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How do childhood experiences mold and influence the work of creatives? 































	‘You yourself are all ages, from youngest to eldest, and perpetually at the start of your life, which you have already lived many times over.’  Atos Wirtanen; Tove Janssonson’s friend, lover and almost husband. (Gravett,2022. P.4)

	By examining the works of the illustrators Shaun Tan and Edward Gorey, two artists from very different backgrounds, what can we understand, firstly, about the two individuals but also about creatives in general and how early life influences that creative mind. The works of both Tan and Gorey are very distinctive not only in technical style but the common thread that runs through each of their works. Where Tan taps into the isolation and alienation of being from a family of immigrants, he is also heavily inspired by his geographic surroundings and the vast openness of the Australian landscape. Similarly, Gorey’s upbringing of family break ups, time spent with aunts and cousins and a fascination of Victorian literature at a young age are clearly influences and are core to his ‘Gothic’ illustrations. 
	Unsurprisingly, the group psychology of families-relations between husbands and wives, the 	Interactions of parents and children- is fraught in Goreyland. (Dery,2018. P.26)

 Another similarity that connects the two illustrators are their visual narratives, at times, can be very ambiguous, enigmatic, and open to various interpretations. On his book ‘Rules of Summer’, Tan explains,
	‘It's a story with no particular narrative, just a list of mysterious rules such as 'Never step on 	a snail', 'Never argue with an umpire' or 'Never leave a red sock on the clothesline.’ As each 	rule is broken – not always by accident – surprising consequences ensue. Readers are invited 	to decide for themselves what is really happening, and why’ (Tan, Unknown).

 	Their works invoke an evocative feeling that is poignant and meaningful to the illustrator whilst giving the viewer a glimpse behind the curtain. Many viewers of their works will perhaps just look at the surface of the image. The illustrators have created fun, fantastical and in some cases, bizarre worlds, and narratives. Some of the works that will be examined are from their ‘wordless’ picture books. Here the narrative is never that obvious and is often open to interpretation. Does the viewer really need to know the background to understand and fully experience the meaning of the work? The act of just seeing is enough and perhaps ‘what the painter consciously puts into the picture is a tiny fragment of what can be gleaned by later viewers’ (Jones,2007. p.236).
 These images, without obvious or direct meaning will be stored in the recesses of a viewer’s/reader’s mind and may very well inspire and influence future works of their own when they call upon these memories and experiences.

‘Every child is an artist. The problem is how to remain an artist when we grow up’ (Pablo Picasso).

	Drawing, making, building is something we naturally want to do as a child. It is a way of discovering and making sense of the world around us. Many will leave these skills and activities behind as one grows. However, there are those who will continue and expand on these creative skills to continue to make sense of their worlds and use these tools as a means of sharing their story to those around them. Pictures are expressive, being vehicles for the artist’s expression as well as artifacts that stimulate personal expressive response in the beholder (Doonan,1993. p.8). 
An illustration has a variety of levels to consider. Primarily at the basic level it acts as a way of visually communicating an idea or leading a narrative. Picture books can often be open to interpretation. ‘[…] pictures present something of a puzzle, and our attitude to them must, above all, be open minded’ (doonan,1993. p.11).
 Where the artist has tapped into their own bank of memories and experiences to fabricate a narrative, the viewers are bringing their own set experiences and preconceptions to translate what they see. How we read images is not always literal. There are levels of metaphor, metonym and synonym that require translating. This relies on the viewer having a grasp of how pictures can metaphorically display ‘ideas, moods, abstract notions and qualities’ (Doonan,1993. p.8). 
	For some time, the world of the picture book was primarily intended for children. The picture book can be a roadmap filled with cautionary tales or act as conduits to worlds that children can make believe and escape to. Over time the picture book is no longer the domain of the child. Many illustrated books now exist with an adult audience in mind. It could be suggested that some of the works of Edward Gorey (who will be discussed further on) were never intended for a younger audience. His gothic and macabre narrative of the ‘The GashlyCrumb Tinies’, where we are introduced to the demise of 26 children, maybe not be considered as a suitable child’s bedtime story; however, it does follow and echo a tradition of cautionary tales that were popular during the 19th century. An example of this can be found in Heinrich Hoffmann’s 1845 book ‘Der Struwwelpeter’ (fig1). 
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Fig1, Der Struwwelpeter

