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Abstract

Language is the means by which we produce and exchange our shared narratives and

connections, with writing as its visual notation system and typography as its

formalization. Typography is a symphony of form and function that binds us to our

environment and defines our cultural identities.

This thesis project explores how Persian culture is perceived and represented,

typographically, in Canada’s multicultural context and how a Latin typeface, inspired

by Persian script, might foster a sense of belonging among Persian-speaking

individuals in Canada.

The theoretical framework of this thesis is rooted in Stuart Hall’s view of identity as

fluid, shaped by social constructs and personal choices, and evolving alongside

language and culture. Building on this, the thesis begins with a comprehensive

investigation of methodologies and limitations, defining key terms and concepts to

explore how cultural and linguistic nuances inform typographic practices. It highlights

that culture is more than just a system of representation; it organizes and influences

interactions within the visual and material world. Typography, as part of this system,

reflects and shapes cultural dynamics, but often falls short, leading to cultural mimicry

and misrepresentation.

Through a detailed literature review, survey results, and expert interviews, this

research examines perceptions of Persian cultural representation and Identity.

The design process is documented, in detail, from analyzing existing

Persian-influenced typefaces to the formal study of the Taliq script and the creation of

a final prototype of the Banyan typeface. The development of Banyan represents a

step towards fostering a sense of belonging for Persian speakers in Canada while also

contributing to the broader field of multi-script typography.

Key words: Typography, Cultural representation, Persian script, Latin typeface,

Bi-Scriptual design, Multiscript type design, Typographic mimicry
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Part 1 Background

1.1 Introduction

As a visual communication designer living in a world dominated by visuals, I have

always been engrossed in the patterns, details and connections of everyday life. To

me, design has always been a form of storytelling, of summarizing a whole movie, a

book, or a play into a single page.

I was born in Tehran, Iran, in 1998. My father, who had studied and lived in the United

States for fifteen years, spoke to me exclusively in English to establish a bilingual

foundation, while my mother conversed with me in Persian/Farsi. Their efforts led me

to consume media in both languages, watching the Disney Channel and CBeebies

alongside Iranian national TV broadcasts. This dual exposure sparked my cultural

curiosity from an early age. At six, I moved with my family to Birmingham, England,

and began first grade in a country where my understanding of the culture was

restricted to what I had seen on television.

After returning to Iran a year later, my growing interest in culture went beyond the

spoken language and my newly achieved skills in writing and reading were taking

center stage. I began by reading all the labels that I could see at the grocery stores,

comparing the Persian logotypes to their English counterparts and pointing out the

misinterpretations.

My journey in typography started during my undergraduate studies where I saw

typography as more than a visual tool reflecting the written word and looked at it as

the epitome of design, characters that aside from being read, are beautifully designed

pieces that represent the thoughts, history and culture behind them. After moving to

Canada to pursue my master’s degree, I was once again in a foreign place, looking for

signs of my home culture.

With the rapid pace at which the world is evolving, complex historical and cultural

attachments are constantly being overlooked or modified in favor of a more
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Eurocentric ideology. As the story of design is being written and taught, a Westernized

shadow seems to drape over the process, marginalizing the aesthetics and beliefs of

Non-Western cultures. This has created a gap in the design world, where designers

often lack experience in multi-script type design. There is insufficient research on the

ideologies of non-Western scripts and how they can be integrated into modern design

while preserving the robust cultures that shape them. How can typography transcend

the biases entrenched in the design world and bridge the gap between cultures? How

does typography represent itself across different cultures? How can multilingual

designers contribute to cultural preservation and reflect this in their designs? This

project aims to address these issues and answer these questions while examining the

crucial role designers play in shaping the narrative of typography in a diverse and

inclusive world. By bridging the gap between these script traditions, I aim to create a

Latin typeface infused with the rich essence of Persian culture while fostering a

deeper understanding and appreciation of it in the Canadian context.

1.2 Methodologies

This thesis project document integrates a variety of primary and secondary sources

through distinct research methods, structured sequentially so that each stage informs

and builds upon the previous one. First, a literature review explores the intricacies of

culture and language and how typography, as a visual vessel of language, has utilized

representation theory in portraying culture. Then through primary research I pursue a

hands-on experience in the form of visual anthropology. This experience is then

synthesized into the design of a series of interviews conducted with practicing type

designers. Subsequently, surveys are developed in order to gather information about

how everyday users of type, view cultural representation. All of this information and

data is then cross-referenced, culminating in the design of an experimental typeface

that could foster a sense of belonging, among users, in a multilingual context.

The literature review examines the interactions between typography and culture,

focusing on how they influence and impact each other. This exploration includes

insights into cultural identity, systems of cultural production and consumption, and
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the frameworks of visual culture. It also examines current representational typefaces

in use and looks into them through the lens of cultural and historical representation.

These topics provide a backdrop to explore the present gap in multilingual typography.

This leads to the application of two primary research methodologies.

First, two surveys were conducted on the topic of Persian cultural representation and

typography, and how each is influenced and affected by the other. The content of the

two surveys aimed not only to provide the research with quantitative data, but to also

serve as qualitative input into the thoughts and experiences of the intended users.

The surveys were sent to two different groups of participants, in order to capture a

wide set of responses from people from multiple cultures. This created an opportunity

to gather insights into shared cultural experiences in the context of typography and

allowed space to reflect on a range of different viewpoints about a variety of

questions. The survey questions focused on cultural identity, cultural representation,

and Persian artifacts and typography both historically and those in current use. These

findings provided information on which to base the design of Banyan.

Second, the interview portion of this primary research was intended to provide

specialist input which would articulate tacit knowledge and practice and allow a

dialogue that would inform the project. Interviews provided the opportunity to have

in-depth discussions about very complex topics with the experts. The interview

participants were chosen to represent various cultural backgrounds, a range of script

knowledge, professional experience in both creating and explaining the design of

typefaces, as well as demographic balance in terms of their geographical location,

education, length of career, and gender. The initial proposal of the study was to have

multiple interviewees and the list of potential participants included five experts,

however, due to scheduling issues and the sparsity of time, only two interviews were

held. These discussions also served as a source of Information for the development of

the final typeface design.

Finally, qualitative data from the survey, including cultural and historical insights, were

analyzed thematically, to identify patterns and themes related to Persian script and its
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cultural significance. The analyzed data was then used to inform the results of the

interview portion of the primary research, in which experts provided insights into the

subjects of typography and cultural representation. The quantitative data from the

surveys revealed user experiences that built on data collected during the interviews,

visual anthropology, and literature review. The results informed the creation of

Banyan.

1.3 Limitations

This research enabled me to conduct a comprehensive investigation of current

practices and opinions about type design, as well as the processes involved in

researching and creating typefaces. The context of this research naturally reflects the

perspective of Persian/Canadian-based designers, given that the author, my

educational background, and the majority of survey participants are Persians living

abroad. It is important to note, however, that this is an incidental outcome, and I

acknowledge that the insights presented in this work are relevant and applicable to a

broader range of perspectives.
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Part 2 Terms and Definitions

The following terms are used in the research documentation that follows:

Gavin Ambrose and Paul Harris (2006) provide these definitions in The Fundamentals

of Typography:

Type: Type is the means by which an idea is written and given visual form. (p.12)

Font: A font is the physical means used to create a typeface, whether it be a

typewriter, a stencil, letterpress blocks or a piece of PostScript code. (p.56)

Typeface: A typeface is a collection of characters, letters, numerals, symbols and

punctuation, which have the same distinct design. (p.56)

Baseline and Grids

1) Baseline: The baseline is the imaginary line that all type characters sit upon

with the exception of the ‘o’ and other rounded characters that fall slightly

below it. (p.63)

2) Baseline grid: A baseline grid is an imaginary grid upon which type sits. The

baseline of a piece of type can be forced to ‘snap’ to this grid to maintain

continuity across the pages of a design. (p.66)

3) Baseline shift: Although all text can be made to align to the baseline it can be

manually shifted away from this through the baseline shift function. (p.66)

X-height: The x-height of a typeface is the height of the lowercase ‘x’. As such

it is a relative measurement that varies from typeface to typeface. The x-height is also

used as key reference point in the layout of a design. The x-height is the measurement

from the baseline to the mean line of a typeface. (p.61)
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Serif / Sans serif: Standard typefaces generally fall into one of two broad categories:

serif or sans serif. A serif typeface is one that has small cross lines at the ends of the

different strokes, while a sans serif does not have these. The clean lines of sans serif

typefaces are seen as being modern, while serifs are more traditional. (p.62)

Diacritical marks: Diacritical marks are a range of accents and other symbols, which

indicate that the sound of a letter is modified during pronunciation. These are rare in

English but relatively common in other languages. (p.92)

Ligatures: Ligatures prevent the collision or interference of characters, particularly the

extended finial of the ‘f ’, and the dot of the ‘i’. A ligature typically replaces two or

three characters with a single unit. (p.98)

Script typefaces: Script typefaces are designed to imitate handwriting so that when

printed the characters appear to be joined up. (p.105)

Typeface Anatomy

Typographical characters have an array of attributes and forms that are described

through a variety of different terms, in much the same way as the different names for

every part of the human body. These terms are described by Ambrose and Harris

(2006) on page 57.

1) Apex: The point formed at the top of a character such as ‘A’, where the left

and right strokes meet.

2) Counter: The space inside a bowl as found on ‘e’, ‘a’ and other letters.

3) Ear: A small stroke extending from the right side of the bowl of a ‘g’ or

protruding from the stem of letters such as ‘r’ and ‘f’.

4) Swash: An elongated curved entry or exit stroke.
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5) Bowl: The part of a character that encloses a space in circular letterforms such

as ‘O’ and ‘e’. The bowl may be closed or open.

6) Finial: An ornamental terminal stroke at the top of characters such as the ‘a’

and ‘f ’.

7) Ascenders and Descenders: An ascender is the part of a letter that extends

above the x-height; a descender falls below the baseline.

8) Stem: The main vertical or diagonal stroke of a letter.

9) Ligature: Typically a crossbar or arm that extends across a pair of letters to

join them.

10) Stress: The orientation, or slant of a curved character.

11) Tittle: The small dot placed above certain lowercase letters in the Latin

alphabet, such as "i" and "j".

12) Spur: The terminal to a stem of a rounded letter.
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Part 3 Literature Review

3.1 Culture and language

3.1.1 Language and cultural identity

The intricate and dynamic interplay between culture and language constitutes a core

area of inquiry within the fields of linguistics, anthropology, and cultural studies. This

part seeks to explain the profound and multifaceted relationship between these two

fundamental aspects of human society, arguing that language is both a product of

cultural practices and a powerful instrument in shaping and perpetuating cultural

identities and norms. Central to this exploration is the work of sociologist and cultural

theorist, Stuart Hall and his theory of representation, which provides a critical

framework for understanding how language and culture blend to construct and

communicate cultural identity.

