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CREATING THE ILLUSION OF MOVEMENT

How Do Children’s lllustrated Books Embody Visual

One might assume that expressing a
continuous narrative, through what
has been referred to as a “discontinu-
ous medium” (Nikolajeva and Scott
139), could be an inhibiting experience
for a picturebook maker. However, ex-
pressing a moving visual story through
a static medium such as a picture book
demands a focus of conceptual direc-
tion by the author/illustrator. It chal-
lenges the practitioner to identify the
very essence of an idea and then to ex-
press that idea using a multiplicity of
graphic codes, which iterate and reit-
erate the notion in conjunction with
eloquent and economic text. This arti-
cle examines this very process, looking
at how the author/illustrator makes
use of the picturebook to express nar-
rative ideas, which in the process of
comprehension are transformed into
motion.

The following discussion explores
the particular perspective of the prac-
titioner and has been written by a
practicing author/illustrator. In this

Sequential Movement?

Sarah McConnell

way, it explores the inner workings of
the picture book and discusses some
of the multiple layers of intentions and
considerations that revolve around the
idea of creating the illusion of move-
ment in children’s illustrated books.
The depiction of sequential momen-
tum in children’s book illustration is a
form of visual communication where
the artist takes a positive role in ex-
pressing narrative ideas; a role which
has many similarities to the role of

writer/director.

M. 1: Marvin’s Funny Dance by Sarah
McConnell (2008).
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IIL. 2: Sketchbook page for Marvin’s Funny Dance by Sarah McConnell (2008)

To ensure that the observations
made here are as authentic as possible,
the discussion will make reference to a
picturebook which the author wrote
and illustrated specifically to analyse
creative intentions for research pur-
poses. Marvin’s Funny Dance was pub-
lished in 2008 by Hodder Children’s
books.! The discussion will refer to re-
flections and notes collected during the
production and postproduction of the
book. It will combine this with exam-
ples from the wider discipline of chil-
dren’s books and refer to a theoretical
framework which is applied to comics.?
This approach has enabled a balance to

be struck between theory, practice and
artistic intentions, each supplementing
the others. The theoretical reflective
process carried out in relation to Mar-
vin’s Funny Dance has fed into subse-
quent practical work in the form of a
more structured approach to writing
and illustrating and a deeper under-
standing of strengths and areas for
improvement in the practice.

equential Momemntum:
A Definition

In its most distilled form, sequential
momentum describes the visual

movement represented in the image,
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which is created using various graphic
codes. The word ‘sequential’ is used in
the term to denote an implicit under-
standing of the image that relies on the
reader to envisage the scene as part of
a series of connected fragments. Se-
quential momentum, as it is referred
to here, is an expressive visual device
that animates the narrative; it is prima-
rily a visual tool, which is effective in
depicting movement, drama and time
in a static medium. The central asser-
tion of this discussion is that the pic-
ture book is a continuous medium
during its production when it is envi-
sioned as a moving narrative and
when it is read and comprehended by
the audience.

There is an existing discourse in
the areas of picturebook and sequen-
tial art which explores ideas related to
sequential momentum. Scott Mc-
Cloud, the comic book theorist, dis-
cusses similar issues using phrases
such as “the composition of change,
the composition of drama” (1993, 115);
while children’s literature scholars
Maria Nikolajeva and Carole Scott
refer to “Time and Movement” in pic-
turebooks (139). All of these descrip-
tive terms are relevant to the
discussion, but this paper requires a
label that is both encompassing and
expandable; a term that exists as an
umbrella for the three components

mentioned above and is malleable
enough to allow for a mixing and
overlapping of these elements.

In order to analyse the complexi-
ties of this, the discussion will break
down the notion of sequential mo-
mentum into three components and
discuss how these components feature
in the work of several published au-
thor/illustrators as well as the author’s
own book. The first of these compo-
nents is action: the momentum of the
image and the expression of frozen ki-
netic energy on the page. The second
is time: how the image depicts a single
moment or multiple moments in time.
Lastly, the discussion turns to drama:
showing the intensity of the moment
and the theatre of imagery that exists
on the page.

