1st-3rd WORKSHOPS CONFERENCE
March 2018 1st March 2018 2nd & 3rd March 2018

Mumbai, at Sir J.J. Institute at Convocation Hall
India of Applied Art University of Mumbai (Fort)

Beauty, Form and Function in Typography

http://www.typoday.in

Lyrical Typography

A study of typography in Lyric Videos

Shriya, Bhattacharya, Pearl Academy, shriya96@gmail.com

Fig.1: U2 2018, Get Out Of Your Own Way. Fig.2: Taylor Swift 2017, Look What You Made Me Do.

Abstract

The integration of typography in the music/entertainment industry, has led to a new
artistic opportunity, that we have only just begun to realise. The growing popularity of
official lyric videos, and the emergence of “Fan-made” ones, creates the need to critically
analyze their visual language, relationship with consumers and why they are becoming
one of the music industry’s revenue generators. The aim is to examine how the aesthetic
arrangement of type and it’s kinetics, adapt to the genre, personality and tone of the
song, to enhance the meaning of the words and amplify the sentiments that accompany
them. In addition, the paper discusses the evolution of lyrical representation by looking
at artistic predecessors of lyric videos such as album art (cassette/CD/record covers and
printed lyrics) and their scope in the Indian context.
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Introduction

The roots of lyric videos emerged in 1965, with simple handwritten cue cards in Bob
Dylan’s Subterranean Homesick Blues (Fig.4) (O’Keeffe, 2014); and their growth today, is
marked by entire albums of lyrical videos, released by artists like U2 (Fig.1), Ed Sheeran
and Taylor swift (Fig.2). Over the years, lyric videos have transformed from being a

mere format for display of lyrics, to becoming compelling stories. The millions of views
received by these videos, can be attributed to their unique ability to add a new depth of
expression to the overall visual experience, by evoking a plethora of emotions through
typographic art. Their popularity provides an opportunity to turn them into a marketing
and audience-engagement tool. The more contemporary videos are increasingly employing
kinetic typography to emphasize the rhythm (repetition, speed and intensity) of the song,
and offer creative expression that further strengthens the message. The choice of type,
and the typography are stylistically crafted to match the mood that the music and lyrics
intend, thus making the connection with the words spontaneous and meaningful.

Methodology

Popular lyric videos were analyzed, to draw comparisons based on their use of various
type forms, illustration styles, color palettes, animation types and themes. The context
of the song, the personalities of the artists, the evidence of technological advancement
and the evolution of global artistic and political trends were taken into account to assess
the typographical arrangement and expression of lyrics in these videos, as well as their
functionality to the larger unit or album.

Fig.5: Sub Pop 1992, Bleach. Fig.6: Capitol Records 1966, Butcher.

Artistic predecessors of Lyric Videos and the packaging of music

The presentation of music and lyrics, has taken many forms over the years. It often
emerged from a social, religious or political context, came packaged with a story and
always created an experience for it’s consumers. In the West, before the invention

of the gramophone in the 1890s, this experience was a communal one in the form of
choirs in churches, troubadours on the streets and for dancing in the theatres. With
the gramophone, came a major shift in the institution of music (Chilton, 2017). Sound
recording and playback technology, once accepted, made music more personal and
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intimate. Records gave songs a tactile quality, and record covers served as a visual
representation of the artist’s unique image and personality. These vinyl record covers
(Figs.5-6) cultivated a large fan base, and today, exist as precious collectibles worth
thousands of dollars. This trend then extended to songbooks and CD/cassette covers.
These covers were typically sheets of glossy paper, with relevant photographs, art and
lyrics printed on them. Other significant milestones were the introduction of Music
Television (MTV) and Karaoke. MTV marked the onset of playlists, singles, albums and
most importantly music videos, which gave opportunity to delve deeper into the lives of
favorite artists, and feel closer to them. Meanwhile, Karaoke served as a more functional
solution, for sing along, a modern take on the earlier group singing traditions. Though both
completely different notions, they gave songs and their lyrics a new visual dimension, to
establish meaningful interactions. Today, lyrical adaptations of songs use typography to
both visually package the artist’s persona, as well as provide an insight into their thoughts,
lives and choice of muses.
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Fig.9: Taylor Swift 2017, Call It What You Want To. Fig.10: Taylor Swift 2017, Call It What You Want To.