As Hall states in the introduction of his book Representation (1997), “Culture is about

'shared meanings’.” (p.1) It is said to be the embodiment of the “best that has been

said” and “the sum of great ideas” (p.2) He suggests that representation is the process

through which meaning is produced and exchanged between members of a culture.

Language is the primary medium through which this exchange occurs, allowing

individuals to make sense of their world and communicate their experiences.

Hall goes on to demonstrate that the sense of belonging to a culture means that

members of that culture “interpret the world, in roughly similar ways” and that in a

sense they share the same “cultural codes” (p.4) These codes govern the relationship

between concepts and signs, making communication possible by fixing the

relationships between our conceptual and linguistic systems. Children learn these

conventions and become cultural subjects by internalizing the codes of their language

and culture, enabling them to function as culturally competent individuals. (pp.4–22)

Cultural identity is defined as an individual’s sense of belonging in a culture (Cultural

Identity, n.d.). In Modernity and Its Futures (1992), Hall et. al. go on to establish that

there are three distinct “conceptions of identity”, explaining how we as individuals
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shape ourselves in response to cultural structures. These concepts are referred to as

the enlightenment subject, the sociological subject, and the post-modern subject.

The first concept of the enlightenment subject which views the human person as a

fully centered, unified individual endowed with reason, consciousness, and action,

possessing an inner core that remains consistent throughout life. This view is

individualistic, often male-centric, and sees the essential center of the self as a

person's identity.

The second concept, however, recognizes the influence of the modern world's

complexity. For the sociological subject, the inner core is formed in relation to

'significant others' who impart cultural values, meanings, and symbols. In this

'interactive' identity concept, identity forms through interaction between self and

society, bridging the personal and public worlds. It aligns subjective feelings with

social roles, stabilizing both individuals and their cultural environments.

The last concept that Hall introduces is the post-modern subject. This final concept

diverges from the notion of a stable identity. Instead, it sees identity as continuously

formed and transformed by cultural representations, lacking a fixed or essential core.

In this stage, for the post-modern subject:

“Identity becomes a 'moveable feast': formed and transformed continuously in

relation to the ways we are represented or addressed in the cultural systems which

surround us. It is historically, not biologically, defined. The subject assumes different

identities at different times, identities which are not unified around a coherent 'self'.

Within us are contradictory identities, pulling in different directions, so that our

identifications are continuously being shifted about” (Hall, 1992, p.227).

Building on this description of the post-modern subject is American anthropologist

Edward T. Hall’s chapter on “Consistency and Life”. He explores the intricate balance

between consistency and variability in human behavior and culture. Hall delves into

the idea that while cultures strive for consistency to maintain social order and
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predictability, life inherently involves variability and change. He mentions that what

gives individuals their unique “identity” regardless of their birthplace is their culture.

The center to this entire framework of communication, “words, actions, gestures, …”,

constitute comprehensive communication systems whose meanings can only be

accurately interpreted by those familiar with their historical, social, and cultural

contexts. (E.Hall, 1976, pp.41–55)

The postmodern acknowledgment of the instability of the self, as highlighted by Hall,

renders identity as a fluid and ever-changing concept. This suggests that we have the

freedom to shape our identities based on an endless array of criteria. Therefore,

individual identity is shaped as much by social constructs as it is by personal choices.

3.1.2 How culture translates visually

Previously, I discussed different views concerning the relationship between language

and cultural identity and how language is the chosen medium with which we make

sense of things and communicate. This suggests that a reading experience, or any

interaction with typographic content, is intrinsically linked to the contextual cycle of

producing and consuming cultural artifacts. Typography, like any human-made

product, is infused with the biases, needs, and desires of its creators, as well as the

demands of the consumer market, both real and perceived.

Cultural historian and theorist, Richard Johnson’s concept of the circuits of production

and consumption acknowledges the personal and public conditions surrounding

consumption, as well as the ideological or practical factors influencing this system

(1986). Johnson emphasizes the significance of viewing all social interactions and

practices in any context as “cultural”. His focus is on everyday social life, where

product distribution is influenced both privately by individuals and publicly. Crucially,

Johnson illustrates how production and consumption mutually reinforce each other.

Production feeds into consumption, which then affects "lived cultures" and "social

relations." These altered relationships, in turn, shape new forms of production,
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creating an endless cycle. Each component is a moment in this cycle, with every

aspect interdependent and essential to the whole. Johnson’s work posits that culture

is best understood symbolically, encompassing artifacts, texts, or practices that carry

and create meaning (Johnson, 1986, pp. 38-48). Thus, culture is responsible for both

generating and influencing typographic expression.

Typography is an artifact that embodies the constructed meanings of a culture. The

act of production, regardless of context, should be considered cultural, just as

consumption is a cultural act. Therefore, culture and cultural meaning result from a

circuit of interconnected processes: production, circulation, and consumption.

Sociologist Paul Du Gay and his colleagues (1997) analyzed this process, presenting it

as a decentralized model where all areas influence each other equally. Production,

consumption, and regulation shape social identities and representation.

Du Gay's model asserts that the production and consumption system directly

influence these identities and representations. The cultural meaning of any product,

including typefaces and typographic material, is continually transformed and
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redefined by both designers and consumers. As lived experiences, production

methods, and economic demands evolve, so do typefaces and typography.

In summary, typography interacts with and influences all of these aspects of language

and culture. We utilize typefaces and typography as an extension of our identities, and

as a visual expression of our values, beliefs, interests, and lifestyles. The interplay

between language, culture, and identity shapes the behavior and appearance of type

design and typography worldwide. Group dynamics, social events, and subcultural

changes continuously redefine the meanings attributed to elements of visual and

linguistic culture.

3.2 Representation theory

3.2.1 Cultural representation in the world of design

Typography is said to be more than a visual enhancement of the written language,

being called by Canadian author, poet, and typographer, Robert Bringhurst “the craft

of endowing human language with a durable visual form” (Bringhurst, 2004, p.11), or

in the words of academic, designer and typographer, Sherry Blankenship: “Typography

is more than legibility, and more than aesthetics. It is the search for greater power in

the written word. It is the embodiment of a culture’s identity. It is the celebration of

humanity.” (Blankenship, 2003, p.60)

Hall questions the basis and functionality of language as a medium of communication.

He asks why we categorize various methods of producing and conveying meaning as

“languages” or as “functioning akin to languages”. Put simply, languages operate

through representation. They are essentially “systems of representation”. We can

assert that all these practices operate like languages, not because they are all verbal

or written (which they are not), but because they all use some element to symbolize

or represent what we wish to convey, to articulate or transmit a thought, idea,

concept, or emotion. Verbal language uses sounds, written language utilizes words,

musical language relies on notes within a scale, while the “language of the body” uses

physical gestures and expressions. (Hall, 1997, p.4)
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Language, in this context, is a practice of “signification”. Any representational system

that functions this way can be broadly understood as operating according to the

principles of representation through language (Hall, 1997, p.6). In this case,

typography is a representational system that uses an arrangement of an array of any

form of written language to convey meaning about a person, event, or scene.

Hall goes on to demonstrate that “representation” is closely linked with both identity

and knowledge. It is challenging to understand what “being Persian”, Canadian or

American means outside the ways our ideas and images of national identity or

cultures are represented. “Without these 'signifying' systems, we could not take on

such identities (or indeed reject them) and consequently could not build up or sustain

that common ‘life-world’ which we call a culture” (Hall, 1997, p.5).

Hall argues that it is through culture and language in this sense that the production

and circulation of meaning occur. The traditional view held that 'things' exist in the

material and natural world; their material or natural characteristics define them and

have clear meanings independent of how they are represented. In this view,

representation is a secondary process that comes into play only after things have been

fully formed and their meanings established. However, since the cultural turn in the

human and social sciences, meaning is considered to be

produced—constructed—rather than simply found. Consequently, in the social

constructionist approach, representation is seen as integral to the constitution of

things. Culture is thus conceptualized as a primary or constitutive process, as crucial

as the economic or material base in shaping social subjects and historical events, not

merely a reflection of the world.

He concludes his introduction to the subject by mentioning that language serves as a

general model for understanding how culture and representation function,

particularly in the semiotic approach—semiotics being the study of signs and their

role as carriers of meaning in culture. Recently, this focus on meaning has shifted

towards the broader role of discourse in culture. Discourse is a way of discussing or
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understanding a particular topic or practice. It consists of a collection of ideas, images,

and actions that shape how we talk about, know, and behave regarding that topic or

activity. This discourse determines what is appropriate to understand and do about a

subject, what knowledge is seen as useful and true, and what types of people fit into

this context. The term 'discursive' refers to any approach where meaning,

representation, and culture play a key role. (Hall, 1997, pp.1–8)

Writer, academic and designer Guy Julier expands on the modern views of visual

culture and cites cultural theorist Scott Lash on the subject, he states: “Culture is now

three-dimensional, as much tactile as visual or textual, all around us and inhabited,

lived in rather than encountered in a separate realm as a representation.” He

describes a society structured around spatial dimensions, where information is

managed within these frameworks. Culture has shifted from being solely about

representation or narrative to a more complex system that organizes, formats,

channels, circulates, contains, and retrieves information. As a result, design

transcends the mere creation of visual artifacts to be used or “read” it also

encompasses the creation of systems that facilitate interaction within the visual and

material world. (Julier, 2006, pp.64–76) Typography, therefore, as a design creation, is

not merely a representative visual form of communication, it channels culture while

also shaping it.

3.2.2 Typographic mimicry and misrepresentation

Katie Salen, a design professor at The University of Texas, talks about the subject of

typography as a cultural and social surrogate. She argues the representative role of

typography using Beatrice Ward's 1932 incantation The Crystal Goblet she goes on to

explain how urbanization and mass emigration between the 1880s and 1920s brought

diverse languages, dialects, and idiolects together, which were previously separated

geographically and socially. She cites sociologist Michael North in The Dialect of

Modernism: Race, Language, and Twentieth-Century Literature, where he notes that

the standard language movement aimed to highlight and discriminate against the
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alien, both foreign and domestic when other methods began to fail. Even today,

speech criticism often subtly expresses social prejudices that polite discourse rejects.

