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from Houghton Mifflin (publisher)

The Mysteries of Harris Burdick . . . opens with an introductory letter from Chris Van Allsburg himself, explaining the
book's origins. "I first saw the drawings in this book a year ago, in the home of a man named Peter Wenders," Van
Allsburg begins. He goes on to explain that many years earlier, a man called Harris Burdick stopped by the office of
Peter Wenders . . . Burdick brought one drawing from each of fourteen stories he had written as a sample . . .
Promising to bring the stories in the next day, Burdick left - never to be seen again. . . .

Following the letter, fourteen mysterious and haunting images are reproduced, each with a title and a suggestive
caption. . . .

[The pages] of The Mysteries of Harris Burdick are designed with the express purpose of sparking the imagination, and
indeed they do. One cannot help but begin piecing together stories as one pores over the illustrations and their
mysterious captions. We are immediately drawn into the mystery of this book by Van Allsburg's introductory letter,
which sets up the premise in such a realistic way as to make even the savviest adult readers step back and ask, "Now
wait a minute, is this for real?" Not only does each illustration present us with a mystery, but we are left at the end
with the ultimate mystery: where is the talented Mr. Burdick? Why did he never return to Peter Wenders's office?
Where are the stories he wrote?

Guidelines for Philosophical Discussion

by Leo Heska

This book, in leaving out so much information, provides avenues for all sorts of thoughts about reality, imagination,
information content, how to characterize/classify things, and what is essential knowledge.

Questions about the nature of knowledge come from the paucity of information. If we're given only hints, how much
can we really know? But then when you think about it, any story, even a thousand-page Russian novel, leaves out way
more information than it includes. So can any story, or anything written, really depict reality? Authors compensate for
their inability to recount every tiny factual detail by invoking/triggering certain schemata or "knowledge buckets" in
their readers, but in doing this, what about the risk that the button you're pushing, doesn't paint the picture you
intended to? One thinks of Upton Sinclair's statement "I aimed for a nation's heart but I hit it in the stomach."

With less information provided, more is left up to the reader's/viewer's imagination. The exercise suggested below,
having a child translate the picture to words, and then the other children translate those words back into a picture,
attempts to show how much we add when we recount something. It would also be possible to ask children not to "tell
the story the picture shows," but instead just describe the picture itself. That would bring up questions of "are you
transmitting more information or less?" Narrating only a bare-bones description of the picture itself as it appears on
the page strips out feeling, mood, tone, implication, it makes it harder for us to use shared conceptions to convey
baskets of meaning based on some short verbal triggers.

Questions for Philosophical Discussion

by Leo Heska

Begin the session not by reading the whole book. Instead, just read the first 5 pages, then pause after reading "Another
Place, Another Time." Now pick volunteers to come up and look at a page without the other children seeing it, and tell



a story that "comes from" or "comes to you from" the story. Then:

Imagination versus depiction, language, communication theory, the extent of knowledge

1. Tell us what you saw in your mind when [volunteer's name] told the story.
2. [After children are done telling, show them the picture, and] How is the picture I just showed you different from

what you had in mind from what [volunteer's name] told?
3. Would your story about the picture be different? [Note: do NOT ask the children to tell all their own stories or

you'll never be done.]
4. How can it be that from the same picture come different stories?
5. Why is it that what you saw in your mind after hearing [volunteer's name]'s story, is not the same as the real

picture?
6. [Explain that pictures contain information and give examples, like "This picture shows a ship."] How much of

the information contained in the picture "made the trip" from the picture, to [volunteer's name], to [volunteer's
name]'s story, to your mind?

7. How much of the feeling of the picture made that same trip?
8. [Show the picture/story "The Harp"] How many of you saw an animal and what was it?
9. If that information didn't make it from the picture to your mind, then did you perfectly understand it?

10. Is it ever possible to perfectly understand any picture? Any story?
11. Suppose my story is about real life. 

How much of the information gets put into my story?
How much of that information makes it into your mind?
So, is it possible for me to come close to giving you "the real/full picture?"

Completeness of knowledge/communication

1. This book doesn't tell stories; it just barely hints at them. 
Do you find that your imagination fills in the blanks?
Does this mean that the book frees your mind?

2. Other books tell you much more about what's going on. 
Do you wish you knew more about the "real story?"
You can't climb a ladder that isn't there - you can't follow a story that isn't told. By holding back
information, is the book limiting your mind?

Mystery and truth

This book can leave you with a sense of mystery. "Mystery" means different things to different people - it means "that
feeling you get in the presence of the unknown."

1. What are some reasons that Harris Burdick may have disappeared?
[After listing] Do you have a favorite reason?
How are some of the reasons like other reasons?

2. Would you like to be in any of these stories (or pictures?) 
3. How would it feel? [Expect "exciting," "creepy," "mysterious," "fun," "scary," "cool," "different," "it depends on

the picture/story"]
4. Do you like mysteries or do you like it when the whole story is told with all the details?
5. Is it even possible to tell a story with every detail? Would that be an interesting story?
6. If The Mysteries of Harris Burdick give us only a teensy, tiny bit of information, but other tales don't give

anything like "the full story" or "the real picture," then is every tale a mystery?
7. Is a mystery kind of like not telling the truth? [You might tell the kids about the oath "the truth, the whole truth,

and nothing but the truth."]
8. [Tell a very short story or sequence of events that includes breaking the cookie jar.] If  your mom or dad asked

you "What did you do today?" and you told everything except the part about the cookie jar, would that be a
deception?



Ontology, essential characteristics

1. Which pictures are like each other, which are different, and how?
2. Would the stories be different if you changed the captions?
3. Please make up a new caption for one of the pictures [if the children have a hard time doing this, or are doing a

poor job, make some up yourself]. How does that change the story?

Reality, knowledge

1. If a story does a more complete job of telling what happened, does that make it a better picture of reality?
2. Are these stories less real because we have less information?
3. How can you know if the author's story about how he came across these stories and drawings is true, a real story,

or not?
4. Does it make any difference if the author's story is true, or real, or not?
5. Does it make any difference if the stories are real or not?
6. Does knowing more about the stories make it more possible to decide if they're real or not?
7. How can you judge whether a story is real or not, without knowing all the information about it?
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