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The Value of Typography
in a Global Multilingual

World

In her well known essay The Crystal Goblet, Beatrice Warde
defended the need for printing to be invisible to ensure
absolute transparency of text and comprehension of message.
As a tool in the service of visual communication, however,
typography transcends this utilitarian vision and furnishes the
values and attributes that result in the personality or character

of a brand, a product or service.

A Culturally Diverse Contemplation

of the World

One of the challenges faced by society today is mul-
ticulturalism, particularly as it is expressed in writ-
ten communication, i.e. multilingualism, by which
we refer to the ability that societies, organisations,
groups and individuals have to ordinarily use or
come into contact with more than one language in
their everyday lives.

Through graphic interfaces that are represented
as an accessible space, our increasingly global world
is smaller and more domestic. From a comfortable
settee we can travel through satellite images offered
by applications such as Google Earth and visit the
different countries that configure our diversified
planet. The globalism that is visually explained
through such programs doesn’t contemplate the so-
cial and cultural reality present in the real world:
the variety of languages, cultures, customs, faiths,

A. Quane, ‘Towards a Multilingual Culture of Education’
[online]. Unesco Institute for Education. 2003. [Accessed:
15 June 2010]. Available at: http://www.unesco.org/
education/uie/pdf/uiestud41.pdf.

etc., an extremely rich and complex reality that
eludes all globalising visions.

We live halfway between a real and a represented
world, a world based on a simplified approximation
to reality. Our vision of the world depends to a great
extent on the tools we have designed to measure,
represent and govern it, and it is therefore a distort-
ed vision, or at least a tailor-made vision.

In recent centuries the Western vision of the
world has subordinated other possible gazes and cul-
tures. Yet the world can’t be summed up in a single
vision. Ours isn’t a unitary culture—multicultural-
ism is a fact that creates a melting pot of expressions
in which languages play a key role, not only because
they are a way of articulating thought but because
they are a powerful tool forsocial cohesion and rela-
tions within a given community. As stated by Di-
rector General of UNESCO, Koichiro Matsuura, in
2003 ‘[L]anguages constitute an irreducible expres-
sion of human creativity in all its diversity. Tools of
communication, perception and reflection, they also
shape the way we view the world and provide a link
between past, present and future.’!
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So-called globalisation has not only triggered
greater interaction between countries and their cul-
tures, but necessarily produces a disposition to min-
gle. Notwithstanding its reductionist and unitary
vision of the world, globalisation entails a growing
awareness of ‘other’ cultures. Rather than obliging
others to behave as we do in the name of equality,
it is simply a question of treating them as equals.
This is an important change in the way in which we
approach the reality of our contemporary world.
Postmodernism’s non-centrist vision has furthered
our understanding of this principle in the field of
culture, philosophy and the plastic arts.

Towards Social and Technological
Multiculturalism

Languages are usually the first barrier we encoun-
ter when we have to communicate with or relate to
other cultural realities. Being able to express our-
selves in one language is insufficient nowadays.
Economic globalisation compels us to treat markets
with respect, so if a product hopes to successfully
survive it must position itself respecting local id-
iosyncrasies, just as any expression that aspires to
be cultural (a publishing product, for instance) and
hopes to transcend its local context will have to ad-
dress multilingualism as a true necessity. Many are
the publications (digital and on paper) that convey
their textual contents in two or more languages.
Co-existence in multicultural space may pose a se-
ries of problems in which design can play a key role
to facilitate human relations in all senses: providing
signage in spaces shared by people of diverse origin,
labelling foodstuff before it is placed on the market,
packaging cosmetics or making a drug pamphlet.
Difficulties posed in terms of design can in part be
solved by typography, which brings valid answers
not only to problems of composition but also to is-
sues concerning multilingualism, such as designing
typographical characters for composing multilin-
gual texts.
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In the last decades of the twentieth century the
technological industry was galvanised by social and
economic changes,andemerging markets enabled it
to further its business.

In the field of computer science, the writing sys-
tems of some of these emerging countries were a
barrier restricting access to technology, preventing
computer tools from being used in the way of those
who generally expressed themselves in English or
in any other language with a Latin alphabet. Until
recently, the huge number of characters that exist in
some systems (such as Arabic or Chinese) was one of
the main obstacles to the expansion of digital tech-
nology to other areas of the globalised world.

