


38 « READING AND WATCHING

FIGURE1  LAOCOON-GROUP (SOURCE: ETSCHMANN, WALTER, HAHNE, ROBERT & TLUSTY,
VOLKER (2004): KAMMERLOHR. KUNST {M BERBLICK. STILE — KUNSTLER — WERKE. MONCHEN:
OLDENBOURG, 65)

Lessing’s main point concerns the difference between the visual arts and poesy.!
In modern terms we might say that Lessing explored the range of two symbolic
codes. It is characteristic of the visual arts to place colors and forms side by side
(nebeneinander) in space. Due to that semiotic make-up, sculpture and painting
are structurally limited to representing objects (or parts of objects) existing side by
side. Poesy (literature) arranges sounds or words sequentially (aufeinander folgend)
in time. That is why literature focusses on ‘objects’ whose components follow one
after another. In short, the realm of painting is to render things; the prerogative of
literature is to represent actions.

1 Lessing’s Laocoon was a response to Johann Joachim Winckelmann's Gedanken iiber die Nachahmung der
Griechischen Werke in der Malerei und Bildhauer-Kunst (1755). Winckelmann had strongly advocated the emufa-
tion of ancient by contemporary art. His treatise, also dealing in depth with the Laocoon-Group, was to become
seminal for German dassicism around 1800.
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From there it is but a small step towards a plea for the promotion of reading.
Since actions can only be represented in language and best in writing, every
benefit that derives from experiencing (fictional) actions can best be obtained
from reading. This idea is confirmed by the benefits typically ascribed to reading
(for the following cf. Spinner, 2001): Reading helps us acquire knowledge about
the world and makes us think about fundamental human questions; reading
allows us to transgress the boundaries of our empirical experience and to develop
a sense for the fantastic and the possible (what Robert Musil’s Man Without
Qualities called Maglichkeirssinn). Reading fosters our imagination, our capacity
for empathy, and our awareness of cultural and historical relativity; reading helps
us deal with the challenges of growing up and of shaping our identity. Obviously,
these effects involve processes much more than events: we build knowledge and
think about problems; we transgress boundaries and develop mental capacities;
we grow up and find out who we are. If, however, these processes are to be steady
and their effects lasting, they cannot be sustained by momentary acts of visual
perception of static objects; rather they require reading as a prolonged mental
involvement in fictional actions.

‘We must pause here to note a remarkable irony. In Lessing’s time, reading was
by no means held unanimously as a cultural good. Towards the end of the 18th
century educators denounced the hazards of excessive reading, especially for young
women. Viewed from today, the zealous discourse about reading fury and read-
ing addiction (Lesewut and Lesesucht) (cf. Gliick, 1987, 178fF; Kitdler, 1995, 180;
Beisbart & Maiwald, 200r1) looks preposterous, if not absurd. In any case it should
make us more than cautious in passing judgments on today’s media culture and
today’s “Adolescents and Literacies in a Digital World” (cf. Alvermann, 2002).

Apart from that irony it seems doubtful char reading promotion can actually be
based on Lessing’s distinction between painting and poesy. For one thing, reading
is no longer a culturally exclusive symbolic practice and the Laocoon-Group hardly
a typical case of visual perception. In 1992, W.]J.T. Mitchell coined the expression
pictorial turn to describe a contemporary culture largely dominated by pictures; at
abour the same time Norbert Bolz (cf. 1995, 228) proclaimed the “end of the Guten-
berg-galaxy” in a giant shift from verbal to visual communication. A more recent
publication, edited by Christa Maar & Hubert Burda in 2004, testifies to the con-
tinuing relevance of the phenomenon: Iconic turn. Die Neue Macht der Bilder (the
new power of images). Looking at Greek sculptures in art museums is not typical of
what people do in their daily lives. As pictures have become ubiquitous, decoding
pictures has become a constant task. Now, from a merely quantitative point of view,

our case for reading vs. watching still holds. Although appearing in large quantities,
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reference and thus for the formation of consciousness (cf. Jahraus, 2003 and 2008,
172-175; Kittler, 1995).

Much the same idea can be developed from the perspective of cognitive science
and reading research, which have provided us with basic insights as to what hap-
pens when we read. First, there seems good reason to assume that people transform
everything they experience into mental models. According to Johnson-Laird (1983,
165), mental models are “structural analogues of the world,” that is, symbolic
representations of experience and knowledge. If we have been to a number of res-
taurants, we develop a mental model of what happens there. We take a seat; we
study the menu; we order drinks and food; we eat, request the check, pay and leave.
Storing knowledge and experience, mental models also provide us with conceptual
frames and scripts for dealing with new situations. (A mental model of driving a car
or eating at a restaurant allows us to drive many different cars and eating at many
different restaurants.) Mental models are interconnected, with smaller models being
embedded into larger ones. And they are constantly being re-modelled as a new
experience is being integrated into our mental make-up (cf. Maiwald, 2005, 81-90).
Comprehending a text then means that we transform what we read into a mental
model.

Secondly, in reading two processes intertwine: bottom-up and top-down. Read-
ing sets in with decoding letters and words, that is, with mentally reconstructing
incoming data “bottom up” from the text. Almost simultaneously the reader starts
to activate knowledge he or she already has about the world, including knowledge

about texts, and feeds it “top down” into the reading process (fig. 2):

top down
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FIGURE2  READING AS A BOTTOM UP AND TOP DOWN PROCESS
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The shot-countershot perspective (5/6) creates a much more comic effect than could
be achieved in a written narrative. In addition, the film masterfully renders the
transition from adrenalin-fuelled euphoria (5) to quiet happiness to subdued pen-
siveness (7). Last but not least, the film’s parting shot (8) is rich in symbolic mean-
ing: Ben and Elaine are moving ahead, away from the viewers, but mainly away
from their parents’ rigid and shallow lives; surrounded by ordinary people, they
ride on a bus passing modest homes and trees, leaving behind artificial status sym-
bols (swimming pools, sports cars) but also the privileges of their upbringing. And,
in a highly symbolic act, they are crossing a bridge.

In short, there is good reason to see The Graduate as a movie, but very little
reason to read the book (cf. Frederking, Krommer & Maiwald, 2008, 146-150).
Films like The Graduate ot The Simpsons raise the question of whether the benefits
ascribed to reading cannot equally (and more easily) be obtained from watching.

One might be tempted to say “yes”. For one thing, the mental operations we
perform when reading are not categorically different from the ones executed when
watching a film. We start out with limited audiovisual data, activate our ideas
about the world and films and gradually try to make sense out of what we see
(i.e. to construct a mental model). As far as content is concerned, films and books
share the potential to tell stories that may stir our imagination, foster our empathy,
expand our knowledge or tickle our nerves. Needless to say there are many films
that will not do anything like that; but let us not forget that there are plenty of
pointless and boring books.

THE SPECIFICITY OF READING

Nonetheless, I still want to make a case for reading and reading promotion. My
first argument pertains to the cognitive aspects of reading. In basic categories of
mere perception there is no fundamental difference berween reading a book, watch-
ing a film o, for that matter, cating at a restaurant. All our sensory experiences are
first transformed into semantically neutral neuronal data before our brain computes
cognitive realities out of those data. The range and the complexity of our cogni-
tive world, however, depend very much on terms and concepts we acquire. Yet the
acquisition of terms and concepts and the formation of mental models are deeply
grounded in language. Language is the arbitrary, symbolic, discursive and poten-
tially recursive code we rely on to think and to communicate. (There is no way to
express if; perhaps, or I was mistaken in a picture.) A mental model after having seen
Shakespeare’s Romeo and Juliet on stage might look like this:
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