
A d r ia n  W ils o n 's  P r i n t i n g  f o r  T h e a t e r

W. T H O M A S  T A Y L O R
This article presents the text of a talk given by W. Thomas Taylor on 
November 17, 1989, to celebrate the addition of Adrian Wilson's Printing for 
Theater as the three millionth volume acquired by The University of Iowa 
Libraries.—Editor.

I have been  try ing  for som e tim e to recall the  first tim e I m et 
A drian  W ilson. S trangely  en o u g h , I c an 't seem  to do  it. I 
suspect th is m ay be the  resu lt of h av ing  d o cu m en ted  so m uch  
of A drian 's  life in  books I have  p u b lish ed  th a t the  w hole  of his 
career seem s som ehow  p a rt of m ine, e n tw in ed  for so long  tha t 
the  ends of the  th reads can no  longer be found . I cherish  certain  
m em ories: w ork ing  at a su n n y  b reak fast table w ith  A drian  an d  
Joyce on  the  b ib liography  of h is w ork; long cheerfu l w alks an d  
d inners in  their N o rth  Beach ne ighborhood ; a n d  especially 
A drian 's  in struction  in  the  gen tle  a rt of m ixing m artin is, a d rink  
m uch  favored by  p rin te rs , no  d o u b t because  the  sm ell an d  taste  
rem ind  u s  of the  pow erfu l so lven ts u se d  in  the  p ressroom . If 
the beg inn ing  of the  th read  is lost in  Bay fogs a n d  gin m ists, the  
o ther en d  is som ew here  in  the  fu tu re , an d  I 'm  n o t su re  I even  
w an t to find  it. I en joy  A d rian 's  co n tinu ing  p resence  in  ou r 
office as w e w ork  on  a vo lum e of h is le tte rs , w ritten  to his 
pa ren ts  d u rin g  the  Second W orld  W ar. A drian  w as a conscien
tious objector. H e d u g  d itches a t a C .O . cam p in  N o rth  D akota, 
served  as a gu inea  p ig  at a hosp ita l in  M inneso ta , a n d  fough t 
forest fires on  the  W est Coast. H e en d e d  u p  in  the  C .O . cam p 
at W aldport, O regon , w h ich  w as d esig n a ted  as a cam p for 
peop le  in te rested  in  p u rsu in g  the  fine a rts  in  the ir spare  tim e. 
It w as a fertile env ironm en t, w h ere  A drian  en co u n te red  an d  
em braced the  tw o loves of h is life: h is w ife, Joyce, a n d  his 
m istress, typography . F ortunate ly , Joyce d id  n o t com plain  
about th is arrangem en t; in d eed , she got to k now  the  m istress 
ra ther w ell herself.

A fter the  w ar A drian  an d  Joyce, a long  w ith  a n u m b er of 
o thers from  the  W aldport cam p, m oved  so u th  to  San Francisco. 
If you  w ere young , idealistic, a n d  energetic , it w as a w on d erfu l
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place to be in  1946. T heater, m usic, a n d  poe try  w ere all 
flou rish ing  a n d  w ere  an  in tim ate  p a rt of the  new  coup le 's  life. 
T hey  w ere  fo u n d ers  of th e  In te rp layers , a th ea te r g roup  w hich 
su rv ived  for a lm ost tw en ty  years; A drian  w as a fine clarinetist, 
a n d  p layed  w ith , am ong  o thers , W eldon Kees, w ho  besides 
be ing  a p ian is t w as a rem arkab le  poet. In 1954 A drian  p rin ted  
a n d  p u b lish ed  a volum e of K ees' poetry ; six years later, Kim 
M erker p u b lish ed  K ees' Collected Poems h ere  in  Iow a City. 
T here are  m any  th reads.

