


Devil in the detail Careful, even-tempered typographer by day —wild art
director by night? For John Morgan, both the typographic detailing and
the grand gestures are essential to each project’s unique ‘atmosphere’.
By John L. Walters. Portrait by Blommers & Schumm
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John Morgan has branded a city and typeset the
words of God. He has set poetry in granite and
written a brand book (for David Chipperfield
Architects) that begins: ‘The first guideline is to
work with a good designer.” He designs books that
are beautiful and desirable objects, good to hold
and own and use, yet most of his time is spent
thinking about the meaning of words and of
characters and the spaces in between. He once
took a graphic design vow of chastity (The
designer must not be credited’), yet his work is
wide-ranging and polymorphous, adding dignity
to books and business cards, bringing gravitas to
criticism in academic journals and fine art captions.
For those of usimmersed in a world of unsubtle,
overwrought design, Morgan’'s work can be so
subtle and understated that it catches you out.
Look at his design for Drawing the Curtain: The Cold
War in Cartoons (Fontanka, 2012). It's not just the
typography that makes this big book so inviting, it's
the way the images have been paced and ordered
to support the authors' ideas and intentions. Also,
it's the way the book feels in your hands, the way
the pages turn and lie flat while you are reading text
or examining the pictures. Morgan's design is there
at your side while you read the book, helping you to
enjoy every aspect of its contents, but performing
this role so skilfully that you almost forget he's there.
Look, too, at 6a.co.uk, his minimal website for 6a
architects (a vertically scrolling selection of images
whose seriffed captions appear when the user
mouses over the frame), or the simplicity of his
design for Things 19-20, whose monastic greyness,
wrapped in a yellow cover, stands out in a jungle of
text heavy journals as both serious and readable.
For Morgan, the devil is in the detail, typographic
or otherwise: ‘There's rarely an archetypal design
solution,” he says. 'l do think | could redesign
something for ever, and often do.” Every choice,
he explains with a long sigh, is so loaded: ‘| want a
typeface which is of my time, which is relevant now,
but I want to design for the long term. And even an
ephemeral thing can stay around for the long term!’
But there’s a wilder side to Morgan you see in his
work for Raven Row gallery and Ambit magazine
—the deliberate artlessness of his vernacular signs,
the translucent pink plastic cover for The Jet Age
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1and 2. Spread and cover
from the ‘President’s
edition’ of Common
Worship, 2011, alarge-
format version for use on
lectern or altar. Thisis
one of many editions of
the Church of England
prayer book based on
the original 2000 design
made by Derek Birdsall
and Morgan when he was
employed by Birdsall’s
studio Omnific.

‘We established the core
design at Omnific,and

I was intimate with the
process - including

‘These books are an
exercise in typesetting -
sometimes small
gestures, like how to
indicate indented text
over a page turn, or

how to distinguish
traditional language
from contemporary.’
Morgan learned about
production from Martin
Lee (then Birdsall’s full
time production partner
at Omnific), withwhom
he still works on the Four
Corners Familiars series
(see pp.48-49) and
other projects.
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Compendium: Paolozzi at Ambit, and the way he
cheerfully plonks smudgy scans of book and
magazine pages alongside his own typography
in AA Files and the eccentric Four Corners Books
edition of The Picture of Dorian Gray.

Could there be an almost gothic, Dr Jekyll / Mr
Hyde element to Morgan's design practice: serious
Reading-trained book typographer by day / wild art
director by night?

Morgan sees the two sides as completely
complementary, both in his work as a graphic
designer, and in his approach to teaching.

‘There was a period when | taught at Central
Saint Martins (CSM) and the University of Reading
at the same time, and | saw my role and position as
opposites. But you respond to the environment and
see what's needed. The CSM students were well
looked after in grand gestures, so | taught detailed
telephone directory layout. At Reading, there wasn't
much (dare | say it?) “atmosphere”, so | pointed the
students in that direction. Horses for courses.

