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Preface
I have always loved picture books. Besides chapter books that my mother read to me, complete
with illustrations she let me linger over before she turned the page, the first chapter book I loved
was C. S. Lewis’s children’s classic The Magician’s Nephew. I read it because the edition I found
was much like a picture book: while searching the public library for something a bit more mature
than Bread and Jam for Frances, I picked up a book with lavish, full-page illustrations. After
reading The Magician’s Nephew I read mostly books without illustrations, but during high school
I still sometimes dropped by the library just to borrow some well-illustrated picture books.
While spending some time studying at a college in Tennessee, I had many opportunities
to read to children both at the school where I worked and at my host family’s home. One time
while at a library looking for read-alouds, I could not remember the name of a fiction book about
dragons I wanted to borrow. I never did find the book, but I was intrigued when a librarian said,
Oh, do you mean the new biography of J. R. R. Tolkien? The picture book had been published
just the month before, and it was the story of how a dragon-loving boy grew up to be a man who
searched for dragons and who ultimately found one through writing his widely enjoyed book The
Hobbit. The biography, John Ronald’s Dragons: The Story of J. R. R. Tolkien, was beautifully
illustrated, well written, and delightful. Most of the people I knew who loved it, too, were
children, but I remember sitting on the floor of a side hallway at the college while my plant-andbird-loving friend Lily Ragsdale exclaimed over the book. Of all the children’s books I read in
those days, another favourite was Finding Winnie: The True Story of the World’s Most Famous
Bear. Reading about the Canadian bear who became the inspiration for A. A. Milne’s Winnie-
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the-Pooh, I sensed that this book, like John Ronald’s Dragons, would have taken a great deal of
careful historical research to make.
I was in a creative writing class during the same time that I was looking for good picture
books, and at the end of two semesters of reading and writing prose and poetry for adults, I got to
choose any genre I wished for a capstone project. A picture book seemed like the obvious choice.
Soon I discovered that I loved reading my book, a fictional story about a boy and a dragon, to
others, and Lily was one of the people who loved it, too. On one of the last times I saw her
before I moved to Prince Edward Island, Lily raised her hand at the end of a presentation I had
given about a teaching practicum and asked what my next picture book would be about. I did not
know the answer yet, but I was almost sure I would make another one, if only for Lily and the
future children she talked about.
I was given the idea for writing about the painter Robert Harris during my second
semester of studying history at the University of Prince Edward Island. While researching Prince
Edward Island artists from the colonial era I came across some quotations from Robert Harris
that enchanted me. Reading about his love for Welsh and Prince Edward Island landscapes and
for painting, I imagined a picture book about him and thought I knew people who would be
encouraged by his story. I remember walking in Charlottetown and thinking about the words
Harris had written about it, and about the way he had looked at the place where I was. I stored
the idea away for a time when I might put some serious research toward the topic.
Nearing my last year of studying history at UPEI, I was not sure whether I wanted to
write an Honours Program in History thesis. I thought, though, that the Honours Program could
be a good opportunity to do some in-depth research on a subject I wanted to make a picture book
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about. I emailed the Chair of History, Dr. James Moran, to ask whether it was too late to enter the
program. While on the way to a meeting with him, I imagined spending a year researching and
writing an essay that most people I knew would not be interested in reading, and I decided to ask
Dr. Moran if I could take directed studies courses with creative projects instead of choosing an
Honours project. When we talked, though, Dr. Moran told me that a creative project was, in fact,
compatible with the program. During a conversation over tea with Dr. Moran, Honours
Coodinator Dr. Raiswell, and Prince Edward Island history professor Dr. MacDonald, a plan
started to take shape. That conversation led to a lovely (albeit strenuous) year of researching and
making both a mock-up of “Always Looking” and this meta-essay about the book’s genre.
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Introduction: The Question

!
“Dear Eddie: I came home the day before yesterday and find that you want some memos about
scene painting–but all this I’m sure you know.”1

~
A young boy sits at the bottom of a large, gnarly tree, holds an open book, and looks with
surprise and wonder up and into the eyes of a treetop-turned-dragon on the cover of the 2017
book John Ronald’s Dragons: The Story of J.R.R. Tolkien.2 The artwork, watercolour and penand-ink with warm, pleasant hues of green, blue, yellow, and orange, focuses the viewer’s eye on
the meeting of boy and dragon while offering a rich array of details, such as leaf-like dragon
scales and a village and stream in some nearby hills. This cover, evocative and whimsical, hints
at the book’s story about a boy whose imagination and whose love for dragons will eventually
result in him growing up to write The Hobbit, one of the greatest works of imaginative fiction of
the 20th century. The cover also hints at the abundance of possibility within the genre of
historical writing for children. John Ronald’s Dragons and other books, such as the 2015
Caldecott-Medal-winner Finding Winnie: The True Story of the World’s Most Famous Bear,3 tell
nonfiction stories to children, incorporating well-researched information and engaging
storytelling to offer children valuable works of history.

1

This quotation as well as the rest of the section epigraphs are from a letter that Harris wrote to his brother
Edward in 1870, as quoted in the following book by Moncrieff Williamson: Moncrieff Williamson, Island Painter:
The Life of Robert Harris (1849-1919) (Charlottetown: Ragweed Press, 1983), 33-4.
2 Caroline McAlister, John Ronald’s Dragons: The Story of J. R. R. Tolkien (New York: Roaring Brook
Press, 2017).
3

Lindsay Mattick, Finding Winnie: The True Story of the World’s Most Famous Bear (Toronto:
HarperCollins Canada, 2015).
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The potential for the creative nonfiction picture book (CNPB) genre grows as the market
for, and publishing of, nonfiction books for children increases. History books of this genre have
been published about a variety of subjects: John Ronald’s Dragon’s tells the story of an English
author who pioneered the modern fantasy genre; Finding Winnie tells the story of a Canadian
bear who inspired a children’s classic; and On a Beam of Light: A Story of Albert Einsten4 tells
the story of the German-American physicist whose influential accomplishments include
developing the theory of relativity. Other picture books, while not strictly nonfiction, closely
follow true stories. One book is about a man who in 1974 walked between the World Trade
Center towers in New York,5 and another is about an English schoolgirl and astronomer who
came up with the name for Pluto.6 These are but a tiny sample of the outpouring of historical
picture books designed and told for children. With so many of these works being published about
a wealth of subjects in diverse areas of history, it is worth considering the potential for the CNPB
genre and the value of historians creating within it.
According to Rita Milios, an author and editor, creative nonfiction is a kind of nonfiction
“that purposefully combines the elements of fiction and nonfiction.”7 Alice LaPlante, Stanford
University creative writing professor, calls attention to the increasingly blurred line between

4

Jennifer Berne, On a Beam of Light: A Story of Albert Einstein (San Francisco: First Chronicle Books
LLC, 2013).
5

Mordicai Gerstein, The Man Who Walked Between the Towers (New York: Roaring Book Press, 2003).

6 Alice B. McGinty, The Girl Who Named Pluto: The Story of Venetia Burney (New York: Schwartz &
Wade Books, 2019).
7

“Five Reasons to Write Nonfiction for Children,” Writing World, accessed March 2, 2022, https://
www.writing-world.com/children/nonfiction.shtml.
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fiction and creative nonfiction.8 One feature she considers important is that a creative nonfiction
story, as with good fiction, must resist paraphrase;9 didactic statements cannot encapsulate the
meaning of the writing. CNPB publications are, generally, nonfiction books that focus on telling
stories. Like other good nonfiction picture books, CNPB works ought to have engaging writing,
visual appeal, and accurate information.10 Besides being nonfiction in content, though, the books
tend to read much like fiction. The CNPB genre also includes illustrations that work together
with texts and often include aids such as bibliographies, timelines, and author’s notes.
Although it is home to probably the most famous children’s novel ever written in Canada,
Anne of Green Gables, Prince Edward Island has not seen a lot of creative nonfiction for
children. A few examples of the limited number of children’s creative nonfiction that do exist
include books about Mi’kmaq culture, such as Sandra L. Dodge’s Minegoo: the Mi’kmaq
Creation Story of Prince Edward Island,11 and Julie Pellissier-Lush’s Mi’kmaq Campfire Stories
of Prince Edward Island.12 Hugh MacDonald’s I is for Island: A Prince Edward Island Alphabet,
while not a story, is a picture book that includes poems that teach children about Prince Edward
Island.13 One exemplar of Prince Edward Island creative nonfiction is John Gallant and G. (Seth)
8 Alice

LaPlante, The Making of a Story (New York and London: W. W. Norton & Company, 2007), 26.

