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For the masses
PERCEP TION REALITY

Throughout the 20th Century—the age of mass
media—traditional serifed typefaces dominated
the advertisements and editorial pages of mass
circulation magazines. By Nick Shinn

● The passage of time distorts our aware-
ness of the past. 

Firstly, it distills the mess of culture into
a few heroic symbols, such as the Bauhaus. 

Secondly, as we pursue our current
obsessions, we seek precursors; and so our
era of bitmapped images rediscovers histori-
cal footnotes like Wim Crouwel’s ’60s grid-
mongering, and inflates their importance.

But there is another way to view history,
and that is to ask a simple question, “What
was popular then?”  

Enough mass-circulation magazines sur-
vive to provide an answer. A market exists
for this ephemera, and a 1920s Saturday
Evening Post, a ’30s Esquire, a ’50s Life or a
’60s Playboy can each be had for under $10.
In their pages, there is a musée sans murs,
an astounding wealth of advertising and
editorial design and typography—most of it
set in classic, seriffed typefaces. Seeing
what Lewis Blackwell calls “the living tradi-
ton of design” provides an alternative to his-
tories derived from specimen books, awards
annuals, and famous careers.

Magazines in 1900 were dreary affairs
with small, monochrome ads and degener-
ate typography. Fifteen years later, what a
difference!

The graphics industry took off on the
wings of two major phenomena:

• Packaged goods: Harley Procter put a
printed wrapper round a bulk product
(Ivory Soap), and advertised it. Branding
created an industry with jobs for illustra-
tors, photographers, and artists who spe-

cialized in packaging and advertisements.
• Typesetting machines: these enabled

enough content for a mass media—large,
frequently published magazines and news-
papers financed by advertising revenue.

As the profession emerged, it developed
self-awareness. Printers and artists, in an
era already nostalgic for the pre-industrial,
looked way beyond the recent past to dis-
cover a noble heritage.

With the new technologies of halftones,
Linotype, and huge runs on coated stocks,
the main concern was integrating the
graphic quality of image, decoration and
type. Linework was the answer. “There is
too, that quality in the engraved or drawn
line which harmonizes with the varied lin-
ear quality of type and dominates the old
bookmaking,” wrote Charles E. Dawson in
the 1909 Penrose Annual.

Hence the outrageously radical histori-
cism of the 1920s Phoenix campaign (right),
targeted at a new wave of short-skirted,
short-haired, car-driving, cigarette-smoking
women with jobs, and soon, the vote.  

The tight fit and angled stress of Fred
Goudy’s historical fiction Kennerley, the
centerpiece of the ad, produced a humanist
colour that would figure strongly in the new
century’s typography through faces such as
Garamond, Goudy Old Style, Times, and
Palatino.

On the next few pages are examples of
many of the most popular typefaces of the
20th Century, with photos of the ads and
editorial pages from which they are taken.

Honda ad, Life. 235 × 323 mm
Caslon 540 (Wm. Caslon, 18th C.)

Caslon was the only oldstyle to survive the
“modernization” of type design in the 19th
Century, and was tremendously popular 
during the first decades of the 20th, when
the culture was heavily into quaintness. 
It has since been reworked many times.

20th century type [remix]. 216 × 280 mm
By Lewis Blackwell. Design: Angus Hyland

This is a brilliant book. But it is, as the
author notes in the introduction, “deliber-
ately weighted to noting the avant garde
rather than the living traditions of design.”  
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Saturday Evening Post
Kennerley 

(F. Goudy, 1911)

1921
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Stockman-Farmer
Supply Co., cata-
log. 185 × 259 mm 
Cooper Black by
O. Cooper, 1922 
Cheltenham Bold
by B. Goodhue/
M. Benton, 1904
Garamond by 
M. Benton, 1919
Century
Expanded by 
M. Benton, 1900

1931 As the chief engineer and designer of
American Type Founders (ATF), the
largest U.S. foundry, Morris Benton was
the most successful type designer of the
20th Century. Many of his designs were
adapted for Linotype (machine) setting
and became truly ubiquitous. His œuvre
comprises:

Revivals: he was the first to revive many
classic faces (and his versions were
usually the most popular); Cloister,
Bodoni, Garamond

Adaptations of older genres: American
Text, Franklin Gothic, Lightline Gothic 

Contemporary lettering: styles which he
rendered in type; Advertiser’s Gothic,
Packard, Hobo, Bank Gothic, Raleigh
Gothic 

Originals: Broadway, Century Expanded,
Century Oldstyle, Century Schoolbook,
Clearface, Clearface Gothic, Stymie

Enlarged families: Cheltenham, Goudy 

Oswald Cooper was the doyen of Chicago
lettering artists—hand lettering was a
large part of advertising production, and
Chicago was graphic city—and Cooper
Black was the baddest, heaviest font on
the planet. A Blur for the ’twenties.

