
The beginnings of the idea for the book started with a piece 
of popcorn on a blue silk chair.

My three children and I were visiting the Museum,
wandering through the period rooms on the first floor when I
spotted a single piece of popcorn on the seat of a blue silk chair.
There was a velvet rope across the doorway of the room. How
had that lonely piece of popcorn arrived on the seat of that blue
silk chair? Had someone sneaked in one night—it could not
have happened during the day—slipped behind the barrier, sat
in that chair, and snacked on popcorn? For a long time after
leaving the Museum that day, I thought about that piece of
popcorn on the blue silk chair and how it got there.

In October of that same year, I read in The New York Times
that The Metropolitan Museum of Art had purchased at auction 
a statue for $225. The statue had come from the estate of Mrs. A.
Hamilton Rice (not Mrs. Basil E. Frankweiler). The newspaper
reported that Museum officials were not certain what they had
bought, but they knew they had a bargain. 

The following summer, I read High Wind in Jamaica by Richard
Hughes. It relates the adventures of some children who, while being
transported from their island home to England, are captured by
pirates. On the open seas in the company of those pirates, the children
lose their thin veneer of civilization and become piratical themselves.

Shortly after reading that novel, my family went on vacation
to Yellowstone National Park. One day we went on a picnic.
After buying salami and bread, chocolate milk and paper cups,
paper plates and napkins, and potato chips and pickles, we got
into the car and drove and drove but could not find a picnic
table. So when we came to a clearing in the woods, I suggested
that we eat there. We all crouched slightly above the ground and
spread out our meal. Then the complaints began. The chocolate
milk was getting warm, and there were ants all over everything,
and the sun was melting the icing on the cupcakes. This was
hardly roughing it, and yet my small group could think of
nothing but the discomfort.

Unlike the children in the novel I had read, my children could
never become barbarians even if they were captured by pirates.
Civilization was not a veneer to them; it was a crust. If they ever
wanted to run away, where would they go? Certainly, they would
never consider a place less civilized than their suburban home.
They would want all those conveniences plus a few extra dashes 
of luxury. Probably, they wouldn’t consider a place even a smidgen
less elegant than The Metropolitan Museum of Art.

That is when I started thinking about hiding in the Museum.
They could hide there if they found a way to escape the guards
and left no traces—no popcorn on chairs—no traces at all.

The Museum had everything.
How wonderful it would be! Fit for a king! Fit for a queen!
They could sleep in the bed where Amy Robsart died, and if

they made the bed in the morning, made it thoroughly and neatly,
no one need ever know that they had slept there. It even had a
fountain in the restaurant in which they could take a bath. 

And while they were there—while they were “insiders” 
in every sense of the word—they could discover the secret of
the mysterious statue that the Museum had bought for $225.
And then, I thought, while away from home, they could also
learn a much more important secret: how to be different
inside their suburban crust—that is, different on the inside,
where it counts.

Once all the parts of the idea crystallized in my mind, my
children and I did research. We made many trips to the Museum.
Many, many trips. And we took pictures. We were allowed to use
a Polaroid camera, but we were not allowed to use a flash. Laurie
and Ross posed in front of the various objects that we could get
close to. However, they did not take a bath in the fountain. I took
pictures of the restaurant fountain and pictures of my children at
home and combined them in the drawing.

Since From the Mixed-Up Files of Mrs. Basil E. Frankweiler 
was written, the mystery of the bargain statue has been solved.
Curators believe that it is a very old cast of a sculpture in Florence,
Italy called The Lady with the Primroses. It is plaster, not marble.
It was not sculpted by Michelangelo.

The state bed, scene of the alleged murder of Amy Robsart,
the bed in which Claudia and Jamie slept, has been dismantled
and taken away.

The water sprites of the Fountain of the Muses no longer 
live in the Museum restaurant. They now live out of doors at
Brookgreen Gardens in Murrels Inlet, South Carolina. (The
directors of Brookgreen do not allow taking baths in their pool
any more than do the directors of the Metropolitan Museum.)

The sarcophagus where Claudia hid her clothes is still there 
and so is the urn where Jamie hid his trumpet. The small chapel
where they said their Sunday prayers is closed, but the Egyptian
Wing still has its mummy.

The bathroom stations on the first floor are there, and so 
is the room from the Hôtel de Varengeville. Visit it. Do you 
see a beautiful blue silk chair? If you do happen to spot a single
piece of popcorn on that chair, I, E. L. Konigsburg, want you
to know that neither Claudia nor Jamie left it there. For the
past thirty-three years that their spirits have been inhabiting
The Metropolitan Museum of Art, they have never been that
careless. Never!

The Metropolitan Museum of Art
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The following is 
a true account of how 

I, E. L. Konigsburg, came to 
write From the Mixed-Up Files 

of Mrs. Basil E. Frankweiler
and what has happened since.

Two of E. L. Konigsburg’s books, 
From the Mixed-Up Files of Mrs. Basil E.
Frankweiler and The View From Saturday,
have been honored with the prestigious

Newbery Medal, an award given annually
by the American Library Association to
the most distinguished contribution to

literature for children in a given year. Her
latest novel, Silent to the Bone, was

published in October 2000.

A MESSAGE FROM
THE AUTHOR

THE 
“MIXED-UP FILES”

ISSUE
A discovery in this room in the Museum 
eventually led E. L. Konigsburg to write 

From the Mixed-Up Files 

Room from the Hôtel de Varengeville, 
217 Boulevard Saint-Germain, Paris, ca. 1736–1752

The Metropolitan Museum of Art, Purchase, 
Mr. and Mrs. Charles Wrightsman Gift, 1963 (63.228.1)


