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                                         POSTMODERN PICTURE BOOKS


A short context of this essay is to explore three Post-modern picture books and examine what defines them as such. The three books I have chosen is Maurice Sendak’s Where the Wild Things Are, Anthony Browne’s Voices in the park and Shaun Tans, The red tree. 



A post modern picture books are a sub-genre of books in which makes it its own genre. They display an array of meta fictive (Bradford, 1993) devices or characteristics such as representation, non-linear, indeterminacy, symbolism and multiple narratives that run through the story. They can sometimes be self-referential, and the metafiction found in these books would class it as post modern. This can be demonstrated through pictures or words, interweaved story lines with multiple perspectives.
As Anstey (2002) states, an author and illustrator consciously employ a range of devices that are designed to interrupt readers expectation and produce multiple meanings and readings of the book. Adding to this, the reader should expect unexpected elements, additional storylines, and any discrepancies. This sub-genre of books brings a sense of intrigue and sometimes mystery to the book. Compare this to a traditional story book where the reader draws comfort in the straight forward narrative to support the illustrations. The beginning, where the reader learns about the character and has some sort of relatable characteristics. The middle where conflict arises and then leading to a satisfying conclusion. Supporting the reader to find validation in the story that supports the narrative. According to Kiefer (1992) a picture book most generally consist of thirty-two pages of story, poem or concept but they include end papers, information, such as author, illustrator, and publisher.  They seem to follow rules in a well constructed narrative that has interactions between the character and their surroundings. Postmodern picture books are almost the complete opposite and can shatter readers expectations. They make you question of what is real. Inspired from the term Post modernism which is a term that describes theoretical and fundamental changes in attitude, styles and academic disciplines that emerged in Western Culture after World War 2 (Goldstone, 2002). Post modernists believe there is no objective reality or scientific truth, and that reason and logic are not universally valid. Duignan (2002).  This supports the idea of themes that are found in postmodern picture books where the reality of things is questioned. This can be displayed through surreal like imagery. Often drawing onto the themes of symbolism, expressionism as a form of communication. Applying this to illustration, its form can be conceptual such as a visual metaphor as a means to describing an image that is imaginative. 



In the three chosen books, particularly Anthony Browne's Voices in the park and Shaun Tans The red tree, they draw inspiration from the surrealist genre. Most notably Voices in the park, the biggest influence from the Belgian surrealist artist Rene Magritte. Who uses repetitive symbolism to convey meaning in his paintings.

                                                 [image: ]
                                                                 (front cover)
This book tells a story through the voices of four separate characters. Each having their own perspective of their time at the park. It explores themes such as anger, friendship and alienation in fascinating depth to a simple yet effective narrative. He uses text, font, colour, and vocabulary to differentiate the differences between characters. The fonts change with each character narrative, even the text tries to reflect the personality assigned to the characters. However, this is influenced by what we perceive it to be and our understanding of the semiotic nature of assignment. For example, if we read a text like in Voices in the park that is clean, straight lines and edges compared to a jagged, uneven text, we may place judgement on the type of persons education. This is what Anthony Browne's aware of and is challenging to the reader. As Chandler (2016) states, semiotic nature do not necessarily name the physical things which exist in objective material world but also label imaginary things and concepts. He has created a difference in class through the characters. Evident below in figures 1-4. The first being a well-dressed woman and her pedigree dog. The images in figure 1 are bright and vivid, a summer looking day. There is a sense of calmness and control displayed by the woman, as we see her attaching a lead on the patient dog. Also, while she calmly closes her eyes while her child patiently sits and waits at the bench with her. The subtle background where fruit is placed strategically as the trees, further establishes the influence of Rene Magritte, who also places fruit in his imagery. 
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                   (figure 1)                                                                            (figure 2)                                



Compare this to the man who is at the same park on the same day in figure 4 yet the seasons are somehow different. Clearly reflecting their inner emotions symbolically through the landscape. The reason for these chosen images from this book as it simply establishes the stark contrast between the first two voices that run the books narrative. Berger (1972) claims that the representation of men and women in visual culture entice different ‘gazes’. Us as viewers may examine the way we see these characters differently from one another.
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                     (figure 3)                                                        (figure 4)


                                                  
The four separate stories running through the book form an interesting narrative once the reader has completed the book. They can then compare and contrast stories to one another. The book requires interactive reading also known as interanimation where the reader is searching for clues in text and pictures. Not only these devices tell us that this is a post modern book but also the playfulness of the characters. Its interesting that each of them have animal faces on human bodies, a sort of hybrid. But this is a deliberate concept behind the idea. A young reader may not see deeper meaning but to an adult, the idea of us all being the same despite different background's and upbringing. As Bakhtin suggests Chronotope is useful for understanding how literature reflects the time and space of relationships in our world. It can be used as a means for studying the relation between any text and its times. As historically, children's books has often reflected attitudes and societal values. 
What is interesting in this post modern book is its rejection of linear reading. The reader could read each voice in a non linear form yet the narrative of how you perceive it says the same. However, readers should denunciate the idea of one interpretation of its meaning and welcome the possibility of multiple interpretations of the visuals.



