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PICTORIAL STYLES 
IN THE ART OF CHILDREN

Rita Simon

A n  a r t i s t ’s  style can be considered quite separately from the content o f his 
work. It must be admitted that there are cases where the subject seems to 
have given shape to the style and where, as in abstract art, the style distorts 
or obliterates the subject altogether. Nevertheless i f  several paintings by the 
same hand are compared, it will be seen that the style is usually consistent 
despite the effect o f  different subjects.

I believe that eight distinct styles can be recognized in the pictorial arts 
(Simon ’70) and these styles can also be seen in the paintings o f children. 
The styles are all related to two basic aspects o f  art, the archaic and the 
traditional. Archaic art is kinaesthetic, it is the expression o f a physical 
contact with the materials: akin to dancing, it engenders feeling and depends 
upon a coordination between mood and action that may appear impulsive 
or inspired. Traditional art on the other hand is a specialized response, 
arising from a coordinated hand and eye capable o f  developing considerable 
conscious control and skills requiring a planned execution.

In an archaic culture archaic art may flourish but it cannot develop a 
traditional aesthetic; i f  the creative impulse fails, the art vanishes or at best is 
continued in a degraded form o f stereotype. Traditional artists can imitate its 
archaisms but they lack the sensual and emotional intensity necessary for 
spontaneous creative expression.

Artistic creativity through traditional means is o f a different order and 
utilizes ideas which are both aesthetic and literary. Its basic naturalism can be 
stylized, factual or illustrative. Visually the two art forms are easily dis
tinguished for archaic scale is large and may even be huge; traditional 
scale is small and may be miniature.

The art o f  children shows clearly the physiological dominance underlying 
each style. The young child involves his whole body in painting: his use o f 
detail is arbitrary for he does not represent facts but sensations. He moves 
his brush with generalized swings and spasmodic scribbles; these shape 
the archaic scale. A  later stage o f ‘filling in’ leads to overpainting o f the 
lines and the typical effect o f  solid, weighty forms. As the child moves 
through his primary school years he begins to coordinate hand and eye in a 
specialized way. His concentrated focus affects posture and gesture; no longer
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totally involved in the physical process o f  painting, he can sit on a chair and 
enervate many parts o f his body while he paints. These changes result in 
paintings that show a number o f focal points as the child moves his attention 
from one part o f  the painting to another. The reduced scale reflects his 
effective control o f  the small muscles o f his finger and he may enjoy using 
this new skill to ornament and sub-divide the larger forms with detail. 
Fragmentation o f  the overall design is a result.

The division o f  styles into the archaic and traditional types is a very 
fundamental one. Within each division two sub-categories can be found: 
the styles may be massive or linear in form. Massive styles present a three- 
dimensional effect; the linear ones enclose shapes in flat, two dimensional 
arrangements. The two major divisions, archaic and traditional, each with 
two sub-categories, yield a set o f four basic styles. Sometimes paintings are 
found to be made up o f  a blend o f  two styles; such paintings can be con
sidered to show a stage o f  transition between the two styles or a conflict 
between two points o f  view. These transitional styles, as they may be 
called, link only certain pairs o f basic styles as shown in Table 2. The basic 
styles are linked by transitional styles to form a sequence— a cycle. Some 
further characteristics o f  the styles are set out in Table 2. Although change 
from one style to another may be minimal in certain cultures or individual 
artists, the variety o f styles found in child art gives the impression that most 
o f them can be readily found in pictorial work o f  the primary school years 
and it is possible that the whole cycle becomes available to children before 
adolescence.

This paper will describe a pilot study designed to determine the extent 
to which the average primary school child can utilize the pictorial styles.

Method. Fifty children o f 9-11 years from two classes in a mixed primary 
school in London and fifty o f the same age group from two classes in a 
co-educational preparatory school in Belfast were each invited to complete a 
set o f  four paintings on given subjects, to be made under normal class-room 
conditions. The paper used was standard white cartridge paper ij" x  i i £" 
and the children were asked to start by first drawing a frame— the space they 
intended to fill. They were allowed to use the materials o f their choice: 
these were watercolours, poster paints, felt pens, wax crayons and pencils. 
Only eighty sets were completed and used in this study.

The children were asked to make pictures o f  a king, a house, a landscape 
and an interior. The subjects were chosen because they frequently appear 
in the four basic styles and each was expected to have some effect in eliciting 
a style o f  expression most appropriate to that subject. Moreover a variety 
o f subjects was thought necessary to stimulate a child’s preferences for a 
particular style. Table 1 indicates the expected relationship between subject 
and style.

Results. The results were assessed according to two types o f analysis.
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In the first, all 320 paintings were assigned according to their appropriate 
style. Table 2 shows that the children used all eight styles but that style 4 
was the most popular and style 1 was used least o f all: when it was used, it 
was only in response to the king subject. Many o f the paintings were made 
in an ‘appropriate’ style.