This article will focus on the visual,
however this cannot be discussed
without making reference to the pic-
ture book text. The words are, of
course, an integral part of the narra-
tive concept. Text and image work
symbiotically in a picture book and
they can both support and contribute
to sequential momentum. The author/
illustrator is in the privileged position
of using two different media to relay
narrative ideas. They can overlap and
contrast the words and images in var-
ious ways to describe the narrative
thread. Great care is taken to consider
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the text and image in terms of page
design, with words often undulating
across the page or sitting in a balanced
composition with the image. The fin-
ished artwork can often feel incom-
plete until the text is dropped in by the
designer, which balances up the com-
position and makes it complete. As the
discourse unfolds it will touch on the
function of the words and how they
aid sequential momentum, but the
primary focus will be on the images.

equential Momentum in

Context
One of the earliest exponents of se-
quential momentum, through the
medium of picturebook art, was the
artist Randolph Caldecott. Caldecott
has provided the world with a wealth
of images that shimmer and sway
with movement. Writing for The Horn
Book Magazine in 1946, the artist Hilda
van Stockum discusses the “ebb and
flow of perpetual motion” which per-
meates his work and goes on to con-
clude that “it is this vigorous action
which endears Caldecott to children,
who don't look at pictures to admire,
but to participate” (38).

Perhaps one of the most compelling
properties offered by illustration is the
capacity to portray a frozen moment in
time. Obviously, this phenomenon is
not exclusive to illustration: The camera

CREATING THE ILLUSION OF MOVEMENT

IL. 3: From The House that Jack Built by Ran-
dolph Caldecott (1878)

can capture motion, and film directors
can use a freeze frame shot to add im-
pact to a particular scene; but in no
other medium is the frozen moment
more readily used than in illustration
and sequential art.

The illustrator and theorist Brad
Holland has commented that “[t]he
unique value of illustration is its ability
to flatten time and compress different
states of consciousness into a frozen
moment” (2005, 4). As a consequence,
creating the illusion of motion in an
image can be an exciting challenge for
the author/illustrator who ultimately
relies on the audience to reconstruct a
moving story in their reading.

In the use of the frozen moment, the
author/illustrator has one significant
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advantage over other media: He/she
can push the idea further than the
boundaries of reality will allow.
He/she can portray a frozen moment
and heighten the level of dramatic ef-
fect by exaggerating elements. The
image is stretched, the lighting is al-
tered, every tool available to the artist
is utilised in an effort to communicate
the essence of the idea.

Quentin Blake demonstrates this
notion beautifully in his drawing from
Matilda by Roald Dahl (111). A small
boy has been thrown out of the win-
dow. The boy flies through the air, his
body is straight and protracted, his
hair flies behind him and a trail of
sweets are left in his wake. This is a
moment charged with sequential mo-
mentum. In real time, it would be ex-
tremely difficult for the eye to absorb
the details of a fast-moving object such
as this, but in the illustrated image,
this information is deliciously visible.
In Words and Pictures, Blake discusses
how he used the trajectory of the
sweets to emphasise the power with
which the boy soars through the air
(2000, 61).

The artist reveals how this moment
was not essential to the “advance-
ment” of the story when it appeared in
the text but it “benefits from visual
treatment, so that you can relish it at
leisure” (ibid.); which indicates how

Blake delights in this challenge and un-
derstands how his audience appreciate
this quality, too.

omprehension of the

Image and Closure

In their book Talking Pictures, editors
Victor Watson and Morag Styles dis-
cuss the readerly gap or imaginative
space that lies somewhere between the
words and pictures in a picture book.
It is in this place that the reader/viewer
transforms the visual and textual in-
formation into an uninterrupted nar-
rative with living characters and
dynamic scenes. This is the place
where sequential momentum resides.

Without doubt, the audience’s
comprehension is the key to the por-
trayal of sequential momentum in
picturebooks and indeed any form of
sequential art. Without their willing-
ness to understand and make mean-
ing from the image, Quentin Blake's
boy from Matilda could quite possibly
be seen as suspended in mid-air. As it
is, the reader’s brain takes in all the
information and makes an assess-
ment of what is being communicated
to them and so the boy is understood
to be flying through the air. We un-
derstand the image because we can
imagine what happened just prior to
this moment. In effect we are filling in
the gaps and in the process creating a
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continuum within the image. This
form of comprehension requires a par-
ticular mental process called closure?®,
as referred to in gestalt psychology (cf.
Schwarcz).

