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

Within my essay I will be discussing the works of Raymond Briggs, Shaun Tan, Gro Dahle,
Wolf Erlbruch, Glenn Ringtved and Britta Teckentrup. I have chosen these authors and illustrators as their work handles difficult, sensitive and sometimes shocking themes. I will be offering insight as to why they have decided to focus on these themes as well as how the illustrations convey these messages and how ‘visual text’ is used to further illustrate their ideas and provide a better understanding of the themes included.

Firstly I will discuss the work of Gro dahle and Svein Nyhus’s Angry Man as it addresses the delicate subject of mental health and domestic violence. Dangerous objects are depicted teetering on the edge of tables to indicate a sense of urgency, arising frictions and hazardous situations. The father’s hands are crimson read indicating signs of anger and inform the reader about his mental state and intentions. The book features a character called the king who acts as a metaphor for the police and prison system. The introduction of this fantasy character offers understanding and a simpler explanation as to why the main protagonist (the child) can’t see his father. During the pages that depict conflict amongst the characters the father appears to outgrow the novel. The wording shifts around him as if to avoid his out bursts and the family does the same. 

Martin Salisbury explains this duality between text and illustration in his book ‘Visual Storytelling’.

‘Often this duality can be in the form of a playful dance, where images and words can appear to flirt with and contradict each other. Increasingly, the boundaries between word and image are being challenged, as the words themselves become pictorial elements and the outcome as a whole is ‘visual text’.’ (Martin Salisbury, 2012) page 89.

Viewing the text in Angry Man as ‘visual text’ helps the story develop and connect with the reader. It offers a better way to understand the delicacies of violence and mental health struggles. The way the words shrink on the page helps you empathise with the characters and the situation. Gro Dahle says of their book:

‘Sinna Mann was made in response to a request from a family therapist needing a simple book about children witnessing domestic violence to use as a ‘conversation piece’ in his talks with his clients, both children, women and men.’ (Martin Salisbury, 2012) page 117.

I believe this to be a fantastic approach to writing a picturebook as it is has a purpose and is interactive with it’s audience. Due to this the book itself offers a starting point for families and individuals to addresses their issues with or simply educate themselves on the topics of domestic violence and mental health. Gro Dahle goes on to say: ‘This may have helped making such serious matters more visible in the media and the public debate.’ (Martin Salisbury, 2012) page 117. This is an important observation and shows that in this case the author has the best intentions when addressing delicate subjects. Their work is purely for the purpose to educate and inform those in need. I really admire Gro Dahle for making Angry Man as I believe it is a very necessary and important book of its genre and it handles delicate subjects with the upmost care and respect.

Encouraging children to think deeply about life, love, divorce, death and in this case domestic violence will directly affect how a child perceives the world. Picturebooks of this nature can offer a lot to early development. Proving their key to growth and are a staple in our life’s narrative. Martin Salisbury says that:

‘reading picturebooks can encourage children to think deeply. It has also shown how picturebooks can provide a safe space in which children can explore emotional relationships, including some of the big issues of life – love, divorce, death, violence, bullying, environmental issues and so on.’ (Martin Salisbury, 2012) page 86.

If childhood decides everything then it is crucial we include books that handle delicate subjects at an early age, picturebooks are an ideal way of providing solace and a safe space for children regardless of their reading level or ability. 

‘Jean Paul Sartre, the existentialist French philosopher, once said ‘childhood decides everything’, and it is important that a wide range of challenging, inventively illustrated picturebooks features strongly in children’s early reading diet’ (Martin Salisbury, 2012) page 86.

If a child or person is not introduced to these topics they can easily become taboo. Therefore these books can help people express themselves through art.

‘There is no topic so taboo or taxing that it has not been tackled in a picturebook. We need to value this extraordinary visual literature that gives so much pleasure to children, yet makes demands on, and contributes so positively to, their cognitive, emotional, aesthetic and intellectual development. After all, as Perry Nodelman put it in Words About Pictures (university of Georgia Press, 1990), good picturebooks ‘offer us what all good art offers us: greater consciousness – the opportunity… to be more human.’ (Martin Salisbury, 2012) page 86.

This shows that books of this nature directly influence our chemistry and make us more rounded and aware of the bigger picture that is life. Gro Dahle says of the audience for Sinna Mann (Angry Man):

‘The audience is mainly children , especially those who have experienced domestic violence and parents with mental illness. These children’s books may be classified as allalderlitteratur in Norwegian, i.e. ‘literature for all ages’, a crossover genre, as it also has a phycological and symbolic side, which is best understood by adults. So the books have at least two levels; the concrete what-you-see aimed at children, and a deeper or higher meaning aimed at adults. The text is poetic and symbolic with a lot of verbal metaphors but also contains quotations from people with similar problems.’ (Martin Salisbury, 2012) page 116.

The Dual purpose of Gro Dahle’s Angry Man provides educational purposes for all readers, this adds to it’s importance and brilliance as a book that handles delicate subjects. If a book can be enjoyed by all and offers information and life lessons that are elsewhere unavailable or uncatered for, I strongly believe this justifies them as necessary and essential reading. (Tan, 2001)

‘Picturebooks, in the present era, enjoy a status as a culture form to be enjoyed by people of all ages. It is a precious and versatile art that has already left the confines of paper behind, shattering the boundaries of it’s own genre and fusing with various other forms of art and imagery.’ (Martin Salisbury, 2012) page 113.

Although I have stated above the positives of such books I also am aware that children will interpret these ideas differently to adults.

