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Abstract 

There is a legal language that is more universal than text, that can communicate across 
language and cultural barriers: it is the language of visual images. Visual communication of law 
provides a means to transmit the content, meaning, and implications of law and legal analysis in 
legal documents and multimodal communications that are accessible and understandable not 
only to those trained in the law or highly literate in the dominant written language of the 
communication, but also to those whose basic language skills in the dominant language of the 
communication would otherwise not allow them to receive or understand the legal advice, rights, 
or requirements contained in the communication. 
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3   4 

In the very near future, visual legal rhetoric is anticipated to become a standard part of 
legal practice not just in litigation, but also in transactional practice and all areas of law because 
of the communicative and rhetorical power of visual media. The goal of this Article is to apply the 
lens of visual legal rhetoric, visual literacy analysis, visual cultural studies, and mise en scène 
analysis to evaluate and critique representative examples of legal communications that use visual 
images as a means to overcome language and cultural barriers. I hope to draw lessons in visual 

 
1 Professor Michael D Murray (University of Kentucky, J. David Rosenberg College of Law) thanks the following 
persons for their comments and input: Camilla Baasch Andersen, Christopher Bradley, Tim Cummins, Josh Douglas, 
Milva Finnegan, Jane Grise, Kirsi Gunther, Helena Haapio, Vaula Haavisto, Laura Kalliomaa-Puha, Joseph Kimble, 
Cortney Lollar, Kathryn Moore, Cathren Page, Stefania Passera, Eliisa Pitkäsalo, Robert de Rooy, Kathryn Stanchi, 
and Ramsi Woodcock. Professor Murray also gratefully acknowledges the support of Dean Mary Davis and the 
University of Kentucky College of Law faculty research program.  
2 Excerpt from TERRI LECLERCQ, PRISON GRIEVANCES: WHEN TO WRITE, HOW TO WRITE (A GRAPHIC NOVEL) (2013). 
3 Cover of ROBERT SIKORYAK, TERMS AND CONDITIONS THE GRAPHIC NOVEL (2017). 
4 Excerpt from Brief for Cake Artists as Amici Curiae in Support of Neither Party, Masterpiece Cakeshop, Ltd. v. 
Colorado Civil Rights Commission, 138 S. Ct. 1719, 2017 WL 4004524, at 10 (Sep. 7, 2017). 
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My lens is the discipline of visual legal rhetoric,9 narrativity,10 and the overlapping principles 
of visual literacy11 regarding the reception, comprehension, and communication of law in cross-
lingual and cross-cultural contexts. 

 

 

In the Article, I seek to apply 
lessons of visual 
communication that can be 
drawn from historical works 
of visual narrativity, such as 
the example (at left, top) 
Weighing the heart, from the 
Book of the Dead of Hunefer 
(c. 1275 BCE),12 and more 
contemporary works, such as 
the example (at left, center) 
from the Center for Urban 
Pedagogy, Language Rights 
are Civil Rights, regarding the 
right to an interpreter in 
interactions with New York 
City and State government 

 

 
9 A5 Visual legal rhetoric is the use of graphics, photographs, and other depictions for communication, for 
construction of knowledge and understanding, and ultimately for persuasion of the truth and rightness of a legal 
communication. See Murray, Ethics of Visual Legal Rhetoric, supra note A2, at 109; Murray, Leaping Language, 
supra note A2, at 67. 
10 A6 The context for this discussion is rhetoric, the art and science of effective communication, and within this 
subject area, the specific sub-topics of visual legal rhetoric and narrativity. See, e.g., Elizabeth Fajans & Mary R. 
Falk, Untold Stories: Restoring Narrative to Pleading Practice, 15 LEG. WRITING 3 (2009); Brian Foley, Applied legal 
Storytelling, Politics, and Factual Realism, 14 LEG. WRITING 17 (2008); Steven J. Johansen, Was Colonel Sanders A 
Terrorist? An Essay on the Ethical Limits of Applied Legal Storytelling, 7 J. ASS'N LEGAL WRITING DIRECTORS 63 (2010); 
Cathren Page, Not So Very Bad Beginnings: What Fiction Can Teach Lawyers About Beginning A Persuasive Legal 
Narrative Before A Court, 86 MISS. L.J. 315, 318-20 (2017); J. Christopher Rideout, Applied Legal Storytelling A 
Bibliography, 12 LEGAL COMM. & RHETORIC: JALWD 247 (2015); Ruth Anne Robbins, Harry Potter, Ruby Slippers, and 
Merlin: Telling the Client's Story Using the Characters and Paradigm of the Archetypal Hero's Journey, 29 SEATTLE U. 
L. REV. 767 (2006); Ruth Anne Robbins, An Introduction to Applied Storytelling and to this Symposium, 14 LEG. 
WRITING 3 (2008). 
11 A7 Regarding visual literacy, see sources cited in and discussion accompanying notes B96-B112, infra. 
12 Weighing the heart in the judgment of the dead in the presence of Osiris, from the Book of the Dead of Hunefer 
(c. 1275 BCE), available at https://www.ancient.eu/image/113/weighing-the-heart-book-of-the-dead/. This ancient 
work of sequential narration is analyzed in section _____, infra. 
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Cave Paintings  
The earliest forms of non-
oral communication was 
pictorial, and examples 
from  (clockwise from top left)  
India, 53 Libya,54 France,55 
and Borneo,56 show a 
remarkable similarity in 
execution of the images 
of natural creatures 
across far-distanced 
cultures. 
  

