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An " Ikon of the Soul" : the Byzantine Letter 

A. R . Littlewood 

Byzanti ne ep istolographic concepts are a natura l development of the concepts of 
classical a ntiquity, and especially of the Second Sophistic, tha t we re adapted to 
fi t the req uirements of C hristia n on tology. The surviving lcn crs were intended 
no t a lwa ys to convey information, for which the courier or " li,·ing letter" was 
often responsible, but usuall y to fu lfil the o bliga tions and genuine needs of fr iend­
ship and to serve as much prized pieces of litera ry art in their own right. In the 
one case the letter was deemed an " ikon of the soul," creating a n illusion of the 
presence of the writer and thereby demanding tokens of his individ ua l character­
istics. In the other it was required to be origina l within the strict fra mework 
imposed by the imitation of a ncient models; a nd by adherence to cha nging 
stylistic canons it came both to foster obsc urit y and to embrace subjcct-mancr 
not commonl y associated with the letter. 

Su rviving Byzantine le tters are almost entirely the prod uctions of a 
small segment of Byzantine socie ty, the upper-cl ass intelligen tsia, 
tha t were deemed worthy of preservation by sender or recipien t : 
un like Graeeo-Roma n Egypt, Byzantiu m was not permitted by 
na ture to bequeathe to us its refuse tips of ephemera l com­
munication. Other li mita tions on the study of Byza ntine 
epistolograph y are merely tempora ry: ma ny letters remain sti ll 
unread in manuscript, many published texts a re poorly executed, 
most a nnota ted editions scarcely merit the d escription. Further­
more, Byzantine letters have been used chi efl y as source ma teria l 
by histo rians politica l, mili ta ry, theologica l, an d ecclesiastical, 
while only recently has a ny attempt been made to a nalyse them in 
accorda nce with Byzantine criteria. Conseq uen tly, any survey 
wri tten in our genera tion must of necessity be to some degree 
p rovisiona l. 1 

The term " Byzantine" is no toriously hard to define. For present 
purposes it is ta ken to refer to the East R oma n Empire governed 
from Consta ntinopl e (o r icaea ) between 330 a nd 1453 A D . (The 
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ea rli er date invol ves no cultural discontinuity with the preceding 
age; it is sim ply a date of convenience, being the year when 
Constantine inaugurated the city as a second capital of the 
Empi re. T he la tter is the year of the city's capture by the O smanli 
Turks.) The main governmental language for a lit tle more than 
the first two hundred years was Latin, bu t this is of scant literary 
importa nce in the East. Byzantine literature, la rgely through its 
adherence to a n imitation of classica l Attic G reek, exhibits a 
rema rkable, though not of course total , homogeneity throughout 
its history. Its main stages a rc a period of grea t activity declining 
a little befo re and during the iconoclast ic controversy (eighth and 
ea rly ninth ce nturies ) followed by a series of cultura l revivals 
culmina ting in a splendid flowering during th e Pala iologan age of 
the las t two centuries. Nevertheless, the purpose of this survey is 
to exa mine not so much the changes tha t occurred in Byzantine 
epi stologra phy, but the und erlying concepts that remained true 
throughout its history. Examples will be drawn fro m the whole 
period and , whenever possible, from writers whose letters a re 
accessib le in transla tio n. First, however, a brief sketch is req uired 
of the history of epistologra phy in the Greek and Roman worlds 
up to th e fourth century A o. 2 

In the self-contained Greek city-states th ere was little need for 
written com munication. Homer, i t is true, ha d mysterio usly 
a lluded to a folded ta blet bearing ill-omened signs signifying that 
the bearer was to be put to death (ILiad 6.168- 170), a nd the 
Sparta ns made use of the skyta le, a device tha t enabled the ephors 
to send a sec re t message to a Spartan king a broad ,:s but com­
munica tion was a lmos t exclusively oral at this time. A form of 
lette r th at served as a vehicle for chiefly ph ilosophical ideas 
d eveloped during the fourth century and was partly responsible 
for the forgery of letters purporting to be of famo us men that 
became popular in the last two centuries BC. Official corres­
pondence became regular in the H ellenistic kingdoms a nd was 
greatly increased as the centra lised authority of Rome reached 
eve r more remote areas of the world. 

Epistolograph y became the subject of professional interest to 
scholars such as Artemon, the editor of Aristotle's letters; 
epistolary characteristics were laid down in the treatise On StyLe by 
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a certa in Demetrios ( first cen tury BC or AD? ) ; and the Second 
Sophistic, a movement that began roughly in the age of Augustus 
and eventu a lly merged wi th its Byzantine equivalent, encouraged 
the a nal ysis a nd categorization of letters- by the fourth century 
AD 41 had been discovered , but th e number was subseq uently to 
rise to 11 3. This academic interest fostered the production of 
imaginary le tters from mythological or historical personages, 
originally as exercises in style a nd ingenuity and later as examples 
of literary art in their own right (e.g., the verse epistles of love-lorn 
heroes a nd heroines of Ovid's Heroides). La ter (second century AD) 

this latter ca tegory included letters in exquisite G reek ostensibl y 
written by humble fo lk such as farm ers, fishermen, parasites, a nd 
prostitutes. 

M eanwhile Cicero had been engaging in his voluminous cor­
respondence with the single aim of comm unica ting ideas and news 
(it was carried by private couriers or friends going the right way : 
neither in the ancient world nor in the Byzantine was there any 
organized postal service for private mail, a lthough abuse of the 
state courier system was not infrequent). In 44 BC Cicero ex­
pressed his intention of publish ing a small selection of his le tters 
that he judged worth y of wider dissemination. Although he did 
not li ve to carry out his p lan, a mu ch larger selection of his letters 
was subseq uently published partly from the copies kep t by his 
secre ta ry T iro and his brother Quintus. T his led through emula­
tion to the writing by others of private letters tha t were often 
intended for ultimate publica tion: those of the younger Pliny are 
the most fa mous classical examples . By the fourth century AD­

under pressure of the risk, if not always the desire, of publica tion­
le tter-writing a mong the educated classes had become subject to 
conventions of style and even content. Moreover, it was now a n 
obligation of friends hi p with the occasions when le tters were 
required formally prescribed. This ca n well be seen in the letters 
of the Roman senator Symmachus, wh ich may be regarded to 
some extent as "a museum of late Roman amicitia in a ll its com­
placency, with its affected rules of etiquette, its repetitive 
triviality . "~ 

One clement remains to se t the stage for Byzantium-the 
Christian. The Pauline Epistles, themselves in the tradition of the 
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classical epistola ry exposition of (philosophical) ideas, had helped 
to keep the Church together and were now held as a major part 
of the divinely inspired scriptures, thereby eleva ting this particu lar 
literary form to a position that it had never enjoyed before. For 
three centuries other letters a lso had been a basic source of 
religiqus guidance and comfort to scattered communilies, and 
now, as the Church in its successful struggle with paganism based 
its organisation upon that of the State, they remained vital. Now 
too the great Cappadocia n Fa thers- St Basil, his brother St 
Gregory of Nyssa, and his friend St Gregory of Iazia nzos- with 
their splendid training in the thought and rhetoric of the Second 
Sophistic, made Christian literature respecla ble in the eyes of the 
educated and enabled the traditions ofpagan epistolography to be 
continued in a fervently Christia n society. 

Virtually every Byzantine letter was intended to be a piece of 
literary a rt , to fu lfil the obligations of friendship or to convey 
information . Most letters combined two or even all three func­
tions, but the first was ra rely a bsent (since, however, it was the 
ma in criterion for selecting letters for preservation, our surviving 
corpus cannot be truly representalive) . In addition, all letters, 
except sometimes those of officialdom, were believed to bear the 
impress of their authors' personali ties. It wi ll be most convenient, 
therefore, to examine the Byzantine letter under the broad 
headings of Artistry, Individuali ty, a nd Content. 

Figure I. Cod. Par. gr. 3041, fol. 5 verso. Paper. Earl y fifteenth century. T he 
emperor Manuel I I Palaiologos, in accordance with common practice, possessed 
his own copy of letters th at he had himself sent, though it was, of course, actua lly 
penned by a scribe. In the folium illustrated can be seen substantia l corrections 
in the em peror's own hand to a letter (Ep. 7) written to Nicholas K abasilas 
during the siege of Thessaloniki (1383-1387). T he second letter (Ep. 8), of 
approximately the same date, is one of many addressed to M anuel's old friend 
and mentor Demetrios K ydones. Contained in the same ms. is the emperor's 
Dialogue on Marriage which he personally corrected at length before taking the 
drastic step of stroking it out en tirely. 
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I. Artistry 

I . Emphasis upon Beauty 
One of the co mmonest fea tures of Byza ntine letters is lavish praise 
of a correspondent 's literary style and doubts of the competence of 
the writer to ma tch its elegance that are couched in such 
exq uisite language as to elicit similar eulogies . .J (The most famous 
exa mple of such complimenta ry rivalry is th e in tercha nge between 
Basil a nd Liba nios, his sometime teacher a nd renowned paga n 
sophist of Antioch .6 ) The key epithets used to describe epistolary 
productions a re " beauti ful ," "sweet," " lovely," a nd "graceful, " 
but more revealing a re the supplementary metaphors of feas ts, 
honey, fragra n t Aowers of divers hues, melodious birds, the 
bewitching song of the Sirens, and the colla boration of the Muses, 
a ll of which a llow of elegan t ela bora tion. 

Collections were made of these pearls of beau ty. In a letter of 
the Pala iologan era J oseph Bryennios (Ep. 2) describes, doubtless 
with exaggera tio n, the situation in early Byzan tiu m : "Whenever 
they se n t or received le tters, the senders, before g iving them into 
the hands of th e bearer, would write them down in a book ... and 
th e recipients would imm edia tely ... show them to men of 
literary inte rests. The recipien ts would be the first to repeat them 
by heart a nd write them on their own writing-tablets; those who 
in turn go t them from the recipients wou ld themselves too write 
them down ... and repeating them by heart as show-pieces would 
let fa ll from th eir lips these useful things .. . a t every kind of 
gathering. For this reason the recipient was admired for being a 
friend of such a g reat man, the writer was appla uded and praised 
as an orator. ... " Liba nios is witness to the fact that Basil's letters 
to him were read out to a dmiring frie nds and a ppla uded (Basil, 

Fig ure 2. Cod. Par. gr. 3041, rol. 32 verso. I ll ustrated here, rrom the same ms. as 
Figure I , is a rolium containing the bulk or Manuel's letter (Ep. 52), again 
personally correc ted , to Gabriel, Metropolitan orThessa lon iki, in which he dis­
courses o n his and his con temporaries need to write even thoug h they ca nnot 
hope to a ttain the style or the a ncients (sec above. T he whole let ter is transla ted 
in J. W. Barker, .\/amu//1 Palaeologus : a Study in Late By<.antint Statesmanship. New 
Brunswick, 1'-<cw j ersey: R u tgers U ni\'(·rsity Press, 1969, pp. 422sq .). The origin 
or the mys terious doodle or a drawn bow a nd arrow is unknown. Secular le tters 
did not meri t the attentio n or the Byzantine illuminator: indeed , with ve ry rew 
exceptio ns (ma in ly histories) on ly sacred books gained this distinction. 
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Epp. 338, 340), and in Bryennios' own day the emperor Manuel II 
often complimented his correspondents upon the a pplause their 
letters had caused , for their charm alone, when read before himself 
a nd his literary frie nds (EjJp. 9, 24, 27, 32, 34, 44, 6 1). Such a 
circle was often called a " theatron. " 

A writer would have had little control over the collecti ons of 
his letters made by friends or ad mirers, but he frequently made a 
careful choice of letters for his own collection. Figure I shows 
evidence of Manuel II 's proof-reading of the copy of his selected 
letters wri tten by his scribe; and Figure 3 shows evidence of a n 
alteration made years later by Nikephoros G regoras to a letter in 
his own collection when his quarrels had reached a more advanced 
stage. Scholarly readers sometimes added marginal an notations, 
as can be seen in Figure 4 showing a manuscript dating from the 
late ninth or early te nth century, one of our earliest of any 
Byza ntine let ter-writer. This exa mple is striking also for its 
emphasis upon visual beauty both in the ha nd of the text and in 
the a rrangement of the contemporary notes. Calligraphy was held 
in some esteem a t this period, but later mss . were often abominably 
writ ten by scribes qui te im mune to any influence of Persia n 
aesthetics . M arginal an notations on letters a re fairly infrequent, 
a lthough John Tzetzes (twelfth century) wen t so far as to write 
ve rse commen taries on his own letters. 

2. R hetoric 
To the Byzan tines ingenuous naivete could have no possible claim 
to literary beau ty; this was realized exclusively through the 
studied a rt of rhetoric based upon the principl es of the Second 
Sophistic. Some Ch ristia n let ter-writers d id indeed pretend 

Figure 3. Cod. Va t. gr. 1086, fol. 151 recto . Paper. Fourteenth century. The 
folium shows part of a letter of Nikephoros G regoras to Deme trios Kabasilas from 
the au thor's own ms. wri tten for him by a scri be. T he interesting feature is the 
substi tu tion of two lines written by Gregoras himself on a strip of paper g lued 
over the original. I t almost cer tainly represents a n a ttempt by Gregoras to ma ke 
his remarks relevant to the a ltered situa tion of his complicated quarrels. The 
o rigina l letter was probably written in the 1330's, wh ile the "correction" cannot 
have been made before 135 1. See further I. Sevcenko, "Some Autographs of 
Nikephoros Gregoras," Zbornik Radova, 8.2 ( 1964), 444-446. 
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ignorance . Even Basil protested to Libanios that he had forgotten 
what little he may ha ve learned from him-but this in a letter 
(Ep. 339) that not only won the approbation of the sophist and his 
fri ends but in which Basil confessed his failure to find any stylistic 
errors in the other 's le tter, the self-confessed ignora mus competent 
to judge the master! (Basil 's brother Gregory of Nyssa was equally 
modest but more honest [ Ep. 13] in telling Liba nios that though 
he had lea rned from him on ly through Basil, the wa ter in his 
buckets, scanty as it was, " is yet from the N ile." ) The pretence 
can be easily explained: it accords with Christia n humility, the 
Christian content must be given preference to the vehicle, and the 
stylistic hall-mark of the New Testa ment is, at best, simplicity. 
But, as Isidore ofPelusium claimed in a letter (5 .281 ), " The 
la nguage of the divine wisdom is pedestrian, but its thoughts reach 
to hea ve n ; the style of pagan knowledge is resplendent, but its 
matter is lowly. If one could have the thought of the one and the 
style of th e other one would rightly be judged most wise, for sweet­
ness of tongue ca n be a n instrument of the supra mundane 
wisdom. " C hristian adoption of pagan rheto ric was ma de possible 
by the desire to render C hristian litera ture " respecta ble, " by the 
natural Greek love of rhetoric and , as G . L. Kustas points out, by 
the widening of the concept of simplicity in the Second Sophisti c 
to embrace the work of Pla to that thus " in effect gave a handle to 
generations of Christian writers who, though emba rrassed by the 
simple style of the New T estament, could escape their dilemma by 
emulating the classical Platonic mod el, which now shared a 
common definition with the language of the Gospel. " 7 

Fig ure 4. Cod. Ba rocc. 2 17, fol. 2 17 verso. Parchmen t. La te ninth or earl y ten th 
century. This ms. of the leuers of Photios is perhaps con temporary with the 
pa triarch. Sca u ered through it a re marg ina l a nnota ti ons that could conceivably 
emma na te from Photios hi msel f. T hose on the illustrated fo lium ind icate allusio ns 
to Demosthenes a nd T hucydides. T he tex t is in somewhat a rchaic miniscu le, the 
a nno ta tio ns in either min isc ule or , as here, basicall y uncial. O ther ill ustra tions 
of this ms. are given by B. Laourdas, who edited the anno tations. in Alhfna, 55 
( 1951 ), 125- 154; N. G. Wi lson in Mediaeval Greek Booklwnds (Cambridge, M as­
sa chuseu s: Mediaeval Academy of Ameri ca, 1973) , pla te 15; a nd in Greek 
Manuscripts in the Bodleian Library: an Exhibition held in Connection with the X Ill 
lntemational Conp,ress of Byzantine Studies (Oxford : Bod leian Libra ry, 1966) , 
plate III. 
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obody denies Byzantine litera ture 's dependence upon 
rhetoric, bu t critics differ in interpretation of that dependence. 
The common view is that "the paralyzing grip of Hellenistic 
rhetoric was a strait-jacket which held fast its prisoner in a state of 
mental retardation." 8 A more sympathetic, sensitive (and correct) 
view is that of Kustas, whose work is based upon " the conviction 
that Byzan tium bestowed upon the art of rhetoric an authority to 
define its intellectual and spiritual vision which is without parallel 
in the history of literate societies. Rhetoric did not simply provide 
the machinery of literary endeavor; it was a key elemen t of the 
Byzantine Weltanschauung. I t gave formal structure th rough the 
logos to the fundamental cha racteristics a nd innermost aspirations 
of the Byzantine Christian mind. More than a ha bit of literature, 
it was a n expression of life. Better still , it might be both a t once, 
for it held out a special way of looking at words and how they 
work which res ted u ltimately on the claims of Christian ontology. 
Its fortunes, describing yet another instance of tha t effort toward 
synth esis which is the hallmark of the Byzantine achievement as a 
whole, can therefore best be understood in relation to the trends of 
Byzantine cul ture itself." 9 Kustas' work is of fundame ntal im­
portance in our appreciation of virtually any Byzantine text 
written in the " high" la nguage (see below) . The subj ect is too vast 
for disc ussion here: the simple statement must suffice that 
Byzantine li teratu re is the lineal successor of the rhetoric of the 
Second Sophist ic (and in particular of the principles laid down in 
the second century by Hermogenes of Tarsos) that was understood 
through a nd shaped by certain concepts of Nco-Pla tonism and 
Christianity. 

