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Abstract 

Pictorial and visual metaphors have been the subject of much conceptual metaphor theory 

(CMT) research since the 1990s, and possibly prior to this time. The graphic metaphor 

constitute one category of multimodal metaphor, and hence one that suggests and requires 

an understanding of abstract concepts in visual information (Forceville 1996). A 

picturebook, for example, is a distinct type of visual genre containing various such pictorial 

metaphors. It is also generally acknowledged that picturebooks have narrative value, and 

convey emotions, while also stimulating the development of intellectual and aesthetic 

affordances. Similarly, these semiotic repertoires also contribute to the mental capacities of 

people, not least of which is their health. As many people undergo loneliness and solitude in 

the spreading of the current pandemic, such semiotic banks provide such a service.  

This research examines the pictorial metaphors in Beautiful Solitude, painted by the 

Chinese picturebook artist, Jimmy Liao, following his survival from leukemia. The study 

employs Kovecses's three-stage emotional metaphor frame; emotional motives, emotional 

existence, and emotional expression. The study observes the visual design grammar of the 

paintings as a theoretical framework to analyse these pictorial metaphors of emotion. The 

results of the study include the impact that these visual metaphors have on the portrayal 

and treatment of mental health. This study contributes to work on pictorial metaphors and 

thus suggests ways in which individuals envisage self, other, and the world, when in pain 

and when they sense themselves as isolated from their surroundings and communities. 
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Introduction 

Solitude can significantly hinder efforts to develop mental health, and may also effect a 

reversal of these efforts, leading to a denigrated state of mental well-being. Yet, when 

managed correctly, solitude can contribute to the wellbeing of the person. For example, in 

contexts such as the global pandemic of 2020-2022, isolation was at times a necessary tool 

for maintaining health and for the attainment of realizations that altered global collective 

ideologies (Dossey 2021). In such cases, solitude can facilitate the development of 

detrimental states such as depression and other pathological issues, while it can foster self-

renewal, rejuvenation, and self-exploration (Sood et al. 2022; Coplan et al. 2018). The 

negotiation and adjustment of tensions between the positive and negative sides of solitude 

and loneliness are critical to finding the person’s place in this tension. Without such a 

resolution, the person may develop irreversible pathologies. One such method to resolving 

this isolation and its damaging consequences is visual representations of media, such as the 

visual and multimodal metaphor in literature. 

Metaphors are defined as "understanding and experiencing one kind of thing in terms of 

another" (Lakoff and Johnson, 1980, p. 5). Recent research on multimodal metaphors has 

addressed various genres, such as architectural design (Plowright 2017), paintings (Poppi 

and Kravanja 2019), animation film (Forceville and Paling 2018), political cartoons 

(Schilperoord and Maes 2009; Abdel-Raheem 2019), media websites (Younes et al. 2022), 

music (Zbikowski 2009; Gorska 2010; Gundorina 2021); film (Greifenstein et al. 2018), and 

general science fiction (Kolovou et al. 2021). However, the study of multimodal metaphors 

in picturebooks is limited.  Furthermore, pictorial metaphors have been long developed by 

building on multimodal metaphor theory, while authors have ensured that the identification 

of pictorial metaphors requires a specific educational background and age, without which, 

identification becomes arduous. 

Jimmy Liao is a Chinese picturebook author and artist born in 1958. His work, originally 

in Chines, has been published in several languages and has been sold worldwide, for which 

he has won several awards. For over a decade, Liao designed advertisements, after which, 

owing to leukemia in 1998, he developed his visual art as a means of resolving his solitude 

and hence negative emotions, such as in the picturebook Beautiful Solitude. 

In this study, to fill this gap, we select work from Liao’s text, to thus explore solitude 

through perspectives on multimodal metaphor and emotion. Previous work has analysed 

picture books by examining a mood literary element that enhances the meaning and 

atmosphere of stories (Rajah and Cheong 2022). This scholarship studies how visual 
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metonymies help to challenge gender preconceptions in literature (Moya-Guijarro 2021), 

and observe and discuss how they characterise symbolisms (Suparno and Kusumoriny 

2020). However, in ths study, we ask and respond to the following questions: 

What are some pictorial metaphors of solitude in this text? 

How can we position these pictorial metaphors in Kovecses's emotion metaphor 

theory? 

How do pictorial metaphors represent the author's emotions vis-à-vis illness? 

A notable and appropriate framework for this is visual semiotic theory, as an analytical tool. 

Some studies have previously drawn on this theory, by focusing on advertisements (Boujena 

et al. 2021; Napitupulu et al. 2018; Sari and Noverino 2021; Ruswardiningsih and Djohan 

2020). By drawing on this framework, we accomplish the following: We ascertain how the 

author employs pictorial metaphors to portray solitude, and examine at which stages these 

metaphors appear and are addressed. Throughout, we employ work by Kress and van 

Leeuwen (2021), whose visual semiotic theory informs understandings of reading of 

multimodality and its analysis. 

