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Ivar Kull, a logician in Tartu semiotics
(and on the mathematical side
of Tartu semiotics of the 1960s)

Kalevi Kull, Silvi Salupere'

Abstract. In the early 1960s, literary scholars, linguists, and mathematicians
shared an interest in semiotics as a field based on structural methods. This article
highlights the role of mathematician Ivar Kull (1928-1989) in Tartu semiotics
in the 1960s, and also serves as a commentary on the translation of Kull's paper
“Semiotics and teaching” that appears in this issue. Kull's paper was first presented
at the First Semiotics Summer School at Kairiku in 1964 and published as the
opening article of the journal Sign Systems Studies in 1965.
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The early 1960s witnessed an emerging interest in semiotics among several groups
of intellectuals in Tartu - these were researchers of Russian literature (involving
Juri Lotman and his colleagues), structural linguistics (Huno Rétsep and his
students), and information theory and mathematical logic (Ivar Kull and Leo
Vohandu). The work of Lotman’s group on semiotics was extensive and gained a
strong following. Thus, it has attracted most attention in the existing accounts of
the history of semiotics in Tartu, while the activities of other groups have been left
out of the spotlight.

The importance of exact methods was understood as a necessary component
in semiotic studies in Tartu in the 1960s. In the editorial to the second volume of
Sign Systems Studies (1965), the editors state: “The shift of focus to the meaning
of both an individual sign and the entire system, the desire to find ways to exact
methods of studying content constitute a characteristic feature of the modern
stage of semiotic studies”; and “[...] the general scientific importance of the still
very modest attempts to develop exact methods for studying secondary modelling
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systems becomes obvious”? As Juri Lotman (1972: 14) put it, “not only can art
studies use the achievements of the exact sciences, they also provide impetus for
the latter’s further development”?

In 1967, an attempt was made to establish a semiotics laboratory at the
University of Tartu. The correspondence between Juri Lotman and Boris Uspensky
testifies that at that time Huno Rétsep and Juri Lotman were planning to found a
joint semiotics laboratory with Lotman as the prospective director. The laboratory
was envisioned to include three research teams in it — a team of culture or
secondary modelling systems (led by Lotman), a linguistics team (led by Ritsep),
and a mathematics team (led by Kull) - see Uspensky et al. (2016: 15-17, 92). The
main research directions of this proposed centre for semiotics were described by
Ritsep, Lotman and Kull in a daily newspaper (Noorte Hddl) in January 1967.
The piece was titled “NB! Semiootika” (“NB! Semiotics”), and was accompanied
by concise introduction of other researchers in the field as possible collaborators
in the centre to be created, an article by Kull on semiotics (Kull 1967), as well as
a brief account on local historical figures who had carried out work in general
theory of sign systems — Jakob Linzbach, Eduard de Wahl, Jaan Sarv.

Rector of the University of Tartu Feodor Klement had been attempting to
arrange collaboration between mathematicians and Lotman’s group already since
1961.* A potential area of research shared by mathematicians, linguists and literary
scholars was the theory of machine translation. It is noteworthy that in May 1963
Juri Lotman gave a talk “On mathematical methods for studying literature” at the
conference “Modern mathematics and its applications”, organized by the Estonian
Naturalists’ Society in Tartu.” In the presentation, Lotman argued that structural-
typological methods should be preferred to statistical methods.

Both Ritsep and Kull, as well as some of their colleagues, attended the first
Tartu semiotics summer school held at Kdiriku in 1964. Kull, who had also helped
to organise the event,S participated with a talk (Kull 1964b), and later published

2 “Ot redaktsii, Sign Systems Studies 2: 6, 8 (1965): “Ilepenecenue yenmpa HUMAHUS Ha

3HaueHUue KAk 0moenvHoz0 3HAKA, MaK U 6Celi CUCMeMbl, CrpemaeHue HAWynamo nymu x
MOUHBIM MEMOOAM U3YHeHUS COOEPHAHUST COCIABIIIONM XAPAKMEPHYI0 Hepmy cO8PeMeHH020
amana cemuomuueckux wimyouii’; “[...] cmamnosumcsa ouesudHa obujeHay4HAS BANHOCD
noKa euje 04eHb CKPOMHBIX NONBIMOK PA3padomamy mourbie Memoobl U3yHeHUs 8MOPULHDIX
modenupyrousux cucmem’. See also Salupere 2011.

