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 Just as the spaces between comics panels 
rely on the reader’s imaginative participation, 
so too do the spaces between entries in one 
cartoonist’s career. The following collection 
of work is arranged as just that: work 
from the bookshelves of an emerging visual 
storyteller and creative facilitator. Pieces 
range from comics and text-image haiku, to 
workshop materials and program guides, to 
illustrated interviews and artist organization 
plans. They form a series of distinct volumes 
that, taken one after the other, invite reader 
participation to instill deeper meaning--
meaning that is at the heart of this artist’s 
work and his place in the world. The reader 
is invited to explore, to wander, to imagine--
to add some of his or her life to the spaces in 
between.

abstract



a note to the reader

 Welcome.

 You will soon notice that I am a fan 
of the merging of images and text. In today’s 
world this is most often done in illustrated 
books and comics, though the combination 
has existed for millennia and across cultures 
in various forms. From Greco-Roman 
urns and Pre-Columbian Mesoamerican 
screenfolds, to illuminated manuscripts and 
Tibetan medical manuals, the medium of 
sequenced images and words is a unique and 
powerful communicative vehicle.
 Comics artist and scholar Scott McCloud 
reveals the mechanism behind this magic 
when he takes the natural human tendency 
toward closure--that is, the “phenomenon of 
observing the parts but perceiving the whole” 
(63)--and connects it to the empty spaces 
between comics panels, known as “gutters”:

Here in the limbo of the gutter, human 
imagination takes two separate images 



and transforms them into a single idea. 
Nothing is seen between the two panels, 
but experience tells you something must 
be there! Comics panels fracture both 
time and space, offering a jagged, staccato 
rhythm of unconnected moments. But 
closure allows us to connect these 
moments and mentally construct a 
continuous, unified reality. (66-7)

It is this inherent invitation to the reader that 
he or she actively imagine while reading that 
makes image-text works my favorite kind of 
creative form.
 Just as the spaces between panels rely 
on the reader’s imaginative participation, so 
too do the spaces between books in a comics 
series, or even the various entries in one 
cartoonist’s career.
 The collection you are about to read 
is set up in this way, as works on the 
bookshelves of my life. You’ll find here a 
series of distinct volumes that, taken one 
after the other, invite your participation 
to instill meaning. While I have placed the 
entries side by side in an intended sequence, I 

encourage you to explore the work as I do 
my own curated real-life bookshelves. Start 
with the volume that most strikes your fancy 
at the time. Explore, wander, imagine. Add 
some of your life to the spaces between.

 To fully experience this PDF edition, 
make sure you’re using the newest version 
of Adobe Reader (10 or higher). This is free 
software that you can find online at Adobe’s 
website: 
 www.adobe.com.

a technical note

www.adobe.com
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thank you

Mom and Dad
Cynthia

Pete
Erica
Gale

G-Unit
My study group and collaboration partners
Those who shared meaningful conversation
with me over the last two and-a-half years

Cajun

“Thank you” is the best I have for now.
It merely scratches the surface.





prologue:

(imagined) note to future self, 2012



Dear self,

 This is pretty momentous. It’s been five years in the Delta. 
You taught kids art with Teach For America. Then you worked 
directly for TFA. You establishing an “adult” life for the first 
time. But now, you’re moving on. The money is saved up, the 
timing is good (enough). It’s time to head off to the northeast, to 
Providence! You don’t know exactly what you’ll do once you get 
there, but one thing is for sure: you’ll be doing comics for grad 
school.
 Is this reckless? Perhaps.
 And by that I mean absolutely and entirely. But that’s 
half the point! Life’s become too stable, too predictable. More 
importantly, you know that in this comfortable “grown-up” life 
you’ve begun to feel adrift. This admin job with TFA is, sadly, 
eating your soul--all those emails and spreadsheets and clunky 
website updates and days alone in the office--even if it all is for 
a worthy cause and with an amazing group of people.
 You don’t draw anymore. Hell, you never drew for 
serious in the first place--never took it too seriously, that is--
despite doing it all the time growing up, despite “accidentally” 
getting an art minor by the end of your undergrad to pair with 
your writing minor. That’s another thing: when was the last 
time you wrote--wrote and enjoyed it? (Crafting your graduate 
creative writing sample earlier this year was a multi-month 
tooth-pulling marathon. It doesn’t count.)
 Yes, it’s time to center yourself on what you truly want to 

prologue:

(imagined) note to future self, 2012



spend your life doing: telling stories with pictures and words. It’s 
time to figure out how to do that well, and maybe even pay the 
bills with it. It’s time to start meeting other people who do it. It’s 
time to give yourself a chance to make the graphic novel you’ve 
been obsessing about. It’s time to explore being the artist you 
always thought you could be but were too afraid to try.
 That’s why I’m writing you this letter. Because things might 
get tough out there. I don’t know, maybe life in Providence 
will be harder than I expect (just remember that you can wait 
tables if you need to). Just don’t forget why you’re destabilizing 
yourself in this first place. This is an opportunity to live a deeply 
more satisfying life, to live your deepest passions rather than 
keep them at the sidelines, to own what you love--as silly and 
risky as you might have come to believe it is.
 I can imagine you might feel a twinge of guilt, the one that 
I’m feeling even now. Yes, you are “turning your back,” in a 
way, on people who need you. But if you continue on in your 
Delta life with the same quiet regret and sadness in your heart 
that I feel now, you will burn yourself out. You won’t be any 
good to anyone then.
 You’ll just have to trust that “indulging” in your creative 
side for a couple of years will eventually lead you back to the 
civic good that you feel charged to keep a part of your life. 
That’s where the other piece of this graduate work comes in. An 
MFA means you can teach at the college level. That means you 
can get out from behind the desk and back into the classroom 

with traditionally underserved students--this time with an age 
group that you could work with for the long haul. I don’t 
know what kind of comics / Buddhist philosophy / storytelling 
teaching position you’re going to find out there, and I don’t know 
how making comics might fit in with that. But there has to be 
something.
 Really, that’s the biggest piece I can offer you. If this is 
what you really want to do with your life (and trust me, it is), 
there has to be a way to make it work. You will find it. You 
will discover the people who can help you do it. (Perhaps with 
this crunchy bunch of Vermonters you already have.) It may 
not be easy, but you’ll do it. Just don’t give up. Continue.
 Continue.

-Ty











Shelf I. 
CreatIon | InveStIgatIon

 I tell visual stories through comics, illustration, and writing. 
this narrative art-making provides me a playground, a way to 
explore and share the ideas about which I care most. through this 
work I can experiment with the technical tools that we as visual 
artists use to move others. It serves as catharsis, as personal 
anchor, as a quiet constancy. It helps sustain me.

 My creative work also sends me outward into the world. It 
launches me with greater clarity and confidence into the role of 
facilitator and teacher, an organized gatherer who helps groups of 
curious students unlock knowledge within themselves and among 
each other. I am a student in these exchanges as well, guiding 
interactions with a degree of knowingness, but also primed and 
ready to be surprised and educated along with my peers. this, I 
think, helps me to be a better teacher; I enable others to stir and 
uncover the knowledge they both need and already have within them.

 there is sustenance in this communal work. By coordinating 
collective meaning-making in groups, and by practicing mindful 
presence in conversation, I help sow the seeds of new artistic 
communities. these gradually grown familial networks refuel and 
re-inspire me — in my visual storytelling, in my sense of hope. I 
believe in their power to provide sustenance for others as well.

 our gifts are only as great as the ways in which we use them, 
and our impact need not be limited to the worlds of our artworks. 
together we can do amazing things, here and now.

on thIS Shelf





 Hokku, what eventually come to be known as haiku, was once the first part of a 
longer form of collaborative poetry called renga. By the middle ages in Japan, 

haikai no renga was known as a playful kind of poetry written among many (renga was the form, 
haikai the playful, collaborative approach to writing it). A poem of this kind started with one 
writer’s verse, the hokku—in the West, a poem with one line of five syllables, one of seven, and 
one more of five. The task for the second poet was to complete the “full” form, the tanka of 
five total lines, by adding two five-syllabic lines to the hokku’s three. But renga didn’t end there; 
next a third poet would join in, writing a new three-line hokku in response only to the most 
immediately preceding two lines. The next writer would add two lines in response only to these 
newest three, and so on for potentially hundreds of verses (Hass, 299-300).

 This writing process was improvisational and, by shifting seasons and subjects from 
verse to verse, helped to embody the beliefs underlying haikia no renga and eventually haiku—
namely, in the transience of things and interdependent wholeness of reality (304-7). Even now, 
the juxtaposition of subjects in haiku and its longer tanka form can hold poetic connection for 
readers; other times meaning is more difficult to discern. But like sitting or walking mindfully 
in the world, the experience of reading such work reminds us of the true nature of things. In this 



way, the reader is the “final” collaborator, filling in the spaces left for her so that she may uncover 
her own meaning.

 One of the beautiful things about poetry itself is that it so easily puts the writer into 
conversation with people from very long ago. In A Poetry Handbook, Mary Oliver discusses the 
crucial importance for poetry writers to read poetry—regardless of its era or culture of origin:

In looking for poems and poets, don’t dwell on the boundaries of style, or time, or 
even of countries and cultures. Think of yourself rather as one member of a single, 
recognizable tribe. Expect to understand poems of other eras and other cultures. 
Expect to feel intimate with the distant voice. The differences you will find between 
then and now are interesting. They are not profound. (11)

Writing haiku and tanka give me a chance to speak with haiku masters from centuries past such 
as Matsuo Bashō, Yosa Buson, and Kobayashi Issa—writers whose honesty, astuteness, humility, 
and foolishness have showed me that anyone can create beauty with effort, mindfulness, 
patience, and practice. Reading and responding to their work has deepened my own spiritual 
and creative understanding.

 But, poetry can also reconnect the writer with people from not so long ago. Each of 

the haiku and tanka that follow were written within the last two years as part of my evolving 
daily practice, often complemented with the lighting of a candle. Most of the verses I shared 
with a mentor and friend, Gale Jackson, who encouraged me from the beginning of my creative 
journeys to establish a spiritual foundation, one that would ensure my steps forward kept me on 
solid ground. Starting from this place revealed to me one of her truths:

In the traditional form we look ‘out’ at nature around us and find it mirroring 
back lessons of our being. Contemporary writers, I realize, find it hard to lean into 
drawing wisdom from the world around us, but stepping out of yourself to find 
yourself, in the traditional form, is a potent exercise in communication. Prayer. 
(personal communication, Oct 8, 2012)

Put another way, by philosopher and theologian Thomas Moore: “When our reasoning and our 
education and our teaching have soul, they have more imagination; they’re more poetic in style. 
They’re not going toward solutions to problems.” (392) And, “Today we seem to deal with every 
issue in our cultural life as a problem, and never to take it as a mystery. A problem is there to be 
solved; a mystery is there to be initiated into, or to be entered fully.” (408) Leveraging poetic 
and metaphoric devices has allowed me a deeper understanding of life—its beauty, its mystery—
than I have ever had before.



 Following Gale’s advice—at some points forgetting it and later remembering it—has 
made all the difference in the time since.

 I have returned to these haiku and tanka as a collaborator with myself, adjusting their 
language when called for and complementing them with image. As I re-completed each one, I 
sent it to my old mentor, inviting her to serve as “final” collaborator once more. My hope was for 
her, without other explicit prompting, to fill the spaces between my works with another layer of 
meaning, to feel the significance and honor her guidance has for me.

 I invite you to do the same.

TP
October 2014
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A MASAI tAle, v2.1



an adaptation of the Masai folk tale, 
“Who’s in rabbit’s house?”

originally adapted by verna aardema.

2013, 2014 tyson Pease





morning.

mmhpmph...



wait

what what just 
happened?



a virus, I 
think.

i don’t 
know!

just come 
help!



it’s sending emails to 
eVeRYone. my credit card 

numbers, my logins...

yeah, 
nasty.

calls 
itself the 
long one.



um.
who’s 
the 

frog?

oh.
my brother 

and wife’s kid.

i’m 
babysitting.

WhAt?!
my email?

my facebook?
my twitter?

i’d be 
BlInd!

cancel 
all your 
accounts.

i guess...
we gotta 

like,



so what 
do we do?

it’s 
cool.

i... gotta run. 
i’m calling a guy i 

know-ish.
he’s 

good.

ish?
i think

i know-

hold on 
sweetie.

auntie’s got a BIG 
problem to sort out 

first.

she’s... 
nosy.

mm.

but i-

...ok.

miss
aunt-
rabbit!





mornin’ 
ma’am! ...afternoon. sorry i’m late.

so.
where’s 

this little 
bugger of 
a virus?



good. because it’s started 
to edit and post my private 

photos in very...

huh. kinky.
isn’t it.

um.
i’ll get 
started.

ah, great! you’re here.
take a look. what do you think?

should be 
fine. i eat worms like this 

for breakfast.



everything...
alr-

ma’am, i totes 
got this. we’re gonna wipe 

your hard drive.

balls.

hmm...

what if i...

is it-

did it 
just-

“trample 
elePhAntS,” 

do you?



my files! my work! my photos! 
my music! my apps!

my lIFe!

no no no no no

thank you, 
no.



ruined

*sob* *sob*

ruined



miss
aunt-rabbit 

can i 
PleASe 
just-

oh sweetie!
i forgot all about you. 
whatever you want- 

but, in a minute.

auntie’s had a 
traumatic-



all 
accounts all 

files

clean.

your virus
is vaporware.

so
i scoured
some dev. 
discussion 
boards...

and…

there.



WoW

sweetie, this is-

how did you 
say you did this 

again?

a little thing 
us kids call 

google.



TaprootBook
Harvested by Carrot in California
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Watterson, CrUMB, 

and Conversations of 1

I’ve loved comics all my life - often only in 
secret - but in most of those 28 years I never 

knew who r. Crumb was or what he was all 
about. Suddenly, as of last year...

I’m doing 
comics for 

grad school!

oblivious

It turns out I was 
long overdue for an 
introduction.

I had a brief one when I was 26. By then I had heard 
Crumb’s name. one day I found an excerpt of his work 
in a recent best-of comics collection*.

R.
Crumb... A Book of Genesis 

comic? This guy 
religious or 
something?

What’s with all 
this crosshatching? 

Everyone looks 
hairy.

*gaiman, neil, Jessica abel, and
Matt Madden, 2010

at my second semester graduate residency, I 
happened upon his Coffee table art Book† at the 
campus library.

Um

†Crumb, 1997

This dancing woman makes 
me feel uncomfortable. But 
this Crumb’s a big deal or 

somethin’, right?

Might as well try it.

I’ve read all the other 
good looking comics 

here, anyway.

1

~



I- oh.

Plus, the sex. I understand working fantasies out 
via drawing (how can you blame a guy for using the 
abilities he’s been given when it doesn’t hurt anyone?).
But Crumb took things to whole new levels…

Oh god.

He’s putting 
his...

...into her...

Wow that’s 
weird.

...What’s 
on the 

next page?

I’ve never done acid like Crumb. and I certainly 
haven’t hit it big (or small) in any comics circles 
either. and yet, as I read about him I understood 
where he was coming from.

maybe chatting it 
up someday at his 
place in France

or, maybe not. I
disagree! 

OUT.

Sheesh.

Both his art Book and the documentary about him* 
suggest he’s a bit of a recluse with some harsh - but 
understandable! - ideas about modern culture. his 
comics inspire dialogue, but not necessarily with him.

*Sony Pictures Classics, 1994

as I discovered and wondered about Crumb, I returned 
to an old childhood favorite - and began to see some 
unexpected connections.

Waitaminute...

3

not long into the new semester, likely on some 
(inebriated) whim, I gave Crumb a try.

“Big, pretentious, 
expensive” - got it...

thinks he might 
be too cool

to my surprise, it clicked.

CRuMB!

never 
too cool

Big time.

through his twitchy cross-hatching and confessional-
style biographical mini essays, I discovered a child-
hood similar to my own: incessant doodling; a love of 
strange, obscure stories; and drawing fantasies to life  
through comics.

childhood 
character 
of Crumb’s

mine

friends

leaving childhood, we deviated: Crumb into old-timey, 
trippy strips - and a career! - me into angsty anime 
and 90’s-era pop comics - and stagnation!

2



5

“...at its best, the strip makes me examine 
events and live more thoughtfully. I love the 
solitude of  this work and the opportunity to 
work with ideas that interest me. This is the 
greatest reward of  cartooning for me.” (208)

Hold on. 
“Ideas”? 

What about 
PeoPle?

and...

Shoot, 
he doesn’t care 
about audience, 

either!

He just wants 
‘ta draw!

By my second semester in my graduate program, I had 
come to understand that one of art’s primary functions 
was to open up dialogue between artists and audiences.

What’s with these iconic
cartoonists? How can creators 
who were so honest and made 

such real connections with 
me - I mean, huge audiences 

of people - not want to 
InteRACt with the people 

themselves?

...I thought 
we could be 
friends ‘er 
somethin’.

What kind of non-dialogue were Watterson and 
Crumb trying to pull, I wondered. It seemed to me 
like they had been living-ivory tower lives, doodling 
whatever struck their fancies for cash.

Why be 
like that?

With some reflection I realized I was being a tad 
hypocritical.

Couple a 
BuMS!

Still, why would artists with such wide reaches choose 
such secluded lives?

Calvin and... Crumb? Bill Watterson is known mostly for his prolific comic 
strip, “Calvin and hobbes,” but also for his elusiveness. 
an upcoming documentary* about the much-loved strip 
doesn’t feature the artist himself; the filmmakers, 
devoted Watterson fans, knew better than to attempt 
invasion of his privacy.

Dear Mr. WATTERSON

*gravitas ventures, 2013

growing up, I adored “Calvin and hobbes”. not only 
was it the best drawn and written strip out there, 
it had soul and substance. My mischief never held 
a candle to Calvin’s, but I developed a strong bond 
with the characters and world. as the upcoming 
documentary shows, I wasn’t the only one; the strip 
developed a huge fan base.

I’m reading 
Calvin and 
Hobbes... for grad 

school!

calvin 
mode

But what does Watterson’s commentary from his 
Calvin and hobbes tenth anniversary Book† suggest 
about his thoughts on that audience?

Huh, ok.
Integrity, honesty, 

got it...

†Watterson, 1995

“The longer I’ve worked, the more I’ve used the 
strip to explore personal issues. When I come 
up with an idea that surprises me, I’m happy to 
share it with anyone who shares my interests. I’m 
flattered when people respond to my work, but I 
don’t feel accountable to public demand. Trying 
to please people encourages calculation, and the 
strip is valuable to me only insofar as it’s honest 
and sincere.” (207)

4



or, maybe these iconic, solitary cartoonists are 
communicating the best way they know how.

Conversation isn’t for everyone or every situation.

Huh?

Is this a bad thing?

Why should it be? Crumb’s work is known for its 
bizarre reflections on america’s twisted society - all 
thanks to his observant, “loner” personality.

Dude.
It’s AMeRICA!

Is this... 
porn?

Watterson’s work is too - in a more family-friendly 
way.

like any medium, the world of comics plenty of 
pitfalls to avoid.

selling out

cashing in

self-
pandering

ity

But when cartoonists channel from mind and heart, 
communicating clearly with their craft, their comics 
do a special thing in a way only comics can...

...tell rich, beautiful stories, reaching 
out to those in the distant past; an
unrealized future; or right now...

7

sunrise

Is it defense against integrity-leeching 
consumerism?

FOR THE 
100th TIME, 

no!
NOW 

SCRAM!

Wanna buy some Girl 
Scout cookies?

(And sign off on these 
peeing Calvin stickers?)

a side effect from how easily comics are reproduced?

MoRe 
fan mail for

“Keep on 
Truckin’”?

It’s deCAdeS 
old, folks! WIll I 
ever be free from 

that dumb-ass 
drawing?

Is it necessary for developing ideas?

I’ve got it! I’ll adapt an 
obscure Russian 
fairy tale I just 

read into a comic.

I’m a genius!

hour 14 spent 
consecutively in 

this room

or is it simply because, sometimes, making comics 
takes a lot of work?

Almost done. Just three 
more pages to ink.

Then lettering.

Then scanning.

Then cleanup in 
PhotoShop.

Then...

6
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...inspiring all new conversations among readers...

...and their friends and families.

even art from a lonesome studio (or basement!) can 
help make new meaning in the world.

Not bad 
for a grad 
student in 
comics!

I think I learned 
something.

Hey.

slightly 
less 

oblivious
enD
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Thanks for Your 
CommiTmenT

a ComiC in Progress



So, I’ve been thinking…

…about comics, comics artists, audience,
and the common lack of direct contact between creators and their readers.

me
books
no one else

Why would many of even the most well-known comics creators, originators of some 
of our most beloved cartoons, be so reclusive?

I thought of some reasons before: the heavy workload, the insistent presence of fans 
and franchise-hungry businesspeople.*

*Pease, 6



Since then I’ve done some further digging.
I’ve realized that a creator doesn’t always have to be in dialogue with a living audi-
ence.*

paul cézanne, afternoon in naples, 1875
lucian freud, after cézanne, 2000

herman melville, moby dick, 1851
jeff smith, bone, 1991-2004

*Thanks to Peter Hocking for first pointing this out to me.

But still, why only engage with dead people?

It’s also dawned on me that the reasons for seclusion I originally thought of mostly 
have to do with creations that (living) readers like.

What happens when they don’t like them?



then let us commit them.

So…
this happened.

In America.
Within the last 70 years.
At least seven times across the country.*

yeah…
…yeah this could drive me to hermitdom.

The comic book burnings of the 1940s deserve a detailed exploration of their com-
plex network of cultural and psychological causes—thankfully already delivered by 
David Hajdu in his book, The Ten-Cent Plague.

*Hajdu, 116-25



And of course, comics have since seen general acceptance (or apathy).

You can find them in libraries and schools.

But this look into history sparked a question in me.

what’s up with comics and,
for lack of a better term,
the “greater culture”?

Even from their earliest beginnings—back before they were called “sequential art,” 
“graphic novels,” “comics,” or “cartoons”—mass-reproduced sequential story-doodles 
were considered low-brow fare for the proletariat.

doré, who started his career as a(n incredible) caricaturist and cartoonist but 
dropped if for illustration because…

there was no prestige,
no respect,
no money.*

*Kunzle, The Early Comic Strip, 106



But, as scholars of these comics foreparents argue, the medium’s lowly origins were to 
its and its artists’ benefit.

says david kunzle of rodolphe töpffer, “father of comics”…

he visualized the funny little worlds around him as easily in pictures as 
in words, and wanted to be a painter like his father. fortunately he was 
afflicted with poor eyesight at an early age, which led him to evolve a 
manner of sketching as thought and quick with ideas, so that he mutat-
ed almost unconsciously into pictorial storytelling: the narrative comic 
strip. … a new comic medium.*

*Father of Comics, 3

It’s a sentiment echoed by scholars and writers of contemporary comics, too—espe-
cially American comics.

brian doherty

[art] spiegelman avoided the silly superhero, but embraced the second-
most-popular comic trope: the anthropomorphized animal. he seems 
to recognize, as other serious comic artists have, that perhaps it is the 
seemingly childish, but unique, iconographies of comics that give them 
power.*
such an inexacting but heartfelt standard may be key to superhero com-
ics’ unique value and long-lasting appeal: they are attractive and inspire 
passion because they provide a structurally different kind of aesthetic/
storytelling experience than other forms.**

*50 **54

Hence, in America, lots of characters like these:

pure power
pure violence
pure sexuality
pure pantless quack



Unfortunately, these childhood- (largely boyhood)-tapping characters and worlds 
have often been part of simple, shallow stories.

heh heh
cool

heh heh

how’s the new issue?
i… don’t remember.

While some comics have achieved great depth and power through their medium’s 
essentializing quality, there are a lot of fluff comics.

American comics rose in legitimacy in the 1980s via graphic novels, particularly the 
“Big Three”:

art spiegelman’s maus
frank miller’s the dark knight returns
alan moore and dave gibbon’s watchmen

i remember the mood of optimism…

paul gravett

… comics were poised to cross over and finally enjoy critical acclaim and 
commercial success. …[a]ll those hopes in 1987 seemed to go pear-
shaped by the early nineties.*

Despite financial spikes for mainstream comics from the big houses (Marvel, DC, 
Image), cultural hard times continued for comics. It was as if the “Big Three” hinted 
at something more that didn’t get the needed follow-through.

*34

Since then, the big comics houses have settled into the role of “storyboard factories” 
for the true money-makers and value-troughs, movies.
Spotty depth and quality have largely–

(though not exclusively)
held constant.

decent new reboots
shoddy old sequels-of-sequels



Much more interestingly (I think), independent comics have seen a steady, modest 
growth in attention from artists, storytellers, and readers.

And I should know.

i’ve been dabbling in indie comics myself for two years, interviewing 
established indie comic artists and tabling with my own comics.

not wizened

But so far I’ve noticed…

1. A lot of indie comics are weird. There are tons of great, off-beat options, but how 
many readers will they really reach?

2. So much uniqueness risks too much fragmentation. The wide range of experi-
ments, styles, and genres is fantastic, but they could lead already small audiences to 
get even smaller.

3. The biggest indie comic audiences are still part of franchises. What’s the cost of 
leading with commodity?

hi! hello! read this!
it’s an adaptation of a masai folk tale that highlights our dependency on 
technology!

it… huh?

this doesn’t look like adventure time. where is adventure 
time?



As an aspiring cartoonist, it feels (dramatically) as art critic Dave Hickey describes:

anyway, people don’t make literature, architecture, and art—the culture 
makes those things. we make books, buildings, and objects. we do our 
crummy little shit, and the culture assigns value to it...*

*BelieverMag.com

Is it just me, or are comics’ general value in America still rooted less in what they are 
and more in what they are not?

film
comics, cartoons, manga, etc.
fiction
ya fiction
children’s

Will their value, their potential impact, remain secondary?
Does it matter?

why are all the comics dudes always so sweaty?

I suppose the question for me is

what’s an aspiring cartoonist trying to make positive change in the world 
to do?
give up comics altogether?

And so my search for answers has continues.

more books



Perhaps a big part of the problem lies in our “greater culture”—its conception of not 
just comics but art in general.

art educator, administrator, and author carol becker

american society hasn’t encouraged artists to be part of the dialogue—
not just to talk about politics, but to talk about life. there hasn’t been 
any attempt to pull out from people who are really creative, ideas about 
how things work or should work.

…i think art schools in general have perpetuated the problem. i don’t 
think we’ve helped it. and i think that artists had become, for a long 
time, quite comfortable as disenfranchised and infantilized beings, left 
on the periphery, tangential in the society. everybody was comfortable 
with that.*

Comics, used largely to escape from reality, have their place in this Western tradition.

*with Suzi Gablik, 361-2

But, I’m not suggesting that comics change radically.
Like Brian Doherty pointed out, their unique, simplified perspective is part of their 
strength.

Plus, comics’ “secondary” cultural value might also play to their advantage, help-
ing them escape the cultural disconnect that other, more traditional art forms still 
struggle with.

museum

no comix!



No, despite my own lingering questions and confusion about the medium,

I will not be committing my comics to the flames.

Still, I can’t help but wonder…

what more should we expect from comics and cartoonists?
from art and artists in general?

how might life change if art better did its “job” of showing us how spe-
cial our everyday existence really is?

could a comic, of all things, reconnect us to the sacredness of our day-
to-day lives?

