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Summary  

When we question the traditional notion of what constitutes a text, some authors claim that image is 

text. In this respect the analytical approach based on social semiotics, and the works of Kress and van 

Leeuwen (1996), Burn (2014) and Burn and Parker (2003) need to be taken in consideration. This calls 

for a multimodal approach to text analysis which is applicable to media narrative. The aim of this paper 

is to discuss Burn’s multimodal theory of kineikonic analysis (2014, 5-8) which ascribes the meaning 

of making of film to the transcription of modes. In this respect, one should bear in mind the importance 

of a viewer’s perception when looking into a cultural content within a realm of media narrative. 

Secondly, it emphasizes the importance of keeping the educational role clearly in mind while setting an 

example on a pragmatic level of second language acquisition.  

 

Keywords: modes, multimodality, film, education, language 

1. Introduction 

Many contemporary scientists do not consider text as merely a linguistic phenomenon but rather 

start from the idea that various interpretations of language exist apart from the language as such. 

The fact is that many discussions have been raised on the topic whereupon some of the authors 

analyze the principles of it with a multimodal approach.  Therefore, in questioning a traditional 

notion of text, the starting point would be that similar understandings can be derived from the 

communication system different from the language itself.  

When we say image is text (Burn, Parker, 2003), we actually deal with the question of how 

meaning is created by media. For this, we need insight into how technology mediates and thus 

influences an image or a medium by shaping and reshaping various modes. Modes are semiotic 
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resources whose arrangement and choice contribute to the meaning-making function of media 

and as a result can be transcribed and described in a media narrative. This means that such an 

approach includes the analysis of modes which are used to represent information and are 

defined by Burn (2014) as a set of socially and culturally shaped resources for making meaning.  

This can be seen in various media examples from email or image on a page to even fashion and 

design. It expands to moving images and sounds on the screen, and speech, gesture, gaze and 

posture in embodied communication and interaction. 

As for film and the overall process of multimodal semiotic analysis of this medium, a 

multidisciplinary approach is necessary in order to understand the social, cognitive, cultural, 

communicative and linguistic variables included in the process. On the whole when we discuss 

the analytical approach it is important to take into consideration the works of Kress and van 

Leeuwen (1996) and Burn and Parker (2003). In their work they tackle the question of how 

moving image and multimodality could contribute to the image and how to get in analyzing the 

modes of the narrative. In their approach they were inspired by some of the most important film 

theory authors such as Eisenstein (1968) and Metz (1974a, 1974b). Although those authors did 

not use the term “multimodality” explicitly, it is precisely Eisenstein's theory of montage and 

Metz's “grammar” (cinematic grammar) that initiated an aspect of this approach to film study 

(as cited in Burn, 2014).  

Clearly this approach offers the possibility to take a step further; not only does it question a 

structure of modes but also offers an explanation of their choice in a sense of meaning-making. 

As a result the term visual literacy stands as a metaphor for both pragmatic action and a research 

principle that guides us: the structure of modes in a multimodal text creates different meanings 

which could be transcribed and described according to a viewer's perception. Thus, in order to 

keep the educational role in our mind clear, interpretation is used in the function of explaining 

the media narrative. A direct link between multimodality and language acquisition is noticed 

and implemented in the process of visual literacy on the level of media narrative. It is supported 

by the works of Buckingham (1996) and Sefton-Green (1994). Those authors argue that film 

assists in the mental process of a learner whereas Schnotz (2002) and Mayer (2001) describe 

how media texts presented visually (images) influence the cognitive processes of second 

language acquisition. Consequently, the language-learning process is discussed according to a 

multimodal film analysis without discrediting the classroom but rather accepting it as a setting 

for real life experiences (Lewis, 1993, 16-17). 
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2. Multimodal Semiotic Approach 

This paper tackles the question of meaning - making via the multimodal theory. Its core element 

is a definition of image as text. We should perceive it as such because meaning is created and 

perceived within images, especially the moving images of film. Moreover, a multimodal text is 

defined as an engaging sign system which draws attention to the realization of closely integrated 

meanings using a range of modes such as writing, image, video, color, etc. What is of our 

interest is how multimodality contributes to the image in the aspect of communication and 

cultural interpretation. The answer is that it offers a system of analysis which aims to integrate 

various aspects of communication via the modes.  

