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[image: image]   INTRODUCTION

If this introduction sounds much like the intro to its sister, Starting Your Career as a Graphic Designer, it should: Illustrator is directly built off its sibling volume and both combine (or rather branch off) to update their parent title, Starting Your Career as a Freelance Illustrator or Graphic Designer.

You probably have run into the line, or similar, in just about every “current” illustration book, haven’t you? It’s most likely in the intro (as it is in this book and its sib). It’s a relevant, absolute constant, an inescapable truism, so let’s get it out on the table and out of the way. The line, as filtered through this project, would go something like this: “There have been incredible changes in the profession since this book first appeared as yet another two separate volumes for a different publisher,” says (fill in the blank here). Of course, in this case it would be “says me, Michael Fleishman.” You’d have to really fire up the Wayback Machine, Mr. Peabody, to see just when (and how) those titles were combined to create the original update offered by Allworth Press (but trust me, that deed was done).

Changes? Yeah. Sure. But compared to what? At what point? The advent of photography was quite the game changer in the nineteenth century, just as four-color reproduction seriously impacted the field back in the early twentieth century. Telecopying (a.k.a., the fax machine) was rather high tech in the seventies. I’m hardly downplaying the incredible impact of the computer, the Internet, and social media; I’m simply saying to keep a bit of proper perspective—your job description is changing as you read these words. The quotes encapsulating the word “current” are purely intentional. Hey, it’s all relative.

So, yes, since the second go-round of this book, there has indeed been an epic interaction of art and technology: the above-mentioned radical morphing of communications and marketing through the rise of social media; the modern (and extraordinary) delivery systems that squarely slam the global marketplace into your backyard. The thud of that shock wave has forever rocked both illustration and design and, not coincidentally, rolled our book’s third incarnation back to the future of two volumes again.

Illustrator and Designer address common challenges facing those who want to move up, out, or on. You might be a beginner—long on talent but short on experience—or perhaps you’re a burgeoning professional just getting out of school. You could be on staff—doing staff stuff anywhere—and interested in a jet pack to rocket you to ____ (well, the sky is the limit).

Wherever you are on the continuum, I wanted to keep this updated volume as realistic and honest as the original, but now even more pertinent and absolutely current. Toward that goal, I adapted (and folded in) some particularly relevant content from my books, How to Grow as an Illustrator (Allworth Press), Exploring Illustration (Cengage), and Drawing Inspiration: Visual Artists at Work (Cengage).

While there has been that windstorm of changes previously mentioned, let’s paraphrase illustrator Ward Schumaker from an earlier interview: those who gracefully lean into those winds will do quite well. Schumaker remarked that there is no such thing as thinking locally, and I agree, now more than ever. The technology that has made this possible was only hinted at in the very first editions of this work. It is simply business as usual now, and continues to evolve.

Over the years some lessons remain constant. Of course, what you know is key. Great chops construct the shark tank of talent you must demonstrate every day, on every job. It still matters who you know—in any business climate, military-grade networking is important. As Schumaker says, “We must use each other to compare techniques, talk business and finances, to join in solidarity; we must be there for our colleagues.”

Master marketer Roger Brucker tells you to diversify, diversify, diversify. Paraphrasing illustrator Elwood Smith: changes in the industry have opened the gates to other venues and fresh disciplines that mark whole new opportunities for creative growth. As Smith says, “The Muse is guiding me into areas I never dreamed of. I am inspired to move into other areas of creative activity that I’ve been meaning to investigate (but previously [was] too busy to do).”

This edition of Illustrator is still liberally salted and generously stacked with studio-smart tips plus nuts-and-bolts information from illustrators up and down the ladder. It answers some basic questions including:

[image: image]   How to find jobs and analyze what market is right for you.

[image: image]   Ways to stay ahead of the competition and pick up new business.

[image: image]   How to get noticed.

[image: image]   How to network and get referrals …

… and much more.

The new Illustrator presents a positive yet practical look at biz, process, and product. And this update, like the earlier editions of the book, offers the same well-rounded, personal perspective from men and women who’ve been there (and seen that, and done that, too). Hopefully it’s obvious; but if not, all contributors quoted in this book without an introduction are either illustrators (or designers), unless otherwise noted in the text.

So enough schmoozing already—let’s get started.




Section I

Starting Out




Chapter 1

[image: image]

So You Want to Be an Illustrator?



If you’re doing this right, there is no downside. Are you kidding? I draw robots and spaceships and cars and trucks all day long and I pay the mortgage in the process. What’s not to love?

—Brian Biggs



DEFINITIONS

We can probably all agree that an illustrator orchestrates visuals to tell a story, elicit a response, communicate a message, sell (or sell to), inform, or educate an audience. You could define it this way: illustrators are militant visual problem-solvers, schooled in advanced information technology, seeking to communicate organization (both pictorial and intellectual) or, conversely, advance chaos (both pictorial and intellectual).

We often interface the aesthetics between type and image and are frequently at the core of graphic design that transcends the flat promise of a traditional “good read.” Illustrators today bob and weave with interactive and animated content for eager viewers (and readers) now always hungry for something more, or—at the very least—different than a static page or image may offer.

Wow. The preceding definitions may be too esoteric or shimmery for some and too mechanical for others—all talk and no action. But as Allan Wood says with a smile, “We are the music makers … we are the dreamers of dreams.” Wood is quoting Willy Wonka (who, in the movie Willy Wonka & the Chocolate Factory, is actually quoting from Arthur O’Shaughnessy’s famous poem “Ode”).

“Illustrators facilitate the creative process and collaborate with our clients to help manifest their ideals,” says Wood. “We engage and communicate with our client’s audience through visual language. In essence, we create cultural artifacts—no different from ancient Greek or Egyptian artifacts (the only difference is that our focus is not religion, but consumerism).

“At its most basic level,” Wood says, “this reflects the cultural views of the times. At its height, it reflects and creates—and at times, challenges—the cultural ideals of the times.”

So whether it’s simply by mechanical definition or through heavy perspiration, a calculated pragmatic approach or an inspired midnight revelation, as Mr. Wonka also says, “There is no life I know to compare with pure imagination.”

MEANINGS

Those illustrators at the top of the game inherently have a focus and a sense of the task (backed by a natural grasp of the rudiments). It just feels “good” or “right.” At the core of it all, it’s pure fun. I’d definitely make the wager that most of these illustrators live with an obsession for the practice of illustration. A particular intensity—that peculiar burn—to make art forever burns bright.

You might never have thought you’d grow up to be an “illustrator.” Or an “artist.” Or a “designer.” Or a “craftsman.” Perhaps your teachers and high school guidance counselors—maybe even your parents—told you that “you can’t make a living doing that. How about law or med school, kiddo?”

From his studio in Pittsburgh, Pennsylvania, Phil Wilson tells you that this—the idea that an art career is a vocational dead end—simply is not true. “This business is a business like any other business,” he says emphatically, “with good people making a good living at it. But you must be prepared and know your craft inside and out. You have to take it seriously as a career and not ‘play’ at it half-heartedly.

“You have to want it more than anything else. It has to be as important and as necessary to you as the air you breathe,” Wilson says. “You have to be dedicated and disciplined. As to your work ethic, you must put in whatever hours it takes to do a job and do it professionally; to do every job on time and with the utmost attention to the requirements, quality and detail … there will be no room for slop.”

As a kid raised in the Philippines, all Rigie Fernandez wanted to do was draw from (and dream up characters for) Filipino comic books. Illustrators like Joey Celerio (huge at that time in his homeland) inspired him to pursue his passion for drawing.

His father motivated and helped Fernandez to follow his muse. This eventually led to Fernandez getting a degree in fine arts. “It fueled the same passions I had when I was younger,” he considers, “to create all the things that I imagine and share it with the world.

“Labels—‘freelancer,’ ‘independent’—are not important to me,” Fernandez pauses to consider. “But it’s important to clients. This is why freelancers must work on their personal branding, establish their credibility, and improve their client-handling and communication skills. Play it smart—network. And be up to date with the latest trends.”

“The term art is so general,” says Dadu Shin, “I could call a scientist an artist. I believe illustration is art. However, I’m not naive enough to think that it doesn’t have a large commercial component to it.

“To me, the label isn’t important,” Shin says. “It used to be; when I was just starting out; because it was a reflection of what others thought of me and my profession. However, I don’t care about that anymore, I just want to create good and meaningful work.”

LA CASA


Cristina Martin Recasens tells us she is devoted to illustration. “I’ve seen many jobs and all kinds of commissions,” she says, “so for me, it’s obvious that an illustrator can be a designer, artist, cartoonist—even an experienced waiter. The creative person who needs to work to survive welcomes anything—all of it helps you grow.”

Born in Barcelona, Spain, and now based in the Pyrenees, Recasens equates her creative life to a large house with many doors. Outside, the doors may look the same; inside they open up to rooms of completely different realities. You decide in which room you want to live.

“The money you earn often depends on the environment of the room you choose,” Recasens says. “Your relationships, the efficiency of your workplace, even your mindset about life in general and business specifically, that’s all established by your response to your environment,” says Recasens.

“Don’t regard a challenge as a barrier,” says Recasens. “In my opinion, that’s, shall we say, archaic—old-fashioned. It’s all about being honest with yourself and choosing the environment in which you’ll feel (and work) better.

“But above all, you must seek out the discipline you enjoy—work that truth; put in the time (especially in the beginning, when you may not be making much money).

“And,” she says, “it’s vital not to be lured by the false gods of fame, recognition and ego.” For Recasens, the only possible way to grow and thrive creatively is through humility and the conviction that what you are doing expresses your true passion. “That’s the room you want to stay in when you deal with the inevitable difficulties you’ll encounter during your career,” she says.



DOING IT ALL

This book is the sister volume to Starting Your Career as a Graphic Designer (which initially addresses a relevant question: is your perspective that of a designer or an illustrator?). And as Brian Fencl tells us in that book, maybe the great thing about being “simply a designer” is that you don’t have to choose what you want to be—illustrator, photographer, designer, what have you. “You can set up a business where you do all of it,” Fencl says.

