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INTRODUCTION

This thesis is an examination and analysis of the work of artists
active at the beginning of this century. These were artists who
used typography to express their ideas and artists who turned to

typographic design and research.

It is concerned with how the vocabulary of Typography was changed
quite profoundly at this time due;to their efforts and responses

to larger Social, Technological and Art Historical changes that were
taking place in society. It examines why these artists turned

to typography as a medium to communicate their ideas, the conditions
that made it possible for their discoveries to be rapidly
assimilated into the work of advanced designers, eventually adding
new dimensions to the vocabulary of Graphic design. This thesis
examines how the language of typography was expanded from limited
traditional formats that had beeh used since the Renaissance, to
completely new ways of communicating using typographical elements.
It concentrates on a number of artists who best illustrate the

innovations and experiments of the time.

Artists were chosen rather than designers because it was artists
involved in a number of disciplines who through their experimental
work sowed the seeds of modern typography. It was mainly designers

who discovered their work and refined it.

10



The final section of this thesis examines the dynamic impact

these artistic typographers still have on the graphic designers

of our time. These designers seem to be continuing the experimental
spirit of these earlier artists. Their work is further pushing the
boundries of graphic design and blurring the lines between it

and so—called fine art.

11
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CHAPTER 1

THE BEGINNINGS

WHAT IS TYPOGRAPHY?

In his book "Le Mouvement de L'espace" Andre Bellegue defines

typography as "the relationship between occupied space and empty
space. The occupied space is the typographical material and
illustrations used to occupy that:given space. It can be type
faces, rules, text illustrations, half-tone reproductions or
photographs." L In this essay, this is the definition wide and

vague though it may be that acts as a starting point.

Typefaces are readable symbols that come in many different types,
shapes sizes and weights (e,g, bold, medium, light, serif, sans

serif, universe, helvetica).

Rules (the term given to lines of varying thickness), symbols, or
drawings can be used where necessary to give structure to a piece
of type setting, to emphasise, to increase understanding, or for

effect and decoration.
The empty space is the surface over which the type setting is

distributed and it also represents the various spaces that determine

the correct relationship with the typographical elements. The correct

12
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relationship with the typographical elements.

Typography is communication and should clarify the meaning of the
message and help convey it to the viewer. The discriminating

combination of typographic elements should do this.

Typographic elements have to be legible to communicate a message
but also their optical effects and their relationships to each other

should reflect the content of the communication.

Most professional typographers are intent on getting a message over

to an audience as efficiently as possible by making the forms as
legible as possible. There are and have been artists and experimental
designers who have used typography creatively and who have not had
legibility as their primary interest. Their concern was for the
communication of a personal idea, a philosophy or an attitude. These

experimental and artistic typographers then used the typographic form

to visually reflect their artistic ideas.

INNOVATIVE AND EXPERIMENTAL TYPOGRAPHY

What is the main difference between an experimental typographer and
an innovative typographer? According to Wim Crouwel in his essay

"Experimental Typography and the Need for the Experiment"2 the main

difference would be that the latter is functional and the other is not.

13



Experimental typography is a form excercise which is completely
rooted in a modern trend in art. It is primarily self-expression.
This art form was used in the work of painters, poets and designers

in the first period of the great art revolutions from about

1910 - 1920.

On the other hand innovative design is functional in that it attempts
to find new and better formal typograpical solutions to graphic

design problems.

The most exciting experiments in typography started at the beginning
of this century. They came in with and as a part of the art

movements of Futurism, Constructivism, Dadaism, De Stijl and others.

These graphic experiments reflected the times in that both artistically
and socially society was being changed quite radically, being dragged
into the twentieth century. At this time a great artistic search was
on to find new forms that would express all the new attitudes. It

was at this time that the idea of a closer integration of form and
content was expressed in a very clear way in all areas of art and

design including typography.

Writers and poets started to shape their texts in order to express
themselves more clearly and in doing this indirectly started to
change the form of the printed page. It should be mentioned that

before the nineteenth century there had been no experimental design

14



and very little innovative design as typography had not been
considered seriously as an independent form of art. Most
typographical form in the late nineteenth century did not

reflect its content very well.

