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The writing hand
Akiem Helmling

Recently, | received a letter at my house. On the enve-
lope was my name. Inside there was a folded handwritten
note on a white sheet of paper. Just one sentence, which,
unfortunately, | could not read. Although it was just three
words, at least this is what | thought, | could not decipher
any of the symbols | saw. | could not even identify the
note's language: English, German, Dutch, or something
else? The whole situation bothered me so much that |
scanned the letter and processed it with OCR.! But, like
me, the algorithm could not produce any meaningful
information.

This made me think about myself and the computer.

Later on, | decided to make the image of the note the
desktop background on my laptop. Now, whenever |

work on my computer, the first thing | see are those three
groups of indecipherable letters. And when | look at those
indexical symbols,? it bothers me the most that, on the

1 Optical Character Recognition (OCR), a function included in programs,
which algorithmically converts an image into encoded text information.

2 Charles S. Peirce distinguishes signs into the three categories of icons,

indexes, and symbols.
"1st. Those whose relation to their objects is a mere community in
some quality, and these representations may be termed Likenesses.
2d. Those whose relation to their objects consists in a correspond-
ence in fact, and these may be termed Indices or Signs.
3d. Those the ground of whose relation to their objects is an imput-
ed character, which are the same as general signs, and these may
be termed Symbols.' (Writings of Charles S. Peirce, A chronological
Edition, Volume 2, 1867 — 1871, page 56).

We could say simply that icons are images that represent an idea one

to one in a graphical image, like a little drawing of a tree. An index



one hand, | can clearly see that there are three groups

of letters, but on the other hand, | am unable to identify
which ones they are. Sometimes, | ask myself if this note
is a prank by somebody who knows about my interest in
letters and therefore came up with the idea to send me a
letter with a drawing, which looks like letters but is just
a drawing.? But in this case, it may be a very clever prank
because it triggered my interest much more than it would
have had | been able to read it. Nevertheless, one thing
was for sure: the letter was written by somebody for
some reason.

The writing hand is one of the most mysterious but also
one of the most overlooked cultural phenomena. Evi-
dently, writing it is one of the oldest human practices. |
am also taking the liberty to include the cave drawings
of Lascaux as a product of the writing hand. This way,
we could state that before there was religion, there was

refers to something else, which is somehow connected with the sign,
like smoke representing fire and danger, or handwriting which repre-
sents the person who wrote it. A symbol is a sign which is based on

an agreement, where there is no clear connection between the thing it
represents and the symbol as such. In that context, letters are symbols
for Charles S. Peirce because there is no connection between the letter
A and the sound this letter represents. The same also applies to ideo-
graphic characters like Chinese, where one could also argue that they
are highly simplified icons.

Based on this distinction of signs, a piece of handwriting (including
signatures) is always simultaneously indexical and symbolic. A signa-
ture is a symbol for the name of the person who wrote and at the same
time, an index for the person itself. (See also Sonja Neef, Imprint and
Trace, Handwriting in the Age of Technology, Reaktion Books, UK, 2011,
page 34).

3 If you would like to have a similar experience, get a copy of the book
Metamagical Themas by Douglas Hofstadter. Ignore all the text and just
look at the drawings which introduce each chapter. Enjoy every second
that you do not yet have a clue what you are looking at.

the writing hand. Before there was science, there was the
writing hand. Before there was art, there was perhaps the
writing hand. Humans create and distinguish themselves
through the writing hand. Or did you ever hear of any
other creature, plant, or animal which possesses a writing
hand, just like we do?

But why do philosophers reflect so much on the
written word but not on the writing hand? The American
philosopher Charles S. Peirce envisioned, for example,
our relation to the world as a semiotic web of signs, in
which we, too, are signs.* Consequently, there is, finally,
no difference for him between a word and a human being.
However, he understands written language as a logical
semiotical system, in which the aesthetic dimension of
the writing hand is left behind.>

4 'Man makes the word, and the word means nothing which the man has

not made it mean, and that only to some man. But since man can think
only by means of words or other external symbols, these might turn
round and say: ,You mean nothing which we have not taught you, and
then only so far as you address some word as the interpretant of your
thought.” In fact, therefore, men and words reciprocally educate each
other; each increase of a man's information involves and is involved by,
a corresponding increase of a word's information.' (Writings of Charles S.
Peirce, A chronological Edition, Volume 2, 1867 — 1871, Indiana Universi-
ty Press, 1984, USA, page 241)

