Our Interview with Author and Artist Leigh Grant

I think the life of the mind—
education, reading, analysis, creativity—
is what makes us who we are.

Sally from the Norwalk Public Library: Thanks so much for joining us on the Poetry
Page, Leigh! I am especially delighted because in your bio in the Norwalk Public
Library’s 2019 Art & Text booklet, you state: “She writes poetry for the love of words,
their emotive power, and to celebrate the beauty of the world she sees around her—but
mostly as a hobby.”
I approached you about participating in the Poetry Page because of this. Poetry has so
many roles in people’s lives. Not everyone feels inclined to have a book of poetry, or to
publish in journals. For some, it is enough to simply enjoy writing poetry as it comes
along, and reading it, and having it in their lives.
Your poem in our 2019 Art & Text booklet—“November Sky”— is so beautiful. The
imagery is so clear, and the mood of the sky so genuinely evoked. It is also very
painterly, and, had it been selected to be an exhibited poem, I imagine an artist would
have created a wondrous painting from it.
Speaking of painting, you are such an accomplished artist. Could you tell us about your
education in art?

Leigh: I started my professional life as an illustrator after graduating from Hollins
University (then College) with a BA in Art History. Two years later, I graduated from
Pratt Institute cum laude with a BFA. Art school came after college because the academy
I attended felt I would not receive a good liberal arts education at an art school. That was
true then. It may not be now.

Sally: You’ve had great success in illustration between the years 1972-1989, in both
London and the U.S.. On your website, you have so many children’s book credits as
illustrator!
VISIT LEIGH'S WEBSITE HERE!

Did you pursue children’s book illustration, or is that simply a genre you found yourself
in?

Leigh: Art had been my focus since I was a child.

I couldn't get any work when I first graduated from Pratt in 1971. As my roommate from
Pratt said, our samples of artwork went into a cast of thousands (in a file drawer), and
were never seen again.
So, when another friend was going to London, I went, too, and illustrated my first books
over there.
I remember sitting in the parlor waiting for an interview in the rabbit warren of little
rooms that was Harper Collins. There was an old lady sitting in an armchair and
being served tea by a very attentive receptionist. It was Agatha Christie!

Sally: Wow! Then, in 1995, you had great success with a book that you both wrote and
illustrated—The Twelve Days of Christmas: A History and Celebration:

Please tell us about this book—how it came into being, your experience in creating it, and
the success and celebration that followed!

The Twelve Days of Christmas
(Detail from the Cover)

Leigh: By then I had gone through several illustration agents, had done everything from
greeting cards to textbooks to children's books, and was out on my own. A small
publisher asked me to design and illustrate a book on the twelve days of Christmas, and
to set it in the 18th century when the holiday had a renaissance in England. (One often
doesn't remember that Cromwell abolished Christmas.)
I delved into Hogarth, Gainsborough and other 18th century artists, and then produced
two pencil and gouache drawings that I realized were the best artwork I had ever done. I
used my children and my friends as models, even my dog.
The publisher, having never seen the artwork, then asked me to design a border that
children could color in. I realized his request would cheapen what I had produced, so I
left.

I then went to Rizzoli who wanted to do the book, but couldn't quite visualize it. Once
again, I left.
I ended up at Abrams who embraced the work and asked me to write up my research. It
was the first time I had written anything. They said if I couldn't write, Abrams would do
it. But when I brought in the histories, Abrams said: “You can write!,” and a new career
was born.
The book became a Book of the Month Club selection, one of the paintings won the top
prize at the Society of Illustrators, and I was featured on the Christmas Today Show
with Katie Couric.

The Twelve Days of Christmas
Geese A-laying
Winner at the Society of Illustrators - Stephen Dohanes Award

The Twelve Days of Christmas

Maids A-milking

Sally: Please share with us your pop-up books on Rome and Egypt. Pop-up books can
be so beautiful.
Leigh: The pop-up book idea came from a very good English friend and publisher whom
I had known most of my life. His daughter encouraged my daughter to attend her school,
Gordonstoun, in Scotland, and Hugh thought we could help finance the sixth form there
with pop-up books.

