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ABSTRACT 

New Zealand is one of the most beautiful island countries in the South 
Pacific; it is a former British colony and so is considered a “westernised” 
society. Auckland is NZ’s largest city, and is the most diverse and 
multicultural in the country. China is one of the largest countries in Asia, and 
is my homeland. With 55 minorities, China is a multiethnic country. Beijing is 
the capital of China, and it is one of the most densely populated cities, and 
in recent times, it is becoming increasingly multiethnic and multicultural.  

In the globalized world, different forms of art, culture and social life are 
increasingly accessible whether through travel or through the Internet. The 
coexistence of multiple cultures makes the world more meaningful and also 
more diverse, and as more groups express themselves in a shared society, 
issues like prejudice or stereotype can arise. In my personal opinion, 
stereotypes or prejudices are caused by people who reject or have no 
chance to understand other cultures. On the other hand, when people travel 
or migrate to a different country, they are exposed to cultural differences in 
a way that demands understanding and adaptation; experience of 
difference plays an important role in cultural acceptance. Stereotypes and 
prejudices can be challenged or undone if people step out of their cultural 
“bubbles” more to experience and communicate across cultures.  

What is the use of the arts in the actual globalised world? One 
may begin answering this by pointing out that in the Greek 
world, in antiquity, the arts occupied a very special place and 
were defined as the manifestation of beauty. Thus, art had its 
own function, to serve the aesthetic aspect of society. To the 
Greeks, art corresponded to metaphysics and its role was to 
beautify, improve the life of society, and thus they lived. Oliveira 
and Silva (2011, p. 471) 

More and more people have begun to use illustration as a tool to express a 
spiritual dimension to their lives today. Illustrations are a form of visual 
communication that does not depend on words; it can engage audiences 
and communicate experiences of cultural difference (to a degree) 
regardless of language. This book communicates a highly personal 
experience of intercultural exploration, expressed as a unique combination 
of image and text. It invites the audience to experience life through my 
psyche, to see New Zealand through the eyes of an illustrator who has come 
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from China. My hope is that this project contributes to an increased 
understanding of the role illustration can play in making sense of cross-
cultural encounters and cultural difference in a globalized world.  

RESEARCH QUESTION  

How can illustration visually communicate an experience of living in a 
different culture in Auckland, New Zealand (NZ)?  

AIM AND OBJECTIVES 

Aim 

The aim of this creative project is to investigate how best to communicate 
the experience of an international student from Beijing, who has come to 
live and study in Auckland for 18 months. This investigation is also about 
promoting intercultural communication and facilitating discussion about the 
kind of globalized multiculturalism that we see in many parts of the world 
today.  

Objectives  

1. To review literature on visual and intercultural communication.  

2. To review and analyze graphic novels that are about exploring new or 
different cultures. 

3. To create a body of illustrations which depict one year of my lived 
experience as a foreigner in Auckland, NZ, including natural landscapes, 
people and the many everyday things around me; the illustrations both 
explore and communicate my experience of cultural differences and 
similarities in comparison to my native Beijing. 

4. To explore different forms of public presentation of this research. 

KEY TERMS 

Visual communication, art as experience and intercultural communication 
are the key terms in this project. 
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• Visual Communication  

Visual communication refers to “acts of representation [...] to communicate a 
set of ideas, attitudes, and values to others.” (Machin, 2014, p.7 ) 

• Art 

“Art, in its form, unites the very same relation of doing and undergoing, 
outgoing and incoming energy, that makes an experience to be an 
experience.“ (Dewey, 1987, p. 311) 

• Intercultural communication  

Intercultural communication refers to “a process based on an open and 
respectful exchange of views between individuals, groups, and 
organizations with different cultural backgrounds or mindsets.” (Gonçalves 
and Majhanovich, 2016, p. 7)  

Language barriers are a central issue for the acceptance of a new culture. 
However, since illustrations can communicate experiences of different 
cultures without relying solely on words, they can facilitate cultural exposure, 
understanding and even acceptance. Art, in this sense, is vital to peoples 
lives because it gives insight into how different people live and experience 
the world. That makes an experience to be an experience as Dewey said. For 
cultures to co-exist successfully, connections need to be made. This is where 
intercultural communication and art can help.  

