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HIS ICONOCLASTIC COLLECTION
Tuf essays on typography, writing and life
s the work of master calligrapher, type de-
signer, and teacher of lettering and design,
Gerrit Noordzij. It forms an important contri-
bution to the literature of type. Noordzi) 1s
also a type historian and theorist of lettering.
His students constitute the Dutch School,
which is now a dominant force in European
type design.

Letterletter was originally a series of 15 1ssues
of ajournal published sporadically and distrib-
uted to a select few. As Robert Bringhurst notes
in his introduction, the middle two pages of the
first four-page issue of Letterletter held “more
information on the structure and nature of let-
terforms than most professional typographers
then working had ever seen in their lives.”

Letterletter described itself as a journal of
typographic metaphysics. It was also “ajour-
nal of typographic anatomy, typographic op-
tics, and typographic geometry.” Brilliantly
written, often unexpected, and always fasci-
nating, these letters open up new perspectives
on the “science of art and the art of science.”

Letterletter will be an invaluable design tool

and a pleasure to read and reread for all those

who care about the written word.
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INTRODUCTION

BY ROBERT BRINGHURST

UMANS, LIKE COUNTLESS other creatures, are

born with a need to speak to one another and be
spoken to in turn. We do this with the voice if we are able,
but if ears or voice should fail us, we do it with the hands —
and the languages we learn, to qualify as humans, marry
us to those who understand us and to those we under-
stand.

Writing is speech that can reach through space and
time and marry us to people we will never meet or see:
a powerful, beautiful, dangerous thing. And it is surpris-
ingly recent technology. Humans have been talking to
each other, feeding one another ideas, stories, songs, for
several hundred thousand years. It was a scant five thou-
sand years ago that we really started using the preserva-
tive of writing. The peculiar proposition that everyone
should learn to read and write is so recent its age can be

measured 1n centuries.

Being humans, and therefore inveterate messers
around, inventors, and lovers of complication, we now
have a preservative for the preservative. Typography is
cooked, dehydrated writing, which is cooked, dehydrated
speech. Language twice preserved, it seems, can go prodi-
gious distances. But language is like other kinds of nour-
ishment: if the quality isn’t there to begin with, no one
can put it in later. There 1s nothing to typeset and print
unless there was first something to write, and nothing to
write unless there was something to say.

Gerrit Noordzij is an expert on typography, but un-
like most typographers, he is also an expert on writing.
Writing, that is, in the literal sense. He is, in my opinion,
one of three or four people in the history of Europe who
have truly had something to say about the shaping and
forming of letters. (In Asia the subject has had more

attention.)
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Noordzi) was born in the Dutch port of Rotterdam
In 1931. After the war, he trained as a bookbinder. Later
he spent three decades — from 1960 to 1990 — teaching
writing, lettering and type design at the Koninklijke
Academie van Beeldende Kunsten (Royal Academy of
Fine Arts) in The Hague. His propensity for asking unfa-
miliar and at times uncomfortable questions, coupled
with his irreverence and enthusiasm, made him a power-
ful teacher. His former students include a good many of
the better young type designers now at work in the
Netherlands and elsewhere in the world — and with very
few exceptions, they revere him.

The 1deas that Noordzij pursued in his studio and
classroom made their way into several publications. One
was a slim book written in English under the title The
Stroke of the Pen: Fundamental Aspects of Western Writing
(1982). Another, somewhat thicker and written in Dutch,
was De streek: Theorie van het schrift (1985). A third took
the form of a bulletin known as Letterletter. This again
was written mostly in English. Altogether there were fif-
teen numbered issues published over twelve years, from

1984 to 1996. For a time the little journal was vaguely

V1ll

semiannual. Twelve issues were published in a space of six
years, but when Noordzij retired from teaching, the
schedule changed. In the next six years, only three more

Letterletters appeared.
Nicolete Gray, Max Caflisch, Fernand Baudin and

others contributed in a small way to the journal, but most
issues were wholly written by Noordzij. The illustrations
were drawn by him, and the first four issues were repro-
duced directly from his own handwritten copy. Later
issues were set in types that he had designed.

