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The Theme

¶ The theme of this book is Typography, and Typography as it is affected by the conditions of the year 1931. The conflict between industrialism & the ancient methods of handicraftsmen which resulted in the muddle of the 19th century is now coming to its term.

¶ But tho’ industrialism has now won an almost complete victory, the handicrafts are not killed, & they cannot be quite killed because they meet an inherent, indestructible, permanent need in human nature. (Even if a man’s whole day be spent as a servant of an industrial concern, in his spare time he will make something, if only a window box flower garden.)

¶ The two worlds can see one another distinctly and without recrimination, both recognising what is good in the other—the power of industrialism, the humanity of craftsmanship. No longer is there any excuse for confusion of aim, inconsistency of methods or hybridism in production; each world can leave the other free in its own sphere.

¶ Whether or no industrialism has ‘come to stay’ is not our affair, but certainly craftsmanship will be always with us — like the poor. And the two worlds are now absolutely distinct. The imitation ‘period work’ and the imitation handicrafts merchants alone are certainly doomed. Handicrafts standards are as absurd for mechanised industry as machine standards are absurd for the craftsman.

¶ The application of these principles to the making of letters and the making of books is the special business of this book.

¶ This book was written in 1930, and now that a second and cheaper edition is called for it seems desirable to re-write a great part of it. It was one of the author’s chief objects to describe two worlds — that of industrialism and that of the human workman — & to define their limits. It is one of the book’s chief faults that that object was but imperfectly remembered. It has not been possible to correct this, but the book has been amended in many small particulars and a chapter added.

¶ Six years is a considerable time in human life, and if it be true that the witty remarks one makes at a dinner party seem peculiarly foolish the next morning, how much more does the enthusiasm of 1930 appear foolish in 1936. The two worlds are still with us; the industrial world continuing in its diabolical direction, the humane world indestructible by its very nature. But the divorce between them is even more complete, and the sphere of the handicraftsman even more curtailed.

¶ The determination to have all necessary things made by machinery, & to organise machine industry in such a way as to have only a few hour’s work per day is now much more clearly defined than it was even six years ago. And printing is one of the obviously necessary things, & to do it in any other way than by machinery appears more and more absurd. Thus one after the other the crafts, which were formerly the workman’s means to culture, are being mechanised more or less completely, & now only such things as musical composition & painting pictures & giving lectures on the wireless, demand the actual responsible skill of the human being who does them. All other workmen are released from any other considerations but economic ones. It was possible to say these things six years ago; but to-day many more people are conscious of their truth. The newspapers are full of evidences that people are beginning to see the issue clearly. The widespread propaganda of financial reform is alone evidence of a great change in people’s minds. They see now very clearly that the old man of the sea is a financial rather than a social tyrant.

¶ The industrial world may be wrecked by its bad finance and the wars which bad finance foments, or, as seems less likely, a brave new world of logically organised machine production may be achieved. In either case human communications will continue, printing will still be called for, & much in this book may still be useful.









1. Composition of Time and Place

¶ Time & place must be taken into consideration in the discussion of any human affair, and this is particularly true in an abnormal time like the 20th century. It is not our business to write at length of this abnormality, but it is necessary at least to describe it, though, as is very often the case, it is more easy to say what it is not than what it is. It is not simply that abnormality which is caused by an excess of riches among the few and the poverty of the many; such an excess on either side does not necessarily destroy or disturb the essential humanity of our life. Nor is it the case of a free minority as against an enslaved or servile majority. Such a state may be ethically good or bad, but neither the free nor the slaves are necessarily condemned to a life contrary to nature. The abnormality of our time, that which makes it contrary to nature, is its deliberate and stated determination to make the working life of men & the product of their working hours mechanically perfect, and to relegate all the humanities, all that is of its nature humane, to their spare time, to the time when they are not at work.

¶ The full force of this abnormality is not apparent to the majority; perhaps no more than ten people in England see it. This state of affairs, though now deliberately fostered and definitely stated in many places, has been very gradually arrived at — it is only recently that it has arrived at any sort of completeness; but it is now almost complete and has come to be regarded as in no way contrary to nature and actually to be a normal state of affairs.