INTRODUCTION 

Intercultural communication is a relatively new subject, and has arisen in 
response to the requirements of the times, particularly to globalization. 
Globalization appears to be an unstoppable trend today, and can be 
defined as “the expansion and intensification of social relations and 
consciousness across world-time and world-space” (Steger, 2009, p. 15). 
Because our world is comprised of many different cultures, cultural 
understanding and acceptance is fundamental to adapting to globalized 
life. The field of cultural studies emerged to investigate and explain 
differences in thinking, behavior and value orientation across different 
cultural contexts. These three factors have significant potential impacts on 
the extent of cultural understanding and acceptance in a society. When 
people first travel to a new country with different cultural customs and 
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expectations, misunderstandings or even conflicts may arise because of a 
lack of understanding. As people travel and move around the world more 
and more, and encounter cultural differences more, it becomes more 
important to foster cross-cultural understanding and respect.   

I am an illustrator from Beijing who came to study in New Zealand. As such, I 
am an intercultural explorer, with the opportunity to study cross-cultural 
communication from the perspective of an art student. The experiences I 
have in New Zealand form the basis for illustrations and a publication, which 
I hope will have an impact on audiences in terms of promoting an 
understanding of cultural difference. My project is located in cultural studies 
and visual arts and responds to the widespread need for intercultural 
communication in contemporary society, using illustration to invite 
audiences to share the experiences of a Chinese international student 
experiencing and adapting to a new culture in Auckland.  

As an auto-ethnographic and practice based project, I use my experiences 
of life in New Zealand as the basis for understanding cultural differences 
(and similarities) between this country and China. Observing and 
experiencing the way “New Zealander’s” live and interact in public gives me 
insights into the cultures of New Zealand. At the same time, Beijing is the 
city I grew up in, and so it provided a template for the way I experience the 
world. In this book I also incorporate experiences of living in Beijing to 
explain how my cultural background impacts on how and what I experience 
in a new culture. As an example, one of my impressions of Auckland was 
that people seemed both friendly to and accepting of different people 
(compared to Beijing); people often smiled, giving me energy and a sense 
of being welcome. While the fantastic landscapes are what attracted me to 
New Zealand in the first place, the people are the reason I have come to 
love this country. New Zealanders allowed me to immerse myself in "the 
Kiwi life," its attitudes and lifestyles, and through my experiences, I have 
come to admire this “kiwi life”.  

All these elements are part of my experience of a different country and 
culture. The book chooses to describe personal experiences to move the 
heart, delight the senses, and offer courage for living in a rapidly changing 
globalized world. It communicates my encounters with culture as it captures 
my experience of humanity in a particular moment and place, and invites 
readers to see through my eyes the landscapes and people that make up 
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the multicultural life of Auckland. The intention is to provide an engaging 
visual experience and to make a contribution to the understanding of 
cultural difference.  

LITERATURE REVIEW 

In the following literature review, I discuss a number of texts on cultural 
diversity, difference and identity, as well as key examples of illustration 
practice that have informed my research project.  

Writing about culture and identity, Gonçalves and Majhanovich (2016) note 
that cultural diversity has enriched individuals and groups, creating not only 
new forms of social relations that are promoted by immigrants and 
strengthened through exchange processes but also producing new forms of 
multicultural identity. They mean that the processes of people adapting a 
new culture are creating new forms of social relations through intercultural 
communication, and the results of it, are producing new forms of 
multicultural identity. The first thing that a migrant to a new country and 
culture needs to do is to create a new circle of social relations. A migrant can 
choose to communicate with Aucklanders or people like themselves who 
have migrated to Auckland, and developing such communications is a vital 
part of people adapting to a new culture. Choosing to focus on 
communicating with Aucklanders, however, is more likely to lead to greater 
understanding of the new culture, and consequently, greater potential to 
integrate into the new society.  