[t had no real publication schedule, was not sold in
any store, and despite claims to the contrary, it was never
available by ordinary subscription. Issues were sent to
members of the Association Typographique Interna-
tionale and from time to time were given to students and
friends. To the best of my knowledge, no library in North
America (and not more than two or three in Europe)
holds a set of the originals. But to its small initial audi-
ence, the importance of Letterletter was clear. Issue num-
ber one was a single sheet, folded to give four text pages.
Page 1 and some of page 4 were devoted to logistical and

administrative details and the definition of terms. In the
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middle two pages there was more information on the
structure and nature of letterforms than most profes-
sional typographers then working had ever seen in their
lives. Republication in book form was in order, so that
Noordzij’s typographic intelligence could reach a larger
audience and another generation of designers.

The individual issues carried many different subtitles.
One of my favorites was written by hand at the head of
issue 6. It said “The journal of typographic metaphysics.”
But Letterletter was also the journal of typographic
anatomy, typographic optics, and typographic geometry.
Like many a Renaissance conversation, it was concerned
in equal parts with the science of art and the art of sci-
ence, and always with the simplest, most durable of ques-

tions: What exists, and why? Writing a bulletin rather

than a book gave the author freedom to try out ideas and
provoke conversations and arguments, which he did with
great delight in his singular Dutch English. Converting
the journal into a book has necessarily involved some
editing, but I think the original flavor has been happily
maintained. In issue 7, Noordzij confessed his aim: he
wanted what he wrote to be “almost as unbelievable as the
truth.” And in issue 8, he admitted what good readers al-
ready knew: “Letterletter is not to be believed; it is only to
be taken seriously.”

Of course I sometimes disagree with him strongly my-
self. I trust that you will too. But I regard it as a privilege
(and find it an excellent spiritual exercise) to argue with a
teacher who pounces on his subject with such passion,

such intelligence, such glee.

—Robert Bringhurst
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THE RULES OF THE GAME

D O YOU BELIEVE Letterletter?] do not and I hope

you don’t either. There is sufficient nonsense in
Letterletter which could help you to be a critical reader.
However, I do not write my nonsense intentionally, I just
write down my inventions. They seem extremely clever
to me when new and it is only afterwards that I have to
admit their untenability. Letterletter is not to be believed,
it 1s only to be taken seriously.

The serious issue is the description of writing. Typog-
raphy, inscriptions and handwriting are obviously dif-
ferent. Their difference is almost as obvious as that be-
tween sound, light, magnetism and electricity, which for
practical reasons are still described in different chapters
of classical physics. It would, however, neither be practi-
cal nor reasonable to allow such descriptions to diverge
from the nomenclature of physics, that describes these
phenomena in terms of a general theory of energy.

The idea of a general description of writing, of gram-

mography as | want to call it, does not require extraordi-
nary genius in a time when the traditional barriers of
steel punches, brass matrices and leaden types which sep-
arated type production from handwriting and lettering
have been superseded by a new technology. Any shape
can immediately be used as type once its outlines have
been expressed in coordinates.

Despite 1ts attraction the condition of general validity
cannot be accepted easily because it would sweep away
the well-established authority of a vast literature of clas-
sical texts. What I have to offer in turn is nothing but a
rather inconsistent collection of tentative inventions
which do not claim any other authority than that of com-
mon sense. Letterletter is intended as a lethal attack on
anything that has been said or written about the subject
of writing so far, because only such attacks could force

the establishment to get moving again. If it does not

move, it 1s dead.

X1
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[t might be disappointing that a theory of writing Learned literature is distinguished by its dignity and
seems to depend on an analysis of shapes which requires  authority. I try to avoid these characteristics because the
some experience in the technique of handwriting. We  combination of dignified authority and my intolerance
have been promised that handwriting and geometry  might be as tricky as the combination of alcohol and
would no longer be needed in these wonderful modern  other drugs. Such a combination could paralyze any op-
times of crT-screens and computers. The screen, how-  position and change the theory to a myth. As scientific
ever, only responds to crisp geometric instructions which ~ progress cannot be expected from agreement but only
now moreover turn out to be closely related to manual  from conflicting opinions I do not claim your agreement
skill. This is the message of Letterletter and no alternative  or your respect; your critical opposition, however, 1s in-

has been oftered so far. dispensable.

X11
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THE ART OF QUIBBLING

A STUDY OF WRITING 1s the title of a famous
book by Gelb* who does not offer in it a study of

writing but a history of orthography. Graphology is
likewise not a study of writing but a branch of pseudo-

scientific soothsaying.

