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THE ENDURING MAGIC OF PAUL BUNYAN BY STEVEN
KELLOGG: A GIANT AMONG STORYBOOKS

Few figures in American folklore stand as tall—quite literally—as
the lumberjack Paul Bunyan. Stories of his colossal size, his trusty
blue ox Babe, and his role in carving out the natural wonders of
North  America  have  been  passed  down  through  generations.
While the tales of Paul Bunyan exist in countless versions, one
particular  rendition  has  become  a  beloved  cornerstone  of
children's literature: Paul Bunyan By Steven Kellogg. This isn't
just a retelling of an old story; it is a vibrant, humorous, and
visually  stunning  reimagining  that  has  introduced  the  giant
lumberjack to a whole new audience. For parents, educators, and
lovers of folklore, understanding why this specific book stands out
is key to appreciating its lasting impact.
Steven Kellogg, a celebrated author and illustrator, brought his
unique  artistic  flair  to  the  legend  in  1984.  His  version  of  Paul
Bunyan By Steven Kellogg is more than a simple narrative—it
is  a  visual  feast  that  amplifies  the  tall  tale  nature  of  the  story.
Every  page  bursts  with  exaggerated  details,  expressive
characters,  and  a  sense  of  playful  absurdity  that  perfectly

matches  the  spirit  of  the  American  frontier.  This  article  will
explore the depths of  this  classic  picture book,  examining its
narrative structure, its artistic brilliance, its educational value,
and why it remains a must-read for children and adults alike.

Who Was Paul Bunyan? A
Brief Background on the
Legend
Before  diving  into  the  specifics  of  Kellogg's  interpretation,  it  is
helpful to understand the roots of the Paul Bunyan legend. Born
from  the  oral  traditions  of  French-Canadian  and  American
lumberjacks in the 19th and early 20th centuries, Paul Bunyan
was a folk hero who embodied the incredible physical strength
and resilience required to tame the wilderness. According to the
tales, he was so large that his footsteps created the Great Lakes,
and his logging operations cleared the forests of the Midwest in
record time.
The  stories  were  deliberately  exaggerated,  a  form  of
entertainment for hard-working men who spent long months in
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remote logging camps. Over time, these tall  tales grew more
elaborate. Babe, the giant blue ox, was said to have been so big
that measuring him required using a surveyor's chain. Together,
Paul and Babe were responsible for everything from the Grand
Canyon to  the Mississippi  River.  When author  Steven Kellogg
decided to tackle this legend, he had a rich, deeply American
tradition to draw from. His genius was in taking these already-
outrageous tales and pushing them even further into the realm of
joyful fantasy.

The Plot of Paul Bunyan By
Steven Kellogg
Kellogg’s narrative follows the classic arc of Paul Bunyan’s life,
but with his signature touches. The story begins, as all good tall
tales do, with an unbelievable birth. Paul arrives as a giant infant,
causing chaos in  his  hometown before  heading north  to  find his
destiny. Along the way, he discovers the giant blue ox, Babe, and
the two form an inseparable bond. The bulk of the story focuses
on Paul's logging adventures. He assembles a crew of legendary
lumberjacks,  each with  their  own remarkable  skills.  Together,
they tackle impossible tasks, from straightening rivers to leveling
mountains.
What makes Paul Bunyan By Steven Kellogg so compelling is
the pacing. Kellogg does not just list events; he builds a world.
The reader is drawn into the absurd logic of the story, where a
giant griddle for pancakes is greased by men skating across it

with slabs of bacon on their feet. The book follows Paul as he
faces challenges, such as the winter so cold that words froze in
the  air  and  had  to  be  thawed  out  by  the  fire.  Through  it  all,
Kellogg maintains a tone of warm, good-natured humor. The story
celebrates ingenuity, friendship, and the sheer joy of storytelling
itself. It ends with Paul and Babe moving on to new adventures,
leaving behind a transformed landscape and a satisfied reader.

The Artistic Mastery: Why
Kellogg’s Illustrations
Define the Book
To discuss Paul Bunyan By Steven Kellogg without focusing
on the illustrations would be a disservice. Kellogg is a master of
the "busy" style of watercolor and pen-and-ink. His drawings are
packed with details that reward repeated readings. In the world
of  the  book,  nothing  is  simple.  Every  page  is  a  sprawling
landscape of activity. When Paul is born, the illustration shows his
tiny—by comparison—parents trying to feed him while his cradle
rocks a house-sized infant. The humor is visual as well as textual.
This  visual  style  is  perfectly  suited  for  a  tall  tale.  The
exaggeration that defines the genre is mirrored in the art. Babe,
the blue ox, is rendered with a soft, friendly expression, but his
size is conveyed by showing him dwarfing entire forests. Kellogg
uses perspective playfully,  placing tiny figures in the foreground
next  to  massive  landscapes  to  emphasize  the  scale  of  his
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characters. The colors are warm and inviting, with earthy browns,
vibrant greens, and, of course, the iconic blue of Babe. Children
(and adults) can spend hours exploring the marginalia of each
page, discovering small  jokes and hidden characters that add
depth to the reading experience.

