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                                                                 THE PROPOSAL

The aim of this context of writing is to develop a possible research question that reflect my interests and passions within my own practice. I’ll do this by deconstructing and defining three key words. Conceptual, representation and narrative. Through research and theoretical understanding of the themes and concepts proposed that form a framework in hope to establish a possible extended essay question. I will contextualise each word by outlining theories, artists and themes while referencing imagery, artists and theorists.  This proposal will attempt to link the three key words to form a possible extended essay question in my third year, exploring areas of interest, construction and critical examination. 

 






CONCEPTUAL

Art journalist, author and artist Steven Heller suggest that “conceptual art serves two purposes; It provides meaning and commentary. Therefore, giving a publication its visual personality.” 

Conceptual illustration is a way of visually communicating an idea in a concise but thought provoking way. Often tackling complex topics that can be quite difficult to convey. Through these illustrations, artists would need to garner great ideas, understand theories and have a sociological understanding of these concepts. Coined in 1961 by Henry Flynt in a publication from the Fluxus, “concept art” was more of a reaction against formalism. (Where the most important aspect of work is the art itself.) However, conceptual work is believed to be as equal to, of the final piece through its analysis, artistic knowledge and development. Conceptual illustration is mostly used as a visual metaphor in the way of communicating ideas and methods through symbolic imagery and expression. It does not rely on logic or actuality but rather questions it. Personally, in my field of interest, conceptual illustration must be both parts equal in its ideas and concepts and its final image. I strongly feel the final production has to be visually aesthetic to grasp the viewers' attention. Leaving the viewer to then decipher its deeper meaning. 
Within my personal interest of conceptual art, Artist Shaun Tan has become an important source of inspiration in my future plans of practice. Tan’s work particularly ‘The Arrival’, is a surrealist wordless book, following the story of an immigrant and his arrival in a foreign land. Cleverly constructed by visually representing the protagonist emotions while evoking universal aspects. Using surrealist landscape and imagery to convey meaning to each illustration. The symbolic imagery depicted in Shaun Tans work lends itself to the symbolic interactionism theory. Where its approach is analysing human interactions and the world around them, focusing on the meaning that individuals assign to things in the world including words and objects. While this is similarly close to the understanding of semiotics, which is the study of how certain symbols acquired their meaning and how they represent information. Interestingly, you could say conceptual art plays with all of these theories and concepts to formulate visual metaphors for us to depict. Interestingly, what makes conceptual illustration Is its visually striking form of representation and its narrative. Often paired with editorial pieces, conceptual imagery can vary from subject matters. However, what it does better than other forms of using imagery metaphorically, is dealing with such difficult issues, ranging from anything such as sociological to political. They can be represented in powerful and emotive, yet abstract ways. While only responding to written text, usually being in article in a magazine or newspaper. 





While editorial and conceptual illustration pair when tackling such issues, it clearly demonstrates through the illustrations is its deeper meaning. For example Simon Prades illustration in figure 1, Cleverley using the image on the skull to represent conflict of land, while playing metaphorically of the incoming death in response to the development of war in the middle east. Illustration work in this field is an area I hope to pursue in the third year.
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                                                                 Figure 1 



While conceptual illustration is often associated with editorial work, examples in figure 2 of ‘Shaun Tans the arrival’ is an interesting display of surrealist imagery found in a picture book. This is another area which can explore conceptual illustrations in order to convey meaning. Despite conceptual art being drawn from an idea and concept that may not be logical, it has a crucial theme at its disposal, that it conveys truth or belief on a current narrative or topic. As Shaun Tan states, “all fiction is false, what makes it convincing is that it runs alongside truth.” 

One area I particularly want to explore further in my third year is the narrative that drives the editorial and conceptual work. The topics and themes found in this area of illustration play a crucial role in my set of values and beliefs that underpins my practice. Issues such as race, disability, political to environmental have shaped the way I have developed my practice over the last few years. Tackling these issues in my illustration to convey a message is the driving force of my desired outcome. Using my illustration as a voice to communicate my ideas and beliefs. What else has Importance in my practice is authenticity and originality. While you could argue that nothing is truly original as we naturally have a basic semiotic understanding, however, originality is something I strive for in my work. While originality and authenticity will always be questioned by the viewer, however, the elements depicted in such pieces often found in surreal and conceptual imagery grabs my immediate attention. This led me to thinking, what is it in surreal and conceptual work that draws us viewers in? Is it the detachment of reality that the viewers enjoy? Or is more of the message behind it? These theories I will look to research further to gain knowledge and insight when writing my extended essay question.
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                                                                       Figure 2


