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Introduction 
Welcome to Introducing Visual Communications.  

The Visual Communications degree explores a span of visual communication 

practices located around graphic arts, design, and illustration. This encompasses 

aspects of graphic design through typography, editorial design, and creative 

problem-solving, illustration through drawing, image making, and visual 

storytelling, the use of lens based media including photography and animation, 

and graphic arts through the development of graphic fiction or other forms of 

self-authored work, all of which touch upon both traditional and digital skills and 

techniques. 

This first course unit is designed to introduce you to methods and strategies on 

how to generate and visualise ideas, use reference material to inform your 

approach and begin to develop content and meaning within your work. You will 

develop an understanding of the basic visual language of illustration, discover 

mark-making and drawing, composition, framing, visual hierarchies and colour 

theory. The unit also introduces design thinking through creative problem-

solving activities, considering the relationship between form and function; and 

by beginning to develop a design process through techniques in researching, 

developing, visualising and presenting ideas. In Projects 5 and 6 the unit also 

offers distinct options into specialist study through a choice of content in areas 

of visual practice such as drawing, printmaking and photography. 

In this first unit content and activities will introduce a range of core principles 

such as: 

● using creative strategies like spider diagrams, mind-maps, thumbnail 

designs and storyboards, 

● material and technical exploration in black and white and colour with a 

range of drawing materials, 

● using visual reference and collage to develop and create images 

combining images and text, 

● considering contexts and outcomes like posters, leaflets, book covers and 

fanzines. 
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An appreciation of the historical and contemporary contexts of visual 

communications will be developed by reviewing the work of other graphic 

designers, illustrators and creative practitioners. You will be encouraged to 

critically reflect on your own work, use your learning log as a space to reflect on 

the results, make connections to wider contexts and begin to identify your own 

personal voice within your work. This writing will form the basis of your critical 

review, which can be a 1,000-word piece of writing or an 8-minute audio-visual 

presentation. 

Course Aims 

The course unit was written by experienced academics and creative practitioners 

in collaboration with OCA and aims to support you to: 

1. Experiment creatively and explore the relationship between text and 

image in response to graphic design and illustration briefs. 

2. Use visual research to explore and develop a range of ideas and visual 

and textual outcomes. 

3. Introduce you to a range of approaches to drawing, mark-making and 

image-making for illustration, and design and technical skills for graphic 

design. 

4. Understand the historical and contemporary contexts and debates within 

design, illustration and the broader context of visual communications and 

reflect on your own practice. 

Learning Outcomes 

The learning outcomes for the course unit are to enable you to: 

1. Develop creative methods and visual abilities to creatively respond to 

briefs as a graphic designer, illustrator and visual communicator (A1). 

2. Demonstrate your use of visual research to research and generate ideas 

(A2). 

3. Use a range of drawing, image-making, design and technical skills to 

develop your visual communications practice (A3). 

4. Demonstrate a critical and contextual understanding of visual 

communications and reflect on your own learning (A4). 
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Course Breakdown 

The course unit is divided into ten projects, each with a series of research tasks, 

exercises and an assignment. 

Project 1: Introducing Visual Communications discusses how Visual 

Communications is principally the combination of Graphic Design and 

Illustration and looks at the relationship between these two disciplines in more 

detail. 

Project 2: Getting Started examines the history of drawing and designing for 

print, and outlines brief histories of Graphic Design and Illustration as a 

framework for your research and creative practice. 

Project 3: Creative Strategies. This project examines some of the strategies 

you can use to brainstorm, develop and realise your ideas, such as mind maps, 

spider diagrams and moodboards. 

Project 4: Visual Elements introduces you to a range of creative processes 

through which design and image-making can be explored, using the 

fundamental elements of colour, tone, line, shapes and composition as starting 

points 

Project 5 & 6: Electives I and II are where you can specialise in studying from a 

choice of Drawing, Photography or Printmaking. 

Project 7: Visual Experimentation continues to explore the visual ‘building 

blocks’ of colour, line, tone, shapes and composition in more detail in a series of 

short exercises.  

Project 8: Visual Thinking explores the theme of visual thinking in terms of the 

basic building blocks of graphic design and illustration - how images, words, 

colours, shapes, patterns and other visual elements can be used dynamically to 

create visually engaging art work.  

