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[00:00:00] Literaticast theme music plays.
Jennifer:
[00:00:06] Hello and welcome to the Literaticast. I’m Jennifer Laughran and I’m a senior agent at the Andrea Brown Literary Agency where I rep baby books through YA and everything in between. If you’re new here, an extra welcome. Hi! 

[00:00:18] On this podcast, I talk to my publishing professional friends. That’s editors, art directors, agents, publicists, marketing folks as well as authors and illustrators, to try and shed some light on certain mysteries of the publishing world. Which sounds spooky when I say it like that, but it's mostly pretty non-spooky, to be honest.


[00:00:35] I know this has been a really rough time for a lot of you and me as well. As you may have noticed, and I certainly got plenty tweets and messages about, the podcast took a bit of a hiatus, the past couple of months. I’ll be really transparent here. My brain was broken and I was overwhelmed, and depressed, and ill, and I didn’t feel like doing it. I didn’t have COVID, I had really bad anemia, and it was a whole thing and I basically couldn’t sit at my desk for more than 20 minutes without falling asleep on it. Which sucked.


[00:01:02] But I’m mostly back to feeling like a human which is great. So, I’m back, baby!


[00:01:08] I really missed all of you and I’m glad to be here and I hope all of you are holding up okay. This has been quite an eventful year. I do have a guest today. But first, I thought I’d give a little state of the industry address.


[00:01:24] I’m getting a lot of questions in the Ask an Agent Tumblr and elsewhere about what is up with publishing right now. I have so many thoughts, actually, so here goes.


[00:01:31] Now, mind you, of course, I’m speaking for myself and what I’m directly observing. So please know that my experience may not be universal, I’m not speaking for anybody else. You know. First of all, people are asking all the time, should I query right now, or should I wait until all this dies down? 


[00:01:55] Well, I don’t see all this dying down for some time, and believe me, everyone else is querying. The agents that I’ve spoken to at my agency and elsewhere have been absolutely inundated with queries. This is quite a busy time. Presumably because nobody can really take a vacation, and it shows. So I personally closed to queries because while I was sick, I fell so far behind with client work that I’m still digging myself out of it. And I could not handle queries on top of all that


[00:02:23] So basically, yes, query if you’re ready. When you’re ready, query. If the agents you’re looking for are open to queries. Agents who are not open to queries or who can’t handle the influx will close if they want to temporarily. If they’re open, assume that they’re actively looking for new clients.


[00:02:40] The only potential benefit to waiting until the pandemic mayhem is over is that your query might get read more quickly if there’s less in the inbox, but you will have had to wait for months or even another year. So I don’t actually see the benefit.


[00:02:54] Next question: are books selling?


[00:02:57] Yes. Books are definitely selling. This has been a slower year than last year at the same time, no lie, but I’m still definitely selling books every month. Here’s my caveat, though. It’s actually like a multi-pronged caveat, I guess. So. Publishers, from what I’m observing, are also feeling really overwhelmed at the moment. Editors, right? So, as you can imagine, we know that most editors are humans. That means they have families, responsibilities, problems. And a lot of them live in New York City. Which, of course, was hit really hard with the pandemic in the spring. So a lot of editors are working from home. Many have children, which means they’re suddenly homeschooling, or don’t have adequate childcare options. Maybe they’re stuck in small apartments with kids who need attention and feeding.


[00:03:54] I know editors, personally, who have been sick with COVID or lost family members to it. It seems that as of this moment, right now, late July 2020, the pandemic has slowed down a lot in New York City, which is great. But that doesn’t mean that everyone just goes back to the office as normal. Everyone’s still working from home. Everyone says business as usual, but let’s get real. It’s not business as usual.


[00:04:17] The acquisitions meetings are all now virtual. They are happening. Just they’re different. So it seems to me that the books are selling, most right now, are what I’d call gimmies. So in other words, what’s a gimmie? It’s like the next book by an already popular author. Or a book in an already popular series. Or a book that is so funny or so timely, or so emotional, so easy to pitch, that like, snap. Anyone who looks at it immediately gets it and wants to say yes. The books that are harder to sell right now are books that are quiet, that take time and effort and patience to get. 

[00:04:59] Or, I don’t know how to say this. Books that are sort of just like, regular. Like a book that I would have thought for sure would probably sell six months ago because it’s good. It’s just a good solid book. Maybe it might not stand out enough right now. So this makes sense to me, and this is how I described to an author recently.


[00:05:21] Imagine this scenario. You have to explain to a group of distracted people who have children and pets crawling all over them, on Zoom. They’re worried about their elderly parents who live in Florida, or somewhere else that’s hard hit right now. They’re worried if they’re going to be furloughed or laid off. Maybe they didn’t really prep for this meeting. You have to explain to them, via Zoom, why something is worth money. So it’s easier to do that if all those people can easily look at the book and get it. 

[00:05:53] That doesn’t mean that your quiet books won’t sell, by the way. Or that your beautifully written, complicated book is less-than. Please don’t misunderstand me. It doesn’t mean that these books are not equally worthy. It just means that in this bizarre time, people have less attention span, less bandwidth, and so those gimmie books are more straightforward and easier to get across.

[00:06:19] So that brings us to the economy. So publishers are in no way immune to the effects of an uncertain economy, obviously. And whatever general problems are in the world, obviously publishers are also going to face. And all publishers need to sell a lot of books in order to survive, right? Some publishers, in particular, children’s publishers, are very reliant on institutional sales. That is to say, school and library sales. So if there are very few book stores open, and schools and libraries are closed, that’s a problem for the bottom line, big time. There’s no two ways about it.

