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Ampersand from a nineteenth-century wood typeface. From the collection at the Hamilton Wood Type & Printing Museum, Two Rivers, Wisconsin.
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FIFTY TYPEFACES


Take a look at the page in front of you. Not at what I’ve written, but at the way it looks – the neat rows of typesetting, each horizontal line evenly separated from the lines above and/or below; each word carefully spaced from the next; each letter pleasingly close to, yet separate from, its neighbour. That’s typography.


Now take a look at each individual letter. These are all taken from a typeface called DM Schulbuch, a typeface made for the Design Museum. Each ‘a’ is exactly like all the others, as is each ‘g’. It is partly this mechanical precision (compared to the variations of hand lettering) that makes type what it is. A harmonious collection of characters – letters plus numbers, punctuation marks, currency symbols and so on – has been crafted into a hard-working typeface.


The typeface exerts an influence on the reader. It conveys a mood, or personality that can affect the experience of reading. Yet the everyday demands of reading mean that the art of the type designer is self-effacing – people tend to notice a bad or unfamiliar typeface more often than they point out good or familiar faces.


For more than five centuries, type designers have expended long hours crafting personal versions of the letters of the alphabet. Small changes – the thickness of a curve, the angle of a stroke – make big differences to the look of a page set in that type. Like musical instrument makers, type designers have no control over repertoire or performers. Apart from a typeface’s intrinsic aesthetic merits, there are many factors, including luck, fashion and timing, that affect the way in which a face is used, the context in which it is read, and whether it snarls or sings its message.


Each of the faces featured in this little book has a story, whether it’s the story of its design, its use or the reputation it has acquired. And each story is a tribute to the ingenious, talented designers and craftspeople, many of them anonymous, who have given us this delightful feast of letterforms...
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Proof of early wooden type made for the London Underground typeface, now called Johnston Sans, with handwritten notes by its designer, Edward Johnston, c.1916.


BLACKLETTER


It began with ‘broken script’


c.1455


The first large-scale project to use type was the 42-line Gutenberg Bible (c.1455). The type was based on the lettering used by monks to copy manuscripts. Though Johannes Gutenberg’s revolutionary use of moveable type supplanted the time-consuming labour of scribes with a faster mechanical process, its aim was to provide a legible alternative to the handwritten book. This kind of letter is termed blackletter or ‘broken script’.


Though ‘roman’ types soon emerged as a more ubiquitous form, blackletter types were used in Germany for several centuries: at the time of Luther, blackletter typefaces symbolized the liberation of Protestant Germans from the Roman Catholic Church (c.1517).


In German-speaking countries, roman (often preferred for scientific texts) and blackletter types rubbed along nicely until 1933, when the Nazis declared that all official materials must be printed in Fraktur, including the new pseudo-Gothic fonts that typesetters nicknamed Schaftstiefelgrotesk (‘jackboot grotesks’). In 1941 the Nazis made a U-turn: Martin Bormann forbade the use of Fraktur, explaining that ‘Gothic’ letters were Jewish (though his motives were practical, given the Third Reich’s need to print propaganda in the countries it intended to invade and occupy.


Nonetheless, blackletter typefaces – which include Goudy Text, Old English and more postmodern versions such as Fetish and Bastard – have remained popular.
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Blackletter characters, in their myriad forms, have many (often contradictory) cultural associations, from the Gutenberg Bible (top left) to metal bands (such as Motörhead and Judas Priest); from newspaper mastheads (Chicago Tribune, Le Monde, Daily Telegraph) to alcohol, antique shops and hospitality.


FIRST ROMAN TYPE


Venetian revolution


c.1470


Nicolas [Nicholas] Jenson


The first roman type of any significance appears to have been established by Nicolas Jenson (c.1430–80). Jenson was a Frenchman who had been sent to Mainz in 1448 by the French king Charles VII to find out about Gutenberg’s innovations. In 1470 he set up a workshop in Venice and became a prolific printer of Classical works set in type that is still regarded as a model for the roman type of today. The upper-case letters follow the capitals used in Roman inscriptions while the lower case comes from handwriting with a broad-edged pen, a form called ‘humanist’.


Jenson had been an apprentice at the Royal Mint in Paris, and the documents that survived after his death suggest that he cast type in adjustable moulds using copper matrices struck with steel punches. This way of making and printing type – letterpress – would dominate publishing for almost the next five centuries.


The influence of Jenson’s roman letters resurfaced in the late nineteenth century when William Morris designed a revival called Golden, intended for use in his three-volume edition of The Golden Legend (1892). This stimulated renewed interest in Jenson’s era as designers sought inspiration for new typefaces. US designer Bruce Rogers also discovered Jenson as part of his quest for the ‘Holy Grail’ of type, which resulted in his typeface Centaur (1914–29).


More contemporary versions of Jenson’s type include Christian Schwartz’s Houston (2003; for the Houston Chronicle), Tobias Frere-Jones’s Hightower (1994; for the AIGA Journal), Robert Slimbach’s Adobe Jenson (1995) and Jim Parkinson’s lettering for the Rolling Stone masthead (1977), which he has described as ‘Nicolas Jenson on acid’.
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Detail of a page of Pliny’s Historia naturale, printed in Venice by Nicolas Jenson in 1476, from a collection of enlarged photos of early type collected by William Morris for use in designing the type of the Kelmscott Press. Jenson’s type can be recognized by its angled lower-case ‘e’.


‘THE ALDINE ITALIC’


Inclined to save space


1501


Aldus Manutius & Francesco Griffo


Early in the sixteenth century the Italian printer Aldus Manutius (1449–1515) commissioned the punchcutter Francesco Griffo (1450–1518) to cut a typeface that would represent written scripts more closely. Hence the term ‘italic’ – the letters were intended to look like Italian handwriting.


The ‘Aldine italic’ was welcomed both for its elegance and its economy. Aldus used this new typeface to print the entire text of an edition of Virgil (1501) in the new pocket-sized octavo format. Venetian publishers were obliged to pursue a more economical approach after the collapse of the credit market in 1500, and Griffo’s slimline design was intended to permit more words in less space. Aldus’s libri portatiles were the Penguin paperbacks of their day.


The new type was quickly copied and adopted by printers elsewhere in Europe, but it was not until the end of the following century that the italic face was used the way typographers use it today – for emphasis, or as a means to distinguish book titles, works of art or foreign-language words.


Aldus Manutius is remembered as one of the great Venetian printers. In 1499 he published the illustrated Hypnerotomachia Poliphili, which used one size of roman type (now revived as Poliphilus, which designer Derek Birdsall calls ‘the most readable typeface, ever’) throughout.


[image: Images]


A page from the pocket-sized edition of poems by Johannes Aurelius Augurellus, printed by Aldus Manutius in 1505 using the new, allegedly space-saving italic typeface cut by Francesco Griffo. Courtesy Amsterdam University Library.


GARAMOND


A two-faced story


c.1532


Claude Garamont [Garamond]


Some typefaces are relatively easy to describe, with a single designer and a date. We will meet more of these later in this book. However, a whole host of different typefaces bear the (slightly modified) name of the famous French punchcutter Claude Garamont and there is no space here to analyse their wayward family tree.


There’s a typeface called Garamond, which was thought to be based on the work of Claude Garamont (1480–1561), but was revealed in the 1920s to be based instead on the (later) work of Jean Jannon (1580–1658). So the family tree is divided into Garamonds derived from Garamont’s actual designs (themselves based on designs by Aldus Manutius, see page 12) and Garamonds based on Jannon.
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