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Welcome to Illustration 2: Responding to a brief.

Your OCA Student Handbook should be able to answer most questions about the basics of this 

course and all other OCA courses so keep this to hand. 

Course aims

This course builds on your learning from Level 1. 

The unit aims to:

•	 develop an understanding of the visual language, practices and processes of reportage, 

narrative and intepretive illustration

•	 explore the relationship between illustrator, client and audiences

•	 apply creative problem solving, interpretive and/or reportage skills to client led briefs, 

competitions or other real world contexts

•	 apply visual research and idea development techniques

•	 provide an opportunity to select, test and apply appropriate methods of visual and written 

communication

•	 develop the skills for the critical evaluation of the work of others and of self.

Course outcomes

On successful completion of the course you’ll be able to:

•	 show a critical and contextual understanding of illustration practices 

•	 demonstrate how your practice relates to clients and audiences 

•	 demonstrate an ability to interpret and creatively respond to client led or self-initiated 

briefs 

•	  generate visual research and outcomes that show some personal visual language

•	 present evidence of selection, testing, application and evaluation of illustration skills and 

techniques 

•	 critically evaluate own work informed by the work of others.

Before you start



Your tutor

Your tutor is your main point of contact with OCA. Before you start work make sure that you’re 

clear about your tuition arrangements. The OCA tuition system is explained in some detail in 

your Student Handbook. 

If you haven’t already done so, please write a paragraph or two about your experience to date. 

Add background information about anything that you think may be relevant for your tutor to 

know about you (your profile) – for example, your own practice, your reasons for exploring this 

subject, what you expect to achieve from taking the course. 

Email or post your profile to your tutor as soon as possible. This will help them understand how 

best to support you during the course. 

Your tutor will make arrangements with you for dealing with queries, reviewing progress and 

submitting assignments. You’ll also need to arrange with your tutor how you’ll deal with any 

queries that arise between assignments. This will usually be by email or phone. Please note that 

tutors can only deal with the occasional email between assignments.

Your learning log

Keeping a learning log is an integral part of this and every other OCA course. If you’re new to OCA 

courses, read the Keeping sketchbooks and learning logs study guide for further information.  

 

Use your learning log to record your progress through the course, documenting:

•		your	thoughts	on	the	work	you	produce	for	each	exercise
•		your	thoughts	on	the	research	you	undertake	
•		your	ideas	and	observations	as	you	work	through	the	course
•		images	and	other	research	material	you’ve	collected
•		your	reflections	on	the	reading	you	do	and	any	additional	research	you	carry	out
•		your	tutor’s	reports	and	your	reactions	to	these.

You may want to consider setting up your learning log as an online blog. This blog could 

document your work from the exercises and assignments, scans or photographs of your 

sketchbooks, links to research and written reflections. Setting up a blog is free and can be done 

through websites such as Blogger, Tumblr or Wordpress. Alternatively you can set up a blog 

within the OCA student website.



Getting feedback

At the end of each part of the course you’ll need to submit your work so your tutor can give 

you some feedback on your progress. This submission should be a cross-section of the work that 

you’ve done, including: 

•		your	assignment	work,	including	finished	pieces,	preliminary	work	and	your	reflections
•		a	selection	of	work	and	reflections	on	your	exercises
•		progress	on	your	critical	review
•		any	other	sketchbook	or	back-up	work.

Show this work to your tutor by gathering it together and either posting or emailing it (you can 

use a free file-sharing service if there’s a lot of material), or you can add it to your blog as you 

work through each part of the course.

Make sure that you label any work that you send to your tutor with your name, student number 

and the assignment number. Remember to email your tutor to tell them when you’re ready to 

submit, so they know to look at your blog or expect a parcel. Your tutor will get back to you as 

soon as possible after receiving your assignment but this may take a little time. Continue with 

the course while you’re waiting.

It will be helpful for your tutor to see the work that you produce in between assignments. You 

may agree, for instance, that you’ll send your tutor samples of work or make your work available 

on your blog, if you need your tutor to comment on something in particular, or if you have a 

problem that you need help with. 

Formal assessment

Read the section on assessment in your Student Handbook at an early stage in the course. 

The Assessment and how to get qualified study guide gives more detailed information about 

assessment and accreditation. For assessment you’ll need to submit a cross-section of the work 

you’ve done on the course:

•		10–15	pieces	of	work	drawn	from	your	exercises	and	assignments
•		selected	preparatory	work	and	sketchbooks
•		your	learning	log	or	blog	url
•		a	2,000	word	critical	review.

Only work done during the course should be submitted to your tutor or for formal assessment. 



Pre-assessment review

If you decide to have your work formally assessed, you’ll need to spend time at the end of 

the course preparing your finished work for submission. How you present your work to the 

assessors is of critical importance and can make the difference between an average mark and 

an excellent mark. Because of this your tutor is available to guide you on presenting your work.

What to do

Put together your portfolio for assessment as directed in the submission guidelines at the end 

of this course guide. Photograph or scan the work you plan to submit and email it to your tutor. 

Don’t photograph every page of your notebooks, learning logs or sketchbooks, but describe 

what you’re planning to submit. You should also outline the way you plan to actually present 

the work so that your tutor can make sure that you’re making the most of the work you are 

sending in. Your tutor will give you feedback and guidance so that you’re well prepared to make 

the best of your work at assessment.