But if you define yourself as an “illustrator,” you do set up a business that establishes a day-to-day act of making images. Illustrators like Fencl, Chris Spollen, and Ray-Mel Cornelius speak of the problem-solving, divergent thinking and a lifestyle of learning—foundations ingrained at a deep level. “This is what I call creative intelligence,” says Fencl. “You work, contribute, adapt and innovate.”

Jason Petefish specifies that both design and illustration fall under the general topic of “visual communication,” but says, “The illustrator is not necessarily a ‘designer,’ and on a design gig, it may be the designer who hires the illustrator.” He’s not saying that illustrators are subordinate to designers. Hardly—they’re more like copilots on the same bombing run.

“Many illustrators hold their own very well without being hired by a designer or creative director,” Petefish says. They are skilled in both design and illustration. And, according to Petefish, “good” visual design subjectively means tasteful skills and the marketplace will be the ultimate purifying arbiter of quality (or lack of). “Especially the higher up you go,” says Petefish.

ART THERAPY

“Creating has always been a form of therapy for me, a way to express my thoughts and issues visually,” says Dadu Shin. “If I need to get something off my chest, I always know a pencil and a blank sheet of paper are there to listen. I love what I do, and I’m grateful to live the life I lead.”

Shin takes immense pleasure in creating for a living. That sheer joy is apparent in his work, and the artist finds that same sense of fun spilling out into his personal and professional relationships as well. “To find people you connect with always enhances life in so many aspects,” he says.

Shin is a firm believer in experimentation. He loves to play with different materials and new processes. And with that exploration comes failure and mistakes. “Failures and mistakes are important,” Shin says. “Failures and mistakes are necessary. Certainly in the development of your work, but for the development of your character—to open your eyes and allow you to see more objectively.

“Looking at yourself from another point of view teaches you a lot about yourself and how you need to improve, what needs worked on. Follow the same formula every time, every piece, and the chances you’ll create something new and surprising are pretty low.”

All that being said, Shin feels it is essential to firmly practice what he preaches above. Thus, failure must foster the persistence to believe that making mistakes is beneficial, and you simply work through them. “Rejection is hard. Multiple rejections can be devastating,” he says from experience. “It’s okay to feel bad for yourself, but then allow yourself to be your best self through focus and hard work. Stand up for your ideas and values, live with integrity.”

So Shin feels that “happiness” is nebulous—that’s just not how he views success in life anymore. “Finding peace of mind is what I see as ideal now,” he says. “Peace of mind relieves the anxieties and insecurities about how to relate and express yourself to the world.

“Moving on is an integral factor here as well. To dwell is to dig yourself into a deeper and darker hole,” says Shin. “Moving on from past misgivings, allowing things to come and go, is a big part of finding that peace.

“Once you are comfortable with yourself, you can contribute your ideas and beliefs to the public because internally your core values are coming from a clear and genuine place. It’ll also allow you to weed out the people who don’t appreciate you for who you really are.”

BE YOURSELF

Shin finds that speaking in your own voice means confronting your excuses and rationalizations from the start. When he was younger he had difficulty looking at what he was doing objectively. “My work was just a mishmash of my hero artists,” says Shin. “I was lying to myself, convincing myself that I wasn’t being a hack. If I had been objective about it from the beginning, I would have spent more time trying new stuff, discovering my true voice rather than piggybacking on things other people had discovered for themselves.

“It’s easy to tell if the artist is invested in what they were doing, or if they aren’t at all,” Shin says. “People can tell when you’re faking and lying in your drawing.

“To be self-aware allows you to have confidence in whatever you are doing. Jumping on different bandwagons and not truly knowing what you stand for can be confusing. I know because I’ve been there. Knowing yourself is pivotal to creating work that has a real genuine voice.

“When you start to look at things through your own eyes and mind, and not through the eyes and minds of others, you begin to form your identity. Knowing yourself gives you insight into why you do things, and knowing why you do things is extremely helpful in understanding your place in this world.”

COOL KIDS

“Fitting in and being liked was important to me when I was younger,” Shin admits. “However it’s way less important now. Trying to please everyone is the worst thing you can do for yourself. You lose sight of who you are when you are agreeing with everyone else’s ideas.

“As we grow older,” says Shin, “thinking for yourself becomes far more critical. Do things you like, believe what you believe is right, love who you want to love—all things that allow us to be more genuine. All I ask of others is that they be genuine and honest with me.

“When it comes to work, we are all different,” Shin says. “But two artists can be similar because they have similar personalities, aesthetics, or backgrounds. And yes, trends exist in the world at large—the world of illustration is not exempt here.

“But if you’re always trying to be part of the “cool kids club,” your illustration will never be yours and people will see that. I appreciate work that much more when I can see the artist’s voice in it. When it comes to originality in illustration, it works just as it does in life.”

PRESSURES

“I work well under pressure,” says Shin, “my brain works quicker when I’m on a tight deadline. But regardless of this, everyone is coping with something. We’re all in our heads all the time and fighting battles, small and big. Realizing this has resulted in an increase in my empathy. I don’t judge people as much anymore, because I know I have no idea what battles they’re fighting at any given moment. I also put less weight on first impressions for the same reasons.”

Reflecting on his profession, Shin says, “It’s a tough industry; certainly not a stable gig. To make a living at this job you must have faith in yourself. You have to believe that you are good enough to be hired, that your work is worthy to share with the world. You have to have an inherent confidence that good projects will come, or you’ll shrivel up and die out pretty quickly.”

And, of course, he understands that anxiety, insecurity, and “taking it personally” are in mortal conflict with faith and hope. “Anxiety and insecurities about your own work can be defeating,” Shin says. “There’s a constant battle going on in my head: ‘this piece is awful … wait no, it’s actually pretty good! Oh no, it’s terrible again.’

“I’ve also learned not to take constructive criticism personally—it’s about being objective about your own work and not going on the defensive with excuses of why you did or didn’t do whatever.”

COMMITMENT

While the relationship to her art and career has changed through the years, Katherine Streeter says that her love and commitment to this job has always been the most constant sure thing in her life. “There have been many turns along the way,” she admits, “change is always a given in life. Of course that goes for career and lifestyle as well. Freelancing is risky. It fits for some personalities, but it’s certainly not for everyone.

“I’ve been at this a long time,” Streeter says, “and sometimes I can’t believe that I’m still surviving as a freelancer; that work has been steady enough to pay rent all of these years.”

DEAL

Over the years, Streeter has dealt with some standard anxieties of the freelance life: failure and rejection, living on the edge of security, and taking risks. “It’s easier to take risks at twenty than at forty, but this job is always about risks,” she points out. “So I realize that I must be who I am and that perhaps a completely secure situation would actually bore me. Maybe that will change down the line. I’ll be open to it if it does; but for now, I still get great satisfaction out of this gig and remain optimistic.”

Streeter maintains that this is pivotal: you must be optimistic and believe that there is a place for your work—somewhere. “If you are pessimistic then it will be a dark road moving forward because there will always be rejection,” she says. “The percentage of jobs that come from one promotional blast is usually low. There are killed assignments and criticized concepts. But this is all as it should be; it is the way the industry works.”

FAIL SAFE

Streeter believes that failure allows a person to grow—in life and in art. “This is where the optimism comes in,” she says. “In the face of failure, it is hard to see that as a positive thing, but if you allow it to teach you something, then you get stronger.

“My studio is full of piles and piles of years’ worth of art,” says Streeter. “I sometimes think that I should stack it all into a bonfire and let it go, but sometimes I like to look back and sift through the piles. They are reminders of my journey with style and craft. And I’m able to objectively see my own creative growth in a way that is impossible to witness in the moment.

“In a pile of 100 pieces, there might be two or three that seem worthy. The pile is full of failed attempts, but each failed piece brought me that much closer to the ones that won awards.

“It’s been healthy for me to keep my own work going all the time,” Streeter says. “My personal side projects allow me to feel balanced so that all of my heart and soul does not go into the commercial work (if that was the case, I would probably take rejection a lot harder).

For Streeter, failure is more in her gut than her head. She may understand logically that something works for the context it is in—i.e., there are pieces that get chosen or accepted or are printed—but in her mind’s eye, it’s “this could have been better,” or “I wish another concept I proposed had been chosen.”

Still, she lives with it and moves on. “The work I do that feels the most like me is on that gut level,” Streeter says. “When I experiment outside of my illustration jobs, I let myself get back to my true voice. Sometimes I lose [that true voice] if I’m too worried about creating a piece to fit the assignment, if the focus is only about solving the problem or creating something to please the art director. These things are important, of course, but if I forfeit my own vision, then to me that is a failed piece. When this happens, it is a reminder to me to maintain the balance of my personal work with my commercial work I mentioned previously.

“Everyone must find their balance. For some, illustration is everything, their total focus and survival; and for others, it is a part-time job and they are able to choose the assignments that best fit their schedule or interest.”

ROLLING

“Changes? I tend to roll with them,” Streeter says. “I get restless when things stay the same too long anyway. The goal is hopefully to keep changing for the better, but freelancing is a roller-coaster ride, and there are changes that happen for the worse sometimes. The economy goes up and down; budgets vary; design and trends change, and public interests shift. There’s the fear of print dying. Art directors switch jobs.

“And a person changes. Most people who create will grow as they make work over the span of many years. Fitting into a place as one’s work changes is ideal but sometimes there are awkward growth spurts where there is nowhere to fit in. It’s okay—that will change too.”

DIVERSIONS BIG OR SMALL

“Distraction is always there,” says Streeter, “beautiful sunny days; kids and family schedules; life obligations and personal problems; dark (and light) times; the constant stream of social media. It’s a challenge to stay focused, but an exercise to keep that in check.

“Career setbacks are tough. We work so hard to make our goals or gain something personal or professional. It can feel more unfair than life setbacks I think. A setback is failure that allows us to survey things and reevaluate. It’s better for the long run than it is in the moment. It can be like hitting a pause button, which can feel like stagnation. Yet in the big picture, it can be quite necessary and positive.”