9 Alice

LaPlante, 31.

10

Jan Fields, “The Importance of Nonfiction,” Institute for Writers, accessed March 2, 2022, https://

www.instituteforwriters.com/the-importance-of-nonfiction/.
11

Sandra L. Dodge, Minegoo: the Mi’kmaq Creation Story of Prince Edward Island (Charlottetown: Acorn
Press, 2017).
12

Julie Pellissier-Lush, Mi’kmaq Campfire Stories of Prince Edward Island (Charlottetown: Acorn Press,

13

Hugh MacDonald, I is for Island: A Prince Edward Island Alphabet (Ann Arbor: Sleeping Bear Press,

2021.

2012).
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Gallant’s Bannock, Beans and Black Tea: Memories of a Prince Edward Island Childhood in the
Great Depression.14 This book has too few illustrations to be a picture book, but its plain
language makes it appropriate for middle readers, and its storytelling approach makes it a good
example of creative nonfiction. There are also creative nonfiction biographies of L. M.
Montgomery. Despite these examples of creative nonfiction appropriate for children, Prince
Edward Island history does not seem to have many books in this genre written about it.
There are, however, many books of other genres written for children about Prince Edward
Island. “Prince Edward Island ABCs” books and simply “Prince Edward Island” books are
common. One textbook is Abegweit: Land of the Red Soil,15 a book designed for sixth-grade
children on Prince Edward Island. Other examples include Deportation of the Prince Edward
Island Acadians16 (a book giving an overview of its subject for middle readers), Prince Edward
Island17 (a book aimed at children in the United States and including geographical, cultural, and
historical information), and Born! A Foal, Five Kittens, and Confederation18 (a historical fiction
book for children set during the Charlottetown Conference). Other historical fiction books for
children include Lynn Manuel’s The Summer of the Marco Polo,19 a picture book based on L. M.

14

John Gallant and G. (Seth) Gallant, Bannock, Beans and Black Tea: Memories of a Prince Edward
Island Childhood in the Great Depression (Montreal: Drawn & Quarterly, 2004).
15 Douglas Baldwin, Abegweit: Land of the Red Soil (Charlottetown: Ragweed Press, 1985). The book has
since been revised and republished several times in trade editions.
16

Earle Lockerby, Deportation of the Prince Edward Island Acadians (Halifax: Nimbus Publishing, 2008).

17

Deirdre Kessler, Prince Edward Island (Danbury: Grolier Ltd, 1992).

18

Deirdre Kessler, Born! A Foal, Five Kittens, and Confederation (Charlottetown: Acorn Press, 2014).

19

Lynn Manuel, The Summer of the Marco Polo (Victoria and Custer: Orca Book Publishers, 2007).
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Montgomery’s diary. When it comes to Prince Edward Island history for children, publishers and
authors seem to have emphasized nonfiction and historical fiction books over creative nonfiction.
One subject that has not been made accessible to children through creative nonfiction is
the story of Prince Edward Island artist Robert Harris (1849–1919). As the most famous portrait
painter of his time in Canada, he is a notable figure in both Prince Edward Island history and in
Canadian history. However, in 1970, Harris’s biographer Moncrieff Williamson argued that “No
artist has been worse betrayed by time and the indifference of his own country than Robert
Harris.”20 Since Williamson wrote those words, his 1970 and 1982 biographies,21 as well as
Robert C. Tuck’s articles in The Island Magazine and his annotated collection of Harris family
letters,22 have made Harris information more available to the public, especially on Prince Edward
Island. Harris, though, is arguably still relatively little-known considering his prominence as a
Canadian artist during his time. Perhaps one reason for this is that no published literature
focusing on Harris seems to have been designed specifically for children. The past neglect of
Harris, as well as the lack of children’s literature about Harris, suggests that he is one historical
subject within Prince Edward Island and Canadian history that would be a good subject for a new
CNPB work. Because of this, the story of Robert Harris provides an especially useful focus for a
case study of the value of combining the discipline of history with this particular children’s book
genre.

20 Moncrieff Williamson, Robert Harris 1849-1919: An Unconventional Biography (Toronto: McClelland
and Stewart, 1970), xi.
21
22

Island Painter.

Robert C. Tuck, The Island Family Harris: Letters of an Immigrant Family in British North America,
1856-1866 (Charlottetown: Ragweed Press, 1983).
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This study has two parts. The first is a mock-up of a creative nonfiction children’s picture
book about Robert Harris. The book, “Always Looking: The Story of Robert Harris,” is
particularly aimed at children ages nine through twelve, an age group designated by Indigo
Books & Music Inc. as a useful age category for nonfiction. The mock-up is meant to provide the
text for the story along with a suggestion of what the design and illustrations could look like in a
finished book.
The second part of the study is this meta-essay. It will draw from research about the
genre, Harris’s life and works, Prince Edward Island, and Canadian art, as well as from other
parts of the process of making this book, in order to discuss the place of this genre within the
discipline of history. After discussing the CNPB genre and professional recommendations for
authors working in the genre, the meta-essay will explain the rationale for the project and then
unpack the historical and genre considerations that led to the creation of the mock-up. The
combination of the meta-essay and the mock-up will demonstrate how combining the discipline
of history with work in this genre can produce a valuable historical contribution through
engaging children, introducing them to the discipline of history, and communicating history to
them.

!
!
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I. Unpacking the Genre: The Supplies

!
“1rst cloth. Unbleached stuff is best for you.…2nd. Boil common glue in water…Paint. Get
whiting, yellow ochre, red ochre…”

~
Articles about children’s literature encourage authors to create within the CNPB genre. One
major reason for this is the rising demand for children’s nonfiction books,23 which have grown
enormously in popularity, and which in recent decades have become more common for children
of all ages.24 New markets are appearing as parents, teachers, and publishers see these books as
valuable.25 For early and emergent readers, publishers have begun to choose nonfiction just as
often as fiction.26
At the same time, the market for the CNPB sector of children’s nonfiction is increasing as
well. An advertisement for instructor and author Laura Backes’s course Writing Creative
Nonfiction Picture Books says that the market for creative nonfiction picture books is
“exploding” and that these books are popular with publishers.27 One reason for this is that
children enjoy them; Jan Fields, author at the educational website Institute for Writers, states that
children love nonfiction books,28 and the advertisement for Creative Nonfiction Picture Books

23

Rita Milios.

24 Sharon Ruth Gill, “What Teachers Need to Know about the ‘New’ Nonfiction,” Reading Rockets,
accessed March 2, 2022, https://www.readingrockets.org/article/what-teachers-need-know-about-new-nonfiction.

25

Rita Milios.

26

Rita Milios.

27

“Writing Creative Nonfiction Picture Books.”

28

Jan Fields.
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claims that children love creative nonfiction.29 Another reason for the exploding market for
creative nonfiction picture books is likely that the standards have recently risen for children’s
nonfiction.30 Creative nonfiction picture books won Caldecott medals in 2014, 2016, and 2017.31
Besides being recognized as excellent publications, these books also seem to be recognized as
helpful tools for teaching children. They teach children through offering true stories that engage
young readers and that can be useful supplements to educational curricula.32 Besides containing
useful information, nonfiction books can also help kids learn to appreciate well-researched
information.33 As they rise in popularity, creative nonfiction picture books seem to be growing in
social significance and impact.
Sharon Ruth Gill and Jan Fields describe specific features that great creative nonfiction
picture books have. Fields emphasizes the importance of excellent research, which contributes to
the creation of engaging text that is both interesting to readers and as accurate as possible in
terms of both facts and understanding.34 Gill, who methodically studied award-winning and
honour books from three children’s book awards from 2007 and 2008, mentions numerous
features that help make books that are visually appealing, present accurate and authoritative

29

“Writing Creative Nonfiction Picture Books.”

30

Rita Milios; Sharon Ruth Gill.

31

“Writing Creative Nonfiction Picture Books.”

32

“Writing Creative Nonfiction Picture Books”; Rita Milios.

33

Jan Fields.

34

Jan Fields.
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research, and have engaging writing.35 Besides including attractive illustrations, she writes, some
ways to pursue visual appeal are to pay attention to the visuals in every part of the book,
including the cover and endpages, to have colourful illustrations that are appropriate for the
content of the book, and to break up the text with other features.36 For elements of accuracy and
authority, Gill says that nonfiction books should give a sense of the author's research process in
the endpages and make it easy for a reader to sort between fact and subjective statements.37 One
aim in support of engaging writing is a respect for the knowledge-level of one’s audience. It is
important to have appropriate language for the intended audience, to explain new terms if
necessary, and to write without showing condescension.38 Other aspects of engaging writing
include an enticing lead, an appropriate tone, and logically ordered ideas.39 These become
important tools for creating CNPB works for young audiences.

