


It is often assumed that picturebooks are for very young readers because of their 
emphasis on the illustrations and their scarcity of text; however, there are increasing 
numbers of picturebooks where the age of the implied reader is questionable. 
These are picturebooks whose controversial subject matter and unconventional, 
often unsettling style of illustration challenge the reader, pushing them to question 
and probe deeper to understand what the book is about. In addition to the book 
challenging the reader, the reader often challenges the book in an attempt to 
understand what is being said. 

These increasingly popular picturebooks work on many different levels; they 
are truly polysemic and worthy of in-depth analysis. They push the reader to ask 
questions and in many instances are intrinsically philosophical, often dealing with 
fundamental life issues. 

Challenging and Controversial Picturebooks examines these unconventional, 
non-conformist picturebooks, considering what they are, their audience and their 
purpose. It also considers:

•• Children’s and adults’ thoughts on these kinds of picturebooks. 
•• How challenging and unsettling wordless picturebooks can play with the 

mind and promote philosophical thought. 
•• What creates non-conformity and strangeness … is it the illustrations and 

their style, the subject matter or a combination of both? 
•• Why certain countries create, promote and accept these picturebooks more 

than others. 
•• Why certain picturebooks are censored and what factors are in play when 

these decisions are made. 
•• The role of publishers in translating and publishing these picturebooks. 
•• Children’s creative and critical responses to strange, unsettling and often 

disturbing visual texts. 

CHALLENGING AND 
CONTROVERSIAL PICTUREBOOKS



This inspiring and thought-provoking volume explores the work of a number 
of highly respected, international picturebook experts and includes an exclusive 
interview with the legendary Klaus Flugge, Managing Director of Andersen Press, 
one of the few remaining independent children’s book publishers in England. 

It is an indispensable reference for all interested in or working with picturebooks, 
including researchers, students in higher and teacher education, English advisors/
inspectors, literacy consultants and classroom teachers.

Janet Evans is an Independent Scholar, freelance Literacy and Educational 
Consultant and former Senior Lecturer in Education at Liverpool Hope University, 
UK.
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FOREWORD

At the time of writing this foreword the world is reeling from, and trying to make 
sense of, the massacre in Paris of the cartoonists, writers and editors from the satirical 
magazine Charlie Hebdo. While the ‘Je suis Charlie’ signs dominate, there are also 
many who disagree with the satirical magazine’s interpretation of freedom of speech. 
Heated discussions about respect, tolerance, culture and the right to express oneself 
will no doubt continue for some time in the media, as we reflect on where we place 
ourselves within the range of opinions. This is as it should be because the debate 
prevents the issues from becoming ‘black or white’ and reveals the many shades of 
grey in-between. Whatever interpretation of freedom of speech one agrees with, one 
thing comes across clearly from these tragic events: despite the ubiquity of images of 
every imaginable (and unimaginable) sort in the media, the impact of the visual text 
has not lessened. It reminds us that for every person who laughs at a picture, there 
will be another who will be saddened, offended or find it distasteful in some way. 
Regarding the massacre in Paris, Gary Younge, one of The Guardian columnists, 
argued that ‘freedom of speech is always contingent’.1 This implies that the meaning 
of an image will always be contingent on a given context and moment in time and 
hence has the potential to be regarded as controversial.

This collection of essays on controversial and challenging picturebooks is 
therefore timely and important as it exemplifies the kind of discussion – informed, 
revealing and enquiring – that can be held around images and their companion 
words. Works of art or literature have never been distanced from controversy but 
there is something about the way both word and image are brought together in 
these highly crafted picturebooks that doubles the impact – on our minds, our 
emotions and even our bodies. In addition, by their very nature picturebooks are 
controversial because they challenge expectations about intermediality, format, 
directionality and textual boundaries, among others. Finally, and perhaps most 
significantly, because they are ostensibly for a particular yet undefined audience, 
picturebooks challenge notions of childhood. 
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As in her previous collections of essays on picturebooks, Janet Evans has done an 
excellent job of pulling together voices from different perspectives and different parts 
of the world and introducing the reader to a rich and exciting list of picturebooks 
unknown in the English-speaking world. Not having translations in English is a loss 
highlighted by many of the authors of these essays. What is it that publishers are afraid 
of? Why not treat these picturebooks as one would any other form of literature or 
art book? A bookshop I recently visited in Spain simply had a section called ‘picture-
books for adults’ on a high shelf, not only an acknowledgement that picturebooks 
can be for adults but also that not all picturebooks are for children. 

