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Of all the images in the visual arts, only the cartoon genre succeeds in creating a genuine discourse. In our tradition, images abound as narration (mythological or historical painting, comics, etc.), as description (Dutch painting), as illustration for a verbal text (graphic illustration), or finally as allegory and symbol, two visual forms closer to the cartoon, signifying abstract concepts and relating complex ideas, often of a moral nature. But only in this genre, cartoons, do images, with or without words, express an opinion directed at the interlocutor’s own present, implying a hypothesis concerning the interpretation of a current issue by the viewer, that is you, my contemporary.


It is clear that political cartoons have a brief life-span. They are readily understood by their contemporaries, by regular journal readers; but, to be understood in another time, the text must be accompanied by lengthy explanations of the context alluded to. This round-about approach virtually guarantees that the cartoon will lose any element of surprise or humorous impact. While all texts presuppose a wealth of background knowledge, that is not explicitly stated, but is necessary for comprehension, the cartoon anticipates that the audience of today, “on this occasion”, will grasp the meaning because it knows or will recall the appropriate references. Cartoons can point to a particular situation and thus to specific knowledge of recent events. As we will later see, it is this pointing towards individual objects, people, and situations that permits the symbolic image to become discursive, probably for the first time in our tradition, in turn enabling an intimate interpretation of the present moment, and the expression of the author’s personal judgement or reaction. This kind of discourse intercepts the viewer and the world, usually with the aid of words, though often without them, in the agile, humorous, even shameless manner of informal conversation or farce, in the form of accusation, criticism, proposal, ridicule, etc.


The aim of this genre is usually to provoke, to ridicule, comment or question what is commonly accepted. But it chooses a reflexive mode of questioning or denying, for it has to be the reader who contradicts himself/herself. It is generally considered a humorous genre (and such it is called in some languages: "humor gráfico" in Spanish, "dessin d´humour" in French). But this label is not always justified by an informal, grotesque or playful style. Nevertheless, it doesn't dispense with the privileges we concede to humorous communication. Humor is free enough for suspending, evading or mocking the laws of logic, the rules of behaviour or the hierarchies of prestige, precisely because the pleasure it gives and the social value it has consists in freeing  ourselves, at least temporarily, from them. Even in the less pleasant, the most acidly critical of all these visual texts we recognize the freedom that allows them to throw light onto the taboo, the hidden or the rejected, to mix languages, to comment from a marginal position on prominent issues, the political field from everyday perspectives, reason from sensation. In this humorous frame an unlimited variety of communicative acts can take place, from jokes to serious actions, like protests, analysis, proposals, homages, etc. Its diversity in resources and strategies makes it difficult to attain a definition of the genre. 


If there is a golden rule of graphic humor, it is that everything should be said indirectly, leading the reader from what the text shows superficially toward a not so apparent meaning. The situation presented by the picture is almost always so impossible or improbable that it obviously admits only a figurative reading. In terms of the verbal elements of the genre, direct words or literal quotations are not used. In contrast with comics, the characters in cartoons would never actually say the words put into their mouths. Even if the picture represents a realistic situation, the words attributed to a recognizable speaker would never actually be said. Graphic humor, of all the visual genres, is a master of the indirect saying. Metaphor is the favored strategy for presenting one idea through another, frequently used as a device to refer to the overexposed yet shadowy world of politics. In order to point out the deceits of authority, cartoons may use common everyday language and knowledge of strange, unusual perspectives to build a metaphor that collides with accepted ways of thinking. 

This type of conceptual conflict is very close in these pictures to humor, defined as the perception of a situation where two frames of reference or contexts are associated at the same time, both consistent within themselves but mutually incompatible (Koestler, 1982; Abril, 1991). In fact, it can be surprising to compare this definition of humor with the influential definition of metaphor proposed by Black, who suggestss that this trope relates cognitively and emotionally two separated domains, using the appropriated language for one of them as a lens through which to look at the other (1966:232). In both cases, metaphor and humor, there are two different frames of reference interacting. In metaphor one illuminates the other, while in humor these two frames remain incompatible. This incompatibility is perceptible in the way humor texts separate the two interacting perspectives. Verbal jokes are sequential texts where a time distance is introduced, for we apply firstly our usual schemes of meaning until, surprisingly, another, incompatible frame is projected over the situation, and thus the scene previously seen as normal, looks now ridiculous or worthy of laughter. In non-sequential humor texts, the incompatibility provokes an option: one of these perspectives prevails and mokes or denies the other. In cartoons the topic of the text is alluded to indirectly, by way of an extended metaphor or an allegory. But cartoons use the metaphor in a particular, dialogical way. The topic alluded to metaphorically is known by the audience, for it has previously been presented in the media framed by a system of categories and values that form its common understanding. The catoons metaphoric allusion to this topic is presented in such a way as to dialogically comment on both, the topic and the frame or perspective of its common understanding.

Pérez Carreño (1988) maintains that for pictorial texts, as multiple fields of meaning are presented simultaneously within the visual space of the frame, the interpreter discovers them linearly, successively articulating one with the next. It seems logical to accept that the time required for comprehending the vignette, though usually brief, involves consideration of different aspects of the scene in a process of interpretation in which the desired goal is an effect of sudden clarity or comprehension, accompanied, hopefully, by the pleasure of humor. I suspect, however, that the rhythm of comprehension is not wholly linear in graphic humor but instead includes a moment of discontinuity, a jump in perspective, from not seeing to seeing. This jump is the indication of metaphor at work in the process. 

To begin this inquiry the following questions need to be posed. How can an opinion be expressed in images? How can interpretations, social values, or discourses be questioned and contradicted with images? How do both words and images combine to produce these effects? The cartoon accomplishes a discourse, not the way a hieroglyph does, which requires that each graphic sign be translated into a verbal expression, but rather by producing its own mode of expression which, though basically intertwined with the realm of words, is able to dispense with them.
 This discursive and polemical capability is related to the development, in this genre, of complex resources of visual language, which can also connect visual and verbal languages. But apart from the agility it has acquired in dealing with the iconic-symbolic building of meanings, its possibility of referring to the media agenda of current issues is a key resource of this genre. For media issues are already organized by different political discourses and thus cartoons can allude to these political positions and show an attitude towards them.

1. THE VISUAL TEXT


The cartoon is a text of an author's design, signed and marked by their personal drawing style. Although, its main purpose is not to present the esthetic search of an author. But try to communicate the author's way of seeing something in a language the audience can share and understand, even if it also attempts to break the limits and widen the realm of their knowledge and languages. It is usually very synthetic, expressive and quick, because it is very rhetorical. 


In discrete sign systems, as verbal language, texts are made up of chains of linear segments. In continuous sign systems, as the images, the text is the primary meaning unit. It is difficult, some times artificial, to distinguish the signs that compose the text, asserts Lotman (1996:120). In iconic languages, the signs are in homeomorphic relations, instead of in linear segments, acting as symbols respectively similar, the way that autumn, evening and old age would be correspondent in mythological cultures (Lotman, 1998:29). There is no possibility of exact translation among discrete and non-discrete systems. But human cultures continually look for approximate equivalents conditioned by the psychological, cultural and semiotic context common to both systems. Such inexact but, from a certain point of view, equivalent translation is, according to Lotman, essential to any creative thinking (1996:121). Furthermore, in every text, including the scientific ones, a creolization of languages discrete and non-discrete and of metalanguages is to be found, only with certain predominance in one sense or another. (Lotman, 1998:23). Certainly, verbal texts mix and combine discrete and non-discrete systems, of which Lotman gives the example of metaphors, never in shortage, except in artificial language texts as are mathematical. But in cartoon texts, the articulation with iconic and verbal sign systems is a fundamental feature of this genre, developed along its history, which needs to be discussed. 

