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You are the creator of the
incredibly popular I Spy
series of books, known for
its beautiful photographic
collages and scenes. Very
light on text, these books
are especially useful with
children who are preverbal, English language
learners, or entry-level
readers.You were a reluctant reader as a student,
were you not?
WW: That is correct. The first
thing I tell all children when
I visit schools is that I was a
very reluctant reader. I say that
because I meet a lot of reluctant readers out there, and I
sympathize with them. I was
lucky enough, throughout my
education and upbringing, to
not be ostracized for that. In
fact, I was made to feel that my
abilities in art were valuable. I

had reason to believe, thanks to
my teachers and parents, that
that was something to value, in
terms of measuring intelligence.
The report card wasn’t the only
measure of your intelligence;
there were other ways.
I don’t want to make it sound
like it’s an excuse to not read,
or to not work at homework,
but I think there’s a balance
between stretching yourself to
overcome your difficulties, and
working with your strengths
and having your strengths be
appreciated.

When you did read as a
child, you read magazines
and catalogs.
WW: The biggest book I read
is the Sears Roebuck catalog. It
was just a catalog of things, of
images. I would wish for certain kinds of toys, and I would
be inspired to make things.
I probably got the most out
of Golden Books when I was
very young. We didn’t have
a television at all—ever—in
my house, growing up. When
the Beatles came to America,
and when we landed on the
moon, I saw them at neighbors’
houses.

You had a lot of siblings.
Did they help drive your
imagination?

Nick Glass of TeachingBooks.net
interviewed Walter Wick at his
home in Connecticut.

WW: Yes. I had three older
brothers and a younger sister,
and we just had a good time.
There was a wide age range: 14
years between my youngest sister and my oldest brother, and
I was right in the middle. My
brothers were very industrious
and creative. We went camping,
we went fishing, we explored
the woods, we played games,
and I had a pretty happy childhood.

Since you weren’t a voracious reader, were you
working with your hands
in some way?
WW: Yes, I tinkered all the
time. I was very, very much
a hands-on, project-oriented
child, and I often didn’t finish
my projects. Not all of them
were all that successful, but
quite a few of them were. Some
of them were just making toys
like stilts and skateboards, and
things that I could actually
use. And others were art-based
projects.
I did a lot of drawing and
explored shading and volume
and things completely on my
own, without lessons at first.
Later, in high school, I became
interested in painting and
photography as well. My older
brother had started photography
on his own, and we created a
dark room in the basement. I
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was actively taking pictures and
developing film in high school.
It’s something that was really at
the root of who I am as an artist
now.

Where did you attend art
school?
WW: I went to the Paier
College of Art, a private art
school that focused on commercial arts. I studied landscape photography. However, I
found landscape photography
to be too passive in a certain
way. I loved it and I think I
excelled at it, but I also needed
to participate in what I was
photographing in a more proactive way. That’s when I started
to continue the tinkering in
front of the camera, in order to
create scenes that you see now
in my photos.

It seems you’re a landscape photographer
now—you just create your
own landscapes.
WW: I make miniature landscapes, yes. I work with lots
of freelance artists to help me
build the incredible scenes you
see in my I Spy books.

Before I Spy, you created
puzzles and optical illusion books.
WW: My first job out of college was in commercial work,
doing product photography, but
I liked to experiment on the
side. I started creating visual
conundrums, puzzles with the
camera. I would photograph
a scene and cut it up into different wallet-sized pieces, and
send it off to a friend little by
little. They would gradually
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realize that it was all one photograph. I didn’t tell them it
was a puzzle. I just sent them
these little squares of images,
and they would assemble them.
When I moved to New York
City and continued in the commercial art realm, I found Games
magazine. It was a general interest magazine for adults and
young adults about puzzles and
games. I approached them with
some puzzle ideas, and they
bought them right then and
there. That began my relationship with them, as a kind of
puzzle designer-illustrator, using
photography. It made me very
happy. It was the most satisfying kind of work to do. I mean,
I would think of an idea as a
puzzle, turn it into a puzzle,
present it, and then they would
buy it. That was my first taste of
authoring.
The culture at Games magazine was an incubator of ideas
related to science, illusions,
puzzles, and games. In Scientific
American, there was a column
called “Mathematical Games.”
We were all reading those
materials as background for
creating puzzles.

