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Let us penetrate again into times that await neither an explanation nor a transformation of the world from the philosopher, but the construction of shelters against the inclemency of time. Nico/ds Gomez Davila
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C F onts as a microcosm of beauty.

By N1xos A. SaLiNGaRrOS

“Having been an early admirer of the beanty
of letters, I became insensibly desirous of
contributing to the perfeltion of them.” —
John Baskerville, 17758.

“Geometry can produce legible letters, but
art alone makes them beautiful. Art begins
where geometry ends, and imparts to letters
a charaller transcending mere measure-
ment.” — Paul Standard, 1947.

1. CLASSIC LETTERFORMS FEEL “ALIVE”
BECAUSE OF THEIR BIOPHILIC GEOMETRY.

HE attraction of classic European

book fonts is not just nostalgia. It is

instead rooted in how vision evolved
to extract meaning from the geometrical infor-
mation in natural scenes. The brain is tuned to
fractal scaling, multiscale structure, smooth
curves, and predictable redundancies in symme-
try, and we experience pleasure when percep-
tion proceeds more fluently. Aesthetic pleasure
links to the ease of perceptual processing (flu-

ency). Complex stimuli that are processed with
less effort are more “liked”.

Biophilia is triggered by natural patterns of-
ten perceived  unconsciously—branching,
graded thickness, nested contours, and detail
that relates to the whole. People show system-
atic preferences for this visual complexity,
based on evolutionary development rather than
as a purely learned taste. In typography, good
letterforms represent multiscale systems: large
strokes organize medium strokes; medium
strokes are resolved by small terminals and sub-
tle curvature changes; and those small features
are not decorative noise but boundary condi-
tions that stabilize the whole shape. This estab-
lishes a scale-linked design, not a self-similar
pattern as in mathematical fractals.

A font’s smallest scale is defined by terminal
behavior—serifs and tiny curvature inflections.
Classic serif faces define a pattern that pre-
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serves identity while distributing information
across scales instead of collapsing it into a sin-
gle skeleton thickness and geometry. Multiple
nested levels of structure, together with stroke
modulation, resemble natural complexity.

Humans prefer curved contours over acute
angles, as sharp transitions can induce a nega-
tive reaction linked to threat associations.
Sharp angles can trigger negative bias, whereas
curvature tends to be calming. If a character’s
outline has many high-curvature discontinu-
ities (corners, sudden direction changes), the
perceptual system must work harder to estab-
lish the glyph’s shape. Classic serifs soften the
boundary conditions at stroke endings, reduc-
ing abruptness and making the glyph feel fin-
ished rather than cut off.

Many letters are not symmetric, but they
contain local symmetries and repeated motifs,
which creates redundancy that the visual sys-
tem exploits. Redundancy compresses the sig-
nal and reduces cognitive overhead due to un-
certainty. Humans prefer symmetry in abstract
patterns. A good font uses “near invariance” or
approximate regularity sufficient to unify all
visible scales.

Typographical rhythm distributes spatial
structure across scales. Visually, a paragraph
contains a spatial-frequency spectrum: broad
Strokes contribute low frequencies; counters
and internal shapes contribute mid frequen-
cies; serifs and fine terminals contribute higher
frequencies. A classic book face shows just
enough mid-frequency information (strokes
and counters) while using fine detail to disam-
biguate letter identities.

Reading is not a sequence of isolated letter
recognitions. Some “beautiful” letters fail as
text because a display face can be gorgeous at
the glyph level but have poor spectral balance
at the paragraph level. If the different spatial
frequencies fail to cohere, the reader experi-
ences disfluency that the eye-brain system
must work to overcome. Interactions between
typographic parameters affect readability and
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comprehension. A successful text face is there-
fore one whose glyph set minimizes texture
shocks in combinations so the paragraph
presents a harmonious visual field. Classic
book families succeed in this because their de-
signers implicitly optimized the combined ef-
fect of details and whole.

While serif versus sans-serif readability stud-
ies suggest little difference in reading speed or
comprehension between serif and sans-serif
texts, more recent work emphasizes distinct
emotional dimensions. Geometric variables
dominate recognition and reading comfort,
thus making a page of text less or more attrac-
tive visually.

The brain’s affeGtive appraisal is sensitive to
low-level geometrical features independent of
meaning. Font designers that remove serifs
and also adopt geometric rigidity (uniform
§troke widths, hard terminals, rectilinear joins)
collapse a font’s multiscale hierarchy. A let-
ter’s linear boundaries become abrupt; the out-
line carries more high-curvature events; and
the page texture can become either mono-
tonously uniform (too little structured varia-
tion) or harshly “edgy” (too many hard transi-
tions). In biophilic terms, the pattern loses the
nested, scale-linked §tructure that people find
naturally pleasing. Anxiety rises most with aus-
tere geometric simplification.