In figure 1, El Roto makes a replica of a Benetton publicity text that was accompanied by the formula "United Colors of Benetton". Changing that verbal expression for a new phrase, but keeping the image nearly identical to the original one (except that now it is drawn instead of photographed), the author makes a critical comment on that publicity he refers to. The new verbal phrase seems to propose another translation of the image: we are now supposed to read it as the words unuttered by the person represented. Those words addressed to us as directly and indexicaly as the eyes do in the image. They contain a menace directed to "us", the readers, but perhaps more particularly to the commercial and publicity systems that are also alluded to as the intertext of the cartoon.

In trying to come to terms with the peculiarity of the iconic text, Greimas (1991) considers the frame of the visual work as a device that creates the semiotic closed domain in which lines and planes establish a topological organization of the space. The visual elements, eidetic or chromatic, accomplish, in his view, two basic functions: segmentation of the whole in parts, either neatly differentiated or with blurred borders, and orientation of the reading process. Though the expressions "spatial syntax" and "visual syntax" are widely used, it seems more adequate in reference to the characteristics of the visual text to talk about the topological disposition of the plane (thus avoiding the implications of the term syntax, usually applied to the rules of combination of the separated elements of a discrete language).

When attempting to define the role of this topological disposition in the building of the cartoon meaning, semantic and pragmatic text dimensions seem to overlap. The communicative project of the author, who anticipates the cognitive and affective events that will go with the reader's perception and comprehension of the scene, organizes the space (see Violi 1991 and Cavicchioli,1996). 

In contrast with figure 1, where the whole framed space is painted in black, except for the white eyes, in figure 2 we are placed in front of a light theatrical scene where a cloud projects a shadow over the crown. In verbal language, expressions like "to give shade" to something are commonly used, and the reader is supposed to remember this crystallized verbal metaphor, or other similar ones, when interpreting this cartoon. For the shade appears here related to the other components of the text in such a way which suggests a transferred, metaphorical, meaning, that is to say, a dark operation against the monarchy. We can see here a translation, frequent in cartoons, of a verbal metaphorical formula into an iconic text. (But the verbal metaphor was already a translation, in Lotman terms, from the continuos perceptual system into the discrete verbal language). In this case, the curtains define a frame inside the frame, thus inviting the audience to understand the shady crown as an effect searched and provoked by somebody for spectacular purposes. (Of this operation the public seems to be unaware, for they are placed inside the stage, from where they cannot see the framing curtains). It is not possible to separate the analysis of the topological disposition of this space from the analysis of the communicative intention of the text, for it is the purpose of orientating the audience towards certain meaningful associations that orders the disposition of the elements in the text. 


The theatrical scene can be an appropriated metaphor for the cartoon’s communicative strategy. Even optically the vignette is like a window placed in between the columns of lines on the page. This same frame contains the stage, the characters, and the plot. Unlike a theater scene, cartoons do not need words to define the plot. They have the additional advantage over mime or puppetry in that scenes can be made up freely from any object or entity imaginable. The only condition: that they be representable and interpretable, that they provoke, through verbal and/or graphic means, a mental image, an identifiable thought or sensation. The scene of the vignette creates a symbolization and dramatization of something that takes place somewhere else. The scene can be foolish, ironic, symbolic, grotesque, poetic, utopic, pamphleteering, or surrealistic. In whatever form, it will introduce a realm of language and tradition alien to those we commonly use to understand the topic alluded to  by the text or not understand it, as the case may be.


Whether presenting concrete contemporary situations or ignoring all indication of the present, the scene of the vignette expands two main strategies of representation. The first consists of representing particular sociocultural spaces. The image is able to incorporate meaning, through these spaces, by referring to commonly understood social situations. According to Eco, even the more impossible narrative Worlds ought to have as their background what is possible in the world perceived as real. The entities or situations that are not explicitly termed and described as different from the real world, are to be understood as corresponding to the laws of the real world (Eco, 1994: 101).


In addition, the scene can reproduce a configuration of symbolic images and make use of our ability to interpret a vocabulary of thousand-year-old visual symbolism. Iconism, intended as representation by similarity, and symbolism are intertwined to allow discussion and reflection on images. But, in order to construct scenes that figuratively allude both to our world and to the interpretations we make from it, cartoon adds a peculiar development of indexical signs, both visual and verbal. As we will see, thanks to these signs the picture becomes discursive, relevant, and directed to particular public situations that both sides of the communication have in common. It becomes critical here to bring Peirce’s semiotic reflections on icons, symbols, and indices, and to dwell most on these last signs, least considered in the study of visual texts. 

How are meanings constructed from iconic representations, that is, based on similarity? Much has been written on the question of similarity in iconic images. I cannot attempt, even in summary, to allude to these discussions here. I will only point out a few considerations that I consider useful in understanding the ways that images communicate meaning. In iconic representations similarity and convention are not exclusive. Unlike what occurs in verbal language, with pictures we do not have to specifically learn each new sign, although certainly we have to learn the systems of representation. If the analogical representation were to be discussed as a language, it would be one with an unlimited vocabulary. Once we understand both the systems of representation, in this case the line drawing, either schematic or as a caricature, and the rules of the genre, every text can introduce new signs with only a tracing of a known figure or of something for which we have a standard image. We would not be able to identify the referent of an iconic sign, natural or imaginary, if we had never seen it before or had no conception of that kind of object. An iconic image can be transformed differently by each representation according to the rules of the representational system, until the standard image becomes unrecognizable (see Groupe µ 1993:120 and ss. The concept of transformation is also developed in Eco and Gombrich). Our repertoire of images comes from all the fields of visual perception (and perhaps also from verbal metaphors and images). All of these can leave their imprint on memory and thus form part of our ideal "Encyclopedia", in Eco's terms.. Thanks to the ability of recognizing similarities among our perceptions that we posses, the whole field of the visual defines the limits of expression and meaning, partly inaccessible to words, but available to the cartoon scene.


Recognizing what a sign represents immediately accesses what we know about that object, or more precisely, our specific knowledge of what the text makes pertinent of it. In the case of the icon “the object of a sign is one thing; its meaning is another. Its object is the thing or occasion, however indefinite to which it is to be applied. Its meaning is the idea which it attaches to that object.” (Peirce, C.P. 5.6, quoted by Pérez Carreño, 1988:44). The study of antiquity can contribute an example. In referring to the head of the Gorgon, described as often in visual references as in the verbal texts of ancient Greece, Vernant mentions that long hair was a mark of virility. “The savageness of the male warrior is expressed by his long and unkempt hair,” while the practice of shaving the head of young Spartan wives attempted to eliminate, “as much of the masculine and warlike as possible from the feminine” (1986:62). Different meanings, though, can be attributed to the same object. In our tradition, the same hair style would be seen as feminine or would be associated with other meanings. At the very moment we recognize the image, our culture’s own systems of meaning intervene in the configuration of a sense for that figure.

