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Authors in Action: Denise Fleming 
 
Denise Fleming is a Caldecott Honor illustrator and author of numerous picture 
books for young children. Her first book, In the Tall, Tall Grass (1991), was well 
received and its sequel, In the Small, Small Pond (1993), won Caldecott honors. 
Critics have praised her books for the "stunning" spreads and "zippy" language, 
and for the vibrant hues, bold colors, and dense textures of her pulp painting 
technique. Plus, teachers and parents appreciate her use of spare, lyrical language 
and often rhyming, rhythmic text ideal for our youngest readers and listeners. In 
fact, several of her books are also available as board books for babies and toddlers. 
Here she talks about the process of creating the unique illustrations in her picture 
books. This interview first appeared on the comprehensive digital resource, 
TeachingBooks.net, and is used with permission.  
 

Interview with Denise Fleming 
 
Bright colors and gorgeous illustrations are what most everyone first thinks about your 
illustrated books. Yet not everyone sees, or understands, your unique pulp painting 
technique. Can you please describe the process of creating your pulp painting books? 
 

Let me walk you through the process. First, I have to get the idea — this is 
the most exciting part — and then somebody buys the idea and we sign a 
contract. Then, I start working on sketching. I do little scribbles here and 
there with a china marker, which is like a crayon. That way I don't create 
too much detail — I can't use a lot of detail in the papermaking. Then I 
copy the rough sketches, and my husband David scans them into the 
computer. Then, we put together kind of a loose working dummy to see 
what's going on. At this point I'm just kind of getting an idea of where I'm 
headed, and I may make tons of changes. Once I really decide what I want 
the pictures to look like, I do a much cleaner drawing. 

I order my fibers from a papermaking supply company in big five-
gallon buckets. Then, I dye the fiber all the different brilliant colors. Next, 
I cut my stencils. The stencil cutting is probably the most tedious. That just 
seems to go on and on and on. But it is also the most important stage 
because that's the point where I'm figuring out what stencil goes next 
when I'm pouring the paper. In the beginning, that was the hardest thing 
to figure out, what stencil I put next on the paper to pour the different 
images. So now I pretend that I'm in the back of the actual piece of art 
walking toward the front. That's how I figure out what layer goes next. It's 
a little bit of a puzzle, but that's kind of fun. 

And then I pour the paper pulp. It's wet on wet. When I have the 
picture just the way I want it, I take it and I flip it off and press it. It's a 
sheet of damp paper. Next, I put it in the vacuum table to draw out all the 
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excess moisture. Then, I put it in the drawing press so that it dries flat. 
There's a lot of process, and it's time consuming. 

 
You were a successful artist and children's book illustrator working in a variety of media 
before papermaking. What was the impetus to try papermaking? 
 

The papermaking I discovered just by accident. There was a flyer that 
came in the mail from the local high school about adult-ed classes, 
including one on papermaking. So, my sister and I signed up. And that 
was it. From the first moment I walked into the room and saw all these big 
vats of beautiful color, I was just hooked. 

 
Do you determine the color schemes for your books before you begin, or do you decide as 
you go? 
 

In choosing the colors for my books, I have kind of a feeling ahead of time 
for the basic colors I want the book to be. In The Tall, Tall Grass, I wanted it 
to feel like a hot summer afternoon, so I use a great deal of yellow in that 
book because yellow feels hot. In Time to Sleep I use the very, very warm 
colors of fall. But generally, the colors kind of happen as I'm pouring the 
pulp. It is influenced by the mood I'm in and what music I'm listening to 
at the time. 

I use a lot of complementary colors in my books: colors that are 
opposite one another on the color wheel, like orange and blue, purple and 
yellow, red and green, because when you put those colors next to one 
another, they vibrate. And they make each other stand out more. 
Complementary colors also gives a feeling of more movement and 
excitement, so I use a lot of them. 

 
You not only write and illustrate all your books, but you even design how the book will 
look overall. What are some of the challenges you face in book design? 
 

Remembering the "gutter" [where the pages come together in the middle 
of the book] is one of the most important things in designing the picture 
book. You don't want to lose words into the gutter; you don't want to lose 
people's noses into the gutter, you don't want to lose an important part of 
the picture in the gutter. It's different than when you do a painting that's 
to be hung on a wall. You don't have to worry about any of that. 

Also, making the art for a book is different than a painting because, 
when you're doing a book, everything has to work together. You have to 
have continuity. Lots of times I have to take out a picture I really like 
because it doesn't work with the whole. Sometimes there's a different 
feeling in a picture that doesn't fit with the rest. So I'll take that piece out 
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or redesign and pour it. 
 

All of the books that you've written and illustrated are read-aloud books. What kind of 
thinking goes into designing a book that is good for reading aloud? 
 

The first books, In the Tall, Tall Grass and In The Small, Small Pond are a 
nice, square, big size. So when you open them up, you have this kind of 
panoramic view. They are nice books for lap reading. Also, I use big, bold 
type. The words are part of the pictures in most of my books, because the 
words are important. I don't want them to just be a little line down at the 
bottom of a page. I want them to be integrated into the pictures. I also 
manipulate the words, move the letters around. For instance, in In The 
Small, Small Pond, the word "wiggle" wiggles and the word "jiggle" jiggles, 
reinforcing what the words mean. 

 
 


