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¶ This object isn’t from my childhood:
he is an imposter, a surrogate for a
childhood I didn’t really have. 

I bought this (is he a hare or a rabbit,
I’m not sure?) from a charity shop
whilst on holiday, only a few years ago.

I didn’t think very hard about the purchase. I bought
him for myself. Not for a child but for me, an adult
attracted to the patina of this object, to his obvious
imperfections and the strong sense of possibility he
exudes. For me he reeks of narrative and potentiality.
He is slightly dirty, much mended in some places by
previous owners and un-mended in other places by
the time I bought him. I am very satisfied by him as
an object. His colours and textures attract me, he is
small but solid, he is good to hold in my hand. He 
emanates a complicated air: of benign, hand-crafted
toy (I’m certain he is hand-made, his nose is rather
cack-handedly stitched) which is charming, but he
also seems mildly sinister (catch him in the wrong
light and you might be forgiven for thinking those
teeth and glassy eyes are real). 

When I try to fathom my ownership of this object
I find myself stalled. He belongs in this dialogue 
absolutely. He is an object of childhood but he is not
of my childhood which was really about things that
were, at best, new or passed on to me from my sister
(nearly new). Therein lies my relationship to him. As
an adult – let’s face it – playing with this artefact from
someone else’s childhood and fantasising about this
object’s meaning, I am prompted to remember the
dissatisfaction of childhood, of feeling controlled, or
alarmingly out of control. I am a little ashamed that
my purchase of this object might betray the childhood
I had, particularly the child rearing that my mum 
invested her time and love in. However, it’s true, I did
feel different as a child and I often felt dissatisfied and
trapped by my reality. This object is something of a
placebo for that. I think I own him because he offers
me an alternative to that part of my life; he allows me
to imagine something else for the child that I was. 
Really he provides me with an opportunity to dwell
on fantasies of an ideal childhood that I think no one
really experiences but many may yearn for. I must 
remind myself that as a child I didn’t favour stuffed
toys, or toys at all really, I felt remote from them. I
didn’t really understand them and I didn’t develop a
meaningful relationship with many, preferring mate-
rials and things that did something, rather than just
‘were’. With this in mind I present the rabbit – I’m
deciding that he is a rabbit – as a kind of false protag-
onist, a souvenir of a childhood that never was.

¶ Gendered items are strange objects
for a young child to contemplate, or
for parents to witness their children ex-
ploring; the childhood world of sensu-
ality linked to sexuality. My first object
is very gendered. She is a doll I bought

from Mrs Mitchell’s sixpenny box. Mrs Mitchell
owned a shop in the village that I grew up in that sold
everything, as an adult, you might want for your
home. But as a child the sixpenny box was the main
focus of attention. When you made a selection from
Mrs Mitchell’s sixpenny box you could never be sure,
as she brought it down from the top shelf, what kind
of objects might be contained within. I have no idea
whether I ever bought anything else with my pocket
money other than this saucy, sexy, scantily clad doll. I
remember that I was mesmerised by her red plastic
knickers and bra, perky breasts and bottom, narrow
waist, long legs and dark eye lashes – attached to eyes
that actually fluttered open and closed when you
tipped her back and forth. I think I was about 8 or 9
when I bought this doll with my own money and by
making my own choice. At that age I had not yet 
become seduced by Hollywood black and white or
1950s Technicolor-saturated films that spoke of desire
and embrace; those films for me were a delicious 
delight to come. This doll is a precursor to those ex-
periences. But I had become fascinated by my mother’s
form. I didn’t have the words to express this but in my
mind my mother, in all her curviness, oozed sensual-
ity. She never had a fabulous wardrobe of clothes but
even in a dowdy skirt and apron she was attractive, 
vivacious and somehow glamorous. My mother died
when I was 10. My desire for glamour did not die but
it halted, it had lost its model, support and direction. 

When I bought this doll I think I knew that she 
expressed a body that I was never going to have – I
was a skinny little girl but, I am now proud to say, 
I have inherited my mother’s ‘full’ figure. I remember
admiring my mother’s curves, scrutinising her ample
form, instinctively knowing that it was something
very feminine and powerful. Although their body
shapes were different I have always felt a connection
between my mother and this doll.

For many years the doll was in my possession but
lost in a box somewhere. About five years ago I came
across the doll again and considered her afresh. In my
early fifties this doll reconnected me with that little
girl and her unexpressed – and at that age inexpress-
ible – sexuality.

