Modern Hieroglyphs

i and i are from the standard symbol set designed by Cook & Shanosky Associates in
collaboration with the American Institute of Graphic Arts in 1974. i and i are endorsed
by the U.S. Department of Transportation (p.o.1.). They belong to an international hiero-
glyphics of public infomation.* Their ancestors, ' and ﬂ, were created by the Viennese
philosopher and social scientist Otto Neurath in the 1920s. Neurath and his colleagues con-

structed a universe of people ', U ', Q A places , objects Q ﬂ w.

and actions jv, e, . He called his system [Isotype @ the International System of
*k

TYpographic Picture Education.

Although Neurath advocated the use of @ in transportation signs, his primary
interest was in presenting social statistics in textbooks, posters, and educational museums.
In Neurath's charts, a given symbol, such as &Z®, represented a quantity of people or
things; a series ( S® EX® S EX®) of symbols represented a larger number of objects.
Thus a visual, perceptual Gestalt repiaced abstract numerals in @ charts. Anticipating
Edward Tufte’s later writings on the display of data, Neurath developed practical guides for
representing #sina visually accessible way.

As a member of the Vienna Circle of philosophers in the 1920s, Otto Neurath was
a founder of logical positivism, a theory that brought together two opposing modes ol

inquiry: rationalism, which studies reality through logic, geometry, and mathcematics: and

MODERN 2B, Py @)



L 3 3

empiricism (or positivism), which claims that observation is the key to knowledge.
The é and its associated equipment—such as % and h—are the primary tools of
empirical knowledge. The logical positivists attempted to analyze language into a minimal
sct of direct experiences, claiming that all languages can be reduced to a core of observa-
tions, such as blg small, "P» 3om red, or black. With @ Neurath translated a philosoph-
ical theory into a visual practice. The sign ' is positive because as a picture, it is based in
observation; ' is logical because it concentrates the details of experience into a schematic

mark. Neurath aimed to combine the mechanical empiricism of photography [k

the rational structures of mathematics and geometry @.
Although Neurath believed that pictures are objective and universal, the meanings
L 2
of international signs are culturally specific. We understand, for example, that i and ’
represent lavatory for men and lavatory for women. Yet the reference to toilets is left unstated.
A functional description, such as i and " , might denote the difference between these
facilities more directly, but the signs’ conventional meaning still would have to be learned.
We distinguish i as male because he is contrasted against the figure *, whose
gender is marked by a stylized reference to a garment sometimes worn by Western women.
In the p.o.T. system, i refers to “people” in general except where he is contrasted with *
Thus rx does not mean drinking fountain for men; nor does E mean elevator for men; and
® (]
nor does the sign LI ‘mean waiting room for men—' stands in for man generically. The
L 1 .
only place f appears in the p.o.T. system besides on lavatory doors is in E" the sign for

ticket sales. Here, where one person is offering a service to another, the designers deemed it

appropriate to show * assisting i
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The stylistic principles of Neurath’s @ remain the basis of international pic
tograms today: reduction and consistency. Many Isotype signs are flat shapes with little or no
interior detail, as in 7 v ‘and EX® . These flat silhouettes suggest a rationalized theater
of shadows, in which signs appear to be the natural imprints of material objects—Plato’s
cave renovated into an empiricist g laboratory. When depth is expressed in @ isomet-
ric drawings ﬂﬂ“““ are used instead of traditional perspective. Parallel lines do not con-
verge, and dimension is fixed from foreground M to background.

Consistency governs the stylistic uniformity of a symbol set. The p.o.1. system, for
example, is a world of coordinated objects, including .& ﬁ a lﬂ and & The
sign system designed for the Munich Olympics in 1972 was the semiotic climax of interna-

i &y

/
tional pictures: a geometric body alphabet * B is deployed on a consistent grid: *°¢,

7 ~a e 44 |
/,0 ; TWA ﬁ,r ﬁ«l I ' and (\ .
The reduction and consistency of international pictures heighten their alphabetic

quality. Neurath’s ' and U were a critique of writing that resembled writing, a utopian

effort to transcend the limitations of letters by exploiting the visual characteristics of

typography.**** Neurath’s preferred typeface was Futura, designed by Paul Renncr
around 1926-27. Paralleling the machine aesthetic in architecture and industrial design,
Futura is stripped of references to handicraft and calligraphy. Neurath conceived of @ as

clean, logical, free of redundancy: writing as a machine E@é for living in.

