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Recently, Marie Davis, Editor of Canadian Children's Literature, invited me to do a
review article covering all the picture books published in Canada in the past year or
so - over a hundred of them. I accepted. It seemed like an excellent way for me to
get a sense of the current state of children's publishing in my country - as indeed it
tumed out to be. What I had not expected was how depressed the task would make
me, how exceedingly depressing the current state ofchildren's publishing in Canada
- and for that matter, in North America and elsewhere - actually is. Let me explain
why.

The books Marie sent me were vibrantly colourful and for the most part, proficient
in style and design. They ably represented how technically accomplished, how
dependably professional the Canadian picture book industry has become in the few
short decades ofits existence (there was very liule publication ofpicture books, or
indeed, ofany kind ofchildren's literature, in my country before about 1975). Indeed,
lhat was the problem. The books were asstned and competent, textbook examples of
what the picture book as a genre has become on our continent, perhaps on our planet,
in our time. But that's about all. There was little here that was fresh or innovative or
even all that imaginative. Viewed as a group, these books were depressingly similar
to each other, depressingly similar to picture books being produced in the USA and
intemationally, depressingly similar to countless thousands of picture books
prduced in the last century. They were something like children's literature yard
goods - nothing special, just more of the same bland serviceable stuff.

As I thought about it, I realized there were good - and depressing - reasons why that
should have been the case. The most obvious one is the current fragile state ofthe
Canadian children's publishing industry - a fragility marked in the conventional
quality ofthe books it now produces. Recent events have made the production of
Canadian books for children a perilous enterprise. First, a series ofmergers has led
to the domination of the bookselling business by one large firm, Chapters Indigo,
which" as a near-monopoly, has the power to enforce a dangerously self-serving
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retum policy, demanding the right to return books it has ordered from publishers
whenever it wishes. Publishers must then spend the money to produce enough copies
of books to fill all the chapters stores, in the knowledge that a large proportion of
them will come back unsold - for big box stores like chapters merely like to
advertise that they offer a vast itssortment of titles and make no particular efforts to
sell any specific ones of them. That means more publishers' money tied up in fewer
books, and so those books will inevitably be the ones their publishers perceive as
most likely to sell well - the most conventional ones. Then, the bankruptcy in20o2
ofstoddart, an important publisher ofchildren's books, and its associated company
General Distributing, the largest book distributor in the country resulted in chaos and
firrther cash-flow problems for the many other publishers whose books were held
hostage in General's warehouses for some months. Meanwhile, a series of right-
leaning and singularly tight-fisted provincial governments across canada have
enforced ongoing cutbacks in writers' and publishers' grant programs that have
traditionally fuelled the industry, and further cutbacks in the school and library
budgets that account for most sales. There has also been a decline in the number of
younger human beings born in canada and the rest of North America; according to
the 2003 Canadian census, there were over half a million fewer Canadians between
the age of 0 and 9 than there were between the ages of l0 and 19. In a time of rv
and video games, there has also been a decline in interest in reading amongst the
fewer young people there are. All these factors come together to discourage
publishers from being too daring in their choices ofwhat to publish.

Most significantly, however, the free flow of books across the canada-usA border
allowed by the North American Free Trade Agreement has made the publication of
books exclusively for the Canadian market financially unfeasible. It's revealing that
almost all of the picture books I looked at, produced in canada by primarily
Canadian publishers, announced themselves on the verso oftheir title pages as being
published or distributed both in Canada and in the USA., and that almost all provided
an American address as well as a canadian one. Many of them even offered
American spellings rather than the usual Canadian ones - no national 'honoud here,
I'm afraid. Wthout some sales in the American market, a Canadian children's book
is unlikely to break even, let alone hope to make a profit for its publishers. The
publishers of all of these books were, then, clearly hoping for success in the usA.
unfortunately, furthermore, success in the USA these days demands an ever-
narrowing set of constraints and conditions. Similar changes in bookselling and
cutbacks in school and library budgets have affected Americans as they have
Canadians. Meanwhile, the multi-national corporations that own just about all of the
significant firms producing children's books in the USA have little interest in
literature as anything other than merchandise, and in the spirit of good business
practice and the tyranny of the bottom line, demand an ever-increasing level of
profitability from ever-diminishing publishing programs. As a result, each title mgst
make more money. Inevitably, fewer innovative or even mildly unusual books are
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being published, and increasingly more effort is being made to appeal to the most
popular and potentially profitable segments of the market: TV and movie tie-ins,
series books, imitations of previous best-sellers, books with clear connections to
subjects and concerns mandated by the curricula ofthe most heavily populated states.
In other words, an increasing proportion of the books published in the USA are
deliberately a lot like other books previously published - and therefore, a lot like
each other.

