Prologue: then, and now

This book is partly based on An Arlas of
Typeforms (which James Suteon and | wrote in
1968 ). abridged and mostly rewniten; o it is
added a parallel story of architectural and
vernacular lettering. That book came ourin

a world unlike oy s, The intervening forty
vears have seen major changes brought about
by technology; changes in society and the
economy which encouraged the dominance
of proficover "'worthwhileness”; and changes
in commercial preferences than effectively
brought an end to my paraltel story. Much

of this present book is history; but for a full
understanding of rype woday, we need 1o know
that history,

The Atlas was published in the very sunse!
of metal type and letterpress printing, The
types shown here are those metal tpes, for
they are often historically more revealing than
today 's digital designs derived from them,
Many of the post-1750 1ypes | show are either
from the original punches or matrices, or very
close copies of the ariginals, Thus, when |
compare these with the lettering of my
parallel story — architectural or vernacular
forms — any relationship is a valid one; for the
new technology and diginsanon created
problems which had to be overcome by some
maodification ol the meral form. | discuss this
and show some such changes st the end of
the book,

That chamging rechnology was initially —
iris generally agreed — a disaster. Types were
badly adapted for filmsetting — as it was then —
and print quality was generally dull and fat.
The printed type was grey and insipid, lacking
the spackle and richness of good lenerpress,
and halftones were drab. It was. on the whole,
not a happy episode in prinding history. The
story woday is different. Hustranions are vich
in tone and colour; detail is retained, allowing
{if need be) illustrations w be quice small
withoue loss of meaning. We now take it for
granted thar illustrations and their related ext
are placed together, and forget the time when
pictures were bunched up in a distant parc of
the book. as so often happened, for technical
reasons, in the days of lewerpress. Type is now

properly black and erisply printed, although
unfortunately, as | explain later, some old
friends were diginsed in a form thar often
makes theim too light. especially in smaller
sizes. Recently, some “second generation’
versinns have ap]:earcd, anming o be more
authentic. Yer it matters not how faithful they
are to the originals; they merely need o be
usable.

Bur against any disappointments can be set
the control a knowledgeable designer has over
the typeseining irself, AppleMacs and their kin
allow all Geofirey Dowding's Finer Poines in
the Spacing end Arrangement of Type of 1954
10 be implemented following the designer's
personal preferences and idiosyncrasies, of
which most good typographers have a sackful,
birterly upheld and contested, with zero
rolerance for alternative views,

Previously, the designer was to some extent
at the mercy ol the compositor, who might
have been both ignorant and careless. Bun
more olten, in the book trade, he was nor. He
not only set the rype. but made a coneribution
thar today should be done — burt is often not
dine — by a publisher’s house editor — an
essential member of the production tewn
who frequently secms o have gone missing,
Thar compositor of vesterday would correct
punctuarion, grammar, spelling, and even
query facrs, for they were highly trained
craftsmen, having served a six-year
apprenticeship in a rade that jealously
guarded its skills, Many authors today.
because they own an AppleMac, believe, in
their ignorance, that they can design and set
their own books, which they can, ol course,
but badly.

Today we have to work as if we had
undergome the lomg years of apprenticeship
ihar those men in the prinrer’s composing
room had experienced. IF a designer restricts
himsell ur herself 1o a few typestyles. entugh
accumulated knowledge is gained o enable
informed decisions on the optimum letter fis,
lewerspacing and leading for particular sizes
to be made. Who needs mare dhan five or six
typestyles? A thorough knowledge of and







In conrrast wo those rakeovers and
groupings, the new rechnology has allowed
the setting up of tny publishers willing 10
chance their arm (or their maney), somerimes
ratlier jucauriously. Such kitchen mble
adventurers, admirable ihough they ave,
can be hoeribly ignorant of the subtleties of
typeforms and rypography. It would be nice
to think that. once the ininal excirement has
worn off, they teel a desire 10 know more
dabuue type, that versadle wol with which
we work. Tt is not knowledge thar simply
hiappens: it requires some effort o attain, I
the lack of it becomes the norm. the beginning
ol a slippery slope beckons. Conversely, the
work of just two men, Tschichold und
Schmaoller, ar Penguin from 19y7 onwards,
raised the standard of design and printing
feor the whaole of British publishing, even of
printing generally. That happened within the
conrext of a particularly lucky eombinarion of
circumstances. a context this Prologue has
rried 1o depict.

Paralle] lines never meet. and my rwo parallel
stories of typelorms and architectural /
vernacular fettering do not get seriously
entangled untl the beginning of the
nineteenth century. That enranglement
seemed (o stop coincidentally abour the same
time as metal type died our, and the world jusc
deseribed became 2 memary; although there is
no suggestion of a causal link. Nonetheless.
no continuacon of a similar reladonship is
derectable today, not least because the
tradition of vernacular lertering. and the
arclitectural use of leteering, has
unfortunately more or less died out.