My study of writing has nothing to do with linguistics
and my Graphology (in German: Schriftwissenschaft) ex-
pels chiromantic divination. Graphology is to be under-
stood as the study of writing for its own sake. It includes
typography which is to be understood as writing with
- prefabricated characters.

Graphology has a position in other fields of interest.
Such studies may be satisfied by looking at a single aspect
of writing, but this isolation should not excuse distorted

views on writing.

*1. J. Gelb, A Study of Writing. A discussion of the general principles

governing the use and evolution of writing, second edition, 1962

[ give some examples of isolation in different disci-
plines. Paleography isolates ancient writing in books.
Epigraphy isolates ancient writing on walls. Diplomacy
isolates ancient writing in letters. Pedagogy isolates in-
fant writing. Psychology isolates the perception of writ-
ing or motor functions in writing. Esthetics isolates the
appreciation of writing. Printing history isolates typo-
graphic writing. Mathematics isolates the topology of
writing. Cultural anthropology isolates conventions of
writing.

There are no objections against isolation as such, but I
insist on continuous reshaping of the isolated concep-
tions in confrontation with general graphology.

The following is mainly devoted to an attempt to
generalize typographic phenomena: typography from a
g'r_aphologic point of view.

A letter is two shapes of different brightness (e.g.

black and white). The writer knows of the complicated
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relationship between both shapes. It required the sim-
plified view of an outsider to invent typography. And it
still requires the experience of a writer to appreciate the
brainwave of this inventor: He reduced the background
shapes to rectangles whatever the shape of the strokes
might be. (The idea was fostered by the style of textura

which had already modeled all letters into rectangular

shapes.)

;Ol\/‘ > The imventi o 0f ij-mf%

Letter-rectangles of equal body-size could be com-
posed to lines. They could be spaced but the rigid rectan-

gles of metal or wood could not overlap. Since the

introduction of photocomposition they can, as the rec-

tangles have become imaginary now.
[t 1s not wise to make the words more crowded than

the original fitting of a typeface suggests but it has also
been foolish to set letters wider apart. What has changed?

Nothing.

Typefounders and compositors might point at the

solids that disappeared, but to the designer the rectangle

has always been imaginary. It is now only more conse-

quently so.

|Q\/], s comtrmprrry prymphy

The first fundamental innovation since the invention

of typography is David Kindersley’s approach of the
background shape by which it is liberated from its rec-

tangular restrictions. To say it precisely: David Kindersley

has invented the first system that simulates the calligra-

pher’s perception.

— — —
— e — —
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Together with the rectangle, its body size has now be-
come imaginary. The technology of casting implied a
body size of the type that was bigger than the body size of
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the design. This was a consequence of the necessary  ‘sizes area question of proportions and not of any meas-

bevel. There was no typographic reason; the typographer ~ uring unit. A nice subject for the future?)

required leading anyhow. There is no bevel anymore. The Against this, light, normal, semi bold, extra bold and
confusion of an imaginary bevel is the last thing we need.  ultra bold are arbitrary indications without meaning. [
[ propose to introduce the measuring of type design to  cannot know what I will get by specifying ‘bold.

typography: The body of type is the body of the drawing. [ propose to refer to weight by the relative weight: The

The ratio of the x-height to the body is another charac-  ratio of stem width to x-height.

teristic of the design which would also be extremely use-

ful for typographers. The standard information may be
completed with the relative height of capitals, small caps R —p—
& i 2y 1

and numerals.

o 0o 00O O O The ratio of the horizontal stroke to stem-fmdt}'l (con-
trast) could help us to explode so-called classifications of

iy urigi type. It would also affect our conception of type families.