Demands for linguistic standardization, present since the early days of printing,

intensified in the nineteenth century when decorum was highly valued. The flood of

books and articles in the 1880s called for a centralized regulation of language to limit

new elements and hierarchize or eliminate variants.

While linguistic borders were defended against immigration and class mobility, visual

representations of non-standard speakers flourished within constrained "exotic" or

"abbreviated" boundaries. Early twentieth-century trademarks used non-standard

forms to signify social, racial, and ethnic differences, serving as visual shorthand for

specific cultural categories, such as the slightly drunk, impish leprechaun for the Irish

and the bold fez for Middle Eastern groups (figure 2). The typography delights in

diverging from traditional notions of beauty and legibility exemplified by typefaces like

Bodoni, Caslon, and Baskerville. This divergence is achieved through the use of

"broken" syntax in letterforms or speech (e.g., "Navajo," "African Pie," "Meri-kan")

(figure 3), or by incorporating "exotic" embellishments, such as designing letters that

mimic the calligraphic brushstrokes of Asian or Arabic writing (figure 4). (Salen, 2001,

pp.137–143)

So, alongside the iconographic and pictorial elements in advertising displays,

numerous alphabets developed in the mid-to late-nineteenth century were

specifically designed and named to represent various "others," often based on

stereotypical or non-Western forms. Therefore, according to Salen: “it is not too much

of a stretch to consider such culturally thematic alphabets as the visual equivalent of

accented spoken English, or forms of visual dialects' [sic] imbued with socially

stigmatizing form.” (Salen, 2001, p.141) And that “English speaking foreign

alphabets— these designs, used with appropriate copy, are highly successful in

establishing national identity. If you can't speak a foreign language, you can at least

get the thrill of writing one (in good old English).”
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figure 4: Pseudo-Asian type: a popularized and repeated convention of representation. Note the range of

products and the consistency of the "exotic" embellishment. (Salen, 2001, pp.139–140).

Salen states that Beatrice Ward’s theory evokes images of transparency and lightness

as hallmarks of an enlightened typographic endeavor. Her typographic crystal was

designed to reveal, rather than conceal, "the beautiful thing it was meant to reveal."

This form was not only functional but also virtuous, suggesting an intrinsic, albeit

complex, connection between form and the moral realm (Salen, 2001, p.133). She

further explains how during the 1990s postmodern typographic critics tried to

contradict Ward’s theory “in an attempt to reveal the fluidity of the relationships

between form and meaning. Privileging context, or point of view, as the ultimate

barometer of sensemaking” However, the opaque and highly discursive spaces crafted

by these typographers offered a representation that is both transparent and

condemning in their pursuit of rendering the "other" invisible. This practice, amplified

by contemporary type designers' fascination with appropriating and reinterpreting

subcultural forms, has left the term "vernacular" both formally meaningless and

semantically empty. Typefaces like Crackhouse and Malfunction (figure 5), which

mimic slang-like variations of a now-familiar alternate culture, only give the illusion of
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inclusion. They are culturally irrelevant beyond the thinly veiled message of

urban-suburban commodification they project. (Salen, 2001, pp. 141–142)

figure 5: House Industries' class font collection "Bad Neighborhood," (Salen, 2001, p.143).

This theory of unsuccessful representation in typography is further discussed in an

article by linguist Dimitrios Meletis that is humorously titled “Is your font racist?

Metapragmatic online discourses on the use of typographic mimicry and its

appropriateness”. Meletis mentions that in their exploration of designing typography

for diverse cultures, western designers often employ a technique known as

“Typographic Mimicry”. He opens the conversation by referring to Stöckl’s 2005 article

and how in his words, typography is metaphorically described as the "body and dress"

of writing. By this definition, Meletis explains that typographic mimicry involves the

process of designing type in a "foreign dress," meaning the use of typefaces in which

one's "own" script (e.g., Latin script) emulates the visual features of a different script

(e.g., Chinese script) to evoke associations with a corresponding "foreign" culture.

Meletis cites scholar Paul Sutherland’s definition of the concept of typographic
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mimicry which he defines as: “The mapping of (real or imagined) design features

and/or graphemes of a mimicked writing system onto a base writing system, so that

the base writing system somewhat resembles the mimicked writing system while

retaining legibility.” (Meletis, 2021, pp.1046–1047)

Figure 6 shows several examples in which the source script is always Latin while the

target scripts, which are also illustrated with examples, vary. As is evident from these

examples, the core of typographic mimicry is copying or rather “emulating” the

distinctive visual features of the target script. Although the identification of the

distinctive visual properties of scripts, as a prerequisite to emulation, constitutes of

typographic mimicry, it has not yet been studied in detail from a structural point of

view and appears to be rather intuitive and subjective.

figure 6: Different mimicking typefaces, all available in the category “Foreign look” on dafont.com

(accessed 10 May 2021) as well as specimens from the actual target scripts (taken from the Wikipedia

pages on “typography” in the respective languages). (Meletis, 2021, p.1049)
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In an attempt to expand on the subject of typographic mimicry, Meletis cites French

type designer Jean-Antoine Alessandrini’s process of creating a mimicking typeface:

“[...] has to soak up the graphic universe of the country or culture he wants to

evoke. To do this, he collects a wide range of documents, from sacred texts to

daily newspapers. This allows him to build in his mind a subjective

representation of this exotic country or culture. He then produces pages and

pages of drafts to figure out which style of drawing will best evoke the exotic

country to his Western imagination and to what he expects will be the

collective unconscious vision of his fellow countrymen.” (Meletis, 2021,

p.1049)

The method being described holds interest for several reasons. Firstly, it is based on a

"subjective representation" of an exotic country or culture. This highlights the

perceived exoticism of the culture, which is further accentuated by the lens of the

collective western imagination through which it is judged. Secondly, there are

problematic aspects of this approach, including the act of othering and cultural

appropriation that are involved in the process. It seems as though “the goal

underlying typographic mimicry is seldom to represent authentically a different

culture but rather to reproduce and reinforce one’s own image of it from an outside

perspective” (Meletis, 2021, pp. 1048 – 1051)

Meletis’s semiotic contextualization of typography is concluded by mentioning that

the majority of those who create and use design products that feature typographic

mimicry are lay users—individuals without specialized typographic training or in-depth

study of the subject. Nevertheless, they require specific typographic knowledge for

typographic mimicry to have a socio-semiotic impact. This knowledge can be acquired

in two main ways:

1. Familiarity with the Target Script: Users may recognize the visual

characteristics and scribal practices of the target script (e.g., Chinese). By

identifying these emulated features, such as mimicked brush strokes, they can
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associate the design with the intended culture. Importantly, it is not necessary

or expected for these users to read the target script, emphasizing that the

intended audience for typographic mimicry is often those who cannot read it.

2. Exposure to Similar Instances: Users can understand typographic mimicry

based on previous exposure to similar designs. In these instances, the cultural

association is established not through a visual similarity to the actual script

but through repeated use in specific cultural contexts (e.g., signage for

Chinese restaurants).

These two types of typographic knowledge highlight a key discrepancy: the difference

between what is genuinely part of a culture and recognized as such “the target script”

and what is assumed to be associated with that culture (typographic mimicry

encountered in specific contexts). (Meletis, 2021, pp.1052-1053) Therefore,

typographic mimicry has been an ongoing subsection of type design, acting in the

guise of cultural representation and inclusivity since the postmodern era.

3.3 Bi-Scriptual design

3.3.1 Multiculturalism in design

Due to globalization and cross-cultural interactions, multilingualism plays a significant

role worldwide. Robert Bringhurst, talks about this plurality in The History of

Typography, stating that while “every alphabet is a culture. Every culture has its own

version of history and its own accumulation of tradition.” “the challenge and

excitement of multilingual typography …lies largely in the fact that different

typographic histories momentarily share the page.” (Bringhurst, 2004, p.142)

Type designer Andreu Balius, in talking about multilingualism and typography,

describes that the concept of multiculturalism was first openly introduced in the

typography arena at the ATypI (Association Typographique Internationale) annual

conference in Lyons in 1998. The conference's theme, "MultiTypo," highlighted

advancements by the Unicode Consortium in standardizing Unicode, providing a new

framework for multi-script type design. While the Lyons conference introduced the
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topic, the first detailed discussions on multi-script typography took place a year later

at the ATypI conference in Reading, UK, themed "Typography and Language." During

this event, David Opstad a computer scientist specializing in typography, gave a lecture

on "Multilingual Fonts Beyond Unicode," and academic and type designer Fiona Ross

discussed the translation of non-Latin scripts into type. Both presentations explored

the new possibilities and requirements for designing fonts for non-Latin scripts.

(Balius, 2013, p.43)

Balius further explains the beginning of this phenomenon and mentions that in the

late twentieth century, there was a growing interest in multilingualism from a

typographic perspective. This interest was notably discussed at the ATypI conferences

in Copenhagen in 2001 and Rome in 2002, where non-Latin scripts and the

possibilities of OpenType were thoroughly explored. The Rome conference, themed

"The Shape of Language" (La forma del linguaggio), featured a Multilingual

Typography Symposium. Sherry Blankenship moderated the symposium and lectured

on the challenges of combining Arabic and Latin scripts. Other presentations focused

on extended Latin typefaces, Hebrew, Kanji, and multi-script Armeno-Latin design.

This symposium was likely the first instance of such a debate being presented to a

broad audience like the ATypI conference delegates. One of the most discussed topics

was the role of modern font technologies in managing the complexities of producing

quality type for complex script languages such as Arabic, Devanagari, and Chinese.

