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‘ é’xberience of the pictures that the two seem to mirror each other. But they
do not in fact do so—as becomes obwous as SOOR as we separate them from

“them as they experience only the pictures of picture books that do have
- texts; they always express frustration and arrive at a surprising variety of
 different stories. While my audience is less frustrated when I perform the

é;.In The Art of Arnt for Children’s Books, Diana Klemin asserts that
Celestino Piatti’s pictures for The Happy Owls “cast a powcrful illusion of
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pictures for a second time. The result is a wide variety of stories: des

been transferred from their perplexed storytellers.

Bur the pictures in The Happy Owls are unlike each other both in com-
position and subject: some focus on a pair of owls, others on groups;_uﬂ-
other birds, others on forest landscapes; one is a close-up of a sunflower. :
with a human face. Since that lack of consistency may make this book a_‘f:' .
unfair choice for this experiment, I have also followed the same procedu;"éj
with a more cohesive series of pictures. Maurice Sendak’s pictures for Mi'.l:f_
Rabbit and the Lovely Present also appear on separate pages from the text,
and are enough like each other in style, in subject, and in mood to imlilyr-‘: )
that they might actually be telling a story. And in fact, while the deiﬂﬂsi_
vary, people do find a series of events in these pictures that are similar'to.

each other—and similar, too, to Charlotte Zolotow’s story about a journey.
through the woods in search of something.

Nevertheless, and not surprisingly, no one ever guesses the fact that the,

object of the search is a birthday present: the person the present is intended
for is prominent in the text but never appears in the pictures. That appar-
ently small detail makes a large difference: without a specific motive for
the search, the actions that most people find in these pictures are not really
stories at all; they are more like plotless travelogues, in which the rabbit
shows the girl 2 number of unrelated sights merely because they are inter-
esting or beautiful.

That seems a just response to Sendak’s pictures: as Barbara Bader quite
rightly suggests, the girl and the rabbit “turn vp in this dappled painting
and that . ., . without there being any sense of their going from here to
there, without our having any sense, in fact, of where they are or where
they're going” (American Picturebooks 498). These pictures make the
woads look so attractive and suggest so little in the way of danger or even

of action that it is logical to assume that their beauty is a key factor in the
story.

e
tions of an ordinary day in the life of two owls, reports on how two owls
distributed important information, attempts to solve a food shortage ina
barnyard, disputes about which bird is most beautiful—and not sur

e

prisingly, stories about owls whose bafflement or frustration seems to'have'
£

 ffres also often focus on th
‘WT. ring of the birds or ' —
il'Ia".aiij:'v;.i:.ag(;m!ls and Mr. Rabbit are about sceing things;

' heir. forest, and the
}t:ﬁljr peripherally to the interest or beauty of appearances.

: ‘pictures by themselves conve
' guinteresting
* vide no suggestion of a focus,
" flooking. Consequently, people a.s ‘
: '.'tu' rransform their own interest in lookin
" ofthe characters within the pictures. o
- i i i as so
" words, the visual impact of pncn.lrcs e ¢
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texts 1S confirmed by the stores
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i in The Happy Owls pic-
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or beautiful sights, as perhaps all pictutes do. But th'eyh;:r;;
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that people do and donot find in the.se two
le do tell tend most often to be versions of

beauty or talent which end with the realization that we are all beautiful in
u

. . K-
eaning of these pictures by ma
our own way. That people complete the m g

their prior knowledge of other texts shows that the pictures

i memories.
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Piatti’s powerful picture of a red sunset over a snow-covered wood as a

depiction of a fire. It is particularly revealing that many people create sto-

ries about Sendak’s pictures in which a house figures prominently, and
, and|

stories about Piatti’s pictures in which a fox figures prominently. Whil
there is a house in one of Sendak’s pictures, the text says only tlfat some
f‘oofs are red and does not even mention the house, and while there is a foe
in one of Piatti’s pictures, the text accompanying that picture not only doc:
not men.tion the fox but actually suggests that the forest in which he
appears is a ’peaceful place. What was simply background for the artist
becomes an important fact in need of explanation for those who do
know the specific focus the words provide. "3
Nevertheless, when I tell people the original stories after the exercise
they are1 su.errised by what they have missed. With the focus offered b th,
words, .lt is hard not to sce that Piatti’s pictures depict changes in seaysone
something viewers probably do not notice at first because they do not e ;
pect the time that is supposed to have passed between one picture a:d
the next to be so long; it is usually a matier of minutes or hours, not
months. And with the words, it is hard not to notice that Sendak’s pic:ures
centrally focus on differences in color, a fact no one even comments
ﬁrst: With the words to guide our perception of them, these two s:s:qu:rz:at
of plC[l.l‘l‘ES both do create a powerful illusion of storytelling. Words c:;
nmlak‘?. pictures into rich narrative resources—but only becaus.e they com-
unic i i
picmr:: so differently from pictures that they change the meanings of
For the same reason, also, pictures can change the narrative thrust of
words. { hope that the earlier chapters of this book have revealed the v 9
ety and subtlety of narrative information that pictures can provide buzt“:l-
those chapters, of course, I interpreted visual information in the co:ltextomf
the accompanying texts that I was already familiar with, and in conse-
quence I tended to focus on elements that supported the implications of
the texts. That pictures actually change the meanings of texts in the pro-
cess of supporting them becomes particularly clear if we perform th;J re-
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verse experiment of the ones described above and explore the effects on
listeners of a story told to them without the accompanying pictures. When
1have read the text of Sendak’s Where the Wild Things Are 1o adults who

have not previousty heard it, without showing them the picrures, many
feel it to be a terrifying story, 100 frightening for young children. Without
Sendak’s particular Wild Things to took at, they conjure up wild things out

of their own nightmares, and those they find scary indeed. When I then

‘tell them the story accompanied by the pictures, they always change their
‘minds. Sendak’s monsters are relatively reassuring, adorable rather than
terrifying, and Sendak’s Max is much more arrogant and assertive than
they had imagined him. In fact, it is the pictures and not the words that
tell us there is nothing 1o worry about, that despite our assumptions about
the weakness of children and the violence of monsters, this particular child
can take care of himself with these particular monsters. The illustrations
in Wild Things communicate information that changes the effect and
meaning of the story as a whole, just as the words of The Happy Owls and
Mr. Rabbit communicate information that changes the effect and meaning
of the story as a whole.
Those changes can occur because words and pictures communicate in
ways so different that commentators tend to exaggerate the differences. It
has been fashionable in recent years 10 suggest, on the basis of research
into the activity of the human brain, that the two might even require per-
ception by two different organs. The brain consists of two hemispheres
joined only by a bundle of interconnecting fibers; studies of patients with
lesions in various areas of one half or the other seem to suggest that the two
halves are responsible for different kinds of thinking. In general terms, the
left hemisphere seems 10 handle analytical, sequential thinking and thus to
control language functioning; the right seems to manage holistic thinking,
simultaneous rather than sequential operations, and thus to control visual
and spatial capacities.
In a list he calls “The Two Modes of Consciousness: A Tentative Dicho-
tomy,” the psychologist Robert Ornstein identifies the qualities of the two
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hemispheres as two quite different visions of reality; among other things,

he sugpests that lefi-hemisphere consciousness is lineal, sequential, causal,.

focal, explicit, and verbal—typical of Western “rational” thought—angd

that right-hemisphere consciousness is nonlineal, simultaneous, acausal,

diffuse, tacit, and spatial—typical of the “intuitional” thought of so-called
primitive societies {83).

