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Well, welcome, I thought we would begin with the child and the book to prove that we 

are dealing with children’s books in some way.  I feel a bit of a fraud today because I’m 

a word man and not a picture man.  And today is mostly about pictures and visuals 

and there were some frighteningly good distinguished people in the room, so I’m feeling 

very inferior before I even begin.  I think I am the link between yesterday and today, 

between the words yesterday and pictures today.  When Raja invited me, he said that 

this conference was going to be radical and evolve lateral thinking and I think we saw 

a bit of that yesterday.  But my response was that it had better be radical and lateral 

because in my view we are very lucky to be living at a critical point in culture.  Things 

are changing with the electronic revolution which means that we’ve had a more radical 

change in the way in which people understand narrative and understand story and 

construct story and transmit story.  The most radical change for 500 years and we are 

living through it.  I think we are pretty privileged to do that.  But it is a challenge, a 

challenge especially for people of a certain age.  Now I have to confess a sad thing at 



this point that I am old.  But I am 60, and it is simply a sad fact apart from me being 

over 60 that the challenge to the way I was brought up, the way I was trained, the way 

I was educated is a very big one now.  I was brought up in the pre electronic age, have 

a problem with electronics.  I have 4 daughters and Ipads and so on were just mystery.  

I bought a new camera the other day and my second daughter after inspecting it said 

,I was not fit to own it because it was clearly much more intelligent than I was and we 

would not react together very well.  So there was trouble because we were brought up 

with a linear way of thinking whereas the way of thinking now electronically is not the 

same.  Their mindset is different.  I found that people under 40 are coping quite well, 

people under 20 have no problem at all and people under 10 are virtuosos at doing 

this.  And so there is a generation gap opening up very quickly especially between the 

providers of content and the consumers of content.  Because the people in power are 

most likely to be people over 40 and therefore less in control or less understanding of 

what’s going on.  

When we talk about content, just a word about the title of this conference, it struck me 

about content and contentment is a nice pun but it doesn’t produce problems because 

my question was who is content with what is done?  Is it the providers or is it the chil-

dren who are content or contented?  Even the question is should we be contenting chil-

dren or should we not be disturbing them?  The problem is of course, am I content as a 

writer or is my reader content with what I do? And this leases a point, is there a power 

in balance basic to the communication between adults and children.  Children’s books 

of all kinds visual and non-visual are concerned with the power in balance.  We are 

the adults, the writers, we are powerful, and the children are the receivers, less powerful 

perhaps.  But it is not a simple thing.  Children are however we define them, however 

broad the definition, are not passive however good the commodification of the culture, 

however much we define a child is if and then produce the product for it.  Nonetheless 

children can revolt.  I have my favorite cartoon here, this is Shultz from Peanuts.  This 

is rerun at kindergarten; he says to the teacher, “Yes ma’am, I’m writing a story.  It’s 

about this kid who is in kindergarten and how the stress is slowly destroying him”.  And 

the teacher interrupts and he says, “Well I have another one here about some purple 

bunnies”.  I think you can spend a day on that cartoon because it demonstrates the 

gap that is opening up if we are not careful.  There’s one other point which we make 

about this whole business about dealing with children, is that everybody who deal with 

children as a producer of content, thinks that what they are doing is good.  I think it’s 



also a innately a good thing to be doing that working with children somehow is vir-

tuous in itself and also that it is outside ideology.  It is something which is inherently 

simple and does not involve the rest of the world.  And one of my themes this morning 

is to think about this question of how everything we do is concerned ideologically with 

some agenda of some kind.  Of course to demonstrate this adults often try to give chil-

dren power, we will try to assume that children can be powerful.  But there is always a 

residual resistance to this.  I have another cartoon here, one of my favorites.  A teacher 

surrounded by children saying, “There is no such thing as wrong answer.  However, if 

there were such a thing Malcolm that certainly would have been it!” Again this ques-

tion of giving power to children is tricky.  So, before we begin I would like to give you my 

definition of what for me constitutes a good book, a good image, a good experience for 

children one way or the other, verbal or visual or plastic or whatever.  

