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This chapter outlines an emergent shift in the education of the designer, in which advocates of what we would now refer to as a ‘hands-on’ approach to learning typography sought access to the composing room for design students, and in so doing transgressed existing trade and professional boundaries. Examination of this shift in attitudes is framed within the history of the composing room at Central Saint Martins (1989), one of the constituent colleges of the University of the Arts, London (2003-4) and an amalgam of two once distinct colleges, Saint Martin's School of Art, established in 1854, and the Central School of Arts & Crafts, founded in 1896 and which became the Central School for Art and Design in 1966.[footnoteRef:1] [1:  Both institutions determined a reputation for radical visual arts practice over the course of the twentieth-century. When as institutions they merged in 1989 the separate composing rooms of the Central School and St Martins were physically amalgamated in the old Central School building. Following the move of Central Saint Martins (CSM) to a new London site in 2011 the composing room is situated in the main Kings Cross campus where it is a primary workshop for students studying within the Graphic Communication Design programme.] 


An investigation into the history of the Central Saint Martins (CSM) composing room began in 2011 in response to an invitation from Alexander Cooper, Rose Gridneff, and Andrew Haslam to participate in 6x6: Collaborative Letterpress Project.[footnoteRef:2] This was a project in which staff and students from six educational institutions in the UK with active letterpress workshops were asked to reflect – in words and work – on the significance of the location of their particular educational letterpress stories. From this starting point the study has continued allowing for further elaboration and particular consideration of the role of the progressive pedagogies of former staff in shaping a changing culture of typographic education and practice. [2:  Alexander Cooper, Rose Gridneff and Andrew Haslam, ‘Letterpress: Looking Backward to Look Forward’, Visible Language 47.3 (2014), 62-73. For further details see Alexander Cooper, Rose Gridneff and Andrew Haslam, this volume.] 


Three historical episodes, each of which introduces a key figure, are used to build a narrative of progressive transgression as explored in relation to the idea of the normalization of a ‘hands-on’ approach to typographic education. The first episode is characterized as one of transgressive intention, and focuses on the formative educational experiences of Anthony Froshaug (1920-84) at the Central. It documents the emergence of an educational agenda that sought to address the exclusion of designers from the composing room and to counter the dominant orthodoxies of an industrialized craft of printing. The second episode is characterized as one of progressive possibility, and focuses on the experimental typographic evening class run by Edward Wright (1912-88) at the Central from 1952-56. It outlines a successful challenge to the pedagogical limitations of the existing production demarcations in the training of a typographer, and the changing landscape of Art and Design education following broad reforms in Higher Education. The third episode is characterized as one of greater normalization, and focuses on the set-up of a composing room at St Martins by the designer and part-time tutor Romek Marber (1925-2020) in the 1960s in alignment with the idea of the benefits of a ‘hands-on’ experience of learning typography for students studying graphic design.

These three episodes punctuate related contextual narratives, not least the formalization of the term graphic design within education and practice. In using the composing room as the narrative frame, its changing role from trade training space to an alternative craft workshop is foregrounded throughout. An indicative mapping of the network of influence of Froshaug, Wright and Marber establishes some sense of the reach of their teaching and ideas beyond the immediate institutional context of CSM before the legacy of their ‘hands-on’ typographic pedagogy and practices is examined in relation to contemporary discussion of progressive approaches within letterpress and craft contexts.

Transgressive intention: designers excluded from the composing room 

This first episode is located at the Central School and concerns the educational experiences of Anthony Froshaug as a student during the late 1930s and from 1948-9 and 1952-3 when he returned to teach. Characterized for its ‘transgressive intention’, this episode situates the idea of such transgression in an era of the everyday entrenchment of existing orthodoxies. As Sylvia Backemeyer notes in her account of the growth of graphic design at the Central, while the title of the School of Book Production was expanded in 1935 to include Printing, Posters and Advertisements, the expansion of the course was not necessarily matched by an expansion in production practices for the new cohorts of full-time design students.[footnoteRef:3] [3:  Sylvia Backemeyer, ‘“Visual language”: the Growth of Graphic Design’, in Sylvia Backemeyer, ed., Making Their Mark (London: Herbert Press, 2000), 33-45.] 


From 1937-9 Anthony Froshaug was one such student at the Central, there to pursue an interest in design, and an emerging fascination for typography. Yet, as he relates, typography was something the design students were expressly ‘forbidden’ to learn, given the protective emphasis on training afforded to printing apprentices by then Head of the School of Book Production, J. H. Mason (1875-1951).[footnoteRef:4] Not only were the design students not allowed to mix with the apprentices, they had no access to mechanisms of production or actual type itself. As Froshaug recalled in later life, ‘I had never at art school been allowed to touch type, (I once went into the room capitalized TYPOGRAPHY, and saw J. H. Mason poised on his high clicker-stool, who ordered me out)’[footnoteRef:5] [4:   Robin Kinross, Anthony Froshaug: Documents of a Life (London: Hyphen Press, 2000), 100. Mason had been the chief compositor of the Doves Press and was persuaded by Lethaby to take charge of the newly formed Printing Department in 1905. He retired from the Central in 1940. These dates and further background information located in Syliva Backemeyer, ‘Central Saint Martins Art and Design Archive’, Journal of Design History, 5.4 (1992), 295-300.]  [5:   Kinross, Anthony Froshaug, 63.] 


Such was the demarcation between the areas of design and production, that any engagement with typography for the student of design was always at a remove. The student, with little or no experience of the material they were specifying, had to set out instructions for their typographic ambitions to be carried out by others. Further, the specification process had to remain open-ended enough for interpretation on the part of the compositor. Froshaug, frustrated by this lack of control, complained that ‘no trade typesetter whom I met was prepared to set from layouts so accurate that they were, as human beings, given no freedom of decision’ (63).

As Glenn Adamson argues, questions of organization and divisions of labour are essential considerations in the examination of historical craft practices, and especially within industrial contexts. Adamson here draws on Marx’s idea of the, ‘emergence of a “labor aristocracy” of highly skilled workers protective of their position.’[footnoteRef:6] The hierarchy, not to mention unionization, in the demarcation of roles in relation to typographic design and layout is confirmed in a government career guide to the printing industry. It states, ‘There are few industries so completely organized as the Printing Industry, and in most sections the proportion of trade union membership is very high. Strict rules are laid down about the kind of work each group of craftsmen may do.’[footnoteRef:7] A particular distinction is made between two kinds of workers, the ‘craftsmen’ who ‘are responsible for the quality and efficiency of the printing and have served an apprenticeship’ and the ‘assistants’ who serve only a learnership (10). Another guide in the career series elaborates more specifically on ‘Composing Room Crafts’ and reinforces the position of the compositor within this ‘labour aristocracy’ both as an issue of scale, with compositors comprising, ‘the largest group of craftsmen in the printing industry’, and as an issue of responsibility. [footnoteRef:8] The importance of the compositor is attributable to their position as a craftsman, responsible as the one ‘who translates the original manuscript or ‘copy’ into pages of type ready for printing’ (3). [6:   Glenn Adamson, ‘Craft and the Industrial Revolution’, in Glenn Adamson, ed., The Craft Reader (Oxford: Berg, 2010), 43–47 (p.45)]  [7:   Choice of Careers no.45: Printing (London: HMSO, 1953), 27. Published subsequently to the period under discussion this later date only reinforces the duration of the entrenchment of the labour aristocracies in operation within the printing industry.]  [8:   Choice of Careers no.46: Printing, Composing Room Crafts (London: HMSO, 1953), 3–4. See also Choice of Careers no.45: Printing, 28.] 


