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INTRODUCTION
Our modern alphabet is a collection of 26 glyphs or pic
tograms, and each one of these pictograms has  a histo
ry, drawing on past Egyptian, early Semitic, Phoenician, 
Greek, Etruscan and Roman cultures. Many of our letters 
represent basic human needs and daily objects, ranging 
from water, housing, tools, architectural concepts and 
beasts of burden. 

If North Africa and Phoenicia served as the incubator of 
our present day alphabet, Southern Europe served as its 
finishing school. Letters have been simplified throughout 
the ages, with every culture making changes; some simple, 
some dramatic, to each letterform. A number of our letters 
were added to our alphabet as time marched on, and most 
of these letters reside toward the end of our alphabet. 
Good examples are U, V and W.

As the cultures of Northern Europe, primarily English and 
Germanic, started using the alphabet, they created cal
ligraphic variations which are known as blackletter. In 
blackletter, flourishes and exaggerated  strokes are com
monplace, with multiple extraneous  strokes running par
allel, rather than one single stroke. A blackletter M shows 
us the use of this multiple stroke approach. Additionally, 
note the vertical stroke running through the center of both 
the O and Q. Because of dramatic changes in stroke weight, 
blackletter highlights the pen nib as a driving element in 
many of our modern typefaces.
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The old adage goes, a picture is worth a thousand words, that 
is why I made a simple timeline with highlights of our alphabet. 
Earlier in the Introduction is an illustrated map showing the 
relevant regions of the Mediterranean that were instrumental in 
development of our letterforms. In the grand scheme of things,  
it is a rather small geographical region to play such a large role 
in the creation of the western alphabet.

Trade was the engine behind the proliferation of the Phoenician 
alphabet, similar to the way trade has influenced the use of En-
glish in present day international exchange.

3



4

The Egyptians

The Egyptian writing system, which used both ideograms 
and phonograms, inspired many of the  early Phoenician 
letterforms, but unlike Phoenician letterforms, most hi
eroglyphs are representational of an object rather than a 
guttural sound. Egyptian phonograms on the other side 
represent sounds, while ideograms symbolize a concept 
or object. A number of these hieroglyphs were pared down 
and simplified by (and sometimes totally disassociated 
from) the Phoenicians to represent basic sounds.

The Phoenicians

The Phoenicians lived in now what is present day Lebanon, 
Israel and Syria and were instrumental in the development 
of our alphabet. Phoenician wanderlust for the maritime 
life and trade spread these pictograms throughout south
ern Europe including Greece and Italy. The Phoenician 
alphabet became an international standard during  
ancient history.     

Stroke styles varied depending on the drawing tools and 
surfaces on which letterforms were drawn. For example, 
clay tablets of course didn’t offer as much flexibility as 
papyrus. The Phoenicians began paying attention to the 
concept of line weight, their vertical and right leaning 
strokes were thicker than their horizontal and left leaning 
counterparts. This may have evolved from using multiple 
writing utensils and surfaces.
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If you get the sense that you’re dyslexic when looking at 
the ancient Phoenician alphabet, don’t get too concerned, 
they wrote right to left. So many of our letters were flipped 
when introduced to Greeks and Romans.

Further into this book you will see some references to early 
Phoenician drawings which fall into three categories: Phoe
nician, Punic and Neo Punic. With the passing of time, you 
will note how the letterforms were simplified with modi
fications such as rotation, and deleting lines, along with 
many more variations which we will explore.

The Greeks

The Greeks began to pay attention to relationships, the 
amount of negative space each letter occupies, and how 
they related to each other. They also did quite a bit of reno
vation on the construction of numerous letterforms, delet
ing strokes and flipping characters.

These letterforms for the most part have a common height. 
Some drawing styles had a geographic flair particular to 
the area, but their names for each letter kept a strong 
resemblance to their Phoenician roots. For example, the 
Phoenician Pe was the Greek Pi. 
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The Etruscans/Romans

Etruscans from central western Italy spread North and 
South working their way into Corsica. They took the Greek 
alphabet and ran with it, keeping most of the Greek varia
tion, and made simple changes. When the Etruscan grip on 
the region waned leaving room for the Romans to rise to 
power, things started changing again, including the alpha
bet. The Romans partook in streamlining the alphabet,  
yet again flipping letters to relate better with others, add
ing curvature and a touch of the Italian panache. As you 
will see, despite many updates and renovations, most 
of the letterforms’ names have remained similar to their 
Phoenician originals.