Concerning visual communication, Harry (2016) believes that visual 
perception “is the interface where the individual makes contact with the 
world via the senses, and it is here that we can speak about connection or 
communication between events or things exterior to the person, and their 
interior representation in the form of mental images." (p. 13) While visual 
perceptions are critical to how we make sense of the worlds exterior and 
interior to ourselves, it is nevertheless important to consider these 
perceptions with care. Gonçalves and Majhanovich (2016) suggest that 
“Photographers and filmmakers are also encouraged to understand that 
before being able to respectfully portray the Other and their cultures they 
first need to be confident with their own culture, to be able to understand 
hidden meanings and to explain unfamiliar, strange, or odd customs and 
behaviors.” (p.13). This advice is useful for artists and illustrators such as 
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myself, who use visual perceptions and representations to make sense of 
unfamiliar places and experiences.  

Gonçalves and Majhanovich (2016) also point out that “Specifically in the 
field of intercultural communication and dialogue, what art projects or art 
used as complementary resources for learning add to the learning process 
is a way for learners to combine emotions and feelings with intellectual 
insights in a form of expression that is at the same time safe and 
powerful.” (p.18). This suggests that images, when combined with text in an 
illustrated book, enable readers to have a more holistic experience, relating 
to the book through intellectual thoughts as well as emotions and feelings. If 
this is the case, then illustration, as the representation of visual perceptions 
of cultural difference, has the potential to show audiences how individuals 
make sense of such differences, potentially leading to greater 
understanding and tolerance.  

Jain (2017) argues for the important role of illustration in contemporary 
societies; illustrators have great potential for social influence. “Whether in 
the east or in the west, our daily lives pass through a constant flux of image-
text symbiosis, and we accept it unquestioningly.” (Jain, 2017, p.48) This 
potential is related to how people in cities are immersed in images and text. 
In places which are becoming more culturally diverse, people encounter 
differences more frequently and therefore have the challenge of developing 
new forms of multicultural identity, which accommodate both older cultural 
backgrounds as well as influences from different cultures. In this situation, 
illustration, and more generally, art, can create positive influences. As 
Gonçalves and Majhanovich (2016) say, “There is no culture without art and 
there is no art without culture. This is reason enough to explain why art is a 
powerful instrument to foster intercultural understanding, communication 
and appreciation of diversity.” (p. 6).  

Leonard Bell’s (2017) Strangers Arrive is a book that tells us the story of 
European artists displaced from their home countries between the 1930s 
and 1950s, finding themselves in New Zealand. The main arguments 
concerned the impacts these 'strangers' had on New Zealand's culture and 
society. "How prominent were they as agents of change? Which of their 
ideas and practices were influential, which were not, and why? How did the 
locals receive the 'aliens'?" ( Bell, 2017, p.2). Bell tries to let the audience to 
think the process of artists adapting a new culture and impacting on it.  
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However, the book not only shows us a talented group of 'strangers,' all of 
them playing a significant role in changing New Zealand culture. Bell (2017) 
also mentions that these 'strangers' also faced issues, for example, the 
tension and complexity of their contact with locals. These are the primary 
keys to research on intercultural communication. "A few of these 'aliens' are 
well known, even if little written about, but most are relatively obscure." (p. 
2). People moving across the world bring with them both talents and 
challenges / conflicts. Oliveira and Silva (2011) also point out that “ To live 
with diversity has become a key feature today, even if this has provoked a 
number of conflicts not always visible or well explained.” ( p. 565)  

Dewey (1987) proposes that images are vital to build meanings and social 
relations in social circumstances. Machin (2014) suggests that visual 
communication refers to “acts of representation where on the one hand we 
have a text maker who uses a set of visual resources to communicate a set of 
ideas, attitudes, and values to others.” Images and more generally the visual 
arts can be used and created in the service of intercultural communication, 
assisting the transformation of acquired information into knowledge, 
engendering new ideas about the social world, multiculturalism, 
immigration, the maturity of culture and identity, and contributing to 
globalisation processes (Goncalves and Majhanovich, 2016, p. 20).  