5 Another well-known example in this context could be the book Tracta-

tus Logico-Philosophicus by the Austrian philosopher Ludwig Wittgen-
stein, and the infamous final sentence: ‘Wovon man nicht sprechen
kann, dariiber muss man schweigen.' It is this final statement which
gives this book its ethical meaning. At the same time, it shows that
Wittgenstein's idea of writing was very much influenced by the writing
machine and the formal written logic, rather than the phenomena of
the writing hand. If Wittgenstein would have consistently regarded
writing as an action which starts with a writing hand (which is drawing
on a surface) he would have probably considered another conclusion.
Once he would have understood writing first of all as a silent personal
aesthetically reflective action, instead of a controlled logical one, he
might have rather written: ‘'Wovon man nicht sprechen kann, dariiber
muss man schreiben.’



Of course, one might criticize my earlier remark that the
drawings of Lascaux could be understood as the prod-

uct of the writing hand. We call those human traces
'drawings’ (instead of writings), so evidently, they are

the product of the drawing rather than the writing hand.
However, if you consider that writing by hand starts with
drawing letters, we may conclude that drawing and writ-
ing — at least when done by hand — are nearly identical.¢
How should we, for example, regard a child’s activity, im-
itating the letters it sees without the knowledge of letters
as such? Is there a clear distinction to be made, or is it,
after all, dependent on the observation and the observer
itself? Once you know that letters exist, you will obvi-
ously experience the act of drawing letters as an act of
writing. And as long as you do not know that letters exist,
you will be unable to distinguish between writing and
drawing because both ideas are based on words, which
are themselves grammatical constructions of something
you do not yet understand. So how do you distinguish be-
tween writing and non-writing anyway?

It is interesting to note that, although human writing
is one of the oldest human intellectual activities, it has
not changed much since humans wrote in the caves of
Lascaux. Still today, we express ourselves through very
similar sequential writing systems, like those used in
the oldest writing systems we know: notation systems
which consist of a set of signs (like letters, ideograms, or
emojis), and grammatical systems, which determine how
the symbols should be used and composed. Even though
we acknowledge that communication with technical sys-

6 That is the significant difference between writing by hand (chirography)
and writing with letters (typography). In the first case, it is the writer
who is writing the letters, in the second case it is the machine (used by
the writer).

10

tems like computers is very different from inter-human
communication, we still use the same writing logic in both
situations.

The reason for this may be both intellectual and
technical. Intellectually, we may be conditioned by our
typographic surroundings and consequently believe that
writing must be sequential, no matter if this is done by
a writing hand or a writing machine (Schreibmaschine).
What we disregard in this case is the historical fact of the
simplification and standardization of writing due to the
limitations of early, static typographic systems. Though
the German mathematician Regiomontanus (1436 —1476)
invented the unique and beautiful square root symbol’ at
the same time as Gutenberg (ca. 1400 — 1468) invent-
ed book printing, it was impossible for Gutenberg to
reproduce Regiomontanus's beautifully nested symbol
with his device. The reason for this was the ‘staticness’
of the moveable type (or, one might say, the absence of
the writing hand). While Gutenberg letters could move
and be reused, they could not change their appearance.
But precisely this would have been required to be able to
write the square root as Regiomontanus invented it. It
is surprising to see how little research has been done on
why people actually write and, even more importantly,
why we write the way we write. Since letters do not refer
to any natural phenomena but are purely made up by
humans (to create themselves), an alternative letter logic
is imaginable. From an objective, rational point of view,
there is no necessity for letters to be unique and static.
Do letters have to be readable to qualify as letters?

Technically, we have not yet come up with typo-
graphical input devices which can convey as much

7 Written as a lowercase 'r', and allowing other characters to be nested in
the symbol itself.

n



information as we express through our writing hand.
Walter Benjamin nicely described this deficit in the text
Lehrmittel, which was published with the collection of
essays titled Einbahnstralle. 'The typewriter,’ he says,
'will alienate the hand of the man of letters from the

pen only when the precision of typographic forms has
directly entered the conception of his books. One might
suppose that new systems with more variable typefaces
would then be needed. They will replace the pliancy of
the hand with the innervation of commanding fingers.’'

