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THE ENDURING
MAGIC OF I SPY
FANTASY A BOOK
OF PICTURE
RIDDLES

Few  children’s  books
have  managed  to
c a p t u r e  t h e
imagination quite like I
Spy Fantasy A Book
Of  Picture  Riddles.
First published in 1994
as part of the beloved I
S p y  s e r i e s ,  t h i s
part icular  volume
stands  out  as  a  true
masterpiece  of  visual
storytelling and playful
discovery.  Created  by
the  dynamic  duo  of
photographer  Walter

Wick  and  author  Jean
M a r z o l l o ,  I  S p y
Fantasy  transports
readers  into  a  world
w h e r e  e v e r y d a y
o b j e c t s  a r e
t rans fo rmed  in to
treasures,  and  where
finding  a  single  item
c a n  f e e l  l i k e
uncovering  a  secret.
For  decades,  children
and  adults  alike  have
returned  to  its  pages,
drawn not only by the
challenge of the riddles
b u t  b y  t h e  s h e e r
beauty and whimsy of
the images. In an age
of  digital  distractions,
this  book  remains  a
tact i le ,  engag ing
e x p e r i e n c e  t h a t
encourages  patience,
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observa t ion ,  and
wonder.
T h e  p r e m i s e  i s
deceptively  simple:
each  two-page  spread
presen ts  a  r i ch l y
detailed  photograph
filled  with  hundreds  of
objects,  accompanied
by  a  rhyming  riddle
that lists items for the
reader  to  find.
H o w e v e r ,  t h e
execution  is  anything
but  simple.  Walter
Wick’s  elaborate  sets
are  constructed  over
weeks,  often  using
thousands of individual
items  arranged  with
meticulous  care.  In  I
Spy Fantasy A Book
Of  Picture  Riddles,
t h e  t h e m e  i s
p a r t i c u l a r l y
e n c h a n t i n g .  T h e
settings  range  from a
dragon ’s  l a i r  to  a
medieval  castle,  from
a n  u n d e r w a t e r
kingdom to a wizard’s
workshop.  Each  scene

i s  b r i m m i n g  w i t h
whimsical  characters,
h idden  jokes,  and
s u r p r i s i n g
combinations  that
r e w a r d  c l o s e
inspection.
What makes this book
so  special  is  that  it
never talks down to its
audience.  The  riddles
c h a l l e n g e  y o u n g
readers  to  identify
shapes,  colors,  and
patterns,  while  the
photographs  invite
them  to  create  their
own  stories.  A  t iny
plastic  dinosaur  might
s i t  b e s i d e  a  r e a l
seashe l l ;  a  g l a s s
marble could rest on a
bed  of  velvet .  The
juxtaposition  of  scale,
texture,  and  context
turns every page into a
miniature  universe.  I
Spy  Fantasy  is  not
merely  a  game—it  is
a n  i n v i t a t i o n  t o
explore,  imagine,  and
dream.
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THE CREATIVE
GENIUS BEHIND
THE RIDDLES

Walter
Wick’s
Photogra
phic
Artistry
To  understand  the
lasting appeal of I Spy
Fantasy  A  Book  Of
Picture  Riddles,  one
must  first  appreciate
the  artistry  of  Walter
Wick. Wick is not just a
photographer;  he  is  a
builder, a set designer,
and  a  storyteller.  For
each  image  in  the
book, he spent days or
e v e n  w e e k s
constructing  elaborate
dioramas.  He  sourced
objects  from  flea

markets ,  an t ique
shops, and toy stores,
assembling  them  into
scenes  that  feel  both
f a n t a s t i c a l  a n d
strangely  familiar.  His
attention  to  detail  is
extraordinary.  In  the
“Dragon’s Lair” spread,
for example, the scales
on  the  dragon  are
actually  individual
coins and buttons. The
treasure chest contains
not just jewels but tiny
keys,  thimbles,  and
beads.  Every  object
has  a  purpose,  and
every  corner  of  the
f r a m e  h o l d s  a
discovery.
Wick’s  use  of  lighting
and  composition  is
equally  masterful.  He
employs  dramat ic
shadows, warm glows,
and  reflective  surfaces
to  give  each  scene
depth  and  mood.  The
result  is  that  I  Spy
Fantasy feels less like
a book of puzzles and
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more like a gallery of
miniature  wor lds .
Children who pore over
these  pages  are  not
just  searching  for
ob jec ts ;  they  a re
wandering  through
enchanted  forests,
exploring ancient ruins,
and peering into secret
c h a m b e r s .  T h i s
immersive  quality  is
what  sets  the  book
apart  from  simpler
search-and-find titles.