SENSE OF PURPOSE

“Assignments give me a sense of purpose more than personal projects do,” says Streeter. “Assignments also give me a deadline, which is something I work well with.

“The process of illumination is powerful and important, especially when starting out,” Streeter says, “but it is not for everyone. It’s important to keep trying until you find what you are best at doing.

“I am most content when I’m producing something, even if it’s a scrapbook gift for my sister. I am happy when I’m being creative. If I can spend at least part of every day doing or planning something creative, then I’m balanced.

“But it is more of a challenge for me to stick to my own project deadlines, which are never really set up because I want my personal work to breathe and change as it needs to. This happens more when the projects are free of constraints and boundaries.”

IT’S PRETTY SIMPLE?

Take down that two-column ledger labeled “Life of an Illustrator.” You’ll see a “plus” column on the left and a tag reading “minus” on the right. In the “plus” column: Freedom, at last! Or is it freedom, at least? There’s no time clock to punch; you draw up your schedule. No toiling “nine-to-five,” (unless you want it that way)—just be sure you meet your deadlines and make your appointments (or any meetings). You decide when to work, where, and for how long.

Found in the “minus” column: the vocation of illustration is demanding. You will hustle. You’ll work extended hours, and the buzzword here is “more.” More hours, yes, but this is a theoretical gray area: the operative word is more. More. More. More. You can do a wider variety of better gigs (read that, “more creative” assignments, or at least, more of the type of work you want to do). There is the potential to earn more money in the process.

Dip into your great reserves of self-discipline; look in the mirror and meet a tough new employer—you! And that salesperson’s gig your dad was always recommending? Congratulations, you landed the job. Marketing and self-promotion will become very important to you. Just hit that particular nail square on the head—this is a business. You. Are. In. Business. However, the worlds of art and commerce can be compatible. And while the root word “success” is wonderfully subjective, there are wonderfully successful illustrators out there; I’m rooting for you to join that club (hey, let’s get jackets).

Another spin off all the above is that a steady paycheck may be history. Your money could come in dribbles or drabs, spurts, bursts, (or hopefully, and better yet) torrents, or droves. The true meaning of the terms “accounts receivable,” “accounts payable,” and “cash flow” will be obvious (hopefully, not painfully so).

The professional security of a full-time position is not applicable here. The business of freelance illustration can be a fiscal roller-coaster ride—jobs may not be steady; you certainly won’t land every exciting assignment you pursue, and odds are, you’ll have to take some grunt assignments to pay the bills (hey, hey, join the club).

But Allan Wood feels that it’s important to look at the more “mundane jobs” as a solid means to sustain cash flow as well as peace of mind. Says Wood, “This in turn establishes a strong foundation to pursue what you want to do in a calm and calculated manner.”

MAKE YOUR MARK (FOLKS JUST LIKE YOU)


KING: IT COMES IN BUNCHES AND BUMPS

In a mud brick house on an island off the coast of Australia, Stephen Michael King has designed, illustrated, and written—in his words—a whole bunch of books. As I write this, his last count was about 95. His agent told him recently that he’s sold well over 1,000,000 books in Brazil alone.

King will tell you that this prolific career has been based on trusting his intuition and following his heart. “Not too many business principles have purposely entered my life,” he confesses, “but I’m reliable, always meet a deadline, and aim for a personal creative truth in all my characters and illustrations.”

This self-professed “go with the flow” kinda guy has a happy track record of pleasing big publishers and repeat customers who seek him out for his hand skills and old world view of putting something beautiful out into the world for people to find. “This joyfully naive concept means that I’ve lived a life where I can accept fallow periods, similar to a farmer at the mercy of good and bad seasons,” King says.

But King also celebrates that he’s had a bumper crop for some fifteen years now. He told me that he considers promoting himself more, but fears there wouldn’t be enough work hours in his day to handle the resulting volume. A real concern is that a full-scale program may very well distract him from his true passion: illustrating, writing, and design. “The seasons have been kind to me,” he says. “Currently, I’m booked out roughly two years in advance on all jobs.”



FREELANCE OR INDEPENDENT?

Do you call yourself a freelancer or an independent? Writing in How Magazine, Ilise Benun (who also runs the great Marketing-Mentor.com site) asks if that term “freelancer” is a bit of a dirty word. From here, the perceived gulf between the “independent” and “freelance” protocols is more attitude than reality.

Okay, the undertones of the root words “free” or “independent” may conjure up various definitions for certain clients. Joe Customer infers “cheap” or “unskilled,” “hobbyist,” “desperate,” or “transitory.” Jane Client assumes “fancy and expensive,” “out of our league,” or “contrary and dogmatic.”

The terms may very well be too nonspecific and vague, and negative connotations may hold some sway with somebody somewhere, but I wouldn’t lose much sleep over these tags. Don’t permit outside observations to color your own mindfulness. While labels often carry the heavy lifting of self-perception, you should describe whatever you say you do as what feels right to you. The bigger concern is how you conduct yourself professionally; how you run your practice and interact with clients (all the way from clear paperwork to straight pricing structures to critical customer service).

Maybe, as Benun suggests, it’s a simple matter of rephrasing (mix and match at will): “I am a self-employed/independent contractor/entrepreneur/communications expert/visual problem-solver/graphics guru/creative consultant. I run a shop/work solo/own a studio/maintain a practice that offers visual solutions and much more.” Semantics to the rescue again!

SYNONYMOUS WITH WHAT?

“I never liked calling myself a freelancer, even though I do use the word,” says Charlene Chua. “I don’t have anything against the term itself. But I think there is an association with it … like, it’s somehow akin to being unaccredited or something. I don’t know why people keep asking me if I am freelance—is that a polite way of saying ‘have you gotten a real job yet’? Are people confused by the notion of self-employment? Or is ‘freelance’ simply synonymous with ‘cheap’?”

Says Chua, “My definition of an illustrator: an illustrator is someone who solves design problems with pictures. An illustrator is a visual communicator. We make pictures to communicate concepts that aren’t easily explained through words alone. Also, I think we excel at creating the imagined and impossible. Illustrators bring dreams and fantasy to life, or at the very least, allow other people to see a small portion of a fantasy. I would like to think that an illustrator is a blend of a designer and an artist.”

SELF-EMPLOYED

Defined very simply, whether you employ the tag of a freelancer or call yourself an independent, you are a self-employed subcontractor marketing your illustration by the job to several buyers. That’s very short and sounds just as sweet.

But beyond the dictionary, you will be the office manager, secretarial pool, sales staff, marketing department, maintenance, and mailroom rolled into one. The ever-growing stack labeled Important Things That Must Be Done Right Now lies immediately under the bowling ball, cleaver, and cream pie you’ll swear you’re juggling as a one-person shop.

A common denominator (in fact, a primary motivation) will be your dedicated passion for this vocation. It’s more than a mere job, it’s a calling. Are you applauding yourself as an entrepreneur with an independent spirit, a sense of adventure, and your own bold vision of success? Hear, hear!

Come April 15, you can benefit from the same tax breaks any small business enjoys. And, like small-business owners everywhere, there is a certain pride one only gets from calling your own shots. Your business is the vehicle to exercise your particular talents on demand.

Like a classic Western movie, it’s not so complicated. On this job, somebody’s telling you to “draw, pardner.” Slap the genuine leather of your portfolio, and you’ll then face off as a hired gun shooting to get to the Okay Corral (get it?). You also ride off into the sunset loaded up with a silver bullet: the power to say “no thank you, ma’am” at any time. Sure; any time. You always have the choice to say no; always. The code of the West, of course, only dictates that you clarify, agree on, and document the specifics of an assignment before consenting to the task.

WHO’S THE BOSS?

So ultimately, are you really your own boss? Understand that somebody is contracting your service, not buying your soul. And being in charge of your career is not always simultaneous with always being in charge. Even those illustrators boasting consummate experience and expertise may at times assume the role of the facilitator or collaborator.

When Brian Biggs was an art director hiring illustrators, he realized that “I wanted to do what they did. Some people are more comfortable getting a steady paycheck and having that predictability,” he says. “I wasn’t one of them.

“I can’t stand to be on someone else’s clock. I like that every single day is different from the one before. You still have to do the work, but for the most part, it’s up to you to decide when to do it. It also means that you must be pretty versatile and able to say yes to anything.”

“My skills and knowledge are used by my clients for their benefit,” Allan Wood says. “I enable the creative process for my clients and collaborate with them to manifest their ideas, ideals and vision.”

Wood realizes that in the cosmic scheme of things, it is the client who will use the finished illustration, not him. He came to understand that he will work with an incredible variety of clients, and as he puts it, “It’s naive to think I come with all the answers.”

FOCUS

As people found Mikkel Sommer’s work, he began receiving mounting emails from nervous art students asking a litany of anxious questions, routinely about starting out and making a name for yourself.

But he knows there is no set formula or pat response. When it comes to process and style, Sommer thinks changes in illustration hinge on certain trends peculiar to time and place. “Your geography,” he says, “your schooling; where you work; how long you’ve been illustrating. It’s too easy to generalize, too hard to specify.”

And when it comes to product, there could be many factors. Sommer works mostly in comics; and he notices more publishers doing online comics to save expenses. “Some old publishers have died,” he says. “Some publishers that used to be small and humble are big and evil now. And new passionate and personal publishers keep popping up from time to time. It’s an interesting time to work in comics. It’s all shifting about and changing constantly. And things are so global that you never have to be a part of a collective or a group to accomplish anything—which, unfortunately, is also a little sad.

“It’s a battlefield out there, or a jungle, or both,” says Sommer. “Something the students always ask me online is ‘how do I get noticed?’ I tell them that you shouldn’t focus on the act of getting noticed itself, but purely on creating work that you’re passionate about, then get that online. Put it on some sort of blog, and perhaps the right kind of people will see the work, and the passion within. Or perhaps not. Then you keep drawing.”

TAKING STOCK

Of course, taking stock of the industry invariably comes with some self-assessment. “I wish I didn’t have to think about career or business, but it’s impossible to avoid if you do a lot of work,” Sommer says. “I’ve had to choose between projects, and certain directions I want to move towards. I’ve done interviews and I’ve written bios that represent myself in some specific ways that are expected of me.