Project 9: Visual Formats looks at three formats; the leaflet, the digital 

campaign and the poster, considering the specific audience and technical 

outcome in the way each is produced. This experimentation will support your 

studies into the next unit, where you will begin to examine in detail, write and 

respond to a variety of what are called briefs.  
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Project 10: Self-Directed Project. This final assignment is an opportunity to 

consolidate the understanding you’ve gained, reflect on the work you’ve enjoyed 

and your achievements so far. 

Throughout the course you’ll be supported by your tutor who will give you 

formative written feedback and meet you for one-to-one video tutorials, and you 

will also have the opportunity to engage with your peers in group work sessions 

to help you develop your work. At the end of your course unit, if you are working 

towards a qualification, you will be able to submit for summative (formal) 

assessment. 

Course Resources 

Here’s a general list of what you may need for this course unit: 

You will need drawing and writing tools like pencils, pens and coloured markers, 

paper, sketchbooks and sheets of A3 and A2 paper or card. A large roll of cheap 

newsprint or paper would be useful to cut down for some exercises - these can 

be bought online or sourced from local printers. 

Having some photography equipment is an advantage when working at a 

distance to help document your work. The camera on your phone will often be 

fine. If you have an SLR Camera even better. A tripod or ‘gorilla grip’ style flexible 

mount (for camera or phone) will be really useful. You won’t need professional 

lighting but make sure you have a few sources of ordinary lighting, both to make 

sure you work in decent light levels at all times and to use for documenting your 

work. 

You’ll need to have access to computer resources such as Photoshop and 

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.  
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Think about any other materials, tools, or other resources you might need, as 

well as items from the above specialist subject-related equipment that would be 

useful.  

Feedback and Assessment 

It’s important to reflect on feedback in your learning log, identifying what you 

feel are the key themes and areas for development. This will help you develop a 

better understanding of what you are taking from your tutor’s feedback, help 

you develop a reflective approach to your studies, and help your tutor in how 

they tailor their feedback for you. 

If you’re using a public facing blog, and want to quote from the feedback, please 

refer to ‘my tutor’ rather than by naming them personally. You should act on this 

feedback as you progress through the course unit and can rework any elements 

prior to submitting for assessment. 

You will be supported through the course unit by receiving formative feedback 

from a tutor, to help you develop your work. At the end of your course unit, if 

you are working towards a qualification, you will be able to submit for 

summative (formal) assessment. 

For assessment you’ll need to submit a cross-section of the work you’ve done on 

this course unit, as outlined in your assessment guidelines.  

You can access both Assessment Guidelines and Assessment Criteria via the 

Assessment Guidance section available on OCA Learn. 

If you’ve any questions regarding assessment, please speak to your tutor. 

 

  

https://learn.oca.ac.uk/course/view.php?id=201
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Getting Started 

If you are new to OCA and to distance learning, the following sub-course will 

help you get started. It will introduce you to OCA study, what it means to be an 

OCA student, and provides guidance and signposting of essential and useful 

resources, contacts and details on joining in with the OCA Community. If you 

have already studied another unit or Foundation course with OCA, you may 

want to use this as a refresher, or to help guide you around OCA Learn.  

Getting Started: An Introduction to OCA Study 

Another important area for you as a student will be your degree department 

space (available under ‘My Courses’). Here you will find links to your course 

materials and additional resources which are designed to support your learning. 

You can connect with your fellow students, and can also use this area to access 

online group sessions, ask questions to the tutor team and send messages to 

your tutors and peers. 

Starting your course unit 

You should now be ready to start your course unit. Don’t worry if you are still 

getting to grips with using your blog, adjusting to this form of learning, or don’t 

have all the resources you need. There’s plenty of time to develop these as you 

progress. Remember that if you get stuck along the way there’s support 

available from OCA and encouragement from your fellow students.  

Enjoy the rest of your studies! 

  

https://learn.oca.ac.uk/course/view.php?id=68https://learn.oca.ac.uk/course/view.php?id=68
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Project 1: Introducing Visual 
Communications 

[Left] Coca Cola (1950’s) Bridgeman Images.  

[Right] Illustration from The Wonder World of Why and How, Semaphore signals (litho), 

English School (20th century) Bridgeman Images. 
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What is Visual Communications? 