¶ You are right that girls and their dolls
make for an interesting relationship. I
look at the photograph that depicts my
sister and I as I think about this. I recall
my sister having very little time for the
dolls she was offered. Dolls were not 

really for her. I remember the big sister that leads me
through the rushes at the lake’s edge as someone who
was pretty fearless, never squeamish. And I am struck
by how much I look like a proper little boy, doing
boyish things. But I rarely felt that way, failing at boy-
ish things more often than not, feeling uncomfortable
and awkward when forced to do them. But here I am
intent on adventure, looking thoroughly engaged

with the water and the wildlife within it, keeping up
with my big sister. 

I look at the photo and think about the ‘other’ 
children that I now think of my sister and I as being,
and I think about the inexpressible sexuality you 
recall when considering your doll. My sister and I are
both gay as it turns out, and I wonder if we could be 
considered ‘queer’ children who felt different because
of their inexpressible sexuality, their queerness,
which may or may not already be present in this 
photograph? Part of me is pleased to think I was a
queer little boy but I can only say this as an adult. I
impose upon the image and its narrative my adult
comprehension of the photograph and of the politics
of sexuality. I add a layer of meaning to the photo-
graph that my sister and I can now symbolise but – in
that moment – were living without thought, simply
because there was no way to articulate this meaning
until adulthood arrived.

The materiality of the photograph is striking to me
not least because I am in it and remember vividly
what my sister is wearing (though not what I was
wearing and not the day itself ). This style of print is
beginning to display qualities of the not-too-distant
past but also has a generic feel for me: two children
play in an idyllic setting. What I remain most engaged
with however is the question of who took the pho-
tograph. For a long time I had assumed that my dad
was the photographer but when I recently mentioned
this to my mum she was less convinced; she feels there
is a strong possibility that she took the photograph. I
was taken aback by this. I had convinced myself that
this was an image taken by my father, that there was
some silent affection reaching toward us through the
lens that was never verbalised when he was with us.
This is not to suggest the photo is any less meaningful
if taken by my mum, but her affection was freely
given. Where this image would not be unusual if my
mum had captured it, the image would be something
of a rarity if my dad was responsible for it. My dad
isn’t alive now, my mum can’t recall if she took it or
not, I can’t establish with any certainty which parent
took the picture but I badly want it to be him, for the
photograph to speak to me about how my dad had
felt about his children and to fill a void of not being
quite sure about his love. 

¶ Families: they are a heady mix for an
adult, let alone a child, to comprehend.
Father and mother, brothers and sister,
half-siblings, step-parent and step-
sibling – this was the mixture I experi-
enced. But it was my mother’s side of

the family that fascinated me and represented a certain
exoticness. Mam was German, married to an English-
man not too long after World War II, living in a small
English village. She was different – and it’s part of that
difference that I experienced when I first saw this next
object, which I have always thought of as a baby deer.

I am hazy about when or how it came into my 
possession. Like you, willing your photograph to be
taken by your father, I think, and hope, this lovely 
little toy was given to me by a German relation. We
had various visits from our foreign relations and, as a
whole family, we visited them twice I think. As a
child growing up in a small village suddenly travelling
off to a different country was unsettling. However,
the most unsettling aspect was that whilst the coun-
try, relations, language, homes and some of the foods
and smells were new to me they were also strangely
recognisable. Without being able to articulate it I
think I understood that this new world was both for-
eign and familiar to me. 

My fondest and most vivid memories of these visits
were the times spent with Tante Eva, Onkel Hans and
our cousin, Karin. As a family I think we all under-
stood that Eva was Mam’s favourite sister and, despite
being in a place that wasn’t like our home, we felt very
much at home at Eva and Hans’. They lived in a flat –
whereas we lived in a house; their house smelt of
freshly made coffee – ours of damp English days. But
the fairy dust of foreignness wasn’t only sprinkled on
Eva and family. When we stayed with them I felt we
were foreign by association. Even Dad, who to my
young eyes was strict and sombre, was lent an air of
romance. His name was Peter John – quite plain. Our
English relations all called him Peter. The Germans,
and it’s especially Eva’s tobacco voice I remember,
called him ‘der Johnny’ – with a soft ‘j’. It sounded 
almost French. It was a jolt to the system to hear him
named in that way and with that inflection but I liked
it, it was as if we were in a film.

