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INTRODUCTION: THE
UNFORGETTABLE ART OF
SURVIVAL IN STITCHES

Some memoirs are written.  Others are
drawn. Stitches: A Memoir by David
Small  belongs  to  a  rare  category  of
works  that  transcend  both  mediums,
delivering  a  story  so  visceral  that  the
reader  feels  every  silent  scream  and
suppressed rage on the page. Originally
published in 2009, this graphic memoir

has become a cornerstone of the genre,
not only for its unflinching honesty about
c h i l d h o o d  t r a u m a  b u t  f o r  t h e
breathtaking  artistry  with  which  Small
renders  his  painful  past.  For  anyone
interested  in  the  power  of  visual
storytelling,  Stitches:  A  Memoir  by
David Small remains an essential, gut-
wrenching read that demonstrates how
ar t  can  t rans fo rm  the  da rkes t
e x p e r i e n c e s  i n t o  s o m e t h i n g
transcendent.
At first glance, the cover of the book—a
young  boy  with  a  long,  jagged  scar

https://www.strongadvocates.com/


2

2 Stitches A Memoir By David Small 2026-02-02

r u n n i n g  f r o m  h i s  e a r  t o  h i s
throat—announces that this will  not be
an easy story. But Small does not seek
to shock for the sake of shock. Instead,
he carefully, methodically reconstructs a
childhood defined by silence, illness, and
a family bound by denial.  The memoir
traces his journey from a sickly child in
Detroit to a young man who finally finds
his  voice  through  art.  Along  the  way,
Stitches: A Memoir by David Small
confronts profound themes: the cruelty
that  can  exist  within  families,  the
physical and emotional scars we carry,
and the redemptive power of creativity.
This article explores the many layers of
Small's  masterpiece,  examining  its
narrative  structure,  artistic  style,
thematic  depth,  and lasting impact  on
both  readers  and  the  graphic  memoir

genre as a whole.

THE AUTHOR BEHIND THE
MEMOIR: WHO IS DAVID SMALL?

Before  diving  into  the  content  of  the
book,  it  helps  to  understand  the  man
who created it. David Small is an award-
winning  illustrator  and  author  best
known for his children's books, many of
which he created in  collaboration with
his wife, the writer Sarah Stewart. Works
like The Gardener and So You Want to
Be  President?  earned  him a  Caldecott
Medal  and  widespread  accla im.
However,  nothing  in  his  earlier  career
prepared readers for the raw, personal
intensity  of  Stitches:  A  Memoir  by
David Small.
Small  grew up in Detroit  in the 1950s
and  1960s,  a  period  he  describes  as
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suffocating  and  silent.  His  father  was  a
radiologist  who  often  brought  home
discarded X-ray machines, inadvertently
exposing his son to dangerous levels of
radiation.  His  mother  was  emotionally
volatile,  prone  to  fits  of  rage  that  left
young David walking on eggshells. The
family operated under a code of silence:
problems  were  never  discussed,
emotions  were  never  expressed,  and
illness was treated as an inconvenience
rather than a crisis. It is this environment
of repression that forms the emotional
core of Stitches: A Memoir by David
Small.
Small's  decision  to  tell  his  story  in
graphic  form  was  not  arbitrary.  As  a
visual artist, he understood that certain
emotions and memories resist language.
A drawn expression, a panel layout, the

choice  of  color  or  its  absence—these
elements can communicate what words
alone cannot. In this sense, the medium
is  very  much the message,  and Small
uses every tool available to him as an
illustrator to bring his interior world to
the page.