Note how the “friendlier” sans-serif faces
avoid this pitfall. Humanist sans-serifs retain
stroke modulation and calligraphic curvature,
preserving the multiscale “life” of old-étyle
writing while simplifying terminals. The same
design qualities are captured in Art Deco archi-
tecture. This is why the serif/sans-serif di-
chotomy is too crude.

2. AkzZ1DENZ-GROTESK, “GROTESQUE,” AND
THE MODERNIST NARRATIVE.

A kZIDENZ-GROTESK was released by the
Berthold foundry in 1898 as a sans-serif
font for commercial printing, later becoming a
foundational model for 20th-century sans-ser-
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ifs. Drastic simplification was matched to
cheap, low-resolution applications. The “gro-
tesque/grotesk” naming refleted how unusual
the sans-serif style seemed relative to the vis-
ual norms of prevailing serif fonts. But this
emotional shock was key to its novelty, even if
there was no explicit design brief to cause anxi-
ety.

Typography in the early 20th century be-
came ideological. Modernist and functionalist
movements implemented asymmetry, sans-
serif, and stripped ornament as signals of a
break with historical continuity. Aesthetic dis-
fluency (coldness, harshness, “mechanical” tex-
ture) was reframed culturally as a virtue an-
chored on “efficiency”, “honesty”, and “pro-
gress”. Those self-serving slogans established a
powerful narrative through socio-political asso-
ciation. People came to identify the anxiety trig-
gered by modernist fonts and layout as essential
elements of technological civilization. As a re-
sult, austere sans-serif fonts became status sym-
bols of modernity and technical sophistication.
At that point, discomfort stops being an unwel-
come toll and becomes proof of membership.

The corollary is even more disturbing: read-
ing material that produces positive-valence
emotion instead of stress is supposedly “un-
modern”, hence a threat to economic, intellec-
tual, and social progress. These concocted be-
liefs thoroughly conditioned the general popu-
lation and imposed a fundamental aesthetic re-
versal that remains unexamined and unques-
tioned even today.

Mechanical, monotonous typefaces help to
internalize a powerful subconscious message
about the “look™ of indutrial progress. The
conditioning isn’t only ideological; it’s percep-
tual learning. A century of exposure to
stripped geometry and mechanical text trains
expectations, shifting what feels normal, and
dampening sensitivity to biophilic §tructure.
Creating an artificial environment anchored
on visual poverty reframes people’s definition
of beauty. Familiarity triggers a norm shift
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and perceptual recalibration. Over decades,
this flattening trend has created a visual mono-
culture—so the public’s baseline expetation
shifts, and the absence of biophilic §tructure
ceases to register. The result is a population
that still has the biological equipment for these
responses but has learned to ignore its own

physiological signals.

3. MICROVARIATIONS IN FONTS AND Al-
GUIDED EVOLUTION.

A TexT face whose glyphs carry bounded
microvariation feels “alive”. Two oppo-
site effects co-exist in a delicate equilibrium.
Firét, the brain likes to see small amounts of
naturalistic variability and organic qualities.
Humans are extremely sensitive to monoto-
nous repetition. The perceptual system ex-
pects subtle variations in symmetries as found
in natural objects. In typography, the text
needs to maximize positive-valence affect
through visual interest. Microvariation helps
aesthetically by reducing machine-like period-
icity and “visual deadness”. A page of per-
fectly identical glyph inStances presents a
highly periodic signal. Tiny, well-conétrained
deviations break strict periodicity: still coher-
ent, but less mechanically repetitive. This ef-
fe&t modulates unconscious feelings of comfort
and warmth.

Second, text reads best when the ensemble
of letters supports fast, low-effort decoding,
which demands the streamlining of excessive
visual information. Harmony among charac-
ters and kerning spaces preserves decoding effi-
ciency. The emotionally attractive effect of a
font influences how we respond to the visual
qualities of a text. Useful microvariation thus
represents sampling inside a constrained solu-
tion space bounded by typographic laws.

Typographers now have “randomized
alternatives” in their standard toolbox. Those
features can emulate the irregularity and vari-
ety of handwritten text, using a pseudo-ran-
dom algorithm. Other applications use variable
fonts with pseudo-random perturbations.
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Each instance of text can thus be made
slightly different. Nevertheless, increasing ran-
dom elements will degrade legibility, since ir-
regularity correlates with slower reading.

