Cyrillic Gothic: Formal Modifications in the Design
of a Russian Sans-serif Typeface

André Girtler and Christian Mengelt

Four series for text and display composition were designed for a new Cyrillic
sans-serif typeface. Historic and existing Cyrillic typefaces are assessed. Illustra-
tions show the modification of individual characters toward an over-all consistent
design of the entire alphabet.

We were commissioned three years ago by Compugraphic
Corporation, USA, to design a Russian sans-serif typeface. The
assignment involved four series for text and display composition.
The typeface was presented in Moscow as a part of Compu-
graphic’s participation at a graphics industry trade fair.

In addition to fixed technical limitations, the request of our
client was to propose a typeface whose appearance conformed with
conventional Russian typefaces. We initially assessed the existant
Russian faces of European type manufacturers. As a point of
departure for the design, we were also interested in the develop-
ment of the Cyrillic alphabet, as well as the abundance of letter-
forms and their applications prevelant in Russia. The result of this
investigation was formal changes of the traditional form of several
Russian letterforms. But since we neither read nor write Russian
nor are confident in the area of Slavic languages (which proved a
handicap during the project), we discussed formal changes with
specialists in this area at the Slavic Institute of the University of
Basle, as well as with representatives at the Russian Embassy in
Switzerland. Our final proposals were approved by both refer-
ences, and were also fully accepted in professional circles during
the exhibit in Moscow.

Through this work and experience, we are of the opinion that
further design projects in this area of modern Russian typefaces
should be undertaken, especially today when these typefaces are
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Figure 1. Greek uncial, Codex Sinaiticus.
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being used by more and more people of different language groups.

The early Cyrillic alphabet (Fig. 2) stems principally from the
nineteenth-century Greek Uncial (Fig. 1). Of the 43 characters of
the Cyrillic alphabet, 24 are exact replicas of Greek forms. To
these 24, new characters were then added to represent those
sounds belonging specifically to the Slavic languages. These new
characters were either combinations or variations of Greek signs,
or were borrowed from other alphabets.

During the process of development, the forms of the Cyrillic
alphabet acquired different textures as a result of the nature of the
pen; some developed rounder and others more angular qualities

Figure 2. Cyrillic bookscript.
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(Fig. 3). As a variation to the early book-script, a cursive hand-
writing appeared in the fifteenth century (Fig. 4). The forms of
this variation were connected, and in parts lavishly adorned with
snail-like swirls and flourishes. This contemporary hand later
influenced certain formal aspects of Russian italic typefaces.
Modern Russian printing type—based on Czar Peter the Great’s
reformation of early type design at the end of the seventeenth

Figure 3. Cyrillic bookscript, Code Tschernorizec of Antioch.
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Figure 4. Early Cyrillic contemporary hand.
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century (Fig. 5)—is, comparatively speaking, a slight adaption
and simplification of the Cyrillic alphabet. Czarist Russia was very
much devoted to all aspects of west European culture, and in-
fluences of western Europe can be seen in Russia’s own cultural
expression. Thus, in the year 1708, Czar Peter the Great had his
so-called ““Civil Type” cast in Amsterdam; at that time Amster-
dam was considered the center of type manufacturing and
printing. With this began the influence of the Latin characters on
the texture of the Russian alphabet. (See also Ivan L. Kaldor’s
two-part article, ‘““The Genesis of Russian Grazhdanskii Shrift or

Figure 5. Peter the Great’s Civil Type.
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Civil Type,” in earlier volumes of this journal: Part I, IT1I
[October 1969], 315-344; Part II, IV [Spring 1970], 111-138.)

The Russian typefaces were predominantly produced by west
European type foundries (e.g., Figs. 6 and 7). By the formation of
these Cyrillic versions of Latin types, those Cyrillic characters that
were similar to Latin characters were quite simply replaced by
Latin ones, and the remaining characters were more or less
adapted to the style of the corresponding Latin type.

Figure 6. Neo-Didot (Russian), Monotype.

IIIeHCTBOBAHHO MAaIlINH
Operatesia ToabOeprasm
neppopupoBanHoit OyMm
OUKU TIpU@PTa U3 IOJ0
nH;keHep llsxon Cenec

Figure 7. Standard Series Cyrillic, Berthold.

HaK paabl Mbl Tenepb, YTO Be
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Obl M3BECTHBIM aMepPUKaAHCHK
MEMAY NPOYUM U300pEN Kanu
doH. Y10 Thl 3TO0 NPUOBPENITO
npuobpeteHue. [epmaHchuen
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The Latin lower-case letterforms especially were mixed
together with reduced Cyrillic forms—that is, with original Greek
capitals—to form a Russian lower-case alphabet. The result was a
mixture of various forms that outwardly exhibited a definite unity
of style, but the optical-rhythmic quality of the typeface was
usually negelected. This arbitrary adaptation of forms, together
with the mass of vertical strokes and the angular forms in the
Russian alphabet (especially in the lower-case composition of a
sans-serif typeface) produced a hard and uneven rhythm. As a
result, legibility was impaired.

Figure 8. Section of a page, Iswestija newspaper.
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In the design of our Cyrillic-Gothic (Fig. 9) we were limited by
the client to a conventional version of a Russian sans-serif type,
one of the main objectives being to meet the needs of today. We
tried, however, to counteract the previously mentioned negative
aspects of existing Russian sans-serif faces by making subtle
changes in individual forms and by maintaining a consequential
consistency in the overall design. On the opposite page are shown
different examples of individual form changes.