In this idea of the translation of the copy into typeset pages the potential for tension between the trade orthodoxies of compositors and the newer generations of design students starts to become clearer. Who has what we would now refer to as creative oversight? Such questions were not helped by the clear overlaps between roles either, with the design and typography of ‘innumerable small jobs of printing’ not being undertaken ‘by a specialist designer, but [forming] part of the work of the compositor.’[footnoteRef:9] The threat that design presented was not only a question of territory but one of authority too, with printers defensively asserting that their practical efficiency should balance (and not be eclipsed by) ‘artistry’ (6). [9:   Choice of Careers no.46: Printing, Composing Room Crafts, 4.] 


In his overview of typographic practice in the immediate post-WWII period Paul Stiff confirms the significance of ‘the changing relations between design and production, increasing division of labour’ and the identification of the designer as fulfilling, ‘a clear role as intermediary between client and printer.’[footnoteRef:10] That such an intermediary was unwelcome is all too apparent in the wording of Beatrice Warde’s 1945 warning of ‘crisis’ as ‘the agent-designer’ begins, ‘to elbow in between printer and customer’.[footnoteRef:11] As Stiff notes, ‘the possibility of becoming mere sub-contractors to such intermediaries […] stung printers into action’ (25). [10:   Paul Stiff, ‘Austerity, Optimism: Modern Typography in Britain’, in Modern Typography In Britain: Graphic Design, Politics, Society, Typography Papers 8 (London: Hyphen Press, 2009), 5–68 (p.9).]  [11:  Beatrice Warde, The Crystal Goblet (London: Sylvan Press, 1955), 90.  Quoted in Stiff.] 


Calls followed for a loosening in the demarcation of roles with Francis Meynell speaking critically in 1947 of ‘the false and ill drawn frontiers between the artist and the designer, between the craftsman and the machine-minder’.[footnoteRef:12] And such calls were subsequently echoed within education, and more specifically at the Central, through the writing of newly appointed principal William Johnstone, in post 1947-81. As Backemeyer describes, the official School policy would be to encourage ‘working across what Johnstone saw as artificial boundaries, by both the graphics students and the printers.’[footnoteRef:13]  [12:   Quoted in Stiff, ‘Austerity, Optimism: Modern Typography in Britain’, 25.]  [13:   Backemeyer, ‘“Visual language”: the Growth of Graphic Design’, 36.] 


Yet, such a policy would take time to instill. In any case, the expansion in practice Johnstone advocated was somewhat unilateral. ‘It is important that the printer become an artist rather than merely a specialist in specialization and limitation’, he writes, ‘The hope is entertained that the day-release student may not only become a fine printer, but a creative person and designer.’[footnoteRef:14] The hopes of the full-time design student in relation to printing are not mentioned. For some, the elevation of the ambitions of the printer were considered entirely at the expense of those of the designer. For instance, see Meynell’s call in 1947 ‘to see the artist get down from his pedestal, and the craftsman step up from his rut’.[footnoteRef:15] [14:   William Johnstone, ‘Graphic Design at the Central School’, The Penrose Annual, 47 (1953), 58–60 (p.60).]  [15:  Quoted in Stiff, ‘Austerity, Optimism: Modern Typography in Britain’, 25.] 


But what of the rut in which a designer such as Froshaug found themselves with regard to wanting to expand their understanding of typography through greater engagement with the processes of production and composition? His breakthrough came in 1946, some years after his student days and far from any institution. Froshaug had visited the independent workshop of the printer Guido Morris (1910-80) in Cornwall where he had been able to achieve what had proved impossible within the context of his design schooling at the Central. He had been able to bypass the trade orthodoxies that had kept him out of the composing room, and to do what seems within current contexts (even considering the limited resource) to be the most straightforward of things, that is, to actually touch type. Recognizing the value of this experience in terms of what it had taught him, he wrote in gratitude to Morris saying, ‘Just to handle type: that was the unintended education you gave me’.[footnoteRef:16] [16:   Kinross, Anthony Froshaug, 70.] 


In 1946 art and design education was being challenged more generally as new structures for organizing learning were introduced by the Ministry of Education. A two-part system was established, comprising an Intermediate Certificate in Art and Crafts to offer a broad foundation course, followed by a more specialized if still prescriptive National Diploma in Design (NDD), both two years in length. As the effects of this structural change started to manifest Froshaug returned to the Central as a teacher, from 1948-9 and then again from 1952-3. He attempted once more to gain access to the composing room, this time on behalf of his students. But the union-backed printers still mostly refused to co-operate.[footnoteRef:17] In spite of interim staffing changes, it was, as Froshaug relates, a continuation of the same dynasty: ‘The composing room at the Central had been in the hands of the trade, since its beginning; it had an inheritance of instructors who had served their time.’[footnoteRef:18] While Mason had since retired, authority over the school’s printing facilities now lay with F. C. Avis (1908-99), whom Johnstone had brought with him from his previous school, and who was similarly unhappy to share this resource with design students. As Froshaug recalled, ‘we had great problems typesetting the layouts the students were making,’ as all the instructors were, ‘opposed to the idea of a designer, a self-taught compositor and printer, having authority over them, and worse, wishing to let full-time NDD students set type; this despite a recent recommendation from the Joint Industrial Council, that students should do so’ (101).  [17:   Backemeyer, ‘“Visual Language”: the Growth of Graphic Design’, 37.]  [18:   Kinross, Anthony Froshaug, 101.] 


As Backemeyer speculates in her history of graphic design at the Central, ‘It must have been very difficult for the traditional printers, whose right to sole use of the presses and other printing facilities had been unquestioned for nearly fifty years, to take these “graphic designers” seriously.’[footnoteRef:19] It is certainly true that the print apprentices were clearly in a vulnerable position. For all the intended supplements called for to their training, what Adamson identifies as the basic, ‘displacement of systems of training from apprenticeships to formalized institutions [was] clearly underway.’[footnoteRef:20] Yet, they held their ground. A series of frustrated confrontations with the printers, not to mention others, would soon see Froshaug dismissed from the Central.[footnoteRef:21]  Though not before some moments of inspired timetabling on his part and the beginnings of a new episode in the story of the composing room at the Central, which would see Froshaug’s transgressive intention transformed into progressive possibility. [19:   Backemeyer, ‘“Visual Language”: the Growth of Graphic Design’, 36.]  [20:   The benefits of the compositor who supplements, ‘their initial training with classes in design’ are set out in Choice of Careers no.46: Printing, Composing Room Crafts, 6. See also Adamson, ‘Craft and the Industrial Revolution’, 45.]  [21:   As Backemeyer describes, ‘Some students were so frustrated they bought their own Adana hand press.’ See Backemeyer, ‘“Visual Language”: the Growth of Graphic Design’, 36.] 