“Designing for a global world
implies taking into consideration
cultural diversity and the various
different writing systems used
for communication”

Any kind of textual information introduced
into a computer is expressed in a specific language.
Many computer technicians have considered the
‘problem’ of multilingualism as that of the avail-
ability of special characters. If this were the case the
problem could be solved by simply having available
all the characters required for the languages to be
represented, on screen and on a printed support.
However, this could not be achieved with MS-DOS
environments or with the operative systems that
preceded Mac OSX, where the entire range of avail-
able characters was reduced to a set of 256, the num-
ber of characters in standard formats (Postscript or
TrueType) in which the data from digital sources
was stored. It was too small a number for compos-
ing texts in most of the world’s languages, as many
writing systems require more than 256 characters.

The last few years of the twentieth century and
particularly the first decade of the twenty-first wit-
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nessed how software and hardware developers have
been striving to implement multilingualism in
computer environments. An early success story was
the development of a standard for character codi-
fication, so-called Unicode, established following
the foundation of the Unicode Consortium,? a non-
profit-making organisation to promote the develop-
ment of a standard model (the Unicode standard)
intended to specify the representation of texts in all
kinds of software and products. One of its objectives
is to enable the exchange of multilingual documents
among users. The Unicode Consortium has made a
great effort to design a universal map of characters
that will identify all existing writing systems and
signs, in order to establish a standard codification
recognised by all software manufacturers.3

A further turning point was the development
and recent marketing of the OpenType format,
which is called to be the new standard for digital
fonts. OpenType allows for up to 65,536 glyphs or
symbols in a single font archive, as a result of which
the coexistence of several writing systems with com-
mon stylistic traits is now a reality. Another of the
huge advantages of the new format born at the onset
of the new millennium is its compatibility with the
most common operative systems (Macintosh and
PC Windows), which was one of the main demands
made by users, especially in the graphic industry.
We could therefore consider that the OpenType for-
mat was created to fulfil a specific need in an in-
creasingly global world in which the introduction
of new languages and writing systems has become
a ‘moral’ condition for market expansion, in spite
of the fact that English is still the lingua franca of
technology.

Designer and expert in multilingual environ-
ments John Hudson holds the opinion that if typo-

graphical design at the turn of the millennium is
experiencing an international revival, this is partly
due to the computer industry’s desire to position its
products in societies that speak other languages.

Designing for a Global World:
Multilingualism and Typography

Designing for a global world implies taking into
consideration cultural diversity and the various
different writing systems used for communication.
According to Hudson, typographical design today
is closely related to the internationalisation of in-
formation technology and, in this sense, typeface
designers, being as they are directly implied in
the economic, social and cultural development of
globalisation, assume a specific responsibility. To
paraphrase Hudson, globalisation must be more
than just a business opportunity for software man-
ufacturers (including the design of digital fonts),
and must also involve a meeting between cultures,
dialogue between civilisations and respect for cul-
tural heritage, the rights and aspirations of citizens
around the world.>

In short, over the course of its history, type de-
sign has been an activity in the service of culture
and, ultimately, of written communication. The de-
signers of new fonts therefore play a key role in the
development of written culture, providing commu-
nication tools.

The need for multi-script fonts, i.e., fonts con-
taining symbols from more than one writing sys-
tem, has led a few designers to study in depth other
non-Latin alphabets in order to meet the demands
of an increasingly global world. The most important
companies devoted to creating and distributing dig-
ital fonts have endeavoured to update typographic

For more information on the Unicode project, see http://
www.unicode.org/history/summary.html

We should point out, however, that some characters
belonging to languages such as Guarani, which has joint
official status in Paraguay, haven’t yet been incorporated
into the Unicode standard.

5

J. Hudson, ‘Unicode from text to type’, in John Berry (Ed.),
Language Culture Type. International Type Design in the
age of Unicode, Association Typographigue Internationale
/ Graphis, New York, 2002, pp. 24-44.

