
 

With the exception of Eglinton Station, 11 of the 12 stations of The intention of using Helvetica and Univers is unknown, however The Toronto Subway Font (Designer Unknown) 
the original Yonge Subway line have been renovated extensively. with the usage of the latter on the design of the Spadina Subway in Based on Futura by Paul Renner (1928) 
Some stations retained the original typefaces but with tighter 

tracking and subtle differences in weight, while other stations
 
were renovated so poorly there no longer is a sense of simplicity 

seen with the 1954 designs in terms of typographical harmony.
 

Queen Station, for example, used Helvetica (LT Std 75 Bold) in such 

an irresponsible manner; it is repulsively inconsistent with all the 

other stations, and due to the renovators preserving the original 

glass tile trim, the font weight itself looks botched and unsuitable.
 

Danger D A  N  G E R  D A N G E R  
Do Not Enter DO NOT ENTER Do Not Enter DAVISVILLE 

E G L I N T O N  D A V I S V I L L E  

E G L I N T O N  D AV I S V I L L E  

1978, it may have been an internal decision to try and assimilate 
subsequent renovations of existing stations in the aging Yonge and 
University lines. The TTC avoided the usage of the Toronto Subway 
font on new subway stations for over two decades. 

The Sheppard Subway in 2002 saw the return of the Toronto Subway 
typeface as it is used for the names of the stations posted on 
platfrom level. Helvetica became the primary typeface for all TTC 
wayfinding signages and informational material system-wide. 

S T  CL A I R  

S T  C L 
A I R  
S T  C L A I R  

S T  C L A I R 
 	

The specially-designed Toronto Subway 

YONGE SUBWAY typeface graced the walls of the 12 stations, 
complementing them with wayfinding signs1954 

W E L L E S L E Y  C O L L E G E  

W E L L E S L E Y  C O L L E G E  
W E L L E S L E Y  COLLEGE 

W E L L E S L E Y  COLLEGE 

Signages - 1954 

NORTHBOUND NORTHBOUND 
Both the Toronto Subway and Franklin Gothic (Speculative)
 
typefaces are used for signages in all levels of each station.
 
The Northbound sign on Franklin Gothic was used in Queen Station.
 

WAY OUT ROYAL YORK 
These signs are from the Union Station mezzanine level pre-renovation. 
(Based on historical photographs from the Toronto Archives) 

D U N D A S  

D U N D A S 
 	

DUNDAS 

DUNDAS
 

EGLINTON WEST 

Eglinton
 
West 32
 

32 Eglinton West 
32 To Renforth 
32A To Renforth and Skymark 
32B To Airport Corporate Centre 

SUMMERHILL 

S UM M ERH I L L 
 	
S U M M E R H I L L  

S U M M E R H I L L 
 	

ABCabc RQKS 
ABCabc RQKS 
There are subtle differences between the two typefaces, notably the 
R, Q, K, and S; most have different terminals, spines, and junctions. 

BLOOR 

ROSEDALE BLOOR 
R O S E D A L E  B L O O R  

R O S E D A L E  B L O O R  

that embodied the spirit of modernism and replaced with a brutal mix of Helvetica and 
progress. During the early 1980s, the stations Univers. Only Eglinton retains the splendor 
were renovated, 6 of which had the typeface and elegance of its original architecture. 

Q U E E N  K I N G  U N I O N  

Q U E E N  K I N G 
 	 U N I O N  
Q U E E N  UNION KING 

UNION Q U E E N  KING
 

As the city grew, wayfinding signs evolved to accomodate expansion. With these examples of surface route 
signage, one can see how the usage of type is based on legibility or otherwise. Eglinton Station became the 
northern suburban terminus of the subway, with access to surface routes serving the outer regions within the 
then Municipality of Metropolitan Toronto. As the bus routes divided into various branches, signs had to be 
bigger and more explanatory, which in turn have better legibility in all conditions. 

By the 1970s and early 1980s, the signs were changed with the route number and the face based on Univers 
or Helvetica with lowercase letters and acceptable tracking. Not until the late 1970s are pictograms used. 

