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Like many post-secondary language instructors, I have accepted the dual realities 

that today’s students are primarily and increasingly visual learners. As a result, we as 

instructors must reconceptualize our courses to equip students more adequately with the 

required cognitive skills to read literary texts and to understand the cultures in which they 

were created.  We might think that looking at pictures could mean reducing our standards 

or expectations, but varying methods to include some from the field of visual literacy can 

also mean that we broaden the selection and types of sources that we ask our students to 

interpret. In doing so, students learn to detect cultural products and abstract textual 

features by paying attention to concrete illustrations.  In this presentation, I would like to 

suggest ways that targeted instruction in reading images can provide evidence for higher-

level analysis and can contribute to increased cultural competence.     

In this presentation, I will share a pedagogical model for a course I am currently 

teaching that combines literary works and their cinematic counterparts.  Besides simply 

having students read the texts and view the corresponding parts of the film to aid 

comprehension, I also use still frames from the films as tools for a consistent cultural 

study on aspects of humor and satire.  Isolating various carefully selected “still frames” 

from the films may not seem highly original, but the originality is found in the methods 

with which we “read” the frames.  Specifically, I will demonstrate ways that instructors 

can employ methods of Teaching with Comics in order to have students analyze cultural 

cues found in individual frames of German movies.  Teaching with Comics methods offer 



alternative ways of reading, regarding images as if they were texts themselves, which 

includes more intentionally analyzing compositions, layouts, colors, and lines. In the 

examples I discuss, I demonstrate how instructors can use visual elements as signals or 

markers of literary or cultural messages, such as social satire, which was one of the 

objectives of this course. In addition to reading the pictures in isolation, the methods also 

instruct students in reading pictures as they relate to each other, that is as textual 

components that contribute to larger ideas.  

Der Blaue Engel 

For the reading component, we used the version that provides the glossed script of 

the motion picture.  This offered students who are less accustomed to reading literature 

the advantage that the film corresponds exactly to the text, meaning that students could 

get visual reinforcement of the material they had read.  Analyzing individual screen shots 

allowed us to slow the reading and learning process down so that students noticed certain 

objects, and the compositions of the objects. Using that information, students could begin 

thinking about what that could mean on an analytical level.  One of the first scenes from 

the film features Rath at the breakfast table in his apartment. [SLIDE 1] Emphasizing that 

any object has the potential to act as a symbol, I ask students to notice individual objects 

as well as how the objects interact in a frame to form a system of symbols.  This is 

essentially the same thing we do with literary texts, but this visual approach helps support 

vocabulary production and jump starts thinking. Here in this shot on a general level, they 

mention the books placed haphazardly around his apartment, and they also notice the 

porcelain dishes and the formality with which he eats breakfast in his own home. After 

students have identified various objects, I urge them to observe the placement of these 



objects in the scene, for example what kind of prominence they take, whether by size or 

by their ability to attract the eye.  

Principles of reading comic pages can aid in the process of reading the still 

frames. [SLIDE 2]. This is one example of an available German language text that 

provides target language terminology.  Dittmar’s text Comic-Analyse is another. Schüwer 

indexes components of an aesthetic of looking at pictures that I will outline with this 

example. [SLIDE 3].  He identifies the Projektionszentrum, which here is Rath himself, 

who appears extremely prominently, almost oversized, in this shot. Students in the class 

theorized that his unmistakably conspicuous placement in the picture signifies his control 

in the scene, and thus control over himself and all aspects of his life, especially 

maintaining his fine social standing.  Next we look at the Projektionsstrahlen that work 

outward from the center and point to other objects in the scene. In this example, we see 

his books placed around him in a somewhat disorganized manner. Students also notice 

the two books that take a privileged place on his breakfast table and in the foreground of 

the photo.  As we move around the picture, we notice that one of the Strahlen essentially 

leads into nothing, which could cause students to speculate that something is missing in 

his routine life.  Another advantage of reading these pictures, while also looking more 

closely at corresponding places in the text, is that as the story progresses, we can easily 

recall incidents and interpretations by referring to these pictorial representations: students 

are forced to use vocabulary in describing or retelling the scene. The pictures can then be 

placed together as students progress in reading the text to comment on Rath’s progression 

or regression and the contributing factors. With some groups of students who are less 

capable of performing this level of interpretation, the instructor can also use these visual 



techniques to walk students through these steps of literary interpretation, a pedagogical 

process that I believe can ultimately equip students to analyze conventional texts more 

efficiently.  

Another aspect of reading still frames as comics is putting them all together to tell 

a certain story, or in this case to support close reading and literary analysis. Individual 

frames work together to create a certain story: in this case students take on the role of 

comic artists and literary critics when they manipulate certain frames to create a certain 

interpretation.  Reading and manipulating a series of still frames can not only help 

students follow these arguments, but also to go one step further of getting into dialogue 

with other critics, or to visualize a system of social satire discussed in the work.  Many 

published interpretations discuss the bird symbolism in the The Blaue Engel. A frame 

from the opening scene establishes the centrality of the bird as symbol [SLIDE 5]. First, 

what would we identify here as the Projektionszentrum?  I would make this suggestion.  

