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Film: Visual Literacy

Abstract
People who write about movies have traditionally referred to the conventions of cinematic
representation—such things as low-angle shots, fade-outs, or flashbacks—as the “language” of film. Does the
ability to understand this language require previous experience? Or, to put this question differently, would a
“naive” viewer, someone who had never seen a movie before, be able to make any sense of his or her first
encounter with this medium? The term visual literacy, popular among media scholars, reflects the widely held
belief that the comprehension of cinematic conventions is indeed an acquired skill, comparable to fluency in
reading or writing. In contemporary film scholarship, this belief is based largely on an extrapolation from the
work of such writers as E. H. Gombrich regarding the cross-cultural variability of pictorial conventions. This
body of literature is commonly assumed to have shown that any perceived similarity between pictures and the
things they represent is simply the result of viewers’ unwitting assimilation of the representational standards of
a particular culture or historical period. Consequently, it is argued, the ability to connect a picture to its
intended referent must depend on prior familiarity with the conventions employed in that picture. As far as
film is concerned, this argument has occasionally been supported by stories about misinterpretations
reportedly experienced by early-twentieth-century filmgoers or other inexperienced viewers.
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NoJlL CARROLL 

Visual Literacy 

People who write about movies have traditionally referred to 
the conventions of cinematic representation-such things as 
low-angle shots, fade-outs, or flashbacks-as the "language" 
of film. Does the ability to understand this language require 
previous experience? Or, to put this question differently, 
would a "naive" viewer, someone who had never seen a 
movie before, be able to make any sense of his or her first 
encounter with this medium? The term msual literacy, pop­
ular among media scholars, reflects the widely held belief 
that the comprehension of cinematic conventions is indeed 
an acquired skill, comparable to fluency in reading or writ­
ing. In contemporary film scholarship, this belief is based 
largely on an extrapolation from the work of such writers as 
E. H. Gombrich regarding the cross-cultural variability of 
pictorial conventions. This body of ·literature is commonly 
assumed to have shown that any perceived similarity be­
tween pictures and the things they represent is simply the 
result of viewers' unwitting assimilation of the representa­
tional standards of a particular culture or historical period. 
Consequently, it is argued, the ability to connect a picture to 
its intended referent must depend on prior familiarity with 
the conventions employed in that picture. As far as film is 
concerned, this argument has occasionally been supported 
by stories about misinterpretations reportedly experienced 
by early-twentieth-century filmgoers or other inexperienced 
viewers. 

The assumption that film interpretation requires a "lit­
eracy" derived from previous experience with film was, at 
one time, the clearly dominant view in academic cinema 
studies. However, in recent years, a contrary position ap­
pears to have made some gains in popularity. The central 
ingredient of this contrary position is the argument that the 
conventions of visual media can be analogues of informa­
tional cues that people use in making sense of unmediated, 
real-world experience. In the presence of an analogy of this 
sort, viewers may be able to sense the intended meaning of 
a convention by drawing on their real-world perceptual skills 
rather than on any specific knowledge gained from previous 
encounters with movies or other visual media. According to . 
this view, then, the concept of a medium-specific literacy 
may be a misleading metaphor for describing the cognitive 
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skills that are brought into play in the interpretation of pic­
ture-based media. 

The skeptical or contrarian view of visual literacy is some­
times premised on the belief that analogy to real-world in­
formational cues is the characteristic principle of all pictorial 
representation. The theoretical support and the empirical 
evidence for this belief vary considerably, however, depend­
ing on what aspect of visual media one is talking about. 
What is true of individual images, whether in a still picture 
or in the context of a movie, is not necessarily true of the 
juxtaposition of images in an edited sequence. Moreover,' 
representational principles governing an image's "literal" 
content-the objects and events depicted in it-may not. 
carry over to such formal features as compositional style, 
camera angle, or editing rhythm. 

Single Images. The relationship between pictorial con­
ventions and the information available in our real visual 
surroundings has been clarified considerably by research on 
how the mind deals with visual data. As David Marr and 
others have pointed out, the perception of pictures is af­
fected critically by the so-called modularity of the mental 
operations involved in vision. In this context, modularity 
refers to the mind's ability to derive meaning from a particu­
lar element of a visual scene without necessarily taking ac­
count of the other elements. For example, the identification 
of an object's structure and location in space can be achieved 
independently of the sensing of color-as is demonstrated 
by cases of pinpoint brain injury affecting the color-processing 
"module." As a result of the modularity ofreal-world vision, 
a broad array of pictorial styles that could be described as 
artificial and unrealistic may nonetheless be capable of 
giving us the same kinds of visual information that our 
minds make use of when we look at real objects and events. 
Color photographs lack the depth cues associated with bin­
ocular vision and motion parallax, but they can convey a 
sense of depth through occlusion and texture gradients; 
black-and-white photographs and movies lack information 
about color, but they can provide detailed accounts of 
shape; animated cartoons lack many details of shape, but 
their depictions of objects' structural features can appar­
ently match the informational cues used in real-world object 
identification. 

The mind's ability to derive meaning from the corre­
spondence between individual pictorial elements and 
real-world informational cues, even when other cues are 
missing, is arguably the essence of analogical representa­
tion. In other words, the efficacy of analogy as a substitute 
for a specifically pictorial literacy may be said to depend on 
the modularity of real-world vision. This conception of pic­
ture perception is in accord with a substantial body of ex­
perimental research, including the pioneering work of 
Julian E. Hochberg and, more recently, John M. Kennedy's 
studies on the ability of congenitally blind people to identify 
pictured objects on the basis of raised outline drawings. A full 
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