	This book of ten illustrated rhymes, mostly about children, presents a clear moral message of how one should behave and highlights the terrible consequences of bad behaviour. Although books like this may be considered a little dark for a younger reader, it is these very interactions and exposure to such works that stay with (at some deeper level) the child into adulthood. Is it not these visual encounters that will then go on to inspire and influence the adult artist? Could it be that on viewing the book ‘Der Struwwelpeter’ as a child, Gorey would be inspired to create such works as ‘The GashlyCrumb Tinies’?
In Micheal J Parsons’ book How we understand art: A cognitive Developmental Account of Aesthetic Experience, he explains ‘art is not just a series of pretty objects; it is a way of articulating our interior life’ (Doonan,1993. p.72)
	We are often reminded of our past through images or objects. We are transported back to childhood times when we discovered an awareness of ‘self and other’. This is a strong period in our development as individuals so it is unsurprising that creatives would draw from these feelings and experiences when creating artworks. Is the artist dipping into this well consciously or unconsciously? ‘Transitional times (called “liminal,’ or threshold, periods by the anthropologist Victor Turner) are rich with creative possibility’ (Turkle,2007. p.8).
	Working with young children, paediatrician Donald Winnicott (1951) identified transitional objects as items which were both created and discovered by an infant for comfort, and to support the developmental necessity of separating from their primary caregiver. Transitional objects help us as children to move from the safety of our mother’s protective embrace into the uncertainty of the outside world. The favorite toy or blanket that we take with us or the imaginary friend we create, help us make sense of the unfamiliar. 
	The end goal is to achieve differentiation, but this process of disentanglement from the 	mother and the environment is painful and complex. The transitional object aids with this 	process, representing a tentative space between the pure subjectivity of the infant’s inward-	looking experience of the world as omnipotently controlled by itself and the pure objectivity 	of coming to see the world as comprised of objects that resist its attempts at control. 											(Hulatt,2019. p.148)

Illustrations can be considered transitional objects manifested as echoes of our past. A conduit between the childhood and adult versions of ourselves. The area of analysis into the field of ‘transitional objects’ , ‘Transitional times’ and ‘transitional phenomena’ would be too large an area to explore here in its entirety. Just by scratching the surface of this field of study, gives us a clue as to what part of the creative’s self are being accessed when we are being creative. These transitional echoes are being recalled and give us the space, a ‘creative playground’ where ideas and narratives are explored. The same playfulness and curiosity is being accessed by the adult. The fervent pleasure that a child experiences when completing a piece of art that they are particularly pleased with, is still experienced years later.
Although these transitional objects are destined to be abandoned as one matures, these objects do leave an echo. Specifically, they influence how easily an individual develops a capacity for joy, aesthetic experience, and creative playfulness. (Turkle,2007. p.314)


The past is never past, not in the dark room of the subconscious, where our childhood memories become more vivid, not less, with age, and certainly not in gothic form, where the past we have repressed always comes back to haunt us. (Dery,2018. P.21)

	It is surmised that over the course of his prolific illustrative career, Edward Gorey illustrated over 500 books. Some of which were books written by other authors, but many written by Gorey himself. Who was Edward Gorey and how did his upbring and surroundings influence the illustrator he would become? Edward Gorey led a private life, rarely giving interviews in his lifetime. He would evade questions about his private life thus creating an air of ambiguity and strengthening his enigmatic mystique. The very same could be said of his illustrative works. 
	When asked about his childhood in an interview, Gorey replied “happier than I imagine. I look back and think ‘Oh poetic me’, but it simply was not true. I was out playing Kick-the-can along with everyone else.” (Dery,2018. P.21) Yet, however normal Gorey’s life may have appeared at first glance, it was far from it. Considered gifted and bright, at the age of six, a precocious Gorey was able to skip the first grade of school and enter the second grade. The school he briefly attended was a Catholic school. He would go out of his away to avoid various religious requirements (such as communion) by frequently feigning illness. The short time spent there, no doubt, went towards putting him off organized religion. Subtle references of these characters and encounters are evident, although possibly exaggerated in his illustrations which highlight an ‘anticlerical’ feeling that Gorey harbored
	‘[…] cocaine-addled curates beat children to death, nuns possessed by demons, unfortunate 	things happen to vicars’ (Dery,2018. P.28)