THE GRAPHIC MEMOIR FORMAT:
WHY IT WORKS FOR THIS STORY

Stitches: A Memoir by David Small
belongs to a growing tradition of graphic
memoirs  that  includes  works  like  Art
Spiegelman's  Maus  and  Marjane
Satrapi's  Persepolis.  What  these books
share  is  an  understanding  that  the
combination  of  text  and  image  can
create  a  layered  narrative  experience,
one where the reader interprets not only
what  is  said  but  what  is  shown—and
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often, what is left unsaid.
For  Small,  the  graphic  format  was
essential.  His  childhood  was  defined  by
si lence.  No  one  talked  about  his
mother's  mental  i l lness.  No  one
explained why he was constantly  sick.
No one warned him that  the radiation
treatments  for  his  supposed  sinus
problems  were  actually  giving  him
cancer. In such an environment, words
became  instruments  of  concealment
rather  than  communication.  But
images—drawn  with  the  precision  of
m e m o r y  a n d  t h e  f r e e d o m  o f
interpretation—could  reveal  the  truth
that  language  tried  to  bury.
Throughout  Stitches:  A  Memoir  by
David  Small,  the  drawings  are  often
more honest than the characters. Small
shows his mother's face contorted with

barely  contained  fury,  his  father's
averted gaze, the cold, sterile rooms of
hospitals  and homes alike.  The reader
becomes a detective,  reading between
the lines and panels to understand what
the young David himself  could not yet
articulate.  This  is  the unique power of
the graphic memoir: it externalizes the
internal,  making  visible  the  invisible
wounds  that  shape  a  life.

THE NARRATIVE ARC: FROM
SILENCE TO VOICE

A Childhood of
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Sickness and
Secrets
The  early  chapters  of  Stitches:  A
Memoir  by David Small  introduce  a
boy who is perpetually unwell. He suffers
from  mysterious  respiratory  problems,
fatigue, and a persistent cough that his
parents  d ismiss  as  "nerves"  or
"attention-seeking."  In  reality,  his
symptoms are early signs of the cancer
caused by radiation exposure. But in the
Small  household,  illness  is  a  shameful
thing, a sign of weakness that must be
hidden or ignored.
Small's  portrayal  of  his  parents  is
remarkably nuanced. He does not paint
them as monsters. His father is a distant,

work-obsessed man who seems unable
to connect with his family. His mother is
a frustrated, emotionally volatile woman
who takes out her anger on her children.
Neither  is  evil,  but  both  are  deeply
damaged, and that damage becomes a
poison that seeps into every corner of
young David's life. This complexity is one
of the reasons Stitches: A Memoir by
David  Small  resonates  so  powerfully
with readers. It refuses to reduce family
trauma to simple villains and victims.

The Discovery of
Cancer
The  pivotal  moment  in  the  memoir
arrives  when  David,  at  age  fourteen,
wakes from what he believes is a routine
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tonsillectomy  to  discover  that  he  has
actually undergone surgery to remove a
cancerous  vocal  cord.  His  parents,  in
their characteristic silence, had withheld
the truth from him. He is left voiceless,
literally and metaphorically. The scar on
his  throat—the  "st itches"  of  the
title—becomes a permanent mark of this
betrayal.
This section of Stitches: A Memoir by
David  Smal l  i s  rendered  w i th
devastating  clarity.  The  reader  shares
David's shock, his terror, and his slowly
dawning understanding that the people
who were supposed to protect him have
failed  in  the  most  profound  way.  His
voice,  the  very  instrument  of  self-
expression  and  connection,  has  been
taken from him. He must now learn to
communicate in a world that has already

taught him that silence is survival.

Finding Art as a
Lifeline
The second half of Stitches: A Memoir
by David Small follows David through
his  adolescence  and  into  young
adulthood, as he begins to discover art
as a means of coping and, eventually,
th r iv ing .  He  s tar ts  by  drawing
obsessively,  filling  notebooks  with
images that express the rage and grief
he cannot speak aloud. These drawings
become a  private  language,  a  way  of
making sense of a world that has made
no sense to him.
Small shows that art does not magically
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solve  his  problems.  He  still  struggles
with  depression,  alienation,  and  the
lasting effects of his trauma. But drawing
gives him a foothold, a way to exist in
the world that is not entirely shaped by
his family's dysfunction. By the end of
Stitches: A Memoir by David Small,
he has not found a neat resolution or a
happily-ever-after.  He  has  found
something  more  valuable:  a  path
forward, and a reason to keep walking.

