
In the 18th century, Russian culture and society underwent a dramatic shift. 
Aiming to modernize the country, the emperor Peter Alekseevich completely 
reformed the state –  its army, governance, economy, and culture. That in-
cluded the reform of the alphabet and its identity, which resulted in traditional 
Cyrillic alphabet going obsolete. 

To develop the reformed Cyrillic alphabet, the emperor commissioned Dutch 
masters from the printing presses in Amsterdam. Then, Grazhdanskii Shrift 
(Civil Font) has been developed from the sketches made by the Emperor him-
self.¹ The new font was a mix between shapes taken from Latin scripts and 
directly transferred to the Cyrillic alphabet and designs based on the roman 
type (or Dutch Antiqua). The mindset behind the alterations was to copy the 
foreign original in Cyrillic, without the intention to develop a radically new set 
of Cyrillic characters.²

“The Cyrillic type is far too overloaded with accents… abbreviations 
[over-written signs, titlos]. neither Vyaz³, with solemn decorativeness, nor 
these over-written elements help legibility. the individual letters of the Cyrillic 
type stop the line and do not merge into a word…”⁴. Developing Cyrillic font 
into a metal casted type has shifted the role of the book in Russian society, 
making books more accessible. Moving from old forms to the new, clear and 
legible type created a cultural link with progressive (as opposed to the pre-re-
form Russia) Europe. The new typeface was used in the first Russian news-
paper Vedomosti, the first textbook Geometria and a significant number of 
geographical maps, all of which went to print soon after the font was devel-
oped. The new “westernized” type led to the huge stylistic and ideological gap 
between the two languages.  
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As a Russian-born Netherlands-based type designer, I always felt both relat-
ed to and distant towards the traditional identity of Cyrillic writing, looking 
at it either as valuable cultural heritage or an outdated visual language. In 
present-day Russia, Poluustav (Semi-uncial), the pre-reform Cyrillic book 
writing, is strongly associated with religious journalism and is often used in 
grocery shop signboards. It is also widely used by Slavic nationalist groups. 
More often than not the use of this font is an ideological choice, which keeps 
it in the past and suppresses further development. 

The interest in the own country’s folk art in early 20th century Russia inspired 
the creative community to study traditional Cyrillic typeface, influencing book 
design, graphic arts and theatrical production.  Ivan Y. Bilibin (1 6 August 
1876 – 7 February 1942) has extensively evolved traditional writing by imple-
menting it in his work, revealing the national ornaments and the character of 
Old Russia. I most value his typographic work in which Bilibin relied on the 
pre-reformed type, practicing and experimenting with particularities of tra-
ditional Cyrillic font styles. In 1900 Bilibin and other members of the ‘World of 
art’ (Mir Iskusstva) group got commissioned by the state to create artworks 
to represent Russia at the Paris World’s Fair.  This newfound attention to old 
Cyrillic type helped to base the national identity on the pre-reform visual lan-
guage. Inspired the work of  Ivan Yakovlevich  Bilibin, I am naming this typeface 
after him.  

Cyrillic and Latin scripts of Bilibin typeface were designed simultaneously, 
interweaving the constructed roman type with Poluustav letterforms, figu-
rative descenders of Skoropis’ (Semi-cursive) and the elements of Civil Font. 
Through merging asynchronous elements, this font attempts to build the 
bridge between multiple lingual identities of Cyrillic visual language.
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1. The Petrine Revolution in Russian Culture, James Cracraft p. 33—41.
2.  The Journal of Typographic Research Volume III, Number 4, October 1969. p.321 The Genesis of Russian Grazh-
danskii Shrift or Civil Type—Part 1. Ivan L. Kaldor  
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Slavic Paleography and Early Russian Printing (unpublished doctoral dissertation; University of Chicago, 1967) 
introduced the term “interlaced writing”. Early Slavic printers as a rule followed the MS traditions and added the 
black band of viaz’ to the initial pages of their chapters.
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 Ivan Yakovlevich Bilibin (16 August 1876 – 7 February 1942) was a Russian illustrator and 
stage designer who took part in the Mir iskusstva, contributed to the Ballets Russes, co-founded 
the Union of Russian Painters and from 1937 was a member of the Artists' Union of the USSR. Ivan 
Bilibin gained popularity with his illustrations to Russian folk tales and Slavic folklore. His work was 
throughout his career inspired by the art and culture of Old Russia.[1]
 Ivan Bilibin was born in Tarkhovka, a suburb of St. Petersburg. He studied in 1898 at Anton 
Ažbe Art School in Munich, where he was heavily influenced by Art Nouveau and the German satirical 
journal Simplicissimus,[2] and then under Ilya Repin in St. Petersburg.[3] After graduating in May 1901 
he went to Munich, where he completed his training with the painter Anton Ažbe.[citation needed]
In the period 1902 to 1904,[citation needed] working under the Russian Museum (Museum of His 
Imperial Majesty Alexander III) he traveled to the Vologda, Olonetsk and Arkhangelsk Governorates, 
performing ethnographic research, and examining examples of Russian wooden architecture.[4] He 
published his findings in the monograph Folk Arts of the Russian North in 1904. Old Russian art had 
a great influence on his works. Another influence on his art was traditional Japanese prints and 
Renaissance woodcuts.[5][6]
After the formation of the artists' association Mir Iskusstva, where he was an active member, 
his entry into the newspaper and book graphics scene began with a commission for the design of 
magazine Mir Iskusstva in 1899, later contributing essays on Russian Folk art.[7] Artistic design of 
other magazines such as Dog Rose (Шиповник) and expenditure of the Moscow publishing house 
followed. Bilibin gained renown in 1899, when he released his illustrations of Russian fairy tales. 
During the Russian Revolution of 1905, he drew revolutionary cartoons, especially for the magazine 

