
He’s painted signs from San Francisco to Marrakesh, 

has a weakness for gold leaf and won over his latest 

client with a minor act of vandalism. Today, lettering 

artist Ged Palmer is dragging sign painting into the 

21st Century by its paint-flecked collar. Just don’t call 

him a master of the craft.   

 

 

G R E A T N E S S  W I T H 

A  B R U S H

It’s hotter than late September 
has a right to be. Outside a small 
restaurant in the backstreets 

of Soho, the thrum of activity 
shakes the stifling late morning 
lull. Ged Palmer is perched atop a 
ladder. A steady stream of tradesmen 
breaks beneath his sneakered feet, 
flowing through the narrow door of 
the restaurant. It’s a little more than 
a day from opening night and the 
mood is inching towards frantic. 
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G E D  P A L M E R

I’ve arrived to find Ged hard at 
work. Above my head, he nods 
a greeting and dips a slender 
paintbrush in a Dixie cup of 
viscous orange paint, wiping 
the excess on the waxen curve 
of the paper lip. His hands are 
stained. Steady. With precise, 
rhythmic strokes, he licks 
paint slickly across the rough 
brickwork. As his paint runs 
dry, he clambers back down 
and joins me at street level. 

Ged cuts a dash in flat cap, 
worn Dockers and a navy 
Harrington embroidered with 
the logo of his business, The 
Luminor Sign Co. Folding his 
arms across his chest, he looks 
up critically at a morning’s 
work. ‘What do you think, does 
it look good?’ he asks, catching 
me off guard. I say something 
about it being beautiful. And it 
is. His hand-painted lettering 
for flourishing independent 
restaurant chain, Breddos, has 

a raw aesthetic pulled straight 
from the streets of Ciudad 
de México: a simplicity that’s 
utterly authentic. He relishes 
recounting how he booked the 
job. A couple of months ago, 
he was having dinner with the 
restaurant’s owner. ‘He was 
talking to me about all the sign 
painting he’d seen in Mexico,’ 
he explains. ‘All that backstreet, 
naïve, slightly quirky stuff.’ But 
what the restaurant designers 
had drafted was very modern. 

‘I had a wax pencil with me so 
I just sketched “mezcal” in a 
script on the window next to 
us.’ The owner hired him on 
the spot. 

I’ll quickly learn that this is 
Ged all over. His confidence 
is exceeded only by his ability 
with a paintbrush. But today, 
time is short and there’s work 
to do. I leave him to his letters 
and wade off through the thick 
autumn air. We will meet again. 



G E D  P A L M E R

It’s a week or so later. Evening 
has fallen on Bethnal Green. 
I step through the doorway to 
The Luminor Sign Co, a bell 
chiming my arrival. Shona, the 
studio manager, welcomes me 
from behind stacks of papers 
and pots of pencils. She stifles 
a yawn and flicks aside a stray 
curl that has sprung loose and 
drifted across her forehead. 

At a cluttered desk, pencil in 
hand, Ged is quietly absorbed 
in sketching a series of delicate 
logotypes. His studio is an 
explosion of shapes, colours and 
letterforms of every description. 
Gilt mirrors butt up against 
thickly lacquered shop signs. 
Sho’ cards splashed with 
vibrant, hand-lettered slogans 
cover every wall, touting used 
cars and fresh bananas. Books 
about typography fill every 
shelf. Ged smiles and beckons 
me over. He’s ready to talk. 



G E D  P A L M E R

‘A good piece of design doesn’t 
need explaining.’ Ged looks 
squarely at me from behind 
scuffed clubmaster glasses and 
cracks a grin. ‘You can’t get too 
chin-scratchy about a “Beware 
of the Dog” sign, you know? It 
says beware of the dog on it… so 
beware of the dog, haha!’ There’s 
something magnetic about 
this talented and ambitious 
young man. It’s fair to call him 
a pragmatist: it’s part of his 
charm. He describes himself as 
a sign painter, a lettering artist 

and a tradesman. That his work 
is beautiful, there is no doubt. 
But it’s designed to do one 
thing: communicate. If he can 
convey a single message clearly 
and sell what his client has to 
offer, then he feels like he’s done 
his job. So, it’s function over 
form? ‘Yeah, definitely,’ he nods 
emphatically. ‘I don’t want to 
hold it up as some gallery thing. 
But that’s just me.’

