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INTRODUCTION: A
TALE TOLD
THROUGH FOUR
DISTINCT LENSES

I n  t h e  w o r l d  o f
chi ldren's  p icture
books ,  f ew  works
manage to achieve the
layered complexity and
emotional  depth  of
Voices  in  the  Park
by Anthony Browne.
First published in 1998,
this  remarkable  book
has become a staple in
classrooms and homes
alike, celebrated for its
innovative  narrative
structure and stunning
visual  storytelling.  At
first  glance,  the  story

appears  simple:  two
adults and two children
visit a park, their paths
cross, and a small but
significant  moment
occurs.  Yet  Browne
t r a n s f o r m s  t h i s
ordinary  outing  into  a
profound exploration of
perspective,  social
class,  loneliness,  and
the  transformative
power  of  connection.
The  genius  of  Voices
in the Park lies in its
four  distinct  narrators,
each  offering  a  unique
version  of  the  same
event.  Through  their
voices,  readers  are
invited  to  see  how
perception  shapes
real i ty ,  and  how  a
single  interaction  can
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mean  very  different
things  to  different
people.  This  article
delves  deep  into  the
book 's  nar rat ive ,
t h e m e s ,  a r t i s t i c
choices,  and  enduring
educational  value,
p r o v i d i n g  a
c o m p r e h e n s i v e
analysis that will enrich
a n y  r e a d e r ' s
appreciation  of  this
modern  classic.

ABOUT THE
AUTHOR:
ANTHONY
BROWNE, MASTER
OF SURREALIST
PICTURE BOOKS

Anthony Browne is one
of the most celebrated
author-illustrators  in
children's  literature,
k n o w n  f o r  h i s
distinctive  surrealist
style and his ability to
t a c k l e  c o m p l e x
emotional  and  social
i s s u e s  t h r o u g h

seeming ly  s imple
s t o r i e s .  B o r n  i n
Sheffield,  England  in
1946,  Browne  initially
pursued a career as a
medical  i l lustrator
be fo re  tu rn ing  to
children's  books.  His
experiences  painting
deta i led  surg ica l
procedures  gave  him
an  extraordinary  eye
fo r  p rec i s i on  and
nuance, which he later
channeled  into  his
picture  books.  Browne
has  won  numerous
awards,  including  the
H a n s  C h r i s t i a n
Andersen Medal (2000)
a n d  t w o  K a t e
Greenaway Medals. His
most  famous  works
include  Gorilla,  The
Tunne l ,  Wi l l y  the
Wimp,  and  of  course,
Voices  in  the  Park
by Anthony Browne.
Browne's  books  often
f e a t u r e
a n t h r o p o m o r p h i c
gorillas,  hidden  visual
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jokes,  and  references
to  famous  paintings.
H e  u s e s  t h e s e
elements  to  explore
themes  of  anxiety,
family  dynamics,  and
social  inequality.  In
Voices  in  the  Park,
h i s  m a s t e r y  o f
perspective  and  his
a b i l i t y  t o  e m b e d
mean ing  in  every
visual detail reach their
peak.

A CLOSER LOOK AT
THE STORY: FOUR
VOICES, ONE DAY
IN THE PARK

Voices  in  the  Park
by  Anthony  Browne
is  structured  around
four separate accounts
of the same afternoon.
E a c h  s e c t i o n  i s
i n t r o d u c e d  b y  a
nar ra to r ' s  vo i ce ,
rep resen ted  by  a
specific  typography
and  a  distinct  visual
style.  The  four  voices
a r e :  a  w e a l t h y ,

