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Fig. 1 George was caught. The Complete Adventures of Curious George (2001 p 11)



ABSTRACT 
	
Picture book narratives contain representations of animals through which humans tell stories and 

describe the world to children. They speak of and through animals who were possibly the first image 

subjects and the first metaphor (Berger 2009a p.16). Illustration and animals are bound together, and 

one has a responsibility to the other.  

 

 In respect of this, I attempt to throw light on the relationships of power over animals seen through 

signs and ideological meaning in visual texts. Focus is on illustration as speech, capable of 

perpetuating cultural beliefs.  

 

To begin, I establish the significance of those pictures books and how messages exist within them. 

Then I demonstrate how visual texts preserve an unquestioned anthropocentric belief system. The 

analysis of visual representation is through case studies of primates in picture books. Primates were 

chosen to provide focus to the analysis and because they are popular picture book characters; there is 

no intention of a hierarchy of status of non-humans based on similarity to humans; the examples here 

demonstrate for all animals. 

 

While examining how picture book texts can reinforce negative belief systems about actual animals, it 

becomes apparent that some messages are delivered unconsciously. Therefore, thought is also given 

to the personal practice of the animal advocate illustrator and what her own texts might say. 

 

 

 
“ “They are all beasts of burden in a sense,” Thoreau once remarked of animals, “made to carry some 

portion of our thoughts.” ”  (Solnit, 2006) 

 

 



CONTENTS 
 

Introduction …………………………………………………………………………………   1 
	

Why Picture Books Matter…...………………………………………………………………   2 
	 	

Theoretical Approaches…..…………………………………………………………………   3 
A. Barthes and Myth………………….…………………………………....…………………   3 
B. Binary……………………………..………………………………………..………………   5	
C. Illustration as Derridean Supplement….…………………………………………………   5	
	

Case Studies…………..…..…………………………………………………………………   6 
A. Curious George………………….……………………………………....…………………   6 
B. Dear Zoo……………………………..……………………………………………………   11	
C. Goodnight Gorilla….………………...…………………………………………………….  12 
 

 
Response and strategies for future practice…………………………………….……...……14 

Conclusion……………………………………………………………………………………17 
	
Image List…..…………………………………………………………………………………18	
	
References ……………………………………………………………………………………19	

Appendix i ……………………………………………………………………………………23 
	
	
	
	

	
	
 
 
 
 
 



	
	
	

1 

INTRODUCTION 
	
This essay is a critical review of the visual representation of animals in picture books. Its aim is to 

explore what messages these visual texts contain and how those ideas may impact upon the animal 

within the human-animal relationship, where the human is dominant. This human-animal 

relationship of ‘us’ and ‘them’ in its real and it will be shown, in its literary forms, is a paradox. It is 

one of delight, benevolence, companionship and alternatively one of abuse and subjugation, of 

human authority over the non-humans. This essay will explore how that belief in the certainty of the 

subjugation of animals is naturalised by picture book images and their messages.  

 

These messages will be unpacked using semiotic analysis through Barthes’ theory of myth, set out 

in his influential essays, Mythologies. Myth will demonstrate how the dominant ideology, that is 

disadvantageous to animals, is expressed through signs in visual texts. Secondly, it is shown that 

the binary paradigm, of the self and other, ‘us’ and ‘them’ structures how humans think about 

animals and behave towards them. The human/animal binary will also be read as the adult/child 

binary to allow reflection of the often infantilised picture book animal and the coloniser/colonised 

binary to explore messages of imperialistic power relationship.  

 

To be cautious of making a single interpretation of texts additional supplementary explanations are 

offered. Motivated by Baker’s (2001a p.138) observations of Derrida’s concept of supplement 

(Derrida 1997 p144) the illustrations in the case studies are also considered as supplementary to 

written narrative. Baker (2001b p139) explains that the illustrated animal character may be seen as 

supplementary, an optional extra, but argues that it is this position of addition that agitates and 

amplifies a narrative.   

 

Primates are at the forefront of animal rights movements (Glendenning, 2008 and Wise, S, 2013) 

and, in support of real primates, their illustrated selves will act as primary picture-book case studies. 

The texts chosen for analysis are Curious George by H.A. and Margaret Rey, Dear Zoo by Rod 

Campbell and Goodnight Gorilla by Peggy Rathbone. These selections cover several decades since 

their first publication, and each has a new publication since 2012. Therefore, the meanings they 

contain have been read and shared by two or more generations. This sharing strengthens analysis 

of the notion of messages repeated and reinforced through culture. In addition, Curious George is 

analysed alongside the Victorian imagery in Explorations and Adventures in Equatorial Africa by Paul 

Du Chaillu. 

