
epilogue:

note to future self, 2014



Dear self,

 Well that was a trip.

 No surprise to you, but Providence didn’t work out so well. 

Apparently it’s hard to get a job out there, even one waiting tables or 

making coffee. Apparently it’s hard to plug into any real community 

there, especially when you have no “in” (or if, by the time you do 

have an in, you no longer have enough money to paying rent).

 I recommend not moving without thinking through what you’re 

doing again.

 But thank goodness for parents. And Maine! Who’d have 

thought I’d end up back in these woods and actually want to stay, 

at least for a little while longer now that this graduate work is 

through. Are you still here, I wonder? Have you figured out where 

to live and how to get you back on your feet without sacrificing the 

artist’s life I worked years to realize?

 I have to trust that you did. I set you up to do it, really. I took 

on the task of relocating effectively for the past two+ years. Moving 

from Arkansas, to Providence, and then to Maine, from independency 

to dependency, meant a shift from being an attempted full-time student 

balancing employment to an above-and-beyond full-time student with 

few other responsibilities. Yes, it’s fair to say that at this point I’ve 

become a bit of a transient. But you know what that means you 

have? An incredible knack for tapping into your passions and finding 

the communities you need, almost anywhere. (Just make sure you 

do your homework and make some connections before moving 

somewhere new, alright?)
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 Equally as important, if not more so, is that you have 

permission to be the artist you want to be. That’s all I was really 

looking for, I think, this whole time. I just didn’t know that the one to 

grant that permission was me. I have it now. And if you’re reading 

this letter and wondering if you still do, trust me. You do.

 You’ve had the chance to fulfill so much opportunity. What 

questions I have for you! How is Brothers coming?

 You have started it, right? For the last two years I’ve 

investigated what it means to make good comics and dived into 

Brothers’s characters and world. There’s so much waiting for you 

to carry out! But even in this time I’ve felt the tension between useful 

story development and making the project too precious to dare ever 

putting ink to paper. Here’s the thing, though: I already know people 

who want this story realized. They believe in it, and last I checked 

I might go crazy if I don’t keep working on it--just like when I was 

applying to graduate school, but maybe more so. I believe in it, too. I 

can only trust that you do as well.

 If by some chance you’re reading this because you’ve gone 

part-way with Brothers and are hesitant to continue on, it’s OK. 

Sometimes you have to take a step back before you can take a step 

forward. But you need to step forward. My guess would be that 

you’ve gotten trapped in your own structure. Try mixing it up. Come 

at it from a different angle. Break one of your rules. Or more. Find 

the supports that have become burdens and remove them. Who 

knows, it might add that crucial narrative element that neither you 

nor I imagined the story needed.



 If I’m wrong and it’s something else, well, I suppose that makes 

sense. I’m stuck here in the past and haven’t even dreamed of the 

difficulties facing you. But you can figure out. Go for a walk, or 

a run. Sit and meditate. Engage in conversation with someone you 

trust. In this graduate time I’ve come to realize how incredible a gift it 

is to have a subconscious, a level of perception and meaning-making 

that lives purely in your body and doesn’t need your conscious mind 

to keep active. But staying in touch with it takes work. You have 

to maintain a full-bodied existence. Do you still do that? If you’re 

struggling, creatively or otherwise, don’t forget to look to your 

subconscious. Often it knows the answers to your questions before 

the rest of you does.

 I have other questions for you. What kind of narrative artist 

have you become? Are you doing an online comic? Physical books? 

Have you drifted from comics and become primarily illustration-

based? Have you finally embraced color, or are you continuously 

refining and embellishing your black-and-white drawing? How much 

have you explored combining long-form poetry with your comics 

and illustrations? Is your visual storytelling your primary means of 

income, or does it “simply” fuel the creative work you do that pays 

the bills? I’ve laid the groundwork for further realizing your artistic 

self. I can’t wait to find out who you’ve become.

 Or who you hang out with. What communities are you a part 

of? Have you stuck with the Portland-based cartoonists? Did you 

help them make any anthologies or build relationships with the local 

indie print studio in town? Knowing how crucial creative community 

is for me, I can only imagine the great things you’ve done now that 



you’ve begun to find your place with others.

 Speaking of finding your place, have you figured out who your 

audience is yet? You have wonderful, heartfelt work. But I know I 
sure haven’t found whom the work is for, or how to get it to them. 

