
Toward Disambiguating 

the Term II Roman" 
Earl M. Herrick 

The term "roman," when it is used for 

describing characters of written lan­

guages, can be confusing because it is 

overloaded with four different meanings. 

This paper distinguishes among these 

four meanings and suggests alternative 

terms for each ofthem. For a character 

derived from the alphabet originally 

used for the Latin language, it suggests 

the term "Roman/Latin." For a character 

that is not sloped, it suggests the term 

"upright." For a character having one 

of a certain group of basic shapes, it 

suggests the term "Roman-shaped." 

For a character having details of shape 

that are based on certain Roman monu­

mental inscriptions, it suggests the term 

"trajanicized." These alternative terms 

are offered in the hope thatthey can 

be used, when necessary, to help us 

avoid confusion when we are discus­

sing the characters of written languages. 
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104 Visible Language 33.2 

The problem 

When the word " roman" is used for describing charac­

ters of written languages, it can traditionally have any of 

four meanings: 

1) It can mean that a character belongs to the set of characters 

w hich was originally deve loped for w riting the Lati n language. 

2) It can mean that a character has a ve rtical orientation, i.e. that 

its non-horizontal main axis is verti ca l. 

3) It can mean that a character has a certain kind of basic shape . 

4) It can mean that certain details of a character 's shape are modeled 

on the characters of certain Roman monumental inscriptions. 

These four meanings are illustrated in figure 7. 

In the first row, a roman character contrasts with 

Cyrillic and Devanagari characters. In the second 

row, a roman character contrasts with a char­

acter that has a non-horizontal main axis which 

is not vertical. In the third row, a roman character 

contrasts with a character that represents the 

same letter but has a non-roman basic shape. In 

the fourth row, a roman character contrasts with 

characters that lack some of its details of shape. 

(The meaning of "roman" illustrated in the third 

row applies only to single characters ; its other 

three mean ings ordinarily apply to entire texts 

or entire words or entire typefaces.) 

These four meanings of the word "roman" do 

not always define the same set of characters: 

a character that is "roman" according one of 

them is not necessarily "roman" according to 

another of them. This ambiguity of the term 

"roman" occasionally results in statements 

that are incongruous, as when the characters 

shown in figure 2 are said to be "sloped, roman, 

and cyrillic ." 

When we need to use the word "roman" in such 

a confusing context, or when we need to use it 

without a context that can show which meaning 



"roman" 

1) R 

2) h 

3) a 

"non-roman" 

IllW 

h 

a 

4) p 5]) p p 
Figure 1. Characters illustrating four 
meanings of "roman" and "non­
roman." 

AEBF)(E}f(3 
HKAMHOHP 
CTYlDXI(IJJI 

Figure 2. Examples of "sloped. 
roman. cyrillic" characters. 
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it has, it will be very helpful if we have available 

a list of synonymous, alternative terms for all of 

these meanings of "roman." The existence of 

these alternative terms will not, of course, pre­

vent us from using the word "roman" whenever 

its meaning is obvious; they will simply be avail­

able for our use, as replacements or as supple­

ments, whenever we need them in order to make 

our meaning clear.1 

I would hope that many of us who work with 

the characters of written language will also feel 

that such a list of distinctive, alternative terms 

would be a good thing to have, but I am not so 

hopeful that we will readily agree on what those 

alternative terms should be. Such a list and its 

acceptance will take time to evolve. But as we 

come to realize how many difficulties are caused 

by the different meanings of the word "roman;' 

and as we become aware of how useful it will 

be to have alternative terms such as these avail­

able, a list of such terms may gradually become 

an accepted addition to our professional vocab­

ulary. I would therefore like to suggest a list of 

such alternative terms in the hope that a dis­

cussion of them may lead toward a consensus. 

The "Roman/Latin script" 

The characters exemplified by the "roman" character in the 

first row of figure 1 are sometimes called "latin" characters . 

The terms "roman" and "latin," when used for describing 

written languages, both have several meanings. "Roman" 

has the meanings illustrated above. "Latin," in addition to 

meaning the "roman" characters exemplified in the first row 

of figure 1, can mean the set of 21 characters (or 23, after Y 

and Z were added) that were once used for writing the Latin 

language, and it can mean sets consisting of some or all of 



these characters along with others that have been used for 

writing other languages. (The word "latin" also occurs in the 

names of some typefaces which try to imitate stylistic fea­

tures of certain inscriptions in the Latin language.) 