It's no surprise, then, that in aspiring to appeal to the exact same segments of the
same mmket, the Canadian publishers of the picture books I looked at should have
produced books so depressingly like each other and so like so many other children's
picture books produced before and elsewhere. The same goes for novels - except for
the sometimes quirky books produced by small regional publishers supported
primarily by govemment granting programs and less dependent on wide sales, there's
little being produced outside of slavishly imitative efforts to cash in on the Harry
Potter phenomenon and series like Scholastic Canada's pedagogically useful Dear
Canada, fictional diaries by young girls placed in important moments of the
Canadian past - the series itself is modelled on the parent American company's Dear
America series. Indeed, the situation in Canada is desperate enough that a literary
agent recently told me that the chances of a free-standing children's novel - one not
intended to be part ofa series and not by an author with an already-established sales
record - being published by a mainstream Canadian press were slim to none. Unless
your name is J. K. Rowling or you are a someone like Madonna whose pre-
established celebrity guarantees sales forjust about any combination ofwords you
(or your ghostwriter) should happen to throw together, the same seems increasingly
true outside of Canada also.

And thus, my depression. In North America - and perhaps elsewhere also - we exist
in an economy and a political environment in which excellent, unusual, innovative -
or for that matter, interesting - children's books are highly unlikely to be produced.
Young readers are sentenced to yet more and more of the competent and uninspired
sort of books I found myself reviewing for CCL. There will be yet more cautionary
tales much like a long tradition of cautionary tales and whimsical fantasies much like
earlier whimsical fantasies. There will be yet more stories about cute delicate fairies,
cute bumptious gnomes, cute talking animals in human clothing, cute princesses with
cute strange powers, cute and sublimely ingenuous middle-class children with the
souls of poets or cute but sad middle-class children with sibling or parent problems,
or cute and incorrectly happy middle-class children with various sorts of chips on
their well-dressed shoulders, said chips happily removed by the end. There will be
yet more commitment to exceedingly conventional ideas about what children are or
should be and to assumptions about what story experiences adults should provide for
young people that have been prevalent throughout the history ofchildren's literature.

Ah, but there's the thing - that's what give me pause, stops me cold in mid-rant. These
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things have been prevalent throughout the history of children's literature. The fact
that there's nothing new going on here means that business is going on more or less
as it usually has been. So is there really any special or unusual reason for me to be
depressed? Sure, some sad and scary things have happened recently. some sad and
scary values are controlling the agenda. But when have they not? Are things really
all that different or that much worse than they have ever and always been? perhaps,
I find myselftrying to tell myself, not. perhaps 'twas ever thus. perhaps I have simply
tumed into another annoying old codger lost in the fog of my failing memory,
bewailing the loss of a non-existent golden age, sometime inevitably before now,
when things were purely wonderful and no one ever had to burp or compromise or
die. Perhaps there never was such a time. Perhaps children's publishing was always
more or less the way it is right now.

