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INTRODUCTION

Infroducrion

The story for the creation of the Tinsel typeface is closely linked to
the work that | was creating as a graphic designer. At the time, | had
the great pleasure of working on a series of Swiss film posters that
covered a range of topics, from the serious to the silly, with some
documentaries and TV shows along the way. It was a fascinating
time being so close to the wonderful world of movies that create
and deliver these mysterious worlds that we can all get lost in. It
was also a very interesting learning curve for me as | started to
slowly understand the mechanisms behind the promotional aspects of
films. Not without a certain regret, but | rapidly understood that the
creative years of the marvelous movie posters by Richard Amsel or
Saul Bass had slowly been replaced by a more structured, data-driven
approach; movies had become big-budget, serious affairs. Marketing
strategy was more important than making some graphic exploration.
But on the typography front, what was really interesting for me was
learning about the so-called billing block and their rigid appearance.
The billing block, as the name suggests, is the jam-packed list of
credits that are featured on all movie posters; it names the various
people, from producers to directors, who made the movie actually
happen. It is maybe different in other countries, but | was always
under very clear instructions from all clients; it had to be composed

in a certain manner. Very condensed text, tight spacing, so aiming to
fit a rather large amount of text into a neat little block. Despite this
creative limitation, it did strike me as curious how once | added the
block, the poster seemed real. It just goes to show how conditioned
| had become and what expectations | held.
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To my surprise, a few clients, notably from the marketing depart-
ments, actually suggested fonts, and it was nearly always Univers
Ultra Condensed since the typeface was narrow, legible, and reliable.
And while | had no qualms about the actual font that was designed
by the legendary Adrian Frutiger, | could not help but be curious as
to whether | could design a font to deal with these specific demands.
This curiosity was the driving force behind the Tinsel typeface.

| therefore set out with the goal of creating a very task-specific
typeface, a font that could fit the requirements of setting a large
amount of text in a small space. But rather than dealing with how it
could set continuous text, the goal here was to have a typeface that
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could compose headlines, titles, and content with varying levels of
impact. With that in mind, | knew from the outset that | wanted to
design a typeface that would include a series of variations or styles
that could be employed to highlight different types of content. | finally
settled on three major axes. Firstly, | would have a base font that
could display the main text. The second variation would come from
providing small capitals; these could be used to replace the lowercase
forms to add extra styling. And the last feature that came from a
layout idea | had employed was to feature an alternative version
of the small capitals that would be underlined by a horizontal bar,
a further manner to highlight certain content. With these three
solutions, | felt that | had a solution that could be easily mixed and
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matched for setting interesting billing blocks.
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TINSEL TYPEFACE

As | started to get to work on the base forms, | initially focused on
the lowercase letters to get a sense of the overall DNA of the type-
face. Starting with a few elementary letters that would allow me to
explore the first guidelines, | initially focused on creating a traditional
condensed grotesque design, so a narrow width with a tall form. |
had chosen this direction since it corresponded to my desire to create
a narrow design, but equally since the tall proportion of the letters
lent them a stature that seemed correct for the world of cinema. This
decision created a very dense form with a strong vertical tension, but
which became a bit too heavy, too industrial for my liking. | there-
fore started to explore the contrast ideas, increasing the difference
between thick and thin areas in a style that could be reminiscent of
what is seen in serif designs. This small change gave the horizontal
elements a lighter appearance and lent the design a more sophisti-
cated style that seemed to match the glamour of Hollywood. While
these first steps allowed me to advance on a whole range of letters,
I quickly came across the question of how to treat the diagonals that
would feature in the typeface. The traditional grotesque approach
would be a mechanical approach, employing straight lines that cut
through the shapes, yet this style seemed too dramatic. After a bit
of research, | finally settled on a compromised idea, of employing a
very progressive curve that gradually slopes into the angle. This had
the effect of adding more fluidity and smoothness to the design while
also further highlighting the vertical tension, since a large part of
the diagonal stroke remained straight. While it may hinder the leg-
ibility at smaller sizes, it seemed like an important step to give the
typeface a unique identity and voice.
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Another central question was how | would treat the terminals,
so the endings to the main strokes of the letters. | had found my
approach to the diagonals an interesting route that had allowed the
design to move away from a direction that was too rigid, and so |
decided to pursue this idea for the terminals. On the main ascenders
and descenders, rather than simply cutting the stem horizontally, |
inserted a 72° angle to lighten the stroke endings. Not only did this
intervention add an interesting dynamic, but it also helped differenti-
ate between the lowercase | and capital i. | continued working through
the first set of letters using these general guidelines, aiming to remain
quite regular in most letter forms, yet opting to include the more
historical shapes for the lowercase a and g since they offered more
letter differentiation that would help the overall legibility.
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LOW
CONTRAST
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TYPEFACE INTRODUCTION