The latest revisions are composed with Helvetica (now the standard typeface used on TTC informational 

material) apparently to improve readability on signs containing route divisions and branches.
 

Joe Clark
About tagged PDF
This PDF contains tags, but reading order is incorrect due to the complexity of the underlying Illustrator document. It could not be fixed without re-authoring that document

Joe Clark
Author credit
By José Ongpin. Copyright © 2006; used with permission.

http://flickr.com/photos/neuroticjose/tags/ttctypehistory/



 

 

 

 

 

  
 

 

’

 

 

-

  

Next Station 
Lansdowne 

Westbound To 
Kipling 

ST. ANDREW 
- KING ST 

ST. ANDREW 

OSGOODE 

YONGE 

YO N G E 

S T. GEORGE  

S T. G EO R G E  

BAY 

BAY 

S PAD INA  

S PA D I N A  

BATH U RST  

BAT H U RS T 

CHR I ST I E  

CH R I S T I E  

OS S ING TON  

OS S I N G TO N  

DU FFER IN 

D U FFE R I N  

L ANSDOWNE  

L A N S D OW N E  

DU NDAS  WEST  

D U N DA S  W ES T  

H IGH  PARK  

H I G H  PA R K  

ST. PATRICK 

S T. A N D R EW  

ST. A N D R E W  

O S GOO D E  

OSGOO D E  

ST. PATR ICK 
DUNDAS STREET 

QU EEN’S PARK MUSEUM 

MU S EUM 

ST. GEORGE  

S T. G EO R G E  

1963 The University Avenue Subway also followed 
the same typographical styles as the Yonge 
line with the Toronto Subway typeface used 

throughout the line. Only St. Andrew and 
Osgoode stations were heavily renovated 
which resulted in the main typeface converted 

to Univers and Helvetica. The rest of the 
stations have their original typefaces with 
subtle revisions to wayfinding signs. 

UNIVERSITY 
SUBWAY 

COLLEGE STREET 

QUEEN’S PARK 
COLLEGE STREET 

QUEEN S PARK 

ST. PATRICK 
DUNDAS STREET 

ST GEORGE 

ST GEORGE 

ROYAL YORK 

R OYA L  YO R K  

O LD  M I LL  

O LD  M I LL  

JANE 

JA N E 

RU NNYMEDE  

R U N N YM E D E 

KEELE  

KE E LE  

Y O R K V I L L E  

I S L I N G TO N 

ISLINGTON 

The Bloor-Danforth Subway offers a historical presentation of modernist values for 
passengers of the system; despite how banal the stations look, one has to appreciate the 
philosophy of geometric forms as once thought to be the ideal. The Toronto Subway 

typeface is used from the mezzanine and ticketing levels to platform level; from the 1970s 
onwards, newer signs based on Helvetica and Univers were installed on high traffic 
stations to supplement the older signs for legibility and better navigation. 

WESTBOUND 
Westbound 

In 1994, wayfinding designer Paul Arthur designed what was to be signs 
suitable for a majority of riders including illiterates, children, and people 
with moderate visual impairments with the usage of pictograms and 
legible type. Gill Sans was chosen by Arthur for all typographical 
components of the subway system; it is classy, quite legible to the 
designer’s opinion, and faithful to the old subway typeface. 

St. George Station was used for the prototype designs, which in the end 
the TTC quietly abandoned and left bits of the components all over the 
station. The usage of Gill Sans is unnecessary considering the geometrical 
similarities to the Futura-based Toronto Subway font, which is legible as 
well as elegant and classy on its own without further improvement or 
scrutiny. The pictograms would have been good enough. 