The current figure ' might be called Helvetica Man, his style coordinating with the

favorite typeface of post-war institutional design culture. A more inclusive pictographic larud
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seape might be inhabited by variants of Helvetica Man that harmonize with other typefaces,
such as Serif Man i Italic Man ' and Gowveve %mj

' and ‘ are neither universal, self-evident, nor purely informational—like linguis-
tic xigns, they must be learned; like other styles of drawing, they are culturally specific. When
we see ‘ engraved over an airport door, we know she belongs to the language of public
information, not the language of commerce. Thus we do not mistake * for, say, brothel,
where i might purchase the services of ‘ The clean, geometric character of i and i is

” o«

loaded with cultural associations—"public,” “neutral,” “modern.”

An international picture functions as a memento, a token for memory, a souvenir
for words. T' is restaurant asAis Paris. The very American Y is hardly the geometric
essence of drinking alcohol in airports, but like A a cocktail is a useful cliché for storing a
range of experiences. Likewise, ‘é-, 5> , /37, 'ﬁé_ “:ﬁ_, and ‘ﬁ?, taken from differ-
ent international pictufe sets, are helpful tags for remembering objects we tend to forget.

Otto Neurath believed that g could transcend national boundaries and unify global
social life. By translating a philosophical theory into a popular medium, he fathered a new
breed of ABCs, whose progeny have populated public spaces across the industrial world.
Since the birth of Neurath’s ' and U designers and critics have framed new questions
about visual and verbal writing that acknowledge the cultural basis of images, symbols, and
experience. As we rethink the boundaries between words and pictures, Otto Neurath could
serve as a model for the graphic designer of the next millennium, %\ the language worker
equipped to use design and theory as tools for unearthing new questions and 7 construct-

AexkakAkk

ing new answers.
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¥ This essay is based on research and writing initiated at The Cooper Union in 1986, with the exhibition
Global Signage: Semiotics and the Language of International Pictures, curated by Ellen Lupton. The essay “Reading
Isotype” was published in Design Issues 111/2 (1986): 47-58; and in Design Discourse, ed. Victor Margolin
{Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1989). The global iconography of pictograms and logotypes was further
explored by Ellen Lupton and J. Abbott Miller in “Critical Wayfinding,” The Edge of the Millennium, ed. Susan
Yelavich {(New York: Whitney Library of Design, 1993), 220-32.

The pictorial symbols endorsed by the p.o.T. are documented in Symbol Signs (New York: American Institute
of Graphic Arts, 1974). International symbols became a major interest of modernist graphic designers during
the 1960s and 70s. Martin Krampen surveyed the theory and practice of the movement in “Signs and Symbols
in Graphic Communication,” Design Quarterly 62 (1965). Print devoted a special issue to the subject,
November/December, 1962. On signage for the Olympic games, see Heiner Jacob and Masaru Katzumie, “Sign
Systems for International Events,” Print (November/December 1969): 40. The industrial designer Henry
Dreyfuss published the encyclopedic Symbol Source Book: An Authoritative Guide to International Graphic Symbols
in 1972 (New York: McGraw-Hill); an archive of his research materials is housed at Cooper-Hewitt, National