End
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aPPliCaTion insTruCTions

1. Provide an artist statement. (1000 words)

2. Respond to the following prompts. (500 words each)

•	 Describe	an	experience	that	fundamentally	changed	or	shifted	your	cre-

ative	practice.	What	catalyzed	the	change?

•	 Why	does	your	work	matter	in	the	world	beyond	traditional	studio,	gal-

lery,	museum,	theater,	or	performance	spaces?	What	is	it	trying	to	do	in	

the	world?

•	 How	is	your	work	engaged	with	fields	beyond	your	own?

The selection committee understands that speaking to these points within 

these word counts is challenging. However, experience has taught them that 

successful candidates are able to concisely answer these questions in a way 

that makes their practice evident. They suggest that you avoid repeating your-

self in answering any question, and trust that the committee will connect your 

answers when reading them.



1. Provide an artist statement. (1000 words)

 I make connections: in my comics, illustrations, and writing; in my work as an arts-based fa-
cilitator and educator; and in my efforts to create and steward creative communities. While these three 
aspects of my life run sometimes in parallel or even at odds with each other, they sit side by side on the 
same shelf, spurring my ongoing development as an artist and public intellectual.
 As a visual storyteller, I use narrative art-making to explore and share the ideas about which I 
care most. I can experiment with the technical tools that we as illustrative artists use to move others—by 
pencil, charcoal, brush, pen, marker, stylus; by internet or print. The act of exploration drives me on-
ward, and my comics serve as the paper trail.
 In form and format, I draw from the foundational 19th-Century comics of Rodolphe Töppfer: 
boxes of story, side by side, paired with text and printed for anyone to see. Brushwork helps gives lines 
and forms life, a trick that as a child I saw Bill Watterson perform daily in his strip Calvin & Hobbes.
 A similar youthful energy and love of adventure drive my work. In the back of my mind as I cre-
ate is an awkward man’s party of adventure-writers and deep questioners—J. R. R. Tolkien, Kurt Vonne-
gut, C. S. Lewis, Hayao Miyazaki, R. Crumb, Watterson, and others. Using this reflective boyhood tone 
I attempt, like Dorothy Allison, to “seduce” my audience and gain their genuine attention.
 There is an ethical struggle in this work. Doodling stories can feel distant from the immediate, 
positive changes our world needs. This is especially difficult amidst the momentum of 21st-Century 
economics and the romantic image of the artist. It is a setting in which literary and artistic publications 
become commodities, as if we creators were genius lunatics seeking hefty profits. That same momentum 
turns images and characters into logos and products for copyrighting and exploiting. The history of 
American comics is a prime example.
 What is art’s place in making for better, more just communities? What is comics’? Do they 
reveal an alternate path for bringing the hope of imagination into everyday life, of bridging the gap that 
the Western art tradition worked centuries to create? Cartoons shared online, self-published, or per-
formed may point toward some of the answers. They are the ones I am exploring.
 At the heart of what I do, I am seeking connection. It can be lonely being a visual storyteller. 
Without other people, life’s circle loses its second half. So it is with art; creators enable their audiences 
to enter a world of their imagination. They invite them to share in the effort of understanding a series 
of marks on paper or computer screen, and by doing so the reader makes these marks special. It is then, 
only then, that you have the living creations we call art.
 Cartoonist Scott McCloud and others have explained that the structure of comics—the spaces 
between panels, the juxtapositions of text and image—naturally call to the reader to make meaning. It’s 
these spaces that I try to create in my own work.



 This effort to create spaces extends outward, beyond my studio practice while still informed by 
it. I love talking with people. I engage in conversation with a similar drive as my visual storytelling. By 
recording and retelling the stories I hear from others, I attempt to share the fruits of that intimate con-
nection and partnered meaning-making with a broader community who may benefit from it.
 My work with others extends into the role of an arts-based facilitator and educator, in which 
I strive to maintain a similar mindful presence with groups of students. Progressive educators such as 
Maxine Greene and Tim Rollins rely on a “wide-awakeness” from teacher and student. This requires an 
acknowledgement and embracing of each participant’s “landscape of learning,” his or her personal expe-
rience, cultural background, beliefs, and self-perceptions.
 bell hooks and Paulo Freire call this a holistic, embodied way of knowing. It ensures deep-rooted 
engagement from all members of an educational setting. My way of educational facilitation—driven 
by reading, writing, and creating prompts and group conversation—works always in reference to these 
ideas.
 While facilitating I am also a student. I guide conversation with a degree of knowingness while 
primed and ready to be inspired and educated along with my peers. This, I think, helps me to be a better 
teacher; I enable others to stir and uncover the knowledge they both need and already have within them. 
As Wendell Berry has said, the causes and solutions to our problems live within us and between us. We 
resolve these problems through mindful action.
 There is sustenance in this communal work. Through it I help sow the seeds of new artistic com-
munities. These gradually grown familial networks refuel and re-inspire me—in my visual storytelling, 
in my sense of hope. I believe in their power to provide sustenance for others as well.
 There is great potential for positive change in the collaboration of committed, creative people. I 
believe in Carol Becker’s conception of the artist as public intellectual, capable of driving societal wellbe-
ing through desperately needed new ideas and new ways of being. Our gifts are only as great as the ways 
in which we use them, and our impact need not be limited to the worlds of our artworks. By providing 
the same arts-inspired foundation I do in conversational and educational contexts, I may foster the posi-
tive change my local and larger communities need.
 It is a curious connection between my roles as visual storyteller, facilitator-educator, and com-
munity member. I am inspired through my interactions with others, but also challenged. I turn inward, 
isolating myself so I can ruminate, reflect, and create. Through this comes a reawakening, and I return to 
the wider world to share my work and reconnect with others. It is a cycle of growth, for myself and the 
world I hope to create.

Describe an experience that fundamentally changed or shifted your creative 

practice. What catalyzed the change? (500 words)

 I began talking to people differently. This happened in two ways.
 One was this. I had been researching symbols and narrative on my own and making good prog-
ress, but I was curious to continue the work with others. When I had the chance I proposed to fellow 
graduate student-artists that we have a conversation on stories and symbols. If it went well, perhaps we 
could continue having conversations. It did go well, and I opted to facilitate a study group—really, a 
structured series of engaged conversations. Since then I’ve facilitated three semester-long efforts.
 These study groups allowed me a new, engaging way to deepen my understanding of stories, 
symbols, and their relation to my art and life. The experience of working with groups of intelligent, cre-
ative individuals as we share ideas and deepen own personal understanding has been just as rewarding. 
The experience showed me a new way to create alternative educational settings.
 Years ago I taught elementary art at a public school, but I fell away from the practice because 
of the complex difficulties entrenched in our country’s school system. Through the study groups I’ve 
returned to teaching with a new perspective, one aware of alternative models for education that better 
fit how I perceive the human experience to be, for students and teachers. Whether in or out of a “tradi-
tional” classroom, helping others grow will be a central part of what I do with my life.
 There is an immense amount of creative energy that goes into seeing people where they are and 
working with them to encourage their own growth. The planning and conversation that comes from this 
work are as much a part of my creative practice as making comics.
 The other new way of talking with people was this. For a year I had tried modestly to enter the 
world of independent comics. I had learned that making comics takes a huge amount of time, leaving 
little space for a complete life and a low likelihood of the level of financial success that could support 
ongoing creative practice. Feeling stuck, I decided to interview established comics artists about their ex-
periences with creative sustainability and comics community. The wisdom participants shared with me 
was familiar, but hearing it over a common passion and attached to life stories gave the sentiments new 
weight. Talking about comics with other passionate creators inspired me to do more making myself.
 Since then I have opened similar conversations less formally to a wider range of creators. This 
too has been part of my exploration of the possibilities of my passions and interests. Mindful conversa-
tion and relationship building have become parts of my creative practice as well. They inform my imagi-
nation. They strengthen networks of support. They deepen my commitment to supporting, even creat-
ing, the kinds of artistic communities that we all need. They show me that we create as some inescapable 
part of our humanity, something we do to share with others.



Why does your work matter in the world beyond traditional studio, gallery, 
museum, theater, or performance spaces? What is it trying to do in the 
world? (500 words)

 Comics as a medium rarely occupies traditional art spaces. The times it has, generally, have been 
recent, few, and handled as a playful variation of Western fine arts’ framed paintings and pedestaled 
sculptures. While some comics artists might see this as progress for the medium or a starting place for 
future growth, I do not.
 One of the qualities I value most about comics as a creative vehicle is its relative freedom from 
the western European custom of keeping art separate from everyday life besides its use as a status sym-
bol for the socioeconomic elite. While sequential art’s origins stretch back to times before alphabetic 
language, American comics grew out of the fantasies of aspiring Depression-era boys. Comic books 
and strips are about as modern and everyday as kitsch, and they share a similar but very distinct cultural 
space. Their cultural presence and potential impact on audiences differ in significant ways from work 
kept in contemporary galleries or museums. I see this as something to take advantage of.
 Of course, that’s not to say the medium doesn’t have its own cultural baggage to work with. Its 
boyhood origins have made a cultural foundation for immature, male-oriented escapism. In the light 
of pointed stereotyping, comics’ approachable, essentializing qualities can be serious liabilities. We 
know cartoonists classically as social outsiders and their audiences as similarly solitary readers hoping to 
entertain personal fantasies. Much of comics’ time in the limelight has come from lucrative film tie-ins 
and other franchising that don’t always synch up with meaningful storytelling. Clearly, comics has its 
caveats.
 On the other side of this coin are comics’ additional strengths. Its escapism serves a similar pur-
pose as fairy tales: providing space for us to imagine actions that might be impossible or unacceptable 
for us to take in real life (or that, after imagining, do need to be taken). Comics let us safely explore the 
lightest and darkest parts of ourselves, helping us choose more just and responsible lives. And, somehow, 
there’s space for playful, childlike innocence in these explorations. While I generally eschew the “big 
house” superhero books, many of their underlying sensibilities live in my own work—a questioning 
of the world through action, adventure, humor, good-natured fumbles, and carrying through to make 
things right. Ultimately, using comics responsibly comes down to the mindsets and choices of its cre-
ators and readers. My intention is to make new meaning, deepen my understanding, and create positive 
change in my communities. Comics can do this.
 However, its form inherently distances the realizing of these goals from my work as creator. I 
effect similar kinds of change more directly as a community member and artist facilitator / educator. 
Creating safe spaces for deep investigation is crucial to understanding world-changing ideas. This is the 
work of an artist, a creative and imaginative thinker. So is making, harnessing the power of realization. 
My commitment to realizing this image of the artist drives my actions.

How is your work engaged with fields beyond your own? (500 words)

 I’m fascinated by interdisciplinary methodology. It does more than place two or more disci-
plines side by side for a shared goal as multidisciplinary work does; it uncovers previously unknown 
space between established disciplines to create new meaning.
 But, my relationship with the methodology does not run deep. While much of my education 
and development took place in a world of established disciplines, I have never sought sanction between 
them to create new meaning. Further, I grew up amidst the Western art world’s millennial evolution but 
rarely if ever within it. My interests in comics / illustration, education, and community have kept me 
mostly outside of this established art world, leaving me in vague, indirect relationship with established 
art spaces. I never took on postmodernism’s love-hate relationship with modernism.
 Thus, my focus is not on breaking boundaries but personal expression, creative investigation, and 
cultivating self-motivated and impassioned life-learners. I feel comfortable moving from one set field of 
study to the next in ways that fit my needs. In recent collaborative projects with artists from a range of 
creative disciplines, I have facilitated multidisciplinary work; but, I do not consider myself an interdisci-
plinary artist.
 That said, my work has meaningful connection to areas of study outside of my own. Comics’ 
balance of image and text has implications on psychology, sociology, and neuroscience. The medium 
illustrates one possible solution to the modern cultural dominance of abstract, left-brain thinking. What 
might our world be like with a better complement of inclusive, non-linear thought? Additionally, story-
telling and working from old stories allows me access to centuries of experience with the human subcon-
scious and the origins of symbols and myth, forces rooted in the psychic core of our being.
 As an interviewer, my work is relevant to the documentary field, cultural anthropology, and is-
sues of representation. Whose voices are being shared, and for whose eyes? How is my work affected by 
my relationships with interview participants and audiences? The illustrative part of my work adds new 
dimensions to these questions and heightens my responsibility as (re)creator.
 My work as a facilitator / educator draws from a deep commitment to promote creativity, enable 
personal problem-solving and deeper understanding, and establish sustainable creative practice. These 
things are central to the well-being of each person, but also our communities and the world of which we 
are supposed to good stewards.
 Driving my actions is the intention to promote understanding of the effects of our lives, aware-
ness of the injustices of our world, and the drive to address them before it’s too late. I am trying to build 
for myself the kind of life that I find satisfying and worthwhile, the fruits of which I can share with 
others. By creating, learning, and sharing with an open heart, art that has cross-disciplinary impact is 
inevitable. It lends itself to work that is centered more on the things our creative work is about than the 
work itself.









Shelf II.
faCIlItatIon | eDUCatIon

 I tell visual stories through comics, illustration, and writing. 
this narrative art-making provides me a playground, a way to 
explore and share the ideas about which I care most. through this 
work I can experiment with the technical tools that we as visual 
artists use to move others. It serves as catharsis, as personal 
anchor, as a quiet constancy. It helps sustain me.

 My creative work also sends me outward into the world. It 
launches me with greater clarity and confidence into the role of 
facilitator and teacher, an organized gatherer who helps groups of 
curious students unlock knowledge within themselves and among 
each other. I am a student in these exchanges as well, guiding 
interactions with a degree of knowingness, but also primed and 
ready to be surprised and educated along with my peers. this, I 
think, helps me to be a better teacher; I enable others to stir and 
uncover the knowledge they both need and already have within them.

 there is sustenance in this communal work. By coordinating 
collective meaning-making in groups, and by practicing mindful 
presence in conversation, I help sow the seeds of new artistic 
communities. these gradually grown familial networks refuel and 
re-inspire me – in my visual storytelling, in my sense of hope. I 
believe in their power to provide sustenance for others as well.

 our gifts are only as great as the ways in which we use them, 
and our impact need not be limited to the worlds of our artworks. 
together we can do amazing things, here and now.

on thIS Shelf





the Skillful teacher, Stephen Brookfield

teaching is about making some kind of dent in the 
world so that the world is different than it was 
before you practiced your craft. Knowing clearly 
what kind of dent you want to make in the world 
means that you must continually ask yourself the 
most fundamental evaluative questions of all - what 
effect am I having on students and on their learning? 
(p 18-9) 

a distinctive organizing vision - a clear picture 
of why you are doing what you are doing that you 
can call up at points of crisis - is crucial to your 
personal sanity and morale. (p 16)



 If you asked me as a first-year teacher if what I do now is teaching, I’m not sure he’d say 
yes.
 When I first started working in education, as a public school teacher, I Taught—that is, I 
tried to reenact the methods of “traditional” education recalled from my memories as a student. 
More often than not I worked to keep control of the room while bestowing knowledge upon my 
students, whether they wanted that knowledge or not. I found myself struggling to feel at home 
in the kind of classroom setting I had created with these intentions; I believe many of my stu-
dents did, too.
 Not long after I left the public school classroom, I guest lectured at a community college. 
My focus was on Buddhist philosophy and—to channel my interests and those of my southern, 
mostly Christian, students—the harmony and dissonance between Christian and Buddhist 
ideas. Leading up to the class I did a lot of preparing and organizing, readying an agenda and 
narratives as examples of Buddhist concepts.
 I began the class with some knowledge-bestowing like my earlier days as a teacher. But 
soon came the true learning experience—for them and for me. We entered a space of discus-
sion, questions, and, soon, debate among students and myself. The class shifted toward active, 
group-wide conversation, making use of its new vocabulary to investigate a fresh perspective and 
deepen collective understanding. My role then was mostly to listen and guide the conversation 
when it began to wander too far from our intentions. As a class we were on a roll, and our shared 
enjoyment of the ride toward new knowledge was palpable. It’s no wonder that, on my third 
semester of guest lecturing, the class invited me back to extend our discussion.
 Years after these experiences, or any other educational practice, I found myself doing a 
similar thing via online group studies on narratives and symbols with fellow artists. But I didn’t 
call it teaching, or bestowing, or lecturing. It wasn’t those things; it was facilitating. Before we 
started, I listened for what fellow students wanted to explore, the experiences and perspectives 
they brought to the table; I framed the course around those things. I used free online resourc-
es—Google’s Sites, Groups, Calendar, and Hangouts—to structure a semester-long study on our 
topics of choice. I pulled useful readings from my previous individual research and ones shared 
by other group members. With the general assignment and meeting dates in place, we began.
 In three-week cycles, we went through a series of prompts that culminated in a group 
video chat discussion. It started with a reading and a brief writing prompt, something to help 
give a launching pad for individual reflection and analytical exploration. With the following 
week came a creating prompt, a flexible exercise in putting the ideas we had ideas explored via 
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words into practice. We shared these written and creative responses online the week before our 
meeting.
 In the third week, we met online. Each meeting started with an agenda overview and 
brief catch-up on the past three weeks of our lives. Then we turned to the main discussion, going 
over readings, prompt responses, and new realizations and questions. The conversation went 
from there—again, with whatever gentle intervention or reframing was most useful for moving 
our conversation forward. It was a rich and generative experience each time—individually and 
collectively. Our best prompts and collaborative projects came from these live discussions.
 After our meeting, the cycle began again, four to five times total over the semester. At the 
mid- and end-of-term points we also reflected on the group study itself, the latter of which was 
complemented by written feedback. We closed the study by presenting our experience with our 
greater learning community of artists.
 By the end of each semester, it was clear that we had come a long way—not by quan-
titative assessment or knowledge-testing (though students did share useful written feedback 
via Google Forms); rather, it was by the depth and breadth of our ongoing conversations, the 
student accounts of how our work impacted their semester studies. From the group study came 
new personal narratives; members realized that they were at heart not just artists but storytellers.
 While I too came to identify myself as a storyteller, ultimately what I do in any class-
room setting is create space for making connections. I do not lead from the front of the room 
but alongside my partners in learning. I work to see, listen, and respond, to give the right level 
of structure so that each of us feels safe enough to step forward and worry about nothing but 
engaging in the material. More than teaching, I facilitate participants’ self- and communal-
learning. Because this takes place in a safe and shared environment, all of us who are present can 
benefit.
 Each of us has tremendous potential, but we also set intimidating obstacles for ourselves. 
Wendell Berry isn’t considered an educator in a formal sense, but he is a sage. Thanks to him I’ve 
come to believe that the causes and solutions to our problems live within us and between us, and 
we resolve these problems through mindful action. I have been incredibly lucky to find myself 
in educational situations that have, multiple times, shown me the truth of his words. Often as 
learners we simply need a mindful doorperson, someone who has taken the time and energy to 
see who we are and where we want to go and points us in the right direction. That’s what I try to 
accomplish in my educational spaces.
 The tools I use as an arts-based facilitator vary based on the situation. But, in each ease I 
strive to practice presence in conversation, to provide the structure for collective and individual 
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illumination among groups of creative people, to lay the foundation for self-enablement and 
deep personal investigation. Progressive educators such as Maxine Greene and Tim Rollins 
rely on a “wide-awakeness” from teacher and student, an acknowledgement and embracing of 
each individual learner’s “landscape of learning”—his or her personal experience, cultural back-
ground, beliefs, and self-perceptions. They allow what bell hooks describes as a deep and full-
bodied learning experience, one of rigorous inquiry yet driven by deep personal passion. These 
are things I aspire to in my own work with others.
 I agree with Carol Becker in her insistence that artists are capable of being unique pub-
lic intellectuals, creative problem-solving assets to society. However, the modernist movement 
pushed many artists, particularly visual artists, increasingly out of Western public life. A similar 
movement in education turned teachers into specialists and students into empty vessels to pas-
sively receive information. With the breakdown of modernism’s walls, there is now room for 
new directions and new uses to art, new paths toward greater knowledge, understanding and 
action. Art can be a living, breathing, enriching, and enabling part of all of our lives. This greater 
context makes it an exciting time to return to education, with eyes and heart open, ready to 
uncover the best system for a given group of learners.
 While I teach for the joy of the experience and the relationships formed, ultimately I 
am trying to contribute to a greater mindfulness of the effects of our lives and actions, a greater 
effort to see the injustices of our world, and development of the tools and motivation to act on 
these injustices before it’s too late. On a different level, I’m trying to build for myself the kind 
of life that I find satisfying, the fruits of which I can share with others. My goal is to further my 
own understanding of the world and to stoke the flames of others’ passionate investigations.
 This would not have been my Year-One Teacher’s description of teaching, but like any 
student’s path toward greater understanding, it reflects an ongoing and deeply engaged explora-
tion of self and world. Education is a lifelong interest and goal of mine; it informs every step on 
this wandering path I take. That, I hope, is enough.













BuilDing WorlDs
WorkshoP Plan anD sliDes

Time: 60 minutes

Materials:
•	 Printer or lined paper
•	 Pencils, pens, Sharpies
•	 Projector

Notes to instructor: hightighted serif
Spoken items: sans serif
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Provide brief overview of activities.

Timing:
1. 15 minutes
2. 30 minutes
3. 15 minutes

Why love comics, or any good story, for that matter?

There are a lot of good reasons!

Often it’s the worlds that good stories let us explore. They can be very similar worlds to 

our own...
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This is a page from Pop	Gun	War by Farel Darlymple.

Or they can be very, very different...

Here’s a piece from a series called Arzach by an amazing but now-deceased French 

cartoonist who went by the name Moebius.

Here’s something from a series you might recognize if you look closely...
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Can anyone guess?

Wait for students to name series (Lord of the Rings). Provide some visual description of character 
appearances and actions if needed.

Yup, it’s Lord of the Rings. (This is some fan art.) This series is renowned in part for its 

deep, immersive world.
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J.R.R. Tolkien spent years thinking about The Lord of the Ring’s world before he ever 

wrote or published the original books.

When you read the books or watch the movies, it’s very easy to get into the story and 

forget you’re reading a book or watching a film.
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With inside-out, you start with one story or character and build your world “outward” 

from there.

You start with one good character or part of your story...
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And start adding more...

OK, cool, these two characters meet.

Ooh, and then there’s another part you come up with to tell...
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Ah, and another one that sounds pretty cool...

Yeah, and then this other one!...
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And then—uh oh, problem. You find a detail about one part you already told that goes 

completely against your new one. Say, you’ve been writing a story about the medieval 

knights , but this new character has to have a motorcycle...

No good! If you’re releasing a comic series one issue at a time, or a single, very long 

story, and run into this mid-way through, you’re in trouble.

Has anyone experienced a story with plot holes, things that didn’t fit within the story 

world?

Brief pause here for a potential example from students (if any).
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It can happen to any storyteller. Long-running comic book series run into them a lot, 

partly because there are so many different writers and artists over the years.

Take Spider-Man’s clone wars as an example. Look it up when you get a chance. The 

story from the 1990s was a messy, drawn-out arc that the writers tried to undo partway 

through. Not good storytelling!

…

Let’s take a look at the other approach to building worlds…
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With outside-in, you start with the broad, overarching aspects of your world and build 

“inward” from there to tell your stories.
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So, we develop our overarching aspects….

And this gives us some structure and guidelines to work with. If it’s a tale from the 

distant past, there are NO MOTORCYCLES. (Or, we decide from the beginning that time 

travel or some other special magic will be a part of the world that could let us have some 

kind of motorcycle.)
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As you start to bring in your characters and other parts of the story…

You keep the overarching world aspects in mind…
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And avoid any plot holes, or fix them before your story goes out to readers. All the parts 

fit within your world!

Success!
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…

Let’s go back to Tolkien and The Lord of the Rings…

Tolkien was a real-life history buff and spent YEARS developing the history, lands, and 

characters of The Lord of the Rings universe—all well before he wrote or published the 

original books.

This made for a huge, intricate, immersive world relatively free of plot holes. It’s one of 

the reasons there are so many fans of the series now.

But, a couple of notes…
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To tell a good story with an immersive world, we don’t have to go as far as Tolkien did. It 

doesn’t have to take years!

You don’t even have to know the whole world—if it’s all set in one town, just build up 

that town. But make sure you know that town really well!

You also can rely a lot on the world as we already know it if that’s where your story takes 

place. For example, take an old comic strip by Bill Watterson called Calvin	&	Hobbes...

(If you haven’t read Calvin	&	Hobbes, I highly recommend you do!)

Except for a few family vacations, all of Calvin and Hobbes’ stories happened at home...
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In the woods nearby…

Or at school.

BuilDing WorlDs WorkshoP



Oh, and the worlds of Calvin’s imagination.

But those didn’t have to make sense with the real world (in fact, it was better that they 

didn’t).

Bill Watterson may not have planned out all of Calvin	&	Hobbes‘s world before he started 

the 10-year comic strip, but he did figure out the basics at the beginning and relied on 

a lot of our own real world as a reference. That way readers never got pulled out of the 

strip’s world because of plot holes.
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There are more than just these, and some of them may not be very important to the 

stories you want to tell. But you can make more immersive stories if you at least think 

about these things ahead of time.

Unpack aspects briefly and check for questions.

We’re actually about to work with this list for our own world, so are there any questions 

about these?
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First, we’ll decide as a whole group one central element of our shared world. That way 

when we split into groups, we’ll have that one thing as an anchor among us all.

Choose a theme as a group. Ideas to start with:
•	 Elements
•	 Biggest “What if ?”

Once a theme is chosen, describe an overall “scene” from this world using a few basic details. 
This ensures the concept is clear to everyone without getting into the nitty gritty (i.e., the group 
work).

Next, you all will [group] up to take on [x number] of the aspects from our list. You can 

pick your partner[s], but I’ll assign world aspects to keep things moving along.

Group sizes and number of world aspects assigned will vary by class size and needs.
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You’ll have 30 minutes to work with your partner before we come back together as a

group and share what we came up with.

If you have any questions about what you should be doing, or if you’re having trouble

coming up with ideas, come talk to me.

If you’re running into questions about a world aspect from another group, go ahead and 

ask them about it during group time.

Note time after 25 minutes. Have each group pick a reporter to share what the group came up 
with in the next part of the workshop.

Facilitate reporting from groups. Take basic summary notes on the board.

What if the groups into plot holes based on other groups’ ideas?
• These plot holes are totally fine. Remember, we haven’t written any stories yet. 

Running into these hiccups now is the point of this activity!

• For now, we’ll note these plot holes the class can come back to them later. 

Making these adjustments is part of the world-building process, too.
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What we did today can be a launching pad for more group work or your own individual

stories.

You can keep this world, change it, or start a new one entirely. It’s up to you—the 

important thing is that you imagine and tell the stories you want to tell!

Thanks so much everyone for having me today.



BuilDing CHaraCters
WorkshoP Plan

Time

90 minutes

maTerials

•	 Printer paper
•	 Pencils
•	 Pens
•	 Sharpies

Intro / Welcome (5 mIn)

•	 Introduce self
•	 Rationale:

•	 One of the best things about comics and stories are the characters.
•	 How can we make interesting characters?

