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‘Nobody Owns the Moon is a standout classic for all ages, a masterly tale of
friendship and dignity that fits perfectly into any hand, paw or hoof.’
— Shaun Tan (for the 10th anniversary edition of Nobody Owns the Moon)

The Inspiration for the book
Nobody Owns the Moon was inspired by a fact I came across while reading about
foxes. The moment I read that foxes are one of the only wild creatures in the
world that can successfully make a life for themselves in cities, I saw the book’s
first illustration: a fox snoozing in an armchair, by a window, with his feet up on
a footstool. Immediately, I scribbled this image down in my notebook, as a little
message to myself to think on this fox further (and so I wouldn’t forget the idea!).

Detail from my notebook (left) showing a fox in an armchair, by the window, with footrest. The drawing is not a good
drawing, just a very rapid, ‘shorthand’ note of an idea. The image became the opening scene of the book (right).
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A character-driven story
I knew right away that I had a character – Clive
Prendergast the fox – who begged a series of
questions: who was this fox? Where did he live?
What did he do? Did he have any friends?
Two busy weeks passed before I could return
to this mysterious fox, though he popped into
my head now and then during that time. Finally
I had a quiet evening, when I could get back to
my notebook and ponder things. Within two
hours I had a first draft of Nobody Owns the
Moon. It was one of those stories that kind of
wrote itself.
I had kept the non-fiction style of the text
going, while continuing to extend the text’s
meanings with the illustrations. I allowed
Detail from my notebook showing the initial drafting
metaphors and themes about outsiders,
of the story. Once I realised a decent story was taking
misfits and newcomers to naturally develop.
shape I crossed over to my computer.
As I answered the question “did Clive have any
friends?” it seemed a productive idea to introduce an animal that has no reputation
for successfully making a life for itself in cities – and along came Humphrey the
donkey (and also for a page, a sad dancing bear). By now, the text had shifted from its
non-fiction beginning into a fictional narrative.
The role of the city
Cities are busy, complex places where just about anything can happen, so the idea of
serendipity appealed to me. Hence one of the story’s major plot points: Humphrey
finding a special blue envelope. I’d also wanted to avoid depicting the city as
necessarily harsh or dystopian – a common enough depiction. Cities aren’t that easily
summed up; they abound with marvellous possibilities and enchantments too.
The serendipitous blue envelope became a catalyst for our two heroes to
experience this other side of the city – through a magical evening of wonders
and treats. And the experience leaves them with a triumphant feeling – if perhaps
only fleeting – that the city is theirs too. That, as such, nobody owns the city – it is
everyone’s.
But above all, what remains for me by the end of the
story – and why the story is dear to me – is an idea of
inner wealth, a kind of resilience of spirit best displayed by
Humphrey: a donkey who wants little and endures much;
who, when the smallest good fortune comes his way, is
overwhelmed with gratitude and joy.
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The artwork: ideas and
techniques
The artwork style is a wide-ranging
mix of media and collage (pen,
pencil, ink, watercolour, acrylic paint,
coloured paper, stamps, sponged-on
paint, photographic images, black-andwhite, sepia, etc.) The intention of this
approach was to reflect the collagelike, mixed-media nature of the city
environment itself. Think how cities
spontaneously mix, juxtapose and layer
building materials, textures, people,
ideas – even the past and present (as
represented by black-and-white or
sepia buildings next to colour ones).
For further clues as to how the
illustrations were made, look at the book’s endpapers below:

All of the pieces that make up this composition were offcuts or collage elements that
for one reason or another didn’t make it into a final illustration. I still liked them and
felt they could have a life of their own, so I played around with arrangements of them
on sheets of paper. This became the endpaper artwork. I was happy with this and feel
these endpapers somehow extend the world depicted in the story.
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Making Humphrey and Clive
The photos below show four stages in the process of
creating Humphrey and Clive for the book’s cover (right).

First, Humphrey and Clive were sketched in pencil. Then some
of the lines were drawn over in ink with a nib pen.

The faces, hooves. paws, etc., were then painted with a
brush. For the jackets, paint was applied with a sponge, for
extra texture. And the pants were collaged from photos of
cordoruy and linen.

The collaged pants were then glued down, then drawn on and
painted on, to tie them into the artwork. When completed,
the characters were very carefully cut out with scissors …

so that they could be positioned in the cover artwork and
eventually stuck down with a gluestick.
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Some influences and sources for illustrations
Sometimes to amplify or deepen meanings, an illustration might draw upon an iconic
work that relates to its ideas and themes. The final illustration of Clive working on
the assembly line was shaped, in part, by my love of Charlie Chaplin’s masterpiece
Modern Times – a movie released in 1936 that memorably conveyed the dehumanising
effects of mechanised workplaces and production lines, which were proliferating in
the early twentieth century.

In the fifth edition of the authoritative university text book Cultural Studies:Theory and Practice (Sage Publications Ltd,

London, 2016), the page with Clive at work on the assembly line is used as a prompt for a set of questions for students
to consider about modern labour.

There is further scope for the delivery of
meaning and story in the book’s illustrations –
and more to ponder. Why might Clive have a
painting (below) of a rural setting on his wall?*
What can be signified by a figure being made
from graph paper, or being shown in black-andwhite? What do the contents of Humphrey’s bag
reveal about him? And, for the keen-eyed, observe
the numerous texts within the illustrations: signs,
posters, a book spine, an invitation, an engraved
motto and more – some in different scripts and
languages, because a city environment is also made
up of these things too.

Wheat Field with Cypresses, 1889, by Vincent Van
Gogh (which hangs on the wall of fox Clive
Prendergast’s apartment.)

*Curiously, although I put this particular painting in Clive’s apartment for carefully
thought-out reaons, I now realise I could also have been unconcsiously recalling the
unseen Van Gogh in Snoopy’s kennel, which I loved the idea of as a child, and which
was lost in a kennel fire (right). Note, in the same illustration of Clive’s apartment,
there are also Peanuts books atop the book pile next to Clive’s chair – which are my
old childhood copies!)
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Some questions, further
explorations, and activities
For teachers and other educators – and
anyone else for that matter – the following
ponderables about Nobody Owns the Moon
might inspire prospective explorers of
meaning! And remember, there are no right
or wrong answers to many of these questions,
just thoughtful responses.
Before Reading this book
What might the book’s title mean?
Look at the cover. What kind of world is this
book set in?
What do you think might happen in the story?
Look at the fox and donkey. Are they friends? What might they have in common?
Why might a fox and a donkey be friends?
What facts do you know about foxes living in cities?
After reading this book
Why does Humphrey struggle more than Clive to survive in the city?
What other animals live successfully in cities and why?
Why do some city dwellers become homeless? And what can be done about it?
What are the pros and cons of living in cities?
Does the city belong to everyone?
Does the Moon belong to everyone?
Are non-human animals treated with respect and dignity by human animals?
How much do we know about the feelings and thoughts and wishes of animals?
Do animals have a sense of humour?
Do animals make plans?
If you were an animal in a city, who would you like to be and why?
Activities
1. Watch Chaplin’s Modern Times. It’s a good film for older primary school kids. Are
there ways in which Charlie Chaplin’s character – and other characters in the film –
mirror the lives of characters like Humphrey and Clive?
2. With the collage techniques in Nobody Owns the Moon in mind … (1) Loosely
sketch an idea for a scene, such as a moment in a city (think about location and
characters).(2) Make up your background artwork. (3) On another piece of paper
draw your figures. (4) Carefully cut them out with scissors. (5) And along with images
from other sources, if needed, arrange them on your background to create a scene.
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