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Draw Me a Picture

When I was in high school, to my
bewilderment I had a piece accepted
in the school’s annual literary maga-
zine.  The piece was nothing more
than the transcript of a conversation I
heard at the library between a man
and a librarian.  Here’s the gist of it:

“My friend and me were having a
argument the other night and he says
Truman went to law school and I read this
article in the Post Crescent saying that he
only had a high school education... uh,
could you...”

“Well...let’s see...”
“I read this article that says Truman

and a couple other famous people only had
a high school education...did you read
that?”

“No...”
“It was about a year ago and it said

Truman only had a high school educa-
tion...”

“Well...here it says that he studied
law...”

“Oh, well, he was right then I guess
because I read this thing in the Post
Crescent and it said Truman and some
other great men only had a high school
education...but my friend and me were
having this argument and he says that he
can’t be president if he didn’t go to law
school...I guess he was right then...I
thought...”

“...that he only went to high school.
Well, here’s something:  ‘Truman’s formal
education stopped at high school...’ but
then it says he studied law for two
years...”

And so on.  Though I did write an
introduction to it, I didn’t consider the
piece “writing,” which is why I was
surprised it was accepted.  I wouldn’t
have entered it but for my mom’s
urging!  And since then I don't think
I’ve ever really known what writing is.

Anyway, when published, I found that
my story was accompanied by an
illustration, nicely drawn by a class-

mate.  The weird thing, though, was
that the illustration was of a teen age
kid.  The man had actually been more
like my dad’s age.  I knew it didn’t
matter much, but I also thought the
story was better featuring an older
guy, and now, due to someone else’s
interpretation of my so-called “writ-
ing,” readers would have a picture in
their mind different from my own.

Much earlier in my schooling, in the
primary grades, we sang from a series
of songbooks called The American
Singer (Book 1, Book 2, etc).  They
contained folk songs from around the
world plus a few more modern and
peculiar songs from who knows
where.  Just now I randomly opened
my ancient copy of Book 6 to the
weird “Airman’s Song” by Lucile
Hildinger and Grace V. Wilson:

Our fathers cruised the ocean,
They sailed the earth around

Great continents and islands,
With people strange were found

Our fathers crossed the prairie,
In covered wagon train

They cleared the field and forest
And planted fruitful grain

Today with earthways charted
On all the land and sea

The trails along the airways
Are open wide for me

I’ll soar above the mountains
And like a rocket fly

To find new paths of glory
In every distant sky

At the top of the page, there is a an
airplane flying at night over a rural
landscape of a few trees and houses.
There are stars in the sky.  I can’t
separate the song from this illustra-
tion, these many years later.  There’s
nothing in the lyric that indicates
nighttime, but the song will always be
about flying at night for me.

Rise Up Singing, the great compilation
by Peter Blood and Annie Patterson,
has wonderful illustrations by Kore
Loy McWhirter.  They remind me of
the illustrations by Shel Silverstein of
his own poems in such books as A
Light in the Attic.  Many of McWhirt-
er’s illustrations are, for me, forever

linked to the songs they adorn.  I like
her understated style, and, inspired by
Silverstein and McWhirter, have tried
illustrating my own songs in various
songbooks.  I have found it isn’t easy
to come up with something that has
the feeling of the song but is not so
bold that it changes the song’s nature.

It’s odd.  Rarely is someone asked to
write a song to illustrate a painting, for
example, or choreograph a dance to
illustrate a sculpture, while authors of
books and magazine stories wait
nervously as the editor (or someone)
chooses an illustrator and the illustra-
tor (or someone) works up their own
interpretation.

Not only is the shape and size of this
artwork dictated by what space is left,
the content is often not even the
illustrator’s vision.  One of my last art
jobs was back around 1980 for the TSR
people of Lake Geneva WI, publishers
of the role-playing game Dungeons
and Dragons.  I was hired to make
three illustrations for a story in their
magazine.  They let me read the story,
but told me EXACTLY what they
wanted in these illustrations, so the
artistic decisions were not only not the
author’s idea, but not mine either.

I do like it that song illustrations make
you realize you already have song-
associated imagery in mind which
you're not aware of until you see
someone else’s.  If I saw On Top of
Old Smoky with a picture of someone
on a horse named “Old Smoky,” I’d
suddenly realize that all along I’ve
pictured a mountain and not a horse.

Your assignment:
Illustrate the song Down In the Valley
with a black and white illustration
three inches wide by two inches high.
Eligibility: anyone anywhere.  Can be
anything from abstract to doodle to
super-realism. Email a digitized
version to  BerrymanP@aol.com and
I’ll publish it in the next Whither
Zither.  I reserve the right to censor,
using my own taste, such as it is.
Deadline August 15.  There’s no prize
except for publication in this lame-ass
folk music column.  I’ll be waiting at
the inbox.                     --WZ for Aug '12


