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  This study aims to examine the types and 
characteristics of South Korean crossover 
picturebooks. Crossover picturebooks refer to 
picture books whose reader crosses from child to 
adult, or from adult to child (Beckett, 2012). In a 
typical picturebook reading scenario, pre-literate 
children engage in looking at the pictures as the 
adult reads the verbal text. Adults were 
previously seen only as co-readers or mediators 

of picturebooks, but now they are being 
recognized as readers in their own right. A few 
publishers in English-speaking countries are 
acknowledging that many adults collect 
picturebooks for their own use and enjoyment, 
and today’s young readers in general have more 
visual literary competence than their 
predecessors. While young readers do not have 
to understand everything in a text, adult readers 
may not, either. In fact, many crossover 
picturebooks offer challenging reading 
experiences for adults as well as children. In this 
study, crossover picturebooks are defined as 
books for all ages, genuinely enjoyed reader’s 
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own pleasure. 
As typically shown in works like the Harry 

Potter series, most contemporary children’s 
novels offer double address as well (Nikolajeva, 
2010). Thus, many adults are reading children’s 
fiction and discovering value in books that are 
not, or at least not primarily, addressed to adults. 
They are rediscovering the pleasure of a good 
story in children’s books, where story remains as 
important as ever. This can be seen as part of the 
changing tastes and habits of contemporary 
readers. In some cases, mature and sophisticated 
readers may even appreciate the stories and 
narratives more than young children; for 
example, with respect to themes like aging and 
death, or with artistic books. Moreover, 
crossover authors agree that writing for children 
allows them to take on the essential issues that 
are important to them (Falconer, 2009). 

The work of picturebooks targeting both 
children and adults was pioneered early in Japan. 
In 1949, the Japanese publisher Yasoo Takeuchi, 
the founder of the Shiko-sha publishing house, 
was convicted that a picturbook was a work of 
art in itself, and therefore intended not only for 
children (Komagata, 1999). A French publishing 
house Grandir also claimed in 1978 that all 
children have the right to precious books with 
high quality paper and printing. The name 
Grandir means “to grow up” and reflects the 
intention to provide books that take readers from 
childhood to adulthood. In 1995, the critic Arne 
Marius Samuelson drew the attention of the 
Norwegian public to the dual audience of 
picturebooks in his work, Billedboken: en 
gledeogutfordringogsa for voksne (The 
picturebook: A pleasure and challenge for adults 
too). The emergences of new narrative styles of 
picturebooks including the Postmodernesque1 in 
the early 2000s were seen as signs of crossover 
picturebooks for some scholars (Allan, 2012; 
Ekman, 2003; Salisbury, 2008; Thiele, 1991). 

An increasing number of artists from a diverse 

                                                        
1 Postmodernique picturebooks turn their attention to the critique of 

the postmodern world: a globalized, mediated, hyperreal world in 
which, seemingly, the only way to make sense of it is through 
rampant consumption of goods, services and signs, and in which 
individuals construct multiple identities and learn to navigate 
through multiple realities. 

range of fields has discovered the picturebook as 
a challenging medium and has raised interest 
in the possibilities of visual storytelling rather 
than in merely providing entertainment to an 
audience of young children (Keifer, 2008). 
The picturebook, therefore, has become an 
extraordinary rich field of literary and artistic 
creativity in which authors, illustrators, 
painters, sculptors, photographers, graphic 
artists/designers, printers, and publishers are 
engaged in exciting experimentations with text-
image relationships. It has been suggested that 
there are five types of crossover picturebooks: 
Artists’ books, wordless picturebooks, 
picturebooks with allusions to the fine arts, 
picturebooks with cross-generational themes, 
and celebrity picturebooks (Beckett, 2012). 
Cross-generation themes include stages of life 
and family relationships, love stories, nudity and 
sexuality, violence, and death. 

In South Korea, however, there has been little 
research on crossover picturebooks or adult 
readers of picturebooks. Kim & Hyun (2010) 
surveyed 323 South Korean adults’ favorite 
picture books and found most were foreign in 
origin. That is, only two of the top ten favorites 
were South Korean works: The Sea of Teardrops 
(2011) and Black Bird (2007) for adults without 
children; and PoppyPoo (1996) and Cloud Bread 
(2007) for parents and early childhood teachers. 
However, a survey of steady sellers in the 
domestic picturebook market (Kim, Hyun & 
Jung, 2014) showed a somewhat more positive 
trend toward Korean picturebooks. The survey 
showed that there were nearly as many South 
Korean picturebooks as translated ones. 

The development of Korean picture books is 
divided roughly into four periods: the pre-picture 
book period before 1980, the introductory period 
in the 1980s, the flourishing period in the 1990s, 
and the globalization period in the new 
millennium (Cho, 2006; Ko, 2014; Hyun & Kim, 
2005). In the pre-picture book period, children’s 
books, including picture books, were scarce. 
Most of the books were derived from Japan and 
America (Ryu, 1985). The South Korean 
Government established regulations for libraries 
in 1963 as an attempt to encourage reading by 
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children (KAPC, 1998). In the introductory 
period, picture books gained public attention by 
the growing middle class and the development of 
publishing technology following the rapid 
economic growth and development of South 
Korea. Publications were much based on 
translations of foreign picturebooks, which were 
acclaimed abroad. In the flourishing period, the 
topics broadened. Even the topics of divorce and 
death was dealt with. Various forms of books 
were also introduced such as large-sized books, 
pop-up books and animated books. Parents 
perceived picture books to be beneficial for child 
development in terms of linguistics, as well as in 
terms of their social and emotional aspects. A 
series closely related to school work and 
academic performance was particularly popular 
among primary school parents. The globalization 
period marked the appearance of South Korean 
picturebooks in the international book market 
from the late 1990s to their growing prominence 
in the 2000s. Multicultural books emerged as 
there was rapid growth in the number of 
immigrants in South Korea (MOPAS, 2014). 
Human rights needs of the growing minority 
population became an important social issue, as 
were the rights of children with special needs. 

