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I’ve always been fascinated by how civilization works,  
and how it became the way it is and where it might  
go, and that’s one reason I’ve gravitated towards 
designing typefaces—the alphabet and typography 
being at the centre of it all, from the Renaissance to  
the latest media, at the intersection of technology, 
culture and commerce. 

In looking back on my career in this essay, I’ve focused  
on those three areas, in six successive generations of 
font business since the 1960s.  
 
When I started out as an art director in the 1970s,  
I never imagined that it would be possible to make a 
living solely designing typefaces, but it happened.

Introduction

1   Dry transfer 
2   Phototype 
3   Desktop publishing 
4   Indie explosion 
5   Web fonts 
6   Variable fonts 
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1960–1990 
 

 
 
 
 
       Technology	 Dry transfer (rub-down) 
       Culture		  Do-It-Yourself 
       Commerce 	 Royalty per sheet
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 I   was 10 when I first encountered Letraset, in 1962. My parents were architects and had 

adopted this new form of lettering. I used their office printer to reproduce my Christmas cards 

that year, with “Merry Christmas” rubbed down in Clarendon above a drawing I’d made of an 

old-fashioned sports car with a pile of presents on top of its trunk, hand coloured.

Letraset revolutionized graphic design, 

giving designers the ability to set headline 

type in a hands-on manner, without the 

need for expensive galleys professionally 

produced by typesetting companies.  

The effect was stimulating, liberating,  

and a little bit crazy, as evidenced by this 

spread from a Beatles fanzine of 1964.  

On the left, the art director has cleverly  

set “type on a path” around a close- 

cropped Paul, while on the right, clearly 

struggled with consistent word spacing  

and apostrophe position—because while 

there were marks on the Letraset sheets  

to indicate letter spacing, there were none 

for word spacing, and no apostrophes,  

for which one repurposed commas. 

Money for Fonts 
1. Dry Transfer
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Although I’d studied fine art, when I graduated  

in 1974 I didn’t pursue a career as that kind 

of artist, but went into advertising on the 

bottom rung, as a mechanical assembly or 

“paste-up” artist. Aware that Letraset type 

designers received a royalty per sheet (a similar 

arrangement to musicians, for gramophone 

record sales), the idea of rock star income 

from type design was appealing, if unrealistic. 

And so I began to send annual submissions 

to Letraset—to no avail. Perhaps the designs 

were no good, but I later realized that my 

presentation may have been an issue. In my 

advertising work I was used to making rough 

comps (comprehensive layout sketches) for 

ads, brochures and posters, so, although my 

typeface submissions were more polished than 

the Manville comp (next page) they were still 

not finished art. Ironically, my first digital type 

design, Fontesque, was much informed by the 

facility at casual drawing which I’d acquired as 

an art director wielding marker pens.

Money for Fonts 
1. Dry Transfer

This is one rejection I cherish! 
Such exemplary professional etiquette, a quality that extends 
from the cool understatement of the modernist typography, 
through the tactile sincerity of the manual typewriting and 
pen signature, to the polite, formal and somewhat elaborate 
prose. Backspacing and going over the final line again with the 
underline key concludes with authority.
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NICK SHINN, Art Director. Manville advertisement, Toronto, 1982.

Rough comp and magazine advertisement,  

Nick Shinn, Art Director, Toronto, 1982. 

An epic clash of titans in a vast and desolate landscape, 

with plastic and Helvetica Bold triumphant.

Money for Fonts 
1. Dry Transfer

NICK SHINN, Art Director. Manville advertisement, Toronto, 1982.
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1960–1990 
 
 

 
 
       Technology	 2” filmstrip 
       Culture		  Kerned headlines 
       Commerce 	 Royalty per word
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 P
rior to the digitization of the 

graphic trades that occurred 

around 1990, the equipment 

used for typesetting headlines 

and titles was quite different 

from that used for body text.  

Photo-process services emerged in the 1930s,  

offering headlines by photographing words  

assembled from printed master alphabets. 

