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Book Typography a n d  the 

C ontract of Literacy

KAY AMERT

N o w a d a y s  u b iqu itous  a n d  necessary  to 
o u r lives, typograph ic  letterfo rm s also are essen tia l to the  books 
th a t give u s  access to  the  experiences a n d  th o u g h ts  of o thers , in  
the  p rocess pe rm ittin g  u s  to  expand  a n d  a u g m en t an d  clarify 
ou r ow n. W e m ake o u r acquain tance  w ith  le tte rfo rm s as 
ch ild ren , an d  the  acquisition  of literacy creates w h a t the  Sw iss 
ty p o g rap h er Jan T schichold th o u g h t of as a k ind  of contract, 
one th a t is " m ore cohesive a n d  m ore difficult to  ex tingu ish  th an  
any  o th e r ." 1

Tschichold n o ted  of th e  ty p o g ra p h e r 's  side of th is  contract 
th a t " the  a rt of good  ty p o g rap h y  is em inen tly  logical. It differs 
from  all o th er a rt form s in  th a t a substan tia l p o rtio n  of the  
in h eren t logic is accessible for verification by  lay p e rso n s ."1 2 
W hat is m ean t by  th is is th a t m o st of u s  recognize a d ecen t 
letterform  w h e n  w e see one , th a t w e are  sensitive  to  the  
ind iv idual personalities of typefaces, th a t w e can d istin g u ish  a 
p leasan t page  from  a n o th e r th a t is less inv iting , th a t th e  types  
in  som e books are  p e ru se d  w ith  ease an d  confidence, w hile  
o thers  induce  halting  a n d  seem  to resist u s  as w e read .

This is p a rt of w h a t m akes the  a rt of ty p o g rap h y  as rich  an d  
h u m an e  an d  deep  as it is. All w h o  practice it seriously  are 
aw are of these  lovely connections as th ey  construc t w o rd s  from  
letters an d  give sh ap e  to  the  pages th a t m ake u p  books.

1 Jan Tschichold, The Form of the Book, Essays on the Morality of Good Design, 
(Vancouver, British Columbia: Hartley & Marks, 1991), p. 13.

2 Ibid., p. 6.
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This essay  offers a g lim pse of h o w  ty p o g rap h e rs  th ink  abou t 
th e ir art. It focuses on  fou r in te restin g  p o in ts  of agreem ent 
abou t the  essen tia l liveliness of le tte rfo rm s, their sim ultaneous 
quiescence on  the  page , the  ro le of p ro p o rtio n  in  typograph ic  
design , an d  the  im portance  of clarity in  the  com prehension  of 
texts. It is d raw n  w ith  g ra titu d e  from  the  essays a n d  books of 
a d o z e n  of the  m o st em in en t tw en tie th  cen tu ry  w riters on  
ty p o g rap h y . It is offered  as food  for th o u g h t for the  avid 
genera l read e r of p rin te d  books.

Liveliness
W hile m o st of u s  th in k  of le tte rs  as inan im ate  form s th a t 

serve as tra n sp o rt for w o rd s, for ty p o g rap h ers , letters have 
b o th  an im a an d  vigor: th ey  are alive. O ne factor th a t has 
co n tribu ted  to  th is u n d e rs ta n d in g  is th e  resu rgence  of in terest 
in  th e  vital a rt of calligraphy. A lthough  th ey  m ay  n o t th em ­
selves be callig raphers, m ost ty p o g rap h e rs  are no w  acquain ted  
w ith  the  spark ling , d a rk  p a th  of the  p e n  as it m oves over paper, 
w ith  the  in trig u in g  d ifferences th a t ind iv iduate  each calli­
g raph ic  letter, an d  w ith  the  d istinct a n d  recognizable iden tity  of 
an y  of th e  form s d raw n  by  a skillful calligrapher. Even H er­
m an n  Zapf, one of th e  m o st accom plished  a n d  successful type 
designers of o u r era, h as  ad m itted  th a t desp ite  h is long 
devo tion  to  ty p e  design , "m y  love is still w ith  the  b road-edged  
p e n ." 3

