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Foreword


Typefaces don’t just speak for us – they speak to us. From your email signature to that report you must finish by Friday and your kid’s birthday party invitation, there’s a typeface for every need and every mood.


The alphabet is one of the few human tools or inventions to survive intact through tremendous technological upheaval. The history of typefaces is not just the story of the alphabet, it’s a story of the alphabetter. Designers have made (and improved) typefaces for all sorts of reasons: aesthetic and technological, certainly, but also political, philosophical and personal. Typefaces have witnessed, recorded – and occasionally even propelled – the course of human events. Their story is really our story, and as a species we are notoriously vain: there is nothing we find more fascinating than ourselves.


Designers have especially strong feelings about typefaces, and they use weirdly anatomical language to talk about them too. Sometimes typefaces sound like bodies, and designers like surgeons. One day we realized that this is because typefaces are kind of like people; each one has a history and a personality, and we find some attractive and some not, often for not very good reasons. Typefaces make the alphabet more than just 26 letters, they create a cast of characters experiencing the drama of ambition, rivalry, hope, frustration, fame and ignominy.


No wonder we have feelings.


Thinking about typefaces as people means we can answer all kinds of questions we never thought to ask before. Like, who were their ‘parents’ and ‘family’? Where do they come from, and how were they ‘born’? What was happening in the world at the time that influenced their growth? What’s attractive and interesting about them, and what isn’t? What famous person can we compare them to and why? How are typefaces used (and abused), and where can we find them ‘in the wild’?


We wondered if, should we answer these questions and really get to know typefaces, would our feelings change? Would our choices? Would yours? So we started a podcast. Making The Type Pod revealed fascinating stories, and those stories became this book. Each chapter is like a biography of a typeface.


You can read this book in whatever order you like – end to end, or by picking the typefaces you love, hate, or have never heard of. There’s probably at least one of each in here for you. Unless any of them are Helvetica and Comic Sans, because we left those out. Helvetica has its own movie, and everyone already knows that Comic Sans is terrible (except when it’s perfect). Both get far too much attention already and it’s time for the other typefaces, like Univers and Papyrus, to have a turn.


At the end of each chapter, we ask the same question we do at the end of our podcast. How do you really feel? Do you want to kiss, date, kill or marry this typeface?


Be warned: after reading this book you may change your default font settings (especially if you currently use Gill Sans).


Type wars


Typography (just like people) is strangely capable of starting terrible fights. Some areas of typography and type design are contested, and opinions differ. We are both graphic designers who have taught typography and graphic design history for many years. We draw on this background, and our collective years of book typesetting experience, but we don’t claim to be trained historians: any mistakes are a result of this, so please keep it in mind should you decide to correct us on social media, where you can find us as @thetypepod.


Finally, there are typography terms that we will be referring to throughout the book. If you don’t know these things already it will be helpful to read the introduction first – it’s about type anatomy. Yes. That’s a real thing.










Introduction: Type Anatomy


Different parts of letters are literally named after body parts, and this is called type anatomy. Type anatomy helps designers to describe typeface characteristics, and it’s the closest we get to sounding like doctors, so we like to make the most of it.


A classic graphic design student project is to make a poster of a typeface showing its anatomy. Many are like the image below, which shows you where to find the neck, shoulder, leg, arm, ear, spine, eye, foot and – of course – the crotch.


[image: An illustration of uppercase and lowercase letters and their parts.]




Description

The letters are written on three horizontal lines. The top line is the cap height, the middle line is the x-height and the bottom line is the baseline. The letters are lowercase g, lowercase h, uppercase T, lowercase k, uppercase S, lowercase e and uppercase Y. A small curve from the top of lowercase g is ear and a curve near the baseline is its neck. The curve in lowercase h is shoulder. The extension on top of uppercase T is arm and the base of the letter is T. The diagonal line extending downward in lowercase k is leg. The curve in uppercase S is spine. The semicircle in lowercase e is eye. The V in uppercase Y is the crotch.




