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The publication of Blacksad: Amarillo represents a pivotal shift in the trajectory of the critically acclaimed graphic 

novel series by writer Juan Díaz Canales and artist Juanjo Guarnido. Since its inception, the Blacksad series has 

been synonymous with the resurrection of the hardboiled detective genre, uniquely framed through an 

anthropomorphic lens. However, volume five, Amarillo, departs from the claustrophobic, urban environments of its

predecessors to explore the expansive, often chaotic landscape of the American road trip. This technical analysis

explores the structural mechanics of the narrative, the intricate watercolor techniques employed by Guarnido, and

the literary frameworks that underpin this specific installment.

1. Narrative Framework and Genre Subversion

Traditionally, the noir genre is defined by its setting: dimly lit alleys, smoke-filled offices, and the oppressive weight 

of a corrupt metropolis. In Blacksad: Amarillo, Canales breaks this spatial convention. The narrative adopts the 

structure of a picaresque novel, characterized by the protagonist's journey through a series of loosely connected 

episodes involving various social strata. This transition from the 'city-as-labyrinth' to the 'road-as-freedom' (or 'road-

as-entropy') aligns the work with the Beat Generation literature, specifically referencing Jack Kerouac’s On the 

Road.

1.1. The Protagonist’s Kinetic State

Unlike the previous volumes where John Blacksad is a proactive investigator driven by a specific case, in Amarillo, 

his role is reactive. He begins as a traveler seeking a reprieve from the violence of his professional life. This change 

in state from Static Investigator to Kinetic Observeralters the narrative’s pacing. The technical challenge for

Canales was maintaining tension in a story driven by happenstance rather than a methodical investigation. The

resulting plot utilizes a 'chain reaction' mechanism where one character's action (e.g., Chad’s theft of the Cadillac)

triggers a sequence of events that Blacksad must navigate.

1.2. The 'Cowardly Lion' Archetype

A significant technical element in the character design of Amarillo is the introduction of Chad, a lion who lacks the

courage and nobility typically associated with his species. This subversion of animal traits is a core mechanic of the

series. By casting a lion as a struggling, insecure writer prone to panic, Canales and Guarnido create a

psychological dissonance that highlights the tragedy of his character. This serves as a structural foil to Blacksad (a

black cat), who remains composed despite the chaos surrounding him.

2. Visual Engineering: Guarnido’s Artistic Methodology

Juanjo Guarnido’s work on Blacksad is often cited as a benchmark in modern comic book artistry. His background 

in Disney animation informs the fluid character acting and expressive anatomy, but his technical execution in 

Amarillo reaches a new level of complexity due to the change in lighting and environment.

2.1. Watercolor and Chromatic Theory



Guarnido employs a direct-color watercolor technique, which involves painting directly over the pencils or light inks. 

This process requires a high degree of technical precision, as watercolor is an unforgiving medium. In Amarillo, the 

palette shifts toward warm ochres, dusty yellows, and vibrant magentas, reflecting the Southwestern American 

landscape. This contrasts sharply with the cool blues and grays of Somewhere Within the Shadows or the stark 

whites of Arctic Nation.



Volume Primary Color Palette Thematic Mood Setting Logic

Somewhere Within the 
Shadows

Deep Blues, Grays, Blacks Classic Urban Noir Night, shadows, rain

Arctic Nation White, Pale Blue, Blood 
Red

Racial Tension, Coldness Snow-covered suburbs

Red Soul Red, Orange, Industrial 
Gray

Political Paranoia Cold War, high-society

A Silent Hell Purple, Neon Green, Dark 
Blue

New Orleans Jazz/Voodoo Mardi Gras, night life

Amarillo Yellow, Gold, Earth Tones Road Trip, Dust, Heat Open plains, highways

2.2. Panel Composition and Spatial Dynamics

The layout of Amarillo utilizes wide-angle compositions to emphasize the vastness of the American landscape. 

Guarnido frequently breaks the grid to allow for larger landscape panels that establish the scale of the environment. 

This technical choice is essential for a 'road movie' narrative, as it conveys the sense of movement and distance. 

The detail in the backgrounds—ranging from 1950s diners to the intricate mechanics of a Yellow Eldorado—

provides a grounded reality to the anthropomorphic characters.