Evidence from consumer psychology shows
that handwritten type cues create perceived
human presence that make the text feel more
natural and less sterile. Microvariation inside a
text face is a controlled injeétion of “rough-
ness” that looks “handmade” without switch-
ing to a literal script font. There is an opti-
mum balance in design where slight variability
improves subjective experience without harm-
ing function. But excessive variability increases
the entropy of the ensemble of letters, forcing
the brain to allocate more resources to inter-
pret each instance.

So, what is interesting is to have variation
inside a controlled set of parameters, not arbi-
trary noise. At zero variation, the page can
feel sterile or mechanically repetitive, even
though reading is efficient. At very small,
well-constrained variation, one may gain
perceived naturalness and warmth and re-
duce the “machine periodicity” without low-
ering comprehension. Past a certain thresh-
old, irregularity starts to tax reading, and
comfort and reading speed drop.

A page of text is not only decoded; it is also
statistically modeled by the visual system.
Over a paragraph, the brain learns a font pat-
tern and can predict what strokes and joins
should look like. When every inétance is identi-
cal, the cognitive system quickly saturates, at-
tention drops and the stimulus becomes percep-

tually “dead” (even if perfeitly readable).

When there is bounded microvariation, how-
ever, predition error stays small but nonzero
—enough to sustain the sense of vitality with-
out pulling attention away from meaning. A
tiny amount of unpredi&tability keeps the per-
ceptual system from going fully inert.

The key for evolving emotion-centered
fonts is how to define fitness. A controlled evo-
lutionary search allows microvariation only
where it increases naturalness while leaving
the reading speed intact. Generative AT can be
used as a constraint-and-selection tool rather
than as an unconstrained randomness genera-
tor. AI produces microvariation just like biol-
ogy does—Ilocal diversity inside global stabil-
ity—guided by fitness functions tuned to hu-
man perception rather than fashion that em-
bodies inherited stylistic prejudice.

In conclusion, microvariation is beneficial
when it behaves like biological variation that
creates local differences within global §tabil-
ity. The problem is that social engineering
dulls the innate sense of visual beauty neces-
sary to create and judge attractive fonts and
text. The emotional forces discussed in this es-
say are suppressed — we still respond but have
been trained not to trust the response. After
generating random perturbations in type de-
signs, one must select from among the alterna-
tives based on positive-valence emotion. In a
contemporary culture trained to equate dis-
comfort with modernity, that mechanism must
be rebuilt using experiments that recognize
emotional comfort as biologically grounded.

Nixkos A. SALINGAROS

December 2025

#Il Coviles
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i < Random fonts & random layout.

By STEFANO BORSELLI

S¥ Jacaues ANDrE & Bruno BoreHI.

/ I \ ke first pioneering §tudy on the topic we
are dealing with is dated 1989: it is a

short article by Jacques André and Bruno
Borghi named “Dynamic fonts”." In it were
explored the chances offered by computerized
typographical computation, a tool that would
have made possible to set the many exemplars
of any single letter in a given text all different
from one another..

AAAAK

Taken from “Dynamic Fonts”.

The two authors concluded

Why such fonts? First to reproduce the
complexity of the real world, which is
non-deterministic (e.g. to simulate
handwritten charalters). Secondly, to
revive the old tradition which sometimes
allowed typesetters to use various
(clearly discrete) letter widths (e.g. so-
me type designed and cut by Rudolf
Koch). And thirdly, to allow character
designers to invent new signs (one dares
not call them letters!) however much
classically-minded designers and ty-
pographers dislike the idea.

$¢ Luc Devroye & Micuaer McDouGaL.

I ATER on, in 1995, Luc Devroye and
Michael McDougal released the work

Random fonts for the simulation of handwrit-
ing.> In this essay the authors presented two
methods of obtaining an almost imperceptible

1 In Rafter Imaging and Digital Typography (J. André
e R.D. Hersch, ed.), Cambridge University Press,
1989, pp. 198—204.

2 Eleffronic Publishing, Vol. 8 (4), pp. 281—294, De-
cember 1995
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difference between any instance of the same
letter.

AARAAARA

Taken from Random Fonts.

Their goal, clearly expressed in the title
and substantially reached, was to get as close
as possible to handwriting, as shown in the not
just typographically lovely “tuscan menu” the
authors proposed on page 2.94.