“But I don’t think one category applies to me—I work in editorial illustration, animation, children’s books, and comics—even though I’m perceived in different ways when actually compared to what I’m doing at the moment.

“People judge hard within the creative world,” Sommer says. “They wanna put you in a box and mark you as fast as they can. As an editorial illustrator I get positive feedback (most of the time); the audience knows what I’m talking about when I mention newspapers, books, and whatnot. But when it comes to comic books, viewers are more confused. They think Spider-man, or Peanuts, or Persepolis, and so on. If it’s not any of those it’s too complicated for them to care about. I’m not talking about the creative community, it’s more the general readership.

“So I avoid telling people what I do most of the time,” says Sommer. “I definitely don’t call myself an artist yet. Maybe one day.”

SELF-ASSESSMENT


Let’s do some self-reflection (we will dive into this much deeper in the next chapter, but for now, just mull things over a bit). Consider this a wee pop quiz. Be honest and objective about who you are, what you can do, and how well you do it. This won’t necessarily prevent headaches, heartbreak, or disasters, but it will give you a strong foundation to weather the storm.

Begin by examining your communication skills, marketing acuity, as well as knack for self-promotion and salesmanship, plus entrepreneurial savvy.

Look at your experience. How—and if—you stand out from the pack will play a role here. Business acumen, background, and motivation all must strike the right chord here too. Along with this, examine your organizational skills, drive, and determination. Your technical prowess is obviously critical, and rounds out this rudimentary exercise for now.



WORKING FROM HOME

Many people actually believe that, because you work from home, you’re not actually working. Illustrators typically work alone, usually without the feedback and camaraderie of others, often weathering the peaks and valleys minus a support system. Outside your door, the competition is awesome—in numbers and ability. But you’re up to the challenge, right? Your new boss—that’s you, remember—buys into that, correct?

As I mentioned earlier, good organization skills will be crucial. While it is the art that will be your bread and butter, realize early that an artist’s beret is only one hat you’ll be wearing. No smiling faces of coworkers; no water cooler chat with that lovely guy from down the hall to break up the morning. You are all those people, doing all those things. Working all day. Getting it all done. Those are all your responsibilities now.

Illustration must be your love—something enjoyed with all your heart; something you need to do, something you would do purely for yourself without pay. When you come right down to it, how many folks can say they truly love their work? Well, you can—and that’s the biggest plus of all.

Let’s introduce you to some of the concerns you’ll deal with here. This is just to kick off the conversation. We’ll examine these issues (and more) in depth in later chapters.

MAKE YOUR MARK (FOLKS JUST LIKE YOU)


ALLEN: THE GREAT ESCAPE

Brian Allen recommends that you determine specific goals when starting out. “Work and build a strong portfolio,” he says. “Accrue critical experience, create your website. At the same point, prepare financially. I suggest stashing an additional five months’ pay into personal savings as a cushion if things don’t take off right away.

“I spent a lot of time calculating my expenses, as well as projected business expenses, and then compared that with possible earnings. Investigate if the prices you’ll be charging will add up to what it takes to support you.” Reader, this is exceptionally wise advice, and for more on sound financial planning, see Chapters 5 and 6.

Next, Allen says to make a list of the stuff—supplies and materials; equipment, hardware, and software—you will need to freelance full time and determine how you will purchase all this (intermittently or immediately). Tie up loose ends; have the essential mechanisms in place.

For continued strategies here, head over to Chapter 6, “Setting Up Shop.”



SALES

Perhaps you dread the thought of selling your work, let alone “being in business.” Maybe you question if you’re suited temperamentally to freelancing or working independently? Some illustrators do feel that marketing their work is akin to putting their children up on eBay. But realize that you’re only selling your skills, not your soul. And then recognize that someone is paying you to produce images for a purpose.

Remember that you are an actual person, selling just your services as a problem-solver, to real people who need your help. And keep in mind that you should be selling usage of the art rather than the product itself. If you can do that, this anxiety can be easily suppressed.

No, I’m not endorsing you to advocate for a dishonest vendor, buy into a politically repulsive political group, or shill for an unhealthy or repugnant (morally, ethically, physically, spiritually) product.

MAKE YOUR MARK (FOLKS JUST LIKE YOU)


REDNISS: ACCESSIBILITY

“I used to believe any kind of commercial art was selling out,” states illustrator Lauren Redniss. “I was sure I’d be a painter.”

But Redniss yearned to learn (more, more, more); to be more engaged in the world, to work with a more stimulating crowd. Exploring other options, she eventually went back to school for her MFA. “I didn’t know what illustration was beyond children’s books,” she says. “But it seemed to represent the chance to both write and draw, to collaborate with other folks, to be surprised by those collaborations.” It was also a sly subterfuge to create art without worrying if it was important or new, or anything else that, in her words, used to paralyze her when she picked up a paintbrush.

Redniss enjoyed how accessible illustration was; she liked how it was intended to be understood. “This was more appealing to me than the gallery world,” she says, “where work often seems deliberately obscure, or meant only for a rarefied audience.”

The difference between an artist and an illustrator? “It doesn’t make much difference to me,” Redniss says. “I think an illustrator—someone who is commissioned to produce a visual representation for a specific purpose—can approach her work as art, and a so-called artist can produce paintings with no more soul than a bank logo. It is up to the individual to put herself into her work, to invest it with ideas and passion. This will come across in the final presentation, wherever it appears. Maybe that medium will be labeled ‘illustration.’ Maybe it will be labeled ‘art,’ or ‘graffiti,’ or ‘skywriting.’”

Redniss sums up by saying that it’s all about the idea. “If you have concepts and you communicate them visually, you are an artist. If you can get those ideas into your commercial work, great. If they don’t fit, find another medium.”



HUSTLE AND BUSTLE

Your time schedule will hardly be regular, and you’ll riff off other people’s deadlines. There will be moments so quiet you can hear a pen drip, and hectic periods when 24-hour days are not enough; hustling is all relative for the freelancer.

Happiness and security? It’s my experience that happiness and security in freelancing are achieved by hustling, but the word itself gets a bit of the stink eye. Hustling is nothing more than honest, hard effort. It is aggressively and energetically plying your trade; an assertive attitude combined with a robust work ethic that makes for good product.

But regardless of your sweat equity, Phil Wilson cautions that there are never any guarantees. He does know one thing, however: “If you’re freelance,” he says with a laugh, “you’re not going to fire yourself!”

WRITTEN IN STONE


Call it your Declaration of Independence or look at it as the Ten Commandments of Freelancing; read through this inventory and regard these guiding principles as if written in stone.

  1.   Thou shalt learn when to say no. If you don’t like the suggestion, work it out amicably. Learn the art of compromise. Be flexible, versatile, and cooperative. Compromise need not be capitulation; it leaves both parties feeling that they work well as a team. However, accept the fact that there are actually some art directors who just won’t meet you halfway. Truly difficult folks are not worth the headaches or heartaches. At this point you just need to safely get out of Dodge with some style and grace.

  2.   Thou shalt be polite, persistent, productive, and positive. Always communicate in a professional manner. Follow directions. Listen to your client and respect their vision. Educate your client. Don’t be a prima donna.

  3.   Thou shalt strive to constantly increase your skill level and expertise. Grow and learn; up your game. Get it better than the day before.

  4.   Thou shalt relax and have confidence in yourself. Nobody’s shooting at you, and you’re not doing brain surgery on your mom. Believe in yourself and others will too.

  5.   Thou shalt make it a point to have fun. Love your profession. Remember this when you are putting in the long hours. Do what you want, work where and when you want, and work with nice people only.

  6.   Thou shalt have a personal life. Never feel guilty about making (and taking) time for yourself and loved ones—it’s important.

  7.   Thou shalt always be honest and ethical. Never promise something you can’t deliver; and remember: You are selling a product, not your soul.

  8.   Thou shalt be a good businessperson. With stars in our eyes, we key on those first four letters in the word freelancer. The financial (and physical) costs of running and maintaining your business will quickly reveal the realities behind the lofty conceptions. Be an informed freelancer: protect your rights by keeping abreast of the ethical standards, laws, and tax reforms. Stay current with pricing guidelines. Learn effective negotiation skills. Maintain excellent records. Don’t start a project without paperwork.

  9.   Thou shalt not take rejection personally.

10.   Thou shalt never miss a deadline. Be late with a job and chances are that particular art director will never call you again.



STAND OUT A MILE

At some point, the question about style will insidiously creep into the conversation. In a real sense, knowledge and aptitude, business chops, energy and perseverance, and—yeah, sure—style, are joined at the hip of your decision to be a illustrator.

Victor Melamed is an illustrator and cartoonist, as well as a teacher at Moscow’s Higher School of Art and Design (that’s Moscow, Russia, by the way). And as Melamed will tell you, “Finding a personal style has nothing to do with finding your audience. And the client relationship is actually only a minor part of creative success.”

Think about it: clients—looking for a particular style—expect a certain predictability, but frequently the stylist of a “preferred look” and the guy who gets the commission are two different people. More importantly, “predictable” as an adjective in front of the title “artist” can severely limit you, ultimately blocking your creative and professional growth. So, says Melamed, “Moving through new styles, or even working in several, does not stifle (or ruin) your career. You’re in control here … what work—style, technique, approach, whatever—and how much of it do you want a client to see?”

Your individuality may not surface on your first attempts. Nor can you wait for it to descend upon you from the heavens. “The only thing to do is work,” Melamed says, “and consciously search for possibilities outside of one’s safety zone. And style? As that venerable philosopher, Ol’ Blue Eyes, sang about it: you’ve either got it or you haven’t got it … [and] if you got it, it stands out a mile.”

Melamed points out that the acute questions to ask are: who are you … what makes you who you are? What experience brought you to this creative place? What pushes you forward? What interests you? What do you want to talk about … what do you have to say to your audience (literally and figuratively)? And who is your audience? Men, women; adults, children; students, intellectuals; truck drivers, football fans?