Illustration can function as a bridge in between the artist and receiver, 
putting them in the same essential system of perception. The creator 
provides “ways of seeing the world”, and the viewers can “see the 
world” (Male, 2014). Male (2014) suggests that illustrators living in the 
present age express their ideas and concepts in unprecedented ways 
through their works, as metaphorical and conceptual illustrations become 
mainstream visual languages. Thus, illustration provides a privileged 
observation point to examine the ways that multicultural flows enter the 
everyday life experiences of individuals. Besides, art and travelling (always 
cross-cultural) have similar strengths, and both engage experiences to 
overcome cultural barriers to become part of a new culture, however 
temporarily (Gonçalves and Majhanovich, 2016).  

Researching daily life means observing the way individuals use visual 
language as a priority communication channel in their daily lives (Dewey, 
1987). Exploring artistic expression as a tool for socio-cultural diversity and 
social mediation requires a critical view of the concept of art and its role in 
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intercultural dialogue to outline the conditions for dialogue that art 
expression can use as an effective cross-cultural tool (Gonçalves & 
Majhanovich, 2016). Based on this, visual language can lead to a more 
general form of communication, or provide a more consistent approach, to 
create more significant opportunities for individuals in various fields and 
promote easier integration (Nawar, 2012). Consequently, Illustration could 
depict the experience and visual perceptions of living in different cultures to 
promote intercultural communication.  

Turning now to key examples of creative practice that have informed my 
research, I would like to begin with The Principles of Uncertainty by Maira 
Kalman (2009). This is a book which describes a highly personal worldview 
through a unique combination of illustration and text. The book invites the 
audience to experience life through delightful illustrations sharing the small 
joys of the author's life. The examples of experiences the author shares also 
have a universal feel. Moreover, Kalman (2009) depicted what happens in 
her life in her work, using cultural symbols and producing a kind of 
ethnography. Thus, this book reflects on culture, and it captures the culture 
of humanity at that moment. In a biography This is M. Sasek (Salisbury, 
Cerna, Ryska, Sasek, Nicolson and Nicolson, 2014), the authors provide rich 
memories, photographs, and documents of M. Sasek, which express the 
experience of his work and life. The authors have pointed out that Sasek 
used his humorous view and pattern style to express his daily life in different 
destinations. The books enable "learning about other cultures from a certain 
mysterious person who went by the name of Sasek" (Salisbury, 2014, p. 7). 
Kalman’s and Salisbury’s books both show how illustrations can create a 
window into the everyday life of different cultures.  

 New Zealand - By the Way (Gasteiger et al., 1996) is a unique photographic 
book which combines two different views; three photographers who are 
immigrants perceiving New Zealand through foreign eyes and three New 
Zealand photographers taking photos depicting immigrants. A New Zealand 
photographer in this book pointed out that "what makes such deliberation 
difficult is a complex nature of defining one's cultural disposition at the time 
of arrival, and the even more mysterious process of learning about the 
makeup of an adapted country." (Gasteiger et al., 1996, p.65). The 
photographer also mentioned that he deliberately used photographs as a 
method of dialogue because of a cultural fascination with daily life through 
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visual imagery in the manner of Ukiyoe and Manga. (Gasteiger et al., 1996, 
p.66).  

Visual resources can take many forms, some forms lend themselves to 
communicating an experience that the author has lived, and others lend 
themselves to explain or transmit a process or concept. As a tool, illustration 
can both represent experience and explain its processes. Illustrations 
provide an intelligible form to show that complexity. It attracts the eyes of 
audiences and stimulates thoughts concerning its content. This illustrated 
book project aims to represent the experience of jumping into a new culture 
visually. It is a form of visual communication which uses illustration to 
understand and improve the life of intercultural society. 

METHODOLOGY AND METHODS 
The methodologies I used to approach this project are practice-based 
research and auto-ethnography.  