As for the modes, they are defined as semiotic resources used in order to represent information 

(Kress, van Leeuwen, 1996). Those authors further explain that modes are socially and 

culturally shaped in order to make meaning whereas media refers to the cultural technologies 

for the dissemination of text (e.g. book, portable and mobile technologies, etc.). Thus modes 

are semiotic channels that are used to compose such multimodal texts. They convey the ways 

of representing information and are socially shaped and culturally available. Examples of 

modes include writing and images on the page, or speech, gesture, gaze and posture in embodied 

interaction (Kress, van Leeuwen, 1996).  

Subsequently the authors have provided examples to explain the mode of speech. 

Communication is realized in a rather distinct way depending on a choice of modes and by 

making them a central aspect of interaction. People have developed speech as a means of 

communicating in different social circumstances. Those authors suggest we call those spoken 

forms “genres” which further consist of interview, conversation, discussion, recount, etc. Each 

of these genres shapes the social environment in a specific way and puts the speaker as 

participant in a particular position. In other words, they might put a participant in a different 

situation regarding social or cultural consequences. In this respect our attention is drawn to 

diverse cultural contents brought to meaning via the sets of semiotic resources or organized in 

a way to establish the mode which becomes a common cultural sense within a certain cultural 

framework. This is where viewers play an important part in decoding a media narrative since it 

is dependent on their reception.  
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1.1. Image – Multimodal Text 

As explained in the Introduction, media text communicates the message using more than one 

semiotic mode. Therefore we could state that multimodal language is communicative too. In 

human communication we rarely speak, read, write, receive or send messages in a single mode. 

As we purposefully engage in the process of interpretation all sorts of modes emerge and shape 

our perception. Illustrated by Kress and van Leeuwen (1996), even a solid written text with no 

pictures can be said to convey the visual message via the layout or the font. There are several 

more examples such as an email message which may be perceived as both a written text carrying 

“speech-like” quality (Kress, van Leeuwen, 1996) through its modes such as punctuation or 

emoticons which may contain representations of the sender’s mood, etc.  

First, examples of multimodal text may also include magazine articles, websites and blogging 

platforms which use words and pictures, or could be supplemented by audio visual clips. Film 

too makes a rich multimodal text that is packed with media references alongside the words such 

as music, color, sound effects, design and many others. In short, a multimodal text is basically 

an engaging sign system in which meanings are closely integrated using a range of modes. Most 

importantly, components of multimodal texts often take on new meanings, or connotations, 

when they interact in a complete text. So if a striking photograph is placed next to a piece of 

writing in a newspaper story, it could convey a completely different meaning in order to 

emphasize the story in both positive or negative contexts. Then in film, black and white 

photography could contribute to deliberately creating a sense of the past or as to produce a 

certain artistic effect. One of the most prominent examples would be human embodiment. 

Speakers may gesture in order to reinforce what they are saying in the class or during the 

presentation.  

Second, multimodal texts could be representations of social positioning. As stated earlier, 

multimodal texts includes any kind of media. However, due to the expanding reach of the 

internet and the impact it has on designing and re-designing our lives, attention has been given 

to multimodal text of the digital realm. Such platforms have significant impact in shaping reality 

in a sense of interface being a go-between in the interaction between physical and digital. 

Specifically, some of the most attention-seeking platforms are the blogging ones. Such 

platforms provide bloggers with a range of modal resources to design new meanings. There are 

an array of ways in which the blogger can customize his/her blog: “How the blogger has 

customized the blog templates and then uses the range of possibilities of layouts, fonts, colors, 
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frames, images (…) is reflective of the differing imagined social contexts in which and for 

which it was designed” (Domingo, Kress, 2014, 11-14). All of those factors point to the idea of 

how an identity could be formed via mode supplementation and thus create a representation of 

a certain social positioning. In other words, what one blogger would consider the most 

prominent aspects to emphasize in order to create an individual project, another would find 

redundant. Even the apparently same blogs are actually reflecting each blogger’s social purpose 

and could be identified as designed for different social purposes. Equally, some social networks 

such as Facebook and Twitter provide even more help for  their participants to use different 

mode selections in order to create not one but several identities, and not only to create but also 

to move between those identities with the help of mode affordance. All incorporated elements 

of such platforms, ranging from pictures, fonts, writing, the selection of templates, are 

suggestive and determent in the sense of a certain “politics of choice” (Domingo, Kress, 2014, 

11-15), or as in the notion of style. Here, the choice-as-design offers insight into the relationship 

between technical affordance, or the mode-affordance, and social positioning.  

