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The editor’s letter . The disappearing vernacular

Above: A parking sign
in New York City—an
unwittingly lovely
collage made by a worker
from the Department of
Transportation.

One day last year, I decided to visit the Cooper
Hewitt, the Smithsonian Design Museum in
New York. As I walked past the museum on Fifth
Avenue, a poster on its perimeter fence caught
my eye. “Design makes everything better,” it read.
Seeing this message, I chortled under my breath,
“What arrogant nonsense.”
The kind of high-end design shown at the
Cooper Hewitt is beautiful, innovative, and often
challenging or enlightening. It has an important
place in the world. In fact, I teach that kind of
design in college. But there are places I definitely
don’t want high-end designers to touch.
I think of my local produce store. Nothing
fancy there: a dropped ceiling with fluorescent
lights, handmade wooden shelves tilted forward
to display the vegetables to advantage, movable
bins on casters spilling out of the storefront
onto the sidewalk, and handmade signs with the
names and prices of the goods (often charmingly
misspelled). The shelves are varnished to show
off the wood grain; the bins are painted green or
blue, depending on what can of paint was at hand.
They are old and beaten up, but they remain solid
and fit for use.

Someday the rent will rise and my produce
store will be no more. And then I can look forward to the branded experience of Whole Foods.
I dread the day.
When I think about the world of lettering arts,
I see a similar dynamic at play. Readers of this
magazine care about beautifully made letterforms and clever and innovative visual uses of
text. We want highly informed and skilled lettering artists to put their work out into the world.
But one of the things that makes this kind of lettering special is that it exists side-by-side with a
vast world of vernacular lettering.
Like the bins at my produce store, vernacular
lettering is practical and efficient. It’s often not

The fruit and vegetables they sell are seasonal,
fresh, and reasonably priced. Some items are foreign to me, but the Greek lady behind the register
will tell me how to cook them. The simplicity and
lack of pretension of the store is the whole point:
it about the produce, nothing more, nothing less.
This humble shop is an example of homespun,
ordinary, unsung design, not out to be clever or
call attention to itself. It is inventive in its own
way, using ordinary materials efficiently and
effectively to make something that works. Hands
off, Cooper Hewitt.

designed by lettering professionals, and it may
contain visual gaffes—promiscuous mixing of
typefaces, odd inconsistencies of style, lines of
text that don’t quite line up, or naive letterforms.
But it works. And actually, in its own quiet way,
it can have a distinct beauty.
As our whole lives migrate onto tiny screens,
the visual ephemera that has filled our daily
physical lives is slowly disappearing. That makes
me sad. Because to really shine, our high-end
lettering needs to exist in contrast to the distinct
beauties of the vernacular

Right: A ticket for
the Mountain Road
Lottery, printed in 1768
and signed by George
Washington. New York
Public Library.
Right, above: A ticket
to a reading by Charles
Dickens, 1867, shows an
interesting mixture of
typefaces. The stamped
number 18 doesn’t quite
line up and has uneven
ink coverage. New York
Public Library
Opposite: A metal cover
for a gas line. What is the
sans-serif S doing there?
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By Mike Gold . Today, just as many artists continue
to learn and practice traditional calligraphy, there
are more calligraphers and artists than ever who
are experimenting with writing-based art. This
is happening all around the globe, and artists are
using their respective alphabets in inventive ways
to create both legible and illegible designs.
Like many in the calligraphy world, I find
myself drawing inspiration in my nontraditional
calligraphic artwork from painters, designers,
and graffiti artists as well as from calligraphers. I
like work where cross-fertilization is happening.
This is why I look at contemporary artists who
are working in this experimental vein, to see how
they are influenced by calligraphy and why they
are doing the work they are doing.
A century of experimentation
A number of European and American artists and
art movements in the early 20th century laid a
foundation for the kind of experimental work
that interests me. The embrace of abstraction by
artists such as Kandinsky and Mondrian opened
new possibilities for graphic expression. Fine artists also began to use letterforms in new ways. In
the Cubist works they made before World War I,
Picasso and Braque incorporated lettering, sometimes through the use of collage and sometimes
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Opposite page: A pattern
piece by Yani & Guille—
Rain of Love.
Left: A notebook by
Randall Slaughter
displays the names
of some of his artistic
heroes.

by painting letters into their works. Just after the
war, Guillaume Apollinaire published his book
Calligrammes, in which some of the poems are
typeset in creative ways. His poem “Il Pleut” (“It
Is Raining”) is arranged on the page so the words
tumble from above in long diagonal streaks, visually evoking the subject of the poem.
Many art movements joined in this spirit of
experimentation, using letters, marks, symbols,
and both handwritten and typeset forms. Futurism, Dada, Russian Constructivism, De Stijl—
all played with their letters. For example, after
publishing his Manifesto of Futurism in 1909,
F. T. Marinetti embraced the concept of parole in
libertà (words in liberty). Words and letters could
5

Opposite, top left: La Loire, un Grand Fleuve
de Sable Quelquefois Mouillé (The Loire, a
Great River of Sand—Sometimes Wet).
Light-painting photographed in the town of
Le Cellier, France.

Below: Tout Mouvement
Est Créateur (All
Movement Is Creative).
Arabic and Roman
calligraphy on paper.

