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Five years ago in September, typeface 
designer Peter Biľak got a last-minute 
invitation to a new world. Would he 
speak, an email asked, at India’s first- 
ever design conference? He soon found 
himself wandering, dazed, through the 
streets of Goa, still empty in the last days 
of monsoon season. Inside the confer-
ence hall, though, an overflow crowd of 
hundreds of smart, critical designers 
peppered him with questions. Biľak rec-
ognized that he was witnessing the 
beginning of something significant.

All the same, when the conference’s 
organizer, Rajesh Kejriwal, suggested 
that Biľak sell his fonts in India, he 
balked. “I was very reluctant,” says Biľak, 
“but since I wanted to be polite I said I’d 
think about it.” India had enormous po-
tential: 1.1 billion people speaking and 
reading 400 languages, and an immense 
newspaper circulation that had quadru-
pled in the 1980s and 1990s. The top two 
Indian newspapers, both in Hindi, had 
circulations of 20 million each, com-
pared with 2 million each for the top  
two newspapers in the United States. 

Is the time right for a type renaissance in India? 

writing the script

Kohinoor Gujarati Bold, 
a new typeface in  
development by the 
Indian Type Foundry, 
India’s first modern, 
design-focused digital 
type foundry.

But India’s design landscape was  
relatively barren, with only a few profes-
sionally suitable typefaces for the nine 
major writing systems. To sell type in  
India, Biľak knew he would have to  
persuade a generation of publishers,  
designers, and readers that type could 
bring distinction, legibility, and beauty  
to their products. “There is little knowl-
edge about typography, so we need to 
explain basic things,” says Biľak. “Even 
graphic-design students don’t really un-
derstand how typography is different 
from calligraphy.” 

Biľak might have dismissed such 
thoughts entirely had he not heard from 
Satya Rajpurohit, a young graduate of 
India’s National Institute of Design.  
Rajpurohit had just returned to India 
after two years working in Europe, an 
unavoidable detour since India lacked 
any serious design apprenticeships. 

Rajpurohit convinced Biľak to collabo-
rate on a single typeface—a Devanagari, 
the Hindi script. Once they had finished, 
two years later, in 2009, Biľak and Rajpu-
rohit decided it was time to launch 

im
ag

es
  c

ou
rt

es
y 

of
 T

he
 I

n
d

ia
n

 T
yp

e 
F

ou
n

d
ry



54 world viewp r i n t  6 5 . 3  j u n e  2 0 1 1

Within type-design 
circles there is  

a lot of hype about 
India. but the market 
will only exist once  

an understanding  
of the value of  

design and branding  
is established.

The Kohinoor  
type family,  
in Devanagari  
and Latin.

स्वर कोककला, लता मंगेशकर
दिल्ली की मुख्यमंत्ली शलीला िलीक्षित ने अब खेलों से जुडे ननमामाण कारमा में लगे 
इंजलीननररों को लॉललीपॉप थमारा है कक अगर समर से काम पूरा हो जाए 

दिल्ली की मुख्यमंत्ली शलीला िलीक्षित ने अब खेलों से जुडे ननमामाण कारमा में लगे 
इंजलीननररों को लॉललीपॉप थमारा है कक अगर समर से काम पूरा हो जाए 

मुनाफे में गगरावट का एक मुख्य कारण है गरिटेन में बैंक अधिकारररों के बोनस पर लगा कर. 
इस कर की वजह से गोल्डमैन सैक्स को साठ करोड डॉलर का नुकसान हुआ है. इसके अलावा 
अमरलीकी नवत्लीर ननरामक ने बैंक के ख़िलाफ िोखािडली के जो आरोप लगाए थे, उस ससलससले 

में बैंक को 55 करोड डॉलर िेने पडे. ननवेशकों को ग़लत जानकारली िेने के आरोप में गोल्डमैन 
सैक्स को 55 करोड डॉलर का जुमामाना िेना था. िुननरा भर में ककसली भली बैंक पर अब तक लगारा 
गरा रह सबसे बडा जुमामाना है. गोल्डमैन सैक्स का कहना है कक उसकी व्ापाररक गगतनवधिरों 

