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Cheltenham is an old style serif typeface, designed in 1896 by 
Bertram Grosvenor Goodhue and Ingalls Kimball for Cheltenham 
Press, a New York publisher. “Chelt,” as practicing typographers 
often called it, is probably one of the most widely known typefaces 
designed in the United States. One of the reasons for Cheltenham’s 
fame—or notoriety—is the fact that for more than a half a century, it 
has been one of the most controversial typefaces. In the post World-
War II era, when its use declined, it became subject of numerous ar-
ticles in printing-trade periodicals, most expressing divided opinions 
on its pedigree as a good letter form or its usefulness as a typeface. 
Daniel Berkeley Updike, an American printer and historian of ty-
pography, wrote: “Owing to certain eccentricities of form, it cannot 
be read comfortably for any length of time. It is, however, an exceed-
ingly handsome letter for ephemeral printing.”1

letter form design

It was Goodhue’s intent to create a book type in which legibility 
would be the dominant element. He therefore designed an alphabet 
of rather monotonous construction, including serifs similar to the 
Clarendon styles of fifty years later. It was in the treatement of as-
cenders and descenders that Goodhue’s premise was most evident. 
Believing the upper half of a line of type is more important for rec-
ognition, he lengthened the ascenders and shortened the descenders 
of the letters. This feature also allowed for economical composition, 
since leading could be dispensed with, even in longer-than-average 
lines. Goodhue’s theory came out of more recent studies of typo-
graphic legibility, but Cheltenham nevertheless was not to become 
a popular typeface for straight-matter composition as employed in 
books and periodicals. Showing influences from the Arts & Crafts 
Movement, it was a display type that would eventually develop its 
reputation through the large number of variants that appeared in the 
next two decades. 

Cheltenham’s Fame

After Goodhue sold the design to the Mergenthaler firm, while re-
taining his right to the single-type version, nearly all typeface suppli-
ers followed. In 1902, American Type Founders (ATF) purchased 
the design and ATF’s chief type designer, Morris Fuller Benton, 
developed it into its final design. By 1915, Benton had cut twenty-
one variations of the original Cheltenham, making its name almost 
a household word, reaching far beyond the confines of the nation’s 
composing rooms. Starting in 1904, the Linotype firm eventu-
ally brought out ten Cheltenham variants, plus special advertising 
figures. The Monotype company followed with fifteen variants, 
Ludow Typograph Company produced thirteen, and a dozen varia-
tions were marketed by the Intertype Corporation. By 1920, every 
American supplier of printing types was producing Cheltenham. It 
was inevitable that its style would dominate the period’s typography. 
Foreign typefounders quickly followed suit, selling Cheltenham un-
der several different names. The English firm Stephenson, Blake 
& Company called it Winchester; English Monotype listed it as 
Gloucester; and a Dresden foundry named it Pfeil Antiqua. 

In 1975, Tony Stan of the International Typeface Corporation 
(ITC), completed a variant of the typeface, which featured a larger 
x-height and improved italic details. In 1993, ITC invited Edward 
Benguiat to produce ITC Cheltenham Handtooled, a set of three 
special display versions in bold weight in regular width with distinc-
tive highlight engraved or “tooled” into the left side of the character 
strokes. Lending a completely new personality to the typeface de-
sign, Benguiat manually created a perfectly proportioned incision 
into the character strokes of every character.2 

Notable Uses

One of the famous first uses of Cheltenham ocurred in 1906, when 
The New York Times used it for the front-page headlines about the 
great San Francisco earthquake. However, Cheltenham was only 
one of several types in the Victorian-looking mix of headline faces.  
In 2003 The New York Times introduced a more unified Chelten-
ham typographic palette for its headlines in the print edition. Tom 
Bodkin, assistant managing editor and design director of The Times, 
who oversaw the changes, engaged typeface designer Matthew Cart-
er to create multiple weights and a heavily condensed width of Chel-
tenham.3 A series of series of how-to books ...for Dummies are set in 
ITC Cheltenham.

Being transferred to the phototypesetting devices, Cheltenham con-
tinues its life in that medium. Undoubtedly, given typography’s ad-
diction to type trends, Cheltenham will have its ups and downs, but 
whenever a vigorous, legible display face is needed, Chelt will prove 
as useful as ever.
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