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Talk for aTypi, Portugal, September 28, 2006

A note to readers who might download this paper: This talk was delivered to the aTypi conference on September 28. I delivered the talk in a spirit of open conversation and thought about typography. In planning my talk for aTypi (a professional association of typographers), I sought to identify a topic that might address the universal relevance of typography. This is not usually done at typography conferences, which generally focus on the internal dialogue and discourse of the profession. Understandably, my talk was met with as much anger as interest. Several people have requested to see the notes for the talk, which I provide in this document, following the spirit of openness celebrated in my address. I do not claim this to be a “finished position” on the subject. I am aware of the many problems and issues, and the deep sensitivity of the typographic community. By sharing this document as requested, I do not claim to be publishing it in an official way; I am merely offering it, humbly, as a record of the talk I delivered. To refuse to share it would be to deny the spirit in which it was offered. —Ellen Lupton
My typographic journey involved six airports, five taxi rides, and one train ride, but I’m very pleased to be here at last, and I’m delighted that so many of you came by today to hear what I have to say.

I usually like going to design conferences because I am finally at home with people who are obsessed with the same sort of minute details and fine distinctions as I am.

[Susana photo]

It’s great to step away from civilian life and finally be…with your own kind.

[Susana photo]

I recently came across this wonderful book, Casa Susanna, a collection of photographs taken in the 1950s at a small Catskills resort for transvestites. The people shown here have found a place where they can be themselves, dressing and talking the way they want with other people just like them.

[Susanna photo annotated: “Gotham is the new Interstate.” “Is Mrs Eaves really a man?”  “Why did the calligraphy in The Da Vinci Code have to be so shitt?.”]

And that’s how I feel at design conferences.

But I must say that coming here is a little different. Here, it’s me that feels like a civilian in the midst of the a highly specialized brotherhood.

[Susanna photograph annotated with “hinting” comments or other specificity.]

I’ve been listening in on the e-mail discourse, and I must say it gets rather opaque. Most of it leaves me bewildered,

[Susanna photograph annotated with Berlow comments]

But some of it is downright poetic, and even a little… racy.

Typography is a highly specialized activity. The technical and historical knowledge simmering in this room is astonishing. At the same time, typography is not specialist. It is pervasive, public, everywhere. It affects everyone. 

Increasingly today, ordinary citizen don’t only see and read letters; they actively use them. The common folk may not always respect typography. 

[urban type crime]

They abuse it.

[urban type crime]

They trample on it.

[urban type crime/Rumsfeld  1]

They subject it to countless indignities. 

[urban type crime/Rumsfeld  1]
And yet they need it. Typography is a specialized discourse. It is also a vast public resource.

[Univers Strikes Back]

The title of my talk is “Univers Strikes Back.” I will be talking about one of the dominant dreams of modern typography, and how its current has ebbed, flowed, and changed course over time.

My talk is theoretical not technical. I’m interested in the social ambitions, social life, and social value of design. I’m interested in who makes design, and who uses it.

[universality]

Universality is one of the central credos of modernist design culture: the idea of uniting the peoples of the world through a common language. It’s one of the great myths and fantasies of modernism, and it got largely thrown away during the postmodern revolution in thought and culture.

[the open universal]

A theme I will return to as I move around the subject of typography is the notion of an “open universal.” This universal is not closed and finished. It does not consist of a finite number of fonts, glyphs, or characters. Nor does it operate inside a fixed set of parameters.

[universal]

During the 1920s, some avant-garde designers sought to clean up the ambiguities and excesses of the typographic language. Herbert Bayer’s famous alphabet of 1925 [check], called “universal,” converted the endless curves and angles of traditional typography into a reduced vocabulary of geometric forms. Bayer dismissed capital letters as a distraction from the latin alphabet’s core phonetic purpose. Since we can’t hear the different between uppercase and lowercase, we shouldn’t have to see it, either.

[one size fits all]

I call Bayer’s approach to universal design “one size fits all,” the notion that a single typeface, reduced to its minimal components, could most efficiently meet the needs of a universal culture.

