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No longer is typography’s only role within books, but it has taken an 
artistic journey beyond the page and into the world of art. Opportunity and 

creativity have lead artists to begin examining the practice of typography 
as a use of visual expression, interpreting typography in surprising and 

interesting ways, with artists such as Marinetti (1919) and Kosuth (1966), 
typography began to infiltrate and intertwine its way into the art world. 

Subsequently, this led to free play with materiality in language and opened 
up opportunity for typography to break free from its traditional uses and 

even go off the page. As the computer age dawned, new functions brought 
in fresh forms for type design and this advanced typography into a new era 

going against the grain of traditional purposes. It has become clear that 
artists and designers intentions were to bring words to life, by taking them 

off the page and onto our streets, this has led to the art being free for all. 
Typography, a mode of expression, a vehicle for creativity and an artistic 

tool have emerged out of the shadows and has become a multi-dimensional 
medium in its own right.



In
tr

o
du

ct
io

n



In
tr

o
du

ct
io

n

19

If words are used, and they 
proceed from ideas about art, 

then they are art and not 
literature (Lewitt, 1969 cited in 

Selby, 2009:37).
Typography, and its functions, has been a hot topic in recent years. In many 

ways, typography has extended beyond the page, from being used in art to 
create posters, to now where typography has become an art form in its own 

right. The notion of free play with words has allowed typography to break 
free from its old boundaries and traditions. As Selby (2009:7) explains,

The potential for an artwork to be established through 
the thought processes and notional forms of a linguistic 

methodology not only challenged the formalist 
process of modernist art but invested art with a new 

potential: an openness, discursiveness and currency 
in which art was something to be thought about, 

imagined, theorized, rather than explained away.

Just like a painter composes a painting, a type designer crafts a letter, 
considering every line & circle. Artists and designers have found that 

these letters can be art. Selby (2009:7) observes the importance of text in 
art, suggesting that language is viewed as an ‘essential element’ of artistic 

practice and text has become a ‘crucial element’. What Selby is proposing, 
is that text can be art, that artistic practice incorporates language and 

that text as a medium to communicate and reflect artistic ideologies.  
In incorporating text into art practices, this allowed typography to break 

away from traditional modes of communication and extend its use so that 
it will become art in its own right. 

There are endless approaches that designers and artists are using to 
experiment with type, that would have been unimaginable 100 years ago, 

when type was strictly and solely for written communication and bound by 
unwritten rules. In recent years, designers are using typography in new 

ways from ‘body type’ such as that expressed by Sagmeister (Figure 6), 
in architecture and to 2-meters-high sculptures on our streets.



This dissertation will argue that type is an art form and that it should be 
allowed to be art regardless of its history and relationship with language 

and written communication. It will showcase the idea that type is now truly 
considered an art form even though it has not been a journey without revolt. 

Some traditionalists would however still oppose typography being considered 
an art form, in favour of more creative and acknowledged artistic methods.

Typography has transformed over the decades. During the Futurism (1909-
1944) and Dada (1916-1923) movements, artists began to push the boundaries 

of typographical rules further than before. Gottschall (1989:78) referred to 
these artists by commenting, ‘they give personality and power and direction to 

a message,’ this was evidenced in type being presented in non-traditional ways 
such as vertical exposure of text and lavish design (see Figure 2).

Fast forward 60 years and type began its most significant development in 
gaining freedom from the page and its progression to new realms with the 

catalyst being the advancement of technology and computer-generated 
typefaces.  This partnership of technology and type allowed designers to 

break away from the unwritten rules to be creative and daring.  The designers 
such as Carson and Brody (1980) embraced the newfound technology and 

began to experiment with the endless possibilities that it provided; creating 
images and highlighting for many, that type could be considered art.  

Sinclair (2012:26) encourages the viewer,’ to question its [type] traditions, 
and to support risk taking,’ like that of Carson and Brody through the 

promotion of type into art practices.

Ambrose and Harris (2006:12) explain, ‘Type is the means by which an idea 
is written and given visual form.’ Therefore type, as art is by no means a new 

idea. In the 1960s Swiss typographer Weingart cited in Gottschall (1989) 
explained that when he talked to his students about typography he strove 

to get them to see typography in a new way and that it does not have to be 
set in a particular layout. Cater (2013) affirmed in a recent interview that, 

typography should be classed as an art form, comparing it to  ‘painting, 
sculpture, music and dance,’ highlighting that typography is being used 

in ways that it was not originally intended.   What appears clear is that 
designers have given typography its own personality and respected the form 

of the individual letters whilst allowing freedom of expression; this allows 
typography to become art rather than just appearing in art. 
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The traditionalist will argue that 
no one buys a typeface to hang on 
the wall, while the more traditional 
still may argue that only when a 

typeface is beautiful enough to be 
displayed in a gallery may it also 
be considered suitable for print 

(Arfield, 2010:57).
In the mid 20th Century, artist 

Joseph Kosuth (1966) questioned 
‘What is art?’ this lead to much 

discussion amongst artists, designers 
and theorists. According to Spector 

(1997) on the Guggenheim website, 
what Kosuth was seeking to do 

was to ‘demonstrate that the “art” 
component is not located in the object 

itself but rather in the idea or concept 
of the work.’ This questioning of art 

was displayed through Kosuth’s series of 
pieces that use the dictionary definition 

of words; according to Selby (2009), 
this series is now seen as iconic pieces of 

text-based art (Figure 1). Here, Kosuth was 
trying to demonstrate how text-based art 

can be art. Kosuth (1996:412) said himself, 
‘without artistic intention there is no art.’ 

What is clear is that Kosuth highlights that 
as long as there is a meaning behind the piece 

then it is art, it does not matter whether the 
artist uses paint or typography. Typography’s 

journey has therefore witnessed letters evolve 
from being simply lines on a page into forms 23

Figure 1: Joseph Kosuth, ‘Art as Idea as Idea’, 1966



which artists can use within their art work; subsequently typography has 
become a medium used for art.

Unwritten rules governed typography, stressing that the printing press was 
to be used solely for printing text; but in the early 1900s, poets began to use 

typography within their work and this was seen as the breaking out point for 
type in art. This was observed by Hill (2009:10) who states that with: 

Modernist poets, visual and graphic form develop as a means of exploring 
the relationship between language and its subject, extending or redefining 

the expressive scope of the written word.

