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STREPHOSYMBOLIA : 

A learning disorder in 
which symbols and 
especially phrases, 

words, or letters appear 
to be reversed or 

transposed in reading.





Language sets the limits of our 

understanding, but what if those limits 

could be stretched to rather create a 

vastly alternative system of language 

than that of conventional written 

language structures. In Strephosymbolia- 

language is used to explore common 

dyslexic oddities and personal 

experience to explore the difficulties of 

reading, spelling and working through 

the inability to access written language. 

Strephosymbolia considers an alternative 

visual experience to conventional written 

language, emphasising a general dyslexic 

experience and how written language 

exists visually as an abstract form. 

Dyslexia is definitively a neurological 

disorder that limits a person’s ability 

to decode written language with the 

result being a defective phonological 

awareness. The term “strephosymbolia”, 

meaning a twisted sign, accrues due 

to this defective awareness (Marley, 

2007:2). Words function as unmotivated 

signs, where there is no connection 

between the word’s form and the way it 

sounds causing the “twisted” decoding. 

Dyslexia can result in extreme visual 

distortion when reading; letters seem to 

blur, move around, bleed and drip into 

the line above or below and in some 

cases the white spaces within and 

between letters appear more prevalent 

than the letters themselves (Colgin, 

2009:13). What this does is cause 

the viewer to be disorientated with 

regard to what they are reading, thus 

making it an even more difficult task to 

decipher the language in front of them.

Dyslexia is stereotypically understood 

to limit understanding, however, writers 

such as Ian Marley argue, it is rather 
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an ability to access a deeper layer of 

concepts and therefore expand the 

reader’s interpretation of texts, as they 

are no longer limited by conventional 

language structures (Marley, 2007:2). 

Being spatial thinkers is what makes 

Dyslexics visual thinkers, letters are no 

longer read conventionally but are instead 

interpreted as images and abstract 

forms holding alternative concepts. 

These seeming “faults” cause the inability 

to decode written language and, as a 

result, allow for the visual experience 

of words rather than the analytical

Language is a visual medium that requires 

active engagement and letters need to be 

decoded in order to be understood as 

words. Conceptual Art’s development of 

the dematerialized art-object resulted in 

an artwork existing in a minimal visual 

state. Lucy Lippard argues that the more 

time spent looking at a detail-less work, 

the more the viewer is forced to focus on 

the minimal visual elements provided in 

order to extract information from the work 

(Lippard & Chandler: 1967:46). Written 

language functions in the same way. 

During the conceptual turn, the thinking 

process was emphasized exclusively 

as it was no longer satisfactory to just 

look at a work of art. Dematerialization 

caused physical art-objects to be more 

idea orientated (Lippard & Chandler: 

1967:46).Language as a visual art-object 

is therefore an act of dematerialisation.

The use of language in Conceptual Art 

was emphasized in the art movement Art 

& Language in the 1960s. The movement 

created art works and ideas that exist 

outside of conventional language use. 

This acted as an enquiry into, not only 

visual art, but also as an enquiry into 

conventional language. The artist’s idea is 

hereby expressed through the semantic 

qualities of the written language (Atkinson, 

T et al., 1969:99-103). Art & Language 

and Strephosymbolia- questions those 

presupposed understanding of how 

language is intended to function within 

visual art thus creating an alternative 

language experience throughout.

To interact with letters that should be 

recognizable, through hints of familiarity, 

the abstract forms presented remain 

enigmatic which echoes the dyslexic 



experience. Due to a breakdown in the 

decoding process, the dyslexic mind 

doesn’t take that familiarity any further. 

The difficulty in decoding causes a dyslexic 

to make common language “mistakes” 

(Marley, 2007:5). The challenge lies in 

representing these language “mistakes” 

as dyslexics see language from an 

imperfect perspective. Strephosymbolia- 

represents this imperfect language by 

taking advantage of printing process 

“mistakes” and imperfections and aids 

in representing such mistakes within 

traditional letterpress printing, silkscreen 

printing and acid-etchings. Creating 

structural imperfections by shifting type 

placements, flooding screens, along with 

uncontrolled spit-biting and aquatints. 

Letters then get printed on different 

lines, different thicknesses and become 

inverted. Words that are made dense, 

blurred and smudged to the point of 

being illegible. These imperfections not 

only add to the visual dyslexic experience 

within the works but represent the manner 

in which these language imperfection 

reveal cognitive devices. The enhancing 

of the physical materiality of language 

though disorientating and dense mark-

making, emphasizes the pictorial 

understanding of language and how 

dyslexic people interact with language. 

Strephosymbolia has been influenced 

by grounding theories within Conceptual 

Art, however, within Strephosymbolia 

the formal and the concept cannot exist 

in states of sovereignty. A gap exists in 

the intertextuality that creates a dyslexic 

language experience. Considering not 

only concepts within language, but 

also how text functions as an image: 

its values of tone, texture and how it 

functions as a compositional form; 

texts become a dense and over layered 

combination of words that breed 

frustration when being read. Once the 

reader gives into the inability to decode 

what’s written, the abstraction of lines 

and forms that exist within words is all 

that remains. Marely argues that this 

is when words and texts can be freely 

interpreted without constraints (2007:6).

There is a middle ground that exists 

within language, between the formal 

visual aspects of language and the idea 

that it conveys an empty space that isn’t 

interrogated. This middle ground allows 



for the perception of  written language 

to be altered. Strephosymbolia creatively 

transforms that middle ground by the use 

of particular print processes, altering both 

the physical form and the concepts those 

words then carry. In the breakdown of 

words and letters, they start to fall within 

a visual art-object frame, where a word’s 

formal qualities are initially disregarded. 

Letters are essentially abstract arbitrary 

forms; lines and marks that make up 

words and thus symbolically point to 

concepts. When broken down as such, 

do words start to resemble the essence 

of artworks and art objects? This is what 

Strephosymbolia- draws attention to. 

The manner in which the structure of 

letters and words exist within a realm 

of drawn forms that represent ideas. 

This thought and the origin of written 

language has become disconnected 

from what language is, because of the 

hierarchy that exist within language as 

a purely perceived information holder. 

When re-examining language through 

a dyslexic perspective, it restores the 

integrity of the underlying essence of 

language as a visual form. The ability 

to see and create new concepts by 

reflexively disrupting convention. Such 

imperfections allow for the creating 

of an alternative language discourse.
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Phonological Awareness 
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Linguistics Series 

Letterpress

Ink on Zerkall Intaglio
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Letraset Rhetoric
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Letraset 
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Anacoluthon
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Conventional Language Structures
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Word Blindness 
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Acrylic Paint, Powder Chalk, Oil 

Paint Newsprint, Dictionary Pages 
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Words I Don’t Understand

Silkscreen on Munken Pure

Plywood, Cotton Thread 

148mm x 210mm x 1000mm
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Glossary

Anacoluthon:
A sentence or construction that lacks grammatical sequence, such as 
while in the garden, the door banged shut.

Phonological awareness :
A broad term, referring to the ability to focus on the sounds of speech 
as distinct from its meaning: on its intonation or rhythm, on the fact that 
certain words rhyme, and on the separate sounds.

Rhetoric:
The art of effective or persuasive speaking or writing, especially the use 
of figures of speech and other compositional techniques.

Spatial thinking:
Visual thinking, also called visual/spatial learning or picture thinking is 
the phenomenon of thinking through visual processing. Visual thinking 
has been described as seeing words as a series of pictures.