In this essay experimental typographers will be dealt with through
the work of artists such as Appolinaire, Marinetti, Tzara,
Schwitters, Van Doesburg, the Futurists and other Dadaists.
Innovative typography will be examined through the work of
Rodchenko, El Lissitzky, Herbert Bayer, and the Banhaus designers.
There is some overlap as it was a part of Rodchenko's and

El Lissitsky's personal art direction that they produced functional

utilitarian work rather than the esoteric and personal.

Inmore recent times the work of the concrete poets, Ditor Rot and

the visual works of John Cage are exemplary of experimental
typography. On the other hand people like Herb Lubalin, Odermat
Tissi, Carl Gerstner and Wim Crouwel are functional experimentalists.
We also have still working today Wolfgang Weingart and Helmut

Schmid whose work really is both self-expression and problem

solving. They will be discussed later.

The influence of both groups on each other is of particular interest
to this writer. This essay will discuss both artists and designers
who were equally innovative in liberating the word image but who

did so for different reasons, confirming this authors view that fine

15



art and the applied arts should be more integrated. The cross
fertilization that happened between the different disciplines at
the beginning of this century produced incredibly interesting
new forms and ideas. As a result, these innovations are still
being used and refined today. Both groups are equally important.
According to Wim Crouwell "We sometimes find something very
elementary through the most individual expression, while very
fundamental research could lead to an unexpected grade of

. ”3
eXxpression.
THE EARLY ORIGINS OF MODERN TYPOGRAPHY

The printing profession was in a bad way at the end of the 19th

century. Writing in the "Pioneers of Modern Typography'" Herbert

Spencer describes how the profession had failed to recognize and
respond to the fundamental changes that had happened in society.

The rapid growth of industrialization and of mass production had
created demands for a new kind of printing. Advertisments, posters
for events, cheap books and papers appeared as more people became
literate. But design had not changed at all. In fac% it probably
got worse. Printing types had grown bigger and more exuberant but
the printer still clung to a layout based on that of the book. They
favoured the centered, symmetrical layout whereby everything was
arranged centrally and horizontally on the page. This had been the

format since the Renaissance.

16
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ARTISTIC PRINTING

In the article "Ideogrammes Lyriques"5 Stephan Themerson traces
the first departures from conventional typograpical layout back
to the seventeenth century. (Fig. 1) This song in the shape of
a bottle was invented by Charle Francoise Panard (1674-1765). He
must have liked playing with words. These sorts of experiments

were few and far between.

Another interesting calligramme composed in 1866, is a poem in Lewis

Carroll's 'Alice in Wonderland' (Fig. 2). This is an unexpected

experiment and is quite different from the rest of the book. It

received both design and literary acclaim at the time.

However, Mallarmes poetry of the late 19th century probably
represented the first glimpse of modernist ideas in relation to
book designand Typography. Jacques Damuse in "Revolution

Typo raphique"6 traces the modern movement in typography back to
g

Stephane Mallarme. He starts his book with the words of "the
strange poem that appeared in May 1897 in London in the review
"Cosmopolis". "Un coup de des jamais n'abolira le hazard", can be

considered historically as the first shot from the cannon that awoke

the spirit of the modern book".

If the concrete poets were ever looking for a patron saint Mallarme

would be perfect. (Fig. 3 & 4) This poem "Un coup de des jamais

- n'abolira le hazard" was composed of seven hundred words on twenty

157



pages set in a broad typographic range. Capitals, lowercase,
roman and italic were used in varying sizes and with a very
expressive use of white space. To Mallarme white space was a
silence. Rather than surround a poem with white, empty margins,

this silence was dispersed through the work as part of the meaning.

Instead of stringing words in a linear sequence they are placed
unexpectedly on the page to express sensations and evoke ideas.
Mallarme was successful in relating typograhy to the concept of

a muscial score. The palcement, Qeight and size of words relate

to intonation, stress (importance) in oral reading and rhythm. The
type is arranged according to a composers logic not a compositor's.

He experimented with syntax to create a musical effect. The poem

is a clever calligramme where Mallarme mixes together two sign systems,
the sign system of music and that of written language. It reflects

his attitude to oral language, how it should be read out loud and

l‘
Iy,
ll!li
N
.
W
-
-
-
-
-

what words should be emphasised. This was done through use of the
white spaces, the different weights and type sizes and distances
between both the words and separate lines of poetry. This relates to
timing. For example in fig, 4 the eye takes a little longer to
travel from "C'etait" down to "Ce Serait" than if they were stuck

directly under each other which is another part of the compositers

logic.