"The World is not a blind reference but an ensemble semiotically organized and the same way man has to deal with a language that already signifies, so happens in his relation with the world" (P. Fabbri, 1995:237). Lotman terms the cultural model of the space "Second Primary Language" and proposes a topological perception and semantization of the space. "All human activity as homo sapiens is linked to classification models of  space, to its division in "own" and "alien" and to the translation of the different social, religious, political, familiar and other links into the language of spatial relations. The space division into cultivated and wild or chaotic, living and death, free of danger and menacing, and the idea that each space has its correspondent inhabitants -Gods, men, evil forces or its cultural synonyms- is  the inalienable characteristic of culture " (Lotman, 1996:83-84). As cultural texts generally do, cartoons insert themselves in the semiotics of the World, not just reproducing the inherited sense of the space, but also transforming it. The structural relation in this genre between discrete and non-discrete languages (and between symbols, icons and indices) which certainly contribute this creative power.


The space within the frame does not acquire meaning only through analogical figures. The non-figurative, “plastic” aspect of the image acquires meaning in the visual process by its relation to the entirety of elements within the text. As Groupe µ observes, it is enough to introduce the word “large” in order to evoke the word “small”. In a visual text, values such as high/low, large/small, light/dark, inside/outside, connected/disconnected are established locally, by their relationship to the whole of which they form only a part. These ways of assigning meaning to the elements of particular texts are always, as I have mentioned, related with our more general modes of assigning meaning to space, starting with our own bodies, their movement, and their relationships with other bodies as well as their surroundings (Johnson 1991). 

The different meanings darkness can acquire in the configuration of each visual text can be seen in the contrast between figure 1 and figure 2, although some semantic features of darkness are common to both pictures. The same two cartoons can illustrate de difference in the distance to the object of the vision. The close range of the close-up in El Roto's image reminds us of  the framing style characteristic of photography or cinema, while the framing of Maximo's figure 2 alludes to the vision a theatre spectator might have. This difference in the distance to the space represented corresponds to the difference in both cartoons in the effects of cognitive and emotional distance searched.


In figure 3, by El Roto, a verbal metaphorical formula, “hanging by a thread”, allows again the translation of the image in its metaphoric meaning, once we recognize the portrait of Felipe Gonzalez. The iconic features of the image evoke the sensations and feelings that we associate with disequilibrium, the rigidity and weight of an inert, dead, body before its imminent and heavy fall.. The naked space where this figure is near to fall contrasts with the dense background of Mingote's figure 4, where the underground of cracked tubes and wretches is to be understood, like we usually interpret that kind of places, as the hidden space where unknown workers do their obscure but necessary work. 


In order to communicate ideas, the images have to associate themselves with symbols or be interpreted as symbols. The symbol then carries a codified meaning, translatable into words or other symbol systems. In Peircean semiotics the object of a symbol is of a general nature: by virtue of a rule, convention, or habit, the symbol, like a common name or the image of a scale, refers to a whole class of items or to a concept. In contrast with verbal language, the codification of many icons as iconograms or symbols is not arbitrary, but rather is produced by conventionalizing certain units which form part of a cultural tradition or are socially significant. (One could hardly allude here to the whole complexity of visual symbolism in which cultures have represented condensed narratives, knowledge and beliefs. I can only attempt to refer to semiotic characteristics that permit the comprehension and communication of ideas through images).

A culture’s wealth of symbols acts as a guide to the composition of its imaginary. Contemporary humorists have at their disposal a trunk overflowing with familiar relics and pieces of clothing, still current if not recent. Traditions that have disappeared and those that have just begun exist side by side among our rich, incoherent, and uprooted treasures of symbolic imagery. Most newspaper readers will be unaware of the ancient myth which refers to the symbol of justice and yet will always recognize it (thanks to its survival as a pure iconogram) and understand some of the meanings associated with it. The variety and speed of communication today still allows for the generation of new traditions, or at least fragments of traditions which in turn allow for the establishment and crystalization of symbols. Characters, objects, or types that circulate repeatedly in the mass media or in personal communication come to begin, with familiar usage, a process of symbolization, where a public meaning is solidified and accumulated, as well as others are forgotten and transformed.

In the early years of this century a whole new set of visual symbols were created in comics (Little Nemo, Krazy Kat...) as they codified the representation of time, movement, emotions, and common situations (Gubern 1989:223-227). Today, this genre depends on “dense families of stereotypes” common in the narratives of many different parts of the world (Gasca and Gubern 1989 present a copious graphic anthology of symbols from this “universal language”). The communications of mass society "function because they have codified a great quantity of visual archetypes. The audience of a Western, for example, or of Film Noir immediately recognizes the villain, the good cowboy, the vamp, the comic drunk”.. But, the image and the attributes of the typical character are modified constantly, changing from one film or advertisement to the next (J.A. Ramirez, 1996:242-243).

 In political cartoons the characters are preferably anti-heroes or “anti-stereotypes”. In figure 14 for example, bursting any preconceptions, a cleaning lady represents Spaniards of all ages and educational levels. The symbols of graphic humor are usually not common to the whole genre but are more often created and consolidated by each individual author (as with Peridis’ column symbolizing the power in figure 3). Symbols can be taken from any language or tradition, as long as they are comprehensible to the newspaper readers. Occasionally, a few of the rigid iconograms characteristic of comics will appear (such as the patches symbolizing the poverty of the doctors in figure 17, or the aura of rays defining the charismatic object in figure 4). The introduction of proper symbols from a given language, aside from conveying a particular meaning, often plays at creating allusions, as a sign of complicity that those in the know will recognize.

In the presence of the iconogram for justice, the mythical narratives of its origin may be evoked, together with the multiple meanings and values that are associated with the symbol. In cartoons, the symbol preserves this potential meaning, even as it is integrated into the text as one element of a digital system, or, as Goodman would say, a notational system, one whose syntactic and semantic properties of disjunction and differentiation make it possible for the elements to be isolated as distinctive characters apart from the system in which they have an assigned reference (Goodman 1976:165. See also Eco on the difference between analog and digital systems 1991:285). Goodman points out that the units of a notational system are not necessarily digital. Any type of object or event may be used as inscription. Cartoons utilize iconograms as symbols, in the Peircean sense of codified units that are translatable into other symbolic systems, refer to a general object, are differentiated from icons (untranslatable and uncodified), and are differentiated from indices (always referring to an individual). Aside from these codified iconograms, separated as symbols of a discrete system, it shall be observed that many of the icons of the cartoons cannot be neatly differentiated from symbols. Icons are frequently in these visual texts very close to symbols, for the stereotypical or conventional representation of situations and characters approach their interpretation to the codified interpretation of the symbol. We will see that indices are also intertwined with icons and symbols in these texts. But these three modes of signifying are not exclusive, in Peirce's theory, but complementary in most signs.

With the symbolic icon, however, the abstract meaning does not take away from the figurative meaning. Both aspects have mutual repercussions in interpretation. (see Castañares, 1994:157)(1).  In the case of the symbolic icon, though, it is still a fact that the codified symbol does not negate the actual image just as the concept does not impede the sensation. When a culture permits the liberation of a symbol from it unique canonical representation, the iconic nature of the symbol necessitates that each version be different from the one before, constantly altering the original model. 