 

Before moving into the analysis of these animal representations, this essay will set out the following 

points; why picture books matter in defining the animal experience, how ideological messages are 
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encoded within picture books and what these messages mean in respect of the human-animal 

relationship. ‘Animal experience’ is used to describe what it is to be animal within human culture. 

In turn, thought is given to the response and possible future strategies of the animal advocate 

illustrator.  

 

 

WHY PICTURE BOOKS MATTER 
	
As a genre, the picture book is more heavily laden than most with animal characters. Thirty-five of 

the top 50 best-selling pre-school picture books have animals as the main character and only four 

feature no animals at all. (2016). Sales of children’s books in all formats, digital and print, are on the 

rise; picture books, especially board books sales are increasing (Nowell, 2015). Also, not limited to 

the child reader, picture books “provide narratives that are attracting an ever-increasing older 

audience of adolescents and adults to the genre”. (Beckett, 2012 p.2). 

 

Of course, illustration is a principle source of these character images; an early introduction to 

animals, illustrated and real, is often through a child’s picture books. Moreover, these books and 

pictures surround us; we live with an abundance of books, sometimes with their tie-in toys, 

advertising, games, themes, memes and TV shows, and their subsequent influences.  

 

Regarding influences on children, Nodelman (2005a p.131) declares the significance of the picture 

book when he says, "… the intended audience of picture books is by definition inexperienced - in 

need of learning how to think about their world, how to see and understand themselves and others. 

Consequently, picture books are a significant means by which we integrate young children into the 

ideology of our culture." To support this, Yun (2007) states “children’s literature, like any other texts, 

is never free from the ideology of the society”. Yun refers to the absorption of culture by any reader 

of any text and “in this process of acculturation, the reader affirms and conforms to dominant 

ideologies”. Picture books may seem to be straightforward storytelling “but they can never be said 

to exist without either a socializing or educational intention, [...] constructed by the society that 

produces them” (Stephens in Yun 2007 p.158)  

 

To reinforce, Sarland (2005) highlights that children’s literature is not innocent, in that it cannot 

escape the ideology that surrounds it. There is a circle of consequence - literature contains and 

reflects the society in which it is created and in turn upholds that society and its beliefs and 

confirms them upon its readers. In these beliefs resides the human-animal relationship and in 

literature resides these beliefs. Additionally, in a psychological study of anthropocentric and 

biological influences in picture books, Waxman et al. (2014) demonstrate that a child’s 
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anthropocentric reasoning is learned - that is, a child’s understanding of new information about an 

animal is “influenced by the perspectives they encounter in children’s books.”  

 

 

THEORETICAL APPROACHES  

A. Barthes and Myth 
 

Different theoretical approaches are used to explore how these influences exist within picture 

books. Specifically in relation to the animal experience Joy (2015) refers to these influences as part 

of an “invisible belief system”. It will be shown, through case studies, how signs and meaning in 

picture books sustain this anthropocentric belief system that is conferred by each generation on to 

the next. This belief system and underlying teaching in literature of the ‘position of things’ and ‘the 

way things are’ for animals goes largely unnoticed and unchallenged. Barthes presses that we do 

seek to notice and expose ”what goes without saying” (Barthes 2013a [1957] p. xi). Blonsky (1985 p 

xxvii) reiterates, “seeing the world as signs able to deceive, semiotics should teach the necessity to 

fix onto every fact, even the most mundane, and ask, “What do you mean?”” 

 

Barthes was also an anti-essentialist. This philosophy means he opposed ideas that a signifier was 

fixed to a particular meaning or signification. In context, this means that any given text and its 

component parts are open to interpretation. Also, that there is no essential sign, no essence of a 

being that can be read to define it. For example, the notion of human nature does not exist. 

(Robinson, 2011a). Therefore is not ‘human-nature’ to dominate animals. To further this idea, it can 

be said that animals do not contain an original essence in their identity that makes them 

subordinate to Man.  

