


TRESPASSERS WILL BE PROSECUTED: 

A B-GRADE HORROR IN FOUR PARTS

Luke Wood

PART I: GRAVE-ROBBING AND CANNIBALISM

1

Being that my career as a designer has often involved helping 

artists to make books or posters etc., I’ve often been 

interested in art that referenced, appropriated or inhabited 

the conventions of graphic design — and vice versa. Examples 

are numerous, easily found and particularly frequent across 

generations of New Zealand art. From the likes of Billy Apple 

to Daniel Malone — who, interestingly enough, cannibalised the 

older-but-still-seemingly-alive Apple by way of a name change 

a few years ago. And then of course there is Colin McCahon, who, 

like Elvis, casts a sort of posthumous shadow over everything.
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McCahon’s interest in the everyday is well documented, and 

while his ‘word paintings’ are well known for their use of 

lofty, poetic and often biblical texts, his formal points of 

reference came from comic books, advertising and signage. He 

claimed to be interested in the ‘look’ of words, not only what 

they ‘meant’, and the story of how as a boy he “fell in love 

with signwriting” while watching someone paint ‘HAIRDRESSER 

AND TOBACCONIST’ on a shopfront window has been firmly embedded 

in the popular imagination of New Zealand’s art history.

4

Like McCahon, the graphic designers I grew up liking never 

seemed particularly bothered by borrowing or appropriating 

bits and pieces from other people’s work to make something 

‘new’ of their own. As such I’ve never really subscribed to 

the pervasive emphasis design discourses commonly place on 

‘innovation’ or ‘originality’, and prefer instead to consider 

that all design is really just, to varying degrees, a process 

of re-design. And nowhere does this seem clearer than in the 

evolutionary history of type design.5  

 In saying this though, I don’t mean to make the mistake of 

sounding like I want to legitimise this THING. That is not my 

intention here at all — quite the opposite actually. Obviously 

my project does not belong to a civilising lineage of concern 

Photograph of a sign on a farm gate used in I Will Need Words by 

Wystan Curnow to illustrate McCahon’s vernacular reference.3
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for the conditions of reading. Mine is a more marginal exercise 

— a monstrosity — a ‘Display’ face. Which makes perfect sense 

actually, the term ‘monstrosity’ coming from the Latin 

‘monstrate’, meaning ‘to exhibit’ or ‘to show’. And so within a 

practice dominated by an unsurpassed concern for invisibility,6 

any use of the term ‘display’ is more than likely cynical.

 Typefaces, unlike handwriting, can usually be described by, 

or even as, shifts in systematic relationships across the body 

of a grid. My work here pays only very little attention to that 

tradition, and makes absolutely no claim as such. The McCahon 

typeface is, instead, a kind of illegitimate hybrid, made from 

stolen parts, the raw material for my exercise coming entirely 

from books — McCahon’s body of work being well entombed within 

various publications by now.   

* * *

PART II: REANIMATING THE CORPSE

7

Of course a corpse can never be reanimated ‘whole’, or 

perfectly as-it-was. McCahon with his paint and brushes 

—colours and edges bleeding into one another, the texture of 

the surface, and the paint sitting there on that. Me with my 

vector outlines, restricted like Victor Frankenstein by the 

technology available to me. Ones or zeros, on or off, black 

or white — you can’t have both at the same time. My monster, 

like Victor’s, is an approximation. I’ve had to add bits that 

weren’t there originally and leave out certain other bits that 

were. I can’t reproduce the infinite possibilities of nature, 

and I’ve had to ‘step-in’, picking the best ‘a’ to go alongside 

the ‘b’ and so on, and so on. 
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At odds with The Original, my ungodly ‘version’ is infinitely 

reproducible, the same each time, doomed to repeat itself over 

and over and over...

9

Actually at this point in time the typeface wasn’t for sale. I’d 

never intended for it to be available to others to use. But the 

monster, a trespasser by its very being, cannot be contained...

* * *

PART III: THE MONSTER IS LOOSE

10

I’d never thought very far ahead, and, in fact, the typeface 

sat unfinished for a good year or so until I was approached by 

Sam Brodie, who (under the aegis of the DINZ Design Ambassador 

scheme) was putting together some sort of CD-ROM collection 

of ‘New Zealand design’. I didn’t know what to expect, but it 

seemed like a good-enough motivation to finish the thing off. 
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 And that was its first outing, in public, sort of. Mostly 

the CDs were distributed overseas, and apart from the odd 

comment from friends who’d seen it I didn’t hear anything 

more. Until...