Timeline 

I made a simple timeline with highlights of our alphabet 
because, as the old adage goes, a picture is worth a thou
sand words. For the same reason, in the Introduction is an 
illustrated map showing the primary regions of the Med
iterranean where major developments of our letterforms 
occurred. In the grand scheme of things,  important devel
opments in the evolution of our alphabet occurred within a 
rather small geographical area.

Trade has always been the driver behind not only the ex
change of goods, but of ideas, language and culture.  Com
merce was the engine behind the proliferation of the Phoe
nician alphabet, much like English has become the lingua 
franca of international exchange today.
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A
Oxen

The A is one of the earliest letters, and has held its spot in 
first place for several thousand years. The letter’s birth-
place was Egypt, as a symbol for the ox, which was obvi-
ously held in high esteem by our ancient forebears. The 
Chinese had a special fondness for the ox evidenced by its 
inclusion in their Zodiac. The ox’s characteristics include 
steadiness countered with a bit of stubbornness.

The early semites drew this character to look like an 8 with 
the top cut off. The Phoenicians, which called their version 
the Aleph, drew it in a similar way to our modern K. Even-
tually they transformed it to look much like our  
present-day A, except  upside down and tilted to the right. 
In the diagram you can see the reference to the horns,  
head and ears.

When the Greeks got their hands on it, they renamed it the 
Alpha, and rotated it 180 degrees. They eventually pointed 
it upright to create the modern Alpha.

The Etruscans appropriated the Greek Alpha and kept it 
in unchanged. The Romans perfected the design adding 
geometry and visual corrections to the design.
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The A is the second most used letter in the English lan-
guage, so its roots as a draft animal are understandable. 
Now that we know that the A is derived from the ox’s head, 
we can harness this energy. There are many options to 
work this energy into the letterform, ranging from weight, 
line quality, variation, slants and geometry. The A is one of 
the more common letters in the alphabet, and this work-
horse of a letter’s history has earned its  employment in 
our modern usage.

The ox at times needs to be yoked so that it gets its job 
done correctly, so when drawing an A for a complete type-
face, it has to get along with the other characters in the 
family. This means the relationship of the horizontal and 
angled strokes have to be similar to the other characters to 
be visually appealing. This limits the creativity of the de-
signer a bit, but it aids in readability. On the other hand, if 
you are drawing an A for a logo or custom lettering you can 
remove the yoke and let the ox be more expressive.  

The visual energy from the A is derived from the angled 
strokes, so when drawing this letter, think of the energy 
an ox exerts while plowing a field or carting a load. Even 
though the reference to an ox’s head has been rotated 180 
degrees, the energy still is completely directional. It moves 
your eye rapidly to the next letter form, so because of this, 
kerning becomes of utmost importance.
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Drawing the  A

The Greeks and Romans understood that the human eye 
had issues with lines, the lens tends to make columnar 
shapes pinch in their middle, flaring out at their tops and 
bottoms. To correct this they used Entasis to visually cor-
rect for this phenomena. Entasis adds a slight swelling to 
the column to visually correct for the issue. Type designers 
also use this approach to correct for the eye adding weight 
to stroke’s intersection, for example, some designers would 
taper the point where the A’s two angled strokes meet. Ink 
trapped typefaces show an extreme example of this. 

It may be tough to make these tweaks if you are using a 
brush, nib, pastel or chalk, because the weight variations 
are achieved by pressure, the direction of the stroke and 
other variables. With most calligraphic letterforms, the 
weight variations are the most noticeable with rightward 
and leftward angles. Strokes leaning to the right tend to be 
 heavier, and because of the downward motion and the an-
gle of the pen’s nib. Because of this, many noncalligraphic 
typefaces have developed with a similar weight variation. 
Times New Roman is a great example of this. If you’re 
drawing vectors, these adjustments are made by the sim-
ple addition of Bezier points.
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Times New Roman

A
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Acenter of cap height 

•	 Note	the	relationship	of	the	A	to	the	E,	especially	in		 	
	 the	placement	of	the	A’s	hroizontal	stroke	or	bar.
•	 In	some	designs,	the	diagonal	strokes	taper	at	the		 	
	 top	or	apex	and	flare	at	the	bottom.
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Humanist Brush

