
Conference: SEEING BEYOND PICTURES? 

5th September 2017 

RAGNHEIÐUR GESTSDOTTIR, Island 

_________________________________________________________________________________ 
 

THE PICTUREBOOK – LOCAL OR GLOBAL? 

 
I come from Iceland. I write in Icelandic. My linguistic community consist of approximately 
330.000 people. That´s how many speak and write the language that is sometimes called the 
Latin of the North, a language that has in essence remained the same for over a thousand 
years. That´s how many people are today entrusted with the task of keeping this language safe 
for future generations - and not only to preserve it, but to keep it alive and breathing, a tool for 
everyday use in a changing world. It´s a task that sometimes seems overwhelming, even 
impossible. Grammatical and linguistic simplification are seen by many as natural changes. We 
see a decline in reading amongst the young. We hear of school children conversing with each 
other in English 
.  
Are we fighting a losing battle? And how does the struggle to keep an ancient language alive tie 
in with my topic for today - the picture book? 
 
If a language that exists in written form is to survive, people need to actively read it and write it 
... if they don´t, the language will die in a matter of decades. It might excist for a while as a 
spoken language in a simplified form, but not for long. If a child doesn´t read in its own 
language while still young, it will hardly do so as an adult. So, getting children to read is not just 
a matter of teaching them skills or even giving them pleasure  - for those of us who belong to 
smaller linguistic groups, getting them to enjoy reading in their own language is a matter of 
cultural life or death.  
 
Few people would dispute the need  -  the right, even - children to have access to books in their 
own language. We can see how the child´s developement of thought and creative expression 
depends on the availability of such material. But it´s a struggle, and an expensive one, to 
publish children´s novels for a small market - can´t we then just translate picture books for the 
little ones? After all, they´re even more expensive to make! Isn´t visual expression universal, 
anyway? And can the simple picture-books that we hand to small children really be as 
important for their developement as the "proper" stories, the "real" books that follow? Well, I 
would like to argue that children  have a need for, and a right to, books in their own visual 
language. 
 
The picture book is the first work of art that children can call their own. Modern children have 
constant and almost unlimited access to moving pictures and much of the visual stimuli in their 
environment is aimed at them -  colourful, exciting, amusing. But the impression is fleeting, it is 



of the moment. The picture book, however, can be looked at again and again, there will be 
favorite pages with pictures that speak directly to the child and embed themselves deeply in its 
mind. Ask any adult to recall an illustration from a picture-book he or she had as a child - I´m 
certain that they will remember a picture or pictures that they can describe in detail, a picture 
that called forth a deep and lasting emotional response. If you close your eyes for a moment, 
I´m sure that there are such pictures etched on your minds ... pictures that may have had a 
lasting impact on your sense of beauty, your preference for a certain visual style, on your 
fascination with certain places or a time in history, on your sense of adventure, maybe even on 
your fears.  
 
I would like to share with you a few of the picture-book images that enriched my life as a child 
and that will always be a part of me ... 
 
Will the children of today also remember their picture-books? Their world is full of visual 
impressions, but I believe that the very consistancy of the book format gives it a special status, 
even now. You open a book again, the picture is still there.  This sets it apart from other 
impressions in this world of fleeting and fragmentized reality. Indeed, the fact that children 
grow up in a world so full of visual stimulation can mean that they reach a higher level of visual 
literacy than the generations before them - at least if there is not only plenty, but also diversity! 
- And along with the pictures in the book, there are words. The dynamic interaction of words 
and pictures is what makes the picture-book such a very special form of art. The picture-book is 
therefore a gateway into two languages; the language of words and the language of pictures.  
 
A common quote says: A picture says more than a thousand words. That can most certainly be 
true - but it needn´t be. A picture can say very much  - or very little, indeed.  As with any other 
form of communication, many images will have little influence on how we see the world. But, 
as with written text, there can be that one book, even that one picture, that opens our eyes to 
something new, that changes how we see and even who we are.  
 