!
!
!
!

35

Sharon Ruth Gill.

36

Sharon Ruth Gill.

37

Sharon Ruth Gill.

38

Sharon Ruth Gill.

39

Sharon Ruth Gill.
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II. History for Children: The Plan
“Make a rough sketch in water colour of the scene you want to paint.”

~
Societies access history in many ways. Beyond classroom settings, individuals are surrounded by
history and engage with it through diverse means such as conversations, television, movies,
historical markers, buildings, monuments, museums, immediate experiences of sites and artifacts
and interpretations of them, online videos and articles, news, magazines–and both nonfiction and
fiction books. Children connect with history in these ways as well, and one may argue that
children, especially, learn history through television and movies. Each form, engaging with
particular senses and provoking thought in different ways, has its strengths and weaknesses.
Some forms, such as museums and reconstructed sites, offer history that has an embodied
presence. A child can see actual historical objects and be in the places where historical events
happened, and these experiences can give a sense of immediacy to history and help the child to
see the history as something that is part of the child’s own life and place. Other forms of
encounter do not have the physical embodiment of history at their disposal.
However, forms such as books and movies, which focus on developing stories, can relate
history to the child’s experience in other immediate ways. Stories, by evoking imagination and
empathy, enable people to experience the world through other individuals’ perspectives,
including the perspectives of historical individuals. As literary scholar C. S. Lewis wrote, “...in
reading great literature I become a thousand men and yet remain myself. Like the night sky in the
Greek poem, I see with a myriad eyes, but it is still I who see…. I transcend myself; and am

Grounds 1! 8
never more myself than when I do.”40 Stories can help a child imagine historical realities and
experiences while at the same time selecting aspects of the past to emphasize in order to offer an
interpretation to the child. By giving a child an experience of walking around in the shoes of a
historical person, stories can make history immediate to the child through imagination and can
encourage the child to engage with history as a whole person rather than merely as someone
looking for information.

~
If the value of story is one reason the CNPB genre can be a useful tool for
communicating historical knowledge to children, the illustrations within these books can be
helpful as well. CNPB publications can be visually pleasing and engaging, and, like stories,
illustrations can provoke children’s imaginations. Illustrations can suggest the visual richness of
the world and of the meaning behind words, and in so doing can help children to imagine further
possibilities beyond the illustrations themselves. Like movies and television, illustrations can
offer children a good sense of what something from the past looked like without requiring a child
to read a long description; thus, the illustrations support children in being able to wonder about
and imagine the past. Some subjects, such as an artist’s life, work especially well with a picture
book format, since illustrations can show images of important objects that might be difficult for a
reader to imagine without visual help, such as artwork that the historical artist creates. For a child
who wants to learn about something but does not want to read a chapter book about it, CNPB
works can still offer a great deal of information both textually and visually. As an aid to
imagination, book illustrations also seem to go farther than movies and television do to inspire
40

C. S. Lewis, An Experiment in Criticism (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1961), 141.
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audience members to fill in visuals and information using their imaginations. Like poetry or
standalone paintings, picture books generally do not use a large number of words or images in
order to achieve their purposes, and yet they can say a great deal and give a deep experience of a
subject through only a small amount of space.
Due to the visual nature of both illustrations and text, it is likely that CNPB publications
will be especially appreciated by people who gravitate toward visual learning. According to
EducationPlanner.org, a service of the Pennsylvania Higher Education Assistance Agency, there
are three primary learning styles: auditory, tactile, and visual.41 Those identified as “visual
learners” tend to learn through reading and through seeing pictures and are “attracted to color
and to spoken language (like stories) that is rich in imagery.” For children who especially
gravitate toward learning about, and engaging with, the world through visuals, a well-illustrated
and designed book will likely be a particularly helpful way to connect with history.
One benefit of connecting with history through books, as opposed to forms of historical
interpretation that are tied to specific locations—as in the cases of museums and historical sites
—is that this genre has an additional accessibility to children. A child who can read or be read to,
and who has access to a library or to another way of obtaining books, has the opportunity to read
about historical subjects that could be difficult for the child to learn about in other ways. Instead
of needing to be brought to a specific location that might have a fee and that might be far away
from the child’s home, the child can read about the subject. A child will likely also be able to

41

“What's Your Learning Style? The Learning Styles,” EducationPlanner.org, accessed March 17, 2022,
http://www.educationplanner.org/students/self-assessments/learning-styles-styles.shtml.
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return to the book many times, and to spend a lot of time with the book, rather than having
limited time at a historical location during a school field trip or a family outing or vacation.
While libraries tend to have many nonfiction books for children, a feature that makes
CNPB publications especially accessible is that these books have much in common with fiction.
Children who would not normally willingly read nonfiction books may find books of this genre
attractive. Perhaps this is one reason many of the popular CNPB works have the word “story” in
their titles. The word, as well as other aspects of well-designed creative nonfiction book covers,
signals to children that this is not one of those nonfiction books that are rather dry. The engaging
quality of CNPB publications is one of the reasons this genre is so useful for communicating
history.

~
And so, CNPB works engage children through stories, illustrations, and relatable characters.
Many creative nonfiction picture books are also biographies, and one reason why biography
lends itself especially well to this genre is that biographies can naturally be told as stories with
relatable characters. The arc of a person’s life can provide a natural organizational principle for
storytelling, and an arc carries with it a notion of change over time, of struggle and growth.
Stories have often been framed as quests or journeys, and this naturally meshes with a biography
as a story of a person’s life and of their struggles and quest.

~
Besides helping children to learn about and connect with subjects from the past, books of this
genre also have the opportunity to give children an excellent introduction to the discipline of
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history. In The Past is a Foreign Country, David Lowenthal points out that individuals cannot
actually access the past, but instead can only encounter imagined reconstructions of the past.42
History is those reconstructions of the past. In the introduction to Settling and Unsettling
Memories: Essays in Canadian Public History, editors Nicole Neatby and Peter Hodgins refer to
public history as narrations of the past that influence historical consciousness.43 In the same way,
creative nonfiction picture books offer narrations of the past to children while also often giving
children a sense of the historical study that contributed to the narrative.
Children generally do not need to be taught to enjoy good stories, whether fiction or
nonfiction, from the present or the past. Similarly, children do not have to be taught to enjoy
good historical stories, and probably one of the first introductions most children have to history
is listening to adults tell stories from different times. One might think that this would mean that
children would grow up finding history valuable and enjoyable. However, not all children are
told stories by adults, and just because children enjoy the stories they hear does not mean that
they connect them with the discipline of history.
One of the valuable things about creative nonfiction picture books is that they can help
children connect a good story with the discipline of history, and by doing so, give children a
sense of the value of history. By telling stories that are not only true but that are supported by
features such as primary sources, historical notes, and bibliographies, CNPB works show
children that historical knowledge can be used to communicate engaging and meaningful stories.

42
43

David Lowenthal, The Past is a Foreign Country (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1985), 4.

Nicole Neatby and Peter Hodgins, eds., Settling and Unsettling Memories: Essays in Canadian Public
History (Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 2012), 16.
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This provides children with a valuable introduction to history, and in so doing invites children
into a discipline that could benefit them and their communities. This introduction also
encourages children who are interested in history to be aware of the role of story in the
discipline. Thus, through enjoying a historical creative nonfiction book, a child can come away
with a greater appreciation of and understanding of the discipline that helped to create the book.

~
Besides showing children that history can be engaging and story-oriented, creative nonfiction
books can also show children that history can be combined with a creative project as opposed to
a more didactic and argument-focused form of communication. While didactic and argumentfocused communication has its place and can be helpful and enriching, humans can respond to
information in more ways than simply remembering it, communicating it, and using it in their
analyses and decisions. When asked, “Why are you here on earth?” the ancient Greek
philosopher Anaxagoras replied, “To behold.”44 With a similar emphasis, C. S. Lewis wrote, “I
think we delight to praise what we enjoy because the praise not merely expresses but completes
the enjoyment; it is its appointed consummation.”45 History, then, is not simply a tool, but has
intrinsic value. While praise and didactic or applied or practical forms of scholarship are not
mutually exclusive, creative projects can be especially conducive to praising what is good and
beautiful. Creative nonfiction picture books can emphasize to children that historical knowledge
can go beyond learning and using information.