Some anatomical terms come from the time when type was physical and made of metal. The ‘sort’, or metal block of each individual letter, was called a body, and from this we get body copy. The space below the raised letter on a sort was a beard, the flat side the shoulder, and the whole raised part is called the face – hence typeface.


[image: A metal cast sort with the face having the mirror image of the letter on the top, beard, shoulder at the base of the face, nick near the bottom of the cast sort and feet at the base of the sort.]


Diagram of a metal cast sort showing its body parts.


Upper and lower case


Someone had to make the sorts, and that person was the punchcutter. After the characters were designed (usually by the type designer, who got to name the typeface after themselves), technical drawings were made and transferred onto the end of a steel bar by the punchcutter.


Now the real work began. The punchcutter needed extreme skill to replicate delicate shapes and curves, carving them out of the metal using specialized tools. The insides of the letters (counterforms) were particularly tricky. Essentially they had to make the inside of the character out of a harder piece of metal and punch this counterform into the middle of the letter on the end of the original steel. This is why the insides of some letters look the same, because the punchcutters used the same tool to create the shape for multiple letters.


[image: A close-up of a person cutting a Q ligature on a punch.]


Cutting a ‘Q’ ligature; note the scale of the fingers when compared to the size of the punch.


Folks, at this point there’s just a tiny letter at the end of a metal stick. At actual size. And the work is not done. A mould would now be created by pressing the carved letter at the end of the metal stick into a softer metal, such as copper, to create a matrix. Then an alloy of lead, antimony and tin, called ‘type metal’, was poured into the matrix to make the sort.


All this just to create a single piece of type – a process that had to be replicated for every letter at every size (and then the punctuation marks, and then the numbers). You can see why type designers and their punchcutters often had problematic relationships. Imagine the reaction of the poor punchcutter if after all that work Mr Big-time Type Designer announced to the studio that the letter ‘C’ needed to be ‘a bit rounder’.


[image: An engraving of a punch for the letter H and a matrix for creating the punch.]


The punch (left) and the matrix created from the punch (right).


This tedious process meant that type was, for a very long time, hundreds of pieces of individual metal, some of them quite tiny. How to store such a nightmare? The answer was wooden boxes called cases. The most basic sorting method was to separate the capitals from the not-capitals, storing capitals in the case above the work bench and not-capitals in the one below the workbench: hence they would be referred to as ‘upper case’ and ‘lower case’.


Each typeface would be stored in separate cases, of course. You can now see why metal characters were called ‘sorts’, because someone had to sort them in order to store them. (That someone was the apprentice, also called a ‘printer’s devil’, but more on that later.)


[image: An engraving of the tools of a typesetter includes a case filled with sorts.]


A typesetter’s tools c.1740, including the cases holding the sorts.


Who knows if cramming all those sorts into small wooden boxes made the printers start thinking of them as families. But they did, and at some point the idea stuck, so now typefaces come in ‘families’.


Which makes them sound even more like people, and brings us to why you should not call typefaces ‘fonts’.



Call them typefaces



Most people, even lots of graphic designers, call typefaces ‘fonts’. We bowed to the inevitable and named this book Back to Font, although technically it should be called Back to Typeface.


To be precise, a ‘font’ is a style of a typeface, and a bunch of fonts of the same typeface collected together is a font family. Most typefaces come with standard fonts such as bold, roman and italic. Some typefaces have fonts with names like Great Primer, Double Pica Roman Capitals, Brevier Number 1 Roman, or Two-line Double Pica Italic Caps because they are a fancy family who like to sound like an artisanal coffee order.


Looking at you, Baskerville.


Although ‘font’ works better in the title, we still feel a bit bad about not trying harder to use ‘typeface’. Using ‘font’ is blatant pandering, and we do know better. Sorry, designers.


Serif and sans serif


It’s often said that there are two types of people in the world, but there are actually two kinds of typefaces in the world: serif and sans serif.


