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CULTURAL 

DIME N s I 0 N s of Visual Communication 

AN INTRODUCTION 

Sharon Helmer Poggenpohl 

the impetus to question 

the conventions of others 

and thus our own 

This special issue addresses a multifaceted communica­

tion perspective that deserves our increasing attention. 

We live and communicate in both global and local con­

texts, consequently the world in which we live is both 

large and small. It is peopled with those similar to 

us and quite different from us in language, culture 

and communication habit. The need to communicate 

beyond our own arena of comfort provides the impetus 

to question the conventions of others and thus our own . 

Much has been written in recent years about global­

ization. For example, David Harvey (1990) has given 

us a theory of space-time compression. Michael Hardt 

and Antonio Negri (2000) have speculated about the 

social and political ramifications of these ongoing 

global adjustments . 
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Using a framework from global theoristArjunAppadu­

rai (Igg6), it is useful to explore this issue in broader 

terms. He writes of media and migration as the creators 

of a global cultural flow. The media present us with news 

and vicarious experience of other's lives elsewhere -

under different circumstances of climate, culture, social 

structure and expectation. Media can be turned off or 

ignored, but migration is a local fact as a new neighbor 

cooks things whose smell is unique and unforgettable. 

And this neighbor may share citizenship and language, 

yet is keeping alive the culinary heritage of a now remote 

homeland. Cultures mix and intermingle beyond the 

borders- integrated into a complex daily life. New 

cultural hybrids and syntheses evade stereotype; they are 

created as adaptive responses to complex and changing 

life circumstances. 

Taking the vision of a global cultural flow further, 

Appadurai creates a framework of five dimensions: 

I: 2: 

ETHNOscapes MEDIAscapes TECHNOscapes FINANCEscapes 

116-117 

1: 

ETHNOscapes 

the shifting diaspoms of tourists, 

guest workers, immigrants, etc. 

2 : 

MEDIAscapes 

electronic production and 

distribution of information 

3 , 

TECHNOscapes 

irregular distribution and linkage 

between technologies 

4: 

FINANCEscapes 

global flows of capital 

5: 

IDEOscapes 

political conceptions like democrary, 

rights, representation, welfare, etc. 

IDEOscapes 



These 'scapes' have irregular shapes and shifting edges, 

their specinc form depends on the perspective from 

which they are viewed. Inflected by history, language 

and politics, they are the building blocks for imagined 

worlds. The global flows revealed by this framework sug­

gest we might now live in a new condition of neighborli­

ness (Poggenpohl & Heskett, 2001). 

Communities are increasingly not only in contact, but 

are interdependent for communal well being- from 

sharing resources and trade to sharing ideas and human 

values- from sharing aid during disaster to sharing 

common visions of a future. Whether the contact is 

technically mediated or a product of migration, this is 

a complex interwoven web of humanity with each of us 

being at times indigenous and at other times the 'other.' 

What constitutes indigenous design and what is design 

for the 'other' is now ambiguous. For example, in 

Chicago election ballots are now printed in three 

languages: English, Spanish and Chinese. The 2000 

census revealed that the Chinese community in that city 

had grown to such an extent to merit acceptance of their 

language in order to guarantee their political franchise. 

Language is an obvious cultural cue ofbelonging. And 

it is a site of conflict dealt with politically and culturally 

in many ways. 

Culture in this issue has at least a double meaning if 

not more. Culture has referred to specinc location, but 

now with the shifting ethnoscapes mentioned earlier, 

geography or country of origin is a less certain cultural 

marker. Culture also refers to complex human asso­

ciations organized through professional activity, socio­

economic afnliation or other identinable and variously 

permeable indicators. 
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Cultural Dimensions ofVisual Communication is a 

reflection of current themes relating to communication 

within a global community. The articles can be examined 

from several overlapping viewpoints : they deal with either 

processes of developing or making design or of design 

as it exists in the service of its users , using design; from 

a geographical perspective, the articles are grounded 

in Korea/japan, India, the United States, international 

travel or cyberspace; and many of the authors reflect 

on the materiality of communication design or the 

use of rhetoric. Despite these similarities among the 

articles, each has a specific and unique core concern. 

Returning for a moment to Appadurai' s framework, 

the articles reflect his notions of ethnoscape, 

mediascape and ideoscape. 

The first three articles are about making communica­

tion in a professional context. The first is about learn­

ing to control typographic design, the second is about 

experimenting to provide alternative structure for the 

still emerging digital culture and the third is about 

understanding cultural heritage and influence among 

designers in a region. 

Martha Scotford' s article examines language as a cultural 

divide. In a previous essay in this journal (Scotford, 

Ig88), the author discussed the problem of translation, 

not just linguistically but also from a glyphic and 

visual structural standpoint, from Russian to English 

for Mayakovsky' s poem, For Reading Out Loud, as 

presented typographically by Lissitzky. In the current 

article her concern is teaching principles of typographic 

structure and manipulation that transcend a specific 

language or writing system . Teaching design students 

in India, the challenge was to explore both Latin and 

non Latin typographic systems as carriers for English , 

Hindi , Kannada, Marathi, and Malayalam and Tamil 

to a lesser extent. The book review (and the book 

reviewed) at the end of this journal, Language '[ype Culture 

(Berry, 2002) provide a complementary perspective to 

this article. 

11 8 -119 



Located in cyberspace, Patricia Search questions West ­

ern hierarchical conceptions of communication and 

finds them deficient for use in the fluid more relational 

context of interactive digital communication. To escape 

the blindspot ofWestern cultural conventions, she 

develops a new syntax derived from aboriginal oral 

culture. This exploration of a connection between an 

earlier form of communicative order and the digital 

moment in which we live is an interesting strategy with 

which to attempt to remove pre- existing and hard to 

elude preconceptions. The author intimates that con­

nections can be made between aboriginal ideas and 

more recent (Igth and 20th century) conceptions of 

time and space . 

A strong and recurrent cultural theme is the problem 

of identity in a world of immigration, migration and 

changing political action. Min-Soo Kim closely exam­

ines the identifying characteristics of design action from 

a generational perspective based on Korean-Japanese 

history and politics. His concern is exploration of the 

materiality of design and the 'genetic ' traces that con­

nect various designers' work in Asia. What emerges is an 

idea of internal cultural transformation in South Korea 

that continues today. Kim provides a hermeneutic read­

ing of communication design that probes more deeply 

than aesthetics or style to confront the social and politi ­

cal situation it reflects. 

The last two articles are about using communication 

design in daily life. The first of these has vernacular 

overtones as many of the signs with which it is concerned 

are handmade and even naive . The last article is not 

a demonstration of design , but one of defining good 

social intentions with design in a context that often lacks 

a base of reasonable communication culture . Both of 
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RESOURCES 

120-121 

these articles challenge design as an elite activity. 

International travel and the problem of dealing with 

human necessities, i.e . , finding toilet facilities , is at 

the core of Lynne Ciochetto' s article. Framed by an 

historic perspective on travel and commerce, she docu­

ments variation relating to this common need. Symbols 

and icons and their references are key to reading cul­

tural similarities and differences and even the etiquette 

they acknowledge. Her analysis examines the materiality 

of signs and the contexts in which these messages occur . 

Immigration with its inherent issues of adaptation, cul­

tural assimilation or resistance, figure significantly in 

Barbara Martinson and Sauman Chu's article. Somali 

and Hmong residents of Minnesota need access to social 

service information in their own language and English. 

Such information is not benign as its presentation 

raises subtle issues of language and imagery from an 

identity standpoint. Further, it reveals status and dignity 

accorded to the immigrant by the host country. The 

materiality of messages is an important discriminatory 

element in these situations. 

The book review for Language Culture '[ype rounds 

out this issue and returns attention to language , 

writing systems and the glo hal interest in effective 

communication. 
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F U N C T I 0 N and 

E X P R E S S I 0 N: Student !Jpographic 
work in English and Indian languages 

Martha Scotford 

Teaching typography in a cross-cultural setting poses 

particular conceptual and visual problems. Using a recipe as the content for a 

typographic assignment while teaching in India, the author explores typographic 

approaches that include functional, expressive and integrated perspectives in English, 

Hindi, Kannada, Marathi and to a lesser extent Malayalam and Tamil and various 

combinations of languages. This experience is documented through illustrations and 

commentary on the student solutions. 
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The students were amused: the American teacher was 

asking them to play with their favorite lunch food. This 

brought back all sorts of domestic and school memories, 

and discussions of family and regional variations. When 

translated from English , the recipe text was debated; 

how to render the word for 'leftover' that did not also 

imply 'stale ' ? The sensory experience of the dish was 

described for the teacher who had never eaten it: white , 

cool, smooth, mildly spicy, soothing in the heat of the 

day. The Indian lunch box, the multi-tiered and com­

partmented tiffin box, was remembered with fondness . 

The special shape of the vessel for making curd (or 

yogurt) at home was described. And by an amazing coin­

cidence, on the day the project ended at the first school , 

we had Dahi Bhaat for lunch in the mess hall. Later, 

at another school , a student brought enough for the 

whole class to share on the last day. This was exactly 

what I had hoped for: a way for me into a new culture 

through language and food , a way for Indian students 

into experimental typography starting from some famil­

iar ground. 

Graduate and undergraduate students at four Indian 

universities and design schools worked on a typographic 

exercise using English and the Roman alphabet , Hindi 

and the Devanagari alphabet, and several other Indian 

languages and alphabets . The exercise was intended to 

explore some qualities of basic typographic composi­

tion, some aspects of expressive typography , the design 

assumptions and necessities of English/Roman com­

pared to Hindi/ Devanagari and others , and to prompt 

discussion of cultural and linguistic traditions in rela­

tion to typography. 

The students were a mixed lot, coming from all regions 

of India: second year graphic design students at the 

National Institute of Design, Ahmedabad (the premier 

public design school in India) with some typography 

experience ; first and second year graphic design stu­

dents at the Shristi School of Art, Design and Technol­

ogy, Bangalore (a new private design school) with some 

type experience; graduate students in visual communi­

cation at the Industrial Design Center, Indian Institute 

of Technology-Bombay (the only graduate design pro­

gram in India) with moderate type experience; and first 

India 

!:Jpe language 



tiffin treat 

dahi bhaat 

2 cups boiled rice (leftover) 

1 cup curd 

1 tbsp. oil 

118 tsp. mustard seeds 

1 green chili (optional) 

114 tsp . chopped ginger 

1 sprig curry leaves 

salt to taste 

the night before: 

cook and cool rice, ifthae is none leftover 

whip the curd 

chop the chili 

chop the ginger very fine 

wash the curry leaves 

heat the oil and splutter the mustard seeds in it 

add the chili, ginger and curry leaves and fry for a minute 

pour over the whipped curd 

add the seasoning and rice 

stir well 

cover and chill 

in the morning: 

pack in the lunch box 

note: a very cooling dish for summer 

[added later: serves 4-6, preparation time 30 minutes] 

RECIPE: 

year graphic design students at the Indian Institute of 

Technology-Guwahati (the newest liT campus, in the 

far east state of Assam) with little type experience. The 

core project was the same for each group, however adap­

tations were made based on student experience and time 

available (from two to three-and-a-half weeks). Tech­

nology was somewhat limited by United States standards; 

the students began with sketching, some with cut-and­

paste compositions of photocopied text , and then moved 

onto computers using programs they knew (Corel Draw, 

Illustrator, and PageMaker) with limited fonts in Hindi 

and other languages. 

The exercise used the short text of a simple and 

common Indian recipe for a rice and yogurt dish, called 

Dahi Bhaat, often served for lunch or snack. The text 

comprised a title, subtitle, list and quantities of ingredi­

ents, the procedural steps, and a serving comment (later 

two groups added serving size and preparation time) . 

The structure of the exercise was to employ the admit­

tedly artificial extremes of 'functional' and 'expressive' 

as beginning points for experimentation; then to arrive 

at an 'integrated' midpoint, with the possibility it would 

be better than either extreme. 
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To begin work a shared understanding of the terms 

was needed. The students brainstormed lists of words 

they associated with each of the extremes pertaining to 

typography. The lists remained on the blackboards for 

the duration of the project, to inspire and keep them 

on track. We discussed the nature and purp ose of a 

recipe, who would be using it, how it would be used 

(shopping list and cooking directions), when certain 

elements would be important (for example, the rice 

must already be cooked before starting) . We analyzed 

the text: what were the parts (titles, ingredients list, 

steps, note) and how did each operate in the whole? 

What kinds of words and symbols were used? Part of 

the discussion was also the memories and associations 

elicited by the text; mothers preparing food, how certain 

spices react, other tiffin treats, and eating customs in 

different areas of India. 

126-127 

WORD LIST: 

Junctional 

Mechanical 

Business-lilce 

Unemotional 

Basic 

Readable 

Practical 

Clear 

Comprehensive 

Ordered 

Useable 

Purposeful 

Structured 

Efficient 

Effective 

Objective 

Concise 

Serious 

Linear 

Methodica l 

Hierarchy 

Balanced 

Comfortable 

Direct 

J nstructive 

Logical 

Calculated 

Symmetrical 

Neutral 

Transparent 

User-friendly 

Communicative 

Approachab le 

Universal 

Simple 

Precise 

Formal 

Static 

Literal 

Framed 

Monotonous 

Contextual 

Straightforward 

Sequential 

Unbiased 

Directional 

Obvious 

Procedural 

Persuasive 

Boring 

Denotation 

Conventional 

Traditional 

Safe 

Attractive 

Expected 

Workable 

Appropriate 

expressive 

Simple 

Radical 

Erratic 

Funny 

Personal 

Emotional 

Playful 

Aesthetic 

Subjective 

Unconventional 

Daring 

Exciting 

Rule-breaker 

Attractive 

Effective 

Quick 

Poetic 

Eye-catching 

Contemporary 

Special 

Different 

Extraordinary 

Disturbing 

Chaotic 

Spontaneous 

Beautiful 

Controversial 

Useab le 

Indire ct 

Misleading 

Practical 

Pe rsuasive 

Individualistic 

Free 

Informal 

Non-functional 

Incomprehensib le 

Biased 

Deflected 

Revolutionary 

Artistic 

Unusual 

Customized 

Abstract 

Extreme 

Meaningful 

Experimental 

Provocative 

Evocative 

Connotation 

Appropriate 

Metaphorical 

Short-lived 

Human 

Opa que 

Random 

Impractical 

Complex 

Trendy 

Uncomfortable 

Dyna mic 

Moving 

Sensa tion 



Working hrst in English, the students tackled the 'easy' 

Functional (closest to what they had already studied 

in typography), then moved to the Expressive, ending 

with Integrated compositions. Briefly, Functional was 

defi.ned as easily readable, organized for understanding 

and following process. For Expressive the emphasis was 

on interpretation (of process , words, actions, associa­

tions, emotions, context) with readability not impor­

tant. Integrated combined the best features of both , a 

useable text with increased visual, cultural, emotional 

interest and impact. Once they had cycled through the 

whole process, they could move through it again using 

Hindi or another Indian language with which they were 

familiar . For practical and pedagogical reasons, typeface 

choices were limited to a few sans serif faces . The stu­

dents were given 'neutral' text in all lowercase, no punc­

tuation; they were not allowed to add or subtract words, 

but could punctuate however they wished. 

The educational levels, experiences and mindsets of 

each group made their responses different; different 

groups found certain parts easier than others. The stu­

dents studying at the two IITs, India's technical univer­

sities known for their engineering and computer science 

programs, found working in the Expressive mode dif­

hcult , whereas the students in the art and design schools 

did not. Accompanying lectures on the history of west­

ern avant-garde typography of the early twentieth cen­

tury suggested possibilities and helped some students 

understand better the freedom available for their work. 

From among the many strong examples , these are 

chosen emphasizing design quality and variety of con­

cepts with priority given to those concepts most directly 

connected with the specihc content and context; some 

formal ideas might well pertain to other texts (and here 

represent part of the student's learning process). 
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iiHin treat 

curd. 
:rice 

1 : I Seema Seth, Shristi 

l i f t i f1 t r e a t 

t cupt·uM 

J tspoiJ 

l !iff'f!ll!"ii;ll 

l r.up.~Mifed:ice 

1 spr:g c::r:v fps~·es 

1/4 cspcbopprogmg.:r 

1/B ispm!l5tiirdse~ds 

Dahi Bhaat 

Tt:emg!1tbefr.re 
cook .~M:x'!<;J:;cr!i!!/Vi'I$•1!J;;t• !eht~ot~r 

cover!I!ICCMI 

3 : I Surbhi Guleria, NID 

128 - 129 

ENGLISH FUNCTIONAL; 

l , ifu~ · : ,)<~~ 

dohi bhoot 

2: I Ashish Sharma, IIT-G 

4: I Prachi Kamdar, NID 

The essential parts of the message are clearly separated 

by space and alignments; other elements are treated for 

emphasis. The first emphasizes the main ingredients 

which become the English title (FIGURE 1). The second 

uses bold for ingredient names and the action verbs; 

the detail about cooking the rice first is separated 

(FIGURE 2). The third uses bold for quantities and 

actions (FIGURE 3). The fourth uses bold for ingredients 

and some actions; ingredients are distinguished by 

angled baselines; added space between actions defines 

the steps (FIGURE 4). 



ENGLISH EXPRESSIVE: 

6 : I Deepa V, NID 

TIFFIN 
!HI!! A I 

7: I Arvind Prabhakar, Shristi 

The examples show a variety of strategies for exploring 

the content and context of the recipe. The fifth shows 

the surface of the prepared food: smooth white with 

specks of spices, the darkest the mustard seeds of letter 

pairs (FIGURE 5). The sixth refers to the South Indian 

custom of eating from banana leaves with different foods 

arranged in piles (FIGURE 6). The seventh suggests the 

violence of cooking by highlighting one action; shared 

letters in the title and subtitle add menace (FIGURE 

7). In the eighth, reordering the phrases and empha­

sizing certain letters by size and weight produces two 

more texts that make (some) sense (FIGURE s). The 

ninth presents the prepared dish with tantalizing odors 

(FIGURE 9). The tenth pulls out the punctuation to start 

the stirring of ingredients; the reference is to a kitchen 

conversation (FIGURE 1 o). Maybe a kitchen god in the 

eleventh recommends the cooling dish (FIGURE 11). 

J .oHher., .one ,,,,., rnusL~ee;;.ho,pe .. ,.~ 

J. "?L season ., .. . hen ... b .. or~ile?ash 
h 

ice •. star, 
.,ill cop ,hi,l tift 

.• chill cu .. rdlea 

g.rand , teclr spoi l 1 ,pig w• lluice 

cur.,L:·,:"··m.ute .JLd. 

8: I Kruti Sarajya, Shristi 

1 0: I Ekta Manchanda, Shristi 
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' .. 

5: I Kruti Sarajya, Shristi 

9: I Shruti Shrivastava, IIY-G 

TIFFIN v 
A. Vf;~V COOUN{J D!$H H:it S.JMM(R 

Hlr ._..,.,, ~! ,-. ,!~, <'l-'ld 1:tHI 

! TREAT 
! 

11 : I Aviral Saxena, NID 

ENGLISH INTEGRATED: 

1 2 : I Arvind Prabhakar, Shristi 

dahi bhaat 

14: I Charmaine D'Souza, Shristi 

130 - 131 

13: I Geetanjali Srivastava, NID 

,,'{{\(1,,(}~\ 

dahi bhaa( 

15: I Mona Gonsai, NID 

Integrated examples combine the best ideas for 

communication and expression. In the twelfth the 

sections of the tiffin box organize the steps, the 

ingredients at top allowing the evocative name and 

odor to escape (FIGURE 12). The size of the numbers 

in thirteen show quantity in reverse and suggest 

the spluttering mustard seeds (FIGURE 13). The 

fourteenth attaches the ingredient quantities to the 

action when needed for the whole swirling mixture 

(FIGURE 14). In fifteen the actions are emphasized 

and the quantities tucked in (FIGURE 15). 



Following the English compositions, the students chose 

another Indian language. In most cases this was Hindi 

(the other official Indian national language with Eng­

lish), but some knew and chose Marathi (spoken in 

Bombay and the surrounding Maharasthra state), Kan­

nada (spoken in Bangalore and the state of Karnataka), 

Tamil (spoken in Tamil Nadu) and Malayalam (spoken 

in Kerala). Marathi uses the same (Devanagari) alphabet 

as Hindi; the others employ their own alphabets derived 

from many writing traditions. This part of the project 

fulfilled one of my goals to learn more about the myriad 

Indian languages and alphabets in a typographic context 

that allowed discussion and exploration. It transpired 

that the students had done little typographic work out­

side of English, thus this part of the exercise was a 

beginning for them too. 

A few basic characteristics of Hindi: the letters are 

consonants connected to make words by the top hori­

zontal bar (sirorekha) above which the matras indicate the 

vowel sounds, as well as some matras attached to character 

matras bases. There is only one case . A sentence ends with a 

sirorekha vertical bar, and Hindi has its own numbers. The letter­

forms, compared with English, tend to be slightly more 

complex, more curved and closer to their humanistic 

pen-form roots. The close viewer/reader will notice a 

repetition of short words at the end of sentences - these 

are the Hindi verbs. The words 'tiffin treat' have become 

a single five-letter word 'nashta .' 

