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Type Ascending

Variable Fonts represent an evolutionary shift in
typography; let's check in on this new font standard and
the impact it's having
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unctuated equilibrium describes how major evolutionary changes

happen in bursts and cascades rather than through steady streams of
incremental adaptation. After two glacial decades, digital typography
finally finds itself in a lively period of punctuated equilibrium.

This metamorphosis comes in the form of a potent new standard:
OpenType Font Variations (OTFV), more lyrically known as variable
fonts. Unlike a few precursor technologies that arose and faded in the

1990s, OTFV smartly drops its pin on the typo-technical timeline.

Before taking a closer look at variable fonts, let’s doff our beanies, pork-

pies, and Kangols in recognition of OTFV’s precursors...


https://medium.com/microsoft-design/type-ascending-d9cd4c621ae

Ancestral Tech

While the Beige Age of computing (1980~1999) saw the arrival of many
ambitious type initiatives, two of them towered above: Adobe’s Multiple
Master (MM), and Apple’s TrueType GX. Each system allowed its
respective users to customize the basic attributes of enhanced fonts in
magically smooth ways. Getting to peak magic often required some
technical contortions, though. Praying and/or cursing—while not
officially required for the software to work—also played a common role

in users’ troubleshooting workflows.

Both systems were eventually decommissioned as consumer products,
but they continued serving as engines. MM persisted as a useful
production tool for type developers, helping to automate the creation of
intermediate font weights. GX technology was absorbed into Mac OS,
and ultimately became Fthe mitochondrial core that powers OTFV.

16-BITS or BUST!

Skia, by Matthew Carter, was the first GX font created for Apple and has remained on the Mac since
1994. Its variable capabilities have been present all along, just in deep freeze. OTFV now lets Skia
breathe again.

Un/boundaries

In happy contrast to the ’90s—an era characterized by OS wars, browser
wars, and even font format wars—OTFV was borne of a farseeing
alliance between Microsoft, Apple, Adobe, Google, and a select group of

type companies. The open, collaborative spirit behind the initiative
rippled out quickly to the Type Design community.

Variable fonts and updated design tools (see the following section) are
now reaching Graphic Designers and Creative Directors, folks genuinely

excited by the technical control and creative range the technology offers.



While the general public may not ever know or care about OTFV, per se
\_(Y)_/", the typographic content they consume will start to become
more expressive and refined thanks to it. At least that’s the hope.

Since the earliest days of mechanical type, fonts had fixed sets of
physical attributes: weight, width, size, and their particular design
characteristics. The advent of phototypesetting in 1950, and then
scalable type on the personal computer in 1984 eliminated size as a

defining constraint for fonts.

OTFV now melts away weight, width, and other stylistic barriers. The
result? Characters that are free to roam a sweeping panorama of
morphic possibility (aka the design space) rather than being penned in by
metal-type strictures of the Elizabethan Age.

Traditional digital typefaces (e.g. Calibri or Segoe) have always been
made up of separate font files: one for each constituent weight and style
(Light, Bold, Italic, Condensed, etc.). By contrast, a single variable file
can encapsulate a small universe of weights and styles: first the
familiarly-named ones (Regular, Bold, Black, etc.); then all the micro-

intervals that exist between the named styles.

An exercise in extremes: the Fit typeface by DJR, live-edited using the slider controls in Axis-Praxis’

web app.



Variable Fonts IRL

The 2018 editions of Adobe Illustrator & Photoshop CC launched with
OTFV control, and thereby kicked off a new era of typographic finesse
for Designers. The variability sliders and value fields are nestled into the
Character and Property palettes in Illustrator, and the Properties palette
in Photoshop. If you're running Adobe CC 2018, try out the new variable
editions of Myriad, Acumin, Minion, and other enhanced system fonts.
Look for the small OpenType VARicon next to typeface names in the Font

menus.

Alt

Character

More throbbing type. This time demonstrating basic weight & width adjustments in Adobe
Illustrator CC 2018.

Other type-centric applications and suites, including Adobe InDesign
CC, Microsoft Office, and Apple iWork, are expected to support OTFV in
future releases.

On the web: Edge, Chrome, Safari, and Firefox (pre-release edition for
now) all now support OTFV. The @font-face rule has been updated to
include a font-variation-settings property. This permits developers to
define custom variability settings for webfonts within their CSS, which is
ideal for responsive pages with breakpoints. For fluid web pages, CSS
doesn’t yet allow variable fonts to flex and flow in the same dynamic way
other elements can. This is the next threshold in web typography, and
it'll be a reality before we know it.

The modern web and mobile computing have been key to the revival of
variable typography (since each one demands scalar adaptability of
visual elements) and they will continue to be driving forces in the
evolution of OTFV.



Ever Fontward

While major companies refit their applications for OTFV, intrepid
designers and toolmakers are exploring new ways of controlling,
mapping, and what-iffing the heck out of variable tech... on levels well
beyond simple axis sliders and static text boxes. Prepare to be amazed by

what letter-minded polymaths cook up.

A code-driven style visualizer by Laurence Penney / Axis-Praxis; using David Jonathan Ross’
Gimlet type.

The OTFV spec allows for a maximum of 64,000 design axes (stylistic
dimensions) within a single font. Since complexity increases with each
new axis added, font developers are unlikely to ever push beyond a few
dozen per font. (Famous last words?) As such, the 64K ceiling mainly

symbolizes the boundless potential of OTFV.



On a more practical note, the self-contained efficiency of OTFV means
that font file sizes are notably lean. All the more with compression from
the new WOFF2 webfont format. A traditional 12-font family can be
distilled to an eighth of its size, from 2MB down to 250KB, when set up
as a unified OTFV font and deployed in WOFF2.

Type Transcending

Other exciting developments are underway in the world of digital type—
most notably color fonts—but OTFV holds the ultimate promise for
taking typography to new levels. And it is just a matter of time before the
OTFV spec assimilates color, and sound, then animation. (But hopefully

not social media. Ever.)

Beyond this, it’s not unreasonable to expect the rise of self-aware fonts,
in which case we should all hope they’re not infuriated by our
typographic transgressions. A sentient, vindictive Comic Sans might well
be inclined to eradicate humanity (The Big Interrobang?)—thus ending
the Anthropocene epoch and ushering in the Typocene.

Thankfully, the Letter A.I.pocalypse won’t be happening any time soon.
(My best calculation places the singularity at 15:05 GMT on March 30,
2033.) So rather than worry about glyphic annihilation, let’s all take a
deep, shudder-free breath and focus on enjoying the rich and newly

evolved capabilities of variable fonts. . =

>END_TRANSMISSION

Signing off (from the Faraday cage inside my letterproof bunker) w/ Source Code Pro by Paul D
Hunt, Adobe.



