
Childhood was always a magical time for me - of purity and idyllic, 
unspoiled happiness, where work and adult worries didn’t matter. 
It was where one could have an optimistic, happy and hopeful view 
of the world through the lens of innocence. One of the greatest 
memories I think most people would have of childhood is finding 
happiness in practically everything – interactions with others, the 
use of their imagination, and unadulterated enjoyment of every 
mundane moment of life.

However it is not uncommon to see this happiness, this “spark” of 
creativity and joy slowly dimming in almost all individuals as we 
grow older. I see it in almost every person I meet – the heaviness as 
they get caught up in the struggle to keep up with expectations,
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responsibilities, and the pursuit of material goods we think will make us happy, but rather, weigh us down 
even more. Very often, we forget to dream, to imagine, to create. We forget to better our relationships with 
people – even in the smallest ways, such as giving a compliment. We forget to laugh and hug and to enjoy 
the tiniest, forgettable moments which are the most joyful of all.

This is the central intention around which my art revolves – the changing nature of happiness and its 
definition as one grows. How a teenager’s happiness compares to that of a small child. The intention for 
my work is to explore the imagination and dreams of people as they grow older. I aim to explore a variety of 
ages in my art - from toddlers to teenagers, especially, where the transformation from child into adult 
happens, seemingly overnight. I want to explore the differences of imagination, happiness and free 
expression in the child versus that of the teenager, and the construction of identity through imagination as 
well as social order and pressures. I want to stimulate the viewer’s imagination and remind them of the 
happiness that they experienced as a child. I will do this through my art, subject matter and colour, also 
with allusions and posture. Although my art is about happiness as a whole, it’s also a personal exploration 
of my own happiness. What I have found to make me happy is exploring fictional worlds as well as 
spending time with friends. This could have been a source of joy for the viewer when they were children – 
play pretending and imagining themselves in fictional worlds. I want to remind them of their childhood, 
and make them feel nostalgic. I want them to ask the question: “When was the last time I felt truly happy?”

Sophia Goh, Art HL
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One of my earliest pieces was 
inspired by Shea Glover who created 
a video recording people’s reactions 
to her telling them that they are 
beautiful. I decided to use a similar 
concept to capture the honest and 
happy reactions of people. I 
developed my intention from this 
project - I wanted my art to impact 
people in the way they view others. 
Instead of judging other people, I 
intended this art to allow the viewer 
to make a connection to the subjects 
and to attempt to make a positive 
difference and for myself to make a 
positive difference in someone else’s 
life. I used this project to try and 
bring out the “child” in my friends 
through their candid smiles instead 
of their more “posed” selves. I have 
noticed as I grew older that I began 
taking more notice of an image that I 
projected to people instead of being 
more “candid”, and this project 
attempted to develop this idea. 
Looking through her artwork really 
inspired me to try and emulate a 
similar intention - for social change 
for the better, and I want to do this 
through an exploration of childlike 
joy.

Source: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=aW8BDgLpZkI

My own photo

My own photo

Source: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=aW8BDgLpZkI

ALL RIGHTS BELONG TO OWNER
TAKEN FROM WWW.INTERNALASSESSMENTS.WORDPRESS.COM



These are initial experimentations with photography of children - 
however, they were more posed and less natural. I used these 
portraits to experiment with lighting as well as composition - these 
photos were shot in a brighter area than Shea Glover’s series, and 
helped me to achieve a more light-hearted tone as well as capturing 
the essence of the kids in the photos. This helped me to refine my 
skill of portrait photography, as kids move around more than 
teenagers and would therefore require me to take their photos more 
quickly. This proved effective when I had to take quick photos of 
my friends’ reactions in a following project and helped me refine 
my skills. I developed skills in compositional skills such as framing 
& direction of light through exploring these photographs.