Progressive possibility: designers access the composing room

In 1951 Anthony Froshaug invited the designer/artist Edward Wright (1912–88) to outline a typography evening course at the Central School of Arts and Crafts, which Wright would go on to deliver between 1952 and 1956. The evening teaching slot necessitated that Wright and his students, in the absence of any technical support from the printers, had direct access to one of the printing presses. Scheduled after-hours and barely tolerated by the printers, the classes were defined by an atmosphere of subterfuge, and have been anecdotally described as having been undertaken in the spirit of a midnight feast. As Ann Pillar explains in her doctoral thesis on Wright, ‘The print-room compositors headed by Avis, trained in letterpress apprenticeships, would not have countenanced EW’s teaching methods, and usage of the press which broke trade-union rules and craft practices of make-ready and standards of presswork, in the main applicable to book-printing.’[footnoteRef:22] [22:  Ann Pillar, ‘Edward Wright (1912-1988) Artist, Designer, Teacher’ (unpublished doctoral thesis, University of Reading, 2013), 291.] 


To characterize just how unorthodox these practices were, Pillar contrasts them even with those of Wright’s graphic design colleagues at the Central, explaining that: ‘Whereas EW’s colleagues in the Department of Book Design including Herbert Spencer and Anthony Froshaug, rarely used type over 14pt, EW’s students deployed large wooden letterforms and letterpress furniture, set up on the bed of the press and printed in [a] somewhat rough-and-ready manner.’[footnoteRef:23] Wright himself characterized this ‘rough-and-ready’ manner in terms of, ‘what Lawrence Gowring has aptly called “extempore typography”’, for which the ‘method was to arrive at a design or typographic statement by moving printing units around on the bed of an Albion press, while making a series of impressions from wood letter and other type-high printing units.’[footnoteRef:24] [23:   Pillar qualifies large as, ‘six to twenty-line Gill Sans, Gill bold condensed, and Gill ‘extra-heavy’. She also describes the press as a ‘proofing press’. See Pillar, ‘Edward Wright’, 233.]  [24:  Kinross, Anthony Froshaug, 94.] 


Yet, while focused on a very hands-on approach, Wright’s teaching experiments are, as Pillar notes, located theoretically ‘in gestalt, or the perception of pattern and structure, and the expression of sound and motion, and sound and time.’[footnoteRef:25] In a subsequent essay Pillar elaborates further on Wright’s introduction of a sense of play and the influence on him of Johan Huizinga’s seminal study Homo Ludens (1949) concluding that, ‘For the first time in typographic education in Britain, Wright introduced early European modernist concepts of gesture-syntax, relating to Dada, and works by H. N. Werkman, W. H. J. Sandberg, Piet Zwart and Theo van Doesburg.’[footnoteRef:26] [25:  Pillar, ‘Edward Wright’, 233.]  [26:   Ann Pillar, ‘Prologue to Edward Wright, “Chad, Kilroy, the Cannibal’s Footprint and the Mona Lisa” First Published In ARK 19 (Spring 1957)’, in Anne Massey and Alex Seago, eds, Pop Art and Design (London: Bloomsbury, 2017), 136. Note that Wright’s introduction of Werkman in his classes predates the first article on Werkman in Britain in Spencer’s Typographica 11 in 1955. As Pillar also notes, Wright’s, ‘cultural references were almost entirely to things outside this country [the UK] and his work was unlike what others were doing’, see Pillar, ‘Edward Wright’, 289.] 


As one of his former students Ken Garland recalls, while broad in their cultural references and historically informed, Wright did not overburden his classes with name-checking or historicism, ‘he just set up the conditions for us to have fun, and feelings, and excitement, and the belief that we were inventing all the time’ (see figure one).[footnoteRef:27] It was an approach underpinned by the idea of play without frivolity and the exercising of considerable restraint when it came to the indulgence of self-expression. As Pillar stresses,  [27:  Ken Garland, ‘Teaching and Experiment’ originally published in Edward Wright: Graphic Work and Painting, Arts Council, London 1995 and reproduced in Ken Garland, A Word in Your Eye: Opinons, Observations and Conjectures On Design, from 1960 to the Present (Reading: Department of Typography and Graphic Communication, University of Reading, 1996), 82.] 

Key to EW’s teaching, and to his own work, was a way of thinking in which he put preconceptions on one side to concentrate on the analysis of process and activity in order to penetrate inner structures. Exercises that started with the placing of one letterform, or printed mark, to observe how one element could destabilise space, were composed in an abstract, architectural or melodic way, to observe how an accumulation of other forms and marks created new relationships. By returning to first principles EW shifted the idea of typographic design as a modular grid or layout, to the idea of an open, dynamic continuum.[footnoteRef:28] (see figure 2) [28:  Pillar, ‘Edward Wright’, p. 292.] 

[image: ]
Figure one.  Two letterpress outcomes printed by Ken Garland in 1953 while a student of Edward Wright at the Central. The first exemplifies an illustrative exploration of type which clearly links to the gesture-syntax experiments of early European modernism and especially to the work of Piet Zwart and Theo van Doesburg. The second exemplifies the ‘extempore’ approach to typography Wright was seen to advocate, that is making use of large wood type freed from the modularity of a ‘locked-up’ setting to create typographic statements by moving letterforms around on the bed of the press and taking printed impressions from them. It was reproduced on the cover of Typographica 8 (1953). [Photography Phil Baines with permission for reproduction from Ken Garland]

[image: ]
Figure two.  Edward Wright, ‘Typography course, Central School, Synopsis Part 1’. Typeset following Ann Pillar’s interpretation of Wright’s original handwritten notes (d. September 1952). Private Collection.

In their emphasis on first principles and through their associations with broader European design trends, Wright’s classes can be seen as a model for the experimental exercises that characterize Basic Design, a radical training rooted in the ideas of the Bauhaus Vorkurs, and which emerged in art schools in Britain during the 1950s. As curators Elena Crippa and Beth Williamson explain, it was a training which, through hands-on engagement, sought to focus, ‘the art student’s attention on the manipulation and understanding of materials’ and involved ‘formal exercises’ which were ‘tempered by other much freer activities that aimed to develop students’ sense impressions of the world around them.’[footnoteRef:29] [29:   Elena Crippa and Beth Williamson, Basic Design (London: Tate, 2013), 6. Available ‘BT Spotlight: Basic Design’, Tate, <https://www.tate.org.uk/about-us/projects/art-school-educated/basic-design>, accessed 26 June 2021. ] 


Any connection between classes at the Central at that time and Basic Design is unsurprising given that a key agent in establishing the pedagogical methods of Basic Design in Britain was then Principal of the Central, William Johnstone, and then Head of Department, Jesse Collins, who is credited with having started a Basic Design course in the 1930s, with the support of Johnstone when both were still at Camberwell. The influence of their work was clear. As Roger Coleman stated in 1959, ‘most of the subsequent basic design courses in British art schools owe something of their character to work done at the Central’.[footnoteRef:30]	Comment by Author: We need the page span for Powers's chapter
pp.65-72 [30:  Quoted in Alan Powers, ‘William Johnstone and the Central School’, in Sylvia Backemeyer, ed., Making Their Mark, 71. ] 


