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Tracy Grant:   

 ‑‑ to 13.  The thing you know immediately about David Shannon from the first time you pick up “No David” is that he never really grew up.  And therein lies the genius that has made him a Caldecott Honor winner.  His illustrations may be primitive, but they’re never simple.  Look at all that goes on in the illustrations of his book; a boy with an impish grin, teetering on a stack of books, while goldfish faces are frozen in mortal terror, or the look of desperation on the face of that same boy, hand raised in terror, legs crossed in urgency, and one word on the page, spoken by the teacher, offsite, “Again?”

David Shannon’s books and illustrations speak to a generation of kids and a generation of parents because at their heart they’re true and real.  It gives me great pleasure to introduce the man who penned the immortal words, “‘Yes’ is a wonderful word, but yes doesn’t stop the kids from running down the hallway.”  Ladies and gentlemen and kids, David Shannon.

[applause]

David Shannon:  

Thank you.  Thanks. Well thanks for having me here today.  How’s everybody doing?  Good?  Okay.  Well, you know, a funny thing happened to me on the way to becoming a children’s book artist and illustrator.  I’ve always liked to draw.  You guys like to draw? 

Audience:  

Yes.

David Shannon:  

Yeah.  So when I was a little kid I drew lots of things like pirates and knights and baseball players and Indians.  Then when I got a little older, I liked comic books so I drew a lot of comic books superheroes, things like that.  Then when I got a little older I went to art school and started drawing very important things.  And I became an editorial illustrator, and I was drawing lots of -- painting a lot of political paintings about very various things, and I thought that was pretty cool.  Because like sometimes -- that was back when Ronald Reagan was president, and sometimes I’d think to myself, “You know, the president probably saw my piece in the ‘New York Times’ today.  He probably didn’t read the article, but I bet he looked at the pictures.”

[laughter]

That’s a Washington, D.C., joke.

[laughter]

But anyway, then, just sort of by accident I started doing children’s books.  Somebody at Scholastic saw a piece I’d done and sent a manuscript to me and said, “Would you like to illustrate this?”  And the pictures – the stories were terrific, and I thought it’d be a nice break from the 24‑hour deadlines of newspaper work.  So I made a children’s book, and I had a really good time with it.  When people saw that book, they sent me more stories, and so I did another one.  Then the next thing I knew, I was doing children’s books, and I woke up one day and looked at what I was drawing, and it was baseball players and knights and pirates and Indians.  

So I figured, you know, that’s pretty much --  I’d finally arrived at where I’d been the whole time anyway.  And then after a while, not only was I drawing the same things I drew as a kid, I was even redrawing stuff I drew as a kid, and trying to draw it like I was a kid.  That’s where “No David” came from.  That’s from a book I made -- the original version comes from a book I made when I was about five years old.  It was about eight pictures long.  Eight pages of pictures of me doing things I wasn’t supposed to do.  And the only words in the whole book were “no” and “David,” because those were the only words I knew how to spell.

[laughter]

And luckily my mom saved it and showed it to me a few years ago, and I said, “You know, I think this might make a really good children’s book.”  So I added a few words and a few pictures, and that’s where “No David” came from.  And now I have my own little David, only she is named Emma, and that’s where this book came from.

About two years ago on Halloween, Emma was Alice in Wonderland for Halloween.  And like most kids, she refused to take off her costume for several months ‑‑

[laughter]

 ‑‑ after Halloween.  And one morning she still had her Alice dress on, but she put on a pair of wings that my grandmother had made for her and announced that she was now Alice the Fairy.  So that just struck me as the perfect title for a children’s book, and so that’s where this story comes from.  I’m going to read this to you.  And Kirstie over here and Elizabeth over here will also have a copy of the book, so if you’re a little too far away, hopefully you can see theirs.  And then if we have time, I’ll teach you how to draw David.  Is that okay?

Audience:  

Yes.

David Shannon:  

Okay.

“My name is Alice.  I’m a fairy.  I’m not a permanent fairy.  I’m a temporary fairy.  You have to pass a lot of tests to be a permanent fairy.”

