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1
INTRODUCTION

In the opening titles of the political thriller Three Days of the Condor 

(1975), a young female employee is seen tending to a state- of- the- art 

computer at a clandestine Central Intelligence Agency location where lit-

erature is analyzed in order to uncover plots relating to CIA operations. 

While she inspects scans and changes tapes, the opening credits run 

across the screen. By presenting the computer and its functions to the 

audience, she also presents a major theme of the movie. The choice of the 

typeface Computer for the titles underlines the importance of computer 

technology for the activities of the CIA. Movie titles are generally one of 

the main devices used by filmmakers to set the tone of a film and prepare 

the audience for what is to follow.1 The Computer typeface has its origin 

in a machine- readable font developed for bank checks in the 1950s. The 

engineers who invented the font probably never dreamed that it would 

one day be used in film titles and exploited by the entertainment indus-

try. This kind of displacement of use and context of typography in a time 

of rapid technological change is the overarching subject of this book.

Since Gutenberg invented the movable- type printing press, a number 

of technical innovations have changed the conditions for typography. 

This is not to say that the art of typography has passively submitted to 

new technology. On the contrary, typography and typographers have 

paved the way for technology by design innovations. This evolution has 

not always gone smoothly and without friction. The four typographical 

phenomena presented in this book highlight the cultural clashes that 

have occurred between the emergent computer technology and the tra-

ditional field of typography— the nerdy practice of making images out of 

letters, the strange- looking machine- readable typefaces, the poor- quality 
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letters of dot matrix printers, and the contempt directed against the type-

face Comic Sans. Together they form a picture of how technologies devel-

oped for a functional purpose can find their way to popular culture by 

being used in ways that are unintended and unforeseen by the original 

creators. The four phenomena illustrate in many ways how letters, type-

faces, and printers are not supposed to be designed or used. In contrast to 

postmodernist designers, they appear to have broken the rules not delib-

erately but rather through ignorance, unawareness, and functional neces-

sity.2 Still, these marginal and somewhat quaint typographic phenomena 

have made a non- negligible cultural impact.

My ambition with this book is to tell the cultural history of these 

phenomena and provide new insights into typography, computing, and 

popular culture by adding pieces to the puzzle of their joint history. Mate-

rial, visual, and aural aspects of text and typography from the 1960s to 

the present time are taken into account in order to put these phenom-

ena and the trajectories they have followed in a broader cultural context. 

Typography is placed in an expanded field that extends far beyond the 

printed page into the modes of communication and publication afforded 

by the internet.3 The book is intended to be a contribution to the fields of 

visual studies, science and technology studies (STS), and popular culture 

studies. I envision an audience of students and scholars in these fields 

and perhaps also in design history, media history, type history, and the 

history of computing.

Figure 1.1 Opening titles from Three Days of the Condor, Sydney Pollack, 1975.
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What motivated programmers to make images out of letters and cre-

ate art out of the American Standard Code for Information Interchange 

(ASCII)? To what purposes were the images put, and in what contexts were 

they displayed? Why did engineers distort the form of numbers and letters 

to make them machine readable, and how were these typefaces reused in 

popular culture? Why does the dot matrix printer technology, which nearly 

disintegrated letterforms, evoke fond memories among many of its users? 

How did the hatred against Comic Sans emerge, and what metaphors and 

rhetorical devices are used in the discourse about the font? I look for the 

answers to these and other questions by analyzing social media discus-

sions, magazine advertisements, printer manuals, scientific illustrations, as 

well as company logotypes, book covers, films, and artworks. The reader 

is taken along on the journey with a wealth of examples from the rich 

material that still exists on the internet and that is inherently ephemeral 

in nature, as well as from sources from the pre- internet era.

During the time scope of the study, computing underwent several 

transformations. The four phenomena have been chosen to be in line 

with important phases in this development. Chapters 2 and 3, on ASCII 

art and machine- readable typefaces, play out in the 1960s and 1970s, 

when huge computers were operated by professional staff and kept out 

of reach of regular users. Chapter 4, on dot matrix printers, is set in the 

beginning of the personal computing era that took off in the 1980s and 

put computers and printers into the homes of a great number of people 

who were not necessarily computer nerds. By the time we reach chapter 

5, about the typeface Comic Sans, we are in the mid- 1990s, when the 

World Wide Web was introduced and internet communication started 

to gain a broader societal impact. The unwieldy calculation tool of the 

mainframe era had become a handy gadget that fit into the pocket of the 

common citizen. Although the book has a chronological structure, my 

purpose is not to sustain the idea of historical progress. On the contrary, 

an important reason behind my choice of phenomena and the way they 

are contextualized is to counteract the idea of technological determinism. 

That there is no linear progress toward better technology is one of the 

tenets of media archaeology, a perspective that I return to below.

From a typographic point of the view, the possibilities for the display 

and printing of text were very restricted and rigid in the beginning of the 
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digital era. Line printers, which had only one set of (capital) letters, were 

not meant for making images, but nevertheless ASCII art arose despite, 

or perhaps thanks to, the limitations. The flexibility increased with new 

printing devices— notably, the dot matrix printer that made it possible to 

print text in bold or italic and in different sizes. When desktop publishing 

entered the consumer market, a large number of typefaces became avail-

able. Some programs even made it possible for users to design personal 

typefaces. This development led to a loss of control over the typographic 

sphere that was once the privilege of educated typographers and type 

designers. The technical development enabled many more people to try 

their hands at graphic design, and some thought this led to the degenera-

tion of a craft with proud traditions. The new possibilities opened up by 

the availability of personal computers and internet communication were 

not only seen as blessings; they were also used for spreading what was 

perceived as bad, potentially dangerous design. When machine- readable 

typefaces were designed for the purpose of facilitating bank administra-

tion in the 1960s, it was one of the first steps on the path toward the com-

puter vision and facial recognition that computers are capable of today. 

The threat of the surveillance society loomed large already in the public 

debate in the age of mainframe computers, and this debate is persistent 

and continually being fed by new technical developments.4

REFLECTIONS ON MY POSITION AS A RESEARCHER

I am writing this book in my double capacity as art historian and systems 

analyst. Before I became a researcher, I took a bachelor’s degree in infor-

matics and worked as a programmer and systems analyst in the 1980s and 

1990s. This double experience has given me a unique vantage point from 

which to look upon the development of text and typography in the digi-

tal age— first from within the information technology (IT) industry and 

then as a visual culture researcher. I learned programming in Cobol on 

a mainframe computer using punch cards and received program listings 

on fanfold paper delivered to me in the reception area of the computer 

center of the Swedish university I attended. I wrote my bachelor thesis 

with the help of a text editor meant for coding and later taught research-

ers in the humanities how to take advantage of the early word processors, 



IntRoductIon 5

despite the fact that the programs and the printers could handle only the 

letters in the English alphabet. German umlauts and Polish diacritical 

marks were deemed unnecessary for products primarily intended for the 

American market.5 We tried designing our own fonts with the program 

Fontographer, but it proved too time- consuming for our purposes. When 

the World Wide Web took its first tentative steps into public life, we were 

back to square one concerning graphic design, and I had to find ways to 

work around the limitations of the new medium when designing the first 

website for the faculty where I worked. I later wrote my doctoral thesis in 

art history and visual studies on digital photography, and digital visual 

culture has subsequently been my main research interest.6

MEDIA ARCHAEOLOGY AND THE LACUNAS IN HISTORIOGRAPHY

This is essentially a media archaeological inquiry, in that it revolves 

around some phenomena that would otherwise risk being omitted from 

history, phenomena that might appear quaint but that have the potential 

of providing a different perspective on mainstream history.7 This meta-

phorical use of archaeology can be traced back to Michel Foucault’s The 

Order of Things: An Archaeology of the Human Sciences and The Archaeology 

of Knowledge, where he outlines his method to examine history as a set 

of “discursive formations,” contesting the idea of a grand scheme of his-

tory.8 In media archaeology, the attention is turned as much to physical 

artefacts as to discourse. As media historian Erkki Huhtamo and digital 

culture scholar Jussi Parikka state in the introduction to their book Media 

Archaeology: Approaches, Applications, and Implications,

On the basis of their discoveries, media archaeologists have begun to construct 
alternate histories of suppressed, neglected, and forgotten media that do not 
point teleologically to the present media- cultural condition as their “perfec-
tion.” Dead ends, losers, and inventions that never made it into a material prod-
uct have important stories to tell.9

In the fields of computing and typography, as in most other fields, his-

tory is usually smoothed out to avoid aberrations and marginal phenom-

ena that do not fit into the grand narrative based on the most important 

figures and the greatest achievements. In order to be included into the 

history of typography, one needs a name, certainly if one is a typeface, 
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and some of the typefaces in the early history of computing are rather 

anonymous. Other typefaces have made a name for themselves but have 

become notorious, like Comic Sans. Labeled as a “loser,” a typeface can 

receive much attention in public discourse but still be neglected in the 

writing of history. The selection process I used for finding appropriate 

cases was based on a number of criteria. First, the cases should be in the 

overlapping area of the three fields typography, computing, and popular 

culture, as illustrated by the center area in the diagram in figure 1.2.

In addition, the case should have

1. fallen outside the canon,

2. been neglected in historiography or given sparse attention by research,

3. been subject to displacement of use and context, and

4. fallen between two stools discipline wise.

Things that have been left out of history do not necessarily form a 

homogeneous group. The selection that emerged from this process is 

diverse, and I do not claim that the chosen cases have any formal quali-

ties in common. Comic Sans, in particular, might be regarded as an out-

lier and forms a contrast to the other cases, which are from earlier decades 

and have connections to obsolete technology. Comic Sans is from the 

1990s but still is very much part of the contemporary (post) digital land-

scape. It is the most prominent digital- typography pop culture exam-

ple from this millennium, and although it has received a considerable 

Typography Computing

Popular culture

Figure 1.2 The area of study.



IntRoductIon 7

amount of media attention, not much research has been devoted to the 

topic. The common denominator of the four cases is that they all hit a 

blank spot in historiography. The reason they have been left out is not 

because they lack interest but because they do not fit into any established 

categories. By turning the spotlight on these four phenomena, I wish to 

contribute to the historiographical endeavor of media archaeology.

The term popular culture stands for many different things. It can mean 

culture that is appreciated by many people, it can mean culture produced 

for a mass market, and it can mean culture produced by the people, to 

mention a few of the most common definitions. The popular culture 

associated with typography in the digital and postdigital age is a culture 

dependent on popular culture forms such as fiction, television, film, and 

music; on the mass market of computers and software; as well as on cul-

tural production by common people. Since postmodernism, the distinc-

tion between “high” and “low” culture has been called into question, but 

popular culture is still mostly associated with “low” and mass- produced 

commercial culture.10

Insights into popular culture are essential for the comprehension of 

our own time and for conveying it to the future.11 In his book POP: How 

Graphic Design Shapes Popular Culture, art director and design critic Steven 

Heller makes a remark to which I subscribe: “pop culture, especially seen 

through the lens of design, illustration, and satiric and political art (and 

other things), is integral to a broader understanding of who we are and 

where we are going.”12 His book is a collection of essays dealing with, 

among other things, pop icons, design literacy, and art for the masses. 

The essays, originally written for various digital and printed periodicals, 

require the reader to be well versed in American popular music, comic 

strip characters, films, brands, and trends in the graphics design world 

that were current at the time the essays were written, but Heller’s insis-

tence on putting these phenomena in a historical perspective makes the 

book valuable also to a future audience outside the immediate American 

cultural sphere. Some of the essays touch on the influence of digital tech-

nology on the graphic design trade, but the phenomena I intend to deal 

with are not included in Heller’s book.
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Reference works on the history of graphic design and typography are 

primarily concerned with the trade of graphic design and printed mass 

media. Most of the attention is devoted to prominent designers, impor-

tant typefaces, and major publications, and this also is true for graphic 

design in the digital age.13 Although graphic design is to a high degree 

connected to popular culture in the form of advertising, publishing, and 

filmmaking, the phenomena treated in this book are all but absent from 

the reference works. Dot matrix printers are not mentioned in Philip B.  

Meggs and Alston W. Purvis’s Meggs’ History of Graphic Design or in Ste-

phen Eskilson’s Graphic Design: A New History. In the latter, a box is 

devoted to Comic Sans, introduced with the following words: “In the 

contemporary age, there has been a curious phenomenon whereby spe-

cialty fonts have broken into the mainstream.” These two books are based 

on a continuous narrative, in contrast to Paul McNeil’s The Visual History 

of Type, which is a reference work of a different kind, containing images 

of specimens of over 320 typefaces organized chronologically according 

to their publication dates and accompanied by short presentations that 

put the typefaces into a historical context. McNeil’s catalogue raisonné 

includes Comic Sans and some machine- readable typefaces (E- 13B, OCR, 

and Data 70, a derivate of E- 13B). The latter are also mentioned in David 

Jury’s Reinventing Print: Technology and Craft in Typography, which revisits 

the history of graphic design and typography in the light of the develop-

ment of digital technology. The only mention of ASCII art or other kinds 

of letter art I have found in the general histories of graphic design is in 

Johanna Drucker and Emily McVarish’s Graphic Design History: A Critical 

Guide.14 This phenomenon seems to be a real outsider because it is hardly 

mentioned in the histories of computing either. One rare occurrence is 

in Paul E. Ceruzzi’s A History of Modern Computing, a book with a focus 

on important milestones in the development of hardware and software. 

ASCII art is briefly mentioned in connection with the IBM 1403 printer:

It was a utilitarian device but one that users had an irrational affection for. At 
nearly every university computer center, someone figured out how to play the 
school’s fight song by sending appropriate commands to the printer. The qual-
ity was terrible, but the printer was not asked to play Brahms. Someone else 
might use it to print a crude image of Snoopy as a series of alphabetic characters. 
In and out of Hollywood, the chattering chain printer, spinning tapes and flash-
ing lights became symbols of the computer age.15
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Computing history is too vast and diverse to be the subject of a single 

book, and there are instead works devoted to different aspects of its his-

tory. Springer’s nineteen- volume series History of Computing and the 

academic journal IEEE Annals of the History of Computing do not men-

tion any of the four phenomena. In The Routledge Companion to Global 

Internet Histories, ASCII art is touched on in passing in the chapter on 

Japanese internet culture, but the focus is on the written narratives.16 

Major milestones in the history of hardware and software development 

are featured in The Innovation in Computing Companion, but none of the 

four phenomena covered in this book appears in the volume.17 One could 

perhaps have expected to find a note on dot matrix printers, but printers 

in general are not the focus of the book, nor are they in other accounts 

of the history of computing. Printers are peripheral devices, even in the 

historiography of computing. The one book I have found on the subject, 

Edward Webster’s Print Unchained: Fifty Years of Digital Printing, 1950– 2000 

and Beyond: A Saga of Invention and Enterprise, presents different printing 

technologies, among them the dot matrix printer, as well as the engineers 

behind them and some of the pioneering manufacturers.18

The results of this short survey of mainstream historiography in the 

fields of computing and graphic design are not very surprising. ASCII art, 

machine- readable typefaces, dot matrix printers, and Comic Sans have 

not played a major role in the history of printed mass media and with 

professionals in the graphic design trade. In the history of computing, 

machine- readable typefaces and dot matrix printers had a brief moment 

of fame but were superseded and made obsolete by other technologies. 

ASCII art and Comic Sans are probably regarded as too irrelevant to even 

be mentioned in the context of the history of computing. When these 

phenomena are put in the context of popular culture, however, their mer-

its appear more clearly. They deserve a place in history where they do not 

fall between two stools.

THEORETICAL AND METHODOLOGICAL APPROACHES

For each chapter, I have made an effort to find a suitable theoretical and 

methodological approach that brings out salient features and aspects of 

the phenomenon in question. As the cases are quite diverse, this means 
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that I use an eclectic range of methods, which are presented in the follow-

ing overview of recurring approaches, perspectives, and concepts. I return 

to these in later chapters and add other theoretical and methodological 

perspectives where they are applicable.

Several meanings have been ascribed to the term postdigital, and dis-

cussions on how it relates to the digital are ongoing.19 It is often used 

with regard to temporality as a way of defining the present time as the 

“postdigital era” or the “postdigital age.” In his book Reinventing Print: 

Technology and Craft in Typography, David Jury pinpoints the general con-

ception of the postdigital era quite well when he writes, “Digital technol-

ogy is no longer the daring new technologies of boundless possibilities, 

but instead, something to which we have grown accustomed and its pos-

sibilities understood.”20 New media has not become old but has become 

habitual media.21 The fact that the novelty of new media and digital 

technologies has faded into the background will change how we use the 

technologies and how we perceive them. Media scholar David M. Berry 

claims that the postdigital has become an inevitable part of everyday life 

and that previous dichotomies— such as offline and online, digital and 

analog— are now passé and irrelevant.22 Another media scholar, Alessan-

dro Ludovico, argues in his book Post- Digital Print that “print” and “elec-

tronic” should not be considered as antagonists but that there are several 

ways in which these technologies and cultures can coexist.23

One could argue that this study has been carried out at a postdigital 

moment in time, which means that enough time has passed for the phe-

nomena to be put in perspective but not so much time that the material 

the study is based on has disappeared or become unintelligible due to a 

loss of context. Although not all the phenomena in the study are post-

digital in the sense of being conceived in the postdigital era, they can be 

viewed in the light of the postdigital concept. The postdigital has a strong 

connection to aesthetics and artistic practices. According to media art 

researcher Christiane Paul,

The terms “post- digital” and “post- Internet” attempt to describe a condition 
of artworks and “objects” that are conceptually and practically shaped by the 
Internet and digital processes— taking their language for granted— yet often 
manifest in the material form of objects such as paintings, sculptures, or 
photographs.24



IntRoductIon 11

Many art students are keen on working with hybrid technologies and 

are attracted as much by digital imperfections like the glitch as by, for 

instance, the scratches and dust of analog photography and film. Those 

students adopt “a post- digital hacker attitude of taking systems apart and 

using them in ways which subvert the original intention of the design.”25 

It is perhaps the postdigital attitude that can best be applied to the four 

phenomena, in view of the unintended and creative uses to which the 

technologies involved have been put.

There are several ways to define the concept of discourse. For the pur-

pose of this book, I regard a discourse as made up of the sum of all state-

ments that are made about a certain phenomenon. Although originally a 

linguistic concept, I use it here in the extended, multimodal sense, com-

prising textual, visual, aural, and to some extent even haptic statements 

and expressions. The popular discourse that I focus on consists of differ-

ent kinds of participants. The voices of graphic design practitioners and 

social media users are put in dialogue with the voices of researchers. The 

digital context requires a new kind of discourse analysis that takes new 

modes of communication and practices into account.26 My material is 

multifaceted and consists of videos, still images, and written statements 

posted on social media sites as well as on other websites, some of them 

created as early as the mid- 1990s, when the World Wide Web was in its 

infancy. The dynamic between the posted content and the comments in 

the commentary fields have yielded valuable insights into the phenom-

ena studied. Many posts keep getting new comments even years after they 

were first published, but I have not engaged in the conversations myself; 

my approach is qualitative but only in a limited sense ethnographic.27 I 

have studied only public content at open sites; closed communities are 

not part of the study. Although written, much of the material is oral in 

character and could be labeled as what Walter J. Ong called “second-

ary orality,” a hybrid form of oral and written communication that has 

emerged in the age of electronic technology.28 Spoken language is often 

the model used by social media participants for addressing their followers 

and by blog authors for addressing their audience. To some extent, this 

whole book can be regarded as an outcome of discourse analysis, but it is 

in the chapter on Comic Sans that this approach is brought to the fore, 

and I return to it there.
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Furthermore, the semiotic perspective, with its idea that typography 

has a great potential for signification, permeates the book. Typefaces and 

their means of design, production, usage, and distribution are regarded 

as semiotic resources, which “are the actions, materials and artifacts we 

use for communicative purposes.”29 The term is used in social semiotics, 

a branch of semiotics that has been developed by Gunther R. Kress and 

Theo van Leeuwen, notably in their book Reading Images: The Grammar 

of Visual Design. They regard it as a contribution to a broadened critical 

discourse analysis that is not restricted to language.30 Their view on dis-

course analysis serves as a model for the way I perform discourse analysis 

in this book.

One of the cornerstones of social semiotics is that communication is 

multimodal. Modes can be visual, verbal, or gestural, and van Leeuwen 

argues that typography is a semiotic mode in its own right. It conveys 

meaning in terms of the formal features of the letters themselves, their 

connections, and the structure of the layout of which the text forms a 

part.31 Although I do not always explicitly reference its rather intricate 

terminology, social semiotics is a theoretical framework that underlies 

much of the thinking of the book. In multimodal analysis, different 

modes are taken into account. Multisensory analysis is related to the mul-

timodal, but here the phenomena are seen from the perspective of the 

perceiving subject. Within the field of psychology and phenomenology, 

multisensory research is carried out on touch, sound, smell, and taste.32 

Typography has all these dimensions, which have been explored in the 

works of graphic designers Sarah Hyndman and Ellen Lupton, among 

others.33 Multimodal and multisensory qualities and the ways they are 

connected to memory are highlighted in the analysis of the printed and 

printing artefacts that are the subjects of this book.

The connection between semiotics and the materiality of typography 

has been explored by artist and visual arts scholar Johanna Drucker, who 

in her book The Visible Word: Experimental Typography and Modern Art, 

1909– 1923 outlines a model of materiality in her study of avant- garde 

poets of the early twentieth century. She contends that Ferdinand Sau-

ssure’s linguistic theories of signification were based on spoken language 

and that he did not recognize the materiality of written language and its 

contribution to the production of meaning.34 For Drucker, the image of 
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language is central. Text is never just pure information. It has a body that 

needs to be taken into account in the process of meaning making. Her 

model of materiality seeks to reconcile two aspects— those of production 

and those of cultural theory and social context. These two aspects are 

not in opposition if “materiality is understood as a process of interpreta-

tion rather than a positing of the characteristics of an object.”35 Druck-

er’s approach to materiality is my point of departure throughout the  

present study.

Just as materiality has been downplayed within typography, it has 

been neglected within new media, which have often been character-

ized as immaterial. Digital humanities scholar Matthew Kirschenbaum 

followed in the footsteps of N. Katherine Hayles, a pioneer in the field 

of electronic literature and textuality, when he highlighted the material-

ity of some early works of electronic literature in his book Mechanisms: 

New Media and the Forensic Imagination. His concept of materiality is also 

indebted to Drucker, although Kirschenbaum focuses on the intricacies 

of digital storage media instead of on the printed page. He distinguishes 

between two facets of materiality— forensic materiality, referring to the 

physical surfaces of inscription and their individuality, and formal mate-

riality, referring to the computer’s capacity to manipulate abstract sym-

bols. The line between the two concepts cannot be drawn neatly between 

hardware and software, which are themselves constructions based on the 

early computer practices.36 I agree with Kirschenbaum that the borders 

between hardware and software are increasingly blurred, even more so 

now than when Mechanisms was published in 2008.

In each chapter, I attend to different aspects of materiality where the 

balance between hardware and software shifts. Printers, paper, and ink 

and their performative affordances are brought to the fore in chapters 2, 

3, and 4, whereas in chapter 5, the focus is on the ways that the techno-

logical infrastructure of social media platforms affects how discourse is 

performed.

MEDIA ARCHAEOLOGICAL RESEARCH PROCESS

My working method and my research process are media archaeological in 

nature and can be summarized by this quote from Huhtamo and Parikka: 



14 cHAPteR 1

“Media archaeology rummages textual, visual, and auditory archives as 

well as collections of artifacts, emphasizing both the discursive and the 

material manifestations of culture.”37 A large part of the time I have spent 

doing this research has been devoted to rummaging through the inter-

net and internet resources. I have used search engines, mainly Google, 

and then proceeded through links and references on the pages I found. 

These often have led me to other internet resources, printed books, films, 

and other artefacts and then back again to internet resources. “Searching” 

should not be construed as a mechanical process. It is part of a problem- 

solving process whereby the initial conception of the problem must be 

constantly modified in light of new information that emerges during the 

process. One must be prepared to turn in a direction other than the one 

planned on. It has been like following Ariadne’s thread, although I do 

not claim to have found the final way out of the labyrinth; there is much 

more material to be discovered and to be explored.

My process is also archaeological in the sense that the finds I have 

made can be regarded as shards. It has been my task to piece them 

together into a meaningful whole. However, the empirical data cannot be 

represented 1:1, such as a social media post with thousands of comments. 

I have taken samples from longer conversations, put them together, and 

combined them with other sources, thereby distilling the patterns that I 

either saw from the start or became aware of during the process.

ARCHIVES AND SOURCE MATERIALS

The archive is a central concept in media archaeology. Discussions on 

the preservation of digital content are ongoing, and they include all the 

issues entailed by regarding, for instance, software as cultural heritage. 

For museums and archival institutions that are accustomed to taking care 

of physical artefacts, it becomes a challenge to include artefacts with a 

different materiality.38 The World Wide Web is in itself a giant archive, 

consisting of living sites and dead sites (which are no longer maintained 

and updated). Age alone is not a sufficient indicator of the status of a web-

page. A webpage that says “Last updated June 12, 1995” can still be part 

of the current web. Some sites, including pages that have been removed 

from the current web, have been captured by the Internet Archive and 
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can be retrieved through the Wayback Machine. This useful archive has 

made it possible for me to reference material of historical interest, such as 

manifestos, printer manuals, and computer magazines.

There are many different kinds of archives on the web. There are web 

archives that exist only on the web, and there are physical archives that 

have been digitized and made accessible by a web catalog. There are 

archives run by institutions and independent archives run by profession-

als with the help of sponsors. There are also small, informal archives run 

by private persons. In the following section, I specify the resources that I 

have consulted when carrying out this study and some that could be of 

potential use for a similar study in the future.

souRces And ResouRces on tYPogRAPHY, desIgn, And ARt

A resource that I have made ample use of is McNeil’s The Visual History 

of Type, mentioned above in connection with reference works on the his-

tory of graphic design. This huge, printed book is a hybrid work that is 

hard to classify. It is a dictionary of typefaces, a printed archive of type 

specimens, and a cultural history. Its structure and cross- references make 

it a valuable asset in the study of typography.

Fonts in Use is a crowdsourced typographic web archive that was 

founded in 2010 as a blog by Stephen Coles and Nick Sherman, debuted 

in its present form in 2012, and is now run by a staff of designers and 

funded by sponsors. It provides examples of “typography in the wild”— 

real- world applications such as book covers, album art, shop signs, post-

ers, and ephemeral formats like fruit stickers:39 “Supported by examples 

contributed by the public, we document and examine graphic design with 

the goal of improving typographic literacy and appreciation. Designers 

use our site for project research, type selection and pairing, and discover-

ing new ways to choose and use fonts.” This archive has allowed me to 

study samples of the typefaces included in my book in different types of 

contexts.40

Another crowdsourced archive inspired by Fonts in Use is the People’s 

Graphic Design Archive, launched in 2020. It focuses on historical mate-

rial that is more than ten years old. The site’s motto is ambitious (“A 

virtual archive built by everyone, about everyone, for everyone”), and its 
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goal is to make the history of graphic design more inclusive, expand the 

canon and definition of graphic design, and preserve “works that weren’t 

previously considered worthwhile.” It plans to collect “everything from 

finished projects to process, photos, letters, oral histories, anecdotes, pub-

lished and unpublished articles, essays, and other supporting material in 

the form of documents, videos, audio, as well as links to other relevant 

archives and websites.” The archive does not yet include any of the mate-

rial about the phenomena discussed in this book. Crowdsourced archives 

raise the question of whether researchers should contribute material. Per-

haps some of the materials I have gathered during this study would be 

suitable for this archive.41

The Letterform Archive is a physical archive founded by the collector 

Rob Saunders. It is located in California, but access to the digitized parts of 

its collection is granted through the online archive. Some of its material is 

connected to digital graphic design, notably a donation of archival mate-

rial from Emigre magazine (1984– 2005), whose designer, Zuzana Licko, is 

a pioneer of digital typography. The online archive contains a complete 

digitized version of the magazine, which I have studied.42 Another online 

resource is the Digital Art Museum DAM, which was established in 1998 

by the German gallerist Wolf Lieser. It is devoted to digital fine art and 

features some of the early net.art artists who worked with ASCII art.43 

Apart from these established archives, there are also private initiatives 

targeting specific niches of graphic design, such as the Movie Title Stills 

Collection, which is run by the web designer Christian Annyas in his 

spare time. This collection was very useful for my film analyses in the 

chapter on machine- readable typefaces.44

Typographic magazines are rich sources for acquiring knowledge about 

events, trends, profiles, and debates in the trade. Among the typography 

magazines I have consulted are the American magazines Print (founded 

in 1940), Communication Arts (founded in 1959), and AIGA Eye on Design 

(published by an organization founded in 1914) and the British Eye 

(founded in 1990).45 These magazines have corresponding websites. Some 

design web journals— such as Design Observer, founded by graphic design-

ers Michael Bierut, William Drenttel, and Jessica Helfand and writer Rick 

Poynor— do not have a printed version.46 Other web journals, such as the 

German Smashing Magazine, targets web designers and developers. The 
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magazine publishes many articles about how to use fonts when design-

ing websites, and it sometimes includes articles about historical events 

related to digital typography.47

souRces And ResouRces on comPuteRs And tecHnologY

A major museum in the field of computing is the Computer History 

Museum in Mountain View, California. Apart from a collection and an 

online catalog, it has pedagogical material online such as timelines, sto-

ries on specific topics, and recorded lectures by computer pioneers. The 

museum has ASCII art in its collection, and the curators have helped me 

find material and have it digitized. A member of the team that has been 

restoring the 1960s mainframe computer IBM 1401 uploaded a video to 

his own YouTube channel featuring the printing of a piece of ASCII art, 

which I analyze in the chapter on ASCII art.48

There are also collections connected to universities, such as the Media 

Archaeology Lab (MAL) at the University of Colorado and the Comput-

ermuseum at the Department of Computer Science at the University of 

Stuttgart.49 In addition, some private online computer museums feature 

the private collections of microcomputers and personal computers. On 

display are catalogs with images and descriptions of the items owned by 

the collectors, and some have YouTube channels where they talk about 

and demonstrate items from their collections. What these private collec-

tors have in common is the desire to save old technology that runs the 

risk of being forgotten. I have used such sources in the chapter on the dot 

matrix printer.

When microcomputers entered the consumer market in the 1970s, 

popular magazines were launched that catered to the interests of these 

new user groups. Among them were Creative Computing (1974– 1985), 

which sometimes published ASCII art; Personal Computing (1977– 1984); 

and Byte (1975– 1998), from which I have used examples of machine- 

readable typography and advertisements for printers. Older magazines, 

such as Popular Science (founded in 1872), which have devoted some 

attention to computers, also provided material for my study.50

One of the first blogs on computer history I encountered was Vintage 

Computing and Gaming: Adventures in Classic Technology, founded in 2005 
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by Benj Edwards and focused on the history of computers, video games, 

and technology. This blog caught my attention because of a post about 

a dot matrix printer and a 1983 advertisement in Personal Computing. It 

inspired me to use advertisements as objects of analysis for the chapter 

on the dot matrix printer.51 A popular magazine devoted to the history of 

electronics is Paleotronic magazine, which has been another useful source 

for this chapter. The magazine covers “the present- day retro- technology 

niche, highlighting its influence on today’s popular culture.”52

The website Tedium started out as a blog and then evolved into a news-

letter and a website of its own in 2015. Its approach to history is similar to 

my own, evident by one of the questions its editors ask themselves: “Can 

we uncover the history of things that usually don’t have histories written 

about them?” Their answer is affirmative, and I have found useful Tedium 

articles about typefaces in the internet era and about books on the early 

era of automation.53 On Boing Boing, a blog focused on technology and 

science fiction that started out as a zine in 1988, I have been able to read 

posts and discussion threads of value for my study. I have also studied 

several nontechnological websites, especially concerning the discourse 

on Comic Sans. One of the most poignant comments on the status of the 

typeface was published as an article on McSweeney’s Internet Tendency, a 

website with humorous content run by a publisher.54

geneRAl medIA ARcHIVes

For the discourse analysis on Comic Sans, I did a great number of searches 

in the English- language part of the media archive Factiva, managed by 

Dow Jones, which contains business magazines, trade publications, and 

major international and national newspapers. Most of them are print 

media, but the archive also contains some web- based media channels. 

As in many similar media archives, the articles are stripped of all lay-

out, typography, and images from their original publication context. The 

writer Kenneth Goldsmith called such text- only versions “nude media” 

when he compared a New York Times article with its web version in 

2003.55 The loss of information is not just an aesthetical issue; compre-

hension is also hampered by this space- saving procedure. Nevertheless, 

media archives like Factiva make it possible to access and sift through 
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a huge amount of material. I browsed over two thousand hits and read 

about a thousand articles that were relevant. Then I organized them into 

categories to discern the major themes in the discourse. It is hard to make 

a quantitative analysis of the material because Comic Sans is often men-

tioned in passing in articles that are not about the typeface itself.

socIAl medIA And mIscellAneous weBsItes

Social media platforms— eBay, Instagram, Quora, Reddit, Twitter, Vimeo, 

and YouTube— have been some of the main sources for the study. They 

have many tweets, images, videos, news, questions, discussion threads, 

and listings that relate to the four phenomena of the study and that 

are points of departure for discussions throughout the book.56 Personal 

homepages can in some cases be a useful correlate to rumors, hear-

say, and statements that have been corrupted by having been quoted 

and requoted. One example is the homepage of Vincent Connare, the 

designer of Comic Sans.57 Apart from the web resources enumerated so 

far, many websites are hard to put into a category and can be seen as 

hybrids. One such example is Mike Loewen’s website, which has some 

similarities with the private online museums mentioned earlier. It has a 

section about old technology that includes computer hardware systems, 

storage media, manuals, software, and ASCII art. Under the last heading, I 

found a unique email interview that Loewen conducted with Sam Harbi-

son, one of the pioneers of ASCII art.58 Where will such material be saved 

in the future, when the owners of the websites can no longer maintain 

and keep them?

Some private websites focus on specific issues of interest to their own-

ers. The technical writer Ivo Vynckier has created two websites about 

optical character recognition (OCR)— one about how OCR works in gen-

eral and another about OCR in the film Catch Me If You Can by direc-

tor Steven Spielberg.59 These sites were very helpful for my chapter on 

machine- readable typefaces.

Since official histories on the history of printers are rare, I have resorted 

to historiographies written by manufacturers and vendors of printer sup-

plies and spare parts. Some companies publish retrospective stories on 

their websites to provide a context for their business.60
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noneXIstent souRce mAteRIAl

Some source material I have looked for in vain. I have not been able to 

find any photographs of ASCII art displayed on the walls of computer 

centers. Written and oral statements indicate that there such posters did 

indeed hang in the offices of the staff, but there seems to be no visual 

documentation of this phenomenon. The photographs of the interiors of 

computer centers I have found are either official university or company 

photographs or manufacturers’ publicity photographs that highlight the 

equipment. The humans who appear in the pictures are busy attending 

to the machines. The reason for the lack of photos of ASCII art on office 

walls might be security, one informant suggested. My guess is that people 

did not usually bring a camera to work, and if they did, the ASCII art on 

the walls was considered uninteresting or, given the fact that many pic-

tures were pinups, inappropriate to document.

PREVIOUS LITERATURE AND RESEARCH

A number of recent designer books have appeared that deal with niche or 

overlooked topics related to typography, computing, and popular culture. 

They are elaborately designed and printed, and much attention has been 

paid to illustrations and physical qualities, which are integral to express-

ing the content of the books. One example connected to popular cul-

ture is designer Dave Addey’s richly illustrated book Typeset in the Future: 

Typography and Design in Science Fiction Movies, published in 2018. In the 

genre of science fiction, the book is unique in its focus in typography. 

It contains interviews with type designers and detailed analyses of how 

some of the most famous science fiction movies use graphic design to 

conjure up the future as well as the recent past, such as the 1970s.61

Another book that appeared in 2018 is Letraset: The DIY Typography 

Revolution, edited by graphic designers Tony Brook and Adrian Shaugh-

nessy. It is a visual history of the rub- down revolution that made typog-

raphy widely accessible and facilitated experimentation beyond the 

straight line of conventional type setting. The Letraset company had 

its heyday in the 1960s and 1970s. Its dry- transfer lettering sheets were 

used for record covers and low- budget magazines and had a considerable 

impact on popular culture. It formed a bridge to the digital era of graphic 
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design. The 2018 book is based on essays by designers who worked for 

Letraset, which means the history of rub- down lettering is told from 

their perspective.62

Much has been written about arcade video computer games, but typog-

raphy was a neglected aspect of games until typeface designer Toshi Omi-

gari published Arcade Game Typography: The Art of Pixel Type in 2019. He 

inventoried thousands of arcade games and systematically documented 

the typefaces. He also recreated typefaces by converting images into fully 

working fonts. The book is richly illustrated with game screenshots and 

type specimens, some enlarged to demonstrate their pixel construction.63

Punch cards were a staple of early computing and used for carrying 

programming code and data. These cards were manufactured in huge 

amounts by IBM and other computer companies until they became obso-

lete and were superseded by terminals. The book Print Punch: Artefacts 

from the Punch Card Computing Era, a collection of essays published by 

CentreCentre in 2020, has a thick, laser- cut cover with small holes form-

ing the letters of the title. Several punch cards are represented in the book, 

as well as advertisements and photographs from computer centers from 

the era, accompanied by short essays on the subject. One of the essay 

authors, Steven E. Jones, claims that “the paper punch card remained the 

most widely recognised cultural symbol of computing.”64 On its website, 

the London publisher presents itself in the following way:

CentreCentre create limited edition books from unexpected collections, proj-
ects and archives. We work from the outside in, striving to have the invisible 
seen and the forgotten found. We believe in taking inspiration from the mun-
dane and the overlooked.65

Punch cards definitely do not occupy a place in the canon of graphic 

design. After they were phased out, surplus unpunched stock was often 

used as notepads. Nonetheless, card decks can be the guardians of digital 

cultural heritage, as is shown in chapter 2 on ASCII art.