Literature Review 

Pictorial Metaphors, Multimodal Metaphors, Conceptual Metaphor Theory 

The pictorial metaphor depicts one entity in terms of another object with similar 

significations, such as its visual qualities of scale, space, and physicality (Dent-Read et al. 

1994). Forceville (1996, 2009) notes that pictorial metaphors are verbo-pictorial and 

employ images to emphasise non-literal characteristics that reflect tangible realities. These 

belong to one type of multimodal metaphor, and contain various metaphor modes such as 

pictorial signs, written signs, gestures, sounds, music, smells, tastes, and touch. Identifying 

the pictorial metaphor requires that the researcher distinguishes between the source and 

target domains. According to Forceville (2002), viewers may be able to infer pictorial 

metaphors that the creators did not intend to be interpreted metaphorically. One criteria for 

identifying graphic metaphors suggests that the metaphor should relate to the context or 

the readers' background, such as education, age, genre familiarity, and so forth. Moreover, 

to recognise pictorial metaphors, analysis frequently draws on size of the metaphor, and 

particularly in cinematic arts. Here, the metaphor conveys the characters' social power 

connections (Coegnarts and Kravanja 2012). Feng and O'halloran (2013), for example, have 

commented on the ‘unrealistic is up’ and ‘good is up’ metaphors, which depict ideal desirable 

items typically drawn upside down, and which also imply that these items are unreachable. 

These depictions of visual metaphors confirm Lakoff and Johnson's (1980) conceptual 

metaphors ‘up is good’ and ‘substance is container.’ Furthermore, Refaie (2014) notes that 

metaphors in visual depictions frequently link with a particular time and actions, even in 
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connection with writing and reading directions. Maass et al. (2009) notes that in a left-to-

right writing direction culture, people usually represent the future and the action recipient 

on the right side while placing the past and the active agent to the left side. Moreover, the 

right is typically connected with good and powerful elements, whereas the left is usually 

associated with negative and weak components (Casasanto 2009; McManus 2003). 

Applying Theory 

The identification for pictorial metaphors above corresponds to a large extent to Kress and 

van Leeuwen's (2021) highly cited and appropriated visual design grammar of semiotic 

theory. The theory draws on Halliday's (1987) systemic functional framework of linguistics, 

which itself suggests that language as a semiotic system finds meaning through an 

interrelated and interfunctional holistic set of semiotic phenomena. Kress and van Leeuwen 

argue that visual images perform three metafunctions in order to forge meaning, akin to 

representation in Halliday's theory. Such meaning includes the representational 

metafunction, the interactive metafunction, and the compositional metafunction. Kress and 

van Leeuwen describe the holistic functionality by addressing the composition of the whole, 

the multiple ways through which all representational and interactive elements interconnect, 

and the ways in which they integrate into a meaningful whole. The model provides the 

horizontal union of the given-new signification, a vertical union of ideal-real and centre-

margin reading consequences about analysing images and pictures. 

The multimodal metaphor theory is rooted in the conceptual metaphor theory developed 

by Lakoff and Johnson (1980), which describes the intuitive, fundamental, and embodied as 

the source domain that then categorizes abstract and sophisticated phenomena as the target 

domain, which we argue occurs through an embodied mapping process. Kovecses (2004) 

tells us that the effective function at times emphasizes source domains in metaphors. These 

metaphors belong to a larger event structure metaphor, as the primary general metaphor of 

the involved cultural concepts. Kovecses (2000) identified the ‘master metaphor’ for 

emotion, as ‘Emotion is Force,’ noting that three fundamental stages appear universally in 

the comprehension of emotion: 

1 cause 

2 existence of emotion 

3 expression 

Kovecses contends that emotional metaphors, such as Natural Force, Burden, Insanity, and 

Fire, which regularly signify anger, joy, desire, love, fear and grief, share several overlapping 

characteristics. Moreover, the vital feature in the expression of emotion metaphors is an 

attempt to control source domains. Further to this, the three attributes of the temptation, 
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according to Kovecses, are as follows: 

1 Attempt to control (the struggle with force to defeat an opponent, restrain a wild animal, 

suppress content in containers, or retain the whole object tightly integrated) 

2 Loss of control of the force (losing balance over a vital force) 

3 Lack of control, which can lead to insanity, magic, rapture, or high (the inability to exert 

control over a force, a superior, or a split self) 

Methodical Framework 

This study employs a qualitative approach to analyse an image and hence to explore the 

pictorial metaphors of emotions from the picturebook Beautiful Solitude (Liao 2012). The 

image appears on the first page, as Figure 1 (below). Liao notes that "this is one of my 

favourite paintings from the past. It seemed to paint the fear I had hidden deep in my heart 

and the ineffable sadness" (2012, p. January 3). This picture epitomizes the fundamental 

emotional intentionality of this book, which embodies loneliness, fear and sadness.  

