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INTRODUCTION

"Very few people have & very highly developed sense of Visual
Literacy in a world where it is inCreasingly necessary to have
it. TIf the battle for literacy is not yet over--and it never
will be--~the battle for visual literacy has not yet begun."
{Lord Griggs, 1976, p. 5)
Visval communication, simply put, means the deliberation
of ideas throuygh images or images with sounds. Early visuval com-
muanication media were paintings, erchitecture, sculpture, photogra-
phy, billboards, etc. The most accassible, most popular, and conse-
quently most influential media of visval communication today are film
! . \-.n-"
and television. Television in particular has reached more people and
*has influenced them more fundamentally than any other medium in any

epoch", (2Zettl, 1978, p. 3)

Alarmed by the sudden turn of the world's communication from

words to pictures, scholars of mass Fommunication, sociologists, psy-
chologists and others have tried to warn the masses of the devistating,
unpredictable, inexplicable consequences such monopolistic mcans of
commnication might have. {Rosenberg & White, 1957, Jacobs, 1959,
Klapper, 1960, McLuhan, 1264, Rissonec & Birch, 1977, etc.). However;
tﬁe bulk of systematic studies easily available to the massces center on
the socio-political effects of trlevision programs; they are content-
oriented. Studies cf the m:dia themselves or the causes of such
effects are very minimalj they are linear in their approach and most
of them are fundamentally wrong. An explanation for this could be the
lack of empirical research and scientific studies on the process of
visuwal communication in general and total misunderstanding Qf the spe-
cific nature of the given visual commnication medium in particular,
The development of vitcual commanication a: a unique disc.pline

has been scricusly delayed. Visual communication literacy is the first
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* step towards that goal. The empirical study of the process of visual
communication is the second. The recogg}%éon of the multifaceted
,éffects of thé visﬁal communication media is the third. Recently,
there has been a trend to open the path to a global visual communica-
tion 1iteracy;

The purpose of this study is to focus on such research at-

tempt; by exadining both the process and the effects of visual commu-

nication. This paper poses the following questions:

1. How does visual literacy contribute towards the understanding

of the process and the effects of visual communication?

What are the factors involved in the process of dissemination
of information through the media of film and television?

What specific effects do popular visual communication media
(particularly television) have upon contemporary man?

VISUAL LITERACY

The process of visual communication is complex. In its sim-
plest form it occurs'when a constructor of a visual message deliber-
ately transmits it as a signal/message to‘a viewer through a medium.
The fransmission is comgﬂeted when the viewer is able to receive, un-
derstand and respond properly to the message as was initially intended
by the constructor/scnder.

The sophistication of the visual message often concides with
that of the medium which presents it. In film and television the con-
struction of visual images is as complex, dynamic and delicate as is
the actual apparatus. - The knowledge of Lhe usage and application of

the instruments (such as cameras, lenses, microphones, etc.), the
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dynamic editing, matching sounds with pictures, etc.) will enhance our

understanding of the nature of visual images and the processes i.. ‘olved
in visual communication. And this is what visual literacy is all
about {Tarroni, 1976, p. 299)., Knowledge and understanding of the
usage and application of the "instruments*, the "materials" and the
“techniques" of a particular visuval comsunication medium are often
totally lacking in both the constructors of visual messages and the
receivers. This results in the breakdown of the visual commnication
process,

A visual communication model illustrating the components,
isclating the variables and exemplifying the process is graphically

presented below:
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There is a sender (Encoder) who sends a Message (Ml) through
a Channel to a Receiver (Decoder) who reconstructus that Message (M,)
and responds to it (Feedback). It is the understanding {(Common In-
terest) between sender and receiver that makes the message meaningful
(Meaning)e While communication is in progress, the behavior of the
receiver is altered (Behavior Changes). Edually, the sender is ef-
fected as well (Beyong the Message). Any destruction or disturbance
of the normal flow of this visual communication process will create
Noise. Noise is always present, centered between sender and receiver,
channel and feedback arcas. Noise is the ultimate lim.ter of communi-
cation and if the strength of the signal does not overrule the noise
i1t can become a detriment to the communication process. It will be
shown below that the lack cf visual literacy {misunderstanding of the
process of visual communication)} and ignorance éf the nature of the
‘particular medium of wvisual communication are the most frequent sources
of noise entering the visual communication cycle.

