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A basic system for 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 letterforms are closely connected to
calligraphy and the movement of the hand.
Transitional and modern typefaces are more
abstract and less organic.
These three main groups correspond roughly
to the Renaissance, Baroque, and Enlightenment periods in art and literature.
Designers in the twentieth and twenty-first
centuries have continued to create new typefaces based on historic characteristics.
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HUMANIST OR OLD STYLE
The roman typefaces of the fifteenth and sixteenth centuries
emulated classical calligraphy. Sabon was designed by Jan
Tschichold in 1966, based on the sixteenth-century typefaces of Claude Garamond.

TRANSITIONAL
These typefaces have sharper serifs and a more vertical axis
than humanist letters. When the fonts of John Baskerville
were introduced in the mid-eighteenth century, their sharp
forms and high contrast were considered shocking.
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MODERN
The typefaces designed by Giambattista Bodoni in the
late eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries are radically abstract. Note the thin, straight serifs; vertical axis;
and sharp contrast from thick to thin strokes.

EGYPTIAN OR SLAB SERIF
Numerous bold and decorative typefaces were introduced in the nineteenth century for use in advertising.
Egyptian fonts have heavy, slab-like serifs.
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HUMANIST SANS SERIF
Sans-serif typefaces became common in the twentieth
century. Gill Sans, designed by Eric Gill in 1928, has humanist characteristics. Note the small, lilting counter in
the letter a , and the calligraphic variations in line weight.

SANS SERIF
Helvetica, designed by Max Miedinger in 1957, is one
of the world’s most widely used typefaces. Its uniform,
upright character makes it similar to transitional serif
letters. These fonts are also referred to as “anonymous
sans serif.”
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GEOMETRIC SANS SERIF
Some sans-serif types are built around geometric forms.
In Futura, designed by Paul Renner in 1927, the Os are
perfect circles, and the peaks of the A and M are sharp
triangles.
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Classification

TYPE FAMILY:

Adobe Garamond was designed by Robert Slimbach in 1988.

ADOBE

GARAMOND

The idea of organizing typefaces into matched
families dates back to the sixteenth century, when
printers began coordinating roman and italic faces.
The concept was formalized at the turn of the
twentieth century.

The roman font is the core or spine from which a family of typefaces derives.
The roman form, also called “plain” or “regular,” is the
standard, upright version of a typeface. It is typically conceived
as the parent of a larger family.

adobe garamond regular

Italic fonts, which are based on cursive writing, have forms distinct from roman.
adobe garamond italic

The italic form is not simply a mechanically slanted version of the
roman: it is a separate typeface. Note that the letter a has a different
shape in the roman and italic variants of Adobe Garamond.

         the lowercase -.
Small caps (capitals) are designed to integrate with a line of text,
where full-size capitals would stand out awkwardly. Small capitals
are slightly taller than the x-height of lowercase letters.

adobe garamond expert (small caps)

Bold (and semibold) typefaces are used for emphasis within a hierarchy.
Bold versions of traditional text fonts were added in the twentieth
century to meet the need for emphatic forms. Sans-serif families
often include a broad range of weights (thin, bold, black, etc.).

adobe garamond bold and semibold

Bold (and semibold) typefaces each need to include an italic version, too.
The typeface designer tries to make the bold versions feel similar
in contrast to the roman, without making the overall form too
heavy. The counters need to stay clear and open at small sizes.

adobe garamond bold and semibold italic

A full type family has two sets of numerals: lining (123) and non-lining ().
adobe garamond regular and expert numerals

Lining numerals occupy uniform units of horizontal space, so
that the numbers line up when used in tabulated columns.
Non-lining numerals, also called “text” or “old style” numerals,
have a small body size plus ascenders and descenders, so that
they mix well on a line with lowercase letters.

A type family   faked by slanting, or inflating, or
italic

bold

small caps

type crime:
type crime:
pseudo italics
pseudo bold
The wide, ungainly Padded around the
forms of these skewed edges, these letters
letters look forced
feel blunt and dull.
and unnatural.

SHRINKING

letters.

type crime:
pseudo small caps
These shrunken
versions of full-size
caps are puny

This page from Thinking with Type is provided as a pdf to
facilitate classroom discussions. The pdf can be viewed on
screen and blown up as needed.
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jacques derrida’s theory of deconstruction asks how
representation inhabits reality. How does the external image of

small caps

things get inside their internal essence? How does the surface
get under the skin? WESTERN CULTURE since PLATO has
been governed by such oppositions as inside/outside and mind/
caps

caps

body. If writing is but a copy of spoken language, typography is
even further removed from the primal source of meaning in the
mind of the author. Typography includes not only the letters of
the alphabet but also numerals (1, 2, 3, 7, 8, 9 or 1, 2, 3, 7, 8, 9).
D ERRIDA used the term grammatology to name the study of writing
as a distinctive form of representation.
old style or non-lining numerals

lining numerals

small caps, upper and lower case

Text adapted from Ellen Lupton and
J. Abobtt Miller, “Deconstruction
and Graphic Design,” Design Writing
Research: Writing on Graphic Design
(London: Phaidon Boooks). Written
in Scala, 1996.
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