In the light of these categories, some commentators have concluded that

words communicate in ways that relate to these left-hemisphere activities
and that pictures communicate jn ways that relate to the right-hemisphere
activities. Stories obviously occupy time, pictures space. The stories that
words tell are certainly lineal, sequential, causal; a plot is a unified se-
quence of causes and effects, and it is the order in which events are com-
municated, and their temporal relationships with each other, that make
them into storjes. Furthermore, words easily focus our attention. If the
shape of a woman’s nose is important to the meaning of a story, then the
words in the story about her wilj mention the shape of her nose; looking at
a picture of her, we might be so interested by the curtains on the window
behind her that we do not even notice the nose, In that way, pictures tend
to be diffuse, words explicit. We first experience a picture all at once, a
Blance taking in the whole image, and theoretically we have no way of
determining what in it might have caused what else in it. If we see a wom-
an sitting in front of 3 window, we do not know if she is smiling because
the curtains have been freshly laundered or if she laundered them because
she is happy—or if the happy face and the clean curtains have nothing
whatsoever to do with each other and that it is actually the nose that we
should be paying attention to.

But further consideration reveals that words and pictures are not in fact
50 totally separable. As the inadequacies of patients with lesions reveal so
clearly, the properly working brain requires both its hemispheres. In Tk
Shattered Mind, Howard Gardner says, “it is almost unthinkable that our
‘normal’ minds should not utilize both halves of the brain during waking
activity” (376). What research into hemispheric activity actually suggests
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gbout picture books is what my experiments in St.:parating words frorlr:
jpictures reveal—not that words and pictures are q}me .separate from 'eac
other but, rather, that placing them into relationshl.p with each other xgc;f-
itably changes the meaning of both, so that good plctuf’e books as a whole
a_'re a richer experience than just the simple sum o-f their parts. o
The idea that words are merely lineal and. pictures merr:.ly spatia l:s
extremely simplistic. We could not read words if we tioulc.i n.ot mterprettt (r:
wisual symbols that stand for them on paper; reading is itself an acﬁnod
wision. Furthermore, our understanding of !angua'ge demands that we
'holistic shapes in the sequences of words. In comm.g toanend, a seme{me
creates an implication of finality that demands not just 0}" understanding
‘of the words in sequence but also our simultaneous consciousness of cvery;
'thing that has already happened in the sequence scf that we can uch:.r?th l
ithe shape of the whole. Stories extend the shaping Powcr of u? ividual
sentences. We will not be satisfied with a story un-ul ?ve perceive, c[;)ln-
sciously or not, that it does indeed contain the org-anmamn.nl. p.mtte‘msb at
make it a story rather than a *slice of life”; rrtost literary cnuc1sm_ 1'5 a ou;
such patterns, about how writers weave spatial systems-of opposition z.m
variation into the lineal structures of a plot, so that stories can shape time
er time’s open-endedness.
m;ltehal:lswcl:i:le(juthe picmrel:ein a picture book form a-sequencc—they can
contribute to the act of storytelling because they do 1mpl.y th‘c causF-and;
effect relationships of time. And as I suggested in my‘earller dlscussmns‘o
how pictures imply meaning, even one picture fm its ou.m ca? ?riar;:z;
space in ways that suggest some of the sequential ordering of tim
ide some of its focus. .
pr;‘:(rer?:eption of language requires acti_vify in both henuspil-erzsi,' an::il
well-wrought words do in fact impose hf)hsnc ]?a-tter.ns on the u‘u: h, ::s
perception of the visible world also requires acuvx.ty m bod} hemisp ;on;
and well-wrought pictures do in fact demand specific lineal u:terpreta
of the visual whole. Describing how we understand words “by partly rt:
versing the linear progress, remembering simultaneously what we have rea
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consecutively,” and how understanding pictures is “a process i time,"

R

Joseph Schwarcz rightly concludes, “Following an illustrated text is, them) :

 :
&

a complex activity” (Ways of the Tlustrator g),
The differences in the activities of the halves of the brain tel] ys how

complex: as we respond to words and pictures which tell us about the same g

events in different ways, we must integrate two different sorts of informa-
tion about the same events. We must gather spatial information from both|

pictures and words; in Mr. Rabbi, for instance, the bictures show us the
settings, but the words of the text tell us how to see them—the colors that

are significant in them. We must also gather temporal information from

both words and pictures; in Mr. Rabbit, the words imply only the specific '

time occupied by the words of the conversation—it takes the pictorial
depiction of the girl and rabbit in different locations to imply the more
extended passage of time in which they move from one part of the forest to
another between various parts of the conversation. As in Mr. Rabbit, the
temporal information in pictures is often different from that offered by
words, and the spatial information in words different from that in Dpic-
tures; we must integrate time and space, and two different versions of time
and space, before we can understand the whole.

The whole, then, is more than the sum of its parts, Speaking of cartoons
and comic strips, Roland Barthes isolates an effect he calls relaying: his
description of it could easily apply to picture books also: “Here language
.« . and image are in a complementary relation; the words are then frag-
ments of a more general Syntagm, as are the images, and the message’s
unity occurs on a higher level ; that of the story” (Responsibility 30).

Furthermore, the most successful picture books seem to be those in
which the “unity on a higher level” emerges from pictures and texts which
are noticeably fragmentary—whose differences from each other are a sig-
nificant part of the effect and meaning of the whole, In Problems of Ar,
Susanne Langer says that, although the arts are different, “the fact that
they are distinct is what enables them to have all sorts of highly spe-
cialized, interesting relations to each other” (82). As a highly specialized
art form that combines different arts, the picture book is distinguished by
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\the ways in which it takes advantage of such highly specialized relation-
.- slupﬂ What follows is a discussion of how the relative strengt.hs and weak-
*nwses of words and pictures affect their relationships in piciure books.

s aan . .
According to William Ivins, it is the “communication of visual 1nf?rma
fiim and ideas which, for the last four centuries, has been the primary

~ function of the exactly repeatable pictorial statement” (24). He suggests

‘that, before methods of reproducing pictures were im.fented, scu:;‘nc; c?-.::::l
not advance, for people could not actually see hov«r things W(.)rke . n act,
words cannot communicate descriptive information as esfsﬂy ‘as pxcr.u;es
can. “Common nouns and adjectives, which are the material with whlccl a
'\-'erbal description is made, are after all only thf: names o‘f vaguely .e-
scribed classes of things of the most indefinite kind and without precise
‘concrete meanings” (15). A careful artist with words can make Ll?em \.von;
derfully evocative, but they merely evoke rather tlvlan oﬂ'c?r s’pe;.:lﬁc vx?u:t
information, so that a novelist’s description of his hemfncs ace nn}::h
.c-ommunicaIC how we are to respond to her appearance quite exactly, with-
out ever giving us a specific idea of how she looks.'An,d cve‘n the:, we :ll"z
forced by the nature of language to follow the writer’s logic as - e’or
guides us through the material; the novelist cz-m n.mke the heroine t; n;se
I!:ht: most significant aspect of her face by leaving it to thi encj ::" de 3;
scription and thus making it climactic, but that me-ans we “see he hetan
of her face as a verbal sequence rather than as E-I visual whole. She has no
nose for us at all until we get to the end of the list. .