Opposite, top right: Le Détail (The Detail).
Light-painting photographed in the city of Doha,
Qatar. Photographer: Cisco.
Julien Breton
Julien Breton (aka Kalaam) was born in 1979 in
Nantes, France. Originally a graffiti writer, he has
evolved into what he calls a “lightgraff ” painter
who plays with body language, calligraphy, and
choreography. His unique calligraphic creations
are paintings in the environment, but without
disturbing the environment or vandalizing
walls. That’s because he paints with light, which
is photographed as he spontaneously performs
the work in silence, usually in the dead of night.
He also continues to make physical works of
calligraphy.
The publication Beautiful/Decay notes that
Breton “uses light and dance to ‘paint’ beautiful
and fleeting characters into the air. Inspired
by a combination of Latin and Arabic writing
styles, each piece is captured on long-exposure
film while the artist creates his inscriptions
using colored lamps and careful, intention-filled
movements. As a living, artistic response to the
environment, the designs are matched in compositional harmony to the surrounding backdrop,
be it an underpass in New York, an abandoned
building in France, or a magnificent hall in India.
Each performance lasts several minutes and is
then transformed into a single frame, transcending the boundaries of time and our perception
of light.”
Jacopo Perfetti writes that “Julien Breton’s art
is a cry in silence. . . . To write in silence is a total
immersion in the concentration of each single
gesture that finds its expression in the very
moment when the camera lens, in a single shot,
is imprinted by the complex sum of the artist’s
drawing in light.”
Perfetti goes on to say that Breton’s art “is
born from his will to create a semantic bridge
between Arabian and Western culture in order
to create a universal language that can transmit
feelings by going beyond words themselves—
but always remaining anchored in calligraphy
and, therefore, in the alphabet. His marks are a
synthesis of an Arabian and a Western kind of
meaning joined together during the development
of the work.”
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Julien is a self-taught artist who is influenced
by the many calligraphers he follows. He is especially influenced by the work of Hassan Massoudy.
Julien chooses a sentence or word first and creates the composition to fit the meaning.
He describes the purpose of his work as twofold. First is to bring calligraphy on stage and
share the visual art accompanied by dance or
music. Over the last ten years or so, he has tried
to develop different types of calligraphy shows.
When performing the calligraphy in real time
with light, accompanied by music or dance or
poetry, it becomes, he says, “a form of choreography.” His second purpose is more philosophical, to “create a bridge between East and West.”
His first work was to create a Roman alphabet
inspired by the Arabic aesthetic. With his art, he
wants to touch all peoples, East and West.

Opposite, middle left:
La Beauté (The Beauty).
Light-painting photographed in Tetouan,
Morocco. Photo: Cisco.
Opposite, middle right:
La Lumière (The Light).
Arabic and Roman
calligraphy on paper .
Opposite, bottom:
La Différence
(The Difference).
Model: Stephanie Naud.
Light-painting realized
during a live show in
Kuwait City. Photo: Cisco.
The artist’s lightpaintings involve no
digital manipulation.
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F LOR I L E G I U M
A GALLERY OF LET TERING INSPIRED BY NATURE AND THE GARDEN
Definition: In the European Middle Ages, a florilegium was a collection of
short texts gathered from revered authors. The word literally means “a gathering
of flowers.” Later, the word was used for artists’ botanical books
with renderings of plants.

By Christopher Calderhead . Human beings have
been cultivating plants for food for more than ten
thousand years. By contrast, the earliest writing
systems date back only about five thousand years.
But the garden—an enclosed space filled with
plants both useful and pleasant to the eye—
probably emerged about the same time as writing,
along with cities and stratified societies.
Gardeners in literate cultures have naturally
wanted to make records of their efforts. Writing
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and gardening are natural companions, whether
the intent is to record one’s horticultural successes
and failures, or to poetically capture the pleasures
of nature in its tamed state.
One of the most famous Chinese calligraphic
texts is Wang Xizhi’s Preface to the Poems Composed
at the Orchid Pavilion, which recounts the day when
he invited 42 friends to join him at his pavilion,
set in an idyllic landscape. As they sat outdoors,
drinking cups of wine that servants floated past
them down a small stream, the gathered literati
composed poems and wrote them out in beautiful,
cultivated scripts.
Today’s lettering artists continue to celebrate
and explore the theme of gardens and nature.
When I put out a call for works tied to gardening
and nature, the response was overwhelming; I
wish I could have included more, but space is a
constraint in any magazine (just as it is in a garden). I have also mined the archives for historical
works to complement the selected contemporary
pieces.

Above, left to right:
Two works on paper
and a weathergram by
Christine Colasurdo.
Left: Plan of a garden
from ancient Egypt, 18th
Dynasty. Metropolitan
Museum of Art, 14.108.
Opposite page: A page of
tulips accompanied by
text in a Humanist Italic
script. From Emanuel
Sweerts’ Florilegium
amplissimum et
selectissimum,
Amsterdam, 1647.
Beinecke Library, Yale
University.
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Above: Two pieces by Christine Colasurdo in gouache
on colored paper. The texts are by the artist.
Right: Yukimi Annand, Along the Way—Butter
Cup. The text is by Walter Hagen.
Opposite page: Detail of an opening from Katsushika
Hokusai’s Illustrated Book of Domestic Manners,
Tokyo (Edo), ca. 1828. In the woodcut, Hokusai
balances his rendering of a man pruning a pine tree
with vigorous brush-made script. Metropolitan
Museum of Art, JIB11a-c.

Letter Arts Review 33:3

55