The book illustration speaks to us in two ways: on the one hand in the language of the picture 
content and on the other hand in the language in which all pictures communicate, the language 
of purely visual elements. We can say that the illustration funcions on two levels, the WHAT 
and the HOW.  
 
The language of the picture content, the WHAT of the picture, can at first seem a simple, 
straightforward matter; the artist reads the story and visualizes what would be a good setting, 
moment or character to show in a picture - or the author or editor asks for a specific picture 
content. But many decisions have to be made. Even a picture-book for the tiniest tots with 
simple pictures of everyday objects calls for choices; the picture has to represent something 
that the child recognizes from his surroundings - how specific should it be? Should it be 
detailed, realistic, colourful, simple, amusing?  
 



Photographs are often used in this type of book. Thus, the sheep that the baby learns to 
recognize from the picture-book, point at and make the appropriate noise to, might look like 
this: 
 
But an Icelandic sheep looks like this: 
 
Does it matter? The similarities are close enough so that the child will transfer the concept from 
one type of shaggy, four-legged creature to another ... but is it important to a child to see it´s 
own reality in the picture-book representation? Does it matter if all the animals look different, 
if the houses look different, the clothing, if the food they eat in books is different from what 
they eat? What does it do to our first impressions of the relevancy of books to our own life?  -  
An example often referred to is that of skin colour - how is it for a dark-skinned child if all the 
children in books have light skin? The examples I mentioned before are, of course, a lot less 
dramatic, but ... to see your world in a book gives it recognition, a certain legitimacy.  
 
As you can imagine, the thought of spring coming at the end of the long, bitter Icelandic winter 
has inspired many poems and songs, especially for children. The first day of spring was 
Childrens´ Day; children were given gifts on that day long before it was customary to celebrate 
birthdays. For the Icelandic child, spring means the first dandilions blooming and the return of 
the migratory birds from southern regions. The song of the Arctic plover is the song of spring,  
praised in a multitude of poems. But spring in Iceland is a cool affair, a rainy and windy spring 
that might suddenly change its mind entirely and turn to frost! - In a picture book translated 
from warmer shores, the illustrated children might look to the skies to see swallows fly - and 
they will be dressed in clothing that would mean an attack of pneumonia for the Icelandic child 
tempted to copy the attire! 
 
Now, I am by no means implying that children are stupid or that they should not see how life is 
elsewhere. Of course not. I´m only saying that every child needs to see its own surroundings 
sometimes. That we need some books that are mirrors. Mirrors that reflect the world we know. 
And from the safety of that world we can also look out at the big world, recognize the 
similarities and the differences. 
 
If we were to limit ourselves to depicting only the strictly familiar, we would have to reject all 
fairy-tale, all fantasy. Of course, that would be simply terrible! When we look at the visual 
material aimed at children, the bulk of it is indeed within the realms of fantasy -  either pure 
fantasy or every-day stories with elements of fantasy, such as animal characters dressing and 
behaving as humans. This is nothing new, of course - we have ancient tales where animals 
embody human characteristics, and many of the best-loved gems of childrens´ literature fall 
into this category. To use a fantasy world allows the artist to transcend barriers of time and 
place, and animal characters can also eliminate some of the difficulties of translation between 
cultures. This can be brilliant - or superficial. Some of the most wonderful creations of the 
picture-book world belong in the catagories of pure fantasy or fantastical elements ... but 
sometimes, it feels as if the producers are simply playing it safe by using mice or teddy-bears 
instead of children as characters. 