And finally, there’s this big one: what is, as Melamed labels it, your USP (unique selling point)? What do you offer that your colleagues don’t, and is this what the audience wants to see? “If your USP is attached to a very narrow focus,” says Melamed, “for instance, portraits of tigers—or at an even smaller access point, collage portraits of tigers—your USP may be a hard sell, indeed.”

GAME PLAN

Kristine Putt will tell you that your career should be about growth, your development: as a person and as an illustrator (and not necessarily in that order). To grow, you must seek criticism, not praise. “Praise will only tell you that you’ve arrived,” Putt says. “Criticism points to where you can improve. Understand that you should strive to solve your client’s communication problem. So we must endeavor to improve our ability to resolve any difficulties with every new project and each new client. The only way we can get better is by seeking criticism.”

To do so, you must stretch and step out of your comfort zone. Be willing to take on projects that provoke a very bowel-clenching fear that screams, “I’ve never done anything like this before … I have absolutely no clue how to even begin!”

Putt insists you jump all over this and take the gig anyway. She points out that you will figure it out. “And if you have trouble,” she smiles, “there is no better support system than your community of colleagues … help is usually only a tweet away.”

Such cheek also means you should always be more than willing to say “no.” For example, refuse to do any design that is religiously, politically, ethically, or morally offensive to you. “And of course, you scrupulously refuse assignments that can damage your credibility or professional image,” Putt says.

Being a focused illustrator means expanding your horizons. Putt asserts that you can’t be on duty 24/7. “Have other hobbies and interests, or you’ll fade fast,” she says. “Plus you’ll run out of conversation starters in mixed company. Not everyone knows what one-point perspective is. You don’t want to be the boring geek at family reunions. Have something other than ‘art talk’ to contribute.”

The play here, according to Putt, is to keep yourself continually stimulated. Sure, you’ll land those fascinating and ultrasonically artistic gigs that give you a reason to live (in the studio, at least). But you may not be able to avoid dry, boring, and repetitive assignments that could lead to burnout and possibly creative despair. You don’t want to wind up hating your clients, despising your work, even dreading stepping into your studio in the morning—even if it’s just immediately down the hall from the john.

This is a very dangerous place for any illustrator to be (in the creative funk, not off the john and up the hall). You do know that not every project is nomination-worthy, and you probably appreciate that no amount of remuneration will truly fill such hollows. To prevent this from happening, Putt suggests you make it a point to create personal art projects. “Even if no one sees them,” she asserts, “even if you’re not going to sell them. Keep your creative juices flowing, or you’ll quickly find that you’ve lost interest in what you once loved to do.”

Throughout this book, you’ll find numerous testimonials rhapsodizing over the benefits of personal side projects. These creative ventures prime the pump of continued learning and improvement—of growth—but only if you stay on top of what keeps it real and fresh. “The world changes constantly,” Putt says. “We need to keep up or we’ll fall behind very quickly. Pay attention to what’s current and continue to evolve or your style of illustration will be dumped long before your shelf date.

“Don’t be that guy—doing this your whole life, but technically stalled back in the day; stylistically inappropriate by today’s standards, glaringly wrong for today’s markets.”

CHUTZPAH


Mikkel Sommer calls your attention to the fine line between audacity and being deferential and insecure. It’s one thing to be humble, but he feels that when it comes to dealing with clients, writers, and publishers, it’s important to establish early boundaries.

“Tell or show your client that you are a hard worker,” he says. “Demonstrate that you are passionate as well as on time; that you can’t be walked over; you’re definitely a team player, but can’t—or won’t—be dominated.

“This is something I still fight with a lot,” says Sommer. “It’s the same when discussing payment and contracts; you can quickly seem like a diva if you complain about a certain clause or make demands.

“Sorry to say, it still seems that many illustrators are not respected or treated well in the industry today. I think that many art directors, editors, and publishers simply take it for granted that a number of illustrators are insecure and poor, so it’s: ‘hey—they’re easy to use and take advantage of.’ The only thing you can do is stay strong—for yourself and as an example for others.”





[image: image]

ON THE BOARD

(PROFESSIONAL VIEWPOINTS IN 50 WORDS OR LESS)

What’s the usage for the artwork? Illustrators create art for the specific purpose of getting the work published. The fine artist generally does not. As Murray Tinkelman once commented to me, “The difference between illustration and fine arts is that, in illustration, the original is the reproduction.”

—Scott Bakal

We get caught up in these dialogues about art/craft/illustration. “Illustration” AND “art” are both usable commodities. A painting on my wall reminds me that there is more to life than just working. That painting reminds me to dream. At the end of the day, what is more useful?

—Sarajo Frieden
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Why did I want to be an illustrator? This question makes it sound like I had a choice—the key for me was realizing I needed to make art to be happy.

—Avram Dumitrescu

Work out what you’re passionate about. If you enjoy what you’re doing, then not only will you perform better day to day, but your work will improve as well.

—Anthony Hortin
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Is your illustration unique, eye catching and fits the context in which it’s used? Does it support the message? Better yet, does the illustration evoke an emotional response, make the audience pause and react to it—positively or negatively? Either/or, it doesn’t matter, just as long as it’s memorable.

—Ken Bullock

Michelangelo, Da Vinci, Rembrandt, Sargent, Homer, and Eakins are all illustrators in the modern definition.

—John Schmelzer
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My new mantra goes:“Process, Not Product.” An “artist” is a by-product of one who is constantly creating art.

—George Coghill

Did I say how much fun this is?

—Michael Fleishman
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Chapter 2
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Education



You do, you learn. Life itself is one big lesson—a series of events that prompt us to question ourselves and our abilities. We learn from mistakes made, and we will learn from mistakes we have yet to make. A good student of life always learns from life’s events.

—Charlene Chua



THE LONG HAUL

Both younger and older illustrators benefit from education (research and networking, too, but more on that later). Your particular education should be—no, make that must be—a lifelong, career-defining journey of personal discovery and professional exploration, regardless of setting. And don’t think for a minute that you’ll ever corner the market on “lots you don’t know.” Wow, what a great first world problem to have. As Tom Garrett says enthusiastically, “Being curious and open to change will keep you moving and fuel your illustration.”

There are myriad fine, even fun, solutions to address this situation; welcome and embrace the challenge. The modern “global university” can actually be where you make it and how you find it. We live in a wonderful time of fresh and readily available academic opportunities—across town, just up the block, or right down the hall and online. Learning situations—and great mentors, teachers, and advisors—are anywhere and everywhere you are (and they can be anyone).

What hasn’t changed, and never will, are solid traditional basics: smart time management, determined motivation, serious hard work, obvious illustration skills, and savvy business chops. Throw in some applied energy and the willingness to explore, learn, and grow. Be aware of the now; stay current with tools, toys, and trends. All the aforementioned requirements know no age bias.

“That education as an artist is so important,” says Scott Bakal, picking up this thread. “Some people disagree, but I feel being in an academic environment with your peers and learning new, contemporary (as well as classic) techniques and styles will only help you grow.

“Even if this doesn’t improve your style, you’ll gain knowledge, which is just as important,” he says. “Knowing what is happening around you in the field and what has happened in the past will help you make better decisions as your career progresses forward.”

This is not just idle chatter for Bakal, who after eleven years in the field, decided to enroll in a master’s program. “I felt I needed a psychic and creative kick in the ass,” he confesses. “I put myself around other creatives and working professionals to feel that competition and get that sense of group self-exploration again. I wanted to explore new ideas and see how others in the industry were operating.”

But he stipulates that you need not be going back for another degree. “I would, however, always recommend a continuing education class,” Bakal qualifies. “At the least, a basics class where you are surrounded by other artists.”

AN EDUCATION

Phillip Wilson is a Pittsburgh-based illustrator with experience in animation as well as the illustration field. Wilson says that art is a continuous learning process that never stops. He’s been working professionally for over forty-five years now and feels that he’s still learning every day.

Fred Lynch is a professor of illustration at Montserrat College of Art and Rhode Island School of Design, his alma mater. “Being a great artist is a lifetime pursuit,” Lynch says. “Picasso, when asked how long a particular artwork had taken him to create, would answer by stating his age. And, being an artist is not something you retire from.”

Business magazine articles about the “top qualities of best employees, or bosses in today’s marketplace” make Lynch smile. Lynch understands that illustrators exhibit identical traits every day. The same flexibility and patience, courage and tenacity, plus communication skills that drive a successful business steer a meaningful academic experience (or pertinent illustration career).

“At art school,” Lynch says, “you make the difficult transition from making ‘art’ as ‘play’ to making art as ‘work’—your life’s work: Art Work. I’m an artist who is a professor. I’m also an artist who is an illustrator. Maybe you’ll be an artist who is an illustrator, or an artist who is a graphic designer, game designer, or art director. Or, maybe you’ll be an artist who is an entrepreneur: a buyer or a seller. Maybe you’ll ‘just’ be an artist who’s an artist.”

MAKE YOUR MARK (FOLKS JUST LIKE YOU)


AGLIARDI: CULTURE SHOCK

“Art school presents the possibilities,” says Allegra Agliardi, “to experiment, to test your capacities in a protected situation. I think it’s important to go to a real art school. The Internet can never replace this—that whole ‘cybernetic communication’ thing simply lacks the energy!

“At school you breathe the passion, the motivation, the enthusiasm of teachers and friends,”Agliardi says. “That exchange of experiences, strong and dense, motivates and sustains you; it provokes you to move forward. Actual verbal communication is wonderful and stimulating. Why miss the opportunity?”

Agliardi discusses her art school experience from the perspective of a true explorer. “My first year as a new college student was a major culture shock in itself,” she says. “Many students coming from Italian art high schools looked so sharp and skilled, while people like me—those who attended traditional high schools—seemed rather fragile and immature, certainly not as talented. At the start I was uncomfortable. I always considered myself to be a rather competent student, but initially I felt like a fish out of water.”

Italian art students often do what is called a “visitor year” abroad, and Agliardi did her junior year at the Glasgow School of Art. That’s Glasgow, Scotland. Navigating a different curriculum at a strange school in another country and you have to do it speaking a foreign language. Are we having fun yet?

