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This brief essay was handed on to URW in December 1992 –two months
after the Thessaloniki DIDOT conference– in order to be included in an edi-
tion about non-latin typography. The publication was never realized and a
greek version of it appeared in two parts in Print & Publish in March and April
1994. The 1992 text is printed here without alteration.

“The importance of the Greeks in the history of alphabetic writing is
paramount. All the alphabets in use in Europe today stand in direct
or indirect relation to the ancient Greek”.1 Many Greeks would find it
difficult to comprehend such a statement, for the alphabet they use
nowadays differs from the latin and the cyrillic alphabets used in
Europe. But even if the essence of the above quotation is plain and
clear to all of them, what would they gain besides one more dose of
national pride? This pride, fortunately or not, made them retain their
non-latin script, thus showing a lack of flexibility of the kind shown
by other alphabets and languages.2 The history of the still continu-
ing fight between the advocates of katharevousa and demotiki,3 in-
dicates more clearly this inflexibility; the only exception being the
abolition of the complex accentuation system in the past decade.4

Many arguments can be provided against radical changes of
the kind proposed, for example, by the United Nations Organization
in 1934;5 a popular one being the loss of an alphabet that character-
izes national identity. “Greek has a longer literary history than any
other European language, and also in the history of printing Greek
made an early start”.6 A change in the alphabet would simply mean
that Greeks were ready to give up part of that history. So could it
even be argued that the isolation detected by various people, as far
as the graphic mode of the Greek language is concerned, has been
chosen wittingly?

Nevertheless, we should not speak about ‘isolation’ without try-
ing to define its context. This is not the place for an in depth analy-
sis, though a few questions may give an idea of the perplexity of the
problem. For example, in what ways might Greeks feel isolated from
non-Greek people? Do we talk of its economo-political, cultural, or
some other kind of isolation? And how could a latin script change
this matter (does Iceland, for example, feel part of a family, whereas
Greece does not)? Does the fact that Greece uses a non-latin script
add to this feeling of isolation (on the other hand, Spaniards, for
example, with a latin script might have felt similarly after the Brus-
sels proposal, two years ago, to abolish the circumflex from their
written language)? In addition, are Vietnam or Albania isolated less
because they adopted the latin alphabet at some stage (the first by
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1. Diringer, D., A history of the alpha-
bet, London, 1983, p.35.

2. For example the abolition of arabic
by Kemal Atatürk in Turkey in 1928
and the introduction of the latin alpha-
bet, or the switch from the old cyrillic
to the grazhdanskii shrift in the reign
of Tsar Peter I over Russia.
3. Katharevousa is supposed to be
the pure Greek language, deriving
from the glorious ancient times,
whereas demotiki was the language
of the people, “a barbarous vernacu-
lar”.
4. In reality what was abolished were
the diacritical marks introduced in
Greek writing around 230 B.C., “an
invention of the Alexandrian scholars
(Aristophanes of Byzantium is men-
tioned by name) in order to facilitate
the reading of texts written in scriptio
continua and to suggest a solution in
case of doubt” (Van Groningen, B.A.,
Short manual of Greek palaeography,
Leiden,1955, p.51 ).
5. In a volume published in 1934 by
the Society of Nations with the title
“L’adoption universelle des caractères
latins”.
6. “Printing Greek, a european enter-
prise”, Introduction by Kristian Jensen
in the catalogue published for the
exhibition at the Bodleian Library,
January-April 1992, p.1.
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force it is true)? Finally, cannot technology deal successfully with
the problems arising from such an ‘isolation’?7 After all we should
not forget that “the Greek alphabet and our own latin one have much
more in common than, for example, other Mediterranean languages
such as Hebrew and Arabic”.8

greek type design; the current reality
The argument for the loneliness of a country with a non-latin script
(in many foreign typespecimens Greek was included under “exotic”
types) has flagrantly been used by printing type manufacturers in
the DTP era. In the absence of ‘well designed’ Greek types, they
have scanned almost everything that could bring to mind the shapes
of the alphabet. From Hermann Zapf back to Giambattista Bodoni,
alphabets by a number of famous (or not so famous) type designers
were laid down on flat bed scanners with Procrustean logic. More
lazy ‘alphabet makers’ take series of letterforms offered in postscript
and modify them. Apart from a number of large (a quantitative and
not a qualitative distinction) digital type manufacturers, hundreds of
small design studios have appeared during the past three years
which also ‘design’ type. “It is as if the environment has become
polluted with type, with written shapes and with printed letterforms”.9

And as in many cases abroad, questions of copyright arise from the
first glance at the specimens they produce. Proctor’s remark that
Aldus “inflicted on the aesthetic side of Greek printing a blow from
which it has never recovered”,10 is definitely exaggerated. I wish I
could say the same about the blow resulting by the irrational use of
computerized type (and typographic) design tools by untrained peo-
ple.