A typical postdigital practice is advocated in Typographic Knitting: From 

Pixel to Pattern by Rüdiger Schlömer, published in 2020. Instead of rapid 

prototyping, this slow procedure focuses on the sensual qualities of yarn 

and offers a new, craftlike dimension to the design of typefaces. The book 

does not dismiss digital font tools but rather explores how new technol-

ogy and old craft can be combined for the benefit of design.66
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There is no previous humanities research that puts the four phenom-

ena in a common context, but there are books, book chapters, and articles 

that examine certain aspects of them. The following three works indicate 

the transnational character of ASCII art. The most comprehensive study 

on ASCII art is Brenda Danet’s Cyberplay: Communicating Online, an eth-

nographic and sociolinguistic study about playful practices on the web 

in the 1990s. It contains chapters on communication via email and in 

chat rooms and on the ways that creating fonts and making American 

National Standards Institute (ANSI) art (a successor to ASCII art) for bulle-

tin board systems (BBS) became popular hobbies of ordinary people. The 

book gives the historical background to ASCII art but does not deal with 

printed ASCII art in computer centers in the way I do here.67 In his book 

chapter from 2008, “Humans Thinking Like Machines: Incidental Media 

Art in the Swedish Welfare State,” Kristoffer Gansing regards early ASCII 

art and music composed for the big line printers as a kind of everyday 

creativity and an early form of media art.68 Stephen Jones traces the early 

history of computer graphics and looks at ASCII art in the context of sci-

entific research in his 2011 book Synthetics: Aspects of Art and Technology 

in Australia, 1956– 1975.69

An article by Mark Owens and David Reinfurt, “Pure Data: Moments 

in a History of Machine- Readable Type,” published in 2005 in the journal 

Visual Communication, has been one of the inspirations for this book and 

especially for the chapter on machine- readable typefaces. The authors 

pointed me to this obscure corner of the history of typography and to 

the ways that certain typefaces have become signifiers of the digital age.70

I have not been able to find any previous research that is specifically 

about the dot matrix printer, but articles about technostalgia touch on 

the theme of memory and old technology. Tim van der Heijden’s 2015 

article “Technostalgia of the Present: From Technologies of Memory to a 

Memory of Technologies,” in NECSUS: European Journal of Media Studies, 

for example, is about obsolete hardware and the ways that media such as 

Kodak’s Super 8 film and Kodachrome, which were once used to capture 

memories, have now become nostalgic objects in their own right.71 In 

his 2014 article “Memory, Temporality, & Manifestations of Our Tech- 

nostalgia” in Preservation, Digital Technology & Culture, John Campopiano 

discusses the preservation of digital media and sees technostalgia as a 
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longing for “a tangible connection to our cultural heritage.”72 The impor-

tance of sound for technostalgia is developed in Karin Bijsterveld and José 

van Dijck’s book Sound Souvenirs: Audio Technologies, Memory and Cultural 

Practices in connection with music and consumer products such as radios, 

tape recorders, and iPods. However, their book does not deal with sound 

in general and played only a minor role in my research.73

Research on specific typefaces in relation to digital popular culture is 

scarce, but one example is “A Brief Introduction to Impact: ‘The Meme 

Font’” by Kate Brideau and Charles Berret, published in 2014 in the Jour-

nal of Visual Culture. The article traces the journey of the meme typeface 

from its peculiar technological beginnings in the last hours of metal type-

casting and its rise to fame on the internet thirty years after it was origi-

nally designed. Brideau and Berret argue that the Impact font has become 

a stable feature of image memes because its strong regularity and legibil-

ity enable it to fit into most images.74 Controversies in the field of typog-

raphy are sometimes jokingly called “fontroversies,” and that is the topic 

of Keith M. Murphy’s book chapter “Fontroversy! Or, How to Care about 

the Shape of Language.” His semiotic study from 2017 encompasses three 

case studies— Comic Sans and the CERN presentation of the discovery of 

the Higgs Boson particle, IKEA’s shift to Verdana, and the implications 

of using Gill Sans in the light of Eric Gill’s moral transgressions. Murphy 

states that the controversy about Comic Sans has lasted the longest and 

has entered public consciousness in a way that other fontroversies have 

not.75 Sarah Owens, in her book chapter “On the Professional and Every-

day Design of Graphic Artefacts” published in 2019, also touches on the 

CERN presentation and the taboo against using Comic Sans, which has 

become synonymous with bad design and everyday designers.76 The 2017 

anthology Type Matters: The Rhetoricity of Letterforms includes a chapter 

that is relevant for this study. In “Type Reveals Culture: A Defense of Bad 

Type,” Garrett W. Nichols discusses how the use of Comic Sans can be 

seen as a tactic instead of an error.77

OUTLINE OF THE BOOK

The four main chapters of the book can be read independently, but together 

they cover important aspects of the practice of typography— usage, 
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design, printing, and dispersion. The four phenomena all deviate from 

typographic norms and traditions and often illustrate how things are not 

supposed to be done. In chapter 2, ASCII art is highlighted as an example 

of an unintended usage of letters and printers. At a time when comput-

ers were meant to process numbers and print crude forms of text, ASCII 

art arose as an image- making practice that served artistic, scientific, and 

playful purposes. In the 1960s and 1970s, when staff members in com-

puter centers put up banners and posters with popular motifs, they were 

challenging the rational and serious image of the computer trade. At the 

same time, they used ASCII art to showcase the versatility and potential 

of computer equipment.

Chapter 3 examines how machine- readable typefaces, which origi-

nated in the banking industry, came to represent computing and technol-

ogy in general, often in science fiction works and other popular culture 

settings. The connotations included dreams of the future as well as fears 

of a surveillance society. The chapter is mainly devoted to semiotic analy-

ses of artefacts such as films, book covers, artworks, and logotypes, where 

typefaces play a major role. Close readings and visual analyses of these 

artefacts can help us better understand the signification process that 

machine- readable typefaces have gone through.

In chapter 4, the materiality of the dot matrix printer is the focus. In 

contrast to the reduced and rigid typographic possibilities of line printers, 

dot matrix printers offered users much more flexibility, and the smaller 

variants were affordable for the general consumer. These features came 

at the expense of the integrity of the letterforms, which were composed 

of small dots. The irregular results clearly violate the criteria for being 

“types” in the traditional sense of printing. Some manufacturers mar-

keted the printer as a precious new family member, which is highlighted 

in the chapter through the analysis of advertisements and user manuals. 

The shrill and characteristic sound of the printer is not mentioned in 

the marketing material, but it has left a clear mark in the memories of its 

users. Its sound was also used for such diverse purposes as musical perfor-

mances as well as acoustic eavesdropping, a form of spying that involves 

the translation of sound into text. The chapter is centered around nos-

talgia and multisensory experiences, and recollections of users in social 

media form an important part of the material.
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The hatred for the typeface Comic Sans is the focus of chapter 5. This 

informal typeface reached a large user base by being distributed by Micro-

soft as part of its standard software programs. The typeface became widely 

used and generated a lively debate about its use and misuse, with reper-

cussions in both traditional and social media. The discourse analysis in 

this chapter discerns rhetorical themes and places the debate in the con-

text of platformization and of type hate in the history of typography.

In chapter 6, the concluding chapter, common themes and concepts 

from the previous chapters are drawn together—materiality; performance, 

personification, and narrative voice; displacement; do- it- yourself; and 

technostalgia and obsolescence.





2
COMPUTER PICTURES BEFORE 
COMPUTER GRAPHICS
THE PRACTICE OF ASCII ART

ASCII art was practiced long before the ASCII code was developed. The 

making of text- based art with the help of typewriters dates back to the 

nineteenth century, and the practice was encouraged by competitions 

arranged by typewriter manufacturers.1 Beginning in the 1920s, tele-

printer operators created pictures and sent them to each other over radio-

teletype (RTTY) and printed them out on paper, until the 1980s, when 

personal computing won over many radio amateurs.2

The American Standard Code for Information Interchange (ASCII) 

became an official standard in 1963. It is an encoding system for rep-

resenting the alphabet and other characters in computers, where each 

character is assigned a unique number. Pictures were also made with the 

help of other encoding systems, including IBM’s binary- coded decimal 

(BCD) system, IBM’s extended binary- coded decimal interchange code 

(EBCDIC) system, and later the American National Standards Institute 

(ANSI) system, which was used on bulletin board systems from the 1980s 

to the beginning of the new millennium. However, the term ASCII art is 

now an umbrella designation for an art form that has become part of a 

broader visual culture.

In the 1960s, the large computer systems were monitored by an opera-

tor sitting at a console with switches, knobs, buttons, and indicator 

lamps. Paper tapes and punch cards were used for the input, output, and 

storage of data and programs. Printouts were produced by line printers 

and repurposed teleprinters. When visual display units (VDUs) became 

common as terminals in the 1970s, they were usually monochrome and 

character- oriented. Pen plotters and graphical terminals also could han-

dle images, but such exclusive equipment was not needed for processing 
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Figure 2.1 Typewriter art. Julius Nelson, Artyping (New York: Gregg Publishing Com-

pany, 1939), 66.
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discrete symbols like the alphanumeric characters of the ASCII code. 

Computer graphics was in its infancy in this period.3 But the computer 

operators and programmers of the early days took up the baton from the 

teleprinter operators and the typewriter artists, found ways around the 

limitations of the mainframes and the line printers, and made text- based 

images long before computer graphics came of age.

A Dictionary of the Internet defines ASCII art in the following way: “A 

collective term used to describe pictures, sometimes pornographic, which 

have been produced by just using the ASCII character set. The advent of 

graphical programs has meant this form of graphic display has declined 

markedly.”4 I consider this definition slightly biased. Although it is true 

that pinups were a popular ASCII genre, they were not necessarily porno-

graphic, and many other genres were popular, notably celebrity portraits 

and cartoon characters. The statement about the decline of the art form is 

also questionable, since ASCII art has been quite persistent and has lived 

on in different shapes and contexts to this day.

A different way of approaching the subject of ASCII art is taken in 

Encyclopedia of New Media: An Essential Reference to Communication and 

Technology, which proposes an explanation for why ASCII art was made: 

Figure 2.2 RTTY art. Screenshot from “Santa Arrives via Model 19 Radio Teletype @ 

60 WPM,” YouTube, December 25, 2013. Courtesy of the Telecommunications History 

Group.
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“Originating as a way of enriching the text environment and allowing for 

a greater range of human expression, ASCII art can be viewed as an argu-

ment against technological determinism, as it shows that individuals can 

shape the uses to which technology is put.”5 Here ASCII art is presented 

in a more positive light as an instrument for creativity and as a means for 

humans to gain the upper hand over the machines.

The material base on which ASCII art was usually printed was con-

tinuous-form paper (also called fanfold paper) that was fed through the 

printer and was often green- striped and 132 columns wide. These green 

and white bars made it easier for users to follow the computer code as it 

printed, but there was also plain white fanfold paper. The wide format 

and the continuous form made it suitable for images and oblong post-

ers. A horizontal perforation made it possible to separate the individual 

sheets, and a vertical perforation along the margins allowed the strips 

with sprocket holes to be torn away. This procedure created some paper 

dust, and the resulting single sheets had serrated edges.

The aim of this chapter is to examine some of the uses to which ASCII 

art was put in the days before computers developed into the image- making 

machines that today’s film industry and the gaming industry rely on. 

Specific attention is paid to printed ASCII art within computer centers, 

an environment that was an important breeding ground for the art form. 

Key questions asked in the chapter include these: What kinds of ASCII art 

were created? For what purposes was ASCII art made? How was ASCII art 

displayed, circulated, and published? How is it now being collected and 

archived? How could ASCII art be seen as a postdigital practice?

THEORY AND METHOD: INTERVIEWS AND VISUAL PERCEPTION

A suitable method for finding out how people use a certain technology 

is the interview. I reached out to a number of people who worked in the 

computer trade in the 1960s, 1970s, and 1980s, asking for interviews. I 

also did a small number of phone and email interviews. For the subject 

of ASCII art, I started out locally. A retired employee of the computer 

center at Gothenburg University agreed to an interview and provided 

me with valuable information. I then contacted other Swedish IT history 

researchers, who recommended that I speak with a former head of the 
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computer center at Stockholm University. After our interview— where 

he, among other things, pointed me to an interesting instance of ASCII 

art used in the context of medical research— he emailed some of his col-

leagues, one of whom had saved a large number of printouts with ASCII 

art and was willing to share his memories of the art form and its context 

with me. Some of the people recommended to me had no memories of 

ASCII art. They had been retired for many years and had either lost inter-

est in or never had an interest in this marginal phenomenon of their 

working life.

Simultaneously, I searched for and contacted bloggers and website 

owners who mentioned an interest in ASCII art. One American engineer 

agreed to answer my questions via email and also forwarded the ques-

tions to three of his contacts. Another method I tried was to contact non-

governmental organizations (NGOs) and computer museum volunteers, 

but I received few or no answers. I realized I had to target specific persons, 

and a later attempt directed at computer museums in Great Britain and 

in Germany rendered me two more answers. This account is meant to 

illustrate the meandering paths that sometimes must be taken to find 

informants who are able to share information about events and practices 

that took place half a century ago. Perhaps my study of ASCII art would 

have been more successful if it had been conducted ten or twenty years 

earlier. Nevertheless, the interviews provided me with valuable material, 

context information, and pictures.

VIsuAl PeRcePtIon: sHIftIng Between dIffeRent modes  

of seeIng

Letters are usually disciplined, carrying out their duties in the lines of text 

like soldiers in an army platoon. In ASCII art, the soldiers have broken 

free from their usual positions in order to perform a piece of modern 

ballet, where they appear in unexpected and irregular constellations and 

can even stand on top of each other. The original purpose of the letters 

and the other characters has become subverted, and they have lost their 

conventional semiotic compass. Their bodies now constitute pictorial ele-

ments from which a larger picture is built. This is not a new phenomenon 

in the history of art. Mosaic is one of the oldest artistic techniques. But 
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in contrast to mosaic shards, halftone dots, and pixels, the elements of 

ASCII art are carriers of meaning and are meant to be read. The percep-

tion of art made of small elements involves switching between looking at 

a picture from a distance and looking at it at close range. At a sufficient 

viewing distance, the image as a whole emerges, whereas if the viewer 

moves closer to the image, the elements themselves become more notice-

able, and it becomes harder to perceive the motif in its totality.6 In addi-

tion to this, ASCII art entails switching on and off between reading the 

letters and seeing them as abstract forms. Sometimes these two modes 

of perception have to coexist, as when an ASCII artwork contains a sig-

nature of the artist. There are also more elaborate hybrid forms, as when 

the characters function simultaneously as pictorial elements and semiotic 

signs, as is shown in the medical examples below.

Even when the characters do not fulfill their usual function, it would 

be wrong to regard the characters as meaningless in ASCII art. With their 

different forms and the thin and thick parts of their bodies, they help 

create a new pictorial meaning.7 ASCII art is a form of abstraction, in 

one way as it thins out the fabric of representation and in another way 

as it adds to it by turning the picture into a riddle to be solved. ASCII art 

engages viewers by inviting them to adopt different positions and modes 

of reading/viewing, and I would argue that this aesthetics constitutes 

much of the allure of ASCII.

ART AND EXPERIMENTS

ASCII pictures where the characters are used for drawing lines and con-

tours are called structure- based ASCII art, whereas pictures with grayscales 

that resemble photography are called tone- based ASCII art.8 In 1965, H. 

Philip Peterson, who worked at Control Data Corporation Digigraphics 

Laboratories, made a tone- based version of Leonardo da Vinci’s Mona 

Lisa that became widely known. Control Data offered Peterson’s printed 

picture as a gift to customers of the company.9 It also made use of the 

picture at the beginning of a 1968 promotional film for a CalComp plot-

ter, where a large Mona Lisa poster is seen hanging on a wall. During the 

film’s enumeration of suitable applications of the plotter, examples from 

different disciplines are shown— meteorological maps, scatter plots from 
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atomic physics, molecular structures, architectural drawings, computer 

programming, and music— all made in the manner of line drawings. The 

film’s last example features the Mona Lisa, during which the voiceover 

says that the CalComp plotter can produce “even complex pictorial pre-

sentations, directly from the output of any standard digital computer.” 

The tone- based Mona Lisa is shown first in close- up, so that the digits that 

make up the greyscale picture are discernible, and then, when the camera 

zooms out, the motif as a whole becomes visible.10

Beginning in 1963, the journal Computers and Automation held com-

petitions for computer art and displayed such art on its covers.11 Peter-

son wrote an article about his Mona Lisa for the journal. He found that 

the journal’s covers so far had been too dependent on analog forms and 

claimed that, based on the method used for creating it, his version of the 

Mona Lisa could be regarded as a “pure” digital artwork. He explained 

that he divided the picture into cells, scanned a color projection slide of 

the painting to measure the density of different parts of the picture, and 

then filled the cells with digits that matched the density of the slide of 

the Mona Lisa painting. Peterson designed a special font for the experi-

ment: “I designed the font in such a way that the larger the pair of digits 

are, the darker they appear to the human eye at that cell. Up close to 

the picture, you see what the computer ‘sees’— namely, a number field; 

at about 30 feet away, you see the picture shaded as well as a newspaper 

photograph.”12 The creation of shades in a picture was not something 

that could be achieved with a plotter in its normal working mode, hence 

the designation “complex pictorial presentations” in the film. Peterson’s 

article contains much quantitative information concerning the working 

process, the size and number of cells, the number of plotter steps, and the 

number of hours (sixteen) it took to plot the work.

Peterson’s picture became known by the name Mona by the Numbers. 

The picture is mentioned by computer pioneer Ted Nelson in his book 

Computer Lib / Dream Machines, where he refers to it as “Lizzie of the line 

printer.” A cruder version of it is reproduced in Nelson’s book, and he 

clarifies his stance on this kind of images by adding “NOTE: this is not a 

‘computer picture.’ There is no such thing. It’s a quantization put out on 

a line printer.”13 There was no consensus about what constituted a com-

puter picture at the time.
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Figure 2.3 H. Philip Peterson, Mona by the Numbers, 1965. Courtesy of the Computer 

History Museum.
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Similar experiments in digitization and visual perception took place 

at Bell Labs in New Jersey, which provided a fertile ground for experi-

ments in the intersection of technology and art in the 1960s. According 

to computer art pioneer A. Michael Noll, “The digital art at Bell Labs 

was both a result of research in computer graphics and a stimulus for 

that research. As an R&D organization, Bell Labs was keenly interested 

in the display of scientific data and also in computer graphics as a form 

of human- machine communication.”14 Two of his colleagues, Leon Har-

mon and Kenneth Knowlton, devised a method to scan photographs and 

convert them to numerical data. They made several pictures with this 

method, using communication symbols instead of letters and numbers. 

Strictly speaking, these pictures were not ASCII art, but they built on the 

same principle. The aim was “To develop new computer languages which 

can easily manipulate graphical data; To explore new forms of computer 

produced art; To examine some aspects of human pattern perception.”15 

A picture of a reclining nude, called Studies in Perception #1, attracted the 

most attention and became famous through exhibitions and publications.

Studies in Perception #1 was based on a photograph specifically taken 

for the purpose of being digitized. The picture appeared in the Museum 

of Modern Art’s exhibition The Machine as Seen at the End of the Mechani-

cal Age in New York in the winter of 1967– 1968 and in the Institute of 

Contemporary Arts’s exhibition Cybernetic Serendipity: The Computer and 

the Arts in London in 1968.16 According to an anecdote regarding its ori-

gin, Knowlton and Harmon printed out the picture as a large mural and 

attached it to the wall of a colleague’s office. It was considered too risqué 

by Bell Labs and had to be taken down, but when Robert Rauschenberg 

showed it during a press conference about the organization called Experi-

ments in Art and Technology (see below), the picture made it to the front 

page of the New York Times and was subsequently deemed as respectable 

art.17 However, as this statement by Johanna Drucker shows, these visual 

experiments hold an ambiguous position in art history:

Engineers tended to downplay aesthetics, emphasize functionality, and call 
anything with any pictorial value at all a work of “computer art.” By the mid- 
1960s, experiments at Bell Labs and a handful of other industrial and academic 
sites had created enough of this “art” for computer graphics to begin to be 
exhibited and appreciated, if only as curiosities.18
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In the early 1970s, one of the established artists who made works based 

on the principles of ASCII art was the Brazilian artist Waldemar Cordeiro, 

who created a series of prints with a political intention. In contrast to 

Harmon and Knowlton, who came from the technical side, Cordeiro had 

a long career within the field of abstract and concrete art, but like them, 

he was interested in human perception. He did not scan images but used 

a more manual method to enter the information into the computer: 

“Cordeiro had to hand- input every dot making up the layers of figures 

in the final output. He had to decide how dark each spot would be, and 

then input that information by hand.”19 His computer- based works took 

pictures from newspapers and magazines as their starting point, in a way 

that brings to mind the photographic works that the German artist Ger-

hard Richter made in the 1960s. However, whereas Richter manipulated 

the photographs by converting them into oil paintings with a smear-

ing effect that was at odds with the usual appearance of an out- of- focus 

Figure 2.4 Installation view of the exhibition The Machine as Seen at the End of the 
Mechanical Age, Museum of Modern Art, New York, November 27, 1968, through Feb-

ruary 9, 1969. Gelatin- silver print, 6½ × 9½ in. (16.5 × 24.1 cm). Photographer: James 

Mathews. © The Museum of Modern Art, New York. Photographic Archive. The Museum 

of Modern Art Archives, New York. Catalogue number: IN877.22. @ 2022. Digital image, 

The Museum of Modern Art, New York / Scala, Florence.
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photograph, which made viewers unsure of what kind of image they were 

looking at, Cordeiro’s processing atomized the images without jeopardiz-

ing their photographic integrity. One of Cordeiro’s works, Gente Ampli*2 

(Amplified People 2) (1972), which shows a crowd protesting outside the 

University of São Paulo, was shown in the exhibition Thinking Machines: 

Art and Design in the Computer Age, 1959– 1989 at the Museum of Modern 

Art in 2018, fifty years after The Machine as Seen at the End of the Mechani-

cal Age.20

Which of these three works can be considered art, and which can be 

considered mainly as methodological experiments? Does the answer 

depend on the work itself, the training of the maker, or the institutional 

context? This is a complex question, and the answer is probably that all 

three factors come into play but that the context of a work’s production 

and the institutions that exhibit the work are decisive for its inclusion in 

the art world, as is argued by institutional art theory.21

Peterson’s Mona by the Numbers became famous, but it did not enter the 

art world in the same way as Harmon and Knowlton’s Studies in Perception 

#1 and Cordeiro’s Gente Ampli*2 did. It is included in compArt daDA: the 

database Digital Art, which is an online repository for digital art in its 

early phase and uses the designation “digital art” in a broad sense.22 The 

repository is headed by computer art pioneer Frieder Nake and is part of 

a project at the University of Bremen. Peterson made a couple of other 

pictures— including a portrait of William Charles Norris, president of 

Control Data, for an article published in Fortune— but remained relatively 

unknown and was not considered an artist.23 He did not collaborate with 

artists and was not involved in a research environment like the one at 

Bell Labs. His article about his Mona Lisa appeared in Computer and Auto-

mation, a journal for computer professionals. In the introduction to the 

short article, Peterson writes somewhat self- mockingly, “I have sent you, 

for your consideration, a ‘pure’ digital- work of art (admittedly not origi-

nal),” and he finishes with a comment about a detail of the picture: “A 

close- up of her enigmatic smile would probably be the most interesting 

way of demonstrating the technique used.” In this way, he emphasizes 

that he is not the originator of the artwork and that he is aware of that 

one cannot get at the “core” of an artwork by this method. Simply put, he 

does not claim to be an artist. In his book on early computer graphics in 
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Australia, media scholar Stephen Jones comes to the conclusion that the 

portraits made with a similar technique by the Australian physicist Iain 

Macleod could not count as art but that they paved the way for future 

advances in the field.24

The experiments by Harmon and Knowlton attracted the attention of 

the art world when they participated in Bell Labs experiments and in the 

organization called Experiments in Art and Technology (E.A.T.), which 

was founded after a performance called 9 Evenings: Theater and Engineering 

that took place in New York in 1966. These large- scale performances are 

considered a milestone in the history of art and engendered new collabo-

rations and crossover art forms.25 But Knowlton never felt at ease with the 

title “artist.” This is evident from another anecdote:

Because Art- and- Technology was the rage, and The Museum of Modern Art had 
a “Machine Show,” and the Brooklyn Museum and other places had similar 
parties, and in each case Leon and I submitted the Nude to demonstrate a col-
laboration between artist and techno- geek (or whatever). One of us had to be 
an artist. So by the whim of a spin- launched coin, Leon became the artist and I 
remained a technologist (pretense aside, so did he).26

Nevertheless, Studies in Perception #1 is positioned firmly in the history 

of art. Its motif, the reclining nude, has been reiterated throughout art 

history, with Titian’s Venus of Urbino and Manet’s Olympia as notable 

examples. Nudity was acceptable when it was cloaked in allegory and 

presented in an antique setting, but Olympia caused a scandal for break-

ing these rules and showing a real- world prostitute. The tension between 

pornography and art is a long- standing issue, and a motif in itself does 

not position a work in either category (for further discussion on pinups 

and their connection to art history, see below). The position of Studies in 

Perception #1 in the art world was consolidated by the restoration, con-

cluded in 2016, that enabled it to be exhibited anew in London and Ber-

lin in 2017.27

Figure 2.5 Waldemar Cordeiro (1925– 1973), Gente Ampli*2, 1972. New York, Museum 

of Modern Art. Computer output on paper, 5215/16 × 289/16 in. (134.5 × 72.5 cm). Latin 

American and Caribbean Fund. Account number 585.2016. © 2022. Digital image, The 

Museum of Modern Art, New York / Scala, Florence.
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Cordeiro was an established artist before he ventured into computer 

art, and he made works with an artistic intention that went beyond 

experimentation with new means of expression. He worked together with 

a physicist, Giorgio Moscati, a relationship built on mutual exchange. In 

the work Gente Ampli*2, the motif of the image and the technique chosen 

to represent it collaborate in constructing the meaning of the work, grant-

ing anonymity to the people depicted in a politically charged situation. 

As an artist, Cordeiro could put the method to use in order to express an 

artistic idea. He was one of the pioneers of computer art in Brazil, and 

being included in Thinking Machines: Art and Design in the Computer Age, 

1959– 1989 consolidated his position on the international art scene.

SCIENTIFIC VISUALIZATIONS IN COMPUTER SCIENCE, PHYSICS, 

AND MEDICINE

In The New Hacker’s Dictionary, originally published in 1975, the section 

on ASCII art begins with “a serious example”— a diagram of electronic cir-

cuits. Further down, some “very silly examples” are given, showing ani-

mals and cartoon characters.28 This categorization demonstrates a clear 

awareness of the playfulness that dominates the art form, although it was 

also put to many serious uses during a time when there were no other 

ways to generate images.

For a number of reasons, ASCII art is still the preferred form of visu-

alization in some contexts. One of the advantages of ASCII art is that it 

is readable by any text editor and not dependent on a specific graphic 

software. In a blog post from 2019, “Explaining Code Using ASCII Art,” 

computer scientist John Regehr gathered a collection of examples show-

ing how ASCII art is used in the source code of computer programs to 

illustrate the shape of data structures.29 In this way, the documentation is 

integral to the source code itself, in contrast to external documentation, 

which can be lost. One of the respondents to my survey on ASCII art, an 

American engineer in his late seventies, gave this reason for using ASCII 

art: “I have been making ASCII- art schematic diagrams for decades, to 

avoid my work being trapped in proprietary formats.”30

In addition to file formats, it is also a question of workflow. For devel-

opers, maintainers, and users of complex software packages, shifting to 
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Figure 2.6 A power supply consisting of a full wave rectifier circuit feeding a capacitor 

input filter circuit. The New Hacker’s Dictionary, version 4.2.2.

Figure 2.7 Data structure. John Regehr, “Explaining Code Using ASCII Art,” Embed-
ded in Academia (blog), February 18, 2019.
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a graphical tool in order to access a visualization of the software would 

be disturbing and would interrupt the workflow in a way that an ASCII- 

based visualization of the software would not.31 In Kirschenbaum’s termi-

nology, the formal materiality of an ASCII- based visualization is different 

from that of a visualization made with a graphic software package.

The examples so far in this section have concerned structure- based 

ASCII art. One early attempt with tone- based ASCII art in physics is 

described next. In 1967, in an article on electron microscope pictures 

of metals dislocations, Australian physicist Alan K. Head presented the 

results in the form of line- printer pictures according to the half- tone 

principle, as grayscale ASCII pictures made up of punctuation marks. The 

grayscale used was divided into ten steps that corresponded to a number 

of boundary values. These pictures, which were based on calculations for 

dislocations, matched the actual micrograph pictures to a high degree, 

despite the fact that they consisted of only a limited number of shades.

The usual presentation method had been experimental profiles and 

graphs showing the intensity values, but with the help of equipment 

Figure 2.8 A grayscale line- printer picture. Alan K. Head, “The Computer Generation 

of Electron Microscope Pictures of Dislocations,” Australian Journal of Physics 20 (1967): 

561. Reproduced with permission from CSIRO Publishing.
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originally intended for text production, Head had invented a new method 

of visualizing the results of physics research.32 He concluded that “when 

the important information is in the topology of the picture, rather than 

in precise intensities, a pictorial presentation of the theoretical calcula-

tions is valuable.”33

From 1969 to 1972, a development project called Computers in Radio-

therapy and Clinical Physiology, involving medical visualization, was 

carried out in the Swedish university town of Uppsala.34 It was brought to 

my attention by one of my informants, Bengt Olsen, who was involved in 

the project and was head of the Stockholm University Computing Cen-

ter at the time. He sent me a leaflet that presented the project with a 

diverse range of visualization techniques— schematic drawings, graphs, 

tables, computer text printouts, and some ASCII- based pictures. Two of 

the subprojects concerned radiotherapy and dose calculation in the treat-

ment of cancer. In this case, ASCII art was not deployed for its grayscale 

potential, but instead a new type of hybrid image was created, where the 

alphanumeric characters simultaneously served as pictorial elements and 

conveyors of therapeutical information. Figure 2.9 shows a computer- 

calculated dose plan for a case of lung cancer: “The asterisks denote the 

outer and inner contours. The numbers, which form isodose lines, indi-

cate the absorbed dose expressed as a percentage of reference dose, i.e., 1: 

10%, 2: 20%, 0: 100%, A: 110%, B: 120% and C: 130%. The tumor con-

tours are marked with $ signs.”35 “Isodose line” means that the same dose 

of radiation is applied along a certain line. Following this explanation, 

we can discern the tumor on the right, the highest doses delivered near 

the tumor, and the decreasing doses toward its sides. Only one position is 

used for each piece of information. There are more than ten steps in the 

dose plan, which means that single digits are not sufficient and letters are 

therefor used for values over 100 percent of the reference dose.36 This is 

the trade- off between functioning as a conventional sign of the alphanu-

merical character set and functioning as a pictorial element stripped of 

its usual semiotic meaning.37 To represent a dose of 110 percent with the 

number 11 would have used two positions and in that way displaced the 

isodose line it was simultaneously drawing. Using the letter A to represent 

100 percent requires only one position.
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Another example, concerning the treatment of cancer of the uterus, 

shows a section of the body seen from the patient’s head end, where the 

levels of radiation that should be applied in the therapy are indicated by 

the numbers, which, at the same time, form the isolines (that is, the area 

where a certain dose should be applied) in the same manner as in the 

previous example.

Since there are only six levels of radiation in this case, the numbers 1 

to 6 are sufficient for representing the doses, and letters need not be used 

for dose levels. This frees up alphabetic characters for other purposes. The 

Figure 2.9 A computer- calculated dose plan for a case of lung cancer. Computers in 
Radiotherapy and Clinical Physiology, Presentation of a development project, Internal 

report, Siemens- Elema, EC60.470.B01E (1972), 21.
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letter H has been used to mark the central line of the body, to which it is 

suited by the straight lines of its constitution.38

Both these examples have demonstrated that using ASCII characters 

for pictorial representation presents readers with new perceptual and 

cognitive challenges. In order to take in and digest the information in 

the visualizations, readers need to be able to shift between two modes of 

perception— reading letters as semiotic signs and seeing them as pictorial 

elements. Readers also need to shift from understanding letters as linguis-

tic units to deciphering them as numeric characters.

PICTURES FOR FUN

Computers were serious business. The large mainframes of the 1960s 

generally were used for scientific, bureaucratic, and military purposes. 

Figure 2.10 A computer- calculated dose plan for a case of cancer of the uterus. Com-
puters in Radiotherapy and Clinical Physiology, Presentation of a development project, 

Internal report, Siemens- Elema, EC60.470.B01E (1972), 26.
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However, as a diversion, some technologists used the machines to cre-

ate music, images, and games.39 ASCII art depicting pinups, calendars, 

celebrities, fictional characters, and games were printed out on the line 

printers, often over several pages so that they could be displayed as wall 

banners. In the online resource The Dictionary of Digital Creation, the entry 

“IBM” is illustrated with a picture of Abraham Lincoln being printed on a 

large IBM printer that was commonly used in the 1960s, with the caption 

“Printing an image on an IBM 1401: a cinch [sic] of humor and art in a 

very business minded industry.”40

It would be wrong, however, to regard the creative practices that 

emerged in computer environments simply as entertainment that had no 

further uses. In a time when computers were starting to play a more impor-

tant role in society, many people had concerns about surveillance and 

unemployment due to automation. According to Stephen Jones, ASCII art 

was one of the things that could give computers a more human face:

Partly as an attempt to reduce the public’s fear and partly as a recruiting prac-
tice, all the academic computing systems of those days featured strongly in uni-
versity Open Days, which were held each year. Many of the second generation 
of programmers got their first sight of a computer at one of these events. Ban-
ners, calendars, and other images— nudes, Snoopy, Michelangelo’s David, the 
Mona Lisa, and so on— were often printed out as posters or the picture for a 
calendar, and this was as close as most people got to one of the big machines.41

When the art form became more widespread, it also was used for 

marketing computers. One of the leading computer manufacturers that 

competed with IBM in the 1960s was Honeywell Information Systems. 

In 1964, Honeywell and its customer Abbey National Building Society 

are featured in a full- page advertisement in New Scientist, and more than 

half the page is devoted to the logotype of the bank, rendered in ASCII 

art. Despite the resulting low resolution, the image of a woman and man 

walking under an umbrella was easily recognizable, and the accompany-

ing text read: “This familiar Abbey National symbol was produced by the 

Honeywell computer now getting down to some more serious work.”42 

This advertisement demonstrates the ambivalence that Honeywell’s lead-

ers and marketing team felt toward associating computing with this frivo-

lous artform. On the one hand, the Honeywell marketing department 

realized the attention- grabbing potential of ASCII art. On the other, it 
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needed to insert a disclaimer that emphasized the seriousness of its busi-

ness. This also demonstrates a dilemma faced by the computer companies 

in general: their physical products looked like boring cupboards, and the 

actions they performed were abstract and hard to visualize.43

The same type of hesitancy is evident in a 1960s promotional film for 

the Digital Computer Lab at the University of Illinois. The film presents 

the equipment and the facilities available at the university and shows 

stacks of punch cards being read, operators and users examining print-

outs, and tape reels spinning. Part of the soundtrack consists of “Sabre 

Dance” by Aram Khachaturian, adapted for computer and played on 

switching circuits. The presenter says: “It may not compete with the 

sounds from your most favorite recording group, but it does emphasize 

the versatility of that electronic marvel, the digital computer.” Then there 

is a cut, and the presenter is shown in close- up, turns to the audience, and 

continues: “All is not fun and games, of course. The real importance of 

computers is to be of service to the ever- increasing demands of a math-

ematically oriented society.”44 This film uses the same strategy that was 

used in the Honeywell advertisement: the viewer is teased with a piece 

of art or music, but the window to “fun” that is opened a little is soon 

closed again by a disclaimer that stresses the seriousness of the enterprise. 

These examples show that entertainment and art were recruited in order 

to increase the acceptance of this new and menacing technology.45

I have found very few photographs of ASCII art in the context of pro-

duction. None of the people I interviewed could remember seeing any such 

photographs. Finding the following three images involved many searches. 

Figures 2.12, 2.13, and 2.14 show men holding up ASCII printouts in the 

vicinity of computers and printers. In the first two photographs, men are 

grasping pictures that have just emerged from the printers; in the third, a 

man displays an ASCII picture of Brigitte Bardot with one hand and two 

punch cards with the other. Caricatures, pinups, and film stars were staples 

of popular culture, and pinups and films stars were common motifs for 

ASCII art. The information about these photographs is sparse, but they are 

likely press photos. The first, and oldest, photo is from 1957, and its leg-

end at Getty Images says “Caricatures of US statesmen Dwight Eisenhower 

and Adlai Stevenson printed by a Universal Automatic Computer.”46 It 

is an editorial image from the Hulton Archives, an archive connected to 
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Figure 2.11 An advertisement for Honeywell and Abbey National. New Scientist 21, 

no. 381 (March 5, 1964): 589.
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Figure 2.12 Caricatures of US statesmen Dwight Eisenhower and Adlai Stevenson 

printed by a Universal Automatic Computer, UNIVAC Art, March 13, 1957. Photo by 

Keystone / Getty Images.

Figure 2.13 A portrait of Sophie. Computing Center of the City of Helsinki, December, 

11, 1964. Photo by Olavi Kaskisuo / Lehtikuva.
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the British magazine Picture Post, which was famous for its photojournal-

ism.47 The second photo was taken in 1964 in the Computing Center of 

the City of Helsinki by the Finnish photographer Olavi Kaskisuo, who 

became known for his celebrity photos but also ran a studio and a photo 

agency together with other photographers in the 1960s.48 The last photo 

was taken in 1967 in connection with the inauguration of a computer 

center at the Uddevallavarvet shipyard in Uddevalla, Sweden.49 The photo 

was published in the staff bulletin with the caption “Head of punch cards 

Lars Westlund with the portrait of Brigitte Bardot that the computer play-

fully presented at the ‘grand opening.’”50 Here we have yet another case 

Figure 2.14 Inauguration of the computer center at the shipyard in Uddevalla, Swe-

den, January 24, 1967. Photo by Arne Andersson.
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of a disclaimer, with the word “playfully” stressing that this is not what 

the computer normally does when it is busy with more serious work. The 

other two pictures might have been published in a similar context or in 

a newspaper report. These institutions shared with computer manufac-

turers the difficulty of visualizing computing. In order to avoid showing 

machines that hid most of their activities behind dull panels, the photog-

rapher probably asked for a staff member to pose for a picture, preferably 

showing something visually interesting. Including a piece of ASCII art 

would then be a natural choice for the setup of the photo shoot. Even if 

photographs such as these were not advertising photographs in any strict 

sense, they contributed to creating a softer image of the computing busi-

ness, and ASCII art was a helpful resource in this endeavor.

In Computer Lib / Dream Machines, Ted Nelson explains the commercial 

aspects of computing. The section called “How computer stuff is bought 

and sold” is illustrated with a page from a sales leaflet of a software com-

pany. Under the heading “Additional programs,” some programs that 

generate ASCII art are listed, including “Santa and Reindeer,” “Birth 

Announcement,” “Snoopy,” and “Calendar.” The “Calendar” section is 

presented as follows:

This FORTRAN program can produce a calendar for any year from 1968 through 
2100. The calendars are printed at the bottom of a Playboy bunny who is 
perched atop a bar stool.51

These posters sometimes stayed in the memory of their owners for a 

long time. One example can be found at the website of a software engi-

neer who looks back at his long career in the computer trade and shares 

some memories from his college years in the 1970s. He remembers work-

ing with punch cards, paper tapes, and teletypes; interacting with the 

computer; and running programs:

But what really impressed me the most about teletypes was, hanging on the 
computer lab wall of this almost all- male school, a printout of a Playboy Play-
mate centerfold, her form made up of ascii characters. The work that went into 
generating that! But that was the dawning of the age of internet porn, the birth 
of the killer app!52

One of the most popular cartoon characters was Snoopy. Media theo-

rist Peter Lunenfeld recalls “the early days of computer art when Snoopys 
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Figure 2.15 A pinup calendar. Courtesy of the Computer History Museum. Perhaps 

this is the picture that was referred to in the sales leaflet reproduced in Computer 
Lib / Dream Machines.
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and Christmas trees were spat out by teletypes in computer labs around 

the country.”53 There are many variations of this Peanuts character, which 

seems to have been something of a gateway to computing. On the web-

site of a retired chemist and scuba diver, I found this recollection of how 

he first learned to program:

I started to learn to interface with computers in the mid- 1960’s. At that time, 
input to machines was primarily via punch cards (one card per line of code). 
This led to a computer art form, commonly called typewriter or ASCII Art. 
(ASCII from the set of rules that defined digital values for all the alpha- numeric 
characters found on a keyboard). The goal was to create a printed, recognizable 
image that appeared as if it were done on a typewriter. While the generation 
of ASCII art was entertainment, it was also a learning tool because it forced 
the “artist” to develop a sense of input and output using the computer devices 
of the time. Because of the immense popularity of the Peanuts cartoon strip, 
Snoopy, Charlie Brown, and the whole assembly of the Charles Schultz created 
characters were a frequent target among computer students to be assembled 
into an ASCII image.54

The collection of the Computer History Museum includes a number of 

Snoopy and other Peanuts pictures printed on an impact printer.55 Other 

devices were also used, which gave a different appearance to their images. 

