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THE LAPIDARY TYPEFACE FOUND IN THE 

MAIN COURTYARD OF THE PALAZZO DUCALE 

IN URBINO REPRESENTS AN EXCELLENT 

EXAMPLE OF THE EVOLUTION OF LETTERING 

IN THE RENAISSANCE PERIOD. IN PERFECT 

HARMONY WITH THE SPIRIT OF THE TIMES, 

AS WELL AS WITH THE NEW ARCHITECTURAL 

CONSTRUCTION PRINCIPLES.

CONSIDERING THAT THE TEXT REFERS TO 

DUKE FEDERICO’S SUCCESSES IN BATTLE,

IT IS BELIEVED THAT THE INSCRIPTION DATES

BACK TO HIS DEATH IN 1482 AND WAS 

PROBABLY COMMISSIONED BY CARDINAL 

OTTAVIANO UBALDINI. AROUND THAT TIME, 

THE COURT OF URBINO WOULD HOST 

MATHEMATICIAN FRA’ LUCA PACIOLI, WHO 

BECAME A TUTOR OF GUIDOBALDO DA 

MONTEFELTRO. IN 1497, AT THE COURT OF 

LUDOVICO IL MORO IN MILAN, PACIOLI 

WROTE THE ‘DE DIVINA PROPORTIONE’ (1509). 

THIS TREATISE CONTAINS THE DESIGN

OF ORIGINAL LETTERS THAT DISTANCE 

THEMSELVES FROM THE CONTEMPORANEOUS 

CHARACTERS OF CALLIGRAPHIC TRADITION. 

BUILT ON THE SQUARE, THE SHAPES

OF PACIOLI’S LETTERS ARE THE RESULT OF 

RIGOROUS GEOMETRIC REASONING, A 

WRITTEN TESTIMONY OF THE REDISCOVERY 

OF THE CLASSIC AESTHETIC CANONS

THAT INSPIRED A LARGE PART OF THE 

RENAISSANCE TYPOGRAPHY OF ITALY

AND BEYOND.

HOWEVER, THE LETTERS FROM THE PALAZZO 

DUCALE HAVE A LIFE OF THEIR OWN. 

APPROACHING THEM, AND STUDYING THE 

FORMS ANALYTICALLY, THE GEOMETRIC 

CANON SEEMS TO BE NO LONGER SUFFICIENT 

TO EXPLAIN THEIR ORIGIN. IN ADDITION TO 

THE INCONSISTENCIES DUE TO THE MANUAL 

EXECUTION, THE INSCRIPTION OF THE 

COURTYARD REVEALS ITSELF BY PRESENTING 

A GREAT VARIETY OF DESIGNS FOR THE

SAME LETTERS, AS WELL AS DIFFERENCES

IN THE TYPE OF SERIFS AND TERMINATIONS 

USED, AND IN THE PROPORTIONS. ®
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 I.
IN 2002, THE YOUNG ZÜRICH GRAPHIC 

DESIGN STUDIO NORM PUBLISHED A BOOK 

TITLED ‘THE THINGS’, THE CENTREPIECE

OF WHICH IS A DENSE TABLE CONTAINING 

65,535 COMPUTER-GENERATED GLYPHS ≤∏≥, 

DISPLAYED ACROSS 60 PAGES. THE APPLICA-

TION THAT PRODUCED THESE GLYPHS 

SIMPLY CONNECTS POINTS ON A SQUARE, 

3×3 GRID WITH STRAIGHT LINES ≤¬≥. THERE 

ARE 36 POSSIBLE CONNECTING LINES 

BETWEEN ANY TWO POINTS ON THIS GRID, 

MEANING THAT, EVEN ACCORDING

TO ITS REDUCTIVE SPECIFICATION, THE 

APPLICATION CAN DRAW 2±36, OR 

68,719,476,736 UNIQUE GLYPHS. BY FURTHER 

CONSTRAINING IT TO ONLY THOSE 

DIAGONAL CONNECTIONS WHICH MAKE 

CONTACT WITH THE CENTRE OF THE GRID, 

WHILE ALLOWING ALL OF THE POSSIBLE 

VERTICAL AND HORIZONTAL CONNECTIONS, 

NORM ARRIVED AT THE SUBSET SHOWN

IN ‘THE THINGS’. IF YOU SQUINT, THESE 

DEMONSTRABLY ARBITRARY GLYPHS, 

WITH THEIR ENCLOSED SEGMENTS, 

PROTRUDING STROKES, AND RECURRING 

FEATURES, RESEMBLE THE FAMILIAR 

MORPHOLOGIES OF UPPERCASE AND 

LOWERCASE LETTERFORMS. THEY COULD, 

BELIEVABLY, BE FUNCTIONAL LETTERS 

FROM COUNTERFACTUAL ALPHABETS.
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 II.
THE SHEER VOLUME AND VARIETY OF 

FORMS RESULTING FROM THIS EXERCISE

IS IMPRESSIVE, BUT THE INTENT IS NOT

TO INSPIRE. THE MANIFESTATION OF THESE 

GLYPHS IS A LAMENT, A MELANCHOLIC 

CHARTING OF FORMAL REALMS TO WHICH 

THE CONTEMPORARY PROFESSIONAL TYPE 

DESIGNER, REALISTICALLY, HAS NO ACCESS. 

