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1. Introduction

-
om group

-
-

plicitly mentioned but only described as “half-m, before o” in the group’s 
description,1

practice. The groups were originally thematically linked due to their refer-
ence to the concept of length although more recently created groups have 

the group’s description.  
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 focuses on entities that have an angry appearance). To-
, all 

listed in a purposely made website of the same name (“lemgthbook,” n.d.). 
The goal of this paper is to provide a semiotic account for the practice of 

in  groups, but also elsewhere. The investigation of such a crea-
tive digital text phenomenon provides the opportunity to explore possi-
ble theoretical implications for the semiotics of typography in new media.

 Despite a growing interest in the study of internet memes and social media 

the theoretical implications of novel multimodal text phenomena created across 
platforms. Additionally, the study of multimodal meaning-making practices 

-
tive of social semiotics, a distinctive approach to the study of meaning-making 
based on systemic functional linguistics åle

 phenomenon in relation to the study of typography as a mode (i.e., 
a resource for meaning-making) as introduced by Van Leeuwen (2005b; 2006).

The paper seeks to answer the following questions. Can the replacement of 
 (and beyond) serve to further our understanding of 

the meaning-making potential of typography as a mode in a social semiotics 
approach? How does the creation of -

-
stood as humourous online culture artefacts based on their semiotic analysis?

An inductive qualitative analysis of  memes through ethno-
graphic immersion in the groups reveals that in their creation the semiotic po-
tential of typography is exploited in a way that it is both contingent upon the 

These memes can be viewed as abstruse humourous creations characterisable 

In the following sections, after a brief literature review that outlines the 
theoretical framework of the study (Section 2), I introduce the method adopt-
ed (Section 3) before providing an analysis of two representative examples of 

-
rised, and the humourous function of -type memes is discussed.

2. Theoretical Framework

 constitutes a distinctive approach to the study of mean-
-

wen, 2005a). In it, meaning-making is viewed as an inherently multi-
modes. 

Within the framework of social semiotics, modes are understood as 
“socially shaped and culturally given resource[s] for making mean-

-
es, layout, and music are all understood in social semiotic terms as dif-



RU:ts 1 

53

After his seminal work with Kress on visual meaning, Reading im-
ages
to argue that typography should also be treated as a mode in this an-
alytical framework. Demonstrating that typography can be analysed 
as displaying the ideational, interpersonal, and textual metafunctions2 

-
phy as a mode (Van Leeuwen, 2006). This paper works toward that goal by ex-
amining typographic meaning in social media memes. In this endeavour, Van 

-
munication and writing form an inseparable unit” is of crucial importance.

A key notion relevant to this idea of reconciling the visual and the ver-
bal is that of intersemiotic complementarity

relationship between modes, whereby they “semantically complement each 
other to produce a single textual phenomenon,” the semiotic output of which 

it being introduced as an analytical tool for page-based text, the concept of in-
tersemiotic complementarity can prove useful for the analysing digital texts 
within the framework of social semiotics. However, this presupposes an adap-
tation of the concept that will consider the factor of social media technology.

-

social semioticians have taken an interest in social media as “semiotic tech-
åle

to multimodal texts created on it, it is necessary to consider this technology’s 

åle
paper approaches (digital) typography as employed in the memes 

-
lowing for certain meaning-making choices and at the same time restricting 

(2017, p. 107) insightfully describes internet memes as user-generated “dig-
ital art[e]facts” created, altered, and shared online, which typically come in 
a “template-like” format despite the fact that their form varies vastly, from 

memes rather laconically as “signs that have gone viral on the Internet”—a 

internet humour, memes are simply seen as a “medium that is often used 

-
ic terms as a genre

sign system: representing something occurring in the world (ideational metafunction); referring to the 
relations between participants in the interaction (interpersonal metafunction); constituting an inter-
nally coherent unit (text) that interacts with its context (textual metafunction) (Van Leeuwen, 2005a).
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of form and content as well as common functions (Van Leeuwen, 2005a). 
Memes constitute multimodal texts that exhibit a “template-like” form, 
as noted by Lou (2017), and whose content varies vastly given that their 
content dimension is overshadowed by their function as “forms of conviv-

-

3. Methodology

The present study comprises an inductive qualitative approach to em-
pirical data collected via ethnographic immersion in the groups 

space limitations. This analysis gives rise to theoretical considera-
tions that aim to contribute to the analytical framework of social semi-
otics and to our understanding of -inspired online humour.

