
 

 
 
 
 

 

Communicating 

 

“Exemplary” specimens of writing and typography have always been collected in the 

Library and Works on Paper Collection of the MAK as a source of inspiration. As one of 

the components of the “Gesamtkunstwerk book,” various fonts ranging from the Caro-

lingian minuscule to computer fonts can be admired in the museum’s Collection. The 

MAK’s rich holdings make it possible to tell the history of type almost in its entirety.  

 

Under the heading Manuscript as Model/Why Fraktur and not Antiqua? the Com-

municating section of the MAK DESIGN LAB focuses on the initial situation at the 

beginning of the letterpress printing. The importance of fonts’ good legibility and es-

thetics is part of the earliest history of the art of printing. From the outset, it was in-

tended that books should be made legible for the general public. The most important 

book from the incunabula era (cradle books), the 42-line Gutenberg Bible (Mainz 

1452–1454), still complied with the manuscript tradition with regard to content, sen-

tence layout, and font. Gutenberg chose the font Textura, a variation of the Gothic mi-

nuscule. Black letter was often used in handwritten liturgical books and was character-

ized by a large type size. As a result of this, the Bible text was suitable for use in dimly 

lit churches and could also be easily read from a distance. 

 

Innovation through Retrospection  

Although the printing press was invented in Germany, typography and book design 

were refined in Romance countries in the centuries that followed. As early as the end of 

the 15th century, print shops in Italy started to replace the black letter fonts—oriented 

towards medieval manuscripts—with Antiqua, a font that had been inspired by ancient 

Roman inscription tablets. The good legibility was consistent with the emergence and 

understanding of form in humanism. The first perfectly formed Antiqua is to be found 

in the print shop of Aldus Manutius in Venice. It was here that the widely read and 

mysterious novel Hypnerotomachia Poliphili was printed, which is considered a mile-

stone in early printing due to the exemplary elegance of the page layout, the balanced 

proportion of the blank lines within the print space, and its position on the page. This 

work left in its wake any attachment to the manuscript tradition.  

 

The book as a Gesamtkunstwerk  

In the classical period typography experienced a golden age around 1800, which corre-

sponded with the high standing of literature, art, esthetics, and philosophy. The mon-

umental simplicity of the printed works of Giambattista Bodoni are characterized by a 

uniformly deep black print on exquisite, smoothed paper, and by careful layout with 

large leading and clear symmetry across the double-page spread. The simple beauty of 

the type constitutes the pinnacle of classicist printing and book art. In his search for the 

perfect book Bodoni strove for consistency of form and content, and consequently be-



 
 
 
 
 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 
 

 

came the progenitor of classicist typography.  

 

Return to Craftsmanship  

In the last third of the 19th century the emerging photographic reproduction tech-

niques engendered an overproduction of book illustrations and hence a reduction in 

quality. It was only the return to artisanal book art that led to new forms of expression 

in typography and book illustration. The multitalented William Morris turned to old 

design principles and technical processes, and sought innovation by applying crafts-

manship to the production of books. In 1890 he founded the Kelmscott Press, one of 

the first modern private print shops. Morris designed typefaces, book decorations, and 

blind embossed covers himself, which were modeled on Gothic originals.  
 

Vienna 1900  

The aims of the Arts and Crafts movement were adopted around 1900 in Vienna and 

led to similar movements there. To meet the high standards expected of book art the 

best designers and craftspeople were essential. Die Prinzessin und der Schweinehirte 

[The Princess and the Swineherd] (1897) is now considered the first example of mod-

ern book art in Austria. Even the tendency to set images in a square format on an oth-

erwise blank space is striking. The text and illustration are closely related to one anoth-

er, while the handwritten text by Heinrich Lefler emphasizes the ornamental features 

of the images. The influence of Rudolf von Larisch, Professor at the Kunstgew-

erbeschule [now: University of Applied Arts] in Vienna, on the typographic appearance 

of modernism was unparalleled. His classes—or rather his methods—encouraged pro-

spective artists to conduct their own experiments in font design and found its way into 

the “Reformkunst” [Arts and Crafts] movements in Austria (Secession 1897, Ha-

genbund 1902, Wiener Werkstätte 1903) as well as in Germany, here primarily in the 

Bauhaus movement.  