 

Artistic and Symbolic 
Expression on Pottery  

Similarly, the pictorial 
illustrations on pottery 
from (top row, left to right) 
Egypt,57 India (Indus 
Valley),58  Sudan 

 
53 B46 India: Bhimbetka rock shelter painting (India), The History Hub, Bhimbetka Rock Shelters Historical Facts and 
Pictures, https://www.thehistoryhub.com/wp-content/uploads/2017/06/Bhimbetka-Rock-Shelter-Animal-Figure-
Paintings.jpg (last visited Nov. 26, 2019). The  Bhimbetka rock shelters paintings are estimated to be 30,000 years 
old. New World Encyclopedia, Bhimbetka Rock Shelters (Aug. 29, 2019), 
https://www.newworldencyclopedia.org/entry/Bhimbetka_rock_shelters (last visited Nov. 26, 2019). 
54 B47 Libya: Rock paintings from the Cave of Beasts (Gilf Kebir, Libyan Desert), which are estimated to be 14,000 
years old. TRT World, Libya's Cave Paintings are Between a Rock and a Hard Place (Feb. 23, 2018), 
https://www.trtworld.com/art-culture/libya-s-cave-paintings-are-between-a-rock-and-a-hard-place-15438 (last 
visited Nov. 27, 2019). 
55 B48 Depiction of aurochs, horses and deer, Lascaux Caves, Montignac, France, http://www.ancient-
wisdom.com/francelascaux.htm (last visited Nov. 26, 2019). The Lascaux cave paintings are estimated to be 20,000 
years old. Bradshaw Foundation, The Cave Art Paintings of the Lascaux Cave,  
http://www.bradshawfoundation.com/lascaux/ (last visited Nov. 27, 2019). 
56 B49 The painting of a beast daubed on the wall of a limestone cave in Borneo may be the oldest known example 
of figurative rock art; it is estimated to be at least 40,000 years old. Ian Sample, World's 'Oldest Figurative Painting' 
Discovered in Borneo Cave, The Guardian (Nov. 7, 2018), 
https://www.theguardian.com/science/2018/nov/07/worlds-oldest-figurative-painting-discovered-in-borneo-cave 
(last visited Nov. 27, 2019). 
57 B50 Egypt (Abydos): Sunday Moulton, The Bronze Age Art: Pottery and Sculpture, Study.com, 
https://study.com/academy/lesson/the-bronze-age-art-pottery-sculpture.html (last accessed Nov. 26, 2019). 
58  B51 3rd Millenium BCE Indus Valley painted vessel, 
https://www.pinterest.com/pin/528680443743985868/?lp=true  (last accessed Nov. 26, 2019). 
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64 
 

Pictogrammatic and 
Ideogrammatic Writing 

 
As shown in these 
examples from three 
ancient languages 
developed at different 
times and in widely 
separated locations of the 
ancient world, the 
development of 
languages from the 
representational to the 
symbolic, in the form of 
pictograms (or icons) to 
ideograms, is a common 
characteristic of the 
earliest written forms of 
communication occurring 
across cultures and 
languages.65 
 

 
64 B40 Revolvy, Ideogram (2019), https://www.revolvy.com/page/Ideogram (comparison of ideographic languages 
of Mesopotamia, Egypt, and China). 
65 B41 See Denise Schmandt-Besserat, The Evolution of Writing (Jan. 25, 2014), 
(https://sites.utexas.edu/dsb/files/2014/01/evolution_writing.pdf; Gasper Vidovic, Icons - The Only Language 
Everyone Understands, World of Icons (Aug. 4, 2016), https://world-of-icons.com/icons-the-only-language-
everyone-understands-daf6d8f5009; International Language: The Emergence of Icons and Pictograms, 
https://www.jotform.com/blog/the-emergence-icons-pictograms-58839/. 
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publicity photos. There is no photographic manipulation, but the scene was orchestrated; it is not a 
snap shot that happened to catch a group of eleven workers on their lunch break, but rather one of 
several high-flying scenes staged and photographed on the same day, all starring the actual ironworkers 
constructing Rockefeller Center. The image became emblematic of American progress and the will and 
determination to rise above the troubles of the Depression.199 
 
 

200 

Visual Context and Visual Cultural Context: It is possible that contemporary viewers will recognize this 
photograph as part of the visual culture of the post-9/11, Second Iraq War era. For others it is simply a 
bizarre and incongruous image of two people grinning broadly behind a pyramid of naked men with 
vegetable-colored head coverings. 
 
