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Illustration is a stealthy sport. To win you need more than just talent. You need a hunter’s instinct. You need to know the lay of the land. You need to know what publications exist, who publishes them, and how to get the publishers’ attention. You have to lure your prey with exquisite work. All this may sound daunting, but this book will help.


Being an illustrator is not just about creating good art. There is also an art to being a successful illustrator. There exists an (until now) unwritten methodology on how to get clients and keep them. This handbook has invaluable information on how to survive in the publishing jungle. It contains all the dos and don’ts that never get covered in art school. Here is everything I would like to have known before I showed my portfolio – an envelope with loose photocopies and messy silkscreen prints – to legendary art director and design critic Steven Heller 26 years ago. I still got a job, but only one. Years of humiliation, rejection and frustration could have been avoided.


Art directors are the most important people for you. They are at the top of the food chain. You only have one or two chances to impress them. Being one myself, I am always shocked when I meet illustrators to review their portfolio by how easy it is to tell the student from the seasoned professional (hint: the student has an oversize portfolio with original art and no website; the pro has a small custom-made book with clean printouts and a functional site).


The future of illustration may seem uncertain, with newspaper readership declining and magazines tightening their belts. The number of new illustrators entering the field each year easily outnumbers the number of new magazines launched. Nevertheless, there will always be opportunities for new illustrators. Editorial art directors like myself are always looking for fresh talent. We are always trying to find new ways to communicate because we are often working with recurring topics (healthcare, the Iraq war, Chinese growth). To find new solutions, we need new illustrators. Nor is the field limited to editorial illustration: today’s illustrators can apply their skills to graphic novels, online animation or the art scene. Illustrators no longer work in one area but a multiplicity of fields, and this is what makes being an illustrator today so exciting.


If there is anybody who knows about becoming an illustrator, it’s Darrel Rees. Over the years he has brought together some of the finest illustrators under one umbrella. Heart not only represents a diverse range of some of the best new talent in the field, but also knows how to package illustration for art directors. Darrel is passionate about illustration, and this passion has been translated into this smart, useful and, not coincidentally, beautifully illustrated book.


Keep it by your drawing table.






Introduction


The broad and social church of illustration
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Welcome to this second edition of How to be an Illustrator. This updated version is now in full colour and addresses some of the new developments in the six years since the first edition, notably the growth of social media and its role in promoting yourself and your work.


I still maintain that for most illustrators, a foundation of editorial work, followed by publishing, design and advertising work, remains a norm. Beyond that central field there are specialist areas that can be explored if your interest and your work is so inclined. I have interviewed practitioners active in those fields that are not my areas of expertise, such as gaming and interactive animation, children’s books, 3D ‘illustration’, animation and natural history. There should be plenty of useful guidance with regard to work in these areas. Contracts, where they exist, will also vary greatly, as they will concern themselves with rights that are unique to those specialisms.


What will change in more traditional areas is of course the impact of the range of digital platforms now available and in development, such as the interactive possibilities for narrative and online versions of magazines, viewed via such devices as the iPad and Kindle.


I suspect that not all the visual content of an ‘interactive’ version of a magazine will necessarily be interactive or animated. The role an illustration plays for a feature article is primarily a supporting one. A moving image may prove distracting if one were trying to read a page of text. However, in the realms of advertorial or straightforward advertising content, the possibilities may well be explored and exploited more readily. Cost may be one factor where ‘interactive’ visuals are used, but it’s also a matter of their function. A one-page ‘ad’ might be in effect a one-page movie screen, telling a product’s story and brand through moving images.


Given these potential applications, the nature of illustration as we know it may well become less and less twodimensional, or rather the three dimensions plus movement may be what changes the nature of the visuals and the language they speak.
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Self-initiated collage


The six years that have passed since this book was first published have seen much change in the modes of communication and, arguably, of self-promotion that one can apply. Possibly the greatest change is that the social media networks now play a greater role in the hunt for work for everyone, not just illustrators. However, what are the implications for the illustrator seeking to further a reputation and career?


Numerous artists successfully employ social media networks as part of their promotional strategy. I’ll be looking at some of these individuals, to see how they make such networks work for them. They will share what they learned in the process to help you navigate a clearer path through social media networking.