Assessment criteria

Here are the assessment criteria for this course. These are central to the assessment process for 

this course, so if you are going to have your work assessed to gain formal credits, please make 

sure you take note of these criteria and consider how each of the assignments you complete 

demonstrates evidence of each criterion. On completion of each assignment, and before you 

send your assignment to your tutor, test yourself against the criteria; in other words, do a self 

assessment, and see how you think you would do. Note down your findings for each assignment 

you’ve completed in your learning log, noting all your perceived strengths and weaknesses, 

taking into account the criteria every step of the way. This will be helpful for your tutor to see, 

as well as helping you prepare for assessment.



Assessment criteria points

•	 Demonstration of technical and visual skills – materials, techniques, observational skills, 

visual awareness, design and compositional skills

•	 Quality of outcome – content, application of knowledge, presentation of work in a coherent 

manner, discernment, conceptualisation of thoughts, communication of ideas

•	 Demonstration of creativity – imagination, experimentation, invention, development of a 

personal voice

•	 Context reflection – research, critical thinking (learning logs and, for second and third level 

courses, critical reviews and essays).

Planning ahead

This Level 2 course represents 600 hours of learning time. Allow around 20% of this time for 

reflection and learning log development. The course should take about a year to complete if you 

spend around 12 hours each week on it. You’ll need to allow extra time if you decide to have 

your work formally assessed in order to prepare your work for assessment.

The time you spend on each part of the course will depend on your own work rate, the time 

available to you, how easy or hard you find it and how quickly you want to complete the course. 

So don’t worry if you take slightly more or less time than suggested. Your tutor will negotiate 

deadlines with you for submission of each part of the course. 

Your tutor will provide feedback on how you’re progressing when you submit your assignment 

at the end of each part of the course. Try and avoid getting too bogged down in a particular 

part of the course. If it helps, draft a rough study plan and revisit this at the end of each part. 

As with all OCA courses, these materials are intended to be used flexibly but keep your tutor 

informed about your progress.  

 



Course structure

Illustration 2 is divided into five main parts, each with its own assignment. Each part of the 

course addresses a different issue or topic and is separated into projects designed to tackle the 

topic in bite-sized chunks. Each project contains one or more exercises, which are there for you 

to test out the ideas and practices explored in the project. Each project also has research tasks 

designed to encourage additional research and provide reflective questions that feed into your 

learning log. The assignment at the end of each part of the course draws on what you have 

learned from these exercises and research tasks. It offers the opportunity to undertake a more 

substantial creative project and apply your understanding of the topic. 

At the end of Part Five you’ll complete a self-directed assignment drawing on what you’ve 

learned on the course as a whole. This assignment offers you the chance to undertake client or 

competition briefs or to develop and work on your own project. You’re expected to spend more 

time on this assignment than on previous ones. 

From the beginning of the course, you should regularly collect research material and make 

notes in your learning log to help you understand your own work in relation to that of other 

illustrators and artists. This process will also help you decide on a suitable subject for the 

written element that you’ll submit as a sixth assignment. Begin putting some ideas together 

for this critical review as soon as you start the course. Submit an outline proposal of what you 

plan to do by Assignment Two, for your tutor’s approval. It’s best to work on your critical review 

throughout the course, submitting draft outlines and work in progress as you move through the 

course, rather than leaving everything until the very end. Your tutor will provide feedback on 

your critical review plans and progress at each assignment stage. 

You may want to look at the critical review section in Part Six to give you a better idea of what’s 

required and how to go about planning for it.

Reading and research

You’ll find a short reading list of books, journals and recommended websites at the end of this 

course guide and regularly updated resource material on the OCA website. 

Each part of the course features relevant examples of other artists’ and illustrators’ work. It’s 

important to extend your understanding of the theory and practice of illustration by undertaking 

your own contextual and historical research. Enrich your knowledge and understanding of these 

areas by visiting galleries, museums, degree shows and other events, as well as studying texts, 

articles and images online and through books and journals. 

Document and reflect on different practices and ideas (including your own) in your learning 



log. This will form the basis of your critical review. There are research points and exercises 

throughout the course to encourage and support this written aspect of the course.

Referencing your reading

Whenever you read or see something that you might want to refer to in your projects and 

assignments, get into the habit of taking down the full reference to the book, article, website, 

film or image straight away. You must fully reference any other work that you draw on if you 

plan to go for formal assessment. To do this you should use the Harvard system of referencing 

– there is a guide to using the Harvard system on the OCA website. Getting down the full 

reference at the time will save you the frustration of having to hunt for the details of a half-

remembered reference long after the event and ensure that you don’t inadvertently plagiarise 

someone else’s work.

Using technology

You’ll probably need to have access to computer resources such as Photoshop, Illustrator or 

desktop publishing software, a printer and a scanner. These will allow you to scan your work, 

create and manipulate images, and print out the results. 

You may need to develop your skills in using this technology, but since technology moves so fast, 

and as there are plenty of tutorials available elsewhere, this course doesn’t go into the detail of 

each software package. It does, however, assume that you have access to and familiarity with 

basic techniques such as scanning and image manipulation, and laying out images and text, 

and that you will practise and develop your skills with your specific software during the course. 

You can do this course without using such software. However if you are considering formal 

assessment or moving towards working as a professional illustrator then it is advisable to 

develop your computer skills and use of specialist software.