To Bloor St. 
Varsity Stadium and Arena 

- QUEEN ST 

OSGOODE 

St. George 
Bloor Danforth Subway 

West to Spadina 

EXIT 
Spadina 
University 
Trains 

Buses 
Westbound 
to Kipling 

Subway 

E X I T  
CUM B E R L A N D  
BAY  -  B E LL A I R  

EXIT 
ANDBUSES 

Queen’s Park and St. Patrick stations saw the placement of metal panels 
to replace painted lettering that deteriorated over time. Osgoode and 
St. Andrew stations were completely renovated just less than a decade 
after the opening of the University Subway due to rapid deterioration of 
the glass tiles. It is known that Osgoode and St. Andrew’s design was 
based on the 1954 Yonge Subway stations, but their colour schemes are 
speculative*. After renovation, Helvetica and Toronto Subway blended 
together in a conservative motif with the usage of harmonic tile patterns. 
*The speculative colour schemes on the two stations are based on findings by Mark Brader, 
John Chew, and Justin Bur, http://www.poslfit.com/ttc/colour.html 

ST. ANDREW 
- K ING ST. -

1966-68 
The architectural design of all 29 stations 
were based on Museum and St. George 
stations on the University line. The stations 

stood the test of time, with the tiles and the 
typefaces left unchanged (the stations did 
have some minor modifications to wayfinding 

signs and accessibility). The stations had a 
more spartan, utilitarian look compared to the 
1954 Yonge Subway stations. 

BLOOR-DANFORTH SUBWAY 
ISLINGTON TO YONGE 

SOUTHBOUND NORTHBOUND 

OSGOODE 
- QUEEN ST. -



The architectural design of all 29 stations stood the test of time, with the tiles and the signs and accessibility). The stations had a
BLOOR-DANFORTH SUBWAY were based on Museum and St. George typefaces left unchanged (the stations did more spartan, utilitarian look compared to the 
SHERBOURNE TO WARDEN 1966-68 

stations on the University line. The stations have some minor additions to wayfinding 1954 Yonge Subway stations. 

C A ST LE  FR A N K  S H E R B O U R N E  B R OA DV I E W  CH EST E R  PA P E D O N L A N DS  

CASTLE  FR ANKSHERB 
OU RNE 
 	 BROADV IEW 
 	 CHESTER  PAPE DONL ANDS  

G R E E N WO O D  COX W E LL  WO O D B I N E  M A I N  ST R E E T  V I C TO R I A  PA R K  WA R D E N 

V IC TOR IA  PARK  GREENWOOD COX WELL WOODB INE  M A IN  STREET  
WARDEN 

Some stations feature the new standard issue signs As most stations are due for renovation, more of these TO BUSES Mind the Gap that look similar to New York City’s subway system. signs appear throughout the subway system. York Mills Greenwood 
Yonge-University-Spadina Subway 

South to York Mills Sheppard-Yonge LAWRENCE YORK MILLS SHEPPARD FINCH TO TRAINS 

The 2002 renovation of Sheppard station 
brought on cosmetic changes as Sheppard 
became the western terminus for the 

L Sheppard Subway line. It was renamed AWRENCE YORK MILLS  SHEPPARD FINCH SHEPPARD-YONGE 
Sheppard-Yonge, and new wayfinding signs 
based on Helvetica were installed 
overhead on the platform level. 

Four new stations were built to extend the station titles and wayfinding signs, despite but unlike the 1954 Yonge stations, the 
NORTH YONGE EXTENSION subway northward to the suburbs. The the different architectural style of the tiles. typefaces were left intact, and newer signs 

EGLINTON TO FINCH 1973-74 
Toronto Subway typeface is still used for the Sheppard station was renovated extensively based on Helvetica were added. 

To Trains To Buses Northbound Southbound ABCabc Spadina Subway 1978 
Glencairn Av. Bloor-Danforth Trains Buses EXIT Univers by Adrian Frutiger 

Northbound Viewmount Av. EXIT Lawrence  Av.  South  Side Northbound 

SPADINA LAWRENCE WEST 
Northbound EXIT and buses EGLINTON WEST 

ST CL AIR WEST GLENCAIRN DUPONT 
L AW R EN C E  W E S T  

Trains Street and 
Parking Lots Buses Adrian Frutiger’s Univers (1957) became free spirited motifs of the 1970s. Dupont From 1978, usage of Univers continued on to the Kipling 

BUS DIRECTORY the primary typeface for the Spadina Station, for example, is so organic and free and Kennedy extensions of the Bloor-Danforth Line. 
29   Dufferin 

