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off the deep end 
Licko’s first generation of typefaces were bitmap fonts, 
meaning low-res pixel fonts like Emperor, Emigre, and 
Oakland. Eventually Licko began studying classical type face 

variations, which resulted in the creation of two of her most profitable font 
families (Mrs. Eaves which is based on Baskerville, and Filosofia which is 
based on Bodoni). With a portfolio consisting of over 30 type faces, Licko 
is one of the few female typographers to have reached such a high level of 
acclaim in an industry mostly dominated by men. Over time, Emigre became 

the voice of graphic design with a devout 
group of followers anxiously awaiting 
each new issue. Their articles document 
the major transition of the design industry 
into the computer age by addressing the 
changing role of the designer and the fading 
position of type setters, color separators, and 
skilled workers who were no longer  required 
in order design and produce a publication. 

It goes without saying that some 
of the most notable movements in 
history were often controversial 

during their time. It is only after the dust 
settles that we begin to adequately see 
the trickling down of 
ideas and concepts 
into the main stream 
from these events—a 
process which can 
take decades—and 
we begin to label the 
progressive types who 
pushed the boundaries 
and brought us there 
as pioneers of change. 
Be it playing three 
repetitive chords loudly 
in a crude manner in 
front of screaming 
fans with pointy 
haircuts, or creating a 
new, jagged, digital 
typography within 
the context of jutted, 
angular page layouts, 
the proverbial pebble is cast in such a way 
to ensure ripples for generations to come. 

Emigre magazine is known for its 
unhinged layout designs, and 
the cool, unapologetic ethos of 

Vanderlans who was 
committed to the idea 
of covering only what 
truly moved him in the 
design world. Some 
issues have a strongly 
gridded layout while 
others seem focused 
o n  r aw exploration 
consisting of stories 
which continue across 
multiple spreads, 
identifiable by type 
face alone, or non-
sensible blocks of 
text exploding out of bounds, nestled 
between over-sized letter forms. 



Em
igre

u
h

s
t I n modern times, we might 

reflect that Vanderlans was 
a silver fox amongst his 

frenemies, unafraid to face 
adversity. His motto became 

“People read best 
what they read 
most,” a senti-
ment shared by 
other progressive 
designers wanting 
to break free from 
traditional design 
conventions. This rift 
in the design wold 
became known as the 
so called “Legibility 
Wars” where some 
traditionalists felt 

type faces should be completely 
neutral and highly readable. 
Emigre pushed this concept 
repeatedly by letting letter 
forms exist as forms and by 
intentionally creating some visual 
obstacle courses for the reader to 
make things more interesting—
graphical elements which can 
only become understood more 
easily over time with use. 

high garbage
Through articles in Emigre, 
Vanderlans was able to docu-
ment a paradigm shift in design 
ideas and concepts 
introduced by the 
computer age. De-
spite their hard 
work and steadily 
increasing popular-
ity throughout the 
late 1980s and 1990s, 
Licko and Vander-
lans often faced 
sharp criticism for 
Emigre. They were 
accused of taking 
graphic design “off 
the deep end” as well as being a 
“factory of garbage.” But, in true 
punk form, Vanderlans responded 
to these accusations by asking 
these nay sayers to do a series of 
interviews in Emigre magazine. 

two decades of coveted 
out-of-print back issues

Emigre lasted through several iterations. It was once a 
subscription based magazine, then a free publication 
funded by advertising and the sales of Emigre type faces. 

During Emigre’s heyday, it was the graphic design publication, 
and continued to be a respected voice in the industry 
even after morphing into more of an arts criticism journal. 

Sadly, Issue 69 was the final installment in the Emigre legacy, followed by Emigre No.70: The Look Back Is-
sue, a collection of “best of” selections from layouts, type faces, and articles printed in Emigre during its 
25+ years of service to the design world. Licko’s fonts continue to thrive and can be  purchased directly from 
the Emigre website. Licko and Vanderlans made their stamp in history for embracing the modern technol-
ogy that would become instrumental in creating their unique and unmatched style, and for giving design 
a new language with which to speak. But they also followed a self-directed mission to do what they wanted 

on their own terms, despite going against the grain. This is their legacy and the 
example they leave us with which begs us to explore the unknown and to celebrate 
the vision of those who are willing to push the boundaries and make us think. 