3 “[...] uckyccmeosmariue mosxem He MOALKO UCHONL306ANT 0OCHIUNCEHUS MOUHDIX HAYK, HO
U camo 0asamv UMNYIbCbL 071 UX OAnbHeluez0 paszsumus.

4 From an interview with Leo Véhandu (Kull, Velmezova 2017a: 176-177).

> Lotman 1963. Mentioned also in a conference review by Kull and Tiit (1963).

In an Estonian-language letter from Ivar Kull to Juri Lotman, dated 24 July 1964, Kull
informs Lotman about some conditions for the summer school that was scheduled to begin on
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a review of the summer school (Kull 1964c). In the latter, notably, he used the
term ‘extralinguistic modelling systems’ as a synonym for ‘secondary modelling
systems’ — the formulation used also by Lotman in his introductory words to the
meeting (Lotman 1964: 3: “The decision to dedicate this meeting to extralinguistic
issues of semiotics [...]”).

The creation of a semiotics laboratory was not successful,” but both Rétsep
and Kull remained members of the editorial board of Sign Systems Studies for
a long time.® Indeed, launching of the journal was a joint effort and it had been
jointly designed to start with. As the editors wrote in the preface of the first issue,
the journal was “designed to unite the efforts of literary scholars, linguists, and
mathematicians to solve joint problems”’

In the early years of the Tartu-Moscow School of Semiotics, mathematicians
played a notable role. Vladimir Uspensky, who participated in the first Kadriku
Summer School and also gave lectures in Tartu, had a significant influence on the
ideas of the school. There was also an impact from Andrei Kolmogorov through
his four long messages, sent by him in the period from April 1961 to December
1964 to a collective addressee consisting of Vyacheslav Vs. Ivanov, Mihail K.
Polivanov and Vladimir A. Uspensky, in which Kolmogorov discussed semiotics
of art and literature from a cybernetic point of view (see Uspensky 2002).

The present issue of Sign Systems Studies contains a translation of an article
by Kull, that was first published in this journal in 1965. The first volume of Sign
Systems Studies (1964) consisted of a monograph by Juri Lotman, but from the
second volume onwards the journal’s issues comprise collections of articles. Thus,
the journal’s opening article was Kull's “Semiotics and teaching”, followed by
articles by Juri Lotman, Aleksandr Pyatigorski, and many others.

Ivar Kull (1928-1989) graduated from the University of Tartuasamathematician
in 1953, and received his PhD in mathematics from the same university in 1958.
In 1959, when the University of Tartu’s Computing Centre was established, Kull
became its first director (1959-1962).1° Until the end of his life, Kull worked at

19 August. He also suggested that his colleague, mathematician Reedik Palm (1933-1974) be
invited to the summer school (Tartu University Library archive, F 135, s. Bk721).

7 It was only in 1983 that the Laboratory of History and Semiotics was established, then
in collaboration with Linnart Mill and Herbert Ligi. The Department of Semiotics of the
University of Tartu was established in 1992.

8 Ivar Kull was a member of the editorial board of Sign Systems Studies from 1964 to 1983 (vols.
1-3,5-16), as was Huno Ritsep (from 1964 to 1986, vols. 1-19). One more Estonian member of the
editorial board beyond Lotman’s group was philosopher Lembit Valt (from 1964 to 1973, vols. 1-6).
®  “Ot redaktsii [From the editors]”, Sign Systems Studies 1: 4 (1964).

