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The most important modern Sudanese experiences in the field of child culture and literature, or 
what is known as children’s picture books, did not start as individual efforts like those in Europe, 
Lebanon, Egypt, and other countries. They emerged from the coat of the educational system that 
had been planned and established by the British colony administration in Sudan. This 
educational system was narrowed by limited and short-sighted goals, such as qualifying a small 
group of young employees to occupy very low governmental jobs. This was followed half a 
century later by some steps that made a qualitative move in the same current, represented by the 
foundation of the “Publishing Office,” and the “Educational Publishing House,” which is 
considered to be the first Sudanese publishing house specialized in children’s prints. From this 
publishing house, publications and other educational tools had been issued to institutes like 
schools and others, and through the efforts of illustrators that were qualified to make illustrations 
for certain texts picked from Sudanese folktales, in addition to some of the world legends, 
aiming to attract and gain children’s attention. 
 
Thus, the modern form of children’s prints as an educational tool 
in Sudan remains connected to the emergence of the above-
mentioned modern educational institutes. Children’s prints were, 
and still are, the head of the spear in the modern educational 
process in schools. And in this current the exerted efforts of the 
following generations since the forties of the twentieth century, 
working through the “Educational Publishing Houses” and the 
“Publishing Offices,” stand as a positive mark in the children’s 
prints scene, not only in Sudan but also among all other standards 
of this field in the African continent. “Our experience in literature 
that addresses children is long, and rich in valuable lessons; to 
fully comprehend this field, one day we will need the efforts of 
scholars specialized in children’s cultural research in Sudan.”(1) 

                                                                                                                    The author at home reading  
           Sudanese folktales to his children 
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The important role that Sudanese artists – “illustrators, designers, hand-writers, and so forth” – 
play in the field of children’s culture is well-known by many in our country, specifically in 
spreading simple scientific and literature for children, usually offered in artistic forms through a 
way that is based on the aesthetics of design and illustration. This demands much more work 
and creativity from the illustrator than from the writer of the script. This is why we find the 
most-read works of children’s cultural literature are those in which the illustrator was given a 
free hand to choose the script themselves and then illustrate its scenario according to refined 
measures that depend on the illustrator’s experience and aesthetic taste. 
 

Involving the illustrator in the process of choosing a suitable text is found in many successful 
Sudanese artistic experiences in the field and in a wide range of children’s picture books.(2) 
Speaking specifically about texts that go back to the first half of the last century in our modern 
history: “The Publishing Office was the only institute in the history of Sudanese culture and 
labour that hired art college graduates and also non-graduates to practice this new vocation: the 
vocation of the illustrator’s profession.”(3)  
 

The role of this office was not limited to this, but it had the merit of nurturing a group of talents 
whom we consider as the pioneers of this field. They were a group of enlightened writers and 
artists (illustrators) who took up the task of composing and designing many children’s picture 
books and prints. To mention a few: Jan Piere Greenlaw, Ibrahim Daw Elbait, 
Saeed.A.Elgadal, Abd Elrazig Abd Elghafar, El Arrifi , Adam Isaah, Sharhabeel Ahmed, 
Grizilda Eltayeb, Mubarak and Yousif Bilal, Ahmed Hamid Elarabi, Essam Abd Elghafar, Ali 
Abd Allah, Abd Elbaset Elkhatim, Abd Allah Bola, Khalaf Allah Abood, Kosta, Saif Badae, Adil 
Elmahy, and others.  
 

 
 

The author in his studio 
                                                                                                                      
These were followed by the next generation of designers and illustrators However, this great 
experience has declined significantly because of state negligence towards culture and the 
deterioration of publishing in Sudan generally, and specifically in issuing children’s books and 
prints. After the declining role of the official institutes that were working in this strategic 
developmental cultural field for over half a century, and despite the increasing number of 
illustrators, instead of children’s books illustration, these artists became involved in drawing 
and designing magazines such as Elsebian, Elbahith, Elsageer, Eljeel, Elkibar, etc., which 
included articles and comic stories that looked like Mickey Mouse, Superman, and Batman, etc. 
and imitated American Walt Disney style comic books. This resulted in the emigration of so 
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many artists from the country, carrying their experiences, talents, and dreams and hoping to 
work in the field of children’s picture books.  
 

As you will know, a number of Sudanese illustrators have participated in the Noma competition 
for children’s picture books since it began in 1978, when one Sudanese was awarded the second 
prize. Since then, another two have won the first prizes at different times, with a total of eleven 
Sudanese being awarded prizes since its foundation. Aside from Noma, there is another 
competition that gave the Sudanese illustrators the chance to publish their talents outside their 
country, that of the French Grandir publishing house. This publisher offers European children 
approximately thirty books designed and illustrated by Sudanese; among them, Abd Allah 
Mohammed  Eltayeb, Hassan Ali  Ahmed, Salah Elmur, Fathy  Mohammed Othman, and  
Hassan  
 

Mohammed Musa, who has designed more than twenty books. Two of the many books by 
Sudanese illustrators that have been issued outside their country have won the Noma Prize for 
best designs, and these were by Hassan Ali Ahmed. The two books were published in Egypt and 
were financed by the Sudanese Studies Center, which is also publishing other children’s picture 
books.  
 

