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DISCOVERING THE
MAGIC OF THE
LOST THING BY
SHAUN TAN

In  the  landscape  of
modern  i l lustrated
literature,  few  works
resonate as deeply and
mysteriously  as  The
Lost Thing By Shaun
Tan .  Th i s  award -
winning  picture  book,
which later became an
A c a d e m y  A w a r d -
winning animated short
film,  has  captivated
readers  of  al l  ages
since its publication. At
first  glance,  it  appears
to  be  a  simple  story
about  a  boy  who  finds

a strange creature on a
beach. But as you turn
the pages, you quickly
realize this is a layered
n a r r a t i v e  a b o u t
c o n f o r m i t y ,
compassion,  and  the
q u i e t  s p a c e s  w e
reserve  for  wonder  in
a n  i n c r e a s i n g l y
mechanical  world.
Whether  you  are  a
longtime fan of Shaun
T a n ' s  w o r k  o r
encountering this story
for  the  first  time,  The
Lost Thing By Shaun
Tan  offers  an
experience that lingers
long  after  the  final
page.

WHO IS SHAUN
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TAN? A BRIEF
INTRODUCTION TO

THE CREATOR

S h a u n  T a n  i s  a n
Austral ian  author,
i l l u s t r a t o r ,  a n d
filmmaker  whose  work
defies  easy
categorization.  Known
f o r  h i s  s u r r e a l ,
d e t a i l e d ,  a n d
emotionally  resonant
visual storytelling, Tan
has  created  some  of
the  most  celebrated
works in contemporary
children's  and  young
adult  literature.  His
books,  including  The
Arrival ,  Tales  from
Outer  Suburbia,  and
The  Lost  Th ing  By
Shaun Tan, have been
t r a n s l a t e d  i n t o
numerous  languages
and have won multiple
international  awards.
Tan's unique ability to
blend  whimsy  with
melancholy,  and  the
ord inary  w i th  the

extraordinary,  makes
him  a  standout  figure
i n  t h e  w o r l d  o f
illustrated  fiction.  His
background in fine arts
and his deep interest in
s o c i a l  i s s u e s ,
m i g r a t i o n ,  a n d
belonging  permeate
his  work,  giving  it  a
timeless and universal
appeal.

THE STORY OF THE
LOST THING BY
SHAUN TAN: A
BRIEF SYNOPSIS

The  Lost  Thing  By
Shaun Tan  begins on
a  seemingly  ordinary
day.  A  boy,  whose
name we never learn,
is collecting bottle tops
at  a  beach  when  he
notices  a  strange,
mechanica l - look ing
creature sitting among
the rocks. The creature
is large, awkward, and
o u t  o f  p l a c e — a
c o m b i n a t i o n  o f
industrial  pipes,  dials,
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and  organic  shapes.
T h e  b o y  f e e l s  a n
immediate  sense  of
sympathy  for  the  lost
thing  and  decides  to
help  it  find  where  it
belongs.  What  follows
is a journey through a
dystopian, bureaucratic
c i ty  where  no  one
seems  to  care  about
oddities  or  misfits.  The
b o y  s e a r c h e s  f o r
a u t h o r i t i e s ,
institutions,  and  signs
that  might  guide  the
creature home, only to
encounter  indifference,
red tape, and a society
obsessed  with  order
and utility. In the end,
the  boy  discovers  a
h i d d e n  d o o r — a
sanctuary  for  lost
things—where  the
creature  can  finally  be
a t  peace .  Bu t  the
experience  changes
t h e  b o y  f o r e v e r ,
leaving  him  with  a
quiet  awareness of  all
the lost things that go

unnoticed every day.

The
Thematic
Depth of
The Lost
Thing By
Shaun
Tan
While the plot  of  The
Lost Thing By Shaun
T a n  a p p e a r s
straightforward,  the
story  operates  on
multiple levels.  It  is  a
m e d i t a t i o n  o n
difference,  alienation,
and the quiet heroism
of  kindness.  The  lost
thing itself can be read
as  a  metaphor  for
anyone  or  anything
that does not fit neatly
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i n t o  s o c i e t a l
expectations—immigra
nts,  artists,  dreamers,
people with disabilities,
or  simply  those  who
s e e  t h e  w o r l d
differently.  Tan  does
not  offer  easy  answers
or  a  neat  resolution.
Instead,  he  invites
readers to sit with the
d i s c o m f o r t  o f
uncertainty  and  to
consider what it means
to  truly  see  another
being without trying to
fix or categorize them.