Do you know the difference between temporary and permanent?

Female Speaker:  

Yes.

David Shannon:  

You’re losing your temporary teeth and your permanent teeth are coming in forever, right?  Okay.  I don’t know how I’d explain that if kids didn’t lose teeth.

[laughter]

It’s just, you know. 

“I have wings so I can fly.  I can’t fly very high yet, but I can fly really fast.  This is my magic wand, and this is my blanket.”

Anybody still have their blanket?

Female Speaker:  

Yes.

David Shannon:  

Yeah?  Well, now, in my household anything that’s warm and fuzzy and makes you feel better is called a “woobie.”  So, like, fuzzy slippers are woobies.  And teddy bears, those are woobies too.

“Fairies use magic wands to change frogs into princes and things like that.  I changed my dad into a horse.

[laughter]

“One time my mom made cookies for my dad, so I turned them into mine.”

[laughter]

And that is a direct quote.

[laughter]

And they should have been my cookies.

“I felt bad about the cookies, so I thought I’d whip up a new outfit for my dad.  Did I tell you he’s the Duke of Morningside Drive?  Well, he is.  And his clothes have a plaid velvet shirt, golden sparkly pants, and purplish, pinkish shoes, my favorite color.  But clothes were too hard, so I made him a new crown instead.”

I don’t know if you can see it, but it’s got little macaronis and buttons and glitter.  So you guys could probably make a crown like that, don’t you think?  Do you guys think that Alice is magic?

[mixed audience response]

David Shannon:  

Do you think you’re about as magic as she is?  Yeah, I think so too.

“With my magic wand I can make leaves fall from trees, and I can draw pictures on water.” 

This is a very good time of year for making leaves fall from trees, isn’t it?  Yeah.

“Sometimes I use my magic wand to disappear, but that’s kind of scary.”

What does she do?

[mixed audience response]

David Shannon:  

Yeah, she turned out the lights.

“‘I’d rather use my blanket.  Of course, I also have a magic mirror.  ‘Mirror, mirror on the wall, who’s the fairiest of them all?’

[laughter]

“‘Well, what do you know?  It’s me, Alice.  Thank you, mirror.’ Fairy dust is very useful.  I use it to turn oatmeal into cake.”

[laughter]

What is fairy dust, really?

Female Speaker:  

Sugar.

David Shannon:  

It’s sugar, huh?  Yeah, here’s another tip for you.  You can also use it to turn cornflakes into frosted flakes.

[laughter]

“Casting spells is another important part of being a fairy.  Watch me make my dog float on the ceiling.  Hocus‑docus proken‑docus.  Howken‑tauken raygen‑fauken.  Doggen‑floggen biden‑noggen.  Hmm, okay, that one needs a little work.”

Maybe she should have just shaken hands.  You think so?

“But a fairy must be very careful with magic.  Once I accidentally turned my white dress into a red one.

[laughter]

“That made the Duchess so mad she locked me in the tower forever.

[laughter]

“I got away, though.”

Mm‑hmm.  David also has that ability to turn things into red things, doesn’t he?  With cranberry juice.

“A fairy’s life is filled with danger.  Broccoli is often poisoned by the wicked Duchess ‑‑

[laughter]

 “‑‑ and should never be eaten.

[laughter]

“Fairies also hate baths.  I’d like to turn my bathwater into strawberry Jell‑O.  That would be fun.

[mixed audience response]

David Shannon:  

“But I don’t know how yet.  You have to be a permanent fairy to do tricks like that.  They go to advanced fairy school to learn how.”

Anybody here have a big brother or sister that goes to advanced fairy school?  Mm‑hmm.

“I’m supposed to learn how to make clothes get up off the floor and dance around and line up in my closet.

[laughter]

“I’m not very good at that, so I’ll probably be a temporary fairy forever.”

[laughter]

[applause]

And that’s the end.  Thank you.