As social media have gained ground, alongside what might be considered the ‘traditional’ website, the need for a physical portfolio of work has arguably diminished. I’ll be looking at its place in the promotional arsenal as well as revisiting the manner in which work is commissioned and handled, and shifts in the working landscape within which illustrators operate.


The selection of artists featured in the book has changed, to reflect a broader spectrum of activity, and their work is reproduced in beautiful full colour. I’ll be looking at how these individuals established themselves in their differing arenas as well as hearing what they might have done differently, having learned a few lessons along the way.


This book’s aim remains the same: to be an invaluable resource to the reader in terms of understanding how the industry works from the bottom up. While each person’s experience will vary, there are key pointers that will help you build solid foundations for your one-person business, which will help you establish yourself as an illustrator and maintain your activity in the longer term. Good foundations remain the basis of a viable career in illustration.






Chapter 1


Getting started


So, how do you become an illustrator?


To draw or not to draw


The illustrator’s skill set


Adjusting to freelance life


Choosing illustration


Gathering advice


Preparing at college


Contacts


The economic realities


Location, location


A juggling act


Reference and sourcing


Compiling your database


Your calling card
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So, how do you become an illustrator?


> Thinking about everything you need to know as an illustrator can be overwhelming. The reality, of course, is that you pick things up as you go along. In this book I aim to give some guidance to those starting out, where I had none myself, but also to show how you learn what you need as and when you need it. Perhaps surprisingly, you can leave a BA or even an MA course without necessarily knowing how to bridge the gap between what you’ve been doing at college and the professional practice of an illustrator.


Where does simply drawing end and becoming an illustrator begin? Great drawing is always a pleasure to see, but good drawing does not necessarily make an illustrator. If you were to express professional illustration as a Venn diagram of requisite skills, good draughtsmanship could certainly be represented within that diagram but not necessarily as a dominating factor. Indeed, some illustrators ‘can’t draw’ or choose not to for their commercial practice.


The presumption that drawing and illustration are one and the same thing is a common misconception, and one that an awful lot of art school graduates fall prey to. Most graduates, on leaving art college and being faced with the financial realities of supporting themselves, would like to earn some money in a related area of activity. Many have come to me as an agent and said that they would like to ‘do a bit of illustration’ to help make ends meet. Without touching on the arrogance implicit in this, the main problem is a failure to understand that different skills are required to create good commercial illustration.




To draw or not to draw


> My own experience in this area is pertinent. On leaving school and starting a foundation course, I began my art education as someone who did meticulously observed pencil drawings, painstakingly, over several days. In addition to submitting a portfolio of work, the entrance examination to what was then the Bath Academy of Art involved a ‘drawing test’. You were required to take an apple, peel it, cut it into four parts, place these on a mirror, rest the knife in the apple, garnish all this with the peel and then draw it as a still life. You were also asked to choose an everyday object and to draw it in four different ways to express different aspects. You needed to communicate its form, function and material of construction, and then to draw or write the name of the object in a way that expressed its function. The third and final part was drawing an A3 self-portrait (420 x 297mm/16.5 x 11.7in) and then a quarter of the face, also A3. At that time, this kind of drawing was precisely what I enjoyed and could tackle without any real problem. A year later, I wasn’t drawing very much at all; I would even say I shied away from it. By the time I came to create illustrations, there was no drawing in them at all.
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The ‘drawing test’ for art school


I think this move away from drawing was due to a very common experience people have on arriving at art school. The education you receive sets out to destroy all your assumptions, in an attempt to make you look afresh at how you observe, draw, paint and generally create images. It possibly allowed me to break away from the kind of still-life, observational pieces that I had been doing, but it was a full three years before I came back to drawing with anything approaching understanding, let alone any enjoyment, passion or commitment.


In the intervening years, I didn’t ‘get’ drawing at all. It was a bit of a no-go area for me. Instead, I made collages – juxtaposing words and phrases with incongruous images in an attempt to represent a narrative of thoughts. Even before art school, I had found collage very engrossing, so returning to it, as an alternative to drawing, kick-started the evolution of my own visual vocabulary, which relied wholly on found images.