 

Figure 1: Adapted from Beautiful Solitude (Liao 2012, p. January 3) 

The caption below the photo is as follows: 

I dreamed that I was walking in a deserted land, my sight line indistinct and hazy, and 

the lantern lights are fading. I am on my way in the lonely world, telling myself I'm 

almost there, I'm almost there. The road continued to spread ahead, the wind whistled 

in my ears. Whoosh, I fly through the air. 
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For this, we follow the compositional dimensions of Kress and van Leeuwen (2006, 2021) 

in their semiotic theory, which contains the ideal-real, given-new and centre-margins as 

framework through which to examine the semiotics of visuals. As such, the framework 

builds on work by Lakoff and Johnson's (1980) conceptual metaphor theory and Forceville's 

(2002) multimodal metaphor theory to facilitate the identification of pictorial metaphors. 

In addition to this, the framework employs Kovecses's (2004) three stages of "cause, 

existence and expression" of emotion metaphors. 

As Kress and van Leeuwen argue that visual images perform three metafunctions in order 

to forge meaning, akin to representation in Halliday's theory. Such meaning includes the 

representational metafunction, the interactive metafunction, and the compositional 

metafunction, we will employ the third level, the compositional dimension, which exposes 

the information value, framing and salience of the selected visuals. Kress and van Leeuwen 

(2021) suggest that with such a framework, images can generally be read through top-down, 

left-right, and centre-margin positionalities, as we show in Figure 2 (below). 

 

Figure 2: The dimensions of visual space (Kress and van Leeuwen 2021, p. 203)  

Data Analysis 

In their framework, Kress and van Luween (2021) exposed a pattern for knowing and 

learning knowledge, and for communicating and attending with the world and 

surroundings, as a social semiotic multimodality theory for analysing complex visual and 

multimodal facets. The top-down dimension signifies the viewing of the visual from the top 

and then scrolling or scanning down; the left-right signifies the viewing of the visual from 

left to right, and the centre-margin signifies the viewing of the visual from the centre to the 

margins. 
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From a vertical perspective, the upper part, that is, the sky, is first depicted when 

pursuing a top-to-down direction. The sky is dark black and appears to bring some level of 

suppression to the environment. Its high degree of black ink acts to cover the top of the 

picture, which darkens and renders cold the picture’s hue, giving viewers a cold and dark 

atmospheric impression, and thus conveying a general affective impression. Such a general 

impression mirrors Kress and van Leeuwen's (2021) suggestion that elements in the upper 

part express the generalised information of a picture. Adding to this, the caption "my sight 

line indistinct and hazy" operating with the upper black to further the dark impression of 

the natural environment, which impresses upon the viewer conceptions of fear and sadness. 

Linking this with the knowledge of the author having developed leukemia, we infer Liao's 

sadness and pain. Moreover, the author writes, "I dreamed that I was walking in a deserted 

land," which, combined with the protagonist's soliloquy, further evidences and explicates 

his loneliness. Therefore, we identify the following pictorial metaphors: 

1 Fear is a dark black sky 

2 Sadness is a dark black sky 

3 Pain is a dark black sky 

4 Loneliness is a dark black sky 

 

The author signifies multiple feelings such as fear, sadness, pain and loneliness, which can 

be placed into and categorised as the target domain in the pictorial metaphor mapping 

process. Here, we categorize the dark sky at the upper extreme of the image as the source 

domain. 

The next component, under the dark sky, yet in the distance, is the skyline shimmering 

and positioned between the sky and the land. This skyline paints the boundary of grassland, 

yet appears as less natural than the grassland and sky owing to the fact that the deep black 

sky shows nighttime, but the skyline and grassland are shimmering with brown and yellow 

light. Kress and van Leeuwen argue that the visual mode presents truth in realism: The 

higher the visual truth, the more closely a picture reflects what we may perceive in reality. 

