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Abstract • This introductory article presents the contributions to a thematic issue about 
the visual analysis of history textbooks and other educational media. It provides a brief 
historical overview of the use of pictures in history textbooks and discusses how devel-
opments in visual studies can help move the study of such pictures beyond questions 
of representation, toward considering the different ways in which they can exercise an 
agency of their own. It argues that we need to develop complex forms of visual literacy in 
interacting with textbooks and shows how the distinctions proposed by the issue authors 
can advance this task. The article ends by suggesting avenues for further research.
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Unsurprisingly, textbook analysis has traditionally been an analysis 
of texts. In the study of history textbooks in particular, scholars 

have focused primarily on themes, discursive frameworks, and historical 
narratives. The conceptual apparatus of textbook theory in general is 
largely borrowed from language-centered disciplines such as linguistics 
and literary studies, abounding in terms such as “discourse” and “genre.”1 
In contrast, the visual analysis of textbooks is far less developed—an 
oversight that is lamented more often than it is addressed through inno-
vative research.2 In 1994, the journal Internationale Schulbuchforschung/
International Textbook Research, the precursor to the Journal of Educational 
Media, Memory and Society, first dedicated a special thematic issue to visu-
als in textbooks across disciplines. Almost three decades later, visuality 
shapes our lives, our educational experiences, and our relationship with 
the past even more comprehensively than ever before. The use of images 
in history education is regularly discussed by teachers and scholars alike.3 
And yet there are still hardly any monographs or collective works dedi
cated specifically to the visual dimension of history textbooks.4 When 
the topic is discussed at all, pictures are still all too often treated as visual 
“narratives” or forms of visual “representation”—terms that betray the 
difficulty of viewing them as anything other than merely a different type 
of text.

That is not to say that our understanding of how visuals have been 
used in history textbooks has not advanced. Scholars in the fields of his-
tory, education, and memory studies have published insightful articles on 
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the topic across national contexts, studying both individual publications 
and large cross-period samples5 and history textbooks for different grades 
as well as historical atlases for school use6; authors analyzing textbooks 
in other disciplines have made many relevant contributions; and more 
generally, the fields of visual studies, visual sociology, and visual history 
(including the visual history of education) have generated numerous 
ideas and observations that can help us to better understand the genesis, 
circulation, uses, and effects of pictures in print publications intended to 
teach history.

Together, these contributions can help us develop a form of visual 
literacy attuned specifically to textbooks and other media of historical 
education.7 Just like a functionally illiterate person might be impressed 
by the written word but will be unable to distinguish between different 
types of texts, important differences between images and between visual 
contexts are lost on the visually illiterate. The unschooled observer might 
lack the viewing skills and conceptual apparatus to identify and critically 
assess the relevance of different visual genres and forms of composition; 
to distinguish between contemporaneous and retrospective images of an 
era; to understand the different (narrative, metaphorical, classificational) 
roles that pictures play; to pay attention to a picture’s place on the page 
and its relationship with the accompanying text; or even to grasp the 
difference between what is depicted and the medium of representation.

Advancing visual literacy is thus the ultimate objective of the schol-
arly analysis of visuals in history textbooks. Just as the critical analysis 
of texts helps scholars, educators, and pupils to distinguish between dif-
ferent kinds of historical narrative, the critical analysis of images should 
enable us to approach visuals in history education with a more discerning 
eye and, ultimately, to make better use of them.

Accordingly, this introduction reviews some of the concepts and 
distinctions proposed by scholars in different contexts, and writing in 
different languages, that can help us to make better sense of visuals in 
history textbooks. It embeds them in a discussion of developments in 
thinking about visuality in general, and specifically its uses in education, 
focusing in particular on the indispensable though not unproblematic 
notion of visual literacy itself. Along the way we present the diverse con-
tributions made by the authors of this thematic issue.

However, we would be ill-advised to approach the uses of visuals in 
history textbooks without first understanding their own history. Thus we 
start with a brief overview (focusing on the European and North Ameri-
can context due to the limits of our expertise on other countries) of how 
images made it into history textbooks in the first place. This will allow us 
to gain a sense of how their uses have changed over the centuries. Yet it 
will also show how some things have stayed the same, since some debates 
(focusing on the question whether history textbooks should be illustrated 
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at all) and relevant distinctions (for example, between decorative and 
substantive uses of pictures) have proven to be remarkably resilient.

