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 In
Drawing

  The key to Nancy Burkert’s  
      career spent illustrating some 
               of the world’s best-known 
              children’s books? 
          Treat them like adults.
              By Daniel Morrell
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“discovered line,” a technique that would heavily influence her 
style. “One of the important courses was a course in the techniques 
of the Old Masters, where, as in etching, you build tone with line,” 
she says. The coursework required producing dozens of copies of 
the drawings of these early European artists in an effort to learn 
the methods. The experience would shape her style. “It began to be 
what I felt was my most personal technique.” 

After graduation, Bob started teaching printmaking, drawing 
and painting at the University of Wisconsin, 
Milwaukee, and both of them also began working 
as illustrators for textbooks. “[American play-
wright] Moss Hart said ‘there’s a goad and a goal.’ 
Well, we needed some income,” says Nancy. “And 
then I decided that I’ve always—going back to 
that ninth-grade little project, to say what I might 
like to do with my life—I have always loved illus-
trated books, and they were very meaningful to 
me as a child.”

Four years later, she sent the pitch to Knopf. 
The original story she included with her let-

ter—Jefferson Brady and the Aerial Lady, which 
detailed what happens to kites when they get lost 
in the sky—was put aside as she began to tackle 
the Dahl project. It was Dahl’s first big foray into 
children’s literature, years before Charlie and the 
Chocolate Factory, Fantastic Mr. Fox and Matilda 
would cement his legacy. Up to that point, the 

English author was known for his adult fiction, much of it the mur-
der mystery variety. 

But in his correspondence, Dahl betrayed no unease about working 
with a relatively unknown illustrator in his first high-profile attempt 
at writing for a new audience. In a letter to his editor at Knopf in 
August 1960, Dahl responded to his editor’s suggestion of Nancy for 
the book decisively: “I agree with you completely. Nancy Burkert is 
our illustrator.” 

There were a number of edits back and forth between Nancy, the 
editor and Dahl—the details of characters are reshaped, there is a 
request for her to make James appear a bit more sullen, and some 
worried notes about the deadlines. In one letter to the publisher in 
March 1961, Nancy notes that, “I don’t ‘grind it out’—my kind of work 
takes many hours.” 

This wasn’t a stalling tactic. Nancy’s dedication to craftsman-
ship is a defining characteristic of her work. Her detailed sketches 
of insects for James and the Giant Peach resemble the field 
sketches of an entomologist. Her work on The Scroobius Pip—a 

At the time, Knopf was the tops when it came to publishers. Nancy 
was an unknown artist who knew little of the publishing world and 
was working without an agent. Believing it wise to start at the top, 
she typed up a pitch, packaged it with some of her original work and 
hoped for the best. 

Her faith was rewarded. An editor at Knopf fell in love with her 
illustrations and eventually set her up with the job of illustrating 
Roald Dahl’s James and the Giant Peach, thus launching the career of 
one of the most respected illustrators of children’s 
literature in the world. 

It has been a career defined by not only critical 
acclaim, but also by adherence to a trademark real-
ism—a style that has not only avoided patronizing 
her young audience but also helped change the 
way people think about the form.

Nancy’s first love wasn’t art. 
It was baseball. 

Growing up in Wisconsin, she loved to watch the 
Racine Belles, a team in the WWII-era women’s 
baseball league. (The league was later popularized 
by the 1992 movie A League of Their Own). She 
took a particular liking to Choo-Choo Hickson, 
the Belles’ catcher—a position that Nancy also 
played in her youth league. While she amassed a 
collection of black eyes, busted fingers and even a 
bat swing to the face without losing her appreciation of the game, 
art eventually became more of a focus. “Parents give lessons of all 
kinds to kids to sort of see what takes,” says Nancy. “And then if you’re 
praised a little bit, it sticks.”

In high school, Nancy wrote her first “book” as part of a civics class 
assignment that asked students what they might want to do in life. A 
voracious reader, she thought she might like to write and illustrate 
children’s books, and she turned in an illustrated story about a cater-
pillar that didn’t want to turn into a butterfly, complete with covers. 
It was a prophetic choice, but after she was encouraged to take her 
idea to the folks at Racine’s own Western Printing—which published 
everything from comics to cookbooks—to see if they had any interest in 
putting it out, they sent her home, asking instead to see illustrations for 
The Three Little Pigs. But that wasn’t a story she wanted to tell.

She met her husband Bob Burkert—also an artist—while in 
high school, and after they completed their undergrad studies at 
the University of Wisconsin, Madison, both pursued masters’ in 
fine arts there, Nancy earning hers in 1955. It was here that she 

Nancy Burkert, Wisconsin, calls this 
letter a “leap of uninformed faith.” 
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poem by British author Edward Lear that includes dozens of ani-
mals—took her to a number of museums to study and sketch the 
form of various faunae. While preparing illustrations for a col-
lection of Emily Dickinson’s poems, she traveled to the writer’s 
historically preserved home in Western Massachusetts to ensure 
that her illustrations were accurate. 