[Bauhaus lettering]

Bayer’s letters existed only as custom-drawn characters until the early 1990s…

[Bauhaus book cover]

when Matthew Carter finally made Bayer’s visionary alphabet into a working digital font.

[Univers]

Meanwhile, other typographers had explored the idea of universal typography from their own perspectives. Adrian Frutiger and XXXX designed Univers as a grid of possibilities contained within a single type family. 

[one grid fits all]

In place of Bayer’s attempt to economize with fewer characters, Univers expanded outward, aiming to solve numerous typographic problems within a single, coordinated system, building letters along a spatial grid of variables.

[Metafont]

Metafont, created by the computer scientist Donald Knuth in the early 80s, claimed to be the ultimate realization of the universal grid. Knuth analyzed typography into a set of geometric attributes: weight, stress, width, serifs, contrast, and so forth. Manipulating these variables could, in theory, generate an infinite number of distinct yet related typefaces. It could serve, indeed, as a rational description of any latin typeface—past, present, or future. Metafont was, in short, a universal typography machine.

[“How can you possibly incorporate all typefaces into one universal schema? It is a bold… assumption that one could get any  ‘A’ by filling out a fixed questionnaire: How wide is its crossbar? What angle do the two arms make with the vertical?” Douglas Hofstadter] 

Knuth’s claim was brilliantly disputed by the mathematician Douglas Hoftstadter in one of the most intriguing pieces of typographic theory I have ever read, published in Visible Language journal in 1982. Hofstadter attacked Knuth’s understanding of universality. Although Metafont could generate an infinite number of variations within a set of established variables, type designers have always found ways to work outside standard parameters, especially when inventing display letters. 

[letters A]

Hofstadter proposed looking at “roles” within letterforms. In the capital letter A, some graphic form (or absence thereof) must play the role of a crossbar, but it is impossible to every limit how that role might be fulfilled.

[roles]

[typographic experiments of Paul Elliman: found typography]
Hofstadter’s essay quietly appeared in the midst of the postmodern revolution, during which any claim for universality was being attacked in favor of an eclectic, inclusive visual culture inspired by Pop art, historical revival, multiculturalism, and critical theory.

[Kathy McCoy quote]

Typefaces such as Helvetica became associated with global capitalism and the pervasive blandness of corporate identity programs.

Postmodernism dismissed the ideal of universality, and many designers and critics (myself included) valorized cultural dialects over the modernist dream of a common language. Indeed, we sometimes viewed design itself as a subculture, a specialized domain defined by its own discourse.

Today, culture seems as much a problem as a solution. Differences in ideology, religion, and national identity are tearing apart communities—and the world itself. No longer satisfied by the cult of cultures, many thinkers are returning to the idea of universality.

[the universal without totality]

The expression “universal without totality” comes from the media philosopher Pierre Lévy. In his book Cyberculture, Lévy explains how the rise of the Internet has changed our understanding of universality. The old universality was totalizing. It sought closure. It sought the one truth, the one meaning. For centuries, the regime of the book imposed the ideal of a single meaning contained in the written text, exemplified by the religious word at the center of the major world religions. In the twentieth century, the regime of media was also totalizing, as film, television, and radio sought to produce a mass, passive audience who were all listening to or watching the same thing.

[A new media ecology has taken shape… I can now claim, without being paradoxical, that the more universal (larger, interconnected, interactive) it is, the less totalizable it becomes. Each additional connection adds heterogeneity, new information sources, new perspectives, so that global meaning becomes increasingly difficult to read, or circumscribe, or enclose, or control. This universal provides access to a joyous participation in the global, to the actual collective intelligence of the species. Through it we participate more intensely in our living humanity. Pierre Lévy [p101]

But now, writes Lévy, we are witnessing a new universality, one that immerses people in vast virtual communities. Whereas the old modernist mode of universality dreamed of neatness, completeness, and closure, the new universality becomes more diverse and chaotic the bigger it gets.

