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Ferox, but not bad to the bone. Demystifying the black
letter negative identity, from Bastard to Ferox.

An interview by Claudio Puccinini with Miles Newlyn.

We've been always fascinated by the work of Miles
Newlyn and there's a thing that sets his work apart from
the efforts of any other contemporary type designer,
with maybe the only exception of Jonathan Barnbrook.
We're referring to the fact that, although many designers
flirted once with the black letter style (we're not talking
of revivals, here), the latter has been present constantly
in Newlyn's research, revealing an authentic interest and
fondness, not to mention a deeper knowledge of the
subject than many designers of today have.

The fantastic exhibition and publication “Blackletter:

Type and National Identity", conceived and developed
between 1997 and 1998 by Paul Shaw and Peter Bain has
provided finally a historically informed evaluation without
prejudices over the many categories of the blackletter, a
style, that, we must not forget, has been the first to be
mechanized for printing in Gutenberg's 42 line bible.

The desire of talking with you about the blackletter and
of your latest Ferox typeface in particular, fostered from

a statement you made we find really objective. You wrote
“For many of us, the blackletter type style has become
synonymous either with evil by historical association, and
second generation consumer design; sections of the music
industry for example, or with quaintness of the Christmas
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card type. Clearly a typeface can't possess any political
or moral attribute by itself, it is in context that these
perceptions arise, and so the associations we make with
letter forms are flexible, changing with time and society".

Do you think, despite the lack of their commercial success,
there's still hope for the updating and reprise of the
blackletter?

MN. Blackletter was indeed captured by the pirates of
darkness, and | very much doubt that we'll ever see it on
the side of light again. It tried to take it out of the shadows
with Ferox, but because of black letter's continuing usage
precisely for its negative associations, it will continually
accumulate dark vibes. Black letter is a repository for evil
associations, in much the same way that society vilifies
many things, Afghanistan for example. Perhaps (and | hope
not) the west will begin the same process with Kufic and
other Arabic styles.

2) Steven Heller, the famous and controversial design
critic, has written many articles and a book on the
associations between the swastika and the black letter
with the Third Reich and Nazism, saying that the swastika
is “a symbol beyond redemption” (despite his original use)
and in his article Designing Hate, ' he stated that "anything
set in Fraktur, even the most harmless words and phrases,
takes on an decidedly ominous look". It may be true, but
we ask: why forever?

Perhaps answered above, | suppose that to reverse or



‘reprise’ the now ominous forms, designers will have to

use black letter typefaces in ‘upbeat, positive, friendly’
applications. This seems difficult to imagine, and goes
against the process by which designers use form. | haven't
read the Steven Heller article, but | don't think anything is
really beyond redemption, and that | suppose has influenced
how I design.

Many designers allow certain forms to become untouchable,
and draw clear lines between what is part of their palette
and what is not. For example | know designers that will

only use san-serif faces, and designers that will only use

a handful of san-serif faces. This is the same to me as
disallowing oneself to use pink or blue, though it maybe

the same as someone saying they only like R&B music.
Personally I like to think that I'm fairly broad-minded and my
palette reflects that.

Therefore, it will take a very large number of broad-minded
designers to redeem black letter, and | don't see that
happening soon.

The exception that disproves the rule is Austria, where one
can see many styles of black letter used on fire stations to
chemists without such associations. Re-phrase the question
from ‘forever?' to ‘everywhere?' and the answer will be
different.

3) The first digital design taking a fresh approach (albeit
based on a historical Albrecht Diirer experimentation)

to the black letter has been Bastard, by Jon Barnbrook.
Although, as the name implied, the typeface obviously
criticized Nazism (and neo-Nazism stupidity and hate), it
did so using its same weapons and the name of the face
was also intrinsically ironic. Do you think this may be seen
as a start to recover the value of the beautiful black letter
styles in a contemporary setting?

I don't think that Bastard is a criticism of Nazism or neo-
Nazism. Jon, | expect, is interested in black letter for the
same reasons as | am, and that's a fascination with a group
of forms that have undeniable power, authority, and heart
felt effect.

As designers, we all utilize this language of forms; we
depend on it to be able to guide users to the associations
we want them to make. It's not surprising that so little is
said specifically about this language of form, since design
critics and journalists are so scared of ‘taste! Taste and
form are very closely related, it's difficult to talk about
form without making value judgments; this shape is more
beautiful than that shape. It is presently unfashionable to
talk about taste in an era of multi-cultural ism and diversity,
as if taste were their enemy and not their doorway. |

can't think of any design critic or journalist that can talk
about form (and taste for that matter) with the clarity and
Jjudgment that Clement Greenberg did for the art world.

Since | am very interested in car design, I'd hoped to
discover another language to describe form within this
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industry, but | found it to be a lot more obvious, and |
suppose less precise than I'd hoped (consisting mainly or
positive and negative volumes). The fact that we decline

or find it difficult to talk about form per se protects the
designer's skills in some way. It's a bit like if you have to say
something is cool, then it's not.