HINDI FUNCTIONAL 

In sixteen the comments and notes provide spatial 

divisions for the sections; the title is large at the bottom 

(FIGURE 16). The seventeenth contrasts the ingredients tc 

actions by size, nashta and the note are vertical (FIGURE 1 

In eighteen the title words define spatial areas for the tw~ 

text sections; the sirorekha provides a platform for nashta a1 

the note (FIGURE 18). Words (title, subtitle and note) on 

diagonal in nineteen divide the space and suggest alignm 

for the text groupings; the numbers for ingredient quan 

ties are enlarged (FIGURE 19). The pinwheel-like movemt 

has a cultural significance; the swastika is an old and pos 

symbol in India. 
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HINDI FUNCTIONAL: 

16: I Gaurav Mathur, IIT-B 

~"'"itT-f"' 
;.!;i;>:it 

:::,; ".,(1:0::; ;r,~ 

t!ld :•Nl'!lftf 
~-;;:"«<;t:i ;''"""'''(~"" 

't-1J "'i_: ':~ :..:;:~ f'; 

;:~~~ m<d; ~'~;;,';::;;,\~jt«C''"'" "'" 
?.f.:;i;:i}:r.i-t . 

~<*~:f::v~ i! 

"$f," <r~ "'~ ~ 
:\:-<i.z':":"VI:f.1-Th•;i=ttifW\"l<:":'~ 

;tr.\'~1, '1!'0:(:'l-ll'f.ti"lf'i! f?~ ~ W~f.T::::! -n ~.r-" 

~ =!'1t ~-<1pr:~f:"!'~k 

\.«~4W:f'lffi~p.Jit 
::l":l.\l;"'l',-~'F'f.f 

18 : I Smriti Mehra , Shristi 

132-133 

~l'l<1fi:rci (~) 

VtUR:T~~· 
~i'l5UR:TT1llR~ 

<f0'l>it"l"i't(qof~) 

~(~) 

1 7: I Dipannita Dutt, NID 

19: I Geetika]aspal, NID 



HINDI EXPRESSIVE 

The sirorekha works for and against typographic freedom. 

In twenty, Hindi numbers are sailors enjoying cooling 

breezes (like the food) from a Kerala student used 

to water and boats; the strong horizontal helps create 

a drawn line (FIGURE 20) . The 'sh' sound in nashta 

suggests a figure and tray in twenty-one to support 

all the ingredients; the title is dropped out of 

the sirorekha and the cooling note is on its own 

pedestal (FIGURE 21). The primary recipe action is 

shown in twenty-two by shifting letterforms with their 

'chopped' sirorekhas (FIGURE 22). In twenty-three, the 

Hindi numeral 'one' found in most of the ingredient 

quantities is used to separate the ingredients and orga­

nize the procedural steps (FIGURE 23) . 

HINDI INTEGRATED 

Ending with nashta and the title, twenty-four uses two 

sizes and two weights of Hindi ; the process is large 

and bold with the specific ingredient same size, lighter 

weight, followed by the ingredient quantity in smaller 

type (FIGURE 24). In twenty-five, the 'hee' sound of dahi 

is the spatial organizer: along the curved side are the 

ingredients, under the hook is the note, under the arm 

is the leftover rice comment and the process is ranged 

along the stem; bhatt punctuates the end in the same size 

as the beginning 'da ' (FIGURE 25). 

20: I Deepa V, NID 

22: I Arvind Prabhakar, Shristi 
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21 : I Seema Seth, Shristi 

2 3: I Rajorshi Ghosh, NID 

25: I GauravMathur, IIT-B 

134 -13 5 

HINDI INTEGRATED : 

24: I Gauri Bajaj, NID 



At Shristi in Bangalore, with students working in Hindi 

and Kannada, there was the opportunity to compare 

both languages with English/Roman in terms of alpha­

bet forms, fonts, grammar, punctuation and general 

usage -all affecting typographic design. Both Hindi 

and Kannada have only one case and no italic. Both 

use phonetic alphabets, reading left to right with sen­

tence structure beginning with nouns and ending with 

verbs. Kannada uses punctuation similar to English 

while Hindi uses the vertical bar (purnaviram) for a full 

stop. Hindi, with straight and curved, simple and com­

plex forms, aligns along the horizontal sirorekha with 

matras above the line and below the letters like subscripts. 

Kannada, with mostly curved forms and a 'soft' slightly 

weighted baseline for alignment, has matras above and 

below letters. In Hindi certain sounds are formed with 

half characters joined horizontally; in Kannada sub­

script letters for combinations can be joined vertically. 

Because of so much information along the sirorekha and 

letter bases, Hindi is unreadable if cropped top or 

bottom. In contrast, Kannada readability can survive 

some top and bottom cropping. Hindi characters have a 

strong axis on the right, often a vertical stroke, but can 

create a strong left aligned edge; Kannada's soft forms 

create no strong edges and alignments are optical and 

easiest seen in mass . 

For expressive purposes, English affords much greater 

distortion and flexibility while maintaining readability. 

In Hindi the necessary connection by sirorekha can be 

broken only slightly before words fall apart becoming 

meaningless; letterspacing is very limited as sound com­

binations are fragile. Nor can letterspacing be reduced 

by much before characters and matras pile up on one 

another . For the same reason, vertical stacking of Hindi 

characters is close to impossible. For Kannada, wide 

letterspacing is possible; matras can be distorted as long 

as they remain under the correct part of the character. 

Due to size differences among the characters most words 

cannot be stacked vertically. Given these conditions 

the students discovered what was possible, useful and 

expressive. Because of one case, larger characters or 

bolder characters could emphasize or de&ne for both 

languages. The strong horizontal of Hindi allows close 

linespacing; Kannada needs greater separation between 

lines for definition. 
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ENGLISH: HINDI: KANNADA: 

e :! e case 

ita ... ic 

...... 
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2 6 : I Ni!Ja Rao, Shristi 

2 9: I Kruti Sarajya, Shristi 

KANNADA EXPRESSIVE: 

KANNADA FUNCTIONAL: 

2 7: 1 Kruti Sarajya, Shristi 

3 0 : I Anindita Saha, Shristi 

28: 1 Krupa Thimmaiah, Shristi 

£~"­
~ -

()() 
0/eJ 
'0/Z(~ 

31 : I Krupa Thimmaiah , Shristi 
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~---- matras 

KANNADA FUNCTIONAL 

In Kannada 'dahi bhaat' becomes 'mosaranna' in five-letters 

and 'tiffin' becomes three - letter 'thindi'. In twenty-six, the 

ingredients are listed under the title and note while the 

steps are in larger type with the sentence-ending verbs 

much larger and looking bolder (FIGURE 26). Here you 

can see the variable visual density of the characters and 

the relative size of the bottom matras. 'Thindi' (tiffin) is 

stacked in twenty-seven enclosing the title; ingredients 

are listed at top and process below, the note at the base 

(FIGURE 27). 'Thindi' is again used as the focal point in 

twenty-eight; title, note, ingredients and steps rotate 

outward (FIGURE 28). 

KANNADA EXPRESSIVE 

By a student not familiar with the language, the essence 

of mixture, all the words and foods, is shown in 

twenty- nine , the title enclosed in 'thindi' (FIGURE 2 9). 

The title in thirty is set in a more informal font; along 

the top the ingredients flow; mixing around the letters 

are the recipe steps; 'thindi' can be seen in the medium­

sized letters (FIGURE 30). Thirty-one emphasizes the 

forms of the Kannada numbers, even in fractions, 

the ingredients follow their forms; the steps are listed 

ending with the title (FIGURE 31). 



MARATHI FUNCTIONAL 

Marathi uses the same Devanagari alphabet as Hindi. 

The title in thirty-two with slightly overlapping words 

creates the column for the grouped texts; the curved 

note draws in the reader (FIGURE 32). 

MARATHI EXPRESSIVE 

Some of the title characters create a vessel for the 

food, shown with its clumps and spices in thirty-three 

(FIGURE 33) . Another vessel created by one letterform 

pours the prepared food in thirty-four (FIGURE 34) . 

MARATHI INTEGRATED 

The enlarged characters of 'bhaat' in thirty-five provide 

the spaces and alignments for the texts; ingredients sep­

arated from rice note , separated from procedures, from 

cooling note and from servings and time (FIGURE 35) . 
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MARATHI FUNCTIONAL : 

32: I Radhika Tipnis, IIT-B 

MARATHI EXPRESSIVE: 

33 : I Radhika Tipnis, IIT-B 3 4: I Shweta Telang, !IT-B 

MARATHI INTEGRATED: 

3 5 : I Sh weta Te lang, liT- B 



MALAYALAM FUNCTIONAL: 

In contrast to Devanagari from pen forms , Malayalam 

and Tamil alphabets are derived from writings on palm 

leaves with a pointed tool; the curling motions are com­

bined with few straight lines in Malayalam, more com­

plex curves in Tamil with more straight strokes. These 

too have single cases and must rely on size and weight for 

visual emphasis. More spacing flexibility is possible as the 

characters are separated. Malayalam has some accents, 

while Tamil has elaborate ascenders and descenders . 

With title in the corner in thirty- six the notes encircle 

the ingredients and the process steps down (FIGURE 36). 

36: I RajithKumar, IIT- B 

TAMIL INTEGRATED: 

In thirty-seven, the large title provides the center 

point for all notes and the ingredient list; process steps 

are listed to left (FIGURE 37). 

3 7 : I Savavara Raja, liT-B 

Some students explored the challenge of a bilingual 

composition. When attempting to balance weight and 

color between languages they discovered limitations in 

available fonts; type sizes are best matched optically 

between English and Indian faces as point sizes must 

include the matras making the x-heights different. 
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38: I Krupa Thimmaiah , Shristi 

40: I Geetanjali Srivastava, NID 

142 - 1 4 3 

ENGLISWKANNADA FUNCTIONAL 

Both titles in thirty-eight are rotated and the two recipes 

lean toward each other in visual balance (FIGURE 38). 

~r~m 
~ ·mer ' 
:)R"""·""':;L 

3 9 : I Arvind Prabhakar, Shristi 

ENGLISWHINDI EXPRESSIVE 

Politics (and humor) enter in thirty-nine where 

the student uses Hindi and its sirorekha to obliter­

ate the colonial English and includes a banner of 

Hindi topped by 'jai' - short for the rallying cry 

of Jai Hind ' or 'Glory to India' (FIGURE 3 9) . 

ENGLISHIHINDI INTEGRATED 

Emphasizing the visual contrast of the letterforms 

by using a condensed English , forty alternates 

Hindi ingredients with English process along the 

left and the reverse along the right , with title to 

the edge (FIGURE 40). Hindi changes sizes and 

weight, the English changes only size. 



In conclusion, with so many parts of the exercise new 

to the students , some progress was inevitable. Initially, 

some students found the exercise tedious , then got into 

the spirit. One of their usual teachers compared the 

whole exercise to cooking: not enjoyable unless your 

hands are smeared with ingredients. Here their hands 

were full of type, rules and text , and they began to enjoy. 

Some specific aspects they valued involved the structure 

of the exercise: using the extremes to create understand­

able boundaries that were subsequently blurred, the 

sanctioned rule breaking, and fmally , knowing experi­

mentation was acceptable and encouraged. The simplic­

ity of the text led some to think the exercise limited 

but later were surprised at the level of creativity it gen­

erated. Working in two and three languages produced 

several rewards for students, in addition to pure novelty. 

Translating between the languages showed differences in 

sentence structure and hierarchy. They were confronted 

with aspects they took for granted in their primary lan­

guage and now perceived differently in all languages . 

In the less familiar languages they began to look more 

closely at letterforms and at abstract qualities such as 

typographic color and texture. They found new visual 

ideas along with the new forms and structures and 

returned to the familiar with new eyes. 

These students are preparing to take on the complexity 

of typographic design in a country with two officiallan­

guages and more than twenty others, many dominant in 

their own regions . Through this short set of exercises 

they have discovered issues that will define their profes­

sional lives and problems that some may seek to address 

directly in their design. For example , currently the 

choice of typefaces for Indian languages is limited and 

within those available the variations in weight , structure 

and slant are not developed. Technology must address 

the fact that many Indian alphabets can have as many as 

fifty traditional characters. Hindi lost about ten charac­

ters when the British adapted it to the standard English 

keyboard. Those developing typefaces and typesetting 

programs have no standardized keyboards ; manufac­

turers use their own variation on either key mapping 

or phonetic mapping onto English letters . There are 

important cultural and political ramifications to the 

creative and technical ability of designers to produce 

inventive and successful communication materials for 

the formidable range of voices among a billion people. 
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Patricia Search 

The METASTRUCTURAL 

DYNAMICS of 

INTERACTIVE ELECTRONIC DESIGN 

Interactive electronic computing enables users to 

manipulate text , graphics and sound into new multiliteracy models that emphasize 

patterns of relationships rather than discrete entities. However , most multimedia 

programs fall short of this objective because they reflect Western hierarchical con­

cepts that have dominated communication since the development of writing. We 

need interface designs that help the user define dynamic patterns and synthesize 

information. The paper explores new forms of temporal, spatial and rhythmic links 

in interactive design that enable the viewer to explore information outside the 

framework of narrative and causality. The paper discusses the 'spatial grammar' of 

interaction and introduces the concept of kinesthetically articulated design in which 

the user builds cognitive maps by combining rhythmic patterns of interaction with 

audiovisual navigation cues. This new design syntax is derived from oral communica­

tion techniques used in aboriginal cultures. 
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INTRODUCTION 

Finding meaning either in oneself or in 

the world depends not on a single perceptual standpoint and 

a bedrock of certain meaning, but on deciphering an unstable, 

ever-changing network of relations surrounding it. 

Rensselaer Polytechnic Institute 

Visible Language 37.2 

Search , 146-165 
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Rhode Island School of D es ign 

Providence, Rhode Island 20903 

- Polly Ullrich 

In interactive multimedia computing, the interface 

designs do not reflect the dynamic nature of interactive 

multimedia environments where relationships contin­

ually change. Instead the interface designs support 

hierarchical structures that separate information into 

speciflc categories or groups. Current design techniques 

emphasize the position of text and graphics on the 

screen and the sequence of links, rather than using 

space and time to deflne semantic relations. Links to 

information in an interactive environment provide flex­

ible access to information, but that flexibility is stifled 

by the fact that we still read for "flxed links between 

screens rather than focusing on a network of dynamic 

relationships between ideas" (Search, 2001). 

The dominance of the printed page in communication 

has limited our ability to visualize alternative formats for 

structuring information. In written text, printing con­

ventions such as paragraphs, indices and punctuation 

affect the way we read by organizing information into 

predeflned hierarchical structures. However, in interac­

tive computer programs the process of navigation reveals 

new patterns of relationships between the groups. As 

Monge and Kalman point out , " ... as processes 

unfold they constitute (i.e. , reproduce and/or trans­

form) structures" (Monge and Kalman, 1996 , 87). Jay 

Bolter acknowledges that this interactive process should 

result in new forms of communication: "the dialogic 

structure of hypertext might also enable us, as Derrida 

put it, to 'reread past writing according to a different 

organization of space"' (Bolter, 2001 , no). 

cyberspace 

cultural blindspot 



The interface designs for interactive programs need to 

emphasize dynamic patterns of information as well as 

underlying structures. How do we visualize patterns that 

change over time? We need to combine logic and per­

ception into a dynamic syntax that encourages a flexible, 

open interpretation of the matrix of patterns and rela­

tionships that evolve as the user navigates through a 

network of links. A new form of audiovisual logic is 

needed using Gestalt principles of perception to create 

a holistic synthesis of patterns that change in space and 

time. In these discursive environments, text takes on 

characteristics of visual imagery because words derive 

meaning from their relationships in space and time. 

In turn images and sound define a new audiovisual aes ­

thetic in which graphics and sound have interchangeable 

or complementary meanings, creating multiple levels 

of semantic encoding. The new design syntax should 

enable the user to recognize the changing layers of asso­

ciations, multiple dimensions of space and time and 

potential new connections that evolve as the interactive 

process transforms relationships. Within the context of 

this changing environment, the interface design should 

establish a flexible, underlying structure that helps the 

user recognize the continuity between ideas. 

There are many parallels between oral communication 

and electronic communication that can provide insights 

into ways to visualize the transformative process that 

occurs in interactive multimedia computing. These 

parallels include the pluralistic meaning of symbols, 

emphasis on actual events as well as potential events, 

the collapse of boundaries between space and time and 

the integration of individual elements into the whole 

(Search, 1999). Oral cultures used audiovisual design 

techniques such as geometric symbols, transparency, 

repetition and rhythm and space to communicate these 

dynamic dimensions (Search, 1999, 200!). Some of 

these design techniques can be adapted for electronic 

communication to create a dynamic syntax that encour­

ages open interpretations and new perspectives. I have 

incorporated many of these techniques into audiovisual 

design concepts called HyperGlyphs. In previous papers 

I have focused on specific HyperGlyphs designs that 

communicate the integration of ideas within the context 
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of flexible , changing relationships (Search, 2001) . This 

paper takes these ideas a step further and explores ways 

to use media techniques and the navigation process itself 

to de nne patterns of relationships . 

The HyperGlyphs designs derive 

from geometric forms used in 

early forms of oral communi­

cation to emphasize the fluid 

dynamics of interrelationships 

within an integrate d whole . The 

geometry emphasizes individual 

elements as well as unity and 

continuity (Search, 200!). 

METAFRAMES 

. .. with an electronic infrastructure, 

the dream of perfect forms becomes the dream of information . . . 

Filtered through the computer matrix, all reali,!y becomes patterns 

of information. 

-Loretta Todd 

Interactive multimedia environments consist of com­

plex information matrices that evolve in space and time. 

The perception of events and relationships between 

events is relative to the user ' s perspective and inter­

action . Modern science paved the way for this perspec­

tive in electronic communication . In the nineteenth 

century, the linear determinism of Euclidean geometry 

and Aristotelian logic gave way to dynamic mathematical 

models that used terms like betweenness, translation, 

reflection , projective , inversive and hyperplanes to 

describe flexible, multidimensional relationships 

(Search, 1993). These same terms describe today' s 

hypermedia environments where webs of information 

are subject to continual change. 1 As Bolter points out , 

the unity or coherence of an electronic text "derives 

from the perpetually shifting relationship among its 

verbal elements" (Bolter, 2001, 12). We can expand 

this statement to include audiovisual elements where 

patterns and rhythms create coherence. 

Metaframes are a new media aesthetic for computer 

interface designs that enable the viewer to move beyond 

the static frame of the computer screen and use multi­

dimensional patterns to underscore the perceptual and 

cognitive links in the information space. In the Hyper-



THE SPACE-TIME CONTINUUM 

Space [is] an active structuring 

medium, not a void. 

- TarthangTulku 

The very nature of electronic communication under­

scores the significance of space since cyberspace is 

a medium for the transmission of information. In 

electronic environments space is not a void, but an 

active area defined by the events that take place in 

it, including possible events that are yet to happen. 

"Space and time serve as the contexts in which all 

these communication entities exist and unfold" 

(Monge and Kalman, 1996, 74). Space and time in 

electronic communication do not define objects or 

events per se. Space and time are flexible entities that 

describe relationships between events. 

Metaframes help the user visualize this ubiquitous, all­

inclusive dimension of space where multiple layers of 

objects, sounds, actions and perspectives are possible. 

Audio and visual designs create different levels and 

depths in space that represent the integrated whole and 

the temporal transformation of ideas. These designs 

break with traditional perspectives to create the impres­

sion of an all-inclusive space that is continually chang­

ing. The granularity of spatial representation ranges 

from contrast on the specific or localized representa­

tion, which is achieved with graphics, to contrast on 

the infinite or non-localized space, which is achieved 

with sound. 

In this project metaframes encourage multiple per­

spectives by helping the user visualize flexible informa­

tion structures that reflect the actual and the potential. 

Curved lines replace straight lines in geometric forms 

and expand the spatial dimensions of two-dimensional 

line and form into three-dimensional space, thus elim­

inating the boundaries between two-dimensional and 

three-dimensional space and suggesting the integration 



Visible Language 3 7. 2 

1, I 2, 

of the actual and the potential (FIGURE 1). Transparent 

colors and textures, dashed lines instead of solid lines 

and forms without fixed borders expand space and 

convey a transient quality of space and time that under­

scores the flexible nature of this changing environment. 

Animation can visualize the role the interactive process 

plays in defining these dynamic information structures. 

152-153 

I FIGURE 1 : I 

Subtle curves in the forms suggest the 

inclusion of the surrounding space. Trans­

parent forms ~mbolize the integration of 

diverse elements. 

In the beginning of this project a matrix of squares I FIGURE 2: I 

appears on the screen. When the user moves the 

cursor over a square, an enlarged version of the square Solid images transform into different levels 

'pops up' and overlaps the edges of the surrounding of transparency and become shadows or 

squares. This temporal transformation of space empha- 'ghosted'"versionsoftheoriginalforms. 

sizes changing relationships, the fluidity of these rela- These visual transformations ~mbolize the 

tionships, the integration of individual ideas into a rfynamicflexibili!J ofthe information net-

whole and the potential for new links and networks works and the integration of the actual and 

of associations. the possible. 

In this project, there is an emphasis on rhythmic trans­

formations between positive and negative space. In some 

places positive shapes transform into 'ghosted' images or 

shadows that suggest the integration of the actual with 

the possible (see FIGURE 2). Textures derived from the 

physical world create spatial links between the real world 

and cyberspace. The same textures are used in different 

ways throughout the program. Sometimes a texture is 

static; sometimes it changes with the interaction. Some­

times a texture is physically linked to an object; in other 

places the texture appears or disappears with the inter­

action. These different uses of texture create tensions 

that unite diverse elements and emphasize betweenness 

and the space between ideas . For example, in one sec­

tion of this program, a cloud -like texture changes from 

an intangible, floating reflection in the environment 

to a fixed texture on the cursor (FIGURE 3). Textures 

and designs become spaces within space. Space folds 
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·II 
I FIGURE 3: I 

A cloud- like texture drawn from the 'real ' 

world floats across a reflective plane as the 

user rotates the plane. When the sequence 

begins, the cursor is a solid color. As the 

plane rotates, the cloud texture 'transfers ' 

to the cursor. 

into itself uniting objects with surrounding space. The 

tension created by using the same texture in different 

forms or functions emphasizes the space between ideas. 

