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Illustrators are often tasked to create imagery for sensitive topics, and when it comes to author illustrators, we see how the images are created in a way to be easily digestible and understood by the reader, while also conveying powerful messages. In some cases, these illustrations are aimed to be targeted towards children, to begin introducing difficult topics to them in a way which they can easily understand. For example, the book The picture book comes of age by Schwarz and Schwarz provide the example of books depicting stress that are aimed towards children and claim that these types of picture books are crucial to a child’s mental development.
We have to establish immediately that in this view stress is not a "dirty" word. It is not a concept referring to states that children should not know about
Schwarz and Schwarz (1991) p.20
This suggests that children should be introduced to ‘sensitive’ topics such as this from a young age in order to make them more aware of them as they grow up and to promote speaking up if they experience any of the following “stressors” in their life including “family relationships,” ... “illness and death” Schwarz and Schwarz (1991). Issues may arise if children feel as though subjects such as stress and other related topics are too taboo to speak about, thus these books can be seen as crucial in a child’s development mentally since these are all possibilities for a child to experience at any point in their life. 
A study was conducted to attempt to learn more about how effectively children can interpret picture books, the study was conducted by Morag Styles and is covered by her book Children reading pictures: Interpreting visual texts. The study consisted of showing primary school children three separate picture books and then having group sessions to discuss said books. It was found that children, were able to effectively deduct meaning from an image, for example an animal in a cage means the animal is unhappy and trapped. However, the validity of this conclusion can be questioned by the fact that children will likely tell an authoritative adult what they believe the adult wishes to hear; by only noticing use of symbolism once it is pointed out by an adult that an image should hold some form of meaning. Despite this, it still somewhat offers an insight into how images are perceived by children as it tells us that meaning can still be effectively drawn from images, though it is not clear whether this is a subconscious process.
Illustrating sensitive topics for children is a difficult task as they can often be less explicit about the topic they cover, and mainly include visual synecdoche and metaphors. For example, a cloud can be used to represent grief, such as in the illustrations for Michael Rosen’s The Sad Book. Rosen’s book, illustrated by Quentin Blake, depicts themes of dealing with grief. Throughout his book we see imagery with a particularly gloomy colour palette including shades of grey and blue which are used to portray negative emotions and a lack of colour, which could be associated with a lack of happiness, in one’s life. This could also relate to colour theory as these colours are intentionally used in order to make the viewer feel a certain way when they view the image, for example, the colour blue can evoke a feeling of sadness but also calmness. His book is aimed at children and the use of this colour palette helps children to easily digest what the author intends for the reader to feel. 
Every mark displayed in a picture is a potential carrier of meaning, beginning with the chosen material or medium and how the mark is made
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Description automatically generated with medium confidence]Doonan (1993)
Michael Rosen, Illustrated by Quentin Blake, The Sad Book, 2011
This is relevant to Rosen’s book as we can see that Blake’s main chosen medium is watercolour, which could arguably be to portray cloudiness, and when paired with the dull colour palette, mirrors the image of tears or rain. The scratchy and rough effect that is achieved by the ink pen also helps to display how one’s life may feel ‘rough’ during the painful time of grieving; the messiness of the linework gives the effect of an unclear mind, relating to the negative feelings. Pathetic fallacy is used by Blake in this book through the illustrations of cloudy skies which could also be to help the reader understand that grief is something that can feel almost like a cloud following you around.
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Description automatically generated]We can also see how Blake uses negative space (fig. 1, left image) to create a feeling of isolation around the character. In the image we can see how there is a large amount of space around the character which could be to mirror feelings of emptiness and loneliness. Additionally, the fact that the subject of the drawing is just a silhouette could also mirror the fact that the subject feels ‘in the dark’ with their emotions. The illustrations are purposefully intended to be easily depicted by children since the book is intended to introduce children to the idea of grief in a gentle and easy to digest way. 
Fig. 2 – Shaun Tan, The Red Tree, 2001
Similarly, another illustrator who covered the sensitive topic of depression is Shaun Tan who wrote and illustrated the book The Red Tree. The unique and surreal art style that is prevalent in this book is intentionally used to create a confusing and overwhelming feeling to reflect the feelings of
depression, however, it also manages to achieve a feeling of loneliness simultaneously. The strange visuals in this book can create feelings of discomfort for the reader as they may not be explicitly clear what they are depicting and use unconventional metaphors to depict certain ideas. 
[image: ]For example, on this page (fig. 2) we see particularly disturbing imagery where, what we can assume is depression, is represented as a giant fish that appears to be following the little girl and casting a shadow over her, thus keeping her cast in darkness. The fish almost appears to be deceased as suggested by the white colour of its sunken eyes, which could imply the impending sense of doom which depression can cause us to feel and the relation to death that comes with being depressed or suicidal. The use of the muted colour palette adds to the feeling of depression as it evokes a sombre mood where, despite it being what appears to be a sunny day, the little girl is still cast in darkness.
	Fig. 3 – Shaun Tan, The Red Tree, 2001
Tan uses a collage-like style here (fig. 3) to evoke a feeling of extreme emotion and the chaos created by all the clashing imagery could suggest how depression can feel overwhelming. The fact that we see imagery of a seemingly stormy ocean creates a feeling of fear and turmoil to depict what the little girl is experiencing emotionally.  The use of scale to compare the large ships, that dwarf the boat which the little girl is in, could be to imply the message that she feels small and insignificant. On top of this, the fact that the main character in this story is a little girl may also help young readers to relate to [image: Logo, company name