A serif is the short line that crosses the top and bottom of the strokes in a letterform. There are multiple kinds of serifs, including hairline, bracketed, slab, wedge and glyphic. Typefaces without a serif are called ‘sans serif’ – ‘sans’ means ‘without’.


[image: An illustration shows words and letters written in different fonts and some of their parts highlighted.]




Description

The phrase ‘Lorem ipsum’ is written in serifs or Times New Roman. The corners of letter L, the base of letters r, m, i, and p, the ends of letter of s and the top of letter u are highlighted. The top left end and the bottom right end of letter H in hairline serifs or Bodoni, bracketed serifs or Baskerville, slab serifs or Rockwell, wedge serifs or Wide Latin and glyphic serifs or Trajan are highlighted. The phrase ‘Lorem ipsum’ is written in sans serifs or Futura. The corners of letter L, the base of letters r, m, i, and p, the ends of letter s and the top of letter u are highlighted.




Of course, it’s not quite that simple. Some typefaces bulge at the ends and look like they want to have a serif but don’t, like Optima. Others have very tiny serifs that are barely noticeable, like Copperplate.


To make things even more confusing, script typefaces – which look like calligraphy – don’t fit into either category.


There are many arguments had about whether serif or sans serif is more readable, and in which context. These arguments are fun, and we have some of them in this book.


Display typefaces


Some typefaces are meant for greater things than body copy. These are called display typefaces. The origins of display, or title faces, lie in those illuminated letters from medieval manuscripts – what we now know as drop cap(ital)s. These big letters were meant to be arresting, intriguing and unique; quite a different aesthetic from body text, which is governed by conformity, uniformity and repetition.


18th-century printers used sand and wooden patterns to cast large letterforms for poster and signage printing, because the larger the punch, the more difficult it was to create the matrix evenly.


[image: A crate of wooden types of an assortment of letters.]


Wooden type was cheap and, according to the fine printers of the time, nasty.


In around 1810 William Caslon IV, a member of a printing/type design dynasty, introduced a new type of matrix he called sanspareil (or ‘unmatched’). He cut sheet metal into the shape of the letter then riveted this to a backing plate prior to casting the final metal sort.


The prevalence of posters and commercial signage throughout the 19th century encouraged the development of new styles of typefaces to attract attention, such as bold stroke weights, exaggerated serifs and even extremely condensed fonts.


Then, in the 1880s, Linotype was invented. This involved machinery that could literally cast a ‘line-o’-type’ in hot metal, which could be re-melted and used again and again. Instead of setting each individual letter by hand, type could now be set quickly, anywhere (where you could fit a large machine) and on-demand. In a way that’s very familiar to us now, this disruptive technology sent the US printing industry into something of a crisis towards the end of the century as the demand for handset body type plummeted.


[image: Typesetters sitting at linotype machines and typing.]


Linotype machines were used for a surprisingly long time. Here are some typesetters at work in 1935. The New York Times only decommissioned their machines in 1971.


In 1892, 23 of the then 34 US type companies, called foundries, amalgamated to form the American Type Founders Company. Two years later, the new general manager, Robert Wickham Nelson, cannily recognized that as body type was being replaced by Linotype, display type would now be the business mainstay of the mega-foundry. This was a pivot from producing masses of small metal type for hand-setting to producing larger, more unique display typefaces for headings, because display type was still easier to set by hand than to cast in hot metal over and over.


True purpose-built display typefaces have no lowercase letters because they were made to be used for headlines and at larger sizes. Other typefaces effectively function as display typefaces because, although they have lowercase letters, they cannot be read well at body copy sizes.


A true display typeface such as Copperplate can be used for lots of purposes. Like a vanilla sponge it has little ‘flavour’ and is capable of soaking up different meanings. Other display typefaces have very distinctive ‘flavours’ and are more like fish sauce: intense, and best used only in certain kinds of dishes. (Or to create an interesting contrast with the subject matter, like fish-sauce ice cream.)