These new interpretations of space defy the 'either/ or' 

perspective that traditionally prevails in Western dia­

chronic logic. 

The audio in the program combines drumbeats and 

chimes, both of which mark specific moments in time, 

with sustained tones that penetrate space and suggest 

infinity. This combination of audio and visuals creates 

a counterpoint of shapes and sounds that emphasize the 

space between events and the dynamic interplay between 

changing relationships. The low-pitch of the drums 

and the high-pitch of the chimes, represent both ends 

of the audio spectrum, symbolizing the integration of 

diverse dynamics into a continuous whole . Sound col­

lapses space and time. 

Metaframes also challenge the user's traditional per­

spective of time. The process of interaction creates a 

sequential path with a Western perception of history 

(with a past, present and future). However this perspec­

tive is challenged by an all-inclusive interpretation of 

space, represented by overlapping patterns and sounds, 

that suggests simultaneity and a multidimensional defi­

nition of time that is non-linear . In this project dia­

chronic references to place and time such as here and 

there, now and then, collapse space and time into the 

present. There is a focus on the present and the 'time 

within. ' Timelessness is manifested by an awareness of 

time in the present. However, time is not fixed. lnterac­

tivity emphasizes the unpredictable and transient quality 

of the present. 
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Blank screens also play an important role in metaframes. 

They suggest the possible or that which is still to occur. 

In most interactive programs, there is very little blank 

space. There is an emphasis on 'filling the space' 

with objects because empty space is viewed as a void 

that contains no information. Traditional design uses 

'white space' in layouts to separate objects into groups 

that create visual hierarchies . In this project empty 

space represents the connection between ideas. It is 

a place for the viewer to 'fill in' with new ideas and 

relationships. This space may appear as static black 

screens where text or other elements fade in and out, 

or the blank space may evolve as part of the interactive 

process. For example, in one section of this project, 

there are three lines of white text on a black background. 

The cursor is a circle, and the movement of the cursor 

creates a path of black circles that 'erases' the text on 

the screen (FIGURE 4). The action changes when all the 

text is gone and the screen is filled with black. The black 

screen, however, is not an empty void. The space repre ­

sents an active area in which events, the actual and the 

possible, come and go. It represents a place where the 

user can integrate ideas and relationships represented 

by the text - a place where something comes out of 

nothing. The blank space encourages user participation 

and makes the virtual space more tangible, just as silence 

in oral storytelling encourages audience involvement. 

As Tedlock (1999) points out in storytelling, "A well­

placed silence is as audible as anything else in a perfor­

mance, so real the listeners can almost touch it" (xi) . 

Throughout this project the interactive process also 

highlights the role that space and time play in the for­

mation of networks of associations and interrelation­

ships. There will be more discussion of the importance 

of action as a design element later in this paper. 
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FIGURE 4: I 

The 'erasing' of text on the screen does 

not represent a void. It represents the link 

between ideas that have alreacjy appeared 

and ideas that are yet to come. 



RHYTHM 

... [rl:Jthm] is a very high degree 

of formal art which displqys itself here, in expressing the same idea, 

the same event, in the most varied manners, like a precious gem 

turned in all directions ... 

This text comes from a primitive 

"drum poem" created by the 

inhabitants of the Trobriand 

Islands who used the human 

voice to imitate the rhythm of 

drums in ceremonial rituals. 

This form of direct participation 

made drum poems a powerful 

memory or teaching aid (Beier, 

1975). 

-William Trask 

The dominance of European art in contemporary cul­

ture led to the dismissal of symmetry and repetition 

as significant design elements. Western cultures fail to 

recognize and appreciate the layers of multiple rhythms 

that occur when there are repetitions in forms, space or 

time (Search, 1999). In multimedia programs there is 

the potential to use the rhythmic patterns of graphics, 

sound and action to create integrated layers of spatial 

and temporal tensions that symbolize the dynamics of 

these flexible information networks. 

Rhythmic patterns that repeat throughout the program 

suggest new relationships and the integration of diverse 

elements into the whole. The repetition of similar 

rhythmic patterns in text, sound and animations sug­

gests continuity and flexibility. For example, in this 

project the text "da dum da" represents the sound of 

beating drums (Beier, 197 5). 2 The three parts of the 

text are displayed one at a time in a three-part, rhyth­

mic animation that reflects the tempo of several quick 

drumbeats. The motion also echoes the rotating rhythm 

of an animated graphic that precedes the appearance of 

the text. This section integrates overlapping rhythmic 

patterns from words, motion and sound. The unfamil­

iar text and the repetitive patterns prompt the user to 

'sound out' the rhythm of the text. This participation 

helps the user recognize the interrelationships between 

the patterns. 
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As these audiovisual patterns weave in and out of space, 

they create a sense of perpetual motion. Forms move 

in relation to one another and emphasize the ' design' 

or 'pattern' of interaction. The interweaving of the dif­

ferent design elements in the graphics, as well as ani­

mated transitions between the graphics, create layers of 

rhythms. Rhythms occur when audiovisual symbols that 

represent closure and continuity (e .g . , circles, squares) 

contrast with shapes or sounds that suggest infinite time 

and space (e.g . , straight lines , sustained sounds). 

In this project, sound combines with visual information 

to create a multi -layered matrix of information and 

sensory stimuli. An. overlay of patterns created by 

images, text, sound and action weaves a counterpoint 

of rhythms and tempos . Sound, syncopated with the 

display of graphics, creates an interactive dialog that 

suggests multiple layers of associations and the flexible 

interpretation of ideas. The integration of diverse 

elements is symbolized by the juxtaposition of curved, 

lyrical rhythms with angular, staccato sounds and 

movements on the screen. Vibratos underscore the 

changing dynamics in the space. Structure is juxtaposed 

with fluidity. 

Sound, which surrounds the viewer in three­

dimensional space , helps the viewer assimilate the 

three-dimensionality of the physical world with the two­

dimensional patterns on the computer screen. Sound 

underscores the significance of space and is a constant 

reminder that space is not an empty void. Blank screens 

encourage the user to 'visualize ' the audio as well as 

visual rhythms. Pauses in the audio rhythms create a 

'rhythm of silence' that encourages the viewer to hear 

the rhythms and 'feel'the patterns and connections. 

The rhythm of the physical interaction also adds to 

these layers of patterns . The rhythmic movement of the 

viewer's interaction creates a syncopated backdrop to the 

visual and audio patterns. This accumulating rhythm , 

with its changing dynamics , encourages a broader range 

of interpretations and perspectives . The rhythm of 

interaction will be discussed in more detail in the sec­

tion titled Action. 
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LANGUAGE 

... the structure oflanguage determines 

wqys its users sense reali:ry. 

-Jerome Rothenberg 

Print communication emphasizes fixed positions of 

text in sentences and paragraphs, thus structuring and 

restricting the meaning of text. Interactive multimedia 

communication creates new opportunities to explore 

language within the context of visual and aural semiotics 

where interpretations are more abstract and open. In 

the HyperGlyphs designs, language is a dynamic struc­

ture that encourages flexible interpretations. Text is 

not locked into a specific meaning or association. This 

flexibility is achieved by juxtaposing text with abstract 

visual and audio patterns. When coupled with abstrac­

tion, text takes on the discursive characteristics of the 

visual imagery and sound, creating layers of meaning. 

This dynamic quality of text is enhanced when text is 

combined with three-dimensional graphics that move 

and change shape in space and time (Search, 2001). 

This indeterminacy in language underscores the actual 

and the possible by creating an open framewo~k 
for interpretation. 

Language can also create a sensory experience in which 

text defines a 'sense' of place or time rather than a 

specific location or event. For example, in this project, 

words like 'where are you' and 'the center of time' reflect 

the cyclical nature of the interactive experience where 

relationships are always in flux. The semantic structure 

of the words is underscored by the rhythm of the inter­

active process itself. 

Language can also symbolize the dynamic relationships 

in an interactive program. In this program, language 

adds layers of cognitive associations and rhythmic pat­

terns to the sound and graphics. In one section of the 

program, individual lines of text on the screen actually 

comprise multiple layers of text that create a graphical 

representation of complex relationships in space and 

time. As the cursor moves over a line of text, the line 



Visible Language 37.2 

is replaced with new text. The layers of text create new 

semantic structures that reveal a matrix of changing 

associations. Tonality shifts, derived from phonetics and 

the mental pronunciation of words, add rhythms to 

the audiovisual patterns. The lack of capitalization and 

punctuation in the text eliminates visual and conceptual 

boundaries and contributes to a sense of integration 

and unity. Language creates a rhythmic flow in and out 

of space and time that defines specific actions as well 

as the space between events. Once again, structure is 

juxtaposed with fluidity. 

In another part of the program, the words 'the sky is 

what I was telling you about' 3 move across a circle in 

the center of a black screen. The black text is visible as 

it moves into the circle, but disappears as it moves into 

the surrounding black space. The design incorporates 

several symbolic representations of continuity and the 

integration of events or relationships: 

158-159 

a) present/past tenses of the verb to be; 

b) lack of punctuation and capital letters; and 

c) words that move in and out of blank space. 

Throughout this program, blank space plays a role 

in defining the indeterminacy of language. "When text 

'disappears' into blank space, the temporal dynamics 

of the linguistic syntax changes. This transformation 

signifies the integration of past (what was), present 

(what is) and future (what will happen). Everything 

is possible. 
The line is from an Ojibwa 

poem titled "An Imploration 

for Clear Weather" (Rothenberg, 

1985, 205). 



ACTION 

Sense of place is not just something that 

people know and feel, it is something people do. 

- Albert Camus 

In electronic communication, knowledge is usually 

removed from action and becomes highly symbolic 

(Zuboff, Ig88). Researchers have focused on increasing 

the physical involvement of the viewer in cyberspace by 

using input devices such as helmets and data gloves to 

put the viewer 'inside' three-dimensional, virtual reality 

worlds. However, there are other ways to use the 

process of interaction to increase viewer involvement 

in an electronic information space. The patterns and 

rhythms of the interactive process can become part 

of the metastructural syntax of the interactive design. 

Action defi.nes events in space and time, and it defi.nes 

changing relationships. The process of interaction cre­

ates patterns and rhythms that defi.ne a spatial grammar 

of action that encodes space and time into tangible rep­

resentations of the transformation of ideas. Designers 

can use this spatial grammar of action to create kines­

thetically articulated designs that integrate the rhythm of 

action into the overall interface design. 

Action encodes multiple dimensions of space and time. 

Action represents 'now' by its immediacy with the physi­

cal world. However, each action is the culmination of 

past actions, and each action represents future pos­

sibilities. Action represents the integration of space 

over time. 

Action enables the viewer to move from one space to 

another and experience this integration. Action is the 

link between the viewer and the virtual world, a link that 

also bridges the actual and the possible. The rhythm of 

action emphasizes the 'space' between the links and the 

information that appears on the screen. Action defi.nes 

the simultaneous existence of multiple spaces and times. 

Action is more related to a state of existence than a 

particular event or time. 
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This program uses layers of rhythmic patterns created 

by form, color, texture, sound and action. The patterns 

exist on multiple levels including the audiovisual 

designs, the movement of the input device and the 

cursor. Throughout the program there is interplay 

between the forms, colors and textures in the audio­

visual screen designs and the interactive process itself. 

Action becomes part of the discursive syntax. Symbols, 

text and action have overlapping meanings that rein­

force each other. 

For example, in this program, a trackball is the input 

device. The circular pattern the user makes with the 

trackball echoes the circular patterns of designs and 

animations on the screen as well as cyclic patterns in 

the audio sequences . The circular movement of 

action suggests integration. This interplay of patterns 

and rhythms adds to the multidimensionality of the 

interactive program. 

In the program there are three cursors. One cursor is 

an 'X,' the other two are circles. The cursor symbolizes 

the input action and becomes a visible link between 

the physical and virtual worlds - a link between the 

actual and the potential The cursors are all transparent 

graphics . As the transparent cursors move over objects 

and colors on the screen, they visually merge with 

the underlying objects and create new visual images 

and integrated patterns that change over time . These 

perceptual transformations symbolize the synthesis of 

multiple relationships into a whole. Action reminds 

the viewer that relationships change and create flexible 

networks of associations in which all relationships 

are possible. 

The 'X' cursor appears at the beginning of the program. 

It marks the beginning of the program and symbolizes 

the unity between the action (i.e., the user) and the 

screen. The program begins when the user moves the 

'X' cursor into the center of a white square that is 

located in the center of the screen (FIGURE s). At that 

moment the 'X' is no longer a separate visual. It merges 

visually with the white square. This transformation sug­

gests interrelationships and the integration of individual 
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elements into the whole. It symbolizes the integration of 

the tangible world, represented by the action itself, with 

the elusive sensory and cognitive world in the virtual 

program. The 'X' also signifies a location in space ("X 

marks the spot."). The movement of the 'X' into the 

center of the screen to start the program signifies the 

center of space and time and the beginning of the cycle 

of continuity. 

FIGURE 5: I 

In the beginning of the program, the cursor 

is a large X. ' When the user moves the 

cursor into the square, the program begins, 

and the X' merges visualjy with the square. 

This visual integration of the forms rym­

boliz.es the integration of action, space and 

The circular cursor plays an important role in expand- time. 

ing the semantic structure of the program. When the 

circular cursor first appears, it has a transparent gray 

color with no texture. As previously described (FIGURE 

3), in one section of the program a three-dimensional, 

rotating plane appears that reflects a 'cloud-like ' tex-

ture. As the user rotates the plane, the gray cursor slowly 

takes on the cloud texture and assimilates the character-

istics of the surrounding environment into the action. 

The syntax of the patterns and forms change with the 

interaction, adding to the metastructural syntax of the 

program. The cloud texture creates a reference to the 

tangible, physical world. When the cursor assumes the 

texture of the environment, the interaction integrates 

the tangible and virtual worlds. Within this flexible 

syntax, objects and actions exchange symbolic represen­

tations and enhance the feeling of an integrated network 

of associations where relationships change over time. 
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CONCLUSION 

situated in time and space. 
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... human existence is irrevocabjy 

-Keith Basso 

Metaframes and kinesthetically articulated designs define 

new forms of navigation in and out of different types 

of spaces. These designs foster a perceptual awareness of 

relationships between audiovisual designs, space, time and 

action that can lead to new cognit ive associations . As Peter 

Anders points out, "Spatial thought forms the foundation 

of our awareness ... we have the innate abilities to navigate 

in space ... and we have the ability to recognize symbols 

and think abstractly (iconic mentality and symbolic men­

tality)" (Anders , 1999, 12). 

Research has shown that temporal orientation is linked to 

differentiated patterns of activity that are usually defined in 

relation to landmarks on the calendar (Friedman, rggo). 

This type of navigation or mapping of temporal space is 

similar to navigation in a geographic space. However , nav­

igation in an interactive electronic environment, where 

audiovisual information continually changes, does not rely 

on static landmarks. Navigation in cyberspace requires 

the arrangement and rearrangement of dynamic patterns 

defined by events and relationships between events . 

HyperGlyphs use audiovisual designs to define these types 

of cognitive maps. New interactive techniques such as 

metaframes suspend the viewer between information struc­

tures, thus enabling the viewer to t r anscend the limited 

perspective of a specific action and explore new associ­

ations. The repetition of spatial and temporal patterns 

in graphics, sound, text and action creates a matrix of 

rhythms and patterns that the user weaves into a coherent 

whole. Kinesthetically articulated designs use the tangible 

process of interaction to underscore the rhythm of the 

patterns and create links between the physical world and 

the metastructural syntax of the interactive program. The 

user employs Gestalt principles of perception and memory 

to construct relationships between patterns and define 

semantic associations. Hierarchical structures defined by 

traditional Western design, give way to fluid , dynamic pat-



terns of information where logic is tempered by the holistic 

integration of layers of information. In traditional forms of 

interactive design that emphasize categories and hierarchi­

cal organization, users seek resolution or closure derived 

from causality. In the HyperGlyphs designs, closure is a 

cyclic, ever-changing dynamic that is defined in terms of 

the space between events and the patterns that result from 

the integration of changing relationships. 

These types of interactive designs have important implica­

tions for global networking. A shift away from Western 

analysis and logic as the primary means of organizing infor­

mation creates opportunities to use audiovisual interfaces 

that transcend cultural boundaries. The rhythm of visual 

symbols, sound and action formed the basis for oral 

communication in many cultures throughout the world. 

The use of sensory stimuli in user interfaces can capture 

some of the intuitive immediacy of oral communication 

and create isomorphic bridges between cultures (Search, 

1999). Incorporating the perceptual dimensions of pat­

terns, rhythms and action into interactive design creates 

a flexible information structure that accommodates dif­

ferent cultural perspectives . The designs create an inter­

cultural grammar that enables users to become part of 

another cultural space in which they can explore new per­

spectives within the context of their own cultural back­

grounds (Search, 2001). 
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MAPPING A GRAPHIC 

GENOME 
A cross-cultural comparison 

between Korean and japanese designers 

Min-SooKim 

In this paper, the author proposes substitution of the 

biotechnical term genome for the aesthetic term style. The author does so in order 

to argue that a graphic designer's style is not purely an independent representation 

in visual form of factors interacting with free will, individual beliefs and personal 

talents. His or her style is also influenced by tacit knowing, to use Michael Polyani' s 

words, by the phylogenetic factors imbued by a cultural context. The author posits 

that just as a map of genome- the collectivity of genes and chromosomes- explain 

the life structure and condition of an organism, it would be possible to trace a 

cultural genome by identifying designers' thoughts and actual works. What kinds of 

historical contexts, subject matters and inner logics are interwoven in the works of 

contemporary Korean andJapanese graphic designers? In what ways can such inter­

related conditions and perceptions be compared and related to one another? 
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For specific analyses in this paper, the author uses 

selected works by designers who participated in the exhibition, "Contemporary 

East Asian Typographic Arts , " held at the Seoul Art Center in late fall, rggg. 

The designers included in the exhibition are deemed well suited for this research, 

since the organizing committee of the exhibition carefully selected representative 

designers fromjapan , China and Korea . Unfortunately no critical interpretation 

came out of this exhibit. The fact that it opened and closed without receiving 

criticism reflects the state of the field, which in Thomas Kuhn's words , remain in 

a pre-paradigmatic state. That is , it is a field of knowledge without a shared view of 

its concerns, common models of action and judgment and a baseline from which to 

evaluate particular exploration. From this missing inquiry, the issue of mapping a 

graphic genome emerges. 

Japan , Korea 

identi!J 

0(1/ 
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Purpose of research 

The purpose of this paper is to consider the human 

graphic designer (a biological being) and his/her work 

as a genome , the collective grouping of genes and 

chromosomes as discussed in genetic engineering. By 

means of this conceptual ploy, this paper intends 

to provide some data for drawing a genome map of 

Korean and Japanese graphic designers. 



KOREA: 

Young-Jae Cho, 1935 

JAPAN: 

Ikko Tanaka, 1930 

Masayoshi Nakajo, 1933 

CHINA: 

Byung-Kyoo Chung, 1946 Katsumi Asaba, 1940 Taikeung Kan, 1942 

Yungsung Hwang, ~.~43 

Jingren Lu, 1947 

Sang-Soo Ahn, 1952 
Ki-Heun Shur, 1953 

Joo-Sung Kim., 1960 

0 

: Kenya Hara, 1958 

Eiji Yamada, 1965 

Background: I 

the sampling method and delimitations 

: Alan Chan, 1950 

: Xu Wang, 1955 

Jiaying Han, 1961 

TABLE l: I 

The Distribution of Designers according to 

Their Nationalities and Ages 

On September 4 , rggg, an exhibition titled "Contem­

porary East Asian Typographic Arts" opened at Seoul 

Arts Center, Calligraphy Hall. Included in this exhibi­

tion were seventy works of typographic design, fi.fty 

visual art works and fi.fty works of calligraphy; they 

collectively embodied the ecology of East Asian graphic 

design. While offering a good opportunity to appre­

ciate from a comparative point of view the present 

progression of contemporary graphic design in the 

Northeast Asian region, the exhibition was regrettably 

under attended not only by the general public but also 

by insiders in the fi.eld of design. Under the theme 

of typography, the exhibition brought together rarely 

seen works by Korean, Japanese and Chinese design­

ers. Some of the participating designers were: from 

Korea, Young-Jae Cho, Byung-Kyoo Chung, Sang­

Soo Ahn, Ki-Heun Shur, Joo-Sung Kim; from 

China, Taikeung Kan, Jingren Lu, Alan Chan, Xu 

Wang, Jiaying Han, Yungsung Hwang; fromjapan, 

193 

194 

: 195 

196 
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Ikko Tanaka, Masayoshi Nakajo, KatsumiAsaba, 

Kenya Hara, Eiji Yamada. Seen altogether, however , 

it was clear that grouping the displayed works together 

under one theme of typography was not appropriate. 