 

Modernist Typography 

Beginning with the Bauhaus movement in Germany and spreading across the rest of 

Europe, a new attitude towards typography developed: from a pure bearer of infor-

mation to a pictorial message. The new passion for a progressive transfer of content 

was subjected to highly diverse dogmas in different European countries. Vladimir Ma-

yakovsky’s creative fascination with linguistic metamorphoses and images, as well as 

his interdisciplinary approach to the arts and to artist colleagues like Rodchenko or 

Stepanova, made him a “moving spirit” of the Russian Revolution. In Austria it was 

protagonists like Julius Klinger, Robert Haas, and Otto Hurm who gave type a new 

legibility. 



 
 
 
 
 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 
 

 

“De-scripting”: Infographics and Pictograms (Text or Image?) 

Together with the graphic designer Gerd Arntz, Otto Neurath developed the Vienna 

Method of Pictorial Statistics Isotype (International System of Typographic Picture 

Education) with the aid of pictograms: complex facts, for example data and statistics, 

could thus be presented in a simple and precise way that could be understood by every-

one, irrespective of social structure and language. Neurath saw social and cultural edu-

cation as a driver of self-determination for the working class and as a catalyst of politi-

cal change. Even now, his work has a bearing on various disciplines, including architec-

ture, philosophy, economics, urban planning, and graphic design.  

 

Typography and Art  

In the course of the 1960s artists increasingly understood words and letters as sculp-

tures and expanded their artistic creations by the field of writing. They embedded it in 

the respective artistic context, and writing went from being a pure bearer of infor-

mation to an artistic medium. In this way artists like Barbara Kruger question our con-

sumer behavior, Lawrence Weiner uses his concept art to intervene in the discussion 

revolving around the dominance of esthetics, formalisms, and styles of art. Through the 

simplicity of the typography he sets a programmatic, almost anonymous counterpoint 

to the individuality of his artistic contemporaries and his complex, often ambiguous 

contents—packed in simple typography—challenge us precisely for this reason. Stefan 

Sagmeister, on the other hand, pushes the boundaries of graphic design and typogra-

phy by inscribing his handwriting on his own body “in the best Actionism style.” The 

body as bearer of information. Design should be moving, his motto: Style = Fart. 

 

Infotainment (How Entertaining Should Information Be?) 

In the age of digital modernism, infotainment (“information” and “entertainment”) is 

supposed to provide us with targeted information and entertainment. Complex facts 

from science, economics, and politics are imparted and produced in an entertaining 

and appealing way. Electronic books—so-called e-books—are simple and straightfor-

ward to download with the appropriate technical equipment; games are quickly availa-

ble via apps. 

 

The requirement for typography in the digital age was created as early as the 18th cen-

tury with the adoption of the “Didot point” as the smallest possible unit of measure-

ment for font size. Even today we still work with point size. It was on this basis that the 

typographic appearance of a letter on a screen developed out of the building block that 

is the pixel in its broadest sense.  

 



 
 
 
 
 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 
 

 

Writing on Posters 

While all media are attempting to respond to the existing information overload with 

appropriately detailed texts, the writing on posters and its information units are drasti-

cally regressing. In many cases historical posters are characterized by excessive orna-

mentation and a wealth of information. Soon, advertising theorists realized that the 

success of a message lies in reduction. Hence it was no wonder that graphic designers 

like Lucian Bernhard and Julius Klinger dedicated their time to designing fonts in the 

1910s and 1920s. The Bauhaus tradition, the De Stijl group of artists founded in 1917 in 

the Netherlands, and the geometric-abstract Swiss Style with its own font designs typi-

cal for poster design, all influenced the entire further development of poster design. 

Just how long this tradition continued can be recognized in the typographic experi-

ments of Melk Imboden, whose corporate identity is apparent in the design of his post-

ers. To this day there is hardly any other medium that in its constant struggle for artis-

tic legitimation is so publicly discussed as the poster.  

 

Stadtschrift: Urban Typography  

The large-scale neon lettering in the MAK DESIGN LAB is intended to point to compa-

ny nameplates, which define the city despite them being ephemeral, which have been 

saved from disappearance and obscurity by Stadtschrift – Verein zur Sammlung, Be-

wahrung und Dokumentation historischer Fassadenbeschriftungen in Vienna. 

 

–Kathrin Pokorny-Nagel 

Head of MAK Library and Works on Paper Collection/Archive 

 