This was improved in 1959 by the introduction 

of the phototypositor, with which typesetters 

exposed letters from a two-inch filmstrip onto  

photographic paper, one character at a time.  

Kerning was critical, and the finesse possible 

led to a very close-set style of typography, 

epitomized in the work of Herb Lubalin, in 

which further refinement was added by 

tweaking individual letters. For this poster that  

I designed in 1987, typeset in Shinn Sans by 

Typsettra in Toronto, note how the arm of “r” 

is truncated according to the following letter, 

for the “tight but not touching” aesthetic.

Money for Fonts 
2. Phototype

Marketing poster, 12” x 24”. 
Nick Shinn, Art Director, 1987. 
Richard Swiecki’s photo was  

printed in duotone and the type, 
Shinn Sans, in a spot colour.
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My first published type design was Gryphon, 

for typositor company Headliners International 

in 1980. I was paid a fee for the artwork, with 

subsequent royalties calculated on per-word 

usage by Headliners’ franchised type houses, 

about forty of them, mostly in the USA, with 

one in Toronto at Cooper & Beatty. But the 

quality of Gryphon wasn’t that great and the 

face had scant appeal. However, taking it to 

finished art and seeing how it performed in  

real jobbing work provided the experience to 

make my next design, Shinn Sans, a “master-

piece”, in the medieval sense of the word—it’s 

the work which demonstrates that the craft 

has been mastered.

Shinn Sans, rejected in rough by Letraset,  

was taken up by the renowned type designer  

Les Usherwood (Caxton, Administer, Flange, 

Leawood), owner of Typsettra, which was  

both Canada’s hottest typesetting firm and  

not incidentally the workshop for dozens of  

typefaces—original designs, genre exercises  

and adaptations of classics—by Usherwood  

and company, which were used in-house and 

also licensed out through manufacturers such 

as Berthold, Letraset and ITC. Sadly, I received 

no guidance from him as he died abruptly in 

1983, shortly after giving me the go-ahead. 

The letters (see above) were drawn with pen, 

ink and white-out. I worked on Letraset brand 

marker paper, drawing the glyph outlines with 

a Rapidograph technical pen, using a T-square, 

set-square and various french curves, then  

Money for Fonts 
2. Phototype

Detail of a 
page from  
the Headliners 
specimen 
booklet, 1982.

Finished art, Shinn Sans, 3½” x 3½”, 1983.
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filling in the body with india ink by brush. I drew 

on the back of the paper, which was smooth 

and coated with a film of plastic, having just 

enough tooth to engage a pen and hold ink—

and marginally transparent, for tracing over 

my roughs using a light box. This also enabled 

me to copy shapes from one glyph to another 

with a fine mechanical pencil, before firming up 

the curves with pen and template. In the letter 

shown (previous page), note the positive and 

negative “ticks” which pre-empt softening of 

hard corners during photographic reproduction.

Typsettra paid a fee of $1500 for each of the 

three weights I produced, which were then 

made into filmstrip fonts for typositor setting, 

and Diatronic fonts for text photosetting; but 

the company closed in the late 1980s without 

adding the fonts to its catalog. The rights to its 

typefaces, including Shinn Sans, were acquired 

by Steve Jackaman, who digitized them for his 

foundry Red Rooster in 1994.

Shinn Sans was chosen for use thoughout this British 
magazine, for several years at the turn of the millennium, 
because it is a typeface “with a sense of humour”.

Money for Fonts 
2. Phototype
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       Technology	 Digital, Fontographer 
       Culture		  Retro, grunge and deconstruction 
       Commerce 	 Direct mail promotion, royalty per software licence fee
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  Apple made a big splash in 1983 with its  

Superbowl ad directed by Ridley Scott. And although IBM 

dominated the personal computer market, the Macintosh took 

over the graphic trades. The first vector drawing program for  

the Mac was Fontographer, in 1986, almost two years before 

Adobe Illustrator. I knew about this, but didn’t pursue it—I had 

other concerns. Then a chain of circumstances led me back to 

type design, slowly and indirectly. 

