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A Manifesto for Visible Language 

Merald E. Wrolstad 

M ounting research evidence from the sciences, the huma nities, and the visual 
arts prompts this call for a reassessment of some of the basic opera ting principles 
of la nguage study. Linguistic research has not adequa tely clarified the relation-
ship among three components: our inner organization of language (comlang) 
and its expression as visible la nguage and as audible language . The visible a nd 
the audible la nguage systems are discrete; one sys tem cannot be interpreted in 
terms of the other , a nd it is not the fit between systems which is of firs t impor-
ta nce but how each operates independently. La nguage is of a piece with total 
huma n development. Research is repor ted which indicates that a closer affini ty 
exists between ma n's interna l information processing network and the visible 
la nguage system- both for the way we handle la nguage today and for the way 
in which our behavioral patterns were established during the origin and early 
developmen t of language. An appeal is issued for additional research a nd theory 
to study the cri tical issues. 

There is a doctrine within linguistics- and, indeed, in the considera tion 
of language in any discipline- which holds that the rela tionship between 
speech and la nguage is of a more fundamenta l nature tha n that between 
writing and language ; tha t speech must be viewed as the basic medium 
for the expression of human language. I argue that the central premises 
of this doctrine conflict with recent evidence both within language 
study and in areas which impinge on language study . To put it more 
positively: I am suggesting tha t writing-not speech- has been the 
mainstream of the historic development of language a nd remains the key 
to understanding man 's use of language for personal expression. 

There are, of course, weak as well as strong interpretations of the 
primacy of speech position, and it is called into question by students 
of language from time to time.]. W . Firth, for example, has written : " It 
will be agreed tha t scientific priori ty cannot be given to spoken language 
as against written language, and I believe Bertrand Russell has some-
where said that we cannot even be sure in the dawn of humanity about 
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the precedence of written marks and spoken signs." 1 But the fact remains 
tha t the primacy of speech position is not seriously cha llenged wi thin 
contemporary linguistics, and its basic tenets continue to permeate most 
language-rela ted research both within a nd without the linguistic 
discipline. 

I a m also aware that others before me have made claims for the 
critical importance of the visual expression of language. Among French 
writers especia lly there has been a strong continuing interest in the 
relationship between the process of writing and the processes of meaning .. 
J acques Derrida in particular has cogently argued the theoretical basis 
for a general science of writing (Grammatology).2 His exposition- and 
refutation- of the primacy of speech position and his concept of writing 
as central not only to our understanding of language but also to the 
development of human thought have anticipated many of the ideas 
outlined here. 

In the th ird century Chinese calligraphers discovered the value of 
putting a stiff center beneath a soft covering in making their brushes. 
What appears to be missing in our attempts to delineate the relationship 
among language and speech and writing is the stiff center of research 
confirmation- a commitment to hypotheses and verification as a 
cooperative scientific effort. 

There are various reasons for this. There is, of course, much that we do 
not know. When we get down deep enough we are faced with two black 
boxes: the origin of language in history and the organization of language 
in our neurophysiological system. ( It may well be that what we end up 
wi th is one black box approached from different directions. ) But we are 
consoled with the belief that it is just a matter of years before the inner 
recesses of time and mind will be revealed to us. 

More to the point, much tha t we do know has not been incorporated 
into the concept of language research. The visual system of language is 
considered peripheral and of secondary importance- a surroga te of 
speech. Too many critical issues a re taken for granted or overly simpli-
fied- e.g., that what you are reading now is speech written down ; that 
grammar has its basis in the oralfa ural system; that early man spoke a 
proto-language before he wrote one. As a result, evidence on these issues 
accumula tes without being accommodated into an evolving concept of 
the entire process, and we are left with a distorted image oflanguage. 
There is a com promise of research ; the critical experimen ts are not 
performed. The state of mind is not properly challenged . 
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An adequate challenge of present assumptions can hardly be mounted 
in these few pages. All I can possibly hope to instill is what Charles S. 
Peirce has referred to as " the irrita tion of doubt." Given the entrench-
ment of the primacy of speech position, this is in itself a formidable 
undertaking a nd can only be approached by getting down to the basic 
issues on how language works and to the organizing principles of its 
over-all design. 

I believe the evidence is available, but we will have to look outside 
linguistics- to language-rela ted research in the traditiona l disciplines of 
the sciences, the humanities, and the arts. I take it to be the task of a n 
editor of an in terdisciplinary journal such as Visible Language to gather 
this evidence. This manifesto is the disti llation of the makings for a larger 
work that will more adequately treat the diverse and complex questions 
involved. Visible language has the advantage of being demonstrable in 
research literature, and many of these arguments would perhaps be better 
illustra ted than stated . M y emphasis on the words and ideas of others is 
for two reasons: they have already sharpened their own points, and they 
demonstrate again that the basic concerns of language research are too 
pervasive in humanistic research to be left to linguistics. 

Some of the new relationships being proposed here are displayed in the 
accompanying chart. As a continual reminder, I have found it useful to 
incorporate several new terms. A few additional comments may be 
helpful. 

"Verbal " should be interpreted as dealing with words, with no 
secondary special connection to audible language implied. 

"System" of language is used to stress the basic neurophysical separate-
ness of the two production/reception language processes. Basic to this 
manifesto is the uniqueness of the two language systems and their 
essentially parallel performance characteristics. 

"Visible" and " audible" are used to differentia te these language 
systems because the in teract ion point between the production and 
reception of each is the visible or audible word. And we must think in 
terms of a unified system for each- from organization in production 
com lang to reorganization in reception comlang. 

"Spauding" refers specifically to the reception of audible language, in 
order to satisfy the need for a more specific term than " listening"; it has 
a derivational link to sou nd and an a lliterative link to speech-cf. 
reading and writing. 
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Production 
of Language 

LANGUAGE 

V ISIBLE LANGUAGE 

AUDIBLE LANGUAGE 

Reception 
of Language 

Language. The means developed by man to communicate meaning 
through verbal expression. 

Comlang. The controlling processes involved in organizing the production 
and reception of verbal expression of meaning, including that part of 
language common to the language systems. 

Visible Language. The system developed to utilize the visual/tactile 
neurophysical processes for the production and reception of language. 
Also the manifestation of language in visible form . 

Audible Language. The system developed to utilize the vocal/auditory 
neurophysical processes for the production and reception of language. 
Also the manifestation of language in audible form. 



I. Language and M eaning. 

M y primary concern is not with the language/concept interaction, but 
several points have relevance to the development of my thesis. 

Language is only one of the processes developed by man to com-
munica te meaning. We can assume that since his earliest beginnings man 
has used every means at his disposal to express himself. We have to 
understand the natura l development of this complementa ry communica-
tion network both in our evolution and in our individual development. 
Each of these communication tools has i ts own strengths and its own 
weaknesses- i ts special function. We work out our stra tegies by recog-
nizing our own capabili ties in handling each of them. Language may 
reign supreme in many vital communication functions, but as Balzac 
noted , we are so constituted that we can withstand the most logical 
verbal a rgument but be swayed by a glance. 

Each of our communication processes utilizes a complex mixture of 
mental, physica l, and emotional factors. We can a lso assum e that since 
our earliest beginnings we have used every resource within us to perfect 
our com munication tools. One of the critical resources is creativity, not 
only that of the individual in his own social context, but also the sparks 
of genius that created language a nd moulded it into what Edward 
Stankiewicz has called "our most pervasive, versatile, and organizing 
instrument of communication. " 

Language is form , not content. M·eaning is the thread that holds all of 
our comm unication effort together. T he exact re la tion of la nguage to 
mea ning is an elusive, theoretical area. Somehow it seems that while 
meaning is in the language process it is not of the process. Meaning is not 
in the word- either wri tten or spoken- meaning is a matter of conven-
tion, as Lev S. Vygotsky a nd others have poin ted out. T he direct rela tion 
between the arbitrary sounds of speech and meaning has not been 
substanti ated . I will , however, consider possible implica tions of the early 
link between representation a nd visible language. While the meaning 
content has to be central, we a re here concerned with the relative 
efficiency of our comm unication forms. In language study we are dealing 
with the window, not the out-of-d oors. 

Thinking is basica lly a non-verba l ac tivity. It has been difficult for 
language theorists not to believe otherwise- including, for example, John 
B. Watson's assertion that "so-called thinking" is nothing more than 
minute, su b-vocal contractions of the muscles involved in the production 
of speech ; the Whorfian theory that we think in a language and that 
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language shapes what we think and perceive; a nd the Chomskyian th eory 
that there arc separate mental facult ies responsible for language. The 
visual artist would certainly ques tion the priority of verba l over non-
verba l access to our thinking processes; not being at home in the verbal 
a rena, the a rgum ent of his work far outweighs those who attempt to 
verbalize for him. And this is no chicken/egg problem. That early man 
required a mind to develop language seems a self-eviden t truth . Albert 
Einstein has reported for modern man : "The words or the language, as 
they arc wri tte n or spoken, do not seem to play any role in my mecha-
nism of though t. The physical en tities which seem to serve as elements in 
thought are signs and more or less clea r images which can be 'voluntarily' 
reproduced and combined . . .. The elements are, in my case, of visual 
a nd some muscula r type. Conventional words or other signs have to be 
sought for labor iously only in a secondary stage .... " 3 

Language can only approximate meaning. There is no unequivocal 
communication by language, or by any other of our meaning-transfer 
processes. " Wha tever we know abou t reality has been mediated, " Ulric 
:'\!eisser writes, " not only by the organs of sense but by complex systems 
which in terpret and reinterpret sensory information. The activity of the 
cogni tive systems result in~and is integrated with~the activity of 
muscles and glands that we call 'behavior. ' It is also partially~very 

partially~reAected in those private experiences of seeing, hearing, 
imagining, and thinking to which verba l d escriptions never do full 
justice. " 1 W c despair of language, beset by the frustrations of not being 
understood~you know~and~you know~not understanding. The 
whole thrust of ma n's development of la nguage a nd our competence to 
handle la nguage is to crea te the best possible communication tool. As we 
shall see, there are compelling a rguments to suggest that of the two 
language systems visible language is preeminently the better approxima-
tion tool to communicate meaning . 

In sum: language must be seen in proper perspective. It is time we 
reconsidered the linguistic ptolemaic system which supposes speech to be 
the fi xed center of our meaning-transfer universe, about which writing 
a nd language and a ll the other communica tion processes revolve. The 
verba l can only be fully understood in rela tion to the non-verbal. The 
audible can only be fully understood in relation to the visible. We need 
to ask the hard questions : How specia l is language? How basic is speech 
to the origin and development of the language process a nd our com-
petence to handle it ? 
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II. The Language Process 

At both ends of this com munication between us are concepts unformu-
lated in language-the things I want to express right now and things 
you will be able to grasp (right now! ) as a result of this \'erbal excha nge. 
I first have to get my ideas formulated into the English language and 
then expressed into the appropriate la nguage system. You have to be 
able to process this visible language expression, reformulate it into 
English and reconstruct the ideas- which can , at best, only be an ap-
proximation of what I have in mind. It is the layer upon layer of 
approximation that makes it a ll but impossible to overstate the com-
plexity of language. We like to believe that somehow, somewhere within 
these complexi ties lies a simple, logical design. 

Fof my purposes here I must keep the definition of"comlang" neces-
sarily vague. Leonard Bloomfield referred to " the inner goings on"; 
perhaps we should leave it at that. In using language we seem to tap 
some controlling system which helps organize our thinking- what we 
want to express- as well as how we verba lize it. Although the la nguage 
process is infinitely com plex, it is rule governed . Comlang must include 
the rules of grammar and our grasp of those rules. 

\Vhat universals there a rc in language must also be here. Although 
Frank Palmer points out tha t languages differ most in their grammatical 
structure, we assume that deep down there are similarities, that many 
characteristics of lang uage a re sha red. The conventions of language a re, 
however, interlocked with our boundless human crea ti,·ity. The fi nal 
reports a re still out on whether these shared characteristics relate to some 
innate aptitude to acqu ire the rules of language- a poten tial language-
or whether they migh t be, as George Miller has suggested, only what 
is easily learned. 

My concern is with the interrela tionship of parts of the language 
process and how these rel a tionshi ps developed. R ather than seeking to 
reinforce assumed connections between elements, I want to stress thei r 
autonomy. 

Perhaps the clearest evidence to support a distinction between com lang 
and the language systems has developed in brain damage research. 
Herbert Pilch has summarized this: " Linguistically, the distinction 
between aphasis and dysarthria pa ra llels the familiar dichotomies be-
tween langue and parole, form and substance, the -emic and the -etic 
levels. I t provides, in a sense, empirical confirmation for these theoretical 
dichotomies." 5 
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There are two points to emphasize here. First, comlang- our basic 
organization of language-handles language on an abstract level inde-
pendent of its expression in either of the language systems. Second, each 
of the language systems approach this basic control directly- through 
clear channels. 

Although we can hypothesize an independent comlang, there obviously 
has to be continuous interaction among the control center and the two 
performance systems. Edmund Leach points out: "The relation between 
the pattern of the shapes of the typewritten letters on this paper in front 
of me, and the shapes of the sound waves which I am imposing on my 
breath [as I ma ke this lecture] is extremely complicated, but it is 
certainly a discoverable systematic relationship, otherwise it would be 
quite impossible for the sound and the written line to be recognized as 
having the same m eaning. " 6 

I am assuming that this complicated but discoverable relationship is 
part of the organizing of language in the com lang control center. The 
point here is that we may be better able to sort out this relationship once 
we recognize that we have two distinct threads to disentangle, and that 
we need to know a good deal more about how each of these operates 
independently. 

Separation of the language systems and differentiation of their role in the 
language process will be the main concern of the balance of this paper. 
I will touch on two dimensions of their relationship : the synchronic, 
basically through the con trolling factor of distinct neurophysical systems 
and different roles in society; and the diachronic, from language origin 
to the implica tions of new electronic devices. There are two points in the 
establishment of the separation of visible language and audible language 
that should be kept in mind throughout: 

First: connections between the language systems- between reading 
and speaking or between speaking and writing, for example- are of 
secondary importance to the connection within each language system-
between writing and reading and between speaking and spauding, the 
problems of literacy and oracy. While we should not discount the ad-
vantages that a closer fit between la nguage systems has produced , these 
ad vantages are concerned a lmost entirely with la nguage acq uisition and 
language analysis- not with the efficiency of our accomplished per-
formance in either system. The difference between accomplished per-
formance in visible language- either writing or reading- a nd perform-
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ance during literacy acquisition or arrested performance for experimental 
research is the difference between an a irplane in flight and an airplane 
taxiing on the ground. There may be wheels to help the airplane get in to 
the air, but it is the flight characteristics which should concern us. And , 
as any pilot will te ll you , a n importa nt part of flight procedure is get ting 
the wheels retracted as quickly as possible. 

Second: we can neither adequa tely explain nor fully understand one 
language system in terms of the other. We must be careful to differentia te 
between research on the basic properties of language and research on the 
basic properties of ei ther of the two language systems. For various 
reasons, research on the basic organization of language is more typically 
carried out in the visible language system; communication about basic 
language research is almost exclusively carried out through visible 
language cha nnels. At the same time, an increasing amount of phono-
logical research is being conducted to find out how language works in 
the audible language system. H owever, linguists often fail to differentiate 
between wha t is being d iscovered about audible la nguage a nd what is 
directly applicable ( I ) to our understanding of com lang and basic 
language processing, and (2) to our understanding of how language 
works in the visible language system. Conversely, a ll that we know a bout 
language history is contained in visible language records. While these 
records contribute enormously to a better understanding of visible 
language and how our basic language organization evolved, our inter-
pretation of them as a udible language research is much less secure. 

I have elsewhere referred to visible language research as a n academic 
orphan. We have only ourselves to blame. A good deal of the problem is 
our acceptance of the control the primacy of speech position has managed 
to achieve in language study. Consider the effort spent in reading re-
search a lone on a ttempts to ra tionalize the forced fit between visible and 
audible la nguage performance . Although we march to the same drum-
mer, we deal with different dimensions, different equipment, different 
functions. And it is the differences which are critical to our under-
standing of the la nguage process. 



III. Our Neurophysiological Processing of Language 

The basic workings of the human brain are still an enigma. The under-
standing of the language processes presents perhaps the biggest current 
challenge to neuroph ysiological research. The specific correlates of 
language and of the language systems are unknown, and language is tied 
up in debates which still rage about such basic questions as whether our 
higher intellectual powers are the function of the brain as a whole or of 
specific parts of the brain. My concerns are more modest: Can we 
identify any evidence in what is being discovered about language in the 
neurophysiological system to warrant closer examination of the role 
played by visible language? 

~obcl La ureate Gunther Stent has pointed out that visual perception 
appears to be "a direct analogue to language." More specifically, "our 
visual perception of the outer world is filtered through a stage in which 
data are processed in terms of straight parallel lines, thanks to the way 
in which the input channels coming from the primary light-receptors of 
the retina are hooked up to the brain. This fact cannot fail to have 
profound psychological conseq uences; evidently a geometry based on 
straight parallel lines, and hence by extension on plane surfaces, is most 
immediately compatible with our mental equipment. It need not have 
been this way, since (at least from the neurophysiological point of view) 
the retinal ganglion cells could just as well have been connected to the 
higher cells in the visual cortex in a way that their concentr ic on-center 
and off-center receptive fields form arcs rather than straigh t lines. I f 
evolution had given rise to that other circuitry, curved rather than plane 
surfaces would have been our primary spatial concept." 7 

Stent did not make the connection to the language system he was 
using. Consider the pages of rows of essentially straight parallel lines on a 
plane surface your sensory equipment is now processing. We have only 
to look at the development of writing systems-contemporary or historic 
- to see the emphasis put on straight parallel lines. And to repeat Stent, 
it need not have been this way. 

That visual perception is a direct analogy to language lends support 
to the cognitive psychologists' contention that the linguistic and the 
perceptual channels share some high er cognitive level- a rela tion be-
tween language behavior and non-language perceptual behavior. C harles 
Osgood has suggesteq that if we are ever going to write anything produc-
tive about how people use language, "we must take into account two 
things: the prelinguistic development of both meanings and na tural 
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cognitive structures, and the continuous interaction between perceiving 
and sentencing in ordinary language use. " 8 

Cognitive psychology-and language research- is primarily interested 
in the inner, order-forming ccipacities of the human mind. It seems 
generally agreed that pattern recognition may be the key to understand-
ing the bra in's operation. As Rudolf Arnheim and others remind us, we 
owe a debt to gestalt psychology for emphasizing the importance of per-
ception of relations rather than absolute features. Jagjit Singh has 
pointed out that " in most natural languages ideas emerge not out of 
language symbols or words per se but out of complex pattems form ed by 
them."!l This is essentially why, after initial enthusiasm over compu ter 
analysis, automa tic translation of language has bogged down. A compute!" 
is still incapable of grasping the entire relevant concept of a language 
passage. 

