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THE ENDURING
MAGIC OF ED
EMBERLEY BOOKS:
A GATEWAY TO
CREATIVE
CONFIDENCE

For  decades,  parents,
educators,  and  young
artists  have  sought  a
secret  fo rmula  to
unlock  the  creative
potential  within  every
child. While there is no
single magic wand, the
closest thing might just
be  found  within  the
pages of Ed Emberley
books.  These  iconic,
step-by-step  drawing
guides  have  inspired
generations to pick up
a  pencil  and  discover

that  they,  too,  can
create  art .  Unl ike
complex art instruction
manua ls  tha t  can
intimidate  beginners,
Emberley’s approach is
playful,  approachable,
and  brilliantly  simple.
This article delves into
w h y  t h e s e  b o o k s
remain  a  cornerstone
of childhood creativity,
exploring  their  unique
methodology,  most
beloved titles, and the
lasting  legacy of  their
creator.

Who Is Ed
Emberley
? The
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Man
Behind
the
Masterpie

ces
Before  exploring  the
books themselves, it is
valuable to understand
the artist who created
them.  Ed  Emberley  is
an American illustrator
and  author,  born  in
1931,  who  has  been
creating  children’s
books  for  over  sixty
y e a r s .  H e  i s  a
Caldecott Honor winner
a n d  a  C a l d e c o t t
Medalist, receiving the
prestigious  award  in
1 9 6 8  f o r  h i s
i l l u s t r a t i o n s  i n
Drummer  Hoff.
However,  while  his
early  career  featured

beautifully  detailed
woodcut  and  collage
illustrations,  he  found
his  true  calling  in  a
much  simpler  form of
expression.  Emberley
realized  that  children
often  feel  frustrated
when they cannot draw
what  they  imagine.
This realization led him
t o  d e v e l o p  h i s
signature  method:
b r e a k i n g  d o w n
complex  images  into
simple,  recognizable
shapes. The result is a
vast  l ib rary  o f  Ed
Emberley books  that
teach  children  (and
a d u l t s )  t o  d r a w
e v e r y t h i n g  f r o m
fingerprints
t rans fo rmed  in to
animals  to  intricate
pirate ships built  from
triangles,  rectangles,
and  circles.

THE GENIUS OF
THE STEP-BY-STEP



Ed Emberley Books 3

3

DRAWING METHOD

W h a t  m a k e s  E d
Emberley  books  so
effective  is  their
u n w a v e r i n g
commitment  to  the
"step-by-step" process.
The  methodology  is
almost  algorithmic.
E a c h  d r a w i n g  i s
deconstructed  into  a
s e r i e s  o f  c l e a r ,
sequent ia l  s teps ,
u s u a l l y  u s i n g  a
combination  of  basic
shapes  and  lines.

Building
Confidenc
e
Through
Simplicity
Most  ch i ldren  wi l l
struggle  if  asked  to
d r a w  a  r e a l i s t i c

elephant from scratch.
However,  if  you  show
them that an elephant
can be drawn using a
large oval for the body,
a smaller circle for the
head, and a few simple
lines for the trunk and
legs, the task becomes
instantly  achievable.
Ed  Emberley  books
master  this  concept.
By  star t ing  wi th  a
s i m p l e  d o t ,  a
fingerprint,  or  a  basic
s h a p e ,  t h e  c h i l d
experiences immediate
success.  This  success
breeds confidence, and
confidence  fuels  the
desire  to  draw  more.
The  books  are  not
about  creating  perfect
repl icas;  they  are
about  giving  children
the  tools  to  create.

Universal
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Language
of Shapes
Emberley’s  method
relies  on  a  universal
v i sua l  l anguage .
Readers do not need to
know  advanced  art
theory.  They  simply
need to  know how to
draw a circle, a square,
a triangle,  and a line.
From  these  humble
beginnings,  Emberley
shows how to construct
a  vast  world.  An  owl
might be an oval with
triangle  ears;  a  car
might  be  a  rectangle
with circles for wheels.
T h i s  r e l i a n c e  o n
fundamental  geometry
m a k e s  t h e  b o o k s
accessible  to  very
y o u n g  c h i l d r e n ,
typically  ages  4  and
up,  but  also  engaging
for older kids who want
to  add  detail  to  their
artwork. The simplicity

is  the  secret  sauce,
removing  the  fear  of
the  blank  page  and
replacing it with the joy
of construction.

A JOURNEY
THROUGH THE
MOST POPULAR ED
EMBERLEY BOOKS

T h e  l i b r a r y  o f  Ed
Emberley  books  is
vast, but a few specific
titles  have  become
absolute classics, often
found  in  preschools,
elementary  art  rooms,
and family bookshelves
around the world.