overprotective  mother
named  Mrs.  Smythe
(the  first  voice);  her
shy, lonely son, Charles
(the  second  voice);  a
d o w n - o n - h i s - l u c k
unemp loyed  man
named Mr.  Smith (the
third  voice);  and  his
lively,  imaginative
daughter, Smudge (the
fourth voice). The story
b e g i n s  w i t h  M r s .
Smythe taking her son
and their pedigree dog
(Victoria)  to  the  park.
She  is  haughty  and
dismissive  of  others,
particularly  when  her
dog  meets  a  scruffy
mutt  belonging to  Mr.
Smith.  The  two  dogs
play,  much  to  Mrs.
Smythe's  dismay,  and
Charles  and  Smudge
meet and play together
on  the  playground
s l ide .  Though  the
adults  remain  hostile,
the  children  form  a
brief, joyful connection.
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The First
Voice:
Mrs.
Smythe
M r s .  S m y t h e ' s
narrative  is  filled  with
condescension  and  a
sense  of  entitlement.
She describes the park
as  "a  dreadful  place"
and  calls  Mr.  Smith's
d o g  " a  f r i g h t f u l
mongrel." Her voice is
clipped,  proper,  and
full  of  class  prejudice.
The illustrations in her
sec t i on  a re  co ld ,
o r d e r e d ,  a n d
dominated  by  sharp
lines and muted colors.
Her  hat  resembles  a
crown, and her posture
radiates  superiority.
Browne  uses  visual
cues—like  the  leafless
trees  and  the  gloomy

sky—to  reflect  her
i n t e r n a l  s t a t e  o f
dissatisfaction  and
rigidity.

The
Second
Voice:
Charles
Char les 's  sect ion
r e v e a l s  h i s  d e e p
loneliness  and longing
f o r  f r e e d o m .  H e
describes  his  mother
as "so strict" and notes
that he is often "told to
keep  his  shoulders
back." The illustrations
in  h i s  pa r t  so f ten
s l ight ly ;  the  park
becomes more inviting,
but  Charles  remains
isolated within a frame,
often overshadowed by
his  mother's  larger
figure.  When  he  meets
Smudge,  his  world
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brightens. His narrative
ends  with  a  sense  of
hope—"I  think  we’ll
come again tomorrow."
This  voice  is  poignant
because  it  shows  the
contrast  between  the
adult's  prejudices  and
the child's openness.

The Third
Voice: Mr.
Smith
M r .  S m i t h  i s
u n e m p l o y e d  a n d
clearly  struggling.  His
voice  is  dejected  and
weary.  He  describes
the park as "cold" and
feels like "everyone is
s t a r i n g . "  T h e
i l lustrations  in  his
sect ion  are  stark ,
somber,  and  feature
surreal  elements  like
the  huge,  looming
trees  that  seem  to
close  in  on  him.  His

dog, Albert, is his only
comfort.  When  the
chi ldren  p lay,  Mr .
Smith  watches  with  a
mixture of sadness and
e n v y .  H i s  v o i c e
highlights  the  social
dynamics  of  exclusion
and the invisible walls
that separate people of
different  economic
backgrounds.

The
Fourth
Voice:
Smudge
Smudge’s  narrative  is
vibrant, energetic, and
full of life. She sees the
park as  "brilliant"  and
d e s c r i b e s  h e r
encounter with Charles
as fun. Her illustrations
are warm and colorful;
the  trees  burst  into
bloom, the sun shines,
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and  the  world  feels
a n i m a t e d .  S h e  i s
confident  and  kind—"I
talked to the boy," she
says  simply.  Smudge
r e p r e s e n t s  t h e
unfiltered  joy  of
chi ldhood  and  the
abi l i ty  to  connect
without  prejudice.  Her
final  line,  "It  was  a
good  day,"  leaves
readers with a sense of
fulfillment.

THEMES AND
DEEPER MEANINGS

Beneath  its  simple
surface, Voices in the
Park  by  Anthony
B r o w n e  w e a v e s
toge the r  seve ra l
profound  themes  that
resonate  with  both
children  and  adults.

