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INTRODUCTION 
UNDERDOGS OF THE ART WORLD 





“There’s no need to fear. Underdog is here!”



I love underdogs. Underdogs are people who aren’t expected to win or succeed. We hear this term thrown around a lot in sports—underdog competitors often achieve success even when the odds are stacked against them. Underdogs have stories to tell and a pile of experience; however, they can be misunderstood at times.



Illustrators are the link between design and fine art. We are not designers, nor are we fine artists. We work in a commercial industry that provides images for clients in a sort of lending atmosphere. Because we generally do not sell our original work outright, we fall into an odd category: We create images that sell ideas, push boundaries of the imagination, sell products, decorate and compliment text like nothing else. We are in a unique creative zone.



I was once an underdog. Not only did I face many challenges while getting started, I also dealt with many expectations from certain people around me. One day I stopped worrying. I was going to make it on my own one way or another. If this meant falling down and making tons of mistakes, that was okay with me. I hope my ever-so-humbling mistakes and experiences as an illustrator will help you in your pursuits toward your own illustration business.



Mark Twain wrote “It’s not the size of the dog in the fight, it’s the size of the fight in the dog,” which means it often pays to be the underdog. It means never compromising. Being the underdog means sticking to your guns despite opposition. Big hype and flashy awards are not always important—underdogs just want to work. Don’t believe me? Google the word underdog. Your search will find many designers, illustrators and other creative studios that incorporate the underdog concept into their brand. 



The Apple computer company was once seen as an underdog. However, the company found a big gap and filled it. It promised ease of use and a well-designed product. It did not compromise its philosophies. Apple “thinks different,” and it paid off in the end.



“I think I can break the odds.”



—JOSÉ FERNANDEZ 



How did I break the odds? I remained focused on my idea of an ideal career. My big life goal was to be self-employed as a creative illustrator, which came down to learning from many mistakes. You may have heard the expression that doing the same thing over and over again and expecting different results is a form of insanity. When something went wrong in my mission for self-employment, I actually did the opposite of my instinctual reaction, and it worked. All those baby steps slowly added up to a career.



“Life is a vibrant paint box of experience.”



—MARK BRYAN 



There are moments in everyone’s creative career when you stop and look back at your beginnings. As I was preparing to write this book, I spent a lot of time thinking about how I’ve evolved in my illustration career. People, events, education, mistakes and life lessons, plus many successes, came to mind. Writing this book was a way to speak louder and share my experiences. If I wasn’t heard before—well, I would be now!



Carl Jung once asked, “What did you do as a child that made the hours pass like minutes?” Nothing occupied my time more than drawing. My first Ed Emberley book (www.edemberley.com) was like entering into another dimension. He is a creative superhero who makes drawing fun and easy. I was hooked. I pursued art all the way to high school. I knew at an early age that I was going to do something art related.
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Funny Heads series: Ed Emberly inspired me to look for shapes when creating concepts.



Eventually, my big ideas led to art school—it was both a frightening and exciting adventure in learning. There’s nothing like entering a school that was 24-7 learning and never seemed closed. Creative freedom was all around me. I loved every exhausting, though sometimes frustrating, moment of it. Then I graduated.



When I graduated I felt as though I was starting another adventure. This sense of adventure ended quickly when I realized I didn’t know what I was doing. I wasn’t ready for this type of career yet, which was a hard reality to admit after having gone to school for five years. Somehow along the way I’d gotten lost. I had to stop and get back to basics to rediscover why I wanted to be an illustrator in the first place.



My first humble mistake was believing I was too green in the beginning. I believed being new to the industry was a bad thing (or so I was told). This almost stopped me in my tracks. I soon learned that being new could be a positive thing. I just had to change my thinking a bit. Inexperience can be a good thing at times because it allows for new ideas and ways of looking at things. It’s important to find the energy and excitement of starting something new. At the same time, remember to be flexible, determined and open to new ideas. We all want to succeed when getting out there; you just need to be willing to take the risk.



Another issue I had was not being able to let go of the work. I really loved everything I produced. Putting it out there felt as though I no longer had control of it. I was identifying with my work too much; I had to learn to separate myself from the work and let it be judged. My solution came by selling work in a few galleries. It was not easy to give my work the freedom to exist without me, but I did it anyway, and in the end it was a liberating experience.