The paintings were next divided into the sets belonging to each child 
and the styles o f each set were studied. It was found that few o f the children 
confined themselves to one style throughout the set, nor was it usual for the 
styles to be totally diverse. Six children used one style throughout the set, 
five o f  these in style 4. Seventeen used one style three times out o f  the four, 
48 used one style twice in the set and 13 did not use a style twice at all.

INTERPRETATION OP THE RESULTS

The subject o f  a painting represents the painter’s conscious attention: the 
style his unconscious assumptions. By representing an unconventional aspect 
o f  a subject the style may re-animate a familiar idea but if  the style is too 
inappropriate for the cultural setting, it may render the subject heretical or 
meaningless. This is due to the fact that archaic and primitive styles represent 
the painter’s unconscious assumptions about the nature o f inner reality, 
as traditional styles reflect his unconscious attitude to the external world. 
Thus the artist who reflects the inner world to a culture dedicated to 
rationalism will be as misunderstood in his time as was William Blake: the 
traditional artist who presented metaphysical ideas in a factual style would be 
thought childish or superficial by a culture imbued with spiritual or meta
physical awareness.

The subjects were chosen as representatives o f the basic attitudes found 
to underlie the four major styles o f  art; it was hoped that their use might 
indicate the average child's assumptions about life as he approaches 
adolescence.

The archaic linear style (1) represents a rigid method o f  organization 
bound by kinaesthetic limitations and sensual experience. The sensitive 
onlooker is impressed by the strange and unnatural image it presents but 
may be reminded o f  early feelings o f helplessness, awe and fear in the face 
o f  omnipotence. Such feelings have little place in everyday life and kings 
may be the nearest images we can today invest with the qualities so per
fectly expressed in Byzantine art or African dance masks.

B y  contrast the archaic massive style appears closer to the solid reality o f 
human presence. It represents the life o f emotions and this inevitably develops 
as a problem o f  human relationships and the necessity for a moral structure. 
Good and bad, joy  and hate, can be seen in the big smiling or scowling frees 
that children paint. However, it is in their painted houses that we have a 
collective image for the family as the first social group to which the child
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relates, and for this reason the subject ‘house’ was chosen to epitomize 
style 3.

The traditional massive style is most frequently found in landscape 
painting. It is only possible when the painter has achieved a degree o f  detach
ment from the pressures o f  emotional and sensual reality. I f  a modification 
o f  these feelings occurs, it allows an interest to develop in things beyond 
immediate effect, which cannot be experienced kinaesthetically. This 
developing interest in space and time is shown in the traditional massive 
style by the representation o f  several objects in spatial relation to each other. 
The focal point moves back into the picture, leaving the foreground open, 
while visual memory supports the colour and scale relationships o f  natural
ism. This achievement o f  a more detached interest in external reality is not 
without cost to the emotional and sensual aspects o f  life, for the traditional 
arts suffer from a relative weakness in design and colour which have become 
tied to the tonal sequence necessary for a consistent representation o f  space.

The subject o f  an interior is one that tends to attract a thinking, classifying 
and elaborating attitude— style 7 in the cycle o f  styles. It is essentially 
definitive and any original plan or design is fragmented by the painter’s 
need to record fact and detail. Multiple focal points abound, the result o f 
the close view concentrated upon the tip o f  the brush, and there is a tendency 
towards cryptic stylization or caricature. Unsophisticated people or children 
may fill empty spaces o f  their paintings with explanatory writing. This art 
o f  ideas indicates a child’s growing power to utilize abstract and verbalized 
thought.

There was some indication that all the subjects had some influence upon 
the children’s choice o f  style. Evidence for this is seen where the style used 
appropriately in one subject is not used elsewhere in a set. This is particularly 
clear in style x, which appears in the king subject alone. Other subjects 
showed less evidence o f  the influence o f  style: 14 children used style 3 
exclusively for the house, 18 children made exclusive use o f  style 5 in the 
landscape and 14 children used style 7 for the interior alone. The most 
remarkable and unexpected result was the prevalence o f  style 4, which 
appeared almost twice as many times as any o f the basic styles. Table 2 
shows these results in detail. Moreover 50 o f  the 80 children used style 4 
at least once, and it appeared in five o f  the six sets that showed one style 
exclusively for all subjects. As none o f  the subjects had been designed to 
attract its typical qualities, it is seen as representing a particularly strong and 
pervasive attitude in these groups o f children.

The underlying attitude o f style 4 is basically concerned with transition. 
The element o f  change pervades the style, for the qualities vary between 
more or less o f  one or the other style associated with it. Moreover its place 
in the cycle o f  styles introduces a crucial change between the archaic and the 
traditional modes.
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FiC, B  House, Archaic linear style modified 
by details o f  path, door number and balf- 
oblirerated curtains. Antkojmmorphie effect 
o f  fa«( path and hand-like chimney give a 
typical effect o f  a bizarre and frightened or 
frightening image. Medtmnjblack, blue, ted 
and yellow felt pen.

