A contemporary display typefamily developed from
Iranian street and commercial lettering of the 1970s
by Kamyab Jafari, EsadType 24-26

Kamyab Jafari

Mémoire DNSEP 2025-26, Esad Amiens






Contents

Introduction
Research
11 Context and problem statement
1.2 Arabic script and calligraphy
1.3 Contemporary display type in Iran
1.4 Vernacular lettering (as a design resource)
1.5 From observation to method
1.6 Pairing Arabic with Latin
Process
21 Not a Revival
2.2 Arabic process
2.3 Arabic to Latin
2.4 Latin expansion
Specimen

Conclusion

Acknowledgments

[4]

31

67

90

91



Introduction

| grew up around letters. My father worked in a small printing shop, which
exposed me early to typesetting and the beauty of printed text. From a
young age | practiced Persian calligraphy as a hobby, and in elementary
school | was copying letterforms simply because | enjoyed them.

During my teenage years, | moved into graffiti, spray-painting words

and sketching tags. That street practice pushed me to deconstruct and
reinvent letter shapes, and it deepened my fascination with letterforms
beyond the classroom. These experiences, from the ordered world of
print to the improvised logic of the street, shaped how | approach letters
as form and as design material.

| studied Sculpture at the Faculty of Fine Arts, University of Tehran,

which gave me a broad artistic foundation. At the same time, | kept
returning to typography and calligraphy on my own. In Iran, formal
opportunities to study type design were limited, so much of my

learning happened through self-directed practice, research, and
experimentation. | developed my skills by analyzing typefaces, sketching,
and building a personal method through doing. The absence of a clear
academic pathway for type design in my context made the need for an
independent, practice-led approach unavoidable

1 Bachelor finnal project installation of laser-cut metal letterforms bent
outward to create a spatial inscription, exploring the transition from flat
typography to sculptural presence.




Research



Context and
problem statement

The current landscape of Arabic typography includes a documented
shortage of high-quality typefaces, especially in multi-script families that
pair Arabic with Latin. Compared to Latin type development, fewer desi-
gners and foundries have produced Arabic families, which contributes to
a limited pool of options for designers working bilingually [Proposal]. This
becomes most visible in display typography, where expressive range
and character are expected, but choices can be narrow.

In Iran, the display situation for Persian is particularly constrained. Many
commonly used display fonts rely heavily on weight, with bold connec-
ted letters but limited refinement or variety in how display expression

is approached. Some designs offer “heavyweight” as the main feature,
while leaving aside other display strategies such as contrast, proportion
play, or deliberate formal experimentation. Titr is a well-known example
that has been used for decades and has become overused. With few
strong alternatives, designers often modify existing fonts manually or
rely on custom lettering when they need more expressive titles than
standard fonts can provide. This gap, between demand for fresh display
typography and limited available solutions, frames my project.
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Arabic script
and calligraphy

Arabic script, including its Persian adaptation, is cursive and
context-sensitive, with a strong calligraphic heritage. Calligraphic tra-
ditions include multiple styles, each with distinct rules and aesthetics,
showing how diverse Arabic letterforms can be. Many letters shift shape
based on position in the word and on joining behavior, which makes the T Connections of a same Arabic letter (meem) to other Arabic letters
system structurally different from Latin. Persian extends this script with

additional letters while keeping the same contextual logic.
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T An early Arabic Typeface showing how all the shapes and their
connections are simplified in order to work in movable type system.
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Vernacular lettering

(as a design resource)

A key research direction in my project is vernacular lettering. In Iran,
informal and hand-made lettering appears across street signage,
shopfronts, hand-painted advertisements, packaging, and locally pro-
duced graphic communication. These forms are often shaped by prac-
tical needs and local taste rather than formal typographic education,
which makes them a valuable resource for display type design. Because
they are designed to be seen quickly, many vernacular letters naturally
emphasize bold silhouettes, condensed spacing, and strong rhythm, all
relevant to display typography.