Software engineer Klemens Krause, head of the Computer Museum of the 

Department of Computer Science at the University of Stuttgart, Germany, 

recalls:

Snoopy was my second computer- program. I made it in 1972 when our high 
school bought the first computer, a Wang 600. Output was done by a modified 
IBM- ball- typewriter. The snoopy was not printed line by line. It was plotted as 
line art. The print head on this machine could be moved by 1/100ʺ- steps, also 
the paper drum. So it was possible to plot in very small increments.56

The position of Snoopy as something of an emblem of computer cul-

ture is evident from Ed Post’s 1983 essay “Real Programmers Don’t Use 

Pascal,” which became a meme of its time. Post enumerates the charac-

teristics of real programmers: they live in front of the terminal, which 

is surrounded by piles of program listings, half empty coffee mugs, and 

operating system manuals, and “taped to the wall is a line- printer Snoopy 

calendar for the year 1969.”57 The calendar was fourteen years old when 

the essay was written, which can be interpreted as showing the attach-

ment “real programmers” had to this kind of pictures. They did not care 
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Figure 2.16 Charlie Brown. Courtesy of the Computer History Museum.

about food or sleep, but they cared about relics from the good old days 

of computing.

In the category of fictional characters, the Star Trek characters stand 

out. In 1976, a series of ASCII portraits of Star Trek characters, printed 

on card stock, was published by the magazine Creative Computing. The 

cover of volume 1 of The Best of Creative Computing (1976) features a 

“computer picture of Mr Spock by Sam Harbinson Carnegie- Mellon (for-

merly Princeton Univ.).”58 In an interview in 2009, Samuel P. Harbinson 

explained how he made this picture in 1973, when he was still a student. 
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He remembers having made other ASCII pictures as well: “There were 

about a dozen of them: a large picture of the moon; Buzz Aldrin on the 

moon; Mr. Spock; a Playboy Playmate (Lenna Sjooblom, Nov. 1972, and 

probably others); my girlfriend’s terrier; a close- up of my cat’s face; others 

I can’t remember.”59

The visual repertoire of ASCII art is to a great extent taken from popular 

culture. Most ASCII art falls into the art historical category of the portrait, 

including portraits of animals. A special subcategory of the portrait is the 

nude, from which the pinup is derived, albeit with a few detours from 

Sandro Botticelli’s The Birth of Venus and other iconic nude paintings. Art 

historian Abigail Solomon Godeau has argued that the erotized imagery 

of women became a cornerstone of commodity culture and a symbol of 

modernity. Mass- produced images of seductive females were part of the 

Figure 2.17 Snoopy by Klemens Krause. Made with a Wang 600 computer, printed on 

a modified IBM ball typewriter, 1972. © Klemens Krause.
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Figure 2.18 A Snoopy calendar by Peter Olofsson, 1970.
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Figure 2.19 Mr. Spock on the cover of The Best of Creative Computing, vol. 1 (1976).
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visual culture at the dawn of the era of consumption.60 In the twenti-

eth century, the pinup genre found a forum in magazines like Esquire 

and Playboy. The former emerged in the early 1930s, and during World 

War II, its sultry- looking and suggestively posed “Vargas girls” (painted 

by the Peruvian American artist Alberto Vargas) were in high demand by 

American soldiers. Esquire also published pictures of independent, work-

ing women who were a female ideal when their country needed them. 

After the war, women were expected to return to the home, a trend that 

was also reflected in the pinup style. When Playboy appeared in 1953, the 

target group was solely male, and the Playmates were supposed to be doc-

ile young women who did not challenge traditional gender roles, sexually 

or otherwise.61 Many ASCII art pinups were modeled after Playmates, as is 

illustrated by the quotes above.

ASCII art was made as entertainment but could be used both for mar-

keting and education. It came to represent computing to such an extent 

that it was often used for visualizing computing, although the attitude 

toward the art form was somewhat ambivalent. It had to be used with 

caution and supplied with a disclaimer that reminded the audience of the 

seriousness of the computer business. In the age of mainframe comput-

ing, ASCII art was print based, but the art form survived and even thrived 

as ANSI art on bulletin board systems. With the advent of the web in the 

late 1990s, making ASCII art became one of many playful activities that 

could be carried out and talked about around the digital campfires.62

ASCII ART IN COMPUTER CENTERS

What did computer rooms look like in the 1960s, 1970s, and 1980s? Most 

existing pictures look like the photograph shown in figure 2.20, which 

was taken at IKEA headquarters in Älmhult, Sweden, in 1971.63 This was 

a time when staff members still wore white coats in the computer room. 

Most surviving pictures and films about computer centers from the era 

are promotional materials and official documentation, which makes it 

hard to know if everyday life in computer centers was ever documented 

or if such documentation has simply been lost.

In the large computer centers, which were set up by companies and 

universities, access to the computer room was restricted to the staff in 
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charge. Computers operated according to the principle of batch process-

ing, and central processing unit (CPU) time was expensive and not to be 

wasted. When a user delivered a program on punch cards, an operator 

scheduled the job and fed the punch cards into the computer that ran the 

program. The user sometimes had to wait several hours for the output to 

be delivered to a rack in the reception area. The sorting of the pages was 

made possible by a job separator page with user identity and the job iden-

tity printed on it in big letters, made with the help of ASCII art.64 In 1979, 

in my first year of studying informatics at Lund University in Sweden, the 

turnaround time was two hours. As a Cobol programmer, if I misplaced 

one full stop, I had to punch a new card, resubmit the program, and wait 

another two hours for the printout.

Making ASCII art was not part of the regular jobs of the staff members 

or students who used the facilities. It was often created when they had a 

moment to spare. In the same interview quoted above, Sam Harbinson 

recalls how he made ASCII art in 1973 during his time as an undergraduate 

in mathematics and computer science at Princeton University. He worked 

part- time in the Computer Graphics Laboratory of the Department of 

Figure 2.20 A computer room with an IBM System/360 Model 40 at IKEA headquar-

ters in Älmhult, Sweden, December 20, 1971.
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Biochemistry as well as at the help desk of Princeton’s Computer Center: 

“That gave me the opportunity to spend long hours with the IBM 360/91 

computer, get 9- track tapes, get favors from the operators, etc.”65 At the 

Computer Graphics Laboratory, there was a densitometer that included 

a drum scanner that he used for digitizing black and white photographs. 

He wrote a Fortran program to render the images and mapped the densi-

ties to the overstrike patterns that formed his printer grayscale. Overstrik-

ing was a feature of the line printers that meant they could print text 

on top of already printed text, without advancing the paper. He could 

not oversee the printing himself. Printing belonged to the domain of 

the operators, who had to be reassured that the strange noise the printer 

made when overstriking was not a malfunction. Harbinson used trial and 

error for finding the right overstrike patterns, which were adapted to

our printers, their EBCDIC character font, the black ink ribbons, and the paper 
the University used. With different printers, I doubt if the gray scales would be 
quite right. The programs and the raw data perished after I left Princeton. I left 
the print files on disk, so anyone could print out copies of the pictures after I 
left. It would be easy to reproduce the technique, but the interesting challenge 
was working within the limitations of the printers in those days.66

This account highlights the dependency of the art form on the material-

ity of its production process. The variables were several— printer, font, 

ink, and paper— and they all had to agree in order to produce the correct 

result. Anyone who wanted to transfer the files to another computer cen-

ter had to redo parts of the process.

However, most students did not have access to the resources available 

to Sam Harbinson. In his account “Adventures of ASCII Art,” computer 

scientist Ian Parberry, who had made some attempts at typewriter art in 

his teens, recalls how he made ASCII art as a student at the University of 

Queensland:

In the 1970s I used the computer merely as a way to store and reproduce art cre-
ated by hand. The thought of using a computer to actually create ASCII art had 
not yet occurred to me because I didn’t have access to the scanning hardware 
(such as that used by Peterson in 1964) needed to input a picture into the com-
puter, nor the amount of disc space needed to store it.67

In an interview I did with a person employed by the computer center at the 

University of Gothenburg, Sweden, from 1965 to 1997, he remembered 
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how he first encountered text art during his military service, when he 

worked with message encryption and teleprinter traffic. In 1963, when 

US President John F. Kennedy was shot, news agencies sent out a picture 

of the American president, which he and his fellow conscripts printed 

on the teleprinter. He also remembers a pinup that someone sent out in 

encrypted form. Had it been sent in plain text, the officers would have 

discovered it immediately. Since military personnel were not allowed to 

send private messages, the culprit was scolded for the mischief. The pic-

tures were stored on punched tapes, and when he moved to his job at the 

computer center at the University of Gothenburg in 1970, he brought a 

whole library of them with him and converted them to the ASCII format. 

Once he came across a Fortran program that printed a calendar, writ-

ten as a programming exercise by students at the Chalmers University of 

Technology in Gothenburg. He took the source code and added a Snoopy 

picture with a frame of asterisks. He also remembered printing a version 

of the Mona Lisa on book- quality white paper before Christmas 1976 and 

hanging it in his girlfriend’s house. Among all the calculations that were 

performed at the computer center, the ASCII pictures were seen as a diver-

sion. They were printed and given away as gifts to friends and as Christ-

mas presents to children. It sometimes happened that researchers who 

had some computer time left on their accounts printed ASCII art to use 

up the time. If too many copies were requested, the operators were not 

happy about having to separate and sort fifty Snoopy printouts, and they 

regarded this as a misuse of the resources of the computer center.

tHe dIsPlAY of AscII ARt

As mentioned above, I have not found any photographs of ASCII art dis-

played in computer centers, although there is ample written and oral 

evidence that such pictures existed and were displayed in various parts of 

many computer centers. According to my interviewees, ASCII art could be 

seen in the computer room, in offices, and on notice boards, both in uni-

versity computer centers and in companies. In my previously mentioned 

interview with Harbinson, he recalled how he put together large pictures 

from several printouts “and, every so often, late at night, I taped them to 

the white cinder- block walls of the computer center’s ‘ready room’ (where 



62 cHAPteR 2

jobs were submitted and people waited for their output to be placed in 

bins). Most people were impressed; no one asked me to remove them.”68

The large size of the pictures is also pointed out in a comment on a 

video showing ASCII art being printed that was posted in 2016 by the 

Computer History Museum:

My dad was in the Air Force and was a computer programmer. I remember him 
bringing home some ascii art for my brother and sister, mostly Peanuts charac-
ters with calendars and stuff. When I went to his building and saw all the rows 
of tape drives and mainframe equipment there was some giant ascii art in a 
couple offices on the walls.69

A large picture of a locomotive, three meters long, is known to have 

been displayed in the upper windows in computer centers at that time.70 

Unfortunately, I have found no pictures of this arrangement. The win-

dow display means that the picture was intended to be seen by an audi-

ence outside the building. It is similar to the contemporary visual culture 

phenomenon of using office building windows to display images made 

of sticky notes, sometimes leading to competitions between buildings 

on the opposite sides of a street. Text messages and images of computer 

games and cartoon characters appear in the bright colors of sticky notes, 

looking more like low- resolution early computer graphics used in game 

consoles and arcade games than ASCII art, but their display strategy is  

the same.71

tHe cIRculAtIon of AscII ARt: A gIft cultuRe?

A major difference between typewriter art and ASCII art is that type-

writer art did not have a storage medium besides the finished picture on 

paper. Bob Neill’s Book of Typewriter Art includes instructions for how to 

make each of the pictures in the book, which means repeating every key-

stroke manually on a typewriter.72 Radioteletype (RTTY) art was stored on 

punched paper tapes, and the pictures were also distributed over radio. In 

the case of ASCII art, decks of punch cards were passed around among stu-

dents and staff in university computer centers as well as among engineers 

in computer centers in companies. In the words of one of my informants, 

a female American engineer who was a student in the mid- 1970s: “There 

were some prized card decks that got passed around for producing the 
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art and periodically you would see an example in the computer room or 

someone’s dorm room.” She adds that no one offered to share any decks 

with her, probably because of the erotic character of much of the art.

Although some software companies offered ASCII art for sale (see 

above) and Control Data gave its version of the Mona Lisa to customers 

as promotional material, ASCII art was mostly something that was just 

handed over to peers. When Harbinson finished his studies at Princeton, 

he made his ASCII art available to those who came after him: “I left the 

print files on disk, so anyone could print out copies of the pictures after I 

left.”73 Apart from being shared among peers, ASCII art was typically given 

to children who visited the computer center and those who lived with 

staff members. Another comment about the Computer History Museum 

video mentioned above, showing ASCII art being printed, testifies to this 

practice: “So cool . . . I sometimes received ASCII art prints when I went 

to see the company doing our accounting with my father :)).”74

In a 2013 letter to the editor- in- chief of the blog Vintage Computing and 

Gaming, a woman asked for help in making an ASCII art banner for the 

memorial of her uncle, who had been an IBM employee:

In 1979, when I was 9 years old, he gave me a banner for my birthday. It was 
from the old dot matrix printers. It had a silhouette of Snoopy on the top of his 
dog house and it said “Happy Birthday Chimene”. I literally thought it was the 
coolest thing. This was before home computers and home printers for our fam-
ily. The letters were made with x or o or maybe dashes. Because my brain had 
no conceptual framework for the world of computers, I literally wondered if it 
was created by magic.75

This letter shows the impression such a gift could make on the mind 

of a child. Twenty years later, the allure of ASCII art was built into the 

concept of an artistic installation by Vuk Ćosić. In the 1999 show net_

condition at the Zentrum für Medientechnologie in Karlsruhe, Germany, 

Ćosić’s Instant ASCII Camera took photos of visitors and printed them out 

on supermarket receipts that were given to the visitor as a token of the 

event.76 A piece of ASCII art is still considered a suitable giveaway by heri-

tage institutions related to computing. The Computer History Museum, 

for instance, prints ASCII art for its visitors.77

From an anthropological perspective, ASCII art can possibly be consid-

ered as part of a gift culture. In his seminal book Essai sur le don: Forme et 
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raison de l’échange dans les sociétés archaïques (Essay on the Gift: Forms and 

Functions of Exchange in Archaic Societies) from 1925, the sociologist 

Marcel Mauss outlines the characteristics of a gift economy where social 

bonds are formed by gifts and countergifts. Gifts are not “free.” They are 

expected to be reciprocated and help establish hierarchies in a commu-

nity. Mauss further claims that it is not possible to separate the gift from 

the donor, who leaves some trace of her personality in the object given.78 

The open source movement formed in the late 1990s has been character-

ized as a gift culture by one of the founders of the Open Source Initiative, 

Eric S. Raymond. In his essay “Homesteading the Noosphere,” first pub-

lished in 1998 and then revised a number of times in the two following 

years, he argues that reputation is one of the main gains for participants 

in the gift economy of the hacker milieu and that it is especially valu-

able in this kind of community, where attention can open the door to 

future collaborations with others.79 ASCII art exchange and distribution 

can be seen as forerunners of this movement. In my study, I have come 

across several statements that appreciate the impact ASCII art made on 

children and adults. Harbinson recalls that when he put his printouts 

on display in the computer center, “Most people were impressed.”80 The 

software engineer quoted above was very impressed by the work that had 

gone into the making of the Playmate picture. One of my questions in 

the interviews asked about the purpose for making ASCII art, and one 

interviewee answered, “The main reasons for the real ASCII art was for 

the creators to, well, create really— sometimes to show how good / clever 

they were.” In the corporate setting of Control Data, the reason for giv-

ing the customers the Mona Lisa print was to make them realize the great 

potential of the company’s equipment.

If ASCII art is to be seen as a gift culture, what did recipients give back? 

They could help build the reputation of the practitioners, in cases where 

these were known. Harbinson was one of the few who put his name at 

the bottom of his pictures, but much ASCII art was anonymous. However, 

by passing on the card decks and files and displaying the pictures, the 

recipients paid the gift forward and made the art form into a widespread 

phenomenon. The effort required to make this contribution— to print 

a new picture from a file or make a minor adjustment to it— was rather 

small and could be managed by many people. Later attempts to form an 
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open source culture focused on computer graphics (such as the Blender 

Institute, a 3D computer graphics community that was launched in 1994) 

have proven less successful, according to a study by media scholar Julia 

Velkova. She argues that the organization does not really work accord-

ing to the principles of an open gift economy to the extent claimed by 

Blender, mainly because the skill level required to make any real con-

tribution is too high for amateurs outside the core team of developers. 

Instead of being peers, they can only take the weaker position of custom-

ers and users of the software produced by Blender.81

In the introduction to his book on typewriter art, Bob Neill explains 

how to read the instructions, which use the same logic as knitting pat-

terns: “If the pattern reads:-  4@ 3: 5& 3S 4. 1@ 1’ 1: 2S you would type :  

@@@@:::&&&&&SSS . . . . @’:SS.”82 The open source culture of ASCII art 

shares similarities with the exchanging of craft patterns and food recipes, 

cultural practices that also depend on a wide dissemination of mainly 

anonymous artefacts. Patterns and recipes need not be invented by each 

new practitioner. They are freely shared and sometimes adapted or modi-

fied. In the postdigital era, the paths of ASCII art and craft are crossed, as 

shown, for example, by the Open Source Embroidery (OSE) project. The 

aim of the initiative was to investigate collaborative and material artistic 

practices, especially digital materiality.83 The “hard” world of hardware 

and the “soft” world of textiles come together in a way that shows how 

the postdigital hacker attitude is prevalent in the contemporary maker 

and DIY culture, where the borders between the analog and the digital 

have been blurred. This is also what Rüdiger Schlömer sets out to achieve 

in his book Typographic Knitting: From Pixel to Pattern.84 A search for “ASCII 

art” in GitHub, a software repository used for many open source projects, 

renders 3,785 hits. There are also some craft patterns, such as the Open 

Source Craft project.85 If Bob Neill published his book of typewriter art 

today and if Harbinson created his ASCII art today, they probably would 

put their work on GitHub for the benefit of the open source community.

PRIntIng As PeRfoRmAnce

ASCII art was printed and displayed on walls and in windows, but it was 

also used for interactive entertainment in hardware demonstrations of 
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mainframe computers in the 1960s. The IBM 1401 was launched in 1959 

together with the 1403 printer, which could print 600 lines per minute 

in 132 print positions, which was a great improvement over previous 

technology.86 The wide fanfold paper that emerged from the printer 

inspired uses other than just printing business reports and source code 

listings. A risqué computer program called Edith was invented to run on 

this IBM setup, and it was circulated widely.87 The origin of the program 

is unknown, but it was not an official demo authorized by IBM.88 There 

were several versions, with different pictures and different languages. It 

made the printer into the mouthpiece of a supposedly thinking com-

puter that shared its thoughts with audience members and urged them 

to take different actions in order for the performance to continue. Quite 

early on, it became obvious that what occupied the mind of the computer 

was women. The program was divided into three or four acts, according 

to a striptease logic, keeping the audience in suspense for what was to  

happen next.

When the Computer History Museum ran the program in 2018 on 

the request of a researcher in film studies, the crew was gathered around 

the printer for the demonstration with mixed feelings of expectation and 

embarrassment. The program they had found in one of their unsorted 

card deck files was about to begin. The first page that emerged said, in 

capital letters,

Dear friends,
We would like to show you the personality of the machine you see in front of 

you. You probably thought a machine was an inanimate object. This is not so, 
as you will see. Would you like to see what a machine thinks about. Just give me 
a minute and I will show you what I think about when I am idle.

[paper advances to next page]

Just a minute, please. I am almost ready.

[paper advances to next page]

Now I will show you what I am thinking about. However, before I start, I 
think it would be best if women and children left the room . . .

[Edith appears in bikini]
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At this point, the program was halted and had to be rerun. This time 

the program went a step further, and Edith appeared topless before the 

program halted again. The crew found another version, stored on a PC, 

and punched a new deck from it. This version was in German, but the 

dramaturgy was the same. The audience is encouraged to flip switches 

on the computer, and for each switch, the woman appears with fewer 

clothes. A warning is issued for flipping the next switch, but when the 

audience is made to think that the woman will appear naked, she covers 

herself with a sign that says that you cannot do anything you like with 

a 1401 computer. If one flips the last, “forbidden” switch, she will be 

shown fully nude.

The suspense is built up partly by the text messages (which appear on 

their own pages like intertitles used to appear in silent movies to explain 

the action or convey the dialogue) and partly by the process of printing 

(which lets the image emerge gradually as the paper is fed forward in 

jerky movements by the sprockets). In terms of interactivity, it is a clever 

move to make the audience influence the action by using the switches as 

input devices, in an age long before screens and keyboards. The printer 

is turned into a media machine that is capable of narration, interactivity, 

and a dynamic display of images in front of audience members gathered 

Figure 2.21 A screenshot from “The IBM 1401 Mainframe Runs ‘Edith,’” YouTube, 

June 2, 2018. © CuriousMarc.
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around its bulky body. The theme of the performance taps into erotic 

fantasies but also into fantasies of the thinking machine. The electronic 

brain was not only a figment of the imagination and a common feature 

of science fiction in the 1960s, but it was also central to the new research 

field of artificial intelligence.

The reenactment of the Edith program is a perfect example of what it 

takes for an institution to preserve digital cultural heritage (as I mention 

above in the “Archives and Source Materials” section in chapter 1). First, 

it needs an operable computer and printer from the same era as the pro-

gram; second, it needs a physical carrier with the program (in this case, 

a deck of punch cards); and last but not least, it needs a group of people 

with knowledge of how to run the program and operate the computer 

equipment. Without this combination, the archive would be empty or at 

least incomplete from a media archaeological point of view. Furthermore, 

the reenactment also demonstrates the implications of Kirschenbaum’s 

concept of forensic materiality. His analyses of literary works were based 

on the disk storage media of the 1980s. He intended his book Mecha-

nisms: New Media and the Forensic Imagination “to serve as a kind of primer 

on the preservation of digital literary history.”89 The Edith program is 

reassembled through the combination of a card deck in its original paper 

Figure 2.22 A screenshot from “The IBM 1401 Mainframe Runs ‘Edith’” (German ver-

sion), YouTube, June 2, 2018. © CuriousMarc.
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format and a freshly repunched card deck made from an “electronic” file 

found on a PC. These are the material circumstances of the preservation 

of this piece of visual culture.

The Edith program seems to have been the first performance of its 

kind involving a printer, but it was not the first time expensive computer 

equipment was used for producing pinups. Edith had a precursor that was 

surreptitiously introduced in the US Air Force’s Semi- automatic Ground 

Environment (SAGE) air defense system in the late 1950s. The huge com-

puter system included a screen with a “situation display” and a light gun 

that could be directed at the targets to obtain further information about 

them. A programmer created a picture based on the December 1956  

calendar girl of the men’s magazine Esquire, and it appeared correctly 

on the screen if the switch between the two main computers went as it 

should. In other words, it functioned as a diagnostic tool.90

Pinups seem to be a persistent theme in the early history of computer 

graphics, which can be explained by the male- dominated world of com-

puter science. The climate today is different, as the crew at the Com-

puter History Museum seemed to be well aware of when they engaged 

in the media archaeological endeavor of recreating Edith. At the end of 

the video, the crew starts the preparation for the next regular demonstra-

tion at the museum. When CuriousMarc asks them jokingly, “You are not 

going to show Edith in your program, I’m afraid?,” they smile and shake 

their heads, and one of them answers, “This is a family place.”

Another case of media archaeology is the attempt to recover early per-

sonal computing software from tapes belonging to the microcomputer 

MCM/70 that was carried out by computer scientist Zbigniew Stachniak 

at the York University Computer Museum (YUCoM) in Toronto, Canada, 

in 2016. Among the files recovered from a 1975 tape containing demon-

stration programs, a program was found that printed the Playboy logo as 

ASCII art. Stachniak made the following reflections:

the inclusion of the Playboy logo ASCII art on the tape suggests that in mid- 
1970s, the PC end- users as conceptualized by MCM were predominantly het-
erosexual males. In the early 1970s, there had been several categories of ASCII 
art that MCM could have used for its demo tapes. Portraits of politicians were 
popular subjects of such an art (e.g., of Lincoln and JFK) and so were real and 
fictional celebrities (e.g., Marilyn Monroe, Mr. Spock, Mona Lisa, and Snoopy). 
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MCM seemed to leave distributors with little choice but to present the com-
pany’s unique and progressive vision of personal computing against a backdrop 
of the parochial computing culture of the 1970s.91

What was at the time seen as legitimate imagery is today seen as sexist. 

ASCII art was used in marketing in several ways. The advertisement for 

Honeywell and the Mona Lisa print were suitable for more public spaces, 

whereas Edith and the Playboy logo were shown in the more restricted 

and predominantly male circles of computer staff. However, the com-

mercial use of the risqué material would not have been possible without 

the proliferation of printed ASCII pinups in computer rooms and dorm 

rooms that formed the base of this branch of the ASCII visual culture.

COLLECTING ASCII ART

Although the ASCII art form seems to have thrived in the 1960s and 

1970s, not much remains of its printed material. Fanfold paper was not 

made to last, and many posters were taken down and thrown away when 

students graduated and left the campus and when computer centers were 

reorganized or moved into new venues. Some of my informants saved a 

few printouts as keepsakes from their student years or their early work-

places. There are some private collectors, but the folksy art form seems 

to have gone under the radar of most cultural heritage institutions. It is 

hard to find ASCII art in the collections of museums and archives. For 

instance, a search for “ASCII art” in the Europeana web portal returned 

zero hits. The art form falls between two stools and has no natural institu-

tional residence, being too artsy for technical museums and too technical 

and mundane for art museums. Technical museums have focused on col-

lecting hardware and evidence of the “real” business of computing, and 

that focus does not include the wanton creation of pictures with equip-

ment not intended for that purpose. In the collection of the Computer 

History Museum, however, there are some posters, books, and conference 

proceedings related to ASCII art. One of the posters is a copy of Mona by 

the Numbers, and there is also an item cataloged as “ASCII art from impact 

printer,” consisting of thirty- nine pages of ASCII pictures printed on fan-

fold paper, mainly Snoopy calendars and pin up girls, some of them run-

ning over more than one page.92 Mona by the Numbers can also be found 
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in the collection of Zentrum für Kunst und Medien (ZKM), where it is 

cataloged as “computer- generated, print, plotter drawing.” The museum 

also has a work by Waldemar Cordeiro, A Mulher que não é B.B., cataloged 

as “print, computer- generated.” There exists a great variation in the cat-

egorization of this kind of picture, and the lack of a consistent terminol-

ogy makes it hard to find ASCII art in collections. This highlights how 

important metadata is for research, another aspect of formal materiality 

of digital artefacts.

Very few traditional art museums have ASCII art in their collections. 

The Museum of Modern Art in New York has two works by Waldemar 

Cordeiro (see above) but not Harmon and Knowlton’s Studies of Perception 

#1, which was shown in the Machine as Seen at the End of the Mechanical 

Age exhibit in 1968 and 1969. The Victoria & Albert Museum in London, 

which focuses on design and decorative art, has some portraits of sing-

ers and other celebrities made by Jaume Estapà in the late 1960s.93 The 

museum also has a copy of Studies in Perception #1: “This is a smaller and 

more recent version of the image, produced in 1997 as a limited edition 

print.”94 This information is interesting because it indicates that the work 

is treated according to the rules of art photography. There are vintage 

prints that were printed by the artist and later prints. The former are 

more valuable. The limited edition is a method used both in the graphic 

arts and photography in order to increase the value of single prints, and 

it is a custom that works against the potential for multiplicity inherent 

in these art forms.

Prints of ASCII art are bought and sold in different kinds of market-

places. Auction houses have sold Harmon and Knowlton’s Studies of 

Perception #1 as well as works by Waldemar Cordeiro.95 Prints from the 

popular culture sphere also are offered for sale, but they are sold on eBay 

rather than through auction houses. One advertisement on eBay has the 

caption “Extremely Rare Star Trek Mr. Spock ASCII Art Chaintrain Line 

Print 1979.” It is printed on fanfold paper, and the pages can be com-

bined into one large poster. The specifications read:

This printout has never been unfolded (except to take these pictures), and has 
been stored in the dark since it was printed in 1979, so the paper is like new. 
There are 36 individual pages; when fully put together, the picture is ~3 × 5 ft or 
so! (the picture of the complete print is stock)
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There are very few original copies of this unique piece of computer history, 
and especially those of the iconic Leonard Nimoy as Mr. Spock . . . so take this 
opportunity to own it for posterity!96

Another advertisement for a print from 1973 also stresses the rarity of the 

artefact for sale (shortened version):

Rare ASCII ( ASS— kee ) Princeton Computer Lab Print 1973 by Samuel P. Harbison.
After some research we came to find out that this particle [sic] print was used 

to raise money for the original Princeton University Computer Programming 
School. The Mr. Spock first run was done in four panels.

. . . 
This piece is definitely original. We asked a framing store when they thought 

the frame is from.
Their best guestimate was late 70’s early 80’s which dates the print 

accordingly.
. . . 
Some ripples are present since it was mounted to cardboard and framed.
Overall excellent examples of the earliest known ASCII artwork!
This poster most certainly belongs in a poster only auction.
Mr. Spock is in an 17ʺ × 22ʺ Black Metal frame. Boarders of poster all intact.
This is such an unbelievable cross genre / class collectible.
Appealing to Sci Fi— Star Trek— Computer Historians— Princeton Alumni.
Serious Star Trek Collector’s realize how scarce this example of ASCII  

artwork is.97

These advertisements use a similar rhetoric. As is customary on auction 

sites, the material qualities are described in detail— the pristine condition 

of the paper in the first ad and the frame and the board in the second ad. 

The provenance is of interest, but the rarity and the importance for com-

puter history are perhaps the most important aspects. The assessment 

of an external expert of the age of the frame is used as a guarantee of 

authenticity and its status as a vintage print.

The collecting of ASCII art follows the same line of demarcation that 

was drawn up in 1960s between art and engineering and that was discussed 

in the section on “Art and Experiments” above. The art institutions col-

lect the art pieces, the technical museums collect the anonymous ASCII 

art, and the museums with an in- between position, such as ZKM, collect 

both “art ASCII art” (such as Cordeiro’s works) and “technical ASCII art” 

(such as Mona by the Numbers). When presented on a marketplace, the art 

market vocabulary and selling points dominate in both categories.
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The eBay site is not an archive in the traditional sense, and it does 

not secure long- term storage. It is distributed and ephemeral, and listings 

exist only for a limited time. However, as design researcher Matthew Bird 

argues, eBay and similar sites are a resource for research in design history: 

“But increasingly, digital resources like auction websites, online museum 

collections, patent archives, and even eBay and Tumblr offer information 

about the history of design that archives do not.”98 While museums often 

hold objects in pristine condition, secondhand marketplaces can offer 

unused things as well as things with patina and signs of wear and tear. For 

media archaeologists, these marketplaces can supply valuable informa-

tion and even allow them to buy items to start a collection of their own.99

ASCII ART AS A POSTDIGITAL PRACTICE

In the postdigital era, the computer has become a full- fledged visual 

medium. ASCII art is still being made but not because there is a lack of 

other options for making pictures. There are programs for making vector 

graphics, raster graphics, 3D graphics, and game engines, to name a few of 

the digital tools now available. Taking, editing, and sharing photographs 

with a mobile phone have become general competencies. ASCII art today 

is made against a different backdrop than existed when computers were 

nonvisual machines. There are many free tools that do not require any 

programming skills and that can provide social media users with design 

elements and give their accounts a certain look.100 Some programmers 

have devoted time to the development of new, advanced ASCII art tools. 

On its website, the Dutch type foundry Underware presents a new ASCII 

art generator that retains more detail in a photo converted into ASCII art 

than older methods do. The company claims that

ASCII art itself has been declared dead by Microsoft in 1998, in favour of other 
formats like JPG and GIF and the promotion of proportional fonts. But ASCII 
art is still alive as ever, at least in our own studio. We love ASCII, we grew up 
with ASCII. We are ASCII kids. However, current technology allows for much 
more advanced ASCII art than in the 1970s. This is why we imagined to develop 
“subpixel ASCII art.” Same simplicity, but much more precise results.101

Developing more sophisticated methods for an outdated technique 

might require a postdigital hacker attitude. There are also programmers 
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who celebrate the old hacker culture by the “reenactment” of classic art 

pieces, such as the Snoopy calendar from 1969 that is mentioned in Ed 

Post’s essay “Real Programmers Don’t Use Pascal.” The owner of the blog 

The Abandoned Place wrote the post “Snoopy Calendar Is Forever (C++)”:

I decided that I rewrite the Snoopy calendar in C/C++. And why? Do you think 
it is heresy? Is it pointless? The Fortran codes are available here and here, I can 
compile it in ten minutes, I just wasting my time? Well, you are right. But I 
wanted to feel the passion, I wanted a quick C++ project (the development of 
the C++ Snoopy calendar take about 6 six hours), and I wanted to compare 
myself to these so- called real programmers.102

Another blogger, the owner of Mike’s Computer Nerd Blog, who also wanted 

to pay tribute to the old hacker culture and Post’s essay, made a version 

of the calendar:

I have a certain fondness for this particular gimmick which I can’t quite explain. 
Perhaps it is the fact that it provides a feasible and exciting challenge for me— 
that of making my own Snoopy calendar. I have actually done this a couple 
of times. This time I used a combination of C programming and several Unix 
programs like enscript, figlet, cal, and sed.103

These blog posts show that people sometimes relate to the history of 

their trade by going back in time and at the same time going forward, 

by applying new tools for solving an old task and thereby bringing the 

practice of making ASCII art into a contemporary technological context. 

These are two good examples of what it means to adopt a postdigital 

hacker attitude. ASCII art lives on— not just by being reproduced on web-

sites, on T- shirts, and in email signatures but also by being invented anew 

in terms of its creation process. A question that arises is whether the atti-

tude required to make ASCII art in the 1960s was postdigital from its 

inception. I would argue that the creative mindset required to subvert the 

original intention of the line printer at the time, long before the digital 

became commonplace, has a strong affinity to the postdigital attitude.
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DOMESTICATED ALIENS
MACHINE- READABLE TYPEFACES IN POPULAR 
CULTURE AND BEYOND

Reading large amounts of information is a laborious and time- consuming 

endeavor. In the mid- twentieth century, business and administration were 

fields where human reading capacity became a problematic bottleneck 

and where the need for machine- readable data led to the development 

of machine- readable typefaces. In the 1950s, two different technologies 

were developed in parallel the United States— magnetic ink character 

recognition (MICR) and optical character recognition (OCR)— and each 

gave rise to typefaces that required a fundamental rethinking of tradi-

tional typographic principles. These creations looked rather alien to the 

human eye, like Frankenstein’s monsters assembled from ill- matching 

parts. Differing from traditional typographic aesthetics turned out not 

to be a negative, however, but instead to be an asset in certain cultural 

contexts. In the 1970s and 1980s, typefaces derived from the original 

machine- readable typefaces found a wide application in computer mag-

azines, science fiction literature, and art publications. The alien forms 

were domesticated, and a functional necessity was developed into a style 

that became charged with connotations of the future. These included 

dreams about the potentials of computer technology as well as apprehen-

sions about the arrival of a surveillance society. In the new millennium, 

machine vision sharpened, and computers today can read normal printed 

text and detect many other visual features in our environment.1 In this 

postdigital era, surveillance has become integrated into everyday life to 

such an extent that we rarely notice the cameras that record our move-

ments in public space.

This chapter contains narrative, visual, and semiotic analyses of films, 

books, book covers, a work of art, a magazine article, and a company’s 
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visual identity where these typefaces play a vital role. I have identified 

three main categories relating to the perception of technology and have 

chosen cases that highlight these categories from the 1960s to the present 

day.2 In the final sections, I draw together the main themes. The overarch-

ing questions asked are: What different meanings can the typefaces assume 

in different times and contexts? What roles do the typefaces play, and how 

do they perform these roles? What different connotations can they carry?

THEORY AND METHOD: SEMIOTICS AND VISUAL ANALYSIS

In her classic speech from 1930, “Printing Should Be Invisible,” scholar of 

typography Beatrice Warde conjures up the ideal of typography as a crys-

tal goblet that does not obscure its content. She contrasts this transparent 

vessel with a golden goblet that, however valuable, cannot perform the 

same service for the text that the crystal goblet could. Typography should 

not take center stage but play an unobtrusive role.3 A similar dichotomy, 

although without the same normative intent, is presented in Johanna 

Drucker’s The Visible Word: Experimental Typography and Modern Art, 1909– 

1923. She uses the labels marked and unmarked to distinguish between 

the ways typography is deployed in commercial and literary texts. She 

traces this distinction back to the dawn of book printing, when the first 

printed bibles represent the unmarked text where words “appear to speak 

themselves” and text flows in even blocks across the pages. The marked 

text, on the other hand, uses a variety of typefaces and structural devices 

to make the text grab the attention of the viewer. This conspicuous form 

of typography thrived especially in advertising in the nineteenth century, 

when a change of attitude toward design occurred.4

The machine- readable typefaces used in popular culture in the 1970s 

and 1980s fit very well in the marked text category. These typefaces are 

remarkable in the literal sense of the word and would not form a grey 

area on a page. Instead, they are used to be read along with the linguistic 

meaning of the text, and that is why I have chosen to make close read-

ings of a number of discursive and visual artefacts that are dependent on 

the typefaces for their semiotic meaning. The case of machine- readable 

typefaces demonstrates the relevance of Drucker’s model of materiality 

and the interplay between the conditions of production and the social 
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context. (In this case, the production context regards the design of the 

typeface, not production in terms of printing text, which is focused on in 

the next chapter.) Rather than looking at the characteristics of an object, 

she understands materiality as a process of interpretation. This approach 

to materiality is the foundation for the following analyses.5 To under-

stand how meaning is achieved, one needs to start with a formal analysis 

of the artefacts and examine them from the point of view of composition, 

color, shape and forms, texture, and lines, to name a few of the categories 

an art historian uses to approach an artwork or another kind of visual 

artefact. In the following analyses, I consider how the typefaces are used 

in a specific context and how their formal qualities are used as semiotic 

resources in order to convey a message.6 Special attention will be paid to 

the interplay between the typeface and other visual elements and to the 

role played by typefaces in a narrative.

MAGNETIC INK CHARACTER RECOGNITION (MICR)

In the postwar era in the United States, as banking services became avail-

able to a wider spectrum of society, many more people opened personal 

checking accounts, which hugely increased the number of checks banks 

had to handle. Since the processing was largely manual, the situation 

soon became untenable. In the 1950s, in cooperation with Bank of Amer-

ica, the Stanford Research Institute embarked on an automation project 

that led to the invention of a check coding system based on magnetic ink. 