Pictures in History Textbooks: A Historical Overview

In early modern western Europe, the study of history in educational in-
stitutions such as Reformed schools, Jesuit colleges, or English public 
schools revolved around reading classics such as Livy or Tacitus for ed-
ification and imitation.8 In an educational context shaped by humanist 
ideas about the centrality of literary culture and the Latin language and 
destined for a select few, history largely remained an ancillary discipline, 
a source of stories illustrating universal human nature that were pre-
sented in textual form.9

Graphic illustrations were by no means absent from early modern 
textbooks. John Amos Comenius’s Orbis Sensualium Pictus, published in 
numerous editions starting in 1653 and in wide use across Europe well 
into the nineteenth century, was an illustrated compendium of knowl-
edge about the entire cosmos, ranging from God and the skies via worms 
and fishes to fencing schools, children’s games, and Islam. Destined for 
children of diverse social backgrounds in accordance with Comenius’s 
bold vision for universal school education, it consisted of woodcut draw-
ings with numbered elements accompanied by lists of terms in Latin and 
(depending on the edition) up to three other languages.10 However, it did 
not cover history as a separate subject.

In contrast, the first school history textbooks that appeared in the 
early eighteenth century reflected history’s subaltern status. Even when 
their visual design reflected innovative teaching methods, setting them 
apart from earlier chronological tables destined for an erudite audience, 
they had no use for graphics. Thus, for example, the historical part of 
Claude Buffier’s Nouveaux élémens d’Histoire et de Geografie from 1718 was 
largely a list of figures from the Bible and European dynastic history, 
complete with a separate margin for keywords and mnemonic verses to 
help pupils to remember their names.11 The few non-textual elements it 
contained were purely ornamental. When visual elements other than 
mere text started appearing in history books destined for educational use, 
they were genealogical diagrams and maps, as exemplified by the Abbrégé 
de l’histoire d’Espagne from 1761 by another Jesuit priest, Jean-Baptiste 
Philippoteau Duchesne.12

Early experiments in mass primary education in the eighteenth cen-
tury in countries such as Denmark, Prussia, and Austria focused on basic 
literacy, numeracy, and catechization. It was only with the rise of the 
idea of universal education following the French Revolution and the post-
Napoleonic reforms that history gradually became a separate subject, and 
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history textbooks specifically created for schools turned into a recogniz-
able genre. Thus the Prussian school reforms of the 1810s associated with 
Wilhelm von Humboldt introduced history as a standalone subject in the 
new three-level education system and made it part of teachers’ training.

It took some time for states to regulate the emerging market for his-
tory textbooks. In the Swiss canton of Vaud, for example, history entered 
the curriculum of public schools for boys in 1834, though it would not be 
taught to girls for another half century. A law passed in 1865 banned the 
use of history textbooks that were not officially approved, and defined 
the number of hours to be devoted to the teaching of history.13 However, 
the innovations reflected in the burgeoning textbook production hardly 
affected their visual components. Nikolai Ustrialov’s Outline of Russian 
History, first published in 1839 and used for over two decades as the main 
history textbook in schools across the Russian Empire, completely dis-
pensed with illustrations except for an appendix with dynastic tables and 
a map of Russia.

Across Europe, in the early nineteenth century, visuals in history 
textbooks were very largely included for decorative purposes14—a type 
of use which, as we will see, has remained remarkably persistent to this 
day in spite of all technical progress and reflections on the pedagogical 
functions of visuality.