If I try to describe a character’s face in.words, therefore, I n:.:e twg
problems. First, I have to use words vague in thems.)elves, -such fxs neseIrl
and “long” and “handsome,” in such a way that the.lr reliuonslup to ;:ac
other can suggest something more or less specific: t.mn-dsome ong
nose”—and I have to assume that those who read my def;cnpuon shzfrc m;r
idea about what “long” means and what sort of nose. might be cor.151de;e
“handsome.” Second, I have to present my information about various fea-
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tures in a sequence to guide my readers through the details of the knowl-
edge: I \.w-sh to share; the readers must suspend understanding of eacli-
the individual details until the whole list of such details is complete so' .
that they can see the relationship between “long nose” and descriptionis nﬁ
othe.r features, such as “curly hair”—and the relationship of such s cxﬂ
dete%ﬂs to overall impressions, such as “beautiful.” % 9{ -
Since words are the separable parts of meaningful sentences, we can
understand language only by understanding parts first, then bui,ldin ol
to a whole that might in fact be an accurate combinati:)n of all the g_‘:sﬂ.‘-
But wc_: sec pictures all at once first and only then can begin to notig:r th::
potential relationships of their various parts. Our understanding of lan? :
gflage starts with details and moves toward wholes; our understandin, ;‘ b
pictures starts with wholes and breaks down into details. In terms ofil?‘ ‘ .
h%lves of the brain, Jeremy Campbell suggests, “the right side tends to 'Ie;.
a tup-dow?'n’ strategy, processing information as a whole, perceivin ‘:::
full meaning rather than approaching it ‘bottom-up,’ usi;:g the artgs ol
construct the whole, which is often more than the sum of its arts.E i s
40). We.have to approach words bottom-up—one at a tim: in Lhzsg;
quem?e.m which they are given us. Consequently, words ;re best
?velfc;lblgg relationships of details, pictures best at giving a sense of L::
omc;re;o :: te;t;:.can eventually do both, and they can certainly help each
Nevertheless, picture-book artists almost always convey informatio
abm-jt the ways things look by means of pictures. While that may seem to:
obvious to be worth saying, the main difficulty facing neophyte writers of
Fexts for -picture books is understanding that they must leave such visual
information in the hands of their illustrators. A good picture-book text
does not t.e!l us that the girl had brown eyes or that the room was gloomy—
yet practitioners of literary art use exactly such visual details to estabfish
character, mood, and atmosphere. Writers of picture books must impt
character and mood without recourse to such details—and hope thatpilSf
lustrators sensitive to their stories will invent the right visual detail
express the appropriate information. S

‘There are two sorts of information that pictures can convey more readily
‘than words: what type of object is implied by words and which particular
 ghe of that type is being referred to. The pictures in alphabet books and in
compendia like Richard Scarry’s The Best Word Book Ever arc meant 10
?ép_‘rcsent types; if the words on a page say 4( is for cat,” then the creature
il;l_if'iiicted on that page is meant to represent cats in general—to show what
| the-word “cat” refers to each time it is used in reference to many different
individual creatures of different colors and shapes and sizes. It is by pro-
* viding us with such visual types that picture books can be informative
~ about the world we live in; they offer us a sort of dictionary of visnal ideas,

" aiset of labeled images by which we can identify the objects we actually

' see. Furthermore, schematic drawings can allow us to understand the

. workings of things, such as the interior of the human body or the construc-

" tion of a medieval cathedral.

In the preface to his book about the construction of a medieval cathe-

~ tiral, David Macaulay says, “the cathedral of Chutreaux is imaginary, but

* the methods of its construction correspond closely to the actual construc-

tion of a Gothic cathedral. . . . Although the people of Chutreaux are

\imaginary, their single-mindedness, their spirit, and their incredible cour-

age are typical of the people of twelfth-, thirteenth-, and fourteenth-cen-

tury Europe.” In order to provide useful information, Macaulay had to
normalize——create a “typical” situation rather than the actually untypical
circumstances that surrounded the building of each and every actual medi-
eval cathedral. Exactly because they are nothing but typical, because they
possess nothing but the characteristics that a number of things share,
usefully typical types do not actually exist in the real world. That may be
‘why the illustrations in dictionaries tend to be drawings rather than photo-
graphs of specific objects.

Macaulay’s solution to that problem is to depict the building of a “typi-
cal” cathedral as if it were an actual one; he names specific names, and
invents specific dates. In fact, an artist cannot choose but to identify the
typical by depicting it as if it were actual; the word “face” carries with it no
image of a specific face, but we can convey the idea “face” in a picture only
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by showing a specific face. The cat depicted beside the words “C is for cat!_"""':
may be meant to represent all cats; but it would be a bad drawing indeed=iﬂ- :
it did not in fact look like a possible, actual, unique cat—for it is exactly,
the way a cat does look that such a picture is attempting {0 convey.

On the other hand, the drawing would still not be serving its purpose iV 5

it had enough distinguishing characteristics to stop it from being typical.
A cat with one leg and wearing glasses would not successfully ttlustrate G
is for cat” for those who did not already know enough about the appesr:. '
ance of cats to realize what was unusual about this one. People who assume =
(probably incorrectly) that Brian Wildsmith reaily wanted to convey infor-
mation in his visually exciting but minimally informative ABC might
rightly be upset by the fact that his horse has no legs and that his unicorn’s
most notable feature is its rear end.