Script typefaces can be used as display typefaces or as body copy, but they must be set so that the letters join up. To do otherwise is to commit a type crime.


Italics


Nowadays, an italic font is a standard variant for almost all typefaces, and we use italics for stress – the typographic equivalent of an underline – or to distinguish one part of the text from the main passage, such as a quote, or to indicate the title of a publication or film.


Originally, Italic was a distinct typeface. Until the late 15th century the dominant style of penmanship was Chancery hand, a version of Blackletter, which the historian, poet and early humanist Francis Petrarch brutally dissed as having been ‘designed for something other than reading’.


[image: A scroll with Chancery hand. The letters are not legible.]


Chancery hand. Not very readable.


Aldus Manutius, a Venetian printer, released the first complete volume to use what we now know as italics in a 1501 edition of Virgil’s poetry. By replicating the trend of cursive handwriting of the period, instead of the more rigid, traditional Chancery hand, he hoped to give his books a hip appeal.


Palaeographer James Wardrop, in his analyses of writing systems, has suggested the hallmark of Italic was its utility; an informality that improved the speed of both reading and writing.


To more closely resemble handwriting, Aldus Manutius’s edition of Virgil featured at least 65 ligatures. These are characters that combine two letters into one neat and eye-pleasing form which otherwise, when set side by side, might tangle with each other. Think of the teardrop terminal of an ‘f’ next to the dot of an ‘i’. This many special characters created a tremendous amount of work for Manutius’s punchcutter, Francesco Griffo, and probably contributed to the two falling out shortly afterwards.


[image: An opened book with colourful illustrations and Latin text in italic typeface.]


Page from Aldus Manutius’s 1501 edition of the Aldine Virgil, featuring the first italic typeface.


Aldus Manutius started a trend for small, easily portable editions of popular books, often collections of poems, called octavos. Each line of poetry in the volume began with an upright roman capital, with a distinct space before the first lowercase letter of the rest of the line set in italic.


Italics really took off. Increased book sales, with more words to the page – ker-ching – meant that everyone wanted in on the action. In the grand tradition of type design, other printers turned to plagiarism.


Manutius attempted to stem the tide of piracy by issuing the early equivalent of product warning labels:




It happens that in the city of Lyon our books appeared under my name, but full of errors. . . and deceived unwary buyers due to the similarity of typography and format. . . Furthermore, the paper is of poor quality and has a heavy odour. . .





Unfortunately, the detailed descriptions he included of those errors allowed the fakers to improve their product and make the piracy harder to detect. By 1512 the design had spread as far as Paris, and the new style of lettering was now referred to as ‘italics’, from its country of origin – Italy.



The Vox-ATypl classification system



If you want to talk about (or sell) a group of similar things it helps to organize them into groups or classes. The Vox-Atypl classification system (Vox system) categorizes typefaces based on shared characteristics, the same way botany and zoology systems arrange similar plants and animals within species and families. We use the Vox system in this book because (for better or worse) people get sorted into categories too.


The system was created in 1954 by Maximilien Vox, an art theorist and historian of French typography, and its creation is a whole story in itself (see the Novarese chapter).


[image: An illustration shows the classification of fonts.]




Description

Serif is classified into classical and modern. Classical is classified into humanist, garalde and transitional. Modern is classified into didone and mechanistic. Lineal falls under sans serif, which is further classified into grotesque, neo-grotesque and geometric. The other types of fonts are non-Latin, calligraphic and glyphic.




Diagram showing the Vox-ATypl classification system.


The international typography body (yes, there is such a thing), called Association Typographique Internationale (ATypl), adopted the Vox system in 1962 and it became a British Standard in 1967.


The Vox system divides typefaces into classes, categories and subcategories by criteria based on their main characteristics. We will explain more about these characteristics in the individual chapters.


Classicals includes the subcategories Humanist, Garalde and Transitional.