Taking these experimental photos also helped me to refine the skill 
of composing the photos using components such as shutter speed, 
f-stop and ISO in order to ensure the photographs were high 
quality. I learned that a higher ISO allows more light into the 
shutter but causes the photograph to be “grainy”. A long shutter 
speed causes the shutter to be open for longer and therefore lets in 
more light, and a low f-stop in order to create a smaller depth of 

field and to create greater contrast 
between the foreground and 
background of the picture. I also had 
to compose the images well using 
rules such as the rule of thirds. The 
props or surroundings in the photos 
also allowed me to emphasize the 
childlike-quality (such as the small 
bouquet of flowers in the girl’s hand). 
These photos were taken in areas 
where the faces’ highlights would be 
brighter than the background.
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These are two pages from my sketchbook in which I explored the landscape orientation for portraits. I used these 
to practice photography, to attempt to develop skills I previously had, and to capture the pure joy and innocence 
of children in these photos. I took at least a hundred photos of these children in a kindergarten where I was 
volunteering in the span of a few days and will be drawing on these photos to develop the idea of innocence and 
combine real life (photographs) with the imagination (doodles). After working with portraits of teenaged people I 
reflected on my work and realised I needed a contrast of the happiness that young children had in order to achieve 
my purpose, and therefore took pictures of them. This project helped me to explore the technical aspects of 
photography, developing ideas for my exhibition and achieving my artist intention. I combined the technical 
skills I had from continuous practice and research, the medium of photography and my idea of capture childlike 
joy into this series,which help me to achieve my purpose of capturing happiness in one photo.
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These were sketchbook pages I used to investigate different forms and ways of 
photographing kids and eventually led to the style in which I photographed the 
people for the video (next slide). This experimentation helped me to develop 
skills in composition as well as to refine what my intention was - of capturing 
the bliss of children and allowing it to be compared to that of a teenager. These 
children are children living in poverty in Cambodia who attend a kindergarten I 
go back to every year to volunteer in. They embody what it means to be happy 
to me, through their innocence and pure joy, and that is why I took pictures of 
them on my trip there to use in my exhibition. 
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Images for the video
This is a screenshot of about half of the photos 
that I took for the video - each subject had about 
5-7 photos taken of them in order to capture the 
happiness on their face after a I said “I’m taking 
photos of things I find beautiful.”

Images chosen
I chose images for the final video on the criterion 
that they expressed my purpose very explicitly 
(that is, to show the happiness and how one can 
affect another’s happiness). Some pictures 
(indicated by arrows) show pictures I did not 
choose for the video because of this criterion. 

Skills developed
Doing this exploration allowed 
my to experiment with skills such 
as composition, lighting, and 
background. It helped me to 
refine these skills as well as to see 
how my art-making practice 
could impact people outside of 
the viewer - how it could impact 
the subject and the artist as well.
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These are frames from a video I created using photographs from a shoot I did with people from my school. It was inspired by the 
artist on the previous page, Shea Glover. I took an initial photograph of a person and then told them that I was “taking pictures of 
things I find beautiful”. This project allowed me to explore portraiture and really do an in-depth study of what makes a good photo, 
as I took over fifty portraits of different people. When I first began, I took many blurry photos of reactions which had a shutter 
speed which was too long and didn’t make it into the final video. However, through practice and repetition I refined my technique 
to frame the face well so that the subject filled the frame and so I could focus on their expression. 

Development of the project: Through developing this project, I realised that art 
can be used to impact not just the viewer but also the subjects of the photo. It also 
helped me to reflect on the effect my art and words can have on the viewer as well 
as myself, the artist, and hopefully also caused the viewers and subjects to be more 
mindful of what they say to others. Using words interspersed with the video 
footage allowed me to break up the monotony of the video and let me express 
better what the purpose of the video is, and adding some humour when I can. 

I developed a few skills through this experimentation - firstly, my 
skill in taking portraits of people. I learned how to use the rule of 
thirds to compose a picture, in which points of importance in the 
picture are placed on thirds of the picture. I also had to find areas 
which were lit well with diffused lighting (indirect light) which 
lessened sharp shadows and harsh lines on my subjects’ faces. 
This allowed to capture the entirety of the subject’s face and their 
expression in more detail. Creating the video also helped me to 
develop skills and techniques - I chose the black background, for 
example, as it caused the brighter photos to stand out more and to 
be better noticed by the viewer. 
It was plain and contrasted with the photos to accentuate the photos and make them stand out. 