On returning to drawing, it felt very refreshing, and while I never felt inclined to work it into my illustrations – or ‘artworks’, such as they were – the very acts of observing and noting down involved in drawing (as well as deciding which bits of information to include and which to leave out) influenced how I put together images in my collages. When you are used to considering the weight or thickness of a line, or its dynamic in terms of speed or hesitancy, this kind of consideration helps in fine-tuning compositions.


The decision not to include drawing directly in my artworks was instinctive and purely personal. Most ‘drawing’ illustrators I know find that it is second nature and inherent in their drive to communicate. For me, a substitution had taken place, and drawing had probably always been about observing, rather than about narrating or communicating.




The illustrator’s skill set


> A common question is, ‘What do I need to become an illustrator?’ Defining an illustrator’s skill set isn’t really about itemizing a practical set of abilities, such as manual dexterity, or being able to render figures or clouds beautifully. Rather, it is defined largely through the lens of the individual illustrator’s personality. The personality brings the decision-making process, the ideas, notions and opinions, to a commission; the practical skills provide the means to express them. If you have the means to express such things, but nothing worth expressing, then those skills are fairly meaningless, aren’t they?


There are plenty of arguments and counter-arguments about how much value should be placed on good draughtsmanship when looking at illustration. I know plenty of illustrators whose drawings are sublime. The drawing underpins what they do, but is not always as evident as you might expect. What is certain is that good drawing alone is not enough to make an illustrator. Without resorting to specific examples, which in any case could probably be countered by other examples, the best way I can articulate the quality of good drawing is to say that a beautifully produced and lifelike or credible representation could be said to be a ‘good drawing’. However, a not particularly ‘good drawing’ judged by those defining principles might still be an effective ‘signifier’ as an illustration and, in that particular context, be a very good and interesting illustration. Furthermore, the choice of information provided by the drawing also impacts on its success or failure as an illustration.




‘At its best, illustration can add a whole new perspective to the reader’s experience of an article. Illustration is often useful in encouraging a contemplative mood in the reader, or in making boring or difficult subjects seem approachable.’


Mark Porter, former Creative Director, The Guardian


An illustrator’s ‘skill’, beyond his or her approach to drawing or style, could be said to lie in the decision-making process: what information should be included and what should be left out? Such decisions in turn are predicated on circumstances or parameters defined by the requirements of a design problem. An illustration can often transcend its original context, yet it has still been created to work within a predetermined design specification and in response to a specific brief.


Many other components of the illustrator’s skill set could be said to be innate. While you can learn to be an illustrator, there are elements of the applied-art process that you really have to enjoy – things that you can’t just do for the money. This is a little more difficult to articulate, but here goes.


Curiosity, expressed as an interest in almost any subject, is an important asset to an illustrator. Most illustrators (again, not all) handle a range of work across a wide spectrum of subject matter. Being able to read about an arcane piece of new financial legislation and understand how it will affect the average citizen sufficiently to have an opinion about it, or to be able to precis the core information as a visual explanation or metaphor, is a real skill. The alternative is to be the illustrator who dispassionately executes ‘the editor’s idea’ rather than coming up with something more interesting yourself. Executing somebody else’s occasionally mediocre idea is a soul-destroying experience – joyless and ultimately rather embarrassing. Occasionally you have no choice if you want to do the job, but in most cases art directors and editors will look at alternative ideas. In handling commissions, you will sometimes find that commissioners think they are being helpful by having a preconceived idea of what they want. You then have to explain that it may be best to let you, the illustrator, read the copy and come up with your own ideas.


A sense of humour goes a long way in the illustrator’s skill set, both in coping with the trials and tribulations experienced along the way, and of course in putting a witty spin on an illustration job. I’m continually entertained by Matt Groening’s metaphorical transpositions, links and references to films and notable events in The Simpsons. Having a broad frame of reference that encompasses books, films, mythology and current affairs helps in creating links that lead to witty solutions to visual problems.


I guess this is also the foundation for creative lateral thinking – the metaphorical leaps and cross-fertilized reference points that keep the illustrator’s mind an agile, playful and creative tool.


