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FOHN BASKERVILLE

Photographic portrait

of Douglas Baskerville,
grandson of the famuly
patriarch, taken in Knoxville,

Tennessee, ca. 1910.
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THIS REUNION HAS BEEN ACHIEVED through visual and typographic pairings.

Bigrams are letter pairs joined by frequent usage. The most common bigram
in English is ‘th’; followed by ‘he’, ‘in’ and ‘er’. While typographic ligatures
are also letter pairs (or even trios), they are joined for different reasons: solving
letter spacing problems, accommodating awkward stroke relationships, or for
reasons of aesthetics or style.

Because the letters in bigrams have a syntactical relationship, they contribute
to the reader’s sense of text that belongs together — spelling words correctly and
looking familiar.

It is this notion of being joined and being familiar that led me to choose big-
rams as an appropriate symbol for the binary relationships in Black Basker-
ville. Master/slave, Christian/atheist, black/white, privileged/impoverished,
fact/fiction, and so on, are conjoined to express the concept. It is a symbiosis
of polarity.

After several iterations involving different typefaces and weights (figure 1), I set-
tled on Monotype’s Baskerville Bold Italic in 72 point lowercase to create the
glyphs used in the book (figure 2). The letters overlap, the baselines undulate,
and most have the counter space deleted, creating blob-like, but still recogniz-
able character shapes. When placed into syntactical strings to form words, the
bigrams look less abstract, enabling a latent legibility to come to the service of
readability. Two artists’ works provided formal and conceptual inspiration: the
Fellaparts font designed by Ed Fella®, and the paper cut-outs of Kara Walker®.

Sixty glyphs were made, limiting what could be spelled; still, many common
two letter words are represented: ‘he is at on no we be of so’ and so on. Only
words with an even number of letters are possible using this incomplete font:
‘arrest street ease strength hide’ for example.

After the design was finished, the bigrams’ vector outlines were machined into
end-grain maple blocks for letterpress printing by Virgin Wood Type of upstate
New York (figure 3).

3. see Fellaparts font at http://www.emigre.com/fontpage. php?Plel htm! and Ed Fella’s designs at
http://edfella.com/index.html

4. Dixon, A., Editor (2002). Kara Walker: Pictures from Another Time. Ann Arbor: University
of Michigan Press.
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Each main page of Black Baskerville has an image related to John Baskerville
butted against an image of equal size from the Virginia Baskervilles; explana-
tory texts caption the photos (figure 4). The images are paired on loosely related
themes: houses, places of origin, wills, portraits, etc. to compare and contrast.
The photos and text are printed onto archival Arches paper using a Ganon
inkjet printer at gboo dpi setting.

Black Baskerville is limited to an edition of four handmade books, trim-sized
11.5 x 7 x I'". As an accordion structure, the book’s 18 pages open to over ten feet.
It is case bound with boards front, back and spine, and the accordion signature
tips into the back cover (figure 3).

The Baskervilles’ histories are separate but parallel stories of emancipation —
John Baskerville from religious ‘superstition’ and bias against his typeface, my
Virginia relatives from slavery and oppression. Both unite in my project, and
in my worldview. While the Virginia Baskervilles date to the 1600s; the renown
typographer was born in England in 1706 and died there at age 69 without
‘leaving issue’. There is no known blood relationship (although the 1870 Meck-
lenberg County census lists Douglas Baskerville, his wife and all their children
as Mulatto, so who knows) — Black Baskerville uses historical facts to posit a
fictional convergence of the human condition.
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Lasy Hill was the luxurious estate of John Baskerville.
(Thus illustration shows it after being ransacked and burned in the
Birmangham rwt of 1791.)

. b el )
Buena Vista House was one of three Baskerville plantations in
southern Virginia — this one was owned by William R. Baskerville.
Douglas Baskerville (senior) was born into slavery here around 1820.
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A detail of a Baskerville-designed title page. The ligatures (joined
letters) are distinctive elements in the Emagre typeface Mrs Eaves, a
contemporary interpretation of this historical font.

Characterifticks

cN OF '
T Men, Manners, Opinions, T imes.
In THREE VOLUMES.

By the Right Honourable
ANTHONY,Earl of SHAFTESBURY.

'The Firra EDITION.

In.

Landscaped grounds in the Joyceville subdivision in Bracey, Virginia
— a legacy to Alexander Baskerville’s 1892 acquisition.
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TIMELINE

1706  John Baskerville born

1754  he creates the renown Baskerville typeface

1758  he becomes master printer to Cambridge University

1764 he marries Sarah Eaves after years of cohabitation; a son
of their union dies in infancy (exact date unknown)

1775  John Baskerville dies, and according to his wishes as an
atheist, 1s buried upright on his estate at Fasy Hill

1820  Douglas Baskerville born a slave in Virginia

1821  John Baskerville’s lead coffin unearthed by Birmingham
canal diggers

1829  after serving as a morbid curiosity, John Baskerville
secretly buried in Christ Church

1853 Alexander Baskerville born

1865  US Civil War ends and slaves are emancipated; most take
surname of owner

1892  Alexander Baskerville buys 149 acres of southern Virginia
land for $600

1893  Douglas Baskerville born, and a year later Alexander Jr

1893 John Baskerville exhumed, and eventually moved to
Warstone Lane Cemetery, where he now rests in an
unmarked vault

1926 Alexander Baskerville Jr buys his late father’s land at
auction for $2000

1928  Carolyn Baskerville born to Douglas and Dolly (née
Warren) in Knoxville, Tennessee

1957  Carolyn marries Donald McCarthy in Bordeaux, France;
Steven McCarthy born the next year

1976  Alexander Baskerville Jr dies, willing his land to his
daughter Ercelle Baskerville Hall

1990s Joyceville, Virginia subdivision developed on Alexander
Baskerville’s original 149 acres

2010  Steven McCarthy journeys to Birmingham, England
and to Baskerville, Virginia

1esde 1 Me
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