Spending too long working on a computer can be bad for your health 

and have a negative effect on your posture, wrists and eyesight. Make 

sure your computer, desk and chair are comfortable and take regular 

breaks. 



OCA website and forums

There are lots of other OCA students currently studying illustration. Use the OCA website forums 

as a place to meet them, share experiences and to learn from one another. The forums are a 

great place to ask questions of other students, perhaps from those who have already done the 

course. A number of exercises suggest you access the forums to share some of your research and 

to join in with the debates that are taking place. The OCA student website also contains resource 

material and links to online archives you’ll need to use. You may want to start by logging 

onto the forums and introducing yourself. Find out who else is on the course and say hello.  

“The role of the illustrators through history is an 

extraordinary one, in terms of documenting and 

interpreting the times they were in... But illustration 

has never only been about a representational kind of 

documentation. It’s always had an insight into culture 

that went beyond the appearance of things.” 

Milton Glaser 2000 (in Heller and Arisman, 2000)

Being Good Jay Cover 2012



Illustration 2

Part one  

The practice of  
illustration

Lagoon Matthew Hodson 2012



“To fiction illustration the illustrator should bring the 

accuracy of journalism, to journalism the drama of fiction, 

and to editorial illustration the contradictions of reality." 

Robert Weaver 1979

 Carolyn Gowdy 1980



Introduction 

Illustration practice covers a lot of different areas and illustrators fulfil many different roles 

within them. These roles have been categorised by different illustrators in different ways, but 

can broadly be organised around technical, narrative, editorial and persuasive functions.

 

Technical illustration

Technical illustration provides visual information to help the viewer understand something from 

a specialist perspective. Technical illustration can cover anything from surgery to car mechanics, 

wildlife illustration to explaining how volcanoes work.  

Technical illustration has been widely used to depict the workings of machinery, such as the inside 

of cars and engines. Once the mainstay of draughtsmen, this aspect of technical illustration has 

adapted to the possibilities offered by new digital technologies. Architectural illustration falls 

within the broad idea of technical illustration as a way of describing the built environment and 

is used regularly by architects, heritage organisations and developers to visualise their ideas or 

to record existing structures. Illustrators can also visualise cultural projects in a technical way, 

working alongside historians, museums, or archaeologists to help bring a piece of information 

alive through drawing.

Medical illustration is another distinct area of technical illustration that is widely used to 

visualise teaching materials for medical students. Botany, natural history, zoology and many 

other aspects of science also use illustration to visualise technical information. Technical 

illustration overlaps into the area of information graphics or infographics, which is a way of 

depicting statistics and information in visual ways. Infographics can also cover diagrams and 

maps, instructions and other practical information.  

 

A Mighty 

Machine of British 

Workmanship

 J H Clark 1943



Narrative illustration

The ability of illustration to tell stories visually is used in many different ways from book covers 

to children’s books, graphic novels to comic strips. Illustration can also can be seen at work 

in the film and animation industries, through the sequential images of storyboards or directly 

within animation itself.

Visual storytelling may mean working with writers, interpreting their ideas or re-telling their 

stories. However narrative illustration also covers illustrators who are also authors, either as 

writers of children’s books, graphic novels or as animators.

The idea of a narrative is broad and doesn’t necessarily mean a story has a fixed beginning, 

middle and end. The games industry is a new area for the narrative illustrator, providing ways 

to tell stories more interactively, with multiple endings. Illustrators feed into the games industry 

through character development, visualising narratives and styling virtual environments.

Editorial illustaration

Editorial illustration provides a form of commentary through visual means. Like the editorial 

column in newspapers, it comments on and interprets what’s happening in the world. That 

interpretation could be political, journalistic or personal. Editorial illustration covers cartoons 

satirising daily life, reportage illustrators documenting and reflecting on the world, or individuals 

using illustration as a means to say something themselves.  

Persuasion and identity

Illustration as a part of the design and advertising industries is there to provide a visual identity 

to products and services and to help persuade consumers to buy them. Illustration is used across 

all aspects of these industries from logo design to billboards, TV adverts to posters. While most 

of this activity is commercially driven, charities, local community groups and others still need to 

persuade and provide identity through illustration.

Crossovers

Organising illustration practices into categories is useful in trying to get an overview, but it runs 

the risk of oversimplifying the picture. There are crossovers between many of these areas, both 

in terms of what illustrators are trying to do (persuade, narrate) and how they do it. Where do 

we put fashion illustration, for example? A practice that is used by fashion designers to visualise 

their technical ideas but at the same time used by magazines to persuade shoppers? If you 

find that you can’t quite place yourself within a particular illustration practice, don’t worry; you 

might find that your work straddles a few different areas.



The role of the illustrator

Each of these different practice areas provides a focus for illustrators to apply their skills and 

knowledge and to provide some context in which to work. They suggest a number of different 

ways of seeing the role of the illustrator: the technical illustrator as scientist or historian or 

botanist, or the editorial illustrator as commentator, reporter or journalist, or the illustrator as 

author.

However they all share the same role of using drawing and image-making to bring to life the 

ideas and information they are working with. Illustration is a very responsive activity, in which 

the act of taking in and processing new information (be it technical information or the narrative 

of a book) and the creative act of visualising or responding to this information are inherently 

linked. As a consequence, the ability to think about the content and ideas, creatively develop 

visual ideas, and have a visual language of your own to work with, are common elements of all 

illustration practice.