Basically one could say that Stephane Mallarme anticipated the formal
and expressive typographic concerns that emerged in the twentieth

century and represents a break from traditional typography and layout.

18
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IDEAGRAMMES (CALLIGRAMMES)

A calligramme could be described as an intimate mixing of two sign
systems to create something different. Calligrammes are not
entirely new, Panards poem in the shape of the bottle (Fig.l) and

the poem in "Alice in Wonderland" (Fig.2) were mentioned earlier.

Figs. 5 and 6 illustrate a change in approach. Fig. 5 is an
example where two different sign systems (i.e. the pictorial and
language systems) are separate — they complement each other and sit
politely side by side. However, with Appolinaires ideagrammes
(Fig. 6) they intimately unite to become one. The pictorial signs

become language signs which become pictorial signs.

Appolinaire was looking at the elements of language and how they

work in relation to the usual way a poem is read. Words form the

picture and the picture can be read but not in a linear manner. The

visual signs of the letters and words form a naturalistic
recognizable image and the two make the meaning of the poem. One

sees the pictorial image before one actually reads the words and

when one reads the words can be surprised at the totality of meaning.

Appolinaire not only plays an unconventional game taking sign systems

out of their usual context but also mixes different disciplines. He

literally paints pictures with words and makes pictures that can be
He successfully crosses poetry with painting and painting

read.

with typography. His work is playful with much humour and a sense

19
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of whimsy. There is also a strong sense of the surreal this comes
across well in his sketches (Fig. 7 & 8) but more so in his type

set work (Fig. 9).

Appolinaire was a great poet but we have to give the typographer

who set his work credit. Appolinaire apparently took no interest

in typography and left the printer to do as he pleased. Appolinaire
Jjust did the initial sketch (Fig. 7 & 8) and then gave it over to
the printer, whose name was M. Levy to be set. Fig. 8 and Fig. 9
illustrates this. We can compare.Appolinaires sketch for the poem
"TI1 Pleut" (Fig. 8) with the prinéed result (Fig. 9). The
typographers choice of typeface is excellent. His setting is not

a lifeless copy of the author's layout but a gentle and masterly
interpretation, as a composer would expect from a virtuoso. His
printed letters really do give the impression of drips of water
trickling down the page. The signs have great affinities with nature.
They also have a pathos about them. Is the character cryipg and
are the letters tears? The essence of the poem is brought out by
the sensitive use of typograpy. His.printed work represents a
departure from the'traditionai centered layout with t&pe gaining
the freedom to take up the shape of practically anything which was

almost completely new at the time.

In the authors opinion the set version of "Il Pleut" is more successful

in getting the authors intentions across.

Appolinaires work is a classic example of an esoteric purely artistic

20
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artistic discipline uniting with the applied art of typography
to produce fascinating results. It shows that any form of visual
expression can function also by complementing another form of
expression. It explores the relationship between painting and
poetry. It also represents an attempt to introduce a concept of

simultaniety to the time and sequence bound printed page.

To sum all this up briefly I would say that Appolinaire was
innovative in getting completely away from linear reading typography.
He experimented with sign systems and figurative typography and

this idea has been used in commercial graphics many times since

Fig. 10 was designed in 1987.

FOOTNOTES

1Andre Bellegue, Le Mouvement de L'espace, (Paris, Polycolor a cachan
1984) pp 9-11

2Wim Crouwel, Typography Today, (Tokyo, Seibundo Shinkosha, 1980)
pp 18-19

3Ibid pp 20-21

4Herbert Spencer, Pioneers of Modern Typography, (London, Lund Humphries
Publishers Ltd. 1969) pp 11-13

5Herbert Spencer — The Liberated Page

6Jacques Damase, Revolution Typographique, (Paris, Galerie Motte, 1966)
pb
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CHAPTER 2

FUTURIST TYPOGRAPHY

FREE TYPOGRAPHY

The Futurist artists and poets had interesting attitudes which they
expressed in the form of the printed page. They burst out with
their angry young man's Futurist Manifesto in 1909 "We are out to
glorify war: the only health givér of the world! Militarism!
Patriotism.: The destructive arm of the anarchist, ideas that kill,

1
contempt for women".