All of those associations – and more – flood back
when I look at this little toy. We had other toys given
to us by our German relations which were also very
different to the toys you could buy at home, but none
quite captured the romance of the foreign like this
did. 

¶ Your words take me to my experi-
ence of holidays. I can’t claim them as 
being as exotic as the otherworld that 
Germany must have seemed. My 
family holidays were mostly spent in
various tents pitched on campsites in

Wales, or sometimes in a rented cottage (temporarily
– thrillingly – in our possession). These trips never
failed to excite and enthral me, the anticipation of 
exploring a new space almost more satisfying than the
actual exploration. This impulse hasn’t really left me.
I still find travelling to a holiday destination quietly
thrilling and the setting-up of a temporary home, the
formation of comfort in an unknown place, pleasur-
able and oddly reassuring. This puzzles me, but I
think this is to do with mirroring home, seeing it
from a distance and attempting to recreate it some-
where else, producing some kind of temporary
replica. 

One year my family were given the use of a caravan
for a week, a type of holiday previously unknown to
me. This was a great gift to us all. My mum had 
recently taken a job as the residential warden of a 
sheltered housing block for senior citizens, where we
all now lived. She was paid very little money to do a
difficult and demanding job. Mum was obliged to be
on site 22 hours of the day providing care and atten-
tion to the residents when and where required (and it
was required a lot). I recall Mum feeling satisfied that
she was providing a home for her family but I under-
stood that she was trapped by these duties. Holidays
were a temporary escape. The loan of a caravan – new,

and very generously free of charge – in a year which
was expected to be without a holiday was a great re-
lief for Mum, it was a chance to get out and get away. 

I committed a drawing of the caravan to a page of
my holiday diary. Here I tried to understand how the
tiny rooms and beds that folded out-of or in-to things
worked, tried to possess it as ‘ours’ (the family’s). 
To the child-me this was a level of cosiness not 
previously experienced: everything slotted together.
The plan is completely inaccurate of course. It’s 
unsophisticated, though I think I must have taken a
lot of time over it. Looking at the drawing now 
I’m minded to think the act of recording and under-
standing the space was important to me, it was an 
affirmation. Mapping the space gave me control of it
and the opportunity for repeated return to it. I hid
the drawing beneath a postcard which I stuck down
in my holiday diary with a hinge of sticky tape so I
could lift it up when I wanted to see my record of this
ordinary but, to me, special place. Then I could hide
it again, beneath the postcard, between the pages,
ready to be revisited when required.

¶ My next object also presents the de-
piction of a place, a fantasy place rather
than one that I had actually visited. I
am not really sure whether this was
somewhere I even wanted to visit, but
it certainly haunted my imagination. I

have memories of this scene being created by me in
various media – pencil, paint and, as in this object,
textiles and stitch. Both the scene and the materials
from which it is constructed interest me. The scene
itself represents a child’s fairytale concoction of a set-
ting sun, a tower and winding road leading to the
tower – or away from it, depending on your point of
view. As a child my point of view nearly always led
to the tower (read into that what you will).

I fretted about what I would do as a job. After
Mam died I knew adults saw me as a sensible, reliable
child who had the potential to build a career in all
sorts of areas. What they didn’t know, and what, after
Mam’s death, I felt it was important to keep under
control, was that I had a reckless side, that I needed
to be bold, take risks and be expressive. I had various
ideas about careers but nothing seemed to really fit,
mainly because I was trying to shoe horn myself into
the expectations of the grown-ups. However, I can
remember the moment when I experienced the 
sensation of fitting, of knowing there was something
I could not only simply do but that felt right. I was sit-
ting in an art class completing some embroidery when
I had the sensation of connecting naturally and 
confidently with the task. I felt comfortable and in
control, and found myself exhilarated, planning how
I might earn money and build a career using these
practical, creative skills. As an adult this object reveals
much about me as an artist. The image I created is one
that I have tapped into time and again throughout my
artistic career: an imagined space, a heightened reality,
the potential of narrative. 