T Vernacular Iranian storefront sign with bold Persian lettering and Latin
titling, emphasizing simplified form and strong visual impact.
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T Avernacular commercial sign in Iran, made of large three-dimensional
Persian letters mounted on a corrugated metal fagade.
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Vernacular lettering also reveals an alternative relationship to rules. Ma-
kers often take liberties with proportion, joining behavior, or emphasis,
producing forms that may deviate from classical standards but succeed
visually through immediacy and character. In this sense, vernacular work
functions as a living laboratory. It shows how Arabic-Persian letters can
be simplified, exaggerated, or rebalanced while staying recognizable,
and it preserves traces of local visual culture that can be translated into
type. My research treats vernacular material as a source for extracting
principles, not as a style to copy directly.

T Vernacular commercial signs in Iran, combining hand-painted lettering, improvised

T Vernacular commercial signs in Iran, combining hand-crafted lettering, improvised
compositions, and varied materials, reflecting a popular urban aesthetic.

compositions, and varied materials, reflecting a popular urban aesthetic.
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From
observation to
method:

invention, simplification, broken balance

Observation becomes useful when it turns into method. One recurring
pattern in vernacular and display contexts is simplification: letters gain
strength when detail is reduced and the silhouette becomes dominant.
For a display typeface, impact and readability at a glance often depend
on clear contour, weight distribution, and a coherent rhythm more than
on fine calligraphic nuance. This suggests a design direction where
essential structure is emphasized and secondary detail is controlled or
minimized.

T a Religious street sign. A devotional phrase hand-painted on a worn metal
panel shows how ordinary urban signage can also carry pious content,
blending sacred message with informal lettering.

T Fragmented vernacular Arabic lettering mounted on a textured wall, where worn forms,
missing elements, and improvised construction reveal the temporal and accidental
nature of everyday urban typography.
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Observation becomes useful when it turns into method. One recurring
pattern in vernacular and display contexts is simplification: letters gain
strength when detail is reduced and the silhouette becomes dominant.
For a display typeface, impact and readability at a glance often depend
on clear contour, weight distribution, and a coherent rhythm more than
on fine calligraphic nuance. This suggests a design direction where
essential structure is emphasized and secondary detail is controlled or
minimized.

T Iranian shop signs defined by geometric construction and strong simplification, T signage showing broken balance and informal proportions, where immature
using modular volumetric forms to enhance clarity and visual impact.impact in urban irregularities generate expressive tension that can later inform deliberate
commercial lettering. typographic structure.
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A second pattern is manipulation. In sighage and poster lettering, letters
are often stretched, compressed, or otherwise adjusted to create
hierarchy and mood. These transformations may fall outside classical
calligraphic expectations, but they are part of how display lettering
generates expression . This supports an approach where the project

is not a revival of a single model, but an active construction of a new
typographic language from observed behaviors.

To clarify that construction, | articulated three guiding principles:
invention, simplification, and broken balance. Invention means allowing
new solutions to emerge through controlled experimentation rather
than staying bound to a canonical “correct” form. Simplification

means strengthening the display function through reduction: clearer
silhouettes, stronger presence, and more immediate recognition.
Broken balance means using controlled irregularity, slight asymmetries,
and tension as a design resource, echoing the vitality of hand-made
lettering without turning into randomness. Together, these principles
translate research into a repeatable making process and define
“contemporary” as an experimental, locally grounded approach to
Arabic-Persian display typography.

N
Iranian film poster using bold Persian lettering and
to enhance visual impact.
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Not a Revival

One of the projects undertaken during my course of study at EsadType
was the “Not A Revival” project. The brief was to take inspiration from old
French street letterings as a starting point for a typeface. Rather than
attempting to reproduce a historical model, | approached the idea of
“Not A Revival” as a way to work from a reference while translating its
energy into a new typographic system with its own internal logic. | was
especially drawn to the spiky, warped display lettering in these posters,
where sharp transitions meet flowing contours and produce a distinctive
rhythm.