THE
ILLUSTRATIONS: A
VISUAL LANGUAGE
OF WONDER AND
MELANCHOLY

One  cannot  discuss
The  Lost  Thing  By
Shaun  Tan  without
paying  close  attention
to  its  i l lustrations.
Tan's  ar twork  is  a
masterclass  in  visual
storytelling. He uses a
c o m b i n a t i o n  o f

watercolor,  pencil,
collage,  and  digital
techniques to create a
world  that  feels  both
familiar  and  deeply
s t r a n g e .  T h e
cityscapes  are  grey,
industrial,  and  filled
w i t h  g e o m e t r i c
patterns,  suggesting a
society  that  values
efficiency  over
creativity.  In  contrast,
t h e  l o s t  t h i n g  i s
r e n d e r e d  w i t h  a
chaotic mix of textures
a n d  c o l o r s — r e d ,
orange,  yellow,  and
metallic grays—making
it  stand  out  vividly
against  the  monotone
backdrop.
Tan  also  plays  with
perspective and scale.
T h e  l o s t  t h i n g  i s
enormous,  yet  it  is
ignored  by  almost
everyone.  This  visual
irony  reinforces  the
s t o r y ' s  c e n t r a l
message: that we often
fail  to  notice  what  is
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most  extraordinary
right in front of us. The
illustrations  are  filled
w i t h  s u b t l e
d e t a i l s — h i d d e n
symbols,  mechanical
contrapt ions,  and
surreal  elements—that
r e w a r d  r e p e a t e d
readings.  Each  time
you  revisit  The  Lost
Thing By Shaun Tan,
you  notice  something
new:  a  small  creature
in  the  background,  a
cryptic sign, or a shift
i n  t h e  b o y ' s
expression.

The Role
of Color
and Light
Color  plays  a  crucial
ro le  in  sett ing  the
emotional tone of The
Lost Thing By Shaun
Tan. The beach where
the  story  begins  is

b a t h e d  i n  w a r m ,
golden light, evoking a
sense  of  childhood
f r e e d o m  a n d
possibility.  As the boy
and the creature move
in to  the  c i t y ,  t he
palette  shifts  to  cool
grays ,  b lues ,  and
browns,  reflecting  the
coldness  of  a  society
t h a t  h a s  l o s t  i t s
capacity  for  wonder.
The sanctuary for  lost
things, when it is finally
revealed,  is  a  riot  of
color  and life—a stark
contrast  to  the  grey
world  outside.  This
visual  journey  from
warmth  to  cold  and
back to warmth mirrors
the  emotional  arc  of
the  story,  reinforcing
the idea that belonging
is  not  just  a  physical
place  but  a  state  of
b e i n g  s e e n  a n d
accepted.

THE LOST THING
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BY SHAUN TAN AS
AN OSCAR-
WINNING SHORT

FILM

In  2010,  The  Lost
Thing By Shaun Tan
was  adapted  into  an
animated  short  film,
co-directed by Tan and
Andrew  Ruhemann.
The  film  won  the
Academy  Award  for
Best  Animated  Short
Film,  introducing  the
s t o r y  t o  a  g l o b a l
a u d i e n c e .  T h e
animation  retains  the
gritty, surreal aesthetic
o f  the  book  wh i l e
adding  movement,
sound,  and  music  to
enhance the emotional
impact. The film uses a
c o m b i n a t i o n  o f
traditional  stop-motion
animation  and  digital
techniques, giving it a
tactile,  handcrafted
feel  that  honors  the
original illustrations.
O n e  o f  t h e  m o s t

striking aspects of the
film is its sound design.
T h e  l o s t  t h i n g
communicates through
a series of mechanical
clicks, whirs, and sighs,
w h i c h  a r e  b o t h
e n d e a r i n g  a n d
melancho l i c .  The
voiceover  narration,
delivered  with  a  dry,
matter-of-fact  tone,
contrasts  with  the
emotional  weight  of
the images, creating a
unique  tension.  The
film  also  expands  on
the  bu reauc ra t i c
absurdity of the world,
with  scenes  of  offices
filled  with  meaningless
paperwork and officials
who  offer  nothing  but
empty  platitudes.  For
those  who  have  only
experienced the book,
the  film  offers  a  new
dimension of meaning.
For  newcomers,  i t
serves  as  a  perfect
entry  point  into  the
wor ld  of  The  Lost
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Thing By Shaun Tan.

WHY THE LOST
THING BY SHAUN
TAN MATTERS IN
EDUCATION AND
LITERATURE

The  Lost  Thing  By
S h a u n  T a n  h a s
become  a  staple  in
c l a s s r o o m s  a n d
libraries  around  the
world.  Its  open-ended
narrat ive  and  r ich
visual  language  make
it  an  ideal  text  for
teach ing  c r i t i ca l
t h i n k i n g ,  v i s u a l
literacy, and empathy.
Educators  often  use
the  book  to  discuss
themes  of  belonging,
difference,  and  social
responsibility.  Because
Tan does not moralize
or offer simple lessons,
s t u d e n t s  a r e
encouraged  to  form
t h e i r  o w n
interpretations  and  to
engage  in  thoughtful
debate.

