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       The Path towards 
PRISMAX
        By Yves Peters

People tend to associate multiline alphabets—type-
faces whose strokes are composed of more than two 
parallel, unconnected lines—with neon signs and even 
with disco. But the origins of this particular typograph-
ic style can be found at the birth of the geometric sans 
serif, four decades before the popular dance genre 
emerged. In fact, strictly speaking, the first experi-
ments with multiline designs can be traced all the way 
back to the beginning of the Industrial Revolution, 
more than a century earlier.
 A Specimen of Modern Cut Printing Types, pub-
lished in 1808 by the British foundry Fry & Steele, fea-
tured an alphabet composed of serif capitals whose 
thick strokes were not solid but consisted of thin par-
allel lines. The difference with what we now call multi-
line typefaces is that those lines were not open-end-
ed. They resolved into serifs at the end of straight 
strokes or converged as they transitioned into the thin 
parts of curved strokes.
 Multiline typefaces followed remarkably quickly 
after the emergence of the geometric sans serif. Erbar 
Grotesk, probably the first example of this strikingly 
innovative genre, was originally cast by the Ludwig & 
Mayer foundry of Frankfurt, Germany, in 1926. Its de-
signer, Jakob Erbar, started from the circle as a funda-
mental element to arrive at a purely typographic crea-
tion, devoid of any individualistic traits and possessing 
supremely legible letterforms. It was the most radical 
step away from the gestural, handwritten origin of 
type since the Romain du Roi, commissioned by Louis 
XIV in 1692. Futura, arguably the most well-known ge-
ometric sans, was issued the following year by the 

Bauer Type Foundry in response to Erbar Grotesk’s 
success (Paul Renner’s first sketches for the iconic 
typeface date from as early as 1924).
 1927 was also the year that Kabel, designed by 
Rudolf Koch at the invitation of the Klingspor, was re-
leased. The foundry in Offenbach am Main, Germany, 
wanted to ride the wave of the geometric sans serif, 
which spawned designs like the aforementioned Er-
bar Grotesk and Futura, Nobel (Amsterdam Type 
Foundry, 1929–1932), Metro (Linotype, 1929–1930), 
Vogue (Intertype, 1930), Tempo (Ludlow, 1930), Super 
Grotesk (1930–1938), and Neuzeit-Grotesk (Stempel, 
1932). Even though Koch was a well-known calligra-
pher who favored organic, hand-drawn letterforms for 
his early type designs, he is reported to have said, “The 
task of creating a type with a pair of compasses and a 
straight-edge has always attracted me.”
 Over the next two years, Koch drew additional 
weights, and in 1929, he conceived a decorative vari-
ant for headline and display purposes. Zeppelin re-
prised Kabel’s skeleton, describing its shapes with 
two parallel and concentric strokes, a thick and a thin 
one. The design could be considered a continuation of 
the inline model—typefaces whose strokes are split in 
two lengthwise by a negative line, like Colonna (a.k.a. 
Series 225, Monotype, 1926), Koralle lichtfett (Schelter 
& Giesecke, 1926), and Delphian (Ludlow/Monotype, 
1928)—but it took the concept further by using two 
lines of different thicknesses. In 1930, Koch dreamed 
up another display extension to Kabel. Prisma, re-
leased by Klingspor in 1931, was an alphabet consist-
ing of capitals drawn solely with thin parallel and con-
centric lines.
 Prisma distinguished itself from previous deco-
rative expressions in that it was uniquely connected 
to the concept of the geometric sans serif. One could 
even argue that it is the purest form of an alphabet 
drawn with a ruler and compass. Instead of creating 
volume by thickening the skeleton of the typeface, the 
characters’ mass is suggested by repeating the thin 
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lines that make up their essence. It existed in two dif-
ferent optical scales: the characters in the four small-
est point sizes were composed of four thin lines, while 
the larger cuts starting from 48 points used five lines.
 Prisma became an overnight commercial suc-
cess, spawning numerous adaptations and exten-
sions that hoped to profit from its popularity. Schelter 
& Giesecke’s Onyx (1936), for example, had five lines 
for verticals and four for horizontals, and came with a 
heavy shadow. The real surge of lookalikes came after 
the introduction of photocomposition in the early fif-
ties, since the new typesetting technology dramati-
cally reduced the cost of typeface development and 
production. These included Optik (Klingspor, 1954), 
which applied a thin-thick-thick pattern of lines to 
Prisma’s letterforms. Prismania (Headliners, ca. 1969), 
designed by Richard Isbell, was a series of fifteen var-
iations on Prisma with many alternative glyphs. Ed 
Benguiat adapted Prisma to ITC Bauhaus’s and Futu-
ra’s letterforms in Bauhaus Prisma and Futura Prisma 
& Prisma Graphic (Photo-Lettering, 1970), respectively. 
Three variations from the Churchward Design suite of 
typefaces (Berthold, 1970) by New Zealand type de-
signer Joseph Churchward—Lines, Sparkly, and Mod-
ern—also adopted Prisma-like textures.
 While neon lighting had been in use since the 
early twentieth century—well before Rudolf Koch de-
signed Prisma—it seems doubtful that Koch was in-
spired by it. Letterforms created by bending neon 
tubes followed more traditional models in those early 
days. Inversely, ITC Neon (ITC, 1970) had Ronné Bonder 
and Tom Carnase inject the typical bent-tube aesthet-
ic into Prisma’s design at the onset of the disco craze. 
One of the more interesting multiline typeface designs 
from that period was Aki Lines (ITC, ca. 1973). Designed 
by Akihiko Seki in 1970, its letterforms were construct-
ed with seven parallel lines of increasing thickness. 
Even though the lines were not connected as in ITC 
Neon, their varying widths beautifully capture the ki-
netic energy of neon tubes illuminating in rapid suc-