The concept of picturebooks for all audiences 
is rather new in South Korea (Shin, 2014), 
although there are some picturebooks based on 
texts originally intended for adults. Themes like 
sex, violence, or other so-called “adult subjects” 
are not explored much in picturebooks. On the 
subject of death, Park & Yoon (2008) reported 
that only ten percent of the books they 
researched that were published from 1995 to 
2008 was created by South Koreans. The rest 
were originally foreign and translated into 
Korean language. All these picturebooks were 
classified under the division of children's 
literature. 

The genre of crossover picturebooks is also 
largely unexplored. It is envisioned that different 
types and characteristics of Korean crossover 
books will promote future academic research and 
book publishing. 

Research questions in this study are listed 
below. 

1. What are the types of South Korean crossover 
picturebooks? 

2. What are the characteristics of South Korean 
crossover picturebooks? 

 
 

Methods 
 
Eighteen leading professionals related to four 

areas of picturebooks participated in the study: 
three publishers, six critics, six illustrators and 
three picturebook researchers. They made 
recommendations of Korean picturebooks for 
adults as well as children. A total of 92 
picturebooks were selected (see Appendix 1), 
which became the research material for this 
study. Fifty-six percent of the books were 
mentioned more than once. The date of 
publication for the books ranged from 1995 to 
2014. 

For the classification of South Korean 
crossover picturebook according to their types 
and to determine their characteristics, the 18 
experts participated in various levels of the data 
processing and made suggestions. Each book 
was coded by at least two people. The 
correlations between them were nearly 100 
percent. Some were allowed to be double coded. 

 
 

Results 
 

Types of South Korean Crossover 
Picturebooks 

 
There were mainly four types of crossover 

picturebooks: Story, Information, Art (including 
artists), and Wordless. Double coding was 
allowed because of the nature of the books. 
Table 1 shows the number of books by type. 

There was one work that was a cross between 
an art book and an informational book: Bell 
Sound in the Mountain Temple (2006). This 
work depicts various sounds explaining types of 
bells found in a temple. Seven books were sorted 
as art books as well as story books. They dealt 
with art play with a story, a writer’s biography, 
traditional folk songs, and well-known children’ 
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Table 1 

Number of Books across Types of South Korean 
Crossover Picturebooks 

Type 
Number 
of books 

Frequency 
(%) 

Story  48 52 

Informational  25 27 

Art  19 21 

Wordless  7 8 

Total 92 100 

 

songs. These are discussed in detail in the art 
book section. 

 
Picture storybooks. The majority of Korean 

crossover picturebooks were narrative 
storybooks. Written texts were of various genres: 
realistic stories including essays; fantasy with 
fables; and poems including lyrics of songs. 
Sorted by genre, the majority fell under realism 
followed by fantasy. Poetry fell last. Table 2 
shows the number of storybooks by genre. 

 

Table 2 

Number of Storybooks by Genre 

Genre 
Number 
of books 

Frequency 
(%) 

Realism 21 44 

Fantasy 16 33 

Poetry 11 23 

Total 48 100 

 

As an example of a realistic book, Old Shirts 
(1999) tells the story of one of a teenager some 
years after the Korean War (1950-1953). At the 
time, there was a scarcity of materials. School 
uniforms were handed down from senior 
students and packed lunches were a kind of 
luxury. Fire and floods occurred frequently 
because of the poor social infrastructure. Despite 
the hardship of this time period, the protagonist 
does not lose the desire to continue schooling. 
Classroom scenes depict children making 

nonsensical jokes, tin lunch boxes warming on a 
classroom stove heater, and children wearing 
ridiculously large school uniforms. 

As a fantasy picturebook, My Lady’s Seven 
Friends (1998) features a motif from a famous 
ancient essay, ‘Debate between Seven Indoor 
Friends’ by an unknown female writer during the 
Yi Dynasty (1392-1910). The seven friends refer 
to the tools needed for sewing such as a ruler, a 
thimble, a pair of scissors, a needle, thread, a 
flatiron and an iron. The essay is also a included 
in national Korean language textbooks for the 
third-year middle school children in South Korea. 
The classical terminology is used to describe a 
lady’s needle work. 

Written texts of picture books are usually 
short, as are poems. Famous poems easily 
transfer to become texts for picture books. The 
text of “Thorns of Herring” is from a poem 
originally published in 1957. Since the poet 
Baek Seok (1912-1955) voluntarily went to 
North Korea during the Korean War (1950-
1953), the publication of his works had been 
banned in South Korea before 1990. The poem 
was released as a picture book due to the close of 
the Cold War and the start of talks between 
South and North Korea. 

What are the stories of these picturebooks 
mostly about? The most common themes and 
motifs were compiled in Table 3. 

Reminiscence: People often remember 
difficult times of the past. Merely mentioning 
things that are out of date seems to bring back 
memories of the old days and affects people’s 
nostalgia in this rapidly changing society. The 
Bath Fairy (2012) starts with the sentence, 
“There is a very old bathhouse in our 
neighborhood.” Many bathhouses of the past 
have now been replaced by modern saunas. The 
main character also has a name from an older 
generation like Deokja, which stirs feelings of 
nostalgia. 

Many books in this study also pursued the 
theme of contemplation. For example, A House 
of the Mind (2010) featured lines such as: “The 
house of the mind has rooms. There are big 
rooms for many people to come and go and 
small rooms for only one’s self.” The book was a  
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winner at the 2011 Bologna Ragazzi Award for 
nonfiction. The official critics praised the work 
by comparing it to an elegant poem. 