TERUAUX
TERUAUX

Through this project, | explored how a typographic system could be
built by modifying skeletal structures. The core challenge was to find

a balance between the unpredictability of expressive lettering and the
familiarity expected from a functional typeface. Using formal tools under
various constraints helped me develop a visual vocabulary that guided
the digitizing process.

My process began with close reconstruction. We selected a small
detail from the reference image as the starting point, and | redrew the
lettering by hand, first in pencil and then filled with marker. To push

the observation further, | rewrote the text on a red background using

a thicker white marker at a height of 0.5 cm. This shift made the forms
easier to read as masses and counters, and it brought the structural
decisions to the foreground.

[32]

From this calligraphy sample, | extracted and isolated a set of characters
as reference units, using them to compare proportions, counter shapes,
terminals, and recurring details across the system.
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I then moved into the digital phase and began vectorizing the extracted
letters. The goal was not to smooth everything into a neutral digital finish,
but to preserve the tension between blocky solidity and irregular, hand
made articulation. Vector drawing allowed me to refine proportions, curve
logic, and negative space with precision while keeping the character

of the source. Once the core shapes were established, | used them

to construct the rest of the alphabet, ensuring that every new letter
responded to the same internal rules of weight distribution, counter
placement, and overall rhythm.

The final outcome is a display type system that remains connected

to its starting reference, yet avoids direct revival by transforming the
source into a new visual language through reconstruction, selection, and
systematic expansion.

[33]



Arabic Type Process

| began the Arabic type design by building a small set of vernacular
letterings that | was most drawn to, selected through three criteria |
defined: invention, simplification, and broken balance. | then redrew these
references as clean vectors, not to copy their surfaces, but to isolate their
construction and expose the underlying skeleton. By tracing the main
trajectories, tension points, joins, and terminals, | could identify what was
structural and what was incidental.
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On these pages, | began to move from collecting references to
producing my own lettering, using the vernacular material as a visual
mindset rather than a set of shapes to replicate. | wrote new words by
borrowing the kinds of decisions | kept noticing in my resources, how
strokes are simplified under speed and constraint, how balance is often
deliberately broken to fit a space, and how invention happens through
small pragmatic adjustments. This helped me generate fresh forms while
staying inside the same cultural and graphic atmosphere.

At the same time, | tried to make the drawings more mature and
typographic. | looked for a clearer underlying skeleton, more consistent
proportions, and a more controlled relationship between thick and

thin, curve and corner, tight and open spaces. Instead of letting
irregularity happen everywhere, | started choosing where it should
remain as character and where it should be corrected for readability

and repeatability. Each new word became a test field to refine these
decisions, comparing versions, tightening spacing, and adjusting
terminals and joins until the energy of the vernacular could coexist with a
more stable, intentional design system.

[36]
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| shifted the exercise to a very small scale. Using the same vernacular
visual mindset, | repeated a calligraphy practice similar to what | did in the
Not A Revival project: writing quickly, letting the hand lead, and allowing
pressure, speed, and limited space to shape the forms. Working at this
size was important because it removes the temptation to over-control
details. The letters have to be decided in a single gesture, which exposes
what is essential in the structure and what is merely decoration.

At this tiny scale, unexpected behaviors started to appear. Curves
collapsed into sharper angles, counters simplified or partially closed, and
joins became more abrupt. Some terminals thickened, others broke or
drifted off-axis, and the overall rhythm became more condensed and
nervous. Instead of treating these as mistakes, | read them as useful
distortions produced by constraint, a kind of natural simplification and
broken balance generated by the tool and the hand.

[38]
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[ then selected the most interesting moments and redrew them larger,
translating the accidental micro-events into deliberate design decisions.
By scaling them up through drawing, | could separate what was
structurally valuable from what was only noise, refine the skeleton, and
test how these compressed gestures could become repeatable letter
parts. This process turned small-scale calligraphic residues into a source
of new terminals, joins, and curve logic that could feed the typeface while
keeping the energy of the vernacular intact.