For Bank of America, it was important to avoid major alterations to the 

check, which it regarded as an emotional link to the customer. A system 

based on punch cards was therefore out of the question, and solutions 

based on adding strips of paper or using fluorescent ink were also consid-

ered unfeasible. The research team concluded that magnetic ink was the 

only possible way forward, but how would the codes be designed? Bar-

codes were easy to read for computers but illegible for humans. Instead, 

a set of characters was devised, consisting of ten digits and four extra 

glyphs, that together constituted the magnetic ink character recognition 

(MICR) font. It had the advantage of being readable by both machines 

and humans, which was necessary for staff members to be able to handle 

errors manually. In 1959, the banking industry settled for this solution, 
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and by 1967, it had become widely implemented and could be seen on 

most American checks.7 The font is called E- 13B and does not follow tra-

ditional typographic rules and conventions. While some traditional type-

faces, such as Bodoni, are characterized by a strong contrast between thin 

and thick strokes, no predigital typefaces have the strange arrangement 

of thick elements that E- 13B has, such as a number 1 that seems to stand 

on a heavy, square podium and a number 3 that has a lower back that is 

much thicker than the upper back.

The system is still in use, and the font still attracts attention because 

of its odd appearance. For instance, Digital Check’s website has an edu-

cational article with the title “Why Does the Magnetic MICR Printing 

on Checks Use Such a Weird Font?” that explains how the magnetic ink 

needs to be applied in a certain thickness and that “all the weird bulges” 

are there in order for the magnetic reader to be able to pick up the signal 

and distinguish between the different characters.8 The MICR line, also 

called codeline, at the bottom of the check has room for sixty- five digits, 

including the bank’s routing number, the checking account number, the 

check number, and the check amount. As graphic designers Mark Owens 

and David Reinfurt observe, “By the 1960s, E13B had entered the popular 

imagination and quickly became a typographic signifier of the emergent 

human / computer interface and the intersection of money and technol-

ogy.”9 E- 13B had a number of successors, notably Data 70, which have 

been used in all sorts of contexts.10

tHe sPIn- offs of e- 13B

The typefaces inspired by E- 13B tapped into its connotations of computer 

technology and a high- tech future. They were given names such as Ame-

lia, Computer, Data 70, Magnetic Ink, Orbit- B, and Westminster. One of 

Figure 3.1 The E- 13B typeface (Universal MICR Pi). © 2022 Monotype Imaging Inc.
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the most prominent was Data 70, designed by Bob Newman for the Letra-

set Type Studio in 1970. The company produced dry transfers that made 

display typefaces much more accessible, and they became popular with 

both professional and amateur designers.11 Although Leo Maggs designed 

a similar typeface in the mid- 1960s that was called Westminster, Letra-

set’s global reach in the market led Data 70 to become the most widely 

used typeface. In the words of Owens and Reinfurt, “As a signifier of the 

future, Data 70 was thus equally loaded with utopian promise as well as 

Orwellian dread.”12

This ambiguous allure was something Data 70 shared with the other 

E- 13B descendants. Formally, they were all furnished with bulges, distrib-

uted in slightly different ways over the letterforms. In some typefaces, 

such as Computer and Magnetic Ink, a little detached block had been 

inserted between the legs of and in the openings of the letters N, M, and 

W. The golden days of this motley crew of typefaces are gone, but they 

have not fallen completely out of fashion and are still used for some 

purposes. As the graphic designer Paul McNeil, author of The Visual His-

tory of Type, concludes his account of Data 70: “Today it continues to 

resonate somewhat ambiguously as a typographic expression of printed 

Figure 3.2 Positions and magnetic signals in the E- 13B font. © Digital Check Corp.

Figure 3.3 A sample of the Data 70 typeface. © 2022. Screenshot taken from MyFonts 

at myfonts.com with permission of Monotype Imaging Inc.

http://myfonts.com
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circuit boards, retro science fiction stories and vintage computers. It lives 

on as a vision of the future from the past.”13 The spin- offs of E- 13B lead 

a postdigital life in a society that has seen some of the visions of science 

fiction being realized and normalized.

OPTICAL CHARACTER RECOGNITION (OCR)

In optical character recognition (OCR), printed text is read by a scanner 

and converted to alphanumeric characters. OCR is more flexible than 

MICR in that ordinary ink can be used, and nowadays, a wide variety of 

letterforms can be read. However, when the technology was introduced in 

the 1950s, special fonts had to be developed, and just like E- 13B, typefaces 

made for OCR were a compromise between what humans could read and 

what machines could recognize. Characters with similar forms— like capi-

tal B and the number 8, which could easily be differentiated by humans— 

presented difficulties for computers. Consequently, such characters had 

to be redesigned with an eye to increasing the contrast between them. 

The typeface OCR- A was developed in the early 1960s by American Type 

Founders, and the United States of America Standards Institute (USASI) 

made it a standard in 1966.14

The characters of OCR- A are angular in shape, and some capital letters, 

notably G and Q, have a pronounced slant to the right. The O has the 

Figure 3.4 A sample of the Computer typeface. © 2022. Screenshot taken from 

MyFonts at myfonts.com with permission of Monotype Imaging Inc.

Figure 3.5 A sample of the OCR- A typeface. © 2022. Screenshot taken from MyFonts 

at myfonts.com with permission of Monotype Imaging Inc.

http://myfonts.com
http://myfonts.com
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form of a diamond, and the curves of C and the D are broken in the mid-

dle. All the letters are strange in their own special way and do not seem 

connected by a common design concept as letters in a typeface usually 

are. This very alien typeface was later domesticated in Europe. According 

to type designer Adrian Frutiger, the European Computer Manufacturers 

Association (ECMA) was of the opinion that OCR- A was never going to 

be accepted in Europe, and in 1963, Frutiger was commissioned with the 

task of designing a more aesthetically satisfactory version of what he and 

his colleagues used to call the “robot type.”15 It became OCR- B, first pub-

lished in 1965 and later extended several times.

Both OCR- A and OCR- B became international standards in 1976.16 

Although Frutiger had to adapt the typeface to a number of technological 

constraints, he had at his disposal a finer grid, 14 by 19 cells, compared 

to the developers of OCR- A, who had only 5 by 9 cells.17 Since most infor-

mation that was formerly transferred to digital form by OCR is now born 

digital and since OCR scanners have become much better at recognizing 

normal printed text, the need for special OCR typeface has nearly disap-

peared. However, OCR- B is still used in combination with barcodes and 

for some banking applications, such as paper- based payments, mainly 

in the encoding line. OCR- A has become something of a classic and was 

among the twenty- three typefaces the Museum of Modern Art in New 

York acquired in 2011.18

The saga of OCR- A and OCR- B did not come to an end when they 

became obsolete in the technical sense. According to Heidrun Osterer 

and Philipp Stamm, the editors of Adrian Frutiger— Typefaces: The Complete 

Works, the two typefaces “eventually found their fashionable expression 

in the graphic design of the 1990s where they were seen as techno, cool 

and trendy.”19

Figure 3.6 A sample of the OCR- B typeface. © 2022. Screenshot taken from MyFonts 

at myfonts.com with permission of Monotype Imaging Inc.

http://myfonts.com
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FROM EMERGENT TECHNOLOGIES TO ESTABLISHED 

INFRASTRUCTURE

In the second half of the twentieth century, computer technology was 

promoted as a promising technology of the future by members of the 

computer industry and researchers in artificial intelligence, although 

there were also skeptical voices.20 Engineers adopted the new technol-

ogy, which greatly alleviated the burden of calculations, but there was 

a certain conservatism in the trade. In the early 1980s in the technical 

industries, where engineers had become used to working with mainframe 

computers, there was a reluctance to shift to new technology in the 

beginning. Around the turn of the millennium, major transformations in 

the media- technological landscape were taking place, and in the 2010s, 

digital telecommunications and the internet had become a commonly 

available infrastructure, at least in the Western world. The three following 

examples— an article in a computer magazine, an exhibition catalog, and 

a visual identity program— illustrate this development.

PeRsonAl comPutIng

In computer magazines in the 1970s and 1980s, Data 70 was often seen in 

advertisements of computer manufacturers and shops as well as in edito-

rial material. Louise Kehoe’s article “Engineers Get Personal with Com-

puters,” which appeared in the October 1981 issue of Personal Computing, 

uses a customized combination of Data 70 and Computer set against a 

red- and- black background photograph of a construction site. Workers 

are climbing ladders, and a big crane is visible at the left of the picture. 

This article also uses the typeface for drop caps (large highlighted initial 

capital letters) and for pull quotes (sentences pulled out of the text and 

displayed by means of layout) in the pages that follow.

The article is not futuristic. It is about the present and the near future. 

The argument is that engineers could benefit more than they think by 

acquiring personal computers. Many engineers were used to mainframe 

computers and their high processing capacity and tended to underesti-

mate the usefulness of small hobby computers. Some early adopters are 

interviewed and share their experiences. In contrast to big computers 

that rely on time sharing, the personal computer is “instantly accessible, 
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Figure 3.7 A customized typeface combining Data 70 and Computer. In Louise Kehoe, 

“Engineers Get Personal with Computers,” Personal Computing, October 1981, 24, 26.
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Figure 3.7 (continued)
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under their own control and never tied up with somebody else’s job.”21 

The article says that the small computer is more convenient and that 

although the software available on the market is mostly developed for 

administration and business purposes, the number of engineering appli-

cations is increasing.

The role of the typeface in this article is to attract the attention of its 

target group— engineers. The E in the first word in the title, Engineers, is 

repeated three times as drop caps in the text and in the text frames. Apart 

from providing the feature article with some attractive framing, the mix 

of two typefaces used in popular culture, Data 70 and Computer, reminds 

engineers that they need to keep up with their times and stop viewing the 

small computers as toy machines or as machines that can be used only for 

simple tasks. The typography signals that the shift away from mainframe 

computers to work stations and personal computers is underway.

NET_CONDITION: ART AND GLOBAL MEDIA

By the beginning of the 2000s, the internet and especially the World 

Wide Web achieved a major impact on both private and public com-

munication and presented a challenge to traditional media channels. An 

art project called Art and Global Media: An Exhibition in the Media Space 

encompassed a large number of artistic works that went beyond the scope 

of a traditional exhibition. It took place in many media— the internet, 

TV, cable television, radio, film, daily newspapers, magazines, and poster 

media— in a number of countries around the world simultaneously. Over 

a hundred artists, activists, and theorists participated in the project and 

explored the conditions of a networked society, including community 

conditions, ideological conditions, economic conditions, gender condi-

tions, and surveillance conditions and a number of other conditions.

In the extravagant exhibition catalog that appeared in 2001, edited 

by Peter Weibel and Timothy Druckrey, ample use is made of the OCR- A 

typeface.22 The visual style of the catalog is flamboyant. A reviewer in 

Library Journal described it as “crammed with color illustrations on every 

page” and compared it to a popular magazine on new technology: “Of 

the same genre as Wired Magazine, this book is loud, flashy, colorful, and 

jumpy.”23 Another reviewer remarked on the attempt to imitate digital 
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screen- based media: “Its radically graphical layout, full of color imagery 

and text, comes as close as book technology can to the real ‘Net condi-

tion.’”24 In his book on postmodernism, graphic design critic Rick Poynor 

wrote the following:

In the early 1990s, as computer processing power burgeoned, designs created 
on the screen became increasingly overloaded and complex, overwhelming the 
viewer with a wild network of pathways to penetrate and decipher, plunging the 
spectator into the vertiginous reaches and turbulent coordinates of a new kind 
of digital space.25

The design principles advocated by Beatrice Warde are clearly the antith-

esis of the postmodern design of the exhibition catalog. Instead of being 

invisible, typography and layout are brought to the fore in the book and 

are part of the message conveyed. Text, typography, layout, and illustra-

tions merge into a unanimous expression, taking into account the diver-

sity of conditions and dynamics of digital media.26 However, as yet another 

reviewer pointed out, this ambition is at times realized at the expense of 

legibility. In some of the essays, the superimposition of text onto photo-

graphs and the choice of color render the text very hard to read:

But the result is a constant battle between the denotative and the connotative 
that leaves readers unsure whether they are intended to read the theory that the 
editors have so diligently assembled. Net_Condition seems to be trying to do 
two things at once: while the volume’s editors have diligently selected texts that 
analyze and deconstruct network society, the design team seems more inter-
ested in making the volume itself manifest as a symptom of the very processes 
it documents.27

One of the prominent typographical features of Weibel and Druckrey’s 

exhibition catalog is the use of OCR- A for headings.28 It is also used gener-

ously for body text. In bigger sizes, attention is drawn to the peculiarities 

of certain letterforms. In smaller sizes, the angularities are smoothed out, 

and the typeface approaches normality. In many instances, the text is 

laid out in playful arrangements, as in an essay about Natalie Bookchin’s 

web- based art project called The Intruder (1998– 1999). The work is based 

on the short story “The Intruder” by Jorge Luis Borges and consists of ten 

simple video games, which function as literary devices to advance the 

narrative.29 In the catalog, the title of the work is cascaded and mirrored, 
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creating a triangular form, an arrowhead that points toward the images 

on the right half of the page.30

In the catalog’s presentation of another piece of web- based art, Vannde-

mar Memex or Lara Croft Stripped Bare by Her Assassins, Even (1999) by Marc 

Lafia, the long title of his interactive narrative is meandering over the 

upper half of the spread, set in two different large sizes of OCR- A. The 

longest word— “Stripped,” in white— is put in a layer of its own beneath 

the rest of the title, which is in black.31 Body text in OCR- A explains the 

workings of the narrative and is interspersed with the title. The layout 

presents the reader with a graphic riddle that makes the choice of type-

face seem the least weird aspect of the design.

In the essays about both The Intruder and Vanndemar Memex, the let-

terforms of OCR- A are highlighted as decorative elements of the layout. 

In the context of this exhibition catalog, which includes all imaginable 

Figure 3.8 An essay about Natalie Bookchin’s web- based art project The Intruder. In 

net_condition: art and global media, ed. Peter Weibel and Timothy Druckrey (Karlsruhe: 

ZKM | Center for Art and Media; Cambridge, MA: MIT Press, 2001), 86– 87.
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signifiers for digitality— pixelated images, aliased text, glaring colors, 

blurry screenshots, computer game characters, operating system inter-

faces, browser windows, images of cables and monitors— how did the 

OCR- A typeface manage to find its place? Due to its strong character and 

its associations with technology, it performed a lead role in the book with 

ease. The catalog contains examples of how a typeface can be exploited 

primarily for its pictorial qualities and how its role as mediator of lin-

guistic meaning can be downplayed. Text and image are often posed as 

opposites, but text is always conveyed in some material form and in some 

visual, imagelike expression. This quality was explored in early twentieth- 

century avant- garde movements such as dada and futurism. Guillaume 

Apollinaire’s calligrammes, which are poems where the printed words 

form an image that corresponds to the subject of the poem, are promi-

nent examples.32 The practice of ASCII art (the theme of chapter 2) is also 

based on the text- as- image concept, but postmodern graphic design oper-

ates with many more degrees of freedom.

Figure 3.9 An essay about Marc Lafia’s web- based art project Vanndemar Memex or 
Lara Croft Stripped Bare by Her Assassins, Even. In net_condition: art and global media, 

ed. Peter Weibel and Timothy Druckrey (Karlsruhe: ZKM | Center for Art and Media; 

Cambridge, Mass.: MIT Press, 2001), 208– 209.
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comRegIA

In the postdigital era, telecommunications have achieved a status similar 

to electricity in terms of public expectations of available infrastructure. 

An internet connection is taken for granted at home, in public buildings, 

and in trains, airplanes, and other means of transportation. Museums, 

libraries, and other public institutions have put some of their services 

online and are in the process of reassessing their role in society.33 Com-

munication in the postdigital age has also entailed a growth in the num-

ber and severity of cybersecurity issues, which will need new approaches 

to be kept at bay.34 When networks go down or systems are under attack, 

the consequences are dire for vital societal functions such as bank pay-

ments and medical treatments. All these public expectations mean that 

advanced engineering skills in the telecommunication area are in high 

demand. Connoting this know- how is a job OCR- A can still perform, in 

collaboration with other graphic expressions. I interviewed the owner of 

ComRegia, a Swedish telecommunication company established in 2017, 

and the company’s graphic designer in order to understand the rationale 

behind a graphic identity that involves a logotype, icons, color schemes, 

and varying typefaces for different types of text. The typeface of the logo-

type is Kelso, where each letter is formed by a single unbroken line.

The designer in charge of the project found the continuous lines of 

Kelso fitting for the technical field of activity of ComRegia. The crown 

that is part of the logotype emphasizes the word regia in the company 

name and is drawn in a style that matches the typeface. Headings in both 

printed material and web material use OCR- A capitals, and body text is 

set in the neutral typefaces DIN Round (for print) and Asap (for web). 

The owner of ComRegia appreciated the choice of OCR- A. For him, it was 

Figure 3.10 The ComRegia logo in the Kelso typeface. Design by Zel Bettman. © 

ComRegia.
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paramount that the core values of the company— fair treatment of cus-

tomers and reliability— are conveyed by the program and that the name 

ComRegia is seen as a quality mark. In combination with the blue color, 

the technical connotations are evident.

Apart from headings on the website, OCR- A is used for the byline “by 

ComRegia.”35 Sometimes the font is used a little more than prescribed 

by the graphic identity manual. On the back of the company’s vans, it is 

also used for the web address (which, according to the manual, should 

have been done in DIN Round). The typeface Kelso and the crown have 

the continuous lines in common, and one can find echoes of OCR- A 

capital C and D in the angular forms in the middle of the crown. These 

design aspects help create a connection between the logotype and the 

typeface OCR- A. In its totality, the visual identity testifies to the fact that 

the “net condition” has become ubiquitous in the postdigital era and that 

a typeface like OCR- A can move comfortably in all kinds of public spaces, 

on vehicles, and on the web and expect to be associated with computer 

Figure 3.11 The OCR- A typeface used on the back of a ComRegia van. Photo by Patric 

Jansson. © ComRegia.
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technology even by a generation that was not born when the typeface 

was invented.

SURVEILLANCE AND RISK

Typefaces for both magnetic ink recognition and optical recognition 

were invented at a time when computers were starting to have a broader 

influence on society. Computing expanded its territories, and the com-

puter was no longer only a tool for scientific calculations. During the 

Cold War, military technology aimed at global surveillance was devel-

oped in the United States.36 In a survey conducted about public atti-

tudes about computers in 1971, a vast majority of respondents agreed 

that computers affect the lives of all citizens. More than half expressed 

concerns that a few large organizations were in charge of information 

about millions of people and that “computers will be used in the future 

to keep people under surveillance.”37 In Sweden, a country that was an 

early adopter of computer technology, the use of personal code numbers 

and the risks involved in the processing of personal data by authori-

ties became a major issue in the 1960s. The world’s first Data Act for 

regulating the handling of personal data was adopted by the Swedish 

parliament in 1973.38 The historian Lars Ilshammar looks back at this 

development:

From having been viewed as an administrative tool, increasing efficiency in the 
service of the expanding welfare state, the computer to an ever greater degree 
came to be understood as a control and surveillance technology during the sec-
ond half of the 1960s. At the beginning of the 1970s computer technology 
joined nuclear power as the symbol of the large- scale and inhumane surveil-
lance society.39

The following examples demonstrate how machine- readable typefaces 

helped to conjure up the ominous aspects of computer technology in 

popular culture, in the art world, and within government. The first two 

examples concern the original typeface for magnetic ink character recog-

nition (MICR), E- 13B. Both examples occur in the 1960s, one in a film 

about check fraud and the other in an artwork from the pop art era. The 

third example is from the late 1970s and involves the use of Data 70 on 

the cover of a report from a Swedish public inquiry.
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CATCH ME IF YOU CAN

Based on the 1980 book of the same name, the movie Catch Me If You 

Can, directed by Steven Spielberg and released in 2002, is a fictionalized 

account of the early life of Frank Abagnale, who spent his late teens as a 

successful impostor and fraudster. During several years in the 1960s, he 

posed as a pilot, a doctor, and a lawyer and came by great sums of money 

by swindling banks and companies. Check forgery was his specialty, and 

one of his schemes was altering the routing number at the bottom of the 

check. These numbers decide which bank the check is sent to for clear-

ing, and by changing one number, a forger could send the check to a 

distant branch across the country, causing a long delay in clearing. FBI 

agent Carl Hanratty zealously pursues Abagnale throughout the movie 

and explains during a presentation to his colleagues that “a zero- two to 

a one- two that means that check, which was cashed in New York does 

not go to the New York Federal Branch but it is rerouted all the way 

to the San Francisco Federal Branch.” It took a couple of weeks for the 

banks to detect the problem, and in the meantime, Abagnale could con-

tinue to forge many more checks before having to move on to another 

city. His methods grew more and more sophisticated. He started making 

changes to checks manually and then moved on to a typewriter and a 

MICR machine, and when he eventually was captured in France in 1969, 

he was operating a huge Heidelberg printing press in order to produce 

realistic checks.

In this movie, the typeface is not primarily a design element. It is 

rather a vital part of the narrative of check fraud. Although the codeline 

and its routing number play central roles in the film, the typeface E- 13B is 

visible in only a few scenes. Spielberg knows how to turn Abagnale’s quest 

for banking knowledge into entertainment and conveys some pieces of 

information about check handling to the film audience, without lectur-

ing. The E- 13B typeface is present throughout the movie but not always 

visually. The first time it is shown is in the scenes where Abagnale receives 

a checkbook from his father as a gift for his sixteenth birthday:

ABAgnAle sR: There’s fifty checks there, Frank, which means, from this 

day on . . . you’re in their little club.

ABAgnAle JR: I’m in their little club.
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We see a close- up of the checkbook and the checks with Frank Jr.’s name 

on them and the codeline at the bottom as he flips through the book. This 

scene can be seen as the starting point for the swindling that is to follow, 

and it stresses the importance of the checkbook as an object of power.

A bit further into the movie, Abagnale pays a visit to a bank in order to 

cash a check and find out more about check routines. He targets a beauti-

ful, young, and gullible teller, whom he immediately asks out for dinner. 

The flirtation continues while he asks her to explain how she handles the 

checks, and the following conversation unfolds:

telleR: And then we feed the checks into the MICR machine, which uses 

special ink, and encode the account numbers at the bottom of the checks. 

[She feeds a check into the machine to demonstrate how it works.]

ABAgnAle: And where are these numbers?

telleR: They are right here. [She holds the check against her breast.]

ABAgnAle: Right there? [He points to the codeline while she moves 

the check so that his finger touches her breast. They both giggle, and he 

blushes.]

telleR: They are called routing numbers.

ABAgnAle: So where do the checks get routed to?

telleR: I don’t exactly know. Nobody ever asked me that before.

Figure 3.12 The checkbook scene from Catch Me If You Can, Steven Spielberg, 2002.
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The check appears in this scene as an object that supports their inter-

action. They pass it between them and hold it for a second together, 

she waves it flirtatiously, but we do not see the information printed on 

the check. The cinematography creates a seductive atmosphere, and 

the camera focuses on their facial expressions and their body language. 

What would otherwise have become a dry lecture in banking proce-

dures is turned into a scene that demonstrates how Abagnale manages 

to combine his womanizing talents with his keen ability to learn and  

observe.

In the next brief scene, we see Abagnale bid on in a MICR printer at 

an auction. In the scene directly after that, FBI agent Hanratty uses a 

slide projector during a presentation about Abagnale’s exploits for his 

colleagues at FBI headquarters:

In the last few weeks, this unsub has developed a new form of check fraud which 
I’m calling “the float.” What he’s doing is he’s opening checking accounts at 
various banks, then changing the MICR ink routing numbers at the bottom of 
those checks.

He indicates the codeline with a pointer and asks for the next slide. The 

remote control is broken, and his presentation is interrupted by this mal-

function as his colleagues try to change the slides manually. The next 

slide clearly shows the numbers at the bottom of the check. His colleagues 

interrupt him with impertinent questions and jokes:

c1: Carl, for those of us who are unfamiliar with bank fraud, you mind 

telling us what the hell you’re talking about?

HAnRAttY: The East Coast branches are numbered zero- one to zero- six. 

The central branch is zero- seven, zero- eight so on, so forth.

c2: You mean those numbers on the bottom of a check actually mean 

something?

[Hanratty gives further explanations.]

HAnRAttY: All of this was in the report I filed two days ago.

c1: You know, you want to talk to my wife. She’s the one balances the 

checkbook at our house.

[Agents laugh.]
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His colleagues are uninvolved, they have failed to read his report, and 

they poke fun at him and his zealous engagement with this fraudster 

and his inventions. Along with the broken slide projector, they man-

age to spoil his presentation. By making the E- 13B typeface visible in 

this scene, the film highlights Hanratty’s nerdiness and his commitment 

to going deeply into the technicalities of a subject in his pursuit of a 

suspect.

Toward the end of the movie, when Abagnale is incarcerated in an 

American prison, there are two adjacent scenes where Abagnale is given 

the opportunity to demonstrate his expertise on check forgery. In the 

first scene, Hanratty pays a visit to Abagnale, and when the prisoner asks 

the FBI agent what he has in his briefcase, Hanratty tells him about his 

present case, “a paperhanger working his way through Minnesota.” Aba-

gnale asks to see the check through the glass partition, and on the basis 

of the date stamp, he immediately draws the conclusion that the teller is 

the culprit. This leads Hanratty to realize Abagnale’s potential as a fraud 

detector.

In the second scene, Hanratty brings another FBI agent with him in 

order to test Abagnale with another check sample. Abagnale picks it up 

and gives his verdict on- the- spot. It is a fake:

Figure 3.13 FBI agent Hanratty’s slideshow presentation scene from Catch Me If You 
Can, Steven Spielberg, 2002.
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fBI Agent: How do you know? You haven’t looked at it.

ABAgnAle: Well, there’s no perforated edge, right? I mean, this . . . this 

check was hand- cut, not fed. Yeah. . . . Paper is double- bonded, much too 

heavy to be a bank check. Magnetic ink: it’s, uh, raised against my fingers 

instead of flat. [He sniffs.] And this doesn’t smell like MICR. It’s some 

kind of a . . . you know— some kind of a drafting ink. You know, the kind 

you get at a stationery store.

After this demonstration of his expertise, he is invited to work with the 

FBI’s Financial Crimes Unit.

In this scene between Abagnale and the two FBI agents, there is no 

close- up of the check. Instead, the camera closes in on Hanratty and his 

triumphant expression when his protégé shows off his skills. Right from 

the start, we are told by the FBI agent’s line “How do you know? You 

haven’t looked at it” that the visual sense does not play the lead role 

in the examination. Instead, it is a multisensory process, whereby Abag-

nale feels the texture of the edges, feels the surface of the print, feels the 

weight of the paper, and smells the quality of the ink. He resorts to the 

tactile sense and the olfactory sense as much as the visual sense in order 

to assess the document in his hands.

In this scene, the form of the E- 13B typeface is not the focus. Instead, 

other qualities of the MICR print are highlighted, such as the relief it 

creates on the paper surface and the peculiar smell it emits. It illustrates 

vividly that typography is not an abstract experience of free- floating form 

but is intimately linked to the qualities of its material substrate— in this 

case, paper and ink. Graphic designers use these combined resources in 

their daily work in the creation of printed matter such as business cards, 

folders, and books. Digital publications have a different materiality, based 

on, for instance, light- emitting diodes (LEDs) and electronic ink (E ink), 

but the principles are the same. For dramaturgical reasons, it is more 

effective to focus on the reactions of Hanratty in this scene than to show 

the check itself in close- up. We hear Abagnale describing its features, and 

at this stage of the film, we have already been shown a check a couple 

of times— notably, when Abagnale is given a checkbook as a birthday 

present by his father and later when Hanratty presents the case at FBI 

headquarters— so we are familiar with the appearance of checks.
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In these scenes at a bank, FBI headquarters, and a prison, what is told 

is the story of ignorance. A widening knowledge gap made Abagnale’s 

forgeries possible. Neither bank customers, ordinary bank employees, 

nor FBI agents were sufficiently knowledgeable about bank check proce-

dures. The young teller in the bank scene reveals her ignorance when she 

cannot tell Abagnale where the checks go: “Nobody ever asked me that 

before.” This means that she has never been told how the system works 

and that she is just a cog in the machine. During Hanratty’s presentation 

of Abagnale’s check frauds and the way he is practicing check float, one 

of his colleagues gives voice to the general ignorance of check systems 

by mockingly asking if those numbers on the bottom of a check actually 

mean something. To this FBI agent, as to most other checkbook owners, 

the numbers are just a row of numbers. Their strange forms signal “dis-

regard us” or “not meant for human eyes,” in a way similar to barcodes. 

On a basic semiotic level, they can be recognized as part of the traditional 

alphanumeric character set, but on a higher semiotic level, the numbers 

might seem meaningless or random. However, for a successful counter-

feiter, paying attention to every sign and its meaning is crucial. Abagnale 

is eager to increase his knowledge and gains an overall understanding 

of the system, and he manages to outwit it by being ahead of his pursu-

ers. The size of the knowledge gap becomes evident in the prison scenes, 

when Abagnale demonstrates his accumulated wisdom for Hanratty and 

his colleague. Abagnale is the connoisseur that they need to help them 

solve more check fraud cases. This case demonstrates that typography is 

not an abstract art form that exists outside materiality and that an expert 

is required to use all his senses to master it.

The invention of MICR was a technological achievement that led to 

greater administrative efficiency, but it also created systems that were 

vulnerable to “hackers” like Abagnale. He was a “paper hacker” rather 

than a computer hacker in the contemporary sense, but he knew how to 

shortcut the system by diverting the attention of the human clerks who 

had become accessories to the system without having the means of con-

trolling it. In real life, after serving his time in prison, Abagnale became 

a security consultant and helped design checks that are difficult to forge. 

The security of the “Abagnale personal SuperCheck” relies not on the 

typeface but on printing qualities such as watermarks, microprinting, 
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prismatic printing, and fluorescent ink.40 The machine- readable typeface 

could provide efficiency by facilitating the processing of large amounts of 

data, but it could not ensure security, which had to be provided through 

other means.

1984

The film Catch Me If You Can was set in the 1960s. The next example of 

the E- 13B typeface comes from the same decade, although it occurs in a 

different medium and context— a series of artworks made in 1967 by the 

American artist Ed Ruscha. His work is difficult to label or to place within 

a specific art movement, but he is commonly associated with pop art and 

conceptual art. He trained in commercial art and, in the beginning of his 

career, worked as a graphic designer.41 One of his most famous works is his 

book Twentysix Gasoline Stations (1963), which contains photographs of the 

gasoline stations along Route 66 between Los Angeles and Oklahoma City.42

His many paintings depicting printed words or short phrases occupy 

a prominent place in his oeuvre. The letterforms are often derived from 

the vernacular visual language of sign makers, but the textual messages 

are generally enigmatic and laconic, verging on the surreal. In the 1960s, 

he portrayed mostly single words (for instance, space, honk, salt, lawyer) 

using different perspectives, letterforms, colors, and materials. From the 

1970s on, statements began to appear in his works— for instance “Con-

tact lens at bottom of swimming pool” and “A heavy shower of screws.”

At the end of his book They Called Her Styrene, which contains 575 of 

his word images, he writes, “Sometimes found words are the most pure 

because they have nothing to do with you. I take things as I find them. 

A lot of these things comes from the noise of everyday life.”43 Taken out 

of the original context— perhaps newspaper articles or advertisements— 

these snippets of text can be seen as the descendants of the objets trouvés 

(the ready- made art objects) exhibited by Marcel Duchamp at the begin-

ning of the last century. His bottle rack and his bicycle wheel took on dif-

ferent meanings in an art gallery than in the mundane surroundings they 

were taken from. Ruscha’s word paintings are painstakingly designed and 

crafted, but they transform letters and words into objects that we are 

forced to read in a new light.
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The objecthood of Ruscha’s words has also been highlighted by graphic 

designer Michael Bierut. Invited to choose one work from the collection 

of the Museum of Modern Art for its radio series The Way I See It, Michael 

Bierut selected the painting OOF by Ruscha. In the program, Bierut com-

ments on Ruscha’s interest in the letters as objects: “His painting is more 

than a picture; it’s really a painting, a physicality, a space.”44

Perhaps Ruscha’s least cryptic word images are to be found in the series 

of drawings and lithographs he made in 1967 with the title and motif 

1984.45 The reference to George Orwell’s Nineteen Eighty- Four: A Novel is 

obvious, which is also corroborated by the artist:

When I drew 1984— in 1967— I was thinking about the book and the talk at 
the time that Big Brother was watching you. I put that together with these new 
funny numerals on my check stubs, and I wondered why they had invented this 
new vocabulary of numbers. I thought we may never reach that number on our 
calendar because we might hit some Armageddon. I always liked the idea that 
it was a few years before its time that I had made this statement in this work. 
Beyond that, it was fun to make.46

Some were drawings made with graphite or gunpowder, some were litho-

graphs, but what they all had in common was that the white painted 

number was set off against a greyish background. For some variants, Ru-

scha chose E- 13B as the typeface for the year, which made the conno-

tations of the theme of novel state surveillance and control even more 

evident and visible.

Orwell wrote this classic novel in 1949, when computers were still 

mainly instruments for computation, and Orwell’s Big Brother is carrying 

out mass surveillance through “Telescreens,” a kind of television that can 

both broadcast and record image and sound and is installed in the homes 

of all citizens. The message of the novel can be transferred to another 

time and still be effective. According to Mark Owens and David Reinfurt, 

“Evoking the dystopian near- future of George Orwell’s novel just a year 

prior to the worldwide student protests of 1968, Ruscha’s use of E- 13B 

registers a moment of potent cultural anxiety.”47

In Ruscha’s 1984 images, which are taken out of the context of a 

check’s codeline, the E- 13B number has been deprived of its meaning 

as routing number, account number, and check number. Without the 

structure of the check— an informational object where the positioning 
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Figure 3.14 Ed Ruscha, 1984 [#1], 1967. Graphite on paper. 145/16 × 2213/16 in. © Ed 

Ruscha.

Figure 3.15 Ed Ruscha, 1984 [#2], 1967. Graphite on paper. 147/16 × 23 in. © Ed Ruscha.
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of the data is as important as the data itself— the numbers have lost their 

original meaning. In Ruscha’s pictures, the number 1984 hovers in a grey 

void and becomes meaningless as banking data. However, it assumes 

a new meaning by signifying a specific year in time and referencing a 

prominent work in literary history. The change in scale is also of semi-

otic importance. In Ruscha’s pictures, the numbers are many times bigger 

than the numbers on checks, and against the rather undefined grey back-

ground, the numbers appear in all their baroque splendor.

Enlarging was a pictorial device practiced by several other pop artists. 

Claes Oldenburg became famous for his colossal sculptures of everyday 

objects such as hamburgers, light switches, and trowels, Roy Lichtenstein 

made large paintings inspired by cartoons and made visible the dots of 

the printing process. This Verfremdungseffekt (alienating or distancing 

effect) has also been used in typography. In his book Typeset in the Future: 

Typography and Design in Science Fiction Movies, Dave Addey interviews 

type designer Stephen Coles about how typefaces like Eurostile and Bank 

Gothic have become associated with the future. Coles explains that Bank 

Gothic, a typeface created in the 1930s, was intended for very small sizes 

suitable for business cards. In order for the linear shapes to appear correct 

in small print, the type designer made adjustments to the letterforms, 

such as angled ends to the letter C. What was originally a material aspect 

and a matter of functional design that was not meant to be noticed has 

become part of the typeface’s allure and a reason for its application in 

science fiction movies. Blown up and projected on a cinema screen, the 

angled ends are clearly visible and form part of the appeal of the design 

of the movie.48

The big size of the numbers in Ruscha’s 1984 pictures makes their forms 

and the “weird bulges” more prominent. Not all the numbers in the font 

E- 13B are similar in this respect: the strokes of 0, 2, 5, 6, and 7 are even, 

whereas the strokes of 1, 3, 4, 8, and 9 are uneven. All the numbers of the 

year 1984 belong to the latter group, which creates a rhythm of thin and 

thick forms throughout the number. In one of the drawings, 1984 [#2], 

the dash used to delimit parts of numbers on a check is added at the end 

of the year, like a coda to a musical composition. The visual rhythm of a 

graphic artwork is not unlike musical rhythm, if one imagines the tempo-

ral dimension translated into the visual dimension. Ruscha’s portrayals of 
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E- 13B are minimalistic and restrained compared to a Hollywood science 

fiction movie, but he managed to bring the letterforms to the fore and 

at the same time, by the choice of the motif 1984, evoke an ominous 

computerized future. He used only the resources of the original character 

set, consisting of just fourteen characters. There were soon to be typefaces 

that applied the visual language of E- 13B to the full alphabet.

ADP AND THE VULNERABILITY OF SOCIETY: CONSIDERATIONS 

AND PROPOSALS

Even government reports are dependent on graphic design to communi-

cate their messages. In the 1970s, Swedish society had become comput-

erized to a high degree. At the time, the term automatic data processing 

(ADP) was commonly used for the field now called informatics. Before the 

advent of digital consumer electronics, which now pervade everyday life, 

many sensitive societal functions were performed with the help of infor-

mation technology. The Swedish Ministry of Defence ordered an inquiry 

in 1977 into the risks this entailed and the measures that could be taken 

in order to mitigate the vulnerability caused by computerization.49 The 

final report from 1979 divides the vulnerability factors into external and 

internal factors. Among the external factors considered are sabotage, espi-

onage, war, and catastrophes. The internal factors pertain to population 

registers, geographical and functional concentration, lack of knowledge, 

dependency on key persons, disaster preparedness, and foreign depen-

dency, to mention a few. Many weak areas were identified, such as the 

concentration of resources and know- how in a few large computer centers 

in the major cities in Sweden. Because the domestic computer industry 

could supply only certain types of computers and peripherals, the coun-

try was dependent on foreign manufacturers. The committee in charge 

of the inquiry recommended an authorizing procedure for actors that 

would set up registers with personal data, traffic management systems, 

process control systems, and other sensitive systems, in both the public 

and private sectors. One area of attention was telecommunications. At 

the time, computers were connected via the telecommunications net-

work, then still consisting of overhead lines in less densely populated 

regions in Sweden.
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On the cover of the published report, the main title is set in Data 70, 

and the subtitle is set in Helvetica. The reader is made aware of the subject 

of the report just as much by the typeface of the main title as by the words 

themselves. “We are now in the computer age” is conveyed by the typog-

raphy, more than by the illustrations below. The curious forms of the let-

ters signal that a strange new aspect of society, information technology, 

must be taken into account and dealt with. The alarming first part of the 

title, ADP and the Vulnerability of Society, set in the alien typeface Data 70, 

is countered by the use of the most rational of typefaces, Helvetica, for 

the reassuring second part of the title, Considerations and Proposals. With 

the help of rational measures, society will be less vulnerable.

The acronym ADP is printed in green on an ivory background, and the 

same green is used for the background of the middle part of the cover, 

which contains three illustrations— black overhead telephone lines, a 

pair of blue wire cutters wrapped in twine, and an ivory roll of magnetic 

tape. By the use of color, a connection is created between the green letters 

ADP and the green middle part of the cover and the action that is played 

out there. The telephone lines and the magnetic tape are easy to associate 

with information technology, but what are the wire cutters doing here? 