Yet, while the Central of the 1950s is remembered as a cross-disciplinary, ‘powerhouse of creativity and experimentation’, with Collins recognized for his forward-thinking approach to typographic teaching – not least in appointing Froshaug in the first place – what Wright refers to as the ‘graphic design department’ was still, under Collins, formally recognized as part of the School of Book Production.[footnoteRef:31] Tradition lingered obstructively, with even senior management needing to sanction change through small initiatives, aligned to a spirit of progressive independence, which Stiff contrasts to the ‘dull flatland’ of typographic teaching more typically experienced as ‘pretty inadequate’.[footnoteRef:32] And so a flurry of new part-time and untested classes were introduced, of which Wright’s class was one.[footnoteRef:33]  [31:  Philip Thompson, ‘Alan Fletcher: Pioneering Figure who Left His Creative Mark on a Generation of British Graphic Design’, The Guardian, 25 September 2006, <https://www.theguardian.com/news/2006/sep/25/guardianobituaries.artsobituaries>, accessed 26 June 2021. See also Kinross, Anthony Froshaug, 94. Graphic Design was only incorporated within the name of the School in 1953, and only then on an equal footing with Book Production.]  [32:  Stiff, ‘Austerity, Optimism: Modern Typography in Britain’, 29–30, which also gives an account of Collins involvement with a short-lived course set up in Westminster in 1937 distinguished by Stiff as an ‘energetic private initiative’.]  [33:  In the Department of Textile Design Eduardo Paolozzi ran a class experimenting with collage techniques using ready-made elements for printed surface design while Nigel Henderson ran an experimental photography class. Just how untested Wright’s class was becomes clear in Froshaug’s accounts, see Kinross, Anthony Froshaug, 102. ] 


For all the similarities between Wright’s experiments and those of others and the overlaps with strategic pedagogical objectives shaping the educational zeitgeist it is important, however, to remember Wright’s independence. And while associated with the Independent Group (1952-5), with friends who were IG members as well as fellow instructors at the Central, Wright’s form of typographic experimentation was distinct in Britain at that moment. As Pillar argues, while the outcomes share similarities in appearance to the more formalistic experimentation of early modernism, the context for Wright’s typographic investigations was ‘his profound and lifelong interest in human communication, and the processes by which methods of communicating and receiving ideas were transformed into signs and symbols that contain meaning and value.’[footnoteRef:34] Underpinned by these processural concerns Wright’s classes stepped beyond the practicalities which still dominated design education of the time. As Pillar argues, Spencer could reconcile typographic experimentation to ‘professional requirements’ whereas Wright was markedly both more radical and ambitious’ following an approach that was ‘expansive, constituted of imagination and capable of adapting, but ultimately more susceptible to risk.’[footnoteRef:35] In their expansion beyond the existing teaching orthodoxies, Wright’s classes look ahead to the broader changes in education that would follow, as the skills-based emphasis of the NDD gave way to the discourse and process-oriented concerns of the new Diploma in Art & Design, and subsequent Degree courses. As he later recognized, his were classes which, through the intellectual and institutional patronage of Froshaug, had come ‘to redefine the teaching of typography’ (94). [34:   Pillar, ‘Prologue to Edward Wright, “Chad, Kilroy, the Cannibal’s Footprint and the Mona Lisa” First Published in ARK 19 (Spring 1957)’, 137.]  [35:   Pillar, ‘Edward Wright’, 233; Kinross, Anthony Froshaug, 94.] 


The significance the class went on to assume is considered later in this essay through a mapping of the network of influence of Wright and his students. More immediately, the effect on the print-access for designers at the Central was less obvious. Wright took up a position at the Royal College of Art (RCA) and the progressive possibility his classes had opened up for design students to work directly with type at the Central came to an end, as the union-backed print stranglehold resumed over typographic training. The frictions between the differing needs of each group of students would not begin to be resolved until the school became a centre for the new Diploma in Art & Design recognized by the National Council for Diplomas in Art & Design (NCDAD) in 1960, and the Day Technical school closed in 1963.[footnoteRef:36] Even then territories continued to be an issue. Avis was still in post when Alan Kitching took up a position as a design lecturer a day a week from 1968–72 and Kitching was only allowed access to the composing room because he had his City & Guilds qualification as a compositor.[footnoteRef:37]  [36:   Backemeyer, ‘“Visual language”: the Growth of Graphic Design’, 37, 44.]  [37:   Alan Kitching, in conversation with Catherine Dixon and Phil Baines, 26 July 2012.] 


A new normal: a designer establishes a composing room

Beyond the protected territories of the print unions, however, the situation could be very different, as the more straightforward story at St Martins reveals. It focuses on the set-up of a composing room by the designer and part-time tutor Romek Marber (1925-2020) in the 1960s and shows that the idea of a more hands-on approach to learning typography for students studying graphic design was finding a wider resonance.

Marber, who studied Commercial Art at St Martins in 1951-3 and subsequently at the Royal College of Art (1953-5) alongside several of Wright’s ex-Central students, returned to teach Graphic Design (as the course had been re-named) a day a week from 1958-9. He remembers that, although there were courses in design, the school’s emphasis was very much on fine art, with poor technical provision in the school generally.[footnoteRef:38] The graphics course was still very biased towards illustration, with no typography content. In Marber’s assessment, it was a time when the ‘only school to do type was the London School of Printing (later the LCP/LCC) […] and even at the Royal College typography wasn’t taught as a discipline. One simply used type.’[footnoteRef:39] [38:   Romek Marber, in conversation with Phil Baines, 1 August 2012. See Phil Baines and Catherine Dixon, ‘Changing Perspectives’, in Alexander Cooper, Rose Gridneff and Andrew Haslam, eds, 6x6 (Brighton, 2014), unpaginated.]  [39:   See John L. Walters, ‘The Case of Romek Marber’, Eye, 91 (2016), 70–83 (p.77). ] 


Like Froshaug, Marber’s own typographic education came after his time as a student, when, in 1955, he took on Froshaug’s post as assistant to Herbert Spencer when Froshaug left for Yale. As he recalls, that was ‘where I got my first experience of what typography is. Where I learned to mark up type and to prepare sheets for printing […] At that time [Spencer] did a lot of work for London Transport and London Underground, and that is where I really learned about typography […] and I learned how to specify the page for the printer – you know, that was a most valuable experience for someone leaving art school to have had’ (77).

As a teacher Marber was concerned that his students did not have the opportunity to similarly learn how type reached the printed page. He thought that a basic letterpress workshop would offer the students the hands-on experience of working with type which would inform their ability to design and specify layouts. He suggested the idea to the Principal Edward J. Morss (1906-94) who accepted the idea and so a letterpress workshop was set up from scratch.[footnoteRef:40] [40:   Romek Marber, in conversation with Phil Baines, 1 August 2012. See Baines and Dixon, ‘Changing perspectives’.] 