 

With this in mind, Barthes’ theories serve to inspect alternating meanings in images about the 

paradoxically alternating human-animal relationship. In Mythologies Barthes argues that language 

presents human history and culture as nature, beyond control and unchangeable, and fuels the 

existing ideologies about the way things are and the way they should remain. This understanding of 

‘natural’ has become confused with what is socially constructed and accepted as normal, and it was 

Barthes’ intention to unravel nature from culture. (Robinson 2011b). This unravelling of alternating 

messages is through understanding two levels of meaning in a text. The second level of meaning is 

where myth of Mythologies is found. (Ayiter n.d) It is a second-order semiotic signification, which 

contains ideological meaning, a connotation that resides alongside the denotations of the first-

level. The first level is the denoted message and where the accepted disingenuous meaning lies. It is 

not correct to say this second meaning is hidden; it could not be influential if it were unseen but it is 

unperceived, not recognised for what it is and therefore meaning goes unopposed. Barthes 
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describes first and second-level messages as manifest, they are evident and connected, “one of 

them is not ‘hidden’ behind the other”. (Barthes 2013b p.231). In addition, because the signifier and 

the signified combine in a ‘tridimensional’ model, the third meaning - the sign is greater than the 

signified and signifier. (Barthes 2013c p223) 

 

This overarching message, the sign, resides in the illustrated image; Barthes states that myth exists 

in written or pictorial texts, or any object because myth is read in the signs within those texts, 

regardless of the medium. He says, “Whether it deals with alphabetical or pictorial writing, myth 

wants to see in them only a sum of signs”. (Barthes 2013d p223). Illustration is a medium, a 

language of that speech and it follows that the picture book supports myth in its texts. Texts are 

duplicitous - picture books it seems tell tales. 

 

For instance, John Berger (2009b p.31) sees the zoo, a popular subject for picture books, as a symbol 

of Imperialism. On one level, images of zoos have a commonly accepted meaning about family days 

out; on a second level they depict the Victorian institution and habit of colonising nations. The 

captive animals were (are) symbolic of conquest. Combined, the messages reveal the chasm 

between the meanings. Also, the picture book zoo animal is twice observed, firstly as its 

represented image, the first-level denotation of an animal in the zoo, looked at and understood, 

and secondly as the animal referent sat in an actual zoo - an index of human dominance. (Berger 

2009c p.27). Myth is a tool for seeing that dominance, which is a predominantly bourgeois or 

conservative message. Despite the argument that children’s books should not contain political 

messages they do in that they reflect their world and the culture in which they were created. What 

is written and illustrated cannot help but disclose the viewpoint of its origins.  

 

But, it is important to understand that the signifier, e.g. the illustration, its component parts (which 

are signs and parts of signs themselves) is “empty”. The sign is anticipating interpretation from the 

reader who unconsciously or not, uses pre-existing knowledge to create meaning. This is what is 

signified. (Barthes 2013e p.222) 

 

To demonstrate the impact of an empty signifier, in 2016 publishers Scholastic withdrew from sale a 

picture book for an inaccurate and offensive depiction of slavery. Scholastic explained that despite 

positive intentions (in the signifier) the illustrated story gave (signified) a “false impression of the 

reality of the lives of slaves”. (Scholastic 2016). If false representations of oppression are 

unacceptable and it is acknowledged that racism, sexism and other messages of hate towards other 

groups of humans are not perpetuated in children’s literature, what happens with the signification 

of animals, the other others?  
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B. Binary 
	
The act of describing or defining animal in human language, places the animal at a disadvantage. In 

interview, Derrida (2002) says, “I avoid speaking generally about animals. For me, there are not 

‘animals’. When one says, “animals”, one has already started to not understand anything and one 

has started to enclose the animal into a cage.” (2002). His advice is to keep the word "animal" in 

quotation marks to recognise the failing of its “catch-all concept” and that nonhuman sentient 

beings are routinely grouped together regardless of their own vast special and specific differences. 

(Derrida 2002 p 402)  

 

However, in the language of illustration, a single definition of “animal” does not exist, unless one 

were to create an image of a homogenous creature made up of vastly different species. The case 

studies will show that despite this visual literary advantage for animals, the animal can still be 

defined as other when represented with (which is opposite to) humans. 

 

If all binaries could be described by behaviour as subjugator/subjugated, this simplification might 

prevent the difference of identity acting to define identity. People would not be ‘condemned’ to sit 

next to animal or compared with animals on the absent side of the binary based on identity. , and 

the term animal loses power as a derogatory term. 

 

Humans readily define themselves against animals who they define as other, as things. The 

representation of defined animals can be explored for how it represents the “absent referent” 

(Adams 2011) and challenges how we see others, all others, and their exploitation. Oliver (2010a 

p.271) reiterates, “the man-animal binary is not just any opposition; it is the one used most often to 

justify violence, not only man’s violence to animals but also man’s violence to other people deemed 

like animals.”  

