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Journal Review: Duggan ‘Was Art Really the ‘Book of the Illiterate’?’ – Anastasia Sadler.
Duggan’s journal ‘Was Art Really the ‘Book of the Illiterate’?’[footnoteRef:1] focuses on arguing that illiterate medieval people were not able to “read” images, unless they already had some previous knowledge or memory of the image. However there are many different reasons why we could consider his journal to potentially be an unreliable piece of writing regarding illiterate people in the medieval period, this is due to some of the resources he uses as evidence for his argument. [1:  Lawrence G. Duggan, “Was Art Really the ‘Book of the Illiterate’?”, Reading Images and Texts: Medieval Images and Texts as Forms of Communication, eds. Marielle Hageman and Marco Mostert, Uterecht Studies in Medieval Leteracy, 8 (Turnhout, 2005), pp. 63-107.] 

Duggan’s article starts off by stating a series of questions that he intends to answer throughout his article “Did he for example, consider it only a metaphor, or did he literally believe that illiterates can ‘read’ pictures? If so what did he mean by the verb ‘to read’ – private silent reading, reading aloud, or some kind of group activity perhaps engaging both illiterates and literates?”.[footnoteRef:2] By giving the reader a set of questions that he hopes to answer throughout the article it provides the reader with a clearer understanding of what he’s going to discuss and the argument he’s trying to make. It also clearly sets the tone for the rest of the article. Duggan also makes it clear that the article he’s publishing is a reprint “1. This essay is a slightly corrected reprint from Word & Image, 5.3 (1989), pp 227-251. I am grateful to the editors of this journal for the permission to republish.”.[footnoteRef:3] Therefore it’s clear he is set on the opinion that he has formed. And, when reading Duggan’s “Reflections on “Was Art Really the ‘Book of the Illiterate’?””,[footnoteRef:4] it’s clear he’s still set on the opinion he has formed “… allow me to cite again an incomparably higher authority than myself, Dr Samuel Johnson: “Painting, Sir, can illustrate, but not inform.””.[footnoteRef:5] [2:  Lawrence G. Duggan, “Was Art Really the ‘Book of the Illiterate’?”, Reading Images and Texts: Medieval Images and Texts as Forms of Communication, eds. Marielle Hageman and Marco Mostert, Uterecht Studies in Medieval Leteracy, 8 (Turnhout, 2005), pp. 63-64.
]  [3: Lawrence G. Duggan, “Was Art Really the ‘Book of the Illiterate’?”, Reading Images and Texts: Medieval Images and Texts as Forms of Communication, eds. Marielle Hageman and Marco Mostert, Uterecht Studies in Medieval Leteracy, 8 (Turnhout, 2005),  p. 63.
]  [4:  Lawrence G. Duggan, “Reflections on “Was Art Really the ‘Book of the Illiterate’?””, in Reading Images and Texts: Medieval Images and Texts as Forms of Communication, Uterecht Studies in Medieval Leteracy, 8 (Turnhout, 2005), pp. 109-119.
]  [5: Lawrence G. Duggan, “Reflections on “Was Art Really the ‘Book of the Illiterate’?””, in Reading Images and Texts: Medieval Images and Texts as Forms of Communication, Uterecht Studies in Medieval Leteracy, 8 (Turnhout, 2005),  p. 119.
] 

At the beginning of his article Duggan provides us with some contextual points to help the reader better understand the subject he’s talking about “Pope Gregory the Great (590-604) wrote these words sometime around the year 600 in two separate responses to the iconoclastic activities of Bishop Serenus of Marseilles.”.[footnoteRef:6] By providing, even a small amount, of context it allows readers coming from a point with little to no prior knowledge to better understand the subject that Duggan is talking about. [6: Lawrence G. Duggan, “Was Art Really the ‘Book of the Illiterate’?”, Reading Images and Texts: Medieval Images and Texts as Forms of Communication, eds. Marielle Hageman and Marco Mostert, Uterecht Studies in Medieval Leteracy, 8 (Turnhout, 2005),  p. 63.
] 