Perspecti

ve and
Subjectivi
ty
The  most  obv ious
theme is the nature of
perspect ive.  Each
character  experiences
the  same  event  in  a
completely  different
way. For Mrs. Smythe,
it is a day of irritation;
for  Charles,  a  day  of
l iberat ion;  for  Mr.
S m i t h ,  a  d a y  o f
melancholy;  and  for
Smudge, a day of joy.
Browne  masterfully
demonstrates  that
truth  is  not  absolute
but  filtered  through
individual  experiences,
emotions,  and  biases.
Th is  i s  a  power fu l
l e s s o n  f o r  y o u n g
readers,  encouraging
empathy  and  critical
thinking  about  whose
story is being told.



Voices In The Park Anthony Browne 7

7

Social
Class and
Prejudice
The  book  is  a  subtle
but sharp commentary
on  class  distinctions.
M r s .  S m y t h e ’ s
snobbery  and  Mr .
S m i t h s '  s e n s e  o f
invisibility  reflect  real
social  hierarchies.
B r o w n e  d o e s  n o t
preach;  he  s imply
shows  the  contrast.
The  dogs—Victoria,  a
purebred, and Albert, a
mongrel—serve  as
metaphors  for  their
owners.  Yet  it  is  the
dogs  who  joy fu l ly
ignore  class  l ines,
s u g g e s t i n g  t h a t
prejudice  is  learned,
not  innate.

Lonelines
s and
Connectio
n
Every character in the
book is lonely in some
way.  Mrs.  Smythe  is
i s o l a t e d  b y  h e r
arrogance;  Charles  is
t r a p p e d  b y  h i s
mother's  control;  Mr.
Smith  is  marginalised
by poverty; Smudge is
seemingly cheerful but
likely misses her father
(who  is  absent).  The
b r i e f  f r i e n d s h i p
between  Charles  and
Smudge  becomes  a
moment  of  genuine
human connection that
temporarily  breaks
through  these  walls.
The book suggests that
s m a l l  a c t s  o f
kindness—like a shared
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slide  ride—can  have
last ing  emot ional
impact.

Emotional
Landscap
es
B r o w n e  u s e s  t h e
w e a t h e r  a n d
surroundings  to  reflect
the  characters'  inner
s t a t e s .  I n  M r s .
Smythe's  section,  the
s k y  i s  g r a y ;  i n
Smudge's,  i t  turns
sunny. The trees have
human-like  shapes;
lampposts  resemble
figures; the dog's leash
becomes a snake in Mr.
Smith’s  view.  These
surreal elements make
the  emotional  subtext
visible,  allowing  even
pre-literate children to
"read"  the  feelings  of
the characters.

THE VISUAL
GENIUS: WHY
EVERY DETAIL
MATTERS

O n e  c a n n o t  f u l l y
appreciate  Voices  in
the Park by Anthony
B r o w n e  w i t h o u t
e x a m i n i n g  i t s
illustrations. Browne is
a  master  of  v isual
storytelling,  and  this
book  is  his  magnum
opus  in  that  regard.
The  illustrations  are
not merely decorative;
they are integral to the
narrative.

Surrealis
m and
Hidden
Details
Browne’s  background
i n  s u r r e a l i s m  i s
e v i d e n t .  I n  t h e
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background  of  each
scene, he hides visual
puns and allusions. For
i n s tance ,  i n  M r s .
Smythe’s  section,  the
park benches have lion
faces,  hinting  at  her
a g g r e s s i v e
protectiveness.  In  Mr.
Smith's  section,  the
c l o u d s  l o o k  l i k e
s h o u t i n g  f a c e s ,
reflecting his anxiety. A
famous  painting  by
René Magritte (The Son
of  Man)  is  referenced
in  one  panel.  These
d e t a i l s  r e w a r d
repeated readings and
inv i te  ch i ld ren  to
become  detectives,
searching for  meaning
in every corner.

Framing
and Color

Palette
Each  cha rac te r ’ s
section uses a distinct
co lor  scheme  and
framing  style.  Mrs.
Smythe's  panels  are
framed  with  sharp,
f o r m a l  b o r d e r s ;
Smudge's panels break
f r e e  o f  b o r d e r s ,
s y m b o l i z i n g  h e r
liberation.  The  color
shifts  from cold  blues
and  grays  (first  voice)
to  warm  yellows  and
oranges (fourth voice).
These visual cues help
readers  quickly  grasp
the  emotional  tone
without  needing  to
read  the  text.

