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How Important was Illustration within Children’s Literature before the Digital Age?





















 The digital age we live in brings endless possibilities in terms of many things, children’s entertainment being one of them. With AI on the uprise, media has become increasingly mindless. Studies show that young people are more affected by AI and its reduction of critical thinking and skill development than older generations. (Daniel, 2025) I will be analysing the illustrative artwork of Arthur Rackham, as well as the work of Maurice Sendak in an attempt to understand the ways in which society once relied on illustration as a form of entertainment as well as education for children, compared to the approach in more recent years. Additionally, I will be referring to theorist Stuart Hall’s Audience Positioning Theory throughout my analysis. I hope to analyse both of the artists mentioned’s styles, their use of layout and precision whilst illustrating as well as the messages they convey as illustrators that may not be passed on through words alone.

[bookmark: _Int_FcC0Y64A][bookmark: _Int_85uU7WAh] Illustrations in children’s literature prior to the digital age were often extremely detailed, displaying excellent craftsmanship and attention to detail. Multiple modes of techniques of reproduction would be used by different artists whilst illustrating, with new processes being developed “Between 1780 and 1920”. These methods included woodcuts, copper engraving, etching, stipple engraving, steel engraving, lithography, wood engraving, colour printing, line-blocks, half-tone, half-tone colour printing and offset photolithography. (Barr,1986, pg 6-9). Arthur Rackham, who used a half-tone colour-block when illustrating believed in the “stimulating and educative power of imaginative, fantastic, and playful pictures and writings for children”. (Barr, 1986, pg 70) Prior to the digital age, illustrations within children’s books were a critical way for children to follow narratives before learning to read confidently and independently. Rackham “insisted that ‘nothing less than the best that can be had (and it can hardly be cheap) is good enough for those early impressionable years when standards are formed for life’.” (Barr, 1986, pg. 70)
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Figure 1, Rackham, (1907)- Rackham’s illustration for Lewis Carroll’s Alice’s adventures in Wonderland.
 Not only does Rackham’s presentation of the famous tea party from Lewis Carroll’s Alice’s adventures in Wonderland (1907) depict an extremely detailed and lively scene, but it also highlights the contrast between Alice and the other characters in ‘Wonderland’. Carroll himself was interested in the arts and “was in the habit of illustrating stories on large sheets of paper as he told them to children.” (Hodnett, 1982, pg 174)
[bookmark: _Int_gJnEICEg][bookmark: _Int_tgaS6C72] Applying Stuart Hall’s Audience Positioning Theory, Rackham encodes subtle differences between Alice and the other characters within the scene, with the characters belonging to ‘Wonderland’ appearing in a style almost like caricatures, with exaggerated features such as large hands, large eyes, ears, and noses, as well as having thick outlines around each detail on them. Alice, on the other hand, is depicted as gentle, soft, and realistic to the reader as she has less harsh outlines, features pale and pastel colours and has dainty, doll-like features. By illustrating the characters this way, Rackham encodes the idea for the audience to decode that Alice does not fit into this world- she is merely a visitor in the chaotic world that is ‘Wonderland’. Stuart Hall’s Audience Positioning Theory can also be applied to Rockham’s choice of body language in this scene- Rockham encodes uncertainty and fear as well as hesitancy within Alice by placing her in a chair much larger than her, the audience can decode this as Alice being small, out of place and feeling generally unsure. The contrast between herself and the large chair also encodes a clear difference between Alice and the ‘Wonderland’ surrounding her. The other characters’ bodies leaning towards Alice, some even reaching towards her allows Rockham to encode an idea of being trapped and stuck in a new, all-consuming world, for the audience- presumably young children, to decode. 
 Extremely detailed drawings like these within children’s books allow the readers (children) to follow the narrative in extreme detail without relying on the ability to read, whilst still expanding their imagination and creativity. When discussing Illustration in his book, ‘Image & Text’ author Edward Hodnett wrote, “Apparently most illustrators believe that few average readers remember any classic, even if read several times, in such detail that is undesirable to associate image and text closely.” (Hodnett, 1982, pg 3) Furthermore, in his book ‘Five Centuries of English Book Illustration’ Hodnett described Rackham’s “fanciful” imagination as giving “his illustrations instant recegnition” (Hodnett, 1988, pg 233) It is no surprise that stories that have been passed down generations are often connected to specific iconography- combining illustration and literature makes for a better, more memorable tale.





[image: ]
Figure 2- Sendak, (1970)- Sendak’s double page spread for his book ‘In the Night Kitchen’
 American author and illustrator Maurice Sendak’s double page from his book ‘In the Night Kitchen’ features an illustration split into four sections, almost like the layout of a comic book or graphic novel. Cleverly, Sendak makes the background of these sections match up to create one big background. Using Stuart Hall’s Audience Positioning Theory to analyse, it’s clear that Sendak is encoding a message of urgency for the young audience to decode as the character and his plane catapult through the sky. Additionally, by having one of the frames of the character being him upside down, a feeling of chaos is given to the pages in their entirety that would otherwise be absent had Sendak decided to keep each illustration of the boy flying as upright. In the book ‘Ways of the Illustrator’ author Schwarcz writes that “Sendak uses the continuous narrative” (Schwarcz, 1982, pg.29)
 Sendak’s illustrations were of charm and mischief, often times featuring misbehaving and rebellious children on adventures. His work often delved into an idea of a dreamland- somewhere children would go at night, in their imagination as they slept. Taking a closer look at the double page above, the buildings the character is flying over aren’t normal buildings, rather they are buildings that look like ingredients and utensils found in a kitchen. Sendak’s illustrations, in my opinion, successfully display the playful and clumsy minds of children and the places they travel within their imagination, with inconsistencies like the positioning of the moon in each section of the double page spread (in relation to the idea of the boy travelling quickly) suggesting a childlike carefree approach to continuity and fact. 

[bookmark: _Int_tFYrJA5c]Whilst Rackham’s work is more delicately intricate, Sendak’s illustration brings a more cartoonish, modern look to illustration. However, both approaches are eye catching in their own right. Both artists are also reflective of their time. Although their work was within the same century, things changed significantly within media between 1907 when Rackham’s edition of Lewis Carroll’s ‘Alice’s adventures in Wonderland’ was published, and 1970 when Sendack’s book ‘In the Night Kitchen’ was published. Times had changed and the difference in style between the two artists furthers this.
 To conclude, it is clear that both Sendak and Rackham, in their own ways, encoded their illustrations with meaning for young children to decode and let their imagination run free within the stories the illustrators were helping bring to life. It is difficult to grasp properly how illustration has changed now as each individual artist is so unique within their style and making process. However, some authors now opt for Artificial Intelligence to illustrate their stories for them and considering that Artificial Intelligence often struggles to generate accurate images, it will not be encoding deeper meanings or messages into the “art” it produces for the entertainment of children, rather just bright, attention grabbing visuals to overstimulate the brain without helping the child truly learn or benefit, other than perhaps a few moments of peace for their parents. Additionally, the more mindless the content and media pushed out towards people but especially children, surely their attention spans lessen, making them less capable of decoding the messages once encoded in the previous illustrations mentioned. 
 This research will definitely lead me to not only look into how I myself as an artist can encode messages into my own artwork, but also to do further research on Artificial Intelligence and the effect it is having on young children and their capacity to learn.
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