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

For this essay, I have chosen to analyse the work of illustrators and, particularly, author illustrators who tackle difficulty sensitive and sometimes, shocking themes. I intend to research into different illustrators who have been able to create a safe place for children who may be going through a rough time or those who have experienced trauma, stress, anxiety, abuse or depression from a very young age. I will be looking at mediums, as well as imagery to see how they contribute to portray a sense of comfort for children who have or are going to experience a difficult time. I intend to look into semiotics and symbolism throughout each of these illustrations and analyse how pictures and imagery can be read and understood from the reader’s point of view. For this essay, I would like to research into these illustrators that help children understand difficult topics, especially to those who have been made aware of them since a young age. These themes are displayed and depicted in a far more lighter sense and more kind-hearted, as opposed to being factual. I want to create the disscussion of whether or not these topics should be depicted throughout a younger audience’s literature and how there has become a rise in how many illustrators that are now choosing and using these topics as the main themes for their books. 
One of the first sources that portrayed this argument was, “Stress and the picture book” which has been taken from, (Joseph H. Schwarcz and Ghana Shwarcz, The picture book comes of age, Chicago and London. (1991)). It states, “Children’s bodies and minds continually grow and change and are prone to developmental and existential stresses”. From this, it depicts the idea that as children grow older and develop, they learn more things about the world around them and whilst some having to experience trauma or stress, they learn how to deal with it in preparation for their lives in the future. As children grow older, it is very clear that they will experience different forms of stress, whether it comes from school work, exams or family issues, but it all contributes to how a child develops and become who they are. Another quote states, “Feelings of inadequacy can come from many directions and take many forms”. Some of these forms could include that alienated sense of failure, stress, frustration or even a slight panic. As as result of these issues, people can feel isolated and sometimes struggle to open up and explain to another about how they are feeling, in order to make it feel better and to result in a positive outcome. 

The first children’s illustrated story that is going to be analysed is named, “The Red Tree” by Shaun Tan (Tan, Shaun. (2001) Children’s illustration. Lothian Books). The story features a little girl with the brightest, red hair, who wakes up one morning and decides that she feels very down and doesn’t know the uncertain reason why. The book follows this little, red head through her journey on becoming happier and finding a more positive outlook to life. This book helps children deal with the uncertainty of what a particular day might bring and if they ever feel sad, this book teaches them that it is completely fine and understandable to do so. 
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(Figure. 1 – The Red Tree – Shaun Tan) 

Figure. 1 depicts the image of the main character or protagonist, the little red head of this illustration by, Shaun Tan. From this, it states, “sometimes the day begins with nothing to look forward to”. From this depressive statement, it is very clear to understand that this little girl has just woken up, completely and entirely numb. From the expression on her face, it is clear to understand that she doesn’t know what to do with herself, as she feels like life can’t move on from this depressive state and that nothing will ever get better. The colour scheme of Tan’s work in this depiction creates a sense of anxiety and stress throughout, due to the colour red and the different shades of this colour, also. It is very clear to see that the image of the fallen leaves is a clear symbol of “the red tree” and is completely reflective of the girl’s mood and emotion. The fact that the leaves have fallen, give the audience the impression that she also feels like she has come to an end and that her emotion has hit rock bottom. 
[image: ]Figure. 2 (The Red Tree – Shaun Tan)

Another source that was chosen for this essay was taken from, (Doonan, 1993, p.12) as this quote states, “Every mark displayed in a picture is a potential carrier of meaning beginning with the chosen material or medium and how the mark is made”. From this quote, it gives the impression that however the artist or illustrator has chosen to portray any form of imagery, it could create a potential symbolic meaning, interpretation and pathway for a discussion. As clearly portrayed in the image above, Tan has created the depiction of the little girl being surrounded and almost drowned beneath the complete pile of leaves as she struggles to remove herself from her bedroom. As stated previously, the red leaf or the pile of leaves are a metaphor for her sadness and depression that she experiences for a short burst of time throughout this book. The leaves are clearly a metaphor for her anxiety and sadness building up in her head, which creates this idea that her emotion is mentally draining and exhausting her. 
[image: ]Figure. 3 (The Red Tree – Shaun Tan)

As portrayed in this image, the singular red leaf has been placed in every scene of this book. It can be seen as a sign of hope and there is a very strong sense of eternity through these series of illustrations. It also doesn’t go unnoticed that the positioning of text is entirely different in every scene or spread of this book. This goes to show how this story much rather relies on the imagery, as opposed to the text, showing that the main focus is on what Tan is depicting throughout. Another quote that has inspired this analysis is, “why we see what we do, and why we feel as we do, when we look at pictures” (Doonan, 1993, p.37). Form this statement, it gives the impression that when analysing imagery from a children’s illustration, the use of tone or colour could alter the way in which someone could view that particular image. In this book, the scenes differ throughout as this image above, portrays a dark and abysmal colour scheme due to how the little girl is feeling. The page states, “nobody understands” which could be interpreted as her feeling completely empty inside and everyone around her doesn’t understand how she is feeling. She could feel as if she hasn’t got anyone to talk to that will help make her feel better. 