Audible language involves a temporal pattern or sequence of sou nds. 
For example, certain types of discourse arc enhanced- varying in im-
portance in different languages- by a rhythmic temporal pattern. The 
audible language system is ideally eq uipped to handle time. \Vithin a 
continuous sound, for example, the ear can detect a break on ly 2 to 4 
milleseconds long. But the audible language system is not well equipped 
to handle space. We look to see where a sound is coming from. Roman 
Jakobson, among others, has pointed out that acoustic symbols deal 
preponderantly with time in contradistinction to visual symbols which 
deal mainly with space . 

Actually, visible language involves a spatial-temporal pattern; visual 
perception operates dynamically as both a space- and time-governed 
system. Spatial perception is dependent on the rapid eye movements that 
constantly take pl ace in normal vision- a sequential pattern of images-
which provide continual perceptual feedback. The eye is the on ly sense 
organ that can be called part of th e brain ; as J. J. Gibson has pointed 
out, " the brai n and the retina are in spatial and anatomical corre-
spondence wi th each other." 10 

The processing of language, then, involves both temporal and spatial 
pattern recognition. A. R. Luria provides evidence to indicate that 
spatia l organization may have the more direct tie to our basic organiza-
tion of language. In an interview on his research in neuropsychology, 
Luria reports: " As a result of our work with patients with localized 
lesions, \''C know the components of such complex psychological functions 
as reading, writing, problem-solving, and understanding of grammatical 
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constructions .. .. Neuropsychological analysis has shown that dis-
turbances of the lower parietal lobe (the cortica l basis of spatia l analysis 
and synthesis) lead to a loss of spatial orientation and the ability to count 
and to comprehend complex grammatical constructions. This means that 
these three different behaviors are all based on a single factor- simul-
taneous spa tial analysis." 11 

Consid er also a student learning to "diagram" a sentence, the 
lin guists' display of complex grammatical constructions, and the termi-
nology involved- left and right branching, etc. The poin t: grammar is 
spa tial ; visible la nguage is spatial ; audible language is temporal. 

Recent second thoughts abou t the implica tions for language from split-
bra in research also throw light on the role of spatial a nalysis and 
language. Early split-brain research suggested significant differences in 
right and left hemisphere function: the left or " dominant" hemisphere 
being the sca t of linguisti c, sequential processes (among others) and the 
right hemi sphere being involved in non-verbal, spa tia l concepts. This 
strict division now appears to be an over-simplification . 

In general , th e left hemisphere does appear to be dominant for speech 
expression, a nd the right hemisphere does appear to be dominant for 
spatia l relations, for simultaneous patterning, and for some fundamental 
\'isual processes. The right hemisphere is by no means unconcerned with 
language, however. Richard M. R esta k reports that " recent experimenta l 
data gathered by Eran Zaidel ... has now convincingly demonstra ted 
elabora te and complicated language performance by the adult right 
hemisphere .... The adult right hemisphere can read a nd follow instruc-
tions despite the inability of subjects to repeat them back, normally a left 
hemisphere fun c tion .... The discovery of language capacity in the 
adult right hemisphere calls for new consideration about hemisphere 
specialization. " 11 Consider Restak's use of the words "elaborate and 
complicated language performance" (in visible language in the right 
spatia l hemisphere) , and Luria's use of "complex gramatica l construc-
tions" (in the spatial center) . 

Michael S. Gazzaniga had earlier pointed out that many righ t hemi-
sphere fun ctions can go on " independently and largely outside the 
awareness of the left hemisphere. It can read , learn, remember, emote, 
a nd ac t all by itself. " l :l 

Other general findings arc emerging. A double-dominance model may 
more accurately reflec t the nature of hemispheric organization. As a 
general rule following brain damage, visible language performance seems 
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to be more persistent. This is related to the fact that visible language 
neurophysical activity seems to be more widespread through the brain, 
whereas audible language activity is relatively isola ted . Doreen Kimura 
suggests, " It may well be that the left hemisphere is particularly well 
adapted not for the symbolic function in itself but for the execution of 
some categories of motor activity that happen to lend themselves readily 
to communication. " 14 And our basic concern is the symbolic function-
the grammatical, spatia l organization of the complex forms of language. 

Perhaps as a side benefit from these recent discoveries future reporting 
of research will attempt to make a clearer distinction among language 
and the expression of language in the two language systems. One of the . 
reasons for the delay in establishing language functions in the right 
hemisphere was undoubtedly the confusion caused by interchangeable 
use of "speech" and " language" in the literature as well as failure to 
recognize visible language as a distinct language system. 

There is additional evidence from research on brain damage and 
dyslexia that visible language and audible language are handled dif-
ferently by the sensory system. Norman Geschwind , for example, con-
cluded tha t " the two processes have different neural mechanisms." 15 

Susanne Langer had earlier pointed out, " The eye and the ear make 
their own abstractions and consequently dictate their own peculiar forms 
of conception." 16 

Man has developed language to organize and express his deepest thinking 
and his innermost feelings. Language is of a piece with total human 
development. Given the apparent closer affinity of visible language to our 
basic processing of language and given the general property of our 
neurophysiological system to generate efficiencies and economic>, it 
becomes very difficult to imagine that the processing of visible language 
has to be filtered through or is governed by the audible language system. 
The facility, accuracy, precision, efficiency- name your language pro-
cessing yardstick- of our speaking ~nd spauding eq uipment are no ma tch 
for their writing a nd reading counterparts. Both the hand (especially 
the thumb) and the eye have a disproportiona tely la rger representa tion 
in the brain a rea . Vision is the domina nt and most sophisticated of our 
senses ; ninety percent of a ll information about the world comes through 
our eyes. If, indeed, language is the key to our human condition, would 
it have developed and would it be opera ted under the limitations or the 
audible language system a nd the constraints of its neurophysiological 
apparatus? 
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IV. The Perform ance of Language 

Without question, the issues involved in our inner organization of 
language in comlang are central , but language is-first a nd foremost- a 
communications tool. To understand the performance characteristic of 
the two language systems is to help clarify the deeper issues of language 
research. And we should keep in mind that while cognitive psychologists 
stress the inner order-forming capacities of the mind, most agree that the 
capacities a re developed only through involvement with the outer world. 

We are confronted at once by a basic misunderstanding that persists 
in resea rch and theory on language performance. I have indicated 
previously that the primacy of speech position implies that in one way or 
a nother, in one form or another, on one level or another the processing 
of our visible language performance requires the intercession of audible 
la nguage organization . On the assumption that this is the case, the first 
priority for past visible language research and theory has been to estab-
lish the fit between what Eleanor Gibson and Harry Levin have referred 
to as " the written sequences and the spoken language." Noam Chomsky 
has suggested that " the most direct contribution that contemporary 
linguistics can make to the study of literacy is clarifying the relation of 
the conven tiona! orthography to the structure of the spoken language. " 17 

T here are problems involved in maintaining this position. ( I) The lack 
of fit between our performance of audible language and visible language 
is well documented in the li terature. Frank Palmer, for example, has 
pointed out : " First it is important to realize that the spoken form and the 
written form of language are different. They are in some ways different 
languages and these differences can be brought out by carefu l linguistic 
investigation. " 111 (2) The lack of fit between our performance of audible 
language and our inner organization of language is equally well docu-
mented. Chomsky and Morris Halle, for example, have pointed out : 
" The primary linguistic data [i.e. , speech] are, in la rge measure, ill-
formed, inappropriate, and contrary to linguistic rule [my italics]. " 19 (3) 
Given the ineptness of most a udible expression of language, on what 
basis can we then project the ordcr-foPning capacity and control of our 
inner organization of language? Our e·.,idence of what fu ll language 
"com petence" might consist of it based on its manifestation in our visible 
expression of language. We may g rasp from audible language perform-
ance the need for inner language resources, but we will never know what 
man is full y capable of from a nalyses of natural speech performance. 

18 Visible Language X 1 Winter 1976 



Consider then: 

Audible language performance is a poor fit to visible language 
performance. 

Audible language performance is a poor fit to inner language 
organization. 

Visible language performance is an excellent fit to inner language 
organization. 

But how can this be? I f speech is primary, our innermost, basic language 
organization somehow must more closely represen t the structure of 
audible language. 

Voila: Visible language performance must be an excellent fit not to inner 
la nguage organiza tion directly but to a theoretical inner structure of 
audible language- which , in essence, should be identical to the inner 
organization of language. Visible language, it then develops, is not 
language at all; it is a surrogate of speech. Visible language becomes 
"second-order" mapping to the hypothetical inner organization of 
audible language, not to the inner organization of language per se- to 
which it alone is the near-perfect fit! 

The intricate ra tiona lization of this primacy of speech position is not 
the concern of this paper. In its place I am suggesting reconsideration of 
the basic issues involved . In terms of the processing of language and in 
terms of the origin and early development of language, our accomplished 
performance in every es tablished writing system- phonetic or non-
phonetic-maps directly to meaning. Further, our inner organization of 
language can more appropriately be called the structure of visible la n-
guage. The critical point here is the primacy of the visible la nguage 
system at the very heart of language organization. Fred Householder 
asks, " Is i t more economical to specify phonology first and derive orthog-
raphy from it, or the other way round?" After eight pages of discussion, 
he concludes: "The chain of steps which leads from the stored form to 
the printed shape must come before the rules which eliminate the multi-
plici ty of apparent phonological shapes, whi ch must, in their turn , be 
earlier than the majority of phonological rules. Hence, even if you rejec t 
the lexical storing of pure orthography only, and store instead some 
precursor notation which will yield both orthography a nd phonology, 
the written shape must be generationa lly earlier , prior to the phono-
logical shape .. .. So from the point of view ... of econom y and plausi-
bility of rule construc tion, we must allow that writing is prior. " 20 
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I have sta ted that as a topic for language research a nd theory, the fit 
between visible language and audible language is of secondary import-
ance to the understa nding and perfecting of man's literacy and oracy. 
Without doubt, visible language and a udible language have a substantia l 
effect on one another, and it is important to understand the rela tionship . 
But we must keep in mind that for the accomplished performer in visible 
language, the phonic code is incidenta l. Phonetization of the a lphabet 
and other writing systems is a province of orthoepy. 

1 o problem in literacy research is more in need of cri tical attention 
than our lack of unders tanding about the accomplished performance of 
the lite ra te reader a nd the li terate writer. An important part of this is 
putting language acquisition into proper perspective. While no literature 
C\'en approaches the sheer volume of li teracy acquisition research, we still 
cannot seem to sort ou t methods and goals. The phonic training wheels 
are convenient and useful, but in a quantum jump to li teracy the child 
short circuits the improvised audible la nguage by-pass a nd with it his 
dependence on the phonic code. The surprising thing about leaning to 
read for the normal child is not how difficult but how easy and natural it 
is. There are enormous problems yet to be solved in reading research-
e.g., in remedial reading and in understanding the reading process-but 
teaching the normal child to learn to read is not one of them. 

Li teracy acq uisition is the child's introduction to an understanding of 
what constitutes the rules of language organization. There is no question 
that in his pre-school yea rs he learns to converse fairly well and, it 
appears, in creative ways, but reading research is discoveri ng tha t most 
children enter school in a state of cognitive confusion regarding the com-
ponents of language. T here is evidence, for example, tha t they do not 
unders tand wha t constitutes a spoken word. 21 And we have not properly 
challenged the primacy of speech position tha t our basic inner organiza-
tion and p rocessing of language are established during these pre-school, 
pre-literate years. Consider the contention that while a child has to be 
taught to read and write, he acqu ires language spontaneously through 
speech . M. M . Lewis has suggested tha t the richness of a child's early 
linguistic experience is greatly underestimated. "A child with normal 
hearing, born into a society of speakers, is surrounded by language from 
the moment of his birth. In his first three years, say his first one thousand 
days, he must hear some millions of words." 22 And Katrina de Hirsch 
points out that during this period he has perhaps the most dedicated 
teacher he will ever know: "The mother's on-going vocal and verbal 
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exchange wi th her baby ... provides the matrix from which spring early 
com municative attitudes as well as the enjoyment of verbal give-and-
take, which is essential for language acquisition and later learning. The 
mother caresses her baby with her voice; she tailors her own utterances 
to his specific developmenta l needs; she endlessly repeats sounds, words, 
and phrases, thus providing him with the data that allow him to detect 
and to organize the recurring intona tional and phonemic signa ls into 
more stable categories. Wyatt describes this interaction as a mutual feed-
back based on unconscious identification. Piaget calls it 'contagion 
verbale.' " 23 

With an appropriate tool and a surface for marking, a normal child 
will begin spontaneous scribbling a t about 18 months of age, somewhat 
later than spontaneous babbling ; given a demonstrat ion, he will produce 
scribbles even earlier.24 We all know cases of children learning to read by 
themselves before entering school , a lthough I am not aware of a research 
study on this. As recently reported in this journal , Danny D . and Miho 
T . Steinberg with dedicated parental attention beginning at six months 
of age taught their son "significant reading skills" before he could spcak. 25 

Ever since Fernand de Saussure pushed aside his stacks of dusty volumes 
and abandoned his library carrel for the fresh air of contemporary 
speech , linguistics has been enamoured of "the living language." 
Obviously, the human social need for and dependence on the spontaneous 
flow of conversation is crucial to our understanding both of the origin a nd 
development of audible language and of its role in our network of com-
munication processes. Important as talk is to us, however, I believe we 
need to take another look at its being designated the living source of 
human la nguage. 

Gilbert R yle has pointed out tha t in the greater part of our conversa-
tion "we say the first things that come to our lips without deliberating 
wha t to say, or how to say it; we are confronted by no challenge to 
vindicate our statements, to elucidate the connections between our utter-
ances, or to make p lain the purpose of our questions, or the real point of 
our coaxings. Our talk is artless, spontaneous, and unweighted. It is not 
work and it is not meant to edify, to be remembered , or to be recorded. " 2

1i 

We are interested in d ifferences. R . Quirk has reported that "The Survey 
of English Usage considers that for grammatical research it is essential to 
have adequate samples of unprepared speech and free conversation and 
also collect written material in manuscript form as well as in print. There 
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is no reason to doubt that our organization of sentences is very d ifferent 
as between speaking and even the most casual letter, irrespective of 
whatever differences there may be or may not be in ou r use of vocabula ry. 
We know that a perhaps even greater change comes over our sentence 
structure when we are preparing a more formal piece of writing-even 
some announcement for the bulletin board ." 27 Why the basic difference? 
For two major reasons, I think : our audible language performance is 
caught in a temporal crunch and in an organizational crunch. 

The Temporal Crunch 
Audible language's original and abiding advantage is immediacy. But 
language is a complex mentally demanding process, and to organize it 
properly requires time and concentration . Eric Lenneberg has pointed 
out that our halting performance of natural speech is not so much the 
limitation of our articulation as our inability to organize abstract lan-
guage fast enough. We speak off the top of our Broca's Area ; when we 
are forced to be precise-to find the exact word , to use correct grammar 
and syntax- we are frustrated. And our listening performance is equally 
frustrating because we are not in charge of the situation. Since our goal is 
to approximate meaning, as best we can, we are forced to shift our com-
munication strategy. We call on our non-verbal resources-vocal 
expression a nd especially gesture. And when the going gets tough in 
listening, we get effective support through labiolexia (which may be our 
only completely speech-based visible language! ). There is a danger of 
confusing the complex total social exchange involved wi th the speech act 
for actual Language performance. What is important for research is the 
distillation of pure language structure out of the larger field of semiotics 
- making a clearer distinction between the verbal and non-verbal 
content of " the living language." 

T he conversational nature of a udible language has, of course, been the 
concern of a considerable research literature. Aud ible language is essen-
tially a dia logue- a continuing give-and-take interaction of relatively 
small language units; in the average conversa tion a speaker is in terrupted 
a fter every two or three sentences. The strong emphasis on the processing 
of speech in our short-term memory seems geared to our remembering 
just long enough to make a reply. Sentencing is a lso involved here and 
appears to be the ac tivity of sepa rate short-term memory mechanisms 
for the audible language and visible language systems. 

While the dialogue pattern of exchange provides the obvious advantage 
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of communication rapport- including immediate feedback- it carries 
with it another element in the time vise on audible language performance. 
As you must realize from your own work, the use of language in any way 
approaching its true potentia l req uires the time to settle into an idea, 
ti me for concentration . We wan t only to be let a lone. Paul Horgan has 
written a bou t his work as a professional writer: "The working day 
starts .. . on awakening, with a sort of bated breath in the thought, if I 
may put it so. Preparation for the morning's task gets under way in a 
state of absentmindedness. Any contact with a serious distraction or 
obligation elsewhere may, at this daily moment, disturb a ba la nce 
already delicate. A phone call is a minor catastrophe and a knock on the 
door a potentia l disaster. " 26 

Marcel Proust has written on the nature of reading: " The essential 
difference between a book a nd [a conversa tion with] a friend is not their 
degree of greatness of wisdom, but the manner in which we communicate 
with them- reading, contra ry to conversation, consisting for each of us 
in receiving the communication of another though t, while we remain 
a lone, that is to say, while continuing to enjoy the intellectua l power we 
have in solitude, which conversation dissipates immediately; while con-
tinuing to be inspired , to maintain the mind's full , fruitful work on 
itself .... R eading, in its original essence, in tha t fruitful miracle of a 
communication in the midst of solitude, is something more .... " 29 

The Organi<;ational Crunch 
" Verbal language" is a redundancy. Language has to do with a body of 
words and the methods of combining them. We a re less sure a bout what 
constitutes a word and how words function in language. Vygotsky has 
written " By unit we mean the product of analysis which , unlike elements, 
retains all the basic p roperties of the whole and which cannot be further 
divided without losing them . . .. The true unit of biological ana lysis is 
the living cell , possessing the basic properties of the living organism. 
What is the unit of verba l thought that meets these req uirements? We 
believe tha t it can be found in the internal aspect of the word, in word 
meauing. " 30 Gibson and Levin have pointed out that "So far as meaning 
is concerned, Chomsky is called a ' lexica list,' since the focus of seman tics 
in his theory involves the choice of words that have meaning in the 
framework or context of the sentence's grammatical form. His theory of 
lexical choice, which a pplies equally to written or spoken language, led 
him to believe tha t English orthography is near optimal. " 31 \1\lord mea n-
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ing, of course, is cen tral. Words a re useful to us only for the meaning we 
a ttach to their a rbi tra ry form. T here a re, however, some aspects of these 
language forms we have developed to hold meaning that are pertinent 
to my thesis. 

Words are not a na tural language uni t for audible language . Division 
of the unifi ed a nd continuous stream of speech into constituent elements 
by researchers has turned ou t to be extremely difficul t. Lu ria reports tha t 
"all aspects of the speech process in normal utterances a re connected and 
indivisible to such an extent that a d ivision into their components and 
a sta tement of their underlying factors is not always possible." 32 

R eporting on research on conversa tional speech in acoustically op timal 
circumsta nces, Eric Wanner concluded that " conversational speech is 
simply not clear enough to permit a listener to recognize one word at a 
time, using the sounds local to each word ... . Speech is recognized in 
terms of uni ts which a re longer than the single word. " :!:! 

