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Tutorial [illustration, opposite page] Nik Ainley, www.shinybinary.com

Design a custom typeface
There may be tens of thousands of fonts out there, but that doesn’t mean 
you can’t create your own custom type solution for a unique logo…

T
he advent of DTP and easy-to-use 
applications such as Fontographer has 
seen a massive explosion in the number of 
typefaces available to designers. But the 

sheer quantity of fonts does not guarantee that you’ll 
fi nd the perfect match for the logo you’re designing. 
Why not open Adobe Illustrator and have a stab at 
creating your own font instead? 

The advantages are obvious: there’s no need to use a 
potentially unfamiliar font-creation application such as 

Fontographer or FontLab, because your designs will 
remain as vectors and not become a fully fl edged 
typeface. Secondly, you only need to design a handful 
of characters: the ones appearing in the logo itself. That 
makes it a great introduction to the world of typography 
and you can always extrapolate your creation into a full 
font at a later date, should you choose to.  

Best of all, you’ll be creating something completely 
unique, and, in a world where distinctive corporate 
identities carry a lot of weight, that’s sure to impress 

your client. The fi rst thing you need to do is sit down 
with a blank sheet of paper and a pen...

3
Drag some guides onto your document from the rulers to 
help establish the baseline, x-height (the height of the 

lower case letters) and the width of the stems. If the rulers 
aren’t visible, toggle them on (View>Show Rulers). Then 
choose a vivid stroke colour, such as red, to trace your letters.

4
Set the fi ll of your stroke to none 
in the Tools palette, then identify a 

key character in your design that will 
become the basis of the other characters. 
In this example, we’ve selected the lower 
case ‘u’. We use the Arc tool (usually 
hidden behind the Line Segment tool) to 
follow the curve on the left stem.

5  We swap 
from the Arc 

tool to the Pen 
tool. By hovering 
at the end of the 
deselected line we 
just created, the 
Pen tool’s cursor 
changes to 
indicate that we 
can continue the 
path. We click, 
then hold down 
the Shift key to 
constrain the 
angles to 45 
degrees, and draw 
the next stage 
of the character. 
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Part 1: The fi rst letter 
Create a single key character that will then be the basis for other characters…

6  We use a Bézier curve (by clicking 
and dragging with the Pen tool) to 

create the next curve, then we rejoin the 
path to the beginning of the shape. We 
copy and paste the shape in place (File> 
Paste in Front), then Horizontally refl ect 
the shape by Right-clicking (or Ctrl-
clicking on the Mac) to bring up a menu.

This is a handy tool 
for drawing curves, 
particularly those 
where the control 
points are set at 90 
degrees to each 
other. If you want 
to create more 
complex curves, the 
Pen tool and Bézier 
paths offer a better 
solution. You can 
click and drag the 
Arc tool to create 
curves, or double-
click the tool to 
enter precise 
coordinates.

The Arc tool 

1
The fi rst stage for any new font is the idea. It’s easier, 
faster and more convenient to jot down your ideas in an 

old-school fashion with a pen and paper. It doesn’t matter if 
your drawing skills aren’t up to scratch: it’s the germ of the 
concept you’re after. Scan your favourite design into Photoshop 
and save it in a format that can be placed in Illustrator.

2
Open Adobe Illustrator and create a new RGB document. 
Place the scan of your typeface design onto the 

document (File>Place...) and resize if necessary. Lock the layer 
by clicking the Lock toggle in the Layers palette and create a 
new layer for your artwork.

Expertise provided by Jason Arber, Founder of 
Pixelsurgeon (www.pixelsurgeon.com) and Creative 
Director at design and media agency Children of 
Finland (www.childrenoffi nland.com).

The initial sketch and fi nal Quadff logotype can be 
found on the Computer Arts Projects CD86 in the Disc 
Content\Tutorials\Tutorial Files\Custom type folder.
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1
We move the Illustrator elements closer, give them a fi ll and remove the stroke, 
then hide the Photoshop layer and as can see our fi rst character in all its glory. 

It’s important to get your fi rst letter right because you’ll be using it for the basis of 
the rest of the characters.

2
Time to move on to the lower case ‘a’. We paste a copy 
of the fi rst shape we created over the ‘a’ and vertically 

align it with the lower case ‘u’ (Window>Align) to ensure 
every character shares the same baseline. 

7
We use a combination of the Arc tool and the Path tool 
followed by Refl ection to create the diamond-shaped 

foot of the stem. By turning on Smart Guides you can ensure 
that your paths snap together. Save a copy of the resulting 
shape on a new layer or away from the main artwork.