As the term suggests, ‘Visual’ focuses on what can be seen or how things look 

within a message, for example typography or text, image-making and 

illustration, moving image or photographs. While ‘Communications’ suggests 

purpose and information in this message, rather than an image made purely for 

artistic, or purely aesthetic reasons. And ‘Visual Communications’ is an umbrella 

term for this range of disciplines that use these mass media to communicate. 

Mass media generally refers to technology used to send a message to a large 

audience. Using a printing press to mass-produce a poster, leaflet, newspaper, 

comic, or book means that one original copy can be shared with millions. 

Broadcast media such as television and radio can send a message instantly to 

billions of people, while digital media such as the internet, email, social media, 

websites, mobile and games technologies have revolutionised how, where and 

when we access information. 

There are also still large-scale old-fashioned media like billboards, placards, 

shops awnings and signs, sports stadia, the sides of trains, even plane and hot 

air balloon banners!  All of these technologies are managed and run by people 

and companies, from a single citizen running a website selling one-off hand-

made artefacts to mega-corporations like movie studios, publishing companies 

and radio and TV stations. 

How these messages like newspapers, websites and billboards are created, 

designed and completed is determined by both commercial and aesthetic 

decisions. This is where visual communicators operate. Graphic Designers, 

Illustrators, Photographers, Copywriters, Animators and Typographers are just 

some of the titles given to visual communicators, and this course will examine 

the methods and approaches of all of these disciplines. 

It’s not easy to precisely define something that covers such a breadth of 

practices and disciplines and is so wide-ranging in its scope. Boundaries 

between disciplines are becoming less defined with the advent of new 

technologies. Equally, career paths are becoming less linear as practitioners mix 

and match between different approaches and media and, increasingly, work 

collaboratively with professionals from other areas. 
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Visual communication is something you do rather than something you are; it’s 

essentially a service-based activity used by other sectors for specific tasks. As in 

design more generally, practitioners identify, analyse and solve problems by 

applying their creative talents – whatever they happen to be – to a given task. 

We’re talking about many different roles across a broad range of areas: 

● Within magazine, newspaper and other forms of publishing, 

photographers and illustrators visualise and document image-based 

content. Copywriters, journalists and authors generate written copy or 

text, and illustrators make pictures to accompany them while graphic 

designers bring all these elements together. 

● In advertising, marketing and other forms of promotion, teams are made 

up of specialists who can generate ideas, visualise them and reflect on 

their appropriateness for the given context.  

● Graphic designers, illustrators and photographers might work with 

architects, engineers and planners in visualising plans, or designing 

navigation or safety information and signage.  

● Moving image provides equally broad scope to combine different roles, 

with film- makers, animators and graphic designers working alongside 

each other.  

● Working across new media such as mobile technology and the internet, 

web and game designers might combine skills or collaborate to bring 

technology, design, and visual content together. 

So, visual communication is a service, through which messages are refined, 

packaged and delivered. But what kinds of messages are being packaged, in 

what contexts and how are they being delivered? Let’s start by looking at how 

visual communication takes place and the role of mass media in the process. 

Visual communication doesn’t take place in a vacuum – it’s part of a complex 

network of visual signs, symbols, references and hierarchies that make up any 

visual culture. Visual communicators draw on these to make sure that their 

audience will be able to understand and respond to the message. 
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The colour combination of red and white might signal a particular product line 

like a fizzy drink or fast food, a football club, national flag, road sign, shop or 

charity organisation, depending on what your cultural reference points are, i.e. 

who you are and where you come from.  

For example, Coca-Cola is one of the most recognizable brands in the world. 

Buying and drinking a can of ‘Coke’ is simply the last stage in a process that 

began over 100 years ago. The brand is identifiable by its logo design, which is a 

font called Spencerian Script, which echoed the style of handwriting taught at 

the time in the USA. 

Early promotional tactics included handing out coupons for free drinks and 

banners and streetcar signs, which were prototypes for today’s billboard 

advertising and web adverts. Visual identity extended to the unique bottle 

design, which was based on the shape of the cocoa pod. Advertising campaigns 

appropriated icons like the red and white Santa image in the 1930s, and the 

hippie spirit in 1971’s film and song I’d Like To Teach the World to Sing. More 

recently, Coca-Cola has sponsored sports tournaments, employed pop and rock 

stars to promote its product in TV commercials, and continuously aimed to 

expand its brand globally. Attempts to do this have often prompted potential 

territories to create their own brands to compete, from Central and South 

America’s ‘Big Cola’ through to the small French island of Corsica’s own ‘Corsica 

Cola’, which appropriates the colour and font of its global rival. 