cession. The letters practically seem to throb to the 
four-to-the-floor beat on a sweaty, sultry Saturday 
night.
 PRISMAX is not a revival but a personal interpre-
tation mining the rich and storied legacy of multiline 
typefaces. The design occupies a zone somewhere 
between Koch’s Prisma and Seki’s Aki Lines. More hu-
manist than geometric, it is markedly different from 
other multiline fonts that obey strict geometry. The 
seeds for the typeface germinated on a book cover 
designed for a client project; the existing letters were 
then fleshed out into a full alphabet and augmented 
with numerals, punctuation, and all of the other glyphs 
required for a viable font. Obviously, though, PRISMAX 
has no lowercase: these characters are not fit for small 
sizes because, set small, the lines would start to get 
muddled and bleed into one another. PRISMAX insists 
on being used big to allow the lines of increasing thick-
ness to pulse and scintillate, creating a hypnotic 
rhythm that will surprise and delight.

Sources:
Gray, Nicolete and Ray Nash. Nineteenth 
Century Ornamented Typefaces.
 London: Faber & Faber, 1938.

McNeil, Paul. The Visual History 
of Type. London: Laurence King Publishing 
Ltd., 2017

Tracy, Walter. Letters of Credit: 
A View of Type Design. Boston: David R. 
Godine, 1986

Many thanks to Stephen Coles,
Nick Sherman, Florian Hardwig,
Ferdinand P. Ulrich, Caren Litherland, 
the Letterform Archive, and 
Fonts In Use.
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146 Point. PRISMAX Regular — Basic character set

PRISMAXPRISMAX

ABCDEFGHIJKLM
NOPQRSTUVWXYZ

0123456789 
([{&}])
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146 Point. PRISMAX Regular — Basic character set146 Point. PRISMAX Regular — Basic character set

PRISMAXPRISMAX

OCOGDOOOHDHEHH
HKHMHNHPME

MKNENHNN
NNE
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YOU & ME
CONNECT
DOTS.    X
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PRISMAX ROMAN

HISTORICAL AND CONTEMPORARY 
REFERENCES COLLIDE IN A SINGLE 
DESIGN. A FORM WITH A GRACEFUL 
ELEGANCE; IT IS ROBUST, BALANCED, 
AND HARMONIOUS. ELEMENTS OF 
STYLE RECONFIGURED AND REIMA-

Regular

1 Style1 Weight
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YES
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YES
YES
OUI
SI

