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1. Biographical Information on the Candidate 

Matt Ottley (24 August 1962-) is a writer and illustrator of stories for children and young 

adults. He’s published more than 30 picture books and contributed artworks to many fiction 

and non-fiction books. He is also a composer and is highly regarded for his multi-modal 

works, combining books and music. 

Matt Ottley was born in the Highlands of Papua New Guinea, where he spent the first eleven 

and a half years of his life. His mother was a landscape artist, and as a child he and his 

brothers regularly travelled with her on painting excursions into the bush and around the 

villages of the Western Highlands. After almost failing high school in Sydney, he lived the 

itinerant life of a stockman for some years on cattle stations in Queensland, before returning 

to Sydney to study fine art and music. During his twenties he spent a couple of years in the 

UK, working as an equestrian artist, painting some of Britain’s leading polo ponies and 

thoroughbreds.  

He has since become a children’s author/illustrator and his works have been published in 

several languages. His early published work includes children’s books What Faust 

Saw (1995), Mrs Millie’s Painting (1997), and Luke’s Way of Looking (1999). His book for 

adults and young adults, Requiem for a Beast (2007) combines all of his talents, and includes 

a CD of music for chamber orchestra. His multimodal masterpiece The Tree of Ecstasy and 

Unbearable Sadness has recently been released to much acclaim. He has been recipient of the 

CBCA Picture Book of the Year Award twice – in 2021 for How To Make a Bird written by 

Meg McKinlay and in 2008 for Requiem for a Beast which he wrote, illustrated, and 

composed music for. The latter also won the Queensland Premier’s Literary Award in 2008.  

He also won the Prime Minister’s Literary Award for How To Make a Bird, and the West 

Australian Premier’s Prize for Writing for Children 2020 and was shortlisted in the 

Queensland Literary Awards. Teacup written by Rebecca Young won the NSW Premier’s 

Literary Awards, Patricia Wrightson Prize for Children’s Literature 2016 and was also 

included in the IBBY Honour List (Illustration) in 2018.   

Beyond the books, Ottley has produced paintings for private homes and art gallery walls. 

Editors of The Lancet Psychiatry have commissioned Matt to create twelve covers for this 

prestigious journal in 2023. 

As a musician and composer he has released five commercial CDs. He has worked as a 

professional flamenco guitarist and is currently an endorsed Yamaha musician and is 

involved in many exciting music composition projects, which you can find out more about on 

the multi-modal/music page of his website. His most popular and innovative initiative is the 

Sound of Picture BooksTM performances. 

‘Some things I love, apart from the arts are woodworking, tea and wildlife. For many years 

along aside my day job I worked as a volunteer wildlife rescuer, specialising in snakes, 

possums and bats.’ Ottley currently lives with his partner in a peaceful little cottage on a 

rainforest covered mountain in Bundjalung country, Northern NSW. 

Matt Ottley is a master of both art and musical composition and his multimodal work makes 

him an outstanding nominee for the Hans Christian Andersen Award for Illustration 2024. 

[See also 5. Awards and Other Distinctions p 10.]  
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2. Portrait Photograph of the Candidate 

  
                                                                                                           Photo ©Tina Wilson  

 

 

[See copy in Appendix C. CD contained in dossier.]  
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3. Statement of Candidate’s Contribution  

‘If my books can have furthered, in their small way, the cause of compassion and empathy, 

then it will all have been worthwhile.’ (Ottley in Lawn March 2022, p 10.) 

 

Matt Ottley is an extraordinarily gifted artist who works across several artistic 

platforms. Described as a ‘maestro’ (Lawn March 2022), he is a writer, artist, composer 

and musician and has produced several works which are multi-modal. 

 

Ottley’s works are intensely detailed, involving years of preparation, and he is 

recognised as a master of “subtext” in his use of visual metaphor. His illustrations 

contain multiple layers of meaning: 

For example, Requiem for a Beast includes a novella length text, nearly 100 pages of images 

and a 70 page musical score, and took five years from conception to publication. Matt has 

created a 50-minute art-house film for his most recent book, The Tree of Ecstasy and 

Unbearable Sadness, combining his art, music and words—the book and music took five 

years to create—into an extraordinary visual and auditory experience.  

 

‘Matt’s unmatched genius came to the fore as we viewed this peerless work.’ (Lawn February 

2022) Acclaimed illustrator, Jan Ormerod, commented that:  

 

‘Requiem for a Beast was designed by Ottley as a genre crossover work for young adults. He 

anticipates and deserves a high level of reader participation. An open mind assists in 

understanding that the complexity of the content demanded a form which is rich and various, 

and needs to be absorbed through repeated revisiting and thoughtful meditation …  Only an 

artist of Ottley’s stature could depict his surreal dream sequences, turbulent weather, vast 

Australian landscapes, cattle drives, myth, legend and intimate human interaction with such 

aplomb and visual inventiveness.’ (Ormerod 2008, pp 41–2)   

 

His art is exquisitely conceived and executed:  

 

‘I’ve often used shadows as an expression of the amazing power that our subconscious has in 

directing our everyday lives …Sometimes I use shadows purely as a way of reinforcing a 

strong sense of side light. Beauty of form is, for me, most often enhanced by a strong side 

light’. (Lawn February 2022)  

 

He writes and illustrates about the different ways in which it is possible to really see the 

world: 

 

Matt has the neurological condition known as Synaesthesia, where sound and colour are 

intertwined, and is also red-green colour blind. This theme of difference was exemplified in 

an early work, Luke’s Way of Looking (2012, 1999) written by Nadia Wheatley in which a 

young boy attempts to resist his teacher’s prescriptive way of viewing the world and to paint 

what he sees instead. Suri’s Wall (2018) by Lucy Estela reveals with dramatic impact the 

world beneath the wall of the fortress in which Suri and the children are contained, as it really 

is, and the power of the imagination which has created an alternative view to offer hope and 

comfort to the children. How To Make a Bird (2020) by Meg McKinlay is a tour de force of 

imaginative rendering.  
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Struggles with problems and fears trouble every child no matter how brave they might 

be in certain circumstances. Ottley has imaginatively tackled a range of issues, 

including mental illness:  

 

In John Marsden’s Home and Away (2009) the trauma of war is brought home to the reader. 

Danny Parker’s Parachute (2013) deals with a boy’s fear of heights and how he overcomes 

that. In Rebecca Young’s Teacup (2015) a boy’s arduous journey is never entirely explained, 

but instead suggested emotionally. Danny Parker’s Sarah and the Steep Slope (2017) is about 

surmounting another obstacle. And in his recent work, The Tree of Ecstasy and Unbearable 

Sadness (2022) he takes this to a new level in exploring mental illness and a psychotic 

episode via the prism of the artistic imagination. Matt Ottley’s own experience makes this a 

deeply personal, astoundingly penetrating work of hauntingly painful beauty.  

 

Inspiration is translated into Ottley’s painstaking execution: 

 

‘That blank canvas, blank page or blank musical stave can be daunting. It’s almost mocking 

in its emptiness, gently telling you that the minute you make a mark on all that whiteness the 

idea you’re trying to express will be forever destroyed. ‘The “idea” in concept is perfect, in 

execution it’s flawed. Part of the beauty of the process is the struggle one has with the 

material in trying to wield it back to the purity of the idea. The closer one gets to that state of 

purity the more rewarding is the making of the work.’ (Copyright Agency)  

 

‘Research, in its various forms, is an important aspect of his creative process: 

 

‘There is direct research – in an academic sense – such as reading books about a subject, 

interviewing experts, travelling to specific places, and then there’s the kind of research one 

does for creative reasons, such as looking at paintings, listening to music or going to the 

theatre,’ explains Matt. ‘I’m not talking about inspiration in this kind of research, it’s more to 

do with technique. How does another painter get the quality of light I’m trying to express? Or 

how are the ways in which other composers use the devices of tension creation and 

resolution?’ (Copyright Agency)  

 

He has always enjoyed experimenting with style and medium and his knowledge of 

other artists’ work also imbues his own: 

 

Reviews have commented on the richly developed influence of other artists on his work and 

also on its artistic originality and ingenuity.  

 

Storytelling is fundamental to the illustrator’s craft and he has demonstrated this in 

both collaborations, and in his own authored works: 

 

‘The key to producing publishable material, Matt believes, is a natural ability for storytelling. 

