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FOREWORD

 

More than twenty years

ago, Norman Rockwell said about illustrators: “Many who consider themselves serious painters look down their noses at us. We paint for money, against deadlines, our subject matter often prescribed by an editor or an author.” Today, illustrators continue to paint for money but less of it is coming their way. Computer-generated images, photography, the Internet, stock illustration, and budget cuts have prompted some practitioners of illustration to pronounce the art dead. Yet still others are finding new outlets to energize and promote their work. The future of illustration continues to provoke heated discussion. All illustrators agree that Rockwell’s golden age of illustration is over. The period when illustrations were the visual engines for magazines has long past, but storytelling in all its forms is undergoing a resurgence. In our post-modern digital world, crossovers in the visual arts were inevitable and are now frequent. The fine arts reference illustration and comic books, film references the graphic novel and our major museums are referencing motorcycles and current fashion design. In 2001, the Guggenheim Museum mounted a major retrospective of Norman Rockwell’s illustrations. Who would have thought this possible a decade ago? Uncertainty can be productive if perceived as a part of a larger picture and how the illustration business will function in the next decade will be the result of the flux experienced today.

This book analyzes the illustration business from two different perspectives: the illustrator’s (Arisman) and the art director’s (Heller). In addition to our joint narratives, we have also included conversations between ourselves and with others on all the major themes to offer broader points of view and kindle debate. We also thank Milton Glaser for allowing us to reprint his talk before the ICON 3 Illustration Conference, because it takes illustration out of the business arena and injects it with the passion it deserves.

—Marshall Arisman & Steven Heller
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INTRODUCTION

 

Do Illustrators Really Want to Know about Business?

HELLER: Marshall, our first and only book together was The Education of an Illustrator and this one addresses the business end of the field. With the exception of my now-out-of-print book, The Business of Illustration, I don’t know of any volume that has dealt with the career-sustaining subject. Would you agree that business (in all its forms) is not high on the illustrator’s agenda? And if so, has this been the reason for such a decline in the status of illustration in recent years?

ARISMAN: Business as usual has a limited interest for most illustrators. This has changed. The business of illustration has changed and with it the concerns of business have become more than profit driven. The symbolic blank page is being threatened. It is the illustrator’s business to understand why this is happening.

In the past two years, with the formation of the Illustrators’ Partnership of America (IPA) and Illustration Conferences, the business issues of illustration are being addressed in a more organized way. The IPA’s mission is to enhance and promote the illustration business for present and future generations of illustrators by retaining and protecting the intellectual property rights of its members and promoting the entrepreneurial spirit of illustrators. This organization provides legal advice, information on protection of images on the Web, human resources (i.e., health insurance), education options, and a library service. The Graphic Artists Guild continues to publish guidelines contracts, and business advice in Pricing Guidelines. The decline in the status of illustration in recent years has made the business issues more urgent. Illustrators tend to be lone wolves. Freelancing tends to isolate rather than promote interaction. It’s the nature of the beast. Survival is a powerful motivator. It is clear that without forming a group that shares more cohesive business interests, the individual illustrator will be left out on a limb. Illustrators know this and many like Brad Holland, C. F. Payne, Dugald Stermer, and Dave Leash (to name a few) are actively doing something about raising the business consciousness in all of its forms. Having said that, I personally feel that the decline in the status of illustration in recent years is a much broader issue.

 

HELLER: I agree that it is a broader issue. But the status of illustration has long been on shaky ground. Certain illustrators became “content” providers in that their work is rooted in ideas unique to their individual talent and intelligence. As a veteran illustrator, do you feel this has changed in the past decade or so? Is the marketplace that much different?

