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scribes and chancery from the French. An increasingly

literate 12th century Europe witnessed the birth of new

universities and consequently required books for

business, law, and history. Although legible, Carolingian

script was large, wide, and took considerable time to

produce. On the other hand, blackletter transcription

was compact, more quickly written, and used fewer

pages. Blackletter eventually displaced Carolingian script

set during the Middle Ages. Alcuin’s script disappeared.

Along with the growth of universities in Europe, an influx

of huge numbers of medical and scientific texts in Greek

and Arabic coming from the east added to the demand

for books and translated manuscripts. The European

intelligentsia was hungry for this new knowledge. In

addition to traditional manuscript suppliers (the

monasteries), secular copyists setup shop in premier

university cities such as Paris. They even set up guilds.

Blackletter was certainly the faster transcription method,

but the manual process could not keep up with demand.

There must be a better way.

Printing wasn’t invented in Europe. The Chinese were

producing books in the 2nd century with wood blocks.

The Chinese production manager would have to correct

typos by carving out the offending section and inserting

the correction as a plug in the wooden block. The

innovation brought by the Europeans was the invention

of moveable type — individual characters that could be

positioned, re-positioned, and repurposed, to create a

line of text. Not that the idea hadn’t occurred to the

Chinese, it was obviously an easier proposition for

Europeans with only 26 characters to deal with.

Guttenberg is credited as being the inventor of moveable

type. Guttenberg’s famous bible was an effort to

reproduce the hand-produced look of blackletter

manuscripts. Just as we consider a lab-created emerald or

a generic-brand sundry as second rate, 15th century

library builders wanted the real thing. Many of the first

books printed tried to replicate the hand of scribes. 

The invention of moveable type coincided with the birth

of the Renaissance. This rebirth, as is generally agreed, was

centered in northern Italy early in the 16th century.

These Italians adhered to philosophy of humanism that

places an emphasis on individualism and critical thought.

These humanists also felt a need to connect to their

ancient past. They emulated the architecture, literature,

and language of the former Roman Empire. Rediscovered

Carolingian manuscripts from the 10th century fueled

this desire. Curiously, scholars pouring over these texts

assumed that the minuscule script they read was the

authentic handwriting of antiquity.

Renaissance people were not only consumers of 

books, they also influenced how they were produced.

They tried to mix Roman capitals with Carolingian script.

An examination of works from the period shows the

struggle of printers and scribes attempting to reconcile

desperate writing styles. Pieces from the early 16th

century display words with initial Roman capitals,

Carolingian minuscule, mixed with blackletter characters

in the same word. Serifs were welded onto minuscule

characters to rectify the odd pairings.

Printers and scriptoriums were both in business during

this transitional period, but like a typesetter in the 1980s,

the professional scribes were probably getting nervous.

The innovation of printing was spreading rapidly. The

commercial availability of paper, and the continued

demand for books by an increasingly educated merchant

class, spurred the founding of presses in major urban

areas, particularly Italy and France.

An essential component of the process was the type

itself. Guttenberg and his contemporaries tried to mimic

the fluid, organic hand of the scribe. Conversely, early

Renaissance printers were discovering the properties of
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Guttenberg is credited as being the inventor of moveable
type. The invention of moveable type coincided with the
birth of the Renaissance.
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their new medium. Individual characters, in reverse, were

carved out of hardened steel. The resulting product was

called a punch. The punch in turn was struck into a

softer metal to make a mold. Molten metal was poured

into the mold to create the character for printing. The

punch could be used again and again to create more

type. The punch was the original of the day and could 

be quite valuable. Printers most likely hired jewelers and

goldsmiths to cut punches, as they were artisans already

working in metal.

Our typographic history comes together in the late

1400s when the French king, Charles VII, charged the

head of his mint, Nicolas Jenson, to investigate the

printing process. Jenson later set up shop in Italy. This

Renaissance man is credited with being the first printer

to reject the notion of mimicking handwriting for

printed material. Embracing the qualities of hardened

metal as his medium, he went on to cut punches and

print material in a typeface that is a standard for most

subsequent, what we now call, Roman typefaces.

We could consider Jenson’s achievements as the

beginnings of typography — letters being specifically

created for the printing process. Jenson studied the size

and width of characters, the negative space as well as the

positive space of letters, and the relation of Roman

capitals to Carolingian script. He evaluated his printed

pages as a whole. Using his Renaissance scientific

reasoning, tempered by a humanist philosophy, his

achievement was to successfully combine the precision

of a Roman stonemason with the organic fluidity of a

monastic scribe.

Figure 5. Type set in Adobe Jenson™ designed by Robert Slimbach, 1996.

History tells us that Jenson was the first to integrate

hundreds of years of writing styles into a cohesive letter

set of majuscules (uppercase letters) and minuscule

(lowercase letters). His set of letters was designed to not

only stand on their own, but to relate to one another in

a myriad of combinations. Jenson carefully considered

lengths for his ascenders and descenders, artfully added

serifs to minuscule characters, and determined optimal

leading space and line length for his page. Today we refer

to this classic type style as Venetian, owing to the fact

that Jenson established his press in Venice.

Progress in typography was swift in Italy and France.

Italics were developed at Aldus Manutius’s press in

Venice, designed for printing small books. In Paris, Claude

Garamond cut classic punches for type we now consider

classic. The French court commissioned type for their

exclusive use. The French and Italians were talented and

prolific. The letterforms they created remain with us

today. Many were revived in modern interpretations of

digital form.

Type in different weights and integration of italic and

Roman type would come later; as would display and sans

serif typefaces. Our rules for spacing, punctuation, and

capitalization would take on the flavor of the language

being typeset, and as we say, the rest is history. Two

centuries from now, I wonder what our counterparts 

will make of grunge fonts?
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