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Foreword by Sam Roberts

In 1984 Bill Stewart wrote of “the renaissance of the craftsman” in his book, Signwork. This continued a tradition of books remarking on the current state of sign painting. Those at the early stages of their career when Stewart was writing, including Mike Meyer, have seen a fall and rise in demand for the sign painter’s craft: In the last ten years or so we have truly witnessed a resurgence. This appears to have been driven by business and consumer desire for a human touch in their interactions, something that comes naturally from a hand-painted sign, less so from a digital screen.

It is encouraging that so many newcomers are seeking to learn through workshops, Letterheads events, and by sharing resources online. This book supports their efforts with technical information and alphabetic inspiration.
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Mike teaching at his shop in Mazeppa, Minnesota.
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Mike’s customized Red Wing boots.






Introduction by Mike Meyer

This book was written following many requests from curious people who are striving to learn the fascinating craft of sign painting. In the pages that follow I have tried to set out some of the essentials for getting started, with the aim of providing a solid foundation for you to build upon. In this introduction I want to talk about some of my core beliefs about sign painting and being a sign painter. These have been formed over my many years in the trade, and have stood the test of time.

As a sign painter you will experience many successes and failures—this is the way life goes, and it is the same for everyone. Whenever you think that someone is more successful or better than you, remember that they too have experienced, and will experience, failures and setbacks along the way. What’s important is that you learn from your experiences and carry this learning with you into the future.

Hard work and dedicated practice of both creativity and business will form the backbone of your career. I believe that there is no other business that connects the owner to their community as much as that of a sign painter. Whatever size shop you are running, you will serve many clients, and your resourcefulness will be called upon in many ways. If you have a passion for your craft, you will ultimately find happiness and fulfillment in your work. Some people consider sign painting “just a job,” but we know better!

Keep in mind that the purpose of signs is to create the best possible impression for your clients. Your signs should help them attract customers, generate profit, and prosper. In turn they will become silent salespeople for you and your work, and through this you will build your own reputation.

Letting others speak for your work will help to keep you humble, and I believe that humility is an important characteristic to nurture in yourself. You should always take pride in your work, but don’t pound your chest about it. However good you think your latest creation might be, there is always something, or someone, better. Don’t be boastful, and always strive to improve what you do.

Signs can be taken for granted in everyday life, but their words and directions have been essential to societies all over. Remember that readability is your top priority. It is no good creating the most amazing decorative lettering and sign work if it can’t be read easily by the people who need to read it. I have traveled to towns and cities all over the world and everywhere readability separates good signs from bad.

To understand what works, and what does not, it is important to develop the constant habit of observation. Take note of everything you see, not just pretty lettering. What does the lettering do? Is it directional? Does it identify something (buildings, vehicles, consumer goods, etc.)? Does it advertise?

Consider why a sign is effective and why it impresses you—or not. Is it the lettering style? Is it the choice of colors? Is it the placement? Is it the wording? And, of course, ask yourself whether you can easily read and understand it.

Through this process you will improve your understanding of effective signs and lettering and be able to apply this to your own work. There is so much that can be learned through the simple process of questioning observation.

You should also apply this attitude to your own work and remember that in signs, if it looks right, it is right. The impact of a sign comes from its presentation and the spontaneity that arises from creative lettering choices, the use of color, punctuation, effects, and even images.

As you go about learning and developing as a sign painter, I think it is important to remember what I refer to as the three Ds: desire, dedication, and discipline.

Desire is something you probably already have if you are holding this book. You have a curiosity about signs and lettering, and a desire to learn more. Nothing will happen without this.

Sometimes this desire doesn’t go any further but, with dedication, it can power your sign-painting journey. You must be dedicated to your future as a sign painter and take actions that will help you get there. These include some of the points mentioned earlier—observing, focusing on your client, remaining humble, etc.—but also a commitment to meeting others and learning from them. Your dedication is also a promise to yourself to keep going when things get tough.
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Finally, you will need discipline to practice and improve your skills. At times this will feel difficult, even boring, but the more you practice, the better you will get. Sometimes discipline means getting up and going when you feel tired in the morning, sometimes it means missing out on some other activity to do your work, but ultimately it will build your focus and skill to lead your life as a sign painter.

The three Ds are something I share with attendees at my workshops, and I am always amazed by the experience. Those who come clearly have the desire, but they often start out feeling intimidated. Over our days together we develop as a group, gaining confidence and forming a bond with each other as we learn. Sometimes this ends with tears (of joy) but always with people moving one step closer to the goal of becoming a sign painter, while making new friends and developing a support network along the way.

I was taught at an early age to use envy as a tool to drive me to become more knowledgeable and build my awareness of why making nice lettering makes me feel so satisfied. This is something I try to pass on to my students. Don’t feel bad if someone else is ahead of you. Learn from their work and use it to push your own forward. Also, let someone know if you like what they are doing. Show others appreciation, and it will be shown to you.

In my workshops I focus on the structure of letters and working with a brush to create them, and less on some of the technical aspects—such as tools, materials, and preparatory techniques—that are covered in this book. I want students to get addicted the way I am to an array of intoxicating letter styles, get drunk on color contrasts, and overdose on shadows and outlines. We all occasionally need to check into “layout rehab” to prevent crowding out the edges of a sign, or making one completely in ornate Old English capitals! But, ultimately, this is a fun, and relatively safe, addiction to develop.

Who is an instructor of lettering, and what determines a good instructor, is in the eye of the student. In the later years of my career I realize I was an instructor all along. People who were curious about proper techniques and brushes and paint and asked me questions about them were early students. I will forever remain a student as well. If you stop asking questions and seeking solutions, you stop growing and halt your own creative development.

And finally, a note on this book and its contents. If you gave the job of writing this book to 100 different sign painters, you would get 100 completely different books. What you have in your hands is my way of presenting the craft, which I hope you, the reader, find useful. I know that I have learned a lot from the process of putting it down in book form, and I know that there are things that other people will disagree with. At this stage it is probably worth remembering an unwritten law in the sign business: In signs, the rule is “There are no rules.”
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