What is a picture puzzle?
WW: A picture puzzle is one
that requires visual discrimination. It is anything based in the
visual realm that requires solving a problem or a question.
The clues may be verbally provided, such as they are in the I
Spy books, but the answers are
found in the picture.

How did you make the
transition from contributing to Games magazine to
creating the I Spy books?

WW: I illustrated a poster
for Jean Marzollo, who was an
editor for Let’s Find Out magazine. She hired me based on
my visual style, which she had
seen in a directory. I did the
poster for her. The poster was
very popular, and an editor at
Cartwheel Books, an imprint
of Scholastic, saw the poster.
Her name was Bernette Ford.
She was looking for new ideas
to bring into the book division. She called Jean Marzollo,
who called me, and we all got
together, and that’s how I Spy
started.
It turned out to be a fortuitous combination because Jean
Marzollo had extensive background in writing children’s
books, and she had this reputation with Let’s Find Out magazine. I had a background with
visual puzzles. The combination
of the two talents together was
unbeatable, you might say.

The I Spy books are so
ideal for visual learners.
WW: Yes. The kind of early
childhood learning that Jean
knew a lot about was the kind
of learning that I experienced
as a child. I was able to learn
through visual means, and
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through doing projects on my
own. This experience was a natural fit for the way people like
Jean theorized about how children should learn. Everything
Jean does is rooted in her
philosophy of early childhood
learning. It was more or less a
natural fit for the two of us.

You have boxes and boxes
of objects that you use for
your photographic scenes.
When did you start realizing you needed to start
collecting all this stuff?
WW: When I did the first I
Spy book, I didn’t have much
of a prop collection. I based
the pictures on things I had
around, like hardware, common objects, found objects,
and so on. I supplemented
those objects with some
antique toys that my wife and
I had. When we did a beach
scene I went out and got props
that would be appropriate for
kids playing in the sand. I
would then store everything in
boxes.
As the series took off, I realized the value of these props
for potential reuse, which is,
of course, what I do. Now it’s
essentially a library of objects,
cataloged in different sections.

How do you organize
your object collection?
WW: When I made the images
for the first I Spy book, I was
mostly just assembling objects
into a still life. I immediately
got into building model scenes
after that, because I had done
a lot of that for commercial
work, book covers, and so on.
I use plastic storage boxes

designed for sewing supplies,
with little compartments. I
have maybe 60 to 100 of those
now. I started with only two or
three in my regular studio—
just hardware and nuts and
bolts and thumbtacks and rubber bands—household items
that I used on a day-to-day
basis. Now it’s grown into categories of things like frogs and
ghoulish objects, farm animals,
dinosaurs, fish. I have three or
four boxes labeled “household
items.” That category includes
miniature items such as cups
and saucers for dollhouses,
miniature ladders that have
come off of a toy set, things
that are small enough to fit into
those sewing notion boxes.
I also have cardboard filing
boxes, jumbo versions of the
compartmentalized boxes, and
more industrial-grade storage
boxes.

Please talk about how
your collaboration with
Jean Marzollo works.
WW: For the first book, I just
did whatever came to mind,
and Jean worked with that
to create the text. After that,
we discussed the various different approaches, and we
didn’t really arrive at a hard
and fast conclusion. First she
wrote I Spy rhymes. They were
thematic, as a writer would
naturally create, and the objects
were thematically linked
together, but I couldn’t use
the rhymes as inspiration for
my scene-building because the
objects she mentioned were the
objects that were the least obvious things in the picture.
So I suggested that I just cre-

ate some photographs with the
objects hidden, and give her
a list of those things to write
about. And that’s how we did
it.

What worked well about
your arrangement where
you created the images,
then Jean wrote the text?
WW: First, I wanted the game
to be fun, and we needed to
start with a really attractive
picture—something that you
would want to look at for more
than a few minutes.
Second, you really can’t anticipate what’s going to hide well
in the scene until you build
it. Then you start to discover,
“Well, this little thing will camouflage in the corner over here,
or this little thing is hidden in
plain sight.” It’s not something
you immediately consider:
the gold star is actually on an
object—it’s not the object itself.
Or maybe a rabbit is hiding as
an illustration on the apron of
another figure.
I have to serve two masters—I
have to create a beautiful illustration appropriate for the age of
the reader, and also an illustration that works as a puzzle.

