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[applause]

Mo Willems:  

Hi!  Wow, what a great crowd!  Wow!  Thank you.  Thank you.  The more you applaud the less I have to say, so ‑‑

[laughter]

‑‑ I appreciate that very much.

My name is Mo Willems.  I’m very happy to see all these little guys here.  My name is Mo Willems, and I am an astronaut.

[laughter]

That sound right?  

Audience:

No!

Mo Willems:

My name is Mo Willems, and I am a balloon salesman!

Audience:

No!

Mo Willems:

No?  No?  That’s not right?  My name is Mo Willems, and I am a corporate attorney 

specializing in tax affairs.

Audience:

No!

[laughter]

Mo Willems:

No.  My name is Mo Willems, and I am an author/illustrator.

Audience:

Yay!

[applause]

Mo Willems:

Is that right?

[applause]

All right.

Now, that is a very cool thing because that means I have something in common with each and every one of the little guys here.  You guys like to write stories? 

Audience:

Yes!

Mo Willems:

Yeah?  You like to make drawings? 

Audience:

Yes! 

Mo Willems:

Okay, that means that you guys are author/illustrators just like me.  The only difference between what you do and what I do is that you don’t have to give 15 percent to a guy named Shelley.

[laughter]

Okay?  Which means that you can do it for fun, right?  And the cool thing about being an author/illustrator is it’s one of the few things you can do for real right now if you’re a kid.

Can you be an astronaut right now?

Audience:

No!

Mo Willems:

No.  You can train.  Your parents might want to send you up into space sometimes.

[laughter]

You can’t be an astronaut.  Can’t be a balloon salesman right now.  You can’t be a lawyer right now.  You can be difficult. 

[laughter]

You can be somewhat obnoxious.

[laughter]

But that’s not passing the bar.  Right?

[laughter]

But an author/illustrator is something you can do right now.  So I’m in a room filled with my peers, which I think is very, very cool.

So what I’m going to do today is I’m going to talk a little bit about one of my books.  I’m going to read one of my books, and then I’m going to teach you guys how to infringe on my copyright.

[laughter]

Okay?

[applause]

That’s right.

Look at your blatant disregard for copyright laws.  I love that that gets applause.  I’m going to teach you how to draw one of my characters, because you know how I got started?  I got started when I was about your age, drawing Charlie Browns and Snoopys.  Right?  And as a matter of fact, when I was five years old, I wrote Charles Schultz, and I said, “Can I have your job when you die?”

[laughter]

And when he finally passed, I told my father, I said, “What?  Remember when we wrote that letter 25‑30 years ago?” And he said, “Yeah.  I really should have sent that.”

[laughter]

Charlie Brown moment.

All right.  I’m just going to talk about this one. This is my latest book.  It is called “Edwina, the Dinosaur Who Didn’t Know She Was Extinct.”

You guys know what extinct means?

Audience:

Yes! 

Mo Willems:

Very smelly.  Right?

[laughter]

Audience:

No!

Mo Willems:

No, what does it mean?  

Male Speaker:  

The very, very far dead.

Mo Willems:  

The very, very far dead.

[laughter]

Dude!  Dude, they are so totally far dead.

[laughter]

All right.  Now we’re in Washington, D.C., and the reason I made this book is there is a federal regulation that every author/illustrator must make at least one book about dinosaurs.

[laughter]

And I’m fulfilling that obligation right now.  And I know that kids really care about dinosaurs.  They know dinosaurs.  So I did my research.  I knew I was going to get it right.  So I did a lot of research and I can guarantee that Edwina’s hat and her purse are both true to the Jurassic period.  

[laughter]. 

Okay?  The necklace is from a later time period, but it was so cute I just had to put that in there.

And a couple little tricks: I love the endpapers of books.  They give away something from the plot.  The endpaper of this book is cookies.  The book is about cookies.  But always look at the whole endpapers.  There’s Edwina putting them down.  And there’s also something.  I have a character called the Pigeon.  Have you guys ever heard about the Pigeon?  No?

Audience:

Yes!

Mo Willems:

Yeah?  All right!

[applause]

The Pigeon hates it when I do books that are not about him.

