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Self-taught designer produces widely recognized

signs
Submitted by Anonymous on Wed, 09/10/2008 - 08:37

By: Hannah Disch

Cary Sign and Glass Studio is celebrating 30 years in business. Susan Cary started the business in 1978 after graduating

from Southern Illinois University with a degree in graphic design. 

"I really didn't want to sit behind a desk every day," Cary explains. "I wanted to do something with my hands and so I

bought a little book for $15 and I taught myself how to make sandblasted redwood signs."

Cary started out doing everything herself - selling, designing, making and installing the signs on her own - until it got to the

point where she simply couldn't do it all anymore. She started hiring part-time employees, and progressed to hiring her first

full-time employee almost 20 years ago. 

Currently Cary's "number one employee" is Kate Alt. Alt has a degree in sculpting from the Milwaukee Institute of Art and

Design and is in charge of all fabrication and installation work at Cary Sign. Says Cary, "She has brought some incredible

skills to Cary Sign, and I'm so thrilled to have Kate working for me."

Over the last 30 years Cary's business has changed quite a bit. She no longer makes sandblasted redwood signs,

preferring to use a synthetic material for signs with a similar look. Cary Signs creates not only a wide variety of signs, but

many other things as well, including architectural elements and decorative pieces such as etched glass. They also offer

graphic design services for logos, promotional pieces, etc. Prices range from a couple hundred dollars for a simple banner

or some window lettering to maybe $10,000 for a neighborhood entry sign where the project may include design,

installation and stonework. 

"There is a lot of work involved in making signs," says Cary. "It can be a very challenging business because everything we

do is custom. We don't mass produce more printed types of things. Everything is made only for that one person and

everything is different. There are some standardized techniques and materials, but every sign is unique and made different

than the other sign that was just made the day before."
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Cary feels that a really good sign needs to start with an excellent and solid design. Typically she will meet with a potential

customer at no charge and get an idea of what type of sign they are looking for, information about their business, and what

their budget is. Then she'll put together a design idea, usually including an image of the sign design superimposed over a

photo of the installation site to give a good idea of what the sign will look like when it's in place. A lot of times, she says,

people don't really know what they want and they don't really have a budget or any idea how much signs cost.

"We need to always do a little bit of education for people to give them a sense of how much this is an investment," Cary

says. "A sign is usually something that people will keep for 10 to 15 years or more depending on the type of business they

have and the type of sign they purchase."

One of Cary Sign's brochures starts out by saying, "You many not know us, but you know our work." If you've spent any

time driving around the Madison area, this is certainly true. They've created several large university crests for the UW and

all of the signs for the three Great Dane brew pubs in Madison. They've also done work at Hilldale Mall, including work for

Ananda Salon and the new Pasqual's. In the Oregon area, Cary Signs has designed the Welcome to Oregon sign, signs for

Autumn Woods and Krenz Engineering, and window lettering for Firefly Coffeehouse. In the last 30 years they've designed

neighborhood signs, golf course signs, farm signs and much much more. 

For a number of years, Cary traveled around the country exhibiting at a number of trade shows, mostly horse shows.

Although she doesn't travel to shows anymore, Cary Sign still exhibits at the World Dairy Expo and the Midwest Horse

Fair. Because of this, they have customers all over the world. They have a couple of customers in Japan, milk producers,

that call every couple of years and order a sign, usually to give as a gift to one of their customers. Last year they shipped a

large sign to a dairy farm in Finland. Although Cary enjoys working with people nationally and internationally, the focus of

the business is in the Dane County area, as she prefers to work on a local level.

Business has been good, and Cary says she's enjoyed building signs that stand the test of time.

"We've always been able to keep pretty steady. Sometimes things get a little bit slow and sometimes we can't keep up

and that's just the nature of this business. I love what I do; I love my job. We just have a good time and try to make a living

and provide a good product for our customers, something that's going to last."
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