alphabetical

syllabic

morphosyllabic

alphabetical

syllabic

morphosyllabic

Armenian

Hebrew (Israel)

Amharic (Ethiopia, Eritrea)

Georgian

Cyrillic (Russia, Eastern Europe)

Hangul (Korea) Devanagari (Brahmic scripts)

Arabic

Katakana (Japan)

Latin

Greek

Hanzi (China)
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as the plough and improved systems for 
food storage, created opportunities to pur-
sue other activities. This engendered the 
ability to produce more food than con-
sumed, increased population, and new, 
emerging occupations, such as potter and 
blacksmith.3 From about 5000 BCE on-
wards, rigorously organized city states  
began to form from small villages. Barter 
systems flourished and writing systems 
developed to simplify trade and optimize 
administrative processes. Forerun ners  
of the writing systems used today 
emerged independently in different  
locations around the world. The great  
cultures of antiquity, in Mesopotamia, 
Egypt and China, as well as the Maya and 
the cultures of the Indus valley, all used 
sophisticated type systems. 

The first writing system, cuneiform, was 
probably invented by the Sumerians in 
Mesopotamia, in what is now Iraq, over 
5,000 years ago. This system was very pop-
ular and was in continuous use across all 
of the Middle East from the 2nd century 
BCE. It initially consisted of pictograms 
i.e., stylized pictorial depictions of objects
and living beings. Using pictograms is
cumbersome and insufficient for complex
communication. In time, people began to
combine pictograms in such a way that
they could also convey feelings, ideas and 
activities, thus forming what are known as 
ideograms. For example, the combination

Type encompasses the totality of the  
characters within a graphic information 
system. The information itself is encoded 
using the system and readers must pos-
sess the code to understand the informa-
tion conveyed. But who invented the first 
of these graphic sytems, and when did 
that occur? 

The first tangible means of communicat-
ing information with two- and three-di-
mensional characters includes some of the 
oldest cultural artifacts of humanity. The 
history of their emergence is as long and 
controversial as the lineage of humanity  
itself. The oldest pictorial symbols, simple 
engravings in mussel shells, are half a mil-
lion years old.1 Cave paintings with hand-
prints and realistic hunting scenes de-
picting animals, people and even hybrid 
creatures have been dated to over 40,000 
years old. What they mean is unclear. One 
hypothesis is that they had a ritual mean-
ing and told stories.2

Writing systems became necessary as  
the societal structures of human commu-
nities became ever more complex. In the  
Neolithic Revolution, nomadic hunter- 
gatherer communities gradually transi-
tioned to practicing farming and animal 
husbandry in agrarian settlements over a 
long period stretching from about  
10000 to 5000 BCE. The domestication of 
animals and technical innovations, such 

3.01 The word  
“international”  
in common 
international scripts.

alphabetical

syllabic

morphosyllabic



p. 64 - p. 65



Face

1 1 1

1

2

3

3

4 4

2
5

66 6

7

8

9

10

11

12

3.05 Important parts of the lead letter

1  Serif
2  Hairline
3  Stem, Main stroke
4  Counter, Aperture
5  Axis
6  Bracketing

7  Cap height
8  Ascender
9  x-height
10 Descender
11  Body, point size
12  Baseline

Antiqua typefaces: 15th-19th century Sans serif typefaces: from the 19th century

3.06 Technical terms used in typography

Counter, 
Aperture,  
white inner space

Baseline

Body,
point size

Width
letter width
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Reading and type anatomy
Western culture as we know it today only came 
about in connection with the Greek and Latin al-
phabets. For centuries, right up until the 20th cen-
tury, knowledge was mainly exchanged in writ-
ten form. This changed over the course of the last 
century, as media and videos have come to play 
an ever-increasing role. Media theorist Marshall 
McLuhan already talked about the electronic age 
or the age images in the 1960s, and his vision of a 
“global village” – a technology-based community 
– predicted the Internet.9 According to McLuhan, 
this would replace the printing age and therefore 
the predominance of type. The fact that people 
read and write more than ever before, especial-
ly on social media, was something he did not fore-
see. The style and length of texts have of course 
changed drastically depending on the medium,
for example chat vs. email, something that is
expressed clearly in McLuhan’s famous words
“The medium is the message”.

How a piece of information is perceived and pro-
cessed is different in different media. And how 
precisely the information is understood also 
changes. Types, unlike pictures, are developed in 
linear form – reading beginners read from let-
ter to letter, while practiced readers read in so-
called “saccades”, that is, jumps that take in en-
tire words or even groups of words. What is more, 
readers take in text chunks when reading, and if 
the text is not understood immediately, then the 
reader takes backward jumps. 

Pictures, by comparison, are perceived of much 
faster and for longer, but also very differently from 
individual to individual.10 However, legal texts, 
documenting history and poetry are only possible 
because letters can be produced with precision 
and the characters interpreted in a clear manner. 

Typographic design requires some previous 
knowledge of the anatomy, type classification, 
type styles and the hierarchy of text elements 
such as copy text as well as main headings and 
subheading. The most important development in 
Latin type was the invention of movable lead type 
by Johannes Gutenberg (middle of the 15th century), 
although this was already known in Korea in the 
13th century.11

Many of the technical terms used in typography 
are based on the lead letter and on letterpress 
printing. However, there was no uniform meas-
uring system for type. It was not until three hun-
dred years later in France that a uniform typo-
graphic system was established – the typographic 
point. This measures the point size of the lead let-
ter, and this still applies today, even if analog let-
terpress printing is only used nowadays for very 
special graphic or artistic purposes. The American 
system, with its so-called pica point (1 pica point = 
0.351 mm) has asserted itself as the norm due to 
desktop publishing and the corresponding  
software.

