
Luckily for readers, Shaun grew to 
enjoy the playful, subversive 
opportunities offered by picture books, 
and this year sees the release of two 
new titles: Cicada, and Tales From 
Inner City. His previous books have 
landed him Hugo Awards, the only 
film he’s ever worked on has scooped 
an Oscar, and his career as a whole has 
seen him honoured with the Astrid 
Lindgren Memorial Award in 2011. Not 
that he’s let any of this go to his head.

“I’m like a real artistic downer,” 
Shaun jokes, “because I often don’t feel 
that motivated to draw. It just feels like 
a lot of work! When I get an idea, like 
when I was a kid, I want to see what it 
looks like, and the only way I can do 
that is by drawing. For me, drawing is 
like a means to an end.”

taLes From austraLia
Speaking of his childhood, the boy 
known as ‘the good drawer’ started 
turning his interest in science fiction 
and horror into a career as a teenage 

haun Tan feels like he’s 
reached a point in his career 
where he finally knows what 
he’s doing. Kind of. The 
picture book artist and writer, 

who grew up in the fairly isolated 
suburbs of Perth, Western Australia, 
has gone on to win some of the biggest 
and richest literary prizes, but his 
success almost sounds like it’s taken 
him by surprise. “I didn’t have any 
particular ambition,” says Shaun about 
starting out. “Children’s publishing 
wasn’t really an area I necessarily had 
any vested interest in.”
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dom carter discovers how the Australian 
picture book artist and author goes 

about telling uniquely strange stories…
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oFFiCe drone 
The hard-working insect in Shaun’s 

latest book, Cicada, chirrups the 
song ‘Tok Tok Tok!’ as he toils away.

summer Fruit
Shaun’s 2013 book, Rules of Summer, would 

later become an app that would give readers a 
sense of zooming in and out of each image.

BraVe neW WorLd
Shaun often builds models of the 

scenes he’s drawing. “In the case of The 
Arrival I was also using friends and 

family by fi lming them and using 
photographs of them doing things to 

help me fi gure out what the story was.”
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Sometimes Shaun’s characters 

start off as drawings without a 

sense of place or a storyline. “In the 

case of Cicada it was very much 

about the context, and I knew 

immediately that this was an insect 

working in an office,” he reveals. 

designing A PictuRe 
Book chARActeR
Shaun gradually developed the look of his latest 
character, Cicada, over the course of eight years

The cicada’s 17-year life cycle also 

played into the design, and tied 

into the story of a dull working life 

leading to a glorious retirement.

“I have a very early sculpture on 

my desk from about 2010,” says 

Shaun. “I’d been thinking about 

this character for a long time so I 

thought I’ll just make a little model 

of it to see if that helps. I found a 

shampoo bottle and I just worked 

some clay around it and made this 

little sculpture of a cicada. You 

couldn’t tell what it was because it 

was an abstract sculpture where 

he’s just doing some paperwork, 

and that’s been kicking around in 

the ensuing eight years between 

that sculpture and it finally 

becoming a story and a book.”

Even before making the 

sculpture, Shaun was sketching the 

character doing paperwork and 

hanging around a water cooler. 

“Often the sketches involve some 

kind of abuse at the hands of his 

coworkers,” Shaun adds. “There’s 

also further anxieties created by 

the fact that the cicada is an 

extremely efficient worker and 

never reacts to anything, so that 

was always the core idea. Just this 

bug being very good at his job, 

and by being quiet he brings out 

the worst in humankind.”

freelancer by submitting 
illustrations and paintings to small-
press magazines. “Perth wasn’t exactly 
a centre of publishing or an illustration 
culture, but it’s as good a place as any,” 
says Shaun.

“I gradually got better jobs,” he 
continues. “I was being asked to 
illustrate some small horror stories and 
other genre fiction, and maybe there 

smootH saiLing
The Red Tree scooped Patricia Wrightson Prize for 
Children’s Literature in 2002.
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inFLuentiaL art 
Even though Shaun didn’t set out to write a 

therapeutic book, The Red Tree has had a profound 
effect on people. “You can’t get a stronger review 

than that – someone telling you that a book saved 
their life. That’s pretty amazing.”

strong suit
Quiet, overlooked characters are a common 
theme in Shaun’s work. “It might have something 
to do with drawing itself. It’s not a social activity.”

