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Traces of Jan Tschichold’s

New Typography in Belgium
Katrien Van Haute

There is undoubtedly a certain percentage of “Tschichold” in the DNA of
Belgian graphic design. Starting in the 1930s, the concepts of the New
Typography penetrated the practice of graphic designers, typographers,
and printers in Belgium. They felt compelled to set themselves apart from
the old and decorative printing, and got an idea of what the new printed
matter should look like, and what criteria it should meet to be modern. The
question here is how consciously or unconsciously the first generation of
Belgian graphic designers embraced the ideas of Die neue Typographie.
Were they directly or indirectly influenced by reading Jan Tschichold? In
his many books and articles, Tschichold explicitly refers to Belgium only
once. Nevertheless, enough other primary sources have survived to al-
low us to trace the figures or channels through which Tschichold’s DNA
arrived in Belgium.

Belgian Representatives Jozef Peeters and
Pierre Flouquet in Die neue Typographie
Jan Tschichold included the names of Jozef Peeters and his French-speak-
ing counterpart Pierre Flouquet, two pioneers of abstract art, as represent-
atives of Belgium in a list of European abstract artists who were producing
“new work” for “our field”.t For Tschichold, the genesis of modern graphic
design was apparently an “us versus them” story. By writing explicitly about
“our field”, he emphasised the dichotomy between the world of artists and
that of printers, typographers, and designers. This gap was also present
in Belgium. A few abstract artists in the early 1920s were on the same
page and attempted to introduce new abstract imagery into printmaking.
Peeters and Flouguet were among them. In their avant-garde publications,
they published abstract black-and-white illustrations that Peeters referred
to as Constructivist, as they were completely non-representational and
thus autonomous. Sometimes the artists went beyond drawn illustrations
and also experimented with typography. They preferred to arrange it as
an abstract painting, with letters in varying point sizes, words in different
reading directions, and black lines and rectangles that accentuated the
whole construction. With the experimental design of a magazine like De
Driehoek (The Triangle), Jozef Peeters was working in the same spirit
as the many Constructivist avant-garde periodicals throughout Europe.
However, this modern design was not theoretically based. Peeters and
Flouguet only wrote about their Constructivist illustrations and paid no
attention to the New Typography in Belgium at the time; the name “Tschi-
chold” was not mentioned in any
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One Belgian who probably did come into contact with Tschichold’s
theories early on was Jos Léonard (1892-1957). At one time, he was artis-
tically and ideologically in complete agreement with Peeters and Flouquet
and called himself a Constructivist. By the mid-1920s, he was the only ab-
stract artist to choose the profession of graphic design, and soon felt that he
needed the help of a professional printer if he wanted to elevate his Studio
Novio above an amateur level. He associated himself with master printer
Willy Godenne and did exactly what Tschichold would later advise beginning
graphic designers to do.2 Godenne was one of the few printers in Belgium
who realised that the craft had entered an aesthetic crisis and that innovation
would not come spontaneously from within.® Just as Léonard realised he
needed Godenne’s expertise, the latter knew he had to rely on Jos Léonard’s
talent and artistic vision.

The Specialised Subject Library of Jos Léonard

Léonard not only refined his skills by working closely with a printing expert,
but also began building a specialised subject library,* including intact copies
of Die neue Typographie (1928) and Eine Stunde Druckgestaltung (1930).°
Unfortunately, he did not have the habit of noting the date of acquisition
or making annotations, so we cannot be sure that Léonard purchased the
books shortly after their publication. But it is almost certain that he and his
associate Godenne were aware of Tschichold’s teachings in the early 1930s,
whether in an abridged version or not. Indeed, we know that the pair had
subscribed to the French journal Arts et métiers graphiques, which pub-
lished their work in 1929° and featured Tschichold in French the following
year. The article “Qu’est-ce que la Nouvelle Typographie et que veut-elle?””
was the translation of the introduction to Eine Stunde Druckgestaltung and
was undoubtedly much more accessible to the French-speaking Godenne
than the German original.

The question now is whether Léonard was stylistically influenced by
the reading of Tschichold. In his oeuvre, which is exceptionally well pre-
served,® one can easily select a number of works that broadly conform to

the precepts of the New Typography

Tschichold wrote unequivocally that

New Typography could only emerge when the
graphic artist worked very closely

with printing experts. Tschichold 1930.

