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Unconventional murals on urban surfaces, which are considered a component of urban art,
are referred to as graffiti. Graffiti is a form of protest art that draws from pop and popular art
traditions. Through its experiential application in visual contexts, it has developed its own set
of rules and methodologies, creating a distinct mode of protest expression within the visual
arts. This article examines the typographic design of graffiti art in the metropolises of Iran.
These forms are characterized by vibrant, captivating, and popular colors, incorporating
elements of graphic art and principles of painting. As this art form is influenced by Western
graffiti, it embodies specific aesthetic features.

Research Problem: The identification and classification of graffiti typography, particularly
in its decorative and specialized forms, is the central focus of this study. The author aims to
categorize this art form based on the diverse characteristics of these works.

Research Methodology: This article adopts a qualitative approach, with data collected from
library resources, scholarly articles, and visual and field studies of urban graffiti images.

Objective: The aim of this article is to introduce and describe the role of typography in
graffiti art, to classify the art form, and to explore the design principles underlying graffiti
typography.

Findings: This study reveals that the examination of typography in written graffiti—through
approaches such as tagging, throw-ups, stickers, stencils, blockbusters, wild style, and
others—produces a variety of textual forms. These approaches result in four primary states,
generally aligned with a decorative and aesthetic framework. One category consists of
illegible and intertwined forms, used to express individual or organizational identity.
Another category features decorative and aesthetically pleasing writing with intertwined and
illegible characteristics. Some works convey their messages clearly through typography,
while others employ calligraphic or hand-painted lettering using spray, offering text that is
clear, readable, and easily comprehensible to the viewer.
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Extended Abstract

The unconventional murals on the urban walls, which are a kind of urban art, are called graffiti. It is
a type of protest art painting that follows pop art, which relies on experience in visual aspects, it has
acquired some rules and methods that have turned it into a special kind of protest visual art. This
research aims to study the design of graffiti art letters presented in urban areas of major cities in Iran.
It represents forms of warm, attractive, and popular colors that have types of graphic art and painting
rules. Considering this art follows graffiti of European art, it represents certain aesthetic features.
Problem Statement: The understanding and classification of graffiti letter design, which is in the
special form of decorative and graffiti have been addressed as a research question, and the artistic
classification based on the various characteristics of these works has been focused on here.

The research Method was based on an inductive qualitative research approach by gathering data
through library resources and relevant texts related to graffiti art by using field study and scientific
observations. The statistical population of this article was adapted from the graffiti images that
appeared on the urban walls of major cities in Iran, which have been published in printed format. The
paintings were selected according to the identified letter designs of graffiti styles, which have been
posted in visual media and virtual environments. This study aims to introduce and describe writing
styles of graffiti art, and the relevant classification to know how graffiti letters are designed.

By reviewing the design of written graffiti letters the following writing styles were found as tag,
throw-up, blockbuster, wild style, heaven, stencil, and poster that create various designs for graffiti
inscription, and are divided into four graffiti art general styles in a decorative and beautiful form as
following:

1. An illegible and entangled form to insert personal and organizational identity, 2. A
decorative and beautiful one with a characteristic of entangled and illegible writing style, 3.
Legible message in the form of typography and 4. Calligraphic or clear handwriting style by
using spray painting technique, which is clear, legible, and easy to comprehend for the
viewer.

The art of mural painting is a popular art style, whether in a formal or informal style which is graffiti
protest art, bringing specific visual elements to the audience. Since urban mural painting covers a
wide range of audiences compared to the other art styles, it plays a significant role in influencing
people's attention and portraying the mind of citizens towards an urban space, therefore, the area of
public art and through the urban mural painting is not a matter of personal preferences, that requires
sociological, historical and aesthetic studies (Kafshchian Moghadam and Royan, 2016, 89).

Moreover, the letters of graffiti protest art have no connection with the traditional art of calligraphy,
as a moral sense of spirituality dominates the traditional art of calligraphy. Traditional education [of
calligraphy] is entangled with spiritual concepts that give priority to ethics, which is in agreement

with the concept of traditional expressions (Ravanjoo, 2012, 10), while graffiti design has no
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connection with the spiritual features of traditional art. According to urban managers, graffiti is a
kind of protest art that resembles underground and anarchism art, known as Vandalism; as stated by
Banksy, one of the famous graffiti artists, [he] does not limit his art to paper, canvas, exhibitions,
and galleries. By using humorous and critical language, he portrays his thoughts and forgotten truths
in the most available places, the urban walls, and in this way, the wall as a symbol of separation in
human life, becomes a space for connecting people's minds, time and place" (Banksy, 2019, 6-7).
On the other hand, the opposition of urban managers, and public and religious foundations to this art
is because they consider it against their standards and rules. They believe that graffiti mural painting
destroys the urban appearance as a kind of Vandalism, and causes visual disturbance of urban
buildings (government or private), bridges, and crossing roads. The other group of opponents believe
that the concepts of graffiti art reflect the culture of irregular groups of people or rejected urban
subcultures, and belong to the deviant radical and political anarchist groups to challenge the standard
rules and ideas of the artistic method. Considering all these opinions, graffiti art is a medium that has
provided conditions for the protests and marginal groups to express their objection. As mentioned
earlier, the expression platform of these protesting artists is the urban walls, crossing roads, bridges,
subway and transportation stations, and also urban gathering places, which often play a significant
role in raising public awareness.