According to gestalt psychology,
closure occurs when a collection of
shapes are grouped together, which
we then perceive as a whole. The pic-
ture book theorist Joseph H. Schwarcz
refers to gestalt closure in The Ways of
the Illustrator (1982, 30). He notes how
the perceiver shows a tendency to join
together objects and elements found in
the visual world and combine them
into patterns and configurations, par-
ticularly if these elements are situated
in close proximity.

Closure can be observed in ill. 4:
We are compelled to ignore the gaps
and see complete shapes in the image.
In fact, there are no triangles or circles,
but our brains fill in the missing infor-
mation and creates the familiar shapes.
It is interesting to note that this com-
pulsion is so strong that it is almost
impossible to look at the diagram and
just see a collection of odd black
shapes. The white triangle is insistent
on making itself known.

Closure enables us to make sense
of the visual world. The human brain
does not perceive every single detail of
a given environment, but instead re-
lies on a bank of existing knowledge.

CREATING THE ILLUSION OF MOVEMENT
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I1I. 4: Closure Diagram

According to Scott McCloud, “[o]ur
perception of reality is an act of faith,
based on mere fragments” (1993, 62).
In The Psychology of Human Thought by
Robert J. Sternberg and Edward E.
Smith, the authors discuss how the in-
formation that we memorise is not
stored as isolated facts (1988, 32). In-
stead, the brain organises the informa-
tion into “meaningful functional
units” (Brewer/Treyens, as quoted by
Smith/Sternberg 32). If we are faced
with incomplete information, as in the
case of closure, we can use our bank of
existing knowledge to fill in the gaps
and make meaning.

The author/illustrator attempts to
harness this built-in capacity to fill in
information. In reality, however, we
have no way of knowing that the au-
dience comprehends the image and
text the way it is intended. This is
why practitioners use multiple visual
codes to deliver their message. Creat-
ing a convincing visual language that
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I11. 5: Image from Me and My Cat? by Satoshi
Kitamura (1999)

communicates effectively with the
reader is central to producing an
accomplished book.

In ill. 5 by Satoshi Kitamura from
Me and My Cat? (1999, 14), the artist
depicts the tumbling cat and the falling
cupboard just before the contents
crash to the floor. The reader compre-
hends motion as the contents spill onto
the floor by imagining the linear conti-
nuity in the image. The artist tries to
manage the reader’s interpretation of
the gap between fragments of the image
by encouraging and coercing the reader
to make assumptions about what hap-
pens next, and sequential momentum
is an aid to achieving this.

It is worth pointing out at this early
stage in the discussion that sequential
momentum, as an illustrative ap-
proach, probably features in the ma-
jority of picturebooks to some degree
because it is an invaluable method for
communicating narrative ideas visu-
ally. However, the strength of its pres-
ence varies. In some picturebooks
where the mood of the narrative is
perhaps more contemplative, it is
something which is merely evident as
a tool to propel the plot forward; while
in others it is more explicitly pursued
by the artist as an objective, and is a
central theme in the visual and textual
narrative.

he First Component of Se-
quential Momentum: Action

The context of sequential momentum,
as a tool of visual narration, is rooted
in sequential art. As a consequence, its
contextual origins lie mostly in the
area of picturebooks, comics and
graphic novels. It is worth noting,
however, that sequential momentum
also borrows from continuous disci-
plines as diverse as mime, animation,
film and theatre.

An enduring influence on my
practice in the area of sequential mo-
mentum is the American author/illus-
trator Bill Peet, who in 1967 wrote and
illustrated the picturebook Jennifer and
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Josephine. It is a book filled with an un-
mistakable kinetic energy and for the
purposes of this paper, I will discuss
it as an exemplar of the depiction of
“action”.

Almost every spread in Jennifer and
Josephine resonates with movement
and drama. The story tells of a “frantic
fellow” (7), called Mr Frenzy, who
buys Jennifer, a battered old car, and
drives her at alarming speeds in a frac-
tious journey across the American
Midwest. Fortunately, the car is inhab-
ited by a resourceful and loyal cat
called Josephine, who ultimately saves
Jennifer from a rusty demise.