Please describe your I Spy
image-building process.
WW: I start to build the scene
and look for opportunities and
situations where it would be
fun to find each object. I would
give Jean a list that had rhymes
in it, then she would make up
a new rhyme and also look at
the picture to find things that
she thought would work better, rhythmically. That way, the
rhymes came out much more
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jaunty than a thematically written rhyme would have been. I
think she delighted in that.
That set the template for the
practice that we created for the
rest of the series. We would
discuss the theme, then I would
start creating pictures and sending them to Jean, and then
she would write the rhyme.
Often though, especially after
the first book, I would make
sure that there wasn’t a better
opportunity before I dismantled
the scene, so Jean was able to
write the rhyme. If she wanted
another word in there, I could
find an object and hide it in
there, or take an object out.
Sometimes I would switch
objects around so that the
rhyme would be better.

How is your illustration
work for the I Spy books
different from typical children’s book illustration?
WW: I can’t use a lot of blank
negative space, as traditional
illustrators can for mood or for
impact, because that means that
the only place that’s detailed
in the photograph is the only
place you’re going to be looking
for objects. I have to make this
kind of wallpaper effect: objects
packed in every corner, and
there are only so many ways I
can reshuffle objects.
I still have to create a mood,
and for me that is part of making the scene beautiful to look
at; that’s the poetry. For me, the
mood is the artistic flare that
is needed to make the picture
much more beautiful, comprehensive, and coherent than just
wallpaper.
Photographic illustration is
somewhat an orphan in the
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children’s book world, especially narrative photographic
illustration such as I have done
in Toyland Express. Of course,
you see photographic illustration in Eyewitness-type books
and so on, but this kind of narrative still life is not the norm,
and not the common thing.
Discussions tend to be lengthy
about how I create these
books, because many people
are surprised to see how much
preproduction goes into these
things, and how much industry
goes into them, and why I need
so much square footage for my
studio.

Have your I Spy books
ever been compared to
Where’s Waldo books?
What did you bring to the
search-and-find genre that
went beyond those books?
WW: The one criticism I have
of Where’s Waldo?, which
preceded I Spy, is that it is a
little redundant. The Where’s
Waldo? series is very flat and
very densely detailed. I was
able to bring something new to
the search-and-find genre by
using photography. When you
use photography, you can bring
all these different textures and
materials into the scene.
You can use glass and wood,
marble and paper, cardboard

and metal, and natural objects,
found objects from the woods,
or just brightly colored plastic
toys. An illustrator would have
a harder time rendering to all
those different surfaces. Now
having said that, I think Where’s
Waldo? is brilliant, and it’s a
great concept, and it was brilliantly done. I know kids love
that as well.
As a photographic illustrator,
though, I have different materials to work with, and that has
impact. I try to put a lot of
emotion and sentiment into the
images.

Please talk about your
Can You See What I See?
series.
WW: I write and illustrate the
Can You See What I See? series,
and for those, I work more on
the narrative. Jean and I did two
narratives for the I Spy books.
We did I Spy Spooky Night and
I Spy Treasure Hunt. Those were
my first explorations into creating a visual narrative. I continue
that in my Can You See What I
See? series.
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What was the impetus for
your Can You See What I
See? series?
WW: There were some ideas
that I couldn’t sell as an I Spy
idea, and there came a lull in
the I Spy series, so I decided to
just do one Can You See What
I See? book. I hadn’t intended
it to be a series. I wanted to
integrate the search-and-find
game with another kind of hidden puzzle. And that was really
the kind-of-hidden theme in the
first Can You See What I See?
book. There is an image called
Car Tricks, and you search for
and find the objects. It says, “A
five-cent card, and a golden key,
a red game piece on 23. A silver
jack, a yellow cone, a floating
flag, a telephone. Seven horses,
15 hearts, seven cards with
missing parts.”
There’s that little puzzler at
the end—what does that mean,
“seven cards with missing
parts?” I ask that question to a
group of kids in the classroom,
and you’ll see a hand go up,
and one of the kids will say,
“Well, the J is missing on the
Jack.” Then once they find one
card with a missing part, do you
think you can stop them from
finding the other? In fact they
would rather spend the rest of
the assembly solving that problem. The same is true of the
alphabet maze.
So, I made this series to be
games within a game. I had
explored this idea with some
of the I Spy books, but I really
wanted to flesh it out with Can
You See What I See? It arose
from that whole Games magazine background in me—the
search-and-find game makes
the photograph more than just