Description automatically generated with medium confidence]her more, perhaps seeing some part of themselves in her.
Fig. 4 – Molly Bang, Picture this: how pictures work, 2016
Scale can have a large effect on how an image makes us feel, and this is proven by the book Picture this by Molly Bang (2016). This book offers a potential insight into how we are born with an innate ability to draw conclusions and feel emotions from images, even down to simple shapes. This book sheds some light on how the feeling of fear is created using simple imagery, specifically using the artistic techniques of perspective, scale and colour. Bang emphasises the importance of imagery by using extremely simplified shapes in order to directly show the effect of each aspect (see fig. 4). This is reflected in the work of Tan as we see a specific muted colour palette and use of scale to portray a certain emotion to the viewer of the image, specifically the feelings of loneliness and insignificance, much like Blake does. This is because, even though a child may not understand the concept of depression itself, they may be able to understand the concept of the negative feelings which the images suggest; thus, gently introducing them to the idea of mental health and mental health issues. 
Seeing comes before words. The child looks and recognizes before it can speak.
Berger, J. (1972) Ways of seeing. London: BBC and Penguin. 

This supports Bang’s book as it could explain why we are so easily able to depict certain emotions and thoughts from simple images, because we are raised from birth to have to be aware of our surroundings and we may even search for meaning as an innate way to survive. For example, if we sense danger in our surroundings through sight alone, we may flee. It would also support the study conducted by Styles into how children are able to effectively recognise how an image is supposed to make us feel. 
Culturally, shocking themes can be dealt with in varying ways, as the book Children's picturebooks: The art of visual story telling mentions:
‘No book is ever socially or politically neutral, and books for the young are especially sensitive to the way a particular culture, at a specific time, views childhood’
Salisbury, M. and Styles, M. (2012) Children's picturebooks: The Art of Visual storytelling. London: Laurence King Pub. 
An example of a picturebook from a different culture focusing on a dark subject is Sunkyung Cho’s ‘Blue Bird’; a Korean picturebook that surrounds the theme of death, this picturebook is targeted towards older audiences rather than children as he claims:
If picturebooks exist with contents and level that are appropriate for adults, I believe them to be another important means of communication
Cho, quoted in ‘Children's picturebooks: The art of visual story telling’ p.124
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Description automatically generated]However, in some other cultures, for example British, picturebooks are widely regarded as a form of media only to be consumed by youth and this could suggest that the importance of imagery is a lot more prevalent in certain cultures.
Sunkyung Cho, The Blue Bird, 2011
When analysing the stylistic choices used by Cho (fig. 4), we see how the illustrations are similar to the work of Blake in that the medium used for the linework creates a scratchy and sketch-like effect, however this is different to Blake as the linework appears more intentional and less muddled, thus reflecting a different overall mood. Cho also uses an extremely limited colour palette, as he only splashes the colour blue throughout his book, specifically when illustrating the bird which brings attention to this character, despite its small size in comparison to the pig. The use of colour on the bird could be to reflect the fact that the bird is a representation of a child, and the pig its’ mother. It may suggest that the child is young and full of hope and life and thus full of colour. This is an example of visual metaphor as the child leaving home is represented by the small blue bird flying away from the mother. Korean culture is integrated into the imagery as the meaning of ‘blue bird’ in Korean is hope, there is also more relevant cultural symbolism as one of the characters is a pig which upon further research holds the meaning of fortune in Korea. This shows that, in different cultures, picturebooks can be interpreted in different ways and, depending on our culture, we may interpret images in differing ways.
In conclusion, there are many ways in which illustrators, particularly author illustrators, have utilised their talents to share important, and sometimes personal, messages to both adults and children. There are techniques which are recurring that follow the basic rules of art and how to evoke meaning in one’s art, for example with the use of scale and colour. The use of mark-making in illustration holds a large significance into how an image may be perceived by its’ viewer, as we have noticed with the works analysed in this essay. Culture also plays an important part in the analysis of imagery in a text, as some cultures hold certain meanings to what may not hold any meaning at all in another culture, as we saw with the book ‘The Blue Bird’. Illustration is arguably a crucial part of educating people, particularly young impressionable minds, about subjects that may be perceived as taboo in a way that is not too explicit and jarring. 
Many commentators - particularly in the west - have increasingly come to believe that young children must be protected from all things unpleasant and dangerous, in both life and literature
Salisbury, M. and Styles, M. (2012) Children's picturebooks: The Art of Visual storytelling. London: Laurence King Pub. 

The culture of discussing taboo subjects such as mental health, abuse and more varies from country to country as is proven by this quote, it is much less socially acceptable in some countries for smaller artists to create illustrations surrounding sensitive and or shocking themes whereas more well-known illustrators are seen to be better ‘trusted’ with educating children or adults on these subjects for example Rosen and Blake. It could be argued that illustrators hold a powerful place in teaching children about the world and darker aspects of life while also keeping the child interested and able to understand. Complex topics are often simplified into metaphors for the benefit of younger children to better understand certain concepts that may not be relevant or apparent to a younger mind, such as depression, anxiety and other mental health issues. Illustration plays a huge part in education and can certainly help with turning taboo subjects into a more child-friendly metaphor. Overall, shocking themes are usually dealt with in a gentle, sensitive way but this can depend on the culture and the target audience of the picturebook.
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Then I look like this.
And there’s nothing I can do about it.

‘What makes me most sad is when I think

about my son Eddie. He died. I loved him
Sometimes sad is very big. very, very much but he died anyway.
It's everywhere. All over me.
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Why does it feel scarier when she is proportionall smallr?