Rather, the list of works encompassed diverse genres 

such as posters, calendars and book design, besides 

typography. An unexpected result of this oversight 

on the part of the organizers was that the diverse 

works provided a good sample , with which one could 

broadly analyze the historical, cultural chromosomes 

and genes of individual designers within the larger 

genome of East Asian graphic design. Table I shows 

the distribution of these designers according to their 

nationalities and ages. 

Although it partially misses certain generations of 

designers, table I does thoroughly embrace five gen­

erations born in the twentieth century, from Eiji 

Yamada in his thirties to Ikko Tanaka in his seventies. 

It shows that the exhibition brought to one place the 

thoughts and works of the five generations. If we were 

to divide the twentieth -century by its most dramatic 

moment- i.e., World War II- the designers can 

also be split into prewar and postwar groups. Korean 

Young-Jae Cho, Japanese Ikko Tanaka, Masayoshi 

Nakazo and Katsumi Asaba, and Chinese Taikeung 

Kan and Yungsung Hwang belong to the prewar 

group. These are also figures, assisted by their subse­

quent generations, that led postwar graphic design in 

Northeast Asia. In the historical context of the Japan­

Korea relationship, especially, the prewar-generation 

Japanese and Korean designers were in a colonizer­

colonized relationship during the period of the occu­

pation of the latter by the former. On the other 

hand, we need to remember that the prewar genera­

tions in China experienced, while in their youth, Mao 

Zedong's Great Leap Forward, a socialist movement 

that sought fundamental change, i.e., the Cultural 

Revolution. The reason I am drawing this historical 

line is not in order to argue that a human designer 

and his/her work exist necessarily in a fatalist situation 

of limits. Rather, my intention here is to emphasize 

the mutual effects which a historical time-space and an 

individual or a group have on one another. 
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This paper deals with a relatively small group of sam­

ples, and thus is clearly too limited to make generaliza­

tions from it on the total genome of Northeast Asian 

graphic design. Since the exhibition, "Contemporary 

East Asian Typographic Arts," (if we can safely assume 

that the very premise of the exhibition was not fal­

lacious) intentionally selected representative Korean 

andjapanese designers, whose stature merits public 

discussion, one can presume that they are sufficiently 

qualified as legitimate samples. Generally speaking, 

when the qualitative aspect, rather than the quantita­

tive size of a sample, is emphasized, some truth can 

be deduced from it. In social scientific methodology, 

this sort of research is called a qualitative research 

or a case study. In the following, by focusing on indi­

vidual cases, I provide evidence that helps us compare 

and examine the character of Korean andJ apanese 

graphic designs as well as the working logics of indi­

vidual designers that cannot be explained conceptually. 

The focal point of this essay is onjapan-Korea, and 

thus, an analysis of the genome of Chinese graphic 

designers is unfortunately left out of the discussion. 

Suffice it to say here, however, that recently having 

joined the WTO (World Trade Organization) and now 

preparing for the 2008 Summer Olympics, China is 

very likely to exercise much influence on the cultural 

ecology, not to mention on the politics and economy 

of Northeast Asia. 
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Definition ofterms 

Graphic Design 

Until recently, the term primarily meant design 

that deals with two-dimensional flat images produced 

through printing media, e.g., posters. Of late, it has 

been officially replaced by another term, visual com­

munication, at the October 2000 Seoul Conference 

of Icograda, in order to include various connotations 

that include "image, text, space, movement, time, 

sound and interaction." "A Manifesto for the Educa­

tion of the New Millennium" adopted at that time 

declares that graphic design has become a dead expres­

sion that does not adequately address today' s design 

practices. The reason I am insisting on the term in 

spite of this recent shift is because this essay considers 

the specific historical contexts in which these designers 

worked and produced and it is accurately defined as 

graphic design. 

Genome, Gene, DNA, 

Chromosome, Hereditary Character 

In the following paragraphs, these terms are not 

used for their strict scientific definitions but rather 

as literary expressions - more specifically, as meta­

phors. That is, I consider the total characteristic of 

a (human) designer and his/her oeuvre as a genome, 

as the collective sum of genes and chromosomes. In 

genetic engineering, it is generally said that "there are 

100 trillion cells, and within the nucleus of each cell 

are contained 23 pairs of chromosomes. Within each 

of the chromosomes, there are 100,000 genes. Each 

of these genes consists of 3 .1 billion permutated pairs 

of four bases - Tymine (T), Guanine (G), Cytosine 

(C), Adenine (A). A gene is composed of a dou­

ble-helixpair ofDeoxyribonucleicAcid (DNA), and 

depending on how the pairs of bases are combined, 

the hereditary characters that constitute the human 

being's physical traits are determined." 1 The terms 

borrowed from this scientific definition, chromosome 

or hereditary character connotes the comprehensive 

style of a designer's work. And, a gene or DNA stands 

for the specific working logic and constitutive charac­

teristics of imagery in his/her work. 
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Hwang, Chang-Ho .2000 . 

The Completion of a Draft for 

the Genome Project and Its 

Pr ospects. Ohn:Jnews, June 27. 
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The double- helix structure of the genes 

of Japanese graphic design 

Some of the prizes he has 

received include: Mainichi 

Industrial Design Award (1954 , 

1966, 1973), Tokyo Art Directors 

Club Medal (consecutively from 

1957 to 1961, 1963, 1965, 

1967-70, 1973, 1985, 1986), 

Japan Advertising Artists Club 

(1959), International Council 

of Industrial Editors Award 

(1964-65, 1969), Warsaw Poster 

Biennale Award (1968, 1970, 

1972), Art Directors Club of 

New York (1986) and many 

others. 

FIGURE 1 : I 

Ikko Tanaka. Poster for the 8th 

Performance of the Kanze School of Noh 

Theater in Osaka, 1961 . 

FIGURE 2: I 

Ikko Tanaka. Poster, Imagination of 

Letters, 1993. 

FIGURE 3: I 

Ikko Tanaka/. Poster for the 28th 

Performance of Noh Theater in 

Osaka, 1981 . 

The only septuagenarian in the exhibition was Ikko 

Tanaka(1930-2002). Appropriate to his advanced age 

of 71, his reputation has been widely recognized. Not 

only in his native country (Japan), but also interna­

tionally, he has been praised as the representative star 

of] apanese graphic design. It is probably extremely 

rare to find someone other than Tanaka, who has 

swept practically all the prizes given in the field. 2 

He graduated from Kyoto City College of Fine Arts 

(1947 - 1950), and worked for Kanebo Fabrics as a 

textile designer (1950-52), then for Osaka SankeiNews­

paper as graphic designer (1952-57). Mter co-found­

ing Nippon Design Center and serving as art director 

(1960-63) there, he established his own design studio 

Tanaka Design Atelier (1963-76) and changed its 

name in 1976 to Ikko Tanaka Design Studio, Tokyo, 3 

this lasted until he died in 2002. 
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Pendergast , Sara , editor . 1997 . 

Contemporary Designers. New York: 

StJones Press , 810 . 

4 

The book introduces] apanese 

crafts, art, forms , colors and 

imagery of design within the 

basic frame of] a pan's four sea­

sons. On the cover , Japanese tra­

ditional sweets of various colors 

and similar sizes are arranged 

with Seiko wristwatches. See Ikko, 

Tanaka and Koike Kazuko , edi­

tors . 1984. Japan Design: The Four 

Seasons in Design . San Francisco: 

Chronicle Books. 
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One of his representative works "Poster Series for 

Sankei Kanze Noh Play (from 1954)" is an instructive 

example of his oeuvre . The chromosomes of his graphic 

design contained in the posters may be better analyzed 

once we understand the real identity of Sankei Shimbun 
(Newspaper), a supporter of Tanaka's work for forty 

years . Unlike other newspapers such as Asahi and 

Mainichi, which opposed the activities by the Coalition 

for a New History Textbook and Prime Minister Koi­

zumiJunichiro's visit to the Yasukuni Shrine (dedi­

cated to the war heroes), Sankei Shimbun has submitted 

ultra -rightwing viewpoints, supporting and justifying 

these problematic political gestures and movements . It 
is because Tanaka's work possesses a particularly J apa­

nese feel from the standpoint of ultra-rightwing poli­

tics, that Sankei has consistently supported the designer. 

Since 1953, with Sankei Shimbun's backing, Tanaka has 

produced a poster series promoting Noh Theater , the 

traditional Japanese stage drama originating in Osaka. 

The main characteristic of these posters is that the 

image, in most cases, feels like a ' stage of the tradi­

tional drama . ' The background is often in a stark black 

like the stage backdrop of a Noh or Kabuki performance 

(FIGURE 1). This tendency is also found in the title 

covers and editorial design of the book Japan Design4 

for which Tanaka was a co-editor and art director. 

In other words , all the Japanese traditional images 

manifested in Tanaka's designs are placed on the stage 

like actors, moving surreptitiously (FIGURE 2). 

The typographic elements composed of diverse hues 

and Chinese characters resemble the brilliant and 

luxurious costumes in the traditional drama. Their 

'brightness in the dark' enhances the visual tension 

- not unlike the histrionic contrast between a dark 

stage and the intensely-colored costumes in Noh (a 

widely popular dramatic performance since the medi­

eval period). Evoking a decidedly Japanese ambiance, 

the image-effect ofTanaka' s darkened backdrop con­

trols visual elements, and by doing so, works as an 

apparatus that performs a dramaturge of 'theatrical­

ized situation.' This is why he customarily uses black 

or single-toned , deeply saturated background colors 

(FIGURE 3). 
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FIGURE 4 : I 
Takashi Kono. Poster, Sheltered 

Weaklings-Japan , 1953. 

FIGURE 5 : I 

Takashi Kono. Poster for Maga;jne 

Tanko, 1995. 

We need to discuss more in depth the u sage of black 

for background effect inJapanese graphic design. 

This aspect of Japanese design signifies that it 

has superseded the purely constructive pictorial 

surface achieved by Western abstract painting and 

graphic design. In terms of typography , the pictorial 

surface is what media theorist Walter J. Ong calls 

'typographic space.' 5 Japanese typographic space, 

however, not only is a stage coded with tradition­

as seen in the work of Tanaka- but also becomes 

a space of meditation that embodies the aesthetic of 

Zen, an especially Japanese world-view. In short, it 

frames a consciousness of existence or the universe 

of self. Here, some other examples relate- the work 

of Takashi Kono (born 1906), who is a respected 

first-generation designer , along with Hiromu Hara 

(1903-1986). Having served in the army in China and 

Indonesia during the Asia- Pacific War, after the end 

of the war Kono created a poster titled "Sheltered 

Weaklings-Japan" (FIGURE 4). In it, the black back­

ground signifies the international politics surrounding 

Japan in the early 1950s andJapan is represented by 

a school of pathetic fish docilely trailing an enormous 

shark (the United States). The tiny fish have diminu­

tive white bodies and red circles for eyes. In the top 

right corner, two red sharks (the U.S.S.R and P.R. C .) 

are swimming by in the opposite direction. 
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It appears that Kono, as a Japanese, had especially 

acute feelings towards the Cold War that began in the 

1950s. He seems to have felt a certain self-hatred and 

boiling rage; even in the poster the red eyes of the tiny 

fish fittingly hold its designer's emotions. Those red 

circles are no longer the hinomaru, the blazing sun with 

radiating rays, which gloriously emblazoned the flag 
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of the Greater Asia Co-Prosperity Sphere flying high Typographic space means the 

during the war . Instead, the postwar-version hinomaru visual space that determines type-

fell from its prewar glory to the fate of the bloodshot ness under the control of print-

eyes of the thirteen pitiful fish breathlessly trundling ing and encompasses not only 

along under American guardianship. Furthermore, by the issue of composition of words 

making the number of the fish thirteen, Kono seems into a text on paper but also the 

to code even the death of Japan with the numerological problem of placement of words 

meaning of that particular number. That he intended and relative location amongst 

to signify death by using the number 13 (according words. See Ong, Walter]. 1982 . 

to the Western superstition) is clandestinely corrobo- Orali!_y and Literary: The Technologizing 

rated by the title written in English, notJ apanese, of the Word . New York: Methuen . 

"Sheltered Weaklings- ] a pan." Such aJ apanese-style 

worldview embodied in the typographic space of this 

poster is also employed in symbolizing a space of Zen 

meditation in the "Poster for Magazine Tanka" (FIGURE 

5). The persimmon, with a leaf still attached to its 

stem, is a traditional image of enlightenment, and 

often appears in Zen paintings. As Tanaka evokes 

the theatrical tension of the traditional stage perfor-

mance, the black backdrop Kono employs here pro-

vides a dramatic contrast against the white shape of 

the persimmon - into which a moment of awakening 

is crystallized - and emphasizes that this is a space 

of meditation. The image is paired with the Sino-

Japanese phrase in the lower half- it reads "Monthly 

Magazine of the Art of Tea, Danko"- and the image 

and text together delivers the message of the magazine 

that it is a world of meditation and tea ceremony. 

The marriage of a tradition based on strict conser­

vatism with modern sensibilities in techniques and 

expressions , found in Ikko Tanaka's work, has earned 

him a widely recognized, world-celebrity status. That 

is, the defining characteristic ofhiswork, as exempli­

fied by the "Imagination of Letters"(FIGURE 2), can 

be found in his bold patterning of Chinese character 

brush strokes and also in his modern abstraction of 

traditionalJapanese visual elements, such as the Noh 
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Kim, Min-Soo . 1999· "The 

Roots and Shadows of Hodori: 

The Identity of Korean Graphic 

Design." The Journal of Design Culture 

and Criticism, I, 59· 

or Kabuki stage, kimono clad women, masks and ukjyoe 
prints. The r98r "Poster for UCLAAsian Performing 

Arts Institute" in which a woman in a kimono and a 

traditional hairdo is reduced to a drastic geometrical 

abstraction, is a particularly good example of his dis­

tinctive working method. This example, furthermore, 

bears out the argument that Tanaka is the Japanese 

designer, whose methodology most faithfully adheres 

to representing the Japanese identity which began to 

be formulated since the late nineteenth century in the 

early stage of modernization after the r868 Meiji Res­

toration. In his work, one finds an unmistakable pres­

ence of 'Western technology, Japanese spirit' (fDij67$::t, 

Wakon, Yosai in Japanese; Hwahon, Yangjae in Korean), 

the watchword of modern Japanese art and culture 

industry. Wakon, Yosai was a strategy of production that 

modernJapanese design adopted, in order to secure 

the identity ofJapanese art and design in the brave new 

world by embracing the value systems and techniques 

of expression in Western art. 6 

In the field of Japanese design , while sharing the spirit 

of Wakon, Yosai, many graphic designers display quite 

distinctive individual styles of design. The interesting 

fact is that those authorities that represent today' s con­

temporary Japanese graphic design unmistakably trace 

their lineage back to the generation born in the early 

1930s, such as Ikko Tanaka. The list also includes Kiy­

oshi Awazu (born 1929), Mitsuo Katsui (1931) , Kohei 

Sugiura (1932), Shigeo Fukuda (1932) and Tadanori 

Yokoo, born slightly later in 1936 but nonetheless 

firmly and inimitably established in the field. Their 

modes of expression are quite diverse: Awazu's uti­

lization of the traditional brush painting technique, 

Katsui's pioneering use of cutting-edge computer 

graphics , Fukuda ' s contemporary humor and parody 

and Yokoo's pop art-ish popularism. In stark contrast 

to this illustrious roster, Kohei Sugiura stands alone, 

like a Zen monk. Although he was not included in 

the exhibition under consideration, his reputation in 

various fields- including graphics, editorial work, 

book design, etc. -is legendary . I personally consider 

the omission of Sugiura in the exhibition a fatal mis­

take and error. For the hereditary characters of all 

the designers in the exhibition , with the exception 
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of Ikko Tanaka- Masayoshi Nakazo, Katsumi Asaba, 

Kenya Hara, Eiji Yamada- partake of the double 

helix-structured DNA of Tanaka and Sugiura. 

Sugiura' s design style is quite removed from that 

of Tanaka's. It is a style of 'secular and dramatized 

modernization.' His work perhaps quietly argues that 

the project of modern Japanese design that has been 

advancing under the banner of Wakon, Yosai, is actually 

a theatrical fiction. Instead of Wakon, Yosai,- i.e., 

conjoining the Japanese spirit to modern technical 

processing- Sugiura' s work seems to be a personifica­

tiona (non-dialectic) monistic philosophy - fD0'il:fD?; 

Wakon, Wasai (Hwahon, Hwajae) fusing Japanese spirit and 

technology together. And going one step further to a 

religious level, it embodies a pan-Asian spirit. This is 

precisely the point of departure in Sugiura's philoso­

phy that is distinctive from that of Tanaka's. Sugiura 

has largely avoided commercial projects and instead 

focused on cultural posters and publishing projects. 

This distinctive self- positioning seems to partially 

originate from possessing unique genes that differ 

greatly from other Japanese graphic designers of the 

same generation; in his genes, one would find those 

of an architect. In 1955, he graduated from Tokyo 

University of the Arts with a degree, not in graphic 

design but in architecture. This educational pedigree 

is unfolding in diverse fields ranging from exhibition 

space, poster, catalog, magazine editing, as well as 

book design. 7 

Coincidentally, the very first work of Sugiura's I wit­

nessed personally was an architectural space. At the 

1985 exhibition "Tokyo: Form and Spirit" at the IBM 

Gallery in New York, I was impressed by the exhibition 

space designed by Sugiura in collaboration with the 

architect Toyo Ito. Supported by many organizations 

in the United States andJ apan, this exhibition first 

opened in New York to start its long itinerary. At 

the time of my visit, I encountered the sight of many 

spectators lost in the work "The Reflecting Space," 

which Sugiura and Ito installed. Entering through an 

entrance in the shape of the seated Buddha silhouette, 

the spectator was led into an interior illuminated from 

below by countless mandalas - symbolizing the Bud-
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Although Sugiura's prize­

winning record isn't as 

spectacular as Tanaka's , he 

has still received quite a few 

important awards in his fields 

of speciality: Mainichi Industrial 

Design Award (1961) , Kodansha 

Publishing Award (1970), Gold 

Medal at Leibzig Book Fair 

(1978, 1982), Minister of 

Education Industry Award 

(1982) etc . He worked as art 

director for many magazines , 

and once also served as a visiting 

professor at Hochschule fur 

Gestaltung in Ulm, a school 

reconstructed by former mem ­

bers of German Bauhaus 

(1964-65, 1966-67). Mter 

having been a professor at Tokyo 

Zokei University, since 1993. 

he is currently a professor at 

Kobe University . See Pendergast, 

ContemporaryDesigners, 795 · 
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Friedman, Mildred, editor. 

1986. To9o: Form and Spirit . New 

York: Harry N. Abrams, 197 . 

I have argued that the flattening 

ofline forms originates in]apa ­

nisme that catered to the Western 

taste in modern Japanese art 

in the era of Art Nouveau 

in the late nineteenth century. 

The tradition has been continu-

ing through the Japanese term 

zuan (~~. a technique of stylized 

patterning). In Korean, the term 

doan, a transliterated usage of 

zuan has been used since the 

liberation (1945) and signifies 

such stylized design. See pages 

54-55 in "The Roots and Shad-

ows of Hodori." 

dhist universe. S/he treads on a bridge composed of 

the geometric shapes of a square, a circle, a triangle 

and a half-circle- the four shapes each signifying 

earth, water, wind and ether (air) 8 Like this, Sugiura's 

work differs from the so-calledjapanese tradition of 

stylized design 9 and the function of two- dimensional 

space in visual communication. Rather, it calls to mind 

a certain 'taste of deep existence' produced by medita­

tion and enlightenment in an encounter with a three­

dimensional space . 

The seated Buddha's silhouette used for the entrance 

in "The Reflecting Space" was originally an experi­

mental image from a poster design from the previous 

year. In 1984, the image was created in the "Poster 

for LesAteliers, Paris," where an exhibition titled "Tradi­

tion and New Techniques"(Tradition et Nouvelles Techniques) 

took place. The work crystallizes the working method 

through which the designer's philosophy and logic of 

space were transformed into a representation (FIGURE 

6). Produced via the technique of gold-color grada­

tions printed in gravure on aluminum foil paper, 

the poster represents the hierarchical structure of the 

Buddhist universe according to a mathematical ratio. 

Two rows of mandala designs, five on each side, are 

placed on the side margins, flanking the main image. 

And vertically interspersed with the mandalas are also 

two rows of Sino-Japanese characters that read Tra­

clition And (right) Modern Techniques (left). Here, 

the effect of the word message is highly minimized. 

Inscribed in the centrally placed radiant Buddha, is 

a turtle propping up a lotus flower and a Buddhist 

pavilion, all in turn placed on top of a square pedestal, 

depicted in three-dimensional perspective view. The 

position of the turtle is precisely where the Buddha's 

hands are; the hands are placed where the two ankles 

meet in the cross-legged meditation posture. The 

hands form the mudra 10 of meditation- two hands 

are interlocked by fingers and the ends of two thumbs 

meet. In other words, the visible shape of the turtle 

contains the invisible mudra of meditation- an abso­

lute contrast between the visible and the invisible. 

Furthermore, the culminating pagoda on top of the 

pavilion sparkles like a jewel at the pivotal point of 

the Buddha's forehead. In this poster design, Sugiura 
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elevated a rather hackneyed subject of the exhibition 

to the enlightenment of the meditating Buddha, i.e., 

the order of the universe that embraces all the tangible 

and the intangible. 