 
If you have any doubts about the impact of the images in the picture-book, let me try to change 
your mind by telling you a little story: 
When our daughter was three or four, her father once asked her  what she wanted to do when 
she was a grown up.  - I want to be a nurse, she said.  - Why not a doctor, like Daddy? he asked. 
She laughed at her silly Daddy.  - Women aren´t doctors, they´re nurses, she replied! We stared 
at the child in dismay. Where on earth would she get an idea like that? Our own GP was a 
woman! But the answer came when we looked at her picture-books. There, doctors were male. 
Even the lion who was a doctor was obviously male! Of course, awareness of gender bias has 
grown since 1978 - but stereotypes are not a thing of the past!  
 
Just as even the simplest text has many layers of underlying meaning, the content of illustration 
can also refer to a multitude of aspects that are specific to a certain culture. The picture can 
refer to known places, to other texts, such as folk tales or mythology, it can contain symbols 
easily understood by one culture and maybe incomprehensible to another. Some of this 
content is placed knowingly and with full intent by the artist, some may be accidental. Some of 
this content will translate, some of it won´t. But even if it doesn´t all translate fully, it doesn´t 
mean we can´t enjoy it.  
 
Could anything be more Swedish than the environment of the children of Astrid Lindgren's and 
Ilon Wikland's picture-books? Hardly - but that doesn´t mean that it can´t touch the heart of 
any child - or even anyone that remembers being one! For the child who grew up in a similar 
environment it will give the warmth of recognition - but the pure joy of childhood will appeal to 
us all.  
 
Sometimes what you don´t see is also content. Alfons Åberg lives alone with his father. There is 
no mother in the picture, and her absence is not adressed in any way. For a child who lives with 
a single parent, this can be very significant - an accepting nod to their world. Other children 
may register that there are such families - or not give it a second thought. The pictures convey 
what´s important to everyone - a sense of humanity, humour and warmth. 
 
In the lovely book called Home, the artist, ..... , depicts all sorts of homes, ordinary as well as 
fantastic. This home in a shoe will to many English-speaking children immediately refer to the 
old nursery rhyme beginning: There was an old woman who lived in a shoe ... My little 
granddaughter doesn´t know this rhyme. To her the picture was amusing and fitted into the 
concept of the book - a home can be any way you can imagine it. 
 
The other language of illustration is the purely visual one it shares with all other works of visual 
art - form, line, colour, rythm, light, contrast, style ... This is universal, it´s the ABC of visual 
communication. Can it then be as influential on the perception of the picture as the pictorial 
content? Is the HOW as important as the WHAT?  Is there such a thing as culture-specific visual 
style?  - Yes, of course there are cultural differences in visual expression - and we  see their 
reflections in picture-books. Illustrative art is influenced by the history and conventions of the 
visual culture in question and also by the prevailing attitude towards children and their world. 



Simplicity is a must in some areas, realism is preferred in others, sophistication and complexity 
is embraced in some countries, but shunned in others. In some countries, illustrations are on an 
artistic level that in other countries would be considered too advanced for children. You will 
even come across those who say: Yes, that´s great art, but is it for children? Of course, the 
children themselves are very rarely asked ... 
 
Now, one of the main problems in children´s literature - and especially picture-books - is that 
the children don´t buy the books. Parents and grandparents, teachers and librarians - in short, 
adults - buy the books. And they often have specific ideas about how books for children should 
look. It is here that the HOW becomes very important - the visual style of the book that the 
potential buyer picks up at the shop. Peoples' ideas are often based on the books they 
themselves had as children, so they tend to be conservative - also, they often simply accept 
what the environment thrusts at them from all directions as the norm. -  I find that when given 
actual choices, small children have very open minds as to visual artistic expression. They may 
prefer the new to the known, the weird to the plain, the deep to the shallow. Children are 
individuals, not an anonymous herd, and will like different things, if they are available.  But if 
given a restricted diet, the young readers may soon begin to prefer what they see most often, 
what they know. We can open doors - or close them. 
 
