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Abstract 
In The Rhetorical Potential of Images in Popular Accounts of Historical Events, 

I develop a methodological toolkit for analyzing persuasive visuals and use those 
lenses—technological, perceptual, semantic/semiotic, societal pragmatic, and 
inferential—to evaluate a multimodal narrative in Matthew Paris's thirteenth-
century Chronica Majora. Focusing on the sententious role of the chronicling 
narrative form and the moralizing purpose of the exemplars that most influenced 
Matthew's style, I argue that Matthew's practice of image-construction was an 
historiographic—not decorative—act and explore the ways in which the layout, 
organization, and illustration of Chronica Majora produced a mnemonic and 
epistemic machine—a purposeful, rhetorical encyclopedia of human experience and 
a guide to right behavior. Within this grounded framework, I address questions of 
broader import, including the cognitive functions of narrative form, the influence of 
socialization and enculturation in shaping the semiotic and rhetorical vernaculars of 
discourse communities, and the function of communicative artifacts as interfaces 
connecting the material domain with the intellectual lifeworlds of the producers and 
interpreters of communicative artifacts. 
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Chapter 1 
Introduction 

In this study, I seek to answer the questions, "In performances aimed at 

popular audiences, have historians used narrative images to persuade? If so, how?" 

On its face, the answer to the first question may seem to be simple: Of course images 

can be used to persuade—anyone who has been affected by such imagery as the 

Willie Horton 'revolving door' advertisement aired during the 1988 US presidential 

campaign, by Eddie Adams's photograph of South Vietnamese police Lieutenant 

Colonel Nguyen Ngoc Loan executing a Viet Cong suspect in 1968, or by the 

spectacle of abuses visited upon prisoners at the Abu Ghraib prison in Iraq will 

recognize images' capacity to make us feel and—often—act. Historians (and those 

with an eye on their historical legacies), too, have recognized—even harnessed—

images intended to shape the historical record regarding individuals, cultures, 

places, and events.1 In practice, however, the question of visuals' rhetoricity in the 

conduct of historical discourse is far more complicated. 

The first problem arises when we ask the follow-up question, "What do we 

mean by rhetorical?" Do we mean images—like words—may be capable of 

"influencing the thought and conduct of one's" audience?2 Do we mean images may 

                                                 

1 Josef Stalin's effort to expunge politically inconvenient figures from the photographic record is only 
the most extreme example of the use of images to persuade an audience of a particular historical truth. Such 
manipulations—whether perceived by their creators as outright fabrications or simply aesthetic 
'improvements' on reality—have been commonplace since the development of pictorial illustration. 

2 C. L. Barnhart and Jess Stein, eds. The American College Dictionary (New York: Random House, 
1964), 1041. 
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be created in such a way that they reflect distinctive patterns of argumentative 

structure?3 Are the rules of art encompassed in a putative visual rhetoric teachable, 

explicit, and systematic or is the practice wholly experiential, indeterminate, and ad 

hoc?4 Must a visual rhetoric be shaped by an intrinsic guide to right practice 

(qualitative and/or normative) or would such concerns be extrinsic to the practice of 

visual persuasion?5 Unfortunately, little of what we have come to call "visual 

rhetoric" addresses these questions directly. In this study, I will address this gap in 

the rhetoric literature. 

1.1 My Epistemic Landscape 
Before moving on to a detailed overview of my study (and the philosophy that 

animates it), a few more words of explanation may be necessary to describe the 

epistemic landscape that will be traversed: Why popular history—indeed, why 

history at all? Why historical visuals? And, most important, why rhetoric? 

                                                 

3 See, for example, David Fleming's "Can Pictures Be Arguments?" (Argumentation and Advocacy 
33(1): 11–22), or Roland Barthes's "Rhetoric of the Image" (In ImageMusicText. 32–51. New York: Hill and 
Wang, 1977). 

4  Such concerns with respect to the conduct of rhetoric were foregrounded, for instance, in Crassus's 
discussion of the emergence of Roman rhetoric in Cicero's De Oratore and in Socrates's discussions of 
rhetoric with Gorgias in Plato's Gorgias. 

5  Dicendi peritus was the necessary complement to the Roman vir bonus of Quintilian's Institutio 
Oratoria. 
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1.1.1 Why Popular History?  
Accounts of history aimed at popular audiences are among the most influential 

works of public scholarship produced for late twentieth- and early twenty-first-

century audiences in the United States, with mass market histories and historical 

biographies featuring regularly on The New York Times bestseller lists6 and 

television documentary series, such as the Public Broadcasting Service's American 

Experience, routinely reaching audiences of six million or more viewers in the United 

States alone.7 In addition to the reach and commercial interest represented by this 

investment in historical works aimed at inexpert audiences, the importance of these 

performances—whether as books; newspaper, magazine, or television news coverage; 

television or film documentaries; or even dramatizations of historical events—lies in 

their capacity to shape public perceptions of our culture, our past, and our place in 

the world. Not only does this shared public memory supply the essentials of our 

national narrative, it very often provides the fund of specific references invoked in 

                                                 

6 For example, At Dawn We Slept: The Untold Story of Pearl Harbor (by Gordon W. Prange, with 
Donald M. Goldstein and Katherine V. Dillon) spent 47 weeks on The New York Times's hardcover 
nonfiction Best Sellers list (Donald M. Goldstein biography site at the University of Pittsburgh: 
http://www.pitt.edu/~goldy/goldybio.html). William Shirer's The Rise and Fall of the Third Reich (1960), 
Arthur Schlesinger's A Thousand Days: John F. Kennedy in the White House (1965), Dee Brown's Bury My 
Heart at Wounded Knee (1971), David Halberstam's The Best and the Brightest (1973), and—more 
recently—Peter Jennings and Todd Brewster's The Century (1998), Tom Brokaw's The Greatest 
Generation, James Bradley and Ron Powers's Flags of Our Fathers (2000), David McCoullough's 1776 
(2005) have all spent one or more weeks atop the New York Times Best Seller list (as reported at 
http://www.hawes.com/no1_nf_d.htm). 

7  Some of the PBS documentary series—most notably Ken Burns's The Civil War—have reached as 
many as 45 million viewers, which does not include those who watched the documentary in rebroadcasts or 
on commercial home video recordings. 
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propaganda, advertising, metaphoric allusion,8 analytical reduction, and other 

communicative acts that depend on intersubjective memory for their persuasive 

power.9 However, despite the mass appeal and rhetorical significance of public 

accounts of history, students of historiography and the rhetoric of history10 have 

focused their attention primarily on professional, academic history. 

1.1.2 Why Historical Visuals?  
Owing, I suspect, to the rhetoric of history's primary focus on accounts of 

history aimed at academic audiences (in which pictures do not figure prominently), 

very little attention has been paid to the use of images in historical arguments. 

                                                 

8  For example, Condoleezza Rice's now-famous 08 September 2003 one-liner, "We do not want the 
smoking gun to be a mushroom cloud," trades in specific references to our shared visual perceptions of 
atomic history, from the destruction of Hiroshima and Nagasaki in 1945 through Cold War events like the 
Cuban Missile Crisis. 

9  In this connection we need look no further than Barbara Tuchman's The Guns of August (New 
York: Macmillan Company, 1962) for a book that so powerfully shaped President John F. Kennedy's 
worldview that—according to President Kennedy's brother, Attorney General Robert Kennedy—the 
President frequently cited themes (heightened perceptions of risk owing to lack of information and time 
pressure, misperceptions of the degree to which escalation can be managed, complexity leading to 
unintended consequences stemming from apparently small decisions, and others) from Tuchman's 
description of events leading up to the outbreak of World War One (in this connection see, e.g., pages 12 
and 49 in Robert F. Kennedy. Thirteen Days: A Memoir of the Cuban Missile Crisis. New York: W.W. Norton 
& Co., 1999). Combined with ExCom members' lived experiences of the Munich Crisis of 1938 and the 
attack on Pearl Harbor in 1941, Tuchman's book provided an ample fund of analogies purported to have 
influenced the Kennedy brothers' perceptions and decisions during the crisis. See also pages 226–227 in 
Michael Dobbs. One Minute to Midnight: Kennedy, Khrushchev, and Castro on the Brink of Nuclear War. 
New York: Random House, 2008. 

10  The rhetoric of history is the study of the subjects, logic, and style of arguments about history. For 
more on the rhetoric of history, see Ronald H. Carpenter's History as Rhetoric: Style, Narrative, and 
Persuasion (Columbia, SC: University of South Carolina Press, 1995), Arthur C. Danto's Analytical 
Philosophy of History (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1965), Jack H. Hexter's "The Rhetoric of 
History" (in Doing History. Bloomington, IN: Indiana University Press, 1971), and Hayden White's 
Metahistory: The Historical Imagination in Nineteenth-Century Europe (Baltimore: The Johns Hopkins 
University Press, 1973). 
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Although some space in methodological texts has been devoted to using visuals11 as 

objects of study,12 to preparing imagery for publication, and even, in a few cases, to 

the importance of novelty and other apparently rhetorical factors in the selection of 

appropriate images to accompany an historical argument, small concern is shown for 

an explicit consideration of the argumentative potential of pictures in accounts of 

historical events. Despite this inattention in the academic literature, one of the most 

striking aspects of popular accounts of history is how visual they are—although this 

difference is particularly apparent in those media that demand visually interesting 

subject matter by convention (e.g., television and film), popular book-length histories 

often include greater numbers of photographs and explanatory visuals than their 

academic analogues. What makes this coincidence of factors—the prevalence of 

                                                 

11  Throughout this study I use the nouns "visual" or "visuals" to denote an imagistic performance or 
visual display of information. Although I first encountered the term in connection with the rhetoric of science 
literature—see, e.g., page 283 in Jeanne Fahnestock, "Rhetoric of Science: Enriching the Discipline" 
(Technical Communication Quarterly 14:3 (2005): 277–286), or Alan Gross, "Darwin's Diagram: Scientific 
Visions and Scientific Visuals" (In Ways of Seeing, Ways of Speaking: The Integration of Rhetoric and Vision 
in Constructing the Real, edited by Kristie S. Fleckenstein, Sue Hum, and Linda T. Calendrillo, 52–80. West 
Lafayette, IN: Parlor Press, 2008) for two of many examples in which the term is used—"visual" emerged 
originally as a term of art with a similar meaning in the music and film studies literature. See, e.g., page 697 
in "Ad Libitum" by 'Feste' (The Musical Times 77:1122 (August 1936): 694–698); pages 89–91 in Paolo 
Milano, "Music in the Film: Notes for Morphology" (The Journal of Aesthetics and Art Criticism 1:1 (Spring 
1941): 89–94 (+ II)); page 9 in Muir Mathieson, "Aspects of Film Music" (Tempo 9 (December 1944): 7–9); 
and pages 10 and 22 in Iris Barry, "The Documentary Film: Prospect and Retrospect" (The Bulletin of the 
Museum of Modern Art 13:2 (December 1945): 2–27) for early examples. 

12  This is particularly true, of course, in subdisciplines of history like art history and the history of 
science and technology, both of which make heavy use of images as evidence. The typical use of images in 
such disciplines is, however, tightly constrained—whereas it would be common for art historians or 
historians of film or photography to refer readers to details illustrated in a line drawing or photograph, the 
points supported by such uses are almost invariably technical (e.g., demonstrating an illuminator's 
predilection for preparing space for his illustration prior to inscribing the verbal text or illustrating some 
characteristic of different plate printing technologies) rather than narrative. 
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highly visual accounts of history destined for public consumption and the lack of a 

theoretical tradition guiding our understanding of such accounts—particularly 

compelling as a potential object of study is the tendency of most humans to equate 

"mediated life" with "real life." Many westerners tend to treat the visual media that 

we see in print, on television, in film, and via the Internet as if they bear some sort 

of one-to-one relationship to a knowable reality with which we can engage in ways 

that are "fundamentally social and natural."13 

Although we may not consciously recognize the ease with which we in the West 

credit images as true reflections of an apparently unconstructed reality, we do 

perceive images as powerful persuaders. Witness the widespread belief, whether it is 

true or not, that images like Eddie Adams' 1968 photograph of Lieutenant Colonel 

Loan executing a Viet Cong suspect, Nick Ut's 1972 photo of napalm victim Kim 

Phuc, or ABC News video of journalist Bill Stewart being executed by a Nicaraguan 

national guardsman have actually been catalysts for political action.14 

                                                 

13  Byron Reeves and Clifford Nass, The Media Equation: How People Treat Computers, Television, 
and New Media Like Real People and Places (Stanford, CA: Center for the Study of Language and 
Information Publications, 1996), 4–5 (emphasis in original). 

14  In addition to those image listed here—which have all at one time or another been accorded some 
sort of persuasive power by later historians—we must consider the visual record of the Stalin era in the 
Soviet Union, during which a massive effort was undertaken to shape visual memory (literally) by 
manipulating images that were published in the press, in history books, even stored in historical archives. 
So, it seems clear that not only are images held by many to be persuasive but that controlling the types of 
images available to future historians (as well as the contents displayed therein) is itself to wield a kind of 
rhetorical power (i.e., affecting the supply of 'memories' available for use in arguments by future historians). 
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1.1.3 Why Rhetoric? 
This striking juxtaposition of influences—the enormous popularity of history 

aimed at public audiences; the ubiquity of images in popular accounts of history; the 

idea that an image provides a window on people, places, and events (i.e., that seeing 

necessarily translates to understanding); and the perception that images influence 

the beliefs and actions of their audiences—makes the lack of space devoted to 

imagery in professional studies of historiography surprising. As a partial corrective, 

I propose that a rhetorical approach might tell us a great deal about the use of 

images in historical accounts. As an epistemic frame, rhetoric offers three distinct 

advantages. First, although many early systems of rhetoric were concerned 

exclusively with the interpretation and production of persuasive verbal 

performances, their hermeneutic models were founded on the notion that language 

was inherently semiotic (symbolic, arbitrary, and intersubjective) rather than 

transparent. As such, considering the strategic construction, arrangement, and 

manipulation of arguments that incorporate an array of symbolic modes—verbal, 

aural, and/or visual—does not do significant violence to the basic premises of 

canonical rhetorics.15 Second, rhetoric has traditionally concerned itself with the 

conduct of public discourse regarding matters of political, legal, or social import, 

about which there can be no absolute knowledge, and has been directed at inexpert 

                                                 

15  They arguably would not be ecologically valid appropriations, but definitely within the theoretical 
resources of an Augustine or an Origen. 
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audiences rooted in the exigencies of a particular cultural context. This is the very 

stuff of history—shaping perceptions of the past (forming cultural memory) with an 

eye on the future, whether guiding future action or influencing future 

interpretations of history by shaping a group's community memory. Finally, in 

addition to providing epistemic and practical hermeneutic guidance, traditional 

rhetorics were always intended as productive arts; ultimately, rhetoric might serve 

as a useful guide to the responsible production and deployment of images in 

historical arguments.16 

Just as historians might profit from considering what rhetoric can tell them 

regarding the use of visuals in arguments about history, communications scholars' 

understanding of rhetoric is enriched by the study of historical discourse. First, 

although the study of disciplinary rhetorics has increased steadily over the past 

several years, most of those studies have concentrated on the ways that content 

experts communicate with their professional peers. Studies of disciplinary messages 

aimed at inexpert audiences are comparatively rare and, as such, this study offers a 

valuable glimpse of a mode of discourse that is growing in prevalence with the 

                                                 

16  One useful point of departure in this connection might look at similarities between what Reeves and 
Nass call the "media equation"—i.e., the tendency to perceive and interact with images as if they were 'real,' 
essentially drawing what the early gestalt theorist Helmholtz termed "unconscious conclusions" on the basis 
of suppressed assumptions about the truth value of various representational technologies; knowledge and 
experience related to the subjects depicted in the image; etc. The process of drawing these conclusions—
also called "abductive inferences" by C. S. Peirce—bears at least a passing resemblance to the process of 
enthymeme-formation as described by Aristotle and others. 
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ubiquity of the Internet and the steady growth of history-oriented programming on 

broadcast and cable television (not to mention the recent popularity of history-

oriented documentary films in general theatrical release). In addition, this study 

complements the large and growing literature on the use of images to persuade. 

Although numerous studies have appeared over the years looking at the use of 

images in scientific discourse, advertising, religion, and political campaigns and 

propaganda, few have investigated the use of images in arguments about history—

by studying historians' use of persuasive images, we may broaden our 

understanding of the deployment of argumentative images more generally. 

Likewise, the interpretive heuristic that forms the foundation for my methodology 

may prove useful in studying other disciplinary rhetorics of visual images. 

To accomplish these aims, I first review the literature on the rhetoric of 

visuals, developing a thematic lexicon that enables me to situate my study of 

historical visuals in terms of the broader understanding of visual persuasion. I then 

develop a method intended to identify rhetorically significant images, to 

contextualize those images in terms of community memory and shared 

understanding, and to posit how they might contribute to arguments embedded in 

the particular agonistic field from which they were derived. Finally, I deploy this 

method to analyze how images contribute to arguments about history in an extended 

case and conclude with a proposed program for further refinement of my 
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methodology and its extension to scientific and journalistic investigations, video and 

computer-mediated gaming environments, and other narrative-based genres. 

1.2 My Approach 
My overall approach in undertaking this research is influenced by James 

Elkins's critique of the field in Visual Studies: A Skeptical Introduction. Elkins's 

views can be summarized as: 

• Traditional visual studies—as practiced in art history, media studies, 
and other fields—is too often concerned with the "disciplined" image, 
the work of art, the polished mass-media message, etc. With W.J.T. 
Mitchell, Elkins calls for a visual studies that is "about 'everyday 
seeing,' which is 'bracketed out' by the disciplines that conventionally 
address visuality. In this model, disciplinary space is above and the 
'de-disciplinary' scholar scavenges quietly below."17 

• Visual studies as currently practiced is too narrow and insular, 
relying too dogmatically on existing theories, and focusing too readily 
on traditional subjects, high art and other aesthetic works. For Elkins, 
visual studies as a discipline ought to become "the subject that its 
name implies: The study (using the full range of theories from every 
interested discipline) of the visual (in all its forms, from the highest 
artwork to the lowest list). Why not work to condense the many 
disparate kinds of visual competence in the arts and sciences into a 
single place?"18 

• Elkins's sharpest criticism of visual studies is directed at the existing 
theoretical canon, which he argues is too simplistic and unreflective of 
the complexity of the real world ("Visual studies is too easy to learn, 
too easy to practice, too easy on itself"). Elkins's ideal visual theory 

                                                 

17  W. J. T. Mitchell quoted in James Elkins, Visual Studies: A Skeptical Introduction (New York: 
Routledge, 2003), 28–29. 

18  Ibid., 65. 
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would incorporate insights from multiple disciplines and "become so 
difficult that it can take its place at the center of discussions about 
visuality, vision, and visual practices."19 

• Finally, Elkins argues that traditional visual studies theory is too 
reactive, too conservative, focusing too much on passive criticism of 
aesthetic objects and too little on heuresis. With Douglas Crimp, 
Elkins calls for theory that is "generative as well as reactive: [That] 
produces practices as well as critiquing them, creating new subjects 
(practitioners) for new subjects (fields of study)."20 

To address these issues, I have intentionally designed a study to look at quotidian, 

apparently unconstructed images of popular history through an analytical lens that 

condenses insights from five domains—technology, perception, semiotics/semantics, 

societal pragmatics, and argumentation. My goals in adopting this approach are 

twofold. First, I develop an analytical framework that does justice to the complex 

network of perceptual, cognitive, cultural, and technological influences that affect 

production and interpretation of visual communication, what I term a visual 

communication ecology. Second, in the course of developing and explicating this 

ecological model of visual persuasion in popular histories, I employ what has come to 

be known as a grounded theory methodology, adopting and adapting a range of 

analytic techniques to identify theoretically significant aspects of visual messages, to 

compare them within and across categories, and to draw conclusions about the 

relationships thus identified, with the aim of producing a narrative that explains 

                                                 

19 Ibid., 65–66. For more on the need for greater complexity in visual studies theory, see page 200.  
20 Ibid., 199–200 (emphasis in original). 
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effectively the persuasive nature of these images for the visual scholar while 

remaining authentic to the aims and ends of the historians themselves. Although 

the end result of this specific study is a provisional theoretical model of how 

persuasion is effected in popular visual histories, the toolbox of techniques and an 

approach to generating theory based on observation and explication of practices 

employed by practitioners in the field is generalizable to disciplines further afield.21  

1.3 Organization of This Study 
These themes of "everyday seeing," groundedness, complexity, and generativity 

are realized in a work of four major sections, as follows: 

1.3.1 Literature Review: The Rhetoric of Images 
In the decades since Roland Barthes's essay "The Rhetoric of the Image" first 

appeared in English translation, a considerable body of scholarly work has appeared 

that specifically invokes visual rhetoric and related topics.22 Despite this steady 

interest, no widely accepted theory or theoretical tradition of visual rhetoric has 

emerged; indeed, with James Elkins, my reading of existing work in the field is that 

it is too narrowly focused and too reductive. It is possible, however, to get a glimpse 

                                                 

21  In a future work, I will formalize my approach to generating effective discipline-appropriate visual 
communication strategies based, in part, on my experiences in completing this study. 

22  Approximately 2,300 visual communication references appear in a bibliography published in 
January 2005 by members of the International Visual Literacy Association alone. 
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of the possibilities of the sort of complexity Elkins demands in the areas of overlap 

among the paradigmatic categories of research that have emerged over the past forty 

years. In my review of the scholarly literature, I provide a synopsis of leading 

sources in five domains I have identified as constituting a plausible ecology of visual 

communication, encompassing the following factors affecting the design, production, 

and/or interpretation of visual texts: 

• Technological factors are those influences that accrue to a message's 
existence as a material artifact; "technological" denotes the limits and 
opportunities of both the tangible machinery of delivery and the 
cultural practices and institutions that shape productive and 
interpretive praxis in a particular community.  

• Perceptual factors refer to those qualities in an image or composition 
that aid interpreters in apprehending salient communicative features 
(and, conversely, that may be shaped by a text's author or authors to 
achieve a desired rhetorical effect).  

• Semiotic or semantic features complicate interpreters' readings of an 
image or composition by influencing their comprehension of the 
symbolic significance of the work. Is the illustration or multimodal 
text intended to illustrate some event, character, or process? Does it 
signify something deeper or more abstract? Does it mean anything at 
all?  

• Societal pragmatic factors refer to specific memories, beliefs, 
knowledge, and/or practices that influence the production and 
interpretation of culturally relevant communication—in short, 
pragmatics attends to the "relation of signs to their users,"23 seeking to 
"explicate the reasoning of speakers and hearers"24 who must, 

                                                 

23  Page 43 in Charles W. Morris, "Foundations of the Theory of Signs" (In Writings on the General 
Theory of Signs, 13–72. The Hague: Mouton de Gruyter, 1972). 

24  J. J. Katz quoted on page 423 in J. L. Mey, "Pragmatics" (In Concise Encyclopedia of Philosophy of 
Language, edited by Peter V. Lamarque, 416–437. New York: Pergamon/Elsevier Science, 1997).  
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naturally, be situated in a "societal context" that "conditions" those 
producers' and interpreters' use of language through training (both 
formal education and informal enculturation) and the frameworks of 
commonly accepted subjects and practices of discourse.25  

• Propositional or inferential factors refer to what Kenneth Burke called 
the "strategic use of symbols" as a means of "inducing cooperation in 
beings that by nature respond to symbols." The (perceived or real) 
manipulations employed by an author or authors in producing an 
image or composition may be schematized and analyzed as 
arguments; in their generic form, rhetorical propositions are most 
frequently expressed as examples or enthymemes, logical statements 
generally formed from topics—themes or lines of reasoning 
appropriate to the rhetor's audience and the occasion.  

These domains—representing the interdependent influences of individual 

experience, ability, and culture—shape my development of a methodological toolkit 

for analyzing persuasive visuals and guide my interpretation of a real-life example. 

1.3.2 Methods: Interpreting Historical Texts 
One of the major contributions of this study is the development of a toolbox of 

techniques for interpreting contextually situated visuals. To employ these tools most 

effectively, I first develop a sense of the topics of history, the theoretical, formal, and 

stylistic beliefs and practices that—when deployed in concert with one or more of my 

analytical lenses—aid in identifying rhetorically significant features in visual and 

multimedia messages. In order to produce methods and analytic techniques 

contextualized in terms of authentic concerns and practices, I employ what 

                                                 

25  Mey, "Pragmatics," 430. 
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anthropologists Barney Glaser and Anselm Strauss termed a "grounded theory 

methodology,"26 an inductive approach designed to derive theory from the 

classification, comparison, and analysis of real-world data. Although Glaser and 

Strauss's approach provides a powerful means of explicating "social phenomena"27 by 

connecting performance with the cultural knowledge, beliefs, and practices that 

inform its production and interpretation, the process of gathering, recording, sorting, 

sifting, and interpreting such data in a case analysis can be complex and messy. To 

mitigate this complexity and to enter fully into the spirit of the grounded theory 

approach—which seeks always to derive hypotheses and conclusions from real-life 

experience while remaining open to alternative interpretations—I have employed 

two strategies throughout this study: 

• First, I have made every effort not to prejudge possible readings of my 
source materials. Although this often makes for a thick, messy 
narrative as I cover as many details as possible without self-
censorship or post hoc editing to remove interpretive paths not 
followed, this strategy ultimately enabled me to produce a case 
analysis sensitive to the subtlety of a rhetor keen to disguise a 
sententious judgment as mere description—a reading that I might 
have discarded early on had I pursued a strategy of pruning 
unpromising interpretive branches from the beginning.28 

                                                 

26  Barney G. Glaser and Anselm L. Strauss, The Discovery of Grounded Theory: Strategies for 
Qualitative Research (New York: Aldine de Gruyter, 1967), 1. 

27  Anselm L. Strauss, Qualitative Analysis for Social Scientists (Cambridge: Cambridge University 
Press, 1987), 6–7. 

28  "Unpromising" in the sense that an indexical reading of Matthew Paris's "Grosseteste's vengeful 
spirit" cartoon is not the obvious interpretation. It is only when considering why Matthew included a cartoon 



The Rhetorical Potential of Images in Popular Accounts of Historical Events 
Chapter 01: Introduction 
W. Christopher Scruton 

 

16 

• Second, given the contingency and the broad interdisciplinarity of the 
grounded approach, I have employed footnotes rather than the more-
traditional endnotes throughout this study, enabling the reader to 
conduct a critical examination of my sources and, if desired, to follow a 
metadiscursive commentary in which I discuss issues of 
interpretation, address disagreements in the research literature, and 
provide background information, examples, and illustrations that 
expand on issues in the body text. Although the number and length of 
those footnotes serve occasionally to complicate the layout of this 
study, I felt the transdisciplinarity of my methodology and the 
historical nature of my case—both of which have frequently required 
me to bring unfamiliar strands of literature into conversation with one 
another—warranted the decision. 

Wherever possible, I complement thick description and interdiscursive notes with 

numbered headings and summary boxes at the end of each section of my analysis to 

facilitate the rapid navigation of this study and to reinforce key points. 

1.3.3 Case Analysis: Matthew Paris's "Grosseteste's Vengeful 
Spirit" 
Over the course of two decades in the mid-thirteenth century, Matthew Paris, a 

monk and chronicler of the Benedictine abbey in St. Albans, compiled a unique 

history of the world (the Chronica Majora) beginning with Creation and ending with 

his death in 1259 CE. The verbal component of Matthew's chronicle fits squarely 

within the sententious tradition of Tacitus and Orosius—that is, it was constructed 

homiletically or didactically, using historical events and personages as exemplars of 

how individuals ought or ought not to behave. Matthew's chief innovation was to 

                                                 

of this incident at all and mapping out the structure of the micronarrative in which the story is embedded that 
one is compelled to consider a more complex compound reading. 
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pair this prose with a style of illustration that integrated seemingly neutral 

techniques of narrative illustration with an array of methods for infusing the 

resulting visual stories with moral import—in short, Matthew's style successfully 

utilized pragmatic text and image markers of verisimilitude (e.g., the inclusion of 

primary documents as a volume of additions; the use of visual rendering and 

compositional styles that appeared to cleave strongly to the particular details of the 

associated textual story, and other factors) to conceal the transformation of those 

particular events into generalizable moral tales intended as examples to guide 

readers' future actions. One such story that I discuss in depth is Matthew's story of 

Robert Grosseteste's vengeful spirit (see Figure 1.1, below). Using techniques from 

all five domains of my ecological framework, I seek to understand how Matthew's 

sophisticated pen-and-ink and watercolor illustrations worked together with the 

surrounding narrative to shape his audience's perception of historical personalities 

and events by: 

• giving shape to what might otherwise have been seen as a collection of 
coincidental occurrences, thereby 'naturalizing' these fictional events 
and 

• troping existing visual and hermeneutic conventions—using audience 
preconceptions about realistic images and the proper structure of 
moral narratives to convince them that Pope Innocent IV's agonizing 
death was the result of no simple disease but, instead, a punishment 
befitting his sins and foretold by the nature of the fictitious event 
Matthew invented and illustrated specifically for the occasion. 
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In this case the interdependence of material product and percept, of argumentative 

form and meaning is clearly illustrated, as is the utility of a method of analysis that 

captures the complexity of visual communication and interpretation. 

 

Figure 1.1: Robert Grosseteste's vengeful spirit in Matthew Paris's annal for 1254 CE  (© British Library 
Board: Chronica Majora, London, British Library, Roy. 14. C. VII, fol. 158 verso) 



The Rhetorical Potential of Images in Popular Accounts of Historical Events 
Chapter 01: Introduction 
W. Christopher Scruton 

 

19 

1.3.4 Conclusions 
In the case considered in this study, images were used to persuade popular 

audiences of (1) the substance of a series of historical events and, when combined 

with the surrounding descriptive and explanatory text, (2) how members of those 

audiences ought to interpret or feel about those events. The case likewise illustrates 

the need to harness both phenomenological and critical methods while attending to 

the total communication context in which Matthew's work was embedded, rounding 

out the semantic thinness of the image with cultural information that facilitates its 

interpretation while grounding a critical reading in details observable in the layout, 

text, and narrative in which the picture appears. The overt manipulation and 

hermeneutic opacity evident in my analysis of Matthew's image demand that we pay 

greater attention to verbal and multimodal literacies, not only as specialist subjects 

in their own right, but also as the foundation to an effective curriculum oriented 

toward improving the quality of civic discourse. To be effective citizens, all students 

must understand how images work and become more critical consumers and 

producers of mediated messages. The development of such literacies is particularly 

important when we consider that the great bulk of what might be termed 'historical 

persuasion' does not take place in overtly manipulated collations such as those 

reviewed herein but in (1) textbooks in which editors intentionally or inadvertently 

over-represent well-to-do white men while ignoring the visual presence—and, often, 

the historical contributions—of women, people of color, and the economically and 
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socially disadvantaged; (2) public television documentaries, in which much history is 

relegated to specially designated time slots like Black History Month and then 

largely ignored for the rest of the year; and (3) innumerable other ways that 

gradually accrete to become our culture's historical memory. 

Finally, this study represents a successful first step in my effort to develop a 

method that both addresses the complexities of visual and multimodal 

communication and does so in a vernacular grounded in the goals and methods of 

historians themselves. Technical and perceptual analyses proved very useful in 

identifying what in any given visual field might represent both a unit of meaning 

and an opportunity for rhetorical manipulation. Pragmatic analysis helped 

triangulate the meaning of a presentation by pointing to cultural beliefs and 

practices invoked in its production and reception. Less clear is the value of 

conducting independent semantic and propositional/inferential analyses. The 

original intent was that semantic analysis would highlight the full range of readings 

that might be plausible in a given field while propositional analysis would explicitly 

schematize the chain of reasoning that emerged from the most plausible reading on 

the basis of pragmatic concerns. In practice, the borders between inferential, 

pragmatic, and semantic analyses have proved fairly indistinct: An effective 

semantic analysis required both pragmatic knowledge and inference to identify tacit 

assumptions. Further application of the framework may be necessary before I can 

determine whether any of these categories is redundant and, therefore, subject to 
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elimination or combination with one of more of the others. For the moment, 

recognizing that all five elements were intended to represent aspects of an 

interdependent model of visual invention and interpretation, I am comfortable that 

these apparent redundancies are in fact mutual dependencies. To understand the 

range of possible meanings in any given communication, of course it is necessary to 

recognize the cultural references being invoked as part of its specific meaning and of 

course many of those references will be tacit. 

1.4 Significance of This Study and My Findings 
My initial interest in undertaking this study was to shed some light on how 

people "do things with pictures" (with apologies to W.J.T. Mitchell29 and J. L. 

Austin30). Before I could attempt anything so wide ranging, I felt as if I first had to 

gain some perspective on how images are used in narrower, better-defined contexts. 

Like an archaeologist digging test pits attempting to gain a sense of the larger site, 

my plan was to make a start on this process with popular history; in future studies I 

plan to dig into disciplines further afield until, having gotten my bearings, I can turn 

my attention to broader theorizing. In particular, two outcomes of this study give me 

hope that this effort will bear fruit. 

                                                 

29  W. J. T. Mitchell, "How to Do Things With Pictures" (In The Reconfigured Eye: Visual Truth in the 
Post-Photographic Era, 190–223. Cambridge: MIT Press, 1994). 

30  J. L. Austin, How to Do Things With Words (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1962). 
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1.4.1 Answering Elkins's Criticisms 
Not only will the approach employed in this study answer the basic questions 

that inspired it—that is, whether and how images in popular histories are 

persuasive—but it will do so in such a way that it addresses virtually all of the 

criticisms leveled by James Elkins, W.J.T. Mitchell, and others against visual 

studies as the field has been studied heretofore. In brief, my approach 

• Focuses on "Everyday Seeing"  
Not only are the subjects considered in this study the sort of images 
we all encounter with regularity when we in the West switch on our 
televisions, read a newspaper or magazine, or surf the Web, the 
methods used to understand these visuals are also grounded in an 
understanding of the ways in which such images shape cultural 
memory in our communities of practice and reify cultural practices 
and beliefs in tangible form. 

• Is Ecologically Valid 
The focus of my method has been to produce a heuristic that is 
"ecologically valid,"31 that is, true to the practices of historians 

                                                 

31  By ecological validity, I mean the degree to which any theoretical frame reflects the beliefs, 
methods, and habits of real world practitioners; that it is, in other words, authentic. My argument is that, 
although many studies of visual rhetoric do afford us valuable insights into how visuals work (elements of 
classical style do seem to provide some insight into how scientific prose works; at perceptual and semiotic 
levels, scientific images, Renaissance art, and children's paintings may operate similarly, etc.), most fail to 
take into account how those visual texts are created or to theorize the function they play in the 
communication ecologies of the communities to which they are directed (or in which they are subsequently 
interpreted). My aim here is to propose a system for describing how images work in popular history based on 
the work of historians themselves. This is precisely the procedure recommended to young rhetors by 
Cicero's Crassus in De Oratore: Each student should undoubtedly be familiar with the theoretical works of 
the Greek masters, but each should also base his or her practice on close observation of the real world 
beliefs and practices of speakers and audiences in a variety of contexts. Out of these experiences the 
observer would derive insights, modify existing theory or create new theory appropriate to his or her context, 
and continually revise theory and practice in the light of new experiences or observations. In this instance, 
my plan is to develop some propositions about historical visuals on the basis of observation directed at my 
five cases. Some of these propositions may only hold true in discussions of historical events; others may be 
generalizable to other fields of discourse. In future studies, I will apply these propositions in other fields—
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themselves, directed to answering the question "How do historians do 
things with pictures?" not "How do historians do things with pictures 
(which I assume work just like speeches in the Athenian agora)?" or 
"How do historians do things with pictures (which I assume to be just 
like the ways that Renaissance artists did things with pictures)?" That 
is not to say that similarities do not exist among all those forms. It is 
to say that if such differences exist, my preference is to identify them 
through a process of rich, close, meaningful comparison that does 
justice to the contextual factors that affect each class, rather than 
making an a priori assumption that rhetorical equivalences exist 
among images intended or understood to serve radically different 
argumentative purposes. 

• Depends on Transdisciplinary (or "De-Disciplinary") Theory and 
Methods 
Although ultimately I consider my method "rhetorical" in that the goal 
is to identify how symbols in a given composition may have been 
manipulated to persuade an audience, my overall approach—
influenced by a broad reading of the visual rhetoric literature—draws 
liberally from the fields of art history and arts connoisseurship; 
perceptual and cognitive psychology; the philosophy of language, 
hermeneutics, and semiotics; linguistic and societal pragmatics; and 
rhetoric and formal reasoning. Each approach aids in highlighting the 
web of individual, cultural, and rhetoric influences that affect the 
production and interpretation of visual performances. The loss of any 
one perspective would leave an identifiable gap in the knowledge 
necessary to understand the other perspectives. Without technological 
analysis, how would we know what qualities of visuals are or are not 
the result of using a given apparatus (or what qualities typically 
pertain to products of that apparatus as it is employed in a given 
rhetorical setting, a point of contact with pragmatic analysis)? 
Without perceptual analysis, how would we be able to identify which 
features of an image or composition might be meaningful? Without 
semiotic/semantic and propositional/inferential analyses, how would 
we identify the alternative chains of meaning that our interpretive 
minds assemble from those raw percepts? And, without pragmatic 

                                                 

e.g., to analyze scientific visuals or propaganda posters—to assess their applicability. Over multiple 
iterations, it is my hope that we may identify inventive and interpretive practices that are sufficiently general 
to develop a pedagogy for teaching visual rhetoric that is sensitive both to the semiotic characteristics of 
visuals and to the unique roles that images play in students' interpretive communities. 
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analysis how could we identify a preferred reading that seems likeliest 
in the prevailing contextual conditions? Although these five 
perspectives may not often be deployed together in the same 
analytical context, taken together they produce plausible results. 

• Is Extensible 
Because the grounded analytical framework assumes the need to 
identify certain aspects of media production and use in medias res, it 
is extremely flexible; one can extend it into new media types and new 
genres of discourse simply by engaging in observation and 
categorization of visualization conventions and practices in those new 
disciplines. Not only is this an efficient and authentic design, it is very 
much in keeping with the practices of classical rhetors, who thought it 
most fitting to derive "art from eloquence." 

• Is Complex 
Whereas previous studies have often produced fairly narrow or thin 
interpretations of subjects on the basis of one or two dimensions, the 
approach described in this study represents an early attempt to 
'complexify' visual studies, both in terms of breadth (encompassing 
five analytical domains) and in terms of depth (focusing on thick 
description and step-by-step statement and explication of the major 
elements of each case). The latter takes the form of an iterative 
process of first identifying a range of plausible readings within the 
source composition and then employing abductive reasoning (often 
described as  "inference to the best explanation") to identify a 
preferred reading in the prevailing context on the basis of falsifiable 
assumptions regarding pragmatic factors. Although evidence suggests 
that in real life the process of apprehending elements in a visual field, 
considering their possible meanings, and determining their likeliest 
meaning/significance is nearly instantaneous (so quick, in fact, that 
we may not consciously realize what we are doing, leading early 
philosophers of vision like Hermann von Helmholtz to term such 
inferences "unconscious conclusions"), the analytical heuristic I 
employ here intentionally slows the process down to separate 
semantic, pragmatic, and propositional critiques. I believe any 
complication and loss of apparent integration among these processes 
is more than made up for by the deliberately self-conscious statement 
and justification of my observations and interpretations at each stage 
of the process. Only under these conditions can readers make an 
informed evaluation of the success or failure of my analyses.  
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• May Become Generative or Heuristic 
Finally, a goal enunciated by Elkins and others is the idea that a 
mature approach to visual studies should be generative as well as 
critical. The techniques described in this study are intended as a first 
step in that direction and, while not going so far as to be prescriptive, 
the process of generating analytical tools described herein could just 
as easily be used as a heuristic guiding the development of visual 
performances grounded in the knowledge, genre conventions, beliefs 
and practices of the discipline he or she chooses to study. Just as I 
read deeply in historical narratives and studies of historiography, 
analyzed and questioned the conventions of visual discourse evidenced 
in those texts, and came to understand how word and image worked 
together in constructing historical discourse, a student could do the 
same in turf management, studio arts, or medicine. She or he could 
discover how to do things more effectively with pictures by becoming a 
more reflective, better grounded practitioner of the visual rhetoric she 
or he discovers through that process of reflective enculturation 
(whether she or he remains a practitioner of the "normal" rhetoric 
discovered in that research or uses her or his knowledge of convention 
to subvert such standard practices in the mold of a Stephen Jay 
Gould32). 

More important than simply satisfying James Elkins's demands for a more complex, 

more transdisciplinary, more quotidian approach to visual studies, this study is 

among the first really to connect the use of images in historical texts with rhetorical 

concerns that matter to historians themselves, such as how to organize and 

complexify narrative, enlist audience members' participation in the construction of 

history, and evaluate historical events and personages. This capacity to account 

flexibly for the operations of rhetoric in a particular discursive field without 

                                                 

32  Stephen J. Gould and Richard Lewontin, "The Spandrels of San Marco and the Panglossian 
Paradigm: A Critique of the Adaptationist Programme" (Proceedings of the Royal Society London B: 
Biological Sciences 205:1161 (1979): 581–98). 
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distorting that discourse's value as persuasion about something is a particular 

strength of the grounded approach, and suggests that the approach can be extended 

beyond the bounds of the rhetoric of history to a wide array of domains, from 

discourse about science and theology to the products of advertising, journalism, 

video game design, and other fields.
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Chapter 2 
Literature Review: The Rhetoric of 
Images 

Although space here precludes an in-depth review of visual rhetoric research 

published since the 1964 English-language translation of Roland Barthes's "The 

Rhetoric of the Image,"33 it is possible to get a glimpse of the possibilities of the sort 

of complexity James Elkins demands in the areas of overlap among the paradigmatic 

categories of research that have emerged over the past forty years. Inspired by 

Gregory Bateson's notion of an "ecology of mind" as a means for identifying and 

defining "aggregates of ideas" and recognizing how those "ideas interact" in social 

systems, in this synopsis I describe not just which subject-matter specialties affect 

visual persuasion but also the ways in which those subjects aggregate harmoniously 

to produce a model that explains how images work at the levels of the individual 

author or interpreter and in ever-larger socio-cultural aggregates: In short, images 

considered in this study are conceived of both as sites in which meaning is created 

                                                 

33  Given the extraordinary breadth of the field—approximately 2,300 visual communication references 
appear in a bibliography compiled by Sandra E. Moriarty and Keith Kenney, and published in January 2005 
by members of the International Visual Literacy Association alone (available online at 
http://www.ivla.org/pdf_files/Kenney_Moriarty_Biblio.pdf)—it is unsurprising that no comprehensive review of 
the visual rhetoric literature has yet been published. Short of this lofty goal, two brief synopses have been 
particularly useful in shaping my own views on the subject: Kevin G. Barnhurst, Michael Vari, and Igor 
Rodriguez's "Mapping Visual Studies in Communication" (Journal of Communication 12/2004: 616–644) and 
Cara A. Finnegan's book review essay "Visual Studies and Visual Rhetoric" (Quarterly Journal of Speech 
90:2 (May 2004): 234–247). 
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by particular interpreters or authors, and as artifacts in which are reified subsets of 

the knowledge, beliefs, and productive and interpretive practices of the communities 

in which they were produced and/or interpreted. The shape of the model I propose is 

further affected by the need to identify how these domains function 

interdependently as a productive system—this is, one as capable of guiding an 

author in the creation of a persuasive visual congery as it is for critiquing the works 

of others.  

But where to begin? To tackle this problem, I reviewed a selection of canonical 

sources with a view to identifying key topics and relationships. What I found was a 

matrix of recurring challenges to existing theories from several directions, primarily 

linguistic-semiotic34 and social-pragmatic35 in nature. More specifically, critiques of 

                                                 

34  All of our existing theories of rhetoric are founded in the strategic use of symbols, primarily verbal 
language. If we wish to expand the range of existing rhetorical theory to include visual and multimodal 
arguments, how do we identify units of significance in such texts? How might those units of meaning be 
arrayed to form arguments? And so on. 

35  Many canonical rhetorics are founded in societal-pragmatic concerns. For example, both Aristotle 
and—through the voice of 'Crassus'—Cicero stress the importance of understanding (if not appealing to) 
audience experience, knowledge, predispositions, and discursive practices. How might those dicta translate 
from verbal oratory into other modalities/technologies? How does a novice go about acquiring an appropriate 
knowledge of community practices, knowledge, and expectations? How do we identify or embody evidence 
of these sometimes-intangible qualities in visual performances? These are just some of the concerns 
connected with the societal-pragmatic dimension of visual persuasion. 
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the existing visual rhetoric literature suggest that at least five domains36 affect the 

production and interpretation of persuasive visual performances, including: 

• Technological or material factors are those influences that accrue to a 
message's existence as a material artifact; "technological" in this 
usage denoting the limits and opportunities of both the tangible 
machinery of transmission (i.e., the paper, celluloid, digital, or other 
tangible form in which the message is created and/or delivered) and 
the cultural practices and institutions that shape productive and 
interpretive praxis in a particular community. Technological analysis 
establishes a representational baseline, enabling the investigator to 
identify the material factor or factors that may place a message in a 
particular genre or to hint at a specific argumentative purpose. 
Furthermore, understanding the operational characteristics of a 
particular medium aids the investigator in his or her effort to 
determine the representational limitations of a medium, 
characteristics that an author may not manipulate (or, if he or she is 
able to manipulate those characteristics, it will be likely that such 
manipulation represents a conscious attempt to shape the message). 
Indeed, the choice of a particular technology may in and of itself 
represent a conscious rhetorical choice, feeding further analysis using 
complementary lenses. 

• Perceptual factors refer to those qualities in an image or composition 
that aid interpreters in apprehending salient communicative features 
(and, conversely, that may be shaped by a text's author or authors to 
achieve a desired rhetorical effect). Perceptual analysis helps identify 
why some aspects of a message advance to our attention, but such 
analysis on its own is incapable of helping us determine what a 
performance means to a particular individual or culture, nor can it 

                                                 

36  Although the habit may lead to confusion as I proceed through later chapters in this study, I here 
consciously adopt the terms "domain" and "category" to refer to my broad, ad hoc grouping of sources into 
thematically related units. As I move from considering broad themes in the visual rhetoric literature to 
defining operational characteristics that mark issues relevant to each domain and formalizing techniques for 
identifying domain-relevant data in source performances, I will adopt the term "lens" to denote the move from 
abstract theory to analytical machinery, an apparatus that makes it possible for the analyst to see a 
performance "as" a meaningful constellation of perceptual cues, a semiotic chain-of-meaning, a cultural 
document, etc. 
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help us understand how the image(s) works with other media in a 
particular context to persuade readers of anything. Like technological 
analysis, perceptual analysis is primarily useful in helping us identify 
(a) what features in a message may prove significant and (b) what 
manipulations by the image or composition's author affect our reading 
of the image. In that sense, both levels of analysis are indispensable in 
developing a meaningful hermeneutic and heuristic tool, but are 
dependent on other domains to help interpret a source image.  

• Semiotic or semantic features complicate interpreters' readings of an 
image or composition by influencing their comprehension of the 
symbolic significance of the work—Is the picture or multimodal text 
intended to illustrate some event, character, or process? Does it 
signify something deeper or more abstract? Does it mean anything at 
all? According to the authors reviewed in this section, interpreters 
unravel this complexity by searching for clues within the structure of 
the picture and/or composition itself that serve as pointers to the 
meaning of the work. Although semiotic or semantic analysis will help 
us interpret the salient features thrown up by technological and 
perceptual analysis, it really does not help us in assigning a weight to 
an iconic versus an indexical versus a symbolic reading and, thus, in 
developing a preferred reading. To do that requires reference to 
societal-pragmatic and propositional factors. 

• Societal pragmatic factors refer to specific memories, beliefs, 
knowledge, and/or practices that influence the production and 
interpretation of culturally relevant communication—in short, 
pragmatics attends to the "relation of signs to their users,"37 seeking to 
"explicate the reasoning of speakers and hearers"38 who must, 
naturally, be situated in a "societal context" that "conditions" those 
producers' and interpreters' use of language through training (both 
formal education and informal enculturation) and the frameworks of 
commonly accepted subjects and practices of discourse.39 Whereas the 

                                                 

37  Morris, "Foundations of the Theory of Signs," 43. 
38  JJ Katz quoted in Mey, "Pragmatics," 423. 
39  Mey, "Pragmatics," 430. As Jef Verschueren describes the process of language acquisition—both a 

user's primary language and in the development of specialist competencies—as "the interactive—and hence 
social—activation and acquisition of the cognitive skills needed to use language for the generation of 
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study of perceptual factors in the visual domain may be said to 
correspond with the linguistic study of syntax to the degree that 
perceptual analysis seeks to identify "relations" among units of 
meaning "in abstraction from the relation of" units of meaning "to 
objects or to interpreters"40 and the study of semiotics and semantic 
factors produces readings that suggest connections between units of 
meaning and the range of "objects which they may or do denote,"41 
pragmatic analysis identifies culturally relevant factors—tacit 
knowledge, presuppositions, modes and registers of discourse, and 
habits of text-production and interpretation—that enable us to form 
probabilistic hypotheses about what a performance might mean in its 
presumed context. Having thus narrowed the range of possible 
interpretations from an abstract consideration of relationships among 
perceptible units of meaning, through the entire array of semantically 
and semiotically plausible readings to probable-meanings-conditioned-
by-a-particular-context, the analyst will be positioned to identify a 
preferred solution, a performance or reading that accounts for 
relevant contextual factors and proposes or infers an argument that 
addresses the needs of the rhetor's audience and situation. 

• Propositional or inferential factors refer to what Kenneth Burke called 
the "strategic use of symbols" as a means of "inducing cooperation in 
beings that by nature respond to symbols." The (perceived or real) 
manipulations employed by an author or authors in producing an 
image or composition may be schematized and analyzed as 
arguments; in their generic form, rhetorical propositions are most 
frequently expressed as examples or enthymemes, logical statements 
generally formed from topics—themes or lines of reasoning 
appropriate to the rhetor's audience and the occasion. Important 
aspects of rhetorical discourse are the ways in which aspects of the 
argument are presented, how those elements are arranged and 
connected to create a performative whole, and how they relate to the 
audience's knowledge, beliefs, and experiences. Despite the richness of 

                                                 

meaning…the incorporation of behavioral norms and expectations—linguistic as well as non-linguistic—
prevalent in a community" (page 175 in Understanding Pragmatics. London: Arnold Publishers, 1999). 

40  Morris, "Foundations of the Theory of Signs," 28. 
41  Morris, "Foundations of the Theory of Signs," 35. 
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this vein of scholarship, lack of attention by these same scholars42 to 
an array of technological, perceptual, semantic, and pragmatic factors 
deprives many such studies of the human, cultural, and 
environmental context that gives arguments meaning. 

These domains—representing the interdependent influences of culture, as well as 

individual experience and ability—provide the foundation on which I build a 

methodological toolkit for analyzing visuals in Chapter 3.  

Why five domains and not more (or fewer)? And why these five domains? To 

answer the last question first, because—as my category descriptions above suggest—

my initial reading revealed that the prevailing analytic paradigms were incomplete, 

each producing plausible readings in its own right, but often leaving important 

questions unanswered (or, in some cases, unasked)—semiotic analyses very often 

ignored crucial aspects of culture or argumentation; social-pragmatic analyses 

frequently left unaddressed questions of how the critic identified culturally 

significant features in the image itself; propositional analyses too often ignored 

material differences between visual image and spoken word in applying canonical 

rhetorical methods to pictorial texts, and so on. The five particular categories 

highlighted here were selected because—until application of the model suggests 

otherwise—they represent a plausible first approximation of the number required to 

                                                 

42  With the exception of Cara Finnegan, whose study of image vernaculars provides an interesting 
interpretation of how experience and culture may lead audiences to draw inferences on the basis of visual 
evidence. 
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understand the conversion of visual and multimodal texts into rhetorical 

performances. To ignore any of the five is to ignore the text's existence as a tangible 

artifact, produced, interpreted, and understood as a meaningful text embedded in 

one or more cultural contexts. More importantly, to discard any of the five domains 

is to ignore the meaningful interaction among them. For example, understanding as 

much as possible about techniques of film-production—the properties of the film 

stocks available, the capabilities and distortions of various types of lenses, the 

mechanics of the camera used—can tell us a lot about the productive opportunities 

and constraints affecting a film's authors and, thereby, provide clues that help us to 

read a given text. As telling, however, are  

• the ways in which the attributes of that camera and the techniques 
that govern its use reflect aspects of the culture that gave rise to it 
(and, once a technology becomes culturally significant, the ways in 
which its attributes and methods of use themselves shaped the culture 
reciprocally, e.g., the ways in which conventions of posing and/or 
structuring images visually become accepted as normal when, in fact, 
they are the reified techniques governing the use of a now-transparent 
technology);  

• the unique structure of arguments and standards of evidence that 
accrue not only to the communities in which those technologies are 
used but that are unique to individuals who may or may not choose to 
enact arguments in ways consistent with standard practice (which, in 
either case, may tell us something about her or his style, rhetorical 
choices, etc.);  

• the unique ways in which different media affect our senses (and the 
equally unique ways in which those sense data are interpreted); and 
so on.  
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In short, I am provisionally satisfied that the five domains I have identified are 

sufficient to explain the complexity of visual communication and, therefore, 

confident that no additional interpretive categories are required. The question now 

becomes whether all five are necessary to understand that complexity or whether 

one or more could be dropped without seriously affecting the explanatory quality of 

the model. I address that question in my conclusion in light of my experience using 

the model to interpret real-life cases. 

Why so many moving parts? Because tugging on any of the threads in the 

existing literature inevitably raised any of a number of shortcomings that could be 

attributed to one or more of these five categories. When an author writing in the 

societal-pragmatic domain made an elegant reading of an image, I very often found 

myself asking "what in the picture made her think that?" When an author critiqued 

the rhetoricity of images on the grounds that the grammar of pictures does not 

permit them to function as enthymemes, I found myself asking if canonical rhetorics 

demand a specific lexical form for the syllogism or whether the concept of syllogism 

was sufficiently elastic to accommodate different grammars. When an author read a 

social-scientific chart side-by-side with a children's painting, I asked myself whether 
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scientists themselves viewed such images as semiotic equivalents.43 In each case, I 

found that these conceptual domains were not simply coincident—i.e., simply two 

separate ways of interpreting the same picture—but interdependent, each domain 

depending on the others for shaping both performances and interpretations. 

Therefore, my reading of the available literature finds that visual rhetoric is not 

simply a reflection of these five domains but a complex system that, as a whole, is 

greater than the sum of those individual parts. I devote the remainder of this 

chapter to exploring these five domains in greater depth (with a view to constructing 

analytic techniques or lenses grounded in these domains in Chapter 3). 

2.1 The Technological or Material 
Domain 

Rhetoric has rarely enjoyed a harmonious relationship with the visual. Some of 

our earliest and most influential descriptions of what might now be termed visual 

rhetoric were descriptions of the potentially corrosive effects of visualization—

whether the tangible images of the painter or sculptor or the ekphrastic and emotive 

                                                 

43  Put another way, a study that compares a scientific chart with a child's drawing can tell us 
something about the interpretation of visual images sui generis, but it tells us very little about how we 
interpret representations of science. My initial frustration with the existing literature is the lack of scholarship 
on the use of images to persuade members of an audience about a particular topic in response to a 
particular exigence. 
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productions of the poet. Many of these critiques were rooted in the nature of 

visualizing technologies themselves, whether the material differences between the 

spoken word and the message inscribed in writing, paint, or stone, or the semantic 

difference between plain speech and figurative language. Perhaps the earliest 

extended description of this relationship between visual technologies and rhetoric 

can be found in the works of Plato. 

2.1.1 Plato 
Alfred North Whitehead famously asserted that the European philosophical 

tradition consisted of "a series of footnotes to Plato."44 Rhetoric, too, has long lived in 

Plato's shadow, in no field more so than in the study of the connection between 

technology and rhetoric. In Republic, Phaedrus, and Letter VII45 Plato produced a 

reasonably full—if fragmentary—view of the theoretical domains we must consider 

if we wish to understand visual technologies in rhetorical terms. The main themes of 

Plato’s critiques—the deterministic view that all non-oral/non-literal technologies 

                                                 

44  Process and Reality: An Essay in Cosmology (1929), Pt. II, ch. 1, sec. 1. 
45  Although the provenance of epistle 7 is still in dispute, the balance of scholarly opinion over the 

past century has tilted in favor of the letter's authenticity. For representative 'pro' arguments, see Glenn 
Morrow's translation and annotation of Plato's Epistles (Indianapolis: Bobbs-Merrill, 1962), Gerard Ledger's 
Re-Counting Plato: A Computer Analysis of Plato's Style (Oxford: Oxford UP, 1989), and Carol Poster's 
"Plato's Unwritten Doctrines: A Hermeneutic Problem in Rhetorical Historiography" (Pre/Text 14:1–2, pp. 
127–138). For 'contra' arguments, see especially Ludwig Edelstein's Plato's Seventh Letter (Leiden: Brill, 
1966) and Elizabeth Gwyn Caskey's "Again—Plato's Seventh Letter" (Classical Philology 69:3, pp. 220–
227). 
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are necessarily corrosive to the public good, incapable of supporting knowledge-

construction, and destructive of memory—have resonated loudly in subsequent 

works and bracket-off the domain that I have termed "technological or material" to 

include studies concerned with the materiality of performance and the cluster of 

productive and interpretive practices related to technologies of inscription, delivery, 

and reception. Although space here is limited, I attend to key themes in Plato's work 

that help define our understanding of the intersection between materiality, 

epistemology, and rhetoric. 

According to Plato, images impart no knowledge of the things they represent. 

To the degree that an image resembles its physical referent, it achieves a certain 

degree of aesthetic success but because, like a mirror, images only reflect certain of 

their referent's surface features, conveying knowledge neither of their specific model 

(in Plato's example, a particular instance of "bed") nor of the model's essential Form 

(the ideal "bed").46 Plato names these representations "counterfeits" and argues—

because those who produce them have no knowledge of the referent or its use, 

                                                 

46  Republic X.597.e. In Virtues of Authenticity, Alexander Nehamus observes that Plato makes an 
assumption here that is difficult to support given the notions of poetic current in his day, when imitation 
generally meant "acting like someone else" (page 260 in Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1999, 
emphasis in original) rather than "deceiving" or "counterfeiting" (ibid.). Whether poetry was an effective 
model for early education or not is largely immaterial in Plato's system; indeed, the fact that some believed 
they could learn virtuous behavior through imitation of others' acts rather than through a real understanding 
of the good and consciously deciding to make the sacrifices necessary to be truly virtuous rather proves 
Plato's point. 
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creating mere appearances which convey no knowledge of their subjects—that these 

images are necessarily opposed to the products of reason.47 Moreover, because poets 

and painters create images that pander to the emotionalism of the masses' inferior 

souls, they are seen as a corrosive force.48 Plato opposes the emotional superficiality 

of images to the cold reason of collection and division and the unadorned plain 

speech of dialectic.49 In so doing, Plato recognizes the relationships among 

technologies of inscription and interpretation, perception, convention, and meaning, 

but creates a normative binary privileging direct experience and expert knowledge 

over abstract representation and conventional meaning. Representations do not 

simply produce lower-order, vicarious experiences; they are effectively meaning-less 

in the absence of prior knowledge and expertise.50 

                                                 

47  Republic X.601.a–X.603.b. 
48  Republic X.602.c–X.605.c. See also X.605.c–X.608.b for a discussion of how even "good men" are 

led astray by "excessive emotional reactions" induced by imitative poetry. Also Nehamus, Virtues of 
Authenticity, 268 and 282. 

49  Republic X.602.c.ff. 
50  Although Plato's positions in the Republic and Phaedrus have often been characterized as 

unequivocal repudiations of mimesis and writing, careful reading of both works suggests that his concerns 
focused primarily on the effects of figural representation and reading on the young and inexperienced. In 
Phaedrus, Plato does allow a relatively limited niche for writing among members of what Gadamer might 
have described as an author's hermeneutic circle: 

SOCRATES: [...] It will simply be by way of pastime that he will use the medium of writing to 
sow what may be styled gardens of literature, laying up for himself as well as for those who 
follow the same track aids to recollection against the time when the forgetfulness of old age 
may overtake him, and it will give him pleasure to see the growth of their tender shoots. And 
when other men resort to other diversions, and indulge themselves with drinking, parties and 
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kindred pleasures, he on the contrary will amuse himself, I think, with the sort of pastime that I 
am describing. 

PHAEDRUS: And a very fine pastime too, Socrates—as fine as the other is worthless. I mean 
the ability to amuse oneself with the composition of discourses about justice and the other 
subjects you mention. 

SOCRATES: Quite so, my dear Phaedrus. But finer still is the serious treatment of these 
subjects which you find when a man employs the art of dialectic, and, fastening upon a suitable 
soul, plants and sows in it truths accompanied by knowledge. Such truths can defend 
themselves as well as the man who planted them; they are not sterile, but contain a seed from 
which fresh truths spring up in other minds (Phaedrus, 1973 Hamilton translation, 276 lines 
36ff). 

 Many modern commentators, like Derrida, view this section primarily as a rejection of literacy as a form 
of rhetorical/intellectual transmission. However, I read it in this way: When communicating with an inexpert 
audience or an audience with which one is not familiar, written discourse stands very little chance of moving 
either of those audiences toward understanding. For expert audiences and those who identify closely with 
the author (“those who follow the same track”), writing can serve the purpose of extending the community 
understanding beyond the temporal bounds of isolated performances (“he will use the medium of writing to 
sow what may be styled gardens of literature, laying up for himself as well as for those who follow the same 
track aids to recollection against the time when the forgetfulness of old age may overtake him, and it will give 
him pleasure to see the growth of their tender shoots”). Although writing in this conceptualization is 
consigned to a secondary role in relation to speech, it is certainly not discarded. Plato can thus be 
interpreted as creating a narrow, but useful, role for writing and reading—reading as hermeneutic (only able 
to communicate with individuals who possess sufficient knowledge of the subject written about to make an 
accurate interpretation) and writing as a targeted medium for self-discourse or communication with an 
extremely narrow audience of knowledgeable individuals (page 45 in Thomas Szlezák, Reading Plato, 
London: Routledge, 1999). The problem from Plato's perspective is not with reading and writing per se, but 
with the inaccuracy of writing as a sort of broadband communication medium and the tendency of some 
readers to assume that simply reading about a subject makes them possessors of expert knowledge. For a 
similar discussion, see Letter VII, in which Plato is obviously upset that Dionysius claims he has knowledge 
of philosophy after an extremely abbreviated tuition under Platoʼs guidance (344 line 30–345 line 24). It is 
this narrow niche that later hermeneutic theorists, like Origen and Augustine, would exploit in their patristic 
explications of Biblical exegesis. 

Similarly, in the Republic, Plato introduced a caveat that clarifies his position on mimesis. His objection 
to figurative language—that figuration creates the opportunity for poets and painters to create ʻbad 
examplesʼ for students—relates primarily to studentsʼ early educations: "[T]hese tales must not be admitted 
into our State, whether they are supposed to have an allegorical meaning or not. For a young person cannot 
judge what is allegorical and what is literal; anything that he receives into his mind at that age is likely to 
become indelible and unalterable; and therefore it is most important that the tales which the young here first 
should be models of virtuous thoughts" (Republic, Book II, 378, p. 74). 
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Although Plato's idea of essential Forms does not enjoy much currency in 

contemporary rhetorical theory, three of the ideas embedded in his attacks on the 

figurative-visual forms of painting, poetry, and writing have been influential: 

• Plato recognized the inherently political nature of technologies.51 
Conventional methods and tools (and the artifacts they produce) are 
themselves products of a set of assumptions, values, and social 
relations and, as such, are not value-neutral.52 

• Plato uses the political nature of visual technologies to argue, 
deterministically, that all poetry must be banned (in favor of the 
supposedly apolitical verbal dialectic). Such determinism will figure 
strongly in subsequent considerations of visual communication 
technologies.53 

• Plato also notes the emotional potential of visual and figurative 
imagery, although he casts this emotive dimension in a necessarily 
negative light (again because he feels it conflicts with the abstract 

                                                 

51  With Gerald Sussman, I define technology as being larger than the physical mechanism used to 
generate some product or facilitate some process—technologies include "socially useful methods, tools, or 
products" (Communication, Technology, and Politics in the Information Age. Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage, 
1996, 18–19). This broad definition of technology is by no means widespread in contemporary theory; more 
commonly, technology seems to be equated to "medium," with a hardening of such media into monolithic 
accretions of invariant "capabilities" and "cognitive effects" accruing to "these characteristics" (page 180 in 
R. B. Kozma, "Learning with Media," Review of Educational Research 61: 179–211). One concomitant of 
this more common conception of technology is that it tends to reduce media to apolitical registers that 
require 'management' or 'manipulation' to achieve results within certain predictable ranges of response. 

52  Although Plato does recognize the political nature of genre/technology conventions, his conclusion 
about technology—i.e., if a particular technology can be used for ill at all it must be banned from use in the 
education of the Guardians—seems to ignore the idea that technology characteristics may not be universal 
(i.e., different communities may use superficially similar technologies in different ways, as Plato himself 
notes in Phaedrus, when he concedes writing may have some value in supporting the future studies of 
someone with existing knowledge of the subject at hand [276 lines 36ff]). 

53  For discussion of other visual rhetoric perspectives in which determinism figures strongly, see, e.g., 
my discussions of Lessing, Benjamin, and Ong (below). 
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rationalism of dialectic), the affective quality of images has been a 
recurrent theme in the study of visual communication.54 

As noted, these themes not only recur frequently in discussions of visual rhetoric to 

this day, they also presage a degree of the interconnectedness among domains that 

ought to shape any visual studies methodology. Although it is an extrapolation that 

Plato would likely dispute, the connection of material artifacts with the conventions 

and tools governing their use was an important observation. Unlike Plato, I argue 

that technologies of visualization may be employed differently in different 

communities,55 thus requiring us to attend not only to the characteristics of the tools 

themselves but to the ways in which they are used to produce and interpret 

communicative performances in particular communities; that is, the social 

pragmatic domain is an important aspect to consider. Similarly, Plato’s attention to 

the connections between technology and affect reinforce the notion that technologies 

do not stand on their own; not only must messages shaped by technologies be 

                                                 

54  See, for example, James Elkins's Pictures & Tears (New York: Routledge, 2001). 
55  Platoʼs arguments for unvarying determinism are ill-founded. This is not to say that in certain 

communities—say, late twentieth-century book or twentieth-century photographic cultures—conventions 
have not hardened to the point of making technological change difficult and/or a challenge to audience 
sensibilities. However, I argue those effects inhere in those cultures rather than in the mechanics of print 
publishing or photographic reproduction. I am sensitive to the notion that technology is not simply the 
machinery that records or transmits messages but is, in fact, the intersection of that machinery and the 
social conventions that regulate its use. Indeed, I embrace it in my contention that both material and social 
pragmatic domains are crucial to developing a rhetorical theory of visuals. However, arguments for 
technological determinism tend to render their criticisms in very broad strokes: Plato does not criticize simply 
the chirographic culture of the unwise such as Dionysius or Phaedrus, who thought they could absorb 
knowledge simply by reading the works of others; he criticizes writing itself. As I discuss later in this chapter, 
Lessing and Benjamin likewise level their criticisms as across-the-board condemnations rather than 
recognizing the connection of those technologies with specific communities in particular times and places. 
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interpreted, but different technologies, and different ways of using those 

technologies, may affect interpreters differently depending on their experience and 

the cultures of which they are a member. Although Plato does not describe this 

interrelation in depth, his discussion does make it clear that technologies intersect 

with the perceptual domain (indeed, one of his criticisms was that artists trick their 

viewers—and were themselves deceived—into believing that 'seeing’ conveys 

‘understanding’ (which, in turn, invokes the notion of semantics, the making of 

meanings out of perceptions). Similarly, the poet can produce meaning (i.e., anger, 

sadness, etc.) without his or her audience experiencing the ‘true’ perceptions that 

would produce those affects in life. Plato explicated these connections further—and 

ameliorated some of the inconsistencies I have described—in his subsequent work in 

Phaedrus. 

If in the Republic Plato focused on the intersection of epistemology, 

signification, and experience in general, in the so-called ‘critique of writing’ passage 

in Phaedrus, he focused narrowly on the problems of interpreting technologies of 

inscription, which made possible entirely new models of production, distribution, 

delivery, and interpretation of discourse apparently antithetical to the previously 

dominant oral logos. Phaedrus has commanded considerable interest among 
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intellectual historians,56 literary scholars,57 sociologists,58 technical communicators, 

and visual rhetoricians,59 but comparatively few researchers have approached the 

critique as an occasion to explore the ideal rhetoric Plato defines in opposition to 

writing or to problematize their own analyses of the Phaedrus in connection with 

Plato’s other writings about language and figuration. Although ample evidence 

supports views critical of an attack on writing that itself depends on writing, in my 

opinion this idée fixe leads those critics to view Plato in over-simplistic terms, as a 

                                                 

56  Henri-Jean Martin, for example, devotes considerable attention to the Phaedrus in his History and 
Power of Writing; see especially pages 90–94 (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1994). 

57  One of the most famous treatments from the perspective of literary criticism is Jacques Derridaʼs 
“Platoʼs Pharmacy,” in which he asserts that Platoʼs own reliance on the technology and consciousness of 
writing undermines the basis of his critique in the Phaedrus. Although Derridaʼs critique appears to miss 
some of the subtlety of Platoʼs arguments concerning writing technologies, there is no denying the influence 
of his conclusions among modern literary scholars. For another literary studies perspective, Jay David Bolter 
explores the implications of emerging hypertextual technologies in the light of Platoʼs observations in Writing 
Space, pages 110–111, 211, and 214 (Hillsdale, NJ: Lawrence Erlbaum Associates, 1991). 

58  Walter Ong and Eric Havelock are probably the most prominent examples in this connection. In 
Orality and Literacy (London: Routledge, 1982), Walter Ong reads the Phaedrus as a paradox, a critique of 
writing that relies on writing for its life. Ong further argues that Platoʼs epistemology was an “unwitting” 
surrogate for writing, particularly in the philosopherʼs antipathy toward the “oral,” “warm,” and “personal” 
practices of the poets Plato castigates in the Republic (pages 79–81). According to Ong, Plato attacked the 
poets because “they stood for the old oral, mnemonic world of imitation, aggregative, redundant, copious, 
traditionalist, warmly human, participatory—a world antipathetic to the analytic, sparse, exact, abstract, 
visualist, immobile world of the ʻideasʼ which Plato was touting. Plato did not consciously think of his 
antipathy to poets as an antipathy to the old oral noetic economy, but that is what it was, as we can now 
discern” (pages 167–168). Like Derrida, Ong fails to consider the possibility that the critique of writing in the 
context of Platoʼs larger treatments of epistemology and the relationship between dialectic and rhetoric might 
represent something richer than the idea of Platoʼs Phaedrus as an instance of what Marshall McLuhan 
referred to as ʻdriving into the future looking into the rear view mirror,ʼ or failing to see the unique 
epistemology demanded by the adoption of a new technology. 

59  Virginia Allenʼs reference to the Phaedrus in “The Faculty of Memory” (which supposed that the 
views expounded in the Phaedrus are contradictory and difficult to reconcile with Platoʼs views elsewhere) 
typifies many rhetoric scholarsʼ confusion regarding the dialogue (in Rhetorical Memory and Delivery: 
Classical Concepts for Contemporary Composition and Communication, edited by John Frederick Reynolds, 
45–63. Hillsdale, NJ: Lawrence Erlbaum, 1993). 
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sort of unreconstructed Luddite or an enemy of the literacy that so many of us 

cherish as the foundation of our own intellectual identities. They have further failed  

to explore Plato’s writings in sufficient depth to understand the foundational nature 

of his critique. In the Phaedrus, Plato was not simply railing against the emerging 

medium of literary writing, but against an entire model of ‘false’ rhetoric that, in his 

view, was extended and bolstered by writing. Plato’s concern throughout his works is 

not so much with the rhetoricity of writing and/or visual communication—indeed, he 

seemed absolutely convinced of writing’s ability to produce conviction in readers, and 

that is precisely what frightened him—but with writing’s ability to seem to convey 

knowledge without any effort on the part of the learner. Instead, Plato really seems 

concerned with the propriety of writing and the visual arts, which rely on figurative 

rather than the more transparent language of dialectic to communicate their 

meanings and facilitate private, untutored study. 

In his critique, Plato recognizes the connections that exist between materiality, 

cognition, and interpretive context, noting the particular challenges imposed by 

writing as a technology for conveying and producing knowledge: 

• First, owing to the reach, fixity, and asynchrony of writing, any 
performance may end up in the hands of audience members ill-
prepared to understand, much less interpret, such a performance. 
Plato places great stock in the notion that effective rhetoric is 
necessarily directed to a particular audience. Since writing is 
incapable of gauging the audience to which it speaks and adjusting its 
message accordingly, it broadcasts the same message to those its 
author intended to address and those he or she did not intend to 
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address (an ideal rhetoric “can distinguish between those it should 
address and those in whose presence it should be silent”60). As Thomas 
Szlezak points out, the punning relationship between the farmer 
planting his seed in ‘suitable soil’ and the proper rhetorician seeking 
out ‘suitable souls’ in which to plant the seeds of understanding61 at 
276 lines 50–54 is a further reference to the validity of a dialectically 
ordered rhetoric in which knowledge is ideally produced through live 
oral interaction rather than written discourse. 

• Second, related to the concept of ‘directed’ discourse, the propriety of a 
right rhetorical performance for Plato derives from the situatedness of 
that performance, its appropriateness for a particular audience in a 
particular place at a particular time. Written performances, in Plato’s 
view, simply do not live up to this requirement—once they are set 
down in writing, they circulate “equally among those who understand 
the subject and those who have no business with it.”62 Even more than 
Plato’s notion of directedness, with its assumed location of an 
audience within a particular space-time context, the concept of viva 
voce—literally, “with the living voice”—implies an immediacy to a 
performance, something being delivered within the moment that 
written discourse simply does not provide for Plato. Understanding in 
this model seems to be less a package passed from one discussant to 
another than a product derived in cooperation through discourse (and, 
therefore, closely akin to dialectic).63 

• Finally, as important as the audience-driven concerns (directedness 
and situatedness) are to Plato’s ideal rhetoric, the entire system 
revolves around the concept of interaction. In Plato’s view, written 
words cannot stand up for themselves when attacked or explain 

                                                 

60  1973 Hamilton translation, 276 lines 8–10. Plato goes on to explicitly state in the peroration that the 
persuasive speaker must be able to judge the nature of the souls he or she address and then “arrange and 
organize his speech accordingly, addressing a simple speech to a simple soul, and to those who are more 
complex something of a greater complexity which embraces the whole range of tones” (277 lines 30–34). 

61  Reading Plato, 43. 
62  1973 Hamilton translation, 275 lines 43–44. 
63  Although there is little doubt that Platoʼs epistemology envisioned knowable Truths outside the 

realm of human experience, the dialectically ordered rhetoric described in the Phaedrus and supported by 
the semiotic framework developed in Letter VII seems to me to imply a discourse-based model for 
negotiating understanding through interaction between knowledgeable, serious investigators. 
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themselves when questioned (“The fact is, Phaedrus, that writing 
involves a similar disadvantage to painting. The productions of 
painting look like living beings, but if you ask them a question they 
maintain a solemn silence. The same holds true of written words; you 
might suppose that they understand what they are saying, but if you 
ask them what they mean by anything they simply return the same 
answer over and over again”64). For Plato, writing was a retreat from 
having one’s ideas attacked in the intellectual free market.65 Unless 
writing is employed strictly to aid the rhetor's memory—the place 
prescribed for the technology in Plato’s rhetoric—he must be trying to 
aggrandize himself by cobbling together thoughts without interaction, 
guidance, or instruction, thus seeming wise without benefit of further 
direction from a more knowledgeable guide. Indeed, for Plato, writing 
seems a technology created for self-aggrandizement, since the 
products of writing and other visual technologies are resistant to the 
traditional methods of dialectic analysis and they carry the further 
stigma of being portable and easily distributable, almost assuring that 
they will travel widely and circulate among expert and novice, Greek 
and barbarian alike. Because of these twin tendencies—the impetus 
toward solitary composition and the ability to be distributed 
indiscriminately—Plato denigrates writing as a technology with 
possible applications in knowledge-production. 

In sum, Plato's discussions of rhetoric and figuration provides a rough roadmap 

of the issues affecting technological and material rhetorics—the nominal domain in 

which I situate his critiques—and all four of the other domains that constitute my 

division of the field. First, his insight that the materiality of the performative 

artifact can—and does—convey ideological information is as trenchant today as it 

was almost 2,500 years ago. Although he cast those ideological effects in extremely 

                                                 

64  1973 Hamilton translation, 275 lines 34–41. 
65  This theme recurs in Letter VII, when Plato criticizes the tyrant Dionysius's production and 

circulation of a written tract—see Letter VII, 344 line 37–345 line 24. 
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rigid, deterministic categories, tying perceptual, semantic, and rhetorical outcomes 

in particular cases to purportedly universal characteristics of the media in which 

those messages were delivered rather than to conventions of authorship, style, and 

delivery guiding particular users in particular communities on particular occasions, 

the central tenet of his argument—that we can infer aspects of ideology and culture 

on the basis of material artifacts—is well taken. Likewise, Plato's notions that  

• interpreters' perceptions can be manipulated by the artistry of an 
author (although wisdom and expertise seem to 'inoculate' the analyst 
against manipulation);  

• representations differ semantically and semiotically from their 
referents, compelling interpreters to decode representational meaning 
on the basis of verbal and visual cues that are 'read' based on readers' 
experience, knowledge, understanding of convention, etc.; and 

• argumentative form and knowledge-production are affected by 
material concerns 

are all insights that have influenced my initial take on the number, composition, and 

disposition of domains necessary to account for the persuasiveness of visual 

performances. Although the determinism at the heart of Plato's critique of writing 

has presaged the tenor of much scholarship in the technological or material rhetoric 

domain (see my discussion of the works of Gotthold Lessing, Walter Benjamin, and 

Walter Ong, below, for three influential voices in this vein), the diversity of 

experiences in—for example—the area of chirographic literacy suggests to me that 

the nature of literacy inheres not in the technology of writing itself but in the ways 

that writing become part of the rhetorical toolbox of particular practitioners in 
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particular communities at particular times. For this reason, I attend to the 

materiality of the artifact (and the productive practices that are reified in its 

apprehensible surfaces) and the epistemic practices and deeper structures of 

knowledge in which the artifact is or was embedded. 

2.1.2 Gotthold Lessing 
Like Plato and, to a lesser extent, Aristotle,66 in his discussion of propriety and 

form in Laocöon—a challenge to Horace's dictum, ut pictura poesis—Gotthold 

Lessing describes an array of cognitive and aesthetic properties as universally 

attaching to particular technologies. Poetry he describes as being especially suited to 

expressing messages relating to narrative sequence, change over time, and 

emotional depth. Sculpture or painting he describes as being most appropriate for 

embodying surface details, spatial relationships, and timeless, elevated virtues. 

Lessing was not blind to the fact that artists often attempted to challenge these 

categories—through ekphrasis or spatial distortions in the visual placement of 

poetic words on the page that evoke particular images, to name two examples—but 

argued that such manipulations in fact represented bad poetry, that is, poetry not 

                                                 

66  See especially Aristotle's Poetics for relevant discussions of the propriety of style and diction in 
relation to genre and audience. 
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aimed at its appropriate object.67 So, whereas Plato sought to ban poets and painters 

from the Republic because their false works might mislead the Guardians, Lessing 

sought to shore-up conventional aesthetics by arguing for a sort of formal purity. 

Although Lessing's formalist dicta are not universally accepted today—indeed, even 

in Lessing's time, one has to wonder how widely accepted they were given the 

author's vested interest in promoting non-standard readings of authorities including 

Aristotle to support his own approach to theatrical genres—he does alert us to both 

the connection between technology and interpretation,68 and to the importance of 

pragmatic concerns in understanding the rhetorical dimensions of any medium. 

Although we may find his "words=time/visuals=space" formula69 just as problematic 

as Lessing himself found Horace's semiotic equivalence of words and images, we can 

hardly ignore the vital importance of such communally derived aesthetic standards 

                                                 

67  See especially page 5 of Gotthold Ephraim Lessing, Laocoön: An Essay on the Limits of Painting 
and Poetry (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University Press, 1984). For Lessing, the cardinal aesthetic principal 
was propriety, appropriateness of the artistic medium to the type of topic to be addressed. See also page 
23ff for an application of this line of thought to the criticism of poetry. 

68  That is, the idea that certain perceptual, cognitive, and hermeneutic effects are encoded in authors' 
works and, depending on the authorial and interpretive conventions at play in a given community, may 
suggest the communicative opportunities open to an author in a given time and place and help us recognize 
when and how s/he manipulated such media to achieve a rhetorical end. 

69  For Lessing the primary means of artistic expression was mimesis—the capacity of a given medium 
to reproduce the salient sensory features of a particular experience—which placed representational limits on 
what could properly be expressed with that medium (e.g., it is difficult to portray the passage of time within 
the two-dimensional frame of the painting or the three-dimensional space of the culture—trying to represent 
change within the representational confines of painting or sculpture would require the development of new 
conventions of representation to convey the passage of time); within the bounds of those representational 
limitations, aesthetic principals and the changeable artistic taste of artist and audience may further limit the 
'realm of the possible'—see, e.g., Lessing's discussion of facial expression, ugliness, and propriety in the 
representation of canonical literary and religious figures like Agamemnon (Laocoön, 16–17). 
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in shaping both the range of culturally acceptable messages that may be encoded in 

mediated messages and in influencing the development of the hard technologies of 

transmission themselves, which tend to reify community standards by facilitating 

the creation of standard message types and rendering difficult non-standard 

messages. Furthermore, although Lessing's aesthetic judgments may no longer 

represent common taste, his concern for shaping performance with a view to 

maximizing the experiences of audience members brings to our attention the 

importance of kairos—fitness for a given rhetorical occasion—and the 

constructedness—indeed rhetoricity—of visual performance; such visual texts are 

not just random collections of percepts or the outpourings of artistic genius—

whether painting or photograph, comic strip or film, visual performances are 

probably best seen as carefully constructed texts intended to elicit particular 

responses from their target audiences. In such a setting, performative genres and 

technologies become rhetorical tools for producing, inscribing, transmitting, and 

interpreting performance, tools under the command of the rhetor rather than her or 

his slave-master. The attainment of that command or mastery is the product of 

prolonged study (of the works of others, of convention, of developing knowledge 

related to the shared experience, practices, and beliefs in a given community, etc.) 

and practice. 
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2.1.3 Walter Benjamin 
In "The Work of Art in the Age of Mechanical Reproduction,"70 Walter 

Benjamin tempers Plato's normative determinism and Lessing's monolithic 

formalism by recognizing the dynamic interplay of culture, ideology, and technology 

in which Benjamin posits a relationship between the mass-produced image and 

authoritarianism. In Benjamin's footsteps similar claims have been made purporting 

connections between mayhem on television, in film, and most recently in videogames 

and violent behavior in children71 and between poor visual design and deceptive 

                                                 

70  The essay underwent considerable revision between 1935 and 1939 title is now more commonly 
translated as "The Work of Art in the Age of Its Technical Reproducibility." See, e.g., Walter Benjamin, "The 
Work of Art in the Age of Its Technological Reproducibility (Second Version)," in The Work of Art in the Age 
of Its Technological Reproducibility and Other Writings on Media, edited by Michael W. Jennings, Brigid 
Doherty, and Thomas Y. Levin, translated by Edmund Jephcott, Rodney Livingstone, Howard Eiland, and 
others, 19–55 (Cambridge, MA: The Belknap Press, 2008). In this section of my literature review, I will 
generally refer to the third revision, collected in Walter Benjamin, "The Work of Art in the Age of Mechanical 
Reproduction," in Illuminations, edited by Hannah Arendt, 219–253 (New York: Schocken Books, 1968); 
hereafter Benjamin, "The Work of Art in the Age of Mechanical Reproduction." 

71  This line of reasoning famously cropped up in connection with the release of Stanley Kubrick's film 
A Clockwork Orange in Britain—so much was made in the press of supposed 'copycat' crimes modeled after 
the filmic mayhem that a distraught Kubrick withdrew the film from circulation in Britain for almost 30 years. 
Concern with the social effects of new visual communication forms have only been heightened by a rash of 
events like the Columbine High School shootings in 1999, an act for which the perpetrators purportedly 
prepared by modifying 'first person shooter' videogames to simulate the scenario they envisioned playing out 
in real life. The ethics and social costs of computer game design have prompted a spate of controversial 
books like Lt. Col. David Grossman's Stop Teaching Our Kids to Kill: A Call to Action Against TV, Movie, and 
Video Game Violence (New York: Random House, 2000). As with similar works on film and television in the 
past, Grossman's work purports that repeated, unproblematized exposure to realistic visual stimuli can, in 
some cases, desensitize 'consumers' of these messages and make them more violence-prone. Although the 
conclusions of Grossman and many others in this genre—that violent film, television, and videogames serve 
no social 'good' and should, therefore be legislated out of existence—are problematic from the point of view 
of civil liberties and intellectual freedom, for the purpose of this study I merely raise the issue as an 
indication of the degree to which the public and opinion-makers find 'unrestrained,' realistic multimedia 
authoring troublesome. 
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rhetorical practices on the part of users of computer applications such as Microsoft 

PowerPoint.72 

The process of mechanical reproduction and the resulting shifts in the 

perception of artwork, Benjamin feared, led inevitably to fascism and war, which 

"supply the artistic gratification of a sense perception that has been changed by 

technology."73 Where Benjamin finds a sort of aesthetic purity amenable to "free-

floating contemplation" in painting, the objectifying mechanization of photography 

and film become tools of totalitarian control:  

Picture magazines put up signposts for [the audience], right ones or 
wrong ones, no matter. For the first time captions have become obligatory. 
And it is clear they have an altogether different character than the title of 
a painting. The directives which the captions give to those looking at 
pictures in illustrated magazines soon become even more explicit and 
more imperative in the film where the meaning of each single picture 
appears to be prescribed by the sequence of all preceding ones.74 

                                                 

72  In this connection, see Edward Tufte's "Power Corrupts. PowerPoint Corrupts Absolutely" (Wired 
[September 2003]: 118–119) or his full essay on the topic, The Cognitive Style of PowerPoint (Cheshire, CT: 
Graphics Press, 2003). Indeed, Tufte's oeuvre represents a combination of the formal and Platonic 
positions.  With respect to the former, Tufte's design prescriptions champion the notion that properly 
designed "graphics reveal data" (page 13 in The Visual Display of Quantitative Information, 2nd edition, 
Cheshire, CT: Graphics Press, 2001; emphasis in original); those images that fail to live up to Tufte's 
standards of integrity "lead to ambiguity and deception" (Visual Display, 62ff) and "lying graphics" (VIsual 
Display, p. 76); those that do not embody his design aesthetic become "chartjunk" (Visual Display, 107ff). In 
common with the Platonic and formalist positions, the norms and practices governing verbal-visual-aural 
design in Tufte's work are "universal—like mathematics—and are not tied to unique features of any 
language or culture" (page 10 in Envisioning Information, Cheshire, CT: Graphics Press, 1990). 

73  Benjamin, "The Work of Art in the Age of Mechanical Reproduction," 242. 
74  Benjamin, "The Work of Art in the Age of Mechanical Reproduction," 226. 
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Such uses of images to regulate thought and indoctrinate viewers in Stalinist 

Russia75 and Hitler's Germany76 are well known, as have been the use of images in 

non-totalitarian societies to define, reinforce, and reproduce public and consumer 

attitudes toward issues as diverse as poverty77 and gender, sexuality, and beauty.78 

Although Benjamin ascribes ideological properties to technologies of 

reproduction and distribution themselves—it is not a particular body of work 

reproduced by mechanical means or a particular culture in which practices of 

production and interpretation prevail that is conducive to the rise of fascism, it is all 

mass-produced works79—a closer examination of the essay makes it more difficult to 

identify the locus of change. Clearly Benjamin is deeply concerned about 

                                                 

75  See especially David King, The Commissar Vanishes, New York: Metropolitan Books, 1997. 
76  See the many works analyzing the symbology of Reifenstahl's Triumph of the Will. 
77  See, e.g., Cara A. Finnegan, Picturing Poverty: Print Culture and FSA Photographs, Washington, 

DC: Smithsonian Books, 2003. 
78  See, e.g., Annette Kuhn, The Power of the Image, London: Routledge and Kegan Paul, 1985. 
79  In addition to the discussions described in detail above, Benjamin makes reference on several 

occasions to the emergence of particular genres or representational forms implied in the development of 
earlier technologies, the development of the "illustrated newspaper" in the 1840s, for example, being 
"virtually implied" by the development of "lithography" in the 1790s (Benjamin, "The Work of Art in the Age of 
Mechanical Reproduction," 219), or the development "sound film" having been presaged by the earlier 
emergence of photography (ibid.). Although the development and diffusion of lithography and photography 
were, arugably, necessary conditions for the development of illustrated newspapers and sound films 
(respectively), it is by no means clear that they represent sufficient conditions, nor is it likely that the 
emergence of either foundational technology on its own produced the social conditions that contributed to 
the popularity of the picture press or talking pictures. Benjamin himself gestured to this complex of 
circumstances when he noted that the "simultaneous contemplation of paintings by a large public, such as 
developed in the nineteenth century, is an early symptom of the crisis of painting, a crisis which was by no 
means occasioned exclusively by photography but rather in a relatively independent manner by the appeal 
of art works to the masses" (ibid., 234). 
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authenticity and argues that mechanical reproduction distances its products from 

their authentic human contexts80—the production of copies, in Benjamin's terms, 

"pries" the original "object" from it "aura,"81 the web of social practices and 

circumstances in which the original was produced, suggesting that the authentic 

meaning of a work accrues as much to those social "ritual" circumstances as it does 

to the visual substance of the work itself82 (indeed, it might be a fairer reading to 

suggest that, for Benjamin, substance is the circumstances—or, at least, the 

performance-in-context). Would it be fair, then, to characterize Benjamin's thought 

in "The Work of Art in the Age of Mechanical Reproduction" as a re-fashioning of 

Plato's critique of writing in Phaedrus? Both arguably are grounded in deterministic 

models that connect normative values to technologies that both authors maintain 

enjoy a natural connection with particular epistemic styles—for Plato, discourse of 

value took place between men of good intention and deep knowledge, who conducted 

their intellectual business in the form of dialectic, their ideas planted and nurtured 

                                                 

80  "Even the most perfect reproduction of a work of art is lacking in one element: Its presence in time 
and space, its unique existence at the place where it happens to be….The presence of the original is the 
prerequisite to the concept of authenticity" (Benjamin, "The Work of Art in the Age of Mechanical 
Reproduction," 220). 

81  Benjamin, "The Work of Art in the Age of Mechanical Reproduction," 223. Indeed, for Benjamin, 
"that which withers in the age of mechanical reproduction is the aura of the work of art" (ibid., 221). 

82  To use Benjamin's terms, the Neolithic cave painter's elk and the religious sculptor's relief enjoy a 
"parasitical dependence" on the "ritual" that marked the occasion of their creation and the circumstances of 
their display and (re)use—creating a copy or taking /reproducing/distributing a photograph destroys the 
work's connection with those practices and that space (Benjamin, "The Work of Art in the Age of Mechanical 
Reproduction," 224). 
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in the give-and-take of intellectual disputation; for Benjamin, art of authentic 

aesthetic, cultural, and spiritual merit was produced and integrated into the ritual 

life of the society into which it was born.83 For both philosophers, recording works 

meant detaching them from their dynamic, interactive intellectual and ritual 

contexts, and distributing them to those who know little of the real conversations of 

which the artifacts represent but a shadow. To distribute such a snapshot is to 

                                                 

83  "The unique value of the 'authentic' work of art has its basis in ritual, the location of its original use 
value" (Benjamin, "The Work of Art in the Age of Mechanical Reproduction," 224). Although Plato leaves 
readers in little doubt as to the relative normative values he attaches to written and oral discourse, the 
question of normativity in Benjamin's work is more problematic. In sections such as Benjamin's discussion of 
the interplay of convention and the new in the differing responses to Chaplin's films and Picasso's surreal 
paintings (ibid., 234–235), Benjamin's use of terms to characterize the relevance of painting—in "crisis" 
(234), under "serious threat" (235), etc.—could be purely descriptive. Here, Benjamin's choice of words 
appears less than neutral. Elsewhere Benjamin seems to celebrate new cognitive opportunities opened up 
by technologies of mechanical reproduction, which afford opportunities for "bursting the prison-world" of our 
daily lives "asunder…[so that we might] calmly and adventurously go traveling" through cognitive worlds 
newly opened up by filmic close-ups, slow-motion photography, and other new representational techniques 
(ibid., 236), although he reintroduces something of a normative dialectic in his response to Georges 
Duhamel, suggesting that painting lends itself to individual, personal contemplation whereas the ephemeral 
nature of moving pictures affords no such opportunities for reflection (ibid., 238). For the purpose of this 
review, I will stipulate that, whereas Plato foregrounds the normative dimension of a deterministic dialectic 
(for Plato, the emergence of writing was a generally negative development), any normative dimensions 
evident in Benjamin's essay are subsidiary to his main purpose, the yoking of technology to politics (see 
especially ibid., 251n21, for a distillation of Benjamin's model linking politics, medium, narrative 
form/representational technique, and interpretation in his description of war as a perfect example of politics 
as an aesthetic performance, tailor-made for mechanical media such as the newsreel and the illustrated 
newspaper). In the second version of his essay, Benjamin includes a passage—cut in the third revision—
that again foregrounds the deterministic connection between mass media aesthetics, authoritarian politics, 
and war: "The logical outcome of fascism is an aestheticizing of political life….All efforts to aestheticize 
politics culminate in one point. That one point is war" (page 41 in Walter Benjamin, "The Work of Art in the 
Age of Its Technological Reproducibility (Second Version)," emphasis in original) and war—for fascists like 
Gabriele D'Annunzio and Emilio Filippo Tomaso Marinetti reviewed by Benjamin—provided "the artistic 
gratification of a sense perception altered by technology" (ibid., 42). For more on Benjamin's word choices, it 
is worth consulting the text in the original German—in the example I cite, "crisis" and "serious threat" are 
reasonable translations of "Krise" and "schwere Beeinträchtigung," respectively; see page 20 in Walter 
Benjamin, "Das Kunstwerk im Zeitalter seiner technischen Reproduzierbarkeit" (3rd revision), Walter 
Benjamin 0.2: Ex Centro Studi Walter Benjamin (website), http://walterbenjamin.ominiverdi.org/wp-
content/kunstwerkbenjamin.pdf. 
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convey the false impression of understanding the 'original'—viewers think they 

develop knowledge of the substance while they merely grasp surface features—and 

to participate in a sort of intellectual economy that is the very antithesis of the 

authentic discourse Plato and Benjamin value.  

That said, one dimension on which Benjamin seems to differ with Plato relates 

to the question of knowledge—for Plato, one either develops knowledge 

appropriately (that is, through live, dialectic discourse) or not at all; reading is, at 

best, a means of reminding oneself of knowledge one already possesses or of 

engaging a peer as knowledgeable as oneself, but the quality of learning gained by 

such means is decidedly inferior. For Benjamin, interpretation of a mass-reproduced 

artifact can never produce authentic knowledge of the original because the image or 

multimodal text has been stripped from its original use-context. However, an 

encounter with such a reproduction does not produce a diminished or second-rate 

knowledge, simply different because users encounter the artifact in their own use-

contexts—or, as Benjamin puts it, "in permitting the reproduction to meet the 

beholder or listener in his own particular situation, it reactivates the object 

reproduced," producing a different meaning than if the viewer or listener had 

encountered the artifact in some other context.84 In short, whereas Plato ties 

                                                 

84  Benjamin, "The Work of Art in the Age of Mechanical Reproduction," 221. Emphasis mine. 
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everything—meaning-making, cultural values and practices, and the conduct of 

rhetoric itself—to a distrust of embodied perception and a normative model of 

technology, Benjamin grounds his approach in cultural values and practices. 

Benjamin reaches similarly deterministic conclusions to Plato—mechanical 

reproduction is a necessary precondition for the growth of fascism and the primary 

means by which fascist regimes establish and reproduce their ideology, a conclusion 

that is still open for debate—but his approach to epistemology, which recognizes 

that perception,85 semantics, rhetoric, and technology all vary dynamically in 

relation to the cultures in which they are enmeshed, should influence any method of 

visual rhetoric that aspires to capture the richness of authentic performance.86 

                                                 

85  For a brief discussion of the degree to which Benjamin believed enculturated materiality and 
perception were linked, see pages 222–223: "The manner in which human sense perception is organized, 
the medium in which it is accomplished, is determined not only by nature but by historical 
circumstances….Reproduction as offered by picture magazines and newsreels differs from the image seen 
by the unarmed eye," etc. (Benjamin, "The Work of Art in the Age of Mechanical Reproduction"). Benjamin 
likewise extended the linkage to encompass the influence of enculturation on cognition: "The adjustment of 
reality to the masses and of the masses to reality is a process of unlimited scope, as much for thinking as for 
perception" (ibid., 223). 

86  What is not entirely clear from Benjamin's formulation of a dynamic epistemology is how he gets 
from a system rooted in cultural values—with, one presumes, a belief that the valence of particular 
technologies will vary depending on how they are used within particular discourse communities—to one that 
claims a monolithic ideological value for print, film, and other technologies of mechanical reproduction. One 
presumes that he would have recognized an ideological difference between a culture in which painters were 
producing bespoke panel-paintings for medieval retables and another in which workshops were producing, 
by hand, multiple copies of formularized devotional images of similar pattern and inferior quality. 
Undoubtedly the technologies of inscription would be the same—using brush or palette knife to apply paint 
to wooden panels—but their ideological valence would be different; indeed, one could argue that there is 
little cultural difference between the cheap hand-painted copy venerated in the privacy of one's own home 
and the picture postcard or print accorded the same significance. Given the likelihood that Benjamin would 
have argued that the retable panel and the workshop copy in fact represent different Technologies, it is 
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2.1.4 Walter Ong 
The assumption that informs Walter Ong's Orality and Literacy is the idea 

that the mechanical means—oral/aural speech, writing, printing—commonly used to 

deliver messages within a culture necessarily marks not only discourse within that 

culture, but also the very nature of thought itself. For example, in the Christian 

West, the prevalence of printing led inevitably to the development of what Ong 

identifies as "literate" habits of mind.87 Although, as our consideration of Plato, 

Lessing, and Benjamin has readily demonstrated, the idea that the means one uses 

to communicate shape one's messages is comparatively uncontroversial, Ong's 

assertion seems to be flawed in at least two ways. First, Ong88—with Plato, Lessing, 

                                                 

difficult to understand the vehemence of his assertion when applied to print and film per se—certainly it is 
possible to see how Stalin and Hitler marshaled print and film to foster their particular brands of 
totalitarianism. I argue that it is equally possible to see how handset type (e.g., in the form of early printed 
Bibles or the mimeographed typescript samizdat literature of Soviet-era dissidents) or photographs or film 
(e.g., personal snapshots or home-movies) might be said to possess an aura of their own, what Benjamin 
elsewhere referred to as the "magical value", the "tiny spark of contingency, of the here and now, with which 
reality has…seared the subject." Page 510 in Walter Benjamin, "Little History of Photography," in Walter 
Benjamin: Selected Writings, vol. 2: 1927–1934, edited by Michael W. Jennings, Howard Eiland, and Gary 
Smith, 507–530. Cambridge, MA: Harvard UP, 1999. 

87  "More than any other single invention, writing has transformed human consciousness" (Ong, Orality 
and Literacy, 78). See pages 78–116 for an extended discussion of the proposition. 

88  Ong is in good company—a number of authors, including Marshall McLuhan (The Gutenberg 
Galaxy: The Making of Typographic Man. Toronto: University of Toronoto Press, 1962), Frederick Kilgour 
(The Evolution of the Book. Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1998), Gotthold Lessing (Laocoön), Walter 
Benjamin ("The Work of Art in the Age of Mechanical Reproduction"), and others make similarly 
deterministic arguments. Many go too far in extrapolating from the findings of scholars like Eric Havelock 
and Milman Parry. Havelock and Parry's studies of early Greek texts seem to provide solid data for their 
assumptions about the relative 'orality' of Greek literature during the period when chirographic writing first 
took hold in that region. However, Ong, McLuhan, et al. often go well beyond the scope of Havelock and 



The Rhetorical Potential of Images in Popular Accounts of Historical Events 
Chapter 02: Literature Review 

W. Christopher Scruton 
 

59 

and (to a lesser extent) Benjamin—conflates technical apparatus with the mass of 

generic, cognitive, and cultural practices that surround the use of a given medium in 

a specific community.89 Second, Ong oversimplifies the valence of forces in his 

formula. Rather than a medium necessarily imprinting a set of thought processes 

and compositional/hermeneutic practices on its users, the lines of force could be said 

                                                 

Parry's conclusions in their attempts to apply those categories sui generis to any apparently 'oral' or 'literate' 
culture without considering the unique cultural and historical factors that appertained in the Greek case. 

89  Take, as an example, the advent of chirographic writing. Some estimates place the advent of 
writing in the Near East—i.e., the mechanical act of impressing or inscribing meaningful marks on some 
recording surface—at around 8000 BCE (Kilgour, The Evolution of the Book, 12). About 5000 years later, 
pictographic languages were developed to replace the three-dimensional systems of tokens originally used 
to record language (the consensus of opinion on the development of written language in the Near East 
seems to indicate that it was originally instantiated as an aid to commerce); see Kilgour, The Evolution of the 
Book, 13ff. Although space here precludes a full resume of parallel developments in writing materials (e.g., 
the development of papyrus, etc.), the first known western alphabet—though still a consonantal-syllabic 
system rather than a true alphabet—is the Greek Linear A, which can be dated back to 1700 BCE. It is not 
until almost 1200 years later that we see the rise of what we might recognize as a literary tradition in Athens. 
Does 7500 years of development between the inception of writing and the development of "literature" really 
constitute an 'inevitable' development, particularly when one considers the array of alternative symbol 
system-technologies that developed around the same time (e.g., Egyptian hieroglyphics, Chinese 
ideograms, etc.)? Kilgour is a bit more guarded than Ong in that he posits the necessity of a host of 
concomitant technological developments to facilitate such progress (Kilgour, 5–6), but both characterize the 
development of technologies as a progressive, inevitable, and linear evolution. What about Chinese and 
Japanese, with their hundreds, even thousands, of image-for-word or image-for-syllable ideograms? 
Certainly few would dispute the existence of a Chinese or Japanese literary tradition (and I am not sure 
members of those cultures consider their symbol system necessarily inefficient in comparison with Western 
alphabets); I find it difficult to sustain the notion that either culture is demonstrably more 'oral' or less 'literate' 
than a western culture. The same problem accrues to the differential development of affordances like 
indices, headings, etc. in the Middle Ages. Ong posits an evolutionary rationale—those who adopt such 
affordances are more 'literate' than members of the communities who did not (the implication being that 
those others would eventually 'grow up' to more mature literacy or see their 'more oral' literacy supplanted by 
the more 'literate')—rather than the equally likely suggestion that such affordances were developed in 
response to a need perceived by writers and readers in those communities, but not in others. Such 
developments seem to me to be a function of communal standards rather than an inevitable consequence of 
the act of inscribing marks on paper. These anomalies in Ong's argument, I would argue are the result of 
post hoc ergo propter hoc reasoning. The effect, however, is to normalize practice into a neat depiction of 
evolution toward mature literacy and to deny both agency on the part of communicators and to narrow the 
range of literacies that might actually shed more light on the ways that situational factors actually contributed 
to different conceptions of literacy in, say, China or Japan than among renaissance humanists (or twentieth-
century Jesuits). 
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to travel both ways: Particular communicative means may offer a range of 

possibilities and limitations built into their very structures (e.g., the bound codex 

offers a built-in advantage to writerly practices that favor linear—page-after-page—

exposition) but these means seem also to have been adopted and adapted differently 

within different communities. What Ong might deterministically label mature 

technologies—for example, the bound book of the nineteenth and twentieth 

centuries—could perhaps be better described simply as "dominant" or "hegemonic" 

technologies. Having become dominant—whether through cognitive or economic 

efficacy, status as the preferred communication form of dominant classes in society, 

or other means—these accreted deposits of generations of dynamic practice have 

simply lost their character as contingent and become prescriptions applied without 

consideration for the ideologies embedded in them; they have become Ong's 

monolithic "Literacy" rather than simply one form among a number of potential 

literacies.  

A more sensitive model would disaggregate the bundle of inputs Ong treats as 

static attributes in his conceptions of 'orality' and 'literacy' by adopting Gerald 

Sussman's definition of technology: 

Technology is the study and conversion of the natural, the built, or the 
conceptual world, leading to the creation or refinement of socially useful 
methods, tools, or products. It is the applied use of scientific 
principles.…Technology is often thought of as simply equipment or 
technique, but this level of understanding misses its most important 
elements. Embedded within technology is a system of know-how that 
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disposes of former knowledge and introduces a new set of rules and 
opportunities…The development of technology not only involves technical 
choices but also political and economic choices.90 

Therefore, when using 'technology,' it might be better to consider the term in this 

expanded sense, referring not only to the technical apparatus (the physical means 

used to inscribe and transmit messages), but also to the social practices and 

communicative techniques developed within a community to accommodate and/or 

appropriate the machinery of communication. By de-linking the deterministic 

relationship between tools in isolation and their methods of use, we can conceive of a 

model of technology that still recognizes the ways that technology shapes discursive 

conventions and, ultimately, thought91 while remaining sensitive to the fact that 

literacies (and oralities) developed differently in different cultures and subcultures. 

Sussman's model provides additional flexibility for understanding the 

transactional/dynamic/negotiated nature of technology development within 

discourse communities by recognizing that at least some aspects mediation lie 

within a communicator's control; at the very least he or she needs to understand the 

ideological and ethical dimensions of the composition process. Indeed, Sussman's 

disaggregated model of technology also creates a situation in which literacy is not 

                                                 

90  Pages 18–19 in Gerald Sussman, Communication, Technology, and Politics in the Information Age, 
Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage, 1997. 

91  Indeed, Sussman's idea of technology might accord better with Foucault's observations about 
language and power than Ong's less sensitive, rather ahistorical, model. 



The Rhetorical Potential of Images in Popular Accounts of Historical Events 
Chapter 02: Literature Review 

W. Christopher Scruton 
 

62 

simply the adoption and internalization of existing community practices, but an 

active, conscious process of responsibly adopting ethical, effective means to 

communicate with an audience. 

2.1.5 Lev Manovich 
A recent trend toward what might be termed a situated or pragmatic approach 

to visual rhetoric has signaled a shift away from the strict determinism of Plato, 

Lessing, Benjamin, and Ong. Lev Manovich's work, in The Language of New Media 

and elsewhere, exemplifies this trend, emphasizing the dynamic connection between 

culture and technology hinted at—but never taken up—by Walter Benjamin. Like 

Sussman, Manovich's concept of technology is not rooted in specific machinery but in 

particular ways in which cultures utilize inscribing technologies to organize and 

represent culturally meaningful communication.92 By adapting the Russian 

constructivist and productivist term "object" to connote the constructedness of 

technological artifacts,93 Manovich both connects the communicative object with the 

productive and interpretive practices that called it into being and made it 

understandable and creates it as an "interface," a lens through which meaning is 

constructed and the analyst is able to identify the cultural knowledge, beliefs, and 

                                                 

92  Page 71 in Lev Manovich, The Language of New Media, Cambridge, MA: The MIT Press, 2002. 
93  Manovich, The Language of New Media, 14–15. 
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practices inscribed or reified within the object.94 In Manovich's parlance, then, 

"cinema" refers not strictly to "film" but to particular "elements of cinematic 

perception, language, and reception" such as "the mobile camera, representations of 

space, editing techniques, narrative conventions, and spectator activity" that mark a 

particular artifact as 'cinematic,'95 although the artifact need not necessarily be 

recorded on—or projected via—film (for example, some comic books/graphic novels—

such as Greg Rucka and Steve Lieber's Whiteout or Alan Moore and David Lloyd's V 

for Vendetta—have been described as cinematic owing to their use of the visual and 

narrative conventions of moving pictures). 

Manovich's concept of artifact-as-interface highlights interesting connections 

between technology and other lenses relevant to the study of visual rhetoric. 