How are symbolic-analogic elements of the visual text related in the organization of complex meanings? From the start, our perception creates associations between those elements present in the visual field. In contrast with verbal language, any comparison or contrast of these elements, as it is performed by the same habits of perception, does not need to be stated explicitly (see Groupe µ 1993:321). Such that we not only relate and give meaning to the difference between dark and light, large and small or between respective positions, as I have indicated in reference to the plastic aspects of the image, but rather that all the characteristics of the figures are available for comparison and contrast: man, woman; living, mechanical; ancient, modern, etc.


Together with these possibilities for meaningful associations derived from the qualities of spacial signs there is another feature no less basic. The iconic sign is metamorphic. A human figure can be, at the same time, a wasp, a wolf, a steping stone (as in figure 4); the pubis can be a flock of birds (see figure 12) and the mountains can be humanized characters (figure 5). It is metamorphic because it is analogical as opposed to digital: for any determined sign it is impossible to distinguish between necessary and secondary characteristics. In figure 7 Forges achieves, with the interaction between word and image, an impressive example of the transformation of an analogical system into a digital one without altering the visible appearance of the character. The grandfather is transformed before our eyes from a human to a robot in the moment when we capture the perspective of the two kids.

This metamorphic quality was already being explored in ancient and medieval symbolic images usually of monsters and devils, and was appropriately disrespectful. However, the broadest possibilities for humor in graphic satire have been discovered since the end of the eighteenth century. As Gombrich (1968:158) demonstrates this genre exploits the contrast between symbolic meaning and visual absurdity. In dreams, in imaginary characters and objects from fantasy and mythology, in whatever form of expression, the capacity of the image (whether mental, verbal, or visual) is to associate strange syntactical elements within itself, to form units of meaning at times absurd, at others monstrous, illuminating, or clever.

In contemporary graphic humor this expressive property of the image is used to create suggestive encounters of form and meaning, and to build out of these condensed reflections in images: in figure 4, of Peridis, Aznar jumps toward power on the head of Fraga transformed into sinking stepping   stones or milestones. Gombrich talks about imaginative condensation when referring to the zodiac man, a medieval representation of the human body with the signs of the zodiac superimposed, according to astrological doctrine, over the corresponding body parts (1986:225). In more theoretical language Groupe µ observes that two sets of iconic significants can appear within the space of the same statement, or thanks to the same subdeterminates and relates this fact to a distinctive feature of the visual, that it “authorizes simultaneity where the linguistic permits only succesion” (Groupe µ 1993:244).

Thanks to the simultaneousness of the visual and to the analogical character of iconism, a graphic text can associate in the same sign and in the same scene very different fields of meaning, even the incompatible, can appear as mixed or metaphorical forms. Evaert-Desmedt (1994) observes in an analysis of one of Plantu’s cartoons the contraction of roles, places and times in this form of expression: a politician, without losing that figurative role, is at the same time a soldier driving a tank. Actions that actually occur in very different times and spaces are united in the same scene.

One of the fundamental transformations of the symbolic image is the transformation of an abstract concept into a living figure, personification, a method that is already encountered in ancient oral mythology. In order for these human figures to be associated with the concepts they represent (justice, victory, fortune, etc) they must be accompanied by distinct emblems, attributes, or verbal markers. These atributes and emblems, abundant in baroque allegory, constitute symbolic objects independently from the human figures they identify. Today, as I have already mentioned, the narratives from which they derive their meaning do not survive in common memory. But the incorporation of new symbols into the hoard of our culture is based on other narratives, usually transmitted by the media,  disconnected, and incoherent among themselves, just as our worlds of meaning and value are (the symbol of nuclear radioactivity, even with an origin by convention, communicates the meaning of a powerful and frightening force that requires extreme care because it associated in our memory with various stories, more and less accurate, like the bombing of Hiroshima, accidents in nuclear plants, the polemics surrounding its contaminating power, etc.). As P. Nora has mentioned, memory is sensitive and magic. It takes root in the concrete: in images, spaces, gestures, and objects. These are the forms in which narratives conform the figurization of abstractions, which, once consolidated in memory by their repetition in various texts, are converted into common symbols which humorists can use to communicate with their broad-based public.


Gombrich maintains that ritual gestures (codified or symbolic) are among the first gestures represented in the visual arts: prayer, salutation, mourning, teaching, triumph, etc. (1987:79). The present facility of pictures to represent variably expressive bodies and faces owes much to the representation of grotesque bodies, while representations of facial expressivity was advanced most notably by the "invention" of the caricature. Gombrich related the birth of the caricature to the success of physiognomy, which had insisted on the comparison between human and certain animal types, presenting a man with a hook-nose as noble, the one with a sheep face as submissive, etc. (1968:171). The invention must perhaps be considered a rediscovery. A Greek vase from the fifth century B.C. on which Aesop is pictured in caricature with a fox survives, and from the fourth century B.C. there are Fliácico vases with “caricature like elements” (Rubin, 1973:8). But even in Ur there were statues from around 1500 B.C. with individualized faces and, “with exageration that borders on caricature” (G. and P. Francastel, 1978:14). It would be, in that light, more appropriated to talk about the progressive institution of the rules of a genre.


In following Gombrich’s argument with regards to the role of the illustrations of the book by della Porta, we can consider that they provided an already developed and expressive system of representation. Perhaps its major advantage was precisely the association between already codified systems: the system of human characteristics and that of characteristics attributed to animals: meekness to the lamb, arrogance to the eagle, etc.--in the combination of animal features and human features, particularly suggestive when they are applied to recognizable humans, that is to say, portraits of people who were now seen through the characteristics of the corresponding animal. It is not until the middle of the eighteenth century when, thanks to the printing press, the caricature portraits of Townshend move from a circulation among a restricted elite group to a wider circulation. Gombrich maintains that these humorous deformations joined with symbolic and caricature engravings in a combination that a generation after Townshend, with Gillray, were already taken for granted (1968:173). This association is at the base of the language of graphic humor which we know today and we could conclude that it is the confluence, the fusion or association between systems of meaning and expression previously unrelated which marks the advances in the elaboration of this language.

2. INDEX IN CARTOONS


The scenes represented can be situated by the cartoon in highly different spatial-temporal frames. Some cartoons refer to something general, not located in a precise time or place; others refer to habits and situations  more or less characteristic of our era, while others, finally, refer to concrete current events, to living persons or recent situations, around the time of the publication of the cartoon. The problem that needs to be discussed is how can the image, even without words, accomplish those different reference processes; furthermore, how can a designed scene express an opinion about a topic.


In the theory and analysis of verbal discourse, according to Benveniste and Jakobson, a distinction is established between two types of indices: deictic and anaphoric. The deictic elements of language i.e.: I, you, this, here, now, tomorrow, yesterday, the verbal “discursive tenses”, etc.- situate the discourse in relation to the context and the actors of enunciation, while anaphoric elements i.e.: he, that, there, therefore, the next day, the week before, the “historic” verb tenses- relate elements of the text to characters, situations, and spatial-temporal coordinates as defined by the text itself.. Certainly, in written texts, where the text is, and will always be, separated of its enunciation context, the verbal indices are used to produce represented contexts of enunciation referred either to the interlocutors of the communicative act, author and reader, or to narrators and characters inside the text. The use of shifters or indices is thus related to the textual procedures of producing effects of subjectivity and objectivity, with the introduction of different perspectives, etc. 


