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Typography as Transmitter 

 

The basic building blocks of an exhibition are five—artifacts, words (concepts and 

interpretation), physical design, graphic design, and lighting.  Many exhibitions, of 

course, have additional, often very significant components—audio, video, mechanical 

and computer interactives, live actors, etc.—but these primary five form the core palate 

of every exhibition.  Of these, graphic design—often primarily typography—is the 

connecting tissue, the carrier, the transmitter.  Through typography the words have a 

physical presence and through the words the concepts of the exhibition and the 

interpretation of the artifacts are expressed most basically.   

 

Text and typography are Siamese twins—the existence of each dependent on the other.  

At their zenith they are intertwined creative expressions that capture the imagination.  At 

their nadir, they are unintelligible, illegible wasted efforts that quickly destroy all visitor 

interest.  Words are too often the silent partners in an exhibition.  As designers, we 

typically discuss the objects, the setting, the “mood” and the special elements of the 

exhibition.  The quality of the texts—our basic way of understanding the goals of the 

exhibition—are paramount, but rarely offered the high regard they rightfully deserve.  

Visitors come to an exhibition, often like foreigners in a new land, not knowing what to 

expect.  They have to learn the signs and symbols of the natives (i.e. the museum 

personnel, a worthy anthropological study in itself).  Words, conveyed through 

typography, are their tools and maps for understanding.  The typography and the texts 

must be welcoming and illuminating, at the beginning and throughout the exhibition.   

 

Typography as the transmitter must respect the meaning of the texts.  Its fundamental 

responsibility is to convey content.  Typography also adds hierarchical clarity to the 

texts, signaling importance, voice, relationships, meaning.  It should entice and 

encourage, drawing the reader in, making museum visitors want to spend the time and 

energy to understand what is being presented.   

 

At the same time, typography has other roles, both intellectual and aesthetic.  

Typography signals a time, a place, a culture, a style, enhancing the theme of the 

exhibition with subtlety or “hit-them-on-the-head” directness.  It can provide unity to 

disparate elements or express a diversity of viewpoints.  Typography at its best is a 

leitmotiv for an exhibition, setting a tone, adding visual meaning with wit, humor, 

solemnity, elegance.   
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Typography can also add texture and significant color.  Before the computer revolution, 

type, in its original form as an inked element—most often metal, sometimes wood—

pressed into paper, had an expressiveness that could be exploited for exhibitions.  The 

quality and textures of the paper and the pure color of the ink added a richness no 

longer easily available.  Now, as digitized outprints are increasingly being used in 

exhibitions, we are both gaining and losing.  The sophisticated integration of typography 

and imagery that computers make possible is positive; the uniformity of the final product 

disheartening.  On the other hand, sophisticated computer-driven cutters have brought 

dimensional type—raised, etched, or cut from almost any material—within the range of 

often limited museum budgets.   

 

A theatrical comparison is not inappropriate.  No matter how wonderful the script, if the 

actors are inaudible, it they fail to capture our attention and draw us in, we will never 

comprehend the full message.  In the theatre of exhibition, typography, of course, 

doesn’t act alone.  The objects have the starring and primary supporting roles.  

Typography might be best compared to the chorus.  In a Greek tragedy or the ballet, the 

best choruses perform with clarity and synchronized precision.  Good typography 

requires the same attention to connection and separation, to emphasis and 

underscoring, to line and alignment, to rhythm and form. 

 