I find myself thinking back to a golden time of my own, the mid-seventies - a time
when the canadian children's publishing industry was just beginning to exist as,
simultaneously, I myself was just beginning my adult experience of reading,
teaching, and writing about children's literature. As a newcomer to this exciting
material, I certainly did experience it as golden. Secluded in the insular world of
adult literature, I had never imagined the delights of a Maurice sendak, a pat
Hutchins or a charles Keeping, of an E. B. white or Louise Fitztrugh or E. L.
Konigsberg or Mlliam Mayne. so many fine stories, so many terrific pictures, so
much that was fresh and imaginative and unexpected and exciting. I felt like
shakespeare's Miranda on her first view of a sexy hunk: 'o brave new world,/That
has such people in't.' To which her more experienced and less homy father said, ,'Tis
new to thee.' In the seventies, older hands at children's literature than me might have
told me the same. Indeed, if I'm honest, I have to admit that even back then I was
aware that not everything was so completely glittery. For every sendak or pearce I.
delighted in, I was aiso discovering gangs of carolyn Keenes and Enid Blytons,
groups of silly or preachy and vastly wlgar picture books about pigs or puppies,
gaggles ofJudy Blumes and countless other providers ofpat solutions to supposedly
typical teenage traumas. Troop of fairies, squads of mice and gnomes. cuteness
everywhere. Even more significantly, and as my own critical writing later went on to
declare in some detail: these brave new books I was delighting in were not so
completely new and innovative as I was imagining. Distinctive as it was, pearce's
Tom's Midnight Garden revealed its author's knowledge of a long history of fantasy
generally and time-slip fantasy in particular, and Sendak's Where the Wild Things Are
turned out to be most interesting as a variation on a story pattern used also by Beatrix
Potter and Mrginia Lee Burton and numerous others. what was new to me was not
necessarily so new after all.

Nor' ifl think about i! could it ever be. In its essence, as writing done specifically
for inexperienced beginners, children's literature is a simple literature. It's possible
for clever, imaginative writers to do elegant, even complex variations on its
characteristic themes and pattems. But those themes and patterns are characteristic,
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discussion of children's literature continues to concentrate on the relatively rare
exceptional books of the kind that Nikolajeva focuses on. Trained in a literary
scholarship that privileges complexity, seiious scholars of children's literature are
naturally drawn to such books - and prone most often to discuss them as if they werecomplex puzzles to solve, without consideration of how operating with that
assumption might miss the point of the texts' status as writinj for inexperienced
readers. At a recent children's literature conference, I found myselfyet once moro
witnessing the strange spectacle of fully grown adults with advanced degrees proudly
displaying their ability to understand slightly complex texts like M.T. Anderson,s
Feed ot Karen Hesse's Out of the Dzsd without any apparent awareness that their
ability to make sense of any text published for audiences of inexperienced young
people might actually not be all that surprising. Many of the authors of recent joumJ
articles seem much more informed about various more complex approaches to the
ideology oftexts written for children - approaches that at least take ttreir relative
simplicity into account. often, however, they justis their interest in the texts by
claiming to discover subtle depths beneath the apparently conventional *uy, of
constructing female or childhood subjectivity - ways that, in a context of a major
thread of contemporary cultural studies, presumably offer child readers empowering
means of resistance. And more often than no! these articles ignore the influence of
the material culture that produced the texts - the workings of financial and cultural
capital in the markets they emerged from, the ."ono*i, and political forces that
helped to shape those markets and the nature of the texts they 

"oud *a did produce
- forces like those I described earlier at work in canada today. As a group, we critics
remain focused on distincriveness and excellence - more interested in what,s
different and special about the texts we explore than in what they share with other
texts of children's literature and why they might share it
IfI acted as the usual practice ofchildren's literature criticism implies I should, then,
I'd have two choices about how to respond to those hundred Canaaian picture books.I could identify the most ordinary books as unworthy, and focus my attention on the
few that seemed complicated enough to need interpreting by my sophisticated adult
mind. or I could focus on the ideological work done uy ttre toots, with the goal of
showing how any of them I happened to admire offered alternative scenarios or
means of resisting mainstream values. In either case I would be ignoring what I know
and reported above about the economic factors that helped to shape-ttre books. I
would also be ignoring my own conviction that, unlike serious aduliliterature, texts
of children's literature are almost always most interesting not because of the ways in
which they differ from other texts of their kind, but for the ways it which they are
similar to them.

In its few decades of existence, children's literature criticism has accomplished
much. But as long as we who practice it believe that it's the most complex and
unusual books that most need our attention, and as long as the attention we give
ignores the material contexts that police complexity and distinctiveness, the more we
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$ll ttlll have to leam about what children's literature is and why it is that way. As
lb brck as 1985, I argued that'the similarity of good children's books to each other
lEflal chlldren's fiction different from adult fiction - different enough that it requires
lf Own lntorpretive approach' (Nodelman 1985, 6). So far, at least, few steps have
bmn trkon by surprisingly few critics towards finding that approach.
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