Janet starts the discussion by asking questions which will occur to people who 
look at the books mentioned in the chapters that follow. However, it is in the first 
essay that Perry Nodelman, with his customary incisive tone, shoots down any 
assumptions we may hold about what is ‘acceptable’ and what is ‘controversial’. He 
does this by making us look again at what we take for granted, which is what the 
best literary criticism does no matter if it is for adult or children’s books. The rest 
of the essays continue in this vein, questioning widely held notions of childhood 
and suitability through a discussion of a variety of international picturebooks, also 
providing a variety of lenses through which we can see that challenge, controversy 
and censorship are indeed contingent and contextual. 

The power of image perhaps also has to do with the feeling that the impact of 
words can be immediately soothed over by other, comforting words but that the 
impact of images, as educators such as John Locke and François Fenelon maintained 
more than three centuries ago, could be even deeper and therefore less easily mitigated 
or erased. Yet the evidence from children’s responses to difficult and haunting images 
suggests that even very young children find ways of coping with them. The accounts 
of readers discussing some of the ‘challenging and controversial’ picturebooks 
mentioned in the book support the main finding from a study from 2003 involving 
response to picturebooks, which is that children can be sophisticated readers of 
complex texts (Arizpe & Styles, 2003).2 Since then, more than ten years later, children 
have been exposed to increasingly multimodal texts and can employ strategies from 
these experiences in their reading. Furthermore, the empirical work that appears in 
the chapters in this book shows that the children involved not only enjoyed these 
encounters but were motivated to search for their own answers and reflect on their 
interpretations, acting with sensitivity and independence. It seems that the problems 
about suitability arise when adults condemn a book before taking the time to read it 
carefully, to think about it or to discuss it with children. After all, it is adults, not 
children who have come up with the labels ‘controversial’ and ‘challenging’.

The argument about protecting children from particular realities is a hard one to 
resolve, given that definitions of ‘child’ and ‘reality’ are continually modified as the 
historical boundaries between childhood, adolescence and adulthood are constantly 
being redrawn. Often this urge to protect seems to be an unconscious way of deal-
ing with the guilt we adults feel about having made the world such a dangerous and 
endangered place for children. Therefore, before we share picturebooks that are in 
some way problematic or disturbing, whether it be with younger children or older 
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students, we have to start by first being honest with ourselves about our own reac-
tions to the picturebooks and our motives for wanting others to read them. This 
involves rethinking our conceptions about childhood and the idea of innocence, 
questioning any nostalgic or sentimental notions we may have but also reflecting on 
our own participation in the political, social, moral or environmental issues that 
created controversy or the need for ‘protection’ in the first place. Reading is a social 
practice, so once we have acknowledged our position, we then need to listen to 
points of view that differ from our own and consider these as we look closely at text 
and image so that we become aware of as many multiple layers of meaning as we 
can. Reading essays such as the ones in this book should help us in this self-reflexive 
and critical endeavour. 

Finally, we need to consider why we want readers to engage with challenging 
picturebooks, whether it be as parents, educationalists or researchers (and, I would 
suggest, also as booksellers and publishers). Picturebooks about certain topics such as 
violence, depression or death can act as a trigger or support for broaching and reflect-
ing on the way they touch the lives of young readers. However, there is a danger of 
encouraging a merely ‘functional’ reading that ignores both the aesthetic and pleasur-
able experience of reading and the status of the picturebook as an aesthetic object. 
There is also a danger, unless we are trained in some form of therapy, of causing upset 
by inviting discussion of sensitive issues. Depending on the readers, we need to create 
strategies to make sure that they are supported in approaching challenging themes and, 
if they so require it, provide a safety net to restore a sense of balance after plunging 
into some of these dark areas. More so than with other books, some of the picture-
books mentioned in this collection require many re-readings and a space for readers 
to talk, when they are ready and willing to do so, about what they found disturbing 
(or not). Providing readers with some analytical tools, a critical vocabulary and an 
invitation to respond creatively can enable them to view the text more objectively and 
perhaps deconstruct some of their anxieties and fears. 