The meaning of death was explored in the 
books, Jjang-a Dragonfly (2008) and An 
Elephant Gone to the Forest (2007). In Jjang-a 
Dragonfly, colorful dots represent the body of a 
dragonfly, which starts to dissolve after death. 
Groups of ants carry the parts to their cave. The 
written text of A Fine Day (2006) is a poem that 
describes traditional funeral rites. Such rites 
consist of calling out to the soul of the dead, 
wrapping the corpse in a shroud, laying the 
deceased in a coffin and singing during the 
funeral procession. The whole process would 
take three days. Even though the  practice of 
funeral rites has changed completely, the 
duration of three days remains the same. Today, 
South Korean adults may still vaguely remember 
the traditional funeral rites, but children today 
hardly have an opportunity to witness them. 
Finally, it should be added that the poem for this 
work was originally written for grown-up 
readers. 

The roles of parents and children in a modern 
family featured in Paper Daddy (2012) contrast 
sharply from that of a traditional family in Silk 
Dress (2005). The modern father in Paper 

Daddy brings home a living and is absent from 
home most of the time. The traditional family in 
Silk Dress stays together and father actually 
brings up children. Simcheong, the classical 
heroine from the original version on which Silk 
Dress is based, sells herself to help her father 
recover his eyesight. With the Buddha’s 
sympathy, she is reborn as a queen. In this 
parody version, she decides to return home to her 
poor father, giving up her current status which is 
symbolized by a silk dress. 

Companionship or community is about social 
relations. Uncle Kicking (2012) is a story of an 
immigrant worker from an ethnic community 
whose presence in South Korea has been rapidly 
growing for the last two decades. He comes from 
a village near the Himalayas and lives with a 
little Korean girl and her father. There is no 
mention of her mother. The loneliness of the girl 
and the man disappear as their friendship grows. 
Their feelings are expressed in warm yellow and 
dark grey colors. While Uncle Kicking depicts 
the phenomenon of recent demographic changes, 
Sound of Firecracker (1996) is also about 
community, but is placed in the context of 
Korean immigration to Northeast China a 
hundred years ago. 

Rapid social changes include problems of 

Table 3 

Themes of Story Picturebooks 

Level Theme Motif 
Number 
of books 

Individual 

Play/Work Reminiscence, Hardship  4 

Contemplation Perspective taking  8 

Loss/Death Growing up, Aging  5 

Family Daily life 
Runaways, Disturbance, Absence 
or Disability of a family member 

6 

Society 

Relationship Companionship, Community 5 

Change Immigration, Redevelopment, Destruction 5 

Incident Disease, Forced sexual labor during the war 3 

Culture Heritage 12 

Total   48 
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redevelopment. Blue Birds (2006) and My Sajik-
dong (2003) deal with psychological challenges 
involving the demolition of old houses and 
narrow streets where people play and spend their 
time of youth. The site in this work occupies a 
frightening tall building that is brand new and 
broader roads for traffic. Redevelopment of 
housing is a frequent occurrence and easily 
observed in South Korea. 

Various facets of cultural heritages are also 
dealt with. An old couple in an old house enjoy 
jokes based on old tales in Flapping Flapping 
Going Going (2003). Caricatures of the old 
couple and their shadows bounce with the 
rhythm of words. Face Land (2013) personifies 
cosmetic equipment in ancient literature, while 
My Lady’s Seven Friends (1998) deals with 
needle work. 

 
Informational Picturebooks. The major 

content of informational picturebooks are 
twofold: tradition and nature. They both stem 
from the very rapidly changing nature of South 
Korean society. Younger generations are curious 
about the traditions that their own parents 
observed but which are now gone. They start to 
value the things and customs of the past, which 
were previously regarded as outdated and even 
as obstacles for government-initiated economic 
development. The focus on nature and the 
environment is linked to the industrial growth 
and the public’s reflection on its negative effects. 

Since the beginning of the new millennium, 
large picturebook publishing companies such as 
Sakyejul, Bir, Marubol, Think House and 
Munhak have switched their series from folk 
tales to traditional culture. All these companies 
have renamed their series with titles such as Our 
Culture, Proud Culture, Beautiful Ours, Great 
Antiquity and Enjoying Traditional Culture, etc. 
Not only do these series help to build children’s 
knowledge about traditions and historical sites, 
but they also enable parents whose generation 
witnessed the rapidly fading glory of their time 
to reminisce. Currently, 13 picturebook 
publishers2 have produced a series covering the 

                                                        
2 Bear Books, Borim, Daekyo, GilbutKids, Jung-ang, Marubol, 

Munhak, Prunsoop Junior, Prunyoungto Junior, Safari, Sakyejul, 

areas of history and tradition. A series on 
traditional culture is usually a combination of 
food, housing, clothing, religion, festivals, dance, 
study, former patterns, former languages, or 
regional dialects, etc., while history takes on 
religious practices and sites. 

In these informational books, the uniqueness 
of daily Korean living is well documented. The 
greatness of inventions such as the ondol, or 
heated floor, is discussed in Ondol (2010); 
cooking in The World Best Food (2007); 
clothing in Great Great Grandma’s Clothes 
(2009); study habits in The Study of Joseon’s 
Biggest Fool (2013), etc. 

