
I. Review of McCloud/Tan Exercise 

  Drawing together our understanding of how 
technique drives meaning in Tan’s The Arrival. 



McCloud/Tan Question 1 

  In Chapter 3, pages 70-74, McCloud discusses the 
sort of transitions that can occur between two 
panels arranged in a sequence.  Select three of his 
transitions and find examples for them in Tan’s text.  
Make sure that as part of your answer, you explain 
the way that these transitions forward the narrative. 



McCloud/Tan Question 2 

  In Chapter 3, pages 90-93, McCloud discusses the 
way that reading a sequence of panels involves 
paying attention to what is seen and what is unseen.  
Locate a scene from Tan’s The Arrival that requires 
the reader to take in information that is “out of the 
panel” – where something unseen forwards the 
narrative.  Describe the sequence of panels and 
explain what the unseen information might be. 



McCloud/Tan Question 3 

  In Chapter 4, McCloud discusses the techniques that 
an artist can use to indicate the passage of time.  
For instance, he notes that “we’ve seen how time can 
be controlled through the content or panels, the 
number of panels and closure between panels.  But 
there’s still one more.  As unlikely as it sounds, the 
panel shape can actually make a difference in our 
perception” (101).  Making reference to panels 
from Tan’s The Arrival, demonstrate how time is 
expressed in the text through at least 2 of these 
methods. 



McCloud/Tan Question 4 

  In Chapter 5, McCloud discusses the techniques that 
an artist can use to express mood and emotion 
through the drawing of lines, whether they are in the 
illustration of characters or in the writing of words.  
If you think about it, even though Tan’s The Arrival 
contains no text bubbles or captions, it does contain 
text.  Working with at least 2 panel sequences from 
The Arrival, explain how the drawing of lines might 
encourage readers to feel a certain mood or 
emotion. 



Visual Literacy 

  While the term “visual literacy” has come into 
vogue, most readers continue to make the 
assumption that verbal literacy is the more difficult 
competency to master.  The noted children’s 
literature scholar Perry Nodelman asks his students 
to look carefully at a wordless picturebook 
illustration and then to list all of the information that 
a reader would need to possess in order to 
understand that illustration.  The lists his students 
produce are always quite lengthy. 



All the World’s A Stage (Davidson/
Lobel) 



The Picture/Word Drift 

  McCloud argues that “by the early 1800’s, Western 
art and writing had drifted about as far apart as 
was possible.  One was obsessed with 
resemblance, light and color, all things visible…
the other rich in invisible treasures, senses, 
emotions, spirituality, philosophy….  Pictures and 
words, once together in the center of our iconic 
abstraction chart, have at this point drifted to 
opposite corners (145). 



The Move Toward a Picture/Word 
“Collision” 



Word Specific Combination 

  “The pictures illustrate, 
but don’t significantly 
add to a largely 
complete text. 



Picture Specific Combination 

  “Words do little more 
than add a 
soundtrack to a 
visually told 
sequence.” 

  This example is 
marginally effective – 
Bechdel does not dwell 
in this part of the 
register. 



Duo-Specific Combination 

  “Panels in which words 
and pictures send 
essentially the same 
message.” 

  Again, Bechdel is not 
interested in this sort 
of literalism.   



Additive Combination 

  “Words amplify or 
elaborate on an image 
or vice versa.” 



Parallel Combination 

  “Words and pictures 
seem to follow very 
different coureses – 
without intersecting.” 

  That doesn’t actually 
happen here, but it’s 
close… 



Interdependent Combination 

  Words and pictures go 
hand in hand to convey 
an idea that neither 
could convey alone.” 



Groensteen, The System of Comics 

  “If one wishes to provide the basis of a reasonable 
definition for the totality of historical manifestations 
of the [comics] medium, and also for all of the other 
productions unrealized at this time but theoretically 
conceivable, one must recognize the relational play 
of  a plurality of  interdependent images as the unique 
ontological foundation of  comics” (17). Emphasis 
mine. 