In a recent project in Mexico on adolescent reading, one of the books we looked 
at and discussed was The Girl in Red by Roberto Innocenti and Aaron Frisch3 with 
two groups of 14-year-old students (one of the contributors to this edited collection, 
Elizabeth Marshall, presents an insightful analysis of how girls and women appear as 
objects of violation in this picturebook and also how student teachers respond to the 
idea of reading it in the classroom). While all eighteen participants in my project 
(Adolescents, Young Adult Literature and Literacy Practices in Mexico, http:// 
readingchanges.blogspot.mx/) were familiar with the original tale of ‘Little Red 
Riding Hood’, only a few of them were familiar with picturebooks and they were 
amazed and fascinated by the design, colour, style, peritext and storyline in this par-
ticular picturebook. They were also intrigued by the choice of endings – happy or sad 
– that the authors of The Girl in Red offer the reader. Given that the climate of vio-
lence in Mexico became more extreme around the time of the project with the 
unexplained, forced disappearance of 43 student teachers, it is not surprising that the 
adolescent readers referred to the implicit and explicit threat of violence running 
through the picturebook and that most of them considered the unhappy ending to be 

http://readingchanges.blogspot.mx/
http://readingchanges.blogspot.mx/
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the most ‘realistic’. They linked the threat to their own lives, to the fears they faced 
either because of their gender, because of the area where they lived, because of the 
people they could come across or because of all of three. Armed with a disposable 
camera, they set out to create their own ‘picturebook’ version of the fairy tale which 
would be set in their communities. While many of the photographs reflected a sinister 
atmosphere and the beginning of the narratives tended to be alarming or bleak, most 
of the endings had either a twist which allowed the characters to arrive safely at their 
destination or a brief reflection on how we must not let our fears overcome us. It was 
my turn to be surprised: given our conversations, I had expected darker endings. I 
cannot prove it but it seemed that through the group discussions and the creative 
responses they came to the realization that they had the power to change their stories 
and so this challenging and controversial book contributed to some extent to their 
resilience.

As it becomes evident throughout the essays in this volume, serious artists, from 
Erlbruch and Sendak to Innocenti and Oscar K not only deeply respect the intelli-
gence and independence of their readers but are also clearly aware of their 
responsibility to their young audiences. The images and words stir up fantasies deep 
inside our unconscious and push at the boundaries of what is difficult and demand-
ing, yet at the same time they help us tolerate the anxieties they awaken. The 
different layers of meaning suggest that the creators are happy for their readers to 
decide what they can cope with. Wise publishers like Klaus Flugge, with deep knowl-
edge of their craft, are also very much aware of the issues involved and Flugge’s views 
are a breath of fresh air within a market where profit determines production on the 
one hand and arrogant and blinkered politicians come up with misguided govern-
ment policies that result in library closures and narrow education on the other. 

Making sense of how others think and feel is a complex cognitive activity, so aware-
ness, self-reflection and discussion are essential if an understanding of what is challenging 
and controversial in a picturebook both for ourselves and for others, is to be reached. 
The authors of the essays in Challenging and Controversial Picturebooks show how much 
we have to learn from the insights of those closest to the creative process – authors, 
illustrators and readers – all involved in making meaning from image and text. 

Evelyn Arizpe
25 January 2015
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CHILDREN’S THOUGHTS ON 
CHALLENGING AND 
CONTROVERSIAL PICTUREBOOKS

Over the years … we have built up expectations of how hard and challenging 
picturebooks can be and our expectations have risen so that we now expect the 
picturebooks we read to be very challenging and demanding in terms of their content.

Edward, 11 years old

Over a period of seven years I worked with a class of 30 children, from their 
start at school at the age of 4/5 years to their final year at primary school at 
the age of 11 years. The class was made up of 14 boys and 16 girls. Over this 
period of time the children read, shared, thought about and responded to a 
variety of different books, mostly picturebooks. We considered the picturebook 
as something to read for pleasure; to think about, talk about and discuss 
(Evans, 2009; Styles & Noble, 2009); to respond to in the form of writing 
(Horner & Wing Jan, 2001), drawing (Anning & Ring, 2004; Styles & Noble, 
2009), role play and drama (Heathcote, 1991); and as a catalyst for artistic 
expression (Craft, 2001; Brice Heath & Wolf, 2004). We also considered the 
picturebook as an art form and as a vehicle for discussing controversial and 
philosophical issues such as death and dying, war and conflict, drugs, immigration, 
loneliness and old age.

