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Foreword


INNOCENT MESSAGES


I don't own the alphabet. But I wish I did. Imagine the royalties. When you consider all the people who use those twenty-six letters, even a few pennies a year in payments would add up to gazillions. Sweet.

The truth is, no one owns the alphabet. It's the original open-source software. Anyone is free to pick it up and put it to use. Indeed, that's one of the alphabet's great strengths. The more people who use it, the more valuable it becomes. The same can be said of words and language.

Still, the magic of the alphabet, words and language is so common that we can overlook this miracle. Billions of people can understand my language and recognize the words I write. Even if they are strangers or far away, I can craft a message that will make sense to them. It's astounding that some squiggles on a surface can produce thoughts in people's heads. Sometimes these marks can even make them think, believe or behave in a desired way. This writing is powerful stuff.

It's a miracle anyone can perform. After all, making the shapes of letters isn't hard. Kids can learn to draw a bunch of letters in an afternoon. The shapes are simple. And the level of precision required is very low. Almost any line that goes up, down, up, down will pass for the letter M. Only the absolute worst handwriting fails to be understood.

The environments most of us live in are full of written messages. Many of these messages are crafted by professional designers and marketing wizards who work for corporate clients. You see their work every day on TV and in magazines. But our environment is also full of vernacular messages created by ordinary people who haven't studied the niceties of typography and design. People who just have something to say.

Vernacular messages are ubiquitous, and that very fact makes them hard to notice. But if you really look, you'll begin to see plain-talking, hand-crafted and hand-lettered messages everywhere. Look for them on side streets and bulletin boards. There you can see the vernacular messages of the person having a garage sale, the business owner, or the kid who's lost a pet.

These people are trying to solve the same communication problem that professionals face. How can I make my message clear? How can I get people to pay attention? But their approaches can be wildly different. The most interesting ones gallop off in unexpected directions. They are bold, vigorous, innocent, charming, crude, witty, innovative or shocking. Still, they manage to be clear and capture our attention.

This book is full of such examples. Studying them can lead you to more interesting design solutions.

They suggest new ways to organize content, command attention, create surprising juxtapositions, exploit materials and deliver a message — all with almost no budget. In a few cases, the examples instruct by showing what to avoid.

Beyond all that, there's a broader message. Vernacular designs like these remind us that design and clear communication are bigger than any profession can contain. As Tibor Kalman and Kerrie Jacobs wrote in Print in 1990, “The vernacular is designed as if design were a regular thing to do, and not the sacred mission of an elite professional class.”

The problems our society faces are daunting. Design can help. But if we promote the notion that design is an activity for only learned experts, we're marching in the wrong direction. Design has never been reserved for designers and never should be. The innocent, frisky and peculiar examples in this book are a reminder that, at some level, we are all designers.


Don Moyer



www.thoughtformdesign.com


Pittsburgh, September 2009
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By the People, for the People


by Daniel Bellon


Letterforms are truly amazing symbols. One single line — the capital “I” for example — can express thousands of much more complex ideas. In English, it represents the sound “aye.” It's the nominative singular pronoun, used by a speaker in referring to himself or herself. In chemistry, it represents iodine; in biochemistry, isoleucine. In metaphysics, it represents the ego; in mathematics it represents the imaginary unit. In physics, it's not only the symbol for an electric current but also an isotopic spin. This single vertical line can be a noun, a pronoun, an affix, a prefix, and an abbreviation. One stroke of a pen or a brush has the power to describe a book's worth of information.

The first Western writing system is generally believed to have been invented in Sumer, by the late third millennium B.C., and developed into the archaic cuneiform. For thousands of years, written communication remained an exclusive engagement between those few who could write and those who could read. Around the 4th and 5th centuries, after the fall of the Roman empire, the only few with contact and knowledge of writing and letterforms in the West were the monks in monasteries in Europe. They copied manuscripts one at a time. As a result, books and reading were so rare that during the Middle Ages, the few books in existence in public libraries had to be chained to shelves and desks to prevent theft. In the 15th century, with the spread of Gutenberg's movable type, books could be mass-produced, and reading became a far more accessible pastime.

Today, it's obviously very easy to encounter type and letterforms in one form or another. You are interacting with type as you read this. Chances are, there are hundreds of other examples of typography around you right now. In modern society, we are bombarded with typographical messages. These messages are received and decoded by millions and millions of literate eyes. But who is delivering the message? Who put the letters together to convey this message? Sometimes they're trained graphic designers, and sometimes they're “amateur designers” who don't have a formal education in typography or design.

What This Book Is Not

These days, anyone with a personal computer can lay out a newsletter and make a sign announcing “Pajama Friday” at the office. This book is not about these signs (Figure 1). It's also not about what I call “amateur typographers.” These are people who may not be classically trained designers but know a lot about typography, often without being aware of it. Graffiti artists, for example, spend years developing letterforms, the interaction of letters with each other, negative space and other elements in their compositions. As a former graffiti artist, I can tell you these guys take their typography very seriously. They are aware of serifs, counters, ascenders and descenders, kerning, contrast, etc. (Figure 2). Also in this category of amateur typographers are professional sign painters. They are usually trained on the job by older craftsmen and often use their own interpretations of real typefaces. The results are often remarkable and engaging (Figure 3). These sign painters, too, are aware of type layout, composition, and letterforms. Closely related to them are bartenders, restaurant employees and Starbucks baristas, who change each day's special on a chalkboard. They may not understand the nuances of type design the way graffiti artists and sign painters do, but they develop a certain sensitivity to them if only by sheer repetition, and trial and error (Figure 4). This book is not about those who, knowingly or not, are trained in typography, or those who think they are.

