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THE AUTHOR OF
THE POLAR
EXPRESS: A
CLOSER LOOK AT
CHRIS VAN
ALLSBURG

For countless families
around the world, The
Polar Express is more
than just a children’s
book — it is a
cherished holiday
tradition, a magical
journey that captures
the wonder of
Christmas and the
power of belief. But
behind this beloved
story stands a singular

creative mind: Chris
Van Allsburg, the
author of The Polar
Express. In this
article, we will explore
the life, inspirations,
and artistic legacy of
the man who gave us
this timeless tale,
examining how his
unigue vision turned a
simple train ride into
an enduring classic.

Who Is
Chris Van
Allsburg?

Chris Van Allsburg was
born on June 18, 1949,
in Grand Rapids,
Michigan. From an


https://app.ardentx.com/

early age, he showed a
strong interest in art,
though his path to
becoming a celebrated
author and illustrator
was not a straight line.
He initially studied
sculpture at the
University of Michigan
and later earned a
Master of Fine Arts
from the Rhode Island
School of Design. His
early career was
rooted in fine art,
particularly bronze
sculpture, but a series
of chance events led
him to illustrate his
first picture book — a
move that would
redefine children’s
literature.

Van Allsburg’s
breakthrough came
with The Garden of
Abdul Gasazi (1979),
a whimsical yet slightly
eerie story that earned
a Caldecott Honor. This
book introduced the
distinctive visual style

for which he would

become famous:
meticulous pencil
drawings, dramatic

lighting, and an air of
quiet mystery. It also
established a recurring
theme in his work —
the blurring line
between reality and
imagination. As the
author of The Polar
Express, Van Allsburg
would later perfect this
theme, creating a story

that feels both
grounded and
dreamlike.

The
Creative

Journey
Behind
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The Polar
Express

First published in 1985
by Houghton Mifflin,
The Polar Express
tells the story of a
young boy who, on
Christmas Eve, is
whisked away by a
magnificent train to the
North Pole. The book’s
sparse yet evocative
text is paired with full-
page illustrations
rendered in Van
Allsburg’s signature
soft, realistic pencil
style. The result is a
narrative that feels
intimate and epic
simultaneously.

Van Allsburg has often
explained that the idea
for the story came
from his own childhood
memories of lying
awake on Christmas
Eve, listening for sleigh
bells. He wanted to

capture that moment
of suspended disbelief
— the feeling that
anything could happen
if you simply believed.
The train itself was
inspired by the
nostalgic power of rail
travel, a symbol of
adventure and
transition. In his own
words, the author of
The Polar Express
has said, “The train
represents the passage
from one state to
another, from doubt to
belief, from childhood
to maturity.”

The book was an
immediate critical and
commercial success. It
won the Caldecott
Medal in 1986,
cementing Van
Allsburg’s place among
the most accomplished
picture-book creators
of all time. But the
story did not stop on
the page. In 2004, a
major motion-picture



adaptation was
released, starring Tom
Hanks in multiple roles,
including the voice of
the conductor. The film
introduced the story to
a new generation and
further solidified the
cultural footprint of the
author of The Polar
Express.

Literary
Style and
Artistic
Legacy

To fully appreciate the
work of the author of
The Polar Express,
one must examine his
distinctive approach to
storytelling. Van
Allsburg’s books often
feature ordinary
children thrust into
extraordinary

situations. His

narratives are
economical — every
word is carefully

chosen — yet they
carry emotional weight
and philosophical
depth. His illustrations,
meanwhile, are
characterized by a
photographic realism
that invites readers to
linger over every
detail. Shadows and
light play crucial roles,
creating a sense of
atmosphere that can
be warm, ominous, or
both.

Beyond The Polar
Express, Van Allsburg
has written and
illustrated many other
acclaimed books.
Jumanji (1981) won a
Caldecott Medal and
was adapted into a
popular  film.  The
Garden of Abdul
Gasazi and The
Stranger remain
classroom staples. The
Mysteries of Harris
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Burdick (1984)
became a source of
inspiration for writers
and artists,
encouraging readers to
create their own
stories from cryptic
illustrations. In every
work, Van Allsburg
demonstrates a deep

respect for the
intelligence and
imagination of

children. He does not
talk down to his
audience; instead, he
invites them to explore
ambiguity and wonder.

Why The
Polar
Express
Endures

Nearly four decades
after its publication,
The Polar Express
continues to captivate

young readers and
nostalgic adults alike.
Part of its enduring
appeal lies in its
universal themes:
belief, generosity, and
the magic of childhood.
The story does not
merely celebrate
Christmas as a
commercial holiday; it
taps into a deeper
sense of wonder that
resonates across
cultures and
generations. The
author of The Polar
Express understood
that the best gifts are
often invisible — hope,
faith, love — and he
packaged that
understanding in a
simple, haunting
narrative.

Another reason for the
book’s longevity is its
exquisite production.
Every page of The
Polar Express is a
work of art. The soft
gray tones of the



pencil drawings create
a dreamlike quality,
making readers feel as
though they are
peering into a memory.
Van Allsburg has said
that he deliberately
avoided bright colors
to evoke the feeling of
a cold winter night,
punctuated only by the
warm glow of the
train’s interior or the
lights of the North Pole.
This visual restraint is
a hallmark of the
author of The Polar
Express and
contributes to the
book’s timeless
elegance.