Now, I want to show you something right here.  It’s going to be hard to see, but can you see that little white dog right there?  Well, in this story he’s a stuffed animal, but in real life that’s my dog Fergus.  And Fergus makes me put him in all my books, so whenever you read one of my stories, see if you can find him.  Sometimes he’s really easy to find, and sometimes he’s really hard.  Like, one time I illustrated a Hawaiian folk tale that was set in ancient Hawaii, so I had to hide him really well, because there’s absolutely no reason for a little Scottish dog to be in ancient Hawaii.

[laughter]

But if I don’t put him in my books he gets mad at me, and he starts to sulk, and he stops eating his food, and he gets this psychosomatic itch and he’s just generally miserable to be around.  So see if you can find him.  

Okay, so who wants so learn how to draw David?

Female Speaker:  

I do.

David Shannon:  

You do?  Okay.

[mixed audience response]

David Shannon:  

Who wants to learn how to draw David?

[audience cheers]

David Shannon:  

Oh, okay.  Do you want me to stop right now and leave?

Audience:  

No.

David Shannon:  

“No, David!”  Oh, we’ve got a great big piece of paper.  Okay.  So let’s start with his head.  What shape is David’s head?  Go ahead.  Tell me.

[mixed audience response]

David Shannon:  

A circle, right.  But it’s not a perfect circle.  So when you’re drawing David, don’t get out a plate and trace around it, or he’ll look like some kid from “South Park,” okay?  You want kind of a lumpy circle like that.  And then you get his mouth in here.  And he’s a pretty happy kid, so he’s usually smiling.  And then there’s those darn teeth, huh?  Now, so far he looks pretty much like a jack‑o’‑lantern.  Everybody know what they’re going to be for Halloween?

Female Speaker:  

Yes.

[mixed audience response]

David Shannon:  

Oh, all right.  Well, the first time my daughter trick‑or‑treated, when she was about three years old she got really confused on Halloween, because we were walking down the street and she saw all these jack-o’-lanterns, and she kept going, “No David.  No David.  No David.  No David.”  I was very proud of her.

[laughter]

And what shape is David’s nose?

[mixed audience response]

David Shannon:  

It’s a triangle, right?  Now, again, it’s not a perfect triangle, so don’t use the ruler.  You want kind of a goofy triangle like that.  And the reason for that is because I’ve broken my nose five times.

[laughter]

You want to know how I broke it the last time? 

Audience:  

Yes.

David Shannon:  

Well, let’s just say the sliding glass door was closed.

[laughter]

So let’s see.  Anyway, though, the great thing was it used to have a big curve to it from all the times I’d broken it, and the last time I broke it, it straightened it out.  So that’s it.  I’m quitting.

Then we’ve got his nostrils here. Usually, not always, but usually David’s left nostril is a little bit larger than his right nostril.  Does anybody know why that is?  It’s because David is left-handed.

[laughter]

Eww!

[laughter]

And then one eye is higher than the other one, and that’s because my face is lopsided and one of my eyes is higher than the other one.  I’ll show you, okay.  First, I’ll line up my ears so that they’re level, and then I’ll tilt my head so that my eyes are level, and you’ll see what I’m talking about.  I’ll come around, all right?

[laughter]

Okay.  Ears.  Eyes.

[laughter]

Ears.  Eyes.

[laughter]

Ears.  Eyes.  Ears.  Eyes.  Here’s my ears.  There’s my eye.

[laughter]

Weird, isn’t it?  And you know what else is weird?  It’s getting worse.

[laughter]

So probably when I’m an old man, I’m going to wake up in the morning and go [yawns] ‑‑

[laughter]

Horrible thing.

So David has one eyebrow that goes like that.  That’s his naughty eyebrow.  He’s about to do something naughty.  And then he has another eyebrow that goes like that, and that’s his innocent eyebrow, because he didn’t mean to.  It’s an accident.  He forgot.  Nobody told him, and on and on and on and on.

And then here’s his ears.  And if you’ll notice, they don’t have any holes in them.  And that’s because David doesn’t listen.

