
It was a confluence of events in late 2013
that made the time right. We knew that 
Canberra was to host the CBCA National 
conference in May 2014 and had chosen 
'National Treasures' as the theme. The Lu 
Rees Archives, to which Bob had donated 
the bulk of his works on paper, was to 
celebrate its 40th anniversary in 2014. 
Surely this would be a perfect opportunity 
to showcase two national Treasures, Bob 
Graham and the Lu Rees Archives in one 
exhibition. In September last year the 
Canberra Museum & Gallery (CMAG) offered 
to partner our proposed exhibition, allow-
ing it to became a reality — A Bird in the 
Hand indeed!

Working on this project with Belle 
Alderman, our colleague Nicky Lo Bianco, 
and Bob Graham himself has made this 

daunting task enormously rewarding. It’s 
been fascinating to look back on our cura-
torial process (which did seem almost 
chaotic for a while) and see the shape of 
the exhibition forming as we delved wider 
and deeper into Bob’s work.

Hours were spent at the archives research-
ing and finally selecting materials that we 
considered could be the anchor pieces that 
would do justice to over 35 years of work.

How did this exhibition come about?

Books Illustrated’s very first one-man show 
in 1988, was Bob Graham: A Suitcase Sale. 
(We could have called it Illustrations from 
under Bob’s bed!). Since then we’ve 
launched and celebrated many of his books 
in numerous exhibitions.

We came up with the idea of a Bob Graham 
Retrospective about a decade ago, and 
again five years ago, talking with Belle 
Alderman, director of the Lu Rees Archives 
in Canberra. All good ideas have their time 
 — and this one is now.
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This article offers a curator’s insight 
into the exhibition A Bird in the Hand! 
Bob Graham: A Retrospective, which 
opened at the Canberra Museum and 
Gallery on the 16th of May 2014.

Bob Graham is one of Australia’s most 
eminent creators of children’s picture 
books. His books, loved by generations 
of families, have won national and 
international acclaim throughout his 
over 30-year career. His nomination for 
the IBBY Hans Christian Andersen  
Award for Illustration in 2012 affirmed 
his international recognition as one of 
the greatest artists working in chil-
dren's book publishing.

The treasures for this exhibition were 
gathered mostly from the Lu Rees 
Archives situated in Canberra as well as 
from Bob Graham’s personal collection. 

A Suitcase Sale invitation, 1988.

T E N

A section from the scale mock up for the 
design and layout of the exhibition.

Ann Haddon and Nicky Lo Bianco  
working happily in the Lu Rees Archives.

by Ann Haddon & Ann James,
Books Illustrated



The exhibition takes shape

As a bunch of picture book people noticing 
the shape of the exhibition becoming
circular was quite welcome to us and it 
was exciting to see a chronological narra-
tive appearing with important events and 
characters as key catalysts in his work.

To mark this we asked Bob if he could
create a timeline of his life to introduce
the exhibition (detail below).

A Bob’s eye view

Bob Graham is a quiet man who likes his 
work to speak for itself. So it was a chal-
lenge for us to determine how to inject 
the ‘essence of Bob‘ into the exhibition.

One solution was to gather insightful 
quotes from talks and interviews he has 
given over the years. Together with the 
'works on paper', which include drawings 
and drafts of the stories, final illustrations, 
near misses, notes and letters, photos, 
jottings, (and, as you’d expect, lots of 
birds and dogs) and other memorabilia 
including a fascinating collection of med-
als, visitors will hear his voice. They gain 
insight into how Bob sees the world and 
where the ideas spring from that he grows 
into picture books.

Many exhibitions of book illustration focus 
on the media, techniques andtools used. 
Over his long career Bob Graham has 
employed pretty much the same tools, 
media, and techniques — pen, ink, pencil, 
watercolour and pastel — and the same 
approach to his work:

I’m comfortable in the style and I don’t 
like it to get too much in the way [...]
more important things for me are the 
spacing of people, how they are situated  
in space around each other.

This intention has remained constant in 
Bob’s work.
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including Pete and Roland, his first pub-
lished book, Max, and How to Heal a 
Broken Wing — and like little Will in this 
book (the only person who stops to help 
the injured pigeon), Bob Graham notices 
these moments.