Stated simply, practice-based research is an original investigation 
undertaken in order to gain new knowledge, partly by means of 
practice and the outcomes of that practice… A basic principle of 
practice-based research is that not only is practice embedded in 
the research process but research questions arise from the 
process of practice, the answers to which are directed toward 
enlightening and enhancing practice. The attraction of this form 
of research for creative practitioners is that by connecting closely 
to existing practice, it provides a means of exploration that 
extends that work in a personal sense as well as contributing to 
the wider picture. (Candy and Edmonds, 2018, p. 63) 

In this project, I use a practice-based approach meaning that I create 
illustrations, reflect on them, gather information from different sources, and 
produce more illustrations, as a way to understand my experiences at home 
and in a different place and culture as well as to understand all the cultures I 
encounter. Through illustrations, I record my visual perceptions and share 
my experiences with others.  

Adams, Jones and Ellis (2015) define the auto-ethnographic approach as 
follows: “With auto-ethnography, we use our experience to engage 
ourselves, others, culture(s), politics, and social research.” (p. 1). Another way 
to say this is that in auto-ethnography we use our “self” to understand 
culture and social life. In intercultural research, it is important for researchers 
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to reflect on their own cultural background, especially with regard to the 
specific cultural phenomena they wish to understand in terms of cultural 
difference. In this research, personal experience is a key category of analysis, 
meaning the analysis of the personal experiences to learn directly about the 
self and the social world. In my case, it means noticing that, for example, I 
am Chinese, and I am studying in Auckland, away from home. All my lived 
experience involves making sense of the cultures of New Zealand with 
through my own cultural background. Auto-ethnography “uses deep and 
careful self-reflection—typically referred to as ‘reflexivity’—to name and 
interrogate the intersections between self and society, the particular and the 
general, the personal and the political.” (Adams, Jones and Ellis, 2015, p.2) 

Methods of Data Collection and Analysis: 
1. Textual Analysis and Literature Review: I analyse texts about cultural 

diversity, difference and identity. 

2. I review and analyze illustrated books that can inform my project.   

3. Illustration: I create a body of illustrations to document my 
experiences and visual perceptions in Beijing and Auckland.  

4. Book Design: I design a book publication containing my illustrations 
alongside a text narrative.  

Ethical Issues 
As my project will not directly involve any participants, no ethics approval is 
required. 

DISCUSSION 
I am an illustrator who brings a cultural background from China to New 
Zealand. Fortunately, I had an opportunity to do a project like this to explore 
cultural differences and try to make a small change in understanding cultural 
diversity. I am an "alien" in Auckland. I have brown eyebrows, black hair and 
flat features, I like eating spicy food which most New Zealander’s does not 
like, and I speak a kind of language which, if you have not learned it, you 
might say was an unknown tongue. However, New Zealanders are “alien” or 
strange to me as well. I am an observer, experiencer, and cultural 
communicator in this project. To discuss my cultural background is 
necessary in order to fully understand cultural differences. I am Chinese, and 
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come from Asia. China is one of the most internationally regarded Eastern 
cultures, and it is also one of the oldest. I bring a Chinese cultural 
background when I come to study in a Western culture like New Zealand. In 
this process, both Chinese and Western cultural influences will mix in the 
course of my experience, producing something different and multicultural.  

My Cultural Background 
In today's China, both parents and schools attach great importance to 
English education. It is regarded as a key to opening the door to the future. 
Mainstream media is always emphasizing the necessity of going abroad to 
see the world. For example, my nephew, who started learning English at the 
age of 3, when he travelled to New Zealand last year, he was confidently 
communicating with locals. However, I only started to study English when I 
was 10. If you talk to Chinese people of a different generation, you will have 
different feelings about Chinese culture. You might ask why is that? To 
answer this question requires extensive study and discussion, and I can only 
share some ideas as someone who has lived and grown up in this culture. 
My answer is that China's development has been so rapid that the 
education received by people of different ages, the social environment in 
which it is located, and the technology they touch are very different. These 
differences impact on the values, life attitudes, and cultural identity of 
different generations. Furthermore, we are now in the age of the internet. If 
you want, you can know everything about the world from home.  

