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Louis Bayard:

Nice to have everyone here.  My name is Lou Bayard.  I’m a reviewer with the “Washington Post” and on behalf of the “Post,” I’m delighted to have you here as we bring down the curtain on the Children’s Pavilion.  We’ve had a fabulous afternoon.  Anyone who was here for the most recent authors -- 

[applause]

It’s been a great day, it’s been a great day and Clifford didn’t die of heat stroke, which was one thing I was worried about; very worried about Clifford over there.  We didn’t want to end on a whimper, so we saved a really special act for last. Let me just start with some titles: “What a Bad Dream,” “There are Monsters Everywhere,” “One Monster After Another,” “I Just Forgot.”  I don’t know about you, but as I get older, these titles develop more meaning for me, especially that forgetting one, in particular.  And yet, the wonderful thing about Mercer Mayer’s books is, they always stay true to the experience of being young.  Using minimal text, bright colors, and dry humor, he manages to honor and transcend childhood’s most primal terrors and wishes.  At the same time, he answers the same questions that every kid really wants to know: What do you do with a kangaroo?  What would happen if I had a gorilla?  

His first book, “A Boy, a Dog, and a Frog,” was notable for being a wordless picture-book, one of the very first to tell it’s story completely through picture.  Within a year, he had created that staple of the American home library, “There’s a Nightmare in My Closet,” which drew on his own childhood fears of monsters.  Dozens more titles followed, but as a father I’m particularly fond of “Just Me and My Dad,” a camping trip starring the popular Little Critter.  I don’t know what species the Little Critter is, but he bares a marked resemblance to the fauna in my house.

[laughter]

And if by some strange chance, somebody here hasn’t experienced the work of Mr. Mayer, you just need to look at your program or the poster which he was specially commissioned to make, and bears all of his hallmarks.

[applause]

I’m told that the posters are mostly sold out, so there’s probably a thriving black market now.  I would hold on to them if you have one.  Mr. Mercer’s latest book is a retelling of a “Terrible Troll” called “The Bravest Knight,” which is fitting because in book after book, he reminds us how much bravery it takes just to be a child.  There used to be a nightmare in my closet, there still is.  The one and only, Mercer Mayer.  Please welcome.

[applause]

Mercer Mayer:

Hello!  All right, whoa.  I can hear myself, whoa.  Well, hello there.  You know what this is for?  It’s to keep the alligators away.

[laughter]

I got bit by an alligator so I have to use it.  Not all the time, but some of the time.  So that’s why I have it.  Which brings up what I thought I would do today.  I thought I would show you what I go through with a bit to write a book and for me, writing a book is not just sitting down and writing some words.  Sometimes it’s drawing pictures right in the beginning, before I even have a story.  Sometimes it’s writing words to a song.  It’s all sorts of things and out of all this nonsense can come a book.  Not always.  Sometimes you get nowhere.  You end up with a very bad song and no story.  Sometimes you end up with a pretty good song, no story.  Sometimes you get a great story, no song.  But the point is, is I throw everything in to the mix and I kind of just have fun.  

So, to get going on this thing, let’s start.  Years ago, I wrote a book called “There’s an Alligator Under My Bed.”  Have you ever heard of that book?

[applause]

That book took so many years to write, because I wrote -- one of my very first books was “There’s a Nightmare in My Closet.”  And after that, the publisher just wanted another one so so so bad.  And I said, “No problem,” and so I signed a contract.  And so in 1969 -- 1966, I did “There’s a Nightmare in My Closet.”  By 1986, I had no book.  I couldn’t think of what to do next.  It was one of those kind of things:  Have I done ?  There’s got to be something else to do.  There’s got to be something else to do.  And, I can’t exactly remember which came first, but at one point, I wasn’t thinking about doing another book.  I don’t know how everybody’s going to be able to see this.  So, it’s going to be kind of hard.  If it falls, I’ll just try something --

At one point, sometimes, I’ll just drawing with just eyes.  For no good reason, just eyes.  I’m sure --  Can you see a little bit over there?  Eyes, those are just eyes.  You know, if I could have some slave come here and just move this for me, that would be great.  So other people could see.  Hey, slave.  How you doing [laughs]?  You can keep it on the thing.  This way it won’t fall.  We can turn it that way.