ARISMAN: The illustration marketplace (publishing in all its forms) has always relied on goods coming in from without. The freelance illustrator provided images that could not be produced from within. Illustrators brought fresh, original ideas that helped sell the magazine, book, or whatever. This was never a business deal in the sense of partnership. There was never a question that the illustrator was on equal footing with the buyer. The deal was a one-time use contract with the price usually set by the buyer. The unwritten rule was “take or leave it, there are plenty more of you out there.” Illustrators took it because it gave a printed form to their ideas and gave meaning to the time spent creating a personal point of view. The system worked as long as the marketplace valued (for whatever reasons) the product coming in. As the market began to tighten up, illustrators, in an attempt to generate more revenue, started creating generic images that could apply to many situations. Stock illustration houses sprang up selling existing images that were not fresh and, more importantly, were created for the sole purpose of reselling the same image over and over. The buyers were happy not to pay the full price for assigned work and the marketing people didn’t see sales falling off. The marketplace began to question the value of goods coming in from without. They went in, relying more on paid staff to create images. To point the finger of blame at either party seems fruitless, to suggest that the current state of illustration can be changed by simply learning more about business is only part of the solution.

HELLER: It is more the fact that illustration is still a key element in visual communications and because the business has changed—the way illustration is used now is quite different from decades past—artists, representatives, and others concerned with illustration have had to change their habits. There are still thousands of illustrators annually graduated from art schools and colleges. And these art schools and colleges have not prepared students to function in the new business environment. It is no longer enough to have a nice portfolio, a unique style, and a few good ideas; an illustrator has got to position herself with respect to the marketplace. The days of an artist becoming an illustrator to earn a few dollars (then return to “fine” art) is past. An illustrator must devote a considerable amount of energy to finding a way to balance art and commerce. This book is designed to raise the issues that they should address.

Of course, I speak as an art director. I use illustrators because they have the ideas and talent that, frankly, I do not. It’s a symbiotic relationship; however, I hold the upper hand because I give the work and pay the fee—therefore I have to approve the final. I am the client. As an illustrator how do you feel this relationship is best practiced with me or anyone else in my position? What should illustrators know about client/provider relationships that they did not have to know two decades ago (when you were young)? And secondarily, but no less important, what do you as an educator teach young illustrators about the business environment?

ARISMAN: It is the illustrator’s job, in my opinion, to develop a unique personal voice. In this sense I agree that illustrators can then provide an art director, such as yourself, with ideas that you do not have. Talent is not the issue; how illustrators develop a voice is the issue. The irony is that a decade ago, when I was a young squirt, art directors understood this; or at least the best of them did. When Dick Gangle, then the art director of Sports Illustrated called me and said, “Are you a basketball fan?” I answered no. “Good,” he said, “I want you to go to a Knicks game at Madison Square Garden and respond to it visually. I’ll send you a press pass and arrange a personal meeting in the locker room with Walt Frazier.” I asked if I would get paid, “You’ll get paid,” he said, “but don’t expect Sports Illustrated to run your artwork—they probably won’t.”

“Then why give me the job?” I said.

“Because your vision of horror on the basketball court interests me,” he said. “Besides,” he added, “I want to see what you will do with long, tall people instead of short, bald, fat ones.”

So to answer the first part of your question about how to relate to the client (the art director) is only show them your personal vision in your portfolio. A good art director may surprise you. I blame illustrators, although it is understandable, for trying to outthink art directors by showing them samples (with concept ideas) that the art directors could do themselves; and in many cases more creatively. If we are concept providers then our concepts cannot echo the norm.

 

HELLER: I like that term. “Concept providers.”

ARISMAN: This is the business environment, odd as it is, that we are dealing with. The best business practice an illustrator can bring to the job is respect for the art director’s opinion, energy for the assignment, and excitement about a new challenge. Admitting that the art director, on occasion, is right only brings to consciousness that a shared goal may bring a satisfying outcome. Illustrators must trust that the art director is not going to cheat them, belittle their talent, or give them an assignment that is totally inappropriate. If this does happen, it is the illustrator’s job to turn it down or at least try and understand why the art director believes he could do it.

You are still a champion of illustration, being one of the few art directors that will personally interview everyone with a portfolio. This is commendable but my question to you is, why? What do you gain by looking at everyone that walks through the door? What are the danger signs you see that would stop you from giving someone work? Assuming it’s not just talent, what are the business tips or the dos and don’ts for presenting yourself?