A good children’s book is the successful and respectful negotiation of the space between 

the adult writer and the child reader.  There’s a space between the two and we’re talking 

about the negotiation between the two spaces.  So let’s get back to my point about the 

revolution that we are living through.  What’s the difference now between the way I was 

thought to think and the way in which children these days are being taught to think or 

are thinking.  Now mindset like mine, old and crabbed and stuck in its ways, the nar-

ratives I was brought up with were the narratives which I learnt to construct my whole 

life around are linear and they are governed by concepts of genre which means that 

they are ruled by a set of rules depending on which kind of narrative you are working 

with.  My narratives always tended towards resolution and closure.  They tended to be 

long and well developed, they were plot driven.  I was reminded when I was writing this 

of that wonderful quotation from Mark Twain, and somebody said to Mark Twain, “You 

know truth is stranger than fiction” to which Twain replied, “Why shouldn’t truth be 

stranger than fiction? fiction after all has to make sense.”  We smile, but that remark 

has been partly of my generation if you believe that actually.  And the other thing of 

course my generation was brought up to was to respect the author, to assume what the 

author said was right, it was correct what we followed and the author was in control 

and we accepted that control.  Now that is not a mindset, which is gone of course.  

In the next picture here, there is a book you may be familiar with.  Now the Harry 

Potter series which have sold record numbers as you know, around the world, they are 

traditionally structured, they are built on the mindset that I was brought up with.  The 

books are rooted in two genres, in fantasy and in school stories.  They have conven-



tional hero roles and conventional gender roles and the end of the series ends up with 

good defeating evil.  As the series progresses it becomes as it seems to me more and 

more postmodern, it becomes more ambiguous, it gets more and more uncertain as to 

who is good, what is good even.  And so although the book ends in reverse as it were 

in the old way of thinking on the way, it becomes more and more postmodern, more 

post electronic if you like.  Now if you can contrast that sort of way of thinking with the 

way of thinking which my grandchild who is due in May will be brought up to think, so 

now it is my daughters are grown up with, I’m not like that on the whole.  Because they 

grow up with the IPods and the TVs and everything else.  And the way in which their 

narratives are constructed are multi directional and not linear.  They are hyper textual, 

they are organic in many ways.  I mean just consider the way in which somebody who 

understands the modern electronic world gathers material together in their minds, how 

they construct a narrative.  Far from being linear progression information is gathered in 

fragments very quickly using hyperlinks or lateral links and shifting from one medium 

to the other very quickly.  And in a nonspecific sense this is kind of a non-fuzzy logic.  

So you want somebody younger, younger than me gathering information of the net and 

they are surfing literally in all sorts of directions very quickly, changing medium frag-

mentally.  Now I don’t do that, my mind worked in larger chunks than that and I don’t 

surf the net, I kind of sink like an anvil when I get on to the net and clunk to the bottom.  

In fact it is interesting that when I left full time working in universities five years ago, it 

was commonly accepted that undergraduates doing say English in England were inca-

pable now of writing a long essay, incapable of writing anything more than 500 words 

coherently.  Well, is that a good thing or a bad thing?  You see there is merely a conflict 

going on between what the university wanted them to do and what their whole mindset 

was which was a more fragmentary short term thing.  So I think if we’re going to be the 

content producers of one kind or another we have to realize that there is a disjuncture 

between often what we are producing and what the old are producing and what the 

young are accepting.  

Now I know we’re going to see today some fantastic revolutionary stuff, also I wouldn’t 

try to compete.  I will become a historian and look back 30 years to when this movement 

started.  I’ll give you an example, I think a fascinating example of a pioneering book 

which anticipated this disjuncture between the adult reading and the child reading, the 

adult producer and the child producer.  This is a book called, “I Hate My Teddy Bear”, 

by David McKee.  McKee is a surreal artist.  And this book goes back to 1982 and in I 



Hate My Teddy Bear, there were two narratives going on.  There’s a child centered nar-

rative and there’s an adult centered narrative.  I will show you some pieces from it.  

