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Question 2: Analyse the work of illustrators and, particularly, author illustrators who tackle difficult, sensitive, and sometimes shocking themes.


Controversy in Print
Controversial topics have long been a subject matter addressed in illustrated publications. This essay aims to discuss and analyse the efforts of illustrators who have produced such works. Whether it be within storybooks, comics, or graphic novels; difficult, sensitive, and shocking content is considerable by most a well explored territory with numerous artists from history not shying away from exploring themes like counterculture, gender norms, war, social upheaval, and injustice within their work. Often such publications are not entirely well received but carry within their imagery or pages poignant messages of oppressed peoples whose voices have been silenced or ignored (Blakemore, 2022) (Evanston Public Library, 2021). H.G. Wells once wrote “If my phrases shock the reader, that only shows it is high time he or she was shocked.” (1941). The following artists and their selected works have all dealt with topics that can be considered outside of the typical readers comfort zones.
Francisco Goya
Between 1810 and 1820 Spanish printmaker and painter Francisco Goya produced a series of eighty-two prints titled The Disasters of War that depict scenes of execution, conflict, and death (Goya 1863). The series depicts often nightmarish scenes of conflict and strife that took place during and leading up to the Spanish War of independence against Napoleons occupation of Spain, considered part of the Peninsular War of 1808-1814 (Sooke,2014) (Park West Gallery, 2019). The Royal Academy of Fine Arts of San Fernando would publish them posthumously in 1863, and most historians agree that Goya delayed publication for fear of backlash from the ruling regime (Park West gallery, 2019).
Originally a popular and celebrated contemporary artist of his time, Goya retreated from the public eye in his later years following the death of his wife and many of his friends, as well as an illness that made him permanently deaf in 1792 when the artist was forty-six years old (Payne, 2022). His work following this time would metamorphize from naturalistic paintings of the upper classes to more raw and brutal works depicting war, demons, and the occult (Payne, 2022).
Goya’s work on The Disasters of War would go on to inspire other artists like Pablo Picasso (Park West Gallery, 2019), evidenced from the horrors of conflict during the Spanish Civil War (1936-1939) depicted in his 1937 work Guernica which is one of his most famous pieces. American writer Ernest Hemingway has also been reputed by his grandson to have owned a set of Goya’s prints made from the original plates, which are believed to have influenced his work on For Whom the Bell Tolls (Hemingway, 1940), a fictional story of Guerrilla warfare during the Spanish Civil War (Hemingway, S. 2019) (Park West Gallery, 2019). Artist brothers Jake and Dinos Chapman have also taken inspiration from plate 39 - Grande hazaña con muértos (Great Feat! With Dead Men!) of Goya’s The Disasters of War in their 1994 work Great Deeds Against the Dead, a sculpture depicting a gruesome scene of three disembodied corpses hanging from a tree (Turner 2006).
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Goya, F. (1863). Plate thirty-one ‘Fuerte Cosa Es!’ [Etching, burin, dry point, burnisher].
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Goya, F. (1863). Grande hazaña con muértos. Plate thirty-nine. [Etching, burin, dry point, burnisher].
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Chapman, J. and Chapman, D. (1994). Great Deeds Against the Dead. [Mixed media]. Photo: Stephen White
Goya’s work on The Disasters of War draws similarities to the war photography of the past century, and in an age before the invention of the camera, the artist still manages to convey the horror and brutality of war in his etchings. Through the medium of print, his work and critique of violence could be mass produced, exposing the people to their poignant message.

Marjane Satrapi
In 2003, Iranian illustrator and author Marjane Satrapi released Persepolis: The Story of a Childhood, the first volume of her two-part autobiographical graphic memoir series known as Persepolis. She would release Persepolis 2: The Story of a Return a year later in 2004. Her first book in the series details the artist’s experiences growing up as a child in Tehran, Iran during the reign of Shah Mohammad Reza Pahlavi and then as a teenager during the dramatic changes that occurred to the Iranian people’s way of life. This was after the overthrow of the Shah in the Iranian revolution in 1979, that resulted in the subsequent installation of a religious fundamentalist government to power (Satrapi 2003). The second book details Satrapi’s experiences as a young woman living abroad after her parents send her away to study when life in Iran becomes too dangerous for her to remain, and her return to a conservative and oppressive Iran after enjoying the freedoms of “the decadent west” (Satrapi 2004). 