Why This Book Remains a
Staple in Children’s
Literature
Decades after its initial publication, Paul Bunyan By Steven
Kellogg is still found on library shelves, in classrooms, and on
bedtime book piles. Its staying power is due to several factors.
First,  it  respects  its  audience.  Kellogg does not  talk  down to
children; he trusts them to follow the complex logic of a tall tale.
He uses sophisticated vocabulary within a context that makes it
understandable,  helping to build language skills  without being
didactic.
Second, the book embodies the pure fun of storytelling. In an age
of digital distractions, a book that demands attention to detail
offers  a  different  kind  of  engagement.  The  rhythm  of  the
language is musical and perfect for reading aloud. The alliterative
names  of  the  lumberjacks—like  Big  Joe  Muffleraw  or  Sourdough
Sam—roll off the tongue and invite participation. Third, the book
is timeless in its themes. It celebrates friendship, hard work, and
creative problem-solving. Paul Bunyan is not a bully or a brute;

he is a gentle giant who uses his strength to help others and to
create a better world. This positive message, wrapped in layers of
humor, ensures that the book never feels dated.

Educational Value: Using
Paul Bunyan By Steven
Kellogg in the Classroom
For educators, Paul Bunyan By Steven Kellogg is a treasure
trove of teaching opportunities. It is a perfect entry point for a
unit on American folklore or tall tales. Teachers can use the book
to  explain  the  concept  of  hyperbole—exaggeration  for  effect.
Students can identify examples of hyperbole in the text and then
try  to  create  their  own  tall  tales.  The  book  also  ties  into
geography lessons. Since Paul is credited with creating many of
America's natural landmarks, students can map out his journey,
learning about the Great Lakes, the Rocky Mountains, and the
Great Plains in a memorable, story-based context.
Furthermore, the book is an excellent resource for teaching visual
literacy. Kellogg's illustrations are rich with narrative clues that
are not explicitly stated in the text. Asking students to "read" the
pictures—to  infer  character  emotions,  to  predict  upcoming
events,  or  to  find  hidden  details—strengthens  critical  thinking
skills.  The  book  also  lends  itself  to  cross-curricular  activities:

Writing: Students can write their own tall tale about a
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local landmark or a made-up hero.
Art: Children can draw their own exaggerated scenes,
learning about perspective and scale.
History: Discuss the real history of logging and the role of
folklore in American culture.
Geography: Research the actual origins of the landmarks
mentioned in the story.

This interdisciplinary approach makes the book a valuable asset
beyond simple story time.

Comparing Kellogg’s
Version to Other Paul
Bunyan Adaptations
Several other authors and illustrators have tried their hand at the
Paul Bunyan story. There are simpler versions for very young
readers  and  more  academic  collections  for  older  students.
However,  Paul  Bunyan By Steven Kellogg  holds  a  unique
position. It strikes a balance between authenticity and creativity.
Some versions stick too rigidly to the "facts" of the folklore, which
can  feel  dry.  Others  sacrifice  the  spirit  of  the  tall  tale  for
slapstick.
Kellogg  never  makes  that  mistake.  His  version  is  undeniably
respectful of the source material but is unafraid to invent new
details. For example, his treatment of the character "Babe" is

particularly endearing. Babe is not just a plot device; he is a true
partner  to  Paul,  with  his  own personality  and  emotions.  This
character  development  is  often  missing  in  other  adaptations.
Additionally,  Kellogg’s  visual  style  is  unmatched.  Other
illustrators might draw a giant Paul, but Kellogg makes you feel
the giant-ness of  Paul  through clever  visual  tricks.  The sheer
density of detail in his artwork creates a world that feels lived-in
and real, even in its absurdity. This combination of a well-told
story and breathtaking art is what elevates his book above the
rest.

The Role of Paul Bunyan in
Shaping American Identity
Reading Paul Bunyan By Steven Kellogg is not just a literary
experience; it is a cultural one. Paul Bunyan represents a specific
moment in American history—the push westward, the taming of
the  wilderness,  and  the  belief  that  sheer  willpower  could
overcome  any  obstacle.  He  is  a  symbol  of  American
exceptionalism and ingenuity. By making this story accessible to
children, Kellogg helps preserve a piece of the American mythos.
The book also serves as a window into the art of storytelling
itself. Tall tales were a form of democratic entertainment, created
by common people for  common people.  They were a way to
process the immense scale of the American landscape and to find
humor in the hardships of frontier life. Kellogg captures this spirit
perfectly.  His  Paul  is  not  a  distant,  mythic  figure;  he  is
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approachable  and  kind.  The  book  makes  the  reader  feel  as
though  they  are  sitting  around  a  campfire,  listening  to  a  skilled
raconteur spin a yarn. This sense of intimacy is a rare gift in a
picture book and a primary reason why the book continues to
resonate.

Conclusion: Why This Book
Belongs on Every Shelf
In a world of constantly changing children's media, Paul Bunyan
By Steven Kellogg