[laughter]

And his hair is kind of like this.  When I was a kid we called this a “pig shave,” but I think kids today call it a “buzz cut.”  And then he’s got a cowlick right there.  And here’s my cowlick right here.  You guys know what a cowlick is?

[mixed audience response]

David Shannon:  

You’ve got one going right there.

[laughter]

Yeah.  A cowlick is ‑‑ see how my hair kind of goes whoop!  Like that?  And it’s called a cowlick, because it looks like a cow came up to you and went [slurping sound], and your hair got stuck with cow spit.  Yeah, I’ve got a nice one too; a beautiful, natural one.  It’s hard to tell these days, because kids are putting all that stuff in their hair now, and so it’s always a joy to see a good, natural cowlick.  In fact, I’ve been thinking that I could maybe make a lot of money by bottling cow spit.

[laughter]

We could call it “Cow Gel” and sell it at barbershops.

Female Speaker:  

Eww.

David Shannon:  

You want to be partners?  Got a couple of bucks to invest?  Because I’m an idea man, you know.  I’m an idea man.

Male Speaker:  

Yay, David.

David Shannon:  

Now, here’s his body, and it’s kind of shaped like a lima bean.  And he’s got his little legs here.  Tennis shoes.

[laughter]

Only three kinds of tennis shoes when I was a kid; not like today with Reeboks and Nikes and K‑Swiss and all that.  We just had three kinds, ranging from cool to sensible.  And those were PF Flyers.  They were the coolest ones.  Red Ball Jets were the mediums where you could still stop on a dime, and the sensible ones were called Stride Rites, which is what my mom made me wear.

Now we’re faced with a decision.  Should we give David hands?

[mixed audience response]

David Shannon:  

There’s a lot of trouble when David gets hands, okay?  First of all, he doesn’t raise his hand in school.  He just blurts things out.  He doesn’t keep his hands to himself.  He probably doesn’t wash his hands before he eats.  If we give him hands, he’s going to be able to pick his nose.

[laughter]

All right.  Well, David’s a pretty friendly guy, so we’ll make him waving.  And when you’re drawing David, you don’t have to worry about how many fingers he has.  Sometimes he has four or sometimes five.  Sometimes six.  Sometimes it seems like he has about eight arms.  And then we’ll make the other one back here now ‑‑ what do you think he’s doing back there?  What do you think he's doing, do you think?  Hiding something, probably.  Yeah.  He’s, like, maybe he’s telling a whopper.  You think so?  Telling a big – yeah.  Well, I was at a school the other day, and one kid said, “He’s picking his butt!”

[laughter]

Which was, you know, exactly the answer I was looking for. 

[laughter]

And that kid got called out of the room by one of his teachers.  I felt so bad.

[laughter]

So I explained that I am a professional children’s book author and illustrator and have been doing this for many years, and you can’t put butt‑picking in children’s books.

 [laughter] 

Maybe he’s got a frog back there, though.  He could have a frog, and be about ready to put it right down your shirt.  And here are the little stripes.  What color are those stripes?  You guys know?

[mixed audience response]

David Shannon:  

They’re blue, right.  I had a shirt just like that when I was a kid.

And a great thing with David when you’re drawing him is you don’t have to worry about staying in the lines, really, because David doesn’t really stay in the lines either.  Just color that baby right in there.

And what color are his pants?

Audience:  

Red.

David Shannon:  

Red.  Right.  And that is because ‑‑ remember we talked about David spilling cranberry juice?  Well, his mom realized that, you know, he does that just about every day.  And his mom one day realized rather than wash his pants every day, she’d just buy him red pants.  

And that is how you draw David.

[applause and cheers]

Thank you.  So, how are we doing on time?  We okay?  So does anybody have any questions?  Like why we were created merely to suffer and die?

[laughter]

Uh‑huh?

Male Speaker:  

[Inaudible].

David Shannon:  

Oh, well let’s have an auction [laughs].

Male Speaker:  

What was it like when you started as an artist?