 Ivan Yakovlevich Bilibin (16 August 1876 – 7 
February 1942) was a Russian illustrator and stage 
designer who took part in the Mir iskusstva, contributed 
to the Ballets Russes, co-founded the Union of Russian 
Painters and from 1937 was a member of the Artists' 
Union of the USSR. Ivan Bilibin gained popularity with 
his illustrations to Russian folk tales and Slavic folklore. 
His work was throughout his career inspired by the art 
and culture of Old Russia.[1]
 Ivan Bilibin was born in Tarkhovka, a suburb of 
St. Petersburg. He studied in 1898 at Anton Ažbe Art 
School in Munich, where he was heavily influenced 

 Ivan Yakovlevich Bilibin (16 
August 1876 – 7 February 1942) 
was a Russian illustrator and 
stage designer who took part in 
the Mir iskusstva, contributed 
to the Ballets Russes, co-
founded the Union of Russian 
Painters and from 1937 was a 
member of the Artists' Union 
of the USSR. Ivan Bilibin gained 
popularity with his illustrations 
to Russian folk tales and 
Slavic folklore. His work was 
throughout his career inspired 
by the art and culture of Old 

10 pt

18 pt

32 pt



Copyright © 2019 by Inna Kochkina. All rights reserved. No part of the typefaces may be reproduced in any form or distributed by any means without permission.

 Ivan Yakovlevich Bilibin (16 August 1876 – 7 
February 1942) was a Russian illustrator and 
stage designer who took part in the Mir iskusstva, 
contributed to the Ballets Russes, co-founded the 
Union of Russian Painters and from 1937 was a 
member of the Artists' Union of the USSR. Ivan 
Bilibin gained popularity with his illustrations to 
Russian folk tales and Slavic folklore. His work 
was throughout his career inspired by the art and 
culture of Old Russia.[1]
 Ivan Bilibin was born in Tarkhovka, a suburb 

42 pt



Copyright © 2019 by Inna Kochkina. All rights reserved. No part of the typefaces may be reproduced in any form or distributed by any means without permission.

@cu*e
to}gh?

245 pt



Copyright © 2019 by Inna Kochkina. All rights reserved. No part of the typefaces may be reproduced in any form or distributed by any means without permission.

 Иван́ Я́ковлевич Били́бин — русский художник, книжный иллюстратор и театральный  
 оформитель, участник объединения «Мир искусства».
 Родился 4 (16) августа 1876 года в посёлке Тар́ховка Сестрорецка, (близ Петербурга), в 
семье военно-морского врача Якова Ивановича Билибина[5].
В 1888 году поступил в Первую Санкт-Петербургскую классическую гимназию, которую 
окончил с серебряной медалью в 1896 году. В 1900 году окончил юридический факультет Санкт-
Петербургского университета. В 1895—1898 годах занимался в рисовальной школе Общества 
поощрения художеств. В 1898 году два месяца учился в мастерской художника Антона Ашбе 
в Мюнхене. Несколько лет (1898—1900 гг.) занимался под руководством Ильи Репина в школе-
мастерской княгини Марии Тенишевой, затем (1900—1904 гг.) под руководством Репина в 
Высшем художественном училище Академии художеств.
Жил преимущественно в Санкт-Петербурге. После образования художественного объединения 
«Мир искусства» становится активным его членом.
В 1899 году Билибин случайно приезжает в деревню Егны Весьегонского уезда Тверской 
губернии. Здесь он впервые создаёт иллюстрации в ставшем впоследствии «билибинском» стиле 
к своей первой книге «Сказка о Иван-царевиче, Жар-птице и о Сером волке».
В 1902, 1903 и 1904 годах Билибин посещает Вологодскую, Олонецкую и Архангельскую губернии, 
куда его командирует этнографический отдел Музея Александра III для изучения деревянной 
архитектуры.
Художественный талант Билибина ярко проявился в его иллюстрациях к русским сказкам и 
былинам, а также в работах над театральными постановками. С 1899 по 1902 годы он создаёт 
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