[00:06:57] So publishers are taking a lot of inventive ways to save money. They still have to buy books, because if they don’t buy books now there won’t be books in two years, right? So. They have to buy books, but they also have to figure out how they can save money doing so. Some publishers are being inventive. Some publishers are furloughing their staff in a rotating basis. Two weeks off, per month, or something like that with a staggering, so different people are always on. So there’s always somebody on, but there’s always people furloughed.

[00:07:37] Some people are cutting back hours, so people are working a four day week or reduced hours of some kind. Some are changing the way advances are paid out to authors across the board. Some are eliminating paper galleys, or reevaluating publicity and marketing. And there’s various reasons for that actually. Paper galleys cost a ton of money and you have to ship them, and there have to be people to ship them. And all of those things are problematic right now. And a huge waste, so, I understand why they’re doing that. And it’s also a cost-saving measure. But it will be interesting to see when this is all played out, what of these cost-saving measures in the moment right now will continue after the pandemic. And I think a lot of them probably will be.
[00:08:35] Or it might be all of the above, in some manner. So I’m not saying any of this to be negative, okay. Books are selling, that’s a great thing. Authors are getting agents right now, that’s a great thing. Books are still coming out, that’s a great thing. People are still loving books, that’s a great thing. I mean, all of this is pretty positive, actually. I just want to be realistic. This is what we’re contending with. Publishing isn’t easy at the best of times and this is not the best of times for anyone.

[00:09:07] So be brave, work hard if you can, but also be gentle with yourself, whatever happens. If you’re not getting anything done, and you can’t even read a book, let alone write one? That’s fine. We need to get through this in one piece, so stay sane, stay safe, and wear a mask. 

[00:09:28] Anyway, I’m putting my soap box away now. This has been your publishing update bulletin. Deet deet deet deet deet deet.

[00:09:33] And now, finally, the intro is over, yay! On to the show. My guest today is Jamilah Thompkins-Bigelow, the author of the beautiful new picture book, Your Name is a Song, illustrated by Luisa Uribe and published by Innovation Press. Let me see if I can get Jamilah on the line.


[00:09:53] Hi Jamilah!

Jamilah:
[00:09:53] Hi.

Jennifer:
[00:09:57] Can you introduce yourself and give us the nutshell version of how you came to children’s publishing?

Jamilah:
[00:10:01] Sure. So I am Jamilah Thompkins-Bigelow and I came to children’s publishing when I was teaching. I was a high school English teacher and I was looking for some kind of an outlet and I was a mom, too. These really little kids at the time. They’re older now. And I just loved picture books and I felt like there was a need for more of them, so I started writing them. And really studying them. It’s just like that. I just started writing picture books because I was like, I want more picture books with children like mine. And when I did that, a friend of mine found out about Salaam Reads. I wasn’t even interested in publishing at the time or submitting at the time. I was just trying to learn it and get it down.

[00:10:53] But she found out about Salaam Reads, and she was like, there’s a call out. And she pushed me to submit my work. So yeah. I submitted my picture book, my first picture book, Mommy’s Khimar and that actually got published. And then it, shockingly enough, this never happens, in publishing. So shockingly it got published and then for two years, I was querying and trying to figure it out, how I could get another book out there. So.

Jennifer:
[00:11:28] So it’s a little bit backwards. A lot of times people query first. And then get published, but you know. Hey, whatever works. And the first book, by the way, Mommy’s Khimar, is adorable. I loved that book.


 [00:11:43] Did you always want to focus on picture books or was that a happy accident. Do you write other kinds of things as well?

Jamilah:
[00:11:48] So, no… I do write other kinds of things. It was… it was staring me straight in my face. I should have known that picture books were my thing because I loved them so much. But I just… adults are kind of dumb. We resist things, right? And I was kind of dismissive of loving picture books. So I knew, when I was teaching, I was kind of feeling burnt out, I want to do something creative with my writing, I always wanted to kind of be a writer. And I was just trying different forms. Some that I might return to, for sure. But I was just doing poetry, I’ve always done poetry for fun. I was doing, I was writing this novel. It’s sitting on the shelf right now. This is not… I think I’ll follow through. But I was writing this novel for an adult audience.


[00:12:42] And I enjoyed MG, I enjoyed YA, because I was, I had taught middle school, I had taught high school English, so I knew all those books, and I loved them, and I would read them for fun, too. Never thinking about this as a market, and then my kids, with my young children, I was reading them picture books and rediscovered my love for them. I had always had my favorites and I just would read them and read them and so looked forward to it and savored it, and was reading them on my own, for my own enjoyment, and not thinking, ah, this might be something that you might want to write. It’s really crazy.

[00:13:16] And I tell people this story about how I actually started and everybody looks at me like I’m crazy when I tell them that this is how I literally started, and it’s just like, it’s not a glamorous story. I was on a Facebook group. Seriously, like a mom Facebook group, where moms were complaining about having a lack of picture books for their kids. And I was like, yeah, that is an issue. And then I was like, I have ideas! And I literally, that’s where I started. I started and said, I have great ideas! And I started writing them down and then it became this obsession with me, and I started learning about how to write picture books and started practicing it, and then I started taking all of my picture books, all the many that I had, that I kept buying, saying that I was buying them for my kids, but I wasn’t, I was buying them for me. And I actually started looking at them. And carefully studying them and trying to mimic and figure out how to write these things.