11

In late January 2003 a friend sent me a cutting from a 

newspaper containing an advertisement for ‘A Question of 

Faith’, an exhibition of McCahon’s work then on at the City 

Gallery in Wellington. The text in the ad, as had been 

suspected by the observant friend, was set entirely in the 

McCahon typeface I had made. I remember it feeling quite 

strange. Slightly horrifying actually. Firstly it just seemed 

so blatantly inappropriate — to advertise McCahon’s work using 

a font that quite obviously mimicked it. But then also there 

was the question: who did this? And where did they get the 

typeface from? The weird feeling that someone had ripped me 

off... which was stranger still, considering that my work was 

a rip-off of sorts anyway.

 I contacted the City Gallery and was told that Saatchi 

& Saatchi in Wellington had done the work, and that, 

interestingly enough, someone there had designed that typeface. 

I contacted Saatchi & Saatchi, and they spent a couple of weeks 

trying to convince me that someone there had indeed done it, 

and that if I’d simply copied McCahon what made me think my 

copy would necessarily be any different to someone else’s copy. 

When I finally offered to send them my original drawings for the 

thing along with a letter from a lawyer they finally gave up and 

with minimal fuss a small amount of money was sent my way. 

 It was a hollow victory though, and I still felt some 

unease. That my creation had escaped, not even really ‘finished’ 

properly, and was now out in the world (via a slip-up with that 

CD) was vaguely horrifying. Other people using the thing was 

a possibility I hadn’t planned for, or considered.

TRESPASSERS WILL BE PROSECUTED 7



8 THE NATIONAL GRID #7



12

Over the next few years the thing kept appearing in the 

strangest places — in the pages of The Listener, the titles 

for a reality TV show, a logotype for Peta Mathias, an 

insurance company, a film festival guide...

 I’m not usually very sentimental, but I do sometimes feel 

quite bad about all this. Bad for Colin, I mean. Sometimes it 

is a bit like I’ve dug him up and set him to work, zombie-like 

— the shell of his former self. But then there’s something 

I quite like about that too. Let me see if I can explain.

* * *

PART IV: FULL CIRCLE (or The Monster Comes Home)

13

Shortly after the incident with Saatchi & Saatchi, in an 

attempt to somehow reclaim the thing, I organised to show it 

— to demonstrate it — publicly by way of exhibition. A sort of 

‘freak show’, if you like. As is often the case with displays 

of monstrosity there was some hype around the event. I myself 

was not entirely disappointed with the exhibitions (there were 

two in the end, including offers for more), but they certainly 

didn’t feel how I imagined they would.

McCahon: A Typeface by Luke Wood exhibition at the Hocken Library, 

Dunedin, 2003.
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At the time I had naively enjoyed the idea of having taken the 

thing from the gallery, redistributed the quality and spirit 

of the original and then fed it back into that system. In 

reality this was a failed gesture. I am no artist, and this 

was not my domain. This was not the outcome I was looking for, 

and the monster was not put to bed.

14

Around five years later, in 2008, a well-known purveyor of 

fruit juices in New Zealand, Charlie’s, re-branded and 

repackaged its products. The new bottle labels being based 

loosely on the vernacular hand-painted signs often seen around 

roadside fruit stalls and orchards. The gist — the marketing 

angle — being to do with ‘honesty’. Funnily enough the typeface 

on those labels is, of course, my McCahon. Unlike particular 

other outings though, this one is quite legitimate, and 

Charlie’s have paid me for an ‘exclusive licence for the 

beverage sector’. Apart from the fact that it was someone 

I knew who initially approached me about this, I was quietly 

very interested in it going ahead.

15

Colin McCahon’s interest in the vernacular art of sign-writing 

came up often in his letters and conversations. I’d been 

vaguely aware of this — the ‘Hairdresser and Tobacconist’ story 

for example — but in reading the books that I was scanning his 

letterforms from I was surprised at how frequently he would 

comment on it. One instance in particular was sparked in my 

memory by the initial approach from the juice company...