[laughter]

Mo Willems:  

He has an ego.  So what he does when I’m not looking is he sneaks into my other books and now I’ve come up with a little graphic thing under the copyright, right there is a number inside a circle.  That tells you how many Pigeons are hidden in this book.  All right?

And I haven’t done a “Pigeon” ‑‑ you know, I did one this spring, but there are three Pigeons in the air.  And these birds are not pigeons.  So that is information about that book.

The reason I’m not reading “Edwina” is because I really wanted to read my latest “Pigeon” book.  And the reason is I’m in Washington, D.C. and I know that everyone in Washington, D.C. knows how to say “no.” Right?  So let me ask: do you guys know how to say no?

Audience:

[mixed yes and no] 

Mo Willems: 

They got it!  [laughs]  They’re too smart.  Here’s my latest book, “Don’t Let The Pigeon Stay Up Late.”  All right?

[applause]

Now.  A little bit of info about this book: I ‑‑ when I first pitched this book, I wanted to call it “Put the Pigeon To Sleep.”

[laughter]

But somebody in marketing…

[laughter]

All right.  Endpapers are very important, right?  We open it up, what do we see?  It’s the end‑of‑the‑day clouds.  And they’re getting pink.  It’s quiet.  We’ve done our homework.  We’ve had our dinner.  We’re tired.  It’s exhausting times, and there’s our friend the bus driver.  And he says, “Oh, good, it’s you.”  He knows it’s you.  “Listen, it’s getting late and I need to brush my teeth.  Can you do me a favor?  Don’t let the Pigeon stay up late.”  Words and pictures by me.

[laughter]

He walks up, he says, “Thanks.” He trusts you.  He is a civil servant.  Very trusting.  We are not going to let this pigeon stay up late are we? 

Audience:

[mixed yes and no]

Mo Willems:

No.  All right, who do you think’s going to come in now?

Audience:  

The Pigeon.

Mo Willems:  

Yeah, the Pigeon?  You think?  All right, I say James Earl Jones.

[laughter]

What do you say?  You ready?  Giant robot monkey?

Audience:  

[mixed yes and no]

Mo Willems:  

No?  Who?

Audience:

[unintelligible]

Mo Willems:

Let’s see.  It’s the Pigeon.  

“First of all I’m not even tired.  In fact, I’m in the mood for a hot dog party.  What do you say?”

Audience:

No!

Mo Willems:

“No?  Umph!  I hear there’s a good show about birds on TV tonight.  Should be very educational.”

Audience:

No!

Mo Willems:

“No?  How about five more minutes?”

Audience:

No!

Mo Willems:

“C’mon!  What’s five more minutes in the grand scheme of things?”

Audience:

No!

[laughter]

Mo Willems:

It’s amazing.  The kids are yelling “no,” and here are these parents who say no to their kids all the time going, “Mmm, maybe.”

[laughter]

“Yawn.  What?  What?  I’m not tired!”

[laughter]

“You know, we never get to talk anymore.”

[laughter]

“Tell me about your day.”

[laughter]

“No?  Oh, I’ve got a great idea.  We can count the stars.”

Audience:

No!

Mo Willems:

All right.  Here we go.  Rapid fire.  “Can I have a glass of water?”

Audience:

No!

Mo Willems:

“Studies show that pigeons hardly need any sleep at all.”

Audience:

No!

Mo Willems:

Before they had peace in the group.  “Hey, hey!  Ho, ho!  This here Pigeon just won’t go.”

Audience:

No!

Mo Willems:

“Pleeeease!”

Audience:

No!

Mo Willems:

“It’s the middle of the day in China.”

[laughter]

“I’ll go to bed early ‑‑ tomorrow night instead.”

Audience:

No!

Mo Willems:

“My bunny wanted to stay up late, too.”

Audience:

No!

Mo Willems:

“You can’t say ‘no’ to a bunny can you?”

Audience:

No!

Mo Willems:

Ah.  

[laughter]

Ah.  “Yawn!”

[laughter]

“Yawn!”

[laughter]

Child Speaker:  

Boo!

Mo Willems:  

“Yawn!  Okay, that was not a yawn.”

[laughter]

“I was stretching.”

[laughter]

“I’m – Yawn -- 110 percent awake.  You haven’t heard the -- Yawn -- last of me.  [snores]  Snork.” [snores]  

“Great work, thanks.”  “Good night,” and there’s the Pigeon dreaming away.  And what’s he dreaming of?

