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T H E  N E W  R U L E S  O F  D E S I G N

Jessica HiscHe draws letters for a living. But hers isn’t any old font shop: By her hand, 
script can be slinky and sexy; blocky and bossy; or celebratory, a little tipsy. Hische has 
composed designs for newspapers (the New York Times, the Wall Street Journal, the Wash-
ington Post), magazines (the Atlantic, Forbes, O, California Sunday), corporations (Star-
bucks, Nike, Google), and cultural influencers like Dave Eggers, Wes Anderson, and 
Beck—even POTUS himself. But despite being among the most in-demand letterers of 
her generation, the 31-year-old remains democratic in her work. “I used to do book covers 
for romance novels,” she says, grinning. “I’d be lettering above a painting of two people 
seducing each other, and I’d be like, ‘This is the absolute best job.’” 

Hand lettering—transforming text into art—has undergone a renaissance in the past 
decade, due in part to Hische’s evangelizing. The self-described “super-extrovert” with a Mon-

Even typography 
can have  
sex appeal

roe piercing, side-swept bangs, and 
a “Type” tattoo swirling across her 
inner arm has become a rock star of 
the craft, hosting workshops, blog-
ging feverishly, and presenting at 
up to 20 web and illustrator confer-
ences a year. “When I first started 
out, I didn’t even know lettering 
was something you could do for a 
living,” she says. “The more jobs I 
got, the more I was like, ‘I need to 
tell everyone about this.’” 

Hische got her start working for 
legendary New York graphic 
designer Louise Fili by day and 
freelancing by night from 7 p.m. to 
2 a.m. She introduced her own 
website, the Daily Drop Cap, for 
which she drew one new letter of 
the alphabet in an original type 
style every day. Eventually she 
completed the alphabet a dozen 
times, garnering a devoted online 
following in the process. “I had 
amassed this enormous portfolio 
by the time I was 24,” she recalls. 

In 2011, Hische launched her 
own business, Title Case, in a Mis-
sion studio that she shares with 
illustrator Erik Marinovich. Her 
strategy, she says, is to be an “in-
betweener,” working simultane-
ously on tech company branding, 
gift and greeting cards, book cov-
ers for writers like Eggers and 
Elizabeth Gilbert, and typefaces 
for filmmakers. (She named her 
Moonrise Kingdom font Tilda, after 
the inimitable Swinton.) “It’s as 
fun for me to do a cheesy ad cam-
paign as some sexy, highbrow edi-
torial job,” she says.  

With last month’s release of her 
first book, In Progress, and the 
arrival of her first child, Ramona, 
five months ago, this year has 
been a particular boon for Hische. 
In an expensive, startup-driven 
city, successful freelance artists of 
her ilk are becoming a rarity. 
“Tech companies are offering 200 
grand a year and kick-ass benefits 
and unlimited fuck-around time—
that can be hard to resist to run a 
small studio and struggle to pay 
your $3,000 rent,” she says. “But 
what I’ve found is that everyone is 
so hungry for people who are not 
in tech.” For once, the companies 
are clamoring not for coders, but 
for an independent artist wielding 
a pencil and a sketchbook. L.m.

Recent projects by hand 
letterer Jessica Hische: 
the cover of Beck's sheet 
music collection, Song 
Reader; titles for the Wes 
Anderson film Moonrise 
Kingdom; and Hische’s 
own behind-the-scenes 
book, In Progress 
(Chronicle Books).
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Jessica Hische at her Mission studio, Title Case
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as Bay area Housing grows ever scarcer, the traditional backyard is becom-
ing a disposable luxury. Space-crunched homeowners are converting their 
unused sheds and garages into tiny, Airbnb-friendly lodgings. “The trend is 
in making your guesthouse as small as possible,” says architect Julie Dowl-
ing of Dowling Studios. “It’s less complicated, requires less maintenance, 
and lends this interesting, jewel box quality.” Eric Haesloop of Turnbull Grif-
fin Haesloop Architects recently demolished the detached garage behind his 
own 1908 Berkeley home to build this sun-flooded 432-square-foot cottage, 
which includes a compact bathroom, kitchen, bedroom, and living room. 
“We’re used to doing bigger residential projects,” he says, “but there’s a cer-
tain art to going small.” Ian Read of Medium Plenty went even smaller, 
replacing an Oakland client’s shed with a 370-square-foot guesthouse, com-
plete with a Murphy bed and sliding glass doors that open to a backyard deck. 
With the benefit of generous windows and ample skylights, such makeshift 
studios feel surprisingly spacious. Though Haesloop currently rents his cot-
tage to Berkeley postgrads, “My rent-strapped kids will be eyeing it in a year 
or two,” he predicts. 

500 square feet is plenty
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Guesthouse, Berkeley. Turnbull Griffin Haesloop arcHiTecTs
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