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Satrapi, M. (2003) Persepolis: The Story of a Childhood. The Veil. Page 6.
In her two-part graphic novel series, Satrapi introduces her readers to a great many difficult, sensitive, and shocking themes, all which stem from her own experiences growing up. These include the loss of childhood innocence, coming of age, protest, revolution, torture, imprisonment, death, national identity, religion, war, cultural upheaval, sexuality, gender norms, exile, counterculture, mental health, suicide, and feminism. 
In the opening chapter of book one the author tells us how, as a child, she was torn between the progressive sensibilities of her family and her own traditionalist religious feelings; a sentiment that continues and mirrors that of the people of Iran throughout the novel and within the real world. This is true even up to this year in 2022, with anti-regime attitudes and protests increasing since the death in custody of twenty-two-year-old Mahsa Amini: an Iranian woman of Kurdish origin arrested by the governments morality police for breaching the dress code enforced upon women in the country (Hoog & Morresi, 2022). Although unable to return to her native country since publishing Persepolis, the author herself has spoken out about these protests, calling them “beautiful and inspiring” (Sherwood, 2022). As the story progresses the young Satrapi attends violent protests, witnesses the overthrow of a government, hears first hand stories of torture in captivity, and struggles to cope with the release and subsequent re-arrest and execution of family members and friends considered criminal dissidents (Satrapi,2003).
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In Persepolis 2: The Story of a Return, the reader finds the protagonist navigating a new and confusing world since being sent away for her safety to study in Austria. This part of the story deals with the topics of isolation and Satrapi trying to find a place and peers in an alien world. Although she loses some connection with her national identity and Persian culture and adopts local customs she still feels like a pariah (Satrapi, 2004).
Persepolis is a novel that has been subject to some scrutiny and censorship by governments in the east and west. The Iranian government (as well as those of Lebanon and the United Arab Emirates) have banned the book (Klonsky, 2013) and denounced the film adaptation, resulting in it being “dropped from the Bangkok International Film Festival” (Masters, 2007), and in 2013 the Chicago Public School system called for the book to be removed from shelves citing “graphic language and images” as the reason (Klonsky, 2013) (Adams, 2021) (Berlatsky, 2013).
Satrapi’s work on Persepolis gives a humanising perspective on the Iranian people that isn’t always clear in the world today and highlights the troubles of a people from a country that has often been demonized by the western media in the past (Dehghan, 2013) (Bai, 2020) (Argo, 2012).
Art Spiegelman
Born to polish-Jewish holocaust survivors in 1948 in Stockholm, Sweden: Art Spiegelman is an American author-illustrator best known for creating Maus I: A Survivor’s Tale: My Father Bleeds History (1986) and Maus II: A Survivor’s Tale: And Here My Troubles Began (1991) (Encyclopaedia Britannica). Both works are a graphic novelization of the experiences of the artists father Vladek Spiegelman during WW2 and the Holocaust (Spiegelman, 2003). 
Throughout Maus I & II (Spiegelman, 1986-91), the story switches between the interactions of the author being told the story by his father, and then the point of view of Vladek Spiegelman during the Holocaust. Through this the reader is shown the juxtaposition between Vladek’s experiences and his idiosyncrasies that have formed as a result in his later years following the war. Through Vladek’s narration, the reader is told a harrowing tale of the experiences of Jewish people in Europe in the 1930s and ‘40s, and the novels feature graphic illustrations of death, infanticide, execution, beatings, suicide, and starvation, as well as dealing with the themes of racism/xenophobia and PTSD within the plot.
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Spiegelman, A. (1991) Maus II: A Survivor’s Tale: And Here My Troubles Began. Page 186.