Poets therefore played a vital role in advancing 
typography into new realms. Although not 

recognised at the time, these poets were fundamentally 
responsible for type being integrated into art.

In the early 1900s two art movements: Futurism (1909) and Dadaism 
(1916), proved to be significant in the support of using type in art, 

in particular using the written word to create pictorial poetry. 

Gottschall (1989:17) stressed that the big thing in Futurism design was:

…shock and contrast, in type size, the angle at which words 
or phrases were placed, oversized letters or numbers or other 

characters seemingly random and dropped on the page.

During these movements, artists were allowing letters to have their own 
personality, and using them to enhance a piece of art, therefore expressing 

that typography can be art. Whilst during Dadaism, Morley (2003:69) saw 
words as being the essence; ‘words seem to the Dadaists to be the epitome of 

this decadent culture’.  Morley (2003:85) highlighted that words and images 
were becoming ‘equal.’ 

Interestingly, during the Futurist movement, the Futurists used typography 
as a vehicle for expressing ‘feeling and thought’ (Heller & Ilic 2013:10); 

works took on a new appearance in reflection of this new style of practice, 
in which, ‘type had been transformed by artists into art.’ One of the 

first text-based Futurist artists of this time was Marinetti (1919) in his work 
‘Les mots en Liberte Futurists,’ text/type was used as art and a mode of 

expression (Figure 2). Hill (2009) explained that what Marinetti (1919) 
and other Futurists were doing, was breaking away from the traditional 

and bringing language and art together. According to Morley (2003:96), 25

Marinetti appealed that he was, ‘destroying conventional language in order 
to set words free,’ little did he know the significance of his statement or the 

impact his artwork would have on other artists.

Gottschall (1989:10), examines the changes in typography and its uses 
stating that, ‘In the 20th Century many typographic designers 
broke away from formal center-axis design and the 
typographically complex layouts of much work in the 
19th century,’ this broad statement suggests that typography and 

typographic designers were not limited to just books but found new avenues 
to explore. It would appear that books were merely a temporary vehicle for 

type until the time was right for type to be acknowledged in its own right. 
The consequences of breaking free meant that the more accessible type 

became to artists, the more type moved away from the printed book and 
subsequently the more it has extended its parameters to include art forms. 

Solomon (1986) implies that before artists and designers considered the use 
of type in art, it was important to consider the form of the letters, he states, 

‘When letters were taken out of the normal reading pattern and type was 
no longer parallel to the page, the letterforms could be seen more as shapes 

than phonetic symbols’ (Solomon, 1986:9).  Furthermore, in an interview 
with Ward (2013), when asked to explain his statement, ‘Words are Pictures’ 

he observes that words start out as an image and only when you learn the 
language do they become words. Ward stated, ‘A word is still nothing more 

than a collection of shapes and lines,’ this strengthens the argument that 
type or words are a sophisticated art form.

Moreover, Gottschall (1989) explains that typography should bring a 
‘message to life’ highlighting that typography has purpose and meaning, 

which may not have been welcomed by all artists, as many highbrow artists 
believed typography did not have a niche in the art world, referring only to 

fine art and traditional art as acceptable. During the 1960s typography really 
started to be embraced by artists, Selby (2009:7) states, ‘what artists of that 

time found in text was not merely an opportunity for recourse to anti-
aesthicised, non-material medium, but the possibility for an art that could 

be thought, proposed, stated: Art as idea.’

Developments of typography were noted by King (2004) in an article on the 
Typotheque website. King acknowledged the relationship between art and 

type and the struggles over recognition:  
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The relationship between art and typography is long-
term and ongoing.  For around a century, type has been 

appearing in art works and incidence of type in art is 
certainly on the increase.  Broadly speaking artists who 

use typography fall into two camps: those who use type as 
language and those who use type as an image (King, 2004).

Again indicating the complex relationship of type and art, words can be 
used within art as well as communicating a message.

In an interview carried out with type designer, Matthew Carter (2013), 
when asked, ‘Did he feel that people are no longer respecting type’. His reply 

was that he has learnt so much by seeing other designers make use of his 
typeface, some good others bad. However, artists who use type are starting 

to be seen as real artists as Kilein (2007:52) explains, ‘Words are to be 
arranged like other artists might compose a painting out of 
squares or circles.’ Therefore people are starting to see type as a piece 

of art rather than just in the written form. 

Hill (2009) discusses the relationship between text and images, suggest-
ing a ‘Tension between image and word, description and representation, 

have informed and redefined the practice of visual art throughout the 20th 
Century’ (Hill, 2009:18).  More significantly was when artists began to 

view typography as a medium within its own right, that they could employ 
typography within their art. What has become apparent is that type has 

become independent of and broken away from its traditional rules and 
boundaries, but has found a new creative purpose, extending its use

and application. 
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The emergence of new digital 
technologies was opening up the 

design of typefaces to a generation 
keen to push the limits of language 
and the very definition of what a 
font could be (Sinclair, 2012:20).

One of the most significant developments in the freedom of type was the 
advancement of technology.  In the 20th Century, the introduction of the 

computer impacted upon the way in which typography was viewed, being 
regarded as a great advantage to artists and designers. Kleinpeter (2010) 

highlighted that, the computer allowed people who had some training 
with the use of typography to be freer and more creative. The computer 

unlocked so many doors for typography in art as Morley (2003:201) 
claims, ‘Digital technology opened up a whole new range of creative 

possibilities.’ The computer was to become the bridge between art and 
typography, now it was easier and cheaper for artists and designers to 

experiment with typography in their work. It allowed them to try new 
ideas, but would not have cost anything if it did not work, as the 

computer allowed for experimentation and deletion was also an option.

It was not long before the computer was being used to create books. 
Morley (2003:175), referred to ‘the book’ as, ‘the book – with its 
little black marks on the white rectangle of the page – 
is like a foreign language.’ Up until the 1980s there were two 

forms of typography, type in books as communication and type in art, 
but now artists were making type in books art, ‘the book’ was no longer 

just words on a page but had itself become a piece of art. As emphasized 
by Heller & Vienne (2012:42) who reinforce to the idea that words were 

becoming ‘visual artifacts’. German designer Willberg cited in Shaw & Coles 
(2013:30), states that, ‘[Type] is not only there to be read.  You also see it.’ 

