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

Andre Gurtler 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 
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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. 

~~[oy~J!"~x 
1iW.h\l' H Hrlil h\ 
;t\fNAIAT'tl(b , 

TLOPHTHit\f~Oy 
IHTH.npbll1if 

n.TI:)0eHTHT4 
1'0 H4 .. 0YTH .T AIC~ 
ffiAfH fAI\flb~An 
~1iAAfTbfl\~. 

Figure 4. Early Cyrillic contemporary hand. 
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ifiAfC~OfrO. rttoy 
if\f &0 H fl,lllUA .1\}1 H~ 

r Ai\HUJ b lll 41} "b 
. , 

cnpoCIATL 0ThH,.t 
ro :AALffibNl.Oy 

&~f'T"b n A(T"tle L 

~tLOYMOIJILH 0 
I(OJJIJ.(;niTH. 4 · 
HH~A.~NO~Op6r 
If HI.HXTLtUov 



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 I van L. Kaldor's 
two-part article, "The Genesis of Russian Grazhdanskii Shrift or 

Figure 5. Peter the Great's Civil Type. 

n ETpOBCKL11/1 
lllpMcpT 
CAHKT 

OETEp6ypr 

BEAI1KMM 
nErp 
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Civil Type," in earlier volumes of this journal: Part I, III 
[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. 

u 

rneHCTBOBaHHOH MaiilMH 

6peTaTeJIH ToJIL6epTam 
rrep~opnpoBaHHOH 6yM 
QqRM rnpH~Ta M3 ITOJIO 
MHmeHep ~moH CeJIJiec 

Figure 7. Standard Series Cyrillic, Berthold. 

KaK pa,abl Mbl renepb, 4TO se 
Ha ,asope renno Mopo3 H MeT 
6bl/l H3BeCTHbiM aMepHKaHCK 
Mem,ay np04HM H306pell Ka/lH 
Q>OH. 4TO Tbl 3TO npHo6pell3TO 
npHo6peTeHHe. repMaHCKHen 
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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-s~rif typeface) produced a hard and uneven rhythm. As a 
result, legibility was impaired. 

Figure 8. Section of a page, Iswestija newspaper. 

&01f0HA3E 0. C. (KyTaMCCKMH M36Mp8T8ftiiHwH OICpyr, 
fpy3MHCICBa CCP), KO>KEBHl-tKOB E. CD. (CoaeTCICidi M3• 
6MpatenWiwA otcpyr, &ypaTcKaa ACCP). · * . . 

9 "e~eaSpa • MocKae npo.qomtcana pa6oTJ BTopaa 
ceccHa BepxoaHoro CoaeTa CCCP aoc11Moro co3waa. 

Ha pa3.qen•Hwx 3ace.qaHM•x . nanaT wno o&cyHC.qeHMe 
~oKn~oa o rocy.qapcTaeHHOM nna~e pa3BMTM• HapoA· 
Horo xo3•AcTaa CCCP Ha 1971 roA, o rocy.qapcTaeHHOM 
.SIONKirre CCCP Ha 1971 ro.q " o6 McnonHeHHM rocy­
"apcneHHoro ISIO.qHCeTa CCCP 3a 1969 ro.q. 

8 tO 11acoa ytpa • . KpeMne a 3ane 3ace.qaHHA nanaT 
lepxdaHoro oaeTa CCCP no.q npe.qce.qaTen~~eTaoM 
npe.qceAaTen• CoaeTa COI038 WMTHKOBA A. n. CO• 
ao•noc• aTopoe 3ace.qaHHe COBET A COI03A. 

BaHAY H35paHH• ,qenytaTa MaTifaHoaa H. M. 3aMeCTM• 
TeneM npeAce.qaTen• npe3NAHYM8 BepxoaHoro Coee­
,. CCCP OT Y36etcctcoii CCP CoaeT Co103a ocao&o.qHn 
ero OT o&a3aHHOCTeA 3aMeCTMTen• npe.qceAuen• Ko· 
·MNCCMM no cenllcKOMJ X03•Actay. 

C CO,qOKna.qOM nnaHOB0•610.qHCeTHOH M OTpacneawx 
ICOMHCCMii CoaeTa Co103e o rocyAapcTaeHHOM nnaHe 
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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 p-reviously 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. 

A6 B rn E>K3 VI Kn 
MHOnPCTYCDXU 
4Wll.lbb31-0H 
a6Br.Qe>K3111KnMH 

onpcTycpxt..t4WLU 
bb31-0fl 

Figure 9. Cyrillic Gothic, roman. 