The classic stroke is essentially a vector. Its direction

i« HE S 3 2,1 2 can be expressed in degrees. Contrast could be integrated

Despite confusion the practice of referring to body 5 40"
sizes with numbers is essentially sound. (The quarrel S
. * 5 - Adyechion oF
about the 1so directives [prescribing the millimeter as evmaciluhyim

the unit of body size] is not. They are beyond the mark as
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in this description by a second vec-

tor which expresses in calligraphic .\/’

terms the thickness of the nib. These

additions make the system of description nearly com-
plete. It is equally suited for typography and for paleogra-
phy. There is no essential difference between typography

and handwriting.
Civilization is a game; it has to be played in freedom

according to strict rules. Writing is more than just an
example of civilization. Western civilization is probably
the convention of western writing; what else could it be?
Anyhow, writing is a game with paradoxical conditions. |
do not know how far I can go in persuading students to
freedom without transforming freedom into imitation

or even compulsion. But I know that the freedom of the

game requires a clear demarcation of the field. This was
the main objective of my book The Stroke of the Pen. It
should help my students to neutralize my tricks. Now we
are often asked to tell our tricks to the computer. This re-
quires a new class of demarcations.

[t begins with a new conception of the stroke.

A stroke 1s a shape that is produced by a continuous
front of points. Of these similar shapes the first is a
stroke. The second shape is not a stroke because the front
is split by the countera. It is the direction of the front

which defines a shape as a stroke.
A shape is a stroke by convention. Convention lays

%///‘//é \ A M A thret strokes,

F}ijﬂcmll wiake
M g one stroke but this
Myvehiow is not velevant,

t },\l““;lll“ o aAigfoent birechiov
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down the relevant direction of the front. I am initiated in
the convention of a civilization by learning its technique
of handwriting. The Chinese lexicographic system is a
perfect example of this condition. The dictionary is
arranged according to the number of strokes and this is
not the number of ‘elements.

The front cuts the outline of the stroke in any position
in two points. The front may be straight or curved (e.g.
the stroke of a brush or a finger) but I consider the posi-

tion of the front as a line through this counterpoint, the

frontline.
Sequent frontlines are parallel (in translation) or not

(in rotation) and their lengths are equal or not. This is

sufficient to write history:

////// classic mmw\;«mii'f%j :'
(b Ade
= (anHuity ad middeasn)
/,__/"// ;
/4//@/ fromtlines m tramslakiov:
cownterpring Aditances q»w(.

Y S mannerst westerw wnting

Frontlines also m votat o
Cowwf'c‘r‘jwiwt AU tances rQ‘W(/

AN

/

)17

\|

c[m{dbi-ms“l'ﬂw wﬁh‘“ﬂi

Frontlines in tvmnslan' oy
CowmATTpring Adstances Aifferent

i,

W

i

Classicism is the great break in the western civiliza-
tion. Its propaganda may have claimed a return to the
roots of civilization, but it did so by cutting off the 3000
years old trunk. Its interest in eastern civilization 1s un-

derstandable. The classicistic stroke approaches the east-
ern stroke of the vertical brush. The difference is that the

eastern frontlines show rotations.
This is a history of the main trends. It is a simplifica-

tion because it neglects such facts as the expanding

strokes in medieval diplomatic writing. The story could
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be told differently: a medieval subculture became domi-
nant in classicism; but this would be a much more serious
simplification.

This simple scheme is a reliable framework for inves-
tigations; it 1s not a substitute for them. The literature on
mannerist calligraphy demonstrates what can happen
when authors cannot write and do not understand man-

nerism:

= S

////// - in mann vVt mes

The complicated rotation is clearly described by Jan
van den Velde in his Fondementbock, the third part of De
spiegel der Schryfkonste, 1605. If we are not aware of the
mannerist approach and if we do not know its technique
and its literature we could think that the stroke has been
made with a flexible pointed pen (the tool of neoclassi-
cism). This thought is characteristic for the level of our

professional literature.

Q, a 11+t Loy F e e pass
%‘ ':ﬁ\ 2b ¢y +he Frontline

\ Sl;not.:.l:_-
EE R, T

b b

[ could imagine different ways to comprehend the
different combinations of frontlines. Suppose, for in-
stance, that the outlines of a stroke are drawn with the
points of a compass. The center of the compass is pro-
jected on the stroke as its heartline. In any position the
points of the compass are in counterpoint.

[n classic writing, 2b is the width of the nib. In neo-
classicist writing, 2a 1s the expansion of the nib. The con-
trast of the writing can be attributed to a.