Eyes!  Ok, now we have got to move along because we ain’t got much time.  So I said, “eyes.”  I start a lot of things with eyes, and I have no idea what I’m going to do next.  So, I did this kind of -- and the eyes changed into something else.  Pitch it to them and eyes.  Pictures of something else.  There we go.  And said, “Oh, what?  Oh, that looks kind of like an alligator.  Maybe he’s crawling up out of something.  I don’t know.  What could that be?  There’s an alligator crawling up out of something.  But I had no story, no book.  I had no place to go with this thing.  

So, I had to think about this.  What could happen?  I was just sketching around and I remember being a little boy and I remember getting into bed at night.  And when you get into bed at night, what do you do?  You don’t just get in [sp].  You jump in bed real quick so your toes don’t get down there, so whatever’s underneath that bed doesn’t eat your toes.

[break in audio]

-- and he’s in a bed.  And that’s a bed, believe it or not, but underneath this bed, sticking out, while he’s there, is this snout of an alligator.  Show them that little snout.  Alright, that’s a beginning.  That’s just the beginning.

[applause]

 I don’t have a story.  I went to bed and there was an alligator there.  Is that a story?  So, I guess, probably I should go to the next thing, because very soon thereafter, trying to write this story I kind of -- 

--you have to have sort of a particular take on it.  Like, it’s hard to explain.  You have to have a funny little beginning place.  I want to see if I can stad up here --can’t hear anything on that.  Let’s see if this does it.  Can you hear that?

[music playing]

So I’ve been playing the ukulele since I was 15 years old.  Sometimes, I just play it for no good reason.  Sometimes I play it because I’m mad at somebody and I want to calm down.  Sometimes I play it for fun.  In this particular place, I was doing just, basically, this.

[singing] “There used to be an alligator under my bed.”  Oh, that sounds pretty good.  Now, remember, I’m not really trying to write a song.  I’m trying to write a story.  So I’m kind of in this la-la land.  Sometimes, songs write themselves quicker than stories, and then you can go back and do something else with it -- change it, mess with it.

[singing] “There used to be an alligator under my bed.  Yes there was an alligator, that’s what I said” -- What comes next? --“ Long sharp teeth and a big ugly head.  There used to be an alligator under my bed.”  Well, now we’re getting somewhere.  I’m getting somewhere, I just haven’t [unintelligible].  Now we’re moving along.  What happens next? Well --

[singing] “Every night when I go to sleep, from under my bed, that alligator would creep.  He’d make me cry.  He’d make me sad.  I’d call my mom and I’d call my dad. MOM!  DAD!” Just like that --

[laughter]

How do you call your mom and dad?  Pretty much like that.

[singing]  “Well under my bed, they take a peek, the way that alligator would sleep and all they saw was nothing at all and back they’d go off, down the hall.”  So this story is beginning to happen now.  And leave me alone with that gator.

[singing] “Alligator, alligator, go away.  Find another place where you can play.  Alligator, alligator, leave me alone and don’t come back until I’m grown.”  Well, you know the story’s moving good now and alligator wouldn’t go away.  He decided he wanted to stay.  So I decided I had to something about that gator.

[singing] “I went down the stairs.  I ran real fast and into the kitchen I made a dash.  I opened wide the refrigerator door.  There was tons of alligator bait galore.”  There was tons of alligator bait.  Have you ever looked in your mom’s refrigerator before?  Have you ever just given a look?  There’s so much alligator bait in there, you could feed dinosaurs.  You could feed whales.  You could feed an alligator.  You could feed yourself, too.  

