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How	to	do	graphic	illustration

Read	the	Spanish	version	of	this	article	translated	by	Isabella	RolzI	see	many	businesses	today	use	stock	illustrations	or	images.	Although	these	options	are	cheap,	the	brand	message	is	diluted	because	the	visuals	are	not	exclusive	to	the	product.	In	a	world	where	74	percent	of	social	media	and	B2B	marketers	use	visuals	in	their	promotions,	how	you
set	yourself	apart	visually	is	critical.	If	your	brand	is	prolific,	people	will	learn	the	visual	language	associated	with	your	brand.	As	soon	as	they	see	the	same	stock	illustrations	associated	with	another	product,	your	brand	identity	will	weaken.	With	custom	illustrations,	the	elements	of	a	brand’s	identity	can	coalesce	around	a	shared	perspective	and
personality.	They	communicate	to	customers	on	an	intuitive	level	and	help	brands	tell	their	story	in	an	enduring	way.	However,	many	designers	shy	away	from	working	as	illustrators	for	the	fear	that	they	don’t	have	drawing	skills.	We’re	here	to	show	you	how	any	designer	can	develop	beautiful	illustrations,	no	drawing	required.	We’ll	look	at	three
popular	illustration	styles,	and	apply	very	simple	steps	to	develop	your	own	artwork	from	scratch.	You	can	follow	along,	and	apply	what	you’ll	learn	to	create	great	looking	pieces	for	your	next	project.	Recreate	the	famous	space	illustration.	Designer	and	Illustrator	Nina	Georgieva	is	the	trailblazer	behind	this	notorious	Dribbble	piece,	and	now,	the
style	has	become	a	trend	of	its	own.	Stealing	inspiration	from	Georgieva,	we’ll	create	our	own	space	illustration,	following	a	few	easy	steps.	This	is	what	you’ll	get	in	the	end.	1.	Start	with	the	stars.	Using	Illustrator’s	“star	tool,”	create	a	four-point	star.	Then	make	it	75	percent	transparent.	While	selected,	duplicate	it	in	place	by	pressing	Ctrl+C,	then
Ctrl+F.	Scale	down	the	shape	in	front.	Next,	add	a	glowing	effect;	select	the	bigger	shape;	and	apply	a	“Gaussian	Blur”	effect	from	the	“Appearance”	panel.	Finally,	you	can	store	your	star	shape	inside	the	“Symbols”	panel	to	use	it	later	in	the	composition.	2.	Create	the	cloud’s	shape.	Stack	rectangles	together	with	various	widths.	Merge	them
together	with	the	“Pathfinder”	panel.	Finish	up	by	giving	the	entire	shape	a	high	“corner	radius”	value.	3.	Make	the	planet	texture	from	the	clouds	Starting	with	the	cloud	shape,	create	the	planet	texture	effect	as	shown	above.	Stack	many	cloud	shapes	together,	and	make	sure	you	have	a	succession	of	outward	and	inward	curves	to	create	a	wavy
pattern.	4.	Tweak	the	texture.	Simplify	the	wavy	pattern	before	applying	it	to	the	planet	shape.	Remove	extra	points	on	one	side	of	the	texture	and	flatten	it.	5.	Create	a	textured	planet.	Overlap	the	wavy	pattern	with	a	circle,	and	create	a	division	by	using	the	“Divide”	option	within	the	“Pathfinder”	panel.	Delete	the	extra	shape	created	outside	of	the
circle,	and	create	a	lighting	effect	by	applying	different	gray	values	to	each	side	of	the	planet.	6.	Add	an	atmosphere	to	the	planet.	Create	two	bigger	circles,	and	paste	them	behind	the	planet	with	Ctrl+X	then	Ctrl+B.	Align	them	properly.	Add	transparency	to	the	new	circles	and	a	blur	effect	to	the	third	circle	(within	the	“Appearance”	panel).	Group
