Storytelling through illustration

In this essay I look at how artists communicate stories through their artwork. I think art is a language which is interpreted slightly differently by everyone depending on a person’s background and experiences. However, it is a language that has the ability to convey messages powerfully and to sometimes unify by communicating shared experiences and ways of seeing whilst simultaneously narrating the artist’s own thoughts or life story. 

Joey Guidone is an artist whose work really appeals to me; he is known for his playful, vibrant style. He is a freelance illustrator currently represented by Salzman Int, a California agency - he works mainly for US clients such as: Apple, Time, ESPN and Adobe. What I like about his work is he manages to turn a situation into a conversation. A proud Italian himself, Guidone collaborated with the Italian pasta brand ‘Barilla’. The objective was to try and promote Barilla as a quality pasta brand in the UK. Joey worked on creating several animations and illustrations to showcase the beauty of food (and pasta as a signature Italian dish). We could perhaps see the use of semiotics in Guidone’s campaign: by using Italianesque imagery such as gondolas and villas, we think of holidays and beautiful Italian architecture and perhaps fine dining and subconsciously start to associate these with the pasta; we as viewers are more drawn to this striking and attractive packaging and therefore more inclined to buy the pasta. This campaign alone managed to increase the brand value by 7%.
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Joey Guidone, (June 15, 2021) Intensely Italian Campaign UK [Digital, animation]. Ivrea, Italy.

Another piece of Guidone’s work was called ‘Technology and Infidelity’: it explores the idea of infidelity in the current digital age. He used photoshop to create this piece, which shows a woman getting into bed with her husband, but the phone is the bed. This could be a metaphor for saying he is just as connected/ attached to his partner as he is to his phone, or maybe this woman getting into “the phone bed” is actually not his wife but the woman he is cheating with - on his phone. I like the fact this makes the viewer immediately think about the story behind the image - and it is interesting to realise that each person would come up with a slightly different story/ judgement due to their idealisms.
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Joey Guidone, Technology And Infidelity [digital artwork printed on canvas]. Ivrea, Italy.


Juliana Vido is an Argentinian female artist who realised when she came to research art movements that there was an inequality between men and women. She decided she wanted to dedicate her work, as a sign of appreciation, to women, who she felt lacked gratitude and worship: “My focus is on female painters, because I appreciate women more as a subject, especially in a male-dominated art world”. “I’ve had a great time looking at pictures of these wonderful women and seeking out the details in their personal style that stands out to me, and how those relate to their own work.” In her work she makes sure that she gains understanding of the women she chooses so that she can express each of their little quirks and details as individuals.

One illustration she created using beautiful vibrant colours was of the American abstract painter: Helen Frankenthaler. Helen created her work in the mid 20th century and was an influential artist in the history of post-war American painting. Her work has been viewed as incredibly special due to her “new and innovative technique” described as “the first of its kind”. Behind her famous painting ‘Jacob’s Ladder’ is the idea of a ladder that descends from heaven to earth. She has expressed an energy into this painting that is very unique, it is almost like you can feel the release of her emotions as the marks become more open and softer at the top of the painting. This could be her communication of what she thinks it will feel like to be released into heaven. The colours are slightly translucent due to the way the oil has soaked into the canvas, which is representative of purity and clarity of thought, feelings typical of those associated with transcending to heaven. A viewer stated this painting allowed him “to stay open to the idea that there are many different and profound ways to express himself through painting”. 
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Helen Frankenthaler, (1957) Jacob’s Ladder [oil on canvas]. Museum of modern art, New York.

Vido’s painting of Helen shows her sat in the corner surrounded by a background of similar translucent flowing abstract marks like she uses in her own work. Vido is celebrating Helen’s art and identity in her painting.
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Juliana Vido, Helen Frankenthaler [painting, card]. Printed in the UK.