I´ve been to Bratislava once before - almost 30 years ago I sat on the jury of the Biennale. It was 
a wonderful experience, and to see the whole world open up through the illustrations - pictures 
from countries I´d never even seen books from before. The wealth and diversity was so great - 
and I felt strongly how limited the world of illustration presented to the children of my country  
-  to my part of the world -  actually was. I longed to open up this treasure-chest to them! But, 
alas - in the decades that have since passed, I see only a little more of the best illustrations from 
foreign shores come to my country.  The bulk of the increase in visual material for children is, of 
course, not in the form of books, but cartoons, games and such. And many of the picture-books 
we do get in translation are multi-lingual industrial products.  
 
If you are a publisher and want to publish a book that can be sold in many countries and make 
you a lot of money - what do you do? Many will try to take away all that is different, exotic - 
and, of course, everything that could possibly offend or shock. Amusing examples of this can be 
found, such as a version of Little Red Riding Hood where the girl and her grandmother hide in a 
closet rather than being swallowed by the wolf ... and Riding Hood´s basket contained not a 
bottle of wine, but grape-juice.  When Disney made a cartoon of The Little Mermaid, they gave 
it a happy ending - and the Hunchback of Notre Dame happily survives, too! Poor Anderson and 
Hugo must have turned in their graves! ... In content,  the producers will play for safety, in 
visual expression, superficial effect. Well-worn story-lines and traditional gender-roles prevail; 
they will avoid specific references to culture, avoid play on words and links to other stories or 
customs. The visual expression will often be watered down and limited to either sugary 
cuteness or the grotesque. The lowest common denominator may not be the goal, but it is 
often the outcome. 
 



Of course, there are publishers that will understand quality and dare to take a chance. There 
are those who understand that good art can travel, cross boundries, be understood by all. But 
we need more of those brave people and their efforts need more attention. 
 
At the Bologna Book Fair this spring, I was looking through books published by an Asian 
publisher. To my astonishment, the children in the illustrations looked European and there was 
no trace of the rich visual culture of the country to be seen in the style. I couldn´t help asking 
why - and the representative of the publishing house said it was because of competition from 
abroad. Book illustrations were expected to look like this. They could have been cartoons from 
anywhere, colouring-books, images on toys or clothing, ads. This made me very sad. 
 
Now, this example is of course based on the fact that books have to be sold. The road taken in 
this case, to copy what is most common, to hop on the cross-cultural (or rather non-cultural) 
wagon and make a predictable product, is understandable and a road much travelled. But there 
are other possible ways to go.  
 
Ultimately, the decision whether a country´s culture is worth preserving, is a political one. It 
involves policy-making and it involves money. Most of all, it depends on knowledge and insight. 
The people holding the purse-strings need to realize that if their language is to be preserved, 
children must learn to love books and reading. They will hardly begin to do that at age ten or 
fifteen, they need to have good books from the cradle onwards! And for good books to be 
made, we need a lot of things to be in place - education for writers, illustrators, teachers, 
librarians, parents ... media discussion, reviews, conferences, exhibitions, awards ... and plenty 
of affordable quality books on the market. All of this costs money - without it, though, the 
battle is lost.  There will still be some books - but only the ones that the market will easily carry, 
the ones that are safe and make a profit. The ones that, alas, often leave little behind of lasting 
importance and value. 
 
Now, an artist working for a small market knows that he or she will get very little money in 
return for the months or even years needed to create the final product. Far too many writers 
and illustrators will give up and turn to a safer way to make a living. As with any other craft or 
profession, their work will in most cases improve - if they can carry on. But even artists have to 
eat. So, ways have to be found to make it possible for them to continue their work. That can be 
done by supportive schemes, such as writing grants, but first and foremost through increasing 
book sales, both  locally and for a wider public. 
 