मुनाफे में गगरावट का एक मुख्य कारण है गरिटेन में बैंक अधिकारररों के बोनस 
पर लगा कर. इस कर की वजह से गोल्डमैन सैक्स को साठ करोड डॉलर का 

नुकसान हुआ है. इसके अलावा अमरलीकी नवत्लीर ननरामक ने बैंक के ख़िलाफ 
िोखािडली के जो आरोप लगाए थे, उस ससलससले में बैंक को 55 करोड डॉलर 

इस टिप्पणी पर अपनी शिकायत दर्ज करें

नर्जदा घािी आंदोलन की सर्वेसर्ा्ज रेधा पािकर
मल्टीमटीडिया

माइक्ोसॉफ़ट
सोरर्ार, 26 रुलाई, 2010 को 

स्ोरकार्ज देखने के ललए क्लिक करें
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धुम्रपान डनषेध
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India’s first modern, design-focused  
digital type foundry. 

To succeed, they would have to over-
come 30 years of inertia. Indian news- 
paper publishers—an important mar-
ket—all used the same handful of fonts, 
most of them developed in the 1980s by 
Linotype’s non-Latin drawing office, led 
by Fiona Ross. These were the first digi-
tal typefaces for Indian languages. “To 
Linotype’s immense credit,” says design-
er Daniel Rhatigan, “they not only 
honored the linguistic issues and best 
typographic traditions of each script,  
but also restored many of the features 
that had been compromised for metal 
and photo setting machines.”

But in the years that followed, the  
difficulty and expense of designing com-
plex Indian character sets, combined 
with rampant piracy and limited legal 
protections, deterred foreign type found-
ries from developing new Indian fonts. 
Fonts produced in India remained rudi-
mentary, often sold side by side with 
mechanical equipment for the printing 
trade. Besides, English was everywhere. 

“It is ironic that we are putting so 
much attention on Indic scripts at the 

moment when English is becoming so 
dominant in commerce, education, and 
even everyday life,” says Biľak. “Many 
Indian friends tell me that their kids can 
speak Hindi but can’t write it. But this 
means our work is all the more necessary 
for India to preserve its heritage.”

The Indian Type Foundry, as Biľak 
and Rajpurohit call it, operates from a 
three-bedroom apartment in Ahmed-
abad, with Biľak working remotely from 
his foundry, Typotheque, in The Hague. 
Pinned to the walls are preliminary sam-
ples of ITF’s Bengali and Gujarati. Major 
businesses are already using ITF’s Deva-
nagari and Tamil: the Bank of India, 
Rupert Murdoch’s STAR TV, the Times  
of India. But to survive, ITF needs to find 
custom work. One of the foundry’s first 
commissions is from the Bangalore-
based newspaper Prajavani, one of six 
typographically indistinguishable dailies 
in the regional language, Kannada. 

Biľak hopes that ITF’s custom work 
will subsidize one of his great ambitions: 
to bring type to languages that have none 
at all. Of India’s approximately 400  
native living languages, 350 are dying. 
Many have outlived their writing systems 

and are transliterated in borrowed al-
phabets: Tulu, for instance, which is 
spoken by 2 million people in southern 
India. ITF hopes to develop Tulu’s first 
digital fonts. “This is an incredibly excit-
ing prospect,” says Biľak. “For many of 
those involved, it is a labor of love.”

While type designers worldwide are 
beginning to see India as the next big 
thing, change may come slowly. “Within 
type-design circles there is a lot of hype 
about India,” says Bruno Maag, head of 
the Dalton Maag foundry, “but I feel the 
market isn’t ready yet. A market will ex-
ist once an understanding of the value  
of design and branding is established 
among graphics and type users.” The key 
to speeding the transition, Biľak believes, 
is education. To this end, Biľak and Raj-
purohit have been hosting type-design 
workshops and lectures for students and 
the public. 

Back in the Netherlands, Biľak dazzles 
everyone with specimens of curly Indian 
scripts. “I was showing some samples to 
my students,” says Biľak, “and they joked 
that they looked so beautiful that they 
could not imagine any curse words writ-
ten in them.” ▪




