While You’re Reading
Gerard Unger

Mark Batty Publisher




Contents

Questions 7
Practical Theories 19
Contrasts 33
Disappearing Types 47
Faces 55
The Process 63
Fragments 71
Convention 81
Reader’s Eyes 91
Type Design 103
Dressage 115
Out of the Ordinary 125
Looking & Reading 133
Choice 141
Space 149
Illusions 155
Newspapers & Serifs 161
Repertoire 177
Symbiosis 185
Reading 193
Bibliography 205
Index 211



1 Douglas 1943

One of my favorite books, from the days when I used to do

a bit of gliding, is Cloud Reading for Pilots,' a book with a

title of subtle ambiguity: it is, after all, both a book for read-
ing about clouds and a book about how to read clouds. For
example, to glider pilots it is essential to be able to recogni-
ze cumulus clouds because they tell you where warm air is
rising, enabling you to fly longer and higher and farther.
But what actually is reading? Does its essence lie in the fact
that written text yields its content, or that it enables us to
find significance in all sorts of things? Since most thoughts
are couched in language, the idea that you can read thoughts
— orwould like to — can reasonably be counted as reading,
But is recognizing clouds or wild animal tracks also read-
ing? That is a very free interpretation. There is something to
be said for using the word “read” only for the assimilation of
letters, words and sentences, of marks or characters which,
through their recognition, give access to language. But
language is often used loosely, and a word like “reading” is
applied analogously and associatively to activities thatcan
be compared with reading in the widest possible sense —just
as long as the product is knowledge, such as the conclusion
thatalittle while ago a wild boar passed this way.

What you have just read may have set you thinking, butyou
probably never saw any letters. But to be able to read you
have to recognize the letters —so how can you read without
seeing any? This is a common phenomenon: on their jour-
ney from home to the trainstation, school, office or shop,
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millions of people every day forget where they are - or appe-
ar to. They think of other things and walk or ride or drive to
their destination withoutaccident. What is happening is
that familiar knowledge is being used unconsciously. This s
whatallows us to do two things at once. Indeed, there are
those who can knita pullover, watch television and carry on
a conversation all at the same time. So which activities are
carried out consciously and which are automatic?

Ifyou are sixteen, you'll probably have had ten years' ex-
perience of reading; if you're forty, thirty-four. Try writi ng
down every day what you have read in news papers, books,
fnagazmes, reports and manuals. Add what you have read in
Instructions for use, on cereal packets, on signposts, and on
mem.ls, bills and speeding tickets, not forgetting subtitles,
e-mails and text messages —and whatever else has come
yourway dlIl'il:lg the day. Then calculate how much you read
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we are talking about vast numbers of characters every year.
And all the while, you're not just reading letters, but all sorts
of letters: light and bold, large and small, standing-up-
straight ones and ones that slope, normal-looking letters
and letters of great eccentricity. And you're reading letters
with serifs and letters without serifs.

Many readers have never heard of serifs. Is this the same
kind of thing that happens when many of us visita car
mechanic? Millions of people every day listen with half an
ear to the familiar humming of their car’s engine, and any
change or unusual noise attracts immediate attention. The
mechanic talks of timing belts, which sounds convincing —
but of what a timing belt is and what it does we have no idea.
Looking under the hood produces very little apart from des-
pair. Is it the same with letters? Few of us can give an exact
description of what the type used for the headlines in our
morning paper looks like, since our acquaintance with it is
semi-conscious at best. Yet changing the typeface in a mor-
ning paper can unleash powerful emotions.

Go for awalk and we see quite a lot: the autumn sales
have started, a cyclist goes through a red light and a car has
to brake sharply, the chestnut trees lining the road are
shedding their leaves. By the time we get home most of
these things have already vanished from our memory —
unless something unusual happens, in which case it will be
engraved there. In fact, most such perceptions seem to be
stored in short-term memory to be erased not long after-
wards. Does something of the kind happen when we read?
As we walk we don’t constantly watch our feet: we take in
our surroundings with just an occasional glance at the path
ahead to make sure we avoid holes in the ground and other
obstacles. We don’t, in short, think about how our feet
move; walking is a virtually automatic process, just like
reading. The process of comparing the letters we have read
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with characters we keep stored in our head, and with the
words and sentences that make up our knowledge oflangu-
age, appears to happen merely in passing, while we concep.
trate on the content. We just carry on turn ing the pages.
Occasionally we will turn back to see if it really said what
we think it said, or we notice there's something wrong with
the printing. This is the kind of thing we usually forget. But
the shapes of letters are firmly embedded in our minds -
otherwise how could we recognize them? Letterforms
appear to have been laid down as patterns in our brains so
that we can trust them implicitly, just as we can our know-
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alongside admiration there should also be resistance to cu-
stoms that are so black and white, and which appear to have
been carved in granite. The struggle against typographical
tradition has flared up several times over the past century or
so. Conventions and rules have been ignored and jettisoned
by many designers; for others they have hardened into dog-

mad.

When [ was still learning how to be a designer I wanted to
find out how people read, and what ways there might be to
offer readers better type and typography. In the process I dis-
covered the fascinating fact that most readers read without
consciously recognizing the letters. One afternoon, I set my-
selfup ata busy crossroads in Amsterdam, near the entrance
to the zoo, to conduct a survey. | asked passersby what was
the last piece of printed matter they had read, and if they

. would draw for me the shapes of the letters aand g that
they had encountered in the text. Most of them drew
handwriting letters rather than printing letters, or else
they would draw capitals or the simplest forms in which
the a and g have only one counter. Onlya few were able
to reproduce the more complicated versions such as the
awith two stories and the gwith three. Such details as differ-
ences between thick and thin, whether the bottom bowl of
the gwas open or closed, and whether the a had alarge or
small belly, were nowhere to be seen.

