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Introduction

It is often said that we live in an increasingly visual, image-based culture. The digital age has brought with it a growing expectation of pictorial instruction, signs, and symbols. Images, moving or static, now seem to accompany most forms of information and entertainment. The art of illustration is traditionally defined as one of elucidating or decorating textual information by augmenting it with visual representation. But in many contexts the image has begun to replace the word. An iconic image of a trash can now says, “Do you want to throw this away?”

The picturebook as it is today is a relatively new form. We may debate its true origins but it is only 130 years or so since Randolph Caldecott began to elevate the role of the image in the narrative. Today’s picturebook is defined by its particular use of sequential imagery, usually in tandem with a small number of words, to convey meaning. In contrast to the illustrated book, where pictures enhance, decorate, and amplify, in the picturebook the visual text will often carry much of the narrative responsibility. In most cases, the meaning emerges through the interplay of word and image, neither of which would make sense when experienced independently of the other. It is a form that continues to evolve, and is being stretched and challenged by an increasingly experimental body of “makers” (a suitable term for the artist–author of the picturebook has yet to be found). This evolution sometimes seems to be happening too fast for a world that has grown up expecting pictures to play a subordinate role in storytelling. Many adults who come into contact with the form as parents, teachers, or reviewers will be educated primarily in verbal rather than visual literature. It is still common to see reviews of picturebooks that nervously venture “beautifully illustrated” as a footnote.

Of course, the word “picturebook” is usually preceded by the word “children’s.” But once again, this assumption about the form is being challenged. Traditionally, it has been regarded as a stepping stone to accepted notions of literacy for three- to seven-year-olds. There is no doubt that this is indeed one important role of the picturebook. However, as its audience and its reach widen, and we see the art of picturebook-making increasingly crossing over with the book arts, a new understanding of this hybrid art form will perhaps begin to emerge.

At college level, interest in and research around the subject of the picturebook has tended to divide clearly between the practitioners in the art and design sector and the theorists in the education sector. Between us, we represent both of these worlds and have for a number of years sought to build links between the two, jointly supervising research students and bringing our respective masters students together to learn from each other. In this book, we have also sought to bring together the practice and theory of children’s picturebook illustration in an accessible and insightful way.

In the following chapters we explore not only the history and evolution of the picturebook, but all aspects of the “art” of picturebook-making—from education and training to the interplay of words and images on a page, from the use of old and new printing methods to the editorial process and the demands of the publishing industry in the twenty-first century. As part of this exploration, we also examine the role of the picturebook in introducing children to the visual arts as well as language, and consider important issues such as the appropriateness of certain subjects and styles of illustration for children. We look, too, at the picturebook in the classroom. Here, we draw on the critical theory of scholars, such as Barbara Bader, and in particular on the research of Evelyn Arizpe and Morag Styles.

The picturebook maker’s art is also explored through professional and student case studies at the end of each chapter. These studies, based on interviews with artists, students, and publishers (which took place in 2009 and 2010), look in more detail at topics and issues raised in the chapters, and provide valuable information and inspiration for students studying picturebook illustration.

Above all, Children’s Picturebooks is intended as a celebration of an art form that we believe to be deserving of greater recognition, both as art and as literature—visual literature.

Martin Salisbury and Morag Styles, 2012
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Early precursors

The history of the modern picturebook, as we have defined it, is relatively short but to track its evolution it may help to take a very brief look at the broader history of illustrated books for children. Of course, pictorial storytelling can be traced back as far as the earliest paintings on cave walls, which would have been gazed upon and enjoyed by people of all ages. Some of the examples in France and Spain may be 30,000–60,000 years old. We can only speculate as to the purpose or meaning of this art, but the images would have been one of the most important means of communication at the time—and continued to be so long after the arrival of the spoken and written word in the earliest civilizations.

