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There’s a bounty of new picture books by Twin Cities writers

and artists, amid signs of a growing children’s-literature scene. |

Picture this

Star Tribnne Staff Writer

innetonka author Marsha
Wilson Chall's father was as
proud as anyone when her
first pricture ook was pub-
lished im 1992,
“How many pagesis it?"
he asked,
“Thirty-two,” she said. “But half of them are
pictures.” .
“He just rolled his eyes,” she sald dryly.
Becausc slapping together a picture book is
casy, right?
Afver all, it seems thal every {.:t,:l.EI'_'II'iIlI' with
some time to kill and a *message” is doing the
ahart, heavily illustrated books,

Cartall frcsm an Bustration by John Thamgpson
‘Prairie Train’

Minnetonka aothor Marsha Wilson
Chall says her story ideas “germinate

on scraps of paper and grow or dis in
file folders.”

Sarah Fergmun. the Duchess of Yok, kicked
off the trend in 1989, But the trickle turned into a
tarrent — with Will Smith, John Lithgow, Julie An-
drews and Jamie Lee Curtis joining in. Never cne
to miss a bandwagon, Madonna is releasing “The
English Roses” on SepL 15 in a rolloul worthy af’
“Harry Potter”™ — simultaneous publication in
100 countries and 42 languages, no advance
copies, thank you very much. The children’s
books currently available are "vapid and vacant,”
Madonna recently told the VH-1 cable network,

Well then.

But Chall, whose poetic new book, “Prairic
Train,” was 10 years in the making, knows that
picture books aren’t just something yvou toss off
during breaks taping your new Gap commercial.

There's an am to these little treasures, the best
of which pack an emotional wallop that dwarfs

their size — usually 32 to 48 pages. Detad frovm an Bustration by Jule Buffakhoad
“It's no jusi a trivial form but a serious realm i '
of creative expression,” said Martha Dhavis Beck, 5&9&@“&3
editor of the Riverhank Review, arespected chil- Minnesoty native Lise Erdrich's story
dren'’s literary magazine based in Minneapolis, of Sacagavea — wha set off with the
Lewis andClark expedition when her son was
BODKS continues on F& Just 2 morths old — Is palred with moody
ALSO INSIDE: Capsuke réviews of the books, F6 paintings 3y 5t. Paul artist Julie Buffalohead.

“You're a Bear'
Steve Johnson and Lou Fancher,
a husband-and-wife Nustrating team

from Minneapolis, modeled the child
after thelr 4-year-old son, Nicholas.

Hirstraticn by Steve Jobnson
and Low Fancher

Dl Frowm &n S oratagn by Stigihen Gammel |

‘Hey, Pancakes!’ |
St Paul artlst Stephen Gammell, a Caldecott |
Medal-winner for “Song and Dance Man,”

offers a bright and breezy look at childhood fun
in the kitchen,
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Detail frormn an dustration by John Thompson

John Thempson's evecative palntings eapture the drama of agirl's solo traln trip during the early part of the 20th eentury.

BOOKS from F1
Twin Cities are home
todeep pool of talent

And Chall, wha has written seven books, is
not alone. Top-flight picture books by a
distinguished crowd of Twin Cities authors
and illustrators are being published in August
and September:

» “Hey, Pancakes!” illustrated by Stephen
Gammell (5t Paul}, a Caldecornt Medal-winner;

» “Sacagawea,” writtcn by Minnesota na-
tive Lise Erdrich and illustrated by McKnight
Fellowship-winner Julie Bullalohead (St. Paul);

» “You're a Bear,” illustrated by the ac-
claimed team of Steve Johnzon and Lou
Fancher {Minneapolis);

» "Tell Me What We Did Today,”
written by KARE-TV anchor Rick Kupchella
(Golden Valley) and illustrated by Warren
Hansan (51 Paul).

(See accompanying story for mini-reviews
and a more complete list.}

10 years in the making

"Prame Train,” a rite-ol-passage story aboul

irl's salo jowrmney to visit her grandma in

SL Pauf is rooted in Chall's own memories of
childhood and the trips she
took with her mother be-
tween Iowa and Minnesota.
She still writes langhand, and
the story took aboul a year to
massage into its final form.

But the publication
process was a stop-and-go
affair, stalling first over cre-
ative differences with an
artist, who left the project.
Then illustrator John Thompson, who had
signed on, called Chall seeking more informa-
tion about the precise shade of green for the
Empire Builder's engine. That prompted more
research by Chall — including trips to the Min-
nesota History Center in St. Paul and the
Kandiyohi Museum in Willmar, Minn.