In this perspective, it is interesting to know that a couple
of years earlier, Benjamin received the book Lesabéndio
as a wedding present from the Israeli philosopher and
historian Gershom Scholem, where such a situation is
already described. Published in 1912, Lesabéndio is an
intergalactic utopian novel by the German author Paul
Scheerbart, which describes life on the planetoid Pallas.
In Scheerbart's words: ‘Most of the work done here would
have been quite impossible if every Pallasian had not had
a great many hands — both very coarse — and very fine.
The latter included those with fingers with which one
could easily write like with a fountain pen.’

Re-reading this passage of Lesabéndio, | wonder if the
two sorts of Pallasian hands are a metaphor for the two
dimensions of our own writing hands. The coarse one,
which is logically controlled by our brain, and the fine
one, which reveals our uncontrolled unconsciousness
(the part of ourselves of which we are not aware). Isn't
Benjamin's concern that something of us might be lost
once the writing hand is replaced with a typographic ma-
chine? A writing machine may be capable of translating
the thoughts of a writer onto a piece of paper but in the
process, the person behind the thoughts may disappear.

12
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In 1976, Toots published Kalligraafilisi etitiide (Calligraphic Stud- |
//' « OF THIS 7 ies), which focuses on his more expressive calligraphic art. By the
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ing. Toots called the style “choreographic calligraphy.” It began to
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in the narure of the ink line was a revolution. Gao Qipei himself, |
a5 well as his public and later finger painters, must have been
fascinated by the peculiar characteristics of the line rraced by the

fingers or nails. The most distinctive of these ch s is
cerrain degree of irregularicy and unpredicrabiliy. In the case of
large-format works the blackness rapidly pales because the finger, |

unlike the brush, is of course not equipped with & reservoir. | 5’—? i ﬂ-ﬁ é?zm'ﬁ‘ffra;’.f ;
|
|
|

Double lines are frequently formed when the nail and cushion

touch the paper simultaneously. The chin lines traced by the nail | 7 2 ip s
are often ragged, the nail gliding less smoothly over the paper than l/lf g/Lﬁ-[

the brush the nail-line also tends to cramble, especially on Jess rf/ﬂ- aAnueniid

porous paper, because the ink is thick a1 the beginning of a line

and cobesion causes it to form droplers. Because the ink is not ﬂﬂ ?‘%M ey
spread as evenly as when brushed on the paper, wet work often W

exhibirs the phenomenon of sharp black contours edging broadly
inked lines or areas. This is because the pigment runs rowards the / é’W 2
edges, a phenomenon which is also observed when red wine is spile GM’Z

on a white rablecloth, Another Factor in finger painting is the

challenge presented by the limited means, the challenge to create ;
something new by means of schf-imposed restrictions.

The comparison comes to mind of ewhing and drypoint in western
art. A considerable amount of pressure is needed in the drypoine

process to incise furrows directly into the copper or zin; the needle
is liable vo slip, the burr is difficult w control, producing <il sorts

of unpredictable effects when the print is pulled. This, however,

is whar i the ion of the vechn and the reason
why artists like Rembrandt often preferred it 1o etching, a process
regarded sy pechaps too glib and smooth. Cme is also reminded of
the revelation that lefi-handed painting was 1o Gao Fenghan who,
s we shall sce, was forced by @ parslyzed right arm vo switch
hands. 8

Gaor Qipet's experiasests with the posibilities of the fingerpainting |
hnique are particulardy noticeable in his early work. In the 1682 V
albom From the Lisoning Museum (cat. 2) he made copious use of| S
fingerprints (leaf 1), exploired the effect of combined nail and ]H
wwlhuimdmcb«lfuﬁlymhdmwhﬁl ¥
nail to render the structure of a cliff-face (leaf 2). In the ensuing

years he gradually developed a highly individual handwriting,

more fluent than that of his early work, and with it a systemaric
e i vt o3| o Y o THEE PTONS APEJINE, A5 (Vs

{paragraphs 6, 12, 25, 26, 28).
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I paint with my hand

