Vertical Group Exercises in Graphic Design

Edward Wright and Jean Collins

Graphic designers traditionally have limited experience with the direct
relationship between meaning and form in the language they use. In this
experimental project graphic design students were encouraged to gradually refine
their own individual handwritten texts from random, personal jottings into a
formal graphic mode. Several students’ work is illustrated and commented on.

These exercises form the preparatory stage of a graphic language
“laboratory’ study in the Department of Graphics at Chelsea
School of Art. The word laboratory sounds ambitious, but in this
first project it is the experimental attitude which defines the nature
of the work rather than the equipment which is used. We began
with a wish to provoke students into writing their own texts with
the intention of using these to set typographic tasks based upon

a handwritten groundwork. Typographers normally design using
other people’s words and eventually accept a situation in which they
are limited to making only slight modifications in a given text even
when a syntactic rephrasing could make the message more under-
standable. However, we found that recognizing a theme and
choosing words was more valuable to our graphics course, so we
decided to keep to a handwritten script.

In the West most of us suffer from an inability to see hand-
writing as anything but a very informal or incomplete version of a
typewritten or printed message. Lettering and calligraphy which
are taught in many graphic design courses [requently show such
symptoms of overcompensation as a meaningless formalism, akin
to ballroom dancing. A graphics course should examine and dis-
cuss the suitability of every graphic means without ignoring the
function of peripheral implements and pieces of equipment. What,
for example, do we have to say about the use of the ball-point pen?
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We may use it for marking-up and correcting proofs, and then may
find that it has other graphic uses.

This project makes use of handwriting, but the aim is not to
produce “literature’ only, nor a “free calligraphy” only, but to
give the experience which allows a mass of words to be examined
and processed according to a program. We are not interested in
end-products, but in dissolving inhibitions and breaking down the
idea of compartmentalized skills. As communication, speech comes
first; words come in with writing. Why should graphic designers,
like many specialists, be afraid of words outside their own technical
type of discourse’

“Journeys demonstrate (among other things) that words are
strangers to the things they name” (Amereida). In the first exercise
we asked students to attempt to reverse this situation. The project
was introduced verbally to a group selected from graphics students
in all three years of the Diploma in Art & Design course. Each was
issued a copy of the program synopsis and notes reproduced on
following pages. We asked them, in their own time, when alone or
late at night before going to bed, to give names to, and make up
phrases about things in their vicinity. Early in the morning they
were to add to or amend what they had written. The process was
to continue until the student had exhausted his response to the
stimulus-object.

The random notes were to cover the area of work on the paper
as completely as possible and could be illegible to anyone except
the student himself. This was to allow a sense of freedom until the
student had accumulated a rich verbal soil as a basis for the
following stages of the exercise. It was stressed at the outset that
participation in the project was totally voluntary; students were
free to drop out at any stage, which many did. To maintain the
laboratory point of view, all work in the series was done on sheets of
layout paper 15 inches wide by 20 inches deep, coded with stenciled
numbers in the bottom right-hand corner to correspond to the
exercise in the program synopsis. The area of work was chosen by
the student, but this area—drawn in pencil on the sheet—was to
be kept the same, in size and position, throughout the series. The
decimal system of numbering the exercises set a limit of nine sheets
for each stage in the series; when this limit was reached a move had
to be made to the next stage.
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The title Vertical Group was originally chosen because the
students were drawn from each year, worked without hierarchy,
and attended weekly group tutorials to discuss their work progress
and problems in the project. Later the system was replaced by in-
dividual tutorials as the working pace of students varied and
fluctuated according to the demands on student’s time made by
other projects in the graphics course. It is hoped that some of the
first- and second-year students who participated last year will
continue with the project during the remainder of their course. The
work illustrated shows a part of the work carried out from October
1966 to June 1967. An unexpected result of the exercise has been
the stimulus given to students to follow some experiments of their
own invention outside the program but organized within the same

methodical pattern. The examples on pages 407-8 are a part of a set

of experiments made by a first-year student during the summer
vacation.
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Project Synopsis