When I lived in Beijing, I felt that I was experiencing new things and had 
little time to do much thinking or reflection. Leaving Beijing to come to 
Auckland, I started to think about what I have taken from my home culture. I 
think I represent a generation of Chinese people called “Born after 1980s” 
which as the translated name suggests, are people born from 1980 to 1990. 
We participated in and witnessed the rapid development of Beijing. It felt 
like being in a time machine because every two years brought with it 
considerable change. In 2008, Beijing presented the Olympic Games 
opening ceremony to the world. It is as though the ‘magic’ of Beijing's 
development began in that year. I remember that in 2008, three subway 
lines were opened in Beijing. Since then, at least one new line has been 
opened each year; there are now eighteen subway lines in Beijing. I also 
bought my first smartphone in 2008, in the year of my college graduation.  
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Like in other parts of the world over the last decade, social media such as 
WeChat has become a big part of everyone’s life in China. In 2010, e-
commerce platform Taobao began to change the lifestyles of an entire 
generation. Since 2012, the group purchasing and car sharing platforms 
have begun to develop, and so peoples’ travel modes and lifestyles have 
also undergone another significant change. By 2015, Internet financial 
services began to appear and change the lifestyles of a younger generation; 
in my personal opinion, it will not have a positive impact on this generation. 
Nevertheless, new payment methods bring convenience to peoples’ lives. 
Since 2016,  the concept of sharing has increased in popularity. We now 
have shared bicycles, shared charging stations and online spaces to share 
free books. Perhaps the popularity of the sharing concept is slowly changing 
peoples’ attitude towards the earth and contributing to sustainability goals.  

Rapidly growing countries and societies place a lot of pressure on the 
people who live in them. In this process, an unfortunate thing happened to 
the 80's generation in China. We lost the purpose of life itself. Life was all 
about achieving one goal after another, day in and day out. Recently, I saw 
the following sentence on Weibo, Chinese social media, which said, "If you 
want to destroy a young person, just keep him busy". It gave me a sense of 
helplessness, and made me think that so many of us who are just busy living 
are like frogs slowly boiling to death. Even though some of us from this 
generation start to think more seriously about things, as higher education 
encourages more critical perspectives, society as a whole does not value 
this, and prefers to ignore our voices and thoughts.  

Growing up in this culture, I developed a strong motivation to change how I 
live my own life, to find a more meaningful way to live. I became determined 
to explore other countries and cultures to see if I could discover how other 
people live, and thought that perhaps this would give me some clues. This 
project has been about exploring and expressing a personal perspective. I 
want to show some of my experiences to audiences, my feelings and the 
everyday lives of people around me. It may be able to give readers a 
different understanding of New Zealand’s people, society and culture. I also 
want to share my own experience of cultural difference; the fact that coming 
from China I experience things differently to how New Zealanders might. So 
this book may be able to give New Zealand audiences an insight into a 
Chinese point-of-view.  
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Experiencing a New Culture 
In contrast to the high pressure lifestyle of Beijing, when I came to study in 
New Zealand, my mind relaxed a lot. People in Auckland live in a (relatively) 
relaxed state, and they do not seem to just care about their own lives. Many 
of them are concerned about the earth and sustainability. Such meaningful 
thinking and action began much earlier here than in China. For example, 
people care about their environment (there is little litter in the parks like 
Western Springs) and some people are even willing to be vegetarian in 
order to slow down global warming.  

My experience in New Zealand can be explained in two periods, the non-
communication period and communication periods. I define the period of 
non-communication as the period when my English language was not 
available, that is, the period of attending a language class. At that time, I 
used my eyes to experience this new environment and the new cultures 
around me. Everything I saw was new to me. I paid attention to many 
aspects of my life, including the important things like Maori culture, property 
information and immigration policy, and also paid attention to the many 
small things like the kind of coffee locals like, the dress styles locals prefer, 
and even a wildflower on the roadside. The communication period began 
when I finished my language class and began to travel around; I practiced 
communicating with others during those trips. These two periods are both 
important to me in my experience of New Zealand. As an illustrator, I am 
used to observing life with my eyes, looking for joyful things in life, and 
feeling them with a sensitive heart, so the period in which I was just 
observing the city could be the closest in feeling to the true meaning of 
New Zealand for me.  

