24. Great Inventions

Marie Neurath and Joseph Lauwerys, The first great inventions (Max
Parrish, 1951)
A children's book published in 1951, in the University Special Collections library, used

striking visual approaches to help children understand the origins of inventions that included
agricultural and rural technologies.
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The |first great inventions

ARED Y  MARIE NEURATH DIRECTOR OF THE ISOTYPE INS :

and | J. A. LAUWERYS PROFESSOR OF COMPARATIYE EDUCATION, UNIVERSITY OF LONDON

We wanted to know more and asked Professor Sue Walker, who has undertaken research
about Marie Neurath's children's books using archival material from the Otto and Marie
Neurath Isotype Collection, here at the University of Reading.
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The first great inventions: packaging children’s non-fiction in 1951

The

The first great inventions

PREPARED & MARIE NEURATH
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The mid-twentieth century was an exciting time for children’s non-fiction. Many books reflected
post-war optimism with emphasis on the outdoors, such as The map that came to life (OQUP, 1948)
and the effect of new forms of architecture and planning the environment shown in S.R. Badmin’s
Village and town (Puffin, 1942). Young readers were encouraged through profuse and stimulating
illustrations to engage with a new world: John Redmayne’s The changing shape of things (John
Murray, 1947) is a good example with images showing modern uses of glass, steel and concrete in
architecture, interiors and transport.

The first great inventions, published in 1951 by Max Parrish exemplifies engagement with
modernist ideas and use of distinctive and compelling coloured illustrations. It was part of a series
‘A new look at world history’, prepared by Marie Neurath and Joseph Lauwerys, and offered a
comprehensive and wide-ranging view about inventions beginning with the wheel, ending with jet
planes and the transmission of knowledge though print and telegraphy. Its intended audience was
children aged between 8 and 11 years.

The first great inventions is one of many children’s books in the Otto and Marie Neurath Isotype
Collection, a renowned University of Reading collection that holds important works and also papers,
correspondence, drawings, and other material that includes documents, published works, and
artefacts relating to the history, principles, working methods, and products of Isotype, from its
beginnings in 1920s Vienna through to its later incarnations in The Hague, Oxford, and London.

From the late-1940s to late-1960s the Isotype Institute under the direction of Marie Neurath,
produced over 80 children’s non-fiction titles on a variety of topics. The first books published in
1948—Railways under London, If you could see inside, and I’ll show you how it happened—were
well-received by young readers, teachers, and reviewers, who responded positively to the
illustrations, child-centred focus and well-targeted text. From the 1950s Marie Neurath and a team
of researchers, writers, and illustrators worked “ike a little factory making books’—a description
she used in a letter to a child who asked how the books were made.
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Eghieenth _Century

Inventions
that Changed
the Countryside
Tn many lands the whole
countryside was changed
by the inventions which
followed the steam engine.

metal-working, printing
and scores of other trades.
Near the coalfields which
fed the boilers of the
new engines, huge, smoky
factory towns grew up.
Often they were far in-
land, and canals were cut
and railroads built to

Before 1800 there were
not many large cities, and
none as big as London or
New York. Most of the
bigger towns were near the
sea, or on the banks of a
wide river, where sailing
ships could casily bring
supplies of food. ~Nearly
all the fuel needed was
still cut from forests, and

Nineteenth Century

carry supplies to them.
Since that time new in-
ventions have brought still
further changes.  Most
machinery is now driven
by electricity, and there
are fewer smoking chim-
neys in our cities. Electri-
city can be taken to the
countryside more easily

some of the Wood Was Twentieth Century
made into charcoal for the
few foundries and blast
furnaces.  Most trades
were carried on by hand,
and only here and there a
mountain stream was used
to turn the wheel of a
sawmill or flour-mill.

By 1850 steam engines
were driving machines to
do spinning and weaving,

2

-

mill wheels turned by water. Later, steam was used to

Two hundred years ago ships were moved by the wind, and drive ships, railway engines and machinery. Today we
use petrol engines and electricity to help do our work.

than coal, and often new
factories are built some

distance from the towns.
People can make long
@ journeys from their homes
" 1o work in fast cars and
so there is no

buses,
longer any need to crowd
houses around factories.
__ Much of our food is car-

ried in lorries, and many
canals are seldom used.