At one point I became too comfortable working at home. I developed some very bad habits. My husband worked the night shift, and that shifted my schedule as well. Suddenly my day was all over the map. I began sleeping in, which resulted in fuzzy-brained thinking and total lack of focus. I was distracted by too many things. Working at home was a new concept. We bought our first house and did a lot of renovating, and that became a fulltime distraction. The end result was that I was working only when I felt like it. I couldn’t get into a groove to work, and it was becoming a problem. Not having a schedule helped me on my way to being undisciplined. I got lazy! 



I realized I was getting nowhere fast and that I needed to make a lot of changes. I had to learn what working at home meant, and I had to be willing to motivate myself, which involved a lot of self-discipline. I couldn’t allow myself to get distracted with things better suited for the weekend. These are learned skills, and I had a lot to master, so I began to concentrate on business. I decided to tap into the left side of my brain, which had been lying dormant.



I have been asked why I kept going with my self-employment, even though I wasn’t getting any work or making a living on my illustrations. My simple answer has always been that I was finishing what I had started. The need to be self-employed became a very large passion. Suddenly money, notoriety and awards were no longer the main focus. I stopped personalizing failure, rejection and the lack of experience. What became important was getting my butt out there.



I can sum up my creative life so far in three words; a handmade experience. These words describe what I do. They are my brand. The words are on my website, business cards and promotional materials, and they indicate that I have done a lot of my work on my own—not an easy way to learn, but I’ve done it, and now I’m living my creative dream.



What is a handmade experience? For me it is doing what I love to do with clear, defined goals, mixed with talent, to produce illustrations that sell. A handmade experience is about how I create my work with paint. It means combining all my failures and successes and having the courage to try unusual things. It also means having the ability to work outside my comfort zone. I’m pretty sure at this point that I can make almost anything work!



I wish the same for you in your illustration career.





PART ONE 
GETTING STARTED 
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CHAPTER 1 
THERE WAS A HOLE IN MY EDUCATION 



“The education of the will is the object of our existence.”



—RALPH WALDO EMERSON 



Tell me if you’ve heard this one before: There once was a girl who graduated from art school. She had big plans, lots of talent and a portfolio. She stepped out into the world of work and tripped and fell on her face.



The concept was simple: I was to go to art school and then graduate into a career. So I went for five long, creative and expensive years. Many have applauded me for my dedication to my education. Others have asked me if I was nuts. Crazy or not, I left with many great skills and experiences. All I needed to do was change my direction a bit.



“Graphic design will save the world right after rock and roll does.”



—DAVID CARSON 



I originally went to art school with the purpose of studying design. This was around the time Ray Gun magazine was created, as well as when the grunge era began. Design was being turned on its head again. Typography was intensely interesting, thanks to American designer David Carson—one of the most influential designers of the nineties, whose eye-catching magazine design and experimental typography centered around music, skateboarding and surfing. I could not help but be intrigued by it all. My new school’s traditional philosophies suddenly seemed stale. Rules were being broken. Computers were becoming an important tool for new ways of making design. Design seemed too clean for me. I needed an edge. The old ways were being altered, and so was my way of thinking.



“Never mistake legibility for communication.” 



—DAVID CARSON 
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Illustration by Holly DeWolf 



I could no longer fight my natural tendency to do things my way. Everything changed when I took a course named “Making Verbal and Visual Narratives.” The course was exactly what I had been looking for. It required painting, drawing and text. I was no longer a design student. I had chosen a new route—illustration. 



BENEFITS OF ART SCHOOL 




Despite the many challenges of attending art school, there were many good things that came my way:





1. Creative freedom 



2. Access to equipment 



3. Small class sizes 



4. Access to a studio space 



5. Help in stepping outside my comfort zone and self-sufficiency 



6. Exposure to like-minded people 



7. Critiques and helpful feedback 



8. A trained eye and a trained hand 



9. A portfolio I could use to show potential clients 



10. A good background in art and design history 



11. The ability to think conceptually 



12. An understanding of the importance of deadlines 



13. The idea of not having to live a nine-to-five life working for someone else.





There are, however, some things art school won’t teach you. Steven Heller (www.howdesign.com/dailyheller) wrote “Very simply, the truth is not always taught in art school—what is unspoken could fill volumes…” I couldn’t agree more. What I saw in my five years at school was that business seemed almost frowned upon. Often when I brought up questions regarding business to my professors, I was told their course did not cover that, but I could look into business classes elsewhere. To this day I believe business is a fundamental concept that should not have been missing from my education.