[00:14:16] And that really is how I entered.

Jennifer:
[00:14:19] Well, here’s what I’m getting from your story, because, to be honest, a lot of times people say to me, when they’re querying, something like, there’s no books about boys, so I decided to write one. Or, I was in a mom’s group, and we realized there’s no books about saying, “Good night” so I decided to write one. And that speaks to me of somebody who has done no research. But you, on the other hand, first of all, there legitimately is a hole in the market, or was a hole in the market particularly several years ago, where there literally wasn’t books about your experience.


[00:14:55] And so, I mean, you did the actual research and realized there is a hole here, maybe I could fill it. And then you did the work and you got those mentor texts and you studied them, and you learned. Because the other thing that happens is, people will say, oh, I was in this mom group on Facebook. Somebody said there’s no good books about boys so I whipped one up.

Jamilah:
[00:15:20] Yes.

Jennifer:
[00:15:20] But they clearly have not actually studied how to write them or what else is out there or anything like that. So, I think you did everything exactly right. So it may not be glamorous, but it’s correct. You put in the hard work. So, kudos on that. Do you find that you use different muscles when you’re writing picture books versus, say, short stories or poems or other kinds of work and what are tips craft-wise that you’d give people who are trying to start with writing picture books.
 Jamilah:
[00:15:53] So I would say, I don’t feel like I use different muscles because I think every writing genre you’re going to use, there are a set of them that need to be flexed in some way. I just think that for picture books there are certain muscles you flex more, if that makes sense.


[00:16:13] So for me, I think I… having been someone who loves poetry, loves writing poetry, helped me a lot with picture books, because there are some similar muscles being used when you’re writing a picture book and when you’re writing poetry. When you think about poetry, poetry, every line and word really has to have a reason for being there. And I would also say that every line has to have a right to be there in the poem, and that’s a little different. Meaning that, it has to be powerful in some way. It has to stand out. It has to be important in some way. You don’t really want to have a line that is flat in a poem.

[00:17:02] I would say, in picture books, it’s to a lesser extent, but it is basically true. You do not want to have flat lines in your picture book. You really want to have a lot of sentences that have some kind of impact. You do have to get some procedural things. You know, I need to move this character to this next scene, or whatever. But you really want to, as much as possible, make sure that none of your lines are flat. That really they have every right to be in the book because you have so few to work with and it’s just so competitive. When you think about how many people think that they should write picture books and submitting. You want your book to be irresistible. You want somebody to look at it, the agent, the editor, be like, wow, every line just sung to me. It was just singing.


[00:17:56] And so that’s one of the things that is important to me. And one of the things I actually do when I feel like a section of a picture book is falling flat, is I’ve actually taken out a section, and said, I’m going to rewrite it in my notebook as a poem. And that, because that helps me to kind of think in that way. And then I can either mold the book—put it back in and kind of mold it to the book. I can throw it out, because I still feel like it’s crap. Or I can—even, I’ve copied and pasted a section of poetry and put it right back into the book because I want it to have that feel that nothing is flat. Everything has a reason to be there. They have a right to be there.


[00:18:45] And as you can see, I’m really kind of a wordy person. So, yeah. I need to do that for myself. I need to force myself to narrow it down and curate it and make sure that everything, to me, is strong.

Jennifer:
[00:19:00] Yeah, I mean, there’s just no room for filler.

Jamilah:
[00:19:04] Yeah.

Jennifer:
[00:19:04] And, additionally, you mentioned those procedural things like getting so and so from point A to point B, but a lot of that will be in the illustrations, so.

Jamilah:
[00:19:13] Yeah.

Jennifer:
[00:19:13] You know, that makes it even more like a poem, really. Because the illustrations do so much of the heavy lifting in terms of setting and stuff like that.

Jamilah:
[00:19:22] Yeah, and I like that part of picture book writing. Not—because I love descriptive writing, too—but, I love the way that you can hint at things, and a lot of writers don’t know how to do that. Or kind of leave it open to the artist. I love putting sentences into a picture book that is kind of open to interpretation, because I want that artist to be able to run with it.

Jennifer:
[00:19:47] Yeah. Leaving room for the illustrator is the most important thing, and sometimes people just put so much text, so much description, and that’s the illustrator’s job and you’ve got to let them do it. So I think that’s probably one of the biggest mistakes that I see novice writers making. 

[00:20:11] Anyway, when we talked about doing this episode, you had mentioned the idea of the “Supposed-to-be’s.” So when you said that, I thought about it, and I interpreted it in my own way, but I’m interested in what you think.
[00:20:19] So how I interpreted it is, a "Supposed-To-Be.” For example, how mainstream publishing tends to very often, maybe put authors in a little box of cultural stereotypes. Like, Black authors are encouraged to write Black History Month-type stories about civil rights or abolitionists. Or LGBTQ authors are encouraged to write coming out narratives. And there’s nothing wrong with any of those stories, of course, but that’s not the whole story. So with all that said, how do you interpret the "Supposed-To-Bes.”

Jamilah:
[00:20:50] So, I should say, this idea of shaking up the "Supposed-To-Bes" came out of a conversation I had with another author, Ashley Franklin. So I just want to kind of say that because it kind of came up, came together for us. We were having a discussion. She’s and African-American Muslim picture book writer, just like me. And we were just talking about how the industry really does shove its expectations on writers who have been marginalized, writers like ourselves who just don’t have that representation.