KEY THEMES IN STITCHES: A
MEMOIR BY DAVID SMALL

The Weight of

Silence
Silence is  perhaps  the  most  pervasive
theme  in  the  book.  The  Small  family
operates under an unspoken rule: do not
ask questions, do not express feelings,
do  not  disturb  the  fragile  peace.  This
silence is not peaceful; it is oppressive, a
kind  of  slow  suffocation  that  damages
everyone  it  touches.  Stitches:  A
Memoir by David Small demonstrates
that silence is not the absence of sound
but  the  presence  of  unspoken  truths,
and  those  t ruths  have  a  way  o f
manifesting  in  physical  symptoms,
emotional  outbursts,  and  generational
patterns of damage.
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Survival Through
Art
Art is presented not as a luxury but as a
necessity. Small does not glamorize the
creative  process.  His  drawings  are
messy ,  obsess ive ,  bo rn  ou t  o f
desperation rather than inspiration. Yet
this  is  exactly  what  makes  them  so
powerful.  In  Stitches:  A  Memoir  by
David Small, art is a lifeline thrown to a
drowning child. It is a way of saying, "I
exist. I matter. I have something to say."
For  many  readers,  this  message  is
deeply  moving,  a  reminder  that
creativity  can  emerge  from  even  the
most barren soil.

The Body as a
Record of
Trauma
The scar on David's throat is the most
visible  symbol  of  his  trauma,  but
Stitches: A Memoir by David Small is
full  of  physical  markers  of  pain.  The
cancerous growth, the surgical incision,
the constant illnesses, the tension held
in  his  mother's  jaw,  the  hunched
shoulders  of  a  fearful  child—the  body
becomes  a  canvas  on  which  trauma
writes its story. Small's drawings capture
these physical details with an unsparing
eye,  reminding  us  that  emotional
wounds  often  leave  physical  traces.
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The Complexity
of Family
Small  avoids  easy  judgments.  His
parents are flawed, sometimes cruel, but
they  are  also  products  of  their  own
histories. His mother's rages stem from
her  own  unfulfilled  life.  His  father's
detachment  is  a  survival  mechanism.
This does not excuse their behavior, but
it  adds  a  layer  of  tragic  depth  to
Stitches: A Memoir by David Small.
The memoir asks difficult questions: Can
we  hold  people  accountable  for  their
actions  while  also  understanding  the
forces that shaped them? Can we love
the people who hurt us? Small does not
provide easy answers, but he shows that

asking these questions is itself a form of
healing.

ARTISTIC STYLE AND VISUAL
STORYTELLING TECHNIQUES

One cannot fully appreciate Stitches: A
Memoir  by  David  Small  without
discussing  its  visual  language.  Small
works primarily in pen and ink, with a
muted palette that shifts from grays and
blues to warmer tones during moments
of memory or imagination. The linework
is  expressive,  sometimes  delicate,
sometimes  heavy  and  dark,  mirroring
the emotional content of the story.
Small  employs  several  techniques that
enhance the narrative:

Panel layout: He uses size and
arrangement to control pacing.
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Large, detailed panels slow the
reader down, forcing them to sit
with a moment. Small, quick
panels create a sense of urgency
or fragmentation.
Visual metaphors: Surreal
images—a house with teeth, a
mother whose face becomes a
mask, a boy shrinking into his own
shadow—convey psychological
states that resist direct
description.
Use of white space: In moments
of intense emotion, Small often
leaves panels empty or nearly
empty, echoing the emptiness his
protagonist feels. This restraint is
more powerful than any detailed
drawing could be.
Expressive bodies: Small is

masterful at showing emotion
through posture and gesture. A
hunched shoulder, a clenched fist,
a turned back—these details
communicate volumes without a
single word.

The result is a visual experience that is
both  deeply  personal  and  universally
accessible.  Stitches:  A  Memoir  by
David Small is not simply a book to be
read; it is a book to be witnessed.

CRITICAL RECEPTION AND
AWARDS

Upon its release, Stitches: A Memoir
by  David  Small  received  widespread
critical  acclaim.  It  was  a  finalist  for  the
National  Book Award and received the
Eisner  Award  for  Best  Reality-Based



Stitches A Memoir By David Small 11

11

Work,  among