What This Book Is

This book is a celebration of typography and highlights the beauty of typography in its truest form — not as a profession but as a necessity of everyday life. The result may be humorous, unexpected and even charming, but for those who understand the rules that are being broken, these explorations of type design are often refreshing and even inspiring. We want to showcase pieces by the vast majority of people: those who have no knowledge of design, serifs, tracking or kerning and who create graphic design with their hands and break rules they don't even know exist. When people need to communicate, when they need to make a sign to announce a yard sale, they often call up their own creativity and, without the hindrance of rules and preconceptions, they design typography. They use markers, colored pencils, a brush or sometimes unexpected media like electrical tape or cut-out paper. These experiments in typography are a constant reminder that, even though type and graphic designers often think of ourselves as the keepers of letterforms and typography, we do not own them. Typography belongs to everyone. Typography belongs to the people.
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Figure 1
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Figure 2
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Figure 3

The Story Behind the Book

My brother Klaus and I have been working with type for a long time. As far back as I can remember, we were designing innumerable logos for our imaginary car companies and heavy metal bands. In high school, we had a photocopied punk rock magazine we painstakingly laid out using our father's typewriter, scissors and a stick of glue. So it was a natural progression for us to seek graphic design as a career choice. While attending the University of Cincinnati in the 1990s, I started to pay more attention to handmade signs and found their naive use of typography very interesting. I started photographing them, and I have been collecting images for almost seventeen years. Unfortunately, most of these images have not survived my multiple relocations. Others were taken during the early days of digital photography and are doomed to remain in the world of 72 dpi for eternity. A few more are trapped in the purgatory that is corrupt files.

When we sat down to pick from the surviving images, I started to notice a few patterns. I noticed that a lot of people treated certain letters in very similar ways. It was a surprise, but a welcome one. I found it interesting and endearing that people from all over the world would create certain letters in the same way. For example, people really like making counters into circles (Figure 5). We also noticed a mixture of upper and lower case in the same word. People seem to love to use a lower case “i” in words that are all uppercase (Figure 6). Also, the thickness of vertical versus horizontal strokes that is second nature to designers is often reversed, creating very odd looking characters (Figure 7). Another interesting observation was the width of the letters “M” and “W.” They seem to give people trouble and are usually squeezed to match the width of the letters around them (Figure 8). Sometimes ascenders don't ascend and descenders don't descend. Numbers can be all over the place. The numbers “2” and “5” tend to be malformed, sometimes to the point of illegibility (Figure 9). The experience has been fascinating, and after all these years we've come to appreciate these mishaps and look forward to them.

In the last five years, when we ramped up our effort to finish the book, collecting photographs became a hunt. The excitement we feel when we see a hand-crafted sign from a distance is indescribable. We take out the camera and take home the trophy of a good photograph for the collection. We quickly learned that most of these signs are found in unexpected locations, making these “hunting trips” quite exciting. We became professionals in the art of spotting a sign while driving at 45 mph, stopping two blocks past it, parking illegally, running back with our camera (which we now carry at all times) and snapping a couple of pictures from a few different angles. Then, after dodging traffic while running back to the car, we start the necessary apologies to our fellow travelers.
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Figure 4
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Figure 5


[image: illustration]


Figure 6
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Figure 7
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Figure 8
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Figure 9

Another challenge is the odd reluctance of store owners, shopkeepers and other employees to allow us to photograph signs. We've been yelled and screamed at everywhere, from Harlem in New York City to street markets in Caracas to the suburbs of Hong Kong. In some South American countries, it is illegal to take pictures of buildings, so we have to avoid not only angry and aggressive civilians, but also the often less-than-friendly military police. (It's always a good idea to carry a little cash with you, just in case an officer asks for a donation in order to avoid a night in jail.) We have been all over the world searching for these images, and now we know that the best places to find signs are the less desirable areas of large cities. We skip tourist attractions when traveling. Instead, we spend our time convincing skeptical taxi cab drivers to take us to these places where no foreigner should go, especially when carrying more than a thousand dollars worth of photographic equipment.

In Caracas, a resident of one of these “colorful” neighborhoods took offense to my presence, insisted I leave and threw a brick at me. In retrospect, the dirty looks he'd been giving me since I arrived five minutes prior should have been warning enough. Fortunately for my lack of travel insurance at the time, he missed and I was able to scurry to the nearest subway station and laugh at myself when I realized the photo I was taking was completely out of focus and the incident had been a total waste of time anyway. After that, I was encouraged to hire guides when traveling abroad. A lot of these guys were more bodyguards than guides, really. In Mexico City, after being rushed out of a pretty rough part of the Tepito neighborhood by my guide, I was informed we may have been shot at. This is great, I thought, How could I have explained a bullet wound to my friends and family back home?


As far as we know, none of the other folks who contributed images for the book were in harm's way, and we are very happy about that. We would never ask anyone to do the silly things we have done or go to the places we have.

It has been a memorable ride, and we are looking forward to a lot more hunting adventures. Hopefully with no shots being fired.






End of sample
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