Artist investigation: I investigated a few different artists when I was starting out - one was the portrait artist I looked at was 
Steve McCurry, and then the artist Shea Glover for inspiration. I then investigated the different ways of formatting the video as 
well - I added text in certain areas, and used three photos in a minority of the photos to show more detailed reactions to what I 
said. I also used music which was happy and upbeat in order to further my purpose which was to make people happy and to 
remind them to be joyful and to give others joy.
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Another artist who inspired my early 
work was Sebastien del Grosso. Before 
I began the IB course I had already 
done photography and pencil sketching 
but had never thought to combine these 
two. To fulfill my intentions of showing 
the imagination of a person, I wanted to 
combine these two mediums and 
develop my own practices through 
experimentation with different mediums 
and techniques. I researched mixed 
media and came across Sebastien del 
Grosso, and his art was the “turning 
point” of my art being integrated pieces 
expressing imagination and reality.

When I first saw the work of Sebastien del Grosso, I had also been experimenting 
with movie posters and the art work. The poster for Mulan (seen on the right) 
intrigued me, especially the idea of the dual “personality” in one photo, separated by 
the sword. This “imagery” of a dual personality or another identity carried forward 
into my other paintings, and I also integrated the style of Sebastien del Grosso into 
my pieces (next slide contains examples of this). However, Sebastien del Grosso 
used digital software to edit and Photoshop his images in order to smoothly integrate 
the pencilled images into his photos. I did not have this software and therefore 
simply erased portions of my image online and then printed them out to be drawn on. 
This combined the idea of a half-and-half identity as well as the drawing on the 
photographs. 

Investigating the art and intention of Sebastien del Grosso (illustrating his life and 
the construction of his identity) also inspired me initially with my intention but then 
I developed my intention more to be about happiness and how a changing 
personality or life journey can change that definition of happiness.

Source: 
http://www.ponyspace.info/imagemdb
-mulan-movie-poster.html

Source: https://www.pinterest.com/pin/191403052893271198/

Source; 
https://500px.com/s_d_g
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Ben Heine was another artist which greatly inspired me in my own art-making. From 
his intentions to his technique, Ben Heine’s work was not only of high quality but also 
stemmed from the intention of how imagination can affect our daily lives and our 
perception of the world. This perception was linked to my “pursuit of happiness” as the 
imagination can affect how you perceive events happening around you. Ben Heine also 
wanted to make art for people and to generate an emotion (quote above) and I wanted 
to generate happiness as well as the underlying question of self - where is this 
happiness coming from?  Heine’s whimsical use of pop culture icons and characters 
also inspired me to use them in my art in order to express the imagination. Although I 
didn’t follow his style exactly, I developed my art in its own direction drawing directly 
on the paper in order to lessen the break between the photograph and the drawing. Source: https://www.flickr.com/photos/benheine/sets/72157623723956821/

(Just Imagine)

Source: 
http://www.photoshop.com/spotlights/ben-heine

A “turning point” of my 
artist intention

Source: 
http://www.postersandprintsblog.com/postersandprintsblog
/2011/4/24/ben-heine-scream-out-loud-mickey-mouse-at-g
ay-pride-prints-a.html

(Heine, 2011)

(Heine, 2011)
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One of the artists I looked at was 
Ben Heine, a Belgian artist who 
mixed photography and drawing 
to create new drawings full of 
imagination. I was inspired by 
him to create these drawings and 
to develop my art through an 
exploration of my friends’ 
favourite cartoon characters. 
Through these pieces, I hoped to 
develop my sketching skills as 
well as my intention of reminding 
the viewer of the part of them that 
was imaginative and childlike.

I developed my work from Ben Heine’s - although I did not draw and paper and take 
photographs of it in front of another photo, I erased certain parts of photos from my 
previous project using a digital software, and then used pencil to fill in the erased 
parts to make my friends into fictional characters. This was in part inspired by the 
study of Heine’s art as well as my love for fictional characters and worlds. I selected 
these materials in order to explore reality through photos as well as imagination 
through drawing in my pieces, and to present these two ideas as explicitly as possible.