[singing] “I put cookies down the hall, veggies on the stairs.  There was alligator bait everywhere.  Out in the garage, I put some pie.  I bet that will catch the alligator’s eye.”  I think it will.  Don’t you?  Right next to my bed I put some Reese’s Pieces and a great big cherry soda. Ah, and I waited to see what that gator was going to do next.  

Now, I’m all into this song and I still don’t have a story necessarily, but I have a song.  So I waited to what he was going to do next.  What is he going to do next?  That’s very important when you write a story:  what happens next.  

[singing] “Well that big old gator, he stuck out his head.  He ate everything right next to my bed.  I hid in the closet while he went down the hall.  I could see his ugly shadow on the wall.”  Great big ugly shadow.

[singing] “Well, he ate everything through the house.  I followed him behind him, creeping like a mouse.  He slithered on to the garage floor, and I ran behind him and I slammed that door.”  

Now we’re getting close to something, but now, I’m in trouble.  And this I had trouble with.  I had a lot of trouble with, because I got him in the thing and I know I’m near the end.  But I’ve got to come up with something really neat, because you can’t have a dumb ending.  You need to have a neat ending.  I put him in the garage, locked the door.  I’ve got him.  What’s going to happen in the morning?  I thought to myself, “When my dad gets up in the morning, he’s going to go in the garage and the alligator’s going to bite his feet off.

[laughter]

And I’m going to be stuck carrying my dad around the rest of my life, and his.  So I wrote a note and put it on the door, and this is what the note said:

[singing] “There used to be an alligator under my bed.  Yes, there was an alligator.  That’s what I said.  But he’s not up there in the bed no more.  He’s on the other side of the garage door. So, Dad, if you need any help in the morning, please wake me ‘cause “Alligator, alligator, went away, found another place where he can play.  Alligator, alligator, left me alone but he might come back when I’m grown.”  But I don’t care if he does, because I’ll  just kick him.
[singing] “There used to be an alligator under my bed.  Yes, there was an alligator, that’s what I said. Long sharp teeth and a big ugly head.  There used to be an alligator under my bed.”  

Now you have to sing it with me.  

[singing, audience singing] “There used to be an alligator under my bed.  Yes, there was an alligator, that’s what I said.  Long sharp teeth and a big ugly head.  There used to be an alligator under my bed.”  

What?  That was terrible!

[singing, audience singing] “There used to be an alligator under my bed.  Yes, there was an alligator, that’s what I said.  Long sharp teeth and a big ugly head.  There used to be an alligator under my bed.” 

Come on!

[singing, audience singing] “There used to be an alligator under my bed.  Yes, there was an alligator, that’s what I said.  Long sharp teeth and a big ugly head.  There used to be an alligator under my bed.”  

That’s better!

[singing, audience singing] “There used to be an alligator under my bed.”  

You got it!

[singing, audience singing] “There used to be an alligator under my bed!”

[applause, laughter]

And that’s how it’s done.  Now I’ve got a song.  At least I have something to start with.  You’re supposed to tell me when I’m running out of time [laughs].   So I have a beginning and now I’ve got to begin to sketch out the characters.  I’ve got to get into this whole thing and I’ve got to get some kind of focus on this particular little guy.  So I can show you a little bit more about that.  We’ve got all sorts of things we have to get into.  We have to understand.  You have to design what the room looks like.  You have to design what is going on in the other parts of the house.  I can’t draw everything right here, but I get into very strange things.  For example, when I – when I was trying to figure out what to put next to the bed, I spent a couple of hours drawing cherry pie and soda bottles.  What kind of soda bottle would I like?  If I do a soda bottle like that, will Coca-Cola sue me [laughs]?  Maybe.  I don’t know.  You know, you get into all sorts of strange things.  

And then you have to work on -- I work on -- a lot on expressions.  Like, you could do very quick expressions.  He’s looking around the side of the door as the alligator comes down the thing.  I can show you a little bit.  These are just, these and just very, very rough sketches, but you doodle a lot.  