(Balius, 2013, p.44)

These advancements in the discourse of multilingualism in type design mentioned by

Balius gives an overview of the start of what is now called “Bi-scriptual” typography,

the title of the 2019 book on which the title of this section is based. In the book, Huda

Smitshuijzen AbiFarès, a typographer and design lecturer, talks about multiscriptual

typographic design. She mentions how typography's unique ability to preserve

knowledge through precise content reproduction and to spread it widely by

multiplying copies has united various scripts and cultures. It has brought diverse

scripts together, compelling them to interact and find “common ground”. As she

describes, typography has become an essential element of modern print and digital
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media, with its communicative power expanding significantly to shape our

multicultural and mobile society. Globalization and international trade have further

fostered the development of truly multicultural and multilingual urban environments

worldwide.
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She also highlights that the increased interaction and exchange among people from

different cultures have heightened the demand for multilingual and multiscript

graphic design. Advances in modern media and technology have bridged design and

aesthetic considerations across cultural and geographical boundaries. Smitshuijzen

believes that today, type designers face the challenge of meeting contemporary

communication needs by creating font families that accommodate multiple scripts,

sometimes unifying various writing systems under a cohesive visual language. Graphic

designers are similarly tasked with developing typographic designs and visual

communications that bring harmony and reduce visual discord in our modern virtual

and urban landscapes. (Smitshuijzen AbiFarès, 2019, pp.12 –13)

The challenge of adapting to today’s multicultural world that Smitshuijzen describes

has been mentioned by others as well. Anthropologist Edward T. Hall, in talking about

culture and representation, mentions that: “The paradox of culture is that language,

the system most frequently used to describe culture, is by nature poorly adapted to

this difficult task.” It is too linear, not comprehensive enough, too slow, too limited,

too constrained, too unnatural, too much a product of its own evolution, and too

artificial. This means that the writer must constantly keep in mind the limitations

language places upon him. (E.Hall, 1976, p.57)

Alistair Crawford, an artist and author from Wales, presents a similar viewpoint in

talking about language and typography. In his 1987 article titled “Bilingual

Typography” in the journal Visible Language, he mentions how, based on “the scarcity

of research into the typographic structures required for the fluent communication of

words in bilingual contexts”, one could describe the relationship of typography to

language as “peripheral and limited”. He mentions how delving into the early

typographic history of printed Welsh reveals little evidence that the challenges of

designing bilingual pages have ever been thoroughly addressed and how examining

contemporary bilingual printed pages from various countries shows a general lack of

systematic design thinking. He highlights the cultural biases in the history of type, and

how we observe the cultural dominance of majority languages over minority ones,

mirroring the historical attempts across Europe to suppress minority peoples, their
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cultures, and languages through subjugation, aiming to assimilate them and

consolidate the power of the ruling establishment. The history of printing and

typography is intertwined with political history, just as “printed Welsh has always been

set as if it were English”. (Crawford, 1987, pp.43–53)

Smitshuijzen also talks about this bias when discussing Latin versus non-Latin scripts.

She starts by describing how the Latin script, accommodating the languages of Europe

and the Americas—particularly those of international trade and business like English,

Spanish, and French—is often paired with the national languages or scripts of almost

every nation globally. Multiscript designs are used in wayfinding systems, public

spaces, transport terminals (airports, train stations, subway systems), advertising

billboards, posters, branding, packaging, corporate literature, books, publications,

apps, websites, and various products.

The dominance of the Latin script is especially pronounced in type design where

typefaces are generally categorized into two main groups: Latin and non-Latin scripts.

The overwhelming number of typefaces created for the Latin script may contribute to

this imbalance, but the roots of the disparity lie in the typesetting and printing

equipment from the printing press to digital font-authoring tools. This equipment,

originally invented and marketed by cultures where the Latin script is native, was

better suited for Latin typography. Scripts such as Indic, Asian, and Arabic are

fundamentally different from Latin in structure, alignments, construction, and

historical evolution. Each writing system has its own conventions for legibility and

aesthetic considerations, and not all scripts fit within a bounding box or align on a

horizontal baseline. (Smitshuijzen AbiFarès, 2019, p.13)

While the matter of multilingual type design, multicultural typography or in summary

Bi-scriptual is a relatively new term in the world of design, it has been the subject of

many typographic discourses. But the statement that remains in all these texts, is that

while culture pertains to typographical evolution, as author and graphic designer Ben

Wittner states: “working multilingually, bears responsibility”. In our globally

interconnected era, encountering other cultures is inevitable, yet we often fail to fully
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appreciate the opportunities that intercultural exchange offers. As designers, it is our

responsibility to understand and learn about socio-cultural contexts and to

communicate them visually in a way that is accessible to everyone. Part of a designer's

role is to promote understanding through effective visual communication. (Wittner,

2019, p.7)

3.3.2 The conventional understanding of typography

Our relationship with lettering, typography, and symbols is so deeply ingrained in our

nature and culture that our appreciation of typography is inevitably influenced by our

own biases. Type designer, Andreu Balius, discusses how letterforms are based on

conventions. He quotes type designer Gerard Unger saying how he notes, “some

aspects have changed very little over long periods and can be called constants.”

Characters possess specific proportions grounded in these conventions, shaped by the

tools used throughout the history of lettering. Ultimately, letters represent language,

which itself is a convention. He also refers to graphic designer Phil Baines, revealing he

argues that “typographers should begin to understand the features of language while

at the same time learning the conventions for its notation and the technical processes

for its reproduction”. (Balius, 2013, p.152) This argument is also backed up by Alistair

Crawford, who states that “the shape and style of the typefaces used in the visual

presentation of any language must be determined, not by habit or expediency, but by

the visual characteristics of that language.” (Crawford, 1987, p. 55)

Therefore, the responsibility of type designers is multifaceted. As Canadian poet and

designer, Robert Bringhurst states in the opening of The Elements of Typographic

Style, typography is an art that can be purposefully misapplied. It is a craft that can

either clarify, honor, and convey the meanings of a text (or its lack thereof) or

intentionally obscure them. In a world saturated with unsolicited messages,

typography must often first capture attention to be noticed. However, to be effectively

read, it must then relinquish the attention it has attracted. He poetically calls

typography, “idealized writing” highlighting how letterforms that respect and clarify
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human vision and speech merit recognition and that carefully selected words deserve

equally carefully selected letters. He also states that typography has its cultural and

personal considerations, how “typefaces reveal many hints of their designers' times

and temperaments, and even their nationalities and religious faiths.” He also criticizes

the scientific classification of typefaces. Arguing that letterforms are not merely

scientific objects; they also belong to the realm of art and contribute to its history.

Like music, painting, and architecture, letterforms have evolved over time, and the

same historical terms—Renaissance, Baroque, Neoclassical, Romantic, and so

on—apply to them. Bringhurst mentions how classifying letterforms as artforms has

an additional benefit: “Typography never occurs in isolation”. Good typography

requires not only an understanding of type but also an appreciation of the relationship

between letterforms and other human creations and activities. Typographic history is

about studying the connections between type design and the broader scope of human

endeavors—politics, philosophy, the arts, and intellectual history. It is a lifelong

pursuit, but one that is enlightening and rewarding from the very start. (Bringhurst,

2004, pp.9–136)
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Part 4 Research Process

4.1 Research question and methods

Can a culturally sensitive typeface design be an accurate representation of a culture

and foster cross-cultural communication and understanding?

Language is the means by which we produce and exchange our shared narratives and

connections. Writing is the visual notation system of these concepts and typography is

the formalization of these systems. Typography is not a mere arrangement of words

on a page or a screen; it is a symphony of form and function that binds us to our

environment and defines our cultural identities. This thesis project suggests that the

creation of a culturally sensitive Latin typeface, inspired by the Persian/Farsi script,

may facilitate effective cross-cultural communication, break down linguistic barriers,

and promote a deeper understanding of Persian culture among the Persian-speaking

individuals in the wider Canadian community. It hypothesizes that the fusion of these

script traditions will result in a visually appealing and functional typeface that

resonates with Persian-Canadian users, encouraging cultural exchange and mutual

respect.

The primary objective of this research project is to create a visually appealing and

functional Latin typeface inspired by Persian script, that forgoes the biases that are in

place and goes against the trend of misrepresentation in typographic mimicry while

ensuring readability and cultural authenticity.

The approaches of this research project are centered in:

1. exploring cultures by delving into the historical, linguistic, and artistic nuances

of the Persian/Farsi script

2. visual anthropology into typography and how it translates in Persian and

Canadian cultures and multiscript designs
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3. considering the importance of accurate cultural representation in type design,

with regard to the language and its contextual use

4. experimenting with the capacity of type design, especially in the context of

multiscript/multilingual texts

5. utilizing the knowledge/expertise of users with shared experiences and their

views on cultural representation

4.2 Survey results

Two online surveys, entitled Persians on Cultural Representation and Non-Persians on

Persian Cultural Representation, were conducted in the spring of 2024. Persian and

non-Persian students from the University of Alberta were recruited to participate in

these surveys. Twenty participants completed this survey. The online surveys were

done in Google Forms, since it was an easily accessible platform for the participants.

The online survey-taking process consisted of three sections:

• a brief introduction to the study for recruitment purposes,

• a confirmation of consent form, and

• the survey questions.

The surveys consisted of eighteen questions each concerning both quantitative and

qualitative issues to collect information on the subject of cultural representation.

The information was gathered from two different groups for multiple reasons. Firstly,

to see the viewpoints of Persians living in Canada who will be the primary users of the

designed typeface. By utilizing their familiarity with Persian culture and also their lived

experiences in and outside of Canada with Persian scripts, the researcher could have a

glimpse into what the potential end users would like to see. Secondly, the questions

regarding Persian typography were closely linked to matters of cultural identity and for
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that reason, participants were needed to be familiar with the culture and scripts. In

order to create a typeface that would forgo the national biases that we all carry, there

needed to be insights gathered from people outside of Persian culture. There was also

need of comparative data that would shed light on the choices made between

Persians and those that are unfamiliar with the Persian script.

In the first set of questions, participants were asked demographic questions such as

age and field of study, as well as questions regarding nationality and cultural identity.

An important question in this section was to ask about the languages that the

participants speak and know in order to establish an understanding of their cultural

and linguistic viewpoints. The second set of questions consisted of information

regarding Persian culture and its representatives in media and the public and the

importance of seeing accurate cultural representation in the context of foreign

cultures. In the final section, participants were asked typographical questions

regarding historical and contemporary Persian scripts as well as “chop-suey” typeface

samples. The survey took under ten minutes to complete and participants were

allowed to refrain from answering any of the questions and also had the option of

adding their own responses to the questions they felt required additional explanation.

4.2.1 Persians on cultural representation

A survey was conducted online for the purpose of gathering information on Persian

cultural representation. The participants were selected from current and previous

Persian students from the University of Alberta. A total of 10 participants filled out the

survey, however, some participants refrained from answering some of the questions

that would have resulted in qualitative data. The participants ranged from 18 to 39 in

age with the majority belonging to the 23 to 29 age group, which resulted in similar

viewpoints in some cases. Half of the participants selected Art & Design as their field

of study while the others came from a variety of educational backgrounds. This

allowed for multiple perspectives in the field of typography with 50% having
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knowledge of typography, while the other half, without much knowledge of

typography, presented unique perspectives on the field of type design.

The participants, who are all currently based in Canada, moved to the country at

different ages with one being as young as 12 years old when they moved out of Iran,

to the eldest who had lived in Iran for 34 years. This allowed for a variety of different

viewpoints, with regard to national identity, with only one participant identifying

themselves as Persian-Canadian, while 8 out of 10 participants identified themselves

as solely Persian. It bears mentioning that there are 79 living languages spoken in Iran,

which includes 65 indigenous tongues (Koyfman, 2020), however, 90% of the

participants only spoke Persian/Farsi with only one participant who spoke

Turkish/Azari in addition to Farsi. While these languages have dialectical and

grammatical differences, they all utilize the same script.