In this way, in a departure from the predominant two­

dimensional approach to design employed by most 

Japanese graphic designers, Kohei Sugiura seeks to 

represent a higher level of the spiritual world struc­

tured in three dimensions. His design exercises even 

more remarkable enduring power in editorial and 

book designs, since he considers 'the book as archi­

tecture.' As demonstrated in A Collection oJTibetan Manda­

las published in limited edition by publishing house 

Kodansha in 1983, Sugiura's book design does not 

look at the book as a mere accumulation of flat surfaces 

of individual pieces of paper. This approach is well 

corroborated by a statement recently made at a sympo­

sium in Korea by book designer Hitoshi Suzuki, who 

had been Sugiura's assistant. Suzuki recalled that Sugi­

ura "regarded a book as a certain solid object, rather 

than an accretion of flatness. He went beyond the 

cover design and dealt with the structure of the main 

body of text, thus controlling the whole book as one 

unit. He intended to transcend the common practice 

of considering the binding as only a matter of cover so 

that the outside of the book can interact with the inner 

pages." 11 To rephrase, Sugiura deems a printed and 

completed book an organic totality , a solid structure 

FIGURE 6: I 

Kohei Sugiura. Poster for Les Ateliers 

Paris, 1984. 
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10 

Mudra (=fr.i=P, Su-in in Korean) 

refers to the hand gesture seen 

in the images of the Buddha. 

Especially, the gesture of two 

hands one on top of another in 

the seated Buddha is called Sun ­

jung-in ; the left palm is placed 

at the center of the body and 

the right palm is placed on top 

of it, while two thumbs meet at 

the ends . The Mudra signifies the 

Buddha's meditation under the 

Bodhi tree. 

ll 

Suzuki , Hitoshi. ~00~ . "The 

Environment and Characteristics 

of japanese Book Design ," Pro­

ceedings of the /?ymposium]apanese Book 

Design and the Identi!J of East Asian 

Design. Seoul: Seoul Arts Center , 

Calligraphy Hall, September ~, 

I7 · 



0 
--u 

7 : I 

commensurable to an architectural construction. The 

completeness of a book should be assessed, thus, in a 

similar way to the way in which the success of a building 

is measured; according to its interaction with its users. 

If I were asked to describe Sugiura ' s book design , 

I would call it an architecture of cosmic meditation. 

It goes beyond design and reaches into the realm 

of philosophy. 

If we recognize Tanaka and Sugiura as the two axes 

of Japanese graphic design, the other designers from 

Japan included in the exhibition under consideration 

can be better analyzed. At first glance, the poster 

design by Masayoshi Nakajo, at age 68, belongs to the 

same generation as the other two and seems rather 

unlocatable. In it, one can hardly fmd Tanaka-style 

daring modernism, which severely condenses tradi­

tional elements down to an abstraction or the high­

level spirituality one witnesses in Sugiura ' s work. 

Instead, Nakazo seems to gaze at traditional and 

modern contexts in separation from each other. What 

makes his work intriguing is that he employs different 

methodologies for treating the traditional and the 

modern. That is, one finds in his designs on tra­

ditional themes a trace of the Japanese design tech­

nique of 'stylized patterning,' and in those on modern 

themes, one finds the techniques used in contempo­

rary Japanese character designs. For instance , take two 

posters, first for the exhibition "The Buddha and the 

7 E 

N M A 
ACT I CS TACTICS 

~ ES I GN DESIGN 

TACT I 
DES IC 

I s : I I 9 : I 
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Tea" at Hosomi Museum (FIGURE 7) and, then, for 

the exhibition "Kyoto-the Ancient Capital and Art" 

(rgg8); in these examples, the traditional elements are 

simply arranged as patterns in the larger designs. On 

the other hand, in "Poster for Tactics Design" (FIGURE 

8), which deals with a modern theme, a dog plays with 

letters in various ways; simplicity and playfulness are 

deployed here, in a more distinct context than in the 

two previous examples. 

In contrast, Katsumi Asaba (age 6r) approaches Tana­

ka's end of the spectrum. While sharing the Tanaka­

style treatment of the traditional, Asaba' s work displays 

certain differences. The former often adopts an artifi­

cially somber and darkened stage as the backdrop of 

many of his posters and treats typographic elements 

(FIGURE 9). The latter treats the whole pictorial space 

in natural, bright and evocative ways, by substituting 

the background with photography. In his famous work, 

"Delicious Life, A Poster for Seibu Department Store" 

(FIGURE 10) and "Poster for the 70-Year Anniversary of 

the Founding of Shaken" (FIGURE 11), each has, respec­

tively, American actor-director Woody Allen and a 

nude female torso as the backdrop. Especially, the 

phrase Delicious Life (oishii seikatsu), which was the 

catchphrase used by the public relations campaign by 

Seibu, is traded on by the messy calligraphy by Allen 

himself. He is clad in a kimono, seated in a half-per­

fect Asian style, and holding up the calligraphic piece 

I 1 o, I I 11 , I 
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I FIGURE 7: 

Masl!)loshi Nakajo. Poster for Exhibition, 

"The Buddha and the Tea", 1988. 

I FIGURE 8: 

Mas'!Yoshi Nakajo. Poster for Tactics Design. 

I FIGURE 9: 

Katsumi Asaba. Poster for 'Transition of 

Modern "[ypograp~ in japan 1946-1995 

Exhibition', 1999· 

I FIGURE 10: I 

Katsumi Asaba. Poster for 'Delicious Life, A 

Poster for Seibu Department Store', 198'4. 

I FIGURE 11: I 

Katsumi Asaba. Poster for the 70- Year Anni-
l ,..,,.. .. ,.r\1 ,..{+}..,. k',... .,...,,.l;..., ,... ,.. {c;Jl-, ,., J,. ,...., 1 nnr' 
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I FIGURE 12: I 

Kei!Ya Hara. Official Program 

of the Opening Ceremoi!Y for 

the 1998 Nagano Winter 

OJympics, 1998. 

FIGURE 13: I 

Kei!Ya Hara. Pamphlet for Crossing 

the Parallel: Le Corbusier Mori 

Collection. 

FIGURE 14: 

Eiji Yamada. Poster for UltRA 

Graphics, 1988. 

he drew, rather solemnly. Emerging here is a mysteri­

ously paradoxical message somewhere in between seri­

ousness and laughter. Besides these instances, in his 

"Poster for World Heritage Exhibition, 1997," he took 

a photograph of an ancient epitaph rubbing as the 

backdrop and used the brushwork of the ancient cal­

ligraphy to its maximum expressive power. 

The work of Kenya Hara (in his forties) provides a 

successful example in which the Tanaka and the Sug­

iura genes effectively interfuse in the dimension of 

everyday communication. His editorial design spatially 

explores the relationships between textual contexts and 

compressed traditional image elements. The "Official 

Program of the Opening Ceremony for the 1998 

Nagano Winter Olympics" consists of various images 

symbolizing the opening ceremony and introductory 

texts in three languages: English, French andJapanese 

(FIGURE 12). The designer decided on the symbols 

and titles of a variety of ethnic celebratory rituals and 

placed them in a well-controlled interrelationship with 

the main texts explaining them. Particularly, the Rais­

ing of the On-bashira ceremony- a local festival that 

has been performed for several centuries in Nagano 

prefecture - on pages 8 and 9 introduce the portion 

of the ceremony- setting up eight IO-meter-long 

wooden pillars at four cardinal points in the main 

stadium. Matching with the lengths of the image of 

the red pillars, Hara accordingly adjusts the lengths 
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of the main texts. The interesting point here is that 

he manages to secure the visual integrity of each of 

the texts of three different languages, while maintain­

ing the horizontal writings of English and French and 

the vertical writing of Japanese. More specifl.cally, the 

Chinese character title read inJ apanese as onbashira 

located at the visual focal point of the text , and the 

image of the pair of red pillars are perfectly matched 

with the vertically written] apanese text. And the 

French and English texts to the left also wonderfully 

correspond to the lengths of the Japanese and the pil­

lars. In a similar fashion, the Do':Joiri Festival is intro­

duced on pages IO and II, through a combination of 

an image of kesho-mawashi- the decorative waistband 

the sumo wrestler wears when entering the arena - and 

its explanation. The style of editorial design exempli­

fied here originates from his exploration of three­

dimensional typographic space in printed materials. 

Another good example of his working method is found 

in a pamphlet "Crossing the Parallel: Le Corbusier 

Mori Collection" (FIGURE 13). Hara cut two vertical 

rectangles out of the cover page, creating a light-and­

shadow effect, and with a big blotch of red ink spread­

ing between the rectangles and beyond, he invites the 

viewer to realize the meaning of the design as fitting 

for the given subject. In this case, design is not simply 

a delivery of communication of meaning, but a kind 

of discovery. 

Eiji Yamada (in his thirties) won the grand prize at 

the recent "ACC Open Competition for Logo Mark" 

as well as "the best newcomer award given by JAGDA" 

(Japanese Graphic Designers' Association) in 1998. He 

is a highly promising designer inJapan. It appears that 

the field of Japanese graphic design is valuing Yamada's 

work highly because it perturbs the rules of orthodox 

Japanese design. He is indifferent to seriousness , strict 

orders and interiority privileged by the tradition of 

modernJapanese graphic design. TheJapanese katakana 

typeface - uru - used in the poster for "UltRA Graph­

ics" means to sell (FIGURE 14). Repeated six times , 

in differing dimensions, the word becomes a scream­

ing sound - a visualization of oral/ aural impressions 

of an explosive emotion from the heart. In addition, 

the black eye shapes in the center are seemingly wet 
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with tears, adding to the image of scream. Yamada's 

typefaces follow Western traditions such as the Italian 

Futurists' words - in-freedom or dadaists' sound poems 

that sought to visualize fractures and breaks in the 

human voice. They are as free as an expressive human 

voice , or sometimes are reminiscent of the shamanis­

tic, primitive emotions and instincts one feels in the 

traces of stone carvings left by anonymous ancient art­

ists. 

Another poster design by Yamada titled "Hole" 

(FIGURE 15) pronounces an end for the serious perfor­

mance of typefaces placed on a heavy, sober stage in 

Ikko Tanaka's poster series for the Sankei Kanze Noh 

Theater. Now the stage is the busy street in Tokyo's 

Shinjuku or Harajuku District , and the letters have 

transformed into out-of- control, disobedient teenag­

ers enacting a cospre - a contraction of the Japanese 

transliteration of the English phrase, costume play. 

This refers to a recent cultural phenomenon of young 

teens making and dressing up in the costumes they 

se e in popular animations/ cartoons. It is still ques-

0 tionable, however, whether Yamada's work is the 

latest extension of the incomplete project of] apanese 

modernity and graphic design, or a deconstructive 

anti - modernity. Of course, I still believe that Yama­

da's design is related to the directions in which con­

temporary arts and culture are moving. Looking at his 

posters again, one realizes that all the elements are 

derived from the DNA of the Ikko Tanaka family. That 

is to say, what was expanded from Tanaka's work is a 

substitution of somber typography with, to borrow my 

own metaphors, a dancing primitive or a fashionable 

modern -day cityslicker. The only thing that has been 

deconstructed of Tanaka is his solemnity. I find the 

fact that the Japanese graphic design field is 

extremely sensitive to these sorts of small changes 

is itself very Japanese. And I make a careful pre­

sumption that such sensitivity may be one evidence 

with which we can understand the current politico­

cultural impulses that have caused an empty and 

insecure socio - economic psychology of modern- day 

Japan. For the Japanese have rarely experienced a life 

in which the center of society and culture was radically 

off its pivot. 

! 13 , I 
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I FIGURE 15: I 

Eij'i Yamada. Poster for 'Hole,' 

1988. 

I FIGURE 16: 

Young-Jae Cho. Poster, Dh­

byun Sung-ryon, 199 

0 0 

~\ 
0 

186-187 

Inbreeding of Korean and Japanese genes and its mutants 

In contrast, the Koreans have experienced a turbulent 

history; they survived the loss of their country and a 

drastic de-centering and forcible shift/rearrangement 

of their culture. The tradition and spirit in Korean 

modern history have been deconstructed by Imperial 

Japan. Since the accounts of distorted colonial legacies 

have not been liquidated even after the liberation in 

1945, a need to fundamentally weed out the remnants 

ofJapanese Imperialism still persists. The grotesque 

history still marches on. Paradoxically speaking, post­

colonial Korean life is itself a deconstruction. And 

one finds the genetic codes with an unflagging and 

enduring life force in the work of Korean designers 

who participated in the exhibition. 

In the exhibition, Young-Jae Cho- a sexagenarian, 

whose station lies above and beyond all other Korean 

designers- was represented by his poster designs. 

Many call him "the person who opened the door for 

Korean modern design," "the first-generation profes­

sional designer," "Paul Rand ofKorea." 12 His recent 

works- posters of seemingly newly designed typogra­

phy, for the 2002 World Cup Games and for a work 

by poet Yi Sang- urge us to reconsider this godfather 

of Korean modern design. When considered purely 

from his work, Cho's genes are unfortunately com­

posed of the chromosomes of the Japanese godfathers; 

he shares homogeneous genes with the following Japa­

nese designers- previously mentioned Ikko Tanaka, 

12 

Cho , Young-Jae. 1995 . The World 

oJYoung-Jae Cho 's Graphics: A Harmor:J 

of Ideal and Reali!J. Seoul: Ahn 

Graphics, 8-25. The book was 

published five years before Cho's 

retirement from College of Fine 

Arts, Seoul National University. 

The introductory comments 

include personal recollections 

and assessments , formed through 

Cho 's intimate relationships , by 

Yusaku Kamekura of japan, 

alongside Professor Shi-Hwa 

Chung ofKookmin University 

in Seoul, and Professor Thomas 

Ockerse of the Rhode Island 

School of Design. 
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By the late 1920s, Hiromu 

Hara had already read and 

comprehended the practices as 

well as the theories of jan Tsch­

ichold, who had been deeply 

influenced by Bauhaus typogra ­

phy and graphics. In 1927 at the 

age of 24, Hara translated and 

published out of his own pocket 

Tschichold' s Die Neue '[ypografie. 

along with Shigeo Fukuda, Yusaku Kamekura and 

Hiromu Hara, all of whom are older, well established 

figures in the Japanese design world. 

Consider first Cho's poster "~~P.lt'll~, Uh-f?yun Sung­
ryong" (rggg), which consists of a predominant black 

backdrop, a thickly dragged diagonal white brush 

stroke, stylized fish and geometric patterns and a final 

touch of his signature CHO 'gg (FIGURE 16). In the 

bottom section of the poster is the title written verti­

cally in a small font. There is a strange ambiguity­

previously not seen in his works known for a concise 

and lucid message-effect- created in between the title 

(which means a fish metamorphoses and becomes a 

dragon) and the actual visual effect of his design. This 

ambiguity, on one level comes from the problem of 

communication, and on another level, from a col­

lision among diverse codes produced by many indi­

vidual styles ofJapanese designers . There is a fissure 

between the title and the pattern -designed image of 

the poster. More specifically, the relationship between 

the intended Chinese character-phrase of Un-f?yun, 
Sung-ryong and the actual shape of the type, which seems 

like a geometric patterning of another character ,~, 

Chung (loyalty). As a host of complex patterns intervene 

in the original form of the character, the former dis­

solves the overall image and causes a visual confusion 

in the delivery of the message. 

One finds another kind of inbreeding with the J apa­

nese genes. More than anything else Cho's typographic 

design is reminiscent of earlier examples of poster 

works by Ikko Tanaka (refer to figure .2) or by Hiromu 

Hara. InJ a pan, one finds the origin of the hereditary 

line in Tanaka ' s genes and the chromosomes of typog­

raphy posters produced in the late 1950s by Hara, 

who was also an enormous influence to Tanaka. The 

1959 poster Hara designed for Japan Advertising Art­

ists Club (JAAC) had a considerable impact onJapa­

nese graphic designers at the time (FIGURE 17). For 

in a way redolent of the logic of artistic production 

formulated and realized at the German Bauhaus in 

the 1920s and 1930s, he structurally tears apart then 

reassembles typographic elements like machine parts. 

More specifically, Hara breaks down the Chinese char-
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I FIGURE 17: I 

Hiromu Hara . Poster for Japan 

Advertising Artists Club, 1959. 

II 

acter Y meaning little; so in Korean pronunciation, 

and sho in Japanese to its individual brush strokes, 

and finally reconstructs them into an image of the 

human face. 13 Also, he places a stylizedjapanese­

national flower next to the brush stroke that now signi­

fl.es the mouth area in the reconstructed image of the 

face; in this way, he evokes something like an image­

message of a Japanese smile. We now realize that Cho 

used the brush strokes that constitute a character like 

{,,(meaning heart, or mind; shim in Korea, shin in 

Japanese), and that he crossbred a structural interpre-

tation of Chinese characters, ala Hara , with Korean 

traditional decorative patterns. These patterns, in 

turn, can be said to be a geometric transformation of 

'leather-brush painting'(~~~), one genre/technique 

in Korean traditional folk painting. Unfortunately, 

this element collides with the refl.ned visual message 

which the designed brush strokes deliver in Hara' s 

work. A certain pedestrianism of popular 'leather­

brush painting' cannot be easily recreated through a 

geometric simplicity. When placed in Cho 's artifl.cially 

compressedjapanese garden, it loses its original vital­

ity. The genre of painting is best realized in its original 

mode of production as a sort of 'word picture,' painted 

in a colorful palette, with a thick leather brush in 

uninhibited and refreshing calligraphic lines, depict­

ing traditional imagery such as ten creatures of longev­

ity or flowers and birds. We can then conclude that 

Cho imitated Hara Hiromu's regard for typography 

only on the level of technique, while extracting from 

188-189 
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I FIGURE 18: 

Young-Jae Cho. Poster for the 

2002 World Cup Games, 1999· 

I FIGURE 19: I 

Young-}ae Cho. Poster for Poetry 

ofYi Sang, Ogamdo, 1999. 

I FIGURE 20: I 

Yusaku Kamekura. Poster for the 

Osaka World Expo, 1967. 

I FIGURE 21: 

Young-]ae Cho. Official Poster 

for the 1988 Seoul OJympics, 

1988. 

I FIGURE 22: 

Yusaku Kamekura. Poster for 

Nippon Kogaku, 1957-

I FIGURE23: I 

Ka;:umasa Nagai. Poster for 

Nippon Kogaku, 1962. 

I FIGURE 24: I 

Yusaku Kamekura. Poster for the 

Conference of Peaceful Use of 

Atomic Energy, 1956. 

I FIGURE25: I 

Young-Jae Cho. Poster for Sammi 

Co., 1991. 

19: 20: 

the 'word picture' of traditional Korean folk painting 

not its flavor but only its mechanical patterns. 

Such a technical borrowing, without apposite content, 

is also found in two other examples from the same 

period- posters for the "2002 World Cup Games" 

and for poet Yi Sang's serial poems "Ogamdo" 

(FIGURE 18 and 1 9). While addressing two completely 

different subject matters, their technical repertoire 

and methods are identical; both against a black back­

drop, repeated geometric shapes create selfsame forms 

of light. It is indeed rather incredible that the same 

image of a festival used to commemorate the 2002 

Korea-Japan World Cup can be applied also to poetry 



Visible Lan guage 3 7 . 2 

24: 

1 4 

I h ave clo sely d ealt with this con­

n ect ion in my Korean paper , 

"The Ro o ts and Shadows of 

Hodori, " 68- 69. 

190 - 191 

25: 

which intellectually represents human existence in the 

1930s' modern city. Where do these genes for this 

imagery come from? I would argue that the source 

lies in a work by Yusaku Kamekura (FIGURE 20), that 

became the prototype for Cho 's computer imaging­

aided work, "Official Poster for the rg88 Seoul Olym­

pics " (FIGURE 21). 14 One may very well contest my 

claim, by pointing out that there is a subtle technical 

difference between Cho's computerized digital image 

and Kamekura's hand-drawn piece. Pay close atten­

tion, then, to Kamekura's analog poster (FIGURE 22) 

for the public relations of Nippon Kogaku (also known 

as Nikon). Through a combination of optical effect­

inducing geometric patterns, brilliant colors and the 

company name , it symbolizes what the client stands for 

-light exposure and precise optics. In another poster 

for Nikon by Kazumasa Nagai (FIGURE 23), it is clear 

that Kamemura's graphic genes are preserved intact, 

with only the patterns changed into circles and rear­

ranged. With these models revealed , the DNA codes 

contained in the chromosomes of Cho ' s "2002 World 

Cup Poster" can be better discerned. That is , in the 

1957 "Nippon Kogaku" poster, the prototypical genes 

of forms of light in Kamekura' s work- which would 

later become the designer's trademark- are being 

cultured (FIGURE 24), and via Nagai, the genes are 

inherited down to Cho. This sort of inbreeding has 

often manifested itself in Cho ' s other corporate public 

relations posters (FIGURE 25). 

c 
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I have fully discussed Yi Sang's 

experimental poetry in my paper, 

"An Eccentric Reversible Reac­

tion" : Yi Sang's Experimental 

Poetry in the 1930s and Its 

Meaning to Contemporary 

Design, Visible Language 33 · 3 · 

196- 235. In this paper, I argued 

that his strange and often incom­

prehensible poems from the early 

1930s should be interpreted not 

in the context of textual or lit­

erary theory as often supposed, 

but in the context of visual 

texts found in such fields as 

architecture, graphic design and 

typography . His works tran­

scended western dada's anti - tra ­

clition , and furthermore even 

transcended modern concrete 

poetry. In addition, his experi­

m ental poetry was the powerful 

text of visual arts that carried 

visual space and time toward 

deconstruction. 