Yet of all the things we use every day, letters must surely
be the ones we most often use unconsciously. Most people
use them both intensively and intimately, so it seems prob-
able that readers possess a considerable hidden treasure
chest of typographic knowledge. The vast majority of us
have no conscious access to this, even though itisin fact
accessed every time we read. If we haven’t learned to con-
sciously recognize and name types, fonts and parts of letters,
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tioned. This in no way impinges on the admiration I have for -
many unnamed fellow type designers and their work.

It will doubtless come as a surprise to many readers how
much is still unclear about reading, how many questions
remain unanswered. For the plain fact is that our knowledge
about a skill that almost everyone uses every day, and which
appears to work of its own accord, is incomplete.

Even so, T hope you enjoy reading this book!
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as typographers and others can, that knowledge remains loc-

ked away. For example, the inability of most readers to talk
about type and typography in any depth has led some scho-
lars to conclude that readers do not share the typographer’s
enthusiasm for typefaces and the subtle differences between
them. Few of us can remember the typeface in which a
1 zachrisson 1965, recently read book was printed.' Yet asked what elements of
abook they think are important, readers put the typeface at
the top of the list, followed by the paper, page layout, bind-
2 zachrisson 1965, ing, illustrations, cover and title page.” Research has so far
P92 failed to find a way of estimating readers’ latent typographi-
cal knowledge, though that does not necessarily mean it will
never succeed, or that this latent knowledge does not exist.
On the contrary, most readers must have considerable typo-
graphical experience and knowledge, otherwise they would
be unable to recognize so many different typefaces and typo-
graphical variations. If it were not $0,a newspaper, as one
example, would hold little meaning for them.
Anewspaper isa complex product. To allow readers to
select reports on the basis of importance, they employ var-
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ious sizes, sorts and weights of type (bold,
normal, italic etc.). These are also used to
distinguish news from opinion and main
texts from captions. Headings will often be
setina different typeface from that used in
the columns. Then there are the advertise-
ments, with their own vast range of type-
facesand variants thereof; all designed to
set Fhem apart from all the others and all
designed to catch the eye. And there are yet
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part, keeping texts apartand creatinga restful impression,
or, by its absence, heightening a sense of urgency. Rules and
bars are also a help. Newspapers make heavy demands on
readers’ typographical experience. In comparison, many
books, particularly novels, have interiors that are arranged
much more simply.

The media on which text is presented all help to build up
this internal database, even cardboard boxes and monitors.
Formats and colours are added, along with different ways of
folding and binding and much more. Most readers can find
their way through this forest with ease. The typographical
resolving power of the average reader must be high and
detailed.

Those with a fondness for types and letters, including pro-
fessional typographers and type designers, are prone to get
hot under the collar about the “ear” at the top right of the
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1 VanHarn 1993

letter g. Some believe this should be rectangular in shape,
though they are also prepared to tolerate a round ear or
even a triangular one. Projections that are seen as excessive-
ly large, frivolous or conspicuous, on the other hand, may
meet with resistance. And are they really called ears? The
Dutch call them flags. The dot on the i, too, can take a range
of forms, and other parts of letters likewise have a tend-
ency not to be uniform. Readers whose attention has been
drawn to this usually react with surprise and sometimes
incredulity: “You mean details like that really make a
difference?”

Once someone finds out that you design type for a living,
sooner or later you can be sure they will ask: “Haven't we
alre.ady gotenough typefaces? [s there still any pointin
designing a new one?” And when they see a new typeface for
the first time, they often say: “What’s new about it?” These,
of course, are generally questions asked by laypeople. By
Comrfm' graphic designers and typographers tend to hail
me with the words: “Got anything new for me?”
pl:)rfllzif.ace;vary e‘norn.]ou'sly, and while in the animal and
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lot about reading, type designers still have very little con-
crete evidence to go on.

In the midst of all the questions, theories and counter-
theories that we have already seen, there is one question
that lies at the heart of this book: what happens when we
read? The building blocks of text, letters (and in particular:
types), will be given more attention than the wider domain
of typography, about which much has already been written
by others —many of whose texts, indeed, will be cited later
on in this book.

How do readers react with their eyes and brains to the
products of type designers and typographers? Much of what
we know about this subject stems from research in psycho-
logy, with educators and linguists doing their bit, along with
neurologists. But in all the treatises about legibility and
reading little seems to have come from those who can make
or break the legibility of a text: graphic designers, typograp-
hers, type designers. To some extent, this book is an investi-
gation into their part in what we know about reading: a part
that is above all pragmatic, proceeding from their intimate
acquaintance with letterforms and the multifarious uses to
which they are put.

The geographical and temporal scope of this book s
limited: it is confined principally to that part of the world
in which the Latin alphabet is used and to the ways in which
people read today. And because it was written in Holland,
firstin 1995—6 and then again in 20045, it reflects the posi-
tion of the country and the times in which I write. And, of
course, my own perhaps idiosyncratic way of looking at
things may also have helped to limit my range.

Although a lot of historical material has gone into this
book, it is not a history of typography. The text is full of the

names and type designs, but many more names go unmen-
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