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The Phoenician’s around 1600 BC formalized a system of 22 symbols that represented 
sounds rather than objects or ideas. The symbols could be put together in different 
combinations to construct thousands of words. This simplified system was good for 
traders and merchants who kept information of business transactions. This alphabet 
required far fewer letter forms and these letter forms could be written more rapidly, 
were easier to learn and were based on phonetics. Their alphabet contained no vowels.







The Greeks adopted the Phoenician alphabet around 800 BC and adapted some of the letter 
forms and added five vowels. Only Capital letters were adopted officially. Greeks read left to right 
and back right to left with no punctuation.

















In Europe - in Italy, the humanist hand developed based off the classic 
Greek and Roman letter forms while the Northern countries like 
Germany, and the netherlands developed their own style of lettering 
called Gothic or Black letter.















Chinese invented 
moveable type around 
594 AD but it was 
wieldy because there 
were thousands of 
characters. The
adapted Roman 
alphabet with only 
26 characters was 
well suited for mass 
mechanization.











From Counterpunch, 2nd edition: Making Type in the Sixteenth Century Designing Typefaces Now by Fred Smeijers























• Calligraphic
• Heavily bracketed serifs
• Delicate contrast of thick and thin strokes
• Cap height lower than ascender height
• Comparatively lower x-height
• Arched "foot" on underside of serif
• Teardrop terminals on lowercase a, c, & r
• Oblique stress

• Sample Old Style Fonts: 
  Garamond, Bembo, Caslon, Janson

















• Calligraphic
• Heavily bracketed, but more precise serifs
• More contrast between thick and thin
• Cap height equal to ascender height
• Comparatively lower x-height
• Vertical stress
• Wider, fuller counter forms; extended

• Sample Transitional Font: 
  Baskerville









• Mechanical
• No bracketing of serifs
• Extreme contrast of thick and thin
• Cap height equal to ascender height
• Comparatively lower x-height
• Very fine and minimal serifs
• Clean and crisp; geometric

• Sample Modern Fonts: 
  Bodoni, Didot





Didot 1784
ABCDEFGHIJKLMN
OPQRSTUVWXYZ
abcdefghijklmn
opqrstuvwxyz



“ Upon Napoleon’s return from a three year Egyptian expedition and publication 

in 1809 of Description de l’Égypt, Egypt was all the rage, and it appears that 

type founders simply used a term that was on everyone’s lips, a term that was in 

vogue. The nomenclature has absolutely nothing to do with Egyptian Hieroglyph 

Slab Serifs—because there’s no such thing.”

        — John Boardley, I Love Typography Site









• Architectural
• Thick slab serifs at 90o angle
• No contrast between thick and thin
• Cap height equal to ascender height
• Comparatively higher x-height
• Very readable at small type sizes
• Sturdy and pragmatic; down to earth

• Sample Slab Serif Fonts: 
  Clarendon, Century Expanded, Egyptian









• Mechanical
• No serifs
• Slight variations in stroke weight
• Cap height equal to ascender height
• Comparatively higher x-height
• Vertical stress
• Often squared off terminals

• Sample San Serif Fonts: 
  Franklin Gothic, Akzidenz Grotesk,
  Futura, Helvetica, Gill Sans

















4000 BC to the beginning of the Industrial Revolution
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