•	 List activities to come

character comboS (35 mIn)

•	 Explanation (5 min):
•	 Pick one from each bag ( Jobs and Creatures), two times (you’re making two characters)
•	 Write each combination at the bottom of a blank page.
•	 Create a character from each pair of traits.
•	 Draw each character combo at least two times. Experiment! Try different possibilities or 

poses.
•	 Try adding details (clothing, props, etc.).
•	 Want a super hero?

•	 Job = public identity (ex, Peter Parker the news photographer)
•	 Creature = part of their hero name (ex, Spider-Man)

•	 Activity (30 min)
• resourCes: See Character Cards - Occupations and Character Cards - Creatures.



CHaraCter CarDs - oCCuPations CHaraCter CarDs - Creatures



SharIng character comboS (10 mIn)

•	 Explanation (3 min):
•	 Turn to a partner.
•	 3-minute turns:
•	 Share your characters with your partner (drawings, character name and other basic 

details).
•	 Your partner asks questions and tells you his or her favorite.
•	 At the end, YOU pick your favorite character of your two.

•	 Keep in mind:
•	 NOT about “perfect” drawing
•	 About your favorite character
•	 It’s comics, not fancy-pants art. (But fancy is good if you want to do that!)

•	 Activity (7 min)

character QueStIonS and turnaround (35 mIn)

•	 Explanation (5 min):
•	 Two more tools to build your favorite character: Questions and Turnaround

• CHaraCter Questions

•	 What makes your character tick? What’s his or her backstory? Use the questions 
to explore who your character is and why.

•	 Write your answers out. Sketches are good, too.
• turnarounD

•	 Used by professionals for cartoons and comics characters
•	 Lets you see all major angles of your character
•	 Use the lines as guides to maintain character proportions and size.
•	 Add accessories, equipment, pets, sidekicks, etc. to flesh out character.
•	 Pencil first, then go back with pen or Sharpie
•	 Make sure your characters pass the Silhouette Test:

•	 If all we saw were your characters’ silhouettes (outlines), could we tell who 
was who? Make sure even the outline of each character is unique.

•	 Activity (30 min)
• resourCes: See Character Questions and Character Turnaround Template. 

extenSIon (durIng character QueStIonS and turnaround)

•	 If you finish your character questions and turnaround early, choose one of these additional 
activities:
•	 Make a comic with your character.

• resourCe: See Comic Panels - Measured.
•	 Write a story about your character.
•	 Create a new character using new a new combo.

clean-uP and cloSIng (5 mIn)
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Character Turnaround:
Kiddig
Ink, 2013

Character Turnaround:
Gren-Louie
Ink, 2013



CHaraCter turnarounD temPlate



ComiCs Panels - measureD







WatterSmIth 1:
DraWing from Bill WaTTerson

From December 2013 to February 2014, I kept a daily drawing practice focused on 
environments by some of my favorite comic artists. By now I’ve accumulated sketchbooks of 
drawings based on the work of Bill Watterson of comics strip Calvin & Hobbes and Jeff Smith of 
comic epic Bone. Taking on the tools, working processes, and styles of two other artists has been 
a challenge, but it’s also taught me some things.

Bill WaTTerson, CalVin & HoBBes

Tools anD ProCess
Gleaned from The Calvin & Hobbes Tenth Anniversary Book (20):

1. Little to no penciling save for more complex compositions or items (mechanical 
equipment, for example)

2. Red sable brush and India ink; I went with a “standard” #6
3. Pen nib for a handful of small details (Calvin’s shirt stripes, for example)



Watterson: Decision Hill, Ink, 2013

Watterson: Forest Walk, Ink, 2013

refleCTions

There’s incredible vivacity and animation possible with the red sable brush. It can be hard to 
contain at times, but what life! Up until drawing Watterson I had only used synthetic, and I 
never imagined how much of a difference there could be between the two.

Despite leaving Calvin and Hobbes out of these drawings, there’s still an amazing amount of 
movement and energy in recreating Watterson’s environments—especially ones from wagon-
race strips.

Despite the killer point the brush can get, it definitely has limits to how fine its marks are 
while still moving naturally; applying the needed amount of pressure forces a very fine point to 
broaden just a bit. This took some getting used to.

While at first I was over-extending my brush use before finally picking up the pen and nib for 
extra-fine lines, with time I became able to use the brush for nearly every mark needed. And yet, 
I also came to better respect the line between brush-appropriate and nib-appropriate marks, 
coming to identify ahead of time the few areas where the drawing would be better served if I 
omitted brushwork and returned with the pen.
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Watterson: Stupendous Shadows 1 & 2, Ink, 2013

Watterson: Kazam, Ink, 2013

For the few drawings mostly in shadow, I figured out I can better recreate the drawing by 
starting with a pen and nib to outline the shapes. After that I can go in with the brush to liven 
those lines up and add the value. Was this cheating? I guess so, in a way. But it sure did work!

Drawing only loose pencil layout marks was intimidating at first but liberating overall. With a 
little time and practice, I could figure out the general composition, mark the major objects, and 
then get right to the inking.

I took on increasingly complex compositions as the weeks went on. It was very satisfying to see 
the results of this—especially when I look back at some of the quicker / weaker drawings of my 
first week. These complex drawings took more careful—but still relatively loose—pencil prep. I 
felt OK with this, though I would assume Watterson didn’t do as much.
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Watterson: Looking for Frogs, Ink, 2013

It was easy to add too many marks for things like grass or the areas of trees where dark 
transitions to light. Despite an abundance of marks enough for the eye to get properly “lost” or 
to “blur” these areas in Watterson’s drawings, it clearly takes skill, precision, and restraint to pull 
this off.

Overall, drawing from Watterson took care and control—and yet it still had so much life to it, 
so much spontaneity through that supple, wonderful brush and a youthful imagination.

~

Next up, impressions on drawing from Jeff Smith.

WatterSmIth 1: draWIng from bIll WatterSon



WatterSmIth 2:
DraWing from Jeff smiTh

From December 2013 to February 2014, I kept a daily drawing practice focused on environments 
by some of my favorite comic artists. By now I’ve accumulated sketchbooks of drawings based on the 
work of Bill Watterson of comics strip Calvin & Hobbes and Jeff Smith of comic epic Bone. Taking 
on the tools, working processes, and styles of two other artists has been a challenge, but it’s also taught 
me some things.

Jeff smiTh, Bone

Tools anD ProCesses
Gleaned from an interview of Jeff Smith by Sardinian Connection:

1. Really loose or sparse penciling, more for laying out composition of the ink-based 
drawings

2. #1 “horse hair” brush and India ink; couldn’t find exactly what this translated to in 
standard brush-speak, but I assumed it meant red sable

3. Not stated but seems to be the case in Bone: pen nib for occasional cross-hatching / 
blending work—but, I could be wrong!

http://sardinianconnection.blogspot.com/2010/02/jeff-smith-interview.html


Smith: Gulp., Ink, 2014

refleCTions

My drawing process here felt extremely tight and tense. Smith’s style is clearly cartoon, full of 
fluid lines, rounded shapes, and simplified forms. But it can get dense with tiny tic marks and 
carefully overlapping shapes. For some drawings I got the same sensation as when typing up 
quotes from a book—looking incessantly back and forth between my drawing and the original, 
tracking all the little visual details in an attempt to get my translation as accurate as possible.
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Smith: The Forest Has Ears, Ink, 2014

Smith: The Barrel Haven, Ink + Digital, 2014

WatterSmIth 2: draWIng from Jeff SmIth

While looking at Smith’s final work is always a joy, drawing some of his compositions left me 
feeling cramped and dizzy. Working with all of those visual details in such small spaces gave my 
hand and brain a serious workout!

Thankfully each panel also contained areas with plenty of open space, which likely saved 
me from running myself into the ground. For the reader it also provides the right visual 
complements that help make Smith’s compositions so enjoyable to view. There’s enough detail 
to feel like you’re looking into an actual world, but your eye and mind as a reader don’t get 
overloaded.



Smith: Here, Have a Sword, Ink, 2014

Smith: It’s Her, Ink, 2014

I’m coming to appreciate the high degree of discipline that Smith employed; I think I actually 
felt it myself at times while recreating these drawings.

I do suspect some of my cramped and dizzy feelings were blown a little out of proportion due 
the technicalities of book-printing. Often published comics and comic books are reduced from 
their original drawings, which would explain why, despite Smith saying he only works with a no. 
1 brush, I resorted to a pen nib every once in a while.

I also had some brush woes. I just couldn’t find a good no. 1 sable brush that didn’t loose all of 
its bristles after one or two cleanings (gentle cleanings, I swear!). I generally stuck with either a 
small synthetic, which just doesn’t move or feel “alive” like a sable brush, or a slightly larger sable. 
Both of these made the task of drawing these smaller-than-normal versions that much more of a 
challenge.
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Smith: Where Are We Goin’?, Ink, 2014

Smith: I No Longer Wish to Give Up, Ink, 2014
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What’s more, earlier on I found occasions where removing the characters from a piece threw off 
the composition. While I certainly missed the characters I removed from the Calvin & Hobbes 
drawings, my recreations’ compositions from Watterson still generally seemed to work. Not so 
much with a few Smith pieces I recreated.

I always understood that the characters of Bone were of course at the center of the story, but it 
wasn’t until drawing pieces like the one above that I realized how close the visual relationship 
can be between characters and environments. So, many of my later Smith drawings break from 
my original self-imposed rule of omitting characters to focus on strengthening my place-drawing 
skills. I suppose I could only tempt myself so long without giving in to the temptation!



Smith: Clip Clop, Ink, 2014

Smith: Goodbye Bartleby, Ink, 2014

Still, I enjoyed the workout! Allowing myself to include the characters gave a surprising amount 
of extra emotional payoff. And I seem to have a soft spot for shots with lots of spotting (areas of 
black). Not only do I find them specially descriptive and capable of conveying strong emotion, 
they also make a piece quicker to finish. :-) The same went for Watterson drawings too, and I 
used similar techniques with ink-laden Smith drawings as those I developed with Watterson.

I added an extra wrinkle to my spotting-heavy drawing techniques thanks to all of Smith’s night-
sky pieces. At first I actually tried drawing around each and every star, which was an enormous 
chore and time-sink. I soon began implementing a wider brush for big spotting areas. Eventually 
I learned to cover the entire sky with pure black and then add stars with a white gel pen.

Suffice to say, drawing from Smith was a different experience than from Watterson.

~

To close this series, I’ll discuss an experiment I tried to more directly compare the work of the 
two cartoonists.
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WatterSmIth 3:
ComParing Bill WaTTerson anD Jeff 

smiTh

From December 2013 to February 2014, I kept a daily drawing practice focused on environments 
by some of my favorite comic artists. By now I’ve accumulated sketchbooks of drawings based on the 
work of Bill Watterson of comics strip Calvin & Hobbes and Jeff Smith of comic epic Bone., as well 
as reflections on drawing from each. Taking on the tools, working processes, and styles of two other 
artists has been a challenge, but it’s also taught me some things.

The exPerimenT

To add one more layer of reflections on drawing from Bill Watterson and Jeff Smith, I attempted 
a Calvin & Hobbes drawing in a Bone-like style and vice versa. This really helped bring to light 
the physical and psychological differences of drawing from each artist.



Original Recreation:
Smith: OK, I’ll Go, Ink, 2014

Experimental Recreation:
OK, I’ll Go via Watterson, Ink, 2014

WatterSmIth 3: comParIng WatterSon and SmIth

DraWing Jeff smiTh as WaTTerson

•	 After drawing for seven weeks in Jeff Smith’s style, it felt so good to go back to Watterson. 
So much freer. And so much faster.

•	 Since I wasn’t trying to emulate the original drawing’s artist’s style, my work was much 
more interpretive than literal. It was a lovely feeling after having done so much careful 
recreation work for the past month and-a-half.

•	 I was also able to feel so much more emotion—the isolation of Fone Bone (not included 
in the Watterson version) sitting alone out on the hill with the woods surrounding. The 
trees and grass felt more alive since I was just drawing them instead of trying to get them 
“right” like I did in the original.

•	 I’m sure it also helped that I had drawn this panel just a couple of weeks before in a 
closer and more detail-focused style; the overall composition and elements were likely 
still in my recent muscle memory, freeing me up even more as I drew it again.



Original Recreation:
Watterson: Sitting Tree,  Ink, 2013

Experimental Recreation:
Sitting Tree via Smith, Ink, 2014

DraWing Bill WaTTerson as Jeff smiTh

•	 This felt much more controlled than drawing in a Watterson style for sure.
•	 As an experiment, I intentionally enlarged this drawing compared to the original from 

The Calvin & Hobbes Tenth Anniversary Book. I also picked an image with plenty of open 
space. While I still needed to employ a more disciplined style than with the Watterson-
style drawing, the experience here did feel less cramped. What a relief !

•	 It was nice to finally attempt “improvisation” in Smith-style, bringing in textures and 
marks for the tree and ground that felt straight out of Bone. The foreground vegetation 
of course was added, but this was to keep the composition from feeling perhaps too 
sparse. (I wonder if there’s a little more I could’ve added to further help with that.)

•	 I like how the drawing came out and I find it fun to look at—if for no other reason than 
its reference to the original Watterson version. But drawing this felt much more like work 
than Smith’s piece in a Watterson style.
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Watterson: Forest, Ink, 2013

Smith: About to Get Gitchy, Ink, 2014

furTher refleCTions

Overall, drawing from Smith felt much tighter and more controlled than from Watterson. 
While I tried to make each recreation in both series as accurate to the original as possible, with 
Watterson it often felt like I had more wiggle room, which kept the drawing experience looser 
and lighter than with Smith. I mentioned in my Smith reflections the sensation of transcribing 
quotes; with Watterson it felt more like close paraphrasing.

One thing I wonder is if there’s a greater reduction rate for my copy of Bone versus The Calvin & 
Hobbes Tenth Anniversary Book. This would certainly contribute to the feeling of being cramped 
when drawing from the former versus the latter.
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Smith: Is He in There?, Ink, 2014
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At first I thought drawing from Smith would simply make for a more “advanced” Watterson 
style—a useful scaffolding for my skill development, the teacher in me thought. In practice I 
found Smith’s drawings more complex but also in quite a different style than Watterson. Most 
things in Smith’s world look round and smooth (even, to a degree, the rough textures), while in 
Watterson’s I get a more tangible sensation of texture and movement.

Smith’s drawings present a greater effort to present a lush and living world than the quick 
suggestive elegance of Calvin & Hobbes. Amazingly, these two different intentions from the 
original artists affected my experience of re-drawing their work. I guess John Dewey was right 
when he wrote about art as experience.

Watterson: Tree House, Ink, 2013

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Art_as_Experience


Watterson: A Professional Snoop, Ink, 2013

Smith: Quiet as a Ghost, Ink, 2014

Watterson: Tectonic Plates, Ink, 2013

As I mentioned in my Smith reflections, I found it more difficult at times to remove the 
characters from Bone panels and still have a working composition than drawing from Calvin 
& Hobbes. I would think most comics’ panel compositions rely heavily on their characters. For 
whatever reason, Watterson’s compositions even without the eponymous boy and tiger still 
“work” for me. Maybe the added resonance of having missed Watterson’s strip had something to 
do with this.

At the end of the day, from which artist do I like drawing more? At this point I’d guess 
that my artistic “allegiances” are closer to Watterson. But it’s not as simple as that. This 
experience has helped me begin to discern the areas of my craft where it’s better for me, 
personally, to work more expressively and loosely, and the times where I should slow 
down and tighten up. Developing that capacity will open up the range of images I can 
create and stories I can tell. It will give me a more expressive pallet for creating more 
compelling images and stories.
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Smith: It Hurts, Ink, 2014



Smith: Jeez, Ink, 2014
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It’s been nice to step back from these series to see what I’ve noticed so far. I’m that much 
more excited to start up again with another of my favorite cartoonists. After I draw as 
myself for a while.

Watterson: Why We Dream When We Sleep, Ink, 2013



BuilDing ComiCs

There are many ways to make a home, and there are just as many ways to make a comic (maybe 
more). Here’s what I’ve learned about the basics so far.

ComiCs PaCing

Establishing the right pacing for your comics can be a tricky thing—especially if you’re 
translating text-based story ideas into comics panels or pages. Each artist has to discover for him 
or herself what works best, but the method below has been a solid resource for my own work 
and that of other artist I know. I picked it up from a weeklong graphic novel workshop at the 
Center for Cartoon Studies with Paul Karasik and Jon Chad.

To start, it helps to decide on some the pacing “units” between the sentences of a story and its 
comic equivalents:

•	 Comics panels are like sentences.
•	 Comics pages are like paragraphs.

This isn’t a 1:1 comparison, but it does suggest the conceptual breakdown of how comics readers 
take in information.

Breaking DoWn a sTorY for ComiCs

As for the nuts and bolts of scripting a story, think of how you would tell your story to a friend 
in words. Generally, you can break down that telling into comics like this:

•	 each “happening” = 1 complex sentence
•	 1 complex sentence ≈ 4 simple sentences (varies)
•	 1 simple sentence = 1 comics page



Let’s say that part of your story includes your main character running into an old friend at the 
grocery store. You might break down that complex happening into these simple sentences:

1. She wakes up.
2. She gets ready to go the grocery store.
3. She goes to the grocery store.
4. She begins shopping.
5. She runs into her old friend.

In this case there would be five pages. However, given how common it is to get up and go to the 
grocery store, you could pretty easily combine the first two to four simple sentences into one 
page without cluttering the narrative too much—that is, as long as you communicate the simple 
sentences clearly within the space you’ve allotted. Condensing everyday or common information 
can be helpful if you have a tight page constraint or more important things to get to in the story.

You can tweak the pacing and page-flow in all sorts of ways depending on the events that are 
most important in your tale (in the grocery shopping example, perhaps how your character 
is feeling while she gets ready) or the complexity of certain events (the particular way that 
your character bumps into her old friend or how exactly they interact after all this time). The 
key takeaway here is the general equation for breaking down your story’s complex descriptive 
sentences page-by-page into comics thumbnails.

an examPle

To illustrate how this process can work a little more vividly, let’s take a look at early work from a 
project of mine tentatively titled Brothers. The excerpt is a six-page chapter named “The Tower 
Siege.”

First, some helpful context about the story. One of Brothers’ lead protagonists is Kiddig, a 
knight-in-training on a quest in a fantasy world. Having recently run into an obstacle to his 
quest, he agrees to lend his services to a new “friend”—the enchanted frog Gren Louis—in 
exchange for the frog’s help past the obstacle. Gren’s goal: steal a prized ring from the tower of a 

foreign kingdom.

HaPPening: ComPlex sentenCes

Kiddig and Gren sneak into a foreign kingdom’s tower to take a special ring, but they also pick 
up an unexpected princess in need of rescuing. The trio escapes from capture thanks to a hidden 
escape route.

1 ½ to 2 complex sentences (the second sentence is on the simple side)

Page-to-Page BreakDoWn: From ComPlex to simPle sentenCes

1. Kiddig and Gren sneak into the foreign kingdom.
2. Kiddig and Gren sneak into the tower.
3. They find the ring and an unexpected princess in need of rescuing.
4. The three of them attempt an escape but run into guards.
5. They confront the guards (poorly), but the princess knows another way out.
6. They escape the kingdom with some bumps, bruises, and a little intrigue…

6 simple sentences = 6 pages

tHe results

See how the breakdown took form in the penciled pages of “The Tower Siege” below. Just like 
the grocery shopping example, there are an infinite number of ways to break down a story’s 
details in service to the project as a whole. In fact, if I went back to “The Tower Siege” again 
now, over a year later, I might do it differently myself. This provides a lovely amount of space for 
the individual artist / writer to work in a way that fits for his or her style and sensibilities.

Additionally, in the pages that follow you’ll see details that weren’t mentioned in the sentence 
breakdown above. This suggests another layer—perhaps a set of layers—of the expressive 
and storytelling possibilities of comics. It also indicates a limitation of the sentence-based 
breakdown method outlined above. No equation will capture the entirety of a creative work.

BuilDing ComiCs



1. Kiddig and Gren sneak into the foreign kingdom.

BuilDing ComiCs

2. Kiddig and Gren sneak into the tower.



3. They find the ring and an unexpected princess in need of rescuing.

BuilDing ComiCs

4. The three of them attempt an escape but run into guards.



5. They confront the guards (poorly), but the princess knows another way out.

BuilDing ComiCs

6. They escape the kingdom with some bumps, bruises, and a little intrigue…



final noTe: forgeT eVerYThing

Methods like the sentence-page breakdown one outlined here can be extremely useful. But 
always remember that anything like this is a tool—that is, something that’s meant to help you 
reach your goals. Here’s another comic I made within the same world as the example above, this 
one a single-pager.

Almost no planning went into this one. I had a vague sense of the overall scene and “punchline,” 
but I didn’t figure out the real details until I had drawn the characters and imagined their 
dialogue. My main intention with this piece was to get these three characters on the same page 
and interacting. In this case, very little planning was a more useful tool for a quick character 
experiment like this than a more drawn-out scripting process. Like Paul said at the graphic novel 
workshop, form follows function. No matter the task, our structures exist always to serve our 
intentions.

BuilDing ComiCs



graPhiC noVel DeVeloPmenT

Breaking down any story into comics can be a difficult task. For graphic novels or other longer 
stories, the task can potentially become overwhelming. Here are some strategies and tools that 
have worked well for me.

PIcK a feaSIble end-date for each SteP
For my first graphic novel, I tried committing to the National Novel Writing Month challenge 
as an external structure to drive my script-writing. Participants in NaNoWriMo task themselves 
with writing a novel of 50,000 words between November 1 and 30. The challenge’s website has 
resources for getting started and staying motivated, as well as resources for connecting with 
other participants to drive each other’s work onward to the goal. Given that I was writing a 
graphic novel, I tweaked the challenge so that thumbnail sketches would contribute to my word 
count.

Having that November 30 end-date pushed me to write every day in a special way that I had 
never done before. While I didn’t meet the 50,000-word goal by the deadline, I had so much 
momentum by then that I simply kept on writing each day. Before the end of December I 
had reached the goal. At this point the script still has about half of its story to go, but the 
NaNoWriMo experience was informative and inspiring, driving me deep into a writing project 
that I had been procrastinating to start for months.

Having a self-appointed end-goal—accompanied with regular visual reminders, or shared with 
a friend or colleague who can casually (or not so casually) check in with you along the way—can 
provide just the external motivation needed to follow through with the ongoing effort involved 
in making comics. And the more you get into a regular routine with your work, the easier it 
can become to transition mind and body into “creation mode” and strengthen your workflow. 
Writing an entire story within a month is great, but ideally you get yourself into a daily practice 
so that you’re writing and otherwise creating every day, no matter what projects are on your 
plate.

http://nanowrimo.org/


To better gauge your workflow and create more feasible end-date goals, try using a tracker of 
your daily progress. Here’s a glimpse at the tracker I used for NaNoWriMo:

I didn’t do this on my tracker, but it can be useful to take note of each separate step in the 
process: writing / story breakdown, thumbnails, pencils, ink, coloring, etc. No matter how you 
handle your tracking, remember that it’s for informational purposes rather than guilt-tripping 
yourself for working “too” slowly! With enough weeks and months tracked, you’ll be better able 
to anticipate how long each stage of future projects will take.

uTiliZe Your suBConsCious
What really floors me is that the majority of my most interesting and compelling story ideas 
don’t come to me when I’m in the thick of active development or writing. They most often 
emerge when I go for a run, practice sitting meditation, or drift in or out of sleep—moments 
when I stop trying to think about the story (or anything else) at all. It’s amazing what the 
subconscious can come up with after being “front-loaded” with enough starting material.

In fact, C. G. Jung, the “father” of our modern conception of the unconscious, conducted a 
similar practice for about six years—although for him the stakes were certainly higher. During 
that time, shortly after World War I, the Austrian psychologist lapsed into a not-quite-defined 
condition full of dark thoughts about himself and the wold. Rather than suppress these visions, 
he worked into his daily and professional routines evening blocks of isolation, during which 
he would yield to his subconscious and explore the intense ideas lurking there. He said of this 
process, after coming out the other side still a level-headed and goodhearted person, “All my 
works, all my creative activity, has come from those initial fantasies and dreams” (Corbett, 
NYTimes.com).

From my own experience I can recommend a similar process, even if you’re not on the cusp of 
psychosis. However you find entry to your own place of dreams, seek safe opportunities to visit 
it on a regular basis. Find activities that allow you to “zone out” while staying present to your 
body and immediate surroundings: walking, running, washing dishes, even power napping—
the possibilities are almost endless (though they probably don’t include TV or movies). Try 
scheduling these activities just before or after your writing / creating blocks so that you prime 
your subconscious to chew on the ideas behind your story. During the activities themselves, 
allow space for things to transpire as they will; sometimes new story ideas will flow freely, 
other times not at all. But even when not generative, these kinds of brief “zone out” activities 
are critical to a creative person’s mental and physical wellbeing and should occur daily. As Kurt 
Vonnegut once wrote, “We were put on this earth to fart around. Don’t let anyone tell you any 
different” (62) There is a deep personal value to “farting around”; it’s unfortunate in our modern 
world that we have to fight for this kind of space.

Keep this up for at least a couple of weeks. You may be surprised by what your subconscious 
comes up with for your story.

graPhiC noVel DeVeloPmenT



make sTorY DeVeloPmenT noTes To Yourself, 
and re-See them later
One of the key sources of knowledge on Jung’s six years in the trenches of his subconscious is 
what’s called the Red Book. It is where he recorded and analyzed his experiences, full of intricate 
illustrations and calligraphy. The process of giving himself the space to explore and reflect on the 
darkness and light within radically changed his professional psychology practice with patients. 
One of these patients reflected on advice Jung gave her on her own dark thoughts:

“I should advise you to put it all down as beautifully as you can — in some 
beautifully bound book. It will seem as if you were making the visions banal — but 
then you need to do that — then you are freed from the power of them. … Then when 
these things are in some precious book you can go to the book & turn over the pages 
& for you it will be your church — your cathedral — the silent places of your spirit 
where you will find renewal. If anyone tells you that it is morbid or neurotic and 
you listen to them — then you will lose your soul — for in that book is your soul.”  
(Corbett, NYTimes.com)

Who knows how many works of literature fit this description of the soul’s beautiful book.

Again, you don’t need to be in serious psychological distress to make use of Jung’s advice. As 
you get into a regular routine of mining ideas from your subconscious and developing your 
story, you’ll want to make sure you can capture the growing, sometimes swelling, stream of story 
thoughts, ideas, and questions that you’ll run into. The more that come the more difficult they 
can be to remember. I’ve found pocket journals, notecards, and voice notes to be especially great 
ways to translate fleeting thoughts into enduring artifacts that I can return to during my writing 
blocks.

There are two benefits to doing this. First, the more you capture your ideas, the more ideas 
will come to you to capture. Almost like growing a garden, as you prune and harvest ideas new 
ones will grow in their place. Second, returning to your thoughts and ideas days or weeks after 
recording them allows you to re-see them with a fresh perspective—in a sense, entering into 
collaboration with your recently past self. Given any big story’s complex arrangement of events, 

places, and characters, having two heads (in this case one and a half ?) can make managing it all a 
little less daunting.

