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In this essay, three different picture books will be explored: The True Story of the 3 Little Pigs (Scieszka, J. 1991), The Book With No Pictures (Novak, B.J. 2019) and Chester! (Watt, M. 2007). Each book will be examined to show the extent to which it can be described as postmodern and through this examination, this essay hopes to give an understanding of what postmodernism means in relation to art and literature. This essay will start by outlining what is understood by postmodernism before then exploring the three titles stated above and how each title highlights the core principles of postmodernism.
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Figure 1. Warhol, A. Marilyn Diptych 1962
The term ‘postmodern’ “…first appeared in 1870” (Bertens, J and Fokkema, D. 1997, p. 76) when it was used by John Watkins Chapman to “describe painting which he saw as more advanced than that of French Impressionist painters” (Ward, G. 2003, p.7). Much later, after the commencement of World War One, postmodernism was popularised as seen in A Study of History where Toynbee says, "Our own Post-Modern Age has been inaugurated by the general war of 1914–1918" (Toynbee, A. 1939, p. 43). This was due to the rise of authoritarianism at the time in world politics. As a result, postmodernism was employed to criticise authoritarianism from the perspective of the anarchic ideal. It was not until later that “Postmodernism… [became]… an artistic movement from the 1960s to the 1990s that rejected Modern art and idealism.” (Artlex, n.d). Postmodernism is an absurdist theory primarily aimed at bringing in matters generally considered ‘outside of the norm’ and can be identified by features including, “…playfulness, rule-breaking, indeterminacy, ambiguity, fragmentation, incompleteness, etc.” (Salisbury, M and Styles, M. 2012, p. 189). A popular piece of postmodern art made in this movement is the artwork seen in figure 1. This piece of art was notable for this era because of Warhol’s “reference to pop culture, which was typically associated with low art” (artincontext, 2021) and was therefore breaking the rules of art which were laid out by premodernism.
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Figure 2. Scieszka, J The True Story of the 3 Little Pigs (p. 11) 1991
The Three Little Pigs (Jacobs, J. 1890, p. 69) is retold in The True Story of the 3 Little Pigs (Scieszka, J. 1991) from the viewpoint of the wolf. In contrast to the original tale, this one starts with the wolf explaining his version of events while in jail for the killing of the two pigs. Notably, in this version of the story, the wolf states that the two pigs were already dead rather than admitting to devouring them alive. This is despite the representation of a burger made up of animal parts on the same page as the wolf saying, “… it’s not my fault wolves eat cute little animals like bunnies and sheep and pigs.” (Scieszka, J. 1991, p. 11). This use of text and image standing are in juxtaposition with eachother and used to undermine the wolf from the reader’s perspective. This illustration demonstrates the humorous nature frequently found in postmodern picture books by "...highlighting inconsistencies between words and images” (Gaillard, H. n.d). This is important as playfulness has always been a part of postmodernism as, “We live in a postmodern… world, [filled with] uncertainty… playfulness… [and the] unexpected” (Nikola-Lisa, W. 1994, p. 37). Consequently, this is one justification The True Story of the 3 Little Pigs (Scieszka, J. 1991) classification as postmodern.
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	Figure 3. Scieszka, J The True Story of the 3 Little Pigs (p. 35) 1991
Another reason The True Story of the 3 Little Pigs (Scieszka, J. 1991) is defined as a postmodern picture book can be seen in the art of figure 2 where the wolf does not stay confined to the box that outlines the art on this page. This demonstrates, "… [the wolf is] literally and physically framed by the writer and the illustrator from the very beginning." (Gaillard, H. 2018, p. 45) which is significant since it calls attention to the fact that the entire book frames the wolf in a more extreme manner than what the text claims occurred in the wolf’s version of events. As seen in figure 3, the wolf says “That’s it. The real story. I was framed.” (Scieszka, J. 1991, p. 35) which illustrates how, despite the fact he is trying to not portray himself as the Big Bad Wolf, he is self-aware of how the book has represented him. This technique was purposefully used to play on semiotics, which is "the study of signs" (Hébert, L, and Tabler, J. 2019, p. 12), in order to distort the reader's perspective and mislead them as to what actually transpired between the wolf and the three little pigs. This book is defined as postmodern by the perplexity itself as “there might be no such thing as postmodernism without confusion.” (LiveReal, n.d). 