Frank Palmer is a linguist asking the question, "Are there words in the 
spoken la nguage? . . . We must not assume tha t whenever we have words 
in writing we must have words in speech. This is a clear example of one 
of the a reas in which we must keep speech and writing distinct, even if it 
is very difficult to do so. " H e ends this discussion : " In conclusion, sadly, 
we have to say tha t the word is not a clearly definable linguistic unit. We 
sha ll , perhaps, have to recognize some kind of unit that corresponds 
closely to the written word and define it ultimately in terms of a com-
bination of features .... Some theorists have decided to do without the 
word altogether. " 34 

The word is a clearly definable linguistic unit- a live a nd well- in 
comlang a nd in the visible language sys tem. David Abercrombie has 
pointed out: " All systems of writing known to us give their symbols to 
words: the differences between them lie in the way these symbols a re 
constructed . They may be simple symbols, or they may be made up from 
a small number of subsidiary signs; but however they a re made up, it 
must not be forgotten tha t they will be read as words, and probably 
written as words a lso .... The obj ect of writing is to provide an un-
ambiguous symbol for every word in the language concerned. "35 

The word is a visible language concept. The significan t visual pattern 
is the word unit, whether we are dealing with early man's first develop-
ment of unambiguous language symbols in the form of representational 
"word" units or whether we a re today putting together Chinese charac-
ters out of 22 different brush strokes or English words out of 26 alphabetic 
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letters. The important point is that the unit around which language is 
organized is direct ly compatible with verbal processing in the visible 
language system. 

Students of language have since Aristotle recognized the d ifference 
between the discrete na ture of language and the continuous nature of 
speech. For this reason primarily linguists have been hard pressed to find 
a workabl e unit for audible language research. And it is probably the 
reason why we have no practical organiza tion of language based on 
phonological rules. If we were to produce a dictionary of language units 
based on audible language performance, how would it be organized , 
or used ? 

Beginning in the early 1930s Leonard Bloomfield a nd the post-
Bioomfieldian structuralists attempted to build their speech regularities, 
patterns, and rules on a theoretical unit of sound : the phoneme. But the 
phoneme has proved to be a very elusive working unit for speech 
analysis. I n summarizing research on errors in spontaneous speech, 
Victoria Fromkin points out a rationale for the phoneme's existence : 
" Many errors involve the abstract, discrete elements of sound we call 
phonemes. Although we cannot find these elements either in the moving 
articulators or in the acoustic signal, the fact that we learn to read and 
write with alphabetic symbols shows that they exist." 36 The larger 
working unit for speech analysis is the utterance- which can be defined 
as any continuous stretch of speech from a single source. Ada ptable to 
the way people actually speak, it can be made up of grammatically 
incomplete sentences, a single sentence, or a sequence of sentences. It 
follows, however, that no matter what form the linguists' characteriza-
tion of audible language takes, it will ultimately have to be reconciled 
with word-unit processing in our inner organization of language. 

George Steiner has commented on the difficulty of audible language 
analysis: " T o plead the exceeding difficulty of the whole business is no 
evasion. It turns out that a complete formal analysis of even the most 
rudimentary acts of speech, poses almost intractable problems of method 
and defini tion." 37 It is no wonder (to recall an old j oke) that linguists 
choose the visible language system in which to do most of their work-
where the light is better. 

J erome Bruner has suggested that the mind employs two basic rules in 
perceiving and putting order into our information processing: minimiza-
tion of surprise and maximization of attention. The reason why no com-
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munication can match the printed page in efficiency of information 
transfer is because only typography provides the uniformity of language 
performance required to minimize surprise a nd maximize attention- in 
fact, to such an extent as to make the visible language process transparent. 

Typogra phy involves both the design of a matched set of letters and 
their organization on the page. In his a ttempt to imitate contemporary 
handwritten manuscripts, Gutenberg's most difficult task- and the secret 
of typography's success-was the fit of these interchangeable letter uni ts. 
A serendipitous result was the quantum jump to silent reading. (Could 
the ancient and medieval practice of only reading a loud be a legacy of 
the Greeks' addition of vowels to the a lphabet to facilitate pronuncia-
tion ?) J ohn Mountford has referred to " the change from the manuscript-
age practice of teaching writing (with reading intrinsic) to the growth of 
the policy, induced by the advance of printing and its concomitant 
literacy, of teaching reading (with writing extrinsic) ." 38 

The audible-language Gutenberg may be at work now at the 
Massach usetts Institute of Technology. A machine has been developed 
there that converts printed or typewritten tex t into computerized speech. 
The computer analyzes the signals according to programed rules for 
pronuncia tion and sends a command for coded speech units to a speech-
producing device which transforms the coded signals into language 
sounds. T he intriguing question is whether the new machine will provide 
the necessary uniformity of speech units for a parallel quantum jump in 
audible language processing-from the current emphasis on speaking 
(with spauding extrinsic) to an emphasis on spauding (with speaking 
intrinsic). 

You may well ask: But wha t happens to the living language? During 
printing's incunabula period the Duke of Alba is reported to have forbid 
the placement of any printed book on his library shelves. W ho can look 
a t a medieval illuminated manuscript a nd not identify with the hue and 
cry that must have accompanied the mechanization of handwriting. 
Living language remains in much visible language expression-we are 
apt to forget this dimension in the flood of typography-and it will 
remain in audible language. But the at tack on the inefficiency of speech 
production may be an idea whose time has come. Special requirements 
for the blind have spa rked the invention of computerized speech; 
communication p ressures will undoubtedly exploi t it. 
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V. The Evolution and Early Development of Language 

Last September I attended the week-long conference on Origin and 
Evolution of Language and Speech sponsored by The New York 
Academy of Sciences- 53 speakers plus discussion. I missed no more than 
an hour or so and recall only one fleeting reference specifically to written 
language. You are not surprised ; I was not surprised. Nowhere is the 
primacy of speech position more ingrained than in the theoretical link of 
speech and language in glottogenesis. Which is not to imply, however, 
that the conference was without valuable evidence to support this 
manifesto. A more accurate name for the New York meeting would have 
been Primate Communication and the Gestural Origin of Language-
to borrow the title from Gordon Hewes's excellent article on this topic 
which must have sparked the conference. 

While it is still a moot point, anthropologists seem generally agreed that 
articulate speech has been a fairl y recent human acquisition. How recent 
depends on whom you read. Philip Lieberman has determined that re-
construction of the vocal apparatus of Neanderthal man (ca. 70,000 to 
40,000 Be) indicates he lacked a pharynx, which plays the major role in 
determining phonetic quality of vowels and consonants of human 
speech.39 It would thus be impossible to teach a Neanderthal to talk any 
human language. It also seemed to be the consensus that, contrary to 
most previous theory, sophisticated a udible language was not required 
for early man to make tools and perform his day-to-day ac tivities. And 
neuro-anthropologists had previously pointed out that all of the basic 
evolution of the brain took place before the emergence of speech. 

In essence, the gestura l theory of origin supplies the proto-language base 
from which audible language is said to have sprung. I find myself eager 
to agree with most of the gestural theory argu ments. For example: Man's 
language is connected to his su perior intelligence and depends on more 
than the presence of organs capable of producing sound. The ultima te 
origin of language must lie far back in time, in connection with environ-
mental and social pressures and in relation to earlier primate com-
munication. The capacity of higher animals to " read" signals emitted by 
other species is an important primate preadaptation for language. The 
handing down of tool traditions probably depended for a long time not 
on speech , but on visual observation. Cerebrallateralization preceded 
the development of speech and depended on "the joint selective produc-
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tion of more precise tool and weapon manipula tion, pressures for much 
greater terrain cognizance involving right-left consistency with respect to 
responses to visible landmarks, and the growth of a manua l-gesture 
did not wither away but persists as a common accompanimen t of speech , 
either as "a kinesic paralanguage for conveying nua nces, emphasis, or 
even contradiction of the spoken message." 40 

While the arguments and logic of the gestural origin theory help 
clarify the primacy of speech position, I have trouble coming to similar 
concl usions. T he gestural theory (perhaps better: the "gest-oral theory") 
goes a long way- but only part way. If we are going to revive the 
language origin issue after a h und red dormant years, we had better get 
all the folders out of the fi le. 

I t is also important to keep in mind tha t th e origins of gesture and 
speech and writing are a ll intermedia te checkpoints; our primary ta rget 
is understanding the origin of language. T he late arriva l of sophisticated 
speech on the huma n communication scene is, in itself, incidenta l to the 
larger issues involved. The basic assumption in emergence-of-man 
research is tha t most contempora ry behavior is based on patterns estab-
lished during the las t few million years of evolution. We a re interested , 
then, in determining the most logical na tura l connection of la nguage 
origin with the total development of man. More specifically, if the ties 
between the visible language system and our basic inner language capaci-
ties a re as di rect as they appear to be, we need to ask how these patterns 
were established . 

A second major theme of the New York meeting was the possible con-
tinuity of cognitive processes between subhum an and human prima tes, 
primarily as demonstra ted by the chimpanzees which have been taugh t 
language. T here seems to be li ttle doubt that chimps have learned-by 
using sign la nguage or geometric visua l symbols- to communicate with a 
visible " language." Lana (at the Yerkes Primate Research Cen ter in 
Atlanta) using a vocabulary of abou t 120 words is repon ed to have 
developed far beyond simple signs a nd is a ble to grasp abstrac t concep ts 
and to compose novel, meaningful sen tences. Lana initia tes linguistic 
exchanges, composing both q uestions and statements not taugh t to her. 
But is she or is she not using language simila r in some degree to our use 
of language? 

Ann J. and David Premack have written, " Why try to teach human 
language to an a pe? In our own case the motive was to better defin e the 
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fundamental nature of language .... It is possible tha t certain fea tures 
of human language that are considered to be uniquel y human belong to 
the more genera l system, and that these features can be distinguished 
from those that are unique to the human information-processing regime. 
If, for example, an ape can be taught the rudiments of human language, 
it should clarify the dividing line between the general system and the 
human one. " 4 1 

Several points are pertinent here: ( l ) The theoretical gulf separating 
the cognitive processes of man and animal seems to be filling in. 
Linguistic potential or capacity of primates is one of the approaches to 
understanding the similarity and differences in these processes. (2) Lana 
(from Atlanta) uses a computer keyboard (with geometric symbols) and 
a video screen ; Sarah (Premack) uses variously shaped and colored pieces 
of plastic; Washoe (Gardner) uses American Sign Language:12 The 
common factor in a ll of the sussessful attempts to teach at least the rudi-
ments of language to apes has been in the visual/manual mode. (I t 
would be interesting to see how Lana and Sarah react to symbols con-
structed out of straight parallel lines on a surface. ) (3) In a book review 
Peter C. R eynolds writes, " Why [does] communication develop in one 
channel and not another. ... Tembrock points ou t tha t in mammals, 
acoustic and visual communication succeeded the more primitive chemi-
cal channel; but in some taxa vocaliza tion has undergone a secondary 
regression, whereas in man it became the vehicle for language- a 
curious development for a visual animal. " 43 The ideas get curiouser and 
curiouser. The initial attempts (in the 1930s and 1940s) to teach chimps 
to communicate with language started out with the idea that if language 
learning were possible a t a ll one could , of course, elicit and control 
vocalization in apes. The efforts fai led. R ecent evidence reported by 
Richard R estak sugges ts why: "Ronald E. M yers . .. has studied the 
comparative neurology of vocalization and speech. His research indi-
cated tha t human speech developed spontaneously a t a certain level of 
hemisphere integration and is totally unrelated to the crude vocalization 
of the other primates." ~Å The audible language system was apparently an 
adaptation- a grafting on to basic processing a lready established . 

In order to come to terms with his environment as well as with his con-
temporari es, early man must su rely have used his entire primitive semiotic 
repertory- gestures, cries, expressions, marks. Out of this mixed bag, 
which communication effort was he better equipped and more strongly 
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motivated to capitalize on as part of his developing human condition? 
Robert Baidewood lists four elements involved in the earliest differentia-
tion of man: " ( I ) T he increasing usefulness (specia lization) of the thumb 
and hand .... (2) The development of tools .... (3) The increasing size 
and development of the brain. (4) The development of simple language. 
Nobody knows which of these is most important, or which came first. 
Most probably the growth of all four was very much blended together .. .. 
Unless your hand is more flexible than a paw, and your thumb will work 
against (or oppose) your fingers, you can't hold a tool very wel l. But you 
wouldn't get the idea of using a tool unless you had enough brain to help 
you see cause and effect. The increase in brain size and the internal 
reorganization were probably associated with basic behavioral changes. 
These changes probably resulted in language and tool production. And 
it is rather hard to see how your hand and brain would develop unless 
they had something to practice on- like tools. In W. M. Korgman's 
words, "the hana must become the obedient servant of the rye and the brain [my 
italics]." 45 

No idea has had more support in anthropology than the critical 
importance to man's emergence of tool making and tool use. George 
Miller and jerome Bruner, among others, have stressed the connection 
between the use of tools and the development of language ; the develop-
ment of manual skills includes strategies la ter used for thought and 
language. 

That tool use preceded language use there is little doubt. The earliest 
tools found have been dated to about 3 million years ago. Man's first 
thoughtful mark making,. therefore, can be similarly dated, since the first 
thing one does wi th any tool is make a mark , if it is only the impression 
left by an unworked, hand-held rock. Tools got more sophisticated; 
marks got more sophisticated- and, I suggest, more meaningful. How 
does one tell one flake tool from another except by its distinctive surface 
pattern of marks? Archaeologists report that tools were mad e to a pat-
tern at least a million years ago, about the time the control of fire ap-
peared as a major technological addition-and with it the marking tool 
we still find almost impossible not to experiment with while sitting 
a round a camp fire. 

Early man was a visual animal, but he could depend on both his sight 
and his hearing for accurate, precise sensory information ; although , as I 
have indicated, human vocal capabilities were severly restricted until 
much later in human development. The communication effort for which 
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man was best equipped was mark maki ng. From among the bones just 
reported discovered in East Africa (dated to at least 3 million years ago), 
Donald J ohanson has " pieced together a composite hand that he said 
approximated modern man 's in size ... and appeared capable of as 
much dexterity as today's human ha nd. " 4" According to Alan Lomax, 
"There can be no doubt of a rapid evolu tionary developmen t in systems 
for handling symbols. In fact, the close parallel between the manipula-
tive and the differentiative factor suggest tha t every major human ad-
vance has been made possible by an increase in manipula tive finesse." n 

At the New York mee ting Alexander Marshack presented photographs 
of a fragment of a n ox rib dug up in France and dated to the Early 
Mousterian Cul ture of a bou t 300,000 years ago. On it someone had 
scra tched over and over again pairs of stra ight parallel lines. Composition 
of individual zigzag elements involving several lines was continuous, 
made without lift ing the tool from the surface. 18 

I s the sys tem of markings on this M ousterian fragmen t a form of 
decoration? Perhaps. But keep in mind that until as la te as the eighteenth 
century hieroglyphics were thought to be only Egyp tian tomb decora-
tion . Are the marks wri ting? Surely not in our generally accepted 
definition . Are they a form of visible language? It would be temp ting to 
compare M arshack's d iscovery with, say, a crude line of eighth-century 
runes and extend the emergence of visible language back to Homo 
erectus ! T here is other evidence tha t supports the idea. R alph Holloway 
has pointed out that a region of the brain associated with la nguage 
ability a nd that is visible as a bulge on the bra in of modern man is just 
ba rely discernible on cas ts made inside the "14 70" Leakey skull ( esti-
mated between 2 a nd 3 million years old ). T his suggests tha t a region of 
the brain involved in language may have begun to develop that long 
ago.4 '1 Bu t le t us settle- for now- on the marked fragment being just 
tha t, only a piece of the puzzle. 

If wha t we have here is evidence tha t our ancestors 300,000 years ago 
were interested in and capable of making a meaningful pa ttern of visible 
marks that appear to be a t least visually rela ted to later development of 
wri ting, then all of the pre-historic scra tches a nd d rawings a nd decm·a-
tions we assemble since tha t period ta ke on added significance. The bulk 
of Marshack's research has been concerned with analyzing recurring 
pa~terns of markings on fragmen ts of bone, an tler , and stone used 
throughou t most of wha t is now Europe and beginning about 34,000 
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years ago during the last ice age.-"0 It becomes easier in light of the earlier 
find to think of these schematic symbol systems of upper Paleolithic 
" Europe" as documenting the presence of the necessary cognitive, ab-
stractional, and linguistic capacities required for an operational visible 
language system. The complete meaning and function of these systems to 
early man are undoubtedly forever beyond our comprehension. While it 
is dangerous to over-generalize from this mere inkling ofwhat early man 
was capable of, it is equally dangerous to sell him short. As Sir Mortimer 
Wheeler put it, " The archaeologist may find the tub, but altogether 
miss Diogenes." 5 1 

Ashley Montague has pointed out tha t creative practical intelligence 
preceded rational intelligence. In searching for the origin of language we 
are interested not so much in early man's making signs as in his creation 
of symbols. The very essence of our being human lies in our ability to use 
symbols. More to the point is julianjayne's statement that in the history 
of animals, of early man, and in young children audible signals are 
used to express emotion and visible signals to express rational concepts. 
A later development is the transfer of intentional signals from visible to 
audible expression. Further, the earlier visible, intentional signals are 
more likely to have been responsible for the development of symboliza-
tion in early man.-"2 

Symbolization involves first a process of abstraction; the starting point 
is something to abstract from. The advantage visible symbols have from 
the start is that their roots lie in representation. Most gestural signs for 
independent sign systems for the deaf are also originally based on the 
representation of objects or activities, and surely-as gestural theorists 
have shown- signing must have been an important communication 
medium for early man. But as skilled as signing practitioners can be-
come, visible gestures are no match for visible marks in the range and 
adaptation of original representation-cr. the comparative development 
of mime and the visual graphic arts. Audible signs are a lmost tota lly 
arbitrary from the beginning. And gestural expression has problems 
similar to audible expression in the differentiation of units of meaning 
and in the purity of its language structure and performance. (I would, 
however, generally agree with William Stokoe, et al., that Sign is most 
likely a distinct expression of our inner organization of language, relating 
directly to experience and not mediated by audible language.) Gesture 
is involved in tool making, tool use, and symbolization , but as a second-
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ary, derived element. Which of the two--the gesture or the mark- is 
more likely to survive as the significant form ? 

