
have suc11 a simple and satisfying resol~~tion. Still, there is no denying the power of 
Doyle's story. His Martin O'Boy is a poignant cl~aracter, someone w11o just wants 
life to be a little more pleasant and can't quite understand why it cannot be. 

Ultimately, this is t l ~ e  strength of the best of these books. Injustice is as mystify- 
ing to its victims as it is self-evident to its perpetrators. Will and Arthur, Lesia, 
Esther, Martin O'Boy - they experience injjustice firsthand but find it difficult to 
~mders ta~ld why they are on the receiving end of it. What is it about them that 
makes tl~ern so deserving of the abuses they suffer? To their credit, Stenl~ouse, 
Langston, Kositsky, and Doyle l a o w  that lustory provides co~mtless questions like 
tlus but few easy answers. 

Jonatfzaiz E Varzce holds the Caizada Research Chair iiz Coizflict and Clilfllre iiz tlze De- 
partmeizt of Hisfory, Lli~iaersity of Westerii Olzfario. His iiiosf receiit book is A Gallaizt 
Corrzpaizy: Tlze nzle Stoiy of tlze Glrat Escape (Siiizoiz 8 Sclzllste~; 2003). 

What Children Are or Should Be /Perry Nodelrizarz 

Moi~ziizg Glory Morzday. Arlene Alda. Illus. Maryann Kovalski. Tundra, 2003. $22.99 
cloth. ISBN 0-88776-620-X. 

Bees Are Haizgiizgfionz tlze Sky. Jorge Argueta. 111~1s. Rafael Yockteng. $15.95 cloth. 
Gro~uldwood, 2003. ISBN 0-88899-509-1. 

Zipitio. Jorge Argueta. Illus. Gloria Calder6n. Gro~mdwood, 2003. $16.95 cloth. ISBN 
0-88899-487-7. 

Rzlde Rainsay arzd tlze Roar-iizg Radishes. Margaret Atwood. 111~1s. DLIS~II Petricic. 
T<ey Porter, 213133. $19.95 cloth. ISBN 1-55263-244-X. 

Stmlley's Parhj. Linda Bailey. Illus. Bill Slavin. IGds Can, 2003. $16.95 cloth. ISBN 1- 
55337-382-0. 

Hozv Hot Was It? Jane Barclay. Illus. Jauce Donato. Lobster, 2003. $19.95 cloth. 
ISBN 1-894222-70-9. 

27ze Waitirzg Dog Carolyn Beck. Illus. Andrea Beck. Kids Can, 2003. $17.95 cloth. 
ISBN 1-55337-006-6. 

The Sorig Witlziiz M y  Heart. David Boucl~ard. 111~1s. Allen Sapp. Raincoast, 2002. 
$21.95 cloth. ISBN 1-55192-559-1. 

Ode to  Nezvfoz~izdland. Sir Cavu~dish Boyle. Illus. Geoff Butler. Tundra, 2003. $19.95 
cioih. ISBN 0-88776-63G-5. 

M y  Horize B a y  Anne Laurel Cartes. Illus. Alan and Lea Daniel. T~u~dra ,  2003. $19.95 
cloth. ISBN 0-88776-633-1. 
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Click! Shutta Crum. 11111s. Jolm Beder. Fitzl~enry & Wluteside, 2003. $19.95 cloth. 
ISBN 1-55055-074-5. 

Bagels frnitz Be~zizy. Aubrey Davis. Illus. Dusal Petricic. IGds Can, 2003. $17.95 cloth. 
ISBN 1-55337-417-7. 

Forrr Pictzrlps by Elllily Caw. Nicolas Debon. Groundwood, 2003. $15.95 cloth. ISBN 
0-88899-532-6. 

Evie's Gardeiz. Michael Formal. Fitzl~eluy & W1-~iteside, 2003. $22.95 cloth. ISBN 1- 
55005-070-2. 

The Siizall Miracle. Paul Gallico, retold by Bob Barton. Illus. Carolyn Croll. T~uldra, 
2003. $22.99 cloth. ISBN 0-88776-650-1. 

Goodiziglzt Sam. Marie-Louise Gay. Gro~u-tdwood, 2003. $14.95 cloth. ISBN 0-88899- 
530-X. 

Eiiziiza's S t o ~ y .  Deborah Hodge. Illus. Song Nan Zhalg. T~lndra, 2003. $22.99 cloth. 
ISBN 0-88776-632-3. 

Peter's Pixie. Doim I<usluler. Illus. Sylvie Daigneault. T~lndra, 2003. $22.99 cloth. 
ISBN 0-88776-603-X. 

Cabbagekead. Loris Lesynski. Aruuclc, 2003. $18.95 cloth. ISBN 1-55037-805-8. 

Scarlet Pony: Adveizkrres in the Great Caizadia~z Nortlz Cozrizt~y. Rachael Lewis. 
Illus. Stephanie Verl~eyen. Scarlet, 2002. $19.95 paper. ISBN 0-9681661-0-5. 

bz Abby's Hands. Wendy Lewis. Illus. Marilyn Mets and Peter Ledwon. Red Deer, 
2003. $19.95 cloth. ISBN 0-88995-282-5. 

Dayb~a lc ,  Niglztfall. Jorge L~ljall. Illus. M a l ~ ~ e l  Moluoy. Gro~mdwood, 2003. $15.95 
cloth. ISBN 0-88899-486-9. 

Ma, I'm a Fanizer. Michael Martche~~ko. AIUUC~, 2003. $18.95 cloth. ISBN 1-55037- 
697-7. 

Old Bird. Irene Morclc. Illus. Muriel Wood. Fitzheluy & Whiteside, 2003. $19.95 
~10th. ISBN 1-55041-695-2. 

Safe and Sotrizd. Barbara Nichol. Illus. Anja Reichel. Nortl~ern Lights, 2003. $22.99 
cloth. ISBN 0-88995-284-1. 

Piaizo~izaizia! M a ~ j u s l ~ a  Pawagi. Illus. Lia Milkau. Second Story, 2003. $14.95 cloth. 
ISBN 1-986764-63-0. 
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Aiziiiraclziizes. Debora Pearson. 11111s. Nora Hilb. Anniclt, 2003. $17.95 cloth. ISBN 1- 
55037-797-3. 

Tlze Szibwny Mozise. Barbaa Reid. North Winds/Scl~olastic, 2003. $21.99 cloth. ISBN 
0-439-97468-2. 

Ezrgeize's Stonj. Richard Scrimger. Illus. Gillian Jolu~ston. Tundra, 2003. $18.99 cloth. 
ISBN 0-88776-544-0. 

1 2 3. Tom Slaughter. Tundra, 2003. $14.99 cloth. ISBN 0-88776-664-1. 

Yesterday's Snizta alzd the Clzaizzikalz Miracle. Sarah Hart Snowbell. Illus. Patty 
Gallinger. Napoleon, 2002. $12.95 paper. ISBN 0-929141-14-8. 

We'll All Go Exploi.iizg. Maggee Spicer and Richard Thompson. Illus. Kim LaFave. 
Fitzhenry & Whiteside, 2003. $19.95 clotl~. ISBN 1-55041-732-0. 

Salinoiz Secret. David Suzulci and Sarah Ellis. Illus. Sheena Lott. David Suzuki Foun- 
dation/Greystone, 2003. $18.95 cloth. ISBN 1-55054-937-5. 

Tlze Balloorz Sailors. Diane Swanson. IULIS. Krystyna Liplta-Sztarballo. A~mick, 2003. 
$19.95 c10tl1. ISBN 1-55037-809-0. 

Tlze Paint Box. Maxine Trottier. Illus. Stella East. Fitzl~eluy & Wluteside, 2003. $19.95 
cloth. ISBN 1-55041-804-1. 

Szrki's ICiiizoizo. Cheri Uegaki. Illus. Stephane Joriscl~. IGds Can, 2003. $17.95 cloth. 
ISBN 1-55337-084-8. 

Rachel's Gift. Ricl~ard Ungar. Tundra, 2003. $19.99 cloth. ISBN 0-88776-616-1. 

gze Matz WIzo Wallced tlze Eartlz. la11 Wallace. Groundwood, 2003. $17.95 cioth. 
ISBN 0-88899-545-8. 

Tlze Nalced Lndy. Ian Wallace. Roaring Brook, 2003. $23.95 cloth. ISBN 0-7613-1596- 
9. 

Hiddeiz Bz~flalo. Rudy Wiebe. Illus. Mihael Longcluld. Red Deer, 2003. $19.95 cloth. 
ISBN 0-88995-285-X. 

Imagine a deep sigh. Here I sit surrounded by 40 or so picture books to review - 
and not so long ago, I reviewed about 80 others (see "As Canadian as Apple Pie 
and Old Glory" in Cnlzndiniz Childreiz's Literntzire 111-112). Furthermore, that last 80 
did not make me very happy. In my review, I described them Iike this: 

Viewed as a group, these boolcs are depressingly similar to each other, de- 
pressingly similar to picture books being produced ~II  the U.S. and interna- 
tionally depressingly similar to countless thousands of picture boolcs pro- 
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duced in t l~e last century. They are sometl-ing like cluldren's literature yard 
goods - nothing special, just more of t l~e  sane bland serviceable stuff. 
(96) 

Well, guess what? For the most part, the 40 I'm about to discuss here represent yet 
more of the same. Imagine another sigh. 

I'm sighing because I'm anytl-ing but surprised by the blandness of most of 
tl~ese books. T11e economic factors and cultural assumptions about cluldren, edu- 
cation, and reading that I outlined in my earlier review contin~~e to operate and, as 
the 40 books surrounding me now make all too clear, continue to encourage Cana- 
dian p~~blishers of picture boolcs to focus almost exclusively on wl~at's safely con- 
ventional and saleable. If you're loolcing for news of deligl~tful new experiences 
and must-buys, you can stop reading right now. I do have a few - but only a very 
few -to report. 

But that creates a problem for me. What cnlz I report? Other tl~an to reiterate t l~e 
details of what depresses me and point to one or two interesting exceptions, what 
C ~ I I  I usefully say about tl~ese 40 books that I haven't already said about the earlier 
80? 