He chose Ancient Rome as the first of the books, and I learned, through making models,
that if you fold-up the book and something sticks out the top, you're in trouble!
Once again, with the help of his wife and editor, I wrote up my research which appeared
on flaps under the pop-ups. A paper engineer managed the mechanics.
I learned how to “fudge” perspective so the scenes would work.

Close-up of one flap from Ancient Rome pop-up

Ancient Egypt
pop-up book (open)

Ancient Egypt was our second book, and my husband and I traveled to Egypt to see the
country for ourselves.
Unfortunately, the economy tanked soon after publication, my publisher lost his business
and his house, and I, sadly, lost my husband.
So we never did any more of the pop-up books.
The books were unusual in that they came out in a number of languages.

Sally: Are most of these books out of print now? Do you have a copy of each? It would
be such a joy for you to see them lined up on your bookshelf, I imagine!

Leigh: Yes, I do have my own copies. And some of them can still be found on amazon.

Sally: Do you participate in the Silvermine Arts Center?

Leigh: I did participate in the Silvermine Artist Group, but, as an illustrator, my milieu is
more the Society of Illustrators.
After 2008, I left illustration, and changed my focus to writing.
I don't deserve to be called a poet because I don't write much poetry, but really
concentrate on historical romance based in the 15th century in Venice and the Balkans.
However, I like to think that poetry informs the way I write.

Sally: Which other professional organizations do you as a writer and artist belong to?

Leigh: Greenwich Pen Women, Appraisers Association of America, and Authors Guild.

Sally: Do you still create artwork? Which mediums do you enjoy working in?

Leigh: Once in a while I do some artwork, but it's rare nowadays.
I worked primarily in pencil, watercolor, gouache, and pen and ink.
In the early days, most children's books were pre-separated. So, if the book was to be in
color, you had to do a base drawing in black, and separate overlays, also in black, for the
colors yellow, red, and blue. And they had to register correctly. It was a real pain to work
out.

Sally: I know you have a finished novel—Mask of Dreams— that has won a nice award!
And it has also been short-listed for another award!
Please tell us about these awards.

Leigh: When you write a novel, you try to bring some attention to it by applying to
various writing contests. It's a good way to get a critique from an informed source.

I tried a review service called Chanticleer Book Reviews:

Imagine my surprise when I won the 2017 CHATELAINE Grand Prize for Romantic and
Women's Fiction!

I was also short-listed for Winner of Historical Fiction before 1750, Chaucer Award.
It was a big frog in a little pond moment!

Sally: Please tell us about your novel, its subject matter and genre.

Leigh: Mask of Dreams is a combination of literary fiction, historical fiction, romance,
and Magic Realism set in 15th century Venice and the Balkans. A tale of sacrifice and
honor, violence and fear of conquest, the plight of women in a patriarchal society,
masking and disguise, immigration and outsiders. Mask of Dreams has resonance in
today's world―and even a sense of humor.

Sally: How did Mask of Dreams come about? What inspired you to write it?

Leigh: First of all, I was a huge fan of the Scottish writer Dorothy Dunnett. I read every
one of her historical novels, which I still think are the best ever written.

I like a novel that explores all the aspects of the time it is set in. In the same way, I really
admire Hilary Mantel's work: Wolf Hall, Bring Up the Bodies, etc..
The actual germ of the idea came from a Chinese fairy tale about masking and disguise. I
adapted the idea to Renaissance Venice where the same premise of the beauty of the face
reflecting the beauty of the soul was held by the Neo-Platonists. I added a little Magic
Realism (as in Gabaldon's Outlander) and a terrific brigand from a country called Zeta, a
last vestige of the Serbian Empire. Today we know it as Montenegro. I made the story
real. And I read everything I could lay my hands on in nonfiction on those places.

Sally: How long did it take to write your novel?

