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The evolution of typography is not merely a record of changing letterforms but a mirror reflecting the socio-

economic, technological, and aesthetic shifts of Western civilization. From the meticulous hand-carved punches of

the 17th century to the geometric precision of the early 20th-century Modernist movement, the period between

1628 and 1938 represents the golden age of lead type. This era witnessed the transition of the written word from

an elite clerical tool to a mass-produced medium of global communication. Understanding this visual history is

essential for modern designers, historians, and typographers who seek to master the architectural foundations of

legible and expressive communication.

The Theoretical Framework of Typographic Evolution

To analyze the history of typefaces, one must first understand the Anatomy of Type . Typography is governed by a 

precise set of geometric and optical principles. During the centuries covered in the Cees de Jong and Jan 

Tholenaar collections, the design of a typeface was constrained by the physical properties of lead, antimony, and 

tin. The theoretical framework of this era can be broken down into three primary dimensions: Structural Integrity, 

Optical Legibility, and Graphic Style.

Core Components of Typeface Design

•  The Baseline and X-Height: The invisible line upon which characters sit and the height of lowercase letters, 

which determines the perceived size of the font.

•  Serifs and Terminals: The decorative or functional strokes at the ends of letterforms. These evolved from the 

calligraphic roots of the 17th century into the sharp, bracketed, or slab-like forms of the industrial age.

•  Stroke Contrast: The variation between thick and thin lines. High contrast characterizes the Romantic and 

Neoclassical periods (e.g., Bodoni), while low contrast is a hallmark of early Humanist and later Industrial Egyptian 

faces.

•  Counterspaces: The negative space within letters like 'o' or 'p'. The management of negative space is what 

differentiates a masterfully cut typeface from a crude one.

Technical Analysis: The Specimen Catalog as a Marketing Engine

One of the most significant contributions of the 1628–1938 period was the development of the Type Specimen 

Catalog. Before digital licensing, type foundries sold physical sets of metal type to printers. These catalogs were

more than simple inventory lists; they were masterpieces of graphic design, demonstrating how a typeface

performed at various sizes (from 6pt to 72pt) and in different contexts (body text vs. display headlines).

The Dutch collection explored by Cees de Jong highlights the prominence of the Netherlands as a global hub for 

printing. Foundries like the Enschedé Foundry in Haarlem set the standard for European typography. The 

technical workflow of creating a specimen involves Punchcutting (carving the letter into steel), Matrix Striking 

(driving the punch into copper), and Type Casting(pouring molten metal into the matrix). Each step required

mathematical precision to ensure that letters aligned perfectly on the horizontal and vertical axes.

Comparative Evaluation of Historical Type Eras



The following table provides a technical comparison of the major typographic movements observed between 1628

and 1938, focusing on their structural characteristics and historical contexts.



Era Key Characteristics Prominent Typefaces / 
Designers

Technological Driver

Baroque (1620–1720) Stronger contrast, more 
vertical axis than 
Renaissance types, robust 
serifs.

Christoffel van Dijck, Miklós 
Kis

Improved metal casting 
and smoother paper.

Transitional (1720–1780) Increased contrast, vertical 
stress, sharper serifs.

John Baskerville, William 
Caslon

Refinement of the printing 
press and ink quality.

Modern/Didone (1780–
1830)

Extreme contrast, thin 
hairlines, unbracketed 
serifs.

Giambattista Bodoni, 
Firmin Didot

High-pressure presses and 
wove paper.

Industrial/Victorian (1830–
1900)

Slab serifs (Egyptians), Fat 
Faces, ornate decorative 
styles.

Vincent Figgins, Robert 
Thorne

Rise of advertising and 
posters; steam-powered 
presses.

Modernist/Grotesque 
(1900–1938)

Removal of serifs, 
geometric construction, 
focus on utility.

Paul Renner (Futura), Eric 
Gill

The Bauhaus movement 
and the need for 
international clarity.

The 17th and 18th Century: The Dutch Influence and the Rise of Precision

In 1628, the world of printing was dominated by the Dutch. This period, often termed the Dutch Golden Age of 

Typography, saw the transition from the slanted, organic forms of the early Renaissance to the more upright and

orderly Baroque styles. The works of Cees de Jong emphasize that during this time, type was designed to

maximize the limited space of expensive paper while maintaining legibility under poor lighting conditions.

The technical shift involved moving away from the Humanist axis (mimicking the angle of a handheld pen) toward 

a Rationalist axis. This was achieved by refining the counter and apertureof the letters, allowing for more light to

enter the letterform. Printers like the Elzeviers became world-famous for their compact editions, made possible by

these new, high-precision typefaces that could remain readable even at minuscule sizes.