‘ like students to be able to produce the detail of
Jan Tschichold or Hans Schmoller [Tschichold’s
successor at Penguin] combined with the overview
of books or posters by [German artists] Martin
Kippenberger or Hans-Peter Feldmann.’

Morgan says he has learnt much from working
with architects, particularly Chipperfield, and the
scale at which they operate: ‘For large-scale
projects such as signage or identities where you
are working with many people, you have to accept
a degree of what David Chipperfield would call
“critical compliance”. You cannot control every
detail, so you become a consultant — sometimes
even to your own studio.’

Chipperfield, by contrast, values the fact that
Morgan's team is small. In my business ... to put a
building together | need fifteen people, he says
during a phone interview. ‘But there are “surgical”
moments, when someone has to give direction, to
clarify the proposition. When you work with John
you're working with John — there is no substitute.
What he does is very precise.’

Morgan frets about the content, the validity of
producing many of the projects he is asked to do.
Does anyone need large photobooks any more?
What is the relevance of large art catalogues when

matching the endpapers’
colour to the purple
napkinin a Turkish
restaurant where

Derek and lused to eat,’
says Morgan.

itis easier to search online? Morgan's designs for
Phillips de Pury answer this question well; his subtle
catalogue design gives the auction house a critical
edge in a difficult marketplace.

Are all these art gallery signs really necessary
when the reception desk and shop are perfectly
visible and readable without superfluous
typography? “You can argue yourself out of ajob,’
he says with a grimace.

In our first conversation for this article, in a café
near his London studio, the matter most pressing
on Morgan's mind is the correct word to describe
the totality of a piece of typographic work. Could
that word really be ‘atmosphere? He can't help
returning to that troublesome term throughout our
conversation. Morgan works with artists, architects
and curators all the time, people who work with
expansive, expensive-sounding phrases.

‘[Swiss architect] Peter Zumthor doesn't
hesitate to use a word like “atmosphere”, he says.
‘Atmosphere is a problematic and woolly word, but
it's the best description of what | aim for in my work.
It's the sensation you find when you walk into a
building or space and it changes the way you feel.

It's hard to define what gives a book atmosphere,
because it can be found in unexpected places, and
many books by caring, attentive designers lack it,
but you know it when you see it or feel it.’

Whatever it is called, Morgan first learnt to
appreciate this elusive element while working for
Derek Birdsall's Omnific studio: ‘It's the difference
between something being good and really great.
You need a certain sensibility to achieve that.

At Omnific we'd work on a job forever, get all the
details right, and then Derek would do one little
beautiful thing. As long as the rest is done well,
it's that thing that makes it special.’

Morgan (born 1973) grew up in a small
Lancashire village. His father was an academic,

a biochemist with an enthusiasm for stationery.
While there were few art or design books around
(apart from John Berger’s Ways of Seeing),

he remembers home life as ‘open and critical’.

‘My father’s way of thinking was extremely lateral.
When | was a student my he sent me a letter every
week addressed in a different typeface (with full
type history credit line)’ says Morgan.



3. Cover of book for
David Chipperfield
Architects (Walther
Kdnig, 2009).

In addition to
publications such as
this, John Morgan Studio
have designed a system
of templates for every
aspect of David
Chipperfield Architects’
communications, from
sign systems to anew
website to be launched
laterin 2012. They also
developed abespoke
medium weight of
Monotype Grotesque
(with Monotype) as
part of the architect’s
graphic identity,
designedin 2008.

4.Cover of Young Steerer
(junger Lenker), the
catalogue for Thomas
Griinfeld’s 2011 show at
Hidde van Seggelen
Gallery, London. The
book was named one of
the Stiftung Buchkunst’s
25 Most Beautiful
German Books of 2012.

Young Steerer (junger Lenker), Erwin,
misfit (Bulldog/goat), Colorado, doggy,
Augenbilder, gluematic, MCC, misfit
(pheasant/goat), Nottingham, o.T. (shelf)
& others by Thomas Griinfeld. ‘Collecting
With a Purpose’ by Magnus Mills.