It seems, however, that the characters exemplified in the 

first row of figure 1 are the only things which are called by 

both the names "roman" and "latin." The terms "Roman/ 

Latin script" or "Latin/Roman script;' possibly written with 

"="or "-or-" or "i.e." as the divider instead of the virgule, 

are possible terms for designating these characters. 2 These 

terms are rather long, but they should be unambiguous, and 

perhaps no simpler terms could be understood as readily. 

The several meanings of both "roman" and "latin" are well 

known, and a compound term which includes both of them 

should clearly indicate that it has the one meaning which 

they share. 

When referring to the Roman/Latin script, we 

will sometimes have to distinguish between 

two historical stages of its development. As it 

was originally used for writing the Latin language, 

the Roman/Latin script was written in many 

styles, but each style had only one kind of char­

acter for each letter. Then, as this script devel­

oped over the centuries and as it was finally 

embodied in printer's type, it came to have 

several sets of characters, with each set having 

one kind of character for each letter, and with 

the characters of each set sharing certain features 

of shape. The Roman/Latin script came to have 

at least four such sets of characters: upper-case 

upright, lower-case upright, upper-case sloped 

and lower-case sloped. For some typefaces, it 

also has a fifth set of shorter upright characters 

of upper-case shape, and since the advent of 

computerized typography it may have a sixth set 

of shorter sloped characters of upper-case shape. 

If necessary, we can refer to the earlier form of 

this script with only one kind of character per 
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letter as the "original Roman/Latin script" and 

to its later form with four or more kinds of char­

acter per letter as the "present-day Roman/Latin 

script." These terms are long, but they should 

be unambiguous and their meanings should be 

readily evident. 

One usage which I hope we can avoid, because 

it is especially likely to lead to confusion, is to 

refer to the characters of the Roman/Latin script 

as the "Latin alphabet." Although the word 

"alphabet" can mean merely a collection of 

char-acters, it has the strong implication that it 

means the characters of a particular language, 

arranged in their conventional order; coupled 

with the word "Latin;· it presumably means the 

ordered inventory of 21 or 23 letters used for 

writing the classical Latin language. In order to 

avoid this possibility of confusion, I have referred 

to these Roman/Latin characters as a "script" 

rather than an "alphabet." 

"Italic" characters 

The term "italic;· when it is used for describing written char­

acters, can be confusing because the non-roman characters 

shown in both the second and the third rows of figure 1 can 

be called "italic." This confusion arises because the term 

"italic" is used in two different ways by those who deal with 

letters as parts of written texts and by those who describe 

letter shapes .3 To editors and other people who work with 

written texts, the term "italic" ordinarily means characters 

of a kind used for showing that certain words in a text are to 

be emphasized, or are foreign words, or are titles of literary 

works, or are to be distinguished in some other special way; 

"italic" characters are what these people expect to have 

printed when they underline words in a manuscript. However, 

to students of letter shapes, the term "italic " ordinarily refers 



aef8 

bgiklvwy 

Alabama 

khan jar 

lelac 
, . 

supeneur 

a) Characters that have 
" italic " basic shapes but 
are not sloped. 

a) Gill's list of "essentially 
italic " basic shapes. 

b) Some other basic shapes 
often thought of as " italic." 

Figure 3. Gill's "italic" basic shapes 
and some others that are usually 
called "italic." 

Alabama 

khanjar 

lelac 
, . 

supeneur 

b) Characters that are 
sloped but do not have 
"italic" basic shapes. 

Figure 4. Characters that are ital ic 
in one way and non-italic in another. 
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to certain basic shapes of letters. This is the meaning that Gill 

(1936: 59) gives it when he says that printing in the English 

language uses three alphabets: a "roman alphabet of capital 

letters," a "roman lower-case alphabet," and an "alphabet 

called italic." Gill 's illustration of his "essentially italic" letters 

is reproduced in figure 3, along with some other letter shapes 

that are usually thought of as typically "italic." 

These two meanings of the term "italic" often 

coincide, but they sometimes do not, and therein 

lies the ambiguity of this term. Figure 4 shows 

some characters which have italic basic shapes 

but are not sloped and some which are sloped 

but do not have italic basic shapes. 

