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Patricia Polacco has graced the literary world with her spectacular stories for the past fifteen years.  Polacco was not always an author, but she was always deeply rooted in the art of storytelling.  She often refers to herself as coming from a long line of storytellers (Polacco).  Polacco has written over thirty books, many with her own illustrations, and has been honored a number of times for her writings.  Polacco’s books often serve as a reflection of her heritage and experiences.  The most evident themes woven within Polacco’s works include autobiographical, family history, multicultural, and friendship.


Patricia Polacco was born on July 11, 1944 in Lansing, Michigan to William and Mary Ellen Gaw Barber.  Patricia lived in Michigan until she was six years old, which is when she and her immediate family relocated to Oakland, California.  Their move was initiated after the death of her maternal grandmother.  Polacco recalls living on her grandparent’s farm in Michigan as, “the most magical time of her life…and that [her] Babushka and other grandparents were some of the most inspirational people in [her] life”(Polacco). 


According to Polacco’s personal web page www.patriciapolacco.com she credits the relationships her relationships as major influences in her work as well as in her life.  “I would say that these relationships with my grandparents have most definitely influenced my life and my work.  You probably have noticed that in almost every book that I write there is a very young person who is interacting with an elderly person…”(Polacco).  Luckily for her readers, Polacco’s ancestors shared many exciting folktales and stories from many past generations.  Polacco’s ancestry is quite diverse, which is why she often features characters that represent a variety of different races, ethnicities and religions.


Polacco’s first book Meteor, written at age forty-one, describes the magical time when a meteor landed on Polacco’s front yard in Union City, Michigan, where she presently resides.  The meteorite currently serves as Polacco’s family headstone.  The book is written from Patricia’s point of view and captures the excitement and amazement of the moment very well.  


Patricia Polacco has written many books highlighting Jewish customs passed down to her through her grandparents, but has also written about her other ethnicities as well. The books that closely followed Meteor are also based on true stories and experiences of Polacco’s childhood.  The Keeping Quilt is a timeless tale about a quilt made by Polacco’s Russian Jewish ancestors.  Rechenka’s Eggs is an authentic story set in Russia, where Patricia’s maternal family originated, presents the art of egg painting using a very folkloric style. In addition to writing about her own heritage, Polacco has chosen to write about the heritages of those people close to her.  


Among diversity, family history, and multiculturalism Polacco also celebrates the gift of friendship throughout her work.  “She feels it is important for students to learn about other kinds of people and their ideas” (Educational Paperback Association).  Polacco presents this lesson beautifully in Mrs. Katz and Tush and Chicken Sunday, which are both books about friendships among people of different races.  These books also model good relationships between the young and the old.


Another one of Patricia’s greats works is Thank You, Mr. Faulkner.  This book tells the very personal story of Polacco’s struggle to overcome dyslexia with the help of one of her childhood teachers.  Thank You, Mr. Faulkner serves as a great tool for encouragement to those who have had to overcome a personal struggle throughout their lifetime (Anhold and Ramsey).  Polacco has admitted that this may be her most autobiographical book yet.  Although Polacco could not read very well, she was able to earn respect by using her outstanding talents in art.


Patricia Polacco’s unique style of writing has the potential to engage almost any reader or listener.  Her stories are noted for clear, fluid language that makes them suitable for reading aloud (Something About the Author).  Polacco also possess the rare talent of relating her real life stories to a childhood audience without making the stories childlike.  Polacco presents these stories to children with respect and dignity.  She empowers her young readers with a true understanding of the world around them without simplifying the story.  Readers of Polacco’s literature will undoubtedly obtain the extraordinary energy that her books provide.


A supportive tool in Polacco’s success has been the fantastic images created for each fascinating story she has created.  Most of the visuals presented in each of Polacco’s books are her own creation.  Polacco uses bold vivid colors along with warm comforting patterns throughout her work (Vandergrift).  The images she creates appear as if they are about to come alive on paper.  She uses a variety of oil base, watercolor, pencil, and collage.  It is also interesting to note that Polacco’s portrayals of people are extremely detailed and accurate, which adds even more authenticity to her work.  Polacco utilizes every inch of space for her illustrations.  She covers the pages of her books with immense amounts of color and sometimes uses actual photos in her work.  She actually draws her pictures twenty-five percent larger than the reader actually sees in the book.  Polacco claims to use pictures, live model, or her magnificent imagination to develop the characters for her books.  Polacco actually generates a book in a concise amount of time.  She states that it takes approximately one to two months to write and rewrite her stories and then another six to seven months to illustrate and print her stories. Polacco also declares that she is working three books ahead of what readers see on the bookshelves (Polacco). Her work needs to be studied closely and for a great amount of time to truly capture all the details of her work.  Polacco attributes most of her success in writing and illustration to her imagination.  She states often that her family did not own a television so her only source of entertainment was to listen and tell stories. 


As a grand tribute to the Arts, Polacco recently purchased the old firehouse in Union City, Michigan and transformed into the GAW Center for the Arts.  This building is a tribute to her mother’s side of the family who were very influenced by drama, music, and dance, Art.  Polacco hopes that the future of the GAW center will include live music and dramatic performances as well as gallery showings.  Polacco is also currently the Art Director of Galleys, a publication for writers and illustrators in the U.S., and has done illustrations for Lady Bug magazine (Something About the Author).  


Patricia Polacco has definitely made a remarkable name for herself among authors and illustrators.  It is amazing to contemplate that she only began writing and illustrating books thirteen years ago.  She has been graced with many awards for her astonishing works, all of which were very deserving.  Polacco realized later in life that, “the “art” has always been with [her.]” and it is a good thing that she did because since, she has been bestowing readers with some of the greatest works of our time.  

