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JUST MY TYPE is a book of stories. About
how Helvetica and Comic Sans took over the
world, About why Barack Obama opted for
Gotham, while Ay ABEFNSE found her
soul in 305 Art Deca. About the great originators
of type, from Baskerville ta Zapf, and people
like Meville Brady who threw out the rulebaok.
About the pivotal moment when fonts left
the world of Letraset and were loaded onto
computers ... and typefaces became something
we realized we all have an gpinion about. And
beyond all this, Just My Type reveals what may
be the very best and worst fonts in the world -
and what your choice of font says about you.
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In Budapest, surgeons operated on printes’s apprentice
Gyoergyi Szabo, 17, wha, brooding over the loss of a
gweetheart, had set her name in type and swallowed
the type.
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Introduction

Sove Lottows

n lich June 2005, a fifty-year-old man stood up n

front of a crowd of students at Stanford University
and spoke of his campus days ac a lesser inscitunion, Resd
College i Portland, Oregon. 'Threughout cthe campus,' he
remembered, “every poster, every label on every drawer, was
heautifully hand calligraphed. Because | had dropped out
and didn't have o cake che normal classes, [ decided o rake
a calligraphy class to learn how to do chis. | learned about
serif and sans serif rypefaces, abour varving the amount of
spmoe berween different lerter combenations, abour whar
makes greal typography great. 1owas beawtilul, historcal,
artistically subtle in a way that science can't capture, and T

tound it fascinating.
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Ar the rime, the student drop-out believed chat noching
he had learned would find a pracrical applicanon in his life.
But things changed. Ten vears after college, thar man, by the
name of Szeve Jobs, designed his first Macintosh computer,
a machmine thar came with something unprecedented — a
wide choice of fones. As well as including familiar types
such as Times Mew Roman and Helvetica, Jobs introduced
several new designs, and had evidenely taken some care in
their appearance and names, They were called after cities
he leved such as Chicage and Toronto. He wanted each of
them to be as distincr and beauriful as the calligraphy he had
encouncered a decade before, and ar least two of the fones,
Yenice and Los Angeles, had a handwritten look ro chem.

[t was the beginning of someching — a seismic shift in
our ¢veryday relanonship wich lercers and wath type, An
LCLMLOW A ELEHT I|'L:1[, witlin A :‘]t.."l,‘;a |.‘|4,-r O 340y wL:-|_||-1| ]:Il-El':.'t' I_'h:: wurd
ont' — previowsly a piece of technical language limited o
the design and printing trade — in the vocabulary of every
COMPUICT LSEL

You can’t easily find Jobss original tvpefaces these days,
which may be just as well: they are coarsely pixelated and
cumbersome e manipulate, Bue the ability to change fons
ar all seemed like technology from another planer. Befare
the Macintosh of 1984, primitive compucers offered up one
dull Face, and goosd luck trying o italicize 1. But now chere
was a choice of alphabets that did their best to recreate
something we were used to from the real world. The chief
among them was Chicago, which Apple used for all its menus
and dialogs on screen, right theough 1o the early iPods, But
you could alse opr for old hack lerters that resembled che
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work of Chaucenan scribes [hensen), clean Swiss letcers that
reflecred corporace modernism (Genaval, tall and airy letrers
rhar conld have graced the menus of oozan liners (Kew York).
There was even Ban Pragnitdoo, a fonc thar looked as if i« had
been torn from newspapers — wseful for redious school
projects and ransom notes.

IBM and Microsoft would soon do their best o copy
Apple’s lead, while domestic printers (a novel concept ar the
rime) hegan to be markered not only on speed but for the
variety of rtheir fonrs. These days the concept of “desktop
publishing’ conjures up a world of dodgy parry invitations
and soggy community magazines, but it marked a glorious
freedom from the tyranny of protessional rypeserters and the
frustrations of rubbinga sheerof Letraser. A personal chanpe
af rypetace really said somerhing: a crearive move towards
expressiveness, a liberating playfulness with words.

And roday we can imagine no simpler everyday artistic
freedom than thar pull-down font menu, Here is the spill
af histary, the echo of Johannes Gutenberg with every key
tap. Here are names we recogmize: Helvetica, Times New
Roman, Palating and Gill Sans. Here are the names
from  folics and  flaking  manuscoipes:

Bemba, Baskervilleand Caslon.
Here are possibilicics for
flair; Bodoni, Didot and
Book Anrigua. And here
are the risks of ridicule:
Brush  Script, Herculanum

Chicage tsn &0 ariky iPad
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and Braggadocio. Twenty vears ago we hardly knew them,
bur now we all have favourites. Computers have rendered s
all gads of 1ype, a privilege we could never have ancicipated
e the age of the cypewriter.