‘You might be a lousy speller, but if you have the gift of being able to create amazing stories 

you’re more likely to be published than someone who writes well, but has no flair for 

narrative.’ (Copyright Agency)  

 

He is one of Australia’s finest artists and his suite of other talents makes his work both 

intriguingly eclectic and stunningly impressive. Matt Ottley is a consummate ‘artiste’ richly 

deserving of further international recognition.              
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             4. Essays, Interviews or Articles  
 

This dossier contains copies of the following three articles in Appendix A: 

 

Lawn, Joy ‘Matt Ottley: Maestro’ Magpies: Talking About Books for Children Vol 37, No 1, 

March 2022, pp 8–10. 

 

Chenery, Susan ‘A visceral experience of psychosis: why one artist spent three years painting 

bipolar disorder’ The Guardian 8 June 2022 

<https://www.theguardian.com/books/2022/jun/08/a-visceral-experience-of-psychosis-why- 

one-artist-spent-three-years-painting-bipolar-disorder> 

 

Higgie, Jennifer ‘Writer, illustrator, musician and composer’ The Saturday Paper No 390, 

March 12–18, 2022  

<https://www.thesaturdaypaper.com.au/culture/books/2022/03/12/writer-illustrator-musician-

and-composer-matt-ottley/164700360013483#hrd> 

 

Other Biographical and Critical Sources Include:  

 

‘Beneath the Skin’ Scan Vol 21, No 2, May 2002. 

 

‘Destigmatising Mental Illness: Matt Ottley’s ‘The Tree of Ecstasy and  

Unbearable Sadness’ NSW Arts Health Network NSW/ACT 

<https://www.artshealthnetwork.com.au/destigmatising-mental-illness-matt-ottleys-the-tree-

of-ecstasy-and-unbearable-sadness/> 

 

Dow, Steve ‘Matt Ottley on love, life, and the “destructive power of dogma” ’ Limelight  

17 March 2022  

<https://limelightmagazine.com.au/features/matt-ottley-on-love-life-and-the-destructive-

power-of-dogma/> 

 

Hateley, Erica ‘Productive Anxieties: Lostness in ‘The Arrival’ and ‘Requiem for a Beast’’ 

Papers: Explorations into Children’s Literature Vol 23, No 1, January 2015 pp 73–86.  

 

Hateley, Erica ‘Requiem for a Beast: A Case Study in Controversy in The Asian Conference 

on Literature & Librarianship 2014 Official Conference Proceedings 2014 

<https://eprints.qut.edu.au/72924/19/72924%28pub%29.pdf> 
 

Lawn, Joy ‘Matt Ottley and his Books’ paperbarkwords.blog February 21,  2022 

<https://paperbarkwords.blog/2022/02/21/matt-ottley-and-his-books%ef%bf%bc/> 

 

‘Matt Ottley’ Copyright Agency  

<https://www.copyright.com.au/profile/matt-ottley/> 

 

‘Ottley, Matt (1962-)’ Encyclopedia.com 

<https://www.encyclopedia.com/children/scholarly-magazines/ottley-matt-1962> 

 

Ottley, Matt About Me  

 <http://mattottley.com/about/> 

https://www.theguardian.com/books/2022/jun/08/a-visceral-experience-of-psychosis-why-
https://www.thesaturdaypaper.com.au/culture/books/2022/03/12/writer-illustrator-musician-and-composer-matt-ottley/164700360013483#hrd
https://www.thesaturdaypaper.com.au/culture/books/2022/03/12/writer-illustrator-musician-and-composer-matt-ottley/164700360013483#hrd
https://paperbarkwords.blog/2022/02/21/matt-ottley-and-his-books%ef%bf%bc/
http://mattottley.com/about/
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Ottley, Matt ‘Lesley Rees Lecture’, 2008. 

Rafidi, Mark. ed. [Profile] in Standing on the shoulders of giants: insights from Australia’s 

great picture book authors and illustrators Shore Drift an imprint of Harbour Publishing 

House, 2014. 

 

‘Stockman, bull-chaser, artist, best-selling children’s book author: the many lives of Matt 

Ottley’ ABC Radio Life Matters with Hilary Harper 3 March 2022    

<https://www.abc.net.au/radionational/programs/lifematters/stockman,-bull-chaser,-artist,-

best-selling-childrens-book-aut/13778060> 

 

‘Teaching Resource: Matt Ottley’ March 23, 2016 

<https://u3144875wordpresscom.wordpress.com/> 

 

‘The Colour of Music Book Review and Interview’ Reading Opens Doors blog 

<https://blog.readingopensdoors.com.au/?p=858> 

Whitehead, Kate ‘Profile: Australian artist Matt Ottley on battling bipolar disorder, fighting 

bulls in the Outback and finally finding happiness’ South China Post Magazine 30 October 

2021 

<https://www.scmp.com/magazines/post-magazine/arts-music/article/3154173/australian-

artist-matt-ottley-battling-bipolar> 

[See also list of reviews of 5 books submitted, p 20.] 

https://www.abc.net.au/radionational/programs/lifematters/stockman,-bull-chaser,-artist,-best-selling-childrens-book-aut/13778060
https://www.abc.net.au/radionational/programs/lifematters/stockman,-bull-chaser,-artist,-best-selling-childrens-book-aut/13778060


 

IBBY Australia Nomination for Hans Christian Andersen Award for Illustration 2024: Matt Ottley 

10 

5. Awards and other Distinctions  

 

        INTERNATIONAL AWARDS, EXHIBITIONS & PERFORMANCES 

International Awards Arranged per Award Category: 

International Board on Books for Young People (IBBY) Honour List: 

• 2018 (Illustration) Teacup written by Rebecca Young illustrated by Matt Ottley 

 

International Youth Library (IYL) White Ravens: 

 

• 2014 Parachute Written by Danny Parker illustrated by Matt Ottley  

• 2009 Home and Away Written by John Marsden. Illustrated by Matt Ottley  

• 2008 Requiem for a Beast Written and illustrated by Matt Ottley 

 

Hong Kong International Literary Festival:  

 

• 2021, World Premier Film Screening of The Tree of Ecstasy and Unbearable Sadness 

• Performed work composed for The Incredible Freedom Machines and Tree with 

pianist Alf Demasi, 2019 

• Performed work composed for Teacup, Asia Society, 2019  

 

Iranian Illustrators Society and the Children’s Book Council of Iran:  

• Invited to exhibit in ‘Peace Should Be Learned in Childhood’ exhibition International 

Day of Peace, September 2019, Teheran 

 

South Korea Tour: 

• Tour to key public libraries across South Korea, showcasing Matt’s multi-modal 

works, 2019  

• Collaborative musical workshop with the South Korean Picturebook Association in 

Seoul, 2019 

• Workshop for families and future teachers in Seoul as part of the South Korea 

Teacher’s College, 2019 

• Two tours of South Korea, including a performance at the Nami Island International 

Children’s Festival, early 2000’s 

 

United Kingdom: 

 

• Various group exhibitions and commissions 

 

Malaysia: 

• Australian International School workshops 

 

Japan: 

• School tour of Japan, 2003  
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                                                AUSTRALIA 

                       AWARDS FOR PERSONAL ACHIEVEMENT 

 

• Australia Council for the Arts Grant, Literature Board, Requiem for a Beast, 2005  

• Australia Council for the Arts Grant, Music Board, Requiem for a Beast, 2005 

• Australia Council for the Arts Grant, Mrs Millie’s Painting, 1996 

 

                                                     AUSTRALIA 

                                  CHILDREN’S & YA BOOK AWARDS  

 

Australian Awards Arranged per Award Category: 

 

Australian Book Design Awards: 

 

• 1995 Winner What Faust Saw Written and Illustrated by Matt Ottley 

• 2016 Shortlisted Teacup Written by Rebecca Young. Illustrated by Matt Ottley 

Children’s Book Council of Australia (CBCA) Picture Book of the Year Award: 

• 2021 Winner How to Make a Bird Written by Meg McKinlay. Illustrated by Matt 

Ottley 

• 2016 Shortlisted Suri’s Wall Written by Lucy Estela. Illustrated by Matt Ottley 

• 2014 Shortlisted Parachute Written by Danny Parker. Illustrated by Matt Ottley 

• 2009 Honour Book Home and Away Written by John Marsden. Illustrated by Matt 

Ottley  

• 2008 Winner Requiem for a Beast Written and illustrated by Matt Ottley 

• 2001 Shortlisted Faust’s Party Written and illustrated by Matt Ottley 

• 2000 Honour Book Luke’s Way of Looking Written by Nadia Wheatley. Illustrated 

by Matt Ottley  

Children’s Book Council of Australia (CBCA) Notables: 

 