10 Tnitially, the Computing Centre was located in the same building (next to the main building
of the university) as was Lotman’s group.
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the University’s Institute of Mathematical Statistics and Programming, teaching
courses on mathematical logic and programming. He published a textbook on
mathematical logic that was widely used in Estonia (Kull 1964a).

Photo. Ivar Kull in early 1980s. (Family archive.)

Already in the early 1960s, before Juri Lotman became interested in semiotics,
Huno Ritsep taught structural linguistics and the theory of Ferdinand de
Saussure. In 1965-1972, a linguistics seminar of Huno Ratsep, called the Group of
Generative Grammar (GGG), was active in Tartu and united a group of talented
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young linguists. As Mati Hint, one of its members, has said in an interview,!!
the GGG was born from the enthusiasm of three young men: the linguist Huno
Ritsep (1927-1926), the computational mathematician Ulo Kaasik (1926-2017),
and the mathematical logician Ivar Kull. Besides interdisciplinary seminars on
theory of language, the GGG organized an international conference in Tartu in
1967, which was attended by several semioticians and mathematicians as well.

Ivar Kull’s talk at the semiotics summer school in Kédariku in August 1964 was
titled “Analysis of teaching methods from a semiotic perspective” (Kull 1964b).
In addition to its publication in Sign Systems Studies (Kull 1965a), a version of
the paper also appeared in Estonian (Kull 1965b) and Kull presented on closely
related topics also at conferences in Riga (Kull 1965¢) and in Moscow (Kull 1966).

Besides “Semiotics and teaching’,!? Kull also published an article on the logical
construction of tetralemmas in Buddhist texts in Sign Systems Studies together
with orientalist Linnart Mall (Kull, Mill 1967), and evoked semiotic aspects in a
paper about models in the educational process (Kull 1966: 13f).

Not many of Kull's publications explicitly deal with semiotic problems. How-
ever, in the 1970s he supervised the research project “Development of decision-
making algorithms in semiotic models and methods for examining operators”!?
Kull also supervised some student works on semiotics, among them Ténu
Veiderpass’ diploma thesis (“Jakob Linzbach and his work Principles of a philo-
sophical language”, 1972), and Raivo Ruus’ diploma thesis (“Semiotic analysis of
collective decision-making process”, 1976). Together with students, he studied
and modelled actors’ communication in theatrical performances.

Kull had broad interests in the field of philosophy of mathematics. Among
other things, he was interested in modelling complex systems. He was one of the
founders of the publication series Mathematical Psychology in Tartu (see Kull
1974). He was also interested in catastrophe theory!# and synergetics.!

11 See Kull, Velmezova 2017b: 167.

12 Tt should be mentioned that the word ‘06yuenue’ in the title of the Russian version (Kull
1965a) as well as the word ‘Gppeprotsess’ in the Estonian version of the article (Kull 1965b)
cover both teaching and learning. Juri Lotman would later use the same term (see Lotman
1971).

3 Paspabomxa anzopummos npunsmus peuieHus 6 cemMuomuueckux Mooenax u memoouxu
o6cnedosanust onepamopos (3axmou. omuem): b 548592 : III 75055 (A-5031) : I'P 75022358 /
(TTV, xadenpa mar. crarucTukm); pykosogurensb Ky, V. I. Tapty, 1976.

14 See Miiiirsepp 2018: 80, 82.

15 Personal information from a conversation with Kalevi Kull in 1980s. Incidentally, the
surnames of Ivar Kull and Kalevi Kull do not have the same origin.
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It can be assumed that the broad scientific approach to semiotics in the Tartu
tradition has been influenced by this early period, when, alongside literary
scholars, Estonian linguists and mathematicians also dealt with semiotics.

Acknowledgements. We thank Ivar Kull's daughter Anneken Metsoja, his colleague Ene-
Margit Tiit, and student Mare Koit for helpful information.
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