Shaw & Coles (2013) refer to Richard Eckersley (1941-2006) as the first 
book designer to take full advantage of digital type’s possibilities. His book, 

‘The Telephone Book: Technology, Schizophrenia, Electric Speech,’ (1989) 
‘…is full of typographic gymnastics: crossed-out type, mirrored type, 



undulating type, blurred type, overlapping type and more.’ This idea of 
changing the appearance of the book was thought to help people with 

the transition from words as words to words as images, as words were 
something the public would identify with. 

Not only was the book being reinvented, but the poster also got a new life. 
British graphic designer Neville Brody used this new technology to create 

eye-catching typographical posters. Brody tells us in Sinclair (2012:21), 
‘Historically I hated type, but I began to understand that if I approached 

type as image-making, it would allow me to really engage with it.’ 
This demonstrates that type can be more than just letters; each letter 

can become individual pieces of art. Morley (2003:207) outlines how 
this form of art has been pushed, ‘the pioneers of text-based art from the 

1960s and 1970s have continued to explore and expand the range of their 
work.’ Kleinpter (2010:200) reports that Brody sought to, ‘Bring a greater 

dynamism to the content, now that we live in a predominantly visual age.’  
Brody was able to identify how to bring more of a meaning to a piece of 

work. A section of Brody’s work can be seen on ‘Work Wall’ (2009) 
(Figure 3), clearly showing his use of and experimentation with type, 

demonstrating that the computer allows for endless typographical styles 
while creating art.  

Another pioneer of type based, art was David Carson (1989), a designer 
who had little if any training in typography or graphic design, but became 

known for his typographical experimentation.  According to Kleinpeter 
(2010), Carson was first introduced to typography and graphic design in 

a Switzerland workshop led by Hans Rudolf Lutz. Throughout the 1980s 
both Brody’s and Carson’s use of experimental typography to create posters 

found new ways of illustrating language in a visual way.  This can still be 
seen in Carson’s work today as illustrated through his 2012 ‘SURFportugal’ 

(Figure 4), he continues to make an impact by his use of typography over 
photography. Matt Mahurin (1989) cited in Blackwell (1995:62) expresses 

that Carson’s work communicates, ‘On a level beyond words.’  Thus 
Kleinpeter (2010) illustrates that Carson’s typography is not ‘Limited to the 

printed text on a page…He wanted to establish a connection to the reader 
that went beyond the norms’ (Kleinpeter, 2010:200). Carson  (1989) clearly 

displays how letters and images could work together on the same page, 
also highlighting that letters do not always have to spell a word, that each 

letterform is a work of art and is an entity. 33

Figure 3: N
eville Brody, ‘W

ork W
all’, 2009
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With the accessibility of type increasing due to new technologies, designers 
like Carson and Brody were using technology to create artwork and 

demonstrate how type can be multi-modal.  

Sinclair (2012:23) meanwhile shows support for type as art, quoting type 
designer Spiekermann (1987) stating:

There were designers out there experimenting 
with new ways to  design type…just like 
music, None of these people could have 
designed a ‘real’ working typeface, but they 
all started looking at letters as images, 
rather than just code for communication.

Spieckermann (1987), showed how letters do not need to make a word 
or communicate words to be art. Both Brody and Carson experimented 

with this idea using letters as well as words within their work. Sinclair 
(2013:37) is quoted to have said, ‘Technology has undoubtedly played a 

significant role in the development of type.’ Type has become equally as 
important as image, sometimes even being the dominant element, 

as in the work of Brody.

In the time scale spanning 500 years from the printing press to the 
computer, the 20th Century witnessed much development such that 

typography started to infiltrate the art world, and through the introduction 
of the computer, designers broke away from the constraints that once 

restricted them. Sinclair (2012:26) stated the objective for designers was, 
‘to break open typography’s closed circle, to question its traditions, and 

to support risk taking.’  Harvey (2002) observes that when designers are 
creating type, it is important to understand that each character contains 

its own unique shape.  Geof Kern (1990) cited in Blackwell (1995) makes 
reference to Carson as a forerunner in the campaign to change the outlook 

of designers by stirring up a desire to explore typography.  Sinclair (2013:41) 
further emphasises that, ‘type has been used to communicate without 

illustrative or photographic accompaniment by a range of visual artists and 
designers.’ It would therefore appear that the computer has made it quicker 

and easier to explore typo, allowing designers to have more freedom with 
how they explore the possibilities of typography. 
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What is new is the increasingly 
large number of novel conceptual 
ways that designers are building 
letters and words in natural and 

man-made environments 
(Heller & Ilic, 2013:14).

The development of typography 
has taken it from the world of 
communication to the world 
of technology and with a major 
shift off the page to new 
forms of expression.  It has 
become increasingly evident 
that artists and designers 
are really pushing the 
boundaries of typography 
and taking it to unusual 
places where we would 
not expect it to be. Typo-
graphy is no longer only 
being used in art but has 
become an art form. 

It is undoubtedly clear 
that computers have 
advanced the use of 
typography however, 
some designers 
are choosing to 
disengage from 
technology and 
revert back 
to natural 

Figure 5: Stefan Sagm
eister, ‘H

aving G
uts alw

ays W
orks O

ut For M
e’, 2004



materials in order to express typography as art. One such designer is Stefan 
Sagmeister who explores using unique materials (Figure 5), to express that 

anything can be used to make type art. Sagmeister took the poster beyond 
technology, by using a blade to engrave onto his own body (see Figure 

6), messages which normally a poster would display.   Heller & Vienne 
(2012:10) recall the impact that the ‘AIGA’ (Figure 6) had at the time; ‘It 
was not only a startling way to communicate a message, 
but also an unforgettable lettering composition.’ 

 Sagmeister continues to create an impact, making type out of just about 
anything like masking tape, garbage bags, plumbing and ripening bananas, 

he has never been scared to take a risk. Heller & Vienne (2012:38) refer 
to Sagmeister as transforming, ‘everyday natural and industrial objects 

into letters to convey messages in which the metaphors trigger deeper 
understanding of the message.’ What Sagmeister does is incorporate 

typography with the male natural form, using his body as a canvas in the 
same way a painter/artist uses a canvas to illustrate a painting. It could 

therefore be argued that Sagmeister’s (1999) ‘AIGA’ is a piece of art 
on artwork.