 

C. The illustrated animal as Derridean Supplement 
	
It may be surprising to see here consideration of speciesism and its representations in terms of 

other social injustices, yet there is no surprise in knowing that ‘difference of kind’ leads to hierarchy 

and ‘difference of value’, which in turn leads to prejudice. It is this prejudice that “constructs the 

animal as absolutely other, and by association those who identify with the animal themselves come 

to be seen as other”. (Baker 2001c pg.124). Identified with animals are the picture book, its authors 

and audience, who may ‘come to be seen’ as supplementary in making and understanding 

significant texts. 
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Baker (2001d p.139) sheds light on Derrida’s sense of the supplement by describing it as an addition 

to a “multi-volume dictionary” whereby the dictionary is considered complete until an essential 

supplement is added and in turn exposes the likelihood of further gaps in its volumes. By this he 

means that the additional supplement is second but vital and adds a new disruptive dimension to 

the original. Baker proposes that "the visual image of the animal, however minimal or superficial the 

degree of its animality, invariably works as a Derridean supplement” and brings to light the 

“disruptive potential of the story’s animal content.” (Baker 2001e1 p139). 

 

Baker and Derrida offer a way to see a message that may contain the seeds of disrupting dominant 

beliefs. To complete the analysis ‘supplement’ provides a way to reflect back on illustration as an 

‘other’ medium, an ‘other’ text that contains a representation of the animal experience, and how it 

offers insight to its verbal or written counterpart. 

 

 

DECONSTRUCTING THE ANIMAL EXPERIENCE IN PICTURE BOOKS  

Case Studies 

A. Curious George 
 

 

 

One illustrated animal character that exemplifies the concept of the human/animal binary is Curious 

George. There are two main characters, the man in the Yellow Hat and Curious George, who is 

described in the written text as a monkey but looks like a chimpanzee. First published in 1941 

(Houghton Mifflin) the stories have recently celebrated their 70th anniversary. Such is the constancy 

 

Fig 2. Book jacket cover for The Complete Adventures of Curious George (2005) 
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of these books, Chao (2014a) describes them as “canonized” in American children’s literature, they 

act as useful first case study.  

 

Created by Hans (H.A.) and Margaret Rey, the stories contain risky adventures and narrow escapes, 

which have been likened to the Rey’s own narrow escapes during their flight from Paris on the eve 

of the Nazi invasion. (PBS n.d) George’s characteristics are those of Margaret and the man in the 

yellow hat is influenced by the explorations of Hans in Brazil. (Times NY n.d) Because of these 

comparisons, it's hard to know the geographical and therefore social and cultural influences in 

which George was conceived, but the stories can be regarded as text that is occupied by Western 

cultural values. (Chao 2014b). 

 

The accepted interpretation of the Curious George stories, perhaps assumed to be the authors' 

intentions, and the alternate second-plane meaning can be explored to examine the values they 

contain. It is fundamental to understand that these interpretations exist simultaneously. George is 

both beloved curious pet and victim of colonisation. The man in the yellow hat is both benefactor 

and conqueror. However informal, the imperialism is described through images of dominance, a 

dominance of a nation over another, of a species over another. In Barthes’ terminology, the denoted 

message of happy human-animal interaction and development of the child-like George alternates 

with concepts of dominance, ethnocentricity, and privilege. 

 

It was the prerogatives of empire for example that led to the capture and collection of animals for 

the Victorian zoo. To emphasize these implications in the text, the illustrations of Curious George 

are compared with the illustrations in the books of French/American explorer Paul Du Chaillu.  

 

 

	
Fig. 3 Du Chaillu’s “first gorilla.” Paul Du Chaillu, Explorations and Adventures in Equatorial Africa. 
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A contemporary of Darwin, Du Chaillu was lauded in a display of Imperialistic ethnocentricity for 

introducing the world to the gorilla. In 1859, he emerged from the jungle with 20 dead gorilla 

specimens. (Coniff 2011). Du Chaillu's story is a true, although somewhat exaggerated account 

whereas Curious George is fiction but the meanings in the illustrations are remarkably similar. The 

images in Du Chaillu and H.A.Rey’s books perpetuate the concept of primates as subordinates of 

human dominance. In Victorian society Du Chaillu’s gorillas were seen as fearsome tyrannical beasts 

and the images fuelled fears of unknown places. The gorillas were portrayed in literature as possibly 

human like, which did not protect them but only served to increase the curiosity of the 

European/American intellectual classes who were quite prepared to hunt and slay the gorilla in 

order to satisfy that curiosity. The gorilla was defined as a fearful ‘thing’ second to person, not 

human and therefore “animal”, other, a resource to collect and take home by any means. There is no 

description of value in a gorilla’s life that makes it worth defending from subjugation. 