London: Hidde van Seggelen Gallery,
2 Michael Road Fulham
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5-12. Covers, spreads and
details from AA Files, ‘the
Architectural Association
School of Architecture’s
journal of record’, which
has been nominated for
the Design Museum
Designs of the Year 2012.
When Morgan took over
the journal’s art direction
in 2009, it was matt
laminated with a
four-colour cover.
Working with the editor
Tom Weaver, Morgan

6. Article fromno. 63.
Typography is Arnhem
Blond for body text;
Arnhem Fine for
headlines, designed by
Fred Smeijersin 2002.
9. Spread from no. 59.
10. Spread fromno. 62
with archive images of
critic Reyner Banham
on Bickertonand
Moulton bicycles.
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aimed tomake a
periodical that was
‘quieter and less
ephemeral.’

@ A ¢ dastapmihed outswmolorai
el acerklid do you fiud Dhat pour e
matn perocrapetiond condition, roTET
el pakr v of ke

& Wikt worbd® Whin okl i e
mwran the dwengr world of i ey
Arwpapes erader in Liwepeel Livorss
ar Vilno thim w &re doiling with vl
provraistier. [f o the ather bend, ax &
AT v i . ek, i ihink £ s,
Mhmhkwlﬁwﬂl

Phitp ks quicses Visdinis Nabs:
kv I Mz iabow's Rsriveie, Sooa

Litcrmiores Bei-inoem rrmmsiegl
Wisdirmis Habeabaon maimsaized a dnsd
ing line bewom his s pormis,
hrwrrn betieritics wd benees, w7 st
crience, fer the rariol rlemalaghr,
his dhussmbereniun foicheais, wee
el bt I vhe Thaairiem e
sompm | Thrater g fassorey’ - an enibebony

compised i6 Ly ad publithed de 1534 - dis Deedamm reeals
‘i thigegh in cauberani miv e Hierary Sourides wd painsish
Ing dewription, of hyrical drowirgs and hand saugeets of ol The
combiation of ari ind wienos rome slly, dace bath share o
sisemtysh sl insthmanume
H‘:::r-trquwhhm“um
U ondy ey
mmhwurﬂ&mwunhh_
oy Wb ik ehe grer. e facr, e
haree & pribierm with it g narer, which rey 2esribe 23 i
waley it of mathars. Al ihe soe of the work wers 3 numbes of
wermds of it By dhe pres et
TR s e, @ naturl

A Theatr-e Of IDSECI:S, bix, B, cneyboparidist aid, i

i iy by, ity plyician of Zurich.