[Cyberspace engenders a culture of the universal not because it is in fact everywhere but because the form or idea of cyberspace implicates all human beings by right. Pierre Lévy, 100]

Universal access to the Internet, Lévy argues, has not yet been achieved. Universal access is, however, the destiny of cyberspace. It does not yet exist in fact, but the very idea of cyberspace makes it exist by right. Access to the Internet is emerging as a new universal human right.

[Negroponte, laptop project]

Many visionary people are committed to making this human right a social reality. Nicholas Negroponte’s $100 laptop project aims to give Internet access to citizens in the poorest countries of the world. Pursuing such an ideal means reinventing both how companies and governments do business and how they think about charity.

[Is access to typography a basic human right?]

Could it be, then, that access to typography is a fundamental human right? Could it be that typography is a basic human resource, the intellectual equivalent of clean water, fresh air, and a stable climate?

I’ll return to this question a little later, but let me talk a bit more about this new open way to think about universality.
[cover of Appiah book]

Kwame Anthony Appiah published this amazing book this year, and I’m convinced that his book has a lot to say about design and typography, even though he never addresses these subjects directly.

Appiah is a philosopher and ethicist at Princeton University in the US.  He was born and raised in Ghana, and his book talks about a new “cosmopolitanism,” literally, “world citizenship.” 

[Ghana pictures traditional posters or traditional market]

Appiah talks about how Western institutions such as Unesco want to control the way that global technology is changing traditional societies. Some people want African villages to keep looking like “African villages,” even as the villagers themselves seek to engage a changing universe.

[Cardoor sign]

Reading Appiah’s book made me want to see Ghana. The pictures I’m showing here come from the web site Flickr.com, a place where millions of people all over the world share their pictures. Flickr.com is a cosmopolitan place. 

[Amaah’s Web site]

These pictures are by Koranteng Ofosu-Amaah, a computer scientist from Ghana who studied in England and France and now works for Lotus/IBM in Cambridge, Massachusetts. Amaah has an amazing blog, linked directly to his pictures on flickr, in which he talks about international life and politics from an African point of view. Amaah is smart, eloquent, and angry.

[Ghana Internet café]

In one entry, he talks about how a member of the Western policy elite was surprised by how well-prepared and well-informed the Ghanian minister was for an important business meeting. [“Are we forever consigned to be putting thumb prints and crosses on parched manuscripts like the…African chiefs in the 1800s? For God's sake, the Web has been in widespread availability for a decade, anybody can get informed.”]
So what is a “cosmopolitan” view of typography?

[Ghana Chinese restaurant]

Dozens of languages are spoken in Ghana, but English—the “colonial language”—is how people communicate with other groups inside Ghana and with the outside world. English is colonial, but it is also cosmopolitan.

[Bulgarian typography]

Consider the plight of the Cyrillic script in Bulgaria. A large sector of Bulgarian society is abandoning Cyrillic in favor of the Latin alphabet. An ad agency has set out to stimulate interest in Cyrillic, and one of their techniques is to provide the public with a free Cyrillic typeface of original design. Like Bayer’s universal, it’s a monocase font. 

[Bulgarian typography with agency statement]
There has been quite a heated debate about this subject on the aTypi bulletin board, with some people arguing that the Bulgarians should give up not just their script but their language, and go ahead and learn English.

To be cosmopolitan means to have a particular cultural identity and to participate in a world discourse​—in this case, to read and write Bulgarian and English, in Cyrillic and Latin scripts.

[Unicode image]

Unicode is a cosmopolitan idea. Unicode is not, of course, a typeface but a system for naming characters within software. Whereas the ASCII standard has room for only 256 characters, Unicode promotes both globalization and localization, allowing Web browsers, word processors, and other applications to recognize and transmit thousands of different characters. [Unicode 4.0 is said to encode 96,248 characters] This allows written languages with smaller user groups to not only survive locally but to be exist across the face of the entire planet.
Unicode will never completely map the linguistic terrain, as there will always be new characters. This universality, again, is an open one: universal without totality.