Futurism was a violent reaction against the status quo and the
oppressive weight of the past. In their manifestos and poetry, war
was mixed up with the idea of revolution. The Futurists were great
artists and poets but their political ideas were quite foggy and far
too aestheticised and impulsive, not making sense at all. However,
they embraced modern civilisation and recognized the beauty of
machines. They searched for new forms to break the limitations of
two dimensions and to express revolution and movement without resorting
to illusicnary effects. The violent incendiary technique of
propaganda which they used was later widely imitated throughout
Eurpoe by the post-war Dadaists. They had similarities with the

Futurists in their attitude to language but had social and political

ideas that were the opposite. Futurist propaganda methods were also

ro
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imitated by the constructivists in Russia, and De Stijl in

Holland. Each movement created typographical statements that
formally embodied their advanced ideas and their hand-outs,
brochures and catalogues are sources of experimental and innovative
typographic design. The Futurists were opposed to art for art's
sake and were opposed to typographic innovation for its own sake

as well.

In typography they demanded that form should intensify the content.
In 1909 Marinetti wrote "The book will be the Futurist expression

of our Futurist consciousness (fdfm reflecting content). I am
against what is known as harmony of setting. When necessary we
shall use three or four columns to a page and twenty type faces. We
shall represent hasty perceptions in italic and express a scream in
bold type, a new painterly typographic representation will be born

on the printed page".2

This basically could be taken to mean that, visually, Futurist
typography will reflect real modern living in all its discord, noise,

and fleeting perceptions.

Marinetti and his followers produced an explosive and emotionally
charged poetry that destroyed Syntax (the opposite to Mallarme's
poetry) and defied correct grammar (Fig. 11). In this visual poem
Marinetti tried to communicate the simultaniety of perception and
experience of modern life. Traditional sentence structure, grammar

and punctuation are abandoned, as is any semblance of symmetrically
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centred layout or visual order, Many different sign systems are
used, mathematical signs, letters in different sizes and types.
Although one cannot see it in the reproduction different colours
were used as well. Fig 12 by Carlo Carra was called a "free word
composition". Futurist poets believed that the use of different
sizes, weights, and styles of type allowed them to make painting
and poetry out of printing materials. They saw type as being
intrinsically beautiful when manipulated creatively, transforming

the printed page into a work of art.

The Jgne 1913 issue of Lacerba, a Futurist magazine, dragged
typography properly on to the artistic battleground. In it was an
article by Marinetti calling for a typographical revolution against
the classical tradition. Harmony was rejected as a design quality
because it contradicted "the leaps and bursts of style running
through the page".3 On a single page three or four ink colours and
twenty type faces "italics for quick impressions, bold face for
violent noises and Sounds"4 could redouble the expressive power of_
words. "Free dynamic and torpedo—like words could be given the
velocity of stars, clouds, aeroplanes, trains, waves, explosives,
molecules, and atoms".5 A new and painterly typographic design
called "free typography" was born on the printed page. Since
Gutenberg's invention of movable type, most graphic design has had
a vigorous horizontal and vertical structure. The Futurists cast
these constraints to the wind. Freed from tradition they set their
pages with a dynamic, non-linear composition achieved by pasting words

and letterforms in place for photographic reproduction.

24
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Their dynamic non-linear compositions reflected their non-linear
anti-rational and the anti-logical nature of their poetry. Their
poetry reflected experience rather than meditated on it. Sensation,
emotions, and behaviours in general are embodied in their art,
poetry, and typography with no reference to intellectual frameworks

Or structures.

The Futurists went way beyond Appolinaire’s simple experiments by
getting away from legibility and linearity completely in a poetry
and typography that could let the viewer experience the sensations
of the writer in as direct a way as possible. They did this by
welding the type forms into shapes that would reflect the thought
patterns (or chaos), feelings, sensations, ideas and environment in
a simultaneous manner. One did not read futurist poetry, one looked

at it and experienced it. The visual look was completely anarchic

(Fig. 13). However, the form profoundly reflects the being of the
artist in every sense. While linear typography is by its form
objective this was subjective. It was also a radical statement of

the experience of humanity in the new industrial society. They

frequently used the concept of simultaniety to explain their work
and they used it in a visual sense to express concurrent existence

and occurence.