“There is a kind of aura of perfect in her work,” says author and chil-
dren’s book critic Leonard Marcus. Marcus actually traces his interest 
in the field to his discovery of Burkert’s work in the early 1970s, when 
he came across her picture book of the Grimms’ Snow White in a book-
store while working on his MFA at the Iowa Writer’s Workshop. “I 
found myself drawn to it,” says Marcus. “It made me wonder why this 
kind of work wasn’t represented in museums. How children’s book art 
was valued is a question I have pursued ever since.”

Jane Curley, art historian and frequent curator for the Eric Carle 
Museum of Picture Book Art, says that Nancy’s organization and 
research shows a rare diligence. “Nobody beats her at this,” says 
Curley. “She goes deep. She does not do anything lightly.”

Today, Nancy and her husband live 
in Orleans, Massachusetts, a small town on Cape Cod, a peninsula 
jutting out into the Atlantic Ocean from the state’s southeastern edge. 
She is deliberate and cerebral when reflecting on her work, but every 
sentence settles into a smile. 

After James and the Giant Peach was released in 1961, she worked 
on illustrations for two books before taking on a legendary name: 
Hans Christian Anderson. Her work for Anderson’s The Nightingale, 
which tells the story of a Chinese emperor who is saved by a songbird, 
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put her stylistic evolution on display. “I did try to put into effect my 
new love of Chinese art,” says Nancy. “You can see that I’m struggling 
between my Renaissance perspective and trying to incorporate that 
flatness [of Chinese art].”

Cultural influences would often guide her work as well. In 1968’s 
Scroobius Pip, she was reactive to the national conversation about the 
extinction of the blue whale. “It was a paean to nature and the world,” 
says Nancy. 

One of her career highlights came in 1973, when Snow White was 
recognized with both a Caldecott honor (the “runner-up” to the 
Caldecott Medal) and a “notable book” distinction from the New 
York Times. True to her method, Nancy employed a real-life model 
for the character of Snow White—in this case, her adolescent daugh-
ter, Claire. (Family and friends appear often in her work. The James 

character in James and Giant Peach was modeled after the son of her 
friend and artist Harold Altman.) 

After years of illustrating the works of others, she eventually 
returned to the promise of her original Knopf pitch, writing and illus-
trating her own work, which would eventually take the better part of 
seven years. The result, Valentine and Orson, was released in 1989. A 
decade-and-a-half later, Nancy became the second-ever exhibitor at 
the Eric Carle Museum of Picture Book Art, following Where the Wild 
Things Are author and illustrator Maurice Sendak.

Though the style has evolved and the topics have changed during 
her more than five decades of work, her approach has never wavered. 
“This may sound very strange, but I don’t think too much about the 
child. I’m thinking about the story and how to illuminate it. …Let the 
chips fall where they may with the readership. Otherwise, you might 
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begin to talk down or be too accommodating to what is supposed to 
be what children want.” 

Besides, cartoons simply aren’t part of who Nancy is as an art-
ist. She has a long background in Renaissance training and a love 
of Chinese, Flemish and American primitive art. “My heroes were 
[Arthur] Rackham”—a famous British book illustrator known for his 
detail—“and all the artists I studied in art school,” she says. 

Early in her career, she found this view to be uncommon. “When I 
started out, I felt quite alone in what I was trying to do, which was speci-
ficity of form,” she says. But there was a purpose in her attention to detail: 
“I think if children aren’t helped to know the difference between a maple 
leaf and an oak leaf, they’re not going to be all that interested in conserva-
tion or the love of differentiation and uniqueness and biodiversity, and all 
those good things,” says Nancy. “I did in fact feel a bit the—not rebel—but 
that I was holding up a tradition that had changed and been neglected.”

“There are some artists who draw in a loose style or in a casual 
style, meant in part to give children the impression that they could 
also make art themselves,” says author Leonard. “Whereas Nancy 
is the kind of illustrator who is reaching for the stars. Her work is 

beautiful and complex and subtle.” “Sendak was probably the first 
artist who said you have to take children’s books more seriously,” says 
art critic Curley. “And Nancy is certainly part of that movement. This 
is beautiful art that stands on its own.”

And children deserve a challenge, Nancy says.
She recalls a recent trip to the symphony, where she spotted a 

cluster of 11-year-old children in the audience near the stage. “They 
don’t have to have only Peter and the Wolf or Young Person’s Guide to 
the Orchestra, or any of the other things which are supposedly what 
they can handle.” Her early partner Dahl famously felt the same way, 
something picked up in the original New York Times review of James 
and the Giant Peach, which noted that the book was evidence that 
Dahl “believes that you don’t write down to children. …If the book is 
fascinating, they will learn the words they don’t know.”

Nancy offers another anecdote to the argument, this one about 
driving her grandson to nursery school and watching him become 
captivated by Haydn as it came on the radio. “It’s that same attitude 
across the board: They will learn and have what we give them. We are 
the ones who mustn’t underestimate them.” 

“I think if children aren’t helped to know 
the difference between a maple leaf and 
an oak leaf, they’re not going to be all that 
interested in conservation or the love 
of differentiation and uniqueness and 
biodiversity, and all those good things.”