or How Nature Logt " orser fedi s ssecas o

st e i 0444 dhese noles wer

Her Morality i Lo oo

whes hadd Boow forced b emibeace 3

o bl h s career in mediving 3T the

linhmene', For 15 prare berag ba o6 Gt woek, addayg ho
o= abarreations and dissings. By the time of his death in 158y,
herserrer, e arady remnaiee wel nhibed b o wonsc (L was imgoss
e o comiplete, 58 rew spotimon would term wp all e time - on
Bieldetips. on teturniog mxerchasd ships of i coslopes bnd paccels
semal. From b vast metwotk of corrogendmis in Euarcpe, Frnoy's
latesar of v wosslel have periabiod with hirm i hiu frimd Thomas
Miofict b ot coee b Use ress, salbvaping the papers st thy were
bn i b ol ot of s’ Ll iy amed Pemary, Mool w3
practisiag dector. Mo fhan that, he wet s beading sxporent of the
dnshkamasle ner Barsoelsian epsiem of e dirine wd, 2 igh Tre
IR AR, Pl gl and courth
iy o (anrs Elliabad - U'hpf-o-'mld’lhl'-ldldrnln-d-
Horwied pollicy i Eutepsr - 51 Fmbos Walsisghaim, Sk Phikp Sd
ey, Wher Eell o Eaiers, Bix Fommii Dvnbe 2 Thiis courtly circho Bad
ligstilled sor poflived sonsibilidin. Solicl ogpooecs B Borroe 6
inding Pens’s musurcripl s o, Tull of blets and confuscd
with dowtll o + e b il the
{iotes mwstie bikow was 1o Fellow: L cotificration of his long heid
wunpicion that his driesd fousd writing dotures, wis puisfol
weasks: °1 off odscrvod [hirm| i b gravelied Bere. It waiop m Mol
e, tho, 10 i ghe “light ol coatony” it Fenny lsckod, m o Justioe
£ SRgUiTIe 2 RaTTIHON,
 Thos el MetorBopraphars’ sl s ot Prowe e womething
by rh Firs
nhhwuwlhmdluuwmwm‘u-
iy b iheaieing , waile Maffer it hit incvan e liomary s
o, e perRng Beny s ey eciemrifs poskkan: with his wdiserial
[ighin o imgination ! Ben deiagpinarion, when the Tl s
i, had 0 yer acqutred e reparrin of n snens of G-
crsce. with the 8 b 313, 00 1he £anrE-
I, B TR I R e s e, 5
wai i v thing thar allowed o b0 sb the

-'h—uu_l-—-n-u-:-;—-‘- bigger phcrcry, i, ax Sshakiw wasid et &
& Thr By |y Sl e T L L rasc Later, TWhaterer the mvind prasps. bt does

i




~

11and 12. Custom
capitals commissioned
by Morgan for AA Files.
11. Initial capital ‘M’ from
AAFiles no.63,2011.

A contemporary
reworking of the
nineteenth-century
Pouchée typeface, filled
with Finnish emblems as
aresponse to an essay on
Alvar Aalto. Design: John
Morgan Studio.

12. Initial capital ‘A’ from
AAFiles no.59,2009.
Design: Paul Barnes.
This ‘Tuscan form’ (split

at the end of the stroke)
originated in the first
century BC and was
revived in the nineteenth
century AD.
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13and 14. Cover and
spread from Drawing the
Curtain: The Cold War
in Cartoons (Fontanka,
2012). The narrow
information / caption
leaves are printed
monochrome on
yellow stock (with
contemporary

US / UK cartoons for
comparison), while
the Russian cartoons
are printed large and
incolour.
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Looking back, he feels fortunate to have
stumbled upon the Typography & Graphic
Communication course at Reading. This was very
academic, with an extensive reading list and a
defined syllabus of history and theory. In this it
was quite different, he says, from other UK graphic
design courses, especially the ones that kept
strong ties to the art schools that spawned them.

‘In the formation of the department [in the 1980s],
Michael Twyman made a conscious decision to
split graphic design and communication away from
art. All of us had girlfriends in the art department,
but otherwise there was no crossover. Wed be so
envious. Id go over to the art department to see
Claire [Morgan's girlfriend, now wife] and the
students would be sitting, smoking, painting,
while wed be working like crazy to a deadline ...

‘All those contrasts were quite extreme. We learnt
about micro typography and history, the things that
could actually be taught.’

His teachers included Twyman, who gave
lectures on theory; former St Bride librarian James
Mosley, who taught the history of letterforms every
Saturday morning; and, most importantly, the late
Paul Stiff, whom he calls ‘a great mind'.

‘Youd get really severe, useful criticism from
Paul, Morgan recalls. ‘He described one of my
student projects as looking “like an in-flight meal”.

‘It was partly through Paul that | was invited back
to teach, says Morgan, who has taught part-time
(at Reading and CSM) for the past decade.

The other central figure in Morgan's early
education was Birdsall (see Eye no. 9 vol. 3),
who took him on after he graduated in 1995. After
visiting other studios full of computers and carpet
tiles, Birdsall's scaled-down Omnific in Islington
was ‘a student’s idea of what a studio was’, with a
PMT [photomechanical transfer] machine and a
giant lightbox. It felt like an atelier,” says Morgan,
‘which for me at the time was an important thing.’