Sparely dressed in a striped 
jersey and chinos, with 
traditional style tattoos 
scattered across his forearms, 
Ged belongs more to the docks 
than the gallery. As we talk, he 
continues to sketch. ‘One of the 
things that’s attractive about 
signwriting is that it’s a no 
bullshit form of design,’ he says, 
brushing graphite dust from his 
layout pad. ‘Don’t come to me 
with your Pantone colours and 

brand guidelines. It’s a fucking 
sign. Get it on there. Just throw 
yourself into it.’ And that’s 
exactly what Ged has done for 
the last decade. It’s a direct and 
unpretentious approach that 
appeals to more than a few 
brands and businesses. Today, 
he can count Nike, The Folio 
Society, London Zoo and many 
more on his prestigious client 
list. But to reach this point has 
been anything but easy. 

"One of the things that's attractive 

about signwriting is that it's a no 

bullshit form of design. Don't come 

to me with your Pantone colours 

and brand guidelines."
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“We all need a bit of 

direction from people. 

A bit of validation 

that we haven't steered 

completely off course.”

Reverence is a dead end. Keep 
your heroes at arm’s length 
and you’ll learn nothing of 
how they achieved greatness. 
Fortunately, Ged has never 
been shy of seeking inspiration 
at its source. Starting out, he 
crossed oceans, crashed on 
sofas and stuck both feet firmly 
between door and jamb to learn 
from the masters of design, 
typography and sign painting. 
In New York, he tracked down 
Jon Contino and Louise Fili, 
thrusting his work under their 
noses and asking for guidance. 
Back home in the UK, he was 
mentored by illustrator Tom 
Lane and spent a couple of years 
in his basement learning the 
rudiments of hand lettering.  
James Cooper of Dapper Signs 
was the first to drag him up a 
scaffold. He put a paintbrush 
in his hand and changed the 
way he worked forever. But it 
was in Berkeley, California, 
looking out west across the 
wide bay of San Francisco, that 
Ged experienced something 
of an epiphany. Under the 
tutelage of Derek McDonald of 
Golden West Signs, he spent a 
month learning the truth about 
the life of a professional sign 
painter. He slept in the shop, 

worked his fingers bloody and 
came away a man transformed. 
‘When you can speak to other 
people who’ve gone down that 
road, it makes more sense,’ he 
explains. ‘We all need a bit of 
direction from people. A bit 
of validation that we haven’t 
steered completely off course.’

Today, Ged has come full 
circle, becoming an inspiration 
for aspiring craftsmen and 
designers. An outspoken 
advocate for sign painting and 
craft in general, he has attracted 
over 100,000 Instagram 
followers by doing little more 
than showcasing his beautiful 
hand-painted pieces and the 
skills that go into creating 
them. He’s painted signs for 
a Parisian cafe and a hotel in 
Marrakesh. He may be a very 
busy man, but when it comes 
to talking about signwriting 
and typography, Ged has all of 
the time in the world. ‘I’m not 
going to be guarded about these 
techniques,’ he says, dismissing 
the notion with a shrug. ‘Let’s 
share them. Let’s keep them 
going. The more people doing 
it, the better.’ After all, there’s 
no better way to lead than 
by example. 
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The sign man is a rare bird. In 
the golden era of the mid 20th 
Century, they were skilled 
designers, illustrators and 
lettering artists. Their home 
was the draftsmen’s table, the 
street and the scaffold. With 
brush in hand, they shaped the 
cultural identity of the growing 
urban sprawl, returning home 
with paint on their boots. 
Surrounded by Ged’s exquisite 
hand-lettered creations, you 
wouldn’t know it was a trade 
almost lost to history. But in 
the 1980s, the vinyl plotter 
gutted the industry. Today, it’s 
craftsmen like Ged preserving a 
world of rare materials, sublime 
techniques and exquisite 
complexity: abalone and gold 
foil applied gently by work-
worn fingers.  

“There's more than a lifetime's work 

in calligraphy, lettering and sign 

painting. You open a Pandora's box 

with any one of those things.”