Drawing in this style challenged me because i was used to drawing directly from pictures and copying them in the most realistic style possible. Doing this therefore allowed me to explore drawing 
from photos as well as combining them with images from my imagination and cartoons - I had to try and make the backgrounds as realistic as possible. This helped me to prepare for further 
projects where I would have to combine a few photos into one piece rather than just copying a single photo. However, I realised that just using pencils was quite monotonous as I was quite used to 
it, and I wanted to develop this style into something more different, for example, painting. This however helped me to prepare for the painting I would do in the future and on hindsight helped me 
to develop skills such as choosing of subjects and backgrounds. I experimented with drawing the backgrounds coming out of the original frame of the photo (as can bee seen with the buildings and 
road in the picture on the left, and the castle in the picture in the middle) and this allowed me to explore the concept of these buildings being outside of reality. This was my take on Ben Heine’s 
style, as I wanted to merge the imagination as well as real life as seamlessly as possible, therefore drawing straight onto the paper. However this didn’t merge them as effectively as there was still 
a barrier between the sketch and the photo. This led to the next development - painting on the blank portion of the paper. This helped me to develop my intentions of stimulating the imagination of 
the viewer as well as that of the subject when they saw their own portrait, giving them joy when they remembered their childhood.

Source: 
https://www.catinwater.com/artistic_inspirations/a
mazing-camera-vs-pencil-artwork-by-ben-heine/

ALL RIGHTS BELONG TO OWNER
TAKEN FROM WWW.INTERNALASSESSMENTS.WORDPRESS.COM



Paint and photos: The next step in developing my art was by painting on the blank spaces of photos. 
Instead of painting fictional backgrounds, I decided to paint the colours into their faces using colours I 
thought fit my friends’ personalities, therefore fulfilling my purpose of bringing out the centre of who my 
friends are in my work and i did this through colour and re-imagining them using colour. I was also 
hoping to develop this into painting my friends as characters and then filling in the backgrounds, but I 
realised that acrylic paint was too stark and bright to do this very subtly and it didn’t allow me to blend 
the colours into each other to create a further meld between reality and imagination. 
New experience and skills: I had never painted faces before (all my work was done in pencil) and 
painting helped me to develop this skill as well as refine my choice of medium. Working with acrylic 
taught me how to work faster while drawing and introduced me to working with paints in painting 
portraiture. I experimented with different brushstrokes and styles, for example blending more (in the 
images on the left) compared to wilder and more messy brushstrokes on the bottom-right image. This 
helped me to express not just myself in my art but the personality of my friends as well.
Textures in layers: Personally, I realised that I liked using a 
lot of paint in layers as this created a very texture effect 
regardless of whether I blended the paint or not. This allowed 
me to give hair a texture that only hair had, or to give skin a 
finer texture using shorter brushstrokes. I didn’t use much 
water while applying the first few coats of paint and only used 
it to smoothen colours into each other when I needed to such 
as when I was painting skin. 
Acrylic vs. Oil: One of the main things I didn’t like about 
acrylic is its incapability to be worked into over long periods 
of time. Another problem I encountered was it was difficult to 
work with larger amounts of paint and water as the paper 
would begin to dissolve (only cartridge paper was used as I 
couldn’t print on thicker paper). This caused issues while 
painting as I could only apply a few layers of paint before the 
paper dissolved. I realised that this didn’t truly fulfill my 
intentions and therefore went back to the drawing board for 
more ideas - such as getting rid of the photos completely. 

I developed these portraits according to the 
personalities of my friends - Adnan is quite 
calm and collected, Janis is more girly and 
feisty and Ruhi is full of fire and life (red). I 
used the colours to express what I thought 
of them in my imagination and attempted to 
stimulate the imaginations of the viewers in 
seeing people in explosions of colour.

Experimental colour swatches

ALL RIGHTS BELONG TO OWNER
TAKEN FROM WWW.INTERNALASSESSMENTS.WORDPRESS.COM



On these pages I was looking at 
movie posters I could used to 
create paintings. I was moving 
away from having a portrait 
which was distinctly separated 
into imagination and reality and 
something more blended, like 
combining my friends fully with 
an imaginary character rather than 
a painting separate from them.

