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A catastrophe can happen more or less sudeally. The coverage of the rescue operation
denly, unexpectedly. The event can also bewas, however, extensively documented. In-
more or less accessible to media coveragedeed, in this respect tiiestoniacatastrophe
depending on geography, topography orwas quite incomparable. Eager to the point
weather conditions. No photographs were of giddiness, news media served a shocked
taken of theTitanic when it sank in April  public a kaleidoscopic mixture of cruel
1912. Drawings depicted some of the mostdeathand heroic rescue, of cynical egoism and
dramatic events. The situation was quite selfless solidarity in the desperate struggle
different in the case of the explosion of the for survival. They were quick to spotlight
helium dirigibleHindenburgat its landing  the heroes and the villains. Re-enactment
in Lakehurst, New York, in May 1937. followed upon re-enactment, each version
Twenty-two photographers were on handbeing repeated countless times over.
when 36 of the aircraft's 97 passengers died
in the flames. Never before had a major ac-
cident been so well documented. The next
day, theNew York Postarried seven pages In his book,Faction as a Mode of Expres-
of pictures, The Daily Mirror nine pages, sion (Faktion som udtryksmiddel, 1990)
and theNew York World-Telegrarhad 21  Peter Harms Larsen notes that faction, can
photos. This was the first time in journa- be understood in two different ways: (1) as
lism history when the story was told (pri- fictional content — the product of some-
marily) in pictures. A similar case was the one’s imagination — communicated in the
explosion of the American space shuttle, form and rhetoric of a non-fictional genre,
Challenger at its launching in January or (2) real —true — facts and events commu-
1986, in which the crew of seven astronautsnicated in the form and rhetoric of a fiction
died. In this case, the documentation wasgenre.
mainly in moving pictures, transmitted The first case is hardly applicable here.
‘live’. The dramatic event could be witnes- TheEstoniadid sink, and hundreds of pas-
sed on television screens the world over. sengers did die. It is the second meaning
The sinking of the Baltic ferrnjstoniag that | find relevant, and identifying the fic-
in September 1994, was like the sinking of tional elements in the coverage forms an
the Titanic in that, with one remarkable ex- important part of my study.
ception (see Plates 13 and 14), the accident In the following | will use the terrdis-
itself was not documented photographi- course’in the sense of a statement or for-

Fiction or Faction?



mal expression consisting of both text(s) the part of the reader, but also time. A

and illustration(s). A discourse is thus inter-  classic rationale for presenting mixed

nally coherent; it has its own grammar, its  discourses is that pictures and headlines
own expressive norms. It can be a whole attract the reader’s attention to the artic-
newspaper page or a sequence of pages and le, the epic element in the discourse.
spreads. Discourses are often constructed Modern newspaper pages would appear
SO as to permit interpretation on multiple  to be designed to appeal to readers who
levels. In the following will discuss these use strategies b) and c), but we should
levels in terms of three gross alternatives: not exclude the possibility of a), either.

a) The interpretation is based on the pic-
tures in the discourseThis case is not
common, but it does occur. Pictures
have a fascination of their own and they
call attention to themselves. Théodore The newspaper page or spread has yet to be
Géricault’s famous painting,he Raft of analyzed as drama as a particular form of
the Medusafrom 1819 continues to at- visual and verbal expression. Newspaper
tract great numbers of visitors to the content has been described in its epic form,
Louvre in Paris, even though most of as reportage or narrative, and even in terms
them haven’t the faintest idea of the of didactics, the informative and opinion-
documentary background to the motif, forming functions. But it has not been con-
viz., that Géricault rendered a real event: ceived of as a stage on which a drama is
the rescue of survivors of the foundered performed, in episodes during a given pe-
frigate, La MéduseThe drama as such riod of time. It is easy to see why. Tradi-
can be archetypical. tionally, newspapers have told their stories

b) The interpretation is based on the pic- n the copy, with .p|ctures, art’, playing a

