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S 
ince the discovery of fire, people 
have gathered around campfires 
and hearths at night to listen to 
and enjoy stories. Initially, they 

told about the day's hunt, but when the 
stories of the hunt became common­
place, they let their imaginations soar 
with stories about fantastic creatures in 
an attempt to explain natural phenom­
ena and the human condition. Storytell­
ers were wordsmiths who could weave 
the magic of the tale out of air and 
could create mind-pictures for listeners. 
Perhaps in order to remember these sto­
ries, early humans also began to draw 
pictures on the walls of caves. 

Picture books are a logical extension 
of this early storytelling and story-draw­
ing experience. Gerald McDermott 
comes from this old race of storytellers 
and artists. He is able to write and illus­
trate tales that represent the cultures of 
many peoples. 

HELMER: The illustrator is an artist 
who must have a good eye, a vivid 
imagination, and, generally, years of 
training in technique. Tell us a little 
about your background. 

McDERMOTT: My art training began 
during my childhood in Detroit. My par­
ents enrolled me in a Saturday morning 
program at the city's great museum, the 
Detroit Institute of Art. I eagerly at­
tended those classes every Saturday from 
the time I was 4 until I was 14. In the 
morning, we were taught the rudiments 
of art, drawing basic shapes and mixing 
colors. In the afternoon, we were free to 
explore the galleries of the museum and 
to do our own sketch versions of the 
paintings and sculptures. The freedom to 
wander through the halls of the mu­
seum, to be surrounded by beautiful art, 
had a profound effect on me. It excited 
my imagination in a deep way. By the 
time I was 9 years old, I had decided 

that I was going to be an artist. 
I've only recently come to the realiza­

tion that not only was I in the presence 
of great art, I was wandering through a 
great hall of myth. Virtually every work 
in that museum was based on a mytho­
logical motif. I think that entered into 
my unconscious, and to this day, my 
work deals with mythological ideas. 

HELMER: How do you go about creat­
ing a work? 

McDERMOTT: My work is always gen­
erated by the power and excitement of 
the story, a story that I respond to in an 
instinctive and emotional way. I've been 
delving into myth and folklore for 30 
years and every once in a while a tale 
leaps off the page and captures my 
imagination. I might not immediately 
understand why I am drawn to a particu­
lar tale, but time has shown me that the 
stories I choose have a symbolic and 
emotional importance for me at that mo­
ment in my life. It might be accurate to 
say that the stories choose me. Then, af­
ter I have traced all the variants of the 
tale and reach an understanding of its 
basic structure and meaning, but before 
I put pencil to paper, I talk. I actually 
walk around my studio talking out 
loud-declaiming the story until it be­
gins to take on an oral rhythm. When I 
fee l I have the right flow of words, a 
pleasing cadence, an oral telling that 
will stand on its own, I begin to commit 
words to paper. Next, I put the text 
through a process of refinement, paring 
down to about half the length of the first 
draft. This distillation results in a very 
spare text, just enough words to move 
the action forward. 

HELMER: Do you do a lot of research? 

McDERMOTT: That comes next. I start 
to delve into the symbolism of the cul­
ture from which the story comes. I loo:. 
very closely at the folk art. For example 



now I am working on an Amazonian 
trickster tale about a character called 
Jabuti. So I've been looking at the art of 
the Amazon, getting a sense of color and 
shape, not to copy anything but to kind 
of weave it into my own contemporary 
sense of design and come up with some­
thing that is mine-and at the same 
time has a sense of the place and time 
where it originated. 

HELMER: Critics have said that you 
have the ability to create a unified world 
of color in your picture books. Did you 
have any specialized training in the use 
of color? 

McDERMOTT: My art training in high 
school, Cass Tech, a very special public 
high school in Detroit with a curriculum 
in art and music, confirmed what I 
vaguely felt as a child artist. Color is an 
emotional tool. Our course of study was 
based on Bauhaus principles, and we did 
many months of formal color experimen­
tation, learning color values, and how 
the interaction of different colors can en­
large or reduce forms, or create a kind of 
kinetic energy. The play of color and the 
tension of opposites in my book illustra­
tions spring from those years of study 
and experimentation. 

HELMER: How do you use specific col­
ors to create effect? 

.\fcDER'\fOTT: Raven is an example of 
color used to create an emotional and 
dramatic feeling. At the beginning of the 
story, the formative, dreamtime period, 
cool hues predominate-<lark grays and 
blues. The ominous, forlorn aspect of the 
frozen landscape helps to create a mood 
of foreboding. But once inside the lodge 
of the Sky Chief, soft warm tones and 
deep shadows envelop all the characters. 
There is a divine energy in this space 
and you should feel embraced by the 
comforting golden aura. The crisp, 
bright shapes of Raven stand apart from 
all this and emphasize his hard-edged 
spiky otherness. 

