
              



WELCOME! 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
What is ‘illustration’?  
You might be wondering what we mean when we say ‘illustrating anthropology’. 
Well, the broad definition of ‘illustration’ is a picture or example that helps to make 
something clear. Illustration is a large part of our visual culture, appearing in 
advertising, books, magazines, on products from clothing to food packaging, not to 
mention online and in our digital communication 🤓. Everywhere you look there is 
illustration!  
 
In the exhibition we included visual work that helps to tell stories from 
anthropological research in a range of mediums, from drawing and painting, to 
comics and digital collages, to fieldwork sketches and maps and beyond. The 
definition of illustration is open to your interpretation, but through the following 
examples we show how others have gone about illustrating anthropology for 
different purposes, including illustrating difficult subjects, telling stories, making 
fieldnotes, producing illustration with their research participants, and to present 
information.  

 

Illustration has long been part of anthropological research in the form of maps, field-note sketches, and 
diagrams. Now anthropologists are increasingly recognising the story-telling potential of illustration as a 
way to return their research to the communities they study, and to share their findings far and wide.  
 
Based on the Illustrating Anthropology online exhibition, this booklet explores the way that illustration 
opens up new possibilities for anthropology and invites you to delve into anthropological illustration in 
your own learning. The illustrations presented here cover a diversity of field sites, from bars in Tokyo to a 
surgeon’s operating room, showcasing the broad scope of anthropological research today. 
 
Scan the QR code to go to the exhibition on your smartphone. 

From merriam-webster.com: 
 
 
Scan the QR code to go to the 
exhibition on your smartphone. 

Throughout this booklet you will find words marked 
with * which are explained in a glossary at the end. 
 
 
Scan the QR code to go to the exhibition on your smartphone. 



 
ILLUSTRATING DIFFICULT SUBJECTS 

 
Anthropologists conduct their research in 
all manner of field sites, and often work 
with people living through challenging 
circumstances. That might be a 
community experiencing conflict, 
refugee groups, or people who have 
gone through persecution because of 
their gender, ethnic, or religious identity.  
 
While photos and videos have an 
important place in documenting human 
struggles, illustration has the potential to 
engage viewers' imaginations by taking 
them beyond the images they are used 
to seeing and opening up new 
possibilities for understanding. 
Illustration can also be a powerful tool 
for telling stories about individuals while 
preserving their anonymity. Such 
personal stories can help us to 
understand people beyond categories 
such as 'refugee' or 'dementia patient'.  

 
 
 
An illustration from research by Charlie Rumsby, drawn by illustrator Ben Thomas. This image is part of series that tells the stories of stateless ethnic 
Vietnamese children in Cambodia. “I experiment with ‘comic’ descriptions of children’s stories that are particularly difficult to tell because of their morose* 
nature; for instance, children drowning in the water. In addition, drawings help bring to life intangible* elements of children’s everyday lives – fears of river 
ghosts, and the role their Christian faith plays in resolving these fears”. 
 



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Researcher Annelieke Driessen collaborated 
with artist Lou Bettina Klein to illustrate her 
research on dementia care in the Netherlands. 
The aim was to produce images that “do not 
deny what is difficult, but do not reduce people 
with dementia to it either, and in doing so 
visualise and enrich my written work. Images 
accompanying writing about dementia 
frequently employ ageist tropes* of decline, 
passivity, and loss of self, reinforcing wider 
discourses* around ageism, and contributing to 
widespread fear of dementia. In the dominant 
public imaginary* a life can only be good if it is 
untouched by disability. With predictions of a 
staggering increase in the prevalence of 
dementia in the not-too-distant future, in my 
dissertation I argue that we need stories and 
images that help us imagine how a 
life with dementia can be a good life”.  



ILLUSTRATING STORIES 



                       
           
Stories have the power to show the underlying humanity that connects all 
people. We all experience moments of sadness, joy, and fear - and capturing 
these moments is central to both anthropological research and to 
communicating it effectively with others. 
 
Comics can be a powerful medium for narrative storytelling. Rather than writing 
out paragraphs of description, so much can be captured visually that can quickly 
transport a viewer into the everyday sounds, sights and even smells of the 
places where anthropologists do research. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Extract from Marcello Francioni's graphic novel exploring gender, care, and 
knowledge transmission in Tokyo's queer nightlife, titled 'What took you so 
Long?' “By concocting a method of ethnographic storytelling that combines text 
and image, I was able to bring the spatiality* and material culture* of my field-
site to life, and to closely engage with issues of time and my own positionality* 
as a researcher-author.” 



