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Trauma Reshaped by David Battle

Portions of the following are based on an interview with
the artist on March 11, 2019.

How do our lives get shaped—and reshaped? What is the
story? How does telling it, whether in words or images, shape
it further? David Battle’s Trauma Reshaped, this month’s
cover art, invites this type of inquiry and reflection.

The painting evolved out of a casual sketch, on a summer
Saturday morning, in the small town of Yellow Springs,
Ohio—while parents were gathering to chat as their children
played with their toys nearby. Three young boys sitting on the
sidewalk were intent enough on their cars and trucks that the
artist could make a quick sketch.

Coming across that drawing some months later, Battle re-
called his sense of the two separate “worlds”—adults and
children—inhabiting the same space. A graphic artist, he began
thinking about this concept: What kind of traumatic situation
might move this static moment and the two different worlds of
parents and children into an active event?

Battle himself has lived a fairly stable life, albeit in two
diverse locations. He grew up in the industrial north of Eng-
land, with its coal mining and woolen mills of Yorkshire. From
an early age, he had a sketchbook and was encouraged by his
mother to pursue art. A scholarship to the Central School of
Arts in London became the means of escaping working in the
mills. Employment by an advertising agency offered the op-
portunity both to work directly with clients and to continue
drawing and painting.

A series of serendipitous events ultimately landed him in
Yellow Springs, Ohio, married to a clinical psychologist (long-
time American Psychological Association member Esther S.
Battle, PhD, who has a specialty in traumatic loss). After 12
years working with a design group, he then set out on his own.
For 40 years, he has been the art director for the Antioch
College Literary Review, creating its “idea-bound,” theme-
directed cover art.

Battle’s interest was in the question of how one could
visually convey a traumatizing experience. “I realized,” he
comments, “that the drawing of the children on a summer day,
with their parents nearby, could serve me well in representing
an upheaval that would cause those two separate and peaceful
worlds to collide and converge, due to a perceived catastrophic
event.”

Battle chose to portray this from the child’s point of view,
using a three-part panel to tell this story. More familiar to us
these days as the stuff of cartoons or graphic novels, painted

triptychs have a long and storied history dating back to the
Middle Ages.

Both the left and right panel images of the boy came from
the original sketch. On the left—almost like a Charlie Brown
cartoon—the adult and child function on two different planes.
The child (and therefore the child’s point of view) predomi-
nates, whereas only the lower half of the woman—perhaps the
mother—is depicted. The final panel symbolically mirrors the
pervasive sensation of loss. Instead of the boy’s attention
reflecting self-absorption in play (first panel), it now reflects
horror of some kind . . . even the toy vehicle has lost a wheel.

The middle panel, the central moment of the story, “where
the confusion and trauma is depicted,” took Battle a long time
to create to his satisfaction. “As the painting came together,” he
reflects, “I struggled to represent the overpowering noise, dis-
tortions of time, and the collision of the two worlds from
harmony to destruction.”

In contrast to the two side panels, the central one has an
almost Cubist quality, with many angles being perceived si-
multaneously. To do that, Battle focuses on the driver of the
car, noting that there are 2½ images of the person: looking
ahead, or down at something that has happened, or as an
almost-passenger. This car itself moves through all three pan-
els. By creating the jagged structure, the zigzag cut of the
sidewalk, Battle pulls the three panels together to a central
point. A visual triangle is created, with the child’s arm in the
left panel and the angle of the inert woman’s body on the right.

The stylized images offer an old-fashioned sense: the boy’s
shorts, the wooden toy, and the mother’s dress and clunky
shoes. Battle wonders whether this harkens back to his own
memories of England. The stylization adds in some ways to the
phantasmagorical, otherworldly discomfort of the painting.

What is it that has really occurred? Where is the trauma, and how
has it been shaped or reshaped? Battle suggests different potential
interpretations: Did the accident truly happen, or was it a projec-
tion of the child’s fears or his wishes? The viewer may conclude,
from the child’s frozen expression, that the child’s worst fear may
have occurred with the loss of his mother, when he was not even
aware of the possibility that he could lose her. Alternatively, he
may be horrified that his powerful wishes could actually destroy
his mother. His gaze at the viewer may prompt one to try to
understand his experience.

Kate F. Hays
Art Co-Editor
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