NO
EVET
SIM
JA
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CONTRARY TO POPULAR BELIEF, LOREM IPSUM IS NOT SIMPLY RANDOM 
TEXT. IT HAS ROOTS IN A PIECE OF CLASSICAL LATIN LITERATURE FROM 
45 BC, MAKING IT OVER 2000 YEARS OLD. RICHARD MCCLINTOCK, A 
LATIN PROFESSOR AT HAMPDEN-SYDNEY COLLEGE IN VIRGINIA, 
LOOKED UP ONE OF THE MORE OBSCURE LATIN WORDS, CONSECTETUR, 
FROM A LOREM IPSUM PASSAGE, AND GOING THROUGH THE CITES OF 
THE WORD IN CLASSICAL LITERATURE, DISCOVERED THE UNDOUBTABLE 
SOURCE. LOREM IPSUM COMES FROM SECTIONS 1.10.32 AND 1.10.33 OF 
“DE FINIBUS BONORUM ET MALORUM” (THE EXTREMES OF GOOD AND 
EVIL) BY CICERO, WRITTEN IN 45 BC. THIS BOOK IS A TREATISE ON THE 
THEORY OF ETHICS, VERY POPULAR DURING THE RENAISSANCE. THE 
FIRST LINE OF LOREM IPSUM, “LOREM IPSUM DOLOR SIT AMET”, COMES 
FROM A LINE IN SECTION 1.10.32. THE STANDARD CHUNK OF LOREM IP-
SUM USED SINCE THE 1500S IS REPRODUCED BELOW FOR THOSE IN-
TERESTED. SECTIONS 1.10.32 AND 1.10.33 FROM “DE FINIBUS BONORUM 
ET MALORUM” BY CICERO ARE ALSO REPRODUCED IN THEIR EXACT 
ORIGINAL FORM, ACCOMPANIED BY ENGLISH VERSIONS FROM THE 1914 
TRANSLATION BY H. RACKHAM. IT IS A LONG ESTABLISHED FACT THAT A 
READER WILL BE DISTRACTED BY THE READABLE CONTENT OF A PAGE 
WHEN LOOKING AT ITS LAYOUT. THE POINT OF USING LOREM IPSUM IS 
THAT IT HAS A MORE-OR-LESS NORMAL DISTRIBUTION OF LETTERS, AS 
OPPOSED TO USING ‘CONTENT HERE, CONTENT HERE', MAKING IT LOOK 
LIKE READABLE ENGLISH. MANY DESKTOP PUBLISHING PACKAGES 
AND WEB PAGE EDITORS NOW USE LOREM IPSUM AS THEIR DEFAULT 
MODEL TEXT, AND A SEARCH FOR ‘LOREM IPSUM’ WILL UNCOVER 
MANY WEB SITES STILL IN THEIR INFANCY. VARIOUS VERSIONS HAVE 
EVOLVED OVER THE YEARS, SOMETIMES BY ACCIDENT, SOMETIMES ON 
PURPOSE (INJECTED HUMOUR AND THE LIKE). THERE ARE MANY VARIA-
TIONS OF PASSAGES OF LOREM IPSUM AVAILABLE, BUT THE MAJORITY 
HAVE SUFFERED ALTERATION IN SOME FORM, BY INJECTED HUMOUR, 
OR RANDOMISED WORDS WHICH DON'T LOOK EVEN SLIGHTLY BELIEVA-
BLE. IF YOU ARE GOING TO USE A PASSAGE OF LOREM IPSUM, YOU 
NEED TO BE SURE THERE ISN'T ANYTHING EMBARRASSING HIDDEN IN 
THE MIDDLE OF TEXT. ALL THE LOREM IPSUM GENERATORS ON THE IN-
TERNET TEND TO REPEAT PREDEFINED CHUNKS AS NECESSARY, MAKING 
THIS THE FIRST TRUE GENERATOR ON THE INTERNET. IT USES A DICTION-
ARY OF OVER 200 LATIN WORDS, COMBINED WITH A HANDFUL OF 
MODEL SENTENCE STRUCTURES, TO GENERATE LOREM IPSUM WHICH 
LOOKS REASONABLE. THE GENERATED LOREM IPSUM IS THEREFORE AL-
WAYS FREE FROM REPETITION, INJECTED HUMOUR, OR NON-CHARAC-
TERISTIC WORDS ETC. CONTRARY TO POPULAR BELIEF, LOREM IPSUM 
IS NOT SIMPLY RANDOM TEXT. IT HAS ROOTS IN A PIECE OF CLASSICAL 
LATIN LITERATURE FROM 45 BC, MAKING IT OVER 2000 YEARS OLD. 
RICHARD MCCLINTOCK, A LATIN PROFESSOR AT HAMPDEN-SYDNEY 
COLLEGE IN VIRGINIA, LOOKED UP ONE OF THE MORE OBSCURE LATIN 
WORDS, CONSECTETUR, FROM A LOREM IPSUM PASSAGE, AND GOING 
THROUGH THE CITES OF THE WORD IN CLASSICAL LITERATURE, DIS-
COVERED THE UNDOUBTABLE SOURCE. LOREM IPSUM COMES FROM 
SECTIONS 1.10.32 AND 1.10.33 OF “DE FINIBUS BONORUM ET MALORUM” 
(THE EXTREMES OF GOOD AND EVIL) BY CICERO, WRITTEN IN 45 BC. THIS 
BOOK IS A TREATISE ON THE THEORY OF ETHICS, VERY POPULAR DURING 
THE RENAISSANCE. THE FIRST LINE OF LOREM IPSUM, “LOREM IPSUM DO-
LOR SIT AMET”, COMES FROM A LINE IN SECTION 1.10.32. THE STANDARD 
CHUNK OF LOREM IPSUM USED SINCE THE 1500S IS REPRODUCED BE-
LOW FOR THOSE INTERESTED. SECTIONS 1.10.32 AND 1.10.33 FROM “DE 
FINIBUS BONORUM ET MALORUM” BY CICERO ARE ALSO REPRODUCED 
IN THEIR EXACT ORIGINAL FORM, ACCOMPANIED BY ENGLISH VERSIONS 
FROM THE 1914 TRANSLATION BY H. RACKHAM. IT IS A LONG ESTAB-
LISHED FACT THAT A READER WILL BE DISTRACTED BY THE READABLE 
CONTENT OF A PAGE WHEN LOOKING AT ITS LAYOUT. THE POINT OF US-
ING LOREM IPSUM IS THAT IT HAS A MORE-OR-LESS NORMAL DISTRIBU-
TION OF LETTERS, AS OPPOSED TO USING ‘CONTENT HERE, CONTENT 
HERE’, MAKING IT LOOK LIKE READABLE ENGLISH. MANY DESKTOP PUB-
LISHING PACKAGES AND WEB PAGE EDITORS NOW USE LOREM IPSUM 
AS THEIR DEFAULT MODEL TEXT, AND A SEARCH FOR ‘LOREM IPSUM’ 
WILL UNCOVER MANY WEB SITES STILL IN THEIR INFANCY. VARIOUS 
VERSIONS HAVE EVOLVED OVER THE YEARS, SOMETIMES BY ACCIDENT, 
SOMETIMES ON PURPOSE (INJECTED HUMOUR AND THE LIKE). THERE 
ARE MANY VARIATIONS OF PASSAGES OF LOREM IPSUM AVAILABLE, 
BUT THE MAJORITY HAVE SUFFERED ALTERATION IN SOME FORM, BY 