Here’s what illustrator Holli Conger has to say about her art school experience:



“Looking back, my first two years of college were very hard and very challenging. I had two really great instructors who pushed and inspired me to do great things. My last two years, not so much. I felt as though I wasn’t getting what I had gotten the first two years, so I had to make up for it on my own. I think my determination to learn and begin a freelance career (in graphic design) in my second year of college gave me the momentum I still have today. (That was ten years ago—wow, ten years. Hard to believe!) In my last year of school I did have a class that was geared toward promotion, but I didn’t really learn anything. I think my instructor didn’t really get it.



If I taught a class, it would have to be a class about promoting yourself as an artist, and I would be really hard on my students. They’d have to fight for that A. It is so important to know how to promote yourself. You can have all the talent in the world, but if you aren’t able to let people know about that talent, what good is it?”



Art schools should offer their students the complete package. When the artists who attend these creative institutions graduate, they should not leave the schools scratching their heads, wondering what paths to take when they come to those inevitable forks in the road. Business study— specifically for creatives (people who have the ability to create original and imaginative work)—should be a part of every art school’s curriculum. Unfortunately, this is not the case, so do your research carefully when choosing an art school and try to find one that provides you the necessary business skills. You’ll be glad you did.



Another downside is burnout. Art school can be contradicting sometimes because it can give you creative freedom, but then some classes actually stop the progression of that creativity. For me, this usually happened when I was told that things about my work were wrong or that my ideas were not good. How do you grade ideas?



Five years of fostering ideas, working on projects and a lot of studying took its toll. I needed a huge break after art school. I took three years off after I graduated and worked outside my field. I reeducated myself by researching the industry on everything I could get my hands on. I took business classes. I filled in the blanks.



Realizing that students need to be proactive about their education, I asked renowned illustrative designer and instructor Von R. Glitschka about the usual challenges of teaching illustration and what things he feels are left out in many art schools. Here’s what he said:



“The challenge, ironically enough, is getting the students to draw and refine their work. They, for the most part, don’t spend enough time on the conceptual end of things—sketching, brainstorming, etc.—so most of their final art lacks that unique or clever idea, though it may be rendered well. The first day of class, I always say to my students, ‘I can teach you good creative habits and a well-crafted creative process, but I can’t teach you how to be creative.’ I teach digital illustration, but many students are kind of shocked when I have them do drawing exercises. Regardless, if you want to be designer or illustrator, you should be a good fundamental drawer because this skill set will improve your ability to think through problems, visualize your ideas with more clarity and overall improve your level of work. A designer should never say, ‘I am a designer. I don’t draw.’ That to me is an oxymoron.



“The biggest problem I see in design schools now is they are churning out what I’d call ‘toolers’—students who know how to use tools well but don’t have a very well-defined creative process or ability to coherently work though a concept and refine it. It’s the pull-down menu generation, if you will. No one teaches ‘conceptual thinking,’ yet that is a core skill set needed, and many students fail to understand how to approach a project or how to think through ideas, weed out the bad ones and isolate the strong ones.”



Some new creatives are opting not to go to art school at all. The Internet and technology have made this easier with tutorials, how-to websites and software that encourage self-teaching and being self-made. Many creatives just don’t want to follow anyone else’s rules. Calling the shots is a new thing in illustration: Instead of listening to instructors, artists are creating communities for themselves that involve relationships with like-minded illustrators. These communities help many people land jobs when they are lacking in experience and are considered too young by some potential clients. Personally, I did both. I’m schooled and selfeducated. It worked for me.



THE ILLUSTRATOR’S ROLE 



“Making money is art, and working is art and good business is the best art.”



—ANDY WARHOL 



How does one become an illustrator? Do you choose the job, or does the job choose you? One thing is for sure: To be an illustrator, you need to know what the career entails. I once asked a class of illustration students what they thought the definition of illustration was. After a long pause, I got a few answers. I was told illustration was “creating pretty pictures.” Another response was that illustrators create images for design. Lastly, I heard, “It is like being an artist, except you get paid.” Not a very good start.