At Omnific, he was introduced to ‘all the things
that Derek does well', including long lunches with
clients, and grappa. ‘We still all worked incredibly
hard, he says. ‘Derek might have an afternoon nap
and would wake up ready to go again at six o’clock!

‘Wed work late and eat late and drink late but the
balance was good ... | remember laying out the

15. Details of a granite
sett pavement designed
as part of ‘Voices of
White City’, a public art
project for the BBCin
west London, 2003.
The typeface was based
on anold embroidery
booklet found by Morgan.
The then poet laureate,
Andrew Motion, wrote

I - afourteen-character
3 ".._. I ¥ phrase to fit Morgan’s
o R typographic design.
mEedEy a -
5 . s |-
Efeisia2als
{8 I

Lucian Freud catalogue raisonné with Frank
Auerbach, Bruce Bernard, Freud, Derek and me
(saying nothing, wisely), just laying out the book.
There was a good culture there, one that was much
broader than anything I'd encountered at Reading.’

When Morgan left Omnific in 2000 to set up John
Morgan Studio, a third influence loomed large in his
life: that of Hyphen Press publisher, Robin Kinross.
Along with architects Dan Monck and Duncan
Kramer of Material, they were co-founders of
Workplace Co-operative 115, the multiple-
occupancy building in Kentish Town. Over time
this address has been shared by many different
designers, including Peter Brawne and Dot Dot Dot
co-founder Stuart Bailey.

Two of Morgan'’s early clients came directly
(with Birdsall's blessing) from Omnific: Ambit and
the Church of England. With regard to Common
Worship, the Anglican prayer book, Morgan
explains that when he and Birdsall presented their
sample layouts to Church House Publishing in the
Jerusalem Chamber of Westminster Abbey in 1999,
an important part of their proposal was the
combination of ‘an experienced designer in his
sixties and an assistant in his twenties who could
develop the series’. By 1 January 2001, when the
first edition was published, Morgan was well versed
in the way the prayer books were put together and
the mechanics of managing a production process
with several editors and fourteen proofreaders.

His early work included a couple of books for
Booth-Clibborn Editions, exhibition graphics (‘Saul
Bass' at the Design Museum) and catalogues.

His first assistant was Sven Herzog, and Michael
Evidon, who had been a student of his at St Martins,
joined in 2004. Morgan left 115 for Hackney the
same year, and in November 2006 moved to his
present office, a multiple-use building in Paddington
station with its entrance opening on to platform
one. By this time Morgan and his wife Claire had
moved their young family (Rudy, Francis and Iris)

to Oxfordshire. The Paddington location, he says,

is a design solution: ‘My train arrives there directly.’

Other clients came along gradually, in publishing,
literature, art, architecture. His 2004 poetry
pavement for the BBC's ‘media village' in White City
required him to set Andrew Motion's words in

granite, a subtle piece of typography that is easier
to read when it rains. (Motion had to write to fit
Morgan's typographic design: fourteen characters.)

One of Morgan’s first independent book designs
was Petersburg Perspectives (Fontanka), a literary
guide to the city, with photographs by Yuri
Molodkovets. For this, he and publishers Frank
Althaus and Mark Sutcliffe set themselves up in
a spacious St Petersburg apartment, laying out
flatplans on the floor overlooking the Fontanka
canal. ‘We were all still learning on the job,” he says.
‘| hadn't art-directed Russian photographers before,
or attempted to document a city.” Spending weeks
living and working together and ‘drinking vodka
from the freezer’ created a bond that is rare in
designer-publisher relationships.

‘It enabled more recent books, like Drawing the
Curtain, to happen, Morgan says, ‘where the design
is integral to how the book is structured, and where
good design is a branch of editing.’