As a published text, the cartoon can last in its paper base a long time after its production and travel to any faraway place, be reproduced using other materials and formats.Since newspapers are made to be read on the day of their publication, that precise day is taken as the context of enunciation and considered as the current communicative act. The text can refer not to a shared perceptible space-time, as oral conversation does, but to the World made visible and known by the media. The problem arises when we consider that the visual image lacks such linguistic elements to which we could point to as indicators. How can then the visual text differentiate its contexts of reference? How can we analyse the resources visual texts have to refer to local and concrete contexts and situations, to be current and relevant by pointing out situations, people and objects located in a space and time recognisable to the audience? 


As it is well known, Peirce was interested in all types of signification processes, not only verbal.  His semiotic logic combines iconic, continuous systems with symbolic, discrete conventional systems and with a third dimension, the indicative or indexical which to him were no less basic. For Peirce

 indices may be distinguished from other signs, or representations, by three characteristic marks: first, that they have no significant resemblance to their objects; second, that they refer to individuals, single units, single collections of units, or single continua; third, that they direct the attention to their objects by blind compulsion. But it would be difficult if not impossible, to instance an absolutely pure index, or to find any sign absolutely devoid of the indexical quality (C.P. 2.306)


In what H.Pape calls Peirce´s “two component theory of language”, description and individuation are divorced and this entails that for all empirically significant sentences we have to have a counterpart on the level of indexical individuation (Pape, 1980:239). The function of indices is to individualise the object in its individual identity (id. pag.238). Other Peirce scholars state it in slightly different terms : “identification is accomplished only by means of an index” (Gouge, 1965:52). For Peirce the type of sign capable of individualising an object must have a particular relation with that object. The index is 

a sign, or representation, which refers to its object not so much because of any similarity or analogy with it, nor because it is associated with general characters which that object happens to possess, but because it is in dynamical (including spatial) connection both with the individual object, on the one hand, and with the senses or memory of the person for whom it serves as a sign, on the other hand (C.P. 2.305).

 
Many of Peirce's remarks on indices are difficult to accept as traits adapted to all of his different examples of this type of sign. The footprint is “really affected” by its object. In these cases (foot and finger prints, bullet hole as index of the shot, etc.), the index constitutes with its object an organic pair, independent of the interpreting mind, which has nothing to do with this connection, except remarking it, as Peirce says (C.P. 2.299). But the same would not be true of the pronouns in verbal languages or of vectors, arrows or pointing fingers in visual texts, for example, all peircean examples of indices. For pronouns and vectors are made and placed in such a way as to allow the interpreter to connect the sign with the object it indicates. Some authors -as Eco (1977:191, 194)- have discussed the notion that the index should be empty of any general meaning, as Peirce suggests when saying “the index asserts nothing; it only says ¨There! ¨” (C.P. 3.361). But these are objections that Peirce would have rejected by saying that there is scarcely a pure index and that in these cases the index is associated with symbols or icons.

To develop these questions and to see how  the concept of index can improve our comprehension of communication in visual texts, it is useful to consider a distinction posed by Peirce: 
An index represents an object by virtue of its connection with it. It makes no difference whether the connection is natural, or artificial, or merely mental. There is, however, an important distinction between two classes of indices (....). Of the former class, which may be termed designations, personal, demonstrative, and relative pronouns, proper names, the letters attached to a geometrical figure, and the ordinary letters of algebra are examples. They act to force the attention to the thing intended. Designations are absolutely indispensable both to communication and to thought. No assertion has any meaning unless there is some designation to show whether the universe of reality or what universe of fiction is referred to. The other class of indices may be called reagents. Thus the water placed in a vessel with a shaving of camphor thrown upon it will show whether the vessel is clean or not (...). Just as a designation can denote nothing unless the interpreting mind is already acquainted with the thing it denotes, so a reagent can indicate nothing unless the mind is already acquainted with its connection with the phenomenon it indicates (C.P. 8.368)


It would be worthwhile to test this Peirce conception in cartoons, to see if they  mean nothing unless using some designation index to differentiate what universes they are referring to. In order to understand how the image can comment on issues and clarify the universe to which they belong and the  encyclopaedia we could apply to understand each of them, I will try to elaborate on the comprehension of the role of indices in cartoon communication and comprehension. The differentiation Peirce makes here between designations and reagent indices is to be complemented with the other distinction he makes between genuine and degenerate indices. The former are those whose object is an existing individual, while the object of the degenerate index is a represented individual or a mental image of such–as in relative pronouns. 

No matter of fact can be stated without the use of some sign serving as an index (...) “Within a thousand yards of here”, the word “here” is an index; for it has precisely the same force as if he had pointed energetically to the ground between him and B (...). The above considerations might lead the reader to suppose that indices have exclusive reference to objects of experience, and that there would be no use for them in pure mathematics (...). There is a degenerate form of observation which is directed to the creations of our own minds (...) While demonstrative and personal pronouns are, as ordinarily used, “genuine indices”, relative pronouns are “degenerate indices”; for though they may, accidentally and indirectly, refer to existing things, they directly refer, and need only refer, to the images in the mind which previous words have created (C.P. 2.305).


I will not deal here with the general theoretical problem of identification, neither with defining what an individual, the object of any index, is for Peirce (see Goudge, 1965; Fumagalli, 1996). The element I consider important for now is that concerning the distinction made by Peirce where "genuine" indices correspond to verbal deictics, while the "degenerate" ones have the function of the anaphorics. Therefore, we can assume that the former will connect the text with the context of enunciation, and the second will connect the text entities with the contexts defined by the text itself.

 
What makes us interpret Maximo´s cartoon (figure 8) as an allusion to the present, to the time of its publication and to the current public agenda is the proper name “Mururoa”. Coherently with Peirce’s observation about designations, our minds should be already acquainted with the media stories about French government nuclear tests in this part of the World, in order to understand what this name is referring to. (But to interpret what the text says about that topic is also indispensable to know the critic discourses against the contamination of the environment they were supposed to produce, as we will later see). Even in works of fiction, as fictional narratives, the presence of the name of a place known by the audience as “real” directs the reader to activate referential indices, observes La Matina, referring to Eco’s concepts. The reader provisionally hypothesises an identity between the world of the text and his/her own referential World (La Matina 1985:78).


Portraits have in cartoons the same designation function proper names have, which allow us to interpret El Roto´s “Hanging by a thread” or Mingote´s “Charisma” (figure 6) as referring to public people and to their circumstances at the time. Thanks to the knowledge of these references the reader can make full sense of the image of figure 3 for it is then asserting that Felipe Gonzalez´s figure is about to fall, and adding its characterisation. The interpretation of Mingote's figure 6 changes radically whether we see in it the representation of a plumber reading a book about how to obtain charisma or whether we recognise the portrait of the recently elected president Aznar. In the first case, the topic of the cartoon would be the absurdity of some self-help techniques, the contrast among the promises they make of obtaining the most valued qualities and the darkness and exhaustion that burdens certain types of work.. But if we read this cartoon as a text about Aznar, the underground of badly restored pipes becomes a metaphor of Spain, while the plumber represents the president of the country. The mention of the charisma related to that person would remind the readers the many discussions about his lack of it. The text then suggests that it is the situation of the country, and the hard and obscure work the president is obliged to do that is incompatible with the charismatic appearance. (The context of the conservative newspaper, ABC, where the cartoon is published invites the reader to suppose that presenting in this way the situation of Spain presupposes the responsibility of the previous socialist governments in it).