- - decidedly subordinate role. Thanks to mo-
tures and the headlingplus captions). . S
o : dern graphic technology, however, pictorial
This is probably the most frequent in the . .
. ournalism has undergone a profound trans-
case of newspapers and materials tha . . . .
. . formation, especially in the tabloid and
are consumed in haste or on a routine . .
. . . boulevard press, and especially in coverage
basis, such as commuting. Even if one . .
. . of disasters and other sensational events.
manages to read bits of the stories, the .
The dramaturgics of the newspaper page

browsing reader’s main impression in . S . ;
- . is not the product of individual journalists
such cases is formed on the basis of a

hasty interpretation of pictures-and- and photographers who each bring their

headline/caption. Could it be that this ’stra}ws to the stack in the form of copy and
. L art’ from different sources and scenes of
level of interpretation is actually the

. . events. It is the creation of a team of editors
most persuasive? Be that as it may, the . . . i "
. - . . working with pictorial editing, layout and
influential potential of the interplay be- - R - ;
- o . headlines. It is this team which dramatizes
tween picture and heading is a cardinal . . . .
rinciple in advertisin reality, creating on the basis of the material
P P g at hand the dramatic discourse which read-
c) The interpretation is based on the dis- ers will partake of. The rationale for con-
course in its entiretyi.e. pictures, head- sidering the discourse a drama lies in the
lines and copy. This in extenso alterna- pictures; it is primarily the pictures which
tive requires not only commitment on provide the sensation of being 'a fly on the

The Dramaturgics of the Newspaper
Page, or: The Page as Rhetoric



wall’, of being an invisible witness (cf. their audiences’ needs. In their ambition to
Harms Larsen op. cit., p. 152). be first with pictures some newspapers defi-
The picture not only creates a sense ofnitely ran afoul of their ethical codes. The
presence, but also imparts facts. We readeréront page of Stockholm tabloi&xpressen
are served a factual account, though it may29 September 1994, which carried portraits
be scanty, of what has happened or is hapof several of the passengers is a flagrant
pening. This conveys prestige on the dis-case in point. At the time the pictures were
course as a whole, but it does not precludeprinted the newspaper had no knowledge as
the creation of fictions through context. to which of the passengers pictured had
Aided and abetted, for example, by head-gone down with the ship, which were
lines, copy or reconstructing illustrations. It among the recovered dead, and which had
is these hybrid forms which make up the been saved. Publishing the portraits was
category, 'faction’. clearly a faux pas. At the same time, we
Television has long been seen to pro-must recognize that many of the dramatic
duce factional content. | think it is impor- and lyrical discourses in the press after the
tant that we examine newspapers, especialdisaster were touching and thought-provo-
ly the tabloids, in this light, as well. | have, king. Again, | especially have in mind the
for example, classified the 'art’ | have col- tabloid press, which dares use headlines to
lected on th&stoniacatastrophe according the hilt to set the scene, letting blow-ups
to a classic Aristotelian typologgiramatic carry on a dialogue, while they also ac-
epic anddidactic discourses. Under the in- count for the visual appeal of the reportage,
fluence of Renaissance philosophers | havepage after page, spread after spread. Re-
also tried to identify dyrical mode of ex- search to date has tended to dismiss the tab-
pression used in discourses which conveyloids as sensation-hungry commercial
‘atmosphere’ and various emotional cli- 'rags’. That they, too, have ambitions is ma-
mates in connection with funerals and otherde clear time and again in their coverage of
commemorative ceremonies. the Estonia catastrophe. Their ambitions
Catastrophes of the magnitude of the concern primarily the dramatic and lyrical
sinking of theEstoniaalways give rise to discourses, whereas the more ’serious’ pa-
trauma, to a collective state of shock, which pers, with their relative emphasis on text at
has to be processed. One should see the duhe expense of 'art’, provide the epic and
ties of the mass media to portray events — todidactic discourses.
dramatize, mythologize, and reconstruct
and otherwise convey the details of major .
events and the feelings they arouse —in thisFOur Modes of Representation
light. People need to partake of commen-The photos and graphics from tEstonia
tary to still their anxiety and to counter the catastrophe exceed all previous Swedish
inevitable suspicions. They need to be toldmedia coverage of such events, both quan-
why the accident occurred, the sequence otitatively and qualitively. The pictures re-
events, how the event was dealt with, andlate or explain all the phases of the drama
they need to identify possible heroes, per-save the foundering itself — albeit two ama-
sons in positions of responsibility, as well teur photographs capture that, as well (see
as culprits, if any. Plates 13 and 14).
In the case of theEstonig the media As noted above, Swedish tabloids pre-
were quick, perhaps too quick, to fulfill sented the story in such a way as to allow



