
Why type matters



A revolutionary 
communications technology
• works across distances 

• works across languages 

• works across time 

• simple enough for a child to learn 

• requires no network or power



written language



written language allows 
transmission of thought
• across distances 

• across languages 

• across time



type is mass production 
of written language



Written and printed language 
has enabled other technologies

















The story of a book



Lucretius wrote  
On the Nature of Things 
circa 55 BCE. 

The book offered a view 
of scientific thought that 
holds up today.



In the 14th century, On the Nature of Things  
was thought to be lost. It was referenced in other 
ancient writings, but no copies existed (as far as 
anyone knew.)



At that time, books were 
hand-copied by monks. 
They were extremely 
expensive and extremely 
precious. Monastery 
libraries were carefully 
guarded and controlled 
to protect the books. 



Poggio Bracciolini was a 
book hunter, among other 
things. He mounted 
expeditions to monasteries 
to find lost books. It was 
difficult to even get into the 
libraries, book hunting 
involved adventuring, 
politics, and research. 
When he found a book, he 
would hand-copy it and 
have it published. Poggio 
found On the Nature of 
Things in 1417, it was 
published in the 1430s.



Movable type, printing, 
and book binding made 
it possible to distribute 
this previously lost book 
far and wide. 

On the Nature of Things 
was a popular and 
highly influential book.  
It influenced modernist 
and scientific thinking.  
It influenced Galileo, 
Freud, Darwin, Einstein, 
and Thomas Jefferson.



It was even mentioned by Neil DeGrasse Tyson  
in the new Cosmos TV series.



I learned this story while 
reading The Swerve, by 
Stephen Greenblatt. 

(This book was given to  
me as a gift.)



The Swerve made me 
curious to read On the 
Nature of Things.  

I was able to download a 
free copy of the book on 
my phone in the middle of 
the night.  

I barely had to do more 
than think about the book, 
and I had a copy. 



Circa 55 BCE!

Hand written, hand 
copied. Valuable, 
rare, few could 
access it.  

through 1400 CE!

Hand written, hand 
copied. Incredibly 
rare, nearly lost 
completely. 

1430s!

Mass produced and 
distributed via the 
new technology of 
printing with movable 
type. Shipped by land 
and sea. Books were 
expensive, but 
accessible to many.

2010s!

A popular book,  
mass produced, 
ordered online, 
shipped in 48 hours. 
US list price $27. 

2010s!

E-book, instantly 
accessed, free.

How the thoughts of a man who died over  
2000 years ago were communicated to me.



This is the legacy of type:  
information is widely available  
and easy to access.  

This is why type is one of 
humanity’s most important 
technologies. 



Desktop publishing 
democratized typography 
in the 1980s. Fine type is 
now in the hands of the 
masses.  

This is overall a very good 
thing, but it has led to a lot 
of very poorly executed 
typography in the modern 
world. Unfortunately, new 
designers have a lot of very 
bad examples. 



Type is an essential design tool.  
A good designer must be a good 
typographer. 
!

You already use type every day.  
In this course, you will learn to  
use type well. 



You will learn the structure of letterforms, 
classification of type, legibility, spacing, 
arrangement, and editing. You will get a 
taste of type design, and you will design a 
potential portfolio piece for our final project.  
!

15 classes from now, you will be a fledgling 
typographer, and a better designer.