Therefore, viewers may interpolate the intended symbolisms of the author as the yellow and 

brown light. Yet, despite the dark sky, the author draws light in the skyline as a sharp 

boundary between land and sky. The pictorial metaphor Hope is light is invoked from this 

skyline. The fact that the author paints the demarcation into a fuzzy curve suggests a 

possible uncertainty as to whether the his leukemia as a severe illness can be cured. Hope is 

small and distant at best, and is associated with the specific metaphor ‘Little chance hope is 

a fuzzy curve light.’ Aligning with this pictorial metaphor, the source domain comprises a 

faint curved light painted on the skyline, where the target domain is the hope expressed with 

little chance. Again, the metaphor manifests as ‘Little chance hope is a fuzzy curve light.’ 
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In reading the lower section of the image, we cite Kress and van Leeuwen who explain 

that the more practical, detailed, and factual information is usually depicted. Liao draws the 

lush weeds in the grassland, all tilted in the same direction, to thus show the wind blowing. 

The intensity of the grassland may signify the degree of intensity of the protagonist's 

emotions (Forceville and Urios-Aparisi 2009). The author illustrates the leaves of the weeds 

through intense, meticulous, elongated brushwork, a repetitive stroke in painting which the 

viewers depict as expressing his ‘ineffable sadness’ (as in the captions of this image), similar 

to the parallel sentence in novels expressing feelings. The pictorial metaphor ‘Ineffable 

sadness is meticulous weeds with highly intensity’ is constructed as such. 

In addition, the wind blowing the weeds backwards signifies the relentlessness and 

insistence of the protagonist owing to the continuing wave forms of the grassland. The 

relentless wind blowing on the people's faces suggests the difficulties and adversities of life 

and people’s reflexive stance to these difficulties and adversities. This relentless blowing 

may appear as overly and incessantly demanding on people's attention (Christopher 2020). 

The author’s most severe difficulty at the time was leukemia, whose continuing fear, 

ineffable sadness, and pain with the illness emerges through this relentless wind blowing 

through the weeds. Combined with the captions of "the wind whistled in my ears," the 

following pictorial metaphors can be construed. 

1 Continuing fear is the insistent wind 

2 Continuing ineffable sadness is the insistent wind 

3 Continuing pain is the insistent wind 

Here, the pictorial metaphors can be refined into the following: 

1 Continuing fear is the insistent wind blowing over the weeds 

2 Continuing ineffable sadness is the insistent wind blowing over the weeds 

3 Continuing pain is the insistent wind blowing over the weeds 

Kovecses (2004, 2020) informs us that emotion does present the master metaphor, which 

materializes as ‘Emotions are forces.’ He provides various and abundant examples, such as 

the following: 

1 Fear is a hidden enemy 

2 Fear is a supernatural being 

3 Anger is a physical annoyance 
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Functionally, the fear, the sadness, and the painful emotions in the image are aptly 

represented through the force of the wind blowing over the weeds. 

The Left-Right Reading Dimension 

Through a horizontal perspective, Kress and van Leeuwen suggest a left-to-right reading 

direction for images. The researchers describe that the image usually depicts two opposite 

components, such as past and present, or written text and visual information. In Figure 1, 

we see a long, winding, narrow footpath stretching across the weeds, along which the 

protagonist is walking, which is identical to the essentials and primary metaphor of ‘Life is 

a journey’ (Lakoff and Johnson 1987). Johnson (2013) explained that the ‘Life is a journey’ 

metaphor is a vital conceptualisation that people usually employ to make sense of life 

experiences, which describes a purposive activity that involves going forward toward a 

destination. Forceville (2013) argues that the journey metaphor mapping process consists 

of various features that are not isolated to only one. Poppi and Kravanja (2019) explain the 

journey metaphor, which involves the contexts of direction, length, other agents, and so 

forth, in the journey. 

These frameworks offer insights for reading Figure 1. The long path length indicates the 

symbolism of the protagonist as walking for an extended period of time, where the narrow 

winding feature of the road suggests that the road is challenging to traverse. This process 

can also infer that the author had suffered a long illness and difficult emotional and 

pathological experiences. Therefore, the ‘Life is a journey’ metaphor explicitly manifests in 

this image, where ‘A long illness experience with hard emotion is a narrow winding path 

with a long distance.’ This is identical to the metaphor provided by Poppi and Kravanja 

(2019), that is, ‘A long experience is a long distance.’ 

By predicating our frame on the looking forward direction of the protagonist in Figure 1, 

we suggest that this footpath can be divided into two parts; the front and back directions. 

The front direction sits to the left of the image, which may suggest the new and unknown 

life of the protagonist, while the back direction sits to the right side of the back of the 

protagonist, which may signify the difficult and painful past of the protagonist. The pictorial 

metaphors of ‘Future is going ahead’ and ‘Past is going back’ (Poppi and Kravanja 2019) are 

illustrated here. More precisely, the pictorial metaphors are as follows: 

1 New and Unknown Life is the Ahead Direction 

2 Hard and Painful Past is the Back Direction 

Moreover, we suggest that the path begins at the skyline, and becomes blurry, and finally 

disappears at the skyline's light. This process may signify characteristics of the illness as 

becoming too painful and unbearable, where that the author does not clearly portray when 
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and how the illness begins or from where it emerges exactly. Thus, the pictorial metaphor 

‘Starting a painful illness is starting a journey with blurry light’ corresponds to the visual 

metaphor ‘Starting an experience is starting a journey’ (Poppi and Kravanja 2019).  