3.04 Reading process

The circles show points of fixation, which the  

eye focuses on and takes in. The straight lines show 

the saccades (forward jumps), and the curved lines 

show the regressive saccades (backward jumps).
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3.13 Architectural model of  
German Embassy in  
Tiflis, by Wulf Architekten,  
Stuttgart, Germany



ox

hyena, greed turtle, bird of light eating serpentfertility
keeper of tribal secrets truth

insect, bee, diligence bird, speed, all haste river, tranquility

see eat hut home home of in-laws

cattle buck lion elephant dog
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Saki Mafundikwa, Zimbabwe 
Saki Mafundikwa is a visionary who gave up a success-
ful design career in New York to return to his home coun-
try of Zimbabwe, opening its first graphic design and new 
media school. He owes his international renown to the 
publication of “African Alphabets”, which provides a com-
prehensive overview of Afrikan writing systems. He has 
participated in exhibitions and workshops all over the 
world, given lectures, and contributed to a wide range of 
publications on the globalization of design and African 
aesthetics.

The logo of the Black Documentary Collective is inspired  
by the murals of the Ndebele women of Zimbabwe. In it, 
bold black  lines frame circles and semicircles.  

In his contribution to the “Tolerance Traveling Poster 
Show”, Mafundikwa uses lit candles to design the word 
“Kunzwisisana”, which means “understand” in Shona,  
the Zimbabwean Bantu language. 

The Bantu pictograph script is used only by healers, elders 
and women. Each character expresses a word or idea.  
This script is one of over 20 that Mafundikwa recorded for 
posterity in his signal work.  

3.14 Logo design, 2017

3.15 Tolerance Traveling Poster Show, 2017

3.16 Afrikan Alphabets: Bantu Symbol Writing, and below, Script, 2006
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Marian Bantjes, Canada
Marian Bantjes is a designer, typographer, author and  
illustrator. She lives in Canada and works as a typesetter 
and was one of the co-founders of the Digitopolis  
studio. She has worked as an independent artist and  
typographer since 2003. Her work has been published in 
over 100 books and magazines worldwide. She has served 
as a juror for many different prizes such as the D&AD 
(UK) and ADC (NY). She became a member of the Alliance 
Graphique Internationale (AGI) in 2008 and her book  
“I Wonder” appeared in 2010. “Pretty Pictures” – a compre-
hensive monograph of her work was published in 2013.

Banjtje’s works show ornate decorations, wrought arabes-
ques, intertwined patterns and ornaments. All are designed 
manually and Bantjes sometimes integrates natural mate-
rials into her pieces. She has a preference for baroque forms 
and curved lines, which she arranges in numerous varia-
tions, each different and fresh. 

Banjtje writes, “...I don’t believe that less is more,”18 contra-
dicting the words of famed 2oth century architect, Mies 
van der Rohe. He postulated that less is more and, with his 
Bauhaus colleagues, coined an axiom that endures to this 
day. Bantjes has created a unique, complex style that boldly 
stands up to this maxim, in both words and design (see  
the Speak Up blog).

3.19 Seduction, cooperation with Michael Bierut, 2006

3.20 The Girl Show, 2005 

3.21 Saks heart, 2008



88  |   T YP E  A N D F O R M

Greek letters
The Phoenicians invented the first alpha-
betic writing system with only a handful 
of consonants. This was adopted by the 
Greeks, who added symbols for vowels, 
thus developing a formidable writing tool 
that helped them reach hitherto unrivaled 
achievements. In Antiquity, the Greeks 
used majuscule letters, while the writing 
direction was only formalized from left  
to right in the 5th BCE.

The 7th BCE Greek colonization of South - 
ern Italy introduced their alphabet there, 
leading to the development of the Latin 
script in Western Europe. Because  
they are both variants of a common  
predecessor, the Latin alphabet close-
ly resembles the Greek one in the majus-
cule, and they share the letters A, B, E, H, 
I, K, M, N, O, P, T, Y, X, Z, although some do 
not have the same vocal value. The other 
Greek characters are Γ, Δ, Θ, Λ, Ξ, Π, Σ, Φ, 
Ψ, Ω. The shape of the letters was mono-
line throughout Antiquity, while stroke 
modulation and serifs appeared later,  
influenced by the Roman paradigm.

During the Byzantine era, scribes gradu-
ally reshaped the letters into miniscule 
forms with hundreds of alternatives,  
ligatures and abbreviations. And in the 
early 9th century, Cyrillic script was also 
developed based on the Greek alphabet 
and applied for the Slavic languages.

13th c., Greek capital & miniscule letters

9th c., Greek miniscule letters

1494, Greek - Aldus Manutius / Francesco Gri�o (Venice)

1804, Greek - Firmin Didot (Paris)

1809, Greek - Richard Porson (Cambridge)

1809, Greek - Karl Tauchnitz (Leipzig)

1890s, Greek - Schelter & Giesecke A.G. (Leipzig)

1927, Greek 192 - New Hellenic – Victor Scholderer (Monotype)

1937, Olympia Greek - E. Karpathakis foundry (Athens)

1972, Helvetica Greek - Matthew Carter (Linotype)

1499, Greek - Nicolaos Vlastos / Zacharias Kalliergis (Venice)

1544, Grecs du roi - Angelos Vergikios / Claude Garamont (Paris)

1756, Homer Greek - Robert & Andrew Foulis / Alexander Wilson (Glasgow)