In the Nordic countries, we often point to Norway as an example of how the local book 
production can be stimulated. The government buys about 1500 copies of any Norwegian-made 
childrens´ book that meets certain standards. The books are then distributed to public libraries. 
After this arrangement came about, a change soon became appearant in Norwegian childrens´ 
books, especially in illustration. As I mentioned before, adults buy books for small children, and 
they are often conservative. Therefore, publishers often go for the safe bets. But a sale of 1500 
copies can't fail to break even - so it is possible to be daring, go for something new and maybe a 
little crazy. And the children will often love the crazy books - if they get them! An example is the 



Bukkene Bruse-books that Norwegian children love - and parents now buy - but I´m pretty sure 
that most publishing houses would have turned down if they hadn´t had the safety-net of the 
government-bought copies!  
 
In Sweden, there is a long tradition of taking childrens´ books seriously. They are presented and 
discussed in the media in a way that we envy in my country! The level of consciousness about 
the importance of the childrens' book is high - the international sucess of Swedish writers, first 
and foremost Astrid Lindgren, has, of course, been very influential in raising this awareness.  - In 
Iceland we do love our books - but childrens´ books have long been on the periphery, not really 
considered on their own merits - more as a preface to "real" reading! This is changing. Now, the 
most prestigious book-prize in Iceland has a category for childrens´ books, as does the big 
Nordic prize. The work of dedicated individuals is finally paying off! Things like that really 
matter - the media coverage, festivals dedicated to childrens´ books, academic discussion.  
 
But we need more - mainly, to reach the general public and increase the awareness of the value 
of reading for children and with children. 
Now that the dangers of endless screen-time are becoming more and more apparant, we 
should use that knowledge to encourage parents to take the smart-phone out of the hands of 
their babies and read a book for them instead! We can be facing grave consequenses in future 
mental health problems if the loneliness of the screen replaces the warmth of Mummy´s or 
Daddy´s lap while reading a book, discussing it, exploring and enjoying it´s world - together. We 
need a lot more coverage and discussion in the media about the importance of childrens´ 
books. The outcome of the big prizes for childrens´ books should be front-page news - at least 
as exciting for the media as the results of football championships! After all, the books have a lot 
more long-lasting influence! 
 
Last, but not least, we need to get even better at sharing our treasures. Precisely the jewels 
that give us most pleasure locally in our respective countries can also delight children in other 
countries and cultures. The most important picture-books -  the beautiful, the excotic, the crazy 
and daring books -  need to travel. The publishing houses must have the courage to step 
outside the boundries of safety. The picture-books that get attention and praise at exhibitions 
such as the BIB will be published in many countries and have a lasting influence on the art of 
illustration, but I would like to see them get even more attention. We still need to open up 
more ways of communication, and to make sure that all artists and all publishers know about 
these venues. Maybe this is an issue that is changing with more communication through the 
internet and with increased self-publishing, but we still need to make sure that quality won´t 
drown in a sea of bland uniformity. We need to find ways to make sure that our best local 
products also become global - or at least, find a market that is big enough to help the local 
book-production to thrive.  
 
Our children in Slovakia or in Iceland - anywhere, in any culture - need books that have 
relevance to their own world, they need to see their environment and their culture depicted 
and referred to. They also need to see other worlds, other cultures, to stimulate their fantasy 
and their understanding of diversity. We need books that are mirrors and books that are 



bridges. The local and the global need not be opposites, they can strenghten each other. The 
small markets can, I´m sure, interact and help each other more than they have done in the past 
- and let´s not forget that bigger markets also need the input from them to counteract the 
stagnation and complacency that can be their fate if they are closed to outside influences.  
 
A book that is more an industrial product than a work of art tends to present the lowest 
common denominator in the form of insipid cuteness or grotesque agression. It may not do 
much harm in itself. These images might not stay imprinted in the childrens´ memories, they 
probably won't last any more than all the other bits and pieces floating around in their 
universe. Not as long as there is also something else. Something that evokes emotion, echoes 
familiar feeling or brings forth wonder at something fresh and new and different. Therefore we 
need to make sure that such picture-books are available. The books that will open the gateways 
into a long and lasting love-affair with reading and visual art.  
 
 
 
 