The three objects do not seem to exist in the same picture space, and 

they are drawn with different degrees of abstraction and definition. The 

magnetic tape is two- dimensional, whereas because the telephone pole is 

shown a little from the side, it appears somewhat three- dimensional. The 

wire cutters are most clearly defined, and their blue color and the hemp 

string wound around their jaws make the tool stand out from the other 

objects. Depth in the cover is created by the overlapping of the objects— 

the tape at the back, the telephone pole in the middle, and the pair of 

wire cutters at the front. The billowing lines of the telephone lines and 

the loose end of the magnetic tape create movement in the picture, but 

without the wire cutters, the cover would appear quite static and flat. 

From the upper right corner, the menacing pair of blue cutters is injected 

into the picture, somewhat above the picture plane, cutting through both 

the ivory top background and the green middle part of the cover. Were 

it not for the string and the tidy knot that keeps the string in place, the 

thrust of the wire cutters would pose a serious threat to the lines and the 

tape, potentially cutting them off.
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A feasible interpretation is that the telecommunication technologies 

(telephone poles and lines) and the information in the files (on the stor-

age medium of magnetic tape) are vulnerable to a number of threats, all 

encompassed in the symbolic wire cutters. However, the proposed safety 

measures (string that has been wound several times around the tool’s 

jaws) will provide protection for the country, which will also not be cut 

off from the future development of information technology. After all, 

the three bulky letters ADP, given weight by the Data 70 typeface, stand 

firmly on the ground and acknowledge that the country is irrevocably 

part of this development.

Figure 3.16 A report cover using the Data 70 and Helvetica typefaces. ADP and the 
Vulnerability of Society: Considerations and Proposals, SOU 1979:93.
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VISIONS OF THE FUTURE: EXPECTATIONS AND DISILLUSIONS

The end of the 1950s saw the birth of the Space Age, when dreams of 

venturing into space were fulfilled for the first time. In conjunction with 

computer technology, space technology was seen as the technology of the 

future. Other planets were seen not only as places to visit but as potential 

colonies where the human race could expand its territories. These expec-

tations were subdued after the space shuttle Challenger disaster in 1986. 

In the 1994 article “Will Robots Inherit the Earth?,” artificial intelligence 

researcher Marvin Minsky envisions a future where robots become so 

advanced that they can take over many of the functions humans perform 

and even supply human bodies with vital spare parts.50 However, some 

researchers were not convinced about the feasibility or even desirability 

of such scenarios.51 The following examples show how machine- readable 

typefaces can be used to invoke both visions of the future as well as the 

ensuing disappointments when they are thwarted.52 A 1981 children’s 

book about a robot and a 2016 graphic novel about a lonely cop on the 

moon are analyzed in this section.

ROBOT

The pop- up picture book Robot (1981) by the Polish British author Jan 

Pieńkowski is a science fiction story that probably was intended for chil-

dren but can be enjoyed by all ages.53 The typeface used for the title on 

the cover and in the body text is a modified version of Data 70, where 

several of the capitals have been altered (A, D, K, M, N, R, and the low-

ercase x have been altered). The changes give the word DAD a slanted 

look, in contrast to the upright lines of MUM. The book is about a family 

living on another planet, and we get to know them through a postcard 

sent home from a son who has taken a trip back to earth. A face of a 

robot, in the form of a printed circuit board, can be discerned on the 

cover of the book. The most evident facial features are the eyes, which 

are made up of the two Os in the title Robot. Just below the B, a pink resis-

tor serves as a nose, and a corner of the postcard sticks out from what 

appears to be the mouth but could also be interpreted as a mail drop. We 

can read the beginning of the text, “Dear MUM and DAD, Wish U were  

here. I . . .”
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The rest of the text runs on the bottom of every spread, and on the 

first spread, it continues from the cover, “miss home cooking— xpect 

MUM has her hands full with the new.” Mum is here seen reading the 

postcard, holding it with one of her many arms as she carries out several 

other household chores simultaneously. On the remaining five spreads, 

the text is continued in the same manner, starting with the last word of 

the sentence on the page before or finishing with the initial part of the 

next sentence:

baby. Hope DAD’s keeping up his Mr. Universe programme.

Is GRANDPA looking after my Earth creature? I bet it’s

grown. How’s SIS? Still going out with that Neanderthal

boyfriend? I miss riding my bike. C U all 4 Xmas. Love, ROB.

Figure 3.17 A book cover using a modified version of the Data 70 typeface. Jan 

Pieńkowski, Robot (London: Heinemann, 1981). Manchester Literature Festival, Twitter, 

@McrLitFest, April 24, 2020.
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In this way, the reader is prompted to turn the page and read the whole 

story, a counterforce to the pop- up features that might make the reader 

want to remain on the page for a long time. On each spread, tabs can be 

pulled and cause elements of the page to pop out and move, and wheels 

can be turned. We encounter the family members in their own rooms, 

busy watching screens, lifting weights, styling their hair, and performing 

other activities that lend themselves well to be animated. The text is quite 

succinct compared to the exuberant imagery. The spreads are filled to the 

rim with a multitude of forms, colors, things, and creatures, so it takes 

quite a while to understand what is being shown, especially since the 

central parts are three- dimensional. They are movable landscapes rather 

than pictures. The text that runs in a single line at the bottom of the page 

points out the different characters and their attributes. It anchors the 

pages and provides some stability by being a recurring element on each 

spread. The Data 70 typography makes the text become part of the overall 

visual style, and it blends in rather than forms a contrast to the imagery. 

One might argue that the text needs this kind of vestiture to assert itself.

Figure 3.18 The first spread in Jan Pieńkowski, Robot (London: Heinemann, 1981). 

Quality Chimp, Twitter, @QualityChimp, April 4, 2020.
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This is science fiction at its most good- natured. These robots lead 

lives that are very similar to human lives. On their bookshelf, they have 

titles such as Lex Robotica and Encyclopaedia Cybernetica in printed form. 

Pieńkowski’s 1981 picture book is a feel- good version of a postdigital 

future in space where earth is not lost to humanity but is just a distant 

destination and family life and its traditional gender roles are intact. In 

the postdigital and posthuman future, when we have ourselves become 

robots, we need not fear computer technology.

MOONCOP

The 2016 graphic novel Mooncop by Tom Gauld is about a lonely cop who 

is stuck on a human colony on the moon.54 We follow him performing 

his daily duties as he traverses the vast and desolate moon landscape in 

his little police vehicle. His crime solution rate is 100 percent, mainly 

because no crimes are committed by the decreasing population. Relocat-

ing to the moon has not relieved humans from the nuisances created by 

incompatible adapters, system failures, and meaningless data collection. 

The once ultramodern project now seems like a silly idea, according to 

Mrs. Henderson, one of the first settlers, who is moving back to earth. 

The cop’s application for a transfer is denied. Instead, he is offered a robot 

therapist that soon runs out of steam and electricity. He finds a compan-

ion in the newly arrived cafe attendant and together they contemplate 

planet earth from the vantage point of a cliff. Gauld has tapped into the 

science fiction trope of colonizing other planets but has turned it into a 

melancholy reflection on the human condition.

All the text in the book— in speech bubbles, on signs, and on com-

puter screens— is handwritten. On the front cover, the title is set in Data 

70 capitals in silver against the blue void of space. The mooncop is seen 

walking across the rocky surface of the moon with a map in his hand. 

Earth is hovering in the upper right corner of the cover. Below the title, 

the name of the author is set in Futura capitals in white and in a much 

smaller size. The squareness of MOONCOP is contrasted with the pointed 

forms of the M in TOM and the A in GAULD. In Data 70, the letters O, N, 

and C have a similar rectangular form, and here in MOONCOP they form 

a group of five siblings protected by the initial M and the final P.
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Figure 3.19 A book cover using the Data 70 typeface. Tom Gauld, Mooncop (Mon-

treal: Drawn & Quarterly, 2016). © Tom Gauld. Used with permission from Drawn & 

Quarterly.
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Type designer Toshi Omagari, who has written about the typography 

of arcade video games of the 1970s, 1980s, and 1990s, explains how the 

appreciation of the typefaces derived from MICR has evolved:

MICR was more or less extinct by the end of the 90s, and only a few games car-
ried on the tradition. The industry had moved on an learned the art of subtlety, 
no longer relying on wacky details that screamed “Future!” But the appetite 
for mechanical- looking typefaces has never gone away, and in modern games, 
typefaces such as DIN, Eurostile, Bank Gothic and similar square designs are 
commonplace. Today, our tastes have changed and Westminster and Data 70 
are considered retro, but we shouldn’t forget to respect these elders that were 
once the face of the future.55

Omagari seems to agree with Paul McNeil that Data 70 personifies “a 

vision of the future from the past.”56 If one takes these connotations into 

account, using Data 70 in the graphic novel Mooncop not only sets the 

mood of the book but also summarizes the whole story, from the begin-

ning of the colonization project to its end. Mooncop looks back at the 

future of the past, when moon residency was utopian, and lets us know 

what became of it from a vantage point far into the future. The story and 

the typeface share a parallel timeline and development. Like the picture 

book Robot, the story in Mooncop is set in a future, postdigital era where 

the technology has become ubiquitous and permeates everyday life but 

where, in contrast to Robot, technology has not fulfilled the promise of a 

better future.

ALIEN AND DOMESTICATED FORMS

The OCR- A typeface was called “robot type” by Adrian Frutiger and his 

colleagues in the 1960s. The clunkiness of both OCR- A and E- 13B rhymed 

with robot morphology, both fictional and factual, at the time. We saw in 

Ed Ruscha’s 1984 pictures how the objecthood and physicality of letters 

can be emphasized. “Robot type” can refer both to the letters as small 

robots themselves and to typefaces that robots can read.

Scale changes the perception of a typeface and can make its letters seem 

alien. This effect is notable both in the large size of the E- 13B characters 

in Ed Ruscha’s 1984 and in the case of OCR- A in the exhibition catalog 

net_condition: art and global media. In 1984, the bulges of the characters 
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are made visible by the enlargement, and in net_condition, the pictorial 

qualities of text are brought to the fore by the large size of the headings 

set in OCR- A in combination with the multilayered design. These quali-

ties are not conspicuous to the same degree when the typefaces are seen 

in normal text sizes.

Outlandish typefaces have found a place in the design of science fic-

tion movies, as has been shown in Typeset in the Future: Typography and 

Design in Science Fiction Movies.57 I would argue that there is a correlation 

between the alien letterforms of machine- readable typefaces and the alien 

physiognomies that appear in several science fiction productions. Some 

films and series about aliens contain creatures with extreme appearances 

that are far removed from humans. In others, humanoid species differ 

from humans in subtler ways. The Vulcans and the Bajorans in the televi-

sion series Star Trek are two cases in point— the former distinguishable by 

their pronounced eye brows and their pointed ears and the latter by their 

nose ridges. Two prominent representatives are Mr. Spock and Colonel 

Kira. Like the bulges of E- 13B and the slanted forms and angles in OCR- A, 

these facial characteristics stand out but do not thwart the recognition of 

them as some sort of typefaces or humans, respectively. We can still read 

the text and identify with the movie characters as humans.

TRAVELS IN TIME AND SPACE

Although many of the connotations of the machine- readable typefaces 

can be traced back to their original context of computing, the typefaces 

have given rise to a surprisingly wide range of possible connotations. The 

fonts have traveled in time and space from the 1950s to the present day 

and from the bottom of a check to the big screen. They can give shape 

to and support utopian and dystopian stories, they can be part of sober 

designs and postmodern layouts, and they can be stripped of their imagi-

native overtones and convey more matter- of- fact messages.

The context in which a typeface is used plays a vital role for the cre-

ation of meaning and connotations. When the E- 13B typeface is used 

for a solo performance in one of Ed Ruscha’s 1984 artworks, it may elicit 

apprehension in the viewer. When accompanying the movable tableaus 

of the picture book Robot, the E- 13B derivative Data 70 reinforces the 
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visual style of the book and becomes part of the cheerful imagery. When 

OCR- A is used in ComRegia’s visual company identity, it refers to func-

tionality and to the legacy of engineering inventiveness. When used in 

the exhibition catalog net_condition, functionality is downplayed by the 

layout that nearly makes the text illegible, and OCR- A instead helps stress 

the overwhelming character of current technological developments.

In her book Why Fonts Matter, designer Sarah Hyndman categorizes 

the Computer typeface, among others, under the heading “Intergalactic 

Communication” and points out that “they can suggest an optimistic 

future utopia, a dark dystopia, or a retro version of the future.”58 Find-

ing and articulating this version do not necessarily mean going back to a 

historical reality. The digital studies researcher Zach Whalen asked him-

self why he often encounters OCR- A in contemporary videogames refer-

ring to old games, when the typeface was not used in a game context 

until the 1990s. He concludes that obsolescence is “characteristic of how 

we tell stories about the futures of technology’s past.”59 In the graphic 

novel Mooncop, Data 70 facilitates travel both forward and backward in 

time. Machine- readable typefaces are what the future looks like in the 

rear mirror.

POSTDIGITAL ART RESISTING MACHINE- READABILITY AND 

SURVEILLANCE CULTURE

In his 2001 net_condition essay “Attention in the Media Age,” Florian 

Rötzer discusses the voluntary publishing of intimate life and the sophis-

ticated surveillance strategies of public and commercial spaces.60 In 1996, 

an American teenager launched Jennicam from her college dorm and 

became a pioneer of around- the- clock live streaming from home.61 This 

was a voluntary act on her part, in contrast to the surveillance of people 

in public spaces. At the end of the 1990s, a surveillance system was being 

developed by two British universities that could distinguish between 

“normal” and “suspicious” behavior in order to identify potential thieves 

in, for instance, supermarkets and car parks. Rötzer envisions the para-

noid behavior this technology will lead to in the future, when people will 

adopt an “inconspicuous appearance” in order to avoid detection.62
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In the postdigital age, artists have found different means of defying 

surveillance culture, and I present two examples here— one concern-

ing facial camouflage and one concerning typography. During the first 

decade of the millennium, surveillance technology and computer vision 

continued to be developed toward a goal of face recognition. In 2010, 

the artist Adam Harvey created the work CV Dazzle, which is about how 

people could avoid being identified by surveillance cameras by applying a 

camouflage makeup that confuses the system.63 In contrast to traditional 

war camouflage that helps soldiers blend in with the vegetation, Harvey’s 

makeup was based on geometric forms and sharp color contrasts. Match-

ing hairstyles with coils of hair hanging in front of the face were meant 

to further bewilder the surveillance systems. While these looks may divert 

the attention of surveillance systems, they are bound to attract the atten-

tion of fellow humans in the public space.64 CV Dazzle65 thus suggests an 

approach far from the “inconspicuous appearance” predicted by Rötzer.66

A similar tactic was deployed in 2012 by graphic designer Sang Mun, 

who designed the typeface ZXX expressly to be machine- unreadable.67 

The name comes from the US Library of Congress’s code system for lan-

guages, where eng stands for English, lat for Latin, and zxx for “No linguis-

tic content; Not applicable.”68 In Mun’s type specimen video, six different 

styles are presented, four of which are claimed to be unrecognizable by 

OCR and yet legible to the naked human eye— Camo, False, Noise, and 

Xed. In order to confuse the OCR software, different strategies of disrup-

tion are applied in the four fonts. In Camo, the skeletons of the type-

face are furnished with blobs; in False, the small, relevant characters are 

embedded within larger, false characters; in Noise, the letters are covered 

with small squares and rectangles; and in Xed, the letters are crossed out. 

A synthetic voice communicates that “Just like the animals, we need to 

start adopting new ways to conceal ourselves from autocratic predators, 

in this case, government and corporations.” The presentation ends with 

suggesting target groups for the typefaces: whistleblowers, activists, and 

common internet users.69 According to the artist, “ZXX is a call to action, 

both practically and symbolically, to raise questions about privacy.”70

Both artistic projects rely on a postdigital aesthetics that challenges 

the border between the digital and the analog. CV Dazzle is not digital 
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Figure 3.20 Face paint inspired by Adam Harvey’s CV Dazzle. Present & Correct, Twit-

ter, @presentcorrect, February 2, 2020.

Figure 3.21 A screenshot from Sang Mun’s ZXX Type Specimen Video, 2012, Vimeo, 

https://vimeo.com/42675696, @ Sang Mun.

https://vimeo.com/42675696
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in a concrete technical sense, but the makeup styles and hairstyles are 

conceived within a digital context as a response to the logic of machine 

vision.71 The ZXX typeface is executed by a computer, but the disruption 

is based on crossing out text and doodling, which are genuinely human 

gestures reminiscent of hand writing. CV Dazzle might seem chaotic at 

first glance, but it has formal features relating the work to typography. A 

closer analysis of the different camouflage styles might reveal ascenders, 

descenders, strokes, swashes, and other body parts of letters. Both proj-

ects work in the tradition of the machine- readable typefaces by alienating 

the conventional forms of an aesthetic practice. When the digital has 

become invisible and merged into everyday life, postdigital art can con-

tribute to making the technology and its effects visible again.





4
THE MULTISENSORY DOT  
MATRIX PRINTER

Since its establishment in the mid- twentieth century, the computer 

industry has experienced a rapid pace of innovation. Technological solu-

tions have succeeded one another, and obsolete equipment has been left 

to gather dust in basements and attics. This chapter is about one such 

piece of technology— the dot matrix printer— and the challenges it has 

presented for typography and its unintended aural potentials. The aim 

of the chapter is to show how the multisensory features of the printer 

have been explored, both for utilitarian purposes in the industry and for 

creative purposes by private persons and artists. The printer has become 

part of our cultural and technical heritage and has acquired a place in the 

memory of owners and users. When pictures, advertisements, and other 

memorabilia are mentioned and posted in online forums and blogs by 

retro nerds, nostalgic stories appear in the commentary fields. The printer 

type generates an output with a distinct visual appearance, but sound is 

arguably its most conspicuous feature, which is why memory practices 

related to the dot matrix printer involve musical compositions and per-

formances. Key questions being asked are: What typographic challenges 

did the printer present? How was it marketed? How have the multisen-

sory aspects of the printer been explored? What kind of memory practices 

are connected to the printer? What are the contemporary applications of 

dot matrix printing?

THEORY AND METHOD: MATERIALITY AND BRICOLAGE

Just as in chapter 3, Johanna Drucker’s model of materiality will be rel-

evant here but in a slightly different manner, since I pay much attention 
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to the printer as an apparatus. The body of the printer, its modus ope-

randi, and its malfunctions form part of the “physical, substantial aspects 

of production” that Drucker regards as one of the two main components 

of her model, which also takes the social context into account.1 I high-

light the social context of the printer by examining how it was marketed 

by analyzing manuals and advertisements from the 1980s and how it was 

used and reused by tinkerers, artists, and common users during the fol-

lowing decades. In line with Drucker’s thinking, the printer and its print-

ing activity will be involved in a process of interpretation that does not 

presuppose the existence of any “true” character of the device.

In order to carry out such an interpretation, I have used bricolage as 

the method: it is an eclectic method that puts together a variety of meth-

ods and sources in sometimes unorthodox ways.2 I have done something 

similar in the previous chapters as well, but here my inquiry has been 

more open- ended, since I had only vague ideas of what I would discover. 

To form a picture of what the dot matrix was and still is, I examined 

digitized (and therefore searchable) back issues from the archives of aca-

demic journals, the websites of artistic organizations that seem to have 

been frozen in time and were last updated in 2012, and current videos on 

how to mend a broken printer, among other things. This archaeological 

excavation has required an open mind on my part as to what a piece of 

technology can be seen as and signify, and it also has made me aware that 

a technology might come to mean something entirely different in the 

future, despite its position as “dead media” on the market.

Some of this chapter is devoted to different multisensory aspects of the 

printer— how sound can be translated into words for the purpose of spy-

ing on the information being printed, how aural and visual impressions 

are connected to memories of the device, and how sound and images 

have been explored in the making of music. The multisensory approach 

and the concept of technostalgia are also explained in later sections.

THE DOT MATRIX PRINTER AND THE PRINCIPLES OF PRINTING

The dot matrix printer had its heyday during the home computer boom 

in the 1980s when it became one of the most common computer periph-

erals. In the mid- 1990s, it was overtaken by the inkjet printer, which 
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could print high- resolution color images and made much less noise. 

Somewhat later, in the late 1990s, the laser printer became the preferred 

printer for word processing on the home computer market, and the dot 

matrix was relegated to niche applications, for which it is still used. The 

Apple LaserWriter was introduced in 1985, and Macintosh and its accom-

panying software soon took the lead in the desktop publishing trade. 

Small businesses could now make their own graphic materials without 

relying on professional typesetters. But Apple solutions were expensive, 

and other models were more popular on the home computer market, 

including microcomputers such as the Amstrad CPC, Commodore 64, 

and TRS- 80 and later personal computers like the IBM PC and its many 

clones. The dot matrix printer was relatively inexpensive, and despite 

its poor print quality, its flexibility had a great appeal.3 This was in a 

period when neat letters were typewritten, and computer output meant 

uppercase letters in messages from tax authorities printed on line printers 

attached to mainframe computers. Word processing now made it possible 

to print both uppercase and lowercase letters and set part of a sentence 

in italics. It would take a few years before the drop- down menu with a 

long list of typefaces to choose from would become the standard on most 

platforms and programs.

Bitmapped images are made up of pixels or dots in a grid, and both 

computer screens and modern printers are based on such raster graph-

ics. The dot matrix concept had been applied to printing already in the 

1920s when the Hellschreiber dot matrix teleprinter was invented, but 

technology based on the concept did not come into its own until desktop 

publishing created a demand for fast and flexible printing. Up until the 

1970s, the printers most common in the computer industry were similar 

to typewriters in one important respect: they had a set of fixed characters 

forged in metal that struck against a color ribbon.4 Traditional typewrit-

ers had hammers, and line printers had drums, chains, or bars where 

characters were applied. A contemporary competitor to the dot matrix 

printer was the daisy wheel printer with interchangeable font wheels. 

These solutions— where each letterform corresponds to one whole piece 

of solid material— offered high- quality printing, but they were vulnerable 

because of the many mechanical parts involved in the construction of the 

printers. They were also inflexible, since changing fonts was complicated 
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and time consuming, if even possible. The dot matrix printer lacked this 

kind of precast characters and instead produced letters in the form of dots 

in a matrix.

A printhead with a number of vertically positioned pins ran across 

the paper and made a mark on it by hitting a cloth ribbon that had been 

soaked with colored ink. Simpler models had seven pins, which meant 

they could not print descenders, such as the parts of g, p, and y that 

descend below the baseline (see the y and g in figure 4.19). Now these 

strokes found themselves sitting on the baseline, which gave the text 

an awkward appearance and disturbed the reading. When new models 

were advertised, the ads stressed the fact that these printheads were “with 

descenders.” The Epson MX- 80, which was released in 1980 and became a 

common model, had nine pins, and more sophisticated later models had 

twenty- four pins. Some models could also print graphics.

The dot matrix printer could not compete with its competitors in print 

quality, but it outdid them in this era with the help of flexibility, speed, 

and cost per page. It printed on fanfold paper and could handle carbon 

copies. It could print either in draft mode, which was fast but yielded 

lower quality, or in “near letter- quality” mode (a term coined for market-

ing purposes), which was achieved through multiple passes of the print-

head. In draft mode, the gaps between the dots were clearly visible, and 

in near letter- quality mode, the letters were denser, but the dots were still 

easily discernible. The maximum resolution for dot matrix printers is 240 

dots per inch (dpi), whereas the resolution of inkjet and the laser print-

ers are typically 1200 dpi or higher. These printer types are also based on 

dots, but the dots are smaller in size and appear to merge when printed.

Unlike handwriting, printing is supposed to generate similar results in 

each run. But mechanical devices have their own individual traits, a fact 

that was explored by Arthur Conan Doyle in one of his Sherlock Holmes 

detective stories, “A Case of Identity.” Holmes solves the mystery by com-

paring typewritten letters and comes to the conclusion that they must 

have been typed on the same machine on the basis of damaged and worn 

letters. In the field of forensics, there is a need to identify the manner in 

which documents have been created and to tie them to a certain type-

writer or printer, if possible. Equipment wear, such as a bent pin, is one 

way of identifying a dot matrix printer. Another way is identification on 
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Figure 4.1 Characters from a dot matrix font for an Epson printer. All characters are 

designed to fit within a matrix that is nine dots high and five dots wide. David A. Lean, 

Epson MX Printer Manual, GraftraxPlus (San Diego: CompuSoft, 1982), app. F.
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Figure 4.2 The printhead of a dot matrix printer. Delta User’s Manual (Shizuoka, Japan: 

Star Micronics, 1983), 75. © Star Micronics Co. Ltd.

Figure 4.3 An Epson MX- 80F/T dot matrix printer. Courtesy of Phrontis at Wikimedia 

Commons. CC- BY- SA- 3.0.
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the basis of matrix design and the form of the letters.5 Although the pos-

sibilities for type design for a dot matrix printer are limited, there is still 

room for variations that make it possible to tell them apart. This kind of 

document comparison is part of the mundane forensic work carried out 

by police officers. It is an example of the principle of individualization— 

that no two objects are identical— on which Kirschenbaum’s literary con-

cept “forensic imagination” is based.

FONT FEATURES OFFERED BY DOT MATRIX PRINTERS

The printer manuals from that era reveal a great deal about the approach 

taken to typography. The manual for Epson MX series printers from 1982 

teaches users how to control the printer with the help of BASIC, a pro-

gramming language that was commonly used at the time. In the intro-

duction, it says, “A good working knowledge of the BASIC* language is 

all that’s required as we begin, with Chapter 1.”6 Before connecting the 

printer to the computer, the user is encouraged to make a test printout 

of all of the characters in the printer’s memory by turning the printer on 

and pressing the line- feed (LF) button at the same time. The alphabetic 

Figure 4.4 Two designs of the letter a from two different printers. James A. Blanco, 

“Identifying Documents Printed by Dot Matrix Computer Printers,” Forensic Science 
International 59 (1993): 46.
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characters and some additional characters will appear on the paper in 

regular and italic style.

The three print features that can be varied are character width, type 

font, and print quality. Normal width refers to what is normal for the pica 

typewriter font, which is ten characters per inch. If compressed width is 

chosen, the letterspacing becomes tighter, and more characters can be fit-

ted into a line. The effect can be doubled, so that letterspacing becomes 

even tighter or wider. The type font feature refers to regular and italic, 

which were the only styles available. The print quality can be enhanced 

by making the printer pass over a line a second time. In doing this, the 

printer shifts up the paper a little bit and then prints the text again: “The 

effect is to fill in much of the space between the dots and make the char-

acters look more solid. Sort of a ‘poor man’s’ high- speed typewriter.”7 

The typographic focus in the manual is on these three different features, 

which apply to the unspecified, default typeface resident in the printer, 

and there is no mention of traditional typefaces. At the end of the man-

ual, there is a chapter on advanced graphics and the ways these printer 

features can help users “Let Those Creative Juices Flow” and design their 

own typefaces.

The Epson manual was written in a personal and accessible style by 

David A Lien, a well- known author of books on computers and program-

ming. To add to the light and informal tone of the text, the manual also 

contains many cartoon- like illustrations. In a manual for another printer, 

Delta User’ s Manual (for the Star Micronics Delta- 10 and Delta- 15 print-

ers), the manufacturer assures the owner that (1) the manual is “truly 

written not just for the person who does his own programming, but for 

the first- time user or anyone else who prefers to leave the programming 

to others, and simply inserts his store- bought programs (software) into 

his computer / printer system. Someone very much like you, perhaps . . .” 

and (2) it will be a pleasant read “as it’s master- minded by solid experts 

in the arcane art of computer science, and written by equally proficient 

Figure 4.5 A printout of all the characters in the Epson MX- 80F/T printer’s memory. 

Epson MX Printer Manual, GraftraxPlus (San Diego: CompuSoft, 1982), 1– 20.
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practitioners in the art of Plain English!”8 Nevertheless, neither the Delta 

nor the Epson manual can disguise the fact that many computer skills 

are required to take advantage of the printers’ features, especially the 

ones pertaining to typography. This was the transitional period when 

the microcomputer, which had been a hobby for nerds bent on program-

ming, became the home computer or personal computer, which was of 

use to a much wider audience.

By today’s standards, the typographic possibilities were limited, but at 

the time, the manufacturers were keen to promote the typographic fea-

tures of the printers. For instance, the characters available for the Delta 

printer are referred to as typefaces, as follows:

1. Standard pica type— 10 characters per inch

2. Standard elite type— 12 characters per inch

3. Condensed type— 17 characters per inch

4. Italic pica style— 10 characters per inch

5. Emphasized pica— 10 characters per inch

Figure 4.6 Several character fonts created by a user on an Epson printer. Epson MX 
Printer Manual, GraftraxPlus (San Diego: CompuSoft, 1982), 14- 9.
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Just like the word pica, elite is another reference to typewriter typography, 

defining the letterspacing of the text. Typefaces like Times New Roman 

and Helvetica are still remote from the world of dot matrix printing. A 

user who wants more typefaces can design them from scratch and down-

load them into the Random Access Memory (RAM) of the printer with 

the help of computer program. Comprehensive explanations of how to 

design characters using a dot matrix are given in chapter 7 of the manual: 

“You’ve seen how the engineers at Star designed their characters by using 

a grid to lay out the dots. Now you can define characters exactly the 

same way.”9 The symbols chosen as a showcase are the four card suits 

used for bridge and other card games. The manual provides illustrations 

reminiscent of knitting patterns and the command syntax to instruct the 

printer to perform the characters. The instruction in figure 4.7 is similar 

to the ones in Rüdiger Schlömer’s Typographic Knitting: From Pixel to Pat-

tern, mentioned in chapter 1. The methods of production are different 

in knitting and in printing with a dot matrix printer. Knitting is infi-

nitely slower than most computer printers and requires only rudimentary 

Figure 4.7 Instructions from a user manual chapter on “Creating Your Own Charac-

ters.” Delta User’s Manual (Shizuoka, Japan: Star Micronics, 1983), 79. © Star Micronics 

Co. Ltd.
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technology in the form of needles, but the point of departure, a template 

with a design, is the same.10

MARKETING THE PRINTER AS A PRECIOUS NEW FAMILY MEMBER

The printer is not just a means to an end for producing printed text and 

graphics. It is also a material object in its own right. The first pages of 

printer manuals are usually devoted to the unpacking, setting up, and 

testing of the device. The positions and functions of buttons, knobs, 

switches, levers, and slots are pointed out in drawings and diagrams. But 

the purpose of these manuals is not just to highlight all the features of 

the device and the ways they function. They play another role that goes 

beyond functionality, which is to make the owner form an attachment 

to the new acquisition. User manuals typically start by congratulating 

the new owner, and the Epson manual is no exception. In a personal 

note from the author, David A. Lien says, “Congratulations on your deci-

sion to buy an EPSON MX series printer! It is a truly remarkable piece of 

hardware, and I believe is the best dollar value in computer printers on 

the market today.”11 On the previous page, there is a drawing of a man 

dressed in a (white) coat with two pens in his pocket, and a zoomorphic 

representation of the Epson printer sits beside him like a pet on a table, 

with eyes and a smiling mouth, wagging its tail, while the man pats it on 

its head. The man appears to be saying something to the pet, and they 

are having eye contact. This drawing is emblematic of the view of a newly 

acquired device as a precious object, cherished like a family member. The 

way the man is dressed makes him a bit ambiguous. He could either be 

the engineer behind the design of the printer, now handing over his obe-

dient and yet content creature to its new master, or he could be the new 

owner/technician now in charge. The coat and the pens in the pocket 

are another reference to the transition from microcomputers to personal 

computers and from amateur programmers to users who “simply inserts 

his store- bought programs (software) into his computer/printer system,” 

as stated in the Delta manual.12

A two- page advertisement for a series of Epson printers in the micro-

computer magazine Byte in 1982 sends a similar message— that the pur-

chase of an appliance can be likened to the inclusion of a new family 
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member. The heading reads “Birth of a legend.” The setting is a maternity 

ward, where three smiling nurses hold three newborn printers wrapped 

in blankets and present them to the astonished father. The first part of 

the text below the photograph reads, “A whole new generation of Epson 

MX printers has just arrived. And while they share the family traits that 

made Epson famous— like unequalled reliability and ultra- fine printing— 

they’ve got a lot more of what it takes to be a legend. For instance, they’ve 

got a few extra type styles.”13

The reference to family is twofold in the advertisement. First, the 

Epson company is itself a family with “generations” and “family traits.” 

Figure 4.8 A man with a “pet” printer. Epson MX Printer Manual, GraftraxPlus (San 

Diego: CompuSoft, 1982), iv.
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Figure 4.9 “Birth of a legend”: An advertisement for Epson printers. Byte 7, no. 8 

(August 1982): 396– 397.



130 cHAPteR 4

Figure 4.9 (continued)
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Second, the three new baby printers will be welcomed into the family of 

the owner, represented by the father who is seeing his newborns for the 

first time. In the photograph, they are still in the hands of competent pro-

fessionals, but with the help of the manual, the parents will soon learn 

how to handle their children. Next to children, pets are often ranked 

as valuable family members. The man in the Epson manual drawing is 

portrayed as a benevolent master, already getting along with his new pet. 

This “family member” marketing strategy was a way for companies to 

make consumers form a bond with their products.14 Printers for the home 

computer market, like the Epson and the Delta models referred to here, 

had a number of qualities that made them suitable for this strategy. They 

were the size of a small dog, they obeyed commands, and they “came 

alive” when printing, making sound and movements.15

MULTISENSORY MACHINES

The purpose of printing is to produce visual output. However, just like 

other printers, the dot matrix printer is a multisensory machine: it 

emits visual, aural, haptic, as well as olfactory information. Media theo-

rist W. J. T. Mitchell argues that there is no such thing as visual media 

and that all media are mixed media. Images nearly always engage other 

senses— notably, the auditory and haptic senses. He takes as examples 

the pastose painting technique that renders thick layers of paint and the 

silent movies that were always accompanied by live music when screened 

in theaters.16 In spite of the singular quality of dot matrix character sets, 

it is not the visual appearance of the output that is the defining aspect of 

the printer. It is the sound it makes while printing. There was generally 

no mention of the noise in the manuals, probably because the manufac-

turers did not want to draw attention to what could be seen as a weakness 

of their product. The line printers had a distinct and very loud sound, 

but they were locked in computer rooms and not heard by many people. 

The dot matrix printer was a common appliance in both companies and 

homes, and its peculiar sound is brought up time and again in memory 

accounts, as is shown below. But the sound was not only a source of 

memory. It was also a source of information that could reveal what was 
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being printed, even to those who were not supposed to lay their hands 

on that information.

READING SOUND: ACOUSTIC EAVESDROPPING

The sound generated by dot matrix printers arises from multiple sources 

—the motor, the carriage that moves the printhead back and forth across 

the page, the pins of the printhead striking against the ribbon, and the 

movements of other mechanical parts of the printer. Sound is not only 

a side effect of the printing process. It is a semiotic resource that carries 

meaning that can be interpreted by humans as well as by machines. 

When being used for its original purpose of printing text and graph-

ics, the dot matrix printer emits a sound that can reveal to frequent 

users what kind of output is being sent to the printer. An article on  

the dot matrix printer in Paleotronic magazine touched on this aspect of 

the printer:

They were loud and distinct, the pins of their print heads hammering through 
their ribbons and driving ink into the paper trapped below, the act of rendering 
patterns on tree- pulp also creating unique rhythms you could learn to identify 
if you heard them enough— “Oh, that’s a book report. That’s a resumé. Oh, that 
must be a Print Shop banner!”17

A similar reflection was published in the online trade publication and 

social community for IT professionals, TechRepublic, where the backward- 

looking article “Dot Matrix Printers Still Hammer Away the Days” 

appeared in 2008:

Work around them long enough and you could tell whether the person was 
doing a regular letter or something for a formal presentation by the sound of 
the double strike. Printing graphics would result in the high- pitch squeal of the 
pins all striking at once.18

These two quotes testify to how categories of printout have their char-

acteristic sound, rhythm, and pitch, which are easily discernible to 

the naked ear. A dot matrix printer can reveal even more information 

to people who know what they are looking for and who have the right 

equipment. In contexts where confidential or secret information is being 

printed on a dot matrix printer, side- channel attacks might be launched 

in order to get hold of the information.
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According to a German study, side- channel attacks “exploit the unpro-

tected area where the computer meets the real world: near the keyboard, 

monitor or printer, at a stage before the information is encrypted or after 

it has been translated into human- readable form.”19 In 2010, when the 

study was carried out, many doctors and banks in Germany still used dot 

matrix printers. An experimental in- field attack was conducted in order 

to see how much information could be retrieved by recording the sound 

of a dot matrix printer when it printed seven fictive prescriptions. The 

methodology for processing the recordings was taken from the field of 

language technology, which has developed automatic speech recognition 

and machine learning techniques for audio processing and document 

coherence. The first phase involved “a training phase where words from 

a dictionary are printed, and characteristic sound features of these words 

are extracted and stored in a database.”20 A word- based approach was 

used because of the blurring effect involved in identifying the sound of 

individual letters. In an attempt to see how the experiment would work 

if some of the parameters of the setup were modified, different font types 

and printer models were used. Changing from a monospaced font to a 

proportional font or switching to another type of a dot matrix printer 

had very little negative effect on the recognition rate. The most com-

monly used built- in monospaced fonts make the text less compact than 

the proportional fonts and thus easier to decode. The proportional fonts 

increase the blurring effect, making it difficult to discriminate between 

the sounds of letters and words. If a domain- specific corpus is used for 

the analysis, in this case the medical domain, the recognition rate was 95 

percent accurate.

The study concluded that acoustic shielding was one of simplest and 

best countermeasures that could be taken.21 Notable in this experiment is 

the use of speech recognition techniques that are intended for the analysis 

of the human voice, which implies that the printer has a voice or, rather, 

that the printer is a peripheral that gives voice to the computer. A voice 

and the ability to speak are main characteristics of most human beings. 

Regarding the sound of a dot matrix printer as a voice is another instance 

of the anthropomorphism shown by the newborn babies in the Epson 

advertisement in Byte and the cartoon depicting the printer as a pet in the 

Epson manual. The anthropomorphization of voice assistants and robots 
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is a topic discussed in contemporary research on artificial intelligence.22 

However, the sound of dot matrix printers is far from the uncanny valley 

effect associated with robots that resemble humans to a high degree and 

yet differ in ways that are perceived as creepy by humans.23

A MEMORABLE SOUND

The sound of dot matrix printers is sometimes graphically described, as in 

a 2013 post by Benj Edwards on his blog Vintage Computing and Gaming: 

Adventures in Classic Technology, which features an 1983 advertisement for 

the Star Delta- 10 printer. As a toddler, Edwards used to watch the printer 

printing banners and calendars: “But what I remember most about it, of 

course, was the sound it made: like a screeching robot mouse spraying 

lead into tractor- feed paper with a tiny machine gun. Like any dot matrix 

printer, once you hear one in action, the sound will never leave you.”24 

Such a description is bound to trigger memories among the readers. One 

commenter named technotreegrass wrote this:

I remember being fascinated by the dot- matrix computers in computer class in 
the early 90s, watching them print out some pic I made from . . . something, I 
forget, and carefully removed it from the printer to let it sit for a few minutes to 
make sure all the ink dried. Printers have lost that magic for me ever since, even 
the high- quality color laser printers. Maybe it was the distinct sound they made 
that made the experience so magical.25

Many bloggers and their commenters share memories of how fascinated 

they were by watching the printer when they were children, but it is 

the sound that seems to have left the deepest impression. Edwards’s blog 

entry contains a vivid description of the sound, using a simile containing 

a little mouse and a machine gun. This rather ambivalent figure of speech 

is somehow typical for how many writers perceive the sound of the 

printer simultaneously as cute and violent and as attractive and repellant.