The person he turned to to do this was Desmond Jeffery (1926-74), who occupies an interesting space in British design, as what Robin Kinross refers to as a ‘workshop modernist’ operating within the network of Froshaug but beyond his programmatic approach.[footnoteRef:41] In 1956 Jeffery had set up a print shop on Marylebone Lane with his wife Libertad Cabielles, a refugee from the Spanish civil war. As a type connoisseur, aware of both politics and design in continental Europe, he had sought out the typeface also beloved by the new wave of graphic designers, Akzidenz Grotesk, then marketed in Britain as Standard. His was the only printers in London which had Standard. As a consequence, he became, as Paul Stiff describes him, ‘a furnisher of repro to the stars’.[footnoteRef:42] Since 1957 Jeffery had also been teaching at the London School of Printing and so was aware of the demands of a teaching context.  [41:   See Paul Stiff, ‘Desmond Jeffery in Print and Politics’, in Sally Jeffrey, ed., Late Letterpress: The Work of Desmond Jeffrey (St Bride Library, 2009), 7–18.]  [42:   Stiff, ‘Desmond Jeffery in Print and Politics’, 12. ] 


Marber invited Jeffery to set up the letterpress at St Martins on Charing Cross Road, though as Cabielles recalls, ‘Desmond started and then dumped it on me.’[footnoteRef:43] At Marber’s request Cabielles was then employed by St Martins two days a week (until 1962) to run the workshop, which held small quantities of Garamond, Gill Sans and Standard type and which was accessible to all the graphic design students.  [43:   Libertad Cabielles, in conversation with Catherine Dixon, 28 March 2018.] 


As the St Martin’s workshop had been set up expressly for the graphic design students there were none of the trade issues experienced at the Central. Rather it was a composing room run to trade standards but, which operated beyond the ‘labour aristocracy’ and systems of unionized trade regulation so entrenched at the Central. Cabielles had learned to set type with an elder friend of her mothers in France though without any formal apprenticeship or qualifications. As Ian McLaren recalls having met her in the Marylebone printshop: ‘She was markedly different to the grey haired and /or balding compositors who had taught me hand composing at the LSP.’[footnoteRef:44] Different as it was, Cabielles and ex-students all testify to the success of the St Martins composing room, which thrived as an active design space within the school until St Martins was finally merged with the Central in 1989.[footnoteRef:45]  [44:  Ian McLaren, ‘No Old Faces …’, in Jeffrey, ed., Late letterpress, 25–16 (p.25).]  [45:  I am grateful here to Christina Newns a former student who used the newly set up letterpress workshop while a student at St Martins. ] 


Networks of influence 

Of course, these three episodes account for just one college in tracing a shift in the education of the designer through access to letterpress. Yet, the shift from a practice formerly seen as transgressive through to normalization seems to represent a progressive step with a reach far beyond the walls of the Central and St Martins. The reach and potential for influence of the ideas represented becomes clearer when considering the practitioner, publication and education networks to which the key participants belong.

Although the outline of the changes at Central Saint Martins has been framed as three episodes, each episode is clearly connected to the others through the professional networks of the key figures in each. Such networks include the students too. While some of the full-time design students joined Wright’s evening classes, attendance was not mandatory, with places allocated to ‘good and willing’ individuals from both inside and outside the college by the tutors.[footnoteRef:46] In order to fill the necessary quota of fifteen students for the class to continue students also invited friends and ‘supporters’ to the ‘cell’ extending the reach of the class beyond the disciplinary boundary of graphics.[footnoteRef:47] It was, as Kinross sets out, ‘a scene [which] had its most public centre at the Institute of Contemporary Arts’ and included the architects Pat Crooke and Theo Crosby, and the cultural historians Joseph Rykwert and Bernard Myers.[footnoteRef:48] [46:  Froshaug, quoted in Kinross, Anthony Froshaug, 102.]  [47:  Theo Crosby, quoted in Kinross, Anthony Froshaug, 94.]  [48:  Robin Kinross, ‘Letters In the City’, Eye, 10 (1993), 66–73 (p.70).  Available at Eye, <http://www.eyemagazine.com/feature/article/letters-in-the-city>, accessed 26 June 2021.] 


The list of known participants in Wright’s classes also includes some of the most prominent names in what was the first generation of fully professional graphic designers in Britain:[footnoteRef:49] [49:  This generation was celebrated in 17 Graphic Designers London (1963), which celebrated those identified as the lead creatives in the new field. Of those 17 at least 5 had attended Wright’s classes: Colin Forbes; Peter Wildbur; Alan Fletcher; Derek Birdsall; and George Daulby. As Mike Dempsey writes, ‘17 Graphic Designers London featured the work of just that, 17 designers. How small our industry was back then. But, those 17 were the creative high flyers of the time.’ Blog post: 17 Graphic Designers London, 25 November 2010, https://mikedempsey.typepad.com/graphic_journey_blog/2010/11/17-graphic-designers-london.html.] 

Harold Bartram
Derek Birdsall 
Harriet Cole 
Pat Crooke 
Theo Crosby
George Daulby 
Germano Facetti 
Robin Fior 
Alan Fletcher 
Colin Forbes 
Ken Garland 
Don Hunstein
Ivor Kamlish
Gordon More 
Bernard Myers
Joseph Rykwert
William (Bill) Slack 
Philip Thompson 
John Wallis 
Peter Wildbur 
Forbes formed the FWB Partnership with Wildbur and Bartram before co-founding Fletcher, Forbes and Gill in 1962 with Alan Fletcher, which was ultimately absorbed into the newly created Pentagram, of which Fletcher was a founder member. Meanwhile in 1960 Wildbur formed BDMW associates with Derek Birdsall, George Daulby, and another Central student, George Mayhew. Ken Garland was art editor of Design Magazine from 1956 until 1962 when he established Ken Garland & Associates. Several fellow evening class colleagues, including Froshaug and Wright, are signatories to his 1964 First Things First manifesto. One of those signatories was Robin Fior, who joined Wright’s evening classes in typography in 1955, and would later come to work with Wright as designer and teacher. Fior, Wright and Garland were all members of the Campaign for Nuclear Disarmament, with Fior and Garland also CND designers. Fior’s politics led him to Jeffery too, with his Standard type quickly becoming one of Fior’s staples.[footnoteRef:50] Germano Facetti was another of Wright’s students (and a subsequent signatory to Garland’s manifesto). Facetti recommended Wright for his position as senior art editor at Rathbone books in 1958 and subsequently became Art Director himself of Penguin Books (1961–72). In this key role within British publishing, Facetti would commission cover designs from many of his classmates and other teaching staff, including Marber. Marber knew Froshaug well, though he only met Wright in person much later. Yet, he was part of the same circle, being a post-graduate student at the RCA (1953–5) with Wright’s students including Alan Fletcher. Marber also used Desmond Jeffery to set Standard for his Penguin commissions from Facetti. And as Cabielles recalled, ‘the workshop became quite a social club’ for students and their tutors.[footnoteRef:51]  [50:   Robin Kinross, ‘Robin Fior: the English years’, in Robin Fior. Call to action/Abril em Portugal (Lisbon: Calouste Gulbenkian Foundation, 2019), 29–31 (p.29).]  [51:   See Sally Jeffery, ‘Desmond Jeffery the printer’, in Modern Typography In Britain: Graphic Design, Politics, Society, Typography Papers 8 (London: Hyphen Press, 2009), 179–208 (p.184).] 