But what rules did rhetoric lay down specifically for the let ter ? 
First, the letter should a fford "glimpses of character," a subject 
that merits separate treatmen t (below). Second, it should be 
neither too long nor too short (Byzantine letters sometimes erred 
in both directions, but the " rule" remained a pervasive pre­
occupation, despite the sensible comment of Gregory of Nazianzos 
[ Ep. 51] that subject-matter should dictate length). Third, not 
eve ry topic was held suitable, a limitation originally aimed at 
preventing letters from becoming treatises but la ter, under the 
concept of the letter as a piece of literary art, directed against the 
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inclusion of ephemeral facts and distressing news (this again could 
be broken but remained a preoccupation 10) . Fourth, the le tter, 
being half a dialogue, should be graceful but simple a nd plain, a 
" rule" whose fate must be examined more closely. 

3. Obscurity 
Not only should a letter be simple and plain, but Aristotle had 
laid down that the chief virtue of any style was clarity. Most letters 
written before the iconoclastic period bear at least traces of this 
doctrine, but from the literary revival in the ninth century the 
majority of letters are of great verbal complexity and often 
obscurity. Even a Byzantine did not always understand his cor­
respondent: Symeon Metaphrastes claimed (Ep. 94) that he could 
not understand a bishop who, if he intended to be obscure, had 
certainly succeeded; and our ms. of the " Letter to the Amir at 
Damascus" of the famous scholarly archbishop of Caesarea 
Arethas (vol. I, no. 26) preserves the scribe's marginal annotation 
to the effect tha t it was written "in everyday language so that the 
Saracens could understand it." How can this change be explained? 

The letter was traditiona lly and naturally regarded as com­
parable with the dialogue, and hence was expected to approximate 
conversational Greek. But since the Byzan tines spoke and wrote 
two increasingly distinct languages, the written (" high" ) one being 
an approximation of classical Attic, the a utomatic check on non­
conversational idiom was removed. Moreover, those capable of 
writing Attic well were an exclusive minority, and exclusive 
minorites are prone to have modes of expression (and Byzantine 
epistolographic obscurity is primarily one of expression rather 
than one of thought) that a re peculiar and often intelligible only 
to themselves for the very purpose, conscious or not, of preserving 
that exclusiveness. Indeed Arethas, in a short, bellicose and 
arrogant tract entitled "To Those Who Have Accused Us of 
Obscurity, in Which W e Discuss also the Forms of Style We Use" 
(vol. 1, no. 17), accuses his detractors of ignorance. Allied to all 
this was the natural competitive tendency, that never lies far below 
the surface of Greek or Byzan tine, that urged him to seek ingenious. 
variations of his own within the accepted contours of expression. 
This inevitably led to obfuscation of meaning. 
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Ch ristianity too had its effect. In the early centuri es it had 
served as a check on fligh ts of grand rhetoric through the influence 
of the ew Testament's verbal simplicity, in which believers had 
perforce to take pride, and the necessity for ex pounding the faith , 
often by letter, to those without a clear knowledge of it. T hese 
reasons, however, disappeared when the New Testament was 
placed under the same stylistic headings as Plato's dia logues and 
when virtually every child was brought up in an understanding of 
the faith. Christianity now began to exert a quite con trary pres­
sure. The Trinitarian and Christological disputes may have 
sharpened wits, but they hardly fostered cl arity, a nd in addition 
Christia nity began to develop "the principle that obscurity was a 
mystical means of expressing divine truth," 11 a principle that is in 
fact common to a ll religions of initia tion and that was not su bject 
in Byzantium to the customary check of secular ed ucation since the­
ology so thoroughly permeated intellectual thought. Since the whole 
cosmos was held to be the work of God, and since the synthesis of 
rhetorical styles and of literary distinctions between genres, already 
noticeable in the Second Sophistic, was promoted by this same 
Christian emphasis upon the unity of things, the Byzan tine letter­
writer could henceforth on any topic indulge his predilection for 
the grandeur of obscurity, under whose spell some of his classical 
forefathers had also fallen. Moreover, grandeur was increasingly 
promoted by rhetoric as the principal stylistic virtue. 

One aspect of obscurity to which the above remarks do not 
apply is d iploma tic obscurity, practised seriously and expressly for 
utilitarian purposes. Mention should be made here, d espi te its 
aspects of frivolity, of one of the strangest exchanges of notes in 
diplomatic history.12 This was between the Byzantine ambassador 
Leon Choirosphaktes and the Bulgar khan Symeon , who had been 

Figure 5. Cod. Barocc. 131 , fol. I 06 verso. Oriental paper. Thirteenth century. 
The folium shows the major part of a letter (Ep. I) of lvl ichael Choniates, 
Archbishop of A thens, to his brother, the historian iketas. This copy may have 
been written during the ti me of the licaean Empire. It frequently happened that 
miscellaneous works of different hands were ul timately bound up in a single 
volume. Examples of the five principal hands of this ms. are illustrated by Wilson, 
op. cit. (n. on Figure 4), nos. 58-62 , who promised a desc ription of the whole 
ms. in the Bodleian Library Record. 
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educated a t Constantinople and now in a game with the hapless 
envoy proved his scholarl y aptitude. The stakes of the game were 
the possession of certa in Byzantine prisoners and the rules were the 
manipulation of punctuation tha t allowed differing interpretations 
of the khan 's intentions. 

4. Imitation of Classical Models 

The problem of imitation exercised an tiquity for, as the lyric poet 
Bacch ylidcs sang (fr. 5 Maehlcr), "As of old so now, one poet is 
heir to a nother (for it is not easy ) to find the gates of virginal 
songs." By the time of the Second Sophistic the classical view that 
a writer should benefi t from and improve upon his predecessors 
ha d given way to a greater dependence. " Longinos" claimed (On 
the Sublime, 13.2) that imi ta tion was " like taking an impression 
from .. . mou lded figures or other works of art" and was (ibid. 
13.4·) " a second path to sublimi ty." The Byzantines eagerly 
accepted this doctrine, J:l especially in a nd after the classical revival 
of the ninth century by which time the works of th e early Church 
Fathers were being accepted into the canon of classical literature. 
Moreover, th ey accepted the doctrine a lmost entirely without a 
spirit of emulation, as is well illustrated in a letter of Manuel II 
(Ep. 52; Figure 2), " If someone wou ld legislate that the lesser 
should be silent because of the greater, no mod ern, I believe, 
would dare to open his mouth on account of the vast superiority of 
the ancients. " Horrified , he goes bn to add revea lingly, " but that 
would be appall ing." 

The mos t striking aspect of this imitation is the very la nguage, 
a language of Attic diction and grammar divorced from the 
d emotic of quotidian oral communication (imitation of diction 
extended even to anach ronistic geographical and ethnic nomen­
clature). Topoi, style and even phraseology were also zealously 
imitated with the help of rhetorical hand-books, formularies , and 
florilegia. Joseph Bryennios described (Ep. 2) letter-writers as men 

Figure 6. Cod. Barocc. 25, fol. 293 rec to. Paper. Early fourteenth century. A 
damaged- but the sole surviving- witness, wri tten in a minu te and scholarly 
hand, of an elabora te covering-l et ter in the form of an essay on the symbolism of 
the apple that accompanied a gift of the fru it from J ohn Geometres, a poet of the 
tenth century. 
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who "had a love of learn ing, a love of beauty and a love of each 
other, " by which he referred simply to letters of friendship tha t 
were artistic through the imitation of classical models. 

We must, however, qualify this seemingly complete, arid , a nd 
un thin king dependence. First, classical subj ec t-matter was ra rely 
treated in extenso, as is so com mon in modern European li te ratu re. 
Second, quotations and a llusions, however numerous, were usually 
perfectly ap posite the patriach Nikolaos Mystikos on one oc­
casion (Ep. 25) criticized the Bulgar kha n Symeon for adducing a 
fau lty biblical parallel. Third, it is becoming increasingly evident 
that many Byzanti nes, despite their access to fl orilegia, remem­
bered many quotations from their own reading. In a recent col­
lection of 384 letters b y va rious authors of the tenth century 1•1 

there are 232 quota ti ons of which repetition accounts for only 16. 
Personal Aorilegia could, of course, be made a nd Gregory of Nyssa 
complimented Liban ios (Ep. 14) on a let ter of his that was used 
for th is purpose . We must no t, however, underes tima te the reten­
tive powers of men who personall y possessed few books- and those 
without indexes (the most celebrated exhibition of memory is tha t 
of the fourth-century sophist Proha iresios for whom two opponen ts 
chose a difficu lt a nd indecorous topic for a n impromptu oration: 
after a brilliant performance Prohairesios asked the short-ha nd 
scribes to check him as he repeated his speech~.-,) . Fourth , a nd 
most important, as a sixth-century writer on imitation cla imed , 11; 

Figure 7. Bod!. ms. gr. misc. e. 4, foil. 2 verso a nd 3 rect. Paper, Fifteenth 
cen tury. Fol. 2 verso shows the conc lusion of a fragmentary letter of Manuel 
Chrysoloras to the Florentine chancellor Coluccio Salu tati in answer to a request 
fo r information on Greek breathings. Fol. 3 recto shows the beginning of a second 
letter from Chrysoloras to Salutati. Chrysoloras, sent as an envoy to Italy by 
Manuel II in 1396, was appoin ted Professor of Greek at the Universi ty of 
Florence and through the enthusiasm of h is students was largely responsible for 
the spread of Greek stud ies in Italy, (sec G. Cammelli , I Dolli Bizanlini r if 
Ori.ttini ddt' Umanesimo, vol. I , Manuele Crisolarr (Florence: Vallecchi , 1941 ). 
Leaves of manuscripts sometimes became separated from each o ther : the ten 
leaves a t Oxford were originall y part of a ms. now at Naples that conta ined 
fu rther letters of C hrysoloras (sec B. L. Ullman , Studies in the Italian Renaissance 
(Rome : Storia e Letteratura, vol. 51, 1955), pp. 279-283. 

Illustrations a rc reproduced by courtesy of the Bibliotheq ue Nationale, Pa ris, the 
Bibliotrca Apostolica Vaticana, a nd the Bodleian Library, O xford . 
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"it is possible both to preserve one's own na ture and to emulate 
an ancient model" if one p erceives a nd cul tivates one's na tural 
bent while studying and imitating a kindred model. Byzantine 
literature is permeated through and through by th e attempt to be 
original within the strict framework of the imitative tradition. 

II. Individuality 

Dem etrios' na tural observation (On Style, 227) that everybody 
shows the image of his own soul in his letters became enshrined as 
rhetorical dogma in the second century AD, by which time the 
letter had been officially classi fied under the heading " Delineation 
of Character." G. Karlsson has recently done some valuable work 
(op. cit. , n. 5) on tracing the resultant and concatenate concepts 
of the letter as an ikon of the soul, as a creator of the illusion of the 
writer's presence a nd as a vehicle for the mystical union of friends' 
souls. The former two in particular occur in early Byzantine 
writers both paga n 0 ulian and Libanios) and Christian (Basil, 
Gregory of N azianzos, John Chrysostomos, Synesios, e tc. ), the 
latter of whom were doubtless encouraged by St. Paul's remark 
(I Cor. 5.3) that through a letter he could be present in spirit 
though absent in body. The concepts were never forgotten and 
from the time ofTheodore the Studite (eighth to ninth centuries) 
they were used with great frequency and elaboration. A typical 
example may be cited from a letter of the tenth century, 17 "Nature 
has devised le tters as some sort of comfort and consolation for 
friends who are separated, since they offer, when we read them, an 
illusion of the presence of our loved ones, and almost produce the 
bodily presence of what our mind desires. For this reason the man 
who called letters 'ikons of the absent' was perhaps right, since he 
who reads a letter sent by a friend has at the very moment of 
receiving and opening it filled his yearning soul with unsullied joy, 
because of the appearance that he is engaging in converse with his 
friend." It is true that the letter was sometimes held to be a 
"second best" and a request was made for " the prototype of the 
image," but Michael Psellos actually claimed 18 that he took more 
pleasure in letters than in conversation on the ground that the 
former are more revealing of character. 
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Our conceits, fostered by both rhetorica l theory and the Eastern 
Church 's conviction of the distinctiveness of the individ ual, 19 

accord ill with the prevailing mod ern criticism of Byzantine letters 
as impersona l documents. Are these conceits merely a literary 
tradi tion or a rhetorical sta tement of fact ? The question deserves 
some consideration. W e could attempt to resolve it by assessing the 
characters of letter-writers on the basis of their letters, a lengthy 
procedure vitiated by the subjectivity of the assessment a nd th e 
writers' d esire to proj ect a persona (this, I believe, is not as serious a 
problem with the Byzantines as is often thought). A more profit­
able method may be to compare the reactions of different men 
to simila r situations, as shown, for instance, in the letters addressed 
to emperors by men in prison or awaiting tria l. T o reduce the 
external variables he re a re typical extracts from the letters of two 
men sent to the same emperor, Leo VI (886-912). 

Arethas, a fter thanking his emperor in one letter (vol. 2, no. 72 ) 
for not abusing his power but summoning him to trial, claimed 
that the ch arge had already been d enounced by the bishops as 
calumnious. He reviewed the history of the case in which at his 
former trial he had been most distressed by the emperor who had 
sent a slanderer to the p ublic stables to collect false evidence. H e 
then concluded , "But should wrong triumph over me, should 
justice h ave no strength, and give m y blood to my enemies to 
drink, I sha ll find tha t tribu nal where there is no respect of 
persons, no shrinking before the mighty, a nd your Majesty-well 
I know it- will repent in this case too, as you have regretted other 
attacks made on me at the instigation of wicked and vain minds 
... and the present proceed ings will be reckoned by us and by 
everyone else childishness, a thing built on sa nd. "20 

In contrast is Leon Choirosphaktes, in prison and admittedly 
suffering more tha n A rethas, to the same emperor (Ep. 22), 
" R eceive, Your Majesty, receive and receive fa vourably my 
prayer ! Save me, sa ve me alive! . . . Do you not pity my numerous 
tears freq uently flowing? Does not my unkempt hair move you to 
sympathy? Nor the fact that I have more lice than Kallisthenes? 
Nor that I am more shrivelled up than Zeno? Nor tha t through 
lack of exercise I have dropsy as bad as Philoktetes ? Nor that I 
have lost my salary for so many years? ... " 
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M en under duress a rc apt to reveal their persona li ties. A severer 
test must be found. Father G. T . Dennis recentl y compared 21 the 
average Byza n ti ne letter with "the modern , mass-produ ced 
greeting card. " T he closest pa ra llel is actually between the modern 
card of sympa thy a nd the Byzantine lette r of condolence, that a re 
bo th of necessity heavily depend en t upon paramythe tic to poi. It is 
generall y conceded that the numerous such letters of the ea rl y 
centuries revea l not onl y trai ts of th e personalities of thei r writers 
bu t also ada ptations to fi t the requ irements of the recipients, as in 
ma ny ofThcod oret 11 a nd Basil , two of whosc letters (Epp. 5 sq. ) 
are addressed separa tely to a father a nd mother who have lost a 
son (another good exam ple of such a le tter that takes th e person­
a lity of the recip ien t into account is EjJ. 69 of Ju lian ). Does the 
su pposedly more mecha nical lite ra ture of later centuries a fford 
a ny parallels to this individuality a nd sensiti vity? 

From the tenth century there are three consola tory le tte rs by 
Nicholas Mystikos who, a s patria rch, must have had plenty of 
practice in this sphere. Yet of one of these letters there exist two 
versio ns (l!.p. 47I and II ) that il lustrate the patriarch 's diffi cu lty in 
fi ndi ng the righ t tone. The first contains a lengthy lamenta tion 
on the bi tter event tha t robbed the pa triarch of voice, hearing, and 
even reasoning powers; and it is unfinished. The seco nd is con­
sidera bl y colde r a nd mo re dignified , being basicall y a list of the 
traditional C hristia n a rgu men ts calcu la ted to solace the bereaved. 
Ep . 156 is a hard-h itting exhortation to the emperor R o ma nos II 
to pu t aside his grief for his wife a nd not be sullen or com plain. 
Ep. 46 is add ressed to the new king of Abasgia whose father has 
recently died- it is simply a note of diplomatic sympathy fa r 
remoYcd from N icholas' other efforts. From the same century there 
a rc further le tters of consolation. One is a beautifully co mposed 
note 2:1 by a n anonymo us writer to a friend who was brought on a 
gentle but firm rein from helpless despair , wi th tears open ly en­
couraged , through bitter-sweet memories to a manly resolve that is 
forged by his mother's noble end a nd is perhaps a lso for her sake. 
A more highly-flown consolation is tha t of Philctos of Synada 
(Ep. 4), nota ble for its emphasis upon the tragedy of his friend 's 
loss. This is not atypical and is proba bly not, as is often assumed, a 
triumph of rhe toric over sensibilities as much as an intuitive 
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understanding of the psychological need for a brief surrender to 
grief as a means of overcoming it. 1otablc also in this letter, and 
again not atypical , is how the first a nd second persons singular 
eventuall y coalesce into a united first person plural. In sta rk con­
tras t is a blunt letter from Are th as (vol. I , no. 22), who has little 
time for sentiment. H e gives scriptural a nd classical authori ties for 
th e belief in the superior and blessed state of d eath and demands 
that the recipient refrain from lamentation: we can but hope that 
he knew his man. 

Brief mention must be made of one final letter of condolence, 
written with tongue in cheek by Nikcphoros Gregoras (Ep. I 29) to 
console a young friend over his beautiful young wife, only just 
ma rried and alread y unfaithful. 

