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SYNOPSIS 
My Sunbeam Baby is a picture book for very young children, celebrating the love we feel for our babies. 

My aim was to create a book for one-on-one sharing and bonding between a parent and child. 

A mother sits atop a hill as the sun sets, bouncing her baby on her knee and then settling him in her lap to 
share a book. The mother’s words, as she reads aloud, reassure the baby that no matter what, she would 

always choose him — even if babies were kites, kisses, flowers, sunbeams, moonbeams… ‘I’d choose 
you every time.’ The illustrations are full of colour, love and (hopefully) joy.

THE IDEA 
It was dawn, and I’d spent a sleepless night on a foam mattress on an old sailing boat, kept awake by the 
constant rocking and the sound of the ropes flapping against the mast. As the early morning sun came 
streaming into my eyes through the flimsy curtains, a snippet of picture book text drifted into my head: 

  If babies were sunbeams,  
  shining round the sun… 

I had my sketchbook and a pencil beside the bed, so I jotted it down and scribbled a quick sketch before 
trying to catch up on a little lost sleep. 

As the months went on, I came back to the story at intervals, to add to that initial idea and to develop 
more verses within the framework of a mother bouncing her baby on her knee and reading him a story. 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THE TEXT 
Written to be read aloud, the book has a rhythmic and soothing text reminiscent of a folk song, with its 

imagery, structure, rhyme, repeated phrases and alliteration, which takes the form of a monologue 
spoken by a mother to her young child. Between a jig on Mummy’s knee in the sunshine, to a cuddle on 
her lap at sunset, the baby listens as his mum reads aloud about lively sunbeams and scooters, through 

to kisses and sleepy moonbeams as the tone calms to a gentle, reassuring conclusion and expression of 
love. As a parent shares My Sunbeam Baby, they will be letting their own child know the same; I imagine 
they might gently squeeze their baby each time they repeat the phrase, ‘this little baby’. 

The text is cyclical — it suggests the passing of time, the final verse echoing the opening with the baby 
once more bouncing on his mother’s knee. We are transitioning from day to night, as the mother finishes 
reading from the book and the sun is setting. The illustrations in the central section of the book are 

bookended by the sun and the moon, and the endpapers extend the visual text with their open and 
closing daytime and night-time dandelions (mirroring the eyes of the child reader, as they close for sleep). 
We are also aware of the bittersweet truth that time will continue to pass, and that little baby will not be 

small for ever. 

THE ILLUSTRATIONS 
My illustrative approach was inspired by the colour-saturated children’s books and fabrics of my childhood 
in the 1970s, with stylised figures and edge-to-edge picture and pattern. I used a different colour palette 

for each spread, to suit the theme of the text and illustration — warm, autumnal colours for the apple 
babies, racing green and other primaries for the scooters, translucent candy colours for the lollipops, 
bright clear petal shapes against brown soil for the flowers, contrasting with a limited palette for the 

moonbeams spread, of mainly whites and yellows against a dark blue and deep aqua night-time sky. 

I set out to paint lots of babies who reflect a range of different ethnicities, all tended to with equal love and 

care. It was a huge task, as there ended up being exactly three hundred of them, but every single one 
was a joy to bring to life. 

The figures are outlined in pencil, and I drew every baby over and over again until my lines became loose 

and sketchy. I used many different art materials to make the artworks, and applied them to the paper in all 
sorts of ways. Photoshop helped me bring them all together, as a digital collage — a 300dpi CMYK 
Photoshop document with many layers — which (when finished) was flattened and saved in TIF format to 

send to the publisher.  

My Sunbeam Baby is intended to be shared by parents with their babies and toddlers, but with so much 
detail in the illustrations I hope it will grow with the developing child, and they will enjoy finding things in 

the pictures as they begin to explore books on their own. 

THE SPREADS 
On the half title page, I used an abstracted motif of stylised rays and circles behind the type, in yellows 
and pinks. I decided to wait until the text began to illustrate the characters. 
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 See my bouncing baby… 

My Sunbeam Baby is a bedtime book, but in its illustrations I wanted to lift the mother and baby up and 

away from the bed and home. By placing them on the top of a hill, silhouetted against the sky and  
encircled by the sun, I could draw them alone together away from the world and its distractions and allow 
them to focus on each other. As a result there are no extraneous details for the reader — just a clearly 

delineated mother and baby on a bright green hill, set against the blues and yellows of the background. 
The dandelions dotted amongst the grass echo the shape of the sun, and the theme of book’s endpapers. 
I wanted to use a painterly approach to render a childlike impression of the sun, so I used thick acrylic 

paints laid on with a palette knife (almost like spreading butter), sponging, sgraffito and stamping with the 
edges of strips of cardboard for the rays. 