But back to A drian  a n d  his m istress. T hanks to A drian 's  
le tte rs  to h is p a ren ts , w e can p in p o in t the  date  th ey  took up  
w ith  each o ther, a fter tw o  years  of flirtation. It w as 10 June 
1947. H e w rote: "A fter ru n n in g  in  the  h a rn ess  of several dum b 
jobs d u rin g  the  w in ter; ...I  have b eg u n  m y ow n  p rin ting  
business. O f course it m eans th a t I w ork  tw ice as h a rd  and  long 
as I w o u ld  for som eone else an d  th a t I d ream  type  all n igh t, b u t 
I c a n 't w ait to  ge t to the  p ress  in  the m o rn in g ."  H ow ever, by 
y ea r 's  e n d  reality  h a d  su b d u e d  rom ance, an d  in  a le tte r of 13 
D ecem ber 1947 A drian  u tte rs  a lam en t th a t will be all too 
fam iliar to  anyone  w h o  h as  tried  to  earn  a living by  prin ting: "It 
h as  been  like living in  a vise these  last few  m on ths. I m arvel at 
the  w ay  I am  able to  w ork  16 h o u rs  a day , ru sh in g  be tw een  the 
ty p ese tte rs , the  p a p e r  com pany , the  shop  an d  Berkeley, bu t 
som ehow  I seem  to  be alw ays b eh in d , a n d  alw ays b ro k e ."  In 
January  1948 he  w as try ing  to find  w ork , app ly ing  w ithou t 
success a t the  G rabho rn  P ress a n d  Jack S tauffacher's G reen
w ood  Press. But he  w as far from  despair; he  w rote: "I certainly 
have faith  in  the  richness w h ich  life can hold; a t the  m om ent I 
look for it m ost in  the  area of w ork. As m y leaving school to 
p rin t on  m y ow n  indicates, I believe discovery  in  w ork  comes 
th ro u g h  in d e p e n d e n t search . It is really a so rt of relief th a t no 
one w o u ld  give m e a job again  th is w eek. I am  forced to m ake 
all the  decisions a n d  to do  the  job the  best I possib ly  can 
because it is all m ine. D ream s of losing  m y position  are 
som eth ing  I'll stay  clear of. W hat I m igh t fear is n o t being  able 
to do  a job w ith  m ore originality  a n d  c raftsm ansh ip  than
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anyone else could  do  it. If I have dec ided  to be a p rin te r  I m u st 
certainly be the  g rea test p rin te r ev e r."

This w as a head y  am bition , possib le only  for a y o u n g  p rin te r  
w ho  h ad  n o t ye t seen  a G u tenberg  Bible. In  a w orld  p red ica ted  
u p o n  continual im provem en t, it is sobering  to realize th a t the 
very first p rin ted  book m ay  still lay legitim ate claim  to be ing  the  
greatest. But if A drian  never becam e the  g rea tes t of all p rin te rs , 
I th ink  th a t h is w ork  m igh t m ake a claim  m ore m odest, b u t 
nonetheless d istingu ished : H e w as am ong  the  m ost original 
an d  inventive p rin te rs  of th is cen tu ry . A n d  he  w as very  m uch  
a p rin te r of th is cen tu ry , an d  no  o ther. H is w ork  does n o t look 
back; it lives in  the  p resen t, deriv ing  its energy  from  an  
im agination  n u r tu re d  on  Jam es Joyce, D .H . L aw rence, F rank 
Lloyd W right, an d  Igor S travinsky. Feeling his w ay  on  his ow n  
in late 1948 he  said  he w a n te d  to  m ake "large, open , m o d ern  
p ag es."  A m ere n ine  years  later, in  1957, he  cu lm ina ted  th is 
process of exploration  w ith  h is m asterp iece, Printing for Theater, 
w hich  you  have  selected  to be the  th ree  m illion th  volum e for 
th is library.