A key figure in terms of publication networks for disseminating the ideas in circulation at the Central was Herbert Spencer, fellow colleague of Froshaug and Wright, and part of the ICA milieu too. As editor of the journal Typographica (1949–67) he published outcomes from Wright’s classes in 1953 and 1954. Some experiments by Ken Garland are reproduced on the cover of Typographica 8 and Wright’s classes feature in a piece called ‘Pattern sound, and motion’ with illustrations by Wright, Garland and other students alongside a short text by Wright on ‘Recent typography in France’.[footnoteRef:52] [52:   See Typographica, 8 (1953) and ‘Pattern Sound, and Motion’ in Typographica, 9 (1954) 15–17. One of Wright’s pieces reproduced in this piece was ‘Point, comma, quote’ which was subsequently printed on to fabric in the late 1950s for distribution through the craft gallery Primavera, which had a branch in London and, from 1959, Cambridge.] 


[bookmark: OLE_LINK1]However, it is the educational networks into which this circle of staff and students were operating that perhaps matters most when considering the reach and potential of the new letterpress practices they had advocated and/or experienced, and which so challenged existing teaching orthodoxies. Froshaug went on to teach at the Hochschüle für Gestaltung Ulm (1957–61), the RCA (1961–4), Watford School of Art (1964–6), returning to the Central briefly in 1970 before a final stint at the London College of Printing (1980–2). Wright was appointed year tutor in the School of Graphic Design at the RCA (1956–9) where he continued to work alongside Froshaug and Spencer. He was also then teaching part-time at the London School of Printing and Graphic Arts (LSP, renamed London College of Printing, LCP, in 1962). In 1963 Wright was appointed Head of Department of Graphic Design, Chelsea School of Art where he oversaw implementation of the changes in Higher Education resulting from the Coldstream Report (1960). The specialist National Diploma in Design (NDD) was replaced by the broader, and more liberal design education validated in the newly-introduced Diploma in Art & Design (DipAD). It offered a context for Wright to integrate his experimental approach to working with actual type, within a daytime curriculum, and he was able to set projects which, for example, required students to show the relative frequency of different letters in English usage while simultaneously serving as exercises in letterpress composition.[footnoteRef:53] At Chelsea, Wright in fact earned something of a reputation for sending design students to unorthodox workshops. As Pillar writes, ‘EW was known to send design and typography students to the sculpture department headed by George Fullard (1923–73), who he much admired, to gain experience of designing three-dimensional objects, and from the sculpture technicians, some knowledge of working with materials and crafting objects by hand (this in a period of letterpress printing that required physical dexterity).’[footnoteRef:54] [53:   See for example, ‘From a to z’ described as, ‘an experimental foundation course project for potential graphic designers at Chelsea in which they were required to show the relative frequency of different letters in English usage. It also served as an exercise in letterpress composition.’ Pillar, ‘Edward Wright’, 291–2.]  [54:   Pillar, ‘Edward Wright’, 20. ] 


Of their students, Fior was invited by Jeffery to teach at the London School of Printing in 1958, and others similarly taught part-time across different combinations of colleges across London, the country and beyond. Ken Garland taught at the Central, RCA and from 1971 until 1994 in the newly formed Typography & Graphic Communication Department at the University of Reading, though informally his teaching association with Reading would last for nearly 40 years. In 1973 Fior also departed London for Portugal where he transferred much of what he had learned through Wright about typography into helping to establish the independent and experimental art school Ar.Co in Lisbon, which incorporated a letterpress workshop. Harold Bartram would eventually teach full-time at the London School of Printing, while in 1987 Derek Birdsall was appointed Professor of Graphics at the RCA. In 1992 he invited Alan Kitching to set up a letterpress typographic workshop, establishing a direct line of influence back to Wright and Froshaug. In the early 1960s when Froshaug had set up a stand-alone experimental type workshop at the School of Art at Watford, it was Kitching who secured the post of running it. And in 1991, in one final loop back to Central Saint Martins, one of Froshaug’s students from the RCA, Geoff Fowle, invited the designer Phil Baines to re-introduce hands-on engagement with letterpress as a part of the undergraduate teaching curriculum in typography.[footnoteRef:55] [55:   Phil Baines in conversation with Catherine Dixon, 10 April 2020. ] 


That ideas from Froshaug and then Wright’s teaching have carried forward is evident in the recollections of those who participated in Wright’s classes, most notably Garland. So significant for Garland was the influence of Wright, that after a much-lauded career he chooses to include his student prints from the evening-classes on his current website which showcases his many professional design achievements.[footnoteRef:56] As Garland elaborates, Wright’s teaching method, was ‘fruitful and considerate’ having, ‘supplied [him] with a head of steam that’s kept [him] going’ and affording him yet ‘things [he] started on then that [he’s] waiting to develop tomorrow, or maybe the day after.’[footnoteRef:57] More broadly Garland summarizes the years at the Central School from 1951–56 as, ‘a vital five-year period’ forming, ‘the true focus of teaching and thinking on graphic design.[footnoteRef:58] [56:   See ‘Central School of Arts & Crafts (Student Exercises)’, ken garland (no date), <http://www.kengarland.co.uk/KG-graphic-design/central-school-of-arts-&-crafts/>, accessed 26 June 2021.]  [57:   Garland, ‘Teaching and Experiment’, 82. The benefit of these classes to his work confirmed more recently by Garland, in conversation with Catherine Dixon, 13 March 2020. ]  [58:   Garland as quoted in Backemeyer, ‘“Visual language”: the Growth of Graphic Design’, 35.] 


However, it is evident in the writing on non-participants too that the reputation of this progressive teaching and thinking carried forward. Richard Hollis describes Wright’s classes as ‘legendary’ in a positive sense, though there were detractors.[footnoteRef:59] The designer John Sewell, writing at the RCA, was critical of the apparent lack of structure, writing that ‘some of Edward Wright’s lads at the Central School have had some jolly fun with wood types and shown the gimmicky quality of letters divorced from their true purpose as a means of communication […] judged by these few examples, the Wright boys are on the wrong road.’[footnoteRef:60] [59:   See Richard Hollis, ‘Revolutionary Language’, Eye, 8 (1999), 66–75 (p.66). Available Eye, <http://www.eyemagazine.com/feature/article/revolutionary-language>, accessed 26 June 2021. ]  [60:  John Sewell, review, ‘Typographica 9’, Ark, 11 (1954), 5. It must be clarified here that women also attended Wright’s classes though are entirely overlooked in Sewell’s quote.] 


Pillar however, is unequivocal in her assessment of the significance of the teaching of Wright, claiming the classes ‘although small and informal, were a landmark.’[footnoteRef:61] And as Kinross affirms, this ‘conjunction of a place and some people was one of the series of occurrences in London in those years which constituted a stream of running outside and against the established culture. Perhaps this stream was just a trickle, but it has widely dispersed, lasting consequences.’[footnoteRef:62] [61:   Pillar, ‘Edward Wright’, 291. ]  [62:   Kinross, ‘Letters in the City’, p.68] 


Designers in the composing room: progressions for our times?