ﬂ [ F H | H L Having worked through the lowercase forms, | turned my attention

to the capitals and started constructing their forms using the same

approach. To further the vertical tension, the x-height is relatively
low, making the ascenders and descenders clearly stick out of the
composition. One defining feature of the capitals was the decision

to employ a low height for the horizontal bars, for example, on the
H or E. This was once again chosen as a hint to the glamour of the
.. original golden years of cinema, so taking on an Art Deco influence.

ﬂ E E g I J Having completed the base alphabet, | then turned my attention
towards the two secondary styles that | had imagined from the

outset. The first style was the small capitals; these are capital let-

ters that are aligned to the x-height, or the lowercase letters. This

m " " r S lI U u, “ secondary form was a pretty logical expansion and simply required
me to adapt my capital letters to the smaller height.

With those letters complete, | could finally add the final style that |
had imagined as the Title style. | again employed the small capitals
but changed the alignment so that the letters would now align to the

top of the capitals and would carry a small horizontal bar under each

letter for added emphasis. The idea behind this style was to include a

style that already included some design formatting, allowing an easy
I- I“ " " p u H s .I- ll U u, x and quick typographic effect while composing texts.

From the outset, | had imagined these different styles as three dis-

tinctive weights; this meant that the Tinsel typeface included three
weights that could either be employed as a family or then simply as
stand-alone fonts.
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Since the origins of the typeface were rooted in the world of films,
| wanted the name to reflect something cinematic. | had started to
look at various names of actors or films, but that direction seemed
to connect the design too strongly to a period of time or theme. |
then started spending more time researching the origins of Hol-
lywood, which | view as the birthplace of the moving picture. The
name “Hollywood” seemed too obvious, but upon further reading, |
came across alternative names that were used to describe the place
as a glittering dream for filmmakers; one was “the dream factory,”
but that sounded like a reality TV show. The other commonly used
name was Tinseltown, as a reference to the shiny, magical world of
film, and something sounded very appealing in the name! So | finally
decided to adopt part of the name, focusing just on the tinsel that
reflected the solid construction of the letters and the work that
they aimed to evoke.

Despite being used in my design previously, Tinsel was officially
released in 2010 through the T26 foundry. After a slow start, it gradu-
ally started to find its audience both within the world of film and also
in more surprising activities.
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NEW VERSION

lew version

As | had done with a series of other classical typefaces, | decided to
remaster the Tinsel typeface in 2025 to bring the design up to stan-
dard with the new technical requirements. The main questions this
time were in relation to how the fonts actually functioned in real life
and how users had responded to the three letter styles. As | had seen
with a few other designs, the implementation of Opentype features
in the current era means that most users are now familiar with
substitutions and finding their way inside a single font file. So while
my original idea of delivering the small capitals and alternates as
separate styles was interesting at the time, it now felt a bit obsolete
to change fonts simply to access a feature. In an age where a single
variable font can include a range of weights, it seemed only logical
that Tinsel should be available as a single font file that included all
the styles. So after a long hesitation, | finally decided to combine the
three fonts into one. The small capitals can now be accessed as an
Opentype feature that converts the lowercase letters. The additional
title style is also included, but this time as an alternative to the small
capitals and with a change to my application of the underscore idea.
| decided to go further into the process by adding a secondary, top
stroke that would then completely enclose each letter. This decision
was made as a way of further distinguishing the style from the
small capitals, and with a more central alignment, it matched the
capital forms better. These two additional letter forms can therefore
be easily accessed and mixed with each other to create vibrant and
distinctive designs that will highlight the text.

17
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The alternative feature also includes a small range of alternate
glyphs; these include the ampersand or percentage symbol that can
be replaced for a different style at the click of a button.