The aston ish ing  quality  of th is book  w as n o t en tirely  u n ex 
p e c te d —in 1953, for instance, seven  of the  fifty books in  the  
Rounce & Coffin C lub 's p restig ious W estern  Books Exhibition 
w ere designed  by A d ria n —b u t it is n o n e th e less  in  a class by 
itself. I have never been  able to  im prove u p o n  D avid  G lixon 's 
rem arks w h en  he selected  it as the  o u ts ta n d in g  book  am ong  the  
Fifty Books of the  Year Exhibition chosen  by  th e  A m erican 
Institu te  of G raphic A rts for 1957: " In  b o th  design  a n d  p ro d u c 
tion, Printing for Theater is a w ork  of art. W hile its g rea t size is 
functional, p erm itting  the  inclusion  of a score of tip p ed -in  
thea ter p rogram s, th is vo lum e w o u ld  re ta in  m ost of its b eau ty  
even if you  cu t th e  form at by  a th ird , p r in te d  its 64 pages in  ju st 
tw o colors on  less costly stock th an  h a n d m a d e  Tovil, a n d  
b o u n d  it in  s tan d a rd  cloth in stead  of in  h a n d w o v e n  Belgian 
lin e n .... H is brilliant u se  of S tem pel 's T ajanus d isp lay  type  w ith  
Caslon O ld Style text, h is unco n v en tio n a l spacing , h is im pish  
yet p u rposefu l d isposition  of illu s tra tio n s—th ey  all he lp  to a d d  
an  au then tic  an d  exciting m asterp iece to  th e  ro ste r of A m erican  
books."

 
http://ir.uiowa.edu/bai/vol52/iss1



 
http://ir.uiowa.edu/bai/vol52/iss1



A t a d istance of th irty-five years, it becom es m ore clear ju st 
how  significant th is book  w as to  the  d ev e lo p m en t of a m o d ern  
style in  A m erican bookm aking . To be su re , th ere  h a d  been  
earlier v e n tu re s—the w ork  of W .A . D w iggins a n d  the  C um 
m ington  P ress com e to  m in d —b u t Printing for Theater w as on  a 
d ifferent scale. Large an d  im posing , it could  confron t the  
m asterw orks of the  English  p rivate  p ress  m o v em e n t—the 
stately  books of the  K elm scott, A sh en d en e , a n d  D oves trad i
tio n —and  speak  to them  in  a d ifferen t voice, ye t as an  equal. It 
is m ade w ith  the  finest of trad itional m ateria ls —English 
hand m ad e  p a p e r a n d  h a n d se t fo u n d ry  ty p e —a n d  is p rin ted  
w ith  im peccable c raftsm ansh ip . Yet it is ligh t a n d  graceful an d  
sp irited  in  a w ay  th a t m ost English  books sim ply are  no t. It is 
a great book: a g rea t m o d ern  book, a g rea t A m erican  book.

H ow ever, as the  exhibit in  yo u r library  am ply  dem o n stra tes , 
Printing for Theater w as b u t one book  am o n g  nearly  tw o 
h u n d re d  th a t A drian  desig n ed  o r p rin te d  d u rin g  his lifetim e. 
W hat d istingu ishes th is large b o d y  of w ork  is the  b rea d th  of 
spirit w hich  could  app ly  the  sam e s ta n d a rd  of im ag ination  an d  
technique to a corporate  rep o rt p r in te d  by  four-color p rocess in  
an  ed ition  of th o u san d s , as to a p rivately  p rin te d  book  of 
poetry , p rin ted  le tte rp ress on  h a n d m a d e  p a p e r  in  an  ed ition  of 
150. It is too o ften  assum ed  in  th e  w orld  of " fine"  books th a t 
th is is sim ply n o t possible; th a t th ere  is som eth in g  in h e re n t in 
the processes of m o d ern  technology  th a t ren d e r  it sterile. 
Perhaps the  m ost articulate ex p o n en t of th is v iew  w as Eric Gill. 
H e w rote  in  1930:

There are, then, two typographies . . . and apart from God or 
profits, the test of one is mechanical perfection, and of the other 
sanctity—the commercial article at its best is simply physically 
serviceable and may per accidens, be beautiful in its efficiency; the 
work of art at its best is beautiful in its substance and per accidens, 
is serviceable as an article of commerce.