The Industrial Revolution: Typography as Visual Spectacle

As the 19th century dawned, the function of typography shifted from purely literary to commercial. The invention of 

the steam-powered press and the rise of consumerism necessitated type that could grab attention from a distance. 

This gave birth to Display Type .

The Mechanics of Slab Serifs and Sans Serifs

During this era, two major technical innovations occurred:

1.  The Slab Serif (Egyptian): Characterized by heavy, block-like serifs. These were designed to be robust and 

withstand the pressure of high-speed printing without breaking. Mathematically, the stroke weight of the serif often 

matched the weight of the main stems.

2.  The Sans Serif (Grotesque): Initially viewed as an aesthetic failure (hence the name "Grotesque"), the 

removal of serifs was a radical departure from 400 years of tradition. This simplified the letterform to its barest 

skeleton, paving the way for the functionalism of the 20th century.

Furthermore, the 19th century introduced Chromatic Type , where multiple metal or wood blocks were used to print 



different colors on a single letter, creating 3D and shadowed effects. This required impeccable registration—the

technical alignment of different printing plates.

The 20th Century: The Bauhaus and the Search for Universalism

By the 1920s and 30s, the visual history of type reached a turning point. The influence of the Bauhaus school in 

Germany and the De Stijlmovement in the Netherlands rejected the ornamentation of the past. The philosophy

"form follows function" was applied to typography with surgical precision.

The development of Futura by Paul Renner (1927) is a case study in this transition. Renner utilized geometric 

shapes—the circle, the square, and the triangle—to construct a typeface that felt machine-made rather than hand-

drawn. This required a deep understanding of Optical Compensation. Even though a typeface appears geometric,

a perfect circle often looks "wrong" to the human eye when placed next to a square; thus, designers had to subtly

adjust the thicknesses of strokes to create the illusion of mathematical perfection.

Field Guide: Analyzing Historical Type in Modern Practice

For modern designers, the historical data found in the Jan Tholenaar collection provides a roadmap for effective

visual hierarchy. When implementing these historical styles in a digital environment, certain technical procedures

should be followed:

Step-by-Step Integration Procedure

1.  Contextual Selection: Determine if the project requires the authority of a Transitional face (like Baskerville) or 

the energy of a Victorian Slab Serif.

2.  Optical Sizing Analysis: Historical types were cut differently for small and large sizes. In digital UI, ensure you 

use Variable Fonts or specific optical weights to prevent thin hairlines from disappearing on high-resolution screens.

3.  Kerning and Tracking Adjustments: Metal type had fixed widths based on the lead block. Modern digital 

settings should respect the side-bearings intended by historical designs to maintain the correct rhythm of the text.

4.  Contrast Management: When using Modern/Didone faces (like Bodoni), ensure the background-to-

foreground contrast ratio is sufficient, as the thin strokes can cause "dazzle" and reduce accessibility.

Troubleshooting Common Historical Type Implementation Errors

Even with access to high-quality digital revivals of 17th–20th-century fonts, several operational challenges can

arise:

•  Issue: Poor Legibility in Body Text. Usually caused by using a high-contrast "Modern" face at a small point 

size. Solution: Switch to a Transitional or Old Style face with lower contrast and a larger x-height.

•  Issue: Loss of Detail in Display Headlines. Often occurs when a font designed for 12pt is scaled up to 72pt. 

Solution: Use a "Display" cut of the font, which typically has more refined details and tighter spacing.

•  Issue: Cultural Anachronism. Using a 1930s Geometric Sans Serif for a 1700s historical reconstruction. 

Solution: Consult visual history databases (like the de Jong collection) to verify the chronological accuracy of the 

typeface style.

The Enduring Legacy of the Tholenaar Collection

The transition from 1628 to 1938 represents the most volatile and creative period in the history of graphic styles.

What began as a rigid, hand-crafted trade evolved into a sophisticated industry that combined art, engineering, and

psychology. The works of Cees de Jong and the archival efforts of Jan Tholenaar serve as a vital bridge,



preserving the physical artifacts of an era that defined how we read today.

As we move further into the digital age, the principles established during this 310-year span remain remarkably

relevant. The grid systems of the 1930s inform modern web layouts, while the legibility studies of the 18th century

guide our choices in mobile typography. By studying this visual history, we do not simply look backward; we gain the

technical vocabulary and the structural understanding necessary to innovate the next 300 years of human

communication. The legacy of these elegant fonts, preserved in the catalogs and specimen sheets of the past,

continues to provide a dependable foundation for the ever-evolving world of typeface design.
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