NARRATIVE

Leading on from the key word of conceptual, is narrative. Again, seen displayed in Shaun Tan’s work in figure 2 and its exploration of its meaning. While the illustrations can be conceptual and surreal, varying from picture books to editorial, they always will have the driving force of narrative behind it. As Roland Barthes states, “narrative is present at all times.”  To put it simply, narrative tells a story. Most Western art until the late twentieth century is classed as narrative, depicting a range of stories from myth to legend, literature to history and religion. Narrative illustration is based on a story, using visual clues to form the narrative. Most often represented with characters or imagery. Storytelling is part of all human culture, whether its through pictures, words, sounds or movements, its multimodal forms are diverse and essential.  According to Yenawine (1997) ‘viewers make concrete observations about a work of art that’s woven to form a narrative." However, I'm interested in exploring the idea that narrative and its meaning in relation to each individual. Do we have a narrative within our own artistic style? What story does our practices convey? Is it representational or metaphorical, whatever style of art/illustration we create, it will always be interpreted to form some sort of narrative by the viewer. Also, why can we interpret a narrative differently to one another. One narrative theory believes the assumption that narrative is a basic human strategy for coming to terms with fundamental elements of our experience. For example, change, time and process. Suggested by (Fisher 1984) being as storytelling is the oldest and most universal form of communicating, Humans approach the social world in narrative mode, enabling us to make decisions within the narrative framework. The narrative theory further suggests how theories and stories, through structure shape our perceptions of the world. While the narrative is how we establish connections between the reader and viewer, theorist Simon Grennan suggests that narrative drawings that artist’s employ particular technical marks, as those marks will have a specific effect on those who see them. What I find interesting in this theory is that do these marks still apply when the illustration is digital? The never ending debate between traditional versus digital will always be a diverse result. However, I feel the application through mark making in traditional forms of art will always outweigh the replicable means of digital. Not to say this form is any less effective or has any lack of skill. I for one find digital illustrations very challenging and envy the talent of illustrators that create such great work digitally. There are pros and cons for both but in this ever progressive world, both are as equally important.   


Previously researched in my last essay was the subject of Post modern picture books and what defines them as such. Interestingly, this topic of deciphering books into what makes them post modern, led me to this key word and its importance when creating visual work. A picture book is defined by its narrative framework of sequential illustrations to convey meaning, while often having a second narrative element in play. For example, in Maurice Sendak’s ‘Where the Wild Things Are’ the boy protagonist is told to go to bed for causing mayhem. Its literary form conveying the story while illustrative details tell the viewer there's a second narrative at work.  This particular narrative framework I hope to tackle in my upcoming third year of study. Through the possibility of a narrative picture book, drawing upon themes of post modernism, conceptual and surrealism imagery and what it may represent. 
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                                                                            Figure 3

REPRESENTATION

This leads me to my last key word of representation. Which in short, is the way someone or something is shown. It suggests the type of description or portrayal. While representation can cover numerous things, the key word is more of a personal factor and one that I wish to openly bring positive discussions and theoretical perspective on the visual representation of disabled people. Representing diversity, equality and multiculturalism. As a physically disabled person I come across daily prejudices and discrimination that comes with being disabled, therefore I wish to explore the representation or the lack of, found in children's picture books. ‘There is negative and stigmatising understanding of disability in many contemporary Western society.” (Sandell, 2007, p.130). The reason I have decided to focus on children's picture books is to discuss its discourse and theoretically underpin the cultural misunderstanding of what it means to be disabled.  


As evidently displayed through mainstream picture books, there is a genuine lack of representation of able bodied characters. According to the Cooperative Childrens Book Centre 2020 study, revealed that only 3.4% of all children's books have a disabled characters as the main character. Compare this to the findings that 36% of people in America have disabilities. There is genuine lack of portrayal in this area, and children's picture books are a fantastic way to break down misunderstanding of disabled people. From our progression from children to adults, picture books are an important way of representing diverse characters and cultures in ways other books and art forms can't replicate. They employ visual and verbal messages that children absorb, and the portrayal of disabled characters is not only important in its representation of disabled characters but as importantly to others around them. Introducing characteristics of disabled people can be dealt in a delicate way, leading to positive impacts and its understanding and acceptance. It forms a way of highlighting diversity, acceptance, social justice and empathy. Promotion of such issues and topics goes a long way in normalising what others perceive as different. We all have many preconceived biases such as race, age, culture, to sexuality that can affect our judgement. Challenging these pre assumed ideas need to be at the forefront of our creative minds when it comes to creating a multi diverse and representation that reflect the true reality of this diverse and multiculturalist world. Society has constructed this idea that disabled people or people with visual differences has something ‘wrong’, in which we need to work our way from the bottom up in an attempt to normalise the representation of disabled people. One area that could potentially portray disabled characters in a different light is through children's books. There is a genuine lack of material representing characters with physical disabilities. While there has been a steady increase on such topics in the last few years.  On the contrary, when children's picture books tackle such themes, they often employ a didactic tone. Further highlighting that the disabled person is different. While you can find disabled characters in children's picture books other than the main protagonist, the disabled character is more of a token gesture placed in to add diversity. An area I would like to see impactful changes is having disabled characters that don’t revolve around their disability. In a quick google search for books on disabled characters, 90% are either represented by having a wheelchair or the rest having no visible disability. As represented in figure 4. Relying on the text to speak the reader. There needs to be a greater understanding and representation of these characters found in books. As there could be an unconscious bias of ableism being portrayed. 
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                                                                          Figure 4

                                                        
Upon exploring the three key words outlined in this proposal, contextualising these have led to a range of possible questions that could be explored in my extended essay question. The themes of conceptual/surreal imagery and its relationship to the narrative. Also, the theme and topics outlined in the key word of representation and its relationship with the narrative of its meaning depicted in mainstream illustrations. Can all three key words interplay with one another. In the third year alongside with my practice, I will look to explore this theme and topic and the relationship they have. I hope to create a wordless picture book, that’s heavily illustrated with conceptual surreal like imagery. Focusing on exploring the narrative within the representation of disable characters. I would also like to tackle other major issues and topics in editorial work, using the thee key words outlined in this text. 

How disabled people are represented in mainstream children's picture books.
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