¶ Perhaps this bundle of felt tip pens
reveals something about my creativity
and, in turn, the creativity we share.
These aren’t authentic – they haven’t
been stored from my childhood – but
they are symbolic of my early fascina-

tion with colour and its seemingly infinite range, and
with making choices from selections of pens such as
these. Felt tip pens were a regular pocket money 
purchase for me. I loved the vibrancy of them and,
whilst I did of course use them to draw and colour

and design with, simply possessing them seemed 
significant and important to my childhood self. Plastic
packs of these pens, ordered rainbow-style from end
to end, seemed so full of possibility that the greatest
pleasure they offered me was in simply owning them
and looking at them whenever I liked in order to
imagine what I could do with them. The outer casing
of the inky interior was really the most important
thing – nothing could disappoint me more than an
ink that didn’t match the vibrancy of its casing except
perhaps a dried-up felt tip from which I could barely
scrape a mark. I must take responsibility for those
dead pens: try as hard as I might, when I used them 
I struggled to remember to put the cap back on to 
protect the ink, limiting my palette, closing down that
sense of infinite opportunity I divined from them.

Not unlike my drawing of the caravan I think there
are elements of control in my relationship to these
pens. Most significantly though I think they link me
to an early understanding of choice and, in turn, 
possibility. Making very mundane choices about day-
to-day activities and objects remains a source of great
pleasure for me in my domestic life. This is borne out
in my creative work where choice of materials and 
visual representations of a range of possibilities have
been significant in terms of the meaning and the 
aesthetic of my work. I see this too in the work we
make together. I think choice, and often the negotia-
tion of choice, sits at the heart of what we make and
do as artists. Choosing is like playing – it can be a
playful act – and echoes of childhood play resound
through our work.

¶ Yes, shared play – in particular when
you are playing with someone on your
wavelength – is very satisfying and 
productive. For a child and an artist it
is an affirmation that your thinking and
activity isn’t so odd after all, it encour-

ages a feeling of confidence to progress along a 
particular line of thinking. This sense of the inter-
relationship between friendship and productive play
is represented in my final object. It is a ragdoll made
from various materials – an old pair of woolly tights
clothed in fabric left over from a dress Mam made for
my sister (or did my sister use the fabric to make a
dress for herself ?). The doll was brought to life by
fashioning hair and facial features using knitting wool
and sewing cottons. I am sure lots of similar dolls have
been created in this ad hoc way. 

As a child I was surrounded by my four brothers
and my sister. I often wanted to play on my own – I
didn’t want to bother with what I saw as the constant,
irritating negotiation that play required (that you
mention and which, I agree, is now such a satisfying
part of our play as artists). My sister was very patient
about tolerating my indifference to playing with my
siblings. She would tempt me into play by suggesting
things that we could make: a doll’s house and furni-
ture out of cardboard boxes, an entirely new doll from
an old pair of tights. Again, I am not claiming any-
thing new in this style of play. But the ability to create
a new whole from disparate parts which then has new
significance is a lesson that has stayed with me. As 
collaborative artists we frequently use these methods
of collage and assemblage. Recently – whilst prepar-
ing another text – we were reading scholarly writings
on these subjects. We were both amused that this 
academic research revealed great similarities between
our play as artists and our play as children. It is strange
but comfortable to know that the origins of these 
explorations tap into such a young and naïve place.

OTHER OBJECTS:
PIERCING CHILDHOOD CARSON & MILLER

tant material culture of childhood – a culture that can easily provide a cushion of
sentiment and nostalgia – in order to draw out more complex narratives and to
consider the essence of childhood as ‘difference’, as ‘other’. 

The following text is conceived as a visual essay and a written exchange; a pres-
entation of objects that are somehow of significance to us and to our recollection
of personal childhood experience, partnered with a reflection on this significance.
This text is presented as a dialogue: each small image – writ large in the centre of
the document – marks the point where the exchange shifts from one of us to the
other as we present our childhood objects, meditate on them, recollect childhood
experience and negotiate the significance of these objects from the perspective of
our different childhoods and our altered adult viewpoints.

i n t r o d u c t i o n The work we present here takes as its starting point the
idea of ‘the other child’. This notion of otherness is one we explore in terms of
our personal experience of childhood and in the context of our work as artists
who draw on childhood and its activities when making art in adulthood. 

Childhood as a state of strangeness – of development and dependence but 
also of uncertainty, confusion and powerlessness – is familiar to many but can be
an uncomfortable subject. There is something almost unknowable about childhood
once you have left it behind; its essence is slippery and hard to grasp. In itself, the
very idea of childhood can seem uncanny, unresolved, contested. In the following
words and images we attempt to ‘pierce childhood’, at best fleetingly and certainly
with a very personal focus. Our intention is to break through the rich and impor-
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¶ This object isn’t from my childhood:
he is an imposter, a surrogate for a
childhood I didn’t really have. 