Adjusting to freelance life


> Self-motivation is essential, although this is obviously not exclusive to the illustrator’s skill set. Being self-employed or freelance isn’t for everyone. There is ever-present uncertainty, even once you are established, as work can dry up at any point. I doubt anyone is immune to this. What comes with experience, though, is the ability to ride the ebb and flow and not panic when there’s no work.


Even in the first few years of working as an illustrator, I was lucky enough to be continually busy, but I found that for three consecutive years work seemed to dry up at the same point in the year, for four to six weeks.


When it happens, the first week of being quiet is a blessing. It allows you to take a breather, clear up the studio and tackle that long-neglected admin. In the second week you may start to feel a little twitchy, and by week three you can convince yourself that your career is over and the phone will never ring again. It took me about three years to relax into the periods of no work. You can’t afford to be complacent but, equally, panicking doesn’t help. I think of it as walking along a path you can’t see; you need to have confidence that the path is there and keep walking. As I had never been employed, I was not used to a monthly salary, so working freelance became the norm. I’ve known designers who, having worked for major consultancies, tried to go freelance but were unable to cope with both the uncertainty and having expenses, such as couriers and materials, coming out of their own pocket. As you develop your own career, it’s probably harder to give up financial security for uncertainty than to start with no certainty other than faith in your own ability.




Choosing illustration


> While I was defining the skill set of an illustrator, I realized that I had no conscious understanding of it when I started out. In fact, I had no real plan to be an illustrator.


In my final year of a visual communications degree, I wanted a new challenge, and the idea of applying to the Royal College of Art, London, seemed audacious. Having spoken to a tutor who advised me to perhaps leave it for a year, I thought, no, let’s just do this and see what happens. I applied for the graphics course at the RCA, which at the time roughly mirrored the diversity of the course I was following at Bath Academy. I had no thought then of becoming an illustrator. I wanted to be a graphic designer, creating visual solutions while using elements of typography in my work. I loved type forms, but was frankly awful at typography. At that point, at the risk of sounding truly archaic, type classes consisted of tracing letter forms using a rapidograph. It was a slow, tedious process, fatal to any kind of spontaneity. Always an impatient type, I preferred getting into the letterpress room, inking up woodblock type and printing the letters on to images using a proofing press.


At the RCA, I struggled with graphics, which I found to be 20 per cent idea and 80 per cent laborious fiddling and fine-tuning. This wasn’t helped by my lack of core typographic skills. I opted for fun, flip solutions to projects, expressed in the form of roughly assembled visuals. My heart sank when I was asked to go away and clean it all up and ‘finish’ it. I simply was not cut out for the rigours of graphic design. You need patience and a fastidious nature and, frankly, that wasn’t me.


My ‘eureka’ moment came via two meetings I had at the RCA. I had encountered Alan Fletcher of Pentagram very briefly at a private view at the college; he had agreed to see me and my portfolio if I gave him a call. I duly went along and showed him my work, but made the mistake of telling him how unsure I was about my suitability for a career in graphic design, and that I wasn’t sure where I was going. (I still find this a perfectly reasonable admission.) He looked at me in a very irritated way and said, ‘How old are you? And you still don’t know what you want to be doing?’ The conversation ended there and I left feeling pretty stupid.


Guy Marshall


Creative Director, StudioSmall


Can you briefly outline your career path?


> Degree from Preston Polytechnic, Designer, The Chase, Williams and Phoa, Imagination. I set up StudioSmall in 2004.


What was your first experience of working with an illustrator?


> Being taught by Martin Chatterton at Preston Poly. It was a really good experience. I did have a phase of trying to draw like Martin, but I think that was a bit of an ask for me.


Why and when do you choose to call on the services of illustration?


> It’s completely driven by the client and their brief.


Do you keep a stable of illustrators that you turn to frequently?


> We have a set we really like; we also have ones we really want to work with.


Where do you look for new talent?


> Agents, magazines, my kids’ bookshelves.


What do you feel are illustration’s strengths?


> It has the ability to communicate complex subjects with real imagination; often a photograph would be impossible to shoot.