To be an illustrator, you must understand the purpose of your industry. I describe it this way: Illustration is the interpretation of a problem that requires imagery to solve it. This imagery compliments, explains, decorates or tells a story. Fortunately, illustrators see possibilities. Illustrators think in pictures and bend imagination from reality.



ILLUSTRATION HAS MANY FUNCTIONS 




1. It is thinking made visual.



2. It drives perception.



3. It’s a visual break from text.



4. It compliments text.



5. It adds a personal statement.



6. It shows interesting points of view.



7. It moves the message and helps explain an idea.



8. It establishes mood.



9. It grabs attention.



10. It decorates.




How does the world benefit from an illustrator’s work? We make things look good. Great illustration gets attention. Unique and original work can make business cards and book covers come to life. Good illustration moves the message along. Images in children’s books open up imaginative possibilities for young minds, like in Maurice Sendak’s Where the Wild Things Are. Illustration explains ideas that are sometimes hard to describe in text—like in instruction manuals. Images can illustrate possibilities, such as concepts for cars and fashion. The uses for illustration are endless.



What makes a good illustrator? Illustrators need to be able to balance talent, business, marketing, promotion, quality and service, all rolled up together. Your personality, dedication and style say a lot to your clients and your creative community. You are essentially creating something that begins as an idea’s blank slate. From there, you put your art to work. Your audience needs to quickly understand what you are communicating. Remember that illustration is the oldest and most versatile form of communication—there are more than a few cave walls to back that statement up. Illustration is limited only by your imagination.



IS ILLUSTRATION A BUSINESS OR A HOBBY FOR YOU?



“It’s a great hobby … You get addicted to it and want to do it more.”



—KAREN BROWN 



To clear up some questions, I once attended a seminar on taxation for artists. The speaker began her presentation with a question: “Are you a business or a hobby?” That was a weird question, I thought to myself. Of course I was a business! Everyone seemed as puzzled as I was.



Basically, she wanted to know how we saw ourselves as a business. Did we know how to make a living from our work? Did we know how to keep on top of our paperwork? She wanted to know if we really knew how to run a studio as a self-employed artist, illustrator or designer. Turns out we all had a lot to think about.



Many great creative careers begin as hobbies. It is very appealing to start a business doing what you love to do. Money isn’t always the driving factor; in some cases money isn’t important at all. I know quite a few people who have given up high-paying jobs to do something more important to them. For many people, working for themselves is their dream.



Some say an illustrator isn’t an illustrator until someone discovers her. I disagree. You can be an illustrator in business or as a hobby. One makes money, and the other does not. Money does not determine whether you’re in this industry. Rather, what determines an illustrator is a combination of creativity, talent, business and determination. Caring about this industry makes you a part of it. Add a sprinkle of luck and you have a winning mix. Keep in mind that luck usually shows up to those prepared for success. The other thing to keep in mind is that careers do not happen overnight. Careers evolve and grow when managed properly. Smart work habits will get you from point A to point B more quickly.



You are a “hobby” if you’re creating work with no intention of getting that work out there. You are not working with a future client in mind or a future audience.



If you’re having trouble letting go of creative control but have the desire to be an illustrator, you are in conflict. To be a “business,” you need to be able to step out of the office and away from your desk. Clients do not knock on doors—that is your job. No one is going to send out a search party for you.



Your illustration career will continue to be a hobby if:





1. You’re not proactive about getting work.



2. You’re not actively getting your work out there.



3. You’re missing opportunities right in front of you.



4. You’re letting fear take over.



5. You’re not sure who your market is.



6. You don’t know whom you would like to work for.



7. You don’t see yourself as a business.



8. You aren’t actively seeking new markets for your work.



RECOMMENDED READING 




Inside the Business of Illustration by Steven Heller and Marshall Arisman is a great resource for any studio.




Business is actually the biggest priority when a person is starting out as an independent illustrator. Your talent comes naturally, so why is business put on the back burner? Why are illustrators so reluctant to discuss business? Have you ever seen a “successful” illustrator and asked yourself how they got to be successful? Most likely it was because they threw themselves in front of prospective clients and didn’t wait for work to come to them.