I bought this (is he a hare or a rabbit,
I’m not sure?) from a charity shop
whilst on holiday, only a few years ago.

I didn’t think very hard about the purchase. I bought
him for myself. Not for a child but for me, an adult
attracted to the patina of this object, to his obvious
imperfections and the strong sense of possibility he
exudes. For me he reeks of narrative and potentiality.
He is slightly dirty, much mended in some places by
previous owners and un-mended in other places by
the time I bought him. I am very satisfied by him as
an object. His colours and textures attract me, he is
small but solid, he is good to hold in my hand. He 
emanates a complicated air: of benign, hand-crafted
toy (I’m certain he is hand-made, his nose is rather
cack-handedly stitched) which is charming, but he
also seems mildly sinister (catch him in the wrong
light and you might be forgiven for thinking those
teeth and glassy eyes are real). 

When I try to fathom my ownership of this object
I find myself stalled. He belongs in this dialogue 
absolutely. He is an object of childhood but he is not
of my childhood which was really about things that
were, at best, new or passed on to me from my sister
(nearly new). Therein lies my relationship to him. As
an adult – let’s face it – playing with this artefact from
someone else’s childhood and fantasising about this
object’s meaning, I am prompted to remember the
dissatisfaction of childhood, of feeling controlled, or
alarmingly out of control. I am a little ashamed that
my purchase of this object might betray the childhood
I had, particularly the child rearing that my mum 
invested her time and love in. However, it’s true, I did
feel different as a child and I often felt dissatisfied and
trapped by my reality. This object is something of a
placebo for that. I think I own him because he offers
me an alternative to that part of my life; he allows me
to imagine something else for the child that I was. 
Really he provides me with an opportunity to dwell
on fantasies of an ideal childhood that I think no one
really experiences but many may yearn for. I must 
remind myself that as a child I didn’t favour stuffed
toys, or toys at all really, I felt remote from them. I
didn’t really understand them and I didn’t develop a
meaningful relationship with many, preferring mate-
rials and things that did something, rather than just
‘were’. With this in mind I present the rabbit – I’m
deciding that he is a rabbit – as a kind of false protag-
onist, a souvenir of a childhood that never was.

¶ Gendered items are strange objects
for a young child to contemplate, or
for parents to witness their children ex-
ploring; the childhood world of sensu-
ality linked to sexuality. My first object
is very gendered. She is a doll I bought

from Mrs Mitchell’s sixpenny box. Mrs Mitchell
owned a shop in the village that I grew up in that sold
everything, as an adult, you might want for your
home. But as a child the sixpenny box was the main
focus of attention. When you made a selection from
Mrs Mitchell’s sixpenny box you could never be sure,
as she brought it down from the top shelf, what kind
of objects might be contained within. I have no idea
whether I ever bought anything else with my pocket
money other than this saucy, sexy, scantily clad doll. I
remember that I was mesmerised by her red plastic
knickers and bra, perky breasts and bottom, narrow
waist, long legs and dark eye lashes – attached to eyes
that actually fluttered open and closed when you
tipped her back and forth. I think I was about 8 or 9
when I bought this doll with my own money and by
making my own choice. At that age I had not yet 
become seduced by Hollywood black and white or
1950s Technicolor-saturated films that spoke of desire
and embrace; those films for me were a delicious 
delight to come. This doll is a precursor to those ex-
periences. But I had become fascinated by my mother’s
form. I didn’t have the words to express this but in my
mind my mother, in all her curviness, oozed sensual-
ity. She never had a fabulous wardrobe of clothes but
even in a dowdy skirt and apron she was attractive, 
vivacious and somehow glamorous. My mother died
when I was 10. My desire for glamour did not die but
it halted, it had lost its model, support and direction. 

When I bought this doll I think I knew that she 
expressed a body that I was never going to have – I
was a skinny little girl but, I am now proud to say, 
I have inherited my mother’s ‘full’ figure. I remember
admiring my mother’s curves, scrutinising her ample
form, instinctively knowing that it was something
very feminine and powerful. Although their body
shapes were different I have always felt a connection
between my mother and this doll.

For many years the doll was in my possession but
lost in a box somewhere. About five years ago I came
across the doll again and considered her afresh. In my
early fifties this doll reconnected me with that little
girl and her unexpressed – and at that age inexpress-
ible – sexuality.