As I tl~ougl~t about tl~at, I found myself remembering why t l~e  repetitively simi- 
lar experiences offered by cluldren's literature yard goods depress me so muclx. It's 
not simply beca~~se they are so repetitive, althougl~ that's sad enougl~. It's because 
of what it is t l~at they so obsessively repeat. They offer a vision of cluldl~ood that is 
maddeningly consistent from book to book, maddeningly normative in its assump- 
tions about what children are or should be, and maddeningly limited in what it so 
consistently takes to be normal. There's nothing particularly disgracefi~l about any 
of them - well, most of tl~em - individually. But as a group - and together with 
many other picture books, TV shows, video games, toys, and other cultural arte- 
facts adults produce for contemporary clddren - these boolcs construct for cld- 
dren a11 exceedingly narrow and repressive view of who h e y  already are or ought 
to hy to become. It seems wortl~wlule, then, to focus on how these boolcs do h a t  - 
how, lilce so many otl~er books for children, they worlc to impose a restricted vision 
of childi~ood and therefore of themselves on child readers - and thus teach chl- 
dren how to be less t l ~ a ~  surely hey nugl~t be. 

In our textbook for college-level cluldren's literature students, Tlze Plensz~res of 
Childrelz's Literntt~re (2003), Mavis Reimer and I describe an exercise tl~at we invite 
students to do in order to develop their awareness of their own normative assump- 
tions about children. It goes like tlus: 

Write down (or have children write down) this sentence: 

Children's boolcs me (or slzotlld be) 

Then, fill in the blank witl~ a list of as many words or phrases as you t l ~ d c  
relevant and important. When you've finisl~ed making your list, tl-ink about 
why you chose those words and phases. Are they based on assumptions 
you malce about cluldren? For instance, if you wrote that cluldren's books 
"are (or should be) cheerful," it might mean you believe that children are 
or s h o ~ l d  be always happy. As you tllink about these matters, produce 
another list, tlus one based on this sentence: 
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Childreiz n1.e (or slzozlld be) 

Fill in this blank with words or phrases that represent the assumptions 
about children you think you based your first list on. 

I've decided to look at the books under review here in terms of a variation on 
this exercise. Assuming that the boolcs represent the ideas of their authors, publish- 
ers, or intended audience about what children are or should be, I've considered the 
ways in which what happens in them implies unconsidered assumptions about 
clddren - generalizations unlil<ely to be ~uuversally true. Not surprisingly, these 
boolcs h ~ r n  out to represent the same repressively few and rarely examined ideas 
about cluld~ood that students express in response to the Plenszrres exercise. 

Let's start with this one: 

Childreiz nre iizizoceizt (i.e., dzriizb), nizd it's n good thiizg. 

In Aubrey Davis's Bngelsfr.oiiz Beizizy, illustrated by Dusan Petricic, Benny talces 
to heart lus baker grandfather's assertion that God, not he, should be thanked for 
the bagels he bakes. But being an innocent child, Benny ingen~lously assumes that 
he can tl~zudc God by leaving bagels for Him in the Holy Ark in the synagogue. The 
bagels disappear, Benny's grandpa laughs at him for ass~~ming God ate them, and 
it turns out a poor man took them, believing they came from God. Benny's grand- 
father assures t l~e  disappointed Benny that he has, in fact, thanked God by malcing 
the world a better place. In other words, Benny has been right to be wrong. It's a 
good duldren don't know so much then - their ignorance is actually a wis- 
dom &at lets miracles happen. 

A cl~ild's u~gen~~ous  faith leads to more good things in Pat11 Gallico's old story 
Tlze Siiznll Miracle, newly retold by Toronto storyteller Bob Barton and illustrated by 
Carolyn Croll. In Assisi, young Pepino's dodtey is sick. Pepino believes that St. 
Francis will cure her if he can only take her into the Basilica, but the only way in for 
a donkey is through a walled-up passage. Unwilling to accept defeat, Pepino heads 
off to Rome, where ius breathtaking ignorance of his own insignificance in reiation 
to the workings of hierarchy and power get l-Lin into a meeting with the Pope, who 
allows the wall to be removed. The story ends before we find out if the donkey is 
cured, but not before we have t l~e wonderfully wise ingenuousness of children 
confirmed yet once more. 

Sara11 Hart Snowbell's Yesterday's Sniitn nizd tlze Clznlzzilcnh Miracle, illustrated by 
Patty Gallinger, celebrates children's laclc of ability even more obviously. After Annie, 
a y o ~ u ~ g  Jewish girl, waits UI line to tell Santa she wants a Christmas tree like all the 
other luds, she discovers that tlus particular jolly old elf is her grandfather's Jewish 
friend, out of worlc and willing to do any job. She innocently aslcs him for a Christ- 
mas tree anyway. When her father hears about it, he tells her exactly why she's 
been wrong, in what just might possibly be a message intended for child readers: 
"Religious freedom, Annie. That's what C11an~1kd1 is all about. Your friends will 
understand you i£ you tell them you celebrate Chanukah. They'll respect you as 
you respect them. Take it from me, Annie -it's oltay to be different." Lo a11d be- 
hold, she does talce it from him, immediately and completely aclcnowledges her 
own error, gives up her wish for a Clvistmas tree, and heads off to the mall to 
retrieve her wish and give the poor Jewish Santa her C11anukd1 gelt. But even tlus 



turns out to be endearingly foolish and unnecessary - he has found a better job for 
himself already. Annie accomplislxes exactly nothing in tlus story but to be cutely 
and charmingly wrong all t l~e  time and gets to be a happy role model for eq~~al ly  
incapable children as a result of it. 

Cheri Uegaki's Szilci's Kimono, illustrated by Stephane Jorisch, offers yet axother 
collfirmation of tlxe virtues of childhood ignorance. Blithely unaware of dxe con- 
formist tendencies of sdxool life, Sulu wants to wear her traditional kimono on her 
first day of sclxool. At first, everyone laughs at her. But tlxen Sulu tells tlxe class that 
her obachan brouglxt her the kimolxo and performs her version of the traditiolxal 
dance she saw at tlxe festival her obZchax toolc her to - and lo and behold, rather 
tlxan lauglkxg even hardel; as various of tlxe real clxildren I luxow miglxt, tlxese nicer 
children of children's literature clap delightedly. In lxer blissful ignorance, Sulu has 
done the riglxt dung after all. These four books all invite an uncolxsidered accept- 
ance of a very limiting idea of childhood iruxocence as a ~uuversal truth about chil- 
dren. 

It's instructive that Benny, Pepino, h u e ,  and Sulu come from various speci- 
fied etlmicities. That makes their stories saleable in terms of current powerfill cur- 
ricular focuses on teaching children appropriately multicultural values (Yesterdny's 
Sniztn makes tl~at purpose especially obvious by offering a handy-dandy FAQ ex- 
planation of Chanulcdx and recipes for making latlcas and your own paper dreydel 
-information that allows children not part of tlxis tradition to play at being so) but 
also because this implies the assumption that 

Clzildreiz nre (nizd should be) ~ u o i z d e r ~ i l l ~ ~  diverse iiz their rncinl niid etlzizic bnclgrouizds. 

This miglxt mean that children themselves are assumed to find their diversity won- 
derful, as the pletlxora of books celebrating tlxe happy diversity of tlxeir cultures 
might suggest: 

Clzildreiz rejoice (or oz~glzt to rejoice) iiz their clrltzirnl diveisify. 

On the other hand, it miglxt mean tlxey are inherently intolerant: 

Childreiz nre (or shozild, ilz beiilg childlike, be) ilztolernizt. 

If d ~ e y  weren't, why would they need so many reminders of how they ought to 
respect difference? In addition to the boolcs I've already mentioned, there's also 
Deborah Hodge's Eiiziizn's Stoiy, illustrated by Song Nan Zlxang, in wlxiclx young 
Emma, adopted from Cl-Lina into a wlute North American family and upset be- 
cause she doesn't look like evelyone else, is reassured by lxer grandmother's uto- 
pian story of how slxe came to join tlxem. In it, there is no mention of lxer birth 
parents or why she needs to be adopted, and lxer orphanage in China is repre- 
sented only as "a big building where Emma lived with other babies and tlxe aunties 
who cared for them." Aunties? Really? Grandma concludes wit11 what just might 
possibly be a message for child readers: "It's not how we look that makes us a 
family, Emma. It's how we love each otlxer." 

Strangely, then, Grandma deals witlx Emma's concern about her difference less 
by celebrating it than by denying its significance. Difference tends to be respected 
primarily by means of ~mderplaying its importance in all these books. The four 
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ingen~~ous cluldren I tdked about earlier all lu~ow less about their cultures &an 
their elders - and none of them learn all that mud1 more. Sulu experiences her 
Japanese traditions witl~out anyone bothering to explain their significance to her, 
and wlule Benny, Pepino, and Aruue all have older m d  wiser men instruct them in 
the meanings of their actions, none of them learns more than one small nugget of 
reassurance in the value of what they know and have done already. It's their child- 
like hu~ocence that matters, not their awareness of culk~ral values beyond t l~e  sim- 
ple fact of the existence (and right to exist) of those val~~es.  Wl~ile advertising an 
interest in CLI I~LI~~I  differences, in fact, tl~ese boolcs actually assume sometlung that 
~mdermines h a t  interest: 

Childhood is zriziversnl; clzildreiz nre (nizd slzoz~ld be) tlze sniize evelyzohere. 

The worlds depicted in all four boolcs are similarly simple and sunny - a contem- 
porary festival of etluuc costumes a ~ d  artifacts without much sense of the sub- 
stance and intricacy of the cultLues the costumes represent. C h m ~ ~ k a h  is more about 
dreydls than it is about faith. It's particularly telling hat, wlule Bagels frniiz Beizizy 
purports to be about Jews living in very traditional ways, it nevertheless explicitly 
spells out t l~e  name of the Lord - sometlung that ortl~odox Judaism forbids - and 
gives B e ~ u ~ y  a grandfather rather than a Jewish Zaida. The blanded-out form of 
multiculturalism in these books is a celebration of difference that erases real and 
significa~t differences, pres~unably to appeal to wider a~ldiences of blander clul- 
&en. 

What the blandly cl~ildlilce cluldre~l in these books most share, furthermore, is 
the cluldlilce ingen~~o~~sness  that allows them to be and remain mostly unaware of 
negative possibilities. And that supports mother common assumption about cluld- 
hood: 

Childreiz nre (or shol~ld be) joyoz~sly optiiizistic. 

