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Examining What Defines Picture Books as Postmodern

The focus of this essay consists of examining three picture books which display postmodern characteristics. Postmodernism frequently questions established narrative frameworks, subverts preconceptions, and experiments with the interaction of text and picture. Postmodern techniques can push readers to interact more critically with the tale by making it harder for them to connect the dots between the written word and the accompanying visuals in picture books.
As Sipe and Pantaleo (2008) note, “The picture book has changed over time due to social, cultural, and technological factors” (p.20). This development demonstrates how dynamic picture books are, as they continue to evolve to reflect shifting societal norms while preserving the interplay between concept and image that enthrals both authors and readers. The three picture books that are examined in this essay provide distinct instances of postmodern storytelling in children's literature; David Macaulay's Black and White, Anthony Browne's Voices in the Park, and Jon Scieszka and Lane Smith's The True Story of the Three Little Pigs. Through the combination of rich, frequently nonlinear storylines and graphic creativity, each of these books fascinates readers and questions traditional storytelling formats. With their experimental storytelling strategies, shifting viewpoints, and intertextuality, these postmodern picture books show how the interaction of word and image can change how readers interact with and understand stories. In addition to providing entertainment, these novels challenge readers' preconceptions about narrative, viewpoint, and the fundamental function of storytelling. By examining these three instances, this essay will investigate how picture books have postmodern traits, illuminating their dual function as cultural artefacts and creative expressions.

The first picture book to be examined is Black and White (2012) by David Macaulay. Each of the four overlapping storylines in the picture book is depicted in a unique way. A Waiting Game, which is about people waiting for a train at a train station, Problem Parents, which is about two siblings whose parents act strangely one night, Seeing Things, which is about a boy travelling alone by train, and Udder Chaos, which is about a herd of cows that escape and then return to their field. Black and White has many features that makes it a postmodern picture book such as; non-traditional design and layout, multiple narrators, indeterminacy, playfulness, typographic experimentation, metafiction and variety of illustrative styles. 
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Figure 1: Black and White David Macaulay (2012)

In figure 1, you can see that the typography has been played with in the title page, the use of the illustrators name being crooked and as if it is falling, allows the reader to point out the playfulness and the way that the text is interacting with the visual illustration of the robber from the story Udder Chaos. In addition to this, the use of the warning box shows the readers that this story is in an unusual layout and design and that it may be more challenging for the readers perception of the book due to having to focus on the visual illustration and the visual text.
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Figure 2: Black and White by David Macaulay (2012)

“Pictures, especially through their colour, provide children with sensuous pleasure for the eye an effective visual experience.” (Doonan 1993, p.7) This fits in nicely with this picture book as Macaulay uses a variety of illustrative styles. On the verso, he uses watercolour for the upper left story, Seeing Things and uses pen and ink for the lower left story, Problem Parents. On the recto, he uses coloured ink for the upper right story, A Waiting Game, and uses coloured ink with the lines removed for the lower right story, Udder Chaos. The use of different illustrative styles requires the reader to employ a range of knowledge and grammars to read the story but also allows the reader to be drawn into the story more.

Macaulay uses indeterminacy throughout the book, which is the use of multiple interpretations in both the narrative and visual elements of the picture book. The text and illustrations tell a variety of seemingly unrelated stories that frequently run parallel or intersect. Because of the ambiguity produced, readers are prompted to consider the connections between the various storylines and their ultimate meaning. Macaulay highlights the fluidity of meaning and the intricacy of narrative by fusing textual and visual elements that don't always match up in a clear way. This allows the reader to actively and personally interpret the story.

The second picture book to be discussed is Voices in the Park (1998) by Anthony Browne. The picture book is about four different voices telling their own versions of the same walk in the park. Browne gives depth to this simple story by exploring many key themes such as friendship, society, rich and poor, alienation, stereotypes and prejudice. Voices in the Park has many features that makes it a postmodern picture book such as; typographic experimentation, multiple perspectives, unusual use of the narrator's voice, non-traditional way of using plot, characters, and setting, playfulness.