 

Du Chaillu’s illustrated accounts, written for children, appeared at a time of challenge to widely held 

religious beliefs. In Ape Theatre Berger (2009d) suggests that Darwin’s claims in The Origin of Species, 

that man descended from apes and the enormity of the timescales demanded by evolution, made 

humans feel insignificant. Perhaps, to reinforce the status of man as the first representation made in 

God’s image, these deeply held beliefs further devalued the Victorian animal. In particular the newly 

classified and defined great apes were made to line up behind man as Darwinian prototypes. 

 

Like Barthes’ wrestlers (Barthes’ 2013 p3), the physicality of the illustrated gorilla is a basic sign in 

which the whole story is told. To the ideology of the era the illustration says look at its threatening 

pose, look at the natural opponent of man, an amoral spectacle. Superficially the illustrations 

show(ed) a man shooting at a ferocious animal reinforcing ideas of brave explorers and alternatively 

they support(ed) the ideology of the era.  

 

Seen today, to most readers, the Du Chaillu illustrations are likely to be upsetting: imperialism, 

power and cruelty are evident to 21st century eyes. But, a message does not reside specifically 

within a text - it is read and understood in a socio-historical context (Chandler 2014). For example, 

in the 19th century, this myth of imperialism was obscured by the Western positive beliefs of 

Empire and the dominant beliefs, repeated in the images, went unchallenged. Therefore as the 

alternative meanings in the images in Curious George become evident, for example the man’s 

yellow suit as a uniformed colonial figure of authority and George as a child, animal, colonised 

nation, the myth is effectively made neutral. Once the myth is exposed, as in Du Chaillu’s images, it 

loses its power to influence.  

 

Unlike du Chaillu’s illustrations, there is child-like innocence in the character of George; he is a baby 

monkey or ape and represents real apes often stolen from their mothers when very young. (Centre 



	
	
	

9 

For Great Apes, n.d) It is this benign nature of the first-level signs of George as child-like monkey, 

illustrated in bright colours and loose drawings that create a greater chasm between first and 

second level meanings. Baker emphasises when he says, “the ubiquity of the cute image makes it all 

the more important to unsettle its meanings”. (Baker 2001f p.226). Cute picture book illustrations of 

animals contrast with the history of “figuring animals as violent and threatening in order to justify 

our beastly treatment of them in the name of taming or mastering them.” (Oliver 2012). Yet they 

may contain the same ideology.  

 

Furthermore, the more innocent, simple and endearing a picture book is, the greater the distortion 

of the myth. It is the innocence of the denotation that allows the second-level concept to pose as 

innocent itself. (Robinson, 2011c.) The Curious George books, and now PBS television series and 

further tie-in books, is loved by generations and the more loved, the more enchanting the character 

the harder it is to see the significance of the myth of a naturally subjugated otherness.  

Cute Curious George is described only from the human view, an anthropocentric outlook. The 

representations show the human as a parental figure, as a caretaker, which create further distortion 

and support the idea that the captive animal life, like the 19th century wild gorilla’s does not need 

defending from subjugation.  

 

  

It can be argued that George is a simile for a child and the man in the yellow hat is a parental figure 

but to consider the text in this way denies both the myth and the animal. Baker (2001g p 136) 

suggests that this projection of human childhood on to a character denies the animal actor any 

significance. By this, it is meant that attempts to dismiss the animal out of itself, out of its own 

image by removing it from the signified further marginalises it. In addition, to believe that the 

animal is not at all present is a deceit, “the visual imaging of an animal character has always to deal 

with the stubborn ineradicable trace of its animal identity.” (Baker 2001h p 136) No matter how 

much it is argued that George represents a child and childish needs his ape-ness and his 

	
Fig 4 Curious George and the man with the yellow hat 
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representation of his home, Africa, cannot be ignored. His likeness to a real chimpanzee, as the 

myth he stimulates, is not arbitrary.  

 

In addition, the relationship of George as child defines the man in the yellow hat. On the first-level 

meaning he is a parental figure. He is illustrated uniformly, nameless and always in his yellow hat. 

Thus, he can be replaced by any figure of authority in the paradigm. Indeed, George is seen 

escorted, controlled by a number of uniformed male figures - firefighters (who march George to 

prison for a prank phone call), police officers, zookeepers, and circus ringmaster, scientists and 

prison wardens.  

 

The books of Curious George take the monkey/ape image through events that ‘curiously’ mimic the 

uses man has for the captive referents. Mimicking experimentation on incarcerated primates the 

character smokes, has an operation, gets high on ether and in one especially triumphant story he 

heroically goes into space in place of a man too big to fit in to the capsule. Depicted as willing 

collaborator in his own fate the images of Curious George present a ‘dressed up’ reality. It is 

propaganda. If reading from a Western viewpoint obscures understanding of this then compare 

these illustrations with the fictionised events and propaganda of Soviet representations of real Laika 

and her counterparts. In addition, Iran sent two monkeys to space in 2013.  

