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Bones of the story: Brian Selznick's Wonderstruck, out Sept. 13, checks out the American Museum of Natural History in New York.
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Children and Hollywood
set to be ‘Wonderstruck’

For Brian Selznick, first
comes new noyel, then
‘Hugo’ on the big screen

By Bob Minzesheimer
USA TODAY

NEW YORK — At the American Mu-
seum of Natural History, Brian Selznick
likes to show off a meteorite that he
moved single-handedly, all 34 tons of it.

Such is the magical power of an
authorfillustrator celebrated for his for-
mat-busting, award-winning children's
novel, The Invention of Hugo Cabret,
which inspired Martin Scorsese’s first
family film.

The movie, Hugo, about a 12-year-old
orphan who secretly lives within the
walls of a Parisian train station, opens in
theaters Nov. 23 and stars Ben Kingsley,
Chloe Moretz, Sacha Baron Cohen and
Jude Law.

But first comes Selznick's new novel,
Wonderstruck (Scholastic, $29.99, for

ages 9 and up), to be released Sept. 13.
It’s about two 12-year-old runaways, a
girl in 1927 and a boy in 1977, who are
both deaf. Their stories intersect at the
museum, whose dinosaur skeletons,
wildlife dioramas and other natural
wonders are “all neatly arranged and
organized,” Selznick says, “unlike the
real world.”

At 639 pages — more than 100 pages
longer than Hugo — his new novel is one
of the biggest (in size and anticipation)
kids' books of the fall.

On this day it brings Selznick, 45, back
to the museum to talk about his latest
novel and Hugo, inspired by the first
science-fiction movie. In turn, Selznick’s
novel inspired Scorsese’s first 3-D film.

As in Hugo, Wonderstruck is told in
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Mlustrations, as much as words, tell Selznick’s story
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blocks of detailed pencil draw-
ings, most of them wordless, like
scenes from a silent movie, that
alternate with pages of text.
Both novels were painstakingly
researched.

Take that iron meteorite,
found in Greenland in 1894, Ah-
nighito (an Inuit name) is the
largest meteorite on display in

any museum.
COVER “It's the size of a
STORY Volkswagen," Selz-

nick says while
standing next to it. "It's so heavy
that the display stands that sup-
port it reach directly to the bed-
rock beneath the museum."

It's now in the Hall of Meteor-
ites, but Selznick, who likes to
“know where everything is sup-
posed to be,” knows that in 1927,
it was displayed next to the en-
trance on 77th Street. For the
sake of his story, however, he
wanted characters to wander
about the museum before dis-
covering the meteorite,

“So I moved it," he says with a
laugh. “Which was much easier
for me to do than the museum.”

‘Looks beautiful’

He also acknowledges a “debt
of gratitude” to one of his favor-
ite children's novels, E.L. Konigs-
burg's 1968 classic, From the
Mixed-Up Files of Mrs. Basil E.
Frankweiler, about two kids who
run away to live in the Met-
ropolitan Museum of Art.

He has no official role in the
movie of Hugo "beyond being a
fan" On a visit to the set in
London, he was amazed to see
“the things that | had made up
had become real.”

He has seen only “a few mo-
ments from the film, but every-
thing I've seen looks beautiful.”
He felt “a bit like an idiot when [
met Asa Butterfield (the young
British actor who plays Hugo). [
told him, *Oh, my God, you look
just like Hugo. You are Hugo!" "

Scorsese was inspired to
make the movie after reading
Hugo to his 11-year-old daugh-
ter, Francesca.

Screenwriter John Logan says,
“Both Marty and [ loved the
book so much that our challenge
was not to let Brian down. We
had to boil down the story, to
make it more straightforward

Amazing
journey: In
Wonderstruck,
Rose runs
away from
New Jersey to
New York in
1927.

By Brian Selznick

As a kid in East Brunswick, N.J., Brian Selznick was thrilled to see
his last name in the credits of classic movies such as Gone With the
Wind and King Kong.

Legendary movie producer David O. Selznick was his grandfa-
ther's first cousin.

But there were two sides of the family, he says: “The Selznicks of
Hollywood, who were in the movie business, and the Selznicks of
New Jersey, who were in the dry cleaning business."

New Jersey met Hollywood when Martin Scorsese directed the
film version of The Invention of Hugo Cabret, Selznick’s 2007 award-
winning children’s novel. Hugo opens Nov. 23.

Selznick, who visited the set, wrote The Hugo Movie Companion, to
be published Nov. 1, which includes images from the movie and
interviews with the cast and crew.

Among the questions Selznick asked everyone: “What was the
first movie you saw?"

He says he was delighted by Scorsese’s answer: Duel in the Sun, a
1946 Western, starring Jennifer Jones and Gregory Peck, written
and produced by David O. Selznick.

and simple, but his book and his
illustrations became the touch-
stone in everything we did.
Wherever you went on the set,
people had copies of the book.”