Leigh: I don't think I want to tell you! A long time.

Sally: I think you told me that you haven’t been able to find a publisher for the novel.
Could you share with us a little of your experience in seeking one?

Leigh: I have a wonderful agent, Barbara Ellis-Uchino of Black Hawk Literary
Agency. She also writes historical fiction. I formed a connection with her the first time I
met her at the Greenwich Library when her boss, Jan Kardys, President and Literary
Agent of Black Hawk Literary Agency was giving a talk.
Getting the award helped make my work desirable to the agency.
I have a long list of rejections which include editors who took it home and spent all
weekend immersed in Venice, or thought it was splendid, or loved this or that—but in
each case it was not right for their lists.
So I am still waiting for Godot.

Sally: I found this website (one of many like it!) that lists famous and best-selling authors
who received an unbelievable amount—sometimes hundreds— of rejection slips before
their success: http://www.litrejections.com/best-sellers-initially-rejected/ So, I urge you
not to give up hope!
Is self-publishing ever something that you would consider?

Leigh: Yes. Death in a drawer is not an option.

Sally: You have obviously always been creative. I imagine this started in your childhood?
Please tell us how you came to love art and writing. Did you love poetry as a child? If so,
what poems or poets attracted you?

Leigh: I wrote poetry in school, and I enjoyed it, but would be horrified if any of it saw
the light of day today!
I did win the poetry prize at the academy. I read various anthologies in our family library,
but I really liked the old poets like Tennyson, Robert Frost, Emily Dickinson, and
Coleridge.

Sally: Did you find yourself creating art and writing when you were little, or did all of
this evolve later in life?

Leigh: I was encouraged in art by my family because I liked it, and showed some talent.
My husband used to say that I saw things as an artist that he often didn't notice. I think
that's true. One develops an eye for beauty in all kinds of things. I did win the art prize at
school.

Sally: What role does poetry play in your life currently? Who are some of your favorite
poets? What are a few of your favorite poems?

Leigh: I really like Gjertrude Schnackenberg, and our Youth Poet Laureate, Amanda
Gorman.
I like poetry, but I'm afraid I don't seek it out.
I also like the beautiful language found in the stanzas of some hymns.

Sally: What made you submit two poems to the Norwalk Public Library’s 2019 Art &
Text exhibit?

Leigh: I had two poems sitting around. I thought why not participate? I have a poet in my
Writers' Group who talks about poetry all the time. It was probably just chance.
One of my poems had won first place in a poetry contest for the National League of
American Pen Women. The first poem I had written in many years. The other one—the
poem printed in the 2019 Art & Text booklet at the Norwalk Public Library— I wrote
after a walk in late autumn when it was getting dark. I just felt like writing it when I came
home.

Sally: Please share with us your current career in art. I believe you are a certified
appraiser of fine art? Please elaborate!

Leigh: After 2008, I changed my profession, and drawing on a lifetime of art, art history,
visits to museums, art education through lectures, a year spent abroad in college, and a
year in London, took the NYU course, and received a certificate in appraisal of fine and
decorative arts. I love doing it! You always learn something new.

Sally: What things outside of writing and art do you enjoy? Reading? Family? I believe
you are one of our active gardening patrons! Do you love to garden?

Leigh: I like to read, and I read a lot for research; both for my current profession, and for
my writing. The research for my writing is mostly about the Italian Renaissance and the
Balkans. I'm writing a sequel to my unpublished manuscript. How foolishly optimistic is
that!
I belong to New Canaan Books which tends to read classics and prize winners.
I garden. I live in Silvermine. I am the maintenance “one man band” so I cut the grass,
trim the bushes, garden, run the snow-blower, etc..

And I keep birds in aviaries: inside for winter, outside for summer.
I built both of them.

Winter Bird Aviary

Summer Bird Aviary

Sally: If there is anything else you’d like to share with us, please do! I am so honored you
have joined us!

