
TEACHERS NOTES

The Funeral

Suitable For
Ages 3-7 (Prep to Grade 2)

Themes
• Death and Grief
• Ceremony
• Nature
• Family Dynamics

Written and Illustrated by Matt James



Description

Norma misses her great-uncle Frank, but she 
is looking forward to his funeral. She’s excited 
for time off  school and a chance to play with 
her favourite cousin, Ray.

And even though the day is full of  things 
Norma doesn’t understand, she is sure of  
one thing: Uncle Frank would have liked his 
funeral.

This is a gentle and even joyful story about 
life and death, and how kids navigate the 
most serious of  subjects.

About the Creator

Matt James is a painter, author/illustrator and musician whose many 
highly acclaimed children’s books include Yellow Moon, Apple Moon by  
Pamela Porter (New Mexico Book Award); I Know Here by Laurel Croza  
(Boston Globe-Horn Book Award, Marilyn Baillie Picture Book Award)  
and its companion volume, From Here to There; and The Stone Thrower  
by Jael Ealey-Richardson. The Funeral is the first picture book he has 

written and illustrated.



Themes

Death and Grief

Norma knows that her Uncle Ray has died, but she’s too young to understand 
precisely what that means. Norma’s mother cries on the telephone and packs her 
handbag full of  tissues, but Norma needs to practice her sad face and looks forward to 
a day off  school. As Norma and Ray explore the church grounds and investigate the 
cemetery, they begin to make sense of  death in their own way. Norma’s final, silent 
goodbye to Uncle Frank at the end of  the story is her first step towards understanding 
death’s finality.

Ceremony

Norma and Ray aren’t familiar with the rituals surrounding death and grieving, so 
they offer a fresh and innocent perspective on funerals. The adults are sombre and 
serious, but Norma and Ray don’t understand the gravity of  the occasion and let their 
minds wander. Norma notices how little of  the ceremony focuses on Uncle Frank – 
she’s confused by the religious focus, the organist and the refreshments. The Funeral 
doesn’t explain the rationale behind these ceremonies, but rather presents their 
component parts in a way that young children will understand.

Nature

Norma and Ray escape from the funeral refreshments and explore the church grounds. 
Amidst their exploration of  streams, sticks and frogs, there is a gentle message about 
how life endures. Life and death coexist as the children hunt for frogs in the graveyard 
and climb over the tombstones. Matt James also uses colour to juxtapose the adult 
funeral with the childlike exploration: the church is depicted with greys, browns and 
blues and the church grounds are depicted in rich greens and pinks.

Family

Even at a young age, Norma is keenly aware of  
family roles and models her behaviour after her 
mother. Norma puts on one of  her mother’s shoes 
to appear more grown up, and chastises Ray “in her 
mother’s voice” when he starts playing with a stick. 
Her extended family comes together to remember 
Uncle Frank, hugging and reassuring each other as 
the sun sets.



Discussion Questions

Before you start reading, have a look at the cover of  this book and read the blurb on the 
back. Discuss as a class what you think this story might be about. 

When we meet Norma, she is practising her sad face in front of  the mirror before her 
Uncle Frank’s funeral. Why do you think she is doing this?

How do you think Norma and Ray feel during the funeral in the church? How do you 
think the adults feel? Why do you think Norma and Ray might feel differently to the 
adults?

Have you ever been to a funeral? Do you remember what happened on the day and how 
you felt? Who was the funeral for?

Compare the first page and the last page. The same apartment buildings are in both 
pictures, but there are lots of  differences. Can you list some of  the differences between 
these two pictures? 

Do you have younger siblings or cousins? What do you like to do when you play together? 

Norma likes her mum’s handbag because it smells familiar – “a mix of  toothpaste and 
makeup and sweet warm leather”. Is there anything that reminds you of  your mum or 
dad? It might be a particular smell, or something that they own.

Uncle Frank’s funeral is in a church and the priest (that’s the person who is in charge 
of  the funeral) talks a lot about God. However, not all people have funerals in churches. 
Discuss some of  the ways that different faiths say goodbye to loved ones who have died.

Take a look at page 17, where Norma and Ray are sitting in the grey church. Next, take 
a look at pages 25 and 26, where Norma goes outside. How do you think Norma feels 
on each of  these pages. How do they make you feel?

Norma and Ray find a little graveyard near the church. 
We can see them looking at the tombstones, but we don’t 
know what they are saying to each other. Do you think 
they talk about anything while they’re looking at the 
graves? Might they think about Uncle Frank?

On the way home, Norma says “I think Uncle Frank 
would have liked his funeral.” Why do you think she says 
this?



Activities

A Story Without Words

Take a look at page 29. Ray and Norma are playing in the church grounds. They are 
racing each other across the fields, rolling down hills and lying in the grass. There are 
no words on this page, but the pictures tell the story.

Think about what you did on the weekend, then draw four pictures showing different 
things you did. The four pictures should tell the story of your weekend without any 
need for words. Once you’ve finished, give your pictures to a friend and see if they can 
work out what’s happening in your story!

Cut and Paste

There are several spots in this story where Matt James has found a photo of  a real tree 
and stuck it on top of  his illustrations. This is called mixed medium art: that’s when 
you create artwork that uses more than one material.

To create your own mixed medium art, you will need:
• Old magazines or newspapers
• Scissors and glue
• Paper
• Crayons, pencils and anything else you need for 

colouring in

First, look through the old magazines or newspapers and find one or two things you 
would like to put in your artwork. Cut them out and put them to one side (you’ll 
need them later). Next, draw a picture of  anything you want, but make sure whatever 
you’ve cut out will match with your drawing. Once you’ve finished drawing, stick your 
magazine or newspaper cuttings onto your picture. Voila – you’re an artist!

The Great Outdoors

Think about a time when you spent the whole day outside 
with your friends, siblings or cousins. What did you do? Did 
you see anything interesting? Write a short story about what 
you got up to, and be sure to use lots of  describing words so 
that anybody who reads your story will know exactly what 
happened.