But Thompson wasn't just looking for help
with the facts.

£ YOU GO

Celebration of Minnesota
Children's Authors and lllustrators

What: This free family event will feature book-
miaking workshops, story-lelling, face-painting, ani
mials, music and refreshments. Kate DiCamilio,
Stephen Gammell, Marsha Wilson Chall, Belsy
Bowen, John Coy, Lisa Westberg Peters and
William Duerbin will be among the authors and
ustrators reading and signing books.

When: 1-5 p.m. Sept. 13,

Where: The Anderson Center, at the intersection of
Hwys. 61 &19, 5 miles north of Red Wing, Minn.

Tiekets: Free. 851-224-8320 or 1-651-388-2009,

“He asked what color cranberry I thought
the girl's coat should be,” she said, The artist,
whose “Christmas in the Big Iouse, Christmas
in the Quarters” drew raves for its authenticity,
planned to have his costumer make the girl's
coat for a model towear.

“That's when | thought. . . this is going to be
ameticulous process,” Chall said.

Andale one, as Thompson ook a
yearlong sabbatical in Italy, A burst pipe back at
his home in New York destroyed much af the
book research.

The book finally arrived in stores, on ils own
timetable, lastweek.

Two art forms -

The best picture books should do more
than juxtapose the wriling and the artwork:
each element should play off the other, ad-
vancing the entire package,

“You're a Bear,” by the husband-and-wile
team of Johnson and Fancher, is one such
book. They even llustrated the story twice to
getit right.

The first, more literal set of paintings fo-
cused on a mother and baby bear. The second
had a child (modeled on their 4-year-old son,
Nicholas) creating an imaginary world, one
where the bear'sc Eilamclenstlcs are transferrec
into his world; Gshing in a bathtub, burrowing
undler the bedcovers.

Tell Me What We Did Today'
For KARE-TV news anchor Rick Kupchella of Golden

project in which . .

Vallay, the process of writing and publishing this book was
a bit surreal: “It's almost ke I'm doing a big television
. lend up an author,” he sald.

In the book's final version, which took

about six months to illustrate, the bear paint-
ings are used wetms across from full-page

:Hl‘wurk of the an approach that adds
depth to the story and allows children to imag-
ine themselves in the story more easily.

Johnson and Fancher, who have worked to-
gether on such acclaimed books as Dir. Seuss'
"My Many-Colored Days" and Louise Erdrich's
“The Range Eternal.” say that they try Lo select
stories thal resonate mi them.

“It"s kind of like inviting someone to live in
your house for eight months,” Fancher sabd.

The ingredients

50 what is it that makes the literary land-
scape 50 rich in the Twin Cities area?

“Cold weather,” Chall answers with a
laugh.
Riverbank editor Beck credits "a remark-

able poal of talent” and a nurturing scene that
sustaing ralented people and attracts out-
siders. Topnotch independent bockstores like
Wild Bumpus (Minneapolis) and the Red
Balloon Bookshop (St. Paul) serve as “anchors
and beacons,” Beck said.
h’il.\lmm a children 'sii:graz;;lm sCEne :J:.j;

amt, it s not surpnsing that new profes-
slonal societies, festivals and awardga:-c
cropping up to help sustain it.

Last year, the Children's Literature
Netwaork was launched locally to foster
communication among authors, illustrators,
educators and parents in the Upper Midwest.
Its Wehb site (hitp:/fwww.childrens
literaturenetwork.org) provides an online
meeting ground and resource center that
includes author biographies and information
about events, mducﬂ'-g the group’s Nov, 22
festival in Minneapolis.

A statewide celebration of children’s au-
thors and lustrators in Red Wing, Minn., has
flourished since its founding in 2000. Last

, more than 1,000 people turned out for
ree readings, workshops and children’s activ-
ities at the Anderson Center. (See accompany-
ing box for information on this vear's event,
which will be held on Sept. 13.)

And how to reward all of this talent?

That's where the McKnight Artist Fellow-
ship for Writers/Loft Award in Children's
Literature comes in. The $25,000 prize, creat-
ed inn 2000, gives writers the time and money
Lo pursue their crafl.

And the list of award -winning authors and
illustrators with a national profile is growing.
Kate DiCamillo, a Newbery Honor-winner
and National Book Award finalist, was dis-
covered after she moved here from Florida,
Her highly anticipated young-adult book,
“The Tale of Despereau,” uﬁl be in stores this
week. Phyllis Root, a Minneapolis writer with
more than 30 books to her credit, won nation-
al recogniton in June when her sassy
creation myth, “Big Momma Makes the
World,” took the prestigious Boston Globe-
Horn Book picture-book award.