(Ctrl+G),	and	store	the	result	inside	the	“Symbol”	panel.	7.	Duplicate	and	color	the	planets.	Copy	several	planet	shapes	from	the	”Symbols”	panel,	and	recolor	them	using	two	different	colors	for	each	side.	Use	the	“Direct	Selection	Tool	(A)”	to	select	and	the	“Eyedropper	Tool	(I)”	to	pick,	and	apply	a	color.	8.	Scale	and	position	your	planets	Move	the
planets	in	different	positions	with	the	“Selection	Tool	(V),”	and	give	them	various	sizes	by	dragging	the	white	corners	that	appear	when	selected	(maintain	the	“Shift”	key	for	proportional	scaling).	9.	Add	the	rings.	Draw	a	few	line	circles	around	the	planets	to	make	the	rings.	To	paste	smaller	planets	in	front	of	the	rings,	select	them,	then	press	Ctrl+X
(cut)	and	Ctrl+F	(paste	in	front).	10.	Add	some	clouds	and	stars	in	the	sky.	Going	back	to	the	“Symbol”	panel,	drag-and-drop	some	clouds	and	stars	shapes.	Duplicate,	scale,	and	position	them	as	you	wish	across	your	space.	Here’s	the	final	result.	Play	around	with	scale,	position,	and	colors	to	really	make	it	your	own.	Add	some	typography,	and	voila,
you	have	a	new,	customized	desktop	background.	Recreate	the	Toptal	blog	illustrations	style	The	Toptal	blog	is	a	valuable	source	of	insights	and	inspiration	created	by	top	talents	around	the	world.	Just	like	the	one	you’re	reading	right	now,	most	articles	feature	illustrations	to	support	the	content.	We	use	simple	geometric	shapes	and	bright	colors	to
depict	objects.	Let’s	see	how	you	can	apply	this	style	to	create	some	food	illustrations	of	your	own.	This	is	what	you’ll	get	in	the	end.	1.	Draw	a	simple	fry.	To	create	a	fry,	start	with	a	long	rectangle,	and	add	multiple	points	across	the	edges	with	the	“Pen	Tool	(P).”	Tweak	the	shape	by	moving	the	points	around,	using	the	“Direct	Selection	Tool	(A).”	2.
Create	the	mayonnaise	container.	Create	three	circles	with	decreasing	sizes,	from	the	back	to	front.	The	outer	circle	is	the	container,	the	middle	one	(in	white)	is	the	mayo,	and	the	inner,	smaller	circle	(with	a	colored	stroke)	is	for	the	lighting	effect.	Cut	the	inner	circle	in	half,	and	make	sure	the	“Cap”	and	“Corner”	from	the	“Stroke”	panel	are	round.
3.	Make	the	ketchup	and	mustard.	Duplicate	the	mayo	cup	to	create	mustard	and	ketchup.	Simply	apply	different	colors	to	the	sauce	and	light,	as	suggested	above.	4.	Add	in	the	wave-shaped	lettuce.	With	the	“Pen	Tool	(P),”	trace	a	straight	line,	and	add	several	points	to	it.	Distribute	their	horizontal	spacing	from	the	“Align”	panel.	Drag	down	altering
points,	and	round	out	every	corner	to	the	max,	until	it’s	completely	smooth.	5.	Create	a	bread	slice.	Create	a	long	oval;	overlap	it	with	the	wave	shape,	and	create	a	division	by	using	the	“Divide”	option	from	the	“Pathfinder”	panel.	Remove	the	extra	shape	that	you	get	from	the	“Divide”	tool,	then	recolor	the	bread	slice.	6.	Make	the	burger	bread.
Mirror	the	bread	slice	vertically,	and	add	a	tipping	point	to	the	top	layer.	Round	up	that	edge	to	make	a	smooth	burger	bun.	7.	Finish	the	burger.	Color	the	lettuce	in	green.	Then	create	different	“Rounded	Rectangles”	for	meat,	cheese,	and	tomatoes,	using	brown,	yellow,	and	red	colors	respectively.	Move	things	around	to	properly	layer	your	burger.
