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Introduction:
 Make great typography


Not every designer is a good, much less a great, typographer. Actually, to be a great typographer you have to be a highly skilled graphic designer in the first place. Typography is, arguably, the most important component of graphic design. It requires a distinct ability to make readable messages while expressing, emoting and projecting concepts to audiences, large and small.


Typography can be copied and, therefore, it can be taught. Like the classical painting student learning to perfect the rendering of human form by repeatedly drawing from the same plaster cast, the best way to learn typography is to do it over and over again. Theory is fine, but practice is necessary in order to develop a visceral feeling about the way letters sit on a page or screen. You must know if they are in harmony, or unsuited to marriage. Playing with typographic puzzle pieces is one of the joys of typography. While the end result must be understandable – though please note that doesn’t necessarily mean legible, for illegibility is relative and what is illegible can often be deciphered – the process can be intuitive. What you see is more than what you get: playing with type is an opportunity to create typographic personalities both for yourself and for your clients.


This book is geared towards helping you evolve different typographic characters or styles, or perhaps even your specific design signature. What this book is not is a tutorial in typographic basics – kerning, spacing, selecting, and so on. There are many excellent existing volumes that will give you that essential knowledge. Our intention here is to lay out many of the fun, esoteric and eccentric options a typographer has at his or her disposal. These ‘commonly uncommon’ approaches include type transformation and mutation, as well as puns and metaphors, and typographic pastiche and quotation.


In other words if typographic basics are the ‘main course’ in your typographic feeding frenzy, the ideas herein are the dessert. It’s time to indulge yourself in what is offered on the menu of typographic confections.






Communicate through letters


Alex Steinweiss / Andrew Bryom / Saul Bass / Mehmet Ali Türkmen / Dave Towers / Brian Lightbody








 


Pictorial


Image as letter/symbol


They say that a picture is worth a thousand words, so, what if that picture is of a letter or word? Then it must be worth even more. What we call pictorial type may not be pure typography, but it can be effective design.


Alex Steinweiss’s 1941 cover design for AD (Art Director) magazine is a pictorial–letter combo. The theme of this issue was the aesthetics of recorded music, including a written profile about Steinweiss, America’s album-design pioneer, who was the first designer to use original art on a record sleeve, in this instance for Columbia Records. When asked to design a custom nameplate for the publication, for semiotic reasons Steinweiss (1917–2011) used a draftsman’s set-square, or triangle, as the  A to represent design, and a semi-circle, or half a 78 rpm record, as the D.  It clearly reads as AD, but it also symbolizes record design.


Employing an illustrative conceit such as this is practical only when the image is in conceptual harmony with the content being illustrated. In the case of AD, Steinweiss made a flawless connection. Just a year or two before, however, the same magazine was called PM (Production Manager) – one wonders which images he might have used then to represent those letters and whether he would have struggled to establish a personal connection with them? Timing is everything.


Making this pictorial technique work may seem as easy as fitting a square peg into a square hole, but the trick to making great illustrative typography is in not forcing the wrong image into that hole.
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[image: ]  Alex Steinweiss, 1941
 AD magazine
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[image: ]  Andrew Byrom, 2001
 Interior and Interior Light
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Environmental


Alphabet as monument


Some alphabets designed for site-specific environments convey clear messages to passers-by, yet others are designed solely as environmental spectaculars, in which the ironic use of scale and surprising materials is the only rationale for the existence of the  work. These ‘spectaculars’ should be considered as artworks that  use letters, rather than as typographic megaphones sending out  overt promotional or political messages.


British-born Andrew Byrom, who has produced grand-scale typography for the purposes of both art and design, cleverly made the typeface Interiors from tubular steel usually used for furniture. The typeface is complemented by his wittily conceived Interiors Light, which is the same typographic family structure but made from neon lighting tubes. Both were made for spectacle.


Byrom sees type everywhere and in virtually everything. Interiors started, nevertheless, as a two-dimensional alphabet made by pasting shapes into Adobe Illustrator and, later, into Fontographer. The final letters became full-scale furniture frames, which were ultimately constructed in 3-D using tubular steel. ‘Because the underlying design concept is typographical, the end result becomes almost freestyle furniture design,’ Byrom explains. ‘Letters like m, n, o, b and h can be viewed as simple tables and chairs, but other letters, like e, g, a, s, t, v, x and z, become – when viewed as furniture – more abstract.’


Interiors is not an unprecedented typeface in terms of the letter shapes but, with it, Byrom succeeded in producing both a traditional typeface and a monumental work of art.


Construction


Building a scene with type


The titles on classic blockbuster-movie posters for films such as Ben Hur, El Cid and King of Kings look as if they were carved out of stone. These are metaphorical constructions for historical subjects, but there are more contemporary ways of achieving this kind of dual purpose, in which type is also used to represent an aspect of a narrative: Saul Bass’s poster for Grand Prix succeeds in announcing the name of the film while illustrating the race track around which this action movie is centred. By adding speed lines to the bold gothic title on the speedway, Bass immediately telegraphs salient plot points and shows the thrust of the plotline.


Practically, this type treatment can be used at many sizes, including extremely large for posters and relatively small for spot newspaper advertisements. The choice of black as the only type colour forces us to see the poster as a totality, not separate headline and illustration.


Bass’s typography demonstrates the power of a fully integrated image. Expressive ideas like this do not have to be strained or clichéd, but can be simple, modern and pleasing to the eye.


Making a seamless typographic illustration in this manner will serve as a metaphorical shorthand and place your poster or book jacket firmly in time and place.
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[image: ]  Saul Bass, 1966
 Grand Prix
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[image: ]  Mehmet Ali Türkmen, 2012
 Fotoschule/Das Fotoatelier,  ‘Unterwegs’


Transformative


Alphabetical feet


Today, type can be made from a foot, a hand or just about any other natural, man-made or fantastical object that seems somehow ripe for transformation. These are not real typefaces, of course, nor are they novelty faces (see page 108), which are actually produced in metal, film or digitally, to be used over time. Rather, transformative type is faux lettering, created on a whim or for a specific conceptual purpose.


Turkish designer Mehmet Ali Türkmen created an idiosyncratic alphabet using the feet of his wife and daughter to spell out the title of the poster ‘Unterwegs’ (‘On the Way’) for an exhibition at Westend Cultural Centre’s Photography School, Bremen. Why a foot? Türkmen explains that it is because a foot represents movement ‘in this fast-flowing life’ and thus, typographically, interprets the title. He also wanted the poster to caution people to slow down and notice details that remain unseen when they move too fast.


Don’t look for objects or body parts turned into letters in any standard type specimen or ‘how-to’ manual. They will only be found in that veritable Twilight Zone of typographic absurdity, the world of alternative types. But poor quality is never acceptable, even in this unregulated world. Talent and skill are required to transform non-alphabetical shapes into something typographical that is both legible and readable.
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