
Girls, Boys, Books, Toys  

Girls, Boys, Books, Toys: Geltderiil Cltildrert's Liternt1n.e n~rd Crllklre. Ed. Beverly 
Lyon Clarlc aiid Margaret R. Higoiu~et. Joluis Hopl&is UP, 1999. 312 pp. US$19.95 
paper. ISBN 0-8016-6526-3. 

Girls, Boys, Books, Toys is an interdisciplu~ary collection o f  sixteen critical essays that 
explore "femiiust theory's engage~nent wi th  children's literahrre and other aspects 
o f  cluldren's culhrre" (1). Divided into tluree parts - History, Theory, and Culhrre 
- tlie boolc brings togetlier tlie worlc o f  scl-tolars, writers, and artists, both well 
established and emnergiilg, from a11 iinpressive variety o f  fields b ~ c l u d i ~ ~ g  liter ahwe, 
lustory, sociology, and photography. Tlie editors describe tlie book as a "sampler" 
o f  feminist approaclies to the field o f  children's culhrre, and the needleworlt meta- 
phor is  apt. It evokes a fo~uldational and abiding trope o f  feminist criticis~n at tlie 
same time as it gestures to the nascent field o f  "cluldren's culhrre," a field that is still 
developing a coinmoil language and range o f  reference. Tlie metapllor o f  the  
sampler also recognizes tlle challenge o f  s t i t c l ~ l g  togetl~er a collection o f  essays 
that range widely h i  s~rbject matter and approach. T l ~ e  diversity o f  topics and 
metllodologies constitutes tlie collection's strengtl~ bu t  also, tliough to a m u c h  
lesser degrie, its wealaiess. 

Tlle book's subject matter extends fro11i cluldren's literah~re o f  the Roman- 
tic or Revolutio~iary period (in Mitzi Myers's "Child's Play as Woman's Peace Work:  
Maria Edgeworth's 'The Cl~erry  Orchard,' Historical Rebellioi~ Narratives, and 
Conte~nporary C~dhrral Shrdies") to tlie nahrre o f  social science research o n  chil- 
dren's boolts (in Roger Clarlc et nl's "Tlie Liberal Bias h i  Fernjlust Social Science 
Research o n  ~ l i i l d r ~ ~ i ' s  Books") to an  illustrated essay o n  contemporary boys' 
"act ioi~ figures" (ill ICaren IClugmai's " A  Bad Hair Day for G.I. Joe"). Tl-te ap- 
proacl~es a11d metl~odologies are similarly wide-ranging and ulclude tlle descrip- 
tive (as i ~ i  William Moebius's broad survey o f  wornen's contributions to the twell- 
tietli-ceiltury picture book genre ill "Makiilg the Front age: Views  o f  W o ~ n e n /  
Women's  Views UI the Pichrre Book"), the quasi personal (as i11 Lissa Paul's re- 
sponses to Grace Nicliols's writing for adults and c lddren  UI "ComniI~g to 'sing tlieir 
beiilg': Tlie Poetry o f  Grace Nicl~ols"), the postcolo~ual (as in Rajeswari S~ulder  
Rajan's "Fictiolis o f  Difference: Contemporary h id ia~ i  Stories for Children"), dis- 
course analysis (as ill Jolul Stephens's and R o b y i ~  M c C a l l ~ ~ ~ n ' s  "Disco~rrse o f  Feini- 
nuuty  a11d the hltertexh~al Construction o f  Feminist Reading Positions"), and cul- 
hrral studies (as ui Susan Willis's "Imaghluig Dinosaurs"). 