Philippe Lejeune, On Autobiography 

  Biographical and autobiographical texts “claim to 
provide information about a ‘reality’ exterior to the 
text, and so to submit to a test of verification.  Their 
aim is not simple verisimilitude, but resemblance to 
the the truth.” 



Bechdel Interview 

  “One thing Sean Wilsey said that I really liked was 
that if this book had been fiction—if I had made 
this story up—it really would be meaningless. The 
whole allure of the book, the reason it's interesting, 
is because these things really happened. So to have 
maps, and an actual place you can verify, is kind of 
cool.”  



Bart Beaty, “Autobiography as 
Authenticity” 

  “In the field of contemporary comic book 
production, autobiography holds a promise to 
elevate the legitimacy of both the medium and the 
artist.  Far from propounding the death of the 
author…autobiography in comics holds the 
possibility of giving the author birth for the first 
time.” 



Julia Watson, “Autographic Disclosures and Genealogies 
of Desire in Alison Bechdel's Fun Home 

  “The practice of composing autobiography implies 
doubling the self, as its practitioners, from Montaigne 
on, and critics, notably James Olney in Metaphors of 
Self, have long observed. That splitting of self into 
observer and observed is redoubled in autographics, 
where the dual media of words and drawing, and 
their segmentation into boxes, panels, and pages, 
offer multiple possibilities for interpreting experience, 
reworking memory, and staging self-reflection.” 



Hillary Chute, Graphic Women 

  [Alison Bechdel offers] “the work of retracing – 
materially reimagining trauma.  [She returns] to 
events to literally re-view them, and in so doing, 
[she] productively points to the female subject as 
both an object of looking and a creator of looking 
and sight.  Further, through the form [her] work 
takes, [she provokes] us to think about how women, 
as both looking and looked at subjects, are situated 
in particular times, spaces, and histories.” 



Bechdel Interview: Structuring the Text 

  “I know everyone thinks this about their writing, but 
everything in the book is so carefully linked to 
everything else, that removing one word would be 
like pulling on a thread that unravels the whole 
sweater. There's really not much dramatic action. If 
you don't count the subplot of my own coming out 
story, the sole dramatic incident in the book is that 
my dad dies. Everything else is this extremely 
involuted introspection about it all.” 



Bechdel Interview:  Reception 

  “This memoir is in many ways a huge violation of my 
family. I can't expect them to give me strokes on my 
style, you know?” 



Bechdel Interview:  The Process 

  “There's some way that it's difficult for me to enter 
into the picture plane. I mean, everyone is daunted 
by a sheet of blank paper, but when you have to 
wrestle a three-dimensional image out of it. . . . 
There are cartoonists who draw better than they 
write. I think I write better than I draw. I work very, 
very hard at the drawing. It doesn't come naturally. 
My hope is that one day it will come more naturally, 
that I'll get out of my own way and I'll trust myself 
more and I'll be able to draw stuff without so many 
references backing me up.” 



Bechdel Interview:  P v. W 

  CHUTE: I was really fascinated to learn that you always 
did the script page first.  

  BECHDEL: It's true that I started with text; I was writing 
it just like in a word processing document. But at a 
certain point, I started hitting a dead-end with that. I 
couldn't get where I needed to go just using text. So 
eventually I transferred everything into Adobe 
Illustrator. And then I started to actually write new stuff 
in Illustrator, which is a drawing program, so you can 
move things around on a single page. You can reshape 
your text boxes and make different sizes of panels, and 
it was a way for me to think visually.  



Bechdel Interview: P v. W 

  CHUTE: You had the structure, the movement of the 
page without the images.  

  BECHDEL: Even though I say I didn't have images, I knew 
in my head what they were going to be as I was 
mapping out the page. It took a while to get fluent with 
my own page design. I had to learn my own rules. I 
never wanted there to be more than four lines of text 
above the panels, so that the words didn't overwhelm 
the pictures. There's actually one page where I had five 
lines, but that's the only time I broke the rule. I liked the 
way my available space affected the language I could 
use. 