Ibidem.
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Whereas recognition of the inherent dignity and of the equal and
inalienable rights of all members of the human family is the foun-
dation of freedom, justice and peace in the world, whereas dis-
regard and contempt for human rights have resulted in barbarous
acts which have outraged the conscience of mankind, and the ad-
vent of a world in which human beings shall enjoy freedom of
speech and belief and freedom from fear and want has been pro-
claimed as the highest aspiration of the common people, whereas
it is essential, if man is not to be compelled to have recourse, as
alast resort, 1o rebellion against tyranny and oppression, that hu-
man rights should be protecied by the ruke of law, whereas it is es-
sential to p the p of friendly relations between
nations, whereas the peoples of the United Nations have in the
Charter reaffirmed their faith in fundamental human rights, in
the dignity and worth of the human person and in the equal rights
of men and women and have determined to promote social prog-
ress and better standards of life in larger freedom, whenzas Mem-
ber States have pledged themselves 1o achieve, in co-operation
with rights and fundamental freedoms, whereas a common un-
derstanding of these the United Nations, the promotion of uni-
versal respect for and observance of human rights and freedoms
is of the greatest impartance for the full realization of this pledge.

English

Il'Pthl\dajl BO BHEMAHHC, 9TO NPHIHAHHE ROCTOHHCTEA, NPH-
CYILETO BCEM SEHAM Te/IOREUECKO CEMEH, H PABHBIX H HEOT b=
EMIEMBIX NPAB HX ABASETCH OCHOBOM cB050ILI, CIPABEATHBO-

CTH U BC MHPaA, HIE UTO NpeHe-
Gpex.euue H NPEIPCHHC K MPABAM YENORCKA MPHREAH K Bap-
p aKTAM, PLIE DOIMYIIAIOT COBECTE METOREUE-

CIB#, I T COMAHNC TAKOrO MIPA, B KOTOPOM TIOmE SyayT
HMETh CBO00Y CAI0BE H YOCAIeHHA 1 GyIyT cBOGOINLT OT CTpa-

4 M HYA[IE], TPOBOITTAICHO KAK BEICOKDE CTPEMICHHE 110~
5 BO uTofkl NpaBa
HEI0BEKD CXPAHATHCE BIACTLED JAKOHA B UEAX 00eCneTeHiT
Toro, TTofkl HeA0BCK He GbLT BLHYKNCH TPHOCTATS, B KANECTRE

0 CPERCTRA, K POTHR THPAKNH H YTHETe-
HHA; B 1P Do uro cOReficTR-
BETH | ap MEHLY HEPOTIa-
MH; M QP BO uTo Hapois O

Hatmil NOITBCARIH B YeTaBe CBOK) BEpY B OCHOBHBIE MTPABa
HENOBEKA, B IOCTOHHCTRO H HEHHOCTS YeMOBETECKO ITHOCTH
M B PARMONPARHE MyAMHH H KEHIHHE H PELIIH CORefCTBOBATS
CONUANEHOMY NPOrPECCY M YIYSIIERHI YETORHT KHIHN HPH

Gonsmed n mp BO HTO FOCYRAT
CTBa-4ncHE 0GAIAMNCH CORCHCTRORATE, B COTPYIIHIECTRE ©
Oprasrsauped O Hauni ¥y

H npag L} CBOGOL; 1 IPHHE-

MaA BO BHHMAHNE, 4T0 Beeofinee NOHAMARNE XApaKTEpa 3THX
npag W CBOGON MMEET OMPOMHOE JHEHCHRS 114 TOAHOTO BRI~
HEHHH ITOTO OGAIATENLCTRA.

Russian

4 s ST @ WA A W e A it e T
sfafesT s i EEE & R, = s e
afrE & 45 T i i T $E T & FEeEET i
i o -t o e €T o (FoTErR w  T # erw
TV AT W ST A R PR sl < fone s
e Wit T T, 4 AT AR WA S A
ez T R o T T — A €1 ST S AR —
T 741 # T &, At aege A Frre we A st A7
T A AT, S T AT A e g el
&, (o R 7T o HE Kl AT A 4P A S e
#, W T @ T S S W s At & T
STt ¥ A g o ST H e & o T e
Forerr & P T ST FREET 3 S ST SR O S
g A e e A, A T A A she R & e
T U AT 3 A A S S A @
A T o At wn, 4fE T i g s ¥ e
foy o ATHT At AT a7 EE S S A w6
s el & | TR, AL

