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The Distribution of Visual Information 

in the Vertical Dimension 

of Roman and Hebrew Letters 

Joseph Shimron and David Navan 

English and Hebrew native speakers read texts mutilated btJ removing a 
narrow or a wide strip at the top or at the bottom of the lines. Whereas 
reading the English texts was impaired more by mutilating the top, the 
reverse was found for the Hebrew texts. This result is ascribed to the dif­
ferent ways in which information is distributed along the vertical axis of
Roman and Hebrew letters. Interactions behveen region and width of muti­
lation are argued to indicate that the effect is not due just to features at the
ven; top and very bottom. 

DIFFERENT PARTS of writing symbols may vary in their infor­
mativeness, i.e., in their contribution to letter differentation. A sim­
ple heuristic device for distinguishing between highly and poorly 
informative letter segments is to test how their removal would im­
pair reading. As early as 1879 Javal (see Huey, 1908) noted that when 
an English text was presented in such a way that the lower half of 
each line was removed, readers could read it faster and more accu­
rately than when the upper half was removed. Huey suggested that 
the part the removal of which the reader could withstand better 
contained probably less information. He concluded, thus, that the 
upper part of an English text is more informative than its lower part. 
Kolers (1969) used the same rationale to show that the right halves of 
Roman letters are on the average more informative than the left 
halves. 

However, one could contend, as Javal did, that the upper part 
may have an inherent advantage. For example, perhaps people tend 
to attend mor@ to the upper part of visual stimuli (see, e.g., Kimura, 
1959), or at least to the upper part of Roman letters. In that case they 
may develop a habit to rely more on features at the upper part; they 
may be then less practiced with inferring the identity of letters from 
their lower features. One purpose of the experiment we report on 
was to establish that vertical position of a letter-segment is just a 
correlate of informativeness and has no effect of its own, whatever 
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