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W
hen dust somehow settles after a long academic year, it’s time to reflect, 
debrief and tackle this publication. We have been allowed a bird’s-eye 
view of our seniors’ skill, character and grit thanks to the process of 
curating and paginating the work; evaluating what was produced above 

and beyond our senior thesis projects; and actively reflecting on these last few months 
of frenetic activity full of momentous exhibitions, pop-up shows, festival participations, 
collaborations and industry events. But while holding their work in our hands, we, in  
turn, measure our performance too. This unique vantage point allows us to leverage  
vertical and horizontal opportunities toward growth in multiple directions. Like Janus, 
the Roman god of beginnings and endings who simultaneously looks forward and back-
ward, we too use this double perspective to constantly evolve. 

While this compendium showcases notable projects, it only represents a fraction of 
graduate achievements and processes progressing in sketchbooks and tablets even as 
we speak. Now that our seniors are venturing beyond any familiar support that academic 
environments can provide, instincts, intuition and training in craft and concept are kick-
ing in to help them navigate these open waters. 

In an industry where change is the only constant, we focus on solid fundamentals 
in technique, concept development, and expression of great ideas and powerful sto-
rytelling. These priorities give our graduates the ability to not only excel in a number 
of dynamic industries but also to creatively adapt to ever-changing technologies and 
modes. After all, we intentionally provide them with compasses, not maps. 

This introductory note would be incomplete without recognizing the many talents 
going into a publication like this, from our gifted students to our long list of outstanding 
faculty and department team. Thank you to SVA President David Rhodes for his trust, 
meaningful guidance and ongoing support. I am deeply grateful to the tireless Carolyn 
Hinkson-Jenkins, Matthew Bustamonte, Jason Little, Kelsey Short, Heaven Boles and 
their passion for this project, their ideas and care in introducing our brilliant 2024  
graduating class to industries they are about to dramatically transform. 

As challenging as it is to crystallize the spirit of this department and provide  
a tangible memento of the work, thinking and spark that make BFA Illustration tick, this 
publication will come very close.

See you at school,
Viktor Koen  
Chair
BFA Comics
BFA Illustration

Now that our seniors venture beyond any familiar  
support that academic environments can  

provide, instincts, intuition and training in craft  
and concept are kicking in to help them  
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Three Generations of High-Focus Drawing

Stephen  
Gaffney

Kurt  
McRobert

James 
McMullan

JAMES (JIM) McMULLAN: Steve, you asked 
me an interesting fundamental question: 
How did I start teaching and how did I 
develop the philosophy of high-focus 
drawing? So I taught a semester’s 
course in handwriting analysis at the 
New York Studio School. I thought if I 
could look at the students’ handwriting, I 
could make a connection between what 
they were drawing and what in their 
handwriting could tell me the authentic 
self in it. They had to give me handwrit-
ing examples, and it quickly became 
clear that they didn’t know how to draw!  
So this analysis didn’t reveal anything  
about what they could do artistically.

After that first semester, I had to ask 
myself, “Jim, you can draw, but why  
can you draw?” I realized that there was 
a lot of intuition going on, but it was  
not programmatic. I didn’t in my mind  
go through the steps of first you do this, 
and then you find the center line, etc.  
I discovered, when I was drawing, I went 
into a higher level of consciousness  
and my mind was flooded with things 
like logic and intuition, all operating 
together. I was having a real reaction to 
the figure, to the model I was looking at.  
I concluded that what had gone wrong  
in so much drawing instruction was 
people trying to make drawing simpler 
and easier by making it programmatic.  
I have to pull people away from that 
method of drawing and awaken this high 
level of intuition and logic. The mind is 
capable of all kinds of things without 
getting wrapped up in all these steps. 

I don’t know how I talked Silas 
Rhodes into giving me an undergraduate 
drawing class, but he did. I began to 
teach with this new philosophy in mind, 
and I had a hell of a time.

The first semester I taught, my 
students had these methods and 
routines they didn’t want to change.  
I was lucky because this kid in my 
second-semester class was a real 
rebel—very tough and athletic—and  
suddenly he just got it! And, Jesus, the 
drawings he began to do were so full  
of life! The rest of the class couldn’t  
fight me anymore. This one kid had 
shown that it really worked.  