[image: ]
Figure 3: Voices in the Park by Anthony Browne (1998)
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Figure 4: Voices In the Park by Anthony Browne (1998)

Throughout the picture book Browne uses typographic experimentation with each different voice/perspective. This is used to highlight each character's emotional tone and point of view. For instance, the layout, style, and font size frequently reflect the emotions or mental states of the characters. The text may appear bolder or larger when a character is feeling more forceful or confident, whereas smaller, more delicate typefaces may indicate contemplation or uneasiness. The reader's relationship to the characters' inner lives and experiences is strengthened by this use of font, which also enhances the visual storytelling. As each character tells their own story, the various typographic choices aid in expressing their differing viewpoints and feelings. This can be seen different for the boy's mother and the girl’s father, in figure 3 the typography for the mother is sophisticated and clean to represent her being upper-class, whereas in figure 4 the typography is bold and short to represent him being lower-class.

[image: ]Figure 5: Voices In the Park by Anthony Browne (1998)

Browne challenges conventional storytelling norms and invites readers to interact critically with the text in Voices in the Park by incorporating humour into the narrative framework and visual components. Through the voices of four distinct individuals, each of whom offers their unique voice and interpretation of the experience, the picture book depicts the same event, a walk in the park. These viewpoints both overlap and diverge, demonstrating how each character's own prejudices and feelings influence how they perceive the world. This is where Browne's light-hearted approach resides. “As well as materials, every mark, every modification of texture, the manner in which the pen or brush originally met the surface of the paper – delicately or boldly, incisively or sensuously – is storytelling” (Doonan 1993, pg.12), the visuals occasionally contradict or elaborate on the text, demonstrating the use of subtle visual clues like colour palette variations and semiotic playfulness. Figure 5 shows this by using fruit to replace some of the trees which incorporates surrealism which will draw the readers to point out the small details that each of the different characters see and represent.

In Voices in the Park, Browne uses playfulness through narrative structure, perspective shifts and visual storytelling to create a reading experience that is engaging. His use of this approach allows readers to interact with the story in multiple ways and explore themes of bias and social connection throughout. Browne plays with visuals to bolster the tone and concepts of the story. Intricate subtleties, semiotics, and creative decisions abound in his pictures, which give the narrative dimension. The way the figures are positioned, the contrast between the characters' expressions, and the use of colour highlight many emotions, reflecting the intricacies of the story. The visuals can be interpreted in relation to the changing points of view, enabling readers to connect with the story on a more participatory level. Furthermore, Browne incorporates well-known societal themes into this light-hearted framework, delving into subjects like loneliness, community, and interpersonal relationships without coming across as overly preachy, by highlighting these themes, the approach helps show how people from diverse backgrounds experience the same event in contrasting ways. A fun and entertaining examination of interpersonal interactions, Voices in the Park combines humorous narration, obviously artistic techniques, and creative perspective changes. His imaginative storyline encouraged readers of all ages to approach Voices in the Park as a puzzle to solve as well as a story to read, creating a complex, multifaceted picture book that highlights creativity, curiosity, and perspective taking.

The third book to be spoken about is The True Story of The Three Little Pigs by Jon Scieszka and Lane Smith. The picture book is about the storytelling of the three little pigs but from the wolfs, Alexander, perspective and how he was framed for the death of the three little pigs. Alexandra goes to bake his grandma a cake for her birthday however he appears to have no sugar, so he goes on an adventure to request sugar from his neighbours, the three little pigs. The True Story of The Little Pigs has many features that makes it a postmodern picture book such as; intertextuality, typographic experimentation, multiple perspectives, non-linear and non-sequential plot, playfulness, and metafiction. 