ILLUSTRATING FIELDNOTES 
 
Alongside photography and film as visual media for 
documenting the worlds in which anthropologists find 
themselves, illustration can also be an evocative* method to 
capture experiences.  
The process of sketching, for example, has the benefit of 
slowing the eye down to look at details in a concentrated 
way, arguably more so than taking a camera snapshot of the 
same scene. Drawing becomes not only a mode of capturing 
a scene, but also a means of seeing it in the first place.  

Drawing or sketching on site also brings the added benefit of 
having something to show to research participants then and 
there. Most anthropologists still ‘leave the field’ and return 
home to write up their material. This is a process which can 
take many years, and often isn’t in a language accessible to 
their research participants.  

By producing sketches that can be presented to research 
participants for their feedback, anthropologists can include 
them more directly in the process of anthropological 
knowledge making*. 

 

 
 
Watercolour from Maxime Le Calvé's postdoctoral research about craft practices in neurosurgery. “As part of my ethnographic method I routinely produce a 
series of images on the spot which requires longer exposure. I find these contemplative moments to be highly conducive to ethnographic epiphanies. The use 
of loose perspective enables me to capture a space as if it was wrapped around the viewer, to gather micro-scenes and place them in my carrier bag to 
examine later”. 



ILLUSTRATING TOGETHER 
 

  



 
 
One of the main methods of anthropological research is something called 
'participant observation'. This means participating in people's lives and 
communities through ‘deep hanging out’ over a long period of time, often going 
back regularly over many years. The value of this method is that anthropologists 
absorb the rhythms of everyday life. They learn how to eat, sleep, and even 
breathe like their research participants, at the same time as actively observing and 
tuning into conversations and activities that help them to answer their research 
questions. 
 
Depending on the research context, hanging out with research participants can 
sometimes prove difficult. Collaborating on illustration with research participants 
to tell their stories can be one way of getting to know them. The drawings 
produced can become research objects* in their own right, prompting insightful 
discussions that develop the research. Asking participants to express their feelings 
or ideas in a visual way can reveal insights that might be difficult to put into words, 
and can create meaning that communicates beyond language.  
 

Extract of a comic created collaboratively by researcher Christoph Schimkowsky 
and his research participant Amabei, a Japanese illustrator, examining the impact 
of the COVID-19 pandemic on Tokyo's notoriously congested train system. “My 
work examines ‘transit manner’ posters & passenger etiquette campaigns by 
railway providers in Tokyo. Unfortunately, the research context (large Japanese 
companies) meant that opportunities for participant observation were limited. 
Accordingly, creating this manga was a valuable opportunity to work together with 
a manner poster artist. It gave me something I could do together with my 
participant, and it also brought us closer together. While my research focuses on a 
form of visual media (posters), until the collaboration the visual aspects of my work 
were limited to the analysis of visual materials – and perhaps taking photos of 
posters in transport spaces. Allowing me to participate in the creation of a form of 
visual media (manga), the collaboration process gave me better understanding of 
practical considerations and challenges of visual and creative work, as well as 
practical know-how about the illustration and print process.” 



ILLUSTRATING INFORMATION 
 
Illustration has been used by anthropologists historically for communicating complex things such 
as family relationships, maps of social connections across a community, floor plans of houses, 
and representations of bodily gestures or embodied skills. Illustrations can tell stories and 
communicate information in ways that are different from photography by emphasising what the 
viewer should pay attention to in the image. 
 
With an illustration it is usually obvious that someone has authored the image, and that it is not 
an objective ‘snapshot’ of reality, as photographs can sometimes be interpreted as. In this way, 
illustration is a powerful tool not only for conveying information, but also for acknowledging that 
this information is subjectively positioned and should not be taken as a singular representation 
of ‘truth’ (whatever that means anyway!). 
 

 
 
 
Tom Crowley's bird's eye map of Mumoret, the valley in Pakistan where he conducted research. 
“It charts some of the changes and events which occurred over the years including a catastrophic 
flood and a Taliban raid. It is in some sense autobiographical, I appear in it with a film crew I took 
there in the winter of 2011”. 



 

 

 

 

Laura Haapio-Kirk's illustration of a Japanese house where multiple generations of the same family lived. 
The ground floor apartment was occupied by the elderly grandparents, and the second and third floors 
were where their son lived with his wife and previously their children who were now adults and had moved 
out. As part of her research on ageing and smartphones Laura lived in the house with them for two months 
and got to experience Japanese multi-generational family life in a typical suburban home directly. “During 
my fieldwork I found that sketching was a good way to orient myself, especially at the 
beginning as I was getting to know different neighbourhoods. I used drawing and painting as a 
way to pay attention to my surroundings, and ground myself in the small details that you only 
notice after standing on the same spot for half an hour.” 
 