And when you look at them I hope you will be able to judge which group you are in by 

how you react to this book.  Because McKee wasn’t talking about electronic readings, 

he was talking about child adult readings.  But we can extrapolate this very easily into 

the way in which the electronic child is in conflict with the non-electronic adult.  Here 

we have “ I Hate My Teddy Bear” by David McKee which looks like a simple, no such 

thing; simple children’s book.  It begins with a narrative at the bottom which say, on 

Thursday Brenda’s mother came to visit John’s mother.  And there you have an image, 

if you look carefully top right hand corner of Brenda’s mother coming to visit John’s 

mother.  But that is not all that’s on that page, would you agree?  Lots of other things are 

going on.  And I will bet you that people brought up like me in this room are trying to 

make narratives out of those little situations that are happening in the various corners.  

This is the second page which we got to, “Why don’t you go outside and play with you 

teddy bear?”, said John’s mother.  And the top half of the page shows that narrative, but 

the bottom have of the page McKee is starting to distort reality in all sorts of interest-

ing ways shown upside down.  So next one, children go outside, John and Brenda took 

their teddies outside.  And immediately again everybody in the room is trying to make 

out not what is happening to John and Brenda, but what’s going on elsewhere on the 

page.  These two guys in the bottom right hand corner, what are they doing?  okay next 

one, those guys are still there, but you also have I hate if I tell you this there’s a nar-

rative going on about the children playing at the top there.  But otherwise McKee has 

captured sot of a fragmentary thing.  Who is going where?, what’s happening with the 

glove?, who is the women in purple looking at? what is going on?  And the most adults 

I have come across with these books start to collapse at this point.  Because their linear 

hook, their linear safety net is being taken away from them.  Whereas if you read this 

book with your children, which I have done a lot it’s not a problem, there’s no problem.  

They manage to pick this up quite easily.  I think this is a good example of the way in 

which different mindsets which is developed the electronic mindset is going on here.  It 

gets more desperate as we go on here.  “But my teddy’s is better than yours”, said John.  

“No it isn’t, my teddy’s better than yours”, said Brenda.  And they are arguing in the 

background but meanwhile all around them you see this insane adult world doing all 

sorts of strange things.  I think we get to a resolution, No, again what is going on?  The 

next one takes us to the end of the book, it turns out with all those hands and arms 

and things have actually been going somewhere to an exhibition, but doesn’t resolve 



anything else at all.  And I think again such a pioneering book which foresaw what 

was going to happen.  So which audience were you in? were you accepting the radical 

changes, fragment images or were you trying to make sense of the linear narrative?  

So the first is this question of fragmentation and linearity, the second change is the 

readers have in effect over the last 20 years also become the writers.  The power of the 

writer has been undermined.  In the past if you read a novel, you and the author agreed 

basically about what the meaning of that novel was and when you got to the end of 

the book it was always the same.  You might read it slightly differently, you might feel it 

differently but the actual feeling was the same.  So the end of Charlie and the Chocolate 

Factory usually Charlie gets the chocolate factory, usually, in fact always.  But now of 

course if you have a computer game or something like that where you are interacting 

with the text the chances are that you as the reader can change the ending, it’s up to 

you know how the things end. So in fact in the current generation of interactive texts 

called games often but not always, “the authors” are facilitators and it’s the reader who 

is now in control.  Of course this extends into computing where you have multi user 

domains and virtual realities and the author is provided the pattern which the reader 

develops.  Again historically it’s fascinating to see the earliest versions of this.  This goes 

back also to 1982 as it happens.  