~
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The imagined book, “Always Looking,” focuses on the life of prominent Canadian artist Robert
Harris.46 He was born on 18 September 1849 in Cydd, Brymn-a-In, North Wales, and the family
moved to Prince Edward Island in the fall of 1856. Harris apprenticed with a land surveyor in
1863, but he had long dreamed of seriously pursuing art.47 After travelling to England and
visiting art galleries in 1867, Harris stayed for a few more years on the Island where he
established a reputation as a portraitist and was hired to paint the speakers of the P.E.I. House of
Assembly.
Between 1871 and 1883 Harris studied art in Boston, England, and Paris; visited galleries
in Italy; and moved to Toronto. He exhibited his artwork in Canada and France as well as in a
book called Canada, Picturesque and Descriptive, and also created illustrations for newspapers
and books and taught art classes in Toronto. Though he spent much of these years travelling, he
also returned to the Island periodically, wrote poetry about his home, and demonstrably missed
it.
Harris moved to Canada’s largest city, Montreal, in 1883. The next year he completed
what is probably his most famous painting, The Fathers of Confederation, which burned along
with the Parliament Buildings in Ottawa in 1916, and in 1885 painted another of his
masterworks, A Meeting of the School Trustees. In the same year, he married Elizabeth “Bessie”
Putnam. They had a happy relationship though they had no children.

46 The

following biographical sketch is adapted from the note on Harris’s life at the end of “Always
Looking,” which, in turn, is based mainly on published biographies by Moncrieff Williamson.
47
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Harris was passionate about the development of Canadian artists48 and about the
importance of public interest in Canadian art.49 As part of Harris’s support for artists, he helped
to start the influential Pen and Pencil Club in Montreal in 1890. This society organized dinners
with speeches and encouraged arts and letters. He was also President of the Royal Canadian
Academy from 1893 until 1906, longer than any of the Academy’s other early presidents.
Constantly drawing and painting, over the course of his career Harris completed more than three
hundred portraits and exhibited art in Canada, the United States (where he won two gold
medals), England, and France. Harris died on 27 February 1919 and is buried in St. Peter’s
Cemetery in Charlottetown.

~
“Always Looking” focuses on Harris’s journey as an artist and as someone who loved to see
beauty. Taking a mixed thematic-chronological approach, the mock-up follows Harris through
his life as he encounters beauty at superficial and deep levels in nature (including landscapes and
human faces), culture (including cities and artwork), and spirituality (including the dignity of
humans and beauty seen after death). The story explores Harris’s relationship with his art as well
as with places, especially Prince Edward Island, in terms of beauty and Harris’s desire to, and
struggles to be able to, enjoy it. Through words and pictures, the mock-up shows who Harris was
as an artist and as a person.

~
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Besides being the story of a significant figure from Prince Edward Island and Canadian history,
Harris’s journey is a good option for a CNPB work because it lends itself to a story that is
engaging, encouraging, and beautiful, though not without struggle. The historical choice to focus
on Harris’s wonder and on his sensitivity to visual beauty both brings out a key aspect of Harris’s
life and gives readers a historical consciousness of struggles to enjoy beauty that have been part
of the past and that can be related to the readers’ own experiences of the present. For example,
the challenges Harris faced in embracing Prince Edward Island can be related to contemporary
struggles of restlessness and placelessness in a globalized world. Another main struggle within
the story, Harris’s pursuit of art, can be related to contemporary struggles to transcend the
utilitarian. This narrative of the past can provoke readers to contemplate realities that have been
part of the past but that also have played a role in the formation of the present.
Harris had, in some ways, a childlike spirit; as a young man he felt the freedom and the
desire to shout out all along a beautiful road and then to write about it. He had, arguably, more
wonder for the world than most people, and this makes his struggle and his journey in areas
related to wonder a particularly good illustration of a universal challenge. One reason a story
about Harris’s journey as an artist and as someone who loved to look at beauty is engaging is that
he struggled in ways that can be relatable for readers. His story is also beautiful in that it
suggests the value of Harris’s struggle as well as the possibility of resolution to it. Thus, his story
shows children that the discipline of history can be an essential tool in creating a book that is
engaging and thought-provoking in the sense of all good history, and that is also encouraging and
beautiful.
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In so doing, the story also is a good example of the beauty that can be seen in history.
While beauty can be encountered visually, it is more than a visual experience, and is found in
music and in any kind of encounter with harmony and order. Complementing the philosopher
Boethius’s understanding of beauty as being synonymous with harmony,50 philosopher and
University of Oxford graduate Stratford Caldecott argues in Beauty for Truth’s Sake: On the Reenchantment of Education that “Beauty is the radiance of the true and the good, and it is what
attracts us to both.”51 Part of the goal of history is to tell the truth. While history does not always
appear to be beautiful, and while historians do not need to self-consciously look for beauty in
order to make valuable contributions to history, sometimes it is clear that there is beauty in
history, that there is a radiance coming from the truth explained by historians. The history
conveyed in “Always Looking” is one example of this. Arguably, the beauty obvious in some
history suggests there is a beauty that exists in all of history, though it is not always apparent, and
may tend to be less clear in the small details and studies rather than in the overall story. And,
while some themes and episodes in history appear ugly in themselves, they can be, as the
philosophy of Augustine of Hippo suggests, like shadows on a tree, shadows which in
themselves are dark and yet provide contrast for the light and contribute to the beauty of the
greater scene. Despite whether beauty does exist in all of history, though, Harris’s story and other
CNPB works such as John Ronald’s Dragons do encourage readers to consider what beauty may
exist in history, and to notice it when it is clear.

50 Férdia J. Stone-Davis, Musical Beauty: Negotiating the Boundary Between Subject and Object (Eugene:
Cascade Books, 2011), 2.
51

Stratford Caldecott, Beauty for Truth’s Sake: On the Re-enchantment of Education (Grand Rapids:
Brazos Press, 2009), 31.
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~
Harris seems to have been particularly drawn to seeing the world even as a young boy. Some of
the earliest primary sources from him, letters to his grandmother when he was nine, focus on
things he saw, such as pumpkins, “pretty little kittens,” and grain growing in a field.52 “Baby is
more like me, everybody says, in face, figure and complexion, than anyone else,” he wrote.53
Harris’s life and writings reveal a person with a deep desire to see the beauty around him.
A primary way in which Harris’s sensitivity to visual beauty was manifested was in his
dedication to visual art. He was committed to art even as a young child. At age seven Harris was
so absorbed by drawing that his tutor worried his student would not learn how to write properly.
Several months later Harris’s mother wrote, “Robert is now quite engaged with his drawing and
painting; he never tires, and always says he will be an artist.”54 When Harris was eleven his
mother wrote, “He gives all his thoughts now to drawing, and wishes he could be a great
artist.”55 His passion for art lasted his whole life. Even during his last months Harris was talking
about the painting that he would like to do.56
He also seems to have self-consciously connected his love of creating to his love of
looking at beauty. As a young man he both wrote about the value of looking at sunsets and
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painted them.57 Writing about painting people, he suggested the importance of “looking for the
dignified and beautiful…”58 In whatever visual art Harris created, vision was a fundamental
aspect of the creation.
Though Harris focused on drawing and painting people, he also loved to see and paint
places both far and near. Whether travelling or at home, his visual enjoyment was not confined to
seeing people and to pursuing his craft. He was also interested in how the places he saw looked.
In 1867, after seeing the National Gallery in London, he wrote, “Every place grows pale, poor
and small beside it.”59 In 1878 he wrote from Paris, “There are so many trees everywhere, and
everything is so fresh and bright-looking that certainly any other city I have ever seen looks dull
by comparison.”60 His writing contains many visual descriptions of the places he saw, and at
least during the early part of his life his travels seem to have led to a tension between his love for
places far from home and his love for Charlottetown.
One clear expression of, and response to, this tension is the argument Harris made, after
returning to the Island from seeing galleries in England, that Prince Edward Island itself was a
gallery and was filled with beauty.61 Harris also expressed and responded to the tension between
the sights of home and away through writing poetry. In 1882, while in Paris, he wrote a poem
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saying that his heart was in his country, not because it was more beautiful than “these realms of
antique date” but because it was “By dreams of childhood sanctified.”62 Seemingly, Harris’s love
for the sights of his childhood helped him to appreciate the beauty of them. In an undated poem
called “Memories of Charlottetown,” Harris describes Charlottetown scenes, such as tides
flowing past wharves, that come to him in the evenings.63 Thus, while Harris loved to see new
places, paradoxically, seeing them seems to have led him to embrace more fully the sights of his
Prince Edward Island home.
While Harris experienced tension in terms of what places he chose to look at and love, a
more central struggle within his life seems to be the question of whether he would be able to
accomplish his goals as a visual artist. Since Harris’s lifelong devotion to art seems to have
flowed from his sensitivity to beauty, the difficulty in his journey as an artist is an excellent
illustration of Harris’s struggle to devote himself to looking closely at the world. As “Always
Looking” shows, Harris faced challenges practically and socially in his development as an artist.
This struggle as an artist–in terms of both career and artistic development—was a major aspect
of Harris’s struggle to devote himself to looking at beauty. Furthermore, this struggle to focus on
beauty through drawing and painting was also a major aspect of who Harris was as a person.
Thus, the narrative of “Always Looking” contains two essential elements of a compelling story:
conflict and struggle.
Not only was sight important to Harris, but it seems that he was gifted with vision. He
could draw and paint representational art well, which requires close observation. Arguably, his
62
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visual passion was both a result of seeing and, also, a cause of his being able to see better. As the
ancient expression goes, ubi amor, ibi oculus: “The eyes see better when guided by love.”64
Harris’s story is a hopeful one because it reminds readers that enjoying beauty as a major aspect
of life is possible.

