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HOW PICTURE BOOKS WORKPerryNodelman Pictures inchildren's books should be simple and clearand
colorful. Theyshould notbe abstract. The figures inthemshould be large, and theyshould notblend into the
background. These opinions,shared by manyofthe students in mychildren's literature classes,saymore of
theirideas about childrenthantheirunderstanding ofart. They think that pictures inchildren's books should
be simple because children,being inexperienced, are simpleminded;clear,because children's untrained
eyes cannotperceive subtleties;and colorful,because childrenthemselves are bright spirits with no
capacityforgloom. My students also think that while words are always hard to understand, the rightsort of
pictures —ones thatare simple and clearand nonabstract —require no effortatall. Infact, theybelieve that
is why children's books contain pictures;the pictures containinformation thatallows childrento understand
the words. Theythink that childrencan make no sense ofanidea like "awomansatatawindow" until a
picture shows them whata womanis and whata window is ,and theyare sure thatacomplexdepictionofan
unrealistic womansitting byanabstracted window does notdo the job. Ofcourse, childrenare notsimple-
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minded noralways cheerful. Their pictures are rarelysimple and need not be non-abstractorcolorful. Words
are no harderto understand than pictures;eventhough knowing how to read words is hard, infants
understand spokenones before theyunderstand pictures. Above all, children's books do not contain
pictures merelyto conveyfactualinformation. Infact, pictures bythemselves convey little. Justas our
understanding oflanguage depends onourknowledge ofthe grammarthatgives itshape,our
understanding ofpictures depends onourknowledge ofthe conventions by whichtheyoperate. Even
understanding a photographrequires a knowledge of conventions ; we mustunderstand that the one-inch
personwe see inathree-byfive inch photographis notreallyone inch high; that that personis probablynot
as flatas his image norsurrounded by a white frame;that the place the photographdepicts is probably
more colorfulthana black and white photographofit; and that eventhough the subject's hand will be raised
inthe photographforas long as the photographexists, he has probablylowered itbynowinthe world
outside the picture.As well as the usual pictorial conventions , picture books have conventions of.their
own. When mythree-year-old sonlooks at Wanda Gag's Millions of Cats, he cannotunderstand why the pond
the cats have emptied onthe right-hand page thatfirst caught his eye has become fullagain onthe lefthand
page.He has notyetlearned thattime conventionally passes fromleft to rightin picture books. He also
does notunderstand thatthe tencats onone double-page spread inthe same book are all actually the
same cat,depicted atdifferent moments inachronologicalsequence that moves from left to right.
Conventions aside, however, there are many things pictures simply cannot communicate.Apicture ofa
woman sitting atawindow does nottellus ifshe has beenthere along time orhas justsatdown;ifthe
significance ofthe picture is herbeauty, herdress, orthe things she does while she sits;orifshe is
remembering, planning, or just waiting forsomeone. We need words to make sense ofthe picture.Insome
instances, pictures may actually hinder communication. Astudentonce conducted anexperimentto prove
to me thatyoung childrendo notrespond to a story without pictures. She divided hernurseryschool
childreninto two groups .She read one group a storywithout pictures and the otherthe same story
accompanied bythe pictures meantto go withit. She did herbestto make the experimentcome outright;
the book she chose was intended forbeginning readers, and its pictures were more subtle and more
interesting thanits unrhythmic, repetitious, and simplistic text. To her horrow, the childrenwho...
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