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Making Sense of Harsh Realities
[bookmark: _Int_krS0vtwd][bookmark: _Int_B5HCg0JV][bookmark: _Int_xg6NGqju][bookmark: _Int_28sDT4w2][bookmark: _Int_knrcLJOF]There are many situations and experiences children will encounter as they go through the many stages of adolescence. Many of these experiences will help them, but there will be a few tricky situations they may encounter that they will struggle to make sense of. These situations can involve difficult topics to discuss such as depression and anxiety. It is often hard to explain difficult topics such as these to children in a way they can understand and sometimes words are not enough to make sense of the world around them. Picture books are a useful tool in these circumstances because they can help children to see, understand, relate, and make sense of these tricky situations they may encounter in early life. In Children Reading Pictures, by Evelyn Arizpe and Morage styles, it is explained that “picture books composed of pictures and words whose intimate interaction creates layers of meaning, [are] open to different interpretations and have potential to arouse their readers to reflect on the act of reading itself,” (Arizpe and Styles, 2003, p.22). This helps to show that picture books are a useful tool in creating an environment where children can read and create their own interpretations allowing them to relate to the text and gain understanding of the world around them. It is also important that the relationship of words and images in these picture books leave room for imagination and for “readers/viewers to fill with their previous knowledge experience and expectations and we may find infinite possibilities for word-image interaction,” (Nikolajeva and Scott, 2006, p.2). This is best achieved in picture books made by author/illustrators due to their abilities to use pictures to expand or enhance text or make text dependent on pictures. They can also provide alternative information or contradict each other in some way to create a variety of readings and interpretations. It is important to take a closer look at texts such as these and analyze what techniques author illustrators use to create picture books that successfully tackle difficult topics. Authors such as Shaun Tan and Anthoney Browne are both author illustrators who help children to understand and relate to sensitive situations they may be dealing with. The analysis of texts by these author illustrators who cover depression and anxiety will show the importance of word and picture interaction and how they help create a better understanding of the world's harsh realities.
In the 1960’s, children's books did topics were limited to what was “suitable” for middle class children and did not shed light on what it was like to live in the real world which eventually led to a change in themes presented in children's books in the 1990’s. Childrens books began to set an idea for children of what the world was really like. Subjects of death, anxiety and depression became subjects fit for inclusion in picture books in the 21st century and began to acknowledge the “range and damage of traumatic experiences that can happen,” (Jackson, 2019, p. 59). In Shaun Tan’s picture book, The Red Tree, the themes of anxiety and depression are heavily prevalent along with his reoccurring theme of isolation that appears in many of his other works. His stories frequently feature a singled-out character in an unfamiliar environment where they often feel isolated and disconnected. The Red Tree follows this story line featuring a nameless red-haired girl venturing through a gloomy and bleak world. Tan uses both picture and text to convey his themes but to also depict 
[bookmark: _Int_knvf8jUj]the protagonist’s mood and emotional state with surprising accuracy while stimulating the reader to question and wonder in an attempt to reach a deeper level of understanding: typically, “Tan leaves large gaps within his narratives, which can serve to invite the reader into the story and think critically (Smith 2017: 8).
 Tan creates these gaps by counterpointing text and image allowing the reader to investigate the book with their own interpretations and consider how it may draw on and relate to their own experiences and the world around them. By creating one's own interpretations with past experiences, it creates a deeper connection and meaning to the text. Tan uses multiple artistic techniques such as page layout, color, collage, line, angle, type placement and hue to help move the reader into a space where they can have a closer relationship to the text and create their own interpretations. As stated in the journal article, Shaun Tan’s The Red Tree: A Visual Reading of a Postmodern Picturebook by Marwa Fahmi, “The manipulation of the whole physical space of the book can make for a closer relationship between the child reader and the represented central character,” (Marwa, 2020, p.143). Focusing on the story of The Red Tree, it begins in the red-haired girl's room and ends in her room creating a circular narrative of minimal text and metaphoric dismal imagery. While the story is centered around the girl on a journey of exploring the bleak outside world and her emotional experiences, a little red leaf can be seen featured on every page, often hidden, to reveal that there is always a small glimpse of hope even in despair. Tan uses a limited palette of light and muted color to enhance the moods in each scene relying on the use of dark reds, yellows, and blues to match the gloomy themes presented. The story begins when the girl is driven from her room due to the overwhelming amount of black dying leaves that can be seen accumulated in her room and forces her to venture into a journey of the bleak and dreary outside world. The next scene features a large decaying fish casting a shadow on the girl to show she lives in darkness and isolation, which is emphasized by the people around her remaining oblivious to the fish. The way Tan uses a larger bold typeface on this page helps to evoke feelings of darkness, threat, and isolation. 