(Ja.r‘rwja 341

Mirestra i farro 347
Acguacotta Marerrana 431
2uppa ok fagoh di Mertalcino 3%
Perre ala osdéana 64
Grandinna o orzo ¢oi prseli
Pasta. alle oive 74

Pezze della norma 77
Pappardele ai pepperoni 791
Macaneron strate ala Lucchese
Rsotto al hasico lo41
Buecelato di Lucca 649
Torta cobischers 61
C&e;e al vino rosso 749
Crema zabaiore al Vinsanto
/"{er"naaéo fiorertino 899
Crostata i wa 744
Grutti ma buon 299
Neca 344

Torta ki maroy al cioccoato 8%
Bordolon' livornes: 744
Zucotto allAkerres

71

811

naq

/A

Taken from Random Fonts. “Italian menu”.

S¢ A FIRST BALANCE.

WENTY years have passed and sadly we
have to admit that little has been done to
proceed on this path, although in the meantime
the methodologies and standards for fonts’ defi-
nition have had a significant development.3 Asa
matter of fa&, it stands true that these new stan-

3 See the OpenType standard, especially for writing
non-Western languages, but also for the manage-
ment of slurs, embellishments and alternative forms
of the same charaéter.
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dards made it possible, thanks both to complex
techniques and to a few tricks, to make fonts
with variations available, but more in graphic
art than in actual publishing.+

G1mnamovp

=2qular

Qmom

Garamond Pr

egiveﬁ

Civilite MJ 5td Regular

»\/}///// /L

Swash letters for the end of
the line.

Alternative shapes of the
same charalter in Zapfino,

$¢ WHAT DO WE NEED THEM FOR?

I N our opinion the authors of Random
fonts reduced excessively the extent and
possible usage of these techniques in respet
to the original proposal by André-Borghi,
in some way influencing the same subse-
quent address of research. In fa&, according
to Devroye and McDougal:

There is little need for random fonts in ordi-
nary texts, but we believe that there are
enormous possibilities such as in private mail,
personalized advertisements, automatic form
letter generators, mathematics texts in which
one wants to emulate blackboard mathemat-
ics, captions in Zzntin’ and comic §trips in
general, re§taurant menus, the generation of
test samples for handwriting charaéter reco-

4 Who woud like to have updated news on random-
ized fonts and the related baggage of experiences
and concrete results, refer to the appropriate page
on the site of Luc Devroye, full of information on
typography.

URL:  http://cg.scs.carleton.ca/~luc/randomized-
fonts.html.

5 Professor Devroye teaches Computer Science at
McGill University of Montreal, Canada, but is Bel-
gian. Professor André teaches in Rennes: The whole
random fonts story looks like a francophone affair...

#Il Coviles

gnition systems, and all applications requi-
ring a human touch.

Instead, we believe that the natural field of
application for the new possibilities offered by
computerized computation is actual publish-
ing, particularly quality books and maga-
zines,® and that the fonts to be treated with
random algorithms are not just either “cre-
ative” oddities or the useful and pretty scrips
type ones, but their whole set, from the classi-
cal sersf, like Palatino, Garamond, or Times,
to the sans serif, like Helvetica or Arial.

$¢ NEW THEORIES ON PERCEIVED BEAUTY.

A THEORY exists (see LefZures On Archi-
tecture — Algorithmic Suftainable De-
sign,7 by Nikos A. Salingaros) according to
which there is a biological-evolutionary ba-
sis to the perception of beauty, a basis which
has developed through the a&tive contempla-
tion of nature.

And in nature order and symmetry are ob-
tained with shapes that repeat themselves,? but
are never exactly the same: just think of the
leaves of a daisy, at first sight all identical, but
in fact each one unique.

6 We can already announce that I Covile will use
these techniques with pleasure as soon as they’ll be
available.

7 Published by www.umbau-verlag.com. See pages 32
and 174-5. We also bring to your attention the
quality and originality of the typographical choices
for this text.

8 Often the shape is maintained even at higher
scales. These are fraQtals: trees, leaves, landscapes.
Again by Nikos A. Salingaros, see 4 Theory of Ar-
chiteffure, Umbau-Verlag, Solingen, Germany,
2006
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Daisy.

For the same reasons an order carried to
the extreme is perceived as discordant, dis-
turbing, alien.

Die caéting chairs.

Here’s why bibliophiles are so in love with
the sixteen-eighteenth century editions, which
they consider unsurpassed. It is not just the
preciousness of the binding or the quality of
the paper: those editions also stand out in read-
ing on the LCD screen. To make another ex-
ample, just take the charm and sense of peace
and harmony of the medieval cloiters, built
with all different columns.

