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From Show and Tell

Scou McCroup

essay)

Scott McCloud (b. 
.l960) 

decided to become o comics ortist when he wos in tenth
grode. After groduoting from Syrocuse University with o degree in illustrotion,
McCloud worked in the production deportment of DC Comics until he begon pub-
lishing his own comic series, "Zoll" ond "Destroy!!" McCloud is the outhor of
Understanding Comics: The lnvisible Art (1993) ond Reinventing Comics (2000).
ln Understonding Comics, from which the following excerpts ore token, o corico-
ture of McCloud guides the reoder through o study of whot he colls sequentiol ort
by trocing the relotionship between words ond imoges.

(graphic

Exploring the Text

1. Scott McCloud begins with a series of sixteen panels of a boy demonstrating how
his toy robot turns into an airplane. Six of the panels have no words, /et the
vignette manages to establish both pathos and ethos. How does McCloud accom-
plish this? Consider the drawings and the words separately, and then consider
them together.

2. Why does McCloud use the show-and-tell vignette to open the piece? How does it
support the piece's main idea?

3. On page 741, McCloud defines comics (although he says it isn't his definition) as

"words and pictures in combination." He suggests that this is essentially show-

and-tell. Tiace how he uses classification to expand and refine his definition. How
does he provide examples for each of his categories?

4. On pageT45,McCloud uses dance as a metaphor to explain the possibilities in the

relationship between words and images. Do you consider the words or the illustra-
tions more powerful in illustrating that relationship? Can either stand alone?

5. What audience is McCloud addressing? In what ways does he acknowledge that
audience? How does he establish ethos?

6. McCloud uses comic-book conventiqns such as exaggerated facial expressions to
show emotion and a character walking left to right to create a sense of slowness

and difficulty. Find other examples of these conventions, and compare them to the

conventions of language he employs.

7. Charles McGrath, an editor of the New York Times Book Review, wrote in a 2004

essay "Not Funnies," that comic books are "what novels used to be - an accessi-

ble, ve-rnacular form with mass appeal." He says that if the "highbrows" are right,
they are a "form perfectly suited to our dumbed-down culture and collective

attentiotr deficit." How might Scott McCloud respond to McGrath and the "high-
brows"? How does McCloud address the gap between high and low culture?

8. How would you describe the tone of "Show and Tell" (p. 738)? How does McCloud
create it? Are the words or images more instrumental in creating the tone? Are

there places where the words and images create different tones?
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THANK YOU, wg.AU srAKrFt our
LIKE THIs, P/DN'T W€ 7

USING WORDS AND IMAAcS
/NT€RCI/ANGFAAIX 

'TD'PN'-T RFALLY MATTFR
wulcH wr usro s0 toN6

AS ff kva&K€p.

Pt{r1tnd1: ^ fr;

IT*S CONSIDERfD
NOK/t'lAl rN Tt-ilS
SOCIE?Y FOR CHJIDRFN
TO COI4BINE WORDS
ANP PICTURES, SO
LONE AS THFY
O/"O/'YOUTOF/I
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TRADTTToNT\L THINKTNG HAs LoNG HELp rHAT TEU* GR&47
WORKS OF ART AND LITFRATURE ARE ONLY POSSISLE WHEN THF

TWO ARE KEPT AT ARM's LENGTH.

AS CHILDREN,OUR
FIRST gOOKS HAD
P/CTARE'9 AA{ORF

AND YEKY FEW
WOEPS BECAUSF

THAT WAS "EASIER:

I

\

\
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WORDS AND PICTURES IN
COMSINATION MAY NOT BT M7

DE/C7N/77ON OF cOMlcg EUT
THE COMEINATION HAs HAD

TR€I'4 € N DO U8 INFI A€lE F
ON ITS GKOI4/TH.

ttr-W,{itji:e
com.ics{kom

images in deliber

A HUOE RANOEOF
HUMAN EXPERIENCES
CAN 8E PORTRA}'TD
IN COMICS THROUoH

EffHEY, WORDS OR

AS A RESULT.-AND
DESPITE ITS MANY
O7I|€K POTENTIAT
USFS -- COMICS
HAVE BFCOME

F/P/WLY /DEfV-7/F/t
WITH THF ART OF
SroRYT€Ll/tw.

' AND llUDEED, }4/ORDS
AND NCTURES HAVE 6RFA7
POWERS TO TELL STORIES
WHEN. CKEAIORS FULLY

EXPLOIT THFM aOTH

7 THE
DIFFER,EI{T

IN WHICH WORD$
ANCI PICTURTS CAN
cqnSlNEtN coMrcs

IS VIRTUALLY
aNl/n4/78D.



742 cHAPTER tt . PoPULAR CULTURE

- flR$T. \
WE HAVE THE

,fo&o $Prflnc
COMBINATIONS,
yvr-,FKe PlcruREs
LIUSTRATE EUT
p'fxri s riiNi r rt nrvriv
AOD TO A TACOFTT

fiTRT ARE

CQMgINATIONS
WHERT WORDS DO
LITTIE MORF THAN
ADA A{OAN'TRACX

TO A V'$UALLY
TOLP STqUTNCE

AND, \
OF COURST,

atlo-gP$rflc
PANELS IN W}.IICH
BOTI.I WORDS AND
PICTURTS SEND
ESSENTIALLT
'rHE gn/ne
/WEf,fAA€.
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TYPE IS THE

APDITIVE
COMBINATION
WHERE WORDS
AMTLFY OR.

EIAaORAT€ ON
AhI IMAGE OR

YlCE Y€R'|A.