MARINETTI

Marinetti was a very influential figure of his time. He inspired

people to do things, to take action. Among the people he inspired

25




through his poetry, rhetoric, and lifestyle was I1 Duce, Benito
Mussolini, who said "it is Marinetti; who instilled in me the

feeling of the ocean and the power of the machine"? Marinetti

influenced the editor of a Socialist daily, Avanti, he also

influenced the auther of a flambouyant novel Claudia Particella

(Cardinals mistress). Marinetti also inspired a number of poets,

including, Mayakovsky, who will be discussed later.

Marinetti 1lived by his philosophy, his poetry and emotional
rhetoric reflected it. He say Italy as stagnating in introverted
provincialism and culturally in a rut, always looking back to the

past glories of the Renaissance.

Judging from Marinetti's rhetoric especially in his references to
patriotism, it would be the opinion of this writer that he wanted
Italy to be great again. But he believed that Italy must first
rid itself of a tradition that was keeping it cuturally provincial
before it could embrace modern civilisation wholeheartedly. Hence

his encouragement to reject all tradition.

Through his poetry and rhetoric it is obvious that he is an qut—and-
out fascist with no respect for life or humanity. He was militarist
and pro—industry. He saw war as "the only real health giver"7 and as
a way to cleanse society. His love of speed and behaviours like "the
aggressive movement, the feverish insomnia, the double—time, the slap

on the face and the blow of the fist"® points to a certain fragmented
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inhumanity. So also does his glorification of machinery which
seems slightly ridiculous today. He wanted Italy to be strong

and united and wanted to bring about a new cultural renaissance
but first he had to start to reprogramme peoples conditioning

He tried to do this by propaganding his poetry and rhetoric

to as many people as possible. He invented propaganda methods
such as throwing leaflets from aeroplanes on to large urban areas.
He held agressive street gatherings, riotous public performances
and poetry readings and also used magazines like Laéerba. His
poetry glorified what this write£ would call hyper-behaviour,
speed, competetivness and psycological disorders such as "feverish
insomnia". By destroying traditional thought patterns and dis-—
organising society's behaviour maybe he thought it could be
reorganised under a new order — an order in which aggression,
speed and competetivness would come first. Then maybe once again

Ttaly could become a cultural centre.

Some would disagree with this writers opinion and say that Marinetti

was merely an artist who reflected his times. Then why was he so
aggressive in spreading his ideas to as many people as possible
when he could just as well have an exhibition in an Art Gallery?
Why did he establish the Futurists as almost a mass movement? Why
did he provoke riots at his public performances and recitals? The

opinion of this writer it that Marinetti wanted to initiate a profound

change in peoples thinking in order to bring Italy into the Industrial

Twentieth Century.




MARINETTI AND LANGUAGE

Marinetti was very interested in the functioning of words, in
handling grammar, syntax and style. To get his perceptions and
express his experiences he often chose to reject punctuation,
grammatical rules and introduced abstract symbolic noises in
his poetry. Marinetti wrote that "a man who has witnessed an
" explosion does not Stop to connect his sentences grammatically.

He hurls shrieks and words at his listners"g.

2000 shrapnels exploding, dazzling white handkerchiefs full of

gold, srrrrrr TUMB TUMB 2000 grenades extended grabbingly crashingly
very ‘black hair Zang - srrrrr TUMB ZANG TUMB TUMB the orchestra
noises of war blotted out under a note of silence held in the

0
high sky by gilded spheric balloons which watch the shooting

This poem is aurally orientated and occasionally performed

accompanied by an orchestrall. This rejection of rules finds
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a visiual equivalent in his typographic visual poetry where he
uses the form of his type to express his experience. His visual

poem "a tumultuous meeting" successfully does this (fig. 14).
This poem was inspired by Marinettis own experience in the

trenches of the first world war. Written in 1919 it is about the

confusion, violent noise and chaos of battle which is exploding
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above the girl reading her lover's letter from the front

(you can see her silhouette in the bottom right hand corner).
This is a very interesting graphic image. The type visually
orchestrates noise and chaos. For all his right-wing anarchy
Marinetti to this writer represents the one person who really
kicked open the doors of the print room, wrenching a great
variety of expression from type. Wild, crude and untamed

yes but all the potential for a new typography exists here.
With his typography one can feelvit, hear it and experience it
(but not read AT 0 Legibility and conciseness is sacrificed

to sensation and expression.