Interfaces, according to Manovich, are not simply the static residue of a creative act, 

they are cultural documents that—to the initiated—present keys or hooks that 

situate that discrete performance in the network of knowledge, beliefs, and practices 

to which it relates.96 The presentation and arrangement of affordances in that 

interface creates a "grammar of meaningful actions" available to the interpreter, 

                                                 

94  Manovich, The Language of New Media, 69. 
95  Manovich, The Language of New Media, 71. 
96  Manovich, The Language of New Media, 69–70. 
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affording her or him access to relevant "cultural data."97 For Manovich, writing, 

print, film, and other media with which we are familiar all provide distinctive 

interfaces, "rich sets of metaphors, ways of navigating through content, ways of 

accessing and storing data" that are relevant to the discourse communities in which 

they are employed.98 Although he does not deal with what Kilgour and others might 

describe as the 'varieties of print (and other) literacies' that have emerged, evolved, 

and faded away over the past centuries, Manovich does describe the life-cycle of 

interfaces within cultures in evolutionary terms—using older metaphors to get to 

grips with new technologies/new types of interfaces (for example, magic lantern 

shows or theater provided the productive and interpretive metaphors that informed 

early cinema).99 That innovation—the de-linking of epistemic and moral norms from 

the machinery of knowledge production and distribution100 and the placement of 

technology in dynamic tension with perception; meaning-making; cultural 

knowledge, beliefs, and practices; and argumentation provides a model capable of 

explaining both the varieties of visual communication experience evident in the 

                                                 

97  Ibid. 
98  Manovich, The Language of New Media, 73. 
99  Manovich, The Language of New Media, 71. 
100  Which is not to say that there is not a moral dimension to technology, simply that those values 

attach to the ways in which those tools are used. Indeed, with Sussman, I would contend that the idea of 
technology itself is larger than just the mechanical tool, extending to include beliefs, practices, and values 
that attach to the use of such mechanical contrivances. 
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historical record and of the changes that take place within communities as beliefs 

and values change over time. 

2.1.6 Michael Baxandall 
Whereas visual rhetoric scholars like Lev Manovich have lent us insight into 

the connections between technology, culture, perception, argument, and other 

dimensions and provided us with a rich set of metaphors for characterizing those 

relationships, art historian Michael Baxandall spent his career fleshing out the 

nature of those relationships in a series of books, including The Limewood Sculptors 

of Renaissance Germany (1980), Giotto and the Orators (1986), Patterns of Intention 

(1987), Painting and Experience in Fifteenth-Century Italy (1988), and others. 

Artworks, for Baxandall, provided a sort of cultural palimpsest,101 "a deposit of a 

social relationship,"102 from which we may be able to glean much regarding the 

economics, politics, religion, visual culture, and other characteristics of the 

communities in which those works were produced. Conversely, developing an 

                                                 

101  I use the metaphor advisedly—such works are not a palimpsest in the conventional sense; in 
general the works Baxandall studies have not been scraped clean and re-used for other works. They have, 
however, been transposed from their original cultural context (in which all of their cultural, economic, 
historical, and technical associations would have been clear for all to see) into our own, where—in effect—
those original associations have been all but erased, leaving in many cases only faint traces to be followed 
up by the modern analyst. 

102  Page 1 in Michael Baxandall. Painting and Experience in Fifteenth-Century Italy: A Primer in the 
Social History of Pictorial Style, 2nd edition, Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1988. 
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understanding of those cultural factors can tell the analyst much about the painting 

and its meaning by placing genres, techniques, materials, and the organization of 

artistic practices in their larger historical and anthropological contexts. 

For Baxandall, the foundational machinery of sense-making, interpretation, 

and judgment—perception and cognition—is a product of enculturation, training, 

and experience. One's preferred readings of an image (or class of imagery) depend in 

large measure on the context in which particular messages are embedded and on the 

"interpreting skills one happens to possess, the categories, the model patterns, and 

the habits of inference and analogy…what we might call one's cognitive style,"103 

habits of mind developed through training and experience in a particular culture. 

Again, as in my earlier discussions of Plato, Manovich, and others, Baxandall clearly 

suggests that one's perceptual, cognitive, and rhetorical apparatus—that "mass of 

information and assumptions drawn from general experience"—fundamentally 

influences the way that we see a performance. These pragmatic frameworks work 

largely pre-attentively,104 guiding what we see and how we see it.105 

                                                 

103  Baxandall, Painting and Experience in Fifteenth-Century Italy, 29–30. Emphasis original. 
104  That is, once one becomes habituated to certain ways of looking at things, the operation of that 

perceptual and cognitive filter may take place unconsciously, predisposing us to see what training and 
experience prepare us to see. As Baxandall himself puts it in Painting and Experience: "Some of the mental 
equipment a man orders his visual experience with is variable, and much of this variable equipment is 
culturally relative, in the sense of being determined by the society which has influenced his experience. 
Among these variables are categories with which he classifies his visual stimuli, the knowledge he will use to 
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From the perspective of production, Baxandall's model casts the artist's task 

not as a technical problem—for example, how to achieve a particular visual effect 

using the mechanical machinery at hand—but as a rhetorical one. To be successful—

in producing an aesthetically pleasing work of art, crafting a persuasive visual 

argument, or both—an artist's "pictorial style must meet the proper cognitive style" 

among members of an audience for a visual performance to "work."106 To achieve 

such success, the artist must not only be technically proficient but also capable of 

speaking to her or his audience's "visual capacity,"107 the stock of shared visual 

experiences (e.g., iconic images), productive and interpretive practices (e.g., common 

visual solutions, tropes, or archetypes that are instantly recognizable to members of 

certain communities, such as the formulaic arrangement of the medieval and 

Renaissance pietà, deposition, and entombment), and common knowledge (e.g., the 

association between purity/intensity of ultramarine pigment and wealth). Only once 

the artist has tuned his or her approach to the "visual experience[s] and habit[s]"108 

shared in common with the audience does the artist take up the brush (or camera, or 

pencil, etc.)—and even then the artist's hand is guided (though not determined) as 

                                                 

supplement what his immediate vision gives him, and the attitude he will adopt to the kind of artificial object 
seen" (page 40). 

105  Baxandall, Painting and Experience in Fifteenth-Century Italy, 35. 
106  Baxandall, Painting and Experience in Fifteenth-Century Italy, 91. 
107  Baxandall, Painting and Experience in Fifteenth-Century Italy, 40. 
108  Ibid. 
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much by experience and knowledge of the tastes and expectations of the audience as 

by individual skill. 

 
 

  

 
Technological or Material Domain Summary 
Key Findings 

• Many studies in this domain suggest that the use of technology forms a 
centerpiece of participants' engagement in civic and disciplinary discourse. 
Communities develop, disseminate, and evolve practices of authorship and 
interpretation specialized for their epistemic and rhetorical needs. As such, 
material artifacts represent reified records of cultural and individual 
knowledge and practices, providing an interface through which we can learn 
more about what Manovich termed the "grammar of meaningful actions" 
available to participants in a subject community's discourse. 

• Determinism (the post hoc assertion that a causal link exists between 
features of dominant technologies that reify or exemplify cultural practices 
and political or intellectual qualities of the culture itself) and formalism (an 
excessive concern with the form and nature of technological artifacts 
themselves with little or no reference to their meaning or cultural import) have 
historically been strong features of technological or material approaches. 
More recent studies have posited a dynamic relationship among 
technologies/technological practices, culture, and meaning. 

Unanswered Questions 
• Although a technological artifact may, indeed, provide an interface through 

which we can track the influence of individual and cultural knowledge, beliefs, 
and practices on discourse, recognizing those factors for what they are requires 
either: 
(1) knowledge and experience of that individual or culture, or  
(2) multiple exemplars and methods for identifying and analyzing aspects of 

performance from which one might draw inferences about the nature and 
purpose of apparently meaningful dimensions of performance.  

 In other words, one needs some means of re-animating the dead performance 
(what Plato termed a "shadow"), re-connecting those reified traces of individual 
or cultural meaning with the living dynamic of the culture in which they were 
once a live issue. How does one go about re-animating an artifact, re-
contextualizing it to develop a fuller picture of its meaning and import?  

• As Plato pointed out, the very ubiquity and reach of technology means that 
mediated messages are likely to be encountered by a variety of audiences—in 
making sense of the diversity of messages that bombard us every day, how do 
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we identify and engage with Manovich's  "grammar of meaningful actions" in 
relation to the performative artifact? How do features of the performance cue 
interpreters as to their salience, relevance, and significance? How do we 
determine which practices to engage in the production or interpretation of a 
performance? The artifact itself provides the interface, but making sense of and 
utilizing the artifact require us to make use of an array of tools—perceptual, 
semiotic/semantic, pragmatic, and argumentative—that extend beyond the 
realm of technology-as-material-artifact. 

   

2.2 The Perceptual Domain 
Perceptual factors refer to those qualities in an image or composition that aid 

interpreters in apprehending salient communicative features (and, conversely, that 

may be shaped by a text's author or authors to achieve a desired rhetorical effect). 

Perceptual analysis helps identify why some aspects of a message advance to our 

attention, but on its own is incapable of helping us determine what it means 

individually or culturally, nor can it help us understand how the image(s) works 

with other media in a particular context to persuade readers of anything. Most of the 

frequently-cited authors taking a perceptual tack in my sample—including Rudolf 

Arnheim, Ernst Gombrich, Hermann von Helmholtz, and Irving Biederman—

emphasize the integration of perception with higher-order thinking and 

communicative action, identifying perception as a basic interface through which 

information is filtered, part of a system of communication that includes sense-

making, cultural context, and active-reciprocal communication. Indeed, some 

authors in the perceptual domain, including Donald Hoffman and John Findlay and 
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Iain Gilchrist, argue for a more "active" process of perception, perception that is 

driven by higher faculties and cultural contexts, and oriented toward action.109 Like 

technological analysis, perceptual analysis is primarily useful in helping us identify 

(a) what features in a message may prove significant and (b) what manipulations by 

the image or composition's author affect our reading of the image. In that sense, 

both levels of analysis are indispensable in developing a meaningful hermeneutic 

and heuristic tool, but dependent on other domains to help interpret a source image.  

Although perceptual approaches have frequently figured in the work of visual 

rhetoric scholars and those who invoke rhetoric as a frame for understanding visual 

communication—e.g., in the work of Zettl, Lester, Zakia, Kress and van Leeuwen, 

Kostelnick and Hassett, and others—such references have typically been synoptic 

and operational in application rather than critical, adopting and adapting concepts 

and approaches from perceptual scholars rather than challenging or extending the 

work of those researchers. For that reason I return to the sources themselves to see 

what they might tell us that is conceptually valuable rather than simply rehearsing 

which authors have influenced rhetoric scholars. 

                                                 

109  What John M. Findlay and Iain D. Gilchrist call "vision for action" (page 6 in Active Vision: The 
Psychology of Looking and Seeing, Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2003). 
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2.2.1 Hermann von Helmholtz 
 In "Concerning the Perceptions in General," the German physicist and 

physiologist Hermann von Helmholtz suggested that the products of our processes of 

perception—"psychic activities that lead us to infer that there in front of us at a 

certain place there is a certain object of a certain character"—have the logical force 

of conclusions but that, unlike the products of rhetoric traditionally conceived, these 

conclusions are arrived at by apparently unconscious means.110 Furthermore, for von 

Helmholtz, the process of perception was not unvarying and innate but influenced 

heavily by "experience, training, and habit" acquired over time through "frequent 

repetition"111—again, the rapidity and apparent unconsciousness of the act of 

perception has historically led "many physiologists and psychologists" to find that 

the associations suggesting such interpretations are "rigid and obligatory" and the 

product of preattentive sense apprehension rather than overt cognition (what von 

Helmholtz termed "psychic activity").112 Finally, rather than a passive activity, one 

in which the perceiver is an idle receptor of sense data that wash over her or his 

                                                 

110  Page 26 in Hermann von Helmholtz, "Concerning the Perceptions in General," in Visual Perception: 
Essential Readings, edited by Steven Yantis, 24–44 (Philadelphia, PA: Psychology Press, 2001). 

111  Von Helmholtz, "Concerning the Perceptions in General," 26–27. 
112  Ibid. 
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senses,113 for von Helmholtz, perception was process directed toward action, toward 

providing our higher faculties with environmental data sufficient to guide and tune 

prospective and performative operations. As such, von Helmholtz argued, we are 

attuned to percepts pertinent to our interests and actions and "are wont to disregard 

all those parts of the sensations" that are not directly relevant to action114; our 

perceptual faculties, therefore, should be seen as active, directed systems designed 

to "observe" our operational environments, guided by education, training, and 

experience to "accurately" apprehend, differentiate, and classify salient sense 

impressions for the purpose of engaging in personally and culturally relevant 

action.115 

2.2.2 Rudolf Arnheim 
In the perceptual realm, psychologist and art historian Rudolf Arnheim picked 

up where predecessors von Helmholtz and Max Wertheimer left off. Like von 

Helmholtz and Wertheimer, Arnheim characterizes the operations of visual 

perception as active—involving intelligence and thought—rather than the passive 

reception and automatic processing of pre-cognitive sense data; "[t]here is no basic 

                                                 

113  Von Helmholtz, "Concerning the Perceptions in General," 31. 
114  Von Helmholtz, "Concerning the Perceptions in General," 27. Emphasis in original. 
115  Von Helmholtz, "Concerning the Perceptions in General," 31. Emphasis in original. 
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difference," Arnheim argued in Visual Thinking, "between what happens when a 

person looks at the world directly and when he sits with his eyes closed and 

'thinks.'"116 Consonant with this expanded conception of "perception as cognition,"117 

Arnheim identifies the "operations" of perception not simply as the lower-order 

processes that might be identified with Wertheimer's gestalt approach (e.g., 

"selection, grasping of essentials, simplification, abstraction,…completion, 

correction, comparison, combining, separating,"118 and others), but also including a 

number of higher-order undertakings, including "active exploration," "analysis and 

synthesis," "problem solving," and "putting in context."119 Indeed, the very idea that 

we should be surprised that the simple processes of perception could involve our 

purportedly higher-order cognitive faculties Arnheim traces to what he considers to 

be the erroneous division between the two in Plato's Republic120; quoting from Plato's 

Phaido, Arnheim percipiently encapsulates the Greek's characterization: "Socrates 

speaks characteristically of blindness, of 'losing the eye of his mind' when he warns 

against the danger of trusting the senses. It is a case of renouncing one kind of 

                                                 

116  Page 13 in Rudolf Arnheim, Visual Thinking, Berkeley, CA: University of California Press, 1969. On 
page 37, Arnheim argues that  "Visual perception…is not a passive recording of stimulus material but an 
active concern of the mind…Perception involves problem solving." 

117  Ibid. 
118  Ibid. 
119  Ibid. 
120  Arnheim, Visual Thinking, 2 and 6–7. 



The Rhetorical Potential of Images in Popular Accounts of Historical Events 
Chapter 02: Literature Review 

W. Christopher Scruton 
 

74 

perception in order to save another."121 Accepting that perception involves us in a 

form of guided inquiry, Arnheim is compelled to address the questions "Guided 

how?" and "Inquiry to what end?" 

The guiding force animating perception for Arnheim is context, an expansive 

analytic category that encompasses (1) the dynamic interaction of percepts in a 

visual field; (2) the relationship of a particular work to bodies of knowledge, 

experiences, and productive and interpretive practices relevant to individuals and 

the cultures in which they operate; and (3) particular instantiations of such 

knowledge and practices, individually and culturally relevant frames of reference 

that provide situation-specific facts and representational resources enabling 

interpreters and producers to develop performances and/or readings appropriate to 

the subject and tone of the communicative circumstances. Although the visual 

interface of a performance itself represents an obvious "context," Arnheim's 

expansion of the concept to include broader domains of experience, belief, and 

practice that bear on the interpretation of performance deserves additional 

attention. Like von Helmholtz, Arnheim argues that memory and education are 

powerful influences on selection—by directing attentional resources to identifying 

                                                 

121  Arnheim, Visual Thinking, 7. 
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and recognizing familiar "stimulus configuration[s],"122 "embedded figures"123 

encoded in the matrix of percepts present in a performance, an interpreter is able to 

infer a situationally-appropriate meaning from that work. To be successful in 

producing or interpreting a performance, the rhetor must first determine accurately 

the nature of the performative situation at hand and then deploy the appropriate 

interpretive or representational frame—identifying the appropriate contextual 

frame is "tantamount to finding [a] solution" to the representational or interpretive 

problem presented by the situation.124 The deployment—consciously or carelessly—of 

a frame gives the producer or interpreter a tool kit of resources: Stock "stimulus 

configurations" (formulaic or familiar arrangements of percepts that, by 

conventional agreement, are imbued with semantic significance),125 preprogrammed 

semiotic associations, and other elements that—in the aggregate—produce what 

Arnheim describes as "visual concepts" or "visual categories," "templates of 

relatively simple shape" that enable viewers to see collections of often-disconnected 

percepts as something far more complex (a joined-up geometric figure, a human 

                                                 

122  Arnheim, Visual Thinking, 91. 
123  Page 203 in Rudolf Arnheim, "What is Gestalt Psychology," in To the Rescue of Art, 200–205 

(Berkeley, CA: University of California Press, 1992). 
124  Ibid. 
125  In this connection, see Page 169 in Art and Visual Perception: A Psychology of the Creative Eye 

(Berkeley, CA: University of California Press, 1969) for Arnheim's discussion of abstraction and 
representations of complex real-life objects like the human head—visual concepts become depictive or 
interpretive shortcuts for representing or inferring essential characteristics of such complex originals. 
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head, etc.).126 These frames—and the concepts and categories of which they are 

constituted—produce a multiplier effect; they are not simply a key or legend that 

enable us to connect perceptual dots, they 'read meaning in' to a performance, 

importing associations and lending relevance to otherwise meaningless 

constellations of percepts (or percepts that would—were they to be viewed using 

another frame—yield an alternative and equally plausible meaning127). A 

concomitant to the multiplier effect that attends the employment of a particular 

frame, is the fact that perceptual frames "guide attention selectively,"128 leading us 

to ignore or disregard alternative readings. The key to the initial development—and 

subsequent application—of situationally-appropriate frames involves training and 

experience and, for the critic, study of the works of individuals and discourse 

                                                 

126  Arnheim, Visual Thinking, 27. On page 37, Arnheim also refers to these shape lexicons as "form 
categories." The mode of perceptual expectation that Arnheim suggests drives frame-guided inquiry is what 
William James termed "preperception"; Arnheim describes preperception as the deployment of "stored visual 
concepts [to] help to recognize insufficiently explicit perceptual patterns"—in short, learned associations and 
interpretive shortcuts that enable us to see particular constellations of percepts as any of a number of 
conventionally-related concepts or categories (Arnheim, Visual Thinking, 93). Such concepts or categories 
may be invoked both by external cues (as James puts it, by "things…which have been labeled for us," ibid.) 
or, with training and experience, by simple resemblance of subject percepts to those categories with 
"existing labels stamped into our mind" (ibid.). It is that stock of "existing labels" that separate the expert 
from the novice; as James points out, "[i]f we lost our stock of labels we should be intellectually lost in the 
midst of the world" (ibid.). 

127  As Arnheim puts it in Visual Thinking, "[T]o see means to see in relation.…The appearance of any 
item in the visual field…[depends] on its place and function in the total structure and to be modified 
fundamentally by that influence. If a visual item is extricated from its context it becomes a different object" 
(54). In this case, "extricating" a "visual item…from its context" does not mean literally cutting a visual figure 
out of one field and pasting it into another, but the employment of different points of view to the same 
performance would likely cause different "form categories" to advance to prominence producing, in effect, a 
"different object." 

128  Arnheim, Art and Visual Perception, 326. See also Visual Thinking, 37. 
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communities or communities of practice, as well as investigation of the interactions 

of historical context and individual performance.129 

The mechanism that Arnheim suggests enables us to make the logical leap 

from the apprehension of a cluster of percepts that we believe resembles a 

meaningful form residing in our memorial catalog to a conclusion is Helmholtz's 

notion of "unconscious judgment." Although Arnheim does not go so far as to argue 

that the conclusions we draw about what we see—i.e., the nature of forms we 

perceive in a visual field, the causality and quality of relationships we apprehend 

among figures, and other judgments—"intellectualize perception,"130 he does hold 

that the inferences drawn, i.e., the conclusions reached through the process of 

perception, bear the force of arguments made by means of formal logic: "The kind of 

process observed in logical thinking occurs at the perceptual level also."131 The form 

in which such perceptual inferences are cast is broader, according to Arnheim, than 

                                                 

129  Arnheim, "What is Gestalt Psychology?" 202–203. 
130  Arnheim, Visual Thinking, 39–40. By "intellectualizing," Arnheim is here likely referring to the 

thought of cognitivists like Maurice Merleau-Ponty who argued that "perceptual content is itself constituted, 
not just organized or affected, by acts of judgment"—for thinkers like Merleau-Ponty, perception is "cognitive 
or judgmental 'all the way down" (Page 71n1 in Taylor Carman, "Sensation, Judgment, and the Phenomenal 
Field," in The Cambridge Companion to Merleau-Ponty, edited by Taylor Carman and Mark Hansen, 50–73, 
Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2005). With Helmholtz, Arnheim appears to believe in the 
existence of an independent phenomenal world that, when perceived through the lens of individual and 
collective experience and domain knowledge, produces meaning. 

131  Arnheim, Visual Thinking, 39–40. 
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that of the logical inference.132 Whereas formal inferences are "thought operations 

that add something to the given facts by interpreting them," the informal inductions 

produced through perception may involve "interpolations based on previously 

acquired knowledge"—i.e., using existing associations, figural exempla, and prior 

knowledge to fill in the blanks in an obscure figure or to imbue a representation with 

cultural meaning by means of conventional association—but, "[m]ore typically…they 

are completions deriving spontaneously during perception from the given 

configuration of the pattern."133 The meaning thus induced pertains not just to the 

perceptual components and material attributes of the shapes of which an image is 

composed—i.e., the marks inscribed or recorded on the surface of some medium—but 

their attitude and arrangement create "structural skeleton[s]," meaningful congeries 

that attract "fixation" on the part of viewers.134 Thus, not only might a suitably 

inscribed ovoid connote the head of an individual to members of the work's target 

audience, but the arrangement of systems of denotation in the context of that head 

might also combine to tell a complex story inferred from the interaction of 

representational elements (e.g., qualities of the subject's eyes, mouth, facial 

                                                 

132  Arnheim, Art and Visual Perception, 12. 
133  Ibid. See also Arnheim, Visual Thinking, 91 and, especially, V: "[A]rtistic activity is a form of 

reasoning, in which perceiving and thinking are indivisibly intertwined." 
134  Arnheim, Art and Visual Perception, 13 and 93. 
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musculature, and other attributes might connote a particular state of mind affecting 

the subject of the work, etc.). 

Finally, Arnheim considers the degree to which composing images is not simply 

an aesthetic or mechanical activity but a unique form of reasoning, visual thinking. 

For the artist seeking to represent her or his subject, decision-making lies not in 

developing the most realistic approximation of that subject but in mapping purpose, 

available representational modes, and skill together in a performance that captures 

the appropriate gist of an idea (i.e., those elements in the objects and relationships 

visible in a scene that are relevant to the needs, interests, and desires of her or his 

audience and salient with respect to the demands of the rhetorical situation and 

details of the scene itself)—performance guides attention. Composing involves 

mating purpose, concept, and mode of representation, as Arnheim demonstrates in 

an extended discussion of the design of Harry Beck's London Underground map, 

which simplifies the layout of the tube lines and reduces the chaotic clutter of 

London's urban geography to the bare minimum of "pertinent topological 

features…the sequence of stops and interconnections" necessary to identify the trace 

of one's desired route and choice of lines necessary to reach one's destination.135 

Similarly, in the realm of representational art, Arnheim describes the complexity of 

                                                 

135  Arnheim, Art and Visual Perception, 159.  
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thought necessary to consider the composition of a proposed subject and then to 

determine what might be the best sorts of abstraction to employ in conveying the 

essence of that subject—the "roundness" of the human head one finds in 

representations ranging from the simplistic child's drawing or newspaper cartoon to 

the most photorealistic painting is not, as Arnheim points out, "a tangible perceptual 

thing,"136 a quality we observe in our perception of heads in the real world. Instead, 

it is what we might term a 'productive abstraction,' a representational solution that 

adequately conveys 'head-ness' without over-burdening artist or interpreter with 

unnecessary detail. It is in "find[ing] or invent[ing]" such productive or evocative 

abstractions that—Arnheim argues—the artist invests the bulk of her or his 

inventional resources, seeking solutions that "satisfactorily embody the visual 

generality…in the world of tangible things."137 In this productive intersection of the 

material and semantic (with the translation of internal argument into external 

performative artifact), the individual and cultural (relating personal knowledge and 

artistic skill in representations that must either speak to the conventional 

representational understandings of one's audience or provide a semantic 'way in' to 

novel representational modes), Arnheim brings together the threads of the five 

theoretical domains, which constitute a coherent foundation for visual rhetoric. 

                                                 

136  Arnheim, Art and Visual Perception, 169.  
137  Ibid. 
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Although, with von Helmholtz, Arnheim suggests that convention and expectation 

may play a significant role in guiding perception, their approach is suggestive rather 

than operational. In the works of Gombrich, Goodman, Biederman, and Findlay and 

Gilchrist, there are more explicit connections between percepts, cultural convention, 

and the structure of argument. 

2.2.3 Ernst Gombrich 
Whereas Hermann von Helmholtz and Rudolf Arnheim posited a phenomenal 

sphere in which perception is both active and capable of producing logical certainty 

about relations apprehensible in that sphere by means of unconscious conclusions, in 

Art and Illusion, Ernst Gombrich took a step beyond unconscious conclusion to 

suggest that images and image-elements can be produced, arranged, and read in a 

manner akin to that which organizes verbal languages and—more importantly—to 

identify ways in which technology, societal pragmatics, cognition, and argument 

might work together to produce a sort of visual rhetoric. Like von Helmholtz and 

Arnheim, Gombrich argues that our conscious brain is constantly adjusting its 

apparatus for interpreting images based on experience and active inquiry, so—

although brain scientists argue that the hardware that facilitates our "creative 
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genius for vision" operates according to the "universal rules for vision"138—our 

experience of that vision will be filtered through an array of conventional screens 

shaped by our personal experiences, culture, and other social inputs. As Gombrich 

puts it, "there is no innocent eye" and "no reality without interpretation," a mode of 

interpretation that is as colored by our individual experiences and group 

identifications as Gombrich's German interpretation of the rooster's call 

("kikeriki").139 In this view, then, manufactured images and verbal language are both 

seen as conventional symbol systems governed by a set of schemata that classify our 

experiences and suggest relationships among data that we find plausible, 

aesthetically pleasing, and so on.140 Although Gombrich has retreated from what has 

been regarded by some as an extreme position—for example, he has since argued 

that some aspects of visual interpretation involve less "acquired knowledge" than 

                                                 

138  Pages 14–15 in Donald E. Hoffman, Visual Intelligence: How We Create What We See, New York: 
W. W. Norton and Company, 1998. Hoffman's universal rules of vision are modeled after Noam Chomsky's 
universal [linguistic] grammar. For another theory of visual rhetoric that owes its inspiration to the study of 
linguistics, see Gunther Kress and Theo van Leeuwen's Reading Images: The Grammar of Visual Design 
(London: Routledge, 1996). 

139  Pages 306–307 in Ernst Gombrich, Art and Illusion: A Study in the Psychology of Pictorial 
Representation, London: Phaidon Press, 1960. Although Gombrich—in, for example, "Image and Code: 
Scope and Limits of Conventionalism in Pictorial Representation," since re-published in The Image and the 
Eye: Further Studies in the Psychology of Pictorial Representation (in The Image and the Eye: Further 
Studies in the Psychology of Pictorial Representation, 278–297, Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 1982) has 
attempted to back off from what has been seen by some as a position of extreme 'conventionalism,' W.J.T. 
Mitchell does a very effective job of interpreting those qualifications and suggesting that the core of 
Gombrich's argument about the conventionality of both verbal and visual languages remains intact. Pages 
75–94 in W.J.T. Mitchell, Iconology: Image, Text, Ideology, Chicago: The University of Chicago Press, 1986. 

140  Art and Illusion, pp. 7, 284–287, 292, and 304–329. 
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the interpretation of verbal language141—in the main, Gombrich's temporizing 

results in a richer and more nuanced conception of imagery that recognizes these 

symbol systems as occupying a continuum arrayed according to the difficulty of the 

concepts they portray.142 Indeed, in Gombrich's more complex model it is possible to 

discern the seeds for a compromise that balances the idea of the conventionality of 

images with the realities of interpretation and communication, a view that mediates 

between purely conventional and purely individual models of invention and 

interpretation and takes into account the situatedness of verbal-visual rhetoric. 

Gombrich identifies the mechanisms—the visual technologies143—that artists 

deploy to appeal to the knowledge, beliefs, and practices of their audiences as a sort 

                                                 

141  Quoted in Mitchell, Iconology, 79. In this instance, Gombrich is referring to the well-known "Beware 
of the Dog" (cave canem) mosaic uncovered in Pompeii. Gombrich's assertion is that the image of the dog 
requires fewer interpretive resources than the Latin inscription, that is to say that the image is a more 
'natural' sign than the purely 'conventional' verbal sign. 

142  See W.J.T. Mitchell, Iconology, 75–94, for a discussion of the evolution of Gombrich's nature-
convention dialectic over the past several decades. In a paper first presented to the 12th Biennial Meeting of 
the Dictionary Society of North America, since expanded and published in the journal Word & Image, 
Michael Hancher takes up the question of Gombrich's conventionality, arguing forcefully for perceptual 
models grounded in resemblance and naturalism (pages 260–262). See Michael Hancher, "Definition and 
Depiction," Word & Image 26:3 (2010): 244–272. 

James Heffernan may come closest to resolving the controversy between naturalism and 
conventionalism, using metaphor as a means of exploring how painters go about the task of rendering 
realistic effects that resemble reality and—in the process—highlighting the proximity of "resemblance" and 
"signification" (which, as Heffernan puts it, are "far more intimate than the Peirceian distinction between the 
icon and the linguistic sign would allow," 178). See James A. W. Heffernan, "Resemblance, Signification, 
and Metaphor in the Visual Arts," The Journal of Aesthetics and Art Criticism 44:2 (Winter 1985): 167–180. 

143  For example, "foreshortening to convey the impression of depth and changes in tone to connote the 
play of light across representations of three-dimensional surfaces in Renaissance painting" (Gombrich, Art 
and Illusion, 360). 
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of "open-sesame," a set of representational affordances developed to achieve desired 

cognitive144 and rhetorical effects (while at the same time connecting perception with 

cognition, technologies, and technological artifacts). The degree to which these 

artifactual performances (and the techniques employed to create them) succeed 

depends in equal measure on pragmatic concerns (i.e., the degree to which audience 

members are "'keyed up' by expectation…and by cultural habituation") cultivated 

through education and common practice, rhetorical exigence (i.e., the commonplace 

perception or artistically-manufactured belief in a "need" fulfilled by the 

performance), and the artistic skill of the author (i.e., although the existence of 

appropriate representational resources and a perception of need "affect the 

preliminary setting of the lock," the artist must still turn "the right key" to achieve 

her or his desired outcome).145 

2.2.4 Nelson Goodman 
In The Languages of Art, philosopher Nelson Goodman expands on the ideas of 

conventionality and the directedness of perception. Whereas Ernst Gombrich's 

                                                 

144  The goal of such affordances as foreshortening and changes in tone is not to replicate nature (i.e., 
to produce an image of what nature "really looks like") but to "suggest a reading" that correlates the 
depiction with the subject depicted by means of generally accepted or otherwise identifiable representational 
formulae (ibid.).  

145  Quoted material from Gombrich, Art and Illusion, 360. For exigence, see Lloyd Bitzer's 1968 essay, 
"The Rhetorical Situation," Philosophy & Rhetoric 1 (January 1968): 1–14. 
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discussion of picture perception made frequent reference to representational 

techniques that, although highly conventional, could be construed as identifying and  

(over-)emphasizing characteristics of objects' natural appearances to produce a 

quasi-correspondence between features of the image and the appearance of its 

subject, Goodman is at pains to distinguish between "resemblance" (the sort of 

correspondence just described, i.e., the congruity of a depiction with the visible 

characteristics of its subject) and "representation" (the conventional association of a 

depiction with its subject).146 For Goodman, denotation—the semiotic inscription of 

conventional representation—was "independent of resemblance"147; therefore, the 

perception and interpretation of art—indeed the entirety of our visual experience—

consists not in independently apprehending sense data and then identifying some 

dimension of correspondence between the representational technique (if any) 

employed by the artist and visual characteristics or appearances found in real-world 

objects that ultimately suggests the meaning implied in the artist's constellation of 

visual marks. Instead, according to Goodman, "reception and interpretation are not 

separable operations; they are thoroughly interdependent"148—the meaning found in 

an image or vista is sought out by our cognitive faculties, which direct vision and 

                                                 

146  Pages 3–5 in Nelson Goodman, Languages of Art (Indianapolis: Hackett Publishing Company, 
1976). 

147  Goodman, Languages of Art, 5. 
148  Goodman, Languages of Art, 8. 
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predispose us to seeing certain types of scenes on the basis of commonplace 

associations, representational formulae, and other shared schemata.149 Under such a 

perceptual regime, our experience of vision can never be, in Goodman's terms, "bare" 

or "naked"—seeing, for us, means 'seeing-as,'150 viewing the world through lenses 

prepared for us by education, upbringing, and experience, that "select, organize, 

discriminate, associate, classify, analyze, construct" a world populated with objects, 

characters, and concepts that are culturally meaningful and/or useful to us.151 The 

"need[s] and prejudice[s]" that "regulate" our vision both "take and make" the world 

we perceive, providing rhetors with the Gombrichean "open-sesames" necessary to 

cue particular constructions, associations, and meanings, guiding viewers' 

interpretations of particular works and producing a visual vocabulary that can be 

activated in the construction of meaningful images.152 Such lenses make it possible 

for two different audiences to observe the jagged trace of an inked line, with one 

inferring diagnostic data relevant to the normal or abnormal functioning of a 

patient's heart while the other sees a depiction of Mount Fujiyama in the style of 

                                                 

149  Goodman, Languages of Art, 7–8. 
150  A notion first articulated by Ludwig Wittgenstein in Philosophical Investigations (New York: 

Macmillan, 1967, 193–197), but usefully elaborated to describe the effects of enculturation on cognition by 
Donald Schön in The Reflective Practitioner: How Professionals Think in Action (New York: Basic Books, 
1983, 183–185). 

151  Goodman, Languages of Art, 7–8. 
152  Ibid. 
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Katsushika Hokusai.153 Although such observations describe useful points of contact 

between perception, cognition, and societal pragmatics—recognizing that perception 

and meaning-making are guided, if not wholly directed, by ways of seeing, thinking, 

understanding, and representing that are taught to us in the intellectual 

apprenticeships we serve in our homes, schools, and places of work and are 

reinforced through constant practice—they also highlight a challenge inherent in 

considering Goodman and Gombrich's perspectives as analytic models: When 

approaching a performance as an outsider, how do we determine whether we are 

supposed to be viewing it as an electrocardiogram or as a stylized depiction of a 

landscape? Even when we approach performances as an insider, a member of the 

community at which they are directed in a context in which we are intellectually at 

home, how—in observing that performance—are we to determine which elements 

are salient in any visual field and how do we define their relevance? Irving 

Biederman and John Findlay and Ian Gilchrist provide practical insights into the 

mechanics of perception as they intersect with the domains of convention and 

argumentation. 

                                                 

153  Goodman, Languages of Art, 228–230. 
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2.2.5 Irving Biederman 
In a series of studies published over 20 years, Irving Biederman and colleagues 

sought to explain the process of visual recognition. Whereas Arnheim, Gombrich, 

and Goodman focused on macro-level 'what' concerns such as the influence of 

conventionality, training, and experience on perception, etc., Biederman et al. 

focused on answering 'how' images mean, investigating their semantic organization, 

semiotic logic, and other dimensions of meaning.  

Biederman and colleagues' earliest work focused on the interpretation of 

"scenes," visual contexts consisting of collections of figures or objects, backgrounds or 

fields, and behaviors or situations visible within the frame (or, to use Lev 

Manovich's lexicon, the "interface") of a publication technology or apprehended in 

the course of glance at an environment or locale. Recognition and interpretation of 

such scenes depends (according to Biederman et al.) on the generation of and/or 

reference to formulaic relationships ("configurational coherence") among the objects, 

backgrounds, and behaviors/situations visible in the frame or glance—if no 

organizational relationships can be identified, a scene is no better than a chaotic 

jumble of objects.154 Scene comprehension requires not only the recognition of 

                                                 

154  Of course, determining which performances are scenic and which are not is often directly related to 
cultural and individual knowledge, experience, beliefs, and practices. It is self-evidently possible for a work to 
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relevant figures in the frame155 but also the ability to describe relationships among 

those entities.156 Biederman describes the five categories of relations—support 

(relations in which "objects tend to rest on surfaces"157), interposition (relations in 

which "objects interrupt their background"158), probability (formulaic situations in 

which certain types of objects are habitually found159), position (formulaic situations 

in which objects of certain kinds are also found in particular spatial locations within 

that scene160), and size (relations in which certain classes and/or instances of objects 

enjoy consistent relative sizes161). He argues that, although the first two can be 

described without understanding anything about the objects or figures in the scene, 

"specifying [the final three relations requires] access to the referential meaning or 

                                                 

be perceived by one individual as representing a 'scene' (because she or he possesses an interpretive key 
that enables him or her to see the work as a scene—for example, those individuals able to look at the works 
of the Impressionists or modern artists and see the organizing logic that informs and animates such 
paintings) and by another as simply random splashes of paint. 

155  See my discussion of Biederman and object recognition below. 
156  Page 213 in Irving Biederman, "On the Semantics of a Glance at a Scene," in Perceptual 

Organization, edited by M. Kubovy & J. R. Pomerantz, 213–263 (Hillsdale, New Jersey: Lawrence Erlbaum, 
1981). 

157  Page 143 in Irving Biederman, Robert Mezzanotte, and Jan Rabinowitz, "Scene Perception: 
Detecting and Judging Objects Undergoing Relational Violations," Cognitive Psychology 14 (1982): 143–
177. 

158  Ibid. 
159  Ibid. 
160  Ibid. 
161  Ibid. 
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semantics of the object and its context."162 Indeed, this interconnection between 

discrete perceptual activities and larger contexts—either within-scene semantic and 

semiotic relationships inside a visual frame, or extra-scenic experience with and/or 

awareness of broader societal-pragmatic practices and knowledge necessary to 

recognize aspects of performance visible within the frame. That said, although 

Gombrich, Goodman, and others have been comfortable ascribing a significant 

degree of epistemic influence to convention, research conducted by Biederman and 

colleagues adds nuance to long-held beliefs relating to the relationship between 

experience, convention, and meaning-making: 

• Context is crucially important for recognizing and understanding 
conventional scenic arrangements. In experiments in which familiar 
objects are set within jumbled "scenes," Biederman's subjects had 
marked difficulty in recognizing those objects; even when they were 
provided with cues, they had difficulty recognizing the objects placed 
in confusing settings.163 This finding was re-affirmed in a series of 
later experiments, in which Biederman and colleagues found that 
verbal cues and repeated viewings did not improve subjects' 
interpretation of a scene that included paradoxical placement or 
display of objects within its frame (e.g., staplers floating above desks 
or apparent "interposition violations" in which details of the 
background showed through an intervening object, etc.).164 However in 
interpretation of what the authors describe as "a representative non-
degraded scene" (i.e., a scene the contours of which conform to 

                                                 

162  Biederman, "On the Semantics of a Glance at a Scene," 213. 
163  Irving Biederman, "Perceiving Real-World Scenes," Science 177:4043 (7 July 1972): 77–80. 
164  Pages 417–424 in Irving Biederman, Richard C. Teitelbaum, and Robert J. Mezzanotte, "Scene 

Perception: A Failure to Find a Benefit From Prior Expectancy or Familiarity," Journal of Experimental 
Psychology 1983 (9:3): 411–429. 
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viewers' expectations and experience), subjects' interpretive process 
was "quick and efficient."165 

• Although their studies seem to confirm that conventional practices 
and shared experiences improve the speed and accuracy of 
interpetation, Biederman, Teitelbaum, and Mezzanotte challenge 
certain presumptions of "schema" or "frame" theory, which suggest 
that memory/experience and prior expectation interact to ease the 
processing of visual information in a scene. The prior consensus, laid 
out in a classic thought experiment described by Marvin Minsky, 
suggested that, in looking at a connecting door, we draw inferences 
about the character of the space we are likely to encounter upon 
opening it, enabling us to navigate through the room behind the 
door—and providing us with a flash of cognitive dissonance if we open 
what appears to be an interior door and find ourselves confronted with 
a landscape.166 However, Biederman et al. argue that the speed and 
efficiency with which viewers are able to interpret, for example, filmic 
flashcuts is evidence of the fact that "expectancy and familiarity are 
neither necessary nor even helpful" in interpreting such scenes.167 In 
so doing, I would argue, Biederman and colleagues do not consider the 
degree to which repetition and experience with culturally relevant 
scenes may provide a perceptual set that makes it possible to 
interpret presentations like flashcuts efficiently that does not 
translate into the mere repetition of experimental conditions that are  

- paradoxical,  

- lacking in cultural relevance to the subjects (i.e., the tasks and 
schemata tested were inauthentic vis-à-vis subjects' personal and 
professional experiences), and  

- only encountered in the form of three or four repetitions rather 
than the frequent encounters that characterize scenes that become 
part of our everyday perceptual landscape.  

                                                 

165  Biederman et al., "Scene Perception: A Failure," 428. 
166  Biederman et al., "Scene Perception: A Failure," 412. 
167  Biederman et al., "Scene Perception: A Failure," 428. 
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 Indeed, Biederman and colleagues' somewhat paradoxical finding that 
experience and convention both make interpretation "quick and 
efficient" under representative conditions and proved "neither 
necessary nor even helpful" under novel, paradoxical, and/or non-
representative conditions does not negate the importance of 
experience and convention in guiding or shaping production and 
interpretation; in my view, it simply suggests that such factors bear 
the greatest weight in considering 'normal' discourse within a 
community, and become but one of a number of factors that might 
bear on considerations of performances that intentionally or 
accidentally fall outside the norms of cultured discourse. Under such 
conditions, looking at unconventional performances through the lens 
of convention and experience might, in fact, produce confusing or 
misleading readings of the sort identified in Biederman et al.'s study. 

• Not only are backgrounds and objects equally important for 
interpreting scenes—as Biederman and colleagues' research 
demonstrates, without objects there can be no scene and without a 
recognizable scenic context, objects can be all but unrecognizable—but 
the relationships among objects and backgrounds can be formalized 
and arranged in conventionally meaningful arrays. The 
relationships among figures and objects in a scene are 
"semantic and syntactic," i.e., grounded in an identifiable 
knowledge-context wherein generally understood rules govern the 
relationships among elements commonly found in the schema- or 
scene-type under consideration.168 These semantic and syntactic 
relations—not individual or decontextualized objects coincidentally 
associated with a particular context—seem to be the means by which 
observers recognize a scene as an instance of a particular genre, 
frame, or schema.169 Although many perception scholars had argued 
for a "physical-then-semantic" model of scene interpretation (i.e., the 
perceptual apparatus picks up on the figures within a scene, 
recognizes them, and then begins the process of identifying 
relationships among those figures), Biederman and colleagues' 
experiments showed that physical and semantic interpretation 

                                                 

168  Biederman, "On the Semantics of a Glance at a Scene," 214–215. 
169  Biederman, "On the Semantics of a Glance at a Scene," 216–222. 
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processes were simultaneous and parallel.170 Given this near-
simultaneity of processing, Biederman turned his attention to 
hypothesizing how we get from a "single glance" to a "schema"171: His 
candidates were  

(1) The eye is drawn to one or two key figures in the visual field from 
which we infer probabilistically a particular interpretive schema172 
using a bottom-up—i.e., parts-to-whole—method;  

(2) "Scene-emergent features," a top-down gestalt of figure/objects and 
a rough awareness of the relationships among them, enable the 
viewer to almost instantaneously classify a scene as belonging to 
one scheme or another173; and/or  

(3) By means of "spatial integration," i.e., including not simply a 
rough arrangement of the objects in a paradigmatic scene against 
a plain background but also providing contextual data that 
replicates, in some measure, realistic details of the visual ground 
in which the figures/objects are set.174 

 The results of Biederman's research suggest that top-down gestalts 
(hypotheses 2 & 3) are likelier—when presented with paradoxical 
scenes (e.g., positional violations, such as fire hydrants on top of 
mailboxes rather than sidewalks, or scale violations, such as teacups 
bigger than tables), viewers tended to first assess the overall 
arrangement of the scene (i.e., its schema) and then to identify 
"violations of semantic relations" within that schema to evaluate 
individual objects.175 

In his later research, Biederman turned to the problem of object recognition, 

which he suggests proceeds by division and classification regardless of our degree of 

                                                 

170  Biederman, "On the Semantics of a Glance at a Scene," 222–224. 
171  Biederman, "On the Semantics of a Glance at a Scene," 239. 
172  Biederman, "On the Semantics of a Glance at a Scene," 241–243. 
173  Biederman, "On the Semantics of a Glance at a Scene," 243–245. 
174  Biederman, "On the Semantics of a Glance at a Scene," 245–247. 
175  Biederman, "On the Semantics of a Glance at a Scene," 213–214. 
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familiarity with a given object.176 The "modest number of simple geometric 

components"—geometric primitives or, to use Biederman's terminology, "geons"—

from which all complex objects can be constructed by processes of combination could 

be said to be the visual equivalent of verbal phonemes, the basic aural building 

blocks from which all spoken discourse is composed.177 Recognition, as understood by 

Biederman, proceeds by a process of decomposition and comparison,178 followed by 

definition and description of structural relationships among components.179  

Biederman infers from phonemic recognition (wherein something on the order of 55 

phonemes enable us to understand the building blocks of all spoken human 

language) that the pool of basic components or "geons" is relatively limited, around 

36 shapes.180 Although Biederman's approaches to scene and object recognition may 

be too focused—on one hand—on novelty and paradox, and—on the other—on 

geometric complexity, to be of practical value in a study of quotidian, disciplined 

visual communication, his overall approach, attending to the importance of 

performative context; to the interrelation of context, culture, and individual factors; 

                                                 

176  "The manner of segmentation and analysis into components does not appear to depend on our 
familiarity with the particular object being identified," page 115 in Irving Biederman, "Recognition-by-
Components: A Theory of Human Image Understanding," Psychological Review 94:2 (1987): 115–147. 

177  Biederman, "Recognition-by-Components," 115–116. The term "geons" is defined on page 118. 
178  Biederman, "Recognition-by-Components," 117–118. 
179  Biederman, "Recognition-by-Components," 118–119. 
180  Biederman, "Recognition-by-Components," 127. 
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and to the value of describing and measuring phenomenal relationships among 

visual and verbal inputs as determinants of meaning, is consonant both with the 

ecological approach I adopt in this study and with the geometric focus of gestalt 

heuristics that I employ as an analytic technique for identifying elements of 

meaning in my subject case. 

2.2.6 John Findlay and Iain Gilchrist 
Whereas Irving Biederman, writing alone and in collaboration with colleagues, 

explored the architecture of scenic representation and object interpretation, John 

Findlay and Iain Gilchrist are interested in the strategic dimension of visual 

perception—what is its global purpose and how does that purpose influence the 

process of picture perception? Most importantly Findlay and Gilchrist address a 

problem inherent in the conventional models described by Gombrich and Goodman: 

If our processes of perception are wholly or mostly driven by convention, can we 

change? Is it possible for individuals to change how they see things, or must such 

changes stem from shifts at the level of culture? For Findlay and Gilchrist—as for 

all of the philosophers and psychologists reviewed in this section—vision is an active 

not a passive process that directs—and is directed toward—action in the social and 

physical spheres. Although most authors reviewed herein have tended to describe 

perception in broad terms, Findlay and Gilchrist suggest that it, in fact, 

encompasses two processes: "Vision for recognition" (i.e., a process designed to 
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compare stimulus information against knowledge and experience stored in memory) 

and "vision for action" (visual processing geared toward guiding bodily movements 

and physical actions).181 Rather than an indiscriminate collector of diffuse, 

undifferentiated visual data, Findlay and Gilchrist describe the eye as a device that  

"samples what is interesting"—and determining what is interesting at any given 

point of is "guided by the observer's [individual] thought processes and action 

plans,"182 directed and fixed by overt cognitive processes,183 and influenced by the 

viewer's cultural environment and rhetorical context. Although our personal 

experiences and cultural training may predispose us to see things in a particular 

way, research cited by Findlay and Gilchrist demonstrates that our behavior can be 

influenced by the rhetorical action of an individual on a particular occasion and in a 

particular environment—we need look no further than the authors' example of the 

perceptual "scanpaths" that characterized the gaze of viewers of a Repin painting, 

which differed depending on whether those viewers were asked about the subjects' 

"material circumstances" or asked to estimate how long one of the subjects had been 

away from home.184 By simply creating a rhetorical context that called viewers to 

                                                 

181  Page 7 in John M. Findlay and Iain D. Gilchrist, Active Vision: The Psychology of Looking and 
Seeing (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2003). 

182  Findlay and Gilchrist, Active Vision, 6. 
183  Findlay and Gilchrist, Active Vision, 52–53. 
184  Findlay and Gilchrist, Active Vision, 131–133. 
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attend to particular aspects of a visual performance, the study's authors altered 

viewers' experiences of the paintings, what they saw, and how they felt about what 

they saw. No doubt these scenarios took advantage of pre-existing conventions for 

looking at and understanding painting, but they also suggest the possibility for 

individual rhetorical action does exist in the visual domain; that conventions and 

other cultural inputs are important tools for looking at visual performance as 

something of larger import in the context of a given community, but that they are 

not determinants of meaning—depending on context, individuals from the same 

interpretive community may see an image differently based on differences in 

individual circumstances and in the ways that a rhetor frames an image; and that 

perception, semantic meaning-making, and technology are powerfully influenced by 

both culture and individual action. 

   

 
Perceptual Domain Summary 
Key Findings 

• Like critiques composed from the technological or material perspective, 
works in the perceptual domain ground analyses in visible or tangible 
characteristics of the performance itself. Whereas material analyses presume 
careful descriptions of performative artifacts and close engagement with the 
technologies that go into producing, delivering, and interpreting them, 
perceptual analyses presume more subjective, naive encounters with 
performance, focusing on surface appearance and spatial arrangement of 
visible content.  

• Goodman, Gombrich, and others lend us insight into the context-sensitivity of 
perception (i.e., the assertion that what we perceive is shaped, in large 
measure, by our training and experience) but also highlights the degree to 
which we require insights from other domains to actually interpret perceptual 
features (i.e., semantic/semiotic insights to enable us to determine symbolic 
modes, pragmatic insights to understand the precise influence of culture and 
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training, argumentative inputs to help us draw inferences about the 
communicative significance of apparently-significant features, etc.). 
Perceptual analysis provides us with a laundry list of possibly salient features 
but we require other sorts of analysis to figure out what they mean in the 
context of both the performance itself and as part of larger conversations. 

• Findlay and Gilchrist suggest that, by shaping context and design, producers 
can influence what viewers see, how they feel about what they see, and even 
how they respond to what they see. 

• Von Helmholtz and others suggest that the impressions and inferences we 
draw through perception carry the persuasive force of logical conclusions, 
although the process by which such conclusions are reached may happen so 
quickly and automatically as to appear unconscious, even pre-attentive. 

 

Unanswered Questions 
• Although the perceptual theory reviewed here generally presupposes an active 

model of perception, guided by viewers' training and experience, what factor or 
factors in the perceptual landscape of a performance tell viewers which 
interpretive frame to apply? When looking at a children's drawing, a Northern 
Renaissance panel painting, and a scientific visual side-by-side, how do viewers 
know to look at the first as a child's work, the second as a work of fine and/or 
devotional art, and the third as a visual representation of numeric data? How do 
the mechanics of vision and cultural sensibilities interact to fix our attention on 
certain combinations of percepts or indicate relationships among individual 
percepts? 

• Once we have identified salient, relevant, significant percepts and perceptual 
patterns, how do we go about determining what they mean? The perceptual 
theory reviewed here suggests that perception is guided by disciplined interest, 
supplying relevant perceptual information to those other faculties for the 
construal of meaning—perceptual analysis provides us with a laundry list of 
possibly salient features but we require other sorts of analysis to figure out what 
those features mean in the context of the performative text itself as well as in the 
broader scheme of disciplinary or cultural interests. 
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2.3 The Semiotic or Semantic 
Domain 

Semiotic or semantic features complicate interpreters' readings of an image or 

composition by influencing their comprehension of the symbolic significance of the 

work. Is the illustration or multimodal text intended to illustrate some event, 

character, or process? Does it signify something deeper or more abstract? Does it 

mean anything at all? According to the authors reviewed in this section, interpreters 

unravel this complexity by searching for clues within the structure of the picture 

and/or composition itself that serve as pointers to the meaning of the work. The 

semiotic/semantic literature points to several different dimensions within the 

semiotic or semantic domain, including the need to determine the relative 

abstraction assumed within a given frame (e.g., whether the image or multimodal 

text is presumed to be denotative/iconic; indicative/indexical; or 

conventional/symbolic, as in the work of Charles Sanders Peirce and Roland 

Barthes); and to map the relationships that organize pictorial elements into 

narrative wholes (Gunther Kress and Theo van Leeuwen). Although semiotic or 

semantic analysis will help us interpret the salient features thrown up by 

technological and perceptual analysis, it really does not help us in assigning a 

weight to an iconic versus an indexical versus a symbolic reading and, thus, in 
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developing a preferred reading. To do that—as will become clear in the section that 

follows—requires reference to social-pragmatic and propositional factors.  

2.3.1 Charles Sanders Peirce 
In an intellectual career that spanned nearly 60 years, Charles Sanders Peirce 

addressed himself to many key questions in the areas of probabilistic logic, 

argumentation, and the theory of signs. Most notably, he focused on the idea that 

language and language-like systems depend on natural or conventional connections 

between a token or sign—say, a word or a picture—and its object, the things, 

actions, or ideas that the token 'stands for.' Two of Peirce's theoretical innovations—

his explication of abductive reasoning and his description of a tripartite theory of 

signs (which he termed "semiotic")—provide particularly useful bridges between 

perception and rhetorical argument. 

2.3.1.1 Abductive Reasoning 
Long interested in the structure of scientific reasoning, Peirce noted that the 

recognized logical forms, deduction185 and induction,186 failed to account for a kind of 

                                                 

185  That is, the inference of outcome b from cause a on the basis of a defined, 'given' relationship. For 
example, if we know the radius of a circle C is 2 and assume the correctness of the geometric relationship 
between the radius of a circle and its area—πr2—then we can deduce the area of C is 12.57 without having 
to confirm that area by measuring manually. 
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reasoning humans engage in every day without realizing it—the conversion of sense 

data into meaningful communication and the development of hypotheses to explain 

apparently surprising facts or observations we encounter. In his August 1878 essay, 

"Deduction, Induction, and Hypothesis,"187 Peirce illustrated the sorts of situation in 

which an observer might have to engage in hypothesis: 

1. "I once landed at a seaport in a Turkish province, and, as I was 
walking up to the house which I was to visit, I met a man upon 
horseback, surrounded by four horsemen holding a canopy over his 
head."188 

2. "Fossils are found; say, remains like those of fishes, but far in the 
interior of the country."189 

In both cases the observer is confronted by a situation for which neither experience 

nor the rules of formal logic (i.e., a general rule covering these circumstances) has 

prepared him or her; in the absence of absolute confidence or even a high probability 

supposition, the observer is cast back on informed guesswork or insight, which 

identifies some piece of existing knowledge that appears to relate to aspects of the 

                                                 

186  That is, the inference of a defined, assumed relationship—cause a—based on numerous, 
consistent observations of similar outcomes—b1, b2, b3, b4, b5, etc., etc.; for example, if numerous 
measurements of the areas of various circles (C01–50) indicate that the area of a circle varies consistently 
with the square of its radius multiplied by a mathematical constant, 3.14159, it is reasonable to infer that the 
formula πr2 is reliably descriptive of the relationship between the radius of a circle and its area. 

187  Charles Sanders Peirce, "Deduction, Induction, and Hypothesis," in The Essential Peirce, Volume 1 
(1867–1893), edited by Nathan Houser and Christian J. W. Kloesel, 186–199. Bloomington, IN: Indiana 
University Press, 1992. 

 188  Peirce, "Deduction, Induction, and Hypothesis," 189. 
189  Ibid. 
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novel encounter and then equates the surprising fact with the existing reason or 

explanation.190 In the case of Peirce's first example—the individual shaded by 

horseman bearing a canopy—he equated the work of four individuals to shelter a 

single man with esteem, to produce the hypothesis: 

"As the governor of the province was the only personage I could think of 
who would be so greatly honored, I inferred that this was he."191 

With respect to Peirce's second case—the unexpected case of fish fossils found well 

inland from the sea—he turns to the common knowledge presumption that one 

generally expects to find fish in or near a body of water, producing the hypothesis: 

"To explain the phenomenon [of the fish fossils found many miles from the 
sea], we suppose the sea once washed over this land."192 

                                                 

190  As described in his essay "Perceptual Judgments," the logical form of the abductive inference is: 

1. A well-recognized kind of object, M, has for its ordinary predicates P1, P2, P3, etc., indistinctly 
recognized. 

2.  The suggesting object, S, has these same predicates, P1, P2, P3, etc. 

3.  Hence, S is of the kind M. 

The "well-recognized kind of object, M" that provides the original premise for this proposition is unstated, 
forming part of the observer's experience, common knowledge gained through membership in particular 
cultures, or learning. The encounter with the surprising or unexpected "suggesting object, S" creates both a 
need and a body of defining characteristics against which each potential M can be measured for goodness 
of fit until a plausible candidate is discovered; although "the different elements of the hypothesis were in our 
minds before" our encounter with the "surprising fact" it is this encounter that creates the conditions for 
comparison, the relational criteria that provide "the idea of putting together what [which] we had never before 
dreamed of putting together"—when the connection is made a "new suggestion" then "flashes…before our 
contemplation." For the original abductive inference schema and discussion quoted here, see pages 304–
305 in Charles Sanders Peirce, "Perceptual Judgments," in Philosophical Writings of Peirce, edited by 
Justus Buchler, 302–305 (New York: Dover Publication, 1955). For more on the logical form of abductive 
inferences, see also pages 151–152 in Charles Sanders Peirce, "Abduction and Induction," in Philosophical 
Writings of Peirce, edited by Justus Buchler, 150–156 (New York: Dover Publication, 1955). 

191  Peirce, "Deduction, Induction, and Hypothesis," 189. 
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Although the logical structure of these intuitions can be quite complex, according to 

Peirce they are both unconscious (indeed such a hypothesis is not even "recognized 

as an inference; the conclusion is accepted without our knowing how"193) and 

automatic ("The abductive suggestion comes to us like a flash"194), perhaps even 

appearing to be pre-attentive—providing an important point of contact between 

higher-order thinking and perception195 (see my earlier discussion of Hermann von 

Helmholtz's concept of unconscious inference).  

Peirce relates abduction more concretely with perception in a passage in which 

he describes how the very act of observing the world around us and communicating 

those observations to others involves us in serial hypothesis—identifying, 

categorizing, selecting, and relating sensory input to make sense of the observed 

world for ourselves and to convey situationally important aspects of that "sense" to 

others: 

Looking out my window this lovely spring morning I see an azalea in full 
bloom. No, no! I do not see that; though that is the only way I can describe 
what I see. That is a proposition, a sentence, a fact; but what I perceive is 
not proposition, sentence, fact, but only an image, which I make 

                                                 

192  Ibid. 
193  Peirce, "Perceptual Judgments," 305. 
194  Peirce, "Perceptual Judgments," 304. 
195  "Abductive inference shades into perceptual judgment without any sharp line of demarcation 

between them; or, in other words, our first premisses, the perceptual judgments, are to be an extreme case 
of abductive inferences" (Peirce, "Perceptual Judgments," 304). 
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intelligible in part by means of a statement of fact. This statement is 
abstract; but what I see is concrete. I perform an abduction when I so 
much as express in a sentence anything I see. The truth is that the whole 
fabric of our knowledge is one matted felt of pure hypothesis confirmed 
and refined by induction. Not the smallest advance can be made in 
knowledge beyond the stage of vacant staring, without making an 
abduction at every step.196 

Complicated by incomplete knowledge, prejudice, the complexities of visual 

representation and interpretation, and the rapid and fallible nature of abductive 

association itself, the insights produced via hypothesis tend to be low-probability 

inferences, founded on a great many unexamined assumptions. Improving the 

validity and reliability of these assumptions, according to Peirce, should involve a 

careful interrogation of the given facts and relationships we assume197 and, when 

possible, challenge via repeated testing against new but related cases. Developing 

such a capacity is vital because abductive inferences tend to have the force of 

persuasion and, while we cannot live without abduction, we can train ourselves to be 

self-aware and intentional in our efforts to produce and interpret visual texts. 

                                                 

196  CS Peirce quoted on page 72 in Joseph Brent, Charles Sanders Peirce (Bloomington, IN: Indiana 
University Press, 1998). 

197  As Peirce puts it, "[Practical] knowledge must involve additions to the facts observed [via our 
senses]. The making of these additions is an operation which we can control; and it is evidently a process 
during which error is liable to creep in." Our default condition tends to be one of relatively unexamined 
hypothesis—to become intentional analysts and producers of visual texts, we must attend more closely to 
the panoply of facts and associations that guide our hypotheses (Peirce, "Abduction and Induction," 150). 
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In addition to providing an important bridge between perception and 

knowledge-construction, unconscious conclusion/abductive inference points the way 

to understanding how pictures might be arguments, by calling on similitude (either 

literal or conceptual) to provide the unspoken foundations for rational arguments 

calling on knowledge, beliefs, and practices available to members of a performance's 

audience, selectively activating elements within that cultural matrix using cues 

embedded in the warp and woof of the visual performance itself. 

2.3.1.2 Semiotics: The Doctrine of Signs 
One factor complicating the reliability of abductive inferences is the complexity 

involved in interpreting symbolic communication—as Peirce noted, we do not 

apprehend sensory input directly but filter it through a whole network of abductive 

inferences that convert sense signals into intelligible objects, concepts, and 

relationships. The operation of those filters—our minds' sense-making apparatus—is 

associative, isolating leading indicators or attributes from the mass of sensory data 

available to us; relating those attributes to some thing or some deeper meaning; and 

acting upon the sense we make of the scene with which we are presented. Because 

the nature of these associations is learned or, in some cases, entirely conventional, 

the connections between perceptible attributes, their determining objects, and the 

sense made of those attributes by individuals is not natural and may only be 

garnered by means of fallible human agency; therefore, the entire process is riven 
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with contingency and ambiguity. Although space here precludes an in-depth 

discussion of Peirce's system for making sense of "semeiotic"198—the term he used to 

describe the study of signs and humankind's efforts to make sense of the world 

around us—I briefly explicate his schematization of sign structure and his taxonomy 

of sign-types, both of which provide a useful vocabulary for identifying and 

explaining the operations of visual and multimodal semantics. 

2.3.1.2.1 Representamen 
The representamen is the form in which a sign is presented to its audience.199 

Such signs function in any of several ways (signs may however be multimodal—an 

icon, for instance, may also function as an index): 

• icon 
The sign is similar to or recognizable as the thing it signifies.200 

• index 
The sign is causally or naturally connected with the thing it signifies 
(as recordings are connected with the aural or visual act they record 
or thunder is connected with lightning).201 

                                                 

198  "Semeiotic" is the particular term Peirce uses in reference to his "Doctrine of Signs"; some students 
of semiotics continue to use it to differentiate Peirce's theory from others (e.g., Saussure's approach). 

199  Page 99 in Charles Sanders Peirce, "Logic as Semiotic: The Theory of Signs," in Philosophical 
Writings of Peirce, edited by Justus Buchler, 98–119 (New York: Dover Publication, 1955). 

200  Peirce, "Logic as Semiotic: The Theory of Signs," 102 and 104. 
201  Ibid. Examples of indexes include "a Proper Name, a symptom of a disease, smoke to fire, a hole in 

a piece of wood where a bullet passed through" (page 104); importantly, Peirce nuances his definition of an 
index in this last example by pointing out that the hole is an index of the shot "whether anybody has the 
sense to attribute it to a shot or not" (ibid.). Other examples include "a low barometer with a moist air is an 
index of rain" (page 109) and "a weathercock is an index of the direction of the wind" (ibid.). 
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• symbol 
The sign is only conventionally related to the thing it signifies (e.g., 
language, signage, codes and ciphers, etc.).202 

2.3.1.2.2 Interpretant 
The sense made of a sign by an interpreter.203 

2.3.1.2.3 Object 
That tangible (or at least realizable) object, idea, or process to which a sign 

refers—i.e., what the sign "stands for."204 

Although Peirce does not deal with the interpretation of images directly, his 

insights into the connection between semantics, semiotics, and rhetoric provide a 

model both for understanding the mechanics of sense-making as it relates to coded 

communication—insights that apply as equally to the interpretation of visual 

images as they do to making sense of verbal language or sensory input—and for 

recognizing the argumentative dimension of 'making sense of our senses,' both as an 

internal dialogue and in our efforts to relate our understandings of the world to 

others. Later authors—Roland Barthes, and Gunther Kress and Theo van 

                                                 

202  Peirce, "Logic as Semiotic: The Theory of Signs," 102. As Peirce puts it elsewhere, "[A] Symbol [is] 
a sign which is determined by its dynamic object only in the sense that it will be so interpreted. It thus 
depends either upon a convention, a habit, or a natural disposition of its interpretant." See page 33 in 
Charles Sanders Peirce and Lady Victoria Welby, Semiotic and Significs: The Correspondence Between 
Charles S. Peirce and Lady Victoria Welby, edited by Charles Hardwick (Bloomington, IN: Indiana University 
Press, 1977). 

203  Peirce, "Logic as Semiotic: The Theory of Signs," 99. 
204  Ibid. 
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Leeuwen—have taken up the problem of interpreting images as semantic and 

semiotic performances and it is to them that I will now turn my attention. 

2.3.2 Roland Barthes 
Whereas Peirce was interested primarily in the interpretation of verbal  

language and sensory stimuli, French literary critic Roland Barthes concerned 

himself with the problem of "reading" pictures in his "Rhetoric of the Image." 

Barthes saw images as composed of discrete, conventional elements—signs—that 

could be understood semiotically and ordered semantically. In effect, images for 

Barthes were understood as being argumentative, even if logicians refused to 

recognize an equivalence of verbal and visual assertions.205 Although Barthes's 

approach may sound like a straightforward extension of Peirce's semiotic sensibility 

into the visual realm, the French critic was among the first to recognize that images 

very rarely appear on their own outside the confines of an artists' studio, far more 

                                                 

205  H. P. Grice complicates the status of assertions—both verbal and visual—by suggesting that the 
perception of a performance as assertoric may depend not only on the construction and content of the 
performance itself, but on the context in which it is perceived. See, e.g., his thought experiment comparing 
Mr. X's relative perception of a photograph depicting "Mr. Y displaying undue familiarity to Mrs. X" and a 
drawing illustrating the same scene on pages 382–383 in H. P. Grice, "Meaning," The Philosophical Review 
66:3 (July 1957): 377–388. Barthes mediates this complexity through the functions of "anchorage" and 
"relay," which serve to triangulate meaning through the juxtaposition of multiple media in local message 
contexts (without addressing, however, the larger situational factors that inflect the reading of different 
image-types in Grice's example—the resolution of such factors to narrow the range of readings likely to 
obtain in a particular case requires the consideration of pragmatic factors in conjunction with a semiotic 
lens). For more on images as assertions—including useful syntheses of, and responses to, Grice and 
Searle's analyses of "assertion"—see Marcia Eaton, "Truth in Pictures," The Journal of Aesthetics and Art 
Criticism 39:1 (Autumn 1980): 15–26. 
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often appearing in combination with other media. Although these combinations 

could take the form of multiple still images (as in a medieval triptych or a modern 

collage, for example) or moving images, very often images appear with verbal 

messages, mixing and integrating media.206 Barthes proposed two functions for 

linguistic messages presented in conjunction with images 

• "Anchorage" refers to textual messages that serve either as (1) a guide 
to perception (Barthes's example is a caption that identifies "forms 
and masses" in an advertisement as "rice and tuna fish with 
mushrooms," which he avers "permits me to focus…my 
understanding") or (2) a device that limits the possible range of 
metaphoric connotations (his example, again from advertising, is the 
inclusion of a tagline, "as if from your own garden" which limits the 
range of possible connotations in the accompanying illustration 
depicting "a few fruits scattered around the ladder"—the caption, he 
argues, cutting off the possibility that the image could mean "paucity 
of the harvest").207 

• "Relay" places image and text, music, sound, etc. in a more symbiotic 
relationship, where neither medium, individually, could convey the 
entirety of the intended message. His examples include such 
phenomena as speech and thought balloons in cartoons and dialogue 
in film.208 

                                                 

206  On advertising images, see pages 33–34 and 38–41 in Roland Barthes, ImageMusicText (New 
York: Hill and Wang, 1977). For text with news photographs, see Barthes, ImageMusicText, 25–27. Such 
text-image combinations have been much more common historically than the lone image (straw man) 
constructed by Fleming. For more on rhetorical significance of text-image congeries in the history of 
technical communication, see especially pages 15–16 in Elizabeth Tebeaux and M. Jimmie Killingsworth, 
"Expanding and Redirecting Historical Research in Technical Writing," Technical Communication Quarterly 
1:2 (1992): 5–32. 

207  Barthes, ImageMusicText, 39–40. 
208  Barthes, ImageMusicText, 41. 
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 Barthes further argues, contrary to the positions stated by Fleming (see the 

"The Propositional or Inferential Domain," below) and Plato (see "The Technological 

or Material Domain," earlier in this chapter), that there can be no such thing as a 

purely denotative (that is, literal) image.209 Despite the fact that photographs seem to 

be purely literal snatches of reality, their supposed "objectivity" Barthes describes as 

"mythical"210 because human intervention in the selection, framing, printing, and 

editing process infuses the image with rich connotations: "The denoted image 

naturalizes the symbolic message, it innocents the semantic artifice of connotation, 

which is extremely dense."211 Barthes posits a continuum of abstraction-

conventionality, however, with photographs at the less-conventional end of the 

spectrum and highly abstract images, like drawings, occupying the more-

conventional pole. That said, Barthes appears not to believe that photographs are 

"uncoded" per se,212 feeling instead that photographs' seeming referentiality may 

require greater contextualization from other media—such as verbal text—to narrow 

the range of possible meanings than may be necessary with drawings, as artists are 

                                                 

209  Barthes, ImageMusicText, 42.  Cf. Gombrich, note 139 above. 
210  Barthes, ImageMusicText, 18–19. 
211  Barthes, ImageMusicText, 44–45. This is not a particularly convincing explanation, however, 

because even the mechanical contrivance of the camera is not simply snatching 'reality'—more than simply 
capturing the light that passes through the lens and depositing it on the surface of the film, the technology of 
the camera embodies certain human assumptions about optics, etc. and such understandings mediate 
'reality' in precisely the same ways as the more active interventions Barthes notes, like framing and editing. 

212  Although Barthes does make that claim in one passage (Barthes, ImageMusicText, 42). 
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able to selectively code only those aspects of the depicted object necessary to convey 

their messages. Barthes's idea of messages being bound up in interdependent and 

coextensive combinations of media seems an effective compromise between the 

absolute referentiality of images under formalism and unproblematic 

conventionality of images supposed by those who consider them to be the simple 

analogues of words.213 

2.3.3 Gunther Kress and Theo van 
Leeuwen 

Whereas Charles Sanders Peirce and Roland Barthes focused on the deep 

structures of signification to explain how symbolic discourse means and how 

categories of representation signify different kinds of relationships between signs 

and their objects, less attention has been paid in the visual realm to studying how 

visual or multimodal signs have been "combined into a meaningful whole."214 This is 

the project taken up by semioticians Gunther Kress and Theo van Leeuwen in their 

book, Reading Images. Kress and van Leeuwen explicate a grammar of visual 

images, a description of "the way in which depicted people, places, and things 

                                                 

213  For a useful example of the complexity masked by the seeming simplicity of certain 
representational forms, such as pictographs, see Johanna Drucker and Jerome McGann, "Images as the 
Text," Information Design Journal 10:2 (2000–2001): 95–106. 

214  Page 1 in Gunther Kress and Theo van Leeuwen, Reading Images: The Grammar of Visual Design 
(New York: Routledge, 2006). 
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combine in visual 'statements' of greater or lesser complexity and extension."215 

Kress and van Leeuwen's "grammar" focuses heavily on the internal organization of 

images and the division of multimodal texts into units of meaning ("visual 

structuring"216), units that perform both productive epistemic ("they produce images 

of reality"217) and ideological functions (i.e., the units of pictorial meaning are "bound 

up with the interests of the social institutions within which the pictures are 

produced, circulated, and read"218). For Kress and van Leeuwen, the arrangement of 

visual elements within the visual frame—whether within a picture on its own or in a 

multimodal visual text—is never "merely formal," but a message encoded with 

disciplinary, rhetorical, and cultural meanings waiting to be deciphered.219 

Peirce and Barthes both treated visual interpretation as an essentially 

rhetorical act—Peirce as a species of self-persuasion with respect to the conversion 

                                                 

215  Kress and van Leeuwen, Reading Images, 1. In so doing, Kress and van Leeuwen attend primarily 
to taxis (grammar/syntax) and little—if at all—to (1) lexis (recognition/meaning-making related to discrete 
elements visible in the visual field, although they do allude to gestalt-like principles for clustering and 
differentiating percepts on page 81) or (2) materiality: "There is a further area which we will not consider 
here in detail, even though it needs detailed description in a fuller treatment of visual representation: It is the 
question of the materials which are (made) available in a culture for the purposes of representation. This 
applies to surfaces of inscription, to the materials which are applied to surfaces, and to the tools which are 
used in the processes of representation" (Kress and van Leeuwen, Reading Images, 232, emphasis in 
original). 

216  Kress and van Leeuwen, Reading Images, 45. 
217  Ibid. 
218  Ibid. 
219  Ibid. 
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of sense stimuli into hypotheses about what one was seeing, then overtly as 

argument when relating such readings to others; and Barthes as rhetoric per se, 

invoking the art explicitly to explain the persuasive effects of framing images, and 

combining them with other media to create composite arguments. Kress and van 

Leeuwen flesh out the connection with rhetoric still further by equating the selection 

of appropriate media in which to convey a message with invention. Performances—

"apt, plausible, motivated expressions"—are produced in "any medium which is to 

hand." 220 Images are often edited—cropped or otherwise reframed—or combined 

with other media to enhance their "interest" for the artist's target audience by 

highlighting "particular features of the [performance thought] to be…criterial, at 

that moment, and in that context."221 Although Kress and van Leeuwen agree with 

Peirce and Barthes as regards the persuasiveness of visual performances as gestalts, 

they disagree strongly with Barthes as regards two dimensions related to the 

semiotic equivalence of words and images (and, thus, on the relationship between 

the two as possible constituents of rhetoric arguments). Whereas Barthes contends 

that, in some situations, verbal text is necessary to fix meaning (see discussion of 

"anchorage," above) and that a photograph is a "message without a code," Kress and 

van Leeuwen are at pains (1) to separate semiotic modes—visuals, for them, may be 

                                                 

220  Kress and van Leeuwen, Reading Images, 10–11. 
221  Ibid. 
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"connected with [associated] verbal text, but in no way dependent on it"222—and (2) 

to assert the coded nature of all intentional symbolic communication, the photograph 

no less than a drawing or painting.223 Although both positions provide a useful 

insight into the granularity of Kress and van Leeuwen's rhetorical model—for them, 

every element of a composition should be considered under the control of the work's 

author and, therefore, interrogated to determine its rhetorical import—they also 

appear to open Kress and van Leeuwen up to criticism from a pragmatic perspective. 

With respect to verbal-visual hierarchies and the possible dependence of images on 

text to aid interpreters in fixing the meaning of multimodal performances, I suggest 

that Kress and van Leeuwen are quite right to argue that certain communities 

constitute a hermeneutic circle, bound together in part by the sharing of imagistic 

codes that add meaning to an image (or enable that meaning to be inferred) while 

being missed by audience members outside the circle. For example, art connoisseurs 

may possess a visual lexicon that enables them to identify hidden layers of 

significance within an image (e.g., whether it is authentic or a forgery on the basis of 

material cues to a particular artist's style visible or absent in an image). It would be 

equally true to point out that for some audiences (e.g., those who lack the art 

expert's skills in connoisseurship) explanatory text or other media might be 

                                                 

222  Kress and van Leeuwen, Reading Images, 17. 
223  Kress and van Leeuwen, Reading Images, 22–23. 
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necessary to convey a particular message on a particular occasion—a preferable 

position might be to argue for the middle ground of modal interdependence, with 

occasional situations in which the balance tips toward one end or the other.224 

Similarly, with the question of whether photographs are coded or not, Kress and van 

Leeuwen's affirmative contention is well taken but, in the eyes of many viewers, 

Barthes is right: The codes in photographs may as well be nonexistent. Perhaps it 

would be more appropriate to assert the photograph is a "message without an 

apparent code."  Again, in this example, Kress and van Leeuwen appear to espouse a 

comparatively monolithic conception of culture. It is entirely possible for an initiate 

into, say, the hermeneutic circle of oncologists or cytologists to be able to look at a 

photograph produced via microscope and interpret the codes he or she sees there, 

while the rest of us see only abstract swirls of color and shape—in some instances, 

we might even have trouble identifying such an image as a photograph at all, 

perhaps mistaking a cytologic image for color-blindness test or similar work of 

abstract art. The issues Kress and van Leeuwen raise are important and definitely 

highlight the rhetorical nature of visual authorship, but their readings and 

heuristics in this thematic area and several others point to a need for pragmatic 

balance lacking in their own analyses. 

                                                 

224  Indeed, Barthes anticipates precisely this balance in his concept of "relay" (see discussion above). 



The Rhetorical Potential of Images in Popular Accounts of Historical Events 
Chapter 02: Literature Review 

W. Christopher Scruton 
 

116 

Borrowed from linguist M.A.K. Halliday, a vital dimension of Kress and van 

Leeuwen's semiotic approach is the notion that semiotic systems perform not just an 

"ideational function" (i.e., their primary purpose is not simply epistemic, the 

production of knowledge or ideas) or a textual function (guiding the conversion of 

that knowledge or those ideas into an intelligible text), but "an 'interpersonal' 

function, a function of enacting social interactions as social relations."225 The authors 

argue that "grammatical forms"—for example, "inventories of the major 

compositional structures which have become established as conventions in the 

course of the history of visual semiotics"226—provide tools or heuristics "for encoding 

interpretations of experience and forms of social (inter)action."227 In practice, Kress 

and van Leeuwen bring meaning back in to the equation only in the most abstract 

sense; for the most part, they ignore the specific beliefs and practices of the 

discourse communities from which they derive their examples, comparing children's 

artwork and the work of fine artists with that of scientific illustrators. At one level, 

one could argue that all of those performances are symbolically encoded, but the 

authors rarely go beyond superficial formalism to get at disciplined meaning. 

Although they argue that "visual language is not transparent and universally 

                                                 

225  Kress and van Leeuwen, Reading Images, 13. 
226  Ibid. 
227  Kress and van Leeuwen, Reading Images, 1. 
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understood, but culturally specific,"228 Kress and van Leeuwen only honor this 

sentiment in a very narrow range of experience—western visual communication—

while suggesting that non-Western semiotic modes might differ and failing to 

disaggregate the many subcultures within "Western culture" that influence meaning 

and practice. 

Kress and van Leeuwen's invocation of "interest" usefully re-connects their 

social semiotic system with rhetoric—identifying interest with the author's pre-

conceptions about the needs, desires, preferences, and knowledge of her or his 

audience, triangulating those needs with the demands of the situation to identify a 

measure of relevance that enables the author to identify aspects of argument that 

are fit for the occasion in question.229 Although the authors clearly recognize the 

groundedness of the available means of persuasion in the knowledge and productive 

and interpretive habits of a performance's audience—what they term the 

community's "semiotic landscape"230—Kress and van Leeuwen's analysis is replete 

                                                 

228  Kress and van Leeuwen, Reading Images, 3. 
229  "Interest guides the selection of what is seen as the criterial aspects of the object, and this criterial 

aspect is then regarded as adequately or sufficiently representative of the object in the given context. In 
other words, it is never the 'whole object' but only the criterial aspects which are represented" (Kress and 
van Leeuwen, Reading Images, 6). 

230  "The place of visual communication in a given society can only be understood in the context of…the 
range of forms or modes of public communication available in that society and…their uses and valuations. 
We refer to this as 'the semiotic landscape'" (Kress and van Leeuwen, Reading Images, 33). 
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with odd comparisons, pragmatically speaking. Two of the most striking examples 

include: 

• The authors' development of "inventories of the major compositional 
structures which have become established as conventions in the 
course of the history of visual semiotics" and their subsequent effort to 
apply that catalogue to "analyze [the ways those structures] are used 
to produce meaning by contemporary image-makers."231 This attempt 
at schematization and taxonomy creates for Kress and van Leeuwen 
the same problem that bedevils the work of Robert Horn and 
Manfredo Massironi—seeking to establish overarching schemata that 
can be applied in a variety of communicative situations creates high-
level categories that make a certain kind of generalization possible at 
the same time that those generalizations tend to be shallow and, 
worse, inauthentic, reflecting little of the epistemology and local 
practice that likely informed the creation of a subject performance. 
Kress and van Leeuwen's schematization of narrative representations 
provides an effective example of the challenges presented by their 
ambition to produce a broadly-applicable grammar232; a 35-page 
discussion233 of the topic barely scratches the surface of possible 
narrative types, neither accounting for many of the nuances of 
narrative types likely to be found in analysts' subject cases234 nor 
providing a fully-fledged map of high level, heuristic organizers that 
could be fleshed-out by the analyst as he or she considers the specific 
applications of narrative imagery in her or his own study-culture. 

                                                 

231  Ibid. 
232  Although Kress and van Leeuwen are at pains to point out that their grammar is by no means 

universal—"Visual language is not transparent and universally understood, but culturally specific" (Reading 
Images, 3)—they frequently deploy their analytic tools to draw comparisons between performances that are 
widely separate by gulfs of history and genre. Conceding that at a certain level all images function as 
collections of comparable geometric primitives, the types of comparisons valid at that level of abstraction are 
necessarily limited. 

233  Kress and van Leeuwen, Reading Images, 43–78. 
234  As noted above, Kress and van Leeuwen mention that non-Western modes may differ without 

attending to what any of those differences might entail and focus on a very narrow range of categories that 
apply primarily to Western advertising and social scientific imagery. 
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• The authors' comparison of two Dutch masters with children's 
drawings starkly illuminates the challenges of developing and 
responsibly applying a generalizable grammar of visual 
communication.235 Although their approach in this example does 
demystify culturally authorized versus quotidian visual forms and 
provide for comparisons within and across broad representational 
categories, these comparisons could hardly be called grounded. The 
comparison of an abstract display of demographic data using 
representational sprites as both quantitative units of measure and 
chronological cues236 with Jan van Eyck's St. Jerome in His Study237 or 
a photograph238 under the broad heading of "Conceptual 
Representations" likely tells us little about the discourse of statistics 
that statisticians would recognize as possessing heuristic validity. So 
it might tell us something about images writ large, but it tells us very 
little about what a performance meant (or how it meant) to its 
audience. 

In short, Kress and van Leeuwen's expansion of the ideas (1) that the internal 

organization of images and visual-texts has semantic significance (and, most 

importantly, is a feature that can be shaped by an author and reliably interpreted by 

her or his audience) and (2) that image types serve social and epistemic functions, 

provides a valuable connection between the critical insights of Peirce and Barthes 

and the productive art of rhetoric. Although their general taxonomy of 

representational categories is useful for comparison, the categories themselves are 

far too general to tell the analyst much of pragmatic value, providing instead a 

                                                 

235  Kress and van Leeuwen, Reading Images, 155–158. 
236  Kress and van Leeuwen, Reading Images, 104. 
237  Kress and van Leeuwen, Reading Images, 109. 
238  Kress and van Leeuwen, Reading Images, 110. 
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useful starting point from which the analyst can begin her or his own investigations, 

generating authentic categories shaped by representational criteria that matter 

most in her or his subject-culture.239 

0.1   

 
Semiotic or Semantic Domain Summary 
Key Findings 

• Whereas technological and perceptual analyses focus on the materiality of a 
performance and the organization of information on its visible surface(s), 
semiotic and semantic analyses unravel the complex tangle of percepts by 
searching for clues within the structure of a picture and/or composition that 
serve as pointers to the deeper meaning and connotation of the work. By 
compelling us to connect the dots—i.e., to connect meta-analysis of a 
performance and its meaning to actual percepts visible in the text—semiotic 
and semantic analyses serve to ground any arguments we might care to 
make about the deeper meaning of the work in question to specific, 
apprehensible dimensions of the performance; similarly by connecting our 
conduct of technological and perceptual analyses to real-life cultures and 
contexts, semiotic and semantic analysis can provide probabilistic criteria 
that aid the analyst in focusing on potentially fruitful lines of inquiry. 

• The complexity of human thought—and, therefore, of systems designed to 
convey the content of thought—is such that we rarely interpret visual and 
multimodal performances on the basis of their visible surfaces alone. Instead, 
we rely on systems of conventional associations that connect meanings with 
certain arrangements of culturally meaningful percepts, what Charles 
Sanders Peirce called 'signs' (although the term as used by Peirce—and the 
semiotic sensibility behind it—was well-known in antiquity and discussed in 

 

                                                 

239  As an example of the sort of study that uses grounded research to identify relevant culture-specific 
narrative categories, see Jody Seels and Barbara Seels's examination of American Civil War-era 
photographic culture. Seels and Seels draw an explicit connection between the materiality of image-
making—in their case the limitations imposed by the mechanics of photography and photographic printing—
and the kinds of narratives one could create within the photograph; a connection between technology and 
semantics. As those representational practices became ingrained in photographic culture, they affected the 
pragmatic possibilities available to the photographer. Pages 383 and 385 in Jody Seels and Barbara Seels, 
"Civil War Photography and its Impact," Visual Literacy in the Digital Age: Selected Readings from the [25th] 
Annual Conference of the International Visual Literacy Association (Rochester, NY: IVLA, 1993). For more 
on the pragmatics of photographic communication and the cultural currency of representations-of-war, see 
pages 384–385. 
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some depth by the likes of Augustine of Hippo and Origen). Peirce described 
the structure of signs as essentially tripartite: The form in which the sign is 
presented to the audience (Peirce's representamen), the sense made of the 
sign by its interpeter (interpretant), and the object, idea, or process to which 
the sign refers (object). Peirce further subdivided the representamen into 
three sign-types: Icons (those that are similar to or recognizable as the object 
they signify), indexes (those that are causally or naturally connected with 
their objects, as thunder is connected with lightning and smoke with fire), and 
symbols (those that are only connected with their objects by means of 
convention, as most words are with their meanings and road-signs are with 
theirs). 

• Kress and van Leeuwen's invocation of "interest" creates a useful through-
line connecting semiotics with perception (where it intersects with 
discussions of salience and fixation), pragmatics (where it intersects with 
"vectors of influence"), and rhetoric (where it intersects with "function"). 

• Several of the semiotic perspectives reviewed here highlighted differences 
between—and interdependence among—representational modes (e.g., 
between and among verbal text and photographs on a newspaper page). 
Roland Barthes coined the terms anchorage and relay to refer to two types of 
relationships among media, anchorage to identify types of media messages 
that help fix the meaning of ambiguous related performances (e.g., a caption 
that fixes the identity of an individual in a photograph), and relay to describe 
complementary combinations of media (e.g., the spoken or subtitled dialogue 
that accompanies the visual action in a film). 

• As with von Helmholtz and unconscious conclusion, C. S. Peirce recognized 
the existence of a kind of probabilistic logic governing the operation of our 
senses and the conversion of sense data into meaningful communication, a 
logical form he termed "abductive reasoning." Abduction involves the 
unconscious, automatic development of hypotheses to explain apparently 
surprising facts or observations we encounter and, like unconscious 
inference/conclusion, the products of inference bear the persuasive force of 
rhetorical argument, another important point of contact between theoretical 
domains (in this case, between perceptual, semantic/semiotic, and 
propositional/inferential domains). 

Unanswered Questions 
• In a situation in which there is no apparent means of fixing meaning, how do we 

decide if an iconic, indexical, or symbolic reading is most appropriate? No basis 
exists in any of the semiotic/semantic models reviewed here for differentiating 
between readings pitched at different semiotic levels—although the tripartite 
division of icon/index/symbol is a crucial theoretical insight, determining whether 
an iconic, indexical, or symbolic reading is more appropriate requires context, 
either cultural or argumentative (i.e., knowledge of some commonplace practice 
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or belief that hedges or inflects a reading one way or another, or an inference 
drawn from the author's larger rhetorical goals). Grounding readings in the text 
is one thing, but understanding them often casts the experienced reader in the 
role of reading into them. 

0. 

  

2.4 The Societal Pragmatic 
Domain 

Societal-pragmatic factors refer to specific memories, beliefs, knowledge, and 

practices that influence the production and interpretation of culturally relevant 

communication. Included in this discussion will be considerations of how practices of 

looking at (John Berger) and producing (Charles Kostelnick and Michael Hassett) 

images have evolved in different communities; the ways in which cultural memories 

in the form of iconic images affect future interpretation of similar images and how 

such images are appropriated and re-used in persuasive settings (Robert Hariman & 

John Lucaites); and the ways in which cultural practices may help interpreters fix 

meanings arrived at by semantic means (Cara Finnegan).  

2.4.1 John Berger 
In Ways of Seeing, art critic John Berger provides a detailed account of the 

largely ignored primacy of vision in Western culture—a true primacy because, in 
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Berger's words, "seeing comes before words"240—and the degree to which culture 

affects what we see and how we see it. For Berger, our perceptual and cognitive 

faculties are not independent systems but interdependent components of a complex 

interpretive apparatus grounded in our cultural education, personal and collective 

beliefs, and past experiences.241 The cultural groundedness of images and the 

apparent naturalness of visual interpretation create interpretive challenges because 

an image is a "sight" that has been "detached from the place and time in which it 

first made its appearance" and "recreated or reproduced,"242 on the one hand 

rendering faint or even non-existent the connections between the image and its 

original content and, on the other, transplanting the "sight" into a new time and/or 

place, perhaps in a radically different cultural context. Berger's strongest 

contribution is his explication of how this relationship between constructedness—the 

notion of the image being a "sight" intentionally transposed from one context to 

another for a rhetorical purpose—and socialized vision (or visualization) plays out in 

practice, both how culture affects what we put or what we see "within the frame" 

and, most importantly, the decisive importance of visuals for understanding politics, 

economics, and ideology in the larger sphere of culture. 

                                                 

240  Page 7 in John Berger, Ways of Seeing (London: British Broadcasting Corporation, 1972). 
241  As Berger puts it, "The way we see things is affected by what we know or what we believe"  (Ways 

of Seeing, 8). 
242  Berger, Ways of Seeing, 9–10. 
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With respect to interpreting what we see within the frame, Berger points to the 

influence of culture and experience not only as a source of aesthetic values but also 

for the basic building blocks of perceptual and cognitive categories that enable us to 

interpret the work of art as representing anything we recognize from the natural 

world. To the extent that an artist is able to key into our own beliefs and 

experiences, "our own observation of people, gestures, faces, institutions,"243 he or 

she is able to "seduce"244 us, to convince us of something—that a painting represents 

human beings, that one feels an emotion based on a viewing of the artificial stimulus 

of a photograph or film, etc., an insight that calls to mind shades of Helmholtz's 

unconscious inference and Peirce's abductive hypothesis, connecting up cues in a 

performance with the viewer's direct experience and cultural knowledge in a flash of 

insight. Expanding the concept of the frame to encompass what we might term a 

work's "performative context," Berger argues that it is not only cultural milieu and 

personal experience that key us up to view a performance in a particular way; such 

meaning can also be influenced by "what one sees immediately beside it or what 

                                                 

243  Berger, Ways of Seeing, 14. 
244  Ibid. 
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comes immediately after it,"245 pointing to another factor that would need to be 

considered in any sort of cultural or material analysis. 

Berger's notion of extending the frame to encompass aspects of performative 

context is further extended to conclude that meaning in art is not just about what we 

see in the frame, but an aggregation of in-frame content with social factors that bear 

on the production, circulation, and interpretation of the work. An illuminating 

discussion of this phenomenon can be found in Berger's consideration of those few 

examples of nude paintings, such as Rembrandt's Danäe, that cast the viewer in the 

role of "outsider" rather than "spectator-owner"; Berger considers such works "no 

longer nudes"246—the notion of the "nude" in his conception referring not to the 

model's nakedness but to the subject position in which nude models are typically 

placed, as the sexual possession of the viewer. Situating a work challenges us to 

attend to the whole panoply of analytic methods, not just perceptual and cognitive 

techniques (which might lead us to confuse the nakedness of a subject with a work 

that Berger would classify as a "nude") but also technological, pragmatic, and 

                                                 

245  Berger, Ways of Seeing, 29. Thinking expansively about Berger's concept of the frame, his 
example of the physical space in which viewers encounter Leonardo da Vinci's cartoon of The Virgin and 
Child with Saint Anne and Saint John the Baptist in the National Gallery in London is an apt illustration of the 
interaction of context and meaning—the drawing "became famous because an American wanted to buy it for 
two and a half million pounds….Now it hangs in a room by itself. The room is like a chapel. The drawing is 
behind bullet-proof perspex. It has acquired a new kind of impressiveness. Not because of what it shows—
not because of the meaning of its image. It has become impressive, mysterious because of its market value"  
(Ways of Seeing, 23). This case exemplifies how "meaning" often resides in the social sphere. 

246  Berger, Ways of Seeing, 57–58. 
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inferential factors that enables us to situate visual characteristics perceptible in the 

work with deeper cultural and rhetorical determinants of meaning. Like Baxandall, 

Berger explicitly connects visual works to the cultures in and for which they are 

produced. Not only do such works have intrinsic meaning, they tell also us 

something about their source-culture, both in their substance—i.e., as material 

objects produced by distinctive social organizations and traded as commodities on 

particular markets—and in the content visible within the frame.247 

2.4.2 Robert Harriman and John Lucaites 
Like John Berger, in their book No Caption Needed, Robert Harriman and 

John Lucaites unambiguously situate their work in the societal pragmatic domain, 

arguing that "public texts are complex mediations of experience" directed toward the 

goal of "making agreements and building consent."248 The "public texts" on which 

Harriman and Lucaites elect to focus are iconic photographs, which they describe as 

                                                 

247  Berger, Ways of Seeing, 83–96. 
248  Pages 4–5 in Robert Hariman and John Louis Lucaites, No Caption Needed: Iconic Photographs, 

Public Culture, and Liberal Democracy (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2007). Also like Berger, 
Hariman and Lucaites make tantalizing reference to the interrelation of cultural knowledge/practice and the 
individual author's process of invention. In Berger, it was the fleeting discussion of point of view, subject 
position, and the genre of the nude; for Hariman and Lucaites, it is a single quotation, excerpted in part in 
the main body of my discussion: "[M]aterial practice enables and constrains actors and audiences alike as 
they try to acquire knowledge, apply values, and otherwise do the work of making agreements and building 
consent" (ibid.). Traversing that tension between the realm of the possible and the individual author's 
need/desire to transcend the limitations of genre, experience, etc. is—I argue—the essence of 
understanding visual authorship/interpretation. 
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a comparatively small249 pool of widely circulated, easily recognized, and emotionally 

and ideologically fecund images, the very ubiquity and apparent clarity of which 

makes them rhetorically important as a means for transmitting and reproducing 

dominant ideologies and popular narratives.250 Although the authors are able to 

describe in some detail the social and rhetorical effects of discourses trading in iconic 

imagery, including: 

• Iconic photographs "highlight some roles and relationships" while 
simultaneously narrowing the range of authorized modes of civic 
participation by "orient[ing] the individual within a context of 
collective identity, obligation, and power"251 and rendering other roles 
"less vital or intelligible or legitimate." 252 This, for Harriman and 
Lucaites, is a significant factor in answering the question of why one 
photograph becomes iconic while another superficially similar image 
may not—because the image that becomes iconic successfully 
embodies a "form of citizenship that can be imitated,"253 a form of 
citizenship that a dominant culture or interest has both a desire and 
the technological and political means to see reproduced. 

• For Harriman and Lucaites, iconic photographs are not simply 
"documentary" content-delivery systems—they also become "objects of 

                                                 

249  "[A] small set [of images]—fifteen, twenty, maybe thirty at the most across a span of generations." 
Hariman and Lucaites, No Caption Needed, 6. 

250  Hariman and Lucaites, No Caption Needed, 2. See also their definition on page 27: "[W]e define 
photojournalistic icons as those photographic images appearing in print, electronic, or digital media that are 
widely recognized and remembered, are understood to be representations of historically significant events, 
activate strong emotional identification or response, and are reproduced across a range of media, genres or 
topics" (emphasis in original). On the fecundity of iconic photographs ("visual eloquence"), see page 12. 

251  Hariman and Lucaites, No Caption Needed, 1. See also page 2 for the authors' discussion of 
photojournalism as the "perfect ideological practice." 

252  Hariman and Lucaites, No Caption Needed, 12. 
253  Ibid. 
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veneration and other complex emotional responses."254 Owing to this 
rich matrix of culturally conditioned associations, such photographs 
become polysemous, presenting an apparently transparent (iconic) 
surface that, through conventional interpretation, common sense, 
repetition, experience, and/or education, becomes associated 
indexically or symbolically with deeper emotional, cultural, and 
political meaning and import.255 

they are less able to describe what material characteristics might contribute to a 

photograph's iconicity256 or even how, precisely, a photograph becomes iconic (i.e., 

describing what might be termed the technology or economy of icon-production). 

This lack of a well defined analytic has both practical and theoretical consequences. 

On the practical side, lacking a means of identifying or measuring iconicity, the set 

of iconic subject-images were selected more or less ad hoc by the authors; although 

few would dispute that the images reviewed in Harriman and Lucaites's study are 

iconic, without understanding what makes the images iconic and how they acquired 

their cultural status, it is difficult reliably to connect the effects the authors read 

into the images with causes or cues found in the image itself or with the image's life 

cycle as a cultural artifact.  

                                                 

254  Hariman and Lucaites, No Caption Needed, 1. 
255  Hariman and Lucaites, No Caption Needed, 1 and 34. 
256  That is, what arrangement(s) of material or perceptual 'hooks' identifiable in a subject-image 

conform with iconic patterns in particular cultures and how semantic and semiotic associations are forged 
between those features and deeper cultural values. One passage on pages 29–30 is suggestive—"[I]conic 
photos must be structured by familiar patterns of artistic design. They draw on generic conventions from the 
middlebrow arts such as landscape or portrait painting…[as well as] popular iconography (mother and child, 
a soldier saluting), representational realism,…journalistic conventions…and so forth"—but they rarely call on 
such insights in their interpretations of photographic cases. 
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Although Harriman and Lucaites detail a method for exploring what might be 

termed dimensions of iconicity, they never attend to images' status as material or 

perceptual objects, nor do they consider the interaction of the images with their 

modal contexts (e.g., the combination of text and image in newspaper articles or 

books) in particular performances. For the authors, photographs are comparatively 

transparent and easily understood (i.e., readings are fairly uncomplicated) and the 

only dimension that commands their interest is pragmatic, the ways in which 

photographs mediate identity and meaning in the public sphere writ large257 by 

tapping into "strong emotional responses among ignorant viewers."258 Whereas the 

authors argue that images lack "propositional meaning or syntactical structure,"259 

that view seems at odds with their later discussion of Umberto Eco's work, in which 

they suggest that "the iconic photo presents a set of 'transcriptions'"—presumably 

semiotic in nature—that communicate complex "social coding"260 and, particularly, 

with their suggestion that photographs' rhetorical influence stems "from complex 

relationships between formal characteristics of the image, its circulation across a 

                                                 

257  In No Caption Needed, Harriman and Lucaites are concerned solely with large-scale media 
cultures; a full understanding of the role of images as mediators in perpetuating cultural values and providing 
starting points for rhetorical invention will likely require us to attend to both the large-scale processes that 
interest Harriman and Lucaites and similar dynamics in smaller cultures, e.g., the importance of the double 
helix as an organizing image shaping the knowledge-systems of geneticists. 

258  Hariman and Lucaites, No Caption Needed, 3. 
259  Ibid. 
260  Hariman and Lucaites, No Caption Needed, 34. 
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range of media, and varied appropriations by diverse actors, all within a rich 

intertext of images, speeches, commentary, and other texts."261 As my earlier 

consideration of unconscious and abductive inferences suggests, if influence can be 

said to stem from a relationship between formal characteristics found in a 

photograph that consciously or unconsciously call upon ideologies, social knowledge, 

collective memory, ideas and processes of citizenship, and argumentative resources 

available to audience members, then I would suggest—rather than inferring that 

photographs lack argumentative or narrative structures entirely—that (1) such 

structures are not necessarily apparent in the surface appearance of the image itself 

to a casual observer and (2) that such argumentative and/or narrative structures 

reside in the complex interplay of individual author/interpreter, culture, and 

situation in the production or interpretation of a visual or multimodal performance, 

which may render it difficult to codify arguments/structures with clarity or precision 

without attending to an array of factors that encompass fields beyond pragmatics 

per se. Although Harriman and Lucaites deny photographs semantic or logical 

structure, they do identify five rhetorical functions ("vectors of influence"262) that 

such images seem to fulfill: 

                                                 

261  Hariman and Lucaites, No Caption Needed, 9. 
262  Ibid. 
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• "Reproducing ideology," "communicating social knowledge," and 
"modeling citizenship"263—reifying and reinforcing dominant cultural 
beliefs, a hegemonic social order, and authorized pathways to civic 
engagement by keying into existing visual schemata, commonplace 
formulae for representing relationships and actions, and other factors, 
"activating tacit social knowledge" and "deep structures of belief that 
guide social interaction and civic judgment"264 for the purpose of 
extending and strengthening existing power relations. 

• "Shaping collective memory"265 by supplying a body of widely 
circulated (and, therefore, widely recognizable) imagery that appears 
both to record notable events of the past and to embody a culturally 
authorized emotional, ideological, and political associations—
subsequent re-use of iconic images both invokes recollection of the 
substance depicted and evokes the feelings and ideological beliefs 
(sympathy, patriotic pride, etc.) associated with the picture.266 Some 
images are so powerful that, although they may lose their association 
with specific events, they are perceived as emblematic or symbolic of 

                                                 

263  Ibid. Elsewhere, Harriman and Lucaites describe the iconic photograph "as a mode of civic 
performance" (page 30). 

264  Hariman and Lucaites, No Caption Needed, 10. See Harriman and Lucaites's comparison of the 
iconic resources invoked in rhetorical performances related to the field of civil rights versus those deployed 
in discussions of Vietnam (page 288) for an example of how ideological interest, collective memory, and 
technology (in this case, the pool of available images) coalesce to render one field of discourse more 
dynamic and vibrant than another (in this case, the authors are profoundly disappointed in the comparative 
paucity and lack of richness in our photographic memory of the civil rights struggle versus that available 
related to Vietnam). Although Harriman and Lucaites's contention that this lack of richness—and the 
"weakness" of the subsequent re-use of civil rights imagery—essentially stems from white hegemony, both 
in the political and in the economic arenas, is well supported, I do not think they go far enough. Undoubtedly 
subject matter was an important factor in allocating reporting resources (i.e., domestic civil rights did not 
command as much attention as foreign affairs among news managers and editors so the pool of available 
images was comparatively smaller than the body of work coming out of Vietnam), but I also think the form 
and content of the images themselves deserves additional attention—in comparing the Vietnam and civil 
rights images that the authors reference, there are often distinct differences between the apparent clarity 
and simplicity of Napalm Girl and Viet Cong Execution and "those of schoolchildren being attacked by water 
cannon and of police dogs straining to attack a defenseless black man" (ibid.). By triangulating ideological 
interests with formal and perceptual analyses, I believe we can develop better-informed analyses of the type 
Harriman and Lucaites wish to undertake. 

265  Hariman and Lucaites, No Caption Needed, 10. 
266  Hariman and Lucaites, No Caption Needed, 11 and 35. 
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the meaning and/or feeling of an entire era—for example, images like 
Eddie Adams's Viet Cong Execution and Nick Ut's Napalm Girl (Kim 
Phuc) have largely lost their connections with the specific 
circumstances in which they were originally photographed (a Saigon 
street battle in 1968 and an errant "friendly fire" bombing attack on 
civilians fleeing the 1972 fighting in the village of Trang Bang) but, in 
the American public arena, they have become symbols of a more 
generalized  'Vietnam-ness.' 

• Finally, related to "shaping collective memory" is the productive re-
use of such images in rhetorical performance—"providing figural 
resources for communicative action."267 By calling upon the ubiquity of 
the iconic image and its attendant constellation of accepting 
meanings, emotional power, and ideological association, the author is 
able to achieve efficiency—iconic images serving as a sort of rhetorical 
shorthand—and harness the proven power of such images. 

Although these insights accord broadly with dimensions of rhetoricity 

described elsewhere in the literature and the relationship described by Harriman 

and Lucaites connecting memory and invention with the establishment and 

maintenance of dominant ideologies is an important one, lacking an analytic 

technique for connecting the materiality of performance with deeper structures of 

meaning, they are unable adequately to account for, e.g., the visual cues in an 

editorial cartoon that calls upon culturally authorized visual resources (such as 

Rosenthal's photo of the second flag-raising on Iwo Jima) but twists them to produce 

a subversive reading268—virtually any reader can look at such a cartoon and 

                                                 

267  Hariman and Lucaites, No Caption Needed, 10. 
268  See, e.g., the authors' brief discussion of precisely this circumstance in Finnegan, Picturing 

Poverty, 94. 
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understand what such a subversive reading means, but explaining how it means 

requires us to attend to the image's materiality, to our own processes of perception 

and semantic interpretation, and other factors. Although Harriman and Lucaites 

focus occasionally on visual characteristics of their subject images, they do not do so 

consistently or systematically across the range of their cases. 

2.4.3 Cara Finnegan 
Like Harriman and Lucaites in No Caption Needed, in Picturing Poverty Cara 

Finnegan is interested in exploring the rhetorical consequences of dominant 

technologies, in Finnegan's case the circulation of images in mass culture 

(specifically, the publication and distribution of documentary photographs in the 

pages of 1930s picture magazines). Again like Harriman and Lucaites, Finnegan's 

approach is squarely pragmatic, anchored on five assumptions:  

• Photographs are not simply an objective record of their subject matter. 
Instead, they "are by their very nature rhetorical"269—i.e., the decision 
to take a photograph in the first place; the technical and artistic 
processes of framing, developing, editing, and printing; and the 
editorial processes of selecting images for publication, combining them 
with other media, etc., all of these processes speak both to the 
constructedness of photographic imagery and the rhetorical intent 
presumed to motivate every step along the way. 

                                                 

269  Finnegan, Picturing Poverty, xv. 
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• The meaning found in photographs is intersubjective: Neither "fixed 
or univocal" (i.e., not a Platonic truth written in the heavens and 
transparently obvious to every viewer) nor "relativistic"270 (i.e., 
entirely individual), but more or less consistent across viewers who 
share similar cultural knowledge, education, and experiences. 

• "[P]hotographs cannot productively be separated from the texts they 
accompany, nor should they be viewed as mere supplements to those 
texts."271 Recognizing—like Barthes and Berger—that images rarely 
appear on their own, Finnegan goes a step further to argue that, far 
from being ancillary to or dependent on accompanying text or other 
media to produce meaning, photographic images are co-equal sign 
systems. 

• Photographic technology is embedded in cultural beliefs and practices, 
and developing an understanding photojournalistic photography 
requires the analyst to first understand the "print culture through 
which [such photographs] circulate."272 Not only does the analyst need 
to understand the image as a material reification of aspects of the 
image's source culture, she or he must also understand that "[s]eeing 
and vision are not only biological processes…they are also culturally 
constructed and historically specific."273 So, photographs—in 
Finnegan's view—are not only material realizations of ingrained 
knowledge, beliefs, etc., they are also valuable clues to their source 
culture's ways of seeing. 