• 2021 How to Make a Bird Written by Meg McKinlay. Illustrated by Matt Ottley 

• 2019 The Incredible Freedom Machines Written by Kirli Saunders. Illustrated by 

Matt Ottley  

• 2017 Crusts Written by Danny Parker. Illustrated by Matt Ottley  

• 2016 Suri’s Wall Written by Lucy Estela. Illustrated by Matt Ottley 

• 2014 Parachute Written by Danny Parker. Illustrated by Matt Ottley 

• 2012 No Kind of Superman Written by Danny Parker. Illustrated by Matt Ottley 

• 2009 Home and Away Written by John Marsden. Illustrated by Matt Ottley  

• 2008 Requiem for a Beast Written and illustrated by Matt Ottley 

• 2001 Faust’s Party Written and illustrated by Matt Ottley 
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• 2000 Book Luke’s Way of Looking Written by Nadia Wheatley. Illustrated by Matt 

Ottley  

 

NSW Premier’s Literary Awards, Patricia Wrightson Prize for Children’s Literature: 

 

• 2016 Winner Teacup Written by Rebecca Young. Illustrated by Matt Ottley 

 

Prime Minister’s Literary Award for Children’s Fiction:  

 

• 2021 Winner How to Make a Bird Written by Meg McKinlay. Illustrated by Matt 

Ottley  

• 2019 Shortlisted The Incredible Freedom Machines Written by Kirli Saunders. 

Illustrated by Matt Ottley  

Queensland Premier’s Literary Awards (later Queensland Literary Awards) Young 

Adult Book Award: 
 

• 2021 Shortlisted How to Make a Bird Written by Meg McKinlay. Illustrated by Matt 

Ottley 

• 2016 Shortlisted Teacup Written by Rebecca Young. Illustrated by Matt Ottley 

• 2008 Winner Requiem for a Beast Written and illustrated by Matt Ottley  

 

SCBWI Crystal Kite Awards: 

 

• 2021 Winner How to Make a Bird Written by Meg McKinlay. Illustrated by Matt Ottley 

 

West Australian Premier’s Prize for Writing for Children: 

 

• 2020 Winner How to Make a Bird Written by Meg McKinlay. Illustrated by Matt 

Ottley 
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6. Complete Bibliography  

Picture Books:  

• The Tree of Ecstasy and Unbearable Sadness, Written and illustrated, and music 

composed by Matt Ottley. Dirt Lane Press, 2022.  

• Afloat in Venice, Written and illustrated by Tina Wilson, music composed by Matt 

Ottley, One Tentacle Publishing, 2021. 

• The Colour of Music, Written by Lisa Tiffen, illustrated by Matt Ottley. Midnight 

Sun, 2021. 

• How to Make a Bird, Written by Meg McKinlay, illustrated by Matt Ottley. Walker 

Books, 2020. 

• Dumazi & The Big Yellow Lion, Written by Valanga Khoza, illustrated and music 

composed by Matt Ottley. Scholastic, 2019.  

• Mrs Millie’s Painting (re-release), Written and illustrated by Matt Ottley. One 

Tentacle Publishing, 2019. 

• Jack and the Beanstalk, Written and illustrated by Matt Ottley. Scholastic, 2019.  

• The Incredible Freedom Machines, Written by Kirli Saunders, illustrated by Matt 

Ottley. Scholastic, 2018.   

• Sarah and the Steep Slope, Written by Danny Parker, illustrated by Matt Ottley. 

Hardie Grant Egmont Little Hare, 2017. 

• Crusts, Written by Danny Parker, illustrated by Matt Ottley. Hardie Grant Egmont - 

Little Hare, 2016. 

• Suri’s Wall, Written by Lucy Estela, illustrated by Matt Ottley. Penguin Random 

House, 2015.  

• Teacup, Written by Rebecca Young, illustrated by Matt Ottley. Ashton Scholastic,  

2015. 

• Parachute, Written by Danny Parker, illustrated by Matt Ottley. Hardie Grant, 2013.  

• Tree, Written by Danny Parker, illustrated by Matt Ottley. Hardie Grant, 2012. 

• No Kind of Superman, Written by Danny Parker, illustrated by Matt Ottley. Windy 

Hollow Books, 2011. 

• Me and My Dad, Written by Sally Morgan and Ezekiel Kwaymullina, illustrated by 

Matt Ottley. Little Hare, 2010. 

• The Serpent’s Tale, Written by Gary Crew, illustrated by Matt Ottley. 

Lothian/Hachette, 2010. 

• Home and Away, Written by John Marsden, illustrated by Matt Ottley. 

Lothian/Hachette, 2009. 

• Requiem for a Beast, Written. illustrated and music composed by Matt Ottley. 

Lothian/Hachette, 2007. 

• Faust in Space, Written and illustrated by Matt Ottley. Hachette Livre, 2006. 

• Little Penguin, Written and illustrated by Josie Montano, illustrated by Matt Ottley. 

Lothian Books, 2005. 

• The Bubble, Written by Josie Montano, illustrated by Matt Ottley. Lothian Books, 

2004. 

• Ballads, Satire and Salt, Written by Stephen Oliver, illustrated by Matt Ottley. 

Greywacke Press, 2003. 

• Hyram and B, Written by Brian Caswell, illustrated bv Matt Ottley. Hodder Headline, 

2003. 

• Faust’s Party, Written and illustrated by Matt Ottley. Hodder Headline, 2000. 

https://mattottley.com/product/the-tree-of-ecstasy-and-unbearable-sadness/
https://mattottley.com/product/afloat-in-venice/
http://tinawilsonartist.com/monkeys-great-adventures/
https://onetentaclepublishing.com/product/afloat-in-venice/
https://mattottley.com/product/the-colour-of-music/
https://lisatiffen.com/
https://midnightsunpublishing.com/
https://midnightsunpublishing.com/
https://mattottley.com/product/how-to-make-a-bird/
https://megmckinlay.com/
https://www.walkerbooks.com.au/Books/How-to-Make-a-Bird-9781925381894
https://www.walkerbooks.com.au/Books/How-to-Make-a-Bird-9781925381894
https://mattottley.com/product/dumazi-and-the-big-yellow-lion/
http://www.scholastic.com.au/
https://mattottley.com/product/mrs-millies-painting-3/
https://onetentaclepublishing.com/
https://onetentaclepublishing.com/
https://mattottley.com/product/jack-and-the-beanstalk/
https://mattottley.com/product/the-incredible-freedom-machines/
https://kirlisaunders.wordpress.com/
http://www.scholastic.com.au/
https://mattottley.com/product/sarah-and-the-steep-slope/
http://dannyparker.com.au/about/
https://www.hardiegrant.com/au/books
https://mattottley.com/product/crusts/
http://dannyparker.com.au/about/
https://www.hardiegrant.com/au/books
https://www.hardiegrant.com/au/books
https://mattottley.com/product/suris-wall
http://lucyestela.com/
https://www.penguin.com.au/books/suris-wall-9780143505969
https://www.penguin.com.au/books/suris-wall-9780143505969
https://mattottley.com/product/teacup
http://www.rebeccayoung.com.au/
http://www.scholastic.com.au/
https://mattottley.com/product/parachute
http://dannyparker.com.au/about/
https://mattottley.com/product/tree
http://dannyparker.com.au/about/
https://mattottley.com/product/no-kind-of-superman
http://dannyparker.com.au/about/
https://www.hachette.com.au/gary-crew/
https://www.hachette.com.au/matt-ottley/
https://mattottley.com/product/home-and-away
http://johnmarsden.com.au/
https://mattottley.com/product/requiem-for-a-beast
https://www.hachette.com.au/matt-ottley/
https://mattottley.com/product/little-penguin/
http://booksbyjosie.com.au/
https://mattottley.com/product/the-bubble/
http://booksbyjosie.com.au/
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• Luke’s Way of Looking, Written by Nadia Wheatley, illustrated by Matt Ottley. 

(Walker Classic Series) Sydney, Walker Books, 2012; Sydney, NSW, Hodder 

Headline, 1999.   

• Mrs Millie’s Painting, Written and illustrated by Matt Ottley, Hodder Headline, 1997. 

• Sailing Home, Written by Colin Thompson, illustrated by Matt Ottley. Hodder 

Headline, 1996. 

• What Faust Saw, Written and illustrated by Matt Ottley. Hodder Headline, 1995. 

• Albert’s Rainy Day, 1987 Written and illustrated by Matt Ottley. Hodder & 

Stoughton, 1987. 

• Please Don’t Feed the Animals, Written by Brian Mackness, illustrated by Matt 

Ottley. Ashton Scholastic, 1984. 