 

 

It is the repetition of a message that is key to the power of myth. Many signifiers can signify the 

same concept (Barthes 2013 p.229) which is why one example, one illustration, one book can be 

seen as weak in a persuasive argument for underlying meanings. But it is the same message, the 

same ideology repeated through many and varied signifiers - repeated on the same page, by text 

and image, through many books, many titles and many other media- that reinforces the ideology. 

There becomes emphatic insistence. (Barthes Myth Today pg. 6) Through the mass of the message, 

the message has power. Curious George’s insisted message is one of a ‘naturalised’ belief for humans 

to treat all animals as resource and that it is natural for animals to be a resource.  

	
Fig. 5 Curious George as an astronaut and the reality of a monkey prepared for an Iranian test flight 
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B. Dear Zoo 
	
Forty-five years after Curious George, Dear Zoo was published in 1986. It is a pre-reader board book 

that tells the story of a child's letter to the zoo. The child asks for a pet, and the zoo obliges. Each 

illustration shows an animal in a cage or crate, which is an illustrated paper flap that can be lifted to 

reveal the animal. Each animal is rejected as an unsuitable pet for certain identifying characteristics. 

For example, the elephant is too big and the monkey is too naughty. Short written text is 

accompanied by bright flat line and colour illustrations.  

 

 

Fig. 6 Dear Zoo book jacket and the ‘too naughty‘ monkey and crate 

 

Dear Zoo also presents the animal as a commodity but specifically as property. The animal as 

commodity is a recurring underlying theme in picture books, confirming “the tradition of the 

appropriation of nature as resource for the productions of culture” (Haraway 1991). Descriptions of 

the animals and their cages do not exist in the written text - from that alone it is almost possible to 

imagine that the Zoo sent toys from the gift shop. In mythological terms - the underlying message 

repeats society’s expectation of the animal as property, that it is natural to own an animal. By 

extension, the appearance of zoos in picture books naturalises the institution of the zoo. Then by 

extension, as Berger’s concept of the zoo as symbol of imperialistic oppression appears again, so 

does the concept of naturalising colonialism. All the characters except the monkey are 

representations of adult animals yet are utterly subordinate to the myth of capitalism and 

consumerism to which the child reader is exposed.  

 

The concept of ownership isn’t absorbed at the point of reading a single book but as an assimilation 

of all the signifying media, objects and images that persist the ideology; zoos and ownership of 

animals appear frequently in picture books. With echoes of Dear Zoo, in 2014 Sparky the Sloth was 

published. A young girl wants a sloth as pet, she orders one and Sparky arrives promptly in the post.  
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Time may have changed the signifiers in the defining illustrations of Du Chaillu’s books but Dear 

Zoo, Curious George and Sparky continue to repeat its underlying message that normalises the 

subjugation of animals, who continue to be described and defined as things. Like Curious George 

and the Dear Zoo menagerie the illustrative style and techniques create cuteness, which makes the 

myth harder to conceive. The myth in Dear Zoo and Sparky, that animals are property of humans is 

repeated over and over and the cuter the image, the further the first and second level meanings are 

from each other and so the greater the distortion between the benign cute images and the reality 

of myth.  

 

C. Goodnight Gorilla 
	
In Goodnight Gorilla, the zoo takes centre stage in the narrative. The animals, all the non-humans, 

live in the zoo in single occupant cages. Each animal is shown with a toy version of itself, sometimes 

held as a child holds a soft toy or favourite bear. The animals, led by the gorilla escape from the 

cages and sneak in to the home and bedroom of the zookeeper and his wife. There is no attempt 

	
Figure 7 Sparky arrives in the post. (2014) 

	
Figure 8 Goodnight Gorilla book cover  (2012) 
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here to disregard this book, it is delightful; but there is attempt to reveal the myth and as has been 

shown, it is that charm that creates a greater diversion from the alternate meanings.  

A distinct feature of the illustrations is hierarchy; whilst the images pay attention to enough detail 

as to make the animals recognisable, other details are dismissed. Each animal, gorilla, lion, baby 

aardvark are similar sizes - significantly (except for the giraffe) all are smaller than the zookeeper. 