David Shannon:  

My advice to aspiring young artists is to draw lots and lots and lots.  Even when your teachers are trying to teach you how to do math ‑‑

[laughter]

 ‑‑ you should be drawing.  And also, also draw things that you like to draw, that you’re interested in.  Some people will try to say, “Well, you need to learn how to draw animals.”  But if you don’t like to draw animals, then don’t, you know?  Because you’ll spend more time drawing, and you’ll be more interested in it, and you’ll be able to picture things better if you draw things that interest you.  And look how that worked out for me, you know?  So, mm‑hmm?  Yeah. 

Male Speaker:  

Are you working on another book?

David Shannon:  

Am I working on another book?  Good question.  Thanks, son.

[laughter]

Yeah, I’ve just finished two little board books about David as a baby.  They’re called “Diaper David” books, and then I’m working on a book right now about Fergus, about my dog.  He finally -- his agent has been hounding me ‑‑

[laughter]

 ‑‑ to give him a starring role.  And I think he’s ready now, so that’s what that book will be about.  Uh‑huh?

Female Speaker:  

[Inaudible].

David Shannon:  

Do what?

Female Speaker:  

Do you have a David book?

David Shannon:  

Do I have a David book?  I do at home.  I don’t have one with me.  Yeah.  Sorry about that.  You’re going to have to make your own David books.  I have a collection of David books from kids all over the country.  They’re terrific.  The weirdest one I’ve ever gotten was David sitting in front of a mirror, putting on lipstick.

[laughter]

It’s like, “No cross‑dressing, David!”

[laughter]

So do we have ‑‑ yeah.  Mm‑hmm?

Male Speaker:  

[Inaudible].

David Shannon:  

Why are his teeth pointy?  Well, I’ve always thought it’s because he eats so much candy that they’re kind of rotting.  But, you know, the truth is that in the original drawings that I made when I was a little kid, his teeth were pointy like that.  And when I first tried to redo the book, I drew it kind of realistically, like a bad case of stripes or something like that.  And it just sat there.  So I went back to the original, and I said, “You know, what makes this book funny and gives him his sense of humor?”  And so I tried to draw it like the original drawings.  And I gave him pointy teeth and the silly hair and stuff like that, and he just pretty much jumped right up off the page, picked his nose and ran outside.

[laughter]

Mm‑hmm?

Female Speaker:  

[Inaudible].

David Shannon:  

What is my favorite character?  Oh, I like F.

[laughter]

That’s a typography joke.

[laughter]

My favorite character that I’ve done in one of my books, you mean?  Or for all time?  I like the “Cat in the Hat” an awful lot.  Yeah.  You have the movie?  Well, you should get the book.

[laughter]

[applause and cheers]

David Shannon:

[Laughs].  One more question.  Yeah, but he has a follow‑up.

[laughter]

Male Speaker:  

Well, [unintelligible] store, rent it from Blockbuster.

David Shannon:  

Oh, you did?  You rented it from Blockbuster?

[laughter]

Well, that’s good.  That’s fair enough.  How about that big kid over there?

Female Speaker:  

[Inaudible].

David Shannon:  

She asks when we’re going to see “Duck on a Tractor.”  Well, I have seen Duck on a Tractor,” because that’s another book I get in the mail from grade schools.  Because they’ve gone ahead and done “Duck on a Tractor,” so I’m just waiting for a real perfect one to come in, and then I’ll steal it.  Yeah?  My mom’s taken me to court for royalties over “David” already.

[laughter]

Mm‑hmm?

Female Speaker:  

[Inaudible].

David Shannon:  

Why is he always spilling cranberry juice?  Well, because he should make two trips.  Remember that picture where he’s got all the food like that, and that’s why he spilled?  That’s what my mom would have said; “You should have made two trips, David.”  Yeah.  Mm‑hmm.  Okay.  Uh‑huh?

Female Speaker:  

[Inaudible].

David Shannon:  

How many books have I made?  Well, I’ve written about 10, and I’ve illustrated about 25, because sometimes I illustrate other people’s stories.  A lot of people ask me which I like doing better, my books -- my stories or other people’s.  I like doing both of them, because other people’s stories kind of take me to places where I wouldn’t go by myself.  Have you seen “How I Became a Pirate?”  Yeah.  That was written by Melinda Long. 

