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Choose three picture books you consider to be postmodern. Examine what defines them as such.
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A picture book is different to an illustrated novel because the illustrations are a crucial part of the story rather than just an accompaniment. In an illustrated novel, the text provides more context than the pictures, whereas a picture book requires imagery as the story is usually very short-form and non-descriptive.
 “[…] the words tell us what the pictures do not show, and the pictures show us what the words do not tell us” (Sipe, Lawrence R., and Pantaleo, S. et al, 2008).
For a picture book to be postmodern it must subvert traditional tropes of a narrative. This is usually breaking the norms of the typical layout and formatting of picture books or conveying themes of self-awareness through actions like ‘breaking-the-4th-wall' by talking to the reader directly or simply expressing awareness that they are inside a book or a narrative (Pantaleo, 2014). Postmodern picture books also often parody existing tales by twisting the narrative or having a narrator that deceives or carries an unconventional tone. The discussion of darker themes is sometimes present in picture books; which would be seen as taboo for many, especially if the demographic is targeted at a younger, more impressionable audience. 
Throughout this essay, three picture books thought to fit into the postmodernist category will be discussed, and the aspects of either their narrative, imagery or layout will be considered. It will begin with Little Red Hood, then The Lost Thing, and finally a collection of tales in a book called The Stinky Cheese Man and Other Fairly Stupid Tales. 


Little Red Hood is a picture book by Marjolaine Leray (2009) that retells the story of Little Red Riding Hood. The original story was told as an oral tale and was a warning against young girls talking to predatory men. The story ended with the lead character getting killed. The first written version of it was by French Author, Charles Perrault.
“Children, especially attractive, well-bred young ladies, should never talk to strangers, for if they should do so, they may well provide dinner for a wolf. I say "wolf," but there are various kinds of wolves. There are also those who are charming, quiet, polite, unassuming, complacent, and sweet, who pursue young women at home and in the streets. And unfortunately, it is these gentle wolves who are the most dangerous ones of all.”  (University of Pittsburgh, Perrault, 2003)
In other versions of the story, the character is rescued and survives (Wilhelm & Grimm, University of Pittsburgh, 2015). In this version, the character survives by changing what we expect.  The repetition of the well-known lines “[…] What big teeth you have […]“, “[…] all the better to eat you with […]” are used in this version (Leray, 2009), but instead of being eaten, the  protagonist in this story complains about the wolf’s bad breath and offers him a sweet, which poisons and kills the wolf.  The final line of the book is Little Red Hood saying: 
“Fool.”
[bookmark: _Int_wWeXfPTu]This subverts our expectations because it takes a well-known tale and twists the narrative – essentially a Fairytale pastiche. Another difference in this narrative is that unlike most versions of Little Red Riding Hood, the wolf does not pretend to be her grandmother. In this version, Little Red Hood knows that she is dealing with a wolf, and is very cold towards him, unperturbed by his sinister actions, painting her very differently to the classic innocent, vulnerable and naïve character of the traditional Little Red Riding Hood.
The placement of the ending illustration is on one of the end-pages - on the inside of the back cover. Postmodern picture books do not usually limit themselves to where they tell the story, often extending its presence to the end-pages, exuding playfulness and a disregard for format (Pantaleo, 2014).
[image: ] Figure 1: Little Red Hood, p.27 (Leray, 2009)
In the middle of the story, Little Red Hood says “No.” to being eaten. The wolf says “No?” back and the illustration shows them both breaking the 4th wall, looking forward at the reader as if asking you ‘can you believe this?’.

[image: ] Figure 2: Little Red Hood, p.36-37 (Leray, 2009)
The front and back covers could arguably be telling part of the story or at least alluding to Little Red Hood’s nature; she is always surrounded by a sea of red scribbles. On the front cover it looks as though she is leaving a trail of red behind her as she goes, and on the back it is all-consuming. 

[image: ]
Figure 3: Little Red Hood, p.1 / Front cover (Leray, 2009)
The dialogue is written in red to indicate her words, whereas the wolf’s dialogue is in black. The original tale about Little Red Riding Hood suggested that red was the colour of promiscuity and womanhood. "Hence the sexual lure of the red hue has to do with the girl’s menarcheal blood […]” (Silva, 1987, p.181). This book has changed the meaning of red to make her powerful. Red is also the colour of danger, so it could imply her being a dangerous character who can influence all she comes across. This idea is further supported by the lack of any environmental surroundings, especially in the cover, as it shows nothing but red. This could point to the feeling of triumph in evading the wolf, and how she is no longer a victim in this narrative.