Here’s an example.

graPhiC noVel DeVeloPmenT

What’s Up with Rabbit’s Computer? was a product of the multi-step, re-seeing process. After 
thumbnailing this 40-page / -panel story, I went through at least five additional stages of 
creation and review, five opportunities to look at the piece again and make adjustments for 
content, clarity, and quality:

1. Writing character dialogue
2. Penciling and inking the comic
3. Scanning the inked artwork into Photoshop and cleaning up occasional visual errors that 

might be distracting for the reader
4. Assembling the images into book format with InDesign and adding the dialogue
5. Taking in the whole story as a PDF draft of the comic



Sharing the book with select others for feedback allowed even more improvements, but I can 
say with certainty that my own preceding self-collaboration was critical to how the book came 
out. Look for opportunities in your own working process to step briefly away from a project and 
re-see it.

If, like me, you find conversation a generative activity, voice notes on a project can be an 
especially useful way to respond to your thoughts after some time away. For example, record 
yourself discussing a character you’re developing—stream-of-consciousness style or from basic 
notes, whatever works for you—and then, days later, listen to the notes while drawing the 
character. The complementing activities of drawing and mentally responding to past ideas of 
mine has allowed me to move characters forward in useful ways. The following are sketches and 
studies that came from this very process.

graPhiC noVel DeVeloPmenT



Maybe it’s just me, but I’ve found that the products of genius, those perfectly formed ideas 
that seem to come from nowhere and need no refining after their inception, occur rarely (if 
ever). Times when I’ve searched for such ideas have not helped my work to thrive; if anything, 
they’ve prevented me from creating anything at all. Work rooted in intuition and spontaneity 
has enormous value, but when creating a large and complex story, finding processes that let 
you rework and refine the ore of your first ideas can unlock ever-deeper levels of your own 
understanding and greatly strengthen the finished piece.

finD an organiZaTional sYsTem ThaT Works 
for You anD Your sTorY
Pocket journals, notecards, recordings, sketches—with a big story there can be a lot of pieces to 
keep track of.

I keep my pocket journal with me at all times to capture text and image-based ideas. Once 
or twice a week when I’m in a solid generative flow, I’ll transfer relevant journal entries and 
recording clips to notecards, and then I can fit them in with the rest. I’ve got a cheap little box 
with mini dividers to organize these story ideas, generally by character or order of events within 
the story. Sketches and thumbnails go into a separate notebook.

The process of ordering and organizing these bits and pieces from my brain into a series of events 
and details, laid out in an emerging story sequence, is surprisingly useful. And, just as important, 
the steps involved aren’t so complex for me that I get distracted with the organizational system 
rather than continuing to work with the story.

Whatever works best for you and your working style, find an organizational system that will 
keep your ideas from falling through the cracks without being too complex that it distracts you 
from crafting the story itself. If you’re less organizationally inclined than I am, find a system with 
fewer pieces or steps to follow. If you have the wall space, try pinning your ideas in relation to 
each other to create a web that you can adjust over time as needed. Experiment with different 
materials and structures until you find something simple but “sturdy” enough for you and your 
story’s needs.

graPhiC noVel DeVeloPmenT



emBraCe anD Work WiThin Your CreaTiVe eBB 
anD floW
Just as sometimes you have to resist your own structures to keep loose and generative, even a 
diverse range of self-collaborative work can occasionally wear itself out. Creativity has its ebb 
and flow: some days you’re unstoppable, making good creative progress with a new idea or 
project; other days you’re ruined, trudging through the few half-baked ideas you can scrape 
from the barrel. It can come and go in units of weeks, months, and seasons. Whatever the pace, 
creativity doesn’t follow a machine’s routine.

But, this doesn’t mean you should stop “showing up” to the project itself. Any serious 
commitment needs an ongoing flexibility and nimbleness to see it through to the end, and 
the same goes for graphic novels. No matter the reasoning behind a shift in creative energy, be 
mindful of this natural ebb and flow, let it inform your goal-setting, and save yourself the guilt 
of not creating like a machine.

Often when I find that I’m treating myself like too much of a machine, I find opportunities to 
remind myself of my humanity: “zone out” activities are great for this. So is time with others, be 
they friends or loved ones. For the sake of your project and ongoing creative work, make time to 
connect with other creators you know and trust. Getting some truly outside perspective from 
others within and without your medium can be deeply fruitful. You may find you’ve discovered 
a solution to a problem in your project you hadn’t yet realized you had but that was keeping you 
from moving forward.

There are many ways to approach a project, especially one as large as a graphic novel. By seeking 
these out and continuing to show up consistently to your creation space, the “magic” will return. 
It’s a matter of time, space, and commitment.
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overview

In her piece titled “Paulo Freire,” bell hooks presents an inter-
view with, of all people, herself. She prefaces this with an explana-
tion for her uncommon format and writing style:

This is a playful dialogue with myself, Gloria Watkins, talking 
with bell hooks, my writing voice. I wanted to speak about Paulo 
and his work in this way for it afforded me an intimacy—a 
familiarity—I do not find possible to achieve in the essay. And 
here I have found a way to share the sweetness, the solidarity I talk 
about. (45)

It is in a similar style that I approached the following interview 
between me as the interviewer, Nosy T, and me as the interviewee 
and facilitator of Stories & Symbols group studies, Tyson P. I hope 
that it too reveals a deeper intimacy and different vivacity than the 
standard essay would offer.

interview Part 1
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tion was a big part of my education experience. This included ongo-
ing reflections from each semester-long group, along with my own. 
Additional reading and pedagogy seminars helped to complete the 
picture.

NT: How did you get involved in the group study in the first 
place?

TP: It started as a way to expand my individual studies of sto-
ries and symbols. Because my program was low-residency, I was on 
campus with the rest of the other students and faculty for just the 
first week of each semester; otherwise, we were wherever we wanted 
to be. There were some huge advantages to this, but the six months 
away from everyone else could feel pretty isolating.

By the end of my second semester I had read a lot—about the 
core of stories, myths, and symbols, from the work of C.G. Jung, 
Bruno Bettelheim, Joseph Campbell—and I had begun to put some 
pieces together. It was clear that there was a lot more to investigate, 
but the idea of continuing to do that in isolation was not exciting.

Thanks to my second semester advisor’s advice, at the follow-
ing residency I invited the community to a lunchtime conversation 

Nosy T: First, a little context. What’s your background as an 
educator?

Tyson P: I received two years of alternative Arkansas state-
approved teacher training through Teach For America from 
2007-2009, and I got my standard teaching license at the end of that 
period. During those two years I taught art in a public elementary 
school classroom to grades 1-6 in an economically exhausted town.

Over the three years after that, I also guest lectured at a nearby 
community college, covering Buddhist philosophy for several semes-
ters’ Intro to Philosophy classes. The college-level teaching was an 
extremely positive experience. The last of those times I was invited 
back by the class to continue the conversation we had started at my 
first visit.

When I eventually decided to go to graduate school, I intended 
to get my Master’s for community college teaching. I ended up en-
rolling at an alternative, low-residency program at Goddard College, 
their Interdisciplinary Arts MFA. My interest was in combining 
philosophy with writing and visual art-making—illustration, com-
ics—and bringing that to a community college classroom.

Once in graduate school, my group study planning and facilita-
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GrouP 1: fall 2013

i.e.
i.f.

a.G.
t.m.

i.r.
o.S. c.t.

artiStS

about stories and symbols. My hope was that it would lead to a 
semester-long thing. A solid group showed up to the lunch, and it 
became clear that there was interest in extending the conversation. 
At the end of the talk I offered to synthesize what we had discussed 
and frame a semester discussion group off of that. Ultimately seven 
of us signed on.

Shortly after drafting a framework, I got some useful feedback 
from one of the faculty members. And it just went from there.

NT: Give an overview of the group study itself. Where did it take 
place? What did it look like when it was in motion?

TP: We did everything online. Our school had its own Google 
account, so we had private access to the Google suite. We used 
Groups and Gmail for communication, Drive to share files, Calen-
dar for dates, and Sites to have a hub and syllabus of sorts. Google+ 
Hangouts let us do live group video chats.

The framework from our initial conversation came down to 
four core questions. We had a four-month semester, so we basically 
covered one question per month.

Each month started with a reading. I pulled from my previ-

The Stories & Symbols Artist Group Study began as an experimental exten-
sion of one artist’s individual explorations of symbols and narrative’s core 

elements. over a four-month span, it became a collaborative, online learn-
ing experience between himself and a handful of fellow artists. Participants 
considered a range of theories and media that helped them investigate and 
connect universal phenomena to their individual lives and the group’s grow-

ing understanding.

the artworks that follow were the result of a collaborative project developed 
during a group study conversation about folktales and the effect of using 

another culture’s stories in a new cultural context.

once the group study ended, participants found themselves with an effec-
tive model for online collaborative learning, ideas for ways to deepen the 

work in a new study, and more topics yet to discuss.
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PromPt 1

in your discipline and medium of choice, retell
“Who’s in Rabbit’s House?”

you may spend up to an hour or more on this work.

refrain from discussing your work with other group members during the 
creative process.

artwork
resident right | i.e.

Structured improv: Who’s in rabbit’s House | t.m. and Students

What’s Up with rabbit’s Computer? | o.S.

Who’s in the Effin Corporate Building | i.f.

Who’s in DuhNanci’s Office | c.t.

folk tale adaPtation

ous research or current ongoing investigations and offered it to the 
group with one of the core questions. Folks shared their written 
reflections online. After scheduling a date using an online service 
called Doodle, we met online with Google+ Hangouts.

Meetings were 90 minutes. We always started by going around 
and catching up on each others’ lives over the past month. That 
in itself was a really valuable aspect of what we were doing, just 
staying connected. And then we would move to the main discus-
sion, responding the reading, the core question of the month, our 
thoughts on folks’ written reflections. When needed, we would 
also spend time on logistical items: mid-semester reflections on the 
group study, plans for the following residency. In one case we had an 
impromptu planning discussion for a collaborative project that we 
carried out the following month.

NT: I was going to ask about teacher actions and student actions. 
But it sounds like that division wasn’t there in the same way as more 
traditional modern classrooms.

TP: No, I wasn’t really the teacher. I was coordinating assign-
ments and facilitating conversations. We were all equal educators in 
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it, honestly. I learned at least as much as anyone else participating, 
and it was very exciting and valuable for that.

It actually ties back to those guest lectures, when I was the 
instructor. My favorite part each of those times was after I had pre-
sented the content: the vocabulary, the main concepts, the stories. 
After that we in the class had a shared foundation, and we all got to 
be a part of a discussion that interested us.

By the time the final guest lecture took place, when I was 
invited to come back for a second class, I was interested in the con-
nections between Buddhist and Christian philosophies. We were in 
rural Arkansas, and that really resonated with the students. It was 
during that conversation that I most felt like one among peers. I just 
had a little different perspective on the conversation itself, making 
sure we stayed on task and dug in as deeply as we could.

That’s the kind of role I had in the study groups. I laid the 
foundation and kept up the borders so no one fell off, but we were a 
collection of peers standing on the platform and building something 
from it.

NT: How did things close that semester with the study group?

reSident riGHt
i.e., 2013 | Poetry

rabbit
returns to home
not sweet but occupied.
neighborhood association
no help...

jackal’s
fired up support...
leopard’s top to bottom
plan...ms. e’s trunk of ideas...
fall short.

rhino’s
short sightedness?
painful...messy.           humbled,
hare hears frog’s ingenuity

at last.

P1
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TP: I created a reflection survey that was based on one from a 
faculty-led seminar I participated in that semester. (I did plenty of 
“borrowing” like that for the study group.) Group members shared 
anonymous written feedback that way, and we also had a reflection 
conversation as part of our last meeting.

Based on the feedback, folks had gotten a lot out of the experi-
ence. There were some great constructive ideas too, mostly about 
meeting online more often and doing more of the collaborative proj-
ects like the one that popped up mid-semester. Suddenly we were 
talking about a next time, and some group members were already 
committing to a second group study. That really made a statement 
for me.

One of my priorities was to bring our experience back to the 
graduate community in a meaningful way, and the rest of the study 
group was on board. We decided to do an open panel discussion at 
the next residency. We also showed some our work from the col-
laborative project at the regular residency art crawl.

The panel was a lot of fun. And based on interest from group 
members and audience members, I proposed another lunch conver-
sation. Like the previous residency, that conversation led to a whole 
new semester of group study work.

Structured imProv:
WHO’S IN RABBIT’S HOUSE

t.m. and StudentS, 2013
Structured imProviSation, 2:38 P1

http://youtu.be/g8yoVCQSsZo/
14
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NT: It sounds like by then there had already been discussion 
about how to do the group study differently. What kind of changes did 
you make for the second group?

TP: Coming into the new group study, I really wanted to more 
directly tie readings and reflections to our creative practice, and 
to emphasize more structured independent work—without going 
overboard. So, group 2 had a slightly different cycle that we went 
through.

This time it happened over three weeks. In the first week there 
was, like the first group, a reading excerpt. But now it was accompa-
nied by a formal writing prompt in response to the reading rather 
than a more overarching question. The week after that, there was a 
short creation-based prompt that was tied to the reading and writ-
ing prompt.

Prompts were always kept low-key, around 20-30 minutes for 
writing and an hour for creating. The point wasn’t to produce art 
world-marketable work but to keep things generative. And with 
such a wide range of disciplines among us, getting too specific with 
creation requirements wouldn’t have allowed them to be inclusive. 
Like the first time, we shared our work online.

WHAT’S UP WITH RABBIT’S COmPUTER?
O.S., 2013-14 | INK + DIGITAL, 6” x 4.5”, 40 PAGES

P1

http://tysonpease.com/portfolio/whats-up-with-rabbits-computer/
read online
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By the end of the third week, we met over Hangouts. As the 
semester went on, members were increasingly generative. That three-
week cycle worked really well.

WHO’S IN THE EffIN CORPORATE BUILDING
i.f., 2013 | fiction, 811 wordS

P1

once there was a beautiful stone building, made by a family that had 
worked hard and paid its workers well.

Some years later, actually, just after october 29, 1929, the family had 
to leave their home and was forced to live on the street.

a big corporation moved in, one that had done some insider trading 
and hadn’t gone broke.  

the children of the family grew into young men and women and fought 
in the Second world war.  when they returned, they went up to the big 
stone house from their childhood and knocked on the door.

“We lost this house to you fifteen years ago,” they spoke into the inter-
com, “Now we have come back from fighting and we want to buy it back for 
the $100 you bought it for plus interest.”

the secretary laughed.  His voiced sounded tinny through the small 
speaker by the door. “I can help you but it will take time.”

the brothers and sisters sat on a bench near the stone building.  
“we have been at war for three years.  why should we wait for a secre-

tary to help us.  He works there!”
a man in a suit walked up to them and asked them who they were.
“We are the family that built and grew up in that house,” they ex-

plained, “We lost the house in the crash and want to buy it back.”
“I am a lawyer,” the man said, “I can get the house back for you but you 

must pay me one thousand dollars.”
the brothers and sister gasped at the sum. “that is half of all we 

have,” they said.
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the lawyer walked on.
the brothers and sisters went to a nearby hotel and got two rooms for 

one dollar a night.  The next day they went back to their former home and 
stood in front of the door gazing at the gold-embossed sign that said ‘Effin 
Corp’ with the corporate logo on it, an outstretched hand, showing a gold 
ring on the middle finger.

a couple of policemen came by. “why are you loitering in front of this 
door?” they asked.

“It was our home and we want to buy it back,” one sister said. 
“Have you consulted a lawyer,” the policeman asked.
“The lawyer wanted half our life savings,” a brother said.
“Well, move along now.  These are important people who work here.”
The third day, they went to a Western Union Telegram office and sent a 

telegram to the Effin Corporation’s president.  It said, “-Effin President-stop-
may we meet with you to discuss the future of our former home-stop-we ask 
for an hour of your time-stop-we four fought for our country-full stop.”

 Almost instantly, a telegram came back. “Don’t bother-stop-Effin 
Corp keeps what it gets-stop-Stop bothering-stop-last warning-full stop.”

The next day the brother and sisters met at the Horn and Hardart 
lunch place across the street.  over a hearty meal, each in turn spoke.  
One sister, clearly radicalized by the experience of poverty and war said, 
“I’ve learned enough about incendiaries to take the building down.”

Her brother, who had been a medic said, “there are innocent people 
in the building.  no. no one can get hurt, besides what would we have after 
the smoke clears?”

another brother said, “there was a guy in my battalion, he said to call 
him if I ever needed muscle.”

the fourth sibling looked at his brother and sisters, “is the house really 
so important?”

They sat there with their coffee, each gazing not at each other, but into 
their memories, pondering the question.

yes, they all agreed.

they decided to, one by one, approach the door intercom and ask the 
secretary for the help he had offered.  

A sister went first. The secretary said, “Not yet.”
A brother went next. The secretary said, “Patience.”
A sister went third.  The secretary said, “Tomorrow at noon.”
The fourth sibling didn’t go up to the door.  He chose to wait until the 

next day.

The next day at minutes before noon, they gathered near the door 
of the Effin Corporation.  Then they heard sirens approaching.  A troop of 
policemen drove up followed by a big black car.  out stepped an fbi agent.  
the door of the stone building opened and moments later the president of 
the Effin Corporation was led, in handcuffs, to the black car.  The car sped 
off.

The brothers and sisters stared in amazement.  The elderly secretary 
came out and recognized them immediately.  “Cousins,” he called, “I’ve 
been working here since just after the crash,” he said, “gathering documents 
demonstrating the business practices that the Effin Corporation has used 
to defraud its stockholders and the government.”  The man clearly seemed 
amused.  “I can’t guarantee that the house will be returned,” although he 
winked in a reassuring way, “but we won’t be seeing the Effin president for a 
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very long time.”

WHO’S IN DUHNANCI’S OffICE
c.t., 2013 | fiction, 1337 wordS

P1

duhnanci had gone to the supermarket in town and decided to stop 
at her office for just a moment to use the bathroom. She walked up the 
stairs, reached to the top to the top of the lintel to grab the key. She was 
driving her daughter’s 1987 Tercel because her daughter had borrowed her 
Subaru to go to maine for a job interview to do seed breeding ((lettuce and 
tomatoes)) at Johnny’s Seeds. The Ru’s key ring included the keys to the of-
fice- the building too, but the building door was open because the Chamber 
of Commerce was doing their monthly get together in the office at the top of 
the stairs.

Just as she was putting the key in the lock a huge voice boomed out “i 
am the blahblahblah and if you come in the door I will eat you!!!!”

“Excuse me, dude, this is my office and I need to pee... and who are 
you anyway, never mind what are you doing in my office?”

“i told you, i am the blahblahblah and if you come through the door, 
etc.etc.etc.”

Standing at her office door, Nanci thoroughly perplexed, running 
through her mind which of her kids might have shared the key-on-the-lintel 
information with some of their friends in town. a member of the chamber of 
commerce, a motherly Sort, came up to nanci and asked,

“DuhNanci, dear, what is the matter? You look perplexed.”
“I am perplexed, motherly Sort, so very perplexed. I just came up the 

stairs, grabbed my key, “and deciding not to mention that it was kept on the 
lintel, she explained what happened. “All I want to do is get into my office 
and use the bathroom. i have to pee desperately. i have no idea who is in 
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there. all i know is that i have to pee and they are threatening to eat me 
instead.”

“Don’t worry,” said the motherly Sort, “I’ll help you.” She put her hand 
out for the key, kindly patting nanci on the shoulder with her other hand. 
Smiling gently, she went to place the key into the lock.

like before a huge voice boomed out,
“I am the BlahBlahBlah and yada, yada, yada.” Obviously whoever this 

was had tweeting down to an art.
“oh blahblahblah, calm down. all nanci wants to do is come into use 

her office bathroom. She has to pee and really, it kind of makes sense since 
it is hers.”

“Doesn’t matter that she has to pee. I am the blahblahblah and yada, 
yada, yada.”

the sort of motherly Sort looked so surprised that someone could be 
so thoughtlessly unempathetic, and being motherly she tried explaining

“But blahblahblah, I’m sure you understand that it’s hard enough to be 
kept from entering an office that that you pay rent for, but especially when 
you have to pee and its  where a bathroom is. a bathroom that is included in 
the rent, I might remind  you.”

“Go away, you well intended nitwit. i am the blahblahblah and yada, 
yada, yada.”

Shaking her head in sorrow, the motherly Sort apologized to Nanci as 
she went back to the hors d’oeuvre table.

The next person to happen by was the Raging Teenager belonging to 
the architect at the end of hall. the raging teenager, his pants down below 
his butt cheeks, were showing the coolest boxer shorts that Nanci had ever 
seen. kind of psychedelic swirls and colors, coming off a skull with hands to 

its sides. even though she had to pee, she looked at the words printed just 
below the skull (his pants must have been velcroed onto the boxers) “hey 
dude, whaddup?” She almost laughed, because she’d expected a reference 
to “The S    scream” but decided that if she did that all was lost.

“Hey ms. Dude, whaddup?” the Raging Teenager asked. He was 
surprisingly polite.

Nanci went onto explain the situation. Noting that she was starting to 
cross her legs, the raging teenager as pretty sure that she needed help.

“Hey, asshole, what the fuck do you think you’re doing? The lady 
needs to get in her office to get to the bathroom. fucking hallway smells bad 
enough as it is!”

“fuck off dude. I am the BlahBlahBlah and yada, yada, yada.”
Raging Teenager slammed his fist on the door, cracking his calloused 

knuckles, blood starting to ooze, shaking his head, muttering “fucking 
douche bag, Jesus,” to himself as he headed to Tim’s office to see if he 
could wheedle some wine from the real estate agent who reliably would 
say to him “Holy water, you mean m’boy, have some.” She was from Ireland.

almost the end point for now but...

from here the piece goes through many of the other facets of my life, 
none of which really reflect me, except in job description. These will show in 
some way or other as social worker, nurse, banker, mediator, teacher, you 
name it, with each addressing the blahblahblah.

~
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finally the rough draft ends with

Also on his way to Tim’s office, to visit with The Real Estate Agent dol-
ing out the “holy water”, was the Volunteer EmT/ firefighter. His day job was 
as the pending president of a very old insurance agency, as well as the new 
president of the chamber of commerce. His passion, after being a basket-
ball coach in the local high school, was the emergency services gig. looking 
at nanci, who by now had her legs crossed, her hand on her crotch and a 
look of delirious desperation on her face, it occurred to him that something 
was wrong here.

“DuhNanci, sweet, do you need some help?”
before she could answer, the blahblahblah started its schpiel at which 

point, duhnanci started wiggling, trying to keep the pee in.
The firefighting EmT looked at her gently and said,
“DuhNanci, I think the first thing you need to do is go to the bathroom. 

Then you’ll be able to think again. I’m sure it’s fine to go down to Craig’s 
office- everybody is in Tim’s. Go ahead use his bathroom. I’ll take care of 
things here for you.”

As she wobbled her awkward way down the hallway to Craig’s office 
(which was pretty empty given that it had the food, rather than the “holy wa-
ter”), she heard the firefighter EmT pull out some tools and quietly start to 
take the hinges out of the office door (he held the insurance contract for the 
building owner, so he knew that if there were any damage, he could make 
sure that it would be covered).

When she opened the bathroom door in Craig’s office, the firefighter 
emt was likely in the process of slipping the door off of the doorframe, 
because the BlahBlahBlah was at full rage, “yada, yada, yada” having trans-

formed into “YADA, YADA, YADAAUGH!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!”
When she emerged from Craig’s office, the firefighter EmT was pick-

ing up a tiny tot, tears streaming down its red, swollen face. clutched in its 
arms was a huge pair of safety scissors, a glue stick and a book of colored 
paper. on its back was a pack full to the tippy top with beads and ribbons 
and pictures cut out from magazines and a paintbrush. In the front pocket of 
the pack were a box of tempera paints and a little painter’s pad. On its head 
was a wide brimmed hat that hid it’s eyes, the eye’s being the camera to the 
soul.

As the firefighter EmT calmed the tot down, he lifted back the hat brim, 
to see who was under there. He put the child down and as he did that , the 
child began to calm down and looking up at duhnanci said,

“All,  I wanted to do was leave you a pretty picture...”
with that, she (for it was a she) began to grow and grow and grow 

from the squalling, nasty brat, to a strong willowy young woman. Smiling at 
duhnanci, she walked down the stairs and onto the street, never to be seen 
again.

26 27



reflectionS

NT: Let’s shift gears a bit. What’s your definition of progressive 
education?

TP: That’s a big one. I’ve felt for a while like I have a definition, 
but I’ve never made it totally explicit. I suppose part of that comes 
from the fact that there is no single model for progressive education.

That said, I think any progressive educational setting is strongly 
student-centered and student-led. But this is complemented with 
mindful intervention and guidance from the instructor, that person 
who has a slightly different perspective on the educational setting. 
Maybe “facilitator” is a better word or it?

Progressive education is active. The learning that comes out of 
it is not something laid upon participants who receive it passively. If 
they’re leading their own investigations, the meaning they make is 
coming from individual and communal interest and effort.

Because progressive education is coming more from within 

interview Part 2
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than above, it’s rooted in the life experiences and unique perspec-
tives of participants. Maxine Greene talks about our landscapes of 
learning. Where is it that you come from? How does this shape your 
perspective of the world as you live in and engage with it? Every 
group of participants is going to create its own unique learning 
environment.

By taking each participant’s landscape of learning into account, 
progressive education can be more holistic. bell hooks talks about 
embodying your life experience and, therefore, your educational 
experience. We can’t help but live our lives as full bodies. That’s what 
we are. We’re not just brains. And yet the traditional classroom in 
the U.S. is often still rooted in the Cartesian split between mind and 
body, where the classroom is the place for just the mind. You’re sup-
posed to ignore the body.

But if you own your educational experience, if it’s tied to your 
unique perspective and personal interests, it’s going to be a full-bod-
ied experience. More of you will be active in the learning process, 
and the setting itself and the others you’re working with will see you 
as a more complete person.

This extends to the facilitator as well. It’s a shared, commu-
nal learning opportunity for everyone involved. The facilitator 

or instructional leader has the same investment in gaining new 
knowledge as the other participants. For me that was a huge part of 
the Stories & Symbols study groups’ success. Seeing all participants 
as whole people may be the starting point of progressive education 
for me.

This holistic aspect can be a very freeing thing. It frees you from 
a lot of old and often ill-fitting educational structures. But it also 
demands that everyone involved be extremely present each moment 
of the group’s activity. As facilitator, you can’t solely rely on a pre-
written plan. Some structure is needed, but you have to respond to 
the needs of the group on the fly.

It’s socially engaged. It has people interacting in a live environ-
ment—whether it’s online, in a physical classroom, or some other 
shared space. You’re exchanging ideas and questions, you’re respond-
ing, challenging (respectfully). Getting that external response to 
your ideas is crucial for moving your own understanding forward.

Of course, that live social engagement isn’t everyone’s learning 
style hotspot, but it’s one component. And so progressive education 
is flexible. It covers multiple learning styles to meet the needs of the 
participants.

Since it’s always dealing with individuals in groups with their 
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own unique dynamics, you can never totally pin things down to a 
standard progressive model. If there’s an educational setting that 
needs more structure, it can be there. If there’s one where that same 
level of structure would inhibit learning, it can be lightened.

That may not even be every aspect. But that’s a lot of it!

NT: Would you call what you in the group study did as progres-
sive education?