Then you come to the point where you have a story.  But you can use anything you want to do a story.  There’s no rule.  That’s what I found out a long time ago.  The only thing you have to do when you’re writing a story, is find out and express and say, what happens next.  All sorts of things could happen.  I could have taken this story so many different directions.  But what happened is what happened.  What happens next --

And, of course, you have to have a beginning.  You have to have a middle and you have to have an end.  

Before we end this, does anybody have a burning question or two they might want to ask?  And we kind of open it up for that.  Oftentimes, we have people who do.  Anybody?  You?  You have a question?  Young man, what is your question?

Male Child Speaker:

Why did you [inaudible]?

Mercer Mayer:

Good question.  I was asked, why did I decide to be an artist?  Well, it was the only thing I was any good at.

[laughter]

No.  I love to draw.  I always liked to draw.  I drew and drew and drew and drew and drew and drew.  And I just had more fun drawing and encouraging me maybe, since I was not great in math, I wasn’t going to be a rocket scientist.  Maybe I should try it for serious, and I did.  And I’m so glad.  

Do you have a question, sir?  No.  Young lady, you have a question.  

Female child Speaker:

I love your poster for the Book Festival, but what made you think to do, like, all of those characters around a book, like reading the same book?

Mercer Mayer:

Well, the theme was the National Book Festival, so I said to myself, “What should really happen here?”  And it should be very strong.  It’s a poster.  Everybody’s got a see it from a distance and respond to it.  You can’t have it all spread out all over the place.  I wanted to keep it tight.  So I knew I had to have, and this is kind of the way I think, I had t have big things holding together a bunch of little things.  

Now, since I love dragons and giants, I put them there.  And then inn the center I put all the different children reading a book, where I thought books are like candy for your mind.  And it’s good candy for your mind.  They’re all opening up a book and all together there’s a whole experience coming out of it.  And basically that’s what I did.  Then I had to work on colors to make it separate and pop, and all that kind of stuff.  So it was a hard one.

Female Child Speaker:

You did an awesome job.

Mercer Mayer:

Thank you very much.

[applause]

You have a question?

Male Speaker:

When I was little, I read your books and in the Little Critter books, I always remember you having a mouse on some of the pages.  Why did you do that?

Mercer Mayer:

Why I put the mouse?

Male Speaker:

 Yes.

Mercer Mayer:

Why did I put the mouse on some pages?  I had a cricket.  Oh yeah, I see it.  A little cricket.  Everybody called it a cricket.  It was a grasshopper and a spider and a mouse and sometimes a frog.  Isn’t it fun to find those things?

Audience:

Yeah.

Mercer Mayer:

Isn’t it fun?

Male Speaker:

Yeah.

Mercer Mayer:

In the beginning, I put only -- them not on every page.  And in one book, I didn’t put them on a page and I got thousands of letters.

[laughter]

So, I figured I was stuck and I had to do it.  Now, they’re just fun.  You like to look for them, don’t you?

Male Speaker:

Yeah.

Mercer Mayer:

Yeah.  Are you a different person? [laughs] I’m going to harass this young man down here.  Do you have a question? 

Male Speaker:

[inaudible] Little Critter.

Mercer Mayer:

Oh, this is very important.  I’m asked this quite frequently.  What kind of creature is Little Critter?  It’s very simple.  He’s a critter.

[laughter]

It’s so simple.  Yes, sir.

Male Child Speaker:

I started reading your books when I was little and before the book fair – before the book fair, I looked at them.  What was your inspiration for Little Critter?

Mercer Mayer:

What was my inspiration for Little Critter?  It was one of those kind of things.  Remember how I was talking about how I drew a picture.  And this is kind of funny, because you’ll get a kick out of this.  Little Critter came out of this character one day.  Again, I always start with the eyes.  And I just drew a kind of funny nose and a big sad, and it was like, he was crying and had all this hair.  And that’s how it started.  I don’t know, it came out of a doodle of this little howling or crying -- 

Oops, here it goes.  Are we losing?  Come back.  You got it over here?  That’s how it came about.

[laughter]

Yes, ma’am?

Female Child Speaker:

How old were you when you started to write your books?