N

Variously shaped columns, symmetrically spaced. From
Twelve Leftures.

Back to typography, sometimes, in case
the most elegance is sought, deliberately im-
perfe fonts are adopted, such as, for exam-
ple, the Fell types® normally used by 77 Cov-

9 Superbly reproduced in digital format by Igino
Marini, see 7/ Covile 531. These fonts, created by
Dutch masters, owe their name to John Fell (1625—
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tle. If charalers aren’t too small, as in the
common saying shown below, the irregularity

of the profile is clearly visible.

% 4 T HERE is hardly
| ,'V ) anything in
! the world that so-

' me man cannot

? make a little worse
) and sell a little

cheaper, and the
people who consi-
W der price only are
Oy this man’s lawful
‘ prey.
Sohn Ruskin

IM FELL DW Pica font.

$¢ A GooD BATTLE.

T HE name of John Ruskin didn’t appear by
chance. In fa&, just like the great English
thinker denounced, the development of indus-
trialization, including typography, defined it-
self as a process of loss of expressive possibilities
and above all of beauty. However is it possible
that computer composition can/should make it
possible to finally reverse this secular trend.
This was the gamble of Hermann Zapf,®
unanimously regarded as the greatest fonts de-

1686) who decided to use them for the newborn
Oxford University Press.
10 See 7/ Covile 539.
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signer of the twentieth century, a gamble in
line with the one of William Morris and his
Kelmscott Press (1890), as with the work of
Stanley Morison and the group of The Fleuron
magazine (1923-1930).

EXAMPLES FROM A GREAT CLASSIC.

Leonardus Craffis Veronenfis Guido Illuftriss,Duci Vi rbini.S.P.D.

CVM femper Duxinuictiss. obfingulares uircutes& famam tuino-
ministecolui &obleruaui,ri maxime ex quo frater meustuisan{piciisi
Bibienzobfidionemilitauit,quicqnid enim tunc perte { eum collatum
fuit,id autem multum fuiffefepe memorac benignicatern & humanitaté
in fetuam referens,id rorumad Craffos omnes pertinere arbitrati fumus,
&quod unustulit,id omnestibi acceptum ferimus, neciam ei concedi-
mus,ut magis tuus {it,§ nosomnesfumus.Sed fratres meioccafionem ex
pedtantcaufatuanon modo fua omnia,fed vitam etiam exponédi. Ego
autem,qui pro uirilimea,quo nam pactometibiaperiam {zpe cogito,co
gitabog;,donce perfecero,nuncin uoti mei fpem uenio aliquam, Nam.
cum{ciam tecumnon fortuna bonis plusagi poffe,§ aquis(ut fertur)ed
mart,folasqapud teliteras & nirtutes poffeliterisaditumad tetang uadd
tentaui. Venitnuperin manusmeasnouum quoddam & admirandum
Poliphili opus(id enim nomé libro indini eft) quod nein tenebrisdin
tiuslateret,fed mortalibus mature prodeflet, fumptibus micis imprimen-
dum & publicandum curaui,uerum, neliberfte parence orbarus uelucd
pupillusfinetutela,aut patrocinio aliquo effe uideretur te patronum p-
fentem delegimus,in cuiusnomenaudaculus prodirer,quo utegoamo
risnunc& obferuantizin te mea miniftro &nuncio , fic tuad ftudia, &
multiplicem do@rinam tuam focio fepe utereris.tanta elt enim in co nd
modo {cientia,fed copia,utcom hunc niderisnon magis omnes ueterit
libros, naturzipfiusoccultas res uidiffe uidearis, resuna in comiranda
elt,@ cum noftratilingualoquatur,non minusad cum cognofcendum.
opusfitgrecadt romana,§ tufca& uernacula. Cogitanit enim uir fapier:
tiffimus,fiita loqueretur,und efle uiam & rationem,quanullus,quinali-
quid difcererueniam negligentiz fuz pratendere pofler, fed tamen ita fe
temperauit,utnifi, quido&ilimusforetindectrina [uafacrarivm pene
trarenon pollet,qui uero non doctusaccederet non defperarettamen. I1
lud accedic, g fi quaresnatura fua difficileseflent,ameenitate quadd tag
rcferato omnis generis Aorum wiridario oratione fuaui declarantur , &
proferuntur ﬁ'gurisc}; &imaginibusoculisfubiecta patent & referuntur.
Nonhicresfuntuulgo expofitz & winiisdecitandz,fed qua ex philo-
lophiz penu deprompt,& mufaram fontibushaufta quadam dicendi
nouitate perpolitz ingeniorum omnium gratiam mereantur, Sufcipias
igicur princeps humaniss. Poliphilum noftrum,qua do&osfrontefoles,
&ita fufcipias,utcum animigrati munufeulum fic,tui Leonardi Crafft
admonituslibentiuslegas,quod fi{ut fpero)feceris,& hic nulliuscenfiurd

Francesco Colonna, Hypnerotomachia Poliphili, Ed. Aldo
Manuzio, Venezia 1499.