CONTRARY TO POPULAR BELIEF, LOREM IP-
SUM IS NOT SIMPLY RANDOM TEXT. IT HAS 
ROOTS IN A PIECE OF CLASSICAL LATIN LIT-
ERATURE FROM 45 BC, MAKING IT OVER 
2000 YEARS OLD. RICHARD MCCLINTOCK, A 
LATIN PROFESSOR AT HAMPDEN-SYDNEY 
COLLEGE IN VIRGINIA, LOOKED UP ONE OF 
THE MORE OBSCURE LATIN WORDS, CON-
SECTETUR, FROM A LOREM IPSUM PASSAGE, 
AND GOING THROUGH THE CITES OF THE 
WORD IN CLASSICAL LITERATURE, DISCOV-
ERED THE UNDOUBTABLE SOURCE. LOREM 
IPSUM COMES FROM SECTIONS 1.10.32 AND 
1.10.33 OF “DE FINIBUS BONORUM ET 
MALORUM” (THE EXTREMES OF GOOD AND 
EVIL) BY CICERO, WRITTEN IN 45 BC. THIS 
BOOK IS A TREATISE ON THE THEORY OF ETH-
ICS, VERY POPULAR DURING THE RENAIS-
SANCE. THE FIRST LINE OF LOREM IPSUM, 
“LOREM IPSUM DOLOR SIT AMET”, COMES 
FROM A LINE IN SECTION 1.10.32. THE STAND-
ARD CHUNK OF LOREM IPSUM USED SINCE 
THE 1500S IS REPRODUCED BELOW FOR 
THOSE INTERESTED. SECTIONS 1.10.32 AND 
1.10.33 FROM “DE FINIBUS BONORUM ET 
MALORUM” BY CICERO ARE ALSO REPRO-
DUCED IN THEIR EXACT ORIGINAL FORM, AC-
COMPANIED BY ENGLISH VERSIONS FROM 
THE 1914 TRANSLATION BY H. RACKHAM. IT IS 
A LONG ESTABLISHED FACT THAT A READER 
WILL BE DISTRACTED BY THE READABLE 
CONTENT OF A PAGE WHEN LOOKING AT ITS 
LAYOUT. THE POINT OF USING LOREM IPSUM 
IS THAT IT HAS A MORE-OR-LESS NORMAL 
DISTRIBUTION OF LETTERS, AS OPPOSED TO 
USING ‘CONTENT HERE, CONTENT HERE’, 
MAKING IT LOOK LIKE READABLE ENGLISH. 
MANY DESKTOP PUBLISHING PACKAGES 
AND WEB PAGE EDITORS NOW USE LOREM 
IPSUM AS THEIR DEFAULT MODEL TEXT, AND 
A SEARCH FOR ‘LOREM IPSUM’ WILL UNCOV-
ER MANY WEB SITES STILL IN THEIR INFANCY. 
VARIOUS VERSIONS HAVE EVOLVED OVER 
THE YEARS, SOMETIMES BY ACCIDENT, SOME-
TIMES ON PURPOSE (INJECTED HUMOUR 
AND THE LIKE). THERE ARE MANY VARIATIONS 
OF PASSAGES OF LOREM IPSUM AVAILABLE, 