Jean
Marzollo’s
Playful
Poetry
Complementing  Wick’s
visuals  is  the  clever
and rhythmic writing of
Jean  Marzol lo.  Her
riddles are deceptively
simple,  but  they  are
crafted with care. Each

r i d d l e  i s  a  s h o r t ,
rhyming  poem  that
lists between eight and
twelve  items  for  the
reader  to  locate.  For
instance,  a  typical
riddle  might  read:  “I
spy a castle, a crown,
and a king, / A knight
o n  a  h o r s e  w i t h  a
golden ring.  /  I  spy a
mirror,  a mask, and a
key, / I spy a treasure
that waits just for me.”
The  rhyme scheme is
c o n s i s t e n t  a n d
predictable,  which
h e l p s  e m e r g i n g
r e a d e r s  b u i l d
confidence.  At  the
s a m e  t i m e ,  t h e
vocabulary is rich and
varied,  introducing
words  like  “chalice,”
“goblet,”  “scepter,”
and  “unicorn.”
Marzollo’s  riddles  also
employ  repetition  and
pattern  recognition,
which  are  essential
skills for early literacy.
Children  quickly  learn
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t o  an t i c i pa te  the
rhythm  and  structure,
making  the  reading
experience  interactive
and fun. Parents often
find  themselves
reciting  the  rhymes
from  memory  long
a f t e r  t h e  b o o k  i s
closed. The partnership
between  Wick  and
Marzollo  is  a  perfect
example  of  how  text
and image can work in
harmony.  In  I  Spy
Fantasy  A  Book  Of
Picture  Riddles,  the
words guide the eyes,
a n d  t h e  p i c t u r e s
reward  the  words.

WHY THIS BOOK
CONTINUES TO
CAPTIVATE
READERS

A

Timeless
Activity in
a Digital
World
I n  a n  e r a  w h e r e
c h i l d r e n  a r e
surrounded by screens,
I  Spy  Fantasy  A
Book  Of  P ic ture
Riddles  offers  a
refreshing  analog
experience.  There  are
no  timers,  no  scores,
and no wrong answers.
The  reader  sets  the
pace.  This  makes  the
book  ideal  for  quiet
afternoons,  road  trips,
or  bedtime  bonding.
Unlike  a  video  game
that demands constant
input, the I Spy format
encourages  stillness,
focus, and reflection. It
is an activity that can
be done alone or with
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others, and it naturally
promotes conversation.
“Did you see the tiny
e lephant?”  “Look
behind  the  curtain!”
T h e s e  k i n d s  o f
e x c h a n g e s  b u i l d
language  skills  and
social  connection.
Fur thermore ,  the
book’s physical format
is  part  of  its  charm.
The glossy pages,  the
sturdy  hardcover,  the
large  format—all  of
these  elements  invite
touch and exploration.
Children  can  point,
trace, and linger. They
can return to the same
page  dozens  of  times
and still find something
n e w .  T h i s  i s  t h e
hallmark  of  a  truly
great  picture  book:  it
grows  with  the  child,
revealing  new  layers
with each reading. For
many  adults,  I  Spy
F a n t a s y  e v o k e s
powerful  nostalgia.
They remember sitting

on  the  floor  with  a
sibling,  both  pointing
at  the  same  page,
arguing  over  whether
they  had  found  the
“golden  egg.”  That
shared  experience  is
irreplaceable.

Education
al
Benefits
Disguised
as Play
Parents and educators
have  long  recognized
the  educational  value
of the I Spy series, and
I  Spy  Fantasy  A
Book  Of  P ic ture
R i d d l e s  i s  n o
exception.  The  book
naturally  develops
several  key  cognitive
skills  without  feeling
like  a  lesson.  These
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include:

Visual
Discrimination:
The ability to
notice
differences and
similarities
between objects.
This is a
foundational skill
for reading,
mathematics,
and scientific
observation.
Vocabulary
Expansion: The
riddles introduce
specific nouns,
adjectives, and
verbs in context,
helping children
build a richer
lexicon.
Attention to
Detail: Finding a
tiny button
hidden among
dozens of shells
requires
sustained
concentration.
This skill

translates
directly to
academic
success.
Patience and
Persistence:
Not every item is
easy to find. The
book teaches
children that
some rewards
come only after
careful effort.
Categorization
and
Classification:
The objects in
each scene often
belong to
thematic
groups—things
that are red,
things that are
round, things
related to
royalty. Children
naturally begin
to sort and
classify as they
search.

Because the book is so
engaging,  children
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often don't realize they
are learning. They are
simply having fun. This
is the kind of learning
that sticks because it is
self-directed and joyful.
Teachers  have  used  I
S p y  F a n t a s y  i n
c l a s s r o o m s  f o r
decades,  both  as  a
free-time  activity  and
as a structured lesson
in  observation  and
description.

