
The pictographic representation of a travel narrative in an Aztec 

Codex demonstrates the use of a spatialized disposition of signs 

whose relations are more scenographic than those in the Sumer-

ian sign-token.<5> [Figure 2] The graphic space is pictorial, and 

does not rely on the conventions of columns, lines, or other con-

strained arrangements of marks that characterize writing. The 

scene depicts Aztecs leaving their homeland, and pictographs that 

represent travel (footprints) literally connect the place of depar-

ture (on the left) with that of destination (on the right). Elizabeth 

Hill Boone's discussion of the image notes the considerable effi-

ciency with which the pictographic signs depict the story.<6> Her 

description of the actions and events takes about five hundred 

words, detailing the use of glyphs to indicate place, identity, dat-

ing, and other specifics that are indicated in the condensed form 

of pictographs. 

But the density of the information in the individual glyphs is choreographed into meaningful relations by the use of several logical 

principles. The direction in which the figures face, that is, the orientation of the signs within the delimited field of the surface, is a dy-

namic element, one that instructs the reader to interpret the signs in a specific way. The boundaries of the two locations (origin and 

destination) cut them out from that surface so that the gap between them can be crossed. Because these spaces are delineated, they be-

come entities capable of being connected. As Boone points out, a sequence of events clearly indicated by the way the different spaces 

are linked. She notes further that the "conventionalized meaning of the images, and their spatial or directional relation to each other, 

must be known before narrative is understood."<7> The key point is that these conventions make use of spatial and directional rela-

tions, since these relations demonstrate an active use of the diagrammatic capabilities of the graphic space. 
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