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UNPACKING THE
LAYERS OF
PIGGYBOOK BY
ANTHONY BROWNE

Picture a family where
Mum does  everything.
She cooks, she cleans,
she  washes,  and  she
irons.  Meanwhile,  Dad
and  the  two  boys ,
Simon and Patrick,  do
nothing  but  preen,
complain, and demand.
This is the world of the
Piggybook  Anthony
Browne  created  to
challenge  and  delight
readers of all ages. On
the  surface,  i t  is  a
s imple  ch i ld ren 's
p ic ture  book .  But

beneath  the  cheerful
i l lustrations  l ies  a
sharp ,  w i t ty ,  and
deep ly  impor tant
commentary on family
dynamics,  gender
roles, and the invisible
work  that  keeps  a
household  running.
First published in 1986,
t h i s  b o o k  b y  t h e
acc la imed  Br i t i sh
author  and  illustrator
Anthony  Browne  has
lost none of its power.
In fact, in our ongoing
conversations  about
equality  and  shared
r e s p o n s i b i l i t y ,
Piggybook  Anthony
Browne  feels  more
relevant than ever. It is
a  story  that  speaks
d i r e c t l y  t o  b o t h
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children and the adults
who  read  i t  a loud,
inviting  everyone  to
consider who does the
work and who gets the
glory in a family.

WHO IS ANTHONY
BROWNE?

Before diving deep into
this  specific  title,  it
helps  to  understand
the  mind  behind  it.
Anthony  Browne  is  a
m a s t e r  o f  v i s u a l
storytelling.  He  is  a
former  Chi ldren's
Laureate in the United
K i n g d o m  a n d  t h e
w i n n e r  o f  t h e
pres t ig i ous  Hans
Christian  Andersen
A w a r d ,  o f t e n
considered  the  Nobel
Prize  for  children's
literature.

The

Hallmarks
of
Browne's
Style
Browne  is  famous  for
several  distinctive
features  in  his  work:

Surrealism: He
often includes
strange,
dreamlike, or
slightly
unsettling details
in his
illustrations,
inspired by
artists like
Magritte and
Dali.
Hidden details:
His books reward
careful readers.
You can look at a
Browne
illustration ten
times and still
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find a new joke
or symbolic
detail you missed
before.
Social
commentary:
He tackles big,
real-world issues
like family
pressure,
loneliness,
bullying, and
social inequality
in ways that
children can
understand.

These elements are all
on  f u l l  d i sp l ay  i n
Piggybook  Anthony
Browne,  making  it  a
perfect example of his
work  and  a  powerful
t o o l  f o r  s t a r t i n g
conversations.

A DETAILED LOOK
AT THE PLOT OF
PIGGYBOOK

The  story  begins  with
the  Piggott  family.
There  is  Mr.  Piggott,

Simon,  and  Patrick.
Every  morning,  they
stand  in  front  of  the
mirror and say, "Hurry
up with the breakfast,"
and "Hurry up with the
tea."  Mrs.  Piggott  is
always  there,  bustling
in  the  background,
doing  the  work.
After  breakfast,  the
men  of  the  house  go
off  to  their  important
jobs:  Mr.  Piggott  goes
to  work  in  an  office,
and  the  boys  go  to
school.  Mrs.  Piggott,
meanwhile,  clears  the
table ,  washes  the
dishes,  makes  the
beds,  vacuums  the
carpet,  and then goes
to work herself.
This  cycle  repeats
every  single  day.  The
men  come  home,  eat
dinner, and collapse in
front of the television,
never lifting a finger to
help.  Mrs.  Piggott  is
always there, washing,
ironing,  and  cleaning
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up  after  them.

The
Turning
Point
Then,  one  evening,
something  changes.
When the boys and Mr.
Piggott  come  home,
Mrs.  Piggott  is  gone.
On  the  mantelpiece,
there  i s  a  note .  I t
simply  says,  "You  are
pigs."
This  is  the  cruc ia l
moment in Piggybook
Anthony Browne. The
family  is  suddenly
forced  to  fend  for
themselves.  And  they
a r e  c o m p l e t e l y
helpless.  They  try  to
cook, but they burn the
dinner.  They  cannot
find  clean  clothes.  The
house falls into a state
of chaos and filth.
A n d  t h e n ,  t h e

transformation  begins.
It is not magical, but it
is  metaphorical.  The
family  members  start
to  phys i ca l l y  and
literally turn into pigs.
This is not a spoof or a
silly joke. Browne uses
this  surreal  device  to
make the point utterly
unforgettable.  The
wallpaper  changes  to
show  pig  snouts.  The
door  handles  become
snouts. The father and
sons  develop  snouts
and  hooves .  They
wallow  in  their  own
mess,  watching  the
television,  becoming
exactly  what  their
selfishness  has  made
them.