III. Conten t 

I . Letters Conurying Information 
Byzantine letters had a tendency to avoid concrete, factual in­
formation. Artisti c requirements, as has been seen, dictated this 
tendency, but the role of the bearer must not be forgotten. M a ny 
letters were simpl y poli te or artistic covering-notes for the real 
message. This was almost always the case with the innumera ble 
letters of recomm enda tion for young hopefuls who could recite 
their own qualifications, a nd often also the case, for securi ty, with 
governm ental as well as with much of priva te correspondence. T he 
conceit of th e bearer as "the living letter" obtains throughout 
Byzantine history a nd is solidly based upon actual practice.24 

This tendency, however, has been exaggerated. Not only are the 
surviving letters not truly representative, but also artis ti c req uire­
ments could effect the excision of factua l sections from a letter 
when it was being copied. 25 Ecclesiastical history, includ ing 
relations with the Pa pacy, is heavily dependent upon the lett_ers of 
th e often feuding hierarchy of the Church who discuss also p'as toral 
affairs, theology, and heresies (our earli est knowledge of Bogo­
milism com es from a le ng thy letter on the subject in the name of 
the patriarch T heophylact) . Poli tical and diplomatic history too 
would be far more scanty and uncertain withou t these letters, 
while social history, as least of the upper classes, is la rgely d e­
pendent upon the correspondence of emperors (including T hco-
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dore Laskaris who ru led from Nicaea), court and church offi cials, 
and scholars like Psellos, Tzetzes, Pla nud es, a nd D emetrios 
K ydones. For the middle a nd lower classes, however, we are more 
d ependent upon Saints' Lives, a lthough some letters a re of help 
such as those of certain patriarchs, like Atha nasios I , solli citous for 
the welfare of their flocks. Especial mention should be made of 
the ra ther different correspondence of "Anonym us Londinensis," 
a well educated school-teacher of the tenth century whose methods 
and tribula tions contrjbute to our pictu re of everyday life in a 
Byzantine school. 

2. Literary E ssays, etc. 
Although Aristainetos (sixth cen tury?) a nd the chronicler 
Theophylact Simoka tta (seventh century) continu ed the classical 
practice of composing imaginary let ters from courtesans a nd the 
like and J ohn Chortasmenos actually a nswered some letters of 
Libanios written over a thousand years earlier, almost all Byzan­
tine letters were addressed an d sent to real a nd contemporary 
figures. Nevertheless, there were three types of letter tha t would 
hardly be so classed to-day. The first two are those, usually from 
spiritua l or ecclesiastical figures like Basil or Photios, tha t are 
virtually indistinguishable from a homily 26 or a treatise. The 
former was descended from the Pauline epistles and the latter was 
a more direct survival, despite the warning of D emetrios (On Style, 
228), from the letters of the philosophical schools, but each 
influenced the oth er. The third type is rather different. 

Descrip tion has a lways had a valid though inessentia l role to 
play in a letter. Basil once gave a masterly portrait of the ascetic 
monk : 27 "You made your sides hollow by your deprivati ons, so 
that they hung flabby even round to the back; and you decl ined 
the use of a soft waist-band, but drawing your fl anks in tightly, like 
a gourd, you forced them tigh t against the region of the kidneys. 
You rid your flesh of all its fa t, nobly drained the channels of your 
a bdomen dry, and by compressing your stomach itself with fastings, 
you caused your outstanding ribs, like the eaves of a house, to cast 
a shadow upon the region of your navel. ... " This had legi tima te 
purpose-to remind a monk now fallen into adultery of the 
beauties of his former mode oflife accurately portrayed. On the 

220 Visible Language : X 3 Summer 1976 



other ha nd in a letter to Gregory of azianzos (Ep. 14) a descrip­
tion of the lovely place that he had chosen for his retreat, though 
based upon reality, owes much to the classical tradition of the 
ekph rasis of an ideal landscape, compl ete with paga n mythological 
a llusions. It is a small step from such a letter to one devoted solely 
to a description a nd bereft of the customary opening a nd closing 
epistola ry formu lae, especia lly when it is borne in mind that the 
letter was commonly regarded as a gift in its own right 28 and that 
in rhetorical theory the ekphrasis a nd the letter had strong stylistic 
conncxions. Good exa mp les of this extre me form are given by the 
poet J ohn Geometres who wrote two prose, but often quite poetic, 
descriptions of h is own garden to a friend that are very dependent 
upon the fused tradi tion of romantic and escha talogical paradises. 
H e wro te a lso three prose encomia of the a pple (see Figure 6), 
ostensibly covering-let ters for gifts of apples that were in effect the 
excuse for the real gift of these ela borate le tters. In one of these he 
discoursed interesti ngly on the symbolism , especially the eroti c, of 
the fruit, drawing upon his wide knowledge of classical literature; 
and in a nother he continued this theme a nd expatiated upon the 
pronunciation of the word for apple before entering the realms of 
nco-Pythagorean numerology a nd Trinita ria n metaphysics to 
explain at leng th his choice of six apples. The fi rst of these 
covering-letters, in praise of the tree ra ther tha n the fruit , gives a 
further indication of the scope of the epistola ry genre in Byzan­
tium. It is based chiefl y upon a n earlier work (sometimes a nd 
proba bly falsely attributed to Libanios) whose arguments Geo­
metres neatly ada pted or reversed ; but it opens with a piece of 
sheer sophistry designed to force a n H omeric passage to give 
primacy to the apple in emula tion of a similar covering-letter for 
a presen t of figs (in the corpus of julian but almost certainly 
spurious) tha t extracted primacy fo r its frui t from the same 
H omeric p assage. F ull a pprecia tion of Geometres' effort can be 
gained only with the kn owledge of his worsted rivals ; and with 
those he expec ted his read er(s) to be fa miliar, for he did not 
acknowledge his polished games. The letter concludes with a well 
told and elsewhere una ttested li ttle myth on the origin of the 
apple- tree . 
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3. Letters of Friendship 
The vast majority of surviving letters was wri tten by frie nds, not 
only to fulfi l the obligations of friendship, not only to give aesthetic 
enjoyment to the immediate recipient a nd his literary circle, bu t to 
mee t a real n eed . Letters, a s ikons of the soul , se rved as a link 
between those ph ysically sund ered and served as emotional com­
fort, especial ly to a campaigning general or a n ecclesiastic sta­
tioned in a remote cultural back-water (a nd after the Arab con­
quest few places outside Consta ntinople were bclie\·ed to rise above 
tha t d epressing state), or to one cut off for other reasons, like the 
lonely and insecure co-emperor Constan tine VII Porph yrogen­
netos kept ou t of power by the great usurper Romanos I a nd 
touchingly grateful for the letters of his fri end Theodore, the 
bishop of Cyzicus. 

These letters may not appeal to every taste. Attempts at wit 
were few a nd far between, despite the efforts of a tenth-century 
bishop, Leon of Synada, four of whose letters ( 17-19, 21 ) describe 
a friend in abusive banter as the world's greatest nincompoop. 
Trivia were relegated to delivery by th e bearer and intimate 
details were omitted completely as is indicated by the emperor 
Julian (Ep. 29), " I should not have objected if som eone h ad made 
public everything that I ever wrote to my wife: it was a ll so 
restra ined ." But the Byzantines did consecra te much time and 
care to their letters of friendship, and their pains were worthwhile, 
as Symeon Metaphrastes bears witness (Ep. 89), " When your letter 
reached me these worries were dissipated like the shadows of 
dreams after awakening. When I got it into my hands I loosed its 
fastenings and immediately looked at its length, just as the thi rsty 
gaze at the size of the cup before drinking ; then, slowly, dwelling 
on every syllable, I read it, prolonging for myself the pleasure and 
desiring not to stop the cause of my pleasure un ti l I was 
satisfied .. .. " 
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Poetry as a M eans for the Structuring 
of a Social Environment 

Eugen Gomringer ( transla ted by M ark E. Cory) 

From the outset, the movement of concrete poetry has regarded the poet as a 
conscious participa nt in a team of designers ded icated to the aesthetic 
restructu ri ng of society. T o pa rticipa te, the poet had to study fields not normally 
associa ted with poetry, e.g., architecture, advertising graphics, and typography. 
His contribution in turn has been to provide craftsmen in other fields with 
models for the solution of their own verbal problems. T he goal of such a poet ry 
involves entertainment , but goes beyond the immediacy of this game-activity 
to include a n awakening of aesthetic sensibility, especially to the worlds of type, 
prin t, and sound. A review of the interrelationships be tween concrete poetry, 
ind ustrial design , and the plastic arts over the past fifteen years illustra tes the 
sort of team work necessary if poets a re to have a n active voice in our 
contemporary society. 

T o see poetry proper as a means for the structuring of our socia l 
environment, or to even wa nt to conceive of it as such, places great 
demands on those few who are termed poets and who are typically 
thought of as shy, complicated people, wrapped up in their own 
worlds and not particularly gifted a t expressing themselves. Poets 
go their own way as a rule, prefer the a rduous company of other 
poets, have their own source of criticism, namely literary criticism 
(which I regard as a mistake), and are in general not really on 
top of issues concerning the structuring forces of society such as 
industry, product management, retail stock level control, con­
sumption of goods, advertising, industria l design, architecture, 
city planning, transportation, etc. Since emotions are more their 
forte than planning a nd organization, poets are frequently drawn 
to politics, an a rea in which-in my opinion- their competence 
is not very great. 

Despite occasional a ppearances to the contrary, the poet is a 
solitary figure in a society that can very well do without him ; a 
figure with flaws, yet too, a figure with positive qualities. Having 
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said a word about his flaws, it would be appropria te to elaborate 
on the good qualities which, und er certain conditions, he can 
develop, both rea listically and hypothetically. At the outset, 
however, the question must be raised whether we arc justified in 
in vestigating the role of the poet in such a broad context- a re we 
not guilty of m anipulation in even posing the problem? What 
follows shall be devoted to rendering this question more and more 
superfluous. 

I must proceed in these reflections from the thoughts a nd goals 
which existed at the inception of concrete poetry a nd which were 
instrumental in its d evelopment; such a glance back upon the 
early Fifties wi ll serve as a review a nd perhaps even as a platform 
for a glimpse of the future. I will have to refer to some of my own 
early statements in the course of the formulations I offer here, as 
m y thoughts have in fact always been concerned wi th the topic 
" poetry as a mea ns for the structuring of a social environment. " 

Concre te poetry distinguishes itself decisively from many other 
a ttempts to group poets and poetry in tha t it saw poetry as a great 
intellectual playing fi eld and the poet as ru le maker a nd umpire. 
From its very beginnings, concrete poetry saw the poet as a 
conscious participa nt in the team of creative builders (" Gestalter" 
tr. ), who, drawn from the most diverse fields a nd working wi thin 
and across th eir own disciplines, work together on the structuring 
of society. Although schooled in literary history, I myself had to 
shed that sort of preparation and go to school again, this time in 
the fields of a rchitecture and business, graphics a nd typography, 
advertising and ergo nometrics. Even while I would try to apply 
traditional literary concepts- hesitatingly, for I could sense that 
they were no longer really valid- it became clear from my own 
work that these new forces could not be considered merely the 
latest developments of an exclusively li terary tradition. 

Neither could the poet, I realized, continue in his traditional 
role as Poet, for as such he remains- d espite all the favorable 
reviews in the world- a lonely, perhaps courageous, asocial figure. 
The question a rises as to whether such a figure can even relate to 
the language of the other creative builders. Since it has become 
the fashion to relate and evaluate everything to its socia l function , 
it is necessary to review the nature of the team work we were a fter 
in those days. 
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I think the young creative builders of the ea rl y Fifties were 
characterized primaril y by their desire to create beautiful and yet 
functional objects. I t was the great period of good form. Form was 
at that time still the ideal. Good form was recognized quite earl y 
in England and G erma ny (e.g. , th rough the estab lishment of the 
Ratji'ir Formgebung, Darmstadt, 1951 ) as being of use in the politics 
of foreign trade, a nd was supported as a n ethical means for the 
development of foreign markets. . 

I n general terms, our discussions centered aro und the Cl AM 

(Congres I nternational d 'Architecture M oderne), for instance the 
congress held in H oddesdon, England, in 195 1, in which the 
concept of the city as a community was th e center of d iscussion. 
At tha t time reference was made to the Charter of Athens ( 1933 ), 
in which sentences of the fol lowing sort a re found: " In any case 
the core (that is, the heart of every community) should att rac t 
visitors, a nd be filled wi th people and act ivity, a nd have an 
a tmosphere of general spontaneity and relaxa tion. " Three years 
late r, at the Cl AM congress in Aix-en-Provence in 1954, the English 
architects Alison a nd Pete r Smithson saw the goal of city pl a nning 
as lying in a simple, comprehensible orderliness; i. e., in the clarit y 
of organization. They spoke of the "creation of points of juncture 
in the structure of human society." Accordingly, my own concep­
tion of the ideal meeting place of our polyglo t socie ty was the 
airport. Airports I saw as those places in wh ich only a li mited 
number of necessary a nd unambiguous instructions, signals, and 
signs were tolerated , so that they could be understood by everyone, 
rega rdless of h is mother tongue. The airport played the role of a n 
ideal model. 

Another stimulus for us at that time was the concept of 
" Functionalism," by which we und erstood something qui te 
different from the mod ern corruption of the term which often 
mea ns precisely the opposite of the origina l. U nfortunately, th e 
over-dependence on entirely smooth fa<;ades has strongly dis­
credited Functionalism , at least in a rchitec ture. W e und erstood it 
as an inner necessity which expressed itself in a true and na tu ral 
bea uty. For this reason one ofthe most importa nt books for us was 
the book Form by Max Bill, published in 1952 a nd studied by only 
a small circle at the time. evertheless, i t was p recisely this circle 
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that la ter gathered from many countries in the H ochschule fiir 
Gestaltung in Ulm and then spread year by year with ever­
increasing impact throughout the world to provide a not insignifi­
cant core of activists for the restru cturing of our social environ­
ment. Max Bill took stock of the development of form a t the 
midway point of the twentieth century in his book. I n th is survey 
he collected and juxtaposed works of art, optical instruments, 
everyday appliances, furniture, toys, technical structures, houses, 
sc hools, a nd gardens. All these objects, la rge a nd small, were 
visible proof of the possibilities which exist for the structuring of 
the huma n envi ronment with the means, a nd in the spirit, of 
the times. 

Only one voice was missing from this positive statement on the 
restructuring of society- the voice of literary ma n, of the poet. 
Curiously, the poets, because of a preoccupation with novels, short 
stories, a nd the integration of the experiences of recent history, 
failed to recognize tha t developments had been underway since 
the Twenties which could have permitted the craftsman of 
la nguage to join the international team of creative builders. I'm 
th inking here a bout linguistics, neopositivistic and behavioristic 
philosophy, and the new disciplines of semantics a nd semiotics­
both well suppressed in the depths of philosophy in this country 
a nd hardly accepted as competent subjects for study in the 
universities. Ezra Pound- the only modern poet digne de ce nom­
was without disciples and generally unknown in German-speaking 
countries. 

Searching for the place of the poet- who was, to be sure, a 
stud ent of the Glass Bead Game, but someone who had to create 
his means anew in order to be understood by the team of creative 
builders a nd to participate in the structuring of the modern world 
- we seized upon the techniq ue of visualizing la nguage. Advertis­
ing graphics a nd typograph y began to control the everyday sur­
roundings of p eople as individuals and as a society. Where this 
occurred with artistic responsibili ty and understa nding of the 
universal principles for the structuring of society, this visua lization 
was a wonde rfu l (a nd unobtrusive) exercise in the democratic 
building of good tas te. Posters, brochures, advertisements-
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weapons in the struggle of free enterprise- all yielded a measure 
of aesthetic sense gratis. 

Again in conversation and discussion with graphic designers, 
the poet could learn something : abou t paper qua lity, format, 
proportion, and technique. From typogra phic experts he could 
learn about the forms of individual letters, the qualities of various 
type sets and presses. Questions such as whether all written or 
printed ma terial has the same weight and value and should there­
fore be represented in only one type face, or whether certain 
material requires special emphasis were encountered daily and 
called for important d ecisions. 

or course some poets in every century- most recently in 
Symbolism, Jugendstil, Expressionism, and Dada- have been 
interested in the pictorial aspects oflanguage. But it was our task 
to expand this narrow development (which incid entally had never 
been taken really seriously by litera ry criticism ) and to join or 
influence the world-wid e tendency towards visualiza tion. I believe 
that this has been accomplished, by and la rge. The poet, and I 
speak now of the so-called concrete poet, not only sat a t the feet of 
the graphic designer a nd typographer, but has influenced them, 
too. I f the text is good , if the poet can really participa te in the 
visual ~ealization , then the graphic designer must take this into 
consideration in his design . The shape of letters is for typographer 
and poet a li . .;e an exciting material with which to work, and the 
expression which can be conveyed by the tiniest curve deserves 
much more respect and attention in the evaluation of poetic texts. 

In the field of painting, the rise of concrete poetry coincided with 
a revitalization of constructivist art, which then soon slid over into 
op art. This school works with a relatively small supply of raw 
materials and is cha racterized rather by a highly inventive 
production ofnew and varied forms, compositional techniques, 
schemata, combinations, modules. At the same time new ways of 
looking a t things were developed , which led to a school of visua l 
formalism whose societal importance Ia y in the creation of a broad 
basis for communica tion. Concrete poetry developed at this time 
the multidimensional poem- a poem which like an ideogram 
could be read simultaneously on semantic and semiotic levels. As 
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a shape visualized on a plane, the concrete poem is no longer 
necessarily read in the traditional left-to-right manner. It becomes 
more like a picture, one formed by unconventional means, a 
surveyable macroform with a visual sta tement. Even more 
profusely than constructivist art, concrete poetry introduces new 
forms and methods. 