something to look at, and this
puzzle within the puzzle is trying to make the search-and-find
game more than just a searchand-find game. I’m always trying to layer these games so that
I make them more memorable,
more challenging, and more
interesting.

You have an animal or
character that shows up
throughout each of your
books. Please talk about
that.
WW: I did that with the first
I Spy book, with a little frog.
Where’s Waldo? has the same
character in everything, and I
didn’t want to create a character
for I Spy, but I called Jean one
day and said, “I want to put this
frog in every picture. What do
you think?” She thought that
was a good idea, so she put a
little rhyme in the back of the
book to clue you in to that frog.
After that, we chose a different
animal to do that with in each I
Spy book.
When I did the first Can You
See What I See? book, I created
my own character—a little bead
boy. My editor and I were trying
to think of a name for the bead
boy but weren’t coming up with
anything we liked. I changed
the subject and was saying, “You
know, I do this so kids will see
more in my books.” And she
said, “Oh, Seymour, that’s his
name!”
So I call him Seymour, and
his name is hidden only once
in every book. But he is in
every single Can You See What
I See? book. You see him in the
introductory half title page, and
you see him in the title page,

and you see him in the table
of contents page. That kind of
clues you in to the fact that he’s
in every picture. Kids just figure
that out. They don’t always figure out his name, but they figure
out that he’s there.

Please talk about your latest Can You See What I
See? book, Toyland Express.
WW: Toyland Express came out
in the fall of 2011. Several of
the previous books had been
heavily model-built worlds,
like miniature landscapes, and
I wanted to go back to the toybased world of the first Can You
See What I See? book and the
first few I Spy books as well. I
set a goal to make a storybook
where the story is told with
toys. I decided a train would
be the protagonist of that story,
and the train would be called
the Toyland Express.

How does Toyland Express
stand out from other
books of yours?
WW: What’s unique about this
book is that even though it’s a
narrative, it’s also a series of still
life pictures. It would appear
that each of these scenes was
just found this way, already set
up: kids playing with the train,
a scene of the train in the attic,
a scene of the train being sold
at the yard sale. But that is in
a way an illusion because all
those scenes, including the full
attic, are built in my studio. The
train was also custom built in
my studio.

What was the greatest challenge of creating
Toyland Express?
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WW: The biggest challenge
was to build the illusion that I
didn’t create the book—that the
images were taken over periods
of years: the new toy displayed
with its box top in a store window, the toy being played with
in different environments in a
domestic interior; that same toy,
old and dusty in the attic and
then sold at a yard sale; and
then fixed up and played with
again.
I designed the train and
worked with a freelance artist. I
didn’t want it to be as simple as
a Brio train, or but I didn’t want
it to be as complicated as an HO
or Lionel-type train. So I had
to figure out how to make this
train to have visual, architectural
interest but still be a simple toy
that I could show in various
iterations from the factory to the
attic. It was difficult to make the
train look good in twelve different spreads through all those
different transformations and
iterations.

Your studio is an old firehouse?
WW: My studio is an old
fire department maintenance
building. We call it a firehouse
because it’s the shorthand for
it, but it actually was a place
where the fire trucks were
repaired. It looks like a firehouse from the front, but it’s
longer and has a much bigger
footprint than most firehouses.

Do you do all the production work yourself, or do
you have help?
WW: I used to do all the models myself and hired some freelancers from time to time. Now
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I have two full-time employees
who help manage not only the
operations of the studio but also
the acquisition and organization
of props, and so on.
For the model building, like
making a train, an attic, or a
miniature castle, I hire a freelance artist to come in, usually
for the duration of the book.
Randy Gilman and Michael
Lokensgaard are two artists I
have come in three days a week,
every couple of weeks during
the course of a book.