The lyric videos for Taylor Swift’s new album, Reputation, for instance use typography

to recreate the edgy, controversial way in which she is portrayed in the tabloids and

her consequent state of mind. A literal representation of her inspiration can be noted

in the album’s Blackletter cover art as well as her song, Gorgeous (Figs.7-8). The type
forms and their arrangement used in this video, are a contemporary interpretation of the
gothic visual language of The New York Times, characterized by dark, bold and scandalous
headlines and a classic serif for the body text. Visual hierarchy, by way of color and size,
is used to lay emphasis on some words over others and backing vocals are communicated
through the faded repetition of the same type forms. The same technique is also used in
Call It What You Want To (Figs.9-10). This number, in keeping with the theme, plays in
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the form of a letter to her accusers, alternating between the passionate, handwritten and
restrained typewriter fonts, symbolic of her two contradictory personalities. Look what
you made me do (Figs.11-12), however, stands out because of it’s dark and grungy color
scheme and illustrations. This ultimate revenge song was the first to come out, breaking
viewing records in it’s first 24 hours of limelight. The bold, all caps, crooked letter forms
have a sinister quality; that when tempestuously put together, as in this video, bring out
the eerie connotation of the lyrics beautifully. Together, the three seamlessly package the

Taylor Swift brand.
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Fig.11: Taylor Swift 2017, Look What You Made Me Do. Fig.12: Taylor Swift 2017, Look What You Made Me Do.

The functionality of Lyric Videos as a single/album

There is a long standing “single versus album” debate, when it comes to profitability in
terms of revenue generation, or simply the quantity of streams, in the music industry. A
single, in the musical context refers to the launch of an individual song, whereas an album,
generally refers to a collection of about twelve songs, released by an artist at the same
time, as a set. The singles may be part of promotions for a movie (Ordinary Love, U2), TV
show (Only You, Selena Gomez) or to bridge a long gap between two albums, like Charlie
Puth’s Attention. This gives artists freedom to dabble with a variety of visual styles,
leading to more liberal experimentation with typography. Conversely, in albums, the songs
often share a theme, a message or, at least a common source of inspiration. Earlier, these
were tied together physically in the form of Records, CDs or even Cassettes.

However, since the massive rise in popularity of online streaming platforms like Youtube,
that are easily accessible and affordable sharing media, artists started using lyrical
typography to do the same. In 2012, Jason Mraz released a series of lyric videos, as part
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Fig.13: Jason Mraz 2012, Everything Is Sound. ‘ 7 Fig.14: Ed Sheeran 2017, Castle On The Hill.
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of his album- Love Is A Four Letter Word (Figs.13,15-16), featuring a similar color palette
and warmth through handwritten typefaces, that are scribbled purposefully over several
surfaces, including letters, notebooks and fabrics, through the length of the song.

The same phenomenon can be observed in Ed Sheeran’s most recent album: Divide
(Figs.14,17-18). The symbolic mathematical division sign and the characteristic blue of
this album, comes up in all of the videos, either directly or indirectly and becomes easier
to recognize. Even the casual, conversational, handwritten typefaces feed into the innate
personality of the album. In both, it is interesting to see how similar typefaces used in

different illustrative settings manage to emote sentimental, as well as more playful, flirty
themes, flawlessly.

Fig.15: Jason Mraz 2012, | Won’t Give Up. Fig.16: Jason Mraz 2012, 93 Million Miles.
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Fig.17: Ed Sheeran 2017, Shape Of You. Fig. 18 Ed Sheeran 2017 Perfect o