Audience:

A hot dog party!

Mo Willems: 

“Hot dog party.  In the middle of the night. “ 

“The end.”

You like that?

[applause]

All right.  Okay.

We don’t have enough for everybody, but for the guys in front we’re handing out pencils and paper so you can infringe on my copyright.  Guys in the back, you’ve been given so many little scraps of paper and pencil, pull out your paper and pencils.  Big kids, little kids.  And we’re going to learn how to draw one of my characters.  Here.  Can you just grab some?  Grab a stack, pass it back.  Grab a stack, pass it back.

While we’re handing that out, I’m going to answer a few questions that I get on occasion. 

The first they say, “Does the Pigeon not wanting to stay up late come from my daughter Trixie?”  

No, it’s my excuses.

[laughter]

My daughter goes to bed very well.

The next question is -- I have a book called “Knuffle Bunny.”  Have you guys heard of that book?   

Audience:

Yes!

[applause]

Mo Willems:

All right.  Wait here one second.  Ah, here we go.  [grumbles]  Pencils, pencils.  Grab a half.  Grab half.  Grab half.  There you go.  You got the other half.  Hand them out.  There you go, Trixie.  There you go.  Can you give that young lady a piece of paper?

All right, next question is, “How do you pronounce ‘Knuffle’?”  

I say, if you buy the book, you can pronounce it anyway you like.

[laughter]

I pronounce it “Knuffle” with a “K.” It is a Dutch word.  It means to hug or snuggle.  Okay?  If you pronounce it both ways, buy two copies.

[laughter]

How many people here think that “Knuffle Bunny” is a true story?  Raise your hands.  How many people here that I made up “Knuffle Bunny?”  Raise your hands.  Couple.

“Knuffle Bunny” is an entirely true story except for the parts that I made up.

[laughter]

And in the fall, there will be a new one called “Knuffle Bunny Two”.  Trixie is in pre‑K, and the subtitle is “A Case of Mistaken Identity.”  High drama.

Child Speaker:  

[unintelligible]

Mo Willems:  

High drama.  All right, guys.

Child Speaker:  

[unintelligible]

Mo Willems:  

All right, guys, we’ve added our paper and pencil.  Guys in the back, if you have paper and pencil, pull them out.  Please, big people, little people, draw.  We’re going to learn to draw the Pigeon. 

[cheers]

Now, if you can write your name, you can draw any cartoon because a cartoon ‑‑ there are two rules to cartooning -- one is a cartoon is just a bunch of shapes put together in the right order, and your name is just a bunch of letters put together in the right order, and letters are shapes you know how to draw.  Right?  The second rule to drawing a cartoon is you must have fun.  I don’t know why, but the more fun you’re having, the better the drawing looks.  And this is why we give animators lithium.

[laughter]

Child Speaker:  

[unintelligible]

Mo Willems:

All right.

Child Speaker:  

[unintelligible]

Mo Willems:

Piece of paper, up and down.  Tall.  We start with the letter “O.”  O.  Inside that letter O, another letter O.  Looks like a Homer Simpson doughnut now, right?

Child Speaker:  

Yeah!

Mo Willems:  

It’s always good to think of your drawings as something else.  It demystifies it.

We have now come to the most important part of the drawing: where the eyeball goes.  If I put my eyeball up here, he’s cheeky.  If I put it down there, he’s sad.  If I put it in the middle, he’s freaked out.  There are a lot of you guys here.  I’m in the middle.  He’s freaked out.

[laughter]

And I darken it in.  Why do I darken it in?  The eye is the most important part of any drawing.  You always look at the darkest part of the drawing first.  I want you to see my eye first.  If I draw a cartoon with a smiley face and sad eyes, the character is still sad no matter how big you make the smile.

All right.  Now we’re going to draw my favorite letter.  You have a choice of two letters.  “M” for Mo or “W” for Willems.

[laughter]

We’re going to draw him sideways.  And I got a beak.  All right?

Two parallel lines going down.  Rrrrrup.  Rrrrrup!  You hear the kids.  They always do that.  You go to school, it’s all the kids, “Rrrrrup!  Rrrrrup!”