$¢ OmEN.

I F we assume that beauty requires a “natu-
ral” order and not a mechanical one, then
we can’t stop at the font, that is the definition
of the charaéer, in which we will have to intro-
duce a randomness both of shape, taking into
the standard the techniques of Devroye-Mc-
Dougal and similar ones, and of kerning.” It is
the whole layout which must be random: the

11 ie. the distance between couples of charatters,
which allows their optical concatenation.

#Il Coviles

proposal™ is to make available a quid of uncer-
tainty, a small difference, also in the measure
and height of each line, as well as in the size of
each single character and in its vertical posi-
tion. And the same grids on which characters
are disposed should not be formed by mathe-
matically parallel lines, but should remember
those drawn by hand or with human scaled
tools as a ruler and a set square.

This would have a further positive outcome:
it would significantly increase operating mar-
gins, the tricks of the trade that permit typo-
graphical programs to achieve the good justifi-

eonardus Craflus Veronenfi.

CV M femper Duxinuidiss.

ministe colui & obferuaui ti m:
Bibienz obfidione militauit, qu:
fuit,id autem multum fuiffe {zp
infetuam referens,id totumad C
‘& quod unustulit,id omnes
m

=g
Pt o
S
-t

I
15,ut magis tuusfit,g noso

-+

=3

Ibidem. Horizontal and vertical alignment.

gitabogs,donecpe emuenioaliquam. Nam.
cumfciamtecum  pofie,Jaquis(ut fertur)ed

Ibidem. Swash letter “m”.

cation of paragraphs.

STEFANO BORSELLI
(from Ne 5o (609), October 2010)

12 These observations also want to be message in a bot-
tle to the worthy’ community of developers that pro-
duces free high quality typographical software, as
Latex or OpenOffice. When will we have a version
where between the paragraph options, besides align-
ment width etc., we will see also “A&ivate handwrit-
ing simulation”, perhaps with an assignable variabil-
ity value?
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I The Retreat of the Vignettes.

Typography between Ornament and Ideology in the
Age of Revolution

/ l \ ke Fourniers were a dynasty of typogra-

phers, the most important in French
history. The father of the most famous, Pierre
Simon, Jean Claude, was also in the trade. In
1825, Go years after Pierre Simon’s Manuel, an-
other Fournier, Henri, printed a Traite de /a
typographie in his Parisian printing house on
rue de la Seine, but by then the decorations
were almost forgotten, the title page desolate.
To understand what had happened in the
meantime, we turn to a great scholar of the
subject, also (like everyone in this story, ex-
cept the déesses) an engraver and typographer,
Gérard Blanchard (19277-1998). From his es-
say “Le «Fournier»: caraltére du bicentenaire™
we draw two brief portraits: we will also call
upon the second character to bear witness.

S¥ P1errE SiMoN FOURNIER LE JEUNE.

It seems that in France Fournier has
been completely forgotten, whose type-
faces (created by himself) served to ex-
press, two centuries ago, both the last
years of the Ancien Régime and the first
of a new era. What the Revolution re-
pudiated of his work are the ‘vignettes’,
that is, the extraordinary decorative as-
sortment (initiated by his contemporary
Luce,™# the king’s printer). These vi-
gnettes, composable like lead type char-
acters, were meant to replace the old
wood-engraved vignettes and the fasci-
nating small copperplate prints by fash-

13 In: Commaunication et langages. N°82, 4th quarter
1989. pp. 32-48. Available at:
www.persee.fr/web/revues/home/prescript/arti-
cle/colan_o336-1500_1989_num_82_1_1135.

14 Louis-René Luce, (Paris, 1695-1774), engraver of
the Royal Printing House, published in 1771, Essa
d’'une nonvelle typographic ornce de vignettes, flen-
rons, trophees, filets, cadres et cartels, inventes, dessines
et executes par L. Luce, graveur du roi, pour son
imprimerie royale.