STEPHEN (STEVE) GAFFNEY: Thinking about 
what was going on in the art world in the 
late seventies with drawing, you would 
have definitely been a complete anomaly 
among your peers, Jim. All these 

methods, like Drawing on the Right Side 
of the Brain and following every page of 
every Andrew Loomis book—

JIM: To say that I was an anomaly when  
I first started teaching is quite correct. 
After teaching drawing for a few semes-
ters, three instructors even went to the 
chair and asked that I be thrown out of 
the school because what I was teaching 
was so against what they believed in.

STEVE: I can imagine! But you have this 
ability to be free with your drawing. 
That’s what I see now with Kurt after 
taking the High-Focus Drawing class. 
And, Kurt, I see the same intuition  
and logic happening in your drawings.  

Kurt, when did you come back to life 
drawing? You had my class back in 2007 
and you graduated in 2008?

KURT McROBERT: I think it was when we met 
at that sign painting workshop a while 
back, Steve. After we reconnected, I 
wanted to come back and start drawing 

from life again because that was my 
favorite part of art school—life drawing 
and life painting classes. 

I was still doing illustration then, but  
I was obviously moving into sign painting. 
Life drawing felt like a fun activity rather 
than a supplement to my professional 
career. That’s when I started taking 
drawing more seriously as a life practice. 
Now, 10 years later, here we are!  

JIM: Kurt, looking at your work, you  
are very strong in your lettering. You 
have a strong cursive instinct. In other 
words, the curves that you need—you 
know, for “A” or “C” or a “G”—you do 
them so well. I have a feeling that’s 
connected to that instinct of moving 
your hand and arm in a way that proves 
the philosophy of High-Focus Drawing. 
You’re in control of it.

STEVE: Yes, that is something I was hoping 
to point out that connects the two of 
you. I paint signs, and Kurt is a sign 
painter, but the act of drawing is the big 



connection here. But, Jim, you also do 
your own lettering in your posters and 
commercial projects, and that’s always 
been attractive to me.

JIM: I see lettering as art. For a poster,  
I always want the lettering to belong to 
the art. So, yeah, we’re all letterers!

STEVE: I know Kurt’s been working with 
some big-name brands, and these 
brands all have creative directors, and 
it all needs approval—

KURT: Once in a blue moon, you get  
a project where you send in a sketch,  
and they tell you “Great, go for it.” It’s 
obviously validating to have a client  
trust you, but, on the other hand, you 
start to question why no edits? It’s  
very suspicious. 

Most projects kind of fall in between 
that, and it can be very frustrating 
putting so much work into something 
and then having someone make you 
start over, but that is part of the process 
of being a professional. You have a client 
and they have goals that need to be met. 
Of course, they’re going to have an 
opinion because it’s their bar, it’s their 

restaurant, their project. The client is 
also putting in effort into all the other 
aspects of it.

You learn to be diplomatic in a way 
and negotiate and navigate without 
getting irritated, and not irritating [the 
client], and find some sort of compro-
mise—that’s the challenge. I enjoy the 
craft so much that when a client comes 
to me with a complete design, I get to  
go straight to painting. All of the ex-
hausting work is already done, and I get 
to do the fun part.

JIM: I had the great good fortune to work 
with Bernard Gersten, who was second 
in command at Lincoln Center for a long 
time. He saw my work as art, which was 
an unusual attitude to take. Most of the 
time for theater posters there is the 
worry about how people are going to see 
it. Is somebody going to be offended? Is 
this going to appeal to everyone? Bernie 
was different in that sense, so I got away 
with murder for years. Agencies now  
are trying to get a younger audience, so 
the fact that I don’t work on the computer 
has become an issue because it doesn’t 
give my work that flat, perfect look. All 
the things that I think make my work 

interesting—the sense of risk in it, that 
I’m right there in the drawing and paint-
ing—I can’t replicate with a computer. 

I wish that even if students are going 
to do the final art on the computer, [they 
would] spend time with a pencil and 
paper and experiment. Feel free to  
take risks until you build up your skill.  
My concern about the computer  
is that people go to it so quickly, but  
it doesn’t allow them to experiment, 
to take the risk of being on the edge 
in an interesting way.

STEVE: That’s what I try to push for in 
class, and over time it’s changed. Kurt  
is in this middle ground where he’s using 
the computer as a tool but still physically 
engaged in the act of drawing. I use your 
work as examples all the time, Jim, 
because we make posters in class. 