TP: At least in some ways, yes. Most of what I just discussed 
started with reading about progressive education, but it’s vivid 
enough for me to talk about only because I’ve identified it in my 
study group experiences. But there’s always more to learn and under-
stand.

Looking back, it was really important that we had those initial 
lunchtime conversations. They allowed us to root whatever might 
follow in the particular places that people were coming from and 
what they were looking for in a potential group study. Our efforts 
began and remained framed in each group’s needs.

The recurring conversations were crucial, too. They gave a 
vivid reminder that each of us were more than just emails on our 

GrouP 2: SPrinG 2014

the Spring 2014 Stories & Symbols Group Study was a second student-run 
and -organized artistic-academic collective that built directly off of the first. 
Over an additional four months, participants researched and reflected on 

the nature, uses, and potential ethical questions of narratives and symbols 
in the context of their own work and that of established theorists, artists, and 
other creative thinkers. by sharing individual perspectives via online group 
video meetings and written and creation-based prompts, each participant 

contributed to the group’s deepening collective understanding.

The art on display came from the group’s prompts. Like the group study 
itself, much of this work was experimental for its artists, allowing them to 
explore new artistic ground as they delved into the foundations of stories 

and symbols.

i.b.
e.e.

i.f.
a.G.

o.S.
c.t.

P.t.
n.y. r.Z.

artiStS
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computers. The live interactions helped to further my own ideas in 
ways I wasn’t doing on my own, and I saw this highlighted in other 
participants’ feedback each semester.

Meetings in particular allowed what we did to stay flexible. 
Having a virtual room full of people hesitate about an idea I just 
proposed said a lot about folks’ enthusiasm for it. It also made it 
much easier to problem-solve with them about how to do some-
thing more fitting. These were rewarding learning opportunities for 
the groups that deepened the sense of shared ownership.

And even though some participants stayed involved for mul-
tiple semesters, each group study was a unique collection of people 
at unique points in their lives. We kept up this sense of being in a 
new stage of an ongoing experiment. That’s part of what kept the 
experience so rewarding for me. I think it was that way for other 
participants as well.

NT: Now for some more general reflections. What was the biggest 
challenge of working in the group studies?

TP: Actually, it was that ongoing sense of experimentation 
and discovery. It was one of the most rewarding aspects, but I’m a 

PromPt 2

Create an artwork that expands on a story or symbol that you find especially 
meaningful.

you may spend up to thirty minutes or more on this work.

PerSonal Story / Symbol

artwork
Family Portrait x Numbers | i.f.

Symbol | a.G.
arm | o.S.
Spiral | P.t.
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planner. I like to have everything figured out ahead of time, to a tee. 
Progressive education doesn’t work that way.

Days before group 2 had its own reflective panel at residency, I 
found out that a colleague’s session had been scheduled at the same 
time as ours. At residency, she proposed that we discuss combining 
the sessions.

We talked it over. At first I wasn’t sure about any last-minute 
change. Our group had had our panel planned for at least a month. 
We had already decided on some changes from the first group’s and 
were excited to try them. But ultimately I could sense there was 
some genuine overlap in content.

When the whole group met to discuss the merge, things really 
clicked. We went for it, and I’m so glad we did! My colleague led 
movement activities rooted in collective perception. They comple-
mented our headier talk of universal stories and symbols really well.

Thanks to the study groups, I learned how to plan so that 
there was only as much structure as we needed, with space to shift 
direction on the fly if that would better serve what we were working 
toward. I learned how to plan in adequate wiggle room.

Well, there is one other challenge. My time as a graduate stu-
dent has ended, so I’m left now to wonder what comes next for the 

family Portrait x numberS
I.f., 2014 | DIGITAL fROm PHOTO, 16” x 12”

P2
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study group—whether to help it live on there or to try to recreate 
or reinvent it in a new context. Figuring that out is a challenge all its 
own.

NT: What have you learned about stories and symbols from this 
group study experience?

TP: During group 2’s reflective discussion, participants 
explained how the study group had helped them realize that, at 
the heart of it all, they were creative storytellers. This compulsion 
dictated their creative choices, their lives, more than anything else. 
It was an amazing thing to hear—for the success of the study group, 
but also for my own takeaways from the experience.

I always had some sense of the power of stories and symbols, 
but through the study groups the depth of my understanding grew. 
They don’t just underlie our lives. It’s like they’re just waiting for us 
to find them, to work with them, to build them up. The more you 
do this, the more mindful you become of their presence, the more 
personal they become, and the more actively you embody them in 
your life. That can be an incredibly empowering thing.

I’ve learned to better appreciate the power of stories. I can see 

Symbol
A.G., 2014 | mIxED mEDIA, 15” W x 2” D x 12” H

P2
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arm
O.S., 2014 | DIGITAL fROm PHOTO, 20” x 40”

P2now their great versatility and the kind of focus they can provide in 
a person’s life. Stories and symbols have a big presence in my life, and 
they help me continue to work toward the best life I can imagine. 
When there’s a story left worth telling, there’s hope.

NT: And what have you learned about teaching and pedagogy?

TP: I’ve gained a much more intimate understanding of what 
progressive education means. Goddard College was my first experi-
ence of a progressive school, and doing my graduate work there gave 
me the experience of being a student in that kind of setting. But 
facilitating the group studies put me in the other role.

It’s clear to me now that you can remove the external hierarchy 
that still lives in traditional education—and much of our society—
and this actually results in a much more genuinely meaningful edu-
cational experience. That isn’t to say that the facilitator or classroom 
leader doesn’t have additional power in a progressive classroom. 
They do, and they need it. The group needs them to have it. But 
it’s less about maintaining authority and demanding submission, 
and more about ensuring the group progresses toward its collective 
goals.
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In this I’ve found a role for myself as an educator, a way to 
use my strengths to work with other people so that we all deepen 
our understanding. For years I just couldn’t figure out how to do 
this. Part of that was trying to take on the assumptions built into 
traditional U.S. classrooms. By stumbling on this alternative model 
through the study groups, I’ve found something that better fits my 
personality and the needs of the other participants. I’ve found a 
path toward the teaching goals that led me to graduate school in the 
first place.

SPiral
P.t., 2014 | Structured imProviSational Study, 1:31

muSic: a Hawk and a HackSaw P2

http://youtu.be/VZUbCgo4orw
watcH online
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PromPt 3

dream Journal

artwork
White bikini | i.b.

Three Dreams Walk into a Bar | i.f.
Dream | a.G.

wakkawakka | o.S.
moon | P.t.
dream | n.y.

dream dance improv2 | r.Z.

keep a dream journal for at least 5-7 days.

Then, reflect on your journal-keeping experience in an artwork.

you may spend up to thirty minutes or more on this work.
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wHite bikini
i.b., 2014 | Piano + vocalS, 1:38

P3

http://youtu.be/1ydVn0azWas
liSten online

tHree dreamS walk into a bar
i.f., 2014 | fiction, 409 wordS

P3

three dreams walk into a bar…
The bartender asks them what they’ll have.
They all answer the same (eerily in unison), ‘tonic and lime’.
the bartender scowls.
The first dream repeatedly expresses the complicated dynamics of a 

high school hallway: boys/almost men pushing each other against lockers 
or gawking at girls, girls flocking together in safe migration from class to 
class, teachers standing outside their classrooms either hyper-aware of the 
hormonal rush and the potential for revolution or heavy-lidded and waiting 
for their retirement, some many years ahead.

i am suspended from the ceiling, panoramically taking it all in, wonder-
ing which class, which group, which friends i will end up with.

the second dream takes place on an island.  i know this island be-
cause i have actually lived there.  the ferry that will take me off the island is 
at the dock and i sense, as most islanders do, that the horn will sound any 
minute telling me I need to be on or I must wait for the next ferry.

I’m driving my island car, a 1970 Volvo Wagon that has a light switch 
connected to the starter motor and no brakes.  i pull to the top of the cobble-
stone street that leads steeply down to the ferry dock, make the turn toward 
the parking lot and remember I don’t have brakes.  I pull on the emergency 
brake and the car slows unperceptively.  i pick up speed, people scatter, and 
I am headed toward the ferry.  I veer sharply to the right, and fly off the dock.

 the dream resets and i am running for the ferry as it pulls away.  
It is about sixteen feet from the dock when I jump.  I land in the water



 the dream resets.  i park the volvo on a level street and walk 
down to the ferry.  everyone from my high school is getting on.  i join them.

 the third dream has me at the tiller of a large sailboat.  all the 
sails are up; apparently i am close-hauled.  i am sailing through the middle 
of a large town.  a few friends, maybe family are aboard.  Strangely, the 
boat is scraping along the road on its keel but making progress.  the racket 
is deafening.  i worry about power lines.  ahead, i see the boat ramp, my 
goal, and i throw the tiller over.  the boat comes around, points down the 
ramp.

 the bartender asks us if were ready for something real.

dream
A.G., 2014 | mIxED mEDIA, 17” x 11”

P3

48

49



wakkawakka
O.S., 2014 | GRAPHITE + DIGITAL, 10” x 10”

P3

moon
P.T., 2014 | mIxED mEDIA, 36”

P3
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dream dance imProv2
r.Z., 2014 | imProviSational Study, 4:20

P3

http://youtu.be/LZcH3U5i9xk
watcH online

P3

dream
N.Y., 2014 | DIGITAL fROm PHOTO, 12” x 8”
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Symbols grow organically from both the human condition and specific 
contexts of individual people, groups, and cultures. What happens when 
a symbol is taken up by people who are not part of the symbol’s previous 
context? What ethical responsibility do artists have in using symbols from 

another culture? In this collaborative project, members of the Stories & 
Symbols Group explored this question.

The project worked like a complex version of the classroom game, Tele-
phone. Participants were placed in sequential order, with only the first 

artist being told the starting symbol’s identity (mASK). Through a series of 
intentional restrictions, each artist could give only limited and incomplete 

information about his or her work to the next artist, who then had to decipher 
new meaning to make his or her piece.

As a whole, the artworks point to the complex harmonies and dissonances 
that can exist between symbols that are moved, imperfectly, from one con-

text to another.

SymbolS in tranSlation

Secret StartinG Symbol
maSk

Shared only with Artist A of each group

GrouP 1
a. This is my Happy Face | a.G.
b. it served him right (voice) | i.f.

c. Overnight on a dance floor | i.b.

collaborative ProJect:

PromPt 4
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a. tHiS iS my HaPPy face
A.G., 2014 | mIxED mEDIA, 11” x 17”

P3

A.G.’S TExT TO ARTIST B
(Sent intentionally witHout artwork)

This symbol allows me to be anonymous, I can walk freely among the 
crowd, yet remain hidden from their gaze. No one knows who I am.

b. it Served Him riGHt (voice)
i.f., 2014 | SPoken word, 2:18

P3

http://youtu.be/WdrrVcy2Tyk
liSten online

c. overniGHt on a dance floor
i.b., 2014 | SPoken word, 3:10

P3

http://youtu.be/OBeWzPR_wFs
liSten online

(Sent to artiSt c
intentionally witHout context)



additional reSourceS

GrouP Structure

tecHnoloGy

reSourceS
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artiSt creditS

i.b. 
i.e.

a.G.
i.r.

o.S.
c.t.
P.t.

disclosure of artist participant artworks and identities for this pro-
gram guide was completely optional and left up to the individual partici-
pants. those below wished to be credited directly for their contributions 
to the group studies.

christine brubaker
donia Salem
yolanda king
christie negri
tyson Pease
nanci worthington
amy Piantiggini



GrouP Structure

GrouP 1 Structure: montHly cycle
Total length: four months (one semester)

1. Organizer posts meeting setup tasks:
• submit scheduling preferences online via doodle
• share relevant resources as possible meeting pre-work 

online via Google Sites
2. Organizer schedules meeting, selects pre-work, and shares 

these with the group
3. Group holds its meeting, which centers around key questions, 

pre-work resources, and (when applicable) submitted artwork
4. Organizer compiles and shares meeting notes, along with 

timeline for following month’s setup 
5. Group repeats steps for the following month

GrouP 2 Structure: 3-week cycle
Total length: four months (one semester)
•	 Week	1: reading assignment + 15–20-min writing prompt; 

members complete and post online within one week
•	 Week	2: related 30-min creation prompt; members complete 

and post online within one week
•	 Week	3: online video-chat meeting

tecHnoloGy

communication
Google Groups
http://groups.google.com/

ScHedulinG
doodle
http://doodle.com/

online meetinGS
Google+ Hangouts
http://plus.google.com/hangouts

overview, SyllabuS
Google Sites
http://sites.google.com/
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mid-Survey tecH / reSource
Survey PromPtS

How are the online resources working for you?
Google Site

 Useful!        Not useful        I don’t get it        I haven’t tried it yet

Group Page
 Useful!        Not useful        I don’t get it        I haven’t tried it yet

Calendar
 Useful!        Not useful        I don’t get it        I haven’t tried it yet

Drive Folder
 Useful!        Not useful        I don’t get it        I haven’t tried it yet

How are the prompts working for you?
readings

 Useful!        Not useful        I don’t get it        I haven’t tried it yet

Sharing Prompts
 Useful!        Not useful        I don’t get it        I haven’t tried it yet

Prompts’ generative ability for you
 Very!        Kinda        meh        I haven’t tried them yet

Prompt frequency
 useful        not useful

Do you have any specific feedback needs for you prompt responses 
that you haven’t been getting?

Care to elaborate on any of this feedback?
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end-of-Study Survey PromPtS

Why did you decide to join this group study?

Is this your first group study?
 yes            no

Did you participate in a previous semester’s Stories & Symbols group 
study?
 yes            no

How many online meetings did you attend?
 1            2            3            4            5            other:

Scheduling / Structure
What are your thoughts about the structure of activities for this group 
study? What worked well for you and what could use improvement?

Prompt readings
Which pre-reading resources did you find most useful and why?

website
What are your thoughts about the group study’s Google site? What 
about it worked well for you and what could use improvement?

individual impact
How did your participation in the group study - its conversations, 
resources, and activities - impact your semester?

dialogue / facilitation
Do you believe the group was able to achieve meaningful dialogue? 
Do you have any suggestions or comments about the facilitation of 
the video conferences?

additions
What do you think should be added to the experience if this group 
study is offered again?

Any final comments?
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end-of-Study Survey reSPonSeS

note
As stated elsewhere, written end-of-study reflections were 

handled through an anonymous online survey. as such, minimal edits 
have been made to the selected comments for easier reading. Some 
comments focused on improving the group study were omitted since 
the changes were incorporated into the study in its second semester. 
feedback is tagged for its semester of origin, either fall 2013 (f13) or 
Spring 2014 (S14).

ScHedulinG / Structure
I think the structure was fantastic; a nice blend of readings, written 

prompts, creative work, and conversation. I would love more frequent 
group discussions—or perhaps the opportunity to split into pairs for a 
regular one-on-one exchange, since I find the live discussion so rich. 

S14

I liked seeing each others’ work through art in addition to the written 
word. S14

Tyson appeared to flex with the groups’ ongoing interests while also 
holding a general outline and resource list at ready.

Putting out two prompts per period helped to make response choices 
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broader.
The opportunity and incentive that collaborations provided could be 
expanded. S14

PromPt readinGS
One of the most useful resources was my reading of Jung’s The Red 
Book, which was prompted by this group. We also worked on interpret-
ing the Masai Folktale “Who’s in Rabbit’s House”.  It was wonderful to 
see how each student interpreted and translated the folktale. f13

Loved the piece about Freud. Actually, I really loved all the read-
ings—they came from different kinds of sources (storytelling, scientific, 

philosophical) and so they really helped to cover a broad range of 
ideas. S14

PromPtS
Dream journaling proved very insightful. I’m still enjoying my dream 
analysis! S14

All of the prompts were great. They gave me a reason to create art. I 
have a habit of putting off creating anything, so with the prompts I felt 

like I “had” to do it, and that was a good thing to motivate me. S14

“Where do the stories you tell come from?” made me give voice to 
something I do without thinking. I love stories, mine and others. To 

have to explain why I love them took me in directions that I did not 
expect, which gave me a different and maybe more complete notion of 

myself as an artist. S14

All prompts contained elements that moved the discussion forward.
Collaborative prompts and creation based prompts got us out of the 
intellectual / word realm best. S14

individual imPact
On a whole, I gained a new awareness of narrative and symbols and 

the many ways in which they are used, as well as the meaning we 
draw from them. f13

It was good to be able to talk to other classmates about what they were 
doing and learning and get ideas for my own work. f13

I had already been focusing on narrative and symbols. The group study 
helped me to take a more focused look at the meaning and use of sym-
bols within narrative and other artistic disciplines.  I had a revelation to 
bring symbols into my artistic quilting and think more deeply about how 

they occur in my writing , both consciously and subconsciously. f13

It was a beautiful supplement to my semester and tied in nicely to my 
other questions. Choreographic projects were particularly influenced, 
as I considered symbols more carefully. S14
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It was good to give time limits for the work because I often get bogged 
down in the details and loose the fun part of being an artist. (Hey, it’s 
gotten me to call myself an artist!) S14

It helped me to think beyond my own ideas, consider viewpoints from 
other people, and learn to articulate my own feelings and ideas more 
clearly.  It was also really wonderful to see the creations made by the 

other participants. S14

it gave me a sense of community. i got to know the other students a 
little better. I read materials I wouldn’t have otherwise encountered. 
I started thinking critically about stories and symbols in my work and 
others. S14

dialoGue / facilitation
Video conferences went very well. It was great to be in communica-
tion with my fellow Goddard students throughout the semester.  …  
Overall, being in dialogue with, and getting to know them has been an 
awesome experience. I feel I am connecting in meaningful ways and 
building lifelong friendships, as well as gaining a wealth of information 
and perspectives. f13

I think it was naturally hard for everyone to dive right in at first. I imag-
ine each group would be affected by different chemistry of individual 

members. S14

I like how the group was kept on task and kept mindful of time 
constraints, and made the most use of the time allotted. I’ve been in 

other groups where the facilitator didn’t do a very good job of that, so I 
admire and appreciate those who can and do. S14

Facilitation was relaxed and expert. S14

additionS
I wonder if participants could give short webinar lecture presentations 

on symbols / stories? S14

Personally the hardest part of this program for me is the isolation. If it 
were up to me I would have online chats once a week (optional) and 
maybe more work- / idea-sharing with a partner. But it was certainly 
effective the way that it was already set up. S14

Perhaps prompts which require sub-sets of video chats based on col-
laboration. S14

Please offer it again. The experience was dynamite. I think every 
student should be strongly encouraged to participate in a small group 
studies like this. S14
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reflection Panel SeSSion SlideS

about
At the close of each group study, the participants reflected on the 

experience via open panel and display of resulting artwork for the great-
er graduate community at the beginning of the following semester. each 
occurrence allowed the group to complete its circle of conversation from 
the previous term and facilitated a follow-up group effort for new and 
returning members—whether as new group studies or a semester-long 
collaborative projects.

SlideS arcHive
Group 1 Panel Reflection Session Slides

http://goo.gl/PV68DD

Group 2 Panel Reflection Session Slides
http://goo.gl/L6PYCS
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Shelf III.
ConverSatIon | InSPIratIon

 I tell visual stories through comics, illustration, and writing. 
this narrative art-making provides me a playground, a way to 
explore and share the ideas about which I care most. through this 
work I can experiment with the technical tools that we as visual 
artists use to move others. It serves as catharsis, as personal 
anchor, as a quiet constancy. It helps sustain me.

My creative work also sends me outward into the world. It launches 
me with greater clarity and confidence into the role of facilitator and 
teacher, an organized gatherer who helps groups of curious students 
unlock knowledge within themselves and among each other. I am 
a student in these exchanges as well, guiding interactions with a 
degree of knowingness, but also primed and ready to be surprised 
and educated along with my peers. this, I think, helps me to be a 
better teacher; I enable others to stir and uncover the knowledge 
they both need and already have within them.

 there is sustenance in this communal work. By coordinating 
collective meaning-making in groups, and by practicing mindful 
presence in conversation, I help sow the seeds of new artistic 
communities. these gradually grown familial networks refuel and 
re-inspire me – in my visual storytelling, in my sense of hope. I 
believe in their power to provide sustenance for others as well.

our gifts are only as great as the ways in which we use them, 
and our impact need not be limited to the worlds of our artworks. 
together we can do amazing things, here and now.

on thIS Shelf
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about
Tell Me Your Myth is a collaborative, 
conversation-based art project 
between artists of various disciplines 
and regions and members of their 
home communities.

at the heart of this project is the belief 
that art truly lives and breathes in our 
everyday experiences and that, by 
becoming more mindful of our stories 
and symbols, we can enrich our lives 
and the lives we share with others. the 
ultimate aim is that those involved will 
deepen their collective knowledge of 
and relationship to narratives and the 
human condition.

artist participants facilitate story and 
symbol prompt responses in various 
ways in their home communities once 
a month. Prompts look something like 
these:

• If you could keep one item in 
your pocket at all times, what 
would it be?

• What is your dream house, 
and do you live in it now?

• What is the last dream you 
remember having?

• What is your personal 
soundtrack?

artist participants then document or 
respond to these interactions through 
creative work and upload them to a 
shared website. The final “product” is 
an online collection of these pieces, 
an attempt to materialize a series of 
conversations that are as much a 
part of this project as the artifacts left 
behind.

this project began at Goddard 
College’s mfA in Interdisciplinary 
arts program, though it is not directly 
supported by or affiliated with the 
school. like previous initiatives of its 
kind, TmYm is an experiment; all those 
involved are exploring new territory 
together. this pilot is scheduled to 
continue through december 2014 but 
may extend further.

this project preview booklet presents 
a handful of the artworks so far 
created, all of which were in response 
to conversations starting with, “if you 
could keep one item in your pocket at 
all times, what would it be?”

view the growing collection of artworks 
online:
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The Direction of Health Ball was used 
for daily meditation and as a reminder 
of her aunt

The Frank Lloyd Wright magnet 
meant that there could be beauty in 
the simplest places

The little kitties were in memory of 
her first love as a little girl

The Altoids had become a healthier 
addiction than cigarettes

The lighter was his best friend’s who 
committed suicide

The rocks keep her grounded

The condoms equal responsibility

The Hanky was his grandfathers

SOME WERE MEANINGFUL, 
WHilE oTHErS WErE (aHEm) 
PRACTICAL.
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my FaTHEr’S 
FirE 
DEPARTMENT 
CAPTAIN’S 
BADGE

a WaTCH 
To bE 
rEminDED 
To liVE 
in THE 
momEnT

My hands weren’t this old
When you placed this leaf woven band
On my finger.
An adventure,
you said.
Well, no,
What you said was,
I don’t see why I should pay $500 per month
if
i’m going to
Spend all of my time
at your house
And I said,
I don’t see why you should spend all of your time at my house,
if
you aren’t
going to spend
the rest of your life with me.
Didn’t think you’d take me up on it.
Fake out.

THE nEW 
yEar’S Day 

rEVolUTion
(1/1/1990)



h t tp : / / you tu .be /ExVS5dE4CwA

aPProacHeS
Some artist participants look for one-
on-one interactions. the cartoonist 
responsible for the mini-comic on the 
following pages is one such example. 
He set up a drawing and talking 
installation at a local art walk, and his 
comic narrates and responds to what 
happened at the event.

other artists go for groups. one such 
artist brought the pocket question to 
one of the largest public events in her 
state, dressed in an apron covered in 
pockets and with the question itself 

written across the front. Passersby 
could write answers on notecards that 
the artist carried with her and place 
them in the pockets. Some opted to 
stop with her and talk. others simply 
told their friends as they walked by.

the collection of answers inspired the 
artist to improvise a story including 
every answer she received at the 
event. She overlaid this telling with 
footage of her daughter shuffling 
through the cards.

WaTCH THE ViDEo

http://youtu.be/ExVS5dE4CwA




ParticiPation
your participation in Tell Me Your Myth 
is deeply appreciated and completely 
voluntary. by agreeing to participate, 
you give the artists involved permission 
to create and share artwork online 
that is based on a specified interaction 
with you.

this project is about bringing people 
together through universal narrative 
themes. as such, artists will not 
attempt to share anything via artwork 
from your interaction that would make 
it easy to identify you. unless you tell 
the artist otherwise, artists will not 
include your name when posting the 
artwork.

if you share your email address 
with one of the artists, you will be 
notified when artwork based on your 
interaction is posted to the project 
website. If you find this artwork directly 
incriminating or personally harmful in 
any way, contact the artists at
t m y m p r o j e c t @ g m a i l . c o m
to have the artwork revised or 
removed. your email address will be 
kept private. it will not be used for 
advertising or sold to third parties, 
though we may invite you to sign up 
for a future project newsletter if one 
develops.

a note to participants:

artiSt develoPment
while the central purpose of Tell Me 
your myth is to deepen collective 
understanding for everyone involved, 
artist participants also engage with art 
and narrative theories outside of their 
interactions in home communities. 
this usually takes form as reading, 
reflection, and online group discussion 
activities.

these behind-the-scenes 
investigations give the artists an 
additional opportunity to explore the 
ideas underlying their work in stories, 
symbols, and socially engaged (or 
“dialogical”) art. Its intent is to help 
interactions with project participants 
and any resulting artwork be that much 
more fruitful for all participants.
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inTroDuCTion

Wanna Make Comics?, an essay comics collection, documents interviews with independent 
comics artists on issues of career sustainability, creative community, and comics’ artistic 

integrity—all from the perspective of the interviewer:

Me, Tyson, an aspiring comics artist trying to find where making comics fits into his life. The 
project has a handful of goals:

•	 Provide interview participants, curious comics readers, or other aspiring artists an oppor-
tunity to reflect on comics as a medium and its craft.

•	 Open for them the opportunity to identify and explore conventions of independent 
comics communities.

•	 Build ties between interview participants and Tyson, and help him uncover how comics 
fit into his life ongoing.

The transcribed interviews that follow represent Tyson’s first steps in documenting his dozen 
conversations with established comics artists to share with a wider audience.



inTerVieWs



BeYonD BaBY sTePs

My parents tell me that when I was young, younger than they know of babies doing so, I took 
my first steps. “It was amazing,” they said. “Maybe he’s gifted.”

Then I fell down. When I finally did start walking again, it was months later than normal.

Being an aspiring comics artist can entail a lot of high-intensity emotions. There’s excitement. There’s 
a readiness to go all in. There’s generally some form of previous experience fueling you toward the 
starting line—be it solid drawing skills, a knack for storytelling, exposure to others’ awesome work. It 
feels like the start of a true adventure!

Combine this energy with an active imagination, and suddenly the sky’s the limit. Oh the com-
ics that will be made! The innovative, quirky characters; the gripping and unique visual styles; the 
intricate plots; the living, breathing worlds!

But then, to sit at the drawing board with that great white sheet of blank paper—somehow that 
high-octane readiness inspires worry and anxiety about the first early steps—steps that, especially 
before they’ve been taken, feel so important to get right.

It’s like wanting to walk but being paralyzed by the idea of those inescapably clumsy first steps.

At least, that how it’s been for me. And yet, many others have made these first steps and gone on to 
do plenty more walking in the world of comics. How did they do it?



But those first steps—including his art college experience—aren’t what he considers the real 
beginning of his comics-making life.

I’ve always kind of felt that I’ve wanted to do it, but that moment in 2005 ...that was the 
“Ah-ha” moment for me.