This representation of similarity in size, in defiance of reality demonstrates how illustration creates 

Derrida’s “animal”. In reality, a gorilla is a similar height to a man and with a distinctly larger arm 

span and overall physical presence. This visual hierarchy reflects the animal as child surrogate in a 

go-to-bed storybook but, in order not to dismiss the animal, it can also be said to reflect a benign 

guardianship that is a commonly held belief about zoos. The captivity of animals as symbol of 

Imperialism is less obvious than in the Curious George books but, to repeat, it is this obfuscation 

that makes the myth more powerful. It is less apparent because there is not description of the 

capture of the animals in their countries of origin. There is the symbol of authority in the 

zookeeper’s uniform - this time is it green not yellow.  

 

 

There is sadness in Goodnight Gorilla. The dark tones and shadows of the night-time setting create a 

quiet mood. The need for companionship that is denied the animals is almost lost under the cute 

style of illustration. This small sadness is part of the myth; it obscures a much greater tragedy of the 

captivity and real aloneness of real captive animals.  

 

Where Goodnight Gorilla excels is in the rebellion of the animals - there is subversion, they make 

their way to the human side. Goodnight Gorilla briefly places all on the same side of the binary and 

touchingly the animals are illustrated in pairs, holding each other or touching. This is in contrast to 

the single occupancy cages they live in. This is not to suggest that animals are like humans but that 

their difference should not be the cause of prejudice nor is it anthropomorphic projection but 

recognition of the evidence of the family groups that real non-humans live in.  

 

Fig. 9 Goodnight Gorilla The child-like animals follow gorilla and the zookeeper (2012) 
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Regarding the subversion taking place, this is where the children’s book author can provide agency, 

and the speech for the animal character’s rebellion against authority. The gorilla leads a mini-

revolution mocking the zookeeper by hiding behind him. Le Guin (1987 pg. 12) affirms, “So long as 

“man” rules, animals will make rude remarks about him.” Curious George’s perpetual playing up is 

the same and the Dear Zoo carnival of animals in crates resist being further commodified with their 

innate animality. The illustration of animals is, therefore, integral to the overall text in a book, 

supplementing it not as descriptive repetition, but as enhancement that reveals new meaning in 

the written text. Reading the illustrations as supplementary reveals the subversion.  

 

RESPONSE AND STRATEGIES FOR ILLUSTRATION 
	
Now that the language of myth is seen, this essay can return to the question of the response of a 

visual language that favours animal liberty. “The challenge is to devise those ways of looking (and 

indeed of speaking) which will most effectively bring the animal into the visibility it is currently 

denied.” (Baker 2001i p 217).  

 

Baker’s terminology is useful; he writes as, “active participant” and in light of analysis of animal 

representations, he asks, “whether and how things might be changed - to the advantage of the 

animals - through the constructive use of representations”. (Baker, 2001j p187) Baker focuses on 

media representations, that can help pull culture in a preferred direction.  

 

However, it is difficult to formulate a strategy for future practice. Barthes warns that the 

mythologist, those who unravel the messages are at risk of creating the very same alternating and 

distorted messages. This is because of the circle of influence, because creative work is influenced by 

the invisible belief systems of the culture in which it is created. Hence, the author/illustrator “runs 

the risk of causing the reality which he purports to protect, to disappear.” (Barthes 2013h, p 273). 

 

One strategy seen in contemporary picture books is direct messaging using illustrations with an 

environmental message of conservation. For example, The Journey Home purposefully describes the 

possibility of extinction of species through the story of a small polar bear forced to leave his 

disappearing arctic home. Warm tones and textures craft an emotional story as the bear meets with 

other species threatened with extinction until a final meeting far away with the dodo. But this is the 

narrative that attempts to close down meaning, rather than the illustrations. These portray familiar 

styles of cuteness and play with size and scale. Yet there is nothing specific in the medium that 

challenges existing belief systems. The animals are portrayed as child-like, sometimes frightened, 

sometimes vulnerable. This familiarity however, has power. By drawing on the readers pre-existing 

knowledge of the situations threatening many species around the world the illustrations reinforce 
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that message- directly on the first-level of meaning and by not obscuring reality, the second-level 

meaning becomes more apparent. This is one strategy, describing reality and not attempting to 

obscure history.  

 

In a different approach, a lost Dr. Seuss’ What Pet Shall I Get? was first published in 2015, fifty years 

after it was written. Reminding the reader of Dear Zoo, the book tells the story of brother and sister 

window-shopping for pets, which become more exotic as the narrative progresses, and even 

include a monkey on display. The publishers see the messages in the book and simply add written 

supplement at the end of the book. The addition reflects that times and views have changed and 

that the publishers support pet adoption and not the buying and selling of animals. This is simple 

and effective. By unmasking the myth of ownership of animals in one book, there is potential for the 

myth to be recognised in other images and other books.  