A 15

DEFAULT GLYPHS ALTERNATE GLYPHS

So as | worked through this first phase of compiling the three fonts
into a single file and updating the letters, | also implemented a fur-
ther update that seemed obvious: the expansion of the character
set. While the original release had simply contained the basic Latin
diacritics, this new version has now expanded the range to include all
Latin accents and therefore expand the language support to over 250
Latin-based languages. So in this initial phase, the main goal was to
expand the glyphs, include the various additional Opentype features
and equally use the opportunity to bring some slight adjustments
to the actual letterforms, principally to ensure a better balance or
harmony. One particular difference is my approach to the uppercase
N that has seen a major revision. In the original font, | had used a
form that was inspired by the lowercase letter but with an adapta-
tion on the alignment. And while | still find the shape interesting,
when employed in text, the letter clearly lacked legibility and letter
differentiation; it needed a revision. So taking a cue from the diagonal
approach of the K, | have reworked the N into a more classical capital
shape, this is now seen in the uppercase letters and the small capitals.

NEW VERSION

N0graphic

TINSEL REGULAR

TINSEL SMALL CAPITALS

POGRAPH

TINSEL ALTERNATE SMALL CAPITALS




TINSEL TYPEFACE

| then turned my attention to the implementation of the various
ligatures that the original version had included. Since quite a few
of the ligatures became obsolete with the new small capital fea-
ture, | reviewed the selection by expanding certain combinations
but removing others that were less employed. Tinsel now includes
a range of lowercase ligatures, plus some discretionary ligatures for
a more classical style and over eighty capital ligatures that can be
easily integrated into any string of text. To replace the ligatures that
I had removed, | decided to go further into the idea of layout effects
by creating a series of wordmarks that are slightly inclined with a
series of diagonal strokes. These small logos can be used in titles
or logos to highlight certain content or simply bring an additional
graphical element to a composition and can be accessed by activating
the Titling feature.

Following that logic of including some additional graphical signs, |
decided to include a small collection of symbols and arrows that were
related to the cinematic theme. There are ten directional arrows,
either aligned to the small capitals or capitals, plus a small collection
of interface pictograms that were related to the cinematic theme and
could be employed for navigation design or simply as an additional
graphical element.
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TINSEL DISCRETIONARY LIGATURES
TINSEL ADDITIONAL SYMBOLS
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TINSEL NEW VERSION

For the numerals, | also wanted to use the new version as an oppor-
tunity to expand the styles and solutions. For the default form, |
maintained the lining numerals that had featured in the original

version; these numbers align with the capitals. They have largely
kept the same form as the original numerals, but the alignment of
the horizontal stems has been expanded to open the counter forms

for better legibility. A secondary set of numerals can then be selected
TABUEAREINING NUMERAES for use in running text that features lowercase letters; these are
the hanging numbers. With a lower alignment and ascenders and
descenders that mimic the rhythm of lowercase letters, their texture

is better suited for the smaller letters. Both sets of small capitals,
both the default and alternate, include a full set of numerals that

DEFAULT LINING NUMERALS

are aligned so as to match the sequence. A further set of numerals,
HANGING NUMERALS this time employed as scientific numerals, is equally featured and can
be used as either inferior or superior figures in chemical formulas

or other settings. These same smaller figures are then employed as

a further set in the fraction feature; this will allow the composition

1 g 1 97 ﬂ of any set of fractions by simply separating the values with a slash

bar. Since | had added the Titling feature, | used the opportunity to

SMALL CAPITALS NUMERALS also include some Titling numerals, and these were inspired by the
countdown that is seen at the beginning of films or TV shows, so

a number enclosed in a circle. The numbers are obviously static but

could be used to great effect in animation by adding the rotation
stroke to signal each passing second.

Thanks to these various updates, Tinsel is now available as a single
weight typeface, but one that contains even more characters and
features than the original three weight family.

ALTERNATE SMALL CAPITALS NUMERALS

OO || 1" ¥

TITLING NUMERALS SCIENTIFIC NUMERALS FRACTIONS
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CONCLUSION

Lonclusion

Originally conceived as a real solution to a design problem | was fac-
ing, Tinsel actually coincided with a time when my work on movie
posters was coming to an end. While | did manage to employ the
typeface on a few posters, it actually became a useful tool for a
much wider range of projects, from branding and interface design
to some editorial work. Since its original release, it has also found a
worldwide appreciation as a simple yet effective solution to setting
text in small areas.

With this new version, | hope that Tinsel will become even more
useful and simple in its application. By delivering all the features in a
single file, the typeface can now showcase all its versatility while also
highlighting some of the newer features, like the wordmarks that |
am curious to see in real-life settings! With an expanded character
set and this wide range of features, Tinsel aims to be a one-stop
solution for composing text while being able to highlight certain
elements or sequences.
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