How do you find working with an illustrator?


> They always bring a viewpoint that is different to ours, which is why we like working with them.


Do you ever have to reject artwork? On what grounds?


> We have asked for radical changes but never all-out rejection. You have to work together to get the right result.


What kind of promotional items work best for you?


> PDFs work, but meeting agents/artists is best for me. I’d much rather meet than get anything in the post. Lots of e-mails are a bit of a pain. Postcards tend to head to the bin.


Do you see many illustrators with their portfolios?


> We see lots, and have four or five agents we will see every year. Everyone finds the same people online. Meeting the person gives you a view on their potential as a partner on a project.


What is your experience of illustrators’ websites?


> It’s like shopping online. I’d prefer to see the work in person, but often time does not permit. Ease of access is key for me, and an image size we can print out to show a client is always helpful. Negatives include too much web design, small pictures, complex navigation.


What do you feel about working via an agent?


> First point of call when we are thinking about a commission, they know their stuff and have a good eye. They are often good sounding boards. I like agents when the client has a decent budget; it keeps everything clear.


What do you feel about fees?


> Very good value given the time, attention to detail and love required. We try to be transparent – the client requires value for money but the artist needs to eat.


How do you feel about contracts taking copyright?


> Tricky. I guess it depends how much money was paid.


What would prevent you recommissioning?


> Late work, busted budgets, unhappy clients (none of which we have had).


What do you think is the future of illustration?


> The world still has a massive appetite for imagination and craft. If you can make that move in some way, you are on to a winner.


Offer advice to a new illustrator.


> Martin Chatterton told me never miss a deadline. Don’t do the same image over and over again: it gets boring.
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Argo by Jonathon Burton


The second meeting was with a commissioning art director from Penguin Books, Cherriwyn Magill, whom I knew because she occasionally taught at Bath. Her take on the portfolio was a good deal more helpful. She understood the area of graphic design that interested me, but summed up by saying that such work was ‘thin on the ground’, and that it would be hard to make a living from it. What I had, she told me, was really an illustration portfolio.


Quite simply, that was when I chose to become an illustrator, something that had not really occurred to me before. Once I knew what I was supposed to be doing, things quickly came into focus. Without the clear opinions of this tutor and working professional, I might have floundered around between the design and illustration camps, being neither fish nor fowl and wasting a lot of time and energy.


Gathering advice


> While at college, you may well find that you get conflicting, often completely contradictory, opinions from tutors – clear-sighted advice can be hard to come by. I would say that one of the key things you need to be able to do by the time you graduate is think for yourself. Don’t try to please every tutor, and do learn to shrug off opinions about your work that you don’t necessarily agree with. The problem is that this is, in itself, a delicate balancing act; if you don’t listen, process, consider and weigh up advice from other people, you will be in danger of learning nothing. You have to be open to constructive criticism and guidance, but ultimately confident enough to make your own mind up. When asking a tutor’s advice about how suitable your portfolio is for a career in illustration – or any other associated area of art and design – you need to talk to the tutor whose opinion and advice you respect and trust the most. This won’t necessarily be the one who is most friendly to you, who is unlikely to tell you uncomfortable truths. Ultimately, the advice you’re given will either chime with something you instinctively feel or it won’t. There are no clear pathways here unfortunately. The bottom line is, if you have a tutor you trust, ask for an opinion, but try not to go to everyone asking the same question, trying to make a decision by committee.


I began showing my portfolio to art directors at the end of my second year at the RCA – it was still a three-year MA at that point. My first job came with my second meeting. Debi Angel, who was then art director at Elle magazine, was well known for trying out new illustrators and giving people their first breaks. I came away with my first commission, due in a week’s time. After the initial euphoria passed I was terrified; I had never been under as serious a deadline as a magazine going to press. Would I get it done in time? Would it be good enough?


A week later, I delivered a collage that was a metre (three feet) high and half a metre (20 inches) wide. Debi was delighted with the piece, but wondered how it would fit on a drum scanner. (This was something of an ironic problem, given that the piece was to be reproduced at a height of 5cm (2 in) in the gutter margin.) When the magazine came out a month later, I was as proud as can be.




