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Maurits Escher was brought up by his father, George Escher, who was a civil engineer, and his second wife Sarah who was the 

daughter of a government minister. He lived with his four older brothers, Arnold, Johan, Berend, and Edmond. Maurits attended both 
elementary and secondary school in Arnhem between 1912 and 1918, where he failed to shine in many of his subjects, but exhibited an 
early interest in both music and carpentry. 

People expressed the opinion that he possessed a mathematical brain but he never excelled in the subject at any stage during his 
schooling and treated the subject with some considerable unease. He wrote [7]:- 

At high school in Arnhem, I was extremely poor at arithmetic and algebra because I had, and still have, great 
difficulty with the abstractions of numbers and letters. When, later, in stereometry [solid geometry], an appeal was 
made to my imagination, it went a bit better, but in school I never excelled in that subject. But our path through life 
can take strange turns. 

Early reports detailed his methodological approach to life which was taken to be an unconscious reaction to his engineering family 
upbringing. As a child, Maurits always had an intensely creative side and an 'acute sense of wonder'. He often claimed to see shapes that 
he could relate to in the clouds. 
Many years later a woman:- 

... remembered the care with which this little boy [Escher] had selected the shape, quantity and size of his slices of 
cheese, so that, fitted one against the other, they would cover as exactly as possible the entire slice of bread. This 
particular trait never left him ... 

Family aspirations that Maurits would train as an architect were disappointed when he failed his final exams in history, 
constitutional organizations, political economies and book keeping, and as a result he never officially graduated. His family moved to 
Oosterbeek where a loophole in Dutch law allowed Maurits to enroll at the Higher Technical School in Delft (1918-1919) and thus 
allowed him to repeat some of the subjects he had failed. However, unable and unwilling to catch up following poor health, he decided 
instead to concentrate on his drawing and his woodcut techniques.  

Throughout his life, Escher was regularly heard to complain about his lack of natural drawing ability and as a result most of his 
pieces took a long time to complete, and required numerous attempts before he was completely happy.  

As a part of his architectural studies, he visited the Alhambra Palace in Granada. Escher was overwhelmed by the beauty of the 
14th century Moorish palace and in particular, by the decorative tilings which decorated many of the surfaces of the building.  Escher's 
fascination with order and symmetry took over his life after he made his second visit to the Alhambra. After this trip Escher became 
obsessed with the concept of regular division of the plane. He wrote:- 

It remains an extremely absorbing activity, a real mania to which I have become addicted, and from which I 
sometimes find it hard to tear myself away. 

Escher felt that he could improve upon the work of the Moorish artists and used his sketches as a geometric grid from which to 
design his own characters to fill the plane. He experimented with many different motifs such as birds, weightlifters and lions, all of 
which appear in many of his early designs. All of his work during this time period relied heavily on his own imagination along with his 
Spanish sketches, and was immensely time consuming. 

In October 1937 Escher showed some of his new work to his brother Berend, by then a professor of geology at Leiden University, 
when both were visiting their parents home in The Hague. Berend sent his brother a list of articles that he felt would be of assistance. 
This was Escher's first contact with mathematics. 

Escher taught himself about plane symmetry groups and experimented with a wide variety of symmetry types. He adopted a highly 
mathematical approach with a systematic study, using notation which he invented himself. Escher also studied an article written by F 
Haag in 1923 and he eventually challenged some of the views expressed in the literature following further research into the topic. 
Further research and investigation culminated in 1941 with his first notebook Regular Division of the plane with Asymmetric congruent 
Polygons. This notebook was extended and improved over the course of the following year, when the results obtained from extensive 
color based division investigations were included. These books were never meant for publication - only for background information to 
allow him to continue as a visionary artist. 

Ironically, the notebooks were evidence of the fact that Escher had become a research mathematician of the highest order, regardless 
of his personal feeling of mathematical insecurity. He had developed his own categorization system that covered all the possible 
combinations of shape, color and symmetrical properties. He had unknowingly studied areas of crystallography years in advance of any 
professional mathematician working in this field. He wrote:- 

A long time ago, I chanced upon this domain [of regular division of the plane] in one of my wanderings... 
However, on the other side I landed in a wilderness.... I came to the open gate of mathematics. Sometimes I think 
I have covered the whole area ... and then I suddenly discover a new path and experience fresh delights. 

For the remainder of his life, Escher was inundated with requests from all over the world to give lectures on connections between 
mathematics and art/ 
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