readers a free choice regarding the level ofplanes, it is then up to the reader to decide
interpretation: e.g., picture + headlines or which of the discourses is relevant.
the entire discourse, including copy. The didactic mode, like the epic, has
All news stories are epical in the sensetwo planes: the scene of the event and the
that there is a narrator — one or more jour-narrator’s vantage point. But in the didactic
nalists — who relates something to the rea-mode the narrator is not so much a narrator
der. As a reader of epical journalism, | am as a pedagogue, a teacher. This implies a
precisely as close to or distant from the different, more demanding role for the
event as the journalist/narrator. In a dra-reader/viewer than in the case of epic mo-
matic presentation the situation is different. des. The reader must be willing to assume
There is no intermediary; | become 'wit- the role of pupil: to respond critically to
ness’ to the event. Eye-witness photographspropositions of various kinds, to ponder
impart this sense of presence, backed up byanalyses and logical arguments. This diffe-
the accompanying headlines and captionsrence has brought some researchers in the
They seem to speak to the reader directlyfield of dramaturgics to speak of a third
from the scene, rather than having been arplane in the case of didactic presentations.
ranged after the fact. The function of the I, for my part am not convinced. Whatever
headline is not to provide structure or per- the case, the important thing is not how
spective on the event, but to put the reademany planes there may or may not be, but
on the scene. Captions, too, can be used tsimply that we are aware of the difference
the same end. between epic and didactic presentations,
Most of what has been said about theand that we realize that the receiver assu-
dramatic mode is true of the lyrical mode, mes different roles in the respective cases.
as well. Here, too, | can , unmediated, im-  The newspaper coverage of thstonia
merse myself in the pictures and headlines.disaster includes a good number of essen-
Whereas the dramatic mode expressed actially didactic presentations. Interestingly,
tion. motion, conflict and dialogue, lyrical some of them are non-textual. Maps de-
presentations evoke calm, quiet, unison,scribe wind speeds and directions and the
and inviolability. The lyrical image strives location of the vessel; sequences of draw-
for harmony, and accompanying headlinesings show the ferry in cross-section, how it
and captions enhance this striving. Func-gradually filled with water, listed more and
tional headlines toward these ends are noimore, and finally foundered. Many pictures
only tautological, they also defuse elementsof a didactic nature concern the much-dis-
in the picture which might detract from or cussed bow visor, and how one might go
contradict the intended mood or 'atmos- about salvaging the wreck.
phere’. The plan in the initial phase of the study
Modes of presentation may also be dis-was to let the four modes of expression
cussed in terms of planes of expression.form thematic categories and apply them to
Dramatic and lyrical modes require only a the newspaper 'art’ in th&stonia cove-
single plane, namely, the scene on whichrage. Fairly early on in the work, however, |
the event transpires, is portrayed, acted outfound it necessary to add two additional
and so forth. The epic mode involves a se-themes: one for the pictures of the ship as it
cond plane, as well: that of the narrator. foundered, and another for the pictures
When a team of editors use pictures, head+taken of the wreck on the bottom of the sea.
lines and layout to achieve these dual Thus, the material has been organized ac-



cording to six themes: 1.Pictures of the tions,5. Didactic presentationsnd 6.Pic-
sinking ferry,2. Dramatic presentations3.  tures of the wreck.
Lyrical presentations, 4. Epic presenta-

Dramatic Discourse |

Expressen, pp. 16-17, Wednesday, 28thheadline,MAY DAY, ESTONIA! height-
September 1998y means of a giant illus- ens the sense of emergency and the need of
tration (drawn by Helén Rasmussen) show-immediate assistance. The lesser headline,
ing the Estoniaas the life-boats are being And then not a sound... indicates that the
set afloat, the Stockholm tabloid attempts help that might have saved the ship came
to visualize the catastrophe. The heavytoo late.



