Essay Chapter 2 

„Enlightenment Origins“

First Manual

In 1683 Joseph Moxon published his book „Mechanick exercises“ in which he defined for the first time a seperation between printer and typographer. In this definition a typographer should be able to perform or direct other people to do everything which is related to typography. Because of their working practice this definition also includes the earliest printers as typographers.

Moxon’s book was primarly a practical manual about the methods of printing, but it also included for the first time the history of printing and definitions of typographie and the tasks of a printer. He also described the lack of standardization and how every printer was working with his own methods. Moxon mostly summarized the situations and problems, only in some parts he tried to find solutions (e.g. like to define standards for the size of letters).

Rationalization of letters

While Moxon was just working on his own, a committee of the French „Académie des Sciences“ collected in order of Louis XIV all kind of known alphabets to create a new alphabet during the following century. This new typeface, the „romain du roi“ first existed as a set of engraved plates, but was later modivied and added a several times. Later there were made also some punches and types which are similar to the early plates. 

The commitee defined the size of letters, going from 7,5 points to 192 points in twenty steps and also to fix the proportions of x-height, capitals and ascender heigt.

First the „romain du roi“ was construceted by a grid system with 64 squares (8 x 8) for capital letters. Later the system was changed, but every time the grid system was not of much practical use for cutting punches. So this has been more a theoretical demonstration about how letterforms are changing when they are according to rational principles. But as some people in the commitee defined themselves as experimenters the „romain du roi“ can also be seen as an innocent anticipation of the conditions of type design in the later

twentieth century.

Regardless to the work of the „Académie des Sciences“ Martin Dominque Fertel wrote and published a printing manual in 1723 in the north of France. In his book he described how to organize verbal informations by typography and gave several examples how to use size and style of type, headings, space and ornaments. He regarded his book as an example how to work with typography and to explain it to others. 

Point systems

Pierre Simon Fournier published in 1737 a table of proportions for printing type which followed the table of the „Académie des Sciences“. He expressed a system

of graded body sizes in terms of units which was related to „poucne“ and „ligne“. Ornaments were based on standard bodies for easy combination. 

Modern letters

Fournier can be seen as a mid-point between the „old“ school of typefaces like the Garamond and the „modern“, fashionable typefaces which are more used in

France during the following century.

In English lanuage „modern“ was used for typefonts which beginnings are based on the „romain du roi“ like for example typefonts made by Didot. It described mostly the style of the letters of the neo-classical style (flat and unbracketed serfis, abrupt and exaggerated stroke widths, vertical shading of letters).

Fournier’s work in systematization (font family, point system) was also used by other typedesigners and in 1801 the „metric system“ was given legal status in France. In 1798 the scientist and writer Georg Christoph Lichtenberg found the principle of DIN A-paper, which was adopted as a standard in many countries and become a central element in the new typography in the 20th century.

Style and serviceability

In the 19th century typedesingers made beside standardization the first experiments about legibility. In a test between the „old“ Garamond and the „modern“ Didot they saw that the second one wasn’t so good in legibility. So for the aim for the future would be less a self-regarding stylism (e.g. Didot) and more a typography which serves the reader.