When in normal operation, many machines emit a sound that becomes 

familiar to its users. A change in that sound functions as an indicator that 

something is wrong with the machine.26 In What Is Media Archaeology?, 

Jussi Parikka refers to the historian of mathematics and computer science 

Gerard Alberts, who claims that attention to sound was a crucial part 

of the understanding and maintenance of early mainframe computing 
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in the post– World War II era.27 But with the dot matrix printer, strange 

sounds might be a false alarm and not a signal of malfunction. A com-

ment by Carsten Langbo on the YouTube channel Nostalgia Nerd read:

I always liked the dot- matrix printers for the fact they sound like they’re ripping 
something apart or having a major on- going malfunction as they work as they 
where [sic] intended.28

Langbo, like other commenter and bloggers, expresses his appreciation of 

dot matrix printers in a way that encompasses both rough and smooth 

qualities of the device. Music is known to evoke emotional responses in 

listeners, but other types of sound can have that effect as well.29

The instructional video is a popular video genre on the internet and is 

often used to share knowledge about technology. One private collector of 

microcomputers who posts videos online is Terry Stewart, New Zealand. 

He runs the website Terry Stewart’s (Tezza’s) Webzone for Classic Comput-

ers, which “is devoted to the computers and computing culture of those 

years [1975– 1986], from my own personal perspective and often with 

a ‘down under’ flavour. The reason for its existence is to preserve some 

history before it’s forgotten by those of us that were there, or so it can 

be discovered by those that weren’t.”30 His YouTube channel, which has 

nearly eight thousand subscribers, contains a video from 2014, “Matrix 

Printers. As Seen in Tezza’s Classic Computer Collection.” In this video, 

he gives a short overview of printer technologies, starting with line print-

ers and then continuing with the principles of dot matrix printers, with 

the help of illustrations. Then he turns to a printer sitting on a table, a 

Panasonic KX- P1081, going through it systematically to show details of 

the exterior and the interior and taking off the hood to show the printing 

mechanism, the printer port, and the plug close up. We then get to see 

it in action when it prints a self- test and a text document. He also shows 

the manual and then some other printers in his collection: “So there they 

are, my babies.”

Stewart finishes the video by saying that those who lived through this 

era might not have learn much from the video, but “Hopefully, it gen-

erated a little bit of nostalgia for you, seeing these old machines again 

and hearing them work. If you’re younger and you’ve only heard about 

dot matrix printers, hopefully this video was informative for you.”31 As 
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promised on his website, he addresses both target groups. This video is 

somewhat reminiscent of a printer manual in its methodic and compre-

hensive style of presentation. Like the drawings in the manual, the video 

shows the printer from several angles but is also capable of conveying 

motion and sound, which provides a multisensory experience. Simulta-

neously seeing and hearing the machines is evocative and may generate 

nostalgia, a wish Stewart expresses at the end.

For some commenters, this video evoked childhood memories:

rwdplz1

I remember watching the Apple dot matrix printer for the first time as a kid, and 
just being mesmerized by the text slowly appearing on the page.

William M

I do remember growing up with dot matrix printers— we had one at home and 
they had them at school— seeing your video brought back the sights, sounds, 
and smells (there was a distinctive smell of the mechanism of these printers— 
not sure if it was the ink/ribbon or something on the mechanism)32

The sound of the printer is regularly brought up in the context of dot 

matrix printers, but these two comments are notable— the first one 

because it highlights the performative aspect of the printer and the sec-

ond one because it highlights the multisensory character of memory. The 

Figure 4.10 A screenshot showing Terry Stewart and a dot matrix printer. Terry Stew-

art, “Dot Matrix Printers. As Seen in Tezza’s Classic Computer Collection,” YouTube, 

October 4, 2014, @ Terry Stewart.
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memory is not just of the final product, the printed page. The process of 

printing is also a source of fascination. To see the text emerging is similar 

to watching a photograph appearing in the developing tray in an ana-

log photo lab, although the printed page emerges dot by dot, while the 

photograph emerges as a whole picture, pale at first and then gradually 

becoming darker. The comment regarding smell is the only one I have 

come across in the commentary fields of blogs and forums on dot matrix 

printers. Smell is perhaps not the first thing that comes to mind in con-

nection with computers in general, but they definitely have an olfactory 

dimension. In the comment above, the memory was triggered by seeing 

the video, so one sense can be enough to evoke memories involving sev-

eral senses.33

A subcategory to the instructional video is the one devoted to the 

maintenance and repair of technical appliances— in this case, obsolete 

computer devices. These videos are of use both to those who are still 

using out- of- date equipment and to those who want to refurbish their 

museum artefacts in order to have a functioning collection. The YouTube 

channel Tech Tangents has nearly 100,000 subscribers and contains vid-

eos about a wide range of technical and computer- related issues, among 

them how to mend broken devices. One such hands- on instructional 

video is “Fix Dot Matrix Printer Stuck Pin— Micro Tangent,” published 

in 2020.34 Apart from speaking to the visual and auditory senses, this 

video appeals to the tactile sense by showing the hands of the channel 

owner in close- up while he manipulates the different parts of the printer. 

An Apple ImageWriter is not printing properly because one of the keys is 

stuck, which is demonstrated by a printout where the lower part of each 

row of text is missing.

The ImageWriter is a 9- pin printer, and the text printed on the paper 

(“I’m an 8 pin printer now”) can be read with some difficulty. The owner 

of the channel shows the cause of the problem: ink from the fabric ribbon 

has become stuck to the pins. Then he starts to unscrew the printhead, 

while saying “Dot matrix printers were popular when maintenance and 

serviceability was a key feature people were looking for.” A close- up of the 

printhead shows how much ink has gathered on it. He first brushes ink 

off it with a toothbrush and then puts the printhead in a solvent. When it 

is clean, he makes a new test print to show that the printer now works as 
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intended, and the text emerging says, “Back to 9 pins again!” He exclaims, 

“Ah, yeah, that is much better! [The printer is printing.] I really like dot 

matrix printers. That sound is really . . . mm, yeah [with emphasis, and he 

makes an OK gesture with his hand]. I feel like most people have probably 

heard that sound, either through experiencing these devices themselves 

or just in line at the DMV.” The last twenty seconds of the video focus on 

the printer in action, without comments. This is an example of mediated 

materiality. Filmic devices such as close- ups are used for pedagogical rea-

sons but also for conveying a feeling of being immersed in the machinery 

and in the task. Viewers are encouraged to get their hands dirty and not 

to be afraid of digging into the inside of the machine. Visual media do 

not afford direct contact with the material shown, but they can contain 

tactile and other multisensory clues.35

Just like Terry Stewart’s video, this video evoked childhood memories 

for many viewers. As one commenter, AttilaSVK, wrote:

This reminds me of my childhood. In 1996, my mom started working as an 
accountant, and sometimes she had to work from home, especially when I was 
sick, and there was nobody to take care of me. She would bring a 386SX laptop 
home and an Epson LX- 100 dot matrix printer. I could tell from the rhythm of 
printer if she was printing invoices, or the reports from the bank, etc.36

Figure 4.11 A screenshot showing a printing problem. “Fix Dot Matrix Printer Stuck 

Pin— Micro Tangent,” YouTube, March 18, 2020. © Shelby Jueden, Tech Tangents.
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This comment gives context to the memory of who used the computer 

and the printer, what circumstances they were used under, and what their 

purpose was. It is also specific about what the sound was and how it could 

be interpreted. However, a human being can identify different types of 

printing tasks but not discern every single letter, like the speech recogni-

tion system in the side- channel attack described above.

A couple of the commenters, such as Bluephreakr, reacted to the state-

ment about maintenance:

[W]hen maintenance and serviceability was a key feature people were looking 
for[.][sic] You do not know the unyielding sadness this phrase had wrought 
upon me. Why aren’t more people looking for this today?37

Many of the comments to this video reveal a concern about the rapid 

pace of obsolescence of computer equipment and about product con-

struction that does not facilitate repair. It is often cheaper and easier to 

buy a new replacement than to mend a broken device. Many people long 

for a past when a different, more sustainable mindset was prevalent. But 

more than the physical objects and the waste of materials are at stake. 

Skills and knowledge invested in the machines disappear along with the 

artefacts. The appeal of videos such as the two mentioned here goes fur-

ther than superficial recognition. It concerns maintaining technological 

knowledge, of which the channel owners can be regarded as guardians.

MAKING MUSIC FROM NOISE: CREATIVE PRACTICES RELATED TO 

THE DOT MATRIX PRINTER

A sound can be perceived as annoying depending on several factors, 

among them loudness and tonality.38 “Terms like ‘Buzz Saw’ or ‘Hammers 

From Hell’ were appropriately applied to dot matrix printers,” accord-

ing to the HP Computer Museum website.39 These printers were so loud 

that accessories were sold that could reduce their noise. A short article on 

the subject appeared in Popular Science in 1983: “Eeek, screech, eeek. The 

sound of a dot matrix printer— tiny pins slamming on paper— can put 

family members or co- workers on edge. When I put my Epson MX80 into 

SoundTrap, a new acoustical housing, I was amazed at the noise reduc-

tion.”40 Engineering research was also done at the time on how to reduce 
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the source of the noise by altering the construction of the printer.41 Besides 

loudness, tonality is another factor that can be perceived as annoying, 

and the dot matrix printer generates significant tonal noise. This can also 

be regarded as an asset, as it turns the printer into a potential musical 

instrument or a music machine in its own right.42

In Boing Boing, a blog where technology and gadgets are common 

topics, the post “Ah, the Sound of a Dot Matrix Printer!” was published 

by Jason Weisberger in 2019. He wrote about his memories of the dot 

matrix printers that were at one of his first jobs in the late 1980s, and the 

post generated a number of comments. In response to the post, the com-

menter Purplecat posted a link to the song “Eye of the Tiger” played by a 

dot matrix printer. To this, one commenter, heh, replied:

Now that’s more like it. Good times. I remember dancing to the 2 Star LC- 
10 printers printing tables in my university computer room. People used to 
warn each other if a good paper (good meaning lots of tables and graphs, those 
sounded best) was coming up and throwing a little “dance” party. With beer 
and (if the it people weren’t watching) crisps. Fun times.43

This is another expression of the playfulness that characterized computer 

culture, just like ASCII art in computer centers (see chapter 2). Dancing to 

the sound of a printer can count as a postdigital practice in the sense of 

using equipment in a different way than intended.

In the 1950s, the avant- garde musical movement musique concrète 

took environmental sounds as points of departure for compositions. With 

the help of the blog commenter heh’s dance memory, the dot matrix 

printer can be seen as making direct and unmediated musique concrète, 

without the recording and manipulation of the sound material by a com-

poser. An interesting aspect of this memory is the random appearance of 

suitable dance “tunes,” as if the other users who printed their jobs were 

unwittingly acting as remote DJs. That a certain type of output, docu-

ments with tables and graphs, was deemed as most suitable for dancing 

indicates that a sign system built on alphabetic characters, graphs, and 

scientific formulas made for the purpose of communicating ideas can be 

seen as a form of musical notation. This is something I return to below.

In a 2019 Paleotronic magazine article on dot matrix printers that was 

part of a series called “Gadget Graveyard,” the printers’ capacity for music 

is similarly acknowledged: “The motors driving the head and the platen 
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would whir and in some models the head would slam into the sidewalls 

of the printer, as if completing a techno- anarchic drum kit.”44 In addition 

to tonal sound, the printer generates rhythmic sound, which is another 

important element of music. This description of the workings of the 

printer and the sound generated by its specific parts turns the device into 

a musical instrument or rather an ensemble of instruments— a drum kit.

In a reaction to the hype of novelty that often surrounds new media, 

many artists have adopted a media archaeological approach in their use 

of obsolete technology to make art.45 One example is the Canadian con-

temporary art collective [The User], consisting of composer Emmanuel 

Madan and architect Thomas McIntosh. In 1998, they created Symphony 

for Dot Matrix Printers, a piece that was performed at a number of art festi-

vals, among them Ars Electronica in Austria in 1999.46 Twelve old printers 

were donated to the duo by schools and acquaintances, and each printer 

was attached to a personal computer in a network. The twelve printers 

served as the orchestra, while a server played the role of conductor: “The 

‘local area network orchestra’ reads from text- file scores made up of let-

ters of the alphabet and other ASCII symbols which, when printed, create 

the textures, tones and rhythms of the music.”47 The work also included 

video projections that made it possible for the audience to see the action 

on the stage in close- up. The artists carefully chose the printers according 

to their different characteristics so that together they made up an orches-

tra. “We have our bass section, our tenors and our little soloists that can 

play very fast and virtuosic things,” Madan stated in an interview.48 This 

is the kind of work that is difficult to label, but it could be called elec-

tronic music or industrial music.

The work can be seen as a critique of the ideal of constant economic 

growth and fast technological development that leads to a considerable 

amount of waste, in this case of perfectly functional printers. In a biog-

raphy for [The User] on the website of the Daniel Langlois Foundation 

for Art, Science, and Technology, Angela Plohman wrote about the piece 

Paper Jam, which was a precursor of the Symphony for Dot Matrix Printers, 

saying that “it incorporated typewriters and dot- matrix printers, technol-

ogies that had become almost obsolete, nostalgic symbols of contempo-

rary society’s unrestrained devotion to rapid technological progress.49 In a 

subsequent version of the work, Symphony for Dot Matrix Printers #2, small 
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video cameras were inserted into the printers so that the movements of 

the mechanisms could be watched by the audience.50 When performed at 

the Avanto festival in Helsinki in 2001, the festival website stated, “The 

genius of [The User]’s Symphony for Dot Matrix Printers lies in the graphic 

manner it uses to create a continuation from the nostalgic, smoggy 20th 

century industrialism to the world of the ‘microserfs’ of the present infor-

mation society; from the factory to the paperless office.”51 In 2004, yet 

another version of the work was staged, Quartet for Dot Matrix Printers, this 

time as a gallery installation. In Phoenixhalle in Dortmund, Germany, 

four printers were put into glass displays. An office chair placed in the 

middle of the installation offered the visitor a chance to listen to the 

printers, to watch them printing, and to watch video projections of their 

interiors on the walls of the gallery. The visitor was thus “immersed in 

a junk- aesthetic audiovisual environment orchestrated entirely from the 

composed texts that the printers reproduce,” according to the descrip-

tion of the work on the website /Undefine.52 This example shows in how 

Figure 4.12 An installation view for [The User], Quartet for Dot Matrix Printers. Nam 

June Paik Award exhibition, PhoenixHalle, Dortmund, September 2004. Image: Thomas 

McIntosh.
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many ways the same work can be varied and presented to bring forth the 

underlying concepts and ideas.

The musical potential of dot matrix printers has been tapped not only 

by avant- garde artists but also by people with musical and technical skills 

who do not take part in the contemporary art scene but are part of the DIY 

culture. They might be anonymous, using aliases and distributing their 

work primarily in channels like YouTube. What they have in common 

with the avant- garde artists is the media archaeological approach and the 

use of tinkering as a methodology.53 They also demonstrate a postdigital 

hacker attitude by dismantling devices and putting them to uses that 

were unintended by the original designers. One example is the Vimeo 

channel MIDI Desaster, launched by a German man in 2012 with the goal 

of “Abusing old hardware to play music,” according to the website.54 Two 

years later, he launched a YouTube channel with the same name and con-

tent, stating “What can you do with a dot matrix printer instead of just 

printing? How obvious! Make music! That is what we did, have fun with 

the results.” In one of the videos, the owner details how he converted an 

old 24- pin dot matrix printer into a sound generator that was compat-

ible with a musical instrument digital interface (MIDI).55 The works of 

[The User] were based on the “natural” behavior and functioning of the 

printer and were “orchestrated entirely from the composed texts that the 

printers reproduce,”56 whereas MIDI Desaster made significant alterations 

to the device in order to turn it into a musical instrument or even a self- 

contained orchestra. The channels contain approximately thirty covers 

of famous songs and musical pieces, among others the Christmas song “O 

Tannenbaum,” in which the printer was decorated with a twig from a fir 

tree and a tea light was placed on the printhead. A small fire extinguisher 

completed the scene. Most of the songs show the unadorned printer and 

start by printing its title and the URLs of the channels. The song with the 

most views is “Rocky’s Printer— Eye of the Tiger on a Dot Matrix Printer” 

mentioned by Purplecat in the thread on the Boing Boing blog.57 This song 

takes full advantage of the printer’s capacity for both rhythm and mel-

ody. While the printhead is moving slowly across the page, many pins are 

engaged to create polyphony, and a visual trail is created on the paper. It 

forms a graphic pattern with lighter and darker parts, and in contrast to 

an intelligible text, it appears as a secret message written in cipher. The 
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function of the printer has been turned on its head: it is the sound that 

dictates the visual output, not the other way around, as would normally 

be the case. Some of the commenters pay attention to this:

Kitsune Shan

What is also cool is that you get a literally printed image from the music. A new 
way of “seeing” music.

Guido Belluomo

This is basically like sheet music, only you need a microscope to read it.

Mithindis

It’s like you also made sheet music in the process. It’d be neat to make some-
thing that is capable of reading this sheet and playing it back as audio.58

The comments quoted open up three different semiotic paths for the 

interpretation of the printed patterns. The first is what music looks like. 

The pattern is a way of experiencing music visually, in line with the con-

cept of synesthesia, which means that translations can occur between the 

senses. The Russian painter Wassily Kandinsky is one of the artists who 

have explored the idea that music can have a visual equivalent, and in 

the beginning of the twentieth century, he created many abstract com-

positions associated with music.59 While artists can interpret music and 

translate it into visual form, the printed output appears not to have been 

processed through a human mind but seems to emerge automatically as 

Figure 4.13 A screenshot showing a dot matrix printer. MIDI Desaster, “Rocky’s Printer 

—‘Eye of the Tiger’ on a Dot Matrix Printer,” Vimeo, January 25, 2013. © MIDI Desaster.
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a byproduct of the sound generation. The patterns can thus be seen as 

indexical signs, like footprints caused by a human foot in the sand.

The second semiotic path for the interpretation of the printer pat-

terns would be to compare the pattern to the standard Western musical 

notation that is based on the staff with lines and spaces on which notes 

are written. This is a clear and unambiguous system that was devised to 

help composers write down their compositions and to help musicians to 

perform them.60 The printed pattern created by MIDI Desaster’s printers 

is neither clear nor unambiguous, but the commenter Guido Belluomo 

finds an ingenious explanation for its impenetrability— the miniscule size 

of the signs. There is possibly a code system like the traditional musical 

notation hidden in the pattern, only it is too small to be read by the 

human eye.

The third path is indicated by Mithindis, who asks whether it would 

it be possible to reverse the process “to make something that is capa-

ble of reading this sheet and playing it back as audio.” For each of the 

above comments, we are distancing ourselves from humans and human 

capabilities. The first comment was about (supposedly human) vision, 

the second was about human vision reinforced by a microscope, and 

the third implies an artificial intelligence system with computer vision 

capabilities and the ability to perform music. Regarded as a cipher, the 

pattern could perhaps be deciphered by using forensic chemistry tech-

niques instead of relying on visual inspection. As seen in the YouTube 

video “Rocky’s Printer— ‘Eye of the Tiger’ on a Dot Matrix Printer” as well 

as in some other songs, the printer deposits very thick layers of ink in 

some places. The amount of ink is hard to gauge with the naked eye but 

could possibly be determined with laboratory methods. An additional 

semiotic path would be that the pattern is a secret code that no one can  

ever crack.

TECHNOSTALGIA

Information technology is often seen as abstract and immaterial and 

somehow in opposition to the physical world. As has been shown above, 

however, information technology is highly dependent on physical 

devices and their material qualities. The multisensory features of the dot 
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matrix printer have contributed to making it memorable, which is not to 

say that other printers lack such features. Line printers, daisy wheel print-

ers, and laser printers make noise, too, but the dot matrix printer was 

the first consumer printer that a large number of people could relate to 

and share memories of, as demonstrated by the above quotes from com-

mentary fields. The words nostalgia and nostalgic recur throughout the 

quotes. The interest in and devotion to computers and peripherals like 

dot matrix printers can be seen as a kind of technostalgia. In the Urban 

Dictionary, the term technostalgia is defined as “Nostalgia for simpler tech-

nologies. Typically induced by technological hypersaturation of the early 

twenty- first century.” The example sentence given in the definition is 

“At the thought of my teens, I was overcome with technostalgia for the 

clunky bulk of my first cassette walkman.”61 At Wiktionary, technostalgia is 

defined as “Fond reminiscence of, or longing for, outdated technology.”62 

Media history researcher Tim van der Heijden defines technostalgia as 

“the reminiscence of past media technologies in contemporary memory 

practices.”63 For the purpose of the topic of this chapter, the following 

definition, derived from the previously quoted definitions, is proposed: 

“technostalgia is a driving force in memory practices involving simpler 

and outdated technologies.” Collecting, refurbishing, and demonstrating 

old items are examples of such practices.

Originally, nostalgia meant longing for a distant or lost home, but the 

concept now often refers to longing for the past. Literary scholar Svetlana 

Boym distinguishes between two main types of nostalgia, restorative and 

reflective. Restorative nostalgia is at work when a nation- state attempts 

to restore a heroic past and a common origin. The nation- state takes itself 

very seriously and would not define itself as experiencing nostalgia but as 

representing the truth. Those experiencing reflective nostalgia are aware 

that the feeling is nostalgia, often in a self- mocking and humorous way. 

Reflective nostalgia does not rely on one single narrative and instead 

“cherishes shattered fragments of memory.”64

The technostalgia concerning old dot matrix printers is mostly of the 

reflective kind. When reminiscing about these printers, people are not 

claiming that this was the one and only printer type and that it needs 

to be restored to its former prominent position on the computer market. 

Rather, the nostalgia surrounding dot matrix printers and other obsolete 
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equipment is of the humorous, reflective kind. This is evident not least 

from the names of websites devoted to evoking the memories of bygone 

computing days, including Paleotronic magazine (with a series of articles 

named Gadget Graveyard), Binary Dinosaurs, 8- Bit Nirvana, Byte Cellar, 

Computer Closet, Nostalgia Nerd, and The Silicon Vault. They can have a 

temporal reference (such as the stone age or the age of the dinosaurs) or 

a spatial reference (such as secluded places in a house, like a closet, cel-

lar, or vault, or heavenly places, such as Nirvana, a haven for old nerds). 

Humor and fun prevail not only in the verbal aspects of the websites but 

also in their visual design. Early computer- associated typefaces like Data 

70, buttons, frames, and other elements from Macintosh’s first graphical 

interface and overall web design from the 1990s are common features of 

technostalgic websites. One example is Steve’s Old Computer Museum, 

which on its Links page has a heading with the text “Welcome to the 

Obsolete Technology Website” set in the typeface Computer.

The fast- paced technological development and the pressure put on 

consumers to upgrade have entailed an accelerating obsolescence of 

computer devices. Paradoxically, many of these mass- produced industrial 

products have become rare and hard to obtain. The owner of the Steve’s 

Old Computer Museum website thinks that old computers are an endan-

gered species and represent a cultural and technical heritage in need of 

preservation. This appeal is displayed on the site’s About page: “Help 

save a computer— please notify us of any prospective computer rescue 

opportunities.”65 It can be argued that the members of the art collective 

[The User] rescued old equipment by repurposing them for their musical 

pieces and that the junk aesthetic ascribed to them is tightly connected to 

nostalgia and the longing for a time when the dot matrix printer was not 

a piece of junk. At the same time, the irony of the nostalgia of these works 

is that the printers are fully functioning and by their very operation on 

stage and in galleries defy the definition of junk, which is why the works 

fit the definition of reflective nostalgia quite well.

Figure 4.14 The Links page for the Steve’s Old Computer Museum website. © Steven 

Stengel.
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On the website of the HP Computer Museum in Australia, there is 

a page devoted to the HP dot matrix printer model 2934A: “The 293X 

printers are still very reliable. The museum has four units, and they all 

work.”66 This comment by the collector is telling because it highlights 

both the longevity of the dot matrix printer and also the importance 

paid by most museums to keeping the equipment in operation. Visitors 

come to see not just empty shells and relics but working devices.67 Unlike 

national museums of art, history, or culture, computer museums are not 

(yet) considered important for the image of nations and are consequently 

not housed in imposing museum buildings. Given the importance of 

information technology for our era, however, a time might come when 

states need computer museums for conjuring up a heroic past of innova-

tion and entrepreneurship, and at that time, technostalgia could become 

restorative nostalgia as well. Pedagogical and educational ambition con-

nects these establishments, regardless of size and ownership.

STILL GOING STRONG: CONTEMPORARY USES OF DOT MATRIX 

PRINTING

The story of technology is often told as a line of constant progress and 

evolution. In reality, that line meanders or travels on parallel tracks.68 

The traditional dot matrix impact printer is not just a museum object 

that generates nostalgia. It has lived on and is still manufactured by 

companies such as Epson and Oki. From its prominence in the 1980s 

and 1990s, it has now been relegated to the margins of the printer mar-

ket in the West, where it is mostly used as a utility printer for receipts, 

warehouse reports, freight documents, and similar purposes. It is still 

a fully functional device that has some advantages over other printer 

types in that it can operate in harsh environments, print multipart 

forms, and, because it is an impact printer, make carbon copies. The cost 

per page is low, and the lifespan of the printer is long.69 The dot matrix 

concept, although performed with the help of other technologies, offers 

flexibility and makes it possible to print on nonflat surfaces. Legibility 

is still an issue that readers, human and otherwise, have to deal with. 

Three examples that highlight both the problems and advantages of 

the printer and the printing concept are presented in the following 
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sections. What these examples of the contemporary uses of dot matrix 

printing have in common is that they do not concern the marketing  

of products.

RoYAl mAIl And oPtIcAl cHARActeR RecognItIon (ocR)

In simplistic terms, the side- channel attack experiment referred to above 

could be described as one computer listening to the voice of another 

computer in a context where the latter is involuntarily giving away infor-

mation and not being particularly cooperative. The dot matrix printer 

is not primarily an aural media. However, even its visual output can be 

demanding to decipher and often presents problems for optical charac-

ter recognition (OCR) systems. It can be seen as one computer trying 

to read what another computer has written when both are semiliterate. 

Still, using OCR can be more efficient than employing human readers 

when large volumes of data are involved. For instance, postal services 

commonly use OCR for reading address labels on letters and other postal 

items. Dot matrix printed characters are harder to read than other printed 

text because the character elements, the dots, are disconnected and the 

shapes of the characters vary to a greater extent.70 This is evident from 

the guidelines issued by the Royal Mail in the United Kingdom, “Royal 

Mail User Guide for Machine Readable Letters & Large Letters.”71 Com-

panies that want to make their large letters eligible for the OCR service 

have to meet a number of requirements concerning the size and weight 

of the letters, the graphic design, and the typography. In regard to the 

print quality of the delivery address, the use of low- resolution dot matrix 

printers is discouraged, and furthermore, “the characters must not be 

blurred, smudged, deformed or incomplete. If using dot matrix printing, 

particularly on polymer, there must be no gaps between the dots.”72 Dot 

matrix printing is specifically highlighted among the possible issues that 

can occur in the OCR process. This regards both addresses printed on 

labels using traditional dot matrix impact printers and addresses printed 

directly on the envelope using more recent inkjet printers that also use 

the dot matrix format.

In his book on how the postal system influenced the way literature was 

created in the nineteenth century, the media theorist Bernhard Siegert 
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describes how standardization and mechanization of the postal system 

in England turned it into an efficient communication system available 

to all citizens. The only thing lacking from a complete mechanization of 

the system was a machine that could read the mail at the end of the pro-

cess, according to Siegert. This is not easy to achieve, even with today’s 

technology.73

IndIAn RAIlwAYs

Many of the YouTube videos on the topic of maintaining and repairing 

dot matrix printers are in Hindi.74 Indian Railways still use the printer 

because of its reliability, the low cost per page, the carbon copy handling, 

and the flexible font features that allow for different alphabets, among 

other things. In a thread on Quora, an online forum for questions and 

answers, the question “Why does Indian Railways still use the same dot- 

matrix printer?” received a comprehensive answer by Nikunj Bhatia, a 

former senior engineer at Indian Railways, who explains how the car-

bon copy function was utilized to make quadruplicates of the reservation 

chart: “One copy goes to the head office, one to the ticket checker, one 

on the platform and one the train.”75 This feature is one of the reasons 

the printer has remained an indispensable piece of equipment at Indian 

Railways. The story that enfolds in the answer is illustrated with several 

photographs of trains, stations, and tickets. Bhatia ends his answer with: 

“Source: My experience.” It is an example of a contextualized account 

of the use of technology of a kind that is seldom found in traditional 

histories of technology, which are sustained by the idea of constant tech-

nological progress.

Figure 4.15 Samples of problematic printed addresses for UK mail. “Royal Mail User 

Guide for Machine Readable Letters & Large Letters,” August 27, 2019.
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dAte mARkIng on PAckAgIng

One major application for contemporary dot matrix printing is date mark-

ing in the food packaging industry. Inkjet printers can perform contact-

less printing on moving objects and hence print on packages while they 

are being transported on a conveyor belt. In this way, dot matrix printing 

has gone beyond a typewriter- like set- up with a platen and a paper bail 

that presupposes printing on a flat piece of paper. Date marking is one 

of the few contexts where Western consumers still encounter dot matrix 

printed text. Regulations and recommendations for date marking vary 

to a great extent from country to country. The labeling guidance issued 

by the Waste and Resources Action Programme (WRAP) in the United 

Kingdom says, “The date label must be conspicuous, legible and indel-

ible. Black inkjet on a dark green background, for example, is not accept-

able; nor ink- jet onto pictures or other writing.”76 This recommendation 

pinpoints some of the issues that consumers regularly encounter in food 

stores. Date markings are often hard to find and difficult to discern on a 

package. They are sometimes printed on uneven or fragile surfaces, and 

the text is often broken or wobbly.

Figure 4.16 An Indian Railways ticket printed on a dot matrix printer. Nikunj Bhatia, 

“Why Does Indian Railways Still Use the Same Dot- Matrix Printer?,” Quora, December, 

2014.
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Date markings are often embedded in extra information and codes that 

are not intended to be read by the consumer. Unlike other parts of the 

packaging design, date marking does not form part of the marketing of the 

product. One could say that it belongs to the underbelly of graphic design, 

where speed and convenience in the production process trump legibility 

and aesthetic qualities. The issues with legibility are acknowledged by a 

company marketing OCR software that can recognize dot matrix text:

While barcodes have made identifying products easy for machines, a format 
that can also be easily read directly by human consumers is still very impor-
tant. To this end, dot- matrix characters as produced by inkjet printers remains 
the most common form of human- readable text on product packaging. If set 

Figure 4.17 Date marking on a bottle printed using the dot matrix printing concept.
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properly, inkjet printers provide legible printing; however, the realities of the 
production line and the print surface lead to variations/imperfections in the 
way text is printed. These imperfections make reading for automatic tracking 
difficult.77

Date marking on food packaging is the result of many compromises. It 

must be reasonably readable both for humans and for nonhuman auto-

mated OCR systems. It must be present on the package without occupy-

ing any of its valuable marketing surfaces. The ink must be permanent, 

and the process of applying the marking must be swift. The ideal of high 

resolution and “near letter- quality” has been abandoned, and the frag-

mented, modular structure of the letters has been accepted as a necessary 

concession in the trade- off between efficiency and legibility.

LO- RES AND THE RETURN OF THE DOT

The more advanced printer features described in the printer manuals in 

the beginning of this chapter were probably intended for computer hob-

byists rather than the general home computer consumer. It was not until 

the late 1990s and the growth of the web that amateurs started to design 

and exchange typefaces to any significant extent.78 However, a few profes-

sional graphic designers were attracted by the possibilities and constraints 

of digital technology at an early stage— notably, Zuzana Licko, who cre-

ated experimental typefaces for the avant- garde graphic design magazine 

Emigre that she and Rudy VanderLans launched in 1984: “Rather than 

replicate (on a dot matrix printer) typographic forms already adapted 

from calligraphy, lead and photosetting, Licko used public domain soft-

ware to create bitmap fonts.”79 Working on an Apple Macintosh desktop 

personal computer, she designed the Emperor, Oakland, and Emigre type-

faces, pioneering bitmapped typefaces that were also sold by Licko and 

VanderLans’s firm Emigre Fonts, a digital type foundry. In 2001, Licko 

updated and made a synthesis of these and other early fonts, which are 

now marketed under the family name Lo- Res.80

In the text that serves as the type specimen for the family, the Emigre 

Fonts website explains that low- resolution bitmapped fonts have made a 

comeback after leading a marginalized life in printing since the advent of 

high- resolution output devices:
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The reasons for this dramatic comeback are varied. The most obvious is that a 
new generation of young graphic designers has entered the profession. For these 
designers, and their audiences, who grew up playing video games and now surf 
the Internet, low resolution type is no longer an alien, difficult- to- read, crude 
computer phenomenon. It’s been a part of their daily reading experience at 
home and at school. For this generation, it may be that reading a crude bitmap 
in print is no different than reading it on the screen. Through our everyday 
encounters with computers, the idiosyncrasies of bitmaps are disappearing— 
visible pixels are becoming accepted as the natural mark of the computer, like 
brush strokes on an oil painting.81

In other words, digital media has become habitual media, and the 

younger generation is at ease living in the postdigital era. The technologi-

cal constraints generated a form of expression, which shows that it would 

be a mistake to equate low resolution with low quality. Licko’s fonts are 

made up of rectangles, but the same logic applies to the dot- based fonts. 

The dot has made several comebacks, starting ten years after its prime. In 

the early 1990s, Swiss type designers Stephan Müller and Cornel Windlin 

designed the FF Dot Matrix font family for their label Lineto.82 They did 

not expect it to be a success, but the time was right for their retro type-

face, although the dot matrix era was not quite over. This statement was 

issued on Lineto’s legacy website:

when we started with the “dot matrix” family in 1991, we didn’t think that 
such a basic design would ever get popular. we were wrong • and decided to 

Figure 4.18 Examples of the Lo- Res and Emigre typefaces. © Zuzana Licko.
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release a package containing four fonts through fontshop international. in 
the meantime, every graphic design student must have designed a couple of 
matrix font him/herself. still, this classic package remains popular and is being  
widely used.83

The variant Std One Regular comes with “false” descenders, just like the 

early dot matrix printers. FF Dot Matrix was used by the fashion chain 

H&M for its in- store signs in 2006.84

Müller and Windlin assume that every graphic design student must 

have designed a couple of matrix fonts. Many amateur designers have 

Figure 4.19 A sample of the FF Dot Matrix typeface. © 2022. Screenshot taken from 

MyFonts at myfonts.com with permission of Monotype Imaging Inc.

Figure 4.20 An H&M store sign using the FF Dot Matrix typeface, 2006. © Stephen 

Coles.

http://myfonts.com
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also created dot matrix style typefaces that they share for free.85 What all 

these reconstructed fonts have in common is that when they are printed 

using another technology, such as laser printers, the irregularities that are 

characteristic of dot matrix printers cannot be reproduced. In this respect, 

new dot matrix typefaces suffer from the same flaw as script typefaces 

that imitate handwriting without being able to copy its variability.

Due to computer memory constraints, the creators of early video 

games had only an 8- by- 8 grid at their disposal for signing letters and 

numbers. For lowercase letters, they had to resort to false descenders, 

just like the designers of the first dot matrix printer fonts. Type designer 

Toshi Omagari has made an inventory of early videogame typography, 

and his research goes hand in hand with the growing popularity of retro 

games.86 Pixels or dots in a small matrix have now become signifiers of an 

imagined genuineness of the early days of computing for the masses. In 

his book, Omagari poses the question, “Why is it that almost everything 

in videogame history has been thoroughly explored, except for typogra-

phy?”87 One reason might be that, as Florian Cramer puts it, “There is a 

peculiar overlap between on one hand a post- digital rejection of digital 

high tech, and on the other hand a post- digital rejection of digital low 

quality.”88 Omagari’s revelation of the richness and inventiveness in a 

domain hitherto unexplored by design history can very well lead to a 

postdigital reappraisal of “digital low quality.” A similar reversal of assess-

ment of quality is also evident in the marketing of the consumer technol-

ogy company Nothing, established in 2021. The basis of the company’s 

visual identity is a logo in black and white with characters that could 

have been taken out of a printer manual from the 1980s.

In a promotional video published on Twitter, the concept behind the 

company is visualized with the help of blots, dots, and grids. In the first 

part of the animation, the forms are organic and look like ink blots that 

swell and smear in some liquid. A diffuse grid with numbers appears in 

the background, and the overall impression is that the viewer is watching 

an old analog TV monitor or oscilloscope. A voice says that it is easy to 

copy old ideas but that this company starts from scratch: “A giant reset 

button for all things innovation. And so we go.” At the word “innova-

tion,” the blots are replaced by an empty circle, a distinct grid appears, 

and the circle is filled with black. This dot is then joined by more dots, 
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and the logo is drawn dot by dot on engineering graph paper, as if the 

designers had obeyed the instructions in Star Micronics’s Delta User’s 

Manual discussed above: “You’ve seen how the engineers at Star designed 

their characters by using a grid to lay out the dots. Now you can define 

characters exactly the same way.”89 When the company name “Nothing” 

is spelled out in the end, the sound of a dot matrix printer is discern-

ible. This shift from organic to geometric visual style can be interpreted 

as a shift from messy and unimaginative design to original design made 

according to strict engineering principles.

The analog imperfections hinted at earlier are left behind in what can 

be seen as a combined technostalgic and postdigital attempt at appealing 

to a younger generation, people who are too young to remember the dot 

matrix printer firsthand but for whom the dot matrix style has positive 

connotations. Digital gadgets can no longer be sold as “shining new digi-

tal” to a postdigital generation resistant to the narrative of technological 

revolution. The flaws of dot matrix printing are turned into an advan-

tage, although what is shown in the Nothing promotional video is the 

ideal of dot matrix printing— not the real- world problems shown by the 

example from the “Royal Mail User Guide for Machine Readable Letters 

& Large Letters.” The dot matrix typefaces play a role in popular culture 

similar to the one played by the machine- readable typefaces looked at in 

chapter 3 as signs of early computer culture. In this last section, we have 

Figure 4.21 The logo for the consumer technology company Nothing, printed using a 

dot matrix typeface. © Nothing Technology Limited.
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seen the physical printer recede into the background and the concept of 

dot matrix printing itself occupy a more prominent place. However, the 

allure of seeing text emerge has remained strong, and the performative 

aspects of printing can be enacted by an animation, such as the gradual 

appearance of the Nothing logo in the video cited above, instead of by a 

physical printer.

What was at first intended as a study on the visual culture of dot matrix 

printing, with a focus on typography and its gappy, irregular, and low- 

resolution visual appearance, soon broadened to a multisensory inquiry 

when I discovered the role that sound played in the memories of its users. 