6-8th c., Greek letters

5th c., Codex Alexandrinus

2nd c., Papyrus 46

4th c. BC, Greek letters

5th c. BC, Greek stele 

5th c. BC, Gortyna codes, Crete

14th c., Greek miniscule letters

1st c., Greek letters

Phoenician
alphabet

Early Greek
alphabet

5th c. Greek
alphabet

5th c. Roman
alphabet

1936, Greek 572 - Gill Sans  (Monotype)

13th c., Greek capital & miniscule letters

9th c., Greek miniscule letters

1494, Greek - Aldus Manutius / Francesco Gri�o (Venice)

1804, Greek - Firmin Didot (Paris)

1809, Greek - Richard Porson (Cambridge)

1809, Greek - Karl Tauchnitz (Leipzig)

1890s, Greek - Schelter & Giesecke A.G. (Leipzig)

1927, Greek 192 - New Hellenic – Victor Scholderer (Monotype)

1937, Olympia Greek - E. Karpathakis foundry (Athens)

1972, Helvetica Greek - Matthew Carter (Linotype)

1499, Greek - Nicolaos Vlastos / Zacharias Kalliergis (Venice)

1544, Grecs du roi - Angelos Vergikios / Claude Garamont (Paris)

1756, Homer Greek - Robert & Andrew Foulis / Alexander Wilson (Glasgow)

6-8th c., Greek letters

5th c., Codex Alexandrinus

2nd c., Papyrus 46

4th c. BC, Greek letters

5th c. BC, Greek stele 

5th c. BC, Gortyna codes, Crete

14th c., Greek miniscule letters

1st c., Greek letters

Phoenician
alphabet

Early Greek
alphabet

5th c. Greek
alphabet

5th c. Roman
alphabet

1936, Greek 572 - Gill Sans  (Monotype)

13th c., Greek capital & miniscule letters

9th c., Greek miniscule letters

1494, Greek - Aldus Manutius / Francesco Gri�o (Venice)

1804, Greek - Firmin Didot (Paris)

1809, Greek - Richard Porson (Cambridge)

1809, Greek - Karl Tauchnitz (Leipzig)

1890s, Greek - Schelter & Giesecke A.G. (Leipzig)

1927, Greek 192 - New Hellenic – Victor Scholderer (Monotype)

1937, Olympia Greek - E. Karpathakis foundry (Athens)

1972, Helvetica Greek - Matthew Carter (Linotype)

1499, Greek - Nicolaos Vlastos / Zacharias Kalliergis (Venice)

1544, Grecs du roi - Angelos Vergikios / Claude Garamont (Paris)

1756, Homer Greek - Robert & Andrew Foulis / Alexander Wilson (Glasgow)

6-8th c., Greek letters

5th c., Codex Alexandrinus

2nd c., Papyrus 46

4th c. BC, Greek letters

5th c. BC, Greek stele 

5th c. BC, Gortyna codes, Crete

14th c., Greek miniscule letters

1st c., Greek letters

Phoenician
alphabet

Early Greek
alphabet

5th c. Greek
alphabet

5th c. Roman
alphabet

1936, Greek 572 - Gill Sans  (Monotype)

13th c., Greek capital & miniscule letters

9th c., Greek miniscule letters

1494, Greek - Aldus Manutius / Francesco Gri�o (Venice)

1804, Greek - Firmin Didot (Paris)

1809, Greek - Richard Porson (Cambridge)

1809, Greek - Karl Tauchnitz (Leipzig)

1890s, Greek - Schelter & Giesecke A.G. (Leipzig)

1927, Greek 192 - New Hellenic – Victor Scholderer (Monotype)

1937, Olympia Greek - E. Karpathakis foundry (Athens)

1972, Helvetica Greek - Matthew Carter (Linotype)

1499, Greek - Nicolaos Vlastos / Zacharias Kalliergis (Venice)

1544, Grecs du roi - Angelos Vergikios / Claude Garamont (Paris)

1756, Homer Greek - Robert & Andrew Foulis / Alexander Wilson (Glasgow)

6-8th c., Greek letters

5th c., Codex Alexandrinus

2nd c., Papyrus 46

4th c. BC, Greek letters

5th c. BC, Greek stele 

5th c. BC, Gortyna codes, Crete

14th c., Greek miniscule letters

1st c., Greek letters

Phoenician
alphabet

Early Greek
alphabet

5th c. Greek
alphabet

5th c. Roman
alphabet

1936, Greek 572 - Gill Sans  (Monotype)
3.26 Schematic evolution of the early Greek and Latin alphabets  
from the Phoenician progenitor 3.27 Evolution of Greek Alphabet

Georgios D. Matthiopoulos 
Studied Graphic Design at the C.S.U. Los Angeles and Printing 
Technology at the London College of Printing
Founding member of the Greek Font Society
Since 1990 lecturer at the University of West Attica
Translations: Robert Bringhurst’s,  
Elements of Typographical Style (2001)
Author: Anthology of Greek Typography (2009)

13th c., Greek capital & miniscule letters

9th c., Greek miniscule letters

1494, Greek - Aldus Manutius / Francesco Gri�o (Venice)

1804, Greek - Firmin Didot (Paris)

1809, Greek - Richard Porson (Cambridge)

1809, Greek - Karl Tauchnitz (Leipzig)

1890s, Greek - Schelter & Giesecke A.G. (Leipzig)

1927, Greek 192 - New Hellenic – Victor Scholderer (Monotype)

1937, Olympia Greek - E. Karpathakis foundry (Athens)

1972, Helvetica Greek - Matthew Carter (Linotype)

1499, Greek - Nicolaos Vlastos / Zacharias Kalliergis (Venice)

1544, Grecs du roi - Angelos Vergikios / Claude Garamont (Paris)