Talking about Ferox you said that you were “still in

0z Cooper shoes" and this sounded to us particularly
significant, since if we have to think of a “"type feeling"
contrasting with the hard-edged-ness usually associated
with black letter, our mind would surely go to the good-
hearted, funny, optimistic and “chocolaty” forms of Cooper
Black. Has 0Oz Cooper's spirit been a good guide in your
reprisal of the black letter through the design of Ferox?

Well, you had a go at talking about form there, and it shows
how difficult it is. The best way is often to quote similarities
with other designers work. Writing about form has been out
of fashion now for too long, issues like context, business,
social and cultural aspects have begun to obscure the
designer's skills core skills, which I believe is still Taste.
However, I've never started out on a project with the
intention to create something tasteful. | approach a project
with the intention of growing, broadening and refining my
taste.

Cooper Black was an influence on the terminals of the
letters, though not in any other aspects. The major influence
on the design though was technology, the tool, since all the
curves are constructed from ellipses, a very easy shape to
make on the computer. | was again pursuing my interest in
the synthesis of historical form and computer aesthetics.

We like to see Ferox as a beautiful and courageous step
towards the reprise of black letter today and we hope
to see more designers acquiring interest in it and in
exploring and studying a rich and culturally important
patrimony that could be sadly dismissed and relegated
because of the Nazis blindness.

' from the AIGA Journal 12, no.2, 1994. The article has
been also reprinted in the excellent book Texts on Type
edited by Heller and Philip B. Meggs and published by
Allworth Press, 2001

Claudio Piccinini is a graphic designer with type designs
available from Emigre and Psy-Ops.

Ferox has been created by Miles Newlyn, an
internationally respected designer, having created
identities for some of the world largest organisations,
including Honda and Unilever. Newlyn is also an expert in
corporate typography, designing typefaces for clients such
as Citibank, British Telecom, and the Tate Gallery.
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Ferox

26/28pt

NWhea on boacd the Weaale, as naturalist, | was much

struel anth cectara jacts i the Nisivibuiion of the ta-
babitants of Jouth America, and in the aeological

16/18pt

NWhea the fiest teadeacy was once Sisplaned, methodical selection and the iaberited

efjects of compulsory irataing ia cach suecessive geaeration wonld Sooa compleie the
work; and natonsctious selechion i shll at work, as cach maa fries to procuce, withont
wntending to improne the breed, dogs wbich mll stand and buat best. O the other baad,

1017t “\hen oa boavd the Weagle, as natuealist, [ was mueh stvueh

with cectain facts i the Disteibution of the inbabitaats of Jouth
Qumerita, and in the aeological velations of the present to the past
inbabitanis of that confinent. These facis seemed to me to tbrow
gowme light on the origia of species—ihat musiern of musieries, as
it bas beea called by one of our greatest philosophers. As many

Ferox includes some
alternate capitals

more wndividuals of eath speties are bora thaa can possibly sucoive;
and as, tonsequently, there is a frequeatly veencviag stengale for
existeace, it follows that any beiag, if it vacy bowener slightly in
any maaaer profitable to iself, nader the complex and sometimes
vacuing tonditions of lije, mill Haoe a better chance of Surviviag,
and thus be aatncally selecied. ﬁom the steong priatiple of inberit-

Sing of flellfive & Merriment

i fondon this Yule Vatation,
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Deutsch

Espaiol

Italiano

Ferox

QAls ieh an Word des Fomalichen Jehiffs Geagle als Natnrforscher Jiidameriha er-
ceichie, macd ich iiberrascht von der \Wabrachmmag geoisser Thatsachen in der™Ver-
theiluag der Yemobaer uad ia dea geologischen Wesichnagen smisehen dex ietsigen nad
dec fritberea Weodlhernag dieses \eltibeils. Ciese Tatsachen sthicacn mic einiges

Cuando estaba como natucalista a bordo del Yeagle, bugue de la mavina real, meim-
presionacon mneho ciecios bechos que e preseatan ea la disivibucion aeografica de los
seves ovganitos que viven e Amévica del Jur y enlas relacioaes aeologicas eatve los
babitantes actnales u los pasados de aquel continente. Sstos bechos, tomo e verd ea los

Lesvapporis atologiques qui existent eatve la fanae actuelle et la fanae ttevnte de

U Qmérique mécidionale, ainsi que cectaias fails relatifs i la fisivibution des tlres
orgamises qui peupleat ce contineat, m'oat projondtment frappt lors mon voynage a bord
du navice le Weaale, en qualité de natucaliste. Ces fails, comme on le vevea daas les

To mi trovano a bordo el vaseello di I YN Yritanaica Toe Yeagle nella qualita b
naincalisia, allocehe fui sivameate colpito da cevhi fathi aclla disicibusione degli essert
organissati the popolano I America meridionale ¢ dai vapporii geologiel esistenti fra ali
abitanti passati ed atinali i questo continente. Come potea vedersi acali nltian capitoli

$ua katsomme jalostamiemme basmien ja elivaten lajeia ja alalaieia nhsiloind, casim-
méilnen silmiin pistiavd asia o, eiti ae nleisesii ottaca eroavat toisistaan bnomat-
tavash enemmia fuia huia miakiia noanovaraiset laiia uhsilot. Ajatellessamme
lalostetiuiea elita- Ja hasoilaliea monimnotoisnutia, ioka on vavbdellut alboiea bu-
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