!
!

64

Josef Pieper, 74.
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III. Creative Considerations: The Brushwork

!
“Use very big brushes and then you’ll be less likely to get a mean niggling effect. Try to make the
thing tell at a distance, never mind how it looks near.”

~
Books are meant to meet needs. In this instance, the imagined book, “Always Looking,”
contributes to children’s history in several areas. The mock-up adds to the art history of Prince
Edward Island, to the history of outmigration from Prince Edward Island, to the history of
culture on Prince Edward Island, and to the art history of Canada.
In its contributions to the art history of Prince Edward Island, “Always Looking”
addresses young readers and shows who Harris was as an artist, what motivated him, and what
characterized his work. The book also explores the development of an artist on Prince Edward
Island, his relationship to the Island, and the significance of this Prince Edward Island artist
within Canada. To achieve these goals, the book offers details that reveal Harris’s motivations as
an artist, follows important experiences in his development as a painter, shows how those same
motivations affected his relationship with the Island, and conveys his place within Canadian art.
In order to communicate who Harris was as an artist, the book focuses on his love of
looking at the people and places around him and his ability to see the beauty in them. As
discussed above, this focus on seeing beauty is evident in many areas of his life and works, and
is something that he self-consciously connected to his work as an artist. One particularly good
illustration of this motivation, and one included in the book, is Harris’s poem “Vocation,” in
which he argues that his love of looking at beauty gives him so much joy that he would rather
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paint than pursue a more practical career.65 Characterizing his portraits as attempts to show the
beauty and dignity in people, “Always Looking” draws directly from Harris’s own words about
his purposes.66
Bringing in some aspects of Harris’s development as an artist from Prince Edward Island,
the book reveals some of the difficulties Harris faced on Prince Edward Island, but also, some of
the encouragement he received. Difficulties included or alluded to are his tutor’s apparent
withholding of encouragement, the need to make a living in a small community with few well-todo patrons, the expense of art supplies on Prince Edward Island, the absence of cultural resources
such as art galleries and art studios, and the lack of other artists to provide companionship and
artistic encouragement.67 According to Moncrieff Williamson, Harris bought art supplies in
Liverpool “for less than one-third the price he would have had to pay in Charlottetown…”68
Prince Edward Island was not particularly wealthy, with shipping, farming, and fishing being
three of the few major industries. Harris had difficulty obtaining payment for some portraits
commissioned on Prince Edward Island, and at least once found himself almost unable to pay
rent in Boston while he waited for payment from Prince Edward Island patrons.69 He also seems
to have felt isolated as an artist on Prince Edward Island, which was part of the pull to go
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elsewhere.70 Such considerations inform children about challenges for artists on Prince Edward
Island while also helping to illustrate that place matters, that it offers opportunities but also
constraints.
These challenges for an artist on Prince Edward Island point toward an intersection of the
Island’s art history and the Maritime region’s history of outmigration. It is estimated that almost
a quarter million native-born inhabitants of the Maritimes moved away from the region between
1860 and 1900, and it was during these years that Harris became an adult, spent time travelling
and studying away from home, and ultimately moved away from the Island.71 “Always Looking”
contributes to children’s history of outmigration by showing reasons an artist moved away from
the region, but also, his ongoing relationship with the region after moving.
While some aspects of his artistic development were difficult, Harris also received
encouragement on the Island. Harris’s mother and brother are two people included in “Always
Looking” who seem to have been an encouragement to Harris, and there were others as well.
When Harris was a child, Captain John Orlebar, a Royal Navy hydrographer based in
Charlottetown, praised Harris’s work and encouraged him in it.72 Other support was more casual:
Harris’s mother wrote that the family’s landlord “was astonished at Robert’s natural talent.”73
Although his practice there was not lucrative, Harris did receive commissions on Prince Edward
Island, and his paintings were praised in the Charlottetown Examiner twice when Harris was a
70
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teenager. One article mentions how at a church bazaar, paintings “in oil, by Mr. Harris, of this
City, were, deservedly, very much admired.”74 Another article describes a painting “by our
talented young townsman, Mr. Robert Harris.”75 Other supports to Harris’s development included
access to illustrations to copy,76 his ability to earn money working for surveyors, and his great
enjoyment of the natural beauty he found on Prince Edward Island. Williamson credits Harris’s
experiences as a surveyor for helping Harris to develop his appreciation of nature,77 and Harris
wrote on many occasions about the beauty of his surroundings on Prince Edward Island.
“Always Looking” shows some of the social support, financial help, and natural beauty that
inspired and encouraged Harris on Prince Edward Island.
“Always Looking” contributes to children’s art history of Prince Edward Island by
exploring an Island artist’s relationship with the Island and with other places. The story conveys
how an artist could love the Island and consider it home, yet feel compelled to leave.
Nonetheless, “Always Looking” suggests that Prince Edward Island as a place has had an active
role in encouraging Island and Canadian visual art. While it is not a major theme in the story,
“Always Looking” does suggest Harris’s prominence within Canada as a famous portraitist and
as a president of the Royal Canadian Academy. The “Note on Harris’s Life,” which supplements
the text, delves into more of Harris’s impact as a Canadian artist by chronicling his exhibits and
his role in Montreal’s Pen and Pencil Club.
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Concerning the broader context of historical Prince Edward Island culture, “Always
Looking” offers children an understanding of the motivations and experiences of a historical
figure, and particularly of a historical artist. Historian David Weale, in a piece for The Island
Magazine, paints a portrait of the Island as a difficult place for wonder and art to thrive. In “‘No
Scope for Imagination’: Another Side of Anne of Green Gables,” Weale argues that one element
of L. M. Montgomery’s Anne of Green Gables is a complaint about the Prince Edward Island
culture that Montgomery knew and that in Anne of Green Gables, “Montgomery suggests a
society where the capacity for wonder and delight has been repressed but not killed.”78 Arguing
that principles of community, hard work, and frugality characterized the rural order of Prince
Edward Island by about 1880,79 Weale attributes causes for Montgomery’s discontent with her
society to aspects of the values of her rural community on Prince Edward Island.80 Harris was a
product, generally speaking, of Charlottetown rather than of the “rural order” that Weale
describes, and Harris was also part of an Anglican community that seems to have had more
emphasis on appreciation for ornament and beauty than Montgomery’s austere and Presbyterian
Cavendish did. However, in the ways that “Always Looking” offers an insight into Prince
Edward Island culture, the mock-up adds to the story of Prince Edward Island wonder,
appreciation for beauty, and creativity, and to some degree counters the story that Weale tells.

78 David Weale, “‘No Scope for Imagination’: Another Side of Anne of Green Gables,” The Island
Magazine no. 20 (Fall/Winter 1986): 3. http://vre2.upei.ca/islandmagazine/fedora/repository/vre%3Aislemagbatch2-261; Weale, 7.
79 Weale,

4-5.
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While Weale paints a repressed picture with respect to one sector of Island society in a
time period close to Harris’s, other authors capture fragments of Island life during the same era
and suggest a society willing to enjoy life. Diverse studies recount songs written and sung by
Islanders working in the lumber woods of Maine;81 chronicle amateur photography “as an
amusement”;82 tell of brass bands on Prince Edward Island; and describe a childhood that young
Harris might have recognized and identified with in some ways: enjoying tea parties and picnics,
cheerful parents, admiring beautiful things, skating and sleigh rides and tobogganing, being
shown Mi’kmaq canoes, seaside visits, as well as casual music-making and amateur drawing.83
“Always Looking” offers a narrative of someone delighting in beauty and finding encouragement
in their Prince Edward Island home, while it also hints at reasons the Island has not been an even
greater source of artistic production than it has.
Besides contributing to a children’s version of Prince Edward Island art history,
outmigration, and culture, “Always Looking” contributes to children’s history of Canadian art.
The book profiles a significant historical Canadian painter that relatively few Canadian children
have heard of. The history of outmigration from Prince Edward Island also intersects with the
Canadian history of immigration to urban centres and helps to explain the gravitational pull of
large centres such as Montreal or Toronto for aspiring artists.