Please describe your
model-making process.
WW: I’ll do a drawing of what
I want, and then the drawings
go into the shop. Then we start
making cardboard mock-ups.
When they are complete, I photograph the mock-ups. I’ll make
changes on the photographs.
Then the revised photos go into
the shop from which we build
the finished model.

Do the models you make
vary in size, despite the
fact that the finished
photo illustrations are
printed at all the same
size?
WW: Yes, the models vary in
size, and at first that was very
scary to me. I would build a
miniature scene—for example,
a miniature outside of a store—
and then have a full-scale shot
that represents the inside of a
store. At first, that seemed like
an illogical sequence, going
from the miniature scene into
a full-scale interior scene. But
it turns out that that’s not the
case. Even when you’re aware
of it, it doesn’t seem to hurt the
flow of the narrative.

You show some of your
work in art museums.
What pieces do you
exhibit?
WW: The show originated
at the New Britain Museum
of American Art, and it’s been
traveling. The show has largescale photographs of my work,
some 50 to 60 inches in some
cases, of the spreads from I
Spy, Can You See What I See?,
and also large blowups from A
Drop of Water and Walter Wick’s
Optical Tricks. In addition, there
are some of the models that we
created in the studio. There’s
a miniature castle, a miniature
street scene from Scary Scary
Night, and the Jolly Roger beach
scene from Treasure Ship.
There are a couple of physical
optical illusions in the exhibition, and there are also some
interactive pieces, like the alphabet maze and the card tricks.
Visitors can solve some of the
puzzles right there on the wall.

Your book A Drop of Water
is extraordinary. Can you
talk about that book?
WW: The inspiration for A
Drop of Water came partly from
going to schools and realizing
how inquisitive children were
about the physical materials and
processes I use. Since they have
such a fascination with those
things, I thought they might like
to see the behavior and transformations of water.
Also, water was part of my
early landscape photography as
well as a subject of lots of closeups that I would shoot for my
commercial artwork. I photographed splashing drops, or ice,
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You had to use your
incredible knowledge of
how to use lasers in photography to create A Drop
of Water.

or other water images. I became
fascinated with the beautiful
optics of water, and I started to
collect these old science books
that were printed in the nineteenth century. The typical way
that they described the science
lesson in those days was to focus
on some small quantity of something, like a lump of coal or the
candle flame.
I also thought that by showing
close-ups of this phenomenon, it
would be more tactile and more
relatable to a young person. I
wanted to make each one of
the visual aspects—a splashing
drop, the soap bubble, the snow
flake—I wanted to make them
majestic, as if they were these
beautiful sculptures, as snowflakes look close-up.
I saw a need in juvenile science literature to show the majesty of this phenomenon. A lot
of science books for kids make
their subjects funny or gross, as a
way to attract children. Any way
to attract children to science is
valid, but I think if you’re going
to make it funny or gross, you’re
not going to be able to make it
majestic. I thought there was
an opportunity to make it just
mind-blowingly beautiful.

WW: Yes—all that came out
of my knowledge of commercial photography. I was able to
stage the photos in a way that
was impressive. The props I
use in the background, are very
subtle sometimes. I use simple
glassware, but classic forms that
will not go out of style, because
those forms have been in style
for 100 years. My objective
was to include some ordinary
kitchen props and try to make
them as timeless as possible.

Please talk about Optical
Tricks, which is an incredible book.
WW: That goes back again to
my Games magazine days. I was
hired to photograph a traveling
show the Exploratorium had
done, and a lot of it involved
illusions. I was always fascinated with illusions, and I
was always doing illusions in
my commercial work. I just
thought, Well, it would be great
to be able to do that as a subject.
So I pulled out my favorite
resource material and tried to
think of ways to do it photographically.
I like to create these Eschertype illusions because it adds an
extra level of curiosity when it
is photographed. It’s one thing
to see it drawn, as an Escher
drawing, but it’s another thing
to see it photographed and to
read in the back of the book that
there were no alterations made
to those photographs. Then
you have to struggle with how

that could actually exist in real
life, which adds another level of
depth to the illusion.