PARAII€L
COMEINATIONS,

V1,OR.DS AND PlCTuCrs
SEFM TO FOLLOW
VERY DIFFERENT
couRsEs--w'tllOur

|MERSECTt/t6.

OTTION IS THF
/v,oMm6E
WHEKE WORDS
ARE TREAIFD
AS INTEGRAL
7ARTE OF THE
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co/n/nw Tyfe
or vwro/vrcruRe

COMBINATION
|$ THT INreR-
DANENDTNT
WHERS WORD$ AND

PlcTuRfs ('0
IfANP IN NANN

TO CONVEY AN IDEA
T}IAT NEITffTR
COULDCONVFY

$

P
.*

INTFRDEP€NDENT
COMEINATIONS AREN'T

ALWAY$ ANFQTIAI
gAl&Ilr,AIHOUOfl AND
MA}'TATL AfW'14/€R€
ON A SCALE EETWFTN

TYPSS ONEANP

€ENERALLY
SPFAKING, THF MQRE
rs sArD wnts. ayoepc.

r*r-MorE r*eFdiiftE6
CAN 9E FRTTP TO GO

EXPTORIIVo AND
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rN coMtcs AT rTS a€sr
WORDS AND PICTURTSARE LIKE
MRTNERS IN A DANCE AND

EACH ONE TAKES TURN5
WHEN AOTH PARTNERS TRY TO LEAD,
rHe cdMrETrTroN cAN $uBl/FEr

THE OVERALL GOALS.,.

\

a,/

EUT WHEN THFSE PARTNEIAS
EACH /(NOW THEIR ROLFS--

? iJ .-1"'

--coMrcs cAN MATCH ANY oF rHE
ART FORMS IT DRAWS SO MUCH OF- rrs srnenrot" ro6ff"' \,1*r7_-S

-::=H -V-""/l

/t'l
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WHEN HCTAEES CARRY THE WEICHT
OF CLARITY IN A SCENE, THEY FREE
WORDS TO EXPLORE A WIDER AREA.

\1111lIlt ' /::--- \
,(&F*-als

157

LET,S SAY T SHOW YOU A
WOITAN WALK'N6 ACROSS THE

STR.EET IN THE RAIN, SUYIN€ A
PINT OF ICE CRTAM AND EATING

IT IN HER ATARTMENT-.

t2
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WHEN A SCENE SHCIWS YOU ALL
vou 'NEED" TO KNOW, L|KE 7///S OEe,

THE LATITUDE FOR SCRrPT4NO\ GRowS ENOR/WOUSLY -/

IT COULD
EECOME AN
lN7E"KNAL
/woMoLoGae

(rrurrnoerrruonvr)

MAYSE IT,$ ALL JUST A 6IG
APYERT/AEil?ENT/

( rrutrRorrrruoeNt )

PFRHAPS SOMETHINO WILDLY
/NCONC,<UOU'9

( rnnnllrl)

'A4185/OM CONTROL, tn/$g/O/V
CONTROL, DO YOU READ /WE7'

OR A CHANCE'IO RUMINATE ON
SKAADFF TOP|C,9.

Tllls lS THE 1ll t I
WAY THE
WORLD 6'NDS..,

-IHIS IS TH€
wAv rt-lE
\,VORID FNDS...

( rrvreno r rrttr orr.rr )

158
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oN THE Or7nIR HAND IF THE WOEDS
LOCK IN THE'ilIEANINO" OF A SEQUENCE.THEN TI.IE PICTURFS CAN RFALIY TAKE OFF,

I CROSSED THE
STRFET'TO THE
CONVENIENCE STORE.
THF RAIN SOAKFD
INTO MY BOOTS.

I FOUND THE
LAST flNT OF
CHOCOLATE
CHOCOLATE CHIP
tN THE FREEZ;ER..

THE CLERK TRIFD TO PICK ME UP. I SAID
NO WANK'9. HE OAVEMETHIScRFFPy LOOK...

I WFNT BACK TO THE
APARTMENT--

--AND FINTSHED IT ALL ]N AN HOUR.

t59
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NOW ONE COULD
JUST COMAIN€ 1HE

PICTUR€g FROM PAGE
157 w|TH THE WORDS

FROM PAOE I5? -.

IF THE
ARTIST
WANTS TO,
HE/SHE
CAN NOW
SHOW ONLY
FRAaIU€NTg
OFA
SCFNE.

( wono
sPEctFrc)

PER}.IAPS THE ARTIST CAN 6IVE US
sOME IMPORTANT EINOT|ONA L
INFORMATION.

( tNTERDEPewprur)

OK MOVE TOWARD GREATFR.
LEYEL$ OF ASSTzACT|ON OR
EXPRTSIAN.

(AMPLrFrcnnoru)

OR SHIFT AHEAD OR
FACKWARDS IN TIME.

..AND FINISHED IT AtL IN AN HOUR.

:,. t

=--=:-\

( wrnp srrctrtc)

160
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THE MIXING
OF WORDS AND

PICTURE*5 I' MORE
ALCHEMY THAN

r€
MUCH WE MAY '

C/IAKT THESE
TH'N6S, THNIRE
ALL AffllwArEly
SFST LFFT TO
TIIE CREATORS

tilgftn/cTs.

SOME OF THE SECRETS OF THOSE FlK\rf
ALCHFMISTS MAY HAVT 6EEN LOST

IN THE ANCIENT PAST.

.. WHEN TO TELL WAg-ro SHow--

--AND TO SHOW
WAS TO TELL.

rHrS rs AN FXCtrfiffi
TIIilETA 8E MAKING
COMICS, AND IN
MANY WAYS 1. FEFL
YERY IU€I<Y TO
HAVE SEEN BORN

WHEN I WAS.


