
From Script to Serif: Letterforms Used to
Perfection
The written word has evolved over centuries, from its earliest origins in
ancient scripts to its modern-day use in typography and design. Throughout
this evolution, the letterform has been a constant, a visual representation of
language that has shaped the way we communicate and express
ourselves.
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In his new book, From Script to Serif: Letterforms Used to Perfection,
author and type designer John Downer traces the history and evolution of
letterforms, providing a comprehensive overview of the different types of
letterforms, their characteristics, and their impact on the written word.

Downer begins by exploring the origins of letterforms in ancient scripts,
such as hieroglyphics, cuneiform, and Phoenician. He then traces the
development of letterforms through the Roman Empire, the Middle Ages,
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and the Renaissance, showing how the letterform has evolved over time to
reflect the changing needs of society.

In the modern era, Downer discusses the impact of the printing press on
letterforms, as well as the rise of type design as a profession. He also
explores the different ways that letterforms are used in typography and
design, from the printed page to the digital screen.

From Script to Serif is a beautifully illustrated book that is packed with
information and insights. It is a must-read for anyone who is interested in
the history of writing, typography, or design.

The Different Types of Letterforms

There are many different types of letterforms, each with its own unique
characteristics. Some of the most common types of letterforms include:

Serif: Serif letterforms have small, decorative strokes at the ends of
their strokes. These strokes are called serifs, and they give serif
letterforms a more traditional and formal appearance.

Sans-serif: Sans-serif letterforms do not have serifs. They are
characterized by their clean, modern lines, and they are often used in
body text and headlines.

Script: Script letterforms are based on the handwriting of a particular
person or group of people. They are often used for invitations,
announcements, and other special occasions.

Blackletter: Blackletter letterforms are characterized by their thick,
angular strokes. They were originally used in the printing of Bibles and



other religious texts, but they are now also used in design for a variety
of purposes.

Fraktur: Fraktur letterforms are a type of blackletter letterform that is
characterized by its broken, jagged lines. They were originally used in
the printing of German texts, but they are now also used in design for a
variety of purposes.

The Characteristics of Letterforms

The characteristics of letterforms can be divided into two main categories:
formal characteristics and visual characteristics.

Formal characteristics include:

Stroke weight: The stroke weight of a letterform is the thickness of its
strokes. Letterforms can have thin strokes, thick strokes, or a
combination of both.

Serifs: Serifs are small, decorative strokes at the ends of the strokes
of a letterform. Letterforms can have serifs, sans-serifs, or a
combination of both.

Ascenders: Ascenders are the strokes of a letterform that extend
above the baseline. Letterforms can have short ascenders, tall
ascenders, or no ascenders.

Descenders: Descenders are the strokes of a letterform that extend
below the baseline. Letterforms can have short descenders, long
descenders, or no descenders.

Ligatures: Ligatures are special combinations of two or more letters
that are connected together. Ligatures are often used to improve the



readability and appearance of text.

Visual characteristics include:

Contrast: Contrast is the difference in stroke weight between the
thickest and thinnest strokes of a letterform. Letterforms can have high
contrast, low contrast, or no contrast.

Shape: The shape of a letterform is the overall outline of its strokes.
Letterforms can have simple shapes, complex shapes, or a
combination of both.

Texture: The texture of a letterform is the surface quality of its strokes.
Letterforms can have a smooth texture, a rough texture, or a
combination of both.

Color: The color of a letterform is the hue, saturation, and lightness of
its strokes. Letterforms can be any color, but they are most commonly
black, white, or gray.

The Impact of Letterforms

Letterforms have a significant impact on the written word. They can affect
the readability, legibility, and
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