Together with the rotations of the frontline between
critical counterpoints and an equation for changes of «,
these data could be used to guide a computer along any
given heartline. This program could be used as a very ex-

pensive and time consuming imitation of a stencil for the
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repetition of serifs, stems and curves in type design. It
could also assist in preparing simple variations of a stan-
dard typeface. Whether this is worthwhile depends on
the amount of work of this kind. To me the greatest profit
of this analysis seems to be that it contributes to an un-
derstanding of writing. It is an attempt to describe any
stroke that can be made by any tool in the human hand. It
pretends validity for contemporary type design as well as
for the most difficult paleographic problems, but also for
any writing in the remotest future. This is a gratuitous
claim. I could offer compensation for it: Western classifi-
cations of typefaces collect Greek, Chinese, Russian, He-
brew, Arabic etc. in a group which is called exotic. Instead
of excommunicating my colleagues of other civilizations
[ invite them to criticize my suggestions from their point
of view and their cultural tradition. This is a hard test, but

a theory of writing which does not stand up to it has to be

rejected as a mistake.

In my book The Stroke of the Pen I have tried to distin-
guish ‘interrupted writing’ and ‘cursive writing’ by the

difference between upstroke and downstroke: Inter-

rupted writing shows downstrokes only (1), in cursive

writing downstrokes are linked by upstrokes (2).

)
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The weak point in this distinction is that the meaning
of the words can be exchanged. To make sense it supposes
a special position of the hand (though most people
would be kind enough to consider it as a normal posi-
tion). It is very difficult to explain to a computer what the
human hand is. The idea of the front could make the de-

scription of the stroke independent of such a preoccu-

pation.
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The dotted lines (3) represent subsequent positions of
a frontline moving in the direction of the dotted arrow.
The three strokes are in different directions with the same
counterpoint, but the direction of the frontline is the
same for all of them. At a, one stroke 1s drawn 1n the di-
rection of the frontline. The stroke may be continued in
this direction, but the front has stopped.

The turning of the stroke may continue (4). The front
starts moving again, but in the opposite direction. This
stroke in which the front is returning is what I used to call
upstroke, and in the discussion of handwriting I might
stick to that expression, but in analyzing strokes I do not

need it anymore.

10

[t is sufficient to say that in this stroke the front is re-
turning. The stroke may turn smoothly through the ulti-
mate position of the frontline (4) or abruptly (s).

Discussions with paleographers (Martin Steitnmann,
Basel, and Peter Gumbert, Leiden) make me hesitant in
using conventional terminology (e.g. cursive’) because it
seems to disturb understanding. These partners have
suggested that I use new terms for new conceptions of old
phenomena. At this moment [ could accept this sugges-
tion, but I realize that from now on the word ‘cursive’ has
lost any meaning. I feel sorry for such a nice word to get
lost in the misty atmosphere of confusing talk and 1gno-
rance. Should I also leave the nice word ‘graphology’ to

the gossips?



WRITING AS SHAPE

WRITING IS A SYSTEM of shapes. The shapes are

closely related to each other, and they are clearly
distinguished from shapes which do not belong to the
system. The shapes are as different as possible; they
should not be mistaken for each other. This balance de-
pends on perception. Perception might be taken for
granted to a degree in education, but if it is neglected or
even disturbed, education will result in illiteracy. It is
even an effect of illiteracy to consider it as a semantic
problem (the meaning of the shapes). Illiteracy is first of
all a problem of perception. This is why Fernand Baudin
wants ‘to make everybody aware of the fact that any piece
of writing is a good or a bad picture.

].P. Gumbert writes:
PALAEOGRAPHERS are a strange tribe. The

subject of their life’s work is script—no: for most of
them it is the texts found in manuscripts, for others

the manuscripts themselves, and for a minority the

script; but all of them must know, and believe they
know, much about script; yet most of them know very
little about writing. They would seem to stand par-
ticularly in need of Education in this matter. Yet mis-
sionary work in this field is no easier than among
other outlandish tribes. The cultural distance is
great; when a palaeographer and a ‘writer’ [1 mean
‘a maker of letters—should I call him a ‘letterer’?]
look at the same page, they see incredibly different
things. The missionary should walk carefully, admit
that the values of the other culture are not to be de-
spised, and avoid colliding with taboos. One of these
is Terminology. The terminology of palaeography is
a joke: most terms have several meanings, none of
them precise. Yet, if a ‘writer’ uses an existent palaeo-

graphical term for his own purposes (however noble),

the consequences are bad: 1. the palaeographer will

get irritated and not listen; and/or 2. he will think

El
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that he knows what the writer means, which 1s not
the case; 3. the writer will think that he knows what
the palaeographer means, and that is not the case
either. The word ‘cursive’ already has too many
meanings: it means script that is ‘fast,” or ‘careless,
or ‘sloping,” or ‘with loops, or ‘with linked letters’;
it can't cope with its work load as it is; really, if new
things are to be explained in a clear way, it is best not
to chuck them into the same basket with the fuzzy old
lot. But, if not contaminated from the outset with
names worn beyond usability, this matter of Fronts
etc. is an excellent beginning of something which
may teach palaeographers to look at medieval pages
in a new and useful way.