[00:21:23] And what you were saying, with that, you’re right. The limited representation is a huge aspect of it. What the industry thinks our expression is, what we’re supposed to be, is a huge part of it. It’s not the only aspect of it. But that is a huge aspect. And especially coming from the perspective of being a Muslim writer and a Black writer. Because I have both identities, so people have really limited expectations about what Muslim writers look like, what they should sound like, what they should write about, what they should say. What cultural backgrounds they come from. And that has been something that I’ve had to push back on a lot, being able to represent my identity in its fullness.


[00:22:15] And then also, as an African-American writer, having this Muslim identity makes me stand out in a different way. And just in general, the kinds of stories that are told about Black people, sometimes they feel limiting. And like we said, well, we always have to write about these experiences of oppression, which are… actually, I don’t… I think those stories should be told. We should know that history. But even in the way that the stories are told or which kinds of stories are told, it does feel like we’re fixed in a certain way. Like, it has to be this way. So that’s one type of "Supposed-To-Be.”


[00:23:06] And then I just look at literary standards, right? As an issue. As a "Supposed-To-Be.” So, all those literary rules, which I think writers should be aware of and they should know, and those are the things that I learned when I was studying. But sometimes, a lot of those rules were created by people, or weren’t created by people like me, and they weren’t created for people like me. And so sometimes you have to have a willingness, as somebody who comes from a marginalized background, to look at those rules and think about their reasoning and think about whose purposes they’re serving, and sometimes push back on them a bit.

Jennifer:
[00:23:46] Can you give me an example of the kind of rule you mean?

Jamilah:
[00:23:48] So, for example, one that I struggled with was the idea that children’s book characters must be fiercely independent of adults. And that this is what they need to be to be compelling and strong. So adults have to be bumbling, or they have to be absent, and kids have to be snarky and kind of rude to them to kind of create this effect. And I struggled a lot with this. Because it doesn’t really fit my community. It doesn’t really fit my background and experience. And I feel like, I’m willing to bet that for a lot of Black and brown authors, this doesn’t ring true. And I feel like for a lot of people of color, maybe they see their children as being part of a village, right, and that that village is compelling. And that they are strong because they are a part of this village, that their role in it is compelling. How they are being passed down important things from this community is important. So this over emphasis on this fierce independence is one type of culture, but many kids might not connect with it because it isn’t realistic for them.

[00:25:08] And so I have struggled with that and kind of pushed back on it, like, no. Really, these kid characters I’m going to create are going to be compelling and they’re going to be strong and they’re going to be fierce and the adults in their lives are very much present with passing down important things to them. So that’s important to me.


[00:25:30] And then tropes, right? So being able to play around with overdone tropes, to make them fresh. Taking old stories and redoing them. So a lot of times the "Supposed-To-Bes” are that this is overdone, don’t do this anymore. But can we do it? Can we do it in a way that works for us? Can we use these old tropes and use them for our own means?


[00:26:01] I think story structure is another one that I play around with a lot. So there’s a Eurocentric one and it’s the one I’ve grown up with and I’m very familiar with and I’m comfortable with and I love it. But then I also like to look at the—I look at some of the narratives of griots from West African Mandinka culture a lot, and some of the things that they do. And I like doing that because these forms that have been in existence since the 1200s, right? And we don’t—and they’ve been passed down and passed down. They’re important, too, and we don’t recognize that. So pushing back on that story structure.


[00:26:45] Pushing back on traditional social structures, right? So what family is supposed to look like. What different group dynamics are supposed to look like. So yeah. It’s just—it is about pushing back on an industry that has been created by others and not necessarily for the purposes of best telling my story.

Jennifer:
[00:27:10] I love that. I think it’s so important to shake up those "Supposed-To-Bes" because, I mean, yeah, okay. Fairy tale retellings. Maybe they’re done a lot. But have they been done from your perspective no. So yes, there’s room for them. I just feel like there’s so many things like that where, oh, even vampires and zombies are overdone. Okay, zombies might be over done but none of them have been like Justina Ireland’s zombies, so that needs to be published, too. I feel like there’s so much room for so many more kinds of stories. I love that.


[00:27:54] You’ve said that good representation means including the unexpected, not just in the topics you choose, but in other ways, too. Can you elaborate?

Jamilah:
[00:28:02] Yeah. So, it’s really with the things I’ve said before, right? That you’re going to dip into these things. You’re going to dip into playing with the story structure. You’re going to dip into playing with traditional social structures. You’re going to push back on some of those rules, those elements. And then I think, too, it’s just being authentically who we are. A lot of people, I think, don’t recognize this. I would say a lot of people from mainstream culture might not recognize this. But when we write our stories, and I’m talking about marginalized people, I’m talking about underrepresented people, we filter. I think a lot of us feel that. If we’re being honest, quite often we filter out things that we think the mainstream would find unusual. That we feel that they won’t understand. Or we feel like we’ll have to explain it too much.

[00:29:13] So we pick the things that they have come to feel comfortable with. That they know, oh, this is Black people, so Black people, I know these things about Black people and so I’m comfortable with that. So I’m comfortable with them talking about baked mac and cheese but maybe not the corn pudding. But we do, we pick, like, oh, well, everybody knows about this, so I will say this. What we might not do is put in the things that they don’t know.