Furthermore, the newly founded Greek Font Society11 has taken
an unfortunate approach. In my view, its working methods and time-
tables point more to a commercial company than to a research and
production group. Its anxiety to show its products publicly and to
push for quick results by the use of expensive equipment, is by no
means justified and contradicts the society’s statutes. Scanning,
modifying and presenting new versions of the types of the past,
without knowing and respecting their history cannot be considered
a solution to the problem. Hermann Zapf wrote almost two decades
ago: “The best way in which the alphabet designer can pay respect
to the great achievements of the past is by aiming at something that
expresses the spirit of the present... we should not go back into the
past, particularly to the forms of the 19th century to an easy neo-
historicism which would permit us, thanks to our modern techniques,
to copy and cheaply use the style elements of the past”.12 And as
early as 1927 T.Barlow indicated the need for research: “has indeed
Greek printing ever had a real chance, and will it ever have, until its
designers have studied and assimilated Greek writing throughout
the centuries in which it was the living language of the scribes who

7. In particular, I have in mind simul-
taneous translation systems, bilingual
–conventionally or electronically
printed– matter, hardware and soft-
ware for type design or other typo-
graphic applications, OCR machines
for Greek developed on existing pat-
terns, etc.
8. Mosley, J., “Porson’s Greek types”,
in Penrose Annual, vol.54, 1960, p.36.

9. Crouwel, W., “A proposition for
education in letterforms and hand-
writing”, ATYPI’s 16th International
Congress, 1973.

11. A society which was established
in 1991 in Athens. Some of its aims
as they have been printed in its stat-
utes are: “the collection and preser-
vation of printing types, machinery,
and archival material relevant to
Greek typography”. The Greek Font
Society also aims to contribute “to the
study of the history of Greek typog-
raphy and to develop a critical ap-
proach to the aesthetics and tech-
nologies of modern typography”.

12. Zapf, H., “Type designing in the
future”, in lcographic, issue 7, 1974,
p.20.

10. Proctor, R., The printing of Greek
in the fifteenth century, Oxford, 1900,
p.15.
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used it?”13 The Greek Font Society still has the chance to become
what it really ought to be; a unique institution in the graphic commu-
nication field. A prerequisite is a change in ideology and methods
and the best guarantee of that are the type designers who work for
the society.

This ‘democratization’, as Seybold would have called it, with
literally anybody in a position to create type, has led a number of
people back to the ‘old good’ tradition. Thinking publishers, who by
setting their books in their own establishments using metal type,
make their typographic statement. Some years ago they used
Monotype machines, now they start exploring the possibilities of-
fered by type other than that employed by Monotype. Few of them
(re)discovered the surviving products of the old Greek typefoundries,
establishments with a long tradition, whose interesting history could
play a decisive role in readers’ and modern alphabet makers’ edu-
cation. Maybe by uncovering the past we will not feel so ‘isolated’
as we now do. After all, tradition is not “a reflection of the stagnation
or prejudice of past ages of printers”, but it is “more than the em-
balming of forms customary in states of society; ...Tradition, there-
fore, is another word for unanimity about fundamentals which has
been brought into being by the trials, errors and corrections of many
centuries”.14 I am not arguing that research in printing history consti-
tutes the magical solution to all our problems; I do claim, however,
that knowledge of typographic tradition helps us to better under-
stand the present and become –and not only in design terms– so-
cially more sensitive in the future. And this brings us to the question
of education.