His act of cradling the bird provides important information for students to make initial 

speculations about his character. The Strahlen then lead to Rath’s expression, and then 

we can detect two symmetrical Strahlen that point to a stack of books and to the empty 

birdcage.  They received paper copies of the pictures and had to arrange them on paper 

with in order to portray their interpretation of the scene visually. Here’s a recreation of 

one.  Here are also some other scenes among many that instructors could isolate.[8-11] 

Sonnenallee 

Students in this course also read Sonnenallee and watched clips from the 1999 

film. This selection proved to be very difficult for many students to understand so the 

process of reading visual cues in still frames contributed to a better understanding while 



also reinforcing basics of the target language, the accuracy of which can dip when tasks 

require students to express themselves on a more abstract level.  For most of the 

Sonnenallee still frames, I used a five step process that allowed students to work with 

basic aspects of the pictures and then progress to higher level thinking, which ideally 

would help them move to forming more advanced thoughts about satire and social 

comment. To take one example, we worked with this picture that shows Miriam and 

Micha before they present their Selbstkritische Beiträge.  Here are the questions for each 

step along with their counterparts in Elements of Comic Analyse. The question for step 

one was: [on slide].  Wie können wir dieses Bild ganz konkret beschreiben? Was sehen 

wir?  [Gegenstände, Tätigkeiten, usw]:  Wahrnehmung und Lesen von Bildern. Step Two 

in the spiral is: Was können wir annehmen?  Wir können davon ausgehen, dass…. 

Step Three: Vergleichen Sie die Situation mit einer aus der eigenen Kultur.  Wo liegen 

die Unterschiede?  Welche Ähnlichkeiten gibt es?  Step Four: Vergleichen Sie die 

Situation mit einer aus dem eigenen Leben.  Unterschiede? Ähnlichkeiten? And finally 

Dekonstruieren Sie das Bild in differenzierte Teile.  Wie stehen die Teile miteinander im 

Zusammenhang? Was können wir in diesem Bild über die dargestellte Kultur ablesen?  

Was will der Regisseur, dass wir hier verstehen oder wahrnehmen, which would 

approach the topic of satire.   Here are some other examples, also among many, of scenes 

that could be read and interpreted using techniques from the realm of comics.  

Die Welle 

In this class, we also covered the German film version of Die Welle (2008), and 

the German graphic novel version of Die Welle (2007), which differ greatly in plot and 

presentation. [SLIDE 19]. Using both media allowed not only for more possibilities to 



read and interpret images culturally, but also to compare artists’ choices in representing 

similar themes across two different media types. Regarding images of “parallel scenes” in 

the book and film also provided a foundation for considering the analytical goal of the 

course that involved regarding satire and social critique. Here is one such scene [SLIDE 

19] that shows the reaction of the Wave’s most enthusiastic follower, Robert in the book, 

Tim in the movie, when he wears the Wave’s outward symbol of unity: the badge in the 

book, the white shirt in the movie. This provides an opportunity to begin a larger textual 

analysis with a character analysis. Unlike a conventional novel, the graphic version does 

not offer readers a verbal description. Second language learners then have the dual task of 

reading the image and developing descriptive sentences in the target language. In this 

example, they have to articulate the characters’ thoughts in the thought bubbles.  

Predictably, this usually starts out very simply with sentences like “He feels proud” or 

“He’s happy.” Subsequent questions encourage students to progress to more analytical 

thought when they discuss exactly which factors contribute to those feelings. Finally, 

students can compare the representations that the two different forms of media offer: 

Robert simply puts on the badge, while Tim takes the more extreme measure of burning 

all of his clothing that bear brand names or are not white shirts. As with the other 

examples, students can also glean and compare information from the layouts themselves. 

Here the graphic novel version is very simple and does not attempt to create depth or a 

varied perspective: Robert is the dominant figure and focal point. In the film, the fire 

attracts the viewer’s eye.  

 Here is one last example of reading individual pictures and then comparing the 

artistic choices that they each make. [SLIDE 20] How would we describe the layout in 



the film still? Where is our eye drawn?  What about in the graphic novel? How do the 

perspectives differ? How do these choices contribute to an interpretation of the artistic 

choices? How do those choices help construct the social critique? 

 With these brief snapshots of literature lessons involving images, I have tried to 

demonstrate the benefits of incorporating visual elements as a basis for teaching skills of 

literary analysis. These techniques have pedagogical benefits for both instructors and 

students. First, they help instructors incorporate authentic artifacts in dialogues about 

aspects of culture and literature. Second, they support student success in acquiring skills 

of literary and cultural analysis by beginning the conversation about interpretation with 

images. Finally, methods like these that take a different approach to teaching literature 

can actually help small German programs retain students while still maintaining an 

oftentimes unpopular literature component by considering the backgrounds and needs of 

today’s learners.     

   

	  
 

	  


