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During the Industrial Revolution between 
1760 and 1840, the importance of 
typography increased with the shif t in its 
social and economic roles. There was an 
explosion in the range of new typefaces and 
letterforms to adapt to commercial use 
(Meggs, 2016). One of the categories being 
the slab serif, better known as the Egyptian 
during that era.  

HISTORY
The slab serif was an outgrowth of display 
typefaces introduced in Britain by Lund 
Humphries, a printing house that set 
contemporary typography trends (Chapman, 
2020; Archer 2001). However it was not 
until 1815 when Vincent Figgins used slab 
serif type, named an Antique, for commercial 
use (Archer, 2001).

CHARACTERISTICS
Slab Serif typefaces are characterized by 
their geometric serifs and consistent strokes. 
They are essentially hybridized sans serif 
and serif typefaces.

 The serifs have the same weight as the 
strokes which gives it a slab like style. The 
slab serif ʼs body is usually wider than what 
is considered normal (Samara, 2006). 
During the Industrial Revolution, some slab 
serif typefaces were specifically designed to 
be used only at larger sizes (Chapman, 
2020).

SUB-CLASSIFICATIONS
•Early slab serifs were Antiques and 
Egyptians (Capelluto, 2016). This style of 
slab serif was very geometrized (“Slab 
Happy”, 2020). Geometrized typefaces such 
as Memphis, Rockwell, Karnak, Beton, 
Rosmini, City and Tower gained popularity in 
the 1920s to compliment Futura (Capelluto, 
2016). 

•Clarendon had bracketing and contrast in 
size of the serif which is not typical for slab 
serif typefaces (Capelluto, 2016).

•French Clarendon had serifs that were 
thicker than the strokes, which emphasized 
the purpose of slab serifs as dramatic 
attention-drawing type. They were commonly 
seen in circus posters and Western ʻwantedʼ 
signs (Capelluto, 2016).

•Typewriter slab, still seen today, has a 
unique fixed-width characteristic. Every 
character occupied the same horizontal 
space (Capelluto, 2016). 

There have been many other adaptations of 
the slab serif including neo-grotesque (eg. 
Univers) and humanist (eg. PMN Caecilia) 
versions of the typeface (“Slab Happy”, 
2020).

As the Industrial Revolution came into full 
swing in England, graphic communications 
became more important and widely 
accessible. Prior to the nineteenth century, 
the dominant function of type was to 
disseminate information through books 
employing small and, earlier on, handwritten 
type. The nineteenth century brought along 
larger scale, visually impactful and even 
fanciful novelty styles of type (Meggs, 2016). 
Typography was needed for body copy and 
newly, titles and displays as well. During this 
prolific period, the slab serif, better known 
as the Egyptian typeface were not only 
legible but bold and distinctive for display 
purposes (Capelluto, 2016). Industrial 
manufacturing created a need for promoting 
ready-made goods and so, these typefaces 
were pertinent to the new age of print 
advertising in a fast-paced, urban and 
industrialized society (Capelluto, 2016; 
Meggs, 2016). The industrial age created a 
new purpose for type to be “abstract visual 
forms projecting powerful concrete shapes of 
strong contrast and large size”(Meggs, 
2016, p. 152) for posters, billboards,

signs and displays.The Egyptian was one of 
the first display typefaces, but was first 
introduced in a commercial setting by the 
name of Antique. By the turn of the century, 
Vincent Figgins, a type designer, was 
producing romans and other foreign types; 
however, the shif t in the purpose of type 
caused him to rapidly respond. Seen in 
Figure 1, he produced his 1815 printing 
specimen exhibiting a range of modern styles 
such as the Antique, a slab serif face.

This was the second major innovation of type 
design during the Industrial Revolution era, 
the first being fat-face type style. By 1840, 
the Antique became more refined, better for 
the use of attention-grabbing advertisements, 
as seen in Figure 2 (Meggs, 2016).

MEET THE SLAB SERIF

ITS IMPORTANCE TO THE INDUSTRIAL 
REVOLUTION 

Border Images from New Design File, Pinterest and The Vintage News

Figure 1. The Antique (Meggs, 2016, p. 154).