With regard to the matters of cultural representation, the majority of participants felt

as though Persian culture is not accurately represented in society and media, which

showed that Persians currently living in Canada do not feel like they are represented

accurately in posters, movies, and other media. When asked to name instances where

they felt their culture was accurately and respectfully represented, one participant

wrote:

“Persian culture has been respectfully represented through its influential

cinema, notably by directors like Abbas Kiarostami and Asghar Farhadi, whose

films have garnered international acclaim for their deep cultural and societal

insights”,

while there were some mentions of the visual identities of restaurants or rare

instances of accurate representation in other contexts, one participant mentioned

how “Some people still think that Iran and Arab countries have the same culture”,

which is a common theme that often presents itself in media. Typography was

specifically mentioned by four other participants when asked about Persian cultural

misrepresentation. These responses where however further explained by the question
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of “How important is it for you to see accurate representations of Persian culture in

Canadian mainstream media and society?”, the results were varied with one person

mentioning that the notion holds no importance for them at all.

When asked about Persian culture, the participants were urged to use three words to

describe their native culture. The results were a selection of words that reflected a

positive and warm picture of Persian Culture.

In order to gather information about the representation of Persian culture, both in a

historical context and also in the contemporary world, the participants were asked

what they believed to be the most substantial contribution of Persian culture to the

modern world. They were presented with five options: architecture, handmade
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artifacts/carpets, calligraphy, painting/miniature and poetry/literature. These options

were accompanied by pictures in order to present the participants with a visual

representation to facilitate their response process. 50% of the participants chose

poetry/literature as the most significant representation of Persian culture with

architecture being named as the second most substantial, chosen by 40% of

participants. While half of the answers to this question revealed that they believe

others identify Persian culture through literature and poetry, which is rooted in

language, when asked about the question of the influence of language in shaping their

cultural identity, seven participants said that 40–80% of their cultural identity is

rooted in their language. Two participants believed that more than 80% of their

cultural identity is linked to the language they speak and only one participant chose

the 20–40% option.

The final section of the survey was created in order to reveal the participants’

viewpoints about typography. Most participants believed that they were familiar with

the Persian script/calligraphy, with only two participants stating that they were

unfamiliar with the subject. When asked about their most frequently used typeface,

the answers varied with B Nazanin being the most mentioned in Persian and Helvetica

and Times New Roman being named as the most frequented Latin typefaces used

in English.

The final two questions concerned contemporary and historic scripts which

participants were asked to choose among 7 modern and 10 historic examples of script

and select the ones they believed were the best representation of Persian culture.
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The results demonstrated that in selecting a contemporary typeface, participants

opted for those which are most used in mainstream print media (Option g).

Conversely, when choosing a historical script, 50% of the participants chose a

primitive version of the Nastaliq script called Taliq, (option 7), that is rarely used

today, but interestingly was, and still is, used in poetry, which was what 50% of

participants previously chose as their “cultural representative.” The remaining

participants, with the exception of one, were split between a script that is mostly used

in architecture (option 2) and the most recent version of Nastaliq (option 10) which is

again mostly used in printed poetry.

The overall results demonstrate that while the participants have different links to their

native culture, and come from multiple study backgrounds, the shared thoughts and

beliefs they carry, are revealed by their typeface choices.

4.2.2 Non-Persians on Persian cultural representation
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A second online survey was conducted on the same topic of Persian cultural

representation, this time targeting non-Persians residing in Canada. The participant

selection process mirrored that of the previous survey, involving 10 individuals from

diverse cultural backgrounds. Participants ranged in age from 18 to over 40, with half

of them falling within the 23-29 age group. The length of time they had lived in

Canada varied significantly, from less than 2 years to 37 years, offering a broad

spectrum of perspectives on cultural representation in Canada. Sixty percent of the

participants were studying Art & Design, while the remaining four were in fields such

as Marketing, Education, and Business.

All participants were assumed to be proficient in English, the primary language in

Canada, and they also reported speaking additional languages, including Hindi,

Portuguese, French, Japanese, Korean, German, Spanish, and Tagalog. One participant

mentioned speaking Urdu, which has close linguistic ties to Persian. However, only

three participants indicated they were somewhat familiar with Persian culture, while

half of the participants reported being neither familiar nor unfamiliar with it. Of the

ten participants, only one reported engaging with media (such as TV shows, movies,

books, music, etc.) featuring Persian culture or characters on a monthly basis. Seven

participants mentioned that they rarely do, and two participants said they have never

engaged with such media. This diverse linguistic proficiency enriched the survey,

providing valuable insights into typographic mimicry and cultural representation and

allowed for unbiased opinions on Persian-specific questions.

When asked about the importance of seeing representations of non-Canadian cultures

in mainstream media and society, most participants expressed that this issue was

significant to them. Two participants specifically stated that seeing non-Canadian

cultural representation was very important to them.
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The participants were then asked, "How much of your cultural identity do you believe

is rooted in your language?" They could express their answers using interval ranges of

20 percent, such as 0-20%, 20 – 40%, and so on. Half of the participants expressed

that they believe that 60-80% of their cultural identity is rooted in their language.

Thirty percent of the participants chose the 40-60% option and the remaining twenty

percent was split into two, with one choosing the 80-100% interval and the other

choosing 0 – 20%.

This question was then followed by asking the participants to name their most

frequently used Latin typeface. Only eight out of the 10 participants gave their

answers with 50% of them naming Times New Roman as their most frequented

typeface in use. With others mentioning Ariel, Helvetica Neue and Roboto.

Participants were then asked to describe Persian culture using three words. Their

responses included a range of positive adjectives, with traditional, historic, and

artistic being frequently mentioned standouts. These words where later on used to

influence the design of Banyan.

The participants were then presented with eight texts all showing the word “different

typefaces”. These texts were all set using mimicked typefaces that were categorized as
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“Persian” or “Middle Eastern” fonts by various type design foundries. The purpose of

this question was to gain an understanding of how people who are unfamiliar with the

Persian script, view these mimicked typefaces.

Forty percent of the participants associated Persian culture with option 2, while the

remaining 60% were evenly split among options 3, 7, and 8, with two people choosing

each as their preferred typeface to represent Persian culture. Interestingly, all four

chosen typefaces have Arabic names and visual cues that showcase Arabic scripts. This

choice was expected due to the close proximity of the cultures and the visual

similarities between Persian and Arabic scripts. However, the only option specifically

designed to inspire the Persian language (option 5) was not chosen by any participant.

These answers revealed interesting insights, which were further explored through a

follow-up question asking participants to explain the reasoning behind their choices.

The participants' reasoning varied, with most choosing their options based on

memory and familiarity. However, two responses stood out. One participant stated,
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“Most closely reminded me of Arabic,” indicating that, similar to the first survey, some

people still associate Persian culture with Arabic and use the terms interchangeably.

Conversely, another participant remarked, “I was in between option 2 and 3 (the other

options felt more Japanese, Korean, Arabic, don’t know).” This response suggests that

while the confusion between Arabic and Persian is common, some individuals do see a

clear distinction between the two.

The last four questions were focused on Persian typography and culture, both in

contemporary and historic senses. The participants were first asked to choose among

five options and select what they thought was the most well-known representation of

Persian culture. The five options were: Architecture, Handmade Artifacts/Carpets,

Calligraphy, Painting/Miniature, Poetry/Literature. 80% of the votes were split

between Architecture and Handmade Artifacts/Carpets, as 40% of participants chose

each one as the most well-known representative of Persian culture in their opinion.

The remaining two votes were for Calligraphy and Poetry/Literature. The results of this

question, when compared with the results from the first survey, show that while

Persians and Non-Persians view architecture as a symbol of Persian culture in a similar

light, their opinion on selecting Poetry/Literature and Handmade Artifacts/Carpets as

representatives is drastically different.

Regarding questions about Persian typography, 60% of the participants said that they

were somewhat familiar with the topic. 30% revealed that they were unfamiliar with

Persian typography and only one person mentioned the converse.

When asked to choose a contemporary typeface that they would associate with

Persian culture, among the seven options that were given, 80% of the participants

choice option a while the remaining 20% chose option f as the typeface they believed

represented Persian culture. These choices were unsurprisingly, the two most

common typefaces that are used in visuals. The first choice being B Nazanin, which
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was what some of the Persian participants had mentioned in the previous survey as

their most used typeface, can be seen on posters and infographics all around. (figure

18)

For the final question, the participants chose among ten examples of historic Persian

scripts. 30% of the participants chose option 3 and another 30% opted for option 5.

The remaining 40% were split equally with options 4, 7, 8 and 9 each being chosen by

a participant. (refer to figure 13)

The comparative analysis of both surveys shows that people from all cultural and

educational backgrounds and ages view cultural representation as an important

matter of discussion. However, while there are some similarities in viewpoints on

Persian culture, when it comes to representations through typeface design, there are

still instances of misrepresentation and bias.
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4.3 Expert interviews

4.3.1 Interview 1: Gerry Leonidas

Gerry Leonidas is a renowned Professor of Typography currently teaching at the

University of Reading in the UK. The interview was conducted online in February of

2024 and was about 40 minutes in duration. The purpose of this interview was to gain

insights into how type designers and educators approach multilingual script design

and the relationship between culture and type. This summary provides insights into

cultural appropriation in design, the complexities of multilingual environments, and

the significance of maintaining cultural authenticity in typographic practices.

Leonidas began by addressing the issue of cultural appropriation within typography,

highlighting how non-Latin scripts were often subjected to Latin-centric design

principles. Professor Leonidas noted that imposing Latin terminology, ways of

thinking, and design methods onto non-Latin scripts could result in a form of cultural

colonization. He elaborated,

“When you take something from a different script and impose upon it

terminology, ways of thinking, and ways of doing from a Latin script, it can

lead to a situation where you’re not truly respecting or understanding the

original tradition.” (Leonidas, personal communication, February 8, 2024)

This observation highlighted a tendency for superficial adaptations that failed to

respect the original cultural context of these scripts.