The number and variety of pictures in textbooks increased steadily, 
keeping pace with technological innovations even though older methods 
were never immediately displaced when new ones appeared. Woodcuts 
could still be seen in early twentieth century textbooks even though they 
had seemingly lost out to engravings almost three centuries earlier. The 
dominance of increasingly colorized engravings in turn lasted almost 
until the time of the First World War in some categories of textbooks even 
as methods such as photozincography (from the 1860s), halftone printing 
(from the 1880s), and photolithography (around 1900) gradually made 
it easier to reproduce photographs in printed works—though including 
color illustrations did not become the norm until the 1960s.15 Yet while 
schoolbooks for some disciplines, such as geography or foreign languages 
and cultures, often made ample and enthusiastic use of different kinds 
of visuals, their adoption in history textbooks was much more unequal. 
Whereas in the United States, a “Pictorial History” of the country was in 
classroom use by 1850,16 Spanish history textbooks almost entirely dis-
pensed with illustrations until the turn of the century.17 In part this was 
a question of genre. In Europe, insufficiently artistic pictures were long 
deemed unsuitable for use in education. Especially on the continent’s 
Catholic and Orthodox periphery, the barrier between mass-produced 
imagery—from the Russian lubki or Portuguese papéis volantes to late 
nineteenth century postcards or newspapers illustrations—and the more 
highbrow genre of the history textbook remained in place for a long 
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time, until the spread of mass education turned accessible illustrations 
into a selling point that publishers could no longer neglect. France led 
the way, its centralized system of universal education allowing massive 
print runs: Augustine Fouillée-Tuilerie’s patriotic education manual Le 
Tour de la France par deux enfants from 1877 and Ernest Lavisse’s primary 
school textbook Histoire de France from 1884, both copiously illustrated, 
remained in print for decades, going through numerous editions pro-
duced in millions of copies.

With the onset of mass society following the First World War, authors 
and publishers across Europe experimented with both the content and 
visual design of children’s books and particularly reading primers, spear-
headed by the young Soviet avant-garde.18 Yet this hardly affected history 
manuals. First published in 1921, Mikhail Pokrovsky’s Russian History in 
Its Briefest Outline, the first Soviet history textbook, went through fifteen 
editions until 1934, after which it was banned as heretical. Each new 
edition was more richly illustrated than the last, but the pictures be-
longed to traditional genres: historical paintings, drawings, or documents 
grouped together in rectangular ensembles separated by dozens of pages 
of uninterrupted text. (Conversely, the authors and illustrators of Soviet 
historical fiction for children were called upon to emancipate themselves 
from historical documents.19)

Even after visuals became fixtures of history textbooks, there were 
several reasons why authors might be reluctant to include them at all. 
All of these reservations remain relevant to present-day debates. First 
there was the concern that not all eras could be illustrated with images 
of equal quality and historical accuracy.20 Then there was historians’ 
traditional mistrust of images as accurate representations of historical 
events and as pedagogical devices. Wariness of hyper-visualism in history 
education mirrors longstanding apprehensions about an excessive reli-
ance on visuals in the study of history, perhaps most famously expressed 
in Johan Huizinga’s The Waning of the Middle Ages in 1919, itself a classic 
of visual history, and reactions to this book.21 If anything, this wariness 
only increased with rising technical sophistication: historians, textbook 
authors, and regulators were not easily duped by photography’s claim 
to objectivity. In the 1920s, the Finnish history “curriculum stated that 
verbal presentation was preferred given the fact that there was no guar-
antee that the images were not merely a product of the illustrator’s or 
photographer’s imagination.”22

Beyond questions of accuracy, authenticity, and representation, 
some have also voiced concerns over visuality’s effects on acquiring a 
cohesive historical understanding. In 1986, the Columbia University 
historian Jacques Barzun lamented that textbooks are “printed in a 
manner that encourages the habit of hop, skip, and jump: each double 
spread in quarto size is filled with pictures, maps, charts, and diagrams 
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in four colors.…Picture and caption do all the work.”23 Whether or not 
one shares Barzun’s concerns, there is clearly no going back to a more 
textually centered presentation. In our digital age, the entire design of 
history textbooks is now often determined by visual elements present 
on every page. It is important to note, however, that the intensity of this 
pictorial turn varies considerably from one country to another. In the 
former Soviet countries, going by Mischa Gabowitsch’s quantitative study 
of chapters about the Second World War in this issue, history textbooks 
published in the second decade of the twenty-first century still feature 
less than one illustration per page on average.

Visual Studies Meet Textbook Research

Even this cursory overview shows that the visual dimension of history 
textbooks is by no means a new topic. And yet for a long time discussion 
of it was largely confined to applied contexts. Textbook authors, publish-
ers, illustrators, teachers, and censors or regulators might argue about the 
uses and selection of specific illustrations for specific purposes, but such 
debates rarely touched upon the most fundamental questions of visuality.