• Photographs also provide evidence of particular cultures' methods of 
ideological 'norming'—by aggregating, identifying, cataloguing, and 
cross-referencing the photographic records of source cultures, we gain 
insight into which subject matters and categories, genres, and styles 
of image a culture "values and privileges" and which it eschews.274 

                                                 

270  Finnegan, Picturing Poverty, xv. 
271  Finnegan, Picturing Poverty, xv. 
272  Finnegan, Picturing Poverty, xv. 
273  Finnegan, Picturing Poverty, xvii. 
274  Finnegan, Picturing Poverty, xv. 
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Throughout Picturing Poverty, Finnegan seeks to ground her consideration of Farm 

Security Administration (FSA) photographs in the "print culture of the 1930s," 

positioning the readings in relation to the interpretive and productive practices of 

that context.275 One dominant facet of US print culture at the time was the fact that 

"people's reading was increasingly becoming also looking."276 With that in mind, 

Finnegan focuses particularly on "circulation" as a means of understanding how FSA 

images became currency in the marketplace of ideas related to poverty and its 

representation, sometimes perpetuating mainstream beliefs and practices by using 

them to shape the Historical Section's visual message (as Finnegan might contend 

was the case in relation to the U.S. Camera reproductions), and other times 

challenging or subverting those beliefs and practices.277 Importantly, Finnegan finds 

that "[c]irculation itself is a decidedly rhetorical process"278—in deciding where to 

allocate human resources, which photos to publish, and how such images were to be 

published, government and the publishing industry played powerful roles in shaping 

and reinforcing ideology, determining which subjects ought to be open for public 

debate, and shaping the tone and substance of debates about poverty by controlling 

the means of visual persuasion available to participants. This finding reinforces the 

                                                 

275  Finnegan, Picturing Poverty, 220. 
276  Finnegan, Picturing Poverty, 221 (emphasis in original). 
277  Finnegan, Picturing Poverty, 222–223. 
278  Finnegan, Picturing Poverty, 224 (emphasis in original). 
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necessity of a diversity of approaches aimed at understanding the image as cultural 

artifact, as semiotic text, and as a commodity circulating in economic and 

intellectual marketplaces (with the important caveat such circulation studies should 

not simply be chronicles of "where the photographs circulated" but also analyses of 

"how and why they circulated…or how and why they did not"279). 

Turning to making meaning in the images themselves, Finnegan likewise 

situates her approach in contexts: Technological, narrative, and cultural. Although 

no single clear-cut sense is necessarily available in the photograph on its own,280 for 

Finnegan—as for Berger—"meaning in photographs is found when one pursues the 

connection between the image and the 'story.'"281 By triangulating the image with a 

deep awareness of the culture in which a subject-image is produced and its local 

narrative context, it is possible to develop a plausible reading sensitive to the 

performance's historical context. However, in focusing primarily on this 

interconnection, Finnegan leaves the photographs themselves as something of a 

                                                 

279  Finnegan, Picturing Poverty, 223 (emphasis in original). 
280  "There is no one identifiable meaning for a photograph, even when it is isolated as part of a specific 

rhetorical situation. At the same time, however, photographs are not simply free-floating signifiers awash in a 
sea of relativistic meaning…The photograph's ability to freeze time and construct a bounded, static space 
enables the image to serve as a kind of witness to that moment, but at the same time gives us only a 
glimpse, ever incomplete, of the event itself" (Finnegan, Picturing Poverty, xvi). 

281  Ibid. 
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black box, paradoxically dependent on these other epistemic modes to produce 

meaning.  

Although Finnegan recognizes the nature of perception as a form of trained 

capacity, she rarely engages in close perceptual or semiotic readings of her subject 

texts. That is not to say Finnegan's approach is flawed—her readings throughout 

Picturing Poverty are both plausible and sensitive to the historical and cultural 

context in which she grounds her study—but it is to say that those readings are 

comparatively unsystematic and, in my view, incomplete. For example, in her 

reading of an Arthur Rothstein photograph of the wife and child of Arkansas 

sharecropper published in the 1936 annual of U.S. Camera,282 Finnegan provides a 

description of the visual qualities of the image itself,283 as well as describing its 

content,284 before providing the reader with connections of those qualities with both 

consequences and critiques related to those qualities.285 In moving from evidence to 

                                                 

282  Finnegan, Picturing Poverty, 136–138. 
283  "[P]rinted on a full page and bled out to the edges" (Finnegan, Picturing Poverty, 136). 
284  "[T]he figure of the mother dominates the frame, filling the entire space of the picture from top to 

bottom…she fills the frame horizontally…" (ibid.). 
285  "Though the photograph focuses on the mother's body and its impending maternity, one's eyes are 

also drawn to her face" (ibid.); "The Rothstein photograph…is framed to draw attention to the body of the 
mother. In addition to the mother's vertical and horizontal domination of the image, the photographer's point 
of view invites contemplation of the mother" (page 137); and "By classifying the Rothstein photograph as a 
portrait or illustration as opposed to a 'news' image, U.S. Camera focuses not upon the circumstances of this 
particular woman's life but rather upon the more timeless aesthetic and technical qualities of the portrait 
photograph" (page 138). 
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interpretation, the reader is left with little in the way of concrete chains of reasoning 

to connect the two: Why are our eyes drawn to the mother's face and not, say, her 

elbow or the child's face? How do we know she's the "mother"? How does the mother 

dominate the frame? How and why does that dominance invite us to contemplate 

her? How do we know news images are "particular" and portrait photographs are 

"universal"? If we were to call a photograph from the news section of U.S. Camera a 

portrait and publish it in the "Illustration/Portrait" section of the annual, would it 

really take on the presumed characteristics of the portrait genre? Who did this 

framing anyway? Was it the photographer? The editors of U.S. Camera? Does it 

matter? These inconsistencies and lacunae in Finnegan's readings stem, I find, from 

the author's problematic characterization of materiality and the materiality-culture 

dynamic. 

The goal Finnegan set in undertaking Picturing Poverty was to "[engage] the 

materiality of history,"286 but her methods do not systematically, critically address 

the substance—i.e., the formal, perceptual, or semantic characteristics—of the 

photos she considers to be the raw material of history. By instead primarily focusing 

on social factors, higher level content analyses of the magazines in which the images 

appeared, and other pragmatic factors, I would argue that she neglects the 

                                                 

286  Finnegan, Picturing Poverty, xii. 
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"picturing" dimension of Picturing Poverty and, in so doing, she occasionally misses 

an important aspect of the culture-technology dialectic that is her work's most 

important contribution. One example of such a gap can be found in Finnegan's 

analyses of the U.S. Camera annuals, singling out for particular criticism the 

annual's index, which frames  

[T]he images in solely technical terms…[noting] that Rothstein used the 
relatively new technology of the 35mm camera (a German-made Leica) and 
made the exposure at 1/60 of a second. This information is meant to inform 
the viewer who is interested in understanding the technical aspects of the 
medium, but it also shifts attention from the subject of the photograph to the 
maker of the photograph.287 

Surely this is because U.S. Camera was an annual intended for camera enthusiasts, 

who approach images as the product of particular technical and aesthetic processes. 

Although such a conversion no doubt provides ample grounds for a critique—à la 

Walter Benjamin—of the transformation of human suffering into an artistic 

performance or (as here) into a collection of technological attributes divorced from 

lived circumstance, to do so, I argue, takes one out of the realm of the grounded 

analyst who recognizes that all photographs "are the products of a particular visual 

culture"—in this case, photo enthusiasts—"that privileges certain forms of visual 

expression" and understanding "over others" into the realm of the cultural critic. 

Just as we need critical analyses aimed at spotlighting the ideological effects of 

                                                 

287  Finnegan, Picturing Poverty, 138–139. 
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privileging particular subjects, kinds of texts, and interpretive practices, the analyst 

requires strategies sufficiently fine-grained to facilitate the systematic description 

and analysis of the image and to enable analysts to plausibly hypothesize 

connections between material and perceptual elements in a visual performance and 

the sorts of high-level outcome favored by Finnegan, Harriman and Lucaites, and 

others. By largely treating the images themselves as black boxes and failing to 

address the sorts of questions discussed above (Why are our eyes drawn to the 

mother's face and not, say, her elbow or the child's face?, etc.), we rob our efforts at 

higher-order analysis of their nuance and their connection with specific dimensions 

of performance. If we cannot understand how performances work at a microlevel (or 

we fail to make clear the thought processes that lead us from material cause to 

cognitive and rhetorical effect), how can we guide learners in the process of 

producing ethical, intentional visual rhetorical performances? How do we get from a 

broad understanding of practices of producing and looking at photographs in a 

culture to seeing and naming some dimension of a particular performance as 

exemplifying such practices (or even to producing and refining performances of one's 

own)? Although Berger, Harriman and Lucaites, and Finnegan have given us the 

sensibilities necessary to see the connections between pragmatic concerns and 

material reification, Charles Kostelnick and Michael Hassett go further in helping 

explaining how such a sensibility can provide the foundation for a productive praxis. 
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2.4.4 Charles Kostelnick and Michael 
Hassett 

Although Berger, Harriman and Lucaites, and Finnegan all situate technology 

and culture as part of a system for producing and reinforcing cultural values, 

focusing primarily on audience effects, Charles Kostelnick and Michael Hassett 

bring authors into the equation, seeking to describe how authors work within 

systems of cultural values and authorized practices to produce works that speak to 

the values, beliefs, and knowledge they share with members of those audiences. 

Throughout Shaping Information, Kostelnick and Hassett focus on the role of 

cultural conventions in enabling and shaping visual communication, connecting the 

inventional behaviors of individual authors with common systems of meaning and 

practices of communication, linking the individual with the culture in which she or 

he operates and was educated. In so doing, Kostelnick and Hassett explain how 

conventions enable effective communication while fostering the "idiosyncratic 

variations and contingencies" that enable innovation and rhetoric itself. 288 As 

defined by Kostelnick and Hassett, conventions are flexible, heuristic guidelines, 

open pathways of invention and interpretation that guide readers and producers 

                                                 

288  Page 5 in Charles Kostelnick and Michael Hassett, Shaping Information: The Rhetoric of Visual 
Conventions (Carbondale, IL: Southern Illinois University Press, 2003). 
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toward particular readings without mandating them; as inventional and interpretive 

heuristics, conventions are  

• situated289 (i.e., they provide contextual lenses for presenting and 
interpreting particular information in response to particular kinds of 
situational demands and degrees of urgency290); 

• suggestive rather than prescriptive (i.e., authors and interpreters 
"select conventions" based on their possibly-flawed "interpretation of 
the potential readers [and/or] the situational context" to which a  
performance relates; such interpretations are highly fallible and, 
combined with the possibility of imperfect application of inventional 
and interpretive heuristics, may lead to lack of success in the 
rhetorical domain—an imperfect reading of the situation and/or 
imperfect performance may undermine the author or interpreter's 
chances of success)291; and 

• capable of adaptation and combination (i.e., depending on the 
demands of the situation and the needs and preferences of audience 
members, the author may alter the structures of conventions to 
produce a performance better suited to her or his audience and 
situation, or combine multiple conventions to produce or interpret a 
compound performance or reading).292 

The interactive nature of discourse under such a model—a dynamic reflection 

on the identity and nature of the author/audience, the demands of the situation, and 

the available body (or bodies) of relevant knowledge and convention(s)—is, according 

to Kostelnick and Hassett, inherently rhetorical, concerned with propriety and the 

                                                 

289  Kostelnick and Hassett, Shaping Information, 6–7. 
290  This characterization of rhetorical exigence ("an imperfection"—my 'situational demand'—"marked 

by urgency") is found in Lloyd Bitzer's 1968 essay, "The Rhetorical Situation" (page 6). 
291  Kostelnick and Hassett, Shaping Information, 6–7. 
292  Ibid. 
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"process[es] of  selection, adaptation, and integration" necessary to produce a 

performance or reading appropriate to the situation at hand.293 Such performances 

and readings are probabilistic in nature, dependent on the author or reader's best 

estimate of the situation and identification of relevant contextual factors, requiring 

an application of his or her skill to address the need evident in the situation. Success 

is never guaranteed but dependent on the author's or reader's ability to match his or 

her communicative resources to the needs and interests of his or her audience. 

Given that the success of the kinds of rhetorical performances described by 

Kostelnick and Hassett resides largely in the rhetor's ability to speak to the 

knowledge, experience, and expectations of a performance's audience, more than 

innate skill or artistry is required to produce an effective outcome: Memory, 

education, and experience all "profoundly mediate" our experiences as producers and 

interpreters of "visual language."294 Our experiences and education provide us with 

substantive knowledge related to our fields of expertise and a toolkit of 

"conventional forms," ways of presenting and interpreting visual information that 

enable us to understand quickly and efficiently performances in familiar contexts 

and "to interpret new forms that we encounter" by modeling our approaches on 

                                                 

293  Ibid. 
294  Kostelnick and Hassett, Shaping Information, 12. 
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familiar productive and interpretive heuristics.295 In this way—as was described 

earlier in my discussion of Gombrich, Goodman, and others—familiar 

representational and genre conventions "supply the thread that weaves together our 

perceptual experiences," providing us with Burkeian terministic screens that enable 

us to see the world as conceptually "coherent" and provide us with the tools to 

consistently produce and "structure" meaningful visual performances for those who 

share our ways of seeing.296 Although conventions operate to influence perception 

and meaning-making at the level of the individual producer or interpreter, the 

conventions themselves "are intrinsically and profoundly social"297; by employing 

conventions to produce or analyze a performance, authors and interpreters are 

engaging in a form of social action, signaling awareness—even acceptance—of 

"needs and experiences" held in common with other members of a community and "a 

shared understanding of the codes they use."298 Such "shared understandings" are 

acquired both overtly (through education, training, and the proliferation of 

                                                 

295  Ibid. Development of shared knowledge, beliefs, and ways of presenting and interpreting 
information important to the work of the community is a desirable, perhaps necessary, dimension of cultural 
development. Such conventions lend the community's discourse "cohesion" and facilitate apprehension (the 
recognition that a performance is 'of' a community), comprehension (understanding the performance in all its 
nuances), and imitation (capable of adoption and adaptation as a guide to future performance (Kostelnick 
and Hassett, Shaping Information, 23–24). For "[d]esigners, [conventions] supply a wealth of ready-made 
forms that can be adapted to specific situations; for readers they supply interpretive short-cuts to making 
meaning" (ibid.). 

296  Ibid. 
297  Kostelnick and Hassett, Shaping Information, 17. 
298  Ibid. 
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technologies designed to encourage or enforce intersubjectivity, such as dictionaries, 

methodological handbooks, and style manuals) and covertly (through upbringing, 

engagement in a community of practice, informal educational experiences such as 

mentorships or apprenticeships, and other channels); repeated exposure to 

community-specific practices and active participation in producing and interpreting 

conventional performances.299 

Although Kostelnick and Hassett place convention and perception in tension—

if not opposition300—in practice, as discussed earlier in this chapter, perception can 

operate as a form of trained capacity, linking convention and our senses in a 

symbiotic system: Perception then becomes a discriminating faculty, a modality for 

recognizing conventions and identifying telling differences between 'normal' 

performances and those presumed to adapt the rules guiding representation and 

arrangement for particular rhetorical purposes. This symbiosis of convention and 

perception nods to the importance of memory, shaping both the invention and 

interpretation of visual performances—according to Kostelnick and Hassett, memory 

guides "perception by giving structure, stability, and coherence to the external world 

we observe and continually preparing us for the next perceptual moment. But the 

operation of memory is far from a rote activity, a mere one-to-one recollection of 

                                                 

299  Kostelnick and Hassett, Shaping Information, 23–24. 
300  Kostelnick and Hassett, Shaping Information, 51–53. 
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observed images, atomistically filed in our minds."301 Memory involves sorting and 

assigning logical connections between situations, experiences, factual knowledge, 

conventions, and other factors; developing complex schemas that relate discrete 

memories into systems stored and accessed associatively is an important dimension 

in the transition from novice to expert—perception and memory are highly 

contextual.302 Having developed the sensibility necessary to recognize and respond to 

cues in performances aimed at her or his community and built up a fund of relevant 

knowledge and inventional resources (e.g., snippets of exemplary performances; 

commonplace words/phrases/images/etc. known to resonate with the target audience, 

etc.), the analyst has the raw material necessary to join the community 

conversation—but how does he or she produce the "speech, gesture, tonality, order, 

image, attitude, idea" necessary to "identify" his or her "ways" with those of 

audience-members?303  

                                                 

301  Kostelnick and Hassett, Shaping Information, 169. 
302  Kostelnick and Hassett, Shaping Information, 219–220. The authors make use of JJ Gibson on 

ecological perception and affordance, but they do not go far in theorizing affordance as the conscious design 
of communication with the intent that it 'does' something in the social sphere—affordance is design for use, 
not just interpretation. 

303  Although Kostelnick and Hassett do not invoke Kenneth Burke's notion of consubstantiation to 
describe the purpose and operation of conventions as pragmatic 'skeleton keys,' Burke's description of 
rhetorical identification via shared knowledge, beliefs and practices seems apt. In this connection, see page 
55 in Kenneth Burke, A Rhetoric of Motives (Berkeley, CA: University of California, 1984). 
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According to Kostelnick and Hassett, conventions derive from three sources: 

"Community factors, rhetorical factors, and external practical factors."304 The first 

are organizational or discipline-specific codes that facilitate communication among 

initiates into a particular community; the second are formularized frameworks for 

presenting and interpreting classes of performance (e.g., genres or styles of 

representation such as isomorphic projection); the final class involves the physical 

"means of producing, distributing, and preserving visual language,"305 connecting 

societal pragmatics with specific technologies of representation and distribution. 

Just as Kostelnick and Hassett place convention and perception in tension with 

respect to interpretation, they argue that convention and invention are mildly 

antagonistic. Although convention offers useful formulae that authors may imitate 

in order to ease audience members' interpretive burdens by "mercifully narrowing" 

the range of possible readings,306 "reflexive imitation" can both be an inventional 

straitjacket (artificially narrowing the range of choices that could be plausibly 

addressed to solve a particular communicative problem) and fail to address the 

particulars of a situation not fully anticipated by paradigmatic conventions.307 The 

successful rhetor, according to Kostelnick and Hassett, will be sufficiently adaptive 

                                                 

304  Kostelnick and Hassett, Shaping Information, 81–82. 
305  Kostelnick and Hassett, Shaping Information, 106. 
306  Kostelnick and Hassett, Shaping Information, 67–68 (where the quote appears) and 74–75. 
307  Kostelnick and Hassett, Shaping Information, 67–68. 
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to fine-tune her or his performance "by initiating a focused and reader-oriented 

process" involving the intelligent "selection" of an approach or approaches 

appropriate to the subject matter, suitable for the occasion, and recognizable to 

members of her or his target audience; the "adaptation" of her or his solution to the 

particulars of the occasion, purpose, and audience; and the "integration" of 

knowledge, approach, and expression into a performative whole.308 What makes this 

process so challenging, however, is the combinatory interaction of shifting 

conventions. Indeed, Kostelnick and Hassett describe conventions as moving targets 

that are constantly "emerging, evolving, mutating, metamorphosing, receding"309 

owing to changing community tastes and rhetorical needs—and the unpredictable 

nature of individual's skill, knowledge, and experiences, which can profoundly affect 

the nature of a performance or its perception and interpretation. Shared experiences 

create a basis for shared interpretation—intersubjectivity—but production and 

interpretation are also powerfully shaped by individual skill and experience.310 By 

developing a sense of the conventions that predominate in a culture, we develop 

powerful heuristics for understanding the processes of production and interpretation 

that obtain among members of that community; although those heuristics on their 

                                                 

308  Ibid. 
309  Kostelnick and Hassett, Shaping Information, 119. 
310  Kostelnick and Hassett, Shaping Information, 164. 
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own will rarely provide us the "right" answer to any given performance, they will 

often aid us in paring branches off the decision tree that governs the invention or 

reading of a particular performance. When pragmatic studies are paired with 

insights gained through the application of some or all of the theoretical and 

methodological lenses reviewed elsewhere in this study, analysts can gain useful 

insights into the intersection of cultural and individual practice, a triangulation 

necessary to identify the argumentative or inferential logic at the heart of any 

subject performance. 

   

 
Societal Pragmatic Domain Summary 
Key Findings 

• The pragmatic approaches reviewed here are generally grounded in the 
notion that our perceptual, cognitive, and productive faculties as they relate 
to images are not independent systems but aspects of a complex interpretive 
and authorial apparatus instilled and perpetuated by enculturation, education, 
personal and collective beliefs, and past experience. 

• Harriman and Lucaites identified "vectors of influence" specific to the role of 
images in creating and sustaining ideology. According to those authors, 
visuals: 

- Reify and reinforce dominant cultural beliefs, a hegemonic social order, 
and authorized pathways to civic engagement by keying into existing 
visual schemata, commonplace formulae for representing relationships 
and actions, and other factors; 

- Supply a body of widely circulated (and, therefore, widely recognizable) 
imagery that appears both to record notable events of the past and to 
embody culturally-authorized emotional, ideological, and political 
associations; and  

- Call upon the ubiquity of the iconic exemplar and an attendant 
constellation of accepting meanings, emotional power, and ideological 
association; in so doing, an author is able to achieve efficiency—iconic 
images serving as a sort of rhetorical shorthand—and harness the 
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proven power (and ideological associations) of such images. 

 As Finnegan pointed out, by attending to the ways in which such images 
"circulate" and re-circulate, analysts can gain insight into each culture's 
distinctive norms and ways of seeing.  

• Harriman and Lucaites's and Finnegan's consideration of the circulation of 
particular images (and classes of images) usefully connects societal 
pragmatics with semantics and rhetoric by connecting culturally authorized 
forms and memorial resources with meaning and argumentation. 

• Kostelnick and Hassett bring authors back in to the picture by considering 
how disciplinary communication works to provide practitioners with a stock of 
visual memories and a toolbox of conventionalized representational genres 
and modes, enabling them to produce images and multimodal texts designed 
to speak to audience members' experiences and expectations. 

Unanswered Questions 
• Based on the pragmatic approach alone, how do we know which features of 

visual artifacts are (a) salient and (b) connect with the cultural beliefs and 
practices revealed through pragmatic analyses? In other words, how do we 
connect cultural knowledge and ways-of-seeing (or -representing) with 
identifiable features of a performances? Although pragmatic approaches ground 
virtually every dimension of performance in culturally relevant knowledge and 
practice, only Kostelnick and Hassett (among the authors reviewed here) seek 
to connect such knowledge and practice to concrete dimensions of a 
performance itself and only Finnegan and Kostelnick and Hassett theorize the 
interaction between communicative modes (e.g., images and related verbal 
text). 

   

2.5 The Propositional or Inferential 
Domain 

Propositional or inferential factors refer to what Kenneth Burke called the 

"strategic use of symbols" as a means of "inducing cooperation in beings that by 

nature respond to symbols." The (perceived or real) manipulations employed by an 

author or authors in producing an image or visual composition may be schematized 
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and analyzed as arguments. In their generic form, rhetorical propositions are most 

frequently expressed as examples or enthymemes, logical statements generally 

formed from topics—themes or lines of reasoning appropriate to the rhetor's 

audience and the occasion. Important aspects of rhetorical discourse are the ways in 

which aspects of the argument are presented, how those elements are connected to 

create a performative whole, and how they relate to the audience's knowledge, 

beliefs, and experiences. In this section, insights on visuals and rhetorical memory 

from Sonja Foss and colleagues, from Edward Tufte and Jeanne Fahnestock on the 

persuasiveness of style, from Robert Horn on tropes and figures, and from David 

Fleming on propositional logic figure prominently in an exploration of images' 

potential as argument. Despite the richness of this vein of scholarship, lack of 

attention by these same scholars to an array of technological, perceptual, semantic, 

and pragmatic factors deprives many such studies of the human, cultural, and 

environmental context that gives arguments meaning. 

2.5.1 The Persuasiveness of Style and 
Form: Edward Tufte, Robert Horn, and 
Jeanne Fahnestock 

Studies focusing on the propositional or inferential dimensions of visual 

rhetoric have frequently attempted to forward ideas of universal inventional, 

arrangement, or stylistic schemata that the authors contend ought to apply across 
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the boundaries of time or culture. Indeed, we have already encountered one such 

schema in the form of Kress and van Leeuwen's categories of representational 

genres. Kress and van Leeuwen used their categories as a means of relating semiotic 

function presumed in a performance with characteristics evident in an artifact or 

recording of that performance. In this section I focus on those authors who argue 

that certain aspects and types of performances have persuasive import. 

Perhaps the best-known popularizer of visual rhetoric, Edward Tufte, has 

published several works on what he terms "analytic design,"311 the creative, 

purposive combination of text and pictures to communicate information and, in 

essence, to shape interpretation by selecting, ordering, and re-presenting data to 

facilitate understanding. As stated, the crux of Tufte's model involves the 

combination of text and images of various types312; although words and images may 

be pitched at different registers and may fulfill differing semiotic functions 

depending on the rhetorical situations in which they are deployed, they share "a 

single purpose—the presentation of information."313 To facilitate ease of knowledge-

transfer and diminish loss of message fidelity, Tufte proposes a range of best 

                                                 

311  Pages 450–451 in Mark Zachry and Charlotte Thralls, "An Interview with Edward R. Tufte," 
Technical Communication Quarterly 13:4 (2004): 447–462. 

312  As Tufte himself put it in his first book, one goal of his approach has been to combat "the artificial 
separation of words and pictures" because "words and pictures belong together." Pages 180–181 in Edward 
Tufte, The Visual Display of Quantitative Information (Cheshire, CT: Graphics Press, 2001). 

313  Tufte, The Visual Display of Quantitative Information, 181. 
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practices and design principles intended to guide producers of informational 

multimedia texts in the creation of more effective messages. These 

recommendations—including such advice as "Explanatory, journalistic, and 

scientific images should nearly always be mapped, contextualized, and placed on [a] 

universal grid"314 and "Attractive displays of statistical information…avoid content-

free decoration, including chartjunk"315—Tufte derived from an array of historical 

design cases and operationalized with analytic measures such as the "data-ink ratio" 

(i.e., the numeric relationship between the volume of ink used to present useable 

data and the total volume of ink necessary to produce the figure or presentation as a 

whole)316 and "data density" (i.e., a proportion measuring the number of data points 

visible in a given display divided by the overall area of the display).317 Although 

Tufte's focus on the production of visual texts, the correlation of argumentative 

purpose with semantic and perceptual cues, and his derivation of inventional 

heuristics on the basis of a firm grounding in disciplinary practice are all 

perspectives that ought to be adapted into a fully-rounded model of visual rhetoric, a 

serious challenge presented by his approach comes from the degree to which he 

                                                 

314  Page 13 in Edward Tufte, Beautiful Evidence (Cheshire, CT: Graphics Press, 2006). 
315  Tufte, The Visual Display of Quantitative Information, 177. 
316  Tufte, The Visual Display of Quantitative Information, 93. A technical analogue of this proportion is 

found in a number of engineering disciplines as a measure of efficiency, e.g., in the electrical engineer's 
signal-noise ratio. 

317  Tufte, The Visual Display of Quantitative Information, 162. 
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divorces his historical cases from their original contexts in an effort to classify them 

as successful or unsuccessful performances. An effective example of this tendency 

can be found in Tufte's critique of the design of information graphics in Christoph 

Scheiner's 1630 work on optics and solar observation (focusing primarily on the 

nature of sunspots), Rosa Ursina sive Sol. In his analysis, Tufte allows that 

Scheiner's combination of data tables, naturalistic renderings of sunspot time-series 

observations, and explanatory schemata represent "an ingenious method for 

tracking simple sunspot structures" (while "tending to jumble up complex data"); his 

primary reaction to the engravings, however, is that "they appear somewhat 

strident, contradicting nature's rich pattern."318 Although Tufte concedes that the 

'extraneous' imagery cluttering Scheiner's information graphics—the "IHS" and 

"MRA" seals of Scheiner's Jesuit order and the rose family crest of his patron, Paolo 

Giordano Orsini, Duke of Bracciano (hence the title Rosa Ursina, the "rose of the 

Orsinis")—might "have served as a seal of validation for the readers of 1630,"319 in 

this example and elsewhere it becomes clear that Tufte is interested primarily (if not 

exclusively) with clarity and efficiency in a very narrow register, not with the 

rhetorical realities of historical or contemporary cases, where practitioners are 

frequently confronted by the challenge of balancing functionality and cultural 

                                                 

318  Tufte, Envisioning Information, 21. 
319  Ibid. 
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responsibilities (which might include acknowledging research sponsors and other 

'extraneous' or 'distracting' communicative acts vital to a researcher's professional 

survival). Tufte's definitions may also ignore the influence of cultural or individual 

orientations toward clarity or efficiency—in the case of Scheiner's sunspot images 

and earlier works by Galileo to which Scheiner was responding, both authors were 

seeking not only to inscribe, order, and relate records of their solar observations but 

to forward particular explanations for those phenomena, explanations that 

influenced the representational choices made in constructing their respective 

images. Although the resulting images may be said to be poor systems for presenting 

unvarnished displays of observational data, they may simultaneously represent 

clear and efficient systems for conveying each scientist's interpretive model. By de-

historicizing his analyses in favor of apparently objective measures like data-ink and 

data density ratios, Tufte fails to capture the rhetorical dimension that richly 

animated the work of Scheiner, Galileo, and his other subjects. As an exercise in 

practical design—i.e., a multivolume discursus on modes and practices of visual 

representation with an eye toward extracting lessons learned in the design of 

graphics for audiences in our own narrow culture and time—Tufte's works are 

rewarding studies, but his observations should be balanced with a pragmatic 

approach that is sensitive to performances' historical contexts and the differing 

knowledge-traditions and productive/interpretive practices at play in the 

disciplinary cultures in which those performances were or are constituted. 
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Whereas Edward Tufte's information design guidelines seem to presume the 

existence of a universal pragmatic, communication scholar Robert Horn is equally 

convinced of the existence—in essence—of a universal semiotic. Like verbal 

language, images—for Horn—possess readily identifiable units of communication, 

morphological features, and syntax that will, once identified, enable practitioners to 

produce and interpret visual messages with the same degree of intersubjective 

consistency and confidence that we feel in our verbal discourse.320 Horn explicitly 

posits connections among perceptual, syntactic/semantic, pragmatic, and rhetorical 

dimensions of communication in the visual realm but throughout his study (Visual 

Language) relies on fixed and decontextualized universal taxonomies of genres and 

sign types.321 Although Horn's semiotic/semantic approach does demonstrate an 

attentiveness to the complexities of visual communication, his response to 

complexity—an attempt to catalogue those complexities in all of their varieties while 

                                                 

320  Pages 53–54 in Robert E. Horn, Visual Language: Global Communication for the 21st Century 
(Bainbridge Island, WA: MacroVU, 1998). In this connection, Horn relies on perception and object 
recognition research to illustrate the purported universality of interpretive approach, but suggests that such 
approaches need to be harnessed in combination with others. See pages 67–68 for work that touches on 
Biederman and object recognition, and pages 75–76 for a discussion of gestalt analysis. Horn argues for the 
combination of methods and media types in the service of communicating complexity, addressing himself to 
answering the question: Could a formalist morphological analysis—such as the perceptual lens I describe in 
my methods chapter—"ever get us close to the idea of 'tree'? No. No matter how detailed the description is, 
no matter how many…primitives are combined in the description, it would not mean 'tree' to a reader or 
listener" (page 66). 

321  In this regard, Horn's approach resembles Manfredo Massironi's in The Psychology of Graphic 
Images: Seeing, Drawing, Communicating (Mahwah, NJ: Lawrence Erlbaum Associates, 2002)—see, for 
example, Horn's table of Visual Language Communication Elements on pages 55–56 and his extended 
discussion of categories of diagram types on pages 127–130 in Visual Language. 
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simultaneously asserting the universality of analytic categories derived from 

particular cases grounded in particular cultures—is inevitably too rigid and limited 

to account for the variety of discourse types found across the disciplines, across the 

ages, and across an enormous pool of individual practitioners. Horn's espousal of a 

universal semiotic/semantic lexicon likewise presents challenges with respect to 

pragmatics—when Horn discusses pragmatics,322 he seems to refer to a formal, 

generic, linguistic pragmatics with universal rules rather than one grounded in local 

culture. Those criticisms aside, a major strength of Horn's approach is his 

recognition of the importance of multimodality, the inadequacy of any individual 

medium alone to convey the richness of thought and the concomitant multiplier 

effect to be found in combining media to produce a unified message.323 

Whereas Edward Tufte and Robert Horn argued for a productive visual 

rhetoric grounded in what they perceive as universal rules of design or a learnable 

lexicon of shared visual knowledge and generalizable semiotic and semantic 

approaches, Jeanne Fahnestock argued—in the field of science, at any rate—that 

classical rhetoric itself supplies us with such a lexicon. Furthermore, Fahnestock 

suggests that a rough equivalence exists between the verbal figures that guide 

                                                 

322  See especially Horn, Visual Language, 201ff and 233. 
323  In this connection, see especially Horn's description of the 'multiplier' effect that can result from the 

creative combination of media in his "visual language + icon" formulation, the "VLicon," Horn, Visual 
Language, 57–58. 
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invention and enliven performance in scientific discourse and the visual figures with 

which they share space, averring that 

It is only one step, then, from the verbal iconicity of some of the 
[rhetorical] figures to visual iconicity, to a representation of the ideational 
patterns epitomized by verbal figures in purely visual codes. Hence it is 
possible for the figures to be presented in diagrams and illustrations as 
well as in the verbal arrangements defined as figures….The movement 
from verbal metaphors to literal images has been an easy one to 
understand. Images are consistently read metaphorically, usually from 
signs of a blended semiosis. It is not difficult to take the schematic 
relations among ideas codified in the topics and epitomized in the figures 
and render them in other ways.324  

In this way, Fahnestock connects reading images with gestalt psychology, semiotics, 

and semantics, suggesting that—in isolation as well as in combination—verbal and 

visual cues are used to convey complex ideas by signaling significant relationships 

between representations and underlying meanings, sometimes composing systems of 

relations to communicate dynamic models, webs of association, spatial relations, and 

other scientific and technological ideas. Fahnestock further associates those 

representations—as described—with the classical (primarily Roman) rhetorical 

figures, which connects them with modes and structures of argumentation and style 

(providing a lingua franca for analyzing and comparing figural performances across 

the verbal-visual spectrum) but also generates a system open to critique as 

                                                 

324  Page 42 in Jeanne Fahnestock, Rhetorical Figures in Science (New York: Oxford University Press, 
1999). 
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inauthentic (i.e., not truly descriptive of scientific discourse and argumentation as 

understood by scientists or philosophers of science) and, perhaps, inappropriate as a 

guide to heuresis.  

Fahnestock's approach, like Tufte's and Horn's, depends on application of a 

universalizing method (i.e., the use of a common lexicon of stylistic figures and 

tropes to analyze scientific discourse). However, Fahnestock's focus on figuration—

and, by extension, on scientific visuals—represents one of the few explicit attempts 

in the literature reviewed for this study to systematically connect cues identifiable 

in a performance with the deeper structure of argumentation and to identify how 

such rhetorical "devices represent enduring lines of argument," that is, become part 

of a discipline's inventional and stylistic toolbox. According to Fahnestock, the 

ubiquity of such devices in day-to-day and technical discourse renders it "impossible 

to remove them from reasoned prose" even in the sciences, from which scientists and 

practitioners have tried to purge of figurative language, in particular, and rhetoric 

in general.325 In short, for Fahnestock, identifying figures helps lead the way to the 

identification of arguments. Fahnestock grounds her discussion in the 

persuasiveness of style and its role in shaping meaning; each of the figures operates 

in the semantic domain, affecting meaning-making through a distinctive logical 

                                                 

325  Fahnestock, Rhetorical Figures in Science, 43. 
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syntax that creates a way of "seeing-as" (to borrow a phrase from Ludwig 

Wittgenstein, as inflected by Donald Schön).326 As described above, this 

methodology—founded in classical rhetoric—provides a useful lens for studying 

scientific discourse in the light of classical rhetorical oratory, but it lacks pragmatic 

sensitivity, providing analyses of value in rhetorical criticism but comparatively 

unconnected with the methods and terminology of scientific discourse (or even the 

rhetoric of science). In many of Fahnestock's cases it is difficult to argue that the 

figuration choices evident in those performances were intentional, so—with the 

exception of those few scientists afforded a rhetorical education in which devices 

such as polyptoton or antanaclasis figured prominently and for whom such an 

education provided a heuristic frame for conceiving and deploying arguments—the 

taxonomies are primarily useful as tools for analyzing and critiquing past 

performances rather than guiding the productive practices of future scientists. 

Thinking beyond verbal imagery, Fahnestock treats visuals as a subspecies of 

rhetorical argument (i.e., as forms of figuration coextensive with verbal figures327)—

                                                 

326  Fahnestock, Rhetorical Figures in Science, 47–49. As an example, see Fahnestock's discussion of 
the 'form' of antithesis, which "brings…opposed terms into relief, foregrounding them in the listener's or 
reader's attention," implying a parallelism between the terms or concepts and laying the foundation for an 
argument built around a logic of comparison and contrast  (Rhetorical Figures in Science, 51 and 49–51 
passim.). 

327  See, e.g., her discussion of "visual antitheses" in connection with Darwin's "opposite dogs" on 
pages 66–67 and visual differences apparent in side-by-side comparisons of male and female brains on 
pages 82–85 in Rhetorical Figures in Science. 
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they are not simply evidence (i.e. demonstration or illustration); images make, 

embody, or instantiate the argument itself. This embodiment is evident in the 

examples cited in the author's discussion of visual antithesis, as well as 

Fahnestock's illustrations of visual incrementum,328 visual and verbal gradatio,329 

and visual ploche.330 Fahnestock extends this insight to demonstrate the interplay of 

text, image, layout, arrangement, and context in the fashioning of argument; her 

Figures 5.2 and 5.3 provide particularly effective illustrations of how word, image, 

and space come together to shape complex arguments using compounded figuration. 

In Figure 5.3, the combination of polyptoton with incrementum to forge "an 

argument for linking species through an ordered series of hybrids" demonstrates 

how the spatial arrangement of visual proxies (illustrations of hybrid species) both 

represents relationships and makes use of multiple-coding (i.e., each image stands in 

for the represented species itself, adjacency indicates conceptual kinship, 

representational order stands in for sequence/precedence, etc.—the image is able to 

convey all of these attributes and relationships more compactly than would be 

possible in a strictly verbal explanation).331 Although Fahnestock's classical rhetoric 

lexicon indeed provides a useful framework for understanding how stylistic features 

                                                 

328  Figure 3.1 in Fahnestock, Rhetorical Figures in Science, 100. 
329  Figure 3.2 in Fahnestock, Rhetorical Figures in Science, 110. 
330  Figure 5.1 in Fahnestock, Rhetorical Figures in Science, 166. 
331  Fahnestock, Rhetorical Figures in Science, 175–176. 
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may help us better understand the structure of scientific rhetoric, it is difficult to see 

how the frame could provide us with a generative rhetoric. Certainly, recognizing 

repetition and the ordering of clauses in Fahnestock's Figure 5.3 may help us infer 

reasons why that performance might have succeeded or failed, but it is difficult to 

see how an author—confronted with the problem of convincing her or his audience of 

the proper sequence to illustrate the developmental history of certain hybrid 

species—could have gotten to the solution illustrated by simple recourse to a 

catalogue of rhetorical tropes and figures. Getting at the problem of heuresis is 

further complicated in Fahnestock's study by the fact that she does not problematize 

the perceptual and/or semantic differences—if any—that exist between words and 

other representational modalities. Thus, just as it would be difficult to infer how or 

why a rhetor might choose simply to repeat a key word, image, or concept to 

punctuate the beginning of each new idea in an argument (anaphora) versus 

repeating a word or image while varying or evolving its representational form 

(polyptoton) versus a repetition through which the meaning of the word or image 

varies or evolves (antanaclasis), it is difficult to explain or predict with a classical 

model alone when, how, and why a rhetor might wish to use words versus images 

versus some combination of the two. To address this gap really requires recourse to 

pragmatism (i.e., understanding how and why various sign-types are used in 

particular disciplinary communities) and to a fuller discussion of the argumentative 
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functions available to words versus images in those communities. It is to this latter 

problem that David Fleming and other critics of visual rhetoric have attended. 

2.5.2 David Fleming 
 As described in my earlier discussions of Plato, Lessing, and other strict 

determinists, the crux of the formal position is the idea that images are, for the most 

part, straightforward attempts to convey meaning through simulation—a picture is 

"meant to look like the thing it represents."332 As such, images for such theorists are 

hermeneutically unproblematic. According to Augustine of Hippo, a foremost 

expositor of the formalist semiotic, "when you have seen a picture, to have seen it, to 

have praised it, is all that is"; verbal language, for Augustine, required a more active 

interpretive role of the reader.333 One recent proponent of this view, David Fleming, 

forwards several key assumptions about the structure and nature of argument as it 

relates to formalism: 

• Arguments are two-part statements—"claim" and "evidence"—in 
support of a "debatable belief."334 

                                                 

332  Fleming, "Can Pictures Be Arguments?" 11. 
333  II.2–3 in Augustine of Hippo, St. Augustine: Tractates on the Gospel of John: 11–27, in Ioannis 

Evangelium Tractatus CXXIV, translated by John W. Rettig (Washington, D.C.: The Catholic University of 
America Press, 1988). 

334  Fleming, "Can Pictures Be Arguments?" 12–13. 
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• The structure of arguments is discrete—i.e., one can determine what 
part of a statement is claim and what part proof—and temporal, 
sequential.335 

• Arguments are two-sided, interactive, social, rooted in 
disagreement.336 

• Arguments are fundamentally linguistic because, in order to be 
refutable, they must be negatable. Negation requires abstraction.337 

Images, according to Fleming, satisfy none of these criteria: 

• Pictures lack the "internal differentiation" that Fleming argues 
indicates a "position" and what might constitute "evidence for that 
position" in a verbal argument.338 

• Pictures are unitary wholes, perceived holistically—according to 
Fleming they lack the "linear arrangement that characterizes verbal 
discourse" and makes possible the sequential structure necessary for 
argument.339 

• Pictures lack a coherent, specific hermeneutic—Fleming is left asking 
"how do we know when and if our interpretation of a picture's 
assertion is the same as someone else's?" and "given a photograph 
without linguistic accompaniment, it is nearly impossible to say what 
its topic is."340 Unlike verbal language, Fleming argues images 
"actually resist" efforts to interpret assertions within them.341 

                                                 

335  Fleming, "Can Pictures Be Arguments?" 14–15. For more on the supposedly non-temporal nature 
of imagery, see Gotthold Lessing's Laocoön. 

336  Fleming, "Can Pictures Be Arguments?" 16–17. 
337  Fleming, "Can Pictures Be Arguments?" 17. 
338  Fleming, "Can Pictures Be Arguments?" 13. 
339  Fleming, "Can Pictures Be Arguments?" 14–15. 
340  Fleming, "Can Pictures Be Arguments?" 15. 
341  Ibid. Emphasis in original. 
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• Images are concrete, they just "are"; therefore, their meaning never 
changes, they are non-interactive, non-assertoric.342 

• Because images are so concrete and so close to the objects in the real 
world that they represent, they are insufficiently capable of 
abstraction and, therefore, negation. Argument requires abstraction.343 

Although Fleming's is an intensely positivistic argument—his assumptions 

about both verbal language and images betray a number of problematic biases344—

ideas like those presented in his argument have proved influential in the technical 

communication literature. One effect of this trend is the common belief that images 

                                                 

342  Fleming, "Can Pictures Be Arguments?" 16–19. The idea that argument necessarily requires an 
external interlocuter is by no means a universal tenet of rhetorical theory. In Antidosis, Isocrates, for 
instance, argues rather eloquently for a model of thought that was dialogic—for him the process of 
interpretation was discursive (volume II, page 327 in London: Loeb Classical Library, 1982). Clifford Geertz, 
too, argues that thought—structured, as it is, like conversation—is "consumately social: social in its origins, 
social in its functions, social in its applications." Geertz quoted page 639 in Kenneth A. Bruffee, 
"Collaborative Learning and the 'Conversation of Mankind,'" College English 46:7(1984): 635–652. 

343  Fleming, "Can Pictures Be Arguments?" 17. 
344  For example, the idea that verbal language offers up discrete and easily recognized units of 

meaning with a degree of 'intercoder reliability' that is greater than that enjoyed by other media, or the notion 
that images necessarily intended to imitate some real world referent and are concrete rather than abstract. 
He also forwards a rather simplistic model of argumentation—I am not sure it is a fundamental requirement 
of propositions that they must necessarily be represented in linear form, simply that they need to be capable 
of interpretation as assertion and evidence. For example, a painting that depicts the death of a well known 
noble might 'borrow' the form of a ubiquitous 'death of pride' icon as an organizing image, with one possible 
meaning being "Count X died in a fashion very much like Pride; the Count's untimely death—like Pride's—is 
attributable to his sinful lifestyle." 

Although little research has been done in this area, one reason imagery may appear more ambiguous 
than written or spoken verbal text is the degree of effort we have put into fixing the meaning of verbal units of 
meaning through the publication of dictionaries, thesauri, etc. and the development of verbal literacies 
through the widespread requirement of verbal and spoken composition and literature courses. At the same 
time—in our culture, at least—education in visual 'literacy' is largely treated as an elective (and often 
unnecessary) experience. The question of whether attempts to fix verbal meaning have been successful at 
narrowing the range of possible meanings in any given usage is a valid one (as are questions about the 
cultural assumptions that underlie attempts to narrow such meanings—which often translates into fixing 
meaning in terms of common usage in the dominant [white] culture), but perhaps superfluous in this 
discussion as there appears to be a common perception that words have a fairly narrow range of possible 
meanings and images are either strictly referential or susceptible to a potentially infinite range of meanings. 
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are wholly subsidiary to verbal discourse, dependent on words for their 

interpretation and serving primarily as illustrations of concepts described 

verbally.345 In the process, the application of visual communication strategies has 

sometimes become quite prescriptive; because the operations of selecting, editing 

and deploying visual images under this paradigm are seen as lying outside the 

realm of rhetoric, the ethical and ideological dimensions of such prescriptions often 

go unexplored.346 

Fleming's desire for a clear, articulable model of argumentation is perfectly 

reasonable: If we are going to answer the question of whether images can be 

arguments, we must be able both to define what an argument is and to derive 

characteristics from that definition that enable us to judge whether particular 

images or classes of images satisfy those definitional requirements. The challenge 

presented by the definition of argument on which Fleming has settled is that it is 

not entirely clear whether many arguments—verbal or visual—outside of 

mathematics or the philosophy of language would satisfy his requirements for 

                                                 

345  Kozma, "Learning with Media," 188. 
346  For the influence of non-propositional view of images, see, for example, Mary Lay's consideration of 

what she terms "nonrhetorical elements" of page design in "Nonrhetorical Elements of Layout and Design," 
in Technical Writing: Theory and Practice, edited by Bertie Fearing and W. Keats Sparrow, 72–85 (New 
York: MLA, 1989); Drucker and McGann (2000–2001) feel they have to qualify their proposed pictographic 
rhetoric as "non-linguistic" (page 96), implying that it does not follow verbal propositional modes although it 
clearly follows the same proposition-evidence-relationship formula; like Lay, Horn (1998) clearly conceives of 
at least some visuals as being ancillary to text, clarifying relationships or ordering elements on a page 
(pages 181–200). 
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clarity of expression, uniformity of structure, independence from messy context, 

unambiguity of intent, and formal abstraction.347 Just as Fleming's narrow 

characterization of argument is problematic, so too is his description of images as 

insufficiently differentiated, semantically monolithic, and resistant to 

intersubjective reading. At the very least, the research reviewed earlier in this 

chapter from the likes of Irving Biederman and Gunther Kress and Theo van 

Leeuwen suggests that our orientation toward images is one of active identification 

of salient features in a visual field, rapid evaluation of the nature and substance of 

relationships evident among such features, comparison of those scenic gestalts with 

existing schemata stored in memory, and the generation of inferences—conscious or 

otherwise—regarding the meaning and relevance of the scene, findings that call 

Fleming's characterization of the process into question. Finally, by treating images 

as not only incapable of presenting or embodying arguments but as elements of 

communication that are semantically and rhetorically distinct from words, Fleming 

                                                 

347  Compare Fleming's model of argument—an analytical argument of the exceedingly rare type 
Stephen Toulmin described as "analytic past all question" (The Uses of Argument, Cambridge: Cambridge 
University Press, 1958, 125)—with Toulmin's description of the more usual, workaday form of argumentation 
he termed "substantial" arguments  (i.e., those arguments that require audience members to infer key 
information—usually on the basis of prior knowledge or context—in order to move from data to conclusion. 
To use one of Toulmin's sample cases, moving from the statement "Harry was born in Bermuda" to the 
conclusion "Harry is a British citizen" requires that audience-members infer that individuals born in Bermuda 
are automatically British citizens). For more on substantial arguments, see The Uses of Argument, 123–127 
and 218–223. 
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pays scant attention to multimodal arguments that combine words and other media 

to present a unified composite message. 

2.5.3 Sonja Foss 
Sonja Foss—in single-authored works and in work published with colleagues 

Gail Chryslee and Arthur Ranney—addresses the types of concern expressed by 

David Fleming and others. Whereas Fleming finds images lacking in "internal 

differentiation" and structure, resistant to interrogation, and too concrete and literal 

in their sign systems to permit them to function as arguments, Foss and colleagues 

carve out a niche in which images can function rhetorically by understanding the 

semiotic and social contexts in which such communicative artifacts are situated. 

Fleming's critique, echoing Plato's condemnation of writing, is an author-focused 

model—images in this scheme are incapable of argument because the author cannot 

guarantee that audience members will interpret the content of his or her message as 

he or she intends, indeed—once published—he or she will have no control over who 

sees them image. Furthermore, because images lack the lexicon, syntax, and 

grammar that we associate with verbal language—all of which, Fleming suggests, 

authors depend on to give verbal argument its shape—images cannot convey 

arguments. Foss and colleagues, on the other hand, suggest that it is not superficial 



The Rhetorical Potential of Images in Popular Accounts of Historical Events 
Chapter 02: Literature Review 

W. Christopher Scruton 
 

169 

form that shapes an argument but the author's intent or (more importantly) the 

"function" audience members perceive in the performance,348 the social framework 

that places author and audience in communication, and the set of learned authorial 

and interpretive practices, experience, and knowledge that make creating, 

recognizing, interpreting, and evaluating argument possible.349 Although there may 

be features of a performance that audience members might point to as cues to 

argumentative intent and structure, in fact the argument resides in the 

interpreter—an audience member's experience or prior knowledge acts as "warrant" 

for any "claim" that the interpreter chooses to make about the image, providing the 

"justification for moving from particular data to a claim about those data."350 

In the place of a prescriptive formalism—demanding that arguments conform 

structurally to fixed formulae—Chryslee, Foss, and Ranney suggest that audience 

                                                 

348  Page 215 in Sonja K. Foss, "A Rhetorical Schema for the Evaluation of Visual Imagery," 
Communication Studies 45 (Fall–Winter 1994): 213–224. See also page 9 in Gail J. Chryslee, Sonja K. 
Foss, and Arthur L. Ranney, "The Construction of Claims in Visual Argumentation," Visual Communication 
Quarterly 3 (Spring 1996): 9–13. Foss identifies three factors that mark images as rhetorical: (1) such an 
image must be conceived or perceived as "symbolic;" (2) some human agency must be involved—or 
perceived to be involved—in its production; and (3) the image must "be presented to an audience"—or 
perceived to be presented to an audience—"for the purpose of communicating with that audience." Page 
144 in Sonja K. Foss, "Theory of Visual Rhetoric," in Handbook of Visual Communication: Theory, Methods, 
and Media, edited by Ken Smith, Sandra Moriarty, Gretchen Barbatsis, and Keith Kenney, 141–152 
(Mahwah, NJ: Lawrence Erlbaum, 2005). In other words, the rhetorical image or multimodal congery has to 
involve—or seem to involve—the strategic uses of symbols to communicate with a particular audience on a 
particular occasion in pursuit of a particular end. 

349  Chryslee et al., "The Construction of Claims in Visual Argumentation," 10. 
350  Ibid. 
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members dynamically infer arguments from imagery on the basis of an array of 

material, perceptual, semiotic, and pragmatic cues, including "presented facts" (i.e., 

"features of an image and…design elements such as form, style, and medium"), 

"feeling" (i.e., "attitudes or emotions" evoked by the image), "knowledge" (i.e., prior 

"experience or learning" that bears on the image or situation), and "cultural" 

concerns (i.e., "codes, conventions, and socially shared and accepted marks and 

signs" found in the performance).351 Visual argument, in Foss and colleagues' terms, 

therefore lies not in the precise arrangement of easily identified and verified claims 

and supports but in the degree to which a picture or visual text "affect[s], 

persuade[s], or appeal[s] to viewers" for, in perceiving themselves to be affected, 

persuaded, or appealed to, audience members "accept[ed] a particular claim or 

                                                 

351  Chryslee et al., "The Construction of Claims in Visual Argumentation," 10. In their case analyses, 
the authors attended carefully to 'order of operation,' the sequence in which interpretive operations were 
carried out; they found that none of the existing prescriptive sequences adequately described their own 
interpretive process and that different images and image types seemed to call for different approaches, 
suggesting that prescriptive heuristics may be subject to breakdown (page 12). Given the semiotic paradox 
inherent in many visual performances—i.e., if representational, they may simultaneously seem to be purely 
denotative and encoded with a message that requires interpretation, although those codes are not spelled 
out explicitly in the image itself, they involve interpreters in the importation of an external frame of reference 
through which features of the text are viewed and assigned significance. If, with Foss and colleagues, we 
accept that images and multimodal texts can be rhetorical we must, of necessity, accept that such a rhetoric 
will never satisfy the explicit, almost mathematical purity, demanded by Fleming's model. Indeed, as 
described in my critique of Fleming, it is difficult to see how any semiotically ambiguous argument—e.g., a 
verbal argument that makes use of metaphor or similar figuraton—could be mapped as explicitly as his 
model demands. For probabilistic arguments grounded particular cultures, in particular historical contexts, 
rhetoric theorists are better served by a dynamic, pragmatic approach, despite the limits that such an 
approach might place on the generalizability of case findings, etc. 
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argument in the images."352 Although image-producers shape images themselves and 

arrange them into congeries, they are only successful as rhetors to the extent that 

they are able to address knowledge, experience, and ways of looking at and making 

sense of visuals that they share with viewers. For their part, viewers are not passive 

but active readers of images, engaged in "a prospective process of constructing 

claims for images,"353 responding to the rhetorical "function" they perceive being 

communicated by the work as a whole354 (a variety of gestalt analysis); comparing 

that perceived global function with discrete aspects of the performance to assess 

"how well that function is communicated and the support available for that function 

in the image", in essence, connecting the dots in the subject image by identifying 

specific features that "support" or "detract from" the perceived function355; and 

finally reflecting on the "legitimacy or perceived soundness" of the performance's 

rhetorical function.356 The touchstone for a formal critique is the paradigmatic 

organization of a properly formed argument—it answers the question "Is this 

argument a properly formed syllogism" (or enthymeme, etc.)? The touchstone for 

Foss (and, one presumes, for Chryslee, Foss, and Ranney) is the perception of the 

                                                 

352  Chryslee et al., "The Construction of Claims in Visual Argumentation," 9. 
353  Foss, "A Rhetorical Schema for the Evaluation of Visual Imagery," 217.  
354  Foss, "A Rhetorical Schema for the Evaluation of Visual Imagery," 216. 
355  Ibid. 
356  Foss, "A Rhetorical Schema for the Evaluation of Visual Imagery," 217. 
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viewer or reader—it answers the question "Do I, as a viewer or reader, see this 

performance as argumentative?" or, in the case of historical or ethnographic 

research, "Given what we know of the knowledge and interpretive practices relevant 

to a given discourse community, might a member of that community have found this 

argumentative?" Such a model likewise renders the author's work probabilistic—

whereas the formal argument is precise, rational, measured, in short, capable of 

being evaluated on a binary scale (i.e., Is it properly formatted? Yes or no are the 

only viable responses); the best the hermeneutic, audience-based model can promise 

is that an author's work is more or less congruent with the knowledge, practices, and 

expectations of her or his target audience—the greater the extent that the images or 

multimodal texts thus created are congruent with the needs and expectations of the 

audience, the greater the presumed likelihood of their success.357 

Finally, Foss and colleague's model is concerned not only with criticism but 

also with production.358 Although Foss argues for rhetorics of visual production that 

are grounded in authentic practice,359 she and her colleagues do not describe specific 

methods or techniques for developing such rhetorics of practice, simply suggesting 

                                                 

357  Chryslee et al., "The Construction of Claims in Visual Argumentation," 9. 
358  Ibid. See also pages 145–150 in Sonja K. Foss, "Theory of Visual Rhetoric," in Handbook of Visual 

Communication: Theory, Methods, and Media, edited by Ken Smith, Sandra Moriarty, Gretchen Barbatsis, 
and Keith Kenney, 141–152 (Mahwah, NJ: Lawrence Erlbaum Associates, 2005). 

359  Foss, "Theory of Visual Rhetoric," 143–144 and 147–150. 
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that practices can be generated both deductively (i.e., using rhetorical frames 

existing within a given community to analyze and explain visual performances) and 

inductively (generating visual rhetoric theory by observing the characteristics of 

visual performances and the effects they engender among members of their target 

viewership).360 Just as Foss and her co-authors do not provide heuristics guiding 

theory- or practice-generation, they do not attend directly to methods for analyzing 

the material artifacts that serve as the lasting "evidence or product" of an author's 

"creative act."361 Although one presumes that the authors envision practitioners 

generating their own methods and techniques based on the practices of their subject 

communities, the lack of guidance or heuristic render comparison of such efforts 

difficult. 

 

   

 
Propositional or Inferential Domain Summary 
Key Findings 

• Although images may lack the formal morphological organization and syntax 
of verbal language, studies in the propositional/inferential tradition generally 
hold that image and multimodal texts, when understood in their larger 
technological and cultural contexts, possess sufficient "internal 
differentiation" and informal logical structure to function as arguments 
(although some—notably Fleming, reviewed here—would disagree with this 
assessment). 

 

                                                 

360  Foss, "Theory of Visual Rhetoric," 147–150. 
361  Foss, "Theory of Visual Rhetoric," 143–144. 
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• Chryslee, Foss, and Ranney bring the audience back in by claiming that the 
locus of argument need not necessarily reside in an author's intent to 
persuade; they suggest that an equally plausible explanation is found in 
interpreters' perception of a performance as argumentative, connecting 
inferential analysis with concerns in the material (e.g., "design elements such 
as form, style, and medium" that provide clues to the intended audience and 
manifest dimensions of productive/interpretive practice), perceptual (e.g., the 
arrangement of visual elements within the frame that might suggest reference 
to a meaningful conventional arrangement), semiotic/semantic (e.g., cues in 
the text that may bear on an analyst's assessment the image's semiotic 
modality or modalities), and pragmatic (e.g., prior knowledge or shared codes 
or conventions that might inflect the analyst's preferred reading of a 
performance and, therefore, the argument that she or he might derive) 
domains. 

Unanswered Questions 

• Propositional or inferential logic supplies us with the strategic dimension of 
argument—what might be termed the scaffold or armature around which a 
performance is constructed—but how does the rhetor get from an idea to an 
artifact? How does he or she develop knowledge of the needs, beliefs, and 
interests of an audience? Having analyzed her or his audience, how does the 
rhetor then craft an appeal that 'speaks' to them? Conversely, how does the 
interpreter get from the concrete artifact to the inference of a strategy 
animating the performance? To address these lacunae, the analyst must 
really combine an awareness of and sensitivity to argument with methods 
that attend to the material, perceptual, semantic/semiotic, and pragmatic 
dimension of performance—approaches that will help the analyst bridge the 
gap between concrete artifact and the logical underpinnings and audience 
considerations on which that performance is constructed. 

   

2.6 Conclusion 
If the history of rhetoric in general can be characterized as a constant contest 

between a useful rhetoric grounded in discursive practice (rhetorica utens) and a 

metadiscursive, theoretical rhetoric or techne (rhetorica docens), visual rhetoric—as 

exemplified by the works synopsized in this review—seems representative of this 
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tension, with few commentators staking claim to the middle ground and the greater 

proportion of recent scholarship tending toward critical or hermeneutic approaches, 

focusing on studies that cluster in the pragmatic and argumentative or inferential 

domains of my ad hoc division of the field. As this review demonstrates, by ignoring 

the technological, perceptual, and/or semantic dimensions of visual meaning, we 

ignore the connections among individual thought, culture, and argument and situate 

ourselves poorly as a discipline prepared to train students in the arts of producing 

and interpreting persuasive visuals. Although this review has been too cursory and 

synoptic to draw definitive conclusions about the appropriateness of the five lenses I 

have selected as the foundation for a rhetorical study of visuals, this brief review has 

highlighted the incompleteness of each individual lens and its inability to account 

for the panoply of factors that seem to impinge on the production and interpretation 

of persuasive visuals, suggesting that even if we cannot—at this point—state 

definitively whether the five proposed lenses are sufficient as a holistic model of 

visual rhetoric, we can with justice suggest that each lens is necessary. 

What this review of the visual rhetoric literature has further highlighted is the 

need to develop analytic techniques that are closely aligned with my desired ethical 

and epistemic goals and objectives—much of the production- or heuristic-oriented 

literature reviewed has been prescriptive in nature, frequently emphasizing 

cookbook solutions over dynamic engagement in theory-informed praxis. The next 
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chapter addresses this problem, developing a methodological and technical toolbox 

grounded in the material/technological, perceptual, semiotic/semantic, pragmatic, 

and propositional/inferential domains, and capable of responsibly deconstructing 

visual performances embedded in authentic contexts.
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Chapter 3 
Methods 

As my review of rhetoric and technical communication literature suggests, 

interest in studying the persuasive power of visuals has grown considerably since 

the publication of Roland Barthes's seminal "The Rhetoric of the Image" (La 

rhétorique de l'image) in 1964. This burgeoning interest in the rhetorical use of 

images has not translated, however, into concomitant developments in the critical or 

methodological spheres—most studies I reviewed adopted existing logocentric or 

phonocentric theoretical frames and adapted techniques of literary criticism as 

lenses through which to analyze visuals. Although an increasing number of authors 

have, for example, pursued structural or social semiotics as interpretive frames, few 

explicitly describe techniques for identifying rhetorical features in visual 

performances and fewer still employ analytical techniques that could be described as 

heuristic (i.e., that have value as inventional schemes that may be employed in 

creating new semiotic texts, an important dimension if the method is to serve as a 

foundation for rhetorical praxis). To bridge this gap—and to provide a basis for 

critically evaluating my assumptions and claims about not only what my visual 

cases might mean to their creators and audiences, but how visual and multimodal 

performances work as meaning-making machines and why—this chapter describes 
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and explicates a process for analyzing structural, social, interpretive, and 

argumentative features of visual and multimodal texts. 

To address the shortcomings identified in existing visual studies methods by 

James Elkins, W.J.T. Mitchell, and others, I describe a richer methodological 

approach that connects theory and practice to real-life artistic and interpretive 

concerns, accounts for the range of cognitive practices involved in creating and 

reading visual performances, and provides heuristic tools to guide the processes of 

authorship and analysis. Figure 3.0.1 illustrates the layers that comprise my 

approach. The philosophies governing this approach—depicted in Figure 3.0.1 as 

layer #1, "methodology"—can best be described as ecological, concerned with visual 

performances as manifestations of complex, interdependent social and epistemic 

processes, and grounded, in that theoretical insights are developed from an analysis 

of empirical experience and data. Building on these foundational approaches, layer 

#2 consists of theoretical frameworks—"methods" or "lenses"—derived from the five  

 
Figure 3.0.1: Schematic illustrating the layers that comprise this study's methodological approach. 
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approaches identified in the literature review on visual rhetoric. These discrete 

methods provide vocabularies and sensibilities necessary to describe how images 

work at a macro level, but lack techniques for operationalizing those insights. 

Analytic techniques for interpreting or producing visual texts, which may vary 

depending on the media used in a particular subject performance or on other 

contextual factors, are illustrated as layer #3 in Figure 3.0.1.  

3.1 Layer #1: Methodology 
3.1.1 Ecological Approach 

Previous studies of visual rhetoric have often situated persuasive visuals in a 

fairly narrow theoretical domain (e.g., as perceptual or semiotic objects alone). My 

approach, inspired by Elkins's call for greater complexity in visual theory and rooted 

in the theoretical work of anthropologist and philosopher Gregory Bateson and 

literary and media critic Donald Theall, is ecological and holistic. Visual rhetoric is 

not simply constituted of equal parts technology-use, perception, semantics, 

pragmatics, and argumentation, but includes the interdependent functioning of 

those individual, social, and material systems that collectively produce a dynamic 

model for understanding. Such an approach focuses on explaining 

• what a specific message might mean to a specific audience on a 
specific occasion; 
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• how individuals might go about acquiring the content knowledge and 
formal competencies required to participate in knowledge 
communities;362 and  

• how those communities adapt both mechanical delivery systems and 
the symbol systems and cultural practices that shape their use within 
the community—and adapt to—technologies to meet changing 
cultural needs. 

In this study, ecology plays itself out in several ways, the most obvious of which is 

the five-domain system derived from my review of the visual rhetoric literature and 

later operationalized as a series of interpretive lenses in my analyses of historical 

cases. By both attending to what individual lenses have to tell us about an 

individual performance and—more important—identifying and seeking to 

understand the interconnections among findings produced by those lenses, I seek to 

"transform" or transcend the "limits of" and "boundaries between"363 the five 

domains in my model. Precisely this sort of an approach—in which perceptual cues, 

common-sense processes of image-interpretation, pragmatic cultural knowledge and 

genre expectations, and argumentation embodied in a word-and-image narrative all 

work together to produce a message that cannot be understood by means of any 

                                                 

362  This is the first step toward meeting the goal of developing an interdisciplinary practice of visual 
studies that is productive or generative as well as critical. This goal—according to James Elkins—has 
remained largely unmet by previous studies of visual rhetoric. In this connection, see Elkins, Visual Studies, 
200. 

363  Page xiv (emphasis original) in Donald F. Theall, Beyond the Word: Reconstructing Sense in the 
Joyce Era of Technology, Communication, and Culture (Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 1995). For 
more on ecology as a model for understanding the complex relationships among society, culture, and 
technology, see especially pages 71ff in Ron Burnett's How Images Think (Cambridge: The MIT Press, 
2004), and Bonnie Nardi and Vicki O'Day's Information Ecologies (Cambridge: The MIT Press, 1999).  
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single lens—is what Bateson had in mind when he coined the term "ecology of mind" 

to describe "aggregates of ideas" and the manifold ways in "ideas interact" in 

complex social systems.364 As such, the types of material artifacts that I study in this 

dissertation become environments in which a cultural exchange is enacted, 

assumptions about perception and interpretation are embedded, and cultural 

memory and communicative practice is reified, and through which persuasion is 

attempted. By pairing the sensitivity of a multifaceted analytical tool kit with the 

sensibility of the grounded-theory approach, with its requirement for close 

comparison, evidence-based theory-construction, and heuresis, the model defined 

herein satisfies the demands described by Elkins for complexity, trans-disciplinarity, 

everyday seeing, and generativity. 

3.1.2 Grounded Theory 
As illustrated in my literature review, many previous studies seem to have 

been incomplete on one or all of three dimensions. First, many studies simply 

analogize visual persuasion with verbal rhetoric and apply analytical categories 

                                                 

364  See page xvii (emphasis original) in Gregory Bateson, Steps to an Ecology of Mind: Collected 
Essays in Anthropology, Psychiatry, Evolution, and Epistemology (San Francisco: Chandler Publishing 
Company, 1972). Marshall McLuhan and followers (such as Barrington Nevitt) also believed strongly in the 
importance of what might be termed an ecological model, noting the crucial importance of audience in the 
production of art; as reviewer Frank Zingrone would later relate, McLuhan believed, with Kandinski, that "'the 
environment is the composition,' and that 'objects have to be considered in the light of the whole.'" Quoted in 
Frank Zingrone, "Retooling the Future: The Communication Ecology" [review essay of Barrington Nevitt's 
book of the same title], Canadian Journal of Communication 9:3 (1983): 57–71; section quoted from pages 
60–61. 
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from canonical theories to pictures without attending to the many differences 

between verbal and visual perception, composition, and interpretation. Second, 

within the field of visual studies there has been a tendency to treat most images as 

being functionally similar, often ignoring crucial pragmatic and technological 

dimensions. As perceptual primitives, there is little doubt that the engineering 

schematic and the child's crayon sketch are perceived similarly, but to ignore the 

representational and technical aspects of the schematics design and production is to 

ignore those factors that shape its meaning. Finally, the vast majority of the studies 

surveyed were oriented primarily toward criticism rather than production. As 

existing formal theory in this area seems ill-suited to explaining how visual 

persuasion might work in ways that recognize the complexity of images, that reflect 

the social and cultural embeddedness of practices governing their production and 

interpretation, and that can be systematized in ways that facilitate the production 

(not just interpretation) of persuasive visuals, I find myself placed in a situation not 

unlike that described by the Cicero and Crassus characters described in De Oratore, 

recognizing—in my case—that historians often seem to use images rhetorically but 

without having the theoretical background to explain this practice. The best solution 

to the problem would seem to be for me to generate new theory, but how ought I to 

proceed with the project? Crassus points the way forward: 

CRASSUS: I consider that with regard to all precepts the case is this, not that 
orators by adhering to them have obtained distinction in eloquence, but that 
certain persons have noticed what men of eloquence practiced of their own 
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accord, and formed rules accordingly; so that eloquence has not sprung from 
art, but art from eloquence.365 

By reviewing existing visual rhetoric theory, observing where it seems to fall short 

in attending to the complexity of visual communication or in explaining habits of 

successful practitioners, and revising, deleting, and expanding the theoretical frame 

as necessary, my aim is to create flexible, extensible, rich theory that will explain 

the argumentative choices of historians, to guide practitioners in the creation of 

more effective visual-historical texts, and to provide a template for the development 

of comparable theory and heuristic guidance in other fields. 

My approach to developing such a body of theory is heavily influenced by the 

grounded theory methodology commonly associated with anthropologists Barney 

Glaser and Anselm Strauss. Calling grounded theory a method is actually something 

of a misnomer as the tradition does not boast a strict analytical technique (or even a 

limited constellation of techniques) in the way that the psychologists' operational 

code analysis is defined by a generally accepted set of heuristic questions366; instead, 

                                                 

365  Page 41 in Cicero, De Oratore, chapter XXXII in Cicero on Oratory and Orators, translated and 
edited by J. S. Watson (Carbondale, IL: Southern Illinois University Press, 1970). Cicero, as he styles 
himself in the narrative, has a higher opinion of theory, granting that although "frequent practice" was 
"superior to the precepts of all masters" and that Roman orators ultimately excelled those of Athens, the 
foundation for attaining eloquence was derived from a knowledge of Greek rhetoric (ibid., chapter IV, 9). 

366  Strauss, Qualitative Analysis for Social Scientists, 5. 
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the method is characterized by a general intent to "[discover] theory from data"367 

with the intent of providing "a meaningful guide to [future] action"368 sensitive to the 

complexities of "social phenomena."369 What does inform grounded theory is a 

heuristic approach to theoretical induction that can be characterized as follows: 

• First, the approach to sampling under grounded theory differs 
radically from quantitative methods. Whereas quantitative methods 
often require large populations of subjects and consistency in 
population size and representative composition to ensure reliability 
and generalizability and to avoid bias, grounded theory sampling 
focuses on concepts, pushing investigators to identify individuals, 
subgroups, and entire populations—often heterogeneously—on the 
basis of the conceptual terrain they represent. As an illustration, 
Juliet Corbin and Anselm Strauss describe the sampling process as it 
might apply to conduction a study of nurses: 

When a project begins, the researcher brings to it some 
idea of the phenomenon he or she wants to study. Based 
on this knowledge, groups of individuals, an 
organization, or community representative of that 
phenomenon can be selected for study. For example, if a 
researcher wants to study nurses' work, he or she would 
go to where nurses are working—a hospital, clinic, or 
home (or all three)—to watch what they do. 

Once there, the researcher would not be sampling 
nurses as such, but sampling the incidents, events, and 
happenings that denote the work that the nurses do, the 
conditions that facilitate, interrupt, or prevent their 
work, the action/interaction by which it is expressed, 

                                                 

367  Glaser and Strauss, The Discovery of Grounded Theory, 1. 
368  Page 12 in Anselm Strauss and Juliet Corbin, Basics of Qualitative Research: Techniques and 

Procedures for Developing Grounded Theory, 2d edition (Thousand Oaks, CA: SAGE Publications, 1998). 
369  Strauss, Qualitative Analysis for Social Scientists, 6–7. 
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and the consequences that result. After analysis of the 
first observations the term 'work' would have more 
specific and complex meanings than the general 
questions or concepts with which one began the study. 
The researcher might note that there are different types 
of work, that it varies in intensity, and so forth.370 

 In the context of my own study, an initial study of the academic 
literature suggested a range of historiographic concepts that guided 
my selection of cases. Collectively, the work of the historian I have 
elected to study reifies a range of the philosophical, narrative, 
representational, and ethical problems confronting all historians who 
use images in their accounts; because the focus of this study is to 
determine whether images are used to persuade in popular historical 
contexts and to identify how this persuasion is effected, I am less 
concerned with the fact that my sample is somewhat narrow and 
chronologically discontinuous than I am with covering the range of 
epistemic and media choices confronted by historians (doing finer-
grained analyses across chronological, cultural, and geographic 
categories may provide topics for future studies).  

• Second, grounded theory studies tend to share a common 
methodological approach characterized by two key features: 

• The use of constant comparison serves several purposes in a 
grounded theory study. First, during the conceptual phase the 
researcher is confronted with a mass of relatively undifferentiated 
data (in my case, the essentials of my historical case) that he or 
she must begin to conceptualize; by comparing cases—with or 
without the guidance of theoretical characteristics derived from a 
preliminary literature review—organizing structures (categories of 
related concepts, properties that characterize members of a 
category and differentiate it from others, relationships among and 
across members of categories and contextual circumstances, etc.) 
begin to emerge. As these patterns come into focus, investigators 
begin to populate the categories with additional data, comparing 

                                                 

370  Juliet Corbin and Anselm Strauss, "Grounded Theory Research: Procedures, Canons, and 
Evaluative Criteria," Qualitative Sociology 13:1 (1990): 3–21. Passage quoted here from page 8 (emphasis 
mine). 
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those new data with the descriptive model that emerged in the 
first stage, and changing or refining it as necessary. Finally, as a 
mature model is developed that adequately accounts for available 
data, researchers are in a position to develop hypotheses 
explaining relevant phenomena and drawing conclusions about the 
relationships among actors, situation, and content. Constant re-
grounding with real-world experience—at the levels of the 
individual case, across multiple cases, and ultimately extending to 
prediction of applicability in future cases that share similar 
operational characteristics with previously-analyzed cases—is a 
hallmark of this approach and a characteristic that promises (a) to 
produce theory that reflects the richness and complexity of real-life 
experience and (b) to ensure the relevance of theory thus 
generated to practitioners in the field (in this case, to rhetoricians, 
visual studies scholars, and historians).371 

• The second key technical feature that characterizes grounded 
theory is a recursive process of collection and division, what 
Strauss and Corbin term a coding paradigm.372 As described by 
Strauss and Corbin, coding takes three forms373: 

 Open Coding 
In open coding, investigators identify preliminary categories of 
phenomena within their selected dataset of "structural 
conditions…events, actors, interactions, and processes."374 The 
purpose of this process is definitional, identifying similarities and 
differences among elements of the set. For example, Glaser and 
Strauss identified two salient categories of nursing care in their 

                                                 

371  Glaser and Strauss, The Discovery of Grounded Theory, 35. 
372  Strauss, Qualitative Analysis for Social Scientists, 5. "Coding" as defined by Anselm Strauss is 

"conceptualizing data," to include "raising questions and giving provisional answers (hypotheses) about 
categories and about their relations. A code is the term for any product of this analysis (whether category or 
a relation among two or more categories)," ibid., 20–21. 

373  These three forms do not necessarily proceed hierarchically (i.e., axial coding does not necessarily 
have to precede selective coding), but descriptions of such research provided in Corbin and Strauss 
suggests that open→axial→selective is the usual order of operations (with the understanding that the entire 
procedure is built around revision—upon completion of part or all of a cycle, it is expected that the 
researcher will return to earlier stages and make changes).  

374  Strauss, Qualitative Analysis for Social Scientists, 78–79. 
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1967 study, "professional composure" and the nurses' "perceptions 
of social loss" with respect to critically injured or terminally ill 
patients.375 In my own study, two categories differentiating 
historians' use of visuals might be "emplotment" (i.e., the use of 
visuals to aid in the creation of a coherent narrative) or "evidence" 
(i.e., the visual as proof of some event's occurrence).  

Axial Coding 
In axial coding, investigators seek to subdivide items in major 
categories by identifying significant dimensions or 
characteristics—what Glaser and Strauss term "properties"—that 
differentiate those items and, thereby, generating subcategories 
and schematizing relationships among subcategories and between 
these subgroupings and the parent category. An example of this 
procedure cited by Glaser and Strauss in their study of nurses' 
professional practice is their identification of a property of the 
"perceptions of social loss" category, "loss rationales" (i.e., the 
narratives nurses compose for themselves or others "to 
justify…their perceptions of social loss").376 In my own study, 
properties of the category of emplotment might include "mode of 
representation," which might be further subdivided as schematic 
(e.g., to cover representations that combine visual representations 
of the passage of time, such as timelines, with story elements), 
denotative (e.g., to cover representations that combine media 
elements to tell a sequential story), and so forth. 

 Selective Coding 
In selective coding, investigators construct a general explanatory 
or covering narrative that explains part or all of the entire system, 
identifying relationships among categories and connecting those 
phenomena with the local and global operational context in which 
they are embedded.377 Glaser and Strauss again provide an 

                                                 

375  Glaser and Strauss, The Discovery of Grounded Theory, 36. 
376  Ibid. 
377  As Strauss describes it, the two key questions being asked at this juncture are "But what difference 

do these structural [i.e., contextual] things make for interaction and interactants?" and "But what helps to 
account for these phenomena, including not only the more immediate structural conditions but the larger, 
macro ones?" (Strauss, Qualitative Analysis for Social Scientists, 78–79). 



The Rhetorical Potential of Images in Popular Accounts of Historical Events 
Chapter 03: Methods 

W. Christopher Scruton 
 

188 

illustration from their study of nurses, explaining 'loss rationales' 
in the interplay between 'perceptions of social loss' and 
'professional composure': "Loss rationales arise among nurses to 
explain the death of a patient whom they see as a high social loss, 
and this relationship helps the nurses to maintain their 
professional composure when facing his death."378 In terms of my 
own study, an example might explain Matthew Paris's use of a 
denotative mode of emplotment as a means of creating a more vivid 
and, thus, believable 'event' (selection and use of sources) for the 
purpose of filling in a narrative gap (Matthew's trademark 
moralized story in which each sin is punished in a manner 
befitting the transgression, a symbolic trope). In short, a single 
property may connect a number of categories (in this instance, as 
many as four) and afford opportunities for generating what 
Clifford Geertz called 'plausible stories' while still compelling the 
investigator to ground each hypothesis in a network of empirical 
analysis.379 

The real strength of this inductive approach to theory-construction is its 

ecological validity—by basing observations and hypotheses on the real concerns and 

contextual factors affecting historians themselves, the theory thus generated not 

only has value as a critical lens for rhetoricians but may provide an inventional 

heuristic for producers of multimedia history. To succeed, theory in this vein must 

satisfy four conditions, first explicitly specified by Glaser: "Fit, work, relevance, and 

                                                 

378 Glaser and Strauss, The Discovery of Grounded Theory, 36 (emphasis in original). 
379  Strauss and Corbin, Basics of Qualitative Research, 13. The authors further define creativity in this 

context as "the ability…to aptly name categories, ask stimulating questions, make comparisons, and extract 
an innovative, integrated, realistic scheme from masses of unorganized raw data" (ibid.). Clifford Geertz 
reference is to page 153 in Local Knowledge: Further Essays in Interpretive Anthropology (New York: Basic 
Books, 1983). 
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modifiability."380 Fit refers to the degree of success with which the theoretical model 

developed explains the concepts and relationships under investigation "in the eyes of 

subjects, practitioners, and researchers in the area."381 Work relates to the 

explanatory and heuristic power of the theory induced: When used to analyze new 

cases does it fit? When used by a historian to generate new work, does the theory 

account for the major factors affecting her or his compositional process? As pointed 

out by Glaser, if the theory in questions fits and works, it automatically achieves 

relevance.382 Finally, if new cases do reveal a weakness in the theory, the theoretical 

model must be sufficiently flexible to enable investigators to modify their systems 

and to test and re-test until theory achieves stability. 

Does this approach seem complex? Undoubtedly, but before discarding the 

approach as over-complicated, we383 would do well to consider the degree of 

interpretive sophistication required to understand Thomas Hobbes's De Cive, 

Tacitus's Annales, or Galileo Galilei's Siderius Nuncius. Indeed, to comprehend 

fully—for example—Galileo's prose, mathematics, and analogy-making alone require 

                                                 

380  Page 15 in Barney Glaser, Basics of Grounded Theory Analysis (Mill Valley, CA: Sociology Press, 
1992). 

381  Ibid. 
382  Ibid. 
383  Because the audience for this dissertation is conceived in broad terms—i.e., rhetoricians, visual 

studies scholars, and historians—I use "we" or "the analyst" throughout as shorthand for those three 
audiences. 
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facility in vernacular Florentine and specialist competencies in literary and 

scientific analysis, and we may still miss out on subtle cultural and rhetorical cues 

that affected reception and appreciation of Galileo's work in his sixteenth and 

seventeenth century context—and this ignores entirely perceptual and technological 

aspects of book-production and reading, dimensions of metalinguistic comprehension 

that we so take for granted that they may be mistakenly identified as pre-attentive 

processes. They were certainly not taken for granted by Galileo, who lavished 

considerable attention of the design and printing of his works as a means to 

realizing his rhetorical aims. 

In this study, I will complete the first three stages of the grounded theory cycle, 

generating a set of preliminary categories (and features that characterize their 

members); proposing a set of hypotheses about relationships among and between 

categories in the light of my five cases; and evaluating the goodness-of-fit of these 

explanations and proposing revisions. The final stages—putting those revisions into 

action and testing them against additional history cases to assess their quality and 

extending the approach to other fields, such as science writing, political propaganda, 

or technical communication, in an effort to develop generalizable visual rhetoric 

theory—will have to wait for future studies. 

Having addressed my overall approach to the problem of developing and 

presenting an authentic understanding of how practitioners might use images to 
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persuade, I can describe the theoretical frames I use to explore the question of 

images' rhetoricity (Layer #2) and the specific techniques I use to interrogate my 

case image, Matthew Paris's Robert Grosseteste's Vengeful Spirit (Layer #3). 

3.2 Methods 
3.2.1 Technological Analysis 

"A fifteenth-century painting," Michael Baxandall famously observed, "is the 

deposit of a social relationship."384 In Baxandall's reconstruction of Renaissance 

Italian connoisseurial culture, every aspect of the artistic process—from the 

identification of the subject for a painting, to the selection of appropriate tools and 

materials, to details of pose, style of representation, and other formal details—were 

all influenced by the aesthetic tastes, genre expectations, and habits of mind of the 

individuals who constituted that community. Similarly, understanding the realm of 

the possible in any given community (i.e., the range of possible types of 

representation) requires an understanding of the tools, materials, genres of 

representation, and modes of interpretation—in short, the technologies of 

communication—commonly available to members of that community. To continue 

with Baxandall's example, something as simple as recognizing the rarity and 

                                                 

384  Page 1 in Michael Baxandall, Painting and Experience in Fifteenth-Century Italy: A Primer in the 
Social History of Pictorial Style, 2d edition (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1988). 
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expense of a raw material like lapis lazuli in early fifteenth century Italy can help us 

understand the relative importance of particular features in a painting from the 

period—e.g., the figure of the Virgin Mary in a fresco commissioned from Gherardo 

Starnina was to be painted in visibly richer, two-florin-per-ounce ultramarine while 

blues in the remainder of the work were to be painted in a cheaper mix.385 So, 

whereas the implements of painting—brushes, canvas, etc.—and the techniques of 

applying paint to canvas may change little over the course of a century, the 

technology of painting often changes dramatically with changes in the culture 

(indeed, as Baxandall notes, the passion for rich blues and golds seemed to diminish 

over the course of the fifteenth century386 so, although the cost of materials did not 

change, aesthetic and compositional tastes did and, thus, so did the 'technology' of 

painting). This idea of technology as something more than simply the machinery of 

production accords broadly with the definition of technology adopted by the 

philosopher Don Ihde, a definition that guides me in the selection of an analytic 

technique appropriate to the tasks of describing how visual communication artifacts 

appear, explaining how the visible features of those artifacts interrelate, and 

connecting those features to relevant productive and interpretive practices in the 

cultures to which the artifacts are addressed. In short, Professor Ihde's definition of 

                                                 

385  Baxandall, Painting and Experience in Fifteenth-Century Italy, 11. 
386  Baxandall, Painting and Experience in Fifteenth-Century Italy, 14–15. 
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technology helps me select a technique that aids in converting artifacts into frames 

through which we can see the reified beliefs and practices of the communities to 

which they are directed. 

According to Don Ihde's definition, what many Westerners tend to think of 

when they refer to technology—cameras, cars, computers, factory equipment, 

microscopes, etc.—are machines or physical artifacts that, when divorced from the 

cultural environment in which they work either become technologies of another 

sort387 or become use-less.388 For Ihde, the use of technology is shaped by cultural 

context—transactional situations within cultures create what Ihde terms "use-

contexts," not simply the physical artifacts we commonly think of when we think of 

technology, but also conventions of technology-use that leave their mark on both 

tools and the products of those technologies; in short, "the technology is only what it 

is in some use-context."389 Just as it would be misleading to try to understand 

communication technologies and their artifacts without also attending to the 

                                                 

387  As Don Ihde puts it "the 'same' technology in another cultural context becomes quite a 'different' 
technology" (page 144 in Technology and the Lifeworld: From Garden to Earth, Bloomington, IN: Indiana 
University Press, 1990). One example Ihde cites in this context concerns the uses of sardine cans in pre-
WWII New Guinea; whereas the cans worked as food storage and transportation systems for the Australian 
gold prospectors, among the aborigines the discarded tins became technologies of display, replacing shells 
in the wearers' ceremonial headgear—the same artifact, but totally different technologies (Ihde, Technology 
and the Lifeworld, 125–126). 

388  As Andrew Feenberg put it as "mere physical objects abstracted from" their use-context, such 
"artifacts have no function and hence no properly technological character at all" (page 213 in Questioning 
Technology, London: Routledge, 1999). 

389  Ihde, Technology and the Lifeworld, 128. 
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cultural domains in which they are produced, we should beware methods that ignore 

the 'thingness' of communication, the fact that cultures depend on an array of 

technologies to support socially relevant communication and that the traces of those 

interactions have certain mechanical properties that affect—and are affected by—

the communication process. Just as communication technologies are not separable 

from the cultures in which they are relevant, media effects, prevailing icons and 

symbols, common knowledge, etc., although perhaps not inseparable from the media 

in which they are produced, are certainly connected to those media.390  

Unfortunately, attempting to understand the array of productive and 

interpretive practices that shape communication technologies and, in turn, become 

reified in the artifactual traces that remain can be challenging given the ways in 

which technological mastery affects our perception. In normal, everyday 

communication, technologies become  "the means, not the object, of the 

experience"391; like Heidegger's hammer—which Ihde discusses in this connection—

effective technologies are "ready-to-hand,"392 in the case of the hammer becoming 

                                                 

390  Conversely, adaptations from one technological domain to another—e.g., an editorial cartoon that 
references photographic exemplars, such as VIet Cong Execution or Joe Rosenthal's Iwo Jima flag-raising—
often represent ruptures that bear communicative significance. See my discussion of Figures 4.4.1 and 
4.4.2, below, for more on rhetorical connections between materiality and culture. 

391  Ihde, Technology and the Lifeworld, 32. 
392  Ihde, Technology and the Lifeworld, 32–34. Specifically, Ihde quotes from Heidegger's Being and 

Time. 
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almost an extension of the user's arm rather than a consciously manipulated tool, 

receding from consciousness to be used most effectively: To consider consciously the 

proper use of the hammer is to invite error. Ihde goes even further, pointing out that 

these tools and the knowledge that shapes their use are often overlooked because to 

use them effectively is to make such use-knowledge tacit and therefore difficult to 

discern or to disentangle from relatively unreflective/unconscious praxis.393 

Paradoxically, although expert use of everyday technologies tends to render the 

knowledge that governs such uses unconscious, Ihde argues that our conscious 

apprehension of the personal and professional worlds we inhabit—our perception 

itself—is "technologically mediated."394 So, although common uses of technologies 

"enframe" and "transform experience,"395 we tool-users become largely unaware of 

these transformations as we become more and more proficient and practiced with 

the technologies that enable them. The practical relevance of these findings is three-

fold: 

• Communication artifacts are important cultural documents—not only 
do they provide significant insights relevant to a particular 
communicative situation, they also reveal important insights into 
more general community knowledge and practices (i.e., artifacts have 
not only technological but pragmatic and rhetorical import). 

                                                 

393  Ihde, Technology and the Lifeworld, 33. 
394  Ihde, Technology and the Lifeworld, 43. 
395  Ihde, Technology and the Lifeworld, 49. 
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• Because many productive practices become tacit knowledge, 
traditional hermeneutic techniques for ascertaining societal pragmatic 
formulae (e.g., reviewing training handbooks and primers, performing 
meta-analyses of style manuals and artists' notebooks, etc.) may not 
provide a full picture of relevant knowledge and practice in a given 
community; close analysis of exemplary technological artifacts may 
help us round out those pictures of community practice by illustrating 
relevant aspects of apparently tacit knowledge and productive 
convention. 

• Finally, the tacit-ness of productive practice suggests that the 
methodical revelation and de-construction of those practices is going 
to be complex and painstaking work; a work that an expert, immersed 
in the knowledge and convention of her or his field, could apprehend 
and understand in the blink of an eye may take dozens—even 
hundreds—of pages of analysis to make explicit. 

To undertake this task of calling attention to the manufactured or produced 

nature of visual texts, recognizing their connection to the lifeworlds of their 

producers and interpreters, and providing raw materials for analysis by the other 

lenses of which my method is composed requires a very flexible technique. The 

disparate nature of media nominally considered visual—from written and printed 

language to line illustrations and paintings to sculptures to photographs and films 

to cartoons, scientific illustrations, and a myriad other forms—requires that my 

methodology be sufficiently elastic to account for the factors specific to the media, 

genre, and authorial conventions and practices that may have affected the 

production and reception of a message in its historical and technical context. To this 

end, the case profiled in this study is prefaced by a brief précis of technical terms 

and a description of the formal aspects pertaining to that case, intended to aid in 

deconstructing images and the semantic networks in which they are embedded. 
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Technological analysis helps establish a representational baseline, enabling me to 

identify the factor or factors that may place a message in a particular genre or to 

hint at a specific argumentative purpose. Furthermore, understanding the 

operational characteristics of a particular medium aids in my effort to determine the 

representational limitations of that medium, characteristics that an author may not 

manipulate (or, if he or she is able to manipulate those characteristics, it will be 

likely that such manipulation represents a conscious attempt to shape the message). 

Indeed, the choice of a particular technology may be—in and of itself—a consciously 

rhetorical choice. 

3.2.1.1 Identifying Formal Elements in Visual 
Communication 

As an aid to the identification, description, and classification of meaningful 

marks, I employ a close-reading technique, formal analysis. As originally described 

by Heinrich Wölfflin in his Principles of Art History, formal analysis was intended to 

guide the criticism of an artist's style, providing categories for identifying whether 

her or his work was painterly versus linear; closed versus open in form; etc., by 

providing six differentiae, identifying characteristics that marked an artist's work as 

belonging, for example, to someone working in the Flemish versus Italian style. My 

purpose in this study is not to participate in Wölfflin's art historical project; I am 

concerned strictly with understanding how a particular performance works as a 
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communicative system, not in aesthetic or connoisseurial criticism. Although the 

particular critical categories proposed by Wölfflin and others are not helpful in 

conducting a more general study of multimodal texts as representational systems, 

the overall approach—a close, careful, methodical attention to the surface features 

that constitute a work—offers distinct advantages in addressing the questions that 

inform proper technological analysis:  

• How, specifically, was a given message inscribed, modified, stored, 
transmitted, and interpreted?  

• What relevant sense-qualities attach to the performance?  

• How might those qualities affect the reception and interpretation of 
the performance?  

• Which qualities were under the author's control? Is there evidence 
that the author shaped the message in some particular way? What 
effect might he or she have hoped to achieve? As Wölfflin put it, 
"Every artist finds certain visual possibilities before him, to which he 
is bound. Not everything is possible at all times."396 The aim of an 
effective technological analysis should be to identify those 
"possibilities," describe how the author-artist addressed them, and 
evaluate the degree to which he or she was playing within the limits 
of the representational technologies available to him or her or 
adapting them to meet his or her interests or the demands of the 
audience and/or situational exigence that gave rise to the 
performance. 

                                                 

396  Page 11 in Heinrich Wölfflin, Principles of Art History, translated by M.D. Hottinger (New York: 
Dover Publications, 1932). 
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By applying formal analysis heuristics, I produce a detailed description of the work 

in question, identifying aspects of that work that might prove significant in 

understanding the performance rhetorically. 

The specific technologies used to inscribe visual and multimodal 

performances—and the formal qualities used to describe those marks—will vary 

from performance to performance. The specific objective of formal analysis will be to 

describe the visible surface(s) of an object or image with a view to defining how the 

author inscribed, arranged, and combined visual elements. In general, I describe 

technologies for delineating and modeling complex surfaces (line, color, fill/texture, 

light/shadow/contrast), representing real-world subjects (proportion, scale, 

perspective, point of view), and framing those subjects (arrangement, composition, 

positive/negative space, representations of motion/time).  

Although my formal analyses contains a great deal of information evaluating 

the surface appearance of visual performances, my aim is not merely descriptive. 

The primary goal is analytic, the first stage in a complex process of identifying 

rhetorically significant features in a given work and not simply answering the 

questions "What is it? What does it mean?" but starting the work of answering "How 
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does…[it] mean?"397 This analysis takes the form both of explicit evaluative 

statements—e.g., "the tonal range that characterized Adams's photograph as it 

appeared in major US and world newspapers was entirely consistent with wire 

service photographs published in those dailies since the inception of the AP 

WirePhoto service in 1935"—and, more basically, in the initial selection of a critical 

lexicon. Having identified a lexicon of denotative and qualitative descriptors—

selected on the basis of known influences on the particular author/artist in question 

and a review of the relevant literature—I identify appropriate organizational levels 

in the source text (see below) and proceed to apply my critical vocabulary to an 

analysis of each level of the text in turn, describing the performance, evaluating its 

relative significance, and identifying open questions and ambiguities for later 

discussion. Upon completion of the technological stage of analysis, I am left with a 

catalogue of salient features that inform later stages, either by calling attention to 

aspects of the work deemed to be generally representative of the author's work (or of 

visual communication practices in her or his culture) or to be specific aspects of her 

or his rhetorical performance (aspects that will be further explored with perceptual, 

semantic, and argument-mapping techniques). 

                                                 

397  Pages 96–97 in Sylvan Barnet, A Short Guide to Writing About Art (New York: Longman, 2003). 
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3.2.1.2 Describing Levels of Analysis in Multimodal Texts 
Images are rarely encountered in a vacuum, devoid of connection with a 

physical space or other media—an image in a film is connected physically and 

conventionally with the images that precede and succeed it, and with the titles, 

music, and dialogue that accompany the project (if any); a painting in a gallery may 

share connections with verbal labels and explanatory materials (if any), with other 

paintings in a room or collection, with audio or video tour materials; even in the 

context of an archive, a photograph shares connections with the other photographs 

in an album or box, with cataloguing or curatorial finding aids, etc. Although those 

connections may provide insight into the meanings and rhetorical import of the 

image, identifying and schematizing such connections is difficult as the structure of 

discourse in a given performance is going to vary from medium to medium, 

community to community, and even author to author.  

Given the grounding of this study in authentic practice—i.e., the frame of 

reference I adopt throughout is founded on the beliefs, methods, and habits of real-

world practitioners—each case studied likewise requires the identification of 

narrative levels appropriate to the expectations and practices of the author and her 

or his audience. Although the levels of analysis lack consistency across cases—

making generalization challenging between, say, illustrations in a scientific 

discourse on sunspots and a contemporaneous illustrated popular account of 
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explorations in the Americas (or, as in this study, between a twentieth-century 

newspaper photograph and an illustration in a thirteenth-century history book)—

the grounding of levels of analysis in a performance in the epistemic concerns of the 

audience to which it is directed will add to it explanatory value. In the absence of a 

general framework for schematizing the levels of analysis in multimodal texts, in 

each case I describe the levels of analysis evident in that performance and provide a 

rationale supporting each level identified.398 

Technological Analysis: Identifying Formal Elements and Levels of Analysis 
3.2.1.3 Formal Analytic Technique 

Wölfflin described his approach as "imaginative beholding,"399 its goal of 

identifying the particularities of "individual style"400 is well suited to a technique 

designed to tease out the specific qualities of a particular performance by a 

particular author on a particular occasion; importantly, such a technique—

consistently and conscientiously applied to analyze the "material element of style"—

also provides us with an approach capable of "[conceiving] style as…expression, 

expression of the temper of an age and a nation as well as expression of the 

                                                 

398  The case I discuss in Chapter 4 provides a useful illustration of the value of a grounded approach—
my initial appreciation of the Chronica Majora text favored levels of analysis founded in the logical structure 
of the bound codex; upon completion of my initial pragmatic analysis, it became evident that a further level of 
analysis—founded in the book's use-context as a guide to live performance—needed to be considered. 

399  Wölfflin, Principles of Art History, vii. 
400  Wölfflin, Principles of Art History, 2. 
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individual temperament,"401 providing the analyst with occasions to connect aspects 

of the subject performance with the cultural knowledge and practices on which 

author and audience members alike depend for making and interpreting meaning.402 

The process of analysis I use for formal analysis is as follows: 

1. Determine the technology or technologies used to inscribe, arrange, 
and deliver the subject message (what Wölfflin described as "the 
material element of style"403), both through direct observation and 
analysis of the particular performance under consideration and 
(where possible) background research on the presumed technology, on 
technical dimensions of the author-artist's work, and on the specific 
performance under analysis; 

2. Select an appropriate analytical vocabulary for deconstructing formal 
aspects of the performance; and 

3. Document any observations using verbal description and visual 
schematics. Although not limited to the five concepts404 that 
constituted Wölfflin's visual vocabulary, my approach takes those 
concepts as a foundation to build on: 

• How are two-dimensional forms405 (planar representations) or 
volumes delineated by contours (lines that give form to volumes 
and serve to direct "the path of vision and guide…the eye," lending 
objects their "tangible character—in outline and surfaces"406)? 

                                                 

401  Wölfflin, Principles of Art History, 10. 
402  As Wölfflin put it, "Vision itself has a history, and the revelation of these visual strata must be 

regarded as the primary task of art history"—among those strata are the knowledge, beliefs, and authorial 
practices that guide the artist's narrative composition and technological execution of a work (Principles of Art 
History, 11). 

403  Wölfflin, Principles of Art History, 10. 
404  Wölfflin, Principles of Art History, 14. 
405  Wölfflin, Principles of Art History, 15. 
406  Ibid. 
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Contours and volumes can be literal—that is, explicitly depicted 
with visible lines or tonal shades—or implied (as in the case of 
bounded volumes or negative spaces). 

• How are three-dimensional "spatial depths"407 delineated or 
modeled by line (either explicit or implicit) and tone? 

• How is the image or performance composed? In what ways does 
the artist convey wholeness, pulling together disparate figures into 
a representational whole, moving from "multiplicity to unity"408? 

• In which representational schema (or schemata) does the artist 
situate her or his work? What qualities of the image or 
performance mark it as belonging to one mode of representation or 
another? Wölfflin was concerned primarily with imitation and 
verisimilitude and, therefore, the degree to which the artist's work 
conveyed "the absolute and relative clarity of the subject."409 

 How these concepts are operationalized will vary from performance to 
performance (i.e., what constitutes a contour in a pen-and-ink 
illustration will differ from the contour in a photograph); the analyst 
will have to select an appropriate vocabulary and technique for 
identifying these characteristics on a case-by-case basis. Similarly, 
different types of performances may require expanding the 
representational characteristics from the five dimensions outlined by 
Wölfflin to include other relevant explanatory categories (e.g., an 
analyst studying a filmic narrative will no doubt want to expand his 
or her repertoire to include dimensions accounting for the passage of 
time, representations of movement, the interplay of visual and aural 
media elements, and perhaps others). 

                                                 

407  Ibid. 
408  Ibid. 
409  Ibid. 
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3.2.2 Perceptual Analysis 
Having developed a catalogue of technological features revealing the hand of a 

performance's author as reified in a communicative artifact, we can now turn to 

audience concerns. Whereas attention to phenomenal percepts through technological 

analysis enables me to render judgments about the author's role in shaping a 

performance, attending to phenomenological concerns here will enable me to form 

some initial impressions of how audience members might make sense of 

performative artifacts. To aid in the identification of perceptual units of significance, 

I employ gestalt techniques. 

Determining Units of Significance 
3.2.2.1 Gestalt Technique 

When approaching a visual message, the first problem confronting the viewer 

is determining which of the elements that constitute a particular visual field "'belong 

together' as circumscribed units from which their surroundings are excluded."410 This 

phenomenological grouping of percepts into meaningful "figures" separable from the 

surrounding "ground" is achieved by means of what gestalt psychologists refer to as 

a "contour," a real or implied limit to the extent of a sign/object; the defining feature 

                                                 

410  Pages 272–273 in Nicholas Pastore, Selective History of Theories of Visual Perception: 1650–1950 
(New York: Oxford University Press, 1971). 
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of contours is their "one-sidedness": "if the contour of one thing were to be perceived 

as belonging to the contour of another thing…[these objects] would not be perceived 

as distinct things."411 Although gestalt theory is primarily concerned with the 

perception of imagistic sign/objects, the integration of visuals with verbal text 

complicates the process of giving "as naive and full a description of direct [visual] 

experience as possible"412—the problem of deciding which textual elements are 

relevant to interpreting and understanding related visuals. One way to 

operationalize this process of direct observation and text-and-image hermeneutics is 

to employ a heuristic vocabulary for deconstructing the arrangement of—and 

relationships among—elements of meaning within those accounts. 

3.2.2.1.1 Identifying Units of Significance in the Image, Page, or Frame. 

Within the context of the individual image, page, or frame, five heuristics help 

us sort percepts into meaningful objects: Proximity versus distance; similarity 

versus dissimilarity; continuity versus discontinuity; closure versus rupture; and 

prägnanz. 

                                                 

411  Pastore, Selective History of Theories of Visual Perception, 273. 
412  Pastore, Selective History of Theories of Visual Perception, 272.  
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3.2.2.1.1.1 Proximity versus Distance 

Percepts that occupy space near one another are perceived to be more alike 

than those that are farther apart.413 Similarly, as Richard Zakia points out, within 

the context of an individual figure, the closer the contours that delineate the 

boundary of a figure are together, the more likely the space thus enclosed will be 

identified as a figure: "The smaller an area or space, the greater the probability it 

will be seen as a figure."414 In text-and-image terms, mise-en-page—the spatial 

relationship of elements on the individual page; on the two-page spread; in the self-

contained (labeled or implied) textual unit; and/or in the context of the whole work—

will become an important determinant of relative proximity.  

3.2.2.1.1.2 Similarity versus Dissimilarity 

Elements that share traits—e.g., similar "shapes, size, and colors"415—tend to 

be sorted into like categories based on those commonalities. Likewise, differences 

tend to mark objects as dissimilar.416 In a text-and-image analysis, visual markers 

                                                 

413  Pages 89–90 in Robert L. Solso, Cognition and the Visual Arts (Cambridge, MA: The MIT Press, 
1994) 

414  Page 37 in Richard Zakia, Perception and Imaging (Boston: Focal Press, 1997). 
415  Solso, Cognition and the Visual Arts, 90. Zakia also notes the importance of repetition and reuse as 

gestalt heuristics in the mold of similarity—not simply similarity and repetition within a single performance, 
but the reuse of similar shapes, compositions, etc. as a means of importing meaning from another context 
(see Zakia, Perception and Imaging, 44–47, especially Figure 2.17A). See also my discussion of prägnanz, 
below. 

416  Solso, Cognition and the Visual Arts, 90–94. 
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will be less common considerations than conceptual417 or metanarrative418 

connections. 

3.2.2.1.1.3 Continuity versus Discontinuity419 

Objects that appear to share a "common fate"—e.g., those that share an 

unbroken vector or flow line—are perceived as being more alike than those 

separated by broken vectors, sudden changes in 'course,' etc.420 

3.2.2.1.1.4 Closure versus Rupture 

Those sign/objects that clearly constitute "unitary, enclosed wholes" are more 

likely to be perceived as like signs/objects than those composed of amorphous, 

indistinct, or open constituents.421 

                                                 

417  For example, use or description of metaphors that shape both the construction of a visual image 
and the language of the 'similar' text believed to accompany it; also, the use of text to explain, extend, or 
support dynamics or juxtapositions embedded in an image. 

418  For example, the use of figure references in the text explicitly directing readers to an image; the use 
of common language in captions, labels, or glosses and in the text to which they are connected as a means 
of creating an implied relationship between narrative text, interpretive apparatus, and image. 

419  Although the remaining three gestalt heuristics can all be said to have some relevance to text-and-
image relationships—for example, textual features such as increased white space between major sections 
or differences in column alignment could be said to have some significance in terms of 'continuity' (or, 
indeed, in terms of 'closure' versus 'rupture') or apt or generative metaphors could be said to be 'pregnant' 
(and, thus, accorded greater prominence than weak or faulty metaphors)—forcing these textual 
arrangements into my cognitive method does not add sufficient explanatory power to warrant the inclusion in 
my view. Attributes of continuity will be dealt with as aspects of 'similarity' and argumentative effects of 
metaphor selection and use will be dealt with under my discussion of rhetorical methods. 

420  Solso, Cognition and the Visual Arts, 94–95. Zakia includes a useful, if brief, summary of the 
importance of gestalt continuity for understanding photographic sequences in film as representing 
continuous motion (Zakia, Perception and Imaging, 55–56). 

421  Solso, Cognition and the Visual Arts, 95–96. 
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3.2.2.1.1.5 Prägnanz 

Because "our mind seeks stable, regular features in the environment,"422 

regular geometric figures (e.g., "circle, square, triangle, or hexagon"423) are accorded 

a special salience as compared with irregular or ambiguous figures.  It is with 

prägnanz424 that we encounter an overlap between what is ostensibly a model for 

making sense of visual perception and social determinants of cognition. Early gestalt 

theorists seemed to hold that there was some basic significance that all humans 

accord regular geometric figures, but more recent commentators suggest that such 

markers of significance are, in fact, culturally determined. Although, enculturation, 

repeated use, and—ultimately—naturalization, may appear to render the processing 

of such markers of significance pre-attentive, they are in fact quite complex 

                                                 

422  Solso, Cognition and the Visual Arts, 96. 
423  Ibid. 
424  Variously translated as "concision," "precision" (e.g., in Hoffman, Visual Intelligence, 28), even 

"pregnance" (in the sense that a representation is 'pregnant with import,' a simple or concise package that 
calls into being a far larger meaning owing to the associational significance of its form—although Cassirer 
never uses the term 'pregnant,' the connotation of the English phrase certainly seems an apt summary of his 
definition of prägnanz, content that "calls forth…complexes of meaning"). Perhaps Coren Porac Ward 
captures the essence of the term best by defining the term as "conveying the essence of something" (page 
351 in Coren Porac Ward, Sensation & Perception, 2d edition, Boston: Academic Press, 1984), which 
involves elements of all the other definitions: Stripping away superfluities and presenting only core meanings 
briefly, precisely, and recognizably. 
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hermeneutic models, an important means by which our perceptual apparatus is 

directed by our conscious cognitive schemata.425 

Indeed, many commentators have argued that the complexity of visual 

comprehension has necessitated the development of mental schemata, archetypal 

arrangements of visual cues that simplify and speed up the task of sense-making to 

the point where most humans might assume that such interpretive acts are actually 

pre-attentive. The existence of such mental images, whether developed through 

personal experience (e.g., the day-to-day experience of some object or environment 

may lead us to develop a schema that enables us to move through that environment 

or manipulate that object based on tacit knowledge rather than conscious 

apprehension with each encounter) or through suggestion or enculturation (e.g., we 

are told that 'threes' held special significance for medieval artists owing to their 

conventional connection with the holy trinity; thereafter, encounters with medieval 

art that include groupings of three—a figure holding up three fingers or three 

                                                 

425  Gombrich vividly describes this "open-sesame," the cognitive-cum-perceptual process whereby we 
recognize certain configurations of percepts (what Gombrich calls a 'mental set') as bearing some particular 
significance—as Gombrich notes, "we are 'keyed up' by expectation, by need, and by cultural habituation" to 
recognize such conventional arrangements of percepts as meaningful (Gombrich, Art and Illusion, 360).  
Whether derived through personal experience or acquired through participation in a particular interpretive 
community, such "keys," "mental sets," or visual genre conventions help explain how "the very same visual 
image will mean slightly different things, or [imply] different kinds of meaning" to different interpreters (Pages 
52–53 in Fiske and Hartley, Reading Television, London: Methuen, 1978). As Gombrich notes, although 
being able to recognize these "keys" is important, opening the lock (i.e., determining a best meaning for any 
given situation) requires an ability to "turn the right key," further underscoring the importance of performing 
an inferential analysis. 
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similar figures, for example—may automatically call up a metaphoric association 

with the trinity), may accord certain images or types of images a salience akin to 

that afforded regular geometric shapes.426 Such figures connote meanings that go far 

beyond the apparent reading suggested by their outward form—they are "pregnant" 

with import. Although there is no concrete means of identifying with precision such 

pregnant images—certainly nothing as definitive as relative geometry—the concept 

does explain how active, conscious cognition informs tacit perceptual processes. 