Subway. Its clear, objective forms make flowing yet orderly and organized due to However, the Scarborough RT in 1985 and the addition of 96    Wilson  (westbound) 

96E  Wilson Express Buses Univers a suitable font for distance and the usage of Univers. Gone is the wholly North York Centre in 1987 substituted station name W ILSON YORK DALE 120   Calvington Upper 
165     Weston Rd. North (westbound) Level lengthened reading at any condition. utilitarian nature that is seen on other typeface with Helvetica while still using Univers for 
163  Rustic Rd Spadina is unique on its own where the parts of the system. It would set the wayfinding signs. Finally in 1996, Downsview Station 

International Style is combined with the standard for future subway stations. became the only station to use Helvetica exclusively. 

The Spadina Subway was architecturally The main typeface used was strictly Univers, evidence of usage of the Toronto Subway 

SPADINA SUBWAY unique on its own; for the first time, artwork though Helvetica has found its way through font, presumably to keep a consistent 1970s 
became an integral part of its overall design. some of the signs. There is little or no contemporary style throught out the line. 1978 



 

 

 

 

  

      

     

  

 

 

    

 

The subway went deeper into Etobicoke and later Helvetica for signs. The names and some signs. A progression towards 
KIPLING/KENNEDY EXTENSION and Scarborough with the Kipling/Kennedy Scarborough Rapid Transit (RT), which opened the use of Helvetica is emerging for future 

SCARBOROUGH RT 1980-85 
extensions; both stations used mostly Univers in 1985, began to use Helvetica for station rapid transit expansions in the city. 

21 Brimley 

KENNEDY 

Next Station 
Warden 

Westbound To 
Kipling 

KIPLING 

Next Station 
Islington 

Eastbound To 
Kennedy 

K E  N  N E  DY  

LAWRENCE EAST ELLESMERE 

M I  D  L  A N  D  

SCARBOROUGH CENTRE M c COWAN 

Kipling 
KIPLING 

123 Shorncliffe 
21A to Scaborough Centre Station 

MORNINGSIDE 
EGLINTON EAST 
EASTBOUND 

116 
34 

NORTH YORK 
CENTRE 

NORTH YORK CENTRE 

Downsview 

Downsview 

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. 

North York Centre Station was built on extended the Spadina Subway further north. Univers for all signs. Downsview Station uses
NORTH YORK CENTRE existing subway tunnels between Sheppard Similar to the Scaborough RT, North York Helvetica exclusively, a significant departure 

& DOWNSVIEW STATIONS 1987-96 
and Finch stations in 1987, while Downsview Centre uses Helvetica for its station name and from the rest of the Spadina Subway. 

The Sheppard Subway is the 21st century found its way back to the station names, while worth noting is Leslie; 17,000 tiles are 

SHEPPARD SUBWAY counterpart of the Spadina Subway with cues Helvetica is used exclusively for wayfinding installed in the station’s interior, which bear 2002 from the past - the Toronto Subway font has signs and informational material. A station the handwritten words “Sheppard & Leslie.” 

Sheppard-Yonge Sheppard Subway 
East to Bayview Bayview Sheppard Subway 

East to Bessarion Bessarion Sheppard Subway 
East to Leslie Leslie Sheppard Subway 

East to Don Mills Don Mills Sheppard Subway 
West to Leslie 

BAYVIEW BESSARION LESLIE DON MILLS 
SHEPPARD-

YONGE 

The Typographical Timeline of the Toronto 
Transit Commission Subway System. 

Sources Used: 
Transit Toronto - An Essay on Subway Design 
by Mark Brader 
http://transit.toronto.on.ca/subway/5009.shtml 

City of Toronto Archives 
http://www.toronto.ca/archives 

St. George Pilot Project by Paul Arthur 
http://www.joeclark.org/ttc.html 

TTC Subway Photos by Craig James White 
http://www.flickr.com/photos/castelmar/sets/1169190/ 

Toronto Subway Station Tiles 
by John Chew and Justin Bur 
http://www.poslfit.com/ttc/colour.html 

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. Detail of Leslie Station handwritten tiles. 
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