It is only reasonable that Cho should have distin­

guished the forms and color-arranging methods used 

for the "2002 World Cup" public relations poster 

from those for the literary work ofYi Sang (ne 

Kim Hae-Kyung), an architect , graphic-typographic 

designer and the representative poet of early twentieth 

century Korean literature. Let us take a look at Yi 

Sang's submission in the open competition for the 

cover design of magazine Chason gwa Gunchuk (Korea and 
Architecture, 1929), for which he won the first prize 

(see my paper in Visible Language 33. 3). Yi' s graphic 

design easily transcends the Japanese design of the 

time, which was yet to break away from pre-modern 

design and build its own realm of modern typog­

raphy. 15 Cho returns Yi' s progressive graphics back 

to a mere design. One may very well argue that 

regardless of the similarity with the "2002 World 

Cup Poster," Cho' s poster for Yi' s poem "Ogamdo" 

abstracts/ extracts the basic elements from Yi' s design 

for the book cover. Yi's design, however, was not cre­

ated for the context of his own poem, but rather for 

architects who were the magazine's primary readers. 

"Ogamdo" was a highly intellectual poem, which he 

serialized in Choson]oongang Ilbo (Newspaper) in 1934; 
the series ended after fifteen installments. Cho's work 

serves as a good example of how graphic design, with­

out a rigorous analysis of the content to be communi­

cated, can readily fall into the trap of decorationism. 

Although not included in the exhibition, Shigeo 

Fukuda's genes are also found mixed with those of 

Cho's ideation and methodology. Cho has been known 

for his works in which contemporary humor and wit 

are given form through techniques of bold condensa­

tion and omission. The examples I discuss here do 

not exhaust his large body of work, for Cho has taken 

on numerous projects that represent Korean graphic 

design. Especially , through a number of successful 

corporate image projects, he has raised design to the 

level of corporate management. But, what does he 

teach, as a first-generation Korean graphic designer, 

for the following generation with his works as pre­

sented in the exhibition? 
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I FIGURE 26: I 

J?yung- JYoo Chung, Poster for 

an exhibition oJJ?yung- 9oo 

Chung's Book Designs: 

1977-1996, 1996. 

The life of graphic design begins at the point of 

printing. Unlike Cho's works, Byoung-Kyoo Chung 

(born 1946) presented printed posters, calendars and 

published books produced through actual printing 

processes. There is a rather uncommon history in 

Chung's genes. He was bred in the soil, not of design, 

but of humanities studies; he studied creative writing 

in Art and Literature at Suhrabeol College of Arts 

(1970)and graduated from Korea University, with a 

degree in French literature (197 4). After graduation, 

he worked as chief editor for Minumsa publishing 

house in 1976, then as editorial director at Hong­

sungsa in 1977. It was only after completing the 13th 

Tokyo UNESCO training course for editors in 1979 , 

studying at Estienne Academy in Paris in 1982 and 

opening his own design studio in 1984, that he con­

verted his hereditary characters into those of a serious 

editorial and book designer . 

His "Poster for an exhibition of Byung-Kyoo Chung's 

Book Designs: 1977-1996" (1996, FI GURE 26) and the 

1997 "Poster for VIDAK (Visual Information Design 

Association ofKorea) Members ' Exhibition" dem­

onstrate his home-grown analytical ability vis-a-vis 

modern graphic design- rather hard to find in the 

field of Korean graphic design. That is, his 'explo­

ration into basic principles ' goes far beyond the 

first - generation Korean graphic designers ' super ficial 

19 2- 193 
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Russian architect, graphic and 

typographic designer and exhibi­

tion designer, Lissitzky, studied 

architecture in Darmstadt, Ger­

many. In the 1920s , he started 

the Russian constructivist move­

ment with Malevich. 

17 

Born in Leipzig, Germany, 

Tschichold studied book and 

typography design following in 

the foot-step of his father, 

a typeface designer. Strongly 

impressed by the h.rst exhibition 

at the Weimar National Bauhaus 

in 1923, he embarked on orga­

nizing theories and principles 

of typography from 1925. The 

consequence of this work is 

the famous New !Jpograp':!Y, the 

pioneering study of twentieth 

century functionalist typographic 

design. Realizing later that his 

theory was not different from 

national socialism, he changed 

his direction to the research of 

traditional typefaces. 

18 

Ades, Dawn. 1984. Posters: The 20th 

Century Poster . New York: Abbeville 

Press , 62 . 

comprehension . In other words, the spatial relation­

ship between the background screen and typefaces 

in Chung's posters exhibits an 'ideology of modern 

graphic space' espoused by visionaries ranging from 

Russian constructivist El Lissitzky (1890-1941) 16 to 

designer - theorist Jan Tschichold (1902-197 4). 17 Lis ­

sitzky attempted an architectural construction of 

abstract image elements in the graphic space. Tsch­

ihold criticized Lissitzky, asserting that the latter's 

design, "while unique and powerful, only adopts con­

ventional typefaces, " 18 and he himself experimented 

with economy of expression and asymmetrical typogra ­

phy. It was this Western design tradition that strongly 

influenced Chung. If his own thinking and practice 

only remained at the level of a passive receiver of 

Western influence, however, he would have ended his 

career as a tardy late modernist at the end of the 

twentieth century. 

As I briefly mentioned above, Chung's philosophy as 

a book designer was cultivated over a long period of 

time in the soil of humanities studies; he calls it an 

"ideology of one book, one type" (FIGURE 27 and 28). It 
is a belief that, like all living creatures , all books have 

their own individually distinct body and expression. 

That is, "since each book possesses different expres­

sions, in order to give an adequate form to those 

expressions, one should invent the most appropriate 

typeface, rather than choose one." This belief arises 
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from his search for expanded visual language on 

the level of 'imagination of materiality,' a search he 

embarked on with an influence from the thought 

of French philosopher of science Gaston Bachelard. 

Chung thinks of a written language not simply as a 

conceptual medium of communication -langue (con­

cept) as opposed to parole (speech) in Ferdinand de 

Saussure' s semiological linguistics- but as itself an 

image that becomes parole. 19 In other words, a book 

composed of type is a body plus spirit itself, or going 

one step further, a being that contains spirit. The 

book, therefore, must not only be read visually, but 

should also possess a spiritual sound, tactile feelings 

ofits pages, and even a smell of flesh, i.e., paper and 

ink. The phrase he habitually sings, "the culture of 

the book" is an expression that distinguishes between 

books produced through such an experimentation and 

those that are not. In short, a publishing industry 

without its own culture of the book is meaningless. 

It is such strands of philosophical thinking that helped 

bring about diverse typefaces with their own expres­

sions in his posters (see figure 26). In the 1996 poster 

he designed for a one-person retrospective exhibition 

of his works from over twenty years, Chung expressed 

the idea of the culture of the book, which must com­

municate diversity while sharing the basic system of 

modern design, through the word book written in a 

unique typeface. Looking closely at this intense title 

I FIGURE 27: I 

J?yung- F;yoo Chung. Poster for 

Seoul ~stem 's R?Jal Font, 1997-

I FIGURE 28: I 

Byung-F;yoo Chung. Editorial 

and Book Design, 1996. 

19 

Interview with Chung, 

March 22, 2000. 
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I FIGURE29: I 

Sang-SooAhn. Letter Work, 1999· 

typography , we realize that it is not designed in the 

customary way ordinary graphic designers work on a 

flat surface. Rather, it is a 'spatial shape' that seeps out 

from the 'structure of a book' per se. On the book 

cover with a black piece of paper inserted underneath, 

Chung cut out the shape of the word Book with a knife 

and tore out the shape by hand. In the revealed black 

silhouette, he brusquely wrote the same word in white 

ink. The calligraphy shimmers like bunched wires or 

optical fibers in a skinned cable. Herein, we get to 

see contained in a book or a poster, numerous exis­

tential and processual philosophies. To put it differ­

ently, we witness various material beings and acts , such 

as an already present paper surface, an artificially con­

structed structure and things drawn and made on top 

of them. In this way, Chung's inimitable individual 

personal touch was completed. Let us look again at 

the subtle interstitial spaces between the knife-cut and 

hand-torn alphabet letters. Do we not feel the per­

sonal touch and trace of the presence of one sensitive 

and creative man who plunges into space? This is none 

other than Chung's aesthetic of graphics and world 

of book design that originate from the book. And 

knowing this, we realize commonalities and differences 

between Chung's work and the notion of book as 

an architecture of cosmic meditation of Koehi Sugi­

ura. Both designers encompass the infinite space of 

the spiritual inner world. Chung's design, however, 

is not a sacred architecture in the style of Sugiura, 

but instead deals with book as a so-called Nietzschean 
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existential architecture. In this way, it is not through 

a master-slave relationship, but through a philosophi­

cal encounter that premises mutual differences, that a 

true cultural exchange amongst professional designers 

from both ends of Korea andJapan can be meaningful. 

One in the extremely small group of Korean designers 

known internationally is Sang-Soo Ahn, born in 1952 

and now entering his fifties. In the exhibition, Ahn 

exhibited his oeuvre of experimental typography under 

the title, "Letter Work" (FIGURE 29). Ahn's Letter 

Works are a collective attempt to visualize the typeness 

of Korean written characters in everyday objects found 

around us. For instance, the title of one letter work 

- ['Hangul-<Seoul>-1999-Letterwork-" 0 " x 3-"...L" x 1' 

-may seem like a complex table of random numbers, 

but as a matter of fact, it tells in what direction his 

experimentation is heading. Specifically, he is explain­

ing here that he is manifesting the kinship he finds 

between the Korean alphabet letters, Hangul, such as 

the consonant 0 and the vowel...L and objects found on 

the street in his 1999 letter work. This manifestation 

is specifically expressed through three images of the 

objects that morphologically constitute the consonant 

"o, 0 l %" (lung, the name of the consonant), and one 

image of the object that relates to the vowel, ...L. In the 

letter work, "ox 3," which indicates the three selfsame 

constitutive consonants of the consonant's name itself 

-
0 1%- is manifested through three object-images 

(whose material characteristics are clear) -a lid for 

a water pump container, a three-cogwheel gear and 

a carpenter's circular saw blade. On the other hand, 

the material nature of the image corresponding to the 

vowel (indicated by ...L) is rather obscure- it is a verti­

cally elongated elliptical object. 

What he is attempting to do here is to image separate 

vowels and consonants, whose combination can form 

individual syllables - one characteristic of hangul. Mor­

phologically, Hangul shapes can be expressed as syllabic 

units that own both consonants and a vowel and more­

over, syllables can be broken up into disconnected 

vowels and consonants, which can function as indi­

vidual visual signs. Especially, vowels provide sound 

and movement to consonants. The bottom right quo-

196-197 
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I FIGURE 30: I 

Sang-Sao Ahn. Poster for the First 

Front DMZ Cultural Arts Movement 

Exhibition, 1991. 

I FIGURE 31: I 

Sang-Sao Ahn. Poster for Bogoseo­

Bogoseo, 1997. 

tient in the letter work, which corresponds to the part 

of the title - "..1... " x 1 - articulates this point. The 

shape of the object-image resembles that of a mouth 

uttering the sound for "..1... • "Ahn, then, has captured 

into an image the phonogrammic characteristic (that 

is wholly unlike ideogrammic written language such 

as Chinese) of Hangul letters . One can also say that 

this work, which is manifested through tangible mate­

rial objects, is in one sense an attempt to traverse 

between the phonogrammic characteristics of Hangul 
and the ideogrammic characteristics of Chinese writ­

ing. A precedent in appropriation of objets in modern 

art can be found in the work of German artist Kurt 

Schwitters, a member of the dadaist movement in the 

1920s. He invented what he termed Merz- a kind of 

relief-collage made out of junk and detritus; it was 

also a process of using all kinds of everyday matter and 

waste product, organizing them and building relations 

among them. Although not a multivalent appropria­

tion like Schwitter' s, Ahn similarly encapsulates the 

typographic impression (typeness) through an appro­

priation of quotidian subject matter as objets. But it is 

necessary to study Ahn's method of object appropria­

tion a little more. 

Although the object-images that signify the consonant, 

lung- a lid for a water pump container, a three­

cogwheel gear and a carpenter's circular saw blade -

are themselves present-day everyday objects, the way in 

which he represents them somehow quite inexplicably 
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creates an impression of agedness. It is because Ahn 

employs the traditional rubbing technique, a kind of 

frottage used in order to get an imprint of a carved cal­

ligraphy or a stone-carving relief. Instead of the usual 

technique -putting a dampened piece of paper over 

the inked object/image and lightly pressing on top 

of it with a mallet with a cotton ball - Ahn instead put 

a piece of paper over the objects and rubbed the black­

colored stone on it. The technique, begun in the sixth 

century Sui-Dynasty period in China and also trans­

mitted to Korea and Japan through ancient mineral­

ogy, is combined with the materiality of contemporary 

objects to become imaged as a Hangul typography. 

Ahn' s groping investigation into Hangul type like this 

suggests that it is oriented less towards development of 

typefaces per se than towards 'images of tyefaces', i.e., 

graphic possibilities oftypeness (FIGURE 30 and 31). 

Already in 1984, Ahn designed Ahn Typeface, com­

bining two experimentations by releasing the Korean 

letters from their inherent square frame and in 

creating them as digitalized typography. As seen 

again in Mir Typeface (1992), an of the out-of­

the-box Korean typefaces, 20 Ahn's typeface develop­

ment pushed the envelop towards the extreme of 

legibility while maintaining the shapes of letters. His 

work, therefore, may have already transcended typeface 

development to the level of image exploration per­

tinent to typeness. The logo he designed for "The 

Ist Seoul Typography Biennale" which opened in 

198-199 

20 

The out-of-the-box Korean 

typeface is invented in order to 

rejuvenate the original principle 

behind the invention of Hangul in 

the fifteenth century. The very 

first of this type is the 3-set 

Korean typewriter invented by 

Byung-Woo Kong in 1949 . See 

Han, Jae-J oon. 1997. "Plastic 

Aesthetics and Functionality of 

Korean Typefaces. " Culture and I, 

September/October, 25. 
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October 2001 displays a typographic image that exqui­

sitely becomes an object. Reminiscent of the Choson 

Dynasty-period poured iron types, the three initials, 

A, E, 1::::1 of Suh-ul Taipogeurapi Bienalle (Seoul Typography 

Biennale) are designed as if they have just come out of 

an iron mold (FIGURE 32). 

Ahn's desire to expand typeness into graphics, joined 

by works by other typograpic designers, is forming an 

axis in Korean graphic design . For example, such a 

tendency is observed also in the works of two other 

designers included in the exhibition, Ki-Heun Shur 

(born 1952) and] oo-Sung Kim (1960). Their works 

differ from Ahn' s in that in a departure from the 

latter's focus on typography, the former tend to be 

quite painterly. Shur and Kim both similarly deal in 

relations with regards to typefaces and 'materiality.' 

But between the two designers, there is a difference 

that can be defined as analog versus digital. Whereas 

Shur has made works like "Typeface Look" (1999, 

FIGURE 33) through the materiality produced in creat­

ing shallow recessions and projections on a sheet of 

plastic gold leaf, Kim has made "Typeface Abstraction" 

(1999, FIGURE 34) , through the digital immateriality 

of 0-and-1 binary digits. Interestingly, as the titles 

of their works indicate, they converge at the same 

point; they both identically sought to represent the 

aesthetic traits of abstract painting through typogra­

phy. Although Shur's Typeface Look is reminiscent 

of ancient Buddhist sutras in its expression, just like 
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Kim's Typeface Abstraction, in its content, points 

towards abstract painting. Kim, especially, used a 

neologism Typographism, made from typography and 

graphism for another work in the exhibition, and in 

doing so, is expanding typefaces per se into the realm 

of graphics. 

I Additional discovery and suggestion 

Above, I have tried to show that the works of the gen­

eration of Japanese graphic designers in their sixties 

and above, ranging from Ikko Tanaka and Masayoshi 

Nakazo to Katsumi Asaba, share a selfsame frame of 

consciousness, despite minor individual technical dif­

ferences. Their designs contain a clear sense of self­

identity and world view. On the other hand, the work 

ofYoung-Jae Cho, the Korean designer of the same 

generation, manifestly reveals an utterly contrary case. 

Without an apparent identity and worldview, his work 

resembles only the genetic makeup of his japanese 

counterparts and only on the level of techniques. In 

spite of the recent blow-ups in Korea- such as the 

Japanese textbook- in- distortion controversy21 and the 

Japanese prime minister's visit to the Yasukuni Shrine, 

when it comes to the relationship of Korean andjapa­

nese graphic design, it remains one of master and 

slave from its very origin. It seems that Cho has never 

given a serious thought to what kind of influence 

such a relationship will have on the subsequent genera­

tion of designers. Take for an instance the following 

quote from the introductory commentary by Yusaku 

Kamemura in Cho's collection of works published in 

1995. Presenting Cho as "the very first pioneer who 

launched Korean modern design," Kamemura repro­

duces expressions used by the japanese colonial mas­

ters; he writes, " ... because the crime the Japanese had 

inflicted upon the Koreans cannot be simply erased 

away. There were many cultured people at the time, 

however, who possessed deep affection and admiration 
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FIGURE 32: I 

Sang-Sao Ahn. Logo and letterhead for the 

1st Seoul !}pograpf:y Biennale, 2001. 

FIGURE 33: I 

Ki-Heun Shur. !}peface Look, 1999· 

FIGURE 34: I 

Joo-Sung Kim. !}pejaceAbstraction, 1999· 
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The Japanese history textbook con­

troversy broke out on April 3 , 2001, 

when the Ministry of Education was 

examining and authorizing the so­

called New History Textbook. This 

governmental action repeats the sev­

eral decade-long tradition of erro­

neous history-distorting statements 

publicly made by Japanese high-level 

bureaucrats. New History Textbook , based 

on the anachronistic war-time impe­

rialist ideology, denies the history 

of Japanese invasion and oppression, 

and going one step further and jus­

tifying Japan's motivations, in effect 

denies the Asia- Pacific War itself. 

In addition, it downplays and with­

holds information about controver­

sial issues such as Rape of Nanking 

and Comfort Women(sexual slaves 

drafted, or in fact, mostly kidnapped 

and forced into inhumane condition 

of servitude to Japanese soldiers 

in the war fields; most of the 

women were Korean) . The Textbook 
problem caused much shock and 

furor in the countries formerly col­

onized and/or invaded by Japan­

South Korea, North Korea , China, 

and Taiwan-as well as with the larger 

international communities and orga ­

nizations such as United Nations 

Human Rights Commission . This 

most recent Japanese gesture towards 

their history of atrocities is especially 

striking in comparison with the 

German case; since 1945 , Germany 

has acted with a far more responsible 

attitude towards the criminal acts it 

committed during the Third 

Reich(1933 - 1945), and has assidu­

ously carried out consultations and 

discussions with its neighboring 

countries such as France and Poland 

in order to prevent possible contro ­

versies with regard to distortion 

of the history. 
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Cho , The World oJYoung-Jae Cho's 

Graphics, 14. 

for Korean traditional culture and arts. They were 

especially enchanted by the ceramics of the Yi Dynasty 

and folk paintings. I was one of them. " 22 To recap, 

Cho chose to include this writing in the preface of his 

book, proudly displaying his intimate association with 

the godfather of Japanese graphic design, who held 

affection and admiration for Korea . In the mind of 

Kamekura, however , Korea is- I would not go so far 

as to expect him to think it the sovereign Kingdom of 

Chason- registered, not even as Chason, but instead 

as Yi Dynasty, the name given to the kingdom by 

the invaders. We need to inquire, again, about this 

bizarrely warm mutually affectionate linkage between 

the two countries. Is it really acceptable to overlook 

the offensive, historically charged oversight - calling 

the sovereign nation not by its own name, Kingdom 

of Chason but by Yi Dynasty that suggests a mere land 

ruled by the Yi family - just in order to receive from 

the Japanese godfather praise? 

We must remember thatJapan had already experienced 

a state of self- consciousness in the late 1920s. The 

Japanese realized modern design without sacrificing 

their traditional values and the qualities that they long 

held onto. Since the opening of its door through 

American Commodore Perry's gunboat diplomacy and 

the r868 Meiji Restoration, Japan embarked on a mas ­

sive plan of modernization, absorbing and imitating 

Western civilization. The Japanese modernization of 

the late nineteenth century - accomplished in the 

form of rapid industrialization and exportation of art 

work- advanced graphic design only to the extent of 

surface imitation ofWestern design through the tech­

nique of formulization of designs. Nevertheless, reex ­

amination and reflection on this shortcoming began 

to take place after the 1923 Kanto Great Earthquake. 

This movement was driven by the principle of Japanese 

Spirit , Western Skills, i .e., thoroughly understanding 

and accepting the technical background and philo­

sophical tenets ofWestern design and conferring Jap­

anese spirit on top of them. As mentioned , it was 

a result of such a consciousness that Hiromu Hara 

published a translation of Jan Tschihold' s Die Neue 
'[ypographie in 1927. In other words, the Japanese were 
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experimenting with new techniques while constructing 

new philosophical and knowledge structures. 

In contrast, one can say, as I have tried to show above, 

that Korean design went through six decades in a 

vacuum and only reached a level of self-awareness only 

in the late rg8os. Since the liberation in 1945, many 

graphic designers in Korea sought to realize a dis­

tinctive Korean character - such as plain flat surface 

and lines, bright colors and a well-structured pictorial 

spatial composition - applied formally to traditional 

subject matter. In actuality, however , the contents 

consisted of a manipulated genome of Japanese 

graphic design. Some may maintain that such an iden­

tity does indeed arise from local specificities, though 

still falling within the Japanese sphere of influence. 