18 Dicembre 2025

ionable masters. The taste for ornamen-
ts (rococo), dear to Pompadour, gave
way, under Louis XVI, to the severe
taste for a sober decor inspired by An-
tiquity. [...] § Pierre-Simon Fournier,
called the Younger” (1712-1768) —
with whom we are concerned here —
published in 1766 his Manuel typo-
graphigue in which he cites the best writ-
ing masters of the Renaissance: the Pala-
tino (Rome 1545), the Cresci (Venice
1575), the Francesco Luca (Madrid
1580) and the letters engraved by
Theodore and Israél de Bry (Leipzig
1596). He knows the famous treatise by
Geoffroy Tory, the Traite sur la fon-
derie, I'imprimerie et le langues anciennes
by Gennesner (Leipzig 1742).

l
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15 The only §tudies, published in France, that allow an
under§tanding of the dynasties of the Fournier fam-
ily are in: Feanne Feyrin-Forrer, La lettre et le texte,
trente annces de recherches sur ['hifkoire du livre, Edi-
tion de ’Ecole normale supérieure de jeunes filles,
19877, Paris. Author’s Note.
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$¥ Axtoine Fraxngors Momoro.

Antoine-Frangois Momoro was born in
Besangon in 17756 and died on the guil-
lotine in 1794, condemned by Robe-
spierre with a whole cartload of
Hébertist friends. § Printer and type-
founder by trade, he arrives in Paris. In
1785 he writes his Traiteé clementaire
[...]- In 1787 he is admitted to the
booksellers” guild and sets up as a
printer-bookseller on rue de la Harpe.
He married the daughter of Jean-Fran-
cois Fournier,’® whose type foundry he
adds to his commercial assets. [...] His
admiration for Pierre-Simon Fournier is
boundless and in his 7rasz¢ he constantly
refers to the work of his illustrious rela-
tive. [...] § In 1789 Momoro sides with
the revolution [...] he is a member of
the famous Club des Cordeliers.
friend of Hébert, he breaks with Danton
and Robespierre, whom he considers too
moderate. He is sent on many missions
to French departments and to the
Vendée to oversee the operations of gen-
erals. An influential member of the
Paris Municipal Council, he is the one
who invents the motto Liberte, egalite,
fraternité which he has engraved on
Parisian monuments. An organizer of
festivals, he has his wife Sofia, née Four-
nier, impersonate the goddess Reason at
Notre-Dame, according to some at
Saint-André-des-Arts.

‘ N ’ & would then expect to find in the man-

ual of the anti-aristocratic and anti-
Christian revolutionary Momoro a full de-
ployment of that sensibility hostile to orna-
ment alluded to by Blanchard. Inétead, no.
When Momoro leaves the Phrygian cap to re-
turn to being a typographer, he comes back to

16 Jean-Frangois Fournier, son of Jean-Pierre called
the Elder, was a founder to the king, in Paris, in
1786. He is the brother of Simon-Pierre and of
that Fournier d’Auxerre, protector of Restif de La
Bretonne [...] Author’s Note.

#Il Coviles

TRAITE
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TYPOGRAPHIE,

HENRI FOURNIER,
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PARIS,

IMPRIMERIE DE H. FOURNIER,
nux Dr ssixm, ¥ 1h.

M DCCC XXV.

his senses and recounts with complete truth
how his world, prisoner of what we would to-
day call the great imposture, wears a mask:
¥ egers, philosophes aimables, nous voulons
paroitre philosophes profonds, reflechis, mis-
antropiques mémes: nous nous refusons de rire
quand nous en brilons d’envie; nous, etc. nous,
etc. etc.”. So this is how it went: the icy and fu-
nereal beauty of the celebrated Baskerville-
Bodoni-Didot axis could become the norm,
making printed pages wither, only together
with the advent of homo ideologicus, with the
’face that never laughed”.”7 But let us give the
floor to Momoro, to then conclude with a posi-
tive image, a work by our William Morris
(1834—1896), to which we will return.
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17 These are verses by Giosu¢ Carducci about Giuseppe
Mazzini. The Jansenists also laughed little: 77 Cov-
#le will try to highlight their role in the formation

of the taste for amor vacu:.
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$¢ THE VIGNETTE IN TYPOGRAPHY.

There are vignettes in type (fonf) and
vignettes in wood. § Vignettes in type
are small ornamental engravings, set by
the compositor following the justifica-
tion of his work and according to his
taste, placed at the head of a volume or
at the beginning of a new chapter.
These can be of different widths, justifi-

cations and designs.
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Woodcut vignettes or copperplate en-
gravings serve the same purpose as those
in type; but they are more commonly
used. They are placed at the head of a
work or a new subjeét, at the different
parts, divisions, prefaces, etc.