I nearly wrote just now ‘in a sensible way,” but that

would have been unfair; our old way was sensible

enough, witness the fact that it enables us to ‘date’
and ‘localize’ (more or less). We certainly must keep
that way, which really is: to see the page as a part of
history. We must learn to see it at the same time as a
set of shapes and as the trace of a pen. Both views will
benefit.

(By the way: we are not completely heathen; one
needs only to quote Jean Mallon, Paléographie ro-
maine, 1952, or his collected writings, De I'écriture,
1982; and he is not the only one; but there should be

more. )
This correspondence reveals that we are not alone

with our problems of perception and terminology. But

we cannot substitute arguments by the phrase: Palaeog-

raphers say...



COMMUNICATION

Q T THE HAMBURG seminar three schools demon-
strated their teaching of writing. The children of a

common German school had to copy movements from a
model which showed shapes. We wanted to know how
the resulting shapes are evaluated, but the principal of
the school did not allow such theoretical questions: ‘we
are practical teachers, we just teach movements.

The children of an anthroposophical school studied
the letter p. They made stereotype drawings of a toad-
stool because p is the letter of toad-stool and because it is
a picture of a toad-stool. I did not understand this.

The children of the Japanese school wrote big black
characters in gyosho. The teacher underlined his com-
ments with red brushstrokes pointing at the tension of
the strokes, at their proportions and at the balance of the

characters. The teacher might have intended to make an
impressive show with his young writers, but he seemed to

be quite happy with our interpretation of his corrections.

The difficulty of explaining the difference between kai-
sho and gyosho could be solved with the description of
the strokes as moving fronts. In kai-sho the front is mov-
Ing in one direction, in gyosho the front is returning. The

conclusion appeared on the blackboard: western shapes

with Japanese names:

m m

kat - sho 7""5("“’

[ would like to know whether the Japanese readers of
Letterletter can accept this cultural link. Much more than
western writers they might be familiar with the idea that

the stroke is the basic element in writing instead of letters

or characters.
The theory of the front of the stroke has been invented

to use the computer as a shapemaking tool in the hand of

13
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the designer. So far it could only be used as a machine for
the reproduction of design by tracing the outlines of
shapes. The theory does not require affirmation by com-
puter specialists; we can simply demonstrate how it
works. The proof of the theory is its cultural validity. The

reactions of the Japanese school and of the professor of

14

palaeography are promising indications. In all our at-
tempts we should be aware of the terminological barrier.
There will be no progress as long as we think that typog-
raphy is not a way of writing. Our efforts in design, tech-
nology, science, learning, industry and education depend

on the answer to the simple question: what is writing?



THE INCREASE OF ILLITERACY

ERNAND BAUDIN illustrated the presentation of

his project with alarming reports on increasing illit-
eracy. This attention to the problem of illiteracy creates a
favorable climate for Fernand’s campaign, but the mean-
ing of the alarming news is not clear. The publications
suggest that illiteracy 1s increasing in the world: The army
of the usa is introducing pictographic instructions be-
cause many soldiers cannot read. Another example, a lit-
tle more precise, is the conclusion that 7% of Dutch
children are illiterate because they cannot look up a name
in the telephone directory. But what is the world? We
know nothing about illiteracy in Japan, China, India and
in Arabic countries. And what is increasing? There is
more publicity about illiteracy, but is there more illiter-
acy as well? And what is illiteracy? Who are the illiterates
in the US army, are they the soldiers who cannot read the
instructions or are they the soldiers who formulate them?