[Unicode image with “universal without totality”]

[Minion, Cyrillic characters]

Companies including Apple, Microsoft, and Adobe have invested in producing operating systems and large-scale typefaces that have huge language reach. But can their reach ever be completely universal? 

[spread sheet showing the number of people served by each language and the number of characters needed to achieve language support]

Thomas Phinney recently led a project to extend the number of Cyrillic languages supported by Adobe. Phinney found that by adding 27 new characters (with all the associated variants, kerning pairs, and so forth), Adobe could create typefaces that support 20 more Cyrillic languages than are supported by the previous character set.

[60 million users of Cyrillic are not covered by Adobe’s current character set. Adding just 27 new characters addresses the language needs of 80 percent of those people.]

This still leaves the remaining twenty percent out in the cold, however, including users of some of Russia’s minority languages, including Mari and Udmurt. This omission raised the complaint that Adobe would be adversely affecting politics, minority rights, and human rights in Russia but not covering all 100 missing characters in its new set.

Phinney argues, and I agree with him, for a kind of good-enough universalism. Because once you promise to cover every single possible Cyrillic character, surely new ones will be revived or rediscovered. And then what about every possible Latin or Greek character (and this is just in the Western languages)? When “universal” needs to be absolutely complete, instead of being recognized as an open effort, it becomes an impossible goal to achieve.

But perhaps a way could be found in the future to distribute the task, allowing communities that need additional characters to create them and extend the character set of a typeface such as Minion.

[Does the world need one pan-unicode typeface?]

One can also ask the question, does the world need a single universal typeface, an uber-Helvetica or a master-Minion that covers the entire world? 

[Isn’t that back to the old universal-as-totality?]
Is universality better served by a tissue of overlapping typographies, some larger and some smaller, yet each one touching on others, none cut off from the world?

[Peter Bilak’s Fedra Arabic, sketch, 2006]

Consider Arabic typography. Most publishing in Arabic script is bilingual to some degree, creating a need for multilingual Arabic fonts. Shown here is Peter Bilak’s sketch for Fedra Arabic.

[Peter Bilak’s sketch plus Bilak’s words: “civil, secular type, clearly distinct from the Islamic tradition of calligraphy”]
In Bilak’s words, his goal was to create “civil, secular type, clearly distinct from the Islamic tradition of calligraphy,” a formalization of fast handwriting that corresponds with Bilak’s typeface Fedra.
[Thomas Milo graphic]

The Dutch typographer Thomas Milo is working in a wholly different direction. His approach accounts for the context-sensitive nature of Arabic writing, in which characters change shape depending on the other characters around them. Rather than look at Arabic writing in terms of fixed characters, he is breaking down the script into smaller units that combine into larger characters.
[Thomas Milo /Brinhurst book with text, “technology optimized for Arabic, rather than optimizing Arabic for technology.”]
Some might criticize Milo’s approach for reflecting the traditional rather than international aspects of the script. On the other hand, one could say that Milo is seeking a new yet fundamentally universal definition of typography. He is moving away from the assumption that a character is a shape that fits in a box towards a more general definition of typography as the attempt to simplify and mechanize the production of script.
Typography connects us to local and global human identity. Typography, it turns out, actually does matter, not just to people here in this auditorium, but to people out there in the world, regular people, citizens going about their lives.

[“We had writing, then typography—and now, almost everybody writes digitally, on computers, using fonts. So, writing is becoming almost only digital, writing with prefabricated letters. Typography is no longer an erudite activity as most of the typographers still think it is, it is actually something very popular!” Mario Feliciano]

This is an e-mail I recently received from the Portuguese typographer Mario Feliciano, who makes beautiful typefaces right here in Lisbon.

[title page of Thinking with Type in Portuguese]

My book, Thinking with Type, has just been translated into Portuguese by the Brazilian publisher Cosacnaify (http://www.cosacnaify.com.br). 