And what of those consequences now? What are we to learn within contemporary practice and design education from an account of the progressive shifts made in teaching methods and approaches from the past. Most immediately, that the history of letterpress in relation to design education is more nuanced than generally inferred, encouraging some recalibration perhaps in our understanding of the resources available to us now. While they are now often embedded within design programmes (especially graphics), that is not to say that letterpress workshops have always been embedded within design education.[footnoteRef:63] [63:   As became clear at the AHRC Research Network Letterpress Printing: Past, Present, Future conference, ‘Letterpress Printing’, 19-20 July 2018 held at the University of Leeds, it was not uncommon for composing rooms to also have been embedded within English departments in universities as a means of studying bibliography. Many also operated as presses in their own right too. ] 


This chapter shows that two composing rooms, now combined within one arts institution, can represent very different stories. The Central School letterpress facilities were established for the benefit of printers, while those at St Martins were established for the benefit of designers. In turn, each of these stories interweave with broader histories, in relation to the establishment of graphic design education, a shift in the role of the composing room as a learning space, and twentieth century shifts in the regulatory framing of design education.

At the Central school especially, the impact of the formalization of graphic design education is clear. Across the country the growth in graphic design courses coincides with a diminishment in printing courses and institutional shifts in resource allocation. As David Jury puts it, the national educational agenda for design gave ‘credence to the notion that design for print was a quite separate profession from that of printing, which had its own set of values and skill sets.’[footnoteRef:64] The hierarchical structures and commercial presses informing the highly-specialized technical training of printers within unionized trade composing rooms transition to spaces identified as workshops for exploring the potential of letterpress as an essential aspect of learning about design. Purposefully non-hierarchical, Wright describes his workshop in terms of, ‘a situation where the teacher could learn from the pupil as well as vice versa, sometime(s?) both were surprised at the results.’[footnoteRef:65] So uncommercial were subsequent workshop environments elsewhere, that, as Jury elaborates, ‘students who had attended art colleges and gained access to letterpress were not concerned, indeed were often not even aware, of its reputation for technical complexity.’[footnoteRef:66] These changes in the role of the composing room as a learning space mirror the changes in the regulatory framing of design education, from the vocational design agenda as set out in the NDD through to the broader-based approaches elaborated within DipAD and subsequent BA programmes.  [64:  David Jury, Reinventing Print: Technology and Craft in Typography (London: Bloomsbury, 2018), 170.]  [65:  Kinross, ‘Letters in the City’, 68.]  [66:  Jury, Reinventing Print, 173.] 


In this chapter I have also elucidated how from a single composing room it is possible to trace a network of individuals whose approach established a precedent for the composing room as an educational space in which to explore ‘hands-on’ typographic learning pedagogies. It is a pedagogy which we now perhaps take for granted, though it was hard won. Recognition of just how problematic the journey was from transgressive to progressive understanding of designers using letterpress is important for at least two reasons. It offers a caution to the dangers of over-romanticizing the past, and it serves to locate key developments in approaches to haptic learning in relation to letterpress much earlier than they are often attributed. 

In an interview from Print magazine in 2015, a designer is asked: What is it about letterpress that made you devote a studio and career to continuing its traditions? The reply references the offer embedded within the letterpress process of, ‘an uninterrupted feedback loop between design and production, digital and physical, history and present’.[footnoteRef:67] But there is no continuum of historical practice with which the contemporary designer using letterpress is connecting. Design and production were distinct, with the commercial traditions of print less than romantic and often representing very noisy and industrial craft labour. In setting out just how inaccessible type was for designers, this chapter hopefully contributes something to a debunking of the myth about a return of designers to letterpress. It is a return to somewhere that, if it existed at all, existed only for the few, and not the many. [67:  Steven Heller, ‘The Sweet Smell of Letterpress’, Print, (22 September 2015), <https://www.printmag.com/typography/the-sweet-smell-of-letterpress/>, accessed 26 June 2021.] 


Further, much post-digital argument in support of the educational benefits of letterpress frames the renewed interest in hands-on pedagogies as a reaction against digital design contexts. Juliet Shen suggests that it ‘is no coincidence that the rise in popularity of letterpress classes at the School of Visual Concepts (SVC) in Seattle came immediately on the heels of the local dot-com bust in 2002. Web-design classes emptied out and letterpress classes filled up.’[footnoteRef:68] In recognizing the therapeutic popularity of letterpress Shen is making a spiritual point as well as a material one here, though materiality in relation to letterpress is picked up on by numerous others. Eric Kindel, for example, ascribes the renewed interest in letterpress to, ‘the materiality of print [which] acts as a counterweight to the disembodied digital form of much present-day typography and graphic communication’.[footnoteRef:69] Jury picks up more specifically still on more recent educational debates concerning a hands-on approach to working with type, arguing that the ‘sustained praise for the hands-on workshop environment’ that Kitching’s students experienced at the RCA, ‘gave added impetus to the argument that the implicit knowledge gained by handling and moving real things around was a valuable counterbalance to that of sedentary swivel chair and screen-based learning experienced in the computer suite.’[footnoteRef:70]  [68:  Juliet Shen, Resurrection of a Reliance (2007), 2.  Available <https://cdn.crevado.com/artists/46712/pages/7326-1_resurrection_reliance.pdf?1517817250>, accessed 26 June 2021.]  [69:  Eric Kindel, ‘Letterpress: possibilities & practice’, TGC: Typography and Graphic Communication (16 March 2018), <http://typography.network/2018/03/16/letterpress-possibilities-practice/>, accessed 26 June 2021.]  [70:   Jury, Reinventing Print, 172.] 


What the rationales for establishing letterpress workshops for designers at the Central and St Martins show is that concerns for lack of material awareness in typographic education considerably predate the arrival of the computer. While the computer allows the designer far more control over the printed outcomes than Froshaug was afforded in having to specify a layout loosely enough for commercial composition, there is still a dislocation between design and print production.

What Wright could explore using letterpress was an approach to material experimentation in the testing of communication and meaning through print. I would argue that in transgressing the boundaries between design and production Froshaug, Wright and Marber used letterpress to establish a progressive vision for the typographic training of a designer, and that their models quite considerably predate current exemplars of post-digital hands-on typographic learning.

More broadly there are wider arguments around the benefits of making to acknowledge here too. To pick up on Kinross’s assessment of the output from Wright’s classes in particular, he observes that the ‘visual evidence remaining from that class is a handful of printed sheets. These prints still look fresh today, and take their place in the honourable modern tradition of making it new with what is to hand.’[footnoteRef:71] There is a positive message here for designers in an era of climate emergency and pandemic lockdown for certain. Yet, there are also interesting questions raised in relation to current craft debates. As Stiff argues, this was an era when the meaning of modern, ‘sidesteps simple formulae’, when, ‘radical typography, the freshest, was done in the pre-modern craft environment of the hand- and foot-powered domestic workshop’.[footnoteRef:72] As Kinross sets out here modern ‘means lively, improvising, anti-authoritarian, cosmopolitan, humane, modest, self-critical, regionally conscious and site-specific. It has absolutely nothing to do with the grey, centralising Modernism of the present myth.’[footnoteRef:73]  [71:   Kinross, ‘Letters in the City’, 68]  [72:   Stiff, ‘Austerity, Optimism: Modern Typography in Britain’, 3.]  [73:   Kinross, ‘Letters in the City’, 73.] 