Design Museum,

%KXk Otto Neurath’s colleagues included his wife, Marie Neurath, the Dutch graphic designer Gerd Arntz, and
the American graphic designer Rudolf Modley, who brought Isotype to the United States after working with
Neurath in Vienna. The Otto and Marie Neurath Collection is housed at the Reading University Library,
Reading, Great Britain. Neurath’s writings on Isotype include International Picture Language (Reading: Reading
University, 1980), facsimile of the 1936 edition; Basic by Isotype (London: Kegan Paul, 1937); and “From Vienna
Method to Isotype,” in Empiricism and Sociology, ed. Marie Neurath and Robert S. Cohen (Dordrecht, Holland:
D. Reidel, 19773). Critical works on Neurath and Isotype include Graphic Communication through Isotype, ed.
Michael Twyman (Reading: Reading University, 1975), 7-17; and Robin Kinross, “On the Influence of Isotype,”
Information Design Journal n1/2 (1981): 122-30. Works by Rudolf Modley include How to Use Pictorial Statistics
(New York: Harper and Brothers, 1937); A History of the War, In Maps, In Pictographs, In Words (New York:
Penguin, 1943); and Handbook of Pictorial Symbols (New York: Dover, 1976).

B A A Neurath explained his philosophy in “Empirical Sociology: The Scientific Content of History and
Political Economy,” in Empiricism and Sociology, cited above. On logical positivism, see Peter Halfpenny,
Positivism and Sociology: Explaining Social Life (London: George Allen and Unwin, 1982).

On Neurath and his context, see William M. Johnston, “The Eclipse of a Universal Man,” in The Austrian Mind:
An Intellectual and Social History, 1848-1938 (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1972), 192-95.

A€k sk Attempts to reform the alphabet into a more accurate reflection of speech were documented by
Herbert Spencer in The Visible Word (New York: Hastings House, 1968). Herbert Bayer discussed his own
writing reform efforts in “Basic Alphabet,” Print (May/June 1964): 16-20. Charles Bliss proposed a new
hieroglyphic script in which each character would “show the outline of the real thing, directly connected with
meaning” in Semantography (Blissymbolics) (Coogee, Australia: Semantography Publications, 1949).

A A KA Whereas Otto Neurath saw pictorial communication as an antidote to writing, other writers and
designers have addressed the overlaps between visual and verbal forms. On rhetoric and visual practices, see
Roland Barthes, “The Rhetoric of the Image,” in Image/Music/Text, trans. Stephen Heath (New York: Hill and
Wang, 1977); Gui Bonsieppe, “Visual/Verbal Rhetoric,” Ulm 14/16 (1965} 23-40; Hanno Ehses and Ellen
Lupton, Design Papers 5: Rhetorical Handbook (Halifax: Nova Scotia College of Art and Design, 1988); and
Katherine McCoy and David Frej, “Typography as Discourse,” I.D. 35 (March/April 1988): 34-7.
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Language of Dreams

1 Comparative studies of writing
include 1.j. Gelb, A Study of
Writing (Chicago: University of
Chicago Press, 1952, 1963);
Albertine Guar, A History of
Writing (London: The British
Library, 1984); and Roy Harris,
The Origin of Writing (La Salle, IL:
Open Court, 1986).
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According to Freud, dreams are organized
or “written” according to the principle of
the rebus, a form of expression employing
both words and pictures. An image of a
glove might stand for another object with a
similar structure, such as a sock or an enve-
lope, or it might stand for a memory associ-
ated with gloves, such as bad weather or
polite manners. The dream-glove might
stand also for a word whose sound or
spelling resembles the name glove, such as
love or grove. Freud argued that to decipher
a dream one must exchange the direct,
literal meaning of its images for indirect
substitutions.

This principle, called the rebus, is a
feature of numerous written languages,
from Egyptian hieroglyphics to modern
Japanese. According to many historians,
writing naturally evolves from pictographs
through various phonetic systems, climax-
ing in the alphabet, which analyzes the
sounds of a spoken language into tiny
repeatable elements. Discovery of the rebus
principle enables a culture to invent a
phonetic script.'

