
unlikely duo! Are they related to you or to people you know in some way?

I was thinking about how certain problems might keep coming up in your 
life over and over, and you can’t seem to get rid of them. And since I’m a 
writer, a metaphor suddenly popped into my head: a mouse who won’t go 
away.

Now I had to figure out whom Mouse would torment. I wanted it to 
be someone big. An elephant? A lion? A person? Then the idea of a bear 
came to me, and I knew I had the right character. 

Mouse and Bear seem to be related to just about everyone I meet. We 
all have a Mouse and Bear in our lives, including ourselves!

What do you like best about Bear and Mouse and their stories? Do you have a 
favorite moment in any of the books? Or a favorite Bear and Mouse memory?

I love the humor of their contrasting styles and the friendship that under-
lies all their quarrels. Coming up with grandiose words for Bear is a 
delight. My favorite moment is in A Visitor for Bear when Bear and Mouse 
first become friends. Of course, I knew they had to become friends, but 
I really struggled with how that dynamic would turn around. I didn’t 
want it to feel preachy or simplistic. Somehow in all the various rewrites 
I found that Mouse appreciated everything Bear did. Sheer apprecia-
tion from someone — who doesn’t love that? It’s a simple, yet maybe not 
obvious, truth: the easiest way to a friendship is to just appreciate the 
other person. No more whistles and bells than that, really. But even better 
for a picture book, it’s something you can show through action.

What do you find most challenging about writing the Bear and Mouse books?

Coming up with something that will make each book feel fresh. I can 
think of a lot of ways that Mouse could bug Bear, and a lot of things Bear 
could be picky about. But I don’t want to write the same story over and 
over. I want something new to happen in their friendship and for them to 
grow in every book. 
 

How do you create the art for the Bear and Mouse books? 

Pencil sketches are the first step. In the beginning I try lots of ideas, 
erasing and starting again — or ripping up the paper and starting again. 
There’s a lot to consider. The pictures have to leave room for the words, 
of course. We need to see what is happening, what it all looks like, and 
what the characters are feeling. Illustrating some moments from the text 
will help push the story along, while others will bring things to a pause. 
Pacing needs to be spot-on for the Bear and Mouse stories. 

Then there’s picture size; a variety of sizes and shapes helps to make an 
interesting overall look for the book. And every story has an underlying 
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A conversation with the 
creators of Bear and Mouse
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Where did you come up with the idea for Bear and Mouse? They’re such an  



visual shape: ups, downs, ins, and outs. All this takes a while to work out. 
Details start to pop in, and I may build on those. I enjoy this stage of 
illustration very much.

I usually do a first set of rough pencil sketches. After I have had com-
ments from the art editor, I make a second set. Then I begin the final 
color art. I draw again, fresh, on good watercolor paper, set the light 
pencil lines with ink, and begin to paint. I use a mapping pen, some inks, 
a basic range of colors, watercolors, and often gouache and oil sticks.

I work to size. Doing little Mouse means swinging in the lamps and 
getting my eyes very close to the paper.

When you first illustrated Bear and Mouse in A Visitor for Bear, how did you 
decide what they and their world would look like?

Gosh, that part took ages. I drew bears for months — grizzly bears, polar 
bears, black bears and brown bears, tall bears, fierce bears, fat bears, and 
hairy bears. Finally I had a good Bear, but something was still wrong. He 
was rather ugly. I pulled out some old teddy bears that my children had 
played with. I realized they were appealing because they had short arms 
and legs. I gave Bear shorter arms and legs, and there he was! Big and 
strong, but with a sweet side. That was our Bear.

When the first story sketches for A Visitor for Bear were finished, I 
sent them right off to the publisher. I was quite happy with them, and 
first sketches are never absolutely final. But once everything was in the 
mail, I got the feeling that I had missed something important. In these 
first sketches, Bear lived in a cave. It was pleasant but rather rough, with 
very simple furniture. I kept thinking about where Bear lived. I read the 
words again and again, over and over. Bear loves his house. He’s fussy 
about it. A Victorian house came to mind. I telephoned my editor and 
said, “Wait, new sketches are coming.” I redid the first sketches so that 
Bear had a grander place — a real house, set deep in the woods — with a 
big comfortable chair, fireplace, books, china, cushions, and other nice 
things. That was fun to do. I had become very fond of Bear, and I was 
happy to give him a nice place to live.

What do you find most challenging about illustrating the Bear and Mouse 
books?

Bear is big. Mouse is small. It takes some jigging of the compositions to 
get the two into the same picture.
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