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Manage your fonts with Fontmatrix

MASTER OF LETTERS

Fontmatrix can simplify font management for web designers, desktop publishers, and others. We'll show you

how it works. BY NATHAN WILLIS

to some Linux users, you could be

met with a raised eyebrow and the
question: “Doesn’t X manage the fonts
automatically?” But when graphic de-
signers and publishers talk about a font
manager, they mean an application that
allows the user to load and unload fonts
selectively from the operating system —
as well as keep track of the font library
and inspect each option and character of
the available fonts. Until recently, there
was no such application for Linux users,
but thankfully, Pierre Marchand’s Font-
matrix [1] is here to fill that gap.

Two basic categories of users will find
Fontmatrix a useful addition to their
desktop. The first is the casual, non-
type-o-phile desktop user who simply
wants a way to shrink down the un-
wieldy Fonts menu in the word proces-
sor and occasionally look for an interest-
ing typeface for use on a special project
- after all, Ubuntu 10.4 ships with more
than 220 font packages, representing
hundreds of individual fonts. Tracking
them without assistance is nearly impos-
sible, and uninstalling and reinstalling
through Synaptic is a waste of time.

The second category is the artist: the
web designer, the desktop publisher, the
illustrator. This type of user might care a
lot more about individual fonts, perhaps
purchasing commercial fonts or down-
loading open fonts via Open Font Library
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[2], or another resource, in search of a
particular letterform for a new site logo
or the text for a booklet. Fontmatrix can
handle both use cases, if you know your
way around.

Fontmatrix is automatically available
to Ubuntu users through the Universe re-
pository. Ubuntu 10.4 Lucid Lynx ships
with version 0.6.99, which is the most
recent release series. It is a Qt-based
app, but runs flawlessly on KDE,
Gnome, and all other desktop environ-
ments. Once you install Fontmatrix, it
will appear in Applications | Graphics.

Finding your Fonts

The main Fontmatrix interface is split
into two halves. The left half offers three
ways to select a font to inspect, and the
right half offers an array of tools to ex-
plore and work with a selected font. The
first time you launch Fontmatrix, it loads
all of the currently installed fonts into its
font browser (a tab at bottom left) and
sort them into an alphabetical list.

By default, Fontmatrix looks for fonts
in the predefined system locations; on
Ubuntu these are listed in the file /etc/
fonts/fonts.conf and include basic fonts
found in /usr/share/fonts/ and /usr/
local/share/fonts/, along with fonts that
come from the X.org project located in
/ust/X11R6/lib/X11/fonts/. You can al-
ways add fonts to your personal collec-
tion by dropping them into your own
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~ /.fonts/ directory, a standard location
that Ubuntu and other Linux distros use,
and where Fontmatrix knows to look.

Additionally, Fontmatrix can load and
inspect font files stored anywhere else
on your computer. If you are download-
ing items that you don’t want to keep
around, you can store them in some pe-
culiar location like /home/username/
projects/newblog/design/. If you open
the File | Import menu option in Fontma-
trix, you can select this directory, and
Fontmatrix will index it along with the
standard font folders.

In the font browser (Figure 1), you ac-
tivate and deactivate each font individu-
ally - or, where applicable, entire “font
families” - by clicking on the checkbox
next to its name. If you can’t recognize
all of the fonts by name, the Previews tab
displays them all rendered in the individ-
ual fonts themselves. Deactivated fonts
disappear from the font menus in all of
the desktop applications, so you can
save screen real estate and load times by
turning off fonts for unneeded lan-
guages, novelty fonts, or wingdings.

This ability to “trim the fat” from your
loaded fonts is the first convenience
Fontmatrix offers; without it, the only
way to load and unload fonts from the
running operating system is through the
command-line tools for Linux’s underly-
ing font loader Fontconfig; even then,
you might have to move files around to
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Figure 1: The Fontmatrix font browser, showing the full font list and

the information tab.

prevent accidental reloading. The point-
and-click feature is orders of magnitude
quicker.

The other two tabs on the left-hand
side offer alternative methods of navigat-
ing through your font library. To assign
tags to your fonts use the Tags tab, after
which you can selectively sort the collec-
tion by tag. The Panose tab offers a more
structured approach: categorizing each
font by its graphical characteristics. The
PANOSE system [3] was devised by Ben-
jamin Bauermeister in the late 1980s and
classifies typefaces by weight, propor-
tion, contrast, stroke variation, and nu-
merous other characteristics. PANOSE is
not limited to computer fonts because it
is based on the shape of the letters them-
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Figure 2: Exploring a font's glyph coverage in Fontmatrix from the

Glyphs tab in the font browser.

selves, and it can even be used to locate
the typeface used in an unknown sample
or to find the nearest match to an un-
available font.