What are the characteristics of the wisual communicztion media?
Obviously, each medium has itS own characteristics but there are some
common grounds that underline them. Media are vehicles or channels
which provide the meanscof transmittirg or presenting visual messages.:
Ail visual communication media by definition produce and/or present art

forms . . PR

images for the purpose of c0mmunicatiqa with others. Image-making for

communicative purposes roguires the threcfold processes involving the
arts--an important meSLAYe, an appropriate medium, an ultimnte goél,
the viewer. (Metallinos, 1973, n. 13)

The visuwal communication pedia construct and presient images

and/or cvents restricted by compositional rules such as scale, size,
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* tone, color, light, motion, framing, balance, perspective, proportion,

etc. Since images are not "the real thing"”, but "the thing as such”

that has been reorganized, colored, scaled, 1lit, etc., certain rules

of visual perception, composition and aesthetics dittate their construc~
‘tion. Visual messages are of three kinds: symbols, representations

or abstracts (Dondis, 1973, p. 13). Sounds are paramount for certain
visual media. Since visual communication lacks spontaneous and imme-—
diate feedback for the most part, reaching the sender and influencing
or reshaping his initial intentions, this is a source of noise  which

is detrimental to the visual communication process.

In order to understand how visual communication works and
therefore become more effective commnicators or receivers of visuval
messages, Dondis (1973, pp. 39-66) suggests the study of the basic ele-
ments of visual communication. She claims that: "The visual elements
are the basic substance of what we see, and thev are few in number:
the dot, the line, shape, direction, tone, texture, dimension, scale,
movement.” (Dondis, 1973, p. 39).

Thus, understanding the lancguage of v ion and mastering the
interrelationships between the various components of the media along
with their idiosyncracié; and their potentials is what visuval literacy
is all about. Visual literacy in this context is the study of the pro-
cess and understanding of the effects of communicating with pictures.

A person is visually litcrate when he can interpret the visual action,
objects and/or symbols, natural or man-made, Lhat he oncounters in his

environment., (Debes, 1970, p. 14)

THE PROCESS OF VISUAL COMMUNLCATTON
The notion that contemporary imaqge constructors and viewers

alike lack visuval literacy stems from the fact that neither the

i
{
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constructor nor the viewers have a clear understanding of the nature
of the medium producing them or the ways by which its components in-
terrelate in the process of visual communication. An empirical study
of the process of visual communication and the dissemination of in-
formation through television images poses a series of research ques-
tions yet to be answered.
1. What are the componcents of each media?

What are the particular characteristics of each medium of
visuwal communication?

What constitutes a picture?
How do we perceive pictures?

How does the knowledge of the functions of the human brain
enhance our understanding of the visual and auditory pro-
cesses?

How do certain physiological properties inherent in various

visual commuaication media influence the viewers' perception?

What compositional factors determine the effective structure
of visual images?

The answers to these queétions will provide a clear unéer—
standing of the process of visual communication. HHerein components
of the television mediurd and its characteristics will be discussed in
connection with their misuse or abuse by televicion message construc-
tors,

Tt was said earlier that the visual communicatjon media of
film and television use (a)} light and colors as the materials of their

plctures; (b) they use lighting apparatus, camceras, lenses, scts, de-

vices for nditing and visual effects, microphones, ctc., as their in-

strumonts; (¢) lastly they use particular techniques pertinent to the

media of film and Lelevision by which they manipulate light and colors

in order to produce moving images, the £ilm and television pictures.
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* Since film and television are two quite different media, the compo-
nents-of the television medium will be analyzed first so that the
particular characteristics of this medium will be_drawn.

The so~called "media factors® that comprize thz TV medium,
according to Zettl (1978, pp. 3-8) are (1) light, (2) two dimentional
space, (3) three dimentional space, (4) time and mo*ion, and (S5) sound.
Ef fective communication through visual images depends solely on the
proper knowledge and understanding of these factors. .Millerson (1972),
Parker & Drabic (1964), Toogood (1978), Tarroni (1976) and others have
concentrated on the subject of the specific components of the film and

television media underlining their unique characteristics. An attempt

will be made here to briefly provide some examples of the misuse of the

medium as an art form and not simply as a device for processing visual

and auditory information through pictures with sounds.

