2010 The Shortlist Evening – Picture Books 
Prepared by Christina Wheeler

(References at the end)
Introduction (Slide 1)
Thank you and good evening. Picture books are amazing, self contained texts. Tonight I have chosen six that I hope will make valuable contributions to your collections.  
(Slide 2)

Free to a Good Home by Colin Thompson
The first book I have chosen is Free to a Good Home by Colin Thompson, published by Random House. Continuing with his recent theme of lost and found, this text surprises the reader when it is not a stray dog that has been brought home but rather a stray old lady. Thompsons’s quirkiness and ability to simultaneously shock and appease are again on show in this story. 
(Slide 3) The Smith family - with such a common name - seem anything but common. The text begins, “The Smiths were not like other families.” The opening spread shows a slightly dysfunctional looking family unit. The age and generation barrier between parents and children is noticeable, especially as the son is wearing a ‘Children of Hippies support group’ t-shirt, the parents seeming somewhat disengaged, smiling in a hollow kind of way. It is later revealed that both Mr and Mrs Smith have grown up as orphans. The Monet print in the background seems a strange inclusion to this house, but The Smiths are collectors of strange and unusual things, especially when the children bring home an old lady from the shopping mall.
(Slide 4) We’ve grown accustomed to Colin Thompson’s unique talent for creating a visually complex and multi-layered story and this text is no exception. This is one of those picture books loaded with Thompson’s signature style illustrations capable of conveying warmth, desolation and simplicity all at once. Fans of Thompsons’ previous works will recognize references to his other texts. This illustration for instance repeats the use of luminous yellow/green light to represent hope, while the print on the wall comes directly from the pages of How to Live Forever.  Students will be excited to spot Riley from the The Short and Incredibly Happy Life of Riley, the little pink creatures that featured in The Violin Man and of course the iconic dog hidden on various pages. On closer look, this old lady is not your usual little old lady. The South Park like character comes complete with tool kit, funky haircut and one pierced ear. Here, Thompson addresses the stereotypical image of grandmothers. Was she herself a hippy? She angle grinds mower blades, puts up shelves and cooks chocolate cakes. She can speak foreign languages and is great helping the children with their homework. She soon makes herself indispensible, thus exploring the fundamental human desire to feel useful and needed. 
(Slide 5) As always, Colin Thompson includes amazing illustrations that embellish the text. Each page offers an eclectic mixture of images, requiring the reader to decipher the layers of meaning. This text contains remarkable story telling with evocative and emotive language as well as subtle humour, while some lines pull the reader up short with their openness and honesty. In this part of the story for instance, the old lady tells Mr Smith that ‘you don’t have to keep calling me dear, dear…I’m not senile or stupid.’ It is these blunt lines that keep pulling the audience back to the rawness of this series of books. We discover that the Smiths have never had a grandparent – which could lead to an interesting discussion of the important role that grandparents play in our lives. Thompson has a talent for expressing a sentiment or emotion succinctly and originally. It is at this point in the text that the reader feels a tug, an empathy. We are drawn deeply into the story of a family who has never experienced the joy of grandparents. 

(Slide 6) The parents, still unsure about the logistics of keeping a stray person, discuss the possibility of taking her back to the shopping mall and leaving her there. ‘But what about the children,’ asks Mr Smith. “No, I don’t think we should do that to them,” jokes Mrs Smith. 
(Slide 7) The story takes a lighter tone as Granny settles into her new role, as does the Smith family. The themes of loneliness, sadness and loss are replaced with those of happiness, love and the importance of having a sense of responsibility and of feeling needed. The reader can’t help but be relieved and satisfied when the family accepts Granny and embraces the contribution that she makes to the household. The final page opening is delightful, showing the family willing to embrace Granny – the comparison between the first and last page of the book, as shown on this slide, is an interesting one to make. The family is complete, but the whimsical banner suggesting that now all they need is a granddad suggests that we may see a follow up to this story. Let’s hope so.
(Slide 8) Schumann the Shoeman  by John and Stella Danalis
My second choice is Schumann the Shoeman by John and Stella Danalis, published by UQP. This is a unique story about the worth of artisanship, care and craft as compared to the sameness and lack of quality of factory made goods. Schumann takes great care with every pair of shoes he makes. His customers are happy to wait for his special signal, the tying of laces on the shoemaker sign, which means they can come and collect their shoes. (Slide 9) Then a shoe factory comes to town and soon everyone is wearing the same sensible, salmon shoes. Schumann is forced to take a job at the factory but his individualism has him shown the door. I look at page openings such as this and am reminded of Edward De Bono’s 6 Action Shoes which teaches children that we adopt different behaviours in different situations – we put on different ‘shoes’, for example, our pink fluffy slippers when someone needs care and compassion. I wonder what action these sensible salmon shoes would invoke. 