41

According to Morley (2003:172), artists wanted to ‘make art accessible’ 
to all and draw in audiences that would not normally attend art galleries. 

Typography was and still is being displayed in galleries originally started 
by Joseph Kosuth (1966) in the 1960s; art was being moved outside the 

gallery by others and unto our streets. Artists Mary Miss and Alice Adams 
were questioning ‘What is art?’ In an interview Miss (1994:20) explained 

that she wanted to bring art out of galleries so everyone could be involved 
stating, ‘I was particularly interested as an artist in how to step outside the 

museum or gallery context…I felt rather restricted and frustrated by the 
gallery situation.’ In light of this, it was not long before typography itself 

was taken from galleries out into our streets. Fleming (2007:17) highlights 
the importance of art in the community, making the place ‘memorable’, it 

‘enriched the experience’, it ‘humanized the environment’ 
and it ‘empowered the community.’

Morley (2003:125) stated, ‘typography [was] to engage with new 
environments,’ it had been appearing inside buildings but now designer 

Paula Scher (2001) was moving the letter outside the building. In 2001, 
The New Jersey Performing Arts Centre (Figure 7) became Scher’s canvas 

by running words along the walls over pipes and balconies. Heller & Ilic 
(2009:15) suggested that Scher’s work, ‘proves that a building can not only 

house but can be art and design, advertisement and manifesto, sculpture 
and architecture, all under one roof.’ Not only does it present a work of art 

Figure 6: Stefan Sagm
eister, ‘AIG

A’, 1999



but also it is a good advertisement for the performing arts school. 
Over the last four decades, Scher explained how her use of typography has 

developed. She was cited in Walters (2010:52) stating, ‘So I began drawing 
type and discovering that typography could have form…I found that you 

could be expressive simply by making choices.’ 

Simeone (2011) discusses how Scher uses typography within her work and 
how it turns out to be a purposeful component ‘interwoven’ with the visual 

architecture. Heller & Ilic (2013:74) highlight that, ‘The graphics recast the 
building as appealing, fun, and creative, and produced a lively neighbor-

hood landmark.’ Furthermore, it is believed that Scher (2001) had extended 
public hope and excitement, it has, ‘altered the aesthetics of the street.’ 

Scher identified how words are being used in architecture to create 
eye-catching art. This ‘deviation’ has progressed even further with words 

being incorporated into the natural environment by becoming landmarks. 
Artist Gordon Young (1992) has been at the forefront of some of the major 

typographical pieces in Great Britain.  Interestingly, in an interview with 
Young in 2014, he observes that he spent his childhood in a city where art 

was not prevalent: 

As a 16 year old I came across the Kroller Muller Sculpture 
Park in Holland, it opened up a whole new world to me…The 

things that interested me were works that weren’t necessarily 
art; things that were in the environment (Young, 2014).

Young (1992) refers to himself as a ‘visual artist’ and that he has learnt the 
impact and significance words can have on individuals, ‘I came to know 
the power and magic of words and their importance.’ 

To Young (1992), language is a central aspect of his work and with the help 
of graphic designer Andy Altmann type has become a prominent feature 

within his work. He believes that text creates a ‘relationship between the 
artwork and its surrounds.’ 

Altmann and Young have worked together on an array of pieces.  In 2011, 
they worked together on the literary piece the, ‘Comedy Carpet’ (Figure 

8) located between the Blackpool Tower and the seafront. Heller and Ilic 
(2013:15) illustrate why the ‘Comedy Carpet’ was so important stating that 

it has, ‘brought new energy to the district.’ Lucas (2011) explains that the 
‘Comedy Carpet’ is a construction that is made up of separate portions 

created in concrete, steel and granite. Altmann illustrates in Carson (2002), 43

that there is more time and effort needed to design something like this, more 
so than a book, ‘there’s no paper and ink here: it’s all steel, bronze, brass, 

granite, concrete and glass’ (Carson, 2002:59). What it shows is that words 
do not just need to be on the page, but can be given a home outside the page 

and used to enhance the environment.

Selby (2009:119) highlights that Young uses language to bring art and 
community together, ‘Young employs language as a means to relating art 

and public life.’ In an interview with Young (2014) he claims his art works 
aim to be, ‘… bespoke as broadly, deeply and “holistically” as possible to 

the place and people it’s for or about.’ Young emphasizes that its important 
not just to create these pieces, but they also need to bring something to 

the community. 

Heller and Ilic (2009:15) explain how letters in the public domain can affect 
the viewer, ‘Environmental typography informs, decorates 
and celebrates ideas or events.’ In a debate initiated by, No longer 

Empty from the Grass House (2011) the issue, ‘What’s the point of art in 
the environment?’ was highlighted. Some of those who commented on the 

debate suggested it is not enough that the work only has to be beautiful and 
look good. Even though the aesthetics are important, it is also important 

that the piece of art is enjoyed by ALL. The importance of ‘public art’ 

Figure 7: Paula Scher, ‘N
ew

 Jersey Perform
ing Arts C

enter’, 2001
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is that it is for everyone, ‘free and accessible to all’. Not only does art 
brighten up the environment and make the public more aware of the space 

but community also want the art to represent them as a group, as Fleming 
(2007:14) observes, ‘It is probably not the architecture that turns a physical 

locale into a well-loved place; it is more often the remembrance of human 
interaction that helps claim it.’ This notion is supported by Sara Reismann 

(2011) who states, ‘Local communities often want the artwork to represent 
the community itself, to be a reflection.’ 

Another question posed was, ‘So what is the point of typography in the 
environment?’ Take the ‘Comedy Carpet’ in Blackpool, it represents 

Blackpool history, with quotes from famous performers who have played 
there, it allows the public to connect with the environment and it opens 

doors to a wider audience. While people are walking over the ‘Comedy 
Carpet’ in Blackpool, they are climbing over their text-based art, similarly in 

Amsterdam as Heller and Ilic (2013:66) stated, ‘For the city of Amsterdam 
it was necessary to scream loudly…something that invites the viewer to 

take part.’ Instead of installing a sculpture, they have created 2-metre-high 
letters situated outside a museum in Amsterdam the ‘I amsterdam’ 

(Figure 9) slogan has become the city’s catchphrase: 

‘I amsterdam’ began as the marketing campaign for 
the Amsterdam Area and its business and promotional 

organisations, but quickly took on a life of its own, becoming 
a collective catchphrase for the city’s residents, regardless of 

who they are or where they come from (I amsterdam, 2013).