The representational nature of the visible units provides the purchase 
for their development as infinitely more powerful abstract symbols and, 
eventually, the complex visible language system we are now sharing. 
We are, of course, interested in the symbolic function of a "word" unit, 
not in its sign function. Susanne Langer has written, "The power of 
understanding symbols, i.e. , of regarding everything about a sense-datum 
as irrelevent except a certainform that it embodies, is the most character-
istic mental trait of mankind. It issues in an unconscious, spontaneous 
process of abstraction, which goes on all the time in the human mind: a 
process of recognizing the concept of any configuration given to ex-
perience and forming a conception accordingly. That is the real sense of 
Aristotle's definition of man as ' the rational animal.' Abstractive seeing is 
the foundation of our rationality." 53 

The representational link gradually loses its importance as the visible 
pattern takes on symbolic meaning by assuming the semantic values of 
the object and the a ura we build around it. In a quantum leap the 
visible mark becomes an arbitrary symbol, whose original meaning can 
only be traced etymologically. The development of any symbol is a 
history of abstraction. Our verbal symbols develop simultaneously as 
personal ideas and shared social concepts. Like a string of Greek worry 
beads, our words are polished a li ttle each time we handle them. 

Similarly, the actual visual configurations are gradually simplified. We 
may be aware, for example, that the letter A could be an upside-down 
abstraction of an ox head or that the Chinese character for man A is 
an abstraction from a human figure, but the derivation and modification 
of ou r visible language symbols are inconsequential to accomplished pro-
cessing of that expression as language. 

The concept of naming becomes important here. With the gradual 
development and refinement of man's vocal abilities, sounds were un-
doubtedly attached to obj ects, actions, and activities. They were also very 
likely attached to meaningful visible configurations- whether the painted 
representation of a bison hunt, the scratched representation of the bisons' 
likely migra tion route, or the repeated abstract symbol for a killed bison. 
Given man 's early graphic sophistication and his probable late speech 
performance, it is difficult to imagine that the reverse was true; i.e., the 
attempt to attach objects to sounds. There is strong evidence that ges-
tures, among other human activities, were represented in later writing 
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systems. H owever, Colin Cherry has pointed out, " It is the outward and 
visible symbols which persist so obstinately; it is their forms which 
remain whilst they take over new content and meanings in their new 
environments." 5•1 

George Miller has commented on the importance of visible la nguage as 
obj ect. " The written proposition is a tangible representation of an act 
of thought. It is a physical thing, an object, and it can be reacted to as 
any obj ect can. T hus writing made it possible to react to one's own 
thoughts as if they were objects, so the act of thought became itself a 
subject for further thought. T hus extended abstraction became possible, 
and one of the brilliant abstractions recognized by the Greeks concerned 
the forms of valid a rguments. And so, out of writing, was logic born." 55 

Miller 's sta tement brings up another basic difference between visible 
language and audible language tha t requires brief consideration. Richard 
Gregory has considered a related point: "As symbols escaped the sem-
blance of obj ects and became less like pictures, so they became more 
powerful. In the development of the determinatives, and the signs for 
logical operations, we see how the power of symbols and formal lan-
guages as tools developed , drawing men inexorably away from their 
biological origins. It was, surely, the artists who took the fi rst crucial 
step: to see and to select and to make objects as representing something 
existing in a different place and time, or not existing at all. This used the 
eye in quite a new way .... By introducing the strange power of formal 
symbols, it made science possible." 56 

Visible language, by definition, is the basic communication for the 
li terati; audible language is the basic communication for the illiterati. 
In civilizations and in cultures which developed into civilizations, the 
li terati have been in control oflanguage. Edward Sapir has referred to 
language as the most massively resistant to change of all social phenom-
ena. Both systems contribute to language development, but it is visible 
language that provides the logical continuity- the unifying centripetal 
force- of man's continuing effort to organize a nd to communicate 
meaning. Audible language is a dog on a leash. 

But control of language implies much more. J acob Bronowski spoke of 
"the aristocracy of the intellect. " Claude Levi-S trauss has referred at 
various times to wri ting as a tool of the elite to control and exploit the 
masses. An Egyptian inscription in New York's M etropolitan Museum 
puts the idea more simply : " Be a scribe, for the scribe directs every work 
that is in this land." It seems inconceivable that the crucial break-

34 Visible Language X 1 W inter 1976 



throughs in the evolution of language from its earliest beginnings could 
have been taken by other than the most creative minds of the day. And 
because of this, language has been more than a match for countless 
generations of the best minds the human race has produced- our literati. 

Primari ly because of the primacy of speech position among linguists the 
differences between literate a nd illiterate societies have been played 
down. The important consideration is not the complexity of the vernacu-
lar languages- which is still a moot point-but the thinking tool that 
literacy provides. In his book Applied Communication in Developing Countries 
Andres Fuglesang points out that the power of abstract thought varies 
according to the degree of literacy.57 The illiterate villager is not open to 
alternatives; he can only deal with the "here and concrete"; he has 
trouble with counting, straightness, and planes. Illiterates have difficulty 
in building on their experiences of the past. Yet cu mulative tradition is 
one of our most basic, unique human behaviors. Alfred Korzybski made 
it the basis for his time-binding theory: men and men alone pass on to 
each other what they have learned; each one starts where his predeces-
sors ended. What are the critical differences between the language 
organization and the thinking of the literati and the illiterati? And what 
connection does this have to the illiterati being split off from the main-
stream of language development-either as groups at some pre-historic 
time or as an individual in today's society? 

The first recorded attempt to develop a writing system for an un-
written language appears to have been by the Sumerian literati for their 
illiterate Semitic conq uerors. The Sumerian scribes adapted their existing 
visible language system to reproduce as best they could the language 
sounds used by Semitic invaders. It seems likely that the limited reper-
tory of speech sounds, which had to be repeated and combined for 
differentiation, led the scribes to grasp the revolutionary concept of inter-
changeable units for constructing visible language symbols. The creative 
talent of the scribes gradually seized on the idea as a vastly simpler, more 
flexible system with which to work. In essence, the basic visible language 
processing unit-the meaningful symbol-was reconstituted as the word. 

To deduce from this adaptation process, however, that the entire 
visible language system assumed the character of the audible language 
system is to ignore the basic relationship that has existed among language 
and the two language systems through history and pre-history. There is 
no indication during this transition period of any preoccupation with the 
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fit of visible language to audible language ; the gap between the two was 
a long time in narrowing. It took another millenium before the Greeks 
added vowels-most likely to help pronounce borrowed words-for the 
alphabet to develop the form we more or less know it as today. 

Letters and words do not represent speech sounds; sentences and 
written composi tion do not represent oral composition. They never have. 
Early writing systems were essentially visual, as they continue to be 
today. As reported by John Chadwick, Michael Ventris in the decipher-
ment of Linear B "laid stress on the visual approach to the problem; he 
made himself so familiar with the visual aspect of the texts that large 
sections were imprinted on his mind simply as visual patterns, long before 
the decipherment gave them meaning .. . . Ventris was able to discern 
among the bewildering variety of the mysterious signs, patterns and 
regularities which betrayed the underlying structure." ss 

One of the Paul Bunyan stories reports a winter of such intense cold 
that everybody's speech froze up, a nd it wasn't until the first spring day 
that it all thawed out with a cacophonous roar. Is the decipherment of 
ancient texts just the thawing out of our ancestors' encapsulated speech ? 
We can discover and recreate lost languages through the decipherment 
of visible language fragments, but we will never know what the con-
temporary audible language was like- or about. It is difficult to imagine 
that the quality of our ancestors' speech could have been much different 
- certainly no better- than our own speech is today. On what basis then 
can we con tinue to assume that the ancients were gifted with the superior 
audible language performance necessary to instill the complex rules and 
organization which govern our language processes today? 



General Conclusions 

First, it should be recognized that as an advocate for the critical im-
portance of visible language, I am the traditionalist. The rise in influence 
of phonetics and phonology to the dominant position in linguistics is a 
recent phenomena in the history of la nguage study. While the contribu-
tions this movement has made to our understanding of the audible 
language system are enormous and long overdue, they have been made a t 
the expense of perspective on the language process as a whole. This 
manifesto is an appeal for language research to seek a middle ground. 
We must, for example, recognize that the visible and audible language 
systems are discrete; of first importance is understanding how each 
system operates independently, and how each helps determine- and is 
determined by- our inner organization and control of language. 

Second, I suspect that general disenchantment with the control over 
language study which the primacy of speech position has exercised is 
more widespread than indications in the literature would lead us to 
believe. The problem is one of focus; there appears to be no established 
counter-position to marshal the scattered evidence and dissident 
opinions. Meanwhile, however, research accumulates in language-related 
areas based on hypothetical assumptions of the primacy of speech posi-
tion. This manifesto suggests that a new concept of visible language 
should provide the rallying point for a concerted effort from all 
disciplines which impinge on language study to clarify the relationship 
among three basic components: language per se and its expression as 
visible language and as audible language. 

Third, the research reported here barely scratches the surface of the 
issues involved; each area requires the deeper insight and the selective 
investigation which can be provided only by appropriate research 
specialists. But if, as the evidence seems to indicate, a closer affinity does 
exist between man's tota l human development and the visible language 
system, important modifica tions will have to be made in our thinking 
about the relationship and specific characteristics of the componen ts of 
language, as well as our developing total concept of language in man. 
This manifesto is an appeal for your support. We need to sort out new 
priorities for language research- what a re the basic issues, how do we 
put them to test? It is the stated purpose of this journal to provide a 
forum for research and theory on visible language issues. We invite your 
comments and your editorial contributions. 
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A Nomenclature for the Letterforms of Roman Type 

Philip Gaskell 

While the the organization of nomenclature for the clements of lettcrforms has 
had a long history, there is today no fully codified system. This paper a ttempts to 
defi ne a ll of the necessary terms for naming the parts of the prin ted images of 
roman types in one self-consistent system, and to illustrate their use. 

The discussion of typefaces requires a system of nomencla ture for the 
elements of the letterforms so that individua l pa rts of printing types 
can be referred to. T he authors of the fifteenth-and sixteenth-
century treatises for sign-writers and calligraphers had to refer to 
individual pa rts of the letters of the roman alpha bet, and they 
found or invented terms in French, German, Italian , and Latin for 
stroke, serif, thick, thin, and so on ; and it is likely that these or 
simila r terms were used by the early makers and users of roman 

·type. The first published nomenclature for typographical letter-
forms, however, was the group of English terms explained by 
Joseph Moxon in the section on letter cutting in his M echanick 
Exercises of 1683. 1 Moxon defined the imaginary horizontal lines 
which j oin certain repeated elemen ts of a typeface, calling them 
the top-line, head-line, foot-line, and bottom-line, and went on to 
speak offat and lean "stroaks," stems, toppings and footings 
(meaning double ascender and descender serifs), beaks (meaning 
single serifs, and a lso the shoulder off, f and the ear of g), and tails 
(meaning not the descending tai ls of g, j , y, etc., but the base-line 
serifs and terminals of d , t, u , etc. ). 

Most of Moxon's terms have been superseded by new ones, and 
there is tod ay a generally accepted, though until now not fully cod-
ified , system of nom enclature for the letterforms of roman type 
used in the English-speaking countries. T here have been two im-
portant a ttempts to organize and explain these terms: J oseph 
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Thorp 's "Towards a omencalturc for Letter Forms" ( 1931 ),2 and 
the British Standard specifica tion for typeface nomenclature, 1958 
(BS 2961 ), revised in 1967. T horp's paper, though it deals with the 
description of serifs, terminals, etc., in grea t d etail , omits to define 
some important terms (e.g., stroke, tail) while including others 
which may be dispensed with (e.g., loop, spine). T he 1967 revision 
of the British Standard is satisfactory as far as it goes, but it is too 
scanty, defi ning only some ten terms for typeface nomenclature. 
Neither Thorp's paper nor the British Standard gives comprehen-
sive illustration of the roman letterforms with a ll the parts named. 

This paper attempts to defi ne all the necessary terms for naming 
the parts of the printed images of roman types in one self-consistent 
system, and to illustrate their use.3 Wherever possible it conforms 
with current English usage, and it is much influenced by the pre-
cedents ofThorp's paper and the revised British Standard. This has 
resulted in the inclusion of terms of widely different origin, so that 
stroke (a calligraphic term) is found a long with diagonal (geo-
metric) a nd arm (anthropomorphic) . Several ofthe terms (e.g., 
counter, kern, ligature, titling) may refer both to actual printing 
types (or to parts of them) and to their impressions; while a few 
others (body, fount, set, sort) refer primarily to printing types but 
are included because they may be used in discussion of the impres-
sions of type. But terms which are used only for actua l types (beard, 
foot, nick, e tc. ) are excluded, as a re the terms which chiefly con-
cern the classification of typefaces (family, grotesque, lineale, etc.). 

This system of nomenclature is intended for use with undecor-
ated roman typefaces, a nd with roman inscriptional lettering of 
similar form. Some modification is required for describing italic 
typefaces, in which there is no clear distinction between vertical 
and diagona l strokes. Most gothic typefaces a re based on entirely 
different graphic elements and they require a separate terminology. 

R eprinted with kind permission from The Library, 5th Series, XXIX (March 
1974), 42-51-a special issue honoring Harry Graham Carter.@ Copyright 1974 
by the Bibliographical Society, British Library, London, and by Philip Gaskell. 
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Glossal)' of terms 
The following modifiers arc used: 

thick, thin upper, middle, lower 
single, double vert ical, d iagonal , horizontal 

right , left fi rst , second, third , fourth 
top, bot tom 

arm 
ascender 
ascender line 

bar 
base line 

body 

bowl 

bracketed 

calligraphic 
capital line 

capitals 

con traction 
contrast 

counter 

descender 
descender line 

diagonal 
diphthong 
ear 
face 
fount 

hair-line 
inscriptiona l 
kern 

a horizon tal stroke 
the extended stem of b, d, f, h , k, l, f 
the imaginary line which would j oin the tops of the 
ascenders 
the crossing stroke of c, f, t, A, H , T 
the imaginary line which would join the bases of the 
letters o ther than g,j, p, q, y, J , Q 
the depth of the metal shank on which the types a rc cast 
(see illustration) 
a curved stroke enclosing an area (but the lower part of 
g, which may be open or closed, is called a tail ) 
(of serifs) with the a ngle between cross stroke and ma in 
stroke filled in 
forms deriving from pen-drawn letters 
the imaginary line which would join the tops of the 
capitals 
the large or majuscule (as opposed to the sma ll or 
minuscule) le tters 
a symbol representing two or more letters (& e, etc.) 
the difference between the thick a nd the th in strokes, 
which may be much, or li ttle, or none a t a ll 
the area enclosed by a bowl, or by the closed ta il of g, or 
by the bar of A 
the extended stem ofp, q ; and the tails (except R ) 
the imaginary line which would join the bottoms of the 
descend ers 
a stroke between vertical and horizontal 
the characters :e, ce, .IE, CE 
the small stroke to the right of the bowl of g 
see typeface 
a group of typecast letters, numerals, signs, etc., a ll of 
one bod y and typeface 
(of serifs) much thinner than the stem, and unbracketed 
forms deriving from stone-cut letters 
part of a piece of type overhanging its shank (the 
shoulder off, f, If, ff, the tai l of j , Q) 



ligature' 

link 

majuscules 
mean line 

minuscules 
sanserif 
serif 

set 

shoulder 

slab 
sort 

spur 

stem 
stress 

stroke 
tail 

terminal 

titling'' 
typeface 

weight 

x-height 

two or more letters cast on one body, with some combina-
tion of form (ff, ffi, &, etc. ) 
a stroke joining two le tters, a lso the middle stroke of g 
joining bowl to ta il , a nd the stroke joining the displaced 
ta il of Q to the bowl 
see capitals 
the imaginary line wh ich would join the tops of the 
minuscules without ascenders 
the small (as opposed to the capi ta l or majuscule) letters 
without seri fs 
a small cross ending a main stroke; serifs may be single 
(on one side only) or double (on both sides) ; see also 
bracketed, hair-line, sanscrif, slab 
the width of the metal shank on which the types are cast 
(see illustration) 
the curved stroke springing from the stem(s) of a, f, h, 
m , n , r , f 
(of serifs) as thick as the stem, and unbracketed 
each varie ty of letters or other sym bois in a fount; used 
by printers to mean individ ual pieces of type 
a small projection, usua lly pointed, from a stroke or 
terminal 
a vertical stroke 
the directional tendency of contrast (stress is diagonal 
when one set of diagona ls- usually those running from 
upper left to lower right- a re thick and the others thin, 
the vertical and horizontal strokes being intermediate in 
thickness; and is vertical when the vertical strokes are 
thick, the horizontals th in, a nd the diagonals 
intermediate) 
a single line, straight or curved 
the parts below the base line ofg, j , y, J , Q ; also used 
for the d iagonal of R 
stroke-endings other than serifs, described as bulbous, 
pointed , or sheared ; sometimes cupped or hooked 
capitals cast full on the body, without room for descenders 
the uniform design of a set or sets of letters, numerals, 
signs, etc., for printing 
the degree of contrast of a typeface, described as light, 
medium, or bold 
the distance between the base line and the mean line 
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Note on the term «ligature" 
U p to about 1900 English printers called the ff, etc., sorts either 
" ligatures" or " double letters," without much preference for one 
term over the other. Thus Fell called them ligatures in 167 1/2, 
Moxon call ed them double letters in 1683, and Smith used both 
terms in terchangeably in 1755.6 During the present century, how-
ever, the term " ligature" has prevailed over " double letter"-
which may in fact refer to a combina tion of three letters- and i t is 
therefore used here. 

The British Stand ard specification of 1958 called these sorts 
" logotypes," a nd used " ligature" to mean a joining stroke-a link 
- connec ting any two letters; but in the revision of 1967 logotype 
was dropped and ligature was used for the sorts and for the joining 
strokes. Logotype (a word invented by a bout 1810 by Earl Stan-
hope7 to describe his q uite different two-letter sorts which were not 
joined by links) is in any case an unsuitable term for the ff, etc., 
sorts, as it is widely used nowadays to mean individua l trademarks 
in particular typogra phical styles .8 

It may be added that fifteenth- and sixteenth-century printers 
and type-founders sometimes cast letter-group sorts from special 
matrices which were made without margins and were placed side 
by side in the mould ; and tha t they a lso achieved a similar effect 
by filing down the sides of individual pieces of ordinary type so 
that they abutted closely. 

I. Ed. H. Carter, a nd H . Davis, 2nd ed. , O xford, 1962, pp. 131-3. 
2. The Monotype Recorder, xxx (193 1), 9- 19. 
3. I am most grateful to J ames Mosley and to J ohn Dreyfus fo r help in evolving 
and refining this nomenclature. 
4. See note on the term " liga ture," below. 
5. Formerl y called two-line letters. 
6. H . Hart, Notes on a Century of Typography, Oxford , 1900, repr. 1970, p. 165 ; J . 
Moxon, M eclzanick Exercises, ed. Carter and Davis, p. 338 ; J. Smith, The Printers' 
Grammar, London, 1755, repr. 1965, p. 56. Both Moxon and Smith included the 
diphthongs as double letters or ligatures. 
7. Info rmation from Michael T urner. T he earliest dated use of the word he has 
found so fa r is in a letter written in French by Stanhope to J. P. Poterat on 19 Sep. 
1814. 

