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Question 2. 
Analyse the work of illustrators and particularly, author illustrators who tackle difficult, sensitive, and sometimes shocking themes.












There has hardly been a time in modern history where there has not been a war somewhere in the world. Millions upon millions of people have been killed over the decades. The methods of war have changed over time, but still they happen. Civilians and soldiers continue to be killed; many millions of innocent people have become displaced through no fault of their own. They have lost everything as they escape horrific attacks on their homes and towns. 
John Lock (1632 – 1704) said “the only defence against the world is a thorough knowledge of it. “(Mash and Wolf p. 4). Although this was said so long ago about educating children, this very much applies today. If we are not to repeat the same mistakes it is important that we are educated to the events going on around the world, in the past and the present. With knowledge comes the power to choose how one is going to react and create change, thus if we do not educate ourselves and our children then we are likely to commit the same mistakes, because that is all that we know. ”The way we see things is affected by what we know or what we believe.” (Berger, 1972, p8). If that is all that we know or believe, then we will not open our eyes to different possibilities. 

Within this essay we will be looking at three artists who have dealt with the subject of war, either from personal experience or from a distance and give a sometimes-shocking, glimpse into that world, “Art has always been an attempt to find expression in the face of the inexpressible”. (Hessell, 2023, p. 215). Sometimes art delivers more of a message than the written word. 
Kathe Kollwitz focused upon those suffering far away from the battlefront, studying the impact on the parents and families of those who were fighting or have died. The pain and anguish of bereavement, but also the poverty that often follows when the main breadwinner can no longer provide due to death or severe injury. 
Kollwitz (1867-1945) was born in Konigsberg in East Prussia. Her artistic abilities were recognised early on, and she studied in art schools for women in Berlin and Munich. She married a medical doctor, Karl Kollwitz and moved to Berlin where she lived for the next 50 years. She often accompanied her husband on house visits, and it was then that she saw the lives of the downtrodden, the poverty stricken and vulnerable. She experienced much empathy for their misery, and this began to show in her art. “I accept that my art has a purpose. I want to have an impact in these times when people are so desperate and in need of help.” (Kollwitz, 1922. P21) (Rix. 2018)
She and her husband reluctantly watched their 18-year-old son Peter enlist and fight in WW1 and was sadly killed in Flanders Fields a short two months later. Kollwitz never fully recovered from his death and became a staunch pacifist (Kallir Research. Online) 
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Figure 1. The Parents. Kollwitz, K. (1921 – 1922) p 121

Figure 1 above is one of a series of war images created by Kollwitz, depicting the agony and grief experienced by parents, as she herself was coming to terms with the loss of her own son. The agony she feels is tangible and relatable within her work. Those who have experienced loss will see themselves and their grief and for those who have not will see the pain and feel empathy, getting a glimpse of the suffering experienced.  She wrote, “It is my duty to voice the sufferings of men, the never-ending sufferings heaped mountain high. This is my task, but it is not an easy one to fulfil.” (Mahler, 2016). She captured this so effectively because of her own experience. Her own suffering is clear with every line of her work. 
The fact that Kollwitz art comes from much of her own experience, makes it all the more desperate and accessible to the masses. 

[image: ]
Figure 2. Seed Corn Must Not Be Ground. kollwitz, K. (1941) [online]
This image (figure 2) was in response to a German poet calling men to prepare to die and fight for their country. Kollwitz responded with a quote from her favourite poet Goethe , “Seed corn must not be ground,” meaning that the young people were the future, so should not be sacrificed  (Kalir Research [online]). It wasn’t until 1941 and after the death of her Grandson, also called Peter that she produced this image with the title of the same quote, depicting a woman protecting three children, reminiscent of a hen protecting her chicks under her wing

A strong woman (with Kollwitz’s facial features) defiantly shelters three young boys under her cloak and the wings of her outstretched arms. Again, personal experience leads to familiar themes, including motherhood, sacrifice, and protection. (Rix, p58)