Amsterdam was not the first city to have letters in the street; London, Paris 
and the state of Florida have all employed this as a way to highlight signage 

and landmarks. But ‘What’s the point in having these letters on our streets?’ 
An even more important question is, ‘What impact do these have on local 

communities?’ Neves (2009) raises the point that before a piece is placed it 
is important to consider where it is to be placed. The question needs to be 

asked, ‘Who uses the space? Will this have a good impact? Will it improve 
the space?’ Guetztow (2002) also addresses these issues, by observing that 

the impact of art in the community will improve the local economy, given 
that it will bring tourists who will enhance the economy by staying in local 

hotels, eating in local restaurants and shopping in local towns. The artist 
Sara Daeliden (2012), was interviewed by Hart in 2012 Daeliden (2012:32), 

stated that her job was, ‘to empower people to get out into the landscape and 
experience it in interesting ways.’ Consequently, the ‘I amsterdam’ letters 

have attracted visitors to the city and it has become a landmark loved by 47

Figure 9: Erik Kessels, ‘I am
sterdam

’, 2010 



everyone. Guetztow (2002:11) also highlights that typography in community 
can also be of use as a form of education, ‘learning through artistic/creative 

activity is much more enjoyable’ and it will ‘enhance community pride and 
self-image’ (Guetztow 2002:5).

A shift in letter use has lead to letters in the 21st Century being no longer 
used as they were first intended.  Artists and designers are finding new 

ways of breaking away from the unwritten rules, boundaries and constraints 
of books and pages to more malleable innovative designs and uses of type.  

Myerscough (2013) believes we should not isolate letters, ‘when you look at 
words at a different scale in different environments you respond to them in 

a different way to a page.’  Ward (2013) informs us that words are always 
an image referring to a word not becoming a word until you can read it and 

understand it,  ‘But because all words started out as images it would be hard 
to argue that there was ever a case where a word was not a picture’ 

(Ward, 2013). Myerscough concludes her interview by highlighting that 
she likes ‘type being everywhere for everybody.’ 
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This dissertation set out to discuss and disprove that typography was bound 
by literature in the form of books, posters etc. and therefore restricted in 

its function. Evidence has shown that the journey that type has taken has 
allowed it to break free from these unwritten rules and extend its bound-

aries to be classed as an art form.  For example Arfield (2010:57) states: 

The traditionalist will argue that no one buys a typeface to 
hang on the wall, while the more traditional still may argue 

that only when a typeface is beautiful enough to be displayed 
in a gallery may it also be considered suitable for print.

As Arfield (2010) suggested, a typeface can be as beautiful as any painting, 
and that we should respect typographers and those who use typography 

creatively with the same respect as we afford other artists. By allowing 
text-based art to hang beside paintings.

As Lucas (2009) suggests, visual communication would have remained 
trapped without artists and designers taking risks and experimenting.  

The first era to break the rules that had been set down after Guttenberg first 
invented the woodblock was in the early 1900s.  During this time artists were 

discovering new ways of communicating that would be visually attractive. 
Equally, Ertep (2012:45) stated,  ‘writing has undergone a transformation 

from being a fundamental tool of communication to becoming a design 
element particularly used for visual expression purposes’. Artists began to 

view typography as a medium they could employ within their art with one 
of the most important steps taken by artist Joseph Kosuth who questioned 

what art was by took type into the gallery. 

This break out continued into the late 1900s with the introduction of the 
computer that made it easier to experiment and take risks, permitting 

designers to break away to a larger degree. Wozencroft (1991) cited in 
Sinclair (2012:21) makes the proposal that we must support a change, 

‘to break open typography’s closed circles, to question its traditions,
and to support risk taking.’ 

The experimentation with type has continued into the 21st Century with 
designers introducing typography into the natural environment as seen in 

the work of Young (1992).  The resulting creations have become part of the 
environment and have been embraced by the communities in which they 

have been placed. Designers are no longer only experimenting with a word 
or words but they are considering every letter as its own art form. 



As Ward (2013) in his interview concludes, a collection of letters only make a 
word when you learn the language, otherwise they are just a group of images.  

Awazu (1955) was also cited in Gottschall (1989:190) supporting Ward’s 
point by stating that, ‘Letters are beautiful in themselves.  Just like faces of 

human beings, some letters are intricately complex while others are blank 
and simple.’  Typography is now not only being used in art but has become 

art in its own right, in a similar way it has embraced the journey of once 
being a simple sole use product to a more complex and experimental mode. 

Who knows what the future of typography will hold, but it is certain that 
designers will continue to experiment and to explore the endless possibilities.  

Typography has dramatically changed from being only used as a form of 
communication to now being classed as art, as Solomon (1986:9) illustrates, 

‘Designers should bear in mind that typography can wear two hats.  It can 
be treated as an art form or an undiscerning method of communication.’  

It doesn’t matter if you can understand an image composed of words or letters 
but what designers are trying to do is make people look at the letter forms and 

appreciate the craft and skill that goes into this.  

In conclusion, designers and artists have put to good use the freedom that was 
granted to them and they have successfully proven that typography should no 

longer be restricted to letters on a page but that they have a wider role within 
society and they have managed to break free. 

If words are used, and they 
proceed from ideas about art, 

then they are art and not 
literature (Lewitt, 1969 cited in 

Selby, 2009:37).
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Em
ail interview

 w
ith Craig W

ard (12th O
ctober 2013)

H
i Leah, that’s a pretty big question.

You say ‘w
ords are pictures’ but is there any tim

e that this doesn’t apply? 
i.e. can only designers/artists use typography in this w

ay or can anyone?

For m
e W

ords are Pictures w
as an appropriate title because it perfectly described w

hat I w
as trying to do - 

bringing w
ords to life visually - but to answ

er your question fully you’d need to look at various cultures and take in 
a LO

T of history. In the w
est w

e tend to think of text as som
ething quite perfunctory so, m

y illustrative approach to 
typography could be perceived as being not a norm

al w
ay to think of w

orking w
ith it but, having just had m

y book 
(Popular Lies A

bout G
raphic D

esign) translated into C
hinese, over there w

ords literally are pictures and that’s 
exactly how

 they think of them
, so there’s probably not a global answ

er to your question.