1.00 handwritten

.10 repeated random observation
.20 selective observation

.30 continuous prose

.40 given number of words

.50 analysis/listing

.60 naming/titling

.70 ambiguities

.80 word substitution

.90 commentary

2.00 description of given object

.10 seen

.20 measured, counted
.30 touch or taste

.40 smelled or heard

.50 structure, weight
.60 uses of

.70 for or against

.80 comparative aspects
.90 prose

Jc

Notes

3.00 description of group of objects
maintaining a representation of
their spatial relationship by
tabulation

.10 seen

.20 measured, counted
.30 touch or taste

40 smelled or heard

.50 structure, weight
.60 uses of

.70 for or against

.80 comparative aspects
.90 prose

4.00 observer as object
.10 describe all other objects
in selected group
.20 repeat from viewpoint of each
object in turn

1.10 observations to be written/overwritten to saturation point on sheets

of same format (20"x15") within uniform chosen area

.20 approaching results of 1.10 objectively and extracting, verbatim,
evidence of any apparent themes; e.g., subject content, phonetic, etc.

.30 making a prose piece out of the selected words and /or phrases which,
by its composition, should illustrate the reason for the selection

.40 progressive editing, maintaining prose form

.50 breakdown of prose into simplified grammatical analysis

.60 arbitrary analysis; e.g., relating to sizes, functions, alliteration, etc.

.70 rearrangement of selected words to find new way of communicating
their meaning ; by repetition, grouping, etc.
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Figure 1. Sarah Norton, Third Year. Subject: a cellophane-wrapped, sliced loaf of
bread. 1.11—random observation.

.80 experimenting with synonyms, etc.
.90 personal into universal language: comparison of intended and
apparent meaning

2.10-2.70 random observations, as in 1.10, made exclusively through one
sense at a time
.80 recurrent theme/words selected from each group
.90 presentation of combined selections from each group

3.00 a multiple form of 2.00, exploring the possibilities of spatial
relationships as emphasis or modification of meaning: graphic
presentation of literal content

4.00 descriptions of each object in the selected group are presented
simultaneously from every viewpoint in turn; the area of interest is
where the viewpoints “overlap”—the common essentials
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Figure 2. Sarah Norton. Subject: a cellophane-wrapped, sliced loaf of bread.
1.12—random observation. 1.20—selective observation. 1.30—continuous prose.

Description of given object. Subject: a two-shilling piece. 2.13—seen.
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Figure 3. Sarah Norton. Description of a given object. Subject: a two-shilling
piece. 2.20—measured, counted. 2.30—touch or taste. 2.40—smelled or heard.

2.50—structure, weight.
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Figure 4. Sarah Norton, Description of given object. Subject: a two-shilling piece.
2.60—uses of. 2.70—for or against. 2.80—comparative aspects. 2.90—prose.
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Figure 5. Peter Niczewski,
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Figure 6. Nick Cudworth, First Year. Subject: his immediate envirenment. 1.11—

random observation. 1.22—selective observation. 1.30—continuous prose.
1.41—given number of words.
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analysis/

listing. 1.61—naming /titling. 1.71-—ambiguities. 1.80—word substitution.

Figure 7. Nick Cudworth. Subject: his immediate environment. 1.50
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Tigure 9. Nick Cudworth. Caligraphic experiment relating to random handwriting
in 1.11 (p. 400). 1—part of 1.11 enlarged. 2—part of 1 enlarged. 3—part of 2
enlarged. 4—part of 3 enlarged.
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Figure 10. Nick Cudworth. Dialogue into structure.
I—The dialogue, taken from a magazine, is divided
into groups indicated by lines that relate to points of
reference. II—Arrangement of dialogue in the
groups, mantaining conversational order and still
including lines to indicate parts which were derived
from different points in the original framework.
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III—Transposition of the dialogue into three-
dimensional volume, and the ratios on which this is
based. IV—Scale drawing of three-dimensional
structure representing evolution of the dialogue as
analysed.