The first great inventions comprises 17 topics, each on a page or a double-page spread. Most
include a visual representation in the form of a chart in the centre of the spread, with text edited to
fit down each side. ‘Inventions that changed the countryside’ is a typical opening. The chart with
three sections representing the eighteenth, nineteenth, and twentieth centuries is in the centre of
the spread. The chart shows growth in the size of towns; the growth of factories; and change and
increase in mode of transport via waterways, roads, railways across the three centuries. The
accompanying narrative is written clearly with the needs of a young readership in mind.

Wonders Worked by Wheels

Before the invention of the wheel,
people had two main ways of making
pottery. Sometimes they took a ball
of clay, pressed a deep hole into it
with the fist, and then modelled the
walls of the clay to the shape they
wanted. Sometimes they took a long,
thin strip of clay and wound it round
and round i piral until it formed
the shape of a rough pot. Usually
when people were making pots by
hand, they rested the clay on a large
flat stone.

About five thousand years ago
some inventor in the lands near the
eastern Mediterranean rested his clay
on a solid, flat w set it spin-
ning as he modelled. He found that
as the clay whirled round against the
curved palm of his hand it could be
shaped very much faster, and when
finished his vessels were more regular
in shape than ever before.

More than two thousand years
went by after that before men began
0 use stone wheels for grinding corn
into flour. Early men ground corn

s
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by laying the grains on a flat stone
and pounding them with a large round
stone.  Then, between two and
three thousand years ago, somebody

Early potters used only their own hands

t0 model lumps of clay into bowls or

Jjugs. Later they le

clay on a solid, flat wheel which they

turned as they modelled. That way

they could work faster and also make
better shaped vessels.

thought of the idea of grinding corn
between two revolving wheels. This
invention seems to have spread rather
slowly, but after a time the Romans

began to make great strides in the
art of milling. ~About the time of
Christ, a Roman described how a
water-wheel might be used for turning
millstones, but it was twelve hundred
years later before watermills were in
common use in Europe.

In most parts of the world spinning
and weaving were both often done
without wheels until a few centuries
ago. Fibres which were to be spun
into thread used to be loosely rolled
round a stick called a distaff. Some
of these fibres were twisted together
between finger and thumb to form a
thread, which was fixed to a weighted
stick called a spindle. The spindle
was hung from the spinner’s hand
and set whirling round.  As it turned
it twisted more and more of the fibres
from the distaff into thread.

For weaving, large wooden frames
were used. The many parallel threads
which were to form the “warp ™ of
the cloth were stretched from top to
bottom. The thread to form the
““woof”" was moved backwards and
forwards across the frame by means
of a stick called a shuttle, going first
over and then under every other up-
right thread.

‘Wonders worked by wheels’ shows a different approach. Here there is more text and a series of
schematic images show a potter working with their hands, and also with a wheel. The illustration
informs the first part of the accompanying narrative which also notes that wheels are used to grind
corn and turn waterwheels. Somewhat incongruously it deviates from the heading of the spread
and includes text about spinning without a wheel.
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The first great inventions elicited good reviews, with comments about the visual presentation as
well as content and text. The Irish Times (1 December 1951) noted that ‘Coloured and vividly
practical diagrams decorate a persuasive text which is a model of clarity’, and the South Wales
Evening Post (15 December 1951) that ‘the books have brightness and clarity and tell fascinating
stories of the life of the first men and the implements they invented for hunting, farming and
fishing’. However, some reviewers commented that the books were better suited to an older age-
range than 8-11 years, and that the diagrams had oversimplified complex processes. The TLS (23
November 1951) thought that the book ‘tries to do too much in its 36 pages’. This was also picked
up on by Katherine Lines in Four to fourteen: a library of books for children (2nd edn 1956) who
described it: ‘In thirty-six illustrated pages a compressed pictorial introduction to scientific discovery
and invention. Necessarily scrappy because of its wide scope’.