The writing styles of these books take on a 
hybrid form of social science and literature. 
There are some pages devoted to presenting 
simple facts while a narrative story carries on 
between such presentations. Ancestral Ritual 
Formalities (2011), The Map (2004), Outing of 
Remains, Knowing Our Country Properly and 
Our Festivals are of this kind of informational 
picturebook. Other books are mainly stories 
followed by a modular section containing 
information and photos by an expert on the 
specific matter. For example, Guk Shi Ggo Rengi 
Village, an old regional term that refers to “the 
tip of a noodle,” has the subtitle of Looking for 
the lost trivial culture. With a total of 20 
volumes, this series show what everyday life of 
our grandfathers’ generation was like. They 
present stories about playing with rubber shoes, 
poor children’s snacks and visiting outhouses 
located outside the house at night. Our Culture 
Picture Books also has 20 volumes, and consists 
of titles such as Dancheong (patterns on 
Buddhist temples), Girls’ Dress for the New 
Year’s Day (2006), Sireum (2007) (a very 
popular traditional sport), etc. UNESCO 
Heritages in Korea introduces sites, plays and 
songs registered as UNESCO cultural heritages. 
These include Suwon Castle, Gyeongju (an 
ancient capital), Seokguram Grotto, Bulguksa 
Temple, Jongmyo Shrine, Namsadang (a 
traveling troupe of entertainers) and Pansori 
(traditional Korean song-narrative performance) 

                                                                         
Think House, Woongjin Junior. 
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as well as natural heritages such as Halla 
Mountain and the Geomun lava tubes on Jeju 
Island. 

Some of these series target foreign markets as 
well as residents of other passport holders at 
home. The Guk Shi Ggo Rengi Village series 
features 12 English versions of their books, sold 
on the internet via Amazon.com as well as 
through home shopping TV programs in South 
Korea. A DVD featuring the voice of a young 
mother reading the text accompanies the Korean-
language series. The UNESCO Heritages in 
Korea series also has four volumes which come 
as e-books. The Our Days series has also 
published an English version. 

Specialized books about South Korea’s nature 
are skillfully depicted in The Misan Valley 
(2001), which shows the freshwater fish, frogs, 
salamanders, butterflies, flowers and fruits 
observed in Misan Valley. The illustrator Han 
used the watercolor style of Korean traditional 
paintings as well as of Western styles. I Like 
Mud Flats (2004), Frogs Lay Eggs (2001), What 
Would Seeds Like to Be? (2001), and Flower 
Garden of Badger’s House (1997) are popular 
favorites and often recommended in this area. 
Respect for life, the coexistence of humans and 
nature, and the restoration of nature are the main 
themes of these books (Lee, 2005). 

The distinguished drawing styles of these 
informational books cannot be dismissed. The 
styles of the drawings were precise and realistic. 
Pictorial narratives in style of traditional Korean 
paintings and used with traditional drawing 
equipment created an evocative effect. In some 
books, traditions about food, clothes, housing, 
work, and religion were authentically painted 
using Chinese brushes on traditional Korean 
paper, or hanji. Books about geography and 
nature/ecology incorporated various methods 
such as 3-D miniature models, silk dyes, or 
collages of photos. 

 
Art Books and Books about Artists. This 

section contains art books, biographies of artists, 
and Pansori.3 Art books accommodate various 

                                                        
3A Korean traditional style of oral narrative through song. Long 

epic songs are led by a singer who tells the story. 

forms and styles of art. For example, Chobang 
picturebooks are the most famous for their style 
of photographic realism. In an interview with the 
head publisher of Chobang, Byeong Seo-joong 
(2014) made her view clear that not only do 
adults appreciate beauty, but small children do so 
as well. They need to be exposed to it. 
Picturebooks offer them these opportunities. 
Dosan seowon (a traditional Confucian school), 
Gyeongbokgung (a Joseon Dynasty Palace), 
Bride (based on traditional wedding customs) 
and Butterflies Flying in the Scent of Flowers 
(ancient furniture) are the typical topics for these 
books with photographic realism as their style. 

A vast array of  traditional art work is 
featured in You, Me, Us (2008). Its pictorial 
images contain patchwork, dyed goods, 
needlework, embroidery, knitting, and cloisonné 
ware. These were all regarded to be in the sphere 
of women’s work, feminine touches or objects 
belonging to women. 

Popular forms of art books are picture puzzles 
and hidden pictures. In Children of the Dong 
River (2000), the pictures are placed largely in 
two parts: above water and shadows in the water 
below. The written text of dialogue between the 
brother and sister carry the story. “Big bird, big 
bird, where is Mother?” “The bird said, she is 
coming home with my shoes.” The picture 
shows a large bird lying down, half of which is 
rocks and sand and the other half is shadow 
below. Baby Bear, Mother, Father, and Brother 
and Sister appear in turns as the story goes on. 
According to an interview that appears at the end 
of the book, the paintings of the Dong River had 
been exhibited with high acclaim and Kim, the 
artist, went on to make the picturebook. 

Hidden picture games are also popular, as 
seen in In the Forest (2000), which has six pages 
that each contain 10 hidden pictures of animals 
such as an eagle, owl, heron, sparrow, turtle, 
lizard, stag beetle, ladybird, and bee, etc. Some 
of them appear in trees, others in rocks. Upside 
Down (2006) exhibits some pictures that look 
like something else when viewed upside down. 

Next, there are biographies of famous Korean 
artists. For example, The Water Lily-looking 
Painter: Kim Jeong-hee (2005), The Carver who 



Ko 

38                          Child Studies in Asia-Pacific Contexts, 2016, 6(1) 

Makes China: Kwon Jin-kwu  (2003), Sounding 
Pictures: Kim Hwan-ki (2007), The Painter Who 
Looks Like His Work: Chang Wook-jin (2007), 
etc. The main texts of these books explain the 
life and works of the artist while the endnotes are 
devoted to the artist’s position in Korean art 
history. 

In the early 2000s, a Pansori picturebooks 
appeared. Classic tales from Pansori such as 
Simcheong’s Song (2003), Song of Water Place 
(2003) come with 20-minute CDs, sung by 
elementary school children. In addition, 
traditional folk songs and well-known traditional 
children’s songs were the motifs of some of 
these art books. Tong-Yong Dongi (2013) is a 
story based on a folk song called “Swan Song.” 
The main character had been a blind beggar who 
wandered about everywhere to find his lost sister. 
He believed that his sister remembered his voice 
and sang the song over and over. At the end of 
the book, the full text of the original swan song 
is provided. The national collective emotion of 
Han, a perennial lament or anguish in the psyche 
of the Korean mindset, is the publisher’s 
explanation for an emotional and spiritual state 
of Korean folk songs as well as for the 
persistence of tragic stories. 