In order to make unambiguous statements 

about characters such as these, we need to 

have separate pairs of terms for these two ways 

of making the distinction between "roman" and 

"italic." For the meanings of "roman" and "non­

roman" exemplified in the second row of figure 

2, we can simply use the terms "upright" and 

"sloped." But for the meanings of "roman" and 

"non-roman" exemplified in the third row of 

figure 2, it may be most convenient if we devise 

new, and therefore unambiguous, terms for the 

basic shapes of such characters. To make our new 

terms look familiar, we could call them "Roman­

shaped" and "Italic-shaped;' capitalizing the 

terms in order to indicate that they are technical 

terms with agreed-upon meanings and are not 

simply descriptive phrases. Figure 5, which con­

sists of the word "Futura" printed in a non-sloped 

version of the Futura typeface, shows how these 

terms can clarify a typographic description that 

otherwise could be confusing. We will not have 

to say that the last character in that word is both 

"italic" and "non-italic"; we can say that it is 

"upright" and that it is also "Italic-shaped." 



Futuro 

"traja nic ized " 

1) E 

2) 0 

3) H 

Figure 5. Example of Futura 
typeface, illustrating an ambiguity 
of the term "italic." 

"non-traja ni cized" 

I~ E 
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HHHH 
Figure 6. Roman/Latin characters 
that are not trajanicized. 
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"Trajanicized" characters 

In order to define the meaning of "roman" exemplified by 

the roman character in the fourth row of figure 2, we must 

identify the detailed features of shape which distinguish 

characters like it. These characters have three such features: 

1) They are composed of straight lines and smooth curves4 that 

enclose each character's background as economically as possible. 

2) They have some lines which are thicker than others, and the 

closer a line's direction is to an axis w hich lies somewhere between 

the upper-left-to-lower-right diagonal and the vertical, the thicker the 

line is (subject to some conditions that apply when a line w hich is 

neither vertical nor horizontal meets another line) .5 

3) They have serifs at the ends of their lines and, w ith some 

exceptions, at the corners w here two of their lines meet. 6 

Examples of characters which are Roman/Latin but which 

lack one or another of these features of shape are shown 

in figure 6. 

I would suggest that characters which have these 

three features of shape can be called "trajani­

cized" characters . The intended meaning of this 

term should be evident, because people who 

work with written language are generally familiar 

with the inscription on Trajan's column in Rome, 

shown in figure 7 It happens, however, that 

not all the characters of the present-day Roman/ 

Latin script are modeled completely on the char­

acters in this inscription; this script is actually a 

combination of two sets of characters which 

have different, although related, origins. One of 

these sets is the "capitals;· which was widely 

used for important public inscriptions through­

out the Roman Empire during second century 

A.D.; it is these capitals that appear in the Trajan 

inscription. 7 The other set of characters reached 

its final development during the eighth century 

A.D. at the court of Charlemagne under the 

direction of Alcuin of York; it is therefore ca lled 

the "Carlovingian minuscule." Because so many 

of the styles of writing used in his time for Latin 



Figure 7. The inscription on Traj an 's 
column 

were nearly illegible, Charlemagne encouraged 

the recopying, in the clear Carlovingian minus­

cule, of the surviving works of classical liter­

ature (Nesbitt, 1957: 65). 

Moreover, there was a medieval custom, derived 

from a similar Roman practice, that in formal 

writing the initial lines of texts and the initial 

characters of words should be written in a larger 

and grander style than the following parts of the 

texts or words. When the early Italian human­

ists in the 14th century A.D. looked back toward 

antiquity to find out how Latin had been (and so, 

they thought, how it should be) written, they 

also unconsciously looked for two styles of 

characters, one larger and one smaller, which 

would fit their idea of how formal writing should 

be done. What they found were the second­

century Roman capitals, still visible on many 

inscribed monuments and in the initial lines of 

some manuscripts, and the eighth-century 

Carlovingian minuscules, still visible in many 
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surviving manuscripts, including those of clas­

sical literature which had been recopied in it. 

They took these to be the two styles they were 

looking for, and they combined them to create 

their own humanistic writing. It is this combi­

nation of Roman capitals and Carlovingian minus­

cules which has become our present-day Roman/ 

Latin script. 