Figure 2. The refined Antique (Meggs, 2016, p. 154).



3 4
These Antiques were successful because they 
communicated the social and economic 
change of the industrial age in their style, 
they “convey a bold, mechanical feeling 
through rectangular slab serifs, even weight 
throughout the letters, and short ascenders 
and descenders”(Meggs, 2016, p. 153). The 
popular name of the Egyptian for the slab 
serif typeface is credited to Robert Thorne. 
In Thorowgoodʼs 1821 specimen book of 
Thorneʼs type, the name Egyptian appeared 
(Meggs, 2016). Hereʼs why it was 
interestingly named the Egyptian:  

These variations were made possible by the 
new mechanization of manufacturing 
processes which made decoration 
applications on typefaces, and even 
furniture, economically feasible (Meggs, 
2016). Examples of decorative slab serif and 
serif variations can be seen in Figure 3.

These are characterized by their extended 
and curved serifs as well as the many 
variations such as bulges, cavities and 
ornaments (Meggs, 2016). Decorative 
display types were newly accessible with the 
mechanization of the era which is why styles 
like the Tuscan were popular.
Sans Serif. Sans serifs were a typographic 
trend of the twentieth century and are 
regularly used today however, they were 
created during the industrial era. It was the 
third major typographic innovation during 
this time. In the early 1800s, William Caslon 
IV simply cut off the serifs on Egyptian type 
to create his sans serif. The early use of sans 
serif were for subtitles under decorative 
display type (Meggs, 2016).

Today, slab serifs are still used. Their 
geometric forms are used for attracting 
young adults and to reflect a sporty aesthetic 
(Samara, 2006). Though rarely used in body 
copy, typewriter styles are used in the 
computer field for their fixed-width feature. 
Many of the earlier slab serif styles have 
been digitized for modern use (Capelluto, 
2016). A famous application of slab serif 
type is the ʻI Love New Yorkʼ slogan in Figure 
6, an advertising campaign for tourism still 
used today.

Seen in Figure 4, the fat-face type category 
was the first major innovation in typography 
during the Industrial Revolution.

Robert Thorne designed these roman faces 
characterized by their thick contrasting 
strokes; the stroke width often had a ratio of 
1:2.5. This marked the beginning of type 
becoming increasingly bolder (Meggs, 
2016). 
Tuscan Style. Figginsʼ 1815 printing 
specimen book included more than just the 
Antique. He introduced the first nineteenth 
century version of Tuscan style typefaces, 
seen in Figure 5. The aesthetic appeal of ornate typefaces 

gained commercial popularity and propelled 
advertising forward during the Industrial 
Revolution. 

OTHER TRENDS
Ornamental Type. In general ornamental 
typography that captured medieval art styles 
and hand crafted art was common in the 
1800s (Siebert, 2015).
Fat-Face. Like the slab serif display type, 
there were other innovations that led to 
typographic trends in advertising.

The type developments did not stop there. 
The type designers played around with all 
kinds of different proportions, decorations 
and shading that could be applied to modern 
and traditional type. Adjustments in 
perspectives, outline, reversing, expanding 
and condensing provided a kaleidoscopic 
range for printers to work with making them 
even more enthusiastic for the advent of 
advertising. 

It has nothing to do with Egyptian writing but 
rather “the eraʼs fascination with all aspects 
of ancient Egyptian culture”(Meggs, 2016, 
p. 153). This fascination was intensified by 
Napoleon's invasion and occupation of 
Egypt from 1798-1799. There are design 
similarities between the geometric slabs and 
chunky strokes of the typeface and the visual 
aspects of Egyptian artifacts (Meggs, 2016). 
The names of many earlier styles of slab 
serifs translate the interest in Egypt such as 
Cairo, Karnak, and Memphis (Capelluto, 
2016).  

WHY THE EGYPTIAN?

THE SLAB SERIF TODAY
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Figure 3. Variations in slab serifs and serifs (Meggs, 2016, p. 156).

Figure 4. Fat-Face style type (Meggs, 2016, p. 154).

Figure 5. Tuscan style type (Meggs, 2016, p. 155).

Figure 6. ʻI Love NYʼ slogan (” I Love NY”, n.d.).
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