The personification of type through various themes

The adaptation of the aesthetic arrangement of type to the genre, personality and tone of
the song, is a major factor for the success of such a collaboration. This is most commonly
achieved through expressive typography in videos that are trying to evoke an emotional
connection with their viewers. Expressive typography typically refers to typography
wherein highly visual type, replaces the image, as the main hook of the piece. Some of
these lyric videos delve into the genres with a straightforward, predictable approach,
while other take a more metaphorical or abstract one. A good example of this typographic
technique, is the darkness, anger and intense passion of Doom And Gloom, by The Rolling
Stones (Figs.19-20), that came through with the animalistic use of paint. The resemblance
of the color palette and the type forms, to that of blood, dirt and grit, along with the
dramatic splashes in just the right places, make the experience of watching exciting

and memorable. Recently, U2 started a conversation about America’s current political
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Fig.19: The Rolling Stones 2012, Doom And Gloom. Fig.20: The Rolling Stones 2012, Doom And Gloom.
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Fig.21: U2 2017, American Soul. Fig.22: U2 2017, Amerlcan Soul

situation, with their new song American soul (Figs.21-22), a modern cry for human
empathy. The hard hitting lyrics like “This is no time to be alive” and “Let it be unity, let
it be community, for refugees like you and me, a country to receive us, will you be our
sanctuary Refu-Jesus”, are displayed in the form of posters, flyers and graffiti, on the
walls that come alive to the beat and, shine a light on the need for a political reformation
and personal reflection. The thick, bold, earnest type forms, sitting in a well planned
composition, paired with an all American color palette and sharp, quick beats, urge the
audience to take charge.

Meanwhile, renowned country artist, Miranda Lambert, painted a stereotypical picture of a
Southern American lady, scorned over a break up in her 2013 single, Mama’s Broken Heart
(Fig.23). The already anger fueled type forms paired with the rough and forceful strokes

of red lipstick, scream rage and revenge and, heighten the overall angst of the number. It
is also refreshing to see love songs take an unusual turn as lyric videos. Rude, by MAGIC!
(Fig.24), comes packaged with colorful, amusing illustrations and a scrawny, almost
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Fig.23: Miranda Lambert 2013, Mama’s Broken Heart. Fig.24: MAGIC! 2013, Rude.
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Fig.25: Coldplay 2017, All | Can Think About Is You. Fig.26: Coldplay 2017, All | Can Think About Is You.

illegible typeface with a distinct pencil texture, giving us a perception of the artist’s
disposition. This humorous take on the unusual song about love, became the selling point
of the experience, fetching it a whopping 36.6 million views.

Another atypical lyrical depiction of a love song can be found in the lyric video for All |
Think About Is You by Coldplay (Fig.25-26). It spans the layers of the earth and the
wonders of the universe, predominantly in shades of blue, attributing features of it’s
surroundings to the typefaces, conveying the underlying message “Love is the only thing
left that’s true”. The use of illustrative type, in different scenarios, acts as the hook
through the video, constantly changing with the change in landscapes and keeping the
viewer interested. Music, being a very personal experience, necessitates the key as the
creative embodiment of the characteristics of the theme, within the typefaces, for the
purpose of storytelling.
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Fig.27: U2 2017, You’re The Best Thing About Me. Fig.28: U2 2017, You’re The Best Thing About Me.

The movement, transitions and kinetics of the type forms

A sound or tone has four properties: amplitude, duration, pitch and timbre. From a
qualitative perspective, these properties are analogous to the formal characteristics of
typographic elements. Each of these elements contributes to the shaping of an appropriate
typeface. The intensity or amplitude is characterized by the thickness of the type form,
the duration by it’s width, the pitch by it’s composition on the screen and the timbre
comes through the uniqueness of each typeface (Armstrong, 2003). This is why the use

of kinetic typography is a key factor in the overall look, feel and effectiveness of a lyric
video. Kinetic typography is an animation technique, revolving around the physical and
transitory movement of type. The eclectic use of displacement through this technique, in
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Fig.31: Justin Beiber 2015, Sorry. Fig.32: Dua Lipa 2017, New Rules.

these videos, assists in the visual appreciation and exploration of the rhythm, beat and
intensity of the song. The song You’re the best thing about me by U2 (Figs.27-28) uses the
act of turning pages to create movement, thus making the beat palpable, adding another
enjoyable element to the experience. As the verse reaches it’s conclusion, the letter forms
become bolder versions of the same messy, handwritten type and the sifting of the pages
becomes more compelling, feeding into the intensity of the overall message. While this
song shuffles around entire words, to best suit it’s meaning, Taylor Swift’s We Are Never
Getting Back Together (Fig.29) employs the transition of individual letter forms, made

of paper cut outs, to do the same. Their physical breaking off and coming back together,
through stop motion animation, is symbolic of the relationship in question. The movements
of these letter forms, resonate with the beat of the music and, strengthen the meaning of
the song, thus creating a deeper impact on audiences.