The Centre-Margin Reading Dimension 

Picture and image designers frequently if not generally place crucial elements of the visual 

at the centre, while placing other associated components surround this central facet (Kress 

and van Leeuwen 2021). In Figure 1, the protagonist, with lantern in hand, is the eye-

catching and the most prominent element. However, even the lantern's light is given the 

most luminescent light, in comparison to other components throughout the rest of the 

image. The captions describe that "the line of sight indistinct and hazy, and the lantern lights 

are fading," indicating that the protagonist reckons that the lights are disappearing. 

Considering the metaphor, Hope is light, in the upper section of the image, the fading light 

signifies that this hope is gradually disappearing, which may thus also be increasingly 

evoking fear emotions in the protagonist. Thus, the pictorial metaphor ‘Gradually 

disappearing hope is fading light, appears. More specifically, the following pictorial 

metaphors can be constructed: 

1 Fear is a lantern with fading light 

2 Sadness is a lantern with fading light 

3 Pain is a lantern with fading light 

4 Loneliness is a lantern with fading light 

The painting feature that we suggest is most vital at te centre of the image may be the 

protagonist's loneliness, as the protagonist traverses the little narrow path without 

company and meandering through the weeds. Long et al. (2003, p. 582) claim that "as human 

beings, we are social by nature. An isolated person, with few means of natural defense, 

would not survive for long in the wild," and suggest that people may go to considerable 

measures to avoid solitude, while seeking out and appreciating the company of others. To 

ling this with the caption line "I'm on my way in the lonely world" would expose the 

intentions of the author to paint his own solitude in the protagonist, that is, to visually 

personify his solitude. Thus, at this point, the pictorial metaphor ‘Loneliness is walking alone 

on the little narrow path meandering through the weeds’ can be constructed. The repeated 

captions "I'm almost there, I'm almost there" express the running and escaping intentions 

of the protagonist, which suggests that he eagerly desires to remove the darkness, his 

loneliness, and more so his illness. The ‘There’ may signify the destination of the journey at 

which point loneliness, illness, and pain, all do not exist. This nonexistence of these negative 

factors may constitute the companion, health and positive emotions sought by the 

protagonist. As such, the pictorial metaphor ‘Chasing companionship, health, and positive 
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emotions when reaching the destination of the journey’ emerged during the metaphor 

mapping process. Moreover, concerning the journey metaphor which we recognise in the 

left-to-right dimension, the protagonist is walking ahead, and is chasing positive emotions, 

such as happiness and love, which may lead to the metaphor ‘Chasing happiness and love 

are walking ahead.’ Furthermore, the negative feelings such as pain, loneliness, and fear may 

also contribute to the behind factor, and which contribute to the construction of the 

metaphor ‘Leaving the pain, sadness, loneliness, and fear are walking ahead.’ 

With regards to facial expression, Coegnarts (2019) explains that the actor or actress 

must demonstrate to the audience through a skillful reproduction of facial expressions and 

body language that they are feeling about, thinking about, or looking at something. Viewers 

are more likely to infer the underlying emotion or thought process if the facial expression is 

unambiguous and explicit. Liao shapes the protagonist's eyes and mouth small black dots, 

following which viewers have difficulty in interpreting the emotions of the protagonist. 

Here, the dot shape of the eyes and mouth is a prominent and remarkable feature of Liao's 

work, possibly owing to Liao's Chinese cultural background (Shi 2016), which advocates 

moderation, maintaining a low profile, and the obscuring of feelings. This shaping may also 

suggest that the protagonist is attempting to control his negative emotions, such as notion 

of a stiff upper lip. Suggesting the ‘Emotions are forces’ metaphor described by Kovecses 

(2000), we conceptualize the protagonist in this image as the container of his emotions, 

more so as Kovecses suggests that the individual can be viewed as a container for emotion. 

Therefore, the protagonist's (the emotion container's) facial expression can expose 

emotions inside a container. We hence suggest the pictorial metaphor ‘Controlled emotions 

are little black dot shaped eyes and a mouth.’ 