Selznick was inspired by a
1902 movie, A Trip to the Moon,
which he saw as a student at the
Rhode Island School of Design
about 25 years ago.

He had gone to college to be-
come a set designer, but after
graduation, he got a job at
Eeyore's, a late, lamented chil-
dren's bookstore in Manhattan,
where he painted the window
displays and read “all the won-
derful children’s books I should
have read as a kid."

He ended up illustrating a se-
ries of biographies for kids, then
happened to read a book that
mentioned that A Trip to the
Moon's  French  filmmaker,
George Melies, collected au-
tomata — mechanical toys.

Melies donated them to a mu-
seum, where they were neglect-
ed and thrown away. Selznick
imagined a boy named Hugo
finding one and trying to fix it.
Melies, who fell on hard times
and worked as a toy seller, be-
came a character in Selznick's
novél and is played by Kingsley
in the movie.

He set Hugo in 1932, when
sound was still a novelty in
films. They “used bursts of

sound, which inspired me to a
do a book with bursts of pic-
tures.”

Wonderstruck has even more
complicated inspirations.

In its barest outline, the story
alternates between two deaf
kids who run away to New York:
Rose in 1927 and Ben in 1977.
Both are in search of families.

Rose's story is told almost en-
tirely with illustrations. Ben's is
told with words and drawings.

Its inspiration began in 1992,
when a friend who worked at
the American Museum of Natu-
ral History treated Selznick to a
behind-the-scenes tour of its
workshops.

Two decades later, while

“] wanted to structure ‘Wonderstruck’
so at the end, readers would not
remember what parts they had read
and what parts they had seen.”

Five questions for Selznick

For an excerpt and video, go to
books.usatoday.com or scan this
tag with your smartphone.

working on Hugo, he watched a
public TV documentary, Through
Deaf Eyes, about the history of
Deaf culture. (He notes that deaf,
with a lowercase d, refers to the
condition of being deaf, while
Deaf, with a capital D, refers to
the culture.)

Selznick was fascinated to
learn how sound, introduced to
movies in 1927, affected deaf
viewers: “Movies, for the first
time, excluded the deaf. [ had
never thought about that,” but
he decided his main characters
would be deaf.

“In the documentary, a teach-
er talks about Deafness as ‘a vi-
sual culture,’ and about how the
deaf are a ‘people of the eye,'"
Selznick says. “Sign language is a
language you watch, which be-
came a key to how Wonder-
struck would be illustrated.”

Selznick, who splits his time
between Brooklyn and San Die-
go, where his boyfriend, David
Serlin, teaches at the University
of California-San Diego, found
other help. Two of Serlin’s col-
leagues, Carol Padden and Tom
Humphries, a husband-and-
wife team who are deaf, are
leading scholars of Deaf culture.
They helped Selznick “better un-
derstand how Ben and Rose
would interact with the world."

And Serlin had written a book,
Replaceable You: Engineering the
Body in Postwar America (2004),
about a program that offered
free reconstructive surgery in
the USA to victims of the Hiro-
shima bombing.

Serlin’s book, in turn, inspired *

a puppet show by Selznick's

friend Dan Hurlin, Hiroshima
Maidens, that weaves together
two stories: the women disfig-
ured in the bombing, told by
puppets, and the story of an
American boy, told by a Japa-
nese storyteller.

Selznick says: "One story was
told with words, and one was
told with puppets, until they
came together at the end in a
beautiful way.

That's how | wanted to struc-
ture Wonderstruck, so at the end,
readers would not remember
what parts they had read and
what parts they had seen. [t
would become a single continu-
ous narrative in the reader's
mind.”

No e-book is planned

He says that after Hugo, which
was awarded the Caldecott
Medal in 2007 as the best il-
lustrated children's book, “I
wanted to do something similar,
but different. I didn’t want to
just repeat myself."

He has succeeded, says Lisa
Von Drasek, librarian at the
Bank Street College of Education
School in New York: "The title
says it all. I was wonderstruck,
and kids will be, too. The in-
tertextual connections were like
clues on a scavenger hunt."

Selznick says there has been
some movie interest in Wonder-
struck but no deal yet.

He's adamant that it won't be
released as an e-book: “] want it
to exist as an object. The turning
of physical pages is important to
me. | want to feel the weight of a
book. The paper in your hands is
an intrinsic part of understand-
ing the story.”

As for his next book, he knows
the setting, plot and characters,
which he won't reveal, but not
yet “how or why it's going to be
illustrated. That still needs to
reveal itself. The illustrations
need to exist for a reason. They
need to be justified within the
story.” Or, at least, within a Brian
Selznick story. 4



	selznickpg1pdf
	selznickp2