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Shaun Tan, The Red Tree, 2001
The scene after features the girl in the bottle to indicate the feelings of isolation and seclusion are heavily contributing to the girl's emotional state. The cold, muted color palette of blues and black contribute to the somber melancholy mood. The little red leaf can be seen nearby showing that hope is closer than the girl may think but she cannot yet see it or find it. Later in the book a double paged spread split into eight smaller frames can be seen. The girl can be seen on a spiraled snail, depicting an overwhelming sense of infinity and the slow unwinding of time. Tan uses the repetition of text to emphasize the static act of waiting and the absurdity of time. The spirals of the snail and the spiral the snail creates, moves inward to further express that time loses meaning and the entire process is meaningless and that “despite the illusion of progress, one ends up in the same position as they were initially,” (Berdun, 2019, p.17). A few scenes later a board game can be seen and resembles the game of life. This game symbolizes the red-haired girl's fate and is emphasized by the bold, large font of the word “inevitable.” The dice she is holding further strengthens the theme of an uncontrolled fate and the hourglass held by the large, black, monstrous form shows that the clock of fate is ticking, and time is running out. This alludes to the anxiety of running out of time and pressures the girl to move forward on her journey. 
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Shaun Tan, The Red Tree, 2001
Just like the opening scenes, the illustration of the girl and her bedroom are small in comparison to the large ominous spreads featured throughout her journey. This helps the reader to see that although the girl was forced from the overwhelming small space of her room, compared to the bleak outside world, it is a comforting sanctuary that she can return to. The Journey the red-haired girl takes is an emotional experience that takes the reader along on their own analytical journey to explore the girl's emotions and offers the reader an opportunity to compare them to their own.
[bookmark: _Int_wHnmb54b][bookmark: _Int_OyS1iTmt][bookmark: _Int_MgiJfuCl]Another author illustrator picture book that offers young children insight into the harsh realities of the world is Anthony Browne’s Into the Forest. His picture book focuses on a young child's anxiety, while also expressing childhood risk, and providing resources children need to survive in the world today. It is a retelling of the story of little red riding hood that contains characters, visuals, and narrative structures from different children's stories featured to create a spread of the protagonist's reality and goals. By creating a narrative of a young boy, anxious about his father’s sudden disappearance, and featuring other familiar storybook characters, Browne was able create a picture book that displays anxieties that can be found in different family situations that other children may be able to relate to. The story begins with the young boy being startled awake by the sound of thunder, hinting at the possible dispute occurring between the mother and father. In the next few pages, it is morning and the scenario of fear changes when he realizes his father's absence at the table. The boy and mother sit next to each other with an empty chair across from them. With distressed expressions on their faces, they sit in a bare room that seems almost too large for just the two of them. Browne uses the composition of the room to emphasize that something or someone is missing. In the next scene the boy can be seen is a four-panel spread making notes saying, “come home dad” and placing them around the house. This is an illustration of the boy's anxiety due to the absence of his father as it starts to become extreme and obsessive. Since the mother is unable to explain to the boy the absence of the father, possibly because they had a dispute and she does not have the words to explain to the boy, the mom then sends the boy to bring a cake to his sick grandmother, warning the boy to take the long way and not the shortcut, through the forest. However, the growing anxiety from his father's absence causes the boy to take the shortcut through the forest. His panic causes him to reason that he “wanted to be home in case Dad came back,” (Browne, 2004, p.5). Browne’s use of color for the boy to contrast against the colorless black, white, and grey forest, helps to push the reader deeper into the forest as well as to emphasize that as the boy goes deeper into the forest the atmosphere becomes more oppressive and dangerous. As the boy makes his journey through the forest, familiar fairytale characters can be seen demonstrating other experiences of familial distress that could be seen as relatable to the readers' experiences when it comes to family situations. These familiar fairytales familial experiences are explained further in relation to “not so happy family” situations in the article Cultural Orienteering: A Map for Anthony Browne’s Into the Forest,
[bookmark: _Int_fSHFBxxL]Jack belongs to a single parent family in dire financial straits, Cinderella is an unloved orphan, and Snow White is the victim of a wealthy but dysfunctional blended family. Hansel and Gretel are abandoned by their parents and it would seem that Goldilocks finds comforts in the three bears' house that she doesn't enjoy at home. Jack and Goldilocks want the fruit cake in the basket Browne's protagonist carries, which it transpires is a peace offering sent by the mother to the father who is at Grandma's house. Perhaps they too desire the means to mend their families' ills.
This offers children more opportunities to interpret and connect to the text since there are a variety of relatable family situations that could cause a child anxiety. This also ties into one of the idea Browne is trying to set in his story that not all endings come with a happily ever after.