There are many examples throughout Gorey’s work where the influences can be traced back to events that happened during his childhood. Another such case of where his life and experiences have filtered into his illustrations is the close relationship, he had with is grandmother. Prone to ‘episodes’ of depression, Gorey’s grandmother would disappear for periods of time where, he later discovered, she was committed to a sanatorium. How would the mind of a young Gorey make sense of this? Whether he was able to process these events as a child is unknown. However, in later life, Gorey would channel these experiences to further expand his ‘Gorey-land’.
	‘Madness and madhouses recur throughout Gorey’s work: an asylum broods on a desolate 	hill in The Object-lesson; the protagonists of The Willowdale Handcar spy… Nellie Flim 	“walking in the grounds of the Weedhaven Laughing Academy” (fig2); (Dery,2018. P.25) 
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Fig 2, ‘The Willowdale Handcar’

	For reasons unknown to Gorey, as a child, he with his family moved around frequently. The ‘unpredictability and inexplicability’ in his world would go on to inspire his life’s goal, as an artist, of making everybody “as uneasy as possible, because that’s what the world is like” (Dery,2018. P.29). Uneasiness is certainly a staple that surrounds Gorey’s work. This uneasiness and uncanny feeling is captured by creating fictitious worlds that, although often whimsical, have an anchor in reality. There is a sense familiarity of his characters, yet their air is that of a time we could never experience or inhabit. They are of another time, a time gone or even a time that never really existed. Gorey’s illustrations borrow from, whilst almost inhabiting the past, from its period settings to its archaic language to the obvious fact that Gorey uses obsolete genres (the Puritan primer, the Dickensian tearjerker, the silent-movie melodrama) to tell his stories. (Dery,2018. P.21) Although his work predominately appears to be steeped in an Edwardian time period, occasional visual quirks appear that add to the disquiet. 
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Fig 3. ‘A Doubtful Guest’

	For example, in his short verse ‘The Doubtful Guest’ (fig 3) we find a family, all dressed in what appears to be period dress. The compositions have the usual Gorey signature of the family wistfully occupying high backed armchairs or furtively conversing in doorways and dark corners. Yet the titular ‘Guest’, an odd hairy penguin-like creature, arrives wearing a modern looking pair of Converse ‘sneakers.
	An extremely bright child, Gorey taught himself to read at the young age of three. His first books he read were Bram Stoker’s Dracula and Mary Shelly’s Frankenstein. At such a young and impressionable age, such gothic horror novels would have had a profound effect on him. These stories would have no doubt paved the way for the direction Gorey would take in later life as a practicing illustrator. In 1977, a Broadway production of Dracula became his greatest commercial success, where Gorey was responsible for the costume and set designs.
[image: ]
Fig 4. Dracula. Illustration by E. Gorey
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Fig 5. Gorey’s set design for the 1977 Broadway production of Dracula.