KURT: Just to follow up on the use of the 
computer, I was at SVA from ‘05 to ‘09, 
and artists like James Jean and Tomer 
Hanuka, that generation just before me, 
were really coming up. They had all 
switched to using Photoshop or at least 
a hybrid. It felt very new, and there  
was an unspoken pressure to make 
similar work, but I still really preferred 
doing analog painting and drawing. 
During school I felt like I never really kept 
up with the times because I kept trying 
to do watercolors. Using the computer 
and Procreate is much easier when you 
have to crank things out so quickly. But 
you want to use that undo button so 
much, like when the line doesn’t look 
right, and it’s hard to leave the mistakes 
in when you can just correct them so 
easily. Now there is line correction stuff 

“I think that the  
discovery we make 

when we start  
to draw at a higher 

level is we find  
out more about  

ourselves.”
—JAMES McMULLAN



too—the algorithm will correct and make 
that curved line perfect. It means there 
is a lot of sameness right at this moment. 

JIM: One thing I really like about your 
signage, Kurt, is the energy and the 
enthusiasm in it. You’ve moved into  
an area that is quite different from 
illustration, but you found a way to  
use your skill in illustration because 
it’s in your drawings, and your signs  
are terrific. I think the future is that  
the people who love to draw and make 
images are going to have to find new 
ways to be in the world.

I think it’s interesting that Stephen  
is teaching and finding enjoyment and 
satisfaction out of doing that. You’re 
doing signage and me, the old guy, I’m 
doing fewer and fewer posters. In other 
words, I’m on my way out. But that 
makes sense— this June, I turn 90!  

That’s the other interesting thing 
about the three of us representing 
different age groups. We’re also con-
fronting this general question, as people 
love to draw and make images: How do 
we make a living? 

KURT: Yeah, during school I was hyper- 
focused on becoming an illustrator, but  
if you can leave yourself open to other 
things, you might actually find something 
that suits you better along the way. When 
I was trying to be an editorial illustrator, 
I would get an article or a prompt and I 
would agonize trying to come up with a 
clever composition or just to do the 
assignment. Whereas with sign painting, 
it takes the analog and the craft part 
that I love so much about illustration and 
just focuses on a smaller, more digest-
ible problem. I think it suits my practice 
and my temperament better than 
editorial illustration ever did. There’s 
actually opportunities everywhere that  
I just didn’t even know existed. I had  
no idea sign painting was something  
I could do for a living when I graduated.

STEVE: You sure made a career, wow!  
I mean, that’s finding your niche. I think 
that’s what Marshall Arisman was 
always talking about when he was the 
head of the program back when I was  
at SVA. It was called “media arts” when  
I was studying at SVA in the eighties.

You’ll find your niche if you just stay 
open, and I think that is important. I gave 
up my fine art career before I even 

graduated. I told myself I didn’t want 
to be an illustrator.

The idea of sign painting brought 
up all my drawing skills and my design 
ability. I like to fabricate things, and all 
of a sudden I could make this 
nice-looking thing and it was not 
subjective at all.  
It was a hot dog and it said “hot dog” 
and that was all it needed. But if you 
make a sign look good, you’re adding 
some beauty to the world in some  
way. It’s how I think of the hand being 
so important.    

JIM: And how you find your niche, as 
you were talking about. Stephen, 
you’re a more analytic person than  

I am, and you have that kind of analytic 
intelligence. And so you brought  
that to your teaching of drawing. That 
quality of analysis enriched your 
teaching. I mean, you took what you 
learned from me and combined it  
with your analytic aspiration. I think 
that’s another way in which you have 
found your niche, using what you got 
from me. But then you ask yourself,  
what do I add? How do I make this  
my own? And I think you’ve made it 
entirely your own. 

STEVE: It’s through research and seeing, 
you know, thousands of drawings and 
showing my students—there is this risk 
in a Rubens drawing that’s palpable. One 

thinks that these master artists just sat 
down and did this thing perfectly from 
observation. And it’s really this beautiful 
combination of a little analysis and 
knowing something about the body, but 
also being present while drawing. A leg is 
a leg, and it bends one way and has the 
same form, and you can see through 
generations of artists the same practices. 
But these tiny little stylistic shifts—
they’re a part of a process. Jim, you have 
revealed your process throughout your 
career. I think that has been so import-
ant to see.

JIM: I think that the discovery we make 
when we start to draw at a higher level  
is we find out more about ourselves.  

“One thinks that these master artists  
just sat down and did this thing perfectly 

from observation. And it’s really  
this beautiful combination of a little analysis 

and knowing something about the  
body, but also being present while drawing.”