32 Visible Language : XI 1 Winter 1977 



ap -7ap 
The Russian lower-case a and rare usually replaced by the Latin forms a 
and p. We designed them more like their original Greek forms alpha 
and rho. 

-7cp py 
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. 

833 -7B33 
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. 

66 
The formulation of the Russian upper- and lower-case B fit together 
better in our proposal. 

-7/l.Q n.Q 
Our first attempts to change the Russian lower-case 1 and d were not 
accepted. 

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: 

v 

g 

d 

z 

t 

Original Cyrillic form 
Russian handwritten variation 
Lower-case of a present printing type 
Italic variation 

.9Jt 
r Y'z 

A ~J 
>K JK.)IC 

H u u 

T J/[m 
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B (J 

r 2 

~ 0 
m :JIC 

n 
T m 



From the beginning we based our italic variation of Cyrillic­
Gothic on the forms of the upright alphabet (Fig. 1 0). 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. 

A6 8 r.o E>K31/1 Kn 
MHOnPCTYCDXU 
4Wu.tbb31-0H 
a6Br.Qe>K3VIKnMH 

on pcTyq:>Xl-''-1 w LJ..t 

bb31-0R 

A o B rn E>K3111 1<17 
MHOnPCTY(j)Xl.J 
l.fWU/bb3fOH 
86Br,t:J8}1{311/KflMH 

on pcrycpXl..f'-1 w Uf 
bb3JOR 



KaK 6bl TO Hll1 6blnO, HO CB8,Qb6a 38HRna BeCb ropo,Q. 

1/1 >KeHli1X 1.11 HeBeCTa 6blnll1 npe,QMeTOM 06Ulelf1 38Bli1CTll1. 

BceM 6blna li13BeCTHa 111x >KapKaR, nocTORHHaR nt060Bb, 

,QOnrll1e TOMneHbR, npeTepneHHble C o6eli1X CTOpOH, 

BbiCOKll1e ,QOCTOli1HCTB8 060li1X. nnaMeHHble >KeHUlli1Hbl 

Ha4epTbiBanll1 3apaHee TO palllcKoe 6na>KeHCTBO, 

KOTOpbiM 6y.QyT Hacna>K.Q8TbCR MOnO.Qble cynpyr111. 

KaK 6bl TO Hill 6blnO, HO CB8Ab6a 38HRna B9Cb ropOA. 

Ill meHIIIX Ill H9B9CT8 6blnlll npeAM9TOM 06U4eM 38BIIICTIII. 

BceM 6blna 1113BeCTHa ~nx mapKaR, nocTORHHaR n106oob, 

AOnr~ne TOMn9HbR, npeTepneHHbJe C o6e~nx CTOpOH, 

BbiCOKIIIe AOCTOIIIHCTB8 060IIIX. nnaMeHHble )1(9HU4111Hbl 

Ha~epTbiBan~n 3apaHee TO paMCKOe 6nameHCTBO, 

KOTOpbiM 6YAYT HacnamA8TbCR MOnOAble cynpyr~n. 

J<aH 6b! TO HilT 6blfl0, HO C88,llb68 38HRfl8 BeCb ropOI/. 

U meHIITX 111 HeoecTa 6blnll1 npet~MeToM o6UJet1 38BIITCTIIT. 

BceM 6blna 1113BeCTHa 111x mapHaR, nocTORHHaR n106oob, 

1/0flriiTe TOMneHbR, npeTepneHHb/e C o6eiiTX CTOpOH, 

BbiCOHIITe I/OCTOIITHCT88 060IITX. nnaMeHHb/e JKeHUJIITHbl 

Ha'-lepTb!BaniiT 3apaHee To paucHoe 6nameHCTBO, 

HOTOpb!M 6YIIYT H8Cfl8>Ktl8TbCR MOflOI/ble cynpyr111. 

HaK 6bl TO HIA 6blnO, HO CB8Rb6a 38HRna B8Cb ropOJl. 

VI Hl8HIIIX lA H8B8CTa 6blnlll npe,QM8TOM o6U18H 38BIIICTIII. 

Bc8M 6blna 1113B8CTHa lAX mapKaR, nocTORHHaR nJ060Bb, 

ROnriA8 TOMn8HbR, np8T8pn8HHb/8 C 06811/X CTOpOH, 

Bb/COKIA8 ROCTOIIIHCTB8 06011/X. nnaM8HHb/8 Hl8HU111/Hbl 

HaY8PTbiBanlll 3apaH88 TO palicK08 6nam8HCTBO, 

KOTOpbiM 6YRYT Hacna)I(Jl8TbCR MOnORb/8 cynpyr/11. 

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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