The balance required in both capturing the typical and making the typi-
cal seem actual is the source of much of the difficulty adults have in com-
ing to terms with picture books. Those who believe that the main purpose
of pictures is typical information are upset whenever the objects showniint
pictures diverge from ideally normalized types—when Wildsmith in his® =
ABC uses some green paint in his depiction of 2 mouse and they are con-
vinced that mice do not have green fur, or when Sendak’s children do not!
look as biond and pink and ingenuous as conventionally typical children'
do. In assuming that every picture in a picture book must represent a type,
however, we inevitably neglect the other sort of information pictures can
convey so well—information about the uniqueness of separate objects; for
a picture of a cat can and ideally always does show us not just what cats in
general are but also what this particular cat looks like. In her fine discus-
sion of the house style developed in the Golden Books series—the empha-
sis on caricature, the flattening of space, and so on—Barbara Bader makes
an important point: “common to all the foregoing is the intent—to put
across an idea or a piece of information rather than to call forth real peo-
ple, a particular moment. . . . {The difference between these two styles is]
generally what is meant, justly or not, by the distinction between illustra-
tion-as-communication and illustration-as-art” (American Picturebooks

* 288-89). In order to put across ideas, the Golden Book illustralm:s, ar{d
many others like them, sacrifice details in order to focus on the t]_rpncal; in
. gssuming that the purpose of pictures in all children’s books _15 to put
" across ideas, we tend to ignore and misunderstand details. In d'mng S0 we
"-fniss the unique qualities of the pictures we look at, and that is not o‘nly
\what makes them worthy of consideration as works of art but also an 1m-
partant source of information of a quite different sn.rt.. -
, ~ We look at a picture of a young woman. She is sitting _nt a window and
" smiling, and we know a great deal about her—most of it difficult to put
' into words. Her hair is done in a certain way. She wearsa hat that appears
'ta be of some woven orf perhaps scalelike material and a dre.ss ?attemed
" with leaves and branches and with fur at collar and cuff, She sitsin a rcfom
~ thatappears to be filled with tapestries; we see into the roo.m .from out.su:lf:,
v and we also see that outside it is snowing and that the buddm.g sh.c sits 1'n
appears to0 be some sort of castle. She holds up a finger. Tl.us pnctuf::h is
Nancy Ekholm Burkert’s illustration for the words. “At a window vs.u a
E frame of ebony a queen sat and sewed,” the opening of Snaim White. Tt
" adds at least six different kinds of information to that provided by the
.words.
The first is that this is indeed the specific queen the words refer to—the
‘basic relationship between illustration and text, in which the picture con-
firms the message of the words. The second is that this is a queen, a type of
person; and that this is what sewing is. After reading the words an(.i per-
‘haps wondering what a “queen” or “sewing” is, we can look at the plc.ture
and see what they look like. So far, the picture merely‘uﬁ’ers a} visual
lequivalent to the words. But beyond these basic aspects of illustration, the
picture adds other information. ’
Third, and perhaps most important, it communicates what wu'rds co.uld
nRever convey, no matter how many of them one used. It communicates in 2
detailed way what this particular woman looks like and what. the world
around her looks like. We could make up a verbal list of details that 'thc
picture shows, and we could supply them with adjectives for'a long Uf'ne
‘before we would have an exhaustive catalog of all the different information
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this picture easily provides about how things look. But the length of that'
catalog would depend on our varying abilities to distinguish specific
able objects, to determine figures by separating them from grounds—it
would be a list of separate facts rather than a holistic totality. Even
longest possible such catalog still would not convey all the visual inform
tion the picture conveys so effortlessly, and it would have quite a different
effect: it would imply visual information rather than specify it. f
Fourth, the picture communicates the appearances of objects we domnot :
even have names for—and therefore might not have been able to describe
accurately in our catalog. We may not know what a fleur-de-lis is, butwe
can understand what one looks like simply because there are a number, of
them on the tapestry behind the woman. We may not know they are called
fleurs-de-lis, but that does not prevent us from being able to see them anﬂ '
even admire them. Similarly, we may not know the technical name for the

" A:more telling example of how pictures readily conlvcy pc'rsonality can
I& seen if we compare Burkert’s portrait of Snow White, as. it appears on
‘the dust jacket of her version of the story, with :“:now White -as she first
'ﬂpears in Trina Schart Hyman’s version. Both girls have a fair complt?x-
ioh;ﬁd dark hair; a catalog of their features would h:fv'e 10 bc‘ vgry specific
i-n_d'eed before it could distinguish between the surprlsm.gh( sn'_mlar shapes
‘dﬁ.their lips and noses. Yet despite the large degre? of 51mxlan‘ty, 'thiy are
._ .:él&rly two quite different sorts of people. Burkert’s Snow White 1,5 Spre.t—
.*; .* gentle, innocent, well-mannered, like her mother. Hyman's Snow
"*@hitc is a beauty, and something of an ingenuous nym;-!het; st‘nc rfufy not
Jmnw it herself yet, but she is clearly a sensuous, passno?a[c mdmdua?.
j ﬂ":iiut what exactly is it that conveys these important dlﬂ'crenc.:cs? 'It .15
‘hard to say. Part of it is certainly the difference between an a}tract-xve gfrl in
: "'\_‘Er_nnt of some precisely drawn leaves and another attractive girl with a
" malevolent hawk on her wrist in front of trees iossed by tempestuous

strange hat the woman is wearing, but we can see the hat; and we can
guess not just that this woman is wearing a hat but that this is the sort oft '
hat a woman in this situation would be likely to wear. In fact, we might sé¢

a similar hat in another picture later on and conclude from the similari

that such hats were once typically worn by a certain sort of woman; Wc. i
would be able to know that such hats were typical without having a word

for them. It would take the technical jargon of a hairdresser to expressithe

exact nature of the woman'’s upswept locks, and of a seamstress to describe:
the cut of her dress or the points of her sleeves. But we can understand,

from the picture what even very exact words could not tel! us.

A fifth kind of information; if we bring into play our knowledge of] )

conventions of appearance and gesture, we can guess something about the

character of this woman sitting at the window—something that it would,

take many words to convey. Her clothing and her environment suggest
that she is well off. We can guess, from the delicacy of her gesture and the
very nature of her activity, that she is a lady. Her gentle features snggest
that she is a gentle person, probably a likable one, certainly a quiet one.
The picture easily communicates information about personality that writ-
ers must work hard at expressing in words.

“.winds. Part of it is found in the implications of stance and gesture that we
';vm";;lally read without even being conscious that we are aware of th‘em. ‘But
*i;:_xs also something else about the shape of lips and eyes, son:lethmg liter-
~ ally indefinable, something words could not capture. As Ivins suggest-::,

| ¥When we try to describe a particular object in such a way as to comxfluru-
~ cate an idea of its personality or unique character tf) someone who ts not

" actually acquainted with it, all that we can do is to pile up a selected group

of.. .. class names. . . . But beyond that it is im'poss'{ble ff)r us to go v;;ith
words, for the ipseity, the particularity of the object, its Ll:’ls-and-no-c;; tz:
m—\ess, cannot be communicated by the use c')f class nz.lmes (52—53::: -

estingly, Gardner’s discussion of brain lesions provides support lor this

¢ ili : th
" idea; Gardner suggests that “unfamiliar shapes tend to be processed by the

right hemisphere, whereas shapes capable of verba!ization”(as well :s othe_x:
linguistic materials) are processed by the left l.mmls:phere (381). pos:,;

ble conclusion is that, since language is a codlﬁca_tmn of w%xat we already
know—we would not have learned words to describe expericnces we have
1ot encountered yet—the information in pictures that 'We cannot yet ver-
balize is the information that is new to us, the information that transcends
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our preexisting categories or class names. Seen in this way pictures can
teach us about unfamiliar visual objects, but only if we use the words ofisn 3 J
accompanying text as coghitive maps, schemata to apply to them in order,

to understand exactly what is new, left over beyond the schemata, Wecan
say “hat” in response to an image of the one on Snow White's mother, then
become conscious of how the visual details of the hat in question diffen

from our idea of a typical hat.