It was only after visual studies and its various disciplinary varieties 
(such as visual history or visual sociology) began to emerge as a separate 
field, and scholars began to proclaim an iconic or pictorial turn, that ac-
ademic researchers began to take a more sustained interest in the visual 
aspects of pedagogy, and textbooks in particular.

The new interest in visual aspects of culture (especially Western, 
Euro-Atlantic culture) can be traced back to early semiological writings, 
which ranged from the 1950s and 1960s (by Umberto Eco and Roland 
Barthes in western Europe, and Iurii Lotman in the Soviet Union) to 
critical studies of the social developed in France in the 1960s, 1970s, and 
1980s (by Guy Debord, Michel Foucault, and Jean Baudrillard). Taking 
their cues from the structuralist revolution in the study of texts but grad-
ually trying to emancipate themselves from this legacy as they moved 
on to visual sign systems, these efforts ushered in attempts to study 
“visual semiotics”24 or “visual grammars” that have since been applied to 
textbook illustrations in order to examine “how the elements within an 
illustration interact, complement, and support each other.”25

The early 1990s saw the proclamation of a “turn” that was variously 
described as “imagic,”26 “pictorial,”27 “iconic,”28 or even “visualistic.”29 
This was evidence of the increasing codification of visual studies as a 
separate field of study distinct from art history, drawing creatively on a 
variety of predecessors, from psychoanalysis to phenomenology30 and to 
the Frankfurt School’s critique of mass media.
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As Nicholas Mirzoeff wrote in 1999 in order to define the scope of 
study of this new field, “Visual culture does not depend on pictures them-
selves but the modern tendency to picture or visualize existence.”31 It 
“directs our attention away from structured, formal viewing settings like 
cinema and art gallery to the centrality of visual experience in everyday 
life.”32 This fundamental insight is important to several of the contrib-
utors to this issue. Indeed, the media contexts in which textbook use 
is situated in the articles collected here cover a range of different visual 
contexts and settings. Lourdes Hurtado’s study of a military manual from 
1940s Peru for indigenous, often illiterate recruits deals with a situa-
tion when textbooks might be the first media in which pupils encounter 
authoritative pictures. In more recent times, popular media offer rival 
visual narratives about events discussed and depicted in textbooks. 
Jessica Fernanda Conejo Muñoz, Daniel Veloza-Franco, and Julieta 
de Icaza Lizaola, in their article about images of the Pacific War in Japa-
nese and American textbooks, write about an era of ubiquitous films and 
manga about the same war. They consider the “off-screen space” as the 
“structural principle” of what is perceived. Thus the images contained in 
textbooks are considered in relation to the visual environment at large, 
as one type of agent among others in the network of social, national, and 
international relations. Horst-Alfred Heinrich and Claudia Azcuy Becquer 
focus squarely on the larger visual context in their analysis of historical 
references in the covers of the German news magazine Der Spiegel over 
several decades. Christophe Busch addresses the difficult topic of visu-
als of the Holocaust. Moving away from the much debated question of 
the limits of representation of genocides of this scale, he discusses the 
educational value that Holocaust images, most of them produced by the 
perpetrators, may have today. He criticizes the widespread use of such 
images to produce feelings of shock, and instead advocates an approach 
that would bridge intuitive and affective “looking” and rational and an-
alytical “seeing.” Together, he argues, these two forms of perception can 
bring about what, following Hannah Arendt, he calls visual “moments 
of truth” that could be related to other visual and non-visual contexts to 
create a “pluralized understanding of the Holocaust.”

As these examples show, one important contribution of visual studies 
to our topic is to make us reflect on how the role of pictures in history 
textbooks changes in an era when their claim to being a privileged visual 
pathway to the past has become shaky, as pupils in their daily lives are 
constantly surrounded by easily produced and manipulated images, 
many of them purporting to represent the past.

Another contribution is to alert us to the power relations embedded 
in scopic practices: in the ways pupils are made to look at pictures, but 
also in the ways pictures look back at them. This is a crucial perspective 
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that helps us to move away from the analysis of visual “discourse”33 or 
“representation”34 embedded in the semiological background of the field.