Mural painting, due to its specific artistic and expressive capacity, with the potential of multi-media
and multilayered art aspects, similar to the movie industry, plays a specific role in shaping social
discourses and even creating them. Acceptance and comprehending the remarkable discursive
capacities of mural works, their influence on public opinion, and the effects of these artworks on
improving the vision and knowledge of people can increase their role in social discourse (Zangi,
2015, 24). However, the significant point here in this study is the classification of graffiti inscriptions
that represent visual media.

In this study, the text-based graffiti aspect of letters, calligraphy, and typography according to their
function have been addressed and classified into two groups artistic and decorative ones. The genre
of decorative art is a popular kind of art, in which the text-related aspect of graftiti coupled with the
visual features and techniques of graphics can provide powerful expressive potentials to the
protesting artists in challenging the criticized issues. One specific kind of graffiti letter design is a
decorative arrangement of letters coupled with entangled words in which legibility is not the priority,
it has been attributed to the art and global youth culture and is the representative of youth violent
protest art in which an inevitable presentation of social protest is available.

Studying the letter design in graffiti murals by using the following techniques of tag, throw-up,
blockbuster, wild style, heaven, stencil, and poster are defined as various situations that are used to
design graffiti letters or message-based murals. Some of them express the message in the form of

typography, calligraphy, or handwritten letters with clear, legible, and easy-to-understand text.



Table 1: Classification of graffiti inscription based on the general characteristics of legibility of

texts and decorative items, source: author

No. | Inscription type in Color Text Status Urban Art Protest Art
text-based graffiti
1 Graffiti Signature One or two Rather Vandal, Having
color legible and surface protest
mostly destructive | aspects
illegible
2 Tagging or spray- One color Legible Vandal, Having
painting surface protest
destructive aspects
3 Typography or One to three Legible Less Non-protest
traditional calligraphy colors destructive text and
appearance
4 Entangled and Multi-color Illegible Less Having
decorative style destructive protest
aspects

Generally, the graffiti inscription can be classified into four groups as below:

The 1° Group: is a kind of letter design (lettering) that is written for signature by using handwriting
spray painting to give visual identity to a person or a group. In this style, letters are entangled and
illegible. The specificity of tangled space, letters, and visual elements is a kind of advantage of this
technique.

The 2™ Group: is a kind of writing style, which is performed by using hand and spray painting.
There is no skill or sense of art and aesthetics in this writing style, as the only mission of this
technique is to convey the concept and intention of the designer to the viewer.

The 3" Group: is a kind of writing style and lettering that is composed of typeface letters and
attractive typography. In this style, typefaces are merely designed to convey a graffiti message.
The 4™ Group: is a kind of writing style with the most focus on decorative aspects and protesting
graffiti art. It is illegible or rather illegible which takes time to read in which the designer has focused
more on the attractive aspect of lettering by using vibrant colors for the viewer (Tables 1 and 2).
However, in the design of graffiti letters, the grapher has not benefited from the teachings and
experiences of graphics and visual experiences, as there is no coherent letter design and a standard

typeface in there. Moreover, calligraphy techniques including placing & geometry of letters, and
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observing a beautiful eloquence of letters have not been considered; there is a kind of illegibility in

writing style as the letters are appeared only in the form of protest art, as the only reason for writing,.

Among the mentioned writing styles of graffiti works, some of them have a degree of urban
destruction with a sense of vandalism, a lack of public acceptance in comprehending the written text
to the viewer, and illegible or hard to read, which all bring it with kind of diversity in the urban
landscape.

The measures of urban managers are focused on taking advantage of these creative talents to govern
the city based on cultural management considerations and to make the city a better cultural place for

citizens to live.

Table 2: Classification of graffiti letters and the characteristics of standard graffiti methods, Source:

Author

Graffiti Definition Visual Visual Example
Type Elements | Characteristics
Traditional | According to
Traditional | The text and | calligraphy | the principles of
Mural meaning written in calligraphy,
Painting have some one or including wise
priorities more lines texts
handwriting Text-based Handwriting
spray Concept- without style,
painting based, clear, | considering | sometimes by
and legible | aesthetic using arrows,
aspects colored dots,
and sagging
technique
Typography | The graffiti Concept- The possibility i M N
design and based, of providing a ; ‘) u&‘ R b“ ‘}3 _)" h
the text clear, and | perfect text and
readable design “9“&5‘ sts w‘“‘i"“""
Graffiti Visual Using the Can use any
Signature identity for | features of traditional
apersonor | letters and scripts
organization | entangled
has been lines
used
Throw-up Having a Using the | Using a balloon
special type | possibilities shape and
of writing of letters fantasy
style




Tagging

A specific
technique in
graffiti
design that
is pre-
prepared
and
installed in
a fraction of

The
pattern, the
text, and
the letters
are pre-
designed

All elements
used in creating
a visual
message

the time
Stencil
Pre- Letters and | Pre-designed
designed typography features and
letters based are pre- eligibility
ona designed
specific idea
Blockbuster | A proper Using the Using the
method of | possibilities | possibilities of
protesting of the decorative
graffiti art | decorative form of letter
entangled form of design to create
with letter a protest art,
elements of | design to whether
decorative create illegible or hard
art protest art to read
and special
aesthetic
features
Wildstyle A proper Using the | Using the
method of | possibilities | possibilities of
protesting of the decorative
graffiti art | decorative | form of letter
entangled form of | design to create
with letter a protest art,
elements of | designto | whether
decorative create illegible or hard
art protest art | to read
and special
aesthetic
features
Piece A proper Using the Using the
method of | possibilities | possibilities of
protesting of the decorative
graffitiart | decorative form of letter
entangled form of design to create
with letter a protest art,
elements of | design to whether
decorative create illegible or hard
art protest art to read
and special
aesthetic

features
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