Non-Fiction: 

• Exploring Australia by Land, Written by Wade Hughes, illustrated by Matt Ottley.  

• Cammeray, N.S.W, Horwitz Grahame, 1987.  

• Exploring Ancient Australia, by Wade Hughes, illustrated by Matt Ottley.  

• Cammeray, N.S.W, Horwitz Grahame, 1988. 

• Prehistoric Australia, Written by Brian Mackness, illustrated by Matt Ottley.  

• Golden Press, 1987. 

• Venomous wildlife, Golden Press, 1983. 

• Dinosaurs, Golden Press, 1983. 

• Ancient Australia, Golden Press, 1983. 

• Explorers, Golden Press, 1983. 

Magazine Illustrations: 

• The Lancet Psychiatry (12 covers), 2023 [forthcoming]. 

• School Magazine, NSW Various illustrations since 2004 

• Eyespy (children’s magazine), 1985 Ashton Scholastic 

 

Music Composition:  

 

The following are all part of The Sound of Picture BooksTM initiative (multi-modal/ musical/ 

performance works) based on Matt’s books: 

• The Tree of Ecstasy and Unbearable Sadness: 50-minute multimodal work containing 

images, music and narration. The music is scored for large orchestra (76 piece), 40 

voice choir and solo tenor by Matt Ottley, 2022. Guest composition by Alf Demasi. 

• How to Make a Bird:11-minute multimodal work containing images, Meg 

McKinlay’s narration of her text for the book How to Make a Bird, and music for 

string quintet, piano, French horn and clarinet by Matt Ottley, 2021. 

• Afloat in Venice: 11-minute multimodal work containing images, Tina Wilson’s 

narration of her text for the book Afloat in Venice, and music for string quintet, piano, 

French horn and clarinet by Matt Ottley, 2021. 

• The Incredible Freedom Machines: 8-minute multimodal work containing images, 

Kirli Saunders’ narration of her text for the book The Incredible Freedom Machines, 

and music for string quintet and piano by Matt Ottley, 2019. 

• Dumazi and the Big Yellow Lion: 30-minute multimodal work containing images 

from the book Dumazi and the Big Yellow Lion. Music composed for small orchestra 

https://mattottley.com/product/lukes-way-of-looking
http://nadiawheatley.com/
https://mattottley.com/product/mrs-millies-painting
http://www.colinthompson.com/
https://mattottley.com/the-tree-of-ecstasy/
https://mattottley.com/product/how-to-make-a-bird/
https://mattottley.com/product/afloat-in-venice/
https://mattottley.com/product/the-incredible-freedom-machines/
https://mattottley.com/product/dumazi-and-the-big-yellow-lion/
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with guest composition by Valanga Khoza (narration, lyrics and playing of traditional 

zulu instruments), 2018. 

• Teacup: 40-minute multimodal work containing animations, images and narrated text 

from the award winning book Teacup.  Music for chamber orchestra (Piano, 1 x 

violin, 1 x cello, 1 x double bass, recorder quartet, organ, recorded natural sounds, 

soprano and alto) by Matt Ottley, 2016. 

•  Home and Away: 18-minute multimodal work containing images, the narrated text 

from the book Home & Away, and music for symphony orchestra and soprano by 

Matt Ottley, 2014. 

• Parachute: 8-minute multimodal work containing images, the narrated text from the 

book Parachute, and music for string quintet and piano by Matt Ottley, 2014. 

• Tree: 8-minute multimodal work containing images, Danny Parker's narration of his 

text for the book Tree, and music for string quintet and piano by Matt Ottley, 2013. 

• Requiem for a Beast: 30-minute multimodal work containing images and music (no 

narration). Music composed by Matt Ottley for string quintet, piano, harpsichord, 

soprano, tenor (traditional Bundjalung singing), 2007. 

Exhibitions of visual arts: 

Matt has exhibited paintings in the following major galleries, and has artworks in private and 

public collections around the world (note: this is not a complete list). 

• The Upstairs Gallery, Cairns 

• Noella Burn Gallery, Sydney 

• Barry Stern Galleries, Sydney – solo exhibition 

• Bond Street Gallery, London 

• Black Swan Prize for Portraiture, Finalist, 2011 

• Tryon Gallery, London 

• Fremantle Children’s Literature Centre, Fremantle – solo exhibitions 

• Customs House gallery, Warrnambool 

• National Art Gallery, Canberra – solo exhibition 

• Australian National Maritime Museum, Sydney 

• Books Illustrated, Melbourne 

• Stop Laughing, this is Serious Gallery, Sydney 

• Orange Regional Gallery, NSW 

• State Library of Western Australia, WA 

 

 

 

https://mattottley.com/product/teacup-multi-modal-dvd/
https://mattottley.com/the-sound-of-picture-books-matt-ottley/
https://mattottley.com/the-sound-of-picture-books-matt-ottley/
https://mattottley.com/the-sound-of-picture-books-matt-ottley/
https://mattottley.com/product/requiem-for-a-beast/
http://www.blackswanprize.com.au/portraiture_prize/finalists.phtml?Photos_Category_ID=4&Photos_Category=2011&ParentCategoryID=2&ParentCategory=Portraiture+Prize+Finalists
http://www.thelitcentre.org.au/
https://nga.gov.au/
http://www.anmm.gov.au/
http://www.booksillustrated.com.au/
https://org.nsw.gov.au/
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7. Translated Editions 
 
Please note that this is a select list of translations. 

How to Make a Bird 

• Walker Books, UK 

• Candlewick Press (April 2021), US 

• Kagaku Dojin Publishing Co, Inc, Japan (co-edition rights - HC) 

• Teas Yayincilik A.S. (Hep Kitap), (April 2022), Turkish – PB 

 

Dumazi and the Big Yellow Lion 

• Brinque Book Editora de Livros Ltda, Brazil. (Brazilian Portuguese print version) 

 

The Incredible Freedom Machines 

• Scholastic, Canada - French language 

• Kaliedoscope, France 

• Hippo Cocuk/Aras Yayıncılık, Turkey 

• Polyandria Print LLC, Russia 

 

Sarah and the Steep Slope 

• Charliebook, Korean 

 

Crusts 

• Dongsim, Korean 

 

Teacup 

• Simbol Editions, Spain 

• Foreign Language Teaching and Research Publishing, China [Cha bei / [Aodaliya] 

Libei'er Yang zhu ; [Aodaliya] Mate Aoteli hui ; Wang Lin yi 

茶杯 / [澳大利亚]丽贝尔・杨著 ; [澳大利亚]马特・奥特利绘 ; 王林译 Teacup. 

Chinese. Beijing, Wai yu jiao xue yu yan jiu chu ban she, 2017.]  

• Hanulim Publishing, South Korea 

• Dial, Penguin Random House, USA 

• Terre di Mezzo Editore, Italy 

• Kaleidoscope, France 

• Polyandria Print LLC, Russia 

• Kagaku Dojin Publishing Co, Inc, Japan  

 

Parachute 

• The Eastern Publishing, Taiwanese 

• Sandviks, Norwegian/Finnish [Gutten med fallskjermen Danny Parker, Matt 

Ottley (illustrator), (translation by Ane Sjøbu of Parachute ), Stavanger: Goboken, 2013]  

• Oriental Babies, China 

• Darim Publishing Co, Korean 

https://www-austlit-edu-au.rp.nla.gov.au/austlit/page/6098748?mainTabTemplate=workPublicationDetails&jumptoemb=15397716
https://www-austlit-edu-au.rp.nla.gov.au/austlit/page/A149894
https://www-austlit-edu-au.rp.nla.gov.au/austlit/page/A47542
https://www-austlit-edu-au.rp.nla.gov.au/austlit/page/A47542
https://www-austlit-edu-au.rp.nla.gov.au/austlit/page/6098748
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• Parachute Grand Rapids, Michigan, Eerdmans Books for Young Readers, 2016. 