But backspace just a bit. Agliardi’s school in Milan, IED Milano, is a design school, and the focus was on illustration as a function of design—the correlation of technique and style was a major emphasis.

“At IED Milano,” Agliardi says, “we were obsessed with finding ‘the style.’ At GSA, they vigorously endorsed the concept behind the illustration and not the form of the illustration—that composition, technique, and language should follow the concept and serve it (not the other way around). Style would come with the time. I still remember them telling me: ‘We are not interested in nice images, but in good ideas!’

“And you know, teaching methods at GSA were completely different,” says Agliardi. “In Milan, it was a bit of a step-by-step process; comfortable, but maybe too limited. Glasgow was the opposite: more self-directed … ‘here’s the general schedule, your brief is on Monday, the check on Wednesday, the final critique is on Friday.’ It was more stressful as you had to be seriously self-motivated and function independently: solve the brief, and then explain and defend your choices in the ‘public discussion.’

“My year at GSA was a radical departure from my first year at IED Milano,” Agliardi remembers. “It was honestly revolutionary for me: the way we worked at my school in Milan was completely inoperative. But I must say that in both academic environments the underlying principle was the same—behind it all is good drawing that must be rooted in a solid concept, because without that the illustration doesn’t work, even if it’s a beautiful rendering.”



THE PUZZLE

I always regard every illustration as solving a puzzle. A commissioned illustration is certainly about communication. Make that immediate communication. Fundamentals are inextricably linked to this, of course. Yes, style and technique, along with brainstorming and conceptualizing rub together in that place where vision wells up, materializes, and then blossoms (hopefully). Your education should be at the center of that place, fostering a euphoric exploration of a visually kinetic idea. Here technique and imagination, actively paired with interpretation and the quest for insight and meaning, are the means to make a statement—your statement. Not coincidentally, making that point effectively can also be big fun.

There is a real excitement in articulate problem-solving, distilling ideas with minimal, effective (visual) language; enticing the audience and maintaining viewer interest. Not giving away too much, but saying just enough. Handing off inspiration to concept. The segue of composition into technique. Juggling representation with exposition … even the most straightforward answers can involve exhaustive process and perception.

STREET LEGAL

Let’s not put the (c)art before the horse, but your education turns the ignition key. Art education revs the creative engine and guns the professional motor as you wind out your illustration career.

But this only examines a big picture in a wide frame. Any day in the professional life can teach us something. Every assignment—whatever the size and scope—offers some kind of a learning opportunity … if we’re open to it. Does every day represent a major test or pop quiz? More often than not it does, so accept that challenge. Every day—and any day—at the drawing board is a stellar opportunity to push forward or pull through.

“Technique is important,” says Brian Biggs, “but can’t be a crutch. At the same time, having chops is helpful in saying what you want to say. But even more critical: I get up, be nice to people, draw pictures; repeat. If I quit learning things, my career would evaporate. “Do awesome work, don’t be a jerk, understand what it means to work for someone who is paying you,” Biggs says, “and did I say, do awesome work?”

MAKE YOUR MARK (FOLKS JUST LIKE YOU)


HANNON: OPTIONS

We cover different educational options in this chapter but while we’re hangin’ at the water cooler, Mark Hannon has some comments about art school. “It is not a given that artists are misfits within the microcosm of their high schools,” Hannon says, “but that was the case with me. In art school I found myself in the company of many other misfits from their own high schools. It was the first time I felt a sense of community within a school setting.

“Many first-year art students come to art school having been the best artist in their high school and were used to all the fawning and admiration that came with it,” says Hannon. Once at art school they are now in the company of the other best artists from their high schools. It can be a shock to some students when they meet other young people whose skills and ability far outpace their own. Things can change in four years’ time though.”



GOING UP …

The simple fact is that a college education will not be cheap (about $35K per year, on average). The cost of postsecondary schooling can be a huge factor in determining where you attend—or if you even go to—art school, of course. While there are cost-effective alternatives (community college, for instance), we’re not going to ignore or gloss over a real fiscal fact of life.

However, I’m also going to take the high road in our discussion about academics. While, financially, it may be easier said than done, and even easier written in this case, I’m going to work from another bona fide reality: that your art education is the ground-floor professional investment you must make, laying the pivotal infrastructure of commitment to your career.

… ONLY UP

Okay, let’s bravely chuck costs aside. From there, what you do with this education, and where you go with that is entirely up to you. Ken Meyer, Jr., says that some see illustrators as, “Privileged individuals who screw around and get paid for it. Many non-artists have no appreciation for the years of learning that go into even the most basic of art making.”

Meyer points out that, granted, there are those who seem to spring fully formed from the womb, creating incredibly inventive work—but these illustrators are few and far between.

So, like most illustrators I know (myself included), you will build from the foundation you establish and spurn any ostensible restrictions. You will, hopefully, navigate around your limitations, figure out your blind spots, and move in a different direction than the crowd. You decide to pace yourself. Or not.

You can push the limits, expand boundaries, play by (or toy with) the rules, but, ultimately, one relevant question remains: “What did we learn here?” Remember, on his way to turning on the lightbulb, Thomas Edison regarded each failed experiment as simply what not to do again. Career-wise, if you learn only that one lesson, I think your education has been worthwhile.

And that’s the essence of an education, is it not? You hopefully learn to: honestly evaluate your choices; objectively consider what doors to open or close; examine the possibilities fairly; soberly consider your actions, then actually live with the results. Again, hopefully, and let me add, happily.

LEARNING THE ROPES

Many elements factor into a “successful” career. Sure, there’s luck involved. I wouldn’t curse good fortune, especially as it translates into job opportunities, but let’s examine some tangible factors (more or less).

[image: image]   Location may enter into the equation. Where you do business might be a plus or minus, not to mention being in the right place at the right time (more luck). But thanks to today’s hot rod technology, the modern illustrator can work with anyone, any time, anywhere: small town, big city; down the block, across the world.

[image: image]   Attitude, either positive or negative, may be part of the mix. Who you know can make a difference.

[image: image]   Perseverance comes into play.

[image: image]   Energy and stamina are crucial in both the long and short terms.

[image: image]   Business acumen. You are selling your illustration. If this presents a problem, get over yourself; this only makes simple sense.

[image: image]   Aptitude certainly comes into play.

[image: image]   Talent, the natural ability to do something well, must be a prerequisite. Are there individuals who make it with minimal gifts? Without a doubt. You’ll find them in every endeavor. But if quality is critical, I’ll go with chops and panache every time.

[image: image]   Age and experience also factor in. Consider the fabled joys and benefits here, arguably: expertise and efficiency for starters. But this may be outweighed by the ostensible advantages of youth (here, you fill in the blanks; to me, this is fairly open-ended and somewhat relative).

[image: image]   Education. As mentioned above, luck may be a small factor where job opportunities are concerned, but not when we’re discussing ability. To learn how to thrive in this field—at any age, to get to any level of competence—an art education is essential.

SCHOOL RULES

June Edwards wants to level with you. “Even the most skilled and enthusiastic high school senior is unlikely to find long-term employment as an illustrator,” she says. She admits there are exceptions, but if you’re interested in a long-term career in the field she advises you to enroll in an art program where the necessary skills can be nurtured and developed. “This is a wise move,” she says. “The networking and knowledge you gain from working with professors experienced in illustration is enriching.”

Edwards talks enthusiastically about an undergraduate art program where you will be surrounded by people with similar interests, a curriculum that offers the opportunities to learn from both faculty and peers. Here you’ll absorb essential information and critical feedback; you’ll devote your best efforts to producing a quality portfolio that lands plum illustration assignments and/or finds you an agent. “Your goal as a student studying illustration is to generate work that will enable you to find illustration jobs after graduation,” says Edwards.

ONTO THE ECLECTIC

In our conversation, Edwards pointed out that many art students enter college with a preference for one media, one style, and one subject. “But it is important that you approach your course of study with an open mind,” she says. “The classes you take will help you build a strong career, but only if you embrace a diverse range of sources. A truly high level of skill is exquisitely forged from many different ideas, styles, and tastes.” Here is Edwards’s Honey Do list:

  1. Learn about the history of illustration to provide a solid background for your illustration work.

  2. Explore the traditional mediums; acquire a high level of competency in as many media as possible. “In the past,” she says, “you were probably most comfortable and successful using one specific media, but after much practice you may find that your creativity is enhanced using other drawing materials and methods.”

  3. Learn how to draw from life: figures, objects, interiors, buildings, landscapes. Sometimes reference photographs are necessary, but copying a photograph usually results in “flat”-looking, uninspired drawings. As Edwards says, “Skill in rendering from life should inform all that you do.”

  4. Draw every day—there is no substitute for practice. Examine your work and determine ways to improve your results. “Time you spend in school is optimized when you get feedback from your peers and professors,” Edwards says. “In fact, your experience in school is absolutely unique: graduates often mention how much they miss the structure of assignments and the enriching experience of being surrounded by like-minded individuals.”

  5. Embrace challenging assignments. “If your solution to an illustration assignment is obvious or uninspired, the results will probably be boring as well,” says Edwards. “Explore many ideas before committing to one; you want to develop the kind of critical thinking skills that are the hallmark of the career illustrator.”

  6. Be inventive. “Mixed media or illustrations created with unusual materials may lead to some sexy opportunities,” Edwards says. “Art directors are often looking for unusual hooks that grab attention.”

MAXED OUT

But don’t slow down or stop when you check off the above list; there are many other things you can do to maximize your time at school:

[image: image]   Develop a wide range of related skills: freelancing will help with your general cash flow and will provide useful connections.

[image: image]   Learn about design. What? You think illustration is not about design? Snapouttavit! Study the specifics of designing for publications, presentations, and for the web. Become familiar with printing processes (print is not terminal yet). Look for opportunities to produce publications and presentations while you are in school—for clients, if you can get the gigs—and keep in mind that everyone had to begin somewhere. “A strong portfolio can reflect a history of enriching visual events,” Edwards says, “and may compensate for less actual job experience.”

