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The academic text I have chosen is Lawrence G. Duggan, ‘Was Art Really the “Book of the Illiterate”?’. Within this text Duggan discusses whether images can be fully understood without the aid of words, and argues the pictures simply “remind viewers of what they already know”, rather than triggering new ideas. Overall Duggan contributes to the illiteracy debate by suggesting the illiterate cannot understand the meaning behind pictures. 

Firstly, Duggan is a cultural historian since his work heavily emphasises the Medieval “popular culture” of religion, painting and the Bible, with limited reference to the political changes and diplomatic history. Not only is he a cultural historian but also a Historical Revisionist as he challenges the orthodox views held by original scholars, such as the view of the purpose of stained glass windows to tell stories. Although Duggan is not a specific art historian, his previous work specialises in the Middle Ages and the church. This experience of writing several books relevant to this specific topic before suggests that he is aware of the wider situation of religion, perhaps making the article more reliable due to having enough data to build-up an in-depth knowledge to explore the theory from different angles. There is limited information about Duggan’s political and intellectual leanings therefore this can be both a strength and a limitation as we cannot argue whether the article’s argument is influenced by his personal beliefs or not, although as the article focuses on Medieval culture, it is unlikely his argument is affected by politics. Either way, this article is predominately his own views therefore to have a complete picture of the illiteracy debate, we must consider other historians. 

Moreover, Duggan’s article is sophisticated with a formal intellectual tone, ideal for a book designed to educate intellects, however some parts are not as clear as academic texts should be. Duggan focuses on arguing against Gregory’s theory that achieving the full story without words is “simplistic” and” deceptive”, therefore suggesting words are more precise than images. Although historians such as Aquinas stresses pictures are “aids for teaching”, Duggan ignores the links between hearing and reading during the medieval period by struggling to define the difference between illiterate people “reading” the image, and literate people “saying” what the image meant. Furthermore, he fails to define the verb “to read”, not stating if it is silently, or out loud, having a huge effect on the meaning of the sentence as it was deemed uncommon to read in one’s head, therefore many learnt through hearing other’s read aloud. In which case, the ambiguity of definitions could be argued as making his conclusions too vague and unsupported. On the other hand, as Duggan does reference Aquinas, his article is well researched and perhaps not as unsupported as previously thought, as he has a balance of sources ending with a final judgement, suggesting a thorough analysis. Analysis can also be shown through him comparing and contrasting changes, such as “the evolution of ideas in early middle ages are paralleled by those in the late middle ages”, providing the facts to help the reader to also evaluate Gregory’s theory. On the whole, Duggan’s article attempts sophistication and accurately analyses scholars, however his one major limitation is the ambiguity in defining key terms.

Furthermore, in terms of his argument Duggan’s article is easy to read, however the formatting of his article makes it tough to follow. Large footnotes consistently take up more of the pages than his text therefore making the article struggle to flow coherently. To resolve this, Duggan could shorten these footnotes, and use the longer referencing in a bibliography, which cannot be found in the article. Although he has the sources footnoted, a bibliography isn’t included, meaning he fails to mention sources he hasn’t quoted but did consider during his research stage. Not only would a bibliography inform readers how widely Duggan researched the topic of literacy and art, providing more credibility, but it would also allow for a further and more informed critique of his sources, due to possibly mentioning researching an influential scholar in this debate, however not analysing their argument creates questions for the potential reasoning behind that. On the other hand, one advantage of Duggan’s formatting is the lengthy passages of texts within his article, consistently placed in the middle of the page and in both a smaller and different font, thus signposting another viewpoint usually followed by an analysis. Although this factor makes his article coherent, the regular use of Latin without translations beside it interferes with the reading, making the article slow to read due to stopping and starting. Furthermore, his reliance on these traditional Latin sources may not be completely relevant to a modern audience. Duggan almost has an absence of published references within the last 50 years, relying heavily on bible passages and Latin, so it can be argued that traditional were subjective since these authors were literate and class divisions and prejudices were strong, therefore modern articles are more useful to analyse the debate holistically with the gift of hindsight. On the whole, Duggan’s argument is clear, however it is tough to read due to it’s formatting and regular use of Latin.

One major advantage to Duggan’s article is his contribution to the broader historiographical debate on the definition of “reading”, and the line drawn between “seeing” and understanding. Even though these definitions aren’t always clear, he does explore the “critics of high medieval ecclesiastical art” therefore using relevant traditional influential references to back up his stance. Duggan also references modern scholars such as Kessler, further adding to the debate as both historians have the gift of hindsight and can explore the changes in Medieval art and literacy more accurately than traditional authors. Through his article including many other opinions to both back up and contrast his interpretation that “only literate people are intelligent enough to understand […] have the key of comprehension”, he provides a balanced contribution to the historiographical debate.

This critical review of Duggan’s article “Was Art Really the “Book of the Illiterate”?” can conclude his argument is strong and consistent, believing the illiterate cannot truly “read” and understand art. Although he struggles to define these key terms and his sources are predominately traditional ones, he analyses in large detail both sides to his argument. Overall, he puts forward a good comprehensive exploration and adds to the historiographical ideas of art.
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