Preparing at college


> I consider myself very lucky in that by the time I left college I had already received seven commissions, with each one generating more work. Things snowballed from there, really. While this was from a master’s course, I think that regardless of whether you’re an undergraduate or a graduate, there are things you can do to prepare the ground for your career post-college.


Portfolio preparation and research are the two most obvious steps, along with building a website. Putting together a portfolio will probably be part of your graduation preparations; using facilities while they are free, or less expensive, is a bit of forward thinking you’ll be grateful for later. Similarly, start working out your promotional system so you’re ready to get everything rolling when you leave.


Looking at potential editorial and publishing clients via publications and books available in bookstores is an obvious way to acquaint yourself with what is going on in the world of design and illustration. You can also glean a lot of names from this activity.


Even before leaving college, you should pay attention to the kinds of illustration used by magazines and publishers, and see which publications are likely to be interested in your kind of work. Being curious and researching actively and professionally are two sides of the same coin. The former is a low-intensity process of absorbing what is going on, almost by osmosis; the latter is more proactive and requires organization. It’s the difference between a hobby and a business.


Since you are getting everything ready for graduation, your portfolio has to be sorted out anyway, so why not give a few people a call while you are still at college to see if you can get in to see them? It’s what you’ll have to do soon enough anyway, so why not get stuck in?




Contacts


> Without asking your tutor for his or her entire database of clients, you can ask them if they could recommend people to whom you could show your portfolio. Make sure you ask a tutor who is also a ‘practitioner’, as opposed to one who may no longer have much meaningful contact with the industry. If they give you the name and phone number of one person who will see you on their recommendation, then you’ve made a good start. If you ask each person you meet in this way to recommend someone who might be interested in seeing your work, you slowly build a network. And if each person you see gives you, say, two names, then very quickly your list of contacts builds in pyramid form.


Bear in mind that asking for contacts can be a delicate matter. Some people may sidestep such a request if they are not too confident of the reception you or your portfolio will get. How you will be received reflects back on the person who made the recommendation. If someone I trust asks me to see an illustrator with his or her portfolio, out of respect for that person I probably will, but in the expectation that it will be interesting and not a waste of time. If someone consistently sends me people whose work is good and/or interesting, I am likely to carry on seeing the illustrators they recommend. If, however, the recommendations are patchy and I end up seeing a lot of mediocre work, I’m likely to be reluctant to carry on seeing the people they recommend, and will begin to question their judgement.




‘The most daunting aspect was to find myself doing work with no one around who could give me an opinion – no tutors, no students … I hadn’t realized that being an illustrator could be such a lonely job.’


Aude Van Ryn, Illustrator


Going to social events where you can meet clients or practising illustrators, or both, in a relaxed atmosphere is also helpful in building up contacts. Apart from smaller group or individual private views, events run by illustration societies and others are a magnet for clients and illustrators, so try to get along to them. In many cases you need to join these societies in order to get access to their events, but it’s probably worthwhile as they will generally also provide guidance and information, including legal advice, lists of agents, and so on.


In attending such events as private views, try to avoid walking up to people with your information-seeking agenda on your sleeve; just try to be sociable. If you meet someone at a private view, get along with them and, by the end of the evening, you should know who they are and where they work, so that you can go away and find a phone number for them. Calling up and saying, ‘Hi, we met the other night at so-and-so PV. Would you be able to make time to see me with my portfolio as I’d appreciate some advice?’ is likely to be better received than badgering them at a relaxed private view until you get their number and a vague promise to see you and your book – in which case you’re more likely to be remembered as a nuisance and best avoided. If you can just meet people and chat in a relaxed atmosphere, you’re more likely to be given offers of help. Most illustrators I know are friendly and helpful; if they see a sincere and smart newcomer who needs a bit of advice, they are generous with their time and information. If they feel hounded, they’re more likely to clam up and avoid you.