With everything: nails, flesh, palm and tog i
AP : My hand begins: nothing is there yet THE TRACE
But when I am finished, my hand is worn out.'s
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AN EMPTY SHEET,
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58 Traces, threads and sur, ey

is first painted on the spathe, using a feather dipped in white pigment. This is
the most important line, which scts as a template for the rest of the pattern.
Onee it is done, additiona] lines are added in red, yellow and black. In a
large, complex painting, such as for the fagade of a ceremonial house, the

44,,%“/2@_

painter starts from rthe top and works in rows However, he always leaves
a white line hanging like a string from the bottom of the designs on each
row, &0 that he can take it up and continue it on commencing the next
{Figure 1.10). As a result, all the rows of the complete work are connected
together by continuous white lines (called maindshe). The lines in the other
colours, by contrast, are discontinuous and serve only to highlight the white
maindshe (ibid.: 89).
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“Homor your mistake as a hidden intention_»
— Brian Eno










Captions in order of appearance

Writing

— Letman, The Art and Lettering
of Job Wouters, Die Gestalten
Verlag, 2012

— Mart Varik, Villu Toots: 100
Book Covers, John Neal Books,
2017

— Photograph by High on Type,
West Den Haag, Alphabetum,
2022

— Photography by /Iwan Baan,
Dallas, Texas, United States,
2021

— Pin-Up Photograph of Brigitte
Bardot, 1960

— Photograph of a Window
Cleaner, Shutterstock, 2013

— Painting by Pablo Tomek: White
Window, Ruttkowski;68, 2020

— Poem by Derek Otte, 2021

— Gerrit Noordzij, Zeis en Sikkel
de kunst van het maaien, Bert
Bakker, 1979

— Photograph of graffiti, Artist
Unknown, Year Unknown

Medium

— Calligraffiti: The Graphic Art of
Niels Shoe Meulman, From Here
to Fame, 2010

— Wallpainting by High on Type,
Space is The Play, Glass-Hard,
Opperclaes, Stedelijk Museum
Schiedam, 2021

— Photograph by Aad Hogendoorn,
Glass-Hard, Opperclaes,
Stedelijk Museum Schiedam,
2021
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— Klaas Ruitenbeek, Discarding
the Brush. Gao Qipei (1660 —
1734) and the art of Chinese
finger painting, Rijksmuseum/
Snoeck, 1992,

— Eric C. Mullis, The Ethics of
Confucian Artistry, The Journal
of Aesthetics and Art Criticism,
Oxford University Press, 2007

— Photograph of 2110 Year Old
Olive Tree, Photographer
Unknown

Play

— Raoul Martinez, Creating
Freedom Power, Control and the
Fight for Our Future, Canongate,
2017

— Wallpainting by High on Type,
Exposition Vacarme,

La Condition Publique,
Roubaix, 2022

— Tim Ingold, Lines, A Brief
History, Taylor & Francis Ltd,
2016

— Portrait of Lady Allen of
Hurtwood, Elliott & Fry, 1942

— Comic with Speech Balloons,
Artist Unknown

— Wallpainting by High on
Type, Windows to the World,
Eindhoven, 2020

Collaborate

— Henk Oosterling, Waar geen
wil is, is een weg, Boom,
Amsterdam, 2016

— Jeremy Lent, The Web of
Meaning Integrating Science
and Traditional Wisdom to Find
our Place in the Universe, New
Society Publishers, 2021

— High on Type, Week 50 Zine,
Watchamacallit, Utrecht, 2017

— Performance by High on Type,
Berlin Letters Conference, 2019

— Michael Lavine, Photograph of
Iron Flag Album Cover, Wu-Tang
Clan, Loud, Columbia Records,
2001

— Cartoon of Voltron: Defender of
the Universe, Toei Animation,
Japan, 1984—1985

— Photography by Luuk Roordink,
All Eyes on Type Conference,
Worm Rotterdam, 2018

How?