Mercer Mayer:

How old was I?  I was 21.

Male Child Speaker:

What is your favorite book?

Mercer Mayer:

What is my favorite book of all books? Of every book, ever?

Male Speaker:

Yeah.  Like, any book.

Mercer Mayer:

Oh my God.  

[laughter]

Has anybody ever heard of the book called “The Once and Future King” by T.H. White?

[applause] 

I think probably, in my whole life that’s --  if not the, when I was younger, that is my favorite book.

Male Child Speaker:

Okay.

Mercer Mayer:

Okay.  We’ve got a questions over here?

Female Child Speaker:

I was wondering, in “Frog on his Own,” did you have a frog when you were young?

[laughter]

Mercer Mayer:

Well, yes, I did.  I sometimes had bath tubs filled with the frog, much to my mother’s chagrin.  

[laughter]

A lot of that happened for real.  Yeah, it really did happen --

Female Child Speaker:

That answered my question. 

Mercer Mayer:

Have we got any over there?

Male Child Speaker:

Your drawings are great, but did you ever take drawing lessons or anything like that?

Mercer Mayer:

Oh, yes.  I took drawing lessons.  Yep, yep, yep.  I went to the Honolulu Academy of Arts and the Art Students’ League in New York.  And I drew all the time, much to my teacher’s chagrin.

[laughter]

Female Child Speaker:

Did you just randomly make up the song?

Mercer Mayer:

I’m sorry?

Female Speaker:

Did you just randomly make up the song just now?

Mercer Mayer:

Today?  Not, no.  That song I made up some time ago.  As a matter of fact, remember I told you, that song kind of came first, before I even wrote “There’s an Alligator In My Bed.”  And the song was actually different than that then, and I don’t remember what it was.  So then I wrote the book and then the song changed, so I can’t remember exactly.  But I didn’t just write it.  That’s been around for a while.  Yep.  Yes, ma’am.

Female Speaker:

I was wondering if you had any advice for aspiring writers?

Mercer Mayer:

I’m sorry?

Female Speaker:

If you had, like, advice for aspiring writers?

Mercer Mayer:

Writers?

Female Speaker:

Yeah.

Mercer Mayer:

Write about everything.  Just write and if you can’t think of anything to write about, write about your toe.

[laughter]

Write about your dirty clothes.  No, I’m serious.  Sit down and write a big story about just the junk in your room.  It doesn’t have to make any sense, because if you write, it’s like riding a bicycle.  If you do it, and you write and you write and you write, the imagination takes care of things.  But your brain is starved, and if you write and you write, it opens up little pathways in your brain, and all of a sudden you have a wild idea out of nowhere.  So you just write and you write and you write, about everything. 

Female Speaker:

Thank you.

Mercer Mayer:

Okay.  Yes, ma’am.

Female Child Speaker:

I just wanted to know, when you were growing up did you live in the neighborhood?  Did you live in the city?  Did you like riding your bike? 

Mercer Mayer:

Okay.  Up ‘til I was 13, I lived on a Navy base in the middle of Arkansas --

Female Child Speaker:

Wow.

[laughter]

Mercer Mayer:

It was like a neighborhood.  It was like a neighborhood.  I had hundreds of friends.  We all spent all of our time in the woods, catching snakes and frogs, and running around and building forts.  You know.

Female Child Speaker:

So that’s why you had a pet frog.

Mercer Mayer:

That’s right.  You got it.

[laughter]

And then when I was 13, we moved to Hawaii and then I had a whole different experience --

Female Child Speaker:

Cool.

Mercer Mayer:

- when living in Hawaii with all sorts of different cultures and the beach and you name it. 

Female Chidl Speaker:

Wow.

Mercer Mayer:

Wow.  Yes, ma’am.

Female Child Speaker: 

Of your own books, which was your favorite to make or your --

Mercer Mayer:

My favorite?

Female Child Speaker: 

- or most fun?

