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What is illustration beyond a paper and pen drawing?
As of today, we understand illustration to be a visual representation of a concept, used to portray information or to tell a story. Throughout history, the definition of illustration has stayed true through the test of time, where its purpose of delivering information has not altered. However, the means of delivering the information have evolved significantly. When we think of illustration our mind trails to the idea of pen to paper initially rather than any other art form. For a time, I classified illustration only as drawings, before discovering that sculpture, textiles, ceramics, paper art and many other mediums can be used to illustrate, as long as it presents information. 
[image: ]Fig 1, During Sleep
Illustration is not confined to drawing with a pencil and other mediums such as textiles and thread can be used as a tool for illustration. It is known that textiles serve a practical purpose in creating the clothes we wear, but its purpose doesn't end there. In the past, women that were practitioners of male dominated art fields such as painting, sculpting, and photography, did not receive the same respect and acceptance given to men. “Textile art, however, was an accepted medium for women to work within and became a natural path for artists to experiment with and express their practices” (anastasia, 2022). Textiles art ranges from tapestries to weaving, embroidery, felting and knitting, but can also be taken in other directions. A Japanese artist that introduces textiles within their work is Chiharu Shiota. Her work cultivates the negative space “by creating an existence in the absence...  in her large-scale thread installations that include a variety of common objects” (anastasia, 2022). Her inspiration often derives from her own personal experiences, letting the emotion speak through her art covering topics such as death, life and relationships. She connects with the viewer and their personal experiences by sharing her own. Her work can be described as a piece of fine art given that her work is a form of self-expression, materializing her life into art. However, in terms of illustration, it can be argued that she uses the thread line as her tool to draw within a three-dimensional space, where her work tells the story of life. 
[image: ]Fig 2, Crowd Cloud
[bookmark: _Int_fPfwvJeO]When it comes to the idea of drawing with thread, artist Rosie James illustrates people she encounters out in public. She puts her own spin on life drawing, capturing images of civilians walking by and developing them further with needle and thread. Within Rosie’s book Stitch draw she references Paul Klee, “‘Drawing is taking a line for a walk’... A sewing machine will follow a line continually for as long as you have your foot on the pedal” (James, 2015, p.4). She has sown 20 life size figures as a part of her collection ‘Crowd Cloud’, with each individual seen catching the tube in London Bridge during rush hour. They are now displayed together, hung in a fashion that allows the viewers to walk through the work and be a part of the crowd that Rosie has captured in time. We can imagine the busy hustling of fast paced footsteps, the stumble of feet trying to brush past one another, eager to get to their destination. However, this information is lost in the presence of a gallery, everything stays still. It creates a contradictory atmosphere where the people that walk around the work now are not in a hurry and instead take their time to carefully examine each piece. The people that would have gone unnoticed amongst a crowd are now drawn to the attention of many through Rosie’s work. Rosie herself said, “I like people that have a lot of stuff going on, as the details are the things that reveal something about each individual within the crowd” (Carson, 2024). By illustrating every aspect of the person and their outfit, we get to see a tiny piece into their lives. We can create our own storyline for these individuals, with the man in the suit carrying a backpack, we can assume he is on his daily route to work. 
[image: ]Fig 3, Walk the House
An artist that specialises in creating huge fabric installations is Do Ho Suh, where he explores the concept of home, questioning whether it is a place or a feeling. “Suh asks timely questions about the enigma of home, identity and how we move through and inhabit the world around us” (Tate, 2024). These installations are created with coloured semi-transparent fabric, wrapped around metal wire, that is shaped into the structure of a building, holding the fabric in place. In his work, Walk the House, you can walk through the path of different rooms, each possessing a different colour. The illustrative element to his work comes through in the detail, by capturing the intricate design of a door handle and the vent on a wall. He replicates these rooms exactly as they were, transforming them to fabric architectures with the wire as the line work, and the fabric as colour. His work is a map of the places he once knew, where “these delicately precise, weightless impressions seem to exist between imagination and reality” (Victoria Miro, n.d.). The translucency of the fabric and the colour add to the idea of the buildings coming from a place of memory, and with the title ‘Walk the House’, it ties it all together as though he is taking a walk down memory lane.