3. Comparative Analysis: Plot Structure and Critical Reception

Within the Blacksad bibliography, Amarillo is frequently debated regarding its plot density. Technical critics often 

point to the 'weakest plot' critique, which stems from the story's reliance on coincidence. To understand this, we 

must examine the Probability Matrix of the narrative events.

3.1. The Chain of Causality

The plot of Amarillo follows a linear but fractured causal chain:

•  Event A: Blacksad takes a job delivering a car.

•  Event B: The car is stolen by Chad and Billy (unconnected to Blacksad's initial intent).

•  Event C: A murder occurs at a rest stop.

•  Event D: Blacksad pursues the thieves to clear his name and recover the vehicle.

The technical 'weakness' some perceive is actually a deliberate narrative experiment in the 'Wrong Man' trope. 

The story focuses on the Entropy of the Road rather than the Deduction of the Detective. This shift requires the

reader to value character study and atmospheric immersion over traditional puzzle-solving.

3.2. Statistical Comparison of Narrative Tropes

In comparison to the first four volumes, Amarilloreduces the frequency of 'Clue Discovery' beats while increasing

the frequency of 'Character Interaction' beats. This is a common evolution in long-running series where the creators

seek to deepen the world-building rather than repeat successful formulas.

4. Integration with Multimedia: Blacksad: Under the Skin

The influence of Amarillo and the broader series extends into digital media, specifically the video game Blacksad: 

Under the Skin. While the game features an original story, it utilizes the Narrative Engineestablished by Canales



and Guarnido. Key technical integrations include:

•  The Deduction Board: A digital representation of Blacksad’s internal thought process, mirroring the visual 

clues found in the comic's gutters.

•  Animal Morphology as Narrative Hint: The game uses the species of the characters to signal their social 

status or personality traits, a direct translation of Guarnido's visual semiotics.

•  Atmospheric Soundscapes: Translating the 'visual jazz' of the watercolor pages into an auditory experience, 

reinforcing the noir aesthetic.

5. Technical Workflow: The Canales-Guarnido Collaboration

The synergy between the writer and artist is the primary reason for the series' high technical quality. Their workflow 

is a meticulous multi-stage process that ensures Visual-Narrative Cohesion.

1.  Script Phase: Canales provides a detailed script, often including historical references for costumes, vehicles, 

and architecture.

2.  Thumbnailing: Guarnido creates small-scale layouts to establish the flow of action and the placement of word 

balloons.

3.  Refinement: The pencils are tightened, focusing on the 'acting' of the characters. Guarnido treats every 

character, no matter how minor, as a unique individual with specific anatomical traits.

4.  The Ink-Wash and Color: Guarnido uses various masking techniques and layers of wash to create depth. 

This is where the 'Noir' atmosphere is finalized, regardless of whether the scene takes place in a dark alley or a 

sun-drenched desert.

6. Case Study: The Influence of 'On the Road' on Amarillo

To fully grasp the technical layer of Amarillo, one must analyze the intertextuality with Beat literature. The character 

of Chad is a direct homage to the restless, often destructive spirit of Sal Paradise or Dean Moriarty. However, 

because this is a Blacksad story, these literary archetypes are filtered through the Cynicism of the Noir Detective.

6.1. Failure Modes in Narrative Transition

One challenge in Amarillo is the transition between the bike gang sub-plot and the circus sub-plot. Technically, 

these serve to showcase different facets of the 1950s American underbelly. However, the rapid movement between 

these micro-environments can lead to a 'fragmented' reading experience. The solution provided by the authors is 

the consistent presence of the Yellow Eldorado, which acts as a visual and narrative anchor throughout the

journey.

7. Synthesis and Industry Impact

Blacksad: Amarillo demonstrates that the noir genre is not limited by its aesthetic origins. By applying the technical 

rigor of anthropomorphic design and watercolor masteryto the 'Road Movie' format, Canales and Guarnido

expanded the boundaries of European comics. The volume serves as a technical masterclass in how to evolve a

franchise by subverting the very tropes that made it successful.

The broader implications of Amarillo lie in its validation of the graphic novel as a medium for complex literary 

exploration. It proves that visual storytelling can handle the nuances of internal character failure and the 

'happenstance' of life with as much gravity as a traditional novel. For technical writers and comic creators, the 

lesson of Amarillo is clear: Atmosphere and Character are as vital to the narrative architecture as the Plotitself.

The series continues to influence the industry, setting a high bar for production values and narrative depth in the



global market.
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