[title page labeled with translation; type for everyone…]

My book was never intended for experts. It is a book for everyone, because I believe that everyone on earth needs typography and can benefit from working with letterforms at the highest level.

I am a teacher, and educating students about the aesthetics and ethics of typefaces is a big part of what I do in my daily activity. What is a typeface, where does it come from, who designed it, and so forth.

[touring the free font ghetto]

So let’s take a tour of typography in it’s most degraded state: what I call the free font ghetto. Students are constantly looking for “free fonts,” something I have discouraged them from doing for years. Free fonts are the street walkers of typographic civilization, the alphabetic chattel of a criminal empire. Right?

Of course, as students absorb a degree of typographic taste, they learn to get their font fix from their friends, or from the computer lab at their expensive school, or from the computers at their jobs or internships. Few students buy typefaces, yet they need them in order to survive and succeed. Thus our students are, by and large, criminals, whether we want them to be or not. (They are also known to engage in underage drinking, pot smoking, unprotected sex, and many other activities we would prefer they abstain from.)

[“desktop publishing”]

Many of the world’s font problems (and font opportunities) began with so-called “desktop publishing.” A teacher of mine, William Bevington, once said, back in the early 90s, “The problem with desktop publishing is that that it doesn’t fit on your desktop, and it’s not publishing.”

That’s no longer true, of course. The stuff may still not fit on the desktop, but it certainly has become publishing, and many people in this room are publishing from their desktops every day.

[“free fonts”]

We can say the same about fonts:

1. They aren’t really free.

2. They aren’t really fonts.

[screen shots from the free font ghetto, showing that there’s always a come-on.]

These fonts aren’t really free: they are a form of advertising.

[House Industries slide]

It’s not all terrible stuff. These amusing, well-made typefaces from House Industries provide a tantalizing taste of the larger families from which they come. 

Now, House Industries is handing out free samples of its own fudge, a perfectly legitimate thing to do. But many of the “free fonts” that you’ll find out there are actually stolen goods. For something to be free, it needs to freely given.

[Jay with stencil]
I actually needed this stencil font that I got for free from House Industries. I live in a big city in a nice neighborhood on the edge of a real ghetto. In my neighborhood, you have to put your address on your garbage cans, or else they will get stolen. So I used House Industries’ free font to protect my property.

[Jay painting the trash can]

[Finished can]

[Jay opening lid]

[inside the lid]

[lid translated]
We decided to add some “intellectual property” to our physical property. This is the first sentence of my book, Thinking with Type, translated into Portuguese. Maybe this will spook out the bad guys, who might think it’s a voodoo curse and get the hell away from our trash cans.

Most so-called free font sites appear to be giving away other people’s property—or bastardized, bawdlerized versions of other people’s property. Some of that property may be “intellectual,” and some of it may belong in the trash, but it is property, nonetheless.

Free fonts, it turns out, are rather promiscuous. The same ones show up again and again on different web sites. It’s a bit like spam. I get a lot of spam, and each day there will be flood of similar subject headings: “beauteous teen with donkey” or “stunning family incest.”

It’s kind of like that with free fonts: a few typefaces are providing the come-on on many of different sites. Let’s take a look at one of them:

[Celtic Garamond]

I picked something serious. Not just serious, but a bit cosmopolitan—Celtic Garamond, a French lad with a taste for the Irish.

[Celtic Garamond in different settings]

The free font ghetto is not a pretty place. The buyers are getting crappy fonts, by and large, and a tawdry come-on. The sellers, meanwhile, are most likely stealing from you, violating your licenses and repackaging your stuff.

But what if creating free fonts could become a typographic calling of the highest order?

 I promised to conclude my talk with a surprising proposal, and some of you already know what it is:

[What if every font foundry on earth gave away one great typeface as a gift to humanity?]
My proposal is grandiose. It is extreme, perhaps naive, and certainly utopian, in the old modernist tradition. I’ve had the privilege to communicate about the matter over the past week with some of the world’s great typographic designers and visionaries. Needless to say, the conversation has been a little…tense. I’ll share some of that dialogue with you, but first I want to show you elements from a small but growing free font movement. 

