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How have formal regulations and informal everyday 
practices shaped vernacular sign-making in public space, 
and how do these signs function as an unofficial archive 
of otherwise undocumented social life?
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The Material and Social Information Held by Street Signs
	

Here is one of my 
own photos, taken in 
Berlin, DE, 2025. The 
sign  stood out to me 
for exactly the reason 
detailed in the podcast 
transcript. There was 
so much personality 
and electricity behind 
the sign. There is so 
much information we 
can glean from the way 
it was made and the 
materials that were 
used , that it in effect 
becomes an archival 
object.

For the past few years, I have been documenting street signs that catch my eye, from 
DIY stickered window fronts and rough paint jobs to weathered, sun-bleached, and 
ripped posters. What attracts me to the semiotics of the street is the information the 
signs hold, beyond their letterforms. In this collage essay, I explore the types of in-
formation stored in public signage and the social and material influences that affect 
how knowledge is produced and preserved. What determines the shape that an archive takes? 
I pair this investigation with my personal photo archive, influenced by my own background as a 
German-Ukrainian, raised in the UK, who has studied in the Netherlands and now finds herself 
studying in Finland. 
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The images below were taken in:
1. The Hague, NL, 2024
2. Heidelberg, DE, 2025
3. Helsinki, FI, 2025
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1. Aachen, DE, 2024
2. Eberbach, DE, 2025
3. Helsinki, FI, 2025

Diana’s commentary from the 2024 Reader is relevant here. Typographic 
street signs made in informal ways capture and preserve the spirit of  
vernacular designers, who make up a large proportion of society, yet are 
not present in formal archives.
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It is interesting to note that streets work in 
different ways in different countries and 
contexts. In this article, it is detailed that 
‘spaces facilitate encounter[s] between peo-
ple’, which may be the experience in a city 
like The Hague, NL, where there is an inter-
national communal atmosphere, almost like 
a (very global) village. The experience may 
be different for Finnish people, for example, 
where social encounters such as small talk 
could be frowned upon. When we consider 
the street as an archive, absorbing rich en-
vironmental information, the architecture 
of the street as the space that contains said 
information can also have a huge impact on 
the content of the archive. 1. Basel, CH, 2025	          2. Leeds, UK, 2018



Unregulated Semiotics & Multimodal Ensembles	

2.I grew up 
in Leeds, 
visiting 
the market 
described 
in the text 
(Kirkgate Market). The 
semiotics of this pub-
lic space became very 
familiar over time, an 
assemblage of varying 
mismatched identities, 
together forming a 
depiction of the ethnic 
landscape of Leeds. 

The identities of mar-
kets also bring up the 
issue of class. Having 
the freedom to create 
signs on your own terms 
enables people with less 
power within society 
to express their needs 
and desires. In doing so, 
people who are gener-
ally not represented in 
society become a part of 
the fabric of the archive, 
eventually building a 
more representative 
documentation of our 
time, rather than simply 
representing the upper 
classes.

In this way, markets 
are a perfect jumble 
of ‘multimodal ensem-
bles’. When moving to 

the Netherlands to study, the Haagse Markt in the Hague became a familiar mismash of grass-
roots-shaped signage, people using the tools, materials and knowledge they have available to ex-
press whatever needs to be expressed. These can be seen in the images below, photographed 

in 2022. Even though here there were a different set of people, nationalities and 
cultural backgrounds compared to the market in Leeds, the visuals of the archive 
were familiar to me. When we pay attention away from the ‘centres of prestige’ we 
begin to notice shared mutually understandable visual languages on the margins.



We can learn a lot about the values of the people through the 
signs they make with the tools they know. At this store, the font 
was chosen because the owner liked that one the most. Paying 
attention to these informal design choices, we begin to access 
the vernacular archive, which documents further facets of
society, beyond the vacuum of a formal archive.

Personal images:
       The Hague, NL, 2022



The Street as a Vulnerable Archive:
 Imitation Infiltration
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The Street as a Vulnerable 
Archive:

 Top-Down Regulations

Even 
though the typograph-
ic wooden signs pre-1240 were burnt 
due to Tatar-Mongol invasions, 
through volatility and vulnerablity, 
the archive of the public space still 
finds ways to hold its space.  For 
example, the paper details graffiti 
on the walls of St. Sophia Cathe-
dral in Kyiv, which is still visible 
today, as seen by my personal photo. 
An important question to keep in 
mind here is how can we ensure the 
vulnerability of this public archive 
remains a positive, rather than a 
feature to exploit?

In conclusion, public space is a great environment for 
an archive to take shape in, for a multitude of reasons. It 
enables us to capture a larger picture of society, repre-
senting people from various backgrounds, rather than 
what the government, designers, archivists, and others 
in charge deem is valuable enough to be preserved in 
regular archives. Furthermore, the architecture of the 
street as a place that holds the archive enables further 
information to be stored within the archival object. De-
sign does not exist in a vacuum, so it seems reasonable 
that the archive would also contain information about 
what kinds of people interacted with the objects, left 
marks, or pasted over the objects.

However, we need to pay attention to the vulnerabilities 
present. Firstly, in imitation design that infiltrates archives, presenting itself as true depictions of 
the people. Secondly, in regulations imposed upon those creating. When regulations are imposed, 
creative expression is limited. When there is a lack of top-down regulations imposing restrictions 
on the creative freedoms of the people making them, the varying knowledge shared between dif-
ferent types of people is free to be represented in the form of sign-making.

Kyiv, UA, 2019
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