
A Q&A with Author Michelle Knudsen and Illustrator Matt Phelan

Michelle, how did you come up with the idea for Marilyn’s 
Monster? And Matt, how did you first begin to envision  
the illustrations?

MICHELLE: It’s usually really hard for me to pinpoint 
exactly where the idea for a story comes from. Lots of times 
there are several little pieces of ideas that eventually (or 
suddenly) start to come together in my head when I’m least 
expecting it. I do remember that for Marilyn’s Monster, I was 
at a conference for children’s book writers and illustrators, 
and just being there with all these wonderful inspiring 
people had me feeling very creative and energized. I was 
listening to one of the speakers when I began getting the idea 
for this story (it had nothing to do with what he was talking 
about — I really don’t know why I started thinking about it  
in that moment) and began jotting notes in my notebook.  
I spent the rest of the weekend working out the first draft.

MATT: It’s not uncommon to sign a contract for a book 
with the understanding that you won’t be able to work on 
it officially until you’ve completed a previous obligation (or 
two). This was the case with Marilyn’s Monster. However, 
I tried to take advantage of the time by filling a sketchbook 
with various monsters when I had the chance. They weren’t 
specific to the book (I think only one of them made the final 
version) but it was a fun and valuable way to get a head start 
on the project. I believe the long lead time made the book 
better. At least that’s what I told Michelle at the time.

MICHELLE: I will just add that I tried (several times) to 
convince Matt to postpone his other projects in favor of 
mine, but was unsuccessful. And while I was initially 

skeptical of his insistence that all that VERY LONG TIME 
thinking and sketching would be good for the book . . . I 
have to admit that I am really happy with how everything 
turned out, so I guess maybe Matt was right.

MATT: Told you.

You’ve been friends for years, and this is the first book 
you’ve created together. What was it like working together 
on Marilyn’s Monster?

MICHELLE: As some people know, authors and illustrators 
are often not encouraged to talk to each other about the 
work during the book-making process. (This is surprising 
to many people when they first find out, but really it makes 
a lot of sense — I’m not an illustrator, and so it would be 
silly for me to try to get too involved in that side of things.) 
Considering that we’re good friends, I think Matt and I did 
an excellent job of following the rules and staying out of 
each other’s way. It helped that I knew I loved Matt’s work 
and didn’t want to risk interfering with his awesomeness. 
It was hard at times, though — especially when we were 
at the same festival shortly after he finished the Marilyn’s 
Monster sketches and he mercilessly taunted me with the 
announcement that he had scans of them on his phone. But 
we made it through the weekend with me only catching a 
glimpse of the title page. I was very proud of us for that.

MATT: I’ll admit there was some taunting. Aside from that, 
we did work independently. It’s important to think of it as 
The Book, and not My Friend’s Book. Luckily, my friend is a 
very good writer, so I didn’t have any quibbles with the text.
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MICHELLE: P.S.: The preceeding statement is one of the 
many reasons I like Matt.

They say that every good story teaches you something new 
or helps you see the world in a new way. What did you 
each learn by creating Marilyn?

MATT: I always learn something new about picture-book 
making with each book. For Marilyn, I tried some new art 
techniques, and that’s always exciting.

MICHELLE: I learned (not for the first time — I seem to 
keep forgetting and needing to relearn this lesson) that 
cutting is almost always a good thing for a picture-book text, 
and that words and lines that seem so essential in the early 
drafts are sometimes the exact words and lines that have to 
come out by the end.

If you had your very own monster, what would it look like?

MICHELLE: I would love to have my very own monster! 
I suspect he might be purple. Or red-violet. And I’m fairly 
certain he would have a long tail. And possibly wings, but 
I’m less sure about that. He would definitely have a big 
heart. And maybe the ability to repel spiders.

MATT: I think my monster would be smallish, fairly quiet, 
and a good companion for the studio. I might be describing  
a cat. . . .

Is there anything else you’d like readers to know about 
Marilyn’s Monster?

MATT: I was a big fan of Michelle’s Library Lion even 
before I met her. In fact, when we met, I basically told her  
I wanted to illustrate one of her books someday. In Marilyn’s 
Monster, there’s a little reference to Library Lion for the 
attentive fan.

MICHELLE:  I didn’t write Marilyn’s Monster specifically 
with Matt in mind as the artist (I have not yet written any 
book with a specific artist in mind), but as soon as it was 
finished, I knew he would be the perfect illustrator for it. 
Even though we didn’t work together during the process, 
once I knew Matt was on board, I started thinking of it as 
“our” book and loved knowing that his illustrations would 
be adding to and completing the story and bringing the 
characters to life. (Even during the aforementioned phone-
taunting incident.)

MATT: I think it turned out pretty good. Let’s do another one.

MICHELLE: YES.
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