The "Go
Away, Big
Green
Monster!"
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Phenome
non
Perhaps  the  most
f a m o u s  o f  a l l  E d
Emberley  books  is
not a drawing book at
all,  but  a  story  book
with die-cut pages: Go
A w a y ,  B i g  G r e e n
Monster!  Published  in
1992,  this  book  is  a
m a s t e r p i e c e  o f
interactive  design.  As
you turn the pages, the
monster’s  features
a p p e a r  p i e c e  b y
piece—two  big  yellow
eyes,  a  long  bluish-
greenish  nose,  a  big
red  mouth  with  sharp
white teeth. The reader
builds  the  monster
visually. Then, halfway
through the book,  the
text  changes  to  "Go
away!" and the reader
decons t ruc ts  the
monster ,  page  by
page,  until  it  is  gone.

This book is a brilliant
t o o l  f o r  h e l p i n g
children  master  their
fear  of  the  dark  or
monsters,  giving them
control  over the scary
thing.  It  is  a  perfect
example of Emberley’s
gen ius  f o r  v i sua l
construction, applied to
narrative  storytelling.
While  technically  a
storybook, it  is deeply
c o n n e c t e d  t o  h i s
drawing  books,  as  it
teaches  the  same
principle:  things  are
not as scary when you
can  build  them  (and
d i s m a n t l e  t h e m )
yourself.

The "Ed
Emberley
’s
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Drawing
Book"

Series
This is the core of his
legacy.  The  series
i n c l u d e s  s e v e r a l
volumes,  each  with  a
specific focus:

Ed Emberley’s
Drawing Book
of Animals: This
is often the entry
point for many
young artists. It
teaches how to
turn simple
shapes into a
menagerie of
creatures, from
lions and
elephants to
birds and fish.
Ed Emberley’s
Drawing Book
of Faces: A
personal favorite
for many, this

book teaches
how to create an
endless variety
of faces,
emotions, and
characters by
changing the
shape of a nose,
the angle of an
eyebrow, or the
style of a hat.
Ed Emberley’s
Great
Thumbprint
Drawing Book:
This book
introduces a
unique twist.
Instead of
starting with a
drawn shape, the
child starts with
an ink
thumbprint.
Emberley then
shows how to
add a few lines
to the print to
turn it into a bee,
a caterpillar, a
clown, or a whole
crowd of people.
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It is messy, fun,
and incredibly
creative.

These  books  are  not
mean t  t o  be  r ead
cover-to-cover.  They
are  designed  to  be
used  as  reference
manuals,  al lowing
children  to  flip  to  the
page  fo r  "dog"  o r
"spaceship" and follow
the steps.

Fingerpri
nt
Drawing
and
Other
Creative

Explorati
ons
Beyond  the  bas i c
d r a w i n g  b o o k s ,
Emberley  expanded
into other mediums. Ed
Emberley’s  Fingerprint
Drawing  Book  and  Ed
Emberley’s  Picture  Pie
(which uses cut circles
to create pictures) are
excellent  examples.
T h e s e  b o o k s
encourage  tact i le
learning and introduce
children  to  different
artistic  tools,  proving
that  creativity  is  not
limited to a pencil and
paper.  The  fingerprint
books,  in  particular,
are a staple for rainy-
day  act iv i t ies  and
b i r thday  par t ies ,
requiring  only  an  ink
pad and a pen.

WHY ED EMBERLEY
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BOOKS REMAIN
RELEVANT IN A

DIGITAL AGE

In an era dominated by
tablets,  styluses,  and
drawing  apps,  one
might  wonder  why  a
simple  paper  book
f r o m  t h e  1 9 7 0 s
continues  to  sell.  The
answer  l ies  in  the
tactile,  empowering
n a t u r e  o f  t h e
e x p e r i e n c e .  E d
Emberley books  offer
someth ing  tha t  a
digital  app  cannot:
unmediated  creation.
T h e r e  i s  n o  u n d o
button, no color picker,
and  no  auto-fill.  The
child  must  place  the
pencil  on  the  paper
and draw the line. This
process  develops  fine
motor  skills,  hand-eye
coordinat ion,  and
spatial  reasoning.
Furthermore, the books
encourage  creative
problem-solving.  When

a  c h i l d  u s e s  a  Ed
Emberley book,  they
are  not  just  copying;
they  are  learning  a
visual  grammar.  Once
they  learn  that  a  "V"
shape can be a bird in
flight  or  that  three
c i r c l e s  c a n  b e  a
s n o w m a n ,  t h e y
i n t e r n a l i z e  t h i s
knowledge. Soon, they
b e g i n  c o m b i n i n g
e l e m e n t s  f r o m
different  pages  to
c r e a t e  t h e i r  o w n
unique  drawings.  A
child  who  knows  how
to draw a cat from one
page and a spaceship
f rom  another  can
invent  a  "space  cat."
This  combinatorial
creativity  is  a  higher-
order thinking skill that
apps  rarely  foster  in
the same way.

USING ED
EMBERLEY BOOKS
FOR EDUCATION
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AND THERAPY

T h e  u t i l i t y  o f  E d
Ember ley  books
extends far beyond the
h o m e .  T h e y  a r e
power fu l  t oo l s  i n
c l a s s r o o m s  a n d
therapeutic settings.