The book has a wild momentum
and DPeet
achieves this sense of motion using a

running throughout,
variety of graphic indicators. The little
car careers from one page to the next.
More than just a character, the car acts
as a narrative tool in itself, its journey
compelling the reader to continue. An
initial cursory examination of the illus-
trations reveals an unexpected ab-
sence of movement lines depicting this
kinetic energy. Instead, rather like
Caldecott, Peet uses the visual props
which are available to him within the
narrative visual world that he has cre-
ated. Most obviously he uses the red
dirt road whose trajectory winds its
way across nearly every spread. The
road is indented with two deep tyre
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tracks, which he uses repeatedly to
show the relentless path of action. The
tracks are compelling because they are
such a definite graphic indicator, the
reader can experience a sense of the
car’s wheels slotting into these groves,
coupled with an idea of the speed and
power required to make such deep
tracks. The tracks are perhaps the
most indicative visual metaphor for
the
through this book as they slice

momentum which powers

through wheat fields, grassy meadows
and muddy embankments to their
final conclusion.

More signifiers are employed as
the narrative unfolds. Dust rises in
clouds from the road as the canvas
flaps on passing trucks, and steam bil-
lows from a speeding train. The
wheels of the car are drawn so that
they hover above the ground.

Beyond this there is another level of
communication; this exists within the
application of the marks that make up
these images. If one observes closely
how the road has been rendered in the
book, it is possible to see indicative di-
agonal, sweeping stripes of colour and
tone. This is echoed in the short spiky
pen strokes used to render the trees
and grasses of the American mid
west landscape. The marks collude to
indicate the perpetual motion of a
particular frozen scene.
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It is of interest to note that Peet
spent years working as a respected an-
imator for the Disney Studios where
he developed a tacit understanding of
movement, and the use of visual lan-
guage in storytelling. He writes: “My
Disney storytelling had been a series
of sketches, hundreds of them to de-
scribe every phase of action and the at-
titudes of the characters” (138). Peet’s
statement is an indicator of how he
achieves such a sophisticated level of
visual communication. In his picture-
books, he condenses these hundreds of
images into 32 pages of action.

he Second Component of

Sequential Momentum: Time
Sequential images in children’s pic-
turebooks have the ability to commu-
nicate the passing of time. Indeed, this
relationship with time is one aspect
that defines the art form. Within the
picturebook image, time is perceived
spatially; as with all sequential art,
“time and space are one and the same”
(McCloud 1993, 100). In comics, the
skilful graphic communication of time
has been turned into an art form.

In order to understand the many
different ways of communicating time
in the images found in children’s illus-
trated books, it is worth briefly consid-
ering Scott McCloud’s comprehensive
categories of closure (70). These six

categories describe temporal changes
in a sequence of images. I have specif-
ically chosen to discuss the transfer-
ence of meaning in picturebooks using
McCloud’s* paradigm for the vocabu-
lary of sequential art, rather than
adopting a semiotic framework. This is
due to McCloud’s status as both a
comics artist and a theorist. This re-
search represents the practitioner’s
perspective and it is appropriate,
therefore, to adopt a line of discourse
that was begun by a sequential artist.
McCloud’s framing of this dialogue
still adheres to semiotic principals but
provides a subject-specific viewpoint.

The first category is called “mo-
Mo-
ment-to-moment describes time in

ment-to-moment transition”.

terms of seconds passing, showing
tiny progressions in the visual action.
This can be described using frames or
vignettes. An example of this could be
a character cartwheeling.

The second category of closure that
McCloud identifies involves a single
subject in a distinct “action-to-action
progression”. This type of progression
is also most commonly described
using vignettes as depicted by Mar-
vin’s different dance moves in my
book Marvin’s Funny Dance (2008) (see
ill. 6).

The reason for the use of vignettes
is simply to do with economy of space,
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II. 6: Pages 6/7 Marvin’s Funny Dance by Sarah McConnell (2008)

and in the context of narrative pro-
gression, time. The dance moves don’t
move the story along a great deal, in
terms of the narrative world of the
book they don’t actually take very
long to execute, perhaps less than a
minute. The dance is depicted in this
way because of its significance in the
story.