The margin in this image adopts a slightly darker brown colour than the centre, which 

frames the image as a whole in a container-type fashion, considering that the viewer looks 

at the image through a camera setting (Coegnarts 2019). This technique is predicated on 

Bordwell et al.'s (2010) shot-to-shot sets for film analysis. Coegnarts and Kravanja (2016) 

refined the camera shot technique and combined it with the ‘container’ schema from within 

the ‘image schemas’ notion (Johnson 2013; Hampe 2005), which arises from human physical 

experiences. Coegnarts (2019, p. 304) provides the notion of "framing of shot" to refer to 

the film frame edges used to compose and select the elements visible on screen for viewers. 

Corresponding to the metaphor ‘Visual field is a container’ (Lakoff and Johnson 1980) and 

the subtype metaphor of ‘Emotion are forces that emotion is a fluid in a pressurised 

container’ (Kovecses 2008), Coegnarts claims that we can view a frame in terms of the 

container schema. As such, people view the margin of this image as the edge of a container, 

which has a dark black sky cover at the upper part, and the intensity-stylized weeds in the 

middle and at the bottom; all of these components render the image a pressurised container 

that enfolds the protagonist inside. From this, we develop the pictorial metaphor ‘The 

darker colour margin is a container frame.’ From this we generalize the metaphor ‘A picture 

is a container’ to other pictures in Liao's work. When linked with the caption "The road 
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continued to spread ahead; the wind whistled in my ears. Whoosh, I fly through the air," we 

find that this work expresses the protagonist's desire for emancipation from the negative 

conceptions of solitude (fear and sadness, pain and loneliness). We therefore note that the 

pictorial metaphor would most effectively become ‘Escaping fear, sadness, pain and 

loneliness is walking ahead.’ 

Building on the emotion metaphor level from Kovecses (2000), Coegnarts (2019) offers 

the metaphor ‘Emotion is internal pressure inside a container,’ to label people and other 

components as substances in the container and thus corresponding to emotions. When there 

is little content in the container, the pressure force on the container is low, and thus the 

intensity of emotion is low. However, as the substance increases in the container, the 

pressure force will also increase, and the emotional intensity will increase. In the metaphor 

A picture is a container,’ the noticeable substance in the container are the intense weeds 

placed across a large area. These weeds occupy most of the entire image, with the exception 

of a small part of the sky, the skyline, and the narrow footpath. Moreover, Lioe appropriates 

vast delicate lines to show the wind direction and the thick-growth statements of the weeds, 

to thus express complex feelings of solitude, and including fear, sadness, pain, and 

loneliness. The intensity and the trim weeds evidence the author’s intense statements of 

solitude. Consequently, the pictorial metaphor ‘Intense emotion is a patch of high intensity 

weeds’ can be constructed, and specifically, the metaphors as below emerge in the image: 

1 Fear is a patch of high intensity weeds 

2 Sadness is a patch of high intensity weeds 

3 Pain is a patch of high intensity weeds 

4 Loneliness is a patch of high intensity weeds 

Findings and Discussions 

We will divide the findings of this study into three themes, grounded in Kovecses's three 

emotion metaphor stages; the causal stage of emotion, the existence stage of emotion, and 

the expression stage of emotion. In the table below, we code the number of each metaphor 

according to the order of appearance of each metaphor. 

In the causal stage, originating in the ‘event structure metaphor’ of Conceptual Metaphor 

Theory (Lakoff 1990), the anger component contains the event consequence stages, such as 

the motives for anger, the attempt to control anger emotion, the loss of control of anger 

emotion, and the retribution of anger emotion (Lakoff and Kovecses 1987). Kovecses (2000) 

establishes the basic skeletal scenario for emotion metaphor theory, and grounds this in 

‘event structure.’ He claims that emotion concepts contain the motives that can promote 

people to experience feelings, thus referring to ’causes and forces.’ The casual stage of 

emotion refers to sets of feelings and the counterparts that are effected by these situations. 
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Figure 3: Findings of Pictorial Metaphors in Three Stages 

These belong to the first part of the emotion scenario that mainly involves physical, 

mechanical and magnetic forces (Kovecses 2008). However, the emotion causal stage 