Ged winces. I’ve made the 
mistake of calling him a 
master craftsman to his face. 
He disagrees. And it’s nothing 
to do with false humility. ‘The 
wonderful thing is that there’s 
always something new to learn,’ 
he says. ‘You learn about a 
gold-leaf technique and then 
there’s acid etching, silvering 
of glass and glue chipping. It 
just blows your mind.’ This is 
the stuff of dreams for Ged. 
His appetite for learning more 
about his craft is remarkable. 
The only thing that worries him 
is the impossibility of knowing 
everything. ‘I just think there’s 
more than a lifetime’s worth of 
work in calligraphy, lettering 
and sign painting,’ he explains. 
‘You open a Pandora’s box with 
any one of those things.’

There’s beauty in imperfection. 
Despite Ged’s assertion that 
a good sign painter leaves his 
personality at the bottom of 
the ladder, it’s impossible not 
to see the character of the artist 
leaping from the letters. A hand 
painted sign is as unique as a 
fingerprint, as personal as DNA. 
Ged’s own style in infused with 
the passion and irreverence of 
the man himself. ‘The charm 
of a painted sign is that it looks 
like paint,’ he says, levelly. ‘It’s 
got a bit of a wobble to it.’ For 
Ged, there’s great freedom 
to be found in embracing 
irregularity. Surrounded by his 
stunning handiwork, it’s easy to 
see the appeal. 
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Never have we known so little 
about the things that make our 
lives comfortable. Ask us to 
stitch a hem, raise grain or heat 
our homes and most of us would 
come unstuck instantly. But in 
the workshops and warehouses 
of East London, people are 
rediscovering the trades and 
techniques that put food on 
our tables and roofs over our 
heads. Alongside The Luminor 
Sign Co, a wave of independent 
businesses are flourishing, with 
skilled young furniture makers, 
brewers and butchers restoring 
life to crafts long diminished. 
It’s more than mere nostalgia. 
An increasing clientele seems 
to indicate that people are 
simply tired of flat-packed 
furniture that falls apart and 
food that tastes of nothing but 
the chemicals that keep it fresh. 
Ged is cautiously optimistic. 
‘From my perspective, it would 
be easy to say that people 

really do want something more 
tangible, because that’s my 
kinda vibe,’ he says. ‘I think 
that people are aware that if 
you spend even just a tiny bit 
more on something half decent, 
like a good piece of furniture 
rather than getting your sixth 
IKEA futon that falls apart in 
six months, then it’s probably 
a good idea… I don’t know if 
that’s a return to craft though.’ 
As a man dedicated to a trade 
that takes years to perfect, 
he knows that he’s taking a 
gamble. But for Ged, the logic 
of it is as clear as a well painted 
sign. ‘You see it in architecture, 
in industrial design, in 
furniture, in fashion. Things 
being built, things being torn 
down. But the good things that 
are built stay up.’ It’s a fair bet 
that Ged’s signs will still look 
freshly painted long after the 
cheap plastic alternatives are 
cracked and peeling. 

The swell of dissatisfaction 
with mass-produced goods goes 
beyond a desire for quality. 
Mechanisation stole the plough 
from our hands, now it’s 
destroying our environment. 
‘We can’t continue to cheaply 
make things at the rate that 
we are, given the amount 
of resources we have on the 
planet,’ Ged says, clearly 
troubled. ‘The vinyl sign is a 
tiny little example of a wider 
thing. It’s all about the rate of 
consumption. If you’re going 
to start a pop-up shop, why’re 
you going to spend thousands 
of pounds on your signs? You 
wouldn’t, right?! Everything 
is turned over so fast in so 
many walks of life.’ Preserving 
our traditional crafts is deeply 
connected to saving the world 
we inhabit. By returning to a 
more local way of life, we can 
go some way in shaping a future 
worth living. 

“We can't continue to cheaply make 

things at the rate that we are, given 

the amont of resources we have on 

the planet.”
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‘I think we’re just getting 
started putting down roots. 
Ironing out the creases.’ 