Dramatic Discourse |l

Aftonbladet, pp. 14-15, Wednesday, 28thwaves and 60-mile-an-hour winds (27 m/s),
September 19941t was Hell” , the Stock- Larsson managed to rescue six survivors
holm tabloid quotes helicopter pilot Ronnie out of the water. The main picture in the
Larsson as saying. And he adds (in thediscourse (a photo taken by Bjorn Elg-
lesser headline)Bodies were floating in  strand) is reminiscent of a classic Christian
the water everywhere.” Despite 30-foot pieta(the mourning of Christ on Golgatha).



Lyrical Discourse |

bk v s |..

e e e

=t m“E'Ew-ﬁh‘—‘:

The centre spread iAftonbladet, Sunday, photo, in which the glimmer of memorial
6th November 199450 candles for those candles puts a small crucifix pendant in fo-
claimed by the seaproclaims the headline cus, shows only one of about one-hundred
accompanying a black-framed photo from people who attended a memorial ceremony
Grisslehamn. Bibbi Johansson’s evocative six weeks after the catastrophe.



Lyrical Discourse |l

Aftonbladet, pp. 8-9, Monday, 3rd October ders to continue on to the next pag®il-
1994: The theme of this and the preceding via in tears. P.T.O.” Here we see the royal
spread (pp. 6-7) is memorial services andcouple, Queen Silvia crying openly. The
people in mourning. One of the four pictu- photo in the middle to the right shows
res in the discourse is from a chapel on theCrown Princess Victoria, who also repre-
Finnish island of Ut6 [closest to the scene sented the royal family at the memorial ser-
of the catastrophe] and another is from avice held in the cathedral adjoining Stock-
church in the Estonian capital, Tallin. A text holm Palace.

in the lower right-hand corner instructs rea-



Epic Discourse |
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This spread fromi\ftonbladet, 30th Septem- photographer evokes the life-and-death
ber, is a typical example of how pictures, struggle which took place in a life-boat;
headlines, captions and magnified excerptsonly six of sixteen on board survived. One
from the article can be used to create a levebf the excerpts exclaimsWe clung to

of interpretation that expresses the meaningeach other every minute of the five hours
of the story without the reader having to we sat in that boat.” The headline They
read it from beginning to end. Kent's inju- gave each other a promise for life”sig-
red right hand which he displays to the nals "To be continued...”.



Epic Discourse Il
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It was not the following week, but more Aftonbladetxclusive, took place in the pri-
than three weeks later that the world-fa- vacy of a luxurious suite in the Grand Hétel
mous rendez-vous of survivors Sara Hedre-Saltsjébaden, near StockholmAf{onbla-
nius (aged 20) and Kent Harstedt (29) took det, 22nd October 1994

place. The supper téte-a-téte, which was an

10



Epic Discourse llI
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10th November, Aftonbladet declar§Ehe  October), journalist Thomas Mattsson re-
ship’s] Speed sank the EstoniaThe big  ported a rumour current iBstoniathat the
picture shows Captain Aarvo Andresson helmsman was alive, but had been hidden
closest to the camera. The caption explainsaway by the Swedish management of the
"Captain Aarvo Andresson, pictured here shipping line. Estonian seamen were repor-
with helmsman Avo Piht on the bridge, was ted to have recognized Piht in Rostock; his
upset that theEstoniawas behind sche- name also initially appeared on the list of
dule.” When the same photo was first publi- survivors.

shed two weeks earlier Expressen(23rd
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Epic Discourse IV
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Under the headlineWhy didn’t you do Stenmark accepts the challenge and poses,
something? Aftonbladet (5th October minuscule in relation to an enormous fore
1996)takes the Director-General and Di- bow, on a quay in Vartahamn (Stockholm).
rector of Safety of the National Administra- He rejects all criticism concerning prior
tion of Shipping and Navigation to task. problems with ferries’ bow visor. His gaze
Niklas Modig’s photo of Director-General fixed on the horizon, Stenmark declares,
Stenmark is at once provocative and heroic.”"No one to blame for the catastrophe’