1906 1918

Small-space ad, Saturday Evening Post
De Vinne by G. Schroeder, 1893
Numbered Oldstyle. Anon.

The close-cropped halftone, the wrap-around text,
the old-style text face—these are the stock-in-trade
of the 20th century advertising art director.

1929
Ambrosia ad,
Harper’s Bazar.
250 × 333 mm
Futura Bold
and Regular by
P. Renner, 1928

Jaffee ad. 278 × 401 mm 
The Pictorial Review
Cloister by M. Benton, 1914

William Morris started the
Jenson revivals with his
crude caricature, the Golden
Type, in 1890. But it was
Morris Benton who, after a
methodical study of Jenson,
produced the first accurate
revival of the definitive
roman typeface.

The ’teens saw magazines
transformed by the arrival of
huge, coloured ads on coated
stock. New media! 

The 19th Century sans serif was a prole-
tarian attention-grabber that said
“cheap” and “unfinished.” The idea that
a sans could convey a progressive
rationality with an air of severe beauty
(as they would have said in the ’twen-
ties), was revolutionary. 

The years 1927–30 saw the release of
a remarkable crop of new sans faces—
Erbar, Kabel, Gill, Stellar, Futura,
Bernhard Gothic, and Nobel—handsome
faces all, especially in contrast to the
sans genre as it stood: heavy, ugly grots.  

The geometric sans, with modernist
layout, caught on quickly in a few niche
markets—fashion and industry—and
the bold weights found wider favor, used
for contrast. 

Paul Renner, designer of Futura, was
an intellectual driven by logic to express
the spirit of the age: “Our printing type
is not the expression of a movement like

handwriting; everything
deriving from a left-to-right
dynamic, all thicks and
thins… make no sense in
printing type.” (Quoted in
Chris Burke’s Paul Renner,
Hyphen Press, 1998)



1952

Senior Service cigarette packages
Hand lettering, replaced by Venus (Bauer)

1945/70

1950 Punch, advertising section. 224 × 283 mm

Ipana ad, Women’s Day
216 × 285 mm

Mainly hand-lettered
Garamond by 

M. Benton, 1919
Futura Bold by 

P. Renner, 1928
Note the two-letter 

Linotype logotypes for 
fu, Te and Ta

Hand lettering was widespread until the 1960s, and used in many
places where you’d expect type. The fact is, typography was an
expense which art studios could avoid by doing in-house lettering,
and given the poor quality of much type, the limited selection of
faces, and the time factor, the results were frequently preferable. 

This Ipana headline is so exquisitely rendered that it could easily
pass for process lettering (from an early form of photo-heading
machine). But it’s better! Look how the widths of the serifs on the
“i” and “n” are adjusted for context, and how the tail of the first “a”
is slightly closer to the body of the letter than in the second. 

Bembo Italic (after G. Tagliente) by Monotype, 1929.As was common in toney rags, Punch, a conservative, upscale British
humour magazine founded in the 1840s, grouped advertising in a
gallery of dozens of pages at either end of the publication, leaving an
editorial “hole” in the middle.

Most of the faces in these ads are products of the U.K. Monotype
Corporation’s rather snobbish program of typographic revivals, which
employed Stanley Morison as Typographic Advisor from 1923. His
ultimate goal was to produce new text faces that would stand the test
of time, and he succeeded, with Times, and Gill’s Perpetua. 

Imprint was the first brand-new design for machine setting. Both it
and Plantin were hefty types designed to hold their own in adverse
printing environments, such as destructive newspaper presses, and on
coated stocks which could easily suck the life out of a type.

The Garamond, too, makes a sturdy impression; that, and the wonky
way it won’t sit on the baseline, are at odds with today’s insipid digital
Monotype version. There is now a vast variety of Garamond fonts—the
right choice depends on how the job will be printed, or displayed.

Caslon, after W. Caslon, 1725

Unknown wood block
Grotesque No.9 by E. Pechey, 1906
Plantin by F. H. Pierpont, after Granjon, 1913

Garamond by Monotype, 1922.