Anthropo
morphis
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m and
Symbolis

m
While  the  characters
are  human,  Browne’s
illustration  style  gives
them  an ima l - l i ke
q u a l i t i e s .  M r s .
Smythe’s  large  hat
looks like a bird’s crest;
Mr.  Smith’s  slumped
posture resembles that
of a weary gorilla. This
s u b t l e
an th ropomorph i sm
makes  the  characters
more  relatable  and
universal,  while  also
nodding  to  Browne’s
own  gorilla-themed
works.

EDUCATIONAL
VALUE: A
TEACHER’S DREAM

Voices  in  the  Park
by  Anthony  Browne

i s  w i d e l y  u s e d  i n
primary  and  middle
school  classrooms  for
its  rich  educational
potential. It is a perfect
tex t  f o r  t each ing
m u l t i p l e  s k i l l s
simultaneously.

Teaching
Point of
View
(Perspecti
ve)
T h e  b o o k  i s  a n
exce l lent  too l  fo r
introducing the literary
concept  of  point  of
view.  Teachers  can
have students compare
and  contrast  the  four
accounts,  identifying
key  differences  in
language,  tone,  and
detail.  Students  learn
that  the  same  event
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can  be  described  in
radically different ways
depend ing  on  the
narrator.

Inference
and
Critical
Thinking
Because  Browne  does
not explicitly state the
characters'  emotions,
readers  must  infer
them from visual clues
and  dialogue.  Why  is
Mrs. Smythe so angry?
Why  does  Mr.  Smith
look sad? Encouraging
children to justify their
a n s w e r s  w i t h
"evidence"  from  the
text and pictures builds
critical thinking skills.

Developin
g
Empathy
By  stepping  inside
each character's mind,
ch i l d ren  deve lop
empathy.  They  learn
that even an unlikable
character  l ike  Mrs.
S m y t h e  h a s  a
story—perhaps  she  is
lonely  or  afraid.  This
n u a n c e d
unders tand ing  i s
invaluable  for  social-
emotional  learning.

Writing
Exercises
After  studying  the
book,  students  can
write  their  own  multi-
perspective  stories.
They might describe a
schoolyard  argument
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from  three  different
v i e w p o i n t s ,  o r
reimagine  a  fairy  tale
f rom  the  v i l l a in ' s
perspective.  The  book
prov ides  a  c l ea r ,
structured  model  for
such  exercises.

Art
Analysis
The  illustrations  invite
close reading. Students
can analyze how color,
shape,  and  symbol
affect  mood.  They  can
then  create  their  own
artwork to express an
e m o t i o n  o r  a
perspective.

LITERARY DEVICES
AND
INTERTEXTUALITY

B r o w n e  e m p l o y s
several literary devices
to  enhance  the  depth
of Voices in the Park
by Anthony Browne.

Intertextu
ality
Browne  frequently
references  famous
artworks.  In  the  park
scenes,  at tent ive
readers may spot nods
to  Magritte,  Edward
Hopper,  and  others.
This  adds  an  extra
layer for adult readers
or  knowledgeable
students,  making  the
book  enjoyable  on
multiple  levels.

Irony and
Contrast
The  dramatic  irony  is
rich.  Readers  know
more  than  any  single
c h a r a c t e r .  F o r
instance,  Mrs.  Smythe
views the other pair as
"unsuitable,"  but  we
see that Charles enjoys
t h e i r  c o m p a n y
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i m m e n s e l y .  T h i s
contrast  underscores
t h e  t h e m e  o f
misunderstanding.

Symbolis

m
The dogs symbolize the
characters’  social
status  and  emotional
lives. Victoria is prissy
and  restrained;  Albert
is free and scruffy. The


