Introduction to Typography

 

Although the fundamentals of basic lettering are simple, the use of typography, calligraphy and hand lettering are more complex and require a certain degree of planning in order to create readable text.  Basically, all of the characters in the Roman Alphabet (the alphabet for Latin - used also by English speaking people) are made up of triangles, squares and circles in terms of shape.  These are loosely translated into vertical, horizontal, diagonal and curves in terms of lines. Numerous refinements have modified these simple shapes or lines for the sake of aesthetics.  There is a special terminology associated with lettering forms and the principal letter elements are shown on the diagram below:
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LETTERING TERMINOLOGY
ELEMENTS OF TYPE:  The bowls and stems of the lower case letters establish the 'x' height of a given alphabetic style in any specific size.  When the stem is extended above the 'x' height it is called an ascender.  When it drops below it is called a descender.  The open space in a letter is called a counter while the little prominences on the ends of these characters are called serifs.  The rounded juncture which connects the stem with the serif is called the bracket.

 

     In typography the term character consists of letters, numerals and punctuation marks of which letters are divided into two categories: Upper Case and Lower Case.  These letter categories are more commonly referred to as Capitals and Small Letters.  Commercial printers and designers always refer to Upper and Lower cases because of the box position holding letters during hand typesetting.  It is important to note that all the elements of type may not be present in all type forms, e.g., Upper Case letters do not have Ascenders and Descenders.  Some font types do not have serifs while others do and still others lack the bracket for the serif. A common letter type which lacks serifs is called Helvetica. A close look at the differences between New York and Bodoni demonstrates a serif font type without the bracket.
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Normally, alphabets are divided into three distinctly unique styles:  Roman Styles (having thick and thin elements and usually serifs.), Sans Serif Styles (without serifs and frequently having a uniform thickness) and Display Styles (which may or may not have serifs, possess different thicknesses and sizes and can be quite elaborate).  
Within each category there are Italic versions (in which characters slope at a uniform angle), Condensed (letters are squeezed together in terms of spacing and form), Expanded (letter widths and spacing is somewhat elongated), Light (letters are plain text and thin), Bold (letters are thicker and darker) and Extra Bold (thicker than bold) which can affect all the various font types. On a computer for example this is taken much further in terms of stylization options: Outline, Shadow, Super and Subscript, Strike Thru, not to mention Colour and Value as well. Examples of font stylizations are shown below:
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SPACING OF CHARACTERS

             The spacing of letter characters and words must follow strict rules in graphic design.  The first rule is that letters should never be spaced mechanically; or following a rigid pattern of spacing that places all letters on the same scale in terms of spacing.  This applies to words as well.   Mechanically spaced characters look uneven, because while the distances are equal the areas are not.  This could lead to poor communication in terms of the word's meaning.  Designers must ensure that the spacing of characters/words are uniform not equal.  In the case of upper case "C" or "E", don't count the whole space within the opening, only about one sixth of it.  This applies to all open faced letters as a rule.
 
[image: image5.png]uniformly spaced lettering-visually spaced

AREA

mechanically spaced lettering
THE SPACING IN THE EXAMPLES ABOYE STRESS YISUAL JUDGEMENT OYER MEASUREMENT





 
           The second rule regarding spacing is that interline spacing (the distance between one line of words and another) should be consistent.  The lines should be parallel and far enough apart to avoid collisions between ascenders and descenders but not so far apart that they seem isolated from one another.  The example below illustrates this rule:
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           The third rule of spacing applies to all letters possessing points like; 'A''V''N''M' must be done slightly over the guidelines.  Curved letters such as   'C','G','O','Q','S', and 'U' must also be drawn over the guideline from the top and the  bottom.  If these letters are not perceived as larger then they will be viewed as smaller when compared to other letters or characters.  It is an optical illusion that requires a visual modification in order to achieve consistent uniformity among the characters.   Some exceptions are of course the sans serif characters which have no pointed letters or serif styles such as the examples below: 
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              Few, if any graphic designers are skilled in the creation of perfect letter characters and type;  the problems of physically reproducing or developing a font type are the degree of  expertise and time involved which can be detrimental to a company's budget.   It is for this reason that a prefabricated lettering in the form of transfer type was developed for commercial use.  Two kinds of Transfer Type are:  the Cut-Out and the Rub-Off.
The Cut-Out Transfer Type involves the elements of a font type are printed on a sheet of transparent film which has a waxy adhesive back.  The letter is cut out using an X-acto knife and then placed into position on the artwork.  Using a steel burnisher, or even just a simple household spoon the film is rubbed until it adheres to the artwork.  A common brand of Cut-Out Transfer Type is called ARTYPE.