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Fig 4, Walk the House
[bookmark: _Int_DsVwhY79]Not only does Do Ho Suh use fabric to create these house replicas, but he has also created a life size casting of his childhood home through rubbings. He “wrapped his home in mulberry paper, rubbed it with graphite, and left it for nine months” (Roundup, 2025). Through covering his old home head to toe in paper and letting time pass, by the time he removed the paper, all of the dirt imbedded into the walls left a rubbing on the paper, forming a life size illustration of the building itself. His work shows how versatile paper is and can be used in many ways to form an illustration. Paper tends to be viewed as the blank space and canvas in which you would paint or draw on top of. However, paper alone can be used to create beautiful illustrations, by intentionally folding and cutting a certain way. Today we have a huge supply of paper so "it's easy to forget what a luxury item it once was” (Charlie Kirkham, 2023). The earliest form of paper cutting originated in China, known as ‘Jianzhi’, with this practice being popular among wealthy families. Paper later grew to be more affordable, and so the artform became accessible to the public. 
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Fig 5, Ladderkiss
[bookmark: _Int_x5b1Wawq]Paper cutting is still a respected art form to this day, and artists like Rob Ryan grew to love the art of illustrating through cutting paper. Ryan stated, “I like the fact that I don’t need paint or brushes or water or oil... just a piece of paper, a knife, and a pencil” (Paper Cutting, 2011, p.6). He originally turned to paper cutting to simplify his illustrations and preferred how it made less mess compared to painting. The information within the illustrations is direct, with his piece ‘Ladderkiss’, it is clearly presenting an image of a guy on a ladder kissing a girl hence the name of the title. Themes that run through his work include loneliness, longing, and love. Before discovering paper cutting, “He studied fine art at Trent polytechnic and at the royal college of art in London where he specialised in print making” (Caesar, 2013). His experience with print making shines through in his paper cut illustrations, where similar to methods of print such as lino, he must cut out the areas he’d like to remain blank. Rob Ryan carefully considers the colour of the paper itself to build on the themes presented. The choice of colour for ‘Ladderkiss’ was pink which fits the illustration as it represents, pure love and compassion, with the man on the ladder to reach the woman's lips, set between two trees and birds. 
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Fig 6, Eye
Mia Pearlman is an artist that creates installations through the art of paper cutting. “Pearlman considers her work and process a meditation on chance, control, and the transient nature of reality” (Paper Cutting, 2011, p.103). She begins by mark making the paper with Indian ink, then removes the remaining ink by cutting through the paper. She pieces the sculpture together turning two-dimensional work into an installation by folding and overlapping the paper. Her piece, ‘Eye’, represents “a cloud vortex swirling around the sky itself” (Sloman, 2009, p.56), which given the title, we can assume the piece is of the eye of a storm, Her work reflecting on topics such as the weather, forming cloudlike swirls with paper folds. There is a light source in the centre of ‘Eye’ which the paper sculpture leads you to, creating a type of portal. Her work has a Fine art quality, considering her approach to the process, leading with feeling rather than precision. However, the work itself once produced is a clear imitation on a cloud spiral with the illustration capturing its likeness.
There are many means of making an illustration, as has been discussed throughout this essay. While studying illustration, old friends I have met in passing have questioned what illustration is. I always thought the answer was simple, that to illustrate something meant to tell a story through creating an image. I never understood the extent of what illustration is and can be. The textile and paper cut artists, have all created art in their own way, with each having their take on illustration. Their work exists between the border of Fine Art and illustration, combining the qualities of each, and it is only a matter of perspective, in which determines where they belong.
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