 Data Collection
An ethnographic approach was adopted for data collection. The data were 

the researcher was an active member. Group administrators granted 
their permission for the data collection and the posts were anonymised.

The choice of an ethnographic approach was necessitated given the na-
ture of content. comprises a collection of mainly closed 

groups was also required to gain insight into the nature of posts 
since members constitute an in-group that shares a common un-
derstanding of the context-bound value of the semiotic practices they en-

required, so that user-level understanding of it could inform the analysis.

 Data Analysis
The data were analysed drawing from the framework of social se-
miotics. This analytical decision was contingent upon the theoreti-
cal underpinnings of this study for the production of valid results. This 
framework was also favoured due to its wide applicability (Van Leeu-
wen, 2005a), which in turn necessitates gaining a deeper understand-
ing of the object of enquiry besides relevant theoretical concepts. The 
ethnographic approach adopted also aimed at meeting this necessity.

As for the analytical procedure followed, an inductive approach 

in the posts analysed. This was followed by ever-expanding con-

meaning-making, how it related to other modal elements in the post 
-

otic output. This led from an illustration of how the phenomenon oc-
curs individually to more general observations on how it functions.
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4. Analysis

-
tice are analysed. One post comes from a closed  group, while the 
other is found in a group outside  thereby illustrating the spread 
of this semiotic practice beyond its original space, which also warrants its 
approach as meme-like content. The analysis is necessarily contained to the 
semiotic aspects of these memes that are relevant to the paper’s goal only.

 group Famtastic Lomgbois amd 
Where to Fimd Them. The post consists of a naturalistic pictorial representation 

-

be analysed here as a third pole in the multimodal structuring of the post, 

and the visual (Van Leeuwen, 2005b). While this view is certainly valid and 

I propose viewing the mode of typography as part of the visual given that (a) 

orthography) thereby also disrupting its linearity and rendering it a non-lin-
ear composition which is a testament of its pronounced multimodal nature 

-
cally) for the representation of the concept of length pointing to the construc-
tion of visual meaning. Van Leeuwen himself (2005b; 2006) frames the study 
of the mode of typography as an exploration of visual meaning-making.

Figure 1. -
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Van Leeuwen (2006) showcase the semiotic resources of typography focusing 

a case of expansion from “condensed” to “wide” (see Table 1 in Van Leeuwen, 
2006, p. 151). However, this meaningful contrast is not articulated on the lev-

size, font, and overall style. The particular nature of this practice is owed to 
-

font sizes in posts but only allows one-font text and emojis in the verbal text 

-
-

that the semiotic technology of the social medium is of major relevance for the 

Despite the fact that typeface contrasts are not employed, the case of ty-

lemgth-

-
creased salience; however, this is not owed to the exploitation of visual mean-
ing-making modes (e.g., layout) as one would expect (Van Leeuwen, 2006). In-

non-compliance with its regularities generates heavy indexical meanings 
given the prevalence of prescriptivist metalinguistic discourse in society.

-
utes of the main participant (dog, “boi”); namely, the participant’s length. In 
the verbal part, this is accomplished through a declarative statement contain-

through a symbolic suggestive process whereby the participant, the dog, sim-
ply “poses” as the carrier
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-
ent usage in writing (see above), thereby “blurring” background details of the 

Leeuwen, 2006, p. 106). The intersemiotic complementarity relation thus estab-
lished is one of repetition

Figure 2 displays an instance of replacement of <n> with <m> in a post made out-
side lengthbook, in the Animals in Predicaments Posting group. The post also con-
tains a watermark that reads “@dogecore” suggesting that it might have originated in 
a group/account of that name—which, again, is not part of lemgthbook. This post con-
tains verbal text overlaid on a picture with four frames in the style of a comic, as well 
as additional verbal text (“Transcendent”) in the verbal part of the post. Due to space 
limitations and given this paper’s goal, I will only address the former verbal text.