Leigh: I am honored to have been asked to be on the Poetry Page, but really am not
deserving of it. However, I would like to emphasize that I think the life of the mind—
education, reading, analysis, creativity—is what makes us who we are. One of the
greatest sources for growth is the library. And it's free.

Now, two of Leigh’s poems,
and an excerpt from her novel
Mask of Dreams…

November Sky

I walk beneath a gray and muddy sky
cleft with crooked streaks of light.
The sky, a slab of dusty marble
long forgotten in a barn.
Trees rise up all etched in black,
Grimshaw drawn, nocturnal, dour,
inked from twig to branch to trunk,
Stark, denuded in the fading light,
flat as silhouettes
in a puppet show.
Others form beyond them in the twilight:
those that sought to guard their leaves and grow
tricked by that seductive warmth
known to all as Indian Summer,
and foiled now by a turn to winter.
Their leaves no longer living things but brittle shrouds
curled like bats long slumbering in a cave
loath to leave the place they've always known,
but know no longer.
I turn towards home.
The moon sails forth, half-formed,
born of a sudden oculus among the clouds:
brilliant, grayed, once more bright as ever,
shimmering, reassuring―just as quickly lost.
And I see now that the whole sky is moving
and what seemed like marble
turns to wool or smoke as trees lose their outlines, soften,
and houses cast intrusive light.
The safe glow of habitation lures me not
for I am unafraid of dark.
To be alone cocooned in such a sky
and such a world does not bring loneliness;
instead the kind embrace of solitude,
the gifting of a measured peace.
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The Place That You Found

It is February, the longest progression of days
Crowded into the shortest month.
Interminable, still winter, ever bleak.
Yet I sit where the eaves converge
To trap the sun, cage it, magnify it
And the warmth is palpable, living, full of promise.
I see you: the Times draped over your lap.
Your gray coat, unzipped, the heat by now distilled inside.
We laugh at our good fortune.
What builder could have known
This unexpected spot of joining roofs
Would shelter us, embrace us, fuse us in its warmth?
The place that you found.
I listen to the water music trickling through the gutters,
Down the terrace, through the cracks between the stones,
Secretions from that lacy edge of snow.
Drops fall upon my cheek, my lip, my hand.
I feel the brush of Tess's whiskers
As she tries my hold on the mug of soup
And looks to see what is inside.
I prevent the oncoming lick of her tongue.
She is restless, no place to sit,
The terrace either laden with snow or running with water.
No warm flat stones on which to lie for one who worships sun.
We are barely two, Tess and I, paired by need, fate, subtraction.
November had known three.
I see you, turning to share a story, a bit of news,
That word in the Byzantine puzzle that only you would know.
You are neither young nor old,
For what I see is caught in the convoluted creases of our lives:
A parade of subtle changes, a synthesis of psyches,
A sparkling sphere of pleasure, a molten ball of pain.
And yet, today, in the window of my mind,
We are three together, all of us drowsy in the sun.
When I turn to look, to smile, to look again,
Warmed and gladdened, you have gone.
It is February, the sun has fled,
And, save for Tess, I am alone.
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An Excerpt from Leigh’s Novel, Mask of Dreams,
to Show how Poetry Informs Her Prose:

He took the mare on impulse. An impulse that could easily serve up an early death. A
fleeting thought for a man of twenty-eight―or was it twenty-nine?―and quickly
discarded, for death was unimaginable, outside the dictates of fate, while danger, in any
form, brought pleasure. Unguarded, standing in the line of horses, the mare stood out, as
distinctive and as elegant as a white tree against a shadowed wood: her bridle hung with
colored tassels, the morning light playing on the outlines of her fine legs and pale hide,
her breath rising in a soft gray cloud. The other mounts stood winded, heads down, sides
heaving, drying sweat stiffening their shaggy coats. Around them, the quagmire of snow
and mud threw off a trail of running footprints. Despite the sound of voices in the low
peasant structure nearby, no one had come outside. The act was effortless. He simply
made the exchange and slipped away—but he took care to leave the ornamented bridle
behind.
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