Third, the idea of what Domingo and Kress (2014) call the choice-as-design may be similarly 

discussed as the notion of design as such. More precisely, choosing is a form of fashion design. 

In his work Dress Code Toby Fischer-Mirkin (1995) asserts that fashion is language and 

therefore a way of communicating, so clothing is the medium through which we send messages 

to other people. In addition, Bernard (2002) also argues that clothing and fashion, as 

communication, are cultural phenomena and that clothing too is the way of meaning 

representation. Comparably, we could state that fashion and design are also liable to observation 

in the same way as language or text. So just like any other language, they have their own rules 

of appropriateness and their own grammar. When we talk about fashion, it has been believed 

that it is also a statement and a message. This can be seen in film costumes which carry 

significance for visual identity of characters and a sense of time and place. Moreover, there are 

certain dress codes and protocols which carry a social and cultural content emphasizing beliefs, 

attitudes, urges, needs or simply mannerisms. Sometimes these messages work, sometimes they 

do not. In sum, if we choose some of the visual modes to compare and/or contrast them, 

different realizations and descriptions may emerge on various levels since there are numerous 

aspects which a viewer could look into in order to interpret the meaning from his/her point of 

view.  
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3. Semiotic Approach to Film 

In order to take this approach further and to explore the meaning of the image as the text, the 

main consideration would be to re-conceptualize the image as a digital document through the 

notion of encounter and see patterns narrated through the film, as suggested by Kress and van 

Leeuwen (1996).  

There is a great variety of modes used to create an illusion in film. Through the use of available 

semiotic resources, some things which cannot be literally produced are conjured. According to 

the authors in question, this language is communicative and it is hard to separate modes from 

one another as we engage in the process of interpretation. To prove their statement, Kress and 

van Leeuwen (1996) further explain that similar examples of creating such an illusion can be 

found in descriptive writing in literature, or in visual arts where either a metaphorical or optical 

illusion is created by somehow deceiving the eye.  

Furthermore, multimodality in moving image is not new. It has been discussed by the earliest 

theorists and practitioners of moving image. The montage theory of Eisenstein (1968) for 

example, theorized the relationships between filming, editing, dramatic movement, music and 

sound. Eisenstein himself is well-known for his violent juxtapositions of images. Accordingly, 

what is taken into consideration in the work of Burn and Parker (2003) is a viewer’s reception 

of the film. Further supported by Goffman's theory of frames (1974), Burn ascribes the meaning 

making of film to the modes (2003). This aspect is reached by unlocking modes in the 

production. As for the film, the emphasis is on the interplay of all the modes which contribute 

to the moving image. This has been derived from the work of Metz (1974a) and Eisenstein 

(1968) who first discussed the phenomenon of multimodality without actually referring to the 

word itself (Burn, 2003, 3). 

Moreover, according to Burn (2014, 3-10) the montage theory of Eisenstein shows that two 

images in juxtaposition produce a third meaning and therefore illustrate the multimodal theory. 

The complementary influence of all the modes is further linked and the modes as semiotic 

resources are divided into the orchestrating and contributory ones (see Figure 1). Many other 

contributory modes are possible. As Burn asserts (2014), this diagram is partial and indicates 

only commonly found modes in narrative film. 
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Figure 1: Screen shot of a diagram which shows a relationship between the orchestrating and 

contributory modes1 

 

Moreover, the modes in question and forms of dramatic movement integrated with them are 

orchestrated by the filming and editing process to produce meaning. As a follow up Burn   

proposes a multimodal theory of the moving image named the kineikonic mode, “which is a 

portmanteau of the Greek words for to move (kenein) and the image (eikon)” (2014, 3-8). The 

emphasis is on the interplay of modes which contribute to the moving image: what Metz saw 

as an implication of a word “film”. As a result related modes of filming and editing are seen as 

the orchestrating modes of whatever the moving image contains and their orchestration occurs 

in both spatial and temporal dimensions (Burn, 2014, 5-9). All other modes included in the 

analysis are identified by the authors as contributory ones and represent the further breaking 

down of the modes (see Figure 2). This diagram represents an indicative model of modal 

ensembles according to the kineikonic analysis. In this respect Figure 1 can be extended as 

many more semiotic resources are possible.  