Many of the picturebooks were challenging, visual texts that prompted much 
thought and discussion. On occasion there were texts that made the children feel 
uneasy in relation to the subject matter; invariably, however, they invited the chil-
dren to respond to texts by asking more questions and by sharing their personal 
thoughts and points of view. 

The children were in their last year at primary school and I worked with the 
whole class prior to focusing on a small group of 6 children. We revisited some of 
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the books we had previously read and worked with and examined what we 
thought challenging and controversial picturebooks actually were. 

The children addressed a series of questions including:

What does challenging mean? 

What does controversial mean? 

What is a challenging picturebook?

Who are challenging picturebooks for?

What makes a picturebook challenging?

Would you choose to read a challenging picturebook and which one would 
you choose to read?

Initially the children were asked to write their individual ideas prior to discus-
sion with the other group members. Then they shared them with their peers. Their 
responses were thoughtful and often quite profound. 

What does challenging mean?

I think challenging means something that is a bit out of your comfort zone 
and something you are not used to doing. For example the first time you 
go to work it may be challenging but once you get used to it, it is not a 
challenge any more. There is more than one kind of challenge … there are 
mental challenges where you find something hard because you are in trou-
bling times, and physical challenges that might make your body ache.

Molly 

Challenging means something that isn’t easy; something that takes you a 
while to work out. 

Edward 

I think challenging means hard and difficult. I also think it means a task, 
like something you have been asked to do. Challenging is something that 
one person may find difficult or confusing that other people may find easy. 
I also think to challenge somebody is to ask them to do something they 
may not like. 

Charlotte 

Other words that mean challenging

The children thought of other words that could be used to describe challenging. 
They used the dictionary then the thesaurus to find synonyms for challenging 
(Figure 0.1).
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What does controversial mean? 

Charlotte and Megan both considered what the word controversial might mean 
although not all the children found this easy to define.

I am not sure what controversial means but after our discussion I think it 
means causing a problem by saying something that someone disagrees with. 
So, if someone says something completely different to everyone else to 
cause an argument they are being controversial.

Charlotte 

If something is controversial it means you can disagree with someone else 
and have an argument.

Megan

I’ve just looked it up in the dictionary and a controversial book is a book 
dealing with shocking issues such as the death penalty that not everyone 
has the same opinion of. 

Edward

What is a challenging picturebook?

A challenging picturebook is a book that you have to think about ‘out-
of-the-box’ as well as ‘in-the-box’.

Molly 

A challenging picturebook is a book that invites discussion and scrutiny so 
you can understand it.

Emily

FIGURE 0.1  ‘Other words that mean challenging’.
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A challenging picturebook may be challenging for one person but not for 
someone else. I mean it might be really hard for one person but not hard 
for another person. 

Patrick 

Who are challenging picturebooks for?

I think that challenging picturebooks are for children aged 9–14. Too 
young and they wouldn’t understand but too old and they wouldn’t be 
challenging enough.

Edward 

I would aim a challenging picturebook for an 11 year old or for people at 
high school or over because they are something that younger children won’t 
understand because they’re beyond their knowledge and experiences. 

Molly 

Sorting and classifying challenging picturebooks

After the 11 year olds had shared their thoughts and suggestions they looked at a 
selection of 35 picturebooks. From looking at just the title and book cover image 
they were asked to classify them according to if they thought they would be 
‘challenging’, ‘not challenging’ or ‘not sure’. Some of the books were classed as 
challenging by all of the children, and they began to talk about what makes a 
picturebook challenging.

What makes a picturebook challenging?

They were then asked to consider what might make a reader think a picturebook 
will be challenging. Emily’s thoughts were quite comprehensive and she noted that 
book titles and subtitles, style of illustrations, text type and font and use of colour 
were all factors that can make a book look challenging or not: 

I think illustrations can make a picturebook challenging. If they are child-
ish pictures, it ticks in my brain saying easy, but if they are formal drawings 
and it looks more grown-up, I say challenging. For example, Duck! Rabbit! 
[Rosenthal & Lichtenheld, 2009] has cartoon type pictures, whereas The 
Sweetest Fig [Van Allsburg, 1993] has painted pictures, which are fully fledged. 

