
The evolution of symbols have influ-
enced the letterforms we use today. 
They played a prominent role in  
communication from recording infor-
mation, representing ideas, and  
expressing ourselves. 



Pictograms 

Pictures of an object in the physical world. Some scholars say 
cave paintings could be considered one of the earliest forms 
of graphic communication; for instance, these could be hunt-
ing instructions.



Ideograms 

Simplified or stylized pictograms. Symbols made of geometric 
shapes to represent an idea.



Phonograms 

Symbols or signs representing primary sounds. The Phoeni-
cians developed a set of 22 symbols.



Greek Alphabet 

The Phoenician alphabet was adapted by the Greeks,  
it was the first to have distinct letters for vowels as well as 
consonants



Roman Alphabet 

Romans adopted the Greek alphabet and fashioned several 
more distinctive letters. 



Belief in important religious texts  
promoted the production of books.

Nearly all books, Illuminated Manu-
scripts, were written in monasteries, 
by scribes who were production  
letterers. 



Illuminated Manuscripts 

Books were objects of value and contained elaborate orna-
mentation. Illustrated initials were painstakingly designed. 
Monks could devote a lifetime to a single manuscript.



Parchment was being replaced by the  
invention and availability of paper.

Wooden blocks of type stamps were 
being replaced with letterforms cast in 
steel. 

The increased demand for books, in-
cluding the growth of universities, 
moved book craft from the monastery 
to production facilities. 



Invention of Printing 

Movable type was perfected by Johannes Gutenberg in  
Germany in the 15th century. For the first time, a technical  
system of mass production was applied to publishing. Each 
metal alphabet character could be hand-cast in great quanti-
ties. These types could then be assembled and imprinted to 
paper via special inks and a printing press of his own design. 



The first typefaces were directly mod-
eled on the forms of calligraphy, a  
reflection of the tension between hand 
and machine.



Blackletter emulates a dense, dark handwriting, a highly orna-
mental style of typography. 

Gutenberg used blackletter in his Bible. 



Italic letters were introduced in the fif-
teenth century and modeled on a more 
casual style of handwriting. For cal-
ligraphers, the italic form saved time 
when writing the text, while in printing, 
the cursive form saved space. 



Today, the italic style in most fonts  
is not simply a slanted version of the  
roman (like oblique); it incorporates 
the curves, angles, and narrower  
proportions associated with cursive 
forms.



In the sixteenth century, printers began 
integrating roman and italic forms into 
type families with matching weights. 



A small family is an intimate group  
consisting of roman, italic, small caps, 
and possibly bold, bold italic, semi-
bold, and semibold italic styles. 



A superfamily consists of dozens of  
weights and/or widths. 
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Palatino  
Humanist or Old Style 
The roman typefaces of the 
fifteenth and sixteenth centuries 
emulated classical calligraphy.

Clarendon  
Egyptian or Slab Serif 
Heavy slablike serifs used for 
advertising. There were numerous 
bold and decorative typefaces 
designed.

Gill Sans  
Humanist Sans Serif 
Sans-serif typefaces with human-
ist characteristics.

Helvetica  
Transitional Sans Serif 
Uniform, upright characters 
makes it similar to transitional serif 
letters.

Futura  
Geometric Sans Serif 
Built around geometric forms. The 
Os are perfect circles, As and Ms 
sharp triangles.

Baskerville  
Transitional 
These typefaces have sharper 
serifs, a more vertical axis, and 
higher contrast than humanist 
letters.

Bodoni  
Modern 
Radically abstract with thin, 
straight serifs, vertical axis, and 
sharp contrast from thick to thin 
strokes.

A basic system of classifying typefaces was devised in the 
nineteenth century, when printers sought to identify a heritage 
for their own craft analogous to that of art history.



Humanist or Old Style 1400s to 1600s 
These roman typefaces emulated clas-
sical calligraphy. Many typefaces today, 
including Bembo, Garamond, Palatino, 
and Jenson are named after printers who 
worked in the 15th and 16th centuries. 
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Bruce Rogers, 1914, based on Nicholas Jenson’s type, 1470.



