
Born in London in 1969, the son of an illustrator and Fleet Street picture editor, 
Simon Johns realised his artistic calling early in life and by the time he was 
fifteen years old, under the strict tutelage of his father, was already a competent 
and accomplished draughtsman and determined that he would someday 
become an artist in his own right. After he graduated High School in 1985, he 
developed his now recognised creative abilities at the North Essex School of Art 
until his graduation with distinction in 1987. Simon went on to select sculpture 
as his discipline of choice and attended Psalter Lane Art College (part of 
Sheffield Hallam University) then with the reputation of one of England’s finest 
and best resourced sculpture colleges.
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However, during the 80’s many of Britain’s art schools, Psalter Lane amongst 
them, were going through somewhat of a crisis of identity and were 
abandoning their previous ‘broad spectrum’ approach in favour of adopting 
an exclusively postmodernist doctrine. As a confirmed figurative artist, Simon 
struggled to fit in with this new postmodernist School and so decided to leave 
full-time education in favour of gainful employment within the commercial arts.

After leaving art school, Simon settled in Essex where he started a commercial 
sculpture business. He procured studios within a disused water mill that had 
been converted into a network of maker-spaces, and won grants from the 
Prince’s Youth Business Trust, a pet charity of Prince Charles. Here he set about 
a range of freelance work including: commercial mould making, artistic one-off 
pieces, lifecasting, and theatrical mask making, for which he held a number of 
licences from DC Thomson’s Dandy and Beano comics, including Desperate 
Dan, Dennis the Menace, and the Bash Street Kids.

Simon in his Studio 1990.

Early clay models for Beano Characters.



After three years of working alone, Simon decided to join a scenic painting 
studio, L.D.I., a large studio producing theming, scenery and animatronics for 
theme parks around the world. This work suited him as it utilised the broad 
range of creative skills he had acquired. He soon became Art Director and 
Head Painter of the studio and worked on projects as diverse as an animatronic 
Jurassic theatre show in Malaysia to painting the classical murals in the London 
dining rooms of HSBC’s Chairman. However, it was Simon’s exceptional 
drawing ability that led him from the studio floor to the design office. His 
combination of technical and creative skills made him a natural choice to 
succeed as the company’s Design Head.

Lifesize animated T-Rex bound for Kula Lumpor 1994

Simon finishing T-Rex paintwork, Genting Highlands Malaysia 1994 Simon and fellow scenic artists in front of the enormous jungle murals for Cadbury’s Adventure 1993 



Over the ensuing decade, Simon Johns became well respected as a designer 
within the leisure industry and was Lead Designer and Creative Director on 
many industry firsts including: the first standing coaster, the first reversing 
log flume, the first standing drop tower and the tallest big splash. But he 
was particularly well known for his beautiful hand-drawn preproduction ink 
renderings. It was this ability to design and visualise a space that won him the 
contract to produce the concept drawings for Santa’s Kingdom in Lapland, 
Rovaniemi. He also began to work for other designers and architects as 
a visualiser, producing his fine painted illustrations depicting their visions. 
He quickly developed a reputation for the quality of his work as well as his 
reliability. This architectural visualisation took over as the main business and 
so he acquired larger studios and employed other artists to work for him and 
Pelican Studios was born.

During the 90’s, computer technology was rapidly advancing and the quality 
of CGI was catching up with that of hand rendering. Simon observed this trend 
and recognised the threat it posed to his own work and so purchased the 
latest computers and hired technicians to operate them. Pelican never looked 
back. Over the next 25 years, it grew into one of the world’s leading real estate 
marketing and sales software agencies, with offices in London, The UAE and 
Panama.

After spending more than two and a half decades within the digital arts, Simon has 
permanently set aside technology and returned to his fine art origins and to his 
principal passion of painting. He has a remarkable ability to peer into a city and see 
these beautiful tableaus. To capture moments that embody the spirit of the place; 
recording them on canvas in astonishing detail and preserving them forever.

Simon in his design studio 1997

Pencil and chalk sketch - Simón Bolívar monument 2021



“It was my love of old cities that brought me back to painting. Not their great 
monuments or grand buildings, but the myriad ordinary and oft ignored stories 
that exist all around us. These bitesize tales tell us about who we are and how 
we got here, they provide us with a connection to the past and in so doing 
afford more sucker to the soul than their mundanity would suggest. It is, in my 
view, these moments that create the spirit of a place, that define its genus loci 
and make it real, and it is these moments that I wish to record and celebrate”.

- Simon Johns 

Luctor et Emergo - Oil on Canvas 2021