‘The difficulty is that children of traditional picturebook age tend not to have the language skills to express in words what they are receiving from an image. They can also be suggestible and prone to saying what they imagine adults want to hear.’ (Martin Salisbury, 2012) page 113.

This indicates there are some areas where picturebooks of a delicate subject matter will have a unique effect on children as opposed to adults. I believe this offers the opportunity for children to develop a better understanding and potentially put words to feelings that they previously didn’t have words for. This process could ultimately arise in conversations between children and adults where they can start to handle emotions that might otherwise not be addressed for many years to come. Due to this picturebooks have a responsibility to be there for individuals who are struggling to express themselves and help them start to express their emotions.

Secondly I will focus on the works of Raymond Briggs, especially When The Wind Blows and Ethel and Earnest. when the wind blows tackles the difficult subject of the threat of nuclear war. His character’s directly contrast the sensitive content matter as they are depicted as round and inviting. Their speech wholesome and often amusing leads you into a false sense of security, drawing you into the plot and warming to the characters. The book was inspired by the film ‘the bomb’ and Raymond Briggs created When The Wind Blows to convey his thoughts and feelings about the possibilities of nuclear war and address the issue of misinformation he found within leaflets that were to prepare people for the possibility of nuclear war. Raymond Briggs Ethel and Earnest addresses the circle of life and does so in a delicate yet blunt manner. The conversations and events within the novel were lifted straight from the real lives of his parents and his own life. The pages containing the death of his parents are particularly striking and hard hitting as the drawings are graphic and true depictions of his parents likeness. Ethel and Earnest is ultimately a very transparent book that offers the reader a doorway into the life of the author.

Thirdly the works of Shaun Tan will be analysed, especially the books ‘The Red Tree’ and ‘Cicada’ Shaun Tan’s the Red Tree addresses the effects depression can have on an individual. The book features a earthy colour palette that creates a moody backdrop for the plot. The characters are depicted with sunken features and expressionless faces and the layering of text and multiple brush strokes creates a storm like feeling that I associate with feelings of depression. The illustrations and text often cross over the pages in unique fashion which adds to the theme of feeling lost and unsettled in yourself. The busy paintings are displayed on beige paper made up of layers of writing which has been painted over again and again. This makes me feel like the author is suggesting a sense that the character is feeling isolated, forgotten and small as the writing is illegible. Shaun Tan’s Cicada offers insight into the world of office jobs and the effect of what working a mundane greyscale job can have on an individual. The book can provide comfort for the reader as it is relatable if you too have at some time worked in a mundane work environment. The picturebook has a dry almost greyscale, washed out colour palette which conveys the protagonist’s feelings towards their life, job and current situation. This promotes a feeling of urgency for the character to quickly need a release and change of scenery or else it will impact further on their mental wellbeing. I strongly believe this book could help inform a reader’s decision when thinking about job changes in their own life. Making this an informative and strongly educational narrative. Cicada promotes the pursuit of happiness in one’s life making the reader contemplate their own workplace contention. 

Next I am going to analyse the Memory Tree by Britta Teckentrup, a book centred around the topic of death, loss and memory. The narrative follows the inhabitants of a forest as they come to terms with the loss of their good friend ‘fox’. They each share stories about foxes life and slowly come to terms with the departure by the end of the book. This book could assist people of any age as they come to terms with their own grief as they come to terms with loss of a loved one in their lives. I believe this to be a beneficial and strong purpose for writing a picturebook as it provides comfort and reminds the reader to hold on to and cherish precious memories with their loved ones. The book contains basic text creating a easy narrative for the reader, this helps to convey the message of the book. The illustrations are colourful and created using collage this makes them inviting to young readers and suggests that the topic of death isn’t necessarily a completely dark and scary one.

I am now going to discuss the work of Glenn Ringtved and their book Cry, Heart, but Never Break. The books narrative follows a family with an ill grandmother who are visited by death as the grandmother passes away. The children are struggling to come to terms with losing their grandmother and offer death multiple cups of tea and conversation in the hope that if they keep him occupied until the morning then their grandmother will be saved. They soon learn that death is kind in his own way and start to accept the inevitability of losing their grandmother. The illustrations are rich with colour and feature inviting characters made with soft pencil and watercolour markings. This offers a safe space within the pages of the book for young readers as nothing is depicted as harsh, dark or scary. This is an important book as the subject of death has been given a face. This allows young readers to identify their feelings with death and shows them that death is just a part of life.

Wolf Erlbruch’s picturebook Duck, Death and the tulip also helps readers come to terms with the ideas of loss and centres around the topic of death. Death is depicted in a non-threatening almost friendly way. Leaving the reader to contemplate the narrative without fearing the subject of death. The plot of the book is easy to understand and to the point. Death speaks factually and fairly and looks after duck, the two become friends over ducks last summer at the pond. Until eventually she passes away. The illustrations are painted in heavy layers contrasting against the blank white backgrounds. This offers a direct approach to the topic and keeps the reader involved and drawn into what’s happening.



To conclude picturebooks offer a unique and safe space for readers who are going through difficult situations. They open doorways to new conversations, ways of perceiving and help the reader address sensitive and delicate emotions and feelings. Without these books a lot of people would miss out on closure and wouldn’t address complex emotions until a later time in life which could result in feelings of distress. The authors and illustrators I have analysed within this essay all have the best intentions when addressing delicate subject matter which I strongly believe will keep their work a relatable and relevant source of comfort for years to come.
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