Flags belong to the same group of indices, for they are used to designate single collectives, nations (as in Máximo figure 9). The flags are canonical examples of iconic symbols, codified in an arbitrary form that we can only distinguish if we know the specific marks of each flag. Without exceptions, they are also indices, designations that point, as nation’s own name do, to individual collectives. The designations of these pictures also indicate the topic of the text, for which they are doubly indexical (as we will later see).


These designations are of the genuine kind, for they refer to “existing individuals”, as Peirce says, and allow the cartoons to connect the representations with the readers' present time and with their encyclopaedia of the current media events. In his analysis of Holbein’s Ambassadors, Calabrese observes that the representations in this painting of individual objects, like the Shöner globe of the Earth, imply a shifting from the text to the enunciation surface. It presupposess a discourse on the text, the type of “I say here that this object is out of here” (1994:43). But we must consider that the portraits of living persons, as the two contained in The Ambassadors, already do this shift.ing. Even if portraits belong to a genre codified in a certain way by each period or school of painting, this symbolic aspect, like their iconic features, do not prevent them from being genuine indexes as well. (Although, there is good reason for Calabrese to point at the individual objects in the painting as "shifters". Since those objects could be recognized only by a small part of the potential viewers of the painting, those who are in the know, while this information would remain secret for the rest of them, who could only see these objects as common ones. To introduce this sort of objects in his painting was equivalent, for Holbein, to compromise himself with the modern knowledge they represented and with the few people, some of them prosecuted, that were promoting it. To imply "I say here that this object is out of here" was, in his time, to assume a risk and a compromise, which was not the case with the portraits alone).


Of a different kind are the letters attached to a figure that geometricians, lawyers and others use to distinguish individuals. Used in such a way, these letters are “merely improved relative pronouns” (Peirce C.P. 2.305), that is, degenerate designations. Letters are attached to figures constantly in cartoons in the form of inscriptions, labels, placards, banners, posters, papers, books, balloons, as a very important indexical device by which words and discourses can interact with images in the scene represented. As Peirce notes in an example closer to the cartoons’ representations, 

“If you write GLASS upon a case, it will be understood to mean that the case contains glass (...). A symbol in itself is a mere dream; it does not show what it is talking about. For that purpose, an index is indispensable” (4.56).

 Inscriptions and labels were already used in old symbolic images to label the concepts they personified, and inscriptions are considered to be among the first and basic uses of writing since its origins. 


Some cartoons exhibit a kind of comprehensive tag that defines the whole situation. In “Afroeuroautopista” (figure 10), apart from the inscription of the names over the correspondent places, characteristic of maps, the whole image is defined by a comprehensive tag and by an author's addition. Labels, tags, inscriptions can name places, objects or beings inside the text, and so transform figures or spaces into symbols, insert discourses and attribute them to persons or collectives. They can also define the frame, give the metacommunicative key for the interpretation of the scene. Dedications and other “author commentaries” represent explicitly the voice, or writing, of the author as a subject of enunciation saying indexically  “I, the author, am making additions to this text”.


A vector, another basic symbolic-iconic designation index, which points at the character the words are attributed to, usually accompanies the balloons or “bubbles”, well known from comics. By representing a conversation the cartoon is able to introduce social dialects, linguistic perspectives and different language games and to make them interact among themselves and with the image, in the characteristic way of this genre, where the different perspectives connected used to be significantly incongruous. Pointing fingers and arrows seem indispensable to the language of cartoons. These vectors, according to the analysis of Eco (1977) are endowed with at least four definitional traits: length, extremity (they have root and apex), orientation and dynamic force. Of course, the bubble vectors can be extremely simplified in cartoons or even, due to its long tradition, omitted. But the cartoon can also give sense to the iconic-symbolic traits of the vector, as Forges does with the arrows (in figure 5). Here the arrows link the names to the geographical peaks and direct our attention to them. But also, the elongated arrow, shows iconically how deep the Third World abyss is and points at the limit of the frame. Out of the frame and such out of our sight, since it focuses on the information on the European Summit, lies that area of the World.

These would be the main designation indices to be found in cartoons. While the genuine designations identify the World the scene represents as what is known as the real World (proper names, portraits, flags), the degenerate ones (arrows, labels, inscriptions...) make the connections between the different representation systems, discrete and non- discrete. But we cannot pretend that the analysis is complete, for there are cartoons that say something about a current issue, about the World shared and defined as real by the interlocutors, without using any designations of this type. Lets consider what the reagent indices do. Other Peirce examples that should be included in this class are the rolling gait of a sailor or the hole as index of the shot. Goudge (1965) observes that the relationship of reagents to their object is a causal one (But Eco, 1989: 282-283, considers that only symptoms have a causal relationship with their objects, while in other clues there is only a relation of contiguity between sign and object). In Peirce’s terms the interpreter must know the connection of these indices with the phenomenon they indicate in order to understand what objects is referred to.


Often the represented scenes bear clues that allow the identification of the places, characters and objects represented. The clothes and accesories of Forges` woman in figure 14 are evidences of her profession. These are the kind of clues or evidence detectives and hunters observe as the bases for their inferences, and that have received considerable attention from semioticians, like Sebeok, Eco and others (U. Eco, T. Sebeok, eds. 1989).. According to Ginzburg, what the observer needs in order to interpret those signs is the practical knowledge of the connoisseur that cannot be obtained in the study of treatises. The ability to recognise illness pertaining to a horse by the state of its hoofs, the coming of a storm by the changing wind or the hostile intentions of someone in their most threatening gesture couldn’t be learned from any horse caring, meteorology or psychology treatise. For this capacity arouses only form the experience of the concrete and individual (Ginzburg, 1989:141). Peirce shows a similar conception of experience, when, refering back to Aristotle, he defines it as the knowledge of singulars (5.611), and places a great importance in experience for the understanding of indices, supposedly of the reagents type (because he insists in saying that designations, the degenerate ones, are indispensable in the language of mathematics and logic, for example, a kind of knowledge clearly differentiated from the practical one).


These clues situate the cartoon scene and permit the sociocultural location of the characters. Other than the scenarios, the elements of the accesories, clothes, we have to include gestures and facial expressions, which are of central importance in caricature and cartoons, amongst these other clues. Cartoon designs elaborate manners, body and facial expressions of characters as indicative of their attitude, mood and so on.

(In figure 5 the geographic forms are represented with facial traits and expressions that indicate the attitudes attributed to the collective entities they personify. See also figures 7 and 13).


Also belonging to this class the verbal language in its sociolinguistic dimension, where a “way of saying”, a jargon, a linguistic variety, is characteristic of a geographical area, a social class, generation, profession, gender, style, etc. All these linguistic traits can be used in cartoons to locate a speech stream in those fields of social use of language and to attribute to the characters the attitudes related to them. 


There is no need to say that today the encyclopaedia of the “practical knowledge” needed for assigning the correct object to these reagent indices is furnished not only by the readers’ knowledge of singulars obtained in their experience of the concrete. The media, particularly the audio-visual ones, where we see and hear all kind of situated social interactions and an enormous variety of photographed or designed acting characters, greatly improve our knowledge of these fields of signification. A certain kind of experience is nowadays enlargened by the pervasive presence of the media, which definitely has an influence in the way the visual language quickly develops making itself economic, concise and rich in resources.