As is true of almost all t l~e  protagonists of cluldren's literature but too often untrue 
of real clddren, ~ & a ,  "Denny, Pepino, Auue, and Suki acl-ieve liappji endings 
with only minimal awareness of less forhu~ate outcomes. The illustrations in the 
boolcs support t l~e  optimistic mood. The rosy-cheeked figures in Song Nan Zhang's 
pictures for Eiiziizn's Stoly live UI a chintz- a ~ d  flower-filled house out of Better Hoiizes 
aizd Gnrdei~s. Carolyn Croll in Tlze Siiznll Mirncle a11d Stepha~e Joriscl~ in Stlki's Ki- 
iizoizo bot11 offer simple cartoons ~I I  lively palettes almost totally lacl&~g in sfiadows 
01; indeed, any dark tones. Wlule the rid1 browns a11d precise hatcl~ings and cross- 
l ~ a t c l ~ ~ g s  tl~at predominate in Dusan Petricic's pictures in Bngels fro112 Beizizy imi- 
tate traditional etchings and thus imply the weight of tradition, they are also lively 
cartoons - beautif~~lly evocative ones, but cartoons nevertheless. Patty Galli~~ger's 
illustrations for Yesferdny's Sniztn are less happy, mostly because they are less profi- 
cient. For all the lumpiness implied by their peculiar depiction of light falling on 
s1ci11, they're certainly tryiizg to be warm a11d comforting. 

The atmosphere of total bliss that these boolcs exude becomes yet more blissful 
in Geoff Butler's charming illustrations for Sir Cavindish Boyle's patriotic Ode to 
Nezofoz~izdlnizd. Tlus early twentieth-century song refers to "blinding storm" and 
"wild waves" that "lash thy strand," but the pictures - in which caribou and bears 
mingle communally with humans and fish seem to smile at t l~e  fisherman catclung 



them - are always jolly. The bright, happy colours overwl~elm the I-Lint that one 
pich~re provides of the darlc history leading to the extinction of the Beotl~ults; as a 
result, pichues in w l u h  the r o ~ u ~ d  mouths of people afloat in fragile boats on stormy 
seas might represent either singing or howls of pain seem anydung but painful. As 
charmingly wacky as it is, tlus is Newfo~u~dland as viewed tl~rougfi the naive im- 
agination that adults conventionally attacli to cluldhood. 

W11ile these boolcs end up celebrating childlike hulocence, all of them do de- 
scribe moments like that hint about the Beotl1~11cs in wlucli innocence leads to trou- 
ble -the kind of t ro~~ble  that might end iru~ocence. The affirmation of the v a l ~ ~ e  of 
innocence I discussed earlier amo~mts to reassurance that it's better not to know or 
to be able to do Inore - that you C ~ I I  do what you need to do just die way you 
already are. That implies the degree to wl~icli ad~dts  are co~~vinced that children are 
aware of their ir~adeq~~acies and insecure about themselves. In other words, and in 
contradiction to the idea t l~at cluldl~ood is joyful, innocence must be confirmed as 
joyous because clddren often aren't all that happy about it - because, indeed: 

Childreiz are (or shozlld be) nzunre o f fhe ir  lilirifnfioizs niid i n  need of I P ~ S S I L ~ ~ ~ I C L ' .  

Emma of Emmn's S f o i y  gets reassmed directly. Wlule Abby of Wendy Lewis's Iiz 
Abby's Hnizds (illustrated by Marilyn Mets m d  Peter Ledwon) seems to move be- 
yond her sense of inadequacy, it is ~~evertl~eless peculiarly reaffirmed. Compared 
to her now dead Gran's l ~ a ~ ~ d s ,  wluc11 "l~ad brougl~t new babies into the world and 
placed them UI heir  mother's arms," Abby believes her own clddisl~ hands are 
useless. When t l~e dog she has named after her Gran begins to give birth wlule the 
adults are away, our pluclcy heroine learns, despite her self-do~~bt, that t l~e puppies 
are "safe in Abby's hands." But while it's nice that Abby is finally able to do wl~at's 
needed, die angst of her dlinldng she can't has far more i ~ ~ t e ~ ~ s i t y  and seems to me 
to s~lrvive the supposedly happy ending more or less intact - an expression of the 
depth of adult convictio~~ in d~ildlxood inadeq~~acy that I suspect is lilcely to com- 
municate more to child readers dian does the confidence Abby supposedly gains. 
That's UI part because Lewis allows Abby's parents to show up and take over after 
just Gne p - ~ p  is born- a reintrodrrction of ad~dt  management elat sup2rsedes Abby's 
newfo~u~d ability and allows her a clearly happy return to dependent cluldl~ood. 
It's also in part because Mets and Ledwon's decidedly weird pictures convey far 
more angst idIan confidence. They loolc either like photographs manipulated to 
appear more painterly or like paintings trying to imitate photographs. In either 
case, the result is a deadening and broodingly eerie at~nosphere of sl~adows and 
severely foresl~ortened figures that makes sense in relation to the text only by im- 
plying sometl~ing dark and terrifying ~ I I  it - even at the supposedly happy end, 
where just one beam of light penetrates an otherwise enveloping darkness. Insecu- 
rity wins despite all claims otl~erwise. 

Marie-Louise Gay's Goodlziglzf Saiiz and Richard Scrimger's Ez~geize's S f o l y  cel- 
ebrate insecurity more directly by not allowing their cluld protagonists to move 
beyond it. Gay's Sam can't sleep without his dog Fred and can't accept his sister's 
proposed solutions to lus problem because of what he identifies as t l ~ e  dog's inse- 
curities: the dog won't go outside because he's afraid of the darlc or ~II the closet 
because a monster lives there. These are clearly Sam's inadeq~~acies - as is lus 
inability to COLUI~ sheep as a soporific because he can only COLUI~ to three. Wlule 
Sam's problems are aru~oyu~g to his sistel; they're clearly meant to be adorably and 
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col~ventionally childlike for readers of all ages - including children, who will need 
to see how silly Sam's fears are in order to be in on d ~ e  joke of the boolc and who 
will be helped to see it by the light whimsy of Gay's pictures, which somel~ow 
manage to make even forbiddingly dark rooms look pleasantly cozy. Such cluld 
readers will thus have confirmed once more that old truth underlying most cluld 
culture: 

Clzildreiz nip (or slzot~ld be) cute - nizd nre nt fheir ccrtest zvlzeiz they are most iizndeqz~nte. 

It's cute wllen cl~ildren dress up and loolc humy in adult clotl~es or fail to pro- 
nounce hard words. It confirms for children that adults zonilt them to be cute - to 
try to be adult but fail. It's cute for Sam to be so foolisl~ly frigl~tened of non-scary 
t11h1gs in sucl~ a conventionally clddlike way, wl~ich confirms for cluld readers t l~at  
hey, too, are most loveable when appearing to be most inaccurate in their percep- 
tions. 

I~~accuracy of perception is also the basis of the joke in Scrimger's Ezrgeize's 
Story. Eugene's sister - a much less lielpfi~l sister tl~an Sam's - contin~lally inter- 
lupts his attempts to tell a story about lrimself by reminding him of what he can't 
do. He is not, as 1us story claims, old enough to dress himself because he puts his 
s l ~ t  on backwards - wlucl~ leads lum to retell the stoly so that he zvnlzted to put 
the shirt 011 baclcwards. But lus sister contin~~es to interrupt his tale of himself by 
denying each of lus claims to expertise or power. Finally, Eugene arrives at the only 
logical solutiol~ to lus problem. He imagines his sister into non-existence and makes 
the stoly be about himself as an only cldd. 

I suggested earlier that Scrimger confirmed Eugene's insecurity by not allow- 
ing lum to move beyond it. In a sense, that's hue: Eugene's disappearance of h s  
sister is a confirmation of her rightness about lus inadequacy, which he can only 
escape by not having her there to point it out to him. On the other hand, Eugene 
does figure tl~at out - so maybe he's not so inadequate after all. It's certainly pos- 
sible to read Ez~geize's Stoly as a cl~allenge to t l~e  assumption that children can't deal 
with their own problems - to see it as a boolc with the commercial smarts to offer 
conventional cuteness but to do so in a way that ~ i g l i :  actually achov\iledge z ~ i d  
empower cl~ildl~ood capability - and especially the capability to imagine. That 
actually suggests another common assumption: 

Children nre (or. slzot~ld be) itizngiizntiae aizd ~eso t~rce f i~ l  iit their use of it7zngilznfiolz. 

As I'll suggest latel; a n ~ ~ m b e r  of other books also support this idea. And I have to 
admit that it's not necessarily a bad ass~~mption, for ~udike so many of t l~e other 
generalizations people make about cluldhood, this one at least gives children some 
credit for being able to do sometling wortliwlde on their own. Even so, the thought- 
less but widespread adult conviction that all children are a~~tomatically and com- 
pletely imaginative merely as a result of being cluldren might well prove burden- 
some to those individual youngsters who, l~owever sterling their cl~aracters are, 
are not automatically prone to dreaming up wild and wonderful fal~cies at the drop 
of a hat. All children are no more fanciful than all women are excellent bread-bak- 
ers or all white men bad at basketball. It's t l~e  untllinlking generalizing that's the 
problem wid1 all t l~e  assumptions I'm outlining here - and the depressing regular- 
ity wid1 wluch writers and p~~blishers support t l~e  tl~ougl~tless generalizing by of- 



fering books that simply take it for granted. 
But Etigeize's Story is not so thoughtless, for it accompanies its praise of imagi- 

nativeness with its theme of cl~ild~ood inadeq~~acy. That makes this ingenious story 
intriguingly =ambivalent, even somewhat disturbing - for despite file triumph 
Eugene claims for lumself, just how happy is EUI ending that so completely isolates 
its hero in a world of lus own imagining? Gillian Jolu~son's final pichue, while 
theoretically as jolly E U I ~  ~u~tlweatelung as the rest, shows him confined by [he boxy 
lines of lus own room, 01-1 lus bilce but unable to actually go anywl~ere as the family 
dog loolcs eagerly but impotently at the bright light outside a closed window. In its 
~uvesolved ambivalence, Ez~geize's Stoiy clearly moves beyond the blandness of most 
of the other books I'm loolcing at here. 

Nevertl~eless, I find myself unwilling to forget that the ingenuity the story as- 
cribes to Eugene ach~ally belongs to his author. Lilce many others, tlus boolc repre- 
sents an adult imagining of a clddlike imagination. I might then propose a para- 
doxical variation on the assumption I just offered: 

Childre11 nre (or slzoiild be) ililngiiznfine, b ~ i t  ndulfs  11eed to sllozv t l ie~n I Z O ~ V  to be so. 

Some of these books literally represent that happening by offering adult authors' 
versions of the perceptions of clddren in what claim to be tile voices of cluldren. 
The cutesy poems in Loris Lesynski's collection Cnbbagehend might actually be spo- 
lcen by the adult poet, but the illustrations reveal their implied speakers as clul- 
dren. So it is a cluld who says, 

Sometimes I'm a cabbagehead. 
Sometimes I'm a star. 
Always I'm amazed by where 
My best ideas are. 