[00:29:50] So for example with Mommy’s Khimar, I gave it the name Khimar instead of hijab because I felt like the mainstream really would expect the word hijab because that’s the word they know from Muslim culture, right, “hijab.” And I wanted to use that word because it’s very much a Black muslim community word. It comes from the Arabic khimar, but khimar said that way is very colloquial, very much inner city urban Black Muslim, right? And for me, I wanted to represent, fully represent that identity and put certain words. That’s one of my rules as a writer, I’m going to put words and concepts onto bookshelves that weren’t there before.


[00:30:43] To me, putting that word and making people do a double take. And some people will not respond to the title, right, because they’ll be like, oh, no, this isn’t the one that I’m expecting, I know this word, hijab. Because that has already made it into the mainstream, but I don’t know this word, khimar. And so it’s even down to stuff like that. I’m going to put some thing like this, that is unexpected. In Your Name is a Song, I start out with a reference to… my newest picture book, Your Name is a Song, I start out with a—

Jennifer:
[00:31:18] Which we’re going to talk about in a few minutes, but yes. By all means, talk about it now.

Jamilah:
[00:31:22] Yeah, I start out with a reference to, when the mom says—the little girl stops and the mom says, don’t stomp unless we’re stepping in a drill team, you know? And I immediately do that. I really wanted to do that because, even though I heard from critique groups that this might throw people off, they don’t really know what I’m talking about there. And I wanted to immediately start with that whole idea of stepping in drill teams because I wanted to decenter the white gaze and I wanted to very immediately center a gaze that would know exactly what I’m talking about, immediately. Also feel like that mom, how she’s talking to this girl and kind of feel that flavor, feel that vibe, and kind of feel like, oh, this is very much a Black story. So that’s kind of an example of that. Of giving people unexpected.


[00:32:19] Like, I’m going to start, not in a way that kind of eases you into my story. I’m going to start with something that’s very much centered in my community.

Jennifer:
[00:32:28] Well, and I mean, let’s be real. If we worked for 20 seconds for less, through context clues, we can figure out. If you don’t know know what it means, what a khimar is or what a drill team is, think about it for two seconds. Come on, come on. I have faith that readers can do that. Have you ever gotten editorial pushback about that kind of thing?

Jamilah:
[00:32:53] Yes. I have. I don’t want to talk about the specifics of the stories of that, but I have. And I just, I have a rule for myself. I just, I think I’ve kind of mentioned it, which is that I always try to remember why I started writing, which is that I really did want to create great stories about kids from my community. And my rule is that I’m going to put words and concepts on public library bookshelves that those kids can access easily. I’m going to put them on shelves, words and concepts that maybe weren’t there before.
Jennifer:
[00:33:39] Your Name is a Song came out earlier in July. Last week, week before last? Absolutely gorgeous. Do you want to tell the people what it’s about?

Jamilah:
[00:33:49] Yes. So thank you. Your Name is a Song is a picture book about a little girl who has just gone through, we meet her when she’s just gone through a day of school and no one could pronounce her name correctly. So she goes on a walk home with her mom, and it’s kind a sing-song-y jaunt through their neighborhood where the mom tries to convince her that names are like songs and they have power to them and they should be sung from the heart. Really empowering the girl to feel confident about her name and to feel comfortable going back to school the next day to basically assert that her name has value and that it should be treated as such.

Jennifer:
[00:34:36] What was the inspiration behind the book?

Jamilah:
[00:34:40] So a couple things. I started out with one name. There was a student that I used to have who, high school student, and his first name was always shortened because other people couldn’t say it. I could say the name because I was familiar with the name, but no one else really could say the name. So one day, he also shares with me his middle name. And his middle name is Olumide and I thought that name was so beautiful. And I remember I just started focusing on it. So this is when I’m learning to write picture books at the same time, and I remember Olumide really stuck out to me. And I remember thinking to myself, “Olumide is a song.”


[00:35:27] You know, then saying, well would a book—if I called a book, Your Name is a Song, what would that book be about? So I started with the words, the concepts first. The title, without actually having a story idea. And Your Name is a Song fell into place just because I’ve seen and have experienced when kids have their names mispronounced by teachers over and over again. It just kind of fit. It’s like, Your Name is a Song, ah! This is going to be what this book is going to be about. And literally in the book, I put Olumide is a melody and that’s the first name that’s mentioned in the book because it just, that is what kicked it off for me.

Jennifer:
[00:36:09] It’s a great name.

Jamilah:
[00:36:10] Yeah, I love it.

Jennifer:
[00:36:12] Did the book change a lot from that initial inspiration to the final manuscript?

Jamilah:
[00:36:17] No, not quite. The book was very, very long at one point because I kept finding different ways that people could insult and mess up a person’s name so I had the mom, this is a very long walk, Mom was talking to the girl about every single issue with names. And I had to figure out which ones to cut out, so that was the big part. That was a big part of it. But I knew that I wanted, from the very beginning, I knew I wanted a book that would celebrate lots of names. So it felt like I wanted Word Collector, it was kind of like that. I wanted to just have this whole mix of names thrown in and then, and I always pictured a walk home from school. I don’t know why. It just so uninspired. Oh, I’m just going to have them walking home. [inaudible] the whole book, I realized it’s like 85% of the book. I’m not selling this book well. But I just, I was like, I would love to have this walk home where they’re just talking about how names are powerful.
 Jennifer:
[00:37:26] Well, I think that that moment, whether it’s a walk home, drive home, whatever, is a really good time when a lot of times kids are quite open with their parents.

