
Portrait of a Refugee
In this activity you will explore 
refugee identity. 

Taking inspiration from the work of 
Olivier Kugler, children will work 
with words and pictures to create 
their own portrait of an imagined 
person who is a refugee.
You may wish to use the Getting it right for your class 
teachers’ notes to help consider how the different 
lived experiences and abilities of your class will 
affect how they receive the discussions around this 
topic.

https://houseofillustration.org.uk/media/_file/teachers-notes.pdf
https://houseofillustration.org.uk/media/_file/teachers-notes.pdf
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Introduction 

Throughout history people have become refugees 
from many different countries and for many reasons. 
If a country becomes unsafe, people of all ages 
and backgrounds become refugees. They might be 
farmers, doctors, teachers or fashion designers like 
the man in Olivier Kugler’s portrait.

In recent years there have been some conflicts that 
have led to large numbers of people seeking refuge 
in Europe and the U.K. The following slide shows 
different headlines from newspapers about this 
situation. 



How do these three headlines 
try to make you feel differently 
about refugees?

What sort of language do they 
use to make you feel that way?

Do you think the people who 
wrote the headlines have spent 
any time with the refugees they 
have written about?

The following slides show 
images of refugees drawn by 
illustrator Olivier Kugler at the 
same time as the headlines were 
printed. What do you learn about 
refugees from these pictures and 
how is that different/the same 
to what you lean from these 
headlines?



Olivier Kugler  
Rezan and Rocca, 2015
Digital

•	What can we learn about Rezan 
from this picture?

•	What can you find out from the 
image? What can you find out 
from the words?

•	Are all the drawings ‘finished’? If 
not, why not? 



Olivier Kugler   
Sketch of Rezan and 
Rocca, 2015
Pencil on paper

Olivier photographs the people 
he meets and interviews them 
via an interpreter. He then makes 
sketches, writes text, draws speech 
bubbles and assembles them into 
pictures and colours them on a 
computer. 

When you look at these pictures 
Olivier wants you to feel a bit 
like you have spent time with the 
people he draws. 



Olivier Kugler  
Calais (Ammar seated on left), 2016



Reflection 

How can newspapers make you feel differently about 
refugees? Does the way Olivier Kugler makes his 
pictures make you feel differently to the newpaper 
headlines?



Activity 
 



Materials:
•	Printout questions sheet
•	Printout text/speech bubble 

template sheet 
•	A4 plain paper
•	Images of people from 

magazines or photographs - 
with a range of different ages, genders and 
ethnicities represented in the selection

•	Pencils
•	Pencil crayons
•	Black pens (fineliners or 

writing pens)
•	Scissors
•	Gluesticks



Pick an image from the magazine/
photo pictures to inspire your 
portrait.
You may need to change parts 
of the image when you draw it 
to make sure they are wearing 
practical clothes for travel.



In Olivier Kugler’s picture of Rezan 
we learn many things about him 
from the things he says. He tells 
us he has fled from Syria because 
of the war and is hoping to go to 
Germany. We also find out about 
some of his experiences and his 
niece.

Different refugees have different 
experiences and throughout 
history have travelled from and to 
different places eg. during WWII 
many Jewish children were given 
refuge in the UK. 

Start by looking at your picture 
and answering the question 
prompts on the printout sheet. 

As you are creating a portrait of 
an imaginary refugee you can’t 
answer the questions wrong - your 
person could be from anywhere in 
the world.



Next fill in the text sheet printout. 
This will form part of your final 
illustration so don’t just think of it 
as a writing task, think about how 
you can write things in a way that 
will make your final illustration 
look good. 
Look back to Olivier Kugler’s 
illustration for reference.



On a blank piece of A4 paper start 
your portrait. 
Draw from your image changing 
anything that you want to. Start 
the portrait by drawing lightly in 
pencil - this will mean you can 
change things if you need to. Try 
not to rub out as soon as something 
goes ‘wrong’. It usually works 
better to draw in the ‘right’ line 
over the top and then rub out the 
‘wrong’ line if you still need to. In 
Kugler’s portraits there are often 
unfinished sketches included in the 
image so it might be nice to do the 
same. 
The portrait should be a good size 
on the piece of paper and not just 
a floating head. It is fine to focus on 
the face or head and shoulders but 
make sure this is completed so it 
belongs to a body.



When you are happy with your 
portrait you can go over the lines 
with a black pen.



Colour in the portrait with pencil 
crayon.



Take your text sheet and cut 
out the speech bubble, the text 
paragraph and the name/title.



Take these pieces and add them 
to your portrait. Play around 
with different positions until you 
are happy with the composition 
(layout) and then stick the pieces 
into place.
You might decide to leave some of 
the elements out or add some new 
ones.



As a final step look at your 
image and decide if it needs 
anything else to complete it - some 
background just drawn in pencil or 
black pen for instance.





Extension ideas 
 
As an alternative or an extension to drawing portraits of 
imagined people you might choose to research famous 
people from history who were refugees and create 
portraits of them using the same method. 
The scientist Einstein was a German-Jewish refugee and  
the singer Rita Ora came to the UK as a refugee from 
Kosovo as a baby.
For more ideas see the information at Refugee Week.

http://refugeeweek.org.uk/resources/facts-figures-and-contributions/famous-refugees/