I did comics all through college, but I was definitely not encouraged. I was sort of trained to 
see it as this sort of extracurricular thing that I was doing but that I really should be focusing 
on my drawing and painting.

So when I got out of college and there wasn’t this structure of a newspaper to publish in, I 
stopped drawing comics and didn’t draw comics for... I guess four or five years? And there 
were little things: “Oh I’ve got this idea that would really be cool!” And I would start to 
work on it, but I would spend too much time trying to come up with the idea and coming 
up with scripts and wouldn’t draw anything. And the ideas were so gigantic that it was—
even now, there’s now way that I would ever be able to accomplish that!

It was a rough time, for lots of reasons. “Emotionally terrible years.”

BeYonD BaBY sTePs

I think it was January of 2005, I had 
been picking up mini comics at Qui-
mby’s and I really wanted to do a comic 
of my own and I couldn’t get started. I 
felt like there was this… I was just super 
sluggish. And I got really fed up, and 
eventually one night I said:

“Tomorrow I’m waking up and I’m 
drawing a comic.”

Neil, an indie comics artist in Chicago and employee of comic bookstore Quimby’s 
(www.quimbys.com), grew up enjoying newspaper funnies like The Far Side and Calvin & 
Hobbes. By middle school he was following mainstream comic book favorites like X-Men. He 
even began making his own comics, mostly for high school and college newspapers.

When I was a little kid there was a Far Side cartoon that I thought was so funny that I de-
cided, “I’m going to draw this comic again!” And I tried to re-draw it, and I was terrible! But 
I took what was supposed to be a dog and turned it into my first cartoon character.

Growing up I always wanted to do comics, and in high school and college I did comics for 
school newspapers and stuff like that.

inTerVieWs



to become precious. In every single comic that you do, you know when you’re working on 
it you should think, “This is the most important thing in the world.” But as soon as you’re 
done with it, you should really say, “Alright, that’s just another step.”

You’re doing a disservice to yourself if you’re constantly waiting for the perfect comic. The 
comic in your head is always going to be better than the comic that ends up in your hands. 
And if you wait for those two things to match up you’re never going to make comics. You 
will not end up being as good as you would have been.

But if you say, “I’m making this crummy six-page mini-comic, and then I’m going to make 
this other crummy six-page mini-comic, and then I’m going to make this 12-page one,” you 
figure out: “Oh, you know it would’ve looked really great on this if I had cared more about 
the angles of where the characters are.” And so the next comic you develop—you build off of 
that.

Wanna make comics? Tomorrow, wake up and draw one. Step. Fall. Get up, and go on.

BeYonD BaBY sTePs

And so I drew this single-panel comic that eventually turned into a webcomic that I did for a 
while called Sock Monster.

I sat down and I started drawing this comic without scripting it or penciling it or inking it. 
The first 14 comics are total gibberish, like complete gibberish! My idea was, “I’m going to 
build this world and it’s going to be this strange nonhuman world that if you take the time to 
invest in, you’re going to learn everything about it through this gibberish comic!” I showed 
it to a bunch of people. And they said, “This is terrible! It needs to make sense or no one’s 
going to want to stick around and read it.”

But the minute I started drawing comics again in 2005, I had this realization that this, just 
the drawing of comics, is so vital to my well-being.

“This is what I want to do.”

It’s an understanding that stays with him still.

Even when I take a couple days from drawing comics—and sometimes I do end up not draw-
ing comics for a while—I realize when I get back into it how important it is, and how much 
it just makes me feel like I’m doing something that fulfills me.

One of Neil’s key pieces of advice to 
aspiring comics artists:

Just do it.

Even if you’re working on something 
that’s half-baked, you should make 
it, and then get it out there, because 
you’re going to learn so much from 
that process, and it’s going to inform 
your later stuff in ways that you 
won’t even completely understand.

Sometimes, it’s really easy for things 

inTerVieWs



“heY heY, We’re frienDlY!”

There’s this classic image of the cartoonist as lonely artist doodling away on the drawing board at 
all hours. Ever since I started dabbling in the medium myself, I’ve come to understand why. As 

simple as great comics can appear to be, they take a lot of work to create!

Listening in on panels of professional comic artists never did much to ease my worries. Story after sto-
ry down the line mentioned at late-night workathons, full-day scrambles to meet deadlines, hunker-
ing down for a week (or month!) of extended workdays to get that close-to-heart project completed. It 
sounded like being a cartoonist meant having to trade in the rest of your life.

Sitting in those panel audiences, I found myself thinking, “I want to make comics, but I don’t want 
to have to do it like that all of the time. I don’t want to give up people!”

What’s a socially minded cartoonist to do?

inTerVieWs



One of those friends, comic artist Matt Smith, saw right away the connection in style to indie 
comics. He invited her to the comic book shop Million Year Picnic in Cambridge, MA.

Up until then Cara was, as she describes herself, “very fine arts.”

I loved Calvin &Hobbes as a kid, I loved cartoons. But I never thought of comic books as a 
medium for me until that moment.

Seeing work from Anders Nilsen and Nate Powell, comic artists doing very different work from 
major publishers like D.C. and Marvel made an impact on her.

I just realized there was a world for me there.

But at that point it was still just an inkling. Cara started drawing her own comics but had no 
intention of committing to it long-term. So, what changed her mind?

Going to conventions.

“heY heY, We’re frienDlY!”

For Cara Bean, Massachusetts-based indie comic artist and art teacher, it’s a sacrifice she hasn’t 
had to make. In fact, comics have led her to more people, more relationships. They’re a central 
part of what makes the medium so special.

Thinking of her first steps into the world of indie comics, there are two people she gives major 
credit to:

I say Matt Smith first and Jason Viola second.

Fresh out of graduate school with a degree in drawing and painting, Cara was stuck doing secre-
tarial work. But this meant easy access to a photocopier, and she took advantage of it to copy her 
doodles and drawings for friends.
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mail because back then it wasn’t online registration. And I purchased a full table. I figured, 
“I can afford it!” I had no idea how much space I’d need. In retrospect, it was way too much 
space!

So I had this giant table. And then I got there and I was terrified. I was shaking in my shoes. I 
didn’t know anyone. It was very scary for me, but then it was also awesome. Again I got that 
adrenaline rush: “This is exciting! I love this medium!”

Fortunately a stressful first show as an exhibitor didn’t scare her away. She took a summer work-
shop at the Center for Cartoon Studies in Vermont to hone her visual storytelling skills, and 
while there she met gracious and giving faculty. It was an important step—one that brought her 
comic-count to two—but the real leap for her was a friend she made at her second show.

I really have to credit Jason Viola. He’s my current tabling partner and a good friend. The 
show that I signed up for after SPX was MeCAF [Maine Comic Arts Festival], and that’s 

It was his kindness, combined with see-
ing lots of comics there she liked, that 
made her want to make “a real comic.”

After that show I decided, “I’m 
going to try to make one that I do 
want to give to somebody.” And 
I still have that comic: Squeaky 
Noises, about my dog.

With one quality comic completed, 
Cara decided it was time to go to a 
convention—not as an attendee, but as 
an exhibitor selling her book.

I signed up for the Small Press Expo 
[SPX]. This was 2008, maybe? 
2007? I just sent the check into the 

“heY heY, We’re frienDlY!”

I remember looking up new artists I had discovered online at that time I think it was Anders 
Nilsen, Jeffrey Brown. They had a website they would update regularly and I was thought, 
“Aw, it’s so cool!” I think Gabrielle Bell she’s another person that I was kind of “stalking.” By 
watching their websites I realized, they’re all being part of these indie comics conventions. 
Like that’s a thing.

And the first one that was nearby was MoCCA [Museum of Comics and Cartoon Art’s 
Arts Festival] in New York City. “I really want to go to that! That’s where all these people I 
admire are going.”

I went to that as an attendee. It was 2006. At that time MoCCA was huge, two floors, and 
everybody was there. It was nuts. It’s not that way anymore. There was a peak couple of years 
that I happened to attend.

I remember that I went to a presentation by Jeffrey Brown. He talked about having a difficult 
time at art school and I certainly thought, “Yeah, I get that!” I could recognize that if you’re 
a cartoonist in a painting program, you’re gonna be a weirdo there.

I remember thinking, “I’ll buy that book about his experiences in art school.” And so I went 
to the Top Shelf table to buy my book. And they said, “Yeah, hold on,” and they went and got 
Jeffrey Brown and brought him to me. “AH! I didn’t mean that I wanted to meet him!” It was 
too intimidating, you know? I just wanted the book!

I said, “Oh hi, I liked your talk,” and I was really shy. And I actually did have a comic that I 
had made—I can remember this too—in my backpack. And my boyfriend at the time was 
whispering to me, “You should show him! Go show him your comic!” But I kept it in my 
bag. I didn’t feel ready yet.

He signed his book and was very nice to me. And that has happened over and over again: 
cartoonists I admire have been kind to me.
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Now that she’s past those early years, 
Cara recommends these steps for starting 
off in comics—other than “Make stuff !”

Go to a show as an attendant first. 
That’s what I did. See if you get ex-
cited about being there.

And then, maybe go another time 
with something to hand out to your 
favorite artist that you’ve been track-
ing or are aware of.

I think the Sequential Artists Work-
shop in Gainesville and the Center 
for Cartoon Studies summer work-
shops are great if you can’t afford to 
go to the full school or if you don’t 

“heY heY, We’re frienDlY!”

want to.

Then make a friend. And table. Do a smaller show. Go to whatever the smaller, less scary one 
is.

If that goes well, try to get into MoCCA or SPX.

After a while maybe you don’t want to do shows anymore, and you’ll just be working on 
some long-form piece, but I think making the friendships is really important.

They may not happen right away, and they often happen after you sign up for a show. That’s 
when you find your comics soul mates out there.

Wanna make comics? Don’t just stay home and draw. Visit a comics show. Table at a comics 
show. And stay open to the friendships that grow between people with a shared passion.

where we first met.

That festival was so much nicer for me as a beginning cartoonist. SPX was the in the belly of 
the beast! MeCAF was just the right amount of people. I remember seeing Jay, and I remem-
ber talking to his wife Rebecca. I brought a comic I had made at the Center for Cartoon 
Studies workshop, and—now I realize it was probably a bad idea—but I had put my home 
address as my contact. (Because I guess, stalkers or …murderers or something?) But, when 
Jay and I traded comics he realized: “Hey! I live up the street from you and I make comics.” 
And I said, “Oh! I love your comics. I know who you are from your books, but I didn’t know 
you”

We made plans and got coffee, and started talking and realized that we liked a lot of the same 
artists and were about the same age—you know, a lot of people are younger.

It wasn’t until the following SPX, a chance to return to the belly of the beast, that the friendship 
really came to bloom.

2011 was a year at SPX when Chris Ware, the Hernandez brothers, Dan CLowes, and all 
these big names were all going to be at SPX, and so the tables were gone. And Jay told me, “I 
have a half-table, if you wanna sign up with me.” So I did.

And we have just that right opposites attract thing. He’s super organized and has a day job. 
He can sit there and say, “Oh, the signups are on this day, and I will sign up, because my 
fancy phone gives me a reminder.” Where I’m like, “Baaahhhh!” I have no idea what’s going 
on. It’s amazing that I can take care of myself at all.

He gets us into shows but, once we get to the show I bring a lot of personality. “Hey hey, 
we’re friendly!” But I may not be here if Jay didn’t take care of event planning and transporta-
tion.

He does really help me. Jay has been a very strong influence on supporting me creatively, and 
getting me into shows, signing me up for things I wouldn’t normally do, where I’d be too shy 
or it would seem too hard so I wouldn’t do it.
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“Bone Was mY sTageCoaCh”

Like a lot of aspiring comics creators, I have a graphic novel “in the works”—also known, from 
what I gather, as the kiss of death for a novice cartoonist. Too many big ideas, too much ambi-

tion, not enough traction in real-life comics-making—all leading to deep discouragement, maybe 
even a total falling-out with the craft.

Not surprisingly, I haven’t jumped into it full-on yet. The story’s still on my mind like it has been for 
years, the script now half written. I know the main characters (as much as half of their story can tell 
me). The visual style feels almost there. But my gut still says it’s too soon to start.

It may be a kiss of death for the project itself, but the thing is beginning to feel like a measuring post 
for my visual storytelling abilities, something for me to come back to periodically to see if my experi-
ence and craft are up to snuff for something so large. Until then I keep working on other, smaller 
projects.

So, how does an aspiring cartoonist build up the visual storytelling muscles needed for good comics, 
both big and small?
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accomplished uncle, a painter, for inspiration. But this led him in a direction that has actually 
made the shift to comics as an adult more difficult.

I had a lot of art in my life that was very much observation-based. For me, one of the biggest 
challenges of working in comics is that all of my instincts and training are towards faithful 
representation of the world. And if I walk around with a sketchbook, that’s what I do: I draw 
what I see and I try to get it right. And in addition to that being just technically impractical 
for comics—like you can’t draw that detailed and ever finish anything—it’s not really good 
for storytelling.

I teach this class on Persepolis and comics vocabulary to these high school kids once a year, 
and we talk about why Satrapi’s style is so minimal. One of the things I’ll ask them to do is 
tell a story about their teacher, and then I’ll ask them for all these irrelevant details. I’ll say, 
“Well why didn’t you tell me this stuff ?” And, you know the answer is because they’re irrel-
evant! It’s bad storytelling if you give people more information that they don’t need.

There’s that point—you know, it depends on the comic—but in a lot of people’s work…

          …here’s the potential amount of information…              and you already hit too much over here.

In a roundabout way it’s thanks to Kenan’s background in film—with cameras that capture every 
visual detail in range—that he started drawing better comics.

Supposedly when Orson Welles was making Citizen Kane, he watched Stagecoach 40 

“Bone Was mY sTageCoaCh”

For Kenan Rubenstein, a comics artist recently moved from New York City to Massachusetts, 
the answer in one way is simple: less is more.

I think comics’ visuals are a kind of language in a way that’s different from painting or from 
drawing from life. There’s such a thing as too much information.

But simple doesn’t necessarily mean easy. Despite having been in comics for over five years and 
drawing ever since he could hold a pencil, Kenan admits:

I don’t know that I have those skills yet. [laughter] I’m totally serious!

I don’t know. I have drawings that I made when I was two By all accounts, no one could ever 
get pencils or crayons out of my hands my whole childhood.

By his teens his parents had convinced him to take a drawing class, and he also looked to an 
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I felt …a little bit lost doing that. There was just so much trial and error. I don’t think that 
I’ve invented the wheel, but I felt like there weren’t a lot of models for what I wanted to do.

I think part of the reason is that it’s pretty recently that comics have been reproduced with 
any kind of quality. Where a lot of the comics vocabulary comes from is simply trying to 
make something not lose fidelity on newsprint. So, thick black lines.

I think these were challenges and I think what I found was I had to go sort of deeper into art 
history to find the techniques I was looking for, find references for what I was looking for. 
I took a lot from painting, and particularly from Renaissance, plein air painting with atmo-
spheric perspective for Old Town. And even though the palate’s limited and there are very 
few colors on every page, I felt like, “OK, these guys were trying to do the thing I’m trying to 

“Bone Was mY sTageCoaCh”

times—the John Ford film which was the film that introduced John Wayne to the world. 
Orson Welles had never made a movie before, and none of the people he was working with 
had ever made a movie before. This was like their Bible basically, and whenever they didn’t 
know how to do something they’d ask, “OK, what did John Ford do in Stagecoach?”

Stagecoach is a really interesting movie because (sorry you can tell I was a film major) you 
could watch Stagecoach silently and sort of understand what’s going on based on just where 
people are sitting in different scenes and how they’re looking at each other. John Ford 
thought that that was how a movie should be, that most of your storytelling should be done 
visually.

All of this is just to say that Bone was my Stagecoach when I first started to make comics. 
There are things in Bone that work better or worse but just in terms of visual storytelling he’s 
so masterful and so confident. Whenever I thought, “I don’t know what to do here!” I’d ask, 
“Alright, what does Jeff Smith do?”

It’s a response that’s served him well—more so since he’s found additional favorite comic artists. 
But it’s more than just looking up “the answers” to the problems he runs into.

Now I think that I have a sort of broader coalition of comic artists that I consult. But it’s in-
teresting, I think that what happens to me a lot is that, I’ll have a problem I don’t know how 
to solve and I’ll sort of consult all these artists that I love: “What would Eleanor Davis do?” 
“What would Jeff Smith do?” And then, none of them really work for me. [laughter] Either 
just because I’m not capable of doing what they do or it looks like something tacked-on on 
mine. But usually through that process I’ll come up with something that works for me.

While looking to top comics has been useful for him in most cases, a recent project led him 
elsewhere.

In my current story I’m working on, The Last Train to Old Town, I tried really hard to use 
color in a way that was indispensable, that wasn’t just: “Oh here’s the not-colored-in version 
and here’s the colored-in version.” Where color was really part of the visual information and 
part of the storytelling.
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of these native-to-the-visual-arts techniques for doing this stuff. I didn’t invent it! It’s been 
around forever, using colors and using the amount of detail you put into different parts of 
the drawing.

And in fact the blurring that you see in a camera lens is only an approximation. It’s a repre-
sentation of what your eye does and what your mind does when you focus on something. So 
what I think is really weird is that people will use their drawings to imitate the technology of 
photography.

When things are blurry, either in film or in real life because they’re not what you’re focus-
ing on, they don’t have a blurred black outline around them! When you blur a drawing, it 
doesn’t look like anything. It looks like you digitally blurred a drawing! It’s so strange to me 
that people instead consult film—which I suppose is more culturally ubiquitous—rather 
than the history of their own medium, which I think developed for a reason.

So then, why are film and photography such popular influences on comics artists? Kenan’s film 
background proves useful yet again.

Even though comics are older than film, comics now uses film’s vocabulary. We say “close-up” 
or “medium shot.” I think it’s just because film has been codified in this way that comics re-
ally haven’t. Which is one of the exciting things about working in comics.

I think all of this comes down to the fact that there’s money to be made in film. [laughter] 
And so these processes have been streamlined because somewhere along this chain, some-
body’s looking for a profit.

I worked in film for a while and every single thing has a different name. [laughter] You don’t 
say, “an extension cord,” you say “a stinger.” And there’s this huge vocabulary for film, and 
it has its own language, its own hierarchy on a set—who reports to who. All of this stuff is 
pretty established. And comics doesn’t have this—again, because it’s not like an industry in 
the same way.

I guess actually, mainstream comics does. We have this division of labor—letterist, colorer. 

“Bone Was mY sTageCoaCh”

do and they kicked my ass at it.”

What’s far more common is looking to film and photography for the best ways to tell stories 
with comics. Even greats like Will Eisner recommend looking to the movies for how to make 
effective cartoons. But it’s far from a catch-all solution, and it’s led to some fugly comics.

One thing that I hate is when people digitally blur the backgrounds of their drawings. This 
is what I mean about consulting painting, the history of painting art. There’s this many-
hundreds-of-years-long history of visual arts dealing with perspective and space. We have all 
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VerY exPensiVe Business CarDs

I used to have a stable life with a full-time office job, but I ultimately gave it up to go to graduate 
school and explore making comics. With my graduate work now nearing completion, I’ve been 

left wondering more and more, How do I translate my skills and passions to a regular income?

I met Fran Krause, a fellow student at my graduate school, briefly at an on-campus residency. When 
I discovered that he made comics to complement his teaching at California Institute of the Arts in 
L.A., I knew I needed to invite him to talk about his experience in the medium.

Based on my own comics experiences and observations, some of what Fran shared I was just wait-
ing to hear: Wanna make comics? Let them be comics—not your ticket to stardom or a steady 
paycheck. But other pieces he offered—his observations on the nature of the medium, their place and 
function in his life, and his thoughts on the difficulties inherent in all artistic work—gave me some 
valuable new perspective.

The following excerpt comes from our talk over Hangouts on September 10, 2013.

Again, it’s an industry that my corner of comics isn’t.

I think because film is so industrialized, it has answers to a lot of things that are still ques-
tions in comics. It’s easy to consult film. A, it’s ubiquitous, everyone’s grown up with a lot of 
television and a lot of movies. But B, it has these established answers.

All I’m saying is that sometimes those answers are good for comics, and sometimes they’re 
not.

Wanna make comics? Start by looking at your favorite ones. Then start looking everywhere.
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making really great comics. So, just less than a year ago I started my own stuff, just because I was 
around all these good comics, and I thought I’d give it a shot.

TP: So, artists that you’ve met in the past few years have helped make comics more approachable for 
you. What is it draws you into comics now, versus before when you didn’t really have much connec-
tion to it?

FK: It’s entirely Tumblr, actually, that brought me into comics. I was directing a show called 
SuperF*ckers last year, that was created by James Kochalka who is very indie comics and a really 
unusual and good guy. But he created this show and it was his baby, he’d been working on it for 
10 years, and I came in and directed it all, and I’m pretty happy with them. And coincidentally 
last summer, just for fun I put up a little animated GIF for SuperF*ckers. I just had a Tumblr ac-
count, because anything that shows up online I’ll sign up for my name just in case I ever need to 
use it. Honestly, I think the only thing that was up there were four or five photos of garbage that 
I found in the street and then an animated GIF of SuperF*ckers.

But it got featured on Tumblr Radar one day when I was at the Ottawa International Anima-
tion Festival last year. And so suddenly I had like, eleven-hundred notes on this one thing and 
a thousand followers. And I had no content up there, but I thought, “Wow!” I had never really 
looked at Tumblr before.

So I started looking around, and I just started putting things up on Tumblr. I like that I could 
make as many blogs as I want. I have about 30 different blogs up there because every time I 
think of a funny thing I put into a blog I’ll put it up there. And it’s been fun that way. But about 
a year ago I started doing these Deep Dark Fears comics and, I think those have been going for 
about 10 months. I had never done comics before then, not since the little kid stuff.

TP: Do you see comics fitting into your creative career in an ongoing way, or is this more of an ex-
periment, something new that you want to try?

FK: Well, it can be both. And I think everything I do is fitting into my creative career at this 
point. There’s not one thing that I want to do and then when I do that I’m going to be done. It’s 
all things that I’m curious about that I want to explore. So, I’m curious about comics, I’m going 
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TP: You mentioned how MAD Magazine and Cracked Magazine were around when you were 
young. What about when you were out on your own independently—were comics still a part of your 
life then?

FK: No. Really not at all. I did animation for a very long time. I still do. I taught it yesterday. 
But apart from making little comics when I was a kid in grade school, I just stopped doing them. 
I’ve never really been into superhero comics, I’ve never been into dramatic comics—like, a lot 
of indie comics are kind of sad people complaining about their sad lives, and I’m not really into 
that either. So, there really wasn’t much in comics for me.

Really it wasn’t until I got to California three years ago that I started hanging out with people 
who make good comics. They would work for Cartoon Network, they would work for Ad-
venture Time or Steven Universe or some show like that doing storyboards. But they were also 
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something that’s from their blog and they’re doing something that’s from my blog. It hasn’t been 
easy to do. Most people that I’ve wanted to trade with are very busy. But it’s a trade; it’s not two 
people working at the same place, both working on the same thing. And I think that’s part of 
why we get so many comics that are so personal. They’re very …mopey, because it tends to be 
such a singular kind of medium.

TP: There was something I noticed on some of your Deep Dark Fears entries. It looks like you’re 
taking submissions from readers or maybe from people you know, fears that they’ve had.

FK: Yeah, well there’s a link there. That’s collaborative in a way but at the same time it’s not. 
They can send in their story, and it can be anonymous or it can be non-anonymous. I think I’ve 
got about 170 of them already.

The problem is that some of them don’t really fit with the comic. They’re paragraphs and para-
graphs long—I’m reading them completely—and this is four panels that I’m drawing with. 
Sometimes six if the story is really good. And some of them just aren’t very scary. But some of 
them are fantastic. So I’ve been working with those as much as I can. After about 30 or 40 ir-
rational fears I was starting to think, you know, I don’t want to do another one about getting my 
eyes jabbed out. There are a lot of ways that I’m afraid of getting my eyes jabbed out, but I don’t 
want to have a comic that’s repeating itself so much.

I had a few submissions where they say, “Here’s my idea, and here’s how the first panel should 
look, and here’s how the second panel should look,” And I’ve had people send me photographs 
of where the ghost story took place. And I’ll look at that and think, “You know, that’s helpful in 
a way but, I kind of like to get into the story and see what I can do with it.” I’m not sure if I’m 
really looking for collaboration in comics the way I do in animation.

TP: And it sounds like just based on—I mean the fact that animation is so inherently collaborative, 
it seems like comics is almost a nice break from that. Like they both complement each other for you.

FK: Yeah. Definitely.

TP: Based on the experience that you do have so far with comics, what advice would you give some-
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to work on that for a couple years, and that might grow into what I do for the rest of my life. Or 
it might be, “Oh, that was weird when I did comics a few years ago.” But, I’m not exactly sure 
where it’s going. And I think as an artist it’s important to have things that you’re not sure where 
they’re going.

I think I like being known as an animator more than a comic book artist because at least with 
animation there’s an idea that you’re in a studio and you’re making a film with a hundred people. 
And in comics—and this is how it’s been for me so far—is that it’s a very solitary procedure. 
Most of the support I get in comics comes from after they’re done and people say, “Oh, make 
some more!”

But a big advantage over animation is that I don’t have to get a whole crew geared up and bud-
geted in order to make something. If I want to make something, it’s done in a day and I’m telling 
the story I wanted to tell. But it’s also not—at least as far as I’ve been doing it—it’s not as collab-
orative a medium.

And so I do miss that, the team aspect of 
animation.

TP: That makes sense. So, are you curious to find more collaborative opportunities with comics, or 
are you comfortable keeping it as a more solitary, simplified, quicker process?

FK: I think my comics for the time being are going to tend to be something I do on my own. 
What I have done in the past is asked other comic book artists to trade comics so that I’m doing 
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It’s nice to be in an art form that has a lot less ego 
than other art forms.

But there’s still a fair amount of ego around.

TP: Are there any recommendations you would give to someone who’s thinking about getting into 
independent comics about sharing their work?

FK: Monetarily, your work isn’t worth anything if you’re not doing anything with it. I’ve seen 
people kind of sit on their ideas for a long time because …let’s say you have 60 comic strips in a 
sketchbook and you think, “These are worth a thousand dollars each! I spent a year on them, 
I want to be paid $60,000 a year—that’s a reasonable salary to make a living these days in the 
city—and I want a thousand dollars each for these comics!” You’re never going to get it. Those 
strips will sit there and they’ll be worthless, but they’ll be too valuable to give up.

I’ve always been lucky because I’ve never considered my independent work to be a living. I’ve 
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one who’s thinking of getting into it?

FK: Make sure you do something that’s fun, that you enjoy. Make sure you’re not just doing 
something to make yourself famous or something like that.

TP: Yeah, there is so much potential grind that, if you’re not really committed to the project, it’s go-
ing to be really that much more difficult to get through it.

FK: There’s going to be grind in everything. I’ve seen people push through the grind and then 
they’re very happy at the end and they’re happy that they did it; they’re finding a process they 
enjoy. And I’ve seen people hate the work, hate the process, and then look at their work and hate 
their work. Well, you know, there’s no reason you have to make comics. There are a lot of other 
things to do with your life.