Songs were historically transmitted in the oral 
tradition. The publisher Changbi thus has a series 
of folk song picturebooks that are locally bound 
such as Bird, Bird, Sleeping on a Tree (2006) 
and Stonemason’s Son (2007). Choi (2014) 
pointed out the inclusion of additional lines and 
repetitions of lines, comparing these to the 
original texts. The illustrators’ interpretations are 
a critical factor in reinvigorating these classic 
poems. Photographic or monotype printing is 
used for authenticity. Moreover, traditional 
children’s songs are a major part of the written 
text of picturebooks, for example, in Side Streets 
(2006). The picturebook title of When Mother 
Goes to the Shadow of the Island for Oysters 
(2013) is a line from a famous bedtime song, 
“Baby on an Island House” (1950). Virtually all 
Koreans know the lyrics of the song and 
remember the melancholic tune. 

 
 

Wordless Picturebooks. In comparison to the 
other types of South Korean picturebooks, there 
have not been many wordless picturebooks. 
Despite this fact, some of the South Korean 
works had achieved international renown. For 
example, Mirror was published by Maurizio 
Corraini in Italy in 2003 before its South Korean 
publication in 2009. A Night for Rabbits came 
out in Switzerland in 2002 and later in South 
Korea in 2013. Black Bird (2007) came out in 
South Korea and France simultaneously. A Night 
for Rabbits is not wordless in a strict sense. It 
start with an opening phrase: “On a hot summer 
day…”. Shadow (2011) is also not quite 
wordless, containing the sentence “Let’s have 
dinner” and the word, “click.” 

The books mentioned in this section are all by 
the illustrator, Lee Suzy. Playfulness is seen in 
the formatting of the pictures as well as in the 
content of the stories. According to Lee (2011), 
the blurred boundary between reality and play in 
Mirror is expressed in the way that the images 
are cut into folding pages. In Shadow, the Lee 
goes even further with the images from the 
imagination of the protagonist becoming one 
with reality. Overall, the pictures tell the stories. 
Even the blank pages in the middle of the books 
participate in the flow of the stories such as the 
black blank page in Shadow and the blank white 
page in Mirror. 

 
Characteristics of South Korean Crossover 
Picture Books 

 
Reminiscence and nostalgia were conveyed 

in both informational and story books. Ancient 
or traditional names of places, directions, 
decorative patterns, and characters such as 
Deokja appeared to illicit this mood. Korean 
geographical areas and sites such as the Han 
River, Misan Valley, Namsan Mountain, 
Tongyoung, Sajik-dong, Gyeongbokgung Palace 
were all used as titles for these books. 

An atmosphere of tranquility or loneliness 
often appeared. In the story book In a Remote 
House in a Remote Village (2002), an old man 
lives alone. One day, he brings out a glove, 
thinking it is a rat. His eyesight is too poor to 
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distinguish a dead rat from a live one. Every day, 
he feeds the glove, believing it to be a rat. A real 
rat living next door gets rid of a sock and 
pretends to be one in order to get the food. The 
old man and the rat enjoy each other’s company. 
Hanji4 and Chinese brushwork were used in In a 
Remote House in a Remote Village. Stylistically, 
the brushstrokes on hanji leave a trace of a blot. 
The visual effect brings about a feeling of 
vagueness and uncertainty about what is real. 
Only adult readers will have this feeling of 
nostalgia since Chinese brushwork on hanji is a 
common childhood experience of their 
generation. 

Traditional songs and famous poems have 
been good sources for Korean crossover picture 
books. The written text of Half Past Four (2004) 
is a poem by the beloved Korean poet Yun Seok-
jung (1911-2003). He wrote countless songs for 
children, all of which are well-known. The 
setting of Half Past Four refers to the time when 
a clock was not an everyday household in the 
early 1930s. Pictures in the book capture the 
pleasant, relaxed atmosphere of an early summer 
afternoon during those times. The picture book, 
Half Past Four has versions in four other 
languages: Chinese, Vietnamese, Thai and 
Cambodian (2008). The afterword was written 
by the executive director of the Korean 
Committee for UNICEF, mentioning children’s 
rights for education, enjoyment and freedom 
from discrimination based on parents’ ethnicity. 

The text of There Dangles a Spider (2013) is 
children’s word play as well as poetry. A line 
goes as follows: “High is the sky. Sky is blue. 
Blue is the sea. Sea is deep. Deep is Mother’s 
heart.” The play is popular and universal 
presumably in a world where people build up 
their own vocabulary. 

Parody is regarded as reading materials that 
may cross from generation to generation 
(Beckett, 2012). Lee Hyeong-jin has been 
revising some of the most well-known stories. 
For example, Keudji (2003) is a parody of the 
Korean folk tale Fox Sister, a story about a fox 
who has eaten up all the farm animals and 

                                                        
4 Hand-made paper of which the main ingredient is mulberry paper. 

eventually her family except for the youngest 
brother. In Keudji, the motif is the return of the 
youngest brother who had been sent away in the 
original version, because of the sister’s 
accusation that he was the killer of the farm 
animals. The illustrations in the book are rough 
black and white sketches, which amplify the 
grotesquerie of the story. Heungbu’s Dog (2009) 
recounts the nature of good fortune from a dog’s 
point of view. Heungbu is now rich because of 
his good deeds. He moves to a new house and 
leaves the dog behind. One’s gain is another’s 
loss. 

The new generation of Korean artists such as 
Lee Suzy, Cho Eunyoung and Yoo Juyeon work 
on a global basis. They study visual art and 
create works that have never been seen before. In 
2011, the prestigious Biennial of Illustration 
Bratislava Grand Prix Award went to Run Run 
Toto! by Cho Eunyoung (2011). The book 
illustrations spread out with a bold and surprising 
layout, showcasing rich expressive techniques 
and a diverse array of styles. From a little girls’ 
point of view, the story depicts dark disappointed 
adult faces who gamble at a horse race. 

