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Abstract

This paper analyzes the results of the endeavors to expand the Ahnsangsoo
font through various experiments and processes for the last thirty-years.
Ahnsangsoo font is a simple and geometric typeface based on the production
principle of Hunminjeongeum. This font, which was first designed as

an experiment for a Hangeul typeface that was is not restricted by the
traditional square-frame, expanded to numerous areas through continuous
and multiple experiments. I analyzed the expansion process of Ahnsangsoo
font by reflecting on the derivation of the letter family, deconstruction of the
arrangement, module experiment, and the technological development. The
scope of the study is based on the results of the designer Ahn Sangsoo’s own
experiments. This is to maintain the perspective of the producer throughout
this study. It is rare for a deigns to be extended to such an extent and used for
such a long time as Ahnsangsoo font. The expansion process of Ahnsangsoo
font is a good example for understanding proper attitude towards design

and its sustainability. I hope my analysis of this paper to encourage diverse
discussions on the potential and extensibility of the font.
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1. Introduction

1.1. Background and Purpose of the Study

In the field of visual design, the range that one design is used for an extended
period of time is quite limited. The Ahnsangsoo font, released in 1985, for the
last thirty years made continuous efforts to expand its usage in various ways.
These efforts for expansion continued in the developer’s multiple different
experiments, and succeeded in opening up a variety of possibilities. This
study examines the formative features and meanings of the Ahnsangsoo font
and analyzes its various expanding processes. With this analysis, my paper
also discusses the theme of sustainable design especially from the perspective
of the designer.

1.2. Scope of the Study and Methodology

This study sets its range as centering on the various experimental results
performed by the font designer Ahn Sangsoo. Accordingly, this study first
examines the formative meaning of the font, and then further analyzes

the derivation of its font family, disassembly of the arrangement, module
experiment, and technological development. This process is summarized in
Table [1] as an example of sustainable design.

2. The Meaning of Ahnsangsoo font
The Ahnsangsoo font is a Hangeul typeface designed by Ahn Sangsoo in 1985.
It first appeared in the exhibition poster of the <Hongik Association of Visual
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Designers> in December the same year. It became widely known to the public
as being used in the first issue of «Kwahak DongA» in January 1986. At that
time this font was considered to be somewhat unconventional, as sometimes
receiving sarcastic questions such as “Is this really a letter?” It was because
this font was an attempt to break away from the convention that a Hangeul
font should be designed to fit well within the square frame. Surely there were
previous experiments with similar goals. However, Ahnsangsoo font perhaps
was the only design experiment that became so popular to the public. The
seemingly unconventional simplicity of Ahnsangsoo font is based on the
production principles of Hunminjeongeum.* Hunminjeongeum has the most
simplistic and geometric form as using twenty-four consonant and vowel
universally without modifying their forms. Twenty-four phoneme of vertical
lines, horizontal lines, oblique lines, and circles, form the basis of the font.

Then the letters are created by combining the basic forms into twin consonant,

double vowel, etc. Based on this combination principle, Ahnsangsoo font has
a simple structure as using the same forms for first consonant and ending
consonant and aligning the position of vowel to the center. It then easily
creates 11,172 letters by combining 19 first consonant, 21 vowel, and 27 ending
consonant. [2] This was both a new and familiar approach that deviated from
the convention of designing 11,172 letters individually by modifying the shape,
size, and position of each letter in the square-frame fonts. For this reason
Ahnsangsoo font naturally became the representative of Hangeul fonts which
are out of the square frame, and began its attempts to expand in various ways.
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FETOEER
Min letter of horizontal
combination

MzrdE izt

Min letter of vertical combination

ARG E 2A}

Min letter of mixed combination

EEREE SR
Final consonant letter of
horizontal combination

[2] QMg 23 2.

PEEDERE s
Final consonant letter of
vertical combination

Combination structure of Ahnsangsoo font.

EEEDEE e
Final consonant letter of
mixed combination

1. ¥AF Consonant
2. 24} Vowel

3.4H4 Final consonant
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3. Expansion of Ahnsangsoo Font

3.1. Expansion of the Letter Family

The first extension of Ahnsangsoo font was expanding the letter family. First
developed in 1985, this font was completed in 1991 as a complete set of letters
including Hangeul, Roman letters, numbers, and punctuation marks. Beginning
as a font with one thickness, it later expanded to a font family of three
thicknesses, including letters with thinner and thicker lines. Later in 2006 the
forms of Roman letters and numbers were modified, and in 2012 letters with
very thick and thin lines were further drawn, thus forming the Ahnsangsoo
font family with five different typefaces. In addition, in 2013, a family called
“Round Ahnsangsoo font” was also created by rounding the strokes of the
letters. This round type of font again forms a family of five according to the
thickness. [1-1]

3.2. Deconstruction of the Arrangement

Ahnsangsoo font tried to deconstruct itself by changing the arrangement of
the phonemes, which resulted in the development of Leesang font. Leesang
font was inspired by the avant-garde and surrealist works of the modern
novelist and poet Lee Sang.® It was first published to the public in the Hangeul
Exhibition held by the Ministry of Culture in 1991.* This font reflected the
new attempt to break away from the conventional concept of Hangeul with the
basic principle of syllable based writing. Although there were experiments for
the phonemic writing system done by Joo Sikyung and Choi Hyunbae in early
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[3]v]2A ®& ¥4
The modular method of Myrrh font.

