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[applause]

Mark Teague:

Thank you.  Thanks very much.  Thanks to all of you for coming down today.  This is great.  I want to share a new book with you today.  It's a brand new book that just came out, and it's called “Pancakes for Supper.”  And it's written by one of my favorite authors; her name is Anne Isaacs.  Some of you might know -- she did one of my very favorite children's books a few years ago, called “Swamp Angel,” and so when I got a chance to do illustrations for her, I was really excited about it.  And the first thing I saw -- of course, we had this kind of crazy title for the book, “Pancakes for Supper.”  And I like pancakes.  Any of you guys like pancakes?

[applause]

That's good.  That's good.  It wasn't actually the pancakes that got me excited about this story, but it was all of these great characters that she wrote into it. And it's got all of these animals that are a lot of fun to draw.  And so I got to do drawings of bears and skunks and a cougar and a porcupine. So I was having a great time just working on this.  And because Anne writes so well -- her language is so lively and so much fun -- the story just kind of lifted right off the page.

And so this was really kind of a dream project for me; I had a great time.  And the other thing that really made it work for me is -- it's actually a reworking of a very old story called “Little Black Sambo,” which was written well over 100 years ago and set in India.  And what Anne did was that she reworked the story.  She's very good with folk tales and older stories and tall tales, so she reworked this story and set it in New England.  And it’s set during maple syruping season, and that's something that I'm very interested in because I come from Upstate New York. 

And so every year, at the end of the winter, when the winter is just kind of fading out, but before the spring starts, that's when maple syruping happens.  And what happens is that the trees, the maple trees, the sap begin to rise.  And if you go out at just the right time of year -- it only works for about a week, but you can tap the maple trees and the sap comes out, and that's how you make maple syrup.  And so this story has, has to do with that time of year, up in the Northeast.  I'm going to read some of it for you right now. 

“Once upon a morning in a March wood, a solitary wagon splashed along the mud road toward the town of Whisker Creek.  Winter was almost gone, but it had left snowy footprints on the land.  Mama and Papa guided the horses while Toby sat in the back and made up a song to the rhythm of the bouncing wagon.” 

I'm not going to sing this, but this is her song: 

[laughter]

“‘I've got a sky blue coat with purple lining 

A sun yellow sweater with green leaves twining

Thick orange mittens with a matching cap

Buck hide boots to keep out the damp

Fuzzy-red long johns and a dress of brown, 

Brand new clothes for Whisker Creek town.’

“Suddenly, the wagon hit a big bump and sent Toby flying.”

See her there?

“Up she sailed, higher and higher and higher; past squirrels in the branches, past soaring eagles and feathery clouds, until she could no longer see her parents’ wagon.  Then, just as Toby was wondering if she would ever come down again, she began to fall.  Down, down, down she tumbled, until finally she landed -- sploosh! -- in a deep, soft pile of snow.  But right in front of her stood a huge wolf with terrible green eyes.  The wolf paced around Toby in a circle, closer and closer.  ‘Hungry,’ growled the wolf.  ‘So hungry am I, I will feast on the child who falls from the sky.’

“‘Oh, please don't eat me,’ cried Toby, ‘and I will make you the grandest animal in the forest.’  ‘A small girl like you?  Ha!  What can you do?’ growled the wolf.  ‘I will give you my beautiful blue coat with purple lining.’  The wolf’s eyes gleamed fiercely as it put on Toby’s coat and strutted off, calling, ‘Now I'm the grandest beast, west or east.’”  

Well, things don't really get better for Toby after that; not for awhile.  Next she runs into this cougar, and she has to go through the same problem with him.  And she gives the cougar her yellow sweater.  And just when things, she thinks things are going to get better, then she runs into this skunk.  Not happy about that; she has to give the skunk her beautiful buck hide boots.  Next she runs into a porcupine; the porcupine gets her dress.  And then a great big bear shows up.  This is kind of a weird one.  What does she have left? 

She only has mittens left.  And she comes up with kind of a clever solution for the bear; she puts them on his ears.  The bear is feeling pretty pleased with himself.  In fact, they all are, all of these animals, and they come together and they begin to argue about which of them is indeed the grandest beast in the forest.  It says: 

“Soon the wolf, cougar, skunk, porcupine and bear appeared, roaring and growling, hissing and yelling, yipping and yowling, and arguing over which of them was the grandest.  The animals grew so angry that they began to chase each other.  All their fine new clothes fell off as they ran.  They caught hold of each other's tails and raced around the trunk of a huge maple tree.  Soon they were spinning so fast that Toby couldn't tell which animal was which.