In the area of lighting and color for television, the actual
material of which the TV picture is composed, little attention is given
to the creative usage and manipulation of shadows for artistic effect.
The dramatic effect created by the sharp contrast between attached and
cast shadows has rarely been uscd effectively in television, certairly
not at: all in the populaﬁ; programs of commercial television. Equall‘y,
lighting techr iques such as cameo, miltiple scene, and silhouette 1£ght~
ing that reveal space (limiting the use of studio scenery) also are
seldomely applied by directors of television. Orientation in space znd
time, familiarization with Lthe texture of objects, and the envirenment
can all be achiecved by proper use of television lighting instruments
and techniques.

The manipulation of the electronic beam is offered to the stu-
dent of the television medium as an additional means for creativity.

According to Zettl (1978, p. 4):
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"Because internal lighting reveals structural changes by influ-
encing the electronic image intrinsically, & structured metamor-
phasis is taking place. Internal lighting no longer reflects
external impregsions but can, if used prqperly, reveal internal
reality." '

Appropriate technigues applicable only to the television me-
dium and dealing with the artistic use of television colors are yet
to be created.- ﬁOWGVEK, the use of chromakeys, matts, colored painted
sceneries and matching colors with events or sounds are all part of
the artistic and aesthetic potentials of the television picture yet to
be explored by television producer/directors, Their abuse or misuse,
it will be shown later, is detrimental to the medium and traumatic for
the viewer.

In the area of staging for television, that is, the manipula-
tion of studio space by the appropriate use of cameraé, lenses, place-
ment of sets, framing, etc., there is confusion and often misunderstand-
ing. For 2xample, staging for television reqguires maximum use of mini-
mum Cpace. This is achieved by careful usage of the "Z-axis" or
"depth axis" rather than the theatrical approach utilizing enormous
stage space,

Tae small size O0f the TV screen, unlike f£film, has some de-~
fined compositional, pe;ceptual and physiological properties that must
be considered. The television screen seems to be bétter for human
faces and “or close-up framing providing immediacy and intimacy bhe-
tween the viewer and the message. There are researchers of the TV re-
dium who ciaim that watching teleovision is like sitting in front of a
fireplacé; the lights which create the television imaqes have a hypno-

tic effect (Crown, 1877, p. 17). The extensive and irresponsible yse

of the zoom lens could cause damage in the perception of the environ-

ment and how the world moves Lo small chiygren or even adults unable

i0




*to cope with this motion. {Aker and Tiemens, 1978, ». 2) This does

not imply that the use of zoom lens as opposed to the physically gra-
dual motion of dollying shoulid not be employed, particularly when the
zoom 1S not detrimental to the intended visual message.

Television's time is different from real time. It is charac-

terized by a fast pace where events and actions are rather accelerated.

This medium also has the capability to decelerate (slow Cown) time.

This characteristic is often overlooked. Television commercials, vari-~
ety programs, situation comedies, are all characterized by a fast pace
that seems to be appropriace for the medium when controlled because

"the small screen size doecg offer the physical advantage of foreshorten-—
ing time so that its portrayal of real time seems to pass more quickly"
{Toogood, 1978, p. 18}« The 1ive television picture is a record of the
"now", exposing the event as it accurs. The implications of the instan-
taneousness of the moment are numerous, bui as yet unexplored. Televi-
sion time is fast and records the events the moment they occur. Viewvers
seem to have zccepted this bhut the real consequences have not yet been
empirically studied.