[4] vRie A 25 WAL
The modular method of Mano font.
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1990, they remained at the level of experiment. Around the same time Chang
Bongsun and Cho Jungbo also initiated experiments for phonemic writing
system, but their fonts did not spread as Leesang font. [1-2]

3.3. Module Experiment’

Ahnsangsoo font, as taking the simplistic structure and arrangement for

its production principles, further attempted for the extension of the letter
system by applying various modules to Hangeul. In 1992 the Myrrh font
was published, which generates all the consonant and vowel of Hangeul by
first assembling the square modules of the same length and then stacking
or modifying them.® [3] Moreover, the upgraded version of Myrrh font in
2015 extended the letter family with new forms by applying the concepts of
plane and stereoscopic space. The letters with plane structure include those
applying a maze shape, opening the beginning and end of the stem, or leaving
the outline only. Among those having a three-dimensional structure, some
change the module of phoneme into a rectangular, while others empties the
inner space of the letter. [1-3]

If the Myrrh font takes a modular method using the surface, the Mano
font is a modular method using a line. Mano font, published in 1993, has
the proportional rule in which the lines and circles of constant length and
thickness are repeated. As repeating this process the font produces all
consonant and vowel. [4]
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Group 1 Group 2 Group 3 Group 4 Group 5 Group 6 Group 7

Group 8-1 Group 8-2 Group 8-3 Group 8-4 Group 9-1 Group 9-2 Group 9-3
Kerning
1 - 1
E lI é “
1
1
! -
1 1
1 1
-50 Group 1 + Group 6 -80 Group 1 + Group 4
! i
1 1
L AL
1
' 1|
1 J
L' )
] 1
1 1
-60 Group 2 + Group 4 -30 Group 2 + Group 5

[5] drAef &2 1F 7.
The Hangeul Group Kerning of Ahnsangsoo font.
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3.4. Technological Development

When Ahnsangsoo font was first created in 1985, the program used for its
development was the ‘AutoCAD’ which was mainly used for architectural
designs. The familiar poster [1-1] is designed by using this program. Later in
1991, by using the font design program called fontographer, a set of font was
further completed as including English letters and symbols. The upgraded
version of Ahnsangsoo font in 2012 used the technology of ‘Hangeul Group
Kerning’ for the first time in Korea by utilizing a more developed font design
program called ‘Font Lab’ Because of the nature of de-square frame letters,
the phoneme with similar outer shapes were categorized together as a group
and kernings were applied between each group. There were 14 groups with
similar outer shapes, and 107 kerning pairs were set up for those requiring
space adjustment between the letters. All combined, roughly 1.33 million
kerning values were applied. [S] This technology is registered at the Korean
Intellectual Property Office under the name ‘Korean kerning method and
Recording medium on which the program is recorded’. (Registration number:
10-1254729).

4. Conclusion

Some say that Ahnsangsoo font is meaningful only when the original designer
Ahn Sangsoo himself uses it. Surely there is the background that the designer
produced numerous works using the Ahnsangsoo font in various areas. The
Ahnsangsoo font, however, not as a designed art work but as a product for
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everyday use, has penetrated deeply into our lives. Many people started using
this font since it was bundled with the Hangeul program of Hangeul and
Computer in 1991. It became easy to see Ahnsangsoo font used in numerous
street signs, instructions, and book covers. Indeed, the user pool has expanded
from an individual to the public. In the field of visual design, font is perhaps
the only product that can be used for such a long time in various places. The
French font Garamond designed around 1500, for instance, is one of the most
popular and widely-used fonts in the world, even after more than 500 years
from its production. The reason behind this success seems to be the fact

that this font was not designed for a single use but for continuous expansion
according to the users’ needs or even when there is no particular need.
Similarly, Ahnsangsoo font expanded and spread in various ways ever since it
was first created about thirty years ago. The expansion and proliferation of this
font was unbridled, and the freedom for expansion naturally opened up other
possibilities. The characteristic of Ahnsangsoo font, which does not always
pursue something new but continuously improving and refining the existing
ones as actively adjusting to the changes of the time, is one good example with
respect to the sustainability of design. Based on the analysis of this paper, I
expect for active discussions on the sustainability and expandability of design
not only in the field of font but in various realms of design.
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