A lcey challenge i n  putting togetlier such a disparate and wide-ranging 
collectio~i is finding commnoil grotu-td. The editors accomnplisl~ tlus h i  two  ways. First 
and mos t  obviously, Beverly Lyon Clarlt's "hitrod~rction" briefly but  sltilf~rlly re- 
hearses ltey moments  i n  tlle development o f  children's literature criticism and 
feinir~ist criticism since the 1970s, and o ~ ~ t h l e s  the ways  ~ I I  w l u c l ~  tlle two  fields l ~ a v e  
- 01; mostly, have not - converged. Tlie u1troductioii cogently maltes tlle case for 
tlle specific intervention that motivates Girls, Boys, Boolcs, Toys. Secoiid, &ere is ail 
explicit co~~versatioii between m a i y  o f  the essays UI tlus collection. 111 tlieir article 
on  social science research on  c l ~ d r e n ' s  books, Roger Clark et nl refer to Lissa Paul's 
essay on Grace C!zr?c tregetl~er x.rifl~. Allen r?sug!zs zn:! PcC1~2:ii ?vtii!:i-D~ig!a~rs 
essay o n  YLISLI~  al-Qa'id's story "Rahab Gives U p  Drawing." Lissa Paul discusses 
Claudia Marquis's "Romancing tlie Home: Gender, Empire, and tlie Sout11 Pacific." 
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Cheryl B. Tornsey refers to Lois I<uznet's essay 011 doll houses and toy narratives 
and to Susan Willis's essay on dinosaurs. Tlus critical co~~versation and t l~e  careful 
is~terweaving of the essays in tlus collectio~~ could not have been easy to orchestrate 
and the editors are to be co~nlnended for l~aving pulled it off so successh~lly. 

That said, there are cl~allenges UI a collection of this kind that are less easily 
overcome. Here I will outline two but I want to preface my remarks by noting that 
these cl~allenges are inllerel~t in the emergence of a new interdisciplinary field. The 
first is the difficulty in address created when experts is1 a field write for a cross- 
disciplii~ary readerslup. How snuc11 backgrourtd knowledge can one assume and 
how SIILIC~I must one provide in t l ~ e  essay? An example of tlus is Mavis Refiner's 
excellent essay on the late ~xineteentlx-century girls' school story. Reimer traces one 
influence 011 L.T. Mead's 1886 11ove1, A World of Girls, to W.T. Stead's use of the 
scl~oolgirl figure in his 1885 series of sensationalist articles on wl-tite slavery in the 
Pall Ah11 Gazette. Stead's "Maiden Tribute of Modern Babylon" series l ~ a s  attracted 
significant scl~olarly attention in t11e past decade, most of it feminist, and Reimer's 
rereading of t l ~ e  series to focus 011 t l ~ e  figure of t l ~ e  scl~oolgisl is a welcome addition 
to that body of worlc. However, accosnmodatb~g a readerslup that may have no 
significant tsauxh~g UI feininist Literary crilicism, Victorian studies, or even cluldren's 
literature requires providing enough contextual backgro~md is1 each of these areas 
to make the essay coherent and persuasive to interested non-specialists. Rei~ner 
carries tlus off wit11 incredible skill but one canot help but wonder what snore she 
might have done wit11 the material if she l ~ a d  not been constsau~ed in this way. 

A second challenge inherent in t l ~ e  emergence of a new, interdisciplinary 
field is a certain metl~odological u~col-terence. Tlus is most obvious UI tlte essays UI 

section t h e e  of the collection, "Culture." The essays in tlus section focus on con- 
temporary cluldres~'~ popular culture m d  their s~~bject  matter ranges from boys' 
action toys (Karen IUujy11a11) to t l~e  representation of dinosaurs (Susan Willis), the 
Riot Grrrl "movement" (Lynne Vallone), Arab leftist comic stsips (Alles~ Douglas 
a ~ d  Fedwa Malti-Douglas), and Mary Poppins (Lori I<enscl~aft). T11e first tlu-ee 
essays in tlus section - those by I<lugsnan, Willis, and Vallone - adopt a l~igldy 
personalized metllodology wlucl~ one migl~t describe as t l~at of a "participant ob- 
server"; each of these essays l ~ a s  its origins in t l ~ e  autl~or's observation of the 
culh~re of her own cl~ild/cl~ildren and each attempts to generalize from these ob- 
servations. T11e most obvious drawbaclc of tlus approacl~ is tl-te absence of a sense 
of l~istorical context as~d baclcgrourtd. Lynne Vallone's essay on "Grrrls and Dolls: 
Feminism and Youtl~ Cultus-e," for example, claims that "wl~ereas t l ~ e  differences 
and dissonances created by divisio~~s of class, race, and gender are custoinarily 
invoked UI ccultt~ral and literary studies, age has been less carefully attended to" 
(196); a footnote snalces reference to recent worlc wluc11 "begis~[s] to lnap the power 
isnbalance between adult and cluld" but no reference is inade to S11~1lamitl1 Fire- 
stone's 1970 Tlie Dialectic of Sex wl~ic l~  took age (specifically cluldren's rights) as a 
primary category of radical analysis. Similarly, Vallone reproduces a Riot Grrrls 
drawing wluc11 represents "a female torso as a mutilated apple, suggesting Eve" 
without recogsuzing that the drawing also clearly quotes t l ~ e  Nost11 American cover 
illustsation of Germaine Greer's 1971 The Feiilnle Eliizliclz. However, I feel a little 
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and jl~sigl~ts offered by the essays in tlus sectios~ are fabulous. T11e weaknesses are 
those of a new field struggling to be born. 



