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Ways of Perceiving
Curating an Exhibition Essay


Design in the Underground

“Curation: using acts of selection and arrangement (but also refining, reducing, displaying, simplifying, presenting and explaining) to add value” (Bhaskar, 2016)
Curation can be perceived as multiple ideologies however according to the Cambridge Dictionary; “the selection and care of objects to be shown in a museum or to form part of a collection of art, an exhibition.” (Curation, 2023) From this quotation, it has given inspiration to curate an art exhibition indulging into the artistic culture of the London Underground. The pleasure of using London's public transport is enhanced by excellent design. Since the early 1900s, architects, industrial and graphic designers, and engineers have thought out, planned, and developed every aspect of the London Underground's transit systems and the journeys we take. Design surrounds everything we encounter, creating a setting that quickly and safely directs us. Every day, we travel through these transport spaces; but what would we observe if we took a moment to pause? As fashions, trends, and technologies evolved, design evolved as well, using various colours and materials.  These items and pictures reveal the untold tale of how design has facilitated living and working in London. 
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Fig. 1 (Museum guide, no date)

The London Transport Museum in Covent Garden, in the heart of London, will serve as the scene. All past exhibitions about London transport are housed here. The open layout of the Transport Museum facilitates visualising all the art collections; it also instils a sense of freedom and open-mindedness in visitors. The London Transport Museum's design section will serve as the exhibition's specific location, which is appropriate given that all the artefacts that were curated are works of design. The large rectangular space has room to display all the work on all four sides, in a clockwise direction starting from the left side entrance and ending on the right side. Each piece of art will require a few minutes to consider, which will allow for a smooth flow throughout the entire exhibition. The room's poor lighting gives the scenario a gloomy and eerie atmosphere, while the changing LED lights that scan the entire area briefly brighten the space. However, the LED lights serve a wider purpose because the floor is covered in fascinating information about the history of the London Underground's culture and approach, as well as renowned artists like Frank Pick and Edward Johnston. The information on the floor is revealed by the LEDs, which is an effective way to keep visitors interested. 
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Fig. 2 (Underground Modernist: E. McKnight Kauffer | Cooper Hewitt, Smithsonian Design Museum, no date)

“A poster gets a passing glance. In that moment the idea must slip through the eyes into the brain” (The man who built London Transport : A biography of Frank Pick by Barman Christian: VG Hard Cover (1979) 1st. | Martin Bott Bookdealers Ltd, no date)
The Underground Group and later London Transport gained a reputation for generating excellent poster designs after receiving their first graphic poster commission in 1908. Frank Pick was aware of this powerful medium's ability to influence behaviour, provide services, and influence how passengers felt about their journeys.  He was passionate about the use of art in commerce and the need for both established and up-and-coming artists to produce excellent design. Through its commissioning efforts and publicity campaigns, Transport for London is carrying on this heritage today. The American artist Edward McKnight Kauffer was commissioned to create this poster in the 1930’s, and the piece of graphic design accentuates the period's technological developments.  The striking image demonstrates how Kauffer's posters were successful in bringing avant-garde art forms into mainstream culture. One of Europe's most influential poster artists, Edward McKnight Kauffer, commonly referred to as the "Poster King," created some of the most recognisable posters of the 1920s and 1930s. Futurism, Cubism, and Vorticism are just a few of the modern art movements that the “Poster King” was heavily influenced by. Kauffer produced aesthetically captivating pieces that were very creative and effectively communicated commercial themes. With a dedication to Frank Pick, Kauffer released "The Art of the Poster" in 1924, a book about the origins and advancement of the posters he created while working with the London Transport and Frank Pick. He intended to "review the Poster's progress both past and present, and to emphasise the importance of those designs that show a tendency to free the art of the Poster from the abuse to which is so often subjected," (Art of the Poster by Kauffer E Mcknight - AbeBooks, no date) in his own words. 
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Fig. 3 (Printing type; A full alphabet of Johnston wood letter type, 1947, no date)
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Fig. 4 (Hohenadel, 2013)

“The test of the goodness of a thing is its fitness for use. If it fails on this first test, no amount of ornamentation or finish will make it any better” (📖[PDF] The Subterranean Railway by Christian Wolmar | Perlego, no date)
Frank Pick was successful in building a sizable network of designers and artists and transformed the way people travel around London. According to him, the secret to a forward-thinking, contemporary business or public service is "fitness for purpose." Everything a civic organisation carried out could be given structure, style, efficiency, and even a moral and spiritual component through good design. A good company should make its mission clear to both its employees and customers. There are many methods to accomplish this, but using brand names, logos, and an overall aesthetic is crucial. These help a good business develop its corporate brand or visual personality. For more than a century, the famous roundel, formerly known as the bullseye, and the Johnston typeface served as the foundation of the brand for Transport for London and its predecessors.  They work as a cohesive unit to visibly connect the Capital's transport services. It is currently one of the most recognisable corporate brands in the world. One of the most recognisable and well-known aspects of Transport for London's identity is its roundel logo. It was first employed by the Underground Group in 1908 and has since undergone numerous modifications and been put to use in a variety of ways. It now stands in for all London's transport options, and even in the absence of words, it is recognised as the city's transport icon. London's Handwriting: Frank Pick commissioned calligrapher Edward Johnston in 1915 to create a legible, contemporary typeface for the Underground Group. The creative result was built on square and circular forms and was influenced by the proportions of classical roman type. The Johnston typeface (often referred to as "London's Handwriting") had a significant impact on the layout of the whole London transport network and is viewed every day by millions of people on posters and maps in addition to being used on trains, stations, and buses. The efficiency of the entire transport system was reflected in the simplicity of Edward Johnston's typeface. San serif typeface without additional ornament at the letter ends. The type is built on squares and circles, with the 'O' being a perfect circle and the 'M' being a square. These wooden printing blocks in fig. 2 were retrieved from Bournehall Press, one of the printers selected to work for London Transport, in 1985.
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Fig. 5 (Poster; Tube map, by David Shrigley, 2006)

“Art is… of the people and by the people and for the people” (The man who built London Transport : A biography of Frank Pick by Barman Christian: VG Hard Cover (1979) 1st. | Martin Bott Bookdealers Ltd, no date)
London's transport providers have established a strong reputation for the calibre of their advertising and promotional efforts since 1908. No other comparable company has utilised exceptional art and graphic design as consistently to inform, educate, persuade, and appeal to its customers. Simple pamphlets and Underground map covers are designed to be as visually appealing and as effective communicators as their larger counterparts, the posters. The transport systems in London have also served as a gallery for art and design. This tradition is still practised today, particularly in the programming Poems on the Underground and Art on the Underground. The third piece in ‘Platform for Art's’ (Platform for Art: Art on the Underground, 2007) series of pocket Tube map covers was created by internationally renowned British artist David Shrigley. The abstract tangle Shrigley created using the same-coloured lines found on the actual Tube map alludes to this well-known map. It takes the coloured lines and feeds them through Shrigley's continuously innovative, creative mind before serving them up as a basic chaotic scribble, in keeping with his signature style. 

Conclusion
It was challenging to select only a small number of designs to display in my exhibition given the groundbreaking art and design items that have surrounded the entire history of the London Transport. The famed London Underground roundel and the development of the revolutionary typeface, one of the earliest iterations of which was produced on a wooden print press, are two of the most significant relics in the history of London Transport that I believe I have included. The amazing history and culture that has endured for more than a century is intriguing, and I hope that by curating an exhibition, I may attract many graphic and artistic enthusiasts who will appreciate the job that London Transport has accomplished for more than a century.
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