Japanese writing is built upon that of
Chinese, a logographic system that has
separate symbols for words and parts of
words, resulting in over 40,000 signs.
Chinese has numerous words that sound
the same but have different meanings,
called homophones. Thus Chinese writing,
while it appears cumbersome to
Westerners, is well-suited to the Chinese
language, because even though many of
its characters have similar or identical pro-
nunciations, they are graphically distinct.

MHTFEDRIEEE S T € b 704 M LB LB LMY —
T2,DEFR(rebus = HUR) . T bLEEBELRLYESIIER
BOHHI Lo T MRS Er AT 2T, FROAA
— I LSO T B RS BORR AL Y E
BRLTUBD LNV A, I EXRP LS L+ — %,
FRUSE UL BAR LB H R HED D bL LY
AEODOTE 1 (glove) XX, TEE,DOFLHRAIET
VBT (love) SR TS (grove) S ERET 5h-bLAZ Y
Ao 704 MIB ¥ RAT LB REBNTHIFEDIA—SD
XY FOBEWRY MR LM RTAI RS
Utedd,

Y= ADENR L A MOREX FH LR DOBAE~
LBARTGEDKHALL> T T, HAOBEEDEBOE
FRIZIE, BB DRI ERELBLIREXF
POHRCRBLILDT T EDHEEY T 77~y M, O
BOFERYINLTIIDOCHOKLAIRELERLL-126D
TV~ Z2OENORRIZS->THEHRBLLKEFO RN
pAD L AN S AR

BAEOEERIES PE XREQ—BU 2B ERE
ThHhLPEEY BRI R ILEBTTELTIORRILT
RALUHBULEOVE#DER Sz kb L hEETIR
TRIFREE L TRICHFTRLAERDOHEY HE(DH
hat, TLhLAEACRRIBROTOHLCHEEESY
PEELCHIEFMPIORAEBURRTUBECIZEILLNE
T s, RO REICTREAIDEEIX FTH. KIMC
RRDUBIEDBEEDLT T



The Chinese script already had been in
use for around 2,000 years when Korean
scholars introduced it to the Japanese court
in the fourth and fifth centuries AD
(Western time). The Japanese acquired
deep respect for Chinese civilization, and
some took on the ambitious task of learn-
ing its script. Initially, the Japanese used
Chinese characters to read and write in
Chinese, which became the official written
language of Japan’s imperial court. By the
seventh century, however, more attempts
were made to write the Japanese language
with Chinese characters.?

This was no simple task. The Japanese
and Chinese spoken languages are totally
different in their grammar and phonology.
While many Chinese characters could be
exchanged directly for Japanese words,
some features of Japanese are impossible to
translate. For example, Japanese is heavily
inflected, meaning that the basic form of a
noun, verb, or modifier changes in differ-
ent grammatical settings. Chinese, in con-
trast, has few inflections. In this sense,
Japanese resembles Latin more than
Chinese! The principle of the rebus arose
to address such difficulties of translation:
a Chinese character could be used to stand
for a Japanese word or syllable unrelated
in meaning but similar in sound.

HEEEI, 5 HICCREO¥EE CL->THRD R
BT CI2TERRDOHFELTCILIL BAARY
EHD XA HEKD Z 2 IV Tvd LI 2 TRERE
EHRBLIILIFEEFICAV AL R TALOT T
Wi BROAEREBOXE - BER BRAIGE
BTHRARITADUSEbNRILI U LTHAS I ABL F
- TTHRE Y B RAGNELL,

INREBEETRIIICATLI BRELPHED
ELEETR. ELEAEV2GRIOTT, B{OEFIXZ
DF3AFBUFIRACNEITH BREBEOFMUELTRFEL
BADABIERTTRELODLHI 2T . FeHirst HARIBRX
BROEI WL, 220 EARED &5, $h57, Xi2iskis
MY RLEXEDRIRIZE>TEALT AL LT i
B PEECRRBERETLRIEAEDH I A UHIXAE
BRYEHEINS T VBTV ALILT Y~ 7 %D
HEMRINGOMLGCRUFFTIHURELILOTT. T
OLEBRENIZBES e DU ) DT B BAGE
—EL—HFHY—OORFTERTILDIWRLLIILTT,