Yet when we choose Callbri over Century, or the designer
of an advertsement picks Centaur rather than Franklin
Gothic, what lies behind our choice and what impression da
we hope to create? When we choose a rypeface, what are
we really saying? Who makes chese fonts and how do chey
work? And just why do we need so many? What are we oo
do with Alligators, Accolade, Amige, Alpha Charlic, Acid
Cueen, Arbuckle, Art Gallery, Ashley Crawford, Arnald
Bicklin, Andreena, Amorphens, Angry and Anviime
Bow? Or Banjoman, Bannikova, Baylac, Binner, Binge,
Blacklight, Blippo or Bubble Bath? (And how lovely does
Bubble Bach sound, wich its thin floating linked circles
ready to pop and dampen the page?)

There are more than 100,000 fones in the world, But why
can't we keep to a half-<dozen or so - perhaps familiar faces

;h ﬁu%u‘pu
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like Times New Roman, Helvebica, Calibri, Gill Sans, Frutiger or
Falatino? Or the classic Garamond, named afrer the rype
designer Claude Garamond, active in Paris in the first hall of
the sixceench century, whose highly legible roman tvpe blew
away the heavy fustiness of his German predecessors, and
later, adapted by William Caslon in England, would provide
the lecters for the American Declaration of Independence.

Typefaces are now 560 years old, 50 when a Briv called
Matrchew Carter constructed Verdana and Georgia on his
computer in the 1990s, whar could he possibly be doing tao
an A and a B thar had never been done before? And how
did a fricnd of his make the crpeface Gotham, which easzed
Barack Obama ineo the Presidency # And wharexactly makes
a fomt presidential or American, or Bricish, French, German,
Swiss or Jewish?

These are arcane mysteries and it is the job of this book
tor get to the heart of them. Bur we should begin wich a
cautionary tale, a story of whar happens when a typeface

Eets gk Ui I..ZLi'EllTl.:II'-







We don't
serve

your type

A duck walks infe a bor ond says, TH have @
beer pleasel’ And the berman soys, Shell T put it

on your kil lF

o Fumm is char Quice funny The ficse time vou heard
it. It's the sorr of joke vou can remember = one that
shows people vou are not tatally unable roorell a joke. A
joke that a child can rell, or an uncle, The sort of joke that
if viou saw i on a greetings card would appear — as ir does
alwwe — 1n Comic Sans.
Even if you didn't know what it was called, you will be
Familiar with Comic Sans, It looks as it i was written neatly
by an eleven-vear-old; smaooth and rounded lerters, nothing
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unexpected, the sore of shape that could appear in alphabet
soup or as magners on fridges, or i Adnan Mole's diary
If you see 2 word somewhere wich cach letcer ina differcnt
colour, thar word is usually in Comic Sans.

Comic Sans is type that has gone wrong. It was designed
with strict intentions by a professional man with a solid
philosophical grounding in graphic arts, and it was
unleashed upon the world with a kind hears. It was never
intended to cause revulsion or leaching, much less end up
(as it has) on the side of an ambulance or a gravestone. It
was inended o be fun, And, oddly enough, it was never
intended o be a tvpeface an all.

The man o Blame — '.||l|'|1_|-|,.|!|;|'| FiH wouldn®t be the Frst
1o do s, and he takes any criricism with a gl;:rliill shrug ot
his shoulders — is Wineent Cormare, T 1994 Connare sal ag
his computer terminal amd starred to think that he could
improve the human condition, Most good cype starts our
this way In Connare's case, he wanted to fix a problem his
emplovers had stumbled into withour thinking,

Connare worked at Microsefr Corporanien. e joined nor
long afrer the company had started 1o deminarte the digical
world, but betore it became known as the Evil Empere. His
job ticle was not “fone designer”, for char mighr have implicd
some sort of old-world arts-and-crafs chaie whitler,
but ‘cypographic engineer’. He had arrived from Agfal
Compugraphic, where he worked on many tvpe designs,
some of them licensed o Microsoft's rival, Apple, and had
crained first as a photographer and painter.

One day early in 1994, Connare looked ar has compurer

screen and saw something scrange. He was clicking his
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way through an unreleased nal copr of Microsaft Bob, a
software package designed to be parricularly user-friendly.
It included a Fnance manager and & word processor, and for
a time was the responsibility of Melinda French, who later
became Mrs Bill Gates.