Rockwell by F. H. Pierpont, 1934.

Imprint by Meynell, Johnston, and Mason, 1913
Gill Sans by E. Gill, 1928–32

ALL 
TYPE SAMPLES  

REPRODUCED AT

100%



Holiday, art directed by Frank Zachary. 275 × 342 mm
Bauer Bodoni after G. Bodoni (c.1790), 1926
Times Roman by Morison and Lardent, 1931

One thing about modernism: size mattered.
Holiday was a big magazine with vast pictures of wide open spaces, acres of

white space, and exquisitely sharp typography. Put that on your lap and dream
of faraway places. I’m gone!

The layouts were modernist—asymmetric, with subtle deviations from
implied grids. Modern, but not in a rigid, brutal way, because the Bauer Bodoni
is so elegant, so ultimately classic and classy. And Times had found its metier,
text type of the dignified magazine, and it’s never looked better. 

Today, the digital Bauer Bodoni font doesn’t work like its namesake of 
yore. But there are others that do, taking the edge off high-resolution, digital
perfection with a subtle distress that mimics the trace of the letterpress
process: ITC Bodoni (Fishman, Goldsmith, Parkinson, Stone, 1994), FF Bodoni
Classic (Wiescher, 1994–5), and Filosofia (Licko, 1996).  

Mr Happy, by Roger Hargreaves. 140 × 127 mm
Univers by A. Frutiger, 1956

A theory for the persistence of serifs: it’s how we learn to read.
Century Schoolbook was commissioned by Ginn & Co., educational

publishers, with legibility the issue. Benton researched reading and
eyesight, and produced an honest face devoid of affectation. 

Sans serifs can be confusing. Compare s, a, and e. Similar shapes,
alright. Now look at the s, a and e serifs in Schoolbook—each is cate-
gorically different. That helps. For while children may not be able to
create detailed complexity in their own art, they love it, because that’s
how the world is. Like the beautiful, crazy world of Dr. Seuss.

Mr Men, however, are a banal insult to kids—and Adrian Frutiger. 

1954

1965/71

1964

Penguin English Dictionary, 130 × 195 mm
Cover design by Keith Whitehead
Helvetica by M. Miedinger, 1955
Plantin by F. H. Pierpont, 1913

Another thing about modernism—it was
trendy, real mod, like the Who, all arrows
and targets.

It was such a buzz taking this to school
and showing me mates the dirty words. 

The title was hand set in some manner,
as is apparent from the crooked position-
ing of several letters, in particular the “I”
in English.

And how about the self-reference, with
the arrow pointing to the word dictionary
on a “reproduction” of an inside page? It’s
conceptual art.

Fox in Socks. 160 × 228 mm
Written, designed, and illustrated by Dr. Seuss
Century Schoolbook by M. Benton, 1918–21



1967

1968

Life, Ford ad. 265 × 342 mm
Helvetica by M. Miedinger, 1957

Life, Chevrolet ad. 530 × 342 mm
Franklin Gothic Condensed
by M. Benton, 1906
Century Schoolbook by M. Benton,
1918–21

You look at these two, and it comes
down to this:

Helvetica Light says “new” but
Benton’s faces don’t have to.

Advertising in the ’60s: it was hip, it was art, it was poetry. 
§%*#!—it was happening and magic how the picture didn’t

make sense without the words, and vice versa, but put them
together and boom!

It was minimal, it was conceptual, it was the big idea.
Don’t let no logos get in the way. It was literate, metaphori-

cal, pure semiological rhetoric and the typography was in your
face. 

You see, the headline wasn’t a headline, it was just a phrase
that once crossed someone’s mind, typeset and larger than life.
Hence the paragraph indent and the asymmetry, but isn’t that
far out with the offbeat layout?! 

And that scrap of body copy, that’s a transcript of audio, it’s a
haiku, it’s a little chunk of concrete poetry.

Hey, it’s pop art reclaimed off the gallery wall back where it

belongs glorifying consumer culture with its disposable icons
and check out this ad because you’re so high you can hear that
taste, man. Chug-a-lug. 

Goudyism: Tight but not touching.
Did I mention green is my favorite color? 
Look: it’s all about the Zen of layout, like the page is some

kind of Japanese rock garden, and the ragged setting is gravity
blowing sideways in the breeze. Dada collage à la Suisse.

And the biddhu of enlightenment is dispersed, because there
is no center, it’s a commune of elements without hierarchy. 

