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Book review: W. A. Dwiggins: A Life in
Design, by Bruce Kennett

Boris Veytsman

Bruce Kennett, W. A. Dwiggins: A Life in
Design. Letterform Archive, San Francisco,
496pp., US$95, ISBN 978-0-9983180-0-4 (standard
edition), US$350, ISBN 978-0-9983180-1-1
(deluxe edition). brucekennett.com/
wa-dwiggins-a-life-in-design/

In 1923, when forty-three years old, William A.
Dwiggins (or WAD to his many friends) was diag-
nosed with severe diabetes. His father died young
due to diabetes, so Dwiggins understood he had just
several years to live. He decided to wrap up his lucra-
tive business as an advertising designer and printer,
and to spend the rest of his life doing the work of
love: book design and illustration.

Dwiggins was wrong: two years earlier insulin
had been discovered, and his physician had access to
this experimental drug. He lived for another thirty-
three years, leaving a huge number of splendid books
and illustrations, several fonts, as well as many es-
says, pamphlets, articles, plays and tales. He was
incredibly prolific: at the peak of his creativity he
designed 24 books per year. Furthermore, he made
time for his many hobbies, including marionettes:
WAD made important contributions to this ancient
art, and his book about marionette making is still
respected among practitioners. By the way, his ex-
pectation of “starvation” (as he wrote in a letter)
was also wrong: Dwiggins quickly became widely
recognized in the book world. Mergenthaler (the
Linotype company) and Alfred Knopf had him on
a retainer, and many publishers were happy to pay
WAD for his work.

This book by Bruce Kennett is a fitting tribute
to this master of American book design and typog-
raphy. Kennett spent a decade and a half teaching
about WAD, lecturing and writing. A talented de-
signer himself, Kennett created a masterpiece of the
book arts. His volume is typeset in LfA Aluminia,

153

a digital revival of Dwiggins’ Electra font by Jim
Parkinson (Letterform Archive sells the set for $75).
It has about 1,200 color illustrations with many re-
productions of WAD’s works, and a collection of his
writings typeset in his fonts (the deluxe edition is ac-
companied by these samples printed on a letterpress;
several are reproduced here).

A SELECTION OF WRITINGS BY W. A. DWIGGINS

SET ON THE LINOTYPE IN TYPES OF HIS DESIGN

AND PRINTED BY LETTERPRESS — THE PROCESS

FOR WHICH THESE TYPES WERE DEVELOPED

e
,f r' ‘rrm ”'T ﬂ( /L/.’ ‘\,\ %,
T Y5 I o

— (e ‘( rfm’ aiytc  Pan e-

Marrac (f‘{ ; e
\

w}nr\

500 reyma

Book review: W. A. Dwiggins: A Life in Design, by Bruce Kennett


brucekennett.com/wa-dwiggins-a-life-in-design/
brucekennett.com/wa-dwiggins-a-life-in-design/

154

S SRR NN Wy

g A PRIMER OF PRINTERS’ ORNAMENT §

UAD
AR RS A 8 0000000000000 0088y

L/ NF mvanent is the Old Maid of the Art family,
if you are to believe the Anglo-Saxon. He will
concede that there was a time, undoubtedly,

when she was young and charming — she
still holds her looks — but there is no doubt in his mind
that she s passé now.

‘The climate has not been kind to Ornament in England
and America. Under other skies it would appear that she
is young still —full of caprice, color, motion, charm. But
with us her glory is the glamour of other days.

With us even the dictionaries conspire to keep her out
of an important place in the family of Art. They say that
omament is “a part or an addition that contributes to the
beauty or elegance of a thing.” You are to observe that
omament is not to be taken as a grace or an elegance
inherent in anything, It is a part outside, something that
contributes — the Maiden Aunt.

We are trying to find out what omament is. The dic-
tionary is discouraging. It brings us up, bang, against a
word: “beauty.” What is beauty?

No thoroughfare! There is nothing to do but to turn
around and try another road.

