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INTRODUCTION

Search for the word illustration on the internet and you will be presented with a vast 
and often contradictory mass of definitions and opinions. Illustration is:

*	 Often confused with the act of drawing;
*	 Both a profession and a way of communicating;
*	 Subject to the personal interpretation of not only the artist, but possibly the 

person who commissioned them (and then everybody who views the work).  

And of course this is just one opinion  Add to this the intricacies of copyright, project 
management, seeking  and securing illustration work and method…..and you can see 
how difficult it was for us to decide what we would base this course upon.

We have decided that regardless of why or how you are illustrating, or for whom, that at 
the heart of this subject is the act of producing a piece of artwork which will visualise 
words or concepts.  How the art is produced, under what contractual terms (if any), and 
what happens next are all secondary to that amazing moment when you engage your 
imagination and attempt to visualise a series of words.  We believe that represents 
illustration in its purest form, and this is the heart of what the course will concentrate 
on.

Through six assignments we will use our experience to mentor you through six illustration 
projects.  These six projects will enable you to practice interpreting six different pieces 
of writing or concepts, producing rough sketches and finished pieces of art for each, all 
with a tutor alongside providing encouragement and advice whilst simultaneously acting 
as the ‘client’.

At the end of this course you will have the basic skills required to be an illustrator, and 
you will have tried out a number of different disciplines.  You may then decide to specialise 
as a comic book artist, cartoonist, a children’s illustrator, a graphic designer, something 
broader or a combination. You will also have begun to build a portfolio of sketches and 
project material, which will be invaluable if you intend taking this further.

There have to be constraints though with a subject this wide.  You can’t put a limit on 
creativity, but it is sometimes necessary to limit how it is displayed.  So whilst illustration 
is only limited by what you (or your client) want to do, the projects in this course will 
only be assessing 2 dimensional illustrations.  Also, whilst photography is certainly a valid 
means of illustrating, the college already have a course which covers that discipline, so 
pure photography is not acceptable for the projects that follow.  Digital, watercolours, 
mixed media, pencils, pens etc. are all accepted depending on your personal style.



PAGE 23

ILLUSTRATION

Study Unit 1

© London Art College 2023

Practice these shapes. Now your practice regime has expanded to line drawings of 
everything around you to everything around you plus shapes. Whilst you are doing this, 
look around you and see all the geometric shapes in your world; your room is a cube (for 
most of you), your cup is a cylinder, that apple is a modified sphere and so on.

Draw, observe and then draw some more until these shapes become second nature to 
you. When we look at the human form later, knowing how to draw three dimensional 
shapes will help you.

In the drawings of the shapes I used a dotted line to draw through what you could see 
to suggest the solidity you couldn’t see. When you need to represent this in your drawings 
you achieve it with either shading or clever use of lines. For example:

The circle on the left looks flat, the one in the middle has some hatched lines drawn on 
it to suggest shadow from a light in the top left, and the one on the right is the same but 
the shadow is applied using grey marker pens.  The two on the right give a suggestion to 
the viewer that they are solid because of the illusion of light and shade we have added.

Another way to suggest a solid form is by adding a pattern. Look at this:

In the drawing on the left 
we suspect that this 
cartoon guy has a big 
round stomach. By adding 
stripes to his t-shirt, and 
giving the illusion they are 
bending around his big 
round stomach, we have 
provided enough visual 
clues to tell our viewer 
what they are seeing.  If 
we added shading too it 
would become very 
obvious.
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I imagine this could be placed at the top or bottom of the article as shown below:

Or across the bottom of the facing pages centred on the gutter as shown below:
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If you are sitting doodling, bring one or more characters into your head and fill a page or 
more with them.  Play with their expressions and different ways to portray them.  The 
more familiar you are with them the easier it will be to use them to tell a story.  Here is 
a page of doodles from a recent project of mine:

Notice how the guy at the top evolved into 
the one at the bottom.  This happened as I 
continually drew him, and in conversation 
with the writer.

The robot character also changed completely 
after sitting drawing him for a while until he 
felt right.

You can’t see it from these sketches, but I also drew the cast of characters together so I 
could decide on their heights in relation to one another, and ensure that I liked the feel 
of them as a group.  Setting this is also useful reference for later when I drew them in 
different panels within the pages to ensure consistency.
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What is a picture book?

Maurice Sendak, writer and illustrator of the classic ‘Where the Wild Things Are’ described 
them as a ‘visual poem’.  They tell a story, most commonly in 32 pages with a combination 
of words and pictures which blend together harmoniously to stimulate a child’s 
imagination.

Eric Carle, author of The 
Very Hungry Caterpillar 
started as a graphic 
designer.  In an interview 
he said: 

“To me pictures need 
writing and writing needs 
pictures.  A child once 
called me a picture writer, 
and that’s a good way to 
describe me”

During my research for this section of the course I read a number of books on the 
subject and conducted a lot of internet research.  I wanted to present the definitive top 
ten picture books of all time as examples, but it is a very tricky list to agree on.  Here 
then, is a list of six books which combine favourites of mine, ones which have won awards 
and those which everyone seems to mention;

This is self-indulgence on 
my part as this is one of 
my favourites.  I buy it for 
every child I know as I 
think it is superb. First 
published in 1964, this 24 
page book tells the story 
of an indignant mole on a 
search to find who it was 
who pooped on his head. 
Kids love it and so do I. It 
comes in a ‘plop up’ 
version to! Wolf Erlbruch 
won the Hans Christian 
Anderson award for 
illustration in 2006.