I think, for some of us, that business is put on the back burner because of a combination of not being around business growing up and not having the opportunity to take business courses in art school. Often we get caught up in creating, and business falls to the bottom of the priority list. Discussing ideas is more fun than discussing boring old business stuff . It’s easy to complain about business and how things aren’t going our way instead of finding a solution. Business avoidance usually happens when we don’t have the confidence to mingle both ways of thinking—creative and business—on a regular basis. Many illustrators focus on what they do best: illustrating. Does this make them hobbyists? It doesn’t have to.



It’s nice to think there’s some magic formula to getting started. Well, here it is: Hard work, visibility and persistence. Remember what lured you to this industry in the first place: You wanted control over your own career. You wanted to use your specialized talent and get paid for it. You wanted to be your own boss.



MYTHS AND OTHER MISUNDERSTANDINGS 



With any industry there are always many myths and misunderstandings. Here are some illustration myths I have encountered on a regular basis during the past ten years:



1. Illustration is dead: Illustration is not dead; illustration has changed. The glory days of illustration may be long gone, but we have a new industry on the rise that involves many new technologies and talent all over the globe. Blogs, websites and online forums have changed how we present ourselves to the world. Sending a prospective client a link to your website is a whole lot easier than dropping off a portfolio. The system has changed. Things are being made easier. Old ideas are being pushed around. Illustrators are controlling the industry and finding work in different ways.



2. Illustrators do not know anything about business: Not so. Many illustrators are making a good living from their work because business is the most important aspect of what they do. I asked Claudine Hellmuth about the biggest myth she encounters about business, and here’s what she had to say:



“I think one of the myths held by other artists—as well as other, nonarty people (I call the nonart people “civilians”)—is that when you are an artist you don’t have to be or are not a good businessperson. I look at my art as a business, and I enjoy the business aspect of [my art] as much as any other aspect of working as an artist. I love reading business/marketing books even if they are not directly linked to art.”



3. Illustration is like fine art: Fine art tends to be a little freer when it comes to ideas and the final outcome. Fine artists do not typically create with a client in mind but rather focus on self-expression. Some fine artists do consider the client if they have been commissioned for a specific piece, but they have much more creative freedom than an illustrator. How artists sell their work is also different. Many sell their work online, in galleries, at art fairs or in art shops. Illustrators generally keep all rights to their work and sell copies of it. We are essentially lending the use of an image to clients. Fine artists generally sell their work outright. Some illustrators see themselves as both illustrators and fine artists—they do work for clients and also have shows in galleries.



4. Digital illustrators do not know how to draw: Wrong! To get to the digital part means there must have been some idea laid out somewhere. Many digital illustrators lay it out on paper, scan it into the computer and add their own personal digital touch to it. The computer is just another tool to create work with. While the outcome can be different, the basic fundamentals are still there.



5.“My sister’s boyfriend’s employer’s wife just wrote a children’s book. You should illustrate it. I’ll get her to give you a call, okay?” You most likely will never hear from this children’s book author. I cannot tell you how many times in a year I hear suggestions like this one. Even if the person follows through, publishers pick their own illustrators. The writer rarely has any say unless they are self-publishing. If you choose to work with a self-publisher, insist on a contract. Cover your butt.



6. Illustrators are starving artists: False. The illustration industry would not be around as a career choice if no one were making a living at it. Why would anyone bother? But if you do not work at it daily, i.e. get yourself out there and think of yourself as a business, you’ll be starving, all right.



7.“Why don’t you draw things more realistically to resemble photographs?” It all comes down to style: Some of us see things differently. Our personal vision makes our work unique. Technical or medical illustrators represent things on a more realistic level; some medical textbooks need to represent imagery in an almost photographic style, as opposed to children’s book illustrations, which can be more whimsical in style. It all depends on how you want to work and what types of clients you want to pursue.



8. Illustration is just a hobby: We expect to be treated as a business and to get paid for our time and work. We would never expect a plumber or a mechanic to do their work just for the fun of it. They would laugh us right out of the room!



9. Illustrators are right-brained thinkers only: Not necessarily. Many of us use both sides equally. This may be natural for some; others may require practice. Think of using both sides of the brain as creativity meeting an organized sock drawer. You are mixing logic with your playful side.



10.“Illustration? That’s design, right?” Illustration is closely linked to design. Many design principles can be applied to illustration, especially if you are a digital illustrator. Some illustrators work in both industries.