1756, Homer Greek - Robert & Andrew Foulis / Alexander Wilson (Glasgow)

6-8th c., Greek letters

5th c., Codex Alexandrinus

2nd c., Papyrus 46

4th c. BC, Greek letters

5th c. BC, Greek stele 

5th c. BC, Gortyna codes, Crete

14th c., Greek miniscule letters

1st c., Greek letters

Phoenician
alphabet

Early Greek
alphabet

5th c. Greek
alphabet

5th c. Roman
alphabet

1936, Greek 572 - Gill Sans  (Monotype)

5th BCE Gortyna codes, Crete

13th c., Greek capital & miniscule letters

9th c., Greek miniscule letters

1494, Greek - Aldus Manutius / Francesco Gri�o (Venice)

1804, Greek - Firmin Didot (Paris)

1809, Greek - Richard Porson (Cambridge)

1809, Greek - Karl Tauchnitz (Leipzig)

1890s, Greek - Schelter & Giesecke A.G. (Leipzig)

1927, Greek 192 - New Hellenic – Victor Scholderer (Monotype)

1937, Olympia Greek - E. Karpathakis foundry (Athens)

1972, Helvetica Greek - Matthew Carter (Linotype)
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5th BCE, Greek stele

13th c., Greek capital & miniscule letters

9th c., Greek miniscule letters

1494, Greek - Aldus Manutius / Francesco Gri�o (Venice)

1804, Greek - Firmin Didot (Paris)

1809, Greek - Richard Porson (Cambridge)

1809, Greek - Karl Tauchnitz (Leipzig)
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13th c., Greek capital & miniscule letters
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1494, Greek - Aldus Manutius / Francesco Gri�o (Venice)

1804, Greek - Firmin Didot (Paris)

1809, Greek - Richard Porson (Cambridge)
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1937, Olympia Greek - E. Karpathakis foundry (Athens)
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1544, Grecs du roi - Angelos Vergikios / Claude Garamont (Paris)
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alphabet

Early Greek
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alphabet

5th c. Roman
alphabet

1936, Greek 572 - Gill Sans  (Monotype)
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13th c., Greek capital & miniscule letters

9th c., Greek miniscule letters

1494, Greek - Aldus Manutius / Francesco Gri�o (Venice)

1804, Greek - Firmin Didot (Paris)

1809, Greek - Richard Porson (Cambridge)

1809, Greek - Karl Tauchnitz (Leipzig)

1890s, Greek - Schelter & Giesecke A.G. (Leipzig)

1927, Greek 192 - New Hellenic – Victor Scholderer (Monotype)

1937, Olympia Greek - E. Karpathakis foundry (Athens)

1972, Helvetica Greek - Matthew Carter (Linotype)

1499, Greek - Nicolaos Vlastos / Zacharias Kalliergis (Venice)

1544, Grecs du roi - Angelos Vergikios / Claude Garamont (Paris)

1756, Homer Greek - Robert & Andrew Foulis / Alexander Wilson (Glasgow)

6-8th c., Greek letters
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2nd c., Papyrus 46

4th c. BC, Greek letters

5th c. BC, Greek stele 

5th c. BC, Gortyna codes, Crete

14th c., Greek miniscule letters

1st c., Greek letters

Phoenician
alphabet

Early Greek
alphabet

5th c. Greek
alphabet

5th c. Roman
alphabet

1936, Greek 572 - Gill Sans  (Monotype)

2nd c., Papyrus 46
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1809, Greek - Karl Tauchnitz (Leipzig)
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1937, Olympia Greek - E. Karpathakis foundry (Athens)

1972, Helvetica Greek - Matthew Carter (Linotype)

1499, Greek - Nicolaos Vlastos / Zacharias Kalliergis (Venice)

1544, Grecs du roi - Angelos Vergikios / Claude Garamont (Paris)
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6-8th c., Greek letters
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5th c. BC, Greek stele 
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5th c., Codex Alexandrinus
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9th c., Greek miniscule letters
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1809, Greek - Richard Porson (Cambridge)

1809, Greek - Karl Tauchnitz (Leipzig)
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1927, Greek 192 - New Hellenic – Victor Scholderer (Monotype)

1937, Olympia Greek - E. Karpathakis foundry (Athens)

1972, Helvetica Greek - Matthew Carter (Linotype)

1499, Greek - Nicolaos Vlastos / Zacharias Kalliergis (Venice)

1544, Grecs du roi - Angelos Vergikios / Claude Garamont (Paris)

1756, Homer Greek - Robert & Andrew Foulis / Alexander Wilson (Glasgow)
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1927, Greek 192 - New Hellenic – Victor Scholderer (Monotype)

1937, Olympia Greek - E. Karpathakis foundry (Athens)

1972, Helvetica Greek - Matthew Carter (Linotype)

1499, Greek - Nicolaos Vlastos / Zacharias Kalliergis (Venice)

1544, Grecs du roi - Angelos Vergikios / Claude Garamont (Paris)

1756, Homer Greek - Robert & Andrew Foulis / Alexander Wilson (Glasgow)
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Early Greek
alphabet
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alphabet

5th c. Roman
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1936, Greek 572 - Gill Sans  (Monotype)
9th c., Greek miniscule letters

Phoenician
alphabet

Early Greek
alphabet

5th c. Greek
alphabet

5th c. Roman 
alphabet
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Hongjie Guan, China
Hong Jie Guan was born in 1992 and is an art director. He is a former 
member of the China Designers’ Association and was a finalist in 
“The 6th Founder Award Chinese Font Design Competition”.