Morgan attracted a student following with some
of his writing in the journal Dot Dot Dot, including
‘The Vow of Chastity’, which he had set (in 2001) as
a design brief for graphic design students at CSM.
‘Each first-year student had to sign up and swear
to submit to the rules for the duration of the project,’
he wrote, when it was published in Looking Closer
Four (Allworth, 2002). ‘They were produced with
tongue in cheek, and in direct reference to the
Dogme95 “Vow of Chastity” for film-making by
Lars von Trier and Thomas Vinterberg.

Morgan elaborates further: ‘Robin Kinross
suggested there could be a design or typography
equivalent to the Dogme vow. Paul Stiff wrote a
version off the cuff and | wrote mine, which included
Paul’s first point: “Content matters: design nothing
that is not worth reading.” Despite the humorous
but critical tone of the vow — ‘a teaching exercise in
constraints’— Morgan says he stands by many of its
core principles. For example: ‘The design takes
place here and now. No pastiche.’

Though he has written articles about design and
typography (including an interview with Sally Potter
about her father Norman Potter for AA Files),
Morgan worries about the role of the designer-
writer: ‘The question | pose at talks is: “Name me
one graphic designer who has something

Eye83/1245



Revealed: Turner Contemporary Opens

16 April - 4 September 2011

Daniel Buren

Russell Crotty

Teresita Fernandez

Douglas Gordon

Ellen Harvey

Conrad Shawcross

JMW Turner
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16. Integrated
architectural signage for
the Cafe Royal hotel,
London, 2011-12. For this
project, John Morgan
Studio designed a
custom typeface based
on William Caslon’s Two
Lines English Egyptian.
Morgan uses the same
letterformin myriad
applications, from vinyl,
iron and neon signs to
stone and marble
engraving, and hand-
painted gold leaf:
everything except print.
Building design: David
Chipperfield Architects.
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17 and 18. Signs for
Turner Contemporary,
2011, Margate. John
Morgan Studio designed
the gallery’s graphic
identity and guidelines,
based on amono-spaced
typeface, amodified
Akkurat Mono.
Applications of the
identity include
catalogues, invitations,
stationery and all printed
matter. The interior
wayfinding and statutory
signs are silkscreened
on to wall surfaces.
Photographs:

David Grandorge.
Building by David
Chipperfield Architects.

Daniel Doren / Ruecsll Crotty / Terasita Ferndnder
Douglas Gorden / Ellen Harwey / Codrad Shascross

&

17.Each tileis routed into
plastic. The board also
functions as a flexible
space for artists’
interventions.

18. Exterior sign for

the opening show uses
what Morgan calls a
‘faded pastel seaside
colour scheme’.



19-23. Signs and
announcements for the
Raven Row gallery
inLondon (2009-).

The hanging sign outside

. ::::-1-- = the Spitalfields gallery
Ty e ! . becomesits identity for
PLEASY apg | el g . { =1 thedurationof each

v - T - show, asingle item that
is photographed and

becomes the website
homepage, private view
card, catalogue cover
and advert. The signs, in
response to each show’s
content, vary widely in
production methods.
19. Sign for Ray Johnson
exhibition, signpainted
by John Pope (following
adesign by Morgan).
20. Handwritten by Pat
Squires, the London
Evening Standard
signwriter. Morgan
recalls that Squires,
‘brought two marker
pens with him tomy
studio, one new, one

P ﬂ 'i y ,T E f ﬂ ‘v f f slightly wornin, which
STEVE HAWLEY showedreal care, and
explained that a four line
headline reads best.’
21. Silkscreen sign for
Hilary Lloyd (Turner

¢ prize nominee 2011),
IAN BOURN MARC CAMILLE with run-on of posters

» CHAIMOWICZ printed onto hard gloss
JOHN ADAMS q.."? Chromolux. Stretched
CORDELIA SWANN and distorted ‘nail varnish

pink’ text evokes her film
and video installations.
CATHERINE ELWES 22.‘Polytechnic’, printed
monochrome silkscreen
TTRRER U : onto pink uncoated
GRAHAM YOUNG stock. The design pays
DAVID CRITCHLEY homage to the posters

9 Sepr " 7 Mev 2000 produced by The

Basement Groupin the
RAVEN ROW 56 ARTILLERY LANE LONDODN E1 late 1970s and early 80s.