2 For discussions of the Japanese script, see Yacko Sato
Habein, The History of the Japanese Writlen Lunguuge
(Tokyo: University of Tokyo Press, 1984); Wollyang
Hadminsky and Mark Spahn, Kanji and Kana:

A Handbook and Dictionary of the Jupanese Writing .\'y.\l(m
{Rutland, VT and Tokyo: Charles E. Tuttle Company.
1981); and Roy Andrew Miller, The Jupunese angnage

(Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1467), Chaptes 4

“Writing Systems,” 9i-140.
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The «hort ot tight 1x 3 thought gane that

s ttea the Eaglinh 1eader 1o imagine design-
ing o weitien form for English if the Latin
alphialet diel not exixl, Iimagine that a sophisti-
«atedd neaghbonng civilization has a writing
wystern, but that we have none, We will call
this writing xystem Airport-moji (or Airport-
wipt) We will pretend to invent an English
witing systein out of these hieroglyphs.
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pictograph
RRNF

man and woman
1T -
knife and fork
T4—28F A7
@ a man dreams of a question

LIS PEYN
[. ~.3 a car dreams of a key

=

We begin our task by trying to guess the
meaning of Airport-moji. Some of the charac-
ters appear to be simple, direct depictions of
objects (man and woman, or knife and fork).
Others, however, are more obscure. Consider,
for example, the character that shows a giant
key floating above a car: if we interpreted this
sign as a literal depiction of a scene, we might
read “a car dreams of key.” A figurative sign
interpreted for its literal meaning is called a
pictograph. A pictograph does not refer to a
word in a particular fanguage, but to a physi-
cal object in the real world.

While such fanciful scenarios as “a car
dreaming of a key” have an appealing charm,
we would find little use for such a specific
sign in writing the English language.

TERL TN EREDTAILD RO T
AILLIHEHIIHMEPENLL AL X FoHNET
LA 0 3 M S LIRARINOTS LE S M TR (EUNN "
HHOD VUENATVA TR ERLTALL EDR
LY $2-PRL AEZIOFFFINNN - 14 3 SaF1
TEDFIW KB KL GRS MUK R
SETRE LT T REF AN OB
LD FHYV L G T H KPR IO LIk
LLTIMBEAE fECHiD A A,

ideograph
REXF

° toilets
MY
restaurant
L7

@ hotel information
h RFL AL TAA—La

[ 4 car rental

=

Perhaps instead we should combine the indi-
vidual meanings of the two pictures (car and
key) to create a third meaning. The whole
sign could mean car key, parking, or “Please
lock your car,” but upon consulting with
native writers of Airport-moji, we discover that
the real meaning of the sign is car rental.
Such a sign is called an ideograph, because it
stands for a concept or “idea” rather than a
material object.

Chinese characters borrowed to write the
Japanese language are called kanji. A kun
reading of kanji employs the Chinese charac-
ter for its Chinese meaning, but assigns it a

Japanese pronunciation,

DN 2DROM 2D EREE IEDIZ X T
HORDEMURLTABNATLLIEDKFIH
OB TR, T HOBELD T30 LK
LIMALF & N T I+ 3 O T AT
TLIDXFOA D EKRIZL > 8H— 170528 T
TIOBLFIT HE T BRI TR0
TTA54T 32 ROLTVGAD LT,

HAED RS- 6 Rt i nTe g
1T M AL D L [ IO Erk
PHCHABRALTAILECC LT,



rebus
N—72(HLE)

john
f Y3v

knee
z— (U&)

)

son

car
=T
é o (BF)

We soon run into difficulty, however, using
Airport-moji to write English. Consider, for
example, the familiar English proper name
Johnny Carson. Rather than invent a new
ideograph for it, we could use existing charac-
ters to stand for the sounds of the spoken
name. (The rebus above relies on an English
slang word for toilet — john.) The whole
rebus reads “john-knee car-son.”

