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  Abstract 
Illustration is a form of design that communicates artistic concepts through visual 
language, and it is characterized by a diversity of styles and media in modern soci-
ety (Sullivan, 2016). Marine culture and marine life, as important elements of artis-
tic creation, carry unique aesthetic value and cultural significance. In illustration, 
these elements not only allow the imagery to exhibit rich visual expressiveness, but 
also enhance the work’s artistic concept and communicative impact (Zeegen, 2009). 
With rising awareness of marine ecological protection, ocean-themed illustrations 
have come to play a significant role in environmental education, cultural promotion, 
and commercial applications. This article centers on the current status and devel-
opment trends of ocean-themed illustration design, discusses its artistic expression 
and cultural value, and summarizes specific design strategies with the aim of pro-
moting the expression of ocean conservation concepts. 
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In recent years, ocean-themed illustration design has become an important research direction in the field of visual art. 
Illustration, as a key medium for communication, leverages visual elements such as color and form to construct 
artistic imagery. It encompasses both traditional hand-drawn methods and modern digital techniques, and is widely 
applied across diverse domains to strengthen the artistic appeal and cultural communication impact of creative works. 

Marine life and marine culture, as emerging subject matter for illustration, provide a unique space for creative 
expression with their rich colors, diverse forms, and deep cultural connotations. For example, the British illustrator 
Joseph Mallord William Turner harnessed the purity of color and warm–cool contrasts, combined with his under-
standing of nature, to create ocean-themed works imbued with artistic expressiveness and cultural symbolism. These 
works spark viewers’ imagination and enhance the visual appeal and communicative value of the imagery. Similarly, 
Japanese zoologist Masato Ohb’s picture book Save the Endangered Species! adopts the perspective of endangered 
animals to pass judgment on human behaviors, prompting audiences to reflect on their own actions. By employing 
anthropomorphic illustrations of animals, this work disseminates the concept of ecological conservation (Ohb, 2015). 
These research efforts and practical examples demonstrate that illustration is not only a form of artistic expression, 
but also serves as an important medium for ecological protection and cultural dissemination, playing a broad social 
role in the realm of visual design. 

1. Ocean Themes in Illustration: Current Applications and Significance 

1.1 Current Applications of Ocean Themes in Illustration 

Ocean-themed illustrations have recently found widespread application in environmental advocacy and cultural 
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communication. Communicating marine conservation concepts through such illustrations has become an important 
means of raising public awareness of marine ecology. For example, environmental organizations and marine protec-
tion foundations create promotional posters and animated short films using illustrations to vividly portray the current 
state of ocean ecology and to direct public attention to environmental issues. In the commercial design field, ocean 
elements are often used in product packaging, brand logos, and advertising posters, endowing these works with 
unique visual appeal and thereby enhancing the effectiveness of their message. 

In recent years, the style of ocean-themed illustration has diversified. In traditional painting, Russian artist Ivan 
Aivazovsky was known for realistic seascapes, whereas Japanese artist Satomi Hich used mineral pigment painting 
to depict ocean scenery in lifelike detail. By contrast, contemporary art has seen innovative forms of expression that 
combine trendy art styles with digital media, making ocean-themed illustration more rich and varied in form. Addi-
tionally, as society’s attention to marine environmental issues grows, more artists are integrating ocean illustrations 
with environmental themes, using artistic expression to enhance public environmental awareness. By harnessing the 
visual impact of design, such works effectively provoke viewers’ thought and resonance. 

1.2 Significance of Ocean Themes in Illustration 

Firstly, ocean-themed illustration can highlight the illustrator’s personal values. Rudolf Arnheim once said: “The 
dynamic qualities of shapes, colors, and events have proved to be an inseparable aspect of all visual experience” 
(Arnheim, 1954). As a visual art form, illustration integrates the artist’s life experiences and spiritual vision. Through 
the creation of ocean-themed illustrations, illustrators can draw on elements of marine life and culture to express their 
own emotions and ideas, thereby influencing viewers through artistic form. In this process, the illustrator not only 
conveys a unique set of values, but also creates an immersive experience for the audience, allowing viewers to reso-
nate through a blend of visual and emotional interaction. 

Secondly, ocean-themed illustration carries important social value. As a reflection of societal ideology, art not only 
fulfills people’s emotional and aesthetic needs for nature, but is also entwined with the media through which it is 
conveyed. Jin Shengjun and Zhong Xin have noted that “the media does not exert influence in a linear way; rather, 
in a specific technological environment, through particular forms of transmission, ideologies, and cultural represen-
tations, it emerges from a particular media ecology to create meaning” (Jin & Zhong, 2024). Media thus play a vital 
role in cultural communication. In the context of increasingly severe marine pollution, the creation and dissemination 
of ocean-themed illustrations can effectively promote and popularize marine culture. By showcasing the beauty and 
fragility of marine life, such works can inspire people’s love for ocean ecosystems and awareness of their protection, 
thereby awakening public concern and encouraging action on marine conservation issues. 