According to three publishers who 
participated in the study, it has never been the 
case that adults alone were presumed to be the 
main target of picturebooks. Adults played a 
major role in reading the books aloud and 
providing explanations of the books, and thus 
always accompanied children. The publishers 
expressed regret that some picturebooks were 
more suitable for adults. In particular, some 
contained stories that had a historical 
background such as Sound of Firecracker (1996) 
in which poor Koreans immigrated to the 
northeastern China with the hope of cultivating 
the frozen land at the end of the 19th century. 

Adult interest in these picture books can be 
more broadly explored as can social issues. 
Nudity, for example, is a topic rarely dealt with, 
yet one may seen an exception in The Bath Fairy 
(2012), in which an elderly naked woman was 
illustrated comically. The theme of nudity did 
not, however, develop further into the topic of 
sexuality. Or in another case, the actual factual 
events become a topic in a story such as Pig 
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Story (2013). In 2012, a huge number of pigs 
were slaughtered because of an outbreak of foot-
and-mouth disease. The speed of the spread was 
so fast that the affected area consumed nearly 
half of South Korea. Animal protection was 
strongly argued for in the book. Similarly based 
on historical trauma, Flower Granny (2010) and 
Never Ending Winter (2010) both deal with the 
female sex slave or “comfort women” issue 
during World War II. As for religious themes, 
Seonun Temple on Dosol Mountain (2001) is 
about the construction of the temple as the 
spiritual guide of Buddha. Grotesque 
cannibalism in Restaurant Sal (2013) or 
gambling addicts in Run Run Toto! (2011) 
proved to be quite appealing to grown-up readers. 
Those books were pioneering works, expanding 
the boundaries of themes and style of expression 
in picturebooks. 
 
 

Discussion 
 
Since the year 2000, picturebook publishers 

have noticed the potential of exporting Korean 
picturebooks around the world. More foreigners 
are interested in Korean language and culture. 
They have started to pick up Korean 
picturebooks (Kim & Oh, 2010). South Korean 
popular culture, the so-called hallyu wave, which 
became a new global trend, has also helped the 
nation’s presence in the current picturebook 
market. 

Domestic educational demand for 
picturebooks mainly comes in two ways. First, 
children get used to pictorial information through 
cartoons and animation from a very early age. 
Second, parents realize the importance of 
understanding traditional culture for building 
self-identity in this global society. At the same 
time, they heavily emphasize on the need for 
English language lessons for their children. 

Contemporary South Koreans are fond of 
picturebooks depicting their lives, their authentic 
culture and emotions. Poetry and novels are rich 
potential sources for picturebooks. Even a poem 
by a previously banned author who had chosen 
communism and to work in North Korea was 

republished as a picturebook after the collapse of 
the Cold War in the early 1990s. The 
introduction of quality literature from North 
Korea envisages a broadening of choices and a 
new diversity of picturebooks. The more South 
and North Koreans come to know each other, the 
less prejudice both sides will have and the sooner 
unification will comes true. 

For the flourishing of crossover picturebooks 
in South Korea, parents need to change their 
emphasis from reading for study to reading for 
play and pleasure. Investigating the background 
of creating South Korean picturebooks, Hyun, 
Ra & Kim (2008) found that parents and 
distributors of publications were very keen on 
books for helping children’s study habits, and 
not for their play or for the pleasure of reading. 
Women over 60 started to read picturebooks for 
their own lifelong education or even cultivating 
their own self-reading skills. Ironically, these 
women in their 60s had rediscovered the joy of 
reading. 

Some young South Korean illustrators have 
achieved worldwide acclaim, winning 
international awards such as the Bologna 
Ragazzi Award or the New York Times best 
illustrated children’s books of the year, etc. 
Experimental works should be welcomed. Yoo 
Juyeon received the Golden Apple award at the 
2011 BIB with One Day, which barely contains 
any words or colors. The official critics for the 
award mentioned the work’s musical rhythm in a 
poetic space. 

The growth of the crossover genre is desirable 
for the new market. However, illustrators in 
general still suffer economic hardship as 
independent agents. They need more exhibitions 
and public lectures to acknowledge their works. 
Critics point out the need for resources to search 
for the possibility of various contents, while the 
public maintains the perception that picturebooks 
are solely for the education of children. While 
there are many potential publishers, a limited 
number of illustrators is working. The titles of 
picturebooks mentioned in this study overlaps 
with the 2014 list of Korean Board on Books 
for Young Adults which selects 51 Korean 
picturebooks based mainly on overseas award-
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winning or exported works (KBBY, 2014). 
Good picturebooks have the ability to touch both 
adults as well as children. 

 
Limitations of This Study 

 
This study investigated the types and 

characteristics of Korean crossover picture. 
However, there are much more translated 
picturebooks than Korean own creations with the 
rate of 4:1 in children’s picturebook market in 
Korea (Kim, 2009). A further study will examine 
crossover translated picturebooks for a complete 
view on crossover picturebooks in Korea, 
accompanying this. 

 
Implications of Policy 

 
Rapid changes in South Korean society have 

led to negative effects such as a high suicide rate, 
broken families, child abuse, etc. Some studies 
have recently focused on the therapeutic effects 
and self-reflective practices of adults who read 
picturebooks (Boo, 2013; Kim & Boo, 2011; 
Shin, 2013). South Koreans are oriented to work 
too much. They have learned to believe in hard 
work. They have neglected play and forgot how 
to do so. The unemployment ratio of young 
people has hit a record high. Furthermore, there 
is rapid growth of the elderly population in 
society. Thus, the number of children is getting 
smaller, while the population of elderly becomes 
larger. In these circumstances, it seems more 
appropriate and promising for publishers and 
authors to target adults by taking into account 
their tastes and interests for the future 
picturebook market in South Korea. 