(English)   

• Shenzhen Bookin, China (English) 

• Harold Grinspoon, Arabic 

• KVA Cocuk – Sincap Yayincilik, Turkish 

 

Tree 

• GoldHuman Education and Technology, Bilingual Simplified Chinese / English 

• Dotori Forest Publishing, Korean 

• Scholastic Asia, English (Asia) 

• Drevo: majhna zgodba o velikih stvareh Danny Parker, Matt Ottley (illustrator), 

            (translation by Barbara Majcenovič Kline of Tree: A Little Story about Big Things)                                         

            Hoče: Scrivnost, 2017. (Slovenian) 

 

Me and My Dad 

• Fei Bao International Culture, Taiwanese [我的英雄老爸 Sally Morgan, Ezekiel 

Kwaymullina, Matt Ottley (illustrator), (translation by Jiaying Li of Me and My 

Dad ), Taipei: 飛寶國際文化 , 2012] 

 

What Faust Saw 

• Dutton Juvenile, USA. (1996)  

• Germany  

• Kaliedescope, France 

• Gottmer, Holland 

• Ireland 

 

Faust’s Party 

• I-Education Limited (through Inter Australian Agency), Korea, 2004  

 

 

 

https://www-austlit-edu-au.rp.nla.gov.au/austlit/page/C836488?mainTabTemplate=workPublicationDetails&jumptoemb=15397778
https://www-austlit-edu-au.rp.nla.gov.au/austlit/page/A149894
https://www-austlit-edu-au.rp.nla.gov.au/austlit/page/A47542
https://www-austlit-edu-au.rp.nla.gov.au/austlit/page/C836488
https://www-austlit-edu-au.rp.nla.gov.au/austlit/page/C752470?mainTabTemplate=workPublicationDetails&jumptoemb=15397101
https://www-austlit-edu-au.rp.nla.gov.au/austlit/page/A35035
https://www-austlit-edu-au.rp.nla.gov.au/austlit/page/A115653
https://www-austlit-edu-au.rp.nla.gov.au/austlit/page/A115653
https://www-austlit-edu-au.rp.nla.gov.au/austlit/page/A47542
https://www-austlit-edu-au.rp.nla.gov.au/austlit/page/C752470
https://www-austlit-edu-au.rp.nla.gov.au/austlit/page/C752470
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 8. Ten Most Important Books by the Candidate 
 

• The Tree of Ecstasy and Unbearable Sadness Written and illustrated, and music 

composed by Matt Ottley. Orange, NSW, Dirt Lane Press, 2022.  

• How to Make a Bird Written by Meg McKinlay. Illustrated by Matt Ottley. Newtown, 

NSW, Walker Books, 2020. 

• The Incredible Freedom Machines Written by Kirli Saunders. Illustrated by Matt 

Ottley. Gosford, NSW, Scholastic Australia, 2018.   

• Teacup Written by Rebecca Young. Illustrated by Matt Ottley. Lindfield, NSW, 

Scholastic Australia, 2015. 

• Parachute Written by Danny Parker. Illustrated by Matt Ottley. Richmond, VIC., 

Little Hare, Hardie Grant, 2013.  

• Tree Written by Danny Parker. Illustrated by Matt Ottley. Richmond, VIC., Little 

Hare, Hardie Grant, 2012. 

• Home and Away Written by John Marsden. Illustrated by Matt Ottley. Sydney, NSW, 

Lothian/Hachette, 2009. 

• Requiem for a Beast Written and illustrated by Matt Ottley. Sydney, NSW, 

Lothian/Hachette Livre,  2007. 

• Luke’s Way of Looking Written by Nadia Wheatley. Illustrated by Matt Ottley. 

(Walker Classic Series) Sydney, Walker Books, 2012; Sydney, NSW, Hodder 

Headline, 1999.  

• What Faust Saw Written and illustrated by Matt Ottley. Rydalmere, NSW, Hodder 

Headline, 1995.  

 
 

 

 

 
 

https://mattottley.com/product/the-tree-of-ecstasy-and-unbearable-sadness/
https://mattottley.com/product/how-to-make-a-bird/
https://megmckinlay.com/
https://www.walkerbooks.com.au/Books/How-to-Make-a-Bird-9781925381894
https://mattottley.com/product/the-incredible-freedom-machines/
https://kirlisaunders.wordpress.com/
http://www.scholastic.com.au/
https://mattottley.com/product/teacup
http://www.rebeccayoung.com.au/
https://mattottley.com/product/parachute
http://dannyparker.com.au/about/
https://mattottley.com/product/tree
http://dannyparker.com.au/about/
https://mattottley.com/product/home-and-away
http://johnmarsden.com.au/
https://mattottley.com/product/requiem-for-a-beast
https://www.hachette.com.au/matt-ottley/
https://mattottley.com/product/lukes-way-of-looking
http://nadiawheatley.com/
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              9. List of Five Books Sent to Jurors  

 

• The Tree of Ecstasy and Unbearable Sadness Written and illustrated, and music 

composed by Matt Ottley. Orange, NSW, Dirt Lane Press, 2022.  

• How to Make a Bird Written by Meg McKinlay. Illustrated by Matt Ottley. Newtown, 

NSW, Walker Books, 2020. 

• Teacup Written by Rebecca Young. Illustrated by Matt Ottley. Lindfield, NSW, 

Scholastic Australia, 2015. 

• Requiem for a Beast Written and illustrated by Matt Ottley. Sydney, NSW, 

Lothian/Hachette Livre,  2007. 

• Luke’s Way of Looking Written by Nadia Wheatley. Illustrated by Matt Ottley. 

(Walker Classic Series) Sydney, Walker Books, 2012; Sydney, NSW, Hodder 

Headline, 1999.  

 

 

 

   

 

  

 

 

 

 

 

   

 

 

  

           

 

 

https://mattottley.com/product/the-tree-of-ecstasy-and-unbearable-sadness/
https://mattottley.com/product/how-to-make-a-bird/
https://megmckinlay.com/
https://www.walkerbooks.com.au/Books/How-to-Make-a-Bird-9781925381894
https://mattottley.com/product/teacup
http://www.rebeccayoung.com.au/
https://mattottley.com/product/requiem-for-a-beast
https://www.hachette.com.au/matt-ottley/
https://mattottley.com/product/lukes-way-of-looking
http://nadiawheatley.com/
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             10. Published Reviews of Works 

The following is a list of ten reviews, two of each of five books, copies of which are 

contained in this dossier in Appendix B: 

 

The Tree of Ecstasy and Unbearable Sadness Orange, NSW, Dirt Lane Press, 2022.  

Lawn, Joy ‘Review: The Tree of Ecstasy and Unbearable Sadness’ Magpies: Talking About 

Books for Children Vol 37, No 1, March 2022, p 10.      
 

Alessandrino, M.H.  ‘The Tree of Ecstasy and Unbearable Sadness (Matt Ottley, Dirt Lane)’ 

Books + Publishing 1 December 2021  

<https://www.booksandpublishing.com.au/articles/2021/12/01/206480/review-the-tree-of-

ecstasy-and-unbearable-sadness/> 
 

How to Make a Bird Written by Meg McKinlay. Illustrated by Matt Ottley. Newtown, 

NSW, Walker Books, 2020. 

Paterson, Allison ‘[Review] McKinlay, Meg and Matt Ottley (How to Make a Bird)’ 

Magpies: Talking About Books for Children Vol 35, No 5, November 2020, p 16. 

  

Bragaru, Natalia ‘[Review: How To Make a Bird]’ Kids Book Explorer  

<https://www.kidsbookexplorer.com/how-to-make-a-bird-meg-mckinlay-matt-ottley/>  

Teacup Written by Rebecca Young. Illustrated by Matt Ottley. Lindfield, NSW, 

Scholastic Australia, 2015. 

Lawn, Joy ‘[Review] Young, Rebecca, ill. Matt Ottley (Teacup)’ Magpies: Talking About 

Books for Children Vol 30, No 1, March 2015, p 33. 

 

‘[Review: Teacup]’ Kirkus Reviews <https://www.kirkusreviews.com/ 

 

Requiem for a Beast Written and illustrated by Matt Ottley. Sydney, NSW, 

Lothian/Hachette Livre,  2007. 

Ormerod, Jan ‘Review: Requiem for a Beast’ Viewpoint: On Books for Young Adults Vol 16, 

No 1, Autumn 2008, pp 41–42. 

 

Maugher, Chloe ‘[Review] Requiem for a Beast’ Magpies: Talking About Books for 

Children Vol 22, No 4, September 2007, p 38. 

 

Luke’s Way of Looking Written by Nadia Wheatley. Illustrated by Matt Ottley. (Walker 

Classic Series) Sydney, Walker Books, 2012; Sydney, NSW, Hodder Headline, 1999.  

