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This talk will be an attempt to answer a ques-
tion. It is one that is frequently put to me, and it goes
something like this: Whene\did_,_ygm_ele];.get_such a
crazy, scary jdea for a-bhook? Of course the question
refers to Where the Wild ] Things Are. My on-the-spot
answer always amounts to an evasive “‘Out of my
head.” And that usually provokes a curious and sym-
pathetic stare at my unfortunate head, as though—a
la Dr. Jekyll—I were about to prove my point by
sprouting horns and a neat row of pointy fangs.

It is an incredibly difficult question. But if I turn to

the work of Rand_o]ph_ﬂaldec_oﬁ—ﬁlldrdefine the single
element that, in my opinion, most_accounts for his
greatness, then I think I can begin to answer it. Be-
sides, this gives me an excuse to talk about some of the
qualities I most enjoy in the work of one of my favorite
teachers.

I can’t think of Caldecott without thinking of music
and dance. The Three Jovial Huntsmen Eégﬁﬁfﬁlly
demonstrates his affinity for musical language. It is a

[This acceptance speech was given on June 30, 1964, at the meeting

of the American Library Association in St. Louis, Missouri]
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songbook animated by a natural, easy, contrapuntal
play between wards and pictures. The action is paced
to the beat of a perky march, a comic fugue, and an
English country dance—I can hear the music as I
turn the pages.

I'am infatuated with the musical accompaniment
Caldecott provides in his books, for I have reached for
that very quahty in my own. In fact, music is essential

. to my work. I feel an intense sympathy between the

. shape of a musical phrase and that of a drawn line.

. Sketching to music is a marvelous stimulant it to my
> 10 music

imagination, and often a piece of music will give me

the needed clue to j[he_look and color of a picture. It is
excmng to search for just the right color on paper that
Wagner found in a musical phrase to conjure up a
magic forest.

No one in a Caldecott.book ever-stands still. If the
characters are not dancing, they are itching to dance.
They never walk; they skip. Almost the first we see of
The Great Panjandrum Himself is his foot, and its
attitude makes us suspect that the rest of his hidden
self is dancing a jig. I remember my own delight in
choreographing dances for picture-book characters;
my favorite is a bouncy ballet some Ruth Krauss chil-
dren danced to a Haydn serenade. I think Caldecott
would have been sympathetic to such extravagances,
for he was endowed with a fabulous sense of lively
animation, a quality he sh'éir-ésmiri?iwt‘}i—friy’ other favorite
illustrators: Boutet de Monvel, Wilhelm Busch, Hans
FlSCheI‘ and André Frangois. Characters who dance
and »_l__ggpwgg_o_si_t}#lfe-’ Eége, loudly proclalmmg their
personal independence of the paper—this is pe’rhaps
the most-charming feature of a Caldecott picture book.
Think of his three clowning huntsmen, red in the face,
tripping, sagging, blowing frantically on their horns,
receding hilariously into the distance and then gallop-
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RANDOLPH caLDpEcoTT / Hey Diddle Diddle
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ing full-blast back at you. It has the vivacity of a silent
movie, and the huntsmen ‘are_three perfect. _Charlie
ana/p}jns. )
One can forever delight in the liveliness and physi-
cal ease _QLCaldeggt_tl s _pieture books, in his ingenious

S

and playful elaborations on a given text. But so far as
1 am concerned, these enviable qualities only begin
to explain Caldecott’s supremacy. For me, his great-{-
ness lies inihe | Lm@j@gﬁ,_gihiﬂﬁgnﬁlife. There \
is no emasculation of truth in his world. Tt is a green,
vigorous world rendered faithfully and honestly n
shades of dark and light, a world where the tragic and
the joyful coexist, the one coloring the other. It encom-
passes three slapHappy huntsmen, as well as the ironic
death of a mad, misunderstood dog; it allows for
country lads and lasses flirting and dancing round the
Maypole, as well as Bahy“B_g_n’gi__ng’_sﬁgarﬂg@L_I_‘egl*i‘za—
tion that her rabbit skin came from a creature that was
once,aliv\e./’—m“ ) T

My favorite /examﬂg,(ﬁ,galdecott’s fearless honesty
is the finql__pggg_gf_[_fg}f/Q{(idlg Diddle. After we read
“And the Dish ran away with the Spoonﬂ” accom-

e

panied by a drawing of the happy couple, there is the
shock of turning the page and finding a picture of
the dish broken jwand
the spoon being hustled_away by her_angry parents,
a fork and a knife. There are no words that suggest
such an end to the adventure; it w_}i@de'