HELLER: I’m not sure what kind of champion I am. I like illustration because the best “concept providers” add intelligence to the equation (and make me look good, although the average reader has no idea that an art director made the decision to hire the particular artist). But before I answer your questions, listen to this recollection:

When I was around ten or twelve years old I regularly visited the Museum of Modern Art (MOMA) gallery that housed surrealist paintings. I had no idea what surrealism, or any other “ism,” was but I loved paintings by Magritte, Dali, and other fantasy-rooted artists. I loved them more than Picasso, Mondrian, and Rockwell (apples and oranges, I know). I loved them because they captured my imagination, made me fantasize, and forced me to conjure the hidden stories within the paintings. It was no wonder that when I started as an art director I was drawn to the then fairly new style called “conceptual illustration,” which was a more, shall we say, sophisticated form of “magic realism.” Surrealism was introduced to illustration through the likes of Paul Davis, Alan E. Cober, Brad Holland, yourself, and others who learned from their European counterparts. It was a great approach not only because it was novel but also because it enabled the illustrator to depict abstract ideas that prior to this could not be addressed through realistic and representational illustration. Even today this kind of work is my visual language.

As an art director I “speak” through the illustrations of conceptual artists. So it is very much a symbiotic relationship. The illustrators are not my hands and brain, but their collective visions are in effect, my voice. I need them as much as they need me, probably more.

So, to your questions: I see everyone who walks through my door because I must replenish my supply of artists. If you allow me this bad metaphor, over time the blood of an illustrator gets tired and since I am voracious vampire (and what a bad metaphor it is, too) I need a fresh supply. This may sound ghoulish, or mercenary, but it’s not, really. Some illustrators have great staying power (just look at Robert Grossman, Seymour Chwast, Ed Sorel, etc.), while others are hacks who may have had a few good moments of inspiration that quickly dissipated. Again, I don’t want to sound cold or heartless but facts are facts. I try to work with people who have staying power, while allowing for newcomers to try out their stuff. Sometimes these newcomers don’t have what I need (which is not to say they are bad); other times they are just what I need. The only way I can determine whom I would like to work with is to meet them face-to-face. This is a business decision pure and simple. I can’t tell who they are from a postcard, leave-behind, or portfolio. I must see their faces and hear them speak. If they are good it will show in the work. But if they do good work, they are not a priori smart illustrators. You see what I’m getting at?

The danger signs you ask about are many. Are they too cocky? Are they not self-confident enough? Are they one-note stylists? Are they too varied as stylists? There are many factors too numerous (and quirky on my part) to enumerate. But the bottom line for me is this: Do I think I can work with them? If they seem too needy, and by that I mean will they be high maintenance—or to be even more specific, will they require me to give them ideas—then why bother? As an art director, my job is to “edit” their work, not to come up with their ideas. Sometimes this is necessary, but as you point out, they should come fully equipped with their own ideas and vision. This is their foremost commodity as business people.

But the tips I would offer are simple. The portfolio is the illustrator’s showroom, so make it sing! It should be edited smartly to reveal an ability to know how to tell stories. If the illustrator is a pure stylist then it should be beautiful. I know these points are somewhat vague, but we’ll get into the specifics later in this book.

Now, let me ask you something. You do not show a portfolio to clients partly because you have a reputation, partly because you have a Web site (we’ll talk about this later too). What do you suggest to illustrators as the best means of presenting themselves to prospective clients? What are your dos and don’ts? And how do you relate this to your own practice?

ARISMAN: I was the chair of the undergraduate illustration program at the School of Visual Arts from 1970 until I started the graduate program in 1984. One of the main reasons I started the graduate program was the portfolio issue. The majority of undergrads were consumed, understandably, with developing their skills and forming a “style.” In three years as an illustration major there simply wasn’t enough time for the majority of students to incorporate personal subject matter. Their portfolios were sample cases of a “style” applied to a variety of forms consisting of a book jacket, an editorial piece, an advertising sample, etc. The driving force behind the portfolio was to show an art director your “style,” believing it could apply to any assignment. I did this in 1964 when I put together my first portfolio. In essence, I was trying to show “them,” the collective art director, that I could do anything. After three years of showing my portfolio, sending out promo cards, and going to openings where art directors would be, I failed. I never made more than $3,000 in any one year. It finally dawned on me (I’m a slow learner) that there was no “them” out there. Just a collection of people called art directors. Some smart, some nice, some mean, some helpful, but not a cohesive group. Defeated, I stepped back, taught myself how to draw, and made a list of things I really knew something about. I now ask my students to make such a list.