greek graphic design education; more than a myth
Greek printing type has a tradition of almost 530 years. From Cicero’s
De Officiis et Paradoxa Stoicorum, printed by Fust and Schoeffer in
1465, through to “the first Greek typographic school” (Damilas,
Alexandros and Laonikos, Laskaris, Kalliergis, Sophianos, Dukas),
and Aldus; then from Garamont to Baskerville, Porson, Didot, Bodoni
and finally, to Proctor, Scholderer and Morison, Gill, Van Krimpen,
Zapf, Frutiger, Mardersteig, Carter, Holmes, Bigelow and many oth-
ers. It seems that the typographic isolation of Greek is not an indis-
putable reality, at least in the case of type design. The isolation is
more of a situation within the country and an excuse to justify the
indifference of our own designers. A Greek printer wrote in 1958: “if
the Greek engravers engaged themselves seriously in this field of
the graphic arts, a tradition would have been established which could
have led to quality printing types and a variety of rhythms”.15 The
fact is that type design in Greece has little to show; an attempt by
Kefallinos in 1953, and Katsoulidis’s two contemporary alphabet de-
signs presented a few years ago. Both men are (Kefallinos died in
1957) engravers by profession!

14. Morison, St., First principles of ty-
pography, Cambridge, 1967, pp.23-24.

15. Skazikis, J., Article about the
Greek typefoundries, in Typographia,
no.10, published in November 1958
and reprinted in January 1966!

13. Barlow, T., Review of V. Schol-
derer’s Greek printing types, 1465-
1927, in The Library, 4th series,
vol.VIII, 1927.
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The sad reality is that, as in the case of type design, the study of
Greek typography has been more the concern of foreign scholars
than of Greek ones. I will not start giving explanations, nor will I
provide excuses, as to why this occurred. Nicolas Barker writes:
“No one can approach any topic connected with the printing of Greek
in the fifteenth century without paying the tribute due to Robert Proc-
tor”;16 and this is certainly so after the publication of his fine book.
However, it took 85 years for the appearance of a critical approach
to Proctor’s views. And once more, this came from abroad. It is suf-
ficient to say that Proctor has not yet been translated into Greek.

At a conference which took place in Wolfenbüttel in November
1992, I found myself in an awkward position trying to talk about
education and research in Greek graphic design field. Very briefly,
no postgraduate graphic design courses are offered by Greek Uni-
versities; typographic research on an academic level does not exist,
and the sole Graphic Arts Department in Greece (that of the Techni-
cal Educational Institution in Athens) does not suffice. Furthermore,
the owners of various Graphic Arts ‘Colleges’, with neither adequate
equipment nor specialized teaching staff, become rich offering stu-
dents very little or nothing at all. It takes a long discussion and I will
not tire readers by writing about the cul-de-sac of the Greek educa-
tional system. I prefer instead to focus on the DIDOT seminar in
Thessaloniki and its educational aspects.

This two-day event took place early in October 1992 at the
Helexpo conference centre. “Greek letterform design; past, present,
future” was the title given by the Greek partner of this EEC COMMET
II project.17 Despite the organization problems, which caused a
number of people interested in the seminar to actually miss it, the
result was quite encouraging. One of the aims of the seminar was to
bring scholars from various disciplines (and countries) together, to
discuss Greek letterform design. Three large areas were covered
by the speakers: history, technology, and education. It was maybe
for the first time that a Greek palaeographer sat at a table with a
professional type designer, a computer expert, or with a printing
historian. In a sense the meeting was an answer to Jan Van Krimpen’s
quest, almost half a century ago, “where to find a Greek scholar
who is not only versed in the language but a palaeographer and in a
way, a typographical expert at the same time?”18 Studies in epigra-
phy and palaeography could prove immensely useful to the typog-
rapher, let alone to researchers of printing history.

Only if they are armed with such knowledge and are able to
take into account the positive aspects of foreign contributions, will
the new generation of Greek designers be able to embark upon
projects for new type designs. Moreover, their understanding of the
language might make the real difference. Bowman in writing about
the Greek types produced abroad indicates that: “the types that have
been lastingly successful have been designed by people with no

16. Barker, N., Aldus Manutius and
the development of Greek script &
type in the fifteenth century, Sandy
Hook, Connecticut, 1985, p.5.

17. From the very beginning, three
years ago, Infoprint, a commercial
photocomposition establishment with
educational activities, has partici-
pated the DlDOT project.