Contemporary illustration

Developments in digital technology have created new ways of working, printing and distributing 

the work of illustrators. Some of these developments have replaced traditional ways of working 

while others have offered new opportunities. Either way, digital technologies have had a 

massive impact on illustration and the breadth of contemporary illustration practice shows this.

Contemporary illustrators have also been influenced by cultural changes that have emerged 

through the arts. Often driven by fringe subcultural activities, they have explored a range of 

different roles within urban street art, the writing and illustrating of graphic novels and fanzines, 

or producing work for sale in galleries. Many contemporary illustrators have created new roles 

for themselves, blurring the lines between illustrator, author, and artist.

 

 

 



Research point

Find out about the world of illustration by asking ‘who’s out there and what are they doing?’  

Identify a range of illustrators whose work or ideas you find interesting. What do these 

illustrators tell you about current illustration practices? Where do they fit within the different 

areas of illustration practice? 

Answering these questions is as much about developing your research skills in finding different 

illustrators as it is about looking at the illustrators themselves. Reflect on what resources you 

found useful. Don’t forget to look at the reading list and resources in the Appendix to this guide.

Share your findings on the OCA student forums. Look at the illustrators and resources that other 

students have found. What do you find interesting? Add your comments or start a conversation 

with other students.

Developing your voice

Developing a personal voice within your work is an important consideration for any illustrator 

or artist. It is more than just having a style or a recognisable visual approach to your work. It’s 

about developing a visual language to work with, understanding your own creative processes, 

and identifying the kinds of projects you’re interested in applying your skills to. It links together 

your creative thinking with your visual output, and it’s as much about the content of your 

work as it is about its visual form. Developing a voice is about finding out who you are as an 

illustrator, what you’re good at, what you enjoy doing, what you might want to say with your 

illustrations, or where you might want to use your skills. It’s about bringing yourself into your 

work as much as possible, through your decisions, image-making, areas of interest and focus. 

For some illustrators, finding their voice is about developing content that’s at the heart of what 

they’re interested in, authoring their own content, or pushing their illustrations in a particular 

direction.

 We must share this secret together  

Allan Saunders 1999



“Illustration is best when the ideas, skills, and styles are 

seamlessly woven into one entity. Style alone is empty.”  

Steven Heller 2000 

There’s no set way to tackle the development of a personal voice, but you might want to take 

on board the following pointers:

	•		Learn	to	play	and	learn	through	playing.	Allow	yourself	the	space	to	play	with	your	 ideas		
without worrying too much about getting things right all the time. Test out your ideas for 

the fun of it. Ask yourself ‘what happens if I just do it like this...?’ Playing suggests not taking 

things too seriously. Try not to be too precious about your work. Getting things wrong is a 

good learning experience  so don’t be afraid to start again, change direction or try something 

completely new. Experimenting with new ways of working, taking risks and trying things out 

will broaden your understanding of how you work and help you become more confident in 

your approach.

	•		Enjoy	yourself.	Enjoying	what	you’re	doing	is	a	good	benchmark	to	its	likely	success.	If	you’re	
not enjoying a particular aspect of your work, don’t stop doing it but try and re-direct it in a 

way which is more interesting to you. That might mean re-thinking your approach. Enjoying 

your work is as much about dealing with challenges as anything else.

	•			Be	persistent	 in	your	enquiry.	The	only	way	you’ll	 find	your	voice	 is	 through	working	at	 it	
regularly and by reflecting on your experiences. All of which takes time and patience.

Research point

Reflect on your illustrations, drawings and sketchbook work (this might be work you have done 

previously) and identify the pieces that best reflect a personal voice. Pick out the pieces you’ve 

most enjoyed, the ones that you feel are closest to what you’re interested in doing or reflect your 

interests the best. You might not select the most finished work or those pieces that other people 

have found successful. Focus on work that you connect to. 

What do your choices say about your developing voice as an illustrator? How do you see yourself 

developing in the future? What sort of projects are you interested in exploring and what skills 

do you need to develop? Document your reflections in your learning log.

 



Visual language

We’re visual beings and most of the information we know about the world we’ve gathered 

through looking. Just as we develop a spoken and written vocabulary, so we develop our visual 

literacy through all the cultural references, visual styles and images we encounter. Our visual 

language is this image bank of pictures and meanings that we draw on all the time. It differs 

from person to person and from culture to culture. Developing an understanding of your own 

visual language will help you in developing your voice as an illustrator, by broadening your 

understanding of visual culture and pinpointing what you’re interested in.

Visual language is not something that happens in isolation. The whole idea of a spoken 

language is that it’s shared and understood by other people and the same is true of visual 

language. An illustrator is someone who is ‘visually literate’ and understands how to use this 

visual language to create meaning. 

Research point

You may have already developed ways of recording and reflecting on your own visual language 

and the work of others through sketchbooks, blogs or scrapbooks in which you’ve collected 

examples of illustrations and other visual information that catches your eye, or which you might 

want to refer back to at a later date. 

If you haven’t already done so, start a visual diary and get into the habit of collecting visual 

material that might be useful as reference material or act as a stimulus for your visual thinking. 

A visual diary doesn’t have to be paper-based; it could be a wall in your studio on which you 

pin postcards and examples of work to help inform your own practice. Blogs work well as visual 

diaries because it’s easy to link to a wide range of material on the internet and it allows you the 

opportunity to share your diary and look at other people’s at the same time.