In the area ofindustrial design there were lively discussions among 
workers and designers during the post-war years. The subject of 
these discussions concerned the precise definition of what con­
stitutes good form , and further, the definition of the role of the 
industrial designer in the international challenge of structuring 
our world. The various methods and themes worked out in these 
congresses and discussions are perhaps less important than the 
efforts expended on clarifying terms and concepts, on articulating 
those problem areas involved in the future development of design . 
The many-sided aspects- technical, productional, business, 
aesthetic, psychological, a nd general human aspects- which 
converge in industrial design dema nd in their verbal articulation 
a clarity, a n objec tivity and an ease of understanding found only 
in a simple but precise language. 

I saw the equivalent to these requirements in the realm of 
poetry as the ability to formulate processes capable of handling all 
subjects with a combination of vivid precision and meditative 
concentration. For instance this simple description of a simple 
process: 

from the rim 
inward 

inside 
to the middle 

through the center 
of the middle 

outward 
to the rim 

von rand 
nach innen 

1m 1nnern 
zur mitte 

durchs zentrum 
der mitte 

nach aussen 
zum rand 
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For ma ny designers concrete poetry has become an analogy for the 
solu tion of their own verbal proble ms. There a re designers who 
we could say express themselves in concrete poetry when faced 
with a problem rcq uiring verbaliza ti on. And in addition to th is 
metalinguistical a na logy, there is an analogy in the prepara tion 
a nd use of raw materials, just as existed between concrete poetry 
a nd constructivist art. The adaptation of design to industrial 
processes of production corresponds to the a ttention paid by the 
concrete poet to the requirements of typeface and printing pro­
cesses. Furthermore, there is a similarity in the gradual winning 
over of the poet and the designer- traditi onally both artists a nd 
individualists- to the rational work processes and tea mwork 
found in industry. 

Above and beyond this participa tion, the poet had, perha ps for 
the first time, the opportunity to be an important, if not in fact a 
leading, member of this new team- a team whose creative efforts 
were all in some respect or other concerned with verbal com­
munication. Concrete poetry saw itself for this reason as the 
aesthetic chapter in the development of a universa l language . 
Concrete poetry a fforded a compre hensive intellectual playing 
field in which, as was indicated earlier, the poet fun ction ed as rule 
maker a nd umpire. By the concept of a universal la nguage we did 
not mean a new version of Volapiik or Esperanto, nor merely the 
selection of some existing language (despite how well English 
serves this purpose practically speaking anyway) ; rather we meant 
a conscious approach to the visual a nd acoustical potential for 
communication in la nguage-an approach which would draw 
from all existing la nguages a nd yield a new language easily com­
prehensible in its signs a nd syntax. The resultant new language 
would be nourished from the most diverse sides, not the least of 
which could be that of dialects- an early source to which concrete 
poets turned both instinctively a nd consciously. Concrete poe try 
saw itself as the core of such a universally understood language in 
that it sough t to construct its models from the objectified elemen ts 
of man y different languages . 

But in order to assume his place in the teamwork described here, 
the poet had not only to risk cha nging his traditional at titudes, 
but to shed his entire former role as aesthete on the edge of society 
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and become a direct participant in that society. H e must neither 
be a tragic figure who cannot understand the world- indeed, our 
challenge to him is that he try to understand the world with all his 
might-nor can he assume the role of the j ealous, compulsive, 
destructive genius. And there are many other roles he must 
abandon, rol es which no longer have any part in the enlightened, 
elemental, constructive world of the rational creative builders. H e 
who ought to participate in the very core of the restru cturing, 
ought a lso to be able to hold his own when measured against the 
leading creative geniuses like Le Corbusier, Mies van der Rohe, 
Gropius, Max Bill , and others. 

How do things stand then today with concrete poetry? What has 
become of the idealistic beginnings? What is th e current image of 
the concrete poet? Has concrete poetry actually become a means 
for structuring our social environment? Such a series of specula tive 
questions has a natural place in this report. 

During the period in which concrete poetry was conceived and 
began to develop, a counter-movement in poetry was formed. This 
was an emotional and realistic poetry. It is not yet clear however 
to what extent this reaction against concrete poetry might have 
been influenced by the very thing it was seeking to discredit. It 
sought to set itself off so franticall y from the functionalistic con­
crete poetry, that it failed to sufficiently define itself in a positive 
sense. It was not really a re turn to reality, nor is it realis tic, unless 
one seeks realism in one's daily bread, in the world of the worker, 
in the trivia of everyday life . You may make poems out ofsuch 
material, but you would hardly escape the scep ticism of concrete 
poets towards traditional language materials and their value as 
signs in the communicative process. It is, in fact, significant to note 
how often these so-called realistic poems have as their foundation 
a model derived from concrete poetry. 

Of course within concrete poetry itself an unexpectedly large 
number of variations has emerged. T he anthologies of concrete 
poetry have become veritable picture books. Concrete poetry- or, 
more precisely, the methods of concrete poetry- have extended 
themselves to social-cri tical arenas, to discussions of Vietnam and 
Biafra, to hippie phenomena, to graphical analogies with computer 
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d esign, to the design of let ters, to the naked, unartistic presentation 
of typography, a nd finall y to pure gra phic materials themselves. 
Concrete poetry is the joy and d elight of fans who see in 
Barbarella the epitome ofpoetry. 

This variety, refle cted especially in the field of visual poetry, 
has its justification. Through co ncrete poetry the worlds of typ e 
and print and letters were implanted into the consciousness of 
broad masses of people. It a lso succeeded in many cases in under­
mining the division between the esoteric li terature of the feuilleton 
and that of the real world of signs a nd meaningful com munication. 
It has even been pi cked up in schoolbooks, and the great increase 
of correspondence between concrete poets and teachers and 
students is further proof that the reality of concrete poetry is of 
contemporary significance. 

What strikes me as a great failure, however, is the almost total 
absence of careful criticism of both concrete poetry, a nd of those 
who exploit it. Almost anything consisting of letters and print is 
accepted as unique and creative and then published or included 
in an exhibition. Simple typographical mistakes are uncritically 
accepted and evaluated as concrete poetry. After all, not everyone 
who responded to concrete poetry was a genius. But I want to 
concentra te on two points. I believe there are poets who are poor 
graphic designers and typogra phers, and typographers and graphic 
designers who are poor poets in the sense that they cannot order 
material in the spirit of a synthesizing experience. Sometimes the 
requisite tea mwork is absent or the mutual a bility to understand 
two or more languages is not present. I am sure that the modish 
fascination with le tters a nd typography will subside and the thread 
of development in concrete poe try will emerge once again. But it 
would be a grea t shame if the hypertrophy of the movement­
which has produced outgrowths that can no longer be really con­
sidered concrete poetry- shou ld result in a reaction of repugnance. 
Now as before, however, I remain convinced that the future of 
visual communication belongs to the press, to signs in movement, 
to the meditation object, mystery novels, scientific professional 
literature, to game-forms of concrete poetry- and all this on a 
worldwide, polyglot basis. 
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If on the one side concrete poetry ca n be seen as a fun ction ­
albeit not always a very successful one- of the plastic arts, on the 
other side it can be readily seen tha t not a few artists have availed 
themselves of concrete poetry. The task of articulating the extent 
of this reciprocal influence must be left for the art historians of 
the future. 

In the fi elds of indus trial design a nd architecture, the last fifteen 
years have seen a clear transforma tion. Interest in th e perfection 
of single entiti es (i.e., interest in good form) has weakened in 
favor of posing questions for their own sake. Thought a nd discus­
sion about prob lems of creating individual objects have yielded to 
discussion of broader questions a nd problems of the structure of 
our socia l environment- truly threatening problems whose 
solution may not lie merely with the perfection of good form. I n 
industrial design there is a crisis for ma ny designers of the old 
school, in tha t while the creation of individual objects still poses 
challenging problems, these problems have become much less 
important in view of our changing attitudes towards such indi­
vidual objects. It is significant that recently there was a n exhibition 
in Germany with the title " Tried a nd True." This exhibition­
competently enough executed- was meant as a n admonition ; and 
yet the signs of the times point not backwards in this d irection, 
but in quite another. Our relationship to objects has lost some of 
the idealiza tion of the post-war years, yet gained a certain intensity 
because of their limited life-expectancy. Things are there to be 
used, and once their usefulness has passed they are thrown away 
without a second tho ught. The one-way bottle is a n effective 
symbol for this change in attitudes. At the same time, the visual 
aspect of design, which dominated the early Fifties, has given way 
more and more to the haptic. A corresponding shift has occurred 
in art, where tacti le forms were a lmost unknown in the Fifties, yet 
now constitute the most sought-a fter class on the market. To think 
a head for a moment, it seems onl y logical tha t the functional-visual 
forms will cease to be produced when the attitudes susta ining them 
cease to exist. In their place is e merging a new metaphysical 
understanding for things in their entirety, for the way in which 
things function together in our world , for the way in which we 
must deal with them. T he accent today in industrial design is on 
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systems a na lysis; i.e., there is less interest in the pla te from whic h 
we eat and more in the process of eating, of food a cquisition a nd 
preparation. The plate is m erely the optimal solution to a chain 
of interwoven problems. It is a point of j unctu re in a whole fi eld 
of inquiry. 

In archi tecture it has been realized tha t while the single-family 
house serves as an exercise in the study of the deportment of a 
small group of people, it cannot be the ultimate task of architec­
ture in a century of e"xploding population. As with ind ustrial 
d esign, the large-scale problems of structuring our environment 
have become very complica ted. Symptomatic of this change could 
be the con trast between two huge housing proj ects- one qui te 
mod ern a nd one from the Fifti es. The H ansa Quarter in Berlin, a 
perfec t example from the Fift ies of a joint effor t of many promi­
nent a rchitects and a combination of various rea lizations, is a 
collection of structures without any city-planning mission or 
reference. I t is a n open-air architectu ra l exhi bition. The housing 
d evelopmen ts underway everywhere now, on the other hand , are 
agglomera tions of visiona ry scope . An example might be the 
Markische Quarter of Berlin. T he ques tion of which type of 
housing better serves the well-being of i ts inhabitants must remain 
suspend ed for the moment (although a considerable d ifficulty has 
been experienced in the M arkisch e undertaking). We must only 
realize that this new -type of housing on this new scale calls for 
archi tectural systems analysis and a programming of the efforts of 
ma ny ta lents-all of w hich is in sharp contrast to the uniquely 
individua l achievemen t of Le Corbusier 's unite d'lzabitation. 

So once again the question is raised as to the place of the poet in 
this metaphysical, technical-visionary world born of computers 
and characterized by bigness a nd masses. I f we glance again at 
the m ul tila tera l developmen t of concrete poetry or examine th e 
products a nd books of concrete poets over the past fifteen years, 
we see th a t it, too, has changed along the li nes of industrial d esign 
and architecture. Con crete poetry began with singular, self­
contained forms, which by my own d efini tion were to be so short 
and simple as to be memorizable. These were in a way comparabLe 
to single-family dwellings; I have always perceived the essential 
value of a poem a nd tha t of a sketch for a single-family house to be 
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equal. Yet I think the best work of the la test concrete poets con­
sists of poem cycles, systems of poems, text groups, a nd collections. 
Persona lly I , too, felt the urge to depart from the individua l poem 
a nd form " text books," which however were not to be a nthologies 
or collections of single texts, but rather tex t syntheses of pages, 
paper, and verba l ma terial. This is not to say that the concrete 
text should be burdened with superfluous material. A grea t 
economy of info rm a tion was one of the achievements of concrete 
poetry. So while these superstructures might ini tially seem too 
complicated in construction, each must remain simple a nd 
concentrated. That which can seem monotonous yet intellec tually 
agreeable- like a several-hour-long Andy Warhol fi lm- can be a 
text in which the smallest detai l conveys informa tion . But in 
la nguage and poetry, as in design a nd in the plas tic arts, it is 
chiefl y the programming of the structure which has come to 
fascina te us. 

With such sta tements as this, one of course again runs the risk 
of seeming to seek a discourse only with other a rtists a nd to 
a ba ndon proble ms of communication in everyday life. And I 
believe, in fact, tha t anyone who looks at language only as 
meta language, programmed language, a nd target language is 
working unconsciously to broaden the gulf which threatens to 
separate programmed results from the intuitive clarity of our 
na tural tongues. I believe, therefore, tha t we must recognize and 
esteem words with multiple semantic levels- words like " love"­
as values in themselves . By the way, it ta kes presen tly abo~t ten 
years for progra mmed forms in our environment to be accepted 
and for the adaptations to become functional ; soon it wi ll probably 
take less time. 

I have tried so far to sketch the connection between certain current 
or expected move ments towards a structuring of society and move­
men ts in concrete poetry. I would like to summarize by outlining 
wha t I imagine the form and purpose of fu ture poetry to be . 
Poetry is rooted in acoustical a nd wri tten la nguage. The phe­
nomena of the times however are sound , color, and texture. 
Without q uestion concrete poetry has experimented creatively in 
the phenomenon of sound- I think tha t some of these experimen ts 
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must be considered to ra nk among the best work of the most 
recent years. I simply cannot conceive how poetry can survive in 
the futu re if it ignores acoustical texts. Tha t is, it will survive, but 
only in a museum. As we can see from many examples, concrete 
poets have written not only rationalistic texts of in terest from the 
sta ndpoint of semiotic and informa tion theory, but have also 
captured noises, sounds, pa tterns of sound in verba l signs- that is 
to say, they have captured existentia l signs in objectively com­
munica ble written forms. In so learning to tra nsmit concrete 
sound events through equally concre te verbal signs, the concrete 
poet opens to the people of a polyglot world a n enormous, in­
exha usti ble treasury of previously unavail able com municative 
elements. I nitia lly he sets to work like a linguist, but in the second 
phase he engages in a sort of game-activity whereby new combina ­
tions of the concrete acoustical and written verbal signs he derives 
constantly a llow new associations a nd meaningful relationships to 
arise. Whether he works according to a program or by a llowing 
the " rules of cha nce" to function is unimportant. His results would 
be no t so much conceptual abstractions, which at the most could 
function as the mere map to a concrete verbal world, but a new 
version of the concrete world itself. I nterpretation would be 
superfluous, for the sound structures created would be in every 
aspect tokens of events extant in the concre te world. 

Naturally an examination of the characters and signs used so 
far (e.g. , our curren t alphabets and their associated sounds) would 
ind icate tha t ye t o ther signs must be created , but the fact is tha t 
sound exists in concrete poetry, a nd the possibili ties for the poet 
excited b y acoustical phenomena are bound less. Surely this is the 
beginning of a development whose goal, in my opinion, is not that 
of entertainment (which can at best be a side goal), but that of an 
awakening of sensibility. A sensitizing of our perception and 
imagina tion could be achieved through an acoustically ordered 
poetry in a ma nner similar to that now effected through some 
jazz a nd electronic music (e.g. , Zaffiri, a nucci). Of course, one 
could object tha t better poetry has always involved a certain 
acoustical sensibili ty a nd sensitivity-which explains why these 
terms have often been applied in speaking of traditional poetry. 
The difference is that we must crea te a sound poetry on a methodi-
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cal and universal basis for our times, ou r society, our "world." T he 
signs a nd symbols for the sounds of our age concern all peoples 
a nd must be either initi ated, influenced or created by poets. 
Acoustical signs constitute a la rge measure of our environ ment. 
I t is the task of the poet to usc them to structure ou r world today 
a nd the world of tomorrow. 

T here are, on th e other ha nd , poets who can pa rticipate in the 
co mmunication processes via visual signs. The extent to which this 
is already the case today has been mentioned. A limited number 
of pictu re books and exhibi tions and, of cou rse, also the influence 
on graphics and the plas tic arts are worthy of mention , but here, 
too, the concrete poet stands merely at the beginning of his 
developmen t. The city of tomorrow, regardless whether under 
water or high above the earth , will be a challenge for visual com­
muni cation and conseq uently for the poet stimula ted by concrete 
poetry. 

But will our fa miliar way of wri ting, our various alphabets or 
even a n ideogram system as in Chi nese suffice in the future ? I 
have suggested here that this is very much to be d oubted in the 
case where letter and sound sh ould conform. As we can observe in 
our own language today, w riting cha nges readily and without 
conscious direction. The reading speed req uired by electronic 
devices is so high that our tradi tional alphabets (which are after 
a ll descenda nts of our handwriting) are definite obstacles to com­
munica tion . The question arises whether traditional alphabets 
are still usable as media of communica tion. Points and lines a re 
ea sier for machines to read a nd still faster when arranged at right 
angles. Curves a nd slanting lines a nd similar details will disappear. 
Graphologists will die out. The conception, the ra tional com­
ponent or informa tion is becoming ever more important. 

If the poet does not want to be put back into a museum, he will 
have a t the very least to address himself to the question of the 
sufficiency or the written la nguage a nd or possible replacement 
sys tems. In the stru cturing of the world of tomorrow, visua lly 
transmitted verbal communica tion will have to find its place next 
to problems of climate control, housing and transportation, colors 
a nd sounds. I believe tha t the poet has a great opportunity in the 
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sort or world ske tched here to fulfill himself as a huma n bei ng , a nd 
as a full human being to fulfill himself as a poet. It has been some 
tim e since the sing le- minded technocrat enjoyed a posit ion as the 
most important mem ber of society. Now a sense of p lay, an 
a ppreciation of game activity (" Spieltrieb" tr .) is being requ ired 
of managers, indeed of a ll the leading organizers and shapers of 
the world. formerly this was onl y attributed to a rtists. ow the 
poet who has the courage to take risks, who needs this element of 
risk and who th erefore does not want to re treat to the litera ry 
museum can take his place next to the ma nager. 

Let us therefore no longer consider merely the listener, the 
read er, the observer in a person, but concern ourselves as poets 
with the total existence of man, perhaps even with th e vita l force 
he represe nts. It is no t enough that we may contend with this 
force- contend with it we must. 