CiCada sCuLPt 
Shaun reasons that downtrodden 
characters like the cicada work 
because “immediately they attract 
the audience’s sympathy.”

modeL emPLoyee
Early drafts of Cicada included darkly humorous 

images. “In one scene, the co-workers take his 
computer away and replace it with a tree stump.”
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Lost ProPerty
The cover of The Lost Thing references Cahill Expressway, 
a painting by fellow Australian artist Jeffrey Smart.

weren’t so many other illustrators in 
Australia at the time who were 
specialising in that kind of work. It led 
to a series of relationships with editors 
and other writers, and I started to do 
picture books collaboratively.”

This all came to a head in 1998 
when Shaun collaborated with edgy 
young adult writer John Marsden on 
The Rabbits, a cautionary tale of 
colonial rule by rabbits. 

“I use the term collaboration loosely 
because we didn’t really speak to each 
other, which was just because of 
distance,” says Shaun. “It was the first 
time that I’d been given an illustration 
assignment where the publishers more 
or less said, ‘Feel free to do whatever  
you like.’ I was quite anxious about 
that, but the result was way better  
than I expected.”

The Rabbits was well-received upon 
release. Its themes also generated 
controversy by tapping into sensitive 
aspects of Australian history that  
were the subject of charged political 
debate at the time.

“I was surprised at the kind of world 
that emerged through about a year 
spent working on The Rabbits,” says 
Shaun. “I got to the end of it, and I 

really felt that this was a complete 
project that I can be proud of, and it 
was some sort of accomplishment. It 
cemented my interest in picture books 
as a means of telling all kinds of story 
– even very strange stories.”

Lost and Found
Despite the controversy surrounding 
The Rabbits, Shaun still felt the book 
flew beneath the radar. “I quite liked 
that you could create work that not 
many people see,” he says. “But it’s 

there and it sort of develops its own 
audience over time. There’s not a heavy 
critical environment or anything like 
that, so you can kind of get away with 
some quite strange things.”

Overlooked and unusual objects 
were the subject of the first picture 
book Shaun wrote and illustrated: The 
Lost Thing. Coming off the back of The 
Rabbits, The Lost Thing was completed 
in a year alongside other work. The 
story of a boy who finds a mysterious 
creature and tries to find a home 

Finding Home 
The world of picture 
books is uniquely 
liberating for Shaun. 
“Books aren’t profitable, 
so that frees you up. 
There’s not a great burden 
of having to make money 
for the publisher – you 
just need to sell a small 
amount of copies and 
that’ll be okay.”
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 It cemented my 
interest in picture 
books as a means 
of telling all kinds 
of story 
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CoLoniaL Critters 
The creative freedom that came with working on 
The Rabbits suited Shaun’s working methods. “I 
start off just by going crazy and it’s just kind of 
garbled nonsense, and from that you sort of weed 
out the gems and you sort of nurture those and then 
the evolutionary process begins.”
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“To be honest,” says Shaun, “I 

don’t know how the book came 

about. John had read something 

about the experience of 

indigenous Americans and this 

inspired him to write a short 

poem. He’d given it to a publisher 

and they probably thought this 

could be a really good picture 

book, we’ve got this young wet 

behind the ears illustrator here 

who might be interested, he likes 

science fiction and fantasy…

“He didn’t collaborate closely 

with me on The Rabbits, but we 

still had a really good discussion 

right at the beginning. But I didn’t 

actually meet him until long after 

the book was published.

“I didn’t know what to do with 

the text for a long time. It kind of 

felt so alien to me, and also I felt a 

little bit rudderless. Previously, I’d 

worked closely with a senior 

author, which is somebody John 

Marsden was, and they’d helped 

me a lot by explaining what I 

needed to consider. And the fact 

that he was pretty much sort of 

saying you’re free to do whatever 

you want, I felt a little bit lost. So 

the dilemma of that forced me to 

really think hard about illustration 

and what it is and what I can do.

“I became very resourceful and  

I think that probably accounts for 

the originality of The Rabbits, as 

well as the fact that I was pretty 

naive. I didn’t know that much 

about picture books so I wasn’t 

constrained by any expectation of 

tradition or things like that. I just 

thought about what would I like to 

see, and that’s how I went about 

developing the images.”

thinking 
outside 
the hutch      
Illustrating John 
Marsden’s The Rabbits 
was a turning point  
in Shaun’s career…
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  Cicada had a strange humour to it. 
I tried to integrate it with other stories, 
but it just kept wanting to fly free  

with a lot of what I think are adult 
concepts,” explains the illustrator.

