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Margaret Wild & Freya Blackwood

SYNOPSIS:
When the enemy bombs the library, all the books in Peter’s town are burned – all except the one his father has taken home to study. It’s a book about their people – about them – and it’s ‘rarer than rubies, more splendid than silver, greater than gold’. He puts the book in a treasure box to keep it safe.

As the war progresses, Peter and his father must leave their home and join the throng of people who are journeying over the mountains to escape the conflict. But as they march through the winter, Peter’s father becomes ills. On his deathbed, he begs Peter to take care of the special book so that their story can live on.

When Peter can no longer carry the treasure box, he buries it under a linden tree, safe from bombs and fire. But as he survives the war and grows up overseas, he never forgets about it, and he returns as an adult to dig it up. When he reaches the tree, a young girl is swinging from its branches. She is disappointed that the box doesn’t contain treasure, but Peter explains that the book, and their story, is more important than any treasure. 

He returns to his village, where a new library has been built, and where people have returned to rejuvenate the buildings that were bombed and burned. He places the book back on a shelf, where once more it can be found, and read, and loved.
WRITING STYLE
It is a tribute to Margaret’s elegant prose that she can render such dark and overwhelming concepts so accessible to children. The metaphor of story as both treasure and legacy is used to great effect. The language is sparse rather than florid, which gives each sentence a sense of weight. Margaret has also left gaps and silences for Freya, which is the hallmark of a skilled picture-book creator.

The Treasure Box is a departure for Freya from her traditional methods. She used paper-cutting and layers to create a three-dimensional effect and a sombre pallet to reflect the subject matter. The use of light and shadow gives the book a cinematic, atmospheric quality, and the result is both beautiful and haunting.

ABOUT THE AUTHOR
Originally from South Africa, Margaret Wild is one of Australia’s most acclaimed authors for children, and has written over seventy books for young people. Her books are published internationally and have won many awards. Jenny Angel, illustrated by Anne Spudvilas, Fox, illustrated by Ron Brooks, and The Very Best of Friends, illustrated by Julie Vivas, are all winners of the CBC Picture Book of the Year Award. Margaret’s books with Penguin include Chatterbox and Leo the Littlest Seahorse.
Freya Blackwood was born in 1975, and grew up in Orange in New South Wales, Australia. As the daughter of a painter and an architect, she was encouraged to draw from a young age, and produced many illustrated books as a child. She left Orange to study a design degree (Visual Communications) at the University of Technology, Sydney and then worked for several years in the film industry in Sydney and Wellington, New Zealand. Freya is one of the most exciting and iconic illustrators working in the world today. The most recent of her many awards was the CBCA Early Childhood Book of the Year for 2012, which she won for The Runaway Hug. She won the prestigious Kate Greenaway Medal in 2010, the UK's leading children's illustration award, for Harry and Hopper, also by Margaret Wild.
EDITORIAL COMMENTS

The combination of Margaret's powerful text and Freya's whimsical, evocative illustrations has produced a rare, important and timeless book that will resonate for many years to come. As we approach the 100-year anniversary of the start of World War One, hopeful stories of conflict and survival will be in demand, and there will be none more poignant or beautiful than The Treasure in the Iron Box.

At no other time in history have the themes of this book been more relevant or universal: the endurance of the human spirit, the legacy of our books and stories, the celebration of our history and the hope for a better world. Never have I seen the concepts of conflict and survival rendered so accessible to children. Moving, wrenching and uplifting, this book is a triumph.

STUDY NOTES/ACTIVITIES FOR TEACHERS
Imprint page

· Look at the images on this page. What can you tell about the story from these images?

· When is it set?

· What ideas are being foregrounded?

· Consider the illustrator’s use of colour. What is the effect of the sepia tones?
· What colour is used on the page/ what might this tell us about the significance of this item?

Page 1

When the enemy bombed the library, everything burned.
· Consider this statement. What is destroyed when a library burns?