For o th e r ty p o g rap h e rs , the  v igor of typograph ica l letter- 
form s o rig inates in  the  h a n d s  of the  artisans w h o  p roduced  
types  by  trad itional m eans. The d istin g u ish ed  p rin te r H arry  
D uncan , for exam ple, a rgues  in  an  essay  on  "T he Perm anence 
of B ooks" th a t th e  "d isc ip lined  m an ip u la tio n s"  of hand icraft 
" sh a p e  trad ition  itse lf,"  historically  p e rm ittin g  letterform s bo th  
to re sp o n d  to  the  sensibility  of an  age, an d  to  sh ap e  it. D uncan  
w orries th a t the  tran sitio n  to  n ew  technological m eans for type

3 Hermann Zapf, Hermann Zapf and His Design Philosophy, (Chicago: Society of 
Typographic Arts, 1987), p. 12.
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design  m igh t enerva te  le tte rfo rm s. For litera tu re , he  argues, 
such  neglect "m ay  be as pe rn ic ious in  its w ay  as the  genera l 
indifference of re a d e rs ." 4

Yet o th er w rite rs  have  so u g h t to  actualize th e  m etap h o r. For 
exam ple, the  C anad ian  ty p o g ra p h e r R obert B rin g h u rst's  recen t 
book on  typograph ic  style inc ludes am ong  its first p rincip les 
the  assertion  th a t " le tte rs  have  a life a n d  d ign ity  of th e ir o w n ."  
As a p o e t as w ell as a ty p o g rap h e r, B ringhu rst offers tw o  
sim iles an d  a m etap h o r to  explain  th is  principle: " In  a bad ly  
designed  book, th e  le tte rs  mill a n d  s tan d  like s ta rv ing  h o rses  in  
their field. In  a book  desig n ed  by  ro te , th ey  sit like stale b read  
an d  m u tto n  on  the  page. In  a w ell-m ade book, . . . th e  letters 
are alive. T hey  dance  in  th e ir seats. Som etim es th ey  rise a n d  
dance in  the  m arg ins an d  a is le s ."5

Quiescence
W hile such  liveliness a n d  vitality  are  h igh ly  v a lued  by 

typog raphers , in  an  in te restin g  pa radox , so is the  quality  of 
quiescence. Jan T schichold characterized  th is  as th e  "u n a lte r­
able effect" p ro d u ced  by  perfect book  ty p o g rap h y . For Tschi­
chold, "perfec t ty p o g rap h y  d e p e n d s  o n  perfec t h a rm o n y  b e ­
tw een  all of its e lem en ts ."  To achieve it, ty p o g rap h e rs  m u st 
d iscover the  "affin ities"  w h ich  are  " h id d e n  in  any  a n d  all 
p a rts"  of a typograph ica l p a g e .6

The C anad ian  ty p o g rap h e r Carl D air ag reed , com m enting  
th a t a good  book page  "is qu ie t a n d  d em a n d s  of the  read e r no  
visual or in tellectual effort to  absorb  the  te x t." 7 D air th o u g h t 
th a t th is effect a n d  o thers  ach ieved  in  typograph ica l p rob lem - 
solving are accom plished  in  the  p rocess of th e  in teg ra tio n  of the  
typograph ica l struc tu re . D air w as fu rth e r  conv inced  th a t the  
p roblem  of typograph ic  in teg ra tion  resem b led  th a t en co u n ­

4 Harry Duncan, Doors of Perception, Essays in Book Typography, (Austin: W. 
Thomas Taylor, 1987), p. 95.

5 Robert Bringhurst, The Elements of Typographic Style, (Vancouver, British
Columbia: Hartley & Marks, 1992), p. 19.

6 Tschichold, The Form of the Book, p. 6.
7 Carl Dair, Design with Type, (Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 1967), p.

108.
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te red  by  arch itects in  reso lv ing  an d  re la ting  th e  m yriad  details 
of th ree -d im ensional arch itec tu ra l s truc tu res.