More importantly, the salience of prägnanz highlights the crucial importance of 

hermeneutics in conducting a sensitive analysis of visual communications. Only by 

acquainting ourselves with the context in which rhetorical communication is 

embedded will we be able to pick up on visual forms that compose "structures of 

signification, complexes of meaning." 

                                                 

426  The most articulate exponent of this expanded reading of prägnanz was the German philosopher 
Ernst Cassirer, who held that the process of comprehension—whether aimed at interpreting words or 
images, or even the sense world around us—is guided by a search for meaning beyond the "sensuous" 
world with the aim of discovering the larger meaning behind the phenomenal experience: "Each particular 
phenomenon is now no more than a letter which is not apprehended for its own sake or viewed according to 
its own sensuous components or its sensuous aspect as a whole; rather our vision passes through the letter 
and beyond it to ascertain the signification of the word to which the letter belongs and the meaning of the 
sentence in which this word stands. Now the content is not simply in consciousness, filling it by its mere 
existence—rather, it speaks to consciousness and tells it something. Its whole existence has in a sense 
transformed itself into pure form; henceforth it serves only to communicate a definite meaning and to 
compose it with others into structures of signification, complexes of meaning" (page 191 in Ernst Cassirer, 
The Philosophy of Symbolic Forms (volume 3), 2d edition, translated by Ralph Manheim, New Haven, CT: 
Yale University Press, 1963). 
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3.2.2.1.2 Identifying Perceptual Connections Among Units of Significance 

Traditionally, gestalt techniques have been applied in analyzing the 

organization of percepts in a single visual field. In this study, the same principles we 

applied to investigate the perceptual organization of more complex performances 

such as sequential and nonsequential serial narratives keying on both traditional 

gestalt visual cues (e.g., visual contours) and less traditional markers (e.g., heading 

styles, page/spread layout conventions, repeated verbal themes and visual motifs, 

etc.). Similar studies could be conducted on any complex visual or multimodal text. 

In studying films, for example, similarities and differences in location, visual/verbal 

tone, camera angle and other visual-depictive techniques, music, and other factors 

could provide a useful counterpart to more traditional analyses of the visual 

composition of individual key frames. Although the technological vocabulary of such 

approaches will vary from performance to performance, the groundedness and 

richness of nuance of such studies will more than compensate for any additional 

complexity, modeling—as it does—the iterative nature of real-life audience 

members' interaction with such visual texts; if a particular visual performance is 

encountered by real-life audience members in a more complex text, we must theorize 

the nature of that encounter and make an honest effort to understand how those 

audience members likely made sense of those encounters at every level of analysis. 

Upon completion of the perceptual level of analysis, I will have one or more 

presumed units of significance for each image; where relevant, I will also have a list 
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of connections among the images and any verbal texts associated with them, as well 

as an idea of how individual units of significance may fit together to form larger 

thematic clusters and, ultimately, a whole narrative.  

Identifying the units of significance, however, does not provide sufficient 

information to understand what the picture means nor does it help us understand 

how the various units of significance fit together as an argumentative whole. 

Semantic/semiotic methods can determine how those pictorial and verbal elements 

work together to invest the combined text-and-image congeries with meaning. 

3.2.3 Semantic/Semiotic Analysis 
Having used gestalt theory to examine how subjects-authors use perceptual 

cues to organize data and having developed a very basic understanding of how the 

text and images fit together as a visual whole, determining how those various blocks 

of information and the relationships that organize them were manipulated by the 

author, designer, and publisher to create meaning and persuade their audiences of 

the authors' claims are dimensions that require further explanation.  Although 

gestalt analysis is useful as a means of identifying clusters of percepts that imply a 

unit of significance, the discussion of prägnanz has already indicated that what 

meaning we are able to derive from any visual message is largely conditioned by the 

"social structure"—including compositional and interpretive genre conventions, 
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shared iconography, and other cultural attributes—in which the message was 

created and interpreted.427 As the earlier passages from Gombrich suggest, the 

nature of human language and pictorial conventions does not afford us the luxury of 

direct observation of the subjects of discourse.428 For this reason, it is necessary to 

turn to an analytical technique sensitive to the coded nature of human 

communication. In this situation, the ideal approach appears to be semiotics and, 

from among the many practitioners of that discipline, probably the theorist with the 

                                                 

427  Page 36 in John Hartley, Understanding News (London: Methuen, 1982). Hartley is particularly 
careful to underline the signal importance of interpretation—what I call "preferred readings" are, in Hartley's 
scheme, those readings that the interpreter infers are important on the basis of his or her community's 
standards, not those of the author per se: "meaning is a product of interaction. Hence news means nothing 
at all at the time it is broadcasted or printed. It has to be 'read'" (ibid.). 

428  Indeed, for constructivists—like Gombrich in his earlier years—there can be no truly naive 
observation of the world, whether observing the world surrounding us directly or mediated in the form of 
human communication. For the pure constructivist, we are too "keyed up" by our cognitive schemata, cultural 
conventions, and experience to view the world 'as it is' (Art and Illusion. 360). Although Gombrich would later 
recant the more extreme dimensions of his early constructivism, similar positions were convincingly taken up 
by Nelson Goodman and his followers. See, e.g., Languages of Art, 92–112 for a useful discussion of the 
important of "practice and training" to distinguish between an authentic artistic work and an apparently 
identical forgery; although the same light reflecting off both paintings might be received by an expert and a 
nonexpert standing side-by-side, their perceptual experience of the paintings will be different—although 
visually indistinguishable, the expert may well perceive them as different while the nonexpert likely will not. 
Goodman describes this discriminatory faculty as aesthetic (Languages of Art, 105); it could as easily be 
described as a sort of "disciplined perception," the influence of one's training, experiences, and mental set 
not just on what we take the inputs from our perceptual faculties to mean, but on what we perceive in the 
first place. For more on the notion of disciplined perception, see Reed Stevens and Rogers Hall, "Disciplined 
Perception: Learning to See in Technoscience," in Talking Mathematics in School: Studies of Teaching and 
Learning, edited by Magdalene Lampert and Merrie L. Blunk, 107–149 (Cambridge: Cambridge University 
Press, 1998). This view accords also with research in cognitive science suggesting that humans rely heavily 
on schemata—rule-based collections of objects, themes, and relationships—as tools for processing and 
interpreting complex percepts; such schemes greatly aid our ability to draw inferences regarding the world 
around us and to craft messages aimed at others who share our schemata. However, experiments 
summarized by Solso showed that they can also be misleading, causing individuals to ignore sense 
information that does not accord with a preferred scheme or to imagine details that belong to the activated 
scheme but that were not actually part of the perceptual field apprehended by the subject (Solso, Cognition 
and the Visual Arts, 116–122). 
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greatest sensitivity to the multimodal nature of semiotic discourse was Charles 

Sanders Peirce. 

Interpreting Units of Significance 
3.2.3.1 Semiotic Techniques 

Peirce's theory of semiotics decomposes each sign into three forms: 

Representamen, interpretant, and object. I briefly review Peirce's definition of each 

form, then describe the analytic technique or interpretive heuristic I use to identify 

and evaluate the semantic content encoded in visual messages. 

3.2.3.1.1 Representamen 

The representamen is the form in which a sign is presented to its audience. 

Such signs function in any of several ways (signs may however be multimodal—an 

icon, for instance, may also function as an index): 

• icon 
The sign is similar to or recognizable as the thing it signifies. 

• index 
The sign is causally or naturally connected with the thing it signifies 
(as recordings are connected with the aural or visual act they record 
or thunder is connected with lightning). 

• symbol 
The sign is only conventionally related to the thing it signifies (e.g., 
language, directional signage, codes and ciphers, etc.). 

To aid in determining representation modality, I make use of two of Kress and van 

Leeuwen's interpretive heuristics. First, the characteristics of modality markers 

provide useful measures of visual realism: 
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• color saturation, differentiation, and modulation; 

• contextualization; 

• representation; 

• depth; 

• illumination; and, 

• brightness.429 

Also useful in determining how my subjects' images function as semiotic arguments 

is their taxonomy of representation types: 

• narrative processes; and 

• conceptual processes.430 

3.2.3.1.2 Interpretant 

The sense made of a sign by an interpreter. As a tool for managing the process 

of generating possible readings, I employ a syntagmatic-paradigmatic analysis grid 

as described by Fiske and Hartley in Reading Television (see Figure 3.1.1).431 As a 

brief illustration, I focus here on a paradigmatic-syntagmatic analysis of a very 

simple phrase to demonstrate how the grid is applied in practice. Because 

syntagmatic analysis presumes that all communication is semiotic, words and 

picture-signs function similarly and are, as a result, semantically interchangeable; 

                                                 

429  Kress and van Leeuwen, Reading Images, 165–165. 
430  Kress and van Leeuwen, Reading Images, 43–118. 
431  Fiske and Hartley, Reading Television, 50–55. 
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therefore, the syntagm-paradigm grid for a visual message would be functionally 

similar.432  

As an example, consider Thomas Hobbes's Latin formulation of the state of 

nature in his 1642 De Cive ("The Citizen"): Homo homini lupus ("man is a wolf to 

man" or, in Hobbes's seventeenth-century formulation, "Man to Man is an arrant 

Wolfe"). Removed from its original context and read as an iconic literal description, 

the words make very little sense—not only is a human patently not a canine, but it 

is not entirely clear in the Latin original or either translated passage whether the 

man (subject) is a wolf to himself or to some other specific man. Because the phrase 

is nonsense when taken literally, it would be a safe interpretive bet that this marks 

the phrase as some other sign type. The phrase's apparent meaning—that human 

beings are the greatest threat to the safety and freedom of other human beings—

depends on a metaphoric association between humankind and the predatory 

character of wolves; in calling humans wolves, Hobbes is imputing an aspect of 

wolfishness to humans (see Figure 3.2.3.1). At this point, however, several of the 

other metaphoric readings (e.g., that all people are loners among other people, 

playing on the cultural currency of the lone wolf, or that a group of people cooperates  

                                                 

432  See the detailed sample case later in this chapter to see how this method can be applied to verbal-
visual congeries. 
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 ←Syntagm→  

 narrative elements formal, genre elements 

 

homo homini lupus sign type 
modality 
markers genre 

all people 
among 
other 

people 

are loners 
('lone wolf') 

symbol 
makes no 

literal 
sense 

metaphor 

an 
individual 

to him- or 
herself is a pest symbol 

makes no 
literal 
sense 

metaphor 

a particular 
group of 
people 

with a 
group of 
people 

cooperate symbol 
makes no 

literal 
sense 

metaphor 

←
Pa

ra
di

gm
s→

 

a stranger to oneself 
is a 

predatory 
threat 

symbol 
makes no 

literal 
sense 

metaphor 

Figure 3.2.3.1: Sample syntagmatic-paradigmatic analysis grid. The vertical columns represent paradigms 
or 'like' categories of signs; the horizontal rows represent syntagms or chains of meaning. Given the range of 
plausible metaphoric associations, it seems likely that Hobbes intended the phrase to be read symbolically. 
Choosing a preferred reading from among the range of potentially correct interpretations will require a 
deeper understanding of the phrase in its narrative, cultural, and rhetorical contexts. 

with another group of people, keying on the cooperative pack-hunting behavior of 

wolves generally) are equally plausible. What is required to settle on a final reading 

is a heuristic for inferring which reading is most appropriate given what we know or 

can infer about the context in which the source is embedded. 

3.2.3.1.3 Object 

The semiotic "object" is the tangible (or at least realizable) object, idea, or 

process to which a sign refers. 
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Although some elements of these techniques as illustrated in my analysis of 

this example—e.g., cataloguing gestalt features and generating comprehensive 

paradigmatic-syntagmatic grids—may seem inefficient and unwieldy, applying them 

conscientiously offers three advantages. First, whereas our natural tendency might 

be to conclude that we understand a visual at first glance (unlike, as Augustine so 

rightly noted, verbal text, which we tend to assume requires interpretation), these 

structured analyses force us to be thoughtful, methodical, and thorough; although 

we believe we know what is going on in a picture on closer examination there is 

surprisingly little clear-cut information conveyed by the image itself—just as a 

verbal metaphor or other figure requires a context to help us interpret its import, so 

too (it seems) does the image. Second, these heuristics force us to be explicit—each 

stage requires us to make specific reference to some textual feature and to provide a 

justification for our interpretations; as such these techniques provide a useful device 

for unbundling a visual-interpretive process that we often take for granted as a pre-

attentive practice free from the bias introduced by subjective cognition. Finally, at 

each level of analysis, the techniques force us to consider alternatives and recognize 

that our interpretations are contingent; there will almost invariably be an equally 

plausible alternative to our preferred reading. As already discussed, choosing among 

those alternative readings may be facilitated by explicit cues in the communicative 

context in which a visual is embedded—a caption or verbal reference may provide 

the only key necessary to triangulate the meaning of the image; very often, such 
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explicit cues provide only a partial key, requiring an understanding of the beliefs, 

shared memories, and cultural practices of the discourse community to which the 

work was addressed. The next section illustrates how an analysis of such pragmatic 

concerns provides a tool with which to winnow out unlikely choices and to aid the 

interpreter in settling on the most likely reading under the circumstances. 

3.2.4 Pragmatic Analysis 
Having considered the lenses of materiality, perception, and semiotics, I turn 

now to a consideration of what the embeddedness of communication acts in social 

contexts can tell us about the meaning of such texts. To this end, I adapt a 

pragmatic perspective, although it is something of a misnomer to label this section 

alone pragmatic analysis, suggesting that this lens is the only one of the five 

concerned with pragmatics: In fact, the dynamic that animates my entire 

methodology is pragmatic. One need only consider how cultures adopt, adapt, and 

promote particular technologies (and ways of using them); enculturate adepts into 

particular ways of perceiving ('disciplining' perception) and interpreting the world; 

and favor particular kinds and forms of argument to see how becoming part of a 

community shapes our lives as authors and interpreters. But these dimensions are 

only part of the story. Borrowing a close-reading technique from British 

sociolinguist, Norman Fairclough, I adapt critical discourse analysis (CDA) to 

situate the work of my subjects in terms of cultural norms and practices influencing 
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the production and interpretation of visual performances in historical context; 

identify intertextual references that are invoked through the performance; and mark 

ruptures evident in the performance (i.e., nonstandard techniques, subversive 

references, or alternative readings that might point to an author's attempt to 

creatively transgress cultural norms and practices for some rhetorical purpose). 

Although Fairclough acknowledges the importance of visuals for shaping 

viewers' inferences about the factual content and tone of multimodal messages, he 

does not explicitly describe techniques for conducting CDA on visual texts beyond 

invoking John Hartley's approach to media analysis.433 Indeed, in Fairclough's 

methodological coda ("Critical Media Literacy"), techniques related to the visual are 

summed-up simply as "how are visual images constructed, and what 

relationships…are set up between language and image?"434 The issues raised in this 

subchapter—the relationship between methods of textual production/interpretation 

and culture knowledge, norms, and practices—largely go unanswered. To address 

this lacuna, I extend Fairclough's word-focused CDA techniques to encompass a 

broader range of semiotic modalities. 

                                                 

433  For examples of Fairclough's discussions of multimodality, see pages 124 and 141 in Norman 
Fairclough, Media Discourse (London: Edward Arnold, 1995). I discuss Hartley's work earlier in this chapter 
in reference to syntagmatic-paradigmatic analysis. 

434  Fairclough, Media Discourse, 203. 
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In general, Fairclough's CDA heuristic seeks to draw connections between a 

performance and the culturally relevant knowledge, beliefs, and practices in which it 

is grounded. Indeed, akin to Michael Baxandall's contention that an artwork was "a 

deposit of a social relationship,"435 for Fairclough, texts constitute sites in which 

"social events" are played out, often forming individual links in "chains of social 

events."436 By studying their content, structure, style, the ways in which they 

integrate cultural knowledge and practice, and are themselves interpreted and 

integrated into the intellectual work of subsequent rhetors, we can learn something 

about the culture(s) in which those performances are—or were—embedded. To 

identify the ways in which cultural practices are manifested, Fairclough's techniques 

focus on three levels of analysis:  

1. The level of the text itself and those characteristics that lend insight 
into the production of the text437; 

2. The level of the metatext, that is the ways in which the text 
embodies or represents aspects of the culture(s) in which it is relevant 
or otherwise bears on issues of intellectual distribution or circulation 
in and across communities; and, finally, 

3. The level of interpretation, integration, and re-use—which 
Fairclough refers to as "consumption"438—encompassing both the role 

                                                 

435  Baxandall, Painting and Experience in Fifteenth-Century Italy, 1. 
436  Page 191 in Norman Fairclough, Analyzing Discourse: Textual Analysis for Social Research 

(London: Routledge, 2003). 
437  Many of these features accord broadly with what rhetoricians of history refer to as 'superstructural 

features,' i.e., features manifest in the visible face of a performance, which might include particular turns of 
phrase, ways of calling attention to organizational or argumentative turns in the text, etc. 
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apparently imagined for an audience by the author and any real or 
perceived effects that might/did bear on audience members' 
interpretation of a performance. 

For each of these levels, Fairclough offers heuristics for identifying relevant features 

evident in the analyst's sample; addressing these questions provides a coherent and 

consistent way to interrogate source texts. 

Developing a Preferred Reading 
3.2.4.1 Techniques of Critical Discourse Analysis as Applied 
to Multimodal Texts 

Although Fairclough does not describe analytic techniques specifically for 

critiquing visual or even multimodal texts, his overall approach is broadly semiotic 

and provides an adequate framework for analyzing the cultural content of visual 

texts. 

3.2.4.1.1 Level 1: The Text Itself 
In the context of a performance, the researcher can often find evidence of an 

author's attempts to situate her or his work in a particular cultural milieu (or 

multiple milieus) by adopting distinctive discursive structures or stylistic solutions, 

or by referencing knowledge, imagery, or beliefs particular to their target milieu(s). 

Evidence of these rhetorical strategies is readily apparent in the work; using 

                                                 

438  Pages 78–79 and 85 in Norman Fairclough, Discourse and Social Change (Cambridge: Polity 
Press, 1992). 
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Fairclough's CDA heuristics—interdiscursivity, manifest intertextuality, conditions 

of discourse practice, cohesion, grammar, word/sign meaning, wording/arrangement, 

and figuration—in combination with the technological, perceptual, and semantic 

techniques already described in this chapter provides a consistent framework for 

identifying and characterizing these cues in terms of their relevance to the 

communication ecologies of the cultures in which our objects of study are embedded. 

In the section that follows, I expand briefly on each of Fairclough's interpretive 

categories. 

3.2.4.1.1.1 Interdiscursivity 

The form in which a message is presented can often tell us as much about that 

performance's meaning as the semiotic content of the message itself. By selecting a 

particular genre or form of discourse, shaping her or his message to conform with 

audience-members' expectations, and electing to remain true to the conventional 

shape of such discursive forms or making strategic changes—transgressions of, or 

modifications to, the conventional forms—to achieve some discursive purpose,439 an 

author establishes "particular configurations of meanings,"440 situates his or her 

work in relation to a specific field or audience, and shapes interpreters' orientation 

                                                 

439  In the process of transgression or adaptation, the author simultaneously creates an interpretive 
ambiguity, a stumbling-block to smooth and easy interpretation. See "coherence"—both as a function of the 
text itself and as a factor affecting interpretation, integration, and re-use—below. 

440  Fairclough, Discourse and Social Change, 188. 
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toward the text (playing on viewers' learned experiences by invoking particular 

conventional registers, i.e., representational and/or interpretive frames).441 To 

identify interdiscursive elements in a source text, Fairclough proposes several 

heuristics: 

• Does the structure or form of the source text mark it as belonging to a 
particular "genre, activity type, style, or discourse"?442 More than 
one?443 

• What does categorizing the source text as representing a particular 
discourse type "imply in terms of how the sample is [or was] produced, 
distributed, and consumed?"444 

• "Is the discourse sample relatively conventional in its interdiscursive 
properties, or relatively innovative?"445 

                                                 

441  An individual's ability to analyze a communicative situation, understand her or his audience, and 
apply "genre knowledge"—i.e., to select from her or his "repertoire of situationally appropriate responses"—
is a key skill for rhetorical success (page IX in Carol Berkenkotter and Thomas Huckin, Genre Knowledge in 
Disciplinary Communication, Hillsdale, NJ: Lawrence Erlbaum, 1995. See also Berkenkotter and Huckin's 
adaptation of Bakhtin on the communicative practices of "insiders," on page 2 of the same work, for the 
importance of expertise in disciplinary discourse). Although genre studies generally employ a sliding focus 
that looks at both what Berkenkotter and Huckin refer to as "individual processes" (i.e., the specifics of an 
author's application or adaptation of genre knowledge) and the larger body of norms, beliefs, and practices 
in which that individual work is situated (i.e., the "discursive network or system"), in this section I am 
concerned primarily with the latter; my discussion of technology and technological analysis earlier in this 
chapter and the analysis of argumentation to come attend more narrowly to the ways in which authors adopt 
or adapt relevant cultural beliefs and communicative practices to the exigencies of particular rhetorical 
situations. For more on exigency as a trigger for rhetorical actions, see Bitzer, "The Rhetorical Situation." 
See Berkenkotter and Huckin, Genre Knowledge in Disciplinary Communication, 4, for an adaptation of 
Bitzer's work on situatedness to genre analysis. 

442  Fairclough, Discourse and Social Change, 232. 
443  Ibid. See also Fairclough, Analyzing Discourse, 192. 
444  Fairclough, Discourse and Social Change, 232. 
445  Ibid. 
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Although aimed specifically at analyzing verbal texts, Fairclough's heuristics can be 

applied with equal success to the analysis of visual and multimodal texts, enabling 

the analyst to situate a painter, photographer, or illustrator's work in relation to 

stylistic periods and the specific styles of her or his peers.446 

3.2.4.1.1.2 Conditions of Discourse Practice 

Just as textual form has a strong influence on the text's meaning so, too, do the 

social conditions and organizational structures under which texts are produced. Was 

the text imagined, composed, and performed before a present audience by a single 

author? Was it composed by one individual; approved and edited by several others; 

illustrated, composited, and printed by still others; and sold for profit to readers 

remote geographically, temporally, and culturally from the initial author? The 

radically differing conditions under which performances are produced tells us 

something about the nature of communication and communication forms in the 

culture in which a performance is produced and helps us to understand the meaning 

of a particular performance. Fairclough recommends several questions designed to 

guide the analyst in identifying those "conditions of discourse practice"447: 

                                                 

446  For a useful analysis of interdiscursivity in mapping the transmission of visual style, see pages 10, 
104–105, 120–122, and 151–153 in Mieke Bal, Quoting Caravaggio (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 
1999). 

447  Fairclough, Discourse and Social Change, 233. 



The Rhetorical Potential of Images in Popular Accounts of Historical Events 
Chapter 03: Methods 

W. Christopher Scruton 
 

227 

• "Is the text produced…individually or collectively?"448 By 
understanding whether a performance was the work of single 
individual or the product of multiple authors, we not only garner 
information that may enable us to draw inferences about the text's 
meaning, significance, or rhetorical 'valence,'449 we also develop an 
understanding of how the author's methods of work fit—or did not 
fit—into the mold set by her or his community and (if the work is 
typical) derive a more fully rounded idea of how the author's 
community was organized to produce culturally relevant 
performances. Specifically, Fairclough is interested in charting 
responsibility for each of three roles necessary for the transmission of 
performances—the "animator" (the player, artist, or scribe responsible 
for producing or embodying a performance450), the "author" (the 
individual responsible for inventing the content delivered via 
performance451), and the "principal" (the voice of the 'imagined author' 
as created through performance or, as Fairclough puts it, "the one 
whose position is represented by the [performance]"452)—and 
determining whether one person was responsible for all three areas or 
whether responsibility for each area was the responsibility of several 
individuals.453 Understanding the organization of a fourteenth or 
fifteenth century artist's atelier, for example, may enable us to 
hypothesize whether the posing, arrangement, and/or coloration of 
background figures in a painting executed by that workshop were 
meant to convey an overt message—a scene depicting then-

                                                 

448  Ibid. 
449  A manuscript written, laid out, and illustrated by the same individual, for example, may be 

perceived—rightly or wrongly—as presenting a more coherent, unified, purposive message than a printed 
book inscribed by one person (in this case, an individual playing the roles of "author" and "animator"), edited 
by another specialist, and designed, illustrated, and printed by a cohort of others. Although suggestive, such 
an inference should be validated by reference to specific features in the text itself and/or metadiscursive 
evidence provided either in the performance (i.e., by the author him- or herself stepping outside the narrative 
and explicitly discussing process), by closely related performances (e.g., in the author's diary or 
correspondence with others), or in outside sources discussing the work of the author in question (or 
discussing common practice in the author's broader community/communities). 

450  Fairclough, Discourse and Social Change, 78. 
451  Ibid. 
452  Ibid. 
453  Fairclough, Discourse and Social Change, 233. 
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contemporary farming techniques in an illuminated edition of Virgil's 
Georgics, for instance—or whether such details were simply copied by 
a junior member of the workshop out of an earlier edition of the work 
or patterned after exempla in a model book. Although such hypotheses 
are best confirmed by triangulating observations made through the 
application of one heuristic with others derived from other questions 
(studying commission contracts, for example, may shed some light on 
the requests made by a patron; similarly, understanding the design 
and execution of other works by an artist's workshop and those of her 
or his contemporaries may start us down the path toward 
understanding how genre conventions were developed and 
transmitted). 

• "Is the text…[consumed] individually or collectively?"454 Just as 
a performance may represent the productive labor of an individual 
author or a community, reception or consumption of such texts may, 
according to Fairclough, likewise be individual (e.g., oral conversation, 
written correspondence, or, in the extreme case, a personal journal or 
diary meant to be produced and consumed by the same person) or 
collective (e.g., a public reading, the performance of a dramatic work, 
a speech or radio/television broadcast, etc.). These differing contexts of 
consumption are generally governed by different approaches to 
interpretation—what Fairclough describes as "routines for 'processing' 
texts"455—and different presumed goals, all of which may be inferred 
both from the text itself and from a close study of textual dynamics 
and interpretive practices employed by the discourse communities 
invoked by the author and/or animator.456 

• "Are there distinguishable stages of production,"457 
distribution, and consumption? This heuristic is aimed at 
identifying those features of a performance that lend insight into the 
processes of authorship and interpretation; drawing inferences about 
"what aspects of [discourse community] members' resources are drawn 
upon [in the creation or interpretation of a performance] and how" 

                                                 

454  Fairclough, Discourse and Social Change, 233 and 79. 
455  Fairclough, Discourse and Social Change, 79. 
456  Ibid. 
457  Fairclough, Discourse and Social Change, 233. 
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they are drawn upon458 enables us to theorize the connection(s) 
between discursive practice and a subject community's "social 
practices."459 A classic example of this line of inquiry is Michael 
Baxandall's discussion of commission agreements in Painting and 
Experience in Fifteenth-Century Italy; just as understanding the 
organization of an artist's atelier may help us understand whether she 
or he depended on the formula-driven work of comparatively 
inexperienced members of her or his atelier or took an active role in 
all stages of a work's development, understanding how the patron 
inserted him- or herself in the process of imagining, rendering, 
finishing, and displaying a work helps us to recognize texts as sites 
where meaning is iteratively negotiated, created through invention, 
real and imagined feedback, revision, etc. Other discourse 
communities may be differently organized, producing performative 
genres (and attendant production cycles) that themselves affect how 
members encounter and interact with texts. 

• "What sort of non-discursive effects does this sample have?"460 
More challenging than identifying overt cues evident in a performance 
itself, Fairclough recognized the importance of the "internalized social 
structures, norms, and conventions"461 that might be said to occupy 
the 'spaces between' thought and expression and expression and 
interpretation. By influencing how discourse community participants 
perceive communication situations, order thought, interpret evidence, 
and shape discourse, these predispositions can exercise a profound 
influence over the creation and interpretation of performance. 
However, because these screens or lenses operate in an effectively pre-
attentive manner (i.e., a member of a discourse community may not 
even recognize that he or she is employing a disciplinary filter when 
he or she undertakes a communicative task), they generally go 
unremarked and may not even be noticed by members of a lay 
audience unfamiliar with subtle semiotic or social cues that trigger 
the deployment of a disciplinary filter. Although there is little 

                                                 

458  Fairclough, Discourse and Social Change, 80. 
459  Ibid. 
460  Ibid. 
461  Ibid. 
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substitute for direct experience—i.e., serving a cognitive 
apprenticeship as a member of a community that one wishes to 
study—to develop the interpretive sensibilities necessary to recognize 
disciplinary codes, it may be possible to develop a workable heuristic 
for recognizing the nondiscursive norms bearing on a text by 
immersing oneself in texts describing the knowledge, norms, and 
methods that shape the worldview of a particular disciplinary 
community or relevant subgroup. 

Having identified the cultural milieus in relation to which an author situates her or 

his work and the informational and processual norms and practices likely to affect 

that work, the analyst is ready to begin identifying specific features of the work that 

do the rhetorical heavy-lifting in the performance. 

3.2.4.1.1.3 Manifest Intertextuality 

Just as mapping interdiscursivity and conditions of discourse practice help us 

situate an author's performance in relation to the larger cultural structures on 

which it depends for creating meaning relative to the performance's target audience, 

manifest intertextuality explores the degree to which an author's concern to situate 

his or her work in relation to culturally relevant knowledge and conversations462 is 

                                                 

462  Conversation, that is, in the sense Burke implied in his metaphor of the "unending conversation" 
(pages 109–111 in Kenneth Burke, Philosophy of Literary Form, Berkeley, CA: University of California 
Press, 1973)—a performance situated in an interdependent chain of similar performances, each building on 
a foundation of previous interactions and presuming both a knowledge of "the steps that had gone before" 
and a familiarity with the prior knowledge and discursive conventions that shape the conversation. To 
perform successfully in such a Burkeian parlor, an author must demonstrate her or his ability to "talk [the 
community's] language by speech, gesture, tonality, order, image, attitude, idea, identifying [her or his] ways 
with [those of the community]" (Burke, A Rhetoric of Motives, 55). All of those metadiscursive efforts at 
identification leave discernible traces in the source text. 
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evident in the structure and content of the performance itself. For Fairclough, these 

cues manifest themselves in three questions: 

• How does the author represent the disciplinary 'conversation' to which 
he or she is contributing? Directly (e.g., as direct quotation from 
authorities or source texts)? Indirectly (e.g., by implication, the 
adoption or adaptation of a particular view or formulation without 
direct reference to the source)?463 "Which relevant 'external' texts and 
voices are included in a text, and which are (significantly) 
excluded?"464 How are other voices included—overtly or covertly? 
Placed in conversation with each other? What relationship do they 
have to/with the authorial voice?465 

• What is the nature of the content that is re-presented from the 
ongoing disciplinary conversation? Does the author simply summarize 
the content/extract the gist (i.e., distill what Fairclough calls the 
"ideational meaning") or does she or he include "aspects of context and 
style" (e.g., by direct quotation, the description or reproduction of 
visual figures, etc.)?466 How are relationships between and among 
signs signaled? "What are the predominant semantic relationships 
[among signs]?" Causal-conditional-temporal-additive? Elaborative-
contrastive? Consessive?467 

• Does the author cue his or her audience when re-presenting aspects of 
the conversation to which he or she is contributing? How (e.g., by 
means of visual cues? use of formal solutions, such as citation? use of 
narrative conventions, such as in-text attributions)?468 If the author 
makes no attempt to call attention to "represented discourse," does 

                                                 

463  Fairclough, Discourse and Social Change, 233–234. 
464  Fairclough, Analyzing Discourse, 61 and 192. 
465  Fairclough, Analyzing Discourse, 192. 
466  Fairclough, Discourse and Social Change, 234. 
467  Fairclough, Analyzing Discourse, 192. 
468  Ibid. 
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she or he "[translate it] into the voice of the representing discourse" 
(i.e., integrate it into her or his own work, in her or his own voice)?"469 

In addition to stylistic or structural cues that foreground—or fail to foreground—the 

discursive context in which a performance is embedded, Fairclough recognizes that 

aspects of disciplinary knowledge are presumed by authors and interpreters and 

that those "presuppositions," too, leave their mark on a performance.470 He proposes 

a series of heuristic questions designed to identify, categorize, and critique such 

presuppositions in verbal discourse; applying these questions to images creates some 

challenges, which I will attempt to address in my discussion of each: 

• "How are presuppositions cued in the text?"471  

Fairclough's discussion of this question focuses on the use of linguistic cues to signal 

a fact or belief that the author presumes to share with members of her or his 

audience (e.g., the use of definite articles—as in "The Soviet threat is a myth"472, 

which assumes someone believed that the Soviet regime posed a threat—or "that" as 

a coordinating conjunction—as in "I remembered that you are allergic to shellfish," 

which presupposes the validity of the claim that the listener is, in fact, allergic to 

                                                 

469  Ibid. 
470  Fairclough, Discourse and Social Change, 120–121. 
471  Fairclough, Discourse and Social Change, 234. 
472  Fairclough, Discourse and Social Change, 120 (emphasis mine). 
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shellfish473). When applied to visuals, similar criteria can be applied. If visuals are 

included without identification or explication (e.g., without a caption or explicit 

reference in other adjacent or accompanying media474), audience members and 

analysts alike are left to presume that the visual was either an irrelevant image 

included on a whim or that it is relevant to other material in the performance or 

larger discursive context, compelling him/her/them to posit the connection and 

hypothesize an explanation of the visual's relevance. When a visual is explicitly 

referenced and/or explicated, Fairclough's heuristic can be applied as described with 

the minor variation that—whereas his original heuristic focused on a sort of absent 

intertextuality, i.e. presuppositions intended to identify connections between 

asynchronous performances—in this application, the intertext encompasses both the 

absent form and a sort of 'present' intertextuality, presuppositions based on 

assumptions about the meaning of the visual material integrated in the interface of 

the performance itself.475 In addition to verbal cues, aspects of visuals themselves 

can be manipulated to evoke particular meanings or feelings in viewers by calling on 

                                                 

473  Ibid. 
474  As was the case, for example, with respect to Bob Gorrell's editorial cartoon, lower-left image in 

Figure 4.4.2, which includes no words at all beyond the artist's signature and relevant licensing information 
required by the artist's syndicate. 

475  For example, a Philadelphia Inquirer caption reading "Doomed Air Queen Caught by Camera as 
First Explosion Ripped Hull" adjacent to a photo of an exploding zeppelin presupposes that the zeppelin is 
both an "air queen" and that it is the particular, "doomed air queen" referenced in the caption; similarly, 
headlines that identify the event as the "Hindenburg Blast" and reference the airship as the "Hindenburg" 
likewise presuppose that the figure in the image is the airship "Hindenburg." 
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their fund of individual or cultural visual experiences. As Figure 3.4.1 demonstrates, 

editorial cartoons provide a particularly salient example of this process, often 

involving little more than a single panel of visual information and few (if any) words, 

yet intended to be understood readily and to provide meaningful commentary on the 

news of the day. To achieve such an ambitious end, cartoonists frequently—as in 

these examples—depend on a fund of visual solutions that are instantly recognizable 

and come freighted with emotional meaning. In the examples in Figure 3.4.1, 

Ricardo Martinez (lower left, published in the Spanish daily, El Mundo) and Chip 

Bok (lower right, published in the Akron Beacon-Journal) both reference Joe 

Rosenthal's widely known Flag-Raising on Iwo Jima and the Marine Corps War 

Memorial in Arlington, Virginia (derived from the photograph). Both solutions 

presuppose a stable meaning that attaches to Rosenthal's Flag-Raising—something 

along the lines of "the flag-raising is symbolic of perseverance and sacrifice" or 

"doggedness, courage in the face of adversity, and self-sacrifice for a greater cause 

are ennobling"—but each frames his solution slightly differently to capitalize on that 

presupposition. Martinez's solution piggybacks on viewers' likely feelings about 

Flag-Raising on Iwo Jima, drawing an analogy between the bravery of individual 

Iraqis risking their lives to cast votes in a controversial election and the bravery and 

sacrifice of US marines risking their lives to achieve victory; as such, Martinez's 

illustration adopts the basic arrangement of Rosenthal's photo, exchanging the 

contested ground of Iwo Jima for the battleground of the ballot box and the symbol 
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of the marines' unity of purpose—the flag—for the Iraqis' ballot. The figures' garb 

and the heading—"Iraq"—facilitate identification of the subject and the structure of 

the box and the verbal label—"Vote"—serve to set the context. Chip Bok's solution, 

in contrast, uses those same common perceptions of the Rosenthal image to 

comment negatively on a then-current political debate regarding the withdrawal of 

US forces from Iraq. Whereas Ricardo Martinez used the similarity of his 

composition to that of the photograph to confer positive connotations attaching to 

the Iwo Jima image on to Iraqi voters, Chip Bok uses similarities in composition to 

call attention to how unlike the actions of those marines he purported the actions of 

US politicians (specifically, powerful members of the Democratic congressional 

delegation, Harry Reid, John Murtha, Russ Feingold, and Nancy Pelosi) to have 

been. Although the Marine Corps War Memorial—built in the image of the 

Rosenthal photo—materially enshrined the values of bravery, sacrifice, and 

indomitability commonly perceived to attach to the image, Bok's caricatured "Iraq 

Memorial" accuses the Democratic leadership of cowardice, lack of fortitude, and a 

haste to retreat in the face of adversity as they raise a white flag of surrender, 

encouraged by Senate Majority Leader Harry Reid to "Get it up before we win." 

Chip Bok's adaptation of a commonly held visual trope points to a second dimension 

of Norman Fairclough's heuristic techniques related to presupposition, the notion 

that authors depend not only on prior or assumed knowledge to convey significant 
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Figure 3.4.1: Presupposition based on adaptation of a well-known image (photograph, top: Joe Rosenthal, 
photographer, reproduced by kind permission of the Associated Press/Wide World Photos; editorial cartoon, 
bottom left: reproduced by kind permission of The New York Times Syndicate and Ricardo Martinez; editorial 
cartoon, bottom right: reproduced by kind permission of Chip Bok and Creators Syndicate, Inc.). 
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aspects of their messages, but that the character of those presuppositions is 

important for understanding the author's rhetorical stance: Understanding how 

prior knowledge or beliefs are used by an author is as important as determining 

what prior knowledge she or he assumed. To that end, Fairclough proposes 

additional heuristic questions that I adapt for interpreting visual performances: 

• "Are [presuppositions] sincere or manipulative?"476 

• "Are they polemical (such as negative sentences)?"477 

• "Are they links to the prior texts of others, or the prior texts of the 
text producer?"478 

• "Are there instances of metadiscourse or irony?"479 

Just as words can provide links connecting the re-use of verbal samples with their 

original utterances and those re-uses provide rhetorical opportunities for 

commenting on, producing variations of, or even twisting the meaning of a source, so 

too can the re-use of visual solutions. As the examples reproduced in Figure 3.4.2 

demonstrate, editorial cartoons again provide us with ample evidence of the ways in 

which artists integrate presupposition into an overall composition to produce 

polysemous arguments. Understanding Jens Julius Hansen's cartoon (top) is 

predicated on viewers (a) recognizing a visual similarity between the five-rings 

                                                 

476  Fairclough, Discourse and Social Change, 120. 
477  Ibid. 
478  Fairclough, Discourse and Social Change, 234. 
479  Ibid. 
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Figure 3.4.2: Cartoons commenting ironically on the International Olympic Committee's choice of the 
People's Republic of China to host the 2008 Summer Games (cartoon, top: reproduced by kind permission 
of Jens Julius Hansen; cartoon, bottom left: reproduced by kind permission of Bob Gorrell and Creators 
Syndicate, Inc.; photograph, bottom right: Jeff Widener, photographer, reproduced by kind permission of the 
Associated Press/Wide World Photos). 

emblem of the Olympics and the suspension of a tank and (b) perceiving irony in 

China's dual position—as some would see it—as occupier of Tibet and representative 

of the purported Olympic ideals of peaceful competition and fair play. Bob Gorrell's 

cartoon (bottom left) plays on a similar message and theme—complete with Olympic-

rings-as-tank-suspension schema—but joins this representation up with a second 

demand on interpreters' visual memories, the similarity of his image's composition 
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to a well-known image from the Beijing regime's repression of the 1989 Tiananmen 

Square protests. In both applications—and in Bok's appropriation of the Iwo Jima 

trope in Figure 3.4.1—the artists' reference is manipulative, meant to reflect 

ironically on the subject at hand (purported perfidy and cowardice in Bok's case and 

the perceived tyranny of the Chinese regime toward internal dissidents and the 

Tibetan populace in the cases of Gorrell and Hansen), and—in all four cases—as 

polemic, strong political statements on the topics represented in each. 

3.2.4.1.1.4 Cohesion 

In addition to the invocation of cultural knowledge and beliefs as a sort of 

visual shorthand or a method of importing meaning from one context into another by 

means of manifest intertextuality, authors and artists frequently integrate those 

given elements together with new content and/or combine them in novel ways to 

create a cohesive performance.480 Identifying and explicating the ways in which 

authors create such cohesion—the visual and/or multimodal equivalents of showing 

"how clauses and sentences are connected together in the text"481—can tell us much 

of rhetorical importance. In the cartoons reproduced in Figure 3.4.2, for example, 

Hansen and Gorrell did not just drop culturally significant visual representations 

into readers' visual field, they manipulated, juxtaposed, and arranged those 

                                                 

480  Fairclough, Discourse and Social Change, 174. 
481  Fairclough, Discourse and Social Change, 235. 
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representations in such a way as to imbue them with thematic and narrative 

cohesion, transforming disparate units of significance into a unified whole. In both 

cases, the artists sought to expose apparently paradoxical representations of China 

(or, more accurately, the Beijing regime) as host-of-the-2008-Olympic-Games and as 

agent-of-repression (-of-Tibet for Hansen, or -of-the-Chinese-people for Gorrell); in 

both instances, the artist used the image of the tank to stand in metonymically for 

the Chinese state, one presumes because the vehicle's suspension bears a passing 

resemblance to the Olympic rings and the tank itself provides a handy device for 

enacting 'repression,' either abstractly (as in Hansen's case, by running over a verbal 

representation of the people of Tibet—again making use of metonymy, this time 

substituting a label for an entire people) or literally (as in Gorrell's cartoon, which 

reproduces the arrangement of figures made famous in Widener's widely reproduced 

photograph of the Tiananmen Square "tank man"). In explicating cohesion, then, the 

analyst must describe the representational strategies employed by an author or 

artist to arrange and transform units of significance into sensible narratives and 

relational arguments. Although it would be impossible to provide a general 

catalogue of possible representational schemata that describe all of the ways in 

which visual elements could be meaningfully arranged, as analysts gain greater 

familiarity with the representational norms and interpretive habits of a target 

community, they become more and more familiar the types of visual shorthand 

employed by members of that community. For example, the Olympic-rings-as-tank-
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suspension motif has been a commonplace solution among members of the political 

cartooning community: In addition to Hansen and Gorrell, a great many other 

illustrators found the solution a convenient means of conjoining positive and 

negative connotations of the Beijing Olympics in a single representation. In studying 

other fields, equivalent representational methods and/or visual motifs can no doubt 

be discovered. 

3.2.4.1.1.5 Grammar 

Fairclough supplies additional heuristics to guide the codification of functional 

relationships among units of significance in the form of questions about grammar, 

the norms governing the proper combination of signs into semantic chains.482 In 

particular, three categories of grammatical constructs interest Fairclough: 

Transitivity, strategies focusing on the "[expression of] agency,…causality, and the 

attribution of responsibility"483; theme, or the topical organization of performance,484 

                                                 

482  Fairclough, Discourse and Social Change, 235. 
483  Fairclough, Discourse and Social Change, 236. Transitivity in English is notoriously slippery but, in 

general, refers to whether a particular verb demands both a subject and a direct object or objects—for 
example, in the folk lyric "I gave my love a cherry", "I" is the subject, "gave" is a transitive verb, "a cherry" is 
the direct object, and "my love" is a non-prepositional indirect object. In many languages—e.g., Latin—
changes in word form (declension) provide an indication of objects' grammatical function(s). 

484  Fairclough is concerned primarily with structure at the clause and sentence level; given the 
nonverbal or multimodal nature of the texts with which I am concerned, I have chosen to broaden the focus, 
using the term 'performance.' In some instances—e.g., the editorial cartoons I discuss in Figures 3.4.1 and 
3.4.2—a discussion of individual figures and the relationships among them may produce analyses broadly 
analogous to discussing the grammatic organization of a verbal sentence. In others the analogy proves less 
apt. Fairclough himself traverses a similar global-local application in his discussion of the Baby Book, 
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which in many cultural contexts is highly formalized and can, therefore, reveal a 

great deal about both those bodies of knowledge that are considered given in a 

particular community and about the author/animator's to either allow him- or 

herself to be constrained by convention or to violate audience members' expectations 

(and, if the latter, to what end is such innovation geared?)485; and modality, the use 

of grammatical constructs to code expressions as possible or necessary, the product 

of reasoned inference (i.e., epistemic) or rooted in obligation (i.e., deontic). Although 

Fairclough grounds his discussion of modality in verbal discourse, these concepts 

also might be applied fruitfully to the analysis of visual and/or multimodal texts.486 

With respect to transitivity, can the images and/or multimodal elements in a 

performance be characterized according to context-appropriate categories? For 

example, if the object of study is a history textbook—illustrated throughout with 

visual charts providing a schematic overview of course content; maps and timelines 

providing geographic and temporal context, respectively; portrait photographs 

depicting key figures mentioned in the text; narrative images illustrating key points; 

                                                 

moving from sentence-level analysis to the organization of themes within the book as a whole (Fairclough, 
Discourse and Social Change, 183). 

485  Fairclough, Discourse and Social Change, 236 and 183–185. Some themes become so ingrained 
in certain communities they give rise to entire genres, as in the I-M-R-a-D (Introduction-Materials & Methods-
Results-and-Discussion) thematic structure employed in the empirical sciences. 

486  In his discussion of grammatical mood in Analyzing Discourse, Fairclough introduces a slight 
variation on the epistemic-deontic dyad, focusing instead on a more basic triad of statement types, i.e., "Is 
the predominant mood of a performance or utterance declarative/interrogative/imperative?" (193). 
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and other media—categorizing those media as conceptual, spatial, temporal, 

denotative-passive, and denotative-active may help the analyst to determine 

"whether particular process types and participants are favoured"487 in a single 

performance or across a range of performance samples, to identify how those 

features are presented or contextualized, and to infer the rhetorical ends toward 

which they are aimed.  

Whereas charting patterns of transitivity calls the analyst's attention to 

changes among a message's sign-types, mapping themes tasks them with outlining 

and characterizing the relationships among a performance's major substantive 

themes and the explicit or tacit assumptions those thematic elements make about 

audience-members' prior knowledge and interpretive practices.488 Fairclough also 

calls upon the analyst to identify what he calls "marked themes"—i.e., themes that 

are presented in conjunction with particular types of intensifiers, adjuncts,489 or 

signs designed to make that theme more salient for its target audience—and draw 

                                                 

487  Fairclough, Discourse and Social Change, 236. 
488  Ibid. 
489  Qualifiers or modifiers intended to clarify the circumstances of the word, phrase, or clause to which 

it attaches. These elements are readily identifiable in verbal discourse; in discussing visual images or 
multimodal performances, analysts will need to develop a situationally appropriate vocabulary for identifying 
strategies that connote, e.g., temporal, spatial, causal, or agentive relationships among semiotic elements in 
a performance. 
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inferences about the author or authors' rhetorical purpose in calling attention to 

those particular aspects of the performance.490  

Tracking changes in modality tasks the analyst with identifying features of a 

performance in which the author is making epistemic (i.e., drawing inferences based 

on possibility, probability, or evidence) or deontic (i.e., statements expressive of 

rights, permission, duties, and/or obligations) claims.491 How are modal claims 

marked? Are they "subjective or objective?"492 Categorical or hedged? Do epistemic 

claims predominate? Deontic? These are the questions the analyst must address. 

Unfortunately, unraveling the complexity of grammatical modality in the context of 

visual or multimedia performance is challenging when compared with the perceived 

precision of verbal analysis. Given this complexity—a byproduct of the purported 

ambiguity and polysemy of visual images493—we may be well advised to avoid a too-

strict analogy between visual and verbal modality processes. Instead, I recommend 

                                                 

490  Fairclough, Discourse and Social Change, 236 and 184–185. 
491  Fairclough, Discourse and Social Change, 236 and 158–162. 
492  Fairclough, Discourse and Social Change, 236. 
493  Although a commonplace assumption, I am not sure that this view (i.e., the notion of images as 

being more ambiguous than words) holds up under close scrutiny. Like images, the meaning of verbal 
constructions depends a great deal on the intent of the author and local variations in grammar, word-
meaning, and usage conventions, meaning the universal logic and straightforward dictionary definitions so 
beloved of traditional linguistic pragmatists may be less universal or straightforward than those theorists 
presume. 
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grounding analytic categories and critical techniques of the author under analysis 

and her or his audience.494 

3.2.4.1.1.6 Word/Sign Meaning 

For Fairclough, word meaning is highly variable and culturally constructed—

the meaning of a word used in a performance is contingent on intersubjective 

processes (i.e., received meanings of words may form part of the 'common sense' or 

'common knowledge' heritage passed on to individuals as they enter, operate within, 

and achieve maturity in a particular culture), inventional concerns of the author 

(e.g., whether he or she desires to adopt the received meaning of the word in his or 

her performance, or wishes to adapt the word to a variant meaning or to transfer or 

subvert the common understanding of the word or phrase in pursuit of some 

                                                 

494  Two examples will suffice as a warning against (1) over-strict analogies between verbal and visual 
techniques and (2) failing to attend to local beliefs and practices. Kress and van Leeuwen provide some 
guidance on how the grammatical constructs might be applied to the analysis of visual compositions, but one 
of their major failings is to suggest that their heuristics are prescriptive—that a subject whose gaze is 
directed out of the frame and at the viewer, for example, is necessarily a demand image—rather than rules 
that are constructed on the basis of norms and practices commonly found in the cultural context in which the 
producer was situating her or his work. In short, it is better to try to understand what such conventions mean 
in that context—to understand what it means and how it means for that audience in that particular time—
than it is to start with universalizing categories and to simply slot all works into those pigeon holes. Failing to 
attend to these variations in local meaning causes us to ignore situations in which a single image may be 
interpreted quite differently by members of different audiences (e.g., a photo of a bird may be a photo of a 
particular bird to the bird-fancier who spotted it but a categorizing image to a scientist who sees in it generic 
characteristics—the same holds true for epistemic and deontic characteristics). Similarly, as a second 
example, look at Edward Tufte's analysis of Christoph Scheiner's monograph on sunspots, in particular his 
criticism of the apparent clutter introduced by the 'irrelevant' mark of Scheiner's religious order—I would 
argue that the mark was neither irrelevant nor 'mere' clutter—it was, in fact, a deontic marker intended to 
influence readers' opinions: Because Scheiner's work bore the imprimatur of the Jesuits, viewers were 
expected to respect its authority and accept its findings as 'approved' knowledge. Dismissing such a key 
marker in the name of 'clarity' is to dismiss the rhetorical nature of Scheiner's performance. 
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rhetorical or artistic aim, as is commonly the case in analogy, metaphor, and other 

forms of figuration), and the needs, interests, and practices of the interpreter.495 

Recognizing an author's use of culturally relevant "key words"496 (or, in the case of 

our application of the concept to multimodal discourse, 'key signs'), noting whether 

that use is conventional or transgressive, and drawing inferences about the ways in 

which those key words or signs are contextualized may require a significant effort on 

the part of analysts—who must immerse themselves in the discursive culture(s) in 

which performances are imbedded—but can tell us much about the meaning of a 

particular performance for its intended audience and the ways in which the author 

is situating her- or himself in terms of her or his audience and the mainstream of 

her or his discourse community. 

3.2.4.1.1.7 Wording/Arrangement 

A key process in helping to fix the meaning of a word or sign at the local level 

and identifying the author's hand in shaping the global meaning of a performance is 

recognizing, categorizing, and determining the import of the ways in which the 

author arranged words and/or visual signs in relation to each other, what Fairclough 

discusses under the heading of "wording."497 By investigating how an author relates 

                                                 

495  Fairclough, Discourse and Social Change, 186–187. 
496  Fairclough, Discourse and Social Change, 236. 
497  Fairclough, Discourse and Social Change, 236–237. 



The Rhetorical Potential of Images in Popular Accounts of Historical Events 
Chapter 03: Methods 

W. Christopher Scruton 
 

247 

signs to one another within her or his own work, how her or his process compares to 

the processes of her or his peers, and how specific words/signs/combinations are 

adopted or adapted from the works of others, we gain both an awareness of sense 

(i.e., what a particular sign or combination most likely means in a particular 

context498) and a clearer read of the author's rhetorical aims (e.g., Does the author 

seem to be using a word or sign in some way that violates the 'common sense' 

meaning of that entity? If so, why might he or she be engaging in such a re-

definition? Why that particular sign on this particular occasion?). 

3.2.4.1.1.8 Figuration 

A specialized subset of Fairclough's interest in wording is his focus on 

metaphor. Specifically, Fairclough encourages analysts to attend to the ways in 

                                                 

498  In isolation, the word "dog"—for example—might be highly ambiguous. However, when one 
considers the wording—"The quick brown fox jumps over the lazy brown dog" versus "Capitalist running dog 
lackey" versus "Ev'ry markit mornin' yer ter be my dawg" (J. Dodsworth Brayshaw, Slum Silhouettes: Stories 
of London Life, London: Chatto and Windus, 1898) versus "How you want it, dawg? Closed casket?" 
(Training Day)—the likely intended meaning can be inferred based on definition (the domesticated canis 
lupus familiaris of the first example), common sense (the servile tool of the moneyed classes in the second 
example, derived from a common Chinese insult, or the friend or confidante addressed in the fourth), or 
sensory triangulation (as in the third example, a phonetic rendering of the fictional speaker's distinctive 
dialect which, when combined with common sense, suggests a contraction of the colloquial "dogsbody," an 
individual tasked with menial chores). Variant spellings signpost the 'eye dialect' renderings in Slum 
Silhouettes and Training Day, while context and experience alone inflect the meanings of the literal 
(quadraped) and the figurative (dupe) usages. Similar challenges confront interpreters of visual and 
multimodal texts—whereas an image of a bird in a travel memoir or similar might depict a particular bird 
photographed on a particular occasion, the same image in a scientific journal article or book could easily be 
'read' as a generic image selected to call attention to canonical taxonomic features of the subject. For more 
on the tension between particularism and holism in approaches to scientific illustration, see David 
Freedberg's The Eye of the Lynx: Galileo, His Friends, and the Beginnings of Modern Natural History 
(Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2002). 
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which an author brings concepts from two or more subject domains or discourse 

communities together in a single figure: What meaning does he or she seem to 

intend with this conceptual transfiguration? How is the metaphor contextualized? Is 

it a commonplace figure—part of the target audience's common sense lexicon—or is 

it a new coinage? If a new coinage, what, if any, purpose might the author be 

attempting to achieve with his or her figure? What, if any, transformation of thought 

or discourse practice does a particular metaphor portend?499 The techniques 

Fairclough describes for analyzing the metaphoric content of verbal texts translate 

easily to the analysis of visual or multimodal performances—we need only consider 

our earlier discussion of editorial cartoons in the context of manifest intertextuality 

(above) to see how the artists sought to transfer the emotional power of raising the 

flag of victory over Iwo Jima to voting in Iraq or to call into question the purity of 

the Olympic ideal by drawing a figurative connection between the Olympic rings and 

the suspension of Chinese tanks used to subjugate their own people. Such 

metaphors provide ways of seeing events afresh; as Kenneth Burke famously pointed 

                                                 

499  Fairclough, Discourse and Social Change, 194–195 and 237. Fairclough provides effective 
examples of the import of both tacit and new metaphors, building on Lakoff and Johnson's work on the 
pervasive cognitive and ideological effects of the widely accepted—often tacit—characterization of argument 
as combat (ibid., 195); similarly, the comparatively recent adaptation of commodity or commercial metaphors 
to describe the work of higher education has both opened up new ways of thinking about work in the 
academy and engendered a rhetorical backlash from those who disagree with the commodification of 
intellectual labor (ibid.). 
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out, such frames or screens at the same time become a way of "not seeing," of being 

blinded to alternative possibilities. 

3.2.4.1.2 Level 2: The Metatext 
Whereas interdiscursive and intertextual concerns focus on the ways in which 

culturally relevant attributes are manifested in a particular performance, 

metatextual analysis is intended to situate the performance in its intellectual, 

semiotic, and social context, interrogating the chain of meaning in which the 

performance is embedded, identifying the ways in which it reshapes the meaning of 

past performances, and—just as important—describing how the performance is itself 

assimilated into future knowledge and reshaped to meet the changing discursive 

needs of the community. For Fairclough, the difference between textual and 

metatextual concerns lies in the distinction between triangulating discrete meaning 

and mapping intertextual chains, the cultural process of knowledge-

construction—the adoption, assimilation, and/or adaptation of the new in relation to 

existing cultural knowledge, beliefs, and practices. Standing back still further from 

the discrete act of communication, metatextual analysis further involves the 

investigator in comparing the course of a current case's evolution with that which is 

typical in that discourse community—i.e., plotting the social matrix of 

discourse—drawing still further inferences about the process and situating the 

case-author's performance in relation to those of her or his peers. In the discussion 



The Rhetorical Potential of Images in Popular Accounts of Historical Events 
Chapter 03: Methods 

W. Christopher Scruton 
 

250 

that follows, I briefly describe heuristic questions that apply in conducting a 

metatextual analysis. 

3.2.4.1.2.1 Intertextual Chains 

The first metatextual dimension to which Fairclough attends is that of 

intertextual chains, the study of the ways in which the author adopts, adapts, and 

transforms the raw material of cultural experience—knowledge (lived and received), 

belief, and practice—into a performance geared toward persuading a particular 

audience or audiences on a particular occasion. In considering a particular 

performance, Fairclough encourages analysts to identify what sources the author 

uses to construct his or her performance—including the style and substance of the 

source; figures and images adapted directly from or inspired by an identifiable 

source; and genres or discourse types—and likewise to trace how the subject 

performance has itself been transformed once it became part of the community's 

shared knowledgebase.500 What is used from the source? How is it transformed? Is 

the sense of the source material as presented "stable" (i.e., the meaning is largely in 

line with past interpretations), "shifting" (i.e., the meaning is in the process of 

revision based, presumably, upon changing beliefs in the author's discourse 

community), or "contested" (i.e., a nexus in an interpretive dispute, suggesting a 

                                                 

500  Fairclough, Discourse and Social Change, 232–233 and 130–131. 
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clash of values or an ideological division within the author's discourse community—

whereas shifting meaning represent a consensual, broad-based change, a contested 

meaning indicates a division within the community).501 In many instances, a 

consideration of intertextual change may aid in identifying situations in which an 

author directs a text at multiple audiences by invoking sources relevant to both502 or 

seeks to transform the discursive rules of the game by importing compelling sources 

or source material from other fields.503 

3.2.4.1.2.2 Social Matrix of Discourse 

Practices of discourse form an important means of reproducing and extending 

the ideologies of particular cultures. As such, considerable effort is invested within 

cultures in communicating and reinforcing those practices—systems of education, 

guides to effective practice, mass and specialist media messages, formal evaluation 

for professional certification and advancement (reifying, as such practices do, 

professional competencies or 'standards of effective practice'), and more all provide 

insight into "the nature of the social practice of which [a particular] discourse 

                                                 

501  Fairclough, Discourse and Social Change, 233. 
502  Ibid. See also Fairclough, Analyzing Discourse, 191. 
503  One well-known example of such cross-fertilization is Stephen Jay Gould and Richard Lewontin's 

importation of architectural metaphors into discussions of evolution in "The Spandrels of San Marco and the 
Panglossian Paradigm: A Critique of the Adaptationist Programme."  
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practice is a part."504 What is more, the work of those institutions serves to 

"naturalize" dominant ideologies, causing the assumptions, beliefs, and practices 

that reify them to become tacit, unexamined, unexplored, normal.505 In the context of 

such a framework, then, we should view performance as an attempt not only to 

communicate specific ideas to an audience but also to situate the author's work in 

relation to the dominant ideology in the discourse community in which she or he 

wishes to situate her-/himself—communicating not only ideas but seeking also to 

reaffirm or challenge the knowledge, beliefs, and practices predominating in that 

field. To address this heuristic category, we are tasked with a challenging brief: 

Identifying the key "social and hegemonic relations and structures"506 that order a 

particular discourse community, charting specific discourse practices that reify those 

"relations and structures," and deploying that framework to critique the case in 

hand, characterizing the author's work relative to the "social matrix of discourse" in 

which it is embedded: Is it "conventional and normative"? "Creative and innovative"? 

"Oriented to restructuring [community beliefs and/or practices]"? "Oppositional"?507 

                                                 

504  Fairclough, Discourse and Social Change, 237. 
505  Fairclough, Discourse and Social Change, 87 and 92. 
506  Fairclough, Discourse and Social Change, 237. 
507  Fairclough, Discourse and Social Change, 237 and 97. 
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3.2.4.1.3 Level 3: Interpretation, Integration, and Re-use 
The final dimension Fairclough considers is the dimension in which a 

performance interpreted by members of an audience—intended or otherwise—and 

the substance of that performance becomes part of the community metatext, 

assimilated into the existing body of knowledge, adapted to the changing 

circumstances and needs of the community. So long as the performance remains 

current as common knowledge within the community—subject to reuse in fact,508 in 

substance,509 or in form.510 To address these issues, Fairclough proposes two 

heuristics: Coherence and conditions of discourse practice. 

3.2.4.1.3.1 Coherence 

As Fairclough notes, "coherence"—that property of a performance that makes it 

hang together as a logical whole "whose constituent parts…are meaningfully related 

so that the text as a whole 'makes sense,' even though there may be relatively few 

formal markers of those meaningful relationships"511—is largely a "property of 

                                                 

508  For example, through direct quotation. 
509  For example, through indirect reporting of a source performance's core meaning. 
510  For example, by lending stylistic or formal inspiration to a follower who may invest that form with its 

commonly held meaning; seeking to shift its meaning, as in parody; or transforming that meaning in some 
fashion. 

511  Fairclough, Discourse and Social Change, 83. 



The Rhetorical Potential of Images in Popular Accounts of Historical Events 
Chapter 03: Methods 

W. Christopher Scruton 
 

254 

interpretations" rather than something that inheres in performances themselves.512 

This, in part, helps explain how (for example) someone with no experience of 

radiography, a patient familiar with X-ray imaging, and a medical specialist can all 

look at the same performance—an X-ray—and see a confusing mass of light and 

shadow, an apparently routine image of the inner structure of her or his body, and 

evidence supporting the diagnosis of a serious malady, respectively. The coherence 

that the specialist finds in the image comes from knowledge and interpretive 

practice that she or he brings to the image513; similarly, with no experience of 

radiography and no knowledge enabling him or her to understand that the confusing 

arrangement of light and shadow in the image is, in fact, the record of radiation 

beamed through the subject's flesh on to a photographic plate behind the targeted 

area, the interpreter lacks the hermeneutic frame that would enable him or her to 

infer a connection between the image on the X-ray plate and the internal structure 

of the subject's body. A similar process can be said to hold true for other, more 

obviously constructed, forms of semiotic communication. To identify how a text 

might 'work' as a network of meaning within a given community casts the analyst in 

                                                 

512  Ibid. 
513  For more on the influence of professional enculturation on perception, see Stevens and Hall, 

"Disciplined Perception: Learning to See in Technoscience." 
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the role of a hermeneut and asks him or her to do "reader research,"514 developing a 

map of the interpretive ecology within that community as it might pertain to 

'reading' a subject performance. The challenge inherent in such a task is avoiding 

the development of a 1-to-1 scale map, a record of every bit of knowledge and every 

custom, belief, or practice evidenced in the testimony of readers, the practices 

recorded in school handbooks, etc.; but only when the analyst has assembled a small 

but meaningful model of the subject culture's interpretive screen will he or she be 

able to attend to the factors that Fairclough suggests mark coherence-relationships 

in texts: "How heterogeneous and how ambivalent is the text for particular 

interpreters, and consequently how much inferential work is needed? Does this 

sample receive resistant readings? From what sort of reader?"515 

3.2.4.1.3.2 Conditions of Discourse Practice 

Just as authorship in Fairclough's pragmatic model encompasses cognitive and 

cultural components, so too does interpretation. To develop an accurate reading of 

what a performance means in relation to its addressed audience, the analyst must 

attend to the social conditions under which it was performed and interpreted. Again, 

                                                 

514  Fairclough, Discourse and Social Change, 233. 
515  Ibid. If the subject text does seem likely to provoke resistant readings, analysts probably ought to 

consider the follow-up questions: Does the passage in question appear to be deliberately transgressive or 
provocative—i.e., might a reasonable interpreter assume that the author is intentionally challenging him or 
her (or dominant beliefs or representational practices)? If so, what formal elements cue this reading (i.e., 
what makes the transgression itself coherent?)? 
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the goal here is not to generate a one-to-one map of every feature shaping the 

interpretive experience but to propose a model that lends insight into what the 

performance might have meant to an interpreter embedded in a particular cultural 

context. Similar to the heuristic questions proposed under 'Interdiscursivity' (above), 

the questions to be addressed here include: "Is the [performance] consumed 

individually or collectively?"516 What is the audience's experience of the 

performance—is it unidirectional (i.e., performed to a largely passive audience)? 

Engaged (i.e., unidirectional but subject to close scrutiny)? Interactive (i.e., engaging 

the audience in shaping the performance)? Public or private? "What sort of non-

discursive effects does this sample have?"517 How is the text interpreted? In what 

role are audience members cast? 

                                                 

516  Fairclough, Discourse and Social Change, 233. 
517  Ibid. For example is the sample performance reflective of—or does it shape—representational or 

interpretive practices or political beliefs not explicitly referenced or described in the text? A good example of 
a non-discursive effect is the use of ultramarine in fifteenth century painting (as described in Baxandall's 
Painting and Experience), the pigment was used both to connote the relative importance of the subjects to 
which it was applied in narrative paintings and to signal the wealth of the patron responsible for 
commissioning the work. Both connotations are signaled by tacit knowledge rather than explicit utterance. 
Indeed, Fairclough clarifies the concept somewhat in a discussion of CDA in Analyzing Discourse (page 
191), describing texts less as semiotic constructs than as enactments of social practices or networks of 
social practices—by situating performances as, in part, reifications of non-discursive social frames we begin 
to understand them not as discrete and excerptible collections of utterances but as episodes in an extended 
cultural refashioning. The two approaches—performance-as-discrete-rhetorical-act and performance-as-
embedded-cultural-reinvention—are not mutually exclusive; using CDA heuristics will provide us insight into 
both the performance's local meaning and its import as representative of larger cultural values, beliefs, and 
practices. Fairclough suggests as much himself in Analyzing Discourse when he concludes that the focus of 
CDA is in identifying the "social problem" a text is intended to address by identifying the "network of 
practices" in which it is embedded; relating "semiosis" to other culturally relevant practices; and then 
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The goal of using critical discourse analysis as a lens for identifying relevant 

societal pragmatic factors is not to identify The Right Answer, because there is no 

right answer. There may, however, be readings that are more plausible based on 

internal evidence that can be identified in the performative sample under 

consideration and the matrix of knowledge, beliefs, and practices interpreters can 

build up through experience and/or application of Fairclough's CDA heuristics. 

Weighing variant interpretations and identifying a preferred reading from among 

the alternatives involves identifying significant features of the performance, 

documenting why they are significant (making explicit reference to pragmatic 

factors that help explain the feature's importance and bolster the analyst's claims), 

and 'connecting the dots', i.e., recognizing and explaining patterns among those 

features in a way that is plausible (i.e., internally coherent and accounting for as 

many significant features evident in the sample as possible), theoretically rigorous, 

and grounded in authentic practice (i.e., the explanation would be recognizable to 

the author or a member of her/his target audience as a theory that explain aspects of 

productive practice in terms that are recognizable to them).518 

                                                 

providing a close reading of the performance itself, identifying the structure of discourse and developing a 
preferred reading of the text (page 209). 

518  Fairclough, Discourse and Social Change, 238. 
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Developing a Preferred Reading 
3.2.4.2 Close Reading Technique 

Although Fairclough's CDA heuristics provide a useful framework for 

schematizing what Barbara Babcock referred to as the "mode[s] of knowing"519 

implied in the material form of cultural artifacts, how ought we to proceed with 

identifying those features of an artifact associated with relevant aspects of cultural 

belief, knowledge, and practice? For the purpose of this study I modify close 

reading as a technique for teasing out and elaborating on those connections in 

visual and multimodal performances. Based on a review of existing close reading 

procedures,520 my reading proceeds in five stages: 

Stage 1: Tag the source performance 
Whether iconic, indexical, or symbolic, something in a performance 
catches the interpreter's eye and leads her or him to come to some insight 
about the performance's semiotic valence.521 In my method, the tasks of 

                                                 

519  Page 319 in Barbara A. Babcock, "Modeled Selves: Helen Cordero's 'Little People'," in The 
Anthropology of Experience, edited by Victor Turner and Edward Bruner, 316–343 (Champaign, IL: 
University of Illinois Press, 1986). 

520  Exemplified, e.g., in Leo Spitzer's Linguistics and Literary History (New York: Russell and Russell, 
1962). 

521  As Leo Spitzer describes the process in Linguistics and Literary History, "The first step is the 
awareness of having been struck by a detail, followed by a conviction that this detail is connected basically 
with the work of art; it means that one has made an 'observation'—which is the starting point of a theory, that 
one has been prompted to raise a question—which must find an answer" (page 27). See pages 222–223 in 
James Elkins, "On the Impossibility of Close Reading: the Case of Alexander Marshack" (Current 
Anthropology 37:2 (April 1996): 175–226), for a general discussion of close reading technique. Arnold 
Williams (Page 679 in "Typology and the Cycle Plays: Some Criteria," Speculum 43 (1968): 677–680) 
highlights the 'forwardness' of semiotic transformations—in Williams's view, for a cue to be read as anything 
other than literal, the transference of valence, from a cue that has some discrete literal meaning to 
something causal or figurative, would need to be obvious, frequently based on some dimension of 
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identifying, analyzing, hypothesizing, and evaluating possible semes—i.e., 
'tagging' characteristics believed to possess some semiotic significance—is 
undertaken largely in the technological, perceptual, and semiotic-
semantic levels of analysis. By the time the critic has reached the 
pragmatic stage, he or she will have compiled a catalogue of salient 
features evident in the source performance and composed preliminary 
analyses of possible meanings attaching to those characteristics. Based on 
prior knowledge or clues inherent in the performance itself, some of the 
characteristics identified in those early stages of analysis may appear 
sufficiently related to be meaningfully gathered into higher-level 
categories. 

Stage 2: Develop a pragmatic base map 
With the selection of issues raised by the initial reading in mind and with 
the goal of coming to understand how those performances function as 
"objects laden with meaning in a social context,"522 the analyst should 
immerse her- or himself (to the degree possible) in the author's history 
and culture: What constitutes or constituted common belief and practice 
in the author's culture or community?523 Using Fairclough's categories as 
a starting point, develop a base profile or map of beliefs and practices by 

                                                 

knowledge or an exemplary symbol, image, or visual solution shared in common among members of the 
performance's intended audience. The practical upshot of such an assertion is (1) the need to immerse 
oneself in a source context to identify relevant knowledge and practices that might bear on the meanings of 
visual performances aimed at that audience and (2) the need to be appropriately skeptical about variant 
readings of a performance; to be read as something other than a literal representation, critics need to point 
to some dimension of the text under consideration and some dimension of pragmatic practice to justify an 
indexical or symbolic reading. 

522  Page 207 in Francesco d'Errico, "Comment to Elkins: On the Impossibility of Close Reading," 
Current Anthropology 37:2 (April 1996): 207–208 (emphasis mine). It is this assumed embeddedness that 
renders such performances quintessentially rhetorical—they are directed at particular audiences on 
particular occasions with the end of achieving particular aims through the marshaling of culturally relevant 
knowledge and modes of representation. 

523  As Williams points out ("Typology and the Cycle Plays," 679 and 680–681), absolute authenticity—
i.e., reconstructing a 1:1 map of particular performative context or culture—may be neither feasible nor 
desirable. In the absence of sufficient detail to conduct a hermeneutic reading, Williams suggests that 
identifying a reasonable analogue—e.g., a genre or body of practice that closely resembles that of the 
subject performance and about which more can be discovered—may provide a productive heuristic for 
understanding the subject performance. To use Williams's example, to understand the representation and 
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• reading about the author in question, his or her culture(s) and/or 
communities of practice, and/or relevant technologies, modes of 
representation, or performative genres524;  

• observing, recording, and analyzing one's own direct experience, 
when relevant525; and 

• when neither background research nor direct experience are 
available, close, careful, systematic observing, describing, and 
analyzing of other performances presumed to resemble the subject 
performance followed by a comparison of their similarities and 
differences.526 

The challenge in compiling such pragmatic maps is choosing an 
appropriate level of analysis. Should the analyst attend to every mark 
evident in a performance or a constituent media element, however 
(potentially) trivial? How much of the biography of a subject 

                                                 

interpretive dynamics of medieval cycle plays—about the performance of which we know comparatively 
little—we may be better served studying them through the lens and experience of modern stage drama (i.e., 
as ephemeral visual spectacle) than through the lens of reading, despite the fact that our primary records of 
them are literary and we know a great deal about the experience of literacy in the Middle Ages (indeed, 
studying written recordings of the performances may prove highly misleading, because the experience of 
reading—medieval and modern alike—can be utterly different from that of dramatic performance). 

524  In his response to Elkins's "The Impossibility of Close Reading," Roger Carrier described the 
importance of reading as a form of enculturation-by-proxy, enabling the analyst to immerse her- or himself in 
the culture and practices from which a subject performance arose: "His [i.e., the artist or tool-maker's] culture 
is distant, but through reading I bring it close, bridging the gap between his world and mine." Page 202 in 
Roger Carrier, "Comment to Elkins: On the Impossibility of Close Reading," Current Anthropology 37:2 (April 
1996): 202–203. 

525  Peter Parisi, "Close Reading, Creative Writing, and Cognitive Development," College English 41:01 
(September 1979): 57–67. Direct experience includes everything from subject matter expertise—simply 
understanding the substance to which a subject performance relates and, perhaps, having had occasion to 
interpret multimodal texts in a rhetorical context comparable to that in which the subject performance is 
embedded—to actually producing multimodal texts for audiences in field closely related to that of the subject 
performance under analysis. Unlike other authors contributing to this theoretical tradition, Peter Parisi 
emphasizes the value of production (both the cognitive effort required to produce a rhetorical performance 
and, most particularly, the insight gained as the author 'eavesdrops' on his or her peers as they interpret a 
given work (pages 58ff). On page 62, Parisi elaborates on the sort of activities best designed to help 
learners develop pragmatic awareness, including the composition of analyses further developing key themes 
identified in a source text.  

526  Carrier, "Comment to Elkins," 202–203. 
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performance's maker is relevant? Which characteristics of his or her 
milieu are important? For art historians, Elkins finds that that lowest level of 
analysis tends to be the figure, the object, the symbol, but rarely anything as 
fine-grained as the individual mark or brushstroke.527 Although my own 
view is that 'close enough' is 'as close as the interpreter finds necessary to 
produce a sensible reading,' Elkins does highlight a paradox that bedevils the 
enterprise of close reading—the tension between what might be termed the 
'useful summary' or 'descriptive reduction' (i.e., settling for a "vaguer 
meaning" that still provides a plausible account of a performance's essence) 
and the recognition that one could always find a way to do a still closer 
reading (which, at some point, may risk losing or obscuring meaning in a 
descriptive thicket of surface details).528 In his response to Elkins's article, 
Baxandall attempts to resolve this tension by suggesting that 'close reading' 
"typically serves a heuristic purpose rather than a hermeneutic one. The close 
reading is then local and selective rather than overall or complete—and not a 
random trial bore but the purposeful following of a vein. What it fixates is the 
pregnant detail in which larger orders are implicit or by which larger orders 
are controlled."529 So, rather than a totalizing technique that produces a 
comprehensive catalogue of all meaningful features evident in a 
performance, close reading becomes an avenue for developing a preferred 
reading by identifying one or more key signs, symbols, or codes that promise 
a 'way in' to the text's meaning and then pursuing those leads carefully and 
comprehensively—expanding Baxandall's metaphor, selectively "mining a 
vein" versus strip mining the performance as a whole. Practically speaking, 
'close reading' dovetails with technological, perceptual, and 
semiotic/semantic approaches in that they are designed to guide 
observation, description, and deconstruction of the performance; by the time 
the analyst has gotten to pragmatic analysis, such observations have likely 
narrowed the range of plausible readings down to a comparatively narrow 
sample—those avenues suggest the types of knowledge and practices that 
bear further research with the goal of narrowing the field down to a very few 
preferred readings. 'Tuning' the level and complexity of such an analysis 
depends in large measure on the content and form of the performance 
itself, on what is known about the author-artist's life and circumstances; 
on the analyst's experience, skill, and training; and on her or his goals in 
undertaking an analysis in the first place.  

                                                 

527  Elkins, "On the Impossibility of Close Reading," 201. 
528  Ibid. 
529  Elkins, "On the Impossibility of Close Reading," 202. 
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Stage 3: Consider characteristics of the author's performance in 
relation to the base map (and each other) 
Compare the characteristics catalogued in Stage 1 with the knowledge 
and practices mapped in Stage 2. Are there consistencies between the 
substance and style evidenced in the author's performance and the 
baseline characteristics in the map? Are there contradictions, aspects of 
the performance that set it apart from the work of the author's peers? Is 
the source author's work consistent with similar work by contemporaries, 
inspirations, or peers? Does he or she deviate from standard practice in 
his or her community, culture, genre of work? How? Within a 
performance, is the author consistent in his or her use of media, 
invocation and representation of knowledge, practice of the mechanics of 
style? Inconsistent? Gather, sort, and analyze the similarities and 
differences between the performance and base map. Identify any 
significant, relevant patterns and explain how any apparent 
contradictions might render the analyst's reading contingent. As above, 
the aim here is not to produce a perfect read but to make explicit how the 
interpreter "perceive[s] the disposition of meaningless marks and 
meaningful signs and how [he or she] chose to understand 'mark' and 
'sign.'"530 'Close reading' does not trade in Platonic absolutes—at some point 
in a reading, the interpreter encounters marks that she or he chooses to 
interpret as meaningful and significant. Although in the best possible world, 
such a judgment should be based on ample textual and extratextual evidence, 
in reality each such decision point represents a locus rhetoricus. Although 
agreement with such judgments may not be reached, the grounding of the 
judgment in textual or pragmatic evidence enables any disputes that might 
arise to be rooted in substantive disagreements and informed opinion rather 
than simple conjecture or unsupported assertions.531 Although the crux of 
Elkins's criticism of the practice in "The Impossibility of Close Reading" turns 
on the apparently relativistic or arbitrary nature of the enterprise, one could 
hardly call the assertions in a responsibly conducted reading free-floating; 
instead they are grounded in cues evident in the work itself, in an 
understanding of the knowledge, beliefs, and practices that bear on the 

                                                 

530  Elkins, "On the Impossibility of Close Reading," 198. 
531  The rhetorical nature of such assertions, for Elkins, calls into question the possibility of 'close 

reading' as an epistemic enterprise: "[A]ny reading can be as close as it wants, its only limit being the texture 
of the work itself: I can claim that any mark is significant if I can make a persuasive case that it is a mark at 
all. In this way, the limits of an ultimately close reading seem effectively only a matter of 
optics…propriety…or analytic coherence" (Elkins, "On the Impossibility of Close Reading," 200). 



The Rhetorical Potential of Images in Popular Accounts of Historical Events 
Chapter 03: Methods 

W. Christopher Scruton 
 

263 

production and interpretation of the image, and other factors. In short, the 
relativism inherent in the close reading enterprise is a sort of 'bounded 
relativism.' Disagreements are inevitable, but the explicit grounding of close 
reading in the performance itself and in the mapping of a societal pragmatic 
matrix should limit the nature of disputes to discussions of propriety and 
hermeneutics based on evidence rather than solely on aesthetic judgment or 
individual whim. 

Stage 4: Fill in the blanks 
If a significant aspect of a performance cannot be accounted for through 
reading or experience, the analyst may find it instructive to fill in the 
blanks by proposing and evaluating situationally appropriate hypotheses. 
Where there are gaps in our knowledge, it is only natural that the analyst 
should fill them in with plausible, appropriate surmise based on her or his 
own knowledge and experience—as discussed earlier, for example, Arnold 
Williams was confronted by a comparative paucity of information on the 
medieval experience of cycle plays; considering what he did know about such 
performances, he suggested that modern theatrical performance might 
provide a surer point of reference for interpreting cycle plays than medieval 
literature, despite the apparent differences in culture and style that accrue to 
modern stage performance and the surface affinity we might believe accrues 
to two narrative forms embedded  in the same cultural milieu.532  As with 
more-direct observations, the analyst must be transparent regarding his or 
her use of such techniques, in each case detailing his or her hypothesis, 
documenting any antecedent assumptions and providing a rationale 
explaining his or her preference for the hypothesis supplied. 

Stage 5: Consider the argumentative implications 
Once the analyst has worked through Stages 1–4 as outlined above, she or 
he should consider whether the reading thus generated accounts 
satisfactorily for the features evident in the subject performance. If the 
reading's goodness-of-fit is less than desired, additional reading or 
practice may be necessary to account for cultural or practical sources 
influencing the nature of the performance, or imperfect hypotheses 
explaining poorly understood features may be revised, refined, or 
replaced.533 Once the analyst is satisfied with her or his composition, the 

                                                 

532  Williams, "Typology and the Cycle Plays," 680–681. 
533  Elkins, "On the Impossibility of Close Reading," 222–223. 
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final step in the close reading cycle is to consider the implications of the 
patterns revealed in Stages 1–4: How and why might the author have 
elected to construct a performance in this way? What might his or her 
argument be? These questions are addressed in the final lens of my 
method, argument/inference analysis. 

 Developing a descriptive ecology of sign-use in a particular discipline or 

community—i.e., profiling relevant beliefs, specialized vocabulary, shared imagery, 

and/or discursive and interpretive practices might bear on an understanding of a 

performance—is an exceedingly messy and informal process, requiring practitioners 

to jump in, make assumptions, and build on that foundation. The goal is to produce 

a plausible narrative that attempts to account for all the known variables. The value 

of the undertaking is processual—i.e., working to understand the meaning of a 

performance by attempting to recognize and determine the significance of the 

contextual factors influencing its creation and interpretation—rather than product-

oriented. And the value of that process is that it, in some measure, mimics the 

intellectual apprenticeships that real-life practitioners embark upon on their paths 

to expertise; for the occasional hermeneut, this process is instructive but—for the 

individual who earnestly wishes to embark upon a career in a particular field of 

study—the process can be a valuable adjunct to her or his formal education, 

providing her or him with an opportunity to explore the visual communicative 

practices in a professional field of study overtly, analytically, and critically rather 

than implicitly, prescriptively, and uncritically—an education that parallels the 
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kinds of enculturation processes that pertain in the verbal dimension of students' 

intellectual apprenticeships. Success in this level of analysis requires considerable 

hermeneutic effort, cataloguing an array of explicit534 and implicit535 cues within the 

text itself, as well as situating the case in terms of the broader agonistic field in 

which it is embedded. Although James Elkins's reservations regarding the 

"impossibilities" of close reading are well taken, the aim of the enterprise as I define 

it is not to pinpoint a definitive, Platonic Truth but to produce rhetorical moments—

claims, "questions, uncertainties, assays, inner discourses and arguments…tests 

that accompany the development of any innovative inquiry"536 in a context in which 

absolute truth can never be known—describing and evaluating the salience and 

relevance of cues evident in a subject performance. These attempts to fill in lacunae 

are meant to form part of a recursive "self-correcting process" involving the analyst 

in internal and external dialogues with the aim of collectively arriving at consensus 

regarding the goodness-of-fit of proposed readings rather than truth.537 Through 

successive rounds of approximation and evaluation, analysts arrive at stronger, 

                                                 

534  Explicit cues in the text might include metacognitive discussions of the author or authors' purpose 
and methods (in an introduction or appendix, for instance), direct address within the work itself, and plainly 
stated overt claims or arguments in the text. 

535  Implicit cues might include a close knowledge of the author's methods of work, an awareness of the 
fund of knowledge and/or experience being invoked or addressed in the text, as well as the inferred 
significance of sequence/structure/juxtapositional cues identified in the text. 

536  Elkins, "On the Impossibility of Close Reading," 211. 
537  Ibid. 



The Rhetorical Potential of Images in Popular Accounts of Historical Events 
Chapter 03: Methods 

W. Christopher Scruton 
 

266 

better-grounded readings of a subject performance, enabling them to draw better 

conclusions about the rhetorical structure and quality of a subject argument. 

As an example of the value of pragmatic analysis, we need only consider the 

"man is a wolf to man" construction I introduced in my discussion of semiotic and 

semantic analysis. Understanding the connotations of the phrase as Hobbes used it 

depends on 

• Understanding Hobbes's purpose in comparing humankind to wolves 
(i.e., the dichotomy he is drawing between the potential depredations 
of a tyrannical ruling class and what Hobbes supposed to be the 
greater threat to individual life and liberty, the behavior of 
humankind under conditions of anarchy), and 

• Intertextually identifying the double reference Hobbes is making to 
Plautus (from Asinaria I.495: lupus est homo homini, non homo, quom 
qualis sit non novit538) and Velleius Paterculus (from whom Hobbes 
borrowed the quotation attributed to Pontius Telesinus and against 
whose logic Hobbes is inveighing: Whereas Paterculus's Telesinus 
exhorts his forces to destroy the Roman state that the world might be 
free of the "wolves" that visited "such ravages upon Italian liberty,"539 

                                                 

538  "Man is a wolf, not a man, to another man, when [the latter] has not yet discovered what he's like." 
539  The passage is drawn from Velleius Paterculus's description of a battle between a Samnite army 

and Roman forces under Sulla: "While Carbo and Marius were still consuls, one hundred and nine years 
ago, on the Kalends of November, Pontius Telesinus, a Samnite chief, brave in spirit and in action and 
hating to the core the very name of Rome, having collected about him forty thousand of the bravest and 
most steadfast youth who still persisted in retaining arms, fought with Sulla, near the Colline gate, a battle so 
critical as to bring both Sulla and the city into the gravest peril. Rome had not faced a greater danger when 
she saw the camp of Hannibal within the third milestone, than on this day when Telesinus went about from 
rank to rank exclaiming: ʻThe last day is at hand for the Romans,ʼ and in a loud voice exhorted his men to 
overthrow and destroy their city, adding: ʻThese wolves that made such ravages upon Italian liberty will 
never vanish until we have cut down the forest that harbours them.ʼ It was only after the first hour of the night 
that the Roman army was able to recover its breath, and the enemy retired. The next day Telesinus was 
found in a half-dying condition, but with the expression of a conqueror upon his face rather than that of a 
dying man. Sulla ordered his severed head to be fixed upon a spear point and carried around the walls of 
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Hobbes's wolves are the masses who require a strong state to contain 
and regulate their society). 

This entire chain of meaning turns on recognizing the metaphoric transfer of a 

bundle of associations from wolves to Hobbes's referent—the masses—and the 

hermeneutic turn that converts Plautus's sentiment (from a specific short-term 

condition of distrust to a permanent state of fear) and reverses the lines of force in 

Pontius Telesinus's jeremiad (from the state as predator to the state as unfortunate-

but-necessary protector). Using Fairclough’s terms, in composing De Cive as he did, 

Hobbes was calling interdiscursively on his readers’ knowledge of classical sources; 

first-hand experience of chaos, violence, and war (which the author analogized with 

the state of nature); and culturally ingrained associations between wolves and 

“deceit,” “violence,” and “meer brutall Rapacity.”540 That such a reading of his 

classical sources was oppositional on at least two dimensions: 

• the “wolves” in the Telesinus story were the Romans as a whole—in 
essence, the Roman state—who were expanding and subjugating the 
Samnites and other Italian tribes, and 

• the State, in the form of a king or tyrant, was—to use Hobbes’s own 
appropriation from Cato the Elder—“to be reckon’d amongst ravenous 
Beasts” 

is manifest, but Hobbes addresses that cognitive dissonance by again calling on a 

figure, an analogy between society and the balance of temperament within the mind 

                                                 

Praeneste" (Velleius Paterculus, Roman History, Book II, Chapter 27, http://penelope.uchicago.edu/Thayer/ 
E/Roman/Texts/Velleius_Paterculus/2A*.html). 

540  Page 2 in Thomas Hobbes, De Cive, Whitefish, MT: Kessinger Publishing, 2004. 
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of the individual, the tension between “Justice and Charity” and the “Deceipt and 

Violence,” maintained in balance by “Judgement” and “Reason.” For Hobbes, the 

inability of individuals in a state of nature to govern themselves (being enmeshed in 

a profitless “warre of all against all”) necessitated the existence of an individual or 

ruling class empowered to “punish the wicked and protect the good,” an individual 

compelled to submit not to the tyranny of the mob but to the “Lawes of the Realme” 

and the judgment of the Divine; the trajectory of this reading is reinforced when one 

considers the engraving included as a frontispiece to the first edition of De Cive 

(Figure 3.4.3). In the illustration, Libertas (on the right) is exemplified as a Native 

American fronting a wild, primitive landscape in which natives hunt and, perhaps, 

attack one another541; directly opposite this depiction of untamed nature is 

Imperium,542 personified by a crowned—not blindfolded—representation of Iustitia, 

                                                 

541  M. M. Goldsmith suggests that the Libertas scene includes a depiction of rape, page 234 in 
"Picturing Hobbes's Politics? The Illustrations to Philosophicall Rudiments," Journal of the Warburg and 
Courtauld Institutes 44 (1981): 232–237. Although the versions of the De Cive frontispiece I have 
encountered are too indistinct to confirm this interpretation, the implication is broadly in accord with 
Hobbesʼs description of the state of nature. Although libertas is conventionally translated as “freedom” 
(which many moderns might interpret as “free will”), in this context, the term is being interpreted closer to 
“freedom from decent restraint.”  Quentin Skinner confirms the violent essence of Jean Matheus's engraving 
and suggests that the source of many of Matheus's visual themes is a series of watercolors of Native 
American scenes completed by the sixteenth century English artist, John White, later copied by engraver 
Theodore de Bry to illustrate a widely circulated book by Thomas Hariot. Whereas the original watercolors 
and engraved copies depict peaceful hunting scenes, Matheus's adaptation for De Cive substitutes human 
prey for the original deer and suggests cannibalism and other acts of barbarism putatively representative of 
Hobbes's 'state of nature' (pages 98–101 in Quentin Skinner, Hobbes and Republican Liberty, Cambridge: 
Cambridge University Press, 2008). 

542  In Latin, “command,” “dominion,” or “rule.” 
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Figure 3.4.3: Frontispiece to the 1642 Paris edition of Thomas Hobbes's De Cive, engraved by Jean 
Matheus, who was also published this first edition (title page engraving © British Library Board: 
Elementorum Philosophiae, Sectio Tertia; De Cive by Thomas Hobbes, London, British Library, C.118.c.4). 
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armed with the scales of justice and the sword of power, and fronting a landscape 

the attributes of which are portrayed as mirror-opposites of the state of nature, 

including scenes of pastoral flocks, orderly fields, and tranquil cities.543 Surmounting 

both earthly dominion and the state of nature is Religio,544 represented as a scene 

from the last judgment, with Christ evaluating the souls of the dead and the living 

and an angel with a flaming sword delivering the deserving to heaven (on Christ’s 

right, the viewer’s left, directly above the depiction of Imperium) and consigning the 

damned to hell (directly above the depiction of Libertas) to be tormented by flame 

and demons wielding pitchforks and scourges.545 The implication of the image—and 

the intersubjective reading it reinforces in connection with the “man is a wolf” 

passage—is that the monarchy is a necessary, if sometimes inconvenient, institution 

for protecting humanity from its own worst impulses.  

                                                 

543  Goldsmith, "Picturing Hobbes's Politics?" 234. 
544  In Latin connoting piety and religious faith, as well the fear of God and/or punishment. 
545  See Goldsmith, "Picturing Hobbes's Politics?" 234ff for further discussion of the frontispiece and 

other images in Hobbesʼs works as attempts to visualize and reify his political theory. The comments in the 
foregoing discussion regarding the value of the frontispiece for triangulating the meaning found in the text 
apply only to the original 1642 edition, in the production of which Hobbes was involved. Subsequent editions 
lack this visualization of the authorʼs central argument, often replacing it with a figure structure like that 
included in the 1657 Amsterdam edition published by the booksellers Louis and Daniel Elzevir, a copy of 
which resides in the collections of the State Library of Bavaria and may now be obtained electronically as 
part of the Google Books initiative at http://books.google.com/books/download/Elementa_philosophica_ 
de_cive.pdf?id=CcsGAAAAcAAJ&output=pdf&sig=ACfU3U1aUnWdBSLuxrFi9fBbLr0roUoOew&source=gbs
_summary_r&cad=0. 
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But what of the implications of this example for my method? What has this 

example shown about Hobbes’s performance that we were not able to glean from 

previous analytic lenses? First, the idea that “man is a wolf” was a formulation with 

a history, a theme that extended back to the days of the Roman Republic and 

beyond; like Burke’s parlor discussant, Hobbes was tipping his hat to the 

conversational “steps that had gone before,” invoking a figure (the wolf) that came 

freighted with a considerable number of metaphoric associations, and then 

subverting—indeed inverting—the traditional meaning of those associations, 

shifting wolfishness as a characteristic from the king or state on to the mob. Such an 

inversion would have been particularly emotive for readers in the mid-seventeenth 

century, individuals who had likely suffered through the chaos of the Thirty Years 

and/or English Civil Wars and would have been familiar with both the excesses of 

the state and the periodic spasms of mob violence and inchoate agrarian rebellion 

that marked the period, beginning with the peasants’ revolts of the thirteenth 

through the sixteenth centuries and continuing through Hobbes’s day in the person 

of Gerrard Winstanley and the establishment of Diggers’ communities in a number 

of locations. Although many modern readers may lack specific knowledge of classical 

sources included in the rhetorical education of seventeenth-century English gentry 

and  (especially) personal experience of the upheavals of the Thirty Year War and 

English Civil Wars, close reading—sharpened and focused using critical discourse 

analysis heuristics—points us in the right direction as we consider Hobbes’s work in 
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its cultural and intellectual context, enabling us to recognize at least some of the 

color and nuance that give the performance dimension. Having moved from our 

initial encounters with a performance as a tangible artifact and a mass of sensory 

information through the process of individual and cultural meaning-making, we 

need only map out our preferred reading to make concrete our inference of the 

author's argument and the chain of reasoning that undergirds it.  

3.2.5 Inferential Analysis 
Having considered the visible features of the subject-performance, 

hypothesized possible meanings, and narrowed that range of possibilities by 

considering the work in its cultural and performative contexts, the analyst is ready 

to draw concrete inferences about the piece's rhetorical import, the argumentative 

frame that undergirds and organizes the apprehensible surface of the performance. 

In the context of this study, the technique I employ for conducting inferential 

analysis is the argument map. My approach focuses on three levels of analysis, the 

performance's argument in relation to practices and techniques: 

• operative in the culture in which the performance was embedded; 

• indicative of broader concerns shaping the rhetoric of history writ 
large (i.e., which factors in the performance mark it as a historical 
argument); and 

• representative of rhetorical argument sui generis. 
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Although I have considered factors connecting a history with the author's immediate 

performative context in connection with my discussion of pragmatics, here I briefly 

develop a vocabulary to describe subject-performances in broader historiographic 

and informal logical terms before proceeding to the development of a concrete 

technique for identifying, describing, and representing the deep structure of 

rhetorical arguments about history.546 

3.2.5.1 Historiographic Level of Analysis 
A long tradition exists of using rhetoric as a model for understanding the 

conception, development, and deployment of accounts describing or explaining past 

events, people, and ideas. Indeed, right from the beginning of recorded accounts, we 

find the tension between what many people might see as the real point of history—

                                                 

546  Why this three-layered structure? Why add the complication? Two reasons: First, to address the 
problem that dates back at least to the Gorgias—the problem of differentiating what, in a discussion of 
medicine (to use one of Plato's examples), could be said to be about rhetoric, what about medicine, and 
what relates specifically to the issue at hand. Plato wanted to discard rhetoric because he felt those 
interchanges were 'about' medicine, that rhetoric was dangerous because it only conveys surface knowledge 
(not true understanding), etc.  My contention is that it is about all three, that any performance is 'about' the 
particular situation that gave rise to it, but that each is also indicative of concerns generic to rhetoric as a 
whole and to the specialist knowledge and rhetoric practices that obtain in particular disciplines. By 
understanding performances as existing on these three planes, we can come to understand each 
performance in its own terms at the same time we may see it as exemplifying both arguments about history 
across a range of historiographic contexts (e.g., comparing one medieval chronicler with another or 
contrasting a medieval performance with one produced by an eighteenth century historian, etc.) and/or 
rhetorical arguments in general (e.g., comparing/contrasting a historical performance with one exemplifying 
arguments about science, politics, or the law, etc.). Second, to establish an analytical structure that will 
facilitate the transposition of this method to other disciplines. To reposition the method described in this 
chapter for a consideration of, say cases in the sciences or arts, I need only replace this brief consideration 
of historiographic vocabulary with one focused on the study of scientific discourse or artistic epistemology. 
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the ordering of facts in such a way that the course of historical events is accurately 

portrayed, with an emphasis on discovering the truth and relating it as objectively 

as possible (a pursuit that is primarily archaeological and philological, with the aim 

of recovering history)—and a more subjective model of historiography which 

envisions a different end for history: As a lens or a lever, a tool utilizing the past to 

interpret the present course of human events and to effect future change via 

narrative or analytical accounts. For example, although Thucydides made an effort 

to record direct speech and sequences of events as accurately as possible,547 he also 

recognized the importance of history as an invaluable guide to future action rather 

than as a simple chronicle of names and dates: 

The absence of romance in my history will, I fear, detract somewhat from 
its interest, but if it be judged useful by those inquirers who desire an 
exact knowledge of the past as an aid to the understanding of the future, 
which in the course of human things must resemble if it does not reflect 
it, I shall be content. In fine, I have written my work, not as an essay 
which is to win the applause of the moment, but as a possession for all 
time.548 

                                                 

547  On a number of occasions—at 1.20.1–1.22.1, for instance—Thucydides is very careful to make 
note of the methodology he used to compose elements of his Peloponnesian Wars. His discussion of 
quotations is particularly illuminating with respect to his attitude toward accuracy and history: "With reference 
to the speeches in this history…some I heard myself, others I got from various quarters; it was in all cases 
difficult to carry them word for word in one's memory, so my habit has been to make the speakers say what 
was in my opinion demanded of them by the various occasions, of course adhering as closely as possible to 
the general sense of what they really said" (section 1.22.1/page 15 in Robert Strassler, ed., The Landmark 
Thucydides, New York: The Free Press, 1996). 

548  Sections 1.22.4–5 in Strassler (ed.), The Landmark Thucydides, 16. 
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In the Christian West, the passage of time saw a gradual widening of the gulf 

between the individual whose role was to record the nitty-gritty of daily life (most 

often monastic chroniclers) and those whose purview was the creation of the more 

artistic—and authoritative—analytical histories. As Gervase of Canterbury 

described it in 1188, the division was both formal and substantive: 

The historian proceeds diffusely and elegantly, whereas the chronicler 
proceeds simply, gradually and briefly. The chronicler computes the years 
Anno Domini and months and kalends, and briefly describes the actions 
of kings and princes which occurred at those times; he also 
commemorates events, portents and wonders. There are many, however, 
writing chronicles or annals who exceed their limits.549  

Although it is debatable whether the distinction between the authorized subjectivity 

of the historian and the clerkish objectivity of the chronicler was as stark as Gervase 

would have us believe,550 the ideal historian envisioned by the likes of Thucydides 

and Gervase would come to dominate the profession until well into the nineteenth 

century.551 The rise of modern science—and the concomitant influence of scientific 

                                                 

549  Translated, pages 11–12, in Suzanne Lewis, The Art of Matthew Paris in the Chronica Majora, 
Berkeley, CA: University of California Press, 1987. 

550  For example, even the selection of which events were significant enough in any given year to 
warrant entry in the abbey chronicle required a discriminatory act: Whose births and deaths were worthy of 
note? Which natural and human acts deserved recognition? Although not subjectivity on the scale of Bede's 
ecclesiastical history, these decisions still imply the selection of subjective standards and some sort of 
exigence impelling the chronicler to record an event or not. 

551  Indeed the freewheeling monitory historian, patterned on the likes of Tacitus and Gibbon, remained 
in vogue in many quarters into the twentieth century—one of the most successful historians of this school 
was Winston Churchill, whose best-selling histories of the English-speaking peoples and the Second World 
War were very much in the mold of Gibbons' studies of Roman history. 
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methods on the conduct of research in other disciplines—led to a radical inversion of 

values in historiography. 

Monitory or didactic historical accounts of the sort authored by Thucydides, 

Tacitus, and Gibbon placed a premium on the explanatory generalization, the 

elegant turn of phrase, and the teachable moment—sometimes to the detriment of 

absolute factual accuracy. The scientific revolution that was later introduced into 

historiography by Leopold von Ranke and his continental followers in the early part 

of the nineteenth century shifted historians' attention to the construction of history 

through the accretion, validation, and analysis of historical fact552 as recorded in the 

archival collections that had begun to grow rapidly—and, more importantly, had 

begun to be made available for scholarly perusal—during and after the mid-

eighteenth century. For von Ranke and his followers, the construction of historical 

accounts had but one end: The recreation of an historical event wie es eigentlich 

gewesen ("like it actually was").553 

                                                 

552  This tripartite division of the historical method comes not from Ranke—who never described the 
praxis of historiography in explicit terms—but from his contemporary, Johann Gustav Droysen, although 
Droysen's approach was very much in keeping with Ranke's own. In this connection, see especially page 
193n11 in Jörn Rüsen, "Rhetoric and Aesthetics of History: Leopold von Ranke," History and Theory 29:2 
(May 1990): 190–204. 

553  For a useful introduction to von Ranke's thought on historiography, see page 4–5ff in Leonard 
Krieger, Ranke: The Meaning of History (Chicago: The University of Chicago Press, 1977). 
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Although Ranke's method was unabashedly empirical and rational, eschewing 

the devices of those who were willing to invent speech, characters, even entire 

events when it suited their purposes, he did recognize that transforming those 

empirical findings into a sensible narrative was a rhetorical554 act: 

History is distinguished from all other sciences in that it is also an 
art. History is a science in collecting, finding, penetrating; it is an 
art because it recreates and portrays that which it has found and 
recognized. Other sciences are satisfied simply with recording 
what has been found; history requires the ability to recreate.555 

How this persuasion was to be effected, however, is a topic that Ranke never treated 

explicitly. The question was to remain unasked for much of the following century 

until post-structuralist and postmodern critics began the project of analyzing 

scientific and pseudoscientific discourses as literary and cultural texts. 

Although the rhetoric of history literature is too extensive to review 

comprehensively here, I can provide a brief summary of the major themes of this 

tradition and explain their relevance to my method. As with the study of rhetoric 

more broadly, the starkest division in this literature is that between those who 

                                                 

554  Although, in this case, rhetoric in the service of a truth that was empirically knowable, external to 
the rhetor and her or his audience, and discoverable via work in—and reference to—the archives in which it 
resides; rhetoric in Ranke's world was primarily for converting scientific findings into aesthetically pleasing 
and comprehensible narrative, not for opinion-based persuasion or for monitory purposes. Jack Hexter 
bolsters this reading of Ranke's dictum when he suggests that Rankeaen historians are "concerned and 
committed to offer the best and most likely account of the past that can be sustained by the relevant extrinsic 
evidence," an approach he termed the "reality rule" (Hexter, "The Rhetoric of History," 55). 

555  Leopold von Ranke, "On the Character of Historical Science" (quoted in Rüsen, "Rhetoric and 
Aesthetics of History," 193). 
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believe that rhetoric's primary impact on the conduct of argument is confined to 

superficial details of (in this case) historical prose style and logical patterns and 

those who believe that writing history is epistemic (that is to say that those 

superficial features found in historical stories are not only evidence of unique ways 

of thinking about history and solving historical problems, but that the practice of 

writing history is, in fact, knowledge-producing). I use Leon Goldstein's labels for 

these schools of thought—"superstructural," for those that foreground visible 

characteristics or surface features,556 and "infrastructural" for those that focus on the 

invisible conceptual framework necessary in any account of history557—throughout 

this study, and focus on the ways in which these rhetorical themes suggest an 

interdependent web of connections between surface features and deep structure. 

3.2.5.2 Superstructure 
Accounts of historiography concerned primarily with identifying visible 

markers of persuasion can themselves be further subdivided into three categories:  

                                                 

556  "By the 'superstructure of history' I shall mean that part of the historical enterprise which is visible to 
nonhistorian consumers of what historians produce. That means the literary product of the historian's work, 
the final form in which his conclusions are cast, which may take the form of a narrative but need not and 
does not always" (page 141 in Leon J. Goldstein, Historical Knowing, Austin, TX: University of Texas Press, 
1976). 

557  "[B]y the 'infrastructure of history' I shall refer to the aspect—actually a whole range of aspects—of 
historical work which, for the most part, remains beneath the visibility line of most nonhistorian consumers of 
what historians produce. The infrastructure is that range of intellectual activities whereby the historical past 
is constituted in historical research; it involves treatment of evidence and thinking about evidence and is 
preoccupied with the determination of what conception of the historical past makes the best sense given the 
character of the evidence in hand" (Goldstein, Historical Knowing, 141). 
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• Those with the aim of cataloguing symbolic tropes or patterns of 
argumentation that characterize historical narrative as a whole or the 
work of distinct subgroups or individual historians; 

• Those devoted to identifying textual signposts that make the 
historian's plot, narrative, or temporal structure visible to his or her 
audience (the creation of such a scheme is commonly referred to as 
emplotment); and 

• Those that focus on the real or imagined role of an historical 
narrative's readers, or the study of agency. 

3.2.5.2.1 Symbolic Tropes and Characteristic Patterns of 
Historical Argument 

Advocates of a tropic and/or propositional theory of historical rhetoric argue 

that historical narratives are distinguished from other superficially similar 

narrative forms (e.g., the novel or epic poetry) partially or wholly on the basis of 

specific symbolic devices or patterns of logical connections that mark them as 

"distinctly historical"558; Roland Barthes puts it most clearly in "The Discourse of 

History" when he describes the paradoxical way in which narrative structure itself 

became a trope: 

History's refusal to assume the real as signified (or again, to 
detach the referent from its mere assertion) led it, as we 

                                                 

558  Pages 2–3 in Hayden White, Figural Realism: Studies in the Mimesis Effect, Baltimore, MD: The 
Johns Hopkins University Press, 1999 (emphasis original). The distinction between history and other 
narrative forms is—and always has been—problematic. Lionel Gossman argues—persuasively—that 
historians' attempts at defining their task in terms of objective reconstruction (as opposed to the subjective 
signification of fictional account) has proved largely ineffectual; the best that either genre can hope to attain, 
in his view, is a sort of intersubjective verisimilitude (see pages 227–256—particularly 244–245—in "History 
and Literature: Reproduction or Signification," in Between History and Literature, Cambridge, MA: Harvard 
University Press, 1990). 
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understand, at the privileged point when it attempted to form 
itself into a genre in the nineteenth century, to see in the 'pure and 
simple' relation of the facts the best proof of those facts, and to 
institute narration as the privileged signifier of the 
real…Narrative structure, which was originally developed within 
the cauldron of fiction (in myths and the first epics) becomes at 
once the sign and the proof of reality.559 

Perhaps the best-known study in this vein is David Hackett Fischer's Historians' 

Fallacies: Toward a Logic of Historical Thought, in which Fischer compiles a 

prodigious catalogue of supposed logical errors illustrated with actual and 

hypothetical examples from historical texts.560 Although Fischer's taxonomy of errors 

may be of limited use outside of studies in formal logic,561 textual signposts of the 

                                                 

559  Pages 122–123 in Roland Barthes, "The Discourse of History," in The Postmodern History Reader, 
edited by Keith Jenkins, 120–124 (New York: Routledge, 1997). See also page 121 for a useful discussion 
of the interdependent relationship between the "fact" and the "real" (i.e., that the fact "can only have a 
linguistic existence" as a "copy" yet we can enjoy no direct, unmediated experience of the real), calling into 
question the supposed objectivity of Rankean historiography—as Stephen Bann points out: "The 
distinctiveness of historiography resides in the special value which it attaches to the protocol of narration: to 
the question 'in what respect does this [historical] discourse represent the real?', the traditional historian 
must, and can only give the answer—'it represents the real in so far as it is a narration'" (page 60 in Stephen 
Bann, The Inventions of History: Essays on the Representation of the Past, Manchester: Manchester 
University, 1990). 

