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  A NOTE ON THE IMAGES




  All images cited with a file number such as “a14988” are from the Zeon Sign Company records, MSS 927 held at the Center for Southwest Research, University Libraries, University of New Mexico, and were originally the business files of Electrical Products of New Mexico.
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  Eddie’s Inferno Cocktail Lounge (fig. 2.24), Star Florist (fig. 2.13), Bunny Bread (fig. 2.44), Paris Shoe Shop (fig. 2.30), and many other businesses throughout mid-twentieth-century Albuquerque, New Mexico, and the surrounding Southwest had fanciful roadside signs designed and installed by Zeon Signs (officially, the business was called Electrical Products of New Mexico). The Zeon Files presents and discusses a historic collection of working drawings from 1956 to 1970 for these late Route 66–era signs.




  These drawings are artworks in themselves and should be celebrated for their purposeful playfulness, but they are also rich examples for artists, sign designers, cultural and urban historians, Route 66 aficionados, and urban designers. The spirit of delight embodied in these signs can serve to inspire new artworks and signs and perhaps prompt improvement in the design of other everyday aspects of our built landscape. Could our cell-phone towers, power lines, and sidewalks be more vibrant and integrated into the overall character of our main streets?




  Electrical Products of New Mexico was established in Albuquerque in 1939. With the diversion of materials to the war effort, the company shut down in 1941. They reopened in 1949 and as of 2015 continue to operate on Fifth Street in Albuquerque. The company is currently owned by four partners, two of whom are sons of original founders and technicians. The company’s history is evident throughout their building complex, from dusty bins of vintage plastic alphabet signs and stacked rolls of vellum to scaling-up grids for lettering hand-painted on the walls. The sign company adopted its colloquial name, Zeon, from a now-defunct corporation of the 1950s that tested components of neon signs as a kind of underwriters’ lab—if a business conformed to the Zeon Corporation’s specifications, the proprietary name could be used as a hallmark of quality.




  The drawings of this collection are to the best of our knowledge the work of Ralph Johnson, Keith Kent, and Carl Stehwein. Coauthor Ellen D. Babcock, an artist interested in the potential to install public artwork on unused road signs in Albuquerque, discovered multiple file drawers of project records on pallets outside the old Zeon building, placed there in an exasperated and hasty attempt to appease the fire marshal. The bulky drawers contained hundreds of yellowing envelopes that served as the business records of the company from 1955 until the late 1970s. As well as storing correspondence with customers, dozens of these envelopes contained lovely, delicate, colored-pencil-on-vellum working sketches. As key records of a distinctive part of the Southwest’s history, the files are now housed at the Center for Southwest Research at the University of New Mexico.




  Zeon was, of course, one of many neon sign companies in Albuquerque and the Southwest. In 1955, 1960, and 1970, Hudspeth’s Albuquerque City Directory lists five neon sign companies. Electrical Products Company (Zeon), Ace Neon Signs, and Smith’s Neon Sign Service are the only three that existed throughout this period; others came and went. The 2015 Dex phone book lists three companies under “Neon,” and Electrical Products Company (Zeon) is the only one left from the heyday.




  These commercial art artifacts record the craftwork of sign design and construction, document characteristics of roadside imagery and the American “great neon way,” serve as part of the narrative landscape of Route 66, and are themselves compelling aesthetic works that can inspire contemporary work.




  CRAFTWORK




  In his book The Craftsman, Richard Sennett (2008) characterizes craft as artisans using head and hands, mind and material in small workshops, and as a dedication to quality work for its own sake. This collection of working drawings documents aspects of the craft of commercial sign design.




  Excellent draftsmanship is seen throughout the collection and was recognized by designer Keith Kent’s first-place award for the Fiesta Lanes Bowling Alley sign in a national competition hosted by General Electric (fig. 1.1). The drawings exhibit well- rendered hand-drafting conventions and techniques such as the expert use of line weight to suggest three-dimensional form (see figs. 2.16, 2.62) and the location of notes and dimensions. Experimentation with and evolution of these conventions can be seen in the use of press-on letters (fig. 2.52), reflective tapes, and artwork stickers (fig. 2.44). Although most of the drawings are on vellum, heavy craft paper and other types of paper were also used (figs. 2.16, 2.48). Many of these drawings contained figures to provide a sense of scale. These scale figures are not part of the proposed sign and thus they often provided a vehicle for commentary and jokes (figs. 1.2, 1.3, 1.4).
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