8.	Create	a	hot	dog	from	the	burger.	Starting	with	your	burger	illustration,	remove	the	tomatoes	and	cheese,	recolor	lettuce	to	mayo	and	mustard,	and	duplicate	the	lower	bread	for	a	more	symmetric	hot	dog.	9.	Design	the	pizza	shape.	Start	with	the	burger’s	top	layer,	move	the	lower	points	down,	and	bring	them	closer	together.	Duplicate	the
triangle	shape,	scale	it	down,	and	make	it	yellow	for	a	cheesy	base.	10.	Add	the	tomatoes	shapes.	Overlap	a	big	red	circle	with	smaller	inner	circles,	and	use	the	“Minus	Front”	option	from	the	”Pathfinder”	panel.	Place	multiple	tomato	slices	with	different	sizes	and	positions	on	the	pizza	shape.	11.	Create	some	meat	slices.	Draw	an	organic	brown
shape	with	the	“Pen	tool	(P),”	duplicate,	and	scale	it	on	top	of	your	pizza.	Add	smaller,	colored,	rounded	strokes	in	empty	spaces	to	finish	your	pizza	toppings.	13.	Create	the	straw.	Star	with	a	long	white	rectangle.	Add	two	points	with	the	“Pen	Tool	(P),”	and	move	the	top	edges	to	bend	the	straw.	Copy	and	paste	the	middle	point	on	the	right	edge,
then	apply	a	red	stroke,	and	no	fill	to	it.	Move	the	red	line	in	the	middle	of	the	white	rectangle.	14.	Create	the	soda	can	shape.	Draw	an	eight-sided	polygon;	add	the	can;	move	the	top	four	points	upwards;	and	scale	(S)	the	upper	and	lower	edges	outward	to	make	it	look	more	like	a	can.	Add	rounded	rectangles	on	the	top	and	bottom	to	create	the	rims.
15.	Tweak	the	can	shape,	and	scale	the	straw.	Move	points	around	to	tweak	the	shapes,	then	scale	the	can	and	straw	into	relatable	proportions.	16.	Finish	with	the	wave	design	on	the	can.	Draw	an	organic	and	wavy	shape	for	the	design	on	the	can.	Then	create	a	division	with	the	“Pathfinder”	panel,	and	delete	the	extra	outer	shapes.	Here’s	the	final
result.	Recreate	an	illustration	inspired	by	the	Monument	Valley	game	Monument	Valley	is	a	best	selling	game	created	by	UsTwo	studio.	It	won	dozens	of	awards,	including	Apple’s	best	iPad	game	of	2014,	and	its	illustration	style	is	inspired	by	Escher’s	beautiful	geometric	artwork.	Now	you’ll	learn	how	to	easily	create	the	same	visual	style	that	made
this	game	such	a	huge	success.	This	is	what	you’ll	get	in	the	end.	You	will	only	use	planes	and	cubes	as	building	blocks	for	the	entire	illustration.	The	color	palette	has	four	colors	for	the	water,	grass,	wood	and	building	–	each	in	three	shades	to	simulate	natural	light.	1.	Create	an	isometric	plane.	Start	with	a	square,	then	follow	these	three	steps	to
create	an	isometric	shape.	Pay	attention	because	you’ll	repeat	this	process	every	time	you	need	to	another	isometric	shape.	We’ll	call	it	the	“Isometric	Effect:”	Go	to	Effect	>	3D	>	Extrude	&	Bevel	Select	“Isometric	Top”	inside	the	“Position”	dropdown	-	within	the	option	panel	that	appears.	Set	“Extrude	Depth”	to	zero	under	“Extrude	&	Bevel”	first
option.	You	now	have	an	isometric	plane.	To	better	play	around	with	the	shape,	go	to	Object	>	Expand	Appearance.	This	will	let	you	change	the	plane’s	color	and	freely	move	points.	We’ll	call	it	the	“Expand	Effect.”	2.	Trace	the	faces	for	the	island.	To	create	the	three	faces	of	the	island	shape,	create	a	square	and	two	elongated	rectangles.	Repeat	the
“Isometric	Effect”	on	each.	For	step	two,	apply	“Isometric	Top,”	“Isometric	Left,”	and	“Isometric	Right”	respectively.	3.	Complete	and	color	the	island	base.	Apply	the	“Expand	Effect,”	and	color	each	face	with	different	shades	of	green,	with	the	brightest	always	on	top.	4.	Create	cube	faces	in	perspective.	Apply	the	“Isometric	Effect”	on	three	squares,