All right.  Two across for the collar.  Ready?    [honking sound]

Now, we have come to my favorite part of the drawing, because this is a shape I invented.  This is the Mo Willems patented circangle.  A circangle is a circle that has an identity crisis: halfway through its life decides to become a triangle.  Ready?

I’m a circle.  I’m a circle.  I’m a circle.  I’ll be a triangle.

[laughter]

Kind of looks like an ice cream cone that fell over.

[laughter]

Male Speaker:  

Yeah!

Mo Willems:  

That’s sad.  

All right.  You remember these two parallel lines that we made?  They have what we call “volume.” That means that there’s neck inside.  I’m going to make the exact same two lines, and through the magic of cartooning, they won’t have volume.  Rrrrrup!  Rrrrrup!  Same lines, but instead of putting a circangle on the bottom, I take two letter “Vs” for “Va‑va-voom.” Letter V, letter V, and I have myself a pigeon.  Right?

And as you learn to draw your pigeon, you will learn to draw him faster, because cartooning is not just the drawing, it is the drawing done in time.  Now, look at that!  Eh, it’s all right.  You can applaud.  We gotta pad time.  Applaud.  Fine.

[applause]

All right?

This is not a perfect pigeon, but look at how much more life, how much more energy, that pigeon has than that.  Right?  Because a cartoon is a drawing done in time.  A cartoon is the only American invention, purely American invention, outside of jazz and baseball.  And a cartoon bases itself on Japanese calligraphy.  So it is time and drawings at the same time.

So, hold up your pigeons!  Let me look at them.  Nice.

[applause]

Show them to your neighbors.  Show your pigeons to your neighbors.

[applause]

All right.

Now.  Now.  Time for an honest question.  This is a difficult question, and this is Washington, so I need to get an honest answer.  You think we can do this?

Audience:

[unintelligible responses]

Mo Willems:

Do your pigeons look exactly like mine?

Audience:

No!

Mo Willems: 

No.  Do they look exactly like your neighbor’s?

Audience:

No!

Mo Willems:  

No.  That is a good thing.  That means that you are developing your own personal drawing style, right?  So maybe you draw your pigeons taller than somebody else.  Or maybe you draw your necks super, super big, right?  Or maybe ‑‑ ma’am, can I borrow that one?  Maybe you’re influenced by Jackson Pollock.

[laughter]

All right?

But whatever that is, keep drawing in that way, because you will develop your own style.  Now, for the people sitting down in the back, it’s too late for you.

[laughter]

But for these guys here, if you keep drawing, your drawings become your own style.  And when I draw a pigeon ‑‑ I’ve got a buddy named Lane Smith, you guys know Lane Smith, right?  Great illustrator?  Right? 

[cheers]

Good, he gets a smattering, I’m happy.  I’ll tell him that.

[laughter]

He draws a pigeon, it doesn’t look like a Mo Willems pigeon.  It looks like a Lane Smith pigeon, because he draws in his own, personal drawing style.

Now, I’m going to ask questions from the big people, but first, from the little guys.

My favorite thing about the “Pigeon” books is that they’re not books to be read, they’re books to be played.  I encourage you to go out, make your own books, create your own characters with them.  And kids send me their version of “Pigeon” books.  I’ve gotten “Don’t Let the Pigeon Operate the Catapult.” 

[laughter]

“The Pigeon Finds a Girlfriend.”

[cheers]

You guys, c’mon, just give me your digits.   [laughs]

[laughter]

And my favorite on the eccentricometer – “Don’t Let the Pigeon Audit Your Neighbor. “

[laughter]

All right.  We got some kids here in the front row.  Let’s see if these guys have titles for “Pigeon” books.  You have an idea for a “Pigeon” book?  Yeah?  What is your idea?

Female Speaker:  

“Don’t Let the Pigeon Fly an Airplane.”

Mo Willems:  

“Don’t Let the Pigeon Fly an Airplane.”  Very nice.

What do you got?  Talk in the mic.

Male Speaker:  

Um . . .

Mo Willems:  

That’s my writing process, by the way.

[laughter]

Uhhhhhh!

[laughter]

Uhhhhhh.  But fortunately, I can finish my books, because I have a mortgage.

[laughter]

You have a “Pigeon” book?

Child Speaker:  

“Don’t Let the Pigeon Fly on a” ‑‑ I mean, “Don’t Let the Pigeon Go on TV.” 