The title can make a book challenging. If the title is long and in very 
formal writing it makes you feel like it’s an adult book. 

The font also makes a difference because if it looks posh, you auto-
matically think it is more challenging.

Colour can affect my decision because lighter and warmer colours can make 
me think a picturebook is not as challenging but picturebooks with darker col-
ours can make me think they are more challenging. For example with Lola and 
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the Rent a Cat [Josephus Jitta, 2007] and Woolvs in the Sitee [Wild & Spudvilas, 
2007]. Woolvs in the Sitee has dark and more complex colours but Lola and the 
Rent a Cat’s colours are brighter and simpler so it is less challenging. 

Cartoon images and computer-generated images make a book look 
simpler but painted images can make it look more mature. 

The subtitle of the book affects your opinion of the book, because even 
though Underground [Evans, 2011] is hand drawn and cartoon like, the 
subtitle writing at the bottom saying Finding The Light To Freedom make it 
sound much more mature and interesting.

Emily

Would you choose to read a challenging picturebook … 
which one would you choose?

After looking at, classifying and discussing the reasons for their choice the children 
were extremely motivated to read the books and they each chose one to focus on. 
They predicted what they thought the challenge in their book would be before 
reading it. They then illustrated the book cover, wrote a caption for their illustration 
and concluded by summarising the book.

After reading the book they revisited their original challenge to see if their 
prediction had been ‘correct’.

Once again the children showed great maturity of thought. They remarked that 
the reason they felt so at ease in responding was because they had been used to 
reading and talking about picturebooks like this for many years and they knew 
there was no right or wrong answer (Evans, 2009).

Children’s choices and responses to six challenging books

The Island by Armin Greder

The Enemy by David Cali, illus. Sergei Bloch 

Norton’s Hut by John Marsden, illus. Peter Gouldthorpe

The Sweetest Fig by Chris Van Allsburg

The Wolves in the Wall by Neil Gaiman, illus. Dave McKean

Smoke by Anton Fortes, illus. Joanna Concejo

Emily’s choice 

The Island by Armin Greder

Before the read: 

I think the challenge will be understanding and empathising with the per-
son in the book.
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After the read:

I now know The Island is very challenging and the challenge is understand-
ing why the other islanders didn’t accept the man because he was 
apparently different when he wasn’t. Just because the man seems different 
doesn’t mean the islanders should treat him cruelly.

The illustrations are sad, disturbing and horrifying. The look on the 
islanders’ faces is angry and worrying and the book is very upsetting with a 
storyline that is related to things that are going on in the world now.

FIGURE 0.2  Emily’s cover drawing and caption for The Island. 

The illustration shows a man being attacked by the islanders simply because they 
perceive him as being different to them.

Megan’s choice 

The Enemy by David Cali, illus. Sergei Bloch 

Before the read:

I think the challenge will be for the soldier who is at war but wants to 
make peace.

After the read:

I like this book a lot now I have read it. At first it didn’t make much sense 
and I wondered what would happen if it continued but then you start to 
understand what the man is trying to do and it made a lot of sense.
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Patrick’s choice

Norton’s Hut by John Marsden, illus. Peter Gouldthorpe

Before the read: 

I think the challenge for this book will be understanding it because the title 
doesn’t give much away.

After the read:

Norton’s Hut is challenging because it was difficult to understand and to figure 
out what happened at the end.

FIGURE 0.3  Megan’s cover drawing and caption for The Enemy. 

The soldier is going to war to kill the enemy. However, he doesn’t look like a fighting 
soldier, he looks like someone who wants to make peace because he has a flower in his 
mouth and a smile on his face.

FIGURE 0.4  Patrick’s cover drawing and caption for Norton’s Hut. 

This image represents the ghostly part of the story with the man trembling next to the 
fire in fear that the hut will burn down and he will become a ghost.
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Charlotte’s choice

The Sweetest Fig by Chris Van Allsburg

Before the read: 

I think the challenge will be trying to understand why they called it The 
Sweetest Fig.

After the read:

I don’t think it is challenging because I understood what was going on and 
now I know why it is called The Sweetest Fig. It is called The Sweetest Fig 
because the fig tasted sweet and it is sweet to have a fig that could make 
your wishes come true.