Nikolajeva and Scott refer to this
particular order of temporal events as
“simultaneous succession” (140).
Joseph H. Schwarcz (24) and Perry
Nodelman (166) use the alternative
phrase “continuous narrative” but I
prefer McCloud’s term “action-to-
action” (70) because it refers directly
to the contents of the image and the
transition itself.

This page is also a good example of
how the written text contributes to se-
quential momentum. Written to be

read aloud, the words act as rhythmi-
cal accompaniment to the dance. The
words do this using simple rhyme but
I have also considered the way that the
words are formed in the mouth as
they are read aloud. Words such as
‘wiggling” and ‘waggling” are chosen
specifically because of how they roll
around the mouth. The text also de-
scribes the action so that the images
can concentrate on not only portray-
ing the dance but also conveying Mar-
vin’s cheeky personality. If the words
were not there the image would focus
much more on describing the activity
to the readers e.g. by zooming in on
the toes wiggling, for instance, in
order to convey the narrative clearly.
Temporarily passing over the third
category, McCloud’s fourth category
of transition appears in Marvin’s
Funny Dance in the progression from
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pages 6/7 showing the actual dance, to
pages 8/9 where Marvin is showing off
by performing a cartwheel. McCloud
calls this “scene-to-scene transition”
and notes how it can transport the
reader over considerable distances of
time and space. In the example shown
above, the narrative action goes from
the present moment, the dance, to
what I intended to be a kind of anec-
dotal reference describing Marvin’s
character.

The fifth category, called “aspect-
to-aspect”, is much less common in
picturebooks and focuses on commu-
nicating a mood, idea or place by
showing different aspects. Used in
Japanese graphic literature, it also
appears in film (see McCloud 1993,
79). It involves showing different,
sometimes unconnected aspects of a
scene with a view to creating a mood.

I1. 7: Pages 8/9 Marvin’s Funny Dance by Sarah McConnell (2008)

Finally, there is what McCloud calls
the “non-sequitur”, the sixth category,
where two sequential images have no
relation at all. Again a category that is
extremely rare in picturebooks, it ap-
pears more often in board books for
babies, which introduce unconnected
objects by naming them.

In my own picturebook Marvin’s
Funny Dance, one particular sequence
relies heavily on the depiction of an
unbroken period of time for its suc-
cess.” The sequence, if played out in
real time, would probably only last a
matter of minutes and yet I have de-
voted three spreads to it. This is be-
cause this particular chain of events is
critical to the story. By treating it in
this way I am hoping to focus the au-
dience’s attention and create suspense.
The three pages in question fall mostly
within McCloud’s third category of
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transition ‘subject-to subject’, which in-
volves staying within the scene or idea
as the images progress. It requires a
substantial amount of reader involve-
ment in the form of closure. Closure in
picturebooks is normally at its most
potent, in terms of suspense, when it
occurs as the reader turns the page,
and I have employed the ‘page-turner’
in this sequence.

The first page in the sequence uses
two panels. I introduces the buzzard
brothers with a necessary close-up in
the first, then in the adjacent panel
leaps forward in time, zooming out to
show the slumbering meerkats with
the scheming buzzards in the distance.
We know there has been a temporal
transition because of the different
colours chosen to depict the sky, al-
though there is some indication that
the period isn’t too long, because the
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II. 8: Pages 10/11 Marvin’s Funny Dance by Sarah McConnell (2008)
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brothers are in a similar position in
their tree. The text tells us that the gap
between frames was long enough for
the meerkats to spot their enemy, then
later drift into “a deep sleep.”

At this point in the second, larger
panel, an uninterrupted period of time
within the narrative begins. My inten-
tion is for the audience to commence
reading the iconotext with the image
of the distant buzzard brothers. Two
indicators are employed to achieve
this; firstly the image of the buzzards
mimics the previous frame, secondly
they are positioned in the top left-
hand corner of the frame; the ‘natural’
place to begin reading; the gaze is then
directed toward the text. My intention
is for this gaze to then proceed in a
measured way across the page, taking
in the bodies of the sleeping meerkats,
so the progression of the eye reflects
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the tranquil repose of the meerkats. In
order to achieve this I have added var-
ious details, such as dung beetles and
lizards, to the foreground with the in-
tention of capturing the audience’s in-
terest and slowing down their reading
progression.