 

 
 
 
Jennifer Cearns's illustration of hand gestures used when hitch-hiking across Havana, Cuba. During 
fieldwork researching smuggling, Jennifer found that she soon had to learn a specific set of gestures if 
she was going to get around. “Public transport infrastructure is very limited in Cuba, and so many 
people either walk long distances, or share private taxis which follow set routes across the city. This 
forms a sort of informal infrastructure – or network – which everyone knows about, but which isn’t 
written down anywhere. In order to hail down a cab, you have to know exactly where in the city to 
stand in relation to where you want to go, and signal this to the drivers as they pass by, or the cars 
won’t stop. Under socialism, Cubans developed many hand signals and gestures to exchange 
information without having to say it out loud. This was in part a response to a police state, but has 
also seeped into all aspects of life. Cubans often seem to be able to have whole exchanges without 
speaking out loud – which is baffling for foreign anthropologists trying to work out how to get from A 
to B!” 

 



 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Now it’s your turn! 
We invite you to explore the work of the anthropologists featured in this booklet and 
more at IllustratingAnthropology.com! Over 60 anthropologists from around the 
world present their illustrated work and share their thoughts on how illustration helps 
them in their research.  
 
Activities 

✏  Explore the full exhibition online and find your own examples of work that 
match the categories listed in this booklet: 

o Illustrating difficult subjects (where anthropologists have used 
illustration to help them analyse and express feelings that are not 
easy to put into words, and/or communicate about topics such as 
conflict, violence, illness, death etc.).  

o Illustrating stories (drawings that convey narrative meaning, such as 
presenting events that have a beginning, middle and end). 

o Illustrating fieldnotes (where illustration is used as a way to record 
experiences and insights during fieldwork). 

o Illustrating together (anthropologists collaborating with research 
participants to create illustrations). 

o Illustrating information (examples of maps, diagrams, images that 
show bodily gestures).  
 

✏  After completing the exercise above, answer the following questions based 
on one example in the exhibition: 

1. How does illustration help to convey the information/story 
presented?  

2. Why do you think the artist/researcher chose this technique, and to 
what extent is it effective?  

3. How do you think you would feel if you were the subject of this 
illustration? 

4. What did this illustration do which couldn't be done with writing or 
more standard forms of photography? 

5. What might be the benefits of telling difficult stories using 
illustration? What are the challenges?  

6. If someone was drawing your story, how would you like them to do 
it? What might be important for you?  

7. Do you keep a diary with illustrations already, or use drawing to help 
with your studies (e.g. revision notes)? How/why? 
 

 

 

✏    Come up with a research question, and interview a friend to try to answer 
it (e.g. How do they use their smartphone?). 

◦ Ask a few questions without using drawing, then try again while 
drawing together/asking them to draw. (Make sure you both have a 
chance to try out both interviewer and interviewee roles.) 

◦ Afterwards, reflect on the process: did it feel different for the 
interviewer/interviewee with/without drawing together? How/why? 
Was the data generated different? How/why? 

◦ Prioritising how your interviewee feels throughout the process is very 
important. For example, if they don't enjoy drawing, then follow their 
lead - they might just prefer talking. 

✏  Drawing can help to capture the small details of daily life and can aid 
memory and reflection in research. Draw an interaction you had with 
someone recently, for example at school, on the street, in a shop, etc. 
Remember this can be a loose sketch, you don't need to aim for an epic 
graphic novel! Then answer the following questions: 

◦ Why do you think the moment stuck in your mind?  
◦ What does your image tell you about the interaction that you had 

previously overlooked? 
◦ How did drawing the interaction affect your understanding of it? 

 
✏  Create your own anthropological illustration based on a small piece of 
ethnographic research and share it with us on Instagram with the hashtag 
#IllustratingAnthropology!  

o For example, observe the daily routines in your household or your 
local neighbourhood. You can also interview friends and family via a 
video or phone call about a subject that interests you. Then use 
illustration to help you to tell the stories that you uncover.  

o You could create a short four panel comic, or draw a portrait of one 
of your research participants. Or you could map your area and 
highlight the flows of people and traffic in the street.  

o You don’t need any special drawing skills to do this exercise! There is 
a lot you can express with stick figures and basic shapes. Try to see 
what you can create with only circles, squares and triangles! Or make 
a photo collage of the things that capture your attention.  

o Take inspiration from the work in this exhibition and explore your 
own way of incorporating illustration into your work.  