81 Edward
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In addition, the story emphasizes the significance of Harris’s place within the history of
Canadian art history. As Moncrieff Williamson’s complaint suggests, Harris has not been given
much attention within Canadian art history.84 Perhaps one reason for this neglect is that Harris’s
work does not generally fall into the category of what has been celebrated as distinctly
“Canadian” work. Historical geographer Brian Osborne concluded in 1988 that the main groups
of people who have been successful in creating iconic national art for Canada have been the
Group of Seven and historical illustrators such as C. W. Jeffreys.85 Osborne points out how
Jeffreys honoured the heroism of frontier life and how the Group of Seven encouraged a
“national identification with a distinctive sense of place.”86 While an accomplished artist, Harris
did none of those things.
Historian Claire Campbell also discusses the sense of place associated with Canadian
identity by exploring the use of northern wilderness to encourage nationalism during the
twentieth century, and in so doing explains the prominence of northern wilderness within
Canadian cultural identity. In “‘It Was Canadian, Then, Typically Canadian’: Revisiting
Wilderness at Historic Sites,” Campbell argues that emphasis on the fur trade, and on a certain
kind of wilderness in association with it, has been a convenient nationalistic tool. She brings up
several reasons for the nationalistic usefulness of emphasizing the fur trade, discussing the way

84 See introduction above; Moncrieff Williamson, Robert Harris 1849-1919: An Unconventional Biography
(Toronto: McClelland and Stewart, 1970), xi.
85 Brian Osborne, “The Iconography of Nationhood in Canadian Art,” in The Iconography of Landscape,
ed. by Dennis Cosgrove and Stephen Daniels (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1989), 172-3.
86
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the trade spanned a large portion of the country, saw diverse groups of people working together,
and can be associated with a heroic encounter with the wild.87
As Campbell’s piece implicitly suggests, cultural products associated with a northern,
rugged wilderness have been associated with a certain Canadian national identity and have found
resonance within a context in which this identity has been encouraged. However, as Osborne
points out, “no iconography can encompass Canada’s diversity.”88 While wilderness has been
used to encourage nationalism, that does not mean that Canadian art should only be associated
with frontier heroism and a northern landscape. The use of wilderness to encourage nationalism
also does not mean that art that does not play into these themes does not have just as legitimate a
place within Canadian art as more conventionally “Canadian” art does. Prince Edward Island, for
example, does not fit this imaginative construct of Canada, and yet is just as Canadian as any
other part of Canada. Historian Paul Litt argues against a narrow view of what distinctly
Canadian art is when he points out the privileging of national and professional cultural producers
over local and amateur producers, reminds his readers of an alternative in which culture is a
participatory element of community life, and suggests that perhaps now it would be better to
associate Canadian culture “with alternative, local, or grassroots cultural production—a kind of
‘limited identities’ approach to cultural policy.”89 This approach leaves more room for artists who
do not fit within archetypally “Canadian” art and yet whose work can be meaningful to
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Canadians. By casting a light on a relatively obscure and non-wilderness-focused Canadian
artist, “Always Looking” introduces children to some of the meaningful Canadian art that the
readers may not be familiar with, and encourages children to imagine some of the expansiveness
of what Canadian art can include. In summary, then, cultural history, migration history, and art
history of Prince Edward Island and of Canada all are naturally communicated through the
history of Harris as an artist and as someone who loved to look at beauty.

~
One of the key considerations in creating this mock-up was the goal of emphasizing the
feature of story, since story is a vital aspect of the CNPB genre, and because stories can connect
with readers, communicate truth to them, and be enjoyable. While “story” can be a difficult
concept to define, some useful descriptions have been offered. Short story master Flannery
O’Connor offers that a short story is “A dramatic event that involves a person because he is a
person, and a particular person—that is, because he shares in the general human condition and in
some specific human situation.”90 Stories have conflict, and, as Aristotle said, a story has
structure: a beginning, a middle, and an end. Alice LaPlante proposes that in a well-written story
every event contributes to “an effect, or…unit of satisfaction…a sense of completeness, or
closure, as a result of [a] particular sequence of events…”91 Harris’s pursuit of beauty works well
as a controlling theme of the story. His pursuit, including his desire to draw and paint, is integral
to who Harris was as an artist and as a person. Since this journey and struggle is what O’Connor
might call a “specific human situation” that “shares in the general human condition,” and since
90 Alice
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this pursuit has conflict and resolution, focusing on that journey is both a fitting and engaging
way to tell Harris’s story while also contributing to the children’s history of Prince Edward
Island and of Canada.
Harris’s desire, his love of looking at beauty, is introduced at the beginning of the book
through his admiration of landscapes, objects, people, and the beauty and dignity in those people.
The conflict, the difficulty of being able to enjoy beauty, is presented mainly through the
challenges Harris faced in his journey as an artist and in his relationship with Prince Edward
Island. Additional challenges include blindness, illness, and also, implicit within the book, a
sense that a love for looking at beauty cannot be ultimately satisfied on earth. The resolution
comes through Harris’s growing knowledge, abilities, and accomplishments as an artist, and
through his being able to return to, and embrace, the beauty of Prince Edward Island despite the
pull of other places. Other aspects of the story’s resolution include the crystallization of his
commitment to art through writing his poem “Vocation,” his relationships with people and
especially his love for his wife, his burial on Prince Edward Island, and his experience of beauty
despite his death. The one “effect” is a sense that Harris is able to be satisfied by beauty.

~
This history naturally lent itself to a book aimed at older children rather than at those just
learning to read or at children being read to. One of the reasons for this is that the history greatly
benefits from the integration of primary records, both visual and written, in order to give a sense
of Harris’s art and his love for beauty. While these primary sources add a great deal to the book,
many of them are more accessible to older children than to younger ones. Another consideration
in choosing the intended audience was that some of the other content important to the story may
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be above the heads of younger children. For example, geographical names, the Royal Canadian
Academy, and also, abstract terms such as beauty and dignity are arguably more appropriate for
an audience of older children than for younger readers.
While many picture books are aimed at children who cannot yet read or at new readers,
many are also aimed at older children. For example, Indigo stocks quite a few picture books in
their section of nonfiction for ages nine through twelve. Some of these works have more words
than typical for the genre, such as Margot Lee Shetterley’s Hidden Figures: The True Story of
Four Black Women and the Space Race,92 which has around fifty to one hundred words per page.
Many other publications have more typical amounts of text for picture books, though. For
example, picture-book biographies such as Joanna Ho’s Playing at the Border: A Story of Yo-Yo
Ma93 and Jeanne Walker Harvey’s Ablaze with Colour: A Story of Painter Alma Thomas94 each
have around twenty-five words per page. The amount of text does not seem to determine a
book’s audience, and some picture books considered appropriate for older children have very few
words per page. At this end of the spectrum, Rebecca Thomas’s I’m Finding My Talk features
about fifteen words per page.95 While these examples were all published in the last few years,
older picture books aimed at middle readers include Ingri and Edgar Parin D’Aulaire’s
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Margot Lee Shetterley, Hidden Figures: The True Story of Four Black Women and the Space Race (New
York: HarperCollins, 2018).
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Joanna Ho, Playing at the Border: A Story of Yo-Yo Ma (New York, HarperCollins, 2021).
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Jeanne Walker Harvey, Ablaze with Colour: A Story of Painter Alma Thomas (New York, HarperCollins,
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Rebecca Thomas, I’m Finding My Talk (Halifax: Nimbus Publishing, 2021).

2022).
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Columbus96 and Beverley Birch and Christian Birmingham’s Marie Curie’s Search for Radium.97
While a CNPB work for older children might seem surprising to some, picture books appear to
have had a long-time audience among middle readers. While picture books are often written for
younger children, authors and publishers have evidently recognized that the medium can appeal
to, and benefit, older readers as well.