2. Design Approaches for Ocean-themed Illustration 

2.1 Use of Color to Convey Regional Characteristics 

Color is the most intuitive element for understanding and appreciating an illustration, and it is also a crucial way to 
highlight an illustration’s appeal. The design of ocean-themed illustrations should pay attention to region-specific 
color expression. By cleverly utilizing the colors of marine elements—azure blue seawater, colorful corals, and var-
ious fish species—the color palette of the illustration can be balanced and harmonized, making the image more vivid 
and expressive. 

In conveying visual information, factors such as color clarity, purity, and hue determine the overall tone of an 
illustration, thereby bringing different feelings and experiences to the viewer. For example, warm-toned marine crea-
tures like coral and clownfish impart a strong decorative quality and a warm atmosphere to an illustration, whereas 
the oceanic blue of seawater and the cool tones of jellyfish, with their uniquely low transparency and low saturation, 
lend the illustration a sense of mystery and a gentle visual experience. 

2.2 Simplifying Illustrative Forms 

Illustrations present content in graphical form. Design conveys “shape” in communication, thus visual expression is 
a fundamental element of design (Sunaga, 1991). Compared to text, graphic images have greater recognizability and 
visual appeal. In ocean-themed illustration design, achieving simplicity of form is key to improving a work’s recog-
nizability and artistic impact. 

Marine organisms exhibit diverse forms, with highly distinctive proportional distributions in their structures. 
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Different marine creatures vary in size, shape, and patterns of form, resulting in uniquely colored and aesthetically 
pleasing categories of life such as fish, corals, and marine vertebrates. These variations in biological form create a 
wide array of visual effects. 

Illustrators can, in the design process, reconstruct and rearrange elements of the image to create works with a strong 
personal style. This approach enriches the forms of expression in illustration and meets people’s diverse needs in 
visual art. 

2.3 Consistency of Illustration Style 

In the creation of ocean-themed illustrations, maintaining stylistic consistency is crucial for enhancing a work’s over-
all coherence and artistic impact. Illustrations should not only possess aesthetic value but also take into account 
practical utility and social significance. The design of ocean-themed illustrations needs to emphasize an integration 
of aesthetics; through clever creativity and artistic techniques, the aesthetic qualities of the work are showcased, 
thereby deepening the viewer’s perception and understanding of the illustration. 

In the creative process, illustrators can use techniques such as exaggeration to heighten the visual appeal and artistic 
expressiveness of marine life in their illustrations. These techniques not only help to shape unique ocean imagery but 
also increase an illustration’s visual impact and sense of fun. By maintaining a consistent style in design, an illustra-
tion not only attains greater artistic value but also guides viewers to reflect on and resonate with the theme of ocean 
conservation (Acomi et al., 2023). Moreover, preserving stylistic consistency enhances an illustration’s adaptability 
to different application contexts and its communicative effectiveness, further elevating the social value and cultural 
influence of ocean-themed illustration. 

3. Expressive Techniques in Ocean-themed Illustration 

3.1 Realistic Illustration 

Realistic illustration is an illustration style that aims to reproduce real-world objects or scenes as accurately and in as 
much detail as possible. This technique emphasizes precise depiction of texture, light and shadow, and color to pro-
vide a sense of visual reality and dimensionality. Realistic rendering is one of the important expressive techniques in 
creating ocean-themed illustrations. This approach relies on careful observation and faithful reproduction of the true 
forms and characteristics of marine organisms, achieving a high degree of realism and cohesion in color, texture, and 
spatial representation, thereby offering viewers a more authentic and direct visual experience (Honda, 2012). By 
meticulously depicting the colors, shapes, and other features of marine life, realistic techniques enable illustration 
works to convey information more accurately and vividly. Owing to its high recognizability and authenticity, this 
approach allows viewers to quickly grasp the content depicted in the image, making it the illustration style that is 
most immediately understood by audiences (Meisel, 2014). 

3.2 Exaggeration 

Exaggeration involves emphasizing and distorting certain features of marine life to highlight a personalized expres-
sion of the ocean theme and to enhance the illustration’s atmosphere (Krieger, 2019). This technique often employs 
deliberate overstatement of the form, color, and proportions of marine organisms to strengthen the visual impact of 
the illustration, thereby leaving a deeper impression on the viewer (Rhodes & Tremewan, 1996). For instance, in 
character illustration a common technique is to enlarge certain features to underscore their functionality, while also 
enhancing a character’s recognizability and whimsy (Akiyama, 2013). Exaggerated stylization not only effectively 
conveys the theme of the illustration, but also—by enhancing visual expressiveness—helps viewers better understand 
the content of the work. 