In discussing the complexity and representation of non-Latin scripts, Leonidas

emphasized the richness and complexity inherent in scripts like Persian. He argues

that Persian is “a culture that is written… a culture of the text” with a long history of

literary and visual tradition. He contrasts this with the more straightforward nature of

Latin script, noting that the depth of Persian should not be flattened or simplified:

“Persian has it [complexity], Chinese has it before they adopted too much of the left

to right, Japanese has it.” He expresses concern about reducing complex scripts to fit
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Latin design norms, stating, “If a culture has that kind of depth, that is something

[that] should be foregrounded and centered then represented.” (Leonidas, personal

communication, February 8, 2024)

When examining the challenges of designing for multilingual environments, Leonidas

discussed the need for typography to adapt to the diverse characteristics of various

scripts while maintaining cultural integrity. He argued that effective multilingual

design should balance the visual and functional differences between scripts,

suggesting that typography should either preserve their relative positions or establish

a meaningful hierarchy rather than enforcing a uniform design framework.

Furthermore, Leonidas reflected on the cognitive processes of bilingual individuals.

According to Leonidas, functionally bilingual individuals have different, often denser,

connections in their brains, suggesting that navigating multiple languages and scripts

is both a cognitive and cultural strength. This insight underscored the importance of

designing typography that respects the unique attributes of each language and script.

A significant portion of the conversation critiqued Western notions of modernity in

relation to design standards. Leonidas challenged the idea that non-Western scripts

should conform to Western perceptions of modernity, suggesting that such a

viewpoint reflected broader cultural dynamics. He advocated for North American

cultures to engage more deeply with the rich histories of European and Asian cultures,

mentioning that “North American cultures have a lot to learn from European and

Asian cultures, which are deeper in cultural histories.” He stressed that modernity

should not be dictated solely by Western standards and that non-Latin scripts should

be valued for their distinctive features rather than being forced to conform to Western

ideals.

Specifically focusing on Persian script, Leonidas encouraged designers to explore and

celebrate its inherent visual complexity. He argued against simplifying Persian script to

align with Latin design principles, emphasizing the importance of appreciating Persian

for its unique qualities. Saying “Persian doesn’t need the Latin to be celebrated and

be explored and be rich.” Leonidas advocated for a design approach that honored and
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highlighted the distinctive characteristics of Persian script, rather than overshadowing

it with Latin standards.

Based on Leonidas’ comments, the following recommendations should be taken into

account for the proposed typeface design:

1. Highlight the Complexity of Persian Script: Ensure that the design process

celebrates the intricate and historically significant characteristics of Persian

script.

2. Avoid Cultural Simplification: Resist the urge to simplify Persian visual

language to fit Western typographic norms. Strive to create designs that

honor and preserve cultural authenticity.

3. Develop Multiscript Solutions: Focus on creating type designs that integrate

Persian and Latin scripts effectively, considering the needs of a multilingual

audience.

4. Utilize Technological Advancements: Take advantage of technological tools to

support the design and implementation of multiscript typographies, ensuring

accurate and meaningful representation of each script.

5. Encourage Cultural Dialogue: Foster engagement with other designers and

cultural communities to deepen understanding of different typographic design

traditions and promote the exchange of ideas and best practices.

In conclusion, Professor Leonidas’s remarks provided a valuable perspective on the

intersection of type design, typography, and culture. His comments underscored the

need for a respectful and nuanced approach to representing non-Latin scripts,

advocating for an appreciation of their complexity and cultural significance. By

challenging dominant design norms and promoting a deeper engagement with

non-Latin scripts, Leonidas’s perspective served as a call to action for designers to

consider critically the cultural implications of their work and to strive for greater

inclusivity and respect in their design practices.
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4.3.2 Interview 2: Nada Hussein Abdallah

Nada Abdallah is an Assistant Professor at the College of Fine Arts and Design at the

University of Sharjah, with significant influence in the fields of Arabic calligraphy and

typography. The interview that I conducted with her, in August of 2024, lasted

approximately 30 minutes and provided valuable insights into the challenges and

opportunities in bilingual and bi-scriptural design. This summary highlights her

perspectives on the role of cultural representation in type design, the importance of

collaboration in unfamiliar script design, and the evolving trends in multilingual

typography, particularly in the context of Arabic and Latin script integration.

When asked about cultural representation in type design at the begging of the

interview, Abdallah stated that type design should represent specific cultural aspects,

emphasizing not that it “could happen, that [it] should happen” when asked if

typefaces can represent culture, she used the analogy of a typeface as a pizza to

explain how cultural identity could be infused into type design: “Imagine the font as if

it's a pizza, which is originally Italian. And then when it goes to Lebanon, the Lebanese

would do it in their own different way.” This highlights the potential for typefaces to

adapt and reflect different cultural identities while retaining a fundamental structure.

When discussing the value of typographic mimicry and explorative typefaces, Abdallah

expressed that the value depended on the context and purpose: “Everything should

have been done for a reason… if they do serve the, I mean, why they have been

created, why not?” This viewpoint suggests a flexible approach to judging the

effectiveness of experimental typefaces, where the intent and function determine

their success, rather than a rigid standard.

The interview highlighted the challenges faced by designers who are unfamiliar with

the scripts they were designing. Nada pointed out that collaboration and peer support

played crucial roles in overcoming these challenges. She mentioned how in her

classrooms, which include students from various cultures and backgrounds, students

help each other with bilingual projects: “The environment is very super friendly that
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they all help each other…especially if they don't read the language.” This

collaborative approach helped bridge the gap between unfamiliarity with a script and

the technical skills needed to design it effectively.

Abdallah emphasized that cultural background significantly influences design,

particularly if the designer has a strong connection to their culture: “Your culture does

influence your design if you're designing, if you love your culture.” She shared a

personal anecdote about her son's lack of interest in traditional Arabic culture due to

his Western education, reflecting a broader trend among students who often

preferred Western design influences. This underscores the importance of cultural

education in fostering appreciation and developing skill in culturally specific design.

In discussing the balance of visual value in bilingual designs, Abdallah noted the

subjective nature of design evaluation, and the iterative process involved in achieving

harmony: “I do feel that assessing or evaluating or seeing the harmony…depends also

on the experience of the designer.” She highlighted the importance of continuous

refinement in the design process, where designers often revisited and adjusted their

work to ensure that both scripts in a bilingual design were well-integrated.

Abdallah was optimistic about the future of bi-scriptural design, noting a growing

trend and need for such work: “I do feel that we're going to have more of this coming

soon…There is a trend of this coming in the, to the playground.” She emphasized the

importance of cultural representation in bilingual design, advocating for making Latin

scripts adapt to fit the cultural environment of other scripts, such as Arabic, rather

than the reverse. The need for collaboration and the development of type foundries in

the Middle East was also highlighted as essential for advancing this field.

Based on Abdallah’s insights, the following recommendations should be considered

for the proposed typeface design:
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1. Experimentation: Explore letterforms beyond conventional usage, especially

when unfamiliar with a script, but always respect its cultural and linguistic

context.

2. Collaboration: Work with native speakers or cultural experts to ensure

accuracy and respect in your designs, using their feedback to fine-tune your

work.

3. Cultural Integration: Consider how Latin typefaces can be adapted to reflect

non-Latin cultural aesthetics, preserving script integrity and enriching design.

4. Continuous Improvement: Regularly evaluate and refine your designs,

balancing visual harmony with cultural significance, and remain open to

revisiting your work.

5. Embrace and Educate: Engage deeply with your own cultural heritage and

educate yourself about the scripts you work with to produce authentic,

compelling designs.

In conclusion, the interview with Nada Abdallah provided valuable insights into the

intersection of culture and type design, particularly in multilingual contexts. Her

experiences and perspectives underscore the importance of cultural representation,

collaboration, and continual refinement in type design. As the field of bi-scriptural

design continues to evolve, these factors will likely play a crucial role in shaping its

future.
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Part 5 Design Process

5.1 Analysis of existing Persian-influenced typefaces

Three Persian-inspired typefaces that are currently available on the market were

evaluated:

Typeface 1 a Awal Ramadhan typeface by Wahyu Eka Prasetya

Typeface 2 Farsi Inspired typeface by Veronica-Shiva KCB

Typeface 3 Miracle Ramadhan typeface by Alpaprana Studio

The first visual component that separates these typefaces from Latin typefaces meant

to be used for English or other Roman-based alphabets, is the relatively larger x-height

among all three typefaces. There is also a play on the baseline grid, with swashes,

ascenders, descenders and legs of the characters emphasizing this shift in the

baseline.

Another characteristic that is attributed to Persian typography is a change in width.

Characters also include a stress bias. This is interesting as most Persian scripts were

handwritten and stress biases can be seen in handwritten characters due to the

movement of the hand. All three typefaces also have the visual suggestion of serifs
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which is also characteristic that results from having been written by a human hand

that appears in handwritten scripts.

Persian is one of few writing systems that involves characters which are designed to

flow together without breaks, creating a smooth, joined appearance referred to as

“cursive” or “connected script”. This characteristic can be seen in Typeface 1 and

Typeface 3. In addition to these characteristics that are seen in all three

representatives, Typeface 1, also includes the use of “tittles” and some “diacritical

marks”. The former is seen in both Arabic and Persian typography while the latter is

only seen in Arabic.

Typeface 1, which was chosen by 40% of the non-Persian participants in the survey as

a typeface they believed was representative of Persian culture, has visual

characteristics similar to Blackletter typefaces with glyph style serifs similar to

typefaces such as Albertus MT. The typeface has a bold look with some baseline shifts

occurring by utilizing the descenders and accentuating the terminals of the stems and

serifs in letters like f, g, t and l. a Awal Ramadhan is designed as a connected script

that results in a similar visual appearance to that of Persian and Arabic, and this

characteristic is also emphasized with the use of diacritic marks. Conversely, the slab

serif-looking design of the typeface is closer to the visuals of modern typefaces and

could not be attributed to the historic, lightweight and humanistic-looking characters

of Persian script.

Typeface 2, which 20% of the non-Persian participants in the survey selected as a

typeface they believed represented Persian culture, is one of the few typefaces on the

market not to only mention key words such as Arabic or Islamic in reference to the

typeface. While Farsi-inspired is not a connected script typeface, it does have a change

in character width seen in most Persian scripts and also shifts the characters stems to

create a more bended look rather than a vertical stem that is shown in most Roman

typefaces. The design also uses actual characters from a Persian script, for example, it

uses ع for the letter e. However, this typeface does not have the play on swashes and
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legs that could create a close visual resemblance to Persian typography, but it does

create an interesting visual by utilizing the uniquely designed serifs.