With the long, hot summer and recession of 1989, everything 

changed. Out of work, disgusted by consumer culture and 

motivated by the Brundtland Report, I bought a Mac Plus and, 

with partners Richard and Ron Fisher, founded Earthmark, an 

environmentally-conscious marketing business. Unfortunately, 

the green agenda didn’t always pay the bills, so I also operated 

the Shinn Design studio, and began designing financial marketing 

newsletters on the Mac for another start-up, Ariad Custom 

Publishing. Earthmark folded in 1991 and Ariad went from 

strength to strength. Shinn Design also created dozens of book 

covers for Harlequin Enterprises (romance novels) and James 

Lorimer & Company (non-fiction, Canadian content), as well as 

working pro bono for various environmental organizations. In editorial design for both financial 
services marketing (top) and activist 
causes (below) I used similar methods.

Earthmark brochure, 
1989.

Money for Fonts 
3. Desktop Publishing
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It was hard keeping pace as desktop publishing digitized the graphic trades. We design pioneers 

wrestled with tiny hard drives and the primitive, rapidly mutating quality of Quark XPress (page 

layout), Adobe Illustrator (vectored images) and Photoshop. I had no time for font making.  

Then I was recruited by David Michaelides. I had first met him when he was working as a book 

seller with his partner, Tina Hajidimitriou. I bought a set of Art Directors Club of Toronto annuals, 

volumes 1–15, from them in 1987. Subsequently, David became manager of the FontShop 

franchise in Toronto in 1990. Yes, it was a real downtown shop, selling fonts on floppy discs.  

In 1992, FontShop held a seminal event at Toronto’s King 

Edward Hotel, with speakers Matthew Carter and Neville 

Brody, then at the height of their fame. That was the pull 

which lured me back into type design, and David provided 

the push. As the Canadian distributor of FontFonts, the  

house brand of FontShop International (FSI), he was aware 

that with the exception of a few designs such as Trixie—

the “X-files” distressed typewriter face—this European 

product line wasn’t into the grungey, deconstructed thing 

that was happening in North America. So he asked some 

Canadian designers to design typefaces for FontFonts.  

Val Fullard’s Mambo (1992) was hugely successful. I dived 

into Fontographer and struck gold with Fontesque. 

Fontesque sketch, 1993

Fontesque specimen 
booklet, 1994, created 
in Pixar Typestry with 
leather from a royalty-
free “textures” CD.

Money for Fonts 
3. Desktop Publishing



Prior to the World Wide Web, fonts 
were advertised in trade magazines 
and direct mail flyers targeting graphic 
designers who used the Macintosh 
computer—a relatively small market 
compared to what would come.  
I supplied FSI with font files which the 
foundry copied onto branded floppy 
discs that were mailed to customers 
who had ordered their font choices  
by phone, or purchased at a store—
rather like music CDs.  
Another innovation: the fonts were 
not actually bought but, being 
software, were licenced for use on  
a certain number of computer 
terminals, for an appropriate fee.  
The distributor (or franchisee) and 
designer, in turn, have contracts with 
the foundry which stipulate royalties 
as a percentage of the licence fee  
paid by the purchaser.

Money for Fonts 
3. Desktop Publishing

14
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Fontesque captured the radical style 

of “the end of print” (as dubbed by 

David Carson) which inexpensive 

digital technology had made possible. 

Deconstruction, grunge and profuse 

invention were in the air, and I filtered the vibe 

through my own experience and interests, 

especially a taste for history. I had become  

bored with uniformity in typography, and for  

relief mashed up various tropes:

Contrast of proportion—Renaissance faces  

like Bembo with tiny x-heights, more recently  

Locarno (1922) and Bernhard Modern (1937). 

Each character of Fontesque is stretching,  

with sinuous curves and proportions that  

don’t divide evenly.