P i

cottian invention. Apparently, he could not resist en-
larging the dimensions of this jaupjy’_g;_r_s_(_agyﬁx_'b‘y_me
by adding a last sorrowful touch.
Caldeco;t.neveﬁeﬁg&ml-i—tmlhs—ahﬂut life, and his(
hqpestvision, expressed with such conviction, is one
that children recognize as true to their own lives.
Truthfulness to life—both fantasy life and factual

life—is the basis of all great art. This is the beginning

149



=

R e T T

- = ~F 2

e o

T TS A T TR G, H SR A

of my answer to the question: Where did you get such

a crazy,.scary idea for a book? I believe I can try to
answer it now if it is rephrased as follows: What_is
your vision of the truth, and has it to do wi
youe v what has it to_do with
‘ I?uring my__eg.rb(‘t,e,en,s 1 spent_hundreds of hours
sitting at my window, sketching neighborhood chil-
dren at play. I sketched and listened, and those_ note-
books l.f)ecame the fertile field of my work later on
There is not a book I have written or a picture I have

drawn that does not, in some way, owe them its exist-

Things Are,.I-sat_on the front porch of my parents’

house in Brooklyn and_witnessed a_scene that could
have been a page from one of those earl-y notebooks
I might have titled it “Arnold the Monster.” .
Arnold was a tubby, pleasant-faced little boy who
could instantly turn himself into a howling groZnin
hunched horror—a composite of Frankens’;ein’s mor%j
were \ﬁ)ﬂ{ﬂgﬂiggljﬂg_l\iqle‘, girls, whom he chased fran-
tically around parked automobiles and up and down
.front‘ steps. The girls would flee, hiccuping and shriek-
ing, “Oh, help! Save me! The monster will eat me!”
And Arnold would lumber after them, rolling his
eyes and bellowing. The noise was ear-splittin : the
proceedings were fascinating. ©
At one point, carried away by his frenzy, Arnold
! broke an unwritten rule of such games. He actuall
| caught_one of his victims. She was fferst" :;%EOu’rz

1
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not supposed to catch me, dope,” she said, and smacked
AI:I’IOld. He meekly apologized, and a ;noment later
this sa‘r‘ne little girl dashed away screaming the game
song;\%‘}_lelpﬁize me!” etc. The children became
hot and mussed-looking. They had the glittery look of

primitive creatures going through a ritual dance
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The game ended in a collapse of exhaustion. Arnold
dragged himself away, and the girls went off with a
look of sweet peace on their faces. A mysterious inner

battle had been playe d bodies
were at rest, for the moment.

d out, and their minds an
1 have watched children play many variations of |
this game. They_are the _necessary games children
must conjure up to _cpmba@gglfawfulefact,of, childhood:
the fact ouheg'@@gayi@xito fear, er}gex:,fhat'e, frus-
tration—all the emotions that are an »exjdlir}ary part of
their lives and ' m_echan,perceive, only as un- \
Ovem/ableﬁand_fdangerousmforces. To master these
forces, chil_dgenyturn,t@jgr_!mgy: that ir/nggi,nedmwlo‘rld

where disturbing: L'emotional»situationsv_are solved to

their satisfaction. Through fantasy, Max, the hero of
my book, discharges his ange’ against_his mother,

and I'eturl"lS”T:O the ‘real world sleepy,hur}gljyjnand at B

peace with himself.
Certainly we want to protect our children from new
and painful experiences that are beyond their emo-

tional comprehension and that intensify anxiety; and

,CaIl,PI' eyeanrema,tune,,exposure to such

experiences. That is obvious. But what is just as ob-

vious—and what is too often overlooked—is the fact

that from their earliest years children live on familiar

terms with disrupting erotions, that fear and anxiety
are an intripysig_pgx;t;o»fjheif‘exe;‘y(}gy}ives, that they
continuaﬁy cope with frustration as best they can.
And it is through fantasy that children achieve cathar-

sis. Tt is the best means they hav-ew}'r}g_}Vild

to a point we

Things.

It is my i mith_this‘ip.evs‘cgpable fact of

childhood—the awful- ln,e,rability_q_f_e}ljld;en a_nd

their struggle o make thernselveﬂs/lﬁ'g;g of All Wild
ok whatever truth and

Things—that gives my W
passion it may have.
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Max-ismy bravestand therefore my dearest creation.
Like all children, he believes in a flexible world of
fantasy and reality, a world where a child can skip
from one to the other and back again in the sure belief
that both really exist. Another quality that makes him
especially lovable to me is the directness of his ap-

ime of his life and that he controls the

having the t '
sitd :gon with breezy aplomb. Children do watch Max.

They pick up his confidence and sail through the ad-

vl i as much fun as
venture, dernving, 1 sincerely hope,

he does. These are the children who send -me 'Fh.elr
own drawings of Wild Things: monstrous, hair-raising

befanged and beclawed, \

proach. Max doesn’t shilly-shally about. He gets to visions; dream creatures,

. . : -ungle islands. They |
the heart of the matter with the speed of a superjet, a towering K“_lg Kopg—llke oveir] " ugddly__iuubans'
personality trait that is happily suited to the necessary make .