[image: image]   Adding a minor to broaden your skills is smart: your advisor will help you select one that enhances your course of study.

[image: image]   Attend as many exhibits, workshops, seminars, lectures, and forums as you can.

[image: image]   Enter your work into competitions and exhibitions.

[image: image]   Become active in a club or organization related to your interests.

[image: image]   Many illustration departments organize trips to museums, exhibits, and conferences each semester. During spring break there may be trips abroad associated with specific classes.

[image: image]   Universities often have affiliations with art schools in other countries: you may be able to spend an exciting semester studying abroad.

[image: image]   School-sponsored activities are enriching, fun and cost-effective: the activity fee you pay each semester subsidizes many of them. After graduation you will probably pay a lot more for similar activities and travel.

[image: image]   Your active participation in extracurricular activities will demonstrate that you are eager to learn and will help you get into the habit of developing contacts (sometimes illustration assignments come from referrals). Keep information about each event/activity you attend, and add these items to your résumé and LinkedIn profile. “It is much easier to update each semester than to try to remember four years of exhibitions, conferences, and workshops as you prepare for graduation and your career,” Edwards advises.

[image: image]   Visit the Career Services Department at your school early and become familiar with all the services it offers, even if you only intend to simply freelance after graduation. Career services departments hold job fairs and will help you explore careers and employers. You can get help composing your résumé and LinkedIn profile, and they will help you sharpen your interview skills.

MAKE YOUR MARK (FOLKS JUST LIKE YOU)


HURST: THE ROCK ON THE PATH

“Self-promotion is a tricky path for me,” says Margaret Hurst. “It’s not always easy to take a step back from your work and make an assessment of yourself as an illustrator. That requires a lot of objectivity and honesty.”

To facilitate this candor, Hurst tells us that it is helpful to get a valued opinion from another professional whom you trust. Fortunately, she’s part of a studio of six other professional illustrators/designers. “You also have to make yourself visible—a lot—in the digital age,” she says. “People expect you to be ‘popping up’ with something new every minute!”

Hurst has always believed that illustration is a means of communication on every level: commercially, personally, and everything in between. And she firmly believes that storytelling adds dimension to every form of illustration and visual communication.

While her focus has always been drawing, Hurst’s art has been vastly informed by her lifelong love of reading. “Art was a huge personal life decision,” says Hurst, “and I found that after my years of reading and writing at Boston University I was prepared and ready to dedicate myself to my art. I truly believe those years of reading and writing were a great contribution to my art career. It gave me an opinion and a point of view on life and art.”

Once Hurst started art school at Parsons School of Design, drawing became her true love and commitment. “Like June Edwards mentions previously, you have to draw every day,” Hurst says. “Drawing is a lot of work, but it gives me enormous pleasure. Drawing is my rock. Drawing every day means I will continue to learn every day. Being a teacher reminds me of that. My students are great teachers!”



ART SCHOOL

Formalities! Do you need art school? And by extension, do you actually need a degree? For my money, to compete in this field, some sort of art education is essential. You must learn the basics, understand the tools, and master the necessary skills to play the game well. Unless your name is Wyeth or Tintoretto, the best place I have found to do all this—if not the shortest, then perhaps the most efficient, time possible—is art school. Yes, those aforementioned dead white guys are painters, but this certainly, well, illustrates my point.

“It’s true that some illustrators, somewhere, do not have formal training,” says Tom Garrett, “but I think that the majority of students gain tremendous knowledge through a college program.”

“I wouldn’t be where I am today if it wasn’t for my education at Parsons,” PJ Loughran adds. “Art school gives you a chance to focus and develop your craft in a way that usually can’t be done once you’re out in the real world and financially independent.”

BRICK VS. CLICK

Now, let’s do a slight spin on that original question … is the physical art school necessary? In our current day and age with the Internet, the MOOC (Massive Open Online Course) is a relatively recent hot innovation in distance education. Is it possible to be a “home schooled” illustrator? What kind of illustration education is earned going this route? How “good” are the illustrators earning their stripes here?

In Kelly White’s opinion, choosing the right school provides a critical foundation you won’t find elsewhere. According to White, the degree is not the key. Whether you attend community college and/or simply shoot for a certificate, she feels art school is important and will give you a huge advantage over simply learning on your own (via YouTube or similar).

“At art school you learn to give and get,” White says, “to respond to creative criticism. That’s incredibly helpful in so many ways. This provides huge lessons that extend way beyond simply adding up ‘likes’ to your DeviantArt posts. You’ll figure out how to accept alternative ideas, but also learn to know when to stick to your guns; how to explain why you did what you did—what works and what actually doesn’t.

“You also get a chance to step out on a limb and experiment (so later you won’t be jeopardizing a client’s time or money). And maybe most important—you get the opportunity to ask questions … lots and lots of questions.”

ART SMARTS

I agree with White; and if you’re not too cool for school, you might then ask if a two-year commercial art school is better than a four-year art program at a university?

The answer depends on your needs, sensibilities, and attitudes; your goals, personal schedule, and timetable.

A two-year commercial program may be career-focused and technical (if not accelerated). The four-year university curriculum will be rounded and diverse (if not more intensive). It depends on your needs … the choice of an eclectic university process vs. a concentrated commercial approach must be an individual one.

SMART ARTS

As both a seasoned professional and master teacher, Garrett offers pertinent comments when asked to discuss this angle of art education. He believes that the difference between a four-year program versus two-year vocational training is that the emphasis is placed on learning new ways of problem-solving. “In a rigorous four-year program the student gains a whole range of skills,” he comments. “Students have the time to grow and develop multiple professional solutions to one assignment. Students learn how to verbally communicate their ideas and gain an understanding of the professional world with exposure to the best business practices and ethics.”

Garrett also feels that a longer program enables the student to be aware of history and its context with other disciplines (for instance, fine arts, fashion, and architecture as well as illustration and design). The outcome often means that the student is not just mimicking the latest styles and trends. Instead, the student is learning ways of being more innovative. “This approach,” Garrett states, “also prepares them for changes in the field down the road in regards to technology, the economy, and artistic growth.”

“Q” VERSUS “Q”

At the same time, consider a recurrent hot button (at least, in regards to general education and certainly when discussing academics on the Internet): the old debate about quantity vs. quality. The ultimately long-winded discourse on education and scholarship you’d be participating in—especially when you consider learning online—has always been a pretty chunky time suck (rather like the Internet itself).

The question, as I have heard it, comes down to this: Is it better to function “a mile deep and an inch wide” or just the opposite: “a mile wide and an inch deep”?

What’s better for you? Do you prefer a survey-type strategy—the “mile wide/inch deep” hypothesis—that adopts a broad action plan addressing the subject at large (a.k.a. an introduction)? Or does a narrower in-depth focus that examines a topic (perhaps as a specialization)—the “mile deep/inch wide” thingie—fit your bill? And indeed, your first illustrative decision may be whether to go to a physical art school at all.

MAKE YOUR MARK (FOLKS JUST LIKE YOU)


SHIN: IOU

“I owe so much to my teachers, mentors, friends, and colleagues,” says Dadu Shin. “Even if they weren’t aware of it, they were helping me by inspiring me to do better. I’m grateful for all their help and am fully aware I would not be where I am today without their assistance. I try to always remember that and to keep myself humble.

“I still remember what it was like to graduate and be thrown into the real world and how scary that was,” Shin says. “Without guidance, I would definitely have had a more difficult time making it as an illustrator.

“So when I see new graduates who are in the same position and dealing with the same issues I was, I can’t help but try to help them. If you’re going to take, you owe it to give back.”



DIY

Is it possible to be self-taught? “Definitely,” says Gerald D. Vinci. But as D. Vinci cautions, you may only focus on acquiring skills and not about what it means to be an effective illustrator, designer, or whatever.

D. Vinci can point you to the myriad resources out there allowing the casual student to expend minimal energy and still achieve a professionally polished competent piece (for instance, free Illustrator brushes or Photoshop effects). “There are thousands of forums out there that will tell you how to do just about anything,” D. Vinci says. “But the issue with this is that instead of learning how to do it yourself, you are just adopting someone else’s knowledge, technique, what have you. Anyone looking at the bigger picture can see the major problem with this scenario. There is going to be a point where you will need to troubleshoot issues. Without necessary background knowledge you are missing that key component to being a true professional.”

D. Vinci is not saying that all self-taught illustrators will be lazy, cheap, and ducking the real work. Cutting corners is not necessarily a bad thing, but here D. Vinci cites the age-old adage, “Work smarter, not harder.” He is saying that there are times where finding more efficient ways to do things only makes sense, and that the “total package” of background and service is the mark of genuine professionalism a more educated illustrator may deliver.

D. Vinci and other seasoned professionals know that time and experience typically shake out such inconsistencies. They understand that lopping off the necessary corners is only impractical—your business will suffer for it. And here, he offers another old saw to ponder: “With age comes wisdom,” and concludes, “We can hope, anyways.”

MAKE YOUR MARK (FOLKS JUST LIKE YOU)


CHUA: I KNOW WHAT I LIKE TO DRAW

“It’s been a long time, so I’m not sure if I even remember when I wanted to be an illustrator,” says Charlene Chua. “I always liked drawing. And at some point in my teens, I liked comics, and wanted to be a comic book artist. Through that, I think, I decided I wanted to be an illustrator.

“In actuality, I think what I wanted to do was draw sexy girls,” says Chua, “and that remained the case for some time. Comics and sexy girls.”

At the time, there were few choices for anyone wanting to study illustration in Singapore. Chua discussed two fine arts schools that had the dubious reputation as clearing houses for dropouts and dreamers. There were the polytechnics (closer to trade schools) offering design courses with minimal illustration components, and ultimately Chua chose this direction due to pure economics. “My family could not afford to send me to art school in another country,” she says. “And I had no intention of taking a hefty loan that would require me to stay and work in Singapore to pay it off over an extended period of time.”

Long story short, it didn’t work out. Chua left, cobbled together a portfolio, and with luck and raw talent, landed a job as a designer, drawing cartoons for a training CD-rom (remember those?). Eventually she moved on to other design jobs and stopped creating art.