What do adults look for while reading 
picturebooks? Pleasure and bliss (Barthes, 1975). 
Emotional comfort (KBBY, 2015). To recognize 
one’s own story through the reading others’ 
(Campbell, 1991). Or by remembering the past 
(Kűmmerling-Meibauer, 2010). According to the 
results of this study, South Korean crossover 
picturebooks provide insights into the past, 
present and future. Informational books, story 
books, art books and wordless ones are all for us 
to connect to the present self with a greater, more 

expansive self. The playfulness of these books 
can bring about relaxation and happiness. Those 
experiencing picturebooks can insert intellectual, 
emotional and psychological meaning into the 
gaps entangled with pictures, words, and empty 
spaces. We readers can continue the pursuit for a 
meaningful life. 

Experimental and innovative works can be 
alluring in South Korean picturebooks. Various 
forms of art books and parodies are also 
welcome. Unconventional formatting or unusual 
displays of pictures can be tried more often. 
Images and text may tell us stories without 
parallel or with contrasting stories. Open ended 
and visual pastiches should be seen more often. 
Dual readership (Lee, 2014), story sharing 
(Schickedanz & Collins, 2013) or interpretive 
communities (Fish, 1980) really being when 
adults take the part of readers who are interested. 
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Appendix 1. A List of Korean 
Crossover Picturebooks 

 
Ahn, D. H. & Lee, H. R. (2006). Relationship. 

Seoul: Gesunamu. 
Ahn, S. H. (2005). The Water Lily-looking 

Painter, Kim Jeong-hee. Seoul: Namukids. 
Bae, H. J. (2006). Girls’ Dress for the New 

Year’s Day. Paju: Sakyejul. 
Bae, H. J. (2007). Boys’ Dress for the New 

Year’s Day. Paju: Sakyejul. 
Baek, H. N. (2007). Cloud Bread. Seoul: Hansol. 
Baek, H. N. (2012). The Bath Fairy. Seoul: 

BearBooks. 
Baek, J. H. (2007). Flowers Bloom. Paju: Borim. 
Baek, S. & Kim, S. H. (2006). Thorns of Herring. 

Paju: Changbi. 
Bang, J. H. & Kim, S. H. (1999). Old Shirts. 

Seoul: Gilbutkid. 
Chang, J. S. & Choi, S. W. (2010). Puppy’s Poo 

Grandpa. Paju: Sakyejul. 
Chang, K. H. (2009). The Round Sun Rises. 

Seoul: Munhak. 
Chang, Y. B. & Lee, H. R. (2010). Summer 

Vacation. Seoul: Kookmin Books. 
Cheong, D. M. G. & Nak, S. J. (2004). The Map: 

The Eye for the World. Seoul: Munhak. 
Cheon, J. C. & Lee, K. I. (2008). Jjang-a 

Dragonfly. Paju: Changbi. 
Cheong, J. H. & Kim, J. S. (2007). Noise in the 

Street. Paju: Sakyejul. 
Cho, E. J. (2003). The Carver Who Makes China, 

Kweon Jinkwu. Seoul: Namukids. 
Cho, E. Y. (2011). Run Run Toto! Seoul: Borim. 
Cho, H. R. (1998). Samulnori. Seoul: Gilbutkid. 
Cho, J. W. & Han, T. H. (2013). Train Journey 

in Our Land. Seoul: BearBooks. 
Choi, E. M. (2007). Butterflies Flying in the 

Scent of Flowers. Seoul: Chobang. 
Choi, H. R. (2013). Dressmakers and a Floccus 

Monster in the Forest. Paju: Changbi. 
Choi, H. S. & Ko, J. S. (2012). Namsan: The 

living history. Seoul: Marubol. 
Choi, J. S. & Kim, H. Y. (2007). The World’s 

Best Food. Seoul: Marubol. 
Choi, J. S. & Ko, J. S. (2010). Ondol. Seoul: 

Marubol. 
Hah, J. K. (2007). An Elephant Gone to the 

Forest. Paju: Borim. 
Han, B. H. (2001). The Misan Valley. Paju: 

Borim. 
Han, B. H. (2009). Wish to Be a Bird. Paju: 

Sikong Junior. 
Han, T. H. (2006). Upside Down. Seoul: 

Woongjin Junior. 
Hong, S. J. (2009). Great Great Grandma’s 

Clothes. Seoul: Marubol. 
Hyun, D. & Lee, H. J. (2009). Cats. Seoul: 

Gilbutkid. 
Jeon, M. H. (2013). Be Gallant. Paju: Sakyejul. 
Jeong, H. J. & Yun, B. S. (2013). The Study of 

Joseon’s Biggest Fool. Seoul: BearBooks. 
Jeong, S. H. (2006). Bird, Bird, Sleeping on a 

Tree. Seoul: Changbi. 
Kang, E. C. & Baek, N. W. (2006). The Han 

River: A River in Which History Flows. Seoul: 
Woongjin. 

Kang, J. S. & Lee. D. (2010). Never Ending 
Winter. Paju: Bori. 

Kim, B. H. (2013). The Vegetable Garden of an 
Elk. Paju: Sakyejul. 

Kim, H. K. & Chmielewska, I. (2010). The 
House of Mind. Seoul: Changbi. 

Kim, H. M. (2013). Tapir with Soft Steps. Seoul: 
Bir. 

Kim, H. W. & Kim, J. H. (2011). Maeho’s Cloth. 
Seoul: Changbi. 

Kim, J. D. (2008). Round Round. Seoul: 
Changbi. 

Kim, J. H. & Kim, J. H. (2013). Tong-Yong 
Dongi. Seoul: Jang Young Books. 