[image: ]Figure. 4 (Duck, death and the tulip)

The second book that had appeared very interesting and linked to this theme, is entitled, “Duck, Death and the tulip” which was written by Wolf Erlbruch (Erlbruch, Wolf (2007) Learner Publishing Group). The illustration portrays the two characters of the Duck and Death, as Duck finally becomes aware of death, as he comes to the end of life. It portrays the sense of love throughout as Death has appeared to help guide Duck into a safe environment so that Duck is comfortable for the end of his time. Death has clearly been depicted friendly, and portrays a sense of comfort, rather than it becoming a depiction of morbidity. The author illustrator has been able to create a safe place for a child as the imagery prepares the younger audience and shows them that they aren’t on their own if they are currently dealing with grief or the loss of a loved one. This book helps bring a sense of normalcy to this topic and provides children with a better understanding, that it is completely normal to feel how they do after the loss of someone important. 

	There is the idea that children should be ultimately closeted from stories such as the ones that have been mentioned, due to the topics becoming too sinister for a young mind to deal with and to understand. There is the impression that illustrations should be some what sheltered, and have to create a small balance when it comes to how much is shared. From the source, https://miriamlaundry.com/writing-about-difficult-topics-for-children, it states, “remember that some of your readers may be dealing with the subject matter first hand. It’s important you talk about difficult topics in a respectful way”. From this source, it provides the impression that, it is completely understandable to include, write and illustrate about more morbid topics within children’s literature, but to create it in a way that is respectful to its audience, as well as in a far more softer and kind-hearted tone for the younger audience. 
[image: ]Figure. 5 (I, remember – Jeanne Willis & Raquel Catalina)

This illustration entitled, “I, Remember” features a young boy and his grandmother, who suffers from dementia. The little boy tends to his grandmother when he turns up at her house to stay everyday and helps her to remember all of the things that she keeps forgetting. This illustration provides the reader with a warm emotion, due to the bright and vibrant colour scheme of the imagery, as well as a heartfelt sense that is created throughout. 
Taken from the website, https://www.booktrust.org.uk/book/i/i-remember , the quote, “this perfectly captured the relationship between a grandparent and grandchild”. This depicts the idea that younger children who have dealt with the unfortunate loss of losing a grandparent, they are able to connect with this book that allows the child to feel a sense of safety in their life, by realising that they are not alone and that there are many other children who have also had to deal with this particular subject before. 

[image: ]Figure. 6 (I, remember – Jeanne Willis and Raquel Catalina)

The image above displays four different illustrations in a series that depict the scene of the young boy interacting with his grandmother. It is clear to understand that the grandson is helping his grandmother forget all of the basic things that she may have forgotten, due to her current condition. Even the most simplest of things such as eating biscuits as the grandmother asks the young boy if he knows where the biscuit jar is kept. As much to surprise, he replies with, “I can. I’m good at finding biscuits”. From the “New York Public library”, the author, Gwen Glazer states, “many children must face the terminal illness and death of pets, grandparents, other friends and family members”, “Even children who aren’t directly dealing with loss of grieving”. From this series of statements, they depict the idea that even those children who are fortunate to go through life without having to deal with a direct closeness to grief, they should still continue to become aware of what it is, and how to recognise it amongst their friends and also, classmates. By children being read these illustrations by parents or guardians, it allows them to create a sense of sensitivity and sympathy for those who are dealing with grief or if someone close to them is battling an illness, and it allows them to build up emotion and sensitivity that allows them to deal with it and recognise it in a mature form. 

[image: ]			Figure. 7 (The Memory Tree – Britta Teckentrup) 

	Finally, the last book that is being analysed is entitled, “The memory tree” by Britta Teckentrup which features a collection of forest animals who aid a fox, who has sadly, reached the end of his life. The story follows the fox on his journey to seeking peace and serrenity, which allows him to be in the company of the rest of his friends, as they are sat by his side when he passes away. Taken from the Guardian newspaper article about grief, the author ‘Imogen Russel Williams’ states, “Dealing with death, in picture books and early readers, is a challenge for parents and publishers alike. There’s often a knee-jerking feeling of revulsion to contend with – “that’s a bit dark” or “surely they’re too young for that?””. From these interesting quotes, it gives the impression that when it comes to introducing your child to a new book, there is the idea that the parent may stress or worry that it is too graphic or concerning for their child to become involved with. There is the strong argument that no matter how old or young a person is, everyone will unfortunately have to deal with the feeling of loss or grief at some point during their life. This is why many author illustrators create illustrations that portray the depiction of animals, instead of including human form characters, which would make it hit too close to home. There is the concept that due to everyone having to experience the feeling of loss or grief, it is better that children are introduced and are familiarised with it from the age that they are capable of doing so. 

Overall, it it believed that one of the best ways to introduce children and to familiarise them with difficult topics, is by showing picture books that deal with them, much like the ones that have been analysed throughout this essay. It is clear to understand that, despite the fact these topics will cause stress and could lead to being in a depressive state, children have the oppportunity to read and analyse these books as a form of escapism from the real world, and to also, have a sign of hope that it gets far easier and it won’t always feel as numb as it does right now. 
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