Jamilah:
[00:37:36] Yeah.

Jennifer:
[00:37:36] You know, that conversation. You can have sort of complicated conversations sometimes in the car because you’re not looking at each other necessarily. Same if you’re walking. There’s other things to kind of focus on so you can maybe have some, it’s alone time, but it’s also… I don’t know. It’s good.


[00:37:55] The illustrations are so beautiful, by Luisa Uribe. Of course the illustrator and author are typically working at some remove from one another. They don’t sit in each other’s office. So did you imagine how the book would look, and were you surprised by the final product?

Jamilah:
[00:38:11] Yes, I would say so. And pleasantly so, so that’s always the thing. It’s like, I wish I were, like I had more of an artistic eye and I had more of a sense of those kinds of things. I just really don’t. And I’m always kind of shocked when an illustrator comes up with something and what they come up with, and how they interpret certain scenes. So I was definitely surprised. The palette was just so beautiful. The way that Luisa interpreted song and made it kind of visually look like song and music, was just so cool. There’s this one scene where the girl’s literally pulling names from the sky. And I just was saying, pull names, they pull the names from the sky, but not like, I never would have imagined actually a child fly up and pull names from the sky, and that’s totally amazing!


[00:39:17] So, you know, it was definitely amazing and unexpected.

Jennifer:
[00:39:23] Agreed. And I think everybody needs to look at this book because it is just. When you say the palette is beautiful, like, I want to have all my clothes made out of these colors…

Jamilah:
[00:39:33] The mom, oh my God. [inaudible].

Jennifer:
[00:39:37] So, when you read the book aloud, do you sing?

Jamilah:
[00:39:42] So, here’s the thing. For someone who made such a sing-songy book, I am really not the most musically inclined person, either. And so, and I’ve recognized this in the past couple months. Like, I really set myself up to have to do read-alouds where I’m going to have to sing and share my lack of talents with the world. So when I read the book aloud I think I am very expressive. And in almost a sing-song like way. Kind of understanding my limitations.

Jennifer:
[00:40:21] I think that’s actually good to hear, because I think that a lot of times parents or teachers or whoever. Me, as a bookseller if I’m reading aloud, doing story time or something like that. I might feel like, oh, I can’t… if there’s a book that has a little song in it or something, I don’t read that one because I’m scared. So it’s good to know you could just sort of read it extra.

 Jamilah:
[00:40:45] Exactly. Don’t feel afraid. Everybody, you should know, the author of this book cannot sing and sounds pretty horrible. It’s like [crosstalk]. I’m not trying to sing, so don’t feel afraid. Just expressively say it out. And you can have kids sing it out, too. They love the, you know.

Jennifer:
[00:41:03] Oh, yes.

Jamilah:
[00:41:04] Okay, read me this part!

Jennifer:
[00:41:08] You have a few books under your belt at this point. What advice would you give to new, aspiring, brand-new picture book authors. Not necessarily craft-wise but any advice.

Jamilah:
[00:41:19] So, I think one of the most important things for me. Figure out why you are writing and always return back to that. Because I think you can, an author can really get bogged down if they’re just trying to write anything that they think will get published. And so I think you have to have a clear why. And the why can be something serious and deep. The why can be something like, I really want to make kids laugh. It just has to be, you have to, I think you really want to stick with that because it makes it so much more satisfying and you can get, you can write and put out books that satisfy that, that actually achieve those aims. So don’t forget your why.

[00:42:10] And read a lot. Please. Read a lot. You know, really know the picture books that are out here. Don’t take it for granted, a lot of people just, again, adults are dumb. I said that earlier. We dismiss, we’re dismissive sometimes of kidlit and we just think, oh, I can do this, and this is easy. And, no. Read those books. Know them. Take them seriously. Do your research.

Jennifer:
[00:42:43] I mean, I know that anybody who’s actually listened this far in this podcast absolutely already does this because you’re probably a pretty dedicated kid’s lit person if you’re listening to me. But still, it can’t be said enough. I mean, you’ve got to read not just a lot of picture books, but a lot of picture books published in the last five years.
Jamilah:
[00:43:12] Yes.

Jennifer:
[00:43:12] Because a lot of times people’s touchstone books are books from their childhood, you know, Where the Wild Things Are, or something. Which is an amazing book, I love it, but you know, it’s 50 years old. So, let’s focus on a little bit more of modern storytelling, because it has changed a lot.


[00:43:37] Anyway, what—speaking of, we want to give people a good reading list. So what are some other recent picture books that you are super excited about? Aside from Your Name is a Song, which everybody is obviously going to buy.

Jamilah:
[00:43:48] Oh, no. I can’t talk about that one? [crosstalk]. So, I really love Kelly Starling Lyons. I cape for her. She’s amazing. Everything she does. Right now, I really, really love Sing a Song. It’s so beautiful as a picture book. I am, I just read a book, Hello, Little One, a monarch butterfly story, which is so poignant. And I don’t know. It’s just breathtaking in its beauty, in its illustrations and in it’s writing. This is by Zeena Pliska and the illustrator s Fiona Halliday, so I would definitely recommend that. I like A Likkle Miss Lou, so I just read that one. By Nadia Hohn. I just, I’m trying to think. I’m looking at my bookshelf now, because… because I just buy them and gobble them up.