Mo Willems:  

“Don’t Let the Pigeon Go on TV.”  Very nice!  Oh.

Child Speaker:  

“Don’t Let the Pigeon Drive a Taxi.”

Mo Willems:  

“Don’t Let the Pigeon Drive a Taxi.”  Although in New York, that might be an improvement.

Oh, I can’t go by that mic because it’s going to go “woooooo.”  Yeah?

Child Speaker:  

“Don’t Let the Pigeon Operate the Watchtower.”

Mo Willems:  

“Don’t Let the Pigeon Operate the Watchtower.”  Very good.

Young lady.

Child Speaker:  

“Don’t Let the Pigeon Cook Dinner.” 

[laughter]

Mo Willems:  

Yeah.  That’s very good.  Although my title, because of my skills at cooking, would be “Let The Pigeon Cook Dinner.” 

Oh, here.  Right, here we go.

Child Speaker:  

“Don’t Let the Pigeon Steal a Toyota”. 

Mo Willems:  

[laughs]  “Don’t Let the Pigeon Steal a Toyota”.  See, now this kid knows the value of product placement.

[laughter]

Which is the future.  Sadly enough, it is the future. 

Let’s do one more title.  One more title.

Child Speaker:  

“Don’t Let the Pigeon Eat Too Much Hot Dogs.” 

Mo Willems:  

“Don’t Let the Pigeon Eat Too Much Hot Dogs”.  Very good, thank you, guys.  You guys came up with great titles.

[applause]

So go out make those books!  All right.

Now we’re going to do formal questions.  Is there somebody ready with a question at the mic?  Yeah?  We have somebody coming up.  Big people can come up too.  Yes, young man?

Child Speaker:  

What was your favorite book that you made?

Mo Willems:  

What is my favorite book that I made?

My next one.

[laughter]

Always.  And you know why that is?  Because if I was ever truly happy with a book, if I was ever truly satisfied, I’d stop making books.  So there’s always something I want to do a little bit better or a little bit different.  And, hopefully, I’ll never make a perfect book, because then I’ll have to stop work.  Right?  Oh, good question.

Yes, ma’am?

Child Speaker:  

Have you ever wished that you were a pigeon?

Mo Willems:  

Have I ever wished ‑‑

[laughter]

[applause]

‑‑ maybe you have 45 minutes and a couch, we can talk it over.  I don’t know, that’s ‑‑  [laughs] –that’s pretty deep, that’s pretty deep for me.  I’m just a scribbler who draws circles.  I don’t know about that.

Anybody else?  You have questions, you need to go up to the mics, I believe.  So that you can be heard properly.  Yeah, sorry.  There’s a young lady right there. 

Child Speaker:  

How did you decide that you wanted to be a writer?

Mo Willems:  

How did I decide that I wanted to be a writer?  Well, when I was a very, very young child, I really, really, really wanted to be a gas station attendant.

[laughter]

Because I love the smell of gasoline, and I love the uniform.

[laughter]

And I knew the ladies love the uniform.  And in today’s economy that would have been a better career move.

[laughter]

Well, then I discovered that that was impractical.  I discovered I could draw gas stations and pretend and make up stories about gas station attendants.  And then I realized that it was more fun to make up my own stories, and I have been doing that ever since.

Yes, there’s a lovely young lady in a checkered jacket.  Yes, that’s you.

[laughter]

You don’t think you’re lovely, do you?

Female Speaker:  

Why a pigeon?  And was there something before that, or ‑‑

Mo Willems:  

Why a pigeon?

A hippopotamus would not fit on the page.

[laughter]

No, I had to go down.  Nobody had done a pigeon, I suppose.  But I have to be honest.  That it’s the only organic character I’ve ever created.  I was ‑‑ I determined to be a children’s book author, so I moved to Oxford, England, for a little while because I thought it would make me smarter.

[laughter]

And I was drawing what I was hoping ‑‑ like the “Great American Children’s Book,” and they were terrible.  But as I was drawing, I was doodling this little pigeon that would say things to me like, “Your other books are terrible.

[laughter]

Draw about me.  I’m very cool.”