Apart from illustrating the viral spread of the lemgth meme’s key semiotic 
practice outside of , the analytical importance of the so lomg post lies 

-
modal production of the literal meaning of length but bears this meaning at 

-
tinctive feature” (Van Leeuwen, 2005, p. 140) of increased length in contrast 

long. In the visual part of the 
-

ing distance suggested across the four frames as the dog gradually disap-
pears into the sky. Additionally, through ideational intersemiotic complemen-
tarity with the verbal mode that contains the word long

Figure 2. 
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becomes involved in an intersemiotic complementarity relation of synonymy.
In the end, given that the word long here does not function literally in the 

idiom so long
source harvested from the 

form is seen here gradually stirring away from the literal meaning of length.

5. Discussion & Conclusion

typography as a mode used within the technologically-imposed limita-

in , has spread outside the niche groups that fathered it, there-
by promoting more broadly a novel case of typographic meaning-mak-

found generating more than the literal meaning of length as a result of its 
use in the context of posts that are not explicitly concerned with length.

-
-

represents a novel way to produce typographic meaning through 
alphabetic character substitution instead of on the level of typeface.

originated in a group whose description (see Appendix) largely relied 
on a kind of humour dubbed deadpan (Holm, 2017). Holm (2017, p. 4) de-

its comic nature by providing its audience with a lower level of informa-
-

pretation.” Indeed, in the case of lemgthy earth the burden is upon the au-
dience to decide whether the content presented to them in the description 

enforced and actively commented upon only serves to amplify the absurd-
ity of the text while providing no reassurance that this is in fact a joke.

vast potential to share content outside its original context which might 
-

memes are encountered within 
, the very groups in which they are found function as a cue 

for the memes’ comic reading. However, when these memes’ key semi-

comic potential of blank absurdity” in a way that resembles memes like 
“Doge”—which renders them forms of online deadpan (Holm, 2017, p. 7).

If -type memes cannot be characterised as deadpan when post-
ed within 
categorisation adopted by Taecharungroj and Nueangjamnong (2015) for 

styles and types, 
posts could reasonably be labelled exaggeration-based (in terms of humour 
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type)  (in terms of humour style) jokes, which aligns with our semiot-
ic analysis. In terms of humour type, a dimension which considers primarily 
the content and form of the meme, the intersemiotic complementarity rela-

humour style, which pertains to the interpersonal function and content of a 
joke, 
made to “amuse others and facilitate relationships” by referring to “the situ-

2015, p. 294). This also aligns with our understanding of posts as 
memes and of memes as forms of conviviality following Varis and Blommae-
rt (2015). The creation and sharing of these memes enhances the cohesion of 

members as a group of social actors by calling their focus to a spe-

to the peculiar nature of the semiotic practice enforced as a key characteristic 
of these groups. While the validity of describing such jokes as exaggeration-fo-

function of posts is presupposed when one approaches them as 

that posts refer to “the situation of someone else in a positive way” 

their main focus since, unlike canonical memes, they do not present a relata-
ble situation, especially since the “someone else” element could be anything, 

post is 
-

der discussion. This is also illustrated in the creation of groups (humourous-
beep beep forbiddem glyph re-

and .3

of 4 

 of the situation they are presenting, and—perhaps most important-
ly—their strong adherence to a peculiar semiotic practice makes lemgth-

-

of “intentionally poor quality or irrelevant content” (Holm, 2017, p. 9). 
While “poor quality” is an inherently vague observation in the absence 

-
tue of illustrating a lack of adherence to heavily institutionalised norms.

Ultimately, memes with their novel semiotic practices pres-
ent a challenge for the analyst that seeks to categorise them and an excit-

-
amine their main semiotic practice, it could be argued that they constitute 

of the “forbiddem glyph” (“lemgthbook,”, n.d.).
4 The characteristic of length itself appears to be taken on a secodnary role with the more recent 

with a non-literal focus. 
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cases of conventionalised shitposting, whose comic nature is often revealed 
by the context of . It is hoped that future large-scale analytical 

-
titative insight, which might substantiate the generalisations made here.
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Appendix

Figure I. -

Context of research

MA course, Introduction to Multimodal Analysis
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