
How sign maker Luke Stockdale uses his 
knowledge of branding and typography to 
create beautiful architectural signs that aim 
to raise the standard of the industry

L u k e  S t o c k d a L e _ Australian-born Luke is the owner and creative director of 
Sideshow Sign Co, a Nashville-based team of designers and fabricators who specialise in 
custom sign making. He is also the creator of the Church of Sign Tology, a comprehensive 
online guide to sign making. www.sideshowsignco.com
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the material that best represents 
the brand and honours its aesthetic. 
Designers that cut corners are 
working backwards. They’re 
basically trying to make logos that 
light up. That’s not what a sign is.

What is a sign to you?
A sign is like a business card, it’s a 
representation of you. Especially 
architectural signage, which is 
what I’m talking about. If architects 
are going to spend years and years 
designing this beautiful building and 
it costs $50 million to build, and you 
just go and slap a plastic box on it 
with a logo, that’s insulting. But you 
don’t have many options, and that’s 
because of materials.

What do you do with clients who 
won’t budge on materials or design?
We just send them to the other sign 
companies. We’re only interested 
in working with people who are 
willing to push their design a 
little bit. Clients are usually really 
enthusiastic about the sign until 
the price kicks in. And that’s the 
thing we’re fighting against all the 
time because there’s this new wave 
of consumerism thanks to the 
likes of Amazon, where you can 
get whatever you want, whenever 
you want it. Custom things are 
different. Custom things are always 
going to cost four times as much 
because you’re not manufacturing 
two hundred thousand of them. 

what they can get away with. So in 
the old days you couldn’t cut corners, 
it wasn’t even part of the culture. It 
wasn’t even considered. Nowadays 
that’s the main consideration.

There’s also no watchdog for 
signage. And that’s why I sort of feel 
responsible as a designer and a sign 
maker. I feel like if someone is going 
to expose the industry for being in 
a coma, then it’s got to come from 
inside the design world. I think 
signage has just suffered along with 
everything else, but there’s no one 
out there to stop the work getting 
cheaper and cheaper.

Is that why you established the 
Church of Sign Tology, to make sign 
making knowledge more accessible?
I realised the design industry was 
trying to avoid good design because 
it wasn’t as easily or as sufficiently 
fabricated, and that that’s the reason 
designers in the industry could get 
away with bad design. My theory – 
and it could be wrong – is that once 
the industry started shutting out 
designers, that lead to a decline in 
quality. Plus, sign makers work with 
such limited materials anyway.

Do these materials restrict the type 
of signs you can produce?
Very much so. There are six basic 
materials you can use when making 
a sign. And coming from a branding 
background, I think that’s just not 
good enough. You’ve got to choose 

A 
ccording to Aussie-
born designer Luke 
Stockdale, signs are 
not what they used 
to be. In response 
to people “caring 
less” about signs 
and the craft of sign 
making, Stockdale’s 
Nashville-based 

creative design and fabrication 
company, Sideshow Sign Co, strives 
to improve the profile of the signage 
industry, and get both designers 
and clients demanding better signs.

On top of running the business 
side of things, creative director 
Stockdale wants to popularise sign 
making. With his online resource, 
the Church of Sign Tology, he’s 
gathered together information about 
the sign-making process to make a 
comprehensive and honest guide.

Following his enlightening talk 
at TYPO Berlin (see page 16 for our 
full report), Stockdale chatted to CA 
about the economics and craft of 
sign making, and how these factors 
affect the industry...

You talk about making street signs 
great again. Where do you think 
sign making has gone wrong?
With everything that’s a craft, or 
anything that’s manufactured, 
everyone just cares less. This isn’t 
exclusive to signage. Designers and 
clients care about consumption and 
cost and what they can have and 

01 luke made the 
leap from 
branding and 
typography to 
sign making after 
helping his mum 
build a home in 
the wake of black 
saturday – a 
series of bush 
fires in australia.

02 stockdale’s 
sign-making 
resource, the 
church of sign 
tology, needed 
its own sign.

03 creating  
a sign with 
exposed 
lightbulbs can 
cause all sorts  
of logistical 
headaches, 
though this does 
depend on where 
you’re making it. 
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04 sideshow sign 
co has branched 
out beyond 
traditional signage 
with projects such 
as this mosaic-
style artwork.

05 stockdale has 
built up his 
knowledge of 
sign making 
on the job.

06 this tower 
framework sign 
became a 
charging terminal 
complete with 
illuminated 
lightning bolts.

07 the ‘c’ in this 
crema sign is 
designed  
to rotate.

08 this sign for 
the Franklin Juice 
company includes 
a fresh foliage 
texture to reflect 
the brand.

09 stockdale’s 
past experience in 
typography has 
prepared him well 
for sign making.
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To make signs properly you have 
to know how to fabricate, to make 
samples and you have to know about 
materials. And you cannot do that 
sitting in an office, you have to do 
it through trial and error. In our 
studio, we’re getting to the stage 
where we can start farming out 
some fabrication to people we trust, 
but only because now we really feel 
like we understand the materials, 
and you can’t get that unless you do 
it. With stuff like that you have to 
have an angry client coming back 
and saying ‘the rust is staining my 
wall’, or ‘the wood is expanding in 
the heat’, things that you would 
never consider while in the office. 

What other obstacles are there  
to producing signs?
With signage there’s a lot of city 
ordinance and codes that you 
have to fight. Like in Nashville, 
for instance, they wouldn’t allow 
exposed bulbs in signs, so that’s been 
fought and just recently overturned. 
It’s almost like lobbying in politics. 
The bigger sign companies have 
been able to penetrate the political 
groups and change the laws to suit 
them and their processes. So then 

you end up with big companies being 
allowed to have enormous billboards 
that flash, but you’re not allowed to 
have a bulb. Sometimes they’ll make 
an exception if we prove that the 
design is exceptional. 