Typeface 3, which was the choice of another 20% of the non-Persian participants, is

also referred to and named as a typeface representative of Arabic culture. Similar to

Typeface 1, this typeface is a connected script that uses some kind of serif to create a

visual resemblance to Persian typography. In looking closer, Miracle Ramadhan, has

visual similarities to a historic Persian or Arabic script. Its characters have changes in

stroke weights and stress biases that look like handwritten scripts. However, the

typeface sits nicely on the baseline and does not have the shift in the baseline seen in

most Persian scripts. The design of this typeface does not include the tittles of

lowercase j and i, which is surprising since seventeen out of the thirty-two letters of

the Persian script include tittles with seven of them having more than one “dot”.

In conclusion, a detailed examination of these typefaces reveals that, despite their

attempts to represent Persian typography, they fall short of accurately capturing its

essence. The prominent x-height, dynamic baseline shifts, and width variations are

mimicked, but are not genuinely reflective of traditional Persian script. While Typeface

1 and Typeface 3 attempt to emulate the cursive nature of Persian script, and

Typeface 2 incorporates Persian character elements, they ultimately present a

misrepresentation of the authentic visual and structural qualities of Persian

typography. These typefaces highlight the challenges and nuances involved in

faithfully translating the rich heritage of Persian script into contemporary type

designs.

5.2 Formal Study of Taliq Script

An important aim in the surveys was to see which script Persians thought represented

their culture. 50% of the participants chose Taliq as the script most representative of

Persian culture.
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5.2.1 Historic Development

The Taliq script is a calligraphic style in Islamic calligraphy traditionally used for official

documents written in Persian. Literally meaning "hanging" or "suspended" script, Taliq

emerged in the mid-13th century and saw widespread use, especially in the

chanceries of Iranian states. From the early 16th century onward, it lost prominence

to another hanging script, the increasingly popular Nastaliq. Taliq had a prolonged

development period. The Persian style of writing Naskh underwent gradual changes

from the 11th century onward. These changes, combined with elements borrowed

from Towqi and Riqah scripts, led to the emergence of Taliq in the mid-13th century.

Taliq shares many characteristics with these three scripts, but is more stylized. It

features curvilinear elements, extraneous loops, extreme contrasts between

compression and expansion, and connected letters, making it challenging for novices

to decipher. (Nejabati, 2019, pp.10 –72)

The creation of Taliq was driven by artists' efforts to develop a script that embodied

the Iranian spirit, following “Iranian Naskh”. This script emerged from a combination

of Naskh, Towqi, and Riqah scripts, with inspiration from the Pahlavi script. It was

commonly used for writing books and poetry collections. The need for speed in

writing manuscripts and handwritten documents led to letters and words being
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written in a connected manner, increasing writing speed. This style of writing, specific

to scribes and court secretaries, was called "Shikasta Taliq" or "Tarsal," featuring an

ascending form. In Taliq, words and detached letters could be joined, allowing for

rapid writing, making it suitable for official correspondence. To increase writing speed

further, chancery clerks streamlined the script by creating more unorthodox ligatures

and omitting the pointing on many letters. Some letters were reduced in size, while

others were written with thinner strokes or new shapes. This new style, known as

Shikasta Taliq (broken, i.e., truncated and simplified Taliq), sometimes referred to as

Khatt-i Tarassol ("correspondence script"), was used systematically from the end of

the 14th century. (Nejabati, 2019, pp.10 –72)

5.2.2 Visual characteristics of Taliq

In order to create a Latin typeface that would be an accurate representative of Persian

culture and the Taliq script, the visual characteristics of Taliq had to be studied:
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Curvilinear Elements: Taliq is noted for its elegant, flowing lines and curvilinear forms.

This creates a sense of movement and grace, distinguishing it from more rigid scripts.

Extraneous Loops: The script features elaborate loops and swashes, adding to its

decorative appeal.

Compression and Expansion: There are extreme contrasts between compressed and

expanded forms, contributing to its dynamic visual rhythm.

Connected Letters: Words and letters within words are often connected, facilitating

faster writing, which was essential for its use in official documents and

correspondence.
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Unorthodox Ligatures: Increased use of unconventional ligatures to connect letters

more fluidly.

Omission of Pointing: Many diacritical marks were dropped to speed up writing.

Size Reduction and Thin Strokes: Certain letters were reduced in size or written with

thinner strokes to enhance writing speed.

New Shapes: Introduction of new shapes for certain letters to facilitate faster

handwriting.
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Pointed Serifs: All vertical stems in the characters include a pointed serif at the end

which was a result of fast writing.

Baseline Shifting: In rapid writing, the baseline no longer exists and the words are

written in an upward manner.

The study of Taliq reveals a rich history of artistic innovation aimed at meeting both

aesthetic and practical needs. Its flowing lines, decorative elements, and connected

structure made it ideal for the rapid writing required in bureaucratic contexts while

also contributing to the visual beauty of Persian literary and official texts which makes

it a great visual candidate to base the creation of Banyan on.

5.3 Design: Synthesis

5.3.1 Research findings

The combined insights stemming from the survey results and remarks from the

interview with Professor Gerry Leonidas and Nada Abdallah offer several key

characteristics that should direct the design approach for the exploratory Roman

typeface design to represent Persian Culture:
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1. Cultural Accuracy and Representation:

Accurate Depictions: The design should focus on accurately representing

Persian culture, addressing the prevalent issue of its conflation with Arabic

culture. This includes careful selection of visual and textual elements that

reflect true Persian identity.

Respect for Cultural Identity: The design should emphasize elements that

resonate deeply with Persian heritage, avoiding superficial or stereotypical

representations.

2. Preservation of Script Complexity:

Maintaining Intricacies: Emphasize the rich and intricate characteristics of the

Persian script in the design. Simplifying the script to fit Western typographic

norms should be avoided, ensuring the complexity and historical depth of the

script are celebrated.

Highlighting Unique Features: Special attention should be given to the unique

features of Persian calligraphy and script, particularly those that are

historically significant and widely recognized within Persian culture.

3. Multiscript Integration and Hierarchy:

Effective Integration: Develop typographic solutions that seamlessly integrate

Persian and Latin scripts. This involves creating designs that respect the visual

and functional differences between scripts while maintaining a coherent

overall aesthetic.

Balanced Hierarchies: Establish meaningful hierarchies in multilingual designs,

ensuring that Persian and Latin scripts coexist without one dominating or

diminishing the other.

4. Cultural Dialogue and Collaboration:
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Engaging with Communities: Actively engage with Persian cultural

communities and other designers to gain deeper insights and feedback. This

collaborative approach should enrich the design process and ensure cultural

authenticity.

Promoting Best Practices: Foster an environment of knowledge exchange and

best practices in typographic design, encouraging continuous learning and

adaptation to better represent diverse cultural narratives.

5. Utilization of Technological Advancements:

Leveraging Technology: Utilize advanced design tools and software to support

the accurate representation of multiscript typography. This includes tools that

facilitate the correct rendering of Persian script and its integration with Latin

typefaces.

Innovative Approaches: Explore innovative techniques and technologies that

can enhance the visual appeal and cultural integrity of the design. This might

involve experimenting with new typefaces or digital tools that better

accommodate the complexities of Persian script.

6. Highlighting Cultural Contributions:

Emphasizing Literature and Poetry: Given the survey responses that

highlighted poetry and literature as significant cultural contributions, the

design should feature these elements prominently. Formal choices should

reflect the literary richness and historical importance of Persian poetry.

Architectural and Artistic Elements: Incorporate architectural motifs and

traditional artistic styles identified as substantial representations of Persian

culture. These elements should add depth and context to the design, bridging

historical and contemporary perspectives.

7. Addressing Misrepresentation and Bias:
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Challenging Stereotypes: Proactively challenge and correct misrepresentations

and biases identified in both Persian and non-Persian participants’ responses.

The design should aim to educate and inform, providing a more nuanced and

accurate portrayal of Persian culture.

Informed Design Choices: Make formal design choices informed by the

qualitative insights from the surveys, ensuring that the typefaces and visual

elements used are both culturally respectful and accurately representative.

8. Reflecting Descriptive Adjectives:

Historical, Diverse, Traditional: Incorporate elements that highlight the

historical depth, diversity, and traditional aspects of Persian culture.

Rich, Refined, Artistic: Use refined and artistic design elements that

emphasize the richness of Persian cultural heritage.

Colourful, Ancient, Religious: Integrate vibrant colors and symbols that reflect

the ancient and religious facets of Persian culture.

Elegant, Poised, Different: Strive for an elegant and poised aesthetic that sets

the design apart as uniquely Persian.

Beautiful, Frugal, Rational: Balance beauty with simplicity and rationality in

the design.

Conservative, Decorative, Hospitable: Blend conservative elements with

decorative motifs to convey hospitality and warmth.

Poetic, Spiritual, Compassionate: Reflect the poetic and spiritual nature of

Persian culture, emphasizing compassion and kindness.
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Vibrant, Social, Hospitable: Use vibrant and social elements to convey a sense

of hospitality and community.

By incorporating these influences, the design for this thesis project should not only be

aesthetically pleasing but also culturally rich and authentic, reflecting the true essence

of Persian identity while respecting its complexity and historical significance.

5.3.2 Visual and design strategy

Type designer Jonathan Hoefler, in talking about the process of typeface design in the

2017 Netflix series Abstract: The Art of Design says:

“When you design a new typeface the first two characters you draw are the

capital H and the capital O. The principle is that the H is a straight character

with vertical stems and straight sides. The O is a round character with round

sides. and in theory, once you’ve drawn these two characters, you’ve got a

basic sense of the flavor of the typeface you're designing.”

Hoefler goes on to say that once he has established an “inventory of interesting ideas”

of his sketches, he starts to design his characters digitally. Hoefler points out that

during the initial stages of designing characters, designers encounter visual

inconsistencies that cannot be justified through anything other than optics and that

the art of typeface design is to note that “Type design is not about drawing letters, It’s

about drawing systems of things”. (19:08-21:50)

Conversely, in Making Faces: Metal Type in the 21st Century (2010), Canadian type

designer, Jim Rimmer, takes a different approach to his process. He starts by

free-handing a baseline and an x-height and completes his hand-drawn grid by

drawing vertical lines or “fence pickets” and follows these lines very liberally. He then

starts by drawing characters with a marker. He mentions that during this stage the

characters have a “calligraphic” look that he will later on change. Rimmer’s next step is

64



to go over his “skeleton” marker drawings with a pencil and create potential shapes

before moving on to the computer. (2:47-10:00)

For this project, I adopted Rimmers’ method of starting with freehand sketches to

explore the characteristics of Taliq script. This approach allowed for a deeper

investigation into the traditional elements and visual nuances of the script before

transitioning to digital design. By beginning with freehand drawings and analyzing the

distinctive features of Taliq script, I aimed to capture its historical and calligraphic

essence in the final typeface design. This process ensured that the typeface remained

true to the cultural and aesthetic roots of the script, while integrating the insights

gained from both traditional and contemporary design practices.