I am less than amazed that a cl~ild's best ideas are actually located in the mind of EUI 

adult being cluldlike. Similarly, Jane Barclay's Hosv Hot W n s  It?, illustrated in ex- 
pectably bright and happy cartoor;sby Jaluce Dol~ato, offers a poetic evocaEori of a 
hot day as a boy lumself describes it a ~ d  presumably imagines it: "It was a muggy, 
/ sluggy, / hair-teasing, / air-squeezing, / can't-get-out-of-bed, / both legs filled 
with lead / kind of hot. . . . I waited for t l~e wlusper of a breeze" (bolds in original). 
The p~~blisher of tlus boolc co~~veniently forgets t l~e  existence of its imaginative 
adult author long enough to advertise it as "a heartwarming tribute to the brilliant 
imagination of children." Similarly again, the cluldren who visit forests a r o ~ u ~ d  the 
world in Maggee Spicer and Ridlard Thompson's We'll All  Go Exploriizg, illustrated 
UI bold black outlines around richly saturated colours in the satisfyingly energetic 
and simple style of I(im LaFave, speak their own openness to sensuous delight in 
nah~ral objects - ~ I L I S  codinning another common ass~unption: 

Children are (nizd slzozild be) ii~herelztly colzizected to nizd nzvnlp of tlze seizstlolrs deliglzts 
of the ~znturnl rvorld. 

These cluldren share what -VVordswortl~ once identified in "Ode: Intimations of 
Immortality" as an inborn ability of all cluldren to perceive the "splendour in the 
grass" and t l~e  "glory in the flower" (78) - and therefore, it seems, a respect for 
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nature tl-tat provides tl-tem wit11 a-t inherent awareness of ecological implications 
tl-tat just rnigl-tt be intended to function as a message for h i l d  readers, as in this 
passage from We'll All Go Exyloriizg: 

We'll listen and watch 
Then we'll come away, 
So you can visit 
On another day. 

The placing of this obvious affirmation of 1ugl-t-minded adult values in d-te moutl-ts 
of tl-tese cluldren reveals l-tow 1nuc1-t tl-te delight in sensuous impressions tl-tat pre- 
cedes it here (and tlu.ougl-tout Hozv Hot Was I t?)  is also an adult creation - a con- 
struction of cl~ildhood designed to please widely-shared adult ideals of what cl~il- 
drel-t and cluldl-tood oug11t to be. 

In ligl-tt of tl-tose widely-shared adult ideals and their effect on children's p ~ ~ b -  
fishing, it's interesting to note tl-tat four of tl-te books I've just discussed are seq~~els  
to earlier books. Gay has done four previous boolcs about Sam and lus sister Stella, 
Scrimger and Jolu-tson two previous books about Eugene and lus siblu-tgs, Barclay 
and Donato a companion to Hozv Hot Wns It? about being cold, a-td Spicer, Thompson 
and LaFave companions to We'll All Go Explo~ilzg about going flying and going 
sailing. Tl-te continuing success of these franchises reveals how much they repre- 
sent currently powerful ideas about how children sl-tould be imagining tl-temselves. 

Otl-ter boolcs tl-tat offer poetically imaginative insights confirm tl-te ways in w l u h  
children's p~~blishing postulates tl-te internationally uniform cluldl-tood I described 
earlier and also operates witllin an increasingly global economy. Tl-te cllildren who 
spealc their wl~imsical fantasies in Jorge Argueta's Pees nre Hnlzgilzgfiom tlze Slcy 
(illustrated by Rafael Yoclctel-tg) and in Jorge Ljan's Dnyb~enlc, Niglztfnll (illustrated 
by Manuel Mo~woy) are at least as imaginative, as poetic, and as responsive to d-te 
natural landscape as tl-te cluldren wl-to explore and worry about tl-te heat in tl-te 
books I've just lool<ed at. Argueta's boy malces it equally clear h a t  lus imaginative- 
ness constitutes a recornmendatiol-t of how to be childlike for h i l d  readers who are 
invited to identify witl-1 l-tilii w-l-ten lie says, "I want to dieam like this every- riigl-tt." 
But ~~nlilce tl-te all-Canadian characters of tl-te otl-ter books, tl-tese cl-tildren have been 
imagined by an American from El Salvador (Argueta) and a-t Argentinian from 
Mexico (L~ljan) and illustrated by a Mexican (Molwoy) and a Colombian (Yockteng). 
h-t tl-te ligl-tt of these South American connections, it's not surprising tl-tat tl-te tl-teo- 
retically childlike imaginings tl-tey comm~~~ucate have tl-te bizarre aura of tl-te magic 
realism of tl-te adult Co1omnbia1-t novelist Gabriel Garcia MBrquez. Argueta's hero 
imagines tl-te upside-down trees of lus book's title. One of Ljan's poems is about a 
girl wl-to uses her hands to erase her mouth, tl-te other about a meny-go-ro~md ride 
witl-t tl-te deatl-t-like Lady-as-Pale-as-Bone. Nevertheless, both boolcs have been p ~ ~ b -  
lisl-ted by a Canadian publisher, Gro~mdwood, for tl-te Nortl-t American market, in 
Spanisl-t versions as well as these Englisl-t ones, presumably for tl-te ever-growing 
market of Spanisl-t-speaking Americans. Despite tl-te conve~-ttio~-tal assumption tl-tat 
tl-te circumstances of their publication imply - that all cluldren everywl-tere will 
and should respond similarly to whimsical imaginings - I'm pleased to report 
that these two books, especially Dnybrenlc, Niglztjinll, do have a satisfyingly unset- 
tling strangeness quite at odds witl-t tl-te clicl16d cllildlikeness of the boolcs by Barclay 
and by Spicer and Thompson. Tl-tere's a calmly matter-of-fact acceptance of ~mset- 
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tling impossibility UI both the words and pich~res of these boolcs that seriously 
challenges the complacent norms and col~ventional utopianism of almost all h e  
other boolcs being reviewed here. 

The boolcs I've been looking at disguise the extent to wluch the imaginings of 
clddren they represent are actually adult ima@G~gs offered as recornrnel~dations 
of correctly cluldlike tlG&ing to cl~ild readers. Ian Wallace's Tlie Nnled Lndy is far 
more fortluigl~t about tlus process. It describes how the elderly artist who moves 
onto t l ~ e  farm next door sl~ows young Tom Sims how to be an artist both througl~ 
direct instruction and simply by being intriguingly artistic himself. The boolc ends 
with a note UI wluch Tom tells us he grew up to be a11 illustrator of picture books, 
including tl~is one - wl~idx metafictively implies that this stoly is somehow auto- 
biograplucal. If it is, thougl~, it's hard to tell if the author /illustrator is more like the 
boy being trained UI being imaginative or the imaginative artist doing the training. 
As the producer of tlus book, Wallace is certainly more like the latter, passing on 
t l~e  wonderfi~lness of lus own art to cldd readerlviewers and thus encouraging 
&em to share his own imaginativeness. Buried ~ I I  this is another assumption: 

Childre~z are iizhelriztly artistic, becazlse nrfists nre esseiifinlly childlike. 

Like duldren, artists are not practical - they fill their fields wid1 sculph~res of 
vegetables rather than the real thing. And they are not conventional - they tran- 
scend repressive col~ventions and feel free to make sculptures of naked women. 
Indeed, one pichue shows Pieter's "naked lady" hovering over Pieter and Tom like 
the resident spirit of their relationship, representing their shared freedom from adult 
constraints. It seems illogical (but ~mderstandable in terms of our current panic 
over cluld pornograpl~y and t l ~ e  habit of cluldren's boolcs of closeting the darlc un- 
dersides of the worlds they explore) that the statue Pieter malces of Tom sl~ows him 
with his clothes safely on. 

Another boolc about artists, Maxine Trottier's Tlze Pniizt Box, confirms the con- 
nection between the freeing creativity of cluldren and artists by telling how t l ~ e  
daughter of the Renaissance painter Tintoretto escapes t l~e  constraints of her time 
by dressing as a boy, learning to paint, and befriending an enslaved c2bi11 boy who 
also loves to make art. Bod1 cluldre~z see themselves as enslaved, one literally and 
one symnbolically, and both adueve freedom in their art. Unforhu~ately, Stella East's 
sumptuous but fussily overblown illustrations undermine the idea h a t  art is free- 
ing by constraining and overwl~elrning Trottier's relatively straigl~tforward text. 

But let me go back for a moment to Tlie Nnlted Lndy. III depicting a relationship 
between a y o ~ u ~ g  boy and a mudl older person, Wallace's book represents another 
common assumption shared by a surprising n ~ ~ m b e r  of these books: 

Chi ld l~i i  aizd old people have niz iuiznte coizizectioiz to enclz otlzel: 

As well as Wallace's Pieter a ~ ~ d  Tom, there are h u e  and t l~e  Smta in Yesterday's 
Sniztn, Benny and his grandfather in Bngelsj7oiiz Belzizy, Emma and her grandmother 
in Eiiziizn's Story, Suki and l ~ e r  grcandmotl~er in St~lci's Kiiizoizo, and Abby and her 
grandmotl~er in 171 Abby's Hnlzds. I suspect this represents an assumption about old 
people as much as it does one about ciuldren - that old people are ciuicililce in 
their lack of duty and their freedom to indulge in play, and also in their 
marginalization, their freedom from the burden of family or social responsibility 
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that makes them available as comnpanions for cl~ildren. 
In many of these boolcs, there is also a faith in the (often childlike) wisdom of 

the aged and especially a sense that they represent a connection between cluldren 
and the traditions of their ancestors - for certainly, it is grandparents who pass on 
culture in these books far more than parents or teachers do. In Evie's Gardeiz, a boolc 
by the Brits11 autl~or/illushrator Michael Forman and republished in Canada by 
Fitzheluy & Wluteside, the old gardener, George, passes on his knowledge of gar- 
dening to you11g Evie, who then continues his work of gardening after he dies. In 
this characteristically optimistic children's variation 011 the Eden story, Evie remains 
untempted, there is no Adam or snake apparent, lu~owledge (of gardening at least) 
is a good dung, and paradise contil~ues even after death occurs. But there is a h ~ t  
of a snake in the absences from the garden ca~~sed by Evie having to attend school. 
She will learn to become a responsibility-ridden adult and no longer belong in the 
paradise reserved for the very yo~mg and the very old. 

Evie's Gnrdeiz connects her not just wit11 the wisdom of age but also with the 
beauties of the garden itself, wluch confirms the assumption I discussed earlier 
about tl~e connections between children and nature. Many of tl~e boolcs I'm consid- 
ering here develop this colvlection in terms of the idea that what's natural is what's 
unrepressed, al-td hat, therefore: 

Cliildrelz nre (rind slzoi~ld be) niznrclzicfiee spirits. 