It happens in this country that there is an art which is
‘more widely understood and “felt” than the art of graphic
decoration. It is the art of Music. The musician divides

and arranges sound to make a pleasant impression on
the ear. Thus does the ornamentalist work with space to
please the eye. Borrowing from this art of music we may
attempt a definition of ornament by saying that Ornament
is space-music.

A printer is concerned with ornament that is worked
out in space of two dimensions, and he is limited further
to spaces that are contained within rectangles. If he is wise
he is constrained by the quality of type to confine himself
to ornament that is made up of lines.

With musical analogies to lean upon, and with these
further facts for a starting point, we may attempt to com-

1. For the raw material of printers’ ornament we may
take the impression made by a brass rule: a straight line.
Its musical analogue will be a single sustained tone, the
note, say, of a willow whistle performed upon by a child
lacking the higher social perceptions.
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The Raw Material

Have we now produced ormament by printing this
straight line? Not yet.

2. But let the hypothetical child become weary of his
sustained tone and break it up into toots—and the thingis
done. We, on our side, make nicks in the rule and achieve
arow of dots — and Ornament. Thus humble are the ori-
gins of Music and of Decoration.
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Rhythm, with a trace of Monotony

By this small change there has been introduced the
thing called Risyriny, a thing so profound in the founda-
tion of the Arts that some have claimed the whole struc-
ture to be built thereon. They say that we—in the persons
of our ancestors—were impelled to Rhythm, and conse-
quently to Art, by the alternation of day and night, and
the beating of our hearts.

3. Anincrease of sophistication leads the child to cut a
hole in his willow flute, with the gratifying result that he
can now sound two trilled notes. The ornamentalist arrives

pile a Primer of Printers’ Ornament. ata like pleasant novelty by wiggling his line.

B. Space (for the printer) has two dimensions and is
contained within rectangles.

C. Space is composed into ornamental or musical forms
and areas through the agency of lines.

A. Omament is a music of space. \\\- AMONANAARRANA

This is better

The colophon reflects the love and the work
that went into the book creation. I cannot help but
reproduce it in full:

W. A. Dwiggins: A Life in Design has been pro-
duced in standard and deluxe editions, a total of
2,200 copies. Bruce Kennett designed the book
and composed the text with LfA Aluminia, a re-
vival of WAD’s Electra types that Jim Parkinson
created expressly for this project. Photographs
made at Letterform Archive were captured on
a Phase One digital-camera system with raking
light; the remaining photographs were made with
Nikon digital SLR cameras, also with raking light.
The paper for the body of the book is Sappi
Opus Matte Text; the endpapers are Strathmore
Writing Text, Ultimate White. The standard edi-
tion’s cover is printed on Sterling Ultra Text.
The boards of the deluxe edition are covered
with Neenah Environment Raw Text, Concrete,
printed with a reproduction of Dwiggins’s design
for Lakeside Press edition of Edgar Allan Poe’s
Tales; its spine is made from Saderra leather and
Taylor Box, of Warren, Rhode Island, built its slip-
cases. Penmor Lithographers, of Lewiston, Maine,
provided all the presswork, using high-definition
stochastic screens, and Acme Bookbinding/HF
Group, of Charlestown, Massachusetts, performed
the smyth-sewing and binding. Production de-
tails for the letterpress portfolio that accompanies
the deluxe edition are described on page 453.
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Eleven chapters of the book correspond to eleven
addresses where Dwiggins studio was located. This
periodization of WAD'’s life is apt: each move corre-
sponded to a change in the artist’s life, interests or
the line of work. There are three separate unnum-
bered chapters about Dwiggins’ type design, mari-
onettes and writings. It does not often happen that a
lavishly illustrated book is also informative and well
written. This book is an exception to this rule. The
text is superb: Kennett does not try to overwhelm
the reader with the arcana of typography, but he also
does not oversimplify his writing. Instead Kennett’s
style is direct, honest and full of love—the same as
the style of Dwiggins himself. Moreover, the book
satisfies the strict requirements of an academic mono-
graph: it has sources and notes (14 pages of small
print), several pages of bibliography and suggested
reading, and a useful index — a rarity nowadays.

The book is a great work of love and art. I
consider it one of the best books of the year —or
many years.
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