This arti cle has been adapted from a lecture originally delivered in April 1969 at 
I nnsbruck. This translation follows the published German text- which is 
accom panied by a set of illustrations : Eugen Gomringer, Poesie als Mille/ der 
Umweltgestaltung. l tzehoe: H ansen & H a nsen, 1969. 
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Statements 76 

J ack Weiss 

To honor the American Bicen tennial, the Society of T ypographic Arts in Chicago 
organized the exhibition Statements 76 "to revi ta l i~c the words tha t inspired the 
American R evolution." Appropriate quotations from tha t historic period were 
the dominant element in a wide variety of media- from sculpture to a patchwork 
quilt. 

D uring the nation's bicentennial year, activities, events and objects 
of all kinds were produced by multi tudes of inspired individ uals and 
organizations. Few, it seems, dealt specifically with aspects of 
visible language. One exception was Statements 76, an exhibition 
sponsored by the Society of T ypogra phic Arts which opened in 
Chicago a t the R yder Gallery on July I. 

In honoring America's 200th birthday, the STA gave members 
of the graphic arts community an opportunity to contribute their 
particular talents to Illinois' bicentennial celebra tion. The purpose 
of Statements 76 was to revitalize the words that inspired the 
American Revolution . Letterforms- taken from any part of the 
spectrum: from type to calligraphy to handwriting- became the 
subject matter to make visible appropriate quotations from the 
historical period . 

There were no limitations on media or method. Posters, litho­
graphs, serigraphs, bas-reliefs, patchwork quilts, photographs, 
sculptures, and collages were suggested. Only two criteria were 
stated . First, the entry had to be hand-carried without assistance. 
Second, the basic quotation was to be the dominant element, with 

Opposite: Ed Panian, Ulllitled. Calligraph y, 19 x 24 inches. 
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fi gurati ve or other visual support elements subordinate. The 
ex hi bi tion was open to ST A mem bers, other p rofessiona ls a nd to 
an y I llinois resident or student. 

Although entries were initially slow in coming in, they did in 
fac t a rrive in quantity : an a rray of shapes, sizes, colors, and 
ma terials. It was a pparent then why the work was delayed. Unlike 
a p roCessio na l show where designers, a r t di rectors, a nd printers 
cou ld easily pull sa mples from their past year 's work, this show 
required personal commitment. I t necessitated the development 
a nd execution of a one-of-a- kind idea, a nd very likely a not-for­
pro f! t idea ; only one piece had been produced commercially. Of 
the others, the hand-sewn quil t by Louise Scire Tessing epitomized 
the high degree of personal commitment called for . Louise, current 

J ames K . Schmidt , Birentwnial O.fferiug. Oil and acrylic, 50 x 50 inches. 



president of the STA, spent 500 hours completing her entry which 
features a white-on-white, stitched quotation by Abigail Adams. 

Over fifty-seven students and professionals submitted work 
which was juried by Robert Amft, Rhodes Pat terson, and Arthur 
Pa ul. Forty-six were selected for the ex hibit. 

The accompanying examples were selected to illustrate the great 
variety of letterform interpretations which appeared in the exhibit. 
The work speaks (literally) for itself, but the accompanying credits 
disclose the broad range of media and scale which resulted from 
the open framework of the exhibit's entry criteria. 

Catalogs are available to interested persons by writing to the 
Society of Typographic Arts, 228 North LaSalle Street, Chicago, 
Illinois 6060 1. Please include $1.00 for postage and hand ling. 

Louise Scire T essing, Quote Quilt 1976. Quilt , 90 x 100 inches. 
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One Hundred Essential Sight vVords 

Wayne Otto and Ca thy Sta llard 

Sight word lists have been used since before 20 BC and have changed forms many 
times. Today sight word lists are numerous and a rc widely and variously used. 
They differ in terms of source, intended purpose and /or audience, and criteria for 
including specifi c words. Despite these differences, there is much agreement tha t 
they do reflect the most basic words in our language a nd that there is a high 
degree of commonality among them. This report identified the one hundred sight 
words which appeared in sixteen major sight word lists. 

Sight words have been used for over two centu ries as tools for 
teaching reading. In the nineteenth century sight words were used 
mainly in beginning reading instruction. T oday sight words are 
used as instructional aids in teaching reading to audiences ranging 
from preschool children to adults. 

Sight word lists are created from frequency counts of words that 
occur in printed materials and in the oral and/or written samples 
of child ren's andfor adults ' communication. Some lists include 
only the base form of frequently occurring words while other lists 
include all words regardless of their form. Some lists include while 
others exclude numerals, proper nouns, abbreviations, alphabet 
letters, onomatopoeic words, compound words, and/or affixes. 
Despite the variance in origin, in the specific purposes for which 
they are intended and in the criteria employed to select the words 
in the first place, there is mu ch overlap among lists. The work 
reported here was an attempt to demonstrate the overlap by 
idecytifying the words common to sixteen major sight word lists. 
The outcome is a list of one hundred words that can be accepted 
as essential sight words with some confidence. 

Sight words are used in a variety of ways in teaching reading. 
Being high frequency words, teachers can use them with con-
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fidence that the words will a ppear in printed materials and that 
learners will have meanings to associate with them. Most im­
portant, then, well selected sight words can be used early in 
instruction to put the focus on deriving meaning from printed 
material. Also important is the fact that sigh t words can serve as a 
basis for early word a ttack instruction. If, for example, words with 
soft c and ng (e .g., city, thing) were added to the one hundred 
words reported here, all of the vowel sounds as well as the major 
initial and final consonants would be represented. Thus the words 
on the list can provide a meaningful context for teaching word 
attack skills. 

The most essential criterion of quality for a sight word list is the 
demonstrated high freq uency of the words listed . 

Procedures for ldentijjing One Hundred Essential Sight W ords 
Sixteen sight word lists were selected a nd compared. The lists (a ) 
were judged to be in common use today by a panel of six reading 
specialists, (b ) were derived from the freq uency counts of oral 
usage, general samples of written words, or words used in basal 
readers, (c) represent selections from a range of sources from pre­
school to adult, and (d) range in date of collection from 1928 to 
1973. All of the lists are published 1 and a re readily available. 
The lists are: 

I. A B asic Word List From Basal R eaders. This list includes I 00 
pre-primer , 225 primer, 455 first-reader, 1,101 second read er, and 
I ,916 third-reader words common to five 1950 basal series (Stone 
and Bartschi , 1963). 

2. Dale's L ist of 3,000 Familiar Words. Although this list represents 
only 2,946 words, it is commonly labeled Dale's List of 3,000 
Familiar W ords. Words included on the list were known by eighty 
percent of the children in a sample of fourth graders (Dale and 
Chall, 1948). 

3. Dolch 220 Basic Sight Vocabulary. This list is a combination of the 
193 words common to the International Kindergarten Union Vocabu­
lary List (H orn, 1928) ; Gates Primary W ord List (Gates, 1935) ; The 
Wheeler-Howell First Grade Vocabulary List ( 1920, as cited in Dunn 
and Laffey, 1969); and Dolch 's twenty-seven self-selected words. 
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Two of the lists used to generate the Dolch list were included in 
this study as independent lists (Dolch, 1955). 

4. Durr' s 188 Frequency List. This list was derived from a com­
puterized ana lysis of 80 library books freq uently chosen by 
elementary child ren . T he words were selected from a 105,280-
word sample (D urr, 1973). 

5. Ernest Hom's Vocabulary of Adult Writings. T his list includes the 
I, 187 most freq uently recurring words in the " Letter to Editor" 
sections of adult magazines a nd newspapers (H orn , E., 1926). 

6. Fry's 300 Instant Sight Words. This list is com posed of I 00 
freq uently used first-grad e words, 100 freq uently used second­
grade words, and 100 freq uently used third-grade words (Fry, 
1960) . 

7. Gates Primary Reading Vocabulary. This list of I ,811 words is 
presen ted in three 500-word groups. T he groups a re presented in 
order of highest freq uency. Children 's vocabula ries and samples 
from basal read ers were used in the initia l freq uency count 
(Gates, 1935). 

8. Great Atlantic and Pacific Sight Word List. T his list includes the 500 
most freq uen tly occurring words in selections from 215 reading 
materials of third-grade readabili ty. An 840,875-word corpus 
was the basis for the list (O tto and C hester, 1972). 

9. Harris-J acobson 333 Core Vocabulary for First Grade. This list 
is fro m a computerized a na lysis of 4,500,000 words fro m fourteen 
elementary content fi eld textbooks. If a word appeared in at least 
three series it was included on the core vocabulary list (H arris a nd 
J a cobson, 1973-1974). 

I 0. Horn Kindergarten List of the Most Frequently Spoken Words of 
Preschool Children. This list was taken from a frequency ra nking of 
most. co mmonly spoken words of children, three to six yea rs of age 
(H orn, 1926, as reported in Fitzgerald , 1963) . 

II. Johnson's Basic Vocabulary List. T he 244 words on this list are 
the words from the Kucera and Francis, A Computational Analysis of 
Present-Day American English, list of words frequently spoken by a 
ra ndom sample of young children Oohnson, D ., 1971). 
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12. ] ohnson)s Core Vocabulary for Elementary Grades. The 200 words 
selected for this list were those appearing in five or more of the 
basal reader series J ohnson surveyed Oohnson, G. R., 1962). 

13. M cKee-Fitz;.gerald List of Child-Letter Writings. This list ranks the 
2,836 words most frequently used by children in their own 
informal writings (Fitzgerald , 1963). 

14. Newman and Bailey Speaking Vocabulary of Preschool Children. T he 
compilation of eight preschool ora l word-frequency counts is 
represented in this list with the dates of collection ranging from 
1928-1971 (Newman and Bailey, 1973). 

15. Rinsland)s Basic Vocabulary of Elementary School Children. A list 
of 14,571 words used by children in formal school writing, grades 
one through eight, is represented in this list (Rinsland , 1945). 

16. Thorndike-Large Reading Vocabulary. This is a list of 10,000 words 
representing a frequency count of children's and adults' reading 
rna terials (Thorndike and Lorge, 1944). 

The sixteen lists vary in length so the shortest list- the Durr 188 
Frequency Count- was established as the criterion for comparison 
and only the 188 most frequent words from eleven lists a rranged 
by frequency were considered . All of the words in four lists not 
arranged by frequency were considered. The words in T a ble I 
appeared on all sixteen lists. 

Some salient observations from the process of identifying these 
basic words follow : ( l ) Words tha t occur frequently in children's 
speech also tend to be frequent in adults' speech. (2) M ost of the 
words used freq uently in mod ern basal readers were used in earlier 
basal readers. (3) The core words from adult writing a re also the 
core words in children's writing. 

I. T he only exception to this standard was the un published Newman a nd Bailey 
Speaking Vocabulary of Preschool Children. The study was presented a t the American 
Educational Research Association conference, 1973. The au thors will make it 
available on request and they project a publication in the future. T he ana lysis of 
two million spoken words was considered valuable to this stud y. 
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Table I. One Hundred Essential Sight Words 

a down it out three 
about for just over to 
after from know pu t too 
again get like right two 
all go li ttle said up 
an good look saw us 
and got made say want 
any had make see was 
are has me she we 
at have my so went 
away he new some were 
be her no take what 
big here not that when 
but him now the where 
by his of them who 
came how off then will 
come I old there with 
could if on they would 
did 111 one think you 
do IS our this your 
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SPECIAL CENTENNIAL OFFER 

COMPLETE 

DO-IT-YOURSELF 

DECLARATION OF INDEPENDENCE KIT 

Everything You Need to Write 
The Entire Declarat ion of Independence 

RIGHT IN YOUR OWN HOME 

Rise 
to the Greatness 

of the Founding Fathers 
as You Write Sentences Like: 

uwhen, in the course of human even ts .•.. u 

uzn every stage of these oppressions, we 
have petitioned for redress .... u 

uThey, too, have been deaf to the voice 
of justice and consanguinity.u 

And that Perennial Favorite, 
n we hold these truths to be self- evident 

u 

And Many, Many More l 

HERE 'S WHAT YOU GET: 

(TURN PAGE) 
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ORDER YOUR KIT TODAY 

Excerpted with kind permission from Rutabaga in Eight Languages by 
Stephen G. Perrin, 35 School S treet, Andover, MA 0 1810. A previous 
collection of Stephen Perrin 's typewriter p ieces, Earth Heart, was 
published by The Addison Gallery of American Art, Andover, MA 0 18 10. 
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Models for Predicting How Adults Pronounce 
Vowel Digraph Spellings in Unfamiliar Words 

Dale D. J ohnson and Richard L. Venezky 

This stud y explored relationships between type and token frequencies and 
contextual position effects in pronunciations of written English. Specifically, the 
major ques tion was whe ther or not vowel cluster pronuncia tion preferences of 
adult readers were more affec ted by frequency of occurrence than by graphemic 
environment. T wo opposing hypotheses were tested regarding four vowel digraph 
spellings. Six synthetic words were constructed for each vowel cluster according 
to contex tual and word position constraints. The subjects were 51 undergraduates 
whose task was to read the synthetic words and note how they pronounced the 
underlined vowel cluster. Three models were constructed to assess the hypotheses 
and to predict responses for each vowel cluster. The models were a final con­
souant model, a variant type-token model, and an invariant principal response 
model. Several data analysis techniques were used. The final consonant model 
was superior to the o ther two models, but it was found that other factors, not yet 
assessed , were present in the results. 

English letter-sound correspond ence patterns fa ll into three dis­
tinct ca tegories (Venezky, 1974) . Some a re invariant or nearly 
invariant ( b --:;. /b/ , k --7> fk/, and m --7/m/), some are variant but 
predicta ble (c 7/s/ before e, i, ory, but c __:;;.fk/ otherwise), and 
others are variant and unpredictable (ch ~ fcf, fsf, or fk/ as in 
church, chif, chorus; and ea -7 /i/, /e /, or fef as in team, bread, great). 
R ecently several studies have examined the pronunciation strate­
gies of good and poor readers for both invariant and variant­
predictable letter-sound correspondences (Venezky, Chapman, & 
Calfee, 1972; Venezky & Johnson, 1973) . Only one major study, 
however, has reported on variant-unpredicta ble correspondences 
Oohnson, 1970) . 

Johnson ( 1970) compared the relationships of type and token 
pronunciation frequencies of real words that contained vowel 
digraphs to the pronunciations by elementary school children of 
synthe tic words tha t contained the same digraphs. J ohnson com-
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piled word type frequencies from a list based on the 20,000 most 
common words in the Thorndike Century Senior Dictionary ( 194 1 ), 
and he tabulated word token freq uencies from the top I ,000 words 
in the Brown University corpus (Kucera & Fra ncis, 1967) . 1 

J ohnson's results showed that subjects' responses were much 
more closely related to word type proportions than to word token 
proportions. The most common (principa l) pronuncia tions based 
on word types appeared to be the best predictors of vowel cluster 
pronuncia tions by children. Furthermore, ( I) good readers con­
sistently gave more principal pronunciations than poor readers; 
(2) the percentage of principal pronunciations increased from 
second , to fourth, to sixth grade; and (3) suburban children scored 
higher on principal pronuncia tions than urban and rural child ren. 

Since previous research had indicated tha t contextual features 
may influence pronuncia tion preferences (Calfee, Venezky, & 
Chapman, 1969), these features were a lso examined by J ohnson 
( 1970). The pronuncia tions of some vowel clusters, a lthough con­
sidered unpredicta ble, were indeed affected by contextual features 
o r by the cluster's position within the word. For example, when ie 
preceded s, it received the faif pronunciation more frequently than 
the principa l /if pronunciation. The reverse was true when ie 
preceded k a nd when it was in final position . Likewise, oo was 
more often pronounced fu/ when followed by t, but received the 
f v f pronunciation more frequently when followed by k. Similarly, 
ow usually received the fau/ pronunciation , but was more likely to 
be pronounced fo/ when in final position. These contextual­
positiona l effects seemed to be highly related to real word 
occurrences. 

The presen t study was designed to explore further the rela tion­
ships between type a nd token frequencies and contextual-positional 
effects. The basic question being asked was whether the vowel 
cluster pron unciation preferences of adul t readers are more 
affected by frequency of occurrence features than by graphemic 
environment. Based upon earlier find ings, the specific environ­
menta l fea tu re selected for exa mination was the following con­
sonant. Two opposing hypotheses for how adult readers would 
pronounce vowel clusters in synthetic English words (i.e., in 
English-like words) were postulated : 
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H
1

• The pronuncia tions will vary according to the number of 
real words tha t have the same clusters in the sam e 
g raphemic contexts (i.e. , the same following consona nt a nd 
position ). 

H
2

. The pronuncia tions will vary according to the type o r token 
counts of real words with the same clusters, regardless of 
g raphemic con tex t. 

To test these h ypo theses, four vowel digraph spellings were 
selec ted on the basis of their variant, but seemingly pa tterned , 
pronuncia tions in a corpus of high frequ ency words. The digraph 
spellings selected were oo, ou, ea, and ow; their pronuncia tions in 
common monosylla bic a nd disyllabic words a re summa rized as 
follows.2 

oo is usually fuf before n, m, or 1 ( moon, broomJool) a nd / u / 
before k or d (book, good), but about equally /u/ a nd / v / 
before t ( boot,Joot). 

ou is usually /au / before n, t , and d (ground, trout, Loud) a nd 
/ A / before p, b, or clz (couple, trouble, touch). 

ea is usually fi/ before k or t (beak, /zeal) and f e / before tlz or 1 
(heather, wealth), but a bout equally /i/ and / E I befo re d or n 
(plead, dead, mean). 

ow is usua lly fo/ in fina l position (grow, slow, snow) a nd /au / 
before d (chowder, crowd) , but about equally /of a nd /au/ 
before n (grown, crown) . 