560  For example, a common fallacy of coincidence—cum hoc, ergo propter hoc ("with this, therefore 
because of this")—might be dismissed in the following manner: "near-perfect correlations exist between the 
death rate in Hyderabad, India, from 1911 to 1919, and variations in the membership of the International 
Association of Machinists during the same period. Nobody seriously believes that there is anything more 
than a coincidence in that odd and insignificant fact" (pages 168–169 in David Hackett Fischer, Historians' 
Fallacies: Toward a Logic of Historical Thought, New York: Harper & Row, 1970). 

561  Indeed, there is some question whether Fischer has accurately identified many of his examples as 
flawed syllogisms rather than as enthymemes, examples, illustrations, maxims, or other lines of argument 
that operate under different rules of logic. In this vein, see page 225 in Allan Megill and Donald McCloskey, 
"The Rhetoric of History," in The Rhetoric of the Human Sciences: Language and Argument in Scholarship 
and Public Affairs, edited by John S. Nelson, Allan Megill, and Donald N. McKloskey, 221–238 (Madison, 
WI: The University of Wisconsin Press, 1987). Megill and McCloskey themselves develop what I consider a 



The Rhetorical Potential of Images in Popular Accounts of Historical Events 
Chapter 03: Methods 

W. Christopher Scruton 
 

281 

sort he highlights are vital both for understanding other superficial features—such 

as the choices the historian makes about how to structure a narrative out of a 

disjointed collection of events and people (see emplotment, below)—as well as 

infrastructural concerns such as the historian's selection of evidence and his or her 

communicative purpose. 

3.2.5.2.2 Problems of Narrative and Emplotment 
Narrative is the very stuff of history, yet historians themselves have paid 

comparatively little attention to the craft of story-construction (Savoie Lottinville's 

seminal study being the obvious exception562) perhaps, like von Ranke, believing that 

the facts speak for themselves (i.e., that patterns of organization present themselves 

as self-evident during the course of research).563 In his 1965 Analytical Philosophy of 

History, Arthur Danto describes the primary work of the historian as the fashioning 

of stories about events of the past, the assembly of plausible chains of events 

connected together causally or thematically. Key to this view of history is the 

                                                 

better-balanced evaluation of the nature and purpose of specific tropes in their analysis of Robert Fogel's 
Railroads and American Economic Growth in the Nineteenth Century ("The Rhetoric of History," 228–230). 

562  Savoie Lottinville, The Rhetoric of History (Norman, OK: University of Oklahoma Press, 1976). 
563  Indeed, Lottinville himself argues both for narrative in which the authorial voice is de-emphasized 

as well as for the generation of narrative structures that enable the facts to speak for themselves: "The 
narrative management of time is best when it is unobtrusive although fully present. This kind of management 
is successful, usually, when the writer is busy advancing the topical significance of his account so that days 
or months or seasons emerge naturally from the story" (Lottinville, The Rhetoric of History, 133, emphasis 
mine). 
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understanding that these explanatory descriptions564 and the events of which they 

are constituted do not have an independent existence: History is not discovered it is 

made. What qualifies as an event or as a plausible plot connective joining events into 

a coherent narrative is ultimately shaped by the theme, what Danto called "the 

correct general description,"565 that the historian has in mind relative to the 

substantive terrain she or he wishes to traverse; with a theme in mind, the historian 

is afforded a paradigmatic "structure" that he or she might "[impose] upon events, 

grouping some of them together with others, and ruling some out as lacking 

relevance."566 The shape of the narrative is further conditioned by the endpoint 

selected by the author, typically a claim or outcome that he or she identifies as a 

terminus ad quem, with the remainder of the narrative chaining backwards logically 

from that end; having identified a terminus, as Danto put it, the historian's "chief 

task…is to set the stage for the action which leads to [that] end."567 This notion of 

narrative unity Danto illustrates in a number of ways, but most accessibly in his 

story of an individual asking a courtroom reporter what happened in the course of a 

day's proceedings only to be regaled with, among other things, a detailed description 

                                                 

564  "[N]arrative is a form of explanation"  (Danto, Analytical Philosophy of History, 237, emphasis 
original). 

565  Danto, Analytical Philosophy of History, 243. 
566  Page 132 in Arthur Danto, "History and Chronicle," in Narration and Knowledge, 112–142 (New 

York: Columbia University Press, 1985). 
567  Danto, Analytical Philosophy of History, 248. 
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of the flight patterns of houseflies flitting about the chamber or a catalogue of all the 

coughs and sneezes heard in the room.568 As with Danto's hypothetical interlocutor, 

our primary interest is in an account of the significant details pertaining to any 

event—to include anything else is to invite the question "so what?" The production of 

a complete sense map of every occurrence in a particular locale at a particular time 

as an "ideal chronicle"569 would be meaningless. For this mass of ill-structured 

source material to become 'evidence' that can ultimately be arranged into a 

comprehensible narrative requires what W. H. Walsh termed "colligation," the 

development of a theme, a contextually relevant synopsis or model570 that enables us 

to move beyond a conception of historical time that Louis Mink described as "the 

river which bears us along" to a notion of history as "the river in aerial view, [with] 

                                                 

568  Danto, Analytical Philosophy of History, 131. 
569  Danto, Analytical Philosophy of History, 149–182. 
570  Pages 23–24 in William Henry Walsh, Philosophy of History: An Introduction (New York: Harper, 

1960). Walsh borrowed the formulation from the nineteenth century philosopher of science William Whewell, 
who described the process of identifying a colligatory theme as lying outside traditional notions of deduction 
and observation; perhaps the closest analogues would be Helmholtz's idea of "unconscious inference" and 
Peirce's elucidation of abduction. For additional information on Whewell, see Laura J. Snyder, "William 
Whewell," Stanford Encyclopedia of Philosophy [online], http://plato.stanford.edu/entries/whewell/. For a 
narrower focus on colligation in history, see William Walsh, "Colligatory Concepts in History," in The 
Philosophy of History, edited by Patrick Gardiner, 127–144 (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1974). For 
more on the cognitive importance of narrative structure—i.e., the role of theme and its concomitant effects 
on the arrangement of arguments—see especially page 131 in Louis O. Mink. "Narrative Form as a 
Cognitive Instrument," in The Writing of History: Literary Form and Historical Understanding, edited by 
Robert H. Canary and Henry Kozicki, 129–149 (Madison, WI: The University of Wisconsin Press, 1978). 
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upstream and downstream in a single survey."571 In this approach to historical 

criticism, even the plainest chronicle, the story least encrusted with layers of 

metanarrative analysis and overt explanation, involves a complex process of 

selection, evaluation, and refinement before its deployment in the public sphere.  

Given this intimate interdependence among themes, events, and 

representations, it is through the ways in which events are presented in an 

historical narrative—the order in which they are set, the ways in which they are 

explicitly or implicitly connected, the ways in which audience members are invited 

to explore those argumentative structures, and other features—that they acquire 

theoretical significance. Despite the clear importance of narrative in historical 

inquiry, historians themselves have paid scant attention to the craft of story 

construction, perhaps, like von Ranke, believing that the facts [not only] speak for 

themselves, but that patterns of organization present themselves as un-constructed 

and self-evident. In contrast, in "Literary Theory and Historical Writing," Hayden 

White suggested that the ordering of historical narratives was far from natural, 

arguing that history is fashioned, not found: 

In the passage from a study of an archive to the composition of a 
discourse to its translation into literary form, historians must 
employ the same strategies of literary figuration used by 

                                                 

571  Pages 554–555 in Louis O. Mink, "History and Fiction as Modes of Comprehension," New Literary 
History 1:3 (Spring 1970): 541–558. 



The Rhetorical Potential of Images in Popular Accounts of Historical Events 
Chapter 03: Methods 

W. Christopher Scruton 
 

285 

imaginative writers to endow their discourses with the kind of 
latent, secondary, or connotative meanings that will require their 
works be not only received as messages but read as symbolic 
structures. The latent, secondary, or connotative meaning 
contained in the historical discourses is its interpretation of the 
events that make up its manifest content. The kind of 
interpretation typically produced by the historical discourse is that 
which endows what would otherwise remain only a chronologically 
ordered series of events with the formal coherency of the kind of 
plot structures met with in narrative fiction.572 

In this way, patterns of what White called "emplotment"573 become what 

Donald Schön termed "generative metaphors," creating sense out of a complex 

situation by the use of a model for "seeing as."574 As White goes on to clarify: 

Whatever argument a historian may explicitly advance to explain 
the meaning of the events contained in the chronicle will be as 
much about the plot used to fashion the chronicle into a particular 
kind of story as it will be about the events themselves…the 
explanation will be the story with the events left out and only its 
conceptual content (facts on the one side and plot connectives on 

                                                 

572  White, Figural Realism, 8.  For the "history is fashioned, not found" formulation, see also page xii in 
Paul Veyne's preface to Did the Greeks Believe in Their Myths?: An Essay on the Constitutive Imagination, 
translated by Paula Wissing (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1988): "Men do not find the truth; they 
create it, as they create their history." 

573  White, Figural Realism, 8. 
574  Page 137 in Donald A. Schön, "Generative Metaphor: A Perspective on Problem-Setting in Social 

Policy," in Metaphor and Thought, 2nd edition, edited by Andrew Ortony, 137–163. (Cambridge: Cambridge 
University Press, 1993).  Danto likewise sees these colligatory themes and concomitant narrative patterns 
as serving an epistemic rather than merely formal end: "[N]arrative structures penetrate our consciousness 
of events in ways parallel to those in which…theories penetrate observations in science." Page xii in Arthur 
C. Danto, Narration and Knowledge (New York: Columbia University Press, 1985). 
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the other) offered up as the material for logical (or, more 
technically, nomological-deductive) handling.575 

From the perspective of logic, the nature of historical "plot," Hexter explains, is 

argumentative, implying that the elements contained in a story belong together; 

that the order in which they are arrayed is natural, explanatory, even causal; and 

that the story as a whole possesses an internal coherence and either expository or 

predictive significance.576 Rhetorical success in this context, according to Hexter, 

accrues to the historian's ability to mask his or her traversal of the hierarchy from 

an event through its record, his or her application of knowledge and expertise in the 

interpretation of that record, its correlation with other 'facts' to produce his or her 

own internal narrative of, and—finally—the externalization of that knowledge in the 

form of a performance; to make that movement transparent is to convince readers 

that the historian is merely showing the world 'as it was' rather than shaping a 

                                                 

575  White, Figural Realism, 9. White goes on in his essay "The Historical Text as Literary Artifact" to 
elaborate on the epistemic nature of emplotment, arguing that historic narrative frameworks are not just 
found, they are superimposed on an archive of facts to produce a particular reading of those events: "The 
important point is that most historical sequences can be emplotted in a number of different ways so as to 
provide different interpretations of those events and to endow them with different meanings." Page 48 in 
Hayden White, "The Historical Text as Literary Artifact," in The Writing of History: Literary Form and 
Historical Understanding, edited by Robert H. Canary and Henry Kozicki, 41–62 (Madison, WI: The 
University of Wisconsin Press, 1978). With respect to common patterns of emplotment, Kenneth Burke 
offers a useful taxonomy of stock historical structures under the heading "Poetic Categories" (pages 34–91 
in Kenneth Burke, Attitudes Toward History, Berkeley, CA: University of California Press, 1984). For more 
about the cultural sources of narrative power and the practical problems of sequence, see pages 36–44 and 
115–125 in Robert Berkhofer, Beyond the Great Story: History as Text and Discourse (Cambridge, MA: 
Harvard University Press, 1995). 

576  Hexter, "The Rhetoric of History" (1971), 31.  
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reality that lacks an existence outside the world of her or his narrative.577 Whereas 

traditional historiography has tended toward seamless single-track narrative 

structures narrated by an omniscient observer and affording the audience little 

opportunity to reconstruct the author's thought processes, practices have begun to 

shift lately toward making audience-members into partners in the knowledge-

generation process by acknowledging the contingent nature of historical argument 

and positing multiple plausible narrative structures and then allowing audience 

members to draw their own conclusions.578 

3.2.5.2.3 Questions of Agency 
Although the question of precisely which role(s) are afforded members of a 

work's audience is little discussed in academic analyses of historiography, a real 

tension exists between the tradition role of the audience (i.e., as a relatively passive 

recipient of the author's wisdom) and the one envisioned by Savoie Lottinville when 

he described history as "shared discovery."579 That tension is nicely articulated in 

Allan Megill and Donald McCloskey's comparison of the audiences assumed by 

William Shirer and Karl Dietrich Bracher in their histories of Nazi Germany; Shirer 

offers a linear plot and his presence as an omniscient narrator, whereas Bracher 

                                                 

577  Hexter, "The Rhetoric of History" (1971), 24–25. 
578  Megill and McCloskey, "The Rhetoric of History," 232–235. 
579  Lottinville, The Rhetoric of History, 193. 
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invites the audience to deliberate along with him as he works his way through a 

complex web of causal forces.580 Although the possibilities for extending greater 

involvement and control to an audience are somewhat limited in the print world, 

emerging technologies capable of juxtaposing multiple parallel narratives and 

(potentially) able to extend customization options to every individual reader may 

encourage more historians to explore the possibilities. 

3.2.5.3 Infrastructure 
As I alluded earlier in this discussion, although Ranke and others argued that 

rhetoric was largely the showy garb in which facts were clothed, it seems obvious 

that the narrative form in which history is presented is more than a stylistic 

afterthought. As Jack Hexter put it, rhetoric 

[A]ffects not merely the outward appearance of history, its 
delightfulness and seemliness, but its inward character, its 
essential function, its capacity to convey knowledge of the past. 581 

Although greater attention has been paid in the rhetoric of history movement to 

what Goldstein termed "superstructural" concerns, there is a small body of literature 

                                                 

580  Megill and McCloskey, "The Rhetoric of History," 230–232. Bracher's work is representative of a 
recent movement (described ibid., 232–235) in which the audience assumed in many academic studies of 
history is explicitly imagined as a community of fellow historians, challenged to participate in the process of 
deliberation. 

581  Hexter, "The Rhetoric of History" (1971), 68. 



The Rhetorical Potential of Images in Popular Accounts of Historical Events 
Chapter 03: Methods 

W. Christopher Scruton 
 

289 

devoted to exploring the impact of audience, purpose, and evidence on the historian's 

rhetorical praxis. 

3.2.5.3.1 Audience Analysis 
Audience analysis is not a subject historians, even rhetoric-of-history scholars, 

often consider.582 As Megill and McCloskey point out in their discussion of Geoffrey 

Elton's work, historians would only rarely own up to writing directly to an 

audience's here-and-now concerns; to do so would be a violation of "the first principle 

of historical understanding, namely that the past must be studied in its own right, 

for its own sake, and on its own terms."583 Ranke and Elton notwithstanding, as 

Megill and McCloskey argue, a real or imagined audience is vital, depending as the 

historian does on a knowledge of what her or his audience knows, what they find 

interesting, what style and register of language they prefer, and a host of other 

factors that shape her or his narrative.584 

                                                 

582  Indeed Roland Barthes and others suggest that, since Ranke, one of the chief characteristics of 
historical discourse is the degree to which "there are generally no signs of the addressee." Barthes 
discussed page 2 in Ann Rigney, The Rhetoric of Historical Representation: Three Narrative Histories of the 
French Revolution (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1990). 

583  Elton quoted in Megill and McCloskey, "The Rhetoric of History," 232. 
584  Megill and McCloskey, "The Rhetoric of History," 230–232. See also Berkhofer, Beyond the Great 

Story, 158–159. 
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3.2.5.3.2 Purpose 
Although historians may compose persuasive narratives for any number of 

reasons, three rationales appear with notable regularity. Probably the most obvious 

purpose statement comes from Megill and McCloskey: 

Historians "produce arguments intended to persuade particular 
audiences of the truth of particular statements" about history. 585 

At a metaphysical level, history is often portrayed (as here by R. G. Collingwood) as 

a means of garnering greater awareness of ourselves and learning how to act in the 

future based in knowledge of the past: 

[H]istory is 'for' human self-knowledge…the value of history, then, 
is that it teaches us what man has done and thus what man is.586 

Most illuminating, particularly given the topic of this dissertation, is Ann Rigney's 

introduction to Barante's rhetorical episteme. The purpose of history, according to 

Barante—one of the French historians at the heart of Ann Rigney's analysis of the 

historiography of the French Revolution—was to generate: 

                                                 

585  Megill and McCloskey, "The Rhetoric of History," 228. 
586  Page 10 in R. G. Collingwood, The Idea of History (Oxford: The Clarendon Press, 1967). 

Collingwood's thought is very much in line with that of classical scholars such as Sextus Empiricus, who 
argued that what differentiated history, fiction, and myth was not form—all were 'particular' as opposed to 
'general' narratives—but substance: As Glen Bowersock summarizes it, history was the "[presentation] of 
truths and of what actually happened" whereas fiction told stories that seemed true but were not and fable 
told stories that seemed incredible about events that were likewise false (page 10 in Glen Bowersock, 
Fiction as History: Nero to Julian, Berkeley, CA: University of California Press, 1994). 
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[A] 'spectacle' capable of producing a 'vivid impression' on its 
audience…A faithful representation of the truth…is recognizable 
by its capacity to come alive for the reader, to provide him with 
'that intimate knowledge which comes from seeing and hearing 
living beings.'587 

3.2.5.3.3 Selection and Use of Sources 
Source materials are at the heart of any historical enterprise. For von Ranke 

and his followers, properly authenticated and cross-checked facts provided both the 

shape of the narrative in which they were delivered and the pool of examples that 

would enliven a presentation and provide support to the author's argument. At least 

that has been the theory. In reality most historians do not carefully compile facts 

until a critical mass is achieved and then turn to the collection in search of an 

organizational scheme. Instead, "every time the historian asks a question, he asks 

because he thinks he can answer it: That is to say, he has already in his mind a 

preliminary and tentative idea of the evidence he will be able to use."588 Like the 

other elements of rhetorical praxis described in this section, selecting evidence is an 

epistemic act, which not only shapes the narrative itself but also acts as a sort of 

                                                 

587  Rigney, The Rhetoric of Historical Representation, 1–2. 
588  Collingwood, The Idea of History, 281. Hexter provides a useful expansion on Collingwood's 

episteme, arguing that, whereas the naïve presumption might suggest that the historian is involved in sifting 
evidence and weighing every plausible hypothesis that might obtain, in fact she or he quickly selects "only 
those [hypotheses] for which the surviving records hold forth some hope of verification" ("The Rhetoric of 
History," 24). Knowledge of the relevant records and a ready repertoire of rhetorical tools for marshaling and 
relating that knowledge to audience members are key factors differentiating expert historians from 
journeymen and novices (ibid.). 
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terministic screen, cutting off potential investigation of pathways that were never 

developed.589 

It is important, too, to recognize the nature of the historical 'facts' the historian 

gathers and organizes in the production of a narrative. Leon Goldstein draws a 

"distinction between the actual event and the historical fact" adapting an argument 

from the historian Carl Becker to note that a real-life occurrence—"an actual 

event"—is frequently embedded in a confusing and apparently chaotic context and it 

may be difficult to delimit and disentangle from coincident circumstances (in fact, it 

may be difficult to determine precisely to which other events the subject-event is 

connected and how). Indeed, identifying some set of circumstances as an event—

according to Goldstein—may be described as creating a "'generalization'…of lesser 

facts," i.e., removing the circumstances from their original complexity, delimiting a 

subset of those characteristics as obtaining to this de-contextualized 'event,' and 

creating clarity and independence where previously there had been only confusion 

                                                 

589  According to Louis Mink's refashioning of Claude Lévi-Strauss, as much from "what we leave out of 
our representations" as from what we may "put in"—as Mink goes on to point out, "The 'overall coherence' of 
any given 'series' of historical facts is the coherence of story, but this coherence is achieved only by tailoring 
of the 'facts' to the requirements of the story form (Mink, "Narrative Form as a Cognitive Instrument," 44–45). 
So historical stories are both rhetorical performances—that is, arguments founded on conjectural readings of 
evidence about which there can be no certain knowledge—and epistemic frames, devices for gathering, 
organizing, and generating understanding from such bodies of evidence; by allowing ourselves to be 
persuaded and accepting the frame, we gain insight while developing a blindspot—if only temporarily—for 
those events and interpretations excluded from the narrative. 



The Rhetorical Potential of Images in Popular Accounts of Historical Events 
Chapter 03: Methods 

W. Christopher Scruton 
 

293 

and interdependence.590 The facts themselves—the raw of material of the historical 

narrative—should not be confused with the occurrences they relate because the 

historian 

[C]annot deal directly with [the] event itself, since the event itself has 
disappeared. What he can deal with directly is a statement about the 
event….There is thus a distinction of capital importance to be made: The 
distinction between the ephemeral event which disappears, and the 
affirmation about the event which persists. For all practical purposes it is this 
affirmation about the event that constitutes for us the historical fact.591 

This is an important observation to keep in mind—and a useful connection with the 

semiotic lens employed in my study—because historical facts are only conventionally 

connected with real happenings; as Goldstein put it "[t]he affirmations which are the 

historical facts are symbolic of real events."592 So, the analyst should attend not only 

to visual, aural, and linguistic markers of large-scale argumentative features—

explicit statements of hypothesis, sweeping claims, and qualification—but also to the 

apparently simply facts of the subject-narrative. How and why were they selected? 

                                                 

590  Goldstein, Historical Knowing, 74. Although some may liken this process of fact-creation as 
extracting random still images out of a film, in reality, it is a step further removed from that analogy—film 
creates the illusion of capturing the fullness and complexity of lived experience but, in fact, the apparent 
smoothness and richness of film is an illusion, a trick our brain plays on itself to make sense of the animated 
sequential stills of a filmic text. By identifying an endpoint or claim and then hypothesizing a colligatory 
theme related to a set of occurrences, the historian creates an abstracted narrative that further provides a 
frame for identifying facts—so the facts of a case could be said to have less to do with the real-life 
occurrences they purport to relate than they do with the narrative frame that called them into existence/gave 
them shape. 

591  Carl Becker quoted in Goldstein, Historical Knowing, 74. Emphasis in original. 
592  Goldstein, Historical Knowing, 75. Emphasis mine. 
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How are they presented? What warrants their arrangement? These and other 

factors all provide insight into an author's argument. 

Finally, the analyst must consider the bridge connecting the selection and 

arrangement of source material in an abstract internal narrative with its reification 

as the apprehensible superstructure of the performance itself. For descriptive 

purposes, this abstract, infrastructural narrative is the plot. The variety of plot-

types—the "resources of rhetoric"593—available to the historian in any given 

historiographic milieu tends, according to Jack Hexter and Hayden White, to be 

limited by the types of questions typically undertaken by historians in a particular 

community594 and by the commonplace story-types (or "complexes" of story-types) 

                                                 

593  Hexter, "The Rhetoric of History" (1971), 43. 
594  According to Hexter, historians have tended to address "why?" questions only in a very narrow 

rhetorical register (by resort to "truisms"—by which I take him to refer to maxims or other formulaic axioms, 
such as Charles Tilly's famous "war made the state and the state made war"—or the citation of particular 
cases, rather than the generation of general explanatory laws, as Hexter contends scientists might do), 
preferring to focus on what?-, who?-, when?-, and where?-questions (Hexter, "The Rhetoric of History" 
(1971), 72). In general—for Hexter, at any rate—historians have tended to favor descriptive rather than 
explanatory or predictive plot-types (ibid.). Although Hexter presents this analysis as applying to history in 
general—an argument I am not in a position to confirm or refute—his general point is well-taken: The analyst 
should pay attention to the types of questions her or his subject-historian seems to be asking, for those 
questions (and the associated plot-types available to him or her in his/her interpretive community) will 
undoubtedly affect the arrangement and style of the resultant performance. For more on historians' use of 
analogy-by-example—i.e., identifying thematic similarities between a subject-case and a similar exemplar 
and then using the exemplar as a template for organizing one's thoughts about the subject-case—see 
Walsh, Philosophy of History, 24–25. For more on the cognitive value of formularized story schemas, see 
pages 75–108 in Jean Matter Mandler, Stories, Scripts, and Scenes: Aspects of Schema Theory (Hillsdale, 
NJ: Lawrence Erlbaum Associates, 1984). 



The Rhetorical Potential of Images in Popular Accounts of Historical Events 
Chapter 03: Methods 

W. Christopher Scruton 
 

295 

available within a given discourse or interpretive community.595 To "render [an] 

account forceful, vivid, and lively"—that is, "to tell the truth about the past"—the 

historian must "render it maximally accessible and maximally intelligible to those 

who read it"596 by asking questions that are meaningful to members of her or his 

audience, selecting evidence that will be persuasive to that audience, and arranging 

her or his facts, claims, and supports into a form that will excite the passions and 

persuade the intellects of members of that audience. Just as the plot provides the 

bridge connecting the author's theory regarding a particular collection of events with 

his or her presentation of those events as a history, the plot likewise provides a 

bridge between histories in general and other forms of rhetorical performance.  

3.2.5.4 Informal Logical Level of Analysis 

Arguments found in visual histories are not simply the products of particular 

discourse or interpretive communities, nor do they relate solely to the epistemic 

concerns of the particular discipline(s) in which they are embedded; they also 

                                                 

595  Hayden White relates how Collingwood "suggested that historians come to their evidence endowed 
with a sense of the possible forms that different kinds of recognizably human situations can take. He called 
this sense the nose for the 'story' contained in the evidence or for the 'true' story that was buried in or hidden 
behind the 'apparent' story. And he concluded that historians provide plausible explanations for bodies of 
historical evidence when they succeed in discovering" (White, "The Historical Text as Literary Artifact," 47). 
White disputed Collingwood's assertion, arguing that the process of historiographic discovery might more 
accurately be described as "the historian [bringing] to his consideration of the historical record…a notion of 
the types of configurations of events that can be recognized as stories by the audience for which he is 
writing" (ibid.). 

596  Hexter, "The Rhetoric of History" (1971), 43. Emphasis in original. 
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represent examples of rhetorical argument more broadly. This section develops a 

lexicon of terms providing the analyst with a vocabulary for dissecting subject 

performances in terms of its informal logical structure, thus enabling him or her to 

evaluate a subject performance in larger rhetorical terms and to compare 

performances across discursive genres. For the purposes of this study I use 

Aristotle's formulation to propose a vocabulary that can be used in preparing one's 

own compositions and in critiquing the work of others. 

Following from his assumptions about the interdependence of audience, 

occasion, and message, Aristotle described a system for generating arguments that 

emphasizes those ecological concerns—an awareness of audience expectations and 

beliefs, a knowledge of genre conventions, and a deep understanding of the subject 

matter under discussion—as the foundation for a system of inquiry intended to 

generate and analyze arguments crafted to address a particular exigence. There 

were two key features to note regarding Aristotle's inventional scheme. The first is 

that Aristotle's epistemic system was active and intentional. Although it may be 

assumed that any message may convey meanings that its author never intended, 

such meanings would not be considered the product of rhetorical proof—indeed if 

such unintended meanings resulted in confusion or even moved the audience to 

beliefs that ran counter to the speaker's goal, it could easily be seen as a failure to 

craft a message effectively. The second feature is Aristotle's inventional heuristic, 
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which provided a framework for generating arguments through genre analysis, an 

assessment of the high-level means conducive to making an effective argument in 

the selected generic arena, and a facility for selecting the argumentative modes or 

forms that encapsulate an author's meaning most pleasingly. 

Aristotle's model of invention proceeds from the assumption that there are 

three primary genres of rhetorical discourse—deliberative (discourse about political 

topics), forensic or judicial (discourse about justice or injustice), and epideictic 

(discourse that demonstrates that which is “honorable” or “shameful” in an 

individual or event).597 Within each genre of rhetoric, there is a body of 

commonplaces, the topics or topoi, a knowledge of which supplies the rhetor with the 

material (premises) from which an argument is constructed in accordance with the 

audience/situation heuristics discussed previously.598 Also associated with each genre 

is a common “subject of argument” (koina), for epideictic, “amplification” ([over-] 

emphasizing that which is praiseworthy or blameworthy); for judicial, “past fact” 

(proof); and for deliberative, “possibility and future fact” (probability or 

contingency).599 As these subjects of argument suggest, in addition to delimiting 

                                                 

597  Aristotle, Rhetoric, I.3.1–4 (Kennedy translation, 47–49). 
598  Aristotle, Rhetoric, I.4–15. 
599  Aristotle, Rhetoric, II.18.5 (Kennedy translation, 173–174). 
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types of discourse appropriate to each venue or arena, each genre had an associated 

temporal domain.600 

Guided by expectations as to the tone and end of each genre, speakers are 

expected to discover the most effective means of conveying the sort of message their 

audiences will find both appropriate and pleasing. Although the means for effecting 

this persuasion [pisteis] may occasionally be provided by sources external to the 

speaker (e.g., witnesses to a crime speaking in a law court, interviews with living 

subjects, etc.), more often than not they must be invented by the speaker.601 These 

invented pisteis or appeals are of three species: Those embodied in the speaker's 

moral character constructed during a particular performance (ethos); those conveyed 

through the use of evidence (logos); and those that move a speaker's audience 

through the use of emotion (pathos).602  

Although he does not preclude the existence of additional categories, Aristotle 

notes that rhetorical appeals most commonly take one of three modes or forms:603 

                                                 

600  Deliberative discourse was directed toward future action; forensic discourse was directed at past 
action; and epideictic praised or blamed based on contemporary standards of behavior. With respect to 
epideictic, however, Aristotle did concede it also had deliberative applications, in providing "advice for future 
action" (Kennedy translation, 78; see also Aristotle, Rhetoric, I.9.35–37). 

601  Aristotle, Rhetoric, I.2.2 (Kennedy translation, 37). 
602  Aristotle, Rhetoric, I.2.2–6 (Kennedy translation, 37–39). 
603  Aristotle, Rhetoric, II.20–22. 
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• paradigm or example: the use of particular instances to suggest a 
general conclusion;  

• enthymeme: the provision of a conclusion “supported by a reason” 
without the formal symmetry of the dialectic syllogism;604 and, 

• maxims: general statements about specific actions to be taken or 
avoided.605 

Once selected—or, perhaps more accurately, suggested—a speaker's arguments, 

supplied by memory and shaped by an intimate knowledge of rhetoric and the 

subject at hand, the conventions of discourse, and an understanding of audience 

psychology, are ready to be refined according to the dictates of style and 

presentation. By identifying the rhetorical genre a subject-performance seems to be 

addressing, the classes of commonplace knowledge and subjects of argument invoked 

by the performance's author, and the means of persuasion used by the author, we 

will be able to build up an abstract representation of the performance's informal 

logic, enabling us to compare and contrast it with performances by other authors. To 

do so, we must first select a technique for building up such a visual representation. 

                                                 

604  Aristotle, Rhetoric, I.2.8; see especially Kennedy translation, 40–41 and n.51. An audience's 
acceptance of a proposed enthymeme relies on their acceptance that the conclusion follows from the offered 
premise without the mathematical certainty of a full syllogism. 

605  For example, 'It is never right for a man who is shrewd/To have his children taught to be too wise." 
See especially Aristotle, Rhetoric II.21.1 (Kennedy translation, 182). It is interesting to note that Aristotle saw 
an inventive role for maxims (in Latin, sententiae)—that is, maxims could serve as premises in the formation 
of enthymemes; this was radically different from many of Aristotle's Latin "successors” who regarded 
sententiae, for the most part, as stylistic ornaments (Kennedy translation, 182). Most pertinent to my 
discussion, Aristotle makes pointed reference to the use of maxims in non-universal situations: "To speak in 
universal terms of what is not universal is especially suitable in bitter complaint and great indignation, and in 
these cases either at the outset or after demonstration. And one should even use trite and common maxims 
if they are useful; for because they are common, they seem true, as though everyone agreed (Aristotle, 
Rhetoric, II.21.10–11; Kennedy translation, 184–185). 
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Identifying an Argument 
3.2.5.5 Argument-Mapping Technique 

The origins of visually illustrating the flow of an argument—"juxtaposing" 

implicit and explicit assumptions, assertions or claims, and supports and 

conclusions; and charting the connections among those elements—can be traced 

back at least as far as the early twentieth century legal scholar John Henry 

Wigmore, who described a "chart method" in his 1913 The Principles of Judicial 

Proof.606 Whereas Wigmore's charting system involved more than two dozen symbols 

denoting different kinds of evidence employed in legal arguments and sixteen 

different connectors depicting the logical moves associating pieces of evidence with 

each other and with assertions or conclusions, my interest in employing a technique 

for visualizing arguments is not formally forensic (i.e., solely concerned with 

articulating a cybernetic model reproducing every possible assumption, datum of 

evidence, or logical connective) but suggestive and heuristic, with the aim of 

identifying key elements in a particular performance, making explicit the data and 

assumptions the analyst perceives as bearing on the charted reading, connecting the 

performance with key features of historical narrative generally and with features 

                                                 

606  For the juxapositional aspects of such charting, see page 109 in the 1931 second edition of The 
Principles of Judicial Proof as Given by Logic, Psychology, and General Experience and Illustrated in 
Judicial Trials, quoted on page 4 in Simon J. Buckingham Shum. "The Roots of Computer Supported 
Argument Visualization," in Visualizing Argumentation, edited by Paul A. Kirschner, Simon J. Buckingham 
Shum, and Chad S. Carr, 3–24 (London: Springer, 2003.). 
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relevant in the specific performative or interpretive context in which it was 

produced, and providing a basis for discussing and evaluating the relative merits of 

the analyst's interpretation. Although analysts and their critics may never be able to 

prove beyond a reasonable doubt the validity of one reading of the evidence over 

another, producing a map visualizing such a reading creates a space in which 

disagreements can constructively be grounded, providing specific loci and explicit 

claims and supports that may form the basis for responsible debate. 

With that goal in mind, I adapt Stephen Toulmin's approach to depicting the 

"Layout of Arguments" in his 1958 study, The Uses of Argument.607 Under Toulmin's 

schema, arguments consist of six or fewer elements, including: 

• A "claim or conclusion,"608 generally denoted 'C', made either explicitly 
by the author or inferred on the basis of circumstantial evidence by a 
reader or viewer. 

• A datum (or multiple data), generally denoted 'D', that provides the 
basis for the author or interpreter's claim.609 

• A proposition (or propositions)—described by Toulmin as a 
"warrant"610 (denoted 'W')—that "authorizes" the movement from data 

                                                 

607  I am sensitive to the irony of using Toulmin's approach to operationalize a methodological lens I 
style as 'inferential'—although Toulmin opposed the excessive formalism of traditional logic, my use of 
inference refers primarily to 'abduction,' the inference of explanatory causes on the basis of an observed 
conclusion, sometimes referred to as "inference to the best explanation." 

608  Toulmin, The Uses of Argument, 97. 
609  Ibid. 
610  Toulmin, The Uses of Argument, 98. 
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to claim.611 Unlike appeals to data,612 these "hypothetical, bridge-like 
statements"613 may be implicitly rather than explicitly stated and 
generally take forms such as "'Data such as D entitle one to draw 
conclusions, or make claims, such as C,' or alternatively, 'Given data 
D, one may take it that C.'"614 

• Depending on the author or interpreter's confidence in the reliability 
of the available data and "the degree of force which [those] data confer 
on [a] claim in virtue of [the associated] warrant," that author may 
insert—or an interpreter might infer—a qualifier ('Q') indicating the 
valence of that force.615 

• An author or interpreter might anticipate "circumstances in which the 
general authority of [a] warrant would have to be set aside."616 Under 
those conditions, the author might state—or an interpreter might 
infer—what Toulmin called "conditions of rebuttal" (denoted 'R') 
modifying the warrant. 

• Finally, "standing behind our warrants" are phalanxes of facts, 
beliefs, and "assurances" that bolster their "authority" and ratify their 
"currency."617 This backing—denoted 'B' by Toulmin—may go largely 
unnoticed by readers, auditors, or viewers of performances who have 
not been initiated into productive and interpretive practices of the 
particular field and/or the particular time and place in which the 
performance is embedded.618 Charting the references and 
dependencies that undergird the warrants in a subject performance is 

                                                 

611  Toulmin, The Uses of Argument, 99. 
612  Toulmin, The Uses of Argument, 100. 
613  Toulmin, The Uses of Argument, 105. 
614  Toulmin, The Uses of Argument, 98. 
615  Toulmin, The Uses of Argument, 101. 
616  Ibid. 
617  Toulmin, The Uses of Argument, 103. 
618  "The kind of backing we must point to if we are to establish its authority will change greatly as we 

move from one field of argument to another," (Toulmin, The Uses of Argument, 103). For more on 
"variability" and "field-dependence" with respect to what constitutes "backing," see Toulmin, The Uses of 
Argument, 104. 
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a key stage in understanding an author's movement from a 
comparatively inchoate archive of cultural knowledge—identified 
through societal pragmatic analysis—toward an argument. It is also 
in the analysis of backing that analysts will likely find the bulk of 
word-image and multimodal connections, connections rendered 
implicit by individual and cultural habit, shared experience, and 
common knowledge. 

The objective of mapping out a subject-author's argument will proceed in three 

stages. 

Argument-Mapping Technique 
3.2.5.5.1 Stage 1: Argumentative Context 

In the final stage of pragmatic analysis, investigators were asked to "consider 

the argumentative implications" of the subject performance. In this first stage of 

argument-mapping, the preliminary impressions gathered in those earlier analyses 

will be sorted and refined by investigators to develop a profile of the specific 

argumentative context in which the subject performance is embedded. To this end—

heavily influenced by Lloyd Bitzer's work on such matters in "The Rhetorical 

Situation"—argument analysis begins with answering the following heuristic 

questions: 

• Audience 
To whom is the performance addressed? 

• Problem 
To which problem(s) or circumstance(s) is a subject-author's 
performance addressed? 
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• Exigence619 
Within the context of the audience, problem, and content area at 
issue, what circumstance is the apparent trigger for this performance? 

• Purpose 
To which end(s) is a subject-author striving? Why?  

In answering these questions, consider the performance from three 

perspectives: First, as an argument (What does the author's argument mean on its 

face? To whom is it apparently directed? What problem does it purport to solve?); 

second, as an example of history as history (i.e., In speaking to its presumed 

audience in response to a particular problem on a particular occasion, how does the 

author address the generic historiographic concerns of the likes of Danto, White, 

Hexter, and others? How does the author's use of theme and emplotment of events 

speak to the presumed audience, address the problem and exigence that precipitated 

the performance, and/or advance the author's purpose?); and, finally, as an historical 

performance directed to a particular audiences on a particular occasion (i.e., How do 

the specific techniques used to situate the subject-performance in relation to its 

intended audience and occasion relate to the heuristic factors described above?). The 

                                                 

619  Bitzer, "The Rhetorical Situation," 6: "Any exigence is an imperfection marked by urgency; it is a 
defect, an obstacle, something waiting to be done, a thing which is other than it should be"—in other words, 
the spur for performance. Also: "[Exigence] specifies the audience to be addressed and the change to be 
effected. The exigence may or may not be perceived clearly by the rhetor or other persons in the situation; it 
may be strong or weak depending upon the clarity of their perception and the degree of their interest in it; it 
may be real or unreal depending on the facts of the case; it may be important or trivial; it may be such that 
discourse can completely remove it, or it may persist in spite of repeated modifications; it may be completely 
familiar—one of a type of exigences occurring frequently in our experience—or it may be totally new, unique. 
When it is perceived and when it is strong and important, then it constrains the thought and action of the 
perceiver who may respond rhetorically if he is in a position to do so" (Bitzer, "The Rhetorical Situation," 7). 
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goal of this stage is pragmatic: To supply the raw material that will enable the 

analyst to construct more meaningful maps in the second and third stages, providing 

her or him with representational 'bounds' delimiting the terrain that her or his 

argument will traverse and a culturally relevant vocabulary for interpreting or 

inferring warrants, backing, qualifiers, and other dimensions of the subject-author's 

performance. 

Argument-Mapping Technique 
3.2.5.5.2 Stage 2: Narrative Flow 

Having profiled the argumentative context in which the subject-performance is 

embedded, identify, summarize, and order key actors, settings, and events, creating 

a schematic representation of the subject-performance's narrative arrangement. The 

goal of such a sketch is heuristic, affording the analyst an opportunity to consider 

the logical ordering of material in the subject-performance and to develop an archive 

of material that he or she will juxtapose more formally in generating his or her 

argument map. As such, the form that the sketch should take is not fixed but should, 

rather, be appropriate to the complexity and organization of the analyst's source 

material. For example, in Figure 3.5.1 events are arrayed in a simple chronological 

timeline, whereas—in Figure 3.5.2, below—a subset of those same events has been 

disaggregated by chronology and by significant narrative themes. Many narratives, 

however, are not so easily schematized in sequential diagrams. Many historical 

narratives are non-linear, depicting social networks, webs of ideas, co-incidences of  
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Figure 3.5.1: Sample narrative-flow diagram illustrating events in a simple chronological narrative. 



The Rhetorical Potential of Images in Popular Accounts of Historical Events 
Chapter 03: Methods 

W. Christopher Scruton 
 

307 

 

Figure 3.5.2: Sample narrative-flow diagram illustrating a subset of events depicted in Figure 3.1.4, 
schematized according to chronology (horizontal scale) and thematic strand (vertical scale). 
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near-simultaneous events taking place in multiple geographic locations, etc. To 

represent the richness, nuance, and complexity of such narratives, analysts will 

wish to employ appropriate schematic types capable of conveying symbolically the 

matter of the story and relevant relationships among constituent characters, 

locations, and events. Figure 3.5.3 provides an excerpt from such an example, a 

partial diagram of Frederick II Hohenstaufen's family relationships, representing 

participants in the network—two of his three wives, his acknowledged consort, and 

some of his children—with names ("Constance of Aragon," "Yolande of Jerusalem," 

"Bianca Lancia d'Agliano," "Margareta," "Conrad IV," etc.) and relationship status 

(e.g., the uncanonized relationship between Frederick and Bianca Lancia indicated 

with differences in the color of 'nodes' and a dotted line, and recognized marriages 

and patrimonial relationships—e.g., between Frederick and Constance of Aragon or 

between Frederick and Bianca Lancia's children, whom Frederick explicitly  

 

Figure 3.5.3: Detail of a sample narrative-flow diagram depicting 'characters' and 'family relationships' (and 
relationship types) relevant to the life of Frederick II Hohenstaufen, the Holy Roman Emperor 
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recognized as his legitimate offspring—with solid arrows) depicted. Once the analyst 

has completed a narrative flow map—having used the experience as an opportunity 

to consider the logical arrangement among story elements (and, importantly, to re-

present and explain that flow to readers), moving below the surface of the narrative, 

decomposing the story into an archive of characters, locations, facts, and events, and 

converting the time-bound experience of the author's account into a spatial 

representation of the narrative's flow620—she or he is ready to take the final step: 

Producing a formal layout of the subject-author's argument. 

Argument-Mapping Technique 
3.2.5.5.3 Stage 3: Layout of Argument 

Whereas the narrative flow diagram produced in Stage 2 was an ad hoc sketch, 

a way station between the visible superstructure of the subject performance and the 

raw conceptual infrastructure undergirding the whole work, the final "layout" of the 

argument that the analyst produces will formalize the relationships among 

narrative flow elements, producing a coherent and logically arranged précis of the 

narrative, identifying not only explicitly presented elements of the performance 

itself but also listing beliefs, prior knowledge, and other presuppositions that the 

analyst perceives as necessary for a proper understanding of the author's text and 

                                                 

620  I borrow this formulation from Art Spiegelman, creator of Maus and other influential graphic novels, 
who described the narrative style of comic books and graphic novels as the conversion of "time into space" 
(Art Spiegelman, "Comix 101," presented as the keynote address at the 2007 Watson Conference on 
Rhetoric and Composition, 5 October 2007, University of Louisville, Louisville, KY). 
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connecting those elements with the author's audience, purpose, problem, and 

exigence. Defining relationships among these explicit and implicit story elements 

will be the framework of logical-associative connectors described by Toulmin, 

rendering transparent not only the analyst's assumptions and beliefs but also 

providing nuanced differentiations categorizing the nature of logical associations 

among the subject-author's facts and claims. Extending such judgments may place 

an analyst in the position of inferring an argument where none is explicitly stated. 

For example, in considering the structure of a typical medieval chronicle which, on 

its surface, may appear to be all "data" (to use Toulmin's term)—i.e., a simple 

presentation of one occurrence after another without apparent order or direction 

save the recollection of chronology—we may find that the judgment implied in the 

author's criteria for selecting and describing events in and of themselves comprise 

an argument about what he or she thought important and/or notable (and, by 

extension, may tell us much about her or his audience, purpose, etc.). The final 

outcome will be a layout sketch or argument schema of the type Toulmin described 

in The Uses of Argument. 

3.2.5.6 What About Images? 
The analyst should pay close attention to the role of visuals and other media in 

constructing and sustaining the author's argument. Does the author explicitly 

reference these media? How? If media are not explicitly referenced, what do they 
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make the analyst think or feel in the context of the argument he or she infers from 

the author's performance? For example, if the creators of a documentary film relate 

a story in voice-over while showing a video clip of actors apparently enacting the 

scene described by the narrator (labeled "re-enactment"), the analyst might form the 

impression that "the events described by the narrator might have looked something 

like what I am seeing to an eyewitness of these events." Alternatively, a film that 

uses such re-enactments without labels or that transposes footage captured at the 

scene of one real-life event into a narrative describing another, similar event without 

a label alerting the viewer to the transposition (e.g., using film footage of the first 

Selma to Montgomery, Alabama civil rights march in a narrative describing the 

third such march, or using the same footage to depict marches in Georgia, 

Mississippi, or Arkansas) might create the impression in a viewer that "what I am 

seeing is what an eyewitness to this event would have seen." Similarly, the use of 

music or certain style of vocal intonation in narration might inspire in viewers the 

perception of a particular mood the author is trying to invoke. All of these 

impressions, intended by the author or not, have some bearing on the nature and 

structure of the argument the analyst infers and should be charted and considered. 

As an example of how the process of argument-mapping might profitably be 

applied to the analysis of a real-life interpretive problem, I will re-consider the case I 

have used throughout this chapter—the problem of interpreting the “Man is a Wolf” 
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metaphor in Thomas Hobbes’s De Cive. With respect to the argumentative context 

in which De Cive was embedded, we find that Hobbes was writing to multiple 

audiences. Although the "man is a wolf" metaphor appears in the author's 

dedication to his noble patron—William, the third Earl Devonshire—and the 

original (i.e., 1642) tract was composed in Latin, published anonymously, and 

initially distributed only among a small community of “philosophers and 

academics,”621 it seems likely that—like Hobbes's later masterwork, Leviathan—De 

Cive was ultimately intended for an “educated lay reader.”622 This surmise is 

bolstered by the fact that a revised and expanded translation was published in 

English under Hobbes’s own name in 1647. The problem addressed in this section 

of Hobbes’s dedication to his patron is the challenge of describing how the masses—

the popular mob with its selfish passions—represent a greater danger to peace and 

prosperity than a strong government. Absolute political freedom—this section seems 

to illustrate—is a chimera, a path to discord, anarchy, and violence. Obedience to a 

sovereign is analogized with obedience to God, but—as a further check on the 

                                                 

621  Page 459 in Geoffrey M. Vaughan, "The Audience of Leviathan and the Audience of Hobbes's 
Political Philosophy," History of Political Thought XXII:3 (Autumn 2001): 448–471. 

622  With respect to Leviathan, see page 4, note 8 in George Wright, Religion, Politics and Thomas 
Hobbes (New York: Springer, 2006). Retrieved via the World Wide Web on 13 June 2009, from 
http://lib.myilibrary.com.floyd.lib.umn.edu/Browse/open.asp?ID=61157&loc=4. Indeed, Leviathan closes with 
an invocation that it and De Cive be incorporated in university curricula (Vaughan, "The Audience of 
Leviathan and the Audience of Hobbes's Political Philosophy," 457). 
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excesses of tyrannical rulers—Hobbes argues that sovereigns, too, answer to God, 

entailing an obligation to temper power with wisdom.  

Two related sequences of events converged to create the exigence that 

sparked Hobbes's performance: First, in 1642 war had ravaged central and northern 

Europe for almost 25 years (the conflict today referred to as the Thirty Years' War 

would continue for a further six years, concluding with the Peace of Westphalia in 

1648) and, second, England itself descended into civil war, with the king’s 

sovereignty threatened by a rebellious parliament and the sides arraying themselves 

according to a variety of grievances, including (1) objections to arbitrary rule, 

exorbitant taxes, and limitations imposed on commerce; (2) a desire for greater 

constitutionalism, even the repudiation of monarchism and its replacement with a 

republican form of government; and (3) demands for greater protections to be 

extended in the realm of religious freedom (or, conversely, fear of the rise of a whole 

spectrum of conservative religious sects that some felt threatened their own freedom 

of conscience). Specifically, Hobbes was responding to the likes of Henry Parker, who 

published influential works bolstering arguments for popular rule. Among Parker's 

arguments, the ones to which Hobbes seemed to respond most forcefully, were those 

that suggested that political power stemming not from God but was granted by 
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"common consent and agreement,"623 generally for purposes of securing subjects' 

"lives, lands, and liberties"624—in other words, to preserve the safety of the people, 

the salus populi.625 When that safety is endangered, the people, according to Parker, 

ought to be free to "seeke their own preservation by resistance and defence"626 

because the "law of nature" proves that it is illogical for subjects to enslave 

themselves—i.e., surrender their liberty—to a tyrant-king.627 According to Parker's 

view, kings earn sovereignty, they have no inherent, God-given right to demand it. 

Reacting to arguments like those made by Parker in Observations and to real events 

in the unfolding Civil War in England, in a later pamphlet Hobbes described his 

purpose in composing De Cive as opposition to discord and war (and, in the context, 

at least tacit support for the royalist position); specifically, Hobbes claims to have 

composed De Cive to expose the policies of Oliver Cromwell and the Parliamentary 

faction in the English Civil War and bolster international opposition to their 

particular brand of radical protestantism (“to the end that all Nations which should 

                                                 

623  Page 167 in Henry Parker, Observations upon some of his Majesties late Answers and Expresses 
(1642), reproduced in William Haller's edited Tracts on Liberty in the Puritan Revolution, volume 2 (Columbia 
University Press: New York, 1933). A digital facsimile of the original publication is also available online at 
http://gateway.proquest.com.floyd.lib.umn.edu/openurl?ctx_ver=Z39.882003&res_id=xri:eebo&rft_id=xri:eeb
o:image:156810 (last accessed: 7 July 2009). 

624  Parker, Observations upon some of his Majesties late Answers and Expresses, 178. 
625  Parker, Observations upon some of his Majesties late Answers and Expresses, 171. 
626  Parker, Observations upon some of his Majesties late Answers and Expresses, 170. 
627  Parker, Observations upon some of his Majesties late Answers and Expresses, 182 and 186. 
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hear what you and your Concovenanters were doing in England, might detest 

you”628). Beyond religious concerns, in the same pamphlet Hobbes also claims De 

Cive described a system in opposition to the “Democratical Principles” of Parliament; 

although the parliamentary factions may have acted out of a “panick fear of 

Tyranny," by impeding and resisting the king they undermined the right of the 

sovereign to maintain the State.629 

With respect to narrative flow, Hobbes's dedication proceeds by sequential, 

comparative moves from historical authorities (whom Hobbes re-reads critically, 

hermeneutically, almost philologically) through a rhetorical inversion of those 

authorities' arguments to a statement of Hobbes's declaration of first principles and 

                                                 

628  Pages 13–14 in the pamphlet, “Considerations upon the reputation, loyalty, manners, & religion of 
Thomas Hobbes of Malmsbury." An electronic version of the pamphlet is available online at 
http://www.archive.org/details/considerationsup00hobbrich (the passage cited above is on page 7 of the 
electronic version). Hobbes's use of "Concovenanters" in this context may suggest that he equates the 
ideology of the parliamentary faction in the emerging English Civil War with that of the conservative Scottish 
Presbyterian Covenanters (literally suggesting that they were "fellow Covenanters"). Hobbes's charge was 
not baseless—for example, in the period under consideration, serious Parliamentary negotiations were 
undertaken considering the abolition of rule by bishops in the English church (in accordance with Scottish 
church custom). For more on efforts to abolish the episcopacy and to otherwise radically reform the Church 
of England in the run-up to the English Civil War, see especially pages 266 and 281–282 in Winthrop S. 
Hudson, "The Scottish Effort to Presbyterianize the Church of England During the Early Months of the Long 
Parliament," Church History 8:3 (September 1939): 255–282. 

629  Pages 13–14 in the pamphlet, “Considerations upon the reputation, loyalty, manners, & religion of 
Thomas Hobbes of Malmsbury." Although these positions have occasionally seen Hobbes labeled an 
apologist for the Royalist faction, given the secularism/anti-religiosity apparent in his later, and better known, 
Leviathan—and the danger these views placed Hobbes in vis-à-vis his French Catholic hosts and the 
English Anglican church, it may be safer to suppose that his views were expressed in closer relation to a 
discord-concord binary than to a royalist-rebel continuum. In this connection, see pages 103–105 in 
Norberto Bobbio and Daniela Gobetti, Thomas Hobbes and the Natural Law Tradition (Chicago: University of 
Chicago Press, 1993). 
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the application of those principles to a contemporary hypothetical case (see Figure 

3.5.4; enlargement reproduced in Appendix A, page 614). In schematic terms, 

Hobbes opens with what might be seen as two antithetical statements from classical 

authorities, one that identifies kingliness with beastliness and another that, as he 

reads it, equates the masses (in this example, the Roman people) with a pack of 

wolves. He then proceeds—through the agency of a series of sequential-

comparatives—to suggest that neither characterization is universally true, that in 

human nature we find aspects of both Godliness and Wolfishness; rather than being 

a universal, wolfishness seems to arise in response to structural circumstances that 

obtain in the 'natural' environment (i.e., the "state of nature") that humans share 

with one another. Although monarchy and republicanism, when taken to extremes, 

may produce unhappiness, Hobbes—on balance—comes down in favor of what we 

might term "enlightened monarchy" in preference to the dubious wisdom "of the 

Giddy people," because such monarchy often produces conditions favorable to justice, 

political stability, and economic prosperity. Although Jean Matheus's engraved 

frontispiece is physically remote from Hobbes's dedicatory preface, the image can be 

seen as paralleling key dimensions of Hobbes's argument, providing a productive or 

inventive summary that does more than encapsulate or recapitulate Hobbes's main 

points in visual form; it also literally embodies the state of nature (Libertas) and 

Imperium in ways that carry rhetorical weight. The frontispiece is more than a mere 

illustration. The violence, savagery, and discord attributed by Hobbes to the state of 
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nature are not just casually implied; they are embodied in the relentless cruelty of 

the hunt, the squalor of tumbledown native lodgings, the violence and barbarism of 

implied rape and cannibalism.630 Likewise, the manifold blessings Hobbes's 

attributes to enlightened Imperium—justice, stability, and prosperity—are 

represented in the form of a monumental Iustitia (which, in this representation, is 

not blindfolded) fronting a series of tranquil bucolic scenes receding into the distance 

in an orderly, peaceful landscape. Presiding over all in the frontispiece is Religio, 

which orders and regulates the dealings among civilized peoples and promises just 

punishments for those, high-born and low-born alike, who sin: Both barbarians in a 

state of nature who "kill or despoil anyone else"631 and kings who fail to live up to 

their responsibilities to God and their subjects and engage in acts of tyranny. 

Because Hobbes never directly references the image, the framing effect of the 

frontispiece is represented in Figure 3.5.4 as an indirect input into the overall 

narrative flow. 

Considered in terms of informal logic (represented schematically in Figure 

3.5.5; enlargement reproduced in Appendix B, page 615), Hobbes's narrative draws 

on a fund of tacit beliefs and cultural knowledge to construct a meaningful 

                                                 

630  For a valuable reading of the frontispiece, see Skinner, Hobbes and Republican Liberty, 99–101. 
631  Hobbes quoted in Skinner, Hobbes and Republican Liberty, 99. 
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argument. In the segment of Hobbes's dedicatory narrative excerpted in Figure 

3.5.5, Hobbes makes no fewer than three overt claims:  

• First (c#01), that both of his apparently contradictory opening 
statements (d#01.a, suggesting that kings be numbered among 
"ravenous Beasts," and d#01.b, suggesting that the people of Rome 
were wolves and that the Samnite tribe would only be safe once Rome 
had been destroyed) were true; 

• Second (c#02), that man, to man, is a God; and 

• Third (c#03), that man, to man, is a Wolf. 

Although each of these claims is founded on explicitly stated data (c#01 in the 

aphorisms of two classical authorities; c#02 in humankind's putative similitude with 

the deity, particularly in our capacity for justice and charity [d#02]; and c#03 in our 

"meer brutall Rapacity," which characteristic we share with wolves, according to 

Hobbes), it is the unspoken backing and warrants that lend these claims their force 

and inflect their meaning. Even statements that appear simple—e.g., Hobbes's 

quotations from Cato the Elder and Pontius Telesinus that open this narrative—

seem to presume readings founded in a number of unstated assurances, from the  

• assumption that Cato and Pontius Telesinus are sufficiently 
authoritative that maxims derived from their works are likely (1) to 
convey a stable meaning, in Cato's case one that is anti-monarchical 
and in Telesinus's presuming that the Roman people were the 
"wolves" of which the Samnite spoke and (2) to carry rhetorical weight 
among Hobbes's audience, to 

• awareness that his audience would possess sufficient knowledge of the 
history of the tyranny of Tarquins and The Social Wars to understand 
Hobbes's re-fashioning of the history of those periods on his way to 
making Claim #1, to 



The Rhetorical Potential of Images in Popular Accounts of Historical Events 
Chapter 03: Methods 

W. Christopher Scruton 
 

320 

• belief that common opinion of the time might view favorably the 
justice of the doomed Samnite Telesinus's grievance while harboring 
some ambivalence about the universality of Cato's. 

As readers, we must assume these elements of backing on the basis of the 

rhetorical move Hobbes warrants (w#01) with these data—by creating an 

equivalence of "beasts" in tyrants and the mob, Hobbes converts statements that are, 

on their surface, discrete, time-bound critiques of the excesses of the kingly Tarquins 

or the Roman nation (i.e., specific individuals or collectives that tyrannized their 

own people or subjugated their neighbors) into generalizable maxims, aphorisms 

that become lenses for interpreting the world and predicting outcomes or—as in this 

case—metaphoric colligatory headings under which to gather characteristics that 

accrue to kings ("God") and mobs ("wolves"); although it is unclear how Hobbes 

moves from the Roman collective in the Telesinus aphorism to "the mob" in general, 

only that the equivalence is necessary to establish the validity of the claims, 

rationale, and supporting data he cites to support his long sequential comparative 

(c-/d-/r#02–#03). By making and sustaining this move, Hobbes weighs qualities of 

monarchic and popular rule against the other's relative index of beastliness and—

ultimately—determines that monarchies are preferable (cf. Figure 3.5.4). The 

frontispiece engraving serves three purposes in relation to the argument in Hobbes's 

dedication (and elsewhere):  First, to provide tangible evidence of the truth of  
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Hobbes's claims632; to the degree that the image bolsters and enriches Hobbes's 

claim, provides evidence to warrant the author's strongly affirmative qualifiers,633 

and calls up figurative associations that amplify readers' impressions of Godliness 

(and its association with what Hobbes conceives as sovereign virtues) and 

Wolfishness (and Hobbes's efforts to equate the vulgar mob with a pack of wolves), I 

argue that the frontispiece presents aggregated or complementary claims to those 

incorporated in-text (and, as such, have labeled them as claims "c#02.a" and "c#03.a" 

in Figure 3.5.5). Second, the images provide backing 'assurances' that broaden and 

deepen Hobbes's concepts of "God" and "Wolf" beyond the explicitly described 

characteristics of "Justice and Charity" and "Deceipt and Violence"; these 

dimensions, b#02.a and b#03.a, are represented as 'standing behind' and warranting 

the claims of godliness and wolfishness. Finally, the image completes or perfects 

Hobbes's model by providing a consequential dimension and reminding readers that, 

in a properly ordered commonwealth, all—sovereign and subject alike—are ruled by 

faith, obedience, and reason.  

                                                 

632  For example, the 'inhabitants' of 'Libertas' enact "meer brutall Rapacity," hunting and eating each 
other and otherwise reifying the state of violence, barbarity, and insecurity Hobbes ascribes to unfettered 
'freedom'; conversely the figure populating the side of the engraving that Matheus labels 'Imperium' inhabit 
the virtuous state Hobbes ascribes to the well-ordered, rational land of the enlightened sovereign. 

633  "Man, to man, is a God" or a "Wolf" (emphasis mine). 
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Having completed a narrative flow diagram and argument map, we have 

completed our effort to reconnect the material or perceptible surface(s) of a 

performance with its deeper symbolic, cultural, and argumentative infrastructure. 

As with any grounded-theory method, the culmination of this exposition does not 

signal the final evolution of the approach.  What remains now is to test the efficacy 

and validity of the method by applying it in the evaluation of an extended case.  

3.3 A Note on Theory, Practice, and Presentation 
Before proceeding to my case analysis, I close this chapter with a brief consideration 

of the challenges inherent in explicating a complex, interdependent narrative as a 

linear text. Figure 3.6.1 illustrates how the reader encounters my analysis of 

Matthew Paris's Grosseteste's Vengeful Spirit in Chapter 4, first encountering a 

formal analysis of the material qualities that characterize the story's qualities as 

image and text congery, an element of page and multipage spread layout, and so 

forth, before proceeding stepwise through perceptual, semiotic-syntagmatic, societal 

pragmatic, and inferential analyses. In form, the narrative is experienced—as 

depicted schematically—like a string of beads, with a narrative strand binding the 

story together but with each analysis standing on its own as a discrete evaluation. 

Although slightly awkward in that this approach suggests a separation among 

categories that I do not believe exists, the order of operations as represented is not 

entirely arbitrary, but rather is meant to account for the stages of apprehension and 
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Figure 3.6.1: The order in which my analyses appear in the text. 

interpretation that knowledgeable audience members are likely to proceed through, 

from their first encounter with the materiality of a performance or performative 

artifact, through perception, cognition, and the selection of a preferred reading, to 

understanding the performance as an argument. 

A more realistic representation of my overall approach is illustrated in Figure 

3.6.2 (below), with the reality of the linear presentation of analyses remaining, but 

with considerable cross-pollination—indicated by dashed lines connecting the  

 

Figure 3.6.2: The actual readings are iterative and interconnected—although the text entries themselves 
form part of linear narrative, each reading depends on insights garnered via other lenses; as fresh readings 
are produced, it is common to return to another lens and re-examine one's interpretations in the light of this 
fresh evidence. 

various analytic nodes—among the various methods representing the use of notes 

and discursive asides as a means of breaking down the "walls" separating each mode 
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of analysis from the others and bringing insights produced by the various lenses into 

conversation with each other. 

In practice, the processes of production and interpretation more likely resemble 

the sort of iterative cycle illustrated in Figure 3.6.3 (below), with interpreters' first 

encounter of a performative artifact being heavily influenced (often tacitly) by their 

existing knowledge and experience with the subject matter and display techniques 

employed in the production of the performance. Depending on the degree of 

challenge presented by the subject performance (i.e., whether it conforms with 

interpreters' genre/knowledge expectations and/or seems to present a controversial 

position), interpreters may proceed rapidly—even seemingly pre-attentively—

through perceptual, semantic/syntagmatic, and inferential analyses, before adding 

relevant aspects of the performance and the experience of interpretation to their 

pragmatic lexicons, and beginning the process over again. The same process may be 

said to work in reverse as a model of invention proceeding from a communicative 

problem, situation, audience, etc., and a body of disciplinary and individual 

knowledge and expertise through the formation of an argument and its encoding in 

signs and reification in artifactual form. Although the use-model schematized in 

Figure 3.6.3 may represent a more 'natural' model of the iterative and integrated 

nature of disciplined interpretation, I close this section with an argument for 

rendering the process slower and clumsier by asking analysts to proceed stepwise 
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Figure 3.6.3: Schematic illustrating a more realistic organization of production and interpretation—the 
categories are congruent with those used in my analytic method but better represent the dynamic interplay 
of the lenses (and the different orders of operations presumed to exist in authorial and interpretive 
processes). 

through a linear series of interpretive heuristics, thus making their familiar 

approaches to interpretation "strange" and requiring them to be deliberate and 

reflective, to consider alternative readings and to question their interpretive and 

productive habits. With time and experience they will develop a feel for the full 

range of interpretive practices and disciplinary knowledge necessary to produce and 

read visual texts in their chosen discipline, a feel that will enable them to once again 

streamline the method for day-to-day productive and interpretive practices; when 
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coupled with regular review and reflection to ensure that simplified approaches 

provide adequate readings reflective of the complexity and diversity of visual 

communication strategies in the analyst's disciplinary community, this 

metacognitive approach should give practitioners the best of both worlds: A means of 

both grounding their productive and interpretive practices in ethical and epistemic 

concerns that matter in their discipline and ensuring that their practice is reflective 

and intentional. 

An inevitable by-product of the degree of interdependence evident among my 

interpretive categories is the degree of messiness and redundancy that arises when 

considering an issue that touches on two or more of those categories; some notes to 

keep in mind when reading my case analysis: 

• So as not to bias higher-order interpretations, I endeavor in earlier 
stages of analysis to represent all plausible details with a minimum of 
pre-filtering. Although studies of real-life interpretive behavior 
suggest that prior knowledge, experience, education, and prejudice 
predispose us to favor certain interpretive pathways, two purposes of 
my approach are to consider the fullest possible range of readings (not 
just the ones experience and training inure us to accept) and to render 
transparent the interpretive process; decisions about which 
interpretation among the range of possible choices is preferred will be 
made (a) explicitly having considered the alternatives and provided 
rationales for those readings that are discarded and (b) in the final 
stages of analysis, having given the alternatives due consideration. 
Remaining open-minded to alternative readings may lead me down 
interpretive blind alleys or cause me to attend in detail to features of a 
performance that I ultimately determine have little, if any, bearing on 
the final reading I accept. To minimize frustration or confusion, it may 
be best for the reader to first read the grey-boxed summaries I include 
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at the end of each section in Chapter 4 and then read selectively from 
the preceding sections as time and interest permit. 

• When clear areas of overlap exist between readings pertaining to 
multiple interpretive lenses—e.g., when a discussion of production 
practices described in my evaluation of societal pragmatics also 
informs my formal analysis of a subject communicative artifact or 
when a discussion of rhetorical purpose touches both on an author's 
pragmatic and argumentative concerns—I will discuss the issue in the 
context of each pertinent section and use footnotes to call readers' 
attention to other portions of my analysis where similar discussions 
may inflect or expand upon the issues at hand. 

3.4 Summary: Moving from Theory to Application 
In selecting a case to illustrate my theoretical arguments, I have attempted to 

address the whole range of issues covered in my bracketing of rhetoric of visuals in 

history—the notion of visualizing technology shaping and being shaped by 

traditional rhetorical concerns of audience, situation, and purpose; the related 

concerns of author intentionality and interpretive complexity; and the challenges 

and opportunities of using images to emplot historical narrative and/or make 

arguments about historical topics. I chose the specific case for the remainder of this 

dissertation because it represents a clear instance of the use of visuals to convert 

what Hayden White has called the "unprocessed historical record"634—that is, the 

coincidental array of memories, archival documents, and other records that could 

                                                 

634  White, Metahistory, 5. 
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conceivably pertain to a particular topic—into a plausible explanation or story635; the 

image is more than a literal illustration: It shapes the authors' and users' 

experiences of the narrative itself. I selected Paris's work also because it provides 

clear evidence of the ways in which the process of creating visual historical 

narratives was both epistemic and rhetorical—i.e., contra Ranke, "Grosseteste's 

vengeful spirit" speaks not to an objective scientific Truth written in the heavens but 

to a specific audience on a specific occasion for a specific persuasive purpose, and the 

meaning generated in that communicative acts was not necessarily empirically 

knowable but created in the act of invention and interpretation.636 As such, 

"Grosseteste's vengeful spirit" provides an apt case for testing the efficacy of a 

method intended to provide insight into the complexity of historiographic 

representation and the challenges of interpreting even apparently simple historical 

imagery. 

                                                 

635  White, Metahistory, 5–8. 
636  Therefore firmly placing them in the school of historiography described by Hayden White in Figural 

Realism (8–9). 
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Chapter 4 
Case Analysis: An Incident 
Reported in Matthew Paris's 
Chronica Majora 

 

Figure 4.0.1: Robert Grosseteste's vengeful spirit in Matthew Paris's annal for 1254 CE  (© British Library 
Board: Chronica Majora, London, British Library, Roy. 14. C. VII, fol. 158 verso) 
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4.1 Introduction 
In earlier chapters I have suggested that models explaining the rhetoricity of 

images fail to account for key dimensions of visuals' persuasive power, and I 

described a multidimensional apparatus to address the gaps in existing models and 

to provide a heuristic framework that producers of multimedia performances might 

use to develop more intentional—and, therefore, more effective—visuals. In this 

chapter, I concentrate on a deep analysis of a single case to demonstrate the value of 

using all five lenses in concert to identify theoretically significant features of an 

author's work and to draw inferences about how those features work—or do not 

work—together to shape a rhetorical performance. For this purpose, I have elected 

to focus on a single incident described verbally and visually by the thirteenth-

century chronicler, Matthew Paris. 

I selected Matthew for a number of reasons. Primarily, I chose a case from 

Matthew's opus owing to the technological mastery evidenced in his work. In 

addition, the intellectual and rhetorical freedom afforded by his circumstances make 

him a useful analogue for understanding the shape of historiography to come, with 

the increasing availability of powerful tools for creating and combining media 

messages and of access to the Internet affording more producers than ever before 

direct access to worldwide audiences. But Matthew was more than just a clever 

promoter who took advantage of his monastery's location at the crossroads of major 
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trade and pilgrimage routes to promote his idiosyncratic reading of history. He was 

also a visual historian par excellence, an individual fully capable of crafting his own 

visuals of all sorts, from literal scenic or narrative illustrations to abstract maps and 

memorial signa. What is more, he possessed the ability to integrate those images 

with each other and with prose text to create a unified package, a rhetorical machine 

that supported live performance by facilitating rapid navigation and location of 

pertinent information and by enhancing viva voce recitations with vivid images 

designed to arrest auditors' attention, arouse their passions, and move them to 

understanding and action. By developing an understanding of how Matthew 

approached the problems of creating multimodal texts designed to delight, persuade, 

and move audiences, we gain insight into how we ourselves might address similar 

challenges. 

In addition to the value Matthew affords us as an analogue to contemporary 

multimedia producers, studying Matthew's richly layered text provides a useful 

check on my methodology. Will it be able to account for the various strands that bear 

on a reasonable interpretation of Matthew's text? Analyzing a case drawn from 

Chronica Majora offers particular advantages in this regard, because Matthew was 

both that rarest of historians—an individual who provided us a roadmap to 

understanding his basic philosophy of history—and a talented artist who created the 

images that illustrate and shape his chronicle from scratch. These images required 

great care and planning, thus safely enabling us to infer a degree of conscious 
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deliberation in their selection, placement, and integration with other media. The 

modern division of professional labor in the publishing industry renders such 

assumptions in the traditional print world problematic. Whereas my analysis of the 

appropriations of Joe Rosenthal's Iwo Jima flag-raising and Jeff Widener's "Tank 

Man" photographs in Chapter 3 hinged largely on adaptation—considering how an 

existing image was shaped and/or re-shaped to convey a particular rhetorical 

message—studying Matthew enables me to expand my horizons, and consider how 

both the adaptation of existing images, symbols, beliefs, and practices and the 

creation of original images designed from the ground up are used to persuade. 

4.2 A Homiletic Reading-Into: Moralizing 
Pope Innocent's death 
4.2.1 Introduction 

Before I can undertake the task of analyzing Matthew Paris's text-and-image 

narrative of Robert Grosseteste's vengeful spirit, reviewing the historiographic, 

agonistic, and narrative contexts that affected Matthew's composition will provide 

an important context. 

4.2.1.1 The Historiographic Context 
Although a full description of events underlying one of Matthew Paris's best-

executed sententiae are far too complex to recount in full here, some background is 
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necessary to understand the ingenuity with which he later reconstructed and re-

presented the story as text and image in the Chronica Majora. Despite the fact that 

Robert Grosseteste, bishop of Lincoln, had long been the object of Matthew's scorn 

owing to parochial disagreements between St. Albans and the bishop over political 

matters,637 a number of long-running disputes between Robert and the Curia 

afforded Matthew the opportunity, particularly after Robert's death in 1254, to use 

Grosseteste as a surrogate for his own criticism of Pope Innocent IV. Whereas 

Matthew's grievances with the pope were primarily political and fiscal (he objected 

to what he termed "papal usury [and] simony"638), Robert had much subtler disputes 

with the Church leadership, objecting to Innocent's purported nepotism639 on the 

grounds that appointments were made solely for political reasons and would 

ultimately endanger the spiritual lives of the bishop's flock, presumably because the 

loyalties of the papal appointees would be directed toward the worldly Curia 

                                                 

637  See, for example, page 126 in Richard Vaughan's translation of excerpts from the Chronica Majora, 
entitled The Illustrated Chronicles of Matthew Paris: Observations of Thirteenth-Century Life (Cambridge: 
Alan Sutton, 1993) for a rather unflattering description of Robert as "puffing and blowing his utmost to get 
back into his own hands the churches and revenues of the monks established throughout his diocese, which 
would have been extremely harmful to many people," presumably including the good brothers of St Albans! 
There are many other instances of this sort of characterization in Vaughan's volume alone, so Matthew's 
later appropriation of Robert as a mouthpiece seems more likely to be a strategic rhetorical maneuver rather 
than a real change of heart in his assessment of the prelate's character. 

638  Lewis, The Art of Matthew Paris, 253. 
639  According to Matthew, Robert was suspended from office in 1251 for resisting the appointment of 

an Italian—John de Camezana, a nephew of Innocent IV, ignorant of English and with few qualifications for 
the post—to the English church. He did the same in 1252 (the Italian priest in question this time was again a 
nephew of the pope, this time Federigo di Lavagna) and went on record in a public letter and again at the 
Council of Lyon in 1253 attacking the Curia for its myopic practice of filling English church posts with foreign 
priests. 
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Romana and not toward ministering to the spiritual needs of Robert's English 

constituents.640 However, as Suzanne Lewis641 and others point out, Grosseteste was 

far from rebelling against the Church, his dispute being with the particularly 

corrupt leadership of Innocent IV. Indeed, Matthew's appropriation of Grosseteste 

ignores the latter's silence with regard to matters of taxation and supposed 

misappropriation of property so near to the hearts of Matthew and the brothers of 

St. Albans.642  

4.2.1.2 The Agonistic Context 
Given this disparity between Matthew's viewpoint and Robert's public 

expressions of belief, it is ironic that Matthew should select him to deliver his most 

devastating assault (literally) on Innocent IV. I can only conclude that Robert was 

selected instead of some other surrogate because he was conveniently deceased at 

the moment of composition, because the enmity between Robert and Innocent was a 

matter of the public record, and—finally—because, for all of Matthew's petty 

                                                 

640  Indeed, although some might question the authenticity of the letter, purportedly sent by Robert to 
the pope, and included by Matthew in the volume of original documents (the Liber Additamentorum) 
intended to supplement the Chronica Majora, it does make this case in rather stronger language than I have 
used: 

There is not and cannot be any other kind of sin so adverse and contrary to the doctrine of 
the apostles and the Gospels, and at the same time so odious, detestable, and 
abominable to our Lord Jesus Christ than to mortify and lose souls by defrauding them of 
the offices and ministries of pastoral care (quoted in Lewis, The Art of Matthew Paris, 
253). 

641  Lewis, The Art of Matthew Paris, 254. 
642  Ibid. 
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criticisms of Robert's management of the bishopric of Lincoln, Grosseteste was a 

powerful and respected figure in the Church and in England itself and, therefore, an 

effective spokesman for creating a teachable moment out of Innocent's demise. In 

the textual narrative in question, Matthew correlates several converging clusters of 

circumstances. First, Innocent IV created a problem within the Church in England 

by appointing a number of political apparatchiks in positions of some importance; he 

compounded the problem by imposing unpopular taxes and appropriating several 

important/lucrative properties (including Wingrave Church, in Grosseteste's 

bishopric, in 1251). Second, Robert Grosseteste, bishop of Lincoln, publicly protested 

these arbitrary decisions (1252 and 1253), causing Innocent to censure him and 

remove him from his post for a time. Third, in 1254, following Robert Grosseteste's 

death—still angered by his intransigence in life—Innocent threatened to have 

Robert's remains disinterred and "cast out of Lincoln Cathedral."643 Finally, after a 

lifetime of vying for power with Frederick II, the Holy Roman Emperor, Innocent 

backed the wrong horse and lost the battle of Foggia in late 1254, and died of 

pleurisy in December of that year.644 In the attached figure and the associated text 

we see the result (as Matthew reported it).  

                                                 

643  Ibid. 
644  The depths of Frederick and Innocent's enmity for each other were considerable. Throughout 

Innocent's pontificate, he had to contend with Frederick's imperial ambitions in Italy and elsewhere, which 
often conflicted with Innocent's own ambitions for secular power. Innocent struck back in 1245 when the 
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4.2.1.3 The Narrative Context 
Rather than presenting the events detailed above as a disconnected series of 

unrelated circumstances, Matthew created a sort of grand narrative to weave them 

all together and moralize Innocent's death as the deserved moral retribution for a 

lifetime of evil deeds. In the annal for the year 1254, Matthew records an 

horrendous dream experienced by the pontiff following his vindictive threat to cast 

Robert Grosseteste's bones out of their final resting place in Lincoln Cathedral: 

With a severe and grim look [Robert] approached [Innocent] and addressed 
him with a dreadful voice, as he pierced him in the side645 with violent blows 
from the point of the shepherd's staff which he carried. And he said to him, 
"Wretched Pope Senebald,646 did you intend to eject my bones from the 
church to disgrace me and my church of Lincoln? ... It would be more worthy 
of you, who are exalted and honored by God, to cherish the zealous servants 
of God, even though they be dead. The Lord will not suffer you henceforth to 
have any power over me. . . ." With these words Bishop Robert departed, 
leaving the pope half-dead, as if he were pierced with a lance each time he 
was poked with the staff.... Nor did the anger and vengeance of the Lord rest 
here.647 

                                                 

Ecumenical Council ratified the excommunication of the Holy Roman Emperor, Frederick II. Though the fight 
for political supremacy in Europe and physical control over the southern Italian states continued over the 
next ten years—outlasting both Frederick II (died December 1250) and Innocent himself (died December 
1254)—the venom and highhandedness with which Innocent opposed Frederick (the inscription on his tomb 
reads "He laid low Christ's enemy, the dragon, Frederick") lost him the support of many more moderate 
political and church leaders. Matthew, for one, never forgave him—hence this sententia. 

645  As Innocent died of pleurisy, an inflammation of the tissues surrounding the lungs that causes 
severe pain in the victim's chest, Matthew has composed an exceedingly well-crafted fiction, even 
accounting for the nature of the Pope's physical symptoms. 

646  Before becoming Pope Innocent IV, the pope was Sinibaldo Fieschi, the Genovese son of Count 
Hugo of Lavagna. 

647  Matthew translated in Lewis, The Art of Matthew Paris, 254. 
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In the sections that follow, I conduct a detailed analysis of Matthew's rendition 

of "Robert Grosseteste's vengeful spirit," applying each of my five analytical lenses 

with the goals of identifying a preferred reading of the verbal-visual story based on 

the context in which it was originally produced and interpreted; answering the 

question that inform this study as a whole (i.e., Do historians use images to argue? 

And, if so, how?); and evaluating the suitability of my methodology for assessing the 

rhetoricity of images in popular histories and identifying ways in which images 

might (or might not) be used to persuade. Readers with a particular interest in the 

case at hand or in the ways that specific techniques are applied in analyzing my 

subject materials may wish to read the case analyses in their entirety. Readers 

primarily interested in my findings, questions left unanswered by a particular 

analytic lens, and formative methodological observations may prefer to read more 

selectively from among the case analyses and rely on the gray-tinted summaries 

that close out each of the five categories of analysis. 

4.2.2 Technological Analysis 
As described in Chapter 3, the purpose of technological analysis is to step back 

from communicative artifacts and attend to their thingness—their material 

characteristics—as a means of developing an archive of thick descriptions, formal 

attributes that provide the raw materials for finer-grained analyses of how these 
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texts might plausibly influence—and be influenced by—the lifeworlds of their 

producers and interpreters. 

For the purposes of this study, the depiction of Robert Grosseteste’s vengeful 

spirit reproduced in Figure 4.1.1 is assumed to exist not in a single technological 

context, but in five collations of text and image that I consider individually: 

1. In the discrete marginal image-and-text block excerpted in the figure 
itself. 

2. In the mise-en-page—literally "location on the page" or "setting in the 
page"—of British Library Royal 14.C.VIII folio 158 verso. 

3. In the compound interface of the facing-page spread of folios 158 verso 
and 159 recto. 

4. In the context of the entire British Library Royal 14.C.VII codex. 

5. In the context of several narrative threads that weave throughout the 
text of Matthew's chronicle (as suggested by my pragmatic analysis). 

As described in Chapter 3, my approach to technological analysis involves a 

descriptive formal analysis, detailing the material characteristics of the work in 

question, Matthew's likely methods of work, and the literal content of this passage 

in visual, literary, and codicologic terms. The questions I answer in this section 

include: How was the drawing in question made? How were the page, spread, and 

book laid-out and composed? At their most literal levels what did the images depict 

and what did the words say? Later, I relate those material characteristics to artistic, 

historiographic, and interpretive practices that fix a plausible reading of the story in 

its historical context. 



The Rhetorical Potential of Images in Popular Accounts of Historical Events 
Chapter 04: Case Analysis 

W. Christopher Scruton 
 

340 

4.2.2.1 Collation #1: Marginal Image-and-Text Block 
The most visually prominent element on folio 158 verso is a substantial text-

and-image congery in the folio's left margin (see Figure 4.1.1, below). In the sections  

 

Figure 4.1.1: Robert Grosseteste's vengeful spirit in Matthew Paris's annal for 1254 CE  (© British Library 
Board: Chronica Majora, London, British Library, Roy. 14. C. VII, fol. 158 verso) 
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that follow, I describe the verbal and visual content of the bloc and consider the 

methods with which it was created. 

4.2.2.1.1 Visual Analysis 

The bloc in question consists of a disembodied, robed arm, clutching a staff or 

shepherd's crook, the tip of which penetrates and is embedded in the words of an 

adjacent block of text. 

4.2.2.1.1.1 Ground 

The material on which this congery is inscribed—also known as the ground—is 

vellum, prepared animal hide. Although I have been unable to inspect Royal 

14.C.VII directly, close evaluation of a high-resolution digital image of the page  

suggests that folio 158 verso is rendered on the 'flesh' side of a sheet of calf-skin 

vellum (as, it seems, was the facing page).648 Although this finding is of codicological 

significance when we consider the relationship of the two facing pages (i.e., ff 158v–

                                                 

648  Both folios 158 verso and 159 recto lack the telltale visual stippling that often marks the hair side of 
vellum sheets. Similarly, both ff. 158v and 159r remain relatively light and bright in color; the hair sides of 
vellum sheets tend to be noticeably darker than the flesh sides. For a discussion of color differences, see—
for example—Elias A. Lowe and Edward K. Rand, A Sixth-Century Fragment of the Letters of Pliny the 
Younger (Washington, DC: Carnegie Institution of Washington, 1922). None of these characteristics holds 
universally, however; scraping skins with pumice stones during the preparation process has been reported 
to minimize stippling and textural differences between skin and hair sides and the treatment of skins with 
chalk (via a process referred to as pouncing) or other chemicals has been reported to narrow the gap in 
color between the two sides of the resulting vellum sheet. Useful discussions of all the above may be found 
in Michelle P. Brown's Understanding Illuminated Manuscripts (Los Angeles: Getty Publications, 1994). This 
disposition of folios so that flesh-side faces flesh-side (and hair-side faces hair-side) was dictated by the so-
called Rule of Gregory—in this connection, see page 33 in Albert Derolez, The Paleography of Gothic 
Manuscript Books (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2003).  
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159r), the practical upshot of this finding is the degree to which the sheet's buff-tone 

color may affect the colors we perceive in the figure inscribed upon it. 

4.2.2.1.1.2 Line 

The arm and staff appear to have been rendered first using leadpoint (see, for 

example, the color and quality of the lines depicting the fingers of the gauntleted 

hand, very close in hue and tone to the nearby bounding lines delineating the 

marginal and primary textual spaces of folio 158v—both likely examples of 

leadpoint—versus the thicker, lighter inked lines of the staff). On top of this initial 

sketch or underdrawing, the artist has traced the figure in brown-black ink, 

producing lines of varying thicknesses and densities. The style exemplified by this 

mode of illustration and the ways in which the lines were inscribed tell us a great 

deal of rhetorical and connoisseurial interest regarding what Norman Fairclough 

termed the "conditions of discourse practice"649 under which Matthew worked: 

• The time, trouble, and resource expenditure necessary for Matthew to 
compose an underdrawing and then to re-ink and color wash the 
sketch suggests these illustrations are not merely incidental but 
purposeful, meaningful additions to his narrative. What that purpose 
or meaning might be is an open question—Was the sketch a 
decoration? Was it a proposition, evidence, or an emplotting 
mechanism? Was it a mnemonic device? Something else entirely? To 
answer these questions, the larger technological context in which the 
sketch is embedded and an array of pragmatic and rhetorical factors 

                                                 

649  Fairclough, Discourse and Social Change, 233. 
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that may have influenced Matthew in his compositional choices 
require consideration. 

• Matthew employed a combination of line types—dark, thick strokes 
and thinner, lighter ones—as aids in modeling volume and light (see, 
e.g., the dark, thick, bold strokes modeling the leading sleeve edge of 
the figure's outer robe—the chasuble—when compared the lighter, 
less bold, less distinct trailing edges of the sleeve, which may convey 
an impression of both depth and an increasing indistinctness or 
translucence with distance from the viewer. Similarly, observe the 
deepening and darkening of the green sleeve tone, implying shadow, 
and Matthew's employment of different line shapes, widths, and styles 
on the rolled edge of the chasuble sleeve versus those on the interior). 
I will return to the subject of modeling in greater detail in the sections 
that follow. 

• As mentioned above, a casual examination of this collation reveals 
that Matthew composed an initial sketch in plummet (leadpoint) and 
inked a finished outline on top of that foundation. A closer 
examination of the way in which colors were layered in the original 
tells us much regarding Matthew's likely order of operations: 

- First, as would have been common practice for an artist even 
marginally familiar with scribal practices, columnar boundaries 
and line ruling were laid down, probably using leadpoint. The page 
framework thus set out is quite complex, with two central text 
columns (each bounded by narrow left and right gutters into which 
decorated capital letters and figures may extend). A slightly 
narrower column is provided along the outer folio edge for the 
inclusion of more substantial imagery and verbal glosses. 
Although I was unable to examine the codex physically, I do not 
see any visual evidence that Matthew used a pricking-wheel or 
similar contrivance to aid him in inscribing his guides.650 

- Second, it seems likely that Matthew set down the main body text. 
Although there is no direct visual evidence to support this 
contention, the adjacency of the marginal text-image block to the 
precise point in the textual narrative to which it corresponds (the 

                                                 

650  For more on the history and paleographic significance of manuscript layouts and the technologies 
used to support such designs, see Derolez, The Paleography of Gothic Manuscript Books, 34–35ff. 
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line begins with affatur—"addressed," owing to Latin word order 
the final word of the clause that Lewis translated above as 
"addressed him with a dreadful voice"—but the line concludes with 
pungens ipsum in latere ictu impetu[-oso], which Lewis renders "as 
he pierced him in the side with violent blows." Although it is 
possible that Matthew drew the marginal collation first and then 
composed the body text to fit with the image's location (indeed, 
Luard notes that the final line in the left-hand column and the 
first two-thirds of the topmost line in the right-hand column were 
re-composed following an erasure, which might suggest Matthew 
had some problems fitting his text in the available space651), the 
sheer number and complexity of in-text formatting features—like 
the red rubrics/entry titles and decorated initials—and the near 
impossibility of anticipating their shape and extent if working 
backwards—militate against the possibility of a marginalia-first 
strategy. Far more likely, Matthew composed the text from top to 
bottom, leaving space on the left of appropriate lines for colored 
and/or decorated initials and leaving space on the right of the 
column at the beginning of each entry for a rubricated section 
title.652 Based on evidence in the text itself, it seems most likely 
that Matthew first rendered the body copy in black ink, then 
added initial capitals, then completed the section titles. 

- Once Matthew had a textual hook on which to anchor his 
illustration, he next added ruling for the marginal block. Although 
it is impossible to say without examining the codex physically, 
close examination of a high-resolution digital facsimile suggests 
that the horizontal ruling (i.e., for the verbal caption) was laid 
down before the vertical line that forms the space's right margin. 

                                                 

651  Note 5 on volume 5, page 429 of Matthew Paris, Matthæi Parisiensis, Monachi Sancti Albani, 
Chronica Majora (volumes 1–7), edited by Henry Richards Luard (London: Longman and Company, 1872–
1883). Referred to hereafter as "Luard (Latin transcription), Chronica Majora." 

652  This approach to composition seems occasionally to have created design challenges for Matthew, 
as when a section closed on a word or particle that, if wrapped, would create a 'widow.' Matthew's common 
solution in such a situation was to wrap the 'widow' at the right end of the following line, beginning the new 
section with a decorated initial capital and one or more words of the rubricated section title in the middle of 
the line; a good example of this practice occurs on the same folio as the "Grosseteste's vengeful spirit" 
miniature, in the right-hand column, in the section entitled Dissipatur victis Papalis exercitus. 
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- Having identified an appropriate point in space for the illustration 
and added a formal scaffold to support the addition of text to the 
illustration, Matthew very likely next added a sketch of the figure 
in leadpoint to ensure that the illustration and text were properly 
aligned (visual evidence confirms that an ink outline [cf.] is laid 
down on top of a leadpoint foundation—only the rationale for that 
strategy is inferred). 

- Based on a close inspection of a high resolution facsimile of the 
image (300 pixels per inch at 100 percent), it is clear that the 
caption text was inscribed after the decorative border that (almost) 
contains it—I say almost, because the penultimate line is long 
enough that the final word of that line, plene ("entirely" or 
"completely"), overwrites the border. Why draw the border first? 
As I later argue, Matthew's approach seems to have been 
motivated by a desire to create a caption block with particular 
contours. 

- Following the decorative frame, Matthew then inscribed the 
caption text in red, over-writing both the bounding rule and the 
decorative frame. For more on the verbal content of the caption, 
see "Literary Analysis" on pages 25–26. 

- Finally, the preliminary sketch in leadpoint was overdrawn in 
brown-black ink and several details on the figure were color-
washed. Although it is difficult to confirm without inspecting the 
physical artifact, the tip of the staff appears to over-write the text 
and definitely over-writes both the horizontal ruling and the initial 
sketch of the bounding box, done in heavily diluted pale ink. 

 What the complexity evident in just this single case—with the 
inscription of body text being followed by a preliminary sketch, 
lettering of the caption, and ink line and wash exemplifies the 
extreme care with which Matthew composed and assembled his entire 
text. Far from ancillary, off-the-cuff additions to an otherwise 
conventional annal, the attention lavished on these images suggests 
they served a more important function in Matthew's narrative. 

• Just as the types of lines evident in this illustration tell us something 
about Matthew's approach to visualization and his methods of work, 
the artistic style they exemplify—the old Anglo-Saxon school of tinted 
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drawing—tells us something about his training and influences (and 
the ways in which he deviated from or transformed those 
influences).653 Born around the turn of the thirteenth century and 
likely having taken religious orders at a comparatively early age, 
Matthew seems to have been influenced most heavily by Master 
Walter of Colchester, a painter, goldsmith, and later sacristan of St. 
Albans, whom Matthew described as a "sculptor and painter without 
compare" (sculptor et pictor incomparabilis). Like Walter, the roots of 
Matthew's drawing style can clearly be traced back to Anglo-Saxon 
outline drawing, which enjoyed a resurgence and reinvigoration in 
monastic cloisters during and after the Norman invasion. Again like 
Walter—and unlike thirteenth-century contemporaries with whom 
Matthew is frequently compared, such as Villard de Honnecourt and 
William de Brailes—Matthew's (and Walter's) line- and figure-
rendering styles tend more toward the simple, understated, and 
restrained rather than the angular, fluid, and exaggerated styles of 
Villard and William.654 These characteristic differences between 

                                                 

653  On Matthew and his relationship with the Anglo-Saxon and Gothic approaches to the tinted outline 
drawing style, see especially Lewis, The Art of Matthew Paris, 30. For further discussions of Matthew's 
approach in relation to his broader oeuvre, see pages 79, 93, and 102 in George Henderson, "Studies in 
English Manuscript Illumination (Part I): Stylistic Sequence and Stylistic Overlap in Thirteenth-Century 
English Manuscripts," Journal of the Warburg and Courtauld Institutes 30 (1967). For a brief mention on the 
role of monastic orders in maintaining and spreading the Anglo-Saxon practice of outline drawing, see page 
151 in David Knowles, "The Cultural Influence of English Medieval Monasticism," Cambridge Historical 
Journal 7:3 (1943): 146–159. 

654  Compare, for example, the relative numbers and weights of strokes used to render garment folds 
and the restraint (even stiffness) of pose in Walter's "The Last Rites" reproduced as Plate II (opposite page 
195) in W. R. Lethaby's "English Primitives (I): Master Walter of Colchester, 'The Incomparable Painter,' c. 
1180-1248, and the Master of the Chichester Roundel," The Burlington Magazine for Connoisseurs 29 
(1916): 189–196, or Matthew's marginal image under discussion here, with similar details of drapery 
rendering in a Latin Bible illustrated by William or a close follower—e.g., "Jerome's Prologue" or "Psalm 80 
(Jacob Wrestling with an Angel)" in a digital facsimile Bible, with select Masses, in Latin in Oxford 
University's Bodleian Library collection at http://www.bodley.ox.ac.uk/dept/scwmss/wmss/medieval/mss/lat/ 
bib/e/007.htm—or the style of drapery and pose in Villard's work (see, e.g., Figures 5, 6, and 7, pages 201–
202, in Carl F. Barnes, Jr., "The Drapery-Rendering Technique of Villard de Honnecourt," Gesta 20:1 (1981): 
199–206). Although Matthew was certainly capable of rendering chaotic, fluid scenes when a particular 
narrative situation called for such a depiction—as in his renditions of sea and cavalry battles in Chronica 
Majora—his compositions tend to be more compact than similar compositions by Villard (compare, for 
example, Matthew's rendering of the death of Enguerrand de Coucy in a fall from a horse and Villard's 
emblematic rendering of the sin of pride—both drawn from a common model image, a carving on the south 
transept of the Chartres Cathedral, but with Matthew's solution incorporating a horse and rider that form a 
tighter visual unit than Villard's more fluid and exaggerated posing). 
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mainstream thirteenth-century tinted outline drawing/manuscript 
illumination and the work of Walter of Colchester and Matthew Paris 
have led some scholars to posit a connection between Walter and 
Matthew's adaptation of one visual technology—pen-and-ink 
illustration—and another in which restraint of pose and economy of 
line would have presented benefits: Goldsmithing and metalwork.655 

As the foregoing discussion illustrates, even a technology as seemingly simple 

as the inscribed line can raise questions of theoretical and practical import. 

Although the tools used to render lines offer nearly infinite opportunities for 

expression, Matthew's use of lines to model contours and space in this performance 

situates him in terms of the conventions and practices of his contemporaries, 

influences, and successors. Far more important, studying what Matthew chose to 

represent with those lines and how he chose to represent it enables us to see how 

stunningly different his choices of subject and style are from what had been 

attempted to that point (indeed, the illustration of secular history would not become 

                                                 

655  Indeed, George Henderson found the "thickly rolled and undulating edges" of the garb in images 
like the exemplar here reminiscent of the "thick but mobile drapery" prevalent on French "Mosan metalwork" 
that had come into vogue in the early thirteenth century; although it is possible Matthew had encountered 
examples of such work elsewhere—his familiarity with the 'Pride' exemplar carved in the south porch at 
Chartres suggests he may have visited the region—Henderson suggests that Matthew probably learned his 
artistic trade from Walter of Colchester, who himself acquired the Mosan style through his apprenticeship. 
For more in this connection, see especially George Henderson, "Studies in English Manuscript Illumination 
(Part I)," 73–74. Interestingly, at least one art historian argues that Villard's distinctive rendering style and 
compositional process might also be attributable to early experience with metalwork, in his case the practice 
of niello-work (in which a metal surface—either a two-dimensional sheet or a three-dimensional sculpture—
is engraved and inlaid with another metal, frequently a silver-lead alloy). For more on Villard's possible 
experience in metalwork, see Carl F. Barnes, Jr., "The Drapery-Rendering Technique of Villard de 
Honnecourt." To compare the differences between William de Brailes and Matthew Paris's figural 
representation styles juxtapose, for example, Plate 5 (a narrative series of Biblical vignettes set in 
medallions of gold, a leaf from a psalter attributed to de Brailles) and Plates 6–7 (extracts from Matthew's 
Life of St. Alban) in Richard Marks and Nigel Morgan, The Golden Age of English Manuscript Painting, 
1200–1500 (New York: George Braziller, 1981). 
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common until the late fifteenth century—Hartmann Schedel's 1493 Liber 

Chronicarum being perhaps the best known representative of incunabular 

illustrated history). But it all begins with the lines—researching what materials 

were used, how the lines were rendered, and how the labor was organized provides a 

foundation and vocabulary for identifying aspects of Matthew's work that will 

inform my work in the perceptual, semantic, pragmatic, and rhetorical domains. 

4.2.2.1.1.3 Two-Dimensional Modeling 

The two-dimensional modeling of Matthew's figure—or rather part-figure—is 

economical, perhaps even sparse. While limiting the complexity of the image—

showing only a robed, disembodied arm and crozier, employing a minimum of lines, 

line types, and color fills—Matthew clearly renders four aspects or attributes: A 

shepherd's staff or crozier, a bejeweled glove, a tight-fitting under-tunic (rochet), and 

a looser-fitting outer robe  (chasuble). In concert with cultural knowledge related to 

church practices and liturgical fashion, these simply constructed attributes and the 

verbal content of the caption and adjacent text, no doubt helped readers identify the 

arm's owner. Indeed for most of Matthew's contemporaries, the professional status of 

the arm's owner would have been obvious from the visual cues alone; only a name 

would have been required to fix his individual identity.  

In addition to the inscribed lines Matthew used to marshal readers' attention 

and convey culturally meaningful visual information regarding the identity of the 
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image's subject, he also organized the spatial arrangement of the figure, figurative 

bounding lines, and the geometric shape of a nearby caption to channel readers' 

vision out and down away from the illustration itself, imparting motion to the figure 

and focusing the audience member's gaze on a particularly significant word in the 

midst of the caption, percussus (the significance of which becomes clear when we 

consider this passage semantically and rhetorically). Not only does the two-

dimensional spatial interrelationship of text and image thus conveyed bear on the 

meaning we are likely to derive from the package, the literal connection of the image 

and caption—both in terms of the interpenetration of the figure and text and in 

terms of the similarities in formal arrangement—unifies them perceptually, in a 

very real sense creating an organic multimodal collation rather than a simple 

assemblage of loosely related messages. 

These renderings take the form of literal or explicit contours, i.e., inscribed 

lines delimiting the subject's shape with a well-defined edge or boundary. Although 

the contours here are apparently representational—intended to produce an image 

that resembles a real-world referent—such contours may also be 

nonrepresentational (as in the graphic boundaries containing the textual caption) or 

implied, using the surrounding space or the internal organization of visual details to 

suggest an edge that is not itself visible to viewers (e.g., if the caption text in the 

figure in question had been inscribed in its current configuration and the bounding 
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lines had been omitted, the text would still be perceived to be contained in a roughly 

triangular space). 

In addition to narrative and representational information, the quality of 

Matthew's line work further suggests that he was not a trained draftsman. 

However, as Richard Marks and Nigel Morgan point out, he was an "amateur" with 

"talent."656 

4.2.2.1.1.4 Three-Dimensional (Volumetric) Form 

As with Matthew's rendering of two-dimensional forms, his modeling of three-

dimensional surfaces and light effects is—to modern eyes—flat and cartoon-like. 

Founded on the "visual scaffold"657 of the leadpoint underdrawing and 

supplementing the explicit contour bounding the depiction itself, Matthew employed 

several techniques that convey a sense of depth. First, even in the context of the 

figure's visible edges, Matthew used line width, line definition, color, and 

transparency as apparent cues to the proximity of those edges to the viewer and the 

                                                 

656  Marks and Morgan, The Golden Age of English Manuscript Painting, 12–13. 
657  Schmidt et al. define a visual scaffold as "an artist-generated visual construction aid," a method of 

roughing in a subject's shape, pose, position, etc. with the aid of visual shortcuts like "geometric massing," 
i.e., breaking complex objects down into simpler geometric components clustered meaningfully, clusters that 
can then be traced over to produce finished figures. In this instance, Matthew's initial sketch—with its 
apparent concern for precise positioning of the figure in relation to the caption and body texts—would be 
considered a scaffold. See especially page 25 in Ryan Schmidt, Tobias Isenberg, Pauline Jepp, Karan 
Singh, and Brian Wyvill, "Sketching, Scaffolding, and Inking: A Visual History for Interactive 3D Modeling," in 
Non-Photorealistic Animation and Rendering (Proceedings of the 5th International Symposium on Non-
Photorealistic Animation and Rendering) (New York: ACM Special Interest Group on Computer Graphics 
and Interactive Techniques, 2007). 
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physical quality of the material(s) they were meant to depict. Good examples of the 

use of line width and definition include the top edge, tunic sleeve, and stiff gauntlet 

cuff in Figure 4.1.2's left-hand detail (see below). The delicacy, clear definition, and 

dense pigmentation evident in these examples imply the comparative proximity and 

rigidity of the structures underlying the rochet and chasuble or, in the case of the 

gauntlets, the stiffness of the material itself.658 Contrast that delicacy, definition, 

and density with the wider feathered lines delineating the edges of the thick fold on 

the leading edge of the figure's cloak in Figure 4.1.2's right-hand detail, or the ill-

defined and almost translucent color of the trailing edge in the same detail. Through 

this illusion of structure and depth, Matthew succeeds in creating what imaging 

specialists refer to as an "implicit surface,"659 the appearance (in this case) of ghostly 

cloth draped and stretched over the anatomy of a shoulder, arm, and hand. Matthew 

further reinforces this illusion by sketching-in long, delicate lines and curving arcs 

that represent folds, drapes, and deformations in the fabric and carved details in the 

shepherd's crozier wielded by the figure. These "suggestive contours"660—e.g., the 

drape of the chasuble sleeve owing to the shape of the garment and the pull of 

                                                 

658  The apparent density and rigidity of said materials being illusory, of course, given the 
phantasmagoric nature of the image's subject. 

659  See especially pages 853–854 in Doug DeCarlo, Adam Finkelstein, Szymon Rusinkiewicz, and 
Anthony Santella, "Suggestive Contours for Conveying Shape," International Conference on Computer 
Graphics and Interactive Techniques (Proceedings) (New York: ACM Special Interest Group on Computer 
Graphics and Interactive Techniques, 2003). 

660  Ibid. 
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gravity, the deformation of the gauntlet to account for the pose of the figure's hand, 

and others—reinforce the verisimilitude of the depiction and cast what would 

normally seem an extraordinary occurrence in terms of quotidian details. Because 

the image is intended to depict a ghostly figure, the comparative flatness of the 

figure itself—with highlights/shadows implied by the folds and a falling-off in color 

saturation apparently intended to convey transparency increasing with distance 

from the observer—does not detract from the believability of the depiction to the 

same degree in this example as it might when the same solution was used to depict a 

corporeal subject. 

 

Figure 4.1.2: Robert Grosseteste's vengeful spirit in Matthew Paris's annal for 1254 CE  (© British Library 
Board: Chronica Majora, London, British Library, Roy. 14. C. VII, fol. 158 verso) 

4.2.2.1.1.5 Space 

The most significant spatial feature of this text-and-image composition is the 

lack of space, the fact that the image interpenetrates the text, creating both a literal 

visual connection and a verbal-visual doubling with the tip of the crozier actually 
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piercing through the verb 'pierced through.' The discussion of proximity versus 

distance in the perceptual analysis that follows provides a graphic analysis of the 

spatial relationships in this marginal collation. 

4.2.2.1.1.6 Color 

In keeping with the Anglo-Saxon tradition of tinted drawing, Matthew's palette in 

this composition is decidedly muted. As described in Figure 4.1.3, earth tones 

predominate for the ground with black-brown lines delineating the figure (laid down 

on top of a silver-grey underdrawing). Whereas the red rubric text and red-brown 

cut lines are entirely conventional, the green wash applied to the sleeve of the 

figure's tunic and parts of the crozier does not seem to have been commonly used in 

early- to mid-thirteenth century history painting. I consider the possible symbolism 

of Matthew's color choices and the relationship of those choices in the light of 

thirteenth century artistic conventions in my semantic and pragmatic analyses, 

respectively.661 

                                                 

661  See pages 446–447 in Egerton Beck, "Ecclesiastical Dress in Art (Article III): Colour (Conclusion)," 
The Burlington Magazine for Connoisseurs 7:30 (September 1905): 446–448 for a discussion of the color 
green as an attribute of ecclesiastical rank; although by no means universally adopted, green clothing 
(including the rochet) and regalia was conventionally associated with bishops during the Middle Ages, just 
as red hats and finery had been granted to cardinals as early as the Council of Lyon (by Pope Innocent IV, 
as it happens). 
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 Color Object(s) Notes 
    

 Green Sleeve Ink wash 
    

  Staff detail Faded green 
    

 Black-
brown 

Staff 
outline 

Espresso/ 
mahogany 

    

  Bounding 
flourish 

Faded 
espresso 

    

 Red-brown Cut line Cinnamon 
    

  Light staff 
outline 

Faded 
cinnamon 

    

 Red Rubric text  
    

 Orangish 
sand 

Staff The "use of 
orange for 
details in 
[Anglo-Saxon] 
black ink 
outline 
drawings was 
customary."662 

    

 Sand Jewel Dark sand 
    

 Silver-grey Vertical 
and 
horizontal 
ruling 

Leadpoint 

    

 Vellum 'Ground' Light sand 

 

    

Figure 4.1.3: Colors used in Matthew's "Grosseteste's Vengeful Spirit" (© British Library Board: Chronica 
Majora, London, British Library, Roy. 14. C. VII, fol. 158 verso [detail]) 

                                                 

662  From page 555n45 in Jane E. Rosenthal, "Three Drawings in an Anglo-Saxon Pontifical: 
Anthropomorphic Trinity or Threefold Christ?" The Art Bulletin 63:4 (December 1981): 547–562. 
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4.2.2.1.1.7 Texture 

As previously mentioned, this image appears to have been rendered on the smoother 

flesh side of the vellum. With respect to the use of artistic techniques to simulate 

texture in the image itself, Matthew's application of color in translucent washes and 

use of curving lines of varying densities to depict the wrinkles in cloth reinforce the 

appearance of the arm as realistically ghostly (the latter effect heightened by the 

disembodiment of the arm). The delicacy and translucency of the ink washes would 

likely have been even more apparent when the vellum was new, as oxidation has 

shifted the tone of the page from near-white to a yellowish buff tone, rendering the 

washes of orange-sand applied to the figure's cloak—virtually the same hue as that 

used to tint the figure's staff, but even more heavily diluted—nearly invisible 

against the ground of the page (the most visible application of this wash is just 

discernible along the nearly horizontal top edge of the cloak). These ink-rendered 

folds and wrinkles and washed shadows must have lent the image a certain feeling 

of three-dimensionality, even if the figure itself appeared more or less flat. 

4.2.2.1.1.8 Script 

The hand in which Matthew rendered the marginal caption, adjacent body text, 

and the associated rubricated headings—for the same scribe appears responsible for 
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all three—is commonly referred to as "gothic"663; more precisely, to use the 

nomenclature employed by the paleographer Albert Derolez, Northern Textualis. 