B
esides all of w

hich, you m
ight do w

ell to question w
hen a w

ord crosses over to becom
e an im

age as all w
ords of 

course started out as im
ages - pictogram

s, hieroglyphs etc. To an illiterate person today - or to a person looking at 
a foreign alphabet like cyrillic or kanji - a w

ord is still nothing m
ore than a collection of shapes and lines. It’s only 

through learning that language that these pictures becom
e w

ords. It’s alm
ost an internal process that defines them

 
as som

ething other than pictures. I took a calligraphy course a w
hile back and the very know

ledgeable tutor w
as 

able to illustrate the evolution of (som
e) letters from

 basic pictogram
s through phoenician characters into the 

R
om

an alphabet w
e use today (in the W

est) - that w
ould be som

ething w
orth digging into. Som

e letters are of 
course very new

 additions but the evolution of others over the last x-thousand years is there to see.

A
nyone can of course use w

ords as im
ages - graffiti does this, your signature is arguably an im

age; usually just a 
scribble in fact - there’s a lot of instances w

hen this is the case. B
ut because all w

ords started out as im
ages it w

ould 
be hard to argue that there w

as ever a case w
here a w

ord w
as not a picture. 

This kind of thing...

D
oes that help? If you have any m

ore questions just shout!

C
raig W

ard /
The W

ords are Pictures Studio



Em
ail interview

 w
ith M

atthew
 Cater (21st O

ctober 2013)

D
ear Leah,

H
ere are a few

 thoughts that I hope are useful for your dissertation. Let m
e know

 if you have any other questions.

As a type designer, w
hat is your opinion on how

 typography is being used? 
Do you think this is an exciting new

 step forw
ard or w

ould you prefer people to 
appreciate type?

I’m
 fairly broad-m

inded about the uses of typography. In every period there seem
 to be both a m

ore traditional 
stream

 and an avant-garde stream
. The history of experim

ental typography is alm
ost as old as the canonical 

history. I’m
 in favor of experim

ent, w
hich doesn’t m

ean that I’m
 uncritical or like everything I see, but I don’t 

think progress is possible w
ithout a certain am

ount of risk-taking.

In order to learn and im
prove type-designers depend on seeing their w

ork put to use by other 
designers. U

sually the feedback is positive; typefaces get used in w
ays their designers intended. 

B
ut occasionally a typeface w

ill be put in a situation w
hich is unexpected. This can be annoying if 

the situation causes the typeface to fail, but it can also be instructive. I have probably learned m
ore about 

the strengths and w
eaknesses of m

y ow
n type designs by seeing them

 “m
isused” than used conventionally.

Type-designers are really hostages to type-users. O
ur w

ork can be m
ade to look better than w

e deserve, 
or w

orse. In the hands of a good typographer an unprom
ising typeface can be m

ade to perform
 w

ell in an 
appropriate setting, w

hile a bad typographer can m
ake a good typeface totally illegible. W

e type-designers 
cannot police our w

ork. Som
etim

es, in the case of a typeface com
m

issioned by a client w
e know

 exactly its 
intended purpose and can tailor it to fit, but generally speaking typefaces go out into the w

orld and w
e have no 

control over their destiny—
w

e don’t even know
 w

hat language they w
ill be set in.

A
s far as the readers of type are concerned I think there is m

ore appreciation now
 than w

hen I started in this 
business. There w

as a big shift w
ith the com

ing of the personal com
puter w

hich gave people a choice of fonts. 
B

efore that even people w
ith highly developed visual taste had no w

ay of 

exercising taste in typography—
they got w

hat the printer gave them
. N

ow
 I can have a perfectly 

sensible conversation about fonts w
ith a nine-year-old. I’m

 surprised by how
 m

any non-designers 
I run into w

ho have seen the “H
elvetica” m

ovie, and enjoyed it.

Yours,

M
atthew

56

Em
ail interview

 w
ith David Carson (12th O

ctober 2013)

H
ello!

M
ost of your typography pieces are produced on the com

puter do you think this 
sort of typography requires m

ore or less skill than say hand draw
ing typography? 

Also do you think now
 that com

puter based program
m

es are so w
idely available this 

is having an im
pact on your craft? If so w

hy?

its just a differnt skill. the inherent m
ost im

portant skill is know
ing intutivily w

hen the type looks right, and or its 
placem

ent sets the right tom
e for the m

essage.

people produce good, and bad type both w
ays, and there is nothing inherently good or bad in either w

ay. 
hand draw

ing is only usefull for certain m
essages, there is no need to draw

 perfect regular fonts that are avalible 
on the com

puter.

the w
idely availabe use of program

s has helped m
ake designers lazy, and the over all quality of design 

decrease. people let the com
puter and the softw

are m
ake w

ay to m
any decisions they should be m

aking as 
designers. otherw

ise w
e dont really need designers~

anyone can buy the softw
are and do reasonable new

letter, etc.

m
agazines are a great exam

ple, they have becom
e m

ore about production than design, and w
hile the overall level 

of m
agazine design has risen to w

hat i w
ould say is a b, m

aybe b+
 level,, very few

 stand out. they all use the sam
e 

program
s to produce safe, souless and forgettable design.......

i hope this helps and feel free to ask any follow
 up questions.

take care
david
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Em
ail interview

 w
ith G

ordon Young (12th Janurary 2014)

H
appy new

 year to you Leah, i hope you have a good 2014.

yes sorry about your neglect, apologies. I also got a granddaughter, she’s lovely but still in special care, 
m

uch im
proved but been an alm

ost daily trip dow
n to E

xeter. how
ever, light, new

 year starts…

I’m
 aw

are that you w
ork w

ith W
hy Not Associates to produce the typography. 

But w
hat m

akes you com
e up w

ith these ideas e.g. carving into a tree trunk and 
placing it in a library?  