 
 

 



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Resources (open access) 
 

 

📖    ARTICLES (introductory):  
- Rumsby, C. (2020). ‘Retrospective (re)presentation: turning the written 

ethnographic text into an ‘ethno-graphic’’  entanglements, 3(2):7-27 
(https://entanglementsjournal.org/retrospective-representation-turning-the-
written-ethnographic-text-into-an-ethno-graphic) 

- Haapio-Kirk, L. (2020). ‘Staying connected: Coronavirus in 
Japan’, entanglements, 3(2): 69-78 
(https://entanglementsjournal.org/staying-connected-coronavirus-in-japan) 

- Sacks, K. (2020). ‘Drawn in the field’, entanglements, 3(1):7-30 
(https://entanglementsjournal.org/drawn-in-the-field-2) 
 
📖    ARTICLES (going further):  

- Bonanno, L. (2019). ‘I swear I hated it, and therefore I drew 
it’, entanglements, 2(2):39-55 (https://entanglementsjournal.org/i-swear-i-
hated-it) 

- Geismar, H. (2014), ‘Drawing It Out’. Visual Anthropology Review, 30: 97-
113. https://doi.org/10.1111/var.12041 
 
📚    BOOKS:  

- Dr. Smartphones: an ethnography of mobile phone repair shops, an illustrated 
ethnographic book by Nicolas Nova and Anaïs Bloch (2020). ⟨hal-03106034⟩ 

- (not open access) Drawn to see: Drawing as an ethnographic method. By 
Andrew Causey (2017). University of Toronto Press. 

- (not open access) The EthnoGRAPHIC series of graphic novels by University of 
Toronto Press, including Lissa: A Story about Medical Promise, Friendship, and 
Revolution, by Sherine Hamdy and Coleman Nye, art by Sarula Bao and 
Caroline Brewer (2017).  

Work featured in this booklet 
 

- Charlie Rumsby: https://illustratinganthropology.com/charlie-rumsby/ 
- Annelieke Driessen: https://illustratinganthropology.com/annelieke-driessen/ 
- Marcello Francioni: https://illustratinganthropology.com/marcello-francioni/ 
- Maxime Le Calvé: https://illustratinganthropology.com/maxime-le-calve/ 
- Chris Shimkowsky: https://illustratinganthropology.com/chris-schimkowsky/ 
- Tom Crowley: https://illustratinganthropology.com/tom-crowley/ 
- Laura Haapio-Kirk: https://illustratinganthropology.com/laura-haapio-kirk/ 
- Jennifer Cearns: https://illustratinganthropology.com/jennifer-cearns/ 

 
 

 

Glossary 
 

o Anthropological knowledge making: a process of research and analysis that 
leads to insights and contributes to new understanding of human life. 

o Discourses: written or spoken communication or debate. 
o Evocative: bringing to mind strong images, feelings or memories. 
o Intangible: something that you cannot touch. 
o Material culture: The ‘stuff’ that humans create and that also creates us, 

from coffee cups, to clothing, to our digital devices. 
o Morose: sad, unhappy, gloomy. 
o Positionality: the social and political context that shapes a researcher’s 

position in relation to the people they study. 
o Public imaginary: a constantly evolving set of images coming from movies, 

TV, social media etc. through which the public come to understand and think 
about a particular subject.   

o Research objects: material that is studied during research and aids 
anthropological analysis. 

o Spatiality: the quality of a space and the relationships of objects within it, 
such as objects in a room. 

o Subjectively positioned: a point of view shaped by social, personal, and 
historical bias; opposite of objectively positioned. 

o Tropes: a figure of speech or cliché. 

 
 
A note on ethics 
Creating your own anthropological work requires considering whether your 
research might harm anyone, especially your research participants. 
Illustration can often be useful for protecting the anonymity of the people 
you study, while managing to convey their stories and put them ‘in the 
picture’. Before undertaking any anthropological research it is important to 
discuss your plans with participants and gain their informed consent, 
especially if you intend to share any material publicly, such as on social 
media. It is a good idea not to share their real name, or any other identifying 
information. For more information on research ethics, have a look at the 
American Anthropological Association’s page on the subject: 
https://www.americananthro.org/ethics-and-methods. 

 

 



 

We would be delighted to hear how people use this learning 
pack and respond to the suggested activities. The exhibition 
website has a blog where we will showcase such work. Do get in 
touch to share your own experiments with illustrating 
anthropology. Email Laura and Jennifer at 
publicanthropologists@gmail.com.  
 
This learning pack was produced by Laura Haapio-Kirk based on 
material from the Illustrating Anthropology exhibition. Many 
thanks to the RAI Education Committee and to Lucy Hunt for 
their helpful feedback and suggestions. 
 