Shaun adds that, “At the same time 
I wanted the story to be very accessible 
for young children and so I think I was 
trying to balance quite a few things 
with The Lost Thing. 

“It also felt like a really personal 
story. At the time I was 25, still pretty 
unemployed, still struggling to find 
steady work and pay my bills and see 
any kind of future as a visual artist, 

and so the story kind of reflects all 
those things.”

The book’s full title, The Lost Thing 
– A Tale For Those With More 
Important Things To Pay Attention To, 
is a nod to the way audiences discover 
his work, with adult readers often 
coming across copies by accident while 
shopping for nieces or nephews and 
keeping them for themselves. “That 
was also a real comment on my part 
about the status of picture books and 
illustration generally. The fact that it 

wasn’t taken seriously and how that’s 
kind of a good thing.”

CreatiVe teCHniQues
Plenty more picture books followed, as 
well as forays into the world of films 
thanks to concept work for Pixar’s 
WALL-E and Blue Sky Studios’ Horton 
Hears a Who! in 2008, and 2011’s 
animated version of The Lost Thing 
released by Passion Animation Studios. 
Through working on a range of 

projects, Shaun has refined techniques 
to help his imagination flow rather 
than solve technical problems.

“One of those techniques is building 
small-scale models,” says Shaun. “I 
would make little dioramas out of 
paper and move things around and 
photograph them. It’s a form of 
sketching. Rather than drafting lines 
and erasing them and shifting them, 
you’re actually moving objects around 
to try and get a composition and a 
sense of visual space and narrative.”

for it was warmly received by 
publishers, who felt that Shaun had 
finally decided to create a book for 
young children.

 When Shaun submitted a dummy 
version of the book though, the 
publishers joked that it had seemed too 
good to be true. “Because, of course, 
the illustrations are quite different to 
the story in many ways and they deal 

good taste
Shaun likes it when 
readers fi nd their own 
meaning in his work, such 
as with Rules of Summer. 
“I think readers are far 
more advanced in having 
very eclectic tastes when it 
comes to the kind of 
material they’ll read and 
the way they approach 
illustrated literature.”

sigHts and sounds
The app created for 
Rules of Summer gave 
Shaun the chance to 
experiment with creating 
soundscapes while 
keeping the visuals static.
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WayFinding
“I’ve had a very elderly migrant who 
would never read a comic in their life 
comment about how much The 
Arrival has affected them. That 
makes me want to draw more.”
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Cicada has been in mental 
development for years, but once Shaun 
found a way into the story it was 
painted and designed in just three 
months. “Cicada was its own very 
unique species with a kind of strange 
humour and absurdity to it,” he says. 
“I was trying to integrate it with a 
bunch of other stories, but it just kept 
wanting to fly free. So I just thought, 
okay it’s a separate book, I’ll think 
about it that way, and as soon as I did 
that it kind of unfolded surprisingly 

easily and I could imagine it very 
clearly. So it was an easy book to get 
down on paper.”

As well as models and sculptures, 
the support of his friends, family 
and readers also helps Shaun to 
keep creating. “Even though most 
other artists are quite isolated, I’m 
preoccupied with my own 
idiosyncratic concerns,” he says. “I’m 
influenced by the thought that I’m 
doing some good by drawing, rather 
than inflicting pain or boredom.” 

For Cicada, his latest book about a 
diligent and underappreciated office 
insect, Shaun created detailed 
sculptures and small arrangements of 
architecture made out of foam cork 
board. These models would stand still 
just long enough for him to take 
photos and start composing the story. 

“Part of the problem I have as an 
artist is I can’t imagine things that well 
until I see them. So whatever process 
allows that to happen before I lose 
interest in the story really helps.”

miraCuLous 
metamorPHosis  
The story of the 
mild-mannered insect 
who eventually breaks 
free from a lifetime of 
offi ce drudgery was 
inspired in part by 
Shaun’s father.
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deadLy game
The Red Tree’s theme of 
struggling through 
adversity resonated with 
readers. “I’ve had a few 
people at signings who 
can’t even talk to me 
about it, like they just 
become quite frozen.”

miraCuLous 
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