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Analyse the work of illustrators and, particularly, author illustrators who tackle difficult, sensitive and sometimes shocking themes.
How do illustrated children’s picture books tackle difficult and sensitive themes effectively in particular?

	Although sometimes uncomfortable, it is imperative that children within our society are taught about potential difficulties with their mental health and the ways in which these problems can be identified, confronted and addressed. One way in which this can be communicated effectively is through illustrated books, as ‘children’s responses can be qualitatively improved by encouraging them to think and talk about picture books’ (Evans, 2009). Illustrated books that tackle difficult and sensitive themes, such as depression or grief are, arguably, essential for informing children of these issues and reassuring them of ways in which to cope with them too. This theory is supported by Hansen and Zambo, who state that ‘older children develop strategies to cope with powerful emotions they sometimes feel’ and that these strategies allow children to ‘relate the behaviours of storybook characters to children they know’ (Hansen and Zambo, 2006, p.55). By encouraging this exploration into art and creative writing, they can begin to develop and represent an understanding of mature topics through various socio-contextual means (Brenna, 2015). This essay will begin to examine the ways in which illustrators and author illustrators communicate these themes to children through sensitive visual, symbolical and metaphorical ways within these types of books. 
	With the ever-changing visual world constantly developing, illustration has become a portal for experimentation within children’s books to create new ways of storytelling. ‘Historically, children’s literature has reflected social values, attitudes and knowledge’ (Sipe and Pantaleo, 2010, p.1), which would naturally suggest that this application and subsequent representation of different values in picture books would progress alongside those of society. As the beliefs and cultural influences of society change, so will illustrated media that is produced. Further supporting this ideology is Mark Wigan, who claims that ‘it is important to be aware of rapid changes in the market for illustration’ (Wigan, 2006, p.134). His thought suggests that modern author illustrators have the freedom to discuss relevant modern topics, sometimes difficult or sensitive, that illustrators of previous years might not have possessed due to certain social stigmas. For example, the significant decrease of mental health stigmatisation in modern culture represents a progressive shift when compared to parallel standards of the mid-twentieth century (Mackenzie et al., 2014). Depression, anxiety and grief are just a few examples of sensitive themes that have been culturally destigmatised in recent decades, especially during recent years in particular. This surge of progressive ideology has birthed a specific subgenre of picture books for children to identify with or learn from. The fact that young children over the ages of 9 and 10 seek to explore their complex new emotions to navigate life as they grow (Malik and Marwaha, 2018) greatly supports encouraging them to read this genre of picture books. Unique books such as The Red Tree (Tan, 2001) and Michael Rosen’s Sad Book (Rosen, 2004) are mature examples that tackle these themes in fascinating ways. 
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[bookmark: _Hlk120463242]Figure 1: Tan, S., (2000), Darkness overcomes you [acrylic and oil on paper]
[bookmark: _Hlk120373278]Firstly, The Red Tree (Tan, 2001) tackles themes of depression and loneliness in a beautifully metaphorical way, utilising symbolism and creative visuals to tell its emotive story, rather than solely with its words. Tan himself has explained how he finds that ‘many emotions can be hard to articulate in words’ (Tan, 2014), which provides a useful insight into his mindset when weaving the figurative iconotext (coined Hallburg, 1982) of this book. Bayles agrees with this method, stating that ‘in making [art] you lay bare a truth you perhaps never anticipated’ (Bayles, cited in Wix and Pierre, 2015, p.282), suggesting that art always reflects emotion, even if never intended. The whole book has a very desaturated, busy aesthetic to it that mirrors the difficult connotations of depression and loneliness that Tan has set out to achieve. As seen in Darkness overcomes you (2000), the page has a very muted tone to it, as if the colour has been drained out of the environment around the main character beneath the fish. One study from 2015 determined that,
‘Children associate their favourite colours (bright colours) with positive representations and their least favourite colours (dark colours) with negative representations.’ (Gil and Bigot, 2015).
This line of theory has clearly influenced Tan’s palette of choice in this piece. Metaphorically, the dingy colouring has been utilised to reflect the depression of this character, with the darkest point of the image being the cast shadow that envelops her below. Tan, through this thoughtful placement of shadows, has taken full advantage of this colour theory to give the page a melancholy atmosphere to it.