The eye is then met with more text,
which directs it to the lookout post; or,
if this is the gaze of the child
reader/viewer, then they might notice
Marvin’s half-hidden face at this
point. The continuing narrative mo-
mentum is then communicated solely
through the image. The audience’s re-
alisation that Marvin is still wide-
awake, even though the omnipresent
narrator suggests otherwise, is in-
tended to give them a sense of em-
they
knowledge that something is about to

powerment, have  prior

happen. This anticipation is enhanced
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because they should be familiar with
Marvin’s character; (e.g. they are
aware that he is “full of cheeky tricks”)
and this is further indicated in the
hero’s half-hidden face — to suggest
mischief. This device for empowering
the audience is specifically directed to-
ward the child reader/viewer, who can
engage more fully in the process of de-
coding the iconotext at this point in
the narrative.

Also at this juncture, the book
takes full advantage of the mental
process of closure. The reader is
treated to a glimpse of the sleeping
meerkats who are piled on top of one
another in the right-hand corner of
the page. As we turn the page, the
whole scene shifts to the right of the
tree, the gaze moves around the
tree trunk and simultaneously the
hero moves with us. The wordless

I1. 9: Pages 12/13 Marvin’s Funny Dance by Sarah McConnell (2008)
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appearance of Marvin on the previous
page is intended to create anticipation
in the reader/viewer as they turn the
page, which is rewarded by a visual
confirmation of their suspicions, with
the image depicting Marvin getting up
to mischief.

Marvin’s partially obscured face
from the previous spread acts as a vi-
sual page-turner. The page-turner is a
classic device for creating anticipation
in the plot. It can be either visual or
textual as shown in the next page
where the text reads “He cupped his
paws around his mouth and...”: The
audience is urged by the text to read
on. The page-turner induces closure in
a similar way to that of the frame-to-
frame transition where the audience
fills in the action between panels. The
action of turning the page in a picture-
book, however, has some useful differ-
ences. Firstly, there is a short lapse of
time as the page is turned; a helpful
pause that could act as an intake of
breath for the narrator or the character,
as in the case described above. Even
more useful to the author/illustrator
perhaps is that, unlike frame-to-frame
closure, turning the page in picture-
books reveals something unknown to
the audience. This introduces uncer-
tainty during the mental process of clo-
sure e.g. when the page is turned it
reveals the answer to a question or the

CREATING THE ILLUSION OF MOVEMENT

punch line to a visual joke. It allows the
reader to anticipate what the answer
might be, and in effect, engages the
imagination. Each page urges the
reader to continue on this particular
narrative path. As identified by Bar-
bara Bader, a picture book “as an art
form [...] hinges on the interdepend-
ence of pictures and words, on the si-
multaneous display of two facing
pages, and on the drama of the turning
page” (1). Perry Nodelman also iden-
tifies the page turn as one of the quali-
ties that sets picturebooks apart from
other art forms: “Picturebook pictures,
are different from works of art in their
composition, since every picture in a
picturebook (except the last one) is
supposed to encourage the reader to
go on reading” (Nodelman cited by
Nikolajeva and Scott 126). This key fea-
ture means that the large majority of
picturebooks are inherently sequential.
It allows for a sense of anticipation
comparable to that delivered in a
continuous visual medium such as film.

The continuous flow of the action
is maintained as Marvin looks to his
right. Again, the viewers’ gaze goes
from left to right as we follow the
hero’s viewpoint to the next page. This
creates what Nikolajeva and Scott
refer to as “tension between the verso
and recto to imply movement as well
as temporal and causal relations”
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(151). The transition from one moment
to another is implied as the viewpoint
zooms in on the character, and Marvin
opens his mouth. This moment is part
of the continuum, which depicts the
mischievous idea within these three
spreads, but with an interesting differ-
ence. In terms of narrative time, the ef-
fect of the zoom, along with the
textual description of the action,
serves to speed up the moment if com-
pared to the previous two pages in the
sequence. The illusion of a shortened
moment is due to this focus on one
character, there is literally less visual
information for the audience to inter-
pret. Movement and temporality are
displayed in the transition from one
page to the next, again using closure.

