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Colourful, playful, bold: illustrator Paul Thurlby’s award-winning work will make you 
feel like you’ve stepped back into another world. Featuring in children’s books, 
advertising and design, Paul’s illustrations have a strong retro aesthetic – and now 
he’s putting his bright stamp on John Lewis’ latest campaign, ‘national treasures’. 

alia awood caught up with him to fi nd out about his career

FEATURE

HOW DID YOU GET INTO
ILLUSTRATION?

I’ve been drawing since junior school 
and my teachers saw my talent and 
encouraged me, but at secondary 
school there was no focus on art. Aft er 
I graduated, I took an offi  ce job I didn’t 
like and tried to do illustration on 
the side but I felt like my main job 
was stifl ing my creativity, it was so 
mundane. I’d be falling asleep at my 
desk and my boss would shout at me 
saying ‘Where’s your motivation?’ and 
I’d reply ‘I’m an illustrator!’ I was in a 
bit of debt so I needed the money to 
promote my illustration work. I fi nally 
had the courage to quit and focus on 
my illustrations full time. It was the 
best feeling because I could set my 
own direction and do what I loved.

VINTAGE AESTHETICS INSPIRE
A LOT OF YOUR WORK. WHAT
DO YOU FIND INSPIRATIONAL
ABOUT IT?

I try to go towards simplicity with my 
work. I’m not thinking about ‘vintagey’ 
designs when I create an illustration, 
I just create what I like and I’m inspired 
by, which is a lot of ’50s and ’60s art 
because it’s colourful and appealing. 
If it’s bright and bold, I’m attracted 
to it.

DO OTHER ARTISTS AND
ILLUSTRATORS INSPIRE YOU?

Defi nitely. I collect vintage posters and 
have an original print by French artist 
Bernard Villemot that I bought a few 
years ago. I also admire Leonetto 
Capiello’s work . He was recognised as 

the father of advertising posters in his 
time, and he created some amazing 
works. Everything comes from 
somewhere, so I’ll always be drawn 
to and inspired by the work of other 
artists but it’s how you make it your 
own that counts.

BRANDS ARE INCREASINGLY
COLLABORATING WITH
ARTISTS TO MARKET
THEMSELVES… WHY DO YOU
THINK ILLUSTRATION IS SUCH
AN ATTRACTIVE PLATFORM
FOR ADVERTISING?

Illustration has more 
originality and individuality 
than, say, photography. It’s 
more playful and can feel more 
unique to the brand. You can 

do whatever you want and be really 
creative in how you advertise your 
company. Cartoons are popular with 
everyone and create a dream world that 
you can escape into.

WHAT MADE YOU WANT
TO COLLABORATE WITH
JOHN  LEWIS?

Th ey got in touch with me and it 
sounded like an exciting project, 
especially doing window displays. 
I like trying new things and this is 
something I was interested to explore.

YOU’VE WORKED ON ADS,
POSTERS, BOOKS: WHY IS
VARIETY IMPORTANT TO
YOUR WORK?

It gets a bit boring if you just do one 
thing. Having variety allows me to 
approach things in diff erent ways. I’m 
especially happy if I’m commissioned 
to do posters – I fi nd the look of them 
very striking. My favourite was the 
Sarson’s Vinegar posters. Th e agency 
gave me enough time to do a good job, 

that was their priority – they knew 
it wouldn’t happen in just a couple 
of hours.
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