This movement reflects another face of “the open universal”: the open source software and copyleft movements, which seek to build an information commons where the integrity of intellectual property can be protected to some degree, but not in a way that limits and constrains intellectual growth and freedom.

[Gentium samples from Victor’s pdf] 

Gentium is designed by Victor Gaultney and is published and distributed by SIL International, an organization that promotes linguistic diversity and international communication.

 [Purpose: to build a free multilingual font to bring better typography to thousands of languages around the globe]

The word “gentium” is Latin for “belonging to the nations.”

[Our hope is that it will stimulate literature production and elevate extended Latin alphabets to greater parity with the basic Latin alphabet. We also hope it will encourage other type designers to appreciate and support those fascinating and beautiful extra letters.]

Clearly, there is an educational purpose here. Victor Gaultney sees his typeface not just as a means to an end—i.e., a democratically accessible publishing tool—but as a way to elevate understanding about typography within the typographic community. It is about expanding our discourse while giving something to humanity.
[Open Font License: The main purpose is to enable a true open typographic community to spring up and grow. The OFL provides a legal framework and infrastructure for worldwide development, sharing and improvement of fonts and related software in a collaborative manner. It enables font authors to release their work under a common license that allows bundling, modification and redistribution. It encourages shared value, is not limited to any specific computing platform or environment, and can be used by other organisations or individuals]

[Linux Libertine]
Linux Libertine is designed by Phillip H. Poll for the Libertine Linux Open Fonts Project. 

[Letters and fonts have two characteristics: On the one hand they are basic elements of communication and fundament of our culture, on the other hand they are cultural goods and artcraft. You are able to see just the first aspect, but when it comes to software you’ll see copyrights and patents even on the most elementary fonts. Therefore we want to give you an alternative: This is why we founded The Libertine Open Fonts Project. It is also our aim to support as much languages and special characters as possible.]

Here’s what Phillip Poll has to say about his typeface, which he views as a “fundament of our culture.”
[Titus Cyberbit]

This typeface was created by Bitstream but is no longer distributed or supported by Bitstream; it is available for download from Titus, a linguistic studies society in Frankfurt.

[Vera Sans]

Vera Sans was designed by Jim Lyles for Bistream. 
[Freefont]
And then there is Freefont, which doesn’t claim to be an original design but is rather a compilation of Times and Times-like characters that support dozens of languages in a more or less unified way.

The quality of these projects varies. Some of them, you might say, aren’t really about typography at all; they are just about publishing, about creating some ground-level tools for people who have nothing better. 

All these typefaces are cosmopolitan in their orientation, aiming to support a large number of different languages within a unified visual language, seeking to preserve cultural differences without isolating cultural difference.

Now, maybe that’s enough free fonts for the world. These serve the minimal needs of humanity, and anything more is a luxury that people, after all, ought to pay for.

Not everyone on earth can afford to pay for good typography, or any other kind of software. In the wealthy West, students in privileged circumstances will, we know, find ways to get their fix—not usually legal ways. I wish they would all spend a few thousand dollars on a proper type library, but I know they won’t. 

My humble suggestion to all of you is to build upon the example set by designers like Victor Gaultney and Phil Poll, and create a collection of typefaces—presented to the world in an educational spirit—that celebrate typographic excellence as a universal value. I believe that by raising the general level of typographic quality in our culture, we will increase demand for typographic invention and variety—demand for more fonts, fonts that people pay for.

[nothing ain’t worth nothing if it’s free—Kris Kristofferson]

Of course, freedom can be a degraded thing in a society driven by money, and this is one unforgettable definition of freedom.  There’s a sad truth in this statement: people don’t respect what they don’t pay for.

[Freedom is a matter of liberty, not price. To understand the concept, you should think of ‘free’ as in ‘free speech,’ not as in ‘free beer.’—Gnu.org]

This is another way of looking at freedom, one that I think is especially appealing to a younger generation, and it’s that generation who just might build on the Open Font License and similar initiatives.