“Round and round the animals whirled, faster and faster, until at last they melted into a great golden brown puddle at the base of the trunk.  As soon as she was sure the animals were gone for good, Toby ran to put on her clothes.  Then she heard her mother and father calling her, and caught sight of their wagon through the trees.  Everyone shouted joyfully as Toby ran out to meet them.”

“While Toby told them of her adventures, the sun rose high and warmed the trunk of the maple tree where the animals had disappeared.  The tree began to stir with life after its long winter sleep, and soaked up the golden brown puddle from root to branch.  A woodpecker tapped holes in the bark, and sweet maple syrup began to trickle down.  ‘Pancakes for supper!’ shouted Toby, and she held a shiny tin bucket to collect the syrup.  ‘We'll have the grandest feast, west or east,’ said Papa.  And he built a fire in a clearing while Mama mixed batter in a bowl. 

“Mama fried pancakes as golden as the fur on a cougar, while the hot maple syrup Toby poured over them was as glossy brown as the bear’s coat.  But not one single pancake was as tough as a wolf, prickly as a porcupine, or smelly as a skunk.  Papa ate 27 pancakes and Mama ate 55, but Toby ate 169 because she was so hungry.  ‘For you're the bravest girl in the world,’ said Mama and Papa together, and Toby drove the horses all the way to Whisker Creek.”

[laughter and applause]

As I was saying, hopefully you can see now why I really wanted to illustrate that story, and why it was so much fun for me.  And I was thinking that now I've got this easel here, maybe I could do some drawing for you to show you, and I was thinking maybe I could draw whatever animal was your favorite in that book.  Did any of you have a favorite animal?  What was your favorite? 

Child Speaker: 

Horse.

Mark Teague:

You liked the horse?  Yeah, I like horses, too.  That’s a good -- what about you? 

Child Speaker:

Bear.

Mark Teague:

The bear?  You like the bear?  Anyone -- yeah.  

Child Speaker:

The skunk.

Mark Teague:

The skunk?  Yeah, the skunk is fun to draw.  Anyone else?  What did you like?  You like the skunk?  Anyone else like the skunk?  Should I do a skunk?  Should I do a skunk?  Okay.

[applause]

Skunk is good because it's black and white, and it makes it easier.  Usually when I start drawing -- you know, the presenter was mentioning that it just starts with little scribbles in a notebook, because I really am a scribbler.  Do any of you guys like to draw pictures?  We’ve got artists here.  That's great.  That's really good.  I should tell you when I draw at home, I don't usually use a marker; I use a pencil.  I use a pencil because pencils come with erasers, 

[laughter]

and that makes things easy.

But I think that the main thing that I found with drawing is that if you stay loose and you have fun with it and don't really worry about what it's going to look like, it always comes out better.  So that's kind of my approach to these things.  Let's see.  Now, the skunk is an animal I kind of had to just learn when I was first sort of doing the research on this book, because I hadn't really drawn skunks before.  And they're funny little creatures.

See, usually when I start drawing -- did you see what I do?  I just draw real light, just kind of get the shape of the animal.  I had a dog who had a talent for finding skunks, which was not good.  Then, of course, the skunk has this great big tail, which is its most dangerous weapon.  I'll have to retire this pen, I think.  Did you guys see how I just kind of scribble until the drawing starts to take shape?  How's that?  Do you like that skunk?

[applause]

All right, would you like me to do another one?  Do you have one?

Child Speaker:

Cougar.

Mark Teague:

The cougar?  The cougar is fine.  Would anyone like to see the cougar?  All right.  I can take questions, too, if you guys want to ask some questions.  I can usually talk and draw at the same time.  Thanks. Yeah, I might use that.  Thanks very much.  Did you have a question?

Male Speaker:

I was just wondering about illustrators that have had an influence on you as you developed?

Mark Teague:

Oh, okay.  The question was -- he asked about illustrators who have had an influence on me.  I think the biggest one when I was a kid was Maurice Sendak.  I use to -- I had a friend, actually, who had “Where the Wild Things Are,” which was my favorite book.  And he was actually a friend of my older brother’s, and they would kind of give me the book to just get rid of me because they knew that I would go and just stare at it for a few hours.  So that was my favorite.  And now, contemporary people ‑‑ there are so many.  I mean, I think the field is just full of great, great talent.  

Let's see.  So in this story, the cougar ends up getting the yellow sweater.  I always kind of liked that, because putting a sweater that belongs to an eight-year-old girl on a 300-pound cougar is kind of fun.  All the animals are very pleased with themselves in this story, which I like, too. 

Female Child Speaker:

[Inaudible].

Mark Teague:

I think the best thing that I had when I was a kid growing up, in terms of learning to be an illustrator, was just that my father was an insurance agent when I was a kid.  And he kept changing jobs, and every time he'd change jobs he'd get a new bunch of stationary made, and I’d get the old stationary from the previous job.  So I just had reams and reams of paper.  And he'd also bring home the little stubby pencils from his office, once they'd get too small for his secretary to use.