11.“This project shouldn’t take any time, right? How about getting that back to me in an hour?” Yeah, right! Illustrators rarely work that quickly. Many of us choose quality projects over just any project. We need a certain amount of time to work through ideas and concepts to get to a finished piece. You should never take on a job that compromises your business philosophies, quality and style. It’s just bad for your business.



12. Creative people are miserable: I have never felt miserable while in the flow of creativity; it’s an oxymoron. The myth of the suffering artist is a romantic ideology. The perfect example is van Gogh. As you know, he was not at all kind to himself. He was isolated, cut off his ear and later took his own life. Did he do this because he was an artist? Not quite. He had a whole set of issues in play way before he was a painter. In a nutshell, he was hard on himself. But would he have been happier if he had been an accountant? Probably not. There are miserable people everywhere doing all sorts of jobs. All you have to do is turn on the TV or go to the mall to see that. How many miserable people are artists? Not too many. For some people it is easier to be pessimistic than to be happy and hopeful. For others it is easy to criticize a career they simply do not understand.



SOBER EXPECTATIONS 



To be sober is to have a clear view of the way things actually are. Getting a gig to illustrate the cover for The New Yorker probably won’t happen right away (though stranger things have happened). Working hard at illustration could result in getting your dream gig down the road, but you have to start somewhere.



Expectations for yourself need to be based in your own reality. Sometimes when we look to other illustrators and see them doing what we want to do, we want to know how they got there. What steps did they take? Try to turn that focus onto yourself. What are you doing every day that will benefit your business? The comparison habit can sometimes leave us feeling like we don’t measure up. Stay in your own zone of reality, not someone else’s. 



Expectation can be defined as “the act or state of anticipating something about to happen”—in other words, anticipating something we look forward to or a prospect of something good for our future. To me the future of illustration looks good. I see many innovators, movers and creators. I see a lot of illustrators creating online communities and networks. Illustration is great again, and it will be as great as long as we work at it. I expect illustration will grow and change like it has always changed. I expect illustrators soon to take this industry back and mold it into a business that will benefit everyone. I expect this community to stick together.



THE CREATIVE HABIT 



“We’re very thankful to all of you out there for continuing to let us play in our corner of the sandbox.”



—JOEL COEN 



Creativity is the foundation of any great illustration career. This is why illustration is such an appealing business for many of us. I often think, I’m getting paid to think and create stuff ? That’s when I pinch myself.



RECOMMENDED READING 




Check out Keri Smith’s Living Out Loud: Activities to Fuel a Creative Life.




There is a heavy demand for creativity. Problem solving and creative business sense are desirable qualities for an illustrator to have. Illustrators work in an industry that requires them to be “on” at all times, but being creative on command is easier said than done sometimes. You need to have a complete package of skills. Creating your own system of thinking saves time, allows you to play and gets the job done. It all comes down to the creative habits you keep.



Your creative habits start early—on the floor with a box of crayons. Hard to believe you can turn childhood play into a career. The goals are basically the same then as now: to have fun, think big, make stuff and put that stuff on display. In essence, illustration is a way of acting on a creative idea to make that idea visual. The big difference between childhood play and professional illustration is that illustrators create images for clients and get paid for it. It’s a business.



Creativity is often on the fence between luck and play. Creativity needs to be cultivated in order to grow. Mix in a challenge and you’ve got something to work toward. You also need the ability to be creative under pressure. Let’s say it’s 1 a.m. and you’re feeling exhausted: If you can keep going, you’ve passed the ultimate test to the playful side of your imagination.



This industry has ups, downs and lots of deadlines. Developing good creative habits will help you stay productive on a regular basis. Good habits will also keep you out of that dreaded zone called “creative block.”



So what is a creative habit? A habit can be defined as “an activity done without thinking.” Creativity can be defined as “using your imagination to produce new things and ideas.” Combine the two and you get a natural, imaginative state that results in original products or ideas on a regular basis. A creative habit is your own system for generating ideas quickly. This automatic thinking style comes from a deeper understanding of your true creative nature.



RECOMMENDED READING 




Keri Smith’s Wreck This Journal is a great book for inspiration and keeping yourself motivated.




Good Creative Habits 



Keep an Idea Journal 



An idea journal is an important tool to keep near you at all times. I never leave home without one. Ideas are sneaky; they can pop up at the strangest moments. It may be 3 a.m., but your creative brain doesn’t know that. You’ve got to be able to jot those ideas down quickly before they get away. Once they leave your brain, it’s hard to find them again.