Geometric

A A

A A
Blackletter
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The	lowercase	a	has	an	interesting	background.	The	
variation	that	has	the	curved	shoulder	on	the	top	and	
the	bowl	on	the	lower	half	came	into	existence	in	the	late	
Roman	period.	It	was	a	way	to	simplify	the	writing		
process.	The	French	later	created	a	version	that	looked	
like	a	lowercase	c	closed	by	a	vertical	stroke	on	the	right.

aa
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B
The letter B’s (formerly known as the Bayt) ancestors can 
also be traced back to Egypt. It was a glyph that represent
ed shelter, as in housing. The idea of shelter was extremely 
important to the survival of our ancestors, it kept them out 
of the elements, and lent a degree of safety to their very 
existence. Many ancient cities that have the prefix “Beth” 
were named after housing, such as Bethel and Bethlehem. 

The early Semites didn’t change the B much from the  
Egyptian design, but as the letter passed on to the Phoeni
cians, some changes occurred. They closed the shape up 
and angled the block shape, adding a left pointing angle to 
the design. 

The early Greeks retooled the Bayt into their Beta by  
bending the slanted stroke to create the double arched 
side of the Beta. The Greeks eventually created a flipped 
version, for the purpose of writing from left to right.

The Etruscans used the right reading Beta, but once in 
the Roman’s hands, it had a facelift. The Romans visually 
corrected the B with minor tweaks, such as extending the 
bottom curve beyond the upper.
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Drawing the B

It should comes as no surprise that the B’s foundation 
reflects our ancestor’s domiciles. The B has an almost 
structural feel to it, reminiscent of an architect’s floorplan. 
I visualize a twostory building with bay windows. In my 
opinion, the B is one of the more difficult letters to draw, as 
it has a lot of geometry packed into one  letter.

The B is not one of English’s most commonly used letters, 
being the 17th most commonly used letter in the English 
language.

The Romans added a touch of Entasis to correct the letter
form for a visual sag. The lower bowl of the B extends a hair 
to the right more than the upper bowl. The cross bar is not 
equal to two of the curved strokes, but rather it is thinned 
out so as to not look so dense. 

Typefaces like Times New Roman mimic the effect of a 
pen’s nib, the top and bottom of each bowl is thinner, 
showing the stress and angle of the nib, while the thicker 
section of the bowl reflects the downward motion where 
the nib’s full width is in contact with the surface.

Times New Roman

B
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B
typical

typical

thinner center of cap height 

•	 Extend	the	lower	counter’s	right	side	slightly	beyond		 	
	 the	width	of	the	top.

•	 Note	how	the	center	stroke	is	slightly	narrowor	in		 	
	 this	design,	Neue	Haas	Grotesk.
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Humanist Brush

Geometric

B B

B
Blackletter

B
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The	lowercase	b	was	first	used	in	Latin	in	roughly	
500.	The	writers	eliminated	the	upper	bowl	to	speed	
up	the	writing	process.	This	glyph	made	its	way	from	
script	to	modern	day	typeface	design.

bb
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C
Many in the past believed that the C was representational 
of our early ancestor’s transportation, namely the camel, 
but that idea has been left in the dust. Now most agree that 
the C or Gimel was a throwing stick. The C and G are both 
cut from the same cloth. The C (as in clock) and the G (as in 
game) both have similar sounds. The C just has a bit more 
of a crack than the G does.

As mentioned, the Phoenicians called this letter combo the 
Gimel, and their pictogram looks like a crude 1. The Greeks 
eventually simplified the shape by adding curvature, to 
design a letter that was akin to the left parenthesis.

The Etruscans took the Greek letter verbatim, then once 
again, the Romans worked their magic and created the 
modern C by utilizing geometry in their circular design. 

The C has the potential to give any word in text or a logo 
visual kick. The visual motion created by the curvature 
moves your eye directly to the next letterform, and the neg-
ative space in the interior aperture can aid in reading when 
paired with a more vertical  glyph like an H or U. When 
mixed with an O, attention should be paid to the letter 
spacing or kerning so that the combination reads as one 
word rather than two.
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Drawing the C

Perhaps the C’s history as a throwing stick worked its way 
to Australia and evolved into a boomerang. It seems that a 
throwing stick can sling your eye forward in a line of text.