¶ You are right that girls and their dolls
make for an interesting relationship. I
look at the photograph that depicts my
sister and I as I think about this. I recall
my sister having very little time for the
dolls she was offered. Dolls were not 

really for her. I remember the big sister that leads me
through the rushes at the lake’s edge as someone who
was pretty fearless, never squeamish. And I am struck
by how much I look like a proper little boy, doing
boyish things. But I rarely felt that way, failing at boy-
ish things more often than not, feeling uncomfortable
and awkward when forced to do them. But here I am
intent on adventure, looking thoroughly engaged

with the water and the wildlife within it, keeping up
with my big sister. 

I look at the photo and think about the ‘other’ 
children that I now think of my sister and I as being,
and I think about the inexpressible sexuality you 
recall when considering your doll. My sister and I are
both gay as it turns out, and I wonder if we could be 
considered ‘queer’ children who felt different because
of their inexpressible sexuality, their queerness,
which may or may not already be present in this 
photograph? Part of me is pleased to think I was a
queer little boy but I can only say this as an adult. I
impose upon the image and its narrative my adult
comprehension of the photograph and of the politics
of sexuality. I add a layer of meaning to the photo-
graph that my sister and I can now symbolise but – in
that moment – were living without thought, simply
because there was no way to articulate this meaning
until adulthood arrived.

The materiality of the photograph is striking to me
not least because I am in it and remember vividly
what my sister is wearing (though not what I was
wearing and not the day itself ). This style of print is
beginning to display qualities of the not-too-distant
past but also has a generic feel for me: two children
play in an idyllic setting. What I remain most engaged
with however is the question of who took the pho-
tograph. For a long time I had assumed that my dad
was the photographer but when I recently mentioned
this to my mum she was less convinced; she feels there
is a strong possibility that she took the photograph. I
was taken aback by this. I had convinced myself that
this was an image taken by my father, that there was
some silent affection reaching toward us through the
lens that was never verbalised when he was with us.
This is not to suggest the photo is any less meaningful
if taken by my mum, but her affection was freely
given. Where this image would not be unusual if my
mum had captured it, the image would be something
of a rarity if my dad was responsible for it. My dad
isn’t alive now, my mum can’t recall if she took it or
not, I can’t establish with any certainty which parent
took the picture but I badly want it to be him, for the
photograph to speak to me about how my dad had
felt about his children and to fill a void of not being
quite sure about his love. 

¶ Families: they are a heady mix for an
adult, let alone a child, to comprehend.
Father and mother, brothers and sister,
half-siblings, step-parent and step-
sibling – this was the mixture I experi-
enced. But it was my mother’s side of

the family that fascinated me and represented a certain
exoticness. Mam was German, married to an English-
man not too long after World War II, living in a small
English village. She was different – and it’s part of that
difference that I experienced when I first saw this next
object, which I have always thought of as a baby deer.

I am hazy about when or how it came into my 
possession. Like you, willing your photograph to be
taken by your father, I think, and hope, this lovely 
little toy was given to me by a German relation. We
had various visits from our foreign relations and, as a
whole family, we visited them twice I think. As a
child growing up in a small village suddenly travelling
off to a different country was unsettling. However,
the most unsettling aspect was that whilst the coun-
try, relations, language, homes and some of the foods
and smells were new to me they were also strangely
recognisable. Without being able to articulate it I
think I understood that this new world was both for-
eign and familiar to me. 

My fondest and most vivid memories of these visits
were the times spent with Tante Eva, Onkel Hans and
our cousin, Karin. As a family I think we all under-
stood that Eva was Mam’s favourite sister and, despite
being in a place that wasn’t like our home, we felt very
much at home at Eva and Hans’. They lived in a flat –
whereas we lived in a house; their house smelt of
freshly made coffee – ours of damp English days. But
the fairy dust of foreignness wasn’t only sprinkled on
Eva and family. When we stayed with them I felt we
were foreign by association. Even Dad, who to my
young eyes was strict and sombre, was lent an air of
romance. His name was Peter John – quite plain. Our
English relations all called him Peter. The Germans,
and it’s especially Eva’s tobacco voice I remember,
called him ‘der Johnny’ – with a soft ‘j’. It sounded 
almost French. It was a jolt to the system to hear him
named in that way and with that inflection but I liked
it, it was as if we were in a film.