Hindi

Kun ihmish kaikkien jiisenten luonnollisen arvon ja heidiin
i jah i ik ksiensa i on

e R A R

sa, kun ihmisoikeuksia on vitheksytty tai ne on jatetty huomiota
vaille, on tapahtunut raakalaistekoja, jotka ovat jarkymtineet
ihmiskunnan omaatuntoa, ja kun kansojen korkeimmaksi pis-
miifiriiksi on julistettu sellaisen maailman luominen, missd ihmi-
set voivat vapaasti nauttia sanan ja uskon vapautta seki eldfi va-
paina pelosta ja puutteesta, kun on villitimiitonti, et ihmisoi-
keadet turvataan oikeusjirjestykselld, jotta inmisten ei olisi pak-
ko viimeisend keinona nousta kapinaan pakkovaltaa ja sortoa
vastaan, kun on tihdellistd edistid ystiviillisten suhteiden kehit-
tymistii kansojen vilille, kun Yhdistyneiden Kansakuntien kan-
sat ovat peruskirjassa vahvistaneet uskonsa ihmisten perusoi-
keuksiin, ihmisyksilOn arvoon ja merkityk sekii miesten ja
naisten yht#lisin oikeuksiin ja kun ne ovat ilmaisseet vakaan
tahtonsa edistifi sosiaalista kehitystil ja parempien elimisen
ehtojen aikaansaamista vapaammissa oloissa, kun jisenvaltiot
s = e Vhei

Kansak jicjestén kanssn, ihmisoikeuksien ja perusva-
pauksien yleist k ista ja ja, kun yhtei-
nen klisitys niliden oikeuksien ja vapauksien sisillbstii on mitd
tiirkein timsin sit dydellisell isell

Finnish

"Enedi) 1) doveryvibouons tifs Svumapyobons els advea wi pekn
i)z devBowmivigs oloyeveing dEwmpemeing Aul Sucupdroy
Ty wo dvestadlotguiroy, dnotehel o Depehoy T #leubie-
piinz, Tie Summominmg %ol tilg oz fv g xooug. E
qapayvepuos %ol 1) TEpUpeavms TV Aremupdtey ol
dvbpmon ddipmony es mpaas feoBapdriros, alnves £Ee-
yeipouy Tipy ovvelbnow Tiis dviipuaites, zol Evadi 1 -
Jovgyic: Evig woopo Hrov Ti devBpmmeve o Ot Egovy Ty
Eevbeoiory Tof Adyou xod Tic miotews, dmblaypéva gofiou
sl dBldTroz, Siexmeyy me 1 dvaréign Embdiniis Tob
dviption, Exedi v oboides g va dviipomve d-
FoupaTa TpocTaTEtyTo i waleotitos Suxaiou g Too-
aov Hote & dvipumos wi) ryradtnoo, év Eoy ) woro-
Gyl Eig TV ESEyepmy Har S TUQEVYIOS Wi THS Moo=
orws Fradi) ven oboun g EvBepouvDi) 1) dvisrugig
Uty oyptoemy petash i Elviv. Exadi #v 1 Xaormol
juxol v Hvopdvey "Elviy SiesaorEay #x véow oy aiomy
T 7pds Ti Bepehuidn duoiiyata ToD dvdoumon, Tpos T
@Eompémanay wol iy dSloy Tob dviipd:mo, T iodriee Ty
Susumpudrery EvBav %ol yuvaisiv, xal regamoay g
elvoriomo Ty rowumeiy mptodov wal Brms Snuongymooy
anhhxtgovs Spovs Swis, &v peyadetéog Blevbeoiq. Exedi
it Kpdry péhy dvékafov iy taogpéooy Snwes ESaoga-
Liomy, £v ovvepyooig petd ot Opyaviopot Hyoptvoy
By, 1Hv moyxOopmoy wal droteheopanxoy cefiaopdy
v devBlpooor & et Oepedunday EleuBeouiv
Exeidi) 1) zow dvrilmpis tiv towimoy Suemmpdroy xal
Ehevie swrron peyioTy oxovSeiTro Sud Ty Exdal
Py T VACHQEDOEES TITTHS,