Art Spiegelman’s illustrations feature all the book’s characters portrayed as anthropomorphic animals, with the Jews being mice, the Germans cats, the Americans dogs, the Polish as pigs, the Swedish as reindeer, the British as fish, a Frenchman as a frog and a Romani gypsy fortune teller as a moth. While initially this may lure the reader into trivializing the story, it eventually serves “to goad the reader into looking at the event anew” (Kakutani, 1991). The contrast between the light comical art style and the brutal events and scenes depicted are often impactful and jarring, reminding the reader that the entire graphic novel is based within reality. The anthropomorphising of the characters also tempts the reader into sympathising more with the unassuming Jewish mice, and the friendly looking American dogs, whilst villainising the aggressive looking German cats and ill-tempered Polish pigs.
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Spiegelman, A. (1991) Maus II: A Survivor’s Tale: And Here My Troubles Began. Page 292.
The story of Vladek Spiegelman is also somewhat told without bias and highlights his complexity as a character. In the first chapter of Maus I: A Survivor’s Tale: My Father Bleeds History (1986), Vladek abandons his then girlfriend to pursue his future wife Anja, the daughter of a wealthy family. Later, we see Vladek taking difficult measures to improve his quality of life within the hostile death camps and ultimately, survive.
Maus has recently come under fire from censors with the McMinn County School Board of Athens, Tennessee removing it from the curriculum of their thirteen-year-old students in January 2022, citing “rough, objectionable language” and female nudity as the reason (Yang, 2022) (Kasakove, 2022). This has resulted in an upsurge of sales of the book following the media exposure of the censorship (Yang, 2022) (Kasakove, 2022) (Kurzweil, 2022).
Spiegelman’s novel has been credited with inspiring many other author illustrators to tell controversial stories though the medium of graphic novels, including Persepolis (2003) author Marjane Satrapi (Kurzweil, 2022).
Shaun Tan
Shaun Tan’s The Arrival (2006) tells the story of an immigrant arriving in an unfamiliar country in search of a better life for himself and his family. Australian born author Shaun Tan, whose father is an ethnic Chinese immigrant from Malaysia (Rotella, 2011), tells this story wordlessly entirely through pictures.
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Tan, S. (2004) The Arrival. The Old Country.
In the opening of The Arrival the reader follows a family saying farewell to the protagonist as he departs from his homeland by boat to a foreign country. An oppressive atmosphere indicative of the inherent dangers or ruling regime of the home country is portrayed using large spined dragon tail like tentacles that wave overhead. This method of using shapes and angles is repeated throughout the novel to convey emotions like fear, sadness, hope and happiness. In Picture this: how pictures work (2010), Molly Bang says “When we want a picture to feel scary, it is more effective to graphically exaggerate the scary aspects of the threat and of its environment than to represent them as close to photographic reality as possible, because this is the way we feel things look”. Tan employs this theory by using certain shapes and colours within his artwork for The Arrival. The opening scenes of the novel are darkly coloured and the shapes menacing and angular. When the protagonist arrives in the foreign new world, many of the scenes are confusing and dense with detail. As the plot advances and friends are made and the new world becomes more familiar, the imagery becomes less information heavy, and the colour pallet gradually morphs to warmer tones. Eventually the protagonist finds a home within the new world, the novel ending with a cathartic reunion with his family, who also find a home there with him.
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Tan, S. (2005) The Arrival. Parklands.
The predominant theme of The Arrival is the experience of an immigrant to an unfamiliar country. Tan achieves this through the wordless medium by forcing the reader to comprehend the story in the absence of any discernible text. The nature of this makes The Arrival a novel accessible to most people across the world due to the lack of translation required to experience it. There are other themes featured within the novel that come up as the protagonist meets other immigrants to the new world, such as war, displacement, persecution, and death. We see these conveyed through stories told to the protagonist, as others share their experiences.
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Tan, S. (2006) The Arrival.
Conclusion
The illustrators and their works that I have chosen to write about above are all individuals who I consider having dealt with controversial subjects and handled them in a manner that is ultimately respectful of the reality and truth of that which they cover. All the themes covered regardless of how difficult, shocking, or sensitive are necessary discussions, but as evidenced, are often subject to censorship by those who deem the content subversive, dangerous, inappropriate, or uncomfortable. This does not change the message of the work but does show that how openly these topics are presented directly affects how comfortable many may be in engaging with the work.
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