The Antwerp printer Gustave Jos. Buschmann had
greater name recognition than Godenne but was
much more protectionist and conservationist.
Artists interested in the printing profession were
strictly advised to stay within their field.
Buschmann 1934.

Part of the subject library was donated in 1959
to the Ghent Art Printing School by Jos Léonard’s
widow Maria Van de Ven and can be consulted
today at the library of Artevelde Academy.

The reconstruction of the subject library shows
that Jos Léonard was also very interested in
Jan Tschichold’s later writings: Tschichold 1942;
Tschichold 1946; Tschichold 1951;

Tschichold 1952.

Sabbe 1929.

~

Tschichold 1930.

In the oeuvre catalogue, | described no less than
1308 graphic designs. Van Haute 2009.

and express the same appetite for
elegance, order, and balance as can
be seen in Tschichold’s work. For
example, see an advertising card
for the Etablissements Plantin type
foundry in Brussels. (fig. 99) The
way the photograph’s background
was removed and the image integrat-
ed into an asymmetrical, white and
open composition gives this design
a certain Tschichold factor, in par-
ticular with the orange bullets and
especially the small arrow composed
of a bar and a triangle.

It is difficult to say whether
all these choices were directly in-
fluenced by Tschichold. Perhaps
Léonard used a book like Die neue
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Typographie as a source of inspiration, but not as a manifesto or a handbook.
He never used the well-known DIN formats, for example, although this could
be due to the availability from Belgian paper suppliers.

In his book Modern Typography and Layout (1929), American Doug-
las Crawford McMurtrie (1888-1944) shows a very different Léonard. In
the chapter “Typography and illustration”, he reserved a full page for the
designs with abstract illustrations by Studio Novio, that, as far as he was
concerned, were a paragon of modernity.® The book, which is considered
an early American interpretation of Die neue Typographie, deviates from
Tschichold’s teachings here, and the author is aware of this. In this chapter, he
argues that illustration had not yet been written off and could be as modern
as photography in terms of efficiency and expressiveness.

It does not seem too far-fetched to assume that Léonard was aware
of the New Typography and had seen European Modernist examples, and
that this awareness might have been filtered through an Americanised in-
terpretation. McMurtrie gave Léonard the recognition he had not received
from Tschichold and, moreover, mentioned his name in the preface. There,
the Belgian was in good company with the pioneers of modern graphic
design. Following the example of Jan Tschichold, McMurtrie attached great
importance to foreign contacts, whom he listed one by one.!® The series
of names largely overlaps with Tschichold’s list and is roughly repeated by
Herbert Spencer’s Pioneers of Modern Typography (1969).1* Since then,
several authors have tried to move away from this canon of the same de-
signs over and over again in a certain coherent historical logic. However,
as the design historian Robin Kinross rightly noted, it is far from obvious
for a researcher to escape from this, as the material available to the design
historian is extremely limited.!?

Moreover, the genesis of modern graphic design will remain incom-
plete until it is supplemented by a story from the point of view of printers,
typesetters and typographers, for it was ultimately these craftsmen who -
mostly anonymously - introduced modern graphic design into everyday life.

Grafiek: Belgian Magazine for First-Generation Graphic Designers

This is why Grafiek magazine is such an interesting research object. It was
published by the alumni union of the Kunstdrukschool Onze-Lieve-Vrouw
(KOLV, Art Printing School in Ghent), 2 the oldest Dutch-language course for
a new profession called “art printer” at the time. The school started back in
1926 as a department of Sint-Lukas (Saint Luke) Art School, with a handful
of students guided by a few Ghent graphic craftsmen and four friars. These
friars, who initially had very little experience with printing, were given the
task to start a new department. The main goal was to bind the new working

9 McMurtrie and Gress 1929: 159.

10 “Prof. Willi Baumeister, Herbert Bayer, Dr Walter
Dexel, Franz W. Seiwert, and Kurt Schwitters in
Germany, El Lissitsky in Russia, Karel Teige in
Czechoslovakia, Maximilien Vox, Theodore van
Doesburg, and Tristan Tzara in France,

Jos Léonard in Belgium, and Piet Zwart in
Holland”. Ibid.: 21.