Source: 
http://www.broadway.com/
shows/the-little-mermaid/

Source: 
http://www.broadway.com/show
s/cats-broadway/

Source:http://www.filmofilia.com
/brand-new-megamind-poster-fer
rell-vs-pitt-20049/

The next few experiments I did were 
pieces based around movie posters, and 
which were subtly paintings of my 
friends in the original posters. I painted 
my friend as the Little Mermaid in the 
poster. I used this image to express my 
view of my friend, and to try and bring 
out her personality as well as the 
child-like quality of each human being. I 
wanted to use this to express her 
personality - that of wonder and 
reflection. This is because movies and 
cartoons are so intrinsically linked to 
childhood and I wanted to use these 
iconic posters to remind people of that.
This painting (outlined in red) was 
painted in acrylic paint. I used acrylic 
paint in order to bring out the tones in 
the painting (from the original poster, 
the colours are not blended and all have 
the same quality of being muted) and I 
attempted to add more brightness and 
shading to the painting using shading 
and blending of colours. For blending of 
paint I realised it was most effective 
when I used the tip of a flat bristle brush 
to blend the the colours. Acrylic paint 
was also easier to do this technique of 
having layers of colour over the black as 
once acrylic dries it can’t be blended. 
This allowed me to paint the sections of 
colour on black silhouette.
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This piece was an experiment into completely moving away from a 
realistic style into the realm of pop-art and emulating movie posters 
in order to present my idea to the viewer as explicitly as possible 
through a complete merging of person and fictional character. In 
my previous experiments I was half-merging the person and 
imagination, and there was a divide between the two. However I 
wanted my purpose to be more explicit and therefore used more 
bright and contrasting colours in my painting in order to make it 
stand out to the viewer as well as merging the fictional character 
and my friend completely. I appropriated recognizable posters in 
order to stimulate the imagination and memory of my viewer and 
used this as an opportunity to further my intention of bringing the 
viewer back to their childhood where they might have imagined 
themselves in that fictional place. I could also explore my friends’ 
personalities and favourite fictional characters and therefore their 
idea of childhood, which is often personified by cartoon and 
imaginary characters. 
The black and gold image was created by digitally combining The 
Lion King poster and my friend Calvin’s face into one stencil then 
cutting out the areas which I wanted to paint, then spray painting 
over the stencil onto a paper previously painted using a palette knife in yellows and browns. This was chosen in order 
to emulate the sandy background of the African plains, and brought more texture into the original movie poster (texture 
was something I had previously liked in painting with acrylics and wanted to bring that texture into this painting to 
show the texture of the sand). Spray paint was used rather than traditional media in order to show that this was a more 
contemporary take on the art in the poster, and more stylised to the personality of my friend, Calvin, who is the subject 
of this piece. At first I began wanting to paint this piece using acrylic, but then realised that using mixed media of spray 
paint and acrylic would have a greater effect because of the contrast of the different textures of spray paint and acrylic. 
I did some tests by spray painting over my stencil onto white sheets of paper in order to find what the best way to spray 
paint would be. I experimented holding the spray paint farther away and then close to the paper, and then eventually 
found that I had to spray the paint 90o to the paper and spray about 5cm away in order to fill all parts of the stencil 
without accidentally spraying paint under the stencil. 

Source: 
https://en.wikipedia.org/
wiki/The_Lion_King_(m
usical)
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These two pages are from 
my sketchbook, and show 
how another of the portrait 
artists who I explored in 
making my own art. I liked 
his technique in painting, 
which is very expressive 
and slightly blurry but able 
to portray the human face 
extremely well through the 
use of shadows and 
highlights. He uses many, 
many layers of oil paint in 
creating his portraits and 
this can be seen in his 
visible brushstrokes which 
only serve to emphasize the 
shaping of the faces of his 
subjects. Through trying to 
paint in his process I 
learned how to use thick 
layers of oil in making 
texture and shades of the 
skin tone stand out. I 
analysed and explored the 
style of this artist mainly 
for his technique, but it 
also allowed me to explore 
the use of expression in my 
paintings and to develop 
the intention of showing 
the expression of my 
subject. 