Fig. C  The archaic massive style 3. 
Ovcrpainting gives an effect o f solidarity 
and realism, the colours are brilliant and 
broadly painted; a purple and brown house 
with black roof and door, red, green and 
yellow windows, purple and green tree, 
green grass with black and purple strokes 
overpainted, detail o f  fanlight overpainted. 
Medium: poster paint.

Fits, D  Transitional style 4. The archaic 
style is shown by the reversed perspective 
in foreground, large scale o f  subject and its 
face-likc facade. The traditional style is 
seen by the subject placed in die 'middle 
distance*, the factual details in window- 
frames, garages, etc. and the mixed local 
and spatial colours. Medium: wax etayoa.

Pig. A  The archaic linear style is most 
clearly seen in the form o f  a large threatening 
image {the King). Medium; red, yellow, 
black, felt pea, pink crayon.
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R e. E Traditional massive style 5. A 
visual effect o f  space. The subject is set 
back from foreground and distant landscape 
is included. Detail is related to space concepts 
and does not ‘jum p’ forward. Soft colour, 
light brown, yellow and light green, pinks. 
Medium: dilute poster paint and over
painting with white added.

Fig. F Traditional linear style 7. The 
interest in planning is epitomized by the 
child’s use o f  the subject which is like an 
architect's isometric drawing o f  a plan. 
Ideas and facts fragment the overall design 
so that the subject is obscured by detail. 
Medium,* felt pen. Colours pink and dark 

g«T*

Both the basic styles that meet in style 4 are massive ones but the archaic 
type appears so close as to be almost upon the onlooker, even appearing as 
i f  in relief upon the page. The subject is often shown in part, as though 
extending beyond the limits o f  the frame and cut off by it. The traditional 
massive component is concerned with space rather than form; the physical 
activity o f  painting is organized round the hand and arm rather than acted all 
throughout the whole body; the traditional focal point is beyond the 
immediate foreground.

The juxtaposition o f  these two styles in one painting must often give an 
impression o f  disharmony, or even confusion, i f  neither style is dominant. 
Archaic colour and coarse brush work are not suitable for representing a small 
scale and they may give an effect o f violence that mirrors the unconscious 
conflict between the reality* o f  emotional life and the demands o f  objective 
reality. This is often expressed by the details, which may take on a magical 
appearance. ^Houses and trees, hills and rivets may seem to have a secret 
life o f  their own, an intensity that is somewhat out o f  place, while children 
and animals may look alike, animals having almost human expressiveness



and children a slightly subhuman appearance. The subject is often approached 
in a violent or humorous way.

Archaic painting does not represent space and the transitional style emerging 
from it shows disturbance or distortion o f  spacial relationships; earth may 
meet sky at a horizon but there is litde or no recession. Style 4 usually 
retains the vibrancy o f  archaic colour harmonies, consequently distant 
objects tend to ‘jump’ forward. All these factors add to the impression 
that this style is concerned with attempts to reconcile the symbolism o f 
inner experience to proportions recognizable in the outer world.

SUMMARY

Eighty sets o f  four subjects were painted by children aged 9-11 and after
wards studied by means o f  the 8 style cycle. Results show that children do 
not normally use the same style in all circumstances but are influenced to 
some extent by their unconscious attitude to the set subject. Two-thirds 
o f  the children used the same style for more than one painting and this is 
taken to indicate a prevailing attitude unconsciously held by children in 
this age group. The quality o f  this attitude is discussed by interpretation o f  
the pictorial style.
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TABLE 1. PR O PO R TIO N  O F STYLES 

A rchaic T raditional

Styles 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8

King 6 4 IJ 22 27 I 5 —

House — I 21 26 4 20 6 2
Landscape — — 1 40 3» 6 2 1
Interior — I 7 6 18 22 I

Totals 6 6 44 113 67 45 35 4
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TABLE 2
A bckaic

Subject Style
Organization

{design)
Linear i strong

Transitional 2
symmetrical
diagonal/

Massive 3
chaotic
static

Transitional 4
symmetrical 
space filling

T raditional

Massive 5 weak or 
conventional

Transitional 6 chaotic or 
decorative

Linear 7 space filling
Transitional 8 fragmented

cchaotic

Symbolic expression of attitude 
archaic, fearful, awe inspiring

abstract, fragmentary mixed archaisms

primitive, moral, emotional

primitive, metamorphic, magical 
disturbed, humorous

objective, intuitive, visual, associative, 
detached
conventional, superficial, perfectionist, 
‘common sense’, defensiveness 
methodical, practical, factual, thoughtful 
allusive, verbal, witty, assertive