Both “Vanitas” by OPS and “De la mística” by Máximo (figures 11 and 12) lack indices that refer to their current situation. Although, in order to interpret the first one may use, besides the symbols, certain clues (or reagents): the beard and the hat in the symbolic icon of the skeleton appear to indicate masculinity; the woman’s stockings appear to indicate her desire to be attractive, perhaps especially in the eyes of men. There is also some temporal reference in this sign, though rather vague, since they are not necessarily “contemporary” stockings or even “from this century”. These clues help us relate the symbolic image to the state of relationship between man and woman. The picture, clearly allegorical, creates an atemporal reflection on the unending masculine manipulation of the woman through ideals of beauty and attractiveness. While Máximo’s image (figure 12) lacking of any clues or other indices that would allow us to relate it to any one World and can be read as an aesthetic work, or, paying close attention to the words inserted as a defining inscription, as an out of time poetic meditation on iconic signs.


Forges’ computer (in figure 13) has an ambiguous relation with the rest of the text. It is clear that it deals with a contemporary object that medieval monks would not understand. With this clue and others, that the pictorial scene contributes, we can imagine that the scene is taking place in a present-day monastery where life is maintained in all its details medieval. A monk, though, has eluded to this discipline and with his quill pen and parchment has illustrated his knowledge and longing for this more modern instrument. On the other hand, we could also place more weight on the redundant signs of antiquity and think that the scene takes place in the dark ages where the monk has had a premonition of an object from the present. There are no indications enabling us to decide between the two temporal locations. Despite the fact that the computer is very clear evidence of the present, there are no other signs to say us whether this computer is located in its own time. In any case, the text shows how objects are interpreted as indicial signs of their world and time and are utilized to situate the scene in that particular space and time--in this case two periods and two ways of writing that do not overlap. *** We will consider later other possible indications that could orient our reading of this image.


As examples of the indices that permit the sociocultural location of character we can mention, among others, the baseball caps and the shirts of the “Americanized” kids in figure 7; the uniform of the plumber in figure 6. I have already referred to the cleaning lady (figure 14). She is a typical character of Forges, but even a reader who might not recognize this continuity in the work by this particular author would associate the woman to her profession by her uniform and accessories. That this woman is reading a foreign newspaper and has an opinion about the value of another country’s currency would have seemed strange just a few years ago when the cleaning profession would have been almost entirely reserved for those without any other professional qualifications. Today, we might think that the character, though educated, performs a job for which she is overqualified due to a lack of positions in her own speciality. But, one final clue disproves this hypothesis: the expression “coñe” is characteristic of a very specific sector of the population; rural, older, and less educated, and except in Forges’ jokes one does not hear the expression from any other type of Spanish speaker. In this way, we can say that Forges presents the deutchschmark, not as the concern of specialists, but rather as something that adversely affects all Spaniards, of all cultural levels and all walks of life, while the woman, thanks to this expression, appears as someone who, despite her education, has remained true to herself. In this cartoon, the verbal sign is significant not for what it says or for what it means, or for its formal, expressiveness, or other qualities, but rather due to its use as a clue index that identifies a specific sphere of use, a generation, a way of life, a culture. 


Máximo uses a similar clue index in “Discriminación positiva” (figure 15). The equation on the blackboard visually presents how positive discrimination in favor of women equals negative discrimination against men (the case of a man discharged from a position in favor of a woman was before the courts and in heated debate). The conclusion of the formula of equality--as much for its formulaic structure and legal and political language, as for its inarguably mathematical presentation--might lead us to think that the author agrees with it. However, the expression “querida” (“dear”), indicative of a certain condescending male attitude towards women, contradicts this attempt at egalitarianism. Based on this contrast we can look for confirmation of the author’s position in other clues. The professorial attitude of the man, raised on a pedestal with chalk in hand, as well as the woman’s silent discrediting response are both repetitive clues in the author’s presentation of what such a formula implies (perhaps a presumptuous and inconsiderate attitude). 


 As Bajtin demonstrates, the variety of social languages implies different perspectives and attitudes towards the objects named. The author of a text can not only show these perspectives by using those languages, but is able also to identify himself/herself with the point of view introduced by them (as with “coñe”), or to separate himself/herself from it, presenting it as opposite to his/her position (as with “querida”).


This genre, as seen in “Riadactibos” by El Roto (figure 17), can allude to its own time and make observations about its happenings without necessarily using portraits or proper names. In this cartoon, the author plays with the contrast between two unlikely collection of signs. The symbol inscript on the barrels, the sign of nuclear radioactivity, evokes, as I mentioned, the dangers of contamination calling for supposedly perfectly controlled methods of handling this material. Such treatment is assumed to be guaranteed both by the responsible institutions and by the sophisticated technology required by this form of energy. Transport by a primitive horse-drawn cart contradicts all these assumptions.  The placard in "Riadactibos" shows the indicial side of writing, and its use in this graphic medium to relate signs with their users. The awkward writing and the misspelling and inaccurate phonetics of the words are evidence of a practically illiterate culture, contradicting, even more effectively than the horse-drawn cart, the assumption of professionalism and adequate technology for the transport of nuclear waste.


At the time this cartoon was published the media carried news of demonstrators throughout Europe trying to stop the advance of a convoy transporting radioactive waste in a manner and towards a destination that they considered inadequate and dangerous for the population. Without the context of this event, to which its current audience would go back to the text would be pure fiction. These circumstances permit us to see the object of the text: this particular transport of waste, about which El Roto makes a critical observation. The text is genuinely indicial because of its current connection with that particular object and, as Peirce says, with the memory of those people for which the sign is relevant--without which it would not be what it is or say what it says.


Once we identify this particular transport of waste as the topic of the text, the whole scene becomes a comment about it, a metaphorical expression of the position of the author with respects to this particular matter. Then the question to be answered is: how is the reader orientated towards finding the topic?. According to Eco (1979:88-92) the individualization of the topic is a pragmatic phenomenon, a hypothesis the reader must guess in order to answer the question, What is it about?. Once a tentative response to this question is chosen, the reader decides to magnify or to dull some semantic properties of the elements of the text (words in the verbal narratives Eco analyses), and so establishes a level of interpretative coherence. 


In Peirce’s perspective, each identification requires an index, for only this type of sign can point to something singular. So that it happens in the identification of the topic. 

If somebody rushes into the room and says, “There is a great fire!” we know he is talking about the neighbourhood and not about the world of the Arabian Nights’ Entertainments. It is the circumstances under which the proposition is uttered or written which indicate that environment as that which is referred to. But they do not so simply as index of the environment, but as evidence of an intentional relation of the speech to its object, which relation it could not have if it were not intended for a sign (C.P. 2.357). 

By this I understand Peirce is suggesting that we look for indications of the intentional relation of the text to its object, for we take for granted that there must be such a relation, as contemporary studies in verbal pragmatics have proved (see Fabbri 1995 and Peñamarín 1997b).


In El Roto´s cartoon its time of publication permits us to infer that a particular transport of waste is the topic the repeated mentionings of nuclear transport in the text refer to. This circumstance could be understood as a designation index, while the opinions expressed metaphorically in that cartoon are evidence of the author’s opinions, which we are able to classify as opposition to nuclear energy, or at least to this type of transport.
. 


