
2 | A P P L I E D  A R T S  M A G A Z I N E 3 | A P P L I E D  A R T S  M A G A Z I N E

I love drawing letters. It started in Grade 4 when I used to copy 

the 16-point type from my reading books size-as, just for the thrill 

of it. As I got older, I found the expressive power within letters 

intoxicating and wanted to create them myself, interpreting their 

moods, their geometry. 

Taking Sheridan College’s graphic design program, in Oakville, 

Ont., I soon discovered that lettering is a minor part of any design 

curriculum. I browsed through a design annual and was struck by 

the beauty of elaborate scripts, all hand-lettered. Then I bought 

Lettering for Reproduction by David Gates, giving a short history of 

lettering and serving as a manual about how to do it. I found other 

books and taught myself how to create customized letterforms. At 

school, we were often asked to draw technical imitations of type. I 

began to incorporate my own custom lettering instead, prompting 

two teachers to hire me to do lettering jobs before I’d graduated. 

And my education continues. Letters convey feelings. Good 

lettering design can provoke a directed emotional response in 

the viewer, conveying energy, stillness, vitality, reliability, youth, 

romance, power, purity. As human beings, we are so familiar with 

letters that we respond to even the subtlest detail or design cue. 

As a lettering designer, I work to exploit this emotional connec-

tion in all of my logo work.

Generally, the most interesting design ideas emerge from a 

drawing done on paper, because of the directness, speed and flu-

idity of expressing a thought or feeling by hand. Hands are quick 

and capable tools. I play around with pens, brushes, ink, graphite, 

markers, liquid eyeliner, chalk—anything that makes marks on 

paper. Even if I’m designing a fairly tight corporate mark, I’ll often 

start with a brush to sketch ideas, just to introduce energy into the 

structure. Then I distill this energy into the typography, scanning 

my designs into the computer and working from there.

But the computer is just a tool and does not replace knowledge 

and experience. Here’s an example. I own a set of French curves 

that belonged to my grandfather, a draftsman. French curves are 

pieces of clear plastic cut to various degrees of pure curves, allow-

ing you to draw very smooth lines to describe the contours of a let-

ter in pen and ink. Twenty years ago, they never left my drafting 

table. Today, I achieve the same effect by using Bézier curves in a 

vector drawing software program. The difference is that it is I who 

must determine the purity of the curve.

Lettering design is both a craft and an art.  A non-specialist tends 

to approach letter spacing mathematically—they will place each let-

ter exactly the same distance from the next one. Their craft might 

be good but the word won’t look right. It will seem unbalanced, 

uneven. The art is in being able to gauge the optical space. Differ-

ent letter combinations bring their own tension and this tension 

must be accounted for. When it is, balance is achieved.

Today, I typically work for creative/art directors of design and 

branding firms, mostly in New York, to develop specialized logos or 

wordmarks. What I create is based on the art director’s understand-

ing of the client’s needs, who the target market is and how the logo 

should feel. I translate this information into letterforms and logo 

designs. My clients hire me for the same reason that they hire a pho-

tographer or an illustrator: to enhance their design vision. I bring 

typographic quality, clarity and integrity to their project, expressing 

some attribute or feature of a brand that type alone can’t address. 

My task is to find interesting relationships between letters. I use the 

unique geometry of letters in a specific word and try to intensify 

them, bend them toward the expressive goal of my client. 

Also, there is a great demand currently among brand managers 

for ‘ownability’—a logo or wordmark that has some unique feature 

that can be singled out and trademarked for brand protection. I 

enjoy this special challenge.

Currently, there are very few lettering designers practising in 

North America. Many in the graphic design industry are unaware 

that my specialty exists. But I am busy every day, working hard to 

provide solutions that are letter perfect. 

—Ian Brignell is a Toronto-based logo and lettering designer with more 

than 20 years of experience (www.ianbrignell.com). Ian also did the perfect 

hand-lettering of this story’s “Letter Perfect” head.

B y  I a n  B r i g n e l l

A logo and lettering designer can 
bring typographic integrity to a 
project, expressing some attribute 
or feature of a brand that type 
alone can’t address

Burger King: This was the job that made my kids decide that I was famous. CIBC: The client wanted a technical redesign that would give 
the mark more visual impact. Estée Lauder Pleasures: The design had to convey “youthful elegance.” LCBO:  The new logo had to denote 
quality and timelessness. Harvey’s: It had to be “Beefy!” and “Fun!”



2 | A P P L I E D  A R T S  M A G A Z I N E 3 | A P P L I E D  A R T S  M A G A Z I N E

I love drawing letters. It started in Grade 4 when I used to copy 

the 16-point type from my reading books size-as, just for the thrill 

of it. As I got older, I found the expressive power within letters 

intoxicating and wanted to create them myself, interpreting their 

moods, their geometry. 