12



Didactic Discourse |

Expressen, pp. 12-13, Friday, 30th Septem-graphical team outlines the five measures
ber 1994:A version of the salvaging theme. that would have to be taken in order to
The lead paragraph states: "Expressen bring the wreck up to the surface and to a
outlines how the mystery of tliestoniacan  dry dock. The discourse, composed of pic-
be solved. From localizing the wreck on the ture and text, is clearly formulated and well
bottom of the sea to salvaging it.” Around a executed. For that reason it is likely to have
large drawing of the wreck of tHestonia  fired the hopes of next of kin that the ship
lying at the bottom of the sea, the paper’swould be salvaged.

13
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Aftonbladet, p. 10, Sunday, 2nd Octoberm. 'Balloon captions’ around the diffuse,
1994: First picture of the fatal ferry is  shadowy image indicate the aft, the smoke-
what the paper calls an image of the wreckstack and the fore, with the bow port miss-
taken with sonar equipment on board theing. The discourse is didactic, as the illus-
research vessefuunta The wreck lies on tration to the lower right confirms.

its starboard side at a depth of roughly 80
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From the Sunken Ferry |
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The front page oAftonbladet, 27th April 1995.
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From the Sunken Ferry Il

Rykarms bider iran Esona

i
e R
i

Al o
el e D

< 3
i
i

Ty

Aftonbladet, pp. 6-7, Thursday, 27th April In the course of their perilous investigation
1995: All five pictures in the discourse are divers estimated that between 100 and 300
photographs taken of a transmission oncorpses might be brought up to the sur-
TV4 earlier the same day. The programmeface...” There was no sign of devastation or
showed footage from a video film from in- chaos in the footage shown on TV4. The
side the wreck made by divers from the "mystery hand” appearing in the photo in
British firm, Rockwater. The footage was Aftonbladetbelongs to a diver, not a corpse
taken in early December 1994. The caption— a matter hotly debated in the media after
under the main picture reads: "Divers found publication. The video recording in its en-
total devastation inside the vessel. Theytirety (eight hours of tape) convinced go-
had to break in doors and cut through metalvernment officials not to try to salvage the
plate to make their way through the chaos.vessel.
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The Sinking Ferry |
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The front page oDagens Nyheter, Sunday, taken. Under the headlin€he last picture

6th November 1994The gigantic picture, from "Estonia” Dagens Nyheter’fournal-
which covers six of the paper’s seven co-ist, Anders Hellberg, relates the picture’s
lumns, was taken by Mikael Oun with an history. Among other things, he notes that
Olympus snapshot camera just asHséo-  the splotches are due to water in the camera
nia was sinking. A few days after the pic- and the white flecks are drops of water. He
ture was published the person seated to thalso notes that all but two of Oun’s pictures
right, wearing a double life-jacket, was were ruined. This picture, perhaps the press
identified as Jannu Aser of Tallinn. The photo of the century, was taken by an ama-
small drawing under the photo shows his teur with no intention of documenting the
location on board when the picture was event per se.
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The Sinking Ferry Il

Expressen, pp. 6-7, Thursday, 10th Novem-graphing of the photo together with the
ber 1994:The epical sequence of photos is photographer Mikael Oun and, finally,
typical ofExpressenHere we are presented Level 3: The photographing of the photo-
with what might be called a meta-dis- graphing of the original photo, together
course, i.e., a discourse that depicts (be-with Jannu Aser, the man identified in the
speaks) another discourse. As for the pic-photo after its publication. The history of
ture — which appears again on the right-the photo is virtually pounded into the
hand side of the spread — it can be analyzedeader’s consciousness. It is, to my tastes,
on yet another level, a meta-level: Level 1. too explicit, too heavy-handedly rhetorical.
The original photo, Level 2. The photo-
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