HEL.\fER: Your Caldecott Honor Book, 
Raven, is a book about a trickster steal­
ing light. How d1d you show the shift in 
power when Ra\·en took light from the 
Sky Chief? 

. \fcDER.\fOTT: The carved and painted 
box that ongmally contains the glorious 
ball of light is a crucial element. As long 
as it remains the receptacle of light, it 
glows and is central to the composition. 
After the theft of light, it becomes dark 
and small and assumes a minor role on 
the page. The contrast between the light 
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carried in Raven's beak, in the upper 
right of the double-page spread, and the 
dark angular recesses of the empty box, 
at the lower left, emphasizes that the 
power has shifted to Raven. 

HELMER: Were there other special con­
siderations in the design of this book? 

McDERMOTT: One major considera­
tion was to make sure that the visual 
source of light within this magical world 
was consistent. By emphasizing the shad­
ows cast by the characters, the carved 
roof poles, and the stepped floorboards 
of the lodge, there is a sense that all 
light is emanating from that ball in Ra­
ven's beak. The ball is the only place in 
the book where paper shows through­
the actual pure white of the paper with­
out a bit of ink on it. Every other part of 
the book's surface has a tone and tex­
ture. As result, that unprinted circle be­
comes almost luminous. 

One of the goals I strove for in illustrat­
ing Raven was to create a complete 
world within the covers of the book. I 
wanted it to be a world with its own in­
ner logic and organic unity. Once you 
step into that realm, once you open the 
pages of the book and begin the story, 
you accept the laws of that imaginary 
land. The images are pushed off the very 
edges of the paper so that the colors fill 
your field of vision and become a portal 
that opens into this other world. 

HELMER: Do you purposely limit your 
use of the number of colors? 

McDERMOTT: Yes, I tend to limit my 
palette for each book. Using all colors 
within one painting amounts to using 
no color at all. One might as well be 
working in black and white because 
there is no dominant color force. With so 
many different colors and no dominant 
hue, the force of the color is dissipated. I 
tend to have one dominate color, with 
subdominate accents to emphasize its 
power. 

HELMER: The book that has, perhaps, 
the most strongly worked out color 
scheme is Arrow to the Sun, for which 
you received the Caldecott Medal. The 
book has a limited palette and is basi­
cally orange, brown, and yellow, with 
touches of black . 

McDERMOTT: Arrow came at a time 
when I was formulating a kind of visual 
vocabulary for my picture books. The 
world of the Pueblo is invoked with the 
colors of the desert, corn, and sun. 
Throughout the story, Soy's journey is 
symbolized by shifts in color. For exam-

From Gerald McDermott. Raven A 
Trdster Tale from the Pacific Northwest 
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Coyote: An Illustrator's Notes 

OM o/ ~ ~oal wa~ to echo Pu.t/c Js~i~n. and 

Cf'eale comp/exiflj ouf o/ .fe~an.l ~imp/icihj tlj repeali!UJ 

and dutt4 aherin.g the ~arne tMic ~hape~. Covote ~ 
~fep-dedi~n. outline lin.kd 

him wifh fradilionaf 

Puetlo moiifi. _}ji~ 
mafleat!e todv ten.~ 

into at~urd configura­

lioru a~ he undergoed 

the lriLfationd o/ a 

vain., un.didciplin,d fool. 

Jo retain. fhe bril­

liance o/ fhe hued, and 

to prevent one color 

f,om tfeedin.~ info an. 

adjoin.in.~ color, J 
madked tfu area o/ Cov­

o~ ~ dhape wifh li'luU 

rubber ~idket. Jhen. J 
trUdhed in. tft. oran.~e 

tack~round wifh broad ~troked. When. fhe pain./ wad d,.IJ, 

J peeled o// tft. f,idket fo expodtl fhe whi~ paper. r/exf, J 
ca,/u/4 applied fur'luoi~B pain./ to creafe /he ima~e o/ (oy­

o~. J alo rubbed in. dark blue pa~~~ lo add de~ipn. and 

fexlure to hid /orm. Jhe co/cr feruion. telween. lhe orange 

and the blue created a vidual vibration lhat mahed the fig­

ure o/ Coyo~ appear to ride ol/lhe printed page. 
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ofa~f IJBar, on r/alive Cuhure ~alj, the fi,.dt-~radnJ 
af Zuni Pu.t/o, put on a performance o/ thi~ book. 'J/.,;,. 
paren~ performed lradiliona! mtwic fo accompanlj them. 