 

A beneficial action might be to illustrate the human differently, decentre them and describe the 

human animal relationship differently - to not describe the human as master. This is a response to 

change how the animal is defined by changing the representations of human actions. For example, 

remove the human from the authoritative role – zoo-keeper, yellow hatted museum worker or pet 

buyer. Or experiment with size and scale. For example - if Goodnight Gorilla’s benign characters 

were illustrated to scale or larger; they would disrupt beliefs about the binary. There is power in 

disruption. Baker (2001 p.230) describes A Hundred and One Dalmatians, and its anti-fur message as 

example of the power of the cute image to spread a message to and beyond its intended audience.  

 

One final option is an abolitionist approach. To be certain of not repeating any ideological message 

the only solution could be to not place the animal within texts at all. Barthes explains that removing 

ideological messages is difficult, a task so immense with “…simple scuttling of the discourse, silence 

- whether real or transposed - appearing as the only possible weapon against the major power of 

	
Figure 10 What Pet Should I Get cover, spread and disclaimer (2015) 
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myth: its recurrence.” (Barthes 2013 [1972] p 246) In response to his own comment Barthes’ does 

not recommend this course warning that silence leaves way for further misinterpretation. (Barthes 

2013 p 245).  

 

 

CONCLUSION 
 

To conclude, there is review and summary of the main ideas of animal representations and the 

messages they contain.  

 

It has been shown how picture books, which contain a bounty of animal representations, matter in 

forming a child’s (and others) understanding of the society in which they live and that picture books 

can not be free from ideology of the culture in which they were created. In turn they form part of 

the mass of media and messages that perpetuate ideology. These narratives and texts can not 

escape the ideology in which they were created.  

 

Barthes’ essays in Mythologies explain that society is surrounded by myth, models of language made 

up of semiotic signs that can be read. There are three parts to message, the signifier and the 

signified make up the sign and the sign is greater in meaning than the other two parts because of 

the understanding of how they interact. At the same time the signifier, e.g. the illustration is empty - 

it relies on pre-existing understanding of its component parts in order to be interpreted. For 

example, illustrating Curious George as child-like relies on the (child) readers’ understanding of what 

it is to be a child in order to make meaning of mischievousness or vulnerability. In turn, messages of 

authority over children and animals can also be read in the text.  

 

This assembling of component parts of signs makes myth a second-order semiotic system where 

alternate meanings, other signified meanings exist. A distortion in the signifier silently projects the 

other meaning, which is not seen but is perceived passively.  

  

Myths obscure their origins, that is, they project an invisible belief system. For animals that invisible 

belief system distorts how animals are defined. In Barthes’ mythical messages humans define 

animals as worthy of subjugation and (most) humans believe that the subjugation of animals is a 

way of being that can not be challenged. Through the second-levels of meaning in illustrations 

animals are often placed on the wrong side of a human/animal binary. In some situations this 

creates an anthropocentric justification of subjugation. Through difference in kind, difference in 

species, as with all difference in identity this places a hierarchy of value on the components of the 

binary pairs.  
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By highlighting one aspect of an ideology the case studies demonstrate this perpetuation of 

defining animals as other. Curious George demonstrated meaning about animals as resources for 

companionship, experiments and space travel and a belief that humans have a right to take animals 

as resources. Dear Zoo presents the animal as property, part of consumer society to be bought and 

sold, invisibly signifying this as common sense and ‘natural’. The Dear Zoo book is immensely 

popular, no 26 in the top 50 best-sellers for 2015 and this popularity contributes to the difficulty in 

seeing the myth.  

 

Finally, Goodnight Gorilla, in which Berger’s zoo symbol of imperialism perpetuates beliefs about 

colonialism and its privilege to pillage another nation of its (animal) resources.  

Barthes closes Mythologies with his essay Myth Today. In that he concludes that the author has a 

choice to create ideologised work or work with a closed message, an “irreducible” meaning. 

(Barthes 2013 p. 274) Responses and strategies have been discussed, for example to not objectify or 

deny the animal, to consider cute with care and to consider representation of power within the 

human-animal relationship.  

 

Overall, the response is to make good images, free of pictorial clichés and to consider different 

strategies and techniques to make positive images. It is difficult to ‘vanquish’ myth so it is vital to be 

aware of signs, the parts of the signs and the messages within one’s own texts. Awareness of myth 

above all seems to be the greatest defence against it. 

 

Signifiers are empty and in time, through repetition of a new myth, the signified can change - to the 

advantage of the animal. There are no eternal myths.  
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