The final reason The True Story of the 3 Little Pigs (Scieszka, J. 1991) is defined as a postmodern picture book can be seen its title. Whereas regular stories typically have a truthful aspect, they typically do not refer to themselves as ‘The True’. The reader is therefore drawn in by the claim that this tale is ‘the truth’ to a well-known fairy-tale which creates a contrast with the implied meaning of the visuals the reader is given of the wolf's accounts and the events that are in the well-known original telling of The Three Little Pigs (Jacobs, J. 1890, p. 69). This technique is called intertextuality “[which is] … considered central to postmodernism…” (Hutcheon, L. 1989, p. 93). 
…intertextuality… requires the reader to use background knowledge in order to access available meanings, and the availability of multiple readings and meanings for a variety of audiences.
(Edge-Partington, C. 2010, p. 31)

As stated by Edge-Partington, prior knowledge on the readers end is required as without the background knowledge the reader would not be able to comprehend the deeper meaning on why the wolf is defending himself and why that is impactful. On top of the story being based on Three Little Pigs (Jacobs, J. 1890, p. 69), it also uses text from it as seen in figure 3, “So they jazzed up the story with all of that ‘Huff and puff and blow your house down.’.” This text shows how the wolf is outright dismissing what the original fairy-tale says in an attempt to shift the blame further off of himself and create a way for “the reader to engage with the text in a new and different way…” (Swaggerty, E. 2016). Engaging with the texts in a new way is what makes The True Story of the 3 Little Pigs (Scieszka, J. 1991) postmodern because of its use of intertextuality as “Postmodern texts suggest that the relationship between text and text is vital…” (UKEssays, 2018).
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Figure 4. Novak, B.J. The Book With No Pictures (p. 42-43) 2019

The second picture book this essay will discuss is The Book With No Pictures (Novak, B.J. 2019), which deviates from conventional literary prose and necessitates that the reader read everything in the book aloud as they read it. 
Postmodern picture books are avant-garde things that break the rules of traditional picture book formats for the sheer pleasure of doing it
(Baron, M. 2021)

This quote is relevant to The Book With No Pictures (Novak, B.J. 2019), as the most defining characteristic of a typical picture book is that it includes illustrations, yet this book simply does not contain any illustrations. The book makes itself aesthetically interesting without the use of pictures by using vibrant text and varied font sizes, as seen in figure 4. Additionally, the book encourages the reader to stop reading normally and instead read it aloud, which heightens the absurdity already present. The playfulness of The True Story of the 3 Little Pigs (Scieszka, J. 1991), which was defined as postmodern earlier in the essay, is also represented in The Book With No Pictures (Novak, B.J. 2019).  “Language itself – as a means of understanding reality – becomes the focus.” (University of Idaho, n.d). The book can only be read in an absurdist way because so many of the sentences and words are nonsensical, such as "Boo Boo Butt" (Novak, B.J. 2019, p. 33). This approach highlights the postmodern nature of the book, as it is often agreed that in postmodernism, “The not-knowing is crucial to art…” (Maus, D. 2001, p. 50). This quote highlights how postmodern texts often require their viewers or readers to read between the lines rather than get a clear stated message, as is the case in The Book With No Pictures (Novak, B.J. 2019).


Another reason The Book With No Pictures (Novak, B.J. 2019) is defined as postmodern is because it requires reader participation such as via the required process of reading between the lines as mentioned above. The text not only requires the reader to read the text aloud but also “forces adults and children to interact” (Whirty, R. 2014, p .20) and at points requires the reader to read the text in silly voices such as “monkey voice… [and] …robot monkey” (Novak, B.J. 2019, p. 21-23). Particularly because this book lacks illustrations, there is an emphasis on the adult to assist the child in developing imagery, which is where the exaggerated voices are useful. This sort of picture book “…invite[s] coauthoring—the power of telling the story is shared between the author and the young reader.” (Edge-Partington, C. 2010, p. 4) which is crucial in postmodernism as “…Postmodernity… [is] …more consumer driven” (Lindas, J. 2013, p. 7). This particularly highlights postmodernism as a more political literary theory, as so far that it aims to force the reader to think and control ideals. As seen in The Book With No Pictures (Novak, B.J. 2019), the reader is forced to question the absurdism of blindly following the instructions of a book, a book which itself is absurd for having no pictures.


