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About me

» Not a typographer
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About me

» Not a typographer

» Not a designer
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About me

» Not a typographer
» Not a designer

- Not Native American nor an expert in
their writing systems
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About me

» Not a typographer
» Not a designer

- Not Native American nor an expert in
their writing systems

» What I have is a story



Glyp

GWY bt "

q
R
B
Y

{)

O &

H



9 CWY abhA

h

GV



2002



Sean M. Burke

Programmer / Linguist



dean’s project

* A Handbook of the Cherokee Verb

» Complained his eyes were bleeding



The “traditional” Cherokee font
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Legible font for Cherokee?

« How hard could that be?

* (audience?)



Uneven color

s 104

7 can back this, no problem



Variety of forms

OV GOS

theres definitely definitely definitely no logic



Distinguished by terminals

AA
N,

you have got to be kidding me




Nearly identical glyphs
WW
RR



Legible font for Cherokee?

« How hard could that be?

* (audience?)

* In 2002... no references, nothing on the
web, few books available



How did this even happen?



18I0



Sequoyah (-1770-1843)
Inventor of Cherokee Syllabary



Unparalleled genius



Samuel Worcester (1798-1859)
Missionary to Cherokee, arranged for typesetting



Random guy
with access to
Western technology
and resources
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Parents & Visitors

SOUTH ENTRANCE
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Cherokee Central Schools
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Not treated as a writing system

- A little more like hieroglyphics
» Ceremonial, associated with tradition
» Difhculties perceived as features

» Can we help make it more usable?



Time out

Who has the right to do that?



Rules for nkCherokee

Glyphs could not be distinguished by:

* variations in weight

» presence or absence of stroke terminal
» type of terminal (ball versus serif)

» anything too subtle to see in a font at
reduced size



Rules for nkCherokee

Style
» Monoline, based on Microsoft’s Verdana
»  With slab serifs if absolutely required

- Subtle differences avoided; exaggerate!



Rules for nkCherokee
Recognizability
* Any glyph should be immediately

recognizable to a literate Cherokee
person



Method: Handwritten texts

» Use them to understand the “essence”
of the letter as they are used
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More unity of form

OGS
OL&IAG VS




Distinguished by
terminals shape

Ad O
A1 QU




Easier to distinguish glyphs
WW RR
WW RR




Success

“The typeface chosen for the syllabary
is an easy-to-read sans serif font, much
more inviting than the commonly used
intricate characters...”

International Journal of American Linguistics - Volume 72, Issue 2, April 2006, pp. 285-287; A Handbook of
the Cherokee Verb: A Preliminary Study (Feeling, Kopris, Lachler, and van Tuyl).



Spooky postscript
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Sequoyah’s orzgznal designs
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From 1810 tOo 2002

2 H 2P

Back to the future?




Sequoyah
handwritten
18097

digital tracing
of 1810

typesetting

nkCherokee

2002

W RE
WW RR
WW RR




Reproducing, too soon?

* Sequoyah lived in a time soon after
mechanical reproduction

» All mistakes preserved forever

* No evolution
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Prettier fonts,
but it took a while

DRTSiSORYAJELPAIT
&WIPGMAPOIHIYOt:GNR
ZAOLOPN*DEUR4bEERL
WSLAAVSO&SLLCYPPCV I
KICGQIOVIBDBVIAGB
(123456789) {};!&? AaBbCc

Digoweli (Chris Harvey, languagegeek.com)



Two paradigms for design?

* Oracular: forms from trained designer
* Integrity of form
* Prescriptive

» Created at a point in time



Two paradigms for design?

* Vernacular: derived from use
» Bricolage
* Descriptive

« Evolves over time



» Have we lost something in shifting from
vernacular to oracular design?

» Is there any way to recapture the
vernacular in our processes today?