As W. J. T. Mitchell, perhaps the most forceful advocate of this 
approach, phrased it: “A poetics of pictures…is a study of ‘the lives of 
images’.…The question to ask pictures from the standpoint of a poetics 
is not just what they mean or do but what they want—what claim they 
make upon us, and how we are to respond.”35 At the height of the visual 
turn, Gunther Kress and Theo van Leeuwen published their seminal text-
book Reading Images, which attempts to establish a “grammar of visual 
design” that goes beyond the narrative functions of visuals to take into 
account aspects such as the implied position of the viewer, composition, 
or materiality.

A similar desire to go beyond treating pictures merely as forms of 
representation informs most of the articles in this issue. Each in their 
own way, the authors try to consider the visual materials in history 
textbooks—or other settings of history education—as multidimensional 
agents that pupils interact with and which shape their experiences of the 
past and the present.

Christophe Busch discusses the power relations in perpetrator pho-
tography of the Holocaust and what they mean for educational uses of 
such photographs. Mischa Gabowitsch discusses how exposing pupils to 
pictures of war memorials can be used to establish different types of 
pre-discursive familiarity—a close emotional connection with a picture 
that breeds a kind of intimacy that precedes an articulated vision of what 
the pictures represent. Anna Topolska’s analysis of war photographs in 
post-1989 Polish high school history textbooks draws on Roland Barthes’s 
distinction between studium (culturally conditioned ways of seeing) and 
punctum (the instinctive, beyond-cultural response to photographs or 
other pictures—the way they “shoot straight to the gut”36) and adds 
Michel de Certeau’s notion of spectrality (ways in which elements of the 
past can continue to exercise agency in the present through pictures)—
all of which can help us to move beyond thinking of pictures as simple 
“representations” of the past.

Visual History: From Representations of the Past to the Agency of Pictures

This kind of reflection about how images from the past act in the present 
points to the contributions of the emerging field of visual history to under-
standing the diverse uses and effects of visuals in the context of history 
education. Despite a tradition of skepticism, historians have long used 
visuals as historical sources.37 More recently, however, largely influenced 
by visual studies, they have started acknowledging visual histories as 
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independent genres of historical narrative and as agents in social relations 
able to collapse temporalities and influence social change.

In a pioneering essay that seeks to define visual history, Daniela 
Bleichmar and Vanessa R. Schwartz propose approaching images not only 
as media providing an access to the past—a type of historical source—but 
also as media actively participating in creating views of the past—a type 
of historical narrative. Moreover, writing about the social functions of 
images in past eras, they stress that images “also worked as key means 
through which audiences could create and sustain new social relations, 
which included new ideas regarding time and space.”38

The concept, according to another definition of visual history,

encompasses all those spheres which appear at the meeting point of 
history/historiography, photography, film, fine arts, the new media, 
and every visualization of the past and of historical knowledge. Its pur-
pose, on the one hand, is to point to the role which the (audio)visual 
presentations play in the creation of historical performances (imagina-
tions about the past) as an alternative to academic historiography. On 
the other hand, to indicate research methods useful for the analysis of 
audiovisual presentations of the past, as forms of reflection about the 
past that are relatively new and equivalent to written history.39

These novel approaches prompt us to go beyond the pragmatic questions 
often addressed to visuals in history textbooks by education scholars who 
try to gauge their accuracy as historical sources and their efficacy when 
conveying complex historical information and developing skills of critical 
analysis. While such questions retain their importance, the authors in 
this issue go further by exploring a wider variety of ways in which visu-
ality contributes to the formation of social subjects, their participation in 
the world, and their engagement with the past.

In other words, what unites the diverse contributions assembled 
here is an interest in the agency of pictures in the context of history 
education—in the multifaceted effects they can have on viewers beyond 
those intended by their creators and those who decide to include them 
in history textbooks. The ability to recognize and navigate these effects 
is what we call visual literacy, and the overarching ambition of this issue 
is to contribute toward understanding the components of and developing 
visual literacy.