To a large extent, ‘Coca-Cola’ represents the USA with all its contradictions, 

emblematic of the soft power of advertising, brand identity and economic 

strength, and its flipsides of rampant capitalism, dominance and colonisation. To 

Americans it is a source of national pride.  

However, talk to someone from a different culture and the associations might be 

very different. A visual communication draws on a shared visual culture and 

reflects it back; as it does so, it may reinforce, emphasise or change the 

reference points it draws on. For example, using the union flag on royal jubilee 

souvenirs, etc., reinforces the link between the flag and ideas of nationhood 

presided over by the royal family. However, if an ultra-right-wing political party 

were to make extensive use of the union flag in its imagery, its meaning might 

start to shift away from patriotism to jingoism, or even bigotry. Or think of the 

smiley face ideogram, which was designed in 1963 by American graphic artist 



 

11      Visual Communications 1.1: Introducing Visual Communications 

Harvey Ross Ball. Originally intended as a motivational tool to improve employee 

morale, its visual history has seen it appropriated by the hippie movement as a 

signifier of ‘mellowness’, used ironically by Californian punk band The Dead 

Kennedys’ in their sleeve artwork and in the superhero graphic novel Watchmen 

(1988), and subsequently borrowed from Watchmen and re-subverted to 

become a positive signifier of the British ‘Acid House’ music subculture. In recent 

years graffiti artist Banksy has incorporated the smiley face as an element of his 

street art. 

  Image credits (clockwise from top left): USA Coca-Cola Magazine Advert (1950s) 

Bridgman Images. Coca-Cola advertisement in Pakistan (January 2010) Bridgeman Images. 

Coca-Cola, Diet Coke Advertisement. Bridgeman Images. Publicity for Coca-Cola, Karatchi 

Street in Pakistan (September 2007) Bridgeman Images. 
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This course examines how the building blocks of Visual Communications can be 

composed, combined and used to brainstorm, develop and create many 

different outcomes - a newspaper layout or a magazine spread, a comic book or 

website, a photograph or a leaflet, poster or billboard. These building blocks can 

be the practices of Graphic Design and Illustration, but can also encompass side-

spans of practice like printmaking, photography, text, typography, creative 

writing and animation. 

So, Visual Communications is principally the combination of Graphic Design and 

Illustration. Now let’s look at the relationship between these two disciplines in 

some more detail. 

What is Illustration? 

Illustration makes an important contribution to society in many contexts. It can 

educate, elucidate, inform, decorate and stimulate. Most imagery, perhaps with 

the exception of informational illustration, includes some decorative element. 

Even if this is not its main value, it often contributes in some way to lightening or 

illuminating a body of text, or rendering a bland object or piece of design more 

visually appealing. Illustration is about combining personal expression with 

pictorial representation in order to convey ideas. Anything and all things can be 

the subject of illustration and for this reason illustration can be the most 

challenging and interesting area of art and design.  

Like graphic design, learning to be an illustrator involves developing an 

individual package of skills. These skills include knowing how to draw things, 

how to observe, translate and imagine, how to put pictures together, and how to 

use materials, colour and texture. These are defined as technical and aesthetic 

skills. The acquisition and use of skills is common to all areas of art and design. 

What makes illustration different from image-making generally is how these 

skills are used. There is often no immediate distinction between the pictures that 

are art and those seen as illustration. It is the function performed which makes 

the difference. 

An illustrator is often commissioned by a third party to sell products, to pass on 

information, to add a new perspective to a text, to decorate. Whatever the 

function, illustration always contains meanings and messages for its audience. 
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The illustrator is commissioned via a brief, and we will consider the span and 

nature of briefs more in subsequent Projects. 

William Cooper (1923-2011) The Spirit of Christmas (collage) Private Collection / © William 

Cooper / Bridgeman Image. 

Illustration is used to say things: sometimes these are complicated things for the 

political pages of a newspaper, and sometimes they are frivolous or fun things 

for greetings cards. Sometimes illustration can be used to educate, and 

sometimes it can convey a sense of place and time.  

