
Excerpt: Typography That Makes the Reader Work 

Joel A. Roth 

Book typography today basically follows the same configurations on 
the page that it has since books have been printed with moveable 
type. Except for relatively minor alterations, the reader oftoday's 
book is confronted with page after unrelieved page of blocks of type. 
But that may be changing. As McLuhan notes, the works of artists 
are often far in advance of what later becomes common usage. If this 
is so, then the work of several novelists and designers today may 
presage a new use for typography on the book page in the future. 
This new use for typography is based on erratic type arrangement 
which pulls the reader in as an active participant, and makes reading 
a creative act rather than passive absorption of information. 

Of course, there is precedent for this. The use of odd line lengths 
and line placement in poetry- as an aid to metrical scanning- is 
now an established practice. And concrete poetry- employing blocks 
of type to convey meaning through visual impact, rather than 
through word meaning-is many years old. But today we are 
seeing wider applications of unconventional type placement; it may 
represent a new pattern in the imaginative use of typography in 
publishing. 

Where will the trend go from here ? There are sure to be misuses 
of the technique as it becomes defined- misuses based on the appeal 
of the "now" thing to do, regardless of its intrinsic value. But a 
movement must not be judged by its misuses, but by whatever 
enduring value it may have for its creative practitioners and for its 
ultimate users. 

Excerpted with kind permission from Book Production Industry 
(February, 1969; pp. 57-59). © 1969 by Penton Publishing Company. 
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The novel The Exagggerations (gratuitous 
g is no error) of Peter Prince by Steve Katz 
(Holt, Rinehart and Winston, 1968) 
employs a number of typographic devices 
to help convey the novelist 's in tent. 
Some pages are vir tually unreadable. 
Subordinate conversations or descriptive 
passages are carried out in different 
typefaces in the margins or overprint the 
main text in various decorative 
arrangements. Scenes which the author 
tells the reader he has decided to omit 
remain in the book but are crossed out-
giving the reader the option of reading 
them. Three separate but rela ted stories 
are developed on the same page, each in 
a different column, each picking up and 
ending in a random fashion. 
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Informed Sources (Day East Received) is a 
novel by Willard Bain (Doubleday, 1969) 
written in double-spaced capital letters 
on 8t X !l-inch sheets to simulate a 
teletype printout. T he story is told as a 
series of messages supposedly sent over 
the Associated Press wire service as the 
service is being taken over by hip 
revolu tionaries. There are misspell ings, 
crossed out letters, many code numbers, 
and pictures formed using the teletype-
writer keys. Some incidents, such as the 
surrounding of the Green Dreams by the 
capitalist establishment, are represented 
graphically with alphabet characters, 
rather than with words. The reader finds 
that he must decode the messages and 
becomes involved as a receiver reading 
messages sent by " Informed Sources." 
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The first short story in a collection by 
John Ba rth, Lost in the Funlwuse 
(Doubleday, 1968), is called "Frame-
Tale," and consists of a single page, 
printed along one edge on both sides of 
the sheet forming a continuous mobius 
strip, and imprinted with the words : 
"Once upon a time there was a story that 
began. . . . "The flat sheet also contains 
the directions: "Cut on dotted line. 
Twist end qnce and fasten AB to ab, CD 
to cd." The reader creates an "endless" 
story. 

Growing as Christians (Sister M.Johnice and Sister M. Elizabeth; Allyn and Bacon, 
1967) is a textbook using non-standard typographic page arrangement. 
According to the book's designer, Morris Kirchoff, many text lines were set at an 
angle rather than horizontally- to attract students' attention. Kirchoff reports that 
in a pre-publication fie ld test, students were found to prefer slanted type to 
conventional horizontal type. 
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