The form of Matthew's miniscules (i.e., his lower-case letters) bolsters the 

presumption advanced by Vaughan, Lewis, and others that Matthew was, in fact, 

English664; only the forms of Matthew's Ds (particularly the so-called "falling D," 

with its long leftward-extending ascender) raise the question of whether he learned 

to write in France or from a tutor schooled in the French style665 (although not 

unknown in England, the best known examples of this style are found in France and 

the Low Countries). The irregularity and messiness of the script bears out Lewis's 

contention that Matthew was probably not a formally trained scribe employed in the 

St. Albans scriptorium but a clerk "schooled in copying legal documents, charters, 

and letters…or copying glosses…at Paris or Oxford."666 The possibility that Matthew 

had trained initially as a clerk rather than as a scribe or artist may be further 

                                                 

663  In matters of paleography, I have relied heavily on the excellent primer produced by Rutherford 
Aris, Explicatio Formarum Litterarum: The Unfolding of Letterforms from the First Century to the Fifteenth 
(St. Paul, MN: The Calligraphy Connection, 1990). I am particularly indebted to Professor Aris for his 
discussion of abbreviation schemes and the interpretation of symbols commonly used in such scribal 
suspensions, which helped immeasurably as I undertook the task of transcribing this passage in Matthew's 
Chronica. Henry Richards Luard's nineteenth century transcription was also extremely helpful as a check on 
the accuracy of my own work. 

664  For example, the fact that Matthew used round Ss only when rendering majuscules—as at the 
beginning of "Si" or "Senebaldo" in the main body text—pegs him as a northern European. The fact that he 
uses straight-S in all positions (the beginning, middle, and end of words) may suggest that he was not a 
professional scribe or in the vanguard of the scribal arts as—by the mid-thirteenth century—a round-S in the 
final position in words was becoming more and more commonplace. See Derolez, The Paleography of 
Gothic Manuscript Books, 92–93. 

665  See especially Albert Derolez, The Paleography of Gothic Manuscript Books, 87. 
666  Lewis, The Art of Matthew Paris, 433. 
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evidenced by his heavy reliance on abbreviations, with no fewer than ten 

contractions, suspensions, truncations, and elisions—with and without symbolic 

substitutions—in this twenty-word caption alone. Although abbreviation was a 

common practice among scribal copyists as well, the degree to which abbreviation 

and other forms of truncation works against the aesthetic of this composition 

suggests that Matthew may not have been trained as a simple copyist.667 

4.2.2.1.2 Literary Analysis 

The rubricated caption that forms the verbal dimension of this composition (see 

Figure 4.1.4, below, for the caption as rendered in Matthew's hand and a plain-text 

Latin transcription) describes and explains the image by which it is transfixed and 

glosses the verbal narrative to which it is adjacent. Roughly speaking, the caption 

translates into English as: "Note how, in the night-vision, Pope Innocent IV is 

pierced through by Bishop Robert of Lincoln. And never at any time thereafter did 

the Pope completely regain his health."668 There are several features of particular 

interest in translating even this brief passage: 

                                                 

667  For example, in the space available, a skilled scribe could easily have hyphenated plene on the 
penultimate line of the caption and avoided over-writing the bounding line—indeed, in the accompanying text 
adjacent, Matthew uses hyphenation several times—but here he does not. If the individual responsible for 
the inscription were only concerned with the look of the thing (and not with the sense of the text), we would 
expect him to hyphenate in such a situation. Combined with the roughness and irregularity of the calligraphy, 
and the old-fashioned cast of some of his letterforms (the aforementioned straight-S in all positions), 
Matthew's scribal practices may bolster Lewis's contention that Matthew was likely trained as a clerk. 

668  See also Luard (Latin transcription), Chronica Majora, 429 for a Latin transcription of the caption 
and its adjacent text. A literal translation of the words in the captions—with possible alternative 
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• Matthew's use of nota, which exists in both noun (translation: "mark, 
sign, note, memorandum") and verb (translation: "learn, recognize, 
inspect") forms, created a translation challenge. The sense of the 
passage—combined with the presence of qualiter—tips the scales 
toward the verb form in my judgment. Electing the noun form would 
compel a translator to insert an implicit verb to make the remainder 
of the construction grammatically correct (e.g., "A sign—just as the 
night-vision appeared—[depicting] Pope Innocent IV pierced through 
by Bishop Robert of Lincoln"); deleting the implicit verb and inserting 
a simpler helper like "of" (as in "A sign—just as the night-vision 
appeared—[of] Pope Innocent IV…") does not work owing to the 
patterns of declension evident in the sentence. 

• Second, Matthew's use of percussus (a slightly uncommon past-perfect 
verb form of percutio with the connotation of "striking down" or 
"piercing through"), which he only uses in the caption—in the 
associated narrative he uses synonyms pungens (translation: "to 

 
 Nota qualiter in visione  

 nocturna percussus est Papa  

 Innocentius IV ab episcopo Lincolniensi 
Roberto. 

 

 Nec unquam postea plene  

 
 convaluit Papa.  

Figure 4.1.4: Transcription of the caption accompanying Matthew's "Robert Grosseteste's Vengeful Spirit" 
(© British Library Board: Chronica Majora, London, British Library, Roy. 14. C. VII, fol. 158 verso [detail])—
expansions from original Latin abbreviations in boldface 

 

                                                 

interpretations of each word—is as follows: "examine, study, observe, note, accept as true | as, just as, how 
| in space, in composition | a thing seen, an appearance, apparition, a vision, an image of a thing in the 
mind" | "of, or belonging to, the night | to pierce through (from percutio) | is | Pope" | "Innocent IV | by | 
Bishop Robert of Lincoln." | "and…not, or neither | at any time, ever | thereafter | entirely, completely, well" | 
"regained (his) health | the Pope." 
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 prick" or "to puncture") and lanceatus (translation: "to wound with a 
spear or lance [lancea]"669). 

• Finally, two constructions work to double meanings multi-modally. 
First, "note how" (nota qualiter) calls attention to the manner in 
which the crozier pierced through Innocent's flank, just as the image 
of the crozier visibly pierces through the caption immediately to the 
right of the phrase itself. Such a doubling is repeated in the visual 
piercing-through of percussus itself by the crozier. 

4.2.2.1.3 Codicologic Analysis 

In codicologic terms, what is particularly noteworthy about this collation is its 

compactness—in a space no wider than 50.46 millimeters (1.99 inches) and no taller 

than 90.75 millimeters (3.57 inches), Matthew succeeds in capturing and directing 

our attention to the central concept in this "event,"670 in the process trebling the 

impact of the story by bringing the Grosseteste nightmare vividly before our eyes, 

using the limitations of codex-space to reinforce the ghostliness of the attacker,671 

imbuing that image with the impression of motion and depth, and investing the 

crozier-percussus word-image congery with symbolic import such that it becomes the 

fulcrum on which a whole chain of events in Matthew's chronicle eventually will 

turn. 

                                                 

669  This translation, drawn from Thomas Cooper's Thesaurus Linguae Romanae et Britannicae 
(Menston, Yorkshire: Scolar Press, 1969), seems more plausible in this context than the more common 
translation (i.e., "made into a lance") found in Lewis and Short's Latin Dictionary. 

670  See my perceptual analysis (below) for a more in-depth discussion of the ways in which the design 
of this collation may affect our experience of the passage. 

671  That is, by cutting off the attacker-image at the shoulder and anchoring that disembodied arm on 
the edge of the folio. 
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4.2.2.2 Collation #2: Mise-en-Page (British Library, Roy. 14. C. 
VII, f. 158 verso) and Immediate Verbal-Visual Context 

Collation #1 appears as a single verbal-visual element in the context of a larger 

collation, the folium ("leaf" or page); more specifically, the page conventionally 

ennumerated 158 verso, which I have here designated "Collation #2." The 

Grosseteste cartoon accrues meaning not only in relation to the substance of the 

verbal and visual material that surrounds it, but also by the arrangement of those 

elements of meaning within the plane of the page, what art historians refer to as the 

folio's mise-en-page. This section relates how Collation #2 serves as a literal frame in 

(or through) which one views the Grosseteste's vengeful spirit composition and also 

describes the ways in which Matthew's arrangement of elements may influence how 

we interpret the meaning of those elements (subjects I consider in greater depth in 

my perceptual, semantic, and pragmatic readings of Matthew's Grosseteste 

composition). 

4.2.2.2.1 Visual Analysis 

Folio 158 verso (Figure 4.1.5) is significant both as the page in which the 

"Grosseteste's vengeful spirit" congery is embedded and as a representative 

exemplar of the style of layout Matthew Paris used throughout Chronica Majora to 

arrange, order, and sign-post individual events in the larger context of his narrative. 
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4.2.2.2.1.1 Ground 

As discussed previously, folio 158 verso is—as its conventional numbering 

suggests—rendered on the flesh (i.e., reverse) side of a prepared vellum sheet. 

4.2.2.2.1.2 Line 

Whereas my discussion of line-work and its significance in Collation #1 related 

primarily to the representational figure occupying the lower left corner of the page, 

in considering the role of lines in the context of the entire page (see Figure 4.1.5), we 

find lines serving a distinctly different but equally important role: Delimiting and 

arranging the content on the page in a careful, consistent, and stylistically pleasing 

manner. The nature and quality of those lines also supply us with further clues to 

Matthew's training and methods of work. Specifically: The double vertical bounding 

lines on the outside edge of each column and the gutter between (useful for 

containing the spread of floriated initials and other decorated capitals) are 

significant because they may evidence a conservative or old-fashioned tendency in 

Matthew, perhaps further indicating that he was a self-trained clerk rather than a 

formally apprenticed scribe. Although on one occasion Matthew appears, at first 

glance, to make use of abstract pictorial filler672 to occupy the blank space at the end 

of a line (see Detail #6 in Figure 4.1.6, below)—a feature that would be more 

                                                 

672  At the end of line 7 in the left-hand column; see also detail #6 in Figure 4.1.6. 
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commonly associated with the later Gothic closed-style layout673—close attention to 

the text itself reveals that the symbol is in fact a form of cross-reference, an 

instruction to the reader to see a document referenced with the indicated sign in 

Matthew's book of primary documents and correspondence, the Liber 

Additamentorum. 

4.2.2.2.1.3 Color and Texture 

As described in my analysis of Collation #1, the vellum on which the content of 

this page is inscribed would likely have been pounced with chalk and powdered 

pumice until it was nearly white prior to use; age and oxidation have yellowed the 

material until today it appears as a yellow-grey buff tone that, to an extent, mutes 

the tones of the other colors on the page. Several large brown-black spots are evident 

in the left and lower margins; it is unclear whether these blemishes appeared in the 

text originally or whether age, use, and environmental factors may have introduced 

them at some later date. 

Beyond the colors employed to delineate and tint the marginal figure, the most 

noteworthy use of color in the remainder of the page is found in the running page 

                                                 

673  Derolez, The Paleography of Gothic Manuscript Books, 37–38. Although, as the discussion above 
reveals, the line-ending symbol is a red herring with respect to Matthew's association with 'old school' or 
'new school' representational styles, a transitional interpretation of Matthew's work might be warranted by 
the fact that the distances between the double vertical lines on the far left and the far right of this folio are 
less than the distance between any two horizontal rule bounding one of the lines of text (although the central 
line in the gutter between the two columns is noticeably wider). For more on the paleographic and 
codicological significance of vertical bounding lines, see especially Derolez, The Paleography of Gothic 
Manuscript Books, 38. 
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heading, the rubricated subheadings titling the various annal entries, and the array 

of highlighted capital letters that mark significant divisions in the text (Figure 4.1.5 

shows these elements in context and Figure 4.1.6 provides detailed views of each 

type of visual element). Taking these items in reverse order, the largest letters—

capitals of alternating colors, on this page a blue 'H' and a red 'N,' with fine 

floriation rendered in the opposing color—mark the beginning of new entries in the 

annal for 1254 CE, in this instance, the 'H' introduces Hoc etiam anno ("In this same 

year") and the 'N' leads into Nec multo post ("Not long afterward"); by alternating in 

this fashion Matthew provided signposts marking the beginning of annal entries for 

the reader, a system that facilitated the rapid navigation of the text (see Detail #3 in 

Figure 4.1.6, above).674 Within the annal entries, paragraphs were marked with 

smaller, alternating red and blue capitals,675 and still smaller, plainer tinted 

initials—e.g., marking Scripsit ("[he] wrote"), Super ("above"), Dolentes ("[with] grief 

[we]"), and Sic ("thus") in the top third of the left-hand column—make explicit the 

division of those paragraphs into sentences (see Detail #2 in Figure 4.1.6, below).676 

                                                 

674  Derolez, The Paleography of Gothic Manuscript Books, 40–41. 
675  For example the sentences in the top one-third of the left-hand column, with one red-initialed 'Item' 

("Likewise" or "Similarly), one blue-initialed 'Item,' and a final red-initialed 'Similiter' ("Similarly"). Although not 
full paragraphs, the entries thus marked function much as a grammatically parallel collection of items—in 
this case several sets of letters dispatched by Pope Innocent describing reforms he wished to make to 
church policy—presented in bulleted list form 

676  Derolez, The Paleography of Gothic Manuscript Books, 40–41. 
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Figure 4.1.5: Folio 158 verso, on which Matthew's "Grosseteste's Vengeful Spirit" appears (© British Library 
Board: Chronica Majora, London, British Library, Roy. 14. C. VII, fol. 158 verso) 
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Figure 4.1.6: Details from folio 158 verso (reproduced smaller than in life). 1: running head. 2: highlighted 
capitals. 3: floriated initial capitals. 4: significant erasures. 5: rubricated subheadings. 6: graphical reference 
to material in the Liber Additamentorum. 7: marginal note. 8: partial-line continuation to avoid a 'widow'  
(© British Library Board: Chronica Majora, London, British Library, Roy. 14. C. VII, fol. 158 verso) 

The second non-representational application of color on the page—the practice of 

rendering subheads in red ink and aligning them to the right margin of the column 

contiguous with the beginning of the entry—complemented the practice of floriating 

initials to mark out the beginning of annal entries. In folio 158 verso, we find two 

such rubricated headings, one indicating the start of the story associated with 

Collation #1 (De ira [et] impe- | -tu quoda[m] | d[omini] P[a]p[a] = "Concerning the 

wrath and fury of the Pope [toward a] certain [someone]"677) and the second points to 

the following entry (Dissipatur | victus papalis | exercitus = "The rout of the pope's 

                                                 

677  In his 1854 translation of Chronica Majora—Matthew Paris, Chronica Majora [Matthew Paris's 
English History (volumes 1–3)], translated by J. A Giles (London: Henry G. Bohn, 1854), referred to 
hereafter as "Giles (translation), Chronica Majora"—Giles elects not to translate the heading as written, 
substituting the more literally descriptive "Of the dreadful dream of Pope Innocent the Third" (page 67). 
Luard's gloss of the passage—"Rage of the Pope at the memory of Grosseteste" is perhaps a more apposite 
refashioning of Matthew's original (Luard (Latin transcription), Chronica Majora, 429). 
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army"); see Detail #5 in Figure 4.1.6, above. Finally, prefixed with a blue flourish, a 

red running head spans folio 158 verso (De Tem…pore) and folio 159 recto  (Regis 

Henrici Tercii), indicating that the events recorded therein occurred during the 

"Time of King Henry the Third" and providing a sense of how the events therein 

relate to a larger historical chronology (see Detail #1 in Figure 4.1.6, above). 

4.2.2.2.1.4 Script 

In my discussion of script in relation to Collation #1, I described a number of 

features that suggested that Matthew might have been a self-taught scribe or a clerk 

tutored in legal or clerical rather than artistic style. In considering folio 158 verso as 

a whole, we find additional features that set Matthew out as old-fashioned, self-

taught, or simply late transitional—for example, the top line in each column begins 

above the topmost bounding line rather than below (see Figure 4.1.5, above).678 

According to Nigel Morgan, the transition in Britain from above-the-line to below-

the-line formats seems to have taken place during the 1220–1240 CE timeframe. 

Although some monastic scribes seem to have continued on with the old style into 

the 1260s and beyond,679 the fact that the transition in styles had largely occurred 

                                                 

678  On this phenomenon, see especially Neil R. Ker, "From 'Above Top Line' to 'Below Top Line': A 
Change in Scribal Practice," Celtica 5 (1960): 13–16. According to Derolez, the later (below-the-top-line) 
practice exemplified the "Gothic preference for enclosed areas" (Derolez, The Paleography of Gothic 
Manuscript Books, 39). This preference for geometric closure may also explain the inclusion of the abstract 
decorations bounding the marginal figure and caption. 

679  See page 90 (especially footnote 24) in Nigel Morgan, "Matthew Paris, St. Albans, London, and the 
Leaves of the 'Life of St. Thomas Becket,'" The Burlington Magazine 130:1019 (February 1988): 85–96.  
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before Matthew took up his pen in 1235–1236 suggests either that the chronicler 

was stylistically conservative or that he did not feel bound by the same aesthetic 

conventions that ruled the design of manuscripts produced by his rough 

contemporaries. 

In addition to chirographic features and scribal practices useful for inferring 

details of Matthew's training and stylistic preference, another noteworthy facet of 

the script found on this page is the evidence of several quite extensive erasures in 

the body text, including the entire final line of the left-hand column (see Detail #4 of 

Figure 4.1.6, above) and—higher up in the same story—the word praecipitare ("to 

cast down" or "out"); it is also clear that the -pe- in expedendo in the second column 

has been added or amended at a later, having been rendered in ink of a different hue 

than the rest of the body copy. Although erasures were not uncommon, even in books 

intended for display and presentation, the extent and visibility of these particular 

revisions reinforce the common assumption that the British Library Royal collection 

copy is both Matthew's personal book, rendered in his own hand, and a working 

draft, subject to frequent change. 

4.2.2.2.2 Literary Analysis 

A surface analysis of the text on folio 158 verso confirms Chronica Majora's 

status as a history in the annalistic style, i.e., an explication of individual events in 

the chronological order in which they are purported by the author to have occurred 
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rather than as a collection of apparently organized verbal narrative strands. The 

page opens with the continuation of an entry—presumably dateable to early 1254—

headed Dominus Papa reprehendit et castigat scolares umbratiles ad leges propter 

lucrum saltitando properantes, in which Matthew recounts how Pope Innocent 

privately680 castigated scholars for the growing tendency to study law in the hopes of 

entering a profitable career (once, as Giles translates it, they "learned to chatter…a 

few sophisms in noisy assemblages"681) at the expense of intensive study of grammar 

and philosophy. A further feature of this initial entry is Matthew's use of a symbolic 

reference to an external source, an indexed collection of primary documents and 

letters, the Liber Additamentorum (literally, a "book of additions"). Specifically, 

Matthew includes excerpts from two letters found in full at the signs of the first 

(primae columbae) and second (secundae columbae) "doves" in the Liber 

Additamentorum (see Detail 6 in Figure 4.1.6, above).  

The narrative of the remainder of the page likewise relates to Pope Innocent 

and includes the passage of text lying directly adjacent to the figure and caption 

discussed under Collation #1. Because this verbal narrative plays such an important 

                                                 

680  For this usage of umbratiles, which he translates as "privately, out of public sight," I am indebted to 
James O'Donnell, "Commentary on Book 3 of Boethius's Consolatio Philosophiae," 
http://etext.lib.virginia.edu/latin/boethius/boenotes3.html. 

681  Giles (translation), Chronica Majora, Volume III, 65—shades of Socrates in Plato's Phaedrus, 
concerned about the possibility of students seeking an easy path to success as a rhetor by reading rather 
than following the more arduous intellectual path of the academy-trained philosopher. 
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role in helping us fix the meaning of Collation #1 and assessing its import, I quote it 

in full from J. A. Giles's translation (with notes on key terms and context by myself 

appended in footnotes): 

Concerning the wrath and fury of the Pope [toward a] certain [someone]682 
One day, in this same year, the pope, in an excessive fit of anger, wished, 
despite of the opposition of all the cardinal brethren, to throw the bones of 
Robert, bishop of Lincoln, out of the church, and to hurl him to such infamy 
and degradation,683 that he might be proclaimed a heathen and a disobedient 
rebel throughout the whole world; and he ordered a letter,684 stating such to 
be his purpose, to be written and sent to the king of England, knowing that 
he would willingly vent his fury against that prelate, and upon a church 
which was open to be plundered. But in the night following this day, a vision 
appeared to the pope whilst lying restless in his bed, in which the said bishop 
of Lincoln, clad in his pontifical robes, with a severe and grim look 
approached him, and addressed him with a terrible voice, at the same time 
poking him in the side with the point of a shepherd's staff which he carried685 [see 

                                                 

682  This is my more or less direct translation of the entry's title from Matthew's original. Both Henry 
Richards Luard (who produced a multivolume Latin transcription of Chronica Majora for the Rolls series in 
the mid-19th Century) and J. A. Giles render headings that strike closer to the import of the passage, with 
Luard glossing it, and the passage opening, as "Rage of the Pope at the memory of Grosseteste" and Giles 
rendering it more holistically as "Of the dreadful dream of Pope Innocent the Third [sic—should be 'Fourth']." 
Given the questionable authenticity of the event described in this passage, I prefer to render the blander, 
more literal title because I would suggest that it is part of an overall strategy pursued by Matthew to cast 
himself as merely an impartial recorder of events he witnessed directly or (as one presumes he wishes us to 
think in this case) that were conveyed to him by others, a cover he attempts to bolster through the use of 
neutral language and literal imagery like that found in Collation #1. 

683  Adjacent to the line following this clause (i.e., the line after the line ending with praecipitare (i.e., "to 
cast down"), the point at which Innocent is proposing to throw Grosseteste's bones out of Lincoln Cathedral 
and excommunicate him, we encounter the top of the shepherd's crook in the visual portion of Collation #1. 

684  Although several later medieval and renaissance historians repeat the story—presumably sourced 
from Matthew's Chronica or one of the several derivative works produced by his successors—no one has 
ever produced convincing evidence that Innocent did excommunicate Grosseteste. Given Grosseteste's 
celebrity, particularly among Matthew's Anglo-Norman audience, one expects that Matthew would have 
included such a letter in his Book of Additions if it existed. In this connection, see page 325 in Francis 
Seymour Stevenson, Robert Grosseteste, Bishop of Lincoln (London: Macmillan & Co., 1899). For an 
example of the ways in which Matthew's story became further embellished by later authors, see especially 
John Foxe's sixteenth century Book of Martyrs (London: John Day, 1563). 

685  Emphasis mine. This passage is directly opposite the point in Collation #1 at which the tip of the 
bishop's crook penetrates percussus. Several elements are worth noting here. First, as is evident in the 
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Figure 4.1.7, below]. "Villainous Pope Senebald,686" said the phantom, "did 
you intend to eject my bones from the church, to the disgrace of me and my 
church of Lincoln? Whence arises this act of temerity on your part? It would 
be more worthy of you, who are exalted and honoured by God, to cherish 
those who are zealous servants of God,687 even though they be dead. The 
Lord will not suffer you henceforth to have any power over me.688 I wrote to 
you, in the spirit of humility and affection, begging you to correct your 
frequent errors; but you treated my wholesome admonitions with 
haughtiness, and despised them in the intoxication and empoisonment of 
your heart. Woe to thee who despisest! Shalt thou not be despised?"689 With 
these words Bishop Robert departed, leaving the pope half-dead, who had 

                                                 

detail image (Figure 4.1.7, below), Matthew is at pains to ensure that precisely this passage is directly 
opposite the culmination of the action in Collation #1, including the use of a very awkward pair of 
hyphenations (i[m]petu-oso, pa-storali[s]) and word spacing so tight between i[m]petu-oso and c[us]pide that 
he felt compelled to insert a graphical word divider to visually separate the words. That this took some effort 
is evidenced by the fact that the two words appear to have been rendered on top of an erasure. Second, 
note that the caption attending Collation #1 does not simply repeat the wording found in Collation #2's body 
copy, instead encapsulating it in a compact and evocative gloss, percussus, conveying a far more precise 
connotation of "piercing through" than the more generalized pungens (which, although it can convey a sense 
of puncturing, is more frequently translated as "jabbing" or "poking"). Finally, although Giles does not even 
bother to translate the qualitative adverb impetuoso ("violently"), it is worth noting that the modifier doubles 
Matthew's initial use of impetu to describe Innocent's rage at the memory of Grosseteste and reflects that 
purportedly undeserved rage back on Innocent himself. 

686  Prior to his elevation to Pope, Innocent IV was known as Sinibaldo Fieschi. By addressing the Pope 
in this fashion, readers would likely have interpreted the utterance as an expression of knowing the 'real' 
character of Innocent IV (i.e., Grosseteste would possibly have encountered Fieschi as an expert in canon 
law or as the—unconsecrated—Bishop of Albenga but, more likely, the inference to be drawn here is that 
having experienced the pride and purportedly unwarranted enmity of the Pope, Grosseteste's spirit had 
gained insight of the true nature of the individual behind the papal mask). In normal usage, a Pope's given 
name is reserved strictly for members of his family and close confidants (the primary exceptions to this rule 
being references to a Pope on his deathbed or one who abdicates or is to be legally removed from the 
position). 

687  It is at this point that the text breaks from column 1 to column 2 on folio 158 verso. Owing to the 
dictates of common Latin word order, the column breaks at dei ("of God") and continues at zelatores 
("zealous persons," which Giles interprets as "zealous servants"). 

688  As Luard points out (Luard (Latin transcription), Chronica Majora, Volume V, page 429, note 6), 
nullam potestatem in…Dominus amodo patietur is an apparent paraphrase of John 19:11, rendered in the 
Vulgate as non haberes potestatem adversum me ullam. 

689  As Luard notes in a sidebar to Luard (Latin transcription), Chronica Majora, 429, "Woe to thee…not 
be despised?"/vae qui spernis…et tu contempneris is undoubtedly a reference to Isaiah 33:1. The quotation 
in the Vulgate is more frequently expressed vae…qui spernis nonne et ipse sperneris. 
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been groaning and sighing as if he were pierced690 with a lance each time he 
was poked with the staff as above stated. His chamberlains were astonished 
at hearing his exclamations, and inquired what he wanted; and, still sighing 
and groaning, he replied: "The terrors of the night have greatly disturbed me, 
and I shall never be restored to my former health. Oh! Oh! What pain I feel in 
my side; I have been pierced with a lance by the demon."691 And he neither 
ate nor drank during that day, pretending that he was suffering from 
inflammatory fever.692 Nor did the anger and vengeance of the Lord rest 
here.693 

Immediately following this story is a further entry, dateable to November or 

December 1254, recounting another significant event in the life and reign of 

Innocent IV, the defeat of his army at the Battle of Foggia and the destruction of his 

plans to expand papal power at the expense of the Holy Roman Empire and the 

Emperor's Apulian clients: 

Of the defeat of the pope's army 
Not long after this, the pope, who had been giving his attention to worldly 
affairs, little heeding the warnings of God through his servant,694 met with 

                                                 

690  In this passage, Matthew uses a profusion of verbs connoting "to pierce through": Pungebatur, 
transverberatus, and lanceatus join the aforementioned pungens and percussus. Although pungens and 
pungebatur derive from the same root, this profusion of synonyms suggests that the concept of piercing 
through was something to which Matthew wished to draw attention. 

691  "By the demon" seems to have been inserted by Giles—there is no evidence of this phrase in either 
Matthew's original or in Luard's transcription. 

692  "What pain I feel in my side…suffering from an inflammatory fever." Matthew implies that Innocent 
later died not so much of pleurisy but as a result of the judgment of God visited upon him by the spirit of the 
aggrieved Robert Grosseteste, wounding him with spectral blows of his bishop's crozier. In other words the 
disease was not the cause of Innocent's death per se, merely the vehicle by which a just punishment was 
effected. 

693  Giles (translation), Chronica Majora, volume III, 66–67. 
694  Presumably referring to Grosseteste, and both planting the seed of causation/explanation (i.e., that 

Innocent's demise was attributable to his sinful pursuit of worldly power) and proposing a mechanism for 
bringing about that decline, defeat, and death. Matthew expands and embellishes this thread in the closing 
sentence of the passage ("For Robert of Lincoln…restless and disturbed"). The payoff for this preparation 
would not come for 17 pages—the report of Innocent's death is found on folio 167 recto, describing not 
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reverses in a warlike expedition, on which he had lavished great care, toil, 
and expense; for the fortune of war going against him, or rather against the 
lord of his army, which he had sent against the Apulians, at great expense, 
under the command of his nephew William, was defeated and entirely 
dispersed, its general being mortally wounded. There were said to have been 
slain there to the number of four thousand brave Christian knights and 
soldiers in the pay of the pope; and the whole Roman country wept at such 
an effusion of Christian blood. The pope himself at that time had taken the 
road for Naples, although labouring under weakness in the side, as if 
afflicted with pleurisy or by a lance-wound; nor could the medicinal skill of 
Cardinal Albo give him any relief.695 For Robert of Lincoln spared not 
Sinebald of Genoa, who would not listen to the rebukes of him living, and 
now felt his strokes after his death; nor did this pope ever afterwards pass 
one whole day in good health, or prosperously, nor one whole night without 
being restless and disturbed.696 

The remainder of the page is given over to notices of the election of Henry of 

Lexington as Bishop of Lincoln (replacing Robert Grosseteste); death notices of 

Sylvester, the Bishop of Carlisle, and William, the Earl Ferrers; and reports of 

unrest in Sicily and war in Flanders. 

4.2.2.2.3 Codicologic Analysis 

Codicologically speaking, Collation #2 provides insight into the layout of a typical 

page in Matthew's Chronica Majora. Based on a sample of several pages, the folio 

leaf itself measures any where from 339 to 358 millimeters (13.35–14.09 inches) in 

height and 232 to 250 millimeters (9.13–9.84 inches) in width. As is illustrated in 

                                                 

simply the circumstances of Innocent's death from pleurisy but also taking the opportunity to enact another 
demonstration of Innocent's rapacity in a speech from his deathbed and to re-interpret Innocent's ultimate 
demise in sententious terms. 

695  At this point, the page breaks. The rest of the story continues on folio 159 recto. 
696  Giles (translation), Chronica Majora, volume III, 67–68. 
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Figure 4.1.7: Juxtaposition of Collation #1 with text in adjacent column on folio 158 verso (reproduced at 
larger than life-size and with background/body copy reduced to greyscale to highlight selection)—the 
selected text reads pungens ipsum in latere ictu impetuoso cuspide baculi quem bajulabat pastorali or 
"furiously jabbing him in the flank with the tip of the pastoral crozier that he bore" (© British Library Board: 
Chronica Majora, London, British Library, Roy. 14. C. VII, fol. 158 verso) 

Figure 4.1.8 (below), the page itself is divided into eight horizontal zones and three 

major zones in the vertical plane (see Figure 4.1.8, below). Of the horizontal zones, 

the column marked '1' (as noted above, this space is typically 50.46 millimeters—

1.99 inches—wide) was reserved primarily for illustrations and notes explaining or 
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calling attention to key features in the adjacent text. Zones '2' and '7' (each 

approximately 4.45 millimeters or 0.18 inches wide), delimited by faint but 

discernible bounding lines inscribed in leadpoint, provide narrow margins on the 

outside and inside edges of the central text block, respectively.  Although the inside 

(i.e., nearest the binding) margin is not utilized as a buffer between the text block 

and Zone '8' on this page, this right-hand margin is occasionally used as an 

alignment rule on other pages, much as seen here with the outer edge of zone '2' 

being used to line-up highlighted and floriated capitals pulled out into this margin. 

A wider central gutter of approximately 20.87 millimeters (0.82 inches) separates 

the two text columns and is itself bisected horizontally into two zones, '4' and '5,' by 

ruled lines rendered in leadpoint. Owing to the curvature imposed by the original 

binding and the resulting distortion evident in the digital images supplied by the 

British Library, it is very difficult to measure the width of Zone '8' with precision; 

measurements taken at several points on this sample page suggest that the usable 

width was approximately 25–28 millimeters (0.98–1.10 inches). On the verso face of 

the page, Zone '8' is used most frequently—as here—for brief notes glossing the 

material in adjacent sections; on the recto faces (as with the facing page), this space 

is frequently occupied by decorated and/or floriated capital letters, mnemonic 

visuals, and even more involved imagery. The final horizontal elements are the two 

text columns themselves, Zones '3' and '6,' which are each about 62.66 millimeters 

wide (2.47 inches), accommodating an average of 34 characters per line. 



The Rhetorical Potential of Images in Popular Accounts of Historical Events 
Chapter 04: Case Analysis 

W. Christopher Scruton 
 

375 

 

Figure 4.1.8: Folio 158 verso codicology (© British Library Board: Chronica Majora, London, British Library, 
Roy. 14. C. VII, fol. 158 verso) 
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 In the vertical plane, Zone 'a' runs to approximately 8.32 millimeters (0.33 

inches) in height on every page and is reserved for a large running head that spans 

both facing pages. Zone 'c,' at the bottom of the page, is approximately 66.13 

millimeters (2.60 inches) tall and was designed to contain a variety of information 

depending on the context, from quire marks (as on this page697) and brief annotations 

to full-blown narrative pictures occupying the entire space. Separated from the 

running head by a 7.51 millimeter (0.30 inch) margin, Zone 'b' was reserved for the 

main body copy of the page; the text columns averaged approximately 259.94 

millimeters (10.23 inches) in height, with individual line heights varying 

significantly from 5.49 millimeters (0.22 inches) to 6.53 millimeters (0.26 inches). 

Each column averaged approximately 44 lines per column, with occasional pages—

including this one—adding an additional part-line to facilitate the completion of 

sentences that would have proved awkward to break on to the next page. 

When considering the Grosseteste miniature in the context of this page as a 

whole, this combination of visual, literary, and codicologic analyses confirms an 

orderly approach to authorship that Matthew developed early in his career and 

practiced throughout his tenure at St. Albans, both in his conventional histories and 

                                                 

697  The Roman numeral 'II' beneath an arrow pointing to the right (i.e., toward the binding side of the 
folio) is clearly visible in Figure 4.1.5 (above). For more on quire-marks and their significance, see Derolez, 
The Paleography of Gothic Manuscript Books, 33–34. 



The Rhetorical Potential of Images in Popular Accounts of Historical Events 
Chapter 04: Case Analysis 

W. Christopher Scruton 
 

377 

his hagiographies. In his preparation of the Vitae duorum Offarum (also known by 

the English approximation Lives of the Kings Offa), Matthew 

• inscribed a fair copy of the Latin body text in his neatest book hand; 

• "left spaces in the text" for visuals; 

• "[wrote] reminders to himself in the margins concerning the content of 
the illustrations he intended to produce"; and, finally, 

• produced the images themselves.698 

Internal evidence in this example from Matthew's Chronica Majora suggests that 

his process was just as deliberate, just as concerned with the interdependence of text 

and image as he was in connections with his series of saints' lives. Although it is 

impossible to say whether the columnar body copy was inscribed before or after the 

marginal figure, the appearance of the figure directly adjacent to the point in the 

narrative to which it relates suggests that the body copy was indeed set down first 

and, as with his lives of the Offas, a generous margin was set aside on the outside 

and foot of each page for the inclusion of illustrations and annotations. Although 

there is no explicit evidence of written reminders to himself regarding the content of 

this illustration, the fact that Matthew went to the unusual length of calling further 

attention to the image by composing a lengthy annotation surrounding part of the 

figure and, as discussed above, doubling the significance of the visual piercing 

                                                 

698  Page 38 in Cynthia Hahn, "The Limits of Text and Image? Matthew Paris's Final Project, the Vitae 
Duorum Offarum, as a Historical Romance," in Excavating the Medieval Image: Manuscripts, Artists, 
Audiences (Essays in Honor of Sandra Hindman), edited by David S. Areford and Nina A. Rowe, 37–58 
(Burlington, VT: Ashgate, 2004). 
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through suggests both the image's importance and the care with which Matthew 

attended to the problem of integrating narrative text, image, and explanatory 

scaffold into a verbal-visual whole. 

A further feature of note in Collation #2 is the degree to which the page design 

is customized to accommodate a complex array of organizational and narrative 

affordances, from margins deliberately structured to call decorated initials out into 

extra- and inter-columnar spaces (where they are more readily noticed) to spaces at 

the outer and lower edges of the page designed (as here) to include narrative 

illustrations of scenes relevant to the events described and verbal glosses calling 

attention to particularly significant features. On other pages, these spaces assume 

further significance as sites in which the author could embed an array of memorial 

signa conveying information on the birth, elevation, and/or death of significant 

personages; the conclusion of treaties and other diplomatic and political agreements 

of notes; and other happenings. In addition to conveying visual shorthand 

information regarding the content contained in the adjacent passages, these signa—

like the purely non-representational decorated initials—provided organizational 

information that aided in the rapid navigation of the text and the identification of 

desired information on the fly during public performances (functioning as a form of 

visual index). In short, the organization of the page served much more than an 

aesthetic function—it operated as a sort of machine for supporting the easy 

navigation, interpretation, and re-use of the book. 
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The style of mise-en-page employed by Matthew in this composition stands in 

sharp contrast to the more common approach, in which copyists and artists 

undertook their tasks independent of the author and each other, frequently basing 

their work on well established models and motifs (and, just as frequently, providing 

comparatively little connection between such illustrations and embellishments and 

the specific subject matter of the work in which they appeared). That is not to say 

that Matthew did not reference existing exemplars in either the composition or 

appearance of his illustrations—he did so frequently. However, Matthew's 

adaptation of common visual solutions does seem to have been more purposive than 

that of his peers, driven by a desire to match the look and feel of the layout and 

illustrations to the tone and content of the events under discussion. This difference 

between the purposeful integration of text, image, and composition under Matthew's 

direction and the looser arrangement of those elements under others would become 

even starker in the later thirteenth century, with the outsourcing of illustration, 

illumination, and even scribal duties from workers in monastic scriptoria to secular 

artisans. 

4.2.2.3 Collation #3: Facing Page Spread (British Library, Roy. 
14. C. VII, ff. 158 verso–159 recto) and the Local Verbal-Visual 
Context 

Like Collation #2, Collation #3 considers mise-en-page, this time the combined 

layout of facing folio pages 158 verso and 159 recto. Just as Collation #1 could be 
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said to accrue meaning in relation to the substance and arrangement of other 

elements on Folio 158 verso, reflecting on the relationship of the "Grosseteste's 

Vengeful Spirit" sketch to the other verbal and pictorial elements in the largest 

coherent visual frame in which it is encountered—the two-page spread—is 

instructive. 

4.2.2.3.1 Visual Analysis 

The congery of folios 158 verso and 159 recto (see Figure 4.1.9, below) is 

important both for the insight it provides into how the "Grosseteste's vengeful spirit" 

sketch works as an apparently narrative illustration when contrasted with the more 

quotidian stock solutions in Matthew's inventional toolkit and as a frame for 

exploring the importance of consistency in color, layout, and visual style for 

Matthew's approach to historiography more generally.  

4.2.2.3.1.1 Ground 

As mentioned in my discussion of the pictorial ground on which Collation #1 is 

inscribed, folio 159 recto—like 158 verso—appears to be rendered on the flesh side of 

a vellum sheet. Although imperfections evident in the digital reproduction available 

to me (e.g., just below the inverted shield in the center of the page and along the 

outer right-middle inch or so of the sheet) might be the telltale stippling left by 

follicles on the hair side of the skin, the comparatively bright and smooth 

appearance of the page support the assertion that the page is inscribed on the flesh 
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Figure 4.1.9: A digital reconstruction of the folio 158 verso and folio 159 recto facing page spread (© British 
Library Board: Chronica Majora, London, British Library, Roy. 14. C. VII, fols. 158 verso–159 recto) 

side (the corium699) in accordance with the Rule of Gregory. From a visual 

standpoint, oxidation of the folio has discolored the vellum from (presumably) the 

off-white of a freshly pounced page to a distinctive buff tone that serves to mute the 

intensity of the inked text and illustrations laid upon it.  

                                                 

699  For a detailed discussion of the preparation of skins, see especially page 41 in Theodore Cressy 
Skeat and James Keith Elliott (intro. and ed.), The Collected Biblical Writings of T. C. Skeat (Leiden: Brill, 
2004). For more on the codicologic implications of the arrangement of vellum sheets in the codex, see notes 
644 and 646, above. 
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4.2.2.3.1.2 Line 

Significant figural line-work is found on folio 159 recto as well as a line-based 

frame scaffolding the layout of both pages that constitute Collation #3.  

With respect to figural line rendering, there are two items of note on folio 159 

recto, a drawing of an inverted heater-type shield with inscribed heraldic pattern 

found in the middle of the page (Detail #2 in Figure 4.1.10, below) and a drawing of 

a shepherd's crook and bishop's mitre in the left-hand binding margin (Detail #1 in 

Figure 4.1.10). As in the example used to illustrate Collation #1, the bishop's crook is 

rendered sparely, using a minimum of lines rendered in a nearly uniform thickness. 

In common with the figure on folio 158 verso, the illustration here appears to have 

first been rendered in leadpoint and then overdrawn in ink.700 However, although 

the line type, outline-rendering technique, and shape are similar to those used to 

produce the "Grosseteste's vengeful spirit" illustration, the crozier here is simpler, 

smaller,701 and far more schematic, lacking the addition of finer lines and the use of 

layers of color washes that lent the narrative illustration three-dimensional depth. 

When paired with the mitre (again, rendered simply but effectively, with the 

minimum of detail necessary to facilitate easy identification) and considered in 

                                                 

700  At high magnification on a digital reproduction, grey 'shadows' are visible inside the outer loop of 
the crook and near the bottom of the ornamental ball separating the main shaft from the curved crook of the 
crozier. The color of the 'shadows' is distinct both from the brown of the oxidized ink and the pale orange-
sand of the ink wash used to color the body of the crozier. 

701  The crozier here is just over half as long as the one used in the narrative illustration on folio 158 
verso. 
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Figure 4.1.10: A digital reconstruction of emblematic details from folio 159 recto, opposite the folio on which 
Matthew's "Robert Grosseteste's Vengeful Spirit" appears (© British Library Board: Chronica Majora, 
London, British Library, Roy. 14. C. VII, fol. 159 recto)—Emblem #1, a bishop's mitre and crozier, is a 
signum marking the election of a new Bishop of Lincoln702 and Emblem #2, an inverted heater-type shield 
marked with a heraldic device, is adjacent to the entry describing the death of William, Earl of Ferrers 
(Emblem #1 is a partial digital reconstruction as the original did not image well, owing to its proximity to the 
binding margin) 

spatial juxtaposition with the adjacent text (both visual items are clustered close to 

one another, suspended in space, abstracted from their wearer, and aligned parallel 

to the flow of the adjacent text rather than interrupting it; Figure 4.1.9 affords a 

useful snapshot of the differing ways in which the lines of both figures interact with 

the text itself), it seems clear that the figures depicted in this manner served a 

different purpose than those on the page opposite. The inverted shield functions 

                                                 

702  Although the appearance of the croziers in this signum and the "Grosseteste's vengeful spirit" 
cartoon are indeed similar, the fact that each 'belongs' to a bishop of Lincoln may or may not be 
coincidental—every bishop's crook that Matthew drew followed much the same formula; see, for example, 
the exemplum profiled as Figure 8 in Egerton Beck, "The Crozier in Heraldry and Ornament," The Burlington 
Magazine for Connoisseurs 24:132 (1914): 335-340. 
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similarly, using a minimum of strokes and stroke weights (and colors) to facilitate 

identification of the bearer while remaining very schematic in character; although 

the shield is apparently inverted and overruns the boundaries of the intercolumnar 

space allotted to it, it does not actually pierce the textual space—the adjacent text 

flows around it.703 So, although the arrangement and placement of the figure 

suggests it conveys some particular narrative meaning, the level of effort devoted to 

rendering the illustration and the degree to which it is conjoined with the text 

appears to be less than the figure accompanying the "Grosseteste's vengeful spirit" 

narrative. That said, although emblematic detail in Figure 4.1.10 do not seem to be 

as intimately interconnected with the text as was the "Grosseteste's vengeful spirit" 

congery, Matthew does seem to have gone to extraordinary lengths to combine text 

and image harmoniously. Observing the order in which lines must have been laid-

                                                 

703  As my focus in this chapter is fixed on the Grosseteste's vengeful spirit congery, I will not be 
dwelling in any further depth on the bishop's crook/mitre or inverted shield images. That said, I would be 
remiss if I did not at least mention how they work as representatives of a distinct category of images upon 
which Matthew relies throughout the Chronica Majora: The mnemonic and wayfinding aid. As described in 
the text, in form the system consists of a discrete lexicon of drawings stripped down to a bare minimum of 
representational detail intended to call attention to particular personages and particular kinds of events 
through geometric formulae freighted with cultural significance and reinforced through repetition and 
explanation in the adjacent textual description of the person or event in question. The details illustrated in 
Figure 4.1.10 show two of the more common formula types: Detail #1—the upright crozier and mitre—is a 
type commonly used to call attention to the accession of an important personage to high office, in this case 
the election of a new bishop; with a change of headgear and, perhaps, staff—from crozier to ferula (a more 
ornate emblem of office topped by a cross in preference to the shepherd's crook)—the same symbol type 
could be used to signify the election of a new pope (or, with the substitution of a crown and, sometimes, 
scepter, the accession of a new king).  Detail #2 illustrates two other common formulae, the use of heraldry 
to fix a subject's identity (in this case, William, the Earl Ferrers) and the use of inversion to indicate the death 
of a subject. The use of these formulae—and the development of a consistent layout grid that facilitates their 
identification and interpretation—would have made Chronica Majora easy to navigate non-linearly and 
supported the kind of thematic public readings that Matthew was reputed to have performed (a topic to which 
I shall return in my discussions of narrative-as-technology and pragmatics later this chapter). 
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down to produce the visual artefacts obvious in Emblem #2, we can add detail to the 

order of operations described in relation to the codicology of Collation #2:  

• Matthew appears first to have laid down guides in leadpoint and 
inscribed a fair copy of the text, leaving spaces for initials, headings, 
and illustrations;  

• Next, he appears to have added the initials and headings; 

• Having completed the verbal elements, he seems to have roughed in 
the visuals in leadpoint, expanding his initial space by erasing text, 
initial decorations, and headings as necessary (see, e.g., the erasures 
to the blue foliation of the 'P' in Emblem #2; although the scale of 
Figure 4.1.9 is too small to enable erasures to be detected in the text 
to the left of the shield, traces appear faintly visible in a digital 
enlargement); 

• With a rough underdrawing completed, Matthew seems to have 
recomposed the text while failing to repair erasures to the foliation of 
either the adjacent capital 'P' or the capital 'E' (in the left-hand 
column of folio 159 recto) similarly affected by the need to re-compose 
the text of the Earl Ferrers obituary; 

• Finally, Matthew seems to have inked the shield outline and detailed 
the interior preparatory to color over-painting. 

Although the final product of these labors may appear less refined than later 

illuminated books, the degree of care devoted to the precise arrangement and 

integration of text and image in Chronica Majora serve to demonstrate that 

Matthew was both organized, exacting, patient, and intentional in his approach to 

composition and extremely concerned regarding the precise juxtaposition of text and 

image on the page. 

Just as line weight and orientation and the presence or absence of lines convey 

meaning in the context of the schematic images found on folio 159 recto versus that 
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found on 158 verso, so, too, does the network of lines that constrains and supports 

the layout of the two-page spread as a unified visual unit. Considering the bounding 

lines (first discussed in relation to Collation #2) in the context of the double-page 

spread, it is easy to see how they frame the content, creating a scaffold that serves to 

organize narrative content, facilitates rapid scanning of that material, and eases 

interpretation. Although the leadpoint guides generally serve to shape or discipline 

the content—even, as in the case of the red rubricated gloss in the right-top margin 

of folio 159 recto, containing it in an ornate box while implicitly connecting it to the 

adjacent body text—those binding lines are not inviolable. In addition to the literal 

penetration of the text in the Collation #1 and the extra line snuck in to the bottom 

of the right-hand column on folio 158 verso, we find an excellent example on the 

facing page in the substance of the inverted Earl Ferrers signum, the horns of which 

intrude into the textual space of the columns on either side. As with Collation #2, 

the double lines to the left of each text column—creating a margin outside column 

space into which the decorated initials are permitted to flow—may connote a 

conservative or old-fashioned tendency in Matthew's design aesthetic. 

4.2.2.3.1.3 Color and Texture 

Matthew's use of color on 159 recto is consistent with that of the facing page in 

terms of his use of alternating reds and blues to convey information about logical 

hierarchical and narrative ordering. Of particular note on folio 159 recto is 

Matthew's use of red characters and (slightly diluted) frame elements direecting 
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attention to a call-out glossing an adjacent entry and—especially—his use of vivid 

colors (tan-brown and dark salmon) to personalize an obituary emblem 

commemorating the death of the Earl Ferrers. The accuracy of this depiction704—

with colors approximating the or (gold) and gules (red) tinctures of the Ferrers 

arms—both contributes to the naturalness and vivacity of Matthew's work; this 

verisimilitude may also established a fund of belief in Matthew's reliability, stocked 

with good will from his use of naturalistic rendering strategies, his eye for realistic 

details, and his commitment to recording the appearance of the lived world in a 

recognizable fashion. It is from this fund that Matthew draws when he ultimately 

chooses to deviate from the practice of drawing from life into the realm of creating 

plausible fictions. 

4.2.2.3.2 Literary Analysis 

Lest the cynical reader presume on the evidence of folio 158 verso that the 

Chronica Majora was simply an extended epideictic commentary on Pope Innocent, 

a consideration of the broader literary context on previous pages (e.g., the entry 

immediately preceding Innocent's letters to the scholars concerned the incidence of a 

protracted winter frost and other meteorological phenomena that Matthew argues 

foretold an impending epidemic among livestock and wild game) or, indeed folio 158 

                                                 

704  As confirmed by a near-contemporary reproduction of the arms in a stained glass window in 
Dorchester Church, Oxfordshire. See James Parker, "Le Conte de FERRERS," A Glossary of Terms Used in 
Heraldry, http://www.heraldsnet.org/saitou/parker/Jpglossv.htm. 
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verso's facing page, we find that no such single-mindedness of purpose governed 

Matthew's authorial choices. Certainly folio 159 recto begins with a continuation of 

Matthew's description of the defeat of the papal army at Foggia (beginning with Non 

enim pepercit Robertus Lincolniensis Sinebaldo Januensi or "Indeed, Robert of 

Lincoln spared not Senebald of Genoa"), but the remainder of folio 159 recto covers 

an array of topics, from the election of a new bishop of Lincoln and new deans of St. 

Paul's and York cathedrals to the deaths of another bishop (Silvester, Bishop of 

Carlisle) and an earl; from the "preparation" (confectum) of chrism705 by Bishop 

Richard of Bangor706 to the weighty matters of unrest in Sicily and civil war in 

Flanders. The implied connection among these topics is not thematic or 

substantive—no thread connects the preparation of holy oils at St. Albans, the 

promotions or deaths of members of the aristocracy or the church hierarchy, and the 

outcomes of battles or social upheavals. Instead, the implied principal ordering the 

literary content of folio 159 recto is chronological, a convention that will become 

important as we consider how Matthew shaped his narrative concerning the decline 

and ultimate demise of Innocent IV. 

                                                 

705  A confection of olive oil and aromatic plants, also known as myrrh, commonly used in a range of 
Christian sacraments. 

706  Presumably Matthew refers here to Richard consecrating St. Albans' stock of chrism and other holy 
oils at the traditional Maundy Thursday mass. 
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In addition to the body copy found in the two columns of folio 159 recto, 

Matthew—or a follower with a very similar hand—penned several notes extracted in 

Figure 4.1.11 (below). Based on their location, the hurried and informal quality of 

their calligraphy, and their use of abbreviations even more extensive than the 

normal run of Matthew's work suggests that Notes 1 and 2 may have been personal 

annotations inserted by Matthew or one of his followers and, therefore, not intended 

for public consumption; conversely the neatness and degree of care taken to 

integrate Note 3 into the text suggest that it was intended to attract the attention of 

readers or to guide some aspect of Matthew's public performance of the work. With 

respect to the literary content of the notes, Notes 1 and 2 present significant 

interpretive challenges. Although Luard glossed roughly the same point in the text 

as "his illness" (p. 430), Note #1 does not seem to refer directly to Innocent's 

pleurisy. The text is very obscure in the digital reproductions available to us—the  

 

Figure 4.1.11: Digital reconstruction of details from folio 159 recto, opposite the page on which Matthew's 
"Robert Grosseteste's Vengeful Spirit" appears (© British Library Board: Chronica Majora, London, British 
Library, Roy. 14. C. VII, fol. 159 recto) 
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first symbol is unknown to me; it is difficult to make out the first word, but it could 

be usque ("all the way" or "continuously"); and ad diem means "to day," as in "from 

day to day" not "today" (hodie). Some of the characters in Note #2 are so crabbed as 

to be indecipherable; the pattern of suspensions in the first word suggests it is either 

the rarely encountered conjugation eloquiunt (the third person plural present 

indicative "they utter") or a variant spelling of eloquium, simply "eloquence." As the 

next word appears to be the verb indo ("place into" or "upon"), the nominative noun 

seems likelier. Unfortunately, the third word is unfamiliar and renders a sensible 

translation impossible. Note #3 is altogether clearer— and bounded within a formal 

ornamental frame—reading Nota de invidia Seculorum in Henriculum insontem 

nepotem regis Angliae (approximately "Note concerning the hatred of the Sicilians 

for Henry, guiltless descendant of the King of England" in English—the Holy Roman 

prince Henry, King of Sicily, was the nephew of England's King Henry III through 

his sister Isabella). As described above, the final note seems intentional—part of the 

design—bounded by the use of formal, ornamental line-work reflecting practices 

used elsewhere in the document to contain related marginalia (e.g., on f158v, to 

bound the "Grosseteste's vengeful spirit" caption, although the f158v lines were of a 

different color) and inscribed in the red of 'planned' glosses rather than the brown-

black of the more ad hoc additions. 



The Rhetorical Potential of Images in Popular Accounts of Historical Events 
Chapter 04: Case Analysis 

W. Christopher Scruton 
 

391 

4.2.2.3.3 Codicologic Analysis 

Overall Collation #3 (see Figure 4.1.12, below) is approximately 454.53 millimeters 

(17.89 inches) wide and from 339 to 358 millimeters (13.35–14.09 inches) high. In 

the horizontal dimension, the 17 zones measure as follows707: 'a': 51.35 millimeters 

(2.02 inches); 'b': 4.71 millimeters (0.19 inches); 'c': 63.88 millimeters (2.51 inches); 

'd': 10.88 millimeters (0.43 inches); 'e': 10.76 millimeters (0.42 inches); 'f': 67.29 

millimeters (2.65 inches); 'g': 4.71 millimeters (0.19 inches); 'h': 26.82 millimeters 

(1.06 inches); 'i': 11.06 millimeters (0.44 inches); 'j': 5.47 millimeters (0.22 inches); 'k': 

70.06 millimeters (2.76 inches); 'l': 10.35 millimeters (0.41 inches); 'm': 10.12 

millimeters (0.40 inches); 'n': 63.76 millimeters (2.51 inches); 'o': 4.24 millimeters 

(0.17 inches); 'p': 9.82 millimeters (0.39 inches); and 'q': 34.88 millimeters (1.37 

inches). In the vertical dimension there are three zones (here labeled '1,' '2,' and '3') 

that measure as follows: '1': 19.82 millimeters (0.78 inches); '2':  251.06 millimeters 

(9.88 inches), and '3': 71.24 millimeters (2.80 inches). In addition to the regular, 

gridded textual zones, there are two features to note in the text's margins, zone 'I' 

(containing the "Grosseteste's vengeful spirit" cartoon and caption) measuring 50.46 

millimeters (1.99 inches) x 90.75 millimeters (3.57 inches); and zone 'II' (consisting 

of a single framed gloss) measuring 31.12 millimeters (1.23 inches) x 32.47 

millimeters (1.28 inches). The columns on each page consist of 44 lines of text; as 

                                                 

707  All measures are approximate. 
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previously discussed, Matthew does not seem to have used precision tools to guide 

the layout of each page (e.g., a pricking wheel) as there is noticeable variation in the 

height of many lines. 

Taken as a whole, the folio 158 verso–folio 159 recto spread offers an effective 

exemplar of the ways in which books like Chronica Majora provided an "external 

support of memoria" serving "[i]n its lay-out and ordering"—for example, the 

 

Figure 4.1.12: Layout grid superimposed on a digital reconstruction of the folio 158 verso–folio 159 recto 
facing page spread (© British Library Board: Chronica Majora, London, British Library, Roy. 14. C. VII, fols. 
158 verso–159 recto) 
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consistent page design grid with its wide margins and gutters, conventions for 

setting descriptive running titles and text headings apart from body copy, and the 

use of a discrete symbolary of simple and easily interpreted images708 placed in 

predictable spaces on each page—"the requirement of readers who expected to 

engage it in their own memories."709 Just as important, given the role the book 

played in Matthew's public performance of history, the same layout and design 

features that made Chronica Majora more memorable may have facilitated the rapid 

navigation and selection of material during a live reading. I return to this topic in 

greater depth in my discussion of pragmatics and the ways in which performative 

conventions prevalent in Matthew's time may have shaped the structure and design 

of the book. 

4.2.2.4 Collation #4: Codex (British Library, Roy. 14. C. VII) 
Moving from the two-page spread analyzed in my discussion of Collation #3 to 

the collection of pages gathered, stitched, and bound into a codex, we also move 

beyond a level of representational technology that humans are capable of 

comprehending in a single glance. In the section that follows, I analyze Royal 14 C 

                                                 

708  Similar in many respects to that employed by Radulphi de Diceto in that it makes use of generic 
symbols to denote particular classes of events—deaths, elections or elevations, the signing of treaties, 
etc.—but Matthew greatly enhanced its value by mapping particular narrative details on to the memorial 
signa (e.g., customizing the shield signifying the death of a noble with that particular noble's heraldic arms). 

709  Page 194 in Mary Carruthers, The Book of Memory: A Study of Memory in Medieval Culture 
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1990). 
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VII—the codex in which Collation #4 appears—describing how the book is organized 

and relating the literal meaning of the content in a representative selection from the 

text. Because the layout and visual organization of the pages found in this volume of 

Matthew's history conform largely with the designs I have discussed in Collations 2 

and 3, I will here forego a visual analysis and concentrate on literary analysis of the 

text. 

4.2.2.4.1 Literary Analysis 

Within the portion of Royal 14 C VII under consideration, the pages are 

numbered sequentially and running heads at the top of each leaf orient the reader to 

the text by relating the content to larger-scale, conventional divisions of historical 

periods (in Chronica Majora, the reigns of the kings). Within the context of the 

narrative itself, the text is divided into year-long annals numbered according to 

conventional Christian dating schemata (the Julian calendar and the anno domini 

system, rendering the year of Innocent's nightmare and death as 1254) as well as to 

a regnal calendar that counted years according to the reigns of the Anglo-Norman 

monarchs (according to that system, the first ten months of 1254 fell in the 38th 

year of Henry III's reign; Innocent's death in December occurred in the 39th year of 
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Henry's reign).710 Each annal is conventionally divided into three parts: A very brief 

introduction that typically prefaces where the king kept Christmas; entries for major 

events typically related in rough chronological order; and a year-end summary that 

is not (unlike the introduction) attached to a particular event. For this discussion, I 

attend to the annal for 1254, the organization of which is typical of annals 

throughout Chronica Majora.  

The annal for 1254 begins on folio 157 recto and ends on folio 169 verso. Within 

that 26-page span Matthew records 89 entries, 88 reported events and a year-end 

summary (the titles of those events and the order in which they are presented is 

presented graphically in Figure 4.1.13; an enlargement is reproduced in Appendix C, 

page 616). Of the 88 events, 7 had to do with atmospheric and environmental 

observations; 11 reported on deaths and/or burials (3 in just one entry!); 2 reported 

on the elections of new bishops, 1 reported on a royal marriage, and the remainder 

dealt with victorious or ill-fated exploits on the battlefield, unusual happenings 

(such as the conversion of Saracens in France or the arrival of foreign envoys in the 

English court who were ignorant of English customs and language), and the ups and 

downs in the political fortunes of St. Albans and other abbeys. The length of each 

entry varies, with some being as short as a few lines and a number taking up a 

                                                 

710  The annal for 1254—in keeping with the organization of virtually every annal that Matthew 
composed—begins Anno Domini MCCLIV, qui est annus regni domini regis H tertii trigesimus octavus…or, 
roughly, "The year of our Lord 1254, which is the thirty-eighth year of the reign of our master, King Henry III." 
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column or more of space; as an indication of the typical data density found in 

Chronica Majora, Matthew covers 9-1/2 events in the course of the three leaves that 

precede folio 158 verso. All entries are signposted by flush-right, red rubricated 

titles and (usually, though not always711) floriated initials in alternating red and 

blue. With respect to illustration, 1254 is a similarly typical year. In Lewis's census 

of imagery in Matthew's oeuvre,712 she reports 12 illustrations in the annal for 1254: 

The narrative image here analyzed as Collation #1; 6 death signa (including one 

commemorating the death of Innocent IV); 4 signa recognizing the election or 

consecration of religious notables; and a single signum—a shield bearing the 

heraldic arms of Manfred, Prince of Taranto and brother of the deceased Conrad of 

Sicily, who was to lead a joint Hohenstaufen-Saracen army in defeating Innocent 

IV's papal army at Foggia later in 1254—marks a demonstration of fidelity by local 

nobles to the Hohenstaufen line in Sicily and a rejection of Innocent's attempt to 

usurp control over Apulia. 

 In sum, if read sequentially, the catalogue of events that comprise the annal 

for 1254 effectively supports the impression related by Richard Vaughan that  

                                                 

711  For example, in the two-page spread analyzed in my discussion of Collation #3, the entry on the 
election of a new Bishop of Lincoln was accompanied by a bishop's-mitre-and-crozier signum but not by a 
floriated initial. 

712  Lewis, The Art of Matthew Paris, 457–458. 
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Figure 4.1.13: Raw 1254 CE event order as derived from Matthew's Chronica (Chronica Majora London, 
British Library, Roy. 14. C. VII) 

Chronica Majora is less a "sober history" than a chaotic grab-bag of notable—if not 

always noteworthy—impressions, a "kind of chronological encyclopedia of almost 

universal scope."713 Indeed, the one characteristic that most of the 1254 entries share 

in common is that they share nothing in common—when read sequentially, few of 

these events share any thematic connections or common characters (outside of the 

frequent appearances of members of the secular and religious elites), so that one 

moment the reader or auditor is learning about the failure of crops in coastal areas 

of Britain that had been inundated by the sea, in the next he or she is encountering 

tales of nobles captured in France or the death of William Cantelupe (also known as 

                                                 

713  Page 143 in Richard Vaughan, Matthew Paris (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1958). 
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Guillaume Cantelou), a Welsh marcher lord. Only when we stand back from discrete 

entries—even entire annals—and begin to consider the nature of the performance in 

which audience members would have encountered Chronica Majora and the role of 

images in organizing and shaping those performances that we develop a sense of 

how this disorganized, disjointed, and apparently pointless collection of ephemeral 

observations becomes understandable as bundles of narrative threads that bind 

together and signpost larger themes within the work. 

4.2.2.5 Collation #5: Narrative 
Having established that the codex itself is not a particularly valuable context 

for understanding how Matthew's Chronica Majora works as an historical narrative 

(beyond the convenience afforded by the sequential arrangement of leaves within a 

codex as a cognitive shorthand for ordering events purported to have occurred in a 

chronological sequence), I analyze the fifth and final dimension that shapes the 

Chronica Majora's existence as a material artifact, the level of the narrative-as-

reified-performance. 

4.2.2.5.1 Literary Analysis 

A close reading of the annal for 1254 in light of what we know in general about 

the broader culture's experience of history in the mid-thirteenth century and of 

Matthew's performative practices in particular suggests a less chaotic picture than a 

casual glance at Figure 4.1.13 might convey. In Figure 4.1.14, I identify 11 entries 
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that formed a likely narrative through-line in Matthew's reading of events leading to 

Innocent IV's decline and fall beginning, perhaps, with Innocent's threat to cast 

Robert Grosseteste's remains out of Lincoln Cathedral, continuing through 

Innocent's refusal to recognize the import of the spectral rebuke he receives in his 

nightmare and the progressive frustration of the Pope's worldly plans, and 

concluding in his deathbed speech, death, and the vision in which his fate is 

explicated. Some or all of the 11 events highlighted in Figure 4.1.14 (an enlargement 

is reproduced in Appendix D, page 617) could be further divided into subthemes that 

might have been emphasized or excluded depending on the composition of the 

audience and the tenor of the performance. The red events pertain strictly to 

Innocent and his individual character (located on folios 158 verso  [event #11], 167 

recto [event #69], and 167 recto–167 verso [event #70]). The single blue item adds 

the dimension of the Pope's designs for worldly dominion and their frustration at the 

Battle of Foggia (located on folios 158 verso–159 recto [event #12]). Green events 

relate specifically to Innocent's further attempts to oppose the power of the 

Hohenstaufens and the Holy Roman Empire (located on folios 159 recto [event #16], 

162 verso [events #37 and #38], 164 verso–165 recto [event #50], and 165 recto 

[event #51]) and draw the English into alliance as a counterbalance to the HRE 

(found on folios 164 verso [event #49] and 167 recto [event #68]). Indeed, once we 

consider the possibility that the organizing principles of the book and that of the 
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Figure 4.1.14: Interpretive apparatus applied to 1254 CE event order, as derived from Matthew's Chronica 
(Chronica Majora London, British Library, Roy. 14. C. VII)—events described in red pertain to the spectral 
assault on innocent IV and his death (and the literal death of his individual ambitions); the event described in 
blue relates to the defeat of Innocent's papal army and the frustration of his worldly political ambitions; 
events depicted in green call attention to a narrative describing Innocent's broader effort to involve England 
in his plan to isolate the Holy Roman Empire and force them to concede some or all of their power in Italy 

story are different and that—unlike Matthew's more conventional (if richly 

illustrated) saints' lives, which were intended to (and did) circulate as literary 

books—the Chronica Majora is perhaps best conceived as a rich archive that 

Matthew selectively mined for material to shape viva voce public performances. So, 

whereas the codex as written presents a magpie's collection of material ordered 

chronologically rather than as self-contained narrative units, literary and visual 

cues suggest that a performance of the death-of-Innocent-IV narrative looked, 

schematically speaking, more like Figure 4.1.15.  
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Figure 4.1.15: Simplified narrative strands relating to the "Grosseteste's Vengeful Spirit" fable, extracted 
from the 1254 CE annals in Chronica Majora (London, British Library, Roy. 14. C. VII) 

4.2.2.5.2 Visual Analysis 

As described above, internal evidence in Chronica Majora (marginal 

instructions indicating passages to be omitted, frequently relating to the King or 

church leaders) and common historiographic practice documented in the period 

strongly support the idea that books like Matthew's would have been used both as 

script and prop in supporting public readings of the text. But what role might 

images have played in shaping and presenting Matthew's thematic narratives? And 

why would some stories get no illustrations, some receive purely symbolic 

illustrations (e.g., memorial signa), others get naturalistic illustrations (e.g., 

Matthew's well-known elephant drawing reproduced in Figure 4.1.16, or his 

straightforward depiction of William de Marisco being dragged to his doom after a 

botched assassination attempt on King Henry III), and others get the full moralized 

story picture (such as Innocent's nightmare received in the 1254 annal under  
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Figure 4.1.16: Example of Matthew's naturalistic rendering style, a drawing—purportedly from life—of an 
elephant in the royal menagerie, presented to Henry III by the King of France in 1254 (extracted from 
Matthew Paris, Liber Additamentorum—literally "Book of Additions"—© British Library Board: London, British 
Library, Cotton Nero D. I, fol. 169 verso) 

consideration)? One possible explanation is provided when we step back and 

understand that although the book itself was arranged chronologically, Matthew's 

dual purposes were to engage a live audience and provide them with moral 

instruction, cataloguing and enumerating vices and virtues and using real-life 

stories to illustrate the ways in which they played out in real life (and, in the 

process, magnifying and distilling those bad qualities to make them easy to identify, 

short and pithy to present, and unambiguous in their import for the changes in 
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behavior desired of audience members as the beneficiaries of history's revealed 

wisdom).  

One way in which such information was made obvious was through the use of 

illustration. The changes in fortune that most frequently afforded Matthew his 

teachable moments—or at least opportunities for commentary—were those events 

most likely to be signposted by one of Matthew's memorial signa: Births, deaths, 

elections, accessions, alliances, defeats, and so forth. In the simplified narrative 

strands I identify in Figure 4.1.15, the main story entries cluster around mnemonic 

signa, often on the same pages. Although it is unlikely that Matthew re-jigged the 

annal to ensure that all of his story beats fell on pages with images, it is true that no 

fewer than 5 of the 11 events included in my simplified narrative are themselves 

accompanied directly by an illustration, two with narrative images (c.f.) and three 

with death notices; and none appears on a page lacking an image. So, in this case, 

images certainly played an important role in organizing the narrative threads and 

giving them shape. 

Beyond routine way-finding, two images employed in this exemplary thread—

the "Grosseteste's vengeful spirit" cartoon and an annotated signum placed at the 

point in the story in which the nobles of Apulia choose to ignore the Pope's interdict 

and support Manfred, Prince of Taranto—also served to lend the narrative depth 

and meaning (or at the very least to highlight terms, ideas, and passages freighted 
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with special significance). Their particular importance is signaled by the attachment 

of rubricated captions aiding in their explanation or interpretation. I have discussed 

the caption attached to "Grosseteste's vengeful spirit" in Collation #1. The caption 

attached to the shield adjacent to event #51 (concerning the Pope's exultation over 

the death of his Hohenstauffen rival, Conrad of Sicily) reads Scutum principis 

Memfredus—Mortuo Conrado filio Fretherici imperatoris suscitatur Memfredus filius 

eiusdem Fretherici naturalis in ecclesiae Romanae persecutionem, which translates 

roughly as "The shield of Prince Manfred: The death of Conrad, son of the Emperor 

Frederick, elevated Manfred—natural son of the same Frederick—into persecution 

[by] the Roman church"; as with the vengeful spirit cartoon, we find a doubling 

between textual and extratextual elements, in this case a repetition of the word 

"natural," an apparent attempt to emphasize the legitimacy of Manfred's claim to 

the Hohenstaufen dominion in Apulia (although Manfred was born a bastard, 

Matthew reports that Frederick recognized him on his deathbed). More importantly, 

given the substance of the "death-of-Innocent-IV" narrative, the inclusion of 

Manfred's heraldic arms calls our attention to a section in which Matthew attributes 

Innocent with an exultant speech in which he boasts that his two greatest enemies, 

a churchman (Robert) and a layman (Conrad) are dead, drawing an explicit 

connection between Robert and the Hohenstaufens (where there had previously been 

little or no explicit crossover between their narratives) and similarly connects each 

party's act of revenge, Robert's of course being the spectral attack that 'wounds' and 
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ultimately 'kills' Innocent's body (if we accept the 'piercing = pleurisy' equation) and 

the Hohenstaufens' coming in the form of a military defeat at the hands of Conrad's 

half-brother, Manfred, which effectively put an end to Innocent's worldly political 

ambitions. So, although the two narrative image-text congeries associated with the 

death-of-Innocent-IV story anchor, shape, and add depth to main story beats in 

different ways, both are crucial to identifying the complex cause-and-effect that 

Matthew proposes and both serve to marshal audience members' emotions and move 

them to a belief in the deservedness and inevitability of Innocent's fate. The 

multivalent purposes to which pictures are applied in this theme—images as 

illustrations, evocations, rhetorical arguments, etc.—are mimicked elsewhere in 

Matthew's chronicle, for example in his extended narrative on the ill-treatment of 

the disgraced royal justiciar, Hubert de Burgh.  

There are, however, other narrative images to be found in the Chronica Majora 

that seem to lack this emotional or rhetorical depth (e.g., Matthew's record of the 

appearance of an eclipse in 1256 or his drawing of an elephant added to the King's 

menagerie circa 1255)—which begs the questions I raised earlier: What was the role 

of these images and why do some of them seem to have served a primarily 

denotative purpose while others seem to have been recruited for emotive or 

rhetorical ends? The what question in this instance is fairly straightforward: The 

"Grosseteste's vengeful spirit" and "The shield of Prince Manfred" images serve to 

neaten the connection of two story lines into a fully rounded explanation for the 
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decline and fall of Pope Innocent IV, connecting up his purported misdeeds with 

God's judgment and punishment. The why question presents more of a challenge in 

that the answer depends on the verisimilitude of those other apparently denotative 

images sprinkled throughout Chronica Majora—as an encyclopaedist, Matthew 

frequently chose to illustrate notable events, objects, and personalities like the 

aforementioned elephant and eclipse, but also heraldic insignia, portraits of visitors 

from foreign lands, tableaux of battles and disasters, primarily for the purpose of 

titillation but also to record important details for posterity. To the degree that we 

can verify the accuracy of his images, Matthew seems to have been a faithful 

recorder of those subjects to which he had access (e.g., the quality of Matthew's 

representation of elephants improved visibly following his visit to the King's 

menagerie in 1255 and his record of noble heraldry is widely accepted as accurate) 

so, in instances such as his invention of the "Grosseteste's vengeful spirit" fable, we 

can safely assume that Matthew is trading in the verisimilitude of his denotative 

images, using their apparent realism to naturalize and render more believable the 

visual fabulae at the heart of the death-of-Innocent-IV narrative. 

   

 
Technological Analysis Summary 
Key Findings 
In sum, what has conducting a technological analysis showed us about "Grosseteste's 
vengeful spirit"? 

• That Matthew took great care in crafting, aligning, and integrating a 
textual caption and a sketch of a disembodied arm wielding a staff into 
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narrative recounting a nightmare afflicting Pope Innocent IV. He used 
an array of artistic strategies—varying line types, saturated and 
desaturated color, dynamic modeling, etc.—to suggest a connection 
between the image and a character in the adjacent narrative.  

• A particularly noteworthy aspect of the illustration in question is the fact 
that the image actually penetrates the text, bifurcating one word and 
transfixing the Latin verb percussus, which literally means "piercing 
through." Peeling back the layers of technology that went into creating 
Chronica Majora—edit by edit—we begin to see more clearly what 
Matthew was so carefully pointing us toward: Percussus as the logical 
linchpin connecting the manner of Innocent's death, its proximate 
cause (Grosseteste's spectral assault), and its ultimate cause 
(Innocent's arrogance, lust for worldly power, simony, and greed). 

• Similarly, investigating the structure of Chronica Majora as a meaning-
making machine—essentially an accretion of multiple layers of 
technology—enables us to see how the text could function 
simultaneously as a chaotic, sequential record of disconnected 
happenings (when considered in terms of the codex) and as a 
structured guide to viva voce performances before live audiences 
(when considered as a narrative). By trying to understand the structure 
of the text in relation to the lifeworlds in which it was embedded, it is 
possible to see both the degree of disconnection evident between 
individual stories—a key factor contributing to Matthew's poor 
reputation as an historian in the eyes of Richard Vaughan and other 
critics post-Ranke—and how the text might have served as a non-
linear support to live performances by means of a supertextual, 
'narrative' level of organization, with story threads bound together by 
visual strategies. 

Unanswered Questions 
Having completed this first level of analysis, I have what I feel is a good grasp of how 
Matthew assembled this verbal-visual performance and embedded it in the text of 
which it is a part. Without understanding how this text in particular was used in 
practice—and what role history played in Matthew's lifeworld in general—studying the 
physical text alone tells us little about why Matthew did what he did; indeed, without 
knowing that the text was used to support viva voce readings (garnered as a result of 
my pragmatic analysis), there is little physical evidence in the text to suggest the 
existence of a fifth layer of communicative technology to be found in Chronica Majora, 
the inclusion and specialization of images designed to facilitate public performance and 
to make those performances more meaningful and enjoyable for their audiences. 
Beyond telling us something about Matthew's methods of work and—in conjunction with 
pragmatic analysis—enabling us to speculate about his intentions, studying the text as 
a physical artifact tells us nothing about how "Grosseteste's vengeful spirit" might have 
been received, how it might have been understood by its intended audience, or how the 
images and text of which it and the Chronica Majora as a whole are composed might 
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have functioned as arguments about history (beyond providing us with raw descriptions 
and measurements that, when considered in conjunction with findings produced by 
other techniques of analysis, enable us to draw more meaningful holistic inferences 
about the work 
Methodological Observations 
The importance of technological analysis—and, more specifically, the technique of 
formal analysis—is demonstrated as we move ahead with perceptual, semantic, 
pragmatic, and inferential analyses. Although perceptual, semantic, and pragmatic 
analyses will suggest the manifold ways in which the different layers of representational 
technology in the finished artifact might be meaningful and inferential analysis will help 
us identify a preferred reading from among that range of meanings, only the 
technological analysis enables us to identify how Matthew shaped a series of 'events' 
into an argument about history, constructing a narrative, creating text and images to 
give it form, and generating a scheme to enable him to perform that narrative in front of 
live audiences. Indeed, studying the text from a technological standpoint enabled not 
only to reconstruct Matthew's methods of work and draw inferences based on his 
authorial choices, it enabled us to the ways in which Matthew himself created a 
technology for 'seeing history,' an interface for seeing the deep structure in history and 
pointing us to causal forces evident in 'events' themselves. 
Although I have derived substantial benefit from conducting a technological analysis of 
this case—both in terms of specific aspects of Matthew's authorial practice and in the 
connection between technological and pragmatic analysis, which in essence enabled 
me to identify a fifth layer of technology that spoke to Chronica Majora's role in the 
lifeworld of thirteenth century historiography, the use of the book in support of live 
performance—conducting this analysis was both time consuming a required a 
significant cognitive commitment, requiring me to master new skills in medieval 
codicology and the analysis of scribal/artistic practice: In essence, an entirely new way 
of looking at books (particularly history books). In my estimation, the investment was 
worth the expense, serving to ground the critique contained herein in the day-to-day 
practices of the culture in which it was produced and interpreted. 

   

4.2.3 Perceptual Analysis 
Having considered the constructed, artefactual nature of Chronica Majora in 

general and the "Grosseteste's vengeful spirit" congery in particular, I turn now to a 

consideration of how the finished article might have been perceived and interpreted 

by its audience. I use gestalt heuristics to identify ways in which perceptual features 
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in "Grosseteste's vengeful spirit" (Figure 4.2.1) organize the content of the congery 

and direct the spectator's attention to particular elements of the composition. As  

 

Figure 4.2.1: Robert Grosseteste's vengeful spirit in Matthew Paris's annal for 1254 CE  (© British Library 
Board: Chronica Majora, London, British Library, Roy. 14. C. VII, fol. 158 verso) 
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described in my technological analysis, the "Grosseteste's vengeful spirit" collation 

consists of pictorial, verbal, and nonpictorial decorative and formal visual elements; 

in the sections that follow, I apply the five gestalt categories described in my 

methodology to identify possible relationships among those elements and suggest 

which of those relationships (if any) may prove significant for developing possible 

readings of the collation. 

4.2.3.1 Proximity versus Distance 
The first heuristic—i.e., proximity versus distance—suggests that elements 

within a given visual field that appear to be close to one another are more likely to 

be perceptually related than those farther apart. In Figure 4.2.2, I have indicated 

the four significant spatial relationships evident in the "Robert Grosseteste's 

vengeful spirit" congery, The least significant spatial relationship in the image 

(marked '4' in the figure) is the gap between the image of a disembodied arm and the 

filler graphics, a distance at least twice as great as that between the filler graphics 

and the text block (marked '3') and almost three times as great as the distance 

between the picture and the text (marked '1'). By far the closest elements are the tip 

of the pictorial figure's staff and the verbal text, which actually come into contact at 

'2.' Although the possible significance of the filler graphic-text block ('3') is unclear, 

the close proximity of the pictorial image to the text block at '1' and the actual 

penetration of the text by the pictorial image at '2' suggests that the two elements 

are very likely related.  
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4.2.3.2 Similarity versus Dissimilarity 
The second gestalt heuristic—similarity versus dissimilarity—posits that like 

elements in any perceptual field are more likely to belong together than those that  

 

Figure 4.2.2: Measures of relative proximity in the "Robert Grosseteste's vengeful spirit" congery  (© British 
Library Board: Chronica Majora, London, British Library, Roy. 14. C. VII, fol. 158 verso) 
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are dissimilar (see Figure 4.2.3). Although similarity-dissimilarity is often used to 

distinguish among formal elements (e.g., the consistent use of certain stylistic cues 

such as larger font size and variations in formatting to differentiate titles and  

 

Figure 4.2.3: Visual-verbal similarity—punning on the meaning of the word being intersected, percussus, 
which means "pierced through"  (© British Library Board: Chronica Majora, London, British Library, Roy. 14. 
C. VII, fol. 158 verso) 
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section/subsection headings from lower level content such as body copy), it can also 

be used to identify those elements within a perceptual field that convey similar 

meanings and may work together to convey a semantic whole that is greater than 

the meaning of the individual elements in isolation (what Roland Barthes referred to 

as a "relay"714). In the instance illustrated in Figure 4.2.3, the key similarity is the 

verbal-visual doubling of the Latin verb percussus ("pierce through"), with the 

pictorial staff actually penetrating the text block and literally piercing percussus 

itself. A less dramatic similarity is the overall theme of the textual passage (a 

description of a dream in which the ghost of Bishop Robert Grosseteste assaults 

Pope Innocent IV with his crozier), which is mirrored in the adjacent pictorial image 

of a disembodied arm apparently attacking the verbal text itself. 

4.2.3.3 Continuity versus Discontinuity 
The third gestalt heuristic—continuity versus discontinuity—suggests that elements 

that appear to share a common fate or direction (e.g., objects that are aligned such 

that lines within them are parallel or terminate at a common point, etc.) are more 

likely to be related than those that do not share a common orientation. Probably the 

most striking visual continuity evident in the "Robert Grosseteste's vengeful spirit" 

congery is the same intersection of verbal and visual registers previously described 

in connection with similarity, that is the termination of the pictorial staff in the 

                                                 

714  Barthes, ImageMusicText, 41. 
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word percussus (see Figure 4.2.4). A further continuity is reflected in the precisely 

parallel paths of the pictorial staff and the ornate frame ruling bounding the left 

margin of the text block. This parallelism seems particularly significant because  

 

Figure 4.2.4: Visual and thematic continuity in Matthew Paris's "Robert Grosseteste's vengeful spirit" (© 
British Library Board: Chronica Majora, London, British Library, Roy. 14. C. VII, fol. 158 verso) 
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Matthew's scribal practice was extremely regimented—with very rare exception, 

text columns (and even captions, as here) in the Chronica Majora were justified 

flush left with straight margins parallel to the folio edge.715 The effect of this 

common alignment is to lend the passage a certain physical movement, both 

drawing the reader's eye toward the verbal-visual pun at the story's heart and 

perhaps lending the staff the illusion of movement, creating a dynamism that might 

have been lacking had the column layout conformed with Matthew's traditional 

practice. 

4.2.3.4 Closure versus Rupture 
The fourth gestalt heuristic—closure versus rupture—suggests that juxtapositions of 

elements in a perceptual field that create harmonious patterns are more likely to be 

related than those that disrupt a pattern. Figure 4.2.5 demonstrates how Matthew's 

congery makes productive use of both closure and rupture to capture readers' 

attention and aid them in interpreting the layout. The polygonal configuration of 

vectors (designated 'i-iii-iv-v') bounded by the arm, staff, frame ruling, and column 

baseline reinforce the association between the picture and text established by the 

intersection of the staff and the word at 'ii.' Rupture—the bisected word at '1' and 

                                                 

715  Exceptions to this preferred mode of operation were those instances when some illustration 
intruded itself into a text column; in those cases, Matthew tended to flow the text around the contour of the 
intruding figure. This is the only instance in which I have observed Matthew deforming a margin when there 
was not some practical reason for doing so. 
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the penetration of percussus at '2'—serves both to draw readers' eyes to the intrusion 

and to enact the drama of the verbal narrative. 

 

Figure 4.2.5: Elements of closure and rupture in Matthew Paris's "Robert Grosseteste's vengeful spirit"  
(© British Library Board: Chronica Majora, London, British Library, Roy. 14. C. VII, fol. 158 verso) 
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4.2.3.5 Prägnanz 
The fifth and final gestalt heuristic—prägnanz—suggests that some elements 

in a visual field are imbued with a special salience, often accorded by a coincidence 

of visual elements that possess some particular personal or cultural significance for 

audience members. Although some gestalt theorists discuss pregnance primarily in 

geometric terms716 (i.e., the notion that some configurations of pictorial elements 

produce regular shapes that are perceived as significant), the most appropriate 

identification in the current context seems to be the verbal-visual doubling of 

piercing staff image and the Latin verb percussus (Figure 4.2.6), representing the 

more expansive notion of prägnanz described by Ernst Cassirer as an "ideal 

interwovenness, [the] relatedness of the single perceptive phenomenon…a 

characteristic total meaning."717 More than simply a harmonious combination of 

perceptual registers, the way in which the staff-percussus congery is presented 

conveys a dual import: First, the story becomes concrete—an 'event'—in a way that 

seems less likely in the absence of the picture or even if the picture and text had 

been arranged differently; the way in which the page is constructed reifies the 

dramatic action of the verbal narrative and the interrelation of visual and verbal 

elements enlists the audience's imagination in rendering the story 'real'—one can 

                                                 

716  See, for example, Solso, Cognition and the Visual Arts. 
717  Cassirer, The Philosophy of Symbolic Forms, volume 3, 202 on "Symbolic Prägnanz."  
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Figure 4.2.6: Prägnanz in Matthew Paris's "Robert Grosseteste's vengeful spirit" (© British Library Board: 
Chronica Majora, London, British Library, Roy. 14. C. VII, fol. 158 verso) 
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almost imagine Matthew's performance of the story before an audience,718 

punctuating his intonation of "percussus" with stabs of an imaginary crozier at the 

appropriate moment.719 Second, the congery becomes a useful visual mnemonic that 

will become particularly important in Matthew's interpretation of the waning 

months of Innocent's life. 

   

 
Perceptual Analysis Summary 
Key Findings 
In sum, what has conducting a perceptual analysis showed us about "Grosseteste's 
vengeful spirit"? 

• Technological analysis demonstrated the degree of care Matthew 
lavished on this congery; perceptual analysis gives us some indication 
of why he expended so much creative energy on it: The geometric 
harmonies and disruptions serve both to call attention to the 
penetration of the text by the image and to fix readers' attention on a 
particular word, percussus; the arrangement of vectors in the image 
also confer a sense of motion, dynamism. 

• More generally, perceptual analysis helps us understand why certain 
aspects of a visual performance might work by helping us recognize 
which features in a given field are salient. In this case, perceptual 
analysis has enabled us to strip away potentially distracting factors and 
concentrate both on high-order features—the drawing, the penetration 
of the text by the image, the word (percussus) pierced through by the 
figure—and lower-order features such as the angled bounding line that 
parallels the angle of the staff and may lend a sense of movement to 

 

                                                 

718  Which was, indeed, the intended purpose of the Chronica Majora—a guide to public performance. 
Although Matthew may have shared the codices with esteemed visitors, the book generally remained in his 
possession rather than forming part of the abbey's library. 

719  Modern viewers may have felt a similar sense of impending or potential threat in the shower scene 
in Alfred Hitchcock's Psycho—a disembodied arm and knife pause at its apogee; inevitably the viewer 'fills in 
the blanks' and anticipates the attack that follows.  
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the collation. 
Unanswered Questions 
Perceptual factors alone do not tell us what the image or the adjacent text might mean 
or whether they function as part of an argument, nor can such analysis tell us whether 
perceptual features resulted from an accident or the author's intent. Those aspects 
require additional analyses using different lenses. 

Perceptual analysis, unsurprisingly, is also unable to deal with meaning-making 
processes that extend beyond direct perception—this case is a good example: Gestalt 
helps us see why the staff-transfixing-percussus construction is so attention-grabbing—
owing to proximity, similarity, continuity, closure, etc.—but the real significance of the 
verbal-visual coincidence turns on an associational linkage, a connection between the 
visible penetration of the text and the meaning of the word, "pierced through." 
Perceptual analysis addresses half the equation but requires other techniques of 
analysis to uncover the real significance of the performance. 
Methodological Observations 
Like technological analysis, a great strength of perceptual analysis in general and 
gestalt techniques in particular is that they are firmly grounded in empirical study of the 
visual artifact in question.  
The comparative clarity of the gestalt heuristics made it simple to apply the terms in 
analytic practice; the one exception is prägnanz, where my tendency in both cases 
detailed in this study has been to apply the term retrospectively, presuming that 
constellations of features that come to appear significant (to me) are inherently 
significant as a result of some perceptual relationship. In the instance of "Grosseteste's 
vengeful spirit" the presumption—I argue—is easier to sustain because the relationship 
among salient features does form along geometric lines (the classic prägnanz condition 
as described by Helmholtz and others). 

4.2.4 Semantic Analysis 
Having established by means of gestalt analysis that the staff-percussus 

congery represents the most perceptually salient figure in the visual ground of this 

page in Chronica Majora, what might that construction mean and how do those 

possible local meanings affect the meaning of the entire narrative? To answer those 

questions, I rely on two techniques designed to facilitate the deconstruction of 

culturally embedded symbolic communication. The first technique, a triad of 
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semiotic processes originally proposed by the American philosopher Charles Sanders 

Peirce, compels me explicitly to describe the ways in which the staff-percussus 

construct and other signs in this narrative might be meaningful and to identify how 

Matthew deployed signs to make such readings plausible. The second technique, 

paradigmatic-syntagmatic analysis720 (an application of Whorfian linguistics) aids in 

identifying the structural, generic, and cultural influences on meaning-making in 

the context of Matthew's historical narrative. To couch these activities in semiotic 

terms, triadic analysis enables me to identify signs and paradigmatic-syntagmatic 

analysis will aid my identification of the categories of meaning (i.e., codes) on which 

those signs depend for their meaning in a given communicative context. 

4.2.4.1 Identifying Signs 

4.2.4.1.1 Representamen 

The first topic to address in conducting a triadic semantic analysis is a 

determination of the form in which a sign is presented to its target audience, what 

C. S. Peirce called its "representamen." In determining which cell of the Peirceian 

taxonomy—i.e., icon, index, or symbol—to place "Grosseteste's vengeful spirit," 

Gunther Kress and Theo van Leeuwen provide some useful analytical cues, 

including markers for assessing the relative realism or abstractness of a given sign 

                                                 

720  I have patterned my approach closely after that described on page 55 of Fiske and Hartley, 
Reading Television. 
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(what Kress and van Leeuwen term its "naturalistic modality"721) and a set of 

heuristic categories for determining sign type on the basis of representational 

structure and purpose. With respect to naturalistic modality, six cues inform my 

analysis of the "Grosseteste's vengeful spirit" collation: 

1. color saturation, differentiation, and modulation; 

2. contextualization; 

3. representation; 

4. depth; 

5. illumination; and, 

6. brightness. 

Upon completion of this analysis, I have one of several data points that enable me to 

infer where this image might fall on the icon-index-symbol spectrum.722 

Color Saturation, Differentiation, and Modulation 
An analysis of the photographic reproduction to which I have access 
indicates that the image was originally a sketch most likely rendered in 
leadpoint overdrawn in brown-black ink on parchment, with the largest 
expanse of color being a desaturated green ink wash applied to the figure's 
sleeve; otherwise the figure is largely depicted in outline. As such, the image 
possesses a relatively low naturalistic modality with respect to the attributes 

                                                 

721  Kress and van Leeuwen, Reading Images, 165. 
722  Although it is entirely plausible that an image with a high naturalistic modality might ultimately be 

used as a symbol, it is less likely—by Kress and van Leeuwen's lights—that an image with extremely low 
naturalistic modality would be deployed iconically. 
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of color saturation (in this case, limited to three 'fill' colors—green, small 
amounts of saturated sand-colored ink applied to a jewel or plaque on the 
figure's gauntlet, and a very desaturated orange-sand wash applied to the 
staff—and three line colors, predominantly black-brown, with some lines left 
in silver-grey leadpoint and red-brown on some staff details and the lines 
bounding the adjacent caption) and color differentiation (given that black-
brown is used primarily for circumscribing 'volume'—i.e., the outer limits of 
the figure and any internal differentiation between volumetric shapes like 
clothing, limbs, components of the figure's crozier—and no color is used to 
denote the absence of meaningful figures, green and small amounts of sand 
and orange-sand are the only colors used in within the bounds of the figure 
itself).723 Although Matthew's color palette is limited, he used modulations 
within that range to model a fully round apparition, complete with variations 
in the apparent color and saturation of his figure's clothes and reasonably 
realistic folds and shadows represented in the fabric of its clothes. Given the 
subject matter, perhaps we ought not to be surprised at the limited palette 
Matthew adopted—whereas Kress and van Leeuwen's heuristics might 
suggest that an image of this sort is 'unrealistic,' it is perhaps likelier that 
Matthew was aiming to heighten the "unnatural" quality of such a spectral 
apparition an assessment bolstered by the degree of effort Matthew put in to 
modulating his limited palette in the service of creating a sort of sculptural 
realism. 

Contextualization 
With respect to contextualization, the arm and staff appear against a 
backdrop devoid of detail. Although Kress and van Leeuwen suggest that 
such decontextualization is conventionally associated with "generic" or 
"typical examples,"724 in this instance the most plausible reading probably 
hinges on the theme of surrealism. Rather than indicating abstraction or 
generalization, the lack of detail in the background further heightens the 
sense of unreality connoted by the muted color scheme and incompleteness 
of the figure itself. As with other markers of naturalism, contextualization is 
here being manipulated to confirm the figure as a ghostly apparition (or, at 
the very least, a veridical illusion appearing to Innocent in a dream state). 

Representation 
Pictorial detail in the arm-staff figure itself is considerable, both in terms of 

                                                 

723  For more on color saturation and differentiation, see Kress and van Leeuwen, Reading Images, 
165.  

724  Kress and van Leeuwen, Reading Images, 165–166. 
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details of construction and in terms of representation. Pictorial details include 
entirely plausible representations of tunic and robe, jeweled glove, and 
ornate bishop's crozier, all entirely consonant with the type of garb most 
associated with a bishop dressed for ceremonial occasions (or burial, 
remembering that the proximate cause for the ghost's anger in the narrative 
was Innocent's threat to disinter Grosseteste's body from its tomb in Lincoln 
Cathedral). Likewise, Matthew's attention to modeling folds in Grosseteste's 
robes and the play of light and shadow is meticulous. As such, within the 
technical and genre standards of the day, Matthew's depiction is an entirely 
realistic rendering of the events as described in the textual narrative. 

Depth 
Lacking a background or any other three-dimensional points of reference, 
"Grosseteste's vengeful spirit" scores fairly low on the depth attribute. 
Indeed, although Matthew has been very careful to render the figure itself as 
a fully round object through the modeling of folds and depiction of shadows, 
the intrusion of the figural crozier into the verbal text actually flattens the 
collation itself into a single narrative dimension (as distinguished from a 
more usual representational pattern from the period, which might display an 
image in a literal or figurative plane that at least conveys an illusion of multi-
dimensionality with the text and visual frame on one plane and the picture 
itself in the depth beyond, as if viewed through a window or shadowbox). 

Illumination 
Although Matthew's depiction of Grosseteste's ghost lacks the full—i.e., 
cast—shadows of a Rembrandt masterwork,725 his use of shading not only 
lends verisimilitude to the folds and recesses in Grosseteste's garments, it 
also makes it evident that light in the image originates above, to the left of, 
and (perhaps) behind the figure. 

Brightness 
The brightness of the Grosseteste figure is relatively muted, with fewer than 

                                                 

725  To do so would virtually require the use of three-dimensional representation—we require perceptual 
depth into which shadows can be cast. This and other modal heuristics demonstrate the degree to which 
Kress and van Leeuwen depend on European Renaissance and Enlightenment theories of representation in 
defining their notion of "natural;" whereas "central" and "angular isometric" perspective and fully variegated 
shadow are designated 'more natural,' perspectival layering and "shading" (as opposed to "shadow") are 
considered less natural (Reading Images, 167). What we need to recognize is that both represent culturally 
determined methods of converting the observed world into symbolic form and both depend on conventions 
that are similarly grounded in notions of 'realism' or 'naturalism'—layering and shading likely looked as 
natural to a medieval art connoisseur as central perspective and variegated shadow appear to many of us. 
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12 distinct shades of gray and fewer still devoted specifically to the 
representation of the play of light across the surfaces of the figure (with the 
remainder being used to simulate differences in tone and color, or other 
values). 

Determining representation type provides another set of analytic categories 

that aid in situating the "Grosseteste's vengeful spirit" collation on the icon-index-

symbol continuum. Kress and van Leeuwen taxonomize these structures on the 

basis of purpose (narrative versus conceptual) and narrative structure, positing a 

range of descriptive categories that are also useful for determining the relative 

particularity or abstraction of a given visual text: 

Narrative processes726 

• action processes; 

• reactional processes; 

• speech and/or mental processes 

• conversion processes 

• geometric-symbolic processes; and, 

• circumstantial porcesses. 

                                                 

726  Kress and van Leeuwen use the term 'process' to define the structure and purpose of these 
representational genres because the construction and interpretation of these sign-complexes depends on 
the dynamic interaction of the author's and the audience's cultural, social, psychological, and hermeneutic 
histories (see esp. Kress and van Leeuwen, Reading Images, 6). As such, visual communication is less a 
single transmissive 'event' but a process of interaction. 
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Classificational processes 

• classificational processes; 

• analytical processes; 

• topographical and topological processes; and, 

• symbolic processes. 

In Kress and van Leeuwen's terms, "Grosseteste's vengeful spirit" could 

plausibly represent either of two likely image types: A non-transactional (no visual 

"acted upon"), narrative, action (read "iconic") process727 or a conceptual (read 

"symbolic") process, although none of Kress and van Leeuwen's characteristics fit 

the Grosseteste image particularly well. Whereas the subject matter and formal 

arrangement of visual elements might suggest that the image represents a "symbolic 

suggestive" sign—i.e., because the image only depicts a single participant and the 

apparent meaning of the image derives not from the picture itself but from the 

image and from the verbal narrative in which the image is embedded728—other 

canonical characteristics of such images (e.g., that symbolic suggestive images are 

generally hazy or indistinct—"moody"—rather than sharply detailed), do not hold 

true in this example. With respect to the question of whether the Grosseteste image 

                                                 

727  Kress and van Leeuwen, Reading Images, 61–63. 
728  Kress and van Leeuwen, Reading Images, 108–110. 
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may fulfill a symbolic attributive function because the image may have been 

intended to confer a recognizable meaning or identity on the verbal narrative729 and 

because Matthew's purpose throughout the Chronica was to draw lessons from 

history (his goal in writing history was not primarily with telling history the "way it 

was" but with finding the generalizable meaning that could be drawn from any 

situation). However, the strong action conveyed by the arrangement of vectors in the 

image (see especially the vectors 'v–iv' and 'i–iii' in Figure 4.2.5) is not typical of 

symbolic attributive images, according to Kress and van Leeuwen.730 

4.2.4.1.2 Object 

The "Grosseteste's vengeful spirit" image refers to one of two tangible (or at 

least realizable) objects. If taken literally—in combination with the accompanying 

text—it refers to a vision or dream experienced by Innocent IV, in which he 

perceived that he had been attacked by Bishop Robert Grosseteste's ghost; the 

specific visual reference is Grosseteste's spectral arm and crozier, the weapon with 

which Innocent was attacked in the vision. If assumed to be symbolic, the image still 

trades in its resemblance to the arm, robe, and shepherd's crook of the bishop, it is 

merely the connotations that accrue to that resemblance that will differ (see 

"Interpretant"). 

                                                 

729  Kress and van Leeuwen, Reading Images, 112. 
730  Kress and van Leeuwen, Reading Images, 108–109. 
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4.2.4.1.3 Interpretant 

Finally, based on my analysis of the "Grosseteste's vengeful spirit" collation, 

there are two plausible readings I—as an interpreter—could make of the signs 

contained in the narrative: First, that the "vengeful spirit" image is essentially 

iconic, capturing a single moment in the narrative—the point at which the spectre 

seems to stab Pope Innocent in the flank with his crozier—as if Matthew had been 

present in Innocent's bedchamber to witness the assault.731 Alternatively, the story 

can be read symbolically—the arm and staff may not stand for a particular arm and 

staff at all, but for some other conventionally associated meanings. Although there 

would be little to differentiate between the two at the levels of the representamen 

and the object—in both scenarios the figure would resemble an outstretched arm 

clutching a staff in its hand and be assumed to refer to a bishop's arm, robe, and 

staff—at the level of the semiotic interpretant, partisans of either interpretation 

would obviously attach different connotations to the visual cues identified at the 

perceptual level. To determine which combinations of narrative, formal, and genre 

                                                 

731  One thing that is never made clear in either the verbal text or visual illustration is whether the 
Innocent character himself perceived the spectral assault to be real (i.e., that he was attacked by a ghost in 
the waking world) or a dream. One's preferred interpretation on this point is going to affect whether one 
believes the image is iconic (i.e., a more or less accurate reflection of real world events as perceived by the 
stories narrator), indexical (i.e., the assault occurred in a dream but helps connect the pain in Innocent's 
flank, a symptom of his fatal pleurisy, with some real-world cause), or symbolic (i.e., that the controversy 
over Grosseteste's disinterment and Innocent's death are linked via the medium of moral judgment—
Innocent's mode of suffering is given a tangible connection to an earlier misdeed). 
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elements (what semioticians call 'codes') might suggest a reading of literal versus 

symbolic, I will employ paradigmatic-syntagmatic analysis. 

4.2.4.2 Identifying Codes 
Having recognized and classified signs in "Grosseteste's vengeful spirit" 

according to their representational attributes, the next stage is to identify plausible 

chains of meaning—syntagms or codes—among those signs. To accomplish this task, 

I have developed charts (see Figures 4.3.1.a and 4.3.1.b) that describe and list those 

classes of attributes—paradigms—most necessary to the successful interpretation of 

the Grosseteste text and image congery. 

4.2.4.2.1 Analysis 

In Figures 4.3.1.a and 4.3.1.b, eight syntagma (chains of meaning or codes) can 

be reasonably inferred from formal elements of the sketch itself and the narrative 

context in which the image is embedded.732  

                                                 

732  The eight discrete codes here are just a representative selection of those I could identify with the 
interpretive resources available to me. An art historian might be able to identify syntagma related to stylistic 
markers that help place Matthew's methods of representation within the various styles current in his time and 
a historian of costume might read a different story from the minutiae of Robert Grosseteste's funeral regalia. 
Indeed, this is how Richard Vaughan, Suzanne Lewis, and others could look at precisely the same textual 
passages and read entirely different narratives—none of these interpretations is necessarily right or wrong, 
but some may be judged more faithful or less faithful to a given interpreter's idiosyncratic range of possible 
readings. Likewise, it is possible for interpreters to identify multi-modal, or polysemous, readings in any 
given text—for instance, the various symbolic details in the current case could, in fact, be read additively, 
producing a very rich, nuanced moral allegory; others, such as the indexical reading, actually presume the 
validity of an alternative interpretation (in this case, the assumption that the Grosseteste sketch was a 
faithfully iconic representation of a moment in Matthew's reconstruction of events). 
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4.2.4.2.1.1 Icon 

The most reasonable iconic interpretation of Figure 4.2.1, given the perceptual 

factors already discussed, is that the image is an artistic reconstruction of 

Grosseteste's phantom captured in the act of striking Pope Innocent with the tip of 

his bishop's crook. An iconic reading is bolstered by a number of details that suggest 

that this is not a generic disembodied arm wielding a symbolic crozier, but is in fact 

Robert Grosseteste, Bishop of Lincoln, described in the adjacent verbal text: 

• The figure grasps an ornate, crooked staff—part of the pastoral 
equipment of the bishop. 

• The figure seems to be clad in a tight-fitting under-tunic with colored 
sleeves (the rochet, which would have been colored to indicate the 
rank of the wearer) and a looser-fitting outer robe (the chasuble). 
Again, these garments are typical of the pastoral regalia of senior 
clerics like bishops, cardinals, etc. 

• Finally, the decorated gloves (sometimes described by their Greek 
name, chirothecae, although there is no indication that gloves formed 
part of the liturgical vestments of the Eastern Orthodox church) do 
not seem to have any particular symbolic meaning for the Catholic 
church; if anything, they were intended to keep the wearer's hands 
clean through the initial phases of the liturgy, after which they were 
removed. Like the rochet, the most likely purpose of the gloves (with 
their neatly rendered round jeweled plaque) is to add an aura of 
verisimilitude to the identification of the figure as Robert Grosseteste, 
since such gloves were worn only by the pope himself, the cardinals, 
and the bishops. 

• The desaturation of the washes with which the image is tinted lend it 
a sense of surrealism or otherworldliness—we perceive that the figure 
may not be flesh and blood. 
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 ←Syntagm→ 

 narrative elements formal, genre elements 

 arm staff action sign type modality 
markers 

genre 

The ghostly arm 
of Robert 

Grossteste, 
Bishop of 
Lincoln, 

gripping his 
bishop's crozier 

strikes Pope 
Innocent IV, 
inflicting a 

stabbing pain in 
his flank 

icon narrative text 
describes the 
action (and 

resulting 'stabbing 
pain'); pictorial 

details and 
'realistic' rendering 

technique 
(representation, 

depth); 
'naturalistic' color, 
illumination, and 

brightness (within 
the context of an 

otherworldly 
subject)  

literal depiction 

Grosseteste's spirit appears as an agent of God's 
judgment in the story; the image's form is iconic but it 

connotes something beyond itself: Vicarious—if 
indirect—proof of God's design at work in the affairs of 

mortals. 

index narrative text 
describes the 
action but also 

links this episode 
with larger moral 
history; pictorial 

details and 
'realistic' rendering 

technique 
(representation, 

depth); naturalistic' 
color, illumination, 

and brightness 
(within the context 
of an otherworldly 

subject) 

sententia or 
moralized 

history 

←
Pa

ra
di

gm
s→

 

— — The act of 
stabbing "as if 

he were pierced 
with a lance" as 

symbolic of 
Christ's Passion  

symbol decontextualized 
presentation (lack 

of visual 
background); the 
form of the image 
(representation): 

poised as if to 
strike 

generic moral 
allegory or fable 

 

Figure 4.3.1.a: Syntagmatic-paradigmatic analysis of "Grosseteste's vengeful spirit." The vertical columns 
represent paradigms or 'like' categories of signs; the horizontal row represent syntagms or chains of 
meaning (table continued on the next page). 
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 ←Syntagm→ 

 narrative elements formal, genre elements 

 arm staff action sign type modality 
markers 

genre 

— Grosseteste's 
use of the 

crozier 
symbolizes the 
"correction" of 
worldly "vices" 

— symbol decontextualized 
presentation (lack 

of visual 
background); the 
form of the image 
(representation): 
arming the figure 

with a crozier 

generic moral 
allegory or fable 

 

Grosseteste's 
tunic (the alb) is 

symbolic of 
Christ's passion 

— — symbol decontextualized 
presentation (lack 

of visual 
background); the 
form of the image 
(representation): 

details of the 
figure's garb 

generic moral 
allegory or fable 

 

Grosseteste's 
outer robe 
(chasuble) 
symbolic of 
charity—an 

ironic reference 
to the charity 

Innocent denied 
him in death? 

— — symbol decontextualized 
presentation (lack 

of visual 
background); the 
form of the image 
(representation): 

details of the 
figure's garb 

generic moral 
allegory or fable 

 

Disembodied 
hands and arms 
conventionally 
associated with 
the acts of God 

in early 
Christian art 

— — symbol decontextualized 
presentation (lack 
of visual); the form 

of the image 
(representation): 
the artist's choice 

of representational 
elements (the arm 

and grasping 
hand) 

generic moral 
allegory or fable 

 

←
Pa

ra
di

gm
s→

 

In medieval art, green coloration is often associated 
with the  "triumph of life over death" and of "the 
regeneration of the soul through good works"—the fact 
that Grosseteste appears in green reinforces 
Matthew's depiction of him as a properly righteous, 
humble contrast to Innocent's pride and worldly excess 

symbol decontextualized 
presentation (lack 

of visual 
background 

'unrealistically' 
calls attention to 

details in the 
foreground); color 

generic moral 
allegory or fable 

 

Figure 4.3.1.b: Syntagmatic-paradigmatic analysis of "Grosseteste's vengeful spirit." The vertical columns 
represent paradigms or 'like' categories of signs; the horizontal row represent syntagms or chains of 
meaning (table continued from the previous page). 
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• The linkages between Innocent being stabbed "as if he were pierced by 
a lance" and the later symptoms of Innocent's fatal pleurisy. 

Given both the narrative circumstances in which the image appears (heightened by 

Matthew's muted palette and other visual cues) and the inclusion of so many details 

of costume and equipment consistent with the accoutrements of a bishop's office, a 

strong case can be made for this image's status as an iconic representation of events 

described verbally in Matthew's text by Pope Innocent.  

