
Research
How to Cite: Farinella, M. 2018. Of Microscopes and Metaphors:  Visual 
Analogy as a Scientific Tool. The Comics Grid: Journal of Comics  Scholarship, 
8(1): 18, pp. 1–16, DOI: https://doi.org/10.16995/cg.130
Published: 10 October 2018

Peer Review:
This article has been peer reviewed through the double-blind process of The Comics Grid: Journal of 
Comics Scholarship, which is a journal published by the Open Library of Humanities.

Copyright:
© 2018 The Author(s). This is an open-access article distributed under the terms of the  Creative 
 Commons Attribution 4.0 International License (CC-BY 4.0), which permits unrestricted use, 
 distribution, and reproduction in any medium, provided the original author and source are credited. 
See http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/.

Open Access:
The Comics Grid: Journal of Comics Scholarship is a peer-reviewed open access journal.

Digital Preservation:
The Open Library of Humanities and all its journals are digitally preserved in the CLOCKSS scholarly 
archive service.

THE COMICS GRID
Journal of comics scholarship

https://doi.org/10.16995/cg.130
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/


Matteo Farinella. ‘Of Microscopes and Metaphors: 
Visual Analogy as a Scientific Tool’ (2018) 
8(1): 18 The Comics Grid: Journal of Comics 
Scholarship, DOI: https://doi.org/10.16995/cg.130

THE COMICS GRID
Journal of comics scholarship

RESEARCH

Of Microscopes and Metaphors: Visual 
Analogy as a Scientific Tool
Matteo Farinella
Presidential Scholar in Society and Neruoscience, Columbia University, US
mf3094@columbia.edu

Throughout history, visualizations have played a central role in articulat-
ing scientific ideas and innovation. Even though technological systems and 
tools enables scientists to explore increasingly more ‘abstract’ scientific 
domains, sometimes traditional visualization techniques are no longer ade-
quate to guide our understanding. Analogies and conceptual metaphors have 
often been highlighted as a key component of scientific thinking, especially 
when dealing with intangible entities and phenomena. In particular, visual 
metaphors, such as those found in comics, seem uniquely suited to illustrate 
complex scientific phenomena and promote public understanding of science. 
This article draws an analogy between microscopes and an imaginary meta-
phorical apparatus, in order to explore the potential (and limitations) of 
visual metaphors in scientific research.
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Visual References
Page 1 –  Portrait of Antonie van Leeuwenhoek and copies of the drawing of a grey 

dronefly and a flea from Robert Hooke’s Micrographia (1667).

Page 2 –  Potrait of Ernst Haeckel and copies of some of his drawings, collected in 

Arts Forms in Nature (1899).

Page 3 –  Copy of Monster soup commonly called Thames water, being a correct 

representation of that precious stuff doled out to us!!!, a Satirical print by 

William Heath, published by Thomas McLean (circa 1828).

Page 4 –  Portrait of James Clerk Maxwell, famous for his equations of electromag-

netism.

Page 5 –  Portrait of James Clerk Maxwell, famous for his equations of electromag-

netism.

Page 7 – Copy of Krazy Kat by George Herriman (1880–1944).

Editorial Note
This article is part of the Graphic Science Special Collection edited by Nicolas Labarre 

and Ernesto Priego.
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