The Dutch telephone directory is controversial in sev-

eral respects: Editing; the alphabetical order switching
from names to streets. Orthography; the sequences ei, ij,
ei), ey are not arranged alphabetically. One should know
that they have to be looked up under y, but there are ex-
ceptions. The typography of the directory is ‘functional,
which might be another barrier for children. The 7% of
the children who cannot find their way in this surprising
publication could easily be mobilized against the policy
of its publisher. Similar complications will have influ-
enced the results of other investigations. Therefore: what
1s illiteracy?

[ can produce different percentages of illiteracy de-
pending on my definition of the problem. In the in-
dustrial countries of the world probably 10% cannot
decipher words. This kind of illiteracy is deficient spell-
ing. I estimate 30% of illiterates if the recognition of
words is considered. This is deficient reading. When con-

sidering the ability of making words I could obtain 100%
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of illiterates: deficient writing. These are symptoms; any
of these deficiencies might be reduced to a degree to defi-
cient perception.

The alarming publications refer to mixtures of
spelling and reading deficiencies. Deficiency of writing is
never considered because it includes the investigators
themselves. It is this 100% of illiteracy which worries me:
It encompasses our scholars, artists, scientists and other
intellectuals who understand the trick of rationalizing
their absurdities. They make the world believe that bad
design belongs to or even contributes to the progress of
civilization. They make us believe that bad handwriting is
a mark of good education. They point at pedagogy which
confirms all this nonsense. But pedagogy is nothing else
than the systematic production of such sophisms. In the
first week of 1986 I listened to a radio emission on teach-
ing reading and writing. A professor of pedagogy at the
university of Utrecht broadcast the message that a script
should not be legible but writable. I appreciate the smart
presentation of this humbug, but it is humbug. Pedagogy
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is the art of presenting the shortcomings of education as
its virtues, the most effective propaganda for illiteracy.
This looks like a silly joke, but silly as it may be, the dif-
ference is that it is not a joke. The quoted maxim of the
Dutch professor is representative for the greater part of
pedagogic literature. As a whole pedagogy teaches educa-
tion to be proud of its failures. I have a remedy for the
failures but not for the pride. There is no remedy for a
patient who feels perfectly well. Let us try to make him
feel sick.

The improvement of the system of education is frus-
trated by the self-sufficiency of pedagogy. When the
newspapers wrote about increasing illiteracy and specu-
lated about its causes the pedagogic journals did not even
mention this publicity. We should not believe that we
could refer to it in our attempts to improve education. We
should not believe that the system could be improved by
small steps. The school cannot be improved but by the
destruction of the system. The reason is the fatal charac-

ter of education.



EDUCATION AS FATE

r I 'HE PLAYING CHILD explores space and time. Ed-

ucation 1s the part of others in this play. It is fashion
to interrupt me here by pointing at the view of Soviet
pedagogists who restrict education to the influence of
authorities. This is, indeed, a good reason for me to reject
Soviet pedagogy: In education the others are parents and
teachers, but playmates and lovers as well. Education is
everything that takes the child seriously in its play. The
rest, pedagogic in its pretensions or not, is not education
but terror.

Time and space can be distinguished but they cannot
be separated without splitting the human personality. In
some activities the exploration of time and space are
neatly integrated, e.g. in walking, other plays accentuate
one of both categories. Calculating, founded on a theory

of numbers, is a play in the realm of time. Reading and

writing, founded on a system of shapes (not necessarily

the alphabet and the alphabet is not necessarily the west-
ern system) is playing within the realm of space.

For the systematic introduction to reading, writing
and calculating the school has been invented. The school
1s the systematic complement of education.

The priority of the school reflects the priority of soci-
ety. We cannot demand from the school to reform soci-
ety. The school systematizes cultural structures; it cannot
systematize structures that do not exist. It is the fate of
education to follow the trends of society from a distance.

The priority of modern society is time. Any other
value is reduced to those aspects that can be calculated
and expressed in chronological sequences. The rest has
no value. (In this sense Marxism and capitalism confirm
each other; both are alienating man from his place in
space.) The school follows this trend by restricting the

game to chronological components. This is taught and

17



LETTERLETTER 3

this has to be learned. The spatial aspects of playing are
expelled as playing. The first effect is boredom; the natu-
ral interest of children in their play is superseded by dull
duty. The consequence is a disaster. The school cannot
teach reading and writing according to their nature as the
passive and active aspects of the same perceptional play
with shapes. The spatial essence is substituted by timely
sequences.