Kim, J. H. (2000). Children of the Dong River. 
Paju: Gilbutkid. 

Kim, J. H. (2000). In the Forest. Seoul: 
Gilbutkid. 

Kim, J. S. & Han, S. I. (2013). An Old 
Birdwatcher. Paju: Sakyejul. 

Kim, J. S. & Jeong, J. Y. (2007). Noise from the 
Narrow Street. Paju: Sakyejul. 

Kim, J. S. & Lee, S. H. (2007). Sireum. Paju: 
Sakyejul. 

Kim, K. H. (2008). Wind and Flower. Paju: 
Woongjin Junior. 

Kim, K. H. & Lee, D. (1996). Sound of 
Firecracker. Paju: Gilbutkid. 

Kim, M. J. & Choi, M. R. (2014). Mrs. Super’s 
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Sireum Match. Seoul: Hani Child. 
Kim, S. H. & Kim, I. K. (2001). What Would 

Seeds Like to Be? Paju: Stone Pillow. 
Kim, S. J. & Baek, B. H. (2007). Errand Horse. 

Paju: Sang. 
Kim, S. J. & Han, S. O. (2003). My Sajik-dong. 

Seoul: Borim. 
Kim, T. H. & Chung, H. J. (2011). Find Crooky. 

Seoul: Bir. 
Kim, Y. C. (2012). Dreaming Stepping Stones. 

Paju: Sakyejul. 
Kim, Y. T. & Jeon, G. B. (2006). A Find Day. 

Paju: Sakyejul. 
Kwon, M. H. (2007). Stonemason’s Son. Seoul: 

Changbi. 
Kwon, J. S. & Kim, Y. T. (2003). Flapping 

Flapping Going Going. Seoul: Kukmin. 
Kwon, J. S. & Jeong, S. K. (1996). Puppy Poo. 

Paju: Gilbutkid. 
Kwon, J. S. & Jeong, S. K. (1997). Flower 

Garden of Badger’s House. Paju: Gilbutkid. 
Kwon, Y. D. (2010). Flower Granny. Paju: 

Sakyejul. 
Kwon, Y. D. (2013). There Dangles a Spider. 

Paju: Changbi. 
Lee, B. N. & Chmielewska, I. (2013). Eyes. 

Paju: Changbi. 
Lee, H. J. (2003). Keudji. Seoul: Nurimbo. 
Lee, H. J. (2005). Silk Dress. Seoul: Nurimbo. 
Lee, H. J. (2009). Heungbu’s Dog. Seoul: 

Nurimbo. 
Lee, H. J. & Kim, E. K. (2012). Paper Daddy. 

Seoul: Hanwoolim. 
Lee, H. R. (2009). Run. Paju: Borim. 
Lee, H. S. & Choi, H. M. (2003). Simcheong’s 

Song. Seoul: Chobang. 
Lee, H. S. & Lee, Y. N. (2003). Song of Water 

Palace. Seoul: Chobang. 
Lee, K. H. (2012). Tin Bear. Seoul: Lijam. 
Lee, K. H. & Kim, J. S. (2012). Happy School. 

Seoul: Windchild. 
Lee, L. R. & Bae, W. R. (2010). Black Nose. 

Seoul: Polar Bear. 
Lee, M. H. & Park, M. J. (2013). Face Land. 

Seoul: Gaesunamu. 
Lee, S. G. & Kim, J. H. (2013). When Mother 

Goes to the Shadow of the Island for Oysters. 
Seoul: Bombom 

Lee, S. G. & Kim, S. H. (2002). In a Remote 
House in a Remote Village. Seoul: I-seum. 

Lee, S. G. (2007). Black bird. Seoul: Thunder 
books. 

Lee, S. G. (2009). Mirror. Seoul: Bir. 
Lee, S. G. (2009). Wave. Seoul: Bir. 
Lee, S. G. (2011). Shadow. Seoul: Bir. 
Lee, S. G. (2013). A Night for Rabbits. Seoul: 

Bearbooks. 
Lee, S. H. & Han, T. H. (2001). Seonun Temple 

on Dosol Mountain. Seoul: Hollym. 
Lee, S. S. & Lee, T. S. (2001). Frogs Lay eggs. 

Seoul: Five wagons. 
Lee, T. S. (2008). Shade in the Forest. Seoul: 

Goindol. 
Lee, T. J. & Kim, D. S. (2004). Waiting for Mom. 

Seoul: Hangil. 
Lee, Y. K. (1998). My Lady’s Seven Friends. 

Seoul: Bir. 
Moon, S. Y. (2007). Sounding Pictures, Hwan-ki 

Kim. Seoul: Chondung books. 
Moon, S. Y. (2007). The Painter who Looks Like 

His Work, Wook-jin Chang. Seoul: Chondung 
books. 

Noh, I. K. (2012). An Elephant Man and 100 
water drops. Seoul: Munhak. 

Noh, J. H. & Hwang, H. M. (2009). A Very 
Small Life Story. Seoul: Hangil. 

Park, H. S. & Shin, S. Y. (2006). Old Side 
Streets. Seoul: ThinkHouse. 

Park, R. (2008). Beautiful Tree. Seoul: Chobang. 
Seo, H. (2011). The Sea of Teardrop. Paju: 

Sakyejul. 
Seon, A. N. & Jeong, H. J. (2008). You, Me, Us. 

Seoul: Samtoh. 
Seon, J. E. & Kim, K. H. (2011). Ancestral 

Ritual Formalities. Seoul: Prunsoop. 
Shin, H. E. & Cheong, S. H. (2013). A Blue Bird 

in Us. Seoul: Woongjin Junior. 
Soh, Y. K. (2013). Restaurant Sal. Seoul: 

Munhak. 
Soh, J. Y. & Lee, J. W. (2006). Bell Sound in the 

Mountain Temple. Seoul: ThinkHouse. 
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