[image: Chester: Amazon.co.uk: Watt, Mélanie, Watt, Mélanie: 9781554534609: Books]
Figure 5. Watt, M. Chester! 2007
Chester! (Watt, M. 2007) is a picture book about a story of a mouse and a cat called Chester duelling for control of the narrative. Throughout the entire book the fourth wall is broken, which is the first indication that it is postmodern. The act of the fourth wall being broken in literature “…plays a wider role in the genre of metafiction…” (Johnson, F. 2020). 
“Metafiction… [is] …fiction in which the author self-consciously alludes to the… literariness of a work by… departing from novelistic conventions and traditional narrative techniques.”
							(Lexico Dictionaries, 2019)

Figure 5 depicts the first instance of the fourth wall being breached, as Chester has sketched a spot for an award to go (e.g. the National Book Critics Circle award). As mentioned by Lexico Dictionaries, this departs from conventional storytelling methods and "...provide[s] deeper meaning for the reader..." (Warner, C., and Chapel, L. 2015). Another thing that draws attention to Chester's behaviour is Watt's utilization of a red marker to signify the breaking of the fourth wall. This notion is supported by the statement that “…postmodern picture books have the potential to engage students with visual imagery as well as the text.” (Davis, E. 2015).
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Figure 6. Watt, M. Chester! (p. 6-7) 2007
Due to its non-linear structure, Chester! (Watt, M. 2007) can also be considered postmodern. A linear narrative "[has]...a traditional plotline, a real beginning, middle, and end." (Reed, C. n.d). To break away from a linear narrative, Watt uses the character of Chester to disrupt the narrative in an attempt to make himself the protagonist of the book rather than a mouse.
“Postmodern picture books do not always follow the traditional story grammar… The story parts may be jumbled or absent… and multiple stories can coexist within one text.”
(Goldstone, B. 2002, p. 363)

As seen in the quote above, it is common for multiple stories to exist inside of one postmodern picture book. This is blatantly demonstrated in figure 6, where one narrative —the introduction of the mouse— occurs using traditional story grammar before being modified into a postmodern narrative by Chester's red marker, which recounts the rest of the tale. As Goldstone states, this is important as not following a traditional story is common in postmodern picture books.
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Description automatically generated]Figure 7. Watt, M. Chester! (p. 32-33) 2007
	Chester! (Watt, M. 2007) might also be classified as a postmodern book due to its use of humour, a style popular among postmodernists. This is because "the general concept of 'play'... [is]... among the most recognisable aspect... of postmodernism," (Hisour, n.d). The humour is extremely recognisable, in my opinion, especially in the setting of Chester! (Watt, M. 2007) because of how Chester "perseveres to become the star of… [the] book." (Edge-Partington, C. 2010, p. 48). The pay-off of this perseverance can be seen in figure 7 where Chester is put in a tutu by the narrator. This scene says, “NOW it’s personal…” Chester! (Watt, M. 200, p. 33) as the mouse laughs on the floor next to Chester. 
The ‘comic’ and the ‘ironic’ have been embraced by certain strands of contemporary literary theory as ambiguous, self-reflexive modes of expression that are particularly appropriate to the crisis of representation which characterizes the postmodern mood.
 										(Pye, G. 2006)

This quote shows that comedy once more emphasises the political element of postmodernism because this movement seeks to effect change and believes that the best way to do that is by speaking directly to the populace. 


In conclusion, comprehending The True Story of the 3 Little Pigs (Scieszka, J. 1991), The Book With No Pictures (Novak, B.J. 2019) and Chester! (Watt, M. 2007) is crucial since it can aid in our comprehension of postmodernism in general, including its goals and tactics. Throughout each book, recurring themes like absurdism, intertextuality, metafiction, and comedy are present.
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Maybe it's because of our diet.
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That’s it.

The real story. | was framed.




