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What inspired you 
to write your award-
winning book?
The Magician’s Elephant 
began, for me, when a 
magician popped into my 
head. I could see that he 
was a desperate character, 
a magician who was tired 
of performing sleights of 
hand, cheap tricks and who 
wanted to perform real 
magic.

What research did 
you undertake in 
writing The Magician’s 
Elephant?
Happily, I didn’t have to 
do any research. I made it 
all up.

What interesting 
challenges did you 
encounter in writing 
the book?
I had never written a book 
with so many characters. 
I knew that they all had 
to meet, converge, but I 
didn’t know how it was 
going to happen.

What do you hope 
your readers take 
away from The 
Magician’s Elephant?
Hope—the sense that 
impossible things may be 
possible.

What do you like most 
about the book?
The illustrations—haunting 
paintings by Yoko Tanaka.

What was your 
journey to becoming a 
published author?
I decided that I wanted to 
be a writer when I was in 
college, but it wasn’t until 
I was thirty years old that I 
actually started writing. It’s 
still hard for me to believe 
that I’m now making a 
living as a full-time writer.

How has being a 
Minnesotan informed 
your writing?
I didn’t start writing 
seriously until I moved to 
Minnesota from Florida. 
Being here has shaped me 
(writing groups), changed 
me (having Jane Resh 
Thomas as a teacher) and 
encouraged me (Loft/
McKnight grants). Also, the 
cold woke me up.  
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The Minnesota Book Awards 
is a statewide outreach 
program of The Friends 
of the Saint Paul Public 
Library in partnership with 
the Office of the Mayor 
of Saint Paul and the 
Saint Paul Public Library, 
and is supported by the 
Institute of Museum and 
Library Services (IMLS), a 
Federal agency that fosters 
innovation, leadership, and 
a lifetime of learning; and 
the Minnesota Department 
of Education/State Library 
Agency, with funding under 
the provisions of the Library 
Services and Technology 
Act (LSTA). For additional 
information, please call:  
651-366-6497 A
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The 22nd Annual Minnesota Book Awards is a project of The Friends of the Saint Paul Public 
Library, with the Saint Paul Public Library and the City of Saint Paul.  Presenting Sponsor: 
RBC Wealth Management.  Foundation Supporters: The Boss Foundation; Harlan Boss 
Foundation for the Arts; Huss Foundation; The Katherine B. Andersen Fund of The Saint Paul 
Foundation.  Grants: City of Saint Paul – Cultural STAR Program; Minnesota Department of 
Education – State Library Services.  Category Sponsors: Children’s Literature – Books For 
Africa; General Nonfiction – Minnesota AFL-CIO; Genre Fiction – Wellington Management, 
Inc.; Minnesota – Xcel Energy; Young People’s Literature – 3M Company.  Special Award 
Sponsors: Book Artist – Minnesota Center for Book Arts; Kay Sexton Award – Common Good 

Books; Readers’ Choice – Pioneer Press and TwinCities.com.  Community Sponsors: 
Anchor Trust; Minnesota Crime Wave; Minnesota Licensed Beverage Association 
Children’s Fund; The Red Balloon Bookshop.  Judges’ Sponsors: Beaver’s Pond 
Press; Capstone; Coffee House Press; Lerner Publishing; Milkweed Editions.  Media 
Partners: Minnesota Public Radio (MPR); Pioneer Press and TwinCities.com; Saint 
Paul Neighborhood Network (SPNN); Swank AV; Twin Cities Public Television (TPT) 
– Minnesota Channel.  Outreach Partners: The Loft Literary Center; Metropolitan 
Library Service Agency (MELSA); Minnesota Educational Media Organization; 
Minnesota Library Foundation; Saint Paul Almanac.

ABOUT KATE DICAMILLO
Kate DiCamillo is the 
author of many beloved 
and award-winning 
books for young readers, 
including The Tale of 
Despereaux, which 
received a Newbery 
Medal. She writes for both 
children and adults and 
likes to think of herself 
as a storyteller. Kate 
was born in Philadelphia 
and raised in Clermont, 
Florida. She now lives in 
Minneapolis.

Visit www.katedicamillo.com to learn more about the author and 
her work.
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The Magician’s Elephant

SUMMARY:

Peter Augustus Duchene is a ten-year-old 
orphan who is training to be a soldier in 
the city of Baltese.  He was told his parents 
and sister are dead, but the fortuneteller 
he visits tells him his sister is alive and 

that an elephant will lead him to her. This initially 
seems a bit silly and improbable; however, when one 
magically appears, Peter vows to find a way to enlist the 
elephant’s help in finding his sister.

DISCUSSION QUESTIONS:

1. What are the book’s main themes?

2. What words best describe Peter? In what ways, if 
any, do Peter’s experiences in looking for his sister 
change him?

3. Why do you think the city of Baltese was chosen as 
the book’s location instead of another city, such as 
London or Minneapolis?

4. What role do the illustrations play? Did they 
enhance your reading experience?

5. What does the elephant represent?

6. Is the magician the only one in the book who 
performs magic?

7. What in the book makes you happy, and what 
makes you sad or uncomfortable?

8. What is the greatest evil in the book, and what is 
the greatest good? In which characters do you see 
both good and bad?

9. What question would you ask a fortuneteller, and 
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how likely are you to believe what he/she 
tells you? Are there questions you would 
be too afraid to ask for fear of what you 
might be told?

10. What do you think of the book’s ending? 
Do all of the characters have a happy 
ending?