The C highlights the difference between a calligraphic 
design and a simplified monoweight design. The classifica-
tion of Humanist typefaces is a great example of this. You 
should note how the pen’s stress greatly affects the char-
acter’s thick and thin variations. These variations give the 
letterform a visual rhythm, moving the eye along the page.

Monoweight typefaces on the other hand avoid the weight 
variations, creating shapes that rely on geometry to create 
the visual rhythm. There may be a slight change in weight 
within a single letter, but the difference is minimal com-
pared to a Humanist glyph.

Brush lettering, on the other hand, captures the energy of 
the designer, the pressure of their hand, the charge (or the 
amount of ink) of their brush, and the movement of their 
hand. This gives more dynamism to line quality. 
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C vertical stem center of cap height 

•	 The	lower	right	part	of	the	letterform	extends		 	 	
	 slightly	beyond	the	point	that	would	create	a		
	 perfect	circle.	
•	 The	top	of	the	C	(as	with	all	curved	letters)		
	 slightly	extends	above	the	cap	height	and	below		
	 the	baseline.
•	 The	stress	of	the	letter,	or	its	thinnest	stroke	weight,		 	
	 is	on	the	top	and	bottom.
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Humanist Brush

Geometric Blackletter

C C

C C
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The	lowercase	c	has	an	interesting	background.	The	
variation	that	has	the	curved	shoulder	on	the	top	and	
the	bowl	on	the	lower	half	came	into	existence	in	the	late	
Roman	period.	It	was	a	way	to	simplify	the	writing	pro-
cess.	The	French	later	created	a	version	that	looked	like	
a	lowercase	c	closed	by	a	vertical	stroke	on	the	right.

cc
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D
Our ancestors drew the D as a representation of a door or 
gate. This idea of a gate or door, similar to the B’s archi-
tectural roots, surely represents the protective quality of a 
barrier which keeps thieves and wild animals out and your 
domacile, belongings and self safe.

The Phoenicians called their version of the D a Daleth, 
which meant door (and in  Hebrew gate). They drew their 
Daleth to look like the upper right section of a crude semi-
circle. There is a little mystery around the origins of the D, 
some ancient Serabit scripts have an illustrated letterform 
that resembles a fish, which may have been called a Dag, 
and perhaps the Dag morphed into the Phoenician Daleth.

The Greeks took the Daleth as the foundation for their 
letter Delta. Originally the Delta read from right to left, but 
they eventually flipped it to make a right reading version. 
The Etruscans used the right reading Delta, and passed it 
on to the Romans, who tweaked the geometry to create a 
modern D that is more appealing to the eye.
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Drawing the D

The D’s essence comes from its curved bowl, which was 
a design tweak made by the Greeks and perfected by the 
Romans. The present day letter doesn’t resemble the orig-
inal Daleth or “door.” The original Greek Delta resembled 
the Phoenician’s, but they flipped it because the Greeks 
flipped it and eventually softened the angular quality of 
the Phoenician’s. The D isn’t one of our most commonly 
used letters, it ranks just a bit under 4% in frequency of 
use, but it offers a dynamic presence in a word.

You should take note of the calligraphic line quality in a 
Humanist or old style typeface. The weight diminishes as 
the upper and lower curvatures intersect with the vertical 
stem. When drawing a classical humanist D the weight at 
the letter’s widest point should also be the thickest part 
of the curve. Also, you can visually correct with entasis by 
thinning out the curved stroke when it intersects with the 
vertical stem.

A monoweight or geometric D may also have a slight  
deviation in stroke weight, to avoid density in its corners, 
but for the most part, the weights are quite uniform. Futura 
is an excellent example of a monoweight face. Rendering a 
D with a brush can add a lot of energy to your typography, 
the curved bowl moving your eye to the right with both 
upward and downward sweeps. You may want to try a few 
gestural strokes to get warmed up before you commit to 
your final product.
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Dcenter of cap height 

•	 Use	your	common	vertical	stem.

•	 Note	the	relationshhip	to	the	uppercase	E’s	horizontal		 	
	 strokes
•	 Because	the	curved	stroke	meets	at	a	90	degree	angle,		 	
	 there	is	no	need	to	enlarge	the	character.