A final quibble about what I tlk11t is in most ways a grourtdbreal&-tg collec- 
tion: I am puzzled by an occasional tone of defensiveness or even querulousness 
wit11 regard to the field. AII example is f o ~ u ~ d  in Beverly Lyon Clark's "Ji~h.oduc- 
tion," wluch co~nplains tliat "~llainstrearn fenklist critics have not been eager to 
embrace cluldren's literature" but instead "appropriate" or "ignore" it (4-5). Simi- 
larly, Mitzi Myers complains that "if felni~ust social lustorians a ~ d  literary critics are 
now trying to count women in, they are still leaving cluldren out" (25). Surely tlus 
collection, wllicl~ has brought together an incredible variety of fe~lkust  scholars - 
many of them at the top of their respective fields, others emerging as f ~ ~ t u r e  lead- 
ers, all of them talthig the imnbrication of gender and clddren's culh~re very seri- 
ously indeed - gives the lie to that concern. 

Jo-Aitrz Wnllnce is Pi,ofEssor nrid Clinir offlze Depnrfirleiit of Eiiglisli nt tlie Lbiiversify of 
Alberta. 

The Inside Scoop on Children's Writers and Writing 

Writiizg Mnizinc: Hozu I Grezu Zlp to  be a Writer (Aizd Yo11 Can, Too!). Sl~eree Fitch. 
Pemnbroke, 2000.96 pp. $14.95 paper. ISBN 1-55138-121-4. Tlze Yolriig Wi-iter's Coin- 
pnizioiz. Sar& Ellis. Gro~utdwood, 1999. 128 pp. $12.95 cloth, $9.95 paper. ISBN O- 
88899-371-4, 0-88899-411-7. Uze Storyiiznkers: Writiizg Childl.erz's Books; 53 AIL- 
tlzors Tallc Aboz~t  Their Work. C a ~ a d i m  Cllildren's Boolt Centre. Pe~nbrolte, 2000. 
176 pp. $24.95 paper. ISBN 1-55138-108-7. 

YOLIII~ readers love to find out more about their favourite autl~ors. Young writers 
are eager for lunts a ~ d  tips to help them aclueve t l ~ e  same success. Tlwee recent 
boolts, all appropriate for readers aged eight to twelve, meet botli these needs. 

14kitiizg Ahnine is part autobiogapl~y, part writing manual, p~d1i11g the 
y o ~ u ~ g  reader in wit11 its inviting layout, snappy titles, small bites of information 
and irresistibly playful tone. Positive and encouraging, Fitcll frees YOLIII~ writers to 
stretch their imaginations a ~ d  have ~LIIX wit11 words, ideas, drean~s the  nus sic of 
language. She shares her own successes and failures wlule providing lots of exer- 
cises and 1ni11d-stretchers for yow~g autl~ors. A useful booldist is included at the 
end, as well as a "List of writing words," wit11 special empl~asis 011 poetry. No 
co~nputer or Internet references are u~cluded, and a comnon questiol~ "Where call 
I send 111y writing?" is not addressed. Tile focus here is 0x1 creating and l ~ a v u ~ g  fun 
wit11 writing, a ~ d  Fitch does that well. 

Ajournal format was chosen for Tlze Yoilrig Writer's Con~pnrzion, wit11 amnple 
space tlu-oughout for the reader to add notes a ~ d  ideas. T11e book is divided into 
eight appealing sections on tl~emnes suc l~  as Islands, Dreams, or Family Stories, 
which co~ulect il~formation about how famous writers used these tl~emes and tecll- 
I U ~ L I ~ S ,  with exercises for the reader to h.y. Ellis combines her own l k ~ t s .  writing 
activities a ~ d  idea-starters with q~~otations from a variety of authors. Helpful m o -  
tated booltlists end eacl~ section - an overall index would ~nalte tlus even Inore 
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