Claude Garamond

1480–1561



Jan Tschichold,  
1967



Transitional 1700s to 1800s 
Eighteenth century printers, William 
Caslon and John Baskerville abandoned 
the rigid nib of humanism for the flex-
ible steel pen and the pointed quill. These 
typefaces have sharper serifs, a more 
vertical axis, and vivid contrast between 
thick and thin elements.
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John Baskerville

1757



Eric Gill

1929



Modern 1800s  
Giambattista Bodoni and Firmin Didot 
carried Baskerville’s severe vocabulary 
to new extremes. Their typefaces—which 
have a vertical axis, sharp contrast be-
tween thick and thin, and crisp, waferlike 
serfis—unhinged from calligraphy and ty-
pographic tradition. 
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Giambattista  
Bodoni

1740–1813



Firmin Didot

1799



The rise of industrialization and mass 
consumption came advertising, a new 
form of communication demanding 
new kinds of typography.

Fonts of astonishing height, width,  
and depth appeared. Serifs abandoned 
their role as finishing details to be-
come independent architectural  
structures.  



Egyptian or Slab Serif 1900s 
These typefaces transformed the  
serif from a refined detail to a load-bear-
ing slab. The slab serif  asserts its own 
weight. It was quickly denounced as a  
typographical  monstrosity.
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Monotype  
Corporation

1934



Thorowgood  
and Co.

1845



Humanist 1900s   
Humanist characteristics include propor-
tions that were modeled on old style  
typefaces, open strokes and a slightly  
higher contrast in strokes in comparison 
to other sans-serif typefaces. They re-
tained some elements of writing.
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Eric Gill

1928



Adrian Frutiger

1976



Transitional 1900s   
Closely related to the characteristics of 
transitional serifed typefaces, these type-
faces include a more upright axis and a  
uniform stroke.
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Max Miedinger

1957



Adrian  
Frutiger

1957



Morris Fuller  
Benton

1902



The avant-garde artists of the early 
twentieth century rejected historical 
forms for works that are experimen-
tal, radical, or unorthodox. They aban-
doned the human hand and offered 
austere alternatives. 



Geometric Sans Serif 1900s   
At the Bauhaus, Herbert Bayer and Jo-
sef Albers constructed letters from basic 
geometric forms—the circle, square, and 
triangle. The Bauhaus was an art school 
in Germany that combined crafts and the 
fine arts. 
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Paul Renner

1927



Monotype Imaging

1991



Responding in 1967 to the rise of elec-
tronic communication, Wim Crouwel 
rejected typographic convention and 
designed his letters for optimal display 
on a video screen.



In 1967 Wim Crouwel designed the typeface New Alphabet, a 
design that embraces the limitations of the technology used 
by early data display screens, thus only containing horizontal 
and vertical strokes. 



In 1985 Zuzana Licko embraced the 
language of digital equipment with the 
addition of the personal computer. She 
and her husband Rudy VanderLans 
were cofounders of Emigre Fonts and 
Emigre magazine.



Zuzana Licko created coarse-resolution fonts for desktop 
screens and printers in 1985. These fonts have since been in-
tegrated into Emigre’s extensive Lo-Res font family, designed 
for print and digital media. Some fonts include: Emperor, Oak-
land, and Emigre.



The early 1990s, designers grew dis-
satisfied with clean, unsullied surfac-
es, seeking to use more physical pro-
cesses. Letters became scratched, 
bent, bruised, and polluted. 



Template Gothic designed in 1990 by Barry Deck, is based on 
letters drawn with a plastic stencil.  
The typeface refers to a process that is mechanical and man-
ual. Deck designed Template Gothic while he was a student of 
Ed Fella.



Edward Fella creates designs by hand and with software, com-
bining diverse techniques.



Although the 1990s are remembered 
for chaos and decay, type designers 
still built general purpose typefaces 
designed to accommodate broad  
bodies of text.



Mrs Eaves designed by Zuzanna Licko. Licko produced his-
torical revivals during the 1990s alongside her experimental 
display faces. Mrs Eaves is inspired by the eighteenth century 
types of Baskerville, and is one of the most popular typefaces 
of its time. In 2009, Mrs Eaves was joined by the sans-serif Mr 
Eaves.



, 

Erik Spiekermann is a legendary German type designer. He 
has published numerous books and articles on the subject of 
typography for magazines. Spiekermann with his significant 
other, Joan Spiekermann, launched the FontShop. It was the 
first mail-order producer and distributer of electronic fonts.



Gotham was introduced by Tobias Frere-Jones in 2000. Go-
tham is derived from letters found at the Bus Terminal in New 
York City. It became the signature typeface of Barack Obama’s 
2008 presidential campaign.



Restraint by Marian Bantjes, ornament font which happens to 
contain letterforms.



Graphic designers consider the history  
of typefaces, their current connota-
tions, as well as their formal qualities 
when choosing a typeface. 


