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ORNAMENTAL ALPHABETS


FOR AS LONG AS HUMANS HAVE BEEN WRITING


we have sought to make our writing more distinctive, to make our words stand out and grant them greater importance and impact. This was true in medieval times, when only a tiny minority could read; it was true in the Victorian age, when words were published and read more widely than ever; and it is true today, when we can access thousands of typefaces with a few clicks of the mouse. The book that you hold, that we are proud to bring back into print after a hiatus of over one hundred years, is both a celebration of this impulse and a practical resource for anyone looking for a way to make their own words, in whatever context, more distinctive. The letters, numbers, and alphabets within these pages form a curious and unique mixture—by turns graphic, romantic, authoritative, and idiosyncratic—and will undoubtedly bring something new to your work, however you choose to use them.
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HOW TO USE THIS BOOK


The dates and sources that the author, F. Delamotte, supplies are not entirely reliable, but that does not diminish at all from the usefulness of the book to today’s artists, tattooists, illustrators, typographers, and designers. The sheer variety of letterforms on display here is an inspiration; you can pick any letter and follow how it has evolved through time. Medieval illuminators were not afraid to mix angular forms with fluid, organic shapes, and they delighted in all kinds of small illustrative adornments: people, animals, lines, patterns, swashes, and vegetation are all here. By comparison they make today’s rigorous typography and flawless digital fonts look staid and lifeless.


A type designer will find fresh forms to inspire their work, and anyone who works with letters or words in any field will be liberated by the uninhibited attitude of so many of the anonymous artists whose work we can see here. Tattooists will find here a wealth of fresh Gothic (or Fraktur) alphabets to add interest and distinctiveness to their work. Calligraphers will be able to refer to some excellent examples of their ancient art: the precision and authority of some of the lettering herein will challenge even a highly skilled expert with the pen; likewise, printmakers, carvers, sculptors, and stonemasons will find much here to draw on in their practice.


( ii )









[image: image]





BIOGRAPHY


We know a little of the life of Freeman Gage Delamotte, who assembled the original edition of Ornamental Alphabets Ancient & Medieval. Born at the Royal Military College, Sandhurst, thirty miles from London, in 1814 — one year before the end of the Napoleonic wars—he grew up in a United Kingdom that was flexing its imperial muscle and growing increasingly prosperous on the back of its colonial trade and dramatic growth in its domestic manufacturing.


It was this commercial and industrial growth that provided the paying audience for Delamotte’s work, while the Gothic Revival was what defined the aesthetic preferences of the UK at the time. Faced with the dirty reality of a fast-changing, industrializing, modern age, architects, artists, and designers of interiors, furniture and magazines all sought refuge in the glories of the kingdom’s medieval past, fondly imagined to have been a golden age of chivalry, bucolic prosperity, social stability, and religious faith.


Delamotte responded to this impulse in a variety of media: he painted, took photographs, and created illuminated manuscripts in imitation of the great calligrapher-illustrators of the medieval epoch (although unlike the anonymous monastic artists whose work he copied, Delamotte was careful always to sign his illuminations). The Metropolitan Museum in New York holds a selection of his pieces (with the illuminated border on the final page), which show the depth of his fascination with medieval illuminations of different periods—and also that his enthusiasm was not, unfortunately, matched by his skill. One biblical nativity scene with an ornate gold border is left unfinished, presumably because Delamotte’s inept calligraphy crashes out of the borders of its designated space. The viewer imagines a
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FOR AS LONG AS HUMANS HAVE BEEN WRITING we have sought to make our writing more distinctive,
to make our words stand out and grant them greater importance and impact. This was true in
medieval times, when only a tiny minority could read; it was true in the Victorian age, when
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We know a little of the life of Freeman Gage Delamotte, who assembled the original edition of Ornamental
Alphabets Ancient & Medieval. Born at the Royal Military College, Sandhurst, thirty miles from London, in
1814—one year before the end of the Napoleonic wars—he grew up in a United Kingdom that was flexing
its imperial muscle and growing increasingly prosperous on the back of its colonial trade and dramatic
growth in its domestic manufacturing.

It was this commercial and industrial growth that provided the paying audience for Delamotte’s
work, while the Gothic Revival was what defined the aesthetic preferences of the UK at the time. Faced
with the dirty reality of a fast-changing, industrializing, modern age, architects, artists, and designers of
interiors, furniture and magazines all sought refuge in the glories of the kingdom’s medieval past, fondly
imagined to have been a golden age of chivalry, bucolic prosperity, social stability, and religious faith.

Delamotte responded to this impulse in a variety of media: he painted, took photographs, and
created illuminated manuscripts in imitation of the great calligrapher-illustrators of the medieval epoch
(although unlike the anonymous monastic artists whose work he copied, Delamotte was careful always to
sign his illuminations). The Metropolitan Museum in New York holds a selection of his pieces (with the
illuminated border on the final page), which show the depth of his fascination with medieval illuminations
of different periods—and also that his enthusiasm was not, unfortunately, matched by his skill. One
biblical nativity scene with an ornate gold border is left unfinished, pr bly because Del ’s inept
calligraphy crashes out of the borders of its designated space. The viewer imagines a
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