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“When editors want me to make a 
beautiful book they bring me an example 
from Editions Gallimard,” sighs Philippe 
Millot, the 36 year-old Parisian designer. 
Gallimard is famous for its use of Didot 
typeface and plain ivory covers with their 
simple borders featuring a thin black and a 
red line. But it’s because Gallimard publish 
all the great nineteenth century novelists—
Zola, Flaubert, Balzac et al—that the look is 
so revered. For the French that’s how a 
‘proper’ book should look. 
 
“But the Gallimard style wasn’t decreed by 
God!” Millot laughs. “It wasn’t God who 
said, ‘one sets out text like that’! Neither 
were Céline’s sentences 9cm long. Céline 
wrote on notebooks.” 
 
Millot might sound exasperated, but it’s 
precisely those constraints of culture, 
together with the rules of typography, that 
fascinate him. How can you create 
something new within established rules? 
How far do you respect those rules, and 
when can you break them?  
 
Millot has certainly earned the right to 
transgress; not only did he study under two 
giants of postwar French graphic design 
and typography, Rudi Meyer and Jean 
Widmer, both of whom were taught in the 
traditions of ‘Swiss School’ functionalism; 
but for the last seven years he’s also been 
teaching graphic design and typography 
in France’s leading school of decorative 
arts, the Ecole Nationale Supérieure des 
Arts Decoratifs, or ENSAD, in Paris. At the  
 
 

 
same time, he’s been quietly winning 
prizes such as the STD Award and the 
Grand Prix ADC for his book designs for 
publishers such as ADPF – the Association 
pour la Diffusion de la Pensée Française (a  
sort of French version of the British Council), 
Radio France, and Editions Cent Pages, a 
hip literary publisher of small pocket books. 
 
For Millot, typography is the starting point 
in any piece of graphic design; it’s the first 
indication “of whether a piece of work has 
any value.” One main interest is it’s 
paradoxical quality of anachronism; “If I 
dressed like Louis IV, everyone would laugh 
at me; my neighbours would say I was 
crazy. But if I use an alphabet that was 
designed 400 years ago, it doesn’t bother 
anyone.” It’s possible to create modern 
work with a sixteenth-century typeface, he 
explains, while at the same time avoiding 
‘trendiness’–or ‘hype’, as the French tend 
to put it. “I’m not interested in the ‘new.’ I 
don’t even know what it means. Originality 
is what interests me.”  
 
Perhaps one of the most striking things 
about Millot’s work is its subtlety. When so 
much design these days is noisy and 
attention seeking, it’s refreshing to find 
someone who has the confidence to 
operate on a quieter register, allowing his 
audience to discover things gradually, 
perhaps only on a third or fourth 
encounter with his work; he loves the idea 
of readers discovering things for 
themselves. In a recent project for the 
university of Tourcoing he used a type of 



thermal ink to print a giant 6 on the cover. 
If you happen to rub the 6, part of the 
Rolling Stones‘ Let it Bleed cover briefly 
appears, like a ghostly vision, before 
fading back into black. The technique was 
a mischievous way around the client’s 
opposition to his original plan to use the 
Stones’ Lips symbol.  
 
His first consideration in the creation of any 
book is that it’s easy to read; “If I buy a 
good baguette,” he explains, “I have 
pleasure in eating it. If I buy a book, I have 
pleasure in reading it. I can have pleasure 
in looking at it and touching it too–but that 
doesn’t stop the fact that I want to read it, 
that I’m a reader.” A book designer, 
therefore, is obliged to make himself 
almost invisible. “I want people to 
recognize my work, but I want the reader 
to forget me as quickly as possible. It’s true 
that I’m there to give a first impression, but 
if the reader says ‘Oh là là Philippe! Ah, 
oui, bravo!’ on every page…no, it’s not 
possible. I don’t want that.” Millot’s 
discretion even extends to his identity, 
choosing to be credited in his work as the 
rather enigmatic S.P. Millot. 
 
Many of his stylistic traits are a reflection his 
consideration for the reader, such as a 
taste for natural white paper rather than 
glaring bleached white–or his preference 
for a more ‘English’, narrower typeface, 
which he considers easier to read.  He 
complains about the French model of 
keeping lots of space between words. “I 
detest that. It’s white, but not clearer. On 
the contrary, it’s more grey; I can’t 
understand what’s happening on the 
page.” Even his preference for placing 
text high on the page, “like washing on a 
line” and close to the spine, but with 
broad margins to the side and at the 
bottom, is as much about “leaving a 
space for the thumb” as elegant 
proportions and the balance of white 
space and text. 
 

Despite his own rigorous emphasis on 
clarity and the crisp modernist heritage of 
his mentors, Millot’s work isn’t coldly formal. 
In fact it’s suffused with a gentle humour 
and a love of visual metaphors, tiny details 
that whisper their presence, and an 
appreciation of the physicality of books 
that borders on the poetic.  For Millot, an 
important measure of a project’s success 
is, “Is the book ‘here’? Does it have a 
presence?”  
 
Opening the pages of a book on French 
and Chinese literature created for the 
ADPF, the design could almost be 
considered conservative until you 
encounter a wiggling, luminous orange 
line which dances across the pages, visible 
several pages deep through the semi-
transparent paper, like veins beneath skin. 
The line is a reference to the Great Wall of 
China – Millot has traced its outlines from a 
map. But he takes the metaphor further 
with the number of pages on which the 
motif appears corresponding to the 
number of kilometers to which the wall 
extends.  
 
For his books for Editions Cent Pages, the 
edges of the pages have been dyed 
crimson. The slightly porous soft white 
paper has soaked up the ink, a bit like 
when lipstick bleeds on a woman’s lips. It’s 
a mesmerisingly lovely detail and you can 
be absolutely sure it’s no serendipitous 
accident; nothing in the creation of a 
Millot book is ignored or left to chance, 
from his use of blue glue, a ‘signature’ of 
his, to questions of how weighty the book 
feels. I wouldn’t be surprised if he sniffs the 
ink to make sure it has the right smell.  
 
The life of a graphic designer can very 
quickly get a little intense; it’s all too easy 
for things to get out of hand when you 
spend all day fiddling with your letter-
spacing. I suspect Millot is saved from 
nerdy introspection or airy self-indulgence, 
not only by the oxygen of teaching, but by 



having five children aged between 3 and 
14. Perhaps that’s a contributing factor to 
why his work is so good–although often 
exquisite, it remains purposeful and 
grounded. ‘To do beautiful work I have to 

convince my clients but sometimes they 
convince me of things too’. 
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