—STEPHEN GAFFNEY



We realize that that higher sense of 
focus and involvement is also revealing 
us to ourselves—what our biases are, 
what turns us on. So it’s a wonderful 
growing experience to draw and take 
yourself into those high levels of 
observation and reflection and reaction.

I draw in this group at the Century 
Club, and it’s run by a woman who gets 
all kinds of weird models—often really 
old people. I realized that I miss youth in 
my models, because as you get older, the 
energy starts to slow down and every-
thing starts to sit. That’s a bias in myself, 
and I should look forward to drawing old 
people as much as I draw young people. 
But I love energy so much that it’s hard 
for me to focus on all of the forms 
settling down. Like with Ellsworth Kelly, 
the abstract painter. People don’t know 
he drew from life pretty well and it was 
alive. He did portraits of himself 
throughout his whole life up into his 
seventies and eighties.

STEVE: Jim, I know you have an upcoming 
show with your posters, and I was 
reminded of your journey, and I took  
out your book Leaving China. Is there 
anything when you were young and 
moving around the world that  
influenced you?

JIM: The Chinese scrolls were fascinating 
to me because it showed me what  
lines could do. You know, the lines had 
such power that they could describe 
these people sitting around a little table 
drinking tea, or they could describe  
the wind moving clouds through the 
mountains. The other thing that I loved 
was the point of view in those scrolls 

that was from above the situation, 
looking down into it. It was a point of 
view that I never had much chance  
to explore in my illustrations, but Leaving 
China was the book in which I took  
that point of view. That was going back 
to something very early in my life.

STEVE: Something that I teach is through 
my analysis of trying to break down 
composition and is not discussed in 
teaching drawing, even though I think  
it is so important. I think that helps  
see and reveal the interrelationships  
and then spatial depth. The down view, 
this presence of being distant and above 
everything, it’s almost like being in the 
balcony of a theater or a stage. It was a 
really powerful viewpoint to encapsulate.

JIM: You’re also teaching the rhythm  
of shapes going against one another,  
and when you open up to it—all these 
rhythms going on in a figure—it just 
makes a much better composition.  
I very much believe that.

STEVE: Kurt, what was your experience 
growing up in Florida? What were some 
of your first reasons for getting into art?

KURT: I’m not sure when or how—it’s just 
something I feel like I’ve always done, 
and then I had parents who encouraged 
it. Eventually you’re like the kid at school 
who can draw all the cartoon characters. 
We would go to the used bookstore, and 
they would have these boxes of 25-cent 
comics. I would pick out ones that I think 

looked cool, and I would bring them 
home and just copy the characters all 
day. Then in high school I was getting 
into music posters and album art. That’s 
when I decided, rather than fine art,  

I want to study illustration because  
I want to do that kind of work. So 
typography has always been a part  
of my practice.

JIM: Comics were important to me, and I 
know they were very important to Milton 
Glaser. When you’re a kid, the ability  
to be able to draw the characters makes 
you a big hero among your peers. It 
saved my life, being able to draw well 
enough, because I wasn’t good at sports 
and I didn’t have many ways of finding 
my position within the groups of kids  
I was with.

STEVE: I don’t know how many times I 
copied the Yes album cover and all kinds 
of curvy, funky things when I was young. 
So finding my niche in teaching definite-
ly brought out my extrovert versus my 
artistic introvert, which is important to 
have if you’re gonna stay focused on a 
career in the arts. Now I’m in Coney Island 
to do my third career as a bartender on 
the boardwalk. It’s telling stories to 
people, and it’s been an interesting ride. 

Jim, did you ever feel like you figured 
out why you can draw? 

JIM: Why do I think I can draw? I guess 
I’ve always been the kid standing outside 
the group and watching everybody  
else. That voyeuristic impulse probably 
has something to do with the fact that  
I draw. I think we all have gifts that we 
can’t totally explain. I mean, Steve, you 
obviously have a gift for analyzing and 
explaining, and Kurt certainly has a gift 
for incredible clarity in his work. And  
I think you both enjoy making things 
clear for other people. 

STEVE: We talked briefly about this  
because I’ve been struggling to write. 
But, Jim, you have a real gift for writing, 
projecting the feeling of your experience 
of drawing, which in a way culminated 
with Hello World. You might want to 
elaborate on the arc of your career and 
being able to kind of keep this energy 
alive in your work. What role does 
writing play for you?