Criticism
and
Controver

%

While overwhelmingly
beloved, The Polar
Express has not been
without its critics.
Some adults have
noted that the story’s
pacing is slow by
modern picture-book
standards, and the
ending — where the
protagonist hears only
a single bell — can feel
ambiguous to very
young children. Others
have questioned the
movie adaptation’s
uncanny valley effect,
though that is a matter
of animation
technology rather than
Van Allsburg’s original
work. However, these
minor critiques have
done little to diminish
the book’s reputation.
Most readers agree
that the author of
The Polar Express
crafted a story that
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rewards repeated
readings, growing
richer with time.

Influence
on
Children’s
Literature

Chris Van Allsburg’s
impact on the world of
picture books cannot
be overstated. Before
his emergence in the

late 1970s, many
children’s books
favored bright,

cartoonish illustrations
and didactic storylines.

Van Allsburg
introduced a new level
of artistic

sophistication and
narrative subtlety. He
proved that picture
books could be
mysterious,

philosophical, and even

a little unsettling, yet
still appeal to young
readers. Countless
authors and illustrators
cite him as an
influence. The author
of The Polar Express
effectively  expanded
the boundaries of what
a children’s book could
be.

In addition to his
artistic contributions,
Van Allsburg has been
a vocal advocate for
the importance of
visual literacy. He has
spoken about how
children learn to “read”
pictures before they
read words, and he
designs his illustrations
to reward close
observation. This
pedagogical philosophy
has influenced how
educators use picture
books in classrooms.
The author of The
Polar Express has
thus left a mark not
only on literature but



also on the way we
teach children to
engage with art.

The Polar
Express
in Popular
Culture

Beyond the book and
film, The Polar
Express has spawned
a wide range of
cultural artifacts. There
are themed train rides
in several countries,
where families can
board a real steam
locomotive and retrace
the journey from the
book. Holiday musicals,
stage adaptations, and
even a video game
have been produced.
The book’s iconic
imagery — particularly
the train itself and the
single silver bell — has

become shorthand for
the magic of
Christmas. All of this
stems from the original
vision of the author of
The Polar Express.
Van Allsburg has said
that he is deeply
gratified by the book’s
continued resonance,
noting that it has taken
on a life independent
of its creator.

Awards
and
Recogniti
on

In addition to the
Caldecott Medal for
The Polar Express,
Chris Van Allsburg has
received numerous
honors. He received
the Caldecott Medal
again for Jumanji and
a Caldecott Honor for
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The Garden of Abdul
Gasazi. He was
awarded the Boston
Globe-Horn Book
Award and the
Regina Medal for
lifetime achievement in
children’s literature. In
2012, he was inducted
into the Michigan Hall
of Fame. Yet perhaps
the greatest tribute to
the author of The
Polar Express is the
way his book has been
passed from parent to
child, becoming a
touchstone of family
tradition.

Exploring
Van
Allsburg’s
Other

Works

For readers looking
beyond The Polar
Express, Van
Allsburg’s bibliography
offers many treasures.
The Widow’s Broom
(1992) tells the story of
a widow who befriends
a magical broom,
exploring themes of
tolerance and fear of
the unknown. Bad Day
at Riverbend (1995)
is a meta-textual
Western that reveals
itself as a coloring
book. Zathura: A
Space Adventure
(2002) serves as a
standalone sequel to
Jumaniji, and was also

adapted into a film.
Each book
demonstrates the

range and creativity of
the author of The
Polar Express. His
works share a
consistent visual
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language and a
fascination with the
boundary between
reality and fantasy.

Van Allsburg has also
collaborated with other
writers, illustrating
books such as The
Sweetest Fig and
The Queen of the
Falls. In recent years,
he has taken on a
more curatorial role,
compiling anthologies
of his own work and
mentoring younger

artists. Despite his
success, he remains a
private figure,

preferring to let his art
speak for itself. This
quiet humility is part of
the charm of the
author of The Polar
Express.

How to

Use This
Informati
on for
Education
al
Purposes

Teachers and parents
often find rich material
in Van Allsburg’s
books. A lesson plan
centered on The Polar
Express might include
a discussion of
narrative perspective,
the use of sound and
silence in storytelling,
or the role of
ilflustration in
conveying mood.
Students can compare
the book to its film
adaptation, analyzing
how each medium
handles the story. For
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older students, a
biographical study of
the author of The
Polar Express can
open discussions about
creativity, career
paths, and the
relationship between
art and commerce. The
book’s themes of
skepticism and belief
are also excellent
prompts for writing
exercises.

The Man
Behind
the Magic

While it is easy to focus

11

on the work of the
author of The Polar
Express,

understanding the man
himself adds depth to
the reading
experience. Chris Van
Allsburg is known for
his wry, understated
sense of humor. He
once described his art
as “sculptures with
shadows” and
admitted that he never
set out to write a
Christmas story — the
story found him. He is
a meticulous worker,
spending months on a

single book’s
illustrations. His
devotion