Furthermore, the relationship between the text and the illustration are cooperative here, which helps to emphasise the true tone of despair within the page. The words ‘darkness overcomes you’ (Tan, 2001b) on this page really ties a connection between the character and the unwanted existence of the fish overhead. Within the image, Tan has really emphasised the size and presence of the fish, which could represent the ‘darkness’ that is referred to in the accompanying text. Berger theorises that ‘we are always looking at the relation between things and ourselves’ (Berger, 1972, p.9), which implies that a person observing this image with thoughts of loneliness or depression would connect with the character stuck in the constant shadow. This personification of emotion looms overhead of the character like sadness and yet is not acknowledged by those around them. This implies that it is just a figment of their imagination or manifestation of emotion, thus conveying the feelings in a strong visual language for the viewer to connect with too. 
[bookmark: _Hlk120369787]Additionally, it has been suggested that there are three factors that inform a colour’s meaning to a person: ‘innate, personal, and cultural’ (Trifunović, Pešić and Čičević, 2022), which further suggests that this illustrated connection between the desaturated fish and depression takes advantage of how people perceive images. The evoking of the innately negative response to the aforementioned dark colours and the potential personal interpretation of sad emotions renders this an effective piece. It successfully communicates the sensitive topic of depression to children, and it does so in such a symbolic way that the message still remains somewhat subtle and not too overwhelming or distressing for a younger audience. 
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Figure 2: Tan, S., (2000), Reflection [acrylic and oil on paper].
	In contrast to Darkness overcomes you (fig 1), the book’s cover image (fig 2) introduces the theme of depression in a less metaphorical way and yet still achieves the same sombre tone that encapsulates the story’s mood. This shift in approach is very effective, as the utilisation of negative space is a very effective juxtaposition to the busy interior pages of the book. ‘In the abstract, emptiness equals nothingness, a perfect void’ (Campbell, Giovine and Keating, 2019), emphasising the power of empty compositions like in Reflection (2000). The vast landscape produced here, combined with the lack of finite detail beyond the character in the boat, really symbolises the extensivity of the human mind. This blank canvas of an environment is, seemingly, infinite and yet there are small circles to indicate that rain is falling around them, invoking a visual representation of ‘pathetic fallacy’ (Ruskin, 1848). As noted by Pager-McClymont, ‘fallacy can either be the personification of nature, or the artists’ use of the surroundings to convey their own emotions’ (Pager-McClymont, 2022): a technique which is rather telling here in figure 2. This helps to build the idea that the small assets of ripples from rain is a subtle way of referencing the character’s depression without revealing too much about the book’s contents in a literal sense. It is a strong example of the classic ‘show; don’t tell’ train of thought. 
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[bookmark: _Hlk120463720]Figure 3: Rosen, M and Blake, Q., (2004), This is me being sad [watercolour and ink on paper].
Contrastingly to The Red Tree (Tan, 2001), Michael Rosen’s Sad Book (Rosen, 2004) deals with a specific subtopic of depression: grief. Written after the death of his teenage son, Rosen wanted to capture the innate ‘sadness [that] is not always avoidable or reasonable’ (Rosen, 2017), to provide a visual journal of his own thought process during the peak of his depression. The fact that he wrote it from a first-person perspective emphasises the difficult and sensitive nature of these themes in an extremely direct and melancholy way. It begins with a traditionally cheerful illustration of himself (fig 3) that immediately subverts expectations when the accompanying text is read. Stating that his apparent happiness in this illustration is fake immediately presents a tonal juxtaposition to the bright image above it. This type of visual irony has previously been referred to by theorists as one that ‘challenges the eye’s tendency to dwell on the details of the picture’ (Nikolajeva and Scott, 2006, p.10), signifying that manipulating the interrelations between word and image is a thoughtful form of presenting a story to an audience used here.
 Furthermore, this piece also challenges the traditional ways in which difficult mental health (mainly depression) is depicted, such as with dark colours or unhappy expressions: techniques clearly present in Tan’s work (fig 1). Ward reinforces that ‘traditional artistic media no longer do what we expect of them’ (Ward, 2014), which infers that this incongruent way of storytelling through illustration and words is becoming increasingly creative in the modern day. It highlights just how differently this sensitive topic can be approached in an easily digestible, mature way for children and adults alike to comprehend in a picture book. The very contrast between Tan and Rosen’s initial approaches to tackling depression is very visually different and yet both achieve a concrete depiction of this difficult topic successfully.
However, as the page is turned, the bright and cheery version of ‘sad’ Michael Rosen (fig 3) is replaced with a more shrivelled, eerie illustration that mirrors this sadness but in the ways in which we, as observers, expect sadness to be depicted. 