Taking Sheridan College’s graphic design program, in Oakville, 

Ont., I soon discovered that lettering is a minor part of any design 

curriculum. I browsed through a design annual and was struck by 

the beauty of elaborate scripts, all hand-lettered. Then I bought 

Lettering for Reproduction by David Gates, giving a short history of 

lettering and serving as a manual about how to do it. I found other 

books and taught myself how to create customized letterforms. At 

school, we were often asked to draw technical imitations of type. I 

began to incorporate my own custom lettering instead, prompting 

two teachers to hire me to do lettering jobs before I’d graduated. 

And my education continues. Letters convey feelings. Good 

lettering design can provoke a directed emotional response in 

the viewer, conveying energy, stillness, vitality, reliability, youth, 

romance, power, purity. As human beings, we are so familiar with 

letters that we respond to even the subtlest detail or design cue. 

As a lettering designer, I work to exploit this emotional connec-

tion in all of my logo work.

Generally, the most interesting design ideas emerge from a 

drawing done on paper, because of the directness, speed and flu-

idity of expressing a thought or feeling by hand. Hands are quick 

and capable tools. I play around with pens, brushes, ink, graphite, 

markers, liquid eyeliner, chalk—anything that makes marks on 

paper. Even if I’m designing a fairly tight corporate mark, I’ll often 

start with a brush to sketch ideas, just to introduce energy into the 

structure. Then I distill this energy into the typography, scanning 

my designs into the computer and working from there.

But the computer is just a tool and does not replace knowledge 

and experience. Here’s an example. I own a set of French curves 

that belonged to my grandfather, a draftsman. French curves are 

pieces of clear plastic cut to various degrees of pure curves, allow-

ing you to draw very smooth lines to describe the contours of a let-

ter in pen and ink. Twenty years ago, they never left my drafting 

table. Today, I achieve the same effect by using Bézier curves in a 

vector drawing software program. The difference is that it is I who 

must determine the purity of the curve.

Lettering design is both a craft and an art.  A non-specialist tends 

to approach letter spacing mathematically—they will place each let-

ter exactly the same distance from the next one. Their craft might 

be good but the word won’t look right. It will seem unbalanced, 

uneven. The art is in being able to gauge the optical space. Differ-

ent letter combinations bring their own tension and this tension 

must be accounted for. When it is, balance is achieved.

Today, I typically work for creative/art directors of design and 

branding firms, mostly in New York, to develop specialized logos or 

wordmarks. What I create is based on the art director’s understand-

ing of the client’s needs, who the target market is and how the logo 

should feel. I translate this information into letterforms and logo 

designs. My clients hire me for the same reason that they hire a pho-

tographer or an illustrator: to enhance their design vision. I bring 

typographic quality, clarity and integrity to their project, expressing 

some attribute or feature of a brand that type alone can’t address. 

My task is to find interesting relationships between letters. I use the 

unique geometry of letters in a specific word and try to intensify 

them, bend them toward the expressive goal of my client. 

Also, there is a great demand currently among brand managers 

for ‘ownability’—a logo or wordmark that has some unique feature 

that can be singled out and trademarked for brand protection. I 

enjoy this special challenge.

Currently, there are very few lettering designers practising in 

North America. Many in the graphic design industry are unaware 

that my specialty exists. But I am busy every day, working hard to 

provide solutions that are letter perfect. 

—Ian Brignell is a Toronto-based logo and lettering designer with more 

than 20 years of experience (www.ianbrignell.com). Ian also did the perfect 

hand-lettering of this story’s “Letter Perfect” head.

B y  I a n  B r i g n e l l

A logo and lettering designer can 
bring typographic integrity to a 
project, expressing some attribute 
or feature of a brand that type 
alone can’t address

Burger King: This was the job that made my kids decide that I was famous. CIBC: The client wanted a technical redesign that would give 
the mark more visual impact. Estée Lauder Pleasures: The design had to convey “youthful elegance.” LCBO:  The new logo had to denote 
quality and timelessness. Harvey’s: It had to be “Beefy!” and “Fun!”



4 | A P P L I E D  A R T S  M A G A Z I N E 5 | A P P L I E D  A R T S  M A G A Z I N E

Dove: “Simple and clean,” the new logo needed to allow for application across an expanding range of product lines. Puffs: It had to convey 
“soft comfort.” Hoegaarden: A reworking of an existing mark to make it softer and more balanced. Milk: I actually began this design for 
the Dairy Farmers of Canada by drawing with milk on a blue plate. Vaseline Intensive Care: The challenge was to incorporate the words 
“intensive care” in a way that was straightforward and reliable.

Swiss Chalet: Another favourite with my kids. Tanqueray Rangpur: The new logo had to retain the elegance of the original, but get rid of 
the “noise.” Smirnoff: The new logo had to allude to the product’s Russian heritage, but in a refined way. La Nouba: For a Cirque du Soleil 
show. The word means “fiesta.” Merck: A German client asked me to refine the spacing and other details of this mark.
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