4.2.4.2.1.2 Index 

The "Grosseteste's vengeful spirit" image can plausibly be described as a Peirceian 

index in at least two ways. Least helpfully, if we as readers are persuaded that 

Matthew's visual record of the account indeed is a faithful representation of events 

as they actually occurred, then the image—as a vicarious experience of that real 

event—would be indexical, just as audio and film recordings of live events are 

indexical (although some would undoubtedly argue that such mechanical recordings 

are a different species of representation altogether—certainly the fact that 

Matthew's account purports to be based on hearsay, not direct observation, suggests 

that the image is a second-order index when compared with the products of more-

direct observation). At the level of connotation, a second plausible interpretation 

depends on a wrinkle in Peirce's definition of the index, i.e., the idea that some 

indexes are naturally connected to their object, just as thunder is indexically 

connected with lightning. In this case, the image could denote precisely what it 
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appears to denote: Bishop Grosseteste's spirit frozen in the act of striking an unseen 

Pope Innocent (or, more accurately, a Pope literally embodied in the form of the 

caption—just as it is pierced through by the spectral crozier, so too is Innocent 

purportedly pierced); but, if we view this image as an index, the reading we attach to 

the act depicted in this particular representation might focus less on the specifics of 

the act than on what it means: Given what we know of Matthew's purpose and 

methods of work, one possible indexical reading of this section is that the spectral 

punishment of Innocent's misdeeds represents proof of divine intervention in human 

affairs. The difference is not one of representation—both the iconic and indexical 

readings depend on the image's resemblance to some purportedly real characters 

and events—but of purpose or application. The iconic image fulfills the role 

prescribed for images by St. Augustine, to be "seen" and "understood." The indexical 

image, in this case, serves as an interpretive guide—helping the reader to see the 

moral calculus that shapes the day-to-day affairs of humanity and guiding him or 

her to better future action, which was consonant with Matthew's stated purpose in 

writing history, that is: 

[to perpetuate] notable events in writing…in order that posterity should be 
instructed by reading, how to avoid those things which deserve punishment, 
and how to engage in the good things which are rewarded by God.733 

                                                 

733  Translated in Vaughan, Matthew Paris, 151. 
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Such lessons were self-consciously constructed in both verbal and visual terms, 

because Matthew preferred that "what the ears hear the eye may see."734 On the 

strength of this metanarrative commentary from Matthew himself, an indexical 

reading becomes entirely plausible. 

4.2.4.2.1.3 Symbol 

Given the popularity of generic moral allegories like Prudentius's 

Psychomachia (particularly Villard de Honnecourt's much-copied illustrated 

edition), I cannot dismiss the possibility that Matthew's "Grosseteste's vengeful 

spirit" may not relate directly to any real-life events but may simply be providing a 

vehicle for engaging with more abstruse moral issues. Just as Villard de 

Honnecourt's audience were not reading about a specific man falling off a horse or 

about two specific men engaging in a wrestling match but about the archetypal 

Pride being thrown from his mount or Discord creating tumult, Matthew's readers 

may have not been intended to read about a specific pope being afflicted with 

pleurisy after having expelled a bishop's bones from a cathedral but about Pride and 

Wrath receiving their just rewards. Read through a symbolic lens, several plausible 

syntagma can be inferred from Matthew's illustration, including: 

• When interpreted in conjunction with the verbal text and medieval 
Christian teachings, the theme of piercing a subject's flank with a 

                                                 

734  From Matthew's Lives of Edward the Confessor, translated in Lewis, The Art of Matthew Paris, 2. 
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spear or lance is conventionally associated with Christ's Passion.735 In 
this instance, it is theoretically possible that Matthew meant to 
analogize Innocent's death in some way with Christ's or (as seems 
more likely given the circumstances and the nature of Innocent's 
character) to contrast Innocent with Christ. Given the lengths to 
which Matthew went in his narrative to mention Innocent's pleurisy 
and its distinctive symptoms (particularly the stabbing pain in the 
flank of the afflicted), a symbolic reading in these circumstances is 
possibly justified but seems unlikely. 

• The crozier—the "pastoral staff of a bishop"—was symbolically related 
to the "shepherd's crook," and "regarded as the symbol of mercy, 
firmness, and the correction of vices."736 Under the circumstances, 
readers are not required to stretch very far to see the crozier as an 
instrument of "correction" in this narrative. The question becomes 
whether Matthew intended to draw on any symbolism inherent in the 
crozier as a class of objects or whether the crozier-correction 
correlation is derived primarily from the specific events of this verbal-
visual narrative; the balance of evidence seems to point to the latter 
rather than the former. 

• The tunic with tight-fitting sleeves worn by the figure may represent 
either the alb or the rochet. Because the alb was typically fashioned of 
white linen737 and the figure here is depicted with quite dark sleeves, 
it seems most likely that the garment depicted here is a rochet, the 
sleeves of which were often "ornamented with lace lined with silk of a 
color that distinguishes the rank of the wearer."738 However, according 
to Ferguson, in the late Middle Ages the alb, too, became more 
intricately decorated, with "embroidery…on the sleeves, chest, and at 
the hem…to symbolize the five wounds of Christ."739 Unfortunately, 
Matthew did not include sufficient pictorial detail to aid us in 
determining whether Grosseteste's under-tunic was simply decorated 

                                                 

735  Page 181 in George Wells Ferguson, Signs and Symbols in Christian Art (New York: Oxford 
University Press, 1966). 

736  Ferguson, Signs and Symbols in Christian Art, 164. 
737  Ferguson, Signs and Symbols in Christian Art, 159. 
738  Ibid. 
739  Ferguson, Signs and Symbols in Christian Art, 156. 
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to indicate his rank (i.e., the rochet) or to convey a more symbolic 
association between Grosseteste (as the unjustly wronged champion of 
the English church) and Christ (i.e., via the alb).  

• The flowing outer robe worn by the figure, the chasuble, is 
conventionally associated with "the purple dress that Pilate ordered to 
be placed on Christ as 'King of the Jews.'"740 According to Ferguson, 
the chasuble "recalls Christ's seamless garment for which the soldiers, 
on Calvary, cast lots. Because the chasuble covers the other 
vestments, its symbolic meaning is Christian charity and protection; 
charity being the virtue that should supercede all others."741 Although 
this association was undoubtedly intended for all wearers of the 
chasuble, Matthew makes little overt attempt in the verbal narrative 
to capitalize on any such associations, for instance by pointing out 
that Grosseteste was somehow charitable while Innocent was not (or, 
with reference to alb, to make any analogy between Christ and 
Grosseteste regarding unjust accusations and/or punishment). 

• The hand and arm possessed a special significance in medieval 
religious art: "In the early days of Christian art, Christians hesitated 
to depict the countenance of their God, but the presence of the 
Almighty was frequently indicated by a hand issuing from a cloud 
that hid the awe-inspiring and glorious majesty of God, which 'no man 
can behold and live' (Exodus 33:20)."742 The origins of the visual 
artistic convention lie in literal interpretations of  "frequent scriptural 
references to the hand and arm of the Lord, symbols of his almighty 
power and will."743 According to Ferguson, when depicted in medieval 
art, the hand of God "is sometimes shown closed or grasping some 
object, but is often shown open with three fingers extended."744 Given 
Matthew's explicit invocation of divine judgment in connection with 

                                                 

740  Ferguson, Signs and Symbols in Christian Art, 157. 
741  Ibid. 
742  Ferguson, Signs and Symbols in Christian Art, 47–48. 
743  Ibid. 
744  Ibid. This final detail—the numerological significance of "three fingers extended," i.e., a reference to 

the Christian tripartite deity—provides a clue to determining the significance of the modes in which the 
Grosseteste's angry spirit is presented: When God or Christ are represented in medieval art, they are often 
accompanied by other symbolic elements—hand gestures, quote scrolls, halos, light eminences, doves, and 
other devices. No unambiguously symbolic messages seem to attend this image. 
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this attack on Innocent—"nor did the anger and vengeance of the Lord 
rest here"745—it is entirely plausible that the disembodied hand and 
arm that we presumed above to be Grosseteste's spirit does, in fact, 
represent that of God. There is nothing overt in the image itself or in 
the related verbal texts that would help us select among iconic, 
indexical, or symbolic interpretations of this pictorial element. 

• Finally, the question of color. According to Ferguson, green is the color 
of the "triumph of life over death" and of "the regeneration of the soul 
through good works,"746 an area of potential consonance with other 
symbols here identified (e.g., humility and charity are among the 
cardinal virtues and diametrically opposed to the greed and pride 
which dominate Matthew's characterization of Pope Innocent). 
Although nominally plausible and appropriate given the artistic 
practices common at the time, there is not any other evidence in 
Matthew's text to support a symbolic reading of this sort.747 

As the preceding has illustrated, though a number of symbolic readings are possible 

given the content of the "Grosseteste's vengeful spirit" image, few are sustainable in 

the narrative context in which the image is embedded (and on which the reader 

must depend for clues to interpreting the image effectively). With the exception of 

the disembodied-hand-and-arm model, most of these interpretations depend on 

Christian symbology that was really of a much later vintage—certainly anagogic and 

theological interpretation were practiced in the fourth through the thirteenth 

centuries (indeed over-practiced according to Richard of St. Victor and other 

                                                 

745  Matthew translated in Lewis, The Art of Matthew Paris, 254. 
746  Ferguson, Signs and Symbols in Christian Art, 151. 
747  That is, unlike the use of a disembodied hand and arm discussed in the previous bullet where 

Matthew does make explicit mention of divine design in the act, Matthew nowhere includes an overt 
discussion of humility and charity as virtues opposed to Innocent's vices—in other words, he does not 
explicitly capitalize on color associations in the verbal text accompanying this event. 
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influential thinkers of the day), but the interpretive paradigm that seems to have 

dominated during the period of Matthew's rhetorical training was the resurgence in 

literal hermeneutics championed by Hugh of St. Victor, making a number of these 

associations less probable (although not impossible). 

The lack of a key enabling viewers to interpret visual images unambiguously is 

not something unique to Matthew's Chronica Majora—it is a basic problem in the 

nature of human cognition. Whereas our perceptual apparatus is active in its efforts 

to alert us to possibly meaningful signs and our semantic powers enable us to make 

sense of those collections of signs, the only reasonable way to adjudicate among 

alternative readings is to resort to something like the rhetorical process in which we 

all engage when interpreting a text.748 In short, when presented with a visual 

situation—whether an environment, an image alone, or a text consisting of multiple 

media—we tend to assume it is meaningful and to bring our factual and/or 

experiential memories to bear on the interpretation of that situation, determining a 

preferred reading from among the array of possible meanings presented to us by our 

semantic apparatus; when the situation appears to be the work of a human agent, 

we further tend to assume that such works are purposive and, therefore, 

                                                 

748  Even when we are not engaged in conscious acts of translation or interpretation, our perceptual-
cognitive apparatus depends on "unconscious conclusions"—what Peirce called "abductive inferences"—to 
help us make sense of every visual field, from recognizing our own living spaces to understanding a painting 
or television program. See footnote 16, above.  
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informative, perhaps even persuasive. As discussed in my methods chapter, I 

conduct this level of analysis consciously just as Helmholtz and Peirce argue we do 

unconsciously in our everyday lives: By determining the author's likeliest purpose 

and immersing myself in her or his milieu and methods of work, I generate a 

preferred reading that accounts for the situatedness of Matthew's work in its social, 

cultural, and hermeneutic setting. 

 
Semantic Analysis Summary 
Key Findings 
In sum, what has conducting a semantic analysis showed us about "Grosseteste's 
vengeful spirit"? 

• Given the larger aims of Chronica Majora and the narrative context in 
which it is embedded, "Grosseteste's vengeful spirit" is least likely to be 
a symbolic performance (i.e., a representation only conventionally 
associated with its referent); internal evidence suggests that it is either 
strictly iconic (i.e., a literal representation of content related in the 
adjacent prose narrative) or indexical (i.e., the image may represent 
the outward sign of some deeper process to which it is naturally 
connected, just as smoke is indexically related to fire). 

• Based on a reading of the "Grosseteste's vengeful spirit" congery in the 
larger context of Chronica Majora, of Matthew's historiographic work 
more broadly, and of the expectations of Matthew's thirteenth century 
audiences, an indexical reading seems most plausible of the three 
alternatives. 

Unanswered Questions 
To attend with any degree of accuracy to the possible meanings found in 
"Grosseteste's vengeful spirit," a reasonable semantic analysis requires input from 
pragmatic analysis. Without understanding anything about shared cultural knowledge 
and practices, it is impossible to interpret anything beyond the most denotative 
representation. Similarly, input from perceptual analysis is required to identify salient 
features around which to propose paradigms and syntagms, and only technological 
analysis can lend insight into which features were likely intended to be communicative. 
Although triadic analysis facilitates the identification of likely channels of meaning and 
paradigmatic/syntagmatic analyses help construct informal chains of meaning, neither 
formally maps a performance's argument; when 'read' in conjunction with paradigmatic 
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input, semantic analysis provides the raw materials for the development of a preferred 
reading and formal argument map. 
Methodological Observations 
Like gestalt analysis, the formal clarity and well defined heuristics of triadic and 
paradigmatic/syntagmatic analysis made this a comparatively simple reading to 
complete. However the relative rigidity of the categories inherent in highly formal 
heuristics makes discriminating between apparently equal readings—such as the 
reading here that the Grossteste cartoon could have been either iconically or indexically 
inflected—difficult. Only messier hermeneutic analysis seem to provide the insights 
required to make more confident, better grounded judgments. 

   

 
4.2.5 Pragmatic Analysis 

To fix further the most plausible reading of the "Grosseteste's Vengeful Spirit" 

congery, it is useful to consider several aspects of the experience of history in 

thirteenth-century England—how beliefs regarding narrative conventions, 

didacticism, truth-value, and style affected the fashioning of stories about historical 

events and audience members' interpretations of those narratives—in short to 

understand what Don Ihde referred to as the "lifeworld" from which the technologies 

of history derive. I map those local conventions on to the general historiographic 

concepts reviewed in Chapter 3 to develop analytic categories to aid in the 

identification of those features in "Grosseteste's Vengeful Spirit" that shape readers' 

perceptions of chronology, causation, and colligation. 

4.2.5.1 Historiographic Conventions 
By the thirteenth century, the object of history-writing was best summed up in 

an aphorism of Isidore of Seville, who characterized history as tales of res verae quae 
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factae sunt (i.e., "true things which had been done"). Beyond this injunction that 

tales be "true," Isidore gave no indication of how the stories should be organized, 

whether they should be related in verse or prose, or even what the larger purpose of 

history should be. Indeed, Isidore left us with relatively little notion of what "true" 

meant. This section reviews the interdiscursive characteristics of historiography 

that shaped Matthew's practice of history-writing, including thematic formulae that 

appear to have provided particular influences; the impulse to cast history in 

sententious or didactic terms; the equation of truth with excellently formed 

narrative; and common ways in which that truth was embodied and embedded in 

framing stories, the characterization of historical actors, and the words and deeds 

Matthew attributed to them. Through the adoption and adaptation of these 

conventions, Matthew created what Norman Fairclough, in another context, 

characterized as "particular configurations of meanings,"749 methods of invoking 

specific cause-and-effect narrative organizations and 'naturalizing' his fabricated 

insertion into the sequence of events that he represented as building toward the 

death of Pope Innocent IV. 

4.2.5.1.1 Thematic Formulae as Inventional Models 

Perhaps the most influential cultural practice affecting the inventional praxis 

of medieval historians was the degree to which the interpretive habits—some might 

                                                 

749  Fairclough, Discourse and Social Change, 188. 
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argue the very thought processes—of the lay public were shaped by what Ruth 

Morse has described as a cultural of "referral."750 Such a system of referral—in which 

"the meaning of passage or even a whole work may ultimately depend on [an 

interpreter's] recognition of its place in a familiar scheme of categories of style, 

method, and organization"751—arose from a school of literacy that trained readers 

(and writers) from an early age to recognize common compositional solutions and 

depended on this system of formal, stylistic, and substantive references as a sort of 

interpretive and inventional shorthand.752 When employed most skillfully, a 

minimum of performative cues might call up a whole complex of associational 

meanings and emotions that simultaneously lends such texts a richness of nuance 

and renders them virtually impenetrable to readers who lack the cultural skeleton 

key that enables the text's interpretation. Such pervasive recourse to referral 

further enabled authors and artists to extend or adapt patterns—e.g., applying them 

metaphorically in a field where they may not have been used before, as Matthew 

                                                 

750  Pages 17–18 in Ruth Morse, Truth and Convention in the Middle Ages: Rhetoric, Representation, 
and Reality (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1991). 

751  Morse, Truth and Convention in the Middle Ages, 17. 
752  See Morse, Truth and Convention in the Middle Ages, particularly pages 4 and 17, for a discussion 

of the role of education in establishing the habit of referral in young readers and writers. Such training in 
production-to-compositional-models and the acquisition of pattern-recognizing literacies provided 
practitioners with the ability to 'see' those semiotic patterns Helmholtz described as pregnant with import 
(prägnanz). On the mnemonic and rhetorical virtues of combining familiar organizational patterns, subjects, 
and modes of representation with distinctive and easily remembered figures—making use of the well known 
to call attention to and aid the interpretation and remembrance of the unknown—see Giovannin di San 
Gimignano quoted on pages 85–86 in Frances Yates, The Art of Memory (Chicago: The University of 
Chicago Press, 1966). 
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does when he adapts Villard de Honnecourt's abstract wrestlers (representing 

discordia) to depict aspects of a real-life wrestling match that sparked a riot—or to 

subvert them by turning audience members' expectations on their heads. As Morse 

points out, there is a "Janus-faced" dimension to this practice of referral in that the 

success of the derivative work, even a subversive text, depends on readers' stock of 

culturally significant exempla; at the same time, these new works "[transform] the 

inherited stock" of images, patterns, knowledge, and beliefs.753 Four categories of 

formulae—those pertaining to literary genre, to methods of exposition or modes, to 

communicative style, and to the types and subjects of historical narrative—may 

have affected the production and interpretation of Matthew's Chronica Majora. 

4.2.5.1.1.1 Genre Formulae 

As in the classical period, in medieval historiography it is possible to identify a 

difference in attitude toward historical narratives related in prose versus those 

recorded in verse. Classical literary theorists often distinguished between what 

might be termed the register or tenor of history expressed poetically—i.e., the 

domain of universals or philosophical truths—and that related in the more 

straightforward prose form, with Aristotle providing one of the best-known 

formulations: 

                                                 

753  Morse, Truth and Convention in the Middle Ages, 18. 
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It is also evident from what has been said that it is not the poet's function to 
relate actual events, but the kinds of things that might occur and are possible 
in terms of probability or necessity. The difference between the historian and 
the poet is not that between verse or prose…[T]he difference is this: That the 
one relates actual events, the other the kinds of things that might occur. 
Consequently, poetry is more philosophical and more elevated than history, 
since poetry relates more of the universal, while history relates particulars. 
'Universal' means the kinds of things which it suits a kind of person to say or 
do, in terms of probability or necessity: Poetry aims for this, even though 
attaching names to the agents.754 

A similar split is evident in the output of medieval historians,755 with more elevated, 

edifying, and inspirational topics—such as saints' lives—often treated in verse and 

down-to-earth subjects dealt with in prose. By the thirteenth century, however, the 

distinctness of this divide began to erode, with prose emerging as the dominant form 

and audiences becoming increasing suspicious of the validity of versified history 

owing to a perception that factual rigor was too easily sacrificed by poet-historians 

in pursuit of stylistic and narrative excellence.756  

Evidence of both trends is found in Matthew Paris’s work. First, Matthew’s 

tendency toward more traditional applications of visual techniques and styles seems 

                                                 

754  Pages 59–61 in Aristotle, Poetics (Loeb Classical Library No. 199), edited by Donald A. Russell, 
translated by Stephen Halliwell, W. Hamilton Fyfe, Doreen C. Innes, and W. Rhys Roberts (Cambridge, MA: 
Harvard University Press, 1996). 

755  For more on the roles of prose and poetry as historiographic registers, see Gabrielle M. Spiegel, 
"History, Historicism, and the Social Logic of the Text in the Middle Ages," Speculum 65:01 (January 1990): 
59–86; and Gabrielle M. Spiegel, "Forging the Past: The Language of Historical Truth in the Middle Ages," 
The History Teacher 17:02 (February 1984): 267–283. 

756  For more on the emerging dominance of prose historiography—coupled with the increasing 
prevalence of works in vernacular languages and outright suspicion of "poetized history"—see Spiegel, 
"Forging the Past," 268–269 and 271. 
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indicative of a more old-fashioned approach to historiography generally. Despite the 

general trend toward prose histories, Matthew composed and illustrated a number of 

well-known saints’ lives in both Latin757 and Anglo-Norman758 vernacular verse. 

More relevant to my study is the degree to which Matthew used prose genre 

formulae normally reserved for quotidian narratives as cover for a series of elevating 

plot threads—exemplified by the story of Pope Innocent’s punishment759—embedded 

among entries on two-headed calves, bad harvests, and peasants' revolts. This flair 

for subverting dominant formulae for narrative ends firmly establishes Matthew as 

a representative of Morse’s culture of referral and exemplifies a habit that I have 

already discussed in my analysis of elements of Matthew’s artistic technique and to 

which I shall return on a number of occasions in my ongoing discussions of societal-

pragmatic influences and the nature of Matthew’s approach to argument. 

                                                 

757  Including the lives of saints Alban, Amphibalus, Edward the Confessor, and Edmund of Abingdon. 
For a discussion of the provenance and style of these and other saintʼs lives attributed to Matthew, see 
Morgan, "Matthew Paris, St. Albans, London, and the Leaves of the 'Life of St. Thomas Becket.'" 

758  Including lives of saints Alban, Edward the Confessor, Thomas à Becket, and others in Anglo-
Norman octosyllabic couplets (Edward and Thomas) or laisses of alexandrines (Alban). Some of these texts 
may have been translations from Latin originals composed by Matthew himself (cf.), but it seems clear that 
his purpose in producing such lives in the vernacular was to curry favor with noble patrons. In this 
connection, see especially Nigel Morgan, "Matthew Paris, St. Albans, London, and the Leaves of the 'Life of 
St. Thomas Becket,'" 95. According to Florence McCulloch—pages 761–762 and 777–778 in Florence 
McCulloch, "Saints Alban and Amphibalus in the Works of Matthew Paris: Dublin, Trinity College MS 177," 
Speculum 56:4 (October 1981): 761–785—the Latin poem on which Matthew based his illustrated Anglo-
Norman adaptation and expansion was, in fact, a passion rather than a true life. 

759  True to his didactic intent in composing Chronica Majora, Matthew included a number of such 
distributed stories (i.e., episodic stories about a recurring cast of characters told not as continuous narrative, 
but as anecdotes sprinkled periodically throughout the larger annal); I analyzed one such sententious 
thread—that relating to the purportedly undeserved disgrace of Hubert de Burgh—in my MS thesis, 
“Elements of Visual Rhetoric in Matthew Paris's Thirteenth Century Chronica Majora” (Master's thesis, 
University of Minnesota—Twin Cities, 2002). 
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4.2.5.1.1.2 Modal Formulae 

Within the contexts of prose and poetry, a number of narrative modes emerged 

during the classical and medieval periods in response to shifts in the rhetorical 

needs and aesthetic tastes of the cultures and subcultures to which performances 

were directed. From classical rhetoric primers that survived into the Middle Ages 

(such as the Rhetorica ad Herennium, believed at the time to have been composed by 

Cicero himself but now generally attributed to an anonymous follower) and those, 

like John of Garland’s Parisiana Poetria, derived from classical works, we find a 

dizzying array of narrative subgenres designed to help would-be authors shape 

appropriate narratives about particular subjects directed to particular audiences. 

The first task such authors undertook was typically the division of narrative into 

categories, invented or fictive stories (fabulae or fables); plausible or argumentative 

stories (argumenta, although there was precious little opportunity for civic rhetoric 

in the classical mode—in this instance, writers like John of Garland are referring to 

other subgenres such as comedy as instances of probable tales); and factual stories 

about the past or present (historiae, which carries both our modern connotation of a 

history and a more general sense of “account” or “story”).760  

                                                 

760  See William A. Davenport, Medieval Narrative: An Introduction (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 
2004). 
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Within the domain of history itself a number of story-types proliferated, each 

with its proper subject matter and rules governing appropriate style for prose and/or 

verse composition, from georgic and bucolic tales (dealing with rural life/farming and 

animal husbandry, respectively), to invective and satire (narratives castigating or 

sending-up the powerful), to epic and tragedy, history as a species of prose and 

poetry covered a much broader territory than what we today might consider the 

domain of history.761 In common with genre formulae, modal conventions were 

frequently subverted by first invoking, and then creatively deviating from, accepted 

habits of selecting and framing content, presenting and enlivening characters, and 

ordering the narrative itself. What modern readers tend to forget when interpreting 

medieval histories is that the gauge of such a narrative’s success was not the 

resulting work’s faithfulness to an externally knowable Truth, its demonstrable 

adherence to scientific methods of analysis, or even the intersubjective balancing of 

points of view among its sources. Instead, the worth of such a narrative was 

rhetorical: Was it a fit performance given its subject matter, its intended audience, 

and the occasion of its composition? Did the words and actions of the players in the 

                                                 

761  The listed subgenres are merely the most recognizable representatives of a considerably longer list 
found in antiquity in the Rhetorica ad Herennium, among other sources, and reproduced with some 
frequency during the Middle Ages (by John of Garland, for example). See page 178 in James J. Murphyʼs 
Rhetoric in the Middle Ages: A History of Rhetorical Theory from St. Augustine to the Renaissance 
(Berkeley: University of California Press, 1974) for a general overview and Davenport, Medieval Narrative, 
92ff for a more in-depth discussion. 
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story fittingly portray their characters? Was the author’s selection of a mode of 

presentation appropriate? Was the style of her or his presentation pleasing?  

Examples of such references, involving everything from adaptations of well-

understood modal formulae to outright ‘violations’ of stylistic conventions in the 

name of developing a more effective story abound in the works of classical and 

medieval historians. Two such examples are particularly illustrative when 

considering Matthew’s work. First, in composing his Annales, the Roman historian 

Tacitus elected to write his history of the early Roman Empire in the tragic mode. 

However, instead of turning to Aristotle or another mainstream advocate of tragedy 

as a form frequently characterized by audience members’ sympathetic attachment to 

a hero who suffers a reversal of fortune, the characters in Tacitus’s Annales are 

singularly unheroic—as Francesa L’Hoir describes them, if Tacitus’s characters were 

intended to “serve as paragons for human behavior” then the example they provide 

was “relentlessly negative.”762 However, by combining realistic details and fully 

rounded characters with a moralizing narrative modeled on a “tragic schema,”763 

Tacitus succeeded in creating a form of tragic history in which the recognition of sin 

and (the hoped-for) aversion of catastrophe take place outside the story, in the 

                                                 

762  Pages 258–259 in Francesca Santoro L'Hoir, Tragedy, Rhetoric, and the Historiography of Tacitus' 
Annales (Ann Arbor: The University of Michigan Press, 2006). 

763  Ibid. Unlike the dramas used as exemplars by Aristotle, recognition and resolution are enacted not 
in the performances of the storyʼs characters themselves but in metacommentary provided by the storyʼs 
narrator. 
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changed behavior of audience members. As in Aristotelian tragedy, the pleasure in 

tragic history in the Tacitean mold lies in the stories’ mimetic complexity, the 

tapestry of character traits, scenic details, and realistic action woven together to 

create a plausible and edifying whole; unlike Aristotelian tragedy, the purgation of 

pity and fear that transpires as a function of the dramatic performance, the 

resolution of Tacitean tragedy resulted from the identification of similarity (i.e., 

recognizing the degree to which one’s own behavior might resemble that of a 

negative exemplar in the story), fear inspired by vicariously witnessing the outcomes 

of such behaviors in the context of the story, and a shift in one’s moral behavior to 

avert the outcomes of one’s own misdeeds.764 Whereas Tacitus freely adapted the 

conventions of traditional historiographic methods to his narrative purpose, the 

author of a second example—Jean Froissart (c.1337–1404)—imported modes from 

outside the domain of history to give shape to his narrative. In his prose Chroniques, 

Froissart borrowed both from the stylistic and inventional toolbox of poetry765 and, 

more importantly, from “the conventions of psychomachia,”766 a popular form of 

Christian allegorical fable that personified and animated an array of virtues and 

                                                 

764  Aristotle, Poetics, 4.1 
765  Indeed, there is some question whether some or all of Froissartʼs original draft of the Chroniques 

may have actually been written in verse. The opinion of Normand Cartier—see especially page 434 in "The 
Lost Chronicle." Speculum 36:3 (July 1961): 424–434—seems representative of the prevailing consensus 
that, although Froissart began his career producing a versified chronicle in the epic mold, his magnum opus 
was composed in prose. 

766  Morse, Truth and Convention in the Middle Ages, 112. 
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vices and arrayed them in battle. What the psychomachia afforded Froissart was a 

moralizing exemplum and stylistic mechanisms for representing “inner debate and 

the exploration of the emotional life that were appropriate to invented fictions [and 

were likewise] well appropriated to the study of historical actors,” providing the 

historian with a toolbox for “analyses of motive as well as action.”767 Invented 

speeches, lively character sketches, and an emphasis on narrative exposition over 

documentary evidence serve to enliven the narrative and likely would have made the 

experience of reading the text or seeing it performed more pleasurable for period 

audiences and Froissart’s aristocratic patrons, a signal success in an environment in 

which the worth of a popular history was measured primarily in “literary” and/or 

“stylistic” terms rather than invested in the degree to which the facts as represented 

in the narrative were an accurate reflection of the facts as recorded in a 

documentary archive or similar.768 In short, what Froissart’s audience was looking 

for was a plausible, fully rounded, and edifying story rather than a scientific 

reconstruction of the past à la Ranke. 

Again both of these tendencies—the pronounced formalism evident in the 

structure, style, and subject matter of the narrative and the equally strong tendency 

to improve the story by adapting a dominant formula or cross-fertilizing the 

                                                 

767  Ibid.  Emphasis original. 
768  Ibid. 
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narrative with stylistic and formal references imported from other modes—are 

apparent in Matthew’s Chronica. There is no doubt that much of Matthew’s work 

reads very much as an annal, an undifferentiated laundry list of political, 

genealogic, and climatologic events, frequently interrupted with digressions into 

scandalous rumor-mongering and what might today be termed tabloid journalism 

(see Figures 4.1.13 and 4.1.14 for a reminder of the sheer variety of topics covered in 

the entries on 1254 CE alone). Although the lack of dominant organizing themes or a 

consistent narrative thread might have drawn criticism even from thirteenth 

century partisans of the more analytic chronicling or more literary historia schools, 

the stylistic precedent Matthew sets throughout the book—telling stories replete 

with realistically telling details, finely drawn characters, and naturalistic 

illustrations in the straightforward (i.e., low) style—opens a narrative space in 

which Matthew can get away with creative deviations from the low style, deviations 

that serve up fiction as fact and that depend on the degree to which fictional events 

are dressed up with details that resemble those used to describe verifiable events for 

their plausibility.769  

                                                 

769  In this way, Matthewʼs technique resembles that employed by the twelfth-century author of the Life 
of Christina of Markyate, a text held by the library at St. Albans and with which Matthew may well have been 
familiar. Although the Lifeʼs author worked in the comic fable mode, Chronica Majora certainly looks similar 
to the Life in that it is “basically a chronological sequence…[with] little formal divisio into abstract categories” 
marked by a “strong sense of the monastic narrator, who comments on the action from time to time;” like 
Chronica Majora, what “makes this Life so striking is its verisimilitude and unmistakable literary realism” 
(Morse, Truth and Convention in the Middle Ages, 149). 



The Rhetorical Potential of Images in Popular Accounts of Historical Events 
Chapter 04: Case Analysis 

W. Christopher Scruton 
 

453 

So, although Matthew’s chronicle outwardly resembles an annal, close reading 

of the narrative and attending to the social context in which the work was 

interpreted suggests that the work more closely aligns with the tragic mode—

indeed, in a similar space to that occupied by Tacitus, with the use of historical 

characters as models for future action and illustrations of what punishment awaits 

those who sin in this life (and what judgment likely awaits in the next). As in 

Tacitus’s Annales, a number of characters in the Chronica Majora are clearly 

intended as exemplars, most frequently as either exemplifications of individuals 

whose good character and acts are undermined by the misdeeds of others (e.g., the 

aforementioned Hubert de Burgh) or those whose sins are ultimately punished (as in 

the example of Pope Innocent IV, considered in this chapter). To shape this 

characterization, Matthew—as Froissart would do in the following century—makes 

frequent use of the psychomachia tradition, both in terms of his choice of themes 

(e.g., his disquisition on the riot between Londoners and country folk resulting from 

a local-fair wrestling match gone awry seems to have been inspired as much by the 

allegorical connection between the theme of wrestling and the figures of discordia 

from Prudentius’s poem) and specific visual and verbal solutions reflected in the 

work itself. The model for Matthew’s illustration of the above-mentioned wrestling 

match is strongly reminiscent of the wrestling figures from an edition of Villard de 

Honnecourt’s visualization of Prudentius’s themes popular in Matthew’s time; 

likewise, Matthew’s illustration of the bizarre circumstances surrounding 
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Enguerrand de Coucy’s death bears a strong resemblance to Villard’s representation 

of superbia, an excessively proud rider thrown from his horse. However, unlike the 

authors of psychomachia allegories and the moralizing stories found in bible 

interpretations and saints’ lives, Matthew fashioned sententious stories out of the 

raw materials of secular history; identifying the elements of those tragic fables 

within the mass of material that constitutes one of Matthew’s annals requires a 

sensitivity to the recurrent patterns the chronicler employed to evoke tragedy and 

mark his moral sentences. In the next section, I will attend to those recurring 

stylistic formulae, the themes, images, and words Matthew deployed to alert his 

readers and auditors that a particular passage formed part of a moral sentence. 

4.2.5.1.1.3 Stylistic Formulae 

Among the stylistic solutions Matthew employed to bring his tragic discursions 

vividly before audience members’ eyes, to make them appear more real, and to shape 

the judgments they take away from each moralizing passage, there were four that 

bear directly on interpreting the Grosseteste’s Vengeful Spirit story: The use of stilus 

humilis, or “low style,” to lend an aura of verisimilitude to the subjects he depicts 

and describes; the embodiment of character through performance; the practice of 

indirect criticism; and the creative combination of descriptive and documentary 

evidence to create a more seamless performance. 
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As in Aristotle’s Poetics and Rhetoric—as, indeed, in countless classical works 

on style—medieval compositional style was prescribed largely by the author’s choice 

of genre and mode, and by the nature of his or her intended audience. As described 

by the fourth century CE grammarian, Aelius Donatus, the stylistic levels, their 

appropriate subjects, and proper audiences were modeled after the stylistic evolution 

evident in the works of the first century BCE Roman poet, Virgil: 

• Stilus humilis, or “low style,” was embodied in the earliest of Virgil’s 
works, the Eclogues or Bucolics, poems dealing with shepherds, their 
flocks, and the virtues of the pastoral life. The low style is frequently 
defined as a descriptive style, relating plain truths in simple, 
straightforward syntax and clear, unaffected diction. 

• Stilus mediocris, or “middle style,” exemplifies the style of Virgil’s 
middle works, the Georgics, poems dealing with farming and the 
rhythms of agricultural life in Italy. As with the low style, the 
characters and events depicted in middle narratives relate to 
particular individuals and times; however, because the goal of 
narratives related in the stilus mediocris is didactic and deals with 
less-settled (and more-elevated) topics, there was great scope afforded 
for the use of figurative or rhyming language, new coinages, 
compound words, and rhetorical tropes.770 

                                                 

770  There seems to be some divergence in the definition of stylistic levels as variously described by 
Aelius Donatus and Saint Augustine of Hippo. Whereas the differences between low and middle style for 
Donatus (as described here) are the differences between simple representation and teaching/persuasion, 
between transparency and increasing opacity—meaning in low style is self-evident whereas deriving 
meaning from middle style narratives may require an act of interpretation to divine the meanings of texts with 
elevated grammar and diction—and between tales of the humblest rural folk and the more sophisticated 
burghers and traders of the bourgeoisie, for Augustine teaching was best done in the humble style; the great 
differentiation for him was between teaching performances that conveyed “small things in a subdued style” 
(book IV, page 41 in Augustine of Hippo, On Christian Doctrine, translated and edited by D. W. Robinson, 
Jr., Upper Saddle River, NJ: Prentice Hall, 1958) and other classes of performance intended to praise or 
blame their subjects (the end of stilus mediocris in Augustineʼs rhetoric) and delight the performanceʼs 
audience. 
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• Stilus gravis, or “high style,” is descriptive of Virgil’s mature style as 
found in the Aeneid, a poem dealing with epic journeys, wars, and 
larger-than-life heroes and villains. The high style tends to 
incorporate complex themes, with truths frequently couched in 
allegories or similar figurative representations; its syntax is likewise 
complex, often conveyed by means of opaque or oblique literary 
devices such as synecdoche, onomatopoeia, etc. Unlike the low and 
middle styles, the truths represented in high-style narratives are 
universal (i.e., not tied strictly to the situation described in text but 
generalizable lessons and guides to future behavior) and the 
characters and events are presumed to be fictive or modified to 
achieve narrative effect. The goal of high style is to elevate its readers 
and auditors, to bring them to truth through the contemplation of 
lofty subjects expressed with elegance and nuance and, when 
appropriate, to move them to action.771 

Although grammarians such as Donatus tended to discuss stylistic levels as if they 

were monolithic and strictly prescriptive—in Donatus’s system, one presumes that 

any poem of epic scope and subject matter would necessarily be composed entirely in 

stilus gravis, any conventional history would be presented in mediocris, and a 

travelogue or annal would be conceived in humilis—in practice, a work of 

appreciable length would likely be composed as Augustine recommended in De 

Doctrina, with the author presenting material in “the subdued style” when she or he 

“wishes to persuade [her or] his audience that what [she or] he says is true.” She or 

he “persuades [an audience] in the moderate style that [what she or] he is 

                                                 

771  Although often presented as the rota Virgili—the wheel of Virgil—suggesting that the three 
categories were somehow equivalent, it seems clear that Virgil himself considered their values as 
increasingly hierarchically, i.e., that work in high style was qualitatively superior to works in the middle and 
humble styles. As I shall discuss later in this section, Augustine himself suggested that all three styles were 
necessary, frequently in the same work, where each plays a valuable role in presenting information, 
delighting readers and auditors, and moving them to action. 
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expressing is beautiful and elegant.” And, in the grand style, audience members are 

persuaded of what they “ought to do.”772 By selecting an appropriate register for any 

given thought and crafting that expression with wit, grace, and elegance, the rhetor 

shapes a performance that embodies the three purposes assigned to rhetoric by 

Augustine: Docere (to teach), delectare (to delight), flectore (to bend, move, or 

persuade). 

With respect to Matthew’s work, an obvious impact of stylistic levels can be 

found in the chronicler’s frequent shifting of levels for rhetorical effect, most 

frequently a move down from metanarrative commentary in an epideictic register to 

supporting illustrations and/or anecdotes cast in stilus humilis, writing and 

illustration characterized by simplicity, precision [subtilitatem], and clarity of 

diction. In doing so, Matthew was likely playing on the genre expectations of his 

audience, the class of newly literate lay readers Malcolm Parkes called "cultivated 

readers," those who engaged in the "literacy of recreation."773 But Matthew was 

playing a shell game, he was advocating for future actions and interpreting 

particular events through indexical and symbolic lenses—in short, composing a 

middle-style narrative—while appearing simply to "tell it like it is," utilizing the 

                                                 

772  Augustine, On Christian Doctrine, book IV, 55. 
773  Page 275 in Malcolm Parkes, "The Literacy of the Laity," in Malcolm Parkes, Scribes, Scripts, and 

Readers: Studies in the Communication, Presentation, and Dissemination of Medieval Texts (London: 
Hambledon Press, 1991). 
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genre markers of low style to weave deceptively realistic fabulae in amongst the 

nuggets of verifiable experience.  

Among those markers, evidenced particularly strongly in the example of 

"Grosseteste’s vengeful spirit," was the use of imagery (often combined with 

evocative visual models774) to bring scenes before audience members’ eyes, make the 

scenes more real, and to shape the judgments they take away from each moralizing 

passage. What sets scenes like "Grosseteste’s vengeful spirit" apart from Matthew’s 

other moralizing images, however, is the lack of an obvious external model; in 

instances like this one, Matthew’s use of the representational lexicon of realism 

(close correspondence between narrative details in the verbal story and the action 

depicted, carefully observed details—like the clothing, gauntlet, and crozier—that 

clearly fix the identity of the subject, and the disembodiedness of the arm) make it 

impossible to tease out the truth value of a narrative image of this sort when 

compared with, say, Matthew’s sketch of an elephant donated to King Henry’s royal 

                                                 

774  In other instances, Matthew clearly patterned moralizing narrative drawings after exemplars found 
in Villard de Honnecourtʼs well-known and popular visual edition of Prudentiusʼs Psychomachia. When the 
subjects of moralizing images corresponded closely with the denotative content of the de Honnecourt 
models (as in the cases of Enguerrand de Coucyʼs fatal riding accident and the riots precipitated by a 
wrestling match at a town-and-country fair), this confluence of visual content and implied moral judgment 
eased the reader/auditorʼs cognitive overhead (determining the intended meaning of the performance was 
facilitated by association with the received meaning of Villardʼs established work) and reinforced the 
connection between Matthewʼs history and the existing body of sententious works. In this way, Chronica 
Majora functions similarly to the aforementioned Life of Christina of Markyate, which depended for its 
meaning “upon repetition of and allusion to other narratives…thus a literary construct which attempts to 
convey a true report of something modelled on other literary constructs” (Morse, Truth and Convention in the 
Middle Ages, 150–151). 
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menagerie. As with the twelfth century Life of Christina of Markyate, the dearth of 

historiographic resources available to us in Chronica Majora calls for a "certain 

skepticism" from us as readers, but the fact that "there is no evidence outside the 

narrative"775 compels us to either accept or reject Matthew’s narrative wholecloth. By 

using the same techniques to render and contextualize his portrait of an elephant 

(probably drawn from life) and the "Grosseteste’s vengeful spirit" nightmare, 

Matthew built on both expectations audience members brought with them to the 

experience (the culture of referral, which he satisfied with his more traditional 

adaptations of stock exemplars such as the Villard de Honnecourt personifications of 

virtues and vices) and on representational habits he cultivated in them through the 

course of the Chronica, particularly techniques for presenting visual realism (found 

especially in his naturalistic depictions subjects he had observed directly such as 

Henry’s elephant). 

A second technique that lends Chronica Majora, in general, and "Grosseteste’s 

vengeful spirit" in particular, an aura of verisimilitude is the degree of detail 

provided about the characters that populate these stories and especially the volume 

of direct speech attributed to them (in this passage alone, approximately 159 words 

of the 420-word report on Innocent’s nightmare are purportedly uttered by 

                                                 

775  Morse, Truth and Convention in the Middle Ages, 150. 
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Grosseteste and Innocent directly). These speeches served three important 

functions: 

• First, they served to advance the story by connecting important 
narrative dots, providing metacommentary that enabled audience 
members to more easily grasp the intended import of actions and 
events; in this example, Grosseteste connects the impropriety of 
Innocent’s promise to disinter the bishop’s bones from Lincoln 
(indicative of a general tendency toward rash and sinful arrogance) to 
his illness and death, while specifying the exact connection in 
Innocent’s speech, connecting the spectral blows from Grosseteste’s 
staff with Innocent’s pleurisy.  

• Second, these speeches are part of a long tradition in medieval 
historiography of figures enacting their real characters. Few would 
likely have assumed that Matthew was present as a fly on the wall to 
record this exchange; far more likely would have been the 
presumption that events were not reported as they necessarily 
occurred but as they ought to have occurred, with virtuous actors 
speaking and acting well and villains speaking and acting badly. 
“Acting” in this context generally included exaggerating or contriving 
actions or uttering speeches that enacted or even embodied the good 
or evil role attributed to them by the author.776 Perhaps the best-
known example of this practice in literature is Shakespeare’s Richard 
III, a character who literally embodies his infamy in the form of an 
invented deformity.  

• Third, and most important, this practice affords important rhetorical 
opportunities for the author, both through the role-assignment process 
just described and—perhaps more important in the context of 
Matthew’s history—through the ability to mask criticism by filtering 
it through the mouths of proxies (even more conveniently in this case, 
through the mouth of a dead proxy).  

                                                 

776  Morse, Truth and Convention in the Middle Ages, 104. This is a tendency that likewise found 
expression in Froissart's work, to similar effect (see ibid., 113–114). 
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Although all three of these functions are most appropriately attributed to the middle 

style, it is important to recognize that the manner in which they are presented—in 

simple, straightforward, declarative sentences—serves to mask their rhetorical 

complexity. No doubt there is evaluative language sprinkled throughout ("in an 

excessive fit of anger"…"to hurl him to such infamy and degradation"…"Nor did the 

anger and vengeance of the Lord rest here"…"giving his attention to worldly affairs, 

little heeding the warnings of God through his servant"), but the strongest, most 

straightforward judgments are delivered in the words of the characters themselves 

rather than in Matthew’s voice as the narrator and interpreter. Also, the tone of 

what judgments there are delivered in the words of Matthew, is not really 

monitory—he was not saying "you should not do X because, if you do, Y will result"). 

The real judgments are depicted as being delivered by Grosseteste as God's agent 

and Matthew-as-narrator has cast himself primarily as an individual clarifying the 

literal meaning of the events (and, when appropriate, calling attention to the 

indexical significance of certain actions, e.g., the connection between Grosseteste's 

spectral assault and the cause of Innocent's death). 

Finally, in a technique that combined registers to reinforce the reality of the 

situation described, Matthew used a verbal-visual doubling that helped fix the 

significance of the reported event. In a space adjacent to the climactic passage in the 

verbal narrative—as illustrated in Figure 4.1.1—Matthew rendered the tip of the 

subject’s staff actually penetrating the Latin verb percussus, literally piercing 
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through the word “piercing through.” Further reinforcing the significance of this 

reported event, Matthew closes the main passage with a speech by the victim of the 

attack, Innocent, who reports a pain in his side, thereby closing the loop on this 

story, connecting the circumstances of Innocent’s death with the sins of his life, and 

creating an opportunity for neatening the circumstances of history and moralizing 

the connection between error and punishment. Further neatening the course of 

events was Matthew’s decision to place his entry describing the defeat of the Pope’s 

army at Foggia immediately following the entry on Grosseteste’s vengeful spirit. 

Although the placement of the dream in the chronology of 1254 (Event #11 in Figure 

4.1.14) localizes the event during Winter–Spring 1254 (prior to the election of the 

new bishop of Lincoln in late March), the defeat of the Pope’s army at Foggia (Event 

#12) occurred historically in the following November, very shortly preceding 

Innocent's death (Event #69, dated historically as occurring on or around 7 

December 1254).777 Although it is possible Matthew simply muddled the chronology 

in composing his 1254 annal, it seems more likely that he intentionally paired these 

events to complete a fully-rounded judgment of Innocent that renders the manner of 

his death meaningful (thanks to the twinning of the piercing imagery and verbal 

descriptors), illustrates the comprehensiveness of the judgment against him (not 

only does Innocent suffer physically but he lives to see his imperial ambitions 

                                                 

777  J. N. D. Kelly (with new material by Michael Walsh), "Innocent IV," in The Oxford Dictionary of 
Popes (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2006). 
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thwarted), and builds in time for the Innocent character himself to recognize the 

nature of the judgment against him and to make the defiant and avaricious nature 

of his death speech all the more meaningful (Innocent-the-character recognized the 

meaning of his punishment and remained unrepentantly sinful). 

Cutting across these three techniques is the importance of appearance or 

semblance—appearing to describe events simply while conveying lessons, contriving 

fictional descriptions that resemble their factual counterparts, and—above all—

seeming to report judgment, not pass it. In thus shaping his narrative, Matthew is 

simply cleaving to the commonplace historiographic practices of his day, which 

generally encouraged the elaboration, exaggeration, or even outright invention of 

"plausible situations, of likely as well as moving speeches, of exemplary characters of 

great and wicked men" to "delight and instruct" the historian's audience,778 moving 

and persuading them "to imitate the good and eschew the evil."779 An important 

stylistic byproduct of the techniques designed to disguise Matthew's role in 

animating these tales is the degree to which they become richly textured, involving a 

large and changing cast of players each endowed with distinct personalities and 

voices; through the mouths of those characters much of the action in Chronica 

Majora is conveyed. The result presents the appearance of a lively multiperspectival 

                                                 

778  Morse, Truth and Convention in the Middle Ages, 92. 
779  Morse, Truth and Convention in the Middle Ages, 6. 
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history lacking the singular heroes and villains of epic history in the mold of Livy 

(or, on a smaller scale, stories like the Life of Christina of Markyate); instead—as in 

Tacitus's Annales—Matthew's focus falls on human, fallible heroes and villains 

whose thoughts and behavior arise from recognizable dimensions of character, often 

leading to quite predictable outcomes that serve as lessons for attentive readers and 

listeners, lessons frequently explicated by the characters themselves.780 In the next 

section, I expand on the didacticism that animated these stories, provided the 

narrative through-line that served to connect the distributed stories' constituent 

events, and grounded them in the cultural practice of reading history as a moral 

fable. 

4.2.5.1.2 The Didactic Function of History 

An historiographic practice relevant to the culture in which Matthew was 

raised relates to the role of history in public life, specifically to the function of 

history as a tool for conveying moral and ethical lessons and guiding future conduct. 

This marked a radical shift from the division of labor ascribed to history and poesy 

in Aristotle's work, described by Francesca L'Hoir as the difference between history  

"ennumerat[ing] mere facts" and poetry "present[ing] universal truths, informing 

the reader of what very likely happened…and at the same delving into the complex 

motives and entertaining foibles that precipitate the downfalls of the rich and 

                                                 

780  L'Hoir, Tragedy, Rhetoric, and the Historiography of Tacitus' Annales, 257–258. 
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famous."781 Composing histories as universalizing sententiae had the triple virtue 

(from the historians' point of view) of imbuing their analyses with a moral force,782 

removing responsibility for judgment from the historians themselves to an external 

power (be it God, gods, or the values of the culture writ large), and opening up a rich 

vein of material—the past behavior of all of humanity—to be mined for wisdom.783 

Frequently, the movement between straightforward recitation of known or accepted 

'facts' and didactic or sententious judgments was subtle, involving the sort of 

rhetorical masking discussed above in relation to the adaptation of fictional genres 

to tell non-fiction stories; this time, the movement is between objective 

recapitulation and subjective evaluation, or truth that resides in the factual 

accuracy of the particulars of a story or a story that mixes varying degrees of true 

and manufactured details to convey a deeper universal knowledge. 

The form these instructive homilies took was largely indistinguishable from 

the standard expository writing of the day, the stilus (or sermo) humilis, with its 

humble diction and unadorned style, and the goal always of re-presenting (or 

                                                 

781  L'Hoir, Tragedy, Rhetoric, and the Historiography of Tacitus' Annales, 264. 
782  Ibid. 
783  The idea of history as a quarry from which moderns could mine wisdom is an old one—see, e.g., 

Livy, who prefaces his History of Rome with "There is this exceptionally beneficial and fruitful advantage to 
be derived from the study of the past, that you see, set in the clear light of historical truth, examples of every 
possible type. From these you may select for yourself and your country what to imitate, and also what, as 
being mischievous in its inception and disastrous in its issues, you are to avoid." Quoted in Morse, Truth and 
Convention in the Middle Ages, 176. 
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inventing) stories about the past that had the ring of truth about them. In a time 

before the accretion of scaffolds for interpretation and checks on the veracity and 

propriety of authors' claims that readers today take for granted—formal lists of 

works cited, the inclusion of foot- or endnotes containing references to evidence used 

to bolster an author's argument, and the rise of professional standards prescribing 

sanction against those who falsify evidence or use it unethically—there was little to 

help the reader choose between a plausible fiction and the work of an individual who 

strove to re-present an account that hewed as closely to the course of events as the 

available evidence allowed. 784 As with genre, modal, and stylistic formulae, the 

creation of effective sententiae required the author to attend to semblance and 

appearance (the imitation of reality or imitatio veritatis) to craft a seamless, real-

seeming surface that gathered the individual threads of history—the actions, 

personalities, and events of the past—and wove them together with strategically 

selected and shaped fictions to create a pleasing tapestry. The real difference 

between didactically-focused history and the post-Eighteenth Century Rankean 

ideal is the difference between a desire to reconstruct the past "as it actually was"—

a forensic or empirical telos with analysis confined primarily to descriptively 

ordering and contextualizing facts and then reading the truth through those facts—

and the writing-history-backwards approach of the didactic historian who identified 

                                                 

784  Morse, Truth and Convention in the Middle Ages, 4. 
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a key exigence for a moral sentence and, as necessary, marshaled or manufactured 

causal evidence to build toward that desired outcome. For the moral historian, it was 

the surface that was important, both in the sense that the story and its constituent 

events work needed to cohere as a plausible whole and in the sense that the evidence 

of the historian's hand in crafting the evidentiary superstructure that held up the 

entire edifice was hidden—the events of the story appear real and inevitable. The 

manipulations required to make such fabulae work were not only accepted by 

audiences of the period, they were often seen as aesthetically and substantively 

superior to alternative methods of historiography.785 

In the context of Chronica Majora, didacticism may provide a key clue to 

understanding Matthew's approach to selecting, ordering, and contextualizing 

events in general and the "Grosseteste's vengeful spirit" narrative in particular. Two 

of Matthew's sententious habits illustrate his inventional practices (and their 

connection with the practices of his peers and predecessors). First, Matthew's 

historiographic approach depended to a great extent on the development and 

projection of characters who embodied the virtues and vices, or whose basic 

character could be adapted and/or amplified to exemplify particular behavioral 

                                                 

785  Guibert de Nogent, a twelfth-century Benedictine chronicler, suggested that the approach "most 
appropriate and prudent for use in matters referring to the lives of men seems to be the moral approach" 
(quoted in Murphy, Rhetoric in the Middle Ages, 302). Indeed, Matthew's style of moral history would remain 
vital for several centuries, with John Milton—for example—referring to Matthew as "the best of our 
historians" (5:25, page 237 in The Tenure of Our Kings and Magistrates, in The Prose Works of John Milton, 
edited by Robert Fletcher, London: Westley and Davis, 1835) as late as the mid-seventeenth century. 
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archetypes. In keeping with rhetorical training and practice of the day, Matthew's 

character sketches (descriptio) were expressions of that character's ethos, outward 

representations—in terms of physical characteristics, demeanor, actions, and 

utterances—of internal character. As with the characters created by the likes of 

Tacitus and Suetonius, Matthew's "[b]ad kings…demonstrated the vices that 

inverted the virtues they ought to have displayed: dis-loyalty, in-justice, un-lawful 

sexuality, avarice rather than magnanimity."786 Whereas the moral fabulists of the 

later Roman and medieval periods—from Prudentius to Villard de Honnecourt—

succeeded in reducing these virtuous and vice-ridden exemplars to mere caricatures, 

Matthew generally included sufficient countervailing characteristics or nuances in 

behavior to make the characters plausible, extreme personalities without doubt, but 

realistic enough to maintain audience members' interest. A second strategy favored 

by Matthew was to use the deaths of both major and minor personalities as 

opportunities to sermonize about those individuals and their characters. Like the 

Roman historian Suetonius—who "made Augustus meet death standing up, or 

attributed to Nero the last words, 'What an artist perishes'"—Matthew invented 

death-speeches, fabricated elaborate death scenes, and even created entire narrative 

                                                 

786  Morse, Truth and Convention in the Middle Ages, 176. 
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backstories as a means of telling us something about the victims as characters.787 As 

such, much of the material fabricated for these scenes had both a literal and 

indexical or symbolic import, usually literal speech or behavior that affords an 

insight into the subject's true character (e.g., Matthew purports that Innocent IV's 

final words were "Why do you weep, wretched beings? Do I not leave you all rich? 

What more do you require?"—rather unlikely, but he leaves us in little doubt 

regarding where he stands on the question of whether the pope was avaricious or 

not). In addition to Innocent, there are any number of significant endings to be found 

within the pages of the Chronica, from the bizarre riding-cum-impalement death of 

Enguerrand de Coucy to the ignominious end of the notorious pirate Eustace the 

Monk, from the rebel William de Marisco—who was literally dragged from 

Westminster to his execution in the grounds of the Tower of London—to the masses 

of "intolerably proud" French troops who died of plague before Bourdeaux in 1242; 

although these death-as-an-occasion-for-criticism scenes predominate, Matthew does 

occasionally use death as an opportunity to praise the deceased, generally 

characters—like Hubert de Burgh, Henry III's disgraced royal justiciar—who had 

been unfairly deprived of wealth, station, health, and/or life. 

                                                 

787  Quote from Morse, Truth and Convention in the Middle Ages, 118. According to Morse, Suetonius's 
motivation for contriving these actions was to "indicat[e] something about [Augustus and Nero's] (different) 
ideas of themselves as rulers," very much in keeping with Matthew's purpose (although Matthew did not 
confine his commentary to the high and mighty—many of his subjects were minor nobility or, in the case of 
Eustace the Monk, simply colorful characters). 
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Just as the casting of fictions in the garb of reality—striving always to produce 

the imitatio veritatis—afforded Matthew the luxury of not appearing to pass 

judgment on his subjects, the technique of didacticism—i.e., identifying a fruitful 

endpoint and "reading history backwards" to create a sententious narrative arc, 

inventing details, characters, even events when necessary to create a plausible 

whole—enabled Matthew to escape the burden of judgment and even the apparent 

need for rhetoric: Who could argue with God? But these sleights of hand required a 

good deal of rhetorical skill to pull off. First, Matthew had to identify a fitting 

subject and craft an appropriately exaggerated but believable character study. Next, 

he required an exigence, some event—usually the character's death but, less 

frequently, some change in his or her fortunes—that provided both a narrative hook 

and an appropriate endpoint for the story. Finally, with the foundation laid, 

Matthew turned to events leading up to that end, in some cases subtly massaging 

the events, inventing dialogue or actions that foreshadow the end or increase that 

end's apparent fitness for the occasion; the narrative elements building up to the 

culminating event were quite important as they served the dual purpose of creating 

a seamless denotative surface—they had to cohere as a plausible literal narrative—

and creating the web of indexical or symbolic clues that conveyed the deeper picture 

of the subject's true character and revealed the justice of their final ends.788 In so 

                                                 

788  In the "Grosseteste's vengeful spirit" narrative, Matthew enacts this process in a complex 
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doing, Matthew seems to have created—consciously or unconsciously—a secular 

interpretive experience akin to that normally reserved for the Bible and other 

religious texts. 

4.2.5.1.3 Truth Standards and Factual Accuracy 

Although Matthew famously bemoaned the difficult lot of historians compelled 

to tell truth to power: 

Dura enim est conditio historiagraphorum; quia, si vera dicantur, homines 
provocantur; si falsa scripturis commendantur, Deus, qui veridicos ab adulatoribus 
sequestrat, non acceptat.789 

Hard is the case of historical writers, who, if they tell the truth, provoke men, 
and if they commit to writing that which is false, they are not acceptable to 
the Lord, who separates those who speak truth from flatterers.790 

in considering the balance of Matthew's history, one is compelled to ask the question 

"Whose truth?" or, perhaps better, "Truth in the service of what end?" When put in 

that way, it becomes clear that didacticism provided the key criterion in Matthew's 

rhetorical calculus—throughout Chronica Majora, he privileges moral Truth over 

factual accuracy when framing an incident. Just as John Capgrave would 

undoubtedly have considered that "Nature herself" had "revealed the dead king's 

                                                 

multithreaded narrative (see Figure 4.1.15). In other stories, about lesser-known figures (e.g., the deaths of 
William de Marisco or Eustace the Monk), Matthew compacts the entire process into a single narrative entry. 
In still others—e.g., in the threads relating the disgrace and ultimate death of Hubert de Burgh—he tells a far 
more 'straight' narrative, culminating in unusually overt criticism of Henry III. 

789  Matthew Paris, Chronica Majora, folio 167 recto. 
790  Giles (translation), Chronica Majora, volume III, 100. The note immediately precedes Matthew's 

description of how King Henry indiscreetly tied himself to Pope Innocent in support of the Pope's venture to 
secure Apulia and Sicily. 
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character" when reporting that the body of Henry I "stank horribly,"791 Matthew 

likely saw the manner of Pope Innocent's death as significant, representing a sort of 

moral judgment, and—because his greatest responsibility as a writer of a tragic 

epideictic work was to portray Innocent as both blameworthy and the victim of a just 

punishment—Matthew manufactured historical circumstances that rendered the 

details of his demise doubly meaningful. In short, Matthew's aim was to conform to 

the stylistic expectations of his audience related to the epideictic genre rather than 

to a fair and balanced consideration of sources—he would likely have felt little 

compunction regarding the invention of scenic details, characters, or speeches, or—

as in the case of "Grosseteste's vengeful spirit" and sententiae like it—reordering, 

embellishing, and even outright inventing events, personalities, documents, and 

speeches for the purpose of creating a unified and satisfying story and to make 

Matthew's narrative conform better to the expectations of an audience reared on 

historical romances, epics, tragedies, and other narrative genres.792 Like the best-

known historian of Charlemagne's reign, Einhard, the more effective Matthew was 

"in handling his subject the less reliable he is as a source for modern historians,"793 

because faith to the big-T truth of the tragic sententia meant that the niceties of 

                                                 

791  Morse, Truth and Convention in the Middle Ages, 1. 
792  Morse, Truth and Convention in the Middle Ages, 1–2. 
793  Page 184 in R. W. Southern. "Aspects of the European Tradition of Historical Writing: The 

Rhetorical Tradition from Einhard to Geoffrey of Monmouth." Transactions of the Royal Historical Society 
5:20 (1970): 173–196. 
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Rankean scientific history fell by the wayside (or, more accurately, never entered 

into the equation). But, as Southern points out, medieval historians—and members 

of their audiences—"thought it no more disgraceful…to color and select the facts to 

convey the overriding image, than we should think it in a painter who rearranges 

the trees to bring out the character which he wishes to elicit from the landscape. In 

both cases the result must be judged, not by the photographic accuracy of the details, 

but by the impression of the truth in the total effect."794 A far greater defect in the 

eyes of Matthew's contemporary audiences would have been a failure to impose a 

sensible order on the chaos of human events.795 

                                                 

794  Southern, "Aspects of the European Tradition of Historical Writing: The Rhetorical Tradition from 
Einhard to Geoffrey of Monmouth," 185. Emphasis mine. See also Morse, Truth and Convention in the 
Middle Ages, 89. Similarly, in Carruthers's summary of Augustine on the creation of images in De Trinitate, 
she emphasizes Augustine's between a device-that-brings-us-to-true-knowledge and factual accuracy or 
accurate representation of surface details: "Whether [an] image that we fashion is true to life or not, 
[Augustine] says, does not matter: What is important is that 'it is useful for some other purpose, namely, 
knowledge" (Page 121 in Mary Carruthers, The Craft of Thought: Meditation, Rhetoric, and the Making of 
Images, 400–1200, Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1998). 

795  In this connection, see Southern's discussion of the exegetical similarity between medieval 
historiography and Old Testament exegesis: "Men brought up in this tradition of [Old Testament] 
interpretation had a strong sense of the confusion of events, and a weak sense of the distinction between 
(as we would say) facts and imagination. The facts of history, when heated in the fire of imagination, become 
malleable" (Southern, "Aspects of the European Tradition of Historical Writing: The Rhetorical Tradition from 
Einhard to Geoffrey of Monmouth," 181). Importantly for Southern—and particularly so, I would argue, for 
Matthew—the order found in the chaos of the Old Testament came from God, not man; similarly, in 
Matthew's colligatory schema, God—or, in the case of "Grosseteste's vengeful spirit," an agent of God—
provides the causal impetus for events. Whereas in Biblical hermeneutics, close reading and 
meditation/cogitation bring one closer to God and provide inspiration for the readings that make sense of the 
text, in Matthew's history, God is directly present showing his hand in the course of events. For a further 
discussion of medieval "historical knowing" and its similarity to biblical exegesis, see especially page 46 in 
Roger D. Ray, "Medieval Historiography Through the Twelfth Century: Problems and Progress of Research," 
Viator 5 (1974): 33–59. 
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Like the great historians of a century or two before his time—e.g., Geoffrey of 

Monmouth—Matthew used a combination of "vivid detail" and the conventions of the 

tragic register to evoke a "divinely ordered design behind the chaos of events" in the 

service of a "larger truth."796 However, unlike Geoffrey—whose history was shaped 

by a framing narrative in which the Britons, withdrawing from the islands in the 

face of Saxon invaders following the departure of Rome, themselves return (as 

Bretons) with William to conquer the Saxons in turn—the flow of Matthew's 

narrative is less unified and more uneven. Instead, Matthew's metanarrative is 

more episodic, punctuated by several threads illustrating both the wages of sinful 

excess and the rewards of virtuous conduct worthy of emulation. Ironically, the net 

effect of this granularity (with the constituent events of longer narrative threads 

embedded in their chronological context and loosely bound-up through the use of a 

range of organization affordances) is to disguise the rhetoricity of their 

presentation.797 Whereas a concise, straightforward argument may present clues 

                                                 

796  Southern, "Aspects of the European Tradition of Historical Writing: The Rhetorical Tradition from 
Einhard to Geoffrey of Monmouth," 194–195.  

797  A further effect of Matthew's distributed narrative style and his focus on holistic gestalts rather 
accuracy in the individual events of his narrative has been to defeat post-Rankean 'extractive' historical 
practice in which the "researcher takes his topic to the index of a printed chronicle, and if it registers a 
relevant place, he turns there and notes whatever seems worthwhile…Recent research calls this extractive, 
one-dimensional reading of medieval historiography into serious question, for it has become clear that one 
must know a great deal about the nature of the whole text before very much can be decided with reasonable 
certainty about some part of it" (Ray, "Medieval Historiography Through the Twelfth Century," 58). Ray goes 
on to argue that, in order to understand most medieval chronicles, "we must now come to terms with the 
didactic and theological packages in which we get our medieval history. We cannot always see straight 
through them, nor will narrow incisions often suffice, since the chroniclers thought that what we call wrapping 
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evidencing the artifice behind its invention and arrangement, the literary flow of 

Matthew's narrative is indirect and packaged in a text that is "overflowing with 

detail."798 In addition to disguising Matthew's artifice, this profusion of realistic 

detail has the concomitant effects of creating plausible settings, characters, and 

events; reinforcing lectors' and auditors' "[consciousness] of the confusion and 

unpredictability of real events"799 while simultaneously ensuring them that there 

was a divine presence shaping the fate of mankind; and protecting Matthew from 

the ire of those authorities whom he uses as exemplars—the sheer copiousness of 

the detail he employs and the broad array of literary and rhetorical tools he uses, 

from documents, invented speeches, and fictitious events to images replete with 

movement and character, lends much of Matthew's Chronica an air or believability, 

of having been described by eyewitnesses or observed by Matthew directly, which 

could be seen as absolving Matthew of responsibility for the judgments therein—it is 

not he who is passing judgment, but God. 

One possible explanation for another aspect of Matthew's approach—his focus 

on secular history, particularly on the day-to-day doings of the rich and powerful—

                                                 

was most important and never anticipated readers with our reasons for wanting to take the wrapping off" 
(ibid.). 

798  A phrase used by Southern to describe Geoffrey of Monmouth's history (Southern, "Aspects of the 
European Tradition of Historical Writing: The Rhetorical Tradition from Einhard to Geoffrey of Monmouth," 
194). 

799  Again a phrase used by Southern to describe the strategies employed by Geoffrey of Monmouth, 
though Geoffrey achieved his end by different literary means than those employed by Matthew (ibid.). 
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might be found in the increasing attention paid in the twelfth and thirteenth 

centuries to literal and material exegesis. Whereas previous generations of exegetes 

had focused on the allegorical and anagogical interpretation of scripture and the 

manifestations of the divine in daily life, thinkers—like the Augustinian Hugh of St. 

Victor and his pupil and successor Richard—sought to return inquiry to the more-

literal plane of the human lifeworld through a reinvigoration of the hermeneutics of 

the Church Fathers, particularly Augustine and Origen. By contemplating quotidian 

events, images, and "material objects" more penetratingly, the reader or lector's 

reason is engaged; as contemplation transforms apprehension into an understanding 

of the deep structure that orders the world and human affairs, so too is the lector's 

insight transferred from a contemplation of the material world and material 

artifacts to the invisible world of divine order.800 

4.2.5.1.4 Prose Aesthetics and the Structure of 'Neat' Story Solutions 

Having established that—like many of his peers—Matthew was primarily 

interested in what history could teach his audiences in terms of correct moral 

behavior and that his conception of truth tended more toward the plausibility and 

utility of a story's res than in the facticity of the event-descriptions of which it was 

                                                 

800  For a discussion of the didactic import of literal hermeneutics in the thought of Hugh of St. Victor, 
see pages 168–169 in R. W. Southern. "Aspects of the European Tradition of Historical Writing (2): Hugh of 
St. Victor and the Idea of Historical Development (Presidential Address)." Transactions of the Royal 
Historical Society 5:21 (1971): 159–179. 
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composed, we can now turn to the question of form: How was a good late medieval 

historical narrative composed? According to R. W. Southern, with clarity and 

compactness,801 or—to use Fairclough's terms—with "cohesion"802 and "coherence."803 

In the context of chronicles like Matthew's, the clarity to which Southern refers 

involved smoothing out the rough edges of a story—the neatening of narrative arcs 

to leave readers in no doubt as to the causes, meaning, and effects of an event or 

sequence of events—and the removal of "historical machinery"—conflicting 

eyewitness reports, documents, letters, virtually all the apparatus on which we 

depend for the construction of Rankean history—from the narrative.804 In practice, 

such neatening frequently depended on identifying an intelligible synopsis of a given 

event or story—a colligatory theme, to borrow W. H. Walsh's term—that provided 

criteria for selecting relevant details about the setting, personalities, and actions 

involved. In Matthew's case, two colligatory themes predominate: The first is what 

might be termed a faith in "theological"805 or "providential"806 causality, i.e., a belief 

                                                 

801  Southern, " Aspects of the European Tradition of Historical Writing (2): Hugh of St. Victor and the 
Idea of Historical Development," 160. 

802  Fairclough, Discourse and Social Change, 235. 
803  Fairclough, Discourse and Social Change, 83. 
804  Southern, "Aspects of the European Tradition of Historical Writing: The Rhetorical Tradition from 

Einhard to Geoffrey of Monmouth," 180. Like many of his peers, Matthew appended official documents and 
letters in an annex, in his case a book of additions (the Liber Additamentorum); for more on this practice, see 
Morse, Truth and Convention in the Middle Ages, 114–116. 

805  Southern, "Aspects of the European Tradition of Historical Writing: The Rhetorical Tradition from 
Einhard to Geoffrey of Monmouth," 180. 
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that the prime mover in history was God. For Matthew, as Southern put it in 

describing theologically-inflected history in general, "It was God's anger that caused 

the disasters; and it was sin that made him angry."807 The second theme, related to 

the first, was a belief in proportionality and human agency that found its expression 

in tragic formulae—unlike an epic history in which characters are swept along in a 

torrent of events, utterly at the mercy of the gods, Matthew's characters make bad 

and good choices (which are frequently depicted as manifestations of individual 

personalities and dispositions); although the good intentions of characters may be 

frustrated by the machinations of sinful ones, the evil that men and women do 

frequently is punished by God. In addition to theme, a second dimension of clarity is 

economy. Just as theme provides a clear selection criterion for choosing and arraying 

facts related to a story, medieval historians frequently sought to convey the res of a 

moral sentence in the context of a single event-description, attempting through the 

use of clever wordplay or imagery to convey a complex of ideas in a single brief, 

memorable package. Matthew was somewhat unusual in this regard in that many of 

stories are, in fact, sequential narratives; indeed several, like the year-long 

description of the decline and fall of Innocent IV of which "Grosseteste's vengeful 

spirit" is a part, are part of discontinuous sequences. By using a system of visual 

                                                 

806  Lowenthal, The Past is a Foreign Country, 235. 
807  Southern, "Aspects of the European Tradition of Historical Writing: The Rhetorical Tradition from 

Einhard to Geoffrey of Monmouth," 180. 
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indexes and images that collapsed multiple events into a single view or that 

captured the res of a story (as did "Grosseteste's vengeful spirit"), Matthew provided 

another model of economy, one based on associational logic and the image's capacity 

to convey multi-layered messages in a single package. 

Deriving in part from the economy of representation that contributes to clarity, 

the compactness to which Southern refers does not simply mean "self-contained" 

(although compact narratives could frequently be described as self-contained); more 

importantly, compact stories are seamless and immanent. Because a late medieval 

history was typically a "deliberately created and rigorously selected version of 

events"808 designed to "produce dramatic and intellectually satisfying 

confrontations"809 and leave the lector or auditor with no "disturbing uncertainty,"810 

the narratives tend not to include extraneous baggage, conflicting viewpoints, or 

ambiguous characterizations or actions, threads of doubt on which audience 

members might tug to unravel the narrative; as described above, documents, letters, 

and other evidentiary data were generally consigned to appendices or separate books 

of additions and did not form part of the main narrative (except, in Matthew's case, 

                                                 

808  Page 147 in M. T. Clanchy, From Memory to Written Record: England, 1066–1307 (Oxford: 
Blackwell Publishers, 1993). 

809  Southern, "Aspects of the European Tradition of Historical Writing: The Rhetorical Tradition from 
Einhard to Geoffrey of Monmouth," 178. 

810  Southern, "Aspects of the European Tradition of Historical Writing (2): Hugh of St. Victor and the 
Idea of Historical Development," 160. 
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as symbolic references embedded in the text and keyed to similar symbols used to 

index the Liber Additamentorum). This is not to say that histories—including 

Matthew's Chronica—were devoid of annalistic impedimenta; undoubtedly, just as 

Ray describes in his survey of twelfth century chronicles, Matthew's Chronica 

Majora was a "bale of annalistic sections, various kinds of gesta, passages of 

universal history, saints' lives, sermons, poetry, and…still other things."811 But in 

the sententious story threads themselves—e.g., in Matthew's description of the rise 

and fall of Hubert de Burgh, of the assassination plot and ultimate death of William 

de Marisco, in the deaths of Enguerrand de Coucy and hundreds of Poitevin soldiers 

from plague, and in the downfall of Pope Innocent IV—one would be hard-pressed to 

find a characterization, fact, or scenic detail that distracts or detracts from 

Matthew's representation of that theme. What makes such story threads seem 

seamless is the retrospective immanence of their narrative logic. In constructing 

narratives such as Matthew's description of the final year of Pope Innocent IV's life, 

the historian typically began with his or her endpoint, identifying a conclusion and 

reasoning backward toward its causes; selecting events that conform with the story 

                                                 

811  Ray, "Medieval Historiography Through the Twelfth Century," 41. 
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he or she wants to tell, discarding events or altering chronologies to reinforce the 

inevitability of the framing story's logic, and making note of any obvious gaps.812  

In the case of the Innocent IV narrative, Matthew seems to have begun with 

two historical facts—Innocent's death by pleurisy in December 1254 and the defeat 

of his armies at Foggia in November 1254—and one scenic detail, a distinctive 

symptom of pleurisy: A piercing pain in the flank of an individual afflicted with the 

disease. Because Innocent was, in Matthew's characterization of him, a sinful man—

motivated by greed, caprice, and a lust for worldly power—his affliction, the 

frustration of his political plans, and his death were simply the proportionate 

punishment for a life of misdeeds (indeed dozens, if not hundreds, of Matthew's 

entries over the course of Innocent's papacy catalogued what the chronicler 

considered to be the Pope's manifold misdeeds). Simply reporting Innocent's death 

and hoping that lectors and auditors might recognize the causal relationship at 

work, however, was too messy. For Matthew, as for so many medieval historians, 

"the truth was far too important to leave to chance."813 What was needed was a 

single event or sequence of events in which Innocent could be portrayed in his true 

                                                 

812  On immanence and medieval techniques of narrative construction, see especially Morse, Truth and 
Convention in the Middle Ages, 102, and Lowenthal, The Past is a Foreign Country, 234. It should be noted 
that immanence is not the exclusive province of medieval chroniclers; most historical documents—diaries, 
government reports, etc.—are themselves the result of a form of immanence, retrospectively imposing order 
on the chaos of events; indeed, immanence lies at the heart of much historiographic reasoning. 

813  Lowenthal, The Past is a Foreign Country, 235. 



The Rhetorical Potential of Images in Popular Accounts of Historical Events 
Chapter 04: Case Analysis 

W. Christopher Scruton 
 

482 

light and, as a result of which, he could be justly said to deserve divine punishment. 

Matthew's solution—mapped out in detail in my inferential analysis—brings 

together two strands of narrative, one dealing with Innocent's excesses in running 

the church (instigated in an event-description in which Matthew has Innocent 

threatening to have Grosseteste's bones removed from Lincoln Cathedral and 

climaxing with Grosseteste's spectral assault on the pope) and a second dealing with 

the frustration of Innocent's worldly political ambitions at the hands of the 

Hohenstauffens (culminating in the defeat of Innocent's papal army at Foggia). The 

colligatory moment that pulls these two threads together, makes sense of Innocent's 

death, and provides the narrative with its immanence is the "Grossteste's vengeful 

spirit" miniature, with its verbal-visual pun on "piercing," the double image of the 

pastoral-staff-as-a-rod-of-correction, the re-arrangement of event chronology to place 

Matthew's description of the defeat of Innocent's army immediately after his 

description of Grosseteste's ghostly attack, and the verbal foreshadowing to be found 

in the accompanying event-description that explicitly connects the assault with 

divine judgment. In a single image, Matthew managed to create a display that 

vividly, memorably, and efficiently embodied the meaning and significance of an 

entire narrative arc. 
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4.2.5.2 Historical Images and Conventions of Pictorial 
Representation 

The feature that sets Matthew's work apart from that of his peers was the 

richness of detail incorporated in his illustrations and the degree of interdependence 

he fashioned between text and image. To show just how innovative was Matthew's 

use of images, his work can be situated in relation to the conventions that shaped 

historical representation more broadly during the period and examine the ways in 

which he adapted, extended, or subverted those formulae. 

4.2.5.2.1 Presence 

The first habit into which Matthew tapped was the practice of making present, 

embodying, or actualizing pictorial elements that trigger recollection and/or evoke 

emotion based on the association of those elements with familiar tropes that 

themselves come freighted with emotional import. In common practice, the purposes 

of such illustrations ranged from encapsulating the res (thing-ness) or quidditas 

(essential nature) of a character, place, or event in a compact package,814 to guiding 

audience members' interpretation of the subject depicted by directing their attention 

to key visual features, to literally making events of the past visually present by 

                                                 

814  Carruthers, The Book of Memory, 222. 
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bringing them before the eyes of the story's spectators.815 In giving the subjects of the 

stories substance, Matthew and his peers were simultaneously engaging their own 

mnemonic and rhetorical faculties—considering a range of abstract and concrete 

"ornaments" designed to produce "powerful associations" for members of the 

audience and (ideally) disposing those elements in patterns that arrested lectors' 

and auditors' attention, facilitated their understanding, and moved them to action. 

Owing to their obviously constructed nature, medieval images simultaneously 

occupied two epistemic domains. When well conceived and competently executed, 

they occupied the domain of Reeves and Nass's "media equation," in which the image 

was presumed to represent denotatively a true happening. At the same time, the 

evidence of the hand of the medieval image's maker was apparent in the lines and 

brushstrokes of the image itself, reminding spectators that at the same time the 

image brought the event before their eyes they also needed to employ their critical 

faculties to uncover the full meaning of that image—as Mary Carruthers puts it, for 

lectors "Looking at pictures [was] exactly like reading…[in that] it [was] also a 

rhetorical activity."816 In short, images of the sort Matthew deployed in Chronica 

Majora made the subjects of his verbal-visual congeries more real and created a 

tangible space in which the hermeneutic work of reference and invention was made 

                                                 

815  Much as Matthew's contemporary, Richart de Fournival, intended to do in his popular Li Bestiares 
d'Amours. In this connection, see Carruthers, The Book of Memory, 223. 

816  Carruthers, The Book of Memory, 222. Emphasis in original. 
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manifest, recruiting audience members' memories and critical faculties in the work 

of identifying connections, evaluating their import, and rendering judgment on the 

goodness-of-fit between the representation and the concepts and values being 

illustrated. 

4.2.5.2.2 Representational Elements (or, How Was Presence Enacted?) 

How, specifically, was presence enacted? More to the point, how did Matthew 

enact presence in Chronica Majora? Mary Carruthers suggests that, for a medieval 

artist or author, the first step in inventing a meaningful image was hermeneutic, 

engaging in "recollective cogitation," ensuring that her or his memory was "'hooked 

up' and 'hooked in' to the associational play of the mind at work,"817 which—in 

turn—ensured that any image thus derived would combine the cardinal virtues of 

memorability, novelty, suitability for the rhetorical occasion, and explanatory power. 

Many of the characteristics Carruthers attributes to effective design of such 

mnemonic and contemplative "ornaments" are features of Matthew's regular design 

practice: "Surprise and strangeness"; "exaggeration"; "orderliness and pattern"; 

"similarity"; and "brevity."818 

                                                 

817  Carruthers, The Craft of Thought, 117. 
818  Ibid. 
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4.2.5.2.2.1 Surprise and Strangeness 

Although many of Matthew's thirteenth century artistic peers, such as Villard 

de Honnecourt, "strongly preferred geometrically informed, idealized imagery"819—

infusing their compositions with surprise and strangeness, key elements in 

capturing auditors' and lectors' interest in the image and making the work more 

memorable, by virtue of the images' subjects and/or narrative content rather than 

the dynamism or irregularity of their forms, Matthew seems to have relied on his 

ability to represent naturalistic details, from characteristic dress and accoutrements 

to the posing and arrangement of figures to scenes that serve to localize the action 

portrayed (rather than simply setting all scenes in distinctively English locales).820 

In the case of the "Grosseteste's vengeful spirit" fable, surprise and strangeness are 

found in everything from the ferocity of the attack as described in the text to the 

design of the accompanying text-and-image block that conveys a sense of downward 

motion, from the metonymic association of stabbing pain with Innocent's death by 

pleurisy (and the doubling of verbal and pictorial meanings in the visual piercing-

                                                 

819  Page 16 in Stephen Perkinson, "Portraits and Counterfeits: Villard de Honnecourt and Thirteenth-
Century Theories of Representation," in Excavating the Medieval Image: Manuscripts, Artists, Audiences 
(Essays in Honor of Sandra Hindman), edited by Nina A. Rowe and David S. Areford, 13–35. Aldershot, UK: 
Ashgate, 2004. 

820  This is true even when Matthew and Villard seem to borrow visual exemplars from the same 
source—whereas Villard's sketch of a lion and his personifications of superbia [pride] and discordia 
[disharmony] are stiff and unnatural, Matthew's use of the same visual models to depict Enguerrand de 
Coucy falling from his horse and wrestlers battling at a fair in the run up to an outbreak of civil discord near 
London are enlivened with visual details that help fix the specific or, in the case of the wrestlers, archetypal 
identities of the subjects and the compositions themselves are modified to represent specific aspects of the 
stories being depicted more accurately. 
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through of percussus) to the fragmentary representation of the attacker and the 

absencing of the victim. The structure of Matthew's composition also evidences a 

willingness to play with boundaries, reinforcing a fundamental interconnection 

between text and image by literally penetrating the margin of the text and 

transfixing a word with an image intended to provoke reflection and cogitation; the 

accompanying verbal story implies a connection between Innocent's actions toward 

Grosseteste and others and his ultimate demise but the image explicitly conjures up 

that association and cements the belief that God, not chance, was responsible for the 

stabbing pains that accompanied Innocent's fatal pleurisy.  

4.2.5.2.2.2 Exaggeration 

Medieval aesthetic and representational theory was generally antagonistic 

toward the "imitation of surface appearances"—what was frequently termed 

"species"—which many authors believed told audiences nothing about the intrinsic 

qualities of the person or object depicted. To represent the true nature of a subject 

required reducing it to a "signum," i.e., identifying those features of the subject that 

represented the "essential, divinely ordained truth" about it, and exaggerating those 

qualities while de-emphasizing distracting surface details.821 Such selective 

                                                 

821  Pierre Michaud-Quentin summarized in Perkinson, "Portraits and Counterfeits," 20. Antagonism 
toward surface appearances was not universal, however—both Hugh of St. Victor (particularly in his 
Didascalicon and treatises on the interpretation of the Ark of Noah) and his successor, Richard, argued 
strongly for a reinvigoration of literal exegesis and made significant contributions to the study of literal 
hermeneutics, mnemonics, and visualization. 
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emphases and exaggerated characterizations might take the form of visible features 

thought to relate some important aspect of the subject's character (e.g., Richard III's 

hump in Shakespeare's play), but as often were conveyed in terms of reported 

speech, a repeated tagline (à la Homer, e.g., "clever Odysseus" or "wise Nestor"), or 

the story of a "revealing deed." 822 As with all of the visualization techniques 

described in this section, the purpose of such exaggerations was rhetorical—to 

capture the true nature of the character, event, or object under discussing; to re-

present it aptly; and to move one's audience to belief. Under this system Truth 

derives from simplification, amplification, and suppression of distracting or 

confusing detail. We find this strategy very much in evidence in Chronica Majora, 

both in terms of the verbal-visual doubling of piercing through (and the sheer 

profusion823 of synonyms for piercing used throughout the "Grosseteste's vengeful 

spirit" fable)824 and in terms of basic characterizations of his subjects, including 

descriptions of their physical appearance and demeanor, and representations of 

                                                 

822  Ray, "Medieval Historiography Through the Twelfth Century," 56. 
823  Such copiousness is itself another of Carruthers's features of memorability as well as a pointer to 

the interpretive importance of stabbing or piercing for Matthew's 'reverse-engineering' of Innocent's death 
(see Carruthers, The Book of Memory, passim., and Carruthers, The Craft of Thought, 39, 117, and 157). 

824  Indeed, one could make the argument that Matthew makes the ultimate exaggeration with his 
reference to piercing—i.e., that Innocent did not die of pleurisy but of God's judgment; if one pursues this line 
of reasoning further, the pain Innocent felt becomes, in fact, stabs from the rod of correction wielded by 
God's spectral agent, meting out punishment in accordance with the severity of the Pope's sins. Given the 
intricacy of the invented dream sequence and Innocent's own mention of pleurisy in the passage containing 
his description of Innocent's nightmare, it seems clear that the connection between Innocent's pain and his 
sinfulness is less direct. 
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their speech. Innocent in the 1254 annal, for example, is a particular object of 

Matthew's flair for exaggeration, being reduced to a caricature of greed, simony, and 

arrogance by the time of his deathbed speech in December, castigating his family as 

ingrates for failing to appreciate the degree of wealth and status conferred by his 

patronage.825 One feature that distinguished Matthew's approach to exaggeration 

from that of rough contemporaries, such as Villard de Honnecourt, is the fact that 

Matthew's compositions frequently work on multiple levels. On one hand, Matthew 

clearly seeks to select details that convey the deep meaning in any situation (e.g., he 

went to great lengths compositionally to pose his depiction of Enguerrand de Coucy 

and his horse precisely like his superbia model image to convey the importance of 

pride as a contributing factor in the demise of the French noble); on the other, 

Matthew is often at pains to include a wealth of visual detail that reminds readers of 

the visual stories' connection to particular event (e.g., in the Enguerrand miniature, 

Matthew chooses to add a number of aspects—the rider's transfixion on his sword, a 

'field' of waves to signify the occurrence of the event in the middle of a stream, and 

other details—that connect the illustration to facets of the event as described in the 

                                                 

825  Interestingly, immediately prior to the night of Innocent's spectral encounter with Grosseteste's 
vengeful spirit, Matthew relates the text of a letter in which Innocent rebukes young scholars for studying law 
and the mechanical arts for, as Giles translates it, "the sake of acquiring salaries" (Giles (translation), 
Chronica Majora, volume III, 65), a position with which we can presume Matthew holds some sympathy. 
This is one of several "pious" reforms that Matthew describes in the same passage. Given the unerringly 
negative tone of all subsequent references to Innocent—a tone frequently conveyed in bilious speeches 
Matthew assigns to Innocent—this may lend further credence to the idea that passages in Chronica Majora 
were not intended to be read sequentially (i.e., as written) but as units of significance bound together 
thematically. 
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visual narrative). In so doing, Matthew succeeds in developing a depictive style that 

leaves the audience in no doubt that Enguerrand's death is a generic reification of 

the Biblical proverb, contritionem praecedit superbia et ante ruinam exaltatur 

spiritus ("pride goeth before destruction, and a haughty spirit before a fall"), while—

at the same time—a particular event that occurred at a particular place and time. 

Whereas the nature of the event and the manner of its unfolding presented the res 

in the case of Enguerrand's death, the substance of a single aspect of the event in 

the "Grosseteste's vengeful spirit" fable is significant—the "piercing" of Innocent's 

flank with a crozier—presenting an opportunity for both a significant visual 

reduction over the more traditional miniature illustrating Enguerrand's fall and the 

physical inter-connection of text and image to help the performer and audience fix 

the text's meaning. In figuring Grosseteste's spectral assault on Innocent as he did, 

Matthew—quite literally—sought to 'prefigure' Innocent's death and plant the seed 

of causation in audience-members' minds. As such, the spectral arm serves as a sort 

of metaphor, bringing together ideas from two domains—historical knowledge of the 

nature of Innocent's death and common-knowledge regarding the nature of his 

symptoms to create a way of seeing Innocent's death "as" something more connected 

with sinful causes than the unembellished record might imply. Although both 

solutions typically employed by Matthew to construct his visual sententiae—

borrowing of moralized visual exemplars to 'import' meaning into a hybrid image 

and the fusion of two bodies of knowledge to produce a cohesive narrative 'hook'— 
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represent examples of what Norman Fairclough refers to as "intertextual chains."826 

By its nature, the re-use of visual exempla tends to be overt, while the fusion of 

iconic and indexical readings of an event like Innocent's nightmare is covert. Both 

strategies rely on "presupposition"827—the invocation of existing audience knowledge 

and belief—but the invocation of prior knowledge embedded in the Grosseteste 

cartoon enlists audience knowledge to pass moral judgment while seeming not to 

judge anything at all. 

4.2.5.2.2.3 Orderliness and Pattern 

"Orderliness and pattern"828 are similarly present even in so brief a passage as 

Matthew's retelling of Pope Innocent's dreadful nightmare, both in the doubling of 

staff-image piercing word and spectral crozier piercing Innocent's flank, and in the 

disciplining of the image and text caption to connote movement and direct attention 

to the penetration. Although the pattern to which Carruthers is referring is the 

establishment and repetition of regular design elements to create collections of units 

alike in some respect (e.g., similar in terms of sound, meaning, or kind, as in 

Matthew's inverted coats of arms or symbols of office to signify the death of their 

bearer, etc.), one macropattern or habit from which Matthew deviates with the 

                                                 

826  Fairclough, Discourse and Social Change, 232–233 and 130–131. 
827  See especially Fairclough, Discourse and Social Change, 234 
828  Carruthers, The Craft of Thought, 117. 
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"Grosseteste's vengeful spirit" congery is the fact that he does not use a familiar 

model image to import meaning as he often did in similar narrative images, such as 

that illustrating the death of Enguerrand de Coucy. In this instance, it is difficult to 

know whether he adopted a less stylized strategy in pursuit of some narrative or 

rhetorical end or whether he simply lacked an appropriate exemplum on which to 

model the work; however, if we assume that Matthew was attempting to avoid the 

appearance of judgment in his commentary on the sequence of events leading to 

Innocent's death, it is likewise fair to assume that even if an appropriate model 

image were available, Matthew may have avoided using it for fear of infusing his 

apparently denotative image with obvious moral import. 

4.2.5.2.2.4 Similarity 

A further way in which the meaning or import of events was made present in 

illustration was through the use of stock solutions—formulaic compositions or figure 

designs with which audience members would likely be familiar and that would be 

instantly recognizable as a symbol with a particular meaning or valence. More than 

mere models—shortcuts to aid artists in the mechanical production of an image—

these exemplars worked as a sort of visual shorthand, freighted with connotation, 

both denotative (i.e., some stock solutions were intended to depict certain kinds of 
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subjects or complex actions829) and indexical/symbolic; throughout this study, I have 

alluded frequently to Matthew's (and Villard's) re-use of a Pride motif carved in the 

south porch at Chartres, a good example of a specific visual model that had clear 

connotative value, as did the theme of falling-from-a-horse more generally. Although 

Matthew made frequent resort to such common solutions—which no doubt featured 

prominently in the design modelbooks of many composing in what Cynthia Hahn 

has termed the "1200 style"830—the subjects depicted in his allegorical figures rarely 

just represented "concepts such as emotions or qualities," as in the work of Villard 

de Honnecourt and other contemporary illustrators. 831 Semblant (literally, 

"appearance") was still an important signification of meaning in Matthew's work—

those appearances often providing important clues to the deeper, connotative import 

of the action or to the subject's true character—but, where Villard's portraits and 

narrative illustrations are generic in the extreme, Matthew dresses them up in 

detail lifted from the narrative, detail that connects the generalizably moral with 

the particulars of specific historical events, enriching interest without obscuring 

import. In this connection, "Grosseteste's vengeful spirit" provides a useful 

                                                 

829  Examples of common denotative exemplars or model-images shaping the work of artists like 
Matthew can be found, for example, in bestiaries, sketchbooks depicting an array of exotic animals. In 
instances when Matthew had never observed a subject—e.g., in illustrating the passage of a troupe of 
musicians borne on an elephant through Cremona—he frequently relied on a modelbook for his solution; in 
this example, the elephant most closely resembled a hippopotamus with an elephant's trunk. Once Matthew 
had observed an elephant—as part of the royal menagerie—he was able to produce a creditable likeness. 

830  Hahn, "The Limits of Text and Image?" 45. 
831  Perkinson, "Portraits and Counterfeits," 16–17. 
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illustration of Matthew's style. In producing this image, Matthew does not rely on 

existing images or his audience members' cultural memories of well-known visual 

tropes—one remarkable quality of this image, and one that seems intended to 

emphasize its denotativeness over its indexicality or symbolism, is its particularity. 

In attending to all the trappings of ecclesiastical authority—the jeweled gauntlets, 

the alb and rochet, the crozier—the image seems to be just an illustration of the 

action; however, by disembodying the arm, removing the victim, and substituting a 

word as the object of the image's assault, he turns this illustration of a particular 

incident in the life Innocent IV into a window, a lens revealing insights into the 

moral calculus at play in shaping the lives of men great and small. 

4.2.5.2.2.5 Brevity 

Just as neat story solutions appealed to the sensibilities of medieval historians 

and their audiences, so too did the image that managed to capture the res of its 

subject simply, briefly, and memorably. The key to such a composition for Matthew 

seems to derive from identifying a key detail that exemplified the subject, captured 

his/her/its import, and—at the same time—was what might be termed a fruitful 

simplification, a simplification that in its structure or subject matter provided an 

exegetical spur—frequently a connotation or double meaning—that led lectors and 

auditors to a deeper understanding of the narrative. The leading twelfth-century 

exponent of literal exegesis, Hugh of St. Victor, was possessed of what 

historiographer R. W. Southern described as a knack for the "vivid realization of 
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generalities in concrete terms"832; Matthew could, with justice, be said to possess a 

similar knack. Whereas Hugh's strengths lay in his capacity to systematize complex 

bodies of knowledge in evocative ekphrases and schemata, Matthew's work provides 

ample evidence of the artist's ability to emphasize or, when necessary, contrive some 

characterizing detail, action, or mannerism in visual form that encapsulated the 

essence or substance of an entire entry in a compact visual package. In the richness 

of its detail and the concessions Matthew made in modifying his model to re-present 

the story of Enguerrand de Coucy's bizarre death-by-transfixion-while-falling-from-

a-horse-in-midstream, Matthew managed to simultaneously reflect accurately the 

circumstances of the narrative and to capture what Matthew considered to be the 

moral proportionality of the punishment for Enguerrand's pride and arrogance. 

Similarly, by paring his representation of the climactic moment in Pope Innocent's 

nightmare down to the bare minimum of cloak, tunic, gauntlet, and crozier 

transfixing the verb "to pierce through," Matthew's work clearly embodies the virtue 

of "brevity,"833 fixing the identity of the actor in the scene (by means of the similitude 

of the accoutrements represented to the trappings of Grosseteste's office), and 

schematically conflating the body of the victim with the body of the text while 

directing his spectators' attention to the key concept in this event, the "piercing 

                                                 

832  Southern, "Aspects of the European Tradition of Historical Writing (2): Hugh of St. Victor and the 
Idea of Historical Development," 165. 

833  See Carruthers, The Craft of Thought, 117 for more on tropes of brevity. 
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through" of Innocent's flank (which Matthew further conflates with the symptoms of 

Innocent's ultimately fatal pleurisy). By means of this single compact congery, 

Matthew wraps up events spanning months—even years—and involving numbers of 

characters and events. 

In sum, just as the use (or invention) of character archetypes and the 

fashioning of neat story solutions made Matthew's text more appealing—and likely 

more True—for contemporary audiences, so too did the visual exaggeration of 

defining characteristics; the use and re-use of meaningful model images and 

compositional solutions; and the shaping of simple images that encapsulated the res 

of a character, place, or concept. Indeed, these verbal and visual tropes and devices 

were complementary aspects of Matthew's rhetorical practice, opening up multiple 

registers in which he might present his messages and lending his work a multimodal 

coherence lacking in the work of his contemporaries. With respect to multimodal 

coherence, although Matthew's inventional processes accorded broadly with those of 

his peers, we can also see in "Grosseteste's vengeful spirit" many elements that set 

him apart, including his willingness to deviate from the use of model images when it 

was rhetorically advantageous, his ability to draw from life when the opportunity 
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presented itself,834 and the degree to which Matthew's illustrations could be and 

were integrated with the text to create a complex representational machine. 

Similarly Matthew's decision to focus on subjects great and small meant that he 

included illustrations of kings and popes sharing space with lowly pilgrims, serfs, 

and lepers—in many cases, these were not simply idealized caricatures but drawings 

full of realistic pictorial detail and movement. We should not assume that the 

illustrations are free from the sort of manipulation that we know shaped Matthew's 

text; what is significant is that Matthew was purporting to include an accurate 

record of the way characters, objects, and places appeared, a dedication to quotidian 

subjects largely missing from the prose or visual works of his contemporaries. 

4.2.5.2.3 The Use of Visual Elements to Shape Space and Time 

In addition to visual habits that left a mark—literally—on the shape of 

individual visual messages themselves, the ways in which Matthew collected visual 

and verbal messages together and juxtaposed them in the visual space of the page, 

spread, and codex was both distinctive and epistemically important, shaping as it 

did audience members' perception of space and chronology. 

                                                 

834  Compare, e.g., the changes in Matthew's representation of elephants once he had an opportunity to 
see the real article, versus Villard de Honnecourt's extremely stylized lion, although the latter claimed to 
have drawn the beast from life. 
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Within his illustrations, Matthew frequently made use of space both to shape 

chronology835 and convey judgments about his subjects. For example, in his Lives of 

the Two Offas, Matthew used both scale and location—representing young Prince 

Offa as very small (smaller than his age alone might account for) and placed in the 

outer margin of a group of figures "supportive of the king"836—to connote the 

impotence and social and political isolation of the figure depicted. In "Grosseteste's 

vengeful spirit," Matthew likewise uses the margin—this time of the page itself—to 

produce a different rhetorical effect, this time using the left margin of the folio to 

anchor and frame what we presume to be Grosseteste's disembodied arm, 

emphasizing the figure's otherworldliness (and, presumably, reinforcing our belief 

that he is used as a tool or intermediary of God). As significant as the absence of 

Grosseteste's spectral body is the complete absence of a direct representation of the 

victim's body; both absences further focus our attention on the point of the image, 

the crozier piercing through the titulum or caption, which both stands-in for 

Innocent's body and directs us to a correct interpretation of the story's import: The 

                                                 

835  For example, in his illustration of the course of a sea battle off Sandwich in 1217 CE, Matthew 
compressed several temporally sequential events—the blessing conferred by senior English clergy upon the 
fleet, the English use of pots of blinding quicklime, the offer of a ransom by the French commander to save 
his life, and his ultimate beheading—into a single frame, although the dictates of good composition imposed 
some limitations on his ability to represent events pictorially in the order they appear in his verbal 
chronology. Instead of 'good sequence' what we get is a lively and emotive gestalt of the action; all of the 
major events were represented in the picture, they were simply re-arranged to create a more logical and 
better-flowing illustration of the events (indeed, one could argue that Matthew's approach in composing this 
illustration is indicative of his wider approach to historiography—true-seeming, rhetorically apt, and 
stylistically pleasing generally trumped blindly truthful, ambiguous, and disjointed in his work). 

836  Hahn, "The Limits of Text and Image?" 42–43 
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fact that the spectral assault joins up Innocent's death with its antecedent cause(s), 

his simony, arrogance, and greed. As Hahn points out, the tituli attached to 

narrative images served a dual purpose, both—as in the case discussed in this 

chapter—helping readers arrive at correct interpretations of the associated 

passage(s) and providing a "short and digested version of the text" that supported 

Matthew's performance of the text as the stories were related in live performances.837 

With respect to the use of images to shape or structure the representation of 

time or chronology, Matthew employed an array of strategies. As described in my 

discussion of his painting that depicts events from the sea battle off Sandwich, 

Matthew in that instance used the picture frame as a space in which to compress 

time, encapsulating representations of a number of events that took place during the 

course of the battle into a single image, a gestalt capturing the res of the event 

without attempting to present events in any necessary order. In terms of strategies 

employed to tell a more formally sequential visual story across multiple events, 

Matthew employed an array of strategies, both individually and in concert, to 

arrange his stories. In addition to multipage organizational summary graphics, such 

as the royal genealogic rolls838 and exegetical itinerary maps839 Matthew used to 

                                                 

837  Hahn, "The Limits of Text and Image?" 48. 
838  For a discussion of Matthew's chart illustrating the genealogy of the kings of England in the Corpus 

Christi autograph edition of Chronica Majora, see Lewis, The Art of Matthew Paris, 140–158. 
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preface major divisions of the work, the most frequent strategy the artist employed 

to structure the narrative in Chronica Majora was the signum, an abstract sign that 

frequently signaled both the subject of the attached narrative and, sometimes, its 

substance. The symbols themselves consisted of an array of sign types from 

distinctive equipment and/or decorations standing in for the bearers with which they 

were conventionally associated (e.g., the bishop's crozier and mitre; the knight or 

lord's shield with heraldic device; the king's crown) to the disembodied clasped 

hands or cartoon heads kissing cheeks to signify the sealing of an alliance; 

qualitative or substantive signs ranged from the abstract symbolism of an upright 

sign signifying the subject's accession (e.g., the ennobling of a knight, the ordination 

of a bishop, the crowing of a king, and others) and an inverted signum signifying the 

subject's death to more denotative signa such as the shattering of a knight's signum 

to signpost his disgrace and the literal destruction of his arms as described in the 

adjacent narrative. Not only do these signa provide a sort of visual index, making it 

comparatively easy for the reader to navigate the text by looking for relevant signs 

marking desired passages, they also lend a texture to the work, a visual genealogy 

                                                 

839  For more on Matthew's itinerary maps, see Lewis, The Art of Matthew Paris, 321–376; Daniel K. 
Connolly, "Imagined Pilgrimage in the Itinerary Maps of Matthew Paris," The Art Bulletin 81:4 (December 
1999): 598-622; and Michael Gaudio, "Matthew Paris and the Cartography of the Margins," Gesta 39:1 
(2000): 50–57. In addition to reviewing Matthew's importance in the history of cartography, all three authors' 
discussions of the use to which these itinerary maps were put—as guides to contemplation, aids to support 
a spiritual, rather than a physical, journey to the Holy Land—provide useful pointers to the purpose that was 
likely expected of Matthew's larger historical project: To create familiar hooks on which to fix one's attention 
while contemplating how best to pursue a moral life. 
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not simply of marriages, births, and deaths but also of the rise and demise of 

society's rich, powerful, and famous.840 In addition to the mnemonic signa that signal 

the visual rhythm of Matthew's narrative, the artist also included ad hoc, 

representational images that often served as sense-making devices, punctuating 

particular narratives and guiding his diverse audiences' interpretation of them. The 

placement of such images in a narrative sequence provides an important cue to their 

purpose; whereas the majority of such images—e.g., the deaths of Eustace the Monk, 

Enguerrand de Coucy, and William de Marisco—appear at the end of a narrative 

thread, providing a narrative space in which to reflect on the manner of the subject's 

passing and what it might reflect about his or her character, the placement of an 

image such as "Grosseteste's vengeful spirit" was unusual and, therefore, significant.  

4.2.5.2.4 Multimodality 

As the foregoing discussion has suggested, Matthew was more than just a 

writer who doodled in the margins of his notebook—images were fundamental to the 

way he composed history and integral to his thinking about chronology and 

causality. What is more, Matthew was not just a visual thinker. His compositional 

style was rooted in the complex interdependence of verbal and visual elements, an 

                                                 

840  Although Matthew did not use abstract signa in his hagiographic works, he did develop a system of 
repeated designs and details, and stylized posed and gestural formulae intended to serve the same 
purpose: Signaling story structure and keying viewers up for particular interpretations of the events 
recounted in the verbal narrative. For more on the metanarrative aspect of the images in Matthew's saints' 
lives, see Hahn, "The Limits of Text and Image?" 40–41. 
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ability not simply to communicate effectively in prose, poetry, and pictures singly 

but also to recognize those occasions when words and/or pictures could be productive 

juxtaposed or combined to produce a combined effect that is greater than any 

medium on it own might achieve. Combining text and images was by no means 

unique to Matthew. Mary Carruthers notes, for instance, that the imagines 

verborum (literally, "images of words") and imagines rerum ("images of things") 

styles of illustration—in which visuals provide cues to the meaning of the syllables 

in the principal word or the main ideas of a text, respectively—was well established 

by Matthew's time, particularly among artists illustrating psalters.841 Even in non-

religious contexts—e.g., in Villard de Honnecourt's illustrated Psychomachia842—text 

and image were frequently deployed as complements to, rather than simple 

duplications of, one another. The primary difference in many of Matthew's 

multimodal performances is that one could justly argue that audiences would not 

understand the meaning or import of a story without understanding its attendant 

visual(s). Certainly the "Grosseteste's vengeful spirit" congery is one example of such 

a composition, but there are many others. Cynthia Hahn, for example, identifies a 

                                                 

841  Carruthers, The Book of Memory, 227. Carruthers bolsters her discussion with examples drawn 
from the ninth-century Carolingian Utrecht Psalter. 

842  In his analysis of the role of captions in Villard's work, Stephen Perkinson suggests that the 
architect used the verbal descriptions attached to illustrations "as a means of enhancing his reader's 
awareness of, and respect for, his impressive knowledge and exotic personal experiences" and, therefore, 
using the text-image congery as more than simply an opportunity to clarify or double meaning, but also as an 
occasion for establishing and bolstering the artist's ethos (Perkinson, "Portraits and Counterfeits," 16). 
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passage in the Vitae Duorum Offarum ("Lives of the Two Offas") in which Matthew 

made minor changes to a model image to illustrate the story, relying "on opposition, 

gesture, and repetitions that change[d] only small details" in the exemplar, 

evidencing what Hahn considers a "remarkable confidence in his viewers' abilities to 

detect and understand these differences, to sort out a semiotic subtlety that had 

almost become a 'langue'"843 and recognize the significance of Matthew's use of 

"repetition-with-difference in preference to detail and substantial overt action." 844 

Just as Tacitus's use of poetic diction represented an attempt "to connect 

imagistically," to create a narrative richly textured with visual and emotive 

language where "connotations [were] as central [to the meaning of the text] as 

denotations,"845 Matthew's fusion of images with text created a visual landscape in 

which the meaning and import of what is shown (or not shown) is perhaps more 

                                                 

843  It is unclear from the passage whether Hahn was using langue in its Saussurian sense—that is a 
language with formal rules and conventions governing its use—or simply to denote 'language' in a more 
general sense. Matthew's modification of vernacular exemplars seems more ad hoc than formal (i.e., more 
like the idiomatic connotation of Saussure's parole), relying on audience members to transfer their 
experiences from court rhetoric, for example, where physical gestures conveyed substantive and emotive 
meaning rather than being able to depend on semiotic rules garnered from interpreting other visual works. In 
either case, Hahn's analysis largely supports Carruthers's contention that medieval audiences for works of 
this sort would have understood the performances rhetorically and been actively prepared to interpret them 
as works composed of, and embedded in, webs of reference. 