23. Poster for ‘Common
Ground’, the 2012
Architecture Biennale,
Venice. The bespoke
stencil type, based

on Nizioletti,isa
collaboration between
Morgan and Adrien
Vasquez, based on
researchinto nineteenth-
century Venetian street
signs and lettering, some 5 : ; :
of which canstill be seen : - 'l"[ 1{ \ 2(” _)‘
in the streets of the city. ' 5 :
John Morgan Studio also - -
designed the biennale’s . —— o =2 oy
identity, five publications, ¢ K, [ i { ] \[ \ I {} \
and exhibition graphics, m s g g = : B
for which they employed = Lokt ( | ] :. (@) l \ ] )
actual stencils of the X

custom typeface.

29.08-25.11
VENEZIA
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24-27. John Morgan has
been designing the
‘Familiars’ books for Four
Cornersssince the series
beganin2007.

24 and 25. Vanity Fair
(2010), with art by Donald
Urquhart,is setin
Perpetua and Felicity.
This, says Morgan,
‘chimes with the novel’s
two key central female
characters.’

26.Each characterin
Bram Stoker’s epistolary
novel Dracula (2008) is
givenadedicated
typeface, producing what
Derek Birdsall called ‘a
golden, golden-section
edition’ (Eye blog, 2009).



interesting to say about a subject other than
graphic design.” Many graphic designers have an
overwhelming desire to publish merely because
they have the means to do so.’

This conjures another cinematic analogy:

‘When Linda van Deursen invited me to be an
external examiner at the Rietveld Academy, she
compared the graphic designer’s role to that of a
cinematographer, who has a relationship with a
director beyond that credited. They can influence
the whole tone of a film.’

Morgan's typographic eye can be seenin
projects that have unfolded over time: the identities
for Chipperfield and for the Raven Row gallery and
in his sure-footed art direction of AA Files, the
journal of the Architectural Association School
of Architecture. When he took over the quarterly,
it was matt laminated with a four-colour cover,

‘like an annual report’. His response was to make
something quieter, more literary, that would have a
longer shelf life and demand more from its readers.

The journal’s typographic quietness can be
deceptive, though. While Morgan uses Fred
Smeijers’ Arnhem Blond for the body text, he has
had fun with a series of display typefaces, including
some very noisy drop capitals designed by Paul
Barnes (see Eye 82), based on what James Mosley
terms the English Vernacular. The lessons of those
Saturday morning type lectures in Reading were
not forgotten.

Collaborations with type designers have been
an important part of Morgan's design armoury for
some time. After designing the identity for the
Slovenian capital Ljubljana — a logotype made from
aletter 'L turned through 45 degrees — he worked
with Henrik Kubel (A2 / HK / SW) to produce
Ljubljana bold, a typeface for the city.

As the studio expanded he was able to add a
typeface designer (Adrien Vasquez, a graduate
of the Reading MA typeface design course) to his
team, which means he can create typefaces for
new projects such as the 2012 Venice Architectural
Biennale, directed by David Chipperfield, for which
the studio has devised a stencil alphabet. This
summer John and assistant Mathias Clottu will set
up a temporary studio in Venice for the Biennale.

John earns your trust,’ says Chipperfield, ‘and

27

that gives him a certain freedom. He's not having
to pitch and perform all the time — he's just John.’

Another client, Richard Embray, of publisher Four
Corners, recalls first encountering Morgan's work
through Common Worship. When Embray and
partner Elinor Jansz devised the Four Corners
Familiars series of novels interpreted by artists,
they saw a similar challenge: ‘We wanted these
classic texts to be thought of afresh.’