[00:44:56] But yeah, I mean, I think that those. Oh, Just Like Me by Vanessa Brantley-Newton. I go to that one a lot. It’s such a beautiful book. The illustrations and the poems. Just really inspiring young girls. So I just, I love that one, as well.

Jennifer:
[00:45:15] Okay, and Kelly Starling Lyons is represented by my agency but we did not pay you to say that.

Jamilah:
[00:45:21] Oh, oh! [crosstalk]

Jennifer:
[00:45:24] Full disclosure, no payment was made. So, I ask all my friends who come on the podcast, what are you obsessed with right now? It does not have to be bookish, but it can be. I will start so that you have time to think. I haven’t done this podcast for a couple of months because my brain was fried from the pandemic and whatever, just, I was just really overwhelmed. So I have taken a break, so I now have two obsessions to talk about.


[00:45:53] So first of all, since this whole stay at home and everything began, like practically everyone else on the internet, I got a Nintendo Switch and I play Animal Crossing every day. Here’s the thing about Animal Crossing, it’s incredibly fun and sweet and relaxing and distracting. I’m obsessed with building my little village full of cute little animals and giving them different outfits to wear and building little houses and it’s so cute. I finally finished collecting all the fossils to fill my museum, which feels like a really big accomplishment. Today I got a second villager’s picture. If you don’t play Animal Crossing, this all sounds like nonsense. But I promise. It’s adorable nonsense. 


[00:46:35] We just started being able to swim in Animal Crossing. Like, you can jump in the ocean and swim around.
Jamilah:
[00:46:41] Oh, wow!

Jennifer:
[00:46:41] And it’s… I can’t go to the beach, I want to swim around. And it’s almost like swimming around. I don’t know. 

[00:46:51] Okay. My next obsession is The Babysitters Club adaptation on Netflix. So I’ve been babbling about this on Twitter for weeks now. I was super into The Babysitters Club when I was a kid. Claudia Kishi forever, hashtag, I love you Claudia Kishi. This is a faithful, joyful adaptation that gives me everything I loved about the series. The friendship, the little dramas, the sweet… I love stories about kids who have jobs and are like, dedicated to something. I really… they’re very responsible kids which I admire. But it also seamlessly updates it to the 21st century. It’s got more diversity, it’s got trans kids and gay kids and people of color and all kinds of, without… it never seems heavy handed or like, oh, we’re shoe-horning in a bunch of issues or anything like that. It's really wonderfully done. So it’s true to the original but also very much modern, and I loved it. I can’t think of a better show to watch during these highly stressful time and also to share with middle grade aged kids, too. I love The Babysitters Club.
[00:48:08] Okay Jamilah, what are you obsessed with?

Jamilah:
[00:48:09] Oh, wow. So, wow, that’s really cool. The Babysitters Club. I used to read those and I need to check that show out. I’ve been hearing the buzz. And, so I’m actually going to probably check that out.

Jennifer:
[00:48:23] Yes.

Jamilah:
[00:48:23] For me, I don’t watch a lot of TV. I don’t watch a lot and it’s not because I’m solely, above watching TV or something. It’s just, with the different things I have to do and stuff, usually it’s like social media or I’m reading a book if I have time. Because otherwise, I’m working near kids or something. So I happened upon this show by accident and it’s become my new obsession. Oh, I should say why I don’t watch a lot of TV. So I don’t watch a lot of TV because I don’t have self control. So I don’t. I will binge and binge and watch and watch.

Jennifer:
[00:49:05] Yes. Yes.

Jamilah:
[00:49:05] And that’s really bad. With a book, we can binge-read a book, like you can read a book, but then it’s like, done in days. But with a show, you can be like, watching forever. So I happened upon this show, which is not the greatest show in the world. But it just draws me in. It’s called Untold Stories of the ER and it’s bloody and gory.

Jennifer:
[00:49:30] Oh no.

Jamilah:
[00:49:31] But it’s just these crazy stories of doctors, and they’re like real doctors. It’s really crazy. Who are like acting out the scenes. It’s really nutty. But they are actually in the dramatizations. But also talking in interviews off, outside of the dramatizations. And it’s just the weirdest thing ever. But it's so cool. All these crazy scenarios that you never imagined. Like there was this one episode where there were brides who had to come into the ER. Like it was their wedding day, and they’re in their wedding dresses and all kinds of crazy things happened and went on. And it’s just like, whoa!

Jennifer:
[00:50:09] Well, you know what, that is its own special form of escapism, and I get it. I get it. Listen, I watch, if there’s a show about, matchmakers in India or something of like… there’s a lot of shows that are like, oh, probably nobody would think that this is enlightening or whatever. But I’m obsessed with it, weirdly. That show, Love is Blind was one where I’m like, this is not high-minded.

Jamilah:
[00:50:49] I’ve spent copious hours watching this show. It’s not good.

Jennifer:
[00:50:53] But, you know, I think sometimes you need to be able to turn your brain off a little bit and just not have to think about something, and have it be so different from what you do for your job that it’s like, a relief. So, good. So if anybody out there does not mind blood. I can’t watch Tales from the ER because I am a scaredy cat of blood.

Jamilah:
[00:51:15] Oh, it’s gross. Somebody was massaging a heart on an episode, oh it was so—

Jennifer:
[00:51:18] No. Uh-uh. Nope. Okay. Let me stop you right there.