Gonis, Anastacia ‘Review: Walker Classics: Luke’s Way of Looking’ BuzzWords 31 May 

2012 

<http://www.buzzwordsmagazine.com/2012/05/lukes-way-of-looking.html> 

 

Linning, Lyn ‘[Review] Luke’s Way of Looking’ Magpies: Talking About Books for Children 

Vol 14, No 4, September 1999, pp 31–2. 

https://www.booksandpublishing.com.au/articles/2021/12/01/206480/review-the-tree-of-ecstasy-and-unbearable-sadness/
https://www.booksandpublishing.com.au/articles/2021/12/01/206480/review-the-tree-of-ecstasy-and-unbearable-sadness/
https://mattottley.com/product/how-to-make-a-bird/
https://megmckinlay.com/
https://www.walkerbooks.com.au/Books/How-to-Make-a-Bird-9781925381894
https://www.kidsbookexplorer.com/how-to-make-a-bird-meg-mckinlay-matt-ottley/
https://mattottley.com/product/teacup
http://www.rebeccayoung.com.au/
https://mattottley.com/product/requiem-for-a-beast
https://www.hachette.com.au/matt-ottley/
https://www-austlit-edu-au.rp.nla.gov.au/austlit/page/C676570
https://www-austlit-edu-au.rp.nla.gov.au/austlit/page/C675360
https://www-austlit-edu-au.rp.nla.gov.au/austlit/page/C643403
https://www-austlit-edu-au.rp.nla.gov.au/austlit/page/C643276
https://www-austlit-edu-au.rp.nla.gov.au/austlit/page/C643276
https://mattottley.com/product/lukes-way-of-looking
http://nadiawheatley.com/
http://www.buzzwordsmagazine.com/2012/05/lukes-way-of-looking.html
https://www-austlit-edu-au.rp.nla.gov.au/austlit/page/C601357
https://www-austlit-edu-au.rp.nla.gov.au/austlit/page/C417467
https://www-austlit-edu-au.rp.nla.gov.au/austlit/page/C417467


 

IBBY Australia Nomination for Hans Christian Andersen Award for Illustration 2024: Matt Ottley 

21 

11. Reproductions of Selected Book Covers  
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Appendix A. Articles 

Lawn, Joy ‘Matt Ottley: Maestro’ Magpies: Talking About Books for Children Vol 37, 

No 1, March 2022, pp 8–10. 
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Chenery, Susan ‘A visceral experience of psychosis: why one artist spent three years 

Painting bipolar disorder’ The Guardian 8 June 2022 

<https://www.theguardian.com/books/2022/jun/08/a-visceral-experience-of-psychosis-

why- 

one-artist-spent-three-years-painting-bipolar-disorder> 

 

Creativity has been Matt Ottley’s salvation – but for the artist, composer 
and children’s book author, it has come at a terrible price 

Up a steep road to the top of a ridge, all the mundane falls away. 

From here, between the surrounding hills of the Northern Rivers region of 
NSW, the great heft of Wollumbin Mt Warning is revealed – its forested 
flanks a blue haze, its rock face summit glistening in the sun. Wedge-tailed 
eagles ride the thermals above, and rainforest redolent with wildlife runs in 
every direction. 

It is to this place, Uki in the Tweed shire, that Matt Ottley retreated more 
than 10 years ago. The musician, artist and children’s book author lives 
surrounded by a raucous avian chorus. In this house – his refuge – he has 
found peace from the pain of his past. 

Ottley has always had a heightened sensitivity to the hurt and beauty of the 
world. It’s something he shares with the young protagonist in his latest 
release, The Tree of Ecstasy and Unbearable Sadness. It’s a monumental 
project comprising not just the book but an accompanying symphonic score 
on CD, which was performed by a Czech orchestra, and a 50-minute 
animation created from the book’s 74 paintings and illustrations which is 
screening in small theatres around the country. 

 

https://www.theguardian.com/books/2022/jun/08/a-visceral-experience-of-psychosis-why-
https://www.theguardian.com/books/2022/jun/08/a-visceral-experience-of-psychosis-why-
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‘The tree came out of one of my own psychotic experiences where I thought I had 

something growing inside me.’ Illustration: Matt Ottley 

The story follows a boy who, like Ottley, sees things differently. “His gift 
showed him things so beautiful they made him cry. But it also tormented 
him with the pain of others that made him feel numb,” it reads. The 
narrative unfolds around the metaphor of a tree growing inside him: its 
flower is ecstasy, its fruit is sadness. It was inspired by Ottley’s bipolar 
disorder, which he was diagnosed with in his 40s. 

“The tree really came out of one of my own psychotic experiences where I 
thought I had something growing inside me,” he says. “It was a plant that 
was sort of floral in nature. That’s what I wanted to express.” 

In the book, the tree morphs into a flying cow, a reptile, then a blue bird, 
which flies across mountains and oceans into a world of “beauty and 
wonder”. All of the stages of the journey represent the stages of psychosis – 
such as in an ancient city, when it encounters an egocentric sovereign with 
the huge bulbous body of an insect. 

 

A painting from Ottley’s 2022 book the Tree of Ecstasy and Unbearable Sadness. 

“She is the sort of infantile self at the heart of psychosis,” Ottley says. 
“When you are in that state the other doesn’t exist. The world has become 
so warped and you’re trying to navigate your way in it.” 

Flying over valleys and hills, the boy travels through the stages of fragility 
and revelation into darkness and tempest – until he comes back into the 
world and himself with “quietude” and hope. 
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As we sit on his terrace overlooking the natural vista, freshly baked muffins 
are placed on the table by Ottley’s partner, Tina Wilson. Ottley is a gentle 
man, delicate and kind of beatific with long white hair. One of the country’s 
most popular author-illustrators, he has worked on more than 40 titles – 
among them last year’s prime minister’s literary award-winning kids book 
How To Make A Bird, written by Meg McKinlay. 

 

Ottley in his studio in Uki, New South Wales. 

Advertisement 

But he says the scope of his creativity has come at a terrible price. It wasn’t 
until his mid-40s that Ottley was properly diagnosed and treated for type 1 
bipolar disorder. By then, he had suffered countless frightening periods of 
mania and depression, psychotic episodes that would end in psyche wards, 
and two suicide attempts. 

“I have had some very high level creative abilities that are a result of being 
bipolar – but it is a huge price to pay for that,” Ottley said. “If you could 
have access to a magic button that would turn this illness off, most people 
would say no because of the creativity. But I would says yes. 
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“If I could relive my life without any of the creativity, if I could turn this 
illness off and live a quiet life, with a quiet mind, I would.” 

He used to hide his illness, living a life of secrecy and shame. As a teenager 
he “would just go to ground or go to my room and ride it out. Until I was in 
my 40s, I just felt so alone with it.” 

Ottley spent the first 11 years of his life in Papua New Guinea at a time 
when the country was becoming increasingly dangerous for Australians. 
When he was nine he was sexually assaulted by a man, a trauma he believes 
may have triggered a genetic predisposition to bipolar disorder. 

The condition doesn’t go away, but life goes on and you can find peace. 

“The way it’s explained to me is that you basically inherit a number of genes 
that – when they are switched on – you start to experience the illness. It 
can be trauma that switches those genes on.” 

In the following decades, whatever he tried, his illness would be waiting to 
grab him and drag him down. He would become unwell, crash and burn 
and run. He failed school – “I just couldn’t do it” – and followed his father 
and brother into the bush to work as a stockman, but says he “was not good 
at that sort of work”. He studied at Julian Ashton art school, became 
unwell, went bush again. Returning to the bush became “a pattern”. He 
studied music at Wollongong University, but couldn’t complete that either. 
“I actually don’t have any educational qualifications,” he says. 

 

‘If I could relive my life without any of the creativity, if I could turn this illness off 

and live a quiet life, with a quiet mind, I would.’ 

 

https://www.theguardian.com/childrens-books-site/2015/jan/19/what-is-bipolar-disorder-rethink-mental-illlness
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Advertisement 

Ottley also has synaesthesia, a neurological condition. “Sound starts to 
become very colourful and I see lots of shapes, and start becoming 
hypersensitive to sound and light.” In a rehearsal with musicians he can tell 
if someone is a bit off-key, “because it is the wrong colour”. 

The Tree of Ecstasy and Unbearable Sadness had its genesis in two periods 
of illness. During a severe episode in 2010, Ottley lost the ability to 
understand speech. But music was “crystal clear,” he says, “so I started 
writing music”. 

“The sound I was hearing was 97 instruments. I wanted a string family of 
50 players, a bass clarinet, a bassoon.” This would become the overture to 
the symphonic soundtrack to the book, with tumultuous crescendos falling 
to wailing laments; recorded by the Brno Philharmonic Orchestra and the 
40-voice Czech Philharmonic Choir of Brno, it is the sound of psychosis. 

 

Ottley, who has synaesthesia, says music makes him ‘see lots of shapes’. 