18. Van Krimpen, J., On designing
and devising type, N.Y., 1957, p.86.
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experience of type design. Attempts to produce something that was
artistically beautiful or which was theoretically ideal, have often failed,
because they did not take into account the opinions and tastes of
the readers. In the 20th century there have been several attempts
by professionals type designers to produce Greek types, but few
have succeeded”.19 This argument, which brings to mind Morison’s
views about the community expressed in his First Principles, seems
to be closely related to the ‘sensation, or the feeling, of the lan-
guage’. It is this sensation which will prevent us from making letters
pictures of things instead of the things they are, to invoke E. Gill’s
words.20

The discussions in the DIDOT meeting indicated clearly that it
is not essential for individually type designers to emerge in order to
do better Greek type. What is really needed is cooperation and an
educational program, where type design and typography will be ap-
proached in a more serious and integrated way than they are now.
Infoprint has undertaken part of the heavy duty to carry this mes-
sage across, and any results will raise our hopes for further im-
provements in the graphic arts in Greece.

19. Bowman, J., “Greek printing types
in Britain from the late 18th to the
early 20th century”, PhD thesis at the
Department of Typography & Graphic
Communication, University of Read-
ing, 1988.
20. Gill, E., An essay on typography,
5th ed. with an introduction by Ch.
Skelton, London, 1988, pp.23-58.

Upright 90. Monotype’s first Greek, modelled on ‘Didotian’ prototypes, was cut in 1910.
Greeks were accustomed (and through calligraphy taught at schools) to this type since the
establishment of the modern Greek state in the 1830’s. “Apla”, as it is called in Greece, was
the first modern upright design, which challenged the view that Greek letters are a kind of
italic. There are no serifs in the small letters, whose main characteristic is their pear-shaped
terminals (or blobs) which give the type a calligraphic flavour. Even nowadays the largest
proportion of Greek books is set with this type, readers praise its charm and beauty, and
typographers confess that no other typeface surpasses it for text setting purposes.
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Apla Nea. From a typespecimen produced in 1933(?) by the Karpathakis-Anagnostopoulos foundry in Athens.

Greek No.2 Upright. Linotype’s version of “Apla” in the 1988 specimen.

“Apla” are still there, in postscript format, even though they have been called Gr[eek] Anc[ient(?)] Times.
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Olympia Light. In 1939 Karpathakis includes in his typespecimen a Greek kind of Futura.
At that time the German sanserifs by Erbar, Koch, and Renner (and E.Gill’s Sans too) were
worldwide known. The ‘new’ type meets with great success and it is used in newspapers,
display and advertising printing. All Greek typefoundries produce their own versions; they
only call them different names. As late as 1960 Karpathakis adds sizes and weights to the
fount and it is one of the very few types still produced by the remaining Greek typefoundries.
Almost all type designs executed in Greece were adaptations of that kind. The only consid-
eration was which roman type to copy and what modifications to carry out. And in many
cases roman types adapted by Greek designers were much more successful than Greek
types designed by non-Greek designers.

For example Scangraphic’s Europa Grotesk Greek is a face which I would never thought it
could be used in Greece. Peculiar ill-shaped characters, such as kappa, or the introduction
of new letters, such as the strange thing in the place of theta, do not add more ‘grotesk-
ness’ to the types. As a monoline design letters ought to be distinct and clear. Furthermore,
in the lower case the huge pi, the rigid, unfriendly verticals of the badly done gamma, the
hook-like ς, and the extremely large κ-height (I use kappa for Greek as x- is used for roman
type) in comparison with the size of the ascenders and descenders, would suggest enough
reasons to reject its production.
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7. Similar problems occurred in Monotype’s New Hellenic 192 cut in 1927. Scholderer fol-
lowing in Proctor’s footsteps chose the triangular delta, a reversed three figure for zeta, an
unfamiliar capital Xi and an out of place Omega. Although these were the actual letters used
by Brocar in 1514, their shape should have been reconsidered four centuries later, if they
were to be commercially produced. Despite these little defects (Monotype provided alterna-
tive characters at a later stage), on the whole Scholderer’s type belongs to the very few
successful Greek types. It is legible, even in small sizes, clear, and beautiful and these are
some of the reasons why it has been –and still is– widely used in Greece.

8. Ellade. Nebiolo’s version of New Hellenic with substitutes for
the letters discussed above in a typespecimen of the 1950’s.

9. Attica, the Greek name for New Hellenic, as they were printed
in the typespecimen published in 1956 by the foundry PAP.