THE COMPUTERISATION OF ALL ASPECTS 

OF TYPOGRAPHIC LABOUR PURPORTED TO 

BE A LIBERATION FROM THE CONSTRAINTS 

OF TECHNIQUE AND HARDWARE. TO

LOOK OVER ANTHOLOGIES OF GRAPHIC 

DESIGN FROM THE 1990S, WITH THEIR 

UNRULY, PAINTERLY AESTHETICS,

IS TO SEE, EMPHATICALLY FULFILLED, THE 

RHETORIC OF THE SOFTWARE COMPANIES 

WHO REFIGURED TYPOGRAPHY’S 

TECHNICAL INFRASTRUCTURE IN THE 1980S. 

BUT, IN THE PRACTICES THAT HAVE 

EMERGED SINCE, IT IS APPARENT THAT 

WHILE COMPUTERISATION ENABLES 

VIRTUALLY INFINITE TECHNICAL POSSIBILI-

TIES FOR THE TYPE DESIGNER, CULTURALLY 

LETTERFORMS REMAIN INEXTRICABLY 

BOUND TO THE ROMAN ALPHABET. OF 

COURSE THEY DO! HOW COULD IT BE ANY 

OTHER WAY? SUCH IS NORM’S LAMENT: 

“THE POSSIBILITY OF SUCCESSFULLY 

MARKETING A NEW SYSTEM OF WRITING

NO LONGER EXISTS …”I
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 III.
WHEN GUTENBERG INVENTED PRINTING 

WITH MOVABLE TYPE IN EUROPE IN

THE 1450S, HE WAS CAREFUL TO RESPECT 

TRADITIONS FOR PRESENTING LETTERS

AND WORDS ON A PAGE. GUTENBERG WAS 

NEITHER A SCRIBE NOR AN ARTIST.

HIS BUSINESS PLAN WAS TO OFFER A NEW 

DEMOGRAPHIC — A NEW MARKET OF 

READERS — “A PRODUCT AS CLOSE AS 

POSSIBLE TO THE MANUSCRIPT.”II THE 

ESSENTIAL MODERNITY OF THE PRINTING 

PRESS WAS IN THE MULTIPLICATION AND 

DISTRIBUTION OF DOCUMENTS THAT IT 

MADE POSSIBLE, NOT ANY PARTICULAR 

GRAPHIC NOVELTY OF THOSE DOCUMENTS. 

IN THIS HISTORIC MOMENT, THE 

HANDGIESSINSTRUMENT, GUTENBERG’S 

DEVICE FOR CASTING LETTERS — TYPEFACES

— IN METAL ALLOY, EFFECTIVELY CAPTURED 

ALPHABETIC FORM. PRIOR TO THIS, 

WRITTEN LETTERFORMS HAD EVOLVED 

ACCORDING TO CIRCUMSTANTIAL FORCES: 

CONTINUALLY APPENDED AND MODIFIED, 

COMPELLED BY THE MIXING OF POPULATIONS 

OVER CENTURIES. THE TYPEFACE, THOUGH, 

BELONGED TO A NEW CLASS OF MODULAR, 

INDUSTRIAL ASSET, AND IT SOLIDIFIED

A SINGULAR SET OF LETTERFORMS — OUR 

ROMAN ALPHABET — IN HARD CAPITAL.

THIS ALPHABET IS NOT THE CULMINATION

OF AN EVOLUTIONARY PATH TOWARD 

FITNESS AND OPTIMAL FORM. IT IS A 

SNAPSHOT. A MUSEUM PIECE: CAPTURED, 

INSTITUTIONALISED.

XXVII



  IV.
ROBIN KINROSS’S ESSAY ‘MODERN 

TYPOGRAPHY’ DOCUMENTS HOW THE 

MODULAR AND INDUSTRIAL LOGIC

OF GUTENBERG’S INVENTION GRADUALLY 

INSINUATED ITSELF INTO EUROPEAN 

CULTURE, ESTABLISHING MARKETS FOR 

PRINT WHICH CAME TO DEMAND 

STANDARDISATION, RATIONALISATION, 

AND ECONOMIES OF SCALE.III INITIALLY,

PRINT ACCELERATED THE COMMENSURATE 

PROJECTS OF MODERNITY AND CAPITALISM. 