So I had all these little pencils and tons and tons of paper, and I just drew all the time.  And so kids who like to draw, I always tell them -- I mean, the main thing about becoming an artist is you just do it all the time; it's about 99 percent practice.  So I was just a kid who just drew all the time.  Yeah?

Female Child Speaker:

[Inaudible].

Mark Teague:

That's a great question.  She asked if I always do the pictures after the story is already written, or if there's ever more of a collaboration with the author, where we’re working on the same thing, or the text is being worked on at the same time I'm doing the pictures.  It’s basically almost -- it's almost exclusively the first way; it's almost exclusively where the text is written beforehand and then the pictures come later.

That's true also when I write my own books.  I just do the writing first, and then bring the pictures in later.  Sometimes what will happen, though, is that sometimes there are descriptive parts of the story where once a picture is there, you don't really need the description anymore, because the picture kind of takes over that part of it.

And so sometimes the text will get revived after that -- revised after that.  And then sometimes little things get developed through the pictures that the author likes, and they'll come in and write a little bit more to fill in some ideas.  So there's a little bit of give and take, but generally the written part comes first.  If you have a question, just speak up because I can't see you right now.  Did you have a question?  

Male Child Speaker:

Hello, hello.  Oh, sorry.  They called somebody over there.

Mark Teague:

I didn't quite hear that.  Can you -- there's a microphone right there.

Male Child Speaker:

I forgot, sorry.

Mark Teague:

That's all right.

Male Speaker:

Mr. Teague.

Mark Teague:

Yeah?

Female Child Speaker:

What -- excuse me.  Before I ask this question, I have to ask another question.  Did you write “The Great Gracie Chase,” or did you just illustrate it?

Mark Teague:

Oh, I just did the illustrations on that.  That was written by Cynthia Rylant, who is a great author; she's got a ton of books, and she's wonderful, so I did that with her.

Samantha Sedgwick [spelled phonetically]:

I really like the illustrations.  It's very nice.  And my name is Samantha and my last name is Sedgwick just so you can know.

Mark Teague:

Thank you, Samantha. That’s very nice.  I appreciate that.

Samantha Sedgwick:

You're welcome.

Mark Teague:

All right.

Male Speaker:

[Inaudible].

Mark Teague:

Oh, sure, yeah.  The question was, how do I get paired up with the different authors that I illustrate for?  Usually the manuscripts come to me through my editor; sometimes through the designer, the art director, but usually the editor is sort of the manager of the whole project.  And so she'll get a manuscript that she likes, she'll give me a call and send it up.

Male Speaker: 

Do the authors pick you, or how does that work?

Mark Teague:

That part is a little bit hidden from me. 

[laughter]

 I would assume that the author has some say so in who gets to illustrate her stuff, but the editor sort of stands in the middle of the whole project.  With Anne Isaacs -- as I said, I've always really admired her work, especially “Swamp Angel,” but I've actually never met her.  So we are that separate, and that's typical.  Do you have a question?

Alex Sedgwick:

My name is Alex; I'm Samantha's sister.

Mark Teague:

Hi, Alex. 

Alex Sedgwick:
And what animal are you in the Chinese zodiac?

[laughter]

Mark Teague:

Wow.  I don't know.  You might have to tell me.  I was born February 10.  Do you know what that would make me?

Alex Sedgwick:

You have to say what year.

[laughter]

Mark Teague:

1963.

Alex Sedgwick:

I don't think the Chinese zodiac does 1963.

[laughter]

Mark Teague:

Doesn’t go back that far, huh?

Alex Sedgwick:

Yeah, I don't think it goes back that far.

Mark Teague:

You're probably right.  It’s starting to feel that way. 

[laughter] 

Female Child Speaker:

[Inaudible].

Mark Teague:

Good.  Well, I feel pretty lucky most of the time.

Female Child Speaker:

When are you going to bring back the characters from --

Female Child Speaker:

Did you always know how to draw animals and stuff that way?

Mark Teague:

No, not at all; I mean, this is all learning.  I haven't even finished him yet, but with the cougar I just looked at pictures of cougars from photographs of cougars, and practiced drawing them.  And that's the way I do it with a lot of animals.  I have cats and dogs at home, so I can just draw them, just watching them.  But no, it's mostly practice.  Do you like to draw?

Female Speaker:

Yeah.  Yes.

Mark Teague:

What do you like to draw?

Female Speaker:

Um, I don't really know.

Mark Teague:

Just anything?  That's how I was.  When I was a kid, I would just draw anything.  But sometimes, just look at pictures and draw from pictures.  That will teach you a lot.