Table I presents the principal pronunciations of each of the four 
vowel clusters by word type frequency a nd by word token 
frequency. This table shows tha t for two of the selec ted vowel 
clusters, ou a nd ea, the p rincipal pronunciations for word types a nd 
word tokens a re the same, while for the other two, oo a nd ow, the 
principa l pronuncia tions for word types a nd word tokens a re 
differen t. 
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i\1/ ethod 

Stimuli 
For each of the four selected vowel clusters six synthetic words 
were construc ted according to the contextual and word position 
constraints discussed previously. Each stimulus was then ma tched 
with four real word a lternatives; one a lterna tive contained the 
principal pron unciation of the vowel digrap h in the synthetic 
word, and the other three con tained frequently occurring pro­
nunciations of this digraph. The 24 test items were then random­
ized and prin ted on an 8-1 12 x II sheet of paper (see Appendix). 

Subjects 
The 51 subjects were undergraduates a t the Universi ty of 
Wisconsin. Twen ty-seven were enrolled in a beginning course in 
computer programming and 24 were enrolled in a beginning 
course in elementary education. 

Procedure 
Subj ects were told to read a synthetic word to themselves and to 
note how they pronounced the underlined vowel digraph. They 
then were to circle the real word in th e same row that contained 
the same vowel sou nd . The test was group administered (separ­
ately to the two groups), and subj ects were encouraged to work as 
quickly as they could . 

Results 
A summary of the responses of each group to each digraph; 
summed across test items for each digraph , is shown in T able II. 
Sepa rate chi-square analyses of the digraph responses comparing 
th e tota l number of principal responses to nonprincipal responses 
by group showed a significan t group difference for oo, but no 
significant group differences for the other three digraphs. Con­
seq uently, the two groups were combined for subsequent analyses. 

The responses to each test item, sum med across th e subject 
groups, are shown in T a ble III. For all six ea test items, a single 
pron uncia tion (/i/) dominated; there was only a slight devia tion in 
the responses to theat. The response lui domina ted for all oo items 
exceptyook, which received twice as many I vI responses as lui 
responses. (Plood, a lthough assigned the dominant pronunciation 
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TABLE I. Word Type and Word Token Principal Pronunciations and Percentages for the 
Vowel Clusters 00, OU , EA, and OW • 

Word Types Word Tokens 

Principal Principal 
Pronunciation Percentage Pronunciation Percentage 

00 fuf 62.2 /v/ 50.0 

ou fau f 50.1 fau/ 36.4 

ea Iii 53.1 fit 57.4 

ow fof 51.2 fa uf .'i 1.4 

• Data from Johnson ( I 9 70) . 

TABLE I I. Percentages of Responses by Subject Group and Digraph 

ea 

Iii /f. / /A/ /e/ 
G roup I (Edu.) 86.8 11.8 0.7 0.7 

Group 2 (C.S. ) 93.2 5.6 0.0 1.2 

T otal 90.2 8.5 0.3 1.0 

00 

fu/ fvf /a / /of 
Group I (Edu. ) 66.7 16.7 6.3 10.4 

Group 2 (C.S. ) 82.7 I I. I 2.5 3. 7 

Total 75.2 13.7 4.3 6.9 

Oll 

/auf fu/ fv/ /A/ 
Group I (Edu. ) 74.3 14.6 5.6 5.6 

Group 2 (C.S. ) 64.6 24.2 6.2 5.0 

T otal 69.2 19.7 5.9 5.3 

ow 

/au/ fof fa / /A/ 
Group I (Edu. ) 70.1 25.7 2. 1 2.1 

Group 2 (C .S. ) 63.6 3 1.5 3.1 1.9 

T otal 66.7 28.8 2.6 2.0 
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by 64 percent ofthc subjects, received a relatively high number of 
/ v / responses- ! 0 of 51.) 

Both ou and ow, a lthough assigned dominant pronunciations 
(/auf for both ) in 69 percent and 67 percent of the cases, respec-
tively, showed more variation in response patterns than did the 
other two digraphs. For ow, an fof pronunciation was selected by 

TABLE Ill . Total Responses to Each Test Item by Vowel Pronunciation (N = 5 1) 

ea /i/ /EI fa/ fef 
yca th 45 4 0 2 

brcan 48 3 0 0 

theat 38 13 0 0 

plea! 48 I I I 

glead 48 3 0 0 

feak 49 2 0 0 

00 /u / /V/ fof /A/ 

foon 50 0 0 I 

nool 46 2 3 0 

toom 46 2 2 I 

yook 16 32 3 0 

plood 32 3 6 10 

doot 40 3 7 

ow /au/ /of fa/ /A/ 
smow 9 41 I 0 

bown 44 7 0 0 

drow 32 19 0 0 

trowd 41 6 3 

towd 36 II 4 0 

pown 42 4 2 3 

Oll fa u/ /u/ /A/ fvl 
doub • 33 4 8 5 

!'rout 49 I 0 

thoup 19 27 I 4 

loun 33 14 3 

rouch 41 6 0 4 

soud 36 8 4 3 

• One subJect did no/ respond to this item. 
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80 percent of the subj ects for smow, by 37 percent for drow, a nd by 
21 percen t for towd. In all , the fof pron unciation accoun ted for 
about 29 percent of th e responses to ow words. For ou, an fuf 
pronuncia tion was selected by 53 percent of the subj ects for thoup, 
by 27 percent for loun, a nd by 16 percent for soud. In all, the fuf 
pronuncia tion accounted for a bout 20 percent of the responses to 
ou test items. 

For assessing the various hypotheses stated earlier, three models 
were constructed a nd then used to predict the number of principal 
responses to be expected for each vowel digraph . The models 
tested were : 

TABLE I V. The Number of Predicted and Actual Principal Responses to Each T e.r/ Item 

Word M odel 1 Model 2 Model 3 Actual 

foon 51 32 51 50 
nool 45 32 51 46 
stoom 51 32 51 46 
yook 5 32 51 16 
plood 23 32 51 32 
doot 40 32 51 40 
smow 21 26 51 9 
bown 26 26 51 44 
drow 21 26 51 32 
trowd 51 26 51 41 
towd 51 26 51 36 
pown 26 26 51 42 
frout 51 26 51 49 
thoup 0 26 51 19 
loun 51 26 51 33 
rouch 38 26 51 41 
soud 51 26 51 36 
ycath 41 29 51 45 
brcan 51 29 51 48 
thcat 43 29 51 38 
plea! 51 29 51 48 
glcad 18 29 51 48 
fca k 44 29 51 49 
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1. Final consonant model. For each test item, all of the mono­
syllabic words in the Thorndike word list (see johnson , 1970) tha t 
had the same vowel a nd consonant ending as the tes t item (or 
vowel plus juncture in the case of smow a nd drow ) were listed by 
vowel pronuncia tion. The percentage of these words tha t con­
ta ined principal pronunciation for the test word digraph was then 
used to predict the number of principal responses that would occur 
for the test item. 

2. Variant type-token model. The higher of the type a nd token 
percentages for the principal response for each digraph was used 
to predict the number of responses to all stimuli within a digraph 
group. T oken percentages were based upon the top 1,000 words in 
Kucera and Fra ncis ( 1967), while type percentages were based 
upon the Thorndike list mentioned previously. 

3. Invariant principal response model. This model assumes tha t all 
responses to a digraph will be the principal response for that 
digraph. 

The predictions made by each model for each stimulus item are 
reported in T a ble IV, which also shows the a ctual responses made 
by the combined subject popula tions. (Since no English words end 
in -oub, the test item doub was eliminated from the comparison of 
models, leaving 23 stimuli in fo ur d igraph groups.) 

T o compare the three models, several different measures were 
used . The following were used in the analyses. 

the response of the ith student to the kth word. (x.k is I if 
the principal response is given, a nd zero otherwis~. ) 

ykm the predicted number of principa l responses to the kth 
word under the mth hypothesis. 

the a ctual number of principal responses to the kth word 

(yk = 2: i \k) . 

The measures used to compare the th ree models were as 
follows : 

I. Sum of absolute values of differences, based on group scores. 
T his required the compu tation of 

Am = L:kj ykm - yk j 
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for each of the three mod els and was proba bly the weakest test 
that was run. The resul ting va lues were A

1 
= 218, A

2
= 3 14, a nd 

A
3

= 287. According to these results, model I (fina l co nsona nt) had 
the leas t amount of error, followed by model 3 (invari a nt 
principal) and then by mod el 2 (varia nt type-token). 

2. Sum of squa res of a bsolu te differences, based on group scores. 
T his was similar to analysis I , bu t gave higher weight to th e more 
devia nt results. For 

Sm = i::kj ykm -yk l 
2 

the resul ting values were S, = 3338, S2 = 4982, a nd S3 = 6283. 
Model I thus rema ined in the same position as in analysis 1, bu t 
models 2 a nd 3 cha nged places. 

3. Ana lysis of varia nce-sum of differences. T his required th e 
computa tion of 

z ,mi = L: k I wikml 

where W.k = x. k - yk /5 1. 
1m 1 m 

Z
1 

• was a measure of th e error made under the mth 
mJ 

h ypothesis for the ith student. Then, a n a na lysis of varia nce was 

performed to test the hypothesis tha r U 11 = U 12 = U 13, where 

U 1 = EZ, .. 
m m 1 
This compa rison , using repeated measures, showed a significant 

d ifference a mong the means [F (2/49) = 128.6508, p < .000 I J. 
Pairwise contrasts showed that model 3 was superior to model I 
a nd tha t model I was superior to model 2. 

4. Analysis of varia nce- sum of squares. This was ana logous to 
a nalysis 3, but was based upon 

z 2mi = L k I wikm l 
2

' 

Once aga in , a significant difference between the means was foun d 
[F (2/49) = 15.4 p < .001] . At the .05 level, model 1 was signi­
fi cantly better tha n mod el 2 and model 3, while model 2 was 
better, but not significantly better, than mod el 3. 
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Several other a na lysis techniques were attempted. T wo of these 
analyses were simil a r to analyses 3 and 4 , but included the random 
assignmen t of the subjects in to 17 groups of three subjects each. 
These latter two analyses both showed model I to be superior but 
were not consiste nt in the orde ring of models 2 and 3. 

Discussion. 
T ha t the responses to certa in words such as yook, thoup, and smow 
d eviated from the p rin cipa l responses in a manner that tended to 
be predic table on the basis of following consonant indica tes that 
th e simple type/token models in whi ch a ll test items in a dig raph 
class arc assigned th e same expected frequency for the principal 
response a re inadequate. Following consonant had a definite 
inAuence over the responses tha t the subjects gave, even though 
i t is eviden t from this stu dy tha t fi nal consonant is not the only 
fac tor tha t inAuences pronunciation. The final consona nt model 
was superior in both comparisons based on d evia tions of group 
scores fro m p redicted scores (a nalyses I a nd 2) a nd in the a nalysis 
of variance based on the square of the individual variations fro m 
the predic ted scores (analysis 4). Only in the a nalysis of va riance 
based o n a bsolute va lues of individua l deviations (a nalysis 3) was 
the fi nal consonan t model no t superio r to the other two. The 
change in the position of the final consonant model from a nalysis 3 
to a nalysis 4, however, implies that the final consonant model has 
less va riance th an the other two models. 

We conclude from these a nalyses that the fina l consonan t mod el 
is indeed superio r to the other two models, but that o th er facto rs 
which have yet to be assessed also are presen t in the results. A 
model tha t migh t provide a higher d egree of predic tability than 
th e models used here is a fin a l consona nt model based on token 
counts rather than o n type counts. This model would be especially 
effective if the final consonant inAuence derives from analogy with 
a few h igh freq ucncy words ra ther than from a generalization 
based on a ll real words that contain a particula r spell ing. At the 
same time, the inAuence of initial consonant cannot be rejected , 
especia ll y in light of the different response patterns that smow a nd 
drow elicited . 
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l . Word types are distinct words, so that each different word has the same weight 
regardless of its frequency of occurrence in speech or print. \.Yord tokens are 
distinct occurrences of a word , based upon total occurrences in prin ted texts 
or in speech. 
2. This summary is based upon unpublished data on the letter-sound corres­
pondences of the 20,000 most common words in English. 

APPENDIX. Pronuncia tion Test 

I. yeath meet bed ton play 
2. smow about boat ton mop 
3. bown ton about boat mop 

4. foon put blue ton boat 
5. doub put ton COW blue 
6. brean pi~ bed meet ton 

7. theat bed ton play meet 
8. frout blue put cow ton 

9. drow boat ton mop a bout 

10. trowd ton mop about boat 
II . thoup ton cow put blue 
12. loun cow ton blue put 

13. plea! bed meet play ton 

14. towd boat about mop ton 

15. nool ton boat put blue 
16. stoom blue ton boat put 

17. rouch blue cow ton put 
18. yook blue put boat ton 

19. pown mop boat about ton 

20. glead ton meet bed play 
21. plood boat blue put ton 

22. feak play meet bet ton 

23. doot ton put blue boat 
24. soud ton blue put cow 
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'' Correspondences'' 

J ane Greengold and Chris Tanz 

" Correspondences" explores the correspondence between concrete poetry and 
conceptual art ; between postal language a nd ordinary language; between 
sending/receiving le.tters and priva te theater. The article presents part of an 
actual correspondence between friends/poet-artists attending to the act and 
experience of corresponding, and making the language of correspondence visible. 

" Correspondences" is an art work/visual essay that takes place at 
the juncture of conceptual a rt and concrete poetry. Visual art and 
poetry have been thought of in the recent past as distinct art 
forms. Now, by moving in opposite directions, they have come 
together. Conceptual art sought to " dematerialize" the art object, 1 

and concrete 2 and visible 3 poetry to objectify the poem. The art 
object grows more and more verbal, and the poem more and more 
visual. Matter converts to energy, energy to matter. 

Concrete poetry is made of words used as visible objects, not as 
ideas. Conceptual art uses words, because the words carry ideas 
and ideas are the material of the art. "The concrete poet is con­
cerned with making an object to be perceived rather than read; 
... the visual poem is a material object in space." 4 Conceptual 
artists aim toward the "progressive elimination of the object" and 
its replacement with ideas (expressed in language). 5 

Very little explicit exploration has been done of the conver­
gence of these art forms. "Correspondences" is not a critical 
discussion of the phenomenon but was done with it in mind and 
bridges whatever gap remains between the two enterprises.6 Many 
of th~ pieces of correspondence are themselves concrete poems ; the 
correspondence as a whole is a conceptual art work of which 
"correspondence" is both the form and the substance. 

In the individual pieces we are exploring the correspondence 
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not only be tween concrete poetry and conceptual a rt but between 
postal la nguage and ordinary language . We are looking a t these 
languages and finding the poems visibl e in them. We are toying 
with the conventions of letter writing imposed by the post office 
a nd by general habit a nd expec tation . Spoken language has 
changed; literary conventions have died; paint has edged off the 
two-dimensional surface of a rectangular canvas. Bu t corres­
ponden ts are still writing "sincerely" a nd " cordially" on the bot­
tom lines of their let ters, and putting their stamps on the 
upper-right corner of their envelopes. 

We are exploring the drama of corresponding. O pening a letter 
involves suspe nse. It is private thea ter. When someone speaks to 
you, the message unfolds gradually. Bu t inside the envelope the 
message is alread y fu lly formulated, whole. 

W c a re tes ting limits of th e postal sys tem : will th ere be a suc­
cessful passage between the mailing and the receipt of the letters? 
I n some of the pieces the work consists of the relationship between 
the envelope a nd its contents; in others it is simply the envelope 
itself, or the relationship between severa l envelopes; and in still 
others it lies inside the envelope. 

Some, who have classified themselves or been identified with 
conceptual art, have used th e postal system as their vehicles : Ray 
Johnson's myriad mailings from the New York Correspondence 
School ; On Kawara's " I got up" postcards; 7 Douglas Huebler's 
42nd Parallel, which in his words " used an aspect of the U nited 
States Postal Service for a period of time to describe 3,000 miles of 
space" by sending letters to and retaining receipts from fourteen 
loca tions on the 42nd parallel; 11 Nam June Paik's postal event in 
which he mailed pennies to many friends ; 9 and Craig Del Gaudio 
who tested the postal system by mailing theoretically unmailable 
objects and th en exhibited evidence of their mailing and receipt. 

But none of these works has been about the words and the 
language and the experience of corresponding. None has been 
about the poetry of the words and the events. "Correspondences" 
draws attention to the postal la nguage we accept without think­
ing. It finds the poetry in the material of ou r mail- without 
having to take it out of context and move it into the rarefi ed 
atmosphere of a poetry manuscript. The poems take place where 
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they a re in life and their publication onl y helps the reader to see 
that the poems are there- in his or her mailbox. To pa raphrase 
J ohn Cage, a leading conceptualist of music/theater: " Thea ter 
takes place all the time wherever one is and a rt sim pl y facili tates 
persuading one this is the case." 10 Letter writing itself was once 
an a rt form- "Correspondences" finds th e a rt left in the form, a nd 
makes it visible. 

The illustrated pieces represent only a sma ll percen tage of the 
correspondence tha t has passed between us to date. 