CONTRARY TO POPULAR BELIEF, LOREM IPSUM IS NOT 
SIMPLY RANDOM TEXT. IT HAS ROOTS IN A PIECE OF CLAS-
SICAL LATIN LITERATURE FROM 45 BC, MAKING IT OVER 
2000 YEARS OLD. RICHARD MCCLINTOCK, A LATIN PRO-
FESSOR AT HAMPDEN-SYDNEY COLLEGE IN VIRGINIA, 
LOOKED UP ONE OF THE MORE OBSCURE LATIN WORDS, 
CONSECTETUR, FROM A LOREM IPSUM PASSAGE, AND GO-
ING THROUGH THE CITES OF THE WORD IN CLASSICAL LIT-
ERATURE, DISCOVERED THE UNDOUBTABLE SOURCE. LO-
REM IPSUM COMES FROM SECTIONS 1.10.32 AND 1.10.33 
OF “DE FINIBUS BONORUM ET MALORUM” (THE EXTREMES 
OF GOOD AND EVIL) BY CICERO, WRITTEN IN 45 BC. THIS 
BOOK IS A TREATISE ON THE THEORY OF ETHICS, VERY POP-
ULAR DURING THE RENAISSANCE. THE FIRST LINE OF LO-
REM IPSUM, “LOREM IPSUM DOLOR SIT AMET”, COMES FROM 
A LINE IN SECTION 1.10.32. THE STANDARD CHUNK OF LO-
REM IPSUM USED SINCE THE 1500S IS REPRODUCED BE-
LOW FOR THOSE INTERESTED. SECTIONS 1.10.32 AND 
1.10.33 FROM “DE FINIBUS BONORUM ET MALORUM” BY 
CICERO ARE ALSO REPRODUCED IN THEIR EXACT ORIGI-
NAL FORM, ACCOMPANIED BY ENGLISH VERSIONS FROM 
THE 1914 TRANSLATION BY H. RACKHAM. IT IS A LONG ES-
TABLISHED FACT THAT A READER WILL BE DISTRACTED BY 
THE READABLE CONTENT OF A PAGE WHEN LOOKING AT 
ITS LAYOUT. THE POINT OF USING LOREM IPSUM IS THAT IT 
HAS A MORE-OR-LESS NORMAL DISTRIBUTION OF LET-
TERS, AS OPPOSED TO USING ‘CONTENT HERE, CONTENT 
HERE’, MAKING IT LOOK LIKE READABLE ENGLISH. MANY 
DESKTOP PUBLISHING PACKAGES AND WEB PAGE EDI-
TORS NOW USE LOREM IPSUM AS THEIR DEFAULT MODEL 
TEXT, AND A SEARCH FOR ‘LOREM IPSUM’ WILL UNCOVER 
MANY WEB SITES STILL IN THEIR INFANCY. VARIOUS VER-
SIONS HAVE EVOLVED OVER THE YEARS, SOMETIMES BY 
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 CONTRARY TO POPULAR BELIEF, LOREM 
IPSUM IS NOT SIMPLY RANDOM TEXT. IT HAS ROOTS IN A 
PIECE OF CLASSICAL LATIN LITERATURE FROM 45 BC, 
MAKING IT OVER 2000 YEARS OLD. RICHARD MCCLIN-
TOCK, A LATIN PROFESSOR AT HAMPDEN-SYDNEY COL-
LEGE IN VIRGINIA, LOOKED UP ONE OF THE MORE OB-
SCURE LATIN WORDS, CONSECTETUR, FROM A LOREM 
IPSUM PASSAGE, AND GOING THROUGH THE CITES OF 
THE WORD IN CLASSICAL LITERATURE, DISCOVERED 
THE UNDOUBTABLE SOURCE. LOREM IPSUM COMES 
FROM SECTIONS 1.10.32 AND 1.10.33 OF “DE FINIBUS 
BONORUM ET MALORUM” ( THE EXTREMES OF GOOD AND 
EVIL) BY CICERO, WRITTEN IN 45 BC. THIS BOOK IS A 
TREATISE ON THE THEORY OF ETHICS, VERY POPULAR 