Though each artist has as much control as they
wish, Morgan’'s design maintains a consistent
thread. ‘Each relationship in that series has been
unique,’ says Morgan. ‘It ranges from ones in which
the artist is effectively providing self-contained
plates, to more closely integrated books, where
we discuss the whole together.

The forthcoming Four Corners edition of
Madame Bovary in collaboration with artist Marc
Camille Chaimowicz has given Morgan an
opportunity to pursue his longstanding search for
the ‘generic French paperback typeface’, and his
enthusiasm for ‘the typography and romance’ of
Livres de Poche —and French design in general.

Embray describes Morgan's design for the new
Four Corners website, fourcornersbooks.co.uk,
as ‘slightly perverse'. He explains: ‘we wanted a
website that privileges physical objects, that makes
you want to handle the books.” The site encourages
users to view and sort the publisher’s books by
their size, colour, weight, spine and back, in what
Embray describes as ‘a very elegant solution’.

Though Morgan's client list is quite varied, the
work best known to his fellow designers is the more
arcane (‘Mr Hyde') work for Ravens Row and Four
Corners. Does he ever yearn to work for a more
‘mainstream’ client? Or a big brand?

Morgan points immediately to his work in the
fashion sector. He's been working with fashion /
costume curator Judith Clark on an exhibition
inspired by 1950s Vogue pattern books and on a
show that marks 60 years of Chloé. Thisis nota
recent move — he designed an enormous, elegant
book of Horst fashion plates (Platinum) for publisher
Jefferies Cowan for Hamiltons in 2006.

‘I've been a subscriber to Vogue for many years,’
he says ‘and | hold a secret desire to redesign it
How would he approach such a commission?

27.A Stick of Green
Candy (2009).

Stories by Jane Bowles
and Denton Welch with
art by Colter Jacobsen.
The typeface is Pegasus,
originally by Berthold
Wolpe (1937), and revived
here by Matthew Carter.
Only the rounded spine is
gloss laminated, ‘making
astick of green candy for
the shelf, says Morgan.
Photograph:

Michael Harvey.

‘| would want to strip away all cover copy except
for the masthead (which in turn could be more
playful and responsive like earlier issues), take the
celebrity away, and create a more artful publication,
which the content mostly deserves.” As for big
brands, while noting that large organisations tend
to work with the larger design consultancies, he
sees ‘no reason why alarge scale organisation
shouldn't work with individual designers.’

Page 1: Great Expectations (GraphicDesign&,
2012), the recently published book in which 70
typographers and designers set the first page of
Dickens’ novel and explain their choices, provides
a further insight into Morgan's typography. Morgan,
who chose to set Dickens’ words in Bram de Does'’s
Trinité, is both competitive and modest in his
contribution: ‘My aim is to design for readers.’

He describes his practice as ‘design-led’ rather
than ‘strategy-led'. For him, the ideal situation would
be to direct a publishing house or gallery (as Willem
Sandberg did at the Stedelijk in the 1950s).

For the moment he regards himself fortunate in
his clients: ‘From what I've seen of design education
recently, engagement or dialogue with a
commissioner or client is seen as a weakness, as if
it were an inauthentic activity. The result, apart from
a few exceptional moments, is a model of design
practice that can only be supported by teaching
—whichin turn perpetuates a skewed view of what
the role of a graphic designer is.’

Though Morgan's brow furrows when asked
about the way he specifies type for any project,
itis also his favourite subject. He quotes Nietzsche's
rhetorical question: ‘What clothes should modern
man wear?’ And while his conversation is peppered
with similarly unanswered questions, he is the most
decisive and assured of designers when it comes
to getting the job done.

David Chipperfield says: ‘There's a certain
resolute quality in the way John works. He doesn't
mess around.’ Chipperfield remarks that the
self-analysis required to decide on a company'’s
identity — ‘who do you think you are?’ — can be quite
terrifying. ‘With John, it was quite pleasant. It's more
about getting closer to what you are. If everyone
shouts it's a good idea to whisper. And Johnis a
very good whisperer.” @
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