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About the Book 

Virginia Lee Burton's life may bring to mind a steam shovel and a man called Mike Mulligan, a 
charming little house, and a snow plow named Katy. Yet to speak only of Burton's achievements 
as a picture book creator would be to paint only part of the canvas of her life. She was also a 
dancer, an illustrator for an early Boston newspaper, and a musician, designer, sculptor, and 
printmaker. Virginia Lee Burton: A Life in Art, by author and well-known children's literature 
expert Barbara Elleman, is an inspiring introduction to the exuberant life, art, and books of this 
truly extraordinary woman.

Together with her husband, George Demetrios, Virginia enjoyed a full life. In a small community 
located outside of Gloucester, Massachusetts, they raised two sons, gardened, kept sheep, 
entertained friends, and taught art and design classes. Led by Burton, these design classes, 
which were composed of local artists, evolved into the Folly Cove Designers. A cooperative of 
sorts, this internationally known group created elaborately intricate designs of rural scenes and 
other natural elements, which they would carve onto linoleum and print onto fabrics. 
Simultaneously, Burton began her career in children's book writing and illustration. The early 
success of her first books, Choo Choo, Mike Mulligan and His Steam Shovel, and The Little 
House, which received the 1943 Caldecott Medal, was an auspicious beginning for Burton. These 
same books, along with others she created throughout her career, have now become classics, as 
well as lasting examples of the fine art of children's book creation.

Barbara Elleman spent nearly four years interviewing family members, colleagues, and members 
of the Folly Cove community, as well as collecting archival illustrations, examples of Burton's 
Folly Cove designs, and never-before-published family photographs. The end product of her 

www.houghtonmifflinbooks.com 1 of 8 Copyright (c) 2003, Houghton Mifflin Company, All Rights Reserved

http://dev.houghtonmifflinbooks.com/catalog/titledetail.cfm?titleNumber=585105
http://dev.houghtonmifflinbooks.com/catalog/titledetail.cfm?titleNumber=585105
http://dev.houghtonmifflinbooks.com/catalog/titledetail.cfm?titleNumber=585105
http://dev.houghtonmifflinbooks.com/catalog/authordetail.cfm?authorID=4676


careful research is an intimate portrait of a remarkable woman who successfully juggled the 
demands of family and a full-time career as an award-winning children's book creator and an 
internationally known fabric designer.

 

About Barbara Elleman 

Before being named Distinguished Scholar of Children's Literature at Marquette University, 
Barbara Elleman served as editor of the Children's Section of Booklist magazine and then as 
editor in chief of Book Links, both published by the American Library Association. Prior to that 
she worked as a school librarian and as a public librarian. She has been a judge for the American 
Book Awards, the Golden Kite Awards, and the Boston Globe/Horn Book Awards, and she served 
on the 2000 Caldecott Committee. She is currently a member of the Laura Ingalls Wilder 
Committee. She has also participated in the Excellence in Poetry Committee of the National 
Council of Teachers of English and the U.S. Hans Christian Andersen Committee, and she serves 
on the advisory board for the Riverbank Review, the New Advocate, and the Parent's Guide to 
Children's Media. Her awards include the Jeremiah Ludington Award, given by the Educational 
Paperback Association, and the Hope S. Dean Award, from the Foundation for Children's 
Literature. In 1999, Putnam published her first book, Tomie dePaola: His Art and His Stories. 
Since then she has written Holiday House: The First Sixty-five Years (Holiday House, 2000) and 
Virginia Lee Burton: A Life in Art (Houghton Mifflin, October 2002).

 

Interview with Barbara Elleman 

Q) What first interested you in writing a biography of Virginia Lee Burton?

A) Illustration has long been an interest of mine, and writing about Burton gave me the 
opportunity to examine her artistic style in an intense way; it intrigued me that, although she 
died more than thirty years ago, her books have continued to be popular with children and 
revered by adults. I welcomed the opportunity to learn more about her life and work and to bring 
my findings to the attention of readers.

Q) Virginia Lee Burton's sons, Aris and Michael, gave you unlimited access to her art 
studio, and you've written that the "bounty" you found there "illuminated your 
appreciation of Burton's energetic life and distinctive work." Did something in 
particular in her studio stand out?

A) Finding the original art piece she used as a basis for her illustration of the character Slumber 
in Arna Bontemps's Sad-Faced Boy was very exhilarating, especially as I had found in my 

www.houghtonmifflinbooks.com 2 of 8 Copyright (c) 2003, Houghton Mifflin Company, All Rights Reserved



research where Burton verbally described her work on that book. Being able to link word and 
image was highly satisfying, and I knew it would be a special heretofore-unknown piece of her 
art to put in the completed book.

Q) What was the most surprising aspect about Virginia Lee Burton's life that you 
discovered while conducting your research?