The
Resolutio
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n and the
Deeper

Meaning
The  story  reaches  its
c l i m a x  w h e n  t h e
family,  now  fully  pig-
like  and  desperate,
searches for food. They
find  nothing.  They  are
lost,  miserable,  and
alone.  Finally,  they
realize that they need
Mum. She returns. She
does  not  scold  them,
but  the  damage  is
done. They have seen
what  they  become
without  her.
T h e  e n d i n g  o f
Piggybook  Anthony
Browne  is  hopeful.
The  family  pledges  to
help.  In  the  final
illustration,  the  family
is working together to
fix  the  car,  and  Mrs.
P i g g o t t  i s  i n  t h e

garage,  helping  with
the  repairs.  She  is
smiling.  The  message
is  not  that  women
should do all the work;
the  message  is  that
everyone  should  do
their  share.

THE
ILLUSTRATIONS: A
MASTERCLASS IN
VISUAL
STORYTELLING

I n  a  b o o k  l i k e
Piggybook  Anthony
Browne,  the  text  is
only half the story. The
illustrations  carry  the
fu l l  we ight  o f  the
satire.  Browne  does
not  tell  you  that  the
family  is  selfish;  he
shows  you.
Look  a t  t he  ea r l y
pages. Mr. Piggott and
the  boys  are  always
drawn  in  bright,  bold
colors.  They  are  the
center  of  attention.
Mrs.  Piggott,  however,
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is drawn with her face
obscured.  She  is  part
of the background. Her
face is  often cut  off by
the edge of the frame.
S h e  i s  n o t  a n
individual;  she  is  a
function.
Then, consider the pig
imagery.  I t  begins
subtly.  On  the  first
page, the wallpaper in
the kitchen has a faint
p i g  p a t t e r n .  T h e
father's tie has piglets
on  it.  As  the  family
ignores  Mum's  work,
t h e  p i g  i m a g e r y
b e c o m e s  m o r e
aggressive. By the time
Mum leaves, the house
itself  has  become  a
pigsty.

Symbols
Worth

Noticing
The wallpaper:
It changes from
flowers to pigs,
reflecting the
family's
regression.
The television:
It is always on,
representing the
passive
consumption of
the family. When
Mum leaves, the
TV dominates.
The open road:
In one pivotal
illustration, Mum
is shown driving
away into the
sunset. It is a
small, quiet
image of
freedom.
The final
scene: The
family works
together. Mrs.
Piggott is fixing
the car, a
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traditionally
"masculine" task.
This shows a true
rebalancing of
roles.

These visual layers are
w h y  P i g g y b o o k
Anthony  Browne
remains  a  classic.  It
r e s p e c t s  t h e
intelligence  of  young
readers,  trusting them
to  see  the  jokes  and
u n d e r s t a n d  t h e
symbolic weight of the
pig imagery.

KEY THEMES IN
PIGGYBOOK

While the book is a joy
to  read,  i t  carr ies
se r i ous  themat i c
weight.  Parents  and
educators often choose
Piggybook  Anthony
Browne  to  address
these important topics:

1. Gender
Roles and
Expectati
ons
The  book  is  a  direct
critique  of  traditional
gender  roles.  Mrs.
Piggott  does  all  the
domestic  labor,  while
the  men  do  nothing.
Browne  exp l ic i t ly
shows  this  as  unjust.
The book does not say
that women should not
cook or  clean.  It  says
that  the  work  should
be  shared.  This  is  a
powerful  message  for
children growing up in
a  world  where  these
stereotypes still exist.

2.
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Invisible
Labor
The  men in  the  story
do  not  intentionally
hurt Mrs. Piggott. They
are  simply  oblivious.
They  do  not  see  the
meals  being  cooked,
the  c lo thes  be ing
washed,  or  the  house
being cleaned. This is a
brilliant  metaphor  for
"invisible  labor"—the
work  that  keeps  a
family  running  but  is
rarely  acknowledged.
Piggybook  Anthony
Browne  makes  this
labor  visible.

3. The
Conseque
nces of

Entitleme
nt
The  family  believes
they are entitled to be
s e r v e d .  T h i s
entitlement  leads  to
t h e i r  l i t e r a l
dehumanization.  They
turn into pigs because
they act like pigs. The
book  suggests  that
selfishness  is  not  just
mean; it is destructive
to  the  person  who
practices  it.