In his aural poetry readings, noise was used as sensation and
communicated a symbolic meaning. In his typography, illegibility
was not for its own sake but was used for the same reason as
noise was used in his poetry — to communicate experience with
many layers of meaning (it was not an objective piece of

information).

His poetry was completely non linear in conception and multi-
layered with many meanings. So was his typography which was

turned into a means of pure expression.

To sum up his typographical poetry, using an anarchic mixture

of sign, systems both numerical and alphabetical, his breaking
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of all rules of typography, as well as grammar and syntax

and his elevation of the phonetic and the visual, reflect

his experience of living in a highly industrialized Country

at the beginning of the 20th Century. This was a time when

old ideas and forms no longer seemed relevant and new concepts
were rapidly replacing them. His work reflected the violence
and chaos of the city as against the old rural communities,

the brutality of the years in and around the first world war,
the new noises of motor cars, bombs and machinery. It
reflected the subjectivity and felativity of this new world

and the destrution of the old symetrical layout, could be

seen asa symbolic execution of this old world and in embracing
of new values. Another reason why he may have chosen typography
as a means of expression could be that, printed matter represented
the stability and limitations of traditional thought. By
upsetting this symmetry Marrinetti could express a profound
doubt in its relevance and subversely express a need to destroy
it and the thought / behavioural patterns that were embodied

in it, however here T could also be infringing on Dadaist

territory.

With Marinetti typography became a medium through which, ideas

sensations, emotions, ways of behaving and experience could be

expressed.
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CHAPTER 3

DADAIST TYPOGRAPHERS

Seven years after the emergence of Marinetti's initial manifesto,
in a different part of the world, near the end of the First World
War another group started doing similar things to what the
Futurists were doing but their ideas made them move in the
opposite direction. Their art like that of the Futurists had to
be young, new and integrated all:the experimental attitudes of the
Futurists and Cubists. It was international, and they hated
chauvinistic nationalism and the resultant systematic massacre

of modern warfare. Writing in the Dada Diary Hugo Ball expressed
it like this "The bankruptcy of ideas having destroyed the concept
of humanity to its innermost depth, the instincts and hereditary

backgrounds are now emerging pathologically"1
In 1916 Dadaism was born. It came into being through a disgust
with the society that produced the war. They wanted‘a sweeping

away of all attitudes that led up to it.

Herbert Spencer in his book "The Pioneers of Modern Typography"2

states that the Dadaists parodied the values of a bankrupt society.
They used the weapons of ridicule and shock to demonstrate the

absurdity of established values.

Dada represented a progression through the amalgamation and development
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of all the advanced artistic ideas that came immediately before.

Their poetry, like the poetry of the Futurists, killed syntax
and ignored grammar. It destroyed the structure of language in
an attempt to express new 20th century perceptions and feelings,
and to ultimately subvert and change the way language is used,

thus modifying people's behaviour.

The Dadaists also utilised the Cubist technique of collage,

using discarded bits and pieces. But Kurt Schwitters, especially

in his Merz pictures composed of fubbish)delved even deeper into

the waste paper basket than the cubists had. Schwitters Merz

pictures, the first of which he produced in 1919, and the works

of John Heartfield, Hannah Hoch and Hausman are fantasies in which

reality was juxtaposed with the absurd. They indicated the potentialities
of photomontage as a graphic medium. This technique was later to be

used with great impact in commercial design, advertising and

propaganda.

Tristian Tzara edited the periodical Dada in 1917 aléng with Hugo
Ball, Hans Arp and Richard Huelsenbeck. Dada explored sound poetry,
nonsense poetry and chance poetry. Tristian Tzara wrote a steady
stream of Dada manifestos and contributed to all major Dada
publications and events. Dada was strongly anti-art and had a

strong negative destructive element in it. It rejected all tradition.
It sought absolute freedom, and this is reflected in the movements,

graphics and typography — which for all its negativity produced some
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incredibly fruitful innovations in graphics.