16

The signs he’s talking about are commonly black boards with 

white hand-painted letters and numbers on them. The exact same 

signs that Charlie’s are now mimicking for their labels. 
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And so, now — I like to think — it is as if through some 

sort of voodoo or dark magic that McCahon has been returned 

to his point of departure. Commercial, vernacular, cheap, 

reproducible; this awful stuff...

17

So it’s a bit like Romero’s zombies who, brain-dead, return 

to the mall. The monster is a creature of habit. It simply does 

what it knows best.

* * *

THE END THEN

Charlie’s ‘Honest Juice, Orange’, labels designed 

by The Wilderness, 2008.

TRESPASSERS WILL BE PROSECUTED 11



18

1. Lester Bangs, from ‘Notes for Review of Peter Guralnick’s Lost Highway, 1980’ published in   

 Psychotic Reactions and Carburetor Dung, by Lester Bangs, edited by Greil Marcus. Serpent’s Tail,  

 London, 1996. 

2.  Roland Barthes, The Pleasure of the Text, 1973. This quote used by Aaron Kreisler in his text  

 ‘Lost For Words’, McCahon: A Typeface by Luke Wood. University of Canterbury, SoFA Gallery, July  

 2003.

3. Since this text’s first publication I have discovered that this sign was actually ‘collected’  

 (stolen from a farm gate) by Jim and Mary Barr. It was photographed, and then lost when their car  

 was stolen a couple of weeks later. It was this photograph (although the negative was reversed to  

 get white text on a black ground) that was used in the book I Will Need Words, edited by Mary  

 Barr. National Art Gallery, Wellington, 1984. 

4. Victor Frankenstein in Chapter 4 of Mary Shelley’s Frankenstein.

5.  Given the parameters of legibility the development of typefaces from one to another is often  

 incremental, and it is relatively common for a typographer to use an existing face as a starting  

 point in the development of their own. Eric Gill’s re-design of Edward Johnston’s typeface for  

 the London Underground is a well-known example.

6. See Beatrice Ward’s Crystal Goblet for instance.

7. Victor Frankenstein in Chapter 5 of Mary Shelley’s Frankenstein.

8. Roger Schülbeuys in ‘Up The Arts’, Canta, Issue 16, July 2003.

9. Anonymous feedback from Hocken Library exhibition of the McCahon typeface, December/January 2003.

10. Victor Frankenstein in Chapter 5 of Mary Shelley’s Frankenstein.

11. Ibid., Chapter 7.

12. Ibid.

13. Ibid., Chapter 24.

14. The ‘Monster’ in Chapter 24 of Mary Shelley’s Frankenstein.

15. Ibid.

16. Colin McCahon, from a talk at Outreach, Auckland, 1979. Quoted by Wystan Curnow in I Will Need  

 Words, edited by Mary Barr. National Art Gallery, Wellington, 1984.

17. Colin McCahon, in a letter to John Caselberg, 21 February 1951. Quoted by Peter Simpson,   

 Answering Hark, Craig Potton Publishing, Nelson, NZ, 2001.

18. Lester Bangs, from ‘Notes for Review of Peter Guralnick’s Lost Highway, 1980’ published   

 in Psychotic Reactions and Carburetor Dung, by Lester Bangs, edited by Greil Marcus.   

 Serpent’s Tail, London, 1996.

NOTE: A version of this text originally appeared in the catalogue for the exhibition Printing Types:

New Zealand Type Design Since 1870, Objectspace, Auckland, NZ, 25 July – 12 September 2009.
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McCahon: A Typeface by Luke Wood,

SoFA Gallery, Christchurch, 2003.

McCahon: A Typeface by Luke Wood, 

Hocken Library Gallery, Dunedin, 2003.
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McCahon: A Typeface by Luke Wood,

SoFA Gallery, Christchurch, 2003.
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Peta Methias logo. Screenshot from Peta Mathias 

website: www.petamathias.com

Cover of brochure/catalogue for exhibition Radio 

With Pictures. Michael Hirschfeld Gallery, 

Wellington City Gallery, 2007. 

Detail from Show Me Shorts Film Festival 

programme. 

A6 Notebook, Kurtovich. RRP: $7.99.

Proposal for logotype for ‘Loyal’ campaign.

Spread from Unlimited magazine, October 2007.
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New Zealand Listener, vol.197, no.3382, 

March 5–11, 2005.
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Charlie’s ‘Honest Squeezed Orange Juice’. 
Labels designed by The Wilderness, 2008.
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