Both tags and PANOSE classification
depend on you putting in some work as-
signing and checking the right labels. If
you do so, you can leverage Fontmatrix’s
search tool at the top left of the font
browser to find fonts that fit a complex
series of requirements. And if you were
crazy enough to install all of those 220-
plus packages mentioned before, you’ll
be glad it is there.

Exploring your Fonts

Locating and activating the fonts you
want is only the beginning. On the right-

Andale Mono Regular - Fontmatrix

! Fontinformation =

~ Al activated
Fonts

ground  # Compare

et | cantarell Regular

|| Andale Mono Regular

ANarmook [1]
Andale Mono [2]
u
T Regular - 2+
AnjalioldLipi [1]
Arab (11
Arial (8]
Arial Black [2]

Balker [1]
Bitstream Charter [4]

Bitstream Vera Sans [4]
Bitstream Vera Sans Mono [4]
Bitstream Vera Serif [2]

Cantarell 4]
Tr Bold
Tr BoldOblique
T Oblique
Tr Regular
Cartwright [1] % Show
Century Schoolbook L [8]
Charis SIL [4]
cmex10 [2]
cmmilo [2]
cmrlo [2]
cmsy10 [2]
Comic Sans MS_[4]

Fill palevioletred
% Points
% Controls

Remove

>

t (U+0074) ¢

Current Font:Andale Mono Reqular ~ Filtered Font(s): 433

Figure 3: Comparing three fonts in the Compare tab. Note that although the shapes are simi-
lar, the three fonts vary considerably in height, width, spacing, and alignment.
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hand side are five tools to help you dig
into the properties and characteristics of
your fonts. The Font Information win-
dow (Figure 2) shows you basic informa-
tion: font type (TrueType, OpenType,
PostScript Type 1), glyph count, Unicode
block coverage, and even copyright and
version information. This information
can help you determine whether you
have the license to use a font only on
screen or in print (as is frequently the
case with commercially purchased
fonts), whether you can embed it in a
PDF document and redistribute it, and, if
it is an open font, whether you can mod-
ify the characters or add missing letters.

Often, the most important facet of a
font is its language coverage. Ubuntu
supports a vast array of alphabets and
writing systems, but sadly, many fonts
encountered “in the wild” supply a lim-
ited set of characters - often Unicode’s
Basic Latin, perhaps with diacritics and
accent marks that make it useful for a
few additional languages. Fontmatrix’s
Glyphs tab allows you to scroll through
the entire glyph table of a selected font.

A drop-down list selector at the top
lets you choose which Unicode block to
examine. You can choose the block that
interests you (e.g., Hiragana, Miscella-
neous Mathematical Symbols-A, or Lin-
ear B) then scroll quickly through the
font browser list on the left, watching
the glyph coverage change to reflect
each font as you go. Also, you can select
a particular glyph and inspect its outline
definition up close or copy selected char-
acters to the clipboard.
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Figure 4: Rendering a block of Lorem ipsum text in the Sample Text window allows you to see
spacing and kerning in actual copy text.

The Compare tab (Figure 3) lets you
inspect the outlines for a particular
glyph in more than one font. Choose any
glyph in the Glyphs tab, then switch to
Compare and click Add - the glyph will
appear in the inspector window. Subse-
quently, you can add other fonts by
choosing them in the browser and add-
ing them. You can set fill colors for each
font separately to clarify which is which
and show the control points and metrics
to further reveal, for example, how far
above and below the baselines different
glyphs reach.

Testing your Fonts

This latter service is particularly helpful
if you are trying to select a font for a par-
ticular glyph - for instance, when choos-
ing a font in which to render your ini-
tials in a monogram. Although this is
certainly helpful, a more common design
problem is choosing a font to use for full
words or large blocks of text. For these
tasks, Fontmatrix provides the Sample
Text and Playground tools.

