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1980-85
The subway went deeper into Etobicoke
and Scarborough with the Kipling/Kennedy 
extensions; both stations used mostly Univers 

and later Helvetica for signs. The 
Scarborough Rapid Transit (RT), which opened 
in 1985, began to use Helvetica for station 

names and some signs. A progression towards 
the use of Helvetica is emerging for future 
rapid transit expansions in the city.

KIPLING/KENNEDY EXTENSION
SCARBOROUGH RT

2002 The Sheppard Subway is the 21st century 
counterpart of the Spadina Subway with cues 
from the past - the Toronto Subway font has 

found its way back to the station names, while 
Helvetica is used exclusively for wayfinding 
signs and informational material. A station 

worth noting is Leslie; 17,000 tiles are 
installed in the station’s interior, which bear 
the handwritten words “Sheppard & Leslie.” 
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1987-96
North York Centre Station was built on 
existing subway tunnels between Sheppard 
and Finch stations in 1987, while Downsview 

extended the Spadina Subway further north. 
Similar to the Scaborough RT, North York 
Centre uses Helvetica for its station name and 

Univers for all signs. Downsview Station uses 
Helvetica exclusively, a significant departure 
from the rest of the Spadina Subway.
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The Scarborough Rapid Transit line is 
considered a technologically separate 
entity from the rest of Toronto’s subway 
system. Scarborough Centre Station has 

the largest number of bus routes that 
terminate to the station, hence the route 
signages had to be changed as the city 
grew over the past 20 years.

North York Centre was a long proposed 
station that was originally to be built with 
the North Yonge extension of 1974; had it 
been built beforehand, it would have the 

same architecture and typeface styles used 
on the other four North Yonge stations. 
Downsview Station, on the other hand, was 
a small step in a northern Spadina Subway 

expansion. Its aviation theme is based on 
the fact that the station is near a former air 
force base. The huge vaulted platform 
remind passengers of aircraft hangars, 

while the glass and aluminum bus terminal 
give an airy non-claustrophobic waiting 
area. It is a station that must be visited and 
appreciated for all its aesthetic beauty.

The 5 stations of the Sheppard Subway 
emphasized art work on tiles installed 
almost everywhere except the walls next to 
the train tracks, presumably to save on 
maintenance costs. These illustrations show 
how on track level, passengers are greeted 
with the station name on concrete.

The Sheppard Subway takes into context 
the impact of transit to the communities it 
serves as well as radical ideas in expressing
creativity in a communal manner as public 
transit becomes effective public space. 
Unlike the Spadina Subway, Sheppard 
invites passengers to create a connection 
between them and the artwork.

One must visit Leslie Station to appreciate 
a kind of typography that no machine can 
replicate - the human hand and its 
handwritten typeface. 

Ampersand by Micah Lexier consists of 
3,400 different handwriting samples, each 
of which have been reproduced in a 
quantity of five to create the 17,000 tiles 
that cover the walls of Leslie Station. The 
handwritten samples were collected during 
the spring of 1997 from across Toronto. 
The title Ampersand takes its name from 
the ‘and’ symbol linking the names of the 
street intersection where the subway is 
located, “Sheppard & Leslie.”

As we have seen in this timeline, each 
typeface has given an extended personality 
that makes each set of stations unique. The 
Toronto Subway face gave the 1954 Yonge 
Subway modernist practicality that simply 
ties to the one purpose of these spaces as 
subway stations and termini.

Through handwriting, human personalities 
are put into public space where one can’t 
help but speculate when looking at each 
and every tile the writer’s gender, age, or 
occupation. Passengers are usually isolated 
from each other when commuting, but when 
one waits for the train and looks at the tiles 
it is as if they’re part of a crowd.

At the same time, when one compares the 
cut faces on glass tiles at Eglinton Station 
to the 3,400 handwritten tiles at Leslie 
Station, one realizes the significance of 
how the latter creates the human spirit 
through handwritten type as opposed to 
mass produced geometric type.

The variations are immense, and with the 
tiles installed everywhere, the stations 
become more humanistic than utilitarian. 
Every tile speaks to the passenger in its 
own unique way, instead of Helvetica or 
Univers speaking to them in a monotone 
fasion. Wayfinding signages are set in 
Helvetica, but the tiles overpower it.

The Typographical Timeline of the Toronto 
Transit Commission Subway System.
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