The combination of specific visual qualities with specific auditory quali-

ties has made the printer memorable and opened up possibilities for cre-

ative practices that were not intended by its designers. Another feature 

not foreseen by the designers is the semiotic translation that occurs when 

sound is “read” by a computer system and turned into letters and words. 

Figure 4.22 A screenshot from a promotional video for the consumer technology com-

pany Nothing. © Nothing Technology Limited.
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The printer is now simultaneously obsolete in some contexts and still in 

use in others. In both cases, there is an emphasis on operationality and 

maintenance: even as a cultural heritage object, the printer should work. 

However, its legacy does not rely only on physical objects but also on the 

dot matrix as such and its visual instantiations in new typefaces and let-

ter styles. This chapter has shown that by the inclusion of a “forgotten” 

device such as the dot matrix printer into the history writing of typog-

raphy and computation, the idea of a linear technological progress can  

be refuted.





5
TYPE HATE AND THE DISCOURSE OF 
COMIC SANS

In this chapter, I conduct an excavation in the more recent layers of his-

tory, up to the present time, when social media and mobile devices have 

become nearly indispensable for everyday communication. In this new 

media landscape, typography has been able to expand its role in popu-

lar culture. Although I shift the focus on the technical apparatus from 

obsolete equipment to the technological infrastructure of social media 

software, I apply the same media archaeological methodology that was 

used in the previous chapters. This infrastructure has been instrumental 

to the emergence of the discourse of the Comic Sans typeface. Whereas 

the availability of social media platforms facilitates the discourse, their 

software structures and their algorithms restrict and influence it by defin-

ing what can be said and how.

The aim of this chapter is to demonstrate how Comic Sans has become 

a cultural artifact that is symptomatic of the postdigital era, with reper-

cussions far outside the graphic design trade. To say that Comic Sans is 

a typeface is too restricted. It is rather a typographic phenomenon. The 

most salient characteristic of the discourse is the hate that has propelled 

the typeface to fame and turned it into a popular culture antihero. I argue 

that from the point of the view of the platform companies, Comic Sans 

hate is a productive force because it generates activity on social media, 

which leads to data that is commercialized by the platform companies.1 

The key questions asked include these: How can the hate against Comic 

Sans be situated in a historic context of type hate? Which metaphors and 

other rhetorical devices are deployed in the discourse? How does a type-

face become hateable? How can the hatred be exploited? What position 

does Comic Sans have in postdigital visual culture?
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THEORY AND METHOD: DISCOURSE ANALYSIS AND RHETORIC

As is mentioned in chapter 1, discourse analysis was originally a lin-

guistic method for analyzing different aspects of text. The discourse I 

deal with in this chapter is multimodal and comprised of many types 

of utterances— visual, textual, as well as aural. With the help of critical 

multimodal discourse analysis, I map out how Comic Sans is discussed, 

viewed, and represented.2 The aim of critical discourse analysis is to reveal 

power relations and the underlying ideology of statements, which is suit-

able in the case of a hate discourse. Hatred, even in its milder versions of 

scorn and mockery, is based on the idea of domination and getting the 

upper hand of someone or something. Since the hatred against Comic 

Sans is well documented, there is no need to prove that it exists. It is 

the point of departure rather than the goal of my inquiry. While I might 

not be able to find the meaning behind the hatred, I show how it can be 

seen as productive— in other words, what it does. Before the internet and 

social media, the typographic discourse was mainly carried out among 

designers. Now readers, who have also become users of typography, have 

entered the stage, which has changed the power balance.

The discourse analysis I perform is part of the media archaeological 

toolbox, in that I see my method as an excavation of the archive that 

the internet constitutes. Media archaeology pays great attention to the 

archive, and according to Jussi Parikka,

power still resides in the archive, which is now embedded in architectures of 
software, and the political economy of social media platforms whose revenue 
streams are based on the fact of individual everyday contributions through 
activity: Facebook, YouTube, Google, etc., gathering data on user patterns, 
preferences and consumer desires, for further evaluation, reuse and reselling 
purposes.3

Archaeology and excavation are metaphors for the kind of investigation 

that needs to be carried out to study media, and they are especially appro-

priate for new media and the internet, which despite its young age con-

sists of huge numbers of shards waiting to be puzzled together.

Rhetoric and the use of metaphors is a timeless perspective that can be 

used for both creating and analyzing discourse. Mastering the art of per-

suasion is important for politicians and other public speakers but also for 
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writers of light articles, satiric blog posts, nostalgic comments on video 

platforms, and jocular tweets. Whether the subjects are ordinary or sol-

emn, the goal is the same— to catch the attention of as large an audience 

as possible. Rhetoric is applicable to literary texts as well as to popular cul-

ture texts.4 Recurring themes of the discourse of Comic Sans are brought 

into the light with the help of this perspective. I pay special attention 

to metaphors used in the discourse, since they play an important role 

in shaping our understanding of the world.5 According to George Lakoff 

and Mark Johnson, metaphors are integrated in the way we think and 

use language, and although we are unaware of them most of the time, 

they shape the way we perceive the world. In an ontological metaphor, 

something concrete is represented as something abstract. Personifications 

are perhaps the most obvious ontological metaphors, and they help us 

see nonhuman phenomena or abstract notions in the light of human 

endeavors.6 The hatred comes in different degrees. Some is rather moder-

ate or mocking in tone, in the tradition of Horatian satire, named after 

the Roman satirist Horace, who used humor and mockery to address the 

follies of society. Some is in the tradition of Juvenalian satire, named after 

the Roman satirist Juvenal, who was much harsher and often contained 

personal attacks and invectives.

A SHORT HISTORY OF COMIC SANS

Most of this chapter is devoted to Comic Sans, a typeface that has been 

subject to a great amount of hate.7 In newspaper articles, this typeface 

is often introduced in a way that stresses its position as the whipping 

boy of the design world— for instance, “Comic Sans is widely mocked as 

the Mickey Mouse tie of typography.”8 Despite or maybe thanks to this, 

it has reached a fame few other typefaces can claim. Since the inven-

tion of desktop publishing, the typeface that has been the target of most 

abuse is probably Comic Sans.9 It was created in 1994 for Microsoft Bob, 

an alternative cartoon- style interface for the Windows desktop that was 

aimed at children. Users could be guided by a dog, and Vincent Connare, 

then a typographic engineer at Microsoft, noted that the font used in 

the dog’s speech bubbles, Times New Roman, was too formal and thus 

inappropriate for a program for children.10 He set out to design a more 



164 cHAPteR 5

fitting font for the program and looked to comic books for inspiration to 

achieve a rounded, handwritten look. “Comic Sans was NOT designed as 

a typeface but as a solution to a problem with the often overlooked part 

of a computer program’s interface, the typeface used to communicate the 

message,” Connare states on his website.11 It was never used in Microsoft 

Bob but instead appeared instead in Microsoft 3D Movie Maker. Microsoft 

then decided to include Comic Sans as a standard font in Windows 95, 

along with Arial, Courier, Times New Roman, and some other fonts.12 It 

has been part of Microsoft’s operating systems ever since, and there is no 

sign that it will be removed. The narrative from the previous chapters, 

about a piece of dead tech that has become obsolete but is still being used, 

consequently does not apply to Comic Sans.

By being a standard Microsoft font, Comic Sans became one of the 

most used typefaces in the world. It was the only informal typeface in the 

standard set and became popular with teachers in primary school as well 

as in many other contexts. Soon Comic Sans could be seen on birthday 

party invitations, lost kitten signs, shop signs, wine bottle labels, patient 

information leaflets, tombstones, and high- voltage warning signs.13 One 

of the reasons for its frequent use can be connected to a quality of authen-

ticity that graphic designer Paul McNeil highlights in his characterization 

of the typeface in his book The Visual History of Type:

It is designed to look as if it was not designed at all but rather written hesi-
tantly with a felt- tip or ballpoint pen. Its rounded, asymmetrical features give 
it an approachable, modest and truthful impression. The sense of authenticity 
is enhanced by unconnected letters that sit on the bouncily uneven baseline, 
with a large x- height and an untutored wonkiness particularly evident in the 
irregular angles of supposedly upright stance.14

This interpretation of the visual appearance gives a much more nuanced 

picture than the common judgment that Comic Sans is simply badly 

designed. However, although Comic Sans is considered by many design-

ers to be too available and unprofessional, the same can be said about a 

Figure 5.1 A sample of the Comic Sans typeface. Comic Sans is a trademark of Micro-

soft Corporation.
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number of other typefaces that have not attracted ire to the same degree. 

In his article “Typographic Hate Lists: Type That We Love to Hate,” typog-

rapher and writer Allen Haley puts hatred in a historic perspective and 

proposes four categories to explain why typefaces are hated: “1. The 

design is overused. 2. It’s a copy of another typeface. 3. It’s considered 

poor quality. 4. It’s just hateable.”15 While many would say that Comic 

Sans is overused, Haley concludes that maybe Comic Sans just falls in cat-

egory 4. Before I go into the broad discourse of Comic Sans hate, I would 

like to bring up two examples of type hate with a narrower scope, from 

within the trade, directed toward typefaces marketed by type foundries 

for professional use.

TYPE HATE BY AND FOR THE COGNOSCENTI

Hatred in the realm of art and design is significantly different from hatred 

between human beings and groups of people. Still, strong feelings are 

at stake in the discourse on typography. Disdain for certain typefaces 

is not something that arrived with the digital age, though it has now 

become a wider cultural phenomenon, something of a national pastime, 

Figure 5.2 A sample of Comic Sans on a restaurant condiment box. riley, Twitter, 

@_toxicjungle_, June 18, 2022.
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and is no longer restricted to an exclusive club of designers. “Today, type 

hate has taken on pandemic proportions,” according to Allan Haley.16 

Also, the designs of older typographers— such as Frederic Goudy, who 

was active in the late nineteenth century and early twentieth century, 

and John Baskerville, who lived and worked in the eighteenth century— 

encountered their fair share of scorn. Haley can recall a number of hate 

episodes during his own career, notably toward ITC Souvenir, a typeface 

that inspired strong negative feelings among designers in the 1970s. The 

examples of hate discourse given below took place in a professional con-

text, using established trade channels— in the first case, printed media 

and in the second case, a web- based publication.

ARt dIRectoRs AgAInst futuRA eXtRA Bold condense

This example contains a mock hate campaign from the early 1990s against 

the Futura Extra Bold Condensed typeface, which the designer Jerry Ketel 

considered overused. He made a twelve- page satirical brochure that tar-

geted his peers, asking them to contribute to the campaign by sending 

in a petition. The brochure was featured in the journal Communication 

Arts and later included in Typography 13: The Annual of the Type Directors 

Club, where the winning contributions of the 1991 Type Directors Club 

competition were presented. One page reads “Imagine if Saddam Hussein 

were a typeface,” and the next page reads

Futura Extra Bold Condensed: The mother of all typefaces. It’s time for Art 
Directors the world over to boycott the use of Futura Extra Bold Condensed— 
the most over- used typeface in advertising history. Destroy the Great Satan of 
clichés and the Little Satan of convenience, and rally to the cause of a better 
type selection.

Please fill out the enclosed petition and mail it to our headquarters. It will 
be used to sway the opinion- makers of our industry toward our just and worthy 
cause.

Together, we can whip this mother. Art Directors Against Futura Extra Bold 
Condensed.17

A rhetorical analysis of the Futura brochure yields two cases of con-

trasting personifications— when Futura is compared to the dictator Sad-

dam Hussein and when at the same time it is presented as “The mother of 

all typefaces,” claiming Futura to be the origin of typography. According 
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Figure 5.3 Samples from “Art Directors against Futura Extra Bold Condensed” using 

the Futura Extra Bold Condensed typeface. Jerry Ketel, designer, and Carl Loeb, copy-

writer, “Art Directors against Futura Extra Bold Condensed,” brochure, 1991. © Jerry 

Ketel.
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to Ketel, he “used Saddam Hussein as a metaphoric villain to highlight 

the point [that the typeface was overused]. The Gulf War was a major 

political theme of the period.”18 Furthermore, the text is based on reli-

gious and military metaphors, referring to Satan and using words such 

as “whip,” “destroy,” and “rally.” Although this brochure addressed its 

readers directly with the help of the imperatives “Imagine,” “Please fill 

out,” and “mail it” and asked them to take action by sending the petition 

to the group’s headquarters, the contribution to the type hate discourse 

was based on one- way communication and lacked the communicative 

context afforded by the internet. The next example took place more than 

a decade after the Futura brochure. It concerns an article in a web publica-

tion and the discussion that followed in the commentary field.

tYPe HAte wItH A stIng

In 2004, graphic designer Michael Bierut wrote an essay for Design Observer 

with the title “I Hate ITC Garamond.”19 A book that he had intended to 

read was set in ITC Garamond, and therefore he could not bring himself 

to read it. There are other typefaces he dislikes, but ITC Garamond elicits 

a stronger emotional reaction: it “repulses me in a visceral way that I have 

trouble explaining.” Still, he tries to do just that in his article. The typeface 

is dated and reminds him of the 1970s. The lowercase x- height is far too 

large. Other designers have dismissed the typeface on the ground that it has 

strayed too far from the original Garamond. This does not bother Bierut, 

though, and he concludes the slightly self- ironic piece by stating that “I’ve 

come to realize that I don’t hate it for any rational reason; I hate it like 

I hate fingernails on a blackboard. I hate it because I hate it.” The article 

gave rise to 117 comments— by other designers (some of them famous), 

wannabe designers, some nondesigners, and two of Bierut’s children— that 

agree and disagree with his position and offer further perspectives. The 

commenters give voice to opinions, express emotions, and offer histori-

cal and technical explanations for the design of the typeface. Some of the 

comments are brief, and some are short essays in their own right. The 

Design Observer website has a simple commenting feature with flat struc-

ture without threading, so all comments appear one after the other. Inter-

spersed with the other comments are Bierut’s responses to them.20
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One person reproaches the author and the commentators (himself 

included) for wasting time being annoyed over a typeface. Another person 

answers, “Come on, dude, lighten up. It’s just a blog, read by a few geeks 

talking about geeky things.” Bierut Jr. remarks, “I’m sorry that there are 

so many people that are getting hostile over the word ‘hate.’” These com-

ments indicate that type hate is part of the jargon in the typography trade 

and should not be taken at face value, although not everyone is fluent in 

that jargon. It takes an insider to discern the nuances and the situations 

when hate is used as a hyperbole and when deeper emotions are involved.

There are several examples of wordings stressing the intensity of the 

hatred. In one comment, graphic designer Jonathan Hoefler explains 

that ITC Garamond was an innovation in 1975 that was freed from the 

restraints of earlier technology, giving room for the designer’s wishes. He 

does not think that the innovation has aged well, though, and states, 

“All of that said, I hate ITC Garamond. I really, really fucking hate it, and 

I commend Michael for making it OK to say so around these parts.” In 

addition to this visceral argument, he gives an intellectual one and con-

cludes by saying that “If someone starts a thread about Optima or Rotis, 

please let me know.” Graphic designer Erik Spiekermann takes up the 

challenge to hate these two typefaces and states, “Let me confess upfront: 

I hate all three, with a vengeance. I hate them like Michael does: because 

I cannot stand them. And I hate them because they each stand for an 

attitude that I hate.” The same kind of emphatic language is used by Steve 

Mack, who in his comment targets a whole category of typefaces: “I am 

starting to foster a deep- seeded [sic] hatred for the millions and millions 

of specialty fonts that have flooded modern typography.”

The authors resort to various rhetoric techniques— such as repetition, 

curses, adjectives such as “deep- seated,” and expressions such as “with a 

vengeance”— to emphasize the depth of their emotions about typefaces. 

But perhaps a way to understand how difficult it is to find a rational 

reason for type hate would be to turn to affect theory. In a pioneering 

work on this topic, social theorist Brian Massumi claims that emotion 

and affect follow different logics: “An emotion is a subjective content, 

the socio- linguistic fixing of the quality of an experience which is from 

that point onward defined as personal,” whereas affect is bodily and 

autonomic in nature.21 Whether it is possible to make such a distinction 
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between emotion and affect is contested, but for the sake of analytic clar-

ity, it is applied here.22 Affect is about visceral perceptions, about sensa-

tions of the skin, about muscular reactions to sound, about the slowing 

down or speeding up of the heartbeat. The different sensory modes work 

together in the realm of affect, so that, for instance, tactile perceptions 

can be transformed into visual in a synesthetic manner.23 There are a 

couple of instances in Bierut’s text that point to the influence of affects. 

He mentions that, although ITC Garamond is not as commonly used as 

it used to be, it still gives him a “nasty start” when he is taken by surprise 

by its presence in a place he had not expected to see it. His whole body 

is affected by the encounter and produces a reflex response. He uses an 

analogy to describe the nature of his distaste: “I hate it like I hate finger-

nails on a blackboard.” This sound creates an unpleasant sensation that 

scientists explain by its frequency, roughness, and similarity to screams.24 

By making this comparison, he tries to make most people understand 

how he feels about the typeface.

After a number of comments from readers of the text, he returns to 

bodily sensations in a comment of his own, where he states that he has 

thought the issue through again and still maintains his reasons are irra-

tional: “— if I’m honest, I hate ITC Garamond for the same reason I hate 

brussel [sic] sprouts.” Their bitter taste makes them revolting to some 

people, who cannot bring themselves to consume this cabbage species. 

One’s attitude toward brussels sprouts actually depends on one’s genetic 

disposition. It is not simply a matter of taste understood as preference: it 

is taste as an integrated part of one’s bodily constitution.25 These three 

examples show how Bierut has recruited the visual, auditory, and gusta-

tory senses to make a multisensory case for his hatred for a typeface.26 

Haley also resorts to bodily sensations when describing the strong aver-

sion that existed against ITC Souvenir in his youth. It “was ranked right 

up there with root canals and paper cuts on the bête noire scale.” Physical 

pain is probably above disgust on this scale and is a sensation that goes 

deeper into the body. Infected root canals are known to cause acute pain 

in a vulnerable part of the body. Paper cuts often catch us off guard, since 

we are not prepared to be attacked by a seemingly harmless piece of paper.

These few examples, taken from Allan Haley’s and Michael Bierut’s 

essays, constitute just a small sample of the affective language used by 
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type designers to conjure up their hatred against certain typefaces and, 

paradoxical as it might seem, their passion for their art. Red- hot hatred, 

not love, is probably what it takes to smash Beatrice Warde’s crystal gob-

let.27 I would argue that the heated debates of the postdigital era have 

been more successful than the spectacular postmodern graphic design of 

the 1990s in making the transparent art form of typography visible and a 

concern of the general public.

TYPE HATE GOES POPULAR: COMIC SANS ON THE INTERNET

In the case of Comic Sans, the antagonism was not kept within profes-

sional circles. In 2002, the campaign “Ban Comic Sans” was launched by 

graphic designers Dave Combs and Holly Combs, who shared a mutual 

dislike for the font and set up the website bancomicsans.com. It featured 

a manifesto and a photograph of Vincent Connare, the font’s designer, 

with the text “ban comic sans” added at the bottom, and it called on 

visitors to print the image on adhesive paper in order to make a sticker 

and put it in places where Comic Sans is used. The couple also invited 

comments, suggestions, and photos to be sent to their email address.28 

Although their hatred for the typeface was genuinely felt, a campaign 

that was begun as an inside joke eventually engaged a worldwide audi-

ence. In 2019, Dave Combs thought the joke had been taken too far and 

was being used as a pretext for bullying people who used Comic Sans, so 

he changed the name of the campaign to “Use Comic Sans.”29

Below is the “Ban Comic Sans” manifesto in its original, unabridged 

version:

We believe in the sanctity of typography and that the traditions and established 
standards of this craft should be upheld throughout all time. From Guttenberg’s 
letterpress to the digital age, type in all forms is sacred and indispensable. Type 
is a voice; its very qualities and characteristics communicate to readers a mean-
ing beyond mere syntax.

Early type designers and printers spent hours not only designing these type-
faces, but the very painstaking process of setting and printing these faces was 
so laborious that it is a blasphemy to the history of the craft that any fool can 
sit down at their personal computer and design their own typeface. Consider 
how many books may be found in the average home today compared to that of 
a home in fifteenth century Europe. Technological advances have transformed 

http://bancomicsans.com


172 cHAPteR 5

typography into a tawdry triviality. The patriarchs of this profession were highly 
educated men. However, today the widespread heretical uses of this medium 
prove that even the ineducate [sic] have opportunities to desecrate this art form; 
therefore, destroying the historical integrity of typography.

Like the tone of a spoken voice, the characteristics of a typeface convey 
meaning. The design of the typeface is, in itself, its voice. Often this voice 
speaks louder than the message behind the words. Thus when one is designing 
a “Do Not Enter” sign the use of a heavy- stroked, attention- commanding font 
such as Impact or Arial Black is appropriate. However, typesetting such a mes-
sage in Comic Sans would be ludicrous. Though this is done frequently, it does 
not justify the usage. Clearly, Comic Sans as a voice conveys silliness, childish 
naivete, irreverence, and is far too casual for such a purpose. It is as if someone 
were showing up to a black tie event in a clown costume.

We are summoning forth the proletariat around the globe to aid us in this 
revolution. We call on the common man to rise up in revolt against this evil of 
typographical ignorance. We believe in the gospel message “ban comic sans.” 
It shall be salvation to all who are literate. By banding together to eradicate this 
font from the face of the earth we strive to ensure that future generations will 
be liberated from this epidemic and never have to suffer this scourge that is the 
plague of our time.30

Figure 5.4 Original webpage for the “Ban Comic Sans” campaign. © Dave and Holly 

Combs.



tYPe HAte And tHe dIscouRse of comIc sAns 173

Just as in the “Art Directors against Futura Extra Bold Condensed” bro-

chure, there are instances of personification in the “Ban Comic Sans” 

manifesto. Type is said to be a voice that is closely related to the human 

body and hence a metonymy for a person. In addition, Comic Sans is 

likened to a clown costume, which is another metonymic stand- in for a 

person. In the “Ban Comic Sans” manifesto, there are some metaphors 

of violence, but religious metaphors dominate, along with metaphors of 

revolution and disease. The narrative is biblical, where the plague Comic 

Sans can be seen as a punishment from God and the only way to repent 

is to stop using Comic Sans. Typography is sacred and should be handled 

only by priests. The digital revolution has made the craft too accessible, 

and typography- illiterate people have caused its decay. The piece is char-

acterized by a dichotomic rhetoric, setting sanctity against blasphemy 

and the educated against the uneducated.

This division is also observed by cultural rhetoric scholar Garrett W. 

Nichols, who in “Type Reveals Culture: A Defense of Bad Type,” con-

cludes that the Combses’ “rhetoric shuts off the possibility of discussing 

the reasons some might have for committing such heresies.”31 Nichols 

suggests that people who use “bad” types might do so deliberately to 

achieve a rhetorical effect that is one of friendliness and unpretentious-

ness. He takes as an example a church bulletin that is designed with a 

mixture of typefaces and a haphazard structure of headings and that may 

have been designed in this way on purpose in order to display an open 

and welcoming attitude to members. This argument— that Comic Sans 

is not used by mistake or ignorance but on purpose— is in line with Paul 

McNeil’s statement quoted above that it was the purpose of the designer 

to create Comic Sans the way it is— that “it is designed to look as if it was 

not designed at all,” which gives the typeface a sense of authenticity.32 

These arguments speak against the idea that Comic Sans was created and 

is used by illiterate people and in support of the idea that its creator and 

users are aware of the cultural implications of typography.

THE SETTING OF THE DISCOURSE: SOCIAL MEDIA PLATFORMS

It is hard to determine whether the “Ban Comic Sans” campaign was the 

starting signal for a broader crusade against the typeface that emerged 
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round the millennium shift, gained momentum around 2010, and is still 

alive on social media and other media, but the campaign is often been 

referred to in articles and books about the typeface.33 Comic Sans is con-

temporary with the World Wide Web, and the discourse is in many ways 

a function of the affordances created by personal websites, blogs, online 

communities, and various social media platforms, such as Facebook, Ins-

tagram, Quora, Reddit, Twitter, and YouTube.

In her book The Culture of Connectivity: A Critical History of Social Media, 

media scholar José van Dijck argues that such platforms can be regarded 

as “techno- cultural constructs,” a concept that emphasizes that plat-

forms are realized through a combination of technological and human 

factors. She distinguishes three main components of these constructs— 

technology, user and usage, and content. The technological component 

can, in turn, be broken down into data, algorithms, and interfaces.34 For 

instance, when a user posts a tweet on Twitter, a time stamp is generated. 

The tweet itself can be seen as data, while the time stamp belongs to 

the category metadata, providing information about the data. Another 

kind of metadata is the biographical information people enter in the user 

profile. Both data and metadata are used by Twitter algorithms to decide 

what content users might be interested in and what tweets should appear 

at the top of their feed. To indicate the content of a tweet and make it 

more searchable, a user can add a number of hashtags, which function as 

keywords (see, for instance, figure 5.7, #womenmarch). The interface of 

Twitter contains menus to the left and trending topics to the right, and 

below each tweet are symbols for reply, retweet, like, and share. These 

and other software features influence and steer user behavior and the 

ways users can communicate on the platform.

In The Platform Society: Public Values in a Connective World, van Dijck 

and her coauthors Thomas Poell and Martinj de Waal elaborate on the 

ideas from van Dijck’s previous book, especially on platform mecha-

nisms and the commercial aspects of platformization. The importance of 

this kind of technological infrastructure cannot be overestimated, since 

it has come to impact most aspects of society.35 The framework suggested 

in The Platform Society contains a division of platform mechanisms into 

datafication, commodification, and selection. All kinds of user activities 

and interactions— such as “rating, paying, enrolling, watching, dating, 
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and searching but also friending, following, liking, posting, comment-

ing, and retweeting”— can be turned into data. The Twitter functions 

mentioned above are just a subset of these interactions, which, when 

they have gone through the process of datafication, can be rendered into 

commodities in the next step. People can commodify not only activities 

but also emotions, ideas, and human relations, according to van Dijck 

et al.36 For instance, Facebook added a feature to the status update that 

lets users indicate their current mood— whether they are sad, happy, or 

tired. Van Dijck et al.’s third step, selection, means that the content users 

are presented with is selected and curated with the help of algorithms 

that take the data generated by users as input. This personalization 

occurs especially with services and advertisements, but it also deter-

mines the type of topics that are displayed in the feeds of, for instance, 

a person’s Instagram feed. What might seem opaque to users are, in fact, 

deliberate technocommercial strategies implemented by the platform  

companies.37

tRendIng on twItteR: tHe cAse of leBRon JAmes

Twitter is one of the major social media platforms, a universal messaging 

system originally designed to make it possible for people to keep their 

friends updated about their present activities.38 The maximum tweet 

length was originally set at 140 characters, the same length as short mes-

sage service (SMS) text messages, and was doubled to 280 characters in 

2017. As of 2022, the platform had 229 million users.39 One example of 

how Twitter has been an arena for the discourse of Comic Sans is the 

commotion that occurred when basketball player LeBron James decided 

to change teams.

The attention given to Comic Sans has spiked in connection with spe-

cific events— notably, when famous or public figures use the typeface in 

what are seen as inappropriate ways. Sometimes the preoccupation with 

the font has overshadowed the event itself in terms of media attention. 

When LeBron James decided to leave the Cleveland Cavaliers to join the 

Miami Heat in 2010, the Cleveland team’s owner, Dan Gilbert, posted 

an open letter on the team’s website deploring the decision. The letter 

was written in Comic Sans, and soon the typeface topic was trending on 
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Twitter above the LeBron James topic. With the Twitter algorithm, the 

position of a topic depends on the increase in use at the moment, not 

the total frequency over time.40 Gilbert was derided because of his use 

of language and punctuation marks and because the choice of typeface 

clashed with the resentful tone of the letter, which created an unintended 

comical effect. The sports columnist at the Wall Street Journal recom-

mended that “It should be sent to the Smithsonian as a high point in 

early 21st century comedy.”41 One of the reactions on Twitter was this 

joke: “Helvetica signs with Miami. Comic Sans stays in Cleveland.”42 In 

a metonymic play with characters, the “classy” typeface Helvetica has 

been substituted for LeBron, and the “goofy” Comic Sans for Dan Gilbert. 

Helvetica is a widely used typeface that is characterized by clarity and 

neutrality and often is seen as the incarnation of modernism.43 Pitting 

Comic Sans against Helvetica or another high- status typeface is a rhetori-

cal device that is frequently used in the discourse on Comic Sans to make 

it seem laughable.44

There have been other events where the (social) media attention paid 

to Comic Sans has overshadowed the event itself, such as the letter attor-

ney John Dowd wrote to the House Intelligence Committee in connec-

tion with the 2019 impeachment inquiry against Donald Trump and 

the 2021 presentation of the Higgs boson particle discovery by scientists 

from CERN.45 The common ingredient in the media storms connected to 

Comic Sans is that a high- ranking figure in the field is involved— a person 

who is worthwhile to mock, who “should have known better,” but who is 

obviously clueless about graphic design. It was easy to make jokes at the 

expense of Cleveland Cavaliers’ owner, the CERN scientists, and Trump’s 

attorney, and Twitter and other social media platforms were flooded with 

jokes and gibes. These reactions became in themselves topics for printed 

news media.46

The LeBron James move from Cleveland to Miami and similar events 

generate much activity on social media and hence data that is of great 

value for the platform companies. Such events drive traffic to their sites, 

recruit new users, keep the existing users, and consequently increase the 

base for advertising and further data collection. The platform algorithms 

turn the tweeted jokes and status updates into data and use it for building 

their decisions about what new content to display for the users involved. 
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In the LeBron James case, more posts about sports and about Comic 

Sans would likely have appeared in the users’ newsfeeds. This is how the 

platform mechanisms contribute to maintain, spread, and multiply the 

Comic Sans discourse.

BAD TASTE AND BATTLES

The discourse of Comic Sans features a number of rhetorical and literary 

devices— such as metonymy, epithet, comparison, pun, and irony— that 

have been deployed to mock Comic Sans in both the Horatian and Juve-

nalian traditions. Jokes, mockery, and scorn form the backbone of the 

discourse of Comic Sans, and studying jokes is a suitable way to under-

stand its many facets.47 Jokes can be textual or visual or a combination 

of both, like setting the oxymorons “I’m a graphic designer” or “I use 
Comic Sans unironically” in Comic Sans on ironic T- shirts, on coffee mugs, 

and in social media posts. Such one- liners are ideal for the short Twitter 

format and for memes that are shared and remixed on the web.48 Jokes 

are instrumental in getting attention, likes, and new followers. The meme 

category closest associated with Comic Sans is the Doge memes, where a 

Shiba Inu dog with a funny expression is combined with short phrases in 

broken English, set in multicolored Comic Sans.

One trend in meme culture is the internet ugly aesthetic, which is 

characterized by a “celebration of the sloppish and the amateurish,” 

according to comedy writer and editor Nick Douglas.49 An example of 

memes that depend on this style are rage comics, which are based on a 

crude depiction of an angry face. Douglas thinks that the internet ugly 

aesthetic differs from the trend commonly connected to the postdigi-

tal, the New Aesthetic, “which uses QR codes, pixelation, and machine- 

readable images to reinterpret the physical world through the eyes of 

computers. Internet ugly is nearly the opposite, an imposition of messy 

humanity upon an online world of smooth gradients, blemish- correcting 

Photoshop, and AutoCorrect.”50 Internet ugly emerged out of a need for 

rapid publication on channels like 4chan, which deleted content after a 

short time. Meme creators use internet ugly as a sign of authenticity. As 

soon as the style is usurped by mainstream culture, it evolves into some-

thing new, and so it continues in many incarnations.51
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Comic Sans is sometimes used for memes, but it does not fit into inter-

net ugly in the way that Douglas portrays the style. Most applications of 

Comic Sans lack the rebellious side that characterizes internet ugly, and 

the typeface seems to me to be too neat to add anything to the “ugliness” 

of the style. Although Comic Sans is often deemed as ugly and in bad 

taste, I would say it is a different type of ugly than internet ugly. By way 

of its ubiquity, Comic Sans could be seen as the epitome of postdigital 

visual culture, but it is hard to assign Comic Sans to a specific trend. It is 

regarded as an outsider in most contexts and has been assigned a position 

of its own in popular culture. It is readily available and has a distinct, eas-

ily recognizable style, which is perhaps why it lends itself well to jokes.

In BAd tAste oR not

The question of taste in relation to type hate is brought up by the first 

commentator to Bierut’s article “I Hate ITC Garamond” quoted above: 

“I am delighted to hear you fess up to something as old- fashioned and 

unfashionable as taste.”52 If taste had fallen out of date by the time of the 

publication of the article in 2004, it has certainly seen a revival in the past 

decade in the discourse of Comic Sans. Many of the jokes about the font 

are about taste or rather the lack of taste. The media scholar Sarah Owens 

explains how the circular argument regarding the typeface is played out: 

“Everything everyday designers produce is ‘bad design.’ Since they use 

Comic Sans, and since Comic Sans has been badly designed, anything 

using Comic Sans is bad design. A bad design is easily identifiable by its 

use of Comic Sans.”53

Consider the following two statements: “You are the Comic Sans of 

humans”54 and “Crocs are the Comic Sans of shoes.”55 The first statement 

can be found on t- shirts and caps and is intended as an insult to the 

reader. It is analogous to the second statement, where Comic Sans is an 

epithet signifying ugliness and bad taste. According to a definition in the 

Urban Dictionary, Crocs are “quite possibly the ugliest but most comfort-

able shoes ever.”56 The shoes and the typeface share similarities when it 

comes to popularity, unpopularity, and proliferation. The Urban Diction-

ary definition continues by observing that the shoes are used by people of 

all ages and social classes, which is also the case with Comic Sans.
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The following two statements have been used on protest signs, either set 

in Comic Sans or handwritten, and can be seen on photos posted on Twit-

ter and similar platforms: “Donald Trump uses Comic Sans”57 and “Brexit 

is worse than Comic Sans.”58 In the first statement, the negative qualities 

often ascribed to the typeface have been transferred to the alleged user. 

The second statement is based on an absurd comparison between two 

incongruent entities, where Comic Sans functions as a low- water mark.

These are just a few examples of how Comic Sans has become synony-

mous with ugliness and bad taste. Although the Comic Sans hostilities 

involve an element of the cognoscenti reprimanding unenlightened text 

producers, Pierre Bourdieu’s theory of class distinctions fails to explain 

the complexities of the Comic Sans discourse.59 Garret W. Nichols argues 

that the use of Comic Sans can be seen as a working- class tactic that is 

used to resist the dominant power and its cultural expressions. The use of 

“bad” typography could be seen as a rhetorical action made with inten-

tion and not by accident, Nichols suggests.60 This could very well be true 

in many cases, but I would argue, based on the major events involving 

high- profile people mentioned above, that the use of the typeface is not 

class related in an unequivocal way. The semiotic codes of typography 

are not as easily decoded as, for instance, the codes of luxury fashion 

and luxury fashion advertising, which build on widespread and accessible 

conventions.61 The conventions within the field of typography are more 

subtle and harder to apprehend.

Sometimes people defy the judgments passed on them concerning their 

choice of typeface. In connection with the stir caused in 2019 by the letter 

written in Comic Sans by attorney John Dowd, the author Joseph Epstein 

wrote an op- ed titled “In Bad Taste or Not, I’ll Keep my Comic Sans,” 

where he gave his reasons for why the font might be useful for writers:

Undaunted by what is apparently my ghastly taste, I plan to continue using 
Comic Sans. I like the spaciousness it allows between letters. I can see an entire 
sentence in it as I can in no other typeface. I feel it provides a clarity for me as a 
writer that is helpful in revising my writing— and revising, it has been noted, is 
what writing is really all about.62

Instead of giving in to the choir of complaints about his bad taste, Epstein 

delivers a functional reason for using Comic Sans, similar to the ones usu-

ally brought forward in connection with dyslectics.63
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Figure 5.5 A statement on a hat: “You are the comic sans of humans.” Melissa / MCre-

ativeJ, “I couldn’t resist! You are the comic sans of humans is now my fave hat!,” Twitter, 

@MCreativej, November 10, 2016.
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Figure 5.6 A tweet comparing Comic Sans to shoes. Daze & Orla, Twitter, @Dazeand 

Orla, April 7, 2021.

Figure 5.7 A handwritten sign at a protest: “Donald Trump Uses Comic Sans.” Eliza-

beth Nolan Brown, Twitter, @ENBrown, January 21, 2017.
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Famous writers as well as editors of high school newspapers use per-

sonal computers. They are marketed in several price ranges, but most 

of them come with Microsoft Office’s standard fonts. With the help of 

the default set of typefaces, the everyday designer is able to create basic 

graphic design materials, but professional designers need access to the 

professional resources of type foundries. In order to pursue their craft, 

they need both economic capital and cultural capital, another of Bour-

dieu’s concepts, meaning the knowledge and education that people have 

accumulated and that can provide them with a certain social status.64 

As demonstrated by the cases of the basketball team owner Dan Gil-

bert, the attorney John Dowd, the CERN researchers, and the writer 

Epstein, the issue of taste and Comic Sans does not necessarily depend  

on class.

Figure 5.8 A Comic Sans sign at a protest: “Brexit is worse than Comic Sans.” Óscar 

Mangas, Twitter, @ovmn_, March 26, 2019.
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comBAt And BloodsHed

So far, the jokes presented have been rather benign and belong to the 

Horatian tradition. In this section, I deal with the more aggressive end of 

the scale of abuse and show how metaphors of war, violence, and pain are 

used to depict hatred against Comic Sans in the tradition of Juvenalian 

satire. My findings from the present study agree with those of Nichols’s 

that “a rhetorical framework of crime and punishment pervades Comic 

Sans discourse.”65 However, I think the framework is broader and also 

includes war, violence, pain, and illness. These categories and their asso-

ciated concepts overlap to a certain degree, and there is no clear- cut bor-

der between them. War entails violence, crime can be violent, illness can 

cause pain. They are also sometimes used as metaphors for each other, 

as in “crime is illness.”66 These metaphors are part of a coherent rhetoric 

that influences the way we think about the typeface.67

Metaphors of war are one of the most common types of metaphor 

used in public discourse.68 Military metaphors have been used to promote 

typography and its importance for conveying culture and education. In a 

pamphlet published in 1931, type designer Frederic W. Goudy ended his 

sketch of the heroic history of typography by stating that “I am the leaden 

army that conquers the world. I am type.”69 Metaphors of war have been 

used to describe conflicts in the typography trade, such as rivalries in the 

1930s between foundries concerning the rights to a certain typeface.70 A 

notable battle took place in the 1990s when different font standards for 

desktop publishing and printing led to conflicts between Adobe, Apple, 

and Microsoft. These font wars were subsequently resolved, but the con-

cept has lingered on and been applied to other typography- related dis-

putes, as when IKEA changed its typeface from Futura to Verdana in 2009. 

This switch met with hostile reactions from many people and was nick-

named Verdanagate.71 Another term used is the portmanteau fontroversy. 

Both terms, font wars and fontroversy, have been used in connection with 

Comic Sans— for instance, in a newspaper article on design: “The font 

wars are raging on the World Wide Web, and it seems that Comic Sans is 

taking heavy fire.”72

The military metaphors in the “Art Directors against Futura Extra Bold 

Condensed” brochure and the metaphors of violence in the “Ban Comic 

Sans” manifesto are to be found in many of the statements about Comic 
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Sans. War metaphors are characterized by a fight between combatants, 

where one side takes the role of the enemy. The next two examples are 

about battles of different kinds. Both make use of a combination of visual 

and verbal rhetoric.