[image: ]Figure 6: The True Story of The Three Little Pigs by Jon Scieszka and Lane Smith (1989)
In The True Story of the Three Little Pigs, Scieszka and Smith skilfully employ intertextuality to craft a light-hearted retelling of the beloved tale while reinterpreting it from a new, subversive perspective. The interaction between texts is known as intertextuality. In this book, the writers draw from the well-known classic story of The Three Little Pigs to create a fresh, alternate viewpoint that questions readers' preconceptions about reality, viewpoint, and ethics. The recounting of the traditional fairy tale from the Big Bad Wolfs' point of view is the most notable instance of intertextuality in The Three Little Pigs. Scieszka and Smith give the wolf a voice to explain his side of the tale, in contrast to the conventional narrative in which the wolf is only a malevolent villain attempting to annihilate the pigs. They provide readers a new, satirical take on a well-known cultural tale by referencing and subverting the original narrative in this way. Scieszka and Smith also expand on intertextuality through; playing with familiar narrative tropes, challenging traditional truths and morality and illustrations and visual references. 

[image: ]
Figure 7: The True Story of the Three Little Pigs by Jon Scieszka and Lane Smith (1989) 
A fun and dynamic reading experience that engages readers on both a visual and narrative level is produced by The True Story of the Three Little Pigs' use of typographic experimentation, which combines textual visual design with storytelling. Their use of typography draws attention to the story's changes in tone, mood, and viewpoint. The words can graphically depict the characters' feelings and actions through the playful use of typefaces, sizes, and text placement. For instance, some words are bolded, expanded, or written in irregular, jagged strokes to reflect the wolf's narrative's dramatic changes, tension, or urgency. This improves the reading experience overall and heightens the narrative's suspense. Another example of this can be seen in Figure 7, where the authors have changed the first letter E into an illustration to include visualisation to the text. As a result, it forces readers to focus on the design itself, urging them to deduce meaning from the way words, spacing, and visuals interact.

The True Story of the Three Little Pigs uses a variety of viewpoints to subvert conventional narrative structures and compel readers to consider presumptions regarding perspective, prejudice, and truth. The conventional moral structure of the original story is subverted since the entire narrative is delivered from the wolf's point of view. The wolf expresses his annoyance at being branded the villain by stating that he had no intention of hurting the pigs and that he was only misunderstood. This viewpoint is very different from the original story, in which the wolf is clearly the antagonist. The way the narrative is presented challenges readers to consider how biases affect our perception of reality and how individual opinions might affect how events are interpreted. Additionally, by emphasising the wolf's point of view, Scieszka and Smith demonstrate how truth may be ambiguous and subjective. In keeping with the postmodern notion that there is rarely a single, objective reality, both sides—the wolf and the pigs—offer conflicting versions of the same events. Readers are encouraged to analyse the opposing viewpoints critically and think about how each one could influence how actions and intentions are interpreted.

The interaction between text and image, creative style, and narrative structure have all undergone substantial change because of postmodernism in picture books. It defies established storytelling norms by focussing on intertextuality, different viewpoints, nonlinear storylines, and experimental typography. These qualities inspire readers, children especially, to interact critically with the narrative, challenge presumptions, and arrive at their own interpretations of meaning. Picture books that incorporate postmodern features frequently emphasise reader engagement, allow ambiguity, and blur the boundaries between truth and fantasy.

Books such as David Macaulay's Black and White, Anthony Browne's Voices in the Park, and Jon Scieszka and Lane Smith's The True Story of the Three Little Pigs show how postmodernism changes the reading experience. Black and white highlights the difficulty of deciphering picture-text links by experimenting with spatial relationships and visual storytelling. Readers can contemplate several interpretations of the same incident because to Voices in the Park's incorporation of many views and narrative viewpoint alterations. In contrast, The True Story of the Three Little Pigs highlights the subjectivity of truth and subverts conventional moral precepts via the use of intertextuality, comedy, and typographic experimentation. Children are impacted by these postmodern picture books because they promote critical thinking and active participation. To understand the narrative, children must decipher complex meanings, negotiate changes in perspective, and analyse textual and visual hints. By encouraging youngsters to think creatively, challenge preconceptions, and consider different points of view, this kind of storytelling goes beyond passive reading.

Postmodern picture books, after all, encourage a light-hearted and introspective reading experience. They show that storytelling can be complex, innovative, and thought-provoking while sharing readers' comprehension of narrative, viewpoint, and reality. In addition to being entertaining, these cutting-edge books provide kids important chances to engage with stories in ways that advance their social and cognitive growth.
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