Conversely, in Justin Beiber’s What Do You Mean (Fig.30), the only thing that ties the
words together with the seemingly abstract imagery, is the near perfect synchronization

of the kinetics of the squiggly handwritten type, their composition in relation to it, the
speed of the video and, the rhythm of the song. In Sorry (Fig.31), the artist uses the cause
and effect phenomenon to explore typography in real time, revealing the desperate words
written in a thick, dark type, as a result of human interactions with surroundings. This
gives the song a human dimension and creates a sense of curious anticipation.

Moving on to the element of repetition, as tackled in New Rules, by Dua Lipa (Fig.32). As

she describes in her song, “Eat, sleep and breathe it, rehearse and repeat it”, emphasis
on the aforementioned rules becomes the sole purpose of this number. This aspect of the
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visual narration of her story comes through the turning on and off of typefaces, in the form
of flickering bright neon lights against a dark background, in different shapes and sizes and
sometimes with supporting illustrations. The flood of bright lights in some places create an
intensity and the darkness in their absence determines the duration of the music.
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Fig.33: Katy Perry 2012, Wide Awake. Fig.34: Katy Perry 2013, Roar.
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Fig.36: Parachute 2016, Without You.

Fig.35: Childish Gambino 2016, 3005.

Popular culture influences and typographic trends

Trends through lyric videos are no different from trends within any other art form.
Influences of social and technological evolution can easily be observed in them over

time. The coming of the digital age and explosion of social media has been influencing
the way we talk, the way we measure success and self worth and, the way we make our
presence felt in the world. These media of conversation and information sharing modified
the way we tell stories, through the lyrical adaptations of several songs. For instance,
Katy Perry released the lyric video for her song Wide Awake (See Fig. 33), in the form of
a Celebratory Facebook Timeline, shortly after it was launched in 2012. The lyrics were
highlighted using a big, bold, rounded sans serif typeface in the characteristic Facebook
blue. She also dabbled with a classic, emoji-filled “Whatsapp conversation” in her song
Roar (See Fig. 34), in 2013. Childish Gambino did the same with an instant messaging/
video chat theme in 2016, with 3005 (See Fig. 35). Parachute, on the other hand, enlisted
the help of their fans, by asking them to share their pictures holding up cards with the
lyrics of their new song, Without You (Fig. 36). This also helped them connect with their
fans on a personal level. In these cases typography was used to mimic different tech-driven
social media platforms.

Appearance of Kinetic Typography in lyric videos reflects another influence of new
technology on type. The extremely uniform and consistent letter forms, perfectly tailored
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to the rhythm of the song, became synonymous with song and lyrics. However, one of the
more recent, seemingly versatile trends, is the common use of distinctly styled
handwritten fonts, through almost all genres and themes. Presumably, the whole idea has

become, to move away from formal, guarded type and connect with consumers at a more
personal, intimate level. Handwritten type has been explored and interpreted in various
forms, to absorb the personalities of the musicians/bands, their backgrounds and the
purpose of their story (Heller, 2009).

.

Fig.38: Taylor Swift 2017, Look What You Made Me Do.

Fig.37: Ed Sheeran 2017, Shape Of You.

Lyric Videos as a marketing & audience-engagement tool

It is no secret that lyric videos have, been bagging billions of views, turning over huge
profits as online streaming revenue and even managed to wiggle into a specialized MTV
music award category, for themselves. Given the comparatively cheaper production costs
and manpower, these videos manage to provide the means to test the waters, make an
impression and improve the recall value of new songs, as they hit the market. In the
previous year alone, big names like Taylor Swift and Ed Sheeran, released their songs one
lyric video at a time, months before their albums came out. Giving away a little taste of
what was to come, helped them keep their fans engaged and anticipating more.