In setting this objective, we are, of course, fully aware of how prob-
lematic the notion of visual literacy is, especially when trying to go 
beyond a text-centered approach to textbooks. In his first contributions 
to delineating the field of visual studies and announcing the “pictorial 
turn,” W. J. T. Mitchell questioned the term in order better to distin-
guish between verbal and visual aspects of culture. He argued against 
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reducing the perception of images to an act of “reading” them.40 How-
ever, that influential intervention did not preclude further discussion 
of the concept. Writing in 2007 about the uses and limitations of the 
term in a conference volume dedicated to the concept, James Elkins ad-
vocated preserving it because “the tropes of reading are unavoidable in 
talk about images…, and visual literacy has the virtue of not trying to 
solve that structural problem.”41 He also pointed approvingly to existing 
vernacular uses of the term in pedagogy, where it refers, for example, to 
pupils’ ability to “identify Michelangelo’s David.”42 Moreover, Elkins and 
many of the authors he assembled agreed that competing terms, such as 
visual competence, visual practices or visual skills, are either too vague 
or too narrow. W. J. T. Mitchell, in his contribution, departed from his 
earlier reticence. He proposed treating the term as a metaphor, defining 
it as a higher level of visual competence. The latter, according to him, 
is a baseline skill, like the ability to read; visual literacy, by contrast, is 
“connoisseurship: rich, highly cultivated, and trained experiences and 
techniques of visual observation.”43

Like the contributors to that volume, we believe the term remains 
useful to discussions about pedagogy and visuality. A decade and a half 
later, it has acquired new meanings and urgency. The proliferation of fake 
news and deep fakes has posed new challenges to education, media, and 
the law in what has been called the “post-truth society.”44 These develop-
ments have brought the notion of truth and its ethical implications back 
to the forefront of public debate after the postmodern era had declared 
it to be relative. Since so much of what we discuss when talking about 
truth and fakes belongs to the realm of the visual, visual literacy acquires 
a new practical significance.45

In this context, we believe that a visual analysis of history textbooks 
may contribute to the understanding of how pupils in various temporal 
and geographical contexts develop visual literacy, or visual literacies, 
whether the process is intentional or unintentional.

Toward Visual Literacy: Useful Distinctions when Approaching the Visual 
Components of History Textbooks

One of the central questions of visual studies in general, one that is also 
pertinent to visual literacy and specifically the visual analysis of history 
textbooks, is how to do justice to the specificity of the visual experience, 
especially when trying to convey our analysis verbally. How do we make 
sure we can understand and properly express the claims that images 
make on us? How do we know whether our individual subjective impres-
sions can help others to make sense of an image?
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Different authors have answered this question differently. One 
answer is to accept that there will always be a subjective element to our 
visual experience, one that can never be fully reduced to culturally con-
ditioned ways of seeing that have been referred to as scopic regimes46 
or the “period eye.”47 That is the main point of the distinction between 
studium and punctum in our encounters with photography proposed by 
Roland Barthes, which Anna Topolska adopts and expands in her con-
tribution to this issue. The advantage of this approach, shared in part by 
Lourdes Hurtado in her analysis of a single Peruvian textbook, is that it 
takes into account the subjective impact that a photo, or other picture, 
can make on the viewer, including the pupil viewer.

Another solution that also attempts to give room to subjective im-
pressions is to look at pictures repeatedly without immediately analyzing 
them. This was the approach adopted by Beatrice Sarlos in her analysis of 
nineteenth century schoolbook illustrations of Native Americans in the 
United States. As a result, she wrote, “slowly, certain features impressed 
on me.”48

A pragmatic approach favored by the social scientists Horst-Alfred 
Heinrich and Claudia Azcuy Becquer in their contribution to this issue 
is to rely on intercoder agreement in the way they categorize the mean-
ing and historical references of cover images of the magazine Der Spiegel. 
Their quantitative study also reveals differences in meaning and visual 
presentation that only become evident through large scale diachronic 
comparison. This is also the strategy used by Mischa Gabowitsch and, 
to some extent, Tamara P. Trošt and Jovana Mihajlović Trbovc in their 
studies of images in (post-)Soviet and post-Yugoslav history textbooks. 
Moreover, both of these articles draw on the contrasts between the dif-
ferent republics of former multiethnic socialist states in order to discover 
similarities and differences.

