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The influential Dutch graphic designer Karel Martens is most strongly associated

with typography: He even developed his home country’s gold-standard master’s

degree program focusing on the discipline. But Martens isn’t just a serifs-and-

kerning guy: He works across video, installation and sculpture, too, having spent

nearly 60 years developing a practice that reflects his persistent inquisitiveness.

Starting this Sunday, Martens shares pieces — including an interactive video

installation, a modular wall-covering system and a kinetic clock sculpture — at his

first North American solo exhibition, hosted by P!, a project space on Broome Street.

(The Martens show kicks off P!’s final season of programming at the Chinatown

location, where it’s been based for five years; it’s planned to reopen in 2018 in a new

space.) But there are plenty of Martens’s trademark letterpress monoprints on view,

too; and before Martens touched down in New York, the artist gave T a preview.

Above, some of his colorful prints explained in his own words.
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interiors and travel coverage.
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Here, the graphic designer Karel Martens shares 
the processes behind a few of his signature 
letterpress monoprints, created on found cards 
and on view starting Sunday at P! in Chinatown. 

“I don’t have a premeditated plan when I’m 
making prints. It’s more of a reflection on what’s 
already there: The paper motivates me to do 
something, to react to what exists. In the case 

of this new series, which has a lot of circles, I’m 
curious to see them in combination with the 
background color of a found card or in relationship 
to the rhythm of each card’s typewriter 
typography. My method takes time: I print one 
color, then wait for at least a day for the drying 
process; on the next day or whenever, I react again 
to what there is now.”
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“With this one, I remember feeling, ‘It is not 
finished’ — and I liked the feeling. For me, both 
in printing and in general, it’s an important thing 
to stop at the right moment. I’m also reacting to 
the rhythm of typographical order, which I see as 
a kind of concrete poetry. The typewriting on the 

card is very formal; it comes from a Belgian tax 
office. A human being once typed out this thing, 
which makes it look so dedicated and necessary. 
For me, this typographic form is activating my 
prints, and my prints place the text in a different 
context. That gives it a unique expression.”

10/16/2016 An Iconic Graphic Designer on His Process - The New York Times

http://www.nytimes.com/2016/09/07/t-magazine/art/karel-martens-graphic-design-p.html?smid=pl-share&_r=0 1/2

http://nyti.ms/2ctKMPb

ART

An Iconic Graphic Designer on His

Process

By KAT HERRIMAN SEPT. 7, 2016

The influential Dutch graphic designer Karel Martens is most strongly associated

with typography: He even developed his home country’s gold-standard master’s

degree program focusing on the discipline. But Martens isn’t just a serifs-and-

kerning guy: He works across video, installation and sculpture, too, having spent

nearly 60 years developing a practice that reflects his persistent inquisitiveness.

Starting this Sunday, Martens shares pieces — including an interactive video

installation, a modular wall-covering system and a kinetic clock sculpture — at his

first North American solo exhibition, hosted by P!, a project space on Broome Street.

(The Martens show kicks off P!’s final season of programming at the Chinatown

location, where it’s been based for five years; it’s planned to reopen in 2018 in a new

space.) But there are plenty of Martens’s trademark letterpress monoprints on view,

too; and before Martens touched down in New York, the artist gave T a preview.

Above, some of his colorful prints explained in his own words.

T Magazine Newsletter
Sign up for a weekly compendium of exquisite and exclusive fashion, design, food,

interiors and travel coverage.

New York Times Style Magazine
“An Iconic Graphic Designer on His Process”
by Kat Herriman
7 September 2016

P!

334 BROOME ST 
NEW YORK NY 10002   
+1 212 334 5200   
INFO@P-EXCLAMATION.COM  
@P_EXCLAMATION



10/16/2016 An Iconic Graphic Designer on His Process - The New York Times

http://www.nytimes.com/2016/09/07/t-magazine/art/karel-martens-graphic-design-p.html?smid=pl-share&_r=0 1/2

http://nyti.ms/2ctKMPb

ART

An Iconic Graphic Designer on His

Process

By KAT HERRIMAN SEPT. 7, 2016

The influential Dutch graphic designer Karel Martens is most strongly associated

with typography: He even developed his home country’s gold-standard master’s

degree program focusing on the discipline. But Martens isn’t just a serifs-and-

kerning guy: He works across video, installation and sculpture, too, having spent

nearly 60 years developing a practice that reflects his persistent inquisitiveness.

Starting this Sunday, Martens shares pieces — including an interactive video

installation, a modular wall-covering system and a kinetic clock sculpture — at his

first North American solo exhibition, hosted by P!, a project space on Broome Street.

(The Martens show kicks off P!’s final season of programming at the Chinatown

location, where it’s been based for five years; it’s planned to reopen in 2018 in a new

space.) But there are plenty of Martens’s trademark letterpress monoprints on view,

too; and before Martens touched down in New York, the artist gave T a preview.