The Belgian ty p o g ra p h e r F ern an d  B audin  has recently  p ro ­
p o sed  th a t th e  so rt of g raph ic  h a rm o n y  d iscussed  by Jan 
Tschichold , as w ell as the  in teg ra tio n  of s truc tu re  im p o rtan t to 
Carl D air re su lt from  th e  app lication  of a "com m on  visual 
logic" in  th e  p rocess of typograph ic  design . For B audin, this 
logic governs " th e  rh y th m  of th e  w riting  h a n d "  a n d  p roduces 
"coherence  in  th e  v isual ed iting  of the  text m a tte r ." 8

Proportion
The so rt of v isual logic th a t F e rn an d  B audin  describes is 

exp ressed  in  ty p o g ra p h y  in  p a rt  th ro u g h  the  exercise of p ro ­
po rtion . W hile classical in  orig in , in te res t in  p ro p o rtio n  re ­
m ain ed  s tro n g  en o u g h  th ro u g h  the  m edieval era  to  p rov ide  a 
basis for the  R enaissance reclam ation  of E uclidian geom etry  
an d  o th e r k n ow ledge  fu n d am en ta l to  an  u n d e rs ta n d in g  of 
p ro p o rtio n . M o d ern  ty p o g rap h e rs  have  in  tu rn  reclaim ed a 
sense  of h o w  to u se  p ro p o rtio n  in  le tte rfo rm  construction , in 
the  creation  of page  sh ap es , m arg ination  a n d  in  o th er applica­
tions.

Yet b ey o n d  th e  genera l ag reem en t on  its im portance , there  
are  in trig u in g  d ifferences am o n g  ty p o g rap h e rs  on  the  ap ­
p roach  to  p ro p o rtio n . Som e de ligh t in  its num erical a ttribu tes, 
w hile  o th ers  reject calculation a n d  m ath . The English typog ra­
p h e r  Eric Gill, for in stance , th o u g h t th a t good p ro po rtions  for 
books o rig ina ted  in  w h a t h e  called a "physical 
rea so n a b le n e ss ."9 For Gill, th e  reach  of th e  eyes an d  h an d s  
fo rm ed  a m easu re  th a t suggests  book  sizes a n d  shapes  and  
such  th in g s as th e  rela tions am ong  the  w id th s  of page  m argins.

The A m erican  book  d esig n er Bruce Rogers considered  p ro ­
p o rtio n  " th e  m ost im p o rta n t e lem en t of b eau ty  in  bookm ak­
in g ,"  a n d  fo u n d  a th o u sa n d  u ses  for it in  h is w o rk .10 Rogers 
w ro te  of the  sub tle  re la tions of such  th in g s as le tte r shapes  and

8 Fernand Baudin, How Typography Works (and why it is important), (New York:
Design Press, n.d.), p. 23.

9 Eric Gill, An Essay on Typography, (Boston: David R. Godine, 1988), p. 108.
10 Bruce Rogers, Paragraphs on Printing, (New York: Dover, 1979), p. 22.
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page shape, le tte r w id th s  a n d  w o rd  space increm en ts, of text 
area an d  page  area. A t th e  sam e tim e he  th o u g h t "m echan ica l 
perfec tion" to  be "in im ical"  to  art: ty p o g rap h e rs  sh o u ld  be 
artists a n d  n o t eng ineers.

D espite  h is com m itm en t to  a m o d ern is t aesthetic , th e  Sw iss 
ty p o g rap h er Emil R uder also a rg u ed  aga in st a rig id  o r m ech an ­
ical app lication  of p ro p o rtio n  in  ty p o g rap h y . "N o  system  of 
ratios, how ever ingen ious, can  relieve the  ty p o g ra p h e r of 
decid ing  ho w  one value  sh o u ld  be re la ted  to  a n o th e r ." 11 R uder 
th o u g h t th a t the  w ell-sp ring  of so u n d  p ro p o rtio n  lay in  feeling 
an d  in tu ition  alone. In  creating  sh ap es  a n d  delim iting  spaces 
for letterfo rm s, ty p o g rap h e rs  m u s t in tu itive ly  gauge the  
rh y th m s a n d  the  k inds of h a rm o n y  th a t such  sh ap es  a n d  spaces 
will create.