The ideas com
e out of m

y long term
 route of being visual artist.. I w

as brought up in a city w
ith little art or 

sculpture. A
s a 16 year old i cam

e across the K
roller M

uller Sculpture park in H
olland, it opened up a w

hole 
new

 w
orld for m

e. O
n m

y return to B
ritain i applied to the local art college. I w

as lucky w
ith teachers at colleges. 

the things that interested m
e w

ere w
orks that w

eren’t necessarily art; things that w
ere in the environm

ent,
In C

um
bria, C

astlerigg  or Long M
eg, the R

om
an W

all or W
W

2 concrete navigation arrow
s…

 things that people 
had m

ade using m
aterials and shaping locations for a w

ide variety of needs.

A
s a child i had a problem

 w
ith w

ords [dyslexic hadn’t  been invented] but i could draw
 and m

ake. I cam
e to know

 
the pow

er and m
agic of w

ords and their im
portance. W

hich is w
hy i tend to use them

, its m
y hom

age or vengeance 
on them

! The collaboration w
ith A

ndy A
ltm

ann/W
hy N

ot is natural, a typographer has detailed inform
ation that 

can help m
e and an em

pathy w
ith w

hat i am
 up to.

E
very w

ork i try to bespoke as broadly,deeply and ‘holistically’ as possible to the place and people its for or 
about. i don’t know

 if I have a style but i guess i have a certain attitude. There are differences i think betw
een 

art and design [learnt that] . art should have a m
ore varied pace and function , often a lot m

ore research, 
thought , consideration. 

B
ut that old saying “G

od is in the detail”  is one reason i do collaborations w
ith a lot of folk w

ho know
 all sorts I 

don’t. They give m
e pointers and enrich w

hat i m
ight do. 

D
oes any of that help answ

er your question ? Problem
 is som

etim
es I’ve  just dream

t w
orks and no one is going to 

believe that!

If you give m
e a snail m

ail address I’ll send you som
e new

 cards w
e’ve done. you m

ight like them
 or find them

 
useful.

A
ll the best,

G
ordon

Em
ail interview

 w
ith M

orag M
yerscough (14th Decem

ber 2013)

H
i Leah, good to hear from

 you.

Your w
ork uses big bold type on w

alls, on chairs and even on buildings. 
Do you think that type should be allow

ed outside the page? If so w
hy?

Interesting your question uses the w
ords “allow

ed outside the page”. That question im
plies to m

e that there are 
such set rules that it is alm

ost illegal to use type other than on the page.

W
e have alw

ays been surrounded by w
ords and type in the streets, on shops, signs, buildings etc. There is a long 

tradition of incorporating type into buildings, part of an architects education w
as learn about typography and 

draw
ing fonts.

W
hen you look at w

ords at a different scale in different environm
ents you respond to them

 in a 
different w

ay to a page. The type responds to the space available and this m
akes a difference to the interpretation. 

There is no reason to be controlled by the dim
ensions of paper ‘A

’ sizes.

M
ateriality is equally im

portant, 2-d and 3-d.  O
r even projected as I recently did w

ith C
artlidge 

Levene in the Tate Tanks.

I like type being everyw
here for everybody.

I hope that helps.
W

ishing you a happy C
hristm

as

B
est M

orag



B
ib

lio
g

ra
p

hy



B
ib

lio
g

ra
p

hy
Books
A

m
brose, G

. &
 H

arris, P., 2006, The Fundam
entals of Typography, Sw

itzerland: A
V

A
 Publishing SA

A
rfield, S. G

., 2010, Just m
y Type: A

 Book about Fonts, G
.B

: T.J. International 

B
lackw

ell, L., 1995, The end of print: the grafik design of D
avid Carson, London: Laurence K

ing

C
orris, M

., 2010, W
ord and Im

age in A
rt’ in H

unt, John D
ixon, A

rt, w
ord and im

age: 2,000 years of visual/ 
textual interation, London: R

eaktion B
ooks

C
rafe, C

., 2012, A
n A

udience of artise, dada, neo-dada and the em
engence of abstract expression, London: 

university of C
hicago

Flem
ing, R

. L., 2007, The A
rt of Placem

aking: Interpreting Com
m

unity through Public A
rt and U

rban D
esign, 

London: M
arrell

G
ottschall, E

., 1989, Typographic Com
m

unication Today, London: M
IT Press C

am
bridge

H
arvey, M

., 2002, ‘H
and, eye &

 m
ind: a design trinity’ in Sasson, R

osem
ary, Com

puter and 
typography 2, B

ristol: Intellect B
ooks

H
eller, S. &

 Ilic, M
., 2009, The anatom

y of design, U
nited States: R

ockport Publishing
 H

eller, S. &
 Ilic, M

., 2013, Lettering Large: art and design of m
onum

ental typography, U
nited States: 

The M
onacelli press

H
eller, S. &

 V
ienne, V

., 2012, 100 thing that changed graphic design, London: Laurence K
ing

H
ill, W

., 2009, ‘Schw
itters Legacy: Language and art in the early 20th C

entury’ in Selby, A
., A

rt and Text, 
London: B

lack D
og

K
ilein, S., 2007, A

rt and Laughter, N
ew

 York: I.B
.Tauris &

 C
o

Levarie. N
., 1995, The A

rt &
 H

istory of Books, U
K

: The B
ritish library

M
orley, S., 2003, W

riting on the W
all: W

ord and im
age in M

odern A
rt, London: Tham

es &
 H

udson

Poynor, R
., 1991, Typography N

ow
: The next w

ave, London: Internos B
ook 

Sagm
ester, S., 2008, Thing I have Learnt in M

y Life So Far, N
ew

 York: H
arry N

. A
bram

s

Sagm
ester, S., 2009, M

ade you Look, N
ew

 York: H
arry N

. A
bram

s

Selby, A
., 2009, A

rt and Text, London: B
lack D

og

Solom
on, M

., 1986, The art of the printed book, N
ew

 York: W
atson-G

uptil



64

Interveiw
s

B
atchelor, L., (12th O

ctober 2013), C
raig W

ard, E
m

ail

B
atchelor, L., (12th O

ctober 2013), D
avid C

arson, E
m

ail

B
atchelor, L., (21st O

ctober 2013), M
atthew

 C
ater, E

m
ail

B
atchelor, L., (14th D

ecem
ber 2013), M

orag M
yerscough, E

m
ail

B
atchelor, L., (12th Janurary 2014), G

ordon Young, E
m

ail

W
eb Files

C
arson, D

., (2013), ‘m
iniSite’, D

avid Carson D
esign, available: http://w

w
w

.davidcarsondesign.com
/; 