[raw web page]

So, this is a little Web page I set up about this subject, and I’ve been sharing it over the past week with some colleagues. So, let’s take a look at the critique of my naive proposal, and again, I thank everyone who generously took the time to respond. I’m keeping the comments anonymous here, but some of you are out there in the audience, and you know who you are

[That’s an awful lot of typefaces.]

The concern here is wholly legitimate: what if the market were so flooded with wonderful free typefaces, no one would ever need to buy one ever again? Graphic designers will always hunger for special typefaces, the ones that other people don’t have, and I believe that as the group of people who both use and value typography expands, so will demand for and respect for commercially distributed typefaces.

[Only big companies can afford to do this; it’s not fair to expect such a gift from tiny type houses.]

Indeed, there has been much discussion about Andrei Herasumchuk’s “Open Letter to John Warnock.” 

[Andrei’s letter]

 Andrei has requested that Adobe release eight core typefaces for global use on-line. Andrei’s proposal has been critiqued from various angles, such as the fact that Adobe doesn’t own the licenses to all these typefaces, and some of them are ill-suited to display on screen.

But my question is why just Adobe? Adobe may have already done its part. In 1991, Adobe donated licenses to four fonts from the Utopia family to the X Consortium for distribution with the Linux open source operating system. (I believe that you have to be part of the Linux community to make use of this gift, but it is, nonetheless, a generous gift.) 

[invited to give]
But isn’t making a gift to humanity a potential privilege, not a social obligation? It’s not a duty, but rather a possibility that exists, and an opportunity that few people are likely to pursue. But it just may be that an independent type designer out there might actually want to create a free font for global use.
[“Aren’t all those fonts that come bundled with software and operating systems already a gift…”]

Well, bundled fonts are like the free toaster that comes with your bank account: not really free so much as an incentive. You need to be able to buy the software and OS in order to get them.

[“Isn’t typography a trivial gift to humanity?”]

But wait: if fonts really are such wonderful things, then they truly are a wonderful gift. Sure, there are more urgent causes in the world, but typography is our cause. Typography may seem small, but is also huge. It is everywhere. It is a human resource. It is also the sum result of centuries of human study, effort, and ingenuity, and deserves to be protected by law and to thrive as a business.

On the hand, we think our typefaces are too valuable to give away. On the other hand, we think they are a trivial gift.

[“Why shouldn’t every software company give away a piece of valuable software?”]

Actually, I think this is a great idea, and it may become a more urgent one, as companies such as Google and Yahoo are building more and more applications into browser-based software services.

So, charity begins at home, right? 

[thinkingwithtype.com homepage]

I don’t design typefaces, but I do give a lot of stuff away. I created a web site to support my book Thinking with Type. The web site is free, and many teachers, students, and ordinary civilians who use the site site will never buy the book. My web site is a very small gift to humanity, but it is a gift nonetheless, and it represented a real sacrifice of time and labor to produce.

I gave away my weekend to come here today, as did all of you. I offer these ideas in a spirit of humility and openness, knowing that it is not me who might pick them up, but rather some of you.

[Why would a typeface designer want to give a font away?]

[1. To make a selfless gift to humanity.

2. To raise global awareness of typographic excellence.

3. To create a visual resource that will be used by students, citizens, amateurs, and professionals all over the world.

4 To contribute to a global design vocabulary.

5. To seed the world with a visual idea that could be built on and enriched by other designers serving smaller linguistic communities.]

These are some thoughts that I had. In reflection on this whole conversation, perhaps the open font movement, represented now by just a handful of designers, including Victor Gaultney and Phillip Poll, will keep its focus on multilingual needs and fonts for underserved parts of the world.

Perhaps the free font movement will grow, but only slowly, and along the lines in which it has already begun to take shape: in the service of creating typefaces that sustain and encourage both the diversity and connectedness of humankind. 