IN TWENTIETH-CENTURY PRINT CULTURE, 

HOWEVER, CONCEPTS OF RATIONALITY 

AND ECONOMY BECAME DISCONNECTED. 

CONCERTED EFFORTS WERE MADE TO 

OVERHAUL GUTENBERGIAN TYPOGRAPHY. 

THE PERCEIVED REDUNDANCE OF ROMAN 

CAPITAL LETTERS WAS THE PRIMARY 

TARGET OF THESE RATIONALISATIONS, 

PUT FORWARD BY NOTABLE PROTAGONISTS 

SUCH AS HERBERT BAYER, WHOSE 1925 

UNIVERSAL ALPHABET ABANDONED 

CAPITAL LETTERS ALTOGETHER. IN THE 1960S, 

WIM CROUWEL WENT EVEN FURTHER.

HIS NEW ALPHABET ≤≈≥ DISPENSED WITH

THE WHOLE ACCULTURATED EDIFICE OF 

TRADITIONAL LETTERFORMS, GLORIFYING 

A FUTURISTIC GENRE OF GLYPHS NOT 

INTENDED EXCLUSIVELY FOR HUMAN 

READING. WHY DID THESE EFFORTS FAIL 

TO RATIONALISE HOW WE READ? CAPITAL!

IT WAS SIMPLY NOT ECONOMICAL TO

MAKE FUNDAMENTAL CHANGES TO THE 

STANDARDS UPON WHICH AN EXTENSIVE 

INFRASTRUCTURE OF INTEROPERABLE 

HARDWARE AND LABOUR PRACTICES 

DEPENDED. RYAN GANDER’S 2010 ARTWORK 

NEW NEW ALPHABET EPITOMISES THE FATE

OF SUCH PROJECTS. THIS DIGITAL TYPEFACE

IS A SUPPLEMENT TO CROUWEL’S NEW 

ALPHABET THAT MAKES A CORRECTIVE 

GESTURE, HELPFULLY PROVIDING THE 

MISSING STROKES REQUIRED ≤√≥ TO BRING 

CROUWEL’S ERRANT EXPERIMENTS BACK

IN LINE ≤‰≥.
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 V.
AN OBVIOUS WEAKNESS OF THE TEXT-TO-

IMAGE, GENERATIVE DIFFUSION MODELS THAT 

HAVE BEEN MADE PUBLIC IN THE EARLY 

2020S IS THEIR GARBLED REPRODUCTION

OF TEXT. FOR THIS TECHNOLOGY, TEXT IS 

MERE INCIDENTAL CONTENT OF IMAGE.

LIKE NORM’S ARRAY OF ARBITRARY GLYPHS,

TEXT MANIFESTED IN THESE GENERATIVE 

IMAGES EXHIBITS AN IMPOVERISHED

FORM OF MAGICAL REALISM. OUR BRAINS 

RECOGNISE THESE AS LETTERFORMS,

BUT THEY DO NOT CONFORM TO ANY 

ORTHOGRAPHIC LOGIC AND CANNOT BE 

READ. ACCORDING TO GUTENBERG’S 

EXAMPLE, IN ORDER FOR A NEW MEDIA 

TECHNOLOGY TO OBTAIN, IT MUST BE ABLE 

TO RECREATE THE PRODUCTS OF THE 

TECHNIQUES IT IS TO SUCCEED, AND WITH 

GREATER ECONOMY. IT FOLLOWS THAT 

IMPROVING THE APPEARANCE OF TEXT 

WITHIN COMMERCIAL GENERATIVE IMAGES

— ‘SCENE TEXT’ IN THE PARLANCE OF 

COMPUTER SCIENCE — IS A HIGH PRIORITY 

AREA OF RESEARCH. THIS WORK IS BEING 

DONE NOT BY TYPOGRAPHERS, NOR TYPE 

DESIGNERS, BUT BY THE GUTENBERGS

OF OUR TIME: OPPORTUNISTIC COMPUTER 

SCIENTISTS WITH ONLY SUPERFICIAL

REGARD FOR THE INDUSTRIES THAT THEIR

TECHNOLOGIES MEAN TO DISRUPT. 

APPROACHES TO THE PROBLEM OF GARBLED 

TEXT SEEM TO BE CONVERGING AROUND 

SO-CALLED ‘DUAL ENCODER’ MODELS,

IN WHICH TEXT CONTENT IS SEPARATELY 

GENERATED BY A TRANSFORMER MODEL

— TRAINED, OF COURSE, ON THE STRICTURES 

OF CONVENTIONAL ORTHOGRAPHY — AND 

THEN REINTEGRATED INTO A DIFFUSION-

MODEL-GENERATED COMPOSITION.IV IN THIS 

WAY THE PREDOMINANCE OF THE ROMAN 

ALPHABET IS AGAIN COMPOUNDED. ®
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