[applause]

When I got that in the mail, I really wished I had written that myself.  In fact, sometimes I forgot I didn’t.

[laughter]

I named all the pirates and you know I started, like, thinking about changing the story in certain places, and then I went, “Oh, gee.  Can’t do that.”  Uh‑huh, way back there.  Got to shout it out.

Male Speaker:  

[Inaudible].

David Shannon:  

Do I like ‑‑ I hate lima beans.  Anybody here like lima beans?

[mixed response from audience]

David Shannon:  

Not afraid to admit it in front of a group of people.  No, I don’t like lima beans.  Although just lately -- my wife is from the South, and she makes them with bacon; baby lima beans with bacon, and those are pretty good, I’ve got to admit.  But you know what it is?  It’s the texture of the things.  I don’t like them.  Ah.  Mm‑hmm?

Male Speaker:  

[Inaudible].

David Shannon:  

What?

Male Speaker:  

[Inaudible].

David Shannon:  

Well, this guy over here beat you to it, so if you can outbid him ‑‑

[laughter]

 ‑‑ if you brought your checkbook, maybe.  How about you?  Mm‑hmm?

Female Speaker:  

[Inaudible].

David Shannon:  

Oh, yeah, she asked me if I really ran down the street naked.

[laughter]

Not when I was a kid.

[laughter]

Actually, that picture is based on my nephew, Matthew.  At one point, every time I called his mom on the phone she’d say, “Oh, hang on a second.  Matthew, come back here!”  Matthew was running down the street without his clothes on.

[laughter]

And you know where he lived?  Alaska.

[laughter]

I probably should have used a little more pink.  But since then he’s moved to Florida, and I think I know why.  Yeah.  Uh‑huh.

Female Speaker:  

Did you ever write a book called Yes David? 

David Shannon:  

I never did write a book called Yes David. 

Female Speaker:  

Good question.

David Shannon:  

That’s for your mom and dad to write to you, pretty much, right?  Uh‑huh?

Female Speaker:  

Who taught you how to draw like this?

David Shannon:  

Who taught me to draw like that?  Well, part of it was I taught myself some of it, but my dad’s a pretty good artist.  He taught me a lot of things.  And then I went to college.  I went to a special art college, and they taught me how to draw even better, and how to use all sorts of different paint and stuff like that.  You like to draw?

Female Speaker:  

Yes.

David Shannon:  

Yeah.

Female Speaker:  

 I try my best.

David Shannon:  

Well, that’s good.  Well, you know, that’s great.  There are also, usually, art schools, like sometimes in the summer that maybe you could go to, and you can learn extra little tips, because the more you learn, the better you’ll get, right?  Yeah.  And I guess I learned some from books, too.  Yeah.

Female Speaker:  

Two books about you.

David Shannon:  

You did?

Female Speaker:  

By you.

David Shannon:  

Well, that’s great.  Well, I also learned about drawing from looking at books with other people’s paintings.  Like, when I was a kid I really liked N.C. Wyeth.  He does lots of things about knights and Robin Hood, and I still think he’s about the best that’s ever been.  And you can tell, because I steal stuff from him all the time.  And that’s okay.  It’s okay to copy when you’re doing things like that.  One more question.  Mm‑hmm?

Female Speaker:  

[Inaudible].

David Shannon:  

Why did I name my character David?

[laughter]

Because I knew I could spell it.

[laughter]

You know, it turned out to be pretty lucky, because there are a lot of Davids in the world.  You know, my dad, being the on‑the‑ball fellow that he is, named me David in the late ’50s during the Davy Crockett craze, because he thought it was kind of an unusual name.

[laughter]

Everybody was named David, which is good, because, you know, if I’d been Xavier or something like that, No Xavier doesn’t quite do it.  Yeah.

So anyway, thank you very much for helping ‑‑

[applause]

 ‑‑ me read my story.  And we’ll see you around.  Thanks.

[end of transcript]