On the right-hand page, the sym-
biosis between text and the image is
designed to encourage the audience to
read on. Suspense is created and the
noise that comes out of Marvin's
mouth is first of all manifested
through closure in the reader’s mind.
The “Squawk! Squawk!” sound is then
literally represented by the text on the
following double-page spread. This
spread has been composed so that it
provides an instant visual contrast to
the previous page. The ensuing may-
hem represents a satisfying culmina-
tion to the build-up provided by the
escalating progression of time and

activity, communicated through image
and text, across this sequence of three
pages as the meerkats jump around in
complete panic.

he Third Component of Se-
quential Momentum: Drama
Finally, we arrive at the last of the three
components that function within se-
quential momentum, that of drama. In
this context, I use the word drama to
refer specifically to how dramatic effect
injects movement into the narrative.
Author/illustrator Quentin Blake
could arguably be described as a mas-
ter of the dramatic moment in picture-
book art. It is illuminating to explore
the inner workings of Blake’s art, and
how he achieves this succinct and dy-
namic form of visual communication.
His attention to timing and the skill of
selecting a specific moment in the en-
suing narrative action, which commu-
nicates his essential idea, is a major
factor in the success of these images.
The selection of these moments has
a great deal to do with closure, in that
they often portray the exact moment
where the action has gone past a mid-
way point and is milliseconds away from
an often humorous and deeply satisfy-
ing conclusion. The reader is left with
the wonderful task of completing the ac-
tion. In this way, Blake’s illustrations
contain a type of locked-in potential.
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In his picturebook All Join In, Blake
shows a fainting Grandma, the text
reads “And when Granny’s going to
faint WE ALL JOIN IN” (28). Three
children attempt to catch this large
lady as she dramatically topples to-
wards the floor. A woman runs in
from the left of the picture-frame car-
rying a delicate looking chair. The par-
ticular moment selected to illustrate is
bursting with kinetic potential and
urges us to ask questions: Does
Grandma collapse on top of the three
small children, or does the chair arrive
just in time; and if the chair does come
to rest under this extremely large lady,
does it then collapse under her
weight? It is left to the audience to
conclude the outcome. Every element
in the image is infused with action and
drama. Physically (indicated primarily
through kinesics) and emotionally (in-
dicated primarily by facial expression),
the characters are wholeheartedly
involved in the melodrama of the
moment.

The notion of drama is perhaps
most evident in the figure of Grandma
herself, specifically the particular
angle of her toppling body: It would
be impossible for her to right herself
from this position. Her body mass is
exaggerated, its rectangular form
resembles a large brick. If we com-
pare her size to the female character
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running in from the left there is a
marked difference. The inevitability of
her fall is reemphasized by the angle
of her feet, which appear to be ankle-
less as they scoop upwards in the di-
rection of the fall. Her weight and
physicality are again dramatically in-
dicated in the way that the three sup-
porting children’s heads disappear
into her spongy body. By observing
the visual language and graphic codes
that reside within the image the dra-
matic intensity of the action is re-
vealed. The paradox of this analysis is
that because the artist has expressed
his idea in multiple different modes
using dramatic effect, the essential
idea can pass smoothly from the
image to the viewer without any need
for analysis at all.

In Words and Pictures, Blake dis-
cusses how he concentrates the eye of
the beholder on this activity. He fills
the audience’s perception with the in-
tensity of his idea by omitting unnec-
essary background information and
drawing only those ‘props’ that are
necessary. “The scenery was not as im-
portant to me as the characters in front
of it. That is nearly always so” (50), he
notes. In the image of Grandma, the
props that surround her — the splayed
fingers of the gloves, the tumbling
shopping, every element in the com-
position — is actively communicating
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the notion of dramatic activity. Blake
continues: “To small children, many
adults are large and strange and in-
convenient; and that is one of things
that the drawing is about” (50). The
artist uses what can only be described
as visual rhetoric in his depiction of
the inconvenience of adults, and this
is captured eloquently in the figure of
the small girl who is crumpling under
Grandma. Her body appears to be less
human and more rag doll-like as it
bends in improbable ways, the limbs
are floppy and bending in an exagger-
ated fashion. Her anatomy is sub-
verted as it becomes subordinate to
the author/illustrator’s objective.

To conclude, the drama component
of sequential momentum appears to
be about distilling the essential idea
into a physical gesture through the use
of expressive anatomy, exaggeration,
the selection of a dramatic moment
and the presence or indeed absence of
all other props and visual indicators in
the image.