I was just in my class yesterday at CalArts. On the first day I just had to tell them, “Look, this is 
animation and there are a lot of easier ways to make money.” And it’s the same thing with com-
ics. I’ve seen some very bitter comics people who will resent successful comics people. And in 
the back of my head I’m thinking, “These people are successful for comics! They barely make a 
living. If they were entry-level accountants they’d probably be making more money.” But they’re 
making it at comics and they get so much resentment from some people for the small amount of 
success they’re getting. There’s not really any need for that.

There are huge amounts of fame in parts of the world, but one of the reasons I like comics and I 
like animation is the fame, for the most part, doesn’t go to the artists—it goes to the character. 
It’s usually not about an artist trying to be famous or trying to be the next Picasso, or end up in a 
gallery and be worshiped. It’s about people trying to tell stories and make a character famous—
make a character relatable, one they’ll love, or hate, or whatever it ends up being.
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You can look at someone who’s got 
a regular job and is making how-
ever much money that is. And you 
can look at a painting and think, 
“Wow, a thousand dollars for a 
painting—that’s expensive!”

And then you think, well that 
person spent three weeks on that 
painting, that’s probably 300 bucks 
a week. That’s very cheap labor, 
you could make more at McDon-
ald’s—

—but that’s still an expensive 
painting!

VerY exPensiVe Business CarDs

always taught or I’ve done commercial work, or worked for studios as my full-time moneymak-
ing pursuit. And so, all of my independent stuff I’ve just thought of as a very expensive business 
card.

If I have a comic, and I think that a hundred people might want to see it, I’ll just put it up on the 
internet for free, I’ll photocopy it and give it to people. Because its value is in being seen and re-
minding people that, “Hey, I’m a guy who does good work.” And that’s all it has to do, it doesn’t 
have to make good money, it doesn’t have to turn into something huge. All it has to do is pop 
into a few people’s heads and remind them that I’m a hard worker and I get stuff done.

And so it’s the same thing with my comics. I put them out and I don’t really expect them to 
make anywhere near the—if I’m going to get paid hourly for this, I’m not even making mini-
mum wage on comics. I probably never will. You know, if I was to put out a book on Deep Dark 
Fears, it’s going to be two years’ worth of work, and there’s no way they’re going to give me two 
year’s salary. So I’m not going to wait around for that. There’s no need to because I make enough 
off of commercial animation and teaching.

I think that’s where a lot of the bitterness comes from in animation and in comics and in art in 
general.

inTerVieWs



BaCkgrounD
& refleCTions

I can totally see why there’s so much bitterness in art, because if I got a regular job I’d make way 
more money and I’d put no heart into it. I’d have no personal connection with that work. And if 
I made that thousand-dollar painting, I put a ton of work into it, I put a ton of heart into it, and 
I’d make much less money.

The more I’m not expecting any money from art, the more I just …my goal is to feel gratified and 
to have fun with it. I end up being much happier with my work. If I was expecting to make any 
money in my career off my independent work I would be so depressed right now.

But it doesn’t have to. I’ve never relied on it for that. I’ve never asked it to do that.

inTerVieWs
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geTTing sTarTeD
My progress with this project saw two distinct stages in its initial months: one full of activity, 
one wandering toward renewed purpose.

tHe Fast traCk: PreParing For anD ConDuCting interVieWs

Thanks to initial, casual interest-gauging I conducted at an independent comics expo in May 
2013, I developed by the start of this project a short list of independent comics artists willing 
to set up interviews. Around this same time I contacted an old friend who was part of a Boston 
comics community. Thanks to her I doubled my interview pool to its final dozen.

Coming into this experience, I had only conducted applicant interviews for Teach For America, 
which I knew was a very different—though not completely dissimilar—context for the conver-
sations I was about to have. As I was setting up interviews, I conducted research into effective in-
terview and documentary strategies, primarily from Irving Seidman’s Interviewing as Qualitative 
Research: A Guide for Researchers in Education and the Social Sciences and Robert Coles’ Doing 
Documentary Work. I also conferred with a colleague who had years of interview experience.

Thanks to this research, I developed a project overview and interview release form and set up 
one 90-minute conversation with each artist. This timing was adapted from the standard (“ide-
al”) format used in most oral history interviews projects (Seidman, 20-1). I also developed six 



view footage: Jessica Abel and Ira Glass’s Radio: An Illustrated Guide and Joe Sacco’s Footnotes in 
Gaza and more. There are still plenty more documentary examples worth exploring as I develop 
an idea of what will and will not work for my particular project, but this served as a useful start.

I still could not find the traction I needed to meet my original timeline. Early attempts to edit 
and reconfigure my video footage hit technological snags. And within days of this additional 
delay, I reflected with my colleague once more, this time on the project as a whole and the 
struggles I was having. It was becoming clear that the project needed a shift in scope and time-
line to give myself the necessary time to breathe without letting it drift away entirely. From the 
conversation came the idea that I write the participants a letter of my reflections thus far with an 
open invitation for feedback. This seemed like a great idea.

What came from this was a longer series of reflections than expected. But it was a useful step 
forward in my work with the interview footage. The letter went out to participants in December 
and eventually was included on the project blog in three separate entries). In November, when 
I originally planned to share the complete draft comic with participants, I sent a brief check-in 
message and asked for some initial project feedback.

iniTial ouTComes
December seemed like the right time to make some initial evaluations on the project. These 
came primarily from my own observations and reflections, and interview participants’ survey 
feedback. From these I determined that the first phase of the project had led to early but mean-
ingful progress toward all three project goals:

•	 Provide interview participants, curious comics readers, or other aspiring artists an opportu-
nity to reflect on comics as a medium and its craft.

•	 Provide them as well the opportunity to identify and explore conventions of independent 
comics communities.

•	 Build ties between interview participants and Tyson, and help him uncover how comics fit 
into his life ongoing.

Despite the online setting for the majority of interviews, I could tell participants and I were 
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tHe interVieW PromPts

1. Tell me the story of how you first 
discovered comics.

2. When did you first start to imagine being 
a creator of comics?

3. How did you develop the skills needed to 
make comics?

4. What personal and creative support have 
you relied on as a comics artist?

5. What advice do you have for those 
thinking about entering the world of 
making independent / alternative comics?

6. Where do you see the future of indie 
comics going?

BONUS. What is your favorite comic, or 
who is your favorite comic artist? Why?

discussion prompts to use during interviews 
with follow-up questions if needed.

The interviews took place over September 
2013. The majority of them were conducted 
online using free video chat programs 
Google+ Hangouts and Skype. Thanks to 
the free trial version of ScreenFlow, I could 
record all of my computer’s audio-visual 
data during these interviews, which allowed 
me to also document my part in the inter-
views. I audio- and video-recorded my two 
in-person interviews using a smartphone 
camera and microphone hooked up to my 
laptop. During all of the interviews, I wrote 
my notes by hand and kept time with each 
note I made for easier reference later. After 
the interviews were complete, I transcribed 
the notes onto my computer.

tHe sloW roaD: Progress aFter interVieWs

The intensity of preparing and conducting interviews, along with other external factors, left me 
drained by the time the interviews ended. As October drew on, I knew there were observations 
and ideas I had already developed from the interviews, but I struggled to find an effective way 
to engage with them. This was intensified under the shadow of my original project plan, which 
stated I would transcribe the dozen 90-minute interviews and develop the comic essay script by 
the end of October. Both of these were tasks I had never done before. Once it was time to carry-
ing them out, I realized how enormous an endeavor this would be.

And so, I transcribed my handwritten notes. I conducted research on various kinds of documen-
tary work. Reading about Bill Nichols’ six documentary modes showed me what options I had 
for the project’s final product, as well as examples of work for relevant documentary modes that 
I could review as reference. Other additional research included comics that directly used inter-



I have since attended an indie comics show as a vendor selling my own comics, and while I’m 
still exploring what my place is in this larger community, I would not have taken any of these 
subsequent steps without having first conducted these interviews.

Even in the months directly following my interviews, the tangible feeling of early belonging to a 
new community, combined with interview observations and reflections, helped spur on my own 
creative practice.

Thanks to my interview with Kenan, I began a daily “Stagecoach practice,” referencing the Citi-
zen Kane team’s reliance on the classic Western film for their own creative inspiration, in which 
I drew from my favorite cartoonists to build my own artistic skills. You can see the results of that 
work and read reflections on my website, tysonpease.com.

Dave, a comics writer, told me in our interview how he worked through a large, complex story 
he had had brewing in the back of his brain for years. Over a five-day road-trip to Boston for 
graduate school, he used an audio recorder to fill tapes upon tapes of his own words, “shaking 
the story loose” as he described it. The following month I began recording myself shaking story 
and characters loose from my own mind for a graphic novel I had in mind for years. I have since 
written over 100 pages of script for the piece, and I plan to share my observations and reflections 
online soon.

In her interview, Cara exemplified what she called the “generosity of comics”: not just con-
necting with others to get what you want or need, but opening yourself up to others and being 
willing to give to those who need it. Thanks to her advice, I’ve come to better understand the 
necessity of comics expos for building community and effective ways for participating in these 
shows. I followed her wisdom to a tee when I participated in my first indie comics show recently. 
Thanks to her I’ve also begun to embody the generosity of comics with fellow indie comic artists 
where I live in Maine.

The interviews not only provided a bevy of insights and tips, but affirmation. Cathy Leamy 
walked a winding path toward a life committed to creating comics, never finding as much 
satisfaction from day jobs as she thought she should. She went to therapy, and also began seek-
ing other comics artists in nearby Boston. Thanks to the reflection and community these efforts 
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forming positive connections. The indie comics community is generally quite friendly, and so 
am I. As I described in correspondence to a graduate advisor at the time, “Interviews themselves 
have been a mix as unique as the individuals to whom I’ve been talking, but all of them have 
been fun.”

Unfortunately at the time I was, I now realize, over-emphasizing Seidman’s guidance on con-
ducting interviews; I held back much of my own comments and responses during the talks, and 
while this is exactly how oral history interviews should be conducted (generally speaking, any 
interview should have much more emphasis on the interviewee’s words than the interviewer), 
the project’s final product might have benefitted from more conversational interactions. And 
yet, despite my limited live responses there was a tangible sense of relationship formed through 
many, if not all, of the talks. I love conducting interviews and creating a welcoming space within 
that context. My ability to do this allowed participants’ friendly, welcoming natures come 
through, thereby making me feel at once welcomed in some small way into their lives and com-
munity. Conducting these interviews showed me that posing questions with an open heart can 
lead to great new things.

At the end of September, with all interviews complete, I attended the 2013 Massachusetts 
Independent Comics Expo (MICE). The previous year’s show was the first comics expo I had 
ever attended, and while it was fun then, it had been extremely intimidating. At that time I 
had completed only a handful of one-page comics “experiments,” and suddenly I was walking 
through a hall with tables upon tables of folks, generally about my age, who had full displays of 
beautiful finished books for sale. I also knew no one there but two friends, also attendees rather 
than those selling finished comics. I was overwhelmed with feeling outside of so much seem-
ingly friendly activity.

However, MICE 2013 was a different story. Many of the folks I interviewed had tables at the 
event, which immediately gave me anchors for navigating the busy spaces and potential conver-
sations. At the end I was invited to the post-show dinner. All in all it broadened the feeling of 
connection from my interviews and made it even more tangible. Thanks to the confidence and 
openness that comes with a feeling of belonging, I also began to form new relationships with 
artists I met at the show for the first time.

BaCkgrounD & refleCTions



they identified three main roles for it: a “touchstone” for scholarly but layman-friendly insights 
into indie comic artists’ creative process, a practical guide for getting into indie comics, and a 
resource to help the indie comics community begin to look at itself more critically. As one par-
ticipant put it: “Having not yet seen the finished project, I can only raise hypothetical benefits. 
But I’m excited to see it because this kind of self-examination strikes me as a necessary first step 
toward correcting some of our community’s more frustrating aspects.”

Survey feedback pushed for the continuation and completion of the project’s larger, and so far 
unfinished, conversation. One participant explained, “[i]t was nice to talk about comics [in 
the interview], but since it was mainly me talking about my thoughts, I’m afraid that the dialog 
was kind of one-sided for me. I think it would be good to hear what other people say.” With the 
participants behind the project, it’s clearly in need for its next phase.

moVing forWarD
The 12 interviews were complete as of late 2013, and since then the project has started its next 
stage of life as a private blog between me and the participants. There, I’ve begun to weave the 
dozen unique perspectives and narratives into a coherent web, one post at a time. In fact, the 
interviews you’ve read here are the products of these efforts so far.

With each post I’ve made to the blog, the interview participants have had the chance to com-
ment on and discuss draft writings as they pop up, potentially enriching the reflective power of 
the final published piece. I have a strong interest in keeping participants’ perspectives through-
out the creative process. In this way I can better ensure that what I do with their words feels fair 
to all of us, and that what’s shared contributes to the indie comics community in a satisfying 
way. Time will tell what final form this work ultimately takes.

ProJeCT DeVeloPmenT

offered, she realized:

…[T]his [making comics] is what I’ve been doing my entire life! I enjoy it, and it was kind of 
giving myself permission to say, ‘You know what? You don’t have to find 100% fulfillment from 
your day job. You can get fulfillment from this and still have a satisfying day job. It’s OK to do 
comics, and have that be your thing.’ I don’t have to keep, you know, doing it on the side and 
always trying to find satisfaction from something else. So, after that, dude, things took off.

This meant a lot to me. Just a year before that interview I had left an established life that re-
volved around a worthy but strangely unfulfilling nonprofit job to shift my orbit around visual 
storytelling instead. Ever since then, there have been a wealth of questions, difficulties, and 
doubts about how to create a functional and sustainable life from that. What I heard from 
Cathy, from many of the participants, was that such a life is possible as long as you stay commit-
ted to your passions and keep your eyes, ears, and heart open to new possibilities. Each month 
since these conversations have taken place, I have gone one step further in my commitment to 
my passions: visual storytelling, educating and facilitating creativity among others, and estab-
lishing genuine creative communities. The progress since then has been incremental but truly 
tangible, and there is so much more potential to fulfill. I’ve gone from feeling like a wannabe 
comics artist to an actual one. The question now is what I do in this role, creatively as well as in 
reference to community.

Another question: What of the Wanna Make Comics? project itself ? Even soon after interviews 
ended, participants shared via survey that they found genuine value in their participation, 
specifying the interviews’s opportunity for them to distill their wisdom for others and reflect 
on indie comics’ craft and community. For one participant, “it was rewarding to be able to pass 
along what I’ve learned so far about making art and comics to others who are on a similar path.” 
Another explained, “[the interview] gave me a chance to sort of put together my own thoughts 
on the matter and to feel like I’m spreading information.” From my own observations during 
interviews, I could observe the very act of mindful conversation helping interview participants 
process these ideas. It was great to feel like I was already embodying Cara’s generosity of comics 
by helping in this way, especially since the interviews were already benefitting me greatly.

Participants’ discussions of the project’s potential generally aligned with my own. In some cases 
they pushed me to consider what more the project’s final product could accomplish. Generally 
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Even at this mid-point in the project, I’ve run into several questions about the nature and ethics 
of what I’ve undertaken.

Some of these have to do with subjectivity and representation. Of course, any documentary 
work is inherently imprinted with the mark and viewpoint of the people involved in its creation. 
The ethics of traditional documentary work—that is, work shared via text and photography—
are complex and have seen their fair share of discussion and debate. See Robert Cole’s Doing 
Documentary Work for one of many examples.

Documentary work within comics adds fascinating layers to consider. Journalistic comics have a 
uniquely blatant subjectivity. While the artists use actual footage as reference, they’re still draw-
ing the entire final work—including the people they talked to and the places they visited. Their 
marks on the work are much more evident than text- or photography-based works. With this 
conspicuous subjectivity comes great power—to change clothing, physical appearance, environ-
mental details, all in addition to the text-editing and framing power that documentary writers 
and photographers have. For the comics documentarist, some play with these details may be 
inescapable; what if he or she simply forgot what an interview participant wore at the interview? 
The artist would need to “fudge” the facts to include the speaker in a comic. This is a pretty in-
nocent instance, but the artist could take much greater liberties that are harder to swallow.

How are comics documentarists to navigate this? A panel of comics journalists chimed in on the 
issue at MICE 2013. They didn’t have a clear answer, but what they could agree upon was the 
responsibility of the artist to maintain a proper level of fairness to the sources and source mate-
rial (Kender, mod.).

eThiCal refleCTions



One of the wonderful things about comics is that an area of tension like this can be addressed 
explicitly and elegantly within the comic such that it actually develops the piece as a whole in a 
deeper and more meaningful way. Art Spiegelman’s Maus is a classic example. Rather than just 
present his father’s Holocaust story, Spiegelman makes his comic about the interviews in which 
his father tells his son this story. Along with use of anthropomorphized mice and cats as repre-
sentations of the people involved, Maus’ narrative approach alleviates any semblance of objectiv-
ity, giving adequate space for readers to consider Spiegelman’s father’s story; and Spiegelman’s 
concerns with his father’s objectivity, his own objectivity as an interviewer, and his comic as a 
communicative vehicle.

And so, how do I navigate this tension in my own work? The primary means that I’ve identified 
are through ongoing commitments to truly present conversation and to honest, accurate work. 
By interacting mindfully with interview participants during our talk, I’m able to gain as clear 
and deep a read of the person—the whole person—as I can. This provides more than audio or 
video recordings ever could; it gives me a personal—and yes, subjective—but open-hearted in-
terpretation of the participant. Rooting my work in this person and our relationship means that 
each creative step I take is in reference to the participants as people, not just sources of interest-
ing content for my own personal gain.

Fairness, like the MICE panelists discussed, or as depicted in Maus, is a difficult thing to ob-
jectively measure. My hope for my own interview work is that, by starting with a focus on the 
participant as a whole person and continuing it with an openness to their ongoing input, I can 
keep my work as fair as possible.

BaCkgrounD & refleCTions
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About

 A farmers market, of course, is about access to local foods and other 
handmade goods. But there’s more. One of the most special things about a 
market is the opportunity it creates to interact with the people who grow, 
bake, and make those items. There’s a relationship that builds from this.
 If you are what you eat, then your food’s origins are yours as well. 
The everyday conversations with the people who make those goods, and 
the relationships that grow from those conversations, can leave a surpris-
ingly strong imprint over time. They may just be as necessary as the items 
you buy.
 The following conversations were collected and shared once a week 
over the first summer of the Waldoboro Farmers Market in Waldoboro, 
Maine by its market manager, Tyson Pease. The images accompanying them 
represent a complementary piece of the relationships formed through those 
conversations. Peruse, read, connect. Become a part of our market commu-
nity.



Tyson: How long have you been in the Waldoboro area?

Carol: Actually, my father’s family is from Waldoboro, so we go back sev-
eral generations.

TP: Oh cool. I guess that answers my second question of what brought you 
here! How long have you been with Borealis Bread?

CN: This is my 8th summer.

TP: Were you baking before then as well?

CN: I don’t do the baking. I was hired to do the farmers markets. I get to 
enjoy myself while everyone else in the bakery is sweating!

TP: What led you to Borealis Bread?

Carol Nash,
Borealis Bread



Carol

know? And then they get interested in the bread just because it’s here!

Waldoboro Farmers Market Vendor Profiles

CN: I saw the advertisement, and they asked if I’d be willing to do the 
farmers markets. I worked in retail with customers before, but this is a little 
different experience. But I enjoy it, I really do! I love being out here.

TP: What’s your favorite item that you sell?

CN: I don’t really have a favorite. It always depends on what I want at the 
time. I love to see people’s reactions—they ask me what will go with this 
or that, and I like to give my suggestions. They might say, “I’m having a 
seafood dinner,” or, “I’m having chili, and what might be good with that?” 
I’ve had people come back the following week and say, “That was the right 
suggestion!”

TP: What would you recommend for a good seafood dinner?

CN: I would recommend the rosemary, or if you just want something 
plain, the Italian or French breads. But rosemary makes a good comple-
ment to any seafood really—either unsliced or the rolls. People are happy 
when they see the rolls. They don’t always want that whole loaf of bread!

TP: Final question: What’s one thing you love to talk about that might not 
have to do with what you sell at the market?

CN: I enjoy reading and I enjoy knitting. Sometimes people see me doing 
that, and we get interacting that way. They enjoy seeing you happy, you 



Lauryn Cox,
Broken Acres Farm

Tyson: How long have you been in the Waldoboro area?

Lauryn: About a month.

TP: Oh, just a month? So what brought you here?

LC: Well, when I came to Jefferson, to the farm, I came as an apprentice. I 
came in the beginning of May, just for the summer. Before that I was up at 
University of Maine Orono.

TP: Are you still in your program there?

LC: I’m going into my third year.

TP: What’s your major?

LC: I’m an English major actually. [Laughter]



TP: What’s one thing you love to talk about that might not have to do with 
produce or farming?

LC: Writing! [Laughter]

TP: [Laughter] I’m not surprised.

LC: Yeah, I could talk about literary theory for days—but, I won’t.

TP: Is there a specific area that you’re extra interested in?

LC: I’m getting into hermeneutics, which I couldn’t really explain right 
now. It gets into the depth of how writing is made, the theory behind how 
certain things are happening in the text that you’re reading. So it’s not like 
creative writing—I’m kind of into the theory base, the structure.

TP: Interesting. So is it just analyzing writing, or do you like to write as well?

LC: Mostly I like analyzing writing. I like to write essays and that type of 
thing, but I’m not really into writing stories.

Lauryn

TP: Oh, of course!

LC: Right? Obviously! [Laughter]

TP: So then, is this your first venture into farm work?

LC: It is. I just jumped right into it.

TP: How did it occur to you, “Oh, I should be an apprentice at a farm”?

LC: Well, I knew about MOFGA [Maine Organic Farmers and Garden-
ers Association] already. A couple summers ago I was looking through and 
thought, “Oh, a farm apprenticeship! That sounds cool.” And then I came 
back to it again and thought, “You know it sounds really good. I love being 
outdoors, I love working hard, so I’m going to do this.”

TP: Do you think you’ll stick with it beyond the summer?

LC: Yeah. I really love it. I’m surprised actually.

TP: What’s your favorite item that you sell?

LC: Swiss chard. I’m always in charge of picking and bunching them, and 
they’re just so beautiful. I love them.
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Tyson: How long have you been in the Waldoboro area?

Paul: Almost 30 years.

TP: Wow, 30 years. What originally brought you here?

PF: I’m from Maine, but I’ve traveled all over the world. And I just… I’m 
a Mainer and I needed to be back here. So it works for me, just being here.

TP: How long have you been growing and selling flowers?

PF: Actually, I’ve been growing them for years and selling just seedlings. 
But for selling flowers, this is the first year.

TP: Oh cool. You’ve told me before that before you mostly sold produce.

PF: Yeah, produce and seedlings, and herbs—I do a lot of herbs. And dried 

Paul Fuller,
I Must Have It
Flowers and

Seedlings



raise. Mugwort, cumin, stuff like that.

TP: Wow, mugwort.

PF: There are a lot of worts out there! They’re mostly for medicinal things.

TP: I’m not surprised they’re not as popular.

PF: They’re not.

TP: Is that a part of the classification, the wort part of the name?

PF: Yeah. There are maybe 20 kinds. It’s like flowers: you have dianthus, for 
instance. There’s a sweet william dianthus, pink’s a dianthus, and there are 
many more. So wort’s a kind of general term of a particular kind of herb.

TP: Last question: What’s something that you love to talk about that has 
nothing to do with flowers or seedlings?

PF: People. I really enjoy talking to people and listening to people. I love 
people’s stories. I love people’s stories very much. Everyone has a story and 
a lot of people need to talk, and a lot of people are really hurting, and need 
someone to talk to who can just listen. You know what I mean?

TP: Yeah.

Paul

flowers. I’ve done dried flowers and arrangements for years, and I’ll bring 
those here when that season arrives. That should be mid-summer. I’ll start 
drying things and making. All the things I use I raise; I don’t buy anything.

TP: How did you first get into it?

PF: Well, I’ve been digging in the dirt all my life. That’s really what it’s all 
about, isn’t it? It’s a meditative thing for me, a very spiritual thing for me.

TP: And so I guess you eventually thought, “Huh, maybe I can make some 
money off of this eventually.”

PF: Exactly. In the wintertime I go and do antique shows, and that’s how I 
survive in the winter. I used to be doing antiques all summer, and I just got 
tired of it after so many years. This is where I hope that I can make enough 
to survive the summer. That’s what I’m trying to do.

TP: Of the things that you sell, what’s your favorite item?

PF: Oh, herbs, I love herbs!

TP: A particular herb?

PF: Not particularly. I like things you don’t normally find in most other 
places. There are a lot of herbs that most people have never heard of that I 
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PF: But in this age of high communication, where you’re talking with your 
thumbs more than you are with your mouth—and that’s normal, I don’t 
knock it. But it takes that one-on-one thing away.

TP: And it’s very abbreviated conversation. It’s not really conversation, it’s 
just… putting stuff out there.

PF: Yeah, so, that’s really what it is. I love people, I love talking and just 
listening. I’ve been in retail for years, most of my life. And that’s the reason, 
I think: I love to hear the people’s stories. [Smiles] That’s why, and I haven’t 
thought of that. I’m just talking off-the-cuff now. But I think that’s why.

TP: And it’s great, too: any place you find yourself with people you know you’re 
going to be happy.

PF: Sure.
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Tyson: How long have you been in the Waldoboro area?

Barbara: 14 years.

TP: What originally brought you here?

BB: We wanted to live in the sticks. [Laugher]

TP: [Laughter] Where were you before then?

BB: In Cambridge, Massachusetts. We wanted to live in the sticks and get 
a larger studio for my husband.

TP: Had you always been in New England?

BB: Yeah.

Barbara Boardman,
White Duck Farm



TP: So, is your farming your major means of income, or do balance it with 
others things pretty evenly?

BB: I’m trained as an architectural and landscape designer, and I had my 
own business. I had been planning to transition into my fruit business, 
but… It’s too complicated to tell you all about it, but I’m transitioning a 
little sooner than I had planned to. Basically, you need to get your fruit up 
and running for it to eventually be productive. So, I figured out my time-
line and realized I better get busy here! I’ve been growing for restaurants 
primarily for the last three years.

TP: Just around the Waldoboro area?

BB: Boothbay and Camden. That’s basically my weekly route.

TP: Of the things that you sell, is there a definite favorite item?

BB: Hmm.

TP: Maybe secret strawberries (shared back at the beginning of the season)?

BB: [Smile] I did grow strawberries in my hoop house this winter. They 
were divine. But they’re not quite in the business mode yet. I really love 
heirloom pumpkins and squashes. I’m taking a break from them this year 
because I got an onslaught of bug problems last year. I’m trying to intercept 

Barbara

TP: Had you been to Maine much before then?

BB: Yeah, we used to sail up when I was a kid, and that’s how I knew it 
at first. And the first time I sailed up here, I knew: “OK, I’m living here.” 
[Laughter] Kinda knew from the get-go, but it took me a long time to fi-
nally make it happen.

TP: So were you growing things back before you moved to Maine?

BB: I’ve always grown things. At home as a kid I lived in this totally sub-
urban neighborhood, and I had the only vegetable garden. Anywhere. No-
body knew what to make of it: “What is that?” “Well, I’m growing toma-
toes up there!”