However, there is another story behind The first great inventions and this may, in part, account for
the less favourable comments. Not only had the illustrations been designed for and used in
previously published books, The first great inventions was produced originally for distribution in the
USA by Lothrop, Lee, and Shepherd, as a ‘Chanticleer Wonder Story Book’, published in 1950. The
series, ‘A new look at world history’, exemplifies ‘book packaging’, pioneered by Adprint, where
books were conceived and created by a team of authors, editors, and designers, and then sold on to
an established publisher. This removed distribution costs and contributed to commercial viability
and sustainability (see Korber 2016).

Many of the illustrations in The first great inventions were first published in the pioneering series’
‘The visual history of mankind’ and ‘Visual science’, part of a programme of educational publishing
initiated by the Neuraths with Wolfgang Foges and others at Adprint. Adprint, under the direction
of Foges, became well-known for ‘integrated books’ where illustrations and text worked alongside
each other. This approach suited Otto and Marie Neurath and they began working with Foges on
educational books. The set up an ‘editorial committee’ including Lancelot Hogben, Max Parrish, and
Joseph Lauwerys (a professor at the Institute of Education, University of London). Neurath and
Lauwerys had complementary ideas about history and how it should be taught in schools. Their
paper ‘Isotype books on history’ explained the rationale behind the “Visual history’. The use of
guestions, it proposed, would encourage children to engage with the content of charts. The charts
themselves would be designed according to Isotype principles: purposeful use of colour; use of
comparison; making sure that the most important things could be seen at first glance, with more
detail being evident on closer scrutiny; and the consistent use of pictorial symbols. The paper
presented early ideas on the content of each of the three books that demonstrate the
extraordinary reach of Neurath's historical, scientific and geographical awareness and knowledge,
as well as his confidence and ambition in the use of Isotype charts to convey this information.

‘The visual history of mankind’, published in 1947-8, aimed to engage young people with histories
of everyday life through contrast and comparison (rather than history through the lives of kings and
gueens, and battles). The distinctive and innovative design attributes of this series were
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illustrations in the form of charts that used ‘simple and clear symbols’ that were combined and
used in a way to express complex ideas; and the use of colour in a meaningful and consistent way.

Each topic was presented as a double-page spread, with a series of questions down the outside
edge of each page that encouraged young readers to look closely at the charts to find out the
answers. The charts themselves were designed in ways appropriate to the information they
conveyed, for example, as timelines, before and after scenarios and pictorial lists. The use of
guestions positioned on the outer edge of the spread encouraged the readers to engage with the
content of the charts as well as their visual attributes by asking readers what particular colours
stood for in a particular image.

The following spreads show how the same illustration was used, first in the ‘Visual history’, and
then in The first great inventions. In both these examples the title of the spread is different. The
spreads from the ‘Visual history’ are more active in the sense that they encourage the reader to
ask ‘how’ — which is expanded on through the questions that encourage the reader to look at the
illustration and work out the answer. The text in The first great inventions is altogether more
passive and is a descriptive account derived from the images.
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Some of the illustrations in The first great inventions originated in ‘Visual Science’, a series of six
books published between 1950 and 1952. In the example below, illustrations from a spread about
levers in Visual science’ are used, with additional colour, in a spread about ‘The mighty power of
steam’ in The first great inventions.

The Mighty Power of Steam

The first great inventions, then, has some stories to tell—about the spirit of the time and also about
a new publishing practice. It’s not one of the most compelling Isotype children’s books, but it
maintains commitment to not talking down to young readers, and to using illustrations to explain
often complex scenarios, processes, and activities.

A brief note on the Isotype Collection:

The Collection was acquired in the early 1970s after Marie Neurath had worked closely with kindred
spirits in the Department of Typography and Graphic Communication at the University of Reading.
The Collection continues to be widely used in teaching, and in research, notably the ‘Isotype
revisited’ project, funded by AHRC (2007-11), and more recently about Marie Neurath’s science
books for children, Picturing science.

Further information (online):

For further information about the Otto and Marie Neurath Isotype Collection see —
https://www.reading.ac.uk/en/typography/collections-and-archives

For further information about the University of Reading Special Collections see —
https://collections.reading.ac.uk/special-collections/

For the paper prepared by the Isotype Institute and Joseph Lauwerys —
http://isotyperevisited.orq/1944/06/isotype-books-on-history.html
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