Not even words are indispensable for the cartoon to make observations about its time. Forges (in figure 17) presents an incongruous scene, according to the usual perspectives, for a surgical operation. The patches and handkerchief, complete with coins, say, thanks to the codes consolidated by the comics, that it is poverty which brings the operation to the street. But all this would be absurd if it was not related to the announcements during that time of cuts in the public health budget. The identification of this topic allows the picture to be converted into a judgement. The cartoon is critical of its object, the political decision. An image, in its own way, can say “no”: no to the reduction in the public health budget, whose results would be deterioration beyond acceptable levels (a deterioration that is represented metaphorically in the scene pictured). 


How can iconic images, that is to say, continuous sign systems say no? Certainly, Forges’ cartoon contains some discrete signs, the iconic symbols of poverty, codified and translatable. Repeated as they are, these signs work as topic markers orientating the interpretation. But it is only when the reader connects the represented medical poverty with the actual political circumstances that the picture can be understood as critical judgement. The scene refers to a decision situated in the political arena and is already organized in polemical, opposed, positions. That’s why representing the doctors doing their work with such poverty, once seen as a comment about the government proposal on health budget, can only be understood as opposition to that measure. 


With Ricardo y Nacho’s scales (figure 18) it could be said that the symbolic reading is the dominant one. The way the scene constructs a meaning is not complicated (although we may need a whole battery of rhetorical concepts in order to analyze it). After recognizing the iconogram of justice, we perceive how its canonical representation has been altered: where we expect to see a second tray there is a hand, in a position asking for money, with the embroidered shirt-cuff characteristic of a judge's special attire. Based on our education of seeing images through a secular tradition of symbolic images, we understand that this alteration means something. The most immediate hypothesis, at the moment of the cartoon’s publication, would be that the hand asking for money represents a corrupt judge, while the whole image is a metaphor for the present corruption of judges and the justice system. (A sign, like the attire, changes from an index to a symbol when it has remained codified by force of habit and implies an automatic decodification, more than a process of hypothetical inference).


It is also relevant that the hand is not open forward to receive a donation, but rather is turned backward to receive money in concealment, showing the little finger instead of the thumb. This gesture, in the spirit of the street, implies an illicit action taking place behind an apparently honorable facade. The hand’s gesture is interpretable by similarity, like all icons, and also as a clue index that leads us to infer the baselessness of the action alluded to. The meaning of the whole composition is affected by this one aspect. Since the venality of the judge contradicts the idea and function of justice, the baselessness of the gesture is incompatible with the dignity attributed to judges, symbolized by their refined dress, and with other qualities associated with the bar, such as scrupulousness, indicated by the little finger of Themis’s hand supporting the balance.

This cartoon can either mean "there are judges that pervert the course of justice" or "this particular judge, known by both of us, perverts the course of justice". As in figures 16 and 17, there is not an identifiable index that points at the context shared by author and addressee. But, nevertheless, we know that this indexical reading is the one intended by the text. The text can do so anticipating that the reader will look into the circumstances of enunciation for "evidence of the intentional relation of the speech to its object", as Peirce says. That is, that the reader will connect the cartoon published on a precise date in a newspaper with the current media information. 

When we express a proposition in words, we leave most of its singular subjects unexpressed; for the circumstances of the enunciation sufficiently show what subject is intended (Peirce C.P. 5.153).

In complex texts, as cartoons generally are, many interpretations fit for any one image. In Maximo's "Afroeuroautopista" (figure 10) the iconic-symbolic-indexical language of maps is used, as cartoons frequently do, as a lens through which to see something not about the physical world represented, but about its sociopolitical conditions. To understand the impossible situation represented by Maximo we need to interpret it as a metaphor, which in turn implies to know the system of topics that accompanies the figure, as Black noted (Black, 1966:49-50). An international highway implies cooperation among the countries that share the construction and the maintenance of that route, together with communication facilities, easy border crossing conditions, or even their absence, and so on. Which, obviously, is not the case in the land where this highway is situated. To read this cartoon as a utopian proposal, as the label suggests, is not sufficient, for it leaves many questions unanswered. Does this proposal imply a criticism about the actual state of things? Does it contain a critical comment about the Mediterranean Cities Encounter "Barcelona '95" that was taking place in those days and that is alluded to on the map? To focus on any of these questions means to choose a topic that will make some features become salient and others remain latent.

The same will happen with many other cartoons, as in figure 5. What is this text about? The European Summit, celebrated those days in Madrid? The power of Europe compared with that of USA and Japan? The exclusion of the Third World from the interest of the World powers? The media information? The coincidence of the media focusing on certain issues, that leaves others out of frame, with the interests of the World powers?  To see something as a metaphor, the reader not only needs to know a system of topics that goes with the figure, but needs also to make one or more than one hypothesis about the topic of the text. This hypothesis arises when the audience ask themselves about what is the communicative intention of the author of the text.

If we return now to the cartoon of the monks (figure 13), whose meaning was obscure in my analysis, and pay attention to the monk's look towards us, the readers, we may ask ourselves: Can this look be intended as a sign?, or, by the same token: Did the author use it in order to mean something? The character's look addressed towards the audience can thus be interpreted as trying to implicate them. As if the author was saying: Are you implicated in a situation like this? The scene is then transferred to our World, where the supposed evils of computers and their danger for the traditional reading and writing competencies are continually debated, and where the readers are probably engaged in one or another position. In this light, we see that the cartoon  doesn't  share the view of the computer as evil or dangerous, but presents this view as reactionary and repressive.


To understand a visual text as metaphorical implies to find a topic that could orientate the reading by introducing a cognitive and evaluative perspective that could be taken as evidence (an index) of the author's way of seeing that matter. We give meaning to that perspective in the realm of the social system of opinions and discourses about the issue, because it is only in this background where a certain way of seeing something can be interpreted as an opinion with its cognitive and evaluative dimensions.

What remains open is the possibility of analysis of each polítical car​toon as a complex text. For the scenes represented in the cartoons, once referred to persons and actions located in worlds known by the audiences, compose frequently narrative texts, presenting either a synthetic history​ -as figure 4 -, or a moment that condenses a whole process (see G. Kress​T. Van Leeuwen 1996). These narratives are to be understood metaphor​icalIy considering the social discourses and perspectives about the issue alIuded. The textual analysis could thus contribute to the comprehension of the ways these visual texts articulate the experiences and knowledge of the audiences to provoke in them a new vision of their world.
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Figure 2 — Méaximo, E/ Pais, 12-11-1995
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Figure 15 — Maximo, E/ Pais - 19-10-1995
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Figure 16 — El Roto, El Pais, 25-10-1995
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� In Prandi´s “ideal typology” (1995) the symbol directs meaning while the indication directs communication. Prandi formulates a  hypothesis on the indexical function of statements: “linguistic meanings, linked to their significants by a structural relation derived from the symbolic order, circulate in the communication as indices of contingent messages” (1995:157). Prandi´s reflection is limited to verbal statements and I consider it objectionable in one central aspect: it opposes structural meanings and occasional meanings, or “messages”, in a way that appears unsubstantiated if one considers that in communication the sender constructs the text according to the interpretation that s/he attributes to the receiver. As Eco puts it "Un testo é un artificio sinttatico-semantico-pragmatico la cui interpretazione prevista fa parte del proprio progetto generativo" (Eco, 1979:67). Nevertheless, Prandi´s hypothesis proposes an interesting discussion about the different levels of meaning of the text as indications of the “message”, that is to say, of what the author wants to signify.
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