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B
y many standards, 
Shannon Stamey grew 
up poor. In the western 
North Carolina trailer park 
he called home, however, 
popsicle sticks and a well-

worn copy of Where the Wild Things Are 
were ample fuel for his rich imagination.

“Grandma’s big thing was going to 
yard sales on Saturday morning,” he said. 
Her vintage magazine collection laid 
the groundwork for Stamey’s aesthetic. 
When his coloring book filled up he 
simply drew more things, but he had no 
idea how to throw paint on canvas and 
achieve a cover illustration. His childish 
curiosity soon became a call to action. 

Mowing yards provided money for 
art supplies, and pencils proved the 
most affordable. So he set out to do 
with pencils what other people did with 
paints. Being self-taught has given him 
the opportunity to make a lot of mistakes, 
and have a few happy accidents. “It’s nice 
to surprise myself sometimes,” he said. 
“I might pick up the wrong color pencil 
and do something meant to be brown in 
orange and it will turn out better.” 

Stamey is often asked why he doesn’t 
go digital. “I like the physical aspect of it,” 
he said. “I like it when my forearms and 
fingers are aching the next day because I 
know I’ve gotten some work done.” Hard 
work is in his blood. His father, a hot tar 
roofer, worked sixteen hour days and still 
made time to pass the football. Stamey 
himself used to box and play hockey. 
“Getting knocked down hurts, but it’s a 
good feeling to get back up,” he said. 

By Melissa Gosselin Collins
HIS LIFE INFORMS HISArt
ILLUSTRATOR SHANNON STAMEY doesn’t have 

a fancy art degree or well-stocked studio. In fact, 

he draws from something not typically associated 

with art at all – a happy childhood. 

Left | A little girl seeks solace in the 
moon, who obliges her.

By Melissa Goslin
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His work – like his life – is about resilience. On one level, it is about the endurance 
of art. He breathes fresh life into his influences, from the old French ads to the surreal 
fairy tales of Maxfield Parrish. But they reach deeper than homage. Stamey’s specific 
experiences provide a distinct gift for uncovering the magical in the everyday.  

Up close, his pieces are stunning. Characters are captured with the crackled flesh 
of vintage dolls, taken down from their shelves and allowed a flash of privacy. Gazing 
at them is a guilty pleasure, revealing the intrinsic beauty of the human condition 
through its cracks. His women and children are cloaked in autumn, changing colors 
and stripping away trappings in an ultimate act of renewal. 

   Growing up, Stamey’s parents were generous with simple comforts – eye 

Text lends many of his pieces the same feeling of 
being ripped from a children’s book – moments 
that exist somewhere as part of a larger narrative.

Stamey’s art is not so much intended for 
children as it is to transport adults back to 

the wonders and fears of childhood.
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contact, handshakes, hugs. Other kids 
surrounding him were not as lucky, 
and their stories stuck with him like 
pages from his treasured books. Imogen 
portrays a little girl seeking solace in the 
moon, a moment encapsulating both 
the vulnerability and resourcefulness of 
children. “As a child, you think about 
things with a lot more depth than adults 
give you credit for,” Stamey said. His 
illustrations are intended less for children, 
and more for taking adults back to that 
mindset. 

“Halloween rolls around, and you get 
so excited about putting on make-up and 
dressing up like a zombie. It’s like falling 
in love for the first time,” he said. For 
Stamey, childhood is pure perception. His 
own was changed by a yard sale find of 

the original, more gruesome versions of 
Grimm’s fairy tales. “Fear is like a drug 
for children,” he said. 

He hopes to someday illustrate his 
own children’s books about overcoming 
kid fears. “I think we need to learn how 
to do that early on,” he said. “Otherwise 
you end up with an adult who doesn’t 
know how to deal with things.” In The 
Nightmare Tree, a little boy is shown 
taking an axe to the tree that casts 
shadows in his room, a singular moment 
that sparks the imagination and expands 
into a world of its own.

Text lends many of his pieces the same 
feeling of being ripped from a children’s 
book – moments that exist somewhere 
as part of a larger narrative. Afternoons 
spent poring over books and magazines 

seem to have forever fused images to 
words in the artist’s mind, transforming 
straightforward drawings into stories. 
His other works are influenced by classic 
ads, providing timeless illustrations about 
who we are and what we desire.

Until recently, Stamey worked as 
a projectionist at Cameo Art House 
Theatre where film has taught him about 
capturing moments. “The most interactive 
ones aren’t necessarily about speaking to 
another person,” he said. “You can walk 
outside or just stand on your porch and 
have an incredible moment.” The Moon 
in June came to him as an idea for a silent 
film in which a woman falls in love with 
the elusive man in the moon.   

Stamey moved to Fayetteville for one 
good reason. “She’s about 5’2”, brown 
hair, brown eyes and very persuasive,” he 
said. Stamey expected to be here about 
six months, save some money, and move 
on. That was two years ago. 

“I had no idea there was so much 
going on here,” he said. He says the 
arts community has been good to him. 
Stamey wants to make a serious career of 
his art, but is still floored by the idea of 
people buying his illustrations.  “It’s not 
a necessity, not like putting bread on the 
table,” he said. “I am one of the luckiest 
people I know because I have met some 
incredible people willing to spend their 
money on something I do for fun.”  

Teaching and making prints of his 
work are two short-term goals, but all 
bets are off once he realizes his dream – a 
five-book contract with a major publisher. 
Until then, Stamey is happy to keep 
brainstorming, learning, and working on 
commissioned children’s illustrations. 
As for still lifes and portraits though, 
he simply isn’t interested. “Maybe the 
apples and oranges are having an intense 
conversation,” he said, “but I wouldn’t 
know how to portray that in a bowl of 
fruit.” CV

Stamey’s work can be seen on his web 
site, www.OctoberIllustrations.com.

Still lifes are not interesting material for 
Stamey, who prefers to make manifest 
a vignette from a story or illuminate the 
theme from a classic ad.

http://www.OctoberIllustrations.com
www.cityviewnc.com
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