Exploring these action shoes could be an interesting aside to the enjoyment of this text within a classroom setting. So too could a comparison of this text with Stephen Michael King’s Milli, Jack and the Dancing Cat. 

The illustrations in this book have been hailed as, ‘a sumptuous feast of mixed media collage, combining colourful patterns and textures into postmodern scenes.’ Combined with this is an equally as sophisticated use of language. Phrases such as ‘blissful business’ and ‘sun threaded her own golden strands’ beg to be read aloud.  These could be an interesting way to explore imagery and poetic language. The play on the word Schumann as well as the twist at the end is also noteworthy – more about that twist later. 
(Slide 10) Unable to compete with mass-production and facing poverty, Schumann leaves the town and finds instead, ‘a forgotten forest where rustling trees speak to him like old friends.’ Thanks to some fashion conscious animals, Schumann finds his cobbler skills in demand once more and sets about creating some fancy footwear for the amazingly diverse local fauna. It would be so much fun for readers to devise their own fashion accessories for various animals, investigating trends from the past and present. Here we see 3 very different flamingos who enquire about a group discount. The individuality of these birds is to be applauded. How often do our students strive to look and act like their peers rather than walk to the beat of their own drum? 
(Slide 11) Schumann is issued with a challenge when a centipede requests fifty pairs of tiny shoes. Note that the centipede’s feet are music notes, providing an interesting interpretation and discussion point for readers. What do these music notes represent? Is it a coincide that the nineteenth century German composer also shared the name Schumann? The cobbler finally finishes this mammoth job only to fall and die when tying the laces on his special sign. (Slide 12) This is a seemingly sad ending although there is the suggestion of craftmanship being passed on to a new generation. The centipede decides to place all of the shoes in a tree’s branches ‘where they dangled and spun like jewels, undisturbed for many years.’ A rainbow lorikeet then decides to take just one pair and when flying over Schumann’s old town one day, he sneezes...ah, ah, ah (Slide 12) ‘a shoe!’The circular nature of trends and fashion, but more poignantly, the regeneration of Schumann’s amazing creativity, is alluded to in the final page opening. In addition to the lasting nature of quality and originality, it is also reassuring that beautiful shoes will always reign supreme.  Music to all of our ears I’m sure.
(Slide 15) Me, Oliver Bright by Megan de Kantzow and Sally Rippin
(Slide 16) My third choice is Me, Oliver Bright by Megan de Kantzow and Sally Rippin, published by Omnibus Books. As a school project about  ‘My Family’, Oliver Bright compares aspects of his life with the lives of his father and grandfather.  Each page opening reveals a pictorial and written depiction of a particular aspect of our society, reflected through the 3 generations. Not only that, 3 very different environments are shown, as Oliver lives in Sydney, his father grew up in a country town and Grandpa in the outback. 
Similar to other project style picture books such as My Canberra Project or Gary Crew’s Troy Thompson’s Excellent Peotry [sic] Book, one of the appeals of  Me, Oliver Bright is the obvious classroom applications. Children love nothing better than to talk about themselves and the opportunity to replicate a book such as this one, delving into the family tree and interviewing parents and grandparents could be a very bonding and enriching experience. I love the old photographs and representations of change over time, which would sit very nicely in the SOSE and History curriculum areas. 
There are subtle hints too at the nature of our modern society and the way in which many families now err on the side of caution more so than in days gone by. Other simple features of daily life such as where we get milk provide an interesting glimpse into how things have changed. Oliver gets his milk from the supermarket, his dad had milk delivered in glass bottles while his grandfather milked the cow himself.

