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of commercial signs in America is a kind of surviving folk art. There are no Prominent
The design

sign designers as there are, for examPle, Promi nent architects; there are no schools to educate sign designers;

and verY little has bee n pub lished in the waY o f criticism or instruction in the art of sign design. Most of the

expertise that exists is in eff ect a set of trade secrets of sign manufacturers And Yet, signs are almost as

important in the citYscaPe as architecture ; at night signs become the visible citY'

RecentlY the argu ment has been put forward strongly that American signmaking is reallY a flourishing

f orm to be admired and cherished iu st as it is. This argument ts general ly supported bY colored Pictures of

exuberant signsca pes like the Las Vegas Strip, Times Square, or Downtown Miami. The flaw in this argumentart

is that the low-budget imitations of Las Vegas, found on everY commercial street corner in the countrY, are tn

actualitY unsPeakablY dismal; along with smog and soot theY hel p to make the cities and highwaYs unbearable

0pposing the lovers of Las Vegas are the garden club Persons who hope to suPP resi every trace of

commercialism everYwhe re by writing slrict anti-sign zoning codes. ln their view, commerce is a kind of social

disease to be concealed as much as Possib le from Public view-like a drunken uncle'

Between these extremes of laissez'{aire and Prohibition a re several other Possib ilities. 0ne is to find

new ways to open the hitherto cl osed field of sign design to the talent and imagination of young designers in

the waY that furniture design was oPened in the 1940s. lnge DruckreY and her class at the PhiladelPhia College

of Art have made a useful move in thi s direction bY studYing the signs in the neighborhoo d of the College, not

as critics but as designers. The information they have develoPed oPens the door a bit. The beginning of a new

vocabularY emerges and the technologY of signmaki ng is related to othe r fields of graPhic design. Most

importantly, this studY Provi des designers everYwhere with a model aPProach to this imPortant field
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ntroduction
I Siqns documents anonymous street sign forms and fabrication techniques. Materials for this study

were assefiIGd as a proiect of lnge Druckrey's graphic design class at the Philadelphia College of Art, in the

fallsemester,l972. (Ms. Druckrey iscurrently Assistant Professor of graphic design at Yale University.) 0ne

of several projects designed to utilize the city as a learning environment, it deals with the direct, "undesigned"

graphic images that form a maior part of the urban street scene. This study is concerned with signs produced

by craftsmen at the direction of shopowners, bankers or government personnel, not graphic designers' The

resulting forms are of interest to designers for two reasons: 1) they have become the pervasive verbal images

of our streets; and 2) they utilize many fast disappearing fabrication techniques that should not be lost to

young designers.

Randomly selected at the 17th and Sansom Street intersection of center city Philadelphia, all the

major categories of outdoor signage were identified by the students; forms that can, of course, be found on

the streets of any American city. 0nce identified, each category was very deliberately studied in terms of

materials, manufacture and application. Working in teams, students developed information on each sign type

by photographing innumerable examples and observing and photographically documenting the various

manufacturing processes used to produce each kind of sign. 0nly a smallsegment of their extensive

documentation could be included here and this study, even in its entirety, does not pretend to exhaust the

field of street signage.

Examples chosen f or the study include: signs made in plastic, metal and neon, signs with interior or

exteri0r light sources, printed decals and stencils. lnformation concerning the manufacture of these sign types

was assembled from s0urces all over the city of Philadelphia, from individual craftsmen as well as larger

manufacturing plants. Most of the photographswere taken in and around Philadelphia and New York.

Professor Eisenman states in his foreword that expertise in the area of commercial signage is a set of

manufacturer's trade secrets. This fact, coupled with the loss of a body of trained craftsmen, means certain of

the techniques examined here have to be classified as dying forms. Neon sign fabrication, fast disappearing as

a trade, is a delicate, highly skilled process requiring an exacting apprenticeship. Signs that would formerly

have been produced with gas-filled, bent tubing are n0w often made of various colored plastics. A number of

young artists, working with problems of light and recognizing the inherent qualities of neon, have revived the

medium in recent years; their interest has brought new life to the form. Neon's low energy consumption

(compared with alternative Iight sources) should now bring new advocates to it for practical reasons.

Just as the arts of cabinet-making, weaving and dress-making gradually have been lost to the

marketplace, hand-painted signs, though still employed for one-of-a-kind situations,will soon disappear

altogether. These once highly regarded trades are now in the category of home crafts. lronically, these craft'

hobbies fill leisure time created by the machines which have displaced them in the marketplace.

ln D0 92, a number of valuable "tools of the trade" are reexamined with unbiased eyes, as

Ms. Druckrey and her students have looked at the question of street signage in a fresh, non-judgmental way.

ln so doing, they have developed an impressive body of previously undocumented urban information.

MSF

4 Plastic Signs

10 MetalSigns
16 Neon Signs

22 Signs with lnterior Light Sources

26 Signswith Exterior Light Sources

30 Decals

34 Stenciled Signs

We are grateful to the many Philadelphia craftsmen

whose invaluable assistance in assembling information
made this issue of Design 0uarterly possible.
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Plastic Signs
Plasti

production.
cs, particularly acrylics and laminated plastics, are the most widely used materials for sign

Fabrication Drocesses
I

Acrylic plastics can be colorless, combining the transparency of glass with lighter weight and greater
resistance to breakage, or colored, to be opaque or semi-opaque. 0paques maintain the most intense and even
color quality and are used particularly in lighted signs to hide the light source.