· Consider both the literal and metaphoric meaning. Is it just the building and the books that are lost?

· What is the impact of the loss of books?

· Many times in war, dictatorial leaders will intentionally burn books. Why might they do this?

· What is contained in our stories? Why are they such a significant part of our culture?

· What is the mood or feeling in this illustration? How has this been achieved?

Page 2

Charred words fluttered in the wind, and people caught them and cupped them in their hands, frail as butterflies.
· Why do the charred words flutter in the wind and not just lie on the ground as burned ashes?

· What might this suggest about the power of words?

· Can words be destroyed?

· Why did the people catch them and cup them in their hands?
· One book survives because Peter’s father has it at home. What does this tell you about his father?
Page 3
Peter is surprised that his father has a treasure box as he feels they have no treasure. 
‘This is a book about our people, about us,’ he said. ‘It is rarer than rubies, more splendid than silver, greater than gold.’
· How can a book be a greater treasure than these precious gems?

· Consider the use of colour on this page. Why is the book red?
Page 4

· What mood is created on this page? How has this been achieved?
· Look closely at the sky. Why might it have been created from text?

· Why would the people flee?

· Where would they go?

· How would they feel?
· What would you take on a journey such as this one? What would be your most treasured possession?

Page 5

· What is the impact of the sleet? Look carefully and you will see that again it is fine lines of text. How does this add to the symbolism of words?
· How does this illustration imply that words can hurt?

· Consider the importance of the words in the story. What is the impact of words such as trudged and huddling.

Page 6

· Peter’s father is gravely ill. What is his dying wish?
· What promise does Peter make his father?

· Again, consider the use of colour on this page.

Page 7

· Why does Peter leave his suitcase and keep the iron box?
· What does this suggest about the importance of the promise he made his father?

· What would you have done in the same situation?

· Do the other people understand the significance of Peter’s treasure?

· Do you think they know what is in the box?

Page 8

· How would Peter have felt when he realized that he could not carry on carrying the box?
· What do you think he should do?

· Do you think he will be tempted to break his promise to his father? Why?

· Why do the other people continue on, leaving Peter to fall behind?

Page 9

· Do you think Peter did the right thing in burying the box?

· What is the symbolism of the tree in this illustration? Is it only a symbol of safety and protection for the treasure box?

· Consider the impact of using text to create the tree.

Page 10

· How do the photographs tell Peter’s story?
· Why might this be a more effective way to tell the story than in words?

Page 11

· Why does Peter go back to find the book?
· Would you have bothered to go back for the book?

· Consider how different the village looks from the last time we saw it.

Page 12

· What does the little girl expect to find in the treasure box?
· Is her lack of understanding because of her youth (consider how Peter first reacted to his own father). 

· Would she have even less understanding of the treasure because she is living in a time of peace?

Page 13

· How has the city changed since Peter was last there?
· What is the significance of it having a new library?

· What feeling or mood is portrayed in this illustration?
Page 14 and 15
· What is the impact of having no illustrations on these pages?

Symbolism

The book

· What do you think the book was? Why did the illustrator choose never to illustrate the actual book?

· Does it matter what the book was?

· Would it be the same for everyone?

· How does this help to make the story more universal?

Words

· How have words been used throughout the story?

· Look carefully at the text used in the illustrations. There are many different languages used. Why might the illustrator have done this?

Treasure
· What is your greatest treasure?

· Most people think of treasure in terms of wealth or financial benefits. In what way can words and books actually be seen to be our greatest treasure?

· Is wealth of any benefit without knowledge?

· Consider the statement “If you give a boy a fish, you feed him for a day. If you teach a boy to fish, you feed him for a lifetime.” How does this statement reflect the ideas in this story?

MARKETING AND PROMOTION:
Advertising

Review mailing to book pages of metropolitan newspapers as well as children's book bloggers and parenting mags/websites
On-Line

Feature title on puffin.com.au
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