11 Spencer 1969.

12 Kinross 1992: 49.

13 KOLV merged in 2000 with Artevelde University of

Applied Sciences.

group of graphic designers to the
Catholic school.

Grafiek appeared with steady
regularity for no fewer than six-
ty-four years (from 1936 to 2000)
and houses an interesting amount of
ephemeral printed matter that would
have been irretrievably lost under
normal circumstances. Thanks to
the many designs pasted by hand in
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the magazine, we are well informed about the kind of design taught at this
school. The course focused on ephemeral printing rather than book design.

The school’s magazine distinguished itself from Belgian printing maga-
zines such as La Chronique Graphique or Graphica because the editors did
more than just show printed matter of excellent standard or report on the
latest technological gadgets in the printing world. The magazine also wanted
to theoretically educate its readers, mainly students and former students.

In the words of Tschichold, these graphic designers belonged both to
the field of printers and the art world. Indeed, in addition to technical training
as a printer, students at the KOLV received an artistic education, which is
not surprising since the school originally started as a graduation course of
an art college.

In the early years, there was little in-house expertise, which motivated
the management to do expeditions abroad and invest in subscriptions to
international trade magazines. The countries they had in mind were the
Netherlands and Germany!* — and this was no coincidence. As convinced
Flamingants,!® the brothers deliberately sought a connection with Germanic
culture and wanted to stop centuries of French influence in printing. From
the first volume of 1936 on, the ephemeral Grafiek designs were often purely
typographic and asymmetrical. Unlike the typical painterly French Art Déco
examples, that were usually based on drawings, the designers of the KOLV
often used white space in their layout, which made their designs white and
light. Sometimes their typography consisted only of lower cases, a fashion
promoted at the Bauhaus that was also adopted by Dutchman, Piet Zwart.

It has yet to be seen whether the Bauhaus printing or Piet Zwart’s
designs served as examples. Much more likely, the Ghent designers were
inspired by the advertising printing of the Brussels Etablissements Plantin
type foundry, the Brussels subsidiary of the Dutch Lettergieterij Amsterdam
type foundry. Grafiek sometimes gives the impression of being Plantin’s
advertising magazine, as it paid so much attention to their latest fonts and
printing machines. Through their close collaboration with Plantin, Grafiek’s
editors soon came into contact with Léonard, who had been heading Studio
Plantin since 1932. His job was to design printing models to demonstrate to
printers in Belgium how they could design in a contemporary way using fonts
of Dutch origin. (fig. 100) Moreover, when Grafiek chose to work with Plan-
tin’s Dutch typefaces, this choice presupposed a long-term commitment, as
their typefaces could only fit on the in-house machines. Therefore, together
with the typefaces and machines, a certain sense of form was also imported
from the Netherlands in the long term, albeit filtered through Léonard. His
influence on the school’s artistic orientation probably extends much farther.

Traces of Jan Tschichold in Grafiek

The first headmaster Alfons Frans De Schepper A Cr‘UlCIa| queStlon Is I\{Vhether\ the
(Brother Denis) undertook a study trip to Cologne, KOLV in Ghent was familiar with Tsch-

Mainz and Frankfurt. Wouters 2013: 130. ichold’s New Typography. | suppose
Some magazine subscriptions date back to the that the school would not have been
school’s founding: Deutscher Drucker and . . \ .

De Tampon. aware of his publications until Typo-
Flamingantism is the movement in Flanders grafische Vormgeving (Typographic
(the Dutch-speaking part in northern Belgium) Design 1938), the Dutch translation
that opposes the dominance of French. Flemish ! )

nationalism works for an independent Flanders. of Typograph/sche GeSta/tung’ was

Tschichold 1938; Tschichold 1935. published.*® In principle, the teach-
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fig. 99 Advertising sheet for the fig. 100 Sample printed matter for the
Etablissements Plantin type Etablissements Platin type
foundry in Brussels, graphic foundry in Brussels for the launch
design by Jos Léonard, of the Succes typeface, graphic
after 1933. design by Jos Léonard, 1929.