In addition to conveying two quite different Snow Whites by means of/
the way they depict them, Burkert and Hyman also provide two quite
different attitudes toward them-—a sixth sort of information. Through the'
devices of symbol and gesture, of pictorial dynamics, of color and mood
and aunosphere that I discussed earlier, Hyman makes Snow White the
enticing but ingenuous victim of a lurid romantic melodrama; one must!
feel sympathy for her. Burkert makes her passive, the sort of girl who
always does as she ought and is rightfully admired for her lack of re-
belliousness; the admiration demanded implies her triumph from the be-
ginning. Similarly, Burkert’s picture of Snow White’s mother provides a
way of thinking about her—an attitude toward her. She depicts her as seen
from outside the window as through a frame; the bright, cheerful tapes-
tries behind her contrast strongly with the gray walls of the castle and
suggest that her place is a warm and comfortable one. But it has no depth;
it merely looks like a series of different intricate patterns, a highly deco-
rated surface that she herself becomes part of. We can enjoy looking at this
pretty woman surrounded by beautiful designs, but we cannot feel much
involvement with her. The picture requires us to appreciate the beauty but
to keep our distance. Meanwhile, Hyman depicts Snow White’s mother
from inside the room; we look out with her, rather than at her from with-
out. We are asked to empathize, and because we see derails of the room—
her maid, her religious triptych hanging on the wall, and so on—we know
something about the particular interests and lifestyle of the person we are
empathizing with.
These artists set out to illustrate the beginning of “Snow White,” the
idea that a woman sat at a window and sewed. They have each shown one
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" yersion of what that might have looked like, but they have also shown

much else: what @ queen might look like, what this c.luecn might have
p looked like, where she might have lived and how she {'rught have .dressed,
'-:g‘iaat sort of person she might be, and what sort of artitude wc. might take
:tm!'lard her. While words can convey information about clothing '..md s.et-
‘.'fﬁg, personality, and the attitudes we should tak-e towarfl what :s:, being
‘described, pictures do so more readily. We can enjoy looking at this com-

~ plex portrait of a queen, and even have some sense of the sort of person she
-: {5 and how we might feel about her, even if we did not comprehend or
A ‘enjoy the complex language we would need to know in order to understand

the amount and kinds of informarion the pictures so simpl}t show us.

" The first sort of information I learned from Burkert's p:cmrt‘: of Snow
'White’s mother merely showed what the words say. The second is a gener-
alization that the picture may or may not actually allof.v, for pe‘rha‘ps all
queens did not look like this. But the other four sorts of m.forr-nauon imply
exactly that—that this queen looks like herself, that she 1? different fro:.n
other queens. That amounts to a statement about the uniqueness of _thns
woman at this moment, the particular thing seen at the morfxent of se-emg.
To return to the paradox I suggested earlier, pictures provide both mfer-
mation about the world in being typical and information abo-ut the SpeC.lﬁC
objects they depict in being unique. But it is uniquem.:ss—.-m personality,
in atmosphere, in attitude—that makes the picmrt?s in picture bfm.ks SO
‘enjoyable. If we allow ourselves to judge them .cmly in terms of tht.nr infor-
mative typicality, we misrepresent them, and if we encourage children to
look at them for such information, we deprive them n.ot only ?f much

pleasure but also of much significant information—information that

words are often silent about. '
Many picture books—indeed, possibly all of the best ones—d? not just
reveal that pictures show us more than words can say; they achieve what

Barthes called “unity on a higher Jevel” by making the difference b‘etwet?n

words and pictures a significant source of pleasure. That pleasure 1s ava.ﬂ-

able even in a very simple book like Goodnight Moon. Ma?rgaret Wxse

Brown’s spare text is little more than a rhythmic catalog of objects, a list of
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We can learn much about medieval Europe from Burkert’s illustrations
ifor Snow White—but only if we know already that the details in these
pictures are characteristic of medieval Europe. And we could learn that
only by being told it in words: by another person or by means of a book
like this one that discusses the significance of the pictures in picture
‘books. The pictures themselves can indeed show us these details in ways
‘that words could net, but without words to explain that they are doing
'that, we could not know what the details represent. We need to be told
what we are being shown.

Similarly, if we share knowledge of gestures and appearances, we can
learn that Snow White’s mother was gentle and well-mannered from Bur-
kert’s pictures and that Burkert wants us to view her from an objective
distance. But unless we know the picture represents Snow White’s mother,
we will not know who it is that is so gentle and well-mannered, and we will
not, therefore, have any use for the information. Without a name—that is,
a.word—rto attach to it, the picture communicates nothing of particular
1interest or value to us. Even if the picture were hung in a gallery as Portrait
of a Woman rather than as an illustration of Snow White’s mother, it would
be that context, that set of meaningful words, in which we viewed it and
understood it; and if it were, indeed, captioned Portrait of a Woman, we
would then read it as we have learned to read portraits and lock for details
‘that might be evocative of character.

In other words, pictures can communicate much to us, and particularly
much of visual significance—but only if words focus them, tell us what it
15 about them that might be worth paying attention to. In a sense, trying to
understand the situation a picture depicts is always an act of imposing
Jlanguage upon it—interpreting visual information in verbal terms; it is not

accidental that we speak of “visual literacy,” of the “grammar” of pictures,
of “reading” pictures. Reading a picture for narrative meaning is a matter
of applying our understanding of words—words like mine throughout this
‘book; in applying such words to pictures, we are engaged in the act of
turning visual information into verbal, even if we do not actually speak the
words aloud. Even wordless books demand our previous knowledge of

details that encourages those who hear it 10 look for the objects mentioned)|
in Clement Hurd’s pictures. In doing so, however, they learn information.
the text does not mention. The old lady and the child to whom she says
goodnight are both rabbits and not people. The old lady is knitting, and
the kittens play with her wool. The “little house” is a playhouse, and it has
its own lights; knowledgeable viewers will even realize that the picture on
the bedroom wall is actually an illustration from Brown and Hurd’s The
Runaway Bunny. The delight viewers feel in discovering these things with
their own eyes rather than with their ears reveals how basic and importanfi
is the difference between the information available in words and m
pictures.

