When the Sky Is Like Lace

ddly enough,

this book

arrived at my
doorstep in a box.
Back in print 30
vears after 12 origi-
nal publication,
When e Sky i
Like Lace still defies
explanation. It is a tale of enchanted
nighttime rituals that seem dreamt in
tha mind of a child, bt tnld in the
voice of a sage, Barbara Cooney’s
deep, luminous watercolors fll the
pages with images both inviting and
surreal, Together they weave what
appears (o be not 30 much a story as
an inwitation.

The language oscillates between
vivid deseriprors and whimsical con-
siructions that pull the reader into the
splendid strangeness of the night. "0On
bimulous nights, the sky is like
lace_.." begins the journey whens
ofters sing and snails (insulted by the
oftters” song) march two by two to
walch the rees . eucalypius hack
and forth, forth and back...in the
fern-deep grove al the midnight end
of the garden.”

Though not mentioned directly in
the text, the illusteations follow three
voung girls, barefooied and robed in
billewy white nightgowns, through
thiz imagery and into their own fan-
ciful rituals. From following rules
that seem like childish superstition,
to eating, singing, exchanglng aifis
and cavorting about the forest, the
night unfolds like a holiday with
roofs in ancient custom and dream-
like imagination.

Farticularly inviting are the oppor-
tunities for movement, singing and
dramatization, From the trees“doing
ithe encalypius,” to marching snails,
come images that beg to be danced,
with underlying music or sound car
pets rising from the wext. This book
bursis oui of the box with descrip-
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Lions of grass that ~...smells like
gongeberry jam™ and "..feels like the
velvel inside a very old violin case.”
Words like these are ripe for interpre-
tation throwgh the language of music.
The songs within the book are equal-
ly inviting opportunities for improvi-
gation and ariginal composition. The
ofiers” song is set 1o the “Mexican
Hat Dance,” with the disclaimer of,
“but yau can #ing it (¢ any fune you
lilke-™ Thia is probably just as well.
because the scansion seems a litlle

rough. The second song outright says,

“You'll have to make up the tune

vourself because i doesn't have one.”

Viking, 2004

Ewen the lsts of possible gifis and
activities give a divarse ammay of
whimsical choices ripe for dramatiza-
ticn. What child would ned enjoy pre-
wending to ride a camel bareback or
tickle an elephani?

Taken az a whole, the book gives
ample opportunities tor child-cen
tered and childlike creation. The
unconventional language and imagery
weave an open-ended canvas that
suppan: a variety of approaches 1o
artistic interpretation. As an addition
to onets personal library, it won'
likely stay long on any shelf, and cer-
tainly not in any box.