The Lost Thing is a picture book written and illustrated by Shaun Tan (2000). The whole book is printed on top of an engineering textbook, with the text and pictures pasted over the top set out like a hobbyist’s scrapbook. The title page is set out in the same way, so does not even look like a title page, just as if someone stuck it in there. The end pages are filled with neatly set-out bottle tops, alluding to the protagonist’s (also narrator) bottle-top collecting hobby. This book being laid out as if it is a scrapbook belonging to a real person instead of a traditional picture book can be seen as postmodern as the protagonist is aware they are in a story; they documented this narrative and are directing their narration at the reader, so are likely expecting someone else to have ‘found it’.
The narrator is self-aware and self-deprecating, quite dismissive of situations with an apathetic tone, very unlike a traditional story-book narrator and more like someone having a casual conversation. He could even be described as an unreliable narrator, especially as the images tell so much more of the story more than he does, as they reveal more about the environment within the story. The world created within this book is heavily industrial, with no natural greenery, and winding pipes that are reminiscent of the shape of trees. 
[image: ]Figure 4: The Lost Thing, Beach (detail) 1999, acrylic oil and collage on paper, 70 x 50cm 
Illustrations throughout the book feature background details of small pipes with fumes coming from them, which is further emphasised in sequence spot-illustrations when the lost ‘thing’ is traversing through scenes, clouds of fumes swirling in the air. This brings up thoughts of environmental issues without even mentioning it anywhere in the narrative. The illustrations and word-building demonstrate how industrialisation can get excessive and out of control, showing heavy industry everywhere, including random pipes in the middle of roads and in people’s homes, marked with chalk as if they have just appeared themselves and need managing. 
The word ‘more’ is graffitied in several places, further indicating the attitude of this world; an abundance of greed, an insistent need for ‘more.’ These darker and more politically charged subjects fit into the criteria of postmodernism despite them not being entirely blatant within the text or even the imagery; it takes some dissection.
Furthermore, the illustrations reveal that none of the background characters notice the ‘thing’ even though it stands out and towers above people. This could be interpreted as a disability allegory, where the ‘thing’ does not have a place in society and seems invisible despite being so clearly different. Likewise, an article discussing this allegory states,

“[…] For readers, then, the lost thing represents the body under erasure.” (Markotić, 2014)
Another reason they do not notice is because these characters already have a place in this society.
Furthermore, when the ‘thing’ is brought home to the narrator’s parents, they do not notice because they are so consumed with reading the news. However, ‘current events’ are not important or serious, as the headline on the newspaper is ‘flamingo recaptured,’ an update of an unimportant – in the grand scheme of this world - issue, whereas the ‘thing’ being lost and out of place is a troubling unsolved mystery that nobody else in the book seems to care about or even notice. This seems like a bold comment on how people are often manipulated by the media, not noticing truths they should be concerned about because the focus is on what the media wants people to talk about (Vanderwicken, 1995).
[image: ]Figure 5: The Lost Thing, p.13 (Tan, 2000)
[bookmark: _Int_xCfMKZEa]One of the illustrations shows concrete statues of two businessmen, one with a camera head and the other with a television head, with a tube between the two directly feeding into each other. This further adds to the idea of the small scope of media that this society is fed.
A postcard at the back of the book has a stamp that says ‘cleared’ on it, suggesting that this society enforces heavy censorship on something as harmless as a postcard that you would send to family and friends. There is also a logo that reads ‘Federal department of censorship,’ with a blindfolded pig, symbolising how people in the book are being kept ignorant.
[image: ]
Figure 6: The Lost Thing, Back Cover (Tan, 2000)
The book ends with the narrator revealing that he also no longer noticing lost things because he is “[…] too busy […],” panning from a shot of him on a train to a whole sea of trains. He has become just like everyone else now. The protagonist has fallen back in line with this society after this chance of becoming aware.