Moderns includes the subcategories Didone, Mechanistic and Lineal. ‘Lineal’ means ‘sans serif’ and is further divided into the subcategories of Grotesque, Neo-grotesque and Geometric.


By the way, Didone is a celebrity portmanteau of the surnames of two famous type designers, Firmin Didot and Giovanni Bodoni. Garalde comes from two other famous type designers, Claude Garamond and Aldus Manutius (Aldus Manutius fans call Garaldes Aldines – because of course they do).


Calligraphic is made up of the categories: Glyphic, Script, Graphic, Blackletter and, the most recently added, Gaelic.


Non-Latin Latin is the term for the letters used in European writing systems, so all other typefaces from other writing systems (such as Greek, Cyrillic, Hebrew, Arabic, Chinese and Korean) are grouped together and defined by what they are not. Rude. But better than the previous term: Exotics.


In 2021 ATypl decided to ‘de-adopt’ the Vox system and set up a working group to come up with a new system that would be truly international and include the non-Latin typefaces. An incredibly difficult task, so that’s probably why there’s still nothing more than an announcement on the ATypl website at the time of this book going to press. Even a temporary page housing the extensive working group code of conduct has been taken down.


That an extensive code of conduct was needed in the first place gives you a clue as to just how strong feelings about typography can get.


So, there you have it: type anatomy isn’t just a quirky way to name the bits and pieces of letters; it’s a testament to the painstaking craft and rich history behind every typeface. But if you think the drama ends here, hold on to your serifs and keep reading.










Times New Roman





Designer: Stanley Morison


Date: 1932


[image: Type specimen of Times New Roman with the alphabet in lowercase and uppercase, numbers, exclamation mark and question mark in normal case and italics.]


For graphic designers, Times New Roman is not a design option, it’s merely a typeface used in Word documents that are then sent to us to turn into something more interesting. You probably used Times New Roman for your school assignments. Maybe it’s your email typeface, and you doubtless use it at work. Times New Roman is a default: invisible and bereft of personality. We didn’t even use Times New Roman to draft this book, we chose Cambria so as not to bore Roger, the book’s designer.


You might be wondering why we made Times New Roman the first chapter. It’s not so we could talk about hot metal typesetting (although it’s not not because of that). Times New Roman is here at the beginning because we can thank – or blame – the typographer, printing historian and all-round giant of typography Stanley Morison for Times New Roman. Morison was famously uncompromising and fierce about typographic quality. We think of him as the kind of art director who would send back every piece of work with a note attached saying, ‘I have thoughts, we need to talk’.


You probably haven’t heard about Stanley, but we think you should, because he’s great – even if Times New Roman isn’t.


[image: A photo of Stanley Morison sitting with an opened book.]


A serious Stanley Morison.


Mr Stanley ‘I have thoughts’ Morison


Stanley Morison was born in 1889 in Wanstead, back then a borough of Essex, on the outskirts of London in the UK. His father walked out on the family when he was still a child, and young Stanley had to go to work right after primary school to help his family eat. But he didn’t let this misfortune hold him back. While working as a clerk from 1905–1912, he educated himself at the local library. It worked: the editor of The Times newspaper would later call him ‘the most intelligent man in Europe’.


The Times both inspired Morison’s life’s work and was responsible for his most famous work. His interest in typography and type design was sparked by an article about printing in The Imprint, a supplement of the newspaper. He answered an ad in the supplement and secured a job there as an assistant in 1913 (it sure sounds easier for a man without a formal education to get a job back then).


Morison would go on to work as a design director for various publishers, including Burns & Oates, Pelican Press and Cloister Press. In 1923 he was made typographic advisor (a job title we covet) for the British Monotype Corporation, where he commissioned the famous typeface Gill Sans from a young Eric Gill in 1927. Some of Morison’s other famous commissions while at Monotype were Bembo, Ehrhardt, Bell and Perpetua.