CONTRARY TO POPULAR BELIEF, LOREM IPSUM IS NOT SIMPLY RANDOM TEXT. IT 
HAS ROOTS IN A PIECE OF CLASSICAL LATIN LITERATURE FROM 45 BC, MAKING 
IT OVER 2000 YEARS OLD. RICHARD MCCLINTOCK, A LATIN PROFESSOR AT 
HAMPDEN-SYDNEY COLLEGE IN VIRGINIA, LOOKED UP ONE OF THE MORE OB-
SCURE LATIN WORDS, CONSECTETUR, FROM A LOREM IPSUM PASSAGE, AND 
GOING THROUGH THE CITES OF THE WORD IN CLASSICAL LITERATURE, DISCOV-
ERED THE UNDOUBTABLE SOURCE. LOREM IPSUM COMES FROM SECTIONS 1.10.32 
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A2-TYPE is an online foundry and type design consultancy 
founded by Scott Williams and Henrik Kubel (members of 
AGI, Alliance Graphique Internationale), dedicated to the 
craft of contemporary typeface design. Our ever-growing 
library now includes more than 100 unique fonts created 
over the past 20 years. Since launching A2-TYPE in 2010, 
we have collaborated with leading design companies and 
global clients to create bespoke typefaces for their brands. 
Our fonts are engineered to work seamlessly across all 
platforms and to  perform exceptionally in print, on screen, 
and for broadcast. A2-TYPE has been recognised with 
typeface design awards from TDC in New York, Graphis, 
D&AD, and Tokyo Type Directors Club, which awarded 
us the prestigious Grand Prix for our design of the New 
York Times Magazine custom fonts. All fonts are available 
exclusively from A2-TYPE. Trial fonts are available for 
existing customers.

Please note: We do not sell 
or license our fonts through 
resellers.

Please get in touch if you 
would like to commission 
a custom typeface or rework 
one of our existing designs. 
We have over twenty years’ 
experience working across 
all sectors.

info@a2-type.co.uk
+44 (0)20 7739 4249
Social: a2_type 
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