Source: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=lKUjgdY_caA

Source: http://larr 
iva.blogspot.sg/20
13/05/romantic-pa
inting-demo.html?
view=sidebar
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One of the first issues I had with painting 
on paper was the fact that I had to use 
acrylic or drier paints that couldn’t be 
worked in. I then re-thought my whole 
method and decided that the best method 
might be to approach painting people 
“from scratch” rather than using mixed 
media. Therefore I began experimenting 
with oil paints (below) where I tried out 
skin tones using oil paint. This was much 
easier to work into and to blend than 
acrylic and helped me to gain confidence 
in painting people “from scratch” rather 
than painting them as part of an image.

Below, are two more comparisons of experiments I 
did with similar colour schemes to each other. The 
one on the left was done in acrylic paint, and the 
one on the right was done in oil paint. In the acrylic 
painting, the tones aren’t blended as much as the oil 
painting. The oil paint, when dried, also tended to 
be more vibrant than the acrylics which lost some 
colour. Due to the property of oil paints to dry 
slowly, I was able to work into the paint and show 
contrast in the image much better. I could paint light 
more effectively in my oil paintings than my acrylic 
ones and achieved a realistic look. 

The comparison between the 
smoothness of the oil and acrylic 
paints in the blue pictures can be 
seen distinctly. Above, the paint 
strokes can be easily seen and the 
distinctions or lines between areas 
of colours are not as well blended 
(acrylic). In the oil paint, on the 
left, the highlights and shadows are 
blended much better. This could 
have been due to my developing art 
skill but I mainly attribute it to the 
different textures of the paint and 
the material I painted them on. 
Painting the image on the left also 
eliminated the real-fictional border 
which using the mixed media 
created.

I decided to paint my friend, Maegan, as Ariel from 
The Little Mermaid. This is her favourite Disney 
character, and I painted her as one in order to fulfill 
my intention of trying to stimulate the audience to 
remember their childhood. One experience that was 
important to me as a child was imagining that I was 
in some of my favourite movies or books. It was 
something that I could do for hours on end - and is a 
contrast to now when many teenagers are “bored” 
or on their phones when they have nothing to do. I 
wanted to remind the viewer of this, and maybe 
cause them to try imagining again. 
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The first full oil painting that I completed was the final version of the one on the bottom right. I began it as an 
experiment of the colour scheme as well as techniques for oil painting. One of the first things I noticed about 
difference of painting on the smaller canvas was the tension of the canvas. The smaller canvas was one mounted 
on a flat piece of wood completely and therefore there was no “bounce” when I painted on the canvas. This led 
to a very even and smooth application of paint on the smaller canvas with less texture. The larger canvas, 
however, was mounted on a wooden frame and the canvas “bounced” or flexed when I painted. I liked this 
texture more than painting with canvas on a hard background. The larger piece was therefore much more 
textured than the smaller one.

Through this process I learned how to mix skin-coloured paint, and experimented with different proportions of 
white, yellow, brown, blue and red paint in order to shade different areas of the face, shadows and highlights. 
Also, I learned quickly not to use black for shadows as this “muddied” the colour. Instead, I used colours such 
as Burnt Umber or brown to darken skin tones or complimentary colours of the shade I was looking to darken in 
order to create shadows. 
Certain colours from the same oil paint brand also have different 
textures - for example, black oil paint from Daler-Rowney is 
thicker than the white paint when out of the tube, and is more 
translucent than white paint when turpentine is added to it. This 
makes it difficult to smoothly apply black paint in thin lines to an 
image (for example, in the glasses in the painting). This meant 
that I had to apply a few layers of black paint to the lines in order 
for it to be black and not grey. I avoided using black as much as I 
could because when it thinned, it tended to leak into other colours 
if they were still wet.

For brush size, I used much smaller and softer brushes for the 
smaller painting. This helped me to achieve the small details but 
tended to not be able to blend the oil paints as well as the thicker 
brushes could. The bigger painting gave me more freedom with 
brush size, and using a bigger and harder brush allowed me to 
blend certain areas such as the neck more than when using a 
smaller brush. I found that using a dry brush perpendicular to the 
canvas allowed me to blend tones well.