It seems that there’s a
central theme to all of
this, which is somehow
wonder or illusion. It is
something your books do
marvelously well.
WW: I want the wheels and
the gears in the mind to start
turning. I sometimes think that
a good tagline for all my books
would be, “Thinking required.”
I want to catch children
unaware. It’s playful thinking. I
want to create a sense of wonder, and partly I want to show
that the ordinary world is full of
wonders.
That’s why I often use ordinary
objects—my job as a photographer has always been to try
to show how there’s so much
wonder in ordinary things and
ordinary life.
I’m always trying to keep
minds engaged when they look
at pictures. From the very first
time I showed the first I Spy
book to a four-year-old, she
said, “How did you get that doll
to stand on one leg?” A child
wouldn’t ask that of a drawing,
would she?

Is any of your work viewable online?
WW: There is a photograph
of 117 objects balancing on
a single Lego block. It’s only
available online—on a YouTube
video. It’s called Balancing Act,
and it kind of summarizes what
I try to achieve in photography—it creates a sense of wonder out of a tabletop world.
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What do you do when you
get stuck?
WW: I expect to get stuck,
so I have ways around it.
Sometimes, when I work on
ideas for months, I know I’m in
trouble because it’s just taking
too long. Sometimes the more
I hammer away at it, the worse
it gets. So often, in my despair,
some idea will come to me that
I wish I could be working on.
Because I’m so burdened by
not being able to get something
to work, the grass is always
greener. I’ll find a few objects
on my desk that I’ll start looking at and playing with, and
suddenly a whole new idea will
come to light. I have to always
be ready to move on, and to
find something new to start
with. I have to take a fresh look
at things to get unstuck.

What’s a typical workday
like for you?
WW: My wife helps run the
business behind the scenes. A
lot of people say they’d love to
work for me because they see
all the toys that I work with,
and all these miniature worlds
that I create. They say they
would like to spend a day with
me observing how I do things. I
often answer by saying it’s really
like watching paint dry. It’s just
a slow process.
I have a beautiful studio, and
it’s absolutely a gorgeous place to
arrive every day at work. I start
with positive feelings, and where
it goes from that, it can go up, it
can go down, but if I start fresh
every morning, I’m good.

You get to talk to kids a
lot. What do you like to
tell them?
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WW: I’ve been to quite a few
schools all over the country, and
it’s a great experience. Every
author should go to schools,
do school visits, and present in
front of audiences. If you have
a tough audience, you should
learn how to figure out how to
make it right because you learn
so much about how sophisticated kids can be and how
much they can absorb.
I tend to go and talk in front
of a group of kids, and I provide a series of questions and
answers during my talk so that
I can engage with them in that
way. Through my talks to kids, I
want to bring them to my world.
I don’t go as an entertainer. I talk
about my process, I talk about
what I do. I treat them as fully
thinking individuals, and bring
them into my cerebral world.

Which particular object
have you used the most
besides Seymour?
WW: You know, it’s funny you
ask me that, because there is an
object that I probably have used
the most. It’s a yellow marble.
It’s on the cover of Seymour and
the Juice Box Boat.
It’s featured in very early pictures that I took in my studio
in New York City in 1980 when
I was just starting out. It’s been
in the I Spy and Can You See
What I See? books, in Optical
Tricks, and in Seymour in a Juice
Box Boat. It has sort of become a
symbolic object for me because
it got the ball rolling. From that
early photograph I took, where it
appears to be floating in the air,
there was that sense of wonder
about an ordinary object.

Is there something that
you think teachers and
librarians would like to
know that we haven’t
touched on?
WW: I think teachers and
librarians are some of the most
valuable people we have out
there right now. I meet so many
of them who immediately identify with the way I learned,
and with the way I was. They
really identify with the reluctant reader, and the abilities
that reluctant readers could
have that are very valuable.
When you get up and stand in
front of 600 kids in an echoey
auditorium, it’s really scary. It’s
really hard work, and you really
have to know what you’re talking about. You really have to
know your subject. I’ve come
to greatly admire teachers and
librarians who do that all day
long, year after year. It’s not
only important, but it’s got to
be very, very satisfying.
❖ ❖ ❖

❖ ❖
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