JIM: Well, I guess writing came out of  
the fact that I reflect on all this stuff  
a lot, and writing gives me a chance to 
put it down and organize it, I suppose. 
Fortunately, one of the things about 
British boarding schools is that they  

“I wish more people 
would draw and  

not be too judgmental 
of themselves.  

It’s just a good life  
practice, like  
exercising.”
—KURT McROBERT

put a lot of emphasis on writing, so  
I started writing very early. 

KURT: I know that when I’m drawing, 
especially in the sketchbook, it is just a 
very personal and private space. And as 
nice as it is when you make a good 
drawing, even a bad drawing makes me 
feel whole as a person. I feel like people 
who don’t draw are missing out. I wish 
more people would draw and not be too 
judgmental of themselves. It’s just a 
good life practice, like exercising.

STEVE: I think the problem I’ve discovered 
over the years of teaching—even with 
my ability, as you say, to analyze and 
explain—has been discovering that in 
class, what if we have it all wrong, when 
being taught to draw creates a problem 
of not being able to draw, like because 
you’re trying to copy something rather 
than feel expressively?

I do hope in my lifetime that more 
people draw and are able to distinguish 
the difference between risky drawing, 
present drawing, and then this very 
strategic way—I think you said earlier, 
Jim—about putting the center line and 
needing measurements and all those 
things. My approach in class is to not 
even use the word “proportion.” I tell 
students it’s just a fact of putting marks 
on a page. The first mark is a measure-
ment. Where is it in the spring? How is it 
gonna lead to other responses? How do 
you get out into the things that I contin-
ue to talk about? 

JIM: I think this has been very interesting, 
and I think that we found a wonderful 
connection among the three of us, which 
is terrific. And that even though we  
have very different lives and different 
circumstances under which we live our 
lives, we have found that connection. 
Thank you, Stephen, for asking good 
questions and keeping this going. You’re 
obviously the teacher, the moderator.  
It was such a pleasure. ♦

CAPTIONS 
1. Painting by James McMullan.
2. Signage by Stephen Gaffney.
3. Painting by Stephen Gaffney.
4. Drawing by Stephen Gaffney.
5. Lincoln Center poster by James McMullan.
6. Drawing by Stephen Gaffney.
7. Painting by Stephen Gaffney.
8. Painting  by Kurt McRobert.
9. Signage in progress by Kurt McRobert.



A Return to 
the Basics; 
or Who’s 
afraid of 
Steven 
Heller?

by 
Len 
Small
Art Director,  
Columbia  
University  
Magazine

It begins first thing in the morning. We are off to the races, 
stung by the realization of a missing piece of the assignment, 
the goal. We are disassociated partners, inchoate phrases, 
stumbling to offices, studios or desks, until we are at our work, 
caffeinated (perhaps overly so), ready to head off the first call 
in our head. But—

Next comes the distractions of any day—texts and emails, 
the personal and practical (the doctor! The laundry! The needy, 
needy pet!), and this becomes a consequential slurry into so-
cial media, and there are videos and maybe some doom scrolls, 
until it’s, wow, how long did I do that? So—

We are creatures of habit, bad and otherwise. But the 
creative mind must be able to avoid the “fracking of our atten-
tion,” and look at the canvas, and be ready to start. Then—

We can open the application, reread the brief and start. And 
then we get past the fear that started the day. Because there is 
practice, and suddenly the challenge is not a dark specter—it is 
just a tension for us to pull our idea, and push the line forward. 
A new layer added, an old one gone. Because—

1. An  
outpouring 
of fear



2. 
A return  
to the  
basics
Illustrators begin their career at an 
impasse. When SVA started as a program 
for veterans interested in the commer-
cial arts, illustrators were often just the 
extended arm of an art director, as they 
practiced the “invisible arts.” Seen, but 
not recognized. 

Over the next century, a wave of 
inspired illustrators gradually changed 
that distinction. Making illustrative 
artwork has become easier and faster; 
with that pace, expectations have risen. 
Work moves faster, as does our atten-
tion span. 

We are still relatively early in the 
century, but the shape of this era has 
started to coalesce. Working illustrators 
of this age have moved off of canvas  
and paper, able to remove the bulk of 
drawing linked with a mouse, to adminis-
ter strokes and textures right on the 
screen itself. Already, we are in a 

 LUCK |  MATH

The Deceptions of Luck
Nature makes chance, humans make luck

BY DAVID J.  HAND

W OULD YOU SAY you are a lucky 
person? Have unexpected things 
turned up which made your life bet-
ter? I don’t mean something as extreme as 

a major lottery win, but perhaps getting a job because a 
stronger candidate dropped out with the flu, or catching the 
train despite being late because it was delayed?