The author/illustrator attempts to
harness this built-in capacity to fill in
information and interpret visual lan-
guage. In reality however, we have no
way of knowing categorically that the
audience comprehends the image and
text the way it is intended. This is why
practitioners use multiple visual codes
to deliver their message as Blake

demonstrates. Creating a convincing
visual language that communicates ef-
fectively with the reader is central to

producing an accomplished picture
book.

Discontinuous Medium
or Continuous Unified
Reality in the Process of

Comprehension?
It is the assertion of this paper that the

picturebook is a continuous medium
within the process of its comprehen-
sion. The phenomenon of closure is
evidence that the reader/viewer is not
a passive observer when engaging
with the picturebook; we are compre-
hending the path of time and motion
and merging content to produce
meaning; we are filling in the gaps be-
tween frames and pages; we are actu-
alizing fractional illustrated moments
and facilitating the continuum of the
narrative. Picturebook maker Satoshi
Kitamura stated, when discussing
children’s books in an interview with
the author:

It is not a static medium, the pic-
turebook is a series of pictures
bound together as a book, telling a
story with pictures and words. In
the same way as comics, they are
very much like film.

It is perhaps worth returning to Hilda
van Stockum’s sentiment in reference
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to Randolph Caldecott where she
states that “it is this vigorous action
which endears Caldecott to children,
who don't look at pictures to admire,
but to participate” (38).

Closure makes possible the trans-
mission of the author/illustrator’s con-
ceptual vision of the narrative as a
continuous entity and the audience’s
subjective reconstruction of this narra-
tive. This results in the perception of
the picturebook narrative as a contin-
uous unified reality by both author/il-
lustrator and audience even though
these realities may be different. The
more accomplished picture books will
do this most skilfully. Thus, the fic-
tional world of the picturebook pro-
vides temporality and causality. The
audience can engage in expectations
and an imaginative journey, which,
in the process of comprehension, is
transformed into motion.
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NOTES

! Hodder is an imprint of Hachette who at the time were the UK’s largest publisher. The
book was later selected for the Boys into Books UK government initiative, which encourage
boys to engage in reading.

2> The discussion makes reference to comics at various intervals. Both picture books and
comics are examples of sequential art and therefore the theoretical frameworks that have
been applied to comics can often be successfully imposed on picture book art.

3 Randolph Caldecott is the artist after whom the Caldecott medal was named. The medal
is awarded yearly by the Association for Library Services to Children, for the most distin-
guished Picturebook published during that year.

1t should be noted that this type of closure is distinct from ‘narrative closure” which de-
fines a closed narrative form: as opposed to the structural openness of a soap opera, for
instance (cf. Oxford Index). Closure, as it is referred to here, relates to the brain capacity
to fill in visual information from memory and experience in order to understand an
image.

> Parallels can be drawn between the ‘gaps’ in gestalt closure and the textural ‘gaps’ in
reader-response criticism. Like reader-response, this discussion is concerned with the
readers contribution to a work’s meaning, but the specific approach taken references the
psychological perspective because this relates more directly to visual issues.

¢Scott McCloud discusses closure extensively in Understanding Comics. He describes this
mental process as the “phenomena of observing the parts and as a consequence perceiving
a whole” (63). Whilst Schwarcz concentrates on closure in relation to the vignette, Mc-
Cloud’s focus is directed toward the multiple panels in comics and the power of closure
to complete the action between the panels. In a sense he is more interested in the gaps be-
tween images. As this article is discussing the picturebook, which has a different format
from that of comics, its focus is distinct from McCloud’s. Even though this discussion will
look at the gaps between images such as the use of panels and the turn of a page, the focus
here will be directed to the role of closure in generating motion within the image where
motion is quite often played out in a single image. In this instance closure is more easily
understood as the act of comprehension rather than the filling in of gaps.

7This is how I intend the sequence to be read but this is not necessarily how it would be
read.

8 ‘Pageturner’ as used by Nikolajeva and Scott (2001, 57).

? Iconotext refers to the integration of text and image which cooperate to deliver a mes-
sage, the term was coined by Kristin Hallberg (1983) as stated by Nikolajeva and Scott
(2001, 6).
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