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Figure 4: Rosen, M and Blake, Q., (2004), Then I look like this [watercolour and ink on paper].
The switch from saturated hues to an empty monochrome palette is jarring and really emphasises the heavy weight of depression that is represented here. The warm-grey tints recreate a similar pose and composition to the previous page (fig 3), which allows the differences in visual narrative tone to fully transform itself, whilst the tragic narrative tone within the text persists anyway. The contradiction of words and illustrations merges at this point, which allows for the two narrative deliveries to support each other. It permits the greys to overpower the emotive context and create a ghostly representation (Ambrose and Harris, 2005, p.73) of the original ‘sad’ depiction in This is me being sad (2004), really emphasising the weight of the sadness he is feeling. One theorist, Steven Bleicher, insists that a combination of cultural heritage and personal inclinations inform our understanding and perceptions of colour (Bleicher, 2012, p.15), linking back to why this illustration’s use of a monochromatic palette is so effective. Tones of grey have historically been connotated with poorness, isolation and an absence of vibrant life (Denisenko, 2015), deriving also from the colour of black, which is seen as the darkest outward representation of one’s grief through colour for occasions like funerals (Harvey, 2013, p.10). The lack of bright colour mirrors the lack of positive emotions, which this piece of Michael Rosen’s echoes perfectly. 
	In conclusion, the ways in which illustrators and, in particular, author illustrators tackle difficult themes like depression and grief can be very visually distinct from one another, and yet share the same core ideas of teaching emotion. In both instances that have been discussed here, Shaun Tan and Michael Rosen have sensitively reflected these negative emotions through powerful imagery, teaching children about the different sides of depression in varying degrees of subtlety. To summarise, the two books take the reader on different journeys: Tan’s of the visual personification of depression and Rosen’s of the literal, first-hand journey of his intense depression.
Overall, Tan has approached the subject in a much more metaphorical/symbolical manner. His story prioritises illustrations and their creative visuals to convey messages over the direct outlining of its narrative meaning within the text. He takes the theory that seeing images precedes reading words (Berger, 1972b) and applies it beautifully. His work demonstrates his thoughtful connection of provoking imagery and reader personification, allowing those who read The Red Tree to interact with every aspect of its over-whelming world (Cadden, 2010) and see themselves in it. Children and parents are encouraged to interact with the sense of deep emotion in the books whilst still keeping the overall illustrated story as a flexible narrative for them to derive their own meanings as they please (Lambert, 2015, p.100). This book’s purposeful vagueness and creative visual world is its core strength in tackling the difficult topic of depression.
In contrast, Rosen’s Sad Book takes a much more literal approach to discussing the theme of depression, captured through the grief of his son, Eddie. The written narrative of the story is much more traditional and personal, as it tells the story in a directly upsetting manner, unlike Tan who has kept the writing vague in The Red Tree to allow for reader interpretation. The illustrations in the sad book are less complex to understand than that of Tan’s and the interrelationship between the text and imagery does not dampen the raw emotion that he has encapsulated in this book. Sad Book encourages healthy self-reflection and evokes important empathy in children for the difficult themes presented in the story. ‘Unchecked self-analysis can be harmful, but so can the artificial primitivism of the person who refuses to understand how and why he works’ (Arnheim, 2004). Arnheim’s theory suggests that those who do not confront and realise their grief, like Rosen has done in his Sad Book (2004), will not successfully understand themselves and their emotions. This proposes that the ways in which Rosen has shared his grief through both his writing and the illustrations is a necessary insight into grief for children who may be coping with similar feelings of loss. It is a true journey through haunting sadness and this exploration of such a taboo topic for children allows them to accept death as part of life and encourage them to theorize about it themselves (Schleifer, Harris and Talwar, 2011, p.133). This will hopefully lead them to a deeper understanding.
However, despite their visual and narrative differences, both the Sad Book and The Red Tree harbour the same sensitivity shown towards the tackling of difficult themes. Both provide intricately crafted lessons and some level of support or identification for those who need it, through both their writings and illustrations. Each book approaches the topic of depression in a way that children can easily digest, identify with or connect to in some way, which is, arguably, the most important core element of this picture book subgenre. 
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This ts me being sad.
Maybe you think I'm being happy in this picture,

Really 'm being sad but pretending I'm being happy.
Fim doing that beeause 1 think people won't
like me i1 look sad.
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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
very, very much but he died anyway.