In my first week in Auckland, I saw New Zealanders walk on the street at a 
slow and relaxed pace; some of them were even barefoot! It was difficult for 
me at first, because I am used to doing everything in a hurry (this is normal 
in Beijing). However, I gradually slowed my walking down; slowing down to 
see the people and things around me more attentively. I found that 
Auckland is a city where people are friendly to each other, where the 
environment is welcoming and infrastructure is designed with accessibility 
and ease in mind. If you want to ride a bicycle, there is a beautiful lane for 
cyclists. If you like to walk, there are many well mainted pathways. For public 
transport users, buses and roadside seats provide convenience; some buses 
even provide a charging service. The most impressive thing are the smiles 
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of people around me. Many New Zealanders will smile and say hello to 
strangers passing by on the road. This feels really warm-hearted to me, and 
it seems there is a spirit of warmth and acceptance. Auckland is a very 
inclusive city, which can be seen in the different food that is available from 
all over the world. Food culture is one of the most important things for living 
in and discovering a new city. The richer and more diverse a city's cuisine, 
the more inclusive the city may be. In the two years of experiencing New 

Zealand life, the charm of this people-centered city impressed itself on me. 

For example, on page 6, the scene is one that would not be found in 

Beijing, where children are climbing on the tree which is in an old age. 

On page 21 and 22, kiwis (people and animals) are relaxed living in 
New Zealand.
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On page 12, it shows two different celebrating stats to show two cultures.

The Process of Creating 

I. 

When I began this project, I simply had an idea to portray a ‘bittersweet’ 
experience (with bitter and sweet parts) of studying in New Zealand. It was 
intended as a highly personal worldview to describe a year in my life, 
profusely illustrated, abounding with confusion, bits of wisdom, and 
meanderings. In this book, illustrations would allow me to fully experience, 
reflect on and communicate the small disappointments and joys of life. 
Taking inspiration from Mr. Sasek, a set of books created by one of my 
favourite artists, showing different countries with their cultures to children 
who have not been to those countries. Mr. Sasek takes a neutral tone to 
show people, animals and architectures. He just described what he sees and 
hears, but behind all those illustrations, you will understand the culture of 
that city. It was a good model for me to finish my project. I worked on 
illustrating the beautiful scenery, the trees, flowers, parks, and cityscapes, 
and the relaxed and smiling people in them. However, as I tried to illustrate 
aspects of my experiences beyond the immediately visible scenery, I came 
to feel very stuck in terms of drawing; I felt perhaps I was not making 
anything of value. A question was annoying me: Why would audiences want 
to read your book? Another one which followed, was: What is the context 
for the illustrations in your book?  

!17



    

     The Principles of Uncertainty, 2007                                                    This is Paris, 2004 

II. 

Discussing these questions with my supervisors, I wanted to know how to 
make the project attractive or meaningful to the public. They suggested that 
it needed a story in the book. I understood this to mean that I needed to tell 
the audience something about cultural differences and my experience 
coming from Beijing to Auckland. I started to think about what could I tell 
and what the audience might want to know. The main point should be 
related to understanding cultural differences, since that was my chosen 
research topic. I thought back to the definition of culture. A simple 
definition is that “The totality of that group’s thoughts, experiences, and 
patterns of behavior and its concepts, values, and assumptions about life 
that guide behavior and how those evolve with contact with other cultures.” 
(Jandt, 2004, p.5) People and their lifestyles could be what I focussed on to 
illustrate the differences. My lived experience and visual perceptions in 
Beijing and Auckland could be brought together to show how different 
cultures are experienced and negotiated in a new city.  

I began to resolve the obstacle I encountered by drawing people and 
characters with this in mind. I also re-read Kalman’s The Principles of 
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Uncertainty to find out how this author solved the storytelling problem. 
Kalman’s approach was to illustrate the things that happen in her life with 
text to present her experience. After reading many texts and looking at 
various illustrations, past and present, it became clear to me that Kalman’s 
approach was the most common way to show the process of experiencing a 
new culture in an illustrated book. That could be the same for me. The story 
would take the form of a diary-approach to the book, with the illustrations 
presenting visual perceptions from the point of view of an international 
student from Beijing.  

