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Myra Garces-Bacsal and Jesus Federico Hernandez. Beyond Folktales, Legends, 
and Myths: A Rediscovery of Children’s Literature in Asia. Singapore: AFCC 
Publications, 2013. 142 pages.

In describing the place of fairy tales and children’s literature in society, J. R. R. 
Tolkien, in his essay “On Fairy-Stories,” writes how they have been relegated to the 
nursery like “shabby or old-fashioned furniture . . . because adults do not want it, 
and do not mind if it is misused.” Such an attitude probably explains why much of 
children’s literature tends to slip by the wayside, treated like an inferior and distant 
relative of more “serious” (adult) literature. 

But there is so much more to children’s literature than meets the eye. Myra 
Garces-Bacsal and Jesus Federico Hernandez’s Beyond Folktales, Legends, and Myths 
precisely celebrates that fact. It promises to rescue children’s literature in Asia from 
the nursery and to display its diversity, novelty, and multifaceted forms. The slim 
anthology is published by the Asian Festival of Children’s Content (AFCC), an 
annual gathering of writers, publishers, illustrators, media practitioners, and other 
children’s literature advocates in Singapore, whose efforts in the last ten years have 
helped draw international attention to the vast potential of colorful stories and local 
voices in the region. The collection includes essays and papers presented during the 
AFCC in 2012, and it is divided into two parts. The first focuses on providing a 
global perspective on Asian children’s literature; the second features the literature of 
a particular region, in this case, the Philippines. Among the contributors featured 
in the book are children’s author and historian Leonard Marcus (United States) and 
Virgilio Almario (Philippines), authors Ken Spillman (Australia), Candy Gourlay 
(Philippines), and Jessie Wee (Singapore); illustrators Suzy Wee (South Korea) 
and Isabel Roxas (Philippines); and social scientists Myra Garces-Bacsal and Jesus 
Federico Hernandez.

The book’s initial essay transcribes an interview with the eminent children’s 
scholar, historian, and writer Leonard Marcus. In language that is never pretentious 
but always candid and astute, Marcus shares his views on a wide range of issues 
regarding contemporary children’s literature, including emergent voices from the 
Asian region. Perhaps one of the key insights Marcus offers, reiterated by many 
authors of children’s texts, is that the seemingly simple language that marks the genre 
often belies a more complex and meticulous process. “There is nothing easy about 
children’s books,” Marcus says, “and yet I think it is deeply satisfying work because 
it answers the essential questions of life in the most essential, and in the simplest, 
most direct way” (40).	
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Aside from Marcus, illustrators Suzy Lee and Isabel Roxas and writers Jessie 
Wee and Candy Gourlay offer their own perspectives on the challenges and rewards 
of working on literature for children. Lee shares her experiences working with the 
wordless picture book, arguably one of the most difficult subcategories of the picture 
book genre. As an illustrator, Lee understands how powerful her chosen medium 
is in depicting her vision. She invites readers to provide their own words to go with 
the pictures, thereby opening up the possibilities of the narrative in ways that other, 
more traditional (that is, adult) texts do not. 

On the other hand, Roxas shares her experiences and dispenses lessons for 
aspiring artists, especially those who wish to break into the international scene. 
Some of her more practical tips are for one to cultivate the value of reading, to 
understand the importance of telling stories that are personally significant, and 
to remain committed to one’s craft. Instead of cultivating one’s style, Roxas seems 
to say, it is far more important for one to cultivate one’s experiences, because style 
develops and deepens as one grows into his or her craft. 

Aspiring writers can also take their cue from Wee, recipient of the 2013 National 
Book Development Council of Singapore’s Lifetime Achievement award, and from 
Gourlay, whose young adult novel Tall Story bagged the Crystal Kite Prize for Europe 
and the National Children’s Book award in the Philippines, and was nominated for 
a Carnegie Medal and for thirteen other prizes. Wee’s article recounts her journey 
into the world of children’s literature, from which comes this nugget of wisdom: 
“Learning by trial and error has been my best teacher yet”(74).

Gourlay’s experience as a Filipino writer in London saw her receiving rejection 
slips from editors, a situation which forced her to re-examine whom it was she was 
writing for. By turning inward instead of outward and by creating a character who 
was London-based but true to his Filipino roots, Gourlay eventually found her 
authenticity as a writer.	

The second half of the book, which provides one a closer look at children’s 
literature in the Philippines, begins with an overview by National Artist Virgilio 
Almario, considered by many as the grandfather of the genre in the Philippines. He 
emphasizes how, over the years, the joint efforts of writers, illustrators, and publishers 
to come up with more age-appropriate and high-quality work for children have 
resulted in an increase in the number of titles released every year. The quantitative 
increase is complemented by an equal uptrend in the quality of the material 
being produced.

In this regard, the articles of Garces-Bacsal and Hernandez offer some of the 
most insightful discussions in the book. They trace the diversity of children’s stories 
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written in the Philippines over the last decade or so and examine the ideological 
impact of language in these texts. Garces-Bacsal’s “Finding Magic and Marvel in 
Ordinary Things: Narrative Themes of Award-Winning Stories for Children in 
the Philippines from 1991–2011” documents how cultural heritage and concern for 
social issues have come to dominate narrative texts for children, supplementing more 
traditional themes involving self-identity and empowerment. A growing number 
of stories have begun to tackle non-conventional subjects such as children with 
disabilities, children living in extended or alternative family structures, absentee 
parents, family legitimacy, and even the death of loved ones. Such stories show, 
beyond a shadow of a doubt, that Philippine texts for children have moved well 
beyond fanciful renditions of magical kingdoms in faraway lands and now confront 
more relevant issues in the twenty-first century. The result is a literature that is “less 
didactic and less-in-your-face, gaining amazing subtlety over the past ten years” 
(101).

In the final analysis, while the texts in this volume—the informal Skype sessions 
and interviews, personal ruminations, formal conference presentations—might be 
described by some as irregular or a bit “uneven,” the diversity can also be regarded 
positively. For one thing, by not allowing itself to be overly academic, the book caters 
to a much wider readership, including the ordinary reader who wants to understand 
and appreciate more of what this genre has to offer. If children’s literature is to 
flourish as a genre, it cannot remain the domain of erudite scholars alone lest it 
alienate the very readership that helps make the genre accessible to children in the 
first place—parents, teachers, and ordinary citizens. 

Moreover, the scarcity of material (especially in the Philippine market) on 
children’s literature makes this collection a welcome publication. If nothing else, 
this book may help readers recognize the wealth this genre has to offer, which 
extends well beyond traditional myths and legends. The book may also help readers 
reconnect with the old favorites and discover vibrant new voices stepping out of 
the nursery.
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