The first book now I think is called “The Warlock of Firetop Mountain”.  It was the first 

books based on the Dungeons And Dragons game idea that this is a game book, you 

play the book.  And just to give you one page which is very significant.  This is the way 

you see this book has been well played and you will be very familiar with this idea.  On 

the right hand side you have a situation, you open the door to a large room and so on.  

and you have a choice, do you attack them both, do you attack one of them, do you run 

away screaming or if you were sensible you would just close the book.  Of course it is 

a very crude manifestation of what we see all the time now.  The electronic choices are 

instantaneous now and infinite really.  But I think it’s a difficult page because it shows 

two things to me, one it shows that the components of the genre in this case fantasy, 

Tolkien type fantasy, all the elements have been reduced to functional units.  There are 

no longer myth elements, they are just coins to move around.  And the same goes for 

characters on the left hand side, you have your fantasy orc who is always evil in the 

game.   You will notice that the words have become less important, it’s the actions that 

are important.  The actual words themselves, the quality as we used to say of the text 

has been changed completely and we are moving to action rather than visual, verbal 



rather; this has been changed.  So if you think about it you see that the biggest change 

of all is that from verbal to visual because in my day, I was provided with the text 

without pictures and my imagination provided the pictures.  The current generation 

are provided with pictures and it’s up to them to produce a narrative, usually.  So it’s a 

big shift.  And it’s very important to make sure that we appreciate the status problem 

here between the generations.  Because if you think the fact that most of the visual 

things that are played on computers are called games rather than novels or something 

serious like that.  You can see that there is a sort of media to drive what’s being made 

that these sorts of things aren’t trivial compared with the old way of doing things in 

the book, which is the right way of doing things.  In fact we heard yesterday that that 

is still around, it’s still the book is superior and we got to appreciate what the conflict is 

going on here or in school or in universities.  When students come in with one mindset 

and are faced with a different one which is thought by its owners to be superior.  So it’s 

a very serious problem.  Even though the distinction between the narrative text and the 

aim is collapsing before our eyes.  We still, the older generation don’t admit that.  It 

seems therefore that this change is really quite a serious one.  And what fascinates me 

is that we are in a transition to appear this far as the materials go, as far as the games, 

as far as the pictures go, as far as the book changing into a visual experience goes.  It 

is changing rapidly.  And when you think about it, what is the most normal form of 

the written narrative, printed narrative these days is the novel.  We all assume that the 

novel is the natural form  in which we tell stories.  But it is 400 years between inventions 

of the movable type before we invented the novel.  How long is it going to be between 

the destruction of the electronic age before we discover the correct medium, the ideal 

medium for it.  And we are in a transition, a period to try to find, and I think we will see 

today attempts to find some sort of way of using electronic medium in a way which is 

the best way we should be using it.  As I said the fascinating thing is the words are being 

downgrades, I am the past in fact, you’re looking at a dinosaur.  

There’s a splendid book that you may have come across which is selling like hot cakes 

elsewhere by Lane Smith who wrote “The Stinky Cheese Man”, which you may remem-

ber; it’s called “It’s a Book”, do you know this.  Well, I ‘ll just read you a couple of pages 

from it.  It’s called, “It’s a Book”, and it shows two characters, one character is the book 

person and the other a jackass, is the computer person.  The ass on the left would be 

the one with the laptop and the guy on the right with the book, “How do you scroll 

down?”  “I don’t, I turn the page. It’s a book.” Next one, “Can you text it?”  “No.”  “Can 



it tweet?”  “No.”  “Can it Wi-Fi”  “No”  “Can’t it do this?”  “No, It’s a book!”  Next one, 

so the character is trying to convince the computer guy that this is a book is turned 

into a bit of treasure island and next page here is a bit of text, “Arrr, nodded Long John 

Silver, “we’re in agreement then? He unsheathed his broad cutlass laughing a maniacal 

laugh, “Ha! Ha! Ha!”  Jim was petrified.  The end was upon him.  Then in the distance, 

a ship!  A wide smile played across the lad’s face. ‘too many letters says the jack ass, I’ll 

fix it!” Jim’s reaction in 5 syllables.  Well we laugh, yes!  What are we laughing?  Which 

side are we on really?  Well the fact was that to illustrate that Lane Smith had to not use 

a bit of Treasure Island and had to produce a much reduced bit of Treasure Island.  So 

for example on the next page you take the real Treasure Island and take a page from 

that, I won’t ask you to read that.  But here’s a scene from Treasure Island.  Now that 

has been adapted visually into graphic novels.  Here’s an example of it, that page of 

text changing into that bit of narrative.  You could spend a couple of weeks analyzing 

what they have missed out and all the subtlety and all the irony and everything else to 

reduce it to that sort of level.  There’s just been a murder here.  Now the next one is from 

the Marvel comic’s version of it.  