 
Did you have any training?
Not as such, apart from asking old 
sign makers to show me things. I 
was lucky enough to do a few signs 
early on for Nike and a few other 
recognisable brands, and so people 
started taking us seriously. 

With the first neon sign I made 
with my own hands, there was a 
client who called us and said, ‘Do 
you do neon signs?’ And I said ‘Yep,’ 
even though I didn’t know how. So 
I took the deposit, and I learned to 
make neon signs.

We actually made three, and 
lost money, and we still do on jobs 
like that. Each one had a different 
mistake until the fourth one was 
perfect. The client didn’t know, they 
just saw the finished product. But I 
was having the time of my life. We 
were so busy and I was getting to 
make things and I was absorbed. 
When you start to know half of 
something, everything you learn 

People usually come to us with 
honest enthusiasm for doing 
something different, but then are 
sometimes not willing to pay for it. 
You can’t have both, it’s impossible. 
And that’s one of the reasons the 
industry has been able to get away 
with bad sign making for so long.

You went from typography to sign 
making, how did you find that?
It was really difficult. A lot of hours 
and a lot of fuck-ups went into it. 
Sign making has to be an obsession. 
If you’re going to teach yourself 
how to make signs, especially big 
neon electric signs, then it has to 
be. The typography and the design 
are what drove me. It’s never been 
about money. It’s been about getting 
it right and understanding what 
makes signage works. 

Is sign making a viable business?
I’ve consulted with people to see 
where I should take this business 
because it’s hard work and I’m not a 
businessman, and a lot of them have 
said that I’m haemorrhaging money 
through fabrication, which is true. 
But I can’t stop that because in order 
to design signs you need fabrication.

10  an example of 
the type of neon 
sign
that stockdale 
admires – he 
argues that they 
have an organic 
feel that can’t be 
reproduced 
elsewhere.

11 stockdale 
compares signs 
like this one for 
edleys barbeque 
to the beauty of 
vintage cars.
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popularising signage again. So if the 
design industry starts writing about 
signage, that can only be a good 
thing. There are so many books on 
print but so few on signage, which 
doesn’t make sense. Signage is the 
same as print only more spectacular. 

If there were more books or 
more people aware of signage, then 
all of these designers would be able 
to start putting more pressure on 
their clients to do better and their 
standards are going to go up. Even 
client standards will go up. A client’s 
competition could be a shop down 
the road with an amazing sign, and 
then they’ll want one too.

Can you see D printing aff ecting 
sign making in the future?
I’m really excited about D printing. 
It’s going to change a lot. I’m not 
really excited about the technology 
itself, it’s more about brand 
implementation. If you can come 
up with a crazy idea and do it and it 
looks great, I’m totally on board. And 
I think D printing is going to deliver 
that at a high quality.

Did people warn you against going 
into sign making?
The industry warned me! And some 
of the concerns such as costing 
are valid points. But there are 50 
million people in America. If there’s 
even one per cent of those people 
who care about quality and signage, 
they’re our clients. 

about it goes straight to your brain 
and stays there. Learning about sign 
making was kind of like that for me. 

Are you infl uenced by trends?
You balance history or trends with 
what the client wants and the desire 
to do your own thing. People say our 
signs are like something from the 
’50s and ’60s. They are, but it’s not 
because they’re from that time. It’s 
because that was the era in which 
they used to make good stuff . It 
could’ve been any time. I’m not 
attracted to them for that nostalgia, 
I’m attracted to them because 
they were taken seriously and ever 
since then it’s been going downhill. 
But also those old signs were so 
beautiful. Take neon, for example. 
It’s glass and gas and it’s beautiful. 
It’s organic. No LED is ever going to 
be able to replicate it.

Are you worried that the Church 
of Sign Tology will result in more 
competition for you?
Making this knowledge more 
accessible or widespread doesn’t 
mean that sign making is going to 
be any easier to do. Just because you 
know how to do something, you still 
need to do it a few times, there’s still 
a lot of work that goes into it. I’m not 
really worried about competition 
because sign making does have a 
level of diffi  culty that a lot of people 
are going to be put off  by. But also 
it could benefi t our business by 

01coNSIdeR YouR 
MateRIaLS 

Knowing your materials and 
being aware of how they react 
to the weather is crucial. 
“you can’t really have wood 
outside, for example, and 
that’s a problem. It’s because 
it’s organic and changes 
shape,” says Stockdale. “But 
also there are some woods 
that are just too expensive 
for most sign companies.” 

02 Read uP oN 
ReGuLatIoNS

“Laws depend on where 
you’re based, but are often 
similar,” Stockdale says. “The 
only federally policed one 
in the US is the Americans 
with disabilities Act (AdA). 
So you have to have braille on 
any permanent signs, things 
have to be a certain size, and 
the logo or the word has to 
come off the sign a little bit 
so people can feel it. This is 
for wayfi nding. For vehicular 
signage where people are 
driving over 30mph, letters 
have to be a certain size.”

03 ReSPect tHe 
SuRRouNdINGS 

“There needs to be more 
respect for other businesses,”  
says Stockdale. “Having 
the biggest, loudest sign 
doesn’t work. But on top of 
that, it’s also disrespectful 
to everything else around it, 
for example architecture. A 
sign will be more effective if 
it complements the building.”

DeSign FOR A 
PUBLiC SPACe
luke stockdale shares 
his advice for making 
signs for outside

12 typography in 
signage needs to 
be immaculate, 
stockdale 
explains. “in order 
for a sign to be 
dimensional, it 
needs to have 
straight edges. 
a distressed 
aesthetic comes 
from the look of 
2D print.”

12
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