8. Thus ~" a nd ® are logotypes. The word is 

usually abbreviated as " logo," rhyming with no go. 



CAPITALS 

upper serif 

hCOIItlter 

stemv-bowl 

lo1ve! serif 

stroke (with 
upper, middle and upper serif 

lower parts) / ......._G/Iower serif 
- stem 

\ spur 

serif 
I 

stem I 
bulbous_, - , 
terminal tad 

11pper left upper 
left serif diagonal right serif 

"' / 7 ,., ... Mrigh .... 
/ \"" lower right lower 

left serif diagonal right serif 

(A splayed M would have 
JSt, 2nd, Jrd, and 4th diagonals; cJ. W) 

upper serif 11pper bowl 
\ I 
n-11pper counter 

stem ~Qioaver bowl 

/ lower coulller 
lower serif 

stroke (with upper, 
mitltlle 011dlower parts) if 

"" ~upperserr 

c_,_··rif 
upper stem 

if 
\ 

upper ann ser / 
middle ann::V-11pper arm serif 

upper stem 11pper arm 

srem- loruer arm stem-TI-- middle arm serif 

/ \. - lower arm serif 
lower stem serif lower ann 

serif ""-.R/ _:p~:~(f'm 

'\ serif 

/ lower arm 
lower stem 

IIpper left se•if upper right serif 
\ / 

kft ···-M-···· ... 
/ l " lower left bar lo1uer right 

serif serif 

upper stem 11pper diagonal 
serif-......._ / serif 

Kpper diagonal stem--
-lower diagonal 

I I 
lower stem lower diagonal 

serif serif 

sheared . upper right 
terminal tl•agonal / if. 

, / sm ,., .,.N-righ .... 
/ 

lower left 
serif 

serif 

upper serif 
I 

I·"" 
lower ~erif 

11pper stem serif 

I£" I stem 
-arm serif 

\ 
lower stem serif 

bowl (with upper, lower, 
left, and right parts) 

a ...... 



upper serif co1111ter 

~-bowl 
stem r 

I 
lower serif 

stroke (with upper, middle, 
and lower parts) 

."s - upper serif 

lower serif-

left serif right serif " / 

. ' Tright left dragot~al-v-diagonal 

bowl (with rrpper, lower, . 
left, and right parts) 

Q:/ COIItrter· 

link _pointed 
/"" termit~al 

bulbous terrnit~al tAil 

upper left upper right 
if bar if ·T:.·" 

I . lower serif 

middle 
left serif serif right serif 

\. I / 

first _lll fourth 
diagonal-\) ~diago11a1 

second tlrird. 
diagotral diagon~l 

upper left rrpper right 
serif\ / serif 

left diagona~ight diagonal 

.I--s stem 

lowe,! serif 

upper 
stem serif bowl 

\~/counter 
stem - - diagonal or 

tar/ 

lower stem serif di~al serif 

left serif right serif 
\ I 

U __ stroke (with 
left, lower and 

right partJ) 

upper left upper right 
serif\ / serif 

rrpper right X 11pper left to 
to le>tii.J!r left- -lower right 

diagot~al diagot~al 

low(,left low), right 
serif serif 



MINUSCULES 

bulboiiS /shoulder 
termi11al..._~ -stem 

bowl- '- lrooked 
colmter terillillal 

upper serif 
I 

""'-d"'" cou11ter low;;--serif 

bor~gupper~::~ter 

lillk-

tail-
lower cou11ter 

dot 
I 

• if 

J::~ 
/ '· ttrmi11al tarl 

u er left PPif shoulder right 
serr '\ I _.....shoulder 

left stem-oo . -nght stem 
lowtr left-

serif \ ......._ lower right. 
middle lower serif 
stem middle serif 

upper serif 
\ 

stem-h owl 

\ cou11ter 
spur 

stroke 
(with 11pper and bowl 

lower parts) e' COIIIIter 
-bar 

I 
trrmi11al 

upper serif 
I 
~shoulder 

left stem-~~-right stem 

./. \ lower lift lower right 
serif serif 

upper stem 
serif . I 

stroke (with 
upper, middle and b lbo 

II liS 
lower parts)-c-termittal 

'-pointed 
ttrminal 

shoulder . 1 

f
' ::::mma 

,stem-

'if sen 

dot 
I • upper serif,

1 -stem 

I 
lower serif 

upper serif 

K
\ uppC:Cr~agona 

stem- -upprr diagonal. 1~" lower diagonal 
/ \ 

lower stem lower diagonal 
saif serif 

upper s~ /shouldtr 

left stem n-r!ght stem 

/ ............ 
lower left lower right 

serif serif 

\ . lower strif 

bowl 
(with 11pper, lower, lift, 

and right parts) 

Q 
counter 



upper serif 
"'-. .,...bowl p-counter 

Slf/11-

/ow~r serif 

shoulder 

f
l -twninal 

spur-
/em 

1. serif 

uppe~ left 11pper rigl1t 
serif "'-. / serif 

stroke (with --U-sum 
left and "'-. 

lower parts) lower se;if 

11pper left upper right 
serif serif 

IIpper left to ""x~1pper right /0 
lower nght- lower left 

diagonal diagonal 

---- --lower left lower right 
serif serif 

bowl 
'- ...-sp11r 

COUnter-A: 
~-stem 

lowe/ serif 

stroke (with 11pper, 
middle, and lower parts) 

'\. 

/ 
lower sheared 

terminal 

S-11pper sheared 
terminal 

left serif right serif 
\ '/ 

left diagona:V,ight diagonal 

left serif right serif 
"-..: I 

d. left 1:- -right diagonal 1agona 
--tail 

ten{,inal 

upper sho11/der 
serif....._ 1 

r-terminal 

lower 'serif 

upper and left 
sheared terminals b 

""-. / ar 

t-......._r(~ht 
stem- heared' terminal 

hooked ';;rminal 

left mid1le right 
serif serif serif ..... I / 

~ first, second, third, and 
fourth diagonals 

upper serif upper arm 
............ / 
zdiagonal 

/ I"'. if lmver arm ower sen 



LIGATURES 
linked 

bali,:kitltt' tcrm,inal ;ght shoulder 
/ bulbous 

left sh.eared ---terminal 
termmal"-.. 

....._right sl1eared 
left .<tem- ~erminal 

I~ r~ht right stem 
serif se~if 

shoulder bulbous twuiual 

fi/""•"'• sheared 7 liuked iermi11al 
termillal-
left stem- - right stem 

left r{,if :;ght serif 

bulbous 
slwulder termi11al ......... / 
sp11r fi..-- 11ppcr right 

' serif 
left stem - 1~ right stem 

I ~ 
left serif right serif 

CONTRACTION 
upper 

co11nter lo11g diago11al 
upper bowl$i if - ........... v.........-sen 

I bo I -short diago11al ower IV -

" loJiler counter poiuted termiual 

SERIFS 

sho11lder li11ked termiual 
.......... / 

sheared fi bar with liuk 
termiual-
left stem _ - right stt•m 

left s~rif riht serif 

I ld li11ked termi11al 
s JOtL...E_ftr / bar 
sp11r-...._ ·sheared 

- terminal 
left stem - - right stem 

I I 
left serif hooked termiual 

T 
si11gle bracketed double bracketed 

, 1 I 
slab hair-liue sans serif 



TERMINALS 

~ ~ ~ \ 
bttlbous hooked shrared mpped pointed 

(and pointed) 

Spurs 

LINES 
asunder line 

====l4====;========:=::::tR~~capitalline 
---r--4--=A=-JC-llk----_..,.--,...-,....---1---.. ,_ mean line 

_x- tL-eight ~....oiL.--8--.........X~Ô----~ base line 

~ desctttder /me 
titling capital 

CONTRAST 

0 0 0 
much coutrnst little coutrast no contrast 

PIECE OF TYPE 

set 

STRESS 

0 0 
diagonal stress vertical stress 



Alphabet Goodhumor-Cioth Study, 1972-73. Claes Oldenburg, American, 
born 1929. Canvas, kapok, wood, paint, H. 37 inches. The Detroit 
Institute of Arts, Gift of the Friends of Modern Art The Founders Society 
(75.13). 



The Argument for a Semiotic Approach to Shaped 
Writing : the Case of Italian Futurist Typography 

J ohn J. White 

Using Futurist poetic experim ents as its demonstra tion object, this paper ex-
plores what advantages a semiotic approach has in the investigation of sha ped 
writing. The examples considered are seen to belong to the class of iconic signs, 
a nd the concept of iconicity is shown to offer both a more systematic a nd d ifferen-
tiating me thod of analysi ng their constituen t pa rts than the traditiona l mimetic 
model did. Consideration is give n to the way in which Gestalt psychology has 
modified the definition of iconicity to take account of codes of recognition and 
graphic conventions. Examples of such codes a nd conventions a re explored a nd 
attention is paid to the signa ling of new codes within an innovative work. 
Finally, the relationship between the signification of d ynamism in Futurist paint-
ing a nd poetry is compared in order to show how a semiotic model is able to 
distinguish between iconic, conventionalized , and codi fied elements; parti cular 
attention is paid here to the accommodation of iconic effects to the medium 
of prin t. 

In their foreword to Concerning Concrete Poetry, Bob Cobbing and 
Peter Mayer suggest tha t "perhaps this is a field in which to apply 
C. S. Peirce's trichotomous theory of signs," noting that a "start in 
this direction has been made by Max Bense, Paul de Vree, and 
others." 1 In fact, among the attempts made so far to relate typog-
raphy to semiotics three main categories of approach can be 
discern ed. 

First, there are those works which, either in their terminology or 
genera l assumptions, appear to concede the status of the printed 
word as "sign" and yet do so without subsequently adopting any 
rigorously semioti c approach to their examples. Thus, the first 
part of Carlo Belloli 's excellent historical study, " La componentc 
visuale-tipografica nella poesia d 'avangua rd ia," 2 makes frequent 
and pertinent reference to the "semiotic problems" of interpreting 
Futurist poetry and to "semiotico-typographical correspondences," 
but (hardly surprisingly, considering·how early it was written ) . 
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refrains from drawing a ny precise methodological conclusions for 
its technique of analysis from the underlying p remise that typog-
raph y is a sign-system. (With the current growth in the popularity 
of semiotics, works gesturi ng to the method by using terms like 
"sign," "denota tum," or "semiosis" are beginning to proliferate--
but without necessarily engaging in the discipline of semiotic 
analysis.) 

A second m ajor group is formed by systematic taxonomic studies 
of the materiality and organization of the written signs themselves. 
This includes Mayer's classification of the ways in which different 
kinds of word-signs "form a spectrum from ' normal' writing 
through, various stages to pictures," :l Felix Andreas Bauma nn 's 
categories of prin ted word in Text Buchstabe B ild,4 and, most 
rece ntly, Aaron Marcus' significant " Introduction to the Visual 
Syntax of Concrete Poetry" which, as its a uthor justifiably claims, 
"creates a strong basis for further a nalysis of the semantic and 
pragmatic dimensions" of the genre. 5 O ne value of both micro-
and macro-aesthetic explorations of this kind is that they help to 
in tegrate a form of structural analysis- which could, in many 
cases, have been carried out independently of sign-theory-into a 
semiotic framework . 

The third and fina l ca tegory of approaches linking typography 
with semiotics is that of studies which attempt a more general 
consideration of the various aspects of sign-denotatum and sign-
reader interaction , as well as exploring the nature of the sign-
vehicle itself. Proba bly the most important discoveries here have 
been made by Max Bense and his Stuttgart school ; a nd this work 
has in turn influenced a number of practising poets, including Paul 
de Vree and the Noigandres poets. In pa rticula r, the advances 
towards a synthesis of information theory, generative aesthetics, 
and se miotics (most conveniently summarized in Bense's 
E infiihrung in die informationstheoretische Asthetik 6 ) have led to some 
degree of quantification in this field. 

Y ct within the particular con text of experimental typography, 
the actual case for any such semio tic approach has not been 
demonstrated in detai l ; nor have many specific fea tures and con-
cerns of such a conceivable visual semiotic been outlined. Does 
semiotics simply constitute an alternative method of approach or 
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does it offer a more differentiated conceptual framework? Are the 
advantages it brings a t a macroscopic or at a detailed level of 
application ? To what extent does the semiotic model simply supply 
a tool of analysis already used in other fi elds a nd to what extent 
will it have to be modified to sui t the typographical context ? And 
to which semiotic model (or combination of models) can the 
investigator most profita bly turn ? (For semiotics is nowadays by 
no means a lways derivative of Charles Sanders Peirce's thi nking in 
this fi eld; nor can Peirce's concepts be taken over without con-
sidering the many significant developments since his work 
appeared. ) T hese are some of the questions which the present 
paper 7 seeks to focus on, using certa in features ofl ta li an Futurist 
typography as its demonstration object. Apart from the generally 
acknowledged historical importance of many of the movement's 
layouts, these particular experiments have been chosen as being of 
methodological interest in two key respects: ( I) because the self-
styled Futurist "Typographical R evolution" was very much con-
cerned with the nature of sign-object relationships in language and 
hence led to the creation of many works involvi ng a complex 
variety of semantic dimensions, and (2) because the experiments 
were carri ed out in an area of apparent typographical mimesis, 
thus encouraging a majority of critics to assume that the represen-
tational aim of such works was self-evident and in little need of 
close analysis. In fact, as semiotics has often shown, it is in areas 
where our responses are la rgely automatic tha t some of the most 
complex effects take place. 

Futurist " Auto-illustrations" and the Limitations of Some N on-Semiotic 
Reactions to Them 

" Words-in-freedom" (" parole in libert<i")-as the Italian Futurists 
called their new kind of poetry- would, so Filippo Tommaso 
Marinetti prophesied, " in a continuous effort to express things 
with the greatest force and profundity, na tu rally transform them-
selves into auto-illustra tions .. .. As soon as this greater expression 
is reached , [they] return to their normal Aow." 8 At vital poetic 
j unctures, in other words, discursive sequences of poetry would 
culmin::tte in a pictogram or some equally expressive visual effect. 
Soon, Futurist poetry a bounded with such "auto-illustrations."!} 
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Figure I. F. T. Marinelli. Extract from Za11g lzm~b luuum, 1914. 

Figure 2. Francesco Cangiullo. First page of "Fumatori.ll. ," 1914. 

Figure 3. M. Betuda. " Looping the Loop. Parole in Liberta.," 1914. 

One of the earliest, setting the I ta li an word for " balloon" in the 
actual shape of a balloon, together with a number of other con-
comitant visual effects, 10 can be found in Marinetti 's volume of 
war-poetry, .<:,ang tumb tuuum (Fig. I). Other equivalents include : 
the arrangement of the words for " bi-plane," " tri-plane," and 
" poly-plane" on two, three, and multiple lines, 11 the printing of 
the word "oscillamenti" in an undulating line 12 or the use of simi-
lar wavy lines in a poem about the sea, 13 the reproducing of the 
word for " baggage" a number of times in a configuration 14 

suggesting the actual shape of a pile of luggage (Fig. 2), or having 
a line of poetry literally " looping the loop" in a sequence 15 

describing aerobatic maneuvers (Fig. 3). 
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One reaction to such "auto-illustrations" has been to assume 
that they aimed a t reducing the substantial differences between 
the printed word and reality. The Futurists had, after all , them-
selves declared tha t they were thereby throwing "a marvellous 
bridge between the word and the real obj ect." 16 " Marinetti , with 
his words-i n-freedom," a contemporary wrote, " relies on the 
visible image ... in the form of words or phrases arranged typog-
raphically in such a way as to suggest with an ideogram the vision 
of the thing spoken of. ... " There fo llowed a solemn-sounding 
warning that " if th is method were accepted and pushed to its 
rigorous final co nclusion, the result would be tha t the finest of 
still-lifes would be a furnished room; the best concert would be a 
mixture of noises of a crowd ed city; the best poetry would be the 
spectacle of a battle with its sound cinema . . . . These are a bsurd 
p rospects, but they are direct extensions of premises and experi-
ments which al read y exist. " 17 The (admittedly, satirically exag-
gerated ) assumption that such poetry should eo ipso be construed as 
an experiment inevitably to be " pushed to its rigorous final con-
clusion" - presumably proceeding from simple visual effec ts via 
more detailed picture-poems to the closest approximation to 
mimesis that the medium will permit- is as misconceived as the 
once popular view of mimesis in painting as straining towards 
trompe l'oeil, even borrowing materials from the real world in the 
crea tion of a d eceptive duplicate reality. Yet the assumption that 
such typography is essentially pro-mimetic is shared not only by 
the proponents of this back-to-life interpretation, but also by the 
upholders of a second (probably most widespread) view of what 
free-word poetry entails; i.e., an a ttempt a t " pictorial" mimesis, 
as seen in the other visual arts. 

Again the idea is prefigured in Futurist .theory, for the fu ll 
sentence, partly quoted above, reads : " We shall set in motion 
words-in-freedom, destroying the boundaries of literature and 
marching towards painting, the a rt of noise-making and throwing 
a marvelous bridge between the word and the real obj ect." The 
point has been freque ntly echoed in the secondary literature on the 
subject. Fausto Curi refers to the "pictorial quality" of the move-
ment's typography, 18 and Par Bergman to the " imitative element" 
it con tains. 19 Michel Seuphor uses the phrase "poeme plastique" 
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to describe such experiments,20 while Rosa Trillo Clough mentions 
Fu turism 's " utilization of the pictorial possibiliti es of typog-
raphy. "21 And Luciano De Maria, the editor ofMarinetti 's col-
lected works, has argued that the "extensive introduction of 
designative elements" into such poetry has shifted it substantially 
" in the direction of pain tin g." 22 

Such d escriptions and reactions do, in a genera lized way, make 
acceptable sense . T he Italian Futurists' "auto-illustrations" are 
undenia bly closer to both three-dimensiona l reality a nd to the 
pictoria l arts than conventional typography can ever be. And yet 
despite this, there are good reasons why recourse to such an 
essentially mimetic model is not very condu cive to an und erstand-
ing of words-in-freedom- and why it also remains an undifferen-
tiated 23 a pproach to adopt to most shaped writing. 

One drawback is that mimesis-oriented terminology proves 
inadequa te to characterize the deliberately schematic nature of 
Futurist "auto-illustrations," a quality summed up at the time by 
Ardengo Soffici as "approximately like hieroglyphic writing, 
reduced to the schematic." 24 (Clearly, whilst the Futurists may have 
thought of themselves as "painter-poets," 25 they were by no 
means therefore " pictorial poets." ) Compared with that of the 
Baroque figured poem, for instance, the qua lity of representation 
in th eir works often appears crude (but only because the Futurists 
were not seeking after such an aesthetic effec t, which they in fact 
also decried in painting itself26) . But even leaving aside the 
specifics of historical accuracy at this stage of the a rgument, it is 
possible to conclude that any method which uses the same kind of 
vocabu la ry to describe a schematic configuration like Marinetti 's 
"balloon" and an example of high-definition mimetic typography 
- be it an Indian word-picture or a piece of the once-voguish art 
of typewriter pointillisme 27- is content to work with too blunt an 
analytic tool. 

