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T here is a recurrence of 
boats. In my reading 
Jesus preaches from 

one. One morning, I meet 
Richard Miles, a poet from 
Maine. He gives me a copy of his 
book Boat of Two Shores. The print 
in my room is of a large ship from 
the wartime era. “Embarking” 
is scrawled into it. I remember 
a holiday my family had on the 
Oregon coast in the 70’s. A small 
fishing boat bobs on the waves.  
A highly imaginative child, I fear 
being shanghaied and hide inside 
my driftwood fort.  

I think of this now from the 
captain’s chair of the Henriquez 
Studio, one of the nine studios 
in the Leighton Artists’ Colony 
at the Banff Centre for the Arts. 
The Henriquez Studio, an actual 
fishing boat brought here to 
Banff in the mid 80s from Van-
couver, serves as my workspace 
during my residency. It rests on a 
pier like structure and is covered 
with a canopy. On all sides are 
trees, small paths and, nearby, 
are the other studios. No studio 
is exactly alike; all have their own 
personality and delights.  

Embarking on a creative voyage 
of my own in this particular 
studio has long been a dream of 
mine. The silence, the deter-

mined lack of distractions (only 
residents are allowed in the 
Colony) and the sheer beauty of 
this place intensify every artistic 
act. As well as completing my 
second book of poetry, I intend 
to fully enjoy myself. The luxuries 
the Banff Centre provides could 
leave anyone speechless.

Artists sleep in Lloyd Hall, which, 
for me, is a short hike from the 
Colony. Out through the massive 
windows of the dining hall, we 
see mountains all around us. 
Artists from all over the world 
in every discipline eat, drink 
and talk as only artists can. We 
often continue the process in 
Props Pub, also on campus. The 
well-stocked Paul D. Fleck library 
and archives in the lower level of 
Lloyd Hall satisfies any literary, 
musical or cinematic need. 
Musicians-in-residence give 
several free concerts a week and 
always, always wow everyone. 
I cannot say enough about the 
highly competent, cheerful and 
respectful staff.  

This place is a dream, a vision, as 
precious as a seashell found on 
a beach. Outside the windows 
of my boat today, the mountains 
heave up to the sky their frozen 
wave. I feel set adrift, but I don’t 
mind. I just finished my book.   
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type specimens
With greatly improved mechanical equipment at their command, type-
founders set for themselves the task of producing everything their machines 

could be made to produce without thought as to whether their products in them-
selves were worth producing. Their types approached mechanical perfection but 
with each passing year sank lower in esthetic value. Their specimen books grew in 
size and pretensions with their pages filled with all the wild and weird imaginings in 
type-design which human ingenuity could conceive… Like a fortune in spend-thrift 
hands, the printers’ glorious heritage from the past was dissipated and forgotten.”

– GeorGe HardinG REFERRINg TO 19TH CENTURY TYPEFOUNDINg IN A TALk gIVEN TO THE ROxBURgHE CLUB, SAN FRANCISCO, 1933

T he more things change, the more they stay the 
same. Harding’s criticism of 19th century type-
founders echoes exactly that of design critics 
today, lambasting so-called type designers whose 
skills lay not in sympathetic understanding of 

historical precedents but in savvy proficiency with a Mac and a 
Wacom tablet. Who can forget the grunge-influenced typog-
raphy of the 1990s, staticky and mangled beyond readability? 
Just as in the 19th century, the tools of the trade were blamed— 
purists exclaimed that just because Fontographer allowed the 
creation of such letterforms, didn’t mean one should. But per-
sonal aesthetic preferences aside, why not? The history of type 
design is a history of one affront after another, of strange forays 
into peculiar historical and aesthetic fads and crazes, of moments 
of exuberance borne of technological advances and booming 
marketplaces. Printing, which at its inception was employed in 
the service of scholarship and edification, was caught up in the 
rush created by the Industrial Revolution toward what we now 
recognise as a commodity culture. Some historians might argue 
that printing is the bedrock of our commodity culture. And  
as archeologists of this culture, there’s no richer source of infor-
mation than the type specimen book.  »  »  »  »  »  »  »

I n l A n d  T y P E  F o U n d R y 
St. Louis USA, 1906 
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Type specimens were produced from the earliest days of printing as a way to display 
both the range of types available and samples of their use. In his wonderful book Alpha-
bets To Order: The Literature of Nineteenth-Century Typefounders’ Specimens, Alastair John-

ston traces the history of printing throughout the 19th century through examination of specimens, 
showing how typefounders in the early part of the century hewed closely to their predecessors 
with much use of the beginning of Cicero’s Oration against Catiline—Quousque tandem abutere, 
Catilina, patientia nostra?—which, whilst likely familiar to educated readers, also advantaged type-
founders with the graceful beginning letter Q and with relative infrequency of ascenders and 
descenders, allowing, Johnston notes, “smooth ribbon-like lines of uniform colour.” Typefounders 
were in the market to sell type, after all. 