Black and white: no figure/ground gestalt, but equals now. 
You’re travelling across the page the perfect balance of not

much at all, but it means everything. Looking at a dialectic that
turns news into culture, but wait a minute, this is the culture of
culture. Oh wow, that’s deep.

Playboy, Sprite ad. 213 × 282 mm
Goudy Bold by M. Benton (1916),
after F. Goudy (1915), 
Times by Morison & Lardent, 1931

Look, 267 × 330 mm
Bodoni (nameplate) 
Helvetica by M. Miedinger, 1957

New York Times
Cheltenham Bold Italic
by M. Benton, 1905
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Deutsche Holzschnitte des XX. Jahrhunderts
120 × 184 mm
Palatino by Herman Zapf, 1950

Poor Herman Zapf. Not only was his master-
piece Palatino ripped off all over the place,
but the perpetrators usually saw fit to
“improve” upon his design. 

In the modified versions the ascenders
are the same height as the caps, not taller 
as in the original, and there are a number 
of serifs added to previously unadorned
strokes, because Zapf forgot to include them.
Right.

No matter, it’s such a wicked design that
they can screw it up no end and it still rocks. 

Zapf created a calligraphic, humanist type
for book work and 35 years later its offspring
was being used for 18 point body copy in a
muscle-building ad. During the Last Days of
Typography, before desktop publishing
swept away the type shops’ magnificent folly,
that’s the kind of weird stuff that went down.

The type got pumped, like Rambo.
Blame it on cheap space—and specimen

books. Every month the type rep dropped off
another and the art director marveled,
“Look how big that type is, and how nicely
kerned. I wonder how it would look even big-
ger and tighter.”  

Overlapping even.
It’s quite remarkable how word spaces

vanish in the Royal Caribbean headline.
For their part, type designers were play-

ing the “my-x-height’s bigger than yours”
game, with ITC leading the way.

And still the setting got tighter.
So it went, in a feedback loop. 
Friedrich Poppl got caught in the vortex—

Pontifex is a sort of “ITC Palatino”—as did
Aldo Novarese (Symbol, Fenice), Tony Stan
(ITC Garamond, American Typewriter), 
and Les Usherwood (Flange, Caxton,
Usherwood).

One more ’80s swan song: the invention 
of a new paragraph style, “partly justified”.
Or should that be Post-justified?

1952

1985

1985
Soloflex ad

Life
255 × 325 mm
Palatino by 
H. Zapf, 1950

Futura by 
P. Renner, 1928

Royal
Caribbean ad

New York
Times

Magazine
258 × 318 mm

AD: Larry
Bennett 

Poppl
Pontifex by 

F. Poppl, 1976
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1998

1971

1997

Fast Company, art director Patrick Mitchell. 220 × 275 mm
FF Scala by M. Majoor, 1990
FF DIN by A-J. Pool, 1995

The legacy of looseness left by the deconstructed, grunge aes-
thetic of the heroic desktop era has formalized into the multi-
sized sentence.  

When handled with precision, it looks best with a strongly
structured serif type—providing a visual richness of detail to
entertain and satisfy the eye.

In some ways, it’s similar to the classic typographic play of
mixing roman with italic and small caps. It’s all part of the liv-
ing tradition.

Nick Shinn is a Toronto-based art director and type designer
who has designed three FontFont typeface families, and publish-
es a variety of fonts through www.shinntype.com. 

Entertainment
Weekly, 204 × 267 mm
Bureau Grotesque
by D. Berlow, 1989
Century Expanded
by M. Benton, 1900

Entertainment Weekly is a gargantuan tour de force of 
intricate typography, complex, decorated layouts and charts,
and commissioned illustrations and photography.  

This kind of Post-modern bravura is well-served by the
Font Bureau’s Victorian revivals—maximum contrast all 
the way, mixing the sparkling hairlines of Century
Expanded text with bloated Bureau Grotesque headlines
and all manner of tricked out, tracked out, drop capped, 
and celebrity bold-faced Bureau Grotesque family members.
And for special issues, guest appearances by hot new fonts.

Avant Garde. 277 × 286 mm
Avant Garde by H. Lubalin and T. Carnase, 1970 

The Face. 232 × 302 mm
Industria by N. Brody, 1984

The art director as type designer: Like Herb Lubalin’s
Avant Garde, Neville Brody’s Industria arose from
the need for a type that would conform to the strict
geometry of its creator’s page layouts. Or was it the
other way around?

1984