The economic realities


> I hit the ground running and have been fortunate enough to have worked consistently and supported myself via illustration work solidly since college. However, for some illustrators who came out of the RCA only two years after me, the story was quite different. The difference was not that I was a ‘better’ illustrator than they were; rather, it was down to external circumstances beyond our control. I left college during an economic boom, but two years later a rather nasty recession hit. I was lucky enough to get the wind beneath my wings, which gave me a flying start, while these illustrators graduated into a much tougher economic climate and consequently never quite got that start. They had an uphill struggle to establish themselves, and it took longer for them to achieve any kind of financial stability.


Another external factor that affects a young would-be illustrator is the amount of debt most students are now saddled with on leaving college. The pressure to get a job in order to support yourself in the short term is very real, but can ultimately be a distraction. You are, after all, a new graduate for one year only. Then a new round of graduates emerges and you are ‘downgraded’ to ‘recent graduate’.


Another year later, you’re just one of a swelling throng of budding illustrators trying to make a living. Nobody hands out badges with these labels, but you need to make the most of your ‘debut’ appearance. There may be 50 graduates from your college. Two years later, that’s 150 job-hungry graduates from your college alone, so you need to be determined and committed, as soon as you leave college, to make an impact as soon as possible.


You’ve spent four intense years of study – thinking about, eating, sleeping and breathing illustration. To keep up that momentum, you need to keep doing so. If you spend a year working on something completely different, your portfolio won’t move forward and you probably won’t do much drawing or picture-making, so it can be hard to get back into the swing of it. You will have to try to rejoin a fast-flowing river of new graduates in the search for work. There are probably examples of great illustrators who did something else in between leaving college and ‘becoming an illustrator’, but they are likely to be in the minority. You have to make your own decisions about how you want to spend your time, but bear in mind the risks involved in not getting on with your illustration career straight away.


Location, location


> In the UK, illustration remains a very London-centric business. In the US, New York is the main centre, with its large number of publishing houses and design and advertising agencies. However, given the size of the country, there are other hubs. Los Angeles, San Francisco and Chicago all have a lot of opportunities for illustrators – they are major metropolises, and most of the leading advertising agencies will have offices in these cities. In France, it is certainly a Paris-centric business; in other European countries, most illustration activity is centred around the capital or the main city for publishing (Frankfurt in Germany, for example).


These days you should, in theory, be able to work from anywhere via e-mail and the internet. Once you’re established, this is a possibility, and many of the artists I deal with are based outside London and New York. The problem for those beginning an illustration career is the need to get themselves noticed, their work seen and clients calling, and this is done most effectively from within their country’s illustration centre. I’m a great believer in personal contact; illustrators starting their careers need to get out there and meet people. However, if your work has enough focus and is at a stage where it can attract the attention of an agent, a base away from a major centre can be viable, provided the agent is proactive with you and your work. If you’re simply added to an already bulging roster of artists at the agency, and left to wait for interest to come to you, it’s not a real alternative. I’ll be looking at how you go about choosing the right kind of agent and the general pros and cons of having one in Chapter 8.


A juggling act


> Usually, living in an ‘illustration hub’ means you are living in an economically very active and vibrant city. Consequently, it probably isn’t cheap, which adds to your financial pressures while you are trying to get some commissioned work and be creative. If your only option is to have a day job, you need to be organized.


If an illustration commission comes up while you are committed to a day job, then, even if there is a degree of flexibility, you will still have to work to a deadline, which may not fit comfortably with your job. Physically doing the illustration is not necessarily the hard part; allowing for late-night working, you can probably manage that. But getting ‘roughs’ or sketches to someone and being available to hear feedback from the client can be more difficult. If you’re lucky, you may get feedback on the spot, but if not, it might be a day or two later, depending on the chain of decision-making involved in the commission.


Your mobile will be an obvious aid. With a smartphone you can access your e-mail on the go. Getting a rough or sketch to a client is easier than ever nowadays, via e-mail and services such as YouSendIt and Dropbox. You can also scan a rough of your work using your phone instead of a scanner, for uploading or e-mailing. If you can’t scan your rough, you can always rely on the good old fax machine. A fax may seem archaic, but people still draw with pen and pencil on paper. Checking these things out in advance, and knowing you have the facilities you need at hand, can go a long way to reducing your stress levels if you take on a commission that you have to juggle with a day job.
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