"The classic capitals were combined with [the Carlovingian 

minuscule] to form a dual alphabet.. .. The scribes noticed that 

the capitals and small letters did not fit together very well; 

so they performed a styling job of adding serifs and finishing 

strokes to the latter, in order to suit them to the capitals. By 

the time the craft of printing was introduced into Italy, the 

Humanistic writing afforded a fully developed basis for the 

type style we call roman .. .. When ... the [minuscule] letters 

were worked over by the type designers much more styling 

was done to suit them to the capitals." (Nesbitt, 1957: 66) 

"The marriage of inscriptional capitals and pen-made small 

letters .. . is not a perfectly happy one .... At f irst there was 

doubt as to which should be the dominant partner and impose 

its idiom on the other. However, Jenson to a large extent and 

Aldus completely laid down a pattern of consortium preser­

ving the purity of the antique capitals and making the lower­

case conform with them as best it could :' (Carter, 1969:46-47) 

The upper-case capitals of the Roman/Latin 

script are presumably the only parts of that 

script which can accurately be called "trajanic"; 

but because they are characterized by their 

features of shape, and because the Roman/ 

Latin lower-case characters have been adapted 

so that they will also show the same features 

of shape, it seems appropriate to describe all 

the characters of the Roman/Latin script as 

"trajanicized." There are other scripts which have 

had their characters adapted to the style used 

in the Trajan inscriptions, and they can also be 

called "trajanicized ." 



The Roman inscriptional characters such as those 

on Trajan's column owe some of the details of 

their features of shape to the tools with which 

they were produced : they were first drawn onto 

the stone with a wide, flat brush (Catich, 1968), 

and they were then carved into the stone with 

a chisel. The brush with which they were drawn 

was typically held with its edge slightly turned 

in a counterclockwise direction from the hori­

zontal and the marks which it drew were there­

fore typically widest when the brush was drawn 

in a diagonal direction from upper left toward 

lower right. Catich (1968) has also shown how 

the use of this wide, flat brush resulted in the 

characters having serifs . Then, after the charac­

ters were drawn, they were carved with a chisel 

and the act of cutting them into the stone with 

that tool had its own effect on the shapes that 

resulted. 

Among the world's writing systems, there are 

other examples of characters' shapes which 

have been defined by the tools used for pro­

ducing them, but we have no general term for 

describing a group of written characters that 

have had their shapes affected in such a way, 

and I would suggest that we can use for this 

purpose the Greek word for a tool, which is 

"ergaleion ." The trajanicized style of characters 

can therefore be called an ergaleion .8 

Trajanicized characters institutionalized in other writing systems 

Although trajanicized characters were first devised for writing 

the Latin language and have evolved largely within the Roman/ 

Latin script, they have been systematically incorporated into 

the Cyrillic, Hellenic, Armenian and Sequoyah scripts, though 

sometimes with different functions. 
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ABBrllElli 
3HRJIMHO 
IIPCTY<DX 
uqrnmnb 

biGIOH 

a6Brt~:emawR 
JIMHOIIpCTY¢ 
xu:qiiJ:hi ba IOR 

ABBF./[EJK 
3HKJIMHO 
IIPCTYfJJX 
lJTillilf!'hh 

h13IOJI 

a66eiJeOJCauu 
t~teMuonpcm¢ 
yxU;~?Jtobl310JI 

Figure 8. A modern-day Cyri ll ic 
typeface with its four kinds of 
characters. 

When Tsar Peter the Great was trying to westernize Russia 

and its culture, he saw that trajanicized type was used by 

printers for most western European languages, and he 

ordered that the printed Russian language should be given 

the same kind of appearance (see Kaldor 1969-70). During 

the following centuries the shapes of Cyrillic letters were 

therefore trajanicized, and Russian printers developed the 

present-day Cyrillic script which imitates the present-day 

Roman/Latin script in having upper-case upright, lower-case 

upright, upper-case sloped and lower-case sloped characters 

for all of its letters. Figure 8 shows examples of these four 

kinds of characters from a typical present-day Cyrillic typeface. 9 

The present-day Hellenic script 10 has both upper-case and 

lower-case characters . Almost all of its typefaces which are 

not sans serif combine a trajanicized upper-case with a non­

trajanicized lower-case. Figure 9 shows the characters of 

one such typeface commonly used in English-speaking 

countries for printing scholarly books, and it also shows 

some lines from a book that was printed in Greece about 



forty years ago using another such typeface. There are a few 

Hellenic typefaces which have both upper-case and lower­

case trajanicized characters; figure 9 also shows the char­

acters of such a typeface designed by Eric Gill (1936: 39) . 