3.3 Anthropomorphic Illustration 

Anthropomorphic illustration is based on extracting and recombining the characteristics of marine organisms, en-
hancing a work’s approachability and charm by endowing these organisms with human-like expressions, movements, 
and emotions (Keen, 2011). This technique effectively narrows the distance between the illustration and the viewer, 
making the work more vivid and inspiring the creator’s imagination. A classic animated example is Ponyo on the 
Cliff by the Sea, which employs anthropomorphic portrayals of marine life to make the characters more lifelike and 
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emotionally engaging. Through the interactions of its characters, this work explores the relationship between humans 
and nature, emphasizing the importance of harmonious co-existence. Anthropomorphic techniques are not only suit-
able for children’s illustrations, but are also often used in works themed around marine cultural communication and 
ocean protection, eliciting resonance in the audience through gentle and emotive expression (Kuramoto, 2012). 

3.4 Pastel Illustration 

Pastel illustration produces soft, dream-like color tones, creating a tranquil and warm atmosphere in the image. A 
hallmark of this technique is the use of light, gentle colors, often achieved through traditional materials such as soft 
pastels or oil pastels. Pastel techniques likewise have broad potential in ocean-themed illustration. Through the mel-
low tones of pastels, the serenity and mystery of the ocean can be depicted more vividly, while also providing the 
viewer with a comfortable visual experience (Nakamura, 2016). 

Each of these four techniques has its own distinct characteristics and strengths in the creation of ocean-themed 
illustrations. By deploying these methods flexibly, creators can represent the concepts of the ocean theme in a richer 
way, thereby conveying the ideas and emotions of the illustration more effectively (Yuki et al., 2018). 

4. Future Oceans and Symbiosis 

4.1 Expression and Exploration of Symbiotic Relationships 

Marine ecosystems encompass diverse symbiotic relationships, including mutualism, parasitism, commensalism, and 
other forms. These relationships, through interdependence and cooperation among organisms, collectively maintain 
the balance of the ecosystem. Illustrators can employ different artistic techniques to portray various types of symbiotic 
relationships, revealing the survival strategies and adaptive mechanisms of marine organisms within a complex eco-
logical network. The author hopes to concretize these symbiotic relationships through illustration art, which not only 
can arouse viewers’ interest and reflection on the natural world, but also convey the idea of harmonious coexistence 
between humans and nature. 

4.2 Symbiotic Imagery in Artistic Expression 

Depicting symbiotic relationships in ocean-themed illustration is not merely a reproduction of natural phenomena, 
but also an act of creating and expressing aesthetic imagery. Illustrators can skillfully combine and fuse biological 
elements—such as coral with schools of fish, or seaweed with marine mammals—to present visual scenes of harmo-
nious symbiosis. At the same time, through thoughtful design of color, form, and composition, the expressive power 
of these images is further enhanced, allowing viewers to perceive the beauty of nature as they engage with the artwork. 

4.3 Conceptualizing and Expressing Sustainable Development 

The portrayal of symbiosis should not be limited to representing existing ecological phenomena; it should also include 
the imagination and construction of future ecological environments and symbiotic models. Illustrators can create 
idealized or futuristic scenes of symbiosis to express the concept of harmonious coexistence between humans and the 
ocean. Through the visual impact of illustration, viewers are guided to consider the influence of human behavior on 
marine ecosystems, and are inspired to greater awareness and action in protecting the ocean (Jones et al., 1997). 

5. Conclusion 

In practical creation, the expression of the symbiosis concept can be enhanced by combining and innovating multiple 
techniques to amplify an illustration’s artistic impact. Realistic rendering can present the detail and authenticity of 
biological symbiosis; exaggeration and anthropomorphic methods can intensify a work’s visual expressiveness and 
emotional appeal. By utilizing a diverse range of techniques, illustrators are able to interpret the theme of oceanic 
symbiosis more comprehensively. 

Ocean-themed illustration, as an art form with unique visual value and cultural communication functions, has been 
playing an increasingly important role in environmental advocacy and cultural expression. From the perspective of 
design approaches and expressive techniques, this study discussed the characteristics and applications of multiple 
methods including realistic rendering, exaggeration, anthropomorphism, and pastel illustration. Through the fusion 
of color, form, and aesthetics, ocean-themed illustrations can lead viewers to deeply contemplate the relationship 
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between humans and nature, particularly the future of symbiosis between the ocean and living beings. 
In future creative endeavors, the author intends to further integrate the concept of symbiosis into ocean-themed 

illustration works. By employing a variety of techniques and innovative artistic expressions, the goal is to vividly 
present the idea of harmonious coexistence between humans and nature, thereby enhancing the social value and 
cultural communication effect of the works. It is hoped that in the future, environmental and ecological issues can be 
better mitigated; art can not only raise public awareness of marine ecological protection through visual expression 
but also, through emotional resonance, guide people to actively participate in environmental protection actions. 

Therefore, as a creative form combining art and ecological protection, ocean-themed illustration merits further 
exploration and development in the future. The author plans to continue creating ocean-themed illustrations and har-
nessing the power of art to encourage public attention to and protection of the marine environment. In doing so, the 
aim is to contribute to the sustainable development of ocean ecology. 
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