We also discovered that the 'themes' pres-
ent in many of his books remain constant 
— a sort of running narrative of Bob’s 
story — and this informed our design of 
the exhibition:

Beginnings … and influences; Family, 
friends … and home; Taking off; 
Empathy … and community; Focus.

Moments have been captured for years in 
his collection of notebooks  — sharp little 
slices of Bob’s life — often sparks for 
stories created much later on. It’s been a 
privilege to be trusted with these little 
books especially, and we have had fun 
spotting the sources of international clas-
sics like Greetings from Sandy Beach, 
Rose Meets Mr Wintergarten, Grandad’s 
Magic, and even Silver Buttons.

The title, A Bird in the Hand, was one of 
many we came up with. But this one 
stuck. Aside from it alluding to the fortu-
itous nature of how the exhibition was 
realised at this time, there are many small 
boys tenderly holding birds in Bob’s books, 

T E N E L E V E N

A class of school kids dropped out of the sky … an incident at 
Wilson's Prom recorded in one of Bob's notebooks.

‘I like my books to be quiet, because this is my experience of life, I just take some
small, seemingly insignificant event and concentrate on that, making the ordinary,
not extraordinary, but slightly more than ordinary.’

One of my favourite things about 
working with Bob [...] is the day that 
I ask him for the brief statement 
about each book that we’ll use as part 
of the author bio for the American edi-
tion of his book. What I get is never a 
canned generic quote. What I get is 
pure poetry!

Consider this about Vanilla Ice 
Cream: 

I wanted to give a small and seeming-
ly unremarkable creature a story, for us 
to think that it has a life of its own, 
and that it has worth, and that by 
chance might affect our own lives...

Joan Powers
Bob’s editor, Candlewick US
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T W E L V E

Bringing the exhibition to life

Mark Bayly, Assistant Director at the 
Canberra Museum and Gallery may initially 
have been alarmed when the 'works on 
paper' exhibition he expected soon devel-
oped a 3-dimensional aspect: Bob’s studio 
with desk, chair and dog bed; a cosy 
lounge space with couch, dogs and a bas-
ket of books to read; four taxidermied 
pieons; and a set of pigeon holes with 
fascinating installations. These were all 
included as essential. We were very grate-
ful for the expertise of the CMAG team to 
realise these unusual elements. 

The photograph of Bob’s studio window 
was taken to create an extra presence. 
Cheekily we captured  Bob walking through 
his gate. We set up his studio as it might 
have looked while working on his latest 
picture book Vanilla Ice Cream.

Another key image in the exhibition is Bb's 
personal Timeline, created with the sup-
port and expertise of Walker Books 
Australia. Their enthusiastic support has 
been invaluable including creating promo-
tional posters, facilitating permissions and 
donations of books

Exploring the process

We chose the story of Max to explore the 
process of creating one picture book. This 
section of the exhibition also illustrates 
the long standing working relationship he 
has had with Walker Books in the UK. The 
section showing alternative cover designs 
is fascinating — nappy on, nappy off!

the play's the thing
The installation of Bob’s studio included a photographic replica of his window 

“Up till now I have found my 
stories not very far from my desk. 
For many years when I'd moved 
from my chair I would trip over a 
dog... ”

I’ve collaborated with Bob Graham as 
his designer for nearly my whole 
Walker Books career — gulp! He is a 
true constant in my life, and we’ve 
become friends as well — that’s the 
best part. 

We craft books the old fashioned way, 
beginning with one of Bob’s precious 
little working dummies, then onto 
many rounds of conversation and lay-
outs with him, and the editor, and me, 
the designer, until he is happy to 
paint his final sparkling pictures. It’s a 
privilege to work with him, and to be 
included as some small part of his 
creative process makes me feel very, 
very proud.

Deirdre McDermott
Bob’s Art Director, Walker Books UK
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It was great fun collecting and making the irems and characters to create the pigeon hole scenes



Today there are 26,000 books in the collec-
tion including 3,200 in 53 languages other 
than English. Publishers donate their 
books: authors and illustrators donate 
their papers, manuscripts and artworks. 
These form a rich and permanent record of 
Australian children’s literature. 

Through the Cultural Gifts Program, we 
receive donations from leading creators 
including Bob Graham, Andrew McLean, 
Emily Rodda, Gillian Rubinstein, Jackie 
French, Gary Crew and Isobelle Carmody. 
We have over 1,000 pieces of original art-
work by Bob Graham, many of these featur-
ing in 'A Bird in the Hand! Bob Graham: A 
Retrospective'. Publishers’ archives from 
Omnibus Books and Walter McVitty Books 
add additional insights. 