Across these pages, | tried to consolidate what | had discovered in the
previous calligraphy practices into a more structured exercise. | began
writing words in sequence, moving between Persian and English, with the
aim of creating early clues for a Latin component that could eventually
live next to the Arabic.
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My intention was not to design Latin immediately, but to observe what
happens when the same hand, rhythm, and visual mindset are forced to
operate inside two different typographic origins.

A surprising shift happened during this step. Because Latin letterforms
originate from a different construction logic, generally more geometric
and modular than Arabic, the act of writing English introduced a quieter
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geometry into my Arabic sketches as well. This did not feel like a
contradiction. Instead, it produced a new characteristic that remained
compatible with the energy of my earlier calligraphic drawings.

The Arabic forms began to carry a slightly more structured, almost
engineered attitude, while still keeping the irregular pressure, broken
balance, and invented terminals that came from the vernacular mindset.
After the first rounds of sketches, | started to develop this geometric
tendency intentionally. | treated it as a design direction rather than a
side effect: straightening certain trajectories, clarifying circular and
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rectangular tensions, and controlling how curves resolve into terminals.
The result felt unexpectedly convincing. The calligraphic letters not
only appeared more “mature” and typographic, they also became more
personal, as if the system was starting to form a recognizable signature
instead of remaining a collection of expressive drawings.

Following the same workflow as before, | then scaled the sketches

up to analyze them more clearly. Enlarging the letters allowed me to
examine proportions, counters, joins, and stroke modulation, and to
make small formal additions and subtractions with more precision. Once
the structure felt stable enough, | began vectorizing the forms. In the
vector stage, the direction became even clearer: the geometry could be
controlled without killing the liveliness, and the underlying skeleton could
be repeated across more letters. This was the moment | felt the process
was finally leading toward the outcome | wanted, so | expanded the
character set through the vector logic, drawing more letters in their vector
version and pushing the system forward as a coherent set rather than
isolated experiments.
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Arabic to latin

To initiate the Latin component, my first exercise was deliberately

blind: I avoided looking at my Arabic typeface and relied only on what |
remembered from the process, testing whether those principles alone
could generate a coherent Latin set. | started directly in the digital space
without sketching, but the attempt quickly failed, as the Latin drifted
into an ordinary sans that, apart from an approximate relationship in
weight, shared little specific identity with the character | had developed
in the Arabic. The exercise still mattered because it made the gap clear:
memory was not enough, and the Latin would need a more concrete,
repeatable framework and a closer dialogue with the Arabic forms.
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In the next step, | tried to build the Latin by directly reusing fragments of

the shapes | had developed in the Arabic: specific curves, terminals, and
structural pieces, treated almost like a kit of parts. In this approach, the
connection was expected to emerge simply through shared formal material,
by carrying over recognizable elements and recombining them inside

Latin letters. The outcome was an unexpected formal extreme. The Latin
became simultaneously over-geometric and overly calligraphic, and this
tension made the forms feel pushed and exaggerated rather than naturally
constructed. Because of that, the overall impression was a stylized look that
was clearly different from the contemporary character of my Arabic, even if
some individual details could be traced back to the same source.
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Even though certain connections existed at the level of shared shapes,
the overall language did not match. The Latin and Arabic could not sit
naturally in the same context, because the Latin carried a different kind
of rhetoric and attention, making it read as a separate voice rather than a
companion. Instead of supporting the Arabic, it pulled the system away
from the balance | had achieved on the Arabic side, so the relationship
remained superficial and limited to shape echoes rather than a cohesive
typographic character.
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In the next attempt, following a suggestion from my teacher Hugues
Gentile, | returned to Latin calligraphy at a very small height. This time, |

did not try to impose features from the Arabic onto it. | simply practiced
drawing Latin letters under the same low-height constraint and observed
what would happen naturally. The outcome was noticeably more pleasant
and convincing.