Anno’s hiding of animals in the complex foliage of his Anno’s Animals is.
another clever instance of how that delight in searching pictures for details
can be evoked, but the difference between this wordless book and the
similar picture in Nancy Burkert’s Snow White of Snow White alone in the
forest surrounded by animals hidden in foliage shows how illustrators can,
use differences between words and picture for more than the simple plea-
sure of puzzle solving. Finding Anno’s animals is just a game, for no text!
accompanies these pictures to tell us that they might represent anything.
more significant. But once we have found Burkert’s animals, we must then
deal with the fact that the text does not mention them. In fact, they repre-
sent a danger to Snow White that she, in her innocence, does not notice
either; our perception of them in relation to the words of the text tells us
how blind and unprotected innocence may be when threatened by savag-
ery. In seeing what she does not see, we come to interpret her situation.
more specifically than we would have had we not found the animals in the
foliage.

That a simple game without words becomes a source of complex narra-
tive information when accompanied by them suggests that my analysis of
the kinds of information communicated by Burkert’s picture of Snow
White’s mother was incomplete. While pictures can convey these kinds of
information, they do so most subtly and most completely in the context of.
a text that supports and sustains them. A reconsideration makes that clear.
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how stories operate before we can find a story in them, and so d .
pictures of The Happy Owls and Mr. Rabbit divorced from their. texts
Walter Ong says, “We have all heard it said that one picture is wo
thousand words. Yet, if this statement is true, why does it have to
saying? Because a picture is worth a thousand words only under spetis
conditions—which commonly include a context of words in whichialp :I"I__.
ture is set” (7).

That is true for the same reason that pictures can show us more tha
words can say: in duplicating the surface appearance of objects, a pict
inevitably contains more visual information than necessary for the ve‘r%_l
message it accompanies. An artist might want to show us a woman si :
at a window, but in order to do so, the artist must show us a particular.
woman with a particular sort of nose sitting in a particular posture. And,
the woman must have clothes on, uniess the artist is determined to malteft .

us respond to her naked body. The characters in novels frequenty do noti

have noses, or elbows, or clothes—or at least, these details are not ménf: ‘
tioned—and we are left 1o assume that they have such features but that

those features are simply not important to our understanding of the char-

acters in question. Words can, in this way, focus on what is important, and| ‘
we can read stories in the faith that, if they are good stories, every detail. :
will be of significance in terms of our understanding of the whole. But,
because an illustrator has to give every character a nose whether that nose
is important or not, or else draw a picture of a person remarkably odd
because he has no nose, a picture contains information that might not
necessarily be relevant to our understanding of the story as a whole. It
takes a context of specific words, or at least a previously established idea of
what to look for that was probably first expressed to us in words, to point
us toward what is significant and thus lessen the number of words the

picture evokes from as many as a thousand down to the few specific words
actually found in the text,

In “What Novels Can Do That Films Can't,” Seymour Chatman says
that “the camera depicts but does not describe” (128). In other words, it
shows us objects that ought to interest us, and it might even, by means of
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i i f those
- IICHCS in camera angles ﬂﬂd SllCh, focus our attennon on Whlc?l O :
obi i i 15
Biﬂtﬁ mlght to attract our attention. But it cannot !.Ell us Wh'ill it 1s abou
0 b

objects that we ought to notice—why we §huul§ be. ;n;zez::;) :;
m .—A novelist can say, “The woman was bcz}uuful, espl o
dothing.” A film—or a picture in a book—can md.eed s.how us: a voman
Rt 'Bby clothing. But we might not Shﬂ.l'e the ;t:r:i:l::z; :ecm[ereswd
¢ :t-lshe is beautiful and so miss the point, an e e
i an in the woman herself and so miss ; e -p
'.th:y\;t;Zth;aot?nz suggests of film is .true of the pictur?s' ;n ic?;;
1 «The dominant mode is presentational, not assertive,

’, l h tha
o o y!

affairs” (128).

7 i e words can focus our atten-
" But in picture books (as, often, in films), th oo
[ idon on pictures in such a way as 10 make them asseruve. 1 e

;ide a cognitive map, 2 schema that we can apply to inherent y‘ur:: e
R i ing significance we mig

pi i termine the varying sign

ictures in order 10 de : : ' .

' n:hezr details. Barthes calls this effect of texts in relation to pICLures

1 L -

i f the scene
i i ly and simply the elements o .

ap: “Language helps identify pure

ﬁ"gd the ::‘;ni itself. . . . the text directs the reader among the va;o::;.
‘mi]gniﬁeds of the image, causes him to avoid some and 0 accept 0 e.n,

. . . ani

'-Ehrough an often subtle dispatching, it teleguides hnn toward a;en:)ef Sucﬁ

: i e ibility 28—29). An obvious example ol
selected in advance (Responst : ‘ mple .
uteleguiding” is the caption under a picture 1 an art gallcrly in ﬂgllewinl:age

‘ i i i with a pattern to apply to

pame or an idea, 1t provides us . : : e
-;efore our eyes and thus allows us to see that image 1n a spec;ﬁc Z:zbs Df
see not just a woman but Portrait of a Woman; We See not 11:5: ; e:vcampm..

i iti Angry Evening—and we look a
d paint but Composition ot :
rt:;m giﬂ"crently from the way we would look at Angry I.-Z'aemng.l - ecactly
The texts of picture bocks often function as anchoring labels in o
this way. Even the simple sentence “This is a cat“.al.lows us. u:adso:;):mer
accompanying picture differently from the label “This 1s”my fnfti:n t,merd;
who is a cat,” or the label “Peter was not happy that day.” The hrs el
]
demands we pick up the general idea of cats, the second asks us 1030
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something like human personality, and the third requires our attention'toa;

specific emotion. Similarly, Sendak’s picture of Zolotow’s Mr. Rabbit and
little girl relaxing in the woods would look quite different if it were labeled)|
“Have some Madeira, my dear?” That label would change the emotional
implications of the visual image—tell us to interpret this visible appear-
ance in terms of different emotions. We cannot see what goes on in the
minds of the characters we see in piciures; it takes words to point out the
emotional content of visible gestures.

In a slightly less obvious way, the picture in Wild Things of Max making

mischief by chasing a dog with a fork would be changed drastically if the

words accompanying it read, “The dog ran so fast trying to escape the bad
boy that she nearly banged her head on the door.” With these different
words, the same picture is now centrally about the dog and not the boy. Or
consider another possibility: “The boy and the dog rushed into the living.
room to attack the monster; the dog was a little frightened, and looked
back to make sure the boy was with her”; now the dog and boy are no
longer enemies. Or another; “Max picked up the magic fork and, just as
the dog fairy had promised, he began to fly. The dog fairy got out of his
way in a hurry.”

