William Steig

William Steig writes: “| was born into afamily of artists. My parents, my brothers, my children, my wives, my
brother’ swives, and their children are all artists.”

Given his background, it is not surprising that Steig had used his artistic talent as a successful cartoonist for New
Y orker magazine since 1930. As an observant caricaturist, his drawings have made us laugh at our own
shortcomings.

What is unique about William Steig isthat in 1968, in his seventh decade of life, he began anew career asa
children’ s author and illustrator. Since that time he has won critical acclaim and numerous awards.

Steig notes that he probably writes for himself asachild. Asaboy he read Robin Hood, Robinson Crusoe,
Pinocchio, and the King Arthur series. His own books reflect this early exposure to adventure stories.

Children from age four through the middle grades appreciate Steig’ s humor, sense of adventure, and magic as
conveyed through his pen and ink and watercolor illustrations. Dr. DeSoto is a prime example of how he meshes
humor with hisillustrations. The story and illustrations are inseparable.

In the modern folk tale tradition, Steig conveys considerable emotion through histalking animals. A fox often
portrays a tricky advocate trying t undo the hero or heroine. In The Amazing Bone the reader has no doubt as to
the fox’sintentions. Of course, he plansto eat poor distraught Pearl.

Fanciful happenings are common to many of Steig’s books. In Caleb and Kate, awitch transforms Caleb into a
dog. A witch disguised as a chicken, sends Tiffky on an adventure into another dimension Tiffky Doofky. There
isamagic red pebblein Sylvester and the Magic Pebble, and amagic liquid in Gorky Rises. Incantations and
spells are also found in many stories.

Friendships take on a specia importance in amost all of Steig’s books. In Farmer Palmer’s Wagon Ride, Farmer
Palmer and his friend and a hired hand, Ebenezer, endure many trailstogether. Perhaps Amos and Boris best
represents Steig’ s value of friendship. An unlikely combination, Boris the whale and Amos the mouse cultivate a
strong bond. Though they come from completely alien environments, one from sea and the other from land, they
learn to love and appreciate the uniqueness of each other.

The loving family bond is another trait Steig incorporatesin his books. Steig often sends his main character on a
guest or adventure where he endures the pitfalls of life. He always returns the unlucky fellow to his family and
thereisajoyful, ecstatic reunion. The message seems to be that love within the family isintegral to happiness.

Steig isnot just anillustrator of picture books. In 1983, Dr. DeSoto was chosen as a Newbery Honor book, in
recognition of itsliterary quality. In 1977, Abel’s Island received the same honor. Heis clearly an author for the
middle grades aswell. Even his picture books contain descriptive, flowing narrative, which is readily adaptable
to language arts lessons for older children. Younger children enjoy the flow and dazzle of his words, which often
become an art of their own vocabulary.

Adults, aswell as children, enjoy the work of this versatile author and illustrator. Steig has away of alowing us

to laugh at ourselves. Through his craft he helps usto visualize life' s absurdities—especially in situations where
we take ourselves too serioudly.
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