Storytelling through artwork can be represented in a more unusual and informative way as is shown by the designer and author Stefanie Posavec. She stated that her interest in data was sparked at CSM. Now she works as a book cover designer and is a freelancer for data design projects. Her most notable work is ‘Dear Data’ which she co-authored with Giorgia Lupi in 2016. ‘Dear Data’ was a year-long project in which Giorgia and Stefanie sent each other drawn data postcards. Each day they would collect a piece of data on their lives, including how many times they laughed, felt more negative, were alone, the books they read, the music they listened to, etc. 
After looking through this data project I am inspired by the aesthetic way they presented the data using pretty colours and satisfying lines. They both “work with data in a very hand-made, sketch-based way”. 

One of my favourite postcards in this book is the one where Stefanie and Giorgia presented data on a week of compliments that they received and that they also gave to others, this was to appreciate the compliments and make them feel good. They used a key and symbols to represent the data. Giorgia used a square shape which had different colours and shapes inside to show who the compliment was from, what topic it was, and what medium it came from. Stefanie used a circular shape that had additional shapes around that symbolised the type of compliment, person giving the compliment and the content of the compliment. They also both worked using different colours to represent the different details about this data. I love how detailed this project is and how creative both their ideas are. This is another example of how art can be used as a language to communicate.
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Stefanie Posavec and Giorgia Lupi , (2016)  Dear Data [Book, postcards]. Princeton Architectural Press (US) and Penguin Books (UK).

Eleanor Tattersfield also influenced me greatly, especially when doing my ‘guilty pleasures’ work. During lockdown, Eleanor came up with a project called ‘Lockdown secrets’, which is made up of anonymous postcards that were sent during lockdown that reveal all sorts of entertaining confessions. 
These postcards came from a variety of people, all with different careers and upbringings. The prominent themes in the postcards tended to be "relationships, sex, masturbation, food, rebellion, loneliness". What I loved most about this project was that Eleanor was interacting with the world at a time when everyone was unable to communicate, and this is an exhibition that brings people together. During lockdown, feeling less alone was very important and I feel this is what her project does: it makes people feel connected to one another through individuality and creativity. I have been highly influenced by her interactive approach, she made me realise the importance of how art needs to connect to the viewer and bring us together as a community. 
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Eleanor Tattersfield , (2021)  Lockdown Secrets [Book, postcards]. London

I also took a look at the work of Olga Shtonda, a Ukrainian illustrator, who mainly creates her work digitally but likes to hand paint the background due to the texture it gives. Her illustrations can be found on board games, children’s books, magazine covers.  She currently uses art as a comfort and release, and an antidote to watching the suffering in her home country since being invaded by Russia. "I have a return ticket for April, but now I'm not sure if I'll be able to see my studio in Kharkiv again”, she has said. She describes Ukraine as no longer having any “safe space” left. Despite not wanting to physically fight she has realised that illustration is her “weapon” which she can hopefully use to support Ukraine at this time. This is also effective in communicating the horror of war to the wider world. 
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Olga Shtonda, (2022)  Lights [Illustration for the “Magic Of Winter” exhibition by Pictoric]. Mexico.
In her art she has also previously looked at how food can bring people together as it is something that everyone has in common. She researched different people that interested her and their unique taste in food and illustrated them at the same table. This detailed research into each individual’s story resulted in an amazing, dynamic piece of artwork in which the food is integrated into the environment – for example, a pancake serves a double purpose of being a pancake and a moon (in the background). She added a personal touch of a Ukranian Mexican couple exchanging food: as Mexico is where she has been living since the war, she said she did this to “show the hospitality” Mexico gave to her when they accepted her as one of their own and made her feel welcome in their country.
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Olga Shtonda, (2022)  Food is a story [illustration for food festival]. Mexico.
What all these artists have in common is that they use their artwork to tell a story or a convey a message that is important to them. Art allows us to escape into someone’s mind.  I think it is interesting to take a glimpse into each artist’s mind through their works and we learn something new each time, because everyone’s experience of the world is individual to them. Illustration is something we can utilise as a language to release our thoughts and feelings in an impactful way into the world.
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