Or would you say you are unlucky? You missed the key job 
interview because you caught the flu, or missed that train because 
it was cancelled?

Or perhaps you don’t believe in luck, thinking that people make their 
own good—or bad—fortune, and that success in life is down to hard work 
and persistence. Of course, even if you believe that, it can’t be a complete 
explanation—no matter how hard you worked, you could not make that can-
celled train appear. There are always things beyond your control.

Luck is obviously closely related to the concept of chance, but it’s not 
quite the same. Chance describes an aspect of the physical universe: It’s 
what happens out there. The coin coming up heads rather than tails, the die 
falling to show a six, and even a particular one of the 45,057,474 possible 
tickets in the United Kingdom National Lottery being drawn. In contrast, 
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stereotype of 20th-century science 
fiction territory, with Tom Cruise’s 
character in Minority Report as creative 
director, swiping through portfolios.

These leaps did not slow. Now 
illustrators animate, and can easily 
simulate textures from oil paints to 
Kyle’s brushes—textures with a touch.  
In this moment, there was beauty in  
the galloping changes. Previous borders 
dropped away—genres were defied, or 
ignored. The space between fine art and 
illustration developed a Gaussian blur. 

However, things in motion might 
resist slowing down, especially as our 
audiences adjust to the pace. Not only 
were artists expected to share their work 
immediately (and often!) with peers on 
social media, but we also acted as jurors 
and PR agents, with a new ability to 
promote work almost instantly. Our 
appetite for this power of opinion 
becomes insatiable. Being bored is a 
danger for our work! Is there even profit 
to be made for someone? The old 
gatekeepers might have been knocked 
around, off their ledges. How quickly 
this happened to everyone.

It’s no surprise that as our minds 
spin, and our feet look for security on 
some slippery floor, that a new technolo-

gy would appear to give everyone a 
shock. Would it be possible that, in the 
course of an hour, someone would be 
able to create a fully rendered image just 
by typing out the concept? Or, worse, 
dictating it?

Geologists, philosophers and other 
deep thinkers have named the era we are 
in as the Anthropocene; more important-
ly, they argue that this era might be over 
soon. It’s hard not to get caught up in the 
end of things: the end of seasons, the 
end of species, the end of the comforts 
of modern life. And how simple just to 
say, is this also the end of art? Were we 
so excited to move off the page that  
we also gave away the pen?

Luckily, life is more complex than just 
one fate or path. The fear that bubbles 
quickly like a geyser also subsides. An 
algorithm takes only one path. AI doesn’t 
have fear, or bravery to take a creation 
somewhere new. We might be surprised 
by generative artwork, but we will never 
be delighted.

The artist returns to their knowledge, 
their strengths. The artist reads the 
story, or they write it themselves. The 
artist iterates, and does it again, and  
our eyes know the difference.



3. 
A sweaty 
portfolio
Perhaps you might expect some wisdom 
from an art director. Expectations can be 
dangerous. However, I can tell you about 
fear, practice and confidence.

Before I was an editorial art director,  
I was a freelance designer, floating around 
on whims and trends. I was also an 
illustrator. A friend who was already on his 
way to a successful illustration career told 
me the New York Times editorial art 
director (or Op-Ed, as it was known) kept 
open two 10-minute slots for anyone who 
wanted an appointment. So I called in and 
took a 9:10am slot.

I went into the Times building, hands 
sweating through my portfolio. I entered 
the office of Steven Heller, who gave me a 
genial greeting, took my portfolio book and 
flipped briefly through my artwork. He 
closed the book, said thank you and gave 
it back to me. I was stunned, but somehow 
found the courage to ask for feedback. He 
sighed, took back the book and gave me 
one of the most sharp and succinct 
reviews of my work I’d ever received.

What is happening in the background? 
What is the story in this one? These 
portraits are okay, but they’re not telling 
me anything. This one is fine. These  
feel incomplete.

After a few minutes, he again  
returned my portfolio, and I stumbled 
home. It wasn’t until I was on the subway 
that I thought to write down what he told 
me. I felt humbled, and deeply grateful. 
What was missing? I had some raw talent 
(perhaps), and the beginnings of a voice. 
However, I was not practiced, or disci-
plined. I certainly hadn’t put in my 10,000 
hours. I was really stalled in my learning; 
an artist with a decent hand, needing 
more time and guidance.