Published in McMurtrie and
Gress 1929, p. 1569.
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fig. 101 Wedding announcement for fig. 102 Page from Grafiek magazine, 10,
Willem Nijst and Elly Vredenborg, 1940.

design by Jan Tschichold,

from his book Typografische
Vormgeving, featured on Grafiek
magazine, 18, 1945.

Note the misspelling of the
author’s name.
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ers could have been introduced to his ideas much earlier, through their
subscription to Deutscher Drucker, which published a short article by the
German guru, “Wege ins Neuland der Typographie” (Exploring New Typo-
graphic Territory), in 1932.'7 It was written in a not-too-accessible German,
in the stilted yet down-to-earth writing style that characterised Tschichold.
Since the author kept the argument purely theoretical and gave no practical
guidelines in this article, it likely did not have too great an impact on the
teachers at the KOLV.

The curious thing is that the teachers’ opinion of Tschichold’s book
Typografische Vormgeving changed completely in a few years. It evolved
from indifferent and disapproving to curious and sceptical and finally fully
positive. What can explain this curious history of perception? Looking back to
the school’s early days, Willy Schoon explained that the teachers at the time
were “not yet ripe” for someone like Jan Tschichold, because they had not
been able to develop sufficiently under French oppression.t® Someone from
the outside must therefore have stimulated a progressive understanding of
Tschichold, and it seems very likely that this was Léonard. He had become an
important authority, not only as the designer of Studio Plantin but also in his
position as inspector of technical education since the mid-1930s.

Let me support this assertion with some notable passages from Grafiek
written by teacher Jan Peeters (also called “brother Zephirijn”). In 1940,
Peeters first mentioned the book Typografische Vormgeving. He called it
“hopeless” and did not waste any further words on it.1° This is odd, to say the
least, since Peeters’s texts have quite a lot in common with Tschichold’s book.
Like Tschichold, he reasoned that the graphic designer possessed artistic
freedom once they had turned their back on the time-honoured symmet-
rical composition scheme. Unlike the symmetrical layout, where the leaf
arrangement is already largely fixed, the choice of an asymmetrical compo-
sition implies greater input from the designer. In this case, the arrangement
possibilities are legion, and it was no longer possible to set the print without
prior design. This is why Peeters attached great importance to drawing and
called the pencil the graphic designer’s most important tool. This pencil almost
became a trophy, the proof that graphic design belongs to an art school. The
same reasoning can be found in Tschichold’s Typografische Vormgeving.?°

In the same book, Tschichold nuanced his earlier criticism of the cen-
tral axis rule trap. His famous turn towards tradition had already begun. As
a result, the gap between the leftist Marxist Constructivist and the Catholic
brothers of the KOLV was minimised. After all, the school had never radi-
cally broken with the past, as it was under the influence of the anti-modern
neo-Gothic spirit of the mother school, Sint-Lukas. This manifested itself,
among other things, in Peeters’s attitude towards centred symmetrical leaf
arrangements. This had been handed down from the history of book design
and could therefore be used for a “distinguished” message.

Tschichold and Peeters also seemed to agree on their views on ty-
pography. Both showed a keen interest in typeface history and praised

modern sans serifs without reject-

Tschichold 1932b: 432-434. ing historical typefaces. When using

Schoon 1945. multiple typefaces, both felt it was

Poeters 1940. , : important for the graphic design-
Tschichold 1938: 58. Tschichold previously f A
devoted an entire publication to pencil sketching: er to Opt or the most contrastlng

Tschichold 1932a. combination possible.
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A significant detail in this context is the vocabulary used by both au-
thors. Peeters talks about mengen, the verb “mix” in Dutch, while the verb
combineren (combine) would have been more obvious. It seems he copied
the mistake by Charles Nypels made while translating the German mischen,
which was frequently used by Tschichold in his book.?*

After the war, Peeters was much more positive in his assessment of
Typografische Vormgeving, which he now called “a neat little book”.?2 In his
opinion, it contained many ground-breaking designs that served as exam-
ples, but sometimes Tschichold exaggerated, for instance in the design of
the wedding announcement for Willem Nijst and Elly Vredenborg. (fig. 101)
It is difficult for contemporary eyes to understand what exactly annoyed
Peeters. The little design is very sober, which was a key criterion in Grafiek,
it is unadorned and gives predominance to white space. It also combines
the typical combination, for Tschichold, of a sans serif with a script; a letter
combination that one also encounters occasionally in Grafiek.