Trajan’s Column in Rome is often cited as one of the oldest examples of visual narrative, depicting as it does in great detail the story of Trajan’s victories in the Dacian Wars at the start of the second century AD. The frieze winds its way up the column intricately describing the stories of the various battles in carved relief. The tombs of ancient Egypt and the walls of Pompeii are also evidence of our long-standing need to describe and communicate through pictures the world as we experience it.

[image: image]

Mankind has felt the need to communicate through pictures for thousands of years. Scholars have speculated as to the purpose of early cave paintings but their sheer beauty is self-evident.

The oldest surviving illustrated book is said to be an Egyptian papyrus roll of around 1980 BC. The pure chance of its survival, buried in sand, suggests that such artifacts had been around for much longer. It is thought that words and pictures were inscribed on to perishable materials such as wood, leaves, leather, and early forms of paper in many ancient cultures. David Bland, in The Illustration of Books (Faber, 1951), speculates that the ancient Chinese ideogram:

… which is a picture of the thing it represents, is one of the first forms of illustration and it is difficult to conceive of a closer relationship between text and illustration than such a combination as that.

Bland’s later and more substantial work, A History of Book Illustration (Faber, 1958), is an invaluable, scholarly examination of the origins and evolution of the illustrated book, from ancient civilizations through the medieval illuminated manuscript to the birth of print. The quotation attributed to the fifteenth-century painter and sculptor Leonardo da Vinci, with which Bland opens the book, seems particularly apposite in relation to our interest here—the modern picturebook:

And you who wish to represent by words the form of man and all the aspects of his membrification, relinquish that idea. For the more minutely you describe the more you will confine the mind of the reader, and the more you will keep him from the knowledge of the thing described. And so it is necessary to draw and to describe.
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The intensely detailed narrative illustrations on Trajan’s Column give a pictorial account of the wars between the Romans and the Dacians. The stories are told through relief carvings on a frieze that winds around the column 23 times.


The printing of books from the fifteenth to the nineteenth century

The invention of printing in the fifteenth century meant that education in the West began to become available to more than just the wealthy few who had access to hand-produced literature. Most scholars agree that printing, like paper, originated in China. Block printing had certainly been around for a while but in Europe it was the invention of movable type by Johannes Gutenberg in the 1430s that opened the way for viable mass publishing.

Ulrich Boner’s Der Edelstein (1461) is often cited as the first example of a book with type and image printed together. Comenius’s Orbis Sensualium Pictus (The Visible World), published in Nuremberg in 1658, is generally seen as the first children’s picturebook, in the sense that it was a book of pictures designed for children to read. It is not until much later that the precursors of the picturebook as we know it begin to emerge. The chapbooks of the sixteenth to the nineteenth century were cheaply produced, illustrated with crudely prepared and printed woodcuts, and were hawked around the countryside by pedlars for an audience with often limited levels of literacy and funds. The relationship between words and pictures here was often a tenuous and largely decorative one.

[image: image]

William Blake’s integration of words and images within a pictorial whole is often seen as an early forerunner of today’s picturebook. This frontispiece for Songs of Innocence and of Experience would not look out of place as a title page in a modern children’s picturebook.
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The term “chapbook” derives from “chapman,” the word used to describe a pedlar who hawked the books around the country along with his other wares. The pocket-sized books contained woodcut prints such as this one, rather randomly related to a text.

The inspirational painter and poet William Blake can, perhaps, be seen as the first to experiment with the symbiotic relationship between word and image, at least in the sense of their visual arrangement. Blake produced Songs of Innocence in 1789, printing and publishing the book himself. His idiosyncratic, visionary visual style was totally original, and owed little to anything that was happening in the visual arts at that time. Brian Alderson, in his book Sing a Song for Sixpence: The English Picture Book Tradition and Randolph Caldecott (Cambridge University Press, 1986), declares succinctly:

So it comes about that the first masterpiece of English children’s literature, which is also the first great original picture book, stems from an impulse to integrate words and images within a single linear whole.