Viewing "auto-illustrations" as examples of typographical 
mimesis may seem a viable, a lbeit somewhat generalized way of 
accounting for the illustrations of Futurist layout cited so far. 
However, this is only because the selection has been restricted to 
examples of visible signs standing for visual impressions or objects. 
Many other free-word configurations are by no means " pictorial" 
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in this narrow sense. By writing the word "Aoorooooo" ("fare-
well") in letters of ever-diminishing size (Fig. 4}, Francesco 
Cangiullo manages to signify a call dying away (an effect which he 
further reinforces by vowel-duplication) in such a way that a 
relatively complex non-visual effect is achieved by the visible 
typographicallayout.28 Marinetti more than once exploited the 
converse shape: for instance, with the words " poesia nascere" 
(" poetry" " to grow") 29 printed in a typeface which itself increases 
in size from letter to letter (Fig. 5). Similarly, after exhorting his 
compatriots to take courage, Giovanni Papini concludes part of a 
rousing political rally-call with the word "coraggio" itself written 
six times, each time in a successively larger typeface so that the 
words share the quality of upsurge which he wishes to find in his 
audience's hearts. 30 An artiCle by Carlo Carra prints the verb 
"rispettare" (" to respect"} in letters that gradually grow in size, 
while " disprezzare" ("to dislike") shrinks gradually away to vir-
tually nothing.31 In another instance, in a poem by Guglielmo 
Jannelli (Fig. 6) the noun " passato" (" the past") is printed with 
characteristically Futurist disdain: with a cut-like line running 
through it, seeming to cleave it, while the noun "avvenire" ("the 
future" ) is set out contrastingly intact and in bold letters of 
increasing size. 32 

Figure 4. Francesco Cangiullo. " Addiooooo. Parole in Liberta.," 191 3. 

Figure 5. F. T. Marinetti. "Correzione di Bozze+ Desideri in Velocita," 1913. 

Figure 6. Guglielmojannelli . " Messina," 1914. 
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It would seem even less discrimina ti ng to term these effects 
" pictorial" (or even " mime tic," in any sim ple sense of the term). 
The Futurists themselves, as the following passage from one of their 
manifestos indicates, envisaged them as " designed ana logies," 
because the visible typogra phical configuration offered an analogy 
for some non-visual impression: " The free-word poet Cangiullo, in 
Fumatori.n., had the happy thought of rendering with this designed 
analogy : 

FUMARE 
the long and monotonous reveries and self-expansion of the 
boredom-smoke of a long train journey." 33 

It would , of course, be possible to make a typologica l distinction 
between "auto-illustrations" and " designed analogies," seeing the 
one form as " pictorial" and the other as working on a principle of 
synaesthetic ana logy. Yet this would be an unwise move, one 
which would serve to erect an a rtificial barrier not only between 
different forms of expressive layout, but a lso between Futurist 
shaped writing on the one hand and, on the other, many of the 
movement's orthogra phical innovations, its concern with onomat-
opoeia, a nd other forms of verbal expressiveness. At least in this 
contex t, an inadequate conceptual framework would seem to be 
both leveling and divisive at the same time. Semiotics, in contrast, 
is neither. For it is, to quote Pierre Guiraud, "one of the main 
tasks of semiology to establish the existence of systems in appar-
ently a-systematic modes of signification,"~' and in this respect it 
is a ble to offer an integrating picture of a wide range of apparently 
disparate experiments. Furthermore- and this must remain the 
chief a rgument in its favour as a means of analysing typography-
semiotics reveals a more differentia ted and accurate way of 
accounting for any of these individual effects. 

Fundamentals of a Semiotic Approach: The Printed Word as Sign 
Essentia lly, semiotics rests upon a rejection of the notion of a fixed 
bi-partite relationship between a sign a nd a meaning. Instead, it 
proposes a more relative, triadic one. In Peirce's words : a sign can 
be "anything which on the one hand is d etermined by an Object 
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a nd on the other hand so determines an idea in a person's mind, 
that this latter determina tion, ... the Interpretant of the sign, is 
thereby mediately determ ined by that obj ect. A Sign, th erefore, has 
a tri adic relation to its Object and to its lnterpretant." 35 

Signs are thus seen to mediate between a n object (sometimes 
called the denotatum or representatum ) and a n interprctant, that 
is to say "an effect in a mind resulting from the sign." 36 Semiotic 
ana lysis is a ble to focus on a ll or any combination of these aspects, 
or " dimensions" of the sign relationship (as Charles M orris calls 
them ), as well as on their interrela tionship. In order to assist in 
this, different types of sign have been enumerated, depending on 
which aspect of the trichotomous sign-relationship one is con-
centrating on. This taxonomic clarification subsequently a ttempted 
in Peirce's theory is of crucia l concern for an analysis of typo-
gra phical signs. In particula r, what has (in agreement w ith 
Peirce) been rightly recognized as his " most importa nt division of 
signs" 37- the division into icon, index a nd symbol, depending on 
the sign-object relationship- is fundamental to a semiotic ap-
preciation of sha ped writing. 

In volume one of his Principles of Philosophy, Peirce sets out this 
aspect of the "triple connection of sign, thing signified, [and] cogni-
tion produced in the mind" in the following terms: " There may be 
a . .. relation of reason between the sign and the thing signified ; 
in that case the sign is a n icon. Or there may be a direct physical 
connection ; in that case, the sign is an index. Or there may be a 
relation which consists in the. fact that the mind associa tes the sign 
with its object ; in that case the sign is a name (or symbol)." 36 Thus, 
in Pierce's classification, a n identikit picture would be an icon, a 
crimina l's fingerprints would be an index, and his prison-number 
a symbol. Invariably, written la nguage is likely to belong either to 
the iconic or the sym bolic class of signs. 

Of Peirce's other two sign-dimensions, probably the more im-
portant in the present context is the subdivision according to th e 
materia lity of the sign-vehicle,39 which clearly furn ishes another 
model with which to approach what Aaron M arcus has referred to 
as the " Visual Syn tax of Concrete Poetry ." In contrast, Peirce's 
thinking on the sign-intcrpretant relationship 40 is less easy to 
tra nsfer to a consideration of aesthetic information in typographi-
cal form. 
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Figure 7. 
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Peirce's classification of signs, to recapitulate, could thus be 
represented by a diagram showing three basic aspects of the sign-
relationship, each of which would be indicated by a subdivision: into 
symbol/ index/icon, quali-signfsin-signflegisign, and rhemefargu-
mentfdicent (depending on whether one is considering the sign-
object dimension [OJ , the interp retant [I] , or the sign-vehicle 
itself[S]). See Figure 7. 

Although, as was suggested , not all of this complex is equally 
relevant to a semiotic approach to typography, this model never-
theless remains the underlying premise of a ny such approach. 
H owever,.for most of the following discussion, attention will in fact 
focus on the bottom left-ha nd corner of the triangle in Figure 7: 
the semantic dimension of the relationship of the sign to its object. 

The pri n ted word on the page behaves as a sign in more than 
one sense . It is both the token of a set of sounds, and it and they in 
turn also stand for a n object. Within most twentieth-centu ry 
Europea n languages " all words, sentences, and o ther conventional 
signs a re Symbols," in Peirce's se nse; 4 1 that is to say, there is no 
motivating connexion between the shape of the letters or total 
utteran ce, or the colour of ink used, and the object. (Shaped 
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writing, be it in th e poetic or the commercial domain,42 is clearly 
an exception to this general principle. ) The other main progenitor 
of modern semiotics, Ferdinand De Saussure, has even d efined the 
two chief characteristics of language as " the arbitrariness or the 
linguistic sign" and " the linear character of the sign. " 4:1 And 
certainly within the context of his argument, this contention holds 
true, although the simple binary opposition which it has since 
generated between " motivated" and "arbitrary" signs (which are 
only partially synonyms of icons and symbols44)-and some of the 
resultant positions held about the nature of language here-often 
fai ls to do justice to the complexity of the situation. Arbitrariness 
(or "immotivation ," as some recent scholars have preferred to call 
the linguistic sign's condition 45 ) remains a t best a genera l rule for 
which various exceptions obtain and in which can be frequently 
detected the possibili ty of hybrid forms (as we shall see la ter). 
Principally, however, it is because Peirce's concept of"iconicity" 
has been subsequentl y refined to take account of some of these 
fa ctors that it tends to prove more helpful than the Saussurean 
model in the investigation of something like Futurist typography. 

Futurist "auto-illustrations," in contrast to the conventionally 
printed word (which is normally a symbolic sign, at least as far as 
its typography is concerned ), are predominantly iconic. Tha t is to 
say : they are " like [some] thing and used as a sign of it," to em-
ploy Peirce's original d efinition of the motivated relationship 
between the iconic sign a nd its object:H; 

In a la ter attempt at investing Peirce's concept oficonicity with 
greater precision, Morris summed up the relationship between 
such a sign a nd its objec t in the following terms : " icons ... denote 
those objects which have the characteristics wh ich they themselves 
have- or more usually a specific set of their characteristics." n 
This shift-from the isomorphic notion of signs possessing " the 
characteristics which [th~ir denotata) have" to "more usua lly a 
specified set" - is a cru cial modifica tion from the present point of 
view, for it allows one to apprecia te th e common ground between 
"au to-illustrations" a nd " designed ana logies." T he idea of a con-
ceivably small number of "shared characteristics" clearly lends 
itself to many more types of visible language than that of mimetic 
representation. (And, as we shall see la ter, a recognition of the 
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limited number of shared cha racteristics raises questions of how 
these relate to the other features of the shapes in which they occur. ) 

In fact, many of Morris ' examples of the difference between the 
symbolic (unmotivated ) sign and the iconic (motivated) one lie 
precisely in this area of a minimal number of shared characteris-
tics-and in this way come much closer to the aspect ofsemiosis 
explored by Futurist typography and most shaped writing than 
any theory of imitation could. Morris points out, for instance, that 
"a photograph, a star chart, a model, a chemical diagram are 
icons; while the word 'photograph,' the names of the stars, and the 
chemical elements are symbolic." 48 Significantly (as previously 
mentioned), Soffici compared Futurist words-in-freedom to hiero-
glyphic writing, describing them as " reduced to the schematic." 

I t might be contended that so far all that has really been pro-
posed is a rather elaborate system to justify a semantic substitu-
tion: of the term " iconic" for "mimetic" or "pictorial." Eliseo 
Vivas has in fact objected to the semiotic approach on precisely 
these grounds, suggesting that "it is difficult to see the difference 
between the iconic theory a nd the theory of imitation," that " the 
notion of imitation has been avoided only by translating it into 
the notion of iconi ty." 49 This is true. And it would be a criticism, 
if all one were proposing was the labelling of, say, Marinetti 's 
"balloon" as an iconic sign instead of viewing it more traditionally 
as an example of mimetic typography-as a word-configuration 
imitating the shape of a balloon. But even in the case of this 
simple example, the term "icon" must needs be the starting-point 
for analysis, not some terminus ad quem. 

In fact, even the most rudimentary of Marinetti's so-called 
"auto-illustrative" effects offers a neat demonstration of Umberto 
Eco 's reported statement that iconicity "must be defined in con-
nection with the process of perception,'' 50 not merely as a matter 
of shared characteristics. It is a point which Eco has demonstrated 
most persuasively in the case of a feature often highly relevant to 
the study of shaped writing: that of the cognitive value of the 
outline. 

" If I take a pen," Eco explains, "and draw on a sheet of paper 
the silhouette of a horse, through creating this silhouette by the ex-
tension of a single, elementary line of ink, everyone will be pre-
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pared to recognize a horse in my drawing; a nd yet the one 
property which the horse in the drawing has (a continuous black 
line) is the sole property which the real horse does not have. My 
drawing consists of a sign, which d elimits the 'space within= horse' 
and separates it from the 'space without=non-horse,' whereas the 
horse does not possess this property .... Therefore I have produced 
on my drawing not on'e condition of perception; for I perceive the horse 
on the basis of a large number of stimuli , not one of which is 
dista ntly comparable to a n extended line." The redefini tion of the 
iconic sign which Eco offers to cover such (Gestalt) contingencies 
is the following: " Iconic signs reproduce a few condi tions of per-
ception, but only when these have been selected on the basis of 
codes of recognition and explained on the basis of graphic con-
ventions." 5 ' Already contained in Pierce's notion of the inter-
pretant- for example, in the definition of an iconic sign as one 
which displays qualities that "resemble those of (its denotatum] 
and excite analogous sensations in the mind for which it is a likeness" 52 

there was a concession to the psychology of perception which 
points the way to that synthesis of semiotics and Gestalt psychology 
which is a t present being undertaken. Wha t Eco sa ys concerning 
the role of the outline in his horse-illustration can, with some 
modification, be transferred to a semiotic commentary on 
Marinetti 's balloon a nd similar figures. For h ere, while there is no 
simple outline even, the linearity of the writing functions as a more 
complex variant on the same principle. We d ecode the linearity, 
which is far from being mimetic, depending as it does on both 
codes of perception and our reaction to certain graphic conven-
tions. Without wishing to belabor this specific example unduly, I 
would suggest that in many cases there is a logical connection be-
tween the Futurist interest in the rapid transmission of information 
through instantly recognizable images and their dependence on 
Gestalt models. 

So far, only some of the more fundamental aspects of a semiotic 
approach to typography, based on the concept oficonicity, have 
been considered. In its exploration of how we react to such signs, 
semiotics has been most concerned with the visual side. Here, it 
has a marked contribution to make to the analysis of shaped 
writing. In the particular Futurist context, however, there are 
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differen t forms of visual iconicity: on the one hand, there is the 
sim ple form where a visible sign has a visi ble object (e.g., Can-
giullo's pile of words, which Bergma n d escribes, using tradi tional 
impressionistic terminology, a s " placed in such a way as to evoke in 
the read er the dimensions a nd positions of suitcases" 53 ) . H ere the 
shared characteristics include features of conglomeration, standing 
in disorder, consisting of what Eco would call a "code of recogni-
tion" d enoting rectangular shape, etc. O n the other hand , there is 
the synaesthetic form of " designed ana logy." R a ther tha n a visual-
to-visual relationship between sign a nd object, one is d ealing, for 
example, in the way "fuma re" is written in the same poem (Fig. 2) 
with a synaesthetic semio tic a nalogy. Here on e can detect a num-
ber of features common to the printing of the word and to wha t 
the pictogram is a sign of; a nd these involve a number of senses, as 
well as the visua l. T he rela tionship between sm oke and boredom 
rests on shared cha racteristics related by M arinetti to length and 
dynamic self-expa nsion, involving also a n equa tion of typographi-
cal length, vowel-multiplication, a nd changing typeface. (Whilst it 
is possibl e, in the case of some "auto-illustra tions," to follow those 
semio ticia ns who prefer to view iconic motivation as a specia l case 
of metonymic pars pro toto,54 this seems a less suitable a pproach for 
synaesthetic " d esigned a nalogies," wh ere the " pa rt" standing for 
the whole is presented in a highly coded form .) Futurist typog-
raphy is, of course, not only iconic when it involves sha ped writing; 
its use of boldness of p rint a nd size of typeface to indicate degrees 
of importance or acousti c properties (with an eye to d eclama tion) 
also involves a form of iconici ty. ~5 

H owever, a considera tion of iconicity in printing can often be 
faced with a n even more fundamental question than tha t of how 
this kind of sign works. The issue of whether or not a pa r ticular 
mode oficonicity is actua lly opera tive can be a problem in some 
instances. In Futurist poetry one can usually ascertain with some 
accuracy when sha pe becomes iconic because of the marked depar-
ture from linear printing which heralds such a change of sign-
function . Yet this awareness of what is (or is not) iconic may no t be 
so easy to arrive a t in o ther cases. 

Arthur W. Burks once protested tha t Peirce was willing to see a 
sign as an icon " m erely if it possesses or exhibi ts the quality or 
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rela tion it signifies .... On this criterion any token of' black' 
printed in black ink is iconic, though the reader . .. is unaware of 
the fact that it is displaying the quality it represents ... . Such a 
cri terion, however, contradicts the original definition of an icon as 
a sign which exhibits its object to an interpretant ;56 for the objec-
tion implies tha t a sign is not iconic unless the interpretant recog-
nizes it as such." 57 I n fact, this objection d isregards one crucial 
factor: that Peirce goes no further than to describe something as 
" fi t to be" an iconic sign under such conditions. 58 Whether it be-
com es one or not will depend on other controlling factors, incl ud-
ing adequa te identification (in the case of poetry by signals to the 
reader) of the code which permits this sign-role to operate. Never-
theless, Burks' misconstrued illustration is singularly relevant to 
the subject in ha nd, for it raises certain questions connected with 
the apprecia tion of motivation in a lot of experimental poetry. 

Conventionally, we are aware, black ink is not iconic in printing. 
Burks is therefore surely quite justified in deducing tha t it would 
be ridiculous to expect a reader to interpret any degree of motiva-
tion into the fact tha t the adjective " black" will normally be 
printed in black ink. To be more accura te : what he sa ys holds true 
for most non-aesthetic contexts because we as readers correctly 
infer that one of the conventions (or dominant codes) within such 
areas d ecrees that the materiality of the printed sign-vehicle be 
ignored (as non-iconic). When it comes to the potentia l iconicity 
of printing techniques, this even obtains for most poetic works; the 
" designed analogy," like a ll shaped writing, is an exception to this 
convention. But like all a rt , poetry exploits the ma teriality of its 
elements, and in so doing has to create new reading processes. It 
has been suggested tha t "a poem generates its own code of which 
the poem is the only message," 59 but the real point of in terest for 
us here is how it not only manages to opera te with , but also to 
identify and transmit to the reader, the presence of a specifically 
iconic typographical code, when this conflicts with his normal 
horizon of expectation. 