(Brothers, for one.) Have you? I bet if you have that it’s catapulted 

your drive, your work consistency, your conceptual development.

 Hopefully your audience isn’t why you’ve turned to this letter. 

I suppose an established audience with certain expectations of you 

could be a support that turns into a burden. But if so, you’ll have 

to trust your readers as you break out of your own mold. Think 

back to the study groups I did as a graduate student. We in the group 

had a structure, but we resisted and readjusted it along the way in 

the name of meaningful experimentation that furthered our work. 

Just remember that, like back then, it’s all an experiment. Trust that 

those who are sharing the journey with you are driven by the same 

impulse toward meaningful discovery that you are. They believe in 

what you do. That’s why they started walking the path with you 

in the first place. And if you lose some as you transition, you lose 

some. No two people share the same path forever. But you’ll gain 

others who want to be part of the new dialogue you’re starting.

 Are you teaching now? Have you found a way to bring the 

study groups’ model of long-distance progressive education to a new 

setting? Is it on a campus, or have you finagled some alternative, 

web-based way to work with adults in educational settings? (Maybe 

both?) The job market for college-level teachers isn’t great right 

now, but there are still so many opportunities. I’m sure you’ve found 



something that fits.

 I sure hope you have. If there’s anyone I know who needs 

to keep a legitimate tie to academia, it’s you. I think my jump into 

full-on student mode in this graduate program despite it being low-

residency came because I was so starved for academic work in my 

years working with TFA. I hope this MFA degree has pulled its weight 

for you and gotten you into the academic circles you were hoping to 

enter. (If not, I imagine you wouldn’t be upset to get into the right kind 

of PhD program…)

 At any rate, it’s clear to me now that I have a strong desire to 

be, in whatever communities I become a part, some form of Becker’s 

artist as public intellectual. Have you found whatever version of 

Becker’s hat fits you best? What sort of presence do you have as an 

artist in your communities? Has the energizing taste I’ve had of being 

an artist in public for local art walks become a regular experience 

for you? Have you figured out how to use spectacle to meet 

worthy needs? Do you feel the burden of being a local celebrity, or 

is your focus still on doing good things for your community through 

creative, arts-based work? Are you the kind of peer-as-leader I 

think I can be?

 I feel a little hesitant to ask, but how are things going with 

ATHOIA?  I don’t mean to imply doubt in you. Blame it on my decision 

to be a hermit in this final semester to finish portfolio. I’ve become 

so disconnected from people over the last few months, and it’s 

people that give something like the ATHOIA plan purpose and form. 

I know that as I connect with others about it in the coming months, 

momentum for it will grow. I can only imagine how much further its 



gone under your stewardship.

 Despite that hope, there’s also a deep, unique kind of fear 

that I feel about this organization plan. Maybe it’s not so different 

from the one I’ve felt about Brothers. Maybe you’re feeling it too, 

whatever stage of development ATHOIA is in. The feeling reminds 

me of something I read online earlier this semester. In a post from 

goodmenproject.com about finding what you love, the blogger’s first 

recommendation was to look to the things where you most fear 

judgement: “ask yourself, ‘What pastime are you afraid to share 

with the world? Where do you try to be perfect before anyone can 

see?’ If you’re terrified people might not like it, that’s a good sign. It 

means you care.”

 You know what fear this deep means. It comes from an equally 

deep level of care. It comes from the understanding that carrying this 

work forward demands a great level of leadership and advocacy 

that may feel new. You might still feel the deep kind of fear that I do, 

but don’t let it stop you. Don’t let it convince you to default to the 

“traditional” (colonial) top-down model, the one that makes you out 

to be an infinitely confident bestower of goods. You’re not that, you 

never will be, and you never need to.

 If you’re struggling in this, focus again on the questions 

underlying the work. Start conversations with the people that will 

stimulate your imagination and open doors you never thought of 

before.

 In all of what you’re doing, you’re unfolding a story. And as 

long as there’s a story still worth telling, there’s hope. I believe that 



now, and it’s a message with the potential to do deeply important 

things when shared with others. If you’re feeling lost, don’t worry. 

Being lost is as much a part of the story as the parts that came 

before, or the ones that follow. The important thing is that you 

continue the quest for what happens next.

Best of luck in this new chapter,

-Ty

PS - Make sure to have some fun, too. Knowing me, you work too 

much.





open when needed
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