The Stinky Cheese Man and Other Fairly Stupid Tales is a satire Fairytale picture book by Jon Scieszka (1992). As soon as you open the book it becomes clear that it is postmodern as it is extremely self-aware. For example, the story starts on the endpaper, in which the narrator - who is aware they are the narrator and are a personified character within the narrative - tells another character, 
“Now why don’t you just disappear for a few pages. I’ll call you when I need you.”
This suggests a level of self-awareness where the characters are performing all throughout the book – which they all know they are a part of – but keep messing up, disrupting the ‘correct’ flow of a typical picture book format.
Even the title page shows awareness of format, as it is just called ‘Title Page’ as if it were dropped in so fast that there was no time to edit it. A few pages before actual end of the book there is an end paper. However, there is another story after this, and the narrator explains that the endpapers were moved “[…] so the Giant would think the book is over.” 
The structure and pages of the book interact with the characters and the narrative and either aid or disadvantage them. The first story, Chicken Licken, begins before the table of contents but brings it in as part of the story, where it falls on the characters and crushes them after they spend the entire story believing that the sky is falling.
[image: ]Figure 7: The Stinky Cheese Man and Other Fairly Stupid Tales, p.8-9, (Scieszka, 1992)
Another element of postmodern picture books is playing around with font, text colours and text size rather than keeping one consistent body of text (Pantaleo, 2014). Often when books use different text, it represents the story or character in some way and shows their personality, such as the different fonts used in Anthony Browne’s Voices in the Park (Browne, 1999), where more elegant font is used for the well-dressed woman, and child-like font is used for the sad child.
In The Stinky Cheese Man and Other Fairly Stupid Tales, the font is used as another playful visual aspect of the book. The Really Ugly Duckling starts with a larger font, and then gets even larger on the next page to emphasize the unusual ending 
“[…] And he grew up to be just a really ugly duck. The End.”
Giant story changes up the style with collage of various texts, put together to create an original tale. Other stories with the giant, such as Jack’s Bean Problem and Jack’s Story have large writing in reference to the size of the giant. In Jack’s story, the tale is about squeezing Jack and grinding his bones, so the text starts to get squeezed on the page and ground down to barely readable tiny letters.
[image: ] 
Figure 8: The Stinky Cheese Man and Other Fairly Stupid Tales, p.28-29 (Scieszka, 1992)
The illustration style and medium vary within the book. Although the character design and style are similar throughout, there are several illustrations that utilise collage, which by itself is a pastiche of visuals, so it could be argued that the use of collage in this book only contributes further to it being a postmodern work, as it involves “narrative fragmentation and discontinuity, disorder and chaos, code mixing and absurdity... […] playfulness, and parody” (Pantaleo, 2014 p.325).

[image: ]
Figure 9: The Stinky Cheese Man and Other Fairly Stupid Tales, p.26-27 (Scieszka, 1992)

The book also contains mashups of well-known tales such as Cinderella and Rumpelstiltskin in the story Cinderumpelstiltskin. Combining stories in this way is postmodern because it takes two existing pieces and creates something new whilst also parodying Fairytales (Glass, 2018). It subverts expectations as none of the stories are as we know them, but the author uses the fact that we are familiar with the original tales to surprise us and tell both a blunt joke and a different story.
A key part of what makes this picture book postmodern is the loss of meaning. Fairytales began as warnings or moral tales (Lewin, 2020) – as previously mentioned when discussing the original morals of Little Red Riding Hood. In contrast, this book contains nonsense tales with no hidden meaning, that are just there to entertain. However, none of the tales would make sense or be as entertaining to the reader if we did not know of the original versions, thus confirming the inclusion of parody.

In conclusion, postmodern picture books are works that stray away from the traditional, with an added sense of self-awareness, pastiche, and a change in format. The Stinky Cheese Man and Other Fairly Stupid Tales is a good example of this as the format of the book is muddled up, with the contents page as part of a story, end papers before the book ends and a story before the title page. Postmodern picture books often subvert expectations. Little Red Hood does this well by taking a classic Fairytale and changing the ending in a humorous way. The Lost Thing is a good example of how illustration in postmodern picture books reveal more that the text rather than simply accompanying it.
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Once upon a time there was a

Giant. The Giant squeezed Jack
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“That’s your story?” said Jack.
“You’ve got to be kidding. That’s not a
Fairly Stupid Tale. That’s an Incredibly Stupid Tale.
That’s an Unbelievably Stupid Tale. That is

the Most Stupid Tale I Ever— awwwk!”

The Giant grabbed Jack and dragged him to the next page.
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