Illustrated pictorial motifs interact here with the Chinese characters, 
which are elegant, curved and have a high stroke contrast. They  
are reminiscent of a time when Hanzi was still cut and printed in 
wooden blocks. In contrast, the Latin font, a sans-serif, is set in bold, 
constructed capitals.

Yi Meng Wu, China
Yi Meng Wu was born in 1983 in Shanghai and is a visual designer, artist and cultural  
interpreter. She grew up in China and Germany and lives in Berlin. Wu studied  
Visual Communication in Essen, Berlin and Paris. Her Berlin studio “Wu 無” is a place 
where handicraft and sensuality are very much alive in an otherwise digitally dominated 
world. She offers lectures and workshops and teaches at universities and other 
institutions on topics ranging from intercultural design and typography to urban  
artistic findings.

The designer was inspired by the geometric approach of Bauhaus, prompting a shared 
stylistic affinity between the Latin and Chinese fonts of poster, which was designed for  
a 2013 Shanghai Poster Biennale on the theme “Discover”. Later, a type  foundry  
commissioned Wu to develop the typeface.

3.50 Poster using  
the font Bojing,
“When a Stairway 
Meets a Wall”, 2013

3.51 “All embracing” animal alphabet, 2020
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Arabic script and typography
Arabic is a Semitic language that first 
emerged between the first and fourth 
centuries CE. Arabic has 28 basic letters, 
eight of which can only be differentiat-
ed by diacritics. In older spelling, the dia-
critics were used less, but they were then 
added to facilitate Qur’an recitation. The 
direction of writing in Arabic is from right 
to left, and letters have different forms 
that change depending on their position 
in a word. The four positions (initial,  
medial, final, and isolated) are presented 
as actual forms, and this results in each 
word being a set of mostly connected 
groups of letters. 

Arabic calligraphic rules did not consider 
potential analytical letter permutations 
that would be useful for typesetters and 
modern fonts. To write in Arabic, one must 
understand its structure as it is not a sim-
ple line-up of letters as in the Latin script. 
Letters in Arabic are connected, and these 
connections cannot be understood out-
side of their context.Since some letters 
use similar strokes, a sequence of  
letters can easily be misread for another 
sequence. One of the consecutive letters 
can have either a dissimilar stroke or  
a dissimilar horizontally stretched connec-
tion in such cases.  

Arabic typography started at the beginning 
of the sixteenth century as a by-product of 
Latin typesetters. To date, font technology 
has not yet wholly solved this wide range 
of flexibility, which is a design feature in 
the Arabic script and one of the essential 
reading aids. There have been attempts at 
simplification of Arabic by typesetters.  
Although all problems that arise from con-
verting Arabic to a font would disappear 
if given a similar structure to that of Latin 
script, this approach would render Arabic  
illegible and culturally strange.

When talking about Arabic writing cul-
ture, traditional calligraphy is aesthetical-
ly skilled writing in an identifiable Islamic 
script or style (e.g. Kufic, Naskh, Thuluth,  
Diwani, Ruqaa, etc.). In contrast with the 
five vertical levels of reference (i.e., baseline, 
x-height, ascender, descender, and caps-
height) in Latin script, Arabic script possess-
es more invisible typographic levels. A type-
face could use up to twelve imaginary 

3.54 Arabic letters and their 
different forms

3.55 Original form and derivative forms obtained by uninterrupted 
cursive movement

3.56 The shapes of letters multiplied as they were adapted to each new 
configuration according to the calligrapher’s skill and imagination.

Haytham Nawar
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Engy Aly, Egypt
Engy Aly was born in 1982 in Cairo and later went on to study Graphic  
Design in her hometown. Afterwards, she worked for the Cairo design studio 
“fileclub” before establishing herself as an independent designer in 2009. 
Her commissions focus on cultural projects and her personal work explores 
the nebulous boundary between art and design. In 2013, she obtained an 
MFA from the Academy of Art and Design in Basel.

The typeface used at “Heliopolis” features a tremendous stroke contrast and is 
inspired by the Egyptian store signs of the 80s. 

The “Moving Poster” was created for an exhibition of more than 100 animated 
displays. The background is an abstracted map showing the streets and places 
around the exhibition location.

In the “Sporadic Schooling” poster, the individual characters and glyphs are  
based on the same geometric construction. Their positioning, which seems 
random, is deliberate used. The color palette of both posters is reduced  
and primary and secondary colors dominate.

3.66 Self-initiated program: Sporadic schooling, 2020

3.67  The moving poster, 2019 3.68 Heliopolis, typographic experiment, 2016
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Hardly any of the means used in design give 
rise to as many complex and emotional asso-
ciations as color does. Like listening to music, 
we react sub-consciously and spontaneously 
to color with feelings such as enthusiasm, re-
jection or disinterest. If a person is interest-
ed in pursuing the matter further or has mu-
sical training, the emotional first impression 
can be followed up by a cognitive analysis of 
aspects such as harmonies, the beat, rhythm 
and tone. Our perception of color can be just 
as multi-layered. One goal of designers is to 
not only be guided by their gut feeling when 
choosing a color, but also make use of tried 
and tested decision-making criteria. Cultural-
ly anchored color harmonies, color contrasts, 
as well as physical and chemical properties 
should also be included in design decisions.