844  Hahn, "The Limits of Text and Image?" 47–48.  
845 From L'Hoir, Tragedy, Rhetoric, and the Historiography of Tacitus' Annales, 9: "Löfstedt notes that 

Tacitus' vocabulary and imagery are at their 'most poetical' in the Annales. The purpose of poetic language, 
according to Segal, is 'to connect imagistically' and to provide a 'texture of words' that 'is more important 
than or as important as the abstract lexical meanings' in which 'connotations [are] as central as the 
denotations.' Tacitus' elevated style of prose and use of poetic constructions and vocabulary, in which a 
single word may assume many layers of significance, are fundamental to the complexity of his diction….If 
there is a specific representative metaphor that emerges in this study of Tacitus' diction, it is the 
transgression of boundaries—not only physical and moral but also connotative." 
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important than the denotative content of the images themselves. The "Grosseteste's 

vengeful spirit" congery itself demonstrates this quality: Although the image itself 

may appear to just be a visual doubling of the verbal content of the story, the real 

import of the inclusion is its joining-up of stabbing and the stabbing pain that 

attended Innocent's death, a fusion made plain in the image of the word percussus 

being transfixed by a crozier. It is with transformations of this sort that Matthew 

sets himself apart from his peers; by bringing together a naturalistic style of 

depiction that represents believable surfaces and creates a space in which to give 

free rein to his—and his audiences'—passion for reference and nuance and subtlety 

he created a technology for clothing sententious judgments in the guise of quotidian 

secular history. 

Given the intimate connection between words and images in Matthew's 

Chronica and other works, it is a significant loss for historiographers and 

communication scholars that so few complete reproductions of his works has ever 

been published (although a number of Latin transcriptions and foreign language 

textual translations have been produced, few include images at all and those that 

include a selection of images rarely reproduce them in their original narrative 

contexts). Not only has this severing of the intimate connection of words and images 

in reproductions of Matthew's works rendered it difficult to understand the 

meanings of many individual passages and impossible to recognize the connections 

between many events that had been joined or accessed by visual means, it has 
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stripped the work of its connection to the human lifeworld in which it was originally 

embedded: The world of history—and historiography—as public performance. 

4.2.5.3 Public Performance and the Experience of History 
Although Matthew's authorial practice was undoubtedly shaped by the 

conventions of historiography and illustration in use among his mentors and peers, 

the prime factor affecting his approach to history-writing was the fact that his 

Chronica Majora was not received by its primary audience as a literary text but as a 

viva voce public performance, derived from or guided by events in the text and 

punctuated or enlivened by the vivid illustrations. This dual purpose—as a 

record/archive of historical events and as script/inspiration for public 

performances—explains a great deal about the elements of Matthew's style and 

suggests important ways in which the dictates of performance and audience 

expectations may have shaped Chronica Majora. In the sections that follow, I will 

deal with the most important of these "conditions of discourse practice"846: The role of 

rhetoric in preparing and interpreting public performances in the thirteenth 

century, the particular challenges of live performance (and their effect on a book 

intended as both a permanent record and a guide to performance), the role of images 

in historical performances, and substantive and stylistic differences between 

composing and performing text for inexpert versus expert audiences. 

                                                 

846  Fairclough, Discourse and Social Change, 233. 
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4.2.5.3.1 The Role of Rhetoric 

Earlier in this chapter, I made reference to Morse's idea of the culture of 

referral. We could with equal justice suggest Matthew lived in a culture of rhetoric, 

a culture in which individuals who enjoyed some education could be said to share "a 

habit of mind, a set of assumptions about how words"—and, I would argue, 

pictures—"represent the world"847; as with Tacitus's audiences more than a 

millennium earlier, for Matthew's auditors, a "single allusion, even a single word, 

could tap a whole complex of ideas in the mind of an audience or reader."848 This 

rhetorical habit of mind would likely have extended to a worldview that perceived 

historical narratives—in common with all products of human intellect—as 

rhetorical,849 judged not for their truth or untruth (as we might understand the 

concept) but as literary works to be judged by their "[richness] in colour, 

[distinctiveness] in diction, and [perfection] in shape."850 If there was little in the way 

of a formal apparatus enabling thirteenth century readers or auditors to distinguish 

between fiction and fact, sententious historians like Matthew could be said to 

                                                 

847  Morse, Truth and Convention in the Middle Ages, 9. In The Craft of Thought, Carruthers also 
argues that "all medieval arts were conceived and perceived essentially as rhetoric, whether they took the 
form of poems or paintings or buildings or music" (Carruthers, The Craft of Thought, 223). 

848  Woodman and Powell (Author and Audience) quoted in L'Hoir, Tragedy, Rhetoric, and the 
Historiography of Tacitus' Annales, 6. 

849  Southern, "Aspects of the European Tradition of Historical Writing: The Rhetorical Tradition from 
Einhard to Geoffrey of Monmouth," 180. Emphasis mine. 

850  Southern, "Aspects of the European Tradition of Historical Writing: The Rhetorical Tradition from 
Einhard to Geoffrey of Monmouth," 178. 
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possess a distinctive historiographic episteme, a drive, as Matthew himself put it, "to 

perpetuate notable events…for the praise of God and in order that posterity should 

be instructed…how to avoid those things which deserve punishment, and how to 

engage in good things which are rewarded by God"851; to this end, Matthew and his 

peers were wont to use any rhetorical means—many of which, such as exaggeration 

and hyperbole; invention of direct speech, documents, characters, even entire events; 

and others, have already been discussed—necessary to convince their audience not 

only which events and characters were truly digna memoria ("worth remembering"), 

but also what qualities were worth remembering about them and how the 

arrangement of those events constituted a logical narrative under a particular moral 

sentence or theme.852 As proof of a mindset that was entirely comfortable with the 

idea that history was a "kind of rhetoric in action,"853 R. W. Southern notes that one 

rarely—if ever—finds historians of the period apologizing for "gaps in their 

information" or for any of the catalog of inventions or distortions that they might 

have committed in the development of an argument; instead, they tend to apologize 

primarily for the poverty of their rhetoric, their "poverty of diction," "their deficiency 

                                                 

851  Matthew quoted in Vaughan, Matthew Paris, 151–152. 
852  Ray, "Medieval Historiography Through the Twelfth Century," 57–58. Memoria digna translates 

roughly as things "worth remembering." 
853  Southern, "Aspects of the European Tradition of Historical Writing: The Rhetorical Tradition from 

Einhard to Geoffrey of Monmouth," 182. 
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in rhetorical colors," or "their failure to find words splendid enough for their 

theme."854 

Not only were the selection, composition, and ordering of events conditioned by 

concerns about aesthetics and memory; the need to adapt performances to the 

demands of particular occasions and audiences required authors to attend to issues 

of propriety855 more energetically than might have been required in a strictly literary 

culture. This must have created a particularly uncomfortable environment for an 

historian like Matthew who, like most of his peers was "unequally yoked to his 

subject,"856 producing rhetoric not for his social equals—as were Plato and Cicero and 

other 'greats' in the classical canon—but "[wishing] to please or instruct [his] 

superiors."857 We see the effects of this tension throughout Matthew's work, from the 

nature of the "Grosseteste's vengeful spirit" narrative and illustration—with its 

deniable criticisms and its use of denotative visual details to dress up and cloak its 

connotative import—to the plethora of marginal notes (vacat quia offendiculum, 

roughly "omit because it [might] cause offense") found in Matthew's autograph copy 

of the book indicating which sections copyists ought to expurgate in producing copies 

                                                 

854  Ibid. 
855  Carruthers, The Craft of Thought, 223. 
856  Southern, "Aspects of the European Tradition of Historical Writing: The Rhetorical Tradition from 

Einhard to Geoffrey of Monmouth," 185. 
857  Ibid. 
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for dignitaries,858 such as the King, who requested them from time to time. That 

said, beyond the dictates of good sense and propriety (and the cognitive demands of 

live performance), little else constrained the inventional practice of historians 

performing before royal and popular lay audiences; with "no independent concept of 

'literature'" and, therefore, no need to worry about "transgressing critical categories" 

dividing invented fable and real history, Matthew—as Morse and others have 

argued regarding so many of his peers and contemporaries—would have felt little 

compunction about "adapting the conventions of fiction in order to preach by 

stealth."859 And this effect is precisely what we find in "Grosseteste's vengeful spirit": 

The invention of an event to create a meaningful narrative out of the final year of 

Innocent's life; the crafting of an image that makes the 'event' tangibly present for 

audiences and reinforced the indexical connection between the depicted assault and 

Innocent's death; and the use of Grosseteste (and God) as cover for Matthew's own 

declared moral sentence—if challenged, the historian could claim that he was simply 

'reporting events as they were reported to him.' 

To develop a better sense of how the particular conditions under which 

Matthew performed affected the substance and style of his presentation, I will now 

turn to a consideration of what his audiences might have expected out of live 

                                                 

858  Lewis, The Art of Matthew Paris, 48. 
859  Morse, Truth and Convention in the Middle Ages, 148. 
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performances of historical narratives and how images might have served to shape 

those readings. 

4.2.5.3.2 Live Performance and the Ways in Which Pictures Punctuated, Enlivened, 
and Organized Stories and Story Threads 

Although some of Matthew's autograph books—particularly his saints' lives—

did circulate among a small circle of noble readers,860 most audience-members would 

have experienced his historical narratives as live performances.861 As an abbey on 

the main pilgrimage routes south toward Canterbury and major trade routes 

northward, St. Albans played host to a great many pilgrims and travelers, common 

and noble. A primary entertainment for those visitors would have been readings 

from Chronica Majora by Matthew or another member of the monastic 

community862; indeed, the Chronica's fame was widespread outside the abbey, even 

                                                 

860  Specifically, we have a statement in Matthew's own hand in the Dublin Life of St. Alban indicating 
that the book had been lent on different occasions to the "mistress Countesses" of Arundel (named as 
"Isabella") and Cornwall. Nigel Morgan identifies these noble-women as Sanchia of Provence (wife of King 
Henry III's brother, the Earl of Cornwall, Richard) and Isabella, the wife of the Earl of Arundel. In this 
connection, see Morgan, "Matthew Paris, St. Albans, London, and the Leaves of the 'Life of St. Thomas 
Becket,'" 85 and 88. Evidence suggests that Matthew himself sought to make his historical works available 
to a wider audience in the decade before his death, supervising the production of a number of summary 
editions that generally omitted illustrations and abridged the text (frequently expurgating Matthew's more 
inflammatory remarks); for more on the production of authorized editions, see Lewis, The Art of Matthew 
Paris, 48–49. 

861  For more on lay readership and the importance of public performance, see page 116 in Alberto 
Manguel, A History of Reading (New York: Viking, 1996). In this connection, see also page 94 in Ruth 
Crosby, "Oral Delivery in the Middle Ages," Speculum 11:1 (January 1936): 88–110, and page 422 in 
Crosby, "Chaucer and the Custom of Oral Delivery," Speculum 13:4 (October 1938): 413–432. 

862  See Lewis, The Art of Matthew Paris, 49. For more on the prevalence of live oral performance in 
the medieval experience of historical narrative, see M. T. Clanchy, From Memory to Written Record, 267–
268. 
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among members of King Henry's inner circle.863 If Chronica Majora was intended, in 

part, as a script and support for live oral performances, what formal features would 

suggest this use? 

• First, Matthew's frequent resort to speeches and dramatic dialogue 
intended to bring events to life and to make the quality of the narrative's 
characters clear to auditors was not only a crucial feature of exaggeration 
(cf.)—providing opportunities for literally giving voice to a character's 
true nature—but also for introducing variety of diction and verbal color 
for the audience.864 Matthew's narrative images also commonly featured 
labels, captions, and speech scrolls—the medieval equivalent of comic 
book speech bubbles—which provided opportunities for pointing 
spectators to key passages and lending texture to the narratives.865 

• Second, Matthew employed an extensive abbreviation and punctuation 
scheme—12 words in the caption accompanying "Grossteste's vengeful 
spirit" alone contain contractions, abbreviations, and other suspensions. 
According to Lewis, this scheme was not directed at copyists, but served 
as an "aid in pronunciation" for readers "reading the text aloud," 
facilitating fluent public performance of the text.866 

• The third feature is repetition of key words, phrases, and sounds; the 
reinforcement of meaning through restatement of points in a new way 
and/or with new words; and the re-use of stock phrases (importing 
meaning and connotation through the adoption of a culturally-significant 
formula) were all employed as means of aiding comprehension and 
retention of information that was ephemeral; unlike readers who could 
scan backwards, re-read, and control the pace of information 
presentation, auditors and spectators required such affordances to 
facilitate understanding.867 Not only were these techniques useful in 

                                                 

863  Lewis speculates that one of the expurgated copies of Chronica Majora produced under Matthew's 
supervision in the decade before his death was likely intended for the royal collection at Westminster (Lewis, 
The Art of Matthew Paris, 48–49). 

864  Lewis, The Art of Matthew Paris, 49. 
865  Lewis, The Art of Matthew Paris, 48. 
866  Lewis, The Art of Matthew Paris, 49. 
867  Crosby, "Oral Delivery in the Middle Ages," 107–108. 
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scaffolding audience members' comprehension of the performance, they 
were also a valuable means of enlisting audience members' belief in the 
veracity of the historian's event-descriptions—by saying or showing 
something enough times, the historian makes the event or personality 
described become real.868 

• Finally, a feature likely unique to Matthew among monastic chroniclers869 
is his inclusion of marginal notes guiding the performance of texts for 
particular audiences, "[expurgating] most of the offensive allusions to 
kings and popes in the annals from 1189 to 1250." These notes afforded 
Matthew a flexible framework for guiding performance, leaving him with 
pithy and lurid commentary sufficient to entertain lay audiences while 
providing him with the means to modify his performance for a royal 
audience, taking the more delicate sensibilities—and easily offended 
egos—of those auditors into account.  

Matthew was likewise unusual in his use of images to shape and support 

public performances. The role of pictures roughly paralleled that of the verbal 

practices just described:  

• Images were used to make the characters, places, and actions of the 
narrative 'present' for spectators, bringing both the substance and 
'surfaces' of an event before spectators' eyes; to use Matthew's own 
words, images were included so that "what the ear hears the eyes may 
see."870 There was also a degree of reification apparent in the decision to 
illustrate a subject—making an event 'present' also provided tangible 
evidence of the event having 'really' happened. This 'media equation' is a 
phenomenon that Matthew seems to have exploited in his decision to 
illustrate his report of Innocent's nightmare—by illustrating the spectral 
assault, he simultaneously makes the story an 'event' and creates a 
seamless package out of Innocent's decline and fall. 

                                                 

868  Ibid. 
869  Lewis, The Art of Matthew Paris, 48–49; see also Vaughan, Matthew Paris, 117. 
870  Translated in Lewis, The Art of Matthew Paris, 49; quoted from the dedication prefacing Matthew's 

Estoire de Seint Aedward. 
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• Not only did images make the events inscribed 'present,' it did so vividly, 
engaging spectators' senses and adding interest while embodying the 
story's res, aiding interpretation and facilitating the retention of the story 
and its significance in memory.871  

•  Finally, images provided efficient and compact technologies for 
communicating nuanced messages—images created spaces in which 
layers of meaning could be accreted, enabling the representation of 
temporally or conceptually complex stories in a single frame. Images 
facilitated a second kind of compactness: The ability to reconstruct story 
threads from a diffuse archive of chronologically arrayed information; 
they facilitated rapid-access indexing,872 enabling the efficient 
presentation of a story constructed on-the-fly from raw narrative 
elements. There also seems to have been a mnemonic component to the 
entries selected for illustration—Lewis speculates that the reason there 
are more images to be found in the annals relating events prior to 1247 is 
that Matthew felt less "need to make 'present' in pictures…events…still 
vivid in recent memory" than those of "the more distant past."873 

The most powerful way in which Matthew's performative practice seems to have 

differed from that of his peers is not necessarily that he illustrated his history but in 

the ways in which he combined words and images to create a powerful device for 

communicating a moral view of history. For Matthew, pictures were not simply 

"trifling adornments"874; when artfully combined with words, they created what 

                                                 

871  Lewis, The Art of Matthew Paris, 50. 
872  Ibid. 
873  Ibid. Indeed, as Lewis relates, the most heavily illustrated portion of the chronicle is that portion of 

the work that Matthew largely copied from Roger Wendover; she speculates that Matthew may have focused 
on illustrating that portion of the work because he was less familiar with it and, therefore, may have required 
additional cues to help him interpret and/or navigate it in the heat of a performance. 

874  Alberto Manguel quoting the c. 5th century Saint Nilus, credited with the original conception of the 
church as a 'book' from which the 'illiterate' might learn the fundamentals of scripture (Manguel, A History of 
Reading, 97). 
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Carruthers—in discussing another form of visual thinking—termed a "machine for 

thinking."875 

In Matthew's performative machine, pictures frequently serve as markers, 

guides to the shape of the narrative and its appropriate interpretation. The 

Venerable Bede provides perhaps the best explanation of how Matthew's visual 

arguments functioned. Bede argued that imagines, although discrete 

representations of "divine or human beings," could not be distinguished from the 

meaningful juxtaposition—the dispositio—of those imagines in a narrative pictura. 

Matthew's arrangement of modal elements in a visual space could be analogized 

with Bede's idea of the pictura; similarly—just as the grouping of picturae in "an 

orderly way through [a] church" served as "equipment" guiding believers along the 

"routes of meditation"876 or as a "machine for thinking, whose structure and 

decoration together serve as its functioning parts"877—the Chronica Majora, with its 

event-descriptions frequently composed of meaningfully arranged text and image 

messages and its visual indexing scheme serving to bind together narrative threads, 

could similarly be conceived of as a "machine for thinking" about history. From what 

we know of the work of medieval historians and their audiences, it seems likely they 

                                                 

875  Carruthers, The Craft of Thought, 276. 
876  Carruthers, The Craft of Thought, 204. 
877  Carruthers, The Craft of Thought, 276. 
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saw it in the same way, not as a quarry to be mined for historical facts but as a lens 

for seeing the hand of God in the affairs of men. The images serve as "markers" 

leading an audience-member's path to understanding—the "flow" (ductus) is an 

important aspect of rhetorical contemplation, "the conduct of a thinking mind on its 

way through a composition."878 Indeed, as in Matthew's saints' lives, a reader could 

gain a reasonable sense of the ebb and flow of the narrative and its main themes 

through a review of the images and their rubrics, signposting the important turns in 

Matthew's sententious accounts.879 Thus, the staff depicted in "Grosseteste's 

vengeful spirit" is not only a tool for ordering the narrative, marking the crisis in the 

thread, but an inspiration, guiding Matthew's—and his audience-members'—

thinking about the significance and meaning of the event.880 

These practices—like Matthew's work itself—were relatively short-lived. 

Within a generation of Matthew's death, virtually all of the production work that 

went in to inscribing, illustrating, and assembling manuscript books had passed 

from monastic houses to lay craftsmen.881 Few monks would ever again enjoy the 

opportunities Matthew had to combine talents garnered from apprenticeships with 

                                                 

878  Carruthers, The Craft of Thought, 77 and 204. Quote on page 77; emphasis in original. 
879  See McCulloch, "Saints Alban and Amphibalus in the Works of Matthew Paris," 769 for an account 

of the ordering and inventional qualities of imagery in Matthew's hagiographic narratives. 
880  See Carruthers's discussion of Hrothgar's meditation on the sword in Beowulf for a similar instance 

of an artifact ordering and inspiring the invention of narrative (Carruthers, The Craft of Thought, 205). 
881  Knowles, "The Cultural Influence of English Medieval Monasticism." 
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skilled artisans like Walter of Colchester, clerical training, and an education in 

rhetoric and the liberal arts. Although public storytelling would not lose its cultural 

relevance for several centuries, the standards of multimodal historiography set by 

Matthew—with his polymathic ability to craft bespoke verbal and visual narratives 

have largely faded from view. 

   

 
Pragmatic Analysis Summary 
Key Findings 
In sum, what has conducting a pragmatic analysis showed us about "Grosseteste's 
vengeful spirit"? 

• The verbal component of Matthew's chronicle fit squarely within the 
sententious tradition of Tacitus and Orosius—that is, it was constructed 
homiletically or didactically, using historical events and personages as 
exemplars of how individuals ought or ought not to behave.882 

• Matthew's chief innovation was to pair a moralizing prose style with a 
style of illustration that integrated seemingly neutral techniques of 
narrative illustration—in short, Matthew's style successfully utilized text 
and image markers of verisimilitude (e.g., the inclusion of primary 
documents as a volume of additions; the use of visual rendering and 
compositional styles that appeared to cleave strongly to the particular 
details of the associated textual story, etc.) to conceal the 
transformation of those particular events into generalizable moral tales 

 

                                                 

882  This impulse to, as Cynthia Hahn describes it, "tell a lively story full of visual detail and subsidiary 
themes" was one that Matthew seems to have employed across the manifold genres in which he composed. 
In discussing Matthew's approach to hagiography, Hahn argues persuasively that Matthew was strongly 
influenced by the romantic—rather than the annalistic—register. See especially Hahn, "The Limits of Text 
and Image?" 39–40. In the sense of 'romance' implied in Northrop Frye's classic definition—i.e., one in which 
the characters in a "romance [move] in a world in which the ordinary laws of nature are slightly suspended: 
Prodigies of courage and endurance, unnatural to us, are natural to [them], and enchanted weapons, talking 
animals, terrifying ogres and witches, and talismans of miraculous power violate no rule of 
probability…Romance divides into two main forms…Both lean heavily on miraculous violations of natural law 
for their interest as stories" (Pages 33–34 in Northrop Frye, "Historical Criticism: Theory of Modes,"  in 
Anatomy of Criticism, 33–67,Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 1957)—one can certainly see 
elements of the form in both the Lives of the Offas and Chronica Majora, as we shall see. 
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intended as examples to guide readers' future actions. 
• Although Matthew's use of images to organize and punctuate 

performances was unusual, the ways in which he used them—to make 
events and characters of the past present for his audiences and to 
signal the transformation of events into evidence—was consistent with 
broader historiographic practices. 

• Matthew's Chronica Majora was not simply—or even primarily—a 
literary work; it was also used as a guide to public oral performance 
and a visual aid supporting those performances. 

• Something unfamiliar to audiences comfortable with the Rankean 
notion that the truth value of history lies in an ability to reference a 
knowable, accessible body of primary evidence outside the 
performance (e.g., documents, oral reports of participants and 
eyewitnesses, etc) is the medieval idea that the value of a performance 
as history is found within the performance: Was it stylistically pleasing? 
Was the subject matter edifying? Did it conform to expected genre 
standards? Post-Rankean methods of interrogating an historical text 
would likely have seemed terribly artificial to medieval audiences, 
betraying an excessive concern with surface features and an 
inattention to deeper, more important matters. Medieval audiences 
would have been comfortable with narrative that created seamless, 
meaningful stories out of the chaos of historical events and proficient in 
interpreting the complexities of Matthew's verbal-visual sententia. 

Unanswered Questions 
Matthew's fundamental multimodality also highlights the necessity of considering the 
inferential/argumentative dimension—Matthew adapted a number of practices from 
traditional moralizing artistic genres and pioneered his own methods of naturalistic 
depiction to produce images that seem to be unproblematic representations which, in 
the case of "Grosseteste's vengeful spirit" and some other event-descriptions, is only 
half the story. To understand how Matthew used his audiences' genre and interpretive 
conventions to frame a moral story out of a disconnected set of occurrences, we must 
consider the rhetorical dimension. 
Methodological Observations 
The great strength of the pragmatic approach is that it has helped to ground my 
investigation of Matthew's "Grosseteste's vengeful spirit" congery in terms of both late 
medieval historiographic practice (i.e., In what ways did Matthew 'do' history like—or 
unlike—his peers and contemporaries? and In what ways was Matthew's approach to 
illustration like or unlike the work of other artists of the period?) and the interpretive 
practices of his contemporary audiences (i.e., How did thirteenth century audiences 
experience history? and What did Matthew's audiences expect from historical 
performances). Hermeneutic and literary ethnographic techniques were vital to the 
development of a praxis-oriented sensibility. 
The pragmatic approach was not without its shortcomings, however. In common with 
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technological analysis, pragmatic techniques proved extremely time-consuming, 
requiring that I, in essence, immerse myself in an alien culture and attempt to identify 
salient beliefs and practices that bear meaningfully on the matter at hand while having 
no direct experience of the lifeworld in which such practitioners' beliefs were embedded 
and frequently forced to depend on second-hand reporting from modern historians and 
literary scholars. Furthermore, owing to the fact that the profile constructed herein 
depended on me to review the available literature on historiography, artistic practice, 
and public performance and to select—from that vast terrain—islands of praxis to 
summarize and systematize in this study, it is inevitable that subjectivity and selection 
bias have crept in. Finally, not so much a problem with pragmatic techniques as such, 
but of the representation of my analysis more generally: The boundaries between 
techniques in my method are rather artificial—pragmatic concerns have inflected 
virtually all of my other analyses and technical, perceptual, semantic, and inferential 
concerns certainly shaped my pragmatic analysis. When such carry-over could not be 
ignored in other categories of analysis—e.g., with respect to the existence of a fifth (i.e., 
narrative) layer of the text in my technological analysis—I have dealt with pragmatic 
issues in context; otherwise, I have tried to attend to them in this section, even when 
doing so has disjointed larger arguments. 

4.2.6 Inferential Analysis 
Having identified the "Grosseteste's vengeful spirit" sketch as the focal point of 

a narrative on the demise of Pope Innocent IV; proposed an array of possible iconic, 

indexical, and symbolic readings; and reviewed a range of productive and 

interpretive practices possibly affecting Matthew's production of Chronica Majora as 

a whole and Collation #1 in particular, I will now turn to the problem of determining 

which reading(s) are most plausible and analyzing the implications of that reading 

for the meaning of the whole narrative. In this section, I employ a rhetorical 

heuristic to analyze the cultural and narrative context in which Matthew's 

"Grosseteste's vengeful spirit" vignette is embedded. 
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4.2.6.1 Audience 
To whom was Matthew's performance addressed? Although evidence suggests 

that the two manuscript copies883 of Matthew's great history, Chronica Majora, were 

never widely circulated outside St. Albans, Suzanne Lewis argues that the Chronica 

was not merely a literary work, but also an integral part of a dramatistic 

performance in which Matthew (or others) would read aloud from the book at public 

gatherings.884 Although those audiences would have varied depending on the season 

and the composition of the various groups passing through St. Albans, north to the 

royal holdings and south on the pilgrimage to Canterbury (or to St. Albans abbey 

itself, site of a significant shrine to one of England's best known martyrs, the 

eponymous Alban),885 two groups would likely have predominated: Monks, both of 

Matthew's Benedictine order and itinerant orders (including deputations from as far 

                                                 

883  One copy was written and illustrated entirely by Matthew—and remained in his possession until his 
death; a second copy was inscribed by an assistant under Matthew's direction and also illustrated by 
Matthew personally. Matthew's autograph edition, in two volumes, exists in Cambridge University's Corpus 
Christi collection; the fair copy is held in the British Library's Royal holdings. Although several of Matthew's 
hagiographic works are known to have circulated in Matthew's lifetime, I know of no evidence that any of the 
(rather large format) autograph chronicles left St. Albans (except when Matthew himself was traveling); a 
number of summaries and expurgated copies (lacking images and with many of the potentially embarrassing 
passages excised) were produced in the final years of Matthew's life but, in general, Matthew's audiences 
would only have encountered his work in the context of live public performances. 

884  Lewis, The Art of Matthew Paris, 435. 
885  Traveling to pray and leave offerings at such shrines would have been a common way for royalty 

and the aristocracy to commemorate significant life events (births, deaths, marriages, etc.) and to take out a 
form of spirituality 'insurance' as they prepared for sea journeys, diplomatic or trade negotiations, military 
campaigns, and other major undertakings. For more on royal pilgrimages, see Nicholas Vincent, "The 
Pilgrimages of the Angevin Kings of England, 1154–1272," in Pilgrimage: The English Experience from 
Becket to Bunyan, edited by Colin Morris and Peter Roberts, 12–45 (Cambridge: Cambridge University 
Press, 2002). 
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away as Armenia886), and the aristocracy (including King Henry III, who apparently 

asked Matthew to perform on more than one occasion887). Both groups would likely 

have approached one of Matthew's live performances or (more rarely) an opportunity 

to read the Chronica themselves with different needs and ends in mind. 

 For the monkish auditor or reader, the Chronica—with its vividly illustrated 

historical vignettes and fully imagined pilgrimage maps from England to the Holy 

Land—afforded a window on a world few cloistered individuals would experience 

directly. The structure and topics of Matthew's history maximized opportunities for 

contemplation on humanity's follies, a vicarious experience of the world in which 

misdeeds rarely go unpunished and positive works earn their agents the recognition 

of God. Imagery played a vital role in this process, making people, places, and events 

vividly real, transporting reader-viewers to a mirror world of contemplation that 

parallels the real world of action.888 The historical events related in Matthew's 

chronicle would, therefore, have been seen primarily in metaphoric terms by 

Matthew's monastic audience; not symbolic as such—i.e., the events were not 

                                                 

886  Lewis, The Art of Matthew Paris, 5. 
887  Lewis, The Art of Matthew Paris, 4–5. 
888  In some instances, the notion of transportation was more literal than others. Matthew opens the 

Chronica with a multi-page map intended to afford viewers a virtual pilgrimage to Jerusalem, the journey to 
which required a meditational effort that paralleled the difficult physical journey to the corporeal city; the end 
of this process was not simply to enable those who were physically unable to complete a pilgrimage of sorts, 
but to effect spiritual change in the practitioner: "For the object of monks is to seek out not the earthly but the 
Heavenly Jerusalem, and this is not by proceeding with [their] feet but by progressing with [their] feelings"  
(Bernard of Clairvaux quoted, page 598, in Daniel K. Connolly, "Imagined Pilgrimage in the Itinerary Maps of 
Matthew Paris," Art Bulletin 81(4): 598–622). 
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strictly imaginary constructs only conventionally associated with any sort of 

corporeal concepts—but the surface actions, motivations, and outcomes would have 

been seen as indicative of some deeper purpose. 

For Matthew's royal and aristocratic audience, the public performance of 

history represented a major source of entertainment and—perhaps more 

importantly—provided readers and auditors with news of a world that few, even 

among the wealthy and powerful, would get to experience directly.889 The material 

out of which these stories were fashioned—tales of foreigners (i.e., the non-English), 

aristocrats, rebels, lost fortunes, and divine vengeance—and the manner in which 

they were presented890 (i.e., "largely in terms of sensory detail and visual images"891) 

has been seen by many as the medieval analogue of modern soap opera or reality TV 

spectacles, not history as we know it.892 Even if sufficient well-indexed and well-

catalogued primary documents existed to support the kind of multi-sourced 

                                                 

889  Owing to this hunger for news of the outside world, Matthew's performances would likely have been 
very much in demand. In addition to his own limited travels—most often to affairs at court—Matthew took 
advantage of St. Albans Abbey's status as a nexus in the growing trade and pilgrimage traffic to cultivate an 
enormous cadre of informants, from Armenian monks to Cahorsin money-lenders to dispossessed nobles 
like Hubert de Burgh. Tales from such diverse sources would have been a much sought-after commodity (as 
is evidenced by the fact that Matthew was asked to provide private performances for King Henry himself on 
at least one occasion). 

890  Including the presentation of rumor and hearsay, dreams and nightmares, and other unsourced or 
unsupported assertions as fact; for more on the 'stuff' of medieval history, see especially pages 183–187 in 
Nancy Partner, Serious Entertainments: The Writing of History in Twelfth-Century England (Chicago: 
University of Chicago Press, 1977). 

891  Lewis, The Art of Matthew Paris, 438. 
892  See especially Vaughan (Matthew Paris) and Partner (Serious Entertainments) for two detailed 

critiques of medieval history through the lens of Rankeian historiography. 
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analytical work we have come to think of as history,893 it seems clear that period 

audiences preferred "serious entertainment," i.e., moralized or monitory narratives 

designed to teach edifying behavioral lessons from the actions of others rather than 

simply to convey information or literal understanding divorced from the "real" (read 

'theological') meaning of historical outcomes.894  

In short, whereas Matthew's monastic audience likely turned to history as a 

source of grist for their contemplative 'mills,' his lay aristocratic audience 

approached it as both a curiosity and a guidebook to appropriate moral conduct. 

With respect to the question of preferred readings, audience factors may not prove 

decisively helpful: Although overall interpretations of history would likely trend 

toward the indexical (i.e., seeing the course of human affairs as the outward 

manifestation of some sort of divine intervention or plan),895 fascination with 

narrative details, the dress and customs of foreigners, and vivid tales of portents and 

                                                 

893  A resource that simply did not exist at the time (Partner, Serious Entertainments, 185–186), indeed 
it was the opening of diplomatic archives that Ranke's new approach possible. In fact, certain aspects of 
Matthew's approach—especially his frequent reference to a collection of facsimile documents, called Liber 
Additamentorum (literally, "the book of additions")—may be the best example of documentary history that 
has come down to us from the period. 

894  The phrase "serious entertainments" is the title of Nancy Partner's 1977 book; on the nature of 
history-reading in the Middle Ages (and the concern for "real" meaning), see Partner, Serious 
Entertainments, 187–188. 

895  Symbolic readings of history in this context seem less likely; although the audience for symbolic 
visual texts, such as Villard de Honnecourt's illustrated editions of Prudentius's Psychomachia, was large, 
readings of history that were entirely based on generic or abstract convention were rarer. One could argue 
that the use of abstract symbology to mark births, deaths, treaties, etc. in the works of Matthew Paris and 
Radulphi de Diceto represented a sort of symbolic history, but not of the theological or anagogical sort so 
popular among medieval hermeneuts. 
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wonders means that much of the visual emphasis in Matthew's work is also placed 

on realistic details. The balance of evidence with respect to audience factors, 

therefore, tends toward a polysemous reading, an image true to the details of the 

story while supporting an indexical reading of the overall narrative (i.e., that the 

'facticity' of the image is evidence of a judgment against Innocent). 

4.2.6.2 Problem 
The specific problem addressed by Matthew's illustration seems to be practical: 

To provide a believable connection between Pope Innocent's misdeeds in life and the 

defeat and physical suffering that characterized his demise. Although there is no 

direct evidence that Matthew invented the vision on which this entire narrative 

hinges,896 the fact that he elected to illustrate the event in this most unusual 

manner—increasing the drama of the situation by depicting the crozier penetrating 

the text itself rather than a more objective representation of the staff striking 

Innocent as described in the narrative—suggests a certain importance and, if the 

incident was invented, depicting it visually would undoubtedly have lent his story a 

verisimilitude that words alone could not convey. Whether the event was fable or 

                                                 

896  Conversely, there is absolutely no direct evidence that corroborates Matthew's story—no 
contemporary chronicle of which I am aware repeats the nightmare story, nor do they draw any specific 
attention to a connection between Innocent's fatal pleurisy and some sort of divine punishment. Adding to 
my suspicion that Matthew is here employing sleight of hand to distract the reader from the fact the event 
has been inserted to make a neat narrative out of Innocent's death is that fact that he identified the 
tenuousness of dream evidence in connection with other passages related to Innocent's death (see Giles's 
translation, "we know not whether it was a creation of fancy or not," Giles (translation), Chronica Majora, 
volume III, 102). 
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not, Matthew unquestionably understood the importance of "sensory detail and 

visual images"897 in creating a credible experience. It is "this vivid merger of reality 

and legend in both text and image" that lends Matthew's story life and, combined 

with an equally vivid live presentation of the story (if reports of Matthew's 

gregarious and dramatic personality are to be believed), succeeded in helping them 

suspend their disbelief and making history into a present visible reality for his 

contemporary audiences.898 If this passage were intended to be strictly—or even 

primarily—symbolic, there would be no narrative exigence to create an incident to 

explicate the story's meaning. As with audience, however, there is little evidence 

that would lend greater weight to either iconic or indexical interpretations: The 

inserted dream sequence could simply be a more-or-less accurate reporting of a story 

Matthew heard (i.e., iconic) or an opportunity to introduce a proxy acting as God's 

agent in the corporeal world (i.e., indexical).  

4.2.6.3 Purpose 
To what end did Matthew strive with his "Grosseteste's vengeful spirit" 

homily? Why? In terms of his general approach, Matthew's frequent resort to direct 

reported speech in the prose text and vivid painted imagery was intended to bring 

history to life, to give a voice to history's prime movers, and to impart a vicarious 

                                                 

897  Lewis, The Art of Matthew Paris, 438. 
898  Ibid. 



The Rhetorical Potential of Images in Popular Accounts of Historical Events 
Chapter 04: Case Analysis 

W. Christopher Scruton 
 

525 

experience of sight/insight—even traveling or moving through space—to members of 

a live audience.899 Thus, in general, images in the Chronica Majora fulfill a vital role 

in not only making the past seem present900 but in encapsulating the res—the moral, 

meaning, or import—of those events in the passages as vividly as possible. Images, 

therefore, were an integral part of the narrative experience itself—even those 

images which were not explicitly (or at least obviously) related to the text at hand 

are thought to have some contextual importance in aiding audience members' 

understandings of the historical drama. Indeed, the sheer density—the richness—of 

the detail, the high social status of the drama's characters, and the vividness of 

Matthew's images and allusions are all part of the experience: 

In a sense, turning the pages of Matthew's Chronica Majora is like opening the 
door of a great abbey cupboard from which spills forth a rich succession of 
disparate images and objects, each conjuring up its own compelling story 
from the past, so that each event becomes visually 'present' to the viewer's 
eye.901 

But what was the goal of this profusion of images and vivid verbal vignettes? They 

provided the raw material for a wholesale reinterpretation of the course of human 

events in moral terms: "The alternations of sin and punishment the pilgrimage of 

                                                 

899  For more on the participatory nature of Matthew's historical illustration, particularly as it relates to 
imagined travel, see Connolly, "Imagined Pilgrimage in the Itinerary Maps of Matthew Paris," especially 
pages 598 and 618. 

900  For more on the use of images to bring 'history before the eyes' (indeed to the point of conveying 
the false impression that the "past looked like the present"), see pages 174–175  in Beryl Smalley, 
Historians in the Middle Ages (London: Thames and Hudson, 1974). 

901  Lewis, The Art of Matthew Paris, 45. 
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life, and the warning signs of an outraged heaven"902 or, as Matthew himself put it, 

"to perpetuate notable events in writing, for the praise of God and in order that 

posterity should be instructed by reading, how to avoid those things which deserve 

punishment, and how to engage in good things which are rewarded by God."903 

Given this general approach, Matthew's specific purpose in creating the 

"Grosseteste's vengeful spirit" homily appears to be a bit of creative 'dot-

connecting'—that is, for an audience predisposed to view history in both manichaean 

and purposive terms, Matthew was given license to 'make sense' of Pope Innocent's 

death by inventing an incident that provided the missing link connecting the 

manner in which Innocent lived his life and the manner in which he died. Creating 

the nightmare fable enabled Matthew to convert the antecedent events of Innocent's 

life—his clashes with the English church and the aristocracy, his competition with 

the Holy Roman Emperor, etc.—into a teachable moment, a moment in which 

Grosseteste serves as God/Matthew's surrogate, passing judgment on a sinner and 

meting out punishment in the form of physical affliction and political and military 

defeat. In this role, the sketch becomes something akin to a sleight of hand trick, 

distracting readers' attention from the fabrication in which the image is embedded 

and convincing them of the event's reality by conveying s sense of visual presence 

                                                 

902  Partner, Serious Entertainments, 223. 
903  Matthew quoted in Vaughan, Matthew Paris, 151–152. 



The Rhetorical Potential of Images in Popular Accounts of Historical Events 
Chapter 04: Case Analysis 

W. Christopher Scruton 
 

527 

and movement that makes the story more plausible. In this context, iconic, 

indexical, and symbolic interpretations of the arm-and-crozier sketch merge: The 

arm is undoubtedly Grossesteste's but it is at once a literal depiction of the 

narrative's events, a manifestation of Matthew's overall goal of demonstrating divine 

authorship of the affairs of history, and (perhaps subtly) symbolic of the correction of 

Innocent's sins by an agent of God. 

4.2.6.4 Argumentative Structure 
At the metanarrative level, this section of Chronica Majora reads like every 

other section of Matthew's chronicle: Like a weekly or monthly diary with events 

appearing one after another in roughly chronological fashion. Given that 

sequentiality, the casual reader could be forgiven for assuming that the Chronica is 

simply an annal, a chronological listing of "one damn thing after another." A reader 

or auditor following the text in this fashion would experience the text primarily as 

the sort of linear flow represented in the solid black and gray bars in Figure 4.5.1 

(below). The "apparent flow of the Innocent-Grosseteste narrative" would simply be 

read as an additive list: "first the Pope appointed Italians loyal to him to the church 

leadership in England, and then the Pope confiscated or taxed certain church lands, 

and then Robert Grosseteste publicly challenged the Pope in a letter," followed by 

Grosseteste's brief removal from office, the bishop's death in 1254, Innocent's threat 

to disinter him from Lincoln Cathedral, the visit of Grosseteste's spirit to Innocent 

(and the image documenting the spiritual assault), and—finally—ending with  
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Figure 4.5.1: Argumentative structure in which the "Grossesteste's vengeful spirit" homily is embedded 

Innocent's defeat and death from pleurisy; in short, one long chain of events 

related strictly in terms of their relationship to Grosseteste and Innocent and to 

their chronological sequencing. A similar, parallel, chain runs concurrently, 

detailing the competition between Innocent and Frederick II, the Holy Roman 

Emperor (labeled "apparent flow of the Innocent-Frederick narrative" here). With 

the exception of three entries—the one describing Grosseteste's spectral assault on 

the pope, a second relating the defeat of the Pope's army at Foggia, and the last 

describing Innocent's death—Matthew made little, if any, effort to link up the 

individual events of these two paths. 
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With these three exceptions that it becomes possible to discern the 

argumentative structure of Matthew's history. In the "Grosseteste's vengeful spirit" 

story related above, Matthew first assigns the role of judge to Grosseteste himself; in 

a speech delivered as the ghost strikes Innocent with his crozier, Robert excoriates 

Innocent: "Wretched Pope Senebald,904 did you intend to eject my bones from the 

church to disgrace me and my church of Lincoln?…It would be more worthy of you, 

who are exalted and honored by God, to cherish the zealous servants of God, even 

though they be dead. The Lord will not suffer you henceforth to have any power over 

me."905 But, as the attack abates, we discover that Grosseteste is not the sole author 

of the attack; instead, the spectral bishop was merely acting as the agent of a divine 

judgment that would not be satisfied until Innocent's many wrongs had been 

revenged ("Nor did the anger and vengeance of the Lord rest here"906). The second 

entry ("On the Defeat of the Pope's Army"907), reinforces themes developed earlier—

                                                 

904  Before becoming Pope Innocent IV, the pope was Cardinal Sinibaldo Fieschi, the Genovese son of 
Count Hugo of Lavagna. 

905  Matthew translated in Lewis, The Art of Matthew Paris, 254. 
906  Ibid. 
907  "Not long after this, the pope, who had been giving his attention to worldly affairs, little heeding the 

warnings of God through his servant, met with reverses in a warlike expedition, on which he had lavished 
great care, toil, and expense…For Robert of Lincoln spared not Sinebald of Genoa, who would not listen to 
the rebukes of him living, and now felt his strokes after his death; nor did this pope ever afterwards pass one 
whole day in good health, or prosperously, nor one whole night without being restless and disturbed" (Giles 
(translation), Chronica Majora, volume III, 67–68). 
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sin and punishment, justice, and divine intervention in the affairs of humankind.908 

Finally, in the passage describing Innocent's death and a vision of God's judgment of 

the pontiff, we find a recapitulation of 

• The ultimate cause of the pope's demise (his sinfulness, reinforced by 
his last words castigating his mourning family members with the 
rebuke "Why do you weep, wretched beings? Do I not leave you all 
rich? What more do you require?"909);  

• The proximate cause of his death (pleurisy, a reification of the wounds 
inflicted in Grosseteste's spectral assault on Innocent); and 

• The "real" meaning of his decline and defeat. 

This flow is indicated in the main sin-and-punishment structure illustrated in 

Figure 4.5.1; rather than reflecting independent narrative strands—as they may 

appear to do on the surface—the Grosseteste-Innocent and Frederick-Innocent 

tracks are simply discrete instances of common behavior patterns.910 Roughly, an 

actor's character is established through a series of vignettes, culminating in an 

incident in which these characteristics are thrown in sharp relief; at this point, God 

intervenes in the drama, often through intermediaries or manipulations of the 

                                                 

908  The specific sins punished in Innocent's case include avarice (excessive taxes and property 
seizures from the English church), wrath (Innocent's angry determination to disinter Grosseteste's body), 
and (worst of all) pride (exemplified in virtually aspect of Matthew's sketch of Innocent's character from his 
"attention to worldly affairs"; to Innocent's refusal to heed "the warnings of God" and "rebukes" delivered by 
God's agent, Grosseteste; to the "care, toil, and expense" the Pope lavished on the army that he wrongly 
arrayed against the forces of the Holy Roman Emperor). For these crimes, Innocent was punished in life 
("nor did this pope ever afterwards pass one whole day in good health, or prosperously, nor one whole night 
without being restless and disturbed"), and would suffer judgment in death. 

909  Giles (translation), Chronica Majora, volume III, 101. 
910  Such didactic vignettes tended to have standard structures and fit within the larger frame of 

behaviors that could—or should—be rewarded or punished. 
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natural world (e.g., plague); and the situation is ultimately resolved, often 

concluding with a moral homily explaining the outcome. In this particular story, 

once God-as-agent is inserted in the process, it becomes obvious that Matthew's 

narrative is far from a disorganized collection of sequentially ordered facts; having 

(apparently) identified a number of incidents that represented 'teachable' moments 

(e.g., the death of Enguerrand de Coucy, incidents from the life of Hubert de Burgh, 

and others), Matthew contrived to arrange material that fit the pattern exemplified 

by "Grosseteste's vengeful spirit": the description of material that established the 

character(s) of the narrative's actor(s),911 the identification of some proximate cause 

for judgment (an event that 'triggers' the ultimate resolution of the sequence), the 

intervention of God (either through some human agency or through a natural 

occurrence, such as an accident, natural disaster, disease, etc.), and, finally, the 

moral interpretation of the event.  

How does the "vengeful spirit" sketch fit in to this structure? By enabling 

Matthew to construct a story that is at once literal narrative and moral homily. 

Whereas Prudentius's personifications of the virtues and vices were intended to 

embody—indeed give life to—the memorable characteristics of those archetypal 

                                                 

911  In this instance, his lengthy discursions on Innocent's interference in the administration of the 
English church (e.g., the appointment of loyal Italian clergy in key English leadership posts), the Pope's 
imposition of unpopular taxes and expropriation of valuable properties from the church in England, and his 
political high-handedness (including the excommunication of the Holy Roman Emperor, Frederick II). 
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states (i.e., they are not intended to represent any one individual but serve to reify—

or more accurately—personify a particular vice), Matthew's images are replete with 

details that undeniably relate them to the particulars of the Chronica's historical 

narrative. The drawings produced by Villard de Honnecourt to illustrate the 

characters in the Psychomachia are caricatures, cartoons meant as vivid reminders 

to amuse and to guide the reader in elevated contemplation912; Matthew's 

illustrations seem to serve quite the opposite purpose: To show the operation of the 

virtues and vices (and, often, their reward or punishment) in the daily affairs of 

humanity. Furthermore, in this instance, the "vengeful spirit" enables Matthew to 

create a seamless narrative of inevitability—by the mechanism of Grosseteste's 

spectral assault, Matthew was able simultaneously to explain the particulars of 

Innocent's death and to turn the manner of that death into a moral judgment linked 

explicitly to previous misdeeds. It is by the agency of this one image that Matthew 

makes the story believable and provides the point at which God can be seen to be 

stage-managing the affairs of humankind. He achieves this effect by combining 

iconic verisimilitude and indexical metanarrative.  

                                                 

912  That is not to say that Matthew did not make use of overt symbolism—consider instances such as 
the death of Enguerrand de Coucy and the London riots, where Matthew 'borrowed' the form of moralized 
images to read a 'sentence' into his historical narrative. However, when he did make use of existing 
exemplars, he tended to do so as a sort of visual shorthand. 
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The lineaments of this argument emerge most clearly when we chart it 

schematically using Stephen Toulmin's "layout of arguments" technique (see Figure 

4.5.2; enlargement reproduced in Appendix E, page 618). Although my focus in this 

study has been on the events chronicled in the 1254 CE annal, beginning with 

Innocent's determination to cast Grosseteste's bones from Lincoln Cathedral and 

proceeding through his nightmare, affliction, defeat, and death, as depicted in 

Figure 4.5.2, the foundation stones of this narrative-as-argument were laid in the 

late summer through early October of 1253. During these final several months of 

Robert Grosseteste's life, Matthew attributes to the bishop a series of speeches 

(labeled 'd#01.a', 'd#01.b', and d#01.c') accusing Pope Innocent of a whole litany of 

abuses, from contravening long-standing concessions to the English church, 

installing foreign clerics incapable of ministering to the needs of local congregations 

in English church offices, and tolerating the spread of "Caursin" or Cahorsin lending 

in England913 to the mortal and venial sins of "avarice, usury, simony, and robbery; 

every kind of luxury, lust, gluttony, and love of adornment."914 When combined with  

                                                 

913  Cahorsin lenders were, in essence, pawn brokers—although lending money for interest was 
forbidden between Christians, collateral-based lending was not. See page 19 in Jelle C. Riemersma, "Usury 
Restrictions in a Mercantile Economy," The Canadian Journal of Economics and Political Science 18:1 
(February 1952): 17–26. Although Matthew uses the issue of papal tolerance of the Cahorsins as a rod with 
which to flail Innocent IV, King Henry's clerks were complicit in the moneylending trade. In this connection 
see especially Richard H. Bowers, "From Rolls to Riches: King's Clerks and Moneylending in Thirteenth-
Century England," Speculum 58:1 (January 1983): 60–71. 

914  Giles (translation), Chronica Majora, volume III, 49. 
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background knowledge related to legal issues such as papal bulls, canon law, local 

custom, and procedural precedent in the administration of the church in England 

('b#01.a'), the nature of Cahorsin lending and Innocent's tolerance regarding its 

spread throughout northern Europe ('b#02.a' and 'b#02.b'), and other factors, these 

data are sufficient to warrant ('w#01.a–c') the conviction that these discrete 

observations describe sinful deeds and, therefore, the broader claim that Pope 

Innocent IV was guilty of deeds punishable under both church law (i.e., that 

Innocent could be accused of heresy) and, more importantly, God's law ('c#01.a–c'). 

This thematic pattern is replicated in the 1254 annal, with two data points ('d#03', 

describing Pope Innocent's exultation at the death of King Conrad I of Sicily, 

Emperor Frederick II's son, and the Pope's subsequent efforts to undermine the 

cause of the Holy Roman Empire in Apulia; and 'd#05', describing Innocent's 

deathbed speeches admonishing his grasping hangers-on "Do I not leave you all 

rich? What more do you require?") combining to produce an implicit conviction 

('w#03&05') in Innocent's pride and avarice and a broader claim ('c#03&05') that 

Innocent had a defective and sinful nature—not only were his deeds worthy of 

reproach, but his fundamental character was irredeemably flawed. When filtered 

through the thematic prisms that guided Matthew's hand in composing Chronica 

Majora—i.e., that the work should, among other things, illustrate that there are 

things "which deserve punishment…by God" ('w#06')—the additive effect of claims 

c#01 and c#03&05 produces the convictions in readers that "the manner of Pope 
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Innocent IV's suffering & the death of his earthly ambitions (and his body) were 

authored by God" ('c#02.a') and "punishment for gross sins does not end with death" 

('c#02.b'). These convictions find explicit expression in the report of a second vision, 

appearing this time to an unnamed cardinal following Innocent's death; in this 

dream Innocent stands before a court of God and Mary, accused by an allegorized 

Church, condemned to receive his just desserts ('d#06'). Reinforcing the nature of 

this narrative sequence as a moral lesson, Matthew closes with the qualification 

that, although it might be impossible to tell whether the cardinal's vision "was a 

creation of fancy or not,"915 Matthew hopes that the lesson of Innocent's punishment 

would "chasten and amend [the] ways" of "many people."916 

The fulcrum on which this narrative turns can be found in two data points, one 

found in Matthew's report of Robert Grosseteste's last words ('d#01.d') and the 

second in the passage that has occupied my attention for much of this chapter 

('d#02.a' and 'd#02.b'). In Grosseteste's deathbed speech, Matthew provides a moral 

and religious justification for the military act that frustrated Innocent's earthly 

ambitions: The defeat of the papal army in Apulia at Foggia by Manfred, son of 

Frederick II, the Holy Roman Emperor. Depending on audience knowledge of the 

Israelite exile in Egypt and the oppression of the pharaohs ('b#01.d'), Matthew 

                                                 

915 Giles (translation), Chronica Majora, volume III, 102. 
916  Ibid. 
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reports Grosseteste as analogizing Innocent's tyrannical behavior with that of the 

pharaohs ('c#01.d'), which can be seen as both presaging Innocent's ultimate defeat 

(just as the Biblical pharaoh was defeated) and warranting ('w#04'), even 

sanctioning, the secular resistance reported in d#04. Thus a battle that could easily 

be read as part of a mundane power struggle between two powerful empires is 

infused with an anagogical dimension—Innocent's armies were not simply defeated; 

the "Church" was "freed from its Egyptian bondage" at "the bloody sword's-point."917 

With respect to the "Grosseteste's vengeful spirit" story, Matthew's verbal-

visual report of events (d#02.a and d#02.b) functions logically much as has already 

been described: Depending on readers'/auditors' cultural knowledge regarding the 

symptoms of pleurisy ('b#05'), Matthew "reads" history backwards, manufacturing 

an event that creates meaning out of Innocent's death, connecting his demise with 

his sinful nature and defective character. By presenting the "vengeful spirit" verbal-

visual congery without qualification ('w#02')—unlike the later vision attributed to 

the unnamed cardinal in d#06—and constructing the visual representation with 

such verisimilitude, vivacity, and attention to narrative detail, Matthew creates an 

implicit claim that the cartoon re-enacts a "true happening," an event that connects 

causally Innocent's character and behavior and the nature of his demise ('c#02'). 

                                                 

917  Giles (translation), Chronica Majora, volume III, 49. 
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Inferential Analysis Summary 
Key Findings 
In sum, what has conducting an inferential analysis showed us about "Grosseteste's 
vengeful spirit"? 

• The balance of evidence suggests that Matthew's rendition of "Robert 
Grosseteste's vengeful spirit" was a complex merger of all three 
semiotic levels, at once iconic (i.e., a faithful visual representation of 
events described in the adjacent event narrative), indexical (i.e., the 
spectral assault interpreted as evidence of divine authorship of human 
affairs), and symbolic (i.e., the bishop's crook representing a rod of 
correction). 

• The "Grosseteste's vengeful spirit" image provides both a narrative 
'key' connecting Innocent's sin and the manner of his death; with the 
inclusion of the image and the fable in which it is embedded, the story 
passes from being a chaotic collection events among which one might 
be able to discern causal connections to a neater, more direct story of 
Innocent's greed, jealousy, and power-lust being recognized, judged, 
and punished by God (through his agent, Grosseteste), with the 
outcomes of that judgment (Innocent's illness, military defeat, and 
death) described in detail as well as Innocent's responses. 

• Whereas a presentation lacking the "Grossteste's vengeful spirit" might 
be said to possess an enthymematic structure: Readers and auditors 
are presented with a collection of event-descriptions in which 
Innocent's greed, simony, and lust for temporal power are manifest 
(PREMISE: "Innocent is sinful") and Innocent's military defeat and 
death from pleurisy are described and the justice of his defeat and 
death are implied (CONCLUSION: "Innocent was militarily defeated 
and died in physical agony"); it might be perfectly legitimate, given the 
period mindset, to presume that the manner of Innocent's defeat and 
death were proportionate to some cause (SUPPRESSED PREMISE: 
"God was displeased with Innocent's sinfulness and conceived a 
punishment proportionate to the quality and severity of those sins"). 
The inclusion of "Grosseteste's vengeful spirit" neatened the story by 
converting the enthymeme into a syllogism: God hates sin and 
punishes sinners→Innocent was a sinner→Innocent was punished for 
his sinfulness. The "Grosseteste's vengeful spirit" illustration both 
naturalizes the event—making it more real—and makes explicit the 
major premise of the syllogism, detailing precisely the manner of God's 
punishment (and, in the process, tangibly reinforcing the connection 
between the nature of the punishment and the manner of Innocent's 
death). 
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Unanswered Questions 
Understanding the nature of the argument implicit in Matthew's performance, requires 
both a grasp of common knowledge and communicative practice in Matthew's culture 
and knowledge of the ways in which he fashioned his performances as an artist and 
story-teller; without pragmatic and technological analyses, I would not have been able 
to map Matthew's argument with any degree of confidence. 
 

Methodological Observations 
Conducting an inferential analysis has focused my attention on the particular 
circumstances surrounding Matthew's performance in "Grosseteste's vengeful spirit." 
Whereas pragmatic analysis situated Matthew's work in a broader disciplinary context 
and other levels of analysis attended to more general issues of representation and 
meaning, inferential analysis helped me stand back from the performance and map out 
how it might have worked as argument (focusing specifically on the argumentative role, 
if any of the visuals, either as standalone elements or inc combination with verbal text). 
By forcing me to explicitly chart the narrative and understand how it might have worked 
as a rhetorical performance, I feel greater confidence in stating my conclusions. 
Like pragmatic analysis, argument-mapping is a rather subjective technique—it is, in 
essence, my reading of the argument so, although the technique force me to be explicit 
in charting my assumptions and drawing connections between the constituent elements 
in the argument, there is a great deal of room left for disagreement among analysts. It is 
a tool for generating responsible readings of complex source texts, not a mathematical 
proof. 

   

4.2.7 Synthesis 
Although it might be tempting to conclude that the "vengeful spirit" sketch 

represents a second-order918 symbolic sign on the basis of my assumptions about 

Matthew's motivations (i.e., in my view Grosseteste's ghost performs a persuasive 

                                                 

918  Second order in the sense that the image, on the face of things, does not seem to connote a 
symbolic meaning—deriving such a reading requires both an assumption about Matthew's rhetorical 
purpose and a willingness to connect the apparent cause of Innocent's death (pleurisy) and the perceived 
nature of one of its chief symptoms (a piercing pain in the sufferer's flank). 
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rather than purely expository function, his assault on Innocent providing the 

necessary link connecting Innocent's prior behavior with his perceived 

punishment—the 'stabbing' providing the necessary cause for his fatal bout of 

pleurisy), a close reading of the image using Kress and van Leeuwen's cues (if not 

their recommended interpretations of those heuristics) suggests that the image itself 

is both iconic (i.e., a more or less accurate representation of the scene as Matthew 

has Innocent described it) and indexical (i.e., the Grosseteste phantom as an agent of 

divine judgment).  

Any number of situations exist in which Matthew drew on sententious 

symbolism without inventing events or extending the narrative to the degree that he 

does with Innocent's demise (e.g., the decimation of the Poitevins by plague or the 

execution of Eustace the Monk). Conversely, there are other situations in which 

Matthew helps readers connect the dots by drawing on a common moralized visual 

lexicon (e.g., the Hubert de Burgh cycle). The question then becomes: Why, in this 

instance, did he choose to focus on the circumstance of Innocent's pleurisy and 

related iconic imagery to make a point? It seems likely, given the tastes of 

Matthew's readership and the standards of historiography at the time, that 

Matthew chose to illustrate the specific point at which Grosseteste assaulted 

Innocent for three reasons: 
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• First, the assault with the crozier helped connect the symptoms of 
Innocent's fatal illness with some plausible moral cause (making the 
direct iconic connection between piercing and pleurisy). 

• Second, using Grosseteste as the agent enabled Matthew to inject God 
at an appropriate point in the narrative (i.e., when the weight of 
Innocent's sin had accumulated sufficiently to require punishment), as 
well as introducing some symmetrical justice into the process—as the 
individual wronged in the triggering incident, it was appropriate that 
Grosseteste's spirit should become the instrument of divine justice. 

• Finally, introducing the nightmare enabled Matthew to make a 
narrative whole out of what might otherwise be seen as simply a 
chaotic accumulation of actions and reactions. 

As with so many of Matthew's historical images, the primary purpose of this image 

is not simply the visual reconstruction of historical events but the desire to teach 

moral lessons from history in visual form (with all the characteristic 

representational practices thus entailed). The achievement of this aim led Matthew 

to craft narratives dependent on the complex interdependence of narrative theme, 

text, and image, which defy ready de-construction.919 

4.3 Conclusion 
The drawings in Matthew Chronica Majora are rarely just illustrations; in 

many cases, they are also judgments. Why the mix, why not just stick with the more 

                                                 

919  What I mean by this is that it is possible to pull any element of the page out and, on its own, it 
means very little more than it 'says': The images of Enguerrand de Coucy's death and Grosseteste's staff 
smiting the pontiff could very easily be read as simple visual re-presentations of the textual stories. However, 
when one 'reads' them in the context, with some understanding of the web of meaning in which Matthew's 
sources are embedded, and—better yet—views the text as a whole cloth, sententious themes emerge and it 
is difficult to imagine them being as effective without the existence of both verbal narrative and emotive 
imagery. 
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prestigious analytic history? Some of the impulse may arise from a muddling of 

goals—as with the early scientific work of the (much later) Linceian circle, there was 

a strong encyclopedic impulse among medieval chroniclers and Matthew may have 

chosen to give his imagination and observational skills free rein. However, as 

discussed throughout much of this case, a stronger impulse may have been the 

desire to “disguise” specific judgment of his noble and powerful subjects. Although 

the general purpose of Matthew’s work was to teach by example, a goal he reinforced 

throughout with a sprinkling of analytical assertions to be found throughout 

Chronica Majora—i.e., of the “nor did the anger of the Lord rest there” variety—he 

leaves the “proof” of a specific causal linkage between Innocent’s nightmare and the 

cause of the Pope’s death to an image. 

4.3.1 Significance of This Case with Respect to 
Rhetoric of History 
4.3.1.1 Symbolic Tropes and Characteristic Patterns of Historical 
Argumentation 

When deployed in what could be described as an argumentative passage, 

images in Matthew's history most frequently take on one or more of the following 

roles: 
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• "The visible as evidence,"920 i.e., the image as a symbolic stand-in for 
direct experience—inclusion of an image in these instances becomes 
de facto evidence of an event's occurrence by means of the "media 
equation."  

• "Punning," i.e., playing on some incidental aspect of a story to 
generate a visualization that makes sense of a related event or 
sequence of events. Figure 4.2.1 is an ideal example of this mode of 
argument—in this case, a conflation of one symptom of Pope 
Innocent's pleurisy (a stabbing or piercing pain in the flank) and the 
symbolic enactment of this injury in the form of a dream (a dream 
that becomes the all-important normative key to the events that 
follow—the indignity committed against Grosseteste becomes a stand-
in for Innocent's lifetime of pride and vindictiveness, sins that are 
paid back in physical and political punishment).921 The Grosseteste 
cartoon is not the only instance of this argumentative mode, 
however—Matthew uses it throughout his history; indeed, one of the 
other images I have examined elsewhere—depicting the bizarre death 
of Enguerrand de Coucy—uses the death of a noble in a fall from a 
horse as an occasion to moralize his passing by modeling his depiction 
of the fall after an archetype in a popular moralizing pamphlet of the 
day (in this case, a depiction of pride and its punishment). 

• "Quotation," i.e., borrowing the form of a well-known image or images 
to provide a moral lens through which to read an event. Matthew 
employs this tactic on several occasions, two of which—the horse-
riding death of Enguerrand de Coucy and the outbreak of riots 
following a wrestling tournament between residents of London and 
the outlying districts—he emplotted using exemplars from 
Prudentius's moralizing tract, the Psychomachia. Quotation in 
Matthew's usage involved more than simply borrowing the formal 
arrangement of the source images—given the verbal and formal 
characteristics of the word-and-image stories in which these figures 
are embedded, it seems clear that Matthew intended for the repetition 

                                                 

920  Kuhn, The Power of the Image, 27. 
921  Perceptually and semantically, the key elements in the image and mise-en-page are the image of 

the piercing crozier and the word "percussus"—not only does the crozier pierce the words through, but it 
becomes the key that makes sense of the last days of Innocent's life. The events were not just a coincidental 
series of one disconnected occurrence after another but a meaningful progression from pride and injustice to 
retribution. 
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of these figures to be meaningful, the common perception of the 
moralized archetypes was supposed to inform viewers interpretation 
of the events of de Coucy's death (as the punishment for an excess of 
Pride) and the town-and-country riots (as an expression of Discord). 

4.3.1.2 Problems of Narrative, Emplotment, and the Structure of 
Time 

With respect to emplotment and narrativization, Figure 4.0.1 and its 

associated verbal text are artifacts of a hermeneutic process, the re-reading of a 

series of occurrences as a history—the circumstances of Pope Innocent's illness, 

defeat, and death are recast in normative terms as the narrative effects of a moral 

cause (the proximate cause, in this case, being the indignity visited upon the 

remains of the Bishop of Lincoln, Robert Grosseteste, although the severity of 

Innocent's punishment is really the culmination of a long series of what Matthew 

would describe as Innocent's moral failings—simony, nepotism, arrogance, wrath, 

etc.—particularly with respect to his dealings with the Holy Roman Emperor and 

the religious establishment in England). The Grosseteste nightmare provides a 

narrative key making sense of Innocent's demise and the staff itself provides a 

colligatory theme—to use Welsh's terminology—both as the literal device that 

pierces Innocent's flank in the story (inflicting the peculiar quality of pain that 

connect the Pope's sin and his death), and as a symbol, the rod of correction. Such 

punishment themes are common in the narrative images that punctuate Matthew's 

Chronica—the beheading of Eustace the Monk, the death of the Poitevins by plague, 

the death of Enguerrand de Coucy, the punishment of William de Marisco, and the 
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'correction' of Innocent—could all be categorized as Punishment Pieces; what makes 

this one different is that the image itself falls in the middle of the narrative, it 

makes a story rather than just rounding it out or making the punishment more 

vivid. 

Although this figure would seem to have little to do with structuring time in 

this narrative, it plays a decisive role in shaping several discrete and apparently 

unrelated happenings into a sensible sequence of events. Although dramatic, if we 

are willing to accept that the dream occurred at all, we have to recognize that it only 

acquired significance in relation to the events that followed; conversely, the 

disconnected collection of events that we might intersubjectively agree constitute 

Pope Innocent's life can only be made to make sense through the agency of some sort 

of story—by introducing the horrible dream, Matthew creates a narrative key 

whereby it is possible not only to identify the proximate cause of his demise but also 

to understand the sequence of events that transpired following Innocent's decision to 

disinter Robert Grosseteste's remains. In either case, it was the key, the 'sentence' 

that provided the rough structure of each historical story, the antecedent cause, the 

resulting effects, and their meaning; the importance of "Grosseteste's vengeful 

spirit" as a key may likewise explain both the placement of the image in the middle 

of the narrative sequence rather than at the end (as in Matthew's previous 

punishment illustrations) and his re-ordering of events to place the battle of Foggia 

narrative immediately after Innocent's nightmare rather than immediately before 
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his death—in this formulation, the Christian God's morality is not just a lens for 

retrospectively interpreting historical outcomes, God himself (through his agent, 

Grosseteste) takes an active hand in shaping the course of history. Although this 

case may not represent Matthew's usual approach to historiography—i.e., not all of 

Matthew's illustrated cases seem to have been crafted with such care—there are 

sufficient examples of this sort in Matthew's Chronica to suggest that Vaughan's 

accusations of crass superficiality on Matthew's part922 are not strictly fair. 

Although—in common with the vast majority of his peers—Matthew showed little 

concern to preserve a strictly factual archive of the particularities of his time for 

posterity, he did expend considerable energy recording the moral continuities 

between earliest times and his own era. For Matthew, the foibles of humanity 

presented less "one damn thing after another" than "one damn thing over and 

over."923 

4.3.1.3 Questions of Agency 
Figure 4.0.1 and its associated narrative seem explicitly intended to cut-off 

debate, leaving the audience with no alternative avenue of interpretation than that 

followed by Matthew himself (according broadly with Vaughan's analysis of 

Matthew's work generally, holding that the audience invoked in the Chronica is, 

                                                 

922  Vaughan, Matthew Paris, passim, but especially 147, 152, and 264–265. 
923  With apologies to Edna St. Vincent Millay. 
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essentially, Matthew himself924). Had Matthew simply related the events of the final 

years of Innocent's life without the "Grosseteste's vengeful spirit" storyline (i.e., the 

disinterment of Robert's remains from Lincoln Cathedral; the defeat of Innocent's 

army by the forces of the Holy Roman Emperor; and the Pope's contraction of 

pleurisy and eventual death), it might be possible to dismiss them as mere 

coincidence. The story and illustration are what give the fable shape and the reader 

must either accept them or not—he or she is not invited to interpret the events in 

any other way, nor does the author ever hedge or extemporize: Matthew-as-narrator 

provides no doubt that Innocent's illness and death is the direct result of a phantom 

assault, a consequence of his vindictive decision to disinter Robert. The manner of 

his suffering—both in body and in his political fortunes—was dictated not by this 

single act of hubris (that was merely the catalyst) but by a lifetime of intransigence 

toward the English church (personified in this instance by Grosseteste) and 

Frederick, the Holy Roman Emperor. 

4.3.1.4 Questions of Audience and Purpose 
Given Matthew's monitory purpose and the performative standards of the day, 

it seems that he carefully crafted both his images and verbal narrative to take 

advantage of his auditors' shared cultural memory (e.g., references to forms from the 

                                                 

924  "There is only one point of view in the Chronica Majora: Matthew's own" (Vaughan, Matthew Paris, 
262). 
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exceedingly popular Psychomachia) and their literary tastes. The recurring episodic 

sententiae embedded throughout the narrative provide Matthew with the occasion 

for some of his most vivid, dynamic, and evocative illustrations—images populated 

with villains straight from central casting and complicated heroes designed to 

resonate with any thirteenth-century audience—faithful companions wronged by 

fickle authorities and moral exemplars who suffered undeserved humiliation, even 

death, at the hands of the wicked, all very popular themes from literature of the 

period, and ready-made for illustrations influenced by the sorts of moralized images 

used in handbooks of the time. And Matthew leaves us in little doubt that his 

purpose is overtly persuasive—"to provide compelling examples of good and evil for 

his readers' spiritual edification"925: 

It is indeed an excellent thing to perpetuate notable events in writing, for the 
praise of God and in order that posterity should be instructed by reading, 
how to avoid those things which deserve punishment, and how to engage in 
good things which are rewarded by God.926 

More specifically, Matthew's mission in compiling the Chronica Majora was not to 

generate a history as we might recognize it but a guide to future action based on 

exemplars from the past: 

The lives and custom of good men from the past are revived here for 
subsequent imitation; the examples of evil men are not described to be 
emulated but to be shunned. Moreover, past prodigies and portents, whether 

                                                 

925  Lewis, The Art of Matthew Paris, 2. 
926  Matthew quoted in Vaughan, Matthew Paris, 151–152. 
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they be famine, death or other scourges of divine punishment are given as 
signals to the faithful insofar as their memory is committed in writing so that, 
if ever similar events occur again, sinners who have incurred God's wrath 
may repent and appease him.927 

That sententious purpose would shape both the form and structure of Matthew's 

prose narrative but also prove of decisive importance in the composition and 

deployment of images. Indeed, to Matthew pictures were every bit as important as 

words for bringing his story to life.928 

"Grosseteste's vengeful spirit" and other moralized fables in Matthew's 

sententious history required an expert eye for selecting, shaping, and even 

fabricating narrative details that could be grafted on to the particulars of any event 

to create a normative history. At any given point in his Chronicle, the apparent lack 

of focus and obsessive attention to appearances and other superficialities has led 

many subsequent historians to disregard Matthew as something of a magpie and a 

hack, important primarily for his value as a voice of the common people rather than 

as a serious chronicler. Yet some, including no less a light than John Milton, 

considered him "the best of [England's] historians."929 How do we reconcile this 

dichotomy? Undoubtedly, at the micro-level, Chronica Majora reads very much like 

                                                 

927  Matthew quoted in Lewis, The Art of Matthew Paris, 2. 
928  Lewis, The Art of Matthew Paris, 2. 
929  Page 384 in John Milton, "The Tenure of Kings and Magistrates," in The Prose Works of John 

Milton, volume 1, edited by Rufus Wilmot Griswold (Philadelphia: Herman Hooker, 1845).  
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a fairly ordinary medieval annal—deaths and royal alliances sharing the page with 

famines, astronomical phenomena, and two-headed calves—but when you read the 

history with the long view in mind, what emerges is a series of homilies or sententiae 

that situate the day-to-day affairs not only of Matthew's time but of all time in terms 

of a universal moral code. Matthew's task, therefore, becomes not only that of 

recording the noteworthy events of his time, but also the work of explicating history 

in normative terms, with an eye to guiding the future actions of his audience. 

From the standpoint of historiography, Matthew's Chronica Majora provides a 

very effective illustration of how changing historiographic fashions and shifting 

audience and genre expectations can radically alter our perceptions of historical 

accounts (and an author's value as an historian); in 300 years, Matthew went from 

being "the best of our Historians"930 to a "quidnunc," a rumormonger more interested 

in grinding political axes than in writing 'proper' history.931 Part of the problem is 

generic: Matthew's work—both the verbal content and the illustrations—starkly 

illuminates the porosity of the borders between the various historical genres. 

Chronica Majora is at once a fable, a collection of annals, a chronicle, and—to a 

degree—what might even be termed a history. The work exhibits characteristics of 

an annal in that it is clear that Matthew made every effort to carry on his 

                                                 

930  Milton quoted in Suzanne Lewis, The Art of Matthew Paris, 6. 
931  Vaughan, Matthew Paris, 151–152. 
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predecessors' work of recording not only wonders and portents (e.g., the appearance 

of comets, the birth of malformed cattle, and other freak occurrences), but also 

notable events in the experiences of St. Albans abbey, England, and the world. 

Matthew's style of illustration was likewise well suited to depicting the events, 

places, people, and things he observed with a great deal of naturalistic—read 

annalistic—accuracy; not only do Matthew's narrative and natural science 

illustrations lend an air of verisimilitude to the proceedings, but he developed a 

unique form of marginal conceptual illustrations (his memorial signa) that enabled 

readers to rapidly navigate the document in search of a particular event; images, 

therefore, can honestly be said to be a crucial element in Matthew's emplotment 

scheme as well as embodying the narrative at crucial junctures. 

4.3.2 Significance of This Case with Respect to 
Visual Rhetoric More Broadly 

Matthew provides a useful example of an artist who explicitly records his 

intent to use text and image to guide readers' future behavior. The methods he used 

to teach that 'sentence' are instructive both in terms of understanding the 

particulars of his case but also provide us a practical insight as to how visual rhetors 

today might approach the problem of developing critical and authorial repertoires. 

Matthew used images in a variety of ways. Most of his narrative images, when 

viewed in conjunction with the accompanying text, labels, and glosses, obviously 
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make use of images' special capacity for conveying vivid, passionate stories to make 

moral fables 'present' for readers and listeners. Although ostensibly depictions of 

historical incidents, the purpose of the images was to draw memorable moral lessons 

from history as a means of guiding audiences' future actions (whether those actions 

took the form of right action—changing their behavior—or simply in what we now 

would call historical revisionism—helping impress an alternative reading of the 

character of Matthew's wronged friends on an audience). To this end, Matthew made 

particularly extensive use of visual tropes to convey the dynamic process of moral 

judgment in action, the actions of divine reward and punishment enacted in the day-

to-day fate of humankind) to create these teachable moments. An accomplished 

practitioner of the memorial arts—creating a nuanced system not only for 

facilitating easy navigation of his extensive history through the use of pictorial 

markers in the margins commemorating significant events, but also spins even those 

simple mnemonic cues by manipulating them to convey the moral import of the 

associated story—Matthew often enlisted his urbane auditors' cultural memory as a 

tool for reinforcing the sententious import of his massages, making frequent 

'quotations' from commonplace images like the moralized cartoons in Prudentius's 

Psychomachia and other popular texts. Most important, as this case demonstrated, 

Matthew was a proficient rhetor, capable of crafting a message that skillfully 

combined words and images—taking best advantage of the cognitive and persuasive 

capabilities afforded by both media—to produce live performances that delighted 
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and persuaded contemporary audiences. Although his historiographic legacy would 

live on for several centuries, influencing the likes of Shakespeare and Milton, his 

skills as a multimodal composer would prove less long-lived. As we move into an era 

of increasing access to composition tools capable of producing and combining 

realistic images with words and publication modalities that increase the reach of 

individual authors, we would profit from considering both the rhetorical sensibilities 

of the likes of Matthew—who showed equal facility with verbal and visual 

thinking—and the ethical dilemmas posed by his methods which, while persuasive, 

tended to hide evidence of the author's hand in shaping reality.  

4.3.3 Some Notes, in Closing, on Method 
Finally, on a methodological note, this case highlights the importance of 

training, experience, and purpose in understanding an author's approach to her or 

his work, but also in developing our own sensibilities as critics. On a number of 

occasions, I have had to make assumptions about various aspects of this image and 

the supporting texts. By making those assumptions explicit, grounding them in a 

close reading of both Matthew's text and the best scholarship available on the 

artistic and cultural contexts in which "Grosseteste's vengeful spirit" was embedded, 

and proceeding carefully, methodically, and intentionally to illustrate my analysis 

with visual deconstructions from Matthew's oeuvre, I feel that the methodology 

described in this study and the techniques employed to operationalize it have borne 
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out the design criteria laid out by Elkins in his critique of visual studies, producing a 

reading that is both faithful to medieval knowledge and practices and theoretically 

significant. The fact remains, however, that reasonable interpreters could reach 

different conclusions about this text—those who prefer a more literal approach could 

interpret the images strictly iconically; those who prefer symbolic or anagogic 

interpretations of history could read "Grosseteste's vengeful spirit" symbolically; and 

so on. Undoubtedly, visual texts like Matthew's could admit to virtually infinite 

readings. Although some, such as Fleming, argue that this is a weakness of any 

images-as-rhetoric argument, I contend that precisely the same problem exists in 

interpreting verbal texts, despite the prevalence of interpretive affordances like 

dictionaries and literacy training as tools for fixing meaning (see, for example, my 

discussion of the "man-is-a-wolf" metaphor in Chapter 3). Rather than discard visual 

texts out of hand, I believe the case discussed in this chapter shows how we might 

control for some natural variation in interpreting visual texts and, in so doing, make 

our assumptions and incremental analyses explicit, developing a foundation on 

which to construct meaningful debate about such visual and multimodal 

performances.
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Chapter 5 
Conclusion 

In this study, I sought to answer the questions "In performances aimed at 

popular audiences, have historians used narrative images to persuade? If so, how?" 

In so doing, I chose to address the criticism of traditional approaches to visual 

criticism and visual rhetoric posed by James Elkins in Visual Studies: A Skeptical 

Introduction. In that work, Elkins argued powerfully for approaches to visual 

studies that 

• Account for the operation of images in everyday discourse;  

• Identify analytic approaches and critical techniques grounded in 
ecological validity, i.e., the authentic practice of visual discourse as it 
is conducted in communities under investigation, 

• Balance that ecological validity with an approach sensitive to the 
interdisciplinary nature of visual studies, cognizant of the complexity 
inherent in any such transdisciplinary and transmodal discursive 
form, and sufficiently extensible to enable the basic critical framework 
to be applied to other historiographic genres, other periods, even other 
disciplinary domains, and 

• Craft an approach that is as capable of fulfilling a heuristic or 
generative role as it is at guiding hermeneutic criticism. 

In responding to Elkins's challenges, I have been compelled—in essence—to 

undertake not one, but three dissertations: First, a meta-analysis of the visual 
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rhetoric literature to identify common threads or theoretical traditions932 that might 

provide the foundation on which my analytical apparatus is constructed. Second, a 

methodological treatise proposing techniques that are both complementary with one 

another and sufficiently open-ended and sensitive to complexity to satisfy Elkins's 

criteria. Third, and finally, this study is rounded-out by a demonstration of the 

theoretical and methodological approach's efficacy, a case analysis investigating the 

degree to which Matthew Paris's "Robert Grosseteste's vengeful spirit" narrative 

constitutes both an instance of visual persuasion sui generis and an example of the 

particular ways in which historians might use images to compose arguments about 

history. Based on Elkins's criteria and my synoptic review of the visual rhetoric 

literature, I proposed a method comprised of five theoretical lenses—material or 

technological analysis, perceptual analysis, semantic/semiotic analysis, societal 

pragmatic analysis, and propositional or inferential analysis—that both addressed 

Elkins's critiques and adequately covered the theoretical terrain laid out (but never 

fully explored) in the literature. In the sections that follow, I will briefly review my 

key findings; evaluate the significance, strengths and weaknesses of my method 

                                                 

932  The geographer Mark Purcell coined the term "islands of practice" to refer to the ways that such 
traditions tend to divide up disciplines along lines of ideology and research and discursive practices—
although the tendency of researchers to congregate around shared interests and approaches effectively 
creates communities of practice, Purcell argues that adherence to particular islands may simultaneously 
"stifle intellectual exchange" across artificial divisions within or between disciplines. See Mark Purcell, 
"Islands of Practice and the Marston/Brenner Debate: Toward a More Synthetic Critical Human Geography," 
Progress in Human Geography 27:3 (2003): 317–332. 
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(and the manner in which I employed it); outline directions for future research; and 

recommend ways in which the method might be used to guide pedagogy, including 

ways in which it could guide the production as well as analysis of rhetorical visuals 

and multimodal messages. 

5.1 Key Findings 
The shortest answer to my framing question—the question of whether or not 

historians use narrative images to persuade—is "yes." With respect to the question 

of how, in the case explored in this dissertation, Matthew Paris used the image of 

Robert Grosseteste's spectral arm to animate—in the fullest sense—a fabricated 

event, enabling him to emplot a narrative arc involving Robert Grosseteste, Pope 

Innocent IV, and Emperor Frederick II (and Frederick's heirs) under a colligatory 

theme of sin and punishment. By creating an explicit narrative through-line 

connecting Innocent's death with divine punishment (even if only punishment-by-

proxy), Matthew was able to pass judgment on a high status individual without 

appearing to pass judgment at all—on the surface, he was merely recording an 

event. In so doing, Matthew spoke to an appetite among members of his audience for 

overtly moralized history and took advantage of semiotic and perceptual cues that 

facilitated a presentation that was simultaneously iconic—a literal illustration of the 

verbal story it accompanied—and covertly indexical, connecting sin, punishment, 
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and verisimilar detail (i.e., the connection of Innocent's pleurisy with a stabbing 

sensation in his flank) in a neat, sententious package.  

Not only has attending to the visual enabled us to better understand 

Matthew's Chronica Majora as a species of medieval historical narrative, it has 

established the degree to which images were not simply adornments or stylistic 

flourishes, but representative of what Marcel Proust described as an author's 

"quality of vision," her or his capacity to communicate "the unique universe that 

each of us sees, and that others do not see."933 In the case examined here, Matthew's 

picture serves both to demystify history—the picture and the story it embodies 

complete the arc of a formulaic narrative of sin and justice, while likewise 

connecting the circumstances of Innocent's death by pleurisy with the manner of 

punishment embodied in the reported nightmare—and to bring that story 

dramatically, even forcefully, to life. This was the very essence of Matthew's "unique 

                                                 

933  12 November 1913 Proust interview with Elie-Joseph Bois in Le Temps, a Paris daily newspaper. 
Excerpted and translated on page 189 in Cynthia Gamble, Proust as Interpreter of Ruskin: The Seven 
Lamps of Translation (Birmingham, AL: Summa Publications, 2002). On Proust and the question of style as 
embellishment, see especially page 624 in Janko Lavrin, "Dostoyevsky and Proust," The Slavonic Review 
5:15 (March 1927): 609–627. On the epistemic nature of style-as-quality-of-vision as it relates to 
historiography, see—for example—pages 440ff in Shelby Foote, "The Novelist's View of History," The 
Sewanee Review 99:3 (Summer 1991): 439–445. On Proust in relation to Foote's own The Civil War: A 
Narrative History, see page 22 in Douglas Mitchell, "'The Conflict Is Behind Me Now': Shelby Foote Writes 
the Civil War," The Southern Literary Journal 36:1 (Fall 2003): 21–45; and pages 223–224 in James 
Panabaker, Shelby Foote and the Art of History: Two Gates of the City (Knoxville, TN: The University of 
Tennessee Press, 2004). 
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universe," one in which "what the ears hear the eye may see"934 and where 

"posterity" is "instructed" on "how to avoid those things which deserve punishment, 

and…engage in the good things which are rewarded by God."935 

5.2 Significance, Strengths, and 
Weaknesses of My Approach 
5.2.1 Significance 

More important than simply satisfying James Elkins's demands for a more 

complex, more transdisciplinary, more quotidian approach to visual studies, this 

study is among the first to really connect the use of images in historical texts with 

rhetorical concerns that matter to historians themselves—the problems of 

organizing and complexifying narrative, of enlisting audience members' 

participation in the construction of history, and of evaluating historical events and 

personages. This capacity to flexibly account for the operations of rhetoric in a 

particular discursive field without distorting that discourse's value as persuasion 

about something is a particular strength of the grounded approach, a strength that 

offers the promise of extending the global framework described herein beyond the 

                                                 

934  Matthew Paris translated in Lewis, The Art of Matthew Paris, 2. 
935  Matthew Paris translated in Vaughan, Matthew Paris, 151. 
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bounds of the rhetoric of history to a wide array of domains, from discourse about 

science and theology to studies of advertising, journalism, video game design, and 

other fields.  

My initial interest in undertaking this study was to shed light on how people 

"do things with pictures" (with apologies to J. L. Austin). Before I could attempt 

anything so wide-ranging I felt that I first had to gain some perspective on how 

images are used in narrower, better-defined contexts. Like an archaeologist digging 

test pits attempting to gain a sense of the larger site, my plan was to make a start 

on this process with popular history; in future studies my plan is to dig into 

disciplines further afield until, having gotten my bearings, I can turn my attention 

to broader theorizing. The strengths of this grounded, authentic approach (to which 

I shall turn in a moment) convince me that this exploratory effort will bear fruit; 

more important, the manifest weaknesses—i.e., that the work is time-consuming, 

demands "thick description" on the part of analysts,936 and (in its early stages, at any 

rate) is comparatively unstructured—are all shortcomings that will likely be 

                                                 

936  Coined by philosopher Gilbert Ryle and famously adapted to describe the ethnographic 
methodology of anthropologist Clifford Geertz, I here use the term to describe the process (sometimes 
laborious, often incomplete, always messy) of giving the fullest possible description of artifacts and 
phenomena, not just physical and perceptual appearances and semantic and rhetorical content, but the 
connection of those elements with contexts of production and use. For Ryle's comparison of "thin" and 
"thick" description, see Gilbert Ryle, "The Thinking of Thoughts: What is 'Le Penseur' Doing?" in Collected 
Papers, volume 2, 480–496 (London: Hutchinson, 1971). For Geertz's expansion and application of the 
topic, see Clifford Geertz, "Thick Description: Toward an Interpretive Theory of Culture," in The Interpretation 
of Cultures: Selected Essays, 3–30 (New York: Basic Books, 1973). 



The Rhetorical Potential of Images in Popular Accounts of Historical Events 
Chapter 05: Conclusion 
W. Christopher Scruton 

 

561 

obviated (or at least mitigated) as experience enables me more sharply to define a 

heuristic order of operations in which to apply my analytical lenses and efficiency is 

gained by leveraging knowledge developed through the analysis of one case to other, 

similar cases (e.g., the pragmatic information gathered in my analysis of Matthew's 

Grossteste's Vengeful Spirit could be applied with only minor additions to critique 

the historian's illustrations in other genres—e.g., Matthew's natural history, 

cartographic, and/or overtly sententious renderings—as well as providing the 

foundation for wider-ranging studies of images-as-evidence-in-historical-arguments 

or facilitating the comparison of historiographic illustration with scientific uses of 

visuals, etc.). I detail the other test pits I intend to dig as an expansion of this 

methodology in my notes on future research. 

5.2.2 Strengths 
As my case analysis demonstrates, the greatest strength of my method is its 

authenticity. By grounding my analysis not only in a broad consideration of the 

rhetoricity of historical visuals, but also connecting those broader theoretical 

concerns with knowledge and productive and interpretive practices specific to the 

period in which particular authors (in this case, Matthew) operate, my approach 

enables me to draw conclusions about the nature of authorship and the structure of 

persuasion that have as much to tell a practitioner in those domains as they have to 

tell a critic or scholar involved in more abstruse comparative research. By mating a 
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consistent, flexible framework with techniques tuned to the specific technologies and 

modes of production prevalent in Matthew's discourse community I have been able 

both to identify key features of the author's composition and to draw strong 

inferences about his intent in composing the performance (e.g., an analysis focusing 

generically on perceptual, semiotic, or semantic approaches might have missed 

dimensions of Matthew's composition—for instance, the shape of the Grosseteste's 

vengeful spirit 'callout'  and the order of operations that went into its production 

suggest a great deal about how carefully Matthew crafted the performance and what 

inferences we might reasonably draw as relates to its persuasive potential) as well 

as to draw more generalizable conclusions about the nature of historical argument 

more broadly. By developing an understanding of how images serve as rhetorical 

arguments in specific historiographic contexts before stepping back and making an 

argument about historiographic visualization more generally and stepping back still 

further and comparing uses of visuals in history with uses in other disciplines, I feel 

that we better honor the complexity that inflects the everyday practice of visual 

rhetoric and avoid the traps that ensnared earlier attempts to over-generalize 

methods. This is not intended as an indictment of the desire to generalize per se, but 

an illustration of the value to be gained from grounding generalization in the 

deepest possible understanding of the circumstances that obtain in the categories to 

be compared in order to ensure that we are, in fact, comparing like with like. 
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A second strength of the method—again as demonstrated in my case analysis—

is the heuristic value of the analytic techniques that provide its foundation. By 

combining a comprehensive approach, designed to cover the terrain mapped out in 

my review of the literature, and customized to ferret-out snippets of knowledge and 

details of technique relevant to the milieu in which my subject operated, I was 

pleased to discover that, in the aggregate, the heuristics added up to a true discovery 

model, flagging material of potential rhetorical interest937 and enabling a 

complexified reading grounded in its subject milieu but understandable as an 

instance of the applied rhetoric of history and, more broadly, as a visual rhetorical 

performance. The value gained by combining these methodologic lenses is much 

greater than that gained by applying any of them individually and provides, I 

                                                 

937  In the current study, for example, a number of cues, including 

• the order in which page elements were laid down, which suggested that a great deal of care 
went into the placement and rendering of the case illustration (from the technological level of 
analysis);  

• perceptual cues that suggested an arrangement that suggested both violent motion and the 
importance of piercing through as a theme;  

• semiotic ambiguities providing little overt clue as to whether the performance should be read as 
a literal, iconic representation of the accompanying narrative or an indexical cue connecting the 
circumstances of Innocent's death with past sins and injustices;  

• a cultural penchant for moralized stories (from the pragmatic level of analysis); and 

• an artist's flair for combining narrative representations with sententious exemplars to produce 
hybrid visual narratives (from the inferential level of analysis) 

 were identified using the grounded method, suggesting a complexity of design and intricacy of production 
missed in previous analyses of Matthew's historical work, such as Vaughan, Matthew Paris. 
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believe, a far richer understanding of the nature of Matthew's work as a historian 

than has been produced heretofore. 

A final strength of the model is the degree to which it foregrounds 

metacognition and externalizes assumption. The method as designed is capable of 

generating an abundance of potentially useful material for practitioners and critics 

of visual and disciplinary rhetorics. What I see as a particular strength of this 

approach is that there is no built-in mechanism designed to bias the analyst toward 

one reading of the subject material or another; from the first thin description of the 

material characteristics of the performance through perceptual and 

semiotic/semantic analyses, the analyst is encouraged to consider every possible 

reading, with the only check on her or his practice being the demand that proposed 

readings remain plausible within the constraints of what is knowable about the 

appearance of the subject artifact or performance. Only as she or he proceeds 

through thicker descriptions contextualizing performance in terms of relevant 

cultural knowledge and productive and interpretive practices and, ultimately, the 

identification or inference of an argument does she or he begin to prune branches of 

the decision-tree until she or he produces a preferred reading. By externalizing the 

interpretive process and delaying until quite late the proposal of a preferred reading, 

the analyst produces both an overt record of his or her decision-making (easing the 

process of correction or counter-argument) and further grounds his or her 
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performance not in internalized assumption and prejudice, but in evidence available 

in the performance itself or in a careful analysis of the cultural context(s) in which 

performance was embedded. This advantage—as, indeed, the advantages of 

authenticity and heuresis—comes at a cost: By externalizing metadiscourse and 

encouraging analysts explicitly to consider every plausible potential, this method 

can produce an embarrassment of riches, the identification and description of which 

can be quite time-consuming and demanding in terms of expertise and contextual 

knowledge, factors I discuss below under "Weaknesses." 

5.2.3 Weaknesses 
As mentioned previously, what most rhetoric scholars might be tempted to 

describe as a chief weakness of my approach—i.e., the method is time-consuming to 

apply, produces a significant volume of thick description, and can be complex for 

novices to deploy in practice—I would describe as one of its strengths. That said, I 

acknowledge the challenges faced by the uninitiated and suggest that, like many 

professional skills, fluency comes with repetition, reflection, and practice. Novices 

may be compelled to start on the surfaces of performances, but even thin 

descriptions, systematically derived and carefully composed can produce useful 

insights—the initial impetus for undertaking the case analysis contained in this 

study stemmed not from a deep understanding of Matthew's work or even a 

knowledge of medieval historiography, but from a recognition (based on a 
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comparatively superficial perusal of a catalogue of Matthew's art) that the intrusion 

of an artistic figure into the body text of the Chronica Majora was an unusual 

occurrence that might warrant further attention. With study, practice, and self-

reflection came an ability to see beyond surface feature into the deep structure, the 

conceptual armature on which a performance was built, in much the same way that 

students afforded similar opportunities could develop disciplinary visual literacies in 

their chosen fields, starting with superficial readings and culminating in the 

production of professionally relevant visual performances. Integrated into students' 

major coursework and tempered with training in communication ethics, such a 

curriculum would enable communicators to engage in visual thinking sensitive to 

the beliefs and practice relevant to her or his discipline or profession. 

A second, more substantive criticism can be leveled at the lack of internal 

connections or a well-defined flow among the analytic and technical lenses that 

comprise my method. This apparent unwieldiness or lack of structure stems in large 

measure from my decision to approach this study employing a grounded theory 

methodology, with that approach's emphases on recursion, reflection, and open, 

axial, and selective coding938; such an approach produces analyses with a high degree 

                                                 

938  That is, the definition of analytic categories on the basis of encounters with real-life evidence, the 
subdivision of those categories into subcategories and the schematization of relationships among 
subcategories, and—finally—the construction of general explanatory or covering narratives explaining part of 
or all of the observed phenomena. 
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of ecological validity, but there is no denying their inherent messiness. In the 

context of this study, this quality is most apparent with regard to the order in which 

analytic lenses were "stacked." My initial ordering of lenses was ad hoc, based on the 

presumed order in which they might be deployed by an analyst encountering an 

artifact for the first time, with the goal of generating as much observational data 

and naive interpretation as was practical, considering all interpretive possibilities 

on their merits, and only winnowing the range of possibilities down as the 

preponderance of evidence warranted such elisions.  However, because the heuristics 

themselves are both unstructured and fecund, it may seem to the casual observer as 

if the sheer range of plausible readings thrown-up by the initial lenses (particularly 

those that were not ultimately followed-up) was just so much wasted effort. 

Although it might be possible for an experienced reader or producer to start with, 

say, the pragmatic lens, using common knowledge and practice to prune the decision 

tree guiding lower levels of analysis (e.g., focusing on symbolic readings in cultures 

prone to symbolism), the evidence of my case analysis here demonstrates the value 

of keeping an open mind and not narrowing the breadth of one's investigation until 

comparatively late in the analysis: Settling on a literal reading of Matthew's cartoon 

would have been tempting given the evidence of naturalism in Matthew's depictions 

and the opinions of modern historians like Vaughan who viewed the images as 

embellishments. A far better—i.e., more authentic—reading comes if we accept the 

image as both iconic and indexical and come to understand the event's role in the 
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larger narrative, something that only became obvious as we began to consider the 

argumentative implications of Matthew's narrative structure. Furthermore, 

attending to the Grosseteste cartoon's dual status as icon and index lays the 

groundwork for understanding the rhetorical game at the heart of this performance, 

seeming simply to illustrate the "facts" of the matter while providing the logical 

armature with which to connect the circumstances of Innocent's behavior prior to 

Grosseteste's spectral 'assault' and the manner of his death. An experienced analyst 

might still arrive at that conclusion via a shorter route if he or she re-orders the 

sequence of analytic lenses, but the leap to a presumption of indexicality or 

symbolism that might stem from a pragmatics-first stack-order could just easily lead 

the analyst to ignore or overlook the obvious iconic reading.  

In short, although I recognize the fairness of critiques that find fault with the 

apparent unwieldiness and lack of internal structure defining the relationships 

among the lenses that comprise my method, I argue that—even in its current 

state—the method itself produced a reading that is both faithful to productive and 

interpretive practices of Matthew's time and intellectual milieu, and successful in 

connecting the particulars of Matthew's performance with rhetorical themes and 
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concepts that matter to historians in general.939 With future applications of the 

method, my expectation is that experience will lead to refinements in approach and 

perhaps even a re-ordering of analytic lenses to better reflect the conceptual 

organization of interpretation and/or production that emerges through the study of 

new cases.940 

5.3 Directions for Future Research 
My plans for future work along the lines pursued in this study can be divided 

into two categories, enhancements and refinements of the core system as it relates to 

the study of historiographic visuals and expansions of the study beyond the rhetoric 

of history. 

                                                 

939  Indeed, the process of visual rhetorical inquiry fostered by the method described in this dissertation 
closely parallels processes of historical inquiry as described by Hexter, "The Rhetoric of History" (1971), 24. 
See especially pages 31–50 in John D. Bransford, Ann L. Brown, and Rodney R. Cocking, eds, How People 
Learn: Brain, Mind, Experience, and School (Washington, D.C.: National Academy Press, 1999) for a useful 
discussion on the differences between the epistemic and rhetorical processes of experts versus those of 
novices (which includes a parallel discussion of the challenges experts have in articulating the nature of their 
expertise—like Hexter's historians, they just 'know the ropes').  

940  For example, one means by which we might seek to improve the efficiency of the method as an 
analytic and didactic tool would be to invert the order in which the lenses are applied to a source 
performance, beginning not with the large number of alternative readings produced by the technological, 
perceptual, and semantic lenses and narrowing from there but, instead, starting with a preferred reading 
(i.e., an inference or educated guess as to the performance's meaning) and using evidence supplied by the 
other analytic lenses to challenge or confirm that reading and document the degree of correspondence 
between the preferred reading and observable aspects of the performance. That is not an approach I favor 
(for reasons I explain more fully in-text, above), but it would be an approach that could be tried on another 
case, compared with the results of the current study, and evaluated on the basis of the grounded research 
methodology criteria, i.e., Does one approach fit (i.e., explain observable concepts and relationships) better 
than the other? Does one work (i.e., can it be applied more readily to further cases) better than the other? Is 
one more relevant? Is one more flexible or modifiable? 
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5.3.1 Enhancements and Refinements of the Core 
System 

Although space limitations in this study compelled me to limit my review of the 

literature to the merest synopsis of fewer than 30 of 2,300 or more works in the 

domain of visual rhetoric, the topic deserves a much more thorough review designed 

to map out key themes and cross-currents shaping theory and practice in this 

vibrant field. If the present work were ever expanded into a book-length study, I 

would look forward to the possibility of broadening and deepening the foundation on 

which it is constructed. I would particularly welcome the opportunity of expanding 

coverage of the visual in classical, medieval, and early modern rhetorical theory and 

practice, as well as investigating rhetorical dimensions in the work of contemporary 

visual communicators. Such expansions of my knowledge base would enable me to 

understand better connections between argument, cognition, and productive 

practices and more fully to explore the intersections of art and rhetoric in early 

handbooks on artistic practice—primers that influenced the development of 

technical illustration and visual argumentation in medieval and early modern 

Europe and provide a means of expanding my current study of historiography into 

disciplines employing similar discursive practices (including early science/natural 

philosophy; see section 5.3.2, "Beyond the Rhetoric of History," below). 
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Planned enhancements to my existing methodology are two-fold. First, I plan 

to employ the method described herein to ask the questions that animate this 

study—Do historians use images to argue? If so, how?—of the other genres of 

representation evident in Matthew's work (including: naturalistic renderings, such 

as his elephant illustration; emblematic cartoons, such as his renditions of the death 

of Enguerrand de Coucy or wrestling matches that degenerated into riots in the 

outskirts of London; mnemonic or navigational aids, such as the memorial signa he 

embedded in the margins of his work; or schematic diagrams, such as his imagined 

pilgrimage maps). Further expansions will consider the rhetorical nature of 

historiographic visualization on a larger scale, using the basic framework developed 

in this study to explore contemporary genres of visual historiography and modes of 

discourse. I have already completed a number of test analyses applying some or all 

of the five-lens method to studies of historians' use of photographs, documentary 

films,941 games,942 and non-representational presentations of historiographic data,943 

                                                 

941  I have applied the method to describe the ways in which framing, visual and temporal arrangement, 
and transitional devices serve to emplot historical events in documentary films in two unpublished analyses 
of the 1916 British war documentary, The Battle of the Somme: W. Christopher Scruton, "The Grammar and 
Influence of British Great War Combat Documentaries: The Case of The Battle of the Somme," paper 
presented at the 4th Biennial Film & History Conference, Dallas-Fort Worth, TX, 8–12 November 2006; and 
W. Christopher Scruton, "Filmic Narrative and the Rhetoric of History: The Impact of Technical, Editorial, and 
Narrative Choices on Audience Perception of Historical Events," paper presented at the 3rd Biennial William 
A. Kern Visual Communication Conference, Rochester, NY, 20–23 April 2006. 

942  W. Christopher Scruton, "Structuring Game Narratives to Scaffold Effective Ethical Praxis," paper 
presented at the 7th Biennial Thomas R. Watson Conference in Rhetoric and Composition, Louisville, KY, 
16 October 2008. 
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and have found that the basic architecture of the method is both easily expansible 

and—to use the terminology of Glaser and Strauss—"relevant," capable both of 

explaining the evidentiary and argumentative roles played by images and of doing so 

in authentic terms, recognizable to historians. 

Having expanded the basic methodology to explore a fuller range of historical 

genres and modes of representation, the final refinement I plan to undertake 

relative to the visual rhetoric of history is to revisit the visual pragmatics of 

historiography and seek to better define the relationships and maxims describing 

the relationships among cultural knowledge, beliefs, and practices and acts of 

composition or interpretation. Although critical discourse analysis supplied me with 

a mass of useful raw material, aggregation and meta-analysis of such practices 

across a number of cases may enable the current ad hoc observations to be further 

refined into more-formal theoretical mappings and testable hypotheses with the 

possibility of more general applicability. The semiotic and semantic complexity of 

images may never permit us to develop theories characterized by the (deceptive) 

simplicity and elegance of the likes of Austin, Searle, and Grice, but the assembly 

and careful, comparative study of a large enough sample of visual-historiographic 

                                                 

943  For example, maps and timelines: W. Christopher Scruton, "The National Geographic Society's 
Remembering Pearl Harbor Interactive Attack Map as Historical Narrative," paper presented at the 6th 
Biennial Thomas R. Watson Conference in Rhetoric and Composition, Louisville, KY, 5–7 October 2006. 
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may enable us to identify, describe, and operationalize relationships common to 

practitioners' use of images to shape arguments about history. 

5.3.2 Beyond the Rhetoric of History 
Beyond the domain of history, I further plan to employ the method developed 

in this study to analyze how practitioners' in other disciplines "do things with 

pictures." Indeed, I have already used the approach described here to analyze the 

deployment of images to compose arguments about science, specifically the 

development of descriptive and explanatory schemata by Christoph Scheiner and 

Galileo Galilei to hypothesize the nature of sunspots.944 The open architecture of the 

five-lens construct readily lent itself to conversion from a historiographic to a proto-

scientific or natural-philosophic episteme in the pragmatic domain; serendipitously, 

the generic similarity between works such as Scheiner's Tres epistolae de maculis 

Solaribus scriptae ad Marcum Velserum, Galileo's Istoria e dimostrazioni intorno 

alle macchie solari, and histories the likes of those composed by Matthew Paris has 

meant that a certain amount of historiographic material from my Matthew study 

                                                 

944  In unpublished conference presentations, I have successfully applied the method to produce 
analyses of Christoph Scheiner and Galileo Galilei's scientific epistemologies grounded in the capabilities of 
their optical instruments and theories of two-dimensional representation of three-dimensional phenomena 
prevalent in the early Seventeenth Century: W. Christopher Scruton, "Visual Analogy and Visible Proof: 
Galileo Galilei's Verbal-Visual Demonstration of the Nature of Sunspots," paper presented at the National 
Communication Association Conference, Chicago, IL, 16 November 2007; and W. Christopher Scruton, "A 
Rhetoric of Schematic Imagery in Two Seventeenth-Century Treatises on Sunspots," paper presented at the 
Society for the History of Authorship, Reading, and Publishing Conference, Minneapolis, MN,  11–14 July 
2007. 
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could be re-used in explaining those early seventeenth century works. That 

similarity is not accidental: Studies like Scheiner's and Galileo's were conceived as 

historiae, narratives that proceeded from the description (and in these cases, 

depiction) of empirical particulars to the elucidation of models and/or hypotheses 

rather than starting from first principles. As such, early modern natural histories 

provide a useful point of comparison across disciplines as well as supplying me with 

a historical baseline against which to consider the longitudinal development of 

methods of representation and visual argument within the field of science. 

5.4 Pedagogical Recommendations 
I would like to close with a brief consideration of the ways in which the method 

described and applied in this dissertation might usefully be applied to shape 

classroom curricula in the domain of visual rhetoric. First, the immersive, thick, 

metacognitive approach embedded in grounded theory methodology provides an 

ideal laboratory in which students can undertake a cognitive apprenticeship, 

developing an awareness of the visual common knowledge and practices at play in 

their disciplines—and the ways in which knowledge and practice have changed over 

time—by intensively reviewing, critiquing, and imitating exemplary works in their 
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chosen field of study.945 In essence the method described here could form the 

background for such a course of study—whether in the guise of formal course or 

(perhaps better) as a visual-literacy-across-the-curriculum resource (with heuristic 

units that could be incorporated into discipline-specific courses) guiding students 

from thin description through deeper levels of engagement with visual arguments. 

Having developed a metacognitive awareness of the varieties of visual expression 

operative in students' fields of study, a second way in which the five-lens method 

might be employed in the curriculum is as a production-oriented heuristic, guiding 

students through the processes of setting argumentative goals; identifying cultural 

knowledge, beliefs, and practices relevant to a subject and occasion; translating 

abstract ideas into concrete analogue and digital prototypes; refining a presentation; 

and, ultimately, delivering a performance. Although this dissertation did not deal 

directly with the issue of heuristic guidance for the production of visual and 

multimodal performances, the demonstrated fit, relevance, and modifiability of the 

                                                 

945  Although the methodological apparatus and case analysis described in this study were quite 
involved, the basic method and analytic techniques themselves are easily employed by novices. The 
development of practical expertise and in-depth subject knowledge can facilitate the production of nuanced 
readings, but even a careful, comparative reading of the surface details of a subject-performance can 
produce data of value to the analyst. 
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underlying method described herein increases my confidence that it could serve as 

well in productive as in analytic praxis.946   

The importance and relevance of both skill sets—visual criticism and 

production—to the civic lives of students is difficult to over-estimate. Whether 

providing a framework for parsing and critiquing multimodal messages such as 

news reports, advertisements, documentaries, or professional reports, or guiding 

students in the process of crafting visual messages, a generalizable visual studies 

curriculum provides a natural complement to efforts to support writing and 

numeracy across the curriculum. The method outlined in this study could provide a 

strong foundation on which to ground such a curriculum. 

                                                 

946  Indeed, I have taken some tentative steps in that direction, suggesting that Matthew Paris's 
approach to multimodal rhetoric, particularly his control over every stage of message-generation and 
delivery, may offer some useful lessons about the ways we approach multimedia composition today: W. 
Christopher Scruton, "The Artist as Rhetor: What a 13th Century Chronicler Can Teach Us About the 
Rhetorical Practice of Multimedia Composition," paper presented at the 3rd Biennial William A. Kern Visual 
Communication Conference, Rochester, NY, 20–23 April 2006. 
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Figure 4.1.13: Raw 1254 CE event order as derived from Matthew's Chronica (Chronica Majora London, British Library, Roy. 14. C. VII) 
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Figure 4.1.14: Interpretive apparatus applied to 1254 CE event order, as derived from Matthew's Chronica (Chronica Majora London, British Library, Roy. 14. C. VII)—events described in red pertain to the spectral assault on innocent IV 
and his death (and the literal death of his individual ambitions); the event described in blue relates to the defeat of Innocent's papal army and the frustration of his worldly political ambitions; events depicted in green call attention to a 
narrative describing Innocent's broader effort to involve England in his plan to isolate the Holy Roman Empire and force them to concede some or all of their power in Italy 
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