ABBIOAEHK3NK/SI
MHOMNPCTY®XU
HWWbbaHOA
abBroeXxX3nKnamH
onpcTyPXxXuywuy
bb3H0A

Figure 9. Cyrillic Gothic, roman.
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ap ~—ap

The Russian lower-case a and r are usually replaced by the Latin forms a
and p. We designed them more like their original Greek forms alpha
and rho.

¢ —Qpy

The Russian f, the only lower-case letter with an ascender and descender,
appeared too static. Without ascender, the form still remains legible, and
becomes more characteristic of lower-case.

B33 —-B3>

The Russian lower-case v is a reduction of the Latin upper-case B. The

form appears too compact because of the small counters. By opening the
middle horizontal we achieved a lighter form which has a better formal

relationship with other signs.

b b6

The formulation of the Russian upper- and lower-case B fit together
better in our proposal.

na -—-n4a ng

Our first attempts to change the Russian lower-case 1 and d were not
accepted.

L| L L= U W

By rounding the left verticals of these forms we achieved a more dynamic
rhythm of the composition.
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In general, the italic versions of present Russian typefaces were
influenced by Russian handwriting and, as a result, certain of
these italic forms are completely different from their corresponding
upright form. The illustration below shows from left to right:

Original Cyrillic form

Russian handwritten variation

Lower-case of a present printing type

Italic variation

34 Visible Language : XI 1 Winter 1977



From the beginning we based our italic variation of Cyrillic-
Gothic on the forms of the upright alphabet (Fig. 10). In other
words, our italic is simply a slanted version of the upright Cyrillic-
Gothic with no relationship to Russian calligraphic forms. In this
manner we attained a formal unity between the two version. This
seemed to us to be especially appropriate to a sans-serif type with

its many variations from light to bold, and from expanded to
condensed.

Figure 10. Cyrillic Gothic, roman and italic.

ABBIOEXK3UNK/I
MHOMPCTY®XU
HWWbb3HOA
abBroeX3nkKIMH
onpcTye@xuywul
bb3H0A
ABBT[]EMK3UK/T
MHOTIPCTY QXU
YU/U|bbIFOA
abBraes3uKIMH

OrPCTYPXYYWILY
bb3IOA



Kak 6bl To HM 6bINO, HO cBaabba 3aHANa Becb ropofa.
W »eHnx n HesecTa bbbl npegmeTom obuienn 3aBucTu.
Bcem 6blna M3BecTHa MX MapKaA, NocToAaHHaA NboBb,
[onrne ToM/eHbA, NpeTeprneHHble ¢ 0b6enx CTOPOH,
BbICOKME OOCTOMHCTBaA oboux. lNMnameHHble KeHWUHbI
Ha4yepTbIBaNN 3apaHee TO palickoe BnarkeHCTBO,
KOoTOpbIM ByayT HacnaxagaTbCA MOsioable CYMnpyru.

Kak 6b1 To HM 6bi10, HO cBagbba 3aHANa Becb ropoa.
W xeHux n HeBecTa 6blIM NpeameTom obuiein 3aBUCTH.
Bcem 6bina M3BecTHa MX KapKasA, NOCTOAHHaA /loboBb,
A[o/IrMe TOM/IeHbA, npeTeprneHHblie ¢ 06emx CTOPOH,
BbiCOKMEe AO0CTOMHCTBA 06omx. MMnameHHbie }KeHWMWHbI
HauepTbiBaNN 3apaHee TO paiickoe HnaeHCTBO,
KoTopbiM 6yayT HacnaxpgaTbCA Mosiogbie Cyrnpyru.

Kak 6b1 TO HU 6b1/10, HO cBagbba 3aHAIa BECh ropo4.
U meHnx n HeBecTa bbiin rpegmerTom obwjevi 3aBnUCTH.
Bcem bbinia n3BecTHa UX HapKadA, rnocToAHHaA /110608b,
A0/1r1e TOM/IEHbA, MPETEPNEeHHbIe ¢ 0b6enx CTOPOH,
BbICOKME AOCTOUHCTBE 060mx. [11aMEHHbIE HEeHWMNHbI
Ha4YepPTbIBa/IN 33paHee To paricKkoe 6/1a)KeHCTBO,
KOTOPBLIM OYyAYT HaC/AaXAaTbCA MO/104bIe CYrPYru.

Kak 6b1 To H 661710, HO cBagbba 3aHANa BeCb ropoa.
U wernunx n Hesecra b6biin npegmerom obujesi 3aBUCTH.
Bcem 6bina n3BecrHa nx ¥apkas, nocroAaHHas /mobosb,
AO/Irne TOM/1IeHbA, NPeTeprneHHbie ¢ 0benx CTOPOH,
BbICOKMe gocromHcera oboux. lMnameHHbIe XMEHWMNHbI
HavyepThIBaIN 3apaHee TO pasickoe braxeHCTBO,
KoTopbIM ByayT Hac/1ax[aaTbCA MO/I04bIe CYNpPYri.

Our Cyrillic-Gothic design can hardly be considered a real
innovation and not at all a reform, since it had to be directly
concerned with current application. We do feel, however, that we
have improved some details of contemporary sans-serif versions of
the Russian alphabet, and hope that we have given incentive to
type designers of the Slavic languages for further design innovation.
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