REMEMBERING SHEL SILYERSTEIN, PLAYBOY'S BELOVED
“PROTO-PUNK™ POET AND CARTOONIST

ey SASCITA COIIEN

ITWASAPOEMABOUT A GIRL WHO WANTED
a pony that first landed Shel Silverstein in trouble. Published
in his 1981 collection of illustrated children’s poetry, 4 Light in
the Attie,
ents for its supposed glorification of suicide: Horse-obsessed

ttle Abigail and the Beautiful Fony™ angered par-

Abigail stops eating and sleeping and eventually dies, "All
because of a pony / That her parents wouldn't buy." Or maybe it
verstein's cheeky closing lines that had truly upset the
his is a good
story/To read to your folks /When they won't buy/ You some-
thing you want.”

wii

moms and dads who pushed to ban the poen

For years
ican Library Association's list of most-challenged books.
Community groups in seven states attempted to ban from
elementary classrooms A Light in the Attic and an earlier vol-

ilverstein’s work hovered near the top of the Amer-

ume, Where the Sidewalk Ends, for being “suggestive,” “sick™
G
spirit that animates much of Silverstein's writing, the push-
back is perhaps unsurprising. With his carnivalesque illustra-
tions and tales of misbehaving, manipulative kids, Silverstein
a disruptor within the genre of children’s literature. Yet his

and “disturbi n the antiauthoritarian

& to young minds

was

2008 HERITAGE

distinctly mischievons streak would be familiar to those aware
of his earlier work as an artist catering to more mature readers.

A longtime doodler, Silverstein walked into Playboy's Chicago
office one day in 1956 and dropped off an unselicited portfolio.
Upon seeing his work, Hugh Hefner quickly bought several draw
ings for the magazine. It was the beginning of a long and fruitful
collaboration, as well as a lifelong friendship.

Over the next two decades, Silverstein—whom the magazine

labeled, at varions points, PLay BoY's “peerless prankster,” “wan-
dering beard” and “whiskered wit"—was a regular contribu-
tor. He landed a dream as:

ignment: traveling around the world
to scribble his impressions of destinations including Moscow,
Italy, Africa and Paris. Silverstein sketched himself as a tourist
in these exotic locations and liked to use clever captions to com-
ment on local customs—and to poke fun at himself. In a cartoon
from his Switzerland visit, he sits in the town square and re-
marks, “I’ll give them 15 more minutes, and if nobody yodels, I'm
going back to the hotel.” His Silverstein in Hawaii entry depicts
a hula girl draping a chain of flowers around his neck, comment-
ing, “It's spelled {-e-i, sir, and I've heard that joke g,227 times."

DR EART

“It was supposed to say ‘LEGALIZE DRUGS’ ...but E is out trying to
score, A and I are on an acid trip, the other B just got busted,
and U was simply too strung out to show up!”

Opposile pugr
Fran

s humorous travelogues became the second-most-popular
rraypoy feature—after the Centerfold, naturally.

Silverstein was rLaysoy’s liaison to new subcultures stirring
across the country during a period of potent social transforma-
tion. Throughout the 1960s, he documented America’s burgeon-
ing counterculture, illustrating the new slang and sexual norms
of the beatniks in Greenwich Village and the free-love hippies in
San Francisco, He reported on a nudist camp in Pennsylvania
“in the interest of journalistic expression and a freer press,” he

wrote with a wink. His 1965 dispatch from Cherry Grove, a gay
resort community on New York's Fire Island, prompted reader
praise for its “total absence of moralizing.”

“He came along at a time when things were starting to happen
in many different directions, and he ran with all of it,” says fellow
eartoonist. Jules Feiffer, who remembers that Silverstein portray
the world around him with v and mischief.”

Silverstein had a particular affinity for the freakish and the

e

rgreat sense of pla

monstrous—see, for example, Silverstein’s Zoo, a collection
of unusual animal drawings paired with nonsensical verse,
or Uncle Shelby's Kiddie Corner, a series of twisted nursery
rhymes definitely not intended for children. Literary scholar
Joseph Thomas describes Silverstein's distinctive drawing style
as “proto-punk, sketehy and improvisato di
more polished com found in PLAYBOY's pages and lending the
brand a dash of gritty bohemianism. Some of Silverstein’s early
cartoons, Thomas says, “look like pieces that were jotted down
ana bar napkin.” Yet he was a classic perfectionist, taking great

rent from the

care to arrange his compositions, Tt takes a real artist to make
work that looks so effortless.

Silverstein, who died 20 years ago this May, brought this devo-
his work

tion and energy to all his creative projects. Altho
has, as Thomas says, the “folksy quality” of outsider art, Silver-
stein nevertheless achieved enormous mainstream success, In
addition to his best-gelling books, he won a Grammy for his song
“A Boy Named Sue,” and he collaborated with luminaries such as
David Mamet and Bob Dylan.

Those who knew Silverstein deseribe him as unconventional,
with a devil-may-care attitude and footloose lifestyle. Feiffer re
members his friend fondly
and “a bad boywho liked top

pirate shirt, tattered leather jacket and j
often carried a guitar, He partied with Hef at the Chic
Mans
tle down. “I don't find that one town or one woman, or one job or
one career makes me happy. What makes me happy is changing all
the time," Silverstein, who never married, once said.

That his work was frequently hanned hasn’t stopped readers of
all ages from connecting with the material: Silverstein's books

and attracted scores of women—but he didn’t want to set-

o

have heen translated into more than 4o languages and sold more
than 55 million copies.

Two decades after his death, he remaing an American original.
“He has no imits fer. “There's no way to try to be
what Shel was. He was all himself.” L]
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