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Wir haben uns bisher mit der Phänomenologie der Wahrnehmun-
gen beschäftigt. […]  
Unser nächstes Ziel ist die Phänomenologie der Phantasien. 

E. Husserl, Phantasie und Bildbewusstsein 
 
 
Die Psychologie der Sinneswahrnehmung hat uns gelehrt, daß 
wir ohne den Gebrauch beider Augen, ohne das binokulare Se-
hen, die dritte Dimension des Raumes nicht wahrnehmen könn-
ten. Im gleichen Sinne beruht die menschliche Erfahrung und Er-
lebnisfähigkeit darauf, daß wir imstande sind, verschiedene 
Sehweisen einzusetzen und unsere Anschauung der Wirklichkeit 
zu variieren. Das “rerum videre formas” ist keine geringere und 
eine ebenso notwendige Aufgabe wie das “rerum cognoscere 
causas”. 

E. Cassirer, Versuch über den Menschen 
 
 
I shall not rely on the distinction between causal connections and 
accidental correlations, or on the distinction between essential 
and artificial kinds, or on the distinction between analytic and 
synthetic statements. You may decry some of these scruples and 
protest that there are more things in heaven and earth than are 
dreamt of in my philosophy. I am concerned, rather, that there 
should not be more things dreamt of in my philosophy than there 
actually are in heaven and earth.  

N. Goodman, Fact, Fiction and Forecast 
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1  Introduction 

This book investigates the complex interferences of visual culture and literature in 
general, and in particular with regard to English narratives of the interwar period by 
Evelyn Waugh, Graham Greene, and George Orwell. Since the proclamation of a “pic-
torial turn” (Mitchell) as well as “iconic turn” (Boehm) in the mid-1990s, visual stud-
ies and visuality has become a buzz-word in the humanities.1 The prolific field of visu-
al studies also affected literary studies. However, literary research has so far only dealt 
with the topic of visuality and visual culture in the traditional slant of the sister art-
debate, rhetoric and tropes, ekphrasis and description. Or, literature was treated as a 
discourse – at best an “inter-discourse” (Link) – negotiating issues of visual cultures 
exclusively on a discursive level. Finally, a vast amount of research is dedicated to 
tracing the influence of popular visual media on literature. In all cases, literature is 
attributed a parasitic quality in its relation to visual culture, only passively receiving 
(and profiting) from visual culture but never actively contributing to it on any of the 
three levels of culture: the material, mental and social.  

Hence, the field of ‘literary visual studies’ is so far concerned mostly with ‘litera-
ture and visual culture,’ and this paratactic arrangement suggests a mutually exclusive 
and, at best, non-hierarchical side-by-side relation. In contrast to this, the present study 
argues that literature actively participates in visual culture. It neither just parasitically 
takes up medial aspects of visual culture – for example, by developing certain (e.g. 
‘cinematic’) techniques –, nor is its engagement with visuality purely discursively. Lit-
erature is participating in visual culture in its materiality as an artefact, as a discursive 
contribution, and finally, as involved in social practices. Thus, this study understands 
the relation not just as paratactic and, but at least threefold as ‘visual culture or visu-
ality and/in/of literature.’  

One central element of literary visuality is the reader who is frequently referred 
to, if only implicitly. However, the role of the reading process and reception aesthetics 
has so far been not been discussed systematically. On the contrary, the reader is often 
emphatically excluded from studies concerned with the topic, although most of the 
studies concerned with the topic of ‘literary visuality’ speak (rather negligently) of no-
tions such as the ‘reader’s gaze’ or ‘readerly ideations.’ This study, however, sets out to 
delineate the role of the reading process for literary visuality, to conceptualize analyti-
cal tools for the iconic elements of reception aesthetics and to systematically integrate 
readerly “visualizations” into a model of literary visuality.  

                                                 
1 To provide an overview of publications is almost impossible. A bibliography of the pro-

liferating field of visual (culture) studies is an impossible endeavor for reasons also 
rooted in certain characteristics of this heterogeneous ‘discipline.’ Instead, in the follow-
ing I will only mention the most recent publications and most relevant to the particular 
topics under discussion. For introductory overviews, see Frank (2006) and Liebsch 
(2007). 



2 Mirroring the Lamp 

Hence, the aim of the present study is both theoretical as well as historical: First-
ly, it seeks to provide a theoretical framework and conceptualizations of central con-
cerns of literary visual (culture) studies. Secondly, with its literary case studies, this 
study not only puts its own theoretical premises and designs to the test but also con-
tributes to a literary history of visual culture.  

1.1  Of Mirrors and Lamps  

An eminent philosopher among my friends, who can dignify 
even your ugly furniture by lifting it into the serene light of  

science, has shown me this pregnant little fact. Your pier-glass 
or extensive surface of polished steel made to be rubbed by a 

housemaid, will be minutely and multitudinously scratched in all 
directions; but place now against it a lighted candle as a centre 

of illumination, and lo! The scratches will seem to arrange 
themselves in a fine series of concentric circles round that little 
sun. It is demonstrable that the scratches are going everywhere 

impartially, and it is only your candle which produces the flatter-
ing illusion of a concentric arrangement, its light falling with an 

exclusive optical selection. 
G. Eliot, Middlemarch 

In his renowned study The Mirror and the Lamp (1953), Abrams identifies the shift 
from neo-classicism to romanticism as a change from mimetic to expressive poetics. 
For Abrams, this shift in romantic theory and its critical discourse correspond with a 
shift from one dominant metaphor to its antithetic counterpart. Whereas before, the 
mirror was the central “metaphor of the mind” (1953/1971: Preface, no pag.), with the 
beginning of the romantic period the lamp began to take its place in philosophical and 
poetological discourse. According to him, however, in neo-classical criticism, the  
metaphor of the mirror, which in Western empiricist tradition reduces “the mind to a 
reflector of external objects”2 and corresponds to the concept of art as an imitation of 
life, had already given up the simple analogy of the classical source:3 

Art, it was commonly said, is an imitation – but an imitation which is only instrumental 
toward producing effects upon an audience. In fact, the near-unanimity with which post-
Renaissance critics lauded and echoed Aristotle’s Poetics is deceptive. The focus of in-
terest had shifted, and […] this later criticism is primarily oriented, not from work to 
universe, but from work to audience. (14, emphasis added) 

                                                 
2 For an extensive discussion of this metaphor in Western philosophy, see Rorty’s study 

Philosophy and the Mirror of Nature (1979), and most recently the extensive study by 
Kacunko (2010, esp. 493-625).  

3 This seemingly simple analogy stems from a notorious misunderstanding of Aristotle’s 
mimesis-concept, on the one hand, and the equation of verbal and visual art, on the  
other. On this historical aspect of mimesis, cf. Gebauer/Wulf (1992, esp. Part 1), Auer-
bach (1946/2001: chapter XVIII), and Petersen (2000: chapter VIII). 