TP: “Wow, you got food in the ground?” [Laugher]

BB: [Laugher] And there was a little hiding place behind some bushes 
where my dad always used to throw grass cuttings and leaves, and I loved 
going there because it smelled so good. [Smile] I mean, I didn’t have any-
place to take that energy because nobody else did it. [Laughter]

TP: Yeah. So it sounds like moving to Maine was allowed you to do that on a 
larger scale.

BB: Keep my hands dirty, day after day.
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TP: I attended a workshop once on edible landscapes, I think it was—creating 
your own landscape where each thing complements the other and you don’t 
have to use pesticides. It’s a really fascinating thing, and it’s like how you’re 
saying: it never has to end, and that’s part of it. It’s always kind of changing, 
and once you add in one thing, or once one thing becomes established, it affects 
something else, and you can just kind of constantly readjust and tweak it.

BB: Right, or think about how things will change over time. It’s very inter-
esting.

Barbara

the problem and cut it in the bud. But I love weird looking fall crops. Tur-
nips, things like that. Mega beets.

TP: Mega beets! Are those different than regular beets?

BB: Chioggia beets. They can get really big. They can get as big as your 
head.

TP: No kidding! Are they red like regular beets?

BB: They’re red and striped inside. It’s this one strand I got from a local 
guy who’s been growing them since he was a kid, and they’re huge. And 
they’re tasty. I mean, you get kind of a workout slicing them. [Laughter] 
But they’re tasty.

TP: So, what’s one thing you love to talk about that has nothing to do with 
produce or giant beets?

BB: Well, I like to talk about design, a lot. Especially, when I’m sitting 
here, I like to think about how I would use this property: what I would do, 
where I would lay roads, where I would expand, what I would plant here, 
what I would remove. Everything is a work-in-progress. Sometimes a site is 
all about editing to get it to really sing. So I have a design mind. I’m always 
looking at how things were built.
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Tyson: How long have you been in the Waldoboro area?

Marjie: We moved here in 1975… with four children, and two ponies, and 
five goats, and 32 chickens! [Laughter]

TP: Where were you before Waldoboro?

ML: We lived in the Highland Falls, New York area, right on the edge of 
the southern Catskills.

TP: What brought you here?

ML: Well, we wanted to be closer to the ocean. My husband’s father and 
mother had moved up here, and one of his brothers was up this way.

TP: When did the cheese-making come in?

Marjie Lupien,
Mystique Cheeses



happened in the area that helped to make the change?

ML: It became the “in” thing throughout the country, so it was a lot more 
accepted with the summer tourists.

TP: Was the trouble for people at first just that it was goat?

ML: It was goat. Yeah, it was. [Laughter]

TP: I remember as a kid I had a friend who owned a goat, and so she would 
have goat milk at home. She was always saying, “It tastes like grass,” and I 
always wondered, Would I actually want to drink that?

ML: [Laughter]

TP: I finally had some as an adult, and it was good! It’s just a different kind of 
experience, similar to getting local cow milk rather than big dairy milk.

ML: Yeah.

TP: Of the things that you sell, do you have a favorite?

ML: I like the surface-ripened cheeses: Brie, Camembert.

TP: Were those ones you learned more recently, or have you known how to 

Marjie

ML: I started making cheese in about 1979. I’ve been licensed and doing 
farmers markets since then, starting with the Rockland farmers market.

TP: How did you get started?

ML: Well, I wanted to be able to afford to keep my goats. [Laughter]

TP: They had to prove their worth.

ML: Yeah. We were just getting started doing the Rockland farmers mar-
ket. I worked for Coastal Enterprises and helped in setting that market up. 
We were doing herbs and scented geraniums, and I started adding cheese to 
the mix. It wasn’t very popular at that stage!

TP: That was the beginning of the goat cheese trend?

ML: That was back at the very beginning of it, and Maine was… a little bit 
behind compared to the rest of the country. [Laughter] It’s changed a lot 
since then.

TP: When did you notice it start to change?

ML: In the late 80’s.

TP: Was it just a matter of time, or was there something in particular that 

Waldoboro Farmers Market Vendor Profiles



TP: That’s amazing.

ML: In your big factories it’s done scientifically. My cheeses vary, and I’ll 
have some variation in mine. With the artisan cheeses, we sanitize, but it’s 
not sanitized to the ultimate limit that a big factory has to follow.

TP: Right, they have different standards.

ML: They kill everything in the whole place!

TP: Which for cheese is not so good!

ML: And so your home operation develops its own flora. I can make cheese 
exactly as another small cheese-maker, and theirs and mine will come out 
differently.

TP: Wow, that’s interesting. So for folks that are really into artisan cheeses 
they’ll look for certain cheese-maker’s work.

ML: You’ll find different people’s have some variation, or you can buy com-
mercial cheddar and it’s… pretty much the same commercial cheddar one 
place to another.

TP: Would you be able to describe the unique elements of your own cheeses, 
how you can tell the difference between your cheeses from someone else’s? Or is 

Marjie

make them for a while?

ML: They’re on the more recent end. In the beginning you were lucky to 
sell even the soft. What I did then was have soft in a couple of flavors—
plain, herb and garlic. Then, I branched out into lots of different flavors. 
And then I went to various cheeses that are packed in olive oil, trying dif-
ferent things there. After that I went on to surface-ripened.

TP: How is the surface-ripening process different from that of the other cheeses?

ML: You put in a bacteria, like Penicillium candida, to make the white 
mold on a Brie, and put in another one with that to get the gray skin I get 
on the Galactic Storm. But the differences between Brie and Camembert 
are the only shapes and the thicknesses of the cheeses. Otherwise they’re 
pretty much the same cheese.

TP: I was talking with the folks over at Savage Oakes, and with the process of 
making wine there seems to be this interesting combination of science and art. 
It sounds like there is with cheese, too.

ML: Right, there’s a science to it you learn, and different people learn it dif-
ferently. When I started there were very few ways to learn it scientifically, 
and so I learned to make cheese intuitively. I can walk into the cheese room, 
and I can tell by the smell where the cheese is at, what it looks like.
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Marjie

it too nuanced?

ML: Well, I’d have to compare particular cheeses, because it’s not any one 
thing you can totally pin down. Those microflora are embedded in the 
cheese molds and embedded in the walls of the cheese house. Basically 
what you’re keeping in are the good bacteria that are going to create your 
cheese. So, when you start out brand new, with new equipment, it’ll take a 
while to develop your own thing.

TP: Final question. What’s one thing you love to talk about that has nothing 
to do with cheese?

ML: I like art. I draw animals. I talk a lot of goat! My business is sort of a 
division. I have a milking herd, a breeding stock. I show at fairs, and I milk 
test. I have several different hats.

TP: That sounds about right for anybody in the area! And have you always 
been drawing?

ML: I’ve drawn since I was little. But I just started bringing my cards with 
my art on them to the market. I’m doing notecards and prints, which is 
exciting.
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Tyson: You’ve mentioned before that you don’t live in Waldoboro per se, but 
where do you call home?

Tim: Union.

TP: How long have you been in Union?

TS: The farm has been in the Savage family for over 200 years. As for mak-
ing wine, this is their 10th year.

TP: Wow. And then what about you?

TS: I’ve been in Union one year. My land adjoins the Savage Oakes winery 
land. We’re lucky. At our block we have a golf course, a winery, cows, pigs, 
chickens, horses. It’s a good thing.

TP: What led you here in the first place?

Tim Shau,
Savage Oakes

Vineyard
& Winery



TP: Besides living by them, how did you start working for Savage Oakes?

TS: Being from the city, the idea of working on a farm, in a winery, a vine-
yard, is incredibly appealing. They needed a hand, and I had the time and 
wherewithal. I learn something new every time I go.

TP: And is this a full-time role, or do you do work elsewhere?

TS: I help them out when I can.

TP: So, of all the things you sell here from Savage Oakes, what’s your favorite?

TS: The Nor’easter. It’s our port. We can’t call it a port because it’s not 
made in Portugal, but it is everything that a port is, and it is spectacular. 
And it’s nice in that the fortified portion of it is made in Union as well, at 
Sweetgrass Distillery.

TP: Last question: What’s one thing you love to talk about that has nothing 
to do with wines or sausage?

TS: I think of myself as a huge lake with relatively shallow waters. I can 
talk about anything for 10 minutes. I have lots of interests, and I’d like to 
know more about all of them. Anytime. [Smiles] I’m genuinely interested 
in everything.

Tim

TS: Quality of life. The midcoast of Maine was our target, and we found 
a house that spoke to us. But in particular, the Union area—and when I 
say area, I mean Waldoboro, Warren, Liberty, Hope, the surrounding envi-
rons—they’re awesome. You get a rural life experience, but you’re not so re-
mote that the quality of life issues start to creep in. We actually eat entirely 
from within the county almost every day.

TP: That’s great.

TS: Except for orange juice.

TP: Yeah. That still gets me, too. [Laughter]

I remember you saying you were in Chicago before moving to Maine. Is that 
right?

TS: Correct, we were in the south side of Chicago.

TP: How long had you been there?

TS: A lifetime. I was born in Chicago.

TP: Wow, so this is a recent and big transition.

TS: Yes!
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ing with a spray bottle. It’s timing; there are two times when you’re baking 
bread that you spritz it to give it the blistered effect of a french baguette.

TP: …Wow. So, are you going to try this then?

TS: No. [Laughter]

TP: [Laughter] But it’s in there!

TS: I would like to leave these things to the masters. Another one: brewing 
beer. I love the idea of brewing beer, but there are brewers who—I could 
never possibly make it as good, so why would I try?

TP: And with wine, too.

TS: Exactly! Home wine—it’s interesting, but… I’ll leave it to the profes-
sionals.

Tim

TP: Working at markets, you’re in a great position for that! Talking about 
wine and food and whatever else may come from that.

TS: Yes!

TP: What was one really interesting conversation you had in the past week?

TS: [Pauses] That’s a great question.

TP: Perhaps at one of the markets you go to?

TS: We do multiple markets, and at another market there’s a couple that 
stops by our booth and never buys anything from us. They stop by every 
market, half an hour before the market closes—as if they’re on a clock—
and every week they have a different topic to talk about. Most recently we 
were talking about flour, and baking.

Now, part of my general interest in life has sadly translated to having many 
different career-style jobs. I’m a serial careerist. Right now I’m actually 
marketing for a commercial bakery. So I know a lot about baking, but I 
don’t bake.

And so this couple came by, and we had an incredible conversation that 
lasted well after the market closed (I didn’t have a chance to close the tent 
up) all about blistering on bread. You can actually imitate baguette blister-

Waldoboro Farmers Market Vendor Profiles



Tyson: How long have you been in the Waldoboro area?

Judy: One year.

TP: Just one year? So how did you end up here?

JB: Mid-life crisis.

TP: …Oh.

JB: [Laughter]

TP: [Laughter] I’ll hold off on the follow-up question to that. Where were you 
before Waldoboro?

JB: I was in Massachusetts.

Judy Bernier,
Laura Cabot

Catering



TP: So then, it’s pretty recently that you’ve started working with Laura.

JB: So, I work for myself. And I’m fine by myself, but after a while, you’ve 
got to get out! I saw in Lincoln County News that Laura Cabot Catering 
was looking for help, and it was right here in Waldoboro. And I thought, I 
wouldn’t have to drive anywhere! So I sent her an email and she immediately 
called me up. We hit off right off the bat—she’s hilarious. So we started 
hanging out as friends and then I began helping with catering.

TP: Had you done any catering-type work before?

JB: No, other than the fact that I love to cook.

TP: But nothing on the scale of catering events?

JB: No! And now I feel very comfortable doing grand scale—salmon for 
three hundred!

TP: Wow.

JB: You know what the secret is? It’s her ginormous bowls. I had never had 
anything like that. But with her, you’ve got these big bowls and you can 
make anything.

TP: And I feel like having a good space—having the space to place a huge 

Judy

TP: And so you left behind what you were doing there?

JB: Oh, no, I’m still doing that. [Laughter] I took it with me.

TP: What is it that you do?

JB: I do business development for an architectural firm out of Philadel-
phia.

TP: How long have you been doing that?

JB: A little over a year. I got into that sort of right before I moved up here. 
I was always in the architectural world, about 25 years.

TP: On the business end or doing design?

JB: I was in design. But there’s not all that much call for that up here, so 
now I sell our software services. And I can do that from anywhere. It’s per-
fect.

TP: A job you can do from anywhere is a nice one to have. Had you visited 
Maine much before moving here?

JB: Oh yeah, I love Maine. It was always… there’s just something about 
Maine.

Waldoboro Farmers Market Vendor Profiles



is really the big season.

TP: Does it work out so that the architecture work picks up in the winter?

JB: It does actually. A lot of people are on vacation in the summertime, and 
it can be hard to find my customers. Plus the end of the year can be really 
busy for them because they’re trying to spend the rest of their budget in 
time—hopefully with us.

TP: It’s nice when you can find a pair or more of jobs that have that comple-
mentary ebb and flow. Of the things you sell here, do you have a favorite?

JB: Oh! The hand pies.

TP: A particular favorite?

JB: The sweet potato and chorize. That is a good one.

TP: And what’s something that you love to talk about that has nothing to do 
with catering or hand pies?

JB: My golden retriever? [Laughter]

TP: [Laughter] What’s your dog’s name?

Judy

amount of ingredients around and prepare it all—is really advantageous.

JB: Yeah, and she does have that too. It’s been great. I’ve learned so much.

TP: What’s your favorite dish to make on that larger scale?

JB: It would probably be the salmon. She does a lot of weddings, and there 
can be a lot of salmon. Often we have to do the marinating and then pack-
age it up and grill it at the event. It comes from Scotland. It’s unbelievable. 
It’s really hard to make food for hundreds of people and have it taste good. 
But she does, and it’s phenomenal. [Laughter]

TP: Everything I’ve had from her so far has been pretty amazing.

JB: And she makes it look so easy. [Laughter] I mean, it is, but kind of not.

TP: [Laughter] I would guess once you’ve found a system while making so 
much of a single dish that you’d get into a groove.

JB: Yeah.

TP: I imagine the summer is pretty busy. Do things slow down much in the 
winter?

JB: Not until Columbus Day for her. Winter is on the slow side. Summer 
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JB: Biscuit. He doesn’t come to the market because he won’t sit there like 
[Laura’s dog] Blue; he’d be snuffling everything and trying to—not that 
he’s badly behaved. He’s not. He’s very handsome. He’s just…

TP: Very curious?

JB: It just wouldn’t work.

TP: “Handsome” and “well behaved” are very different things. [Laughter] 
My dog is handsome and generally well behaved, but sometimes he’s…

JB: [Laughter] I take Biscuit for walks around this one field. And one 
morning he just plops down, focused. He won’t move. He’s 90 pounds; you 
can’t move him. I’m wondering, “What is it?” I look in the field, and there’s 
literally a crumb, maybe quarter inch-by-quarter inch, about 15 feet off the 
path. He would not move until he got that crumb.

TP: My dog is a lot like that. He’s part beagle, so he has an intense nose-brain. 
When he smells something, he will not budge.

JB: People will put bread out for the birds. Forget about it; it could be a 
half-mile away and he’d still just, fwoom!
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i. Vision
At the Heart of It All (ATHOIA)’s ultimate intention:

•	 Enliven communities by establishing narrative arts as a universal means of expression.

ii. mission
To realize its vision, ATHOIA will:

•	 Support and develop narrative artists’ craft and pedagogy for use in communities.
•	 Provide narrative arts programming and resources for communities.
•	 Develop, support, and carry out collaborative narrative arts projects.

iii. PrinCiPles of PraCTiCe
At the center of ATHOIA’s actions as it carries out its mission:

•	 We live and die by metaphors (Campbell, The Power of Myth, 286).
•	 The most impactful learning is radical; it comes through exciting, critical, communal practice 

(hooks, 10).
•	 The source of and solution to our problems comes from within us and among us. Thus, doing 

truly good work in the world means keeping a “sympathetic mind.” It means beginning and 
continuing all work from the questions: Who are we? and Where are we? (Berry, 34-7)

•	 At the heart of it all, when there’s a story left worth telling, there’s hope.



iV. fuTure TrenDs / ProJeCT ConTexT
Months of surveying, research, and conversations have shown a healthy selection of individuals and 
organizations with similar visions or missions as ATHOIA’s. Below is a brief cataloguing of these people and 
groups.

storY arCHiVing

•	 StoryCorps: Brooklyn, New York (national scope)
-     Public service focused on collecting and archiving interviews with members of as diverse an 
array of populations as possible—to promote empathy, encourage openness among humans, and 
archiving
-     storycorps.org

moBile ComiCs WorksHoPs / “DiY” art

•	 Ira Marks: Tiger Trap Studio; Troy, New York
-     Visual storytelling events, printing, and workshops (in-studio, local public spaces, and 
home-school; primarily youth-based)
-     tigertrapstudio.com

•	 Alex Greengard: Wolfgang & Sons, Tucson, Arizona
-     Low-barrier / free-access music, games, self-publishing; do-it-yourself music and comics 
workshops
-     wolfgangandsons.com

Visual arts stuDios / eDuCational sPaCes

•	 Hélène Farrar: Farrar Studio; Hallowell, Maine
-     Visual arts private studio, workshops (all-ages), and gallery
-     helenefarrar.com, hfarrar.blogspot.com

•	 Alan Crichton: Waterfall Arts; Belfast and Montville, Maine
-     Center for art and design: workshops and artist residencies
-     waterfallarts.org

•	 Cobscook Community Learning Center: Trescott, Maine
-     Workshops, courses, events, individual lessons, more
-     cclc.me
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artist ColleCtiVe: CreatiVe DeVeloPment anD storY-BaseD CommunitY 

aDVoCaCY

•	 Pickwick Independent Press: Portland, Maine
-     Shared print studio focused on establishing a vital physical space for making for the local arts 
and greater communities
-     pickwickindependentpress.com

•	 The Design Office: Providence, Rhode Island
-     Design-focused collective / office space (resource-sharing, and collaborative opportunities) 
for partners (full price, private office) and associates (partial price, 20-hour limit, shared wide-
table space)
-     thedesignoffice.org
-     Not yet contacted

•	 Richard Hugo House: Seattle, Washington
-     Writing-based collective / shared office space; focused on housing, building, and promoting 
writers
-     hugohouse.org
-     Not yet contacted

•	 Beehive Design: Machias, Maine
-     Activism via large collaborative tapestry drawings and tours, preceded by years of interview 
and conversation to collect stories; also engaged in local development
-     beehivecollective.org/

•	 WochenKlausur: Vienna, Austria
-     “Artistic creativity … as an intervention into society”; concrete projects to address specific 
socio-political deficiencies with an emphasis on identifiable outcomes (wochenklausur.at)
-     wochenklausur.at

•	 Just Seeds: Pittsburgh, Pennsylvania studio (members are all over North America)
-     Print and other illustrative activism
-     justseeds.org

aT The hearT of iT all: a narraTiVe arTs organiZaTion Plan 3



CreatiVe ConDuit

•	 Paul Gebhardt: Visiting Associate Professor of Art, The Maine College of Art; Associate 
Professor of Art and Art Education, University of Maine at Fort Kent; a founding and board 
member of the Heartfelt School (Waldorf-based early elementary); Portland, Maine
-     “building productive and fulfilling relationships amongst diverse groups within 
organizations and communities.” (paulgebhardt.com)
-     paulgebhardt.com

CommunitY CreatiVe sPaCe

•	 Carol Ayoob: The Whole Potato; Presque Isle, Maine
-     Local visual / musical arts, agriculture, and dining (coffeehouse, bar, fine dining); 
community space
-     Unfortunately, closed as of August 2014
-     thewholepotato.com, facebook.com/thewholepotato

Clearly the cultural climate is such that people are seeking outlets for creative expression in ways that are 
intimately rooted in local community and resources, and can provide the kind of experience that dominant 
cultural trends erode but that storytelling and visual media can enrich so well. Given the complex network 
of social factors at play, it’s likely that this condition will continue to need to addressing for some time. Yet, 
despite this selection of individuals and organizations addressing these needs, ATHOIA’s unique approach 
means there is great potential for its impact in this effort.
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V. goals
Given ATHOIA’s vision and mission, and the current context, ATHOIA will take a distinct approach by 
focusing on achieving the following goals:

A. Provide shared creative space for local narrative artists that includes reliable printing, whether 
by partnership or self-supply.

B. Provide creative community space for narrative arts events (performances, events, gatherings).

C. Build a team of local narrative artists for projects and collaboration.

D. Develop and carry out discrete or ongoing narrative arts projects.

E. Provide youth and adult workshops in narrative arts (comics / visual storytelling, etc.).

F. Support and host community members across diverse backgrounds sharing stories via 
narrative arts in public or private events.
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Vi. oBJeCTiVes / Timeline
ATHOIA will begin the work of achieving its goals by taking the following steps.

a. Provide shared creative space for local narrative artists that includes reliable printing, 

whether by partnership or self-supply.

B. Provide creative community space for narrative arts events (performances, events, 

gatherings).

•	 Space
1. Conduct extensive or ongoing community poll (face-to-face, written) on local narrative 
arts needs, interests, and strengths.
2. Determine based on feedback, reflections, and local assets how best to secure studio / 
community space.
3. Survey for potential studio / community space.
4. Develop and execute fundraising campaign and other local resource leveraging (building 
relationships, etc.) to cover early space costs.
5. Secure studio / community space.

•	 Printing
1. Survey local print artists, outlets and organizations for needed and available equipment.
2. Determine based on feedback, reflections, and local assets how best to secure printing 
equipment.
3. Develop and execute fundraising campaign and other local resource leveraging (building 
relationships, etc.) to cover early print equipment costs.
4. Secure equipment.
5. Ensure ongoing printing costs and overhead are covered; see C. below.

C. Build a team of local narrative artists for projects and collaboration.

1. Survey local print artists, outlets and organizations for guidance and advice on best 
collaborative practices and artist needs.
2. Develop narrative artist team requirements / guidelines.
3. Ongoing: Recruit narrative artists.
4. Ongoing: Ensure artists are working toward personal goals and contributing to shared group 
projects as appropriate; see D. below.
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D. Develop and carry out discrete or ongoing narrative arts projects.

1. Survey local interest in a comics anthology (content).
2. Coordinate with artist team to print a local comics anthology.
3. Coordinate with local performance artist to debut the comics anthology with a performative 
event.
4. Research and secure grants for additional support of future projects.
5. Ongoing: Open call for local narrative arts projects (to support by providing guidance, 
funding, and resources).

e. Provide youth and adult workshops in narrative arts (comics / visual storytelling, etc.).

1. Ongoing: Develop workshops.
2. Ongoing: Advertise / recruit workshops.
3. Ongoing: Deliver and reflect on workshops.

F. support and host community members across diverse backgrounds sharing stories via 

narrative arts in public or private events.

1. Develop project outline. Or, develop project general guidelines.
2. Promote project / invite collaborators. Or, place open call for project submissions from 
community members.
3. Select collaborators / project proposal.
4. Commence project work.
5. Share project via public event.
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Vii. eValuaTion sTraTegY
To ensure ATHOIA is effectively working toward its goals and adjusting course where necessary, it will carry 
out the following means of evaluation:

a. Provide shared creative space for local narrative artists that includes reliable printing, 

whether by partnership or self-supply.

B. Provide creative community space for narrative arts events (performances, events, 

gatherings).

•	 Ongoing use of printing equipment for projects / activities specified by community polls and 
narrative artist team

•	 Ongoing use of performative space for narrative arts projects / events / activities

C. Build a team of local narrative artists for projects and collaboration.

•	 Number of narrative artist team members
•	 Quality of artist collective efficacy (anecdotal)

D. Develop and carry out discrete or ongoing narrative arts projects.

•	 Anthology debut event attendance
•	 Anthology sales
•	 Anecdotal accounts of project participation and impact

e. Provide youth and adult workshops in narrative arts (comics / visual storytelling, etc.).

•	 Workshop attendance
•	 Anecdotal accounts of workshop participation and impact
•	 Evaluation / survey feedback from workshop participants

F. support and host community members across diverse backgrounds sharing stories via 

narrative arts in public or private events.

•	 Event attendance
•	 Anecdotal accounts of project participation and impact
•	 Evaluation / survey feedback from event participants and audience members 
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Viii. organiZaTional sTaBiliTY
ATHOIA and its home community has the potential to see a satisfying life as it works to realize its vision. 
Outlined below are major dates in these efforts as means of ensuring ongoing financial stability.

maJor Dates / timeline

•	 Form first narrative artist team → 1 year
•	 Pilot workshops → 1.5 years
•	 Complete first major projects (i.e., full performative productions and printed anthologies) → 2.5 

years
•	 Secure space → 3 years
•	 Establish ongoing major projects → 5 years
•	 Create / join network of support for organizations in other regions with similar goals → 7 years

FunDing streams

•	 Sales of printed matter, object-based projects, etc.
•	 Grants: private, state, national
•	 Public / community fundraising
•	 Studio memberships
•	 1-on-1 instruction (potentially workshops)
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x. CurrenT nexT sTePs
What comes next for this organization plan, for the organization itself ? How will this draft plan move to a 
more fully developed resource with a greater chance of successfully realizing ATHOIA’s vision?

•	 Begin discussing the plans for the organization with friends and family. Continue this ongoing 
wherever possible.

•	 Determine where ATHOIA’s efforts will take place—i.e., where you want to live for at least the 
next seven years.

•	 Breathe.
•	 Find potential stakeholders in this area:
 -     3–5 organizations that could serve as partners, for startup if not beyond
 -     3–5 individuals who could serve as partners or board members,
 -     additional groups of people who may have an especially strong interest in ATHOIA’s success
•	 Present the organization plan to these stakeholders and host conversations about it. Document 

the discussions and the feedback that comes from them. Be sure to cover:
 -     What in the plan is working?
 -     What needs changing? What’s missing?
 -     What would implementing this plan in this area look like?
•	 Revise the organization plan using this feedback. Cater its intentions and ideas to the needs and 

realities of the particular area. This will give it new life.
•	 Begin developing the fundraising section of the plan.
•	 Review the new plan with personal supporters, those who believe in you even if they have no 

direct stake in the organization’s success. Make adjustments as necessary. After this, the plan 
should be ready for enacting.

•	 Breathe.
•	 Determine the most concrete next steps from the revised plan, and begin to carry them out in 

partnership with fundraising efforts. Find and focus on the areas where potential stakeholders 
can begin to show their support financially and otherwise to further ATHOIA’s story.

•	 Continue working to realize the objectives and goals of the plan.
•	 Continue working with the people in your area who believe in ATHOIA’s vision and the 

possibilities for your community.
•	 Continue to practice presence, flexibility, and generosity of spirit as you navigate the winding 

path toward ATHOIA’s mission and vision.
•	 Continue.

•	 Continue.
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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?)

epilogue:

note to future self, 2014



 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 



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

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 

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

much.





open when needed
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Becker, Carol. “The Artist as Public Intellectual.” Surpassing 

the Spectacle: Global Transformations and the Changing 
Politics of Art. Lanham, MD: Rowman & Littlefield, 
2002. 11-20. Print.

Here, Becker describes the current (circa early 2000s) 
and less than ideal state of the artist as a public entity, citing 