More than 20 years ago, when Chall
thought “all writers were dead guys,” she
bumped into Root, who was brimming with

- excitement after signing a book contract.

The memory sticks with Chall because at
the tlmr::l'hting awriter” mmﬁda too daunting
—even us. Realizing that someone
she knmwa;":::m ar person, could be anau-
thor brought the possibility closer to hame.

Il the current crop of children's literature
by Minnesota writers and artists is any indi-
cation, iU's a position in which more and more
people will be finding themselves.
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Rick Kupchella & Warren Hanson

What: Kupcheila and Hanson will read and sign
“Tell Me What We Dd Today.”

. When:1-3 p.m. today.

Where: Red Balloon Bookshop, 891 Grand Av.,
St Paul 651-224-8320.

lustration by Cathie Felshead

‘Earthshake’

St. Paul author Lisa Westberg Peters' latest
picture book includes 22 poems that celebrate
the Earth. Earlier this year, she published “Our
Family Tres,” a picture book about evolution.

Stories
to savor,
from silly

to sharp

“Earthshake: Foems From the Ground Up
Lisa Westberg Peters, illustrated h}-’f,aﬂue I‘ﬂ-
stead (Greenwillow, $16.99). The St Paul
writer celebrates the beauty —and humor—
she sees in the natural world. In *Instructions
for the Earth's Dishwasher,” she writes: “Please
sel the! continental plates! gently on the/ con-
tinental shelves. . . . As for the forks/ in the
river,/ just let them soak.”

“Hey, Pancakesl™ by Tamson Weston, Hus-
trated by Stephen Gammell (Silver Whiste,
$16). Pancakes — and people — fy in this exu-
berant tale of kitchen misadventures that has
three children going about the messy work of
making pancakes. + & St Paul artist and
Caldecott Medal winner, displays alight touch
and bright palette in this breezy story, which is
sure Lo produce giggles.

“it's Mot My Fault”
writlen and illustrated
by Nancy Carlson (Carol-
rhoda, $15.95). The
Bloomi nauthor's
49th book, rendered in
her signature bold

mast of which actually were his fault,

“Prairia Train™ by Marsha Wilson Chall, illus-
trated by John Thompson (HarperCollins,
$15.99). The Minnetonka author's poetic text
captures the drama of a girl s solo journey in
early 1900s to visit her erin St. Paul.
“I ride on a throne of velvet,/ on cushions as soft
as caterpillars,f brass fittings polished to gold;/
here on the Great Northern/ heading far away
from home —/ shined shoes,/ white gloves.f . ...
Grandma's gitl,/ city queen.” Thompson's rich
paintings are filled with cmotion and energy.
Highly recommended.

“Sacagawea” by Lisc Erdrich, lustrated by
Tulig m?mfﬂ hﬂ:ﬁ:hﬁgda.smaﬁg M'mmh“
is mo 2o onSaca ife, bt
this one stands out lorits b‘lmlgﬁ?;t:?;mﬂ.}lﬂ
affecting style. The text by Erdrich, a Minneso-
&lﬂiﬂ-}: and memhr:h rof ll;ialll Turtle Mountain

of Plains-0ji L ably con the sto-

‘s drama. The jlr‘;w hyBuEavEr:hmd,aSt

aul artistand M-:nght Fellowship winner,
are moody ruminations on the d@ﬂ 5 S0Mme-
times difficult life. An afterword, map and
timeline offer more fodder for discussion.

“Tell Me What We Did Today™ by Rick Kupchel-
L, Mustrated by Warren Hanson {Trstan,
$15.95). The Golden Valley author's debut isa
coy bedtime story inspired by Lalks he had with
his two danghters. As a father recounts the events
of the day — with plenty of exaggerations mixed
in— parents and children are invited to share
their own stories, Hanson, a Si. Paul artist, adds
bright pictures that have plenty el kid appeal.

“You're a Bear” by Mavis Jukes, illustrated by
Steve Johnson and Lou Fancher (Knopf,
$16.93). The award-winning husband-and-wife
artistic team from Minneapolis used them-
selves and their 4-year-old son, Nicholas, as
models for this winning sto Anit, vi-
gnettes of a bear are mirrored by a child's ac-
tions on the opposite page. The paintings add
depth to Jukes' sophisticated rhymes.

Colleen Kelly