A) Learning about her leadership and participation in the Folly Cove Designers. I was completely 
unaware of this once nationally known textile collective, which I found had been written up in Life 
magazine, whose works had been exhibited in dozens of museums and had been displayed in 
Lord & Taylor's windows on Fifth Avenue, and had then disappeared in the annals of time. I 
wanted those who knew only her illustration work to know this aspect of her life as well.

Q) You've written that finding anyone to be critical of VLB was virtually impossible. 
Having researched her life's work thoroughly, why do you think this was so?

A) From what I read and the people I talked to, Virginia Lee Burton had an unaffected way with 
people, a wonderful sense of fun, a belief in everyone's innate artistic ability, and, especially, a 
simple joy in life, all of which combined naturally to infect everyone she came in contact with. I 
wish I had been one of them.

Q) Can you share an anecdote — funny or frustrating or both — from your time 
conducting research?

A) I found an old newspaper clipping showing a house being moved across Manhattan; 
juxtaposed was a similar image from Burton's The Little House. For clarity, I set about trying to 
get a print of the original photo from UPI. I called the New York office and was given a number to 
call in Washington, D.C.; there I was told to call New York — at a different number; the person 
there said to call a company in Chicago that now handled old UPI photos. There I was told that 
the photo I wanted was an "inconsequential image" and not on-line; the original was in the 
process of being stored for posterity in a mine in Pennsylvania and hence not available. 
Frustrating to say the least! The image in the book is from the old newspaper clipping.

Q) What do you feel is the appealing quality of Virginia Lee Burton's work, and why is 
it still relevant to parents and children today?

A) I think the "hero" aspect in her work appeals to children, as well as to their natural tendency 
to root for the underdog — Mike Mulligan and Mary Anne's determination to dig the basement in 
just one day, Katy's determination to clear Geoppolis's snow piles after a blizzard, Maybelle's "no 
hill too steep, no load too heavy" philosophy, and the Little House's endurance through a 
miserable situation. Plus, children love happy endings, which Burton supplies. I think that adults 
relate to Burton's underlying themes — adjusting to change, the inevitable cycles of life, not 
giving up — as well as to the artistry of her illustrations on the page.

Q) Did you have a favorite Virginia Lee Burton book when you started this project, and 
did it change after you finished your book?
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A) The Little House had always been my favorite Burton book, and, while I gained new 
appreciation of Life Story and The Song of Robin Hood, I find that The Little House combines 
story, image, theme, color, perspective, use of the page, and harmony of image and text to the 
fullest. It was surely deserving of its 1943 Caldecott Medal and continues to have a special place 
in my heart.

 

About Virginia Lee Burton (1909-1968) 

I was born on August 30, 1909, in Newton Centre, Massachusetts. My mother was English, a 
poet and a musician. My father was the dearly beloved Dean Burton of the Massachusetts 
Institute of Technology . . . their first dean and only dean until he retired in 1921.

My memories of early childhood in Newton Corner consist of English folk songs and English folk 
dancing around a Maypole . . . celebrating Twelfth Night when everyone dressed up in costumes 
and the neighbors came in to sing and dance and "wassail" the old apple trees. On other holidays 
our parents put on marionette shows for us and our friends. Our old barn was converted into a 
school, and I believe the first Montessori System in this country was taught there. Dad, instead 
of giving us toys for birthdays and Christmas, gave us beautifully illustrated children's books, 
which he would read aloud to us. I am sure my interest in picture books stemmed from this.

We lived in Newton Corner until I was about eight. The New England winters were getting to be 
too much for my mother's health, and as it was about time for my father to retire, we moved to 
California. We stayed one year in San Diego and then moved up the coast to Carmel-by-the-Sea. 
Carmel was then a simple unspoiled small town inhabited by retired and semi-retired artists, 
writers, and musicians. There were three theaters and a little old two-room schoolhouse. Always 
there was a play or an operetta in rehearsal going on and everybody took part. To be sure it was 
all amateur, but it was a lot of fun. My sister and I loved dancing and studied at every 
opportunity (of which there were many) and appeared in the local productions.

When I was sixteen and a junior in high school, where there was a good art teacher, I happened 
to win a state scholarship to the California School of Fine Arts in San Francisco. In my senior year 
I was editor of the school annual and, on the side, started a dancing class of my own.

Having no desire to go to college, I thought I might as well go to art school and continue 
studying dancing with a good ballet teacher in San Francisco, which I did. I lived across the bay 
in Alameda with my school friend, Mabel, who also had a scholarship. There were no bridges in 
those days, and it took us at least two hours by train, ferryboat, and cable car to get to school — 
sometimes longer when it was foggy. I mention this because I used those long commuting hours 
to train myself in making quick sketches from life and from memory of my fellow passengers.

In 1928, after a year in art school, I returned east to join my father in Boston. My sister had 
already started her dancing career on the stage in New York. There was a chance for me to join 
her troupe and I had even signed the contract when my father broke his leg, so I stayed home to 
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