
The Typeface:
Deconstructed



Individual letter decisions:
Some letters and numbers have more 
than one way of being represented:

Stylistic elements e.g. curls/
swashes:

Tracking:
Space between each letter:

Stems:

Crossbar style:
Whether the crossbar is horizontal or 
sloping:

Meeting the baseline: 
F’s and J’s migh sit on or descend 
below the baseline:

Meeting the verticals: P, R, B 
etc:

Geometric:
If a font is geometric it does not have 
a stress or axis:

Serifs and cusps:
Details at the end of strokes:

How a typeface is 
constructed
When creating a typeface there are 
many elements to consider. Not 
only should the typeface conform 
to certain standards of height and 
depth, each element of each letter 
needs to be considered carefully 
to ensure a level of consistency, 
readability and legibility. Should the 
typeface have serifs? If so what sort 
of serifs – bracketed? Slab? Should 
the typeface be upright? Slanted? 
How heavy should it be? What should 
the contrast be? What should the 
x-height/ascender/descender height 
be? These are literally just a fraction 
of the considerations that need to be 
taken into account. Let’s take a closer 
look:

X-height:
The height of the x and some other 
lower-case characters:

Ascender height:
The height that ascending arms reach 
to:

Caps height:
Height of capital letters:

Descender height:
The depth of the descending legs:

Weight:
“Thickness” of letters:

Contrast:
Relationship between weight of 
vertical and horizontal strokes:

Axis:
Location of the stresses:

Letter width:

Vertical/slanted:

Parallel or sloping:

These elements are just the basic 
considerations but as the typeface 
is constructed there will be more 
questions arising. For example, how 
will this convert to computer use? 
Will the letters be joined? How will 
individual letter pairings interact with 
each other?

What makes 
a typeface 
interesting
Let’s put aside for a moment the 
importance of creating a legible and 
readable typeface and look instead 
at what actually makes a typeface 
interesting.

Subverting the categories

Typefaces are actually split up into a 
variety of different categories based 
on their appearance and place in 
history. A very bief history of Western

Europe typefaces goes like this:

•Pre-venetian (Ancient)
In modern day, this category is more 
commonly associated with tattoo 
design, but in actual fact this typeface 
(also known as “Blackletter” or 
“Gothic Script”) was seen in use until 
the 17th century. It is characterised 
by black, heavyset lines and intricately 
detailed letters with squared angles, 
curls and swashes.

•Venetian (Humanist)
These typefaces are supposed to mimic 
the shape of  letters made by a pen. 
Characterised by thick, bracketed serifs, 
slanted crossbars, oblique axis and a fairly 
low contrast between the thick and thin 
parts of  the letter.

•Geralde (Old Roman/Old Style)
This is really the category that created 
a general movement in Western 
Europe typography and set a bit of  a 
baseline for typefaces thereafter. It is 

Left: Lacoste logo showing a geometric letter design. Above: example of early 
blackletter discovered in a Latin Bible dated to 1407
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means typefaces with no serifs at 
all. It is very clear and legible and is 
characterised by having very little or 
no contrast. It is seen as clean and 
modern and is used commonly in
modern day – including the likes of 
Ikea, Facebook and ebay. It also lends 
itself well to computer screens.

•Monotype
Each individual letter 
takes up exactly the 
same width, creating a 
very robotic and inhuman 

appearance.

•Sctipt:
Based on italicised handwriting

and un-bracketed serifs. Didone 
typefaces are generally seen as quite 
elegant, and are used by the likes of  
Vogue magazine.

•Slab Serif
Simply put, this typeface uses 
slab serifs – flat, un-bracketed 
serifs at right angles to letter 
shapes. They are very clear 
typefaces so lend themselves 
to small text. They also tend 
to have very low contrast and 
sometimes even reverse-contrast 
(thicker parts made thinner and 
vice-versa).

•Sans Serif
Another simple description – this just

So what happens when a font just 
doesn’t fit with any category? Well 
that’s when we come into the idea of 
what makes and interesting typeface 
– with fonts that could really only be 
described as “decorative”. Let’s look 
at a few examples:

HWT Tuscan Extended:

Narly:

Remedy:

Copal STD Decorated:

Roycroft:

characterised by serifs, variable letter 
widths and generally a vertical axis.

•Transitional (Neo Classical)
Compared to earlier typefaces which 
showed a bias towards mimicking 
pen stroke, transitional type favoured 
a more scientific or mathematical 
approach. Characterised also by more 
horizontal serifs.

