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The letters of our alphabet are made to repeat as necessary, to form works and sentences that express ideas.  Type is a letter, number, punctuation mark, or other character used in printing to communicate thoughts and ideas from a writer to a reader.  Hand-lettering performs a function similar to type but is custom-designed by the letterer.  Calligraphy is handwriting of letters formed with a flat-edged biro or other tool. 

Until around 1450 all visual communication was usually hand-lettered, written (calligraphy), chiselled in stone, or printed from wood or clay blocks.  After type came on the scene, more people learned to read and civilisations using it flourished because of the resulting rapid spread of learning. Typography is the art of designing with type.  

A short History of Type

Johann Gutenberg invented printing from moveable type in Mainz, Germany, in about 1450.  His remarkable Bible, printed at that time, is a printing classic.  The Dutch dispute Gutenberg’s primacy, claiming that Laurens Coster, a contemporary of Gutenberg, was actually the first printer, but this disagreement has never been absolutely resolved.  Gutenberg used a letter style (Gothic Textura) that was based on handwritten black letter forms popular in northern Europe at the time.  

Printing spread rapidly to other countries.  In 1470 Nicolas Jenson , a Frenchman who studied under Gutenberg, designed a typeface that he called Eusebius, fashioned after the humanistic written forms of the time.  Eusebius was the first roman type style.  Today it is identified as Antique Old Style Roman.

At the end of the fifteenth century Aldus Manutius produced the first italic type in Venice.  It was based on local, slanted, calligraphically written forms.

Claude Garamond, with a later assist from Jean Jannon, designed many excellent roman types in early sixteenth-century Paris.  These beautiful types are very legible and are classed as French Old Style.  After Garamond’s death in 1561 no substantial change in type design occurred for almost two centuries.  

In 1720 William Caslon designed the fine Caslon old-style types, which were inspired by Dutch types of the time.  His types are considered by many experts to be the most readable ever designed and are classified as the outstanding examples of Dutch-English Oldstyle.

John Baskerville, an writing master, designed an outstanding, refined type of exceptional beauty around 1775.  It is classed today as Transitional Roman.  In 1788 Giambattista Bodoni, an Italian, designed a mechanical-looking roman type that is very legible.  It is classed today as Modern Roman.

Square Serif types originated in France about 1815 and are broadly referred to as Egyptian.  Sans Serif letters existed in early Greek and Roman inscription, but did not appear in type styles until much later.  In the Late 1800s European foundries produced the first sans serif types.  Around 1928 Paul Renner from Germany designed Futura a sans serif type based on classic proportions.  Helvetica is a more contemporary sans serif style designed in Switzerland; its letter widths appear to be the same.  

In 1829 William Burt, patented the first typewriter that was originally designed as a typesetting machine.  At first only capitals were available, but later developments included the small letters, as the typewriter became a vital part of the business office.  

Today electronic technology is revolutionising typesetting techniques with computer assisted phototypesetting.  Many thousands of variations of the aforementioned type styles are available today. 