 

 

                                                             
1 The figure is adopted from “The Kineikonic Mode: Towards a Multimodal Approach to Moving Image Media”, 

by A. Burn (2014), in Jewitt, C. (Ed), The Routledge Handbook of Multimodal Analysis. London: Routledge (p. 

6). 
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Figure 2: Screen shot of the model of contributory modes2 

Finally, contrasting makes things easier in order to analyze and understand how two modes 

could be combined together in order to produce a certain meaning. For example, sound and 

light, as two modes, or soundtrack and text could be observed in terms of what they could or 

could not achieve in a film. In other words, by choosing two or more modes for comparison 

and contrast we look into their juxtaposed setting in a film narrative – two images in 

juxtaposition produce the new meaning, and modes do the same. Thereupon Burn’s diagram 

(see Figure 2) illustrates how such study could encompass a whole range of mode collections 

within a film. This author provides an example of how mode selection may be further explored 

in the sense of breaking down the contributory modes to even more detailed ones. Thus, the 

kineikonic method serves as a metaphor for practical usage, research and the main principle 

that guides us in our approach to understand visual literacy as a participatory process rather 

than as a piece of information that is acquired and stored by a passive observation of media text. 

In this way we are able to investigate film as (1) a teaching tool by using filmic material for 

empirically-grounded language investigation (e. g. a word acquisition method.). Further, we 

                                                             
2 The figure is adopted from “The Kineikonic Mode: Towards a Multimodal Approach to Moving Image Media”, 

by A. Burn (2014), in Jewitt, C. (Ed), The Routledge Handbook of Multimodal Analysis. London: Routledge (p. 

8). 
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can observe film’s spatial axis and temporal axis as (2) an art form, i.e. not source or a tool but 

a synchronic and diachronic syntagms liable to comprehension and interpretation (Bordwell, 

1989, 8-9). According to Bordwell (Bateman and Schmidt, 2011, 1-3), the intention is to reveal 

more abstract, “implicitly made meanings” (i.e. semiotic connotations) from the work analyzed 

in some sense “explicitly” (i.e. via modes). One approach does not exclude the other but 

reasonably contribute in viewer’s engagement with films on more than just one level.  

4. Visual Literacy: The Role of Education 

The focus of this paper hereby shifts from multimodal arrangement of modes in a film to its 

narrative content. The interest is seen in the analysis of the interaction between film authors and 

the audience. The close relation between the media narrative and multimodality relies on the 

account of Metz’s shot-by-shot narrative development of film (Bateman, 650), and van 

Leeuwen’s socio-semiotic approach. As explained earlier, juxtaposition of modes applies to 

two or more modes being close together or side by side, or simultaneous, especially for 

comparison and/or contrast. They produce a new meaning and that is the essence of the 

multimodal approach. In this respect there are many interpretative roads we could take in order 

to establish analytic tool for further empirical investigations. The background thesis for such 

analytical approach is explained in the work of Allen (2007) who argues that the meaning-

making and interpretation overlap and are somehow inseparable. On the other hand, description 

of modes in order to take a step towards realization of meaning - making from the semiotic 

point of view is important in order to grasp that interpretation is not a separate category but is 

sometimes important for the understanding of film as such.  

Indeed, film is filled with media reference and elements that compose and structure the viewer’s 

perception of what the author wanted to convey. That is why film is a form which is equally 

liable to description and interpretation. Bordwell claimed that almost anything can be turned 

into a story; according to a tradition, a narrative “was a story told”, whereas a story that “was 

enacted was considered drama” (2014). However, as he further explains, “the rise of film…. 

encouraged theorists to rethink things. Now narrative is usually considered a transmedium 

phenomenon.” That explains how a film narrative is linked with multimodality - in Borwell’s 

words (2014, 2), a narrative “involves distinct activities, and is perhaps like grammar in natural 

language, or perhaps it’s a sign system”. Due to that it is necessary to question the importance 

of the role modes have in a context of meaning–making, as semiotic theories suggest. Such 
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questioning inspires the analysis of interpretative issues. Therefore we could start by simply 

asking: What is the meaning of Laurence Olivier's eyebrows in Hamlet (1948) or: Why are 

colors in Hitchcock's film Marnie (1964) surreal in a context of visual representation of the 

flashback memory? What needs to be taken in consideration, and should be a starting point, is 

the viewer’s reception and perception. Discussing the ways in which the modes are constructed 

together in the narration belong to both the field of transcription and description. What exactly 

they mean and what they produce in the sense of the particular viewer's perception belongs to 

the field of interpretation. The concluding thought would be that there is a direct link between 

the descriptive practice and the poetics of film. This analytical approach refers to visual literacy 

in a sense of acquiring knowledge which is constructed through sense - making activities.  