 Causal Stage of 
Emotion 

Existence Stage of 
Emotion 

Expression Stage of 
Emotion 

Top-Down 
Reading 
Dimension 

1. Fear Is a Dark Black Sky. 

2. Sadness Is a Dark Black 
Sky.  

3. Pain Is a Dark Black Sky. 

4. Loneliness Is A Dark 
Black Sky. 

5. Hope Is Light. 

6. Little Chance Hope Is 
Fuzzy Curve Light. 

7. Little Chance Hope Is 
Fuzzy Curve Light on The 
Skyline. 

8. Ineffable Sadness Is the 
Meticulous Weeds with 
Highly Intensity. 

9. Continuing Fear Is the 
Insistent Wind. 

10. Continuing Ineffable 
Sadness Is the Insistent 
Wind. 

11. Continuing Pain Is the 
Insistent Wind. 

12. Continuing Fear Is the 
Insistent Wind Blow Over the 
Weeds. 

13. Continuing Ineffable Sadness 
Is the Insistent Wind Blow Over 
The Weeds. 

14. Continuing Pain Is The 
Insistent Wind Blow Over The 
Weeds. 

Left-Right 
Reading 
Dimension 

15. Life Is A Journey. 

20. New and Unknown Life 
Is The Ahead Direction. 

21. Hard And Painful Past 
Is The Back Direction. 

17. A Long Experience Is A 
Long Distance. 

16. A Long-Life Experience 
With Hard Emotion Is A 
Narrow Winding Path With 
Long Distance. 

18. Future Is Going Ahead. 

19. Past Is Going Back. 

22. Starting A Painful Illness Is 
Starting A Journey With Blurry 
Light. 

Centre-
Margin 
Reading 
Dimension 

34. Darker Colour Margin Is 
A Container Frame. 

41. A Picture Is A 
Container. 

23. Gradually Disappearing 
Hope Is Fading Light. 

24. Fear Is a Lantern with 
Fading Light. 

25. Sadness Is a Lantern 
with Fading Light. 

26. Pain Is a Lantern with 
Fading Light. 

27. Loneliness Is a Lantern 
with Fading Light. 

33. Emotions Are Forces. 

36. Intense Emotion Is High 
Intensity Weeds. 

37. Fear Is High Intensity 
Weeds. 

38. Sadness Is High 
Intensity Weeds. 

39. Pain Is High Intensity 
Weeds. 

40. Loneliness Is High 
Intensity Weeds. 

28. Loneliness Is Walking Alone 
on The Little Narrow Path 
Meandering Through the Weeds. 

29. Chasing Companion, Health 
and Positive Emotions Are 
Reaching The Destination Of 
Journey. 

30. Chasing Happiness and Love 
Are Walking Ahead. 

31. Leaving The Pain, Sadness, 
Loneliness, And Fear Are 
Walking Ahead. 

32. Control Emotions Are Little 
Black Dot Shape Of Eyes And 
Mouth. 

35. Escaping Fear, Sadness, Pain 
and Loneliness Is Walking 
Ahead. 
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findings (Figure 3) suggest that pictorial metaphors are related to the environment, context 

and situational elements around the protagonist rather than force factors. The elements 

such as dark back sky, light, journey, ahead direction, and darker colour margin constitute 

the components around the protagonist which promote and motivate the feeling 

experiences and life experiences, which include fear, sadness, pain, loneliness, hope, new 

and unknown life, hard and painful past, and so forth. It can be seen that the top-down 

dimension has five metaphors which provide the most causal stage metaphors, the left-right 

dimension has three metaphors, and the centre-margin dimension only has two metaphors. 

This finding suggests the casual elements constitute the sky, which is located at the upper 

section, the ahead and back directions, which belong to the right and left of the picture, and 

the margin frame, which is the fringe area of the picture. This indicates that the image 

prefers pictorial metaphors that evoke emotion in the fringe area instead in the middle area. 

The next stage, the emotion metaphor, refers to the form of the emotion force or how the 

counterpart inside the emotion is manifested (Kovecses 2008). This stage signifies the self-

experiences of the emotion, such as the physiological effects of pressure, heat, agitation, 

intensity, and so forth. The pictorial metaphor findings in this stage (Figure 3) suggest that 

the top-down dimension contains six pictorial metaphors that involve the emotion source 

domain of the fuzzy curved light, the skyline, and the insistent wind. The left-right dimension 

only offers two metaphors concerning the narrow winding path which traverses a long 

distance as the source domain of emotion. Moreover, the centre-margin dimension has 

eleven metaphors which link the elements of fading light and intensity weeds with emotions. 

We note that the centre-margin structure provides the most metaphors for emotional 

existence, mainly drawn at the centre of the image. 

We define the expressive stage of emotion as the controlling component, and is 

represented by two distinct models; the attempt to control emotion and the loss of control 

of the emotions (Kovecses 2008). From Figure 3, the top-down structure composition 

provides three pictorial metaphors, which represent the continuing experiences of fear, 

ineffable sadness, and pain, in terms of insistent wind blowing over the weeds. The left-right 

dimension suggests three pictorial metaphors that present the future, past, and the start of 

a painful illness in terms of going ahead, back, and beginning a painful journey. The centre-

margin dimension consists of most pictorial metaphors that present the protagonist 

wanting to control his feelings, such as chasing a companion, health, happiness, love, and 

leaving pain, sadness, loneliness, and fear. The source domains mainly relate to the narrow 

path at the centre of the image, such as walking ahead and reaching the destination. In the 

expressive stage of emotion, the protagonist continues to attempt to control negative 

emotions such as pain, sadness, loneliness and fear. Concerning Kovecses's (2004) 

suggestions in attempting to control the source domains of emotion metaphor, we note 1) 

an attempt to control, 2) a loss of control; and 3) a lack of control. Here, Liao draws his 

protagonist at the stage of attempting to control emotions, irrespective of the extent to 

which the surroundings are dark and intense in the image.  
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Regarding the centre-margin dimension of compositional meaning (Kress and van 