Organic art nouveau letters—Irregularity and 

the allure of antiques that are hand-made. 

Fontesque is animated, the characters can’t 

stand still. This liveliness is expressed globally 

by irregularity of size, varying angles of the 

“uprights”, and non-adherence to the baseline.  

Casual lettering—Many of the new grunge 

typefaces were sloppy and amateurish, others 

cute and curly. My professional experience 

informed Fontesque with a polished and precise 

appearance, despite its wonkyness.  

The wit of Dwiggins, Goudy and Cooper—

American designers and lettering artists whose 

heyday was the historicist 1920s and 1930s, 

who believed that type shouldn’t be too perfect, 

yet drew their imperfections impeccably.  

I wanted to catch that crazy old-style feeling 

in Fontesque, and really push it. No two serifs 

are identical. The characters are free spirits, and 

while it may be considered a novelty face, it  

sets like real type, with good colour. There are 

bold weights and proper italics, three optical 

sizes, and a large set of matching ornaments.  

Newspaper 
advertisement 

1995

Food packaging 1995

Money for Fonts 
3. Desktop Publishing
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A major direction in my typeface design practice came 

through collaboration in the 2000s with publication 

designer Tony Sutton of News Design Associates, who 

commissioned typefaces 

(Worldwide, Goodchild, 

Walburn) for use in dozens 

of his newspaper designs, 

around the world. Through 

experience in this genre,  

I’ve enjoyed an association 

with The Globe and Mail,  

 “Canada’s national news-

paper,” continuing through 

redesigns in 2001 (Brown), 

2005 (Pratt, Sense and 

Sensibility) and 2011 (Pratt 

Nova).

Money for Fonts 
3. Desktop Publishing

All the fonts used 
thoughout “Canada’s 
National Newspaper” 
—sans, serif, text and 
display—are designed 

specifically for it.

Above left: Pratt Nova 
on newsprint. 
Below Left: Pratt Nova 
on coated stock,  
in Style magazine.
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3. Desktop Publishing

The Richler typeface was 

commissioned in 2001 to 

commemorate Canadian  

author Mordecai Richler.

This newspaper feature is a veritable  

Shinn-o-rama, appearing in The Globe  

and Mail with the types that I made  

for David Pratt’s 2000 redesign of  

the paper, Brown Gothic and optical  

sizes of Walburn. 
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During the late ’90s I created several typefaces 

(Merlin, Oneleigh, Fontesque Sans) for FSI and  

Agfa (Paradigm), while building up the stock of 

designs that would comprise the first offering  

of my new type foundry in 1998. These were:

1.  Designs rejected by FSI and Adobe. 

2.  �Designs commissioned by ad agencies  

and design studios for corporate clients. 

3.  Designs for Tony Sutton.  

4.  New designs for the new foundry. 

At this point, despite the success of Fontesque, 

the majority of my income still came from art  

direction and graphic design.

Four of the typefaces with which Shinntype was 

launched—Handsome, Bodoni Egyptian, Brown 

and Beaufort—would become the foundry’s best 

sellers, consistently since 1998. They are designs 

which were in the right place at the right time, 

exploiting qualities of the new media to register  

a definitive presence in the new digital culture,

becoming established as minor classics.  

Addressing the potential of digital media for  

new ways of conceptualizing the process of 

design, Handsome was written directly into 

Fontographer with a Wacom stylus and tablet, 

as a skeletal path of zero thickness, which  

was then rendered with different monoline 

weights and pen-like effects. Following the  

introduction of the OpenType format, 

Handsome Pro was created in 2005, with 

code embedding the joining rules of traditional 

cursive script into the Contextual Alternates 

feature, to better mimic real handwriting. 

Money for Fonts 
3. Desktop Publishing Handsome        

Robot writing that disguises  
its artifice behind a shifting cast  
of character alternates.