However, the role of such analysis moves beyond filming and editing and embraces the 

multimodal variety allowing scholars and students to use any multimodal text for this analytical 

approach. Thus the role of such analysis is both cultural and educational in terms of practical 

discussion of findings, data analysis, development of method etc. All in all, one of the great 

things about embracing multimodality is its variety: It allows students, scholars, and teachers 

to use any number of media to understand, evaluate, and create rich, rhetorical texts. 

3.1. Second Language Acquisition 

As mentioned earlier, we have questioned our traditional comprehension of text and turned to 

a broader look at media as resources for educational approaches due to mode investigation and 

media narrative interpretation. What is consequently noticeable is the immediate connection 

between multimodality and language acquisition. Parts of my statements are taken from 

Buckingham (1996) and Sefton-Green (1994) who argue that film assists in the achievement of 

both direct and indirect factors that influence the mental process of a learner. Furthermore, 

Schnotz (2002, 2005) and Mayer (2001) established that alternate media texts, presented in the 

right way, encourages the cognitive processes necessary for the second language acquisition 

and is even more successful if presented visually i.e. through images.   

Accordingly, a need for a wider pedagogical knowledge has been recognized. If we use film as 

a medium to assist along with a teaching method to create a sense of reality, it is possible for 

film to become a valuable source for language acquisition in the pseudo-neutral environment 

because it reconstructs real events, and hence imitates the context of the immediate 

communication (real world experience). Then, the overall interaction should stimulate overall 
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language learning process. In the light of this, there is a whole new perspective for film analysis 

in which the classroom would not necessarily be dismissed and discredited (Lewis, 1993, 16-

17). If we accept its rules and conventions, the language acquisition becomes more efficient. 

Such metaphorical notions of the classroom are not new. On the other hand, what is innovative 

is introducing film that would provide the communicative context of being there. 

In this respect we speak of film as a medium which also motivates on the receptive level. With 

special didactic treatment, learning languages via film analysis would combine the two essential 

components for the second language acquisition: collocational competence and sociolinguistic 

competence on the level of the classroom - rules of appropriateness. Therefore the greatest value 

of multimodal film analysis applied to interactive language learning lies in its educational and 

cultural role.   

While keeping the role of the viewer’s perception in mind, deeper analysis is based on looking 

into mode affordance in a film. As for the mode selection, relevant literature should be 

examined in order to choose the proper contributory semiotic resources relevant for a particular 

film and its author. For example, in his book Hitchcock's Romantic Irony (2007), Allen pointed 

out the visual aspect as the most prominent technique in Hitchcock's films. Therefore, it is 

necessary for the sake of transcription to choose visual modes which could be developed into 

further contributory semiotic sources (Burn, 2014, 5-8, Figures 2 and 3). The structure of all 

the modes creates something that cannot be literally produced, a kind of trompe l’oeil. In 

Hitchcock, it is the creation of an illusion, of - suspense. Hereby, visual modes have been 

selected for dissemination purposes in a meaning making process. , i.e. in a function of suspense 

(the vertical aspect). Their juxtaposition in film narration is observed and it is described (the 

horizontal aspect). Afterwards it is further subjected to interpretation necessary for the 

understanding of film poetics.  

Earlier in this paper it was explained how description and interpretation are closely related. The 

position of a viewer, i.e. viewer's perception as the starting point of this analysis has been 

emphasized as well. Interpretation, in the end, is completely in the hands of the viewer, not the 

creator. In the end it is the audience that decides what the images, sounds and total film mean. 