The taste for vignettes seems to be cur-
rently fading and the English have trans-
mitted this aversion to us, just as they
have made us desire to imitate them in ev-
erything: light, amiable philosophers,
we want to appear profound, refletive,
even misanthropic philosophers: we
refuse to laugh even when we are burn-
ing with the desire to do so, we, etc., we,
etc., etc. § Consequently we suppress
the vignettes,® to put absolutely
nothing at the head of a book. Consult
the Ocuvres de Foltaire, printed in Kelh,

M. G

F )k

S. B.

with Baskerville’s typefaces, in 1780 and
the following years: you will not find a
single vignette, not a cordon de vignette,
not a filet, except for those called £ng-
Jish, which are of this type:

In this way, we give the public only the
pure text, and not broad vignettes or
large ornaments often multiplied with-
out necessity. § In works, however,
when a vignette is used, the following
principles should be followed. § 1°. Al-
ways place vignettes on odd-numbered
pages, and therefore never on even-
numbered pages unless absolutely nec-
essary. § 2°. Never put space between
the woodcut vignette and the line of the
running title, where the number or fo/zo
is usually found. § 3°. Proportion the
space around the flearons to be inserted
so that there is a little more below than
above. § 4°. When engravings are to be
inserted after the printed sheets, leave
the appropriate blank space for this pur-
pose. § 5°. Choose fleurons less wide
than the page in which they are to be
placed, take them on a subjeét analo-
gous to the matter of the book, pleasant
to the eye, and discard those which ex-
cessive use has worn out, which become
muddy in printing.”

(from Ne 61 (600), September 2010)

19 Entry Vienerte from Traité élementaire de I'im-
primerie, ou le Manuel de 'imprimenr, by Antoine
Francois Momoro, chez I’auteur, Paris, 1793, pp.
328-330.

by the Société typographique-littéraire,

18 In the original: “Zn conseguence nous retranchons
les vignettes”.
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An ancient Mariner meeteth three Gallants bid-
den to a wedding-feast, and detaineth one.
: Pt | is an ancient Mariner,

= ¥ H And he stoppeth one of
3 three.
1By thy long grey beard
b and glittering eye,
Neow wheretore stopp’st
thoume?
ii The Bridegroom's doors
3 are opened wide,

g i And I am next of kin;

‘The guests are mer, the feast is set:
IMay st hear the merry din.”

He holds him with his skinny hand,
“There was a ship,"” quoth he.

“Held off! unhand me, grey-beard loon 1"
Eftsoons his hand dropt he.

Guest is spell-bound by the eye
d seafaring man, and constrained to hear

He i:l;:::lt-!s him with his gli'ttcj-in? eye...
The Wedding-Guest stood still,

The return of the vignette: from Poemss Chosen Out of the
Works of Samuel Taylor Coleridge, Kelmscott Press, 1896.

X 2 Patina, the Covile proposal.

I N order to make the print even more natu-
ral, in November 2013 we prepared a pro-
gram for LibreOffice (the application used for
page layout) that introduces small, barely no-
ticeable random variations in repeated charac-
ters. In February 2015, this character differen-
tiation technique, still in use for all our publi-
cations, including this one, was made public in
the form of an extension for LibreOffice cal-
led “Patina.”

https://extensions.libreoffice.org/en/exten-
sions/show/patina

#Il Coviles

Wehrlos, doch in nichts vernichtet /Inerme, ma in niente annientato (Konrad Weifs Der christliche Epimetheus)

$¢ ENLARGEMENT OF EIGHT CONSECUTIVE
LOWERCASE LETTERS.

ol of ol o of o o] &

Characters from Hypnerotomachia Poliphili, (Aldo Manuzio
publisher, Venice 1499) considered by bibliophiles to be
perhaps the most beautiful of the incunabula. Note how each
character, while maintaining its shape, is different.

ceeeceeee

Modern Standard charalfers.
Identical.

CCCCCCCC

Patina effelt Charalters from Covile editions.
Differentiated.

Doaisies in a meadow.
Different, while maintaining their shape.

How much wood would a
woodchuck chuck, if a wood-
chuck could chuck wood? A
woodchuck would chuck as
much wood as a woodchuck
could chuck if a woodchuck
could chuck wood.

Mainstream

ow much wood would a
woodchuck chuck, if a
woodchuck could chuck wood?
A woodchuck would chuck as
much wood as a woodchuck

could chuck if a woodchuck

could chuck wood.

Patina
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