Using oil paints and vibrant colours combined with realist 
techniques allowed me to express my intentions - showing 
someone who is recognizable to the audience (my peers) as well 
as using a well-known character to try and get people to imagine 
their own childhood or themselves as a fictional character.
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My process of oil painting is as such - I begin by using pencil as a guideline for the oil 
paint on the canvas. After I have the minimum outline I need to continue the painting, I 
use oil paint to block out the vague colour areas in the painting. Then I add detail and 
shading over a period of a few weeks (due to the property of oil paint drying slowly). 
This allows me to work into the paint as well as to add as much detail as possible into the 
paint. One of the issues with using pencil at first is that it can blend into the oil paint and 
darken it, so I usually have to go over those areas a few times before the pencil tint is 
gone. I usually add the hair, clothing and background only at the end of each painting as 
these are the “props” i use to create the imaginary character. In this case, I used red hair, 
bare shoulders and a blue underwater background to convey the idea that my friend is 
Ariel. The hair, background and clothes are usually not as detailed as the faces that I paint 
in order to convey the sense that the character is imaginary, and the person is imagining 
that they are the character.

One of the issues I ran into while painting these pieces was that I usually had to paint the 
“imaginary” parts of the image such has hair and background from my imagination, as I 
wouldn’t have exact reference photos for bright red hair flowing underwater. However 
this was sort of a blessing in disguise as it helped me to pour more of my own 
imagination into the pictures and to make a subtle contrast between the subject of the 
piece and their imaginary or more surreal surroundings. This investigation and 
experimentation helped me to develop techniques in oil painting, and I learned a new skill 
while exploring these pieces and the ones following. 

This helped me to develop my intentions as well as to become more clear-cut about how I 
would present these intentions to my viewer. This became the starting point of all the rest 
of my work - a series of oil portraits of people portrayed as cartoon characters

characters. This was the product of a lot of 
experimenting with different forms of expressing 
my intention, and investigating many different 
mediums. Oil painting helped me to juxtapose 
realism with the surreal backgrounds and hair, 
igniting the imagination. I will curate the series of 
pieces which are of my friends as fictional 
characters in such a way that allows the viewer to 
have the full impact of these people imagining 
themselves in another world and to show their 
hiddenhidden or muted happiness through the paintings. A series of these would be most impactful as it 
would show these people in very personal, individual worlds - happiness is personal and individual. 
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One of the artists I investigated while 
making these paintings was an artist 
called Heather Theurer. The paintings 
she made were very similar to mine in 
the fact that she painted Disney 
characters in oil, as realistically as 
possible. However she paints in a 
style similar to that of the 
Renaissance, which is highly realistic. 
However her art is more vibrant than 
that of the Renaissance period. 
Sfumato is used in her paintings in 
order to create a blended effect of the 
subject and to create a very smooth 
and natural painting. Sfumato is a 
technique which blends paint in order 
to make the tones seem like “smoke” 
blending into each other, giving it the 
style of a Renaissance painting. It 
blends the tones together smoothly 
without letting the viewer see clear 
lines between tones and colours, 
giving a more realistic image and 
creating a rich atmosphere. 
Chiaroscuro is also used to contrast 
the highlights and shadows of the 
paintings, causing dramatic effect. 
This can be seen especially in the 
paintings on the right where the 
darkened background causes more 
focus on the brighter subjects, and the 
contrast brings out the subjects. The 
use of chiaroscuro causes the form in 
the painting to “pop out” and 
increases the illusion of a 3D 
painting.

Theurer made use of rich 
backgrounds and fine detail 
to bring a personality to her 
paintings. This can be seen 
in the folds of the clothes 
on the people, the hair, and 
the details give to frame the 
subject such as flowers or 
lanterns. I watched videos 
of Theurer painting, and 
through this investigation 
attempted to improve my 
own art through tiny details 
and the blending of tones 
and colour areas more, to 
achieve a more realistic 
painting. 
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The good thing about oil 
paints is that I could correct 
mistakes I made by working 
them into the overall design. 
When I began the painting, 
the paint was too orange so I 
had to blend it into the skin 
tone and add more white 
and pink tones. 

