
To lexicographers it's just the 15th letter of the 
English alphabet. To designers it's a perfect 
shape for treatment: a world, a ball, a ring, a 
sun, a moon, a clock, a compass, a face. It's 
not even just a letter; it's a number, too – if 
zero counts as a number. It's a solid sphere or 
an empty circle.

A circle is a universal symbol. Or possibly 
myth; Plato argued the perfect circle only 
existed as a Form, something that we under-
stand but never see; a circle in the real world 
is always merely an imperfect interconnec-
tion of adjoining dots. There again, the artist 
Giotto was reputed to be able to draw a 
perfect circle freehand.

The letter O first appears in the ancient 
Semitic languages of about 1000BC as the 
fricative consonant ain (eye). Some time 
later the Greeks morphed it into a vowel, and 
from there it slid seamlessly into the Roman 
alphabet. (The Greeks are thought to have 
come up with the innovation of vowel 
characters, and lacking a pharyngeal conso-
nant, employed this letter as the Greek O to 
represent the vowel /o/, a sound it 
maintained in Etruscan and Latin. In Greek, a 
variation of the form later came to distinguish 
this long sound (Omega, meaning "large O") 
from the short o (Omicron, meaning "small 
o"). "It came to Britain around the 6th or 7th 
century when the Romans standardised Old 
English," says David Crystal, honorary profes-
sor of linguistics at the University of Wales. Yet 
even Crystal can't explain O's enduring 
popularity as an iconographic symbol. "Like 
the letter X it's one of the few letters that 
retains its shape in upper case and lower 
case and that, too, has multiple meanings," 
he suggests.

Its graphic form has also remained fairly 
constant from Phoenician times until today. 
Indeed, even alphabets constructed "from 
scratch", i.e. not derived from Semitic, usually 
have similar forms to represent this sound—for 
example the creators of the Afaka and Ol 
Chiki scripts, each invented in different parts 
of the world in the last century, both attrib-
uted their vowels for 'O' to the shape of the 
mouth when making this sound. 

http://www.guardian.co.uk/artanddesign/2010/mar/16/stor
y-of-letter-o-design http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/O
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To lexicographers it's just the 15th 
letter of the English alphabet. To 
designers it's a perfect shape for 
treatment: a world, a ball, a ring, a 
sun, a moon, a clock, a compass, a 
face. It's not even just a letter; it's a 
number, too – if zero counts as a 
number. It's a solid sphere or an 
empty circle.

A circle is a universal symbol. Or 
possibly myth; Plato argued the 
perfect circle only existed as a 
Form, something that we under-
stand but never see; a circle in the 
real world is always merely an 
imperfect interconnection of 
adjoining dots. There again, the 
artist Giotto was reputed to be able 
to draw a perfect circle freehand.

The letter O first appears in the 
ancient Semitic languages of 

about 1000BC as the fricative 
consonant ain (eye). Some time 
later the Greeks morphed it into a 
vowel, and from there it slid seam-
lessly into the Roman alphabet. 
(The Greeks are thought to have 
come up with the innovation of 
vowel characters, and lacking a 
pharyngeal consonant, employed 
this letter as the Greek O to repre-
sent the vowel /o/, a sound it main-
tained in Etruscan and Latin. In 
Greek, a variation of the form later 
came to distinguish this long sound 
(Omega, meaning "large O") from 
the short o (Omicron, meaning 
"small o"). "It came to Britain around 
the 6th or 7th century when the 
Romans standardised Old English," 
says David Crystal, honorary profes-
sor of linguistics at the University of 
Wales. Yet even Crystal can't 
explain O's enduring popularity as 

The Letter O

an iconographic symbol. "Like the 
letter X it's one of the few letters 
that retains its shape in upper case 
and lower case and that, too, has 
multiple meanings," he suggests.

Its graphic form has also remained 
fairly constant from Phoenician 
times until today. Indeed, even 
alphabets constructed "from 
scratch", i.e. not derived from 
Semitic, usually have similar forms 
to represent this sound—for 
example the creators of the Afaka 
and Ol Chiki scripts, each invented 
in different parts of the world in the 
last century, both attributed their 
vowels for 'O' to the shape of the 
mouth when making this sound. 
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To lexicographers it's just the 15th 
letter of the English alphabet. To 
designers it's a perfect shape for 
treatment: a world, a ball, a ring, a 
sun, a moon, a clock, a compass, a 
face. It's not even just a letter; it's a 
number, too – if zero counts as a 
number. It's a solid sphere or an 
empty circle.

A circle is a universal symbol. Or possi-
bly myth; Plato argued the perfect 
circle only existed as a Form, some-
thing that we understand but never 
see; a circle in the real world is always 
merely an imperfect interconnection 
of adjoining dots. There again, the 
artist Giotto was reputed to be able 
to draw a perfect circle freehand.

The letter O first appears in the 
ancient Semitic languages of about 
1000BC as the fricative consonant ain 
(eye). Some time later the Greeks 
morphed it into a vowel, and from 
there it slid seamlessly into the Roman 
alphabet. (The Greeks are thought to 
have come up with the innovation of 
vowel characters, and lacking a pha-
ryngeal consonant, employed this 
letter as the Greek O to represent the 
vowel /o/, a sound it maintained in 

Etruscan and Latin. In Greek, a varia-
tion of the form later came to distin-
guish this long sound (Omega, mean-
ing "large O") from the short o 
(Omicron, meaning "small o"). "It 
came to Britain around the 6th or 7th 
century when the Romans stan-
dardised Old English," says David Crys-
tal, honorary professor of linguistics at 
the University of Wales. Yet even Crys-
tal can't explain O's enduring popu-
larity as an iconographic symbol. "Like 
the letter X it's one of the few letters 
that retains its shape in upper case 
and lower case and that, too, has 
multiple meanings," he suggests.

Its graphic form has also remained 
fairly constant from Phoenician times 
until today. Indeed, even alphabets 
constructed "from scratch", i.e. not 
derived from Semitic, usually have 
similar forms to represent this sound-
for example the creators of the Afaka 
and Ol Chiki scripts, each invented in 
different parts of the world in the last 
century, both attributed their vowels 
for 'O' to the shape of the mouth 
when making this sound. 
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