FIGURE 0.5  Charlotte’s cover drawing and caption for The Sweetest Fig. 

The figs in this image represent the greed of the man who thought he could have eve-
rything in the world, however, in the end he ended up worse off than at the beginning.

Edward’s choice

The Wolves in the Wall by Neil Gaiman, illus. Dave McKean

Before the read: 

I think the challenge will be finding out why there is a wolf in the wall.
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After the read:

I found my book was challenging because it was random and although I 
understood the book, it took me a while to accept what was happening.

FIGURE 0.6  Edward’s cover drawing and caption for The Wolves in the Wall. 

This picture of a wolf sliding down the banister represents the mischief, chaos, mayhem 
and destruction that the wolves were causing in the walls of the house.

Molly’s choice

Smoke by Anton Fortes, illus. Joanna Concejo

Before the read: 

I think the challenge is going to be trying to understand the characters 
and why it is called Smoke and why it has got that particular illustration 
on the front.

After the read:

Now I have read the book I think Smoke is a very challenging book. It is 
challenging because it doesn’t tell you anything, it just gives you clues. The 
children don’t know what’s happening, but their families suffer a great deal 
of loss. 
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FIGURE 0.7  Molly’s cover drawing and caption for Smoke. 

The suit in the image represents the people who have lost their lives because they got gassed 
in the concentration camps and the tree represents new life and new hope because it is 
growing new shoots and leaves.

The children focused on Smoke by Anton Fortes and 
Joanna Concejo

Some books evidently looked much more challenging than others and although it 
was Molly who initially chose Smoke by Anton Fortes and illustrated by Joanna 
Concejo to focus on in detail, the other group members were also intrigued by the 
title and cover of this White Raven selected picturebook (2009) and they all chose 
it as their second book to read and discuss (Figure 0.8).

A harrowing yet poignant picturebook, Smoke describes the holocaust using a 
powerful blend of words and pictures. The reader sees how the little boy protago-
nist survives in the concentration camp, initially with his mother (his father having 
gone in a different line) and other prisoners, then alone with his only friend, Pali. 
Fortes’ descriptive and haunting words are partnered by Concejo’s equally graphic 
and emotive images drawn in pale, muted colours to evoke the transience of a 
previously short but sweet life. The reader is never sure if the boy knows where he 
is or what will happen to him but his innocence is never in question and, although 
many readers know what will finally happen, the end is still shocking. 

The children’s discussion about Smoke showed just how willing they were to 
predict, speculate and tolerate uncertainty in relation to challenging picture-
books; they even commented on how their own willingness and ability to do 
this had improved over the years. They knew there were no right and wrong 
answers and even though the book was very challenging and controversial, they 
took risks and shared their personal, sometimes audacious viewpoints as they 
knew these would be accepted by the other group members. 

In thinking about this kind of qualitative reader response research in relation to 
picturebooks, Perry Nodelman questioned if it could be classed as ‘real’ research 
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and asked, ‘what might legitimately be learned … from work with a specific child 
or group of children?’ (2010: 10). Nodelman felt that this kind of research could 
be classed as too subjective and idiosyncratic and he alluded to David Lewis’s 
articulation of two routes to picturebook research, one involving, ‘careful and 
patient listening to what children say as they read’ and the other, ‘an equally patient, 
careful description of individual books’ (1996: 113). After consideration of both 
routes Nodelman admitted that there was great value in the former, whereby 
researchers work with children as they read and respond to picturebooks. He then 
proceeded to comment on the effectiveness of the researchers in this kind of 
response work and noted that in their attempt to praise the children for being so 
capable of precocious responses, ‘researchers are often so determined to make their 
point about how clever children can be that they seriously underplay how clever 
they are themselves’ (Nodelman, 2010: 11).

Children’s thoughts and responses 

The children with whom I worked were certainly capable of precocious responses 
and in relation to challenging and controversial picturebooks they showed: a will-
ingness to be open minded; an awareness of deep, profound issues; and a level of 
maturity beyond their years, which at times was quite disconcerting. They were 
enthusiastic and willing to offer points of view and to learn from each other in this 
‘community of learners’ environment.

FIGURE 0.8  Smoke by Anton Fortes, illus. Joanna Concejo (2009).