The question remains: what was so odious about this little innocent
design? How did it differ from the style in Grafiek? Peeters probably did
not find it “distinguished” or “grand” enough - adjectives he often used to
express his appreciation. Anyone paying attention will immediately see it:
in Tschichold’s wedding card, there is not a single element that rises above
the whole; all the graphic elements are secondary to each other. In other
words, there is little hierarchy in this design. And this, Peeters probably
thought, was inappropriate, especially for the announcement of a marriage,
which is after all an important sacrament in the Catholic Church. The pref-
erence for hierarchy partly shaped the look of modern graphic design at
the KOLV in Ghent, which should not be so surprising, as it mirrored the
strict hierarchy in the Brotherhood School.?® In their designs, hierarchical
ordering was dominant. (fig. 102) This makes their layouts so different from
Tschichold’s graphic design from the 1930s, in which a principle of equality
is visible. Stylistically, Tschichold had been a model, but his leftist ideology
could hardly match the Catholicism of the Flamingants nationalist friars.
This ideological contradiction may explain the earlier emotional reactions
to Typografische Vormgeving.

The next issue of Grafiek contained a curious erratum.?* The editors
wrote that the “highly respected” Chief Inspector Jos Léonard had pointed
out to them that Peeters had misspelt the name Tschichold. Since then, there
had been no trace of criticism in Grafiek. Léonard had probably pointed out
to them not only a spelling error but also a misjudgement of Tschichold’s
historical importance.

The young Tschichold may have been ideologically miles away from the
KOLYV, but the older Tschichold, who was more politically neutral and more
connected to tradition, was welcomed with open arms. As librarian, the once

critical Peeters bought another four

Huib van Krimpen did not think the Dutch Tschichold publications in the dec-
translation by Charles Nypels of Tschichold’s ades that followed.?5 His booklet in

(Tschichold 1938) text was too good. Van Krimpen : _
1076: 242-243, Dutch, Letterkennis (Letter Knowl

Posters 1945, edge), inspired Peeters to publish

Wouters 2013: 32-38. a booklet a few years later with a

?’"a’:’:eﬁ 1|2415é48 — near-identical title: Letterkennis en
schicho ; Ischicho H
Tschichold 1955; Tschichold 1975. Letterkeus (Letter Knowledge and

Peeters 1956. Letter Choice),?® an initiative that had
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been encouraged by Léonard, as can be read in the acknowledgements. He
had also been closely involved in the editing and perhaps the design as well.

The design of Letterkennis en Letterkeus appears to pay homage to
Tschichold’s Die neue Typographie. The size of the book, the thickness of
the straight spine with pinch, the edge painting on the top of the book and
the linen binding give Peeters’s book a similar feel when held in hand. (fig.
103) Furthermore, both books are equally embedded in a particular ideology,
which can be subtly seen in the colour of the endpapers. As a Constructivist,
Jan Tschichold chose an all-black flyleaf opposite the title page. Kinross
wonders if this black was there to draw attention to the typography of the
title page and to emphasise the absence of ornamentation.?” The black could
also be a reference to Malevich’s black square. Whatever the case, that black
page was a statement. A similar black page can be seen at the beginning
of Peeters’s book, only the page opposite, the flyleaf, was not white like
Tschichold’s, but yellow. This yellow page can also be seen as a statement
because, when paired with black, it recreates the colours of the Flemish
Movement’s battle flag.

Conclusion

In Belgium, even before World War 1l, the New Typography seeped into the
practice of Léonard, the pioneer of professional graphic design. From Brus-
sels, he taught the client-printers at the Etablissements Plantin how to put
the New Typography into practice. Through his connection with the KOLV
in Ghent, Tschichold’s visions also reached Catholic Flanders, where they
were often adapted with a local twist.

27

Kinross 2006: xxvi.
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103

fig. 103 Blue linen binding, black pastedown, yellow flyleaf and half-title page of the book
Letterkennis en Letterkeus by Jan Peeters (KOLV, Ghent 1956).
Photo by Niccolo Quaresima
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