If you’ve already got a visual diary, then spend some time collecting new material and reference 

points for it. Reflect on your choices. Are there common threads emerging? For example, are you 

drawn to particular visual cultures, contexts or styles? What do you think this says about who 

you are as a developing illustrator?



Project Developing your drawing

Despite all the digital developments affecting illustration, drawing remains one of its 

cornerstones. Drawing has perhaps become even more important, because it offers a way of 

thinking and working that the computer cannot replicate. 

Drawings do different things in different areas of illustration. Rough thumbnail drawings in your 

sketchbooks act as a way of visualising your thoughts. Sketches and studies from life gather 

visual information through observation. Illustrations themselves rely heavily on the drawn line, 

its qualities and nature often marking one illustrator out from another.

Drawing as a process

Drawing is a very physical thing. We perform a drawing through hand gestures or, if we’re 

standing up, then we might be drawing from the elbow or shoulder. Drawing is an act that 

involves the eye, the brain and the hand in equal measures. It’s about looking, making decisions 

about what we see and how we represent it, and then making our mark. When we draw we are 

testing out our thinking and observations, putting lines on the paper to see if they work. Often 

the lines that are wrong tell us as much about what we need to do next as the lines that we 

think are correct. Erasing lines is a part of the drawing process as well; we’re drawing through 

our use of the eraser as much as the pencil.

Taking a more contemporary art perspective on drawing, anything that leaves a trace can 

be a drawing. So a footprint in the sand is as much a document of the human form as a 

life drawing. This contemporary art perspective opens up different ways to think about mark-

making, bringing in new materials and approaches, and also gets us to think about drawing as 

a process in more innovative ways. 

Learning to draw isn’t about making good drawings you can put in your portfolio, it’s about 

learning the process of drawing. It’s not about the drawings themselves but understanding how 

to make them. Try not to be too precious about your drawings as you develop. Take risks, push 

things too far, make mistakes, and discard your best work. What’s important is learning your 

own drawing process and understanding how your eye, brain and hand work together.

Rough drawings versus finished artwork

The word ‘finished’ when applied to drawings or illustrations often results in work that is 

less confident and more rigid than the ‘rough’ work that preceded it. Perhaps it’s the idea of 

finalising the artwork that makes us self-conscious about getting it right. 



The dynamic of rough work and drawings often lies in the fact that we’re not too worried 

about getting things wrong. We’re willing to take risks and try things out, to test out multiple 

lines before we find the one that describes our thinking or observations. The dynamic created 

by testing our thinking through drawing is important to the overall feel of a drawing. All the 

lines on the page help to create the energy of the piece, including the lines that are ‘wrong’. 

Alternatively, if your drawing is a lot simpler and pared down, then the testing might take 

place over multiple drawings in which you refine your line, trying it out again and again.  

Find ways to harness the energy of your drawing in your finished artwork by re-thinking what 

you mean by ‘finishing’.

Using your sketchbook

Drawing is a way of gathering reference material, either for current projects or for future ones. 

Filling sketchbooks with anything and everything is a good way of building up an image bank 

you can later refer to. See your sketchbooks as a working notebook in which you gather visual 

information. Try and get into the habit of never leaving the house without one and build 

drawing into your daily routine – five minutes drawing each day will really help you develop. 

Working with reference material

You might not be able to gather all the information you need through direct observation and 

drawing in your sketchbooks. You might need to access reference material in books or on the 

internet, especially if it’s something specialist, historical or exotic. Instead of just collecting this 

visual material through scrapbooks or your blog, use drawing as a way of recording it. Draw 

from your reference material and keep the drawing to refer back to. 

“Whilst travelling, I took tons of reference photos with 

my small digital camera. I also made many notes and 

very rough sketches in my sketchbook. When I was back 

in London, I went through all my photos and started 

working on the layout. I used the photos as reference 

to draw from. I’d have the photos on my laptop in front 

of me and drew with pencil on an A2 sketchpad. The 

colouring was done digitally.”

Olivier Kugler 2011



Thinking about your drawing process

What you’re aiming to do with this exercise is spend time focusing on your drawing without 

worrying too much about the content. Repeatedly drawing the same material will help you 

focus on your own drawing process, but also, as you begin to take shortcuts and discard 

unnecessary details, help you to refine your approach. Making mistakes along the way might 

also reveal more about who you are as an illustrator and what kind of drawing you can do. 

 

 

 

Exercise: Draw, draw and draw again

Pick some reference material to draw from, perhaps a single photograph with a figure and 

some other details. It could be a photograph you’ve taken or one you’ve found. 

Draw what’s in the photograph – the figure, their expression, their clothes, the setting. Try 

and record all the information from the photograph in your drawing. 

Now, draw it a second time but do it quicker. Pick out the important elements in the image 

and focus your drawing on these. Leave out the information that is less important.

Put the original photograph away and draw it again, this time from memory and with 

reference to your other drawings. 

Finally, draw it again, this time with no reference material at all.



All illustrators are engaged in image-making in one way or another. How different illustrators 

go about making images, the kinds of mark-making tools they use, and the materials or creative 

approaches they take, largely determines the visual feel of their work. 

There’s a breadth of different visual approaches in illustration, from traditional materials like 

watercolours and pen and ink, to new digital tools. Some illustrators work in a very traditional 

way, others explore new approaches and many practise a combination of the two.

