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Form is the content

Should type be read, or felt?
Old question

Can the felt be encoded into rules that others can read?
New question



Two foundations
Perceptual Psychology
Does form carry meaning before convention?

Arnheim  ·  Kandinsky  ·  Ramachandran & Hubbard

Codes and notation
How does form become a code?

Peirce  ·  Barthes  ·  Eco



Text Psychology

Rudolf Arnheim
Art and Visual Perception  ·  1954

Job

Anchor “form is content” in 
academic visual theory.

Found

Gestalt psychology proves visual 
elements (line, weight, direction) 
carry intrinsic expressive value.

For example, a rising diagonal and a 
falling diagonal are not emotionally 
equivalent.

For my work

Legitimises the claim that 
typographic decisions are 
expressive before they are 
decorative.



Text Psychology

Wassily Kandinsky
Point and Line to Plane  ·  1926

Job

Find a precedent for the kind of 
system I want to build.

Found

Earliest systematic attempt to 
construct a form–emotion 
correspondence table.

Point, line and plane each 
catalogued by affective character.

For my work

Structural model for my own 
typographic notation.



The Keystone

V. S. Ramachandran & E. M. Hubbard
“Synaesthesia: A Window Into Perception, Thought and Language”  ·  2001

BOUBA  /  KIKI

95% of people, across languages 
and cultures, map “bouba” to round 
shapes and “kiki” to angular shapes.

Found

Cross-modal correspondence between 
abstract form and perception is non-
arbitrary, predictable, and measurable.



“Form is content” stops being a 
metaphor. It becomes a falsifiable claim.



Codes and notation

Charles Sanders Peirce
Logic as Semiotic: The Theory of Signs  ·  1894–1910

Job

Vocabulary for what my 
typographic moves are doing.

Found

Three sign types:

Icon  —  resemblance

Index  —  causal trace

Symbol  —  convention

For my work

A stretched word is iconic.

A worn letter is indexical.

A font choice is symbolic.



Codes and notation

Roland Barthes
“Rhetoric of the Image”  ·  in Image–Music–Text  ·  1964

EVERY IMAGE CARRIES THREE LAYERS:

Literal
denotation

A bold “fight” reads as a verb.

Cultural
coded connotation

Heaviness reads as force, 
resistance, weight of body.

Emotional
affective resonance

The same heaviness reads as 
anxiety, pressure, exhaustion.



Codes and notation

John Cage
Notations  ·  1969

Job

Find a primary archive of how others 
have already solved my problem.

Found

269 composers contributed 
experimental scores.

Each page is one attempt to encode 
non-verbal information in visual form.

For my work

A working library of precedents for 
my own system.

Lets me see which solutions 
transferred, which collapsed into 
private code, and which moves recur 
across very different practitioners.



Two foundations
Perceptual Psychology
Does form carry meaning before convention?

Arnheim  ·  Kandinsky  ·  Ramachandran & Hubbard

form has perceptual meaning 
before convention.

Semiotics
How does form become a code?

Peirce  ·  Barthes  ·  Eco

form becomes a system 
through codes, and others 

have already tried.