The Sample Text tab (Figure 4) allows
you to see arbitrary blocks of words ren-
dered in the font of your choosing. You
can enter multiple samples from within
Fontmatrix’s Preferences panel, then
switch between them in the main win-
dow. Fontmatrix does not yet have a
“greeking” or “Lorem ipsum” dummy-
text generator, but you can import
dummy samples from online generators.
The Sample Text pane uses a vertical tab
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bar to provide additional rendering op-
tions, including font sizing, hinting be-
havior, left-to-right/top-to-bottom pro-
gression, and controlling special features
of OpenType fonts - such as ligatures,
contextual alternates, and superscripts.
In contrast to the structured options of
Sample Text, the Playground tab is a
free-form canvas. You can select any font
from the browser, choose a size, and
type directly in the canvas to see how it
looks. In a sense, there is some duplica-
tion in functionality here, and the Play-
ground offers fewer utilities for text ma-
nipulation. However, it does offer one
key difference: the ability to place sam-
ples from different fonts side by side.
This feature has
a very practical
use in design ap-
plications. Often,
when working on
corporate or proj-
ect branding, the
final logotype, let-
terhead, or other
design will incor-
porate more than
one typeface or
more than one
style. Consider the
Red Hat logotype
[4]: the “red” is
rendered in bold,
and the “hat” is
rendered in regu-
lar width. Or look

Default template.

fatiine Regular
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Defauit template (oneliner)

at the Mozilla Labs site [5]: Mozilla
branding uses a particular font, but the
designer needed to find a different font
for “Labs” - ensuring that it was one
that would still look good on the page.
Tasks like these are made considerably
easier, thanks to a tool like Fontmatrix.

The Practical Benefits

If you already do work as a designer, you
stand to gain a lot from employing Font-
matrix in your Linux workflow. As men-
tioned before, you can tag and catego-
rize large font collections then use Font-
matrix to keep active only those that are
relevant to your current project. Fontma-
trix can minimize itself to run in the sys-
tem tray for easy access to activation and
deactivation of the current font set. The
fewer fonts you have loaded at once, the
less memory they will occupy, and the
shorter your Font menu will be in your
other applications.

But if you are a casual user, don’t stop
at merely simplifying your fonts menu.
Consider bringing up Fontmatrix the
next time you refresh your blog or per-
sonal website. Simply choosing a font
outside of the generic Microsoft Core
Fonts can give your pages a subtle but
more appealing edge. That’s true for the
body copy but goes double for the title,
menus, and sidebars.

The same is also true of presentations:
Don’t head to the next conference armed
only with Arial and Times New Roman
and expect to make much of an impres-
sion. Be forewarned, however, that not
all exotic fonts allow embedding into
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Figure 5: Exporting a font book, so you can print type specimens and
examine them at your convenience.



PDF documents, particularly those that
you might post later for public consump-
tion.

The Far Out

Fontmatrix is still under active develop-
ment and is certainly not complete.
Some advanced features are already
available in the current builds under the
Service menu, even though the user in-
terface is not entirely complete or there
are kinks still to be worked out.

For example, Fontmatrix can display
the full TrueType tables for a TrueType
font that show kerning and hinting de-
tails, as well as character-to-glyph map-
pings and other internal structures.
However, it is not yet possible to edit
these tables to tweak your fonts. Also,
you can extract the embedded fonts from
a PDF document, but not all versions of
the PDF standard are supported, and
some options give Fontmatrix trouble.

The program includes an interesting,
fully functional Find a font using raster
sample tool that attempts to match let-
ters from an imported image or screen

grab to fonts in the database. Fontmatrix
only searches through the installed fonts
on your local system, which reduces the
odds of finding the original typeface con-
siderably. Still, it is helpful for finding
the next-best match to a mystery font.

Fontmatrix is also extensible through
the use of Python scripts, and a handful
of scripts are included with the default
Fontmatrix package. One extremely use-
ful script creates a font book (Figure 5)
with samples of each active font on your
system, so you can examine samples at
print quality. This feature is so valuable
that you will find it integrated into the
menu system; just select File | Export
Font Book. With the built-in template or
one of your own creation, you can define
your preferred formatting.

Historically, fonts have not received as
much attention on Linux desktops as
other graphical and design elements -
image collections, widget sets, icons,
and so on. Fontmatrix not only gives you
tools to manage your collection, it also
makes your fonts a more powerful ele-
ment of the operating system. Design
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pros know there is more to the world
than Courier and Helvetica, and the
more people use Fontmatrix, the more
they will see how much the open source
font community has to contribute to the
Linux community. M
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http://fontmatrix.net
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Freedom:

the freedom to run the software as you wish.

Join the FSF as an associate member.
Your donation will support our 20-year-old commitment to community.
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