Female Child Speaker:

Okay.

Female Speaker:

There’s a question over here.

Mark Teague:

What's that?  Oh.

Female Speaker:

When are you going to bring back those marvelous characters from The Secret Shortcut?

Mark Teague:

I would like to.  

[applause]

Well, thank you.  Thank you.  It's been a while.

Female Speaker:

They're wonderful.

Mark Teague:

I did -- I guess three books with those guys.  They were fun.

Female Speaker:

We'd like to see more.

Mark Teague:

You know, I've been doing ‑‑ lately, actually, I've been working on a book for older kids, and it's sort of ‑‑ it's not those characters, but it's kind of with characters like that.  So I'm kind of getting that done right now.  All right, thanks.

Female Child Speaker:

What's your favorite thing about being an illustrator?

Mark Teague:

I didn't quite get that. 

Female Speaker:

Your favorite thing about being an illustrator.

Mark Teague:

My favorite thing about being an illustrator?  I like everything about it.  You know, I never even thought of doing this as a job when I was a kid because I just liked to draw.  And so I feel really lucky, because I just do exactly what I like.  I mean, I get up in the morning and draw and paint pictures; it's just lots of fun.

Female Speaker:

Did you teach yourself how to draw?

Mark Teague:

Yeah, I did, pretty much.  Yeah.  I never went to art school or anything; I just always liked drawing.

Female Child Speaker:

Do you draw fantasy?  Do you like drawing fantasy, or more realistic things better?

Mark Teague:

It's pretty much fantasy, I would say.  Yeah.  Because I like doing realistic stuff, but mostly it's kind of goofy stuff like this that I draw.

Child Speaker:

What's your favorite thing to draw?

Mark Teague:

My favorite thing to draw?  That's a good question.  I've been doing lots and lots of dinosaurs the last few years.  They're fun.  They're very fun because there’s such a variety, and they come in all sizes and colors and stuff.  So I like doing that.  Dogs, too; I like dogs.

Child Speaker:

What's your favorite kind of animal?

Mark Teague:

You have to speak up a little bit.

Female Speaker:

What's your favorite kind of animal?

Mark Teague:

I think my favorite animal is a cat.  I've got two cats at home.  They're just the best characters.  Cats have a lot of attitude.  I like that.  I think we are almost out of time.  Maybe we’ve got time for one or two more.  Yeah?  

Female Speaker:

[Inaudible].

Mark Teague:

I didn't quite hear that.

Child Speaker:

[Inaudible].

Mark Teague:

Oh, yeah.  The pictures in the book I was just showing you -- most of the pictures, those are oil paintings that I did.  I usually use oils or acrylics, and -- yeah, the drawing comes first.  You know, I’ll sketch it out and then paint them all in.  Yeah, do you have a question?  I'm sorry. 

Female Child Speaker:

[Inaudible].

Mark Teague:

She asked if I always wanted to become an artist.  You know, not really.  When I was little I always had different ideas.  I wanted to be an astronomer for a while.  I think I wanted to be like a professional adventurer, but that job is hard to come by.  I think I kind of came into this naturally.  I just always liked to draw, and I always liked to make up stories, so I kind of ended up with the perfect job.  Do you have a question? 

Female Speaker:

[Inaudible].

Mark Teague:

Elmo Freeman?  That's going way back.  

Child Speaker:

[Inaudible].

Mark Teague:

That's great.  Thank you.  I had a character named Elmo Freeman in the very first book I ever got published.  Which was way back in 1989, before they started the Chinese zodiac. 

[laughter] 

So it's been a while.  I don't know if I'll bring that character back; that's been a while.  Leon maybe.  Leon the cat.  Yeah.

Child Speaker:

How many authors have you illustrated for?

Mark Teague:

I'm probably forgetting someone; I think about seven or eight.  Do you have a question?

Child Speaker:

What's your favorite book you illustrated?

Mark Teague:

Oh, wow.  There’s a book called “Dear Mrs. LaRue.”

[applause]

Yeah, that's probably my favorite.  I'm actually doing another LaRue book right now.  Those are fun.  They’re a lot of fun to do.  

[applause]

Okay, last question, because I'm running late.

Child Speaker:

In your book, “Dear Mrs. LaRue,” how did you get the idea for that kind of book?

Mark Teague:

For “Dear Mrs. LaRue” -- yeah, that was kind of inspired by a couple of dogs that ‑‑ one was my own dog, and one belonged to my brother.  And these are dogs who are real pranksters, and that kind of got mixed up with this story I did about summer camp.  So when I was writing this story, the summer camp story didn't work out, so I shifted to dogs in obedience school, and then the whole thing kind of took off.  All right, I think that's all I’ve got time for.  

[applause]

Thanks very much.  

[end of transcript]