¶ This is not the place to demonstrate the steps by which the world has come to such views & to such a condition, nor to discuss the ethical causes and consequences. It is sufficient for our purpose to describe the world of England in 1931, & it is necessary to do that in order that we may see what kind of world it is in which the thing called Typography now exists.

¶ We are concerned with Typography in England; it may be that the conditions are much the same in France, Germany and America, but we have no means of being certain of this. Moreover there are differences of language and even of lettering which make it necessary to restrict the circle in order to avoid confusion. ¶ What sort of a place, then, is England? It should now be possible to describe England pretty clearly; the transition from a pre-industrial, agricultural state is now mentally and practically complete; the thing can now be seen sharply defined against the background of her past. There are still all sorts of survivals, and even vigorous survivals, many of which are of their nature permanent and indestructible, but they are to be seen now as survivals and relics and not as integral parts of the world we have made. They are not of the soul of the existing structure, they are bodily survivals determined by another soul.

¶ The small shopkeeper, for instance, is still with us, and though the time has almost come wherein he will have no apparent place, nevertheless his survival is permanent; for nothing can stop small boys from selling one another marbles, and it is that personal dealing which is the root of all trading. ¶ Even the small craftsman, in spite of the impossibility of competition with ‘big business’ and mass-production, cannot be permanently put out of action, if only because the pen-knife is always with us and men will always want to make things to please themselves, tho’ only in their spare time.

¶ Nothing will stop men singing or making songs, even though music ‘on tap’ supply the bulk of the demand. ¶ And, most important of all, religion, which in spite of its establishment has now no effect in politics, cannot be destroyed. Even tho’ every institutional religion be banished from the state, every man will make a religion for himself, for no man can avoid some attempt at an answer to the question ‘What’s it all blooming well for?’.

¶ Nevertheless, in spite of their indestructibility, these things and others are now to be seen simply as survivals from our pre-industrial past; for industrialism is of its nature inimical to all of them, & it is industrialism that is the body of our modern world. As to its soul we are not immediately concerned; our business is to describe England in that aspect of it which concerns us as producers, makers of things. The spiritual and political description is outside our competence. Mr Maritain, in his recent essay on Religion and Culture, says: ‘The modern world is spiritually dominated by the humanism of the Renaissance, the Protestant Reformation and the Cartesian Reform’. And though this be the exact truth its demonstration is here no affair of ours. ¶ Such demonstration, however, is quite unnecessary, for there are now few who would wish to deny it. Leaders of shop-keepers, like Mr Selfridge, or of manufacture like Messrs Robinson and Cleaver of Belfast (who in their catalogues state that they are able to supply ‘Best blankets at 80s per pair, blankets ‘for the spare room’ at 65s, blankets ‘for servants’ bedrooms’ at 25s, and blankets ‘for charitable purposes’ at 18s — or some such scale of figures), leaders of finance like Lord Melchett, or of politics like the first Earl of Birkenhead, would all heartily agree that such are the spiritual dominations of the modern world. Here, therefore, we are concerned merely with description and not at all with either history or proofs. Almost for the first time we find ourselves able to say things with which nearly everyone will agree.

¶ We ask then again: What sort of a place is modern England? As we have said, Religion counts, the Churches are powerful forces; Nationality counts, the War could not have been fought had not the various peoples been moved by notions of patriotism. Customs, habits, all count; the clothes we wear, the language we speak, our architecture, tho’ for the most part a jumble of all the styles on earth, all these things count, but as yet they are very little outwardly the product of that which is the essence of our world. ¶ The world is not yet clothed in garments which befit it; in architecture, furniture, clothes, we are still using and wearing things which have no real relation to the spirit which moves our life. We are wearing and using them simply because we are accustomed to them. The intellectual excitement which moves individual designers does not affect the mass of people. The majority still think Gothic architecture to be appropriate to churches, tho’ Gothic architecture is simply a method of building appropriate to stone and is not really more Christian than Hindu. We still make tables and chairs, even when we make them by machinery, with the same ornamental turnings & cornices & so forth as when furniture-making was the job of a responsible handicraftsman. We still wear collars and ties, whether we be kings, clerks or furnace men, though there is no necessity for a collar or a tie in any of these trades. All this is merely intellectual sloth; nobody can be bothered to live according to reason; there is even a strong national feeling of distaste for any attempt to do so. Doubtless a distrust of human 
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