Which of you is which?

By Tim Wynne-Jones

Let me show you a picture. We’ll need to get off the Tube at Piccadilly Circus and head west until we come to the Royal Academy. There are loads of pictures there, especially with the huge new David Hockney show up and running, but we’ll save that for another day, and head down Duke Street, instead, until we come to Ryder. Be on the look out, Ryder Street is only two blocks long; that’s where you’ll find Christopher Beetles Gallery at numbers 8-10. Ring the bell and one of the staff will let you in to this outpost of picture book illustration heaven. Among other things, Chris Beetles deals in the original artwork of such luminaries as: John Tenniel, Mervyn Peake, Arthur Rackham, Beatrix Potter, Walter Crane, Heath and Charles Robinson, Richard and Charles Doyle, Edward Ardizzone (The creator of my hero, “Brave Tim”!) all the way up to the modern greats such as Michael Foreman, Allan Aldridge, Oliver Jeffers and, my all-time favorite, Quentin Blake (Who is presently to be found on a British stamp!) 

But the picture I keep gravitating to, after several visits, is a pen and ink sketch, just 5 x 41/2 inches, by E. H. Shepard, called “Which of You is Which?” Shepard is most famous for his illustrations to A.A. Milne’s Pooh stories as well as the original and best drawings and paintings for Kenneth Grahame’s The Wind in the Willows. There are drawings of Pooh here and Toad, as well, but the picture below is from a story I’ve never read called Operation Wildgoose, by an author I’ve never heard of, Roland Pertwee. (Doctor Who fans may recognize the last name: Roland’s son, Jon, was the third Doctor.) The picture appeared in the November 1954 issue of “Collins Young Elizabethan Magazine,” where the novel appeared in serialized form over a four-month period. It summons up for me one strand of my youthful reading; I was a Brit in Canada, and so I grew up with Donald Duck and the Hardy Boys, but also with Enid Blyton and The Eagle Boy’s Annual, sent by my grand parents at Christmas. My earliest love of children’s books cannot be separated from illustrated stories like this, although not all of them would feature   artwork quite this sublime. 
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Compositionally, note the fluidity and assuredness of the contour line, the balance of the two dark-haired characters, bracketing the quartet; the clever manner in which Shepard draws our eyes toward the speaker -- despite the mass of boyness -- by pushing her ever so slightly stage left so that there is a kind of synaptic gap between Her and Them. Then there is the curiosity and cautiousness of this newly-arrived threesome, shown not just in their expressions but in their stances, towards this girl -- this creature from another planet, who has come to meet them at the train station. Has she already grabbed a knapsack from one of them? Perhaps the gape-mouthed lad to her immediate right. 

But the picture leads me to another kind of thought about the nature of nostalgia and longing. 


Nostalgia is an illness. Sentimentalizing the past, especially childhood, is particularly unhealthy for those of us who write for children. After all, such wistfulness for lost innocence is meaningless to a child. Young people live in the now and are impatient about the future when they will be able to ride a bike, have their own bedroom, kiss a girl. We are not immune to nostalgia but cannot – must not, I feel -- project onto our stories any sense of this hankering for a time that, frankly, never was, except that wishing makes it so. 


My own minor obsession with this picture finally leads me to take in the old fellow in the background (Actually a smart friend pointed him out to me). He’s in the picture but not part of the world of the foursome in the foreground. They care not a jot for him. Unless we children’s writers are fooling ourselves and actually only writing for other ancient children, which is not our professed goal, we should aim to be that fellow in the background. In the picture but not in the way, with our own brief childhoods packed safely away, though the memory of them echoes down the days. 