Jhe little ·~rOWd "wore traditional Zuni codlumed, whJe 

fhe to'/ who played (oyole dporfed a fo!UJ blue nod<' and 

/fu//y tad When. it came lime fo adem him wifh plan­

age, hid /ealherd were atlached wifh Velcro labJ. 
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"Coyo~ had tecotM rude and toaJt/uf. 

fie danced out o/ d~p. 
fie da119 o/1-key. " 

J Jstterate4 dhaped !he f.xt in progreddive4 

dhor~r tne l.ngf~ and arranged the crowd in a 

gradua/4 tkdcending row /q corredpond with their 

diminidhi119 enthUdiaJm /or th. /oolidh Coyote. 

Jhe dhape o/ 0/d 'ff!an Crow ~pendant id tkdigned /q duggedt traditional 

2uni jewtl/,.IJ o/ cora!, tur9uoid•, jet, and d/,//. Jt containd lhe tria119u/ar 

d'Jmto! /or fhunduclou~ and Vtlrlicaf tard /q repredenl rain. Jn !he pad!, it 

would hav• lah11n hourd o/ Urary redearch to check thede motifi. fiowever, 

J wad at/. to /ax my dhslch fo a f,.isnd at the Luni Puetfo cra/id coopera­

tive in rJew 'mexico. Within minuted, a verifiJing /ax came in rep4. 
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Jn conlrMl wilh Coyo~ ~ ragged dhape, 

!he crowd a" compact and rigiJ---an expred­

dion o/ their talance and control. U/ith tm­

iled vidual meand lo porlray th.ir moo~ 

f,.om dpread lo dpreaJ, J relied on duttle 

cha119ed in fhe dhape 

o/lheir trowd and the 

podiliond o/ their /eet. 

J renrkred my 

preliminary dhelched 

in lrandpa,.ent wa~r­

cotr, /or iid eade o/ ftand/;119 and tjuich­

dr'ling properliM. Jor the /;na/ d/Udtra­

liond, J Uded gouach., an opa9ue 

wal.r-taded paint lhich with pigment 

and rich in hue, to achieve a color inten­

dily that reproduced viviJ4 in print. 

--(jerald 'ff!c~ermolt 
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From Gerald McDermott. Arrow• to 
tfle Sun A Pueblo Indian Talt 
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pie, when Boy is transformed he 
literally spills out from the rain­
bow onto the next page. He has 
made the transit from a mono­
chromatic figure into a super­
natural being that contains the 
colors of creation. Symbolically 
he is imbued with the colors­
and the power-of his father. 

Within this double-page 
spread, the reader revisits other 
moments in time: the moment 
at which the Boy is fitted to the 
bow and shot up to the heav­
ens; his emergence from the 
kiva of lightning; and then 
when he is again fitted to the 
bow after a brief reunion with 
his father. When Boy finally re­
turns to earth, he becomes the 
link between the two worlds in 
much the same way that Raven 
is the link or courier between 
the human world and the world 
of the gods. 

HELMER: The last scene in Ar­
row recalls the events of Boys 
journey; in Zomo the Rabbit, the 
robes of Sky God seem to fore­

shadow everything. 
McDERMOTT: Yes, a whole system of 

symbols emerged as I put together the 
small watercolor dummy for Zomo. Out 
of the design of Sky God's robe came all 
of the design forms that are in the hills 
and flowers as well as the symbols for 
Zomo's three impossible tasks. These de­
signs became building blocks for all the 
elements of Zomo's world. The shapes in 
the animals, the shapes in Zomo's shirt 
are simply variations and elaborations 
on the form of the Sky God who creates 
the world. The spirit of the Sky God, in ef­
fect, permeates every aspect of the com­
position. 

I feel strongly that if the design is con­
ceived in a metaphoric and powerful 
way the reader/viewer will recognize 
ideas without necessarily being con­
scious of them. The child reader will as­
similate an idea without it having to be 
explained in words. 

HELMER: You have the ability to cre­
ate movement and to show the passage 
of time. You use the technique of divid­
ing a double-page spread into several dif­
ferent panels in order to subtly convey 
this passage. Does that technique come 
from your background as a filmmaker? 

McDERMOTT: Since I came to books af­
ter years of making my own animated 

films, it influenced the way I ap­
proached the printed page. My use of se­
rial panels or multiple images really 
began with my first book, Anansi the Spi­
der. The idea of a series of images that 
develop or transform is a very basic part 
of my visual vocabulary. I've returned to 
this technique in the Tricksters, the series 
of books that I'm currently working on. 

The 32-page picture book format is 
sometimes limiting and it's necessary to 
telescope action into one page to keep 
the story moving. In Zomo, for example, 
I can show Big Fish dancing, his scales 
falling off, and his embarrassed attempt 
to cover himself all in one spread. 

HELMER: Your later book, Coyote, is a 
trickster tale also set in the Southwest 
and yet you used a different palette from 
Arrow. 