Slowly but surely, Ged is making 
his mark on this city he calls 
home. Paint box tucked under 
one arm and ladder slung over 
the other, he’s painting East 
London beautiful one façade 
at a time. ‘Community, man, 
that’s the thing,’ he enthuses. 
‘Not every local shop can afford 
the gold leaf version, but if they 
want a quick window splash or 
something, I hope I can like 
get down there and make it 
happen.’ Each gilded mirror, 
every hand-painted placard is a 
small victory for a slower, more 
considered way of working. 
But there are still challenges 
to overcome. 

Even with the diary fully booked 
for the next three months and a 
reputation that grows daily, the 
future of the Luminor Sign Co 
is anything but certain. Simply 
put, the odds are stacked 
against the small business. Ged 
puts the fault squarely at the 
feet of the government. ‘They 
hike business rates for small 
businesses but they don’t tax 
corporate giants?’ he snarls. 
‘What the fuck’s up with that?!’ 

But Ged knows his position 
is comparatively enviable. 
Our capital fosters creativity 
and nurtures skill, but it’s the 
exception to the rule. ‘I think 
what you see when you go to 
small market towns and other 
places in the UK is a real loss of 
the high street,’ he sighs. He’s 
a child of rural England and 
knows these towns well. That’s 
why he’s fierce in defence of 
those niche London businesses 
vilified by the communities 
they’re trying to enrich. ‘People 
will hate on a cereal café or a 
cat café, but would you rather 
that it was all just Costa, Costa, 
Costa? Or Amazon drones 
delivering shit?! When you 
can’t even go to a local shop 
to buy something or talk to 
somebody? It’s a real fucking 
thing man…’ It’s the small 
businesses that give a town its 
character. Lose them and we 
lose a part of ourselves. 

“People will hate on a cereal café or 

a cat café, but would you rather it 

was all Costa, Costa, Costa?”



G E D  P A L M E R

The sun has long since set and 
the shop is minutes away from 
closing. As our interview draws 
to an end, Shona brings over 
a large brown envelope and 
hands it to Ged. It’s full of 
photographs. I ask him what 
they are. ‘Just some snaps from 
my dad’s Rolodex camera,’ 
he says. ‘Do you want to have 
a look?’ He passes me the 
contact sheet. The thumbnails 
show recent shots of Ged and 
a friend standing proudly in 
front of a freshly painted shop 
sign. His dad was a professional 
photographer and gave him 
the camera when he retired. 
‘It’s just down here,’ he says, 
leaning over and taking the 
small, boxy camera from a desk 
drawer and fondly turning it 
over in his hands. ‘It’s a super 
rad little thing, man. It takes 
such cool photos.’

Ged’s dad has been a huge 
influence throughout his life. 
When Ged was a child, he’d 
take him on shoots to show 
him what it meant to make 

a living from creativity. ‘Dad 
was always encouraging me to 
look at things and analyse them 
and use my imagination,’ he 
explains. ‘I did a lot of carrying 
camera kit and sweeping leaves 
out of shot. But he’d also say, 
look at this – what do you 
think of this angle?’ At home, it 
was his Dad who nurtured his 
innate curiosity ‘I remember 
he asked me to draw what I 
thought a flower would look 
like when it bloomed.’ This gave 
him an early understanding 
of the importance of strong 
role models. Now he’s passing 
on the lessons he learned 
from those who’ve shaped his 
identity. ‘Everyone I’ve met 
who’s really affected my life and 
work was just giving someone 
who’s trying to learn what 
they do the time of day.’ I ask 
Ged what he thinks the most 
important characteristics are 
for a craftsman. ‘Just kindness 
and humility,’ he says. ‘I don’t 
know if I’m that humble but I 
try to be.’ 

“I remember Dad asked me to draw 

what I thought a flower would look 

like when it bloomed.”
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Finally, Ged puts down his 
retractable pencil and holds up 
his logotypes for inspection. 
He seems pleased. And that 
means it’s time to go. I say my 
goodbyes and Shona locks the 
door behind me. As I step out 
into the evening air, the lights 
blink off and I can just make 
out the dim figure of Ged 
pulling the shutters across the 
window. But he’ll be back again 
tomorrow before the sun rises, 

painting light and life into the 
city. For all of his success, he’s 
still driven by a desire to be 
better and achieve more. As 
he so characteristically puts 
it, ‘If you don’t have some of 
those feelings of like “what the 
fuck am I doing?!” then you’re 
probably not doing it right. 
Hahaha…’
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