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Preface: The ABC of Fonts



The moving walkway from Venice Marco Polo airport to your water taxi will take ten minutes with a heavy case.

The sign announcing this is in a signage type: it’s probably Univers or Transport or Frutiger, or one of those. It appears several times on your journey – eight minutes, six minutes, two minutes. On your metallic way you can either look at the car park and other concrete things beyond the window, or the illuminated adverts for Cartier, Brioni and Bulgari – jewellery, watches, pens, no cars obviously – all of which use a luxurious type we might associate with glamour and eye-watering prices. This typeface will often be something French like Optima, Berton Sans or Maquna, or one of those. Thin and thick highly tapered strokes, a bit of furl and curl, perhaps an elegant calligraphic hand. You’re being softened up.

At the waterside concourse you have a choice. The open-top private water taxi to the Grand Canal will cost €130 and will remind you of a film with Julie Christie; the water bus costs only a tenth of this, and although it will make you feel cramped and a bit stuffy, it’s how the locals do it. The water bus is called the Alilaguna, the name scrawled on its side in a badly modified version of Comic Sans or Chalkboard SE, or one of those. It is amateur and amiable, trying hard to say ‘friendly!’, even on the murkiest February afternoon.

It’s a forty-minute trip. I suggest getting on the blue line (rather than red) and asking for Fondamente Nove, the second stop. You’re on solid land now. From here it’s a couple of bridges and a couple of cafés before you turn right into Calle del Fumo, a long narrow alley, and about thirty metres in you’ll arrive at a printer named Gianni Basso.

This, in essence, is where commercial printing begins. In the early 1470s, Nicolas Jenson and Johannes de Colonia brought everything they had learnt about moveable metal type from Gutenberg in Germany, and everything they had liked in the new letter forms used by the printers Pannartz and Sweynheym at Subiaco on the outskirts of Rome, and set themselves up to print half of Venice’s books. They were joined by Aldus Manutius and his letter cutter Francesco Griffo, who would popularise italics and the concept of the portable pocket book, and they would be in competition with Franciscus Renner, Bernardinus Stagninus, Johannes and Vindelinus da Spira, Florentius de Argentina, Gabriele and Filippo di Pietro, among many others. Together, before 1500, they would print more books in this tiny cosmopolitan city than anywhere else in Europe, slightly more than Paris and Rome, vastly more than London.*

At the age of sixty-nine, Gianni Basso is the most famous printer in town, although these days it’s mostly business cards and other stationery. He has thick grey hair with a proper parting, an affable paunch and an enthusiastic manner. He is everyone’s pal, and his vanity compels him to remove his glasses for a photograph. His printing office has several letterpress machines, greased and inked and clanking away, a couple of them automatic and the others hand-fed, the majority from early in the last century with worn nameplates from Milan and Turin. He’s been here for forty years, a celebrity client for each of them: the Sultan of Brunei, Lord Euston, Nigella Lawson, people from Apple wanting something old and original, staff from Buckingham Palace with orders for captions to accompany their Canaletto show. He has no email address, and no sign of a computer, but a visit or the post will secure an order for letterheads in the type of your choice – Garamond, Bodoni, Italia and Augustea are always popular – on that lovely smooth wove paper which may transport you to a drawing room in Georgian England, the steep prices reflecting the fine quality. He used to offer Baskerville in many sizes too, but the letters, stored in cases close to the floor, were ruined after the last big aqua alta flood in 2019, and he’s yet to find a set to replace them.
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Upholding the grand tradition: the Gutenberg of Venice in his printshop.

Outside Gianni’s shop, modern types abound. The elaborate hand-painted signs above the old gelaterie are particularly attractive, as lush and swirly as their product, today reflected in modern fonts such as Budge, Gelato Script and Salsero. At the Biennale there’s always plenty of Helvetica Neue, Futura, Favourit and Verlag. In the Rialto, the Fondaco dei Tedeschi, once the central post office, is now a glamorous department store; the Amo restaurant in the atrium offers lots of things with truffles, with branding all in Albertus.