Writing about the Dada movement in his essay Kurt Schwitters

on a time chart, Stephan Themerson suggests that the Dadaists

were rejecting and rebelling against war and decadence in
European society against the shallowness of blind faith in
technological progress and the inadequacy of religion and
conventional moral codes. Their rejection of art and tradition

enabled the Dadaists to enrich the visual vocabulary of Futurism.

Their synthesis of spontaneous chance actions with planned
decisions allowed them to further rid typographical design of

its traditional precepts, creating a very new innovative expressive
and playful attitude towards type. Dada continued Cubisms concept
of using letter forms as concrete visual symbols and not just

phonetic symbols.

Duchamp's proposition that art and life are both processes of

random chance and willful choice4 is reflected in the typography

of the group. In spite of the claim that they were not creating

art but were mocking and ridiculing a society that had become insane,

several Dadaists produced meaningful visual art that contributed to

the history of typographic design.

The illustrative technique of photomontage, the technique of
manipulating found photographic images, to create jarring

juxtapositions and chance associations, found its parallel
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relationship in Dada typography Fig.15. A jarring effect is

caused by the use of different sizes, type faces, fonts, In Fig.
15 and Fig.16 there is a very unconventional use of typographic
furniture, exclamation marks, commas and so on. The Dadaists
sometimes completely ignored the way people would normally read
type on a page. In Fig. 17 letters run horizontally, vertically,
diagonally or in graceful arcs. In Fig. 18 bars and the
direction of lines of type give structure and lead the eye

around the page.

In Dada typography there is usualiy an incredibly inventive mixture
of type faces from extravagent 19th century Fat faces with strange
ligatures to early austere sans serif faces. However, Dada
typography is usually legible (unlike some Futurist typography)
with words connected by a sort of free association of direction.
This is very different from the Futurist bomblasts of type but no
less innovative. Fig. 19 is a poster by Ilya Zdanevitch for the

play Party of the Bearded Heart. This poster to this writer

represents a great milestone in the history of typographic design.
It is completely assymmetrical with the main weight of the text
concentrated at the top and along the right hand side of the poster.
It is fresh, full of humour and fun to look at. It has no
pretensions to art but does embody an attitude. This poster is

actually legible and is full of surprises through the combined use

of over forty typefaces.

The most striking thing about this poster is that it is very
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experimental and even today's designers and typographers still

find fresh inspiration in this type of design.

Many designers today still mix outrageously different typefaces
within each word of a sentence and it still looks fresh (Fig.20
and Fig. 21). The Dadaists did this fairly arbitarily as
typographers still do today. It forces the reader to examine
the structure of fhe word as it is harder to read and also makes
one examine each letter form separately. Fig. 22 is a journal

cover for The Bearded Heart (1922) and shows a casual organization

of space. The woodcut images go well with the big chunky 19th

century wooden typeface.

This poster works very well as all the elements fit together in a
very contemporary manner. These "found illustrations" are randomly

dispersed about the page with no particular communicative intent.

This poster reminds this writer of the Pentagrame design agency

logo (Fig.23). However, in this case the woodcut illustrations play
a vital part in the design. 0ld woodcut designs are ‘combined with
type, with each illustration being a syllable of Pentagrame working
on the same phonetic principal as Egyptian hieroglyphs and when

pronounced together sounds like Pentagrame.

Dada pointed the way to a totally liberated and expressive typography.
There is no trace of tradition in their best work, there is no

symmetry, or centreing. It is totaly anarchic yet is very legible
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and is fun to look at with its witty use of what typefaces were

available.

Fig. 24 is a poem by Hugo Ball, a sight and sound poem with a
different typeface for every sound. The typeface was meant to

replace man's logical nonsense with an illogical nonsense.