 

HELLER: What did your list read like?

ARISMAN: My list had four things on it. (1) Cows. I was brought up having cows. I milked them, bandaged them, and helped deliver their calves. Yet I had never drawn a cow. My portfolio had water buffalos, giraffes, and hyenas but not cows. (2) Deer. We hunted them, butchered them, and ate them. No deer in my portfolio. (3) Spiritualism. My grandmother was a spiritualist minister and a psychic. I spent much of my early life with healers, readers, and people who channeled the other side. No a trace of it in my portfolio. (4) Guns. My brother has carried a handgun since he was thirteen. Everyone I knew had a shotgun in his truck. Not one gun in any of my portfolio samples. At age twenty-eight, I began to make drawings about the things I knew something about. To put it another way, I began to make images that had meaning for me.

I spent a year making drawings about guns. To my surprise, they became my portfolio. I now believe that the only way to make a portfolio is to forget making a portfolio.

Concentrate on a series of images based on your own list. Package your series in a promo piece that is the basis for your portfolio. Research the annuals for art directors who have bought images that you respect or have meaning for you. Send them your promo piece, drop off your portfolio. It doesn’t matter where they are working, many of them will move to another position in a couple of years. Don’t try and create samples for their publication. Show them who you are in your portfolio. Let them decide if your work is applicable. I started working with Fred Woodward, former art director of Rolling Stone, now creative director of GQ, when he was an assistant art director at the Dallas Times Herald. He moved to art director of Texas Monthly then to Rolling Stone. Our work relationship continues to this day, more than twenty years. If you present yourself clearly in your work, you will find that your client list is small but your relationships will be long lasting.

The other dos and don’ts I suggest to illustrators is don’t try to be a lawyer. You must protect your copyrights and learn sound business practices but never lose sight of the fact that you are in a collaborative effort. Mutual trust is important. They hired you based on what you showed them. Give them back the level that is in your portfolio. If all hell breaks loose, back out as gracefully as you can … but not before you gave it your best shot. Accept the kill fee. This, of course, assumes that you paid attention to the business when you got the job.

 

HELLER: I agree with you that most illustrators’ portfolios are too generic, and always have been because their teachers push in that direction. I certainly see my share of portfolios that have a bit of this and that, which offers no insight into the illustrator’s passions and interests. But, I’ve also seen my share of portfolios that are, well, so full of self-indulgent personal stuff that I can’t figure out whether the illustrator can solve an illustration problem. I often tell these people to actually go out and illustrate an existing story on their own—not on spec but for their own edification—so I can see how they address real editorial themes. I’ve seen talented artists unable to conceive viable conceptual solutions. So its one thing to make work that is personal and another to make work that is practical. I’m sure the two are not mutually exclusive, but how does an illustrator find that balance?

ARISMAN: In my opinion, once the personal content (subject matter) is understood and developed by the illustrator then the balancing process of solving someone else’s problem can begin. The integration of elements in personal work can be applied to an illustration assignment but only if the illustrator is fully interested in finding a balance. Many are not and become defensive about “applying their talent.” David Smith, the sculptor, said, “Art that meets the minds and needs of other people is commercial art. Art that meets the minds and needs of oneself is fine art.” Under this definition, which I think is a good one, it is crucial for the illustrator to find balance in the illustration assignment that allows a healthy flow of reaching out and reaching in for a solution. It is this juxtaposition of forces that gives the image power and the illustration meaning for the illustrator. If this process of yin and yang holds no interest for the illustrator then David Smith is correct. What illustrators produce is commercial art. As a side note, I know many “fine” artists that continue to make artwork based on what they sold in their last show. This is also commercial art. The lines between what is “fine” and “commercial” are only of interest to the creator. It is time to throw out these definitions and address the real issue of energy. What produces energy in the creator to continue to make images? I am suggesting that combining practical and personal issues like two ends of a seesaw can produce one form of energy. It is the game that is the most fun in illustration.