In part, these differences in approach derive from the different types 
of illustrations studied by each of the authors. Trošt and Mihajlović 
Trbovc consider the widest array of visual elements, discussing how 
flags and coats of arms, timelines, photographs, reproductions of artistic 
works, and especially maps are used for nation-building in textbooks 
across former Yugoslavia. Their focus is on the dialectic interplay between 
the visual and the textual in symbolically constructing a nation. The con-
tributions by Busch, by Muñoz, Veloza-Franco, and de Icaza Lizaola, and 
by Topolska focus primarily on historical photography, the main genre 
used to represent the twentieth century in history textbooks. The article 
by Heinrich and Azcuy Becquer looks at cover art—a hybrid genre replete 
with montages that are typically eschewed in traditional history textbook 
illustrations. Both drawings and photographs are analyzed in Hurtado’s 
article about a single Peruvian textbook and in Gabowitsch’s large-scale 
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study of war memorials in Soviet and post-Soviet history textbooks; both 
Hurtado and Gabowitsch discuss similarities and mutual influences be-
tween the two genres and the ways in which they prompt different forms 
of identification and familiarity with the nation.

In spite of their differences, these approaches point to the value of 
learning in order to distinguish between different ways in which we 
approach the visual layer of history textbooks. Ultimately, visual literacy 
is precisely the schooled way of looking that is informed by critical en-
gagement with different ways of distinguishing between types of visuals.

One crucial distinction is that between images used as mere illustra-
tions and those included as historical sources. Studying Spanish history 
textbooks across different eras, Rafael Valls Montés has been particularly 
forceful in upholding the conviction that visual documents should be 
provided as historical documents that are explicitly decrypted in the ac-
companying text, with clear guidance about how pupils can engage with 
them deeply. When used for purely illustrative purposes, Valls Montés 
has argued, images play a “decorative and sentimental” role, are prone 
to anachronism, and remain entirely subordinated to the text instead of 
adding anything useful in their own right.49 Analyzing historical illustra-
tions in Spanish primary school social studies textbooks published in the 
twenty-first century, Juan Carlos Bel, Juan Carlos Colomer Rubio, and 
Rafael Valls Montés found that many of the numerous images included 
are not at all related to the text they accompany.50 Thus even in our 
hypervisual era, illustrations in history textbooks often retain the purely 
decorative function they typically had in the early modern age and, the 
authors conclude, do not develop complex skills of critical analysis that 
constitute the essence of visual literacy.

In contrast, in the early years of the visual studies boom, Theo van 
Leeuwen argued that the very term “illustration” loses its usefulness once 
images in textbooks are no longer structurally subordinated to texts. 
When books are primarily structured by, and mostly contain, visuals, 
we are faced with truly multimodal products in which words are added 
to a visual base rather than the other way around.51

One reason scholars tend to be critical of purely illustrative uses of 
visuals in history textbooks is that this often means using pictures for 
their emotional value rather than as heuristic visualization devices that 
add to our knowledge. Deliberate emotionalization through visuals is 
often associated with authoritarian or even totalitarian regimes. Valls 
Montés cites an illustrated Spanish primary school history textbook from 
the early Franco era whose author wanted children to read about and 
see “exemplary names and glorious deeds…not necessarily to increase 
their knowledge. Knowledge is not everything.…What is decisive is for 
the lesson to have a profoundly impressive effect and to cause shudders 
of emotions!”52 Mischa Gabowitsch’s study of pictures of war memorials 
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in Soviet and post-Soviet textbooks in this issue similarly examines de-
liberate efforts to instill an emotional connection with a glorious past, 
the Soviet motherland, and with pupils’ local region. Lourdes Hurtado 
interprets the visuality of the textbook, on the one hand, as a reflection of 
pupils’ everyday experience in the barracks and their associated emotions 
and, on the other, as a source of a set of shared symbols in relation to 
which they could identify themselves.