Greek
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Arabic

U védomi toho, e uzndni pfirozené distojnosti a rovagch a nez-
cizitelnfch priv &leni lidské rodiny je zikladem svobody, spra-
vedInosti a miru ve svét, Je zneuzndni lidskjch priv a pohrddni
jimi vedlo k barbarskym ¢indim, uriZejicim svédomi lidstva, a
Ze vybudovini svéta, ve kterém lidé, zhaveni strachu a nouze,
budou se t&iti svobodé projeva a pesvédeni, bylo prohldteno
za nejvy3Ei il lidu, 3 je nutné, aby lidskd priva byla chrinéna
zikonem, nemi-li byt Elovék donucen uchylovati se, kdyZ vie
ostatn{ selhalo, k edboiji proti tyranii aitlaku, Ze je nuiné podpo-
rovati rozvoj pitelskych vztahl mezi nrody, e lid Spojenych
nirodd zdlraznil v Charté znove svou viru v zikladni lidskd pri-
va, v diistojnost a hodnotu lidské osobnosti, v rovnd priva mudil
i #en a Ze se rozhod] podporovati socidlni pokrok a vytvofiti lep-
& Zivotnf podminky ve vE3i svobodé, e Clenské stity pevzaly
zivazek zajistiti ve spoluprici s organisaci Spojenych nérodd
vieobecné uzndving a zachovivini lidskych prdv a zikladnich
svobod a Ze stejné chipini téchto priv a svobod md nesmirny
vizaam pro dokonalé spln#ni tohoto zdvazku, Valné Shrom:z-
deénf vyhladuje tuto vicobecnou deklaraci lidskych priv jakoZto
spolecny cil pro viechny ndrody a viechay stity za tim dfelem,
aby se ka?dy jednotlivec a kazdy orgdn spole¢nost, maje tuto
deklaraci stdle na mysli, snakil vyutovanim a vichovou rozsifit
ety k wmin priviim a 14m a Zajistit p i opatfenimi

i dtnimi i i i jejich becné a GEinné uznd-
véni a zechovdvini jok mezi lidem Elenskych stith samych. tak
imezi lidem dzemi, jeZ jsou pod jejich pravomoci.

Czech

DIRA Nnown M3 99% UM PION A MM RN
PN WOINN TIDY KIN MYP0]1 MNPIM DR onrmnaa
19737 P TTRD MNTA SASIM SHnn .opa ovem
,OMP 1131 ;ITIND YW ANDENI NP 10100 OVNID DYYD
NITPND 131 ANBND T MINE PR ME 93 1A 130
DRIN OTHN 53 YW PMPRY YR M0 ,MONDD TNan
99 105 M22 M NIPAN DTRA MN2TY 1IN 20N mom
91130 IR TYWNY,1NR V7902, DR DTRA ®A* ’72 pNn
AR OTP0 WD NN MM PRI AT mETYa aTan
DBEM PRI MDA 1 mMTT o YW onmnann
N NYMRA YL TN MTMKDN MDKD NOAR2 DTTNRDD
MR Y@ N27Ya N33, 0THD 9 TIOM MM DNNPR
nnTpY PUOY ONR DA WMD) GAYRY 1 MY man
YRI NTPN N TINA 0PN BT DY ARYAT Nman
MEIN PR DP MOYHI 9% 1\PRNA MIAnD mITom
TN 2R OTHA MNET Y593 7120 DN Mar’ MTmsen
L@ MDA NAMER NIam EIN JEnE 2 nTapm T
Yw pYwn NOVRY WD RN KN AYR AT M

1 arnnn

Hebrew

T AR AT DU A B RIS ORIT B LR R
W, FREREE, ELSRPOLE STUANTRIRE
o AR ERT, R T ABMRD, E—TAMER
R TR S B R R, EREAN S
ARHREEE, BT HEARTRAFSCEEER T REIE
ARGESE, AYBEANEEENRE, RTALRRNEER
REARGRE, BT ARAEENARCERSERRESNLAG
TR AR, AREERGAE RS TH RS, Rt
etk A e o MR A TORE, ETE2NERE
GRS LA R A B B i 4R T,
Fa e U R TR TR A W R R Rk
rE .