The traditional tool box for illustrators contains:

•	 pencils, pastels, inks, a range of different paints, marker pens, paper

•	 materials for printmaking processes such as lino cuts, silkscreen, etching and older forms 

such as engravings and lithography for image-making and offset lithography for printing 

work

•	 equipment for photography and stop motion animation.

Todays illustration toolbox contains:

Everything the traditional tool box can offer, plus:

•	 digital software such as Illustrator, Photoshop or InDesign

•	 digital drawing tools such as the digital or Wacom tablet

•	 technical drawing software such as CAD or 3D Studio Max for creating 3D environments

•	 aerosols and other new colour and mark-making products 

•	 digital animation and 3D software

•	 digital scanners and printing.

Digital software

Digital software has had a profound impact on how illustrations are created and reproduced. 

Many illustrators maintain paper-based practices but use scanners to digitise their work and 

Photoshop to correct colour balance or generally tidy images up. Others work exclusively with 

software, either Adobe Illustrator and Photoshop, or perhaps using 3D games software to create 

a wholly digitised feel. 

A mixed media approach

Experimenting with different approaches to image-making and pushing existing ways of 

working will help you explore the possibilities of different image-making techniques. Some of 

these approaches might be paper-based, others digital. 

Project Your tool box



“Many designers talk about craft in ways that venerate 

it, commenting. ‘Isn’t it a shame that the craft of this 

or that medium is being lost to the current generation 

of designers?’ For those folks, everything is shiny in the 

rear-view mirror... Just as dangerous are those who think 

that graphics can only live on the bleeding edge of 

technology.... Both these schools of thought are offering 

you to invest in a style, an idea, a small set of media 

choices; they are selling you a mean slice of the design 

cake.” 
Simon Downs 2012

 

 

 

 

Exercise: Mixing and matching

Working around the theme of ‘hybrid’, create a series of illustrations using the following 

processes: 

 

Starting on paper and moving to a computer, follow this process: 

Draw - scan - colour 

 

Starting on the computer and then moving to paper, follow this process: 

Colour - print - draw 

 

Are there other combinations of mixing and matching digital and analogue (non-digital) 

ways of working you can identify and try out? 

 

Reflect on whether these processes have offered you something new or unexpected.



Using colour

Colour is an important element for any illustrator’s tool box, but often the least considered 

aspect. We all think we know how colours work because we’re so used to seeing them, but 

getting colours to work in your illustrations takes practice. You may have already looked at 

basic colour theory at Level 1. The Basic colour theory study guide is available to download on 

the OCA student site under OCA resources.

 

Drawing with colour

Seeing outline and colour as two separate things is an easy trap to fall into, mainly because 

that’s often how we’re taught to make images – to draw in black and then fill with colour. The 

downside of having solid outlines is that any colours contained within them will not be able to 

butt up against each other; the reds and greens won’t be able to contrast against each other 

because there’s a line between them, keeping them apart. 

An alternative is to draw with colour, to create outlines in various colours that add to the overall 

colour of the image and provide a more subtle structure to your illustration. Drawing in colour 

also provides a more unified image.

Colour and depth

Colour can play a vital role in creating depth within your image. You can create the illusion of 

visual depth by using stronger tones in the foreground and subtler tones in the background. If 

your work functions on a flat surface your choice of colours can help flatten out your image by 

using similar tones together.

The Itten colour wheel  

Johannes Itten 1961 

 

Showing primary, secondary 

and tertiary colours



 

 

 

Choosing a palette

One of the problems with working with colour is knowing where to start. After all there’s plenty 

of different colours to choose from and once you start thinking about them in combination, 

you can easily be overwhelmed by choice. Working with a limited palette can often be more 

successful than throwing all the colours of the rainbow into an illustration. A limited palette 

might consist of a number of tertiary and secondary colours that work well in combination, with 

a small hint of a primary or secondary colour for contrast. It’s a good idea when working with 

a limited palette to choose one dark colour, one mid tone and a light colour, or use different 

tones of the same colour to achieve the same thing. Working with a limited palette forces you to 

become inventive, exploring all the possible combinations and permutations and experimenting 

with different tonal variations.   

Illustrations  

that use a limited palette 

 

Heads Jonathan Wilkinson 2011 

Red Cross hospital poster, David Henry 

Souter 1914 –1918

Temple Gardens Paul Klee 1920 (gouache on paper)



Exercise: Less is more

Identify a palette of no more than three colours that could work in combination. Remember 

that black and white are also colours. Pick colours that work well together, provide some 

contrast and can be used as dark, mid and light tones. 

Use this palette to illustrate five domestic items beginning with the same letter of the 

alphabet. Try the same exercise again using only two colours.

Use your learning log to reflect on your experience. 



Critical, creative and research tools

While drawing and technical skills and the ability to use a range of tools and techniques are 

important, illustrators also need to be able to apply critical and creative thinking to their work.  

 

The exercises and assignments in this course will enable you to test out your creative thinking 

alongside your practical skills and contextual understanding of illustration. The critical review 

provides a space for you to structure and test your critical thinking.

Critical thinking

Critical thinking is about applying reasoned thinking to a subject. It’s about developing an 

argument, asking questions and trying to understand illustration within a broader framework 

of ideas and viewpoints. Critical thinking draws on a range of different theories and attitudes 

to frame some of this debate, but of course the subject can be anything from an idea to a visual 

piece of work. 