The Hellenic, Cyrillic and Roman/Latin scripts 

are, of course, historically related . The Cyrillic 

script was based on ninth-century versions of 

the Hellenic script, and the Hellenic and Roman/ 

Latin scripts were derived, respectively, from 

eastern and western versions of the writing 

system which the Greeks borrowed from the 

Phoenicians. These three scripts therefore share 

the shapes of many of their characters, and when 

their upper-case characters are trajanicized, they 

often become indistinguishable from one another. 

Several titling fonts of upper-case Hellenic type 

have been created from titling fonts of upper­

case Roman/Latin type by cutting only the 

Hellenic characters which do not have identical 

counterparts in the Roman/Latin type; figure 9 

shows two such titling fonts by Hermann Zapf.11 

The Armenian script, like the Roman/Latin script, 

has one set of characters that are used for the 

ordinary parts of texts and another that are used 

for the parts of texts which are emphasized or 

are otherwise specially marked. The characters 

of one of these sets are trajanicized; but for the 

Armenian script, unlike the Roman/Latin script, 

the trajanicized characters are used for the 

specially marked words in a text. The characters 

used for the ordinary words in an Armenian text 

are not trajanicized: they are typically sloped, with 

thick and thin strokes and without serifs . Figure 

10 shows two extracts from a book printed in 

the Armenian script; the specially marked words 

are those in trajanicized characters in the first 

line of the first extract and in the first, fourth 

and last lines of the second extract. (In the first 
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ABr ilEZH®IKAMNSOIIP!TT<P X'l'fi 
a{3y8e' 'YJO tKAp,vto1T pa-r;rocf>X!f;ru 

a) Example of a typ ical face with 
trajanicized upper case and non­
trajanicized lower case. 

y& 1tA.fiO~. ITsMtll<; 6sv Jln-alvst <no J1ayat;t cH J1apUia.­
-ra 11:<noana.~stpsA.aivoovtat yta to yatooopan t Ot yovattes<; 
mtoOv M>uA.o6ota., lCa.i 1Ctl1tOW<; lCai A.s,tti, o-tolx; aupyoo<; 11:00 

1ti)yatva.v 1t{o-ro lm· to 1tooMpt J1S vt<IJ11tE).s<; mo O"'tfiOot;, 9E­
AOYME OXTAQPO, ~:al. 'tOUt; xstpoKpottist to . n-A.ijOo<; Kat 
~A.Smn dyptsJ1SvO 1tp0<; 'tO J.ta.ya.~{. Kt fvat; a1tO Kti1tOtO o6yf.1ct, 

b) Typical example of printing done in 
Greece. 

ABf .6.EZH 9IKAMN EO nP~TYct>XwO 

a~ro e tiJ e1 KA p vt on pas-cu cpxtp w 

ABCDEFGHI 
JKLMNOPQR 
STUVWXYZ 

c) Gill's typeface with upper case and lower 
case both trajanicized . 

ABfLEZH8I 
Ki\MN .... OnP 

ITY<DX\JIO 
d) Zapf's Roman/Latin "Michelangelo" and 
Hellenic "Phidias" titling fonts. 

Figure 9. Examples of type for 
printing the Hellenic script. 



Herrick 119 

ptufnvn.e- IJJIU[11.U/!rnt.b:JI.UL t l_bl_t.niTL};!JUIL lfl1hp.lt U[Uil_UllU­

dtfL~.f-/!.. 1 frppliL lnJu/1 t -Al.Jzuptnnt.[Jbzu'b, bt. zupkt./r zuutn­

nuu<rnt.{rJfu .. 1.tl!.; 1,n.lll[tfl;w~zu1.t pzu'bu,~1.tbpnL J'l;f. bt. WJL"Lf! 

U pf!.p/t li(IU(_InUidnt.1.t . .f]{!. ''(' fu//U.Ll bt. JIU~lll~~ funpt:.f!'l-UILII£! 

IJ.Jl [uou.f-ru[ "JUI'ml•u~utt 'l:l;uu!r t!e {nfwuml! 'l-UIIU~ 
'L'eulllhiJ bfJI; 'tlllrbhzu"b.[! 9"J9 UJwl [JI; [r~htu11;u UIJ'l: J'utu­

"hwt.nr 'l-l;"ll.!f't ·lilnbt.e ''lw?..nuu~ (n'l:b~w'b 'l""lw1.tut't"hlrpf! 