Every individual in the audience is an interpreter of meaning and thus each is a separate creator 

within the overall category of interpretation. An example is provided by LaRue (2015) during 

discussions on film semiotics with this author: 

“Here is the movie Forrest Gump. Most Americans mistakenly understood the film to be a story about how 

an underdog disabled boy overcame his challenges to lead a full life. That interpretation infuriated the 
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author of the book and even the director (…) as the deeper meaning of the film concerned the evils of 

blindly following orders and ignoring the consequences to society. The audience was ‘wrong’ in that most 

of them were unable to decode the symbols, or even the most blatant, transgressions in the narrative. The 

audience was ‘correct’ in that the writer/director failed to adequately load the multimodes with sufficient 

information to lead to a more accurate understanding.” 

3.2. Methodological Concerns 

In this respect, there are two methodological concerns. Firstly, this approach somehow raises 

the bordwellian suspicion of a biased perspective (Allen, 2007) in respect of only looking for 

those modes that prove our point. The individual audience members have independent 

interpretations – based on their personal biases. More precisely, since various interpretations 

depend on a viewer's perception, they could be rendered as – numerous. This analytical path 

has been chosen because it is primarily analytical and starts with the interpretative claim: This 

is how I see it. A whole new perspective opens for a viewer so it is possible to conclude that 

there is no specific product or result of such research but its core value lies in the process as 

such. On the other hand, description as the explanatory means is essential from the semiotic 

point of view so that we could realize the importance of the interpretation as the intrinsic 

component of a film understanding.  

Secondly, students first need education about the very basics of visual language. As consumers 

of media, students might have a vague awareness of the grammar, but they have not received 

instruction in the language of film in the way they have received instruction in the language of 

language. The chapters in Metz (1974a, 1974b) that cover the most basic aspects of film 

grammar are sometimes unknown to students as should be pre-taught. Very specific film 

grammar elements can be taught very precisely. The combination of those elements can be used 

or manipulated by the director/editor/writer/producer in distinct ways. Knowing the basics can 

help lead to a more nuanced understanding of the final product (LaRue, Tuksar Radumilo, 

2015).  

5. Conclusion 

Burn and Parker (2003) suggest that one of the possible answers to the question of the 

multimodal approach would be moving beyond films and editing. What they have in mind is 

reading across cognate forms and their histories. Burn further explains this by “exploring the 
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promiscuity of the moving image (promiscuity meaning that film is not a pure art from but has 

lots of semiotic connotations written into it)” (2014, 16). This paper draws from this idea and 

explores the text and context as well as links the interpretation of modes to the idea of the film 

production as a component of twenty-first century visual literacy. Film is not seen merely as an 

art form or a matter of filming and editing, but is identified on various cultural levels – modes 

- that are metamodal and work within, beyond and next to each other. As mentioned earlier, the 

role of such analysis is both cultural and educational. This article aims to point out the 

importance of film analysis from a more general level, with reference to other art forms and 

media, and to move beyond the temporal axis and spatial axis, as suggested in early kineikonic 

work towards the conceptions of visual literacy.  

It is clear that multimodality is the norm in most forms of communication. It is not new, nor 

has it suddenly become relevant to education. However, what is new is an urgent need for a 

serious consideration of modes other than speaking, reading and writing in the classroom. This 

need derives from children’s – and adults’– increasing exposure to new forms and uses of 

technology. Thus the teachers no longer have to only use printed text as the source of material 

for analysis. One of the great things about embracing multimodality is its variety: It allows 

students and scholars to use any number of media to understand, evaluate and create rich, 

rhetorical texts. It typically includes observation, real life experience, simulations of real world 

experiences through film or any other media. 

To conclude, the strength of this article is also its weakness as it tackles a range of theoretical 

principles whereas there is still a need for further empirical examinations in the field of film 

multimodality. It would be advisable for future reference to establish a set of research methods 

that move from general semiotic interpretation towards the particular usage of filmic material 

(e.g. for visual literacy and language acquisition). As for the methodological concerns, there 

are aspects of the method to be thought about, and accounted for. Those aspects do not discount 

the method, nor do they stop it. We just have to be aware of some systemic weaknesses that 

need to be addressed by another method or by adaptations to the methods proposed by others 

(LaRue, Tuksar Radumilo, 2015). In this respect this paper could be viewed as an inspiration 

for teachers, researches and students to move beyond this analysis and recognize demands for 

openness regarding the redesign of traditional assessments or principled valuations.  
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