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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. In 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 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 like this.

 The Long Tail

Pre-internet 

Post-internet

Products  /  National Markets
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     �Web fonts 
2010– 
 

 
 
 
 
       Technology   High-res screens, third party hosting  
       Culture	        Retrieval 
       Commerce    Fee spread, 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 font market emerged: web font 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 changing to Pratt Nova, thereby 

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    
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Emerge n  t 
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30Money for Fonts 
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’m developing a concept of creative 

design which is antithetical to AI prompt-ability. 

Envoi

Nick Shinn, Orangeville, July 2023