4.
Communi
cation in
Relations



Piggybook Anthony Browne 9

9

hips
Mrs.  Piggott  does  not
start  a  fight.  She  does
not argue.  She simply
leaves  a  note  and
walks  out.  This  is  a
f o r m  o f
c o m m u n i c a t i o n — a
p o w e r f u l ,  s i l e n t
protest .  The  book
prompts  discussion
about how families talk
a b o u t  n e e d s  a n d
responsibil it ies.  Is
leaving the only option
w h e n  y o u  f e e l
unheard?

WHY PIGGYBOOK
ANTHONY BROWNE
IS AN
EDUCATIONAL
POWERHOUSE

This book is a staple in
classrooms  for  good
reason. It is suitable for
a wide range of ages,
from  early  readers  to
older  primary  school
students.  Here  is  how

teachers use it:

Critical
Thinking
and
Inference
The  i l l u s t ra t i ons
require  children  to
make  inferences.  Why
is  that  flower  on  the
wall turning into a pig?
Why  is  Mum's  face
b l u r r y ?  T h e s e
questions build critical
t h i n k i n g  s k i l l s .
Students  learn  that
stories  can  be  told
through  images  as
much  as  words.

Philosoph
ical
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Discussio
ns
Piggybook  Anthony
Browne  is  a  fantastic
s p r i n g b o a r d  f o r
philosophical  inquiry.
Teachers ask questions
like:  "What  is  fair?"
"What is  the difference
between  a  job  and  a
chore?"  "Is  it  okay  to
ask  for  help?"  These
d iscuss ions  bu i ld
e m p a t h y  a n d
reasoning  skil ls.

Comparat
ive
Studies
T h i s  b o o k  c a n  b e
pa i red  w i th  o ther
fairytales  or  stories
about  pigs  to  discuss
h o w  a u t h o r s  u s e
animals  to  represent

human  behaviors.  It
also  works  well  with
o t h e r  b o o k s  b y
Anthony Browne,  such
a s  G o r i l l a  o r  T h e
Tunnel,  to  study  his
visual  style  across  his
body of work.

MODERN
RELEVANCE AND
CONTROVERSY

Some  cr i t ics  have
p o i n t e d  o u t  t h a t
Piggybook  Anthony
Browne  is  now  over
thirty years old. Does it
still  hold up? Yes, and
perhaps  more  than
ever .  Wh i le  over t
sexism  in  advertising
a n d  m e d i a  h a s
changed, the reality of
the "mental  load" and
household  division  of
labor remains a major
topic of discussion.
Browne himself  stated
in  interviews  that  he
was inspired by seeing
famil ies  where  the
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mother  d id  a l l  the
work.  He  wanted  to
m a k e  a  " g e n t l e
protest."  The  book
does  not  offer  a
complex  po l i t i ca l
solution. It simply says,
"This is not fair, and we
can  do  better."  That
message is timeless.
There  is  also  a  dark
humor to the book that
is  sometimes  missed.
The family turning into
p i g s  i s  n o t  a
punishment from Mum.
I t  i s  a  n a t u r a l
consequence  of  their
actions.  Browne  does
not moralize. He simply
shows  the  cause  and
effect  with  surreal,
visual  wit.

CONCLUSION: A
SMALL BOOK WITH
A BIG MESSAGE

Piggybook  Anthony
B r o w n e  i s  a
m a s t e r p i e c e  o f
economy. In just a few

pages and a handful of
sentences,  Browne
delivers  a  layered,
thoughtful,  and  wildly
entertaining story that
speaks to fundamental
questions about family,
work, and respect.
It is a book that makes
you laugh. It is a book
that  makes you think.
And if you are a parent
reading it to your child,
it is a book that might
just make you look at
your own home a little
differently.  It
c h a l l e n g e s  t h e
assumption  that  one
person  should  carry
the  entire  burden  of
family life. It argues for
p a r t n e r s h i p ,  f o r
awareness, and for the
simple dignity of being
seen.
For  anyone looking to
introduce  children  to
complex social ideas in
a  gent le ,  fun,  and
unforgettable  way,
Piggybook  Anthony
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Browne  remains  an
essential  choice.  It
proves  that  the  best
children's books do not
ta lk  down  to  the i r
audience. Instead, they

trust young readers to
u n d e r s t a n d  t h e
difference  between  a
pig and a person—and
t o  w a n t  t o  b e  t h e
latter.