McDERMOTT: Coyote is a comic an­
tithesis of the hero. His flight to the sun, 
like all his adventures, ends in disaster. 
The colors I used in Coyote's tale empha­
size his abrasive character. Orange and 
blue are complementary colors on the 
color wheel and when put next to each 
other, vibrate and create a jangling vis­
ual tension. The form of Coyote, who is 
etched in bright turquoise blue, bounces 
off a brilliant bittersweet orange sky. The 
resulting battle between the colors practi­
cally animates the figure of Coyote; the 
blue against the orange actually creates 
a vibration. 

HELMER: Were there any surprises in 
illustrating Coyote? 

McDERMOTT: The big surprise was the 
realization, fairly late into the project, 
that all the action in Coyote plays itself 
out against thin air. Zomo and Raven, by 
contrast, were rich in setting and back­
ground. In Raven there were the ex­
panses of the Pacific Northwest filled 
with trees and lakes and the rich interior 
of Sky Chief's lodge. In Zomo I had for a 
stage a highly stylized world of colorful 
plants and flowers as well as the depths 
of the sea. 

None of those elements were avail­
able in Coyote. The action plays out on a 
barren mesa top or in the sky. My solu­
tion was to make the sky a "character" 
in a sense. Great sweeping expanses of 
broad brushstrokes became a powerful 
presence. The orange background high­
lights the silhouettes of Coyote and the 
crows and gives the entire book a glow­
ing quality. 

HELMER: What tales from other cul­
tures are you going to explore in the 
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Tricksters series? 
McDERMOTT: I'm now working on a 

wonderful Amazonian tale about a tor­
toise named Jabuti. That will be followed 
by a Hawaiian folkta le, and if I can find 
the right one, I would love to include a 
Cambodian or Vietnamese tale. 

HELMER: One hears a great deal about 
changes in the publishing industry. 
Have new techniques of reproduction af­
fected your work? 

McDERMOTT: Advances in technology 
haven't yet affected the way I work-1 
still favor brush and paint over com­
puter-but they have increased my confi­
dence that my original art will be 
reproduced more accurately. The dispar­
ity between my original illustrations and 
what finally appears on the printed 
page has been reduced to a minimum. 
Of course, an ace production manager is 
always essential. Beyond the technical 
aspects, the diversity and richness of pic­
ture books is, for the moment, enor­
mous. We could both think of dozens of 
examples of new approaches to visual 
storytelling that are pushing the picture 
book into new areas. It is quite a wonder­
ful time to be a children's book illustrator. 

A Sampling of McDermott 

A.rrow to the Sun: A Pueblo Indian Tole. 
1974. 48p. Viking, $14.95 (0-670-13369-8); 
Puffin, paper, $4.99 (0-14-050211-4). 

Coyote: A Trickster Tole from the 
Southwest. 1994. 32p. Harcourt, $14.95 
{0-15-220724-4). 

Papogoyo: The Mischief Maker. 1992. 
32p. Harcourt, $16.95 (0-15-259465-5); paper, 
$6.95 {0-15-259464-7). 

Raven: A Trickster Tole from the 
Pacific Northwest. 1993. 32p. Harcourt, 
$14.95 {0-15-265661-8). 

Zomo the Rabbit: A Trickster Tole from 
West Africa. 1992. 32p. Harcourt, $14.95 
{0-15-29996 7-1 ). 

Audiovisual 

The Stonecutter. Weston Woods. 6min. 
16mm film, Sl95; video, $60; filmstrip with 
audiocassette, S30. 

Voyage of Osiris. Weston Woods. Filmstrip, 
o.p. • 
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CHILDREN'S BOOKS AND 
ACTIVITIES TO ENRICH 
THE K-5 CURRICULUM 
Christine Roots Hefner 

and Kathryn Roots Lewis 
This new resource from Oryx builds on the growing 
success of using literature across the curriculum 
and helps teachers identify the best material to use. 
Uterature-Based Science is organized by grade 
levels, with each level divided into thematic units 
including animals, plants, the human body, earth 
science, space, energy and motion, and ecology. 
Student objectives are clearly stated for each 
science theme, followed by a fully annotated list of 
recommended readings and electronic products, 
including CD· ROMs, software, and videocassettes. 
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NATIVE 
AMERICANS IN 
CHILDREN'S 
LITERATURE 
Jon C. Stott 
Educator Jon Stott analyzes the 
common misrepresentations of Native Americans 
in children's literature and leads teachers and 
librarians to stories that represent the true cultures 
of Native peoples. He includes detailed annotated 
reading lists of picture books, collections of 
folktales, and novels. A brief outline of the contents 
of each book is followed by sugQeStions for 
presenting it in elementary or JUnior high 
classrooms. An appendix presents outlines for 
thematic, culture-specific, or author-based teaching 
units. 
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