In a round-nib style      
and a broad-nib style  
and a ballpoint style  
and a flexed-nib style
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The Bodoni Egyptian family too was based on 

algorithmic stroke expansion, a slab-serif design 

in which, flouting convention, every stem of 

the capitals, small capitals, 

lower case and serifs is  

the same thickness in all 

but the heaviest weights. 

Released in 1999, Bodoni 

Egyptian followed the old 

master’s letter shapes 

quite closely, and was the 

first monoline slab serif 

typeface with old style 

“g” and curly-tailed “R”, 

departing from the model 

established by Emil Weiß 

(Memphis, 1928), which 

was devoutly geometric. 

Money for Fonts 
3. Desktop Publishing Bodoni Egyptian®

       

The designers of this 
German magazine 
went to town with the 
wide range of Bodoni 
Egyptian styles.

Photo: Stephen Coles

An historical fiction.
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TOO MUCH OF 
ANYTHING IS BAD 
BUT TOO MUCH 
GOOD WHISKEY 
IS BARELY ENOUGH 
MARK TWAIN

The serifs of Beaufort® come to a point, which means that, unlike pre-digital fonts, they 

are sharp at any size, limited only by the resolution of the print medium or pixel screen.

Money for Fonts 
3. Desktop Publishing

Beaufort
	 The Great Man	t he arctic sea	t he french cheese

		  the most excellent typeface
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Brown, with its micro-details 

informed by the trace of 

process that subtly eroded 

the purity of sans serif letter 

forms (in both letterpress 

and phototype reproduction), 

expressed the moment that 

one generation of technology 

superseded another. McLuhan 

termed this “retrieval”, the 

ground of the old becoming 

the figure of the new. 

These four typefaces— 

Handsome, Bodoni Egyptian, 

Beaufort and Brown—initially 

released in font formats with 

limited character sets, were 

upgraded to the OpenType 

format later in the decade, 

with extended language 

support and many features. 

Money for Fonts 
3. Desktop Publishing



     �Indie explosion 
2000–2010 
 

 
 
 
 
       Technology   FontLab, OpenType, the World Wide Web  
       Culture	        Sophistication, extended language support, “expert” features 
       Commerce    eCommerce, the Long Tail

4

Specimen page from  
the first Shinntype  
web site, 1999.

The colour palette  
was designed to 
harmonize with the 
Internet Explorer  
web browser.

The logo was an 
animated gif in two 
styles of Panoptica,  
with flickering noise.  

22
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 After a decade of experience with the growth 

of Apple and Adobe as they reshaped the graphic trades, 

all the while following the tech hype in Wired magazine, 

it was hard not to be aware of the financial potential of 

the World Wide Web, and be swept up in the dotcom 

craze of the late ’90s. Ecommerce was tailor-made for a 

digital product such as fonts, providing access to a global 

market vastly greater than Mac users on a mailing list. 

The concept, a simple transaction in which a font file is 

downloaded in exchange for a fee paid online by credit 

card or PayPal, was brilliant. Karey, my wife and business 

partner, and I registered Shinn Type Foundry Inc. in 1998, 

and ShinnType®, with the intercap branding then in vogue.  

We acquired the shinntype.com domain, and I designed 

and coded our first web site with Altsys Dreamweaver. 

Now, on a web browser, Shinntype was a bona fide foundry and typeface publisher for all the world 

to see. A key role was provided by Makambo, the first independent font distributor, which offered 

an online ecommerce service for new foundries—stimulating the emergence of a diverse font culture 

and economy driven by individual designer-owners. Shinntype.com did have its own ecommerce 

facility for a while, but it was an area of business that never appealed to me, and with more and more  

font distributors in the new millennium, I eventually secured a network of a dozen resellers.

Money for Fonts 
4. Indie Explosion

A page from Veer’s New Type 
specimen booklet, 2004, written 

and designed by Jon Parker.  
Veer sold stock images and fonts by 

indie foundries at its web site, with 
printed mailings every month.