Which side are we on?  What is happening here?  A different kind of experience, a 

different kind of mindset has worked here.  Now I think that’s the thought for the day 

really.  But there are other interesting things going on at the same time here.  When 

you look at a text, these days, a written, printed text, you’re not looking at a complete 

experience.  When I read a novel 40 years ago, that was all I read, novels.  But that isn’t 

how a novel exists today.  I went to my youngest daughter’s bookshelf, and picked out 

the next picture, what’s this being called, “teenage girl porn” which I don’t read because 

I don’t have the body to read this with.  Now it’s an interesting case of commodifica-

tion, the audience is specified, the audience is generic and then the needs are fulfilled 

and my publishing friends tell me that the cycle of vampire books is now down and the 

next wave will be shortly coming up.  But the point here is not that this is commodi-

fication, if you look at the next page, this is what I found at the back of this book.  At 

the back of the book you have the advertisements for the DVDs the videos, the websites 

and  what we find here is that the text here is not alone.  The text here is surrounded by 

lots of other things.  The novel if it’s read at all, is only part of a universe and of course 

it is only a starting point because if you go to the websites there are fan fiction sites 

where you can rewrite the whole book, change the whole thing around, develop the 

characters.  Even in this very simple example you get deleted scenes, music videos and 



so on.  So what we’re finding now is that the single text that I was brought up on has 

now become part of a universe of texts as well.  And that is a major change, that’s kind 

of holistic reading of texts.  Which demonstrates that what we are talking about here 

is not a simplification, not a dumbing down at all, which some people feel it might be.  

What we have is a much more complex phenomena coming out.  

I hope what we will find today demonstrates this, what we are about to see in the next 

couple of hours would be something incredibly complicated, some incredibly, difficult 

ideas.  Just to sum that up, are audiences are now, they rare producers of content not 

used to the linear form that we were brought up on, they are used to nonlinear, there 

are used to having power in the narrative, they are used to valuing newer forms than 

older forms and used to seeing narrative as a holistic experience.  So really, as I said in 

the beginning we are on the cusp of a new wave text.  So I think the same applies to 

graphic art, the same applies to poetry, that we have got to expect that things are now 

changing rapidly.  I’ve got 2 minutes left and I thought I just like to show you and dem-

onstrate that this operates in words as well.  

The power that adults have over children is terrifying.  This is about poetry and this 

is two educators, we’ll go back to the theme yesterday singing before they can speak, a 

metaphor making before they prose their way to school.  In a sense when we get to the 

schools we saw yesterday, in a sense to dampen things.  From the moment they can talk 

till the moment we finally convince them that what they have to say is not important, 

children are producing poetry the whole time.  Adults do things to children as we’ve 

seen but more and more that is not an option because children become much more 

powerful.  Another quote, children can and with an astonishing frequency do make 

things out of language which if you cannot strictly call poems, have more poetic inten-

sity than most of what is written for them.  We’re talking about kiddy poetry yesterday.  

Children can do it and they are doing it, that’s the point.  I would also like to show you 

my favorite poem,  I have been reading poems written for children for the last 40 years 

and my favorite poem is one as you might guess written by a child.  Now I think it is a 

challenge for today for us.  The challenge is to in our discussion to take into account this 

big gap between the new world and the old world, where do we stand in it, what are we 

doing about it.  Secondly to recognize our own ideological positions when we are pro-

ducing content and the third challenge is to produce something as good as that, in my 

view.  I’d like to leave you with a couple of images which are my own children, that was 

a few years ago when I was first of all discovering books, learning books for the first time 



- that’s my daughter Amy and finally, that’s my daughter Amy when she was teach-

ing in Kerala, a bit older.  But the whole theme of that is that we are talking about the 

interaction of books, images, words, children and it’s a complex process.  Thank you.