Chinese
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< Languages affect our vision of texts, their specific colour

and the amount of space we need for a given volume of text

(its length). The Latin alphabet can present different textures,
according to the language used for writing. Even so, changes in
texture and colour are much more obvious when different writing
systems are employed. Examples taken from G. Sadek and M.
Zhukov, Typographia polyglotta, ATypl / The Cooper Union, New
York, 1997.

catalogues and include fonts containing characters
belonging to other writing systems—not only from
those that are recognised as work tools within the
European Union, such as Greek or Cyrillic, but also
from others belonging to cultures that are now ex-
erting an influence on the global economy, such as
Arabic, Devanagari, Chinese and Japanese, to name
but a few.

In the mid-nineties the demand for multilingual
fonts within the Latin alphabet made type designers
and large distributors aware of the need to extend
the set of characters and incorporate all the charac-
ters required for composing texts in other languages
in the European context. How often had we been
challenged by a lack of signs for composing texts in
Catalan or Spanish, where the lack of an accent or
a virgule prevented us from using a specific type?
Sometimes, careless spacing of diacritical characters
(not usually employed in English) resulted in ugly-
looking texts. By the turn of the millennium, this
awareness would be strengthened by the introduc-
tion of new writing systems in typographic reper-
toires. Technological progress has enabled type de-
sign to the needs imposed today by graphic design
and its users.

Interest in the design of multi-script fonts has
been reinforced by the possibilities offered by tech-
nology. However, the technical and cultural knowl-
edge required by such activity makes this kind of

D. Bfezina, ‘Challenges in multilingual type design’, in
Codex: the Journal of Letterforms, No. 2 (2012), p. 24.

P. Baines & A. Haslam, Type and Typography, Laurence
King Publishers, London, 2005, p. 10.

design an extremely unique practice. Type designers
have embraced multilingualism relatively recently,
as proven by the debates on the subject produced
over the past decade in specialised areas within the
profession and the academic world.

In a recent article published in Codex, designer
David Bfezina has pointed out some of the prob-
lems posed when designing multilingual families of
type. He believes that type designers work ‘on the
crossroads of linguistics, typography, and computer
science.® At present these professionals face signifi-
cant challenges when it comes to adapting different
scripts to typographic systems or to the limitations
of certain supports.

Not many lines of thought or studies have at-
tempted to establish connections between type de-
sign (in general terms) and its social impact. In my
opinion, working in the field of multilingual typog-
raphy and developing multi-script fonts is a good
way of coming into direct contact with the more
social side of design.

Multi-Script Typography

Understanding and getting used to a new system of
meaning based on new forms is the main difficulty
posed by the creation of a multi-script font. Regard-
less of the writing system, type design must take
into consideration a few important aspects, conven-
tional, technical and cultural. According to design-
er Gerard Unger, some aspects have barely changed
over long periods of time and can be considered
constants. The forms and proportions of letters are
based on conventions, and the tools used to design
them have become consolidated over the course of
history. At the end of the day, letters represent lan-
guage, which is a convention. Phil Baines upholds
that it is ‘vitally important that typographers should
begin to understand the features of language while
at the same time learning the conventions for its
notation and the technical processes for its repro-
duction.””
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In spite of the changes brought about by the
move from paper to screen, we have gradually de-
veloped new reading habits, related to the workings
of eyes and brain when we read and write. Unger be-
lieves that the configuration of habits has a consider-
able effect on typography, which strongly influences
the shapes of letters. On the contrary, the types
most frequently read are reinforced by readers’ own
habits.8 There are no rules, but the conventions (or
constants, as they are defined by Unger) that derive
from tradition must be taken into account in all ty-
pographical design projects. History is a loyal guide
when it comes to finding references or examples
to examine how this tradition has shaped conven-
tions and habits and how all this has affected type
design and its use. For Stanley Morison, the notion
of tradition is another way of expressing unanim-
ity in certain basic and age-old aspects established
through trial and error: experientia docet.’