Mercer Mayer:

My most fun?  Oh, you know what -- Listen, I can’t really do that, because they’re like my children in a way.  So it’s like, as things go by, it’s the last one kind of is the most fun.  And the most fun I’ve had in long time doing, not a book, but just a piece of art, was doing this poster.  I had a great time doing this poster.  I had so much fun, I figured they’re not going to like it- 

[laughter]

- because I’m having too much fun.  But they liked it.  Yes, ma’am.

Female Speaker:

As an artist and an illustrator, I’ve written several children’s books, but I have a hard time keeping the character the same on every page.  How do you do that -- keep them consistent? You know -- 

Mercer Mayer:

Drawing-wise?

Female Speaker:

Yes, drawing the main character.

Mercer Mayer:

Go back to studying drawing.  You have to learn.  This is probably too much to say, but my art teacher was a tough guy.  He said, “Mercer, if you can’t learn to draw like Rembrandt, quit.”

[laughter]

Female Speaker:

I mean, do you have the same character?  Do you draw from somebody or is somebody --

Mercer Mayer:

- But I know how it looks in my head from all sides and I draw all the sides it could be.  And I understand exactly how it looks in three-dimension as if it was real.  It looks very real for me.  

Female Speaker:

Thank you.

Mercer Mayer:

You’re dying.  What’s your question?

Female Speaker:

How many books have you written?

Mercer Mayer:

How many books have I written? About 300, 50 of them with my wife, Gina.

Female Speaker:

Wow.

Mercer Mayer:

Oh.  It was a lot of work.  I’m so tired.  That’s why I use a cane. 

[laughter]

Yes, ma’am.

Female Child Speaker:

What would happen in the book if you made the character a friend of the alligator?

Mercer Mayer:

What would happen if I made a friend with to alligator?  I don’t know.  Why don’t you write that? 

[laughter]

That would be very interesting.

Female Child Speaker:

[laughs] Okay.

Mercer Mayer:

Why not?  Yes, ma’am.

Female Speaker:

Hello.  

Mercer Mayer:

Hello.

Female Speaker:

I know that you’ve both written and illustrated books and I know that you’ve done illustrations for other people’s books and I know you’ve also written books that other people have illustrated.  Do you have a process that’s more fun for you?

Mercer Mayer:

No. It’s all fun.  You just get into it and you have fun.  And if it seems like it’s too much work, figure out how out some more fun to have.  But these the things about it.  It’s fun that you have to work very hard at it. [laughs]  That’s almost an oxymoron, isn’t it? 

Male Child Speaker:

Have you ever recorded any of your music?  

Mercer Mayer:

Yeah, I actually have.  It’s on my Web site, littlecritter.com.  Littlecritter.com – I’m making a base commercial --  it’s a free site with fun things for kids to do.  It’s a [unintelligible]. [laughs] Yes, sir?

Male Child Speaker:

Are you always happy with your drawings or do you, like, make them and then, like, throw them away because you don’t like them --

Mercer Mayer:

I never throw anything away, because I can’t learn from my mistakes if I tear them up and throw them away.  So even if I hate the drawing, I look at it and study what’s wrong with it and go on to another one.

Male Speaker:

Okay.  

Mercer Mayer:

And I use up paper, paper, paper.  Just tons of them.  That’s what you do.  Yeah?

Male Speaker:

Okay.  

Mercer Mayer:

Yes, sir?

Male Speaker:

How many Little Critter books have you written?

Mercer Mayer:

Ok, Little Critter books, I’ve written 95, 100, 150.  I’m not too sure because I’ve done a lot.  I don’t remember exactly.  They tell me that I’m over time.  So I’m going to have to say, one more person.  One more person.

Female Speaker:

How did you become famous?

Mercer Mayer:

What?

Female Speaker:

How did you become famous by writing books?

Mercer Mayer:

How did I become famous?  I don’t know.  I wrote a book that a lot of people liked, and that helped- 

[laughter]

-and then I wrote another one.  Thank you for coming.  I hope you had a good time.  

[applause]

[end of transcript]