•Didone (New Roman/Modern)
This was simply a greater move 
in the direction of  the scientific 
approach to typefaces, which was 
spurred on by improving printing 
technologies. During this period it 
was common to see uniform widths 
between letters, extreme contrast 

Above: image of Vogue magazine showing Didone typeface. Top: I heart NY logo 
demonstrating slab serifs. Righ: Ebay logo  making use of sans-serif
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Utilising the extremes:

What do I mean by “utilising the 
extremes”? Well essentially I just 
mean taking a normal element of type 
and exaggerating it as far as possible. 
Here are a few examples:

High contrast:

High x-height:

Low x-height:

Handwriting style:

Condensed:

Bold:

Light weight:

Use of serifs:

Thinking outside the box:

Last, but certainly not least, is when 
the designer has looked at the 
traditional and accepted ways of 
creating a typeface and completely 
disregarded the standard “rules”. 
This often has drastic effects on 
the readability or legibility of the 
typeface, but will almost always make 
it interesting.

Here are just a handful of examples:

Tribute Ornaments:
Some letters replaced by illustrations.
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Backspacer Square:
Letters mounted onto 3D objects

Brim Narrow:
Letters obscured by exaggerated 3D 
shadow

Discourse Narrow Shadow:
Letters distinguished only by black 
shadow

Elliots Blue Eyeshadow:
Different types of lettering combined 
together

HWT American Stars Top:
Only the top half of the letter shapes 
in use

Council Word Logos: 
Completely jumbled order of words 
and letters arranged in columns:

Spumante Shadow:
Letters barely distinguishable, 
designed as though embossed

Dalliance Flourishes:
Completely indistinguishable letters. 
Essentially a re-designed alphabet

Question Marks
Do the “rules” of 
typography have to be 
followed when creating a 
successful typeface?

The short answer is no, they do not. 
But the designer does need to ask 
themselves for what purpose they are 
creating the typeface. For example, 
are they being commissioned by 
an organisation to create a logo or 
company font? If so there needs to be 
more considerations - what type of 
organisation is it? What are they 

trying to say about themselves? How 
is the font going to be used? If just for 
the logo then it would be ok to think
outside the box a bit more, but if 
it is to be used for heavy loads of 
text, then perhaps the “rules” of 
typography should be followed 
more closely. If the typeface is being 
created by the designer to be sold to 
type foundries or personal use then it 
would be up to him or her as to how 
unusual the font would look - but it
is worth bearing in mind that very 
distinct or “whacky” designs would 
have limited commercial use. 

How should I start if I want 
to create my own typeface?

First, do some research and look 
around you. Vernacular typography 
is a great place to start to ascertain 
what sort of type designs get you 
excited. 
It is also worth looking at the huge 
range of fonts produced by
online type foundries. The second 
step is probably the most important 
- start sketching! Sketch some 
really rough quick-draw sketches 
by hand of various letter forms. Just 
experiment, and even if you do 100 
little doodles, there will be at least a 
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handful that you quite like. These can 
be developed further by hand and 
the very last step is to move onto a 
computer with your designs. There 
are plenty of design programmes and 
even specialised font design software 
to help you get started.

I can’t sketch very well. 
Shall I just design my font 
using software?

No! The drawings wouldn’t be seen 
by anyone except you. Looking at 
fonts and drawing them by hand will 
give you a better undertsanding and 
appreciation of how letter forms are 
created and ultimately how the font is 
put together. It will help you to spark 
ideas. The drawings don’t need to be 
detailed or even recognisable - they 
will just help to put your ideas into 
play.

Why do magazine articles 
look so professional 
compared to my own 
documents?

There’s a few secrets to creating a 
well balanced article. Here are my top 
tips: 

1. Use a serif font for the heading and 
a sans-serif font for the text (or vice-
versa). Don’t try to match all the fonts 
in the article, but equally don’t use 
too many. Two is normally sufficient.

2. Don’t underline headings. Instead 
use a bigger size of text, make the 
heading bold, and juxtapose its 
position to the article.

3. Use columns! Instead of just 
writing your article in one dense 
block (which will make it look like 
it has been thrown together using 
a word processor) split the article 
into columns which will increase 
readability.

4. Don’t be afraid of white space. 
Don’t feel like every inch of the 
article needs to be filled with words 
or pictures. Some white space and 
margins can help to break it up and 
make it more approachable.

5. Include pictures and diagrams 
within the article to break it up.

Is it generally accepted that 
some typefaces are better 
than others?

There can be a lot of “typeface 
snobbery” but ultimately like 
anything else artistic it is mostly 
down to personal; preference. Having 
said this I would once again urge 
you to consider where the typeface 
would be used. For example, a fun, 
childish typeface would be great for 
a kids birthday invitation, but not so 
great for the logo for a fashion house. 
Similarly, an obscure and unusual 
typeface can be fantastic for use as 
part of a logo or heading, but not for 
a large block of text. Oh and p.s. avoid 
comic sans...
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