111 some cases, their connection with what's natural allows them to introduce it into 
repressively ~umatural environments. In the American author Arlene Alda's Morii- 
iizg Gloly Molzdny, illustrated with bravura energy by the Canadian illustrator 
M a r y m ~  Kovalslu, a girl living anidst the crowded tenements of New Yorlc's Lower 
East Side deals wit11 her mother's l~oinesicluless for Italy by planting on the fire 
escape the magic seeds she brings home from the anarcluc carnival of Coney Is- 
land. The morning glories that result twine around the building and evel~tually 
around the entire city, bringing a refresl~~gly natural disorder to its mean streets 
and making everyone cl~ildlilce, natural, free, and l~appy. 

IiLldy Mebe's Hiddeli Ez~ffi~lo, illclstrated with p~ii~tiiigs by Miu5ael Longcl-ild, 
is a far more solemn version of what seems a surprisu~gly similar story. In an un- 
specified past OII the prairies, Young Sky Running deals with lus Cree people's 
starvation by leaving the confines of his people for the isolation of t l~e  open land- 
scape and 11aving a vision wluch, as "the lalce ch~tcldes as softly as lus heart beat- 
ing," makes lum one with the natural world, puts him in touch with the Great 
Creator, and shows him where the buffalo are - a vision that makes him laugh out 
loud like the lake did and thus malces lum one with it. The Chief, restricted to more 
narrowly conventional views and fearing the fierce Silcsika people who dwell where 
Slcy R~uming's vision pointed lum, doubt the vision- but youth, nature, a ~ ~ d  thinlc- 
ing outside the box do in fact save the day and bring the People to a valley "blaclc 
wid1 n~~mberless buffalo" - as ab~mdant as the New York morning glories. As 
well as confirming the colu~ection between the young and the naturally ~mbounded, 
Hiddeii Bz~jfnlo also provides Sky Ruuung with a wise grandmother he intuitively 
connects to and who points l b  toward his vision. While it depicts a culture ~ I I  a 
different time, Hiddeiz Bz~ffnlo c o l ~ m s  the same conventional assumptions about 
cluld~ood as do books set in the contemporaiy world. 

So, also, and more surprisingly, does David Bouchard's Tlze Soizg Wiflziiz M y  



Henrt, illustrated with paintings by Allen Sapp - or perhaps I should say that 
Boucl~ard's text, based (according to the jaclcet copy) OII remembrances of Sapp's 
childhood, illustrates Sapp's paintings, many of wluch existed prior to the text. 
Tlus boolc won the Governor General's Award for cluldren's literature (illustration) 
UI 2003 - a peculiar cl~oice in the light of the unclear stahls of its images. 1 have 110 
do~lbt about their wort11 as paintings. They evoke the lives of Crees on the prairies 
UI a style that combines the ~u~soplusticated charm of Grandma Moses with the 
sombre emotional depth of Rembrandt, <and they are astonislkgly s ~ ~ b t l e  even w l d e  
maintaining the simplistic mannerisms of ~mtrained outsider art. But since they 
existed as free-standing paintings before they became illustrations of a text designed 
to account for them, I wonder if they can be considered illustrations at all. 

One way or the other, what surprises me about Tlze Soizg Wi th in  M y  Henrt is tillat 
it replicates so many mainstream ass~unptions about cluldhood even tl~ough its 
source is Aboriginal. I might assume tlxat Wiebe, a non-Aboriginal despite his ac- 
claimed ad~dt  novels about Aboriginal culture and lustory, has ~u~conscio~~sly shaped 
1us tale of Sky RLUUI~II~ according to the stoiy patterns and assumptions of his own 
European heritage. What, then, might account for Sapp's focus 011 an elderly grand- 
mother who passes his tsadition on to 1un1 and "taught me how to hear and see" 
that t l~e  r l~yt l~m of t l ~ e  pow-wow drum is t l~e rl~ytlun of lus soul -a truth beyond 
mere ordinary perception? It might be that ideas about the coru~ections between 
children, the aged, and the infinite beyond transcend cultural differences. But it 
seems more likely that the Aboriginal v a l ~ ~ e s  being passed 011 here l~ave been shaped 
by the centuries of contact between Aboriginals and Europeans or are being re- 
shaped here to accord with the conventional assumptions of the contemporary 
marlcetplace for clddren's books. Considering their similarities, it's interesting that 
Tlze Soiig Wifhiiz M y  Henrt contains a warning against the l ind of cultural appro- 
priation of Aboriginal stories represented by Hidden Bztffnlo: "never use another's 
tale unless he ~UIOWS and 11e approves." 

As creahu-es we lilce to tlunlc of as less civilized and therefore Inore natural 
tl1a11 ourselves, we tend often to call children little l ids  or little pigs or even little 
rats - inviting them to identify with a~umals: 

Childre~z are (or slzozrld be) lilce aiziiiznls. 

It is not surprising, then, that some of these boolcs replicate the longstartding con- 
vention of providing children wid1 stories about animals meant to be ~u~ders tood 
as cluldlike. In Linda Bailey's Stnilley's Pnrhj, illlushated with an appropriately in- 
decorous ex~lberance by Bill Slavin, Stanley the dog realizes that there's no one 
there to stop him from doing as he lilces when his people go OLI~, gradually escalat- 
ing his criminal behaviour from lying OII the couc11 to dancing up a storm to hold- 
ing a party that fills the house "with every kind of dog you can imagine" - a11 
outburst of dogs as inn~~merable as Morizii~g Glory Moizdny's morning glories or 
Hiddeiz Bzlffnlo's buffalo, for indeed, 

Clzildreiz nre (01. sliozlld be) iii love zuitlz excess - especinll!y excessive disordel: 

That disorder is a gloriously desirable t l k g  - a principle established UI many 
boolcs by Dr. Seuss and Robert M L U I S ~  - becomes clear at the end of Stnlzley's 
Pnrhj when, after having been discovered in full riot by lus people, Stanley is not 
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much p~uushed; he is simply not left alone again. Apparently, dogs - as well as tl-te 
cluldren beu-tg invited to relate to tl-tem - are not capable of establishing their own 
order; they are incorrigibly and deligl-tth~lly irrepressible, a-td tl-tat's why tltl-y need 
adults to constrain and supervise hem. 

The tendel-tcy toward irrepressibility in animals - and therefore in children - 
becomes especially apparent in Carolyn Beck's Tlze Wnitiizg Dog, illustrated u-t meaty 
detail by Andrea Beck, a book that has engendered some intensely negative re- 
sponse from less anarchy-loving and more tigl-tt-lipped adult readers. One reader 
on tl-te Amazon.ca website claims tl-tat "it will encourage cluldren predisposed to 
violence while siclcening tl-te others," while another writes tl-tat "Hopefully tlus book 
will find its audience and be marlceted to adults and not as a cluldren's boolc." As a 
h~u-tgry dog waits for tl-te mail to arrive, he fantasizes in rhyme about nipping the 
mailman's fingers and then ups tl-te ante, imagining himself chowing down on the 
mailma-t's hand, thenlus arm, d-tenlus nose, l~u-tgs, and intestines, a veritable butcli- 
ery of delights, ~ ~ n t i l  

I'd suck eacl-t bone, 
All 206, 
Then pile them up, 
Like staclcs of sticks. 

Finally, tl-te dog realizes tl-tat he can only dream of tlus horrific repast - tl-tat, like 
tl-te implied cldd readers of tl-tis book, any movement he makes beyond tl-te pale of 
l-t~man adult-enforced social col-tstrai~~t m ~ ~ s t  be purely in tl-te imaginatiol-t. You can 
dream about it and you can read about it, but you can't do it. Tlze Wnitiizg Dog is a 
p t s y  book, u-t more ways tl-ta-t one -and I suppose I'd find it shocking if I hadn't 
read so many texts by cluldren's writers from Heimicl-t Hoffman to Jack Prelutsky 
tl-tat played the same extravagantly anti-social game. 

The connection between clddren a-td animals also occurs in two boolcs about 
l-torses. One, Rachael Lewis's ever-so-strange Scarlet Poizy: Adueizt~~res ill the Grent 
Cnizndiniz North Coziiztry, illustrated in muddy a-td mainly pointless pictures by 
Stephanie Verheyen, features a talking horse - a-td therefore one tl-tat boolc-experi- 
enced children know they should relate to -who has become a ~u-tiform-wearing 
member of the Great Canadian Nortl-t West Mounties. (We are not, thank goodness, 
told exactly what it is he mounts.) Sent off on an expedition, Scarlet Pony meets 
Raven Chief, who is wounded and who needs Scarlet Pol-ty's help. Scarlet Pony's 
Mo~u-ttie map guides Raven home in exchange for Raven's wisdom, wlucl-t might 
just possibly be intended as a message for cl-tild readers: "Wisdom will come to 
tl-tose who seelc to do good and you can only do good by following your heart." It's 
l-tard to resist reading tlus boolc as a rather complacent allegory about relationships 
between Europeans a-td Aboriginals in Canada's north, in which European rational 
know-how and intuitive Aboriginal knowledge have s o m e t l ~ g  to teach each other 
a-td there are no conflicts or territorial concerns. If so, there's someth-tg heartening 
about tl-te admission at tl-te end tl-tat tl-te tricky raven, far from being a completely 
willing partner in tlus compromise, might have sometlkng sneaky up his sleeve. 
Raven's tricl&-tess provides yet one more version of natural cluldlilce anarcl-ty. 

So, too, does tl-te old horse Papa brings home in Irene Morclc's Old Bird, illus- 
trated in nostalgic and somewl-tat inappropriately melancholy shades of blue by 
Muriel Wood. Papa wants the horse to stay out of the barn and believes it is too old 



to plow -but the horse has other ideas and eventually breaks into the bar11 and 
joins the plow horses often enough to get her way. There's sometlkg interestingly 
ambiguous here: this horse represents the spirit of natural anarchy as she defies 
Papa's repressive control of her and the farm. But in doing so, she gets to live in the 
11~1manly constructed barn and pull the I I L ~ ~ I I  plow - activities wluc1-1 malce her 
more domesticated and more like the normally controlled horses of the farm. Un- 
like Scarlet Pony, tlus horse is not necessarily meant to stand as a surrogate child, 
and so her fate might not contain assumptions about children. But in fact, the chil- 
dren in the boolcfeel an innate sympathy for her and stand up for her right to do as 
she wants - and so she does represent one more old creature with wl~om children 
feel an inevitable empathy. Her story might then easily be read as an allegory of the 
desire for the freedom to be mature, wlucl~ eventually deprives h l d r e n  of their 
childlike freedom from responsibility - here read as a good tlul~g, in support of a11 
assumption opposite to those that celebrate anarchy: 

Clzildreiz zualzt (alzd slzozild zumzt) to iizove beyoizd tlze irres~oizsibility of yozltlz. 