	The fascination that Gorey held for all things gothic is evident in not only the content of the narrative but that of his mark making. His line work is synonymous with that of early engravings, of which he would have no doubt seen while exploring the gothic horror novels that he was reading at such a young age. Gorey’s illustrations are predominately black and white linear pieces. There are a few full colour examples peppered throughout his catalogue of works, but his work is synonymous with a distinctive pen and ink style of illustrating. 
	He fell in love with Ernest Shephard’s wry, fine-lined drawings for A. A. Milne’s Winnie-the-	pooh and the sharp-nibbed precision of Tenniel’s illustrations for the Alice books. Little 	wonder, then, that he grew up to be the sort of artist who is all about the line. 												(Dery,2018. P.21)

It is clear that it is these very literary and illustrative encounters that have gone on to inspire and direct Gorey’s path as an illustrator. Could it be that the exhilaration felt as a child, when discovering these works, would be experienced over again whilst creating his own works? […] texture is perceived as a general quality of surface and therefore has strong associations with touch, which in turn has strong associations with our earliest infancy (Doonan,1993. p.12). 



‘The substance of illusion, that which is allowed to the infant, and which in adult life is inherent in art and religion […]’  (Winnicott,1951. p.4)

	Growing up in Melbourne, Australia, Shaun Tan, was exposed to the usual popular culture of a ‘Western’ upbringing. With a cultural diet of science fiction and Horror movies, it is clear to see in his illustrations how this exposure continues to inspire and influence his work.
	‘When I was around the impressionable age of five or six, my dad let me stay up very late 	one Friday night to watch the weekly “creature feature” on our old, wood-veneer black and 	white TV. The movie was The Beast from 20,000 Fathoms (1953), concerning a gargantuan 	prehistoric reptile awoken from slumber by some poorly considered nuclear testing. This 	absurd idea left quite an atomic shadow on my young mind,’ (Tan, 2022.P47)

This led to Tan’s lifelong fascination and continuing obsession with creating creatures.
	‘I’m still drawing creatures in all their myriad forms, something that feels perpetually childish 	in the best possible way: primary, elemental, instinctive-all the artistic qualities I have 	learned to trust through the trials and errors of so many ground-down pencil stubs.’ 											(Tan,2022. p.7)

The use of the word ‘childish’ identifies the playfulness that is often channeled when creating art. The creative practitioner must access their inner child to create and play in that ‘creative playground’.
	As a child, Tan’s mother read to him George Orwell’s Animal Farm. Unaware of the satirical meaning of the Soviet regime, or the ‘unhappy ending’, a young Tan was disturbed, inspired, and excited by this ‘satisfying’ book. To this day he draws inspiration from its simplicity and its truth.
In an interview, Tan explains, ‘One of my first picture books, The Rabbits, has a slight Orwellian feel about it in retrospect, probably a result of that very early influence’ (Tan, date unknown).
	A running theme that runs through a lot of Tan’s work is that of the child. Children appear often as a reflection of Tan’s own childhood and the ‘hey day of […] creature conjuring’ (Tan,2022. P.49). The child also appears as a recognition to the time in our lives when our minds are open to the myriad of theories and possibilities that the world has to offer.
	An example where this theme is evident can be found in Tan’s 2013 book ‘Rules of Summer’. This book follows the fortunes of two brothers as they navigate their way through their local neighborhood. There is nothing in the narrative (written or illustrated) that suggested the two protagonists are brothers. However, when discussing this work, Tan suggests it is from his own experiences of growing up in Melbourne, that this narrative has been inspired by.   
	I spent a lot of long, very hot childhood summers wandering with my brother and friends 	through West Australian landscapes, either on holiday in the country or at home in our still 	mostly undeveloped coastal suburb. It felt like a very static and eternal place and, in 	hindsight, even a bit primeval or mythological. (Tan, date unknown)
	Location plays a key role in Tan’s work. It is evident that his immediate surroundings of an Australian back drop shape his narrative. This not only includes the urban surroundings of his youth but also that of Australia’s flora and fauna as well as its rich colour palette. ‘Rules of Summer’ acts as a psychogeographical road map of childhood memories and innocence. ‘Psychogeography is to be understood as the behavioural impact of urban space’ (Coverley, p.112); Tan’s work encapsulates this notion in many of his works. In ‘Rules of Summer’ his characters occupy an urban environment that is utilitarian in its architecture and grey in palette. This becomes more vivid and ‘alive’ as the narrative flows and the bizarre scenarios unfold (fig 6 & fig 7).
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Fig 6 ‘Rules of Summer’
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Fig 7 ‘Rules of Summer-Never be late for a parade’
 These fantastical worlds and bizarre situations may be inspired by and created from the memories of Tan himself, but it requires a little of the ‘readers’ own experiences to translate these visual memories. As is often the case with illustrations, especially the cryptic works of Tan (as well as Gorey), at times the ‘reader’ must bring a little understanding of metaphor, semiotics, and metonym to be able to translate what is before them. We must be open minded to their meaning.
	When we hold a picture book, we have in our hands a pictured world full of ideas. We play 	with these ideas and play our own ideas around the pictured world (Doonan, p.21.).