In these instances, the new words I have provided imply that the same
visible gestures might stand for quite different situations. If we then look
at the picture and believe that it might indeed be showing us what we have
been told, then we have learned something important about the relation-
ships of words and pictures. We would not accept a text that told us that
this picture of a boy and a dog showed a goat and a pig running down the
stairs; we tend to believe the evidence of our eyes when it comes to appear-
ances. But the fact that we do so easily accept even minimally plausible
verbal descriptions that change the meaning of the action suggesis how
words predominate in our reading of pictorial information about causes
and effects and about the passage of time. As I showed earlier, pictures can
and do convey these things, just as words can describe faces, but in picture
books the texts more significantly specify temporal information, just as the
pictures convey the most significant descriptive information.
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Some aspects of pictorial meaning are particularly in nee.d .of the clarlfly(;-
ing presence of texts. A picture cannot by itself tell us that it is a flashbac! (;
and without the use of conventions like the clondy shapes _[hat SUrroLn

HreaH:s in cartoons, a picture cannot by itself tell us %hat. ,n represents a
character’s fantasy. Consequently, when looking at Piawi’s Happy Owls

; pictures without the accompanying words, no one guesses that he or she is

fooking at representations of the visual images the owls are merely talking

: about. In Arnold Lobel’s pictures for Judith Viorst's Il F tx Anthony, sim-
'.i:larly, while we see the same characters throughout the book, we see them

intwo different sorts of reality. At the beginning and end we see what the,y
are actually doing; in the middle they appear inside the young narrator's
:inlagination. But we can only know that the two boys are not actually

playing bingo on one page but are really playing with a toy car on the

' facing page because of the gramimatical relationships provided by the ac-

companying words. Stephen Roxburgh’s s.uggestilon in “f& Picture Equals
How Many Words” that the first and last pictures in Out.sufe Quer Th_ere a{'e
“ylmost identical images that comprise a sequence depicting an action, in
fact, a baby’s step” (21) reveals how Sendak tak?s advantage of Ehe vague-
ness of the temporal information in pictures: thhm.n a text Wth!‘l asserts
that the events of the story in between these two plCtL}I‘eS occur instanta-
‘neously, in the time of a baby’s step, we are left only with a sense of some-
thing wrong that supports the mystery this book 5(? successful.ly conveys.
1 said earlier that the fact that words do not describe everythm_g that cs.m
be seen in a picture creates a game, since we can c?urst:lves notice de:tzulsf
that have not been mentioned. That suggests a third 1mpc)_rtant effect o
words on pictures. In addition to informing “? of the emotional or narra(;
tive significance of visible gestures, and specifying .cause-and-el’fcc't an y
other grammatical relationships between parts of pictures and- s:;xes ot
pictures, words can tell us what matters and what does ‘not. It is the ;iex
that tells us that the insignificant-looking bone that we did not even at nrst
notice in The Amazing Bone is an important paft of the story; on thelothher
hand, it is the text’s silence about the fox in %’mtu- s The Happy Owls ?t
tells us not to be concerned about him or to imagine that he has a part in
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the story—as people believe he has when they do not know Piatti’s words,
Similar silences inform us that the man in eighteenth-century dress plag

ing a musical instrument inside a cottage in the exact center of one of:
pictures in Sendak’s Qutside Over There is not at all significant to the P

and tell us to ignore the goat who appears centrally in some of the pictt
in Rosie’s Walk,

If pictures show us more than words can say, then they can easily con
fuse us as to what is important about all the things they show. In this
sense, the pictures in picture books, like all pictures, are most significantly
images to put words around—most interesting, and most comumunicative, E

when we have some words to accompany them, The Mona Lisa on its own,
may or may not be an interesting image: it becomes a fascinating one when
we look at it with knowledge of even a few of the vast number of words.
that commentators have woven around it. Even the most abstract of pic-
tures becomes an illustration when its artist provides it with a title, and|
even a title like A Canvas All Painted Blue tells us what to see in what we
look at—not night, not melancholy, just the color biue on a canvas. The
pictures in picture books are most interesting when the words that accom-
pany them tell us how to understand them.

So far in this chapter, I have suggested two paradoxical truths: first, that
words without pictures can be vague and incomplete, incommunicative
about important visual information, and second, that pictures without
words can be vague and incomplete, lacking the focus, the temporal rela-
tionships, and the internal significance so easily communicated by words.
In Ideology and the Image, Bill Nichols sums up the relative strengths and
weaknesses of the two different media when he suggests that language,
which is made up of the discrete units of individual words separated by
moments of non-sense, is something like the on-off digital code of compu-
ters—capable of conveying subtle connections and relationships simply
because it misrepresents the continuum of reality by dividing it into dis-
crete parts. But pictorial representation, in which the images do in some
way resemble the objects they signify, are an analog code, in which sepa-
rate meanings are not discrete and tend to shade off into each other. Ac-
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&nding to Nichols, “The graded quality of analog codes may make them

\in meaning but it also renders them somewhat impoverished in -syn—
ical complexity or semantic precision. By contrast, the discrete units of

iiigital codes may be somewhat impoverished %n meaning but capable of
'.?"uch=greater complexity or semantic signii‘icauon. ...Asa conscq.uertl;:‘e
;dfr‘this difference between analog and digital codes we are often in the
-',-"ﬁqaition of using the complex instrument of language to speak about the
d'-riéh- meaning of art where a proliferation of words can never match the
p ‘gradations of meaning to which the words allude” (47-48). T.he \.vords
‘Nichols refers to here are those used in the criticism of art; but in picture

\books the texis themselves allude to the pictures, and the pictuTes have
!ﬁéen made in response to the texts. The situation has been designed .to
offer information from both digital and analogical codes a}t or{ce; the unity
.nf the whole emerges from a subtle interplay of the 'dlﬁ'enng parts. If’
terms of the geography of the brain, Gardner snys‘, “Since the left _herm-
sphere operates primarily by processing elements u.x scquencc,:, whl_le-qle
'ﬁght hemisphere treats elements simultaneously (‘in pa.rallel ) af:twmr?s
which exploit both forms are particularly enhanced by mterhemfs?henc
collaboration” {376). Reading a picture book is clearly such an acnvxty.f
I suggested earlier that the pictures in a sequence act .as schemataﬁ or
each other. When a story is told in words as well as pictures, we first
anderstand both the words and the pictures by means of the scl'.nemata we
have already established for them—at first, our genel:al expectations :?bout
stories and our general understanding about how pictures _commumcat'e.
Then, the words correct and particularize c-mr -understa}mmg of the pic-
tures they accompany, and the pictures provide information that caus::h us
to reinterpret and particularize the meanings of the words. Then all of that
information becomes a schema for each new page of words and each new
i continue throughout 2 book. ' ‘
pl;t::e;:tgce, if we looked at the first picture in Where r.he Wild Timfgs
Are before we hear the text and without knowledge of the 1ma‘ges of‘ Wt;lld
Things on the title page, we might say that we see a‘ boy, meanmghthm b;
figure we see fits our schema of a young human being—and, perhaps
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cause he does not wear a skirt, a young male human being. We might add
that he looks angry and upset, his downcurved mouth fitting our schenia.
for unhappiness, and we might be confused by his bushy tail, and con- 3
clude, perhaps, that he is not human at all, but half animal. Or we might: A
bring into play our schema of occasions for costumes and assume that itis
Halloween. Thus far, our interpretation of the picture depends on olir,
basic models of human behavior. :
But if we know the title of the book, the words “Where the Wild Things: =
Are” might change our response—we might assume that this wild-locking' =
child is indeed one of the Wild Things and that, perhaps, equally wild |
children might appear in later pictures. Or, remembering the images of!
wild creatures on the title page, we might assume that this child is in the!
process of being transformed from human to monster. Or we might alter-
natively bring into play our schema of children’s books and toys and as-
sume that it is the stuffed animal on the left who is the main character and
that this wild half-human is out to get him. Furthermore, we might also
bring into play various of our schema for pictorial conventions: the picture
is dark, so it must be a sad story, and so on.,
If we now add the words of the text, our perception of the pictures
changes—and becomes much more specific, We now know that it is night
and therefore not necessarily gloomy. We know that the creature’s name is
Max and that he is wearing a wolf suit; that means Max is not the dog and
that it is indeed a wolf suit, a costume, 50 that Max is indeed a person, 8
human being. We know that this person, Max, and not the dog, is the main
character. We also know for sure that he is a male, since it is “his” wolf
suit. And we are told he is making mischief, which specifies the meaning
of his downturned mouth: malevolence, not gloom. Furthermore, we have
learned what matters in this picture: that it is not to be about how Max
built a tent—not about the specific bad action—but merely an example of
the more generalized conception, mischief.
In fact, we read both words and pictures here in relation t0 each other;
rather than make the possible wrong assumptions I have outlined, our
simultaneous or almost-simultaneous experience of both words and pic-

