Not now Bernard by David McKee
Overall Relationship Between Pictures and Text
1. Contradiction
Throughout the story: Text = parents' perception. Pictures = reality.
The adults behave as though nothing unusual is happening, while the illustrations show extraordinary events.
2. Dramatic Irony
Readers know more than the characters.
We know:
The monster exists. Bernard was eaten. The monster has replaced Bernard. The parents never realise any of this.
3. Repetition
The repeated phrase "Not now, Bernard" gains different meanings as the story progresses.
Initially it means: I'm busy. Later it means: I'm not listening. Finally, it suggests: I don't notice you at all. The pictures help readers interpret this gradual shift.
4. Visual Dominance
Unlike many picture books where text and image tell the same story, here the illustrations carry the most important information.
Without the pictures readers would not see the monster. Readers would not witness Bernard being eaten. Readers would not understand the extent of the parents' neglect.
5. Theme
The central theme is not really monsters. The picture-text relationship reveals themes of: Parental inattention, communication failure, emotional neglect, children's desire to be noticed. The monster can even be interpreted as a symbol of what happens when children are ignored.
Conclusion
In Not Now, Bernard, the relationship between pictures and text is primarily ironic and contradictory. The text presents the adults' limited understanding of events, while the illustrations show the truth, this is very postmodern; the reader knows something that the parents don’t. David McKee uses this gap between words and images to create humour for young readers and a powerful critique of parental inattentiveness for older readers. The result is a picture book in which the illustrations are essential to understanding the story's real meaning.