'l"ulu./'hw't'bbp'b . b"b Ul['nLw:,. t!.wtfut;'b.[!/''b U1UJ1nll~ 'u[wtnJ'nt.­

p!.lll'h: ~w'b'lf' UIJ'b d'll't nufbre t nrnt.e 'thrUJW1r bb J'};f' 

w"h3£U1ff! • uw(J'w1mLU11r h"h 'tbrtnblnL 'bw£·L J'br wulut#f.u~'h: 
U.;uuf/;UIIIl w'bnt.f- it 'eiJ.UI'b J1uJ' w'bw'tft pb dt'b •lrUI J /t ['UI f!d I; 

(luLnL mb'lwLn['nLuJ;,. 'l:l;"l.f-b['nt. «'tls'll'"tf!.'?l' [J.'hn'bg tfJmt.­

[Jbw"h Jl;f J ·br u1wtmlnt.[J/rt."be Itt! 1_-brw~nt../.t f.rrwl'J'!; Pl!.'l­

fun'l b rlnn JfJ'h.b f'"L "UI'L" Ul'tb rulbwl JlU f.n f''l:UI't.UitnLfl L· u.~"h 
"e Ia feiJ.UIJ hwuqGwtJ:l : 

Figure 1 D. Examples of type for 
printing the Armenian script 

ext ract, the trajanicized word in the first line and 

the non-trajanicized fi rst w ord in the last line are 

the same w ord .) 

The Sequoyah script, which is used for writing 

the Cherokee language, was devised in North 

America during the fourth decade of the nine­

teenth century. Its development is an example 

of st imulus diffusion -the spread from one 

culture to another of the idea that a certa in thing 

can be done, followed by the devis ing within 

the second culture of a way of doing that thing, 

without borrowing the f irst culture's way of doing 

it Sequoyah, a native speaker of the Cherokee 

language, devised a system of characters for 

writing his ow n language 12 after observing that 
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GWY 
CHEROKEE PHfENIX. 

~D O~Y Ehl'-R TEJlA ~Slf~~W<r- D~...l~ DA~~...l~ W~ TG"'• 
8-.!fB~ EC..t.d'<r-~ DSSGE DS:.q DhCI>~ET. Dd' Elt!--R h&~~..l 

c:bY$4of A.h JS:JtBll...t uhW~C: QIC T&T ~S.B.GC:: Ehi'-R T(;'Qo-Jl..l 
~_..;;)..1. Hi <bl>G7 ~y &cK>Y~ ~\Q.w.I. ..90 G~Y <YO~~E GWY~ 
O'C.R ...lAS:-$...1 A~J? uh4LC.hciil..tu•, <Y-Cl-R J·bC..I?...9, Dd' T<r-.h<;- Ro>tt 
.Aol>~S h91 S&Sf~ET; DO' ~A..l<;'" 't.Il4)£~ol>...lor ..llf!v AJJJ! dol'l--11" 

J..JJ f ...IAG'd'~ ...9 D O~Y (PO'C.J)'E obe.I?-9 hrR&. B&Jl.EZ .lA .f.>-$...1 

J&W-1--.f' A~~e lrh$.1?..40f)..J~E Dh, Dh~h>h~O'OY,tl'E AIRS£ ..,lh$l?A• 

~ .. I~Y <JbC..Rh, DhGWY .l!-h>Oo-Jl4J>.. e~Y AD }p~Of)--1 EhrDT 
SG7.\P 0'0 T¥T D~S14..l;:r A~£ ..,lh$1!-h-w.lo:tY ~&Y,Jl'E D!~ GWY~ • 

. Hi $f ~f1-Y-$4<W E'h hff...IG7 D"hLB&oJ- «fllOToi' ~y JlD &citY ...IS• 

4~..1 AJH?. O~Y -$'f TEC..OJ"Jl...l ~'o-R Sh~~~~..l A~~ ~Oo-R 

.Jhh.{Jciil.X, DZ ,~Q-JIJ"'' ~B£ot>g,.QV.:C, A,i.9.£1 .lh-$fJl6fJ..,I~y Q'EH.ll'E 
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Figure 11. Example of type for 
printing the Sequoyah script. 

speakers of European languages could commu­

nicate with one another by means of written 

marks. Sequoyah's characters were originally 

written with monoline strokes, but when printing 

types were designed and cast for his characters 

their shapes were trajanicized, apparently be­

cause the missionaries and typefounders who 

prepared those types wanted to show that the 

Cherokee were a civilized people and because 

they assumed that the printed characters of a 

civilized language should be trajanicized. Figure 

11 shows two examples of the Sequoyah script 
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Trajanicized characters in the banner at the 
top of an advertisement for a new, 
expensive hotel in Bangkok; the first line 
means '5 years of pride'; in the second line, 
the first word is the name of the hotel and 
the second word is the name of the city. 