5.4 Design Experiments

5.4.1 Design challenges

The foundation of this experimental typeface is the Taliq script, which posed several

challenges at the outset of the project. Taliq is a calligraphic, freehand script, meaning

that its characters do not adhere to a fixed form and vary depending on the

calligrapher. To address this, the comparative table provided by Iranian researcher and

calligrapher Habibollah Fazaeli (figure 21) offered detailed guidance on various

calligraphic styles, which was instrumental in the design process.
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Another challenge arose from the 32 letters of the Persian alphabet. As a connected

script, it requires 115 distinct characters, significantly more than the 26 letters of the

Latin alphabet or its 56 combined lowercase and uppercase letters.

Another important visual dissimilarity between the Persian and Latin scripts is that

most Persian letters include diacritical dots or “tittles” which is a distinctive feature of
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the Persian script. The design of the typeface had to find space to include these

elements on letters other than “i” and “j”.

Lastly, the Taliq script's lack of a baseline and its horizontally blending characters,

which give it an upward appearance, contrast sharply with the Latin script’s baseline

and vertical stems. This fundamental difference required careful consideration to

adapt the design, while maintaining the script's distinctive characteristics.

5.4.2 Early sketches

My first attempts at sketching consisted of writing words in my own cursive

handwriting and adding elements like baseline shifting and long swashes that could

imitate the overall look of the Taliq script.

These experiments demonstrated the potential of adopting a new approach in

typesetting to create visual similarities to the Taliq script. While this method

incorporates many characteristics of Taliq and Persian script, including the

calligrapher's spontaneity, it is not a practical solution for type design. This is because
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its design relies heavily on the artistic and cultural knowledge of the calligrapher,

which could lead to misrepresentation.

5.4.3 Early attempts at letters

At this introductory stage, I experimented with writing the letters of the alphabet,

both in Persian and in English, to try to establish the basic differences and similarities

in the shapes. These were the results of the visual analysis:

1. letters like “i” and “j” are similar to ”ز“

2. the letter “l” looks like ”ا“

3. the letter “b” and its visual counterparts, ”d”, ”p” and ”q” resemble ”ط“

4. the letter “c” could be similar to a backward ”د“

5. the letter “o” resembles ”ه“

6. the letter “s” could be taken from ”ی“

7. the letter “g” or “g” are similar to and”ع“ ”ق”

8. the letter “e” could also resemble a mirrored ”ق“

9. the letters “m” and “w” look like parts of ”س“

These observations then led to a few single-letter designs that showed some of the

visual attributes of Banyan. Below are some of the sketches of the letter “g”. These
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sketches include some characteristics such as curvilinear stems and descenders as well

as counters that resemble the counters used in Taliq.

5.5 Final Design

5.5.1 Initial sketches

The initial step for the final design of Banyan was to freehand a few letters using a

calligraphic marker. I started by doing the letters “a”, ”b”, ”e”, “o”, “n”, “i”, “f”and “k”.

After a few rounds of sketching, I went over some of the letters with pencil in order to

refine some details. These letters featured characteristics such as serifs, long

ascenders and descenders, a change in the width, curved stems and the use of the

diamond shape tittle which is a signature style of dotting letters in Persian calligraphy.
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After some edits, I moved to the computer and started digitizing the sketches.

figure 26: a screenshot of the process of digitization.

After the design of the first five letters of the alphabet, I decided to switch the visual

language for the final design to be closer to Taliq. Some of the changes included:

1. The pinched counters of “b” and “d” created a vertical stretched look that is

the opposite of the horizontally stretched look of Taliq and Persian calligraphy.

2. The sharp apex and spur were not visually accurate to the soft and curved

look of Taliq.

3. The intense stoke weight change created an unbalanced visual look.
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After these modifications, the first complete set of Banyan in lower-case was

designed.

Aside from the overall look, the round characters of Banyan were designed based on

and”ه“ the counter of ”ف“ while the straight characters were inspired by letters like

”ا“ and .”ل“
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5.5.2 Development process

While draft 2 conveyed the overall look of Banyan, several details were adjusted for

the final design. The first change was to eliminate the serifs, although they were

retained in a few letters. This decision was based on the fact that, although Habibollah

Fazaeli's instructions show some letters with serifs, the majority of Taliq script samples

lack these prominent features. Another modification was to add more weight to the

strokes and emphasize the curves rather than the pointed apexes and terminals.

Lastly, the letters “w,” “e,” and “q” were adorned with tittles in order to incorporate

more elements of Persian typography.
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5.5.3 Banyan typeface

The final step in the design was to use the software FontLab to create a functional

typeface.
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Part 6 Reflection

This exploratory study reveals that the field of bi-scriptual and representative typeface

design is broad and largely uncharted. Through in-depth research into the history of a

script and critical design decisions, designers can create a language of type that

transcends superficial mimicry, resulting in accurate and meaningful representation.

The research process, involving online surveys, allowed me to connect with people

from my own culture and provided an opportunity to view this project through the

perspectives of those outside it. The expert interview portion of this research allowed

for the input of professionals in the field and enriched my knowledge in the practice

(and art) of type design.

Throughout the research process, formulating questions to elicit unbiased opinions

was essential to obtaining genuine responses. Crafting questions that offered a

comprehensive range of options ensured that participants could express their views

precisely and without constraint.

Analyzing the survey results revealed intriguing patterns: while I initially anticipated

that the responses from Persian participants would align with expected norms, the

unexpected prominence of the Taliq script as a representative choice was particularly

striking. This outcome, along with the diverse perspectives from participants of

various cultural backgrounds, provided a richer understanding of representation in

type design. It highlighted the nuanced ways in which bilingual individuals relate to

and perceive different scripts, underscoring the complexity of cultural representation

and the value of considering a broad spectrum of viewpoints in design research.

Several challenges and unexpected developments emerged during the expert

interview phase of the research. Initially, the interview questions were structured

around three core themes: “culture,” “type design process,” and “bi-scriptual

typography.” Reaching out to numerous type design professionals revealed that many

were hesitant to participate, citing their perceived lack of expertise across all three

areas. Additionally, the search for bilingual Persian/English experts proved to be more
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difficult than anticipated, further narrowing the pool of available participants.

Consequently, these obstacles resulted in securing insights from only two experts.

Despite these limitations, the perspectives gained from these experts provided

valuable contributions to the research, underscoring the complexities and challenges

in integrating cultural and typographic expertise.

The design process for this project proved to be quite challenging. Although a final

prototype of the typeface was created, it became clear early on that this study would

only offer a preliminary exploration into the realm of typeface design. Developing a

functional and refined typeface requires extensive time and effort, elements that

were unfortunately limited in this project. As a result, while the prototype represents

an important step, it underscores the necessity for further, in-depth research and

development to achieve a fully realized and functional typeface. This initial

exploration sets the foundation for future work, highlighting areas for further

refinement and additional phases of design and testing.
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Part 7 Future research

The designed typeface, currently known as Banyan, is still in its preliminary stages and

requires further formal refinement to reach its full potential. This project serves as an

initial exploration, providing a foundational framework for future development. The

next steps would involve a detailed refinement process to address any inconsistencies

and enhance the overall design of the typeface. This includes fine-tuning letterforms,

spacing, and kerning to ensure both functional and aesthetic quality.

As the core design becomes more polished formally, there is considerable potential to

expand the typeface into a broader type family. This expansion could encompass

various weights, styles, and additional glyphs, making the typeface more versatile and

adaptable for diverse applications. By developing different weights and styles, the

typeface can better meet a wider range of typographic needs.

Another crucial aspect of future research involves gathering and analyzing user

feedback on the Banyan typeface. Understanding how users perceive the typeface, in

terms of its representation of Persian culture, is essential. This feedback could be

collected through surveys, focus groups, and usability studies, providing valuable

insights into how effectively the typeface conveys cultural elements and resonates

with its audience.

Additionally, future research should focus on evaluating the accuracy of the typeface

in representing Persian culture. This includes assessing its alignment with cultural

symbols, historical contexts, and traditional aesthetics. Engaging with cultural experts

and stakeholders will help ensure that the typeface not only functions well, but also

represents Persian culture and heritage authentically.
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Part 8 Conclusion

This thesis project has explored the complex interplay between language, typography,

and cultural representation, with a focus on the innovative field of bi-scriptual

typeface design. By delving into the perception and representation of Persian culture

within Canada’s multicultural context, this project has demonstrated that typography

is not merely an arrangement of text, but a crucial element in shaping and reflecting

cultural identities.

The research has revealed that bi-scriptual and representative typeface design is a

broad and largely uncharted area. Through extensive investigation into script history

and design methodologies, it has become evident that creating a typeface that

transcends superficial mimicry requires a deep understanding of both cultural and

typographic nuances. The development of a Latin typeface inspired by Persian script,

aimed at fostering a sense of belonging among Persian-speaking individuals in Canada,

represents a significant step towards achieving meaningful cultural representation.

Survey results and expert interviews provided valuable insights into the diverse

perspectives on cultural representation in type design. The unexpected prominence of

the Taliq script and the varied responses from participants highlighted the nuanced

ways in which bilingual individuals relate to different scripts. These findings

underscore the importance of considering a broad spectrum of viewpoints to enrich

the design process and address the complexities of cultural representation.

Challenges encountered during the research, including difficulties in securing expert

participants and the constraints of time and resources, underscored the need for

further exploration and development. Despite these limitations, the insights gained

from this project contribute to the discourse on typeface design and cultural

representation. The creation of a preliminary typeface prototype demonstrates the

potential of bi-scriptual design, while emphasizing the need for continued research

and refinement.
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Overall, this project advances understanding in the field of bi-scriptual typography,

and also provides a foundation for future research. The study highlights the crucial

role of typography in bridging cultural gaps and fostering cross-cultural

communication, paving the way for more inclusive and representative design

practices.
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10.1 Ethics application
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10.2 Online survey data

2-1 recruitment materials
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2-2 consent forms
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2-3 online survey question list
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2-4 online survey results
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10.3 Expert interview data

3-1 consent form
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3-2 requitement material
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3-3 interview transcript

3-3-1 interview 1: Gerry Leonidas

135



136



137



138



139



140



141



142



143



144



145



3-3-2 interview 2: Nada Abdallah
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10.4 Poster design
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10.5 Project infographic design
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10.6 Gallery Presentation
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