Fig. 25 is the result of the amalgamation of three Dadaist talents,
Kurt Schwitters, Theo Van Doesburg and Kate Steinitz. It is a

page from the book Die Scheuche Marchen (The Scarecrow Marches)5

In this modern fairy tale for children the text and the illustrative
images are one, It is full of humour. The images were created

and printed completely from what was available in the printing press.
Images and text are united intimately. The one I like the best is
Fig.26, when B literally overpowers X with verbiage. Type is no
longer passive as it was in traditional typography. It was not
overtly active. It screamed, kicked, shouted and laughed but

refinement would come later

KURT SCHWITTERS

Fig. 27 is an early Dadaist poem by Kurt Schwitters. In it he
separated the word from its language context. This poem was
intended to be seen as pure visual form and read as pure sound.

Intuitive but highly structured typographics grew out of these early

experiments.
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Constructivism became an added influence on Sbhwitteré work

after he made contact with El Lissitzky and Theo Van Doesburg

who invited Schwitters to Holland to promote Dada. From 1923-1932
Schwitters published twenty—four issues of the periodical Merz.
Fig. 28 is the cover of Merz. It has a strong Dadaist feel to it.
All was not chaos however as Schwitters continually searched for
alternative ways to present his sound and vision poetry (Fig. 29).
One reads page 2 both up and down the page, the enormous page

number acts as a form in itself.

In page 3 (Fig.29) Schwitters usgé bars to organise the type. In
Fig. 30 type runs both horizontally and vertically around one of
Schwitters Merz collages. Schwitters still uses dingbat hands and

arbitary woodcut illustrations to direct the eye or emphasise

something.

Advertising and typography was the subject of Merz II (Fig. 31). One
can see there is much more orde: in these than in earlier Dadaist
examples of typograpy. However, the design is still quite intuitive
and innovative. Although there is no real 'style' or order, one can
perceive a search for one, and a willingness to experiment using
rules, arrows, illustration and type to divide the space in an
asymmetrical manner. There is none of the rollicking typography

one finds in other Dada publications. The composition of this cover
is made up entirely of horizontals and verticals and points to
Schwitters coming slightly under the influence of the De Stijl

movement. There is an increasing tendency to structure information
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using rules and blocks of type. A tendency for simplification

and a more refined assymetrical composition is the result. The
whole page acts as a field of tension on which typographical
elements can be placed in meaningful relationships with each other.
It was printed in the colours which have the strongest graphic

impact: red and black on white.
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It should be noted at.this stage that Schwitters was first and

foremost a fine artist as have been all the people mentioned so

l

far and his role as an innovator in typography cannot be separated

from his work as a fine artist.

m
|

Dada was conceptually a very negative and destructive movement.

The Dadaists were concerned with the destruction of all traditional
art forms and of society as it existed at the time. This philosophy
was reflected in their typography. They saw the traditional centred
way of organising text as embodying traditional thought patterns
thought patterns that brought about the First World War. They
believed that by using these forms a typographer gave credence to
the society that produced this war. So printing was ;reated with a
subversive contempt, with all its traditions, typographical rules
deliberately disregarded. However, Dadaist typographers, having
laughed at every printing rule still produced some very relevant
typographic work and ideas. They introduced play, a loose

experimental attitude and the rule of chance to the typographic

process.
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CHAPTER 4

DE STIJL TYPOGRAPHY

As mentioned previously, Theo Van Doesburg was a friend of
Schwitters. Van Doesburg invited Schwitters to Holland to

lecture on Dada and to promote his own ideas.

Van Doesburg was an unusual artisﬁ in that he had fingers

both in the Dadaist pie and the Constructivist (De Stijl)

one. He was the initiator of the De Stijl movement, and

was an innovative typographer / designer in this movement
which was dedicated to the creation of new aesthetics. A

man of tremendous energy, he designed and wrote for De Stijl
magazine and at the same time under the pseudonym of Ik Bonset
designed a magazine called Mecano which published experimental
poetry and typography. (This will be discussed later). He
managed to combine two opposing tendencies in art, one which
was concerned with the dissolution of the traditional bourgeois
conception of art, the other concerned with the creation-of a

el
new aethetic.

The De Stijl movement was set up in the summer of 1917 in Holland
by painters Piet Mondrian, Bark Van der Leck and architect J.P. Oud.

The founder and guiding spirit was Theo Van Doesburg. Of these
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members, Van der Leck appears to have been the first to paint

flat geometric shapes of pure colour. In addition Va