Undertale Animation In 2016, a fan game animation titled “Sans Fight 

Animation: The Final Battle” was posted on a YouTube channel with a large 

number of subscribers.73 The owner of the channel, NCHProductions, is 

an independent animator famous for his computer game parodies. His 

animation based on the computer game Undertale has had more than 3 

million views and 20,000 comments and counting as of May 2022.74 The 

YouTube interface offers two sorting principles for comments— Newest 

and Top. This makes it easier for users who want to join the conversation 

to get an overview of the previous comments. The “Sans Fight Anima-

tion” video starts with a collage of requests from subscribers urging the 

channel owner to make a “Sans fight.” In the role- playing game Undertale, 

one of the characters is named Sans, who “speaks” in Comic Sans. He has 

a brother named Papyrus, and they both appear as skeletons in the game, 

which is otherwise not about typography but about a war between mon-

sters and humans. This piece of fan fiction is rather an excursion into the 

discourse of Comic Sans. The character named Sans provokes a group of 

other fonts, led by Arial, that have taken Papyrus hostage. When a fight 

starts, Sans defends himself successfully and manages to release Papyrus. 

Visual variation and diversity are created by a menagerie of typefaces that 

challenge Sans and are defeated by his superpowers— Broadway, Cooper, 

Creepy, Impact, Jokerman, Rosewood, Stencil, Tahoma, and Times New 

Roman. All the typefaces, including Sans, are represented by their font 

names instead of by anthropomorphic avatars. Sans’s adversaries can 

transform themselves into weapons created out of elements of their letter 

bodies, and metallic sound illustrations help us perceive them as swords 

or guns. It is, in its own way, a tribute to the diversity of letterforms in 

typography.

To create dynamic action scenes, the animator uses many of the stan-

dard cartoon pictorial devices, such as speech bubbles, speed lines, and 

explosions.75 Arial resents Sans for his popularity and for being abused 

by humans who do not understand typography. Sans is under attack, but 
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in this animation, he is more of a hero than a victim. He conquers all 

the other fonts by using his I- shaped bones and blue laser beams and by 

merging with Papyrus to become Comic Papyrus in the end. The narra-

tive unfolds according to the “revenge of the underdog” script. Despite 

a numerical advantage and heavy weaponry, the enemy does not man-

age to defeat Comic Sans. This ending can be seen as a metaphor for the 

persistence of Comic Sans, which is still widely used and popular among 

the general public.

Just as with the Twitter joke about LeBron James’s move quoted above 

(“Helvetica signs with Miami. Comic Sans stays in Cleveland”), the main 

battle line in the “Sans Fight Animation” is drawn between Comic Sans 

and Arial, a modernist typeface similar to Helvetica. The Undertale anima-

tion is a more elaborate contribution to the Comic Sans discourse than 

a short comment or a tweet. The animation is multimodal in its use of 

movement as well as visual and textual elements.76

“Note to Self: ‘Comic Sans’” A cartoon by animation artist Marc Ratner 

appeared in 2020 in a local US newspaper and on his Instagram account.77 

In this single- panel cartoon, a smiling man with a hat and glasses (a self- 

portrait of the artist) is sitting at a table with layout work in front of 

him. He declares that he uses Comic Sans because he wants to be killed 

Figure 5.9 A screenshot showing characters from “Sans Fight Animation.” NCHPro-

ductions, “Sans Fight Animation,” YouTube, November 22, 2016. © NCHProductions.
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by a graphic designer wielding an X- Acto knife. At the right side of the 

image, a cat tells the artist that the joke is morbid. At the left side of the 

image, an uneven cut and blood stains slightly overlap the image of the 

artist as a composite image made of two layers. The text in the artist’s 

speech bubble is set in Comic Sans, whereas the text in the cat’s speech 

bubble is handwritten. In this image, the user is the target of potential 

violence, and although the bloodthirsty perpetrator is not shown in the 

picture, the cut serves as an indexical sign of the knife wielder’s presence. 

Blood is often used as a metaphor for pain. The artist is smiling, but the 

masochistic statement veers toward the sardonic and puts this joke in the 

Juvenalian category.78

This cartoon takes type hate a step further from verbal abuse into 

potential physical abuse to be performed with the precision knife that is 

the hallmark of a designer. Although much of the discourse is about the 

users of Comic Sans, this cartoon is different in that the main character 

puts himself in the position of the mocked user, speaking in the first per-

son. His statement that “I always use Comic Sans” makes the cartoon into 

a parody of an endorsement ad where a smiling celebrity says, “I always 

use [brand].” There is a jarring contrast between the morbid utterance 

and the appearance of the man. This is not an unironic user but one who 

uses Comic Sans deliberately, in cold blood.

The setting and the interface of the online newspaper make the appear-

ance of the cartoon different than the Instagram setting does. In the 

newspaper, Ratner’s cartoons appear as a diversion. They are only a small 

part of the flow of articles in the section called “Art & Entertainment, 

cartoons.” On Instagram, a collection of the artist’s work is highlighted 

in the matrix that the Instagram interface affords. While the newspaper 

has provided the cartoon with some tags (“by Marc Ratner,” “graphic 

designer with xacto,” “Note to Self: Comic Sans,” “Pasadena cartoon,” 

and “single panel”), the artist’s Instagram post has a large number of 

hashtags (#Edmon, #Plume, #EdmonPlume, #text, #font, #type, #typog-

raphy, #typographic, #comic, #comicsans, #blood, #bloody, #therewil-

lbeblood, #xacto, #knife, #blade, #morbid, #graphic, #graphicdesign, 

#graphicdesigner, #cattingwithchats, #Georgia, #cartoon, #comicstrip, 

#funny, #SundayFunny). Some of the tags (#font, #type, #typography, 

and #comicsans) open up for searches on typography in general and 
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Comic Sans in particular. Other tags (#blood, #bloody, #therewillbe-

blood, #xacto #knife, #blade, and #morbid) point in the direction of vio-

lence and pain and reinforce the visual impression made by the picture. 

This example illustrates how platform features like hashtags can steer the 

discourse and influence its character and direction.

“WHY DOES EVERYONE HATE COMIC SANS?” THE META 

DISCOURSE OF COMIC SANS HATE

While a large part of the discourse on Comic Sans can be categorized as 

type hate directed at a typeface, a non- negligible part of the discourse 

consists of attempts to explain the hatred and the reasons it has emerged. 

Thoughts, explanations, and arguments about the hatred have been put 

forward in social media and in design publications such as Print, Commu-

nication Arts, and Creative Review. Some of the most common arguments 

Figure 5.10 Marc Ratner, “I always use Comic Sans,” cartoon, Colorado Boulevard, 

March 1, 2020. @ Marc Ratner.
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can be summarized in three categories, some of which coincide with 

Allan Haley’s typographic hate lists mentioned above:

The usage argument
Comic Sans is overused. It is ubiquitous and can be seen in all kinds of vernacu-
lar contexts. (This is in line with Haley’s first reason for type hate.)

Comic Sans is used inappropriately. It was once designed as a screen font for 
speech bubbles in a specific children’s application and is now used in serious 
and formal contexts.

The aesthetic argument
Comic Sans is ugly and violates typographic norms in terms of coherence, stroke 
modulation, proportion, letterfit, and other design parameters. (This is in line 
with Haley’s second reason for type hate.)

The sociological argument
Comic Sans is an epitome of bad graphic design done by amateur designers who 
have access to desktop publishing tools they do not master. Professional graphic 
designers feel they must defend their territory and retain their cultural status as 
experts and their position in the labor market.79

A common counterargument to the first two arguments, the usage argu-

ment and the aesthetic argument, is that the same can be said about 

many other typefaces that have not met with the same degree of hatred. 

The sociological argument has generated the most debate. It revolves 

mainly around cultural capital, but economic capital is also at play in 

this argument, since professional- quality typefaces are commodities and 

entail a cost for the discerning designer who needs to have access to a 

large selection of typefaces.

One of the most prominent contributions to the metadiscourse has 

been made by copywriter Mike Lacher. His satirical piece “I’m Comic 

Sans, Asshole” was published on McSweeney’s website in 2010, where 

it was set in Comic Sans.80 The text was also published in print in the 

magazine Creative Review in its standard typeface.81 If one compares the 

online version with the print version, it becomes clear that Comic Sans is 

indispensable for conveying the message of the text. A text set in Comic 

Sans can never be unmarked, in Johanna Drucker’s sense of the word, and 

can never recede into a grey block on the page.

Lacher’s first- person article has since been the subject of remakes, such 

as animations, and it has also been performed as a spoken monologue.82 

Its tone is aggressive, and it takes a sociological perspective as it addresses 
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graphic designers who look down on him: “I’m Comic Sans, and I’m the 
best thing to happen to typography since Johannes fucking Gutenberg.”83 

He knows that people slander him, think he is tacky and dull, and are 

annoyed by seeing the font in notes and signs everywhere. For him, the 

font’s appeal comes down to an unequal access to material resources 

and an unequal appreciation for modernism, evoking a caricature of a 

haughty graphic designer, a bore who does not know how to have fun:

We don’t all have seventy- three weights of stick- up- my- ass Helvetica sitting 
on our seventeen- inch MacBook Pros. Sorry the entire world can’t all be done 
in stark Eurotrash Swiss type. Sorry some people like to have fun. Sorry I’m 
standing in the way of your minimalist Bauhaus- esque fascist snoozefest. Maybe 
sometime you should take off your black turtleneck, stop compulsively adjusting 
your Tumblr theme, and lighten the fuck up for once.84

He goes on to explain that people love him because he is fun and knows 

how to enjoy life, in contrast to posh typefaces like Gotham and Avenir. 

He concludes by saying that, because of his fame, he does not even have 

to care about what others think about him:

I’m not just a font. I am a force of motherfucking nature and I will not rest 
until every uptight armchair typographer cock- hat like you is surrounded by my 
lovable, comic- book inspired, sans- serif badassery.85

In Lacher’s monologue, Comic Sans is portrayed as a macho and working- 

class hero who retaliates against anxious, unmanly, bourgeois designers 

and their prejudices against types like him. This is different from the 

way Comic Sans is usually characterized, which is as having a disarming 

and childish personality that is harmless, benign, warm, friendly, and 

relatable.86

In his Graphic Design: A New History, art historian Stephen Eskilson 

argues that from the perspective of the “Ban Comic Sans” manifesto, 

it might seem that desktop publishing will ruin typography, but from 

another perspective, it is possible to “argue that distress over Comic Sans 

is exemplary of the sort of snobbish connoisseurship that besets many 

artistically minded professions.”87

Some professional designers cannot resist making fun of Comic Sans 

and its users. They might not hate it with the same fervor that Michael 

Bierut hates ITC Garamond, probably because they know that Comic 

Sans was never designed to be a full- blown typeface in the traditional 
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sense, but their scorn fuels the general hatred. Other professional design-

ers despise people who think they can aspire to be designers and who 

try to increase their cultural capital by expressing their aversion for the 

typeface. According to graphic designer Daniel Pelavin, many design  

dilettantes seem to think that avoiding Comic Sans is a sign of refine-

ment, while in fact it reveals that they are narrow- minded and lack any 

deeper knowledge about typography.88 I would argue that the sociologi-

cal argument is a two- tiered construction, with professional designers 

looking down on pseudo- elitist Comic Sans avoiders who look down on 

Comic Sans users.

In his article “The Serious Effects of a Comic Typeface,” designer Mitch 

Goldstein claims that Comic Sans has done typography a great service by 

virtue of its fame. All the silly and vitriolic jokes about the typeface have 

created an unprecedented consciousness about graphic design: “Surpris-

ingly, this nearly universal disdain has had an ironic and unexpected 

result: Comic Sans has become the cultural ambassador of graphic design. 

We all love to hate the goofy typeface, and this notoriety has led to a vast 

cultural awareness of typography and graphic design itself.”89 Seen from 

this perspective, Comic Sans hate has been a productive force, not only 

by generating revenue for platform companies but also by paving the 

way for graphic design in the mind of the general public. Typography has 

become part of a visual literacy of the postdigital age.90 The participants 

in the meta discourse do not exercise hatred, but they contribute to keep-

ing up interest in the subject of Comic Sans. This interaction between the 

discourse and the metadiscourse can explain the longevity of the topic.

PERSONIFICATION: HOW TO MAKE A TYPEFACE HATEABLE

Many of the examples given in this chapter are based on personifica-

tion, while other examples are based on metaphors presenting Comic 

Sans as an abstract phenomenon. The choice of metaphors influences 

the way Comic Sans is regarded and the kind of agency ascribed to it. 

Personification is a common rhetorical device that is used, for instance, 

by Michael Bierut in his piece “I Hate Garamond ITC,” where he claims 

that the typeface repulses him and pops up in unlikely places. He writes 

on the life cycles of typefaces in general: they arrive, they wear out, they 
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go away, they are revived. This is in line with how anthropologist Arjun 

Appadurai conceptualizes commodities in his book The Social Life of 

Things: Commodities in Cultural Perspective, built on his belief that persons 

and things are not completely incommensurable entities.91 Type designer 

Jungmyung Lee has a similar view on typefaces: “Comic Sans is a good 

example of why I think typefaces, like people, have their own course of 

life, their own history, ideas, and feelings.”92

Sometimes personification plays the lead role in writings about typog-

raphy. In both “I Am Type” by Frederic Goudy and “I’m Comic Sans, Ass-

hole” by Mike Lacher, type and a typeface are speaking in the first person. 

An “I” implicates a “you,” and this type of address is a way of engaging 

the reader in interpersonal interactions. A visual equivalent occurs when 

a person in a portrait seems to look directly at the viewer or when a char-

acter in a film speaks directly to the camera.93

There are at least two reasons that personification comes naturally 

to the discourse on Comic Sans. One reason is that in the literature on 

typography, typefaces are often said to have personalities.94 In the case 

of the “Art Directors against Futura Extra Bold Condensed” brochure, 

personification can involve contradictory personalities, the mother of all 

typefaces, and a dreaded dictator at the same time.

Another reason is the strongly anthropomorphic language used to 

describe typefaces and letterforms. An obvious example is the use of face, 

as in typeface. “A typeface is like the human body. The skeleton is the 

structure underlying the letters,” according to type designer Nadine Cha-

hine.95 This way of thinking is ingrained in the whole terminology of 

typography. In “A Visual Guide to the Anatomy of Typography,” Orana 

Velarde dissects the bodies of letters and breaks down the letterforms into 

their constituent elements.96 Words like spine, leg, arm, shoulder, and ear 

are used to describe these elements.97

This anthropomorphic language continues on the level of text, where 

the words body text, header, and footer are used to denote different parts of 

a document and its structure. Although the Latin alphabet, unlike hiero-

glyphs and other figurative writing systems, is based on abstract signs, its 

tendency toward anthropomorphization is evident. In Western art, the 

human body is a constant frame of reference in all art forms— in architec-

ture, painting, and sculpture as well as in typography.98 Some typefaces 
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are literally made up of human body forms, such as those shown in Peter 

Flötner’s woodcut The Human Alphabet, which dates back to about 1534, 

and Peter Bilak’s Body Type from 2011, a modern- day version on the 

same theme based on photographs. The first version of Comic Sans also 

had a touch of anthropomorphism, or perhaps rather zoomorphism, as 

the euro sign had an eye on its upper serif. In the Undertale animation, 

Comic Sans has been given one important human trait, an eye in the A 

of Sans and in the O of Comic, reminiscent of the eye of the euro sign.

Personification offers a range of different positions and agencies for a 

typeface. In Metaphors We Live By, George Lakoff and Mark Johnson take 

the phenomenon of inflation as an example of personification. In sen-

tences like “Inflation has attacked the foundation of our economy,” the 

nonhuman entity inflation can be construed as an adversary: “It not only 

gives us a specific way of thinking about inflation but also a way of acting 

Figure 5.11 An illustration of anthropomorphic letterforms. Matt Yow, “Eyes to C, 

Arms to E: Anthropomorphism in Typography,” Medium, March 30, 2017. © Matt Yow.
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toward it. We think of inflation as an adversary that can attack us, hurt 

us, steal from us, even destroy us.”99 Analogously, if the war metaphors 

quoted above make us think about Comic Sans as a combatant in a battle, 

perhaps it can attack an enemy and also fight back and defend itself when 

attacked. There are several ways of drawing the battle line in the Comic 

Sans font war— as a battle between Comic Sans and Helvetica and other 

modernist typefaces or as a battle between the Comic Sans users and the 

Comic Sans haters. To target the users of Comic Sans instead of the type-

face itself is a kind of “personification by proxy.”

In the examples above, Comic Sans is positioned sometimes as a victim 

and sometimes as a perpetrator. Personification helps create a hateable 

object, a more tangible target for the hatred. Some social media discus-

sions raise the question, “How can one hate a typeface?” The answer is 

that to be hateable, it helps if something is turned into a person or a 

character. Personification gives an abstract phenomenon like a typeface, 

which normally exists as a thin layer of ink on a substrate, the possibility 

of rising from its paper base and becoming a person of flesh and blood. 

Mike Lacher’s piece “I’m Comic Sans, Asshole” concludes with Comic 

Sans’s assertion that he is something more than a human, which chal-

lenges personification in terms of power and agency. A force of nature 

makes humans seem smaller and powerless in comparison, especially the 

ones that hate Comic Sans.

Figure 5.12 A euro sign in the Comic Sans typeface.
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CAPITALIZING ON COMIC SANS

Much of the material published on the subject of Comic Sans could be 

called user- generated content, and it is produced by professionals and 

amateurs alike. Both NCHProductions’ Undertale animation and Marc Rat-

ner’s “Note to Self: ‘Comic Sans’” cartoon could be seen as user- generated 

content that is shared on YouTube and Instagram and also highlights 

the complexity of situating the user.100 The creators can be professionals 

who post their own commissioned and noncommissioned works on a 

social media platform, but posting commissioned works on such a plat-

form makes them appear differently than they do in the original context. 

In either case, the content draws attention both to its creator and to the 

platform owner. According to Van Dijck, cultural content is very valuable 

to the platform companies:

More than anything, cultural content— whether text, music, or videos— draws 
out opinions on what people like or dislike, what they covet or loathe, what 
interests them and what does not. And while common tastes and desires can 
be deployed to harness bonds and discover group affiliations, they also provide 
precious information on social trends and consumer preferences.101

However, it is not only social media companies that benefit from the 

heated debate over Comic Sans. The notoriety of the typeface has made 

it into a vehicle— even a Trojan horse— for focusing media attention on 

causes such as medical fundraising and political propaganda. According 

to graphic designer Tony Seddon, “One of the great things about typefaces 

that become vilified due to inappropriate application or overuse is they 

gain a platform from which they can be used to portray irony, sarcasm, 

satire, dry wickedness, and so on.”102 The two examples discussed below 

involve fundraising and political propaganda and show how clever mar-

keteers have tapped the energy generated by the Comic Sans discourse by 

adding another level of irony to it.

In connection with the twentieth anniversary of Comic Sans in 2014, 

an advertising campaign was launched for the benefit of Cancer Research 

UK. Designers and artists were invited to make posters on the theme of 

the Comic Sans typeface, which resulted in an exhibition and a cata-

log called Comic Sans for Cancer.103 All the contributions were tongue- in- 

cheek in reference to the reputation of the font. No “candid,” “unironic,” 
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or “folksy” use of the font appeared in the exhibition. The designers used 

different strategies for making Comic Sans “other.” One poster used the 

typeface to display a list of cancer forms. Another poster was a comic 

book pastiche in the style of Roy Lichtenstein, with a speech bubble and 

clearly visible halftone dots. Both examples used text set in Comic Sans. 

Another strategy abandoned the use of text in the linguistic sense and 

instead dismantled Comic Sans into abstract forms based on the font’s 

aesthetics. The exhibition challenged the designers to make something 

“fancy” out of something that was considered bad taste and ugly, without 

losing sight of the font’s air of popular culture. Although there was some 

online coverage of the Comic Sans for Cancer exhibition, it was primarily 

a physical event that invited the audience to visit the gallery, look at the 

printed posters, and buy the catalog.

On October 22, 2019, the Twitter account of the Conservative Party 

in the UK posted a message on Twitter: “MPs must get together and get 

Brexit done.” The slogan was familiar, but the typography was novel. The 

tweet was set in Comic Sans, which the campaign team intentionally 

chose to attract Comic Sans haters and to induce them to retweet the mes-

sage, giving it a larger audience.104 It took only an hour before Comic Sans 

Figure 5.13 The website homepage for the 2014 exhibition Comic Sans for Cancer in 

support of Cancer Research UK. © Chris Flack.
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was the top trend on Twitter, as European Union remainers unwittingly 

propelled the message around the Twittersphere. Warnings were issued to 

EU remainers against further spreading a message that they did not wish 

to support, and the Liberal Democrats responded with a cautionary tweet 

using Chiller, Comic Sans, Impact, and Papyrus, typefaces typically used 

in memes and internet jokes. Opinions were divided over the suitability 

of such a cunning strategy, devised by a pair of “digital gurus” from New 

Zealand who had previously helped the Australian Liberal Party win the 

election the same year. The story was picked up by major British newspa-

pers such as The Times, The Guardian, and The Telegraph.105 This example 

shows how knowledge of platform mechanisms and of the psychological 

mechanisms that guide user behavior can result in a massive exposure of 

a political message. Social media is an arena where the platform compa-

nies capitalize on the data generated by users, but it also is where certain 

users can take advantage of other users’ usage of platform features, in this 

case Twitter’s like and retweet features. But an agent is needed to start a 

process like the Brexit tweet, and in this case, Comic Sans hate acted as a 

productive force.

THE COMIC SANS DISCOURSE AS POP CULTURE

There are several ways in which Comic Sans can be construed as a popular 

culture phenomenon that is connected to popular culture narratives. I 

would argue that in postdigital visual culture, the font is a popular culture 

antihero. Comic Sans is the protagonist in an ongoing participatory soap 

opera that is played out on social media. As long as Microsoft does not 

withdraw it from its standard font menu, the typeface has the potential 

to live on for many seasons.

Personification is a recurring ingredient in the Comic Sans discourse, 

which facilitates hatred but also narration. Characters are vital parts 

of narratives. They are the agents that drive the plot forward by deal-

ing with the conflicts presented in the plot. Type hate offers plenty of 

opportunities for conflicts— for instance, by posing Comic Sans and Hel-

vetica as adversaries. The joke mentioned above in connection with LeB-

ron James’s move from the Cleveland Cavaliers to the Miami Heat (the 

tweet “Helvetica signs with Miami. Comic Sans stays in Cleveland”) is an 
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Figure 5.14 Conservatives, Twitter, @Conservatives, October 22, 2019.

Figure 5.15 A reply to the Conservative Party’s Brexit tweet. Liberal Democrats, Twitter,  

@LibDems, October 22, 2019.
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example of a short narrative with two characters taking different actions 

in the plot. This could be fleshed out to form a full story and marketed 

as a comic book, a television series, a game, or another traditional popu-

lar culture format. Most computer games are developed with the help of 

game engines, software frameworks that facilitate game construction so 

that developers do not have to start from scratch. Game engines influ-

ence what kind of games can be made by both facilitating and putting 

certain restraints on the design.106 In a similar vein, I would argue that 

social media platforms act as “story engines” that facilitate the collective 

and participatory telling of the ongoing story of Comic Sans. Forwarding 

and liking are two software features that enable dissemination and feed-

back. The technological infrastructure and type hate support each other 

in perpetuating the fame of Comic Sans. Technical as well as rhetorical 

devices are needed to keep it going.



6
COMMON THEMES AND  
CONCLUDING REMARKS

In this final chapter, I sum up the book’s discussions of the four phe-

nomena of ASCII art, machine- readable typefaces, dot matrix printers, 

and Comic Sans type hate with regard to eight common themes and 

concepts— materiality; performance, personification, and narrative voice; 

displacement; do- it- yourself; and technostalgia and obsolescence.

MATERIALITY AND SURFACES OF INSCRIPTION

The material aspects of typography involve both the printed artefact and 

the printing process. Materials are semiotic resources that engender dif-

ferent meanings and connotations. Paper is still the principal surface of 

inscription, and although electronic publishing is gaining ground, the 

death of paper does not seem to be imminent. In Post- Digital Print: The 

Mutation of Publishing since 1894, Alessandro Ludovico foresees a future 

where hybrid publishing projects can combine the advantages of both 

traditional and digital technologies.1 In the postdigital era, much tex-

tual information is not printed in the traditional sense but is presented  

on screens.

For both magnetic ink character recognition (MICR) typefaces and 

optical character recognition (OCR) typefaces, the bank check is the object 

of reference, although these typefaces are also printed on other types of 

substrates. Checks can be identified based on ink quality, ink thickness, 

ink smell, paper quality, paper weight, and paper- cutting method. For 

both line printers and dot matrix printers, an ink ribbon is used to apply 

the ink onto the paper. Fanfold paper is still used with dot matrix print-

ers. This kind of paper has become a symbol of early computing and its 
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technical context, whereas standard office paper is associated with laser 

printers. Standard office paper is the typical postdigital paper— a generic 

material that is as suitable for printers as it is for handwritten documents 

and letters sent by physical mail.

The film Helvetica includes many examples of Helvetica “in the wild”— 

from small, mundane signs on garbage trucks to bold posters of fashion 

houses— in order to show the ubiquity and the versatility of a typeface 

that permeates our everyday urban surroundings.2 There is no such cele-

bratory film about Comic Sans. Instead, collections of samples are posted 

on social media to serve as cautionary examples. An educated guess 

would be that Comic Sans, despite being made for the screen, has been 

printed on as many different kinds of substrates as Helvetica. It seems 

that the more prestigious the material, the more annoyance is caused 

by the application of Comic Sans on it. A Dutch war memorial made of 

stone is a case in point.3

Materiality is always situated: it is connected to a certain place or cir-

cumstance of perception. A form of moving materiality is offered by com-

pany vans with lettering on their sides. The text should be readable by 

pedestrians and other drivers when the vehicle circulates in traffic and 

when it is parked on a street. The surface itself is affected by outdoor 

conditions. Rain, mud, dust, and snow affect readability and, by exten-

sion, the general perception of the company. Ideally, printing devices and 

substrates should work in concert, which is not always the case with dot 

matrix printing. Sometimes cooperation can be troublesome, especially 

with soft objects like padded envelopes and irregularly shaped, moving 

packages on a conveyor belt.

PERFORMATIVE AND EMBODIED PERSONIFICATION AND 

NARRATIVE VOICE

Personification and narrative voice play important roles in the discourse 

of Comic Sans. The typeface itself is the protagonist of the story that is 

spun around the type hate against Comic Sans, and it becomes an agent 

with the help of different rhetorical devices. In the satirical monologue 

“I’m Comic Sans, Asshole” Comic Sans responds to his adversaries as if 

he were a man of flesh and blood.4 In the Undertale animation all the 
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typefaces involved take on corporeal forms and utter battle cries.5 How-

ever, these instances of personification differ from the ones involving 

printers and printing.

Writing with a pen is always processual, either in a flow as in cursive 

script or in a staccato rhythm as in block lettering. Showing the protago-

nist in the act of writing a letter is a common filmic device and a visual 

form of storytelling that adds to the tension of the narrative. Similarly, 

though the aim of printing is normally to produce some kind of printed 

artefact, the process of printing is in itself fascinating and can be regarded 

as a performance. Watching text and images emerge on paper from inside 

of a printer is a spectacle in its own right.6

The performative potentials of printing could be developed into a 

veritable show, as in the example of Edith, the unofficial demonstration 

program for an IBM line printer.7 The narrative approach lets the com-

puter address the audience directly, by the use of first- person narration. 

Unlike a play performed on a theater stage by actors seemingly unaware 

of the spectators, this performance directly involves the audience gath-

ered around the printer. The setting is akin to campfire storytelling. The 

voice of the narrator is not audible, but through the oral and dialogic 

character of the text, the computer is given a clear voice, materialized 

by the act of printing. The computer appears as a person with its own 

thoughts and personality.

Another instance of the speaking printer is the video on a defective 

ImageWriter that says “I’m an 8 pin printer now,” where the broken let-

ters let us imagine the sad voice of the printer.8 The printer is not speak-

ing on behalf of a computer. Instead, it is put forward as an independent 

person. Both this video and the Edith program are examples of what I call 

performative personification, a different form of personification than the 

rhetorical device discussed in connection with Comic Sans. In these two 

cases, the printing devices and the acts of printing, not a specific type-

face, are what is foregrounded. The cases are also examples of a staged 

performance based on a script with the intention of being entertaining. 

Acoustic eavesdropping can be seen as another form of performance, 

where the sound a dot matrix printer emits while printing can be trans-

lated into written text with the help of automatic speech recognition and 

machine learning techniques.9 In this instance, the “script” is not meant 
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to be performed or be entertaining. The printer cannot help being over-

heard. It is not a conscious being that can whisper or lower its voice when 

it realizes it is being bugged.

The voice and the body of the printer have been used in different ways 

in artistic and musical performances. Symphony for Dot Matrix Printers 

involved printers that acted as an orchestra, conducted by a server, using 

a text file as a score.10 In this case, the printers played the roles of musi-

cians, with microphones fitted onto the printers in order to pick up the 

sound of their voices. The rhythmic movements of the printheads were 

visible on an overhead screen. This piece was performed in a theater in 

front of a seated audience, like a traditional concert. It was a hybrid event, 

live and at the same time mediated. The conductor was a computer, but 

the human composers were also present during the performance, tending 

to the computers like fully visible puppeteers. In another, more recent, 

example, printers were turned into sound generators that played famous 

cover songs.11 These musical performances entail what I call embodied 

personification, a different form of personification than the more verbal 

performances discussed in the previous paragraph. They do not address 

or invite audience members to interaction in the same way as Edith or 

the video about the defective ImageWriter does. Instead, the emphasis is 

on an audible voice that performs a song without words. The sound of 

the printer becomes its song voice, which emanates from the printer’s 

body and puts the textual message in the background. Many musicians 

feel that their instruments become extensions of their bodies. However, 

instruments cannot become as intimately connected to the human body 

as the voice, which emerges from within the body and is formed by the 

constitution of a specific body.12 Seeing the sound of the printer as a voice 

is a kind of personification that is connected to the zoomorphization 

and anthropomorphization that we saw in the Epson printer manual and 

advertisement.13

All the above performances greatly expand the traditional meaning of 

voice and personality in connection with typefaces and typography. By 

including the printing device in the setting, a new arena of expression 

is opened up where more senses are engaged. It is not only the voice 

of the writer that is heard through the visual appearance of letterforms. 

In Edith, the thinking computer, through its mouthpiece the printer, 
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is interacting with the audience. That the computer has a clear bodily 

awareness becomes evident when it asks the audience to flip switches on 

the outside of its peripheral body parts. The broken dot matrix printer 

similarly demonstrates awareness of its body: it knows that one of its pins 

is defective.

DISPLACEMENT: THE PATHS TO POPULAR CULTURE

All four typographic phenomena discussed in this book belong in Druck-

er’s marked text category. This is a requirement for becoming a character 

in popular culture. A common typeface used for body text or a common 

display typeface, however well known it is in the graphic design trade, does 

not qualify. It must have some eccentric quality, which usually is found in 

the history of its inception. The four phenomena have made unexpected 

and hard- to- predict trajectories. They started out in one place and then 

pushed typography into an expanded field, a bewildering new territory 

where the usual rules of typography did not seem to apply. It would be 

wrong to say that the four phenomena have been absorbed by the popular 

culture. The process can rather be characterized as an exchange.

In previous chapters, I map out the very different paths taken by the 

four phenomena on their way to popular culture. Irrespective of the dif-

ferences, their paths have some things in common. All of the phenomena 

were created for a serious purpose— printing program listings, providing 

bank checks with codes, printing out word processing texts, and making 

a screen font that fitted into a user- friendly operating system interface. 

But programmers, designers, users, and companies saw the potential for 

other applications of these technological solutions. Programmers created 

letter art, designers created a full typeface from the restricted MICR char-

acter set, users turned the dot matrix printer into a musical instrument, 

and Microsoft decided to make the screen font available to all their users. 

These steps were thus taken by private persons and corporate manag-

ers— in some cases when the technology was still in use and in other cases 

when it had been superseded by newer solutions. What matters is not so 

much the direction or the length of the steps or the final destination. 

I argue that the displacement itself created an opportunity for the font 

to be taken up by the popular culture. When taking a leap or hanging 
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in the air, there is a short moment in time when a phenomenon, typo-

graphic or otherwise, is available and can acquire new meanings and fit 

into new contexts. Popular culture creators and practitioners often have 

a keen sense for such opportunities, which are often connected to shifts 

in technology.

A TRIBUTE TO EARLY COMPUTING: DIY AND MAKER CULTURE

Typography in general has stepped forward in traditional popular culture. 

A range of popular practices revolves around typography concerning the 

printing apparatus and the typefaces. When people make graphic designs 

themselves, they design typefaces, acquire typefaces, discuss typefaces, 

assess typefaces, and apply typefaces. Letter art and typewriter art were 

part of the popular culture long before they became ASCII art. After the 

deafening noise of the line printers faded out, the art form migrated to 

home computer printers, bulletin board systems, and the web. The art 

form is still practiced, both for making simple emails signatures based 

on a few characters and for making elaborate, photorealistic images. It 

is not made out of necessity or a lack of better alternatives but rather 

as a tribute to early computing. ASCII art agrees well with do- it- yourself 

(DIY) maker culture and craft movements, which are strong currents in 

postdigital culture.14 The same is valid for the treatment of old dot matrix 

printers: some are still used for printing and might need repair, and some 

are manipulated and turned intro music machines. Both mending and 

manipulating are part of the maker culture that is gaining ground as an 

integral part of popular culture.15 Instruction videos and how- to videos 

are prominent genres within maker culture, and video making belongs 

to the toolkit of the typical maker/bricoleur/tinkerer. Such media skills 

are required in order to take part in social media, which is an important 

scene for maker culture and DIY. The discussion on platformization that 

I brought up in connection with Comic Sans is therefore relevant for the 

other three phenomena as well. The DIY movement uses social media as 

a means for distribution, and at the same time, it provides the platforms 

with user- generated content. As José Van Dijck has pointed out, cultural 

content is a highly valuable asset to the platform companies, especially 

content that provokes opinions, like Comic Sans.16
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TECHNOSTALGIA AND OBSOLESCENCE

Technostalgia is a concept I use to analyze the memory practices involv-

ing the dot matrix printer. This kind of nostalgia is a longing for past 

times when technology was simpler and perhaps easier to comprehend. 

The speed of technological development means that some equipment 

is becoming obsolete just as the users have gotten accustomed to it and 

learned how to handle it. Along with scrapped devices go outdated skills 

and knowledge. Technostalgia could also be applied to ASCII art and to 

the machine- readable typefaces. An example of technostalgia is a T- shirt 

with an ASCII art portrait of computer pioneer Alan Turing. Turing died 

in 1954 before ASCII art became a cultural phenomenon. The image is 

anachronistic, but ASCII art signifies “an early computer era,” and to 

achieve this, it does not have to be historically accurate. This example 

also illustrates the tenacity of some of the phenomena covered in this 

book. Being obsolete is no reason for old media and technology to step 

down, and some devices seem to have more lives than a cat. This is a 

media archaeological viewpoint:

Although arguments concerning death- of- media may be useful as a tactic to 
oppose dialog that only focuses on the newness of media, we believe that media 
never dies: it decays, rots, reforms, remixes, and gets historicized, reinterpreted 
and collected. . . . It either stays in the soil as residue and in the air as concrete 
dead media, or is reappropriated through artistic, tinkering methodologies.17

Longevity concerns not only physical devices that are maintained and 

refurbished but also design objects, such as the machine- readable typefaces, 

that continue to be used as semiotic resources in science fiction stories.

By way of its age, Comic Sans cannot, as yet, signify obsolescence. 

Although created in 1994, the font is still a mass- produced artefact in 

contemporary use. It is available on nearly every computer and is every-

where to be seen. One could pose a hypothetical question: What will hap-

pen when the font is discontinued by Microsoft? Will hating Comic Sans 

become a nostalgic practice in the future? Will collectors use eBay to buy 

and sell old cafe menus set in Comic Sans? Will reconstructed versions of 

the program code appear on GitHub and be downloaded by enthusiasts, 

as they do with dot matrix typefaces? So far, the most persistent thing 

about Comic Sans seems to be the animosity against it.
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HISTORIOGRAPHICAL REFLECTIONS AND SUGGESTIONS FOR 

FUTURE RESEARCH

This is what history writing looks like when the weed is not weeded out 

and winding paths are not smoothed out. The book has covered some 

gaps, but at the same time, it has revealed others. My hope is that it has 

confirmed the media archaeological point of view that history should 

not exclude dead ends and losers from its annals. Marginal phenomena 

might have interesting stories to tell and make the overall picture more 

comprehensible— or sometimes even less comprehensible, so that the 

need for further investigation is made obvious.

What has been gained from putting these cases together in one book? 

By making them join forces, I have highlighted their positions and the 

move from the margin to the center of attention in a way that would not 

have been possible by treating them as stand- alone phenomena. They 

have not always worked in concert, but my conclusion is that they have 

rubbed against each other and given each other impulses in a productive 

manner. There is also the chronological aspect and the changes that have 

occurred over time that would have been lost if the book had been about 

only one of the four phenomena.

This book contains many examples, but they represent just a fraction 

of what I found in my research and an even smaller fraction of the mate-

rial that still exists. But these materials are vanishing. As I state in the 

chapter on ASCII art, my research should have been conducted ten or 

twenty years earlier so that more interviews could have been made. What 

materials will a study on Comic Sans made twenty years from now be able 

to access? Digital materiality does not rely on bronze or ceramics. It is a 

question not only of disappearing webpages or broken links but of a tech-

nological infrastructure that might not be in use anymore. In a couple of 

decades, examining the web discourse of Comic Sans might entail first 

setting up a web server, performing the same laborious work done by the 

staff of the Computer History Museum to renovate a computer and its 

peripherals.

Nevertheless, I have some suggestions for future research. There are 

many more ways that typography, computing, and popular culture could 

be joined and form the basis for research than the examples in the study 
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I have presented here. One could, for instance, look more deeply into the 

way typography in general can become popular culture in its own right, 

as I did in the case of Comic Sans.

I have touched on the issue of sound, especially in the study on the dot 

matrix printer. However, the practice of using old computer equipment 

for making music is not restricted to printers. All sorts of equipment— 

such as floppy disk drives, hard disks, and scanners— emit sounds and can 

be used for musical compositions or other sound- based works.18 My point 

of departure has been art and visual studies, and I acknowledge the need 

for competence in music and musicology to advance the auditory aspect.

Gender issues are topical in our time and several of the themes of this 

book raise questions about gender equality and the representation of gen-

der. Because both the computer industry and the typographic trade are 

male- dominated areas, the study on ASCII art provides fertile ground for 

further research on the visual and social aspects of the practice from a 

gender perspective.

Future research could also entail a wider geographical outlook. This 

book is mainly Western- oriented, but the four phenomena, or other, 

similar phenomena, could open up for research involving other parts of  

the world.
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