I like to surreptitiously slip books into my books, and in this illustration (which was also used for the front 

cover) I chose to illustrate the moment just before the mother reads the book aloud — her mouth is open, 
and the baby reaches out to her lips. They are seated on the grass, but in order to inject movement into 
the text and image the mother is bouncing her little one up and down on her knee before they settle down 

to the book, referencing the many ‘horsey’ jigging rhymes babies and toddlers love so much. 

The sinking sun dominating this spread leads us into the first verse the mother reads to her baby from the 
book… 

 If babies were sunbeams… 

I used vibrant and warm oranges, reds, yellows and pinks for this spread, with tiny accents of bright grass 

green on the babies’ clothing. The sunbeam babies radiate out from the sun, dancing happily in its rays. I 

chose not to show the sun against a blue sky in this illustration, as wanted the whole page to be drenched 

in sunshine colour. The sun is stylised — even more so than the sun on the previous spread — making it 

different enough to set the ‘fantasy’ part of the story apart from the mother reading to her baby on the hill. 

 If babies were lollipops… 

This double-page spread oozes bright, sugary colour, and the background is filled with lime green, yellow, 
orange and hot pink jelly shaped motifs. Amongst the sugar and sweet jars of my childhood memories, a 
handful of lollipop babies jiggle on their sticks, layered up in thick, gooey paint. This illustration was a lot 

of fun to make, and is a joyous, celebratory salute to the 1970s and its imagery. 
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 If babies were paper kites… 

Following from the sticky, saturated colours of the lollipops spread, the kites illustration needed to be 
much more airy and light, with plenty of space for the babies to fly — they dance happily on their semi-
transparent paper kites against an open sky with just a few wisps of chalk pastel breeze and jittery 

brushwork clouds.  

 If babies were scooters… 

Bright colours and primaries rule on this spread, with the scooter babies riding round and round their 
circuit. No one is winning and everyone has a helmet on, of one sort or another! In this illustration I 
worked with a flattened and stylised space and perspective, adding as much movement as I could into the 

two-dimensional image. Chequered flag motifs, bells, spokes, nuts, bolts and spanners abound, with 
whirring wheels printed with cotton reels, loo rolls, lids and pen tops. 

 If babies were apples… 

When I was working in the storyboard for My Sunbeam Baby, I spent some time brainstorming ideas 
around the subject of each spread. Below is my list for the ‘If babies were apples’ illustration. You might 
be able to find some of those ideas in the finished artwork… although the wasp on the list didn't make the 

final cut! I used a roller for the background, applied paint with a chopstick for some of the finer twigs of the 
apple tree, and painted onto and printed from real apple leaves for the foliage. 

apple tree leaf prints 
colours — autumnal — beige, brown, orange, 
mustard, russets, mossy green, earthy 
colours  
different apples — patterns on clothing — 
yellowy with little dots for Golden 
Delicious, bright green with some pale 
brown pointed streaks at top for Granny 
Smith, streaky for Cox’s etc. — combination 
of red and green 
apple pie 
apple turnover 
Sing a Song of Sixpence 
four and twenty blackbirds 

	 pie funnel, pie crust, pie tin 
	 pastry leaf from Nan’s apple pie 
	 apple sauce 
	 apple-shaped patch 
	 apple blossom 
	 bite shape from apple 
	 apple pip pattern on dress/clothes 
	 — lace, buttons 
	 slice of apple — on clothes (collar) 
	 apple shapes for babies to be in 
	 knitted clothes — autumn — 	
	 textural, layered 
	 hats, pom poms 
	 flying insect (wasp?) 
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 If babies were cuddly toys… 

As a child, I owned quite a few books about making soft toys. I only sewed a handful of dolls and animals 
over the years, but spent many hours looking at the pages and imagining making them. For this 

illustration I could invent all sorts of stuffed animals and not worry about the sewing! I used paint and 
string to print the netting behind the toys on the fairground stall, and also made impressions from the 
mesh bags in which oranges are sold to create the fishing nets for the game. The rainbow palette here is 

in bright contrast to the previous spread and its autumnal colour scheme. 

 If babies were flowers… 

This illustration is a tribute to the floral fabrics of the 1970s, with its earthy brown background, highly 

stylised flower shapes and translucent droplets of water falling across the page. The flower babies happily 
dance, sleep and bounce amongst their petals in bright, clear pinks, yellows, reds, oranges, blues and 
lavenders. 

 If babies were treasures… 

I hoped to give this illustration a strong sense of movement from left to right, as the babies tumble out of 
the open chest, fall, and bounce off the right hand page. The background is simplified, sandy and 

textured, with granules of crumbled chalk pastel still visible on the artwork. It’s hard to tell in the finished 
illustration, but I used potato printing to create many of the facets and sparkles of the gems.  