The outcome Of a TV picture is the result of three types of
motions often operating ;imultancously. There i$ primary motion (the
movement of the talent), the secondar%*motion {the movément of the cam-
eras) and the tertiary motion (the transition resulting from the se-
gquencing of visuals). The television director's task is (o co-ordinate
all these movements. Fven more complex than this, he has to make in-
stant decisions on notions, transitions, and sclections of visuvals
from numerous visuwal sources (cameras, fiilms, slides, studio cards,
additional video sources, etc.). The television director is constantly

pressured to make instant decisions that must be acceptable, accurate

and predictable, and many preseri directors cannot alvays handle this
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pressure. The easy access to special effects offered by the TV switcher
has undoubtedly contributed to the medium's richness and flexibility
in visuval stimuli. However, the psychological consequences of such
special effects as matting, superimposing, chromakeying, debeaming,
video fegdback, etc., are yet to be determined. In the past they have
been badly abuscd and the effectiveness of unusually fast "zooms", fre-
gquency of "takes” nced to be examined.

Audio and sound effects are as important as light and cnlor,
the "materials” that create the film and TV pictures. This area as a
field of study has been somevhat neglected by the image constructors.
Unlike film, which provides maximum visual information, clear and de-
tailed, television neceds dialogue as nuch as theatre does. It Seems
as though dialogue, sound cffects, and music are essential to the me-
dium because they provide the necessary clues for the gestalt (the total
meaniné) of the low definition TV pictures. This can be very easily
observed when the sound of the TV set is$ turned off while visuals are
on or wheh contemporary psychoasnalytical films characterized by minimum
| dialogue are shown on television. The lack of dialogue or sound effects
is quite disturbing. LEqually as bothersome, sounds or susic thot do

£
not guite match the visuals or unrcalistic sounds whose origins are un-

-
-
-

identifiable as weil as loud sounds when they are not needed are more
often than not prescent in commercial television §f0grams. Television
sounds differ from radio or film sounds. Unfortunatcly the television's
sound system and all its ramifications carry over the false notion that
it is like radio, so TV is still treated as radio with visuals, an apo-
proach that is detrimental to the medium. {(Toogood, 1978, p, 17)

This sooms o be the core of the problem in as far as the

study of the process of visual communication is concirned. ‘The networks
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{for the most part) have approached the medium of television as a Fé-
dio box with the presence of visuals so that the infinite number of
factors {perceptual, neurological, physiological, compositional, etc.)

pertinent to the film and television media are misunderstood or even

totally ignored. A visual communicator who underestimates the above

factorS'(inherént in the medium) inevitably will cause some Serious
effects, damaging directly or othe:wise, the viewer. Such is the case
with the programming executives, producers and directors of the con-
glomerate American teléﬁisiOn e LWOrks.

L]

THE EFFECTS OF VISUAL COMMINICATICH

There are a multitude of cffects (soq;ologlcal, psychological,
ﬁhy51ologlca1, pcrcentuai, compositional, etc.) Lhat v1sua1 illiteracy
has on viewers dependent on the popular communication media for their
information, cducation and entertainment. In this section, the general
{a) psychological, (b) sociological, and (c) phy51ologlca1 effects
stemming from the vievers' unawareness of Lhe rediums' power will be
discussed, and then the particular effects caused by the abuse of the
TV medium's individual cpmpents Will Tollov.

The most obvious psycholoyical effects of television which
have been empirically studied are the medium’s ability to "hoo£; the
viever, to completely involve him in what is on the Screen; its ability
t0o "arouse the curiosity of its viewers*; its unconventional, unsequen-
tial structure of visual messages and its discontinuity of action
caused by commercial intérruptions; its ability to distort time; its
ability to create a ‘wnger, an appotite for more of the same program-—
ming. (Roscnberg & Mamming, 1957, Jacobs, 1959, ticLuhan, 1964, Bergoer,

1978}
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various socio-psychological effects found in commercial tele-
vision programming are the medium's ability to drive the viewer away
from linear thinking by increasing his tendencies for fictioq {un-
reality) and stereotypes (a fixed or general point of view represent-
ing an oversimplified opinion); its ability to increase illiteracy by
providing false impressions of inadequate information fulfilling peo-
ple's emotional and intellectual needs (for example, vicarious exper-
iences are offered in abundance in today's programming, absorbing time
which could be better sSpent on in-depth reading of serious current
events, etc.); its structure as an art form leaves no time for creative
thinking and immediate viewer reaction; the mediun's power to confuse
the viewer by making fiction seem 1like realily; its subliminar power

to influence viewers psychologically (by arousing anger, Sexual feel-

ings, etc.) and sociologically (by stereotyping). (Berger, 1978, pp

41-46)