— Photography by High on Type,
Utrecht, 2022

— Brian Eno, A Year With Swollen
Appendices: Brian Eno’s Diary,
Faber & Faber, 1996

— David Lynch, Catching the Big
Fish Meditation, Consciousness,
and Creativity, Tarcherperigree,
2016

— Studio of High on Type, Week 1
Residence, Soesterberg, 2019

— Babs Gons, Hardop: spoken
word in Nederland, Atlas
Contact, 2019

— High on Type, Week 1 Zine,
Maison Riso, Nice, France, 2019
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Biographies

High on Type is a collective of five
(graphic) artists that share a passi-
on for the letterform. As individu-
als they explore their own visual
language, through collaborating
their language is amplified. Forms
are made by writing, a very direct
way of expression. The work is both
the act as the trace left behind.
Through collective experiments,
they stretch boundaries of the vi-
sual vocabulary. The collective goal
resonates, finding new possibilities
for expression through writing.

Guido de Boer, (born 1988) is an
independent visual artist with a
background as designer. His work
consists of images that you can
read and texts that you can expe-
rience visually. His work is large,
monumental and handmade and
therefore expressive, but can also
come across as graphic. In addition
to his artistic practice, Guido is a
teacher at the Royal Academy of
Art in The Hague.

Hans Schuttenbeld, (born 1991) is a
multi- and interdisciplinary maker
who has called himself a psychede-
lic poet since the summer of 2021.
His work draws on his trained skills
of calligraphy, painting, drawing,
designing and thinking, among
others. A main theme he both
derives from and works toward is
wonder. In 2020, he received a Sti-
pendium for Emerging Artists from
the Mondriaan Fund to stimulate
his artistic research and collective
practices.
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Ivo Brouwer, (born 1992) is a

type and graphic artist based in
The Hague. His work compiles of
experimental type and graphic pat-
terns made by translating tactile
methods to digital environments
and the other way around. He holds
a Master's degree in Type Design
from KABK Royal Academy of Arts
The Hague. In 2022, he received a
fund for Talent Development by the
Creative Industries Fund NL.

Vincent de Boer, (born 1988) is an
artist with a background in calligra-
phy. In his ongoing explorations on
the boundaries of language you can
feel the concentration with which
he works and the mastery of mate-
rial and technique. From this basis,
he creates a variety of works, on
paper, murals and performances.
His animated film The Stroke won
the debut prize at the Netherlands
Film Festival.

Henk Oosterling is a Dutch philo-
sopher and writer. Until 2018, he
worked as an associate professor of
philosophy at Erasmus University
Rotterdam. His work focuses on
sustainability and social issues,
such as pedagogy.

Sigrid Stigsdatter Mathiassen is

a choreographer, performer and
vocalist. As a maker, Sigrid uses
both text and movement as a tool
to blur the line between reality and
imagination.

Danny Wolfers (Legowelt), is an
electro producer and DJ from The
Hague with international fame. His
music spawns a varying range of
sub-genres.

Akiem Helmling, is partner of the
type-collective Underware and
founder of the Alphabetum. He

is regularly lecturing about type,
design and art at universities and
events worldwide. As a critical
advisor within the art center West
Den Haag and together with Thijs
Lijster he initiated the IKK, Instituut
voor Kunst en Kritiek in 2016. (Ins-
titute for Art and Critique)
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The Alphabetum is an artistic space to explore the
formative and formal aspects of language. These aspects
are mostly considered separate. Typographers and type-
designers are primarily focused on the letterform and
writers mostly do not pay attention to the forms of the
letters they form into words. The ambition of the Alpha-
betum is to reveal that these two properties of written
language are much more interlinked than is commonly
acknowledged. A letter is a letter because it resembles

a letter; and because it resembles a letter it is a letter.

Joseph Beuys said that every human being is an artist.
Hans Hollein translated this idea into space and time,
suggesting that everything is architecture. John Cage
proposed that everything we do is music. Would it
therefore not be acceptable to declare that every thing

is type? When we look at art, music and architecture
from a more general point of view, we see that all three
disciplines have emerged from the languages we created.
We might even argue that art, architecture and music

are themselves languages. It is noteworthy that Beuys's,
Hollein's and Cage's statements are not formulated in
art, architecture and music, but in letters, forming words,
combined in statements. Ludwig Wittgenstein once said
that the limits of our language are the limits of our world.
Could it also be the case that the limits of the alphabet
are the limits of our language? This would bring us back
to the typographic tautology. A letter is a letter because
it resembles a letter, and because it resembles a letter,

it is a letter.

The Alphabetum, inaugurated in February 2019, is part of
the program of the national art institution West Den Haag.
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