Acrylics have good resistance to weather and little fading from exposure to sunlight. They can be
heated to conform to almost any shape and can be sawed, drilled and machined like a sofimetal.

Plastics, however, are sensitive to temperature change. Expansion and contraction allowance in the
ratio of 3/16 inch for every four feet is permitted by catching the sheet edge in a metal frame, allowing the
face to "breathe" without restraint. Bolting or other inflexible fastening *hich does not prorid, for this
expansion, may result in sign breakage. Large, flat, horizontally installed sheets will become deformed under
continuous pressure from sn0w, ice, water or their own weight.

Laminated acrylics made from scrap materials and plastic resins can be fabricated like wood or
soft metal. Their thickness varies with the number of layers used. Laminated acrylics are inappropriate for
molding or vacuum forming and are used almost exclusively for engraving. Since they are opaque, they cannot
be used with an interior light source.

Vacuum forming, molding, die-cutting, engraving, sandblasting, casting, framing,

mounting and coloring.

Vacuum Forming
Vacuum forming isa process based on air pressure differentials. Heated plastic is clamped directly to

the edges of a female form and sucked into a mold by air pressure. lt can be stretched to various sizes,
depending on the thickness of the sheet and the amount of heat applied. Vacuum forming is used especially
for large signs, as it tends to give greater strength and durability to the form. lt also can be used for individual
letter forms. Vacuum formed letters have fairly round edges.

"R" vacuum formed from
flat plastic sheet.

Cut Ilush with letter form. Cut with a lip around letter
form.

Molding
The process of molding is very similar to vacuum forming and is sometimes used in conjunction with

it for more precise definition. A heated sheet of plastic is placed between male and female dies and presed
into a form. This method, though expensive, allows for good detail because two dies are used.

4

Female half , metal mold. Produced plastic image. Female half, wooden mold. produced letter forms.
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Die-cut Plastic
Plastic can also be die-cut. 0nly used when large quantities of signs are required, this technique is

more expensive and less precise than sawing. Letters can be mass-produced as well as custom-made and any
type font may be used.

Engraved Plastic
Two-color laminated plastic is generally used for engraving. The image is cut through the first color

exposing the second and allowing the first to become the background. This process is more permanent than
painting an engraved area. Engraving is most frequently used for small identification signs.

Sandblasting
For large signs, an image is sandblasted through a rubber stencil laid on top of the plastic

Cast Plastic
Casting is a cheap, fast process used to produce small letters in mass quantities. A silicone rubber mold

is filled with polyester and allowed to cure. These letters are used primarily for bulletin boards, and range in
size from 1/4 to 18 inches.

Framing and Mounting of lndividual Letters

Stick on letters

Magnetized letters

Clip on letters

A vacuum formed letter cut with a lip can be inserted in a metal or plastic frame, or can be mounted
on canvas, metal or plastic backgrounds. Large sawed letters can be glued (though not totally weather-proofed)
or fused with ethylene dichloride to another plastic. This fusing process is only applicable betrrveen acrylic
plastics or mylar.

Eithur vacuum formed or sawed letters have pressure sensitive adhesive 0n the back. They adhere best
to smooth, hard, non-porous surfaces and are not intended for use where a permanent bond is necessary, such
as outdoors.

Made of magnetic plastic, these letters adhere to any ferrous metalsurface. They must be custom
painted.

Clips are attached to the back of molded plastic letters. They can be made and used in a number of
different ways: with tacked 0n runners, placed directly on a corrugated plastic background, or pressed into
the grooved backing of a bulletin board (cast letterforms are generally used for bulletin boards).

- 
Coloring of Plastic Signs

Spray-painting

Silkscreening

Vacuum form with
silkscreen image:

Multicolored plastic signs can be made using spraypaint, silkscreen or pigmented plastic.
ln hand painting, the paint (acrylic lacquer) is always applied to the back of the sign to insure greater

protection from weathering or normal abuse.

A clear sheet of plastic is sprayed with a thin rubber film, which is then cut away (similar to a stencil)
exposing the area to be painted. After the image is completed, a f ine coat of white paint is sprayed over the
back of the entire sign to intensify the colors.

An image is silkscreened to a clear sheet of plastic, then sprayed from the back with another color
to supply the background as well as to protect the first color. Painting can be done before or after the forming
process. lf paint is applied before forming it becomes partially fused to the plastic and produces a permanent
coloration.

Sheet in dome form, spray-
painted from back.
3 foot diameter

lmage screened on plastic
sheet.

5

lmage on silkscreen.



Pigmented plastics Pigmented plastics are supplied from the factory in a relatively wide variety of colors. They are the
least susceptible to fading of the color alternatives, but the most expensive.

Molded sign, painted from
back.

2l12xSleet

Vacuum and male-female
forming, spray painted from
back.5xSfeet

Vacuum formed in sections,
painted from back.
9 foot diameter

Vacuum formed pigmented
plastics.

3xGfeet

Vacuum formed letters of
pigmented plastic, m ounted
on metal rods.

&
,.i.:i

I

:}
n

\ I










































