Thomas Bewick’s emergence in the late eighteenth century must be mentioned in relation to the general development of book illustration because of his achievement in elevating the art of wood engraving to a completely new level. His technical skills—engraving in fine line on the end grain of dense woods such as box—combined with an intense interest in the natural world produced results that took the process way beyond a merely reprographic role. The central character of one of the earliest depictions of a believable child in literature, in chapter one of Jane Eyre by Charlotte Brontë (first published in 1847 by Smith, Elder & Co.), finds comfort in looking at Bewick’s artwork.
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Thomas Bewick’s engravings introduced new levels of technique and an earthy anecdotal charm to the world of book illustration.


Color printing in the nineteenth century

Until the 1830s color was usually added by hand until a process for printing color from woodblocks was invented, independently of each other, by George Baxter and Charles Knight. Baxter patented his “Baxter process,” which combined an intaglio keyplate with multiple woodblocks, in 1835. An Austrian, Aloysius Senefelder, had invented the principle of lithography (which is the basis of all mass printing today) in the late eighteenth century, but it would be a while before the process was in regular use.

One of the more direct influences on the modern picturebook is Der Struwwelpeter by Heinrich Hoffmann. Much has been made of the levels of cruelty and violence in Hoffmann’s cautionary tales of the ghastly consequences of misbehavior but they have stood the test of time in every sense, having been reinterpreted through many and varying media. The original title, Funny Stories and Droll Pictures, hints at a playful, even ironic intent on the part of the author that presages the contemporary postmodern picturebook. Hoffmann’s famous book reached England from Germany in around 1848, and is comparable in many ways to Edward Lear’s A Book of Nonsense which had been published just a couple of years before. But while there are stylistic parallels, heightened by the printing processes of the time, Lear’s delightfully anarchic visual and verbal texts show no inclination to moralize, or indeed to conform, to any rules of linear narrative. If any meaning can be ascribed in the traditional sense, it may be the championing of the outsider, perhaps as a consequence of Lear’s recurrent bouts of depression.
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Edward Lear’s illustrations to his A Book of Nonsense were in stark contrast to his topographical travel paintings. As a traveling watercolorist, Lear depicted panoramic landscapes with subtle washes. To accompany his nonsense limericks he created playfully anarchic line drawings that perfectly echo his words.
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The iconic status of Hoffmann’s Der Struwwelpeter is testament to its originality and radical nature.


The birth of the modern picturebook in the late nineteenth century

It was at exactly the time of the publication of A Book of Nonsense that the most important figure in the picturebook’s evolution was born. Randolph Caldecott is generally acknowledged to be the father of the picturebook. Maurice Sendak, perhaps the greatest author of visual literature of our time, identifies Caldecott’s place in the picturebook pantheon. Writing in his book of essays, Caldecott & Co.: Notes on Books and Pictures (Farrar, Straus & Giroux, 1988), he explains:

Caldecott’s work heralds the beginning of the modern picture book. He devised an ingenious juxtaposition of picture and word, a counterpoint that never happened before. Words are left out—but the picture says it. Pictures are left out—but the word says it. In short, it is the invention of the picture book.

This “rhythmic syncopation,” as Sendak describes it, was a radical departure from the relationship between the visual and verbal texts that had prevailed hitherto. In stories such as A Frog he would A-wooing Go (George Routledge & Sons, 1883) and Come Lasses and Lads (George Routledge & Sons, 1884) a pictorial subtext emerges that expands rather than merely duplicates or decorates the narrative content as conveyed by the written word. Caldecott’s superlative draftsmanship, of course, seals his position in the history of picturebooks. The books were published as Randolph Caldecott’s Picture Books and Caldecott is thought to have been the first artist to negotiate a royalty payment (one penny per book) rather than a flat fee.

[image: image]

[image: image]

Randolph Caldecott’s “picture books” broke new ground in expanding the role of the image in relation to text; they liberated artists to augment words with additional, visual meaning.