In Japanese, some readings of kanji
{called on readings) employ the Chinese
rather than the Japanese pronunciation of the
character. For example, the on reading of the
kanji for “mountain” is san, a Chinese word,
while the kun reading of the same character is
yama, the Japanese word for “mountain.”

TEAXF P ECKIELE(DOLEBIIEML L
(BT Pas— H—vi LW RBTEKE
THERRSPU L TERLTIIAC WL HEXF
PRETAROICTTUHEETIRIBORRIN #,
PHBHLT Ya=— p—V LI EEYRRTAL
BT (L LEDHMURD T aL )bt KIBEDOLE
THMv D% (Johnknee Car-son) %5t a=
— #—+> (John-knee Car-son) )Liftw 3+,

HAECMTDORA L (FfA) D — 72D
WRZLIDI LD Hod T, FRABRFDOREY D
bt AL R RSO IR AT
AL TNRA  TIINARAT P LIRENET,

syllabary
ERMXF

car
Hh—

cup
ny7

hvb (G)5)

w

CL cut

cat

® Frub (38)
By employing the drawing of a car to stand for
the English syllable car, we begin to create a
syllabary, a set of symbols representing all the
consonant-vowel pairs of a language.

Modern Japanese katakana and hiragana
{together called kana) are indigenous phonet-
ic sign systems used in addition to the
Chinese kanji. Both katakana and hiragana
are syllabaries.

In theory, kana could have replaced the
unwieldy collection of kanji, but because of
Japan'’s continued respect for Chinese culture
and attachment to the subtle connotations
and graphic variety enabled by its characters,
kanji have remained a central element of
Japanese writing.

bLIIED M (car) 15T BRI MONo—4
ORI A TEILTAL TR FL T b
LEDEENTNTOEMERETSUEDNTISEY
D—EALFELILNEIRET S,

BIARBEO TR R AL ERE G (R AT
S AL P INARF TP L di oL M PRAE S
D XFOREITT M2 KB LFTAKRIED
AErEOHLTCRT,

G TIRR K2 BB 0 Tt
Do THEIIENTILT T NARDODE Lkt
REEY D0OANE S ENE- LI 134 4
[oRZ1 0% Sidi $72 2ARE /A Y al $25)
12NAD ORI LLLTRE UL 1:DT T,

alphabet
REXF

A is for alcohol
FNa—ILDA

B is for boat
F—MnB

Cis for car (and key)
h—(F—)nC

Cis for cigarette (and smoke)
LHLYMERE—Z)OC

l» DY o H4

An alphabet abstracts the sounds of a spoken
language into even smaller units, assigning
separate symbols to consonants and vowels.
Western culture reveres its alphabet as the
most rational of all writing systems, but in
practice, the Latin alphabet is full of irregular-
ities: The letter C, for example, can sound like
the initial letters in either car and key or
cigarette and smoke.

Attempis to reform such irregularities in
English, like efforts to eliminate kanji from
Japanese, have largely failed. It is unlikely that
our spelling system will ever become more
rational. The alphabet is not the perfect cli-
max of writing's “natural” evolution, but it

has seeped into the pores of our culture.

T727~Ns T ED Kb AR T
MR ROLILOT, FRIBBY R 20IC
BOYBTIDT T, /HE UL TIAETH KON T
TAZTy b - BRI THELMRINT T
HYUERMMLLTI 72 7 77~y ML ELO RN
DIHHFTALRILCIATM(H—) ;L M (% —) iz
TIALIE A o b) LT (RE— 2) )W) I NI
Mzt

BES PR S (W LIINA. 16 ¥ FUN J TS
= O HWSIIN T PN SN I (M TTILE INAN, X1
(2o LIOTIN I EAVSY LY, 10N YIRL A TP AN ¢
LI 8URT A 27~ MV BRI (ki
S REIHD DT HEDTIZLL, B8 AL
[.JUFSTED BV NN ol R
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