The Industrial Revolution brought with it a flood of products and entertainments to sell, a rapid 
rise in literacy and increased leisure time. Whereas previously advertisements were simply set in 
larger sizes of book faces, the nineteenth century saw the transition to modern faces and, most 
notably, the development of the display face. It is at this point that the specimen book truly comes 
into its own as an encyclopaedia of design, a history of the social and political mores of the time 
and a manual to the 19th century unconscious. Rather than repetitious settings of Quousque 
tandem or the Lord’s Prayer, compositors could fill an entire octavo page with a single word.

GAS
These words became forceful geometric statements. The counters of the letterforms assume 
positive form—the typefounders seemingly often combined the most awkward letters to heighten 
the absurdity of figure/ground relations. Johnston writes that this mesmerisation through scale 
and contrast is a new way of holding our gaze. The founder, he writes, faced the eternal dichotomy 
of a need to sell his types and the urge to wisecrack. 

Compositors talk of writing in the stick, making things up on the fly. Specimen books can be read 
as free-form stream of consciousness, snippets from the minds of men often unusually literate and 
politically astute. Many famous American writers and editors of the 19th and early 20th centuries 
began their careers as compositors, Samuel Clemens (aka Mark Twain) among them. Thomas W. 
Mackellar, poet and printer, rose in the industry to see his foundry become the parent company of 
the vast conglomerate American Type Foundries. His gonzo style was widely imitated. 

RUMINANTIA’S REFLECTIONS ON CUD-CHEWING
MULTITUDINOUS MONOSYLLABLES 

INCOMPRESSIBLE MEGALOSAURIANS
UNBEDIZENED FEMININITIES
Comps drew from popular dialect novels, plays, trade jokes, employing, Johnston notes “metas-
tasis, favourite transpositions, anagrams and failed palindromes.” A craze for the “Japonism-
Medieval” style sparked in the US by the 1876 World’s Fair saw the mangling of Japanese verse 
forms: haiku, tanka, renga.

CRICKET &
SPECKLED SPIDER
What’s this bug travelling up my coat sleeve?

They were quick to pick up new words (dude, mugwumps) and relished ten-dollar ones (men-
orrhagia, necromancer). They were millennialists and optimists. (BE IT kNOWN, That on and 
after the 29th day of March, 1985, passengers desiring transportation on the Rapid Transit Air 
Line, between the planets Jupiter and Mars, must procure their tickets three seconds before the 
advertised time of flying.) This discordant hodgepodge presages Dadaism, surrealism and con-
crete poetry. What is remarkable is not that they were direct antecedents to these (and other) 
movements concerned with the visual effects of language, but that they reflect a more general 
and pervasive interest in literary nonsense in the popular culture of the time. 

And of our time? In the digital age, the printed specimen book persists. Not simply anachronistic, 
it does what specimen books have always done: sell type. It is also crammed with messages, 
mementos and visual clues to our culture: it tells stories. How else to explain Underware’s spec-
imen for their face Sauna: a book made to withstand sauna conditions (up to 120ºC)? They write 
“We made this publication to show the typeface Sauna in an interesting way; giving pleasure not 
only to graphic designers but also to everybody whose life is not devoted solely to ligatures and 
small caps. You don’t know what ligatures and small caps are? No problem.” Letterbox’s specimen 
Orbit Oblique, produced to announce the 2007 release of their face Bisque, tells the poignant sto-
ries of animal astronauts, lost to space research. When asked why he continues to produce printed 
specimens, Stephen Banham, Letterbox principal, answers succinctly: “Longevity and integrity.” 
He speaks about the thrill of receiving a specimen “committed to print” and believes “...it’s impor-
tant that what we produce has the opportunity to outlive its maker.” At the height of what was 
known as the Artistic Printing movement, Englishman Thomas Hailing coordinated and produced 
the first International Printers’ Specimen Exchange, which produced sixteen volumes between 
1880 and 1897, with contributions from Europe, North American, Australia and Asia. Printers 
and typographers have always found specimens to be a way to express pride in their craft. Asked 
why he continues to produce printed specimens, Jean Francois Porchez of Porchez Typofonderie, 
writes of the pleasures of collecting specimens: “When typeface designers meet, they like to 
exchange their own specimens and they like to collect them, both historical and contemporary 
ones. I’m the same and indeed I like to collect them because it’s usually a beautiful piece of typog-
raphy and because its our common history, which will inspire us for new designs in the future.” 

Jonathan Hoefler of Hoefler & Frere-Jones notes that “Typography has always been experimental.” 
It is testament to the printers and compositors of the past that their ephemeral work has become 
a touchstone for designers today. What were ephemeral are now our holy books. The commodity 
culture ushered in by a deluge of printed pieces has come to place value on those pieces themselves. 
Perhaps the only thing lost is the free-ranging, cut-up playfulness that produced this unintended 
literature. In our deeply self-conscious time, perhaps we would do well to heed Jean Cocteau:

The greaTesT work of liTeraTure 
Is no moRE Than an 
alphabET
In dIsoRdER

B o o k  o F  A m E R I C A n  T y P E S 
American Type Founders, 1934

A m E R I C A n  T y P E  F o U n d E R S 
date unknown

W o R l d  P U B l I S h I n g  C o m P A n y 
S P E C I m E n  B o o k 
Shenandoah, Iowa

I n l A n d  T y P E  F o U n d R y 
St. Louis USA, 1906
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