Whereas a depa rture from linearity is likely to indicate one 
order oficonicity (shaped writing, for instance) quite readily, 
motivation will be less obvious when, for example, a conven tional 
feature like blackness of print has been retained for iconic reasons. 
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In his collection, Les mots en Liberte futuristes, Marinetti includes a 
free-word composition which illustrates some of the issues associ-
ated with the process of recognizing coding in the case of the 
printed medium. The work in question is Marinetti's own much-
anthologized Le soir, couchee dans son Lit, elle reLisait La Lettre de son 
artilleur au front. 60 

Marinetti 's "collage tipografico" (Fig. 8) can be experienced as 
existing on a number of structural and temporal planes. The 
blacked-in figure in the bottom right-hand corner is identifiable as 
the girl who, according to the work's title, " that evening, lying in 
bed, re-read the letter from her gunner at the front." While this 
depiction of her is obviously an iconic sign, it could well be codi-
fied in a number of different, mutually exclusive ways. Bearing in 
mind the setting signaled by the title, it would be feasible to view 
the girl's shape as a silhouette (or possibly even her shadow on a 
wall ). Even her relatively small size may be iconic: suggesting her 
subordination to what is being presented in the rest of the poem. 
An a lternative reading is that this part of the design is iconic in the 
way that many roadsigns a re, with a black-filled figure standing as 
a pictogram of "girl" ("elle" ). Moreover, how one interprets this 
aspect of the design may well affect one's reading ofits other codes 
(and vice versa). If only the gi rl 's shape is taken to be the motivated 
element in the pictogram, black is deemed non-iconic and con-
sequently might be expected to be so elsewhere in the poem; e.g., 
in the thick black letters of the exploding words near the center. 
On the other hand, if the form's color is iconic (qua silhouette or 
shadow), the blackness elsewhere could conceivably denote the 
dark smoke and pall of battle with a number of shared cha racter-
istics. Another possibility is that the rest of the poem signifies wha t 
she is reading (Bowle r calls it a " poem in the form of a letter from 
a soldier to his sweetheart" 61 )-presumably offered to her in the 
shape of a Futurist free-word poem! Or it could even be meant to 
signify the battle itself, not an iconic version of it put on paper by 
him. Indeed, there is also no reason why it cannot be a sign of his 

Figure 8. F. T . Marinctti. " Le soir, couchec dans son lit, cllc rclisait Ia lcttrc de 
son artilleur au front, " 191 9. 
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letter's interpretant: the image created by his vivid description in 
her mind's eye. Whether or not the black is iconic (and where) 
will obviously differ from reading to reading. 

Although the reference to "evening" in the title does at least 
give a clue that the reader is to some extent warranted in suspect-
ing the blackness of some parts is motivated, the actual latitude of 
semiotic iconicity in Le soir deliberately resists unambiguous 
definition. Carlo Belloli once described it as a work in which 
"Marinetti attempted to exhaust all the possibilities that typog-
raphy has of reproducing an experience, in order to open up new 
paths for it in the future." 62 Not surprisingly, therefore, this com-
pendium of methods proves an illustration of some complexity, 
depending for many of its effects upon an act of equivocation 
about the exact nature of its sign-vehicle's codes. The questions 
which a detailed interpretation of its signs raises touch on one of 
the basic needs of any sign-system: to identify its cod es and 
su b-codes. 

Generally, Futurist poe try involves less ambiguous, but never-
theless often unaccustomed forms of iconicity, and for tha t reason 
it usually needs to establish at an early juncture what type of sign 
and what range of codes and conventions is being worked with . It 
is frequently, of course, the covers of such experimental volumes 
that perform this task. As Guiraud points out, "the title of a work 
of art refers to the code adopted much more often than to the con-
tent of the message." 63 The cover of Auro D'Alba's volume 
Baionette (M ilan, 1915) has the title-word so printed as to signify 
the shape of a dynamic series of advancing bayonettes and the 
letters which form the title of Luciano Fo1gore's Ponti sull'Oceano 
(Milan , 1914) recede in perspective like the contou rs of some huge, 
multi-arched sub-marine bridge. The cover of the 1914 edition of 
Marinetti's <:,ang tumb tuuum (analysed in detai l, below) arranges 
multiples of these three words in such a way that they radiate 
outwards in the same way as their denotata (the sounds of war) 
could be imagined doing from the battle scene. Here is one obvious 
area of overlap between the iconic identification of code (which 
Guiraud ascribes to titles in works of art) and the exploitation of 
iconic signs in advertising ( cf. Roback's "Simulates" ), for the style 
of a Futurist title is to some extent an act of (commercia l) propa-
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ganda. And since this publicity factor a lso requires rapid recogni-
tion of both sign and code, the covers of leading volumes of poetry 
might be thought of as epitomizing many aspec ts of the whole 
·Futurist aesthetic: a concern with d ynamic reading processes, an 
iconic explora tion of language's materiality and yet a degree of 
experiment a lways circumscribed by various graphic codes and 
conventions of read ing. I t is these aspects of the iconic sign which 
need to be examined in greater detail now in order to discover 
wha t insights semiotics a ffords. 

Shared Characteristics, Graphic Codes, and Conventions of Reading 
So fa r shaped wri ting has been trea ted largely as if it were an 
unadulterated example of the iconi c sign. But the iconic sign itself 
is in fact only a n ideal type. As Fitzgerald points out, "while there 
is an iconic aspect or characteristic of things, there is nothing tha t 
is purely iconic." 64 Although this point has not to my knowledge 
been incorporated into any semiotic approach to typography, it 
has been recognized and acted upon in other quarters. Thus, 
Peirce himself d escribes a diagram as " predominantly an icon of 
relations ... aided to be so by conventions." 65 And Guira ud poin ts 
out, " Motivation does not exclude convention: the schematized 
diagram of a barrier which heralds a level-crossing is, despite its 
iconic value, a conven tional sign which the users of the code can 
neither alter nor rep lace." 66 In a way tha t the mimetic model does 
not, semiotics can give one a means of isolating various separa te 
constituents within such a sign-structure as shaped writing: of 
d istinguishing between the iconic elements (both simple shared 
characteristics and those germane to Eco's "codes of recognition"), 
elements of the sign that take account of convention (for conven-
tion is a matter of structure, not just reading habit) and other non-
iconic and non-conventional ingred ients. The following tenta tive 
explora tion of the cen tral, dynamic quality of Fu turist typography 
will illustrate some of the factors-and a lso some of the problems-
which such a distinction throws into relief. 

For Marinetti a nd his followers the new free-word poe try was to 
be a celebration of"dinamismo," "veloci ta," and "simultanei ta." 
A " love of speed" was equated by them with the need for 
"abbreviation , and the summary," 67 and in construction Fu turist 
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paintings and poems were to represent the pace of the modern 
world. The new aesthetic, in fact, centered on "the beauty of 
speed." 68 

Some of the most striking iconographic aspects of the geometry 
of dynamism (ironically, something well appreciated by the 
Renaissance painters whose heritage the Futurists were trying to 
shake off69) were spelled out in the writings on painting. Gradually, 
many of the structural principles outlined there found their way 
into the techniques of poetic layout- hardly unexpectedly, since 
many of the Futurists were both painters and poets and there was 
a close collaboration between all members of the movement. 

In his Pittura sculturafuturiste, Umberto Boccioni observes that 
"every rapidly moving object- a train, a car, a bicycle- generates 
in pure sensation an emotional milieu which takes the form of 
horizontal penetrations at an acute angle ... [a] crowd starting off at a 
run appears in our dynamic consciousness as a maze of acute angles, 
oblique lines, and aggressive zig-zags." 70 In a similar vein, and still 
elucidating the geometric principle primarily in respect of painting 
and the phenomenon of motion perceived, Carlo Carra suggests: 
"The acute angle ... is passionate and reveals volition and aggres-
sive onslaught. The obtuse angle manifests a fluctuation and a 
diminution of this volition and this aggressive penetration." 71 

Carra went on to elaborate on these implications in even furth er 
detail in his manifesto " The Painting of Sounds, Noises, and 
Smells," a document which casts a great deal of light on the poetry 
also being written at this time (including Carra's own volume 
Guerrap ittura, published in Milan in 1915). "THE PAINTING OF 

SOUNDS, NOISES, AND SMELLS," it is proclaimed, d esired inter alia: 
"The clash of acute angles ... the angles of voli tion .... 0 bliq ue 
lines which affect the soul of the observer like so many bolts from 
the blue .... The inverted cone (the natural shape of an ex-
plosion), the slanting cylinder and cone .. .. The collision of two 
cones at their apexes (the natural shape of a waterspout) with 
floating and curving lines .... The zig-zag and wavy line ... . 
Ellipsoidal curves seen like nets in movement. " 72 

The emphasis on " natural shapes" in this argument is of im-
portance in a consideration of the sign-object relationship, espe-
cially when one comes to explore the relationship of iconic ele-
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ments to the degree of typographical conven tion and codification 
involved. Marinetti once referred to the "visual foreshortening and 
visua l synthesis caused by the speed of tra ins and cars," 73 and yet 
it would be an oversimplification to assume that Futurist typog-
raphy was simply trying to imitate this, or could : since in actual 
practice there is a great deal more non-iconicity at play than such 
a statement might lead one to seek. 

Before typographical illustrations can be considered, it will be 
necessary to cla rify the relationship between graphic conventions 
and motivation within the sphere of painting. Historically, of 
course, such dynamic configurations cannot be appreciated with-
out some reference to the Futurist concept of "force-lines" and the 
painters' thinking on this issue does help to illuminate the sign-
object relationship in both painting and poetry of the time. 

The major Futurist ar tists explained what was meant by 
" force-lines" in the cata logue-preface to the 1912 exhibition of 
their work a t the Gallery Bernheim-] eune in Paris. I t seems, from 
what they say there, that "force-lines" are partly a matter of the 
property of objects as actually perceived and partly a matter of 
codifica tion. " All objects," it is claimed, "stretch out towards 
infi ni ty by means of their force-lines, whose continuity is measured 
by our intuit;on. It is these force-lines which we must draw, to lead 
the work of art back to true painting. We interpret nature by 
depicting on the canvas these lines as the beginnings or continuations 
of rhythms which the objects themselves impress upon our sensibility." 14 

Inasmuch as force-lines coincide with the " rhythms which the 
obj ects themselves impress upon our sensibili ty," they are iconic; 
i.e., in the simple sense of involving shared characteristics 
(although a Gestalt approach to iconicity would seem to be ap-
propriate to many aspects of the Futurist concern wi th d ynamism). 
In his book on a rt and sculpture, Boccioni calls them the "represen-
tation of the movements of matter along the trajectory determined 
by the structure of the object and its actions." 75 But it is with the 
manner of representation tha t certain complications set in . For 
inasmuch as they a re also "con tinuations" creatively styl ized as 
extensions of these rhythms, they are conven tionalized (or 
symbolic, in the everyday, non-semiotic sense of the word 76) . In 
Boccioni's various studies for the pictore- Dinamismo di un ciclista 
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of 191 3, for instance- one can in fact see the process of increasing 
styliza tion from study to study, as iconicity gradua lly becomes 
displaced by a n emphasis on highly schematized force-lines. 77 

This is a n aspect of signi fi ca tion which semiotics, in its over-
riding concern with taxonomy, has often underestimated. Yet the 
kinetic nature of sign-behaviour- in the continually changing 
relationship between iconi c a nd conventional elements : in the act 
of creation itself', a lso within different phases of' an artist's work or 
a historical movement- may be of crucial interest to those engaged 
in a semio tic approach to the arts (in a way that i t may not be in 
other disciplines) . Mieczysfaw W a llis has drawn attention to this 
fac tor: " By virtue of custom or convention," he writes, " iconic 
signs, especially schemata, may fun ction in a certain context as 
conventional signs .... There takes place a process of 'dciconiza-
tion' and 'conven tionalization.' M a ny conven tional signs of various 
systems of script- for exam ple, Chinese ideograms- origina te in 
this way. We also meet (although more ra rely) the reverse process, 
the transformation of a conventional sign into an iconic sign, or 
' iconization ' ." 78 And since terms like "conventional sign" and 
" icon" arc ideal classes, not mutu a ll y excl usive real categories, one 
is bound to encounter different degrees of conventionalization and 
iconization within the sign-spectrum, it should be added. 

Compared with conventional printing, much Futurist poetry 
obviously in volves a process of' what Wallis would call the " iconi-
zation" of the word: through " auto-i llustrations" and " designed 
a nalogies." But with in the lifespan of the movement, in the 
gradual transference to typography of organizational principles, 
of iconic significa tion (through, for insta nce, force-lines) one can 
detect a shift towards conventionali zation. Things more iconic and 
innovatory in painting ca n become conventionalized as certain 
tokens of a style become established. This is part of the d ynamics 
of the movement's d evelopmen t: a sort of streamlining of effects. 
Thus, acute a ngles, first presented as properties of objects in 
motion, a rc gradua lly abstracted from deta iled contexts to fun ction 
as la rgely symbolic signs of movement (which contemporaries 
wou ld have no d ifficulty in interpreting). T he fact tha t within the 
period itselfw ha t began as iconicity began to acquire the charac-
teristics o f a conve ntional sign is one factor which a semioti c 
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exploration of the influence of Futurist painting on typography 
would have to take into account. Another is the way in which the 
geometry of dynamism to be found in painting (itself already an 
amalgam of iconic clements and graphic codes) becomes further 
modified by having to be accommodated to both the materiality of 
the different medium and the need for a different kind of reading 
process. 

What this may mean in respect of the ma teriality of the printed 
sign is perhaps best suggested by Guiraud 's conclusion that "the 
poorer the mode of representation is, the greater the codification 
of the signs." 79 For various reasons, this would be a challenging 
proposition to test in the context of Futurist free-word composi-
tion. Clearly, shaped writing marks an attempt to enrich language, 
and yet it is a poorer mode of iconization than painting, so that in 
this sense words-in-freedom are likely to be more highly coded 
than Futurist pictures. (One aspect of this has already been con-
sidered in the case of Marinetti's "balloon." ) Over and above this, 
however, there is the point that increased stylization seems to have 
taken place anyway in the translation of methods from one 
medium to the other, as part of the general conventionalization of 
the movement's iconic techniq ues. Added to which is the fact that 
some of the more schema tic poems were primarily infl uenced by 
.<:,ang tumb tuuum, and Marinetti was a poet only-not a painter. 
Still, the real point at issue here is that semiotics offers a more 
differentia ted method of solving such complex problems than the 
mimetic framework supplies; not because of its perhaps off-
puttingly elaborate system of sign-types, but because it dis-
tinguishes between different elements within the individual sign . 

The second major readjustment, to readabili ty, can be wit-
nessed in even simple examples, such as the title of the 19 14 
edition of .<:,ang tumb tuuum (Fig. 9) . 

This well-known cover is iconic in a number of different ways. 
Acoustically, it is so by d int of being onomatopoeic, expressing 
certain sounds of war. Typographically, it shares with the noises 
signified" certain characteris tics of centrifugality and diminution of 
size. On the other hand , only three lines of print actually denote 
the sounds (this is part of the poverty of the medium: not only of 
print in general, but the limited number of words likely to be 
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effective on something like a ti tie-page). The pattern is therefore 
near-minimal, even though it is reinforced by having the author's 
name and the place of the battle in question also printed so as to 
fit in with the general configuration. Within certain strict limita-
tions, however, the arrangement might be considered to exploit 
and stylize the graphic conventions already well developed by the 
Futurist painters. The "typographical revolution" may have 
allowed a poet like Marinetti to "impress on ... words [the] 
velocity of airplanes, trains, ... molecules, and atoms" so but this 
could only be done within the framework of certain inviolable 
conventions. 

In Art and Visual Perception, Rudolf Arnheim refers to our 
"general tendency to read visual patterns from left to right," 8 1 a 
habit which is exploited in different ways by Futurist painting and 
poetry. A study of any representative collection of Futurist paint-
ings or any volume on the art of the period would reveal that 
many of the dynamic objects pictured are shown to be moving 
towards the left of the painting (e.g., in Luigi Russolo's Treno in 
velocita, Automobile in cor sa, and La rivolta ; or in Boccioni's Dina-
mismo di un ciclista). The movement of the viewer's eyes from left to 
right thus appears to endow the signified object with a sense of 
impetus in the opposite direction. On the other hand, the sounds 
of :(ang tumb tuuum radiate outwards from left to right: the reading-
direction remains the same for both painting and poetry, but the 
di·rection of the sign-motion has been reversed. There are good 
reasons for this inherent in the difference between the two kinds of 
reading process . As Jan Tschichold has observed, "our writing 
runs from left to right" and "our eyes naturally return at the end 
of each line to the place where they started." 82 Thus, whilst the 
contrast between convergi ng and radiating lines may be a ppro-
priate to the difference between an object in motion and sound 
waves emanating from a particular source, the two configurations 
are also appropriate to two different kinds of reading. Since more 
than one line of writing is likely to be needed-both to give title-

Figure 9. F. T . Marinctti. Cover oL(ang tumb tuuum , 1914. 
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page information and to create a pictogram- a nd because we are 
expected to take in each line separately to understand it (and 
M arinetti is here reluctant to depart too boldly from the kind of 
reading condi tions we are used to, or the process would be slower), 
certain inferen ces naturally follow. T he arrangement will still have 
to relate to, if not actu ally conform to, the traditiona l horizontal 
layout; it wi ll not involve a sing le sweep of the eyes from left to 
right , as in painting (if one accepts Arnheim's generalization for 
the sake of the argu ment), but a number of repeated motions of 
this kind.8:1 In fact, there is a se nse here in which the relative 
poverty of th e medium is converted to good advantage. For, as 
T schi chold has pointed ou t: "I n special cases [lines] may be set 
obliquely, which is more eye-catching .... It can be very effec tive 
but only wh en done spari ngly. If it is used , single lines are more 
effective than short words or groups of short lines, because then 
the oblique position is not so easily noticed."8~ In designing the 
cover for ,(ang tumb tuuum, Marinetti would appear to have shown 
a feeling for these factors . 

With a n example of the order of simplicity to be found in the 
cover-design fo r ,(ang tumb tuuum, i t is relatively easy to distinguish 
between the iconic elements, the movement 's private codes of 
signified d yna mism (gradually shifting from iconici ty into conven-
tion) and specific graphic conventions appropria te to the printed 
page. With a more ela borate piece of typography, such as one finds 
in Gino Severini's Danza se1pentina,8 5 the differentiation of sign-
characteristics would be much more d ifficult to accomplish 
(indeed, the subjec t would require a paper to itself). Yet only a 
semiotic approach which separated iconic from other components 
would be able to extend the analysis or words-in-freedom in this 
direction. 

Conclusions and Perspectives 
This paper's a rgu ment for a semio tic approach to shaped writing 
has so far rested on two main factors: the ad vantages of the con-
cept oficonicity, in contrast to the mimetic model, a nd the ability 
of semiotics to differentiate various aspects within any g iven sign-
vehicle. But semiotics is a rapidly developing discipline, a t present 
substantially refining its techniques of a na lysis, and it would be a 

80 Visible Language : X I Winter 1976 



misrepresentation of its methodological merits not to take account 
of these new perspectives a nd indicate their fruitfulness for a 
semiotic a nalysis of typogra phy. Of particular interest in this con-
nexion a re certain current attempts a t quantifying the iconic 
element of the sign, and at bringing about a greater degree of 
cross-fertilization between the psychology of perception and the 
concept of the interpretant. 