EXPLORING THE
FANTASTICAL
THEMES

A Journey
Through
Imaginar
y Worlds
What truly sets I  Spy
Fantasy  A  Book  Of
Picture Riddles apart
from other volumes in

t h e  s e r i e s  i s  i t s
commitment  to  pure
fantasy.  Unlike  I  Spy
Spooky Night  or I  Spy
Christmas,  which  are
tied  to  specific
holidays,  this  book
c r e a t e s  i t s  o w n
universe.  Each  spread
is  a  self-contained
fantasy  realm.  The
“Wizard’s Workshop” is
filled  with  potion
bottles,  spell  books,
and  crystal  balls.  The
“Underwater  World”
features  coral,  shells,
and  sea  creatures
made  from  everyday
objects.  The  “Castle
Courtyard” is alive with
jousting  knights,  royal
banners,  and  hidden
messages.  These  are
not  generic  fairy-tale
s c e n e s ;  t h e y  a r e
l o v i n g l y  c r a f t e d
environments that feel
l i v e d - i n  a n d
mysterious.
The fantasy element is
also  what  gives  the
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book its broad appeal.
It  does  not  matter  if
you are a boy or a girl,
young or old, a fan of
d r a g o n s  o r  o f
unicorns—there  is
s o m e t h i n g  f o r
everyone. The imagery
taps  into  universal
archetypes:  the  hero,
the  t reasure ,  the
secret ,  the  quest .
Chi ldren  natural ly
project themselves into
these  scenes.  They
imagine what it  would
be  l ike  to  l ive  in  a
castle,  to  swim  with
mermaids, or to brew a
magic potion. This kind
of  imaginative  play  is
vital  for  cognitive and
e m o t i o n a l
development.

Hidden
Humor

and
Surprisin
g Details
One  of  the  greatest
joys of revisiting I Spy
Fantasy  A  Book  Of
Picture Riddles as an
adult is discovering the
s u b t l e  h u m o r
e m b e d d e d  i n  t h e
photographs.  Walter
Wick  has  a  playful
sense of irony. In one
scene,  a  “diamond”
might  actually  be  a
piece  of  cut  glass.  A
“golden  treasure”
could  be  a  painted
pebble .  There  are
visual puns and inside
j o k e s  s c a t t e r e d
t h r o u g h o u t .  F o r
i n s t a n c e ,  i n  t h e
“Dragon’s  Lair ,”  a
small figure of a knight
appears to be running
away,  his  expression
frozen in comic terror.



10

10 I Spy Fantasy A Book Of Picture
Riddles

2025-06-22

I n  t h e  “ W i z a r d ’ s
Workshop,”  a  rubber
chicken  sits  among
potion ingredients, as if
w a i t i n g  t o  b e
transformed.  These
touches do not distract
from the main activity
but  reward those who
look closely. They also
m a k e  t h e  b o o k
enjoyable  for  older
readers  who  might
otherwise  find  a
children’s  puzzle  book
too simple.

COMPARISON TO
OTHER BOOKS IN
THE I SPY SERIES

T h e  I  S p y  s e r i e s
includes many beloved
titles,  such  as  I  Spy
Spooky  Night,  I  Spy
Treasure  Hunt,  and  I
Spy School Days. Each
b o o k  h a s  i t s  o w n
theme and visual style.
H o w e v e r ,  I  S p y
Fantasy  A  Book  Of
Picture  Riddles  is
often  considered  the

mos t  a r t i s t i ca l l y
ambitious of the series.
The  sets  are  more
elaborate,  the  color
palettes are richer, and
the sense of  narrative
is stronger. While other
books  focus  on  real-
world  settings  like  a
classroom  or  a  toy
chest,  I  Spy Fantasy
c r e a t e s  e n t i r e l y
imagined  spaces.  This
gives  it  a  timeless,
almost  mythic  quality.
It also means that the
book  feels  less  dated
t h a n  s o m e  o f  i t s
counterparts.  A  scene
set in a fantasy world
does not age the way a
scene filled with 1990s
toys might.
In  terms  of  difficulty,  I
S p y  F a n t a s y  i s
moderate.  It  is  not as
challenging  as  I  Spy
Super Challenger!,  but
it  offers  enough
complexity  to  engage
children aged 4 to 10.
The riddles are clearly
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written, and the items
a r e  g e n e r a l l y
recognizable,  though
some  require  careful
searching. This balance
makes  i t  an  i dea l
introduction  to  the
series  for  younger
children,  while  still
providing  plenty  of
depth  for  older  fans.

HOW TO USE THE
BOOK FOR
MAXIMUM
ENJOYMENT

Tips for
Parents
and
Educators
To get the most out of I
Spy Fantasy A Book
Of  Picture  Riddles,
consider  using it  as  a
springboard  for  other
activities.  Here  are

severa l  p rac t i ca l
suggestions:

Read the riddle1.
aloud before
searching. This
helps children
practice listening
comprehension
and sets up a
clear goal.
Take turns.2.
Have one person
read the riddle
while the other
searches. Then
switch roles. This
builds
cooperative
skills.
Create your3.
own riddles.
After completing
the book’s
riddles, ask
children to write
new ones based
on the same
pictures. This
encourages
creative writing
and close
observation.
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Compare with4.
real objects. If
the book
features a
“golden key,”
find a real key at
home and talk
about its texture,
weight, and
purpose.
Use a5.
magnifying
glass. The
photographs
contain tiny
details that are
fun to explore up
close. This adds
a layer of

scientific
exploration to
the activity.
Draw or build6.
your own I Spy
scene. Use toys,
household items,
or natural objects
to create a small
diorama. Then
write a riddle for
it.

These activities extend
the life of the book and
deepen  the  learning
exper ience.  I  Spy
Fantasy  A  Book  Of
Picture Riddles is not
just a one-time read; it