 

HELLER: I like your attitude. But fun aside, we really have to define the nature of illustration more precisely yet broadly. We also have to agree on whether there are two tiers of illustrator. First, can we agree that illustration is in the service of another? Certainly you’ll concur that illustration is a problem/solution process whereby the artist solves particular problems that are imposed. The muse is not the only motivating factor, right?

ARISMAN: I agree that illustration is in the service of another and that the muse is not the only motivating factor. I don’t think this precludes the importance of finding a balance between the needs of the illustrator and the client in the problem/solution process. Imposed problems are not a limitation on the illustrator’s freedom. They can be a creative challenge. I was simply trying to make the point that when the balance disappears the illustrator is left with a brain and no hands. How an image is formed often determines the success or failure of an illustration. Rehashed concepts are inevitable. How we see them is the job of the illustrator. I often tell students that a boring article or assignment is no excuse for a boring picture. Learning how to tell a simple story in an interesting way is our job. How to see an overused concept in a fresh way may be our salvation. In order to do this there must be a balance between the head and the hands. Ideas are a dime a dozen. When illustrators get creatively stuck I offer the advice given to me by writer friends: cut your head off and start working with your hands.

 

HELLER: And what about illustrators? Some are blessed—and I mean that literally—with the ability to “think.” Others are given the gift of style. Some have both while others have neither, but still want to be illustrators. How do we counsel those who simply want to follow the leader? Do we tell them to find another career? Personally, I believe that a smaller percentage of illustrators are self-generating than those whom are not. That said, I also believe that those who have the “vision thing” are the ones that get the most work. Nonetheless, how do we help illustrators who have no qualms about being commercial artists in the parochial sense of the word?

ARISMAN: I believe that the ability to “think” in a problem/solution way can be learned. As you suggest, some people have a natural talent for it. Some have to struggle with the process to get it, and some don’t want to work that hard, believing that style is, in itself, enough. In some cases what we are calling “style” is enough. Ben Shahn’s drawing of anything is enough as is George Grosz, Egon Schiele, and numerous others. The content or “concept” of their work is in the subject matter itself. In the sixties, Shahn was commissioned by Lou Dorfsman at CBS to do a series of black-and-white drawings for upcoming CBS shows. The problem/solution aspect of the assignment was Dorfsman. Hire Shahn and let him draw. I have no problem with illustrators who want to be commercial artists in the parochial sense of the word. My only advice is to go beyond the Society of Illustrators Annual, American Illustration Annual, Communication Arts Annual, PRINT Annual, etc., for inspiration. You are usually looking at work influenced by other sources. Dig deeper, try and find the source. When you find it, research that source. Soon you will be looking at many sources and not one interpretation.

 

HELLER: Okay, this leads to a big question. How much should an illustrator experiment? How much risk should be injected into an illustrator’s work? At what stage does an illustrator announce to the market: “This is what I do, does anybody want to use me?” This may seem self-evident, but it is not. I find that many illustrators have stepped into the market before they should. Can you answer the former and do you agree with the latter?

ARISMAN: I agree that how much experimentation or how much risk should be put into an illustrator’s portfolio is a major issue. Illustration demands certain clarity from the artist to function well. This clarity usually comes after the experimentation and risk taking has been digested. Clarity may be a by-product of chaos but knowing what not to put into your portfolio is crucial. I can only answer from my personal experience. My hope is that others will recognize their own process; in my journey I have never learned much about my art from illustration.

My illustrator friends are offended when I say this, feeling that my statement is degrading to illustration. I don’t think this is true. By taking risks I hope to uncover new areas I might explore—to clarify something I am unclear about—by making pictures that reveal themselves as I paint them. I am excited by this process.