C larity
Finally, there  is consensus am ong  ty p o g rap h e rs  on  the  

n a tu re  of the  ideal read in g  experience for the  long  texts th a t are 
em bodied  in  books. The s im u ltaneous liveliness an d  qu ies­
cence of book pages, ach ieved  in  p a rt  th ro u g h  the  exercise of 
p ropo rtion , succeed on ly  w h e n  th ey  p ro d u ce  an  optical d y ­
nam ic th a t fosters clarity in  the  act of read ing . C larity  is the  
p rerequ isite  of com prehension .

P erhaps the  m ost forceful articu lation  of th is  p rincip le  to  be 
found  in  the  litera tu re  com es from  th e  E nglish  ty p o g rap h e r 
S tanley M orison. In  h is essay , "F irst P rinciples of T ypogra­
p h y ,"  M orison said  th a t " a n y  d isposition  of p rin tin g  m aterial 
w hich , w h a tev er the  in ten tio n , h as  the  effect of com ing be­
tw een  au th o r a n d  read e r is w ro n g ." 11 12 M orison  a d d e d  th a t " in  
all p e rm a n en t form s of ty p o g rap h y , w h e th e r  publicly  or p ri­
vately p rin ted , the  ty p o g ra p h e r 's  only  p u rp o se  is to  express, 
n o t him self, b u t h is a u th o r ." 13

11 Emil Ruder, Typography, A Manual of Design, (New York: Hastings House, 
1981), p. 88.

12 Stanley Morison, First Principles of Typography, (Cambridge: Cambridge Uni­
versity Press, 1967), p. 5.

13 Ibid., p. 15.
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Beatrice W arde p u t  it m ore  p re ttily  w h e n  she offered her 
now -fam ous m eta p h o r of the  crystal goblet. T ypography , she 
a rg u ed , n e ed s  to  be tra n sp a re n t in  o rd e r to  fully reveal the 
qualities of th e  " v in tage  of the  h u m an  m in d ."  A tran sp a ren t 
goblet is p referab le  to  any  o th er because  " ev ery th ing  abou t it is 
calculated  to reveal ra th e r th a n  to  h ide  the  beau tifu l th ing  w hich  
it w as m ea n t to  contain." 14

E lsew here in  the  lite ra tu re  on  ty p o g rap h y , such  w o rd s as 
sim plicity, so lid ity  a n d  o rderliness surface tim e an d  tim e again  
as w rite rs  a tte m p t to define the  requ isite  typograph ica l g ro u n d ­
w o rk  for the  clarity th a t facilitates com prehension . T ypogra­
p h e rs  are  g lad  to  d iscover it w h e rev er th ey  can, as h a d  the 
A m erican  p rin te r  D aniel Berkeley U pdike  w h e n  he  said  of the 
Italian  p rin tin g  of th e  fifteen th  a n d  early  six teen th  centuries: 
" T here is abou t it a san ity , a lucidity , an d  a severity ." 15

S tanley  M orison  ag reed , closing his essay  on  " First Principles 
of T y p o g rap h y "  w ith  th is precis of th e  m ean ing  of trad ition  in 
typog raphy : " T rad ition , therefo re , is a n o th e r w o rd  for u n an im ­
ity ab o u t fu n d am en ta ls  w h ich  h as  b een  b ro u g h t in to  be ing  by 
the  trials, e rro rs an d  corrections of m any  cen turies. Experientia 
docet. " 16

14 Beatrice Warde. "Printing Should Be Invisible," in Books and Printing, (Cleve­
land: World Publishing Company, 1963), p. 109.

15 Daniel Berkeley Updike, In the Day's Work, (Cambridge, Massachusetts:
Harvard University Press, 1924), p. 42.

16 Morison, First Principles of Typography, p. 24.
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