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Hi, my name is Benjamin Johnston, and I’m the illustrator for Ling Li’s Lantern. 
 
Illustrating Ling Li’s Lantern was a wonderful opportunity for me to research a different 
culture and artistic style.  The story never expressly sets itself in China, but it is in no doubt 
intended to be set there.  While I am not Chinese I am married to an Australian-born 
Chinese and have a strong appreciation of the culture.  I wanted to do justice not just the 
story, but the culture it represents.  I know the author Steven felt exactly the same way when 
he wrote the story and even before the story came to me he had made sure the “voice” of 
the story was authentically Chinese. 
 
I hope these Illustrator Notes help to explain the research and steps taken to create the final 
result. 
 
1. Setting the story 
The first aspect to determine was location and time-period.  Steven already had a rough idea 
of the location as he had included a particular landmark in his story – the “Wind and Rain 
Bridge” In Chengyang, China – a very lush, green, hilly area with valleys filled with terraced 
rice paddys.   
 

 
 
Chengyang, China 



Ling Li’s Lantern – Illustrator Notes 
 

 

 
“Wind and Rain Bridge” Chengyang 
 

 
Traditional Cormorant fishermen in Guilin 
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For a time period, nothing in the story really highlighted a time, but it was certainly not 
modern, and definitely pre-industrial.  Without going into Chinese history in detail, my 
assessment of the time period is Qing dynasty and probably 19th century.  I then researched 
what the architecture and fashions of this period would have been. 
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China wasn’t my only influence.  A family trip to Hong Kong and Japan was a great 
opportunity to further my research and many pictures from the book come direct from my 
experiences there – for example the bamboo forest that the eldest brother visits was taken 
straight from my photos of the bamboo forest of Arashiyama, outside Kyoto. 
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2. Setting the style 
Having determined the setting I then investigated what sort of style illustrations I thought 
would suit the story.  During these investigations I looked at traditional Chinese paintings of 
the Qing period – getting books out of the library and even finding an old AGNSW exhibition 
book at the back of my parents-in-law garage specifically on this subject.  The paintings of 
this period mix heavily stylised landscapes with detailed realism.  This, I decided, is what I 
would try and do as well. 
 

       
 

 
 



Ling Li’s Lantern – Illustrator Notes 
 

 

 
 

 
 
Brush and ink wash are the main techniques used in Qing paintings.  I tested out some of 
these myself using brush pens I had purchased on my Japan trip.  But ultimately this wasn’t 
what I ended up using. 
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As well as being an illustrator, I am also an architect, so my knowledge of the history of 
buildings came in handy and I wanted to include the buildings and architecture as important 
elements in the story.  The village and the pagodas feature heavily so I wanted to make sure 
they were an authentic backdrop for the characters. 
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3. Character development and story-boarding 
The first thing I needed to do was develop the characters, which involves lots of practice 
pencil drawings until the characters start to feel right.  I had to research Asian faces – 
particularly eyes – to make sure I have this at least close to right.  Obviously Ling Li was the 
most important and a drew her over and over again until I felt I knew what she looked like.  
They then get copied and pasted all over my study walls so I can be reminded as I work on 
the next steps. 
 

       
 

   
 
Next I created a storyboard.  The storyboard is an essential part of the process.  Until that is 
done, the story is just a series of lines of text on a page.  But it’s my job to decide how that 
text flows throughout the book.  I need to decide what illustrations are required to work with 
the text, where the page-turns need to be.  But the storyboard also starts to set the style of 
the illustrations – what is a distant shot, what is a close-up etc.  I reviewed this with the 
author and editor to get their take on it as well. 
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4. Set-up and final illustrations  
While I knew I wanted to re-create a Qing brush and ink style painting, I also wanted to work 
digitally. I have always moved between traditional and digital media.  I had lots of ideas of 
want I wanted to do but I also had to be realistic – I had a deadline and a very detailed book 
to produce.  I needed to find a method that suited this and working directly into digital 
provided this. 
 
I use a Wacom Cintiq tablet, which is an interactive pen display – it means I use a digital pen 
and can “paint” directly onto the screen.  This is a fantastic machine and a great way to 
work.  I used Adobe Photoshop to create the illustrations, usually working straight over the 
top of the storyboard set ups.  I found a digital brush setting that replicated the “Qing” brush 
style I was looking for. 
 

          
Test image – actual brush and acrylic        Final image - Wacom tablet digital illustration 
 
But I had another trick up my sleeve.  I used my architecture skills to create a CAD model of 
the main pagodas that are such a feature of the story.  This allowed me to create complex 
perspective drawings accurately without detailed set-up and this saved me hours of time. 
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One of the main reasons I wanted to produce the work digitally was I knew that light was an 
important part of the  story.  The main story starts in the day but moved into evening and the 
lantern light play was going to be really important.  This was not something I felt I could do 
justice in traditional media. 
 
Digital illustration also allows you to copy sections for re-use later.  The street scene in the 
village for example was re-used throughout the book. 
 
5. End result 
 
I’m really happy with the end result and very thankful to have been given the opportunity to 
illustrate this wonderful story.  I hope I have captured authentically the feel of China of the 
right period. 
 

     
 
 
I really hope you enjoyed the book. 
If you have any questions please email me at bcj.unfolddesign@gmail.com or go to my 
website www.unfolddesign.com.au 

Benjamin Johnston 