Gerrit Noordzij says that ‘shapes that do not
conform to convention are just not writing.’10 Writ-
ing is affected by different directions of reading, the
motion of the tool and even the shapes of the letters.
Typography has a direct connection with writing
and not so much with calligraphy, which is its most
artistic expression. As the shapes of letters are based
on writing, they follow the conventions derived
from its evolution over the centuries. Moreover,
languages determine the way we see texts, their par-
ticular hues and the amount of space we need for
a certain amount of text (its length). Some specific
combinations of letters appear more frequently in
one language than in another, so each language de-
fines its own visual conventions that affect the read-
ing process.

G. Unger, While you’re reading, Mark Batty Publisher, New
York, 2007, p. 84.

S. Morison, ‘Postscript’, in First Principles of Typography.
Cambridge University Press, Cambridge, 1967.

G. Noordzij, The stroke. Theory of writing, translated into
English by Peter Enneson, Hyphen Press, London, 2005,
p. 9.
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Writing and its formal variations have been in-
fluenced by the instrument employed (chisel, quill,
brush, pen, etc.). The choice of angle and direction
produce differences in size, weight, slant, breadth
and other more formal aspects that characterise the
qualities of letters. Different tools give rise to differ-
ent shapes, even if the letters are the same. Further-
more, the type of surface used (stone, wood, paper,
parchment, screen) also determines the results ob-
tained. Technology defines both the limitations and
the possibilities of the ensuing shapes. All design
processes imply sufficient technological knowledge
to meet the various challenges. In typographical
design, this technological knowledge must also be
combined with cultural and linguistic knowledge.

“Typography has a direct
connection with writing and
not so much with calligraphy,
which is its most artistic
expression”

Every writing system, be it alphabetic or not,
is the result of a specific evolution and has its own
structure and system of proportions. Thus, when
two or more alphabets are combined in the same
font, each one must preserve its proportions, for this
affects its legibility and cultural idiosyncrasy. It is
important that this principle be respected, despite
the difficulty of making the different systems har-
moniously compatible.

Typographical designers in the Latin alphabet
use a small number of guides to define proportions
when designing new types of letters. To force this
alphabet’s proportions in other scripts would be a
mistake, unless they adapt naturally (as in the com-
bination of the Latin and Cyrillic alphabets). Arabic
script, for instance, will require other proportions
that are completely foreign to our alphabet, and the
same goes for other systems such as Greek, Chinese

Andreu Balius The Value of Typography in a Global Multilingual World

S E CONOCE como al-Andalus al terri-
torio de la Peninsula Ibérica y de la
Septimania bajo poder musulmdn durante
la Edad Media, entre los afios 711 y 1492.
Entre los afios 711 y 715, los musulmanes
ocuparonuna parte dela PeninsulaIbérica,
aunque sin ningtn tipo de dominio efecti-
voalnorte del Sistema Central. Lainvasién

AL-ANDALUS was the Arabic name given
to a nation and territorial region also com-
monly referred to as Moorish Iberia. The
name describes parts of the Iberian Pen-
insula and Septimania governed by Mus-
lims, at various times in the period be-
tween 711and 1492, although the territorial
boundaries underwent constant ¢hanges

or Devanagari. When designing multi-script types
that combine two or more systems we must preserve
their proportions, while endeavouring to harmonise
them in the text.

Colour, Proportion, Texture

Two important elements we must bear in mind
when combining different writing systems are the
colour and texture they give the text. When design-
ing types of letters for textual composition, the ap-
pearance of the paragraph is critical. Any small de-
tail in letter design may influence the general hue.
As Robert Bringhurst has said speaking of mixing
alphabets, the closer texts are composed in differ-
ent alphabets, the more important it becomes ‘that
they should be close in color and in size, no mat-

R. Bringhurst, The elements of typographic style. Hartley
& Marks, Vancouver, 1996, pp. 106-107.

D. Bfezina, General Issues of Multi-Script Typography. MA
Dissertation, Reading University, Reading, 2007, p. 12.
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a4 An example of multi-script application. Pradell type, combining
texts in the Latin writing system (Pradell Roman) and the Arab
writing system (Pradell Al-Andalus). The optimal harmonisation
of both writing systems is only possible if we respect the features
that define each alphabet system individually.

ter how superficially different in form.!! The actual
writing system influences the colour and texture of
texts, but so does the language used to compose it.
Aspointed outby Bfezina, languages define the ap-
pearance of the composition of the set of characters,
the frequency of the letters, certain combinations of
letters and the use of diacritical signs.1? The Latin
alphabet can present different textures, according
to the language we are using—Spanish doesn’t work
like English or German. Even so, changes in tex-
ture and hue are much more obvious when different
writing systems are in use.