Part 2: Give me an ‘a’! 
Some minor adjustments can quickly change the shapes you’ve already created into a new character…

Also known as Gothic Script, Black Letter fonts 
have seen a recent resurgence in popularity. 
They have their roots with the calligraphy of 
Western Europe dating from 1150 to 1500, 
although they remained popular in Germany 
until the last century. Fraktur, a style of Black 
Letter font that this logotype is based on, 
originates with the Holy Roman Empire of 1500 
when it was designed as a typeface for books.

Black Letter fonts 

The fi rst letter continued…
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4
The result is a ‘c’ shape that can be adjusted with the 
Direct Selection tool and the Pen tool. We delete 

segments of the path where necessary and rebuild them using 
the Arc tool. Our new design deviates slightly from the sketch.

5
As with the lower case ‘u’, we fi ll the shapes and hide the 
sketch layer to get a sense of how the font is progressing. 

In this case, the top arch needed to be made narrower to 
maintain the black letter calligraphic feel. 

8
You might 
fi nd you end 

up with two paths 
which you then 
need to join. 
There’s an easy 
way to do this: 
simply select the 
two path control 
points you want to 
link and use the 
Join command by 
going to the 
Object menu 
and selecting 
Path>Join.

9
We copy and paste the shape and rotate it 180 degrees 
(Object>Transform>Rotate) to create the second stem of 

the lower case ‘u’. It’s modifi ed to match the underlying sketch.

3
We use the Knife tool to slice the shape in half (holding 
down the Shift key to avoid a wobbly cut) then select the 

top half and Refl ect it vertically by Right/Ctrl-clicking on the 
shape and selecting Transform>Refl ect. 
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1
Taking a copy of the lower case ‘a’ 
and Refl ecting it horizontally 

demonstrates how quickly and easily a 
lower case ‘d’ can be created. We use 
the Knife tool to cut through stems and 
extend and trim them as required.

2
The scooped 
bottom of the 

‘d’ doesn’t feel 
quite right, so we 
copy the shape 
and convert it 
to a guide 
(View>Guide>
Make Guides). 
This will, in effect, 
create rulers in the 
shape of our letter, 
to which we can 
snap paths. Then 
we paste the 
copied letter 
in place by 
selecting File> 
Paste in Front. 

3  We remove extraneous control 
points with the Delete Anchor 

Points tool, part of the Pen tools, and 
then use the Convert Anchor Point tool 
and the Direct Selection tool to reshape 
the bottom of the glyph with a sweep –
more in keeping with the original design.

When creating 
logotype glyphs, 
one of the most 
useful tools in 
Illustrator’s arsenal 
is the Pathfi nder 
palette. You can 
temporarily join 
different shapes and 
treat them as a 
single whole using 
the ‘Add to shape 
area’ command, 
subsequently using 
the Expand 
command to 
permanently fuse 
shapes together. 

Pathfi nder
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Part 3: ‘D’ is for design
The more glyphs and components you build, the quicker it is to create new characters…

Part 4: ‘F’ is for fi nal steps 
With the lower case characters almost complete, it’s time to tackle the upper case ‘Q’… 

1
The lower 
case ‘f’ is a 

breeze to create 
after the other 
letters. We use our 
old friend the Arc 
tool to create the 
dagger descender 
and a trimmed 
section from the 
fi rst shape we 
created for the 
letter’s top 
fl ourish, vertically 
aligning it with 
the ascender 
of the ‘d’.

2
Next we duplicate the ‘f’ to create a double-‘f’ ligature. We copy the ‘d’ and 
use the lower bowl shape as the basis for the upper case ‘Q’. The Knife tool is 

used to split the shape horizontally and we copy the bottom half and rotate it by 
180 degrees. These sections are joined together using the Pathfi nder palette and the 
shape is then split vertically to extend the shape horizontally. 

3
The biggest 
deviation 

from the original 
sketch comes with 
the tail of the ‘Q’. 
Using a trimmed 
section from the 
fi rst shape – like 
the fl ourish of the 
‘f’ – seemed to fi t 
nicely on the 
bottom cusp of the 
‘Q’. Remember, if 
it works and it 
looks good, how 
can it be wrong? 
Fuse the parts 
with the 
Pathfi nder tools 
and your custom 
logotype is now 
complete.

4
For the purposes of this tutorial, we’ve only created the fi ve different 
letterforms shown above. The great thing about creating a custom logotype is 

that you only need to build the letters you want to use. Having said that, if you think 
your letterforms could be expanded into a full font set, you can always take your 
creation into Fontographer or FontLab for further development.  ca p  
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