Jamilah:
[00:51:24] I’m sorry.

Jennifer:
[00:51:24] It’s all right, I mean, I would watch that, but I would be doing a jigsaw puzzle or something at the same time so I wouldn’t have to look. I went through a phase of watching a lot of Grey’s Anatomy, and I literally spent the whole time, it was like a radio show or something. I was just only doing jigsaw puzzles and ignoring the TV. Just listening to it. Anyway. Thank you so much for spending so much time with me, Jamilah.

Jamilah:
[00:51:48] Thank you for having me, this was fun.

Jennifer:
[00:51:50] A pleasure and I will make sure to link to all these books in the show notes and especially Your Name is a Song. Everybody go get your copy. And I’ll see you on the internet.


[00:52:01] Thanks so much to my guest, Jamilah Thompkins-Bigelow. You can learn more about her, her new book, Your Name is a Song, and the loads of other books we chatted about in the show notes on my website. That’s jenniferlaughran.com/literaticast. 


[00:52:16] In addition to the pandemic and the economy, something that’s been on a lot of people’s minds this summer is the continuing protests around the country and the Black Lives Matter movement. There has been a spike of sales and interest in certain books about anti-racism, like This Book is Anti-Racist, by Tiffany Jewell, which I know we’ve talked about on this podcast before. And Stamped by Ibram X. Kendi and Jayson Reynolds for young adults. And even there’s books for the youngest babies like A is for Activist and Antiracist Baby. So that’s great that there’s been so much interest in these titles. And I really hope that all these books that are getting bought are also getting read.


[00:52:52] But I did want to quickly bring your attention to the recent Diversity Study put out by the Cooperative Children’s Book Center. I’m going to link to the results of that study in the show notes. The numbers on this are rather startling. It’s clear that diversity and lack of representation is still a big problem in children’s literature. In particular, the statistic that is really troubling, and mind you, this is 2019. We’re not talking 1950, here, okay. The majority of books about Black people are by people who are not Black, again. Still. Double the numbers. More than double. The books about Black main characters are by white people.


[00:53:39] So the problems with publishing and race are way bigger than one person can magically fix overnight via a podcast, obviously. But there are ways that we as individual readers, writers, and book advocates can help. I get a lot of questions from white authors saying, I see that there’s a lack of diversity and I want to do something about it. So maybe some of these things are things that you can do.

[00:54:06] For white authors, this is not about inserting a Black main character in your story and calling it a day, you know? If you see the problem and you want to help repair it, here are some things you can do that are helpful. First, acknowledge that there need to be more books by underrepresented authors, not just about them. Acknowledge that you don’t personally need to tell every story and that you aren’t the right person to tell every story. Making room at the table doesn’t mean that you lose your seat, it just means that there’s a bigger table and that’s a good thing. Read, share, promote, lift up the Black authors and others of color who are already out there and writing amazing books. Prove that those authors they’re investing in are selling books so they will buy more of them.


[00:54:53] When you’re reading books by Black authors, don’t just focus on the anti-racism books, although those are important. Or books about trauma. But also books by Black authors that are full of joy and humor and romance and zombies and kindergarten and just every kind of experience.

[00:55:10] If you’re creating a booklist or a set of social media recommendations or buying books for a school or a library, is that list full of one kind of story? Probably not. You want your list to be diverse, so make sure that includes diverse creators. If you’re a white author and you get invited to be on a panel or speak at a large conference or something of that nature, find out who else is going to be with you on that stage or in that faculty. If the faculty seems to be exclusively white, I think it’s worth questioning that, and even dropping out if you need to.


[00:55:45] If you’re white and you’re setting up such a panel or a conference, are you being mindful about including faculty of different backgrounds from your own. If you’re a white author and you’re considering writing a book with a main character whose ethnicity is not your own, ask yourself some questions. Are you the best person to be writing this book? Are you really? Do you have a bone-deep knowledge of this culture? Are you willing to do the hard work of immersing yourself in this culture? Could a person from the background you’re considering writing from do a better job with this story? These are really important questions to ask yourself and be honest about.

[00:56:23] Personally, I think it’s a great thing to include diversity in your books. Books with white main characters can still have plenty of diversity that is reflective of the wonderful diversity of the world we live in. It’s a rich tapestry, but it’s important to do that research, and that includes having expert readers make sure you’re not inadvertently making harmful missteps in your characterizations or settings or details. Just like if you’re writing a book with a brain surgery storyline, it’d be a good idea to consult with a surgeon to make sure you get details right rather than just basing your surgery on a misremembered episode of Grey’s Anatomy you saw five years ago.


[00:56:58] The point I’m making is: if you’re white and you’re committed to diversity I books and being anti-racist, there are lots of things you can do to help the cause. Writing a book with Black or indigenous or other people of color as the main characters might not be the most useful or appreciated thing.


[00:57:16] Writers ask me all the time, can I write X, Y, Z? Sure. You can write anything you want. It might just get published. Should you? Maybe not. I mean, at least, at the very least, you should interrogate why you’re doing it, you know?


[00:57:29] Literaticast theme music plays.

[00:57:29] Anyway. Another soap box. I will link to the CCBC study in the show notes. I do think it’s interesting food for thought for folks interested in children’s literature, serving kids well, and good representation.


[00:57:44] And I hope to have another episode to you very soon. Thanks so much for listening, and see you next time.