Kollwitz’s art gives us a glimpse into the unseen world of the families impacted by war. They are shocking and uncomfortable viewing and teaches that there is no glamour in war. These are important images where one can learn and ponder upon who the enemies truly are. Most civilians caught up in war are just as innocent and frightened as the people they are fighting and through Kollwitz’s art we see the same fear and grief affecting them just the same.
The book Maus, written and illustrated by Art Spiegelman presents a no holds barred narrative of the horrors of war and the concentration camps of World War Two, particularly Auschwitz, of which his Jewish parents were survivors. 
[image: ]
Figure 3. The Complete Maus. Spiegelman A. (1996) P.214

[bookmark: _Int_EpTfkNSe]The story is told as a cartoon graphic novel, using the narrations and memories of his Father. Spiegelman's parents were polish jews and managed to evade capture by the nazis for quite some time. They had a four-year-old son at the time, who they reluctantly left with a family for safety and protection as they fled and hid in various locations. Sadly, the little boy did not survive the war. Spiegelman's parents were eventually captured and entered the horrific world of Auschwitz. They may have been survivors, but they came out of the war it seems irreparably broken. His mother never recovered and took her own life in 1968 (Spiegelman, 1996. P105).
 Despite the book being a best seller Spiegelman said that it had had its critics from day one, 
“Don’t you think that a comic book about Auschwitz is in bad taste?” one angry reporter asked him when the book was published in Germany. “No,” Spiegelman replied, “I thought Auschwitz was in bad taste.” (Tolin. Online)

Spiegelman depicts the Jews as mice, the nazis are cats, the poles pigs, Americans dogs. It is interesting that he used animals instead of humans. Clearly the mouse is the prey of the cat. Making them animals makes it a little more accessible dehumanising them as they discuss such horrific events. Spiegelman said, 
The more honest and intimate you can be, the more it becomes universal even if it’s not your experience. But the other aspect is, the fact that every character in the book is wearing an animal mask makes it kind of universal. It has an aspect of fable, fairy tales, funny animal comics like Donald Duck, and ultimately, Aesop’s fables. And so that makes it general.” (Tolin. Online)
For such a shocking and disturbing subject, the use of animals is an interesting way of dealing with it, to soften it a little, to give the reader the opportunity to detach themselves like a coping mechanism. These characters are not human therefore it’s happening to something else, although the knowledge that this is based on fact is still very real. 
 “Animals are agreeable friends, we can project our own emotions onto them much more safely than we can on fellow humans, we can detach ourselves from these emotions when we need to much more easily than from humans – as George Elliot says, “They ask no questions, they pass no criticisms.” (Pinset p43)
This becomes evident in the fact Spiegelman includes in the narrative a comic strip that he created back in his twenties in 1970. This time he does not use animals as the characters, but everyone is depicted in human form. 
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Figure 4. Prisoner on the Hell Planet, a Case History, Spiegelman P. (1996) 104 - 105