Caldecott tends to be bracketed with two other artists of the mid to late Victorian era: Walter Crane and Kate Greenaway. Though their work is in many ways very different to Caldecott’s, it is linked to his picturebooks by the key role played in its dissemination by the printer Edmund Evans. At this time the distinction between printer and publisher had not really emerged. Evans brought a sophisticated eye to the works of these three artists and the best way to do justice to them in mass reproduction. The garish and oily effects of the chromolithographic processes that prevailed were not sympathetic or appealing to the better artists of the day. Evans, an artist himself, demonstrated that color printing with wood could be subtle, effective, and cheap. He pioneered the application of photographic processes to the preparation of woodblocks.

Walter Crane’s work demonstrates a preoccupation with the visual, rather than the conceptual relationship between word and image, and is consequently much more static and less fluent than that of Caldecott. It has also come to embody in many ways the Arts and Crafts style. Crane’s comments in his Reminiscences of 1907 on Evans’s more “tasteful” approach to printing are revealing: “… but it was not without protest from the publishers who thought the raw, coarse colours and vulgar designs usually current appealed to a larger public, and therefore paid better…”

Such tensions between perceptions of public taste/commercial potential and artistic integrity are still hot topics of debate between artist and publisher today.

Kate Greenaway’s fragrant, innocent world of Under the Window (George Routledge & Sons, 1879), with its distinctively prettily dressed children who looked like miniature adults, has survived the damnation of faint praise from contemporary and modern critics alike and her popularity endures. Alderson tells us that we, “… should not lose sight of the freshness of the little sub-fenestral world that Miss Greenaway brought to life” while reminding us of Beatrix Potter’s blunt observation that “she can’t draw.”1


From the golden age of illustration

The period during the latter half of the nineteenth and the early twentieth century has come to be known as the golden age of children’s books, a time when there was a coming together of developments in printing technology, changing attitudes to childhood, and the emergence of a number of brilliant artists. Sir John Tenniel’s drawings for Lewis Caroll’s Alice’s Adventures in Wonderland (Macmillan, 1865) perhaps heralded this new age. They brought a new kind of presence on the page; the images played a key role in the experience of the book and, subsequently, became definitive to our reading of it.

With advances in photolithography, the intensely layered watercolor work of Arthur Rackham also came to the fore and the lavish gift-book tradition of the early twentieth century held sway. William Nicholson (later to become Sir William Nicholson) was at this time best known for his work with his brother-inlaw, James Pryde, in poster design. In this field the two were known as the Beggerstaff Brothers, but Nicholson’s distinctively bold use of black woodcut print with flat color was cleverly modified to pioneer the use of lithography in his later children’s books, Clever Bill (Heinemann, 1926) and The Pirate Twins (Faber, 1929). These books are also important examples of what Alderson describes as a “near perfect wedding of words and pictures into a unified whole” at a time when such integration was relatively rare.
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William Nicholson is perhaps best known for his boldly designed linocut illustrations but Clever Bill is loosely rendered with line and color separations and relaxed hand-rendered text.

In the early twentieth century experimentation with the art (and production) of the illustrated book was perhaps more adventurous and advanced in France than it was in Britain. The culture of the “artist’s book” was more firmly established there and, as a consequence, a wider range of printing processes was in use. While the letterpress line block dominated in Britain up to World War II, in France greater use was made not only of lithography but also of innovative processes such as pochoir, a technique that involved hand-coloring through stencils (see p. 156). Edy Legrand’s Macao et Cosmage was produced in this way in 1919 (Nouvelle Revue Française); the black line was printed lithographically and the other colors were stenciled. This large square-format production provided a sumptuous but relatively cheap alternative to the average mass-produced book of the time. Ten years later in Britain, Edward McKnight Kauffer used the pochoir process in his illustrations to Arnold Bennett’s Elsie and the Child, published in a limited edition by Cassell.

