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Typography History
Lecture/Demonstration

Pictograph of Ox circa 3500BC

· From Pictograms >shapes that represented a basic visual vocabulary i.e. ox or tree

· Ideograms>evolved combination of pictograms to describe more complex subject such as man+worman=family

· phonograms (letterform that represents a sound or syllable)

The main function of letterforms is to convey to the eye a symbolic representation of language.  The development of letterforms and writing was taking place in a number of advanced cultures at about the same time period.  The development of alphabets was not the result of one culture but in several of the ancient world's more sophisticated societies.  Concepts were passed along and improved through trade and travel and, as a result, alphabets evolved to meet the needs of different cultures.   Sumeria (Middle East), Egypt  and China were leaders. Time period (3000-2000 BC)

Still the evolution of a written language was for the privileged.  Those that could read and write had power…prior to the development of written language memory or the ability to retain and communicate the oral history or legends had the power.

Just as in our current century, technology shaped the evolution of typography.  Materials and tools to write and save written material were limited.  Stone could be carved with chisels but not until the invention of papyrus, then parchment and finally paper by the Chinese in 105AD was a medium available that was portable, durable and cheap enough for more than just the elite to own and use.  Paper quickly became the medium of choice. Keep that thought.

Our English alphabet evolved from the Roman which in turn was influenced by the Greeks (they spent several hundred years fighting with each other.  By 100 AD the Roman Empire was at it's peak and as was the custom, the conquering Romans would mark their victories with Arches and columns with self righteous praise (carved in stone of course with an alphabet of 21 Roman characters.  Early examples of Roman stone carving are the first inscriptions to display serifs.

I mentioned the Chinese invention of paper a moment ago……that was in 105AD but the Romans were using wax boards and stylus, then papyrus and parchment with flat tipped reed pens until 400 AD.   Both scrolls and codex's (side by side pages) were produced by scribes to record government and religious content.  Paper ultimately superceded these other materials due to its cost and ability to be folded without breaking. This lead to larger books and documents.  A "standard" Roman script or hand evolved and was used with minor modification through the fall of the Empire in early 500AD.  With the break-up of the Empire regional evolution of Roman lettering styles took place.  Notably the Celts  with rounded forms and the French/German Gothic influence with heavy dark letterforms.  The middle ages 

ended in about1400 with the Renaissance or "rebirth"

The invention of printing with movable type by Gutenburg in 1450's was the most significant advancement in communication.  Printing was being done with carved or cast blocks where an entire page or illustration was on one solid block.   Gutenburg's concept of individual pieces of type with a letterform on each piece that could be arranged and rearranged was revolutionary.  Books could now be printed en mass.   Previously the common man could read prohibitively expensive books reserved for only the privileged.  The democratization of information spread literacy…..Haven't we heard this recently about the hype of the WWW??

Back to the topic of typography…..even with the invention of the printing press, metalsmiths were still trying to design type that copied the handwritten script style.  In fact, Gutenburg's goal was to create a document that looked as though it were hand lettered.  His ultimate achievement in printing was the 42 line Gutenburg Bible which, unfortunately, he was unable to see finished because he was fired by his boss at the publishing company!

The importance of moveable type printing and the explosive growth in publishing cannot be overstated!  In the 50 years following Gutenburg's invention the number of books in print increase from 50 thousand to 9 million and over 140 major print houses were established in Europe alone.  Historians agree that without printing and the exchange of ideas and knowledge that it allowed the great revolutions of the next century (French and American) would not have been possible.

Claud Garamond (1490-1561)

A Frenchman, Claud Garamond designed a series of fonts based on Roman lettering but sized better for the printed page and more readable (1530).  His fonts were almost exclusively used in middle Europe for over 200 years (show Garamond page)  Need to be able to recognize this  note characteristic of the lower and upper case g to detect subtle differences in these classic fonts. 

William Caslon (1692-1766) Caslon Roman

John Baskerville (1706-1775)

Giambattista Bodoni (1740-1813)

Eric Gill (1882-1947)

Fredrick Goudy (1890-1930?)

Paul Renner (1878-1956) Futura

Adrian Frutiger (1878-1956) Univers

Edward Hoffman (1950's) 

Typography Terms

letterform

typeface

type family  