Color is defined in different ways depending 
on the specific field being applied:
1. Physics: electromagnetic spectrum
2. Chemistry: molecular structure
3. Physiology: physical sensations
4. Symbolism: cultural and historical meaning
5. Psychology: sensual perception 

and processing
6. Image reproduction: the reproduction 

medium
7. Art: socio-individual criteria
8. Design: targeted communication

All of these areas are relevant for designers. 
Physics explains how colors come to exist, 
while chemistry deals with the molecular 
property of the surface and the resulting 

4.01 The object color depends on the light source.

color effects like matt or glossy. Physiology 
studies our physical and emotional reac-
tions to colors, which particularly plays a role 
in color schemes used in public and private 
spaces, in hospitals for instance. Color sym-
bolism/semantics are anchored in culture and 
will be looked at in more detail below. The 
psychology of perception describes phenom-
ena like optical illusions. In image production, 
a difference is made between color repro-
duction, above all when images are printed, 
published on the Web, or on electronic de-
vices, etc. Art provides us with new impulses 
and expands our horizon. Only when we take 
all of these areas into consideration can we 
manage to communicate in a targeted man-
ner through our design work.

Basically, the ability to perceive of color de-
pends on light. At twilight we can still distin-
guish between light and dark, but can hardly 
differentiate colors. It is only in daylight or  
under artificial light that we can identify 
what color objects are. The light rays enter 
the eye and are transferred into nerve impulses 
with the help of color receptors that react to 
very specific wavelengths. This information is 
then transmitted to the brain. There are two 
different types of photoreceptor: rods and 
cones. The cones are responsible for  
how we perceive color and are divided into 
three types, each of which reacts to light in  
a certain wave range. That is why they are 
called red, green and blue receptors. The rods 
react to lightness and darkness and allow us 
to see in twilight or at night.
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Color systems
Europe has experienced many ideas and 
systems of color theory from the Antique 
through the Renaissance and Enlightenment 
and right up to Bauhaus. Aristoteles assumed 
that all colors were a mixture of light and 
dark. Leonardo da Vinci dedicated himself 
above all to the color harmonies, and Isaac 
Newton made groundbreaking scientific  
discoveries, which were then questioned 
by Johann Wolfgang von Goethe. He and 
Philipp Otto Runge researched the symbol-
ic and intellectual relationships between the 
colors. In the 20th century, a new discipline – 
psychology, and gestalt psychology in par-
ticular – provided new knowledge that ex-
plained perception. On the other hand, there 
also emerged rational methods reduced to 
mathematical laws, like those of the chem-

H O W T H E O B J E C T  
C O L O R S A R E F O R M E D 

1. Light hits the object 
2. Blue is absorbed 
3. Green+red=yellow

4.02 Origin of the object colors

R G B 
A D D I T I V E  CO LO R SYST E M

Primary colors: red / green / blue
Secondary colors: 
yellow / magenta / cyan

C MY(K) 
S U BT RAC T I V E CO LO R 
SYST E M

Primary colors:  
cyan / magenta / yellow 
Secondary colors: green / red / blue 

K=key, the additional black key 
color that provides depth to the 
image and the deep grey and  
black in printing.

4.03 Mixing colors

Since Isaac Newton’s prism experiment, 
which showed how light was refracted in a 
glass prism, we know that light is a combina-
tion of spectral colors. When a rainbow occurs, 
what we are seeing is the sunlight being re-
fracted in raindrops, which shows us the colors 
red, orange, yellow, green, blue and violet. If 
this is done the other way round, and all of the 
colors of the spectrum are brought together, 
for example through a converging lens, the re-
sult is so-called “white” light. When  
we mix different source colors, this is called 
additive color mixing, as it always results in  
a brighter light. All other source colors are 
mixed using the primary colors red, green and 
blue. If you mix the source colors red and green, 
this results in the secondary color yellow.

When so-called white light, which contains 
the entire spectrum of spectral colors, hits 
an object, certain colors are absorbed while 
others are reflected. This can be demonstrat-
ed taking a yellow banana as an example. If 
white light hits the banana, blue is absorbed 
while red and green are reflected. This has to 
do with the molecular state of the banana’s 
surface, which can of course change, for ex-
ample when the banana is overly ripe and 
therefore no longer appears to be a shining 
yellow, but more of a brownish-yellow color. 
The banana only appears yellow to us be-
cause our optic nerves interpret electromag-
netic waves in a particular way.

We therefore have source colors and material 
colors, which are also referred to as object 
colors. One essential difference between the 
two is the way in which they mix. With source 
colors, we talk about additive color mixing. 
When the object colors are mixed, it is called 

subtractive color mixing, because individual 
wavelengths are subtracted or absorbed and 
the color therefore becomes increasingly dark-
er. If all source colors are absorbed, then what  
we see is black. We are familiar with mixing  
object colors in our everyday lives, but not with 
additive color mixing. However, only when you 
are able to tell the difference, will you be able 
to understand why colors look different on  
a computer screen or a smartphone display to 
what is possible in print. Monitors work with 
source colors, while printing uses object colors.  
In the RGB system, about 16 million colors can 
be displayed. In offset printing with the basic 
colors cyan (C), magenta (M) and yellow (Y) 
and the additional so-called key color black 
(K=key), under optimum conditions approx. 
500,000 color tones are possible, thus a great 
deal fewer.1
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● Happiness, the Sun, 
love, Chinese New Year, 
danger, Communism 

● Nature, peace, freshness, 
hope, unfaithfulness 

● Harvest, riches, power,
earth, the fall, security

● Reason, wisdom, clarity, 
coldness, mystery

☐ Death, mourning, purity, 
relief, neutrality 

● Seriousness, depth, 
fear, death, stability, 
the unknown

● Love, energy, speed, 
strength, passion, the Sun, 
warmth, attentiveness, 
joyfulness, anger, danger, 
blood, sacrificial death, 
protection 

● Love, joyfulness, youth, 
vitality, nature, endless life, 
healing

● Good taste, courage, 
grace, the sunshine, 
danger, vitality

● Quality, trust, heaven, 
life, purity, calm, stability, 
loyalty, coldness, youth

