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Abstract

The basis of my research, which I have named Wordgraphy, is the practice of creating
“artworks by words”, that is using linguistic symbols as an artistic medium. This is something
which [ have been doing since 2008. Wordgraphy, an originally coined term that I have been
using since my solo exhibition in 2012, is a group of works that depict images using words or
other linguistic symbols, and it is also a word that implies the practice of creating those works.
By the term of “word” I do not mean merely the graphic signs used to record human language
but also the inseparable images which they evoke in the human mind. In this thesis, I attempt
to analyze “words” used in the creation of Wordgraphy works, not from their direct meaning
but from both the psychological and symbolic implications embedded with them, as well as
from the shapes of handwriting and of certain letters.

The research method I have adopted is based on the psychological process involved in the
process of creating works of Wordgraphy, and had been intersected with other academic fields
such as Semiotics, Symbol Theory, and Image Theory. In fields such as Art History, Aesthetics,
or Art Studies, the artist's own knowledge of his or her “creative practice” behind his or her
works of art is rarely included in research papers. The reality is that it has received only partial
attention as “research about artists” or practical examples in “art education”. As essays written
by artists themselves are difficult to be regarded as “research works,” most of them have fallen
into the obscurity of history as long as they were unknown. However, since the 1990s, a trend
of "art-based research" has been gaining momentum, mainly in the United States, Portugal,
and Canada. This trend incorporates different arts fields such as drama and other literary
forms as research methods in education. This thesis presents Wordgraphy as a prospect for
such “art-based research”. In other words, it is an attempt to deepen knowledge by going back
and forth between various disciplines based on the practice of creating artworks.

The practical approach which constitutes the subject of this paper is based on a group of

works that are difficult to distinguish between “art and design”. Although, at least in theory,



they belong to different categories and have their own historical backgrounds, it is difficult to
elucidate when a specific work belongs to both fields of art and design.

The word art has become widely used as the means of expression and new spaces for its
presentation have expanded online. On the other hand, as expressed in the translated words
“design (sekker: similar to planning)” and “design (isho: kind of registered design),” the term
design has a long history as a concept of craftsmanship and engineering, while its semantic
boundaries have also expanded to include the field of “art”. The secondary purpose of this
paper is to examine “art” and “design” by extracting “images” and “linguistic symbols” as
elements related to both “art” and “design” and by unraveling the relationship between them.

The first point of this paper is the linguistic expression of conceptual art, a contemporary
art trend which constitutes the roots of Wordgraphy.1discuss the trends in “book as artworks”
such as “artists’ books,” based on the expressions as conceptual art works which make use of
printing technology. Based on this, I focus on the word “typography,” which refers to
traditional letterpress printing technology and trace back the history of printing from the
changes in the meaning of this term. With the improvement and spread of lithographic
printing machine technology, the printing and bookbinding industries, which had previously
been separate industries, merged into one single industry. Then, I attempt to define a
“modern typographer” as a designer who has the necessary perspective to see through the
process of “book design”, from printing to bookbinding. At this point, I argue that the new
methods of expression such as books, opened up an opportunity for contemporary artists to
express themselves through the so-called “artists’ books”(Chapter 1).

The second element which I come to consider is the linguistic symbol from Jacobson's
linguistic theory, Morris' theory of signs, and Langer's theory of symbols. I argue that in the
process of concepts of terms such as “art” becoming “symbolized,” images in our minds
created by words change as they reflect individual experiences. It has become clear that the
use of such letters is what distinguishes “conceptual art” and Wordgraphy (Chapter 2).

In the following chapter, I analyze the concept of image within the context of creating
identity portraits. Specifically, I examine the “depicting of the deceased” as seen in “deceased
portraits”, “pseudo-photos”, “funeral procession picture scrolls”, “ukiyo-¢” depicting popular
actors after their passing away, and “deceased representations in larger ema’. When
discussing these genres, it is easy to reach to the conclusion that painted portraits have some
strong symbolic and iconic character which photographs usually lack due to their respective
natures. After all, the creation of painted portraits has been usually based on two main kinds
of intentions: memorializing and symbolizing. The earliest examples of a “representation of
the dead” is the “mummy’s portrait,” which is derived from an ancient view around life and

death. When the image of a portrait comes to somehow “substitute the deceased”, it may start



being perceived as an “icon” by people due to the influence of the “worship of the dead.” On
the other hand, since there are mummy portraits that even express the personal singularity of
the deceased; in fact, the word “portrait” etymologically means representing someone. | argue
that past portrait works have some “common sense of the creators” that can be connected to
identity portraits (Chapters 3 & 4).

Finally, in order to define “ Wordgraphy” as a creation practice that goes back and forth
between “letters and images”, I introduce “Schrifthild (pictures formed by letters)”, which is
a pictorial genre cultivated in Japan since medieval times extensively produced during the Edo
period, as an example of creative practices in the past. Conceptual graphic expressions such
as hitomaruzu, portraits of Kakinomotono Hitomaro composed by drawn with brush stroke
letters which also contained some of his most popular waka poems, have been highly
appreciated among the paintings by the Zen monk Hakuin. Schriftbilds are found in Klee's
watercolor paintings, which were influenced by “Futurist” literature. It has been revealed that
there were some artistic works based on language signs predating “Lettrisme”, the forerunner
of conceptual art, by nearly half a century. A century has passed since Klee's Schriftbilds were
drawn in the 1910s, however it has become clear that Wordgraphy is also a conceptual
representation that arose between letters and images (Chapter 5 & Conclusion) .

Based on the above-mentioned creative practices, I try to define Wordgraphy as an attempt
to grasp how the different strokes which letters are composed of, can be symbolically
expanded in portraits. Since the portraits are drawn by using the handwritten name,
nicknames and alias which the portrayed person used to be called, those strokes become not
merely the main material of the portraits but they also become an integral part of those
paintings and graphic works in which they are used and, at the same time, they open the door

to different symbolic interpretations in the mind of the people looking at them.



