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“Graphic Writing: The Art of Illustration”
with Chris Koelle, Tabitha Cook, and Justin Gerard
Moderator: Scott Mason

Minutes: Nancy Clayton

Justin and Chris are founding members of Portland Studios. They work for clients in New York and in California. They first did freelance illustration. They explained that the freelance market is crowded. There are lots of websites that show that many talented people are competing for the work. The freelance profession can be feast or famine. As a freelancer, you have to market your work, find clients, keep up with former clients, and do the taxes. No one prepares you for how much you will have to do, and the economy can cause the market to change suddenly. Also, not everyone is a good businessman. We struck it rich when a friend who is good in business (Brannon McAllister) wanted to start a company!

Portland Studios is a three-part structure divided between the Technical person, the Entrepreneur, and the Manager. Our Entrepreneur is really good with marketing. The Manager takes care of all the business aspects. A good healthy business needs someone to fill each of these roles, and each person spends time doing what he is good at.

Getting started: Standard procedure for getting started is to put together 12 page portfolios and mail them out. I (Justin) spent $400 and received letters telling me that they had been put on the shelf.  Then I went to a convention in Nashville, and one of my portfolios went around New York (with a person who had taken it at the convention). Handshakes made all the difference. Ultimately, personal contact made the difference. We will attend COMICON this summer in Los Angeles. We will put together a graphic novel to show there.

In the future, all of illustration is going to be digital. Traditional mediums will decline, though it will continue to rule in the fine arts. Collectors will always prefer the traditional media because it was touched by the artist’s hand. Yet, we can do twice the amount of work in the digital format that can be done in the same time with traditional media.

Tabitha was introduced. She offered some of the things that she had learned since graduating in May, and entering the workforce. She has learned much through trial and error. Everything that you do (even work for friends) gives a chance to have your work known more widely. She is more of a fine artist. She loves telling stories, and she likes to imagine freezing the frames and drawing them. A lot of people like that because they have a hard time visualizing. She has also found that it is good to talk with other people in the business.

Justin commented that there are abundant resources available. It is important to look at the work of others to see what is being published. How is your work competing with that? Getting in to the industry is difficult. It is hard to break in without a lot of marketing and showing what you can do. Our (Portland Studios) entrepreneur is good at telling us what to show, and meeting with clients. This is a huge help. Consider your strengths and weaknesses. We (artists) are not the ones communicating with the clients. He deals with adjustments in the artwork, so the client sees the same face every time, instead of a different artist every time. There are plenty of agencies that simply house a bunch of (names) illustrators. We are represented by one studio name. We are fortunate to have our business partner. This is a better way to maximize profitability. 

Q. What can you include in a portfolio? 
At the beginning of a career, you just want to get out there. Get away from that as quickly as possible. Put together six to a dozen pieces that represent what you want to do, otherwise, the salad bowl, or the clown picture might become your worst nightmare. Put your favorites in your portfolio. Don’t include everything that you ever did. I started out starving, so I took anything when it came in. Now, our manager sets up our schedule so that we have continuous uninterrupted work.

We will be attending COMICON in San Diego. We would like to get in to screen conceptual work. The Star Wars imagery was amazing. Brian Cook and Ian McCabe (etc) cook up all the imagery work. That is what I would like to do. I plan to put 25 images together to hand out as portfolios. I hope to meet some of these people.

Q. How old are you?

A. 23/ 25/ 22
Q. Do you sketch first or use paint programs? 

A. Justin: A combination. I start with sketches with watercolor and pencil because it is quick. Don Seegmiller proved to me in “Digital Character Creation” that digital art made a valid starting point. Start with thumbnails. Use a digital pen with color composition. Use that to get client approval for your idea. Mesh the digital image with traditional media textures. You can mimic any media with the digital program.

Chris: Corel Painter Program can be intimidating. You can make pictures with unbelievable representation of traditional mediums. The number of options is overwhelming. Goodbrush and others create effortless pictures.

Justin: Photoshop is more structured. Corel allows some accidents.

Q: Have you been influenced by comic artists like Dave McKean?

A: Justin: I grew up with influences.
Chris: A lot of my influences come from the comics. Ashley Wood combines traditional media with digital and it is seamless. 

Tabitha: I was influenced by the Golden Age Illustrators like Arthur Rackham.

Q: David McKean’s covers for Sandman use a lot of fine art elements and have brought comics and storytelling up to the level of fine art.

Justin: There is no “make it look cool” button. In illustration, all the art school rules apply. I will insist that all students begin with the traditional arts. The evil side of digital art is that it can look fake.

Q: How did you get started?

Justin: I began working with an agency. They take a big cut, and then you get a lot of really terrible work all at once.

Chris: I went to school with Justin. Over time, we made plans together and the connection brought us together. I have been doing art since I was a kid. I decided to study it and kept making connections along the way.

Tabitha: I am just starting out and still deciding how much illustration I want to do. I don’t have a businessperson to help.

Q: Where did your business partner get his training? Was it studied, or just “magical”?

Chris: It was magical because he was in art school, but he kept pushing himself to learn the business side. You can teach yourself. Artist Brad Holland is entirely self-taught. 
Q: Do you want to do more gallery shows? 

Chris: I am a huge fan of gallery work. I see illustrator Phil Hale more as a fine artist. He exhibits in England. His illustration has the same quality as his fine art work. That is ideal!

Justin: At some point we would like to do that more. We would like to exhibit our competition work, our graphic novel work, and our children’s books. Right now, we have a breakneck pace.

Chris: We are creating artwork and content.

Q: Are you concerned with copyrights and secondary marketing?

Justin: We do posters, and at sometime we would like to set up poster images online.

Q: Have you taken your work to animation?

Justin: That is part of our ten-year plan. Ultimately we see ourselves as storytellers.

Q: Do you envision doing video games?

Justin: No! Brandon (the manager) holds video games in contempt! Go to comic conventions to find those (kinds of assignments). We have been asked to do some things that we don’t want to do (content). Video game markets ask you to cross the line very often.

Chris: I grew up on video games and comic books. I thin that the market is going to be really flooded.

Q: On the business side, how do the projects come to you? Does the client already know what he wants, or does he come with a concept and ask you to define it?

Justin: Illustration is defined as “art under the circumstances”. Every other project is a good one.

Q: What is a bad situation?

Chris: When your work assignment does not look anything like your work style, and the project looks like it should have gone to another guy. Try to find work that is as close to your work style as possible. About 2% of our assignments are the coolest projects ever. The other 98% of our work is day to day. This is why many artists consider illustration a sell-out. 

Q: What was your first job as Portland Studios?

Justin: I did a brochure for a summer camp with lumberjack characters. It paid $400.

Chris: I did a book cover for a biography of C.S. Lewis. It was almost a disaster. It slipped through the cracks that the customer wanted color!