As far as purely socioiogical affects, cvidence shows that
commercial television has effected people of all stratas of 1life and
in all social.dimensions {(llurtz, 1977). ‘Ielevision programs have
effected the political %ife of Americans; it has shaped the voting
habits of people; it has crecated heroes overnight; it has centralized
and monopolized the information and the entertainment Of the average
viewer; it has made known, otherwise unknc m or indifferent global
phenorena: it *:as been the cause for one of the greatest descases of
our time, illiteracy, by its ability to kecep people "glucd” to their
sets for so many hours at a time; it has caused alienation and a ten-
dency towards privacy with catastrophic results (Berger, 1978, pp 41-
46). There are undoubtedly many more such social effects that will ke

brought to 1light sooner or later.
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The major physioclogical effects now rcosearched and documented

empirically are its hypnotic effect caused by the florescent-type light

of the television picture, flickering in dark living and bedrooms

which has nothing to do with the content of visual message (Crown, 1977,
pp 17-19); television watehing for cong ‘derable lengths of time is a
passive, silent, and imobile activity hazardogs to the health of both
young and old alike; color television receivérs (even the best brands)
often present an unorthodox, unrealistic color picture unfaithful to
colors found in nature or the environmcnt;‘television watchers, accord-
ing to Robinson (1973, pp. 261-267}, sleep less than non~television
watchers which could mean that television may provide some of the same
physiological needs that sleep provides; the small size of the average
television screen limits saccadic eye movement and can be dangerous
when viewved toeclosely or at a bad angle. (Meyer, 1973, p. 4)

These were some of the general bad cffects of the programs
presented via the medium of television., What, then, are the specific
effects that the abuse of the medium has upon viewers?

Let us begin with lighting and color, the first component of
the medium of television. It has only bheen during the last five years
that we have started to ;ay attention to the fact that lighting for
television is not the samé as lighting for film, photography, or
theatre. 8o, it is only recently that commercial television produc-
tions utilize lighting instruments (compatible to the sensitivity of
the television cameras), lighting techniques (suitable to the contin-
uous action of live television), color technigues and color effects
enhancing rather than destroying the television images. According to

Zettl (1978, p. 4)}:




“Light, then, can influence our outer orientation, to heip us
se@ an object in a partlcular way, relative to its gurroundlngb
and its location in time. Tt can also influence our inner orl-
entation. Proper lighting can tell us aboul .ae theme Of a’
scene, and it can make us feel happy or sad, confortable or
anxiety-ridden."

Television lighting, whether exterhal (created by light fall-
ing on objects and subjects and pi&ked up by the TV camera)}, or in-
ternal (created by the manipulation of the electrcq beam and the en-
tire internal system that makes the TV picture) offers a great flexi-
bility in creating effects such as chromakeys, feedback, mattings,
etc. The abuse or misuse of such availuble effects distorts the vis-
val message thereby miileading the viewver.

Insofar as th; use of space, cameras, framing, lenses, scts
and general staging for television, the effects on viewers due to their
abuse are several. As already mentioned, the irresponsible and uncal-

culated use of the zoom lens affects the viewers®' perception of the.

real world making it unrealistic, unbelievable and often laughable as

an effect. Presentation of great feature films such as "King Kong",

"Ben Hur®, etc., on the small screen of the TV set which were meant to
be presented on the large movie screen, has a serious aesthetic or I
should say unaesthetic «¢ffect. When the differences between the TV
and film screens are ignored, serious compositional problems appear.
We have all scen a great £ilm shown on TV vhere ."larger than 1ife" be-
comes "larger than the TV screen®, and we miss the top of the actors'
heads or most of the crowd in a crowd scene. In television, which has
been said to be the medium of human faccs, we"look in.o the 5crued; wo
100k into the peoples*® faces to detect their expressions, whcreas in
£ilm we"look at the movie screen” to see entire actors, events, land-
scapes (Zettl, 1978, p. S5)e Often, such differonces axe not recognized