All of those associations – and more – flood back
when I look at this little toy. We had other toys given
to us by our German relations which were also very
different to the toys you could buy at home, but none
quite captured the romance of the foreign like this
did. 

¶ Your words take me to my experi-
ence of holidays. I can’t claim them as 
being as exotic as the otherworld that 
Germany must have seemed. My 
family holidays were mostly spent in
various tents pitched on campsites in

Wales, or sometimes in a rented cottage (temporarily
– thrillingly – in our possession). These trips never
failed to excite and enthral me, the anticipation of 
exploring a new space almost more satisfying than the
actual exploration. This impulse hasn’t really left me.
I still find travelling to a holiday destination quietly
thrilling and the setting-up of a temporary home, the
formation of comfort in an unknown place, pleasur-
able and oddly reassuring. This puzzles me, but I
think this is to do with mirroring home, seeing it
from a distance and attempting to recreate it some-
where else, producing some kind of temporary
replica. 

One year my family were given the use of a caravan
for a week, a type of holiday previously unknown to
me. This was a great gift to us all. My mum had 
recently taken a job as the residential warden of a 
sheltered housing block for senior citizens, where we
all now lived. She was paid very little money to do a
difficult and demanding job. Mum was obliged to be
on site 22 hours of the day providing care and atten-
tion to the residents when and where required (and it
was required a lot). I recall Mum feeling satisfied that
she was providing a home for her family but I under-
stood that she was trapped by these duties. Holidays
were a temporary escape. The loan of a caravan – new,

and very generously free of charge – in a year which
was expected to be without a holiday was a great re-
lief for Mum, it was a chance to get out and get away. 

I committed a drawing of the caravan to a page of
my holiday diary. Here I tried to understand how the
tiny rooms and beds that folded out-of or in-to things
worked, tried to possess it as ‘ours’ (the family’s). 
To the child-me this was a level of cosiness not 
previously experienced: everything slotted together.
The plan is completely inaccurate of course. It’s 
unsophisticated, though I think I must have taken a
lot of time over it. Looking at the drawing now 
I’m minded to think the act of recording and under-
standing the space was important to me, it was an 
affirmation. Mapping the space gave me control of it
and the opportunity for repeated return to it. I hid
the drawing beneath a postcard which I stuck down
in my holiday diary with a hinge of sticky tape so I
could lift it up when I wanted to see my record of this
ordinary but, to me, special place. Then I could hide
it again, beneath the postcard, between the pages,
ready to be revisited when required.

¶ My next object also presents the de-
piction of a place, a fantasy place rather
than one that I had actually visited. I
am not really sure whether this was
somewhere I even wanted to visit, but
it certainly haunted my imagination. I

have memories of this scene being created by me in
various media – pencil, paint and, as in this object,
textiles and stitch. Both the scene and the materials
from which it is constructed interest me. The scene
itself represents a child’s fairytale concoction of a set-
ting sun, a tower and winding road leading to the
tower – or away from it, depending on your point of
view. As a child my point of view nearly always led
to the tower (read into that what you will).

I fretted about what I would do as a job. After
Mam died I knew adults saw me as a sensible, reliable
child who had the potential to build a career in all
sorts of areas. What they didn’t know, and what, after
Mam’s death, I felt it was important to keep under
control, was that I had a reckless side, that I needed
to be bold, take risks and be expressive. I had various
ideas about careers but nothing seemed to really fit,
mainly because I was trying to shoe horn myself into
the expectations of the grown-ups. However, I can
remember the moment when I experienced the 
sensation of fitting, of knowing there was something
I could not only simply do but that felt right. I was sit-
ting in an art class completing some embroidery when
I had the sensation of connecting naturally and 
confidently with the task. I felt comfortable and in
control, and found myself exhilarated, planning how
I might earn money and build a career using these
practical, creative skills. As an adult this object reveals
much about me as an artist. The image I created is one
that I have tapped into time and again throughout my
artistic career: an imagined space, a heightened reality,
the potential of narrative. 