(13th N
ovem

ber 2013)

G
uetzkow

 J., (2002), ‘H
ow

 the A
rts Im

part C
om

m
unities: A

n introduction to the literature on arts im
pact studies’, 

Princeton U
niversity, available: http://w

w
w

.princeton.edu/~
artspol/w

orkpap/W
P20%

20-%
20G

uetzkow
.pdf; 

(21st February 2014)

(2013), ‘I A
m

sterdam
 letters’, I am

sterdam
,  available: http://w

w
w

.iam
sterdam

.com
/en-G

B
/experience/w

hat-to-
do/attractions-and-sights/places-of-interest/i-am

sterdam
-letters; (6th D

ecem
ber 2013)

K
ing, E

., (2004), ‘The Last Supper’, Typotheque N
L,  available: w

w
w

.typotheque.com
/articles/the_

last_
supper, 

available;, (4th A
pril 2011)

N
elson, A

., ‘A
n Insightful Interveiw

 w
ith Stefan Sagm

ester’, K
nstrct, available: http://knstrct.com

/2011/10/03/
an-insightful-interview

-w
ith-stefan-sagm

eister/; (11th N
ovem

ber 2013)

N
eves, P. S., (2009), ‘U

rban A
rt –

 difficulties in its typification, and evaluation m
ethods’, A

cadem
ia, available: 

https://w
w

w
.academ

ia.edu/1075695/U
rban_

A
rt_

difficulties_
in_

its_
typification_

and_
evaluation_

m
ethods; 

(21st February 2014)

N
o longer E

m
pty, (2011), ‘W

hat is the function of art in public spaces and how
 does it connect to or actively serve 

people?’, The G
lass H

ouse: A
 site of the N

ational Trust for H
istoric Preservation, available: http://glasshouse-

conversations.org/w
hat-is-the-function-of-art-in-public-spaces-and-how

-does-it-connect-to-or-actively-serve-
people/; (21st February 2014)

R
esearch Studio, (2009), ‘N

eville B
rody B

iography 09’, R
esearch Studios, available: http://w

w
w

.researchstudios.
com

/N
B

_
B

io_
09.pdf; (20th D

ecem
ber 2013)

Spector, N
., (1997), ‘Joseph K

osuth’, G
uggenhim

, available: http://w
w

w
.guggenheim

.org/new
-york/collections/

collection-online/artw
ork/2362; (21st February 2014)

Young, G
., (2013) ‘Porjects’, G

ordon Young, available: http://gordonyoung.net/projects.htm
l; 

(20th D
ecem

ber 2013)

Articles
C

arson, P., 2002, ‘Set in Stone’, Creative R
eview

, V
ol. 22, Is. 9, pp. 58-61

E
rtep, H

., 2012, ‘Typography as a form
 of C

ultural R
epersentation’, Internation Journal of A

rt in Sociey, 
pp. 45-56

G
rant, J., 2007, ‘Set the letters free’, Eye M

agazine, V
ol. 16, Is. 64, pp. 22-29

G
unetti, L., &

 O
ropallo, G

., 2011, ‘The Typographic C
ity: Social C

om
m

itm
ent and G

raphic D
esign in the U

rban 
Space in Tw

o Late M
odernist Italian Projects’, D

esign Principles &
 Practice: A

n International Journal, V
ol. 5, 

Is. 6, pp. 489-497

H
art, J., 2012, ‘Place M

arkers’, Public A
rt R

eview
, Is. 47, pp. 26-33

K
leinpeter, J, 2010, ‘Typographic Innovation and N

egative C
riticism

: A
 R

etrospective from
 G

utenberg to C
arson’, 

D
esign Principles &

 Practice: A
n International Journal, V

ol. 4, Is. 3, pp. 193-205

K
osuth, J., 1996, ‘Intention(s)’, A

rt Bulletin, V
ol. 78, pp. 407-412

Lucas, G
., 2011, ‘H

eard the one about the artist, the designer and the carpet of concrete’, 
Creative R

eveiw
, V

ol. 31, Is. 10, pp. 40-45

M
organ, A

. B
., 1994, ‘Interview

 w
ith M

ary M
iss’, A

rt Papers, V
ol. 18, pp. 20-25

Shaw
, P., &

 C
oles, S., 2013, ‘C

asting Type’, Print, V
ol. 67, Is. 5, pp. 26-30

Sim
eone, L., 2011, ‘Learning from

 Interstitial Typography’, Leonardo, V
ol. 44, Is. 5, pp. 466-467

Sinclair, M
., 2012, ‘Fuse revert to type’, Creative R

eview
, V

ol. 32, Is. 4, pp. 20-30

Sinclair, M
., 2013, ‘Type O

nly’, Creative R
eview

, V
ol. 35, Is. 7, pp. 34-41

Sm
ith, J., 2012, ‘G

iant m
onkeys in Sagm

ister’s soul’, Eye M
agazine, V

ol. 21, Is. 83, pp. 95

Spiegel, F., 2008, ‘Flock of W
ords and the C

ursing Stone: A
 C

ollaboration betw
een G

raphic D
esigner A

ndy 
A

ltm
ann and A

rtists G
ordon Young and R

ussell C
olem

an’, Letter A
rts R

eview
, V

ol. 22, Is. 4, pp. 42-53

W
alters, J., 2010, ‘R

eputation: Paula Scher’, Eye M
agazine, vol. 20, Is. 77, pp. 46-57



A
ck

no
w

le
d

ge
m

en
ts



A
ck

no
w

le
d

ge
m

en
ts I w

ould like to take tim
e to thank Pat G

riffin and Louise C
am

pbell for their help throughout the w
riting of this 

dissertation. A
lso thanks to A

llison B
atchelor and B

arry D
odds for proof reading.

Thanks to the D
esigners and A

rtists w
ho answ

ered m
y question, A

ndy A
ltm

ann, M
atthew

 C
ater, D

avid C
arson, 

Steven H
eller, Luke Lucas, M

orag M
yerscough, R

ob R
yan, E

rik Spiekerm
ann, C

raig W
ard and G

ordon Young.

Leah