Rub-Off Transfer Type is somewhat similar to Cut Out except that the characters and adhesive are printed onto the back of the plastic sheet.  By positioning the semi-transparent sheet over the artwork and pressing down, the wax and the letter stick to the work.  A common commercial brand of Rub-Off Transfer Type is LETRASET.

  

            Although both methods will produce a clear, sharp image of the characters there are distinct advantages and disadvantages that should be taken into consideration.  The Cut-Out Types are by far the stronger of the two and provides a cleaner representation of detail when it is reproduced.   They tend to be very labour intensive and require a great deal of skill and time to use effectively.   The Rub-Off Type on the other hand, is easier to use and looks cleaner on the original artwork, so long as no reproductions are necessary.  The edges of this type tend to blur in photo-reproduction and the letters themselves are fragile and tend to rip.


To critics of these types of transfer types the main objection seems to be that the character of the lettering does not change in weight when it is reduced and therefore looks weaker.  When one considers that all graphic designs intended for reproduction are done at least 25% larger than its intended publication size then the issue of reduction is important to clarity of the print.  Some type appears weaker and gaps in the individual character form tend to close up (like a 'C' that closes up sufficiently to resemble an 'O').  For this reason companies who design lettering compensate by making the small sizes of type bolder than the larger ones (for reduction purposes) and vice versa (for enlargement purposes).  Designers usually try to select type that will suffer minimally as a result of reduction.
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       When lettering is used in graphic design there are some basic guidelines that should be followed to prevent any problems or hindrances to the set-up or presentation.  

Guideline number one is to avoid excessive changes of letter fonts - a variety of fonts tend to diminish the uniformity and communication factor which is important to designers.  How much is too much in terms of different typefaces?  It is difficult to specify a single number but suffice to say that 3 styles would be an appropriate maximum:  if the composition appears jumbled or fragmented and the meaning is only loosely defined-this may be an indicator that results in less being used.  The example above of the letter 'A' seems the exception to the rule since the different typefaces clearly enable the viewer to visualize the much larger 'A'.  When in doubt use blank space rather than cluttering the composition up with too much in letter styles/fonts.


Since lettering is carrying information, if not the main weight of the message, the second guideline cannot be overstated:  the letters/words should be easily distinguishable from their surroundings.  A degree of contrast which may not be appealing in a work of art might possess the impact necessary to attract the viewer of graphic designs.

When developing ideas for both graphics and text (selection of font, size, etc) it becomes necessary to work out potential problems in quick studies.  These procedures are known as thumbnails, layouts and comprehensives.  Thumbnail sketches are quick studies done with no attention to detail whose sole purpose is to stimulate creative thought.  Layouts are used for compositional placement.  This preliminary plan for the design includes using the correct proportions and determining the correct placement of elements.  A comprehensive (also known as a "comp") is a rendering intended to give viewers a very clear impression of what the printed version of the design will look like.  It is in a manner of speaking the ultimate design.
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Thumbnails provide the ideas, much like brainstorming and sometimes involve more than simply drawing quick sketches.  It sometimes becomes necessary to write a little about the design in terms of the message, communication factor, concept, rendering, compositional principles  and subject matter.  Short remarks help one stay focussed on the central idea over a greater period of time and allows for any modification during the developmental process.
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Layouts, besides being a preliminary plan of design, address concerns such as size (text and/or graphic) and placement.  The text is blocked out in terms of the overall size of the design, this in turn determines the point size of the text.  The graphic is developed in line only, with details and other contour definition left to a later stage; possibly the comprehensive stage.  Larger type is written in (slogans etc.) to determine the space required and to provide a glimpse of the overall design.   


The comprehensive is a cleaner more polished and finished rendering of the design - it is the last stage before any photo-reproduction takes place so all elements are accurate in their rendering and scale.  There are no last minute surprises in a comprehensive.
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The layout is much rougher in comparison to the comprehensive but retains some important characteristics:  spacing and placement, compositional elements and principles and general idea or concept of the page design.
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1. List the two categories of letters in Typography.  By what other name are they more commonly known? 
 
2. What is a serif? Provide an example of a serif font. 
 
3. In typography, what is:  a) an Ascender    b) a Descender     
 
4. What is the purpose of a bracket?  
 
5. Describe the difference between the Roman Style, the Sans Serif Styles and the Display Styles. 

 
6. What are the three rules concerning the spacing of letters?  Provide a visual example for each rule.  
 
7. What is the difference between the Cut Out and the Rub Off methods of Transfer Type? 

8. Explain the basic guidelines for Graphic Design Lettering.  

 
9. Why is there so much emphasis on the selection and development of different Font types? 

 
10. What is the major difference between a Layout and a Comprehensive?  

 
11. List the various versions of the many different type forms.
 