~
During the process of creating the mock-up, two critiques questioned aspects of the focus of the
book. While some reviewers felt these pages were some of the best in the book, one question that
came up was whether the pages showing Harris’s experiences with children in Toronto added to
the story. An indirect way in which these pages contribute to the storytelling is through helping
young readers connect to Harris as someone who got along well with children. A more direct
contribution is to suggest Harris’s success as an artist: he accomplished his goals so well that he
was able to paint children despite their squirminess, and also, children longed for him to paint
them.
Another critique that came up was the question of whether the last line of the text,
suggesting a beauty experienced after death, may be felt by some to leap too far beyond the rest
of the story into a metaphysical or religious realm. This helpful critique led to the inclusion of a
passage recording Harris’s delight in meeting a retired curate who had been friends with Harris’s
grandfather. This page, elaborating on Harris’s trip to Wales, serves both to illustrate Harris’s
gravitating toward people over landscape, and also, to underline early on in the story an interest
96
97

Ingri and Edgar Parin D’Aulaire, Columbus (New York: Doubleday & Company, Inc., 1955).

Beverley Birch and Christian Birmingham, Marie Curie’s Search for Radium (New York: Barron’s
Educational Series, Inc., 1996).
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in spirituality. The last line would have been less fitting to the story if the narrative was solely
about Harris’s love for looking at people, or landscapes, or objects. However, as a story about
Harris’s love of beauty in general, the story would likely have left many readers with a
significant sense of a lack of resolution if not for the last line. It seems that Harris himself selfconsciously understood his story as including beauty after death: he wrote in an unnamed poem
about how “The light which shines at eventide / Is ever nature’s best” and how that light is like
the light that he expected to see at death: “...in our gloaming too, / The light that comes at
eventide / Falls on the soul like dew.”98 The last line of “Always Looking” is even more fitting
because it points to the resolution that Harris himself saw his life story as having.

~
The format of the book was chosen partially because of industry requirements and
partially because of appeal to children. The book, including both sides of each endpage, is 48
pages long. This is because the picture book industry most cost-effectively prints books with
page lengths in multiples of eight, and so picture books tend to be 24, 32, or 48 pages long. The
mock-up is eight by ten inches in size, a standard size for picture books. In order to enhance the
visual appeal and immersiveness of the book, the size of the mock-up is larger than some picture
books, but it is not so large as to make the book difficult to print. The font is “PT Serif,” a simple
and easily readable font that is also attractive. The mock-up provides sketches that could be
worked up into full illustrations, and the example of a full illustration suggests a book with
watercolour and pen-and-ink illustrations. These mediums pair well together and can contribute
to a colourful and pleasant style with fine details when desired. While the mock-up includes
98

Some Pages from an Artist’s Life, 10.

Grounds 4! 4
photographs of Harris’s paintings, the purpose is to show paintings that could be suggested
through watercolour and pen-and-ink renderings.

~
Many considerations were involved in creating a mock-up that is engaging and appealing
to its target audience. In terms of the text, one goal was to communicate the story through few
words in order to keep a tasteful balance between words and images and to keep a consistent
pacing throughout. To this end, some less helpful details are left out of the text, and descriptions
are kept to a minimum while the illustrations provide more details of the story. The integrated
quotations also allow readers to find more textual details if they choose to do so. In order to
enhance the visual unity of the book, the text has been integrated into the illustrations. The visual
appeal of the book is also increased by having suggestions of coloured visuals on every page
possible, including the notes at the end of the book. The first and last endpages do not include
visuals because of the printing limitations that publishers sometimes have. While some picture
books include large borders around the illustrations, this layout shows full-page illustrations in
order to strengthen the simplicity and immersiveness of the book.
Elements giving evidence of credibility and authority make the story believable while at
the same time giving readers a sense of the historical work that has produced the mock-up. The
note on Harris’s life and the note on the illustrations complement the story while also underlining
its historicity. The paintings, sketches, quotations, and bibliography suggest the sources used and
point readers toward places to learn more about Harris. Unlike historical fiction, the book
includes only quotations that are exact representations of recorded words. Subjective statements
are based on or inferred from evidence. As mentioned in the note on the illustrations, the pictures
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are not meant to be historically accurate. Ideally, though, illustrations for the imagined book
would be researched in order to give at least a good suggestion of what a scene would have
looked like.
One consideration related to authority was whether to use the definite or indefinite article
in the title. Some biographies, such as John Ronald’s Dragons: The Story of J. R. R. Tolkien use
the definite article, whereas others, such as Playing at the Border: A Story of Yo-Yo Ma, use the
indefinite one. “Always Looking: The Story of Robert Harris” uses the definite article, with the
understanding that even young readers know that biographies are written from subjective
perspectives, that there is more to Harris’s story than this book offers, and that this is the story
that the biographer believes needs to be told.
Another consideration was whether children would be confused by the non-scientific map
on pages 22-23 of the mock-up. Ultimately, the map was included in order to emphasize Harris’s
perspective as he travels to and from Prince Edward Island, and in order to acknowledge the
subjective experiences that humans have of geography. In this way, the map is designed to add to
children’s knowledge rather than to detract from it. By having labeled places and generally
recognizable landforms, the map is meant to be intuitively understood by children. Like E. H.
Shephard’s map drawn for A. A. Milne’s Winnie-the-Pooh, which includes disproportionate
features and labels such as “my house,” the map is not meant to give children a literal and
conventional understanding of geography but rather one grounded in a character’s perspective.99

!
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“Imaginary Landscapes,” Beinecke Rare Book & Manuscript Library, accessed March 23, 2022, https://
beinecke.library.yale.edu/article/imaginary-landscapes.
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Conclusion: The Frame

!
“I’m scribbling this in a great hurry. Send a card asking if you want to know any more.”

~
If some goals of historical interpretation are to relate the past to something in a person’s
experience, to go farther than instruction and to provocation, and to address the interpretation to
the whole man, “Always Looking” shows the conduciveness of the CNPB genre to historical
interpretation.100 The story portrays a relatable character, provokes thought about Harris’s
relationship to beauty, and addresses the reader not merely as a rational being but as a person
with what ancient writers would call reason, spirit, and appetite—a head, a chest, and a stomach.
By addressing the reader as a whole person, and by using history to do this, the mock-up
welcomes young readers to deeply engage with the history of Robert Harris, of Prince Edward
Island, and of Canada while also introducing children to the beauty of history. By doing these
things, this case study demonstrates the value of making, distributing, and reading books of the
CNPB genre.

~
All history, arguably, is art. And, in a sense, all art is poetry. The word “poem” comes from the
Greek word poiein, which means “to make.”101 A historian has an idea, creates something out of
the idea, and stands back to allow that creation to have its effect. There are human, subjective,
and persuasive aspects of even the most expositional and didactic historical work. Thus, the term
“creative project” suggests a false dichotomy between directly expositional pieces and those
100
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Freeman Tilden, Interpreting Our Heritage (Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 2008), 35.

“A Poet by Any Other Name,” Merriam-Webster, accessed March 23, 2022, https://www.merriamwebster.com/words-at-play/the-history-of-the-word-poet.
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more closely aimed at being aesthetically and emotionally poetic. “Always Looking,” as a case
study for the value of combining history with the CNPB genre, suggests not only the usefulness
of the genre but also the usefulness of integrating history with creative projects, and, ultimately,
the value of self-consciously bringing a creative and human-oriented focus to the discipline of
history.
This can mean emphasizing the artistic aspects of pointedly expositional work, such as
aspects that connect with the heart of a human and that go farther than explanation and
argumentation to celebration and praise. However, bringing a creative focus to history can also
mean engaging in genres that are especially oriented toward the heart. For example, historians
can integrate their historical knowledge and skills with both historical fiction and creative
nonfiction genres in order to create songs, stories, poems, instrumental pieces, paintings, films,
and plays that interpret and present the past in meaningful ways to society. For history students,
courses may have options for students to engage in prescribed types of creative projects or else in
types chosen by the students from a list of options, and opportunities may be given for students
to present their work to their classes or departments. Greater encouragement of creativity within
both directly expositional work and within genres more conventionally considered to be creative
would help prepare history students to integrate their skills and knowledge with a greater variety
of useful forms of communicating history, such as the CNPB genre.
An increased emphasis on, and dedication to, creativity in presenting history to the public
would help complex scholarly knowledge to bear more fruit within society. Miller Brittain, a
New Brunswick artist of the mid-twentieth century who was dedicated to art that was meant not
merely for the elite but for a democratic culture, said: “This must be the basis of your creed—the
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dignity of every human being.”102 Creating art that can be understood by and be directly
beneficial to, ordinary people honours the dignity of the individuals in society. This meta-essay,
and this study of a genre and its role in the discipline of history, suggests that one good way to
use the art of history for the benefit of society, of individual human beings, is to encourage
historians to bring together their skills and knowledge with the making of creative nonfiction
picture books for children.