Although different circumstances and situations have obliged many Sudanese artists to produce 
their works for non-Sudanese children, some artists are still living and working in Sudan and 
there are a few books that have been published in these poor years of stagnation. However, it is 
not hard to notice the irony and the big differences between inside and outside the country. 
Looking at the aesthetic standard and the number of books that are being issued in Sudan, when 
compared to those offered outside, one can easily see that the standard in Sudan is lacking 
aesthetic value and the descriptions and techniques are not good enough for children’s picture 
books. Although the books are large and fancy papers  
are used to print them, reflected in their high costs, 
this is contrary to the books known as “mini-books” 
with an approximate size of (13×15 cm) that were 
issued inside Sudan in the mid-1950s. These books, 
despite being printed on cheap paper, were rich in 
interesting topics, setting valuable goals and were 
distinguished by their beautiful designs and 
illustrations. These successfully reflected the images 
of the Sudanese life environment and also 
contributed greatly in educating, enlightening, and 
developing the aesthetic sense of Sudanese children.  
                                                                                                                          Sudanese children reading in a traditional Sudanese school 
 

Another success story for the outside stream of Sudanese illustrators is that they publish a 
larger number of children’s literary picture books than their relations in Sudan. Even though 
these books are written in foreign languages, they show greater aesthetic values and 
extraordinary quality in their descriptions and techniques. Actually, production funding on the 
outside is not equal to that of the official institutes in Sudan, where there is no doubt that more 
money is available than in the past. However, the money that could be invested in book 
production is either spent blindly, as it is in most cases, or kept in clenched fists. 
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The difficult circumstances that face illustrators in Sudan are not different from those of their 
colleagues in the rest of the artistic fields; in sculpture, painting, the cinema, the theatre, etc. 
The general cultural work scene in Sudan is surrounded by many hindrances, such as the non-
existence of solid infrastructures and the absence of real attention to children’s culture, 
especially in the last two decades. This has resulted in the emigration of many artists to other 
countries, looking for work opportunities to utilize their plastic art specializations, and where 
often the highest number of Sudanese immigrants is believed to be among Sudanese artists.(4)  
 

In a situation like this, there is a sinking deterioration of 
official cultural roles, which seem to be taking many 
backward steps, and where the state has only two buildings 
located in the capital for the supposed benefit of children’s 
development. This, in a country of one million square miles, 
where the inhabitants of its countryside form 67% of a 
population that exceeds 40 million.  
Thus, we have a situation where the philosophical level of 
creative education for young children has fallen, and where 
the art and literature classes that feed like a motherly breast 
are disappearing from children’s schools, in addition to the 
declining educational infrastructure.  
                                                                                                                                            Cover: Hassan Musa Conte Soufi du Soudan 1 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 

                                                                                                                                      

 
 

 
 
 
 

Illustrator, Sharhabeel Ahmed "Ahkdar Owzaz", Publishing Office, 1955 Left: cover; right: illustration 

 
 
The only specialized publishing house that was mentioned at the beginning, and other 
publishing houses which sometimes cared to publish Sudanese children’s picture books have 
fallen away, and the general libraries, magazine and book exchanges, along with the reading 
habits among Sudanese are all passing into the sunset. All this has happened in a country where 
its people are known for their love of knowledge and reading, and where there is even a famous 
saying that states: “Cairo writes, Lebanon prints, and Khartoum reads.” 
 

In this situation, some citizens who were dissatisfied and could not put up with the situation, 
moved to bridge the gap and compensate for the loss that the Sudanese child suffers. By 
founding a number of creative institutions. The most important of these are the following:- 
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• The culture center of Abdelkarim Mirghani in Omdurman. 
• Nafaj Group. 
• The art garden workshop for children in Omdurman.  
• Sudanese Studies Center. 
• The Sudanese children’s literature group, which was founded by the Sudanese writer, 
Abdelgader Mohammed Ibrahim. This group authors and issues children’s picture books and it 
was in the founder’s plan to publish two hundred books. However, the circumstances described 
earlier did not allow him to do so, although he managed to write and publish thirteen books out 
of the forty he was intending to issue. Most of them were funded and produced by himself.(5) 
 
The last example above not only summarizes what has been presented in this essay, but also 
thoroughly expresses the entire situation that the manufacturing of children’s picture books 
suffers in our country. 
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