[laughter]

And so I did, and to mollify him I put him into a small sketchbook that I put out every year for friends and family.  About five years after that sketchbook was released ‑‑ and, again, you know, a couple thousand copies or a couple hundred copies I met an agent and showed her my proper books, and she said, “These are terrible.  These are not funny.” I said, “Oh, here, have this sketchbook that’s sort of a parting gift.” And she called back and said, “I think that that is a children’s book.”

So the Pigeon did it on its own, you know?

[applause]

Yes.  All right, yes, ma’am?

Female Speaker:  

As a children’s librarian, I can tell you your books are a huge hit in every school that I know in our area, and I was wondering if you had any idea how successful the”Pigeon” books would become.

Mo Willems:  

I don’t think I have any idea now.  [laughs]

[laughter]

I’m very happy that librarians such as you are in the trenches and reading my books and doing all the hard work, and I get all the credit.  And I think that that’s an inequity that I hope will continue for years and years. [laughs]  

[laughter]

It’s a glorious inequity.  I do know that for myself, it is very punk‑rock and cool to yell “no” at the top of your lungs in a library, right?

[laughter]

And for a librarian to be there doing it with you, that’s just got to be the coolest thing.  So on that level, you know, I’m, I’m happy.

When the book came out, I figured either no one would read it, or everyone would read it.  I didn’t think there’d be much of a middle ground.  So I was very, very lucky.  Yes.

Is there another?  Yes, young man?

Child Speaker:  

Did you type the letters or did you write the letters?

Mo Willems:  

Did I type the letters or did I write the letters?  Yes!

I typed them, and then I traced them and changed them as I wrote them by hand.  But I wanted to write them by hand because, first of all, I love comic books, and I wanted it to be done by hand, and, secondly, I could get the emotion.  If Pigeon is really angry, [grunts] a little harder on the pencil.  If Pigeon is, say, happy, a little lighter on the pencil.  So I wanted to be able to get emotion through everything, because I think that the words are illustrations.

I did a book called “Leonardo, the Terrible Monster.”

[applause]

[cheers]

 Oh, thank you very much.

Those letters and where they go in the page and the fact that all the letters have little claws and stuff like that, for me, is part of the illustration.  It’s a whole package.  I don’t think of the drawings on their own.  And that’s why I’m really not an author/illustrator.  I’m a cartoonist.  Because cartoonists do everything, and they don’t really separate the words from the pictures too much.

I have a few more minutes left.  We can do two more queries.  Yes?

Female Speaker:  

Who is your favorite author?

Mo Willems:  

Who is my favorite author?  Oh, that is really tricky, because I’m being broadcast, and I have many friends ‑‑

[laughter]

[laughs]  I tell you what.  I won’t answer your question properly, and you’ll have to forgive me.

My favorite types of books are picture books, because to me they are the only books where artists can do things that are completely different and be in the same genre.  You know what I mean?  Like, what Kevin Henkes does, what Lane Smith does, what Kadir Nelson does, what Betsy Lewin does are so far removed from what I’m doing, but still in the same thing that I just love seeing that individual form of expression.  So I like a lot of authors.  I really, really do.  So I’m sorry if I can’t answer better.  But it was a great question.  Perhaps too good.

[laughter]

Last question from the lovely young lady in the green there.

Child Speaker:  

How long have you been a writer?

Mo Willems:  

How long have I been a writer?

I’ve been a writer, well, I’ve been alive for five thousand years.

[laughter]

So about five thousand years.  And I’ll answer this with a little metaphor.

People often ask me, “How long does it take to write a book?” right?  And I come back with a question: how long does its take Derek Jeter to hit a baseball?  Half a second?  A quarter of a second?  How about 35 years?  Right?  His whole life is spent swinging and practicing and swinging and practicing for that one moment of getting that one hit.  And my life is very much the same.  I’ve been writing bad jokes and making bad drawings for years!  To get them all out before now.  And every drawing I make is built on all of those drawings I did before.  So... Wow, that’s really deep.

[laughter]

Well, let’s end on a deep note, because I haven’t done that before.

You guys rock. 

[applause]

Thank you!  Thank you so much!  You rock.  All right. 

I’m going to be where I’m told.  I’m going to be wherever I’m told to be signing books.  And I love to sign every book that you guys bring, and I really appreciate the support.  I really do.  Thank you all.  All right

[end of transcript] 