The name of the hotel printed in usual, non­
trajanicized Thai characters, taken from the 
same advertisement. 

Trajanicized characters in the banner at the 
top of an advertisement for a computer-ized 
private switchboard for telephones. 

A line from the same advertisement, 
containing four of the same Thai words 
printed in usual, non-trajanicized Thai 
characters. 

Figure 12. Examples of type for 
printing the Thai script. 
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One comes from an 1828 issue of the Cherokee 

Phoenix, the official newspaper of the Cherokee 

Nation, and shows the newspaper's name in both 

Cherokee and English; the other comes from a 

broadside prepared by missionaries to show 

the script. 

Trajanicized characters used for their cultural implications 

Just as Tsar Peter the Great trajanicized Russian printing as 

a part of his effort to give all of Russia a western appearance, 

a number of other languages have developed trajanicized 

versions of their own writing systems which can suggest 

that they, or the things associated with them, are western­

ized and are therefore modernized. The Thai and Hebrew 

languages provide two very different examples of how this 

can be done. 

The Thai language, as it is printed in advertisements in Thailand, 

often contains characters that are trajanicized, apparently to 

show that the things being advertised are modern and tech­

nologically advanced. Figure 12 shows several examples of 

such printing, with comments on the words that are trajani­

cized and on the things that are advertised. 

When the Hebrew language was revived as a 

language for everyday use at the end of the 

nineteenth century, the resulting Modern 

Hebrew language retained the grammar of 

Biblical Hebrew, but its vocabulary was expanded 

so that it could function as the language of a 

modern, technologically advanced nation . Modern 

Hebrew also retained the typographical conven­

tions of Biblical Hebrew, except for the addition 

of some monoline typefaces; it has only one (or 

two) basic shapes for each letter, 13 and for its 

typefaces which are not monoline, the axes of 

greatest width are horizontal. 



a) 

b) 

c) 

d) 

e) 

f) 

g) 

h) 

Jil'I.dJN 

Jil'Id:IK 

-Jll1AJ?< 

, sl '1(1 

Trajanicized book face: 
a) upright upper case 
b) upright lower case 
c) sloped upper case 
d) sloped lower case* 
Trajanicized upright fat face: 
e) upper case 
f) lower case 
Upright mono line face: 
g) upper case 
h) lower case 
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*as is the case for many Roman/Latin 
typefaces, the sloped lower-case 
characters are less trajanicized than the 
others. 

Figure 13. Six letters in their upper 
and lower-case versions from four 
of Schonfield's Hebrew typefaces 
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However, there was once a proposal (Schonfield 

1932) that the Modern Hebrew language should 

be provided with a typography which would be 

trajanicized and which would have upper-case 

and lower-case letters, both upright and sloped, 

so that it would look and could function like the 

typographies used for Western European lan­

guages. The author of this proposal stated his 

belief that, without such a change, the Hebrew 

writing system would serve as a brake on the 

development of the Modern Hebrew language 

and the literature and society which used it. 14 

(His purpose in trying to give printed Hebrew a 

westernized appearance was therefore the same 

as Peter the Great's purpose in revising the 

typography of Russian.) Schonfield designed 

upper-case and lower-case basic shapes for each 

Hebrew letter, he chose several body and dis­

play typefaces of the Roman/Latin script as his 

models, and for each of those typefaces he de­

signed characters having his basic shapes. All 

of the typefaces which he designed (except for 

those that were monoline) were trajanicized. The 

first six letters for four of his typefaces are shown 

in figure 13 in both their upper-case and lower­

case versions. Although Schonfield's proposal 

failed to be popularly accepted, it provides an 

example of how the entire writing system of a 

language can be systematically trajanicized. 



Summary 

The term "roman," when it is used for describing characters 

of written languages, is confusing because it is overloaded 

with four different meanings. In order to discuss the charac­

ters of written languages unambiguously, it will be helpful 

for us to have synonyms for each of these meanings which 

we can use when we need to make our meaning clear. 