One of the purposes I 
chose these specific 
characters was that 
they were favourites to 
the people who are in 
the picture, as well as 
fitting their personality.

One of the important aspects in my paintings of my 
teenage friends was the fact that they weren’t fully 
smiling. I wanted to use this as a comparison to the 
pictures of the children who were fully smiling or 
laughing. Using this comparison allowed me to 
show the unbridled happiness of a child compared to 
that of a teenager, who is often much more 
composed and self-conscious. This contrast as well 
as the slightly surreal background helped me to 
express the fact that sometimes to become more 
happy we have to imagine and revert to childhood.

In this painting I experimented a lot with the thickness 
of the paint - in pictures such as the detail on the right 
and above, the texture of the paint is very apparent and 
although the brushstrokes are visible, the tones still 
blend into each other and look real. I achieved this by 
adding many, many layers of paint to every single area 
of the painting. This let me achieve the undertones and 
thickness of paint which still varied in colour despite the 
thick brushstrokes. 

I used small brushes for this painting, and the big 
brushes were mostly used to blend the clothes, the 
background and the skin at the neck of the subject in 
order to create a more defined contrast between the 
realism of the subject’s face and the background, which 
is colourful and slightly surreal.

Another aim of these pieces was to contrast these pieces 
to the smaller portraits of my friends laughing. However 
as I developed my intentions I found that contrasting 
these pieces to images of children would be more 
effective.
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Here are details and process of some of the works 
(in the process of being made) as well as details of 
some previous paintings. While painting these 
pieces I had the same intention throughout - which 
was to use these to express the imaginary world my 
friends could have immersed themselves in as 
children and to provoke the viewer into entering that 
realm of imagination. In my exhibition, this 
collection of pieces will be contrasted to photos of 
children in candid and happy images, contrasting the 
happiness of the children to these people.

Throughout this ongoing investigation, I developed my intentions and my 
own art-making practices through a few ways. Firstly, my intentions 
developed from a light-hearted expression of happiness to a more 
thought-provoking one when I decided to compare these pieces to pictures 
of children: the comparison caused the viewer to compare the children and 
the teenagers, fulfilling my intention of how happiness changes over time. I 
wanted to use this to show the changing nature of happiness as age comes, 
as well as causing the viewer to question: what makes me happy?
As an artist, this investigation allowed me to slowly improve my art skills in 
painting with oils. Creating this series not only fulfilled my artist intention 
but also allowed me to refine my oil-painting skills through repetition and 
practice. Many skills I have acquired could not to be expressed in words as I 
have repeated the skills, they have become more intuitive. 
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Sam j miller people

These pages were on studies done for the doodles on children’s 
photographs. The one on the right is an artist who digitally 
doodles on pictures, and the images below are mandalas which 
are inspirations for my own doodles. My own picture
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These photographs are of children I taught on a volunteer 
trip in Cambodia. These few paintings were an exploration 
of mixed media (digital and photography) that I returned 
to after developing the series of paintings which were 
painted in oil. These pieces were meant to express and 
emphasize the unbridled happiness of children. I wanted to 
express how the innate happiness they had could affect 
their environment and “explode” onto the canvas using 
simple and more childish doodles than complicated 
paintings in order to express their simplicity.

The first experiment I did was the one above - with larger 
shapes and a thicker brush size, using a Wacom tablet. I 
did more experiments on the same picture using thick 
outlines and a thinner brush on the inside details, and I 
found that using this technique allowed me to create a 
more vivid picture of the imagination or more detailed 
imagining of the happiness that the children brought with 
them. 

The children themselves are not drawn on as they are the 
cause of this happiness, and are the ones making the visual 
representation of this happiness appear. By using lines 
which extend away from the children, I attempt to show 
the emotion “coming out” of them.

The pieces on the right and below were done in a similar 
style to the ones above, just that I used different colours in 
order to brighten up the piece. I plan to display this as a 
collection similar to the way I will display the oil 
paintings, in order to create a contrast between the children 
and the teenagers, as well as between the mediums in 
which they are painted in order to express the contrast 
between the happiness. 
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