There are 425 research files featuring every 
major Australian author and illustrator, 
unique audio recordings and photographs, 
full runs of every major journal, a compre-
hensive reference collection and rare 

The Lu Rees Archives is a treasure trove, a 
haven particularly for researchers. The Bob 
Graham exhibition celebrates it in a non-
academic way. The passionate dedication 
of Belle Alderman for the Archives and her 
enthusiasm for the project have been 
major ingredients of the exhibition. 

Max Brown, a volunter at the Lu Rees 
Archives, has archived over 850 of Bob’s 
works on paper (so far) and has developed 
such interest and respect for Bob’s work, 
that the show includes a quote from him.

Thank You Bob Graham

We thank Bob for his generosity, interest
in and support for this exhibition, we 
thank him for the reason for it — his
wonderful stories — and for all the ones
to come.

books. The collection is valued at over six 
million dollars.

The Archives does more than collect, docu-
ment and preserve. We catalogue, describe, 
arrange and ensure resources are discover-
able through our website, events, festivals 
and exhibitions. We aim to be not only the 
most comprehensive collection of 
Australian children’s literature in the world, 
but we are committed to sharing it. As we 
launch a funding campaign later in 2014, 
we invite you to join us as we ensure our 
Australian heritage exists for future gen-
erations.

Dr Belle Alderman, AM
www.canberra.edu.au/lurees

T H I R T E E N
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Max Brown, a volunteer at the Lu Rees 
Archives, with international editions of 
Bob Graham titles from the Archives.

Forty years ago Lu Rees founded the Archives. Her vision for
a national collection of Australian children’s books and material
about their creators continues to grow and develop. The Archives 
became an incorporated body in 2012 to ensure a sustainable
future.

Exhibition curated by Books Illustrated 
in partnership with Lu Rees Archives, 

Canberra Museum & Art Gallery 
and Walker Books.

Sat 17 May–Sun 24 August
Canberra Museum and Art Gallery,
cnr London Circuit & Civic Square,

Canberra City

Mon to Fri: 10am–5pm
Sat to Sun: 12-5pm [May]

Sat to Sun: 12–4pm [June–August]

Admission Free
www.museumandgalleries.act.gov.au/cmag

Touring A Bird in the Hand!

As we have always planned this as  
a touring exhibition we welcome  
expressions of interest from venues.  
In partnership with the Lu Rees Archive 
touring funding is currently being 
sourced.
 
See galleries of photographs at:
www.booksillustrated.com.au
www.canberra.edu.au/lurees

About Books Illustrated

A shared love of books, art and children 
inspired Ann James and Ann Haddon to 
establish Books Illustrated in 1988.

Together they have a unique view of the 
picture book industry, seen from many 
angles — librarian, bookseller, gallery 
director, author and illustrator. Books 
Illustrated celebrates and promotes 
Australian children’s literature, in particu-
lar, picture books and their creators.

A cosy showroom in bayside Melbourne 
can be visited by appointment to view 
and purchase original illustrations, limit-
ed edition prints and a wide range of 
Australian children’s picture books —
many signed.

An interesting history has culminated in 
a program of exhibitions and displays 
promoting the work of Australian book 
illustrators throughout Australia and in 
international venues.

Books Illustrated have a range of exhibi-
tions and displays for hire, suitable for 
many venues. 
Details on website:
www.booksillustrated.com.au

Nicky Lo Bianco was invited to be a 
guest curator for this project. 
  
A few words from Nicky:

It’s seven years since I lived in Canberra 
where I had worked on the development 
of the new Civic Library next to Canberra 
Museum and Gallery in Civic Square. At 
the time I had imagined many possibili-
ties of the ways in which libraries and 
museums could work creatively together 
and as Coordinator of Children’s Services 
with the ACT Libraries I had also worked 
with the Lu Rees Archives. This exhibition 
has allowed me to revisit these special 
places and people, and to use recently 
acquired curatorial qualifications, to 
work with the inspirations of our nation-
al treasure, Bob Graham. It has been 
such a delight to explore his wonderful 
body of work full of gentleness, compas-
sion and 'ordinary magic'.
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