On the surface, democratic societies tend to be warier of encouraging 
emotions in depictions of the past. In West Germany, the principles of 
political education codified in 1976 as a compromise between different 
political tendencies, known as the Beutelsbach Consensus, include a 
mandate to teach the controversy and a ban on emotionally “overpower-
ing” or indoctrinating pupils.53 However, even in democracies, historical 
and civic education never completely dispenses with emotions. Historians 
of emotions have drawn on advances in neuroscience in order to argue 
for “cogmotive” or “cogaffective” paradigms that dispense with an ulti-
mately untenable distinction between cognition and emotion,54 and the 
vibrant new field of public history is profoundly aware of the fact that our 
relationship with the past always carries an emotional component. More 
specifically, it would be strange to deny that, even outside authoritarian 
settings, historical pictures are expected to produce emotional effects on 
a range that differs from, though it may overlap with, that prevalent in 
authoritarian societies. Whereas patriotism and hatred of enemies may 
dominate in the latter, indignation at past injustice and empathy with 
victims are often among the feelings that history education in the former 
seeks to stir through the use of visuals. Once we accept that emotional 
effects are an irreducible aspect of visuals, we can evaluate not only the 
heuristic but also the emotional value and effectiveness of illustrations 
in textbooks.55

This focus on emotions is all the more important if we take into 
account the fact that history education is not limited to secondary school 
settings, the focus of most debates about fostering critical thinking. The 
articles collected here address visuals that pupils encountered at different 
ages and in different settings. Whereas most focus on history textbooks 
for teenagers (or other visuals that might be used in secondary level his-
tory education), Hurtado analyzes a primer for previously uneducated 
adults, and Gabowitsch’s data set ranges from primary school history 
primers to textbooks for the final years of secondary schools. While there 
have been some pioneering studies of visuals in history textbooks used in 
primary schools,56 these two studies point to the particular importance 
that is attached to emotionally stirring illustrations of national history in 
authoritarian contexts, especially in textbooks aimed at recent or future 
army recruits.
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Outlook

The articles collected here also indicate important directions for future 
research. One fundamental question that the authors could barely touch 
on given the sources at their disposal is how to measure and analyze 
the impact that visuals in history textbooks have on pupils in actual 
classroom settings. The grand claims that have sometimes been made by 
scholars intent on doing justice to the “visual turn” inevitably remain 
speculative. Thus Beatrice Sarlos asserted that “processing verbal infor-
mation differs significantly from processing visual data, and the processes 
take place in different areas of the brain” and stated that she focused “on 
what pictures were presented to nineteenth century school children, be-
cause their memories likely remained with them throughout their youth, 
perhaps even their entire life, influencing their attitudes and prompting 
their actions long after they had forgotten the texts to which they had 
been companions” (emphasis added).57

Yet somewhat counterintuitively, more recent empirical studies using 
methods such as eye-tracking suggest that pupils often pay much closer 
attention to textual elements than to the increasingly ubiquitous pic-
tures.58 Pictures appear to attract a more fleeting kind of attention than 
text, making pictures of, for example, public monuments similar to the 
monuments themselves, which, in Robert Musil’s famous observation, 
remain invisible until something makes them stand out. At the same 
time, there are indications that length of attention is not necessarily cor-
related with depth of comprehension.59

Ideally, we need to develop approaches that go beyond treating text 
and images as rival elements of (history) textbooks, vying for pupils’ at-
tention and fundamentally different from each other in their cognitive 
and affective impact. In singling out visuals for analysis in this issue, 
we are magnifying an aspect of history textbooks and other educational 
media that has remained in the shadows of traditional discourse-centric 
analysis. But the ultimate goal, as Theo van Leeuwen and others argued 
as far back as the early 1990s, should be to develop tools that would do 
full justice to the multimodal nature of such media. This involves paying 
attention to the visual aspects of text and textual elements in visuals, and 
going beyond dichotomies which posit that pictures merely reinforce or 
illustrate texts, or else text becomes subservient to pictures.

Furthermore, building in particular on the contributions by Conejo 
Muñoz, Veloza-Franco and de Icaza Lizaola, by Busch, and by Heinrich 
and Azcuy Becquer in this issue, we need more systematic studies of how 
visuals in textbooks are shaped by and interact with the wider visual 
context. This might mean examining how visuals in textbooks and their 
perception by pupils are shaped by the visual culture that surrounds them 
in their everyday lives. Yet it could also involve exploring how museums, 
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memory activists, media producers, and other actors of education and 
public history interact with the visual canon with which school textbooks 
familiarize pupils.

In studying this interaction and mutual influence, there is broad 
scope for collaboration between scholars in the fields of education, 
museum studies, visual studies, and public history.
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