(Slide 17) Pets are another aspect of life explored in this text. Oliver has fish, his dad had a dog, while grandpa had cows, pigs, brumbies, kangaroos, goannas and thousands of sheep, amongst others. Is this another faint statement being made about life in the 21st century – families opt for the quickest, easiest pet to own? Transport too is covered. Oliver gets a bus to school, his dad walked and his Grandpa hitched a ride on the back of a mail truck. How many children nowadays walk to school unaccompanied?

(Slide 18) I think though that this page opening is the most telling of the difference between the generations – injuries. Oliver has fallen off his bike – his injury is a grazed knee – covered with bandaids -  compared with a broken arm and smashed up teeth. This could be construed as a comment on our current society - protective parents faced with an uncertain world. Children who are perhaps a little less robust or resilient than they were fifty years ago? A society that seems a lot less safe? There is much social history and observation to be brought to the reading of this text.
(Slide 19) And what about the different forms of entertainment over the generations? I love this page because this is one art activity that I feel I could confidently reproduce with students without too much drama! Oliver sees the New Year fireworks, (Slide 20) but for entertainment when young, Dad goes to a drive-in cinema and Grandpa dances at the Starlight Ball. Just imagine the stories that could be told about these things at the next family gathering. 


Rippin’s illustrations evoke the free-form style of a child with the added design and composition of a talented artist. (Slide 21) The endpapers show a simple family tree, again something that could be completed as a class activity. 
(Slide 22) My Silent World by Nette Hilton and Vincent Agostino
My fourth choice is My Silent World by Nette Hilton and Vincent Agostino, published by Lothian. Written in free verse and illustrated in pulsing oranges, greens, reds and yellows, this unusual and thought-provoking picture book describes a deaf person’s perspective of her soundless world and how it is changed forever when she receives a cochlear implant. Her senses, particularly her perception of colour and touch, seem heightened because of the absence of sound. The reader however, is not aware of her deafness until the latter part of the book. 

(Slide 23) When we first meet the young girl, she is a perceptive observer and active participant in her rich world where she ‘knows’ music and plays skipping and leapfrog games with her friends. (Slide 24) As she describes the way waves break and music thuds, her silhouette watches, plays and dances with rainbow-hued silhouettes of animals, birds and fish against layered and vibrantly coloured backgrounds.
(Slide 25) The text forms an important design component as it interacts with the energetic, full-bleed illustrations celebrating her visceral world of colour, movement, feelings and texture. She describes music in the following way – I know music. I’ve seen it in the quickness of dust as it leaves from velvet-covered speakers. I feel the rush and thud in my chest. I watch it in the colour on faces, and tears in eyes, or traces it leaves when it touches a listener. The language is rich, tangible, almost sensous. This interpretation of music is something that perhaps hearing people would never conjure.  
(Slide 26) The illustrations dramatically capture the shift in tone as she waits in the doctor’s surgery as her vulnerable body is literally filled with graphic symbols that suggest so many unanswered questions and conflicting emotions.