The Panoptica typeface 
was designed in 2003  
for Diamonds, a book  
of constraints-based 
verse by Christian Bök. 
It was then developed 
as a multi-style family 
for release through the 
Shinntype network of 
distributors.
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The first few years of the online type market were by and  

large dominated by classic sans serif typefaces from the early 

and mid-twentieth century—modernist, but nonetheless 

historical. By 2010 things had changed, as both self-taught type 

designers such as myself, and those who had graduated from 

the new type design courses at Reading University and KABK 

in The Hague, established a presence with new material—a lot 

of new material, in terms of the sheer quantity of languages, 

characters and features that the new OpenType (2004)  

format could accomodate, and the large number of weights  

that became de rigueur for sans serif families. 

I was enthralled by the possibilities of OpenType, and decided to tackle it head on 

with a suitably mammoth project—the Modern Suite, which I worked on from 2004 

to 2008. Matched sans (Figgins) and serif (Scotch Modern), revivals of 19th century 

styles, comprised a mega-family with copious features such as small capitals and  

ten sets of figures, and extended language support in Latin, Cyrillic, and polytonic 

Greek. Also included were optical sizes of Scotch Modern for display, normal and 

micro text. There was a lot to learn, and very little of it in books. The online forum 

Typophile and the annual conference TypeCon (of which I was a board member) 

were instrumental in sharing knowledge, as independent type designers discussed, 

questioned and educated one another on emergent matters.

Money for Fonts 
4. Indie Explosion

The 2008 specimen 
booklet for the Modern 
Suite (Scotch Modern and 
Figgins Sans) required 
160 pages to show all the 
glyphs in all the fonts—
Latin, Greek and Cyrillic.  
It was distributed in goody 
bags at type conferences.

Online advertisement for a 2016 exhibition  
at the Kremlin Museum. I had spoken on  
the Scotch Modern at the ATypI conference  
in St. Petersburg, Russia in 2008.

Branding for Bavarian State Opera by 
Bureau Borsche, 2015. Scotch Modern.
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The first crop of Shinntype fonts  

had a couple of hundred characters,  

and the cost of a basic licence was 

$39. By contrast, the Modern Suite 

comprised 13 fonts of 1600 glyphs 

at $79 each, catering to a niche  

              of sophisticated users, 

	 part of the Long Tail  

 	   of sales performance 

       existing in the global 

marketplace. The Long 

T	 Tail is a particularly apt 

metaphor for how and 

	 why fonts sell—at least,  

		  it’s worked well for me.  

I’ve built a large catalogue of many 

typefaces, in an eclectic range of 

genres, at different price points, 

which sell incrementally through 

many distributors, as someone, 

somewhere, licences something  

of mine, at some time. 

 

Money for Fonts 
4. Indie Explosion

Usually when I updated my earliest fonts to OpenType, I added features.  
Thus Oneleigh (1999) acquired swash capitals and lining small cap figures  
in 2008, options which add nuance and structure to layouts such as this.

 The Long Tail

Pre-internet 

Post-internet

Products  /  National Markets

P
u
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h

a
se

s



     �Web fonts 
2010– 
 

 
 
 
 
       Technology   High-res screens, third party hosting  
       Culture	        Proliferation of genres 
       Commerce    Licencing complexity, distributor consolidation     

5

Google Fonts was 
launched in 2010, with 
fonts—by many font 
designers, paid by fee 
(no royalties)—which 
were distributed as 
free and open source 
software. This fostered 
a massive contingent 
of free-font users, 
diminishing the market 
share of designer-owned 
foundries that derive 
passive income from 
licence sale royalties.  
I designed Bellefair for 
Google in 2012, to check 
out the phenomenon. 
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  A new decade, a new font format, a new market.  

For the first ten years of the World Wide Web, web site designers 

had few options for fonts. Without piracy protection or a licensing 

agreement, the “@font-face” rule, which downloads the fonts 

specified by a web site to users, was not supported by browsers, 

and users were limited to those fonts installed on their devices.  