In the
Classroo
m
Teachers  love  these
books  because  they
provide  a  structured
output  for  students
who claim they  "can't
draw." Art teachers use
them  to  warm  up  a
class,  while  classroom
teachers  use  them to
illustrate  vocabulary
words,  create  book
reports,  or  decorate
bulletin  boards.  The
s t e p - b y - s t e p
instructions are perfect
for  teaching  following

d i r e c t i o n s .
Furthermore,  they  are
e x c e l l e n t  f o r
integrating  art  into
other subjects. A social
s tud ies  lesson  on
Native  Americans  can
be  pa i red  w i th  Ed
Emberley’s  Drawing
Book of Faces to create
historically  inspired
headdresses  and
clothing. A science unit
on  insec ts  can  be
complemented  by
drawing  a  bug  using
t h e  t h u m b p r i n t
method.

Building
Fine
Motor
Skills
O c c u p a t i o n a l
t h e r a p i s t s  o f t e n
r e c o m m e n d  E d
Emberley  books  to
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children  who  struggle
with fine motor control.
The  act  o f  making
small, precise lines and
shapes  is  excellent
practice for pencil grip
a n d  c o n t r o l .  T h e
p r o c e s s  i s  n o n -
intimidating;  because
the steps are small,  a
c h i l d  w i t h  m o t o r
c h a l l e n g e s  c a n
experience  success
w i t h o u t  f e e l i n g
overwhelmed.  The
colorful, playful results
p r o v i d e  p o s i t i v e
r e i n f o r c e m e n t ,
encouraging  them  to
practice  more.

Nurturing
Reluctant
Artists
Many  children  (and
adults)  experience  art
anxiety.  They  believe
that artistic talent is an

innate  gift  that  they
lack.  Ed  Emberley
books  dismantle  this
myth.  They show that
drawing is  a skill  that
can  be  learned,  just
like  reading  or  math.
By  providing  a  clear,
repeatable process, the
b o o k s  g i v e  t h e
re luc tant  a r t i s t  a
scaffold. Over time, the
scaffold  can  be
removed  as  the  artist
gains  independence
and  confidence.  The
books  a re  a  sa fe ,
judgment-free zone for
creative exploration.

THE LEGACY OF A
CREATIVE GENIUS

E d  E m b e r l e y ’ s
c o n t r i b u t i o n  t o
children’s  literature
and  art  education  is
immeasurable.  He  did
n o t  j u s t  t e a c h  a
generat ion  how  to
draw;  he taught  them
how  to  think  visually.
His  books  have  sold
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mil l ions  of  copies
worldwide  and  have
been  translated  into
numerous  languages.
They  have  a  timeless
quality that transcends
t rends .  The  bo ld ,
graphic style of his ink
drawings feels as fresh
and modern today as it
did fifty years ago.
His legacy is also one
o f  g e n e r o s i t y .
Emberley’s  method  is
so  clear  and  effective
that  it  empowers  the
child  to  become  the
artist. The book is not
the  end  product;  the
child’s  drawing  is  the
masterpiece. This shift
in focus from the artist-
c r e a t o r  t o  t h e
audience-creator  is
what  makes  his  work
so  revolutionary.  He
gave  his  talent  away,
turning  every  reader
into  a  potential  artist.

HOW TO GET

STARTED WITH ED
EMBERLEY BOOKS

If  you are new to the
world of Ed Emberley
books,  the best place
to start is with one of
the  ma in  d rawing
books. Here is a simple
guide:

Start Simple:1.
Pick up Ed
Emberley’s
Drawing Book of
Animals or Ed
Emberley’s
Drawing Book of
Faces. These are
the most
accessible.
Gather Your2.
Tools: All you
need is paper, a
pencil, and a few
colored markers
or crayons.
Emberley often
uses red, yellow,
blue, and green,
but any colors
will work.
Follow the3.
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Steps: Do not
skip ahead. Each
step is carefully
designed. Go one
line at a time.
Experiment:4.
Once you finish a
drawing, try
changing a color
or adding a detail
not shown in the
book. This is the
first step toward
original creation.
Have Fun: The5.
goal is not
perfection. The
goal is the joy of
making
something.

For a more interactive
experience,  try  Go
A w a y ,  B i g  G r e e n
M o n s t e r !  w i t h  a
preschooler.  The  thrill
of shouting "Go away!"
while turning the pages
is a universal delight.

CONCLUSION: A
TIMELESS TOOLKIT

FOR CREATIVITY

In  a  world  that  often
prioritizes  the  final
p r o d u c t  o v e r  t h e
creative  process,  Ed
Ember ley  books
stand as a monument
to  the  joy  of  making.
They  are  more  than
j u s t  i n s t r u c t i o n
manuals;  they  are
invitations. They invite
the timid child to take
a  risk,  the  frustrated
child to find a solution,
and the confident child
t o  e x p a n d  t h e i r
horizons.  The  elegant
simplicity  of  breaking
the  world  down  into
circles,  squares,  and
l ines  is  a  powerful
lesson—not just in art,
but  in  problem-solving
and perseverance