III. 

As I continued with my illustrations, I also continued reflecting on my own 
experiences in Auckland as well as all the years I spent living in Beijing. It 
became important to me to adopt a ‘neutral’ tone as the story is a personal 
experience and not judgements about whether one city or culture is better 
or worse than another. The point of my research on culture is more about 
how to experience and learn from cultural differences. As the diary style 
book took form, it became clearer to me that there are two potential 
audience types for this book. Firstly, I want to show something about 
Chinese culture and a Chinese point-of-view on Auckland to New 
Zealanders. Not through news and publications, but through a Chinese 
illustrator who grew up in Beijing and moved to Auckland recently, holding 
an open and positive position and view. Moving out is a vital and important 
experience for understanding cultural identity, and as I have discovered, 
moving out across countries makes identity more complex, because it must 
become multicultural.  

I returned to Beijing during the holidays in Semester 1. Beijing felt strange, 
and it felt strange that this was how I felt. I began to feel that in the 15 years I 
spent growing up in Beijing,I had not fully observed all of its details. 
Returning now, I found it also had a slow side and a charm. When I met up 
with old friends, the closeness and familiarity broke the sense of 
strangeness, and everything seemed to return to normal. People, at least for 
me, are part of whether a city feels welcome or not. These were important 
experiences and reflections which I wanted to show in some way in the 
book, and why on some pages there are illustrations of Beijing life.  
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IV.  

I chose to use watercolors to create illustrations for the book. I like the 
characteristics of watercolor, it is clear, so it is difficult to modify; it needs to 
be layered from shallow to deep, and the final synthesized effect is natural, 
placid and not aggressive. In the style of painting, I like to express simple 
scenarios with a relaxed mood and present them to readers. After drawing 
all the illustrations for the project, including people, foods, architectures and 
landscapes, writing the text was the most challenging part for me. Many of 
the drawings needed descriptions in a short sentence, as did all the 
characters. After some experimentation, I decided to divide the text into two 
categories. One category conveys formal information about aspects of New 
Zealand culture, while the other presents fragments of my experiences, 
feelings and discoveries in a diaryistic form. After exploring lots of 
typefaces, I went for a partially handwritten style typeface. I wanted the book 
to have a more intimate feel with the thoughts put into text. I want to tell 
readers in this way that these are my real experiences and real feelings. 
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P15 — P18 in my project, depicting the two different street view in Beijing 
and Auckland  

CONCLUSION 

Intercultural communication has become a vital research subject today, 
because it is increasingly important in a globalized world. This project was 
my way of experiencing, admiring and making sense of cultural difference. 
As an illustrator, I am good at explaining things through drawings. Here I 
have tried to explain my journey from Beijing to New Zealand; this has been 
a new cultural experience for me. It has also been a new cultural experience 
for Aucklanders, because foreigners like myself bring our own cultures with 
us. The book shows what has stood out to me, what has appeared different 
to me, because it is a story told through my eyes. In this exegesis, I also 
explained what motivated me to leave Beijing to experience a new culture 
in New Zealand, and why I think it is important for me and for people of my 
generation in China to engage in cross-cultural exchanges. Now that I have 
answered my research question - How can illustration visually communicate 
the experience of living in a different culture in Auckland, New Zealand 
(NZ)? - through the book and exegesis, I plan to create more stories based 
on experiences with people around me as well as some of the positive 
challenges of this new culture, such as driving a boat, fishing on the ocean 
and feeling the snow in summer in Queenstown. I would also like to expand 
what I have worked on with the Beijing illustrations so that I can capture 
more of the lived experience of everyday life. I would also like to explore 
and develop a more powerful visual language to explore the “dark” sides of 
cultural difference, cross cultural conflicts. The illustration style I have 
developed is, I believe, easy to follow for children, and perhaps it may help 
children to understand the globalized world at an early age.  
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