A lot of Georgia and Verdana, Times, Helvetica and Comic Sans.

Then in 2008 a web font format was worked out that satisfied all 

stakeholders, and a new market emerged: web licences purchased 

by page-view volume, and, sign of the times, also by subscription. 

Now, all Shinntype fonts are available in web format.

What’s truly remarkable is the high resolution screen, beginning 

with Apple’s Retina in 2010, which enabled web designers to  

elaborate in fine detail, as in print typography. I designed Bellefair 

accordingly, for Google in 2012—it’s an elegant “book face” style, 

related to Beaufort, with discreet serifs and a demure x-height. 

The Globe and Mail, which had been using Georgia on its web  

site, responded to greater resolution by switching to Pratt Nova, 

thus syncing its typography with the print edition. The Light weight, 

a display cut on newsprint, is used for body text on screen.

The Globe and Mail on an iPhone 5 
(the second generation of Retina 
screens) in 2014, with Pratt Nova 
Black, Heavy and Light web fonts. 

Money for Fonts 
5. Web Fonts
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5. Web Fonts

The font business changed dramatically in 2012, when 

Monotype bought MyFonts, the biggest distributor 

of fonts from independent foundries. It then acquired 

FontShop. Following this 

consolidation, my three main  

distributors became one. 

With their dominant position, 

Monotype and MyFonts 

have been able to reduce the 

royalty rate they pay foundries 

significantly. Of course,  

market size has expanded 

with web fonts as a product, 

but the process of Chokepoint 

Capitalism is nonetheless 

disconcerting. Fortunately, 

I acquired Adobe Type as 

a distributor in 2022, so 

Shinntype’s fate is not entirely 

in the hands of Monotype. 

Online gaming site League 
of Legends employs lots of 

Beaufort, leveraging its classic 
design as suitable for fantasy 

worlds, the cut of its sharp 
little serifs ready for battle.

The Scottish National Party 
uses Sensibility throughout 
its branding.



     �Variable fonts 
2020– 
 

 
 
 
 
       Technology   Parametric design axes 
       Culture	        Animation 
       Commerce    A marketing challenge    

6

Emerge n  t 

29
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6. Variable Fonts  P

arametric fonts—in which users can, 

in layout applications, incrementally 

adjust values such as weight and 

horizontal scaling, were introduced 

commercially by Adobe in 1991. But 

the “Multiple Master” format didn’t catch on, and 

was abandoned in 1999. It was cumbersome for 

end users, and a headache for font developers.  

I designed Beaufort with two parametric axes, 

but was unable to generate bug-free fonts with 

the software at my disposal, so instead published 

it as a large family. The concept was reintroduced, 

and fully supported by Adobe’s Creative Cloud  

in 2020. Beaufort Variable was released in 2023.

Beaufort VF has eight named weights, from Extra Light to Ultra, but there are 13 weights here, made possible by the font’s 
variable weight axis. The VF upgrade also adds Greek, Cyrillic and Vietnamese. Doll couture and photography by Karey Shinn.
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Commissioned work accounts for 20% of Shinntype 

income. Because fonts are a licenced product, it’s a best 

practice for foundries to offer clients two options for 

such work: either a complete buy-out or with the rights 

reverting to the foundry after a period of exclusivity;  

this latter option for a lesser fee. Consequently, I’ve 

produced designs, such as those for the Kobo e-reader, 

which are not commercially available, and others, such 

as Pratt Nova and Sense, initially designed for The Globe 

and Mail in 2010, which are. 

 

In general, I’d much rather work on my own ideas for 

Shinntype fonts than follow someone else’s art direction 

on commission, but there is also something to be said 

for the rigor and circumspection demanded, and the 

serendipity that can occur, in collaboration.

For the future, I continue to pursue a concept of creative 

design which is antithetical to AI prompt-ability. 

Envoi

Nick Shinn, Orangeville, July 2023


