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For immediate release:

One never knows what to expect from a new Nick Shinn typeface, and his latest is no exception—in fact, 
it may be his most remarkable yet.

Discovering an abandoned 1648 book in the cellar of a house he and his wife Karey bought in 1993 in 
Toronto’s Beaches neighbourhood, Shinn has now brought back to life the book’s typeface. His Auld Eng-
lish comes in two flavours, one of which, the “Spell” option, breaks the most fundamental rule of fonts: it 
rewrites what’s been typed. There are apps and web sites that do that sort of thing, translating one lan-
guage into another, and several which convert modern English into pseudo-Shakespearean. That’s what 
the Auld English Spell does too, but via a couple of old style fonts, roman and italic.

“I wanted to create the experience of reading Early Modern English as something visceral, a sensation of 
time travel. That’s why I’ve concentrated more on transliteration than substituting archaic words. Which is 
to say, Auld English Spell changes the spelling of words to look old fashioned, but they can still be read to 
sound the same as today,” says Shinn. 
 
The effect is achieved with a bag of tricks, such as adding “e” to the end of a certain kind of worde, or 
switching “i” and “y,” as in “lyfe of the partie.” Another device is as much typographic as literary: spelling 
“which” as wch, with superior (small, raised) “c” and “h.”
 
The long-s character (it looks like “f” with the right side of the crossbar missing) appears automatically, by 
default, with the Spell fonts, at the beginning and in the middle of words, but not at the end, where the 
short-s we use today remains. That’s how English was typeset prior to 1800. 
 
The typeface, very much a Garamond, has a well-worn look in all four fonts, with the rough finish and ir-
regularity of antique typography. The professional version of Auld English (not the “Spell”) is, although 
somewhat battered, an otherwise quite straightforward type revival, with all the features of a proper book 
face (e.g. small capitals and fancy ligatures), but it too has a unique innovation—a random effect that 
mixes two slightly different versions of every character, to mimic the subtle irregularity of old foundry type 
body text. “Comfy reading,” says Shinn, “like worn-in shoes.” 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A moral stance  
 
Because scientific and technological progress has far outpaced administration, Shinn created the Auld 
English fonts by developing new uses of the OpenType font format, introduced 25 years ago. 
 
“AI is the last straw. We don’t have to continually scrap everything on the altar of progress, with its full 
potential unrealized. At the very least, the speed and scale of creative destruction is a perversion of 
progress. That’s why I’ve gone back to the OpenType format, to prove the point, because the Auld English 
fonts, novel as they are, could have been invented with that tool any time in the past twenty-five years.”

Integral to the design: historical research, and a thesis  
 
Working on how a font could best create an historical effect, Shinn’s research came to associate par-
adigm shifts in three different dimensions of reading, which coincided around the year 1800. 
 
“There was a sea-change in the look of language at the beginning of the 19th century. Spelling became 
standardized, thanks to Dr. Johnson’s Dictionary of the English Language; the long-s was dropped, due to 
its unfashionable association with aristocratic culture; and type design and typography became neater 
and understated—modern, in fact—as a result of much improved printing quality. I’ve known about all that 
for some time, but I didn’t realize there was quite so much synergy.” 
 
The Auld English Spell fonts are free (for personal use) and can be tried out at the auldenglish.com web 
site, where there is also an essay by Shinn on that “sea-change.” 
 
ABOUT THE DESIGNER

Nick Shinn, RCA, RGD Emeritus, was born in London, England in 1952, grew up in the village of Barton-
le-Clay, was educated at Bedford, and acquired a Dip.AD in Fine Art (1974) from Leeds Polytechnic, 
Yorkshire. He lived in Toronto from 1976 to 2009, before moving to Orangeville, 80 km north of the city.


During the 1980s he was an art director and creative director at a number of Toronto advertising agen-
cies, and a founding partner in the environmental marketing company Earthmark from 1988 to 1990. He 
went digital in 1989 and started the Shinn Design studio, which specialized in editorial and marketing 
design, and book covers, during the 1990s. As a side gig, between 1980 and 1998 he designed seven 
type families for a variety of foundries, most notably Fontesque for FontFont. Then in 1998, realizing the 
opportunity that e-commerce presented, he and Karey went into the font business full time, launching 
Shinntype to publish and market his fonts worldwide. 
 
Beaufort is his most popular typeface design, but those that give him the most satisfaction are Pratt 
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Nova, and Sense and Sensibility, which were commissioned by The Globe and Mail in 2010: 
 
“Every day at breakfast I read The Globe and Mail, in print, in my fonts. That gives me the feeling all’s 
right with the world, even though apparently it’s not.”


Shinn has written for magazines such as Applied Arts, Codex, Druk, Eye, Graphic Exchange, Marketing, 
and Typographic, has spoken at the ATypI, TypeCon, Graphika, TYPO Berlin and TYPO San Francisco 
conferences, and taught at Humber College and York University in Toronto. From 2002 to 2006 he 
served as a board member of the Society of Typographic Aficionados (SoTA), which holds the in-
ternational conference TypeCon every year, helping bring it to Toronto in 2002. In 2019 he was inducted 
into the Royal Canadian Academy of Arts.


His background as an artist, writer, teacher, art director and graphic designer informs his eclectic type 
designs, which run the gamut from revivals to experimental work exploring new technology, and are 
used in everything from packaging and advertising to web sites, apps, book, magazine and newspaper 
publishing, around the world.


Nick Shinn investigates, through the practice of type design, the relationship between technology, com-
merce and culture, as it evolves with the digital transformation of society. This occurs at the centre of the 
human project—the bridge of vision between spoken language and text. Both antiquary and post-mod-
ernist, his work addresses conventional form and significance to create fresh perspectives and emergent 

possibilities. ■


            

 

Nick Shinn discovers his font Beaufort 
Bold adorning a new water tower in 
the town of Erin, north of Toronto. 
Photo: Karey Shinn.
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