Whatever the message or idea that is to be communicated, there will be a style 

and type of image which is most appropriate to convey it. For this reason there 

is no one stylistic approach that typifies illustration. In many ways it is a fashion-

based industry, both reflecting broad cultural trends and contributing to a 

definition of them.  

What gives the illustrator the flexibility to operate successfully within this 

industry is versatility, and a combination of good technical, aesthetic and 

conceptual skills. As well as strong technical skills, illustrators also need to be 
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able to communicate well. They need to discuss with their client, generate and 

explain their ideas and then use all their skills to answer the brief. They also 

need to be versatile and aware of current trends and new technologies. 

An illustrator’s work is viewed by others: the audience. It is crucial that the 

specific audience expected to view the illustration is identified and understood 

by the illustrator as they work towards their solution.  

What is Graphic Design?  

As a profession, graphic design is still relatively young. A generation ago a 

graphic designer might have been seen as a commercial artist, a sign writer, a 

layout artist or typesetter, and while these jobs still exist they are now covered 

by the overarching term of graphic design and include film, TV, web and mobile 

technologies. It is the role of the graphic designer to work within this visual 

world, to try to direct the eye and help mediate the experience of looking at, 

reading and absorbing all this visual material. 

“Graphic communication is showing people the things they urgently need 
to understand, in ways that they can understand. We are like shadow 
puppeteers: we stand between the candle and the night, casting images 
that illuminate the world for our viewers. This work will inform, entertain, 
sell to, protect from, agitate, pacify, clarify, illuminate, bring people together 
and divide them. Graphic communication is the process through which we 
can decode the visual culture of those we need to communicate with; it is 
the process of planning a response; it is the process of making a solution.”  

Downs, S. (2012) The Graphic Communication Handbook. Abingdon: Routledge. 

Graphic designers often work with a number of other creative professionals – 

writers, artists, photographers, illustrators, PR people, advertising executives, 

computer programmers, film makers, and printers. The role of graphic designers 

sometimes absorbs these overlaps, so the work of individual designers might 

include film and animation, printmaking or illustration as much as traditional 

graphic design skills. A common thread for graphic designers is having a client, 

company or institution to work for, somebody who wants to communicate and is 

employing a graphic designer to help them. 

Graphic design is essentially a process of creative problem solving – how best to 

get the identified information communicated to a particular audience. Each 
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communication will ask different questions and a designer’s role is to work out 

what these are and how to respond to them. A graphic designer will analyse 

what needs to be communicated, to whom, how, and to creatively develop their 

ideas to make this happen. Alongside problem solving, graphic designers are 

also involved in persuading, storytelling, entertaining, enticing and informing in 

lots of different ways. These might come from client-led briefs or driven by 

graphic designer’s own interests. Graphic design is both a process of creative 

problem solving and generating aesthetically and visually stimulating objects, so 

to be a graphic designer you need to be both a thinker and a maker. 

[left] Saul Bass, Vertigo (1958) Bridgeman Images. [right] Pierre Boucher, Advertising for 

the aperitive Dubonnet, 20th century (poster) Collection Gregoire / Bridgeman Images. 

In 1896 the architect Louis Sullivan established the credo of "form follows 

function". The form of graphic design should be driven by what it is there to do, 

what its function is. However graphic design is also a creative activity that 

requires playful and inventive thinking, in which you develop new ways of 

dealing with communication problems. To do this, you also need to step outside 

of the graphic designer and client relationship, to help develop new and 

innovative ways of working and communicating. 
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Visual Language 

Graphic design is rooted in language; it deals with written language through 

typography and visual language through images, colour, composition, signs and 

symbols. The power of graphic design often comes through the dynamic 

combination of these elements. These are the basic visual elements of graphic 

design and to become a graphic designer you need to become fluent in how you 

use them. 

Like all languages, visual language is both a very personal experience and a 

shared activity. Our voices have distinctive qualities that make our viewpoint on 

the world our own, yet at the same time we are using words and syntax shared 

by everybody else. Visual language works in exactly the same way, it is culturally 

shared and constructed, but at the same time holds the opportunity for you as a 

designer to say something in a unique way. 