 

HELLER: Should any of these experiments be put into the commercial portfolio?

ARISMAN: Absolutely not! Not until the experiment suggests it has a concrete base and that I fully understand it. Only then can I incorporate it into my illustration. I learn about myself and my art in the state of risk taking and experimentation. Once I digest it, I can apply it to my illustration. To put together a portfolio during this period and say, “This I what I do, does anybody want to use me?” is a disservice to the artist and the art director. Stepping into the market with this attitude is nothing short of artistic suicide, not to mention the self-indulgent arrogance that usually accompanies it. As you suggest, many illustrators step into the market place before they should. They use the excuse that “I’m just looking for feedback.” What this really means is “I don’t understand what I am doing, but anything I do is great and you are an asshole if you don’t give me a job.” Art directors are not paid to be teachers. They will respond to what you show them in direct relationship to their needs.

This is as it should be. It is the illustrators’ job to present themselves clearly in their portfolio. It is not the art director’s job to clear up the illustrator’s creative confusion.

 

HELLER: But is everything so neatly clarified? Isn’t there a point of uncertainty?

ARISMAN: When I start an illustration, I am always given someone else’s thoughts in writing, a song, etc. The images in my head at that moment are mine and have little to do with what I am assigned to illustrate. The art director feels that my work “relates” to the tone or specific words in the article. My job is to saturate myself with the article and find an artistic way to express myself and not ignore the job at hand. I do this by making notes about specific locations, gender, mood, and other things the author is writing about. I go to a picture library or a bookstore for more information. Example: The story takes place in North Dakota. Having never been there, I use photography to fill my brain with the locale. A German shepard is an important part of the story. I buy a book about dogs. And so on it goes. After I am armed with as much background and reference that I can find, images begin to come into my brain.

I sketch all of them on paper. I then begin to edit based on my own interests and strengths in hopes of finding a sketch that I really want to paint. Only then do I start the illustration. None of this is risk taking or experimentation. My personal exploration is on another wall in my studio. I have started a painting based on a photograph that I love—I’m not sure why—of a frog. I’m not sure where the painting is going and I’m trying out some new oil sticks someone gave me. As the painting proceeds, it changes. The swamp becomes a sidewalk; the clouds become airplanes. I try mixing sand into the oil sticks for texture. I am running totally on my intuition, guided by my impulse, not logic. The image that I create surprises me. I don’t know what it means. I have no rational explanation why I did it. That is not a portfolio piece. That is for me. I say that knowing that something, some part—either mental or technical or both—will eventually turn up in my illustration.

 

HELLER: This is as clear as an explanation of the process as I’ve ever heard. And it makes perfect sense. But you’ve taught many illustrators during your career as an educator, do you feel that all illustrators are able to apply your method? And by extension do you feel that your method is the only one that is applicable?

ARISMAN: Five years ago, the field of illustration was more flexible. There was plenty of room for alternatives and for a process as quirky and eccentric as mine. Many of my successful illustrator friends have rarely done “personal and experimental” work for themselves. The main reason being they were simply so busy with assigned work. Booked six months in advance, the clients lined up and were willing to wait. It was a different world. Money, which is understandable, was at the end of the rainbow after fourteen-hour days and lots of hard work. The world seemed fair and just. Even the ego of the illustrator was massaged in the form of gold medals, award dinners, and a fan club of younger illustrators and clients who heaped praise upon the work.

Fast forward to today. Most of these people are working but at a rapidly reduced rate, both financially and creatively. Understandably, some are bitter, some are scrambling, and all are frustrated with the current state of illustration. The optimists maintain that this is a phase we are going through; the pessimists yell, “Illustration is dead.” The current situation is loaded. It is time to slow down, look back, and try to grasp how we got here. In our “fix it now or fuck it,” world this is complicated and there are no easy answers, no instant remedies, and no brilliant solutions. We are left with the dog work. Something that illustrators are actually good at. It is this ability to work, in my opinion, that will save us.
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