☐ Holiness, purity, honesty, 
goodness, reverence, 
simplicity, cleanliness, the 
bride, purity, sterility, trust, 
innocence 

● Power, the unknown, 
exclusivity, sophistication, 
formality, sexuality, 
mystery, depth, regret, 
non-being, bad luck, fear, 
evil, mourning, anger

T H E W E ST E R N 
WO R L D 
E U R O P E ,  N O RT H 
A M E R I CA ,  AU ST R A L I A , 
N EW  Z EA L A N D

S U B SA H A RA N- 
A F R I CA 

● Manliness, love, power, 
energy, Communism, 
erotic, hot, positive, 
strength, danger, anger, 
rebellion, the Devil, 
prostitution, warning 

● Nature, ecology, money, 
happiness, fertility, the 
environment, manliness, 
freshness, health, 
inexperience, envy, 
jealousy 

● Joy, happiness, 
warmth, the sunshine, 
freshness, jealousy, 
envy, unfaithfulness, 
persecution

● Manliness, truth, coldness, 
reliability, cleanliness, 
calm, professionality, 
dignity, authority, trust, 
neutrality, purity

☐ Purity, truth, spirituality, 
cleanliness, the bride, 
joyfulness, elegance, 
peace, sterility

● Exclusivity, power, 
seriousness, strength, 
formality, sexuality,  
fear, mourning,  
death, evil, sin,  
emptiness, anger

● Love, passion, joy, 
power, success, manliness, 
war, courage, warning

● Nature, environment,
hope 

● Joy, the Sun, riches, 
friendship

● Vastness, trust, calm, 
heaven, freedom, infinity, 
hope, health 

☐ Purity, coldness, cleanliness, 
respect, mourning, virginity, 
placidity 

● Mourning, fear, death, death, 
authority, formality

● Love, beauty, passion, 
Communism, medicine, fear, 
jealousy, anger, warmth, 
speed, feelings, Victory Day

● Nature, calm, medicine, 
serenity, reliability, 
protection

● Joy, nature, envy, farewell, 
the Sun, confusion, activity

● Hope, purity, peace, 
serenity, seriousness, 
coldness, intellect

☐ Relief, intelligence, 
cleanliness, innocence, 
freshness, wedding, 
elegance, new beginning

● Mourning, fear, death, 
anger, refinement, 
silence, emptiness, 
pacification

● Strength, mourning

● Fertility

● High rank 

● Heaven, God, often 
defined via associations 
without using a word 
for the color 

☐ Victory, purity

● Age, maturity, 
masculinity

L AT I N A M E R I CA
A R G E N T I N A ,  C H I L E ,  
P E R U,  CO LO M B I A , 
M EX I CO,  V E N E Z U E L A

E A ST E R N E U RO P E 
R U S S I A ,  P O L A N D,  
C Z E C H  R E P. , 
S LOV E N I A ,  H U N GA RY, 
R O MA N I A   

A S I A
S O UT H - EA ST  A S I A , 
EA ST  A S I A  W I T H 
C E N T R A L  A S I A

● Love, adventure,  
good taste

● Purity, adventure, the 
spring, youth, birth, desire, 
danger, illness

● Happiness, good taste, 
earth, power, royalty, the 
Sun, manliness, happiness, 
holiness, neutrality, 
heroism, mourning, 
authority 

● Quality, heaven, 
water, trust, coldness,
sadness 

☐ Purity, innocence, 
morality, the west, the 
fall, death, mourning, bad 
luck, nature, neutrality, 
respect 

● Exclusivity, power, 
water, secret, life, stability, 
the unknown, wealth, 
health, death, mourning

I N D I A
( S P E C I A L  R O L E  A S I A )

● Life, action, enthusiasm, 
royal caste, marriage, 
birth, fertility, humility, 
sacrifice 

● Peace, hope, nature

● Holiness, the Sun, 
promise of happiness, 
Vaisya (merchant caste), 
peasants, commerce 

● Love, truth, charity, 
heaven, the ocean 

☐ Perfection, Brahman, 
extreme joyfulness, the 
holy cow, milk, creation, 
rebirth, light, serenity, 
reincarnation, widows

● Untouchable, demonic, 
infernal, laziness,  
anger, intolerance

C H I N A WITH 
TAIWAN AN D 
HONG KONG
( S P E C I A L  R O L E  A S I A )

A RA B WO R L D
( c f.  I S L A M ,  P.  1 41 )

4.23 Cultural areas and the 
meanings of their colors

JA PA N
( S P E C I A L  R O L E  A S I A )
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Ghada Wali, Egypt
Ghada Wali was born in Egypt in 1990. She was one of the first design students to graduate 
with a BA from the German University in Cairo and followed this degree with an MA in  
Design from the IED Istituto Europeo di Design in Italy. In 2017 she represented the Middle 
East and North Africa at TED and was the youngest female speaker at the event. She found-
ed Wali’s Studio in Cairo in 2018. She has won several international awards including the 
Adobe Design Achievement Award and the AIAP Women in Design Award. Wali developed 
an Arabic font that was chosen as one of the 100 best works of graphic design in the world. 
Her work has been shown in exhibitions worldwide.

Glitter and glamour prevail on the cover “Chicalastic Music Video”. The style and color  
scheme are reminiscent of the disco scene and hip hop. The jeweled sunglasses are gaudy,  
attract attention and have “bling”.

The Limited Edition soft drink cans are particularly well-staged in these photos, in terms of  
design. Highly saturated, loud primary and secondary colors are used, both for the background 
and for the “Woman Sudan” with the red chain, in the can of that name. 