(Slide 27) The text is most effective when it forms an integral part of the book’s design. For instance, when the ‘unseen monster’ is fitted, a cacophony of noise and colour explode onto the page – cogs krank, owls whoo, dogs woof and trumpets toot – and displace everything that is familiar to her.  (Slide 28) With the cochlear implant comes sound, a new sense the girl will have to learn and explore, though for her the ‘loudest’ sense will always be the silence she once knew. 
(Slide 29) My Dad’s a Wrestler by Matt Zurbo and Dean Gorissen
My fifth choice is My Dad’s a Wrestler by Matt Zurbo and Dean Gorissen, published by Lothian. I chose this book because quite simply, it makes me laugh. It is witty and clever – a charming take on a young son’s admiration, respect and love for his dad.
(Slide 30) The story begins with the simple line, ‘My dad’s a wrestler! Not the famous kind though...’ We then discover that dad works as a storeman by day, but his real passion is his after work hobby of wrestling at the local gym. The stereotypes of wrestlers is on trial here – but all is not what it seems. (Slide 31) This wrestler sews his own uniform, complete with a love heart on the front. His after hours persona is then revealed - (Slide 32) The Percolator, complete with broom. The percolator usually loses, but this never deters our young narrator, who in utter admiration, follows his dad through his training, patching up his wounds and hanging out with the other wrestlers. 
(Slide 33) This page opening alludes to myths and heroes, with the dad being compared with the Cyclops. Here is a simple statement -  legends often lived very humble lives with limited resources. (Slide 34) The Percolator often gets booed because he’s the baddie. The endearing message in this text is that the son will always adore his dad, will always be proud of him and see him as a hero, even when he loses and is chastised by the crowd. How refreshing. 
(Slide 35) The sophistication of the book is a result of the mixing of Zurbo's minimalistic text with Gorissen's idiosyncractic illustrations. Dad takes centre stage in nearly every illustration with the exception of two - those showing father and son walking to Jim’s Gym and later returning home on an empty bus making its way through deserted streets - both of which are notable for the aura of mutual love that surrounds them. Gorissen's work as an animator results in a focus on and an exaggeration of character. Dad is hairy and huge with overdeveloped muscles but his nature shines through in dogged persistence (and the logo on his fighting costume). His son's adoration is surely deserved, though more for the man himself than for his alter ego.
What’s so appealing about this book is the pure fact that children will get it and love it. It’s funny, clever and shows a unique perspective. 

(Slide 36) Fox and Fine Feathers by Narelle Oliver
Fox and Fine Feathers by Narelle Oliver, published by Omnibus Books, is my final choice this evening. This is a fable that addresses character strengths and weaknesses, incorporating characteristics of Australian ground birds in the Border Ranges region of Australia.  (Slide 37) Lyrebird, Coucal and Pitta are usually watchful birds, conscious of their safety. This page opening shows the four birds well camouflaged, although the hero of the story, the Nightjar, is the most well hidden amongst the leaf litter of the forest floor, his tail breaking the frame at the bottom of the illustration. 

(Slide 38) Bedazzled by their own beauty, the other three birds forget about their predators and for a moment put themselves in grave danger as they are unknowingly stalked by a fox. Each bird in its turn shows off its fine feathers and beautiful voice, drawing the fox ever closer. This behaviour is common in humans as well. Just drive through the Valley on a Friday night! 
(Slide 39) Fortunately, dull Nightjar, not so vain, continues to keep watch, the tips of his wings breaking the frame to help the young reader notice him. The text says, ‘Nightjar looked like nothing more than a pile of old leaves.’ Readers could discuss the difference between Nightjar and the other birds who are still busy flashing their feathers, ‘chirping and flickering in the forest shadows.’ This could invoke an interesting discussion as to why it is important to adopt different behaviours in different situations; why is it good that Nightjar looks like nothing than a pile of old leaves? 
(Slide 40) This page opening is textless, helping to build the tension. The three flamboyant birds are easily visible, while still, Nightjar hides himself on the forest floor. Can you see him in the bottom right hand corner? The expression on his face is priceless – less than impressed but never the less keeping careful watch over the situation. We all need friends like this and discussion could revolve around the importance of looking out for one another. Readers can predict what dangers may be lurking in the forest. Away from the leaf litter, the environment offers little protection.  The fox meanwhile is gently padding towards his prey until, (Slide 41) ‘Out! leapt fox, like an arrow of fire shooting towards them…but he was not alone.’ (Slide 42) In an act of courage and selflessness, Nightjar rockets towards fox, clapping his bill like a warning bell before dropping to the leaves, lying as still as death. He has successfully camouflaged himself, in so doing, alerting the others to the impending danger. 
(Slide 43) This page opening shows a sequence in which Nightjar continues to lure fox in a game of cat and mouse to the edge of the forest, away from his friends who are left shivering with fright. 
Most people regard Narelle Oliver so highly for her extraordinary artwork, but her written text is also very impressive, offering the reader a rich and dynamic experience. It is often lyrical, employing a variety of  literary devices such as similes, alliteration, onomatopoeia and imagery.  This book would make an interesting  comparison with texts such as Margaret Wild’s Fox  or  Libby Gleeson’s Shutting the Chooks In to name a few. It could also be used in a lead up to Anzac Day as a discussion point about mateship and sacrifice.
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