Connare spotted char chere was one thing particulardy
wrong with Bob: 1ms typeface. The instructiens, designed
in accessible language and wich appealing dluscranons
idestgned, in fact, for people who might otherwise be scared
of compurers), were ser in Times Mew Roman. This looked
ugly, because the solvware was warm and fuezy and held
vour hand, while Times Mew Roman was traditional and
chilly It appeared an even stranger choice when paired with
the child- friendly illuserations thar accompamed it, nor least
ol Bob himself — a waggy, sweet-talking dog,

Connare supgested to Microsoft Bob's designers that
his experience of working with the company's educational
and kids' sofeware mighe render him
smtahle for revamping the look

of their newest product. He
probably didn't need o list the
reazons why Times Mew Boman -
was unsuitahle, but the fArst was
tharirwas ubiquitous, and the second was
thar it was horing. It had been designed in
the carly 19308 by Stanley Maorison, a brill-
iant typagrapher whose influence on
modern publishing was immense,
too update The Times newspaper.

: ! ! Microsoft Bob, o dog i
This work had noching 1n common aearch of & font
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with the way papers are updated today — redesigns ncended
primarily 1o increase the impression of vouthfulness and
upend a decling in cireulatton. [ts prime intention was
clarity; Morison maintained that “a type which is o have
anything like a present, ler alone a future, will neither be
very “ditferent™ nor very "jolly™.’

But types have their rime, and in che middle of the 1530,
ar whar was still the dawn of the digital age, Vincent Connare
set about proving Morison wrong.

In many wavs, Comic Sans existed befors Connare made ic
lemrimate by giving it a name. ltexisted, naturally enowgh, in
comics and comic books {indeed the typeface was originally
called Comic Book). One of the books that Connare had by
his desk at Micrasaft was Basrran: The Dark Knight Returns,
by Frank Miller with Klaus Janson and Lynn Varley This

Watefrnan — = dark sEgiratian for Comlo Sans
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told the tale of che eldeely justice-doer jumping from his
anxious retirement to rake on terrible foes, only to fnd thar
he was even moere unpopular wich Gotham authoricies than
ever. The book was s huge crossover hit, reaching people who
would previously have been embarrassed ro carry whar was
then becoming an acceprable art form, the graphic novel.
Along with Alan Moaore’s and Dave Gibbon's Waichmen,
another influence on Connare, it marked che point where
comics staked their elaim as bath literarure and arr,

Batman: The Dark Knight Retieres was not that dissimilar
from DC and Marvel comics of old, although it was now
increasingly sinister, ies characters taunted by rerrible inner
demons, lts value to the tvpographer was thar it achieved
thar near-sublime melding of visuals and rexr, where
one didn’t swamp the other, and both could be absorbed
simultaneowsly It was like watching a perfectly subtitled
film, When the Joker, scemingly dyving, spits out TLL ... SEE
YO . IM HELL—" the reader skips from box to box gasping,
This is perfect type, or ar least perfect ype suited to the
medium; it might look odd in a Bible.

This was Connare’s goal oo, but he was aware thar
comic-book exr was nor always wsed so seamlessly Those
not exposed (o comic books for years would perhaps be
more familiar with Roy Lichtienstein's pop art type, inspired
borh by comics af the 19508 and the poerry of Phil Spector
records, There was a primicive irony in Lichtenstein's use
of the words “WHAAM! and 'AAARRRCGGIINIITN', and
a knowing humour in his yellow-haired damsels sobbing,
“Thar's the way 1t should have begoun! Bur it’s hopeless!” But
this was obtrusive type, cype with an arrcsiing message.
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Of conrse, Connare knew thar both Lichrenseein and Frank
Miller's Batman didn’t use rype ar all, but lezcers that had
heen hand-drawn for each bos. This gave ir great Aexabilicy
and varicry — no owo letrers exactly the same, the possibilicy
af stressing a svllable by gently increasing the pressare on
the nib — but Connare’s appreciation of the craftsmanship
did noching to solve the probleny of Miceosofr Bob, This
new software requited a new type interface that looked
as if it had been drawn by a creative and [riendly hand {a
hand thar would hold your hand as vou clicked through).
His lerrers wauld be the same every time they were used bur
they would scill look human.

Connare used cthe then-standard tool ber desigming type
pnoa comporer — Macromedia Fontographer — drawing
each letter repeatedly within a grid unel he got the siyle
he required, He chose the equivalent of a childs blunced
scissors — sofr, rounded letters, with no sharp poines te snag
vou. He deew hoch capirals and lower case, and printed them

out to examine their dimensions when placed nexr 1o each

Aa Bb Cc Dd Ee Ff
Gg Hh Ti J j Kk LI Mm Nn
Qo Pp Qq Rr Ss Tt Uu

Vv Ww Xx Yy Zz

Cornic Sang i all ns chilckke glory
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