That sanctity  of p u rp o se  can red eem  ind iffe ren t m echanical 
technique is c lear—the books of H ilary  P ep ler 's  St. D om inic 's 
Press, equally  notab le  for b ad  p ressw o rk  a n d  e n d u rin g  loveli
ness, are a hum bling  exam ple. But is it possib le th a t a n o th e r
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p ro position  is also true? T hat m echanical perfection in  an  article 
of com m erce can be red eem ed  by  the  sanctity  of its m aker? Is it 
possib le  th a t w e in  th e  w orld  of " fine"  bookm aking  have 
estab lished  a self-serving an d  self-fulfilling d ichotom y betw een  
m o d ern  technology  a n d  w orthw h ile  values?

I th in k  th is  m ay  be so, a n d  I also th in k  th a t A drian  W ilson's 
books s tan d  as ev idence th a t th is n eed  n o t be the  case. The very 
en v iro n m en t in  w h ich  he  w orked  d em o n stra ted  the  equilib
rium  th a t he  w as able to m ain ta in  be tw een  the  new  an d  the  old, 
the  rap id  an d  the  deliberate, the  com m ercial an d  the  private. 
H is stud io  h a d  a fron t room  filled w ith  d rafting  tables, clu ttered  
w ith  b lue  lines, p h o to g rap h s , T -squares, an d  a com puter; the 
back room  con ta ined  an  im posing  black H eidelberg  cylinder 
le tte rp ress, a n d  w alls lined  w ith  typecases filled w ith  G erm an 
an d  D u tch  fo u n d ry  type. T here are any  nu m b er of his books 
th a t com bine com pu te r-g en era ted  text type w ith  h an d se t 
fo u n d ry  d isp lay  type; th ey  co-exist in  harm o n y  because A drian  
b ro u g h t the  sam e im agination , energy , a n d  care to the  one as 
he  d id  to the  o ther. For instance, w ith  a com m ission in  h a n d  to 
do  the  F irem an 's  F u n d 's  101st A nnual R eport, ho w  does he 
resp o n d ?  H e calls A nsel A dam s " o u t of the  b lu e"  an d  gets four 
m agnificent p h o to g ra p h s  as illustrations. A nd  confron ted  w ith  
491 p h o to g ra p h s  of cities to be tu rn e d  in to  a book of 225 pages 
on  u rb an  p lann ing , a p ro spec t th a t w ou ld  im m ediately  send  
m e to th e  a fo rem en tioned  bottle  of gin, w h a t does he say? H e 
calls it "o n e  of m y  favorite design  experiences,"  an d  rem arks 
th a t " th e  subject an d  the  peop le  I w orked  w ith  w ere deligh t
fu l."

I th in k  you  will see the  deligh t th a t A drian  took in  his w ork 
reflected  strong ly  from  the  pages of a lm ost every  book in  this 
exhibition. L ooking at them , you  m igh t try  forgetting  for a 
m o m en t all y o u  k now  abou t type, p ap er, an d  p rin ting , and  
concen tra te  in stead  on  an  im age of their designer: a large m an  
w ith  a gen tle  voice, k in d  b u t w ith  courage b eh in d  his convic
tions. A  good  fellow  w h o  loved  the  thea ter, p layed  jazz and  
classical m usic  on  his clarinet w ith  equal skill an d  p leasure, 
w h o  en joyed  the  ancien t cities of E urope an d  the  m o d ern  buzz
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of N orth  Beach. A m an  w h o  w as deep ly  m odest, ye t h a d  a su re  
sense of h is gifts, w ho  lau g h ed  a lot, an d  m ixed a w icked 
m artini. P erhaps, in  the  en d , you  m ay  discover th a t it is n o t the 
k ind  of type th a t de te rm ines  the  character of a book, b u t ra th e r 
the type of m an  or w om an  w h o  m ade  it. I d o n 't  know , a t a 
C enter for the  Book, how  you  go abou t teach ing  that; b u t in  
your library, in  the  exam ple of A drian  W ilson 's w ork  an d  play , 
you can certainly d em o n stra te  its e n d u rin g  resu lts .
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