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Visual Symbols and Verbal Symbols in Picture Books:
Inspired by Michel Foucault’s Ceci n’est pas une pipe
Tomoko MasAKI

This essay starts with one of the pictures called “Ceci n’est pas une pipe” (This is not
a pipe): a tableau with two symbols—a visual symbol of a painted pipe and verbal symbols
of a hand-written sentence “This is not a pipe.” This tableau was created by a surrealistic
artist, René Magritte (1898-1967), who created several tableaus of a series of “This is not a
pipe,” between 1926 and 1966.

Michel Foucault (1926-84), a philosopher, wrote a book Ceci n’est pas une pipe in
1973, inspired by Magritte’s work “Ceci n’est pas une pipe.” Foucault inquires into the two
symbols in the work, because a tableau normally does not provide words within the picture
itself. Foucault here suggests Magritte’s drawing of a pipe could have been a calligram,
which is a method of art showing a sentence as figures or objects.

Foucault mentions that two principles have dominated western pictorial arts between
the 15™ century to the present. The first principle is about the separation between visual
representation systems and verbal indication systems. This theory brings the idea that
works of art carry only pictures and the two systems never cross each other or they can not
work in harmony with each other. The second principle is that a representation resembling
something can easily take the place of something.

I, as a picture book researcher, was strongly attracted by Magritte’s picture “Ceci n’est
pas une pipe”, because there exists the same structure as picture books which consists of
two symbols: visual and verbal. The art of picture books successfully uses the two symbols
in the interplay of pictures ad words, making possible the happy fusion of the two media.

People need bhoth pictures (visual symbols) and words (verbal symbols) in the process
of thinking by themselves and in communicating with others. | argue functions and roles of
two symbols using a picture book, Leo Lionni’s Little Blue and Little Yellow. The important
thing is we can’t own one of Magritte’s works and we can’t embrace it. On the other hand,
children can embrace picture books as well as their parents who have read them. This
tangible relationship is important in modern times.
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