The  book  also  serves
as  a  bridge  between
children's  literature
and adult fiction. While
i t  i s  access ib le  to
younger  readers,  its
themes  resona te
deeply with adults who
recognize  the  subtle
crit ique  of  modern
society. The lost thing's
p l ight  mirrors  the
experiences  of  those
who  feel  marginalized
o r
invisible—immigrants,
refugees,  the  elderly,
the  neurodivergent,
and anyone who does
not conform to narrow
definitions  of  normal.
In this sense, The Lost
Thing By Shaun Tan
is not just a story about
a  fictional  creature;  it
is  a  story  about  us.

Key
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Themes
for
Discussio

n
Conformity vs.
Individuality:
The city in the
story is a place
where everyone
follows the rules
and no one
questions the
status quo. The
boy's kindness
stands out as an
act of quiet
rebellion.
The
Bureaucracy of
Indifference:
The various
authorities the
boy consults are
more interested
in paperwork
than in helping.

This satirizes
real-world
systems that
often fail those
who need
assistance.
The Value of
Seeing: The boy
is the only one
who truly sees
the lost thing.
The story
suggests that
simply paying
attention to
others is a
profound act of
compassion.
Belonging and
Home: The lost
thing does not
need to be fixed
or changed; it
needs to find a
place where it
can be itself. This
is a powerful
message about
acceptance.
Loss and
Awareness: The
ending is
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bittersweet. The
boy helps the
lost thing find a
home, but he is
left with a
heightened
awareness of all
the other lost
things in the
world. This
encourages
readers to
remain vigilant
and
compassionate.

THE ENDURING
APPEAL OF THE
LOST THING BY
SHAUN TAN

More than two decades
a f t e r  i t s  i n i t i a l
publication,  The  Lost
Thing By Shaun Tan
continues  to  find  new
audiences.  Its  themes
are more relevant than
ever  in  a  world  that
o f t e n  p r i o r i t i z e s
product iv i ty  over
c o n n e c t i o n  a n d

u n i f o r m i t y  o v e r
diversity.  The  story's
refusal  to  offer  a  tidy
resolution is part of its
strength.  It  does  not
t e l l  r e a d e r s  t h a t
everything  wi l l  be
o k a y ,  b u t  i t  d o e s
suggest that small acts
of  kindness  matter,
even when they seem
futile.
Tan's artistic style also
contr ibutes  to  the
book's  longevity.  The
illustrations  are  both
nostalgic and futuristic,
evoking  a  sense  of
time that is out of joint.
Readers  can  project
their  own  experiences
and emotions onto the
images,  making  each
reading  a  personal
journey.  Additionally,
the book's short length
and visual nature make
i t  a c c e s s i b l e  t o
reluctant  readers  and
Eng l i sh  language
learners,  whi le  i ts
depth  satisfies  those
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looking  for  a  more
challenging  text.

Recomm
endations
for
Further
Reading
and
Viewing
I f  you  enjoyed  The
Lost Thing By Shaun
Tan,  you  might  also
explore  Tan's  other
works. The Arrival is a
wordless graphic novel
about immigration that
uses  breathtaking
pencil  illustrations  to
tell a universal story of
leav ing  home  and
starting  anew.  Tales
from Outer Suburbia is

a  collection  of  short
stories  that  blend  the
mundane  with  the
magical, much like The
Lost Thing By Shaun
T a n .  F o r  t h o s e
interested  in  the  film
adaptation,  the Oscar-
winning short is widely
available on streaming
platforms  and  often
screened  in  schools
and  libraries.

CONCLUSION: A
QUIET
MASTERPIECE
THAT SPEAKS
VOLUMES

The  Lost  Thing  By
Shaun  Tan  is  more
than  just  a  children's
book  or  an  award-
winning  film.  It  is  a
quiet masterpiece that
speaks  to  the  lost
things  within  all  of
u s — t h e  p a r t s  o f
ourselves that feel out
of  place,  unseen,  or
m i s u n d e r s t o o d .
Through  its  haunting
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illustrations,  gentle
s to ry te l l i ng ,  and
profound  themes,  Tan
has  created  a  work
that  transcends  age,
culture,  and  t ime.
Whether  you  read  it
a l o n e  o n  a  q u i e t
afternoon  or  share  it
with a classroom full of
students, the story has
the  power  to  change
how you see the world.
It reminds us that the

most  important  things
are often invisible, that
k indness  i s  never
wasted, and that there
is always room for one
more  lost  thing  to  find
its  way  home.  In  a
w o r l d  t h a t  o f t e n
demands  conformity,
The  Lost  Thing  By
Shaun Tan celebrates
the beautiful, awkward,
and  i r replaceable
oddities that make life
worth living.