I am still grateful for that first  
review with Heller, and the many other 
creative peers who gave me their time  
and interest to shape my work in my 
career. I moved my energy into graphic 
design, and eventually studied with Heller 
at SVA. I often wonder if he remembered 
me from that 10-minute review. I would 
expect not; then again, I don’t think 
anything gets past him.

4. 
The future, 
the future, 
the future
Several years ago, I went to hear Milton 
Glaser speak on The Design of Dissent.1 
The country was still reeling with a 
new president that had sharply divided 
people, and perhaps I was looking  
for my former mentor to clear the air 
about my fear.

Instead, Glaser asked the crowd to 
consider the errors in our process: 
“There’s nothing more damaging than 
preimagining you know the answer to 
everything.” In his thinking, Glaser  
never sat comfortably in any firm belief. 
“Consider the fact you are quite likely in 
error in whatever you do,” he suggested. 
However, he then turned to the narcis-
sism claiming the country, and rebutted  
that as well: “It’s not about my life alone; 
it’s a shared life with others.”

The others, dear readers, are your 
colleagues, friends, family, pets, peers, 
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and all of the amazing people who care 
about what you do. Fear, after all, can  
be as abstract as we let it be. Your work 
will take effort, failure, questioning, and 
the ups and downs of fate and fortune. 
The people around you can be part of  
the brick-and-mortar in your career. 
Specifically, those people you come up 
with—studio partners, classmates, 
digital friends—will be your community. 
They are good listeners, and they want 
to see you succeed. 

We will wake up tomorrow, with old 
worries shedding, and new concerns 
beginning, but we can get to work, with 
aplomb, and just a little fear in our back 
pocket, for safekeeping.

1 Milton Glaser conversation on The 
Design of Dissent on November 13, 2017, 
with Steven Heller, at The Cooper Union.
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I have been thinking about artist and former SVA department Chair Marshall Arisman a lot 
lately, specifically his stories and epithets and the proverbs he would provide whenever 
he was doling out advice. The one he repeated the most was “Draw what you like, draw 
what you know,” which has become a mantra among Marshall’s students after many years 

of art instruction. After coming to Marshall as a student in crisis because I had no faith in my 
own work, hearing those words felt … less than helpful. Drawing what I know and drawing what 
I like? How could such a simple answer be the solution to my existential woes about a future of 
making art for a living? It wasn’t until putting a few years behind me that Marshall’s deceptively 
simple advice was starting to click.  

“Simple” is often associated with “quick and easy.” It might be easy to make a simple draw-
ing, but it’s another thing altogether to make a simple drawing impactful. This was something I 
struggled with so much during my own art study. How could anything I make be good if I didn’t 
labor and agonize over it for hours? This is very similar to writing, where weak ideas are easily 
dressed up with flowery language, when concise and powerful words can leave a reader with a 
lasting feeling and memory.  

So how can you make lightning strike over and over again? Then there were the moments 
where inspiration strikes and I’m able to follow through with a great concept easily, but this 
is rare. The solution I found is to draw a lot. There will be bad ideas and bad drawings, but the 
more drawings you have, the more likely inspired, impactful images you will create. This is 
where Marshall’s advice comes back to me. Drawing without fear is going to come much more 
easily when you are pulling from personal experience and drawing subjects you enjoy and 
understand. Illustrators are largely commercial artists, so having a subject matter given on an 
assignment or a project that you love is a luxury. The most difficult part of being an illustrator 
is finding a connection between yourself and the assignment, no matter how disparate the two 
are. You take something you don’t like, something you don’t know, and find a way to turn it into 
something familiar and exciting.  

Marshall’s key advice was simple, but it was in trying to understand those few words that 
the real learning began. Marshall put forth a simple puzzle, and it was up to his students to pull 
that puzzle apart and apply that advice to their own practice.

Kelsey Short
Illustration Coordinator
BFA Illustration      
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The solution I found is to draw a lot. There will be bad 
ideas and bad drawings, but the more drawings you  

have, the more likely inspired, impactful images you will 
create. This is where Marshall’s advice comes back  

to me. Drawing without fear is going to come much more 
easily when you are pulling from personal experience  

and drawing subjects you enjoy and understand.
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