and the results are totally unacceptable.
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AS far as the time-motion-editing factor is concerned, the
fast pace of motion of the television medium, aprticularly in commer-
cials, has traumatic effects on the average American viewer. Berger
(1978, p. 42)‘points out: "In some commercials, for example, there
may be as many as 70 or 80 gquick cuts in a 60 sccond advertisement,
which means that we become terribly 'speeded-up’ as we watch the images

flickering before us." ‘Television time is faster time. The low de-

finition medium requires greater action if it is to excite the curi- y

osity of the viewer. Often, snis factor is totally overlooked résult-

ing in boring visual stimuli and hinimal visual communication inter-
action (Toogood, 1978, p. 18}. Excessive use of the special effects
created by the television switcher {when it is uscd as a toy for ex-
perimentationr and not as an agent for acsthetic responses) is destruc-
tive. It fascinates the vicewers, not as artistic effect but as tech- '
nological ach&evement which is not the intent of television as an

art form. Television is the only medium that records cvents the moment
they occur, When it is used for various other purposes (as often is

the case) it 1oo0ses its real function as a vehicle of visuwal communi-

cation and destroys itsgimpact as an art form. The "now" and the in-

SN ]

stancous recording of the "now" is the most effective element of the
television medium. Live television, for the most part, is spontancous,
intimate, involving, intensivc and capable of crecating unigue aesthetic
experiences. When these elem:nts of teclevision are overlooked, mis-
used or abused, the results are detrisental (Tarroni, 1976, p. 291).

/
184

Audio and sound effects have been nisUI d and their effects

have reached dissatisfied viewers. Basically,.television relies on
sounds for its total commmicatlive input. Television, like theatre,

has to have sound, dialoquae, sound effects, lbrcause the small size of
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the picturé and iés low quality necessitates the presence of sound for
a complete effect. It is ironic that the television industry, along
with manufacturers, have not realized this factor. The sound system
of TV sets iS of a very low qQuality. Kqually, television directors
remain indifferent to this important element of the TV medium reqguir-
ing supportive, clear and creatjve dialogue, music and sound effects.

As Zettl (1978, p. 6) points out, television "demands close-up sounds,

small sounds brought close to the ears of the perceivers, ver'y much
i

like the visual close-up that can elevate 2 simple gesture to an in-
tense act", The exact damages caused by bad television sounds have

not been estimated; put vicwers' disapproval and dismay at the abuse

of sound effects and music have been observed. It is not unusual, for
example, to see on commercial television programs, pictures accompanied
by sounds {mostly music} that do not natch tUemtically, structurally,
tonally, historically, etc. The sights and sounds of the moving

images produced by the rcedium of television are aesthetic agents tlat
should match on the screen if they are to have a positive effect on

the viewer. The different sounds reﬁuircd by each medium, particularly
the film and TV media, h?ve been observed but the suspected effchs

have not bcen empirically studied.

In the Introduction section of this paper, the universal nccd
for visual literacy was stressed and the major questions to be cexamined
were stated.

e Visual Literacy section provides a modest model illustrat-
ing the major factors involvd in the visual communication process in-

dicating the distructive role of noise caused by visual illjiteracy,
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The Process of Visual Communication section examines the
ma jor components and the individuwal characteristics of the visual
communication medium of television including light and color, space,
time-motjon-editing, and sound as they relate to the total effect of

the end product, the television program.

Finally, the Effects of Visual Communication section examines

first the gencral effects, psychological, socialogical and phys;olo-
gical, of the television medium upon the viewer, and second, tle spe-
'cific effects resulting from the abuse of the instruments, the mater-
ials and the techniques of the art form produced in television.

From the varioys observations, remarks and discussions in
thié Béper, the following general cdncepts can be stated:

1. The study of visual communication 1S a complex e¢ndeavor re-
quiring systematic study of its process and multidementional
observations of its effects.

A systematic study of the process of visual communication
media will reveal the unique characteristics of a particu-
lar medium, thereby preventing its abuse and enhancing its
communicative and artistic potentials.

HMultidemasional observalions and empirical research that will
mrasure and doctument the effects of the visual communication
media von the viewer must include the effects caused by

the content of the visuwal messages and the abusc of these
visual messages. .

The knowledge ©Of the process of visval communication and the
understanding of the derivative effects is a giant step to-
wards the much needed campaign for visual literacy.
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