It's not surprising that this sort of assumption is as widespread as its opposite. Like 
all the beliefs and values that we usually act on and take for granted without doing 
much real hnking  about them, our assumptions about cllildren are shot tl~rough 
with intriguing contradictions. 

Michael Martchenko's Mn, I'iiz n Fnr~izer is another example of that. Martcl~enko 
is best laown as the accomplished illustrator of anarchic stories by Robert M~msch. 
Here, he illustrates an anarchy-besotted text of his own, about a computer operator 
oppressed by the constrictions of t l~e  city, which are making lus "eyes go square," 
who finds in the country a supremely disorderly version of the freedom l ~ e  seeks - 
an explosion of farm animals who aren't house-trained enough to stay out of the 
house and more work than he can handle. Clearly, then, order is better. Or is it? 
Having learned the woes of disorder, Fred solves lus problem with complicated 
electrical machinery, wluc11 controls the animals and keeps the house in order a11d 
which results ~ I I  an explosion that creates even more disorder, a disorder Fred deals 
with thoug11 an ecologically sound use of solar, wind, and waterpower. Tlus might 
just possibly be intended as a message for cluld readers, but it appears at the end to 
be leading up to yet another explosion. As in all those boolcs Martchenko did with 
Munsch, all that's clear is that anarcl~ic explosions of excess are ~LUI  but discomfort- 
ing, and orderly control of chaos is comforting but constricting and rather dull. 
Tlus is a case of having it both ways: 

Clzildreiz do (nizd should) eizjoy nnnrcky n i~d  do (mld slzould) uizderstnizd hozv nzufill 
niznrclzy is nizd therefore try to coiztrol it. 

Another contradiction ha t  I suggested earlier - that adults must write books to 
show cluldren how to have appropriately childlike imaginations - appears again 
in two books that play on the contradictory assumptions I've been investigating by 
describing how older figures -like Morclc's old horse or Wallace's old sculptor - 
bring a necessary and delightfully childlike anarchy into the otherwise placidly 
constrictive lives of cl~ildren. In another book by Wallace, Tlze Mnlz Wlzo Wnllced tlze 
Enrtlz, the father of Andre a11d Elise has been gone from the farm for eight months 
in search of work on the dusty prairies of the 1930s. On Christmas night, a stranger 
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sl~ows up instead and sits at the extra place their motl~er has insisted on setting 
ever since their father left. He is a magician who performs ~nysterious tricks and 
brings exotic scents and wild colours into tile otherwise son~bre atmosphere. Be- 
fore he arrives, Wallace's impressively stark, brooding pictures, mucll less detailed 
tlla1-t much of 1us illustrational work, contain little Inore t11a11 browns and blues, 
wid1 no greens or reds or bright yellows. The magician then gives A11dr6 a copy of 
A Boys' Hnizdbook ofMngic so that he can learn to bring as mudl exuberantly cluld- 
like anarcl~y into his blealc constrained e~~virolunent by lumself. 

One of the magician's gifts is a brilliant yellow sunflower. A flower also ap- 
pears ~mexpectedly after another mysterious stranger sl~ows up and then leaves in 
Richard Ungar's Rnchel's Gift, illustrated by Ungar hi~nself in a cheery style devoid 
of any blaclc - not even outlines - and very ~ n u h  enamo~~red of tlle extravagant 
paintings of Chagall. Tlus time the flower is a rose, a gift left for a girl living ill a 
traditional shtetl who earlier wished for a rose and thought having one in early 
spring to be impossible. Lilce Tlie Mniz Wlzo Wnl1;ed tlze Emtli, Rnchel's Gift refers to 
the Jewish tradition of setting an extra place at the Passover meal for t l ~ e  Prophet 
Elijah, who will return to earth to aluloLulce t l~e coming of the Messiah. Wallace's 
tra~xsfere~~ce of the story to a non-Jewish hon~e  at Christnlas - and 1us having the 
stranger precede t l ~ e  coming, not of Chist, but of the cl~ildren's father - is rather 
peculiar. As the flowers suggest, howevel; the sb-angers in these boolcs represent 
not anytlung so specifically and non-commercially religious as a visitation of di- 
vine grace, but instead a conventionally a11d commercially viable inhnlsion of glo- 
rious exuberance, imaginativeness, and natural beauty into otherwise repressively 
constricted spaces where cluldre~~ can tl~Ik big but where imperceptive adults tend 
to interpret a n y t l ~ l g  ~u~expected as mere cluldish fantasy. In other words, the con- 
nections these boolcs malee between cluldrei~, opeluless to possibility, nature, and 
the divine ludden belund the ordinarily narrow perceptions of a constricted reality 
are Inore or less the same ones that Wiebe lnalces in the context of a q~ute  different 
cultural heritage in Hiddeiz Bz~ffnlo and tllat Wordsworth made 200 years ago. liter- 
national conventional cl~ildl~ood triumphs over cultural specifics. 

It does so yet once more in Dorm I<~lsluler's Peter's Pixie, ill~~strated by Sylvie 
Daigneault, w l ~ i c l ~  describes how the safe order of Peter's family is interrupted by 
an anarcluc pixie not long before the expected arrival of a new baby. Not surpris- 
ingly, Peter's rational, disciplinary, and therefore ~mseeing parents blame the dis- 
order 011 him, and it's Aunt Agnes next door -yet another cluldishly wise oldster 
-who knows that "pixies are iniscl~ievous . . . but very good companions." As idle 
story ends, Peter's mother calls the newborn baby "a regular pixie" -presumably 

same pixie redivivus, just anotl~er deligl~tfully wild duld trailing clouds of pixie 
dust and signalling the foolish limitations of adult perception. Sylvie Daiglleault's 
somewhat frenetic pictures show the square lines and peaceful order of tlle family 
home always intruded upon, surrounded by, and dwarfed by cl~aotic outbursts of 
leaves, flowers, and what  night be angels or imps that signify the pixie's inayl~em 
- another version of the by now depressingly familiar colulection between the 
natural, the anarcluc, the iru~~~merable, the imaginative, and the cl~ildlilce. 

I<~~s lu~er  and Daigneault's pixie-celebrating cl~aos represents a tri~unph of cluld- 
like insight and a~arclly over adult blindness and restraint. Jorge Argueta's Ziyifio, 
illustrated by Gloria Calderb~~ and, like Argueta's Pees Are ~ ~ l z ~ i i z ~ f i o ~ i z  tlre Sl;y, 
also available in Spa~ush, is less clear-cut. Set in an El Salvadorean village, it de- 
scribes how Rufina, who spealcs N~d~~la t t l ,  meets the Zipitio, a frigl~teningly de- 
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tory to the faith in cluldlike ex~~berance I've been exploring: 

Childreiz nre (niid slzoiild be) tniiglit to see tlze joys of restrniizt. 

But since the anarchy is also being celebrated, the two contradictory assumptions 
together might suggest an even more widespread and more contradictory assump- 
tion: 

Children nre (nizd slzoz~ld be) niznrchic nizd orderly, clzildlike aizd iizntlire, tiiirepressed niid 
repressed. 

I suspect it is this idea that most adults often have in their head, talcen for granted 
and r~ot ever particularly thought about, when they deal with cluldren and clul- 
dren's boolcs. And perhaps that's a good thing. For all tlleir conventionality, these 
boolcs taken together have the potential of malting cluldren confused enough to 
escape convention and chart their own destinies. 

Two other boolcs represent similar confusions --Anne Laurel Carter's M y  Hoiize 
Bny, illustrated by Alan and Lea Daniel, and Barbara Nicl~ol's Snfe nizd Souizd, illus- 
trated by Anja Reichel. Both these boolcs mirror a lcey identifying characteristic of 
cluldren's literature by centrally concerning their characters' feelings about home. 
For, as innumerable texts of cluldren's literature suggest, 

Childreiz hnve stroizg nizd niizbivnleizt feeliiigs nbozlt hoiize, ns both n secure plnce of ndi~lt-  
eizgeiidered coiizfort nizd n repressive place iiizder adult coiztrol. 

As I and many other theorists have argued, then, a concern for the meaning of 
home is a key generic marker of cluldren's literature. I n M y  Hoine Bay, young Gwyn 
shares her feelings as her family moves from Vancouver to a new home in Nova 
Scotia. These feelings are primarily negative. Gwyn thus represents another as- 
sumption about childhood, tlus one directly antithetical to the idea that children 
are anarcluc: 

Cliildreiz are coiiservntive. 

They don't like anything new and instead cleave to old stuffed toys (lilce Gwyn's 
Rose Bear), familiar blankies, and established rituals and routines. Strangely, 11ow- 
evel; Gwyn's new home in M y  Hoiize Bay is actually an old one - a place where her 
family has roots, where her mother comes from m d  is returning to - and there's 
s o m e t l ~ ~ g  paradoxical about Gwyn's refusal to accept the newness of her circum- 
stances by longing for her "brand-new school in Vancouver" and refusing to let her 
feet walk where "the stairs dip in the middle, worn down by a h~lndred years of 
feet." Not surprisingly, however, the book ends with Gwyn accepting the new place 
representing old h g s  as "my home bay" - and doing so because she no longer 
accepts her younger sister's idea that it represents anarchy. Her sister says, "Every- 
thing's mixed up out here," but, having new friends and interesting new places to 
visit, Gwyn admits, "I don't feel mixed up anymore," and seeks the comforting 
safety of her new house when feeling threatened by fog - thus realizing that the 
new place is as safe as the old one once was. The purpose of the book is clearly to 
bring Gwyn - along with the clddren who read about her - past her reluctant 



conservatism and into an acceptance of the need for change (albeit change tl-tat 
l-tappily turns into more or less the same old safe thing and confirms yet once more 
as so many texts for children do that home is best). Even if they are conservative 
and not anarcluc, 

Cliildreiz n7.e iizvolved iiz n process ojgroeutlz nizd chnizge nizd iizi~st lenrlz to nccept it. 

They are growing up, developing ever new aspects of tl-teir lives and selves, inevi- 
tably and necessarily learning how to move beyond what h e y  are and what they 
l-tave already - even tl-tougl-t, it seems, they support theis elders' admiration for 
tl-te cl-tildlilce by firmly resisting doing so. 111 allowing Gwyn to achieve growtl-t by 
accepting a new place, wl-ticl-t is actually in a number of ways a safely old one, M y  
Hoilie Bny somehow confirms that cluldren are triumphantly conservative even wlde 
in the process of changing. 