Stanley Morison is part of the storied typographic history of Cambridge University, serving as its typographic advisor from 1923 to 1959. He was a staff editor and writer for the graphic arts journal The Penrose Annual from 1925 to 1930, and worked for The Times from 1933 to 1967, becoming editor of the Times Literary Supplement after World War II when post-war austerity meant typographic work was scarce. And it’s only in the last line of his glowing biography entry that the Encyclopedia Britannica coyly mentions that he was on this famous reference work’s board of editors.


[image: An announcement on the front page of The Times.]




Description

Text reads, ‘New type on and after Monday October 3. On Monday, October 3, The Times will appear printed throughout in a new type specially designed for easy reading. The change will be made with the approval of the most eminent medical opinion. The type which is now displaced has long been a model for newspapers, throughout the world, but, in response to the need, under modern conditions, of relieving the eye of all possible strain, a new standard of clearness and legibility will be set up. On Monday also The Times returns to an older and simpler form for its main heading. The Gothic tide which, a little more than 100 years ago, supplanted the original Roman heading of The Times and become, accidentally, the commonplace heading for all newspapers, has been dropped. The straightforward style, now reinstated, is typical of the great gain in clearness of print which has been achieved on every page. The simplicity of the whole title-piece has been served by the re-establishment of the Royal coat of arms as The Times presented it in the last decade of the eighteenth century. It is reproduced at the beginning of this announcement. To its many distinctive features The Times thus adds its heading. It is as a heading should be, immediately recognizable, and it is free from affectation, in accordance with tradition, and typographically consistent. The new letterpress is the result of years of research and experiment by The Times. For the first time a newspaper has designed its own printing type. It meets the difficulties of reading in trains and cars and by artificial light.’
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On Monday, October 3, THE TIMES will appear printed throughout
in a new type specially designed for easy reading. The change will be
made with the approval of the most eminent medical opinion. The type
which is now displaced has long been a model for newspapers through-
out the world, but, in response to the need, under modern conditions, of
relieving the eye of all possible strain, a new standard of clearness and
legibility will be set up.

On Monday also THE TIMES returns to an older and simpler form for its m\am heading. The Gothic
title which, a little more than 100 years ago, supplanted the original Roman heading of THE TIMES
and became, accidentally, the commonplace heading for all newspapers, has been dropped. The
ward style, now d, is typical of the great gain in clearness of print which has been
achieved on every page. The simplicity of the whole title-piece has been served by the re-establish-
ment of the Royal coat of arms as THE TIMES presented it in the last decade of the eighteenth century.

Jris duced at the beginning of this To its many distinctive features THE TIMES

thus adds its heading. It is as a heading should be, immediately recognizable, and it is free from
affectation, in accordance with tradition, and typographically consistent.

The new letterpress is the result of years of research and experiment by THE TIMES. For the first
time a newspaper has designed its own printing type. It meets the difficulties of reading in trains and
cars and by artificial light.

“PRINTING THE TIMES” “READING THE TIMES”
THE NEW TYPE AND HEADING ARE AN ILLUSTRATED BOOKLET WHICH
DESCRIBED, AND THE REASONS FOR | IS A GUIDE TO THE CONTENTS AND
THE CHANGE EXPLAINED, IN A |  MAKE-UP OF THE PAPER FOR THOSE
SPECIALLY WRITTEN BOOKLET |  WHO ARE NOT YET REGULAR
ENTITLED “PRINTING THE TIMES.” | READERS.

THESE TWO BOOKLETS MAY BE HAD FREE AND POST FREE ON APPLICATION
TO THE PUBLISHER, THE TIMES, PRINTING HOUSE SQUARE, E.C4,
OR THROUGH NEWSAGENTS AND BOOKSTALLS.

THE TIMES—EASIEST TO READ AND BEST WORTH READING

The issues of The Times Weekly Edition, The Times Literary Suppl The Times Educational
Supplement, and The Times Trade and Enginecring Supplement will appear in the new Roman type
during and after the weck ending October 8.
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