Being a designer requires you to be ‘visually literate’; someone who can 

understand visual language, is culturally aware and can use these visual 

references to communicate to an audience. If we think of a visual language the 

same way as a spoken language, then the grammar, vocabulary, syntax, sayings, 

conventions, dialects and accents of the spoken word all have parallels within 

the visual. 

For example, a designer’s style could be seen as their accent, it is how they use 

visual language to give their work a particular quality. Developing your 

understanding of visual languages is an ongoing process that requires a 

dedicated curiosity in examining the world around you. This is all about 

becoming as culturally aware as you possibly can by looking, researching and 

reflecting on what you see. Visual language is not something that happens in 

isolation, the whole idea of a spoken language is that it is shared and 

understood by other people and the same is true of visual languages. Graphic 

designers are people who observe the world around them, take in the rich 

diversity of cultural references and draw on that material in order to 

communicate through their designs. 
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“If we attempt to design without understanding the visual signs and 
symbols people use to give shape and meaning to their lives, we are like 
those who drive cars without knowing how they work: sooner or later the 
fuel runs out, and everything stops.”  

Downs, S. (2012) The Graphic Communication Handbook. Abingdon: Routledge. 

Exercise 1: Influential Practitioners and Other Histories 

This two-part exercise asks you to deepen your appreciation of graphic design 

and illustration history by researching into three of the following people, and by 

identifying your own line of enquiry into another aspect of visual 

communications history.  

1. Influential Practitioners 

Below is a list of graphic designers and illustrators from the 20th century 

onwards. It’s not an exhaustive list of who’s who, but a starting point for your 

research. You can use online or offline methods, such as the internet or books. 

Our OCA Learn library page has a list of image resources which offer free access 

to a wealth of media which can be viewed through a web browser. Use these 

resources to investigate what kind of work these designers made, and briefly 

consider the contexts in which they made their work. 

Document your findings by selecting 2-3 practitioners from this list and 

finding a quote and image from them outlining their approach to graphic 

design or illustration, and write a few reflective sentences on: 

● Which area of artwork they are mainly working in - graphic design, 

illustration, or a combination of both? 

● When they made their work 

● What it looks like 

● Why you find them interesting (or not) 

● Their relevance to contemporary visual communications and any 

questions that emerge from this process of researching 

To do this, you will need to briefly look at all of the people listed before making 

your selection. Use your learning log to document this material and your 

reflections:
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● Gail Anderson 

● Lynda Barry 

● Coralie Bickford-Smith 

● Quentin Blake 

● Margaret Calvert 

● Eric Carle 

● Emily Carroll 

● Lauren Child 

● Muriel Cooper 

● Jules Feiffer 

● Jim Flora 

● Ken Garland 

● Tove Jansson 

● Oliver Jeffers 

● Corita Kent 

● Olivier Kugler 

● Karel Martens 

● Tomoko Miho 

● Laszlo Moholy-Nagy 

● Bruno Munari 

● Christoph Niemann 

● Stefan Sagmeister 

● Paula Scher 

● Ronald Searle 

● Maurice Sendak 

● E H Shepard 

● Posy Simmonds 

● Jan Tschichold 

● Holly Wales 

● Lance Wyman

A useful online resource, accessible within the UCA online library, is this longer 

history of graphic design: 

Meggs, Philip B., and Alston W. Purvis. Meggs' History of Graphic Design, John 

Wiley & Sons, Incorporated, 2016. ProQuest Ebook Central. 

The online resources below are designed to provide greater access to 

information about the field of illustration: 

Norman Rockwell Museum - Illustration History  

Illustration Chronicles - Illustration Online 

Association of Illustrators  

https://ebookcentral.proquest.com/lib/ucreative-ebooks/detail.action?docID=4505417
https://ebookcentral.proquest.com/lib/ucreative-ebooks/detail.action?docID=4505417
https://ebookcentral.proquest.com/lib/ucreative-ebooks/detail.action?docID=4505417
https://ebookcentral.proquest.com/lib/ucreative-ebooks/detail.action?docID=4505417
https://www.illustrationhistory.org/
https://illustrationchronicles.com/Illustration-Online
https://theaoi.com/resources/
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2. Other Histories 

Based on your research, now choose an area of graphic design or illustration to 

explore in more detail. This could be focused on a particular country, culture, 

technology, genre, purpose, viewpoint or medium. Find an interesting line of 

enquiry and use online searches and library research to generate visual material 

you can gather on your learning log. 