There is, of course, a justifiable need to take a look 

at the post - liberation situation from the perspective of 

cultural exchange. For design, or any cultural identity, 

for that matter, does not stand in isolation from the 

factors surrounding it, but rather undergoes constant 

changes in mutual interactions with them. Further­

more, it is not possible that cultural or environmental 

influences of a particular time are irrelevant to a 

graphic designer. 

I am, thus, not interested in discerning the route of 

transmission of sensibilities- i.e., whether the influ­

ences have come from a detour through Japan or 

straight from the West. The issue here is the subjective 

eye and thinking. There is no doubt that we must 

examine design identities flexibly from multicultural 

perspectives, but this cannot mean that one relin­

quishes one's subjective consciousness per se. Design 

and culture without their own subjectivity, even if 

they consist of multiple cultural elements, can only 

be defined as a plagiaristic formation, not an identity 

formation. One may recall, as an analogy, the recent 

movie, Being john Malkovich (rggg) by director Spike 

J onze, in which we encounter a schizophrenic with no 

eye of his own but only with the eyes of many others. 
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Fortunately, since the 1980s , the genetic makeup of 

Korean designers has departed from inbreeding and 

been moving towards experimentation based on prin­

ciples. For instance, take the case of Byung-Kyoo 

Chung. The genetic material ofhis design does not 

consist of mannerisms, but rather comes from differ­

ent principles and philosophy. He aspires to an ideol­

ogy of one book, one letter that is inspired by a variety 

of thoughts ranging from Russian constructivism to 

semiotics. The real face of his genome, therefore, is 

not form as a means of existence but an invisible 

principle. Another similar case is Sang-Soo Ahn, who 

introduced the thinking ofJan Tschichold by trans­

lating and publishing his ~mmetrica/ '[ypograpl]y in the 

early 1980s while working as artistic director for the 

magazine Ggumim (Decoration). Thoroughly compre­

hending theories ofWestern graphics and typography 

design, Ahn has been pursuing the development of 

Hangul typefaces and their graphicization. 

The historical vacuum is creating a new problem to 

be solved, however. Although Korean graphic design 

has only recently begun to break out of the shadow 

of aJ apanese stylistic connection, it now finds itself 

arrested by another anachronistic shackle of modern 

art, that is, 'a plasticity-centered tendency.' One can 

say that it is only natural that typographers or graphic 

designers are crossing back and forth between the 

boundaries of design and fine art. Today, however, the 

fine art which art for art's sake used to seek in the 

past has gone through the stages of 1960s pop art and 

1970s and 1980s conceptual art, and in the process 

has begun to deal with everyday contexts just as design 

creates for everyday life and communication. It is my 

opinion that in such a context, there is no reason 

for design to orient itself towards plasticity-centered 

pure art. It is not that such attempts are meaningless, 

but that discoveries vis-a-vis quotidian communica­

tion tend to be missing in them. For instance, there 

exists a difference between everydayness and abstract­

ness between Eiji Yamada's sensibility-filled posters 

andJoo-Sung Kim's letter abstractions. I remember 

one exhibition at the New York Museum of Modern 

Art on the Stenburg Brothers, designers of movie 

posters in 1920s Russia. Today's museums are letting 
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in as art those posters originally designed in the past 

for the street and treated as of no value. That sort 

of art is not art that is like art but instead art that is 

like life. 

In the same light, it is still difficult to find a designer 

like Yokoo Tadanori, who in the past six decades 

has tirelessly explored the psychological dimension of 

popular culture. One may say, of course, that this is 

a matter of each designer's individual character and 

taste. Nevertheless, design is an art that operates within 

social contexts. Here the term social connotes not only 

that it is a mine in which a designer unearths precious 

materials (money), but also that a designer must be 

closely correlated to a consciousness about the context 

within which s/he is located. Is it not the inherent 

responsibility of design to observe a society- at-large 

and make statements about it as a subject? I have begun 

to discern some instances of this in the young genera­

tion of designers in Korea. I will avoid disclosure of 

these names and their genetic compositions. For it is 

my hope to sincerely wait and watch the next genera­

tion of designers who believe in themselves, while they 

continue their diligent labors. 
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TOILET SIGNAGE I 

as Effective Communication 

f:ynne Ciochetto 
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The need for clear cross-cultural signage is related. to 

increasing international business, recreational travel as well as significant world 

events like the Olympics . Using toilet signage as the occasion for examining cultura1 

diversity and similarity, the author takes an historical approach to sanitary habits, 

contextualizing cultural habit and its manifestation in signage. Visual documentary 

evidence from many cultures accompanies the discussion. Analysis and investigation 

of these images in terms of uniformity within diversity locate the key functional 

characteristics of toilet signage as identification and segregation. A high level of 

consistency in use of male and female images to identify toilets, along with a 

great diversity in visual treatment characterize this study. 
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The widespread use of pictorial signage for toilets is 

a product of the acceleration of mass tourism, along 

with the internationalization of business and the econ­

omy that has taken place since the 1960s, but is also 

part of the processes and changes in society that com­

menced in the nineteenth century and arose out of 

the Industrial Revolution. In the contemporary period 

toilet signs are almost universally indicated by images 

of men and women, and the segregation of the sexes 

seems to , occur in most cultures. I consider that this 

phenom.enon is a product of the expansion of western 

culture inte];nationally both in the colonial and 

p~st-colon{a~ periods. The development of pictorial 

information systems was a product of changes in the 

post World War II period, but the dissemination of 

the~e system~ followed the expansion of US business, 

the internationalism of commerce and culture that 

occurred i~ the post war period which was driven by 

•the. Unite~ States. The use of these symbols paralleled 

J 

.. r$prkse nts figure number i.n 

· conteXt of locatiOn 
1 

. ' 
' the 'ip.tern'ational style' of graphic design adopted by 

corp'orations for eir communications (internal and 

. ' 
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e~ten;al) ,, based $' a European visual and philosophi­
cal tradition, but riven by American and European 

business require ents. Toilet signs tend to be more 

abstr~ct. ·a. nd styl. iz d when the~ are i~ locatio~s of h~gh 
dens1ty ~raffle ~:r'l tend to be m the 1nternat10nal plc-

tograpp style refle ting a dominance of western form 

and culture. The ernacular and more popular forms 

tend to be in third world countries or in locations that 

experience low density traffic flows. 
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INTRODUCTION : dennitions and function 

(identification and segregation) 

The signs identifying public toilets are some of the 

most common images existing cross-culturally in the 

contemporary era. Charles Saunders Peirce ' s defmi­

tions are useful to clarify different functional charac­

teristics of signage. He defined signs in terms of three 

categories: icons, indices and symbols (Fiske, 1991). 
Toilet signage demonstrates characteristics of each cat­

egory. The icon is defined as a sign that resembles the 

object. I found only a few examples that actually depict 

the toilet itself, and these were recently introduced in 

New Zealand (FIGURE 1). More often toilets signs repre­

sent users, differentiated into men and women , (and 

sometimes children), which I consider to be an iconic 

function. The index provides a direct link between the 

sign and the object , and toilet signage most commonly 

does this by indicating location , usually on the door of 

the toilet or a street sign near to the facility (FIGURE 2). 

The toilet sign also has a symbolic function as it does 

not, in most cases, depict the facility or the activity 

of using a toilet and thus involves learned behavior and 

culturally accepted conventions on segregation of the 

sexes and use of toilet facilities. Words also fall into the 

symbolic category as language involves learned behav­

ior, as written words do not directly depict meaning 

(FIGURE 3) . The commonly seen combination of both 

image and text raises the issue of the effectiveness 

of the pictorial image alone. While I consider that 

toilet signage falls into the category of signage that 

has elements of the icon , index and symbol, Fiske 

considers signs denoting men's and women's toilets 

as iconic (1991 : 47). 

~PUBLIC •1• :.r.. TOILETS ' 'ft' ~ 
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The symbolic function of toilet signs in segregating 

the sexes is closely tied to cultural values. Historically 

in Europe , there is evidence of communal toilets in 

garrisons, castles and monasteries, but except for the 

latter it is not known if these were segregated (FIGURE 

4). The segregation of toilets in the nineteenth century 

seems to be the product ofVictorian values and the 

creation of different spheres of influence for men and 

women and the Victorian culture of prudery about 

sexual matters. Most cultures today have evolved privacy 

codes that forbid members of the opposite sex viewing 

the genital area of the opposite sex, as well as restric­

tions on the same gender using the facilities except 

for children and sometimes the disabled (FIGURE s). 

Issues regarding the safety of women are another factor 

reinforcing segregation. In contemporary societies toi­

lets are differentiated by gender in most cultures even 

when the toilets are shut behind doors in cubicles. 

The nature of toilet provision differs according to 

gender in most places. Privacy is provided in cubicles 

for women to both urinate and defecate, but not for 

men . Men publicly use urinals, while cubicles are 

provided for defecation, though some male toilets only 

provide urinals . The physical activity is rarely reflected 

in the signage (FIGURE 6). This segregated combination 

of toilet facility has been exported internationally as 

part of the western cultural package in colonial and 

post-colonial period and the signage used is part of the 

same tradition. 
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DEVELOPMENT 

D 

of the 

public convenience 

Though the history of toilet signage is relatively recent, 

dealing with human waste is part of the history of soci­

ety and has been an issue wherever significant numbers 

of people are concentrated. Societies have developed 

systems for dealing with waste with varying degrees of 

success. The earliest example of toilet provision is in 

Skara Brae in the Orkney Islands, where there is evi­

dence of indoor toilets and a drainage system 5, 000 

years ago (Kilroy,rg84). There are remains of sewage 

systems in the Minoan cities of Crete from 2,500-950 

BC; the Sumerians of the Indus valley and the Etrus­

cans in 500 BC and Rome (Hugo-Brun , 1972). In 

castles, toilets were often placed on the outer walls and 

waste dropped to the moats or containers below. In 

the middle ages until the nineteenth century, waste was 

often collected in chamber pots that were poured out 

the windows into the streets. Different arrangements 

accommodated these pots, which were often enclosed 

in cabinets or portable commodes. The flushing toilet, 

common in the contemporary era, came into common 

usage in Europe in the late nineteenth century. 

D 
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There are examples of public toilet provision in 

Roman cities and garrisons and even in British city 

ordinances in the twelfth century (Wright, rg6o: 

47-49). The need for public toilet provision was 

intensified by changes in society brought about by 

the industrialization of the nineteenth century that 

resulted in increased mobility and increased segrega­

tion of people among work, home and leisure activi­

ties. Some of these changes included: improvements 

in standards ofliving, the growth of cities, the expan­

sion of the railways and transportation and the expan­

sion of travel. The expansion of the railways stimulated 

the growth of mass tourism. There was an expansion 

in organized travel - travel was previously arranged by 

individuals and only a small number of wealthy elite 

travelled. In 1844 Thomas Cook introduced his first 

'pleasure excursion' and by r864 over a million pas­

sengers had travelled with him (Urry , 1990: 24). The 

first public toilet for men in the United Kingdom 

was opened in 1854 (Allen, rggr). Railway companies 

provided the first public toilets in Britain on station 

platforms in the nineteenth century. On the trains 

the first public toilets were provided in first class in 

1874 and for the second classes in the r88os (Horan, 

rgg6). Travel stimulated the building oflarge hotels, 

the first being beside the railway stations. In the later 

nineteenth century the first department stores were 

built which also provided public toilets and rest rooms 

for 'ladies' (Adburgham, rg8r; Davis, rg66). In I85I, 

six million people visited The Great Exhibition at the 

Crystal Palace. Events like the Great Exhibition were 

soon duplicated throughout Europe and North Amer­

ica. The middle classes started eating outside their 

homes in public restaurants and hotels for the first 

time. At the same time, the need for toilet provision 

was intensified by this expansion of public life outside 

the workplace and home. 
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n 

sign age 

The provision of public toilets generated the need 

for signage as a means of identincation. The earliest 

example of toilet signage comes from a French ball 

in 1739, where close stools (jars) were placed in small 

cabinets and inscribed 'Garderobe pour les Femmes' 

and 'Garderobe pour les Hommes' (Wright, 1960, 

103). In the nineteenth century, English public toilets 

were identined by the word~ 'LADIES and GEN­

TLEMEN, or LADIES CLOAKROOM, which were ,. ~ ' ~ 

waiting rpoms for WOIIl;en tllat cqntained toilets or 

GENTLEMENS' CLOAWOOM' (FIGURE 7). These 

were, tl~e ~ords the Victo~i~'ri.s us,ed for toilets \Greed, 
i 

1995). Such oblique refer'ences continue to be used in 

tl;te, present Clay and inc~u~d~; Men, Women, WC ~short 
for ~ater closet), Toilets, Gents and PowderRoo'm. 

~ r ( "' 

In the United States the term 'Bathroom' is used to 

d~s~rib~ toU'et~, tl;tough ;a bath 'is no~ provided . . 
t ~ ~ r l 

Further, social, 'cultural and ee'onomic changes in 
~ f ( z 

,.the twentieth ce,nturyJhought about the int~oductiqt{ 
of'pictorial images for the identincatibn of toilets,, 

th9ugh pi'ctorial image~ have been used for millenia 

tp. co.~rr,lUnicat~ ideas ,or identify gro,ups :·The mo1ern 

,d~v~lop~ent o,f the visu.,a~ image as s,ign 'ras,part of 

the early twentieth cenlury mo(;iernist movement that 

dev~lope~d in' central and northern Europe'. It was a ' 

product of a c~n'tral Eur~pe~n ; intellectual arid artistic 

traditio'n with origins in the Enlightenment and was 

characterized by a c~lebration of and a striving for 

universal aesthetic forms (Haberm,as, 1983, qubt~d 

by Leste:r; ; 1994, 16): Tite ideal of a,n international1 

pictoriaf)~ngu~ge has peen part of moc\ernist design 

since the 1920s. Otto Neurath, one of the early 

modern inventors of the pictogram, developed stylized 

abstracted images to visually communicate complex 

statistical information. His aim was clear cross-cul­

tural communication. His system of abstract images , 

called 'Isotype', (International System of Typographic 

Picture Education), included male and female fi.gures 

(Lupton and Miller, 1996). His perspective related to 

the philosophical tradition of logical positivism, which 

aimed to create universal scientincally based bodies 

of knowledge. 
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The need for the communication of information 

within and across cultures arose from the further 

expansion of international business and growth in 

travel and tourism, especially after World War II. 

Increased mobility, facilitated by the growth of car 

ownership after the 1920s, was later expanded by air 

travel. The 1938 Holidays Act in Britain introducing 

the paid holiday reinforced the institution of travel 

as part of contemporary life. By World War II there 

was widespread acceptance of the view that going on 

holiday was beneficial and a right of citizenship. The 

expansion of internationalized travel and mass tourism 

is one of the phenomena of the post war period. The 

first international jet service was established in 1957 

(Urry, 1995). Mass tourism became internationalized 

in the mid-r960s and by 1984 there were almost 300 

million tourist arrivals worldwide and international 

tourism was recognised by the International Monetary 

Fund as the second largest-iter£. in' world .trade' (Urry, 

1990: 47). Th~ incre<:J.sed numbers of people o,n the 

p~ove tr;ei,ited a ne~d for ~uppor(f~cilit~ies a~dtoi~et:S 
as part of the essential services. Signage is ne~essary as 

', a means of identif);ing location at airports and rai'l~ay 
stati9ns and)ocat~~ns· of mass activity and trahsit as well 

as public pl~ces, .~orkplaces and throughp~t society 

whe:r:ever group~ ' of people congregate. The'signage ' 

sntems implemented were usually part qf the desi'gn 

an1 cons~r}l~tion pack~ge. 1 

The ideas o'f comprehensive design systems fbr orga­

niz.ations and public eve~ts to'ok hold: at th1s time. ' 
( . 

Other sign.ificant international public'events ,of the 

!post warrp~riod inclu<ied the 'T9kyo Olympics· in\g64, 
y ·¢ ', / 

' . } 
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the Mexico Olympics in 1967 and the Munich Olym­

pics in 1970 and World Fairs, all of which had signage 

systems developed to facilitate communication to large 

numbers of people who spoke different languages. 

Visual way-finding systems were developed to facilitate 

these processes and toilet signs always play a crucial role 

in these symbol systems (Meggs, 1984). 

One of the most thorough systems was developed by 

the United States Department ofTransportation in 

1974 (Meggs, 1984). Mass tourism in the United States 

tended to be national rather than international. There 

was a massive expansion in the ownership of motor 

cars in the United States compared to Europe and it 

was also the time in which the major freeway systems 

were constructed. The D.O.T. images are the ones that 

seem to have become standardized internationally in 

public places. The reason for this was that American 

business led the way in international expansion at this 

time. American businesses led the world in overseas 

investment in the post war period, starting with the 

Marshall Plan that rebuilt Europe. The organizations 

of the United Nations, such as the World Bank and 

IMF, also provided much of the finance and expertise 

in major projects such as building the international 

airports that were built in the 'development decades' 

after the 1960s (Meggs, 1984). The development of 

these symbol systems for public information paralleled 

the rise of corporate identity programs that were also 

a product of growth and expansion of international 

business and the growth of multinational corporations. 

Lupton and Miller see these processes as part of the 

emergence of an 'international hieroglyphics of com­

munication' (1996), which was part of the expansion 

of the 'International Style' in graphic design that char­

acterized corporate design in the 1960s and 1970s. 

The widespread adoption of these visual image systems 

internationally came about because they met a real 

communication need to convey information to large 

numbers of people who speak different languages. The 

visual information systems that have been adopted vary 

in detail but the more public they are the more they 

tend to follow standardized forms derived from the 

D. 0. T. system. 

• • 

~ Japan 

[2"] Mandawa, India 

liOl D.0.1. US 
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VISUAL CHARACTERISTICS of toilet 

sign age 

Most toilet signs take the form of stylized male and 

female figures, they range in style from minimal 

abstraction to detailed illustration in many media 

(plastic label, wood, copper, ceramics or simply 

painted on the door) . At one end of the spectrum 

there is abstraction of the human form by using geo ­

metric shapes (FIGURE s) at the other end detailed 

illustration (FIGURE 9). 

The most commonly occurring signs are those derived 

from the D.O.T. and the Olympic signage systems of 

the 1960s. In these symbol systems the male and female 

toilet symbols differentiate toilets with the male form 

showing legs or trousers, and the female differentiated 

by a fin - like skirt (FIGURE 1 o). The generic form for 

humanity is the male figure and it is used throughout 

the systems except for the toilets where the woman 

is introduced. One instance when there are two 

figures depicted in the D. 0. T. information system, 

the woman is waiting on the man, this reinforces the 

innate gender bias of most cultures reflected in these 

signs (Lupton, 1993: 225) and is similar in function to 

the word 'human' where 'man' is the default word for 

all people. These signs are culturally specific and their 

precise meanings (toilet here) are learned. As Lupton 

and Miller point out, the image of a woman conveys 

the service 'toilet' rather than 'brothel' where women's 

services can be bought. Also the clean, geometric forms 

are loaded with the cultural associations 'public,' 'neu­

tral,' 'modern' (1996 =44). Some problems result from 

the cultural bias of the internationalization of visual 

images, for example, in Saudi Arabia men and women 

wear the long skirt. Lupton provides an example where 

the female is differentiated by a veil , but this is rein­

forced by text in English and Arabic (1993: 229). 



Often there is a lack of connection between the images 

used and contemporary cultural practices. The most 

common signs are those based on western dress with 

the male figure in trousers and the female in a skirt. 

They are culturally specific and are not obvious to 

those cultures where women wear trousers, for exam­

ple, in China and Vietnam or in India where women 

wear a sari over pants and men wear a skirt-like wrap. 

Increasingly women in western industrialized countries 

wear trousers as well as men, but I have not seen a 

woman's toilet indicated by an image of a woman in 

trousers. Images of the sexes do not necessarily cor­

relate with dress conventions in a society. 

Explicit representation of actions associated with toi­

lets is usually reserved for men (FIGURE 11) and seem 

to refer to urinals rather than full facilities, though 

examples from Spain and Budapest has a child sitting 

on a toilet (FIGURE 12). Age seems to make it acceptable 

to represent the act of using the toilet. 

Partial representation in terms of the head and shoul­

ders (frontal or profile) rely on length of hair or 

hairstyle (FIGURE 13). Another type of representation, 

largely seen in western locations, is with objects associ­

ated with men and women, such as top hats and gloves 

for men and cosmetics for women. 

The most interesting forms of signage are often in 

restaurants and bars. Here there is a much higher inci­

dence of local character and visual reference, because 

they are more likely to reflect local humor or vernacu­

lar tastes (FIGURE 14, 15 AND 16). They seem to be more 

often locally produced using local crafts or techniques 

(FIGURE 17). 

There doesn't seem to be any relationship between 

style of signage and style of facility except that recently 

introduced unisex toilets have male and female signs 

on the toilet doors and sometimes a smaller image of 

the forms is used to represent a child (FIGURE 18). 

There does not seem to be any correlation between 

signage and cultural differences in the use of public 

toilets. The main differences in toilets are the toilet 
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CONCLUSION 

with a bowl and seat , the urinal and the toilet that is 

hole in the ground with footrests. In some countries 

the former is differentiated by the term 'western toilet ' 

or 'tourist toilet' (FIGURE 19). Signs tend to be more 

abstract in the more public locations and in interna­

tional venues like airports or in public institutions 

where there are likely to be greater numbers of people 

from diverse cultures. 

In many cases the word and sign are used (FIGURE 

20) which implies a doubt that the images alone are 

sufficient as a means of communication. 