Creative thinking

Creative thinking is often more associated with the process of developing ideas during the 

making process, but of course creative thinking is a much broader and deeper term. In the 

context of this course creative thinking joins the dots between the demands of the visual 

problem you’re trying to solve, your understanding of the context in which is sits, and your own 

position as an illustrator. There are two ways of looking at creative thinking that are useful to 

be aware of – convergent and divergent thinking. Convergent thinking is about focusing in on 

a specific issue and trying to establish a single point. It’s about problem-solving and getting 

things to work. Divergent thinking operates in the opposite direction, trying to establish as 

many points of view as possible; it’s about mind-mapping all the possibilities and exploring the 

limits of what you think is possible. Convergent is about funnelling from broad to narrow, while 

divergent spreads out from narrow to broad. Generally you’ll use both approaches during your 

creative thinking and both require research skills.

“Research is any activity that changes your relationship 

to the object you are studying. Trying every pizza shop in 

a five-mile radius is research, because, in trying the pizzas, 

you learn the neighbourhood and find the best pizza 

around: you have been changed.”

Simon Downs 2012 



Research skills

Research takes place throughout a project and it can be as much visual as critical. Research 

covers a lot of different areas and it’s worth reflecting on what these are and where they take 

place in both your creative process and critical thinking. Research is about:

•	 gathering the information you need to move forward

•	 testing out ideas (both visually and from a critical perspective) 

•	 understanding the contexts in which you are working

•	 following a particular line of action or thought (either visually or critically).

 

Primary research covers any activity in which you can gather information directly, through talking 

to people, drawing, taking photographs or asking questions. Secondary research involves you 

accessing the results of other people’s primary research, such as reading books and journals 

(desk research), looking at other people’s drawings or visual work or listening to their ideas and 

viewpoints.

Defining your research questions is an important step in effective researching. What are you 

trying to find out? In Simon Downs’s quote the question might be where the best pizza is within 

a five-mile mile radius or what the neighbourhood is like. Defining research questions is equally 

important across your visual and written work.  

“I keep six honest serving-men (they taught me all I 

knew); Their names are What and Why and When 

And How and Where and Who.”

The Elephant’s Child Rudyard Kipling

Sara Fanelli 1995



There are a number of key ways of creating visual or pictorial space in an image. You can draw 

using perspective, create images with their own internal logic or work in a flat way. 

The history of western art reflects different ways of depicting visual space. The flat 

representations of animals in early cave art, ancient Egyptian imagery and Celtic carvings 

were superseded by the development of naturalism in ancient Greek and Roman art, initially 

developed through sculpture. Pictorial representations of the early mediaeval period hover 

somewhere between realism and imagined visual space. They show space three-dimensionally 

but images also had their own internal logic. Renaissance artists developed a system of 

perspective to support a much more realistic representation of the world. This sense of realism 

underpinned most high art until the birth of modernism and avant-garde art movements of 

the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries. Low art or folk art maintained a variety of 

approaches, from flat pattern-making to images with their own sense of space. It was avant-

garde artists like Pablo Picasso, influenced by non-western art that had not adopted perspective 

as an idea, such as Japanese print-making and African image-making, that helped to re-introduce 

other forms of visual representation back into western image-making.  

 

 

 

Project Visual space

The Importance of Knowing 

Perspective William Hogarth 

1812 (engraving)

 

“Whoever makes a design without 

the knowledge of perspective will 

be liable to such absurdities as 

are shewn in this frontispiece.” 



Drawing in perspective

Perspective drawing is based on the visual principle that all parallel lines appear to converge 

to a single distant point, which is known as a vanishing point. Perspective drawings can 

use one, two or three vanishing points to plot vertical or horizontal lines. Where you 

draw the horizon line will determine whether you are looking down or up at your scene. 

The closer together the vanishing points, the more noticeable the effect of perspective.  

 

Here is an example of single point perspective from the sketchbook of OCA student Jennifer 

Cozens. Notice how the parallel lines of the factory fronts and towers converge to a point  

off the right-hand side of the page. The roof ridges are also following lines to another vanishing 

point to the left, though this is less obvious.

 

all horizontal lines 

parallel with horizon

parallel lines converging on 

a single vanishing point

horizon  

line

single 
vanishing 

point

Examples of single point perspective Jennifer Cozens 2012



With two-point perspective all vertical lines remain parallel, usually at 90 degrees to the horizon 

line, while parallel lines on the left converge to a left-hand vanishing point and all the lines 

on the right to a right-hand vanishing point. Both vanishing points will be located along the 

horizon line. 

 

In three-point perspective all parallel lines will have their own vanishing points, including 

the vertical ones. Three-point perspective is commonly used when looking down from a high 

building or looking up at a skyline to accentuate the sense of height.

In reality three-point perspective is in play all of the time. In fact there are multiple vanishing 

points in any given scene, depending on where objects or buildings are placed in relation to one 

another. Perspective is based on all parallel lines converging at the same point; so, for example, 

if you have a pile of books stacked randomly on a table, then you may well have vanishing 

points for the table and each of the books, depending on how they’re placed. Generally there’s 

no need to go to this level of detail with your drawings, but an understanding of how to apply 

the rules of perspective will make a difference to creating an image with visual depth, especially 

when drawing buildings and structures.