There isn’t a right or wrong way to approach a journal—just write it down. Glue in snippets of doodles, write notes and add clippings from magazines or ideas written on napkins. This helps ideas grow. One idea may lead to many down the road. Ideas are contagious. Think of your idea journal as an infinite idea generator. You can recycle thoughts and tidbits for many projects.



It’s not a bad idea to have many journals. I have one in my bag, one in my bedroom, one in the office and one in the living room. Writing down tidbits is a big part of my day. I treat every idea with the potential to be something. In fact, this book came from an idea I jotted down five years ago and kept adding to. Then one day I picked it up, and it seemed it was time to put the idea out there.



Create an Image Binder 



Sometimes you need reference material for certain projects. A binder full of different images can help greatly when in a pinch. Good places to find images are flyers, magazines, junk mail or packaging. Instead of recycling these right away, try chopping out what is useful. One thing to keep in mind: It’s never a good idea to put other illustrators’ work into your binder as a reference. Looking at someone else’s completed work can inhibit your own creative process. Instead, collect images that inspire you (these can be sketches to unfinished projects).



A NOTE ABOUT COMPING IMAGES 




Comping is short for “comprehensive rendering,” which is often done when pitching ideas to clients. Use care when comping or downloading images for reference as not to plagiarize another illustrator’s work.




Play With Opposites 



Combining opposites or unrelated things can exercise your brain. Try to come up a relationship between two things off the top of your head. Some similarities may be obvious. For other combinations you may need to play around with a few ideas.



Read 



Words and word associations can pop ideas into your head very quickly. Magazines are a great source for this because they use buzzwords, taglines and headings that can be very descriptive and visual.



Music 



Music lyrics are another great source of inspiration. There’s something very simplistic about music lyrics, depending on what you like to listen to, that can create lots of visual cues. A good source to look up song lyrics is www.letssingit.com.



Get a Thesaurus 



These handy little references are all about mingling words. Thesauruses often give a definition along with examples of phrases and sentences. Synonyms help you look at a possible idea in another way. Using a thesaurus is basically wordplay. Let your left and right brains duke it out.



Start a Quote File 



Snippets of thoughts, ideas or observations can be very visual. For example: Elias Canetti said, “In eternity everything is just beginning.” This particular quote caught my attention back in art school. It makes me think of an eternity symbol, which is quite nice in its simplicity. Here are a few websites to get you started:



http://en.wikiquote.org



www.quoteland.com



www.coolquotes.com



www.quotedb.com



Try Writing 



Make your own verbal narratives and work backward. Create visuals from your own text. If you like to write, create images to go along with the words. Create text from illustrations or from doodles to make some sort of story. Sometimes this is how children’s books happen.



Stop Overthinking 



When we force ideas, the end result is usually frustration. Have you ever heard the expression “Think less so you can do more”? It’s amazing what can happen when we relax and get out of our own way. Remember to play; spontaneous actions can break a slump. We all have a bad habit of taking things too seriously. We spend too much time in our heads. It’s often a good idea to pull back and start over. Find a happy medium.



Have a Creative Break 



I try to do little hour-long projects every day as a break from my assignments. I call this time my creative hour. The concept is simple: Create something spontaneous in an hour. The result will be fresh eyes and a fresh perspective. The nice thing is that sometimes these ideas can find their way into some of my work.



Another way to break things up is by adding some humor to your day. Laughter has a funny way of relieving stress. A touch of comedy will help put you into a more positive frame of mind.



Push the Idea Around 



You can change the idea, flip it or chop it up. Change the color or size. Don’t get discouraged if an idea isn’t working at first. Don’t dump it—tweak it. Look at the idea another way. Do the opposite. Test it. Experiment with it. 



Ask Yourself Lots of Questions 



Do you always start a project the same way? If you normally work big, why not try working small? Do you always use five colors? How about using three colors instead?



Research 



Learn about your subject. Go to the library. Hit the mall. Go online. Read. The more knowledge you arm yourself with, the better. Creativity is also an exercise in learning. Your brain is a sponge—fill it up with good stuff . You never know when you may need that information down the road.



Show Up 



Woody Allen once said, “Eighty percent of success is just showing up.” Sit down and get to work. A dot turns into a line, and that line becomes a doodle. One word will lead to a sentence. Just start.