" Auto-illustrations" and " designed analogies" have been 
treated in the present paper as single signs ( to some considerable 
extent iconically moti vated signs) . However, it is possible to view 
them as iconic "supersigns"; i.e., as collections or cor!figurations of 
symbolic signs (viz. words) . 06 Whether iconici ty occurs at the sign 
or supersign level would be something which semiotic a nalyses 
would have to consider. And so, too, is the question of just how 
m uch iconicity is present in such (super)signs. Certain starts have 
already been made in this d irection a t evolving a more precise way 
of formulating iconicity. 

In " Iconic Signs, Supersigns, and M odels" Martin Krampen 
has indicated a number of fruitful perspectives from which the 
iconicity of supersigns (be they typograph ical or otherwise) can be 
investigated. In genera l, he argues, work on the theory of models 
(to some extent one of Peirce's own starting-points) is at present 
fa r more advanced than any semiotic taxonomy of iconic signs. 
Since "supersigns" and " models" are in many ways comparable, 
there are good grounds for con templating a " mapping of super-
signs into the domain of models." 8 7 Leaving aside certain mis-
givings about whether the mapping should not be taking place in 
the other direction, one should perhaps note that one of the diffi-
culties h ere is that the terminology- as in much related structur-
alist thinking- tends to operate with sets of binary oppositions 
which may seem somewhat over-generalized, albei t quantifiable, 
for the aesthetic context. (The dominant model of information 
theory is to be witnessed in this. ) Thus Krampen proposes a num-
ber of two-part distinctions (between isomorphic a nd hetero-
morphic, structural and qualita tive, isohylic and analogical 
models) which he suggests cou ld be employed in a taxonomy of 
iconic signs. Wallis has similarly proposed a bipa rtite approach, 
distinguishing between two extreme forms of iconic sign. On the 
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one ha nd , the " extrem ely simplified " ones, " devoid of d etai ls," to 
which he gives the na me "schema ta." On the other, iconic signs 
" rich in d etails"- or " plcro ma ta, " as he calls them. 0U Clearly 
within such a system, most Futurist typographical effects would be 
assigned to the "schema ta" group. And because the theory of 
models offers a means of speaking wi th more p recision about the 
degree oficonicity, it should p rove useful to commentators on the 
printed word. 

Since Eco has shown some of th e ways in which a n account of 
iconic motivation needs to make usc of the psychology of percep-
tion , the sema ntic a nd pragmatic 89 dimensions of semiotics have 
come closer together. A description of sign-object rela tionships is 
thus likely to move more readily into a consideration of the inter-
prcta nt and the act of perception as well . And the work carried 
ou t by Arnheim on the general theory of visual perception in art 
and by Ma rcus on concrete poetry in this respect, in par ticular, is 
likely to be integrated more easily into a n overall semiotics of 
typography. 
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Reprinted by permission of the publisher. 
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zotta Editore, Milan. Reprinted by permission of the publisher. 
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Book Review 

Jan T schichold on Typography 

Jan T schichold, Ansgewiihlle Arifsiit<.e 
1i'ber Fragen der Gestalt des Buclzes und 
der Typographic (Selected Essays on 
Book Design and T ypography) . 
Basel: Birkhauscr Verlag, 1975 ; ISBN 

3-7643-0711 -0 , 23 Swiss Francs. 

Whatever may be our attitude 
towards the personality of Jan 
Tschichold-either from personal 
acquaintance or through familarity 
with his work and his writings-it is 
likely that anybody who practises 
typography, particularly book 
typography, and is not over sixty 
carries quite an amount of " T schi-
chold" in his tool bag. Whether we 
like it or not , most of us underwent, 
consciously or unconsciously, some 
or his considerable influence on 
twen tieth-century typography. 

T schichold was among the first 
typographers in the modern sense of 
the word. He was younger than 
o ther pioneers- such as Bruce 
Rogers, Stanley Morison, or Francis 
Meynell - but unlike them he 
entered the craft, not from the 
printing ind ustry or from publishing, 
but was trained to be a calligrapher 
and a designer at the now legendary 
Leipzig Academy. H ermann 
Delitsch and Walter Tiemann were 
his main tutors. 



After having been a student first 
and then an assistant-at Leipzig, he 
came into contact with the Bauha us 
in 1923. He was deeply impressed by 
their first exhibition. 

H e published his manifesto 
" Elementare T ypogra phic" in 1925 
in which he first sta ted his ideas 
about a strictly functional design of 
the printed word with a strong 
emphasis against " historic," 
" romantic," or " nationa listic" 
typefaces. Con seq uen tl y, sans serif to 
him was the best, if not the only kind 
of type suita ble for the mod ern 
world. Still , his work in these days 
for several publishing houses (among 
these the famous Insel Verlag at 
Leipzig) was not particularly 
" modernistic"; it shows a very high 
degree of craftsmanship, both in the 
handling of type and in the 
calligra phy. 

In 1926 Pa ul Renner called Tschi-
chold to Munich to become a 
teacher at the newly established 
" Meisterschule" (Mas ter Prin ters' 
School) . For nearly seven years 
T schichold taught at Munich: 
thirty hours weekly, for classes of 
some 25 students. Gradua lly his 
ideas a bout " the new typography" 
crystallized during his Munich 
years and were finally la id down in 
1928 in his book D ie neue Typographie 
(The New Typography). Its in-
fluence on German and, in a wider 
sense, Continental typographic 
design can ha rdly be overestima ted : 
in my country most teachers in 
printing schools still swore by it and 
its successor, Typographische 
Gestaltung (Typographic Design ; 

Basel, 1935) 1 in the late forties . In it 
we find a systema tic and consistent 
elabora tion of the principles of 
asymmetrical typography. As a 
second theme T schichold condemns 
conventional symmetrical typog-
raphy in terms such as " dead," 
" finished," " decadent." T he book 

As early as M arch 1933, ba rely 
two months after the Nazis took 
power in Germany, Tschichold was 
aa ested and shortly afterwords fired 
on the grounds of Kulturbolschewismus 
(cultural bolshevism~one of the 
worst crimes to be guilty of in a z1 
Germany). T schichold and his 
family fled to nearby Basel where he 
found an ever increasing amount of 
book design to be done for several 
prominent publishers: Benno 
Schwabe, Birkha user, and Holbein 
Verlag. In 1942 he became a citizen 
of the City of Basel and so a Swiss 
na tiona l. 

Gradually Tschichold 's ideas on 
typography underwent a subtle 
change : around 1940 he no longer 
rejected symmetrical typography as 
he had done before, nor did he 
declare himself a ltogether wrong 
about his earlier points of view on 
asymmetrical typography. Many of 
his original followers found them-
selves in a considerable quandary 
a bout this change of heart in their 
master- not a few felt it to be a 
betrayal of his original beliefs and 
never fully forgave him. 

I. A revised edition in Eng lish appeared 
as late as 1967, translated by Ruari 
McLean: A~mmetric Typography ( Lon-
don : Lund Hum phries). 
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T schichold, always a zealous 
author, published a grea t many 
articles on book design and the 
printing craft, mainly in the leading 
Swiss reviews Typographische 
Monatsbliitter and Schwei<.er 
Graphische Mitteilungm- many of 
them too good to be buried in back 
volumes and so to become unfind-
able. It is a happy circumstance that 
shortly before his death (T schichold 
died in 1974, aged 72) he collected 
25 of these, now published in an 
elegant volume (impeccably set and 
printed in Monotype Van Dijck) 
according to his own design. 

Many of these 25 essays are 
extremely short- three or four pages 
- and deal with one small detail of 
book design. Among them, for in-
stance : "Axia l or Asymmetrical T y-
pography?"; " Publishers' Rules for 
Printers" ; " How Specimen Pages 
Should Look"; "Signature Titles on 
Front of Spine of Sheet?"; "On 
Wide, Too Big, and Square Books"; 
" White or Off-white Paper," These 
short pieces are to my mind the best 
in the book and among the best to 
be found in contemporary typo-
graphic literature. They are concise 
formulations of Tschichold 's great 
craftsmanship and his meticulous 
care for detail. They should be read 
and reread by anybody engaged in 
book design today, with more atten-
tion than ever, since quality, in both 
composition and presswork, seems to 
be going down the drain with the 
advance of modern technologies. 

The longer pieces, however, are 
different, particularly the ones on 
" U n-arbi trary Proportions of Book 
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Page a nd T ype Area ' ' (pp. 45-76) or 
" On T ypography" (pp. 18-30) . I n 
such longer essays Tschichold's 
dogmatic way of thinking, com-
pletely devoid of' humour or iron y, 
becomes annoyingly apparent and is 
reflected in his harsh and jerky use of 
the German language. Quite a part 
from the dispu tability of many of his 
theories, it took a n uncommon 
amount of energy to persevere in my 
reading. But this is, after all, a minor 
objection lO a book that contains a 
las ting treasure of typographic com-
mon sense, wi th a strong emphasis on 
detail. It is the care for detail that 
determ ines the difference between 
good and indiflcrent typography. 

The above biographical particulars 
about Tschichold were taken mostly 
from another book, published by 
coincidence about the same time: 
.Jan Tschiclwld: TyjJographer by R uari 
McLean (London : Lund Hum-
phries, 1975 ; £ 7.50) . Apart from a 
warmly written cnucal biography 
McLean was T schichold 's personal 
assistant for a number of years and 
his friend l'orever after- it con tains a 
number ofTsch ichold's essays in 
English . Amazingly enough not one 
of these is to be found in the German 
collection. This is a pity, since these 
pieces add another dimension to 
T schichold 's personality as a typog-
rapher. Moreover, they seem to have 
lost a great part of thei r dogmatism 
in translation, which is all to the 
good. McLean reproduces in full 
Tschichold's general instructions for 
the composition of Penguin Books, 
written when, in 19'~7, he was 

appointed chief designer of Penguin 
by Allan Lane (on the recommenda-
tion of, among others, Stanley 
Ylorison) . The " Penguin Rules" arc 
particularly useful , a miracle of 
succinctness, and they conta in a 
wealth of sound advice. Thei r in-
Ouencc on Brit ish book typography 
was considerable and it lasted far 
beyond Tschichold 's relatively short 
activity for Penguin (j ust over two 
and a half years). 

There is much reason lO be glad 
that within a year after his death 
Tschichold got such a n excellent 
" life," containing a very fai r a nd 
complete assessment of his signifi -
cance as a book designer, and that at 
the same time a represen tative col-
lection of his shorter writings was 
published. Unfortunately only those 
who a re able to read both E.nglish 
and German may fully profi t by 
these two books. I did hear about the 
possibility of a German edi tion of 
McLean's book, but noth ing about 
the more urgent need of an English 
edition of the Ausgewiihlte Aufsiitz;e, 
preferably augmented with the 
art icles already published by 
McLean in his Appendix. 

T schichold mcri ts all this: he was 
one of the gia nts of twentieth-
century typography. 

Huib van Krimpen 

H uib van Krimpcn (Churchi ll-laan 35A, 
Amsterdam I 010, The :'-l c thcrlands) is a 
{i·ee-lance adviser, designer, and ed itor 
of books, particularly on typography and 
allied subjects. 
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Resume des Articles 
Traduction : Fcrnand Baudin 

Un manifcste en faveur de Visible Language 
par Merald E. Wro/stad 
Les resultats des recherches qui vont 
s'accumulant dans les sciences, lcs humanites 
ct lcs arts visuels inspircnt cct appcl en faveur 
de Ia re-evaluat ion de quclques-uns des 
pri ncipes fondamentaux qui rcgissent !'etude 
du langage. La linguistique n'a pas explicitc 
de manierc sa tisfaisante les liens qui relient 
les trois composantes que son t : notre organi-
sation interne du la ngage (comlang), son 
ex pression sous forme de la ngage visucl et 
sous forme de la ngage audi tif. Le visuel et 
l'audit if sont des systemes totalcment dis-
tincts: l' un ne asurait et re interprcu! dans les 
termcs de !'autre, et ce n'est pas l'ajustemcnt 
de ces systemes qui est lc plus important, mais 
bien le point de savoi r comment ils fonction-
nent independamment l' un de !'autre. 
Langage et dcveloppement complet de l' etre 
humain nc fon t qu' un. L'auteur rapporte des 
rcsultats de recherches q ui font apparaitrc 
une relation etroite chez l'homme entre son 
reseau interne d ' information et le la ngage 
visucl-et ccla dans Ia ma nierc dont nous 
utilisons lc langage aujourd'h ui aussi bien que 
dans Ia manicre dont notre com portement a 
Cte forme a l'origi nc et dans les premiers 
devcloppement du langagc. L'a ute ur lance un 
appel en faveu r de nouvelles recherches et de 
nouveaux travaux thcoriq ues qui porteraient 
sur des points importants. 

La nomenclature des caract<: res rom a ins par 
Philip Gaskell 
La nomenclature des elements des caractcres 
a une longue histoire. Pourtant il n'existe 
encore aucun systeme coherent. Cct article 
s'efforce de dcfini r et d'ordonner systcmati-
quement tous les mots requis pour nommer 
les diverses parties de !'image imprimee des 
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caracteres romain; it en illu~tre aussi 
!' utilisation. 

Plaidoyer en faveur d 'une etude semiotique 
des messages visuels, tels que Ia typographic 
futuriste italienne, par ]oiln ]. White 
A partir des experiences poetiques des 
Futuristes, !'auteur montre les avantages 
d 'une etude scmiotique appliquee aux mes· 
sages graphiqucs. Les examples appartiennent 
clairemcnt aux signes du type iconiquc, e t 
illustrent de maniere convaincante le fait que 
le concept d 'icone permet effectivement une 
analyse plus systematique ct plus rcvelatrice 
que le modele mimctiquc traditionnel. 
L'article fait voir comment Ia psychologic de 
Ia Gestalt a modifie Ia definition meme de 
l'iconicite pour a border les codes d'identifica-
tion et les conventions graphiques. Quelques 
exemples de ces derniers sont ctudies en vue, 
notamment, de faire rcssortir comment de 
nouveaux codes sont introduits dans les 
travaux originaux. En fin il compare le 
dynamisme dans Ia peinture et dans Ia poesie 
futuristes, afin de mieux d cmontrer comment 
!'approche semiotique permct de faire une 
nette distinction entre icone, convention, 
code. L'accent est naturellement mis sur 
l'iconisation de Ia typographic .. 

Kurzfassung der Beitrage 
Dbersetzung: Dirk Wendt 

Ein Manifest fur Visible Language (sichbare 
Sprache) von M erald E. Wrolstad 
Wachsende M cngen von Forschungsergeb-
nissen aus Natur- und Geisteswissenschaft 
sowie a us der graphischen Kunst haben 
diesen Ruf nach einer Neuorientierung fur 
einige der grundlegenden Vorgehensweisen 
sprachlichcr Untersuchungen ausgelost. Die 
linguistische Forschung hat die Bcziehung 
zwischen den drei Komponenten- innere 
Organisation der Sprache (comlang), ihrem 
Ausdruck als sichtbare Sprache und als 
horbare Sprache- nicht befriedigend geklart. 
Die sichtbare und die horbare Sprache sind 
verschieden; ein System kann nicht in Begrif-
fen des anderen interpretiert werden, und 
von erster Wichtigkeit ist nicht die Anpassung 
der heiden Systeme aneinander, sondern wic 
jedes von ihnen unabhangig funktioniert. 
Sprache ist cin Stuck mit vollstandiger 
menschlicher Entwicklung. Es wird iiber 
F orschungsergebnisse berichtet, die darauf 
hindeuten, da f3 ein engercr Zusammenhang 
zwischen dem inneren Informations-
verarbeitungsystem des Menschcn und der 
siciltbaren Sprache- sowohl hinsichtlich der 
Art, wie wir heutc Sprachc verarbeiten als 
auch in Bezug darauf, wie sich unserc 
Verhaltensmuster beim Entstehen und in der 
frlihen Entwicklung der Sprache aufgcbaut 
haben. Es wird zu weiterer Forschung und 
Theorienbildung tiber die entscheidenden 
Fragen angeregt. 

Eine Normcnklatur fur Antiqua von Philip 
Gaskell 
Obwohl der Aufbau einer Normenklatur flir 
die Elemente der Buchstabenformen cine 
lange Geschichte hat, gibt es heute noch kein 
volt kodifiziertcs System. Diescr Aufsatz 
versucht, aile notwendigen Begrifle zu 
definieren, urn die Teile des Druckbildes von 
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Antiqua-Schriften in cincm in sich sclbst 
abgcschlossenen System zu dcfinicrcn, und 
ihren Gebruach zu demonstrieren. 

Fur cinen semioti~chen Ansatz zur geformten 
Schrift: Ocr Fall der italienischen futuristis-
chen T ypographic von J ohn ]. White 
I n diesem Aufsatz werden futuristische 
poetische Experimente als Demonstrationsob-
jekt benutzt, urn zu zeigen, welche Vorteile 
ein semotischer Ansatz in der Erforschung 
der geformten Schrift hat. Die betrachteten 
Bcispiclc schcinen zu ciner Klasse von 
ikonischcn Zcichcn zu geho ren, und der 
Begriff der Ikonenhaftigkeit erla ubt cine 
sowohl systema tischerc als auch differenzier-
terc Methode zur Analyse der Bestandteile 
als das traditionelle a bbildc ndc Modell. Es 
wird auch betrachtct, in welcher Weise die 
G cstaltpsychologie die Definition dcr Ikonen-
haftigkeit modifiziert hat, urn die Verschltis-
selungen der Zeiche nerkennung und 
graphische Konventionen zu berticksichtigen. 
Beispicle solcher Verschltisselungen und 
Konventionen wcrden untersucht, und die 
Aufmerksamkeit wird auf die Einflihrung 
neuer Kodierungen in innovativen Arbeiten 
gelenkt. Schlielllich wird die Beziehung 
zwischen der Bedeutung des Dynanismus in 
der futuri stischen Malerei verglichen mit der 
in der Dichtkunst, urn zu zeigen, aufwelche 
Weise ein semiotisches Modell zwischen 
ikonischen, konvcntionalisierten und 
kodifizierten Elementen zu unterscheiden 
vcrmag; dabei wird die Anpassung ikonischer 
Effekte an das Medium der Druckkunst 
bcsondcrs hervorgchoben. 
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We're not about to promise 
that our publications on 
semantics, general semantics, 
and improving communication 
completely cover the subjects. 

{ 
Nor do they unravel a ll of 
the problems and complexities 
they take up. 

But our books, tests and films 
do reveal something of the 
" naked truth." 

Would you like to see our 
catalogue? Write us for a 
free copy. 

International Society for General Semantics 
Post Office Box 2469 

San Francisco, California 94126 
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Beginning in 1925 with a dozen sets of signs on two roads leading out of 
Minneapolis-to Albert Lea and to Red Wing, Minnesota- the Burma-
Shave highway signs and rhymes grew into a national institution 
numbering over 7,000 sets in 43 states. T he last ones were taken down in 
1963. Reprinted with kind permission ofThe Stephen G reene Press 
(Brattleboro, Vermont 0531 0), publishers of The Verse by the Side of the 
Road: The Story of the Burma-Shave Signs and J ingles by Frank Rowsome, J r. 