After this small-scale practice, | began reducing some of the overt
calligraphic character. | did this by manually editing the angled endings
at the tops of stems, replacing them with flatter, cleaner cuts to stabilize
the forms without losing their energy. Alongside this, | discovered work
by Rudolf Koch that felt closely aligned with my mindset and context. His
approach, especially in the uppercase letters, clarified several directions
for me and created a strong resonance with the Arabic | had already
developed.
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After the calligraphy practice, | extracted the most coherent letters and
translated them into first digital vector constructions. Although the Latin
still appears raw and unresolved, this stage already shows a stronger
connection to the Arabic through shared formal behaviors, including
controlled breaks, angular and triangular countershapes, specific stroke
endings, and similar tension distribution. Even as an early draft, these

elements establish a clearer structural continuity with the Arabic design.
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During the summer, | focused on refining the result | had reached, trying to
mature the still-unresolved Latin design and to introduce some of the slight
bounciness present in my Arabic. However, through this process | realized
that this bounciness belongs to the nature of the Arabic script and should
not be forced onto the Latin. Rather than bringing the two closer, imposing
this feature risked pushing the visual accent of the Latin further away from
the Arabic instead of creating a meaningful connection.
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| attempted to reduce the bounciness that was present in the previous
version, cleaning the forms to a more controlled degree. As a result, the
Latin shapes began to appear noticeably more brutal and rigid (more
connected to my Arabic) at this stage. However, it still felt that this

partial removal was not sufficient enough, and that the feature needed
to disappear entirely to reach a clearer direction. At the same time, the
serifs | had introduced did not seem to strengthen the harmony between
the Latin and Arabic, suggesting that this addition was not contributing
to a meaningful alignment between the two scripts.
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At this stage, | fully removed the remaining bounciness and eliminated
the serifs, leading to a more precise and convincing result. The Latin
establishes a clearer relationship with the Arabic while maintaining its
own identity, and coherence becomes visible across the letter set as the
initial brutality and core characteristics remain present.
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This adjustment sharpens the structural logic of the forms, stabilizes
proportions and stroke tension, and organizes spatial relationships into
a more controlled system. The dialogue with the Arabic therefore shifts
toward shared construction and rhythm rather than visual imitation,
allowing the Latin to function with clarity and independence within the
bilingual context.
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In the following step, | initiated a new experiment by extracting the
structural skeleton of the display design in order to construct a
corresponding hairline style derived from the same underlying logic.
Rather than treating the hairline as a simple reduction of weight, |
approached it as a translation of proportions, tension, and curvature into
a much lighter register, allowing the internal geometry of the letters to
become fully visible. This shift exposed the role of counters, joins, and
stroke trajectories with greater clarity, revealing how the heavier display
version is fundamentally supported by a precise linear framework.
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After creating the Hairline style, | interpolated it with the Black to
/—n CZ Cl S e m establish a continuous and testable weight system rather than two
separate extremes. This interpolation exposed structural inconsistencies
and deformation points, so | converted the Bold instance into an editable

Q L/ J[\/\/ e | h | m master and refined proportions, stroke transitions, and counter behavior
to stabilize the intermediate weights.
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Conclusion

In the research component of this project, | based my typeface on Iranian
vernacular lettering. Rather than approaching Arabic script as a purely
historical or abstract system, | drew from everyday visual culture, shop
signs, street lettering, and hand-painted forms. These informal and inventive
structures became the foundation of my design, which seeks to translate
their expressive energy into a coherent contemporary type system.

Throughout the EsadType program, | expanded this investigation by
engaging with Latin type design. Immersing myself in its construction
principles, proportions, and historical references allowed me to step
outside my primary script and rethink form another perspective. This
experience made me more aware of structural relationships, rhythm, and
coherence across writing systems. | see this not as a completed stage,
but as the beginning of a longer process of dialogue between scripts.

The Jorm project remains an evolving body of work. Moving forward,
| plan to further refine both the Latin and Arabic components,
strengthening their internal consistency while allowing each script to
retain its specificity.
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