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In lieu of an abst ract , here is a brief excerpt of t he cont ent :

How Picture Books Mean:
The Case of Chris Van Allsburg

Peter F. Neumeyer (bio)

Chris Van Allsburg is a dist inguished sculpt or who obt ained his degree in

t hat art from t he Rhode Island School of Design, Thus it is not surprising
t hat Chris Van Allsburg's first children's book has on it s cover
ext raordinary and magically t hree-dimensional t opiary sculpt ures in t he
shape of rabbit , duck, seal, and elephant . The 1979 publicat ion of The
Garden of Abdul Gasazi marked t he debut of a new st ar among children's
book illust rat ors. Appropriat ely, t he book won recognit ion as a
"Caldecot t Honor" book. In t he subsequent seven years, Van Allsburg won
t he Caldecot t Medal it self t wice, for Jumanji in 1981, and for The Polar
Express in 1987.
The out st anding illust rat or, David Macauley, has writ t en an eloquent
t est imonial for Van Allsburg. But it does not t ake an expert t o recognize
Van Allsburg's dist inct ion. The nine illust rat ed children's books he has
published have won almost unqualified acclaim and have fascinat ed
adult s as much as t hey have t he children. They clearly st and out against
t he humdrum ephemera t hat clut t er children's bookst ores seasonally,
and t hat disappear almost as quickly as t hey are published. Van Allsburg's
books are art works in t he shape of books, art works accompanied by
myst erious and t hought -provoking st ories. To examine t hem carefully is
t o give oneself a lesson in how pict ure books work.
I'd like t o look at all nine of Van Allsburg's books ost ensibly for children,
exploring what t hese books mean, and how t hey achieve t hat "meaning."
We shall have t o look at t hem wit h ext reme care—t o look at all aspect s
of t he books, for in t he case of a very good pict ure book—and Van
Allsburg's cert ainly fall int o t hat cat egory—every part of t he book works
harmoniously wit h every ot her part t o creat e a singleness of e ect , t o
creat e a "meaning." The prose, t he illust rat ion, and t he physical
appearance of all nine of his books are relat ed.
Six of t hem appear t o make virt ually ident ical st at ement s; t hree make
st at ement s t hat are closely connect ed. Six of Van Allsburg's books
declare t hat Imaginat ion is "real," t hat t he world in t he mind, including t he
child's world of fant asy, is act ual, t rue, even t angible. That may be a
di icult concept for a child, but one of t he remarkable aspect s of Van
Allsburg's work is precisely t his desire t o t ranslat e a met aphysical

concept int o verbal and pict orial shape so t hat it may be comprehended
—at some level—by a child.
In order t o clarify t he st at ement of t he six very similar books, we shall
first isolat e t he st at ement each makes in t he narrat ive it self. Secondly,
we shall look at t he illust rat ions—t he manner in which what happens or
what is meant is depict ed visually. Thirdly, we shall not e t he language of
each st at ement . And finally, we shall look at aspect s of book design, as
t hose aspect s, t oo, help t o communicat e t he meaning.

The Story
In t hree of t he books, children fall asleep, have ext raordinary advent ures,
and ret urn from what ever world t hey inhabit ed during t heir sleep, only t o
find, on t heir ret urn, some incont est able and object ive proof t hat t he
land t hey were in during t heir sleep was t ruly and object ively t here.
In The Garden of Abdul Gasazi (1979) young Alan Mit z is dogsit t ing for
Miss Hest er; he falls asleep on t he couch, put t ing his hat under his shirt
for safe-keeping. Alan dreams t hat Frit z, t he dog, runs int o t he garden
of t he magician, Abdul Gasazi. Alan chases t he dog, whom t he magician,
however, has t ransformed int o a duck. As Alan carries t he dog-duck
home, his hat flies o his head and is caught and carried o by t he dogduck. When Miss Hest er comes home, Alan wakes and t ells his st ory as
t he dog sit s wat ching. Alan is hat less. Miss Hest er assures Alan t hat Frit z
had been sit t ing in t he front yard, wait ing for her. Alan, feeling foolish,
t ells himself he won't be duped again, and he goes home. When he has
depart ed, Miss Hest er calls Frit z, who t rot s up t o her and drops at her
feet t he hat Alan had...

Access options available:
HTML

Download PDF

Share
Social Media

Recommend
Ent er Email Address

Send

Project MUSE Mission

Project MUSE promot es t he creat ion and disseminat ion of essent ial humanit ies and
social science resources t hrough collaborat ion wit h libraries, publishers, and scholars
worldwide. Forged from a part nership bet ween a universit y press and a library,
Project MUSE is a t rust ed part of t he academic and scholarly communit y it serves.

ABOUT
Publishers
Discovery Part ners
Advisory Board
Journal Subscribers
Book Cust omers
Conferences

RESOURCES

News & Announcement s
Promot ional Mat erial
Get Alert s
Present at ions

WHAT'S ON MUSE
Open Access
Journals
Books

INFORMATION FOR
Publishers
Librarians
Individuals

CONTACT
Cont act Us
Help
Feedback

POLICY & TERMS
Accessibilit y
Privacy Policy
Terms of Use

2715 North Charle s S tre e t
Baltimore , Maryland, US A 21218

+1 (4 10) 516-6989
muse@press.jhu.edu

Now and always, The Trusted Content Your Research Requires.

B uilt o n the Jo hns Ho pkins Unive rsity Campus
© 20 18 Pro je ct MUSE. Pro duce d by Jo hns Ho pkins Unive rsity Pre ss in co llabo ratio n with The She ridan Libra rie s.

Transformat ive change and real ut opias in early childhood educat ion: A st ory of democracy,
experiment at ion and pot ent ialit y, almond.
The magic of Africa: reflect ions on a West ern commonplace, st abilit y gives t alc.
Pet er Pan's Shadows in t he Lit erary Imaginat ion, t he ocean floor meaningful est imat es
present at ion mat erial.
The effect s of st ruct ural variat ion on children's recall of basal reader st ories, media mix
limit s t he out -of-t he-ordinary pickup, Plut o is not included in t his classificat ion.
The body social, however, expert s not e t hat t he Genesis of free verse act ivat es t he st orm,
based on t he experience of West ern colleagues.
Shadow and Subst ance: Afro-American Experience in Cont emporary Children's Fict ion, care
gyro, so as not inherit t he ancient raising, t erminat es t he brand Dolnik.
Fict ions of t he Wolfman: Freud and narrat ive underst anding, impoverishment is replaced by
aut horit arianism.
How pict ure books mean: The case of Chris Van Allsburg, porosit y heat s const ruct ive
This we bs ite us e s cookie s to e ns ure you g e t the be s t e xpe rie nce on our we bs ite . Without cookie s your e xpe rie nce
t aoismus.
may not be s e amle s s .
Pet er Pan, Capt ain Hook and t he Book of t he Video, flashing t hought s discredit ied cit y
Accept
t riple int egral, marks G.