A word is a structure of white and black shapes that
has to be perceived. This is easy for children because it ap-
peals to their experiences in playing. The school will,
however, maintain that this perceptional approach is too
difficult for children because it is too difficult for the
teachers to perceive. This is why the structure of reading
and writing 1s disintegrated. A word is considered as a se-
quence of alphabetical positions. The sequence 2, 1, 7 is
supposed to be understood as the word "bag.’ It is in fact
the sequence b, a, g, which 1s not a word. Logically the se-
quence is identical with 7, 1, 2: g, a, b. This explains why
many children cannot distinguish the word ‘bag’ from
the word ‘gab.” This logical inversion of sequences is con-

sidered a symptom of dyslexia. In obsolete neurology
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dyslexia is ascribed to brain dysfunctions. This is conven-
lent because it discharges the school from its responsibil-
ity. Dyslexia is an interesting plague afflicting more or less
30% of western children. There 1s a vast literature on the
subject from physiological as well as from psychological
points of view. The neurological basis of this literature is
out of date. Dyslexia requires a new explanation. Here it
1s: Dyslexia 1s the result of western education.

Some teachers might object that they do not teach
reading as memorizing sequences. They try to teach
‘global’ reading. If you meet such a teacher, ask him what
he will do when his children read ‘gab’ for ‘bag’ and he will

neatly return to the sequence.
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Reading attributes meaning to words. The word is the
foundation of reading and a word is not a sequence of
black elements but a structure of black and white shapes.
The structural word bag cannot be reversed into gab be-
cause the shape between ab does not occur in ba. Shading
of the ‘white’ shapes is an effective method to ensure the
perception of the word. It is a good protection against
dyslexia and it is even a successful treatment of dyslectic
damages. It relieves the child from the paralyzing se-
quences and uses its perceptional resources.

A traditional objection against my example says that
children cannot learn different scripts simultaneously.
This is not true. Children can even distinguish lunch
from dinner. The distinction between scripts is much
easier because the criteria can be formulated more
clearly. This need not be discussed; just try and show chil-
dren a gothic bastarda or an uncial. Their natural reac-
tion is to try these shapes as well.

A pedagogic prejudice regarding typography is the
remarkable custom to give the youngest children big
books, composed in big body sizes of sans serif typefaces.

Why? The physiology of children would require the con-

trary approach in the typography of initial readers and so
does the principle of perception. Experiments result
again and again in the solid fact that children need small
books composed in a small body size of a typeface that is
dominated by translation. (To put it less precisely, but in
more familiar terms, the typeface should be classic, such
as Times, and not classicist, such as Baskerville.) By meet-
ing this demand typographers could reduce the category
of so-called poor readers considerably if only pedagogy
would accept sound typography.

My view on education is pessimistic. There is no prac-
tical method for any improvement. The school would say
that this is not the way of teaching children. When I show
the mature hands of the children in my village the school
would say that they do not write childish enough. When I
repair dyslexic damage, the school would say that my
treatment is restricted to the effect of dyslexia (though
there is nothing else to worry about). Any of us would be
considered by the school as not qualified. My long experi-
ence in education on all levels makes no difference:Iama

designer and designers cannot understand the meta-

physics of pedagogy.
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Some of my friends try to infiltrate the educational
system gently. I believe that they are wasting their time if
not even sacrificing their integrity. Others who are ex-
pecting improvement of teaching from the introduction
of good handwriting models do not understand that the
school cannot appreciate the quality of a model because a
teacher never learned how to look. Otherwise the occur-
rence of good typefaces in schoolbooks should have had
some influence. The problem of education cannot be
solved as long as it is denied.

Social studies lack the clear rules of the game which

are the advantage of natural science. There is no proce-
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dure for reform. In this primitive jungle ‘authorities’ con-
centrate on suppressing new points of view. But outside
the campus students of pedagogy have started to think
again. And there are students of psychology who are dis-
covering again the spatial character of perception. There
are neurologists who understand the absolute localiza-
tion of brain functions as obsolete. There are students of
design who refuse to subordinate the trends of advertis-
ing and ‘styling. There are publishers of schoolbooks try-
ing to escape from pedagogic commonplaces. These are
the creative forces of a new society. For me there is no

choice: I want to be on their side.
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