Colour is influenced by the thickness of stroke
and the degree of lightness of characters, i.e. their
weight. Weight is distributed differently in Arabic
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PRADELL AL-ANDALUS. 4 NON-LATIN MULTISCRIPT TYPEFACE BASED ON NASKIT CALLIGRAFITIC STVLE. DESIGKED DY ANDREU BALIUS (2009-2013)
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4 A sample of a Pradell Al-Andalus letter. Andreu Balius, 2009-2013.

and in Latin: the former, with its connected letters,
presents a clearer horizontal baseline for the weight
falls on the horizontal strokes, whereas in the Latin
alphabet it falls on the vertical strokes. The coun-
tershapes and spaces between letters also affect the
colour of texts.

Examining the design of non-Latin typography
is certainly a complex issue, and perhaps one of the
first questions that arises is how to design type for a
writing system that is different to one’s own. Draw-
ing characters for composing texts in Polish, Czech
or even Turkish is a simple exercise if we compare it

F. Ross & G. Shaw, Non-Latin Scripts. From Metal to Digital
Type, St. Bride Foundation, London, 2012, p. 151.

Pilar Cano in an interview with the author, November
2012.
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to designing the characters of a Cyrillic or Greek al-
phabet, not to mention Chinese or Arabic script. In
my opinion we should approach these systems with
respect and with sufficient knowledge.

Fiona Ross believes that ‘Best practice is built
upon sound research.’’3 As I have said earlier, when
designing type, regardless of the chosen writing
system, we should be familiar with conventions,
and good grounding in the tools and the evolution
of shapes over the course of its history will provide
greater insight into the specificities of the system.

Pilar Cano, type designer at Dalton Maag, says
we should look at letters with other eyes, we should
understand how we read and what is truly impor-
tant in order to preserve legibility.1* According to
Ross, ‘Whether a native reader or not, however, close
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observation of how harmonization and yet differen-
tiation can be achieved within a new typeface design
is effected by analyzing all modes of textual com-
munication, whether past or current, and whether
by hand with a pen, stylus or brush, or by means
of digital technology. In so doing, the designer can
acquire a keen sense of the letterform proportions—
and how far one can deviate from them; develop an
eye to perceive which elements are key to letterform
identification—and which treatments can lead to
ambiguities; and become sufficiently informed to
judge which letterform features are shared and thus
can be treated in a similar manner to provide tex-
tual cohesion.!> Ross goes on to add that ‘an aware-
ness of cultural sensitivities naturally forms an es-
sential ingredient to the design process.’1¢

While it is surprising that most non-Latin al-
phabets created over the course of history were de-
veloped by designers from Latin backgrounds, we
must not forget that the printing press and most of
the technology related to the design and making of
types of letters are indeed Western inventions. The
teaching of typography is also concentrated in a few
countries in the Western world, although designers
from other cultures are increasingly working with
their own writing systems, thereby expanding the
offer of quality fonts.

Conclusion

Designing multi-script type families is the task type
designers will face in the future. If the first chal-
lenge in the late twentieth century was to apply mul-
tilingualism to the Latin alphabet, and consequently
introduce characters for other less common lan-
guages into text composition (character extensions
for Eastern European languages), the second impor-
tant challenge in the twenty-first century is to in-
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F. Ross & G. Shaw, Non-Latin Scripts. From Metal to Digital
Type, op. cit., p. 151.

Ibidem.

corporate different writing systems within one and
the same type family. This indeed implies a signifi-
cant change that obliges type designers to acquire
a much higher level of knowledge, as demanded by
today’s global world.

The availability of multi-script fonts that will en-
able us to compose multilingual texts characterised
by an ideal aesthetic and formal unity is a growing
need. But, as I have argued before, multi-script type
design does not only meet practical needs—the pos-
sibility of representing other languages and cultures
through typography is at once a powerful tool for
obtaining social cohesion and building bridges of
dialogue between the different cultures that shape
the human environment.
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