Something even stranger happens in Snfe nizd Soiiizd, in wluch two unq~~estion- 
ably childlike dogs (they are small and cute and star in a story for cluldren to relate 
to) satisfy their theoretical lust for adventure by traveling aro~md tl-te world. Tl-teis 
adventures seem designed to satisfy a cluld reader's assumed love of danger and 
anarchy. But far from being entertained by what's different and exciting, tl-te dogs 
merely find it annoying. Planes go too lugl-t, cl~airlifts in the Alps are scary, and 
generally, 

. . . feel free to disagree, 
But Emope as a continent is not our cup of tea. 
The money's f~uu-ty colors. We are stymied by the phones. 
The cinema is tainted with salacious overtones. 

The rest of the world is no better. The book tl-te dogs write about their adventures 
can be found in the booltstore "in the section labeled BITING OFF MUCH MORE 
THAN YOU CAN CHEW . . . upon a shelf marked JUST TOO SMALL TO GO SO 
FAR AWAY." For any reader who might d o ~ ~ b t  h a t  this could possibly be intended 
as a irlessage for equally small cluld waders, the aiitktor adds, "There's n ~ ~ h i i i g  
wrong with those who l-tave / A tlurst to stay at home." Once more, home repre- 
sents safety and is assumed to be tl-te only good place for small creatures. I'd like to 
believe tl-tat all the complaining tl-tese two dogs do about the new and tl-te strange is 
intended to be l-t~~morous - h a t  they are figures of h-t and simply ridiculous in 
tl-teir conservatism. But tl-te blatant message at tl-te end asserts that they are right to 
be doggedly ~u-tadventurous. Anarchy is ku-t to imagine and laugh at, but most 
adults want dogs and cluldren to believe that home is best. 

Evenh~ally, then, both M y  Hoiize Bny and Snfe nizd Sozlizd come down firmly on 
the side of wl-tat's safe. Home is best, period. Another book about home, Barbara 
Reid's Tlze Sz~bzvny Mouse, remains intriguingly ambivalent right to and even be- 
yond tl-te end. The mouse in q~~estion, Nibs, lives with his family below the plat- 
forms of a busy subway station - a place they call Sweetfall - but dreams of the 
appasently mythic Tunnel's End, "a dangerous, roofless world filled with mouse- 
eating monsters" but also a lartd of beauty and abundance. Paradoxically, the mice 
of Sweetfall accept the danger of the trains that constantly roar through their home 
as just tl-te normal way things are, but yet more paradoxically, its danger for Nib is 
in fact its constriction, its being so mucl-t less interesting than the freer land he dreams 
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of. When his obsession with T~~nnel's End leads to his disruption of and then ex- 
pulsion from the group, l ~ e  multiplies the paradoxes by creating a second home 
nearby, "a SIILI~ l~ideout" of lus own wlucl~ thus signifies bod1 lus freedorn and his 
safety. After other mice invade and disi-upt the safe ludeout, he heads off for the 
land of lus dreams, a voyage that gives him a companion, a series of unsettling 
disruptive adventures, and eventually, in a development reminiscent of Plato's al- 
legory of the cave, a view of the light at t l~e  end of the hlrulel. Even hen, thougfi, 
Turu~el's End hlms out to be paradoxically both as beautiful and as dangerous as 
its reputation promised, and Nib's response to it is one final layer of paradox: he 
builds another "snug nest" to raise a family in. The pulls of the comfort and con- 
striction of safety and t l~e  tlwill and anguish of disruption are exactly equal here, so 
that tl~ey remain in a precarious and energetic balance tl~at is lilcely to malce tlus 
fine boolc survive innumerable re-readings by both children and cluldren's litera- 
ture scllolars. 

Tlze Sz~bzvny Mozlse was on the sl~ortlist for the 2003 Governor General's Award 
for illustration, and I believe it should have won. Reid, wl~ose earlier worlc inalcing 
picture boolc illustrations out of plastiche was already pretty remarkable, has here 
discovered a potential for subtlety in tl~at lulnpy a11d unaccommodating medium I 
could never have imagined possible. The often sombre blends of colours are amaz- 
ingly s~lbtle, t l~e  images energetically cornm~uucative of action and deeply reso- 
nant UI their expression of emotion. Tlze Subzuny Mouse is a brilliant, engaging, and 
important boolc - the one book out of all tlle 120 I've been reviewing that I'd lceep 
if I had to cl~oose just one. 

Only a little less remarkable, Margaret Atwood's Rude Rniizsny nizd tlze Ronriizg 
Rndislzes, illustrated with a11 incisive cross-l~atclung and an eq~lally incisive satiric 
wit by DLIS~II Petricic, is equally subtle ill its ideas about what home means. Fed up 
wit11 lus ramb~~i~ctio~zs relatives and the bad food they seive lum, Rainsay crosses 
the border to find a more orderly world in wluch Rillall lives, rich a11d tidy but 
lonely and wishing for a rumpus. After Ramsay talces her back across t l~e  border 
for a wild time, the two return happily to the peaceful world she once inhabited 
alone. With two s~1cl-1 daerent l~omes represented, and wid1 both a ~ a r c l ~ y  and peace- 
Fill qiiiet beiiig celebrated as desirous, flus boolc plays with the co~~ventions oi chil- 
dren's literature I've been discussing in ways that both sustain and explode them. 
Atwood's obsessive f o c ~ ~ s  oil the letter R ill her a~arclucally ramb~u~ctious but rig- 
idly repetitive text entertainingly confirms the ricldy artful ambiguity. 

Diane Swanson's Tlze Ballooii Snilors, illustrated by I<ystyna Liplca-Sztarballo, is 
also about a border. When the 1&1g of a mytluc lcingdoln divides lus country be- 
tween lus warring twin sons and tlley build a wall between their territories, a pre- 
viously happy family is divided from its relatives. Ul~willing to accept flus disl-up- 
tion of their home, tl~ey build a balloon out of drapes, old clotl~ing, and a conven- 
iently discarded gas burner and fly in it over the wall to re~mite tlxe family. It's clear 
here that home is best and family matters above all, and h a t  ai~ytlGng dismptive of 
it is merely evil. W.H. New has suggested h a t  borders - bo~mdaries between COLUI- 
tries and between people individually and in groups - are a lcey hope in Cana- 
dian writing: "boundaries hulction botl~ as descriptions of concrete agreements 
nizd as metaphors of relationslup and organization" (5). It's possible, then, that the 
focus on borders in both Rude Raiizsny and Tlze Bnllooiz Sailors might be read as dis- 
tinctly Canadian. If so, then Atwood's complex interweaving of similarities and 
differences migllt suggest sometlhg of t l~e  complex relations between c~dtures and 
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provinces in Canada and between Canada and the astonisl~ingly different and as- 
t o n i s l ~ ~ g l y  similar country south of its border. TIie Bnllooi1 Snilors reveals notlung 
so interesting or so politically aware. It does, nevertheless, include a11 endnote that 
points out the obvious connections of its wall, not to the Canadian scene but to the 
wall that once divided Berlin. But even tl~en, it stays silent about the international 
rivalries and the complex politics that led both to t l ~ e  creation and the desh~~ct ion 
of h a t  wall, focusing instead on the unexplained personal animosity of two broth- 
ers in a way that malces the boolc seem simplistic and desperately one-sided in its 
privileging of the personal over the political and the family over all. 

As I've suggested so often about other boolcs I've discussed earlier (and always 
wit11 tongue firmly in cl~eelc), this might possibly be intended as a message for 
cluld readers. Children, too many adults assume, need messages - clear a ~ d  obvi- 
ous messages. With rase exceptions like Ezlgeize's S fo iy ,  Tlie S i lb i~ay  Moirse, a ~ d  Rude 
Rnlizsay that imply a somewhat deeper respect for their intended young readers, 
that seems to be an assumption ~u~derlying tlle boolcs I've discussed so far: 

Clzildlsiz nre igiio~nilt niid siiizyle-irliizded, nild they need to be fnuglzt tlzilzgs ill siillple 
obvio~rs zvnys by  siii~ple, obvioiis ndillfs. 

It doesn't talce a roclcet scientist to figure out that cluldren's literature is, more than 
a n y t l ~ ~ g  else, a didactic literature - that it exists to teach cluldre~~ things. As I've 
suggested above in a number of different ways, it teacl~es them how to be cluldlilce 
- how to co~lform to the patterns of cllildl~ood adults most often want &em to 
collform to. But it also exists to teach them a wl~ole range of other lcinds of informa- 
tion - about culture, about science, a b o ~ ~ t  the nature of the world they live in - 
information that, once they gather enough ~II  enough bulk and wit11 enough com- 
plex accuracy, will help end their chil&ood and h ~ r n  h e m  into adults. There's a 
pasadox here, then. Cluldren's boolcs worlc to support two opposite assumptions 
about adult responsibilities toward cluldren: 

Cliildlriz izeed to lenriz Ilotu to be childlilce, nild ndzllfs i i i ~ ~ s t  fench it fo tlieirr. 

But: 

Child~eiz izeed to lenriz lloev fo becoiize ndzrlts, niid adzllts irzilst tencll it to theill. 

The ways t l~at these opposing assumptions intersect becomes particularly interest- 
ing in informational books. Many such boolcs undermine heir own efforts to teach 
by doing so in ways that confirm the desirability of an appropriately cl~ildlilce in- 
nocence. Debora Pearson's Aiziiiznclzil~es, illustrated by Nora Hilb, shows how al-ii- 
mals are like maclhes by setting side by side 011 each spread pictures of cheetahs 
and racing cars, wl~ales and submarines. I'm not sure I understand the usefi~lness 
of h i s  information. The p~~blisher says it demonstrates "action concepts like dig, 
crawl, squirt <md carry. . . to create tlwee levels of learning fun" (bolds in original), 
which malces it so~md very, very deep indeed. But on another level, the learning is 
~mdermined by the ~LIII. Playing a game tediously similar to so many earlier boolcs 
for beginners, Pearson Iudes a little elf-lilce beulg straight out of conventional cluld- 
11ood fantasy somewhere on each spread, and cluldren would have to already l a o w  
wl~at's real and what's just cute before they co~11d malce use of t l ~ e  intended infor- 
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mational content. Furtl~ermore, this cheery boolc remains cheerily silent on the eco- 
logical implications of the parallels, the chilling implications of h ~ ~ m a n  technology 
replicating the animal world in the process of ex t ingl i s l~~g it. It would seem that 
tlus is laowledge that children ougl~t to be protected from while h e y  learn other 
more important things. 