Another picture book that uses themes and devices found in post modern books is Shaun Tans The red tree. The story doesn’t have a specific narrative but follows a young protagonist girl, wondering through a gloomy world of surrealistic landscapes and oversized creatures. While there is minimal text found in this book, it draws the reader in with its symbolic imagery. Playing with scale and perspective. You often find the protagonist engulfed by such large surroundings, as if the girl is being swallowed up by the world. As seen in figure 5. In the image the girl is being completely engulfed in deep brown leaves. Forcing us to read this imagery of a girl who has become alienated and despondent. Every illustration in The red tree places the young girl in some sort of abstract environment, while metaphorically depicting her inner feelings and thoughts. 
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                                                                  (figure 5)
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                                                                 (figure 6)
This particular illustration displays the theme of depression and loneliness.  The young girl walks around in the shadow of this fish like creature, yet the other pedestrians, around her take no notice of this large floating fish. Reflecting her emotions and possible mental state. This pushing the reader to question the reality of things. Is this an external or inner threat? These are themes often found in post modern books. Despite its gloomy imagery and narrative, Shaun Tan still finds a way to add playfulness to the story by hiding a small red leaf in every illustration. The intertextual play of the running narrative of this leaf makes the reader a playful participant. In the context of this book, the red tree symbolises hope, not only to the young girl protagonist but also to the reader. Therefore, leaving the reader curiously to find out what this red leaf signifies. While many post modern theorists play on this idea of curiosity. What makes it so alluring? It aims to give power to the reader inviting the reader to construct new stories and make decisions on how they read the story. Kiefer (1992) 
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                                                               (figure 7)


Shaun Tan sates, “we are curious creatures, born into a curious world, and drawing is one of the simplest ways I know of trying to build a pathway between the eye and mind” This curiosity that we all display, Shaun Tan deliberately plays with in this book. Each Illustration inspires you to see what happens next yet there's no linear narrative. Only vague words that accompany these illustrations. 
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                                                                           (figure 8)

In this image we see metafictive imagery at play. Where the texts stumble from the illustration almost off the page. The author playing with the idea of the girl trying to get her voice heard as if she's trying to communicate to the reader. Yet the disappointment on her face and how the text stumbles and falls rather than projects suggest maybe that her emotions and her voice are falling on deaf ears. What I find interesting is this is an end paper, so before the story even begins, the author is telling us that she's struggling to be heard in this book. Upon reading further into the book, we start to read the book through its imagery rather than text. Searching for the hope symbolically and getting lost with the girl in this metaphoric landscape. As Langer (1974) states, imagery is the mode of our untutored thinking.










Anthony Brownes Voices in the park and Shaun Tans the red tree clearly demonstrate the metafictive devices found in post modern picture books. Non linear and symbolism are the key elements in this story while both drawing on the theme of loneliness and alienation. Another book with a universal theme of loneliness that most people and readers can resonate with at some point in their lives, is Maurice Sendak’s Where the wild things are. The tale of a young boy named Max, who gets sent to bed for being naughty. This leads to Maxs room undergoing a transformation into a jungle environment. Leading him on an adventure to a far away land to where the wild things inhabit. These ‘wild things’ possibly represent Maxs emotions. Another reoccurring theme found in this post modern book much alike Voices in the park and the red tree using symbolism to represent different emotions.
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                                                                      (figure 9)
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                                                              (figure 11) 

The mischievous boy in this image is nicely demonstrated through this image, however there is more to be examined and taken from its illustration of the boy and dog. The hand drawn picture of a monster that Maxs has created hung on the wall resembles the ‘wild things’. This signifies to the reader later on with more than one possible reading that it could be Maxs imagination.
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                                                                          (figure 12)

After Max becomes appointed with the role of ‘king’ he sends the wild things off to bed without supper just as he was accustomed to. This brings up important questions between the relationship he has with his mother. There is a technical vocabulary in these illustrations and texts that connects these picture books with societal and cultural relationships and values. Displaying greater interplay between the illustrations and text.  As Allan (1974) suggests, Post modern literature is its challenge to realist fiction. Both ideologies embedded within realist texts with various narrative strategies. Blurring the boundaries between high and low culture

As most post modern picture books main protagonists are usually children and at least characters in the book. This enabled the child reader to develop a connection with the character, the imagery can be fun with overarching themes intended for an older audience. As Sendak (2006) states, there is extraordinary heroism of children in the face of living in a mostly indifferent adult world. Generally speaking, people do not understand whats going on in the heads of small children. I side with the kids all the time.  

These three post modern picture books all have a similar theme running through them, relating to loneliness, isolation. These themes play important roles to the reader, the representation and symbolism that has been discussed in these books amongst many other characteristics and metafictive devices make these a strong and loved post modern picture book.
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