Generally when using translated sources there is a sense of unreliability, translated texts can be rendered in many different ways, which will affect the way that the text is interpreted. Herbert Kessler, a historian who has refuted Duggan’s article, analyses the same letter in his work, however, he uses a different translation to Duggan’s “For it is one thing to adore a picture, another through a picture’s story to learn what must be adored.”.[footnoteRef:7] In the translation that Kessler uses he interprets the quote as Pope Gregory saying you can “read” images not by obtaining new knowledge but by using images to assist in teaching, assuming that the people Pope Gregory was talking about at least had some previous knowledge of the depictions. Whereas, Duggan believes that Pope Gregory implies you can tell what’s going on in an image without any prior knowledge and can learn from that image, which Duggan doesn’t believe is possible. There’s only a slight difference in the two translations, where Kessler’s says “to learn”, Duggan’s says “to teach”.[footnoteRef:8] Duggan and Kessler use different translations of the text and therefore their opinions differ, it’s uncertain which translation to believe and therefore we have to consider both arguments rather than disregarding one or the other. [7:  Celia M. Chazelle. “Pictures, Books, And The Illiterate: Pope Gregory I’s Letters to Serenus of Marseilles”, Word & Image, 6.2 (1990), p. 139.
]  [8: Lawrence G. Duggan, “Was Art Really the ‘Book of the Illiterate’?”, Reading Images and Texts: Medieval Images and Texts as Forms of Communication, eds. Marielle Hageman and Marco Mostert, Uterecht Studies in Medieval Leteracy, 8 (Turnhout, 2005),  p. 63.
] 

Although Duggan’s article could be seen as unreliable in some respects, his article is reliable in terms of evaluating and looking at the sources that he’s using “A similarly sophisticated awareness of the dangers of misreading can be seen in two other sources, both from England around 1400.”.[footnoteRef:9] Duggan acknowledges that there’s the potential of using sources to back up your point which are completely unreliable and he makes it clear which sources that he’s referencing are unreliable so that the reader can interpret his argument correctly and doesn’t become confused at a crossover of evidence he’s providing. We can assume Duggan’s knowledge of different sources and ability to decide whether a source is reliable or not is trustworthy due to his specialisation being in the Later Medieval Ages. Therefore we can assume this to be a trustworthy article. [9: Lawrence G. Duggan, “Was Art Really the ‘Book of the Illiterate’?”, Reading Images and Texts: Medieval Images and Texts as Forms of Communication, eds. Marielle Hageman and Marco Mostert, Uterecht Studies in Medieval Leteracy, 8 (Turnhout, 2005),  p. 78.
] 

Duggan’s journal accommodates for people who may not have a depth of knowledge in the subject area. He provides examples for some of the points he makes, making it easier for someone from an outside perspective to be able to understand the point he’s making a little more “Imagine a Tuscan peasant coming upon Masaccio’s Tribute Money in the Brancacci Chapel, […] or a German nobleman astonished by Donatello’s Mary Magdalene. None of these people could learn from the painting or sculpture what it was about.”.[footnoteRef:10] By providing these additional artworks to compare what it would have been like for an illiterate medieval person to look at pictures it gives the reader a better understanding of what it would have been like for a medieval illiterate person.  [10: Lawrence G. Duggan, “Was Art Really the ‘Book of the Illiterate’?”, Reading Images and Texts: Medieval Images and Texts as Forms of Communication, eds. Marielle Hageman and Marco Mostert, Uterecht Studies in Medieval Leteracy, 8 (Turnhout, 2005),  p. 95.] 

Although we could consider the use of the translation of Pope Gregory’s letter in Duggan’s article untrustworthy, he makes a valid argument throughout his work despite responses from other historians arguing opposing opinions. Duggan accommodates for people with little to no prior knowledge on the subject he’s arguing, he’s very descriptive and evaluative in his article therefore making his argument easier to follow and grasp. Moreover it’s very clear what Duggan’s stance on the argument is, we could consider his ideas to be somewhat biased, however his argument is still a well made and valid one. 
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