I. The phrase "demateria lize" comes from criti ca l writing about the "concep­
tual ," " idea," " process," " anti-form" art movements. Sec especially Lucy 
Lippa rd , Six rears, The Dematerialization of the Art Objectfrom 1966to 1972. New 
York: Praeger Pu blishers, 1973 ; and Ursula Meyer, Conceptual Art. New York : 
E. P. Dutton, 1972. 
2. A primary anthology of concrete poetry was originally published by the 
Chicago Review in 196'1, edited by Eugene Wildma n, and reissued by Swallow 
Press, Chicago, 1970. Also see, Concrete Poetry: A World View, ed ited by Mary 
Ellen Solt, Bloomington: India na University Press, 1970 ; and Imaged Words & 
Worded Images, edited by Richard Kostelanetz, New York : Outerbridge & 
Dienstfrey, 19 70. 
3. For a discussion of visible poetry, or Pocsia visiva, see Chicago Review, vol. 26,. 
no. 3, 1974 ; and Italian Visual Poetry 1912-1972, edited Luigi Ballerini, Finch 
College Museum, 1973. 
4. Solt, p. 7 & 60. 
5. Meyer, p. xii. 
6. The exhibition La nguage and Structure in North America (November 1975) 
presented by the K ensington Arts Association, T oronto, and self-styled " The first 
large defini tive survey of North American Language Art," brought together 
works previously described as concrc~e poetry (or word-imagery as Richa rd 
Kostelanetz, the cura tor of the show prefers) and conceptual art, under the 
um brella " Language Art." This show and its catalogue (published by the 
Kensington Arts Association, Toronto, Ontario, Canada, 1975) do bring the two 
arts together and reveal their st riking resemblances, but still without critical 
discussion of the process of the convergence. 
7. See Ariforum, V I (O ctober 1967), 50-55. 
8. Lippard, p. 49 ; Meyer, p. 147. 
9. Lippard, p. 6 1. 
IO.John Cage, Silence. Cambridge : M.I.T. Press, 1961 , p. 174. 
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Correspondence 

To the Editor: 
I found your excellent " A M a nifesto for Visible Language (X, l , 1976 ) 
very concordant with my own ideas about writing, language, and speech. 
I was especially pleased wi th your statement about how recent linguistic 
science has downgraded the importance of writ ten forms of la nguage and 
minimized the effec ts of li teracy on language usage, just when research 
in cognitive psychology seems to be tu rning up good evidence fo r major 
differences in cognitive style between full y litera te a nd semi-litera te 
popula tions using the "same" spoken language. 

I hope you can send off reprints of your paper to linguists, psycho­
linguists, and others- many of whom remain comfortably ignora nt in 
their Saussurian convict ions abou t the absolute primacy of spoken 
lang uage. Indeed, I think a very interesting case could be made that 
some of the difficulties we have gotten into in our educational system over 
the past ha lf-century stem from disenchantment with or reaction against 
the study of the Classical written tradition (with its necessary built-in 
"eli tist" assumptions, as they would now be termed in some circles) and 
the fac t that just a bout th is time-the mid- 1920's- scientific linguistics 
seemed to be coming to the support of the "oralists," rep resented in this 
country by Leonard Bloomfield . The p recipitous jettisoning of wha t 
remained of the Western paideia led eventua lly to the position that in 
la ng uage usage anything goes as long as it is the genuine spoken vernacu­
la r or a rgot, and that m aybe reading isn' t very useful except for a ha nd­
ful of specialists. 

Wha t those who sought to abandon the visible language tradition d id 
not realize was that with the rise of civilizations- starting abo ut 5,000 
years ago, and for a long time before tha t in some parts of the world ­
language and other forms of coded understanding of the wo rld had been 
embodied in visible media as well as in oral forms with their well-known 
instability. Obviously, in the history of civiliza tion there have been 
numerous instances of the positive va lues of vernaculars, leading to the 
crea tion of new litera ry traditions and philosophical or scientific informa-
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tion vehicles, but these vernaculars in turn become new paideias, as 
loyal to the written record as their predecessors. This happened to Latin 
when it replaced Greek in some areas, with Aramaic, Arabic, and even­
tually la nguages like English, French, Ita lian, German, etc. (or, in the 
Far East, to J apanese when it began to be substituted for written 
Classical Chinese) . 

Speech suffices for the small-scale, face-to-face primitive societies and 
for much of the everyday life even in great civilizations, but for long­
lived and sophisticated civilizationa l systems, writing seems to have 
become essential. The New World civiliza tions with either very cumber­
some scripts (such as Mayan) or none at a ll (as in Peru) or civi lizations 
in the non-Muslim portions of West Africa disappeared more completely 
as much, perhaps, because of their vir tual non-literate character as 
because of their inferior military technology. 

Educators and psycho logists seem to have absorbed the doctrines 
of the linguists who followed Bloomfield (in this country) and more 
remotely, Ferdinand Saussure, eta!. , abroad, and applied to the 
educational system the notion that a formalized knowledge of the high 
literary tradition- the Western paideia which had included Latin, and 
since the R enaissance, also Greek- was superfluous. In only a few 
decades there were professional educators telling us that it was not really 
important to teach children to read and write, and acquiescing in pro­
duction of high school graduates who were functionally illi terate- not 
only in reading and writing in the strict sense, but in mathematics, map­
reading, and so on. 

Not all of the blame for this res ts with linguistic doctrines, to be sure. 
But I suspect that less of the blame really lies with television (the com­
monest scapegoat) or with display advertising, etc. I f li teracy had not 
been allowed to decline in the past four or five decades, these visual 
media should have enhanced rather than detracted from it. 

I did not mean to get so carried away by the matter of declining 
literacy and the role of linguistic science in developing the intellectual 
basis for no t worrying a bout it! 

Gordon W. Hewes, Professor of Anthropology 
University of Colorado, Boulder 
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To the Editor: 
I found your Manifesto very stimulating, a nd am pleased to be quoted in 
it. There are various traditionalist positions you still hold , however, 
which seem to me to block the possibility of a total breakthrough. 

" Mea ning is the thread that holds all of our communication effort 
together .... " Here Birdwhistell 's great finding gives perspective as he 
shows tha t the maintainance of in ter-personal, ongoing contact- the 
continuous checking and recalibration process that mainta ins the commu­
nication system itself- fills ninety percent of any communication channel. 
Talk- languaging- is social, a shared inter-act ; it deals with gender, age, 
culture, what is happening, what needs to be done, the rules governing 
the inter-human synchrony, etc. On top of all this redundancy rides the 
meaning. As you know, I have been able to make good classifications of 
communication systems by looking at this, thei r major characteristic : the 
principal zones of redundancy. Language and Society is about to publish a 
piece where speaking is treated in the way I 've treated singing and 
dancing. The result is a developmental view of para-languaging that is 
analagous to the evolutionary pictures of the other expressive acts. 

What you have left out of your piece is the culture idea- the notion 
of the learned behavior pattern, co-transmitted generationally on all the 
channels. Here the brain, its structure and possibilities, may provide 
some of the motive power, but only one part of it. T he languaging, sing­
ing, dancing, art of all the world 's cultures shows that all a re equally 
expressive; all evidence the same order of brain and manipula tive 
capacity. The difference between them depends on the outle ts which the 
cultura l, technological, and societal traditions provide. The most striking 
event we know about is the progress of human culture during the last, 
say, fifty thousand years- the increase of p roductivity, of technology, of 
population, of size of polity, of reach, of capacity of information storage 
and speed of information transmission. All this is a n inter-actional 
achievement (where single brains function ) but where the final answer 
lies in the successful enlistment of ever larger g roups of people in ever 
more costly enterprizes (getting to the moon). O ne ma n sitting in a room 
can think of getting there and write the formulas but he depends on an 
accumulation by his culture for h is ability to put the problem together 
and on his entire society for the implementa tion. Without each of these 
socio-cultural webs, the outcome of his logic would be as empty of result 
as is Zen. 

" Language is of a piece with human development"- agreed , but then 
you discuss only the neuro-psychological base (the special physical capac­
ities of the hominids a nd the like) while man's most extraordinary devel-
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opment is in the growth of culture. H ere is where you could, I think, find 
the history of breakth rough in the development of visible techniques (of 
course, this is most vivid in the recent spiraling growth of mathematics, 
physics, computers, e tc. ) paralleling the evolution of culture. Cultural 
evolution, which was put ou t of fashion by Boas a nd others, is now seen 
to be linked lO the spiraling climb of productive capacity, tied to orderly, 
cycl ic inputs from organizationa l and integra tive aspects of the cultural 
system. The huma n capacities are there a ll through-thinking, inter­
persona l support, creativity, the neuro-physiological equipment, e tc.­
but there has been steady build-up. I think you have put your finger on 
the spot where the build-up in communication sys tems has been most 
spectacular and I think you have sketched the framework in an extremely 
stimulating way, but without the context of cultural evolution you leave 
the s tory empty of meaning- special pleading for attention to another 
aspect of an infinite subject matter. 

Alan Lomax, Director, Choreometrics Project 
Department of Anthropology 
Columbia University in the City of New York 

To the Editor: 
Those of your read ers who are linguists as well as students of graphic 
communication will surely take exception to Philip Gaskell 's perpetua­
tion of a popular misnomer in his prescription in his Glossary ("A 
Nomenclature for the Letterforms of Roman Type"; X , I , p. 43) of the 
phonetician's te rm " diphthong" for two particular pairs of letter-symbols 
that are historically compound characters. The application of the 
phonetician's te rm to le tterforms is not only inappropriate but actua lly 
misleading: in general, the European languages that use re, re, as letters 
of their a lphabets represent simple vowels with them (the use of a:: in 
I celandic is an exception ). I t would be inconsistent to use a::, re, to spell 
the diphthong-vowels in printing Latin, as no compound characters are 
available for the two other diphthongs in that language (au, eu). 

The word " ligature" is a useful term for atry combina tion of letters on a 
single piece of type (or for simultaneous exposure in a film matrix) used 
as an e lement in building up a word. (This definition could no doubt be 
improved upon: I am trying to exclude Gaskell's whole-word "contrac­
tion"-&; also @-and what he calls " logotypes.") I would propose 
three categories. 
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1. Orthographic ligatures- compound characters forming part of a 
language's standard orthography: re, ce; f3 in German; ij in Dutch ; H in 
Catalan. I t docs not matter tha t ij a nd H do not look like ligatures: they 
are sing le pieces of type. As it happens, the Dutch also consider ij a 
single letter, but that is not relevant here: Czech ch, Danish aa, Spanish 
rr, Welsh th, are treated as single alphabetic characters by users of those 
languages, 1 but they are norma lly two separate sorts for the typesetter . 
The importance of keeping phonetic terminology out of printing termin­
ology is driven home by the Catalan example: a linguist and a typesetter 
would have opposite opinions over which of the d igraphs II and H was 
single a nd which double! 

The elements in an orthographic ligature must be coordinate. Where 
one is subordina ted to the other we have not a ligature but an accented 
letter (a from a + o, c; from c + z, n from n + n) . 

2. Typographic ligatures- characters combined in response to the 
exigencies of composition with sing le pieces of type (and to some extent 
p reserved by tradition, rather grudgingly, in slug- and photocomposi­
tion) : in addition to the familiar ff, ffi , ffi , fi , A, some hot-metal Monotype 
italics need gg, Baskerville and Garamond italic also gy, and Garamond 
italic a lso zy (note that here again the letters do not touch) ; a whole host 
of combinations are needed with the longs; Scandinavia n languages 
need fj , gj; Gaelic needs fh . In this category of ligatures should probably 
be placed Linotype's special two-cha racter matrices (M ergenthaler called 
them " logotypes"), some of which serve to overcome one of the draw­
backs of slug-composition by providing an overhanging f, the others of 
which combine letters for just the opposite reason to that of the tradi­
tional ligatures- no t because the letters would otherwise collide, but 
because they would otherwise be too far apart. 

3. Calligraphic ligatures-characters linked for decoration only : 
notably ct, st, Qu; Germans like an ft; Mono type Garamond ita lic has a 
glorious proliferation of double characters reproducing sorts from the 
days before the typefounder had forgotten his scribal past: 

German typesetters' ch, ck, probably belong here, the remnants of a 
m uch longer inventory of compound characters used in setting black­
letter (Fra ktur or Schwabacher- which had no italic or small capital 
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alphabets to fill up their type-racks and ma trix-cases). It is perhaps worth 
noting that these two ligatures not only represent a single sound each but 
a lso do genuinel y simplify the typesetter's or keyboard-operator's task, as 
they need to be used frequently, while except in these digraphs c is very 
rare in German orthography. (This a rgument is, however, never 
accepted when it is suggested that ligatures should be made available for 
pairs or groups of letters just because they occur frequen tly next to each 
other: typesetters always seem to prefer smaller typeracks or keyboards, 
and the blocks of frequently combined le tters that Stanhope called 
" logotypes" were a fa ilure. ) The old German handwriting, tha t died out 
with black-letter, had a c of a different shape when followed by h or k 
from the one used elsewhere. 

Strictly speaking, I suppose that any defined categories of ligatures are 
only points on a continuum. The raison d'etre for the Catalan H is largely 
" typographic." The German ch, ck, are scarcely " decorative"-indeed, 
the fact that they are ligatures a t all is normally imperceptible to the 
untrained eye; but nor are they considered essential for setting German 
correctly. For tha t matter, the distinction between a ligature and a single 
le tter is not al together clear-cu t ei ther. Your contributor Earl H errick 
("Taxonom y"; VII I , I, p. 29) proposed the term "generic ligature" for 
the situation where two characters are completely fused in to one, giving 
was a n example (but a lso a: in Danish) ; others wou ld be the Greek 
lower-case omega and probably the Cyrillic IO , whi le in the Serbia n 
compound letters Jb , 1-b , the separate components are phonetically 
recognizable. 

It will be noticed that the term "ligature" has little meaning outside 
metal typesetting: in photocomposi tion- as in handwriting- it should be 
possible to make any suitably shaped characters touch or overlap (and 
indeed to design the characters so as to faci litate this), and pairs of 
characters can collide inadvertently without doing more tha n <esthetic 
ha rm.1 

Martyn Hitchcock 
The University of Georgia Press, Athens 

I. As demonstrated by such usages (not a ll of wh ich prevail in each case) as: 
when the d igraph occurs at the beginning of a capita lized word, both letters a re 
made capitals; the d ig ra ph has its o w1i na me; the d igraph has its own place in 
the a lphabet. 
2. Editor's note: Ligatures in photocomposition arc considered in J osephS. 
Scorsone. " Liga ture Design for Contempora ry T echnology," Visible Language, 
IV , 1, 39-50. 
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A reply from Philip Gaskell 
" Diphthong" is British printers' usage for the a: and ce sorts (and their cap 
forms) ; but it wou ld probably have been better to include them under the term 
" liga ture" in my vocabulary. 

Although " ligature" is indeed a useful term for mry combinat ion of characters, 
my nomenclature was devised for the specific purpose of describing the letter­
forms of roman type; for which purpose Mr. Hi tchcock's three ca tegories of 
ligature- though admirable in themselves- seem to me to be unnecessary. 

Trinity College, Cambridge, England 
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Resume des Articles 
Traduction : Fcrnand Baudin 

L'cpilre byzantine en tant q u'iconc de !'arne 
par A. R. Lillltu•ood 

Lcs conceptions cpiswlographiques des 
byzantins sont lc prolongement naturcl des 
conceptions de !'antiq ue. C'est surtout vrai 
pour ccllcs de Ia i\:ouvelle Sophistiquc qui les 
acl apta it a ux bcsoins de !'ontologie chrctienne. 
Les letto·es qui nous son t parvcnucs 
n'ont pas toutes )' info rmation pour objet. 
Cc role incomba it plutot au courrier ou 
" lcttre vivan te" . Ellcs ser va ient ordinaire­
ment 11 rcrnplir d es obligations sociales ou 
a rnicalcs ct constituaicnt des oeuvres d 'art 
cpis tolairc fort apprcciecs. Tantot Ia lettrc sc 
vou lait une iconc de !'arne, prctendait crcer 
!'illusion d e Ia presence d e l'cpistolicr et 
cl evait porter les marques de sa personnali te. 
Tan tot cl lc devait ctre originale dans les 
str ictcs limites imposces par !'imitation de 
rnodeles a ntiques. La con fo rmite a des canons 
stylistiques tres divers favorisai t l'obscuritc et 
!'evoca tion de sujets que n'appclait pas 
norma lemcnt le contexte de Ia lcttre. 

Statements 76 par Jack Weiss 

Pour celebrer le Bicentenaire, Ia Society of 
T ypographic Arts de Chicago a organise une 
ex position: "Statements 76", destinee a 
re-a nimer les mots qui ant ani me Ia Revolu­
tion Arncrieaine. Des citations empruntces a 
ce ttc (:poquc historique ctaient )'clement 
predominant que l'on retrouvait clans les 
rna tcria ux lcs plus dis para tes: clepuis les 
sculptu res jusqu 'a un couvre-lit. 

Cent mots elcmentaires essen tiels par W aJ''" 
Olio et Cathy Stallard 

Des listes de mots elcmentaires (sigh t word 
lists) ctaient en usage des avant I' ere 
chretienne. Ellcs ont souvent change de 
for mes. Elles sont actuellemen t trcs nom­
breuses e t cJ 'un usage trcs rcpand u , Ires 
d iversific. Elles different par leurs sources, 
par les buts, par les publics e t par les criteres 
d ' inclusion . En clcpit d e ces di ffe rences on est 
gencralement d ' accord pour y voir les mots 
les plus fonclamentaux d'une langue et pour 
reconnaitre leur ca ractere extrememcn t 
populaire. L'article a pour objet d ' iden tifier 
les cent mots clcmentain s figurent d ans seize 
listes impon antes. 