This improvised immediacy of the non-industrial craft process of letterpress opened out a space for designers such as Fior to continue their student experimentation, using worn wood type in the search for a lack of finish or ‘roughness’ which would allow for messages to remain more ‘open’ and ‘accessible’.[footnoteRef:74] As Hollis observes, it became an aesthetic, adopted internationally by Marxist designers, for whom, ‘the gloss of technically perfect print reflected the human and material waste of capitalism’ (70). Ironically this roughness remains a letterpress aesthetic, and interestingly one similarly positioned as a reaction to technically perfect printing, though nowadays of a digital not a lithographic kind. Yet, this now ossified material self-awareness all too rarely represents anything of the radical approaches from which it emerged. Exaggerations of the handmade as evidence of craft have become something of a marketable trope in letterpress, and worse, liable to be ascribed the moniker of ‘authenticity’. As Rafael Cardozo has recognized, the identification of, ‘imperfections and deviations … as legitimating characteristics’ leaves craft now, ‘cornered into a position of terminal nostalgia or, worse, of elitism, via a notion of consumer exclusivity.’[footnoteRef:75] [74:   Hollis, ‘Revolutionary Language’, 70.]  [75:   Rafael Cardoso, ‘Craft versus Design: Moving Beyond a Tired Dichotomy’, in Adamson, ed., The Craft Reader, 321–332 (p.327).] 


There are dangers too of an over-reliance among contemporary craft advocates of letterpress as a hands-on way of working in a digital era, and the spiritual benefits and pleasure the physicality of the process can bring. Shen, for example, attributes the enthusiasm of her students for letterpress, at least in part, to, ‘the pleasure of working with one’s hands to create an object that bears all the indelible traces of its making’.[footnoteRef:76] The temptation to fetishize process divorced from purpose has proved, however, a temptation difficult to resist, leaving the status of letterpress vulnerable beyond a therapy context. Wright’s emphasis on letterpress in the education of designers as communicators, matters here. He establishes a useful precedent in anchoring his classes in the ‘interplay of material and meaning’.[footnoteRef:77] This is an expression Kinross uses in describing the work of Fior relative to his common interests with Wright. For Wright, and then Fior, and then the generations Fior himself taught, letterpress allowed for a poetic approach to words through the analysis of grammatic structures. In the letterpress room words became concrete graphic shapes.[footnoteRef:78] As Fior later reflected, this concrete form of language demanded that the ‘shape of the message was determined first’ with the ‘choice of typeface [coming] later’, which, as he argued, was ‘not a common procedure in screen-based design’.[footnoteRef:79] Letterpress was useful not as a lesson in learning how to print, but rather as an exercise in learning how to think, not least about language.  [76:   Shen, Resurrection of a Reliance, 2.]  [77:   Quoted in Kinross, ‘Robin Fior: the English years’, 29-30.]  [78:   Ana Baliza, ‘Abril em Portugal’, in Robin Fior. Call to action/Abril em Portugal, 15–23 (quotation from English translation at p.32).]  [79:   Hollis, ‘Revolutionary Language’, 70.] 


Language now is mostly rendered fleetingly and fluidly via a digital feed. The concretization of words through letterpress as explored by Wright et al. perhaps offers a space to reemphasize how materiality informs our sense of meaning, not only in print, but in our digital typographic spaces too. And as awareness of the potential for exploring digital materialities grows, perhaps too will emerge the possibilities of considering new kinds of ‘hands–on’ learning and craft practices combining analogue processes such as letterpress with the digital, beyond the observed limitations as outlined by Malcom McCullough of the ‘production–centred ideal’.[footnoteRef:80] [80:   See Malcolm McCullough’s ‘Abstracting Craft’ (1996) as referenced in Cardoso, ‘Craft versus Design: Moving Beyond a Tired Dichotomy’, 330.] 


Though to open out such collaborative spaces there may be a need to overcome the over-protective barriers that a sense of specialism, especially one that is threatened, can all-too-quickly establish, and like Froshaug, Collins and Wright, allow other disciplines in. As Kinross argues, the ‘cross-category drive’ of Wright’s class at the Central expanded, for those attending, their sense of the scope of what it meant to be ‘professional’.[footnoteRef:81] Craft competences may yet need preserving in relation to letterpress, but arguably with the goal of establishing what Neil Cummings describes as, ‘a generous collective intelligence, an infinite cultural commons aggregated from specialist cultures.’[footnoteRef:82]  [81:   Kinross, ‘Letters in the City’, 69.]  [82:   Neil Cummings, ‘Socialised Affection’, in David Blamey, ed., Specialism (Open Editions, 2016), 36-41 (p. 40-1).] 


Letterpress resources within education might be precious but their future security may well depend on the extent of such generosity. In allowing other practices and disciplines to engage, might we not similarly expand the scope of practice, even by transgressing existing orthodoxies of use to do so? 

In looking back to a series of specific moments of the history of the composing room at Central Saint Martins the debt of gratitude is clear to the vision of those who battled for designers to have access to this space. As Stuart Evans writes, while Central Saint Martins, ‘has moved through several phases embracing a succession of educational theories [it] has maintained an emphasis on studio-based ‘learning by doing’.[footnoteRef:83] Founding Principal William Lethaby hard-wired the necessity for practicality into the curriculum from the outset and it endures yet.[footnoteRef:84] So while it took some time for the idea of ‘learning by doing’ to extend to the composing room for designers, the benefits are still being enjoyed by students using this facility today. [83:   Stuart Evans, ‘Teaching Collections, Then and Now’, in Sylvia Backemeyer, ed., Object Lessons (London: Lund Humphries, 1996), 15–20 (p.20).]  [84:   A. N. R. Roberts, ‘The Life and Work of W. R. Lethaby’, Journal of the Royal Society of Arts, 105/5000 (1957), 355-371 (p. 362): ‘The average art school was then a most unpractical institution. Lethaby declared that its curriculum made him think of learning to swim in a thousand lessons without water.’] 


Moreover, the field of visual culture is still very much focused on outcomes, with limited consideration of what Peterson has identified as the culture perspectives that inform them. The letterpress printed pages of today may closely resemble printed pages of 100 years ago, and may even use the same types, yet are informed by entirely different values. Taking the composing room as a focus in this chapter allows for a shift away from outcomes towards an interrogation of what Richard A. Peterson and N. Anand describe as ‘the systems within which they are created, distributed, evaluated, taught, and preserved.’[footnoteRef:85] [85:   Richard A. Peterson and N. Anand, ‘The Production of Culture Perspective’, Annual Review of Sociology, 30, 2004, 311-344 (p. 311).
] 
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