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Anthony Browne, Into the Forest, 2004
[bookmark: _Int_eYGNuIWh][bookmark: _Int_T6vr5j9L][bookmark: _Int_cI7qQ9kI] This can be seen when the boy finally makes it to his grandmother's house and knocks on the door. Someone replies but we cannot tell who since the voice is muffled creating uncertainty. This leads the reader to come up with their own interpretations of who could be on the other side of the door. Although the story does end with the boy reuniting with his family, Browne leaves the reader with that bit of uncertainty at the end to remind the reader that it is important to produce one’s own interpretations and that sometimes a story does not end happily ever after.
Childrens books have always been a major tool for learning for young children. As John Berger says in Ways of Seeing,
 	We never look at just one thing; we are always looking at the relation between things and ourselves. Our vision is continually active, continually moving, continually holding things in a circle around itself, constituting what is present to us as we are.
[bookmark: _Int_zjbQzMD7][bookmark: _Int_PtIw5kQJ][bookmark: _Int_3zgt3YfI][bookmark: _Int_xfZBuXpo][bookmark: _Int_RLne93lW][bookmark: _Int_y26A5Isn]Children are constantly asking for picture books to be re-read to them repeatedly because each time they notice new things and find new things to relate to. The picture book becomes more familiar and more relatable to the world around them each time they see it. It is a challenging task to make a children's book that covers difficult topics in a way that makes the world easier for a child to understand. Author illustrators like Anthony Browne and Shaun Tan are experts at creating picture books for children that help them create their own understanding of difficult topics that cannot always be explained by words alone. Their ability to use pictures and text and to leave gaps in between them so that readers can relate to the book, makes these author illustrators successful. The themes of anxiety and depression are difficult topics for people to talk about and understand in general, so creating a book that helps a child understand what they are and what they can look like is important for the mental health of young children. The Red Tree captures the themes of anxiety and depression and the struggles one faces when they experience it while also making it more visible to children. While Into the Forest captures the anxiety of a child in a difficult family situation as well as providing other examples of what those situations can look like, making it relatable for a variety of distressing family situations. He also provides the idea that it is okay if there is not always a happy ending, which is something that is very important for the children of today to understand. The analysis of these texts by these author illustrators who cover the difficult topics of depression and anxiety show how important word and picture interaction is and that they help create a better understanding for young children of the harsh realities of the world.

Bibliography
 Arizpe, Styles, M., Bromley, H., Coulthard, K., & Noble, K. (2003). Children Reading Pictures: interpreting visual texts. Routledge.
 Nikolajeva, & Scott, C. (2006). How picturebooks work. Routledge.
Tan, S. (2001) The Red Tree. South Melbourne: Thomas C. Lothian Pty Ltd
Fahmi, M.E.E (2020) Shaun Tan's The Red Tree (2001): A Visual Reading of A Postmodern Picturebook. Available at: https://journals.ekb.eg/article_123744_2f6c8339e850c417b1eb5017b9daa09f.pdf (Accessed 15 November 2022.)
Berdún, A.S.  (2019) Finding a Story in a Book without a Story: Constructing a Narrative in Shaun Tan’s Picturebook The Red Tree Available at: https://ddd.uab.cat/pub/tfg/2019/203119/sierraberdun_alba_TFG.pdf  (accessed: 17 November 2022)
BULLEN, E. and PARSONS, E., 2005. Cultural Orienteering: A Map for Anthony Browne's Into the Forest. Bookbird, 43(3), pp. 8-17.
Browne. (2004). Into the forest. Walker.
Botines, M.C. (2019) AN EDITOR IN THE CREATIVE PROCESS: DENISE JOHNSTONE-BURT IN ANTHONY BROWNE’S INTO THE FOREST, Available at: https://idus.us.es/bitstream/handle/11441/93913/An%20editor%20in%20the%20creative%20process.pdf?sequence=1&isAllowed=y  , (accessed: 18 November 2019)
Berger, & Berger, J. (2008). Ways of seeing. Penguin.
Jackson, M. (2019), Available at: https://books.google.co.uk/books?hl=en&lr=&id=u2iPDwAAQBAJ&oi=fnd&pg=PA57&dq=analysis+of+duck+death+and+the+tulip&ots=EP65FUsF1a&sig=LVcemrbrWzgP-guKUXBdveRN53E&redir_esc=y#v=onepage&q&f=false , (accessed: 20 November 2022)







image2.png




image3.png
I knocked on the door and a voice called out, “Who's
there2” But it didn’t really sound like Grandma’s voice.
“It’s me. I've brought a cake from Mum.”
[ pushed the door open a little.
“Come in, dear,” the strange voice called.

I was ternified. I slowly creptin.
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