Another major contributing factor to the constantly evolving world of lyric videos, is the
rise in easy availability of softwares and tutorials, specifically built for the making of these
videos. The hike in simplicity of these softwares, combined with our rising comfort with
technology and digital media, make the video making process simple and hassle free for
the general public. Thus generating a trend and a creative outlet for the fans. While this
may be a good thing for fans, it makes a significant impact to the profits of the artist(s)
and the music industry make through these videos. As a result of the emergence of simple
“Fan-made” videos (Fig.41), the text on images, videos and abstract backgrounds format,
is slowly becoming obsolete. To counter their ill-effects and to keep their audiences
engaged, artists are increasingly upping their game, by releasing original, visually and
emotionally satisfying, lyric videos themselves. Most lyric videos are typically released
months before the release of the actual music video, to keep their consumers interested
and emotionally invested in their stories.

Often, motion pictures and TV shows produce these videos as an extended promotional
stunt. Pre-release, they help in generating a buzz about their production, and post-
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release, they increase their longevity through recollection and nostalgia. Ordinary Love by
U2 (Fig.39-40), originally written for Mandela: Long Walk to Freedom, in honor of Nelson
Mandela’s belief in the power of love over hate, quickly became a celebrated anthem with
over 43 million views and a best original song award at the Golden Globes. The placement
of the type, with respect to the well curated settings, make the experience hauntingly
beautiful. For example, the composition and natural buoyancy of the letterforms, written
neatly in a clean white ink on a transparent vertical surface, as Bono sings “Birds fly high
in the summer sky and rest on the breeze”, take the form of birds flying over the lush
greenery through intelligent use of expressive typography. The vibrant color scheme,
inspired by the South African flag, and the selection of a unique handwritten typeface, full
of character and significance, amalgamate to weave a meaningful story through the video.

Four years later, in 2017, Selena Gomez released a lyric video of her version of the already
popular song Only You (Figs.42-44) to perpetuate the already record breaking impact of
her show, 13 Reasons Why. The show revolves around the life of a teenager and addresses
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Fig.39: U2 2013, Ordinary Love. Fig.40: U2 2013, Ordinary Love.
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Fig.41: Keyframe Training 2016, Don’t Let Me Down. Fig.42: Selena Gomez 2017, Only You.

Fig.43: Selena Gomez 2017, Only You. Fig.44: Selena Gomez 2017, Only You.
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themes like depression and suicide. The video not only received almost 40 million views,
but it also kept the conversation going. The type itself was small and faded, like a whisper
amidst the solid colored background and Illustrations, that make not so subtle references
to the show and reinforce the context of the song.
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Fig.45: Shreya Ghoshal 2017, Ghoomar. Fig.46: Shreya Ghoshal 2017, Ghoomar.

The scope of Lyric Videos in the Indian context

In India, lyric videos have come to mean text over still images or video snippets (Fig.48),
and are made/circulated largely by fans. There has been some progress, however, in the
use of Kinetic typography. The most common and lasting use of movable type has been

in fan-made videos of Bollywood numbers (Fig.47). A fan-made lyric video for Ghoomar,
showcases a Devanagari typeface. Though the choice of type is not appropriate in this
context, it is refreshing to see the use of Devanagari in these videos (Fig.45). On the other
hand, the official lyric video for the same song chose to go for a more ornamental, high
contrast serif in gold, in keeping with the extravagant theme of the movie, Padmavat.
Rajput motifs and Rajasthani dance formations, as seen in the movie version of the song,
heavily influence the composition and arrangement of the type forms thoughout the video.

Fig.47: Vishal Dhadlani 2015, Selfie Le. Fig.48: Arijit Singh 2017, Hawayein.

Conclusion

Lyric videos have come a long way, gradually working their way up to their essential
status now. Over time Western artists and marketing teams have learnt to cash in on
their benefits and incentives. However, the full extent of artistic opportunity offered by
lyric videos has not yet been realized by the music industry, both within and outside of
Bollywood. These videos have great potential as marketing tools in the Indian market, as
well as outlets for creative typography within, not only Latin but Devanagari, as well as,
other regional scripts.
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