There's a little less silence about such matters UI Sh~ltta Crum's Click! (ill~ls- 
trated by John Beder), wl~ich, while more a poetic fantasy an informational 
book, also juxtaposes animals with human activities on each side of a double-paged 
spread. Tlus time, the parallel is between the experiences of a bear cub and lus 
mother and a "little hunter" and 1us l~unter mother. These 11m1ters 11mt not with a 
gun but a camera, so the book appears to be ecologically sound, even in spite of the 
wilderness-interrupting snowmobile the l ~ ~ n t e r s  use, an apparently so~ndless ve- 
hicle that allows them to get right near the bears (or perl~aps the bears are deaf or 
just plain stupid?). The boy and bear confront each other up close and personal in a 
way tl~at allows Beder to emphasize their eq~~ally cute, equally round eyes, with- 
out any damages done to either. It's a utopian dream world that purports to be 
informative about nature but ach~ally presents a decidedly one-sided view that 
leaves out the savagery and potential for doing damage of both bears and humans. 

A different order of preaching occurs UI Saliizoil Secret, by science broadcaster 
David Suzuki and children's writer Sarah Ellis a ~ ~ d  illustrated by Sheena Lott, a 
boolc that uses the occasion of a walk in the woods to allow Kate's maddeningly 
garrulous father to tell her everything (and I do mean everything) there is to know 
about the dependence of salmon on the ecological "merry-go-round" of their envi- 
ronment. III the forest, they meet a family that appear to be Aboriginal - "we call 
ourselves fish people" - and who bolster the book's ecological message with a 
fo~mdation in what purports to be Aboriginal spirituality: "om people say, 'In na- 
ture, everything is connected.'" The relatively little I know about Fisst Nations cul- 
tures makes me doubt fl~at, before there was an ecological movement to reinterpret 
traditional beliefs UI the light of contemporaly concerns, "our people" said any 
such thing. Snliizoiz Secref represents the same unforhmate co-option and distortion 
of Aboriginal heritage as does Susan Jeffrers's notorious Brotlzer Eagle, Sister Slcy, 
w11icl1 illustrates a recently written text purporting to be an environmental mes- 
sage from the nineteenth-cenhuy Chief Seattle that is itothu~g like what the less 
ecologically sound Cluef actually said. Sheena Lott's images, while intensely sen- 
suous and gorgeously evocative of dappled light on salmon, are surprisingly simi- 
lar to I<aren Reczuch's illustrations for Annette LeBox's eq~lally ecological Snlilzolz 
Creek, p~~blished a year earlier and discussed in my earlier review. T~ILIS do popular 
curric~~lar choices and marketing concerns doom publisl~ers to repeat each other's 
choices. 

Finally, there are two boolcs that provide useful and interesting information in 
ways that do not also undermine heis educational content with reinforcements of 
childlike behaviour. Tom Slaugl~ter's 1 2 3 is a couxting book intended for y o ~ n g  
beginners, but its confident and beautifully simple images imply a deep respect for 
heir sophisticated minds. Each image contains a variety of different elements add- 
ing up to the n~~mber  in question: not just two pairs of glasses, but two pairs of an 
object chosen because it 11as two arms and two lenses, and not just six dominos, but 
six dominos whose various conformations of dots all add up to six. As both puz- 
zles and art are boldly soplusticated enougl-i to hang in a good gallery, these pic- 
tures are winners. Equdy winning are Nicolas Debon's delicate but brooding comic- 



strip images for lus F o u ~  Pictu~es by Eiizily Cnv .  Debon's text, w l u h  describes how 
the British Columbian artist lived her life and specifically how she came to paint 
four characteristic pictuses at fo~w different times in her life, is forthright about the 
intriguingly eccentric details of Carr's character and lifestyle. But the images are 
what's most interesting here. Unlike Pascal Milelli in his illustrations for Susan 
Vande Grielc's Tlze Art Rooiiz, a recent book about a child studying art wid1 Carr that 
I discussed in my earlier review, Debon does not try to imitate Carr's style in lus 
images (althougl~ lus palette of colours certainly echoes hers) until the climactic 
moment in wlucl~ she walks in a forest and discovers her own way of seeing and 
"the full pure joy of life." This apparently simple comic strip offers a refreshing 
level of verbal and especially visual s~~btlety. 

And so, I've finished with two engaging and interesting boolcs - and man- 
aged to find two or tlvee others among the 40 I've discussed here ~ I I  addition to h e  
two or three others in the 80 I discussed in the earlier review. But the overall im- 
pressions I'm left with can be summed up in one word: the word is "Blal~." It's yet 
more of the same old same old, representing yet more commitment to exceedingly 
conventional ideas about what children are or should be and to assumutions about 
what story experiences adults should provide for young people tl~at have been 
prevalent tluougl~out the history of children's literature. 

Ah, but there's the thing, isn't it? These things have been prevalent throughout 
the history of children's literature. The fact that there's notlung 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 to the cluldren's book business recently. Some sad and 
scary values are conti-oiling the agenda. But when have they not? Are things really 
all that different or that mudl worse than they have ever and always been? Per- 
haps, I find myself bying to tell myself, not. Perhaps 'mas ever tl~us. Perhaps I 
have simply tvrned into another annoying old codger lost in the fog of my failing 
memory, bewailing the loss of a non-existent golden age, sometime inevitably be- 
fore 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 pub- 
lishing was always more or less the way it is right now. 

I find myself tl~inlcing baclc to a golden time of my own, the mid-1970s - a 
time when the Canadian clddren's publislG~g industry was just beginning to exist 
as, sim~dtaneously, 1 myself was just begimG~g my adult experience of reading, 
teadkg,  and writing about children's literature. As a newcomer to this exciting 
material, I certainly did experience it as golden. Secluded in the ins~dar world of 
adult literature, I had never imagined t l~e delights of a Maurice Sendalc, a Pat 
Hutchins, or a Charles ICeeping.  here were so many fine stories, so many terrific 
pictures, so mudl that was fresh, imaginative, ~mexpected, exciting. I felt like Shale- 
speare's Miranda on her first view of a sexy 11~1nk: "0 brave new world, / That has 
such people hl't." 

To which her more experienced and less horny father replied, "'Tis new to thee." 
In the 1970s, older hands at children's literature than mine might have told me the 
same. Indeed, if I'm honest, I have to admit that even back then I was aware that 
not evesything was so completely glittery. For every Sendalc or H~ltcluns I delishted 
in, I was also discovering multitudes of silly or preachy picture boolcs about cute 
pigs or puppies, endless reiterations of the same cliches about clddhood I've been 
investigating here. More significantly - and as my own critical writing later went 

CCL, izo. 113-114, Spriizg-Sz~nziizer / Pi-iizteiizps-it62004 163 



on to declare in some detail - even the brave new boolcs I was deligl~ting in were 
not so completely new and innovative as I was imagining. Distinctive as it was, 
Sendak's Where tlze Wild Tlzilzgs Are h~rned out to be most interesting as a variation 
on a story pattern used also by Beatrix Potter, Virginia Lee Burton, and numerous 
others. What was new to me was not necessarily so new after all. 

Nor, if I th11c about it, could it ever be. In its essence, as writing done specifi- 
cally for inexperienced beginners, cluldrer~'~ literature is a sunple literature. It's 
possible for clever, imaginative writers (like Sendalc or Richard Scrimger or Margaret 
Atwood or Barbara Reid) to do elegant, even complex variations 011 its cl~aracteris- 
tic themes and patterns. But tl~ose themes and patterns are cl~aracteristic, I believe, 
simply because they are basic, the ones writers across lustory have constantly iden- 
tified as the most elementary colnponents of the literary experience, the ones most 
comprehel~sible io begiru~ers. The farther a text written for cluldrel~ diverges from 
these components, the less lilcely it is that many people will recognize it as clul- 
dren's literah~re. Most cluldren's boolcs now are as much like most other cluldren's 
books always were. Whatever tendencies to complexity the field has, writers and 
p~~blis l~ers  are always drawn back to basics by the simple fact that, however mucl~ 
adults might lmow and be bored with the same old stories, the audience of cluldren 
t l~at  bools are being bought for, at least as it is understood by hose who do t l ~ e  
brrying, is always new - and new to these stories. What strilces me and other adults 
as old hat will be, most purcl~asers of cluldren's books believe, excitingly strange 
for most cllild readers. And, in fact, it probably will be just that. 

Reminding myself of t l~at goes some way toward diminislung my depression 
about t l~e  picture bools I've been reviewing. For many inexperienced cl~ild read- 
ers, books like these are a11 entry into what will strike them as a brave new world. 
Furthermore, the specific economic circumstances that led to them being so ordi- 
nary and me being so depressed by them may be extreme -but economics have 
always been a factor in t l~e nature of cluldren's literaimre, ever since the crafty Jolu~ 
Newbery realized it could be a way of mal&lg money some centuries ago, wlde 
simultaneously inventing t l~e tie-in, toys that came with the b o o l ~  even before there 
were fast food places to sell themin. Econolnics always dictates that you get rich by 
giving the pu~blic what it already wants and believes it needs -hence, most clul- 
dren's literature produced i11 most places most of the time. 

So maybe more of the same old same old isn't necessarily a completely awful 
thing - maybe just lnostly awful. Sure, it sells too many cheap toys and nutri- 
tiously unsound but nevertl~eless deliriously Happy Meals, and sure, it invites clul- 
dren to imagine tl~emselves as the same impolite, timid, ~u~tlulII&~g, limited crea- 
tures we've been encouraging our young to be for some centuries now. But it also 
offers them the same old - and ~u~desliably pleasurable -pleasures. Most of all, 
the sea of undistinguished boolcs now joined by most of the boolcs I've discussed 
here provides a m e d i ~ ~ m  in wlucfi t l~e few special ones - books like Nan Gregory's 
A~nher Wnitirzg (wl~icll I discussed in my earlier review), Ellgene's Story, and Tlze 
Sllbzuny Mouse - C ~ I I  live and have their being. Furthermore, Aiizber Waiting, Ellgelie's 
Story, and Tlze Szzbzuny Molise are not special because they are totally new and ~ m i q ~ ~ e .  
As I've tried to show, they are special because they both replicate ingeniously 
vary frnm thp nngniiig characteristics and central concerns of cl~ildren's literature, 
in a way that's likely to malee them transparent and available for inexperienced 
young readers and lilcely also to intrigue scholars with a wider knowledge of the 
existing children's books they evolce and vary from. Like all t l ~e  really good clul- 



dren's books, they are complex in a way that does not prevent them from being 
read simply - or pehaps simple in a way that allows complexity. 

Such books exist, few but there, comfortably recognizable as cluldren's litera- 
ture b ~ ~ t  also still refreslingly new to me. I will try not to be so depressed, then. I 
encourage my readers to do the same. 
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