The most common form of signage for public toilets 

that exists cross-culturally are the stylized forms of 

men and women that are derived from the signage 

systems developed for the major Olympic events of the 

1960s and 1970s and the 1974 U.S. Department of 

Transport symbol system. The need to communicate 

to vast numbers of people who do not speak the same 

language prompted the development of these systems, 

but they have been exported internationally following 

the massive expansion of tourism and business in the 

period since 1960. The signs tend to be more illustra­

tive, playful and culturally specific the further they are 

from the public arena. 
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lynne Ciochetto is associate professor and head of two-dimensional design at the College of Design, Fine Arts 
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New immigrants and social identi.!J 
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I 
Delivery of essential social service information to 

immigrant groups in the United States raises issues oflanguage, cultural imagery, 

social status and identity. Two perspectives on these issues are offered . From a 

formal viewpoint, theories of materiality of meaning and the construction of social 

identity provide insight regarding perception of identity based on representation in 

print publications. From a grassroots viewpoint , Hmong and Somali focus group 

discussions explore the character and practical nature of information available to 

their respective communities. The goal of the paper is to explore appropriate design 

strategies for bilingual communication for new (Somali) and more integrated 

(Hmong) residents of Minnesota. 
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An increase in refugee immigration has challenged 

professional communicators to develop multilingual 

informational materials. A recently completed study 

examined the visual communication of public service 

information from community service organizations to 

an audience of culturally diverse readers who have 

been in the United States less than nve years. 

Focus groups of recent Hmong and Somali immi­

grants participated in two sessions to determine 

appropriate design strategies for bilingual commu­

nication. Subjects preferred bilingual publications 

(English/Hmong; English/Somali) with layouts that 

were clear, used limited text, organized information 

with bulleted lists , used a simple bold font and con­

tained culturally appropriate imagery. Recommenda­

tions for design procedures included using several 

translators from different sub-groups within each cul­

ture and testing the information with focus groups 

before publishing (Chu & Martinson, 2000) . 

In addition to the pragmatic issues of designing for 

a multilingual audience , a number of social issues 

emerged during the focus group discussions . There 

were distinct differences between Hmong and Somali 

participants regarding their reactions to currently 

available publications targeted at each group. While 

the participants in both focus groups had been in 

the United States for less than nve years , the nrst 

Hmong refugees had begun arriving in Minnesota 

in the late 1970s and they established connections 

within the community and created social service agen­

cies and political organizations (Minnesota has the 

nrst Hmong state legislator). 

United States 

identity 



Participants in the Hmong focus group expressed dis­

satisfaction with the quality of publications that are 

available specifically for Hmong immigrants . Many of 

the publications have been developed by non -profit 

community service organizations with restricted bud­

gets. The resulting publications are inexpensively pro­

duced, and most have not been created by designers. 

Members of the focus group asserted that poor pro­

duction quality makes a negative social statement. 

Lesser quality indicates lower status within the social 

system. Many of the publications included images of 

Hmong in ceremonial dress. This is not typical every­

day dress for the Hmong, and these images cause 

potential Hmong readers to assume that the informa­

tion pertains to a special event, when in fact it may 

provide instructions on how to attain medical help. 

Service organizations have used such images to signify 

Hmong culture in general. There seems to be a dis­

connect between intended and perceived representa­

tion. Hmong participants perceived the slickness of 

typical American print communications to signify a 

position of power over the groups depicted in lesser 

quality publications. 

The Somali focus group enthusiastically embraced any 

publications that included the Somali language. As a 

more recent immigrant group in Minnesota, printed 

information is scarce. Quality of production was not 

of great concern; access to information was deemed 

most important. Both the Hmong and Somali have 

been primarily verbal cultures, so the concept of print 

communication is relatively recent. 

Reactions to this social phenomenon will be examined 

in relation to the role that materiality plays in social 

identity. A theoretical approach , adapted from Manuel 

Castells ' project identity will be used to discuss how 

the perception of identity is based on representation 

in print publications (Castells , 1997). Moya ' s realist 

theory of identity will be used to describe the notion 

of identity development when settling in a new culture 

(2002). The recent immigrants must build a new 

identity that defines their position in society. In that 

process their cultural identity and the identity of the 

communities that they inhabit will change. 

FI GURE 1 : I Hmong brochures 

FIGURE 2 : I Somali brochures 
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identi!J and 

social location 

The construction of a collective identity is essential for the 

members within the immigrant group 

and for those outside of the group. 

The recent immigrants' ability to forge an identity 

within a community will depend on their ability to 

learn about social and economic variables related to 

their position in society and their own community 

(Moya, 2002). This lesson will be learned in many 

different ways - interactions with others within the 

cultural group, interactions with established citizens 

of the community, media, the physical environment 

and community organizations. The immigrants' social 

location within the new culture will depend on their 

skills at understanding how the world works and what 

they need to know and do to survive and thrive within 

the community. 

Hmong immigrants in Minnesota have established 

networks of support organizations and have achieved a 

solid identity as a cultural group that is cohesive and 

flourishing. The newer immigrants from Somalia are 

only just beginning to determine their social location. 

Media is essential to this process. Visual representation 

is the "privileged space of politics, without it there is 

no chance of exercising power" ( Castells, 1997, 3II). 
Identity-based initiatives have the potential to affect 

marginalized people in the United States. Images, 

bilingual ballots and signage are forces in developing 

an identity and a place within society (Moya, 2002). 

Identity is constructed from history, geography, eco­

nomic variables, aspects of housing and education and 

a variety of associations. The construction of a collec­

tive identity is essential for the members within the 

immigrant group and for those outside of the group. 

Cultural self-definition is essential to survival in a new 

context; identity is influenced from both within and 

outside of the group (Castells, 1997). 



Various social categories combine to form a person' s 

social location- the type of work one is involved in, 

religious beliefs, where one lives, behavior , ethnicity 

and the activities that one is involved with. Immigrants 

often straddle between categories with regard to work, 

beliefs and belonging exclusively to a particular ethnic 

group. The way in which members of the group are 

depicted in the media and printed publications , and 

how they are depicted in society determines their social 

location. The mutual interaction of categories deter­

mines social location and situates members of the 

group within the social, cultural and historical matrix 

in which they exist (Maya, 2002). 

Identity is the primary source of meaning and expe­

rience. It involves distinctions between the self and 

others, contains a plurality of identities and adapts 

with new social interactions and social representations 

(Cas tells, 1997) . Adaptation of identity can cause 

stress as an individual or group adjusts to a new cul­

ture. According to de Ventos, identity is constructed 

through the interaction of four variables : 

primary factors such as ethnicity and language; 

2 generative factors such as the development of 

communications; 

3 I induced factors such as codification of 

language; and 

4 I reactive factors such as the search for alternative 

identities (Castells, rgg7, 31). 

Both the Hmong and Somali immigrants have had 

radical changes in communication and language 

during the resettlement process because they have been 

primarily oral cultures. 
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Castells identifies three forms of identity building. 

The first is Legitimizing Identity, which is introduced 

by the dominant institutions of society to extend and 

rationalize authority and nationalism. The second is 

Resistance Identity, which is generated by those in stig­

matized positions. Finally, Project Identity refers to 

the construction of a new identity that redefines a new 

position in society and works toward a transformation 

of the overall social structure (Castells, 1997). Hmong 

immigrants, who, as a group have been in the United 

States for approximately twenty-five years, have built 

a new identity as an ethnicity within Minnesota -

their project identity has resulted in a growing Hmong 

community, participation in community life and posi­

tions of leadership both within and outside of the 

Hmong community. The Somali immigrants, on the 

other hand, are only just beginning to construct 

their identity in Minnesota. Service organizations are 

gaining strength and Somali immigrants are finding 

employment and housing. They are creating a distinct 

community. Perhaps the most distinguishing element 

of Somali women is their dress. Clothing can both 

identify and stigmatize a cultural group. Moya asserts 

that some social identities are fictitious and even dan­

gerous because fictions are treated as facts. This can 

be especially true shortly after the arrival of a new 

immigrant group. Many Somali women had a difficult 

time finding employment because of their dress. A 

negatively constructed identity can serve oppressive and 

ideological functions that shift one group's status in 

relation to others in the same society (Moya, 2002) 

The effort to integrate new immigrants into an existing 

culture is challenging. 

During the nineteenth century, de Tocqueville saw 

such integration as embodying democracy and civility; 

Foucault and Sennett see, in the same phenomenon, 

domination and legitimization of an over-imposed, 

undifferentiated normalizing identity (Cas tells, 1997). 

With new immigrant groups there is a conflict or 

interplay between two forces: the struggle to maintain 

a distinct cultural identity while also becoming part of 

an established civil society. How do visual representa­

tions maintain this distinctness, but also align part of 

the identity with the new society? How can this dual 

nature of new citizens be represented? 
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Identities are not singular. Moya (2002, 41) asserts 

that identities "are subject to multiple determinations 

and to a continual process of verification that takes 

place over the course of an individual's life through 

her interaction with the society she lives in." By depict­

ing Hmong immigrants in ceremonial dress, commu­

nity service organizations were hoping to communicate 

that the printed information was intended for Hmong. 

These representations influenced Hmong identity in 

a contradictory way to the Hmong community- they 

did not dress in ceremonial dress on an everyday basis 

and so the Hmong read the image as referring to a 

ceremony rather than to healthcare. To non-Hmong 

viewers these images stereotype the new refugees and 

may have further distanced the Hmong from soci­

ety-at-large. This certainly was not the intention of 

the community service organization. Nonetheless, the 

interpretation did not match the intention of signaling 

that the publication was aimed at a Hmong audience. 

This depiction of ethnicity was intended to be sup­

portive of a communal identity and to appeal to new 

immigrants. Instead it was a subtle (albeit uninten­

tional) form of cultural hegemony. 

The use of ceremonial dress in publications established 

the new immigrants as different, as people very unlike 

those who already live in Minnesota. The dress dis­

played an identity that referred outward to the social 

world -we would know the Hmong as those who 

wore that type of ceremonial dress. This representation 

created a distinct identity of Hmong immigrants. An 
analysis of the way these identities are constructed can 

provide important insights about fundamental aspects 

of United States society (Moya, 2002). Images in pub­

lications positioned the immigrants in the society, but 

showed them as being set apart from it. While their 

physical location was the inner city, their social loca­

tion was as the 'other,' as individuals quite different 

from the mainstream population, many of whom are of 

northern European descent. 
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The realist theory of identity insists that we acknowl­

edge and interrogate the consequences of socialloca­

tion and how that location is symbolized overtly within 

society. The categories and positions have real material 

effects (Moya, 2002). This theory is in opposition to 

the essentialist stance that asserts the notion that indi­

vidual and discoverable essence constitute one social 

category that is determinate for the cultural individual 

or group in question (Moya, 2002). The realist theory 

of identity claims that cultural identity is in constant 

formation based on one's experience. The way in 

which new immigrants are represented influences the 

construction of their identity within and outside of the 

group. Each individual will interpret his or her experi­

ence somewhat differently and so identities are not 

so homogeneous as assumed by the essentialist theory. 

Participants in the Hmong focus group discussed the 

disconnect between the way that Hmong immigrants 

were represented and their sense of identity in every­

day life. The challenge in designing for new cultural 

groups is to develop appropriate representations that 

will maintain the integrity of those represented and 

communicate positively their place in society. 

The social construction of identity involves material 

considerations. The representational theory of lan­

guage relies on the mistaken assumption that there is 

direct correspondence between signs and their real­

world referents- that intrinsic meaning exists in those 

real-world referents (Moya, 2002). Castells (1997) 

asserts that power lies in the codes of information and 

in the "images of representation around which societ­

ies organize their institutions, and people build their 

lives and decide their behavior" (359). Visual language 

works to establish identity and denotes location in 

the society. 

Identities are not singular. 
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materiali!J and 

social location 

Participants in the Hmong focus group were quite 

fervent in their discussion of the quality of the printed 

publications provided in Hmong. Many of the publi­

cations are photocopied on poor quality copier paper. 

Others are produced with a dot-matrix printer and are 

barely legible. Hmong participants said that the poor 

quality of reproduction signaled a lower worth than 

professionally designed brochures, which are typical 

of medical centers and other organizations . When the 

Hmong group was asked how they would design a bro­

chure, the first items they mentioned were the use 

of a quality paper and professional-looking photo­

graphs. The physical quality of the publication played 

an important role in indicating social location. "The 

hastily torn scrap of paper has different sets of poten­

tials as a signifier than does the beautifully made 

weighty sheet. Glossy paper has the possibility of signals 

of a different kind to matte and serves as a signifier of 

value" (Kress & van Leeuwen, 1996 , 232). Many of the 

publications were produced by service organizations on 

very limited budgets, using older computers, printers 

and copy machines. These organizations were doing 

the best that they could with the materials at hand. 

From their perspective , the information contained in 

the publications was more essential than the look or 

quality. However, the implied communication of the 

materials used was understood by the focus group as 

denoting a lower class of importance. 

The reproduction method of photocopying resulted 

in a cheap and unfinished look. Reproductive technol­

ogy, so pervasive in our culture , carries a message in 

terms of the quality of the printing, the images and 

the paper. "There is power in mass production ... 

in images, in technologies" (Touraine , 1995; quoted 

in Castells, 1997, 309). Pragmatic means of produc­

tion were at odds with the intent of the community 

organizations. The subtle communication of poor 

quality paper, type and production methods lowered 

the import of the content. 
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The subtle communication of poor quality paper, type 

and production methods lowered 

the import of the content. 

Each visual piece of communication is a combination 

of signifying systems; the means of production is of 

no lesser importance than the content. Kress and van 

Leeuwen (Igg6) assert the importance of the material 

aspects of the message and its means of inscription 

-how the marks have been made on the paper or 

canvas: "The mode of inscription changes the text -

this aspect of text is gaining importance .... the 

material presentation of the text is always significant; 

it is a separately variable semiotic feature. Texts are 

material objects which result from a variety of rep­

resentational practices that make use of a variety of 

signifying systems, each of which contributes to the 

meaning of a text in its own particular way" (231). The 

informational brochures contained text on a literal 

level and the overall signifying text that combined the 

content with the images, layout and paper. This overall 

text signified a class differential between publications 

for the new immigrants and those produced for the 

established general public. 

Technological advances have increased the quality of 

typical print projects in the United States. Poorly 

produced materials are seen with less frequency. In 

United States culture, a fairly polished look is expected 

in most print communications. "Every culture has sys­

tems of meanings coded in materials and in the means 

of processes of inscription" (Kress & van Leeuwen, 

Igg6, 232). Technology has had a significant impact 

on the forms of inscription . Technology itself becomes 

visually semiotic. Walter Benjamin discussed the nature 

of mechanical reproduction , the idea of reproducibil­

ity and how reproduction could change forms of social 

organization in society. Social hierarchy is implied 

in the quality of print publications. The nature of 

an inscription and the surface that the inscription 

occurs upon will alter the reception of the message; 

the physicality of the object has an effect on the 

overall meaning. 



challenges of 

communication 

This activity of identity formation is 

elemental in establishing the immigrant 

group within an existing society. 

The look of publications can influence the self-def­

inition of the new immigrant groups and can also 

influence the formation of their identity within the 

established communities. Poorly produced brochures 

become informational propaganda with a subtext of 

lower societal position. While the information con­

tained in the brochures was important, the affective 

reaction to the publications relegated the information 

to a position of little consequence. It is essential for 

the producers of print communication to take into 

account the physical aspects of the finished publica­

tions in order to avoid stigmatizing the target group. 

The importance of appropriately expressing identity 

and having it recognized by others is essential ( Castells, 

1997). This activity of identity formation is elemental 

in establishing the immigrant group within an existing 

society. While the paper and methods of reproduction 

may seem of less importance than content, they must 

be recognized as integral parts of the message. 
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The end result 

is afeast.for 

the 

234 - 235 

Initiated by a desire to promote cultural pluralism, this 

handsome book is ATypi' s nrst large scale foray into 

publishing. Based on a type design competition, titled 

'bukva:raz! ('letter: one!' in Russian), it coincided with 

the United Nation's Year of Dialogue among Civiliza­

tions in 200!. 

The book contains two large sections: the nrst is a 

series of articles about various aspects of type design 

and its use; the second is the result of the competition. 

The book is best examined in reverse order. The 

competition celebrates the best typefaces designed 

over fi.ve years from rgg6 to 200!. Over one hundred 

typefaces featuring fourteen different alphabets and 

writing systems are represented in fi.ve categories: text 

designs, display designs, text/display type systems, type 

superfamilies and pi fonts. 

Winning entries are presented as a spread with the type­

face, a brief biography ofits designer, the typeface as 

used in a setting and a brief reflection on the develop ­

ment of the font, which includes historical references, 

descriptions of the experimental context for letterform 

development or calligraphic origins as appropriate. The 

end result is a feast for the eyes. 

Two entries in particular characterize the spirit of 

this enterprise. DenHaag, designed by Alexander 

Tarbeev and Manvel Shmavonyan , is a multilingual sans 

serif typeface supporting Armenian, Cyrillic, Greek, 

Hebrew and Latin scripts . Pigiarniq, designed by Wm. 

Ross Mills and commissioned by the Canadian Territo­

rial Government of Nunavut , is a family of multiscript 

fonts used for Latin and syllabic scripts. The fonts are 

simplined sans serifs to support combined settings of 

these scripts . Yet another cross-writing system entry is 

Really, a serif font family designed by Gary Munch, for 

Cyrillic, Greek and Latin systems. 



The quality of 'bukva : raz!' is exceptional. Given 

the linguistic limitations of most individuals Qudges 

included), examining and judging the fonts submitted 

for language systems others than one's own or one 

closely associated with the norms of one 's writing system, 

must have been a serious challenge. Appreciating the 

visual rhythm of the written language , its peculiarities 

whether positive or negative in regard to both form and 

space from an aesthetic point of view, must have engen­

dered some interesting discussion among the judges . 

The judges included: Matthew Carter, Yuri Gherchuk, 

Akira Kobayashi, Lyubov Kuznetsova, Gerry Leonidas, 

Fiona Ross and Vladimir Yefimov. Maxim Zhukov, who 

has focused years of attention and much experience on 

multilingual typography , chaired the judging. 

Switching now to the first half of the book, there are 

eleven essays. Robert Bringhurst's essay , Voices, lan­

guages and scripts around the globe, observes that the 

most prominent alphabets are Latin, Greek and Cyril­

lic. But their distribution and use among language 

families is not systematic based on sound systems or 

similarity across languages. For example, Latin script is 

used beyond English or the romance languages for such 

diverse tongues as Finnish, Turkish, Basque, Vietnamese 

and Native American languages to name a few . This 

essay provides a global context in which to appreciate the 

contents of the book. 

Bringhurst applauds and criticizes the 'official' nature 

of The World's Writing 0Ystems (Daniels & Bright , 1996) and 

proposes a classification system based on the work of 

both Peter Daniels and his teacher I.J. Gelb . A hand­

some diagram at the end of the article demonstrates 

Bringhurst's classification in use. It is based on dis­

criminating whether a visible language system is semo­

graphic , prosodic, syllabic or alphabetic and in what 

combination. Each aspect is defined by a quadrant 

of the circle . A specific language's position in a quad­

rant of the circle, whether near to or far from the 

center, together with the color and shape of the position 

marker, all have meaning. Bringhurst refers to the dia­

gram as taxonomic wheels for writing systems used in 

twelve of the world's languages. Among the spoken lan­

guages are Cree , Chinese, Japanese , Korean , Greek, 

Latin, Sanskrit, English, Arabic and Hebrew. For com­

parative purposes and to better reveal the nature of the 

diagram's system of meaning, he also includes Algebra 

and Classical European Music as other languages . 



Visible Language 37.2 

John Hudson's article, Unicode from text to type, is 

technical in nature but clear in its description of the 

problem of developing a universal coding system to 

accommodate the distinct units of various glo ballan­

guages. The original 8-bit character encoding system 

that provided 256 discrete positions for characters 

accommodated most European languages with limited 

character sets. But Chinese with 80,000 characters was 

not so lucky. A double-byte encoding increases the 

number of unique codepoints to 65,536 (256 x 256), 

but even this was inadequate and has now evolved into 

a 32-bit encoding that accommodates I,II4,III charac­

ters. The need for such a universal and agreed upon 

system reflects cross platform needs, accelerating cross­

cultural communication and problems associated with 

multilingual settings. Put in the context of global lan­

guages or examined more specifically in terms of variant 

characters such as ligatures, variable addition of dia­

critics and writing systems with complex positioning 

requirements to name few, makes the need for and 

operational use of so many unique codepoints clear. 

Other essays include Maxim Zhukov's ITC Cyrillics, 

1992 - ; Akira Kobayashi's How do thejapanese read?; 

Fiona Ross' An approach to non-Latin type design; 

Gerry Leonidas' A primer on Greek type design; Misha 

Beletsky's Zvi Narkiss and Hebrew type design; Saki 

Mafundikwa's Type ramblings fromMrika; Thomas 

Milo's Arabic script and typography; Vladimir Yefimov' s 

Civil Type and Kis Cyrillic; and Adam Twardoch's Pick­

led herring and strawberry ice cream. These essays serve 

to expand on the international nature of this project but 

in more local terms. 

This book belongs on every typophile' s shelf for ready 

reference. It is informative and inspirational. Born out 

of a need to communicate cross-culturally with mul­

tilingual settings in a digital realm and with political 

intent to provide dignity to language groups that have 

little or sparse typographic history, the work within this 

book, whether essay or font, bridges human community 

and extends the possibility for communication. 
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