4.25 Pepsi Limited Edition “Woman Sudan”, 2020

4.24 Chicalastic Music Video, 2020

4.26 “Mirinda Magic” for Egypt and Saudi Arabia, 2020
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ashanti-stool cauri

danseuse-dan

masque-punu

homme-wodaabe

femme-himba

jeune-homme-masai

femme-mursi

homme-touareg

femme-kikuyu

awale

boule-boule
akorou-koffie

pousse-pousse cabine pousse-cafewotro tektek fanorona

O’Plerou Geret, Ivory Coast 
O’Plerou Geret was born in 1997 and is a graphic design 
student from the Ivory Coast. He took an active interest  
in art as a child and after a great deal of practice and  
experimentation with Photoshop, resolved to create an 
emoji that invoked Africa and post it to Instagram. He 
gained 2,000 new followers within the first few  
weeks of the project.

With these emoji, O’Plerou Geret has given social media  
in Africa an independent, visual identity. In part, these  
emoji have regional connotations and represent Black  
people and People of Color. In some specific cases, they  
are understood only within a cultural context and are  
not universally comprehensible. 

Unsaturated colors are used almost exclusively. The designs 
oscillate between high and low contrast, with icons con-
trasting successfully with their backgrounds. Some appear 
mask-like, others reminiscent of silhouettes.

4.36 African Emojis, 2018
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Ping Mu, China 
Ping Mu was born in China in 1994. She lives and works in Shanghai as a  
media artist and graphic designer. She received her BA from the Shanghai  
Institute of Visual Art (China) in 2017 and her MA in Experimental Communication 
from the Royal College of Art (UK) in 2020. Ping’s art is largely related to the  
digital age and cyberspace. Her research focuses on feelings of change and  
displacement, caused by technology’s  saturation of our lives.

Here, the Internet is the starting point for a critical reflection: “...the Internet turns 
people into data,” Mu comments. In the computer game “Human Playing” a human 
being mutates into a robot-like creature of his own uploaded data. Cool colors such 
as blue, green and a cool pink dominate and become mapped – as if by chance –  
as gradients and patterns, onto the still incomplete, three-dimensional, wireframe 
object (a robot-like creature). Location and time-upload data are displayed in  
a minimalist sans serif.

4.38 Human Playing, 2019

Lulu Zhao, China
Lulu Zhao is Deacon of the School of Sino-British Digital Media Art of the  
Luxun Academy of Fine Art and professor at the School of Arts and Media at  
the University of Salford, UK. She graduated from Qing Hua University and wrote 
her doctoral thesis on the subject of visual communication design. She works 
for the National Academy of Fine Arts, in Stuttgart. She was named one of  
the “20 Greatest Artists in 20 years of Chinese Contemporary Design”.

The posters below are from a series developed for the 12th Chinese Sports Games, 
for a Chinese national audience. They show a monumental staging of bodies in 
motion, recollecting European futurism and socialist-influenced design. The com-
position is based on analogous color sequences such as blue-violet, blue, turquoise 
and  red, orange, yellow.  The bodies display white and light colors against darker 
backgrounds. Loud, rich colors and large image motifs dominate the design.

4.37 Poster of the 12th Athletic Games of People’s 
Republic of China, 2013
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Colors: Egypt, Ethiopia, India
Katrin Hinz has been giving workshops on 
Color Theory and Universal Design Think-
ing at different universities since 1995. They 
often start with the following 10-minute 
warm-up exercise: within a maximum of  
10 minutes, students are supposed to  
compose a color tone that they find very  
pleasant and attractive using a minimum of  
2 and a maximum of 5 colors. After that, the 
results of the color exercises are presented 
by having the students hold them in front 
of their bellies. Interestingly, at least one of 
the colors chosen is nearly always the same 
color as the respective student’s eyes, hair  
or a piece of their clothing. 

In the second exercise, an unpleasant and 
unattractive-looking color tone is to be pro-
duced. This has proved to be difficult to date 
because, despite all their efforts, the de-
sign students often end up creating a har-
monious and pleasant color tone. They tend 
to find unpleasant colors in the work of the 
others.

This shows that color is judged in an ex-
tremely subjective manner. It also clear-
ly shows that, despite globalization and the 
fact that our “consumer tastes” are becom-
ing more similar, clear differences can still be 
identified among the different countries. 

When the exercise described above was car-
ried out in Cairo, the favored color tones that 
resulted used fresh, light and cool colors like 
green, turquoise and blue in combination 
with yellow or white, as well as black, red 
and gold as color tones with positive associ-
ations. Dark and very warm color composi-

tions were considered pleasant. The exper-
iment took place at the German University 
Cairo, the logo of which bears the German 
national colors black, red and yellow, and 
this had an influence on the favored colors. 
A positive association with the German na-
tional colors is astounding and likely demon-
strates more the students’ identification 
with the elite university than with Germany. 
The cool colors green, turquoise and blue 
come from Islamic tradition, where these 
colors are sacred and you can find them 
everywhere in architecture, art and artisanry.

In India and Ethiopia, strong colors dominate 
in everyday life and religious contexts, and 
this is reflected in the color combinations. 
This was the subject of a 2015 workshop for 
an archaeology museum in Wukro, Ethiopia. 
The project partners preferred culturally em-
bedded and highly saturated colors for the 
museum’s educational materials for Ethiopi-
an schoolchildren.

4.54 Color codes:  
German University Cairo

4.53 Students in Bangalore at the National Institute  
of Design India with their “likable” color combinations, 2014 

4.55 Museum Wukro,  
Ethiopia: target group types 
for the museum’s educational 
work with traditional hairstyle 
and modern clothes
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