with	isometric	left,	top,	and	right	on	step	two.	This	gives	you	the	three	faces	you’ll	need	to	get	an	isometric	cube.	Note	that	every	object	in	your	illustration	will	only	use	three	faces.	That’s	the	beauty	of	the	isometric	perspective.	5.	Compose	a	cube.	Release	the	shapes	with	the	“Expand	Effect,”	bring	the	faces	together,	and	apply	three	shades	of	gray
to	simulate	lighting.	Tip:	The	lightest	shade	is	always	on	top;	the	darkest,	to	the	right;	and	the	mid	tone,	to	the	left.	Applying	this	to	every	shape	within	your	illustration	will	create	an	impression	of	natural	light.	6.	Start	the	tree	base.	Follow	the	same	steps	as	the	isometric	cube,	and	this	time,	elongate	the	left	and	right	faces	before	connecting	the
whole.	Then	apply	three	shades	of	brown	to	represent	wood.	7.	Finish	the	tree.	Scale	down	the	tree	bark;	duplicate	a	cube;	and	color	its	faces	just	like	the	land	shape	in	green.	8.	Use	a	cube	to	create	the	building	blocks	Duplicate	a	cube,	and	color	it	in	pink	for	the	building	material.	Play	with	scale;	move	lower	points	down	to	create	a	tower	base;	and
scale	it	down	to	create	a	pillar.	9.	Assemble	the	towers.	Align	the	tower	base	and	the	pink	cube.	Leave	some	space	between	them,	and	position	three	pillars	within	that	gap.	For	perfect	alignment,	make	sure	you	set	“Snap	to	Point”	and	“Smart	Guides”	in	the	“View”	menu	option.	10.	Bridge	the	towers.	Select	the	top	and	right	point	from	a	top	plane,
and	snap	to	points	with	the	equivalent	plane	in	the	twin	tower.	Simply	duplicate	and	resize	a	right-side	plane	to	create	an	edge	for	the	tower	bridge.	11.	Create	stairs.	Copy	and	paste	three	faces	from	a	tower;	align	the	edges	to	create	a	bloc;	and	then	move	the	lower	points	to	create	a	one-stair	step.	Duplicate	and	position	the	steps	several	times.	12.
Close	the	stairs.	Align	the	points	from	the	left	sides	to	close	the	gaps	from	the	stairs.	13.	Flip	the	stairs.	Select	your	completed	stairs,	and	use	the	“Reflect	Tool	(O)”	to	create	a	second	block	that	faces	left.	Make	sure	you	change	the	colors	of	the	left	and	right	faces	to	respect	the	lighting	effect	–	darker	shade	to	the	right,	mid-shade	to	the	left	and
lighter	shade	on	top.	Attach	some	cubes	to	the	stairs	to	create	stepping	stones,	and	link	them	with	the	towers.	15.	Create	a	water-depth	effect.	Duplicate,	and	scale	down	the	light	blue	surface.	Place	it	in	various	positions,	and	add	an	even	darker	shade	of	blue	to	finish	the	sea	depth	effect.	Just	like	with	the	stairs	and	tower	bridge,	start	from	existing
faces,	then	align	points	properly	to	close	up	the	shape,	and	finish	by	applying	brown	wood	shades.	Select	the	tree	bark,	then	duplicate,	scale	down	and	position	to	create	the	deck	pillars.	Here’s	the	final	result.	You	can	add	bigger,	dark	spots	on	the	sea,	or	smaller,	colored	isometric	squares	on	the	island	plane	to	simulate	grass	and	flowers.	Overall,
have	fun,	move	things	around,	and	build	some	cool	towers,	using	the	simple	building	blocks	you	just	learned.	In	conclusion	As	we	saw	with	these	three	guides,	you	don’t	need	much	drawing	skills	to	create	some	good	looking	illustrations.	All	you	need	to	keep	in	mind	are	these	3	principles:	Start	with	a	clear	idea	or	concept	in	mind	-	what	are	you
depicting?	Get	inspired	with	existing	artwork	and	styles	-	steal	like	an	artist.	Observe	and	translate	complex	elements	into	basic	geometric	shapes	you	can	work	from	-	keep	it	simple.	Have	fun	creating	your	own	illustrations,	and	upload	your	new	piece	of	art	in	Dribbble	and	elsewhere	on	the	web.	Enjoy!	•	•	•	Further	reading	on	the	Toptal	Design	Blog:
Freelancer?	Find	your	next	job.	Being	an	illustrator	is	a	profession	that	got	more	and	more	attention	in	the	last	decade.	It	takes	a	lot	of	forms	and	what	is	funny	that	illustrators	have	always	quite	a	different	career	depending	on	what	they	choose	to	focus	on.	It’s	mostly	freelancer	work	where	an	illustrator	moves	from	one	opportunity	to	the	next
because	it	is	done	in	an	unpredictable	way.	This	type	of	work	is	also	most	of	the	times	used	as	an	editorial	illustration	that	makes	the	subject	of	a	magazine	or	newspaper	to	stand	out.	Tips	and	Good	Practices	for	Editorial	Illustration	Want	to	understand	how	to	get	a	better	editorial	design?	If	the	answer	is	yes	then	you	can	use	different	grids	and
layouts	to	get	the	contrast	needed.	There	are	many	more	steps	besides	those	but	these	are	some	of	the	basic	ones	because	any	decision	you	take	will	influence	the	way	your	editorial	illustrations	are	going	to	look	in	the	end.	Bring	enthusiasm	every	time	It	important	that	in	any	editorial	illustration	you	enjoy	the	work	that	you	are	doing	because	this	will
be	felt	by	the	people	that	see	it.	Making	something	that	passes	the	expectations	of	your	client	is	something	that	you	need	to	start	enjoys	doing	because	it	will	bring	you	only	good.	You	need	to	find	enthusiasm	for	whatever	story	you	are	working	at	no	matter	if	it	is	for	a	business	illustration	or	an	editorial	illustration.	This	is	why	it	is	very	important	to
pursue	personal	challenging	work	and	small	jobs	that	can	be	just	as	significant	as	high-profile	ones	for	the	same	reason.	Pay	Attention	to	Hierarchy	When	you	need	to	add	a	lot	of	visual	details	of	different	sizes	or	value	you	might	feel	most	of	the	time	a	bit	overwhelmed.	This	is	why	you	need	to	decide	the	design	layout	for	your	editorial	illustration	that
you	might	be	working	on.	These	are	some	hierarchies	that	you	might	consider	when	you	are	doing	your	job.	Hierarchy	of	color,	value,	scale	and	so	on.	All	of	them	work	together	to	create	an	overall	visual	hierarchy	so	as	an	illustrator	your	job	is	to	define	exactly	what	people	are	going	to	see	first	when	they	check	your	work.	You	basically	guide	them
and	tell	the	story	of	the	illustration.	Don’t	steal	other	people’s	ideas		If	you	have	certain	modern	illustrators	that	you	follow	for	sure	you	can	check	out	their	work	when	you	need	some	inspiration.	But	this	doesn’t	mean	that	you	should	also	copy-paste	their	ideas.	Stealing	ideas	is	not	a	thing	to	do	if	you	want	to	become	a	good	illustrator.	Take	pride	in
your	work	and	come	up	with	something	creative,	it	is	better	to	go	on	your	idea	rather	than	somebody	else.	Even	more	in	today’s	world	where	information	can	be	accessed	so	easily,	it	is	always	simple	to	spot	work	that	might	have	been	copied	from	somebody	else.	Let	the	grid	guide	you	The	grid	methods	are	important	in	graphic	design	and	even	more
in	editorial	illustration.	You	need	a	good	grid	because	it	helps	you	create	the	resolution	of	your	design.	Grids	enable	you	to	stay	organized,	keep	you	consistent	across	issues	and	can	help	you	enhance	the	legibility	and	readability	of	body	copy.	The	human	eyes	can	spot	any	difference	in	patterns	so	if	you	make	changes	to	a	design	and	don’t	align	all
elements	it	might	be	pretty	obvious	that	something	doesn’t	look	right.	Pay	attention	to	details	If	for	example,	you	are	in	charge	of	producing	a	magazine	that	talks	about	your	passion	you	need	to	check	all	details	especially	for	editorial	illustration.	The	more	you	understand	the	content	the	better	you	can	design	and	showcase	the	main	idea	of	it.
