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Prior to the late nineteenth century, few people considered that book design, 
typography, or page layout could influence the meaning of a text. In Canada, 
however, the act of designing literary books came to hold great significance...

DO TY P E FACES TA L K?
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Literary scholars often ask themselves to what degree their understanding of
a text might derive from an influential interpretation by a critic of the past.
Some interpretations – William Blake’s reading of Milton’s Paradise Lost,

for example, or T.S. Eliot’s readings of John Donne – have become so well-
recognized, and are themselves read so frequently, that it becomes hard to say
where the original poet’s thoughts end and the critic’s thoughts begin. Indeed,
in much literary theory, the distinction between writer and critic has all but 
disappeared – to the point where it is commonly argued that all critical 
work constitutes a rewriting of the text in question. What is less frequently

acknowledged, however, is that before most literary opinions are even formed, a
fundamental and highly influential act of interpretation has already taken place. 

Prior to the late nineteenth century, few people considered that book design, typogra-
phy, or page layout could influence the meaning of a text. In Canada, however, the act 

of designing literary books came to hold great significance: so much so that three generations of
literary publishers have, since the boom of independent Canadian publishing in the 1960s, all
argued for the importance of doing their own printing. The Coach House Press (1965-1996), 
for example, argued that their collective, hands-on approach to bookmaking stood in opposition
to industry takeovers by American capitalist forces. The Porcupine’s Quill (f. 1974) thought 
that using fine papers might raise the aesthetic standards of the book trade. And in the present
day, the Gaspereau Press (f. 1997) argues their holistic approach to bookmaking helps combat 
the dehumanizing nature of overspecialization. Each of these presses – as well as presses like
Periwinkle, (m)Öthêr Tøñgué, or the imprimerie dromadaire here in Montréal – creates books
that are also works of art, and acts of political commentary. Separating that from the literary
meaning of each text is perhaps harder than you think. 
There’s more to it, however. In The Elements of Typographic Style, Canadian poet and typogra-

pher Robert Bringhurst argues that any typographic decision constitutes “an essential act of 
interpretation, full of endless opportunities for insight or obtuseness”. Here, in a simplified way, 
is what he means: if you’re a book designer, and you want to emphasize a poem’s references to
Wordsworth, you might pick letters based on a type from the early nineteenth century. The 
same applies to margins, page proportions, paper type, and style of binding –
thus making it possible to remind a reader of the Romantic period before the
reader’s read a word. If done well, such things can be of great service to the
text. If done poorly, it can be hugely distracting. But whether it’s done well,
badly, or indifferently, decisions of this type always contain some kind of
interpretation within them – which is why the work done at places like the
Gaspereau Press is so important. These presses demonstrate what can be
done when critical reading is combined with sensitive design.

TARA MURPHY travelled to Kentville, NS to consult manuscripts, print galleys and
correspondence at the Gaspereau Press and to interview designers and typesetters.