 If babies were songbirds… 

There are three instances in the book which suggest the depiction of branches of some sort in the 
illustrations; in order not to repeat myself, and to add some movement to this image, I decided to draw the 
songbird babies on swinging perches rather than sitting in a tree. Instead of green, like the apple babies’ 

leaves, these are the maroon colour of a cherry tree’s leaves (printed — again — from real leaves). 

To suit the theme of the text, I dotted some musical notation around the illustration, including a wavy trill 
and some slur tail feathers. 

 If babies were party lights… 

Here I painted another kind of branch, with silvery-white tinsel trees stamped in white gouache with the 

edge of a small piece of cardboard. This also meant I could limit the colour palette on this spread, with the 
light grey, white and yellow shining against the deep blue night sky. I printed the dark grey wire with string, 
to which the babies are attached by their pointed party hats, while star-shaped potato print shapes in 

white and yellow glow softly behind them. 



Author/Illustrator Notes – “My Sunbeam Baby” – Page !  of 76

 If babies were kisses… 

As we near the end of the central section of the story the theme of this spread suggests bedtime kisses. 
There is a gentle movement in this image, at the babies float from bottom left to top right of the spread — 
a more scattered, less controlled composition compared to other spreads like the moonbeams and 

flowers. Again, I brainstormed a list of images I associated with kisses, and included many of them in the 
finished illustration. 

 If babies were moonbeams… 

As the book nears its conclusion, the babies in this illustration are settling down to sleep, in cool white, 
pale yellows and blues. I painted the night-time sky in deep blue acrylic paints, laid on with and scratched 
into with a palette knife, with touches of purple and aqua watercolour and Texta Silky Crayons floated into 

the wet colour. For the moon I used a champagne cork to print the surface texture, with chalk pastel 
brushed over the top. The smattering of stars were made with potato prints, and crescent-shaped motifs 

are repeated here and there in the moonbeam babies’ hair and clothing. 

 But babies are babies, and this little baby’s mine… 

For the final three spreads we return to the hilltop as the story comes full circle, the book is set aside and 

the mother and baby enjoy a still moment in a cuddle before returning to their gentle jigging games as the 
sun sets behind them. I layered up transparent washes of warm colour for the evening skies, and subtly 
silhouetted the figures against the yellow disc of the sun whilst also keeping the detail in their faces.  

We end with the baby swung into the air, the two characters maintaining eye contact, and the dandelions 
in the grass beginning to close as the sun goes down. 

pastel, light colours 
colours of lips — pinks, reds, browns 
kiss curl 
bobby pins forming “X” 
sky blue background — light and airy 
airmail letter stripes on hem/envelope 
love letters 
blowing a kiss 
scattering kisses 
S.W.A.L.K. 
kissy lips 
“X” crossed straps of dungarees/braces 
“X” stitches on jeans pocket 
ballet shoe ribbons xxx 

xxx lacing on bodice 
pocketful of kisses 
heart-shaped sunglasses 
kiss chase 
kiss-me-quick hat 
“X” patterns on clothes, button stitching, 
socks, lace… 
mistletoe 
lipstick kiss marks on cheek 
babies form “X” shape with arms and legs 
out 
heart shapes 
butterfly kisses 
xxx smocking 
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DESIGN 
Sympathetic to the 1970s aesthetic of the book, designer Hazel Lam used the slab serif typeface Archer 

for the title and the internal type — it was exactly what I hoped for, with its clear, open shapes and retro 
ball terminals. The opening and closing verses of the text are differentiated from the central ‘fantasy’ 
section by being set in italics, and we used the texture and colour of the paint from the centre of the sun 

in the sunbeam babies illustration to create the letters of the title. 

Publisher Chren Byng, Hazel and I took some time trying out different ideas for the cover image and type. 
The finished cover shows that the book is essentially about the love between a parent and a child, and by 

adding some of the kite babies to the sky on the back cover and one bouncing sunbeam baby on the 
spine we hoped to let readers know there are more babies inside — two hundred and ninety-nine more, 
to be precise! The fine linen Wibalin texture and debossed letters of the title give the cover a lovely tactile 

quality.  

ILLUSTRATIVE METHOD 
For the illustrations in this book, I used acrylic paints, watercolours, gouache, oil pastels, chalk pastels, 
inks, cardboard, pencils, marker pens, wax crayons, sponging, dip pens, chopsticks, potato printing, 
rollers, toothbrushes, feathers, toilet rolls, rubber stamping, drinking straws, wooden skewers, corks, 

Biros, charcoal, leaf prints and Photoshop. 

To see some illustrations in progress, and for more information about  
Emma Quay and her books visit: 

www.emmaquay.com

http://www.emmaquay.com