An example of three-point perspective

right-hand  

vanishing point

left-hand  

vanishing point

vertical lines converging on a 

vanishing point below

left-hand 

vanishing point
right-hand  

vanishing point

An example of two-point perspective



In this illustration of single-point 

perspective you’ll notice that all  

three figures have their eyes lined  

up with the horizon line. This  

means that all three are at the  

same height as you, the viewer.  

If the three figures were below  

the horizon line then you would  

be viewing them from a vantage  

point that is above them, as you  

are with the dog in the picture.  

We know the lamp post is taller  

than the figures and ourselves as  

viewer because it rises above the 

horizon line.

  

Isometric drawing

Isometric drawings visualise depth, but not through the use of perspective. Instead all parallel 

lines follow the same fixed path. The term ‘isometric’ comes from the Greek for ‘equal measure’ 

and the angles of the lines in isometric drawing are uniform. This type of drawing is often used 

in technical and architectural drawing, where having too much depth is a problem. The good 

thing about isometric drawing is that the objects ‘in the distance’ are at exactly the same scale 

as those in the foreground.

horizon line

A detail of a scale and oriented isometric view drawing of the 

Florence Treloar buildings Maxwell Aylwin 1964 



Magical realism

Illustration as a storytelling medium lends itself well to creating images that don’t use the rules 

of perspective fully. Images that only use these rules partially, or re-invent the world along new 

visual lines, are free to tell stories in more magical, symbolic and, in some cases, more practical 

ways. Throwing out the perspective rule book frees illustrators to play with scale as a way to 

create meaning and new ways of looking at the world, and to treat the surface of the illustration 

as a whole – as opposed to putting the detail in the foreground and sweeping broad landscape 

in the distance.

 

Caroline Gowdy 1980



Working flat

Opting to have very little visual depth places more emphasis on the surface. Working in a 

more or less flat way means that the whole area that you’re working on is equally important. 

Illustrators working in pattern-making, fabric design, textiles, wallpaper design and other 

surface-based media often use this approach. Working flat offers a different visual dynamic but 

also sets limits on what you can do; the rules are much stricter and as a consequence you might 

find yourself being more creative.

Research point

Find examples of illustrators who have designed wallpapers, fabrics, wrapping paper or for other 

flat surfaces that you find interesting. How do their illustrations play with the idea of flatness? 



Poster Kate Prior 2010

Exercise: Visual depth

Produce three drawings depicting a room in your house using one-point, two-point and 

three-point perspective. This is an exercise to develop your understanding of the principles 

of perspective. Find places that can exaggerate these different viewpoints. For example, you 

might need to look up (or down) to show three-point perspective. Produce a fourth drawing 

using isometric projection to represent the room.

Produce a fifth drawing of the room in which you deliberately break the rules and draw the 

space with its own visual logic and, finally, do a flat drawing. By definition these drawings 

will be less observed and more imagined, but try and use the room and objects as in 

your perspective drawings. The exercise should focus on how you visualise depth and what 

strategies you use. You don’t need to produce finished illustrations for these pieces, though 

you can if you want to. 

Write around 200 words analysing how these different approaches affect the ‘meaning’ of 

the visual space being represented. When you choose to draw with or without perspective 

what is this saying?



Produce an illustration that visually responds to the following extract from Italo Calvino’s 1972 

novel Invisible Cities. Try and reflect the visual depth portrayed in Calvino’s writing. Choose how 

you do this, either by applying the principles of perspective or throwing out the rule book to 

create an image with its own visual logic. 

Thin cities 5

If you choose to believe me, good. Now I will tell how Octavia, the spider web city, is made. There 

is a precipice between two steep mountains: the city is over the void, bound to the two crests 

with ropes and chains and catwalks. You walk on the little wooden ties, careful not to set your 

foot in the open spaces, or you cling to the hempen strands. Below there is nothing for hundreds 

and hundreds of feet: a few clouds glide past; farther down you can glimpse the chasm’s bed. 

This is the foundation of the city: a net which serves as passage and as support. All the rest, 

instead of rising up, is hung below: rope-ladders, hammocks, houses made like sacks, clothes-

hangers, terraces like gondolas, skins of water, gas jets, spits, baskets on strings, dumb-waiters, 

showers, trapezes and rings for children’s games, cable-cars, chandeliers, pots with trailing plants. 

Suspended over the abyss, the life of Octavia’s inhabitants is less uncertain than in other cities. 

They know the net will last only so long.

In your learning log provide some notes explaining why you chose your particular image-

making approach, what effect you were trying to create, any other illustrator’s work that has 

influenced your thinking on this, whether you think the approach worked and what you would 

do differently next time.

Reflection

Before you send this assignment to your tutor, take a look at the assessment criteria for this 

course, which will be used to mark your work when you get your work formally assessed. The 

assessment criteria are listed in the Introduction to this course. Review how you think you have 

done against the criteria and make notes in your learning log. Send these reflections to your 

tutor, along with your work, your sketchbook, supporting studies and your learning log (or link 

to your blog).

Email your assignment work to your tutor making sure that each file has your name, student 

number and assignment number on it. Scan or photograph your supporting exercise work, 

sketchbook pages and your learning log. These can be summarised as a pdf document, 

uploaded to your blog or organised and submitted by post. 

If you are sending supporting material by post make sure your name, student number and 

assignment number are on the back of the work and send it to your tutor. Your tutor may 

take a while to get back to you, so carry on with the course while you’re waiting.

Assignment one

Invisible cities