" fures allows us use each to correct our understanding of the other. But

' .m'*hat-might we expect next? According 10 conventional patterns of human

: -‘béﬁavior——and, perhaps, of children’s stories—we would most likely ex-
) rp}ct an angry, adult woman to appear in the next picture. But pcfhaps not;
the grammatical incompleteness of the text suggests that there 15 tI}Ol'E of
: the sentence to come and therefore more mischief to come, mMost likely a

" continuation of the same sequence of action we have seen part of already,

" since that is what we tend to expect in stories. So perhaps we will see Max

' {ooking through a large hole in the wall that he has made with his hammer,
. and his mother’s angry face looking through it at him.

In fact, the next picture confirms the grammar’s suggestion that there
. .was more to come, but rather than a continuation of the same sequence,
. we are provided with a quite different action. So the picture t.ells us tlllat
‘.' the phrase “af one kind” was indeed meant to be balanced off; its meanmng
. 1s changed by the words “and another” not because we did not expect
those words but because we most likely expected more words than that.
‘But those words on their own set up a sort of repetitive pattern that we,
‘might well expect to continue—an extended series of “and anothe.rs’
depicting yet more sorts of mischief. The picture changes that expectation
by sewting up the beginning of a chase that we might well expect to se¢ the
end of: the most likely slapstick conclusion to this situation would be a
picture of Max barreling into his mother once he gets through L?'IC door.
The next page thwarts that expectation both by bringing the series to an
end and by showing us a quite different sort of scene. Part of the reason
this sequence of pictures and words is so interesting is that the words
change the meanings of the pictures, and the pictures then cha.mge the
meanings of the words—sometimes by confirming our expectauons and
sometimes surprising us by not confirming them. _

This process of making assumptions on the basis of our Prevnous know-l—
edge and then correcting them is basic to perception 1Eself, As Ulric
Neisser says, “The schemata that accept information and direct the search
for more of it are not visual or auditory or tactual, but perceptual. To
attend an event means to seek and accept every sort of information about
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it, regardiess of modality, and to integrate all the information as it becomes
available. Having heard something, we look to see it, and what we see then

determines how we locate and interpret what we hear” {29~30). That last:

sentence nicely sums up the picture-book experience; picture books ele-
gantly bring into play the basic patterns of perception. Having heard about
something in the words, we look to see it, and having seen it, we now,
interpret what we hear differently. The words change the pictures, and the
pictures change the words.

Pictures do that by adding visual information to what we have been
told—show us, for instance, that Max is not just making mischief in general
but that he is driving a nail into the wall. For that reason many commenta-
tors say that the purpose of pictures in picture books is to “extend” the
texts, but cognitive theories of perception suggest that extension may be
the wrong metaphor. It would be more accurate to say that pictures fimit
the text—and to add that the text also limits the pictures,

Consider some pictures of people suspended above flights of stairs,
Without words we might guess that Sendak’s Max above the stairs with a
fork in his hand and Van Allsburg’s Alan above the stairs in Abdul Gasazi’s
garden are flying or floating, or that Max is a creature that is half human
and half animal and that Alan is a girl in jeans, or that both are midgets.
But Sendak’s words tell us Max is making mischief, and since the text does
not refer to them, we discount the less plausible interpretations of the
picture, like flying. Even more obviously, Van Allsburg’s text tells us that
Alan has, indeed, fallen down the stairs. In both cases, the words limit the
range of possible responses to the picture.

Now consider the sentence “The boy fell down the stairs” unaccom-
panied by a picture. It clearly describes an action, but we have no way of
understanding the meaning of the action. So we can imagine countless
possibilities. The boy tripped. The boy was pushed. The boy was wearing
a dress. He was a Norwegian. He was in a wheelchair. And so on. Any
picture at all will narrow these possibilities to a very few. A picture of a boy
in slacks without a wheelchair will eliminate the possibility of the dress
and the wheelchair, and a picture of a boy in 2 kilt will eliminate the
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‘possibility of the Norwegian—and a picture of a boy above a stairway in a
garden will demand a quite specific response. Furthermore, the picture
‘might even show us a banana peel that would account for the full. Further-
‘more, as I suggested earlier, the quality of the picture itself might inform
s of the proper artitude to take toward it; it might be a cartoon that tells
us to laugh at the boy, or it might be a broodingly realistic picture that tells
us to feel sorry for him. In either case, the picture would limit not only
plausible interpretations of the situation but also the range of plausible
Tesponses to it.

By limiting each other, words and pictures together take on a meaning
that neither possesses without the other—perform the completion of each
other that Barthes calls “relaying.” The words in The Garden of Abdul
Gasazi do not in fact tell us that it is a stairway that Alan is falling down;
they merely say he slipped and fell. And the picture does not tell us that it
is somebody named Alan who is doing the slipping. Each tells us of some-
thing the other is incapable of telling or that the other could tell only with
difficulty; together, they mean something quite different and 2 lot more
specific than each on its own—in this case, that this is indeed a boy, that
his name is Alan, that he has indeed slipped, and that it is indeed a stair-
way he is falling down.

Because they communicate different kinds of information, and because
they work together by limiting each other’s meanings, words and pictures
necessarily have a combative relationship; their complementarity is a mat-
ter of opposites completing each other by virtue of their differences. As a
result, the relationships between pictures and texts in picture books tend
to be ironic: each speaks about matters on which the other is silent.