Perhaps we are too close in ame o detect
any pattern in contemporary type design,
amongst the welter of new forms, yet alone
relate chem ro any parallel scory. From roday's
perspective we can easily see the earher
interaction of different readitions, aud their
creative consequences. The caps of early
typetorms derived ultimately from Roman
inscriptions, the lowerease from Renaissance
calligraphy which iesell had a convoluted

history. Such .o inherirance broke down in the
beginning of the ninetcenth century when i
wiis jolted off course by a combination of
indusirial vequirements, and somewhat naive
ideas about the Noble Savage and rugged
antiquity, which was how the intellectually
fashionable Greek world was regarded. Dut
today there is neither a consistent influence

of carved or pen forms, nor the inellecual
backing ol a historical dheory. Those ‘ourside’
influences had a reinvigorating effect on rype,
and type design was an equally beneficial
influence on those other forms of lettering,
The lack of this happy interaction is
impoverishing to buth, Looking a it frum
our close-up viewpoine, there seems now an
individualistic free-for-all. not a steady
development. on a broad front, of inherired
torms or tradinions. Such a sttuanion rather
reflecis the ageressive and comperitive sociery
in which the design and publishing worlds
now aperate, Yet there is 3 conrradiction here,
tor that aggression seems o be strangely
conservative and afraid of the individualism,
ar the belief in “worthwhileness', thai
characterised the small publishers in their
calmer world of the 1ggos, 19505 and 196ios,

Tlus 15 a history hook. Many new types (far
too many) have been produced in the last
thirty years, which can be examined in the
plethora of type books now available, Bur one
strand of my dual story has disappeared from
the scene. The long and vigorous rradition of
vernacular lertering in England had been dealt
a blaw in the early rwentieth century by the
reverence for Trajan roman initiated by
Edward Johnston and some of his disciples,
This torm was widely adopred in varying
degrees of accuracy or sensitivity by
organisations — banks, commercial firms,
municipal authorities, the Minisiry of Works -
who feltir conveved good mste and dignity.
The rradition was (urther weakened by
commercial sign-producing firms who could
supply the inereasingly brash high sireets with
cheap products in modern (thar is, plastic)
form, normally using a debased typeface.

The seli-employed fonrieyman, creating
many different styles of his own, oravelling
the cotmtry, shouting at the op of his voice,
as ane voluble Trish signwriter pur it, that he
is happy with his existence, isno longer in
demand. And the rare architecr with an
interesi in lewering is nor usually bold
enough (or is not allowed by local planning
authurites) i desipn or commission
innovative forms.

The English levering tradinion crossed
the Atdantic seemingly as early as the mid-
eighteenth century, i nor earlier. As Paul
Shaw has suggested. in the journal Farum,
emigracing lenercarvers could have been
partly responsible. There are wombstanes
duted berween 1750 and 1800 in Manhatan
that suspiciously resemble some in the Vale of
Belvoir and Nottinglamshire carved less than
ten years earlier. For whatever reason, the
English sryle rook vigorous root in America,
where it became part of the seene, including
rype design.

Tlhie only other countey where external
influences affected rype design appears tw have
been Germany. where a healthy tradition of
inventive {that is, non-Johnstonian)
calligraphy has had an almest subliminal
elfect on tvpe design, nor least because some
practising calligraphers have designed rypes
distantly reflecting the personal styie of dheir
pen forms. In England. professional leteving
craftsmen such as Michael Harvey (whao
works inall forms of letering, in all media)
likewise bridige the gap between the different
disciplines. Bur that is one designer trans-
posing his own styles: a different form ol
interaction than the one 1 have rred o pursue
here.




*The listorical sense invulyos o perception,”
wrote T S Elior, ‘novonly of the pasimess of
the past, but of its presence: the hisiworical
sense compels i man to write not merely with
his own generation in his bones, bur with a
feeling that the whole of literature of Lurope
from Homer ... has a simultaneous existence.”
similarly. book designers working today
should feel the presence of the past: they
should be avare of the whole of European
printing since Jenson,
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Introduction

William Moreis wrare of Nicholas fenson's
ronran: " This tvpe £ studied with much care,
getung it photographed i o bty wale, and
drawing it over many times hefore f hegan
desigrmng myv owen letrer,”

So opens the mtroduction to An Atles of
Typeforms, published in 1968, Today the idea
of drawing letters probably seems bizarre 1o
students and younger designers; but in 1968 it
{or Lerraser) was stll the only realistic way of
presenting lertering on your design. Tracing
letters off 4 type specimen sheet, rracing them
dewn, painting them in (continually checking
with the original): this laborious process
taught vou a lot about typeforms and the
differences berween the styles. Even rubbing
down Letraser taught you something, How
much real knowledge do you gain today by
staring at the computer screen?