!
!

!
!
!
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Grounds 4! 9
Bibliography
i. Primary Sources

!

The Examiner (selected issues, 1868-1869).

!

Harris, Robert. Charlottetown from North East. 1869. Watercolour on paper. Confederation
Centre Art Gallery, Charlottetown.

!

Harris, Robert. Some Pages from an Artist’s Life. Charlottetown: Robert Harris Memorial Gallery
and the Public Library, n.d. P.E.I. Special Collections, ND 249 .H35 A16 c.2.

!
Harris, Robert. Verses by the Way: From an Artist’s Sketch Book. Charlottetown, 1920.
!

Tuck, Robert C. The Island Family Harris: Letters of an Immigrant Family in British North
America, 1856-1866. Charlottetown: Ragweed Press, 1983.

!
!
ii. Secondary Sources
!
Baldwin, Douglas. Abegweit: Land of the Red Soil. Charlottetown: Ragweed Press, 1985.
!

Berne, Jennifer. On a Beam of Light: A Story of Albert Einstein. San Francisco: First Chronicle
Books LLC, 2013.

!

Birch, Beverley and Christian Birmingham. Marie Curie’s Search for Radium. New York:
Barron’s Educational Series, Inc., 1996.

!

Brookes, Alan A. "Out-Migration from the Maritime Provinces, 1860 - 1900: Some Preliminary
Considerations." Acadiensis 5, no. 2 (1976): 26-55. http://www.jstor.org/stable/30302523.

!

Caldecott, Stratford. Beauty for Truth’s Sake: On the Re-enchantment of Education. Grand
Rapids: Brazos Press, 2009.

!

Campbell, Claire. “‘It Was Canadian, Then, Typically Canadian’: Revisiting Wilderness at
Historic Sites.” British Journal of Canadian Studies 21, no. 1 (January 2008): 5–34. doi:
10.3828/bjcs.21.1.2.

!
D’Aulaire, Ingri and Edgar Parin. Columbus. New York: Doubleday & Company, Inc., 1955.
!
Dodge, Sandra L. Minegoo: the Mi’kmaq Creation Story of Prince Edward Island.
Charlottetown: Acorn Press, 2017.

!

Grounds 5! 0
Fields, Jan. “The Importance of Nonfiction.” Institute for Writers. Accessed March 2, 2022.
https://www.instituteforwriters.com/the-importance-of-nonfiction/.

!

Gallant, John and G. (Seth) Gallant. Bannock, Beans and Black Tea: Memories of a Prince
Edward Island Childhood in the Great Depression. Montreal: Drawn & Quarterly, 2004.

!

Gerstein, Mordicai. The Man Who Walked Between the Towers. New York: Roaring Book Press,
2003.

!

Gill, Sharon Ruth. “What Teachers Need to Know about the ‘New’ Nonfiction.” Reading
Rockets. Accessed March 2, 2022. https://www.readingrockets.org/article/what-teachersneed-know-about-new-nonfiction.

!

Gruffydd, Llyr D. Robert Harris 1849-1919, exhibition catalogue. National Museum of Wales,
1986.

!

Harvey, Jeanne Walker. Ablaze with Colour: A Story of Painter Alma Thomas. New York,
HarperCollins, 2022.

!
Ho, Joanna. Playing at the Border: A Story of Yo-Yo Ma. New York, HarperCollins, 2021.
!

“Imaginary Landscapes.” Beinecke Rare Book & Manuscript Library. Accessed March 23, 2022.
https://beinecke.library.yale.edu/article/imaginary-landscapes.

!

Ives, Edward “Sandy.” “The Boys of the Island P.I.’s in the Maine Lumberwoods.” The Island
Magazine no. 16 (Fall/Winter 1984): 28-35. http://vre2.upei.ca/islandmagazine/fedora/
repository/vre%3Aislemag-batch2-213.

!

Kessler, Deirdre. Born! A Foal, Five Kittens, and Confederation. Charlottetown: Acorn Press,
2014.

!
Kessler, Deirdre. Prince Edward Island. Danbury: Grolier Ltd, 1992.
!

LaPlante, Alice. The Making of a Story. New York and London: W. W. Norton & Company,
2007.

!

Litt, Paul. 2009. “The Cult of Nation and the Gnat of Culture”. Acadiensis 38, no. 2 (Summer/
Winter 2009): 150-158. https://journals.lib.unb.ca/index.php/Acadiensis/article/view/
12740.

!
Lewis, C. S. Reflections on the Psalms. San Francisco: HarperCollins, 2017.
!

Grounds 5! 1
Lockerby, Earle. Deportation of the Prince Edward Island Acadians. Halifax: Nimbus
Publishing, 2008.

!

Lowenthal, David. The Past is a Foreign Country. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press,
1985.

!

MacDonald, Hugh. I is for Island: A Prince Edward Island Alphabet. Ann Arbor: Sleeping Bear
Press, 2012.

!
Manuel, Lynn. The Summer of the Marco Polo. Victoria and Custer: Orca Book Publishers,2007.
!
Mattick, Lindsay. Finding Winnie: The True Story of the World’s Most Famous Bear. Toronto:
HarperCollins Canada, 2015.

!

McAlister, Caroline. John Ronald’s Dragons: The Story of J. R. R. Tolkien. New York: Roaring
Brook Press, 2017.

!

McGinty, Alice B. The Girl Who Named Pluto: The Story of Venetia Burney. New York:
Schwartz & Wade Books, 2019.

!

Milios, Rita. “Five Reasons to Write Nonfiction for Children.” Writing World. Accessed March
2, 2022. https://www.writing-world.com/children/nonfiction.shtml.

!

Neatby, Nicole and Peter Hodgins, eds. Settling and Unsettling Memories: Essays in Canadian
Public History. Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 2012.

!

Niergarth, Kirk. The Dignity of Every Human Being : New Brunswick Artists and Canadian
Culture Between the Great Depression and the Cold War. North York, ON: University of
Toronto Press, 2014.

!

Orlebar, Francis Hale. “My Girlhood in Canada Many Years Ago Now.” Edited by Boyde Beck.
The Island Magazine 43 (Spring/Summer 1998): 31-39. http://vre2.upei.ca/
islandmagazine/fedora/repository/vre%3Aislemag-batch2-572.

!

Osborne, Brian. “The Iconography of Nationhood in Canadian Art.” In The Iconography of
Landscape, edited by Dennis Cosgrove and Stephen Daniels, 162-177. Cambridge:
Cambridge University Press, 1989.

!
Pieper, Josef. Only the Lover Sings: Art and Contemplation. San Francisco: Ignatius Press, 1990.
!
Pellissier-Lush, Julie. Mi’kmaq Campfire Stories of Prince Edward Island. Charlottetown: Acorn
Press, 2021.

!

Grounds 5! 2
“A Poet by Any Other Name.” Merriam-Webster. Accessed March 23, 2022. https://
www.merriam-webster.com/words-at-play/the-history-of-the-word-poet.

!

Rowart, Theresa. “Island Photography 1839-1873.” The Island Magazine no. 14 (Fall/Winter
1983): 14-21. http://vre2.upei.ca/islandmagazine/fedora/repository/vre%3Aislemagbatch2-186.

!

Shetterley, Margot Lee. Hidden Figures: The True Story of Four Black Women and the Space
Race. New York: HarperCollins, 2018.

!

Stone-Davis, Férdia J. Musical Beauty: Negotiating the Boundary Between Subject and Object.
Eugene: Cascade Books, 2011.

!
Thomas, Rebecca. I’m Finding My Talk. Halifax: Nimbus Publishing, 2021.
!

Tilden, Freeman. Interpreting Our Heritage. Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press,
2008.

!

David Weale, “‘No Scope for Imagination’: Another Side of Anne of Green Gables,” The Island
Magazine no. 20 (Fall/Winter 1986): 3-8.

!

“What's Your Learning Style? The Learning Styles.” EducationPlanner.org. Accessed March 17,
2022. http://www.educationplanner.org/students/self-assessments/learning-stylesstyles.shtml.

!

Williamson, Moncrieff. Island Painter: The Life of Robert Harris (1849-1919). Charlottetown:
Ragweed Press, 1983.

!

Williamson, Moncrieff. Robert Harris 1849-1919: An Unconventional Biography. Toronto:
McClelland and Stewart, 1970.

!

“Writing Creative Nonfiction Picture Books.” Writing Blueprints. Accessed March 2, 2022.
https://writingblueprints.com/p/writing-creative-nonfiction-picture-books.

!

!
!