Leeuwen 2021), Liao employs a think black line that depicts the picture firmly and clearly, 

which implies the determined and unswerving attitudes of the protagonist toward chasing 

forward the hope and future. Gorska (2019) claims that the broken line may represent the 

temporariness of the target domains of love and pain. Thus, the clusters of the short lines 

which depict the weeds may express the temporariness of the target domains of fear, 

sadness, pain, and loneliness discussed above. It can be seen that the author Jimmy still does 

not lose hope, even in dark, lonely wild contexts. Here, even the weed intensity is high, 

framing the substances as the emotion in the container. However, the narrow winding path 

becomes akin to a tube or guide, which leads the protagonist and audience to perceive that 

hope is ahead and is an outlet for the negative emotion of solitude. 

Linking with the caption "I am on my way in the lonely world, telling myself I'm almost 

there, I'm almost there. The road continued to spread ahead, the wind whistled in my ears," 

the elements intensify notions of loneliness in the world, with the road spreading ahead with 

the wind dispersed consistently. Th protagonist here notes that "I'm almost there," 

suggesting a hope of chasing and reaching the journey’s destination. The phrase "fly through 

the air" suggests a desire by the protagonist or author to escape the world's surroundings 

and environment, which are the source domain of pain, sadness, loneliness, and fear. This 

process may indicate Jimmy's strong determination to escape and eliminate the illness and 

loneliness that it effected.  

Conclusion 

The findings of this study suggest the emergence of striking features of visual metaphors of 

the protagonist's physical or mental suffering experiences. Researchers (Charteris-Black 

2012; Refaie 2014; Fahlenbrach 2017; Forceville and Paling 2021) claim that people usually 

represent the experiences as a heavy burden, darkness, descent, and are hence confined in 

a small place. Here, the healing process is described as a journey or battle. Moreover, the 

analysing process of the pictorial metaphors suggests that it is never feasible to fully 

translate one mode into another mode, where occasions arise when translation is outright 

impossible (Forceville and Urios-Aparisi 2009). Even if thinking patterns are identical, 

visual metaphors seldom entirely communicate similar concepts as their verbal equivalents. 

Forceville (2018) provides a contentious discussion regarding some ways in which a 

metaphor should be interpreted and constructed in the genre of film. Audiences may 

construct the visual metaphors in ways not intended by the director, or may not notice the 

movie's metaphorical interpretation owing to a difference in cultural backgrounds, access 

time, or even the alternate ways of watching films. Thus, as in this case, different viewers 

may interpret different pictorial metaphors of emotion in Figure 1, and the findings may 

differ accordingly. 

 



 

35 Emotions in Jimmy Liao’s Picture book: 

A Case Study of Pictorial Metaphors 

JALA, The Journal of Asian Linguistic Anthropology 

 

 

Pictorial and visual metaphors constitute essential tools to understand abstract 

conceptions such as emotions. This study initially combines the multimodal metaphor 

theory, ‘cause - the existence of emotion - the expression’ as a three-stage frame of emotion 

metaphors, and the visual design grammar as the theoretical framework, in order to 

investigate the pictorial metaphors of emotion in one picture from the picturebook Beautiful 

Solitude. The emotion addressed mainly focuses on the concepts of solitude feelings. As 

such, this study reveals 41 pictorial metaphors in the image in Figure 1, categorised into 

three reading dimensions and three stages of emotion. The findings thus suggest that Jimmy 

Liao depicts this image to present the temptation to control the negative feelings of solitude 

and struggle and exchanges these for the positive properties of solitude emotions, even 

though the context and surroundings he draws are adverse to the protagonist.  

The limitation of the study may lie in the boundaries of the audience, and viewers may 

differently interpret different pictorial metaphors, or may neglect some pictorial metaphors 

that are the intention of the picture designers. As Forceville (2018) advocates, the freedom 

of metaphorical interpretation are among the rights of art enthusiasts and should provide 

delight rather than disagreement. 

The recommendations of this article do not only concern people selecting how to respond 

to the negative experiences of solitude emotions, such as controlling these, losing control of 

these, or being harmonious with these; this research also aims to establish a framework of 

analysis in order to investigate the pictorial metaphors of emotions in various images and 

pictures. 
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