“If you start creating an orchestral sound in your head and you’re becoming 
unwell and you tip into psychosis, you can actually hear it like it’s out there. 
It’s a 68-part fugue that is meant to represent the clamour of noise in a 
person’s head, whether it is multiple voices or any other kind of auditory 
hallucination that is happening, and just becomes unbearable and you just 
want it to stop.” 

A couple of years later, keeping a recovery journal after another serious 
episode, he wrote the poem which would become the text of The Tree of 
Ecstasy. “It just sort of dropped out of the universe.” 
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The music took two years to compose, and the 74 artworks took three years 
to paint. Together it is a towering work for adults and children; a luminous, 
intense and ultimately beautiful journey through the stages of psychosis, 
and out the other side. “I wanted to create a metaphorical experience that 
goes straight to the emotional centres, to give people a visceral experience 
of what it feels like,” Ottley says. 

“I think the arts are a direct conduit to our deeper emotional thinking that 
bypasses logical, superficial thinking, and can get right at the heart of what 
we feel about something.” 

Ottley’s aim is to destigmatise mental illness, to illuminate the experience 
of those who don’t live with bipolar disorder and advocate for those who do. 
“Probably the message is that it cannot be about judgment,” he says. “I 
think all things can be achieved through empathy. I encourage people not 
to feel humiliated about those aspects of their life, or the thoughts they have 
around self-harm or harming others. To be really, really open from a very 
early stage about these things. Because of the deep shame that surrounds 
these things people just remain closed until it is too late. 

 

‘I wanted to create a metaphorical experience that goes straight to the emotional 

centres, to give people a visceral experience.’ 

“You can get a diagnosis, you can get treatment. Go out into the world and 
find the people you need to talk to, and ask for their forgiveness for your 
behaviours, and forgive yourself as well. The condition doesn’t go away, but 
life goes on and you can find peace.” 
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Creativity has always been Ottley’s salvation – “I could always turn to that” 
– but it is the love of his partner and friends that has brought him to 
relative tranquility. 

Likewise, his book ends with his protagonist hearing the distant voices of 
those who loved him calling him back. 

“I am here” he called. And so he came back into the world. And still the Tree of 
Ecstasy and Unbearable Sadness was within him. And still it grew flowers. And 
still it bore fruit. 
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Higgie, Jennifer ‘Writer, illustrator, musician and composer’ The Saturday Paper No 

390, March 12–18, 2022  

<https://www.thesaturdaypaper.com.au/culture/books/2022/03/12/writer-illustrator-

musician-and-composer-matt-ottley/164700360013483#hrd> 

 

https://www.thesaturdaypaper.com.au/culture/books/2022/03/12/writer-illustrator-musician-and-composer-matt-ottley/164700360013483#hrd
https://www.thesaturdaypaper.com.au/culture/books/2022/03/12/writer-illustrator-musician-and-composer-matt-ottley/164700360013483#hrd
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Appendix B. Reviews 

Lawn, Joy ‘Review: The Tree of Ecstasy and Unbearable Sadness’ Magpies: Talking 

About Books for Children Vol 37, No 1, March 2022, p 10.   
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Alessandrino, M.H.  ‘The Tree of Ecstasy and Unbearable Sadness (Matt Ottley, Dirt 

Lane)’ Books + Publishing 1 December 2021 

<https://www.booksandpublishing.com.au/articles/2021/12/01/206480/review-the-tree-

of-ecstasy-and-unbearable-sadness/> 

 
An author, visual artist and composer, Matt Ottley has combined his talents in his latest work to create 

a multi-modal sensory feast that merges words, art and music. Bold and immersive, The Tree of 

Ecstasy and Unbearable Sadness is an allegory for the experience of psychosis, following the main 

character’s progression from the discovery of the disease to surrender and eventually self-acceptance. 

The central character is a boy who experiences both beauty and despair in a debilitating way. Doctors 

tell him that there is a tree growing inside of him and that this tree blooms flowers of ecstasy and 

bears fruits of sadness. Eventually giving in to the power of the tree, the boy finds himself in another 

realm, where he embarks on a quest to discover meaning and uncover beauty, exploring the fragility 

of life and the devastating nature of humankind along the way. The journey has an Alice in 

Wonderland-esque feel and unfolds through seven stages, from genesis to quietude, each reflecting 

the boy’s mental state. Ottley has created a multilayered and thought-provoking narrative that unfolds 

in a cross-section of ways, encouraging readers to delve below the surface and uncover deeper 

meaning. His stunning artwork enhances the simple poetic language and the accompanying musical 

score (included as a CD within the book) adds a further layer to the story, making the book a highly 

emotive experience for the reader. Tackling a difficult subject and bringing to the forefront 

conversations around mental health, this is a longform picture book, uniquely its own, appropriate for 

an older audience of those aged 15 and up.   
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Paterson, Allison ‘[Review] McKinlay, Meg and Matt Ottley (How to Make a Bird)’ 

Magpies: Talking About Books for Children Vol 35, No 5, November 2020, p 16. 
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Bragaru, Natalia ‘[Review: How To Make a Bird]’ Kids Book Explorer  

<https://www.kidsbookexplorer.com/how-to-make-a-bird-meg-mckinlay-matt-ottley/>  

“How to Make a Bird” with the power of imagination by Meg 
McKinlay and Matt Ottley 

 

So much of the beauty of this life rests in 
sadness, in acceptance that all of this is 
going to pass. 

Meg McKinlay 

Table Of Contents 

The title of this book “How to Make a Bird” shortlisted for CBCA 2021 Book 
of the Year Award, conjured up a memory of my 10-year-old self and my 
grandpa on the roof of his house. Grandpa is fixing a loose roof tile and I 
am sitting next to him. As I stare out into the distant blue sky I can feel a 
light breeze on my face, I close my eyes and with outstretched arms imagine 
myself soaring like a bird among the clouds. Years later that daydream 
returned in the form of a sweet deja vu when my toddler child declared that 
he wanted to fly like a bird. Together we drew plans and made wings from 

https://www.kidsbookexplorer.com/how-to-make-a-bird-meg-mckinlay-matt-ottley/
https://www.kidsbookexplorer.com/cbca-2021-book-of-the-year-awards-shortlist-best-reads-for-your-kids/
https://www.kidsbookexplorer.com/cbca-2021-book-of-the-year-awards-shortlist-best-reads-for-your-kids/
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sticks and bedsheets, lovingly pieced together with glue, string, imagination 
and a generous measure of infectious wide-eyed enthusiasm… 

“How to Make a Bird” – The Review 
“How to Make a Bird” starts with a desire and a comparable hands-on 
construction project to make a bird. A young girl uses whatever she can find 
in her environment – bones, stones, feathers and methodically assembles 
it, not forgetting “a heart that beats faster than any human heart“. But 
when the physical bird is built the child concedes that it is nothing more 
than “this silent, still, shape of a bird, cold as a statue” and that she needs 
to give it something else that will make it fly, something that is not from the 
physical realm. Once this ‘something’ is found, the girl sees her bird 
“tremble as it fills, inside its tiny, racing heart, with the dreams only a 
bird can dream” and eventually it soars leaving the girl alone at the open 
window. Imagine you are that girl… 

"And feel your slowly beating heart fill  

with a kind of sadness,  

a kind of happiness. 

For this is when you will know 

that you have really made a bird." 

This story’s genre is prose-poem. Both lyrical and poetic, its poignant words 
and melodious lines float harmoniously in a constellation of 
metaphors. Meg McKinlay tells of her being influenced by the Japanese 
aesthetics and philosophical ideas of the floating world. The latter, known 
as ukiyo, contemplates (amongst other things) daily life as ephemeral and 
evanescent – an illusion, a transitory reality. One of the Japanese 

characters used to write “uki” (憂世 ) means “sorrow” or “melancholy”. And 
melancholy is what this book evokes when the bird disappears forever, 
leaving us both sad and happy. 
“How to Make a Bird” is an ode to creative expression. The creative process 
can never rely on mechanical skill alone, it needs something more, 
something that’s hard to define with words, but carries with it some part of 
the artist’s heart and soul. And only work imbued with this enigmatic 
quality goes soaring high into the world and touches the hearts and souls of 
others. As with any good story, one can read other things into it and find 
one’s individual meaning and truth. 

For example, I identify with it as a parent of a beautiful boy, whose entire 
world revolved around the attention and love of his mum. That same boy is 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=LRQjkOMXRb4
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now a teenager who is notably distanced and interested in his friends’ 
company far more than that of mine. Having put my heart and soul into 
raising him, I will reluctantly have to let him fly from the nest and discover 
his own way in life which fills my heart with the very same “kind of sadness 
and a kind of happiness” that this story speaks about; the sadness of losing 
that togetherness we once shared and the happiness of seeing him grow up 
and become his own person. 