'La pocsic com me moyen de structurer lc 
milieu social par illt~rk E. Gory 

Dcpuis l'or igine, lc mouverncnt de Ia poesie 
concrete consiclerc lc pocte commc un 
membrc dans une cq uipc de conccpteurs qui 
a pour objet Ia reforme esthctique de Ia 
societe. Pour participer au tra,·ail commun, 
lc poete est tcnu d'ctuclier d es rnaticres qui nc 
sont pas couramment associees a !'id ee de 
pocsic: architecture, graphisme publicitaire. 
typographic. En rc,·anche, il apportait a ux 
practi ciens des a ut res disciplines des solutions 
a leurs problemes cl 'exprcssion vcrbale. 
L'objet de cc geme de poesic est de divertir, 
rnais il dcpassc ce staclc puremcnt ludique, 
po ur clcvenir une initiat ion a Ia scnsibilite 
csthct ique, paniculicrcrnent dans lc dornainc 
de l' imprirnc, de l'estampc et du son. 
L'articlc passe en revue lcs relations entre Ia 
pocsic conet·cte, l'esthctique industriellc, ct 
les arts plast iques a u cours des quinze 
clernieres annces et montre bien Ia nature du 
travail cl 'equipe q ui sera nccessaire si les 
poctcs veulcnt j ouer un role act if dans Ia 
societe actuelle. 

" Correspondences" par ]ant Crwifold t t 
Chris Tan<. 

Lcs auteurs etuclient les correspondanccs 
entre Ia poesie concrete ct l' art conceptuel, 
entre )e )angagc cpisto)airc Ct )e )angage 
ordinaire, entre l'cchange de courricr et le 
theatre inti me. L'article reproduit des frag­
ments d'une correspondance entre 
amisfpoctes-anistes avcrtis, attcntifs et 
s'cfion;an t clclibercment de visualiser le 
la ngage cpistolaire. 

Modelcs pou r prcdire Ia prononciation que 
les lecteurs aclultcs donneront aux cliagram­
mes de vo}·cllcs cia ns des mots peu familiers 
par Dale D. J ohnson tt Richard L. Vt~~e<.ky 

L'etudc portait sur les relations possibles, 
dans Ia prononciat ion de I'angla is ccri t, ent re 
Ia frequence des caractcres et symboles, et le 
contexte dans lcqucl ils figurent. Plus prc­
ciscmcnt, Ia q uestio n etait d e sa voir si oui ou 
non les lecteurs ad ultes sont da,·antage 
affectes par Ia recurrence d ' u n meme sig nc 
que par sa posit ion dans un grapheme. Deux 
theses opposces concernant quatre diagram­
mes de ,·oycllcs ont etc etudiees. On a forme 
six mots a partir de ces cliagra mmcs en tenant 
compte d es positions g raphiques aussi bien 
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que gram maticalcs. Les sujcts ctaicnt 51 
lyccens. l is devaient lire ccs mots et notcr Ia 
prononcia tion qu 'ils donnaient a ux dia­
grammcs soulignccs. A pa rtir de h\, t rois 
modeles o nt e tc constitucs pou r verifier les 
hypotheses et pour predirc Ia prononciation 
des diagrammes. Modele I : one consonne 
finale. Modele 2: une variantc le!!rc-symbole. 
Modele 3: un invariant de Ia reaction 
principa lc. Plusicurs methodes d ' analyses ont 
etc appliq uccs aux donnees. Lc modele I , 
consonne fina le, est apparu superieur aux 
deux a ut res; mais les resulta ts ont rcvcle Ia 
presence d 'autres facteu rs qui n'ont pas en­
core ete (:values. 

Kurzfassung der Beitdige 

U bersetzung:Dirk W end t 

Eine " l kone der Scele": der Byzantinische 
Brief von A. R. Liu/ewood 

Byzantinische cpistolographischc Kategorien 
sind ci ne natilrlichc Entwick lung aus der 
klassischen A mike, besonders a us der zweiten 
sophistischen Pcriode, die den Erfordernissen 
der christlichen Ontologie angepaflt wurden. 
Die erhahcn gebliebenen Briefe warcn nicht 
im mer dazu bestimmt, l nformationen zu 
iibermit teln, wof'iir oft dcr Bote oder 
" lebende Brier ' zusta ndig war, sondcrn 
gewoh nlich dazu, die Verpflichtungen unci 
Bediirfnisse der Freuncschaft zu erfti llen unci 
als hochgepriesene literarischc Kunstwerke 
cigcncr Art zu d ienen . In einem Faile wurde 
der Brief als " I kone dcr Seele" a ngesehen, 
welche die Illusion der Anwesenheit des 
Schreibens hervorrief und da hcr bcsond cre 
Zeichen seiner individuellen Eigenart 
crforderte. In cinem and cren war es erforder­
lich, neua rtig zu scin innerhal b des s trengen 
R ahmens, dcr durch die Nachahmung des 
klassischen Mod ells gesetzt war ; und da man 
versuchtc, an sich wandelnden stilistischen 
Regeln festzuhalten, kam es zur Entwicklu ng 
von Obskurita ten und zum Ei nschlufl von 
T hemen, die gewohnlich nicht mit Bricfen 
verbunden sind. 
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Statements 76 von Jack W eiss 

Zu Ehren dcr amcrikanischcn 200-Jah r- Frirr 
organisierte die Society of T ypographic Arts 
in Chicago die Ausstellung Statements 76, 
" urn die \Vorte, wclche die amcrikanischc 
Revolution begeisterten, wieder ins Leben zu 
rufcn" . Entsprcchende Zitate aus dicscr 
historischen Zei t stclltcn das beherrschcndc 
Element in eincr brciten Viclfalt von Medien 
dar von der Bildhaucrci bis zur 
Flickcndccke. 

Einhundert wichtige Grundwoncr-Listen 
von Wayne Otto und Cathy Stallard 

Grundworter- Listen (sight word lists) sind 
seit dem .Jahre 20 vor Christ us in Gebrauch 
unci ha ben oft ihre Form verandcrt. Heutige 
Gr undworter - Listen sind zahlreich unci 
weitvcrbreitet und vielf<iltig im Gebrauch . 
Sic untcrscheidcn sich j c nach Quellc, beab­
sicht igtcrn Zweck undfodcr Zielgruppe, unci 
Kritericn z um Einschlufl besondcrer Worter. 
Trotz dieser Unterschiede herrscht groflc 
Einrnlitigkeit dariiber, dafl sic die mcisten 
Grundworte unscrer Sprache wicdergeben, 
und dafl unter ihnen cin hohcs Marl an 
Gerneinsamkeit bestch t. Dieser Bcricht 
idcntifizicrt diejcnigen cinhundcrt Grund­
worter, wclche in sechzchn groflcrcn 
Grundworter- Listen auft raten. 

Dichtung als St rukturrn ittlc des Gcsellschaft­
lichen Milieus von Mark E. Cory 

Von Anfang an hat die K onkretc Poesie den 
Dichter als bcwuflten Tcilnehmcr an einem 
T eam von G cstaltern aufgefaflt , die sich der 
asthctischen Wiedergabe der Gcsellschaft 
wid rncn. Urn tcilzunehmcn, mull sich dcr 
Dichter mit Gebieten beschaftigen, die 
norrnalerweise nicht mit Dichtkunst assoziiert 
sind , beispielsweise Architektur, Anzcigen­
grafik , Typographic. Sein eigcner Beitrag 
wied erum mu fl Ha ndwerkern andcrer 
Gebietc Modclle ftir die Losu ng ihrcr eigcnen 
verba len Probleme liefern. Das Zicl solcher 
Dich tung ist auch Unterhaltung, gcht aber 
iiber die U nmittelbarkeit dicser Spielcrei 
hinaus, urn asthetische Sensib ilitat zu 
wecken, besonders fii r die Welt der Buch­
stabcn, des Druckes, des Klangcs. Ein 
Vberblick ii ber die Wcchselbeziehungen 
zwischen Konkreter Poesie, industrieller 
Gestaltung und Bildhauerei in den letzten 
funfzehnjahren zcigt die Art von Team-



Arbeit, die crforderlich ist, wen n Dichter in 
unserer gegenwartigen Gescllschaft aktiv 
mitreden wollen. 

"Correspondences" von Jane Grungold & 
Chris Tan?. 

"Correspondences" untersucht d ie Entspre­
chungen zwischen konkreter Pocsie und 
begrifflichcr Kunst, zwischen Briefsprache 
und Umgangssprache, zwischen dem 
Abschicken und Empfangen von Bricfen und 
privatem Theater. Ocr Aufsa tz stellt einen 
Teil cines tatsachlichen Schriftwechsels 
zwischen Freundcn/Dichtktinstl~rn dar, die 
dcr Hand lung und Erfahrung des Korrespon­
diercns beiwohnten und die Sprache des 
Schriftwcchsels sichtbar machcn. 

M adelle zur Vorhersage der Aussprachc von 
Doppclvokalen in unbekannten Wortern bei 
Erwachsenen vo11 Dale D. Johnson und Richard 
L. Vmt?.ky 

Diese Untersuchung crforscht Zusammen­
hangc zwischen Buchstabenund Zeichen­
haufigkeitcn und Kontexteflekten bei der 
Aussprache des geschriebenen Englisch . 
Insbesondere wares die Hauptfrage, ob die 
bevorzugte Aussprachc von Vokalhaufungen 
mehr durch die Haufigkeit des Auftretens 
odcr mchr durch die benachbarten Grapheme 
beeinfluflt wurde. Fur vier Doppelvokai­
Schreibungen wurden zwei gcgcnsatzliche 
H ypothesen geprtift. Fur j ede Vokalhaufung 
wurden sechs synthctische Woner mit 
entsprechendcn K ontext- und Wortstell ungs­
bedingungen konstruiert. Versuchspersonen 
waren 5 1 Studienanfa nger, deren Aufga bc cs 
war, die synthetischen Worter zu lesen und 
zu beach ten, wie sic die unterstrichenen 
Vokalverbindungen a ussprachen. Es wurden 
drei Madelle zur Herleitung dcr Hypothcscn 
und zur Vorhersage dcr Rcaktioncn auf jcdc 
Vokalverbindung a ufgestellt. Diese Madelle 
waren cin Endkonsonan ten-Modell, ein 
variables Buchstaben-Zeichen-Modell, und 
ein invariables Haupt-Reaktions-Modell. 
Verschiedene Techniken der Datenanalyse 
wurden benutzt. Das Endkonsonanten­
Modell war den beiden a ndcren Modellen 
ti berlegen, aber es wurde auch gcfunden, dal3 
auf das Ergebnis noch andere Faktoren 
einwirkten , die noch nich t erfal3t warcn. 

R esumen de los Arictulos 
Trad ucci6 n : Ana Fisch 

Un "icono del alma": Ia carta bizantina 
por A . R. Lillltwood 

Los conceptos bizantinos epistolognificos son 
un desarrollo de los conceptos de clasicismo 
a ntiquo y especial mente del Segundo Sofistico 
que fucron adaptados para acomodar los 
requerimientos de ontologia cristiana. Los 
caracteres que sobrevivicron tuvieron no 
sicmprc como prop6sito el comunicar 
informacion por Ia cual cl cor reo o "letra 
vivicntc" era a mcnudo responsable pero 
frecucntcmcntc para cumplir con las obliga­
cioncs y gcnuinas nccesidades de amistad y 
para servir propiamente como cotizados 
trozos de arte li terario. En un caso se con­
sidcr6 a Ia cana como "icono del alma" 
crcando una ilusi6n de Ia presencia del 
escritor y por lo tanto demandando scr'lales de 
sus caracteristicas personales. En el otro sc 
requiri6 ser original dentro de un estricto 
marco impuesto por Ia imitaci6n de modelos 
antiguos; y por adhcrencia a canones estilisti­
cos cambiantcs vi no a favorecer obscuridad v 
a abrazar un tema no asociado comunment~ 
con Ia carta. 

Dcclaraciones 76 por }ark Wtiss 

Para honrar el bicentcnario america no Ia 
Sociedad de Artes Tipognificas en Chicago 
organiz6 Ia exposici6n Declaraciones 76 
"para rcvi talizar las palabras que inspiraron 
Ia Revoluci6n Americana". Citas apropiadas 
a esc pcriodo hist6rico fueron el clemento 
dominante en Ia amplia varicdad de medias 
de ex presion dcsde escultura a acolchados de 
retazos. 

Cien palabras esenciales a primcra vista 
por W t:rynt Ouo _v Cat~v Stallard 

Listas de palabras a primera vista sc han 
venido usa ndo desde alredeclor del siglo 20 
antes de cristo han cambiado muchas veces. 
Hoy las listas de palabras a primera vista son 
numerosas y se utilizan amplia y variada­
mentc. Elias difieren con rcspecto a Ia fuente 
de origcn yfo al publico y al cri teria de 
incluir palabras cspecificas. A pesar de estas 
diferencias se esta de acuerdo que reflejan las 
palabras mas basicas e n nuestro lenguaje y 
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que hay un alto grado en comun entre elias. 
Estc trabajo idcntilica cicn palabras a 
primcra vista q ue aparccen en las dieciscis 
listas principales de palabras primcra vista . 

Pocsia como rned io pa ra estructurar el 
arnbicnte social por Mark E. CoT)• 

Dcsde los comicnzos, el rnovimicnto de poesia 
concrcta ha considcrado a l poeta como un 
pa rtic ipantc consciente en un grupo de 
disctiadores dedicados a Ia rcconstrucci6n 
cstctica de Ia sociedad. Para participar, e l 
poeta tenia que estudiar rnaterias no asocia­
das normal mente con Ia poesia, por ejemplo, 
a rquitcctura, gnifica publicitaria y tipografia. 
A su vcz, su con tribuci6n ha sido de proveer 
a artesanos en otros campos con modelos para 
Ia solucion de sus propios problemas verbales. 
La meta de una pocsia tal contiene entretenc­
rnicnto pcro va mas alia d e lo in media to de 
esta actividad-jucgo, para incluir un desper­
tar de sensibilidad estctica, especial mente, a l 
mundo de caracteres tipogralicos, imprenta 
y sonido. Una revision de las intcrrclacioncs 
entre poesia concreta, diseno industrial y las 
artcs plasticas en los ultimos quince at'ios 
ilustra el tipo d e grupo que haec falta si los 
poetas van a tomar parte a ctiva y hacerse oir 
en Illlestra socicdad contemporanea . 

Corresponde ncias por ]ant Grungo/d y Chris 
Tan~ 

'Correspondencias' explora Ia correspon­
dencia en tre Ia poesia concre ta y el arte 
conceptual ; entre cl lcnguaje postal y el 
ordinaria; entre el cnviar/recibir cartas y el 
tcatro privado. El articulo prcsenta una parte 
de Ia misma correspondencia entre amigos/ 
poetas-artistas que asisten a l acto y a Ia 
cxperiencia de corresponderse hacienda 
visible el lenguaje de Ia corrcspondencia. 

Modclos para predecir de que manera los 
adultos articulan deletreos digraficos de 
vocales en pala bras desconocidas por Da/r D. 
] ohnsony Richard L. Vrne~ky. 

En estc estudio sc explora las relaciones entre 
las frecuencias de caracter-senal y los efectos de 
posicion contextual en Ia pronunciaci6n del 
ingles escrito. Especificamen te, Ia cuesti6n 
principal que se tra ta es si las prefcrencias de 
lcctores adultos en Ia pronunciaci6n de 
grupos d e vocales se vc mas afec tada por Ia 
frecucncia en que ocurren que por el media 
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ambicntc grafcmico. Dos hip6tesis opuestas sc 
poncn a prucba con refe rencia a delet reos 
dignificos de vocales. Seis palabras sinte ticas 
sc construycron por cada grupo de vocalcs de 
a cucrdo a limitaciones de contcxto y de 
posicion de palabras. Los suje tos a prueba 
fucron 51 cstudiantcs universitarios cuya 
tarea c a de leer palabras sinteticas y notar 
como pronunciaban los grupos de vocales 
subrayadas. Sc co nstruycron trcs modelos 
para valorar las hip6tesis y predecir reac­
ciones para cada grupo de vocales. Los 
mode los f ueron u n modclo fina l de con­
sonante, un modclo caractcr-sCI'ial y un 
modclo invariante de rcacci6n principal. 
Varias tccni cas d e analisis de datos se usaron. 
El mod clo fina l de consonantc fue superior a 
las o trosdos modelos, pero se encontro que 
otros fac tores attn no evaluados estaban 
prcsentcs en los resultados. 
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I nstruction a nd Media at Southern Illinois University (Carbondale, I L 6290 I). 
Dr. Stallard's teaching and research interests lie in the areas of pre-school reading 
ski ll development and in preservice teacher training improvements. 

Eugen Gomringer holds the chair for aesthetic theory at the DUsseldorf 
Kunstakademie, Dusseldorf, Germany. He served as secretary to Max Bill at the 
Hochschulc fUr Gestaltung in Ulm, as director of the Schweizer Werkbund, and 
since 1967 as cultural deputy ("Kulturbeauftragter") for the porcelain firm of 
Rosenthal. 

Mark Cory is associate professor at the University of Nebraska (Lincoln, NE 
68588), where he teaches 20th-century Germany literature. Dr. Cory's research 
a rea is post-modern litera ture, especia lly experimental forms of drama and poetry. 

Jane Greengold (728 Carroll Street , Brooklyn, NY 11215) is an artist interested 
in using ideas as materials for art. She is currently working on a major a rt-project 
centered on the idea of time, incorporating verbal and visual materials. 

Chris Tanz (2 143 East 4th Street, Tucson, AZ 85719) pursues an interest in 
audible language as well as visi ble: she is assistan t professor of psycholinguistics 
a t the U niversity of Arizona, and has written two children 's books, as yet 
unpublished. 

Dale D. J ohnson is an associate professor and chairperson of elementary educa­
tion a t the University of Wisconsin (Madison, WI 53706). In addition, he is a 
Principa l Investigator in Reading at the Wisconsin Research and Development 
Cen1er for Cognitive Learning. Dr. Johnson's major strands of research have 
included decoding strategies, vocabula ry development and cross-cultu ra l 
comparisons of reading. 

Richard Venezky will as of January I, 1977, be Unidel Professor of Educational 
Foundations, University of Delaware (Newark, DE 1971 1 ). His research cen ters 
on problems related to prereading and early read ing skills. 
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