But a regular job and steady paycheck isn’t necessarily the formula for success or happiness. After a few years of this slog, Chua decided to quit and pursue illustration instead. “I tried getting into comics, and that did not work out,” she says, “but I started to get some illustration work with magazines. The ball eventually got rolling, and I felt confident about calling myself an illustrator.”



EDUCATION OPTIONS: THE OVERVIEW


You have choices! According to Fred Carlson and Scott Bakal, there are many academic alternatives. They share this expert and succinct overview of the options for this chapter:

[image: image]   Students may earn a certificate, an associate’s degree, bachelor’s, master’s, even a doctorate degree.

[image: image]   The BA (Bachelor of Arts), and BFA (Bachelor of Fine Arts), and BS (Bachelor of Science) degrees are granted at four-year colleges and universities. Training available at two- and three-year professional schools results in a certificate or associate’s degree.

[image: image]   Large public colleges and universities offer a broad curriculum. Smaller colleges, institutes, and online schools present more specialized experiences (and may concentrate on a particular industry).

“If you want an education that encourages interaction with a variety of people and subjects in addition to illustration, plus a range of degrees from the bachelor’s level to the doctorate level, the university experience is probably best,” says Carlson. “If you prefer more intensive, studio-centered instruction and theory, as well as advanced courses targeted to particular markets, a four-year school offering a variety of specializations is better for you.”

[image: image]   Community colleges typically offer shorter programs—two-year degrees in the form of associate’s degree or certification—that tack toward a vocational focus. These credits and degrees offer entry-level opportunities or serve as transfer credits to a four-year school.

[image: image]   Here Bakal points out that there are no “tech schools” for illustration specifically. You will find tech schools that offer tech-oriented career programs with an emphasis on computer competence, computer-aided design, and software skills. Such a vocational/technical education is planned to teach you exactly what you need to know to get a job in a small segment of the graphic design field (including programs in the applied graphic arts, printing industries, and computer graphics).

[image: image]   Illustration workshops, trade conventions, and specialized illustration training (local or online; individual or group formats) offer brief, intensive training in a desired subject or skill set. These special programs bring adults together to educate and congregate, renew and update horizons.

“The value of any degree varies slightly between design and illustration,” says Bakal, “but the concept is the same.” So just as a point of reference: A bachelor’s degree (typically accomplished in four years) is required for most entry-level design positions; graduates of a two-year program normally qualify as assistants to designers. Candidates with a master’s degree (usually, another two-year program) often hold an advantage on the job hunt.

“But,” as Bakal points out, “the value of a master’s in illustration is variable and programs range from full-time programs like SVA’s Master’s compared to Hartford’s Low-Residency curriculum.”

Of course, those entering the job market—regardless of their pedigree—should develop a portfolio, and novice illustrators can usually expect (at least) a two- to three-year period of professional growth and personal development—call it learning the ropes out in the actual field.



CARRY ON

So I’ll repeat myself a bit; it’s not that much of a conundrum. For me, push doesn’t even come to shove, regardless of where you weigh in. I will tell you to go to school— get an art education, somewhere, somehow. That chat may begin with the very idea of a formal curriculum, but it will then heat up even further when you consider the idea of a continued education: going on to earn a graduate degree—an MA or MFA.

This is another topic of much debate and valuable consideration. Some argue that a master’s degree is a mere piece of paper and simply just the path to a teaching gig. They will point out that the caliber of your work experience, backed by the quality of your portfolio, are the only true industry standards.

Without squabbling over the value of that little piece of hard won paper (earned either as an undergrad or graduate), you may want to look into alternatives: online programs and/or the so-called specialty—or portfolio—schools (for example, The Art Department; Miami Ad School; Tutormill; Creative Circus; VCU Brandcenter; Brainco; and the Chicago Portfolio School). As Bakal says, “There are a host of nonuniversity programs like The Master Class, SmArt School and others, as mentioned above, that focus on illustration outside the degree earning world.”

A REAL EDUCATION

Ken Bullock has his take on the advantages of your education. Sure, a good program will teach you the basics. A solid curriculum should provide the creative and technical tools you fall back on during production: the brainstorming and concepting, color theory, a foundation in the usual hand skills, including layout, typography, and presentation. Yes, illustrators need this, too.

You may have attended a notable school or program known for producing industry heavyweights. Cited on your résumé, the name of such an institution may wedge a foot in the door you need, but, as Bullock reminds us, “Your portfolio will generally do a better job here.

“At the risk of sounding either cynical or silly, the degree only lets you honestly say that you have a degree, providing you an edge compared to your competition with no degree (or without a similar pedigree).”

And here is where Bullock drives his point home: “Generally when you graduate, your portfolio is filled with school samples and projects. After all, you just graduated right? And then, the next thing you will repeatedly hear will be, ‘Have you done any real work?’”

Most clients want to see that you have actually done some bona fide illustration gigs—the “real work” Bullock flags—for authentic clients. They want to be able to judge you/your work based on field conditions. They know that most school projects aren’t as demanding or deadline driven so Bullock advises you to “Get some freelance under your belt before you graduate.”

This, as Bullock points out, will complement your portfolio and make you a better candidate when you hit the market looking for a job. “Critically consider what to put into your portfolio, for both school and freelance work,” Bullock says. “If you have any doubts, leave it out. Even a bona fide assignment that is not seriously strong enough to go into your portfolio should not make the cut.

“Regarding the type of degree, an associate’s, bachelor’s, or master’s … I would hazard a guess that most illustrators working in the industry have a bachelor’s degree, or, at least, an associate degree,” Bullock says. “I know there are illustrators out there with a master’s. I would even say that there are those with no degree whatsoever. But I would argue that illustrators on both ends of that spectrum are in the minority.

“Most job postings list a bachelor’s degree. If your portfolio is good and you’ve worked a few jobs, they will sometimes ‘overlook’ the associate’s degree. Generally, smaller shops and privately owned companies are more willing to accept someone with an associate degree than the larger firms and corporations (who often use the degree to screen people out). All of that considered, I have been in the field for over seventeen years and have done well with my associate degree.”

HIRE ED


June Edwards recommends that students seek out illustration (and graphic design) opportunities on campus. “Many colleges and universities have part-time and work/study programs that offer experience in specialized fields,” she says.

According to Edwards, the best opportunities here would be with the university’s Public Relations Department, but other departments on campus might also be looking for illustrations and design work to advertise their services or to promote upcoming events. Some departments or service areas you might check into are the library, technology, recreation/fitness, health/medical, bookstore, dining services, and the counseling center.

“Most universities have a Print Services Department,” Edwards says. “Those folks are usually swamped with work and often have one or two employment positions for students. The campus newspaper is usually a student-run production; involvement with that (or any of the many newsletters produced by various departments) would look good on your résumé. Illustrations are an important part of these publications: you may be able to have your work published on an ongoing basis.”



SUCCESS 101

I believe, as does Edwards (who sparked this dialogue), that education is a two-way street. You must show up—you participate. Your willing contribution is essential. Edwards’s manifesto declares that the student has a responsibility to consciously engage in the process. The professor will recognize the quality of that engagement and can make the presentation more meaningful and relevant.

When appropriate, students must inquire: ask questions and add your thoughts or ideas. Students must be prepared for each class session and participate in discussions. “All creative exercises—including lectures, discussions, assignments—demand individual creative problem-solving,” says Edwards. “Not all aspects will be nailed down or completely defined by your professor. It is up to you to come up with unique, appropriate solutions—your personal interpretations and responses to discussions and assignments are vital.”

Long term, the techniques students use to make the most out of each class can be applied to a work situation in the future: cultivating positive student/professor relationships in school can help you understand how to develop positive relationships with art directors. Fully participating in discussions and critiques in school will help you collaborate effectively with colleagues.

CHAIN CHAIN CHAIN

Another life skill you cultivate in school is problem-solving. “Sometimes you will encounter a persistent problem in a class even though you work hard and try your best,” Edwards says from experience.

“Begin by defining specifically what the difficulty is and whether others are having the same problem. Could the problem be a result of a misunderstanding on your part? Make an appointment with your professor as soon as possible: explain the situation clearly and work together to find a resolution. If the problem persists you should consult with your advisor to find out whom you should speak with next.”

Understand that real problems do not just go away; you must solve them or make a sacrifice. In school the little burnt offering will be your grade and apparent knowledge of the subject.

“This is an unacceptable outcome given the cost of an education these days,” says Edwards. “Be a team player though, and always go up the chain of command. You will find that solving the problems you encounter in school will be similar to solving problems at work.”

LEARNING CURVE

“Art school for me was just great,” Lori Osiecki will tell you. “It gave me the opportunity to experiment and connect with other creative people. At art school I learned how to pull it all together so that I could actually support myself doing something I enjoy. It doesn’t get any better than that.”

But during her last months at school, Osiecki used her student status to earn some practical, real-world credits. She scheduled interviews with design firms, advertising agencies, and magazines—any art director who would be willing to spend fifteen minutes with her every Friday she had free.

“I told them that I was not asking for work,” Osiecki tells us, “just some advice; that I valued what they had to offer—direction, criticism; anything. I wanted to shape my portfolio. I wanted to be able to find a job. I did not want to do something else to support my art habit.”

Osiecki found that these art directors were incredibly generous with their time. And she listened to what they had to say. “I reworked my book so that I felt good about it. I knew it inside and out,” she says. “I became comfortable with the interview process. I clearly identified my target markets. And I landed my first job within two months of graduating.

“It was a fine job and a wonderful experience,” Osiecki says. “I had the good fortune of meeting and working with some of the best artists in the country. True mentors. I still keep in touch with many of the people I met. Creative bonding—there’s nothing like it.”

LEARNING IN PRACTICE

Yes, you can get the (art) job done even if you are knee deep into another job. Even if that job is not particularly “arty,” and even if that job may be a non- or low-paying gig. Here we’re talking ostensibly. In the short term, perhaps on the surface. And, yes, there is such a thing as a practical education (directly or indirectly espoused by the pros above).
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