Even in 168 James Sutton and 1 fely the
need for a book deawing agention to the
shapes of letrers we all mke so much for
granted. By enlarging selected letters of rypes
then in general use, and relating them o
historical examples, we hoped to demonstrate
ihe development of typelorms over the
centuries, w0 provide background under-
standing to the types we use today, to show
how and why the forms changed. As our
introduction explained:

This arlas &s an aitempt to thow by lusication,
rather than by explaining fn wordy, the main
chienges int type forms aver Soo years of printing.
e fave enfarged many of the most impurtant
types in the history of printing so thar their
shapes can be seen dlearly and compared. We also
show, andy slightly reduced, an orcginal use of
the eype, witich furcher demonsirares ies qualivies;
then follow enfarged lerters and full alphabers
dertved [rom ar in the manner af the same
hestortcal orginal.

IFe have wsed the broadly chronnfogical
headings of Old Face, Transitional, Modern,
et rather than more sophisticated svirems whose
virtues are sell heing debared. Many types tuday
have no very clear ancestry as under modern
cutidttions the wie of old tvpe face designs s onlv
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possible after drastic revision; fue when learning
abaut types the authors fownd it helpful o loak a
the destgns of the past in their historical setting
There seermed o be a conainuity th the chamges

it leseer forms which made them casier o
undersiond and identify. and compardson wich
muodern faces fuvea r.r.:.q.:||r|:.r£r f.frj:-‘f-'f.ll into therr
narure.

This present book omits buth the illusirations
of somewhar ‘disiressed” enlargements of
listorical types, and the books showing these
types i use, which made such an impact in the
Atlas; for we reproduced these hige romes lull
siee or nearly so, and that necessitared our own
book being of monswrous size wo, much 1o the
dislike of bookshops, and presenting storage
prublems to the purchaser as well. Bue in those
days publishers relied on their personal
jucdgement, or hunch; ours barely blinked ar a
request for o book yo5 = 256 mm. Despice the
size, or perhaps because of it the Arfas
became a classic, Yet it almost immediately
became aut-of-date: for while the book was
splendidly printed by offser, all the types
shown were metal, 1o be consigned o history
a mere year or two later and replaced by early
filmser types. (ar inferior both 1o the meral
forms and ro oday’s PostSeript types. 1t is
these metal forms that are shown here, for
reasons explained earlier. The enlargements
still demonstrate what amazing shapes these
taken-for-granied symbuols are, and which the
human mind can wrn into sound. thoughis
and ideas.

This is emphatically not a tvpe specimen
boak. and any atempt i use it as such could
produce dismaving resulis. even though most
iypes shown are available in PostSeript form.
Whar ir sers our 1o do is relate, clearly and
succinctly, the how, why und what of type
development. There are far too many new
types today; but most merely continue the
story along the same lines while being
governed by the requirements ol new
technology. 11 rypes are o lunction they
cannot cliange lorm too drastically. The
changes in the mineteenth iind twentiedh




The ablique stress of rounded forms seems
ter aiel readdability, subtly playing against the
straight verdicals. While the ourside form of
both the lowercase v and the capiral is usually
more or less a circle, the inside is oval. Such
inside shiapes are as important as the outer
forms, and were something one becomes

aware of when tracing ol and drawing letrers.

Printing never developed in isolation:
the culture behind it was always a powerful
influence. The skills of punchoutters, the
inventiveness of press builders, the improve-
ments in manufactaring methods which
turned that inventiveness into realiy, the
developments in papermaking. inink
formulation: all contribured. The whole
sociery in which printing was embedded is
reflecred. century by century, in the overall
appearance of the printed resulr, and in the
types which form such a crucial pare of i

The significant stages in the development
of the classic serifed roman face can be

illustrated by the eight examples opposite,
Relaung them o their background culwre,

it can be said thar the Venetians supplied
Renaissance intellectuals; Kerver, Garamond
and their fellows, French noblemen; the Dureh
pristers, the rising mercanle classes; Caslon,
English commerce and down-to-earth
COMMONSEnse.

A radical change occurred in France,
reflecting the haughiy brilliance of Louis
XIV's court and academic intellecruality of
the time. John Baskerville softened this o
print. amongst other things, classic texis
for the cultured 'Grand Tourers'. Soon his
innovarions were accentuated by others o
crente glittering rypes for English poets and
writers, and which reflected a brilliant society
and the high rechinical craftsmanship available.
Bodoni continued this trend, perhaps slighdly
overstepping the mark, with type and boaks
for the sophisticated avistoerar, losing in the
process the subtle chythms of pen forms.

RENAISSANCE SCRIPT. From a Florentine manuscript of 1455
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