When referring to the set of characters to which it belongs 

(viz. the alphabet that was originally used for the Latin lan­

guage and has now evolved into an enlarged system that is 

also used for writing other languages), a "roman" character 

can be called "Roman/Latin." 

When referring to the angle at which it is written, a "roman" 

character can be called "upright." 

When referring to its basic shape, a "roman" character can be 

called "Roman-shaped." 

When referring to the detailed features of its shape which 

show that it is modeled after the characters in certain Roman 

monumental inscriptions, a "roman" character can be called 

"trajanicized." 
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Endnotes 
1 There are some phrases, such as the commonly used one 

"sloped roman," which include contrastive contexts which make 

clear the intended meaning of "roman." 

2 In order to save confusion in this paper, I have always 

referred to these characters as the "Roman/Latin" script, without 

using any of the possible alternative terms such as 'latin/ Roman," 

"Roman=Latin," "Latin-or-Roman" or "Roman i.e., Latin." 

3 There is a curious paper by Stanley Morison (1926) titled 

"Towards an ideal italic" in which he moves from one meaning of 

this word to the other. He begins by saying that "the quality of 

slope is no true test of an 'italic'" (95) and ends by saying that "the 

perfect italic is ... a slanted roman" (121). 

4 These characters are drawn so that they appear to be 

composed of straight lines and smooth curves, even though the 

lines of which they consist are sometimes not quite straight and 

the curves are sometimes not quite smooth. 

5 The first printer's type for such characters was made with its 

widest strokes parallel to an axis rotated counterclockwise from 

the vertical. This axis of greatest width was subsequently rotated 

clockwise until it reached the vertical. Because this change of axis 

occurred gradual ly, and because typefaces with the original axis of 

greatest width, the vertical one, and many intermediate ones are 

now in regular use, characters with all such axes of greatest width 

can be regarded as characters of this kind. 

6 The first printer's type for such characters was made with 

tapered, filleted serifs, but in later years, serifs were changed in 

shape and became narrow, straight lines. Because this change 

occurred gradually, and because typefaces with tapered, filleted 

serifs, with narrow, straight serifs and with serifs of many 

intermediate shapes are now in regular use, characters with all 

such kinds of serifs can be regarded as characters of this kind. 

7 It should be noted, however, that the capitals were only one 

of several more-or-less-formal, more-or-less-similar, chisel-carved, 

pen-written and stylus-scratched styles of writing that were used 

by the Romans for writing the Latin language (Gray, 1960, 15). 



8 For the sake of our discussions of printed characters, it may 

be convenient to define several other ergaleions. Characters of any 

script written with lines of essentially uniform width would be 

examples of the "monoline" ergaleion. Characters written as 

though they were produced with a Chinese writing brush would be 

examples of the "maobi" ergaleion, from maobi, the Chinese name 

for that brush. Cuneiform characters would belong to another 

ergaleion. The term "ergaleion" does not have the same meaning 

as the term "ductus" which has also been used for describing 

written characters. The characteristic features of a ductus result 

from how a tool is used, and the same tool may produce more than 

one ductus; the features of an ergaleion result from the choice of 

tool itself. 

9The present-day Cyrillic script imitates the present-day 

Roman/ Latin script in that its lowercase sloped characters are less 

trajanicized than its others and its uppercase sloped characters are 

sloped versions of its uppercase upright characters. 

10 The term "Hellenic script." like the term "Greek language," 

refers to several different entities that have existed during 

different eras. Further study is needed in order to decide which of 

its stages should be described as different scripts. 

11 "As I had already in 1952 designed the supplementary Greek 

characters to my [Roman/ Latin] Michelangelo type, they appeared 

in 1953 as Ph idias." (Zapf, 1970.48) 

12 Although some Roman/ Latin characters may seem to occur 

in the Sequoyah script. their correspondences to the sounds of 

Cherokee are completely unlike the correspondences of these 

characters to the sounds of any European language. Sequoyah 

apparently used them simply as available shapes. 

13 ln Modern Hebrew, as in Biblical Hebrew, there are five 

letters, each of which has two basic shapes, one being used at the 

ends of words and the other being used elsewhere. The 

orthography proposed in Schonfield 1932 did not have separate 

basic shapes for use at the end of words. 

14 Schonfield's book includes a highly approving introduction by 

Stanley Morison. 
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