Basically,	the	more	you	know	the	easier	it	is	going	to	be	for	you	to	show	what	the	audience	is	expecting.	Details	are	related	to	where	the	viewer	can	get	more	visual	information	about	editorial	illustrations.	If	you	don’t	get	them	right	you	risk	the	fact	that	the	illustration	gets	messy	and	that	the	key	message	is	not	going	to	be	understood	anymore.
Remember	that	digital	tools	aren’t	magical		Advertisement	If	you	have	a	new	software	this	doesn’t	mean	your	editorial	illustration	can	become	better.	Even	if	you	are	working	in	analog	it	is	quite	hard	to	steer	clear	of	digital	tools	entirely.	If	a	tool	can	be	motivating	for	some	time	this	means	it	can	be	easy	to	get	obsessed	with	a	constant	need	for	the
new.	What	we	think	is	that	the	problem	is	how	we	use	these	tools	especially	if	they	have	magical	properties.	For	sure	they	are	helpful	but	there	is	also	a	lot	of	credit	towards	the	person	that	is	in	charge	of	this	operation.	Use	illustrations	to	explain	abstract	themes	Probably	some	of	the	most	challenging	to	explain	in	the	editorial	illustration	are	socio-
political	topics.		Still,	if	you	do	it	right	people	will	understand	with	no	problem.	Moreover,	illustrations	are	good	especially	when	it	is	necessary	to	emphasize	the	emotion	of	your	article,	like	in	some	serious	article	about	violence.	You	need	to	think	about	specific	visual	metaphors	that	will	get	to	your	point	and	that	you	will	be	able	to	express	easily.	Ask
yourself	how	to	do	you	express	feelings	and	emotions?	It	all	starts	with	your	style	and	using	certain	techniques,	like	colors,	radiating	beams	and	so	on.	Go	Out	Into	the	World	The	online	is	for	sure	a	great	way	to	get	inspiration	for	any	editorial	illustration	because	there	are	thousands	of	websites	that	you	can	check.	However,	there	might	be	also
another	option	that	many	people	don’t	really	take	advantage	of	in	the	real	world.	Put	on	your	shoes	and	take	your	sketchbook	and	go	for	a	walk.	Make	photos,	visit	streets	that	you	have	not	been	on	before,	check	stores	and	browse	old	magazines.	This	might	be	a	great	idea	for	editorial	illustrators	that	feel	the	need	for	finding	something	new.	All	are
waiting	for	you,	just	take	the	step	and	see	what	you	can	discover	yourself	as	well.	Tips	on	Getting	Published	Many	publishers	are	quite	hard	to	get	to	because	even	if	they	want	to	check	out	the	work	that	you	want	to	present	to	them,	they	are	either	too	busy	either	spammed	by	a	lot	of	writers.	This	means	that	it	is	quite	hard	to	get	to	them	directly	and
it	is	quite	difficult	to	take	this	reality	on	board	when	you	are	trying	to	approach	them.	If	you	are	a	designer	the	best	thing	that	you	can	do	is	try	to	research	well	the	publisher	that	you	are	about	to	contact.	Research	the	area	that	you	are	interested	in	and	find	out	what	a	prospective	editor	might	be	looking	for.	Put	yourself	in	his	or	her	place	and	start
from	there.	Ending	thoughts	on	editorial	illustration	In	conclusion,	any	editorial	illustration	works	great	with	subjects	that	have	a	great	idea	behind	it.	Being	an	illustrator	can	be	a	very	good	alternative	to	photography	or	videos	that	sometimes	require	a	lot	of	time.	This	for	illustration	is	becoming	more	and	more	popular	because	it	brings	results	and
people	really	do	enjoy	seeing	a	well-made	one.	What	do	you	think,	are	you	going	to	go	for	an	illustrator	in	your	next	project?	If	you	enjoyed	reading	this	article	about	editorial	illustration,	you	should	read	these	as	well:
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