[image: image]

A natural sense of placement and an elegant relationship between line and flat color characterize Edy Legrand’s Macao et Cosmage. The hand-rendered art deco type is highly evocative of the period.


The 1930s

Babar the elephant made his first appearance with The Story of Babar in 1931, published in France by Condé Nast. He was the creation of Jean de Brunhoff, a painter from Paris whose father was a publisher. The books were like nothing seen before, with their large, colorful format and handwritten text rendered with a simple, childlike clarity. In Britain the books were published by Methuen and printed by one of the most important quality printing houses at this time: W.S. Cowell of Ipswich. Jean de Brunhoff created another five Babar titles before his untimely death from tuberculosis in 1937. His son, Laurent, was only twelve at the time. After World War II, Laurent decided to continue his father’s work and went on to create further Babar books over many decades and into the twenty-first century.

The original Babar books have divided sociopolitical commentators, some of whom argue that there are offensive, neocolonial aspects to the content, while others see a strong socialist ethic in the utopian milieu. Fellow artists, however, have been generally unanimous in their praise. Maurice Sendak, contributing an introduction to Babar’s Anniversary Album (Random House, 1981), observes that, “Babar is at the very heart of my conception of what turns a picturebook into a work of art.” Laurent’s version of Babar, while stylistically remarkably true to his father’s original vision, leans more toward the fantastic in its subject matter.
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The de Brunhoffs’ Babar, shown here in Babar the King, was an upright biped with little or no facial expression, but the books have proved to have lasting value since their first appearance in 1931.

By contrast, it would be difficult to read too much political or social agenda into the output of Edward Ardizzone. Ardizzone’s work as an illustrator spanned much of the twentieth century, and he produced drawings for all age groups and all kinds of books. He was the consummate professional. Whatever the nature of the commission, he would bring the same charm and humanity to the drawings. A sense of affection for the various manifestations of the human condition, good or bad, shines through in all his books, without ever tipping over into the sentimental. His work is often described as quintessentially English: it reflects the particular architectural, rural, and social backdrops that played such a big part in his imagery, along with the gentility of manners of many of his characters.

As far as the picturebook is concerned, Ardizzone’s Little Tim books hold a key place in the evolution of the genre. The first of these, Little Tim and the Brave Sea Captain, was published in 1936 by Oxford University Press. The Tim stories were initially produced in a large 9 × 13 in (230 × 330 mm) format, and printed in full color throughout—but only on one side of the paper. Later, the books became smaller and the color illustrations were interspersed with black-and-white drawings. For the color illustrations, Ardizzone drew the black ink line on a separate, transparent overlay while the watercolor washes were painted on another sheet of paper. This tricky process was the only way to achieve a solid printed black line that matched his original, rather than one that was made up of a combination of the other three colors of the lithographic process: magenta, cyan, and yellow. The Tim books combine a relaxed, hand-drawn font with atmospheric illustrations of wildly improbable texts that still appeal today to a child’s yearning for adventure and independence.

[image: image]

Edward Ardizzone’s Tim books have been reissued many times. The originals, such as Tim to the Rescue (Oxford, 1949), shown here, were superbly printed and free of any political correctness.

Mervyn Peake was one of the more imaginative and original artists to emerge in the 1930s, through both his visual and verbal texts. Captain Slaughterboard Drops Anchor was his first picturebook and was initially developed while Peake was still in his twenties. It was published in 1939 by Country Life shortly before the outbreak of World War II. The initial response of critics to the less than cozy and somewhat decadent world of pirates and alien creatures was lukewarm. Punch magazine declared it to be “quite unsuitable for sensitive children.” Soon there were remaindered copies for sale at two shillings and sixpence. But then the whole stock was destroyed by fire when the warehouse in which the books were stored was bombed by the Luftwaffe. A rare 1939 first edition is now one of the most collectable and expensive of children’s books. Captain
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