


The most ordinary signs — meaning those that
are simply too new, bland or inept to be romanti-
cised or fetishised as worthy examples of ‘the
vernacular’ —are often backlit boxes and vinyl
cut-outs. They are unlikely to have passed
through the hands of anyone calling themselves
a graphic designer, and yet they are as ubiquitous
as fire hydrants.

A MATTER OF TASTE
Although Mistral is not quite in the same league
as Comic Sans, it is still a typeface that designers
love to hate, and this must in part be blamed on
the uses to which it is commonly put. Type
designer Jonathan Hoefler recently lamented ‘the
font’s sundry associations, from lip gloss to jet-
skiing to adult videos — it really is a terrific design
which deserved better.’ This is a far cry from the
positive reception that greeted Mistral when it
was first released: Matthew Carter, for instance,
described the response as ‘dumbfounded’. Yet
according to Baseline magazine, Excoffon’s ‘fonts
were dismissed by purists of the time as being
nothing but fashionable ephemera. That they
are still used, and in some cases are increasing
in popularity is proof of the immense skill with
which they were designed.” (‘'An A-Z of type
designers’, Baselineno. 27, 1999, p.51)

Carter met Excoffon on several occasions over
a number of years, and was able to share many
anecdotes about a man who was apparently
charming and gentlemanly to a fault. His evident

‘classiness’ (for want of a better word) actually
suggests that there was something slightly
disingenuous - if unconsciously so — in Excoffon’s
claim that, in falling back on his own handwriting
to design Mistral, he was employing ‘the forms

I possessed by nature itself, by instinct.” Surely
handwriting is never ‘natural’ but, in its most
accomplished forms, a marker of ‘good’ education
and even of privilege. After all, Excoffon didn’t
start by examining just any old signatures, but
rather ‘hundreds of autographs of important men
of our century.’ Design is unavoidably a matter

of taste, then, and whether that taste is populist,
elitist or somewhere in between, it is also an
extension of class.

Excoffon’s Nord, an ultra-bold weight in his
Antique Olive family, has a certain seriousness to
it (although Gerard Unger described itasa
‘delightful parody’ of Helvetica and Univers).
Nord or its prototype can still be seen in the logos
for Air France (one of Excoffon’s clients) and
Michelin. It also appears fleetingly in this year’s
A1GA annual and on a poster for a new movie called
Final Cut. In contrast, Excoffon’s other faces, such
as Banco, Choc, Calypso, and Mistral, have been
repeatedly described as ‘elegant’ or ‘flamboyant’,
meaning, perhaps, that they are also ‘nice’, but
rather too decorative or kitsch for contemporary
designers’ tastes. The type specimens Excoffon
produced for Fonderie Olive (for which both Phil
Baines and Jonathan Hoefler express admiration),
show his typefaces in a variety of speculative

In using his own handwriting, Excoffon said he
employed ‘the forms | possessed by nature itself’

29-32. Further instances of
Excoffon's typefaces in use on
signage around Montréal:

two restaurants, both set in
Choc (29 and 30]; a tyre repair
van (31); and a flower shop
deploying a grossly condensed
version of Nord (32).
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28. Spread from 1956
specimen book (see cover,
picture 1). This type specimen
features three skilfully
designed letterheads,
including one for an engineer-
ing firm that uses Excoffon's
Mistral and Banco.
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uses that are decidedly ordinary: an invitation to
a wedding anniversary party, a menu, a birth
announcement, a flyer for a shoe store, an ad for a
pharmaceutical product aimed at families. Maybe
Excoffon wouldn’t be all that dismayed to see the

contemporary uses to which Mistral has been put..

Ultimately, it would appear that the worst fate
for a type designer’s beloved creations is not so
much to have been misused, but to be entirely

unused or forgotten. As Matthew Carter suggested::

‘It's a backhanded tribute to Mistral’s popularity
that signwriters have felt it necessary to modify
Mistral rather than reject it altogether.’ Mistral is
far too characterful to have survived by being
merely an anonymous, ‘crystal goblet’ workhorse.
Its pervasive use —in France, in Montréal, and
perhaps elsewhere, too — suggests that Mistral
continues to prove its worth because of its sound
engineering, as well as its sure hand. And it may
still be around — in and out of fashion, but still
around - long after those purpose-built city types
have been forgotten. @
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TYPEFACES DESIGNED BY ROGER EXCOFFON
Chambord (1945)

Banco (1951)

Vendéme (1952) with Francois Ganeau

Mistral (1953)

Choc (1955)

Diane (1956)

Calypso (1958)

Antique Olive (1962-1966), including the ultra-bold Nord
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33 and 34. Two stores featur-
ing Nord in their windows
(the latter example also uses
Mistral in all-caps).

35-37. Two hairdressers and
a clothing store featuring
Mistral. In one of them (36)
the signmaker has taken
liberties with the ‘i’ ‘" and
‘e’ of ‘coiffure’, and has
resorted to a freehand
interpretation of Mistral for
the words ‘Fuzzy plus’.
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