¶ Perhaps this bundle of felt tip pens
reveals something about my creativity
and, in turn, the creativity we share.
These aren’t authentic – they haven’t
been stored from my childhood – but
they are symbolic of my early fascina-

tion with colour and its seemingly infinite range, and
with making choices from selections of pens such as
these. Felt tip pens were a regular pocket money 
purchase for me. I loved the vibrancy of them and,
whilst I did of course use them to draw and colour

and design with, simply possessing them seemed 
significant and important to my childhood self. Plastic
packs of these pens, ordered rainbow-style from end
to end, seemed so full of possibility that the greatest
pleasure they offered me was in simply owning them
and looking at them whenever I liked in order to
imagine what I could do with them. The outer casing
of the inky interior was really the most important
thing – nothing could disappoint me more than an
ink that didn’t match the vibrancy of its casing except
perhaps a dried-up felt tip from which I could barely
scrape a mark. I must take responsibility for those
dead pens: try as hard as I might, when I used them 
I struggled to remember to put the cap back on to 
protect the ink, limiting my palette, closing down that
sense of infinite opportunity I divined from them.

Not unlike my drawing of the caravan I think there
are elements of control in my relationship to these
pens. Most significantly though I think they link me
to an early understanding of choice and, in turn, 
possibility. Making very mundane choices about day-
to-day activities and objects remains a source of great
pleasure for me in my domestic life. This is borne out
in my creative work where choice of materials and 
visual representations of a range of possibilities have
been significant in terms of the meaning and the 
aesthetic of my work. I see this too in the work we
make together. I think choice, and often the negotia-
tion of choice, sits at the heart of what we make and
do as artists. Choosing is like playing – it can be a
playful act – and echoes of childhood play resound
through our work.

¶ Yes, shared play – in particular when
you are playing with someone on your
wavelength – is very satisfying and 
productive. For a child and an artist it
is an affirmation that your thinking and
activity isn’t so odd after all, it encour-

ages a feeling of confidence to progress along a 
particular line of thinking. This sense of the inter-
relationship between friendship and productive play
is represented in my final object. It is a ragdoll made
from various materials – an old pair of woolly tights
clothed in fabric left over from a dress Mam made for
my sister (or did my sister use the fabric to make a
dress for herself ?). The doll was brought to life by
fashioning hair and facial features using knitting wool
and sewing cottons. I am sure lots of similar dolls have
been created in this ad hoc way. 

As a child I was surrounded by my four brothers
and my sister. I often wanted to play on my own – I
didn’t want to bother with what I saw as the constant,
irritating negotiation that play required (that you
mention and which, I agree, is now such a satisfying
part of our play as artists). My sister was very patient
about tolerating my indifference to playing with my
siblings. She would tempt me into play by suggesting
things that we could make: a doll’s house and furni-
ture out of cardboard boxes, an entirely new doll from
an old pair of tights. Again, I am not claiming any-
thing new in this style of play. But the ability to create
a new whole from disparate parts which then has new
significance is a lesson that has stayed with me. As 
collaborative artists we frequently use these methods
of collage and assemblage. Recently – whilst prepar-
ing another text – we were reading scholarly writings
on these subjects. We were both amused that this 
academic research revealed great similarities between
our play as artists and our play as children. It is strange
but comfortable to know that the origins of these 
explorations tap into such a young and naïve place.

OTHER OBJECTS:
PIERCING CHILDHOOD CARSON & MILLER

tant material culture of childhood – a culture that can easily provide a cushion of
sentiment and nostalgia – in order to draw out more complex narratives and to
consider the essence of childhood as ‘difference’, as ‘other’. 

The following text is conceived as a visual essay and a written exchange; a pres-
entation of objects that are somehow of significance to us and to our recollection
of personal childhood experience, partnered with a reflection on this significance.
This text is presented as a dialogue: each small image – writ large in the centre of
the document – marks the point where the exchange shifts from one of us to the
other as we present our childhood objects, meditate on them, recollect childhood
experience and negotiate the significance of these objects from the perspective of
our different childhoods and our altered adult viewpoints.

i n t r o d u c t i o n The work we present here takes as its starting point the
idea of ‘the other child’. This notion of otherness is one we explore in terms of
our personal experience of childhood and in the context of our work as artists
who draw on childhood and its activities when making art in adulthood. 

Childhood as a state of strangeness – of development and dependence but 
also of uncertainty, confusion and powerlessness – is familiar to many but can be
an uncomfortable subject. There is something almost unknowable about childhood
once you have left it behind; its essence is slippery and hard to grasp. In itself, the
very idea of childhood can seem uncanny, unresolved, contested. In the following
words and images we attempt to ‘pierce childhood’, at best fleetingly and certainly
with a very personal focus. Our intention is to break through the rich and impor-
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