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To Mildred and Lester Smith

—with love
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        Bunnicula 40th Anniversary Edition is in memory of Deborah Howe.

    


    
INTRODUCTION TO THE 40th ANNIVERSARY EDITION OF BUNNICULA

 
    by James Howe
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    Bunnicula began not from words but from pictures. Moving pictures. To be exact, Bunnicula  got its start from watching too many vampire movies late at night. I guess I should say too many bad vampire movies.

    Back in 1977, television had five channels, and movies were shown on and off throughout the day and into the night. Night was when the vampire movies came on. My wife, Debbie, and I, both underemployed actors with lots of time on our hands, stayed up many a night watching movies because (a) we didn’t have anywhere we needed to be in the morning, (b) we loved movies, and (c) we loved vampires. Not that vampires are especially lovable.

    After watching one too many bad–which is to say, silly–vampire movies, I turned to Debbie and asked, “What if I wanted to make the worst vampire movie ever? Or at least the silliest? What’s the least likely vampire you can imagine?”

    Before she could answer, I burst out: “A bunny!”

    And there it was.
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    But I didn’t make a movie. And although I loved to write, I did so only for pleasure and not ever with the thought that I could actually write an entire book. No, at first, Bunnicula was just a character who lived in my head. I was an actor, remember. I was used to having characters living in my head. One day, I made a birthday card and drew my idea of what Bunnicula looked like.
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    (Which explains why, when Bunnicula did become a book, someone else drew the pictures!)

    It was Debbie’s mother’s idea that we write a book about him. So we sat down one night after dinner, notebook in hand, and gave it a try.

    Debbie and I spent close to a year writing Bunnicula. About midway through the writing we learned that Debbie had cancer and that she had only months to live. We let the writing go for a time, then returned to it because we needed to laugh. After her death in June 1978, I didn’t think about getting the book published or writing another book. I was just trying to get through the days.

    I was working as an assistant to a literary agent (something had to pay the rent, and acting wasn’t doing it), and it was my boss who suggested an editor who might be interested in publishing the children’s book Debbie and I had written just for our own amusement. That editor didn’t think it was right for her publishing company and suggested an editor at Atheneum Publishers.

    I sent the book off and nervously waited for two weeks to hear back.

    Jean Karl called me on a Monday morning and said, “I just got back from a two–week vacation. I found your manuscript on my desk this morning. I sat down immediately and read it. I love it. I want to publish it.”

    Three days later, a four–page contract arrived in the mail, which I signed and returned.

    If only getting published were always that easy!

    A week later, I met Jean–who I would later learn was a legend among children’s book editors–at Atheneum’s headquarters on 42nd Street in New York City. When I was shown into her office, I found her seated at her desk, which was clean of everything but a phone, a manuscript she was in the middle of reading, and the pencil in her hand. She greeted me warmly, replaced the manuscript in front of her with mine, and said two things I will never forget:

    (1) “We are delighted to be publishing your book. Now I want you to know that this is your book, and we want you to be happy with it. So you don’t have to make any of the changes I’m going to suggest.”

    She then went through the manuscript with me and suggested a handful of small changes. I made every one.

    And (2) “What do you have in mind for the illustrations?”

    Well, Debbie and I had never given any thought to the illustrations. We were word people. And honestly, I hadn’t expected to be consulted. But I always loved the drawings that illustrated my favorite book in the whole world. And that’s what I said: “How about something like Garth Williams’s illustrations in Charlotte’s Web?”

    I don’t know if Alan Daniel’s illustrations are like Garth Williams’s or not, but I couldn’t have been more pleased when I saw his version of Bunnicula and the other characters for the first time. I knew at once that these were the characters Debbie and I had created in words.
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    It has now been forty years since this image of Bunnicula first appeared. In celebration of the fortieth anniversary of the book’s publication, my publisher and I have put together a gallery of just some of the many other visual interpretations of Bunnicula over the years. Just as I could not have imagined that this book, with its odd and humble origins, would launch my career as a children’s author, I couldn’t conceive of all the different ways it would be given new life: six sequels (illustrated by four different artists), spinoff series (with entirely new artists), foreign publications, stage plays and musicals, a TV special, a cartoon series, and coming soon: a graphic novel adaptation.

    All of these different takes on Bunnicula have meant different visual interpretations as well. In our gallery at the end of the book, we are focusing on the character of Bunnicula himself: not only those images created by professional illustrators and animators, but also puppet makers (for the stage versions), costume designers (including me: see my daughter Zoey’s Halloween costume), and readers like you. I’ve received thousands of drawings by readers over the years and only wish I could have included more here. Maybe you’ll be inspired to try your hand at drawing your own version of Bunnicula.

    There’s much more on my website (jameshowe.com) about the writing of Bunnicula and all that’s happened since. But don’t go there yet. First, enjoy reading–or rereading–the original story. Have fun looking at Alan Daniel’s first–ever drawings of Bunnicula, Harold, Chester, and the Monroes. And then, as the TV cartoon Harold might say, prepare to have your mind blown by all the ways Bunnicula has appeared in the past forty years!



EDITOR'S NOTE
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The book you are about to read was brought to my attention in a most unusual way. One Friday afternoon, just before closing time, I heard a scratching sound at the front door of my office. When I opened the door, there before me stood a sad-eyed, droopy-eared dog carrying a large, plain envelope in his mouth. He dropped it at my feet, gave me a soulful glance and with great, quiet dignity sauntered away.

Inside the envelope was the manuscript of the book you now hold in your hands, together with this letter:


Gentlemen:

The enclosed story is true. It happened in this very town, to me and the family with whom I reside. I have changed the names of the family in order to protect them, but in all other respects, everything you will read here is factual.

Allow me to introduce myself. My name is Harold. I come to writing purely by chance. My full-time occupation is dog. I live with Mr. and Mrs. X (called here the “Monroes”) and their two sons: Toby, age eight, and Pete, age ten. Also sharing our home is a cat named Chester, whom I am pleased to call my friend. We were a typical American family—and still are, though the events related in my story have, of course, had their effect on our lives.

I hope you will find this tale of sufficient interest to yourself and your readers to warrant its publication.

Sincerely,

Harold X





One

THE ARRIVAL
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I shall never forget the first time I laid these now tired old eyes on our visitor. I had been left home by the family with the admonition to take care of the house until they returned. That’s something they always say to me when they go out: “Take care of the house, Harold. You’re the watchdog.” I think it’s their way of making up for not taking me with them. As if I wanted to go anyway. You can’t lie down at the movies and still see the screen. And people think you’re being impolite if you fall asleep and start to snore, or scratch yourself in public. No thank you, I’d rather be stretched out on my favorite rug in front of a nice, whistling radiator.

But I digress. I was talking about that first night. Well, it was cold, the rain was pelting the windows, the wind was howling, and it felt pretty good to be indoors. I was lying on the rug with my head on my paws just staring absently at the front door. My friend Chester was curled up on the brown velvet armchair, which years ago he’d staked out as his own. I saw that once again he’d covered the whole seat with his cat hair, and I chuckled to myself, picturing the scene tomorrow. (Next to grasshoppers, there is nothing that frightens Chester more than the vacuum cleaner.)
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