	Tan’s own insecurities and anxieties of formal gatherings are highlighted in the illustration ‘Never eat the last olive at a party’ (fig 8) Here the eyes of many hawk-headed figures are trained on the two ‘brothers’ as the older of the two is pulling the younger away from the potential danger.
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Fig 8 ‘Never eat the last olive at a party’ (‘Rules of Summer’)

	Like most of the pictures in the book there are these internal tensions between things that 	are pleasurable and painful, bright, and dark, funny, and sombre, and these opposites 	typically guide all of my image development. (Tan, Unknown)

Scale and colour palette are key to the strength of this image. The attire of the anthropomorphic threat along with the glow of the, presumed, grand hall, all adds to the opulence and impending threat. The two protagonists are clearly out of place and are not welcome here. This sense of not being welcome and an being outsider is a continuing theme throughout Tan’s work. Part Asian (his father being a Chinese immigrant from Malaysia), Tan experienced life as a ‘minority’ whilst growing up in Perth. He used his drawing skills to ‘fit in and belong’ in a predominantly white school. For many, fantastical worlds and weird creatures are a way to escape and to make sense of our own world and all the peculiarities of it.
	‘In art and literature, fanciful creatures are the natural conduits for expressions of profound 	fear and love, along with every emotion in between, including those we find difficult to 	name. Especially those we find difficult to name.’ (Tan,2022. p.8)

‘An individual retains memories because they are personally significant’ (Siegfried. K, 1927).
	There is a playfulness that is required to create, an enquiring mind is needed to explore and convey ideas as an image. We are not that different from the early versions of ourselves. From the early stages of our development, when we first discover our own hands and what we can do with them, there is a desire to create. This starts with those early, initial tactile experiences we have when discovering a new material that can be manipulated, such as a lump of Play-Doh or mashed potato. That is just the beginning. When we start trying to make sense of the world around us, we begin to mold and form these materials to be ‘something’, an extension of ourselves, our surroundings, feelings, and our thoughts. It is the beginning of our self-awareness as an individual and how we fit in the world. We become separate from our mothers, ‘the first ‘not-me’ possession (Winnicott, D.W.1971.p.2). 
	Whether it is a picture book representing fantastical worlds and whimsical creatures, or a conceptual piece of art that focuses on the sociopolitical climate, the artist will be tapping into that childhood version of themselves. These physical pieces of artwork become extensions of the self, which are then shared with the world. How the ‘beholder’ of these objects engage with them is then open to their own interpretation. In turn, this interpretation is influenced by the ‘beholder’s experiences.
	From the creator’s own experiences, traumatic or comforting, there is a point that is returned to, a pool that can be extracted from. For those who pursue a career in the arts, or even those who occasionally just dip their toes in to that pool of creativity, there is a compulsion, an impulse to do so.  In his analysis of human development through childhood play, the pediatrician, D.W. Winnicott explains: 
	It is not of course that anyone will ever be able to explain the creative impulse, and it is 	unlikely that anyone would want to do so; but the link can be made, […] between creative 	living and living itself (Winnicott.D.W, 1971.p.93)

Through a vast exposure of life experiences, from within the home, societal pressures, geographical location, health, and wealth, we are all molded from a young age to become the individuals we do. Even when we believe that we can break through that molding and take control of our futures, echoes of our inner child will often be heard. The child within is but a thin veil behind our masks of adulthood.
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