Break Your Own Rules 



Step away from the computer and get back to basics. Get out the paint, some junk and some glue. Wreck your ideas. Create without a plan. Thomas Edison wrote, “To invent, you need a good imagination and a pile of junk.” It’s good to loosen up and try new ways to create things because it’s easy to get too rigid in your style of working. Letting go and working the opposite of how you normally work can really help you discover new skills you may not have known you had.



Tackle a Weakness 



Resolving creative issues puts those issues to rest. The best way to stop that inner nagging is by conquering the problem. Not good at drawing hands? Practice until you have a system that works for you. Had a typo on your last promotional postcard? Redesign it. Breaking through a creative barrier will be another personal success for you.



Go Prospecting 



You should always be on the lookout for new ideas. Never feel finished— there will be more assignments on the horizon and new promotional ideas you’ll need to get out there. Ideas can be like an archeological dig. Start at the beginning and look back at your idea journal.



So, What Can Go Wrong?



We lose creativity for a number of reasons: We get into stale routines that can sometimes stifle our natural curiosity. We let life get in the way. We worry about the outcome. We’re told creativity isn’t important. Or, worse, creativity is taken out of schools. Oftentimes practical thinking gets the attention, while creativity is treated as a dispensable luxury. When education budgets get tight, what are the first programs to go? The fun ones—art, music and gym. When recessions hit and business budgets get squeezed, companies often resort to using clip art instead of hiring an illustrator. These are unfortunate realities we face as creative illustrators.



Another reality is getting stuck in a creative slump. Slumps are big freeloaders because they can suck the ideas right out of your brain if you aren’t paying attention. Some freeloaders are as follows:



1. Negative feedback: Creativity is helped along when it’s supported. The reality is that while many will love your work and ideas, there will unfortunately be some who won’t. Focus on the positive feedback. Writer and illustrator Keri Smith once wrote, “Keep forward movement.” This is especially important to do when we face rejection.



2. Lack of time: Having to come up with ideas under tight time restraints is the worst way to try to be creative. Our brains have a funny way of rebelling while under pressure. Rushed creativity can leave you feeling beaten down—those deadlines are looming, and that clock is ticking faster and louder. This is usually when people start making mistakes, and those mistakes can be costly. You need to set aside certain amount of time for proper productivity.



3. Fatigue: Feeling exhausted takes the creative spirit out of things. What once seemed exciting makes the tired mind feel like it needs a vacation. A rested mind finds assignments fun. When you’re tired you can miss obvious solutions. Ideas happen with a prepared mind. Those six cups of coffee will only work to a certain degree! What may have taken two hours to complete may end up taking longer if you aren’t in the mood for proper creativity.



4. Isolation: This is a large trap that’s easy to fall into. Working at home can be a solitary exercise, but idea generating doesn’t have to be. Hook up with like-minded creatives for coffee. Join an illustration group online. Feedback is very important and often overlooked.



5. Noisy environments: As illustrators we need to feel productive, have purpose and enjoy feeling creative. This is often hard to do when the dog is barking, the baby is crying or someone is playing his music too loudly. Real focus requires a comfortable atmosphere in which you are at your best. You must pay attention for creativity to come in.



6. Complacency: Getting too comfortable can have its downsides. Your illustration work is supposed to be a business. That means turning off the TV and focusing on the tasks at hand. You have a certain amount of freedom when working at home, but there is a limit. Remember that freedom needs to mingle around projects and running the office.



7. Bad dialogue with yourself: Nothing kills an idea faster than negativity. Be kind to your ideas. Be kind to yourself. Stop the intrusive, negative chatter in your head. Develop good positive-thinking habits. In a funk? What language can you use to get out of it? What activities can you do to get back on track? What you believe is what you are. Remember, whether you think it is or it isn’t, you are right!



Illustration is definitely an uncommon professional adventure. It is a small industry that requires a lot of skill and talent. No one said it was going to be an easy career choice—being an illustrator requires a certain amount of fearlessness and tenacity to be able to stick it out even when the money isn’t coming in. Illustration is the route that says, “Visual career: This way.” We get to play with our inner creativity while learning daily. We push ideas and change the way we see the world around us. I cannot think of a better career to be in.







End of sample
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