The strip (see Figure 4) describes how, in his twenties, he experienced a short although severe mental breakdown and was institutionalised. He shows himself wearing a prisoner's uniform and tells of his experience when released from the hospital, he arrives home to find his mother has killed herself in the bath and Arts father had found her. He proceeds to watch the emotional collapse of his Father. Spiegelman becomes consumed and tormented with feelings of grief and guilt. He blames his mother for causing him to become a prisoner in his own guilt and feels trapped and imprisoned. The fact that these are human characters and no longer animals makes it all the more disturbing, it is almost a relief to turn the page and be back with the mice again, despite the fact the story does not get happier.  
His parents' tragic history lives with him on an almost daily basis, despite not having lived it himself. He also claimed that the antisemitic culture is still very much alive and real in today's world. In the US Maus has been banned in a number of schools, due to swearing and ‘nudity’ a small image of his mother’s dead body lying in the bath after having committed suicide. 
“This resulted in an outpouring of support for the book, including groups, some led by students, that raised money to distribute it for free.” (Chute, page xviii)
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Figure 5. The Day War Came Davies, N. & Cobb, R (2019) P. Front Cover. 
Our third book again hits hard, and targets much younger children is, “The Day War Came” by Nicola Davies, illustrated by Rebecca Cobb, about a little girl who unexpectedly becomes caught up in war. Originally this was a poem, written by Nicola Davies in 2016 and published in The Guardian, after hearing about 3,000 unaccompanied refugee children being refused entry into the UK (Davies, p32). Davies heard about a child being refused entry into a school because there was no chair for them. The book was later illustrated by Rebecca Cobb. The story is based on a real situation, but there is no mention as to the little girl's location, this was to ensure it was accessible to more people. “I did do a lot of research, but I wanted my illustrations to feel universal and representative of the many thousands of children in this situation throughout the world, rather than one specific person.” (Cobb. Online).
The story describes how a little girl goes about her day, sits in her classroom learns about volcanos and spends time drawing birds. But hen her school, home and family are destroyed by bombing. She finds herself alone and follows other refugees and experiences terrible things to get to a land of safety, even a sinking overloaded boat. Sadly, she arrives and finds that the war is there too, as doors are closed on her, and she finds no help. She looks through a window of a school and sees children just like her, learning about volcanos and drawing birds. When trying to enter the school she is turned away because there is no chair for her. She begins to lose all hope. Finally in a beautiful twist it is the children in the new land that reach out to her, bringing a chair so she can go to school, creating a safe and accepted space for her and other refugee children.
“Out of every hut a child came, and we walked together on a road all lined with chairs. Pushing back the war with every step.” (Davies. 2018. P. 30 – 31)
It is a story of hope, kindness and tolerance. Rebecca Hobb said, 
“I think as adults we often find excuses or just avoid thinking about this sort of thing...It is a dark and difficult subject to talk about with children...but what is so important is the positive message of empathy at the end of it. What I love about it is that it is a child who reminds us how to be kind...hopefully our children will grow up to be much better at looking after each other and the world than we have been.” (Cobb. Online)

In conclusion, we have looked at three different artists dealing with the subject of war, ranging from the first world war and German civilians to the holocaust and the impact that had on survivors and their families, and then to more current times with war creating a huge refugee crisis particularly involving children. The subject of war is a tough often shocking subject, seeing man’s inhumanity to man. We have so much to learn and glean from Kollwitz's art, her images are so often tragic and full of unrelentless pain. We see the suffering of parents and families, relatable by all, no matter what era or location, and yet these are German images. During war times it is so easy to look at the people you are fighting as the ‘enemy’. And yet these are civilians and soldiers. They have families anxiously waiting and praying for them. So, who, one wonders, actually is the enemy? 
Maus describes one of the worst horrors experienced in the modern age, events that are beyond our comprehension, and yet they truly happened and there are survivors who tell the tale. We learn that although they did survive the war, the war never really left them. They returned home broken people, and these scars were permanently left upon them and even the generations that followed were also affected by it. That is an aspect one rarely thinks about, the impact on children born to parents who are survivors of war and trauma even long after the event has happened. Spiegelman also points out that some of the early behaviour of the nazis can be seen in the world today, banning of books that are deemed inappropriate, silencing the voices of those they do not want to hear. Lessons need to be learnt, change needs to take place, so we will never see the likes of the holocaust again.
 Then within the pages of “The Day War Came,” we see innocent people who through no fault of their own find themselves displaced and alone. It is a difficult subject because of the sheer scale of the problem within our world today. The book teaches that no matter what, we should treat each other with kindness and tolerance. it is particularly important that children are educated, they are our adults of tomorrow and should be taught tolerance and understanding of other races, other beliefs and faiths and anyone who is different from themselves. To prevent wars of tomorrow understanding is needed today, that the world is rich with diversity and differences and that is just as it should be, and that is OK. Artists and illustrators play a significant role in that education, opening our eyes and creating a space for open conversations and thinking. All individuals have the right to choose their own path without judgement from others. With more kindness, tolerance, and compassion in the world there would be less fighting, and wars and more people allowed to live in peace.   
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