Verbal Context: In contrast to the three images shown above in this section, the image here suffers 
from a lack of verbal context. The missing information is: Abu Ghraib Prison, Iraq, 2003.  
 
Mise en Scène and Arrangement: Without the benefit of a caption or other verbal context, the meaning 
and message of this image is likely to be misunderstood. The image could be mistaken for some form 
of conceptual art because the human pyramid is intricately constructed, and the strange green head 
coverings appear as vegetable sprouts on the tops of the human bodies. The cheesy grins on the clothed 
persons makes the photo appear to be completely posed, staged for display and photographing.  
 
Visual Rhetoric, Ethics, and Professionalism: Once the viewer is informed that this picture depicts U.S. 
military personnel toying with naked detainees at an Iraqi prison during the Second Gulf War and 
occupation of Bagdad, then the viewer understands how this image supports a narrative of abuse and 

 
199 See 100 Photos: The Collection, Time Magazine (last visited Jun. 25, 2019), 
http://100photos.time.com/photos/lunch-atop-a-skyscraper. 
200 Associated Press & The New Yorker, Spc. Sabrina Harman and Cpl. Charles Graner Jr. Stand Behind Naked 
Detainees with Bags over their Heads, Abu Ghraib Prison, Bagdad, Iraq (2003), 
http://100photos.time.com/photos/sergeant-ivan-frederick-hooded-man. 
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242 
243 

Visual Context:  The use of images in the brief is intended to show the artistry, beauty, 
inventiveness, and variety of cake designs to reveal their potential as expressive speech. The 
photographs accomplish this task. 
 

 
242 Lexi Mota designed cakes, as featured in the Brief for Cake Artists as Amici Curiae in Support of Neither Party, 
Masterpiece Cakeshop, Ltd. v. Colorado Civil Rights Commission, 2017 WL 4004524, at 4, 10.  
243 Sample pages excerpted from the Brief for Cake Artists as Amici Curiae in Support of Neither Party, Masterpiece 
Cakeshop, Ltd. v. Colorado Civil Rights Commission, 2017 WL 4004524, at 15-16.  
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history, readers with a strong familiarity with American history in general, and the history of 
the U.S. Constitution in particular, will get a lot more out of the book than an uninformed 
reader. 
 
Verbal Context: The illustrations and text work hand in hand to communicate the story and 
meaning of the Constitution. Most of the information about the Constitution is communicated 
verbally, but the illustrations give readers a second chance to understand the meaning and 
function of unfamiliar terms in the Constitution. This illumination of a relatively old text makes 
the entire work more friendly and accessible to casual or less-developed readers. 
 
Mise en Scène and Visual Rhetoric, Ethics, and Professionalism:  The high-quality art and 
masterful formatting of the narrative into a classic black-and-white (i.e., grayscale) comic book 
scheme will make this book attractive and accessible to many readers. There is value added in 
the illustrations that would not be found in a completely verbal booklet on the Constitution, 
because younger and more casual readers will be visually attracted by the format of the work, 
and will actually learn more from the text by the manner in which the words and phrases are 
illustrated.  

  Nadja Baer & Nathan Lueth, The United 
States Constitution: A Round Table Comic 
Graphic Adaptation252 

 

 
252  NADJA BAER & NATHAN LUETH, THE UNITED STATES CONSTITUTION: A ROUND TABLE COMIC GRAPHIC ADAPTATION (2012). 
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Verbal Context:  As with the other graphic novels discussed above, the two Tales from the 
Public Domain works make verbal and visual commentary on contemporary copyright law. The 
visuals support and illustrate the text, bridging gaps in communication of unfamiliar terms and 
concepts.  
 
Mise en Scène and Visual Rhetoric, Ethics, and Professionalism:  Each book in the Tales from 
the Public Domain series uses high quality art and formatting of the text in a classic comic book 
scheme.  As discussed above, not only does this make the books more accessible, but the 
illustrations will allow many readers to better understand complex issues of copyright, fair use, 
and public domain law.   
 

 

The last example of the graphic novel form moves beyond legal information to a full 

length treatment of complex contract terms. In his work Terms and Conditions - the Graphic 

Novel, Robert Sikoryak presents an entire graphic novel devoted to the Apple iTunes terms and 

conditions.255  

Terms and Conditions - the Graphic Novel 

256 

 
255 ROBERT SIKORYAK, TERMS AND CONDITIONS THE GRAPHIC NOVEL (2017).  
256 Henry Chamberlain, Interview: Artist Robert Sikoryak, COMICS GRINDER (June 9, 2019, 10:00 PM), 
https://comicsgrinder.com/2019/06/09/interview-artist-robert-sikoryak/ [https://perma.cc/2NFC-ERCS] 
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https://creative-contracts.com/clemengold/, and Robert de Rooy, Hayshed Employment Contract, 
https://creative-contracts.com/hayshed/.  
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