But there are few modern types to be found in Gianni Basso’s print shop. Orders reach him from all over the world addressed to ‘Gutenberg of Venice’, which he, of course, adores. Basso likes anything that links him to the smudged glories of old metal letters and inked wood poster types, and his walls are covered in recent newspaper cuttings marvelling at his exploits. Opposite his office is a shop selling funeral ornaments, pots for a loved one’s ashes and the like. One of Gianni’s two sons may be interested in taking over the business when his father dies, although he is also interested in skiing. Gianni is encouraged and always surprised that young people are intrigued by ‘the museum’ that he runs next to his print shop. Here is the type made from lead, tin and antimony, and here is wooden type and the cases and all the necessary tools for traditional printing, and here are the old typeface sample books from long-disbanded printing foundries in Italy and France. There are a lot of books explaining both theory and technique, among them the thoughts of Stanley Morison: ‘Even dullness and monotony in the typesetting are far less vicious to a reader than typographical eccentricity …’

When I visited in February 2023, I fell once more for the romance of this world. It took me back fifteen years to the time I spent researching my overview of printing and fonts, Just My Type, but more than that it pulled me back to the time of my parents and grandparents, where so much of what they read was made this way, and almost all their personal transactions were conducted on the sort of notepaper hand-printed in workshops like these. No wonder people from Apple and Google have come to Basso’s shop and drooled a little, for here they see what they couldn’t quite kill. The digital takeover, slow and benign at first, and then overwhelming and fatal, has not entirely obliterated the human desire to see words reproduced in the old way. And we forget this early craft – this distant echo of Nicolas Jenson and his friends – at our great loss.

In 2004, following the results of a survey that noted a decline in ‘reading for pleasure’, the writer Andrew Solomon lamented the potential impact of this trend. ‘The metaphoric quality of writing,’ he wrote in the New York Times, ‘– the fact that so much can be expressed through the rearrangement of 26 shapes on a piece of paper – is as exciting as the idea of a complete genetic code made up of four bases: man’s work on a par with nature’s. Discerning the patterns of those arrangements is the essence of civilization.’

Solomon’s observation resonates. For this is what this book is about, the formation of letters as the cornerstone of progress, diversity and ambition. It is the first book in a series (the others examine Baskerville and Comic Sans), each designed to show how one typeface came into being and then transformed the landscape. It will examine how a font does not magically appear, but is a result of intention and historical progression, and often an attempt to solve a problem (usually the problem is ‘How do I make these words clear, convincing and appealing?’). It will show that the application of a font varies over time and will fade in and out of fashion, and it will ask why a few typefaces endure while most leave barely a trace.*

Technological advance has not spoilt the letterform, even as it pixelates it. In fact, the opposite is true: the proliferation of computers and word processing has made us all lords of type, the dropdown menu a modern plaything. Even the Kindle offers us a choice of established fonts Baskerville, Futura, Palatino and Helvetica, alongside the new proprietary styles Bookerly and Amazon Ember.

The Kindle does not yet offer Albertus, and it never will. Albertus is not a font for small text or extended reading. It is a display font, a font for show and effect, an alluring, enduring, endlessly malleable face for any age, as popular now as it ever was, as indestructible as any set of letters created before or after it. Its creator is not as well known as he should be, considering the impact his work continues to have on our lives; I hope this book will rectify that. Above all this is a story of something all around us all the time that we may have barely noticed, and I hope this book will rectify that a little too.

The story begins at a very hot party in New York City, at the birth of a very exciting movement.



* See the Incunabula Short Title Catalogue at the British Library, a listing of more than 30,000 editions. The Venetian printers account for more than a tenth of the total (some 3,835 titles). Printing in London, William Caxton accounts for a mere 125.

* I am using the words typeface and font interchangeably here, as is the colloquial way. Strictly, a typeface is the big, overall name for a design (Baskerville), while font denotes a particular style or weight within a typeface family (Baskerville Bold, or Baskerville Italic).
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