There’s a wealth of material to be looked at, considered, and perhaps drawn 

upon as influence for your own work and ideas. For example, by looking at the 

history of theatre posters, TV credits, French children’s books, manga, posters 

for Bollywood films, or by following up on some of your research questions from 

part one of this exercise. 

Both of these activities are as much about learning to research online, using 

your learning log, and referencing your images using Harvard Referencing as 

they are about deepening your understanding of the history of visual 

communications. 

This research can be done quickly, but give yourself time to enjoy looking at 

work, asking questions, and in finding interesting and useful ways to undertake 

research.   

 

  

https://ucreative.libguides.com/mylibrary
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Assignment One: Introduce Yourself 

This first assignment is an opportunity to introduce yourself to your tutor and 

tell them more about you and your artwork. You are going to make a self-

portrait telling your tutor about yourself, your interests, the visual styles 

you enjoy working in, and maybe some ideas of what you would like to 

develop in the course. 

There are a range of choices of formats that your portrait can take. You could 

make an A4 picture or design, a greetings card or set of three postcards, telling 

your tutor about yourself, your interests and inspirations, the materials you feel 

happy working with and maybe what you would like to get from the course. 

Whichever format you choose, take a couple of days to complete the assignment 

from initial sketching to completion of the final portrait. 

The choice of creative approach is also up to you - your portrait could be 

completely pictorial, or a piece of design using type and digital imagery, or a 

combination of the two. 

There are precedents for this type of creative self-portrait. Many illustrators, 

cartoonists and comics artists draw self-portraits of themselves at their drawing 

table or desk. Artists often draw or paint themselves in the same style as their 

published work, and often surrounded by their own characters or creations. In 

combining their style with a portrait of themselves, their drawing style turns 

them into a character themselves.  

To see some examples, take some time to search online using terms like: 

● Artist self-portrait 

● Cartoonist self-portrait 

● Underground comics artist self-portrait 

Make a note of any you find interesting or like the style of and document 

these in your learning log. 

Your portrait doesn’t have to follow the convention of featuring yourself as the 

central subject. You could use visual representation to communicate who you 

are, such as items or activities that relate to what you do or where you are from. 

A portrait can be figurative and recogniseable - equally it can be expressive and 



 

21      Visual Communications 1.1: Introducing Visual Communications 

abstract. 

Your artwork can be in any form and size. You can use any drawing or painting 

materials, collage, font or type style, or you could produce it on a computer. 

When you have finished you might like to print it out at its actual size to check 

that it works as a physical object. 

Keep notes to accompany the making of this illustration in your learning 

log. These notes could cover why you decided to portray what you did – what 

you included and even what you omitted.  

Tutorial preparation 

This project has encouraged you to explore what visual communications is, 

consider the similarities and differences between graphic design and illustration, 

and make a self-portrait telling your tutor about what you would like to develop 

in the course. This is now an opportunity to discuss your progress on the course 

so far and get feedback on some of the work you've created. These tutorials are 

a part of most course projects, so here is your first opportunity to prepare for a 

tutorial: 

1. Document the work you have done for the exercises and research 

tasks throughout this Project on your learning log. Remember to be 

reflective, adding comments on what you think has been successful, and 

areas you would like to explore further. 

2. Arrange a 30 min 1 to 1 tutorial with your tutor. You will need to 

decide how you would prefer to do this. A tutorial could be a face-to-face 

discussion using online video, as a live Gdoc in which both of you type, or 

if you would rather limit your face-to-face contact you could have a two-

way written conversation via email that takes place over a longer period of 

time. A video tutorial is the recommended method, as this offers a more 

direct 1 to 1 conversation. 

3. After each tutorial please write a short reflection on the discussion, 

identifying any action points you want to follow. Use the guidance in the 

Introduction on ‘reflecting on your feedback’ to help you. 
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 Image credits (clockwise from top left): HM Bateman, Christmas card (1942) Bridgeman 

Images. Benjamin Rabier, Self-portrait at work (1901) Bridgeman Images. Frida Kahlo, 

Self-portrait on the Borderline between Mexico and the United States (1932) Bridgeman 

Images. Raoul Hausmann, Gurk (1918-19) Bridgeman Images.  
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