Thuealitie‘s*of—childhood»—put to shame. the f?a}f; !’
true notions_jn,,,some,_children’s books. These & er f ,
gilded wo’ria unshadowed by the least suggestion 0

conflict or pain, a world manufactured by those who

cannot—or don’t care to—remember the truth of their

own childhood. Their expurgated vision has no rela-
tion to the way real children live.
1 suppose these books have some ] )
frightgrll) adults, those adults who rcf.l,lgg,ta'_th;a,g;eas
ninete,e_r,,lthﬂcentu;:y»fanta%Lthat_palnts_ghi(i ,_30, .hfal —
an etemallyinnocent..par_adise. These so-calle Chl
dren’s books are published under false calors, fo(; ft erzrl
] . They are passe TO
rve only to indulge grownups
:ilult to zdult, for they could only be love-d by adl.lllctls \ -
who have a false and sentimental recollection of child-
hood. My own Euess is that they bore
f cﬁildren. .
° The popularity of such books 1s proof of endless
i i ts ild life, pussy-
ussyfooting about the grim ?S ch fe, |
¥f)ooti);lg that attempts to justlfy itself by reminding us \‘

that we must not frigh children. Of course we ,
must avoid frig tening children, if by that we mean ]

) .. . eriences beyond their emo-

ingness to be ordered about by an aggressive niiniature protecting t}Te.rr.l from e]}:( I()] bt that this is what most

king is, for Max, his wildest dream come true. My tional capabilities; bl;r (;u «“We must not frighten
. —— e s

experience suggests that the adults who are troubled people mean”when ! e()lr ‘o ryevasive books is the most

by the scariness of his fantasy forget that my hero is our children.” The nee

visual simplicity of a picture book.
Max has appeared in my other books under different
names: Kenny, Martin, and Rosie. They all have the
same need to master the uncontrollable and frighten-
ing aspects of their lives, and they all turn to fantasy
to accomplish this. Kenny struggles with confusion;
Rosie, with boredom and a sense of personal inade-
quacy; and Martin, with frustration.
On the whole, }.ng}\ie_a_serﬁi}s lot. Someone once
criticized me for representing children as little old
people worrying-away._their childhood. I do not deny
that a somber-element calors my vision of_childhgod,
" but I reject the implication that this is not a true
vision. It seems a distortion, rather, to pretend to a
child that his life is a never-ending ring-around-the-
rosie. Childhood is_a difficult time. We know it is a
marvelous time as well—perhaps even the best time of
all. Obviously all children’s games are not therapeutic
attempts to exorcise fear; often they are just for fun.

Max, too, is-having fun, and not by playing hide-
and-seek-with Sigmund Freud. He is delighted at
having conjured up his horrific beasts, and their will-

e—they don’t
purpos v ,

the eyeteeth out

e —
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obvious indication of the common wish to protect
children from their everyday fears and anxieties, a
hopeless wish that denies the child’s endless battle with
disturbing emotions.

Ursula Nordstrom has-been-a-lifelong_friend. I say
“lifelong” because the best part of my life began when
I was able to put my talents to use, and she was there
to creatively guide me. She earned new respect from
me when she confessed her squeamishness on seeing
the first pictures for Where the Wild Things Are. This
admission-ef-misgivings and her realization that she
was reacting in stereotyped adult fashion was a con-
fession of utmost truth, and only she could have made
it. This is how she put it recently: “And so we remem-
bered once again, as so many times in the past, that
the children are new and we are not.” Her support
and unflagging enthusiasm helped bring the book to a
happy conclusion.

And I will not easily forget the pale face of Dorothy
Hagen, art director, her sad, suicidal look at the pros-
pect of examining yet another sheet of color proofs.
I owe her much.

With Where the Wild Things Are. 1 feel that T am

preparation for it. I believe it is an immense step for-
ward for me, a critical stage in my work, and your
awarding this book the Caldecott Medal gives me
further incentive to continue that work. For that, I am
especially grateful.

Where the Wild Things Are > was not meant to please
every_lzg_c_lx:_only_c_}ﬁldren. A letter from a sévén—year-
old boy encourages me to think that I have reached
children as T had hoped. He wrote: “How much does
it cost to get to where the wild Lhing§ are? If it is not

e e IR
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1 er
expensive my,msben.and.l_war.lt to_spend-the-summ
there. Please answer soon.” 1 did not answer that que.s—
ﬁ;);x for I have no doubt that sooner or later they will

find their way, free of charge.

[1964]
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