Meg McKinlay – The Author 
Meg McKinlay is an Australian author, writing for both children and adults 
and presently living in Freemantle in Western Australia. Her writing ranges 
from picture books, chapter books and young adult novels to poetry. “I had 
always been the girl who focused quietly on the spine of a leaf while other 
kids ran around squealing,” reminisced Meg of her childhood. Before 
becoming a writer she has worked as a teacher, translator and even a 
swimming instructor. Meg has a PhD in Japanese Literature and taught 
Australian Literature and Japanese at the University of Western Australia. 

Matt Ottley – The Illustrator 
Matt Ottley who illustrated “How to Make a Bird” is a fascinating creative 
persona, a modern-day Renaissance man. He writes, illustrates and also 
sets some picture books and poetry to the scores of his own music 
composed for small chamber orchestras and soprano singers. 

For me creativity is creativity. I’ve never made much of a 
distinction between paining and writing music and from my 
earliest memories I have alsways created muysic in my 
imaginiation. 

Matt Ottley 

The musical accompaniments that Matt composes range in style from 
classical to rock, blues and jazz. Matt devised “The Sound of Picture Books” 
program to help people relate to ways that words, images and music can 
combine for a richer sensory experience. It is a collaboration between Matt 
(illustrator & composer) with the West Australian Symphony Orchestra, 
The Literature Centre and Yamaha Music, and entails a series of multi-
modal workshops that brings Matt’s published books to life. The examples 
and excerpts of his brilliant works can be browsed on Matt Ottley’s website. 
Matt’s illustrations for “How to Make a Bird” (which you can browse at your 
leisure below) permits one into the girl’s beautiful world, “bringing it to 
gorgeous life” as Meg McKinlay put it. He can illustrate air in a way that 
makes you breathe deeper to inhale the freshness of it and vast open spaces 
in a way that makes you want to jump inside this picture book and sink 
your toes in the sands of a sunset beach. 

https://megmckinlay.com/
https://www.booktopia.com.au/meg-mckinlay/author1149.html
https://mattottley.com/home/
https://mattottley.com/composition/
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=LRQjkOMXRb4
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I fell in love with this book at first sight of its title page, which shows the 
drawing plans for constructing a bird that looks like something Leonardo 
DaVinci would have drawn in his famous Notebooks of the Renaissance era. 
Enjoy browsing the illustrations below but be assured that photos do not do 
it justice. If there’s a picture book you contemplate buying I suggest this 
should be the one. 

PS: So, I hear you ask, what happened to your son’s birdwing project? Did 
he take flight like the bird in this story? Indeed he did. For the next week, 
he ran around the backyard flapping his bedsheet wings, squawking and 
soaring like a bald eagle. And although those precious little feet never left 
the ground, his head was soaring in the clouds. He had become the bird. 
Imagination is a powerful thing, it seeds the creative process of writers, 
artists and musicians, their creations growing like children with who they 
nurture and form a strong protective attachment. At some stage, they too 
have to set their creations free and send them out into the world to see if 
they will fly or fall short. It takes courage. You want to protect your 
children, but it’s only when you let go that they can grow and shine a light 
on the world. I’m glad Meg and Matt decided to let this collaborative 
creation take flight, and I’m delighted to shine a little light on this moving 
story. 

 

Title: How to Make a Bird 
Author: Meg McKinlay 
Illustrator: Matt Ottley 
Publisher: Walker Books Australia 
Publication Date: 20 October 2020 
ISBN: 9781925381894 
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Lawn, Joy ‘[Review] Young, Rebecca, ill. Matt Ottley (Teac’up)’ Magpies: Talking 

About Books for Children Vol 30, No 1, March 2015, p 33. 
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‘[Review: Teacup]’ Kirkus Reviews 

<https://www.kirkusreviews.com/book-reviews/rebecca-young/teacup/> 

 

In a book that combines short, poetic sentences with dramatic visual art, a light-skinned boy, 

needing a new home, sets off to sea in a rowboat. 

As the boy begins his odyssey, his knapsack contains only “a book, a bottle, and a blanket. In 

his teacup he held some earth from where he used to play.” Vast expanses of sea and sky are 

conveyed both in monumental oil paintings and by the white or colored negative space of 

some double-page spreads. The text and artwork complement each other to produce a journey 

that combines elements of reality and dreamlike images. The palette ranges from pale to 

vibrant, and details are striking—the boy’s lengthening hair, sun dappling a birch. Ominous 

clouds never become horrific; hardships such as hunger are not addressed. The rhythm of the 

text, as well as its gentle alliterations and occasional rhymes, makes it an excellent bedtime 

read-aloud. There is poignancy—and mystery—in “how things can change with a whisper.” 

Why did the boy leave his beloved home? Readers are never told, making this book a potent 

discussion starter. The care given to both art and text elevate the simplicity of the life-is-a-

journey-fraught-with-uncertainty message. The delightful results of his determination to hold 

onto his soil-filled teacup and an unexpectedly sweet ending add to that message the notion 

that those who strive and dream will eventually thrive. 

Enchanting, beautiful, and full of hope.  

https://www.kirkusreviews.com/book-reviews/rebecca-young/teacup/
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Ormerod, Jan ‘ Review: Requiem for a Beast’ Viewpoint: On Books for Young 

Adults Vol 16, No 1, Autumn 2008, pp 41–42. 

 

                             

https://www-austlit-edu-au.rp.nla.gov.au/austlit/page/C676570
https://www-austlit-edu-au.rp.nla.gov.au/austlit/page/C675360
https://www-austlit-edu-au.rp.nla.gov.au/austlit/page/C675360
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Maugher, Chloe ‘[Review] Requiem for a Beast’ Magpies: Talking About Books for 

Children Vol 22, No 4, September 2007, p 38. 

 

 

https://www-austlit-edu-au.rp.nla.gov.au/austlit/page/C643403
https://www-austlit-edu-au.rp.nla.gov.au/austlit/page/C643276
https://www-austlit-edu-au.rp.nla.gov.au/austlit/page/C643276
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Gonis, Anastacia ‘Review: Walker Classics: Luke’s Way of Looking’ BuzzWords 31 May 

2012 

<http://www.buzzwordsmagazine.com/2012/05/lukes-way-of-looking.html> 

 
Walker Classics: Luke’s Way of Looking by Nadia Wheatley, illustrated by Matt Ottley 
(Walker Books) 
PB RRP $ 16.95 
ISBN 9781921977725 
Reviewed by Anastasia Gonis 
 
Reissued through Walker Classics, this is a poignant story with strong themes of a boy 
who sees the world differently and expresses it through his art. This causes him to be 
bullied and marginalized by his teacher and peers. 
 
Being different makes Luke an outsider. He can’t explain why he paints things in a way 
the teacher can’t understand. His classmates mock him and he’s friendless and alone. 
 
Luke decides not to go to school one day. He’s tired of being laughed at and having his 
brushes broken by his angry teacher. He takes the opposite road and stays on a bus 
that passes a building which looks different to other buildings from the outside.  When 
Luke goes in, he feels an immediate affinity with his abstract surroundings.  He wonders 
what his teacher would think if he could see the different interpretations and styles of 
painting and art creations. Luke recognizes a separate place where everything his eyes 
look upon is beautiful. 
 
Overflowing with happiness, Luke sets off for home. The world around him seems 
changed. The revelation that there is a place where he belongs has made him a new 
person. He decides to go to afternoon classes. Nothing bad can touch him now. When 
Luke starts to paint his way, the teacher remains silent. 
 
Matt Ottley has captured the essence of the text, and through his illustrations we can 
feel the emotions the boy and the teacher are feeling. Its colour-filled covers depict Luke 
joyously liberated and swinging from a tree branch amidst his abstract art. This was a 
CBCA Honour Book and is now another classic available again to a new audience of 
readers. 
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Linning, Lyn ‘[Review] Luke’s Way of Looking’ Magpies: Talking About Books for 

Children Vol 14, No 4, September 1999, pp 31–2. 

 

 

https://www-austlit-edu-au.rp.nla.gov.au/austlit/page/C601357
https://www-austlit-edu-au.rp.nla.gov.au/austlit/page/C417467
https://www-austlit-edu-au.rp.nla.gov.au/austlit/page/C417467
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Appendix C. USB  

[Contains photo of author, electronic copies of books, and an electronic copy of the dossier.]  


