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The alphabet looks settled, a neat procession from A to Z. But that order hides centuries of invention, exile, improvisation, and craft. Each letter carries its own survival story. Some are dramatic, some subtle, but together they form a lineage far less tidy than the row of symbols suggests.
Take G, for example—the only letter we can pin to a single person and a single moment. In 250 B.C., Spurius Carvilius Ruga created it, replacing Z in the seventh position and shoving that older letter to the end of the line. Rarely do we see invention so clearly stamped into the alphabet.
M began as the Egyptian pictograph for water, and for centuries its wave shape flowed easily. Yet in the medieval period it nearly vanished altogether. Scribes often replaced the full letter with a simple line over the previous character. The letter we use to measure type—the “em”—was once on the verge of erasure.
R has always carried weight. From its Phoenician root resh, meaning “head,” you can still see the outline of a profile if you flip the letter. But R is also the most difficult letter for designers to draw. Its tail must join the bowl before the bowl completes its connection to the stem, a delicate sequence that makes or breaks its stability. It is both symbol of leadership and typographic headache.
Some letters don’t stand alone but instead blur into families. U, V, W, and Y all trace back to the Phoenician waw. The Romans blurred U and V into one form, leaving context to determine pronunciation. Anglo-Saxons doubled the V to create W, while English scribes leaned on Y when I risked disappearing in the shadows of m, n, or u. What looks settled now was once a tangle of improvisations.
And then there is Z. In Phoenician it was zayin, a dagger. The Romans dropped it, then grudgingly restored it for Greek loanwords. Because it had no place in their native tongue, they exiled it to the end of the alphabet. A weapon turned afterthought—always present, never central.
Other letters have quieter stories. N, for instance, does not dazzle with drama, but its width defines the “en space.” Every block of text breathes at the measure of N, though few readers ever know it.
T once stood as the mark of the illiterate. Those who could not write their names would scratch a simple cross, a taw, in place of a signature. That same letter later became a symbol of beginnings and endings, the last of the Hebrew alphabet and paired with alpha in the Christian promise: “I am the Alpha and the Omega.”
S was a sword in Egypt, barbed wire in Phoenicia, and finally a curve of elegance in Rome. For typographers it is both torment and joy—the most admired, the most abused. Slightly off balance, it looks clumsy. Drawn well, it may be the most beautiful letter in the set.
Y is the outsider, never quite at home. Imported from the Greek upsilon, it had no true Latin sound. Later, scribes used it as a workaround for I, when clarity demanded a taller stroke. It has always been provisional, improvising its way into permanence.
And finally Q, born from the Phoenician qoph, meaning monkey. Its tail, once imagined as the curve of a dangling limb, became the typographic flourish by which entire typefaces are recognized. No other letter so quietly declares the hand of its designer.
Together these ten letters—G, M, R, U/V/W/Y, Z, N, T, S, Y, and Q—show that the alphabet is not a frozen system but a living record of conflict, compromise, and craft. Some letters bear the scars of exile, others the pride of invention. Some whisper their influence in spacing and proportion, others announce themselves in bold tails and curves. We inherit them as if they were inevitable, but they are anything but.
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