Above, some of his colorful prints explained in his own words.

T Magazine Newsletter
Sign up for a weekly compendium of exquisite and exclusive fashion, design, food,

interiors and travel coverage.

“This print is related to the one before it. The 
yellow shape is one I was already using as a 
print on its own, but here it’s a kind of box: a 
box within the rings, which gives the print a 
three-dimensional character. When I’m making 
prints, I’m looking for a moment of decision; I 
have the desire to create a visual effect that is not 

known yet. What is the relationship between the 
clinical, administrative background of the card 
and the printed part? For me, it has to do more 
with feeling than with rationality. It’s not about 
meaning, but comparable to pure instrumental 
music, which can have the beauty and tension of 
abstraction.” 

New York Times Style Magazine
“An Iconic Graphic Designer on His Process”
by Kat Herriman
7 September 2016

P!

334 BROOME ST 
NEW YORK NY 10002   
+1 212 334 5200   
INFO@P-EXCLAMATION.COM  
@P_EXCLAMATION



10/16/2016 An Iconic Graphic Designer on His Process - The New York Times

http://www.nytimes.com/2016/09/07/t-magazine/art/karel-martens-graphic-design-p.html?smid=pl-share&_r=0 1/2

http://nyti.ms/2ctKMPb

ART

An Iconic Graphic Designer on His

Process

By KAT HERRIMAN SEPT. 7, 2016

The influential Dutch graphic designer Karel Martens is most strongly associated

with typography: He even developed his home country’s gold-standard master’s

degree program focusing on the discipline. But Martens isn’t just a serifs-and-

kerning guy: He works across video, installation and sculpture, too, having spent

nearly 60 years developing a practice that reflects his persistent inquisitiveness.

Starting this Sunday, Martens shares pieces — including an interactive video

installation, a modular wall-covering system and a kinetic clock sculpture — at his

first North American solo exhibition, hosted by P!, a project space on Broome Street.

(The Martens show kicks off P!’s final season of programming at the Chinatown

location, where it’s been based for five years; it’s planned to reopen in 2018 in a new

space.) But there are plenty of Martens’s trademark letterpress monoprints on view,

too; and before Martens touched down in New York, the artist gave T a preview.

Above, some of his colorful prints explained in his own words.

T Magazine Newsletter
Sign up for a weekly compendium of exquisite and exclusive fashion, design, food,

interiors and travel coverage.

“There are a few of these cards that I found in the 
same place. It’s a ‘specification card’ for income 
and expenditure. It makes me think of my father, 
who entered his costs into a similar ledger book 
every day. The card shows formal columns in 
combination with human handwriting. The print 

on it is very simple, just one metal shape repeated. 
I found that piece a while ago; it also has a kind 
of ‘list’ character, but from a different world than 
what’s in the card itself. The print was motivated 
by my curiosity to see the two things together.”
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“When I start printing every morning, very often I 
need something to get the feel for things by going 
from a known area to an unknown one. I often 
begin with a print like this, which is overprinted 
perhaps ten times in total. I cannot explain how I 
decide what’s next, which is the pleasure of making 

a print. This particular triangular combination is 
one that Maharam made a textile out of. So even 
though it’s an old form compositionally, in terms 
of color, it’s always different and surprising for 
me.”
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“This print with the twelve circles is the motif from 
the cover of my book, ‘Printed Matter’ (1996). 
It’s similar to the print before with the triangles: 
when I begin every morning, these are the kind 
of sheets that I start out with. Later on, I move to 
other prints. Perhaps it doesn’t take so much time 

in terms of how long I actually print it, but it takes 
a long period of time because each piece lays there 
for while, and I work on it while moving between 
other prints. After days or months or years, there 
is a moment when the print becomes OK, and it 
doesn’t need any more: Then it’s finished.”
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“The white on the right-hand circle is printed 
perhaps seven times, until it gets really white. 
And the blue is printed with a white on top of it, 
but that looks gray, because it’s only overprinted 
two times. In offset printing, this effect is almost 
impossible, but you can do it in letterpress if you 
repeat it many times using opaque ink. It was my 

intention to take the closed yellow circle and make 
an opening in it. By overprinting the white ink, 
it becomes the same ‘color temperature’ as the 
background, matching the white color of the card. 
And then the yellow dot pops out — a surprise 
that you can’t plan for. Perhaps this is the best 
motivation to make work.”
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“This one is black and white. It’s printed twice with 
the black and then several times with white on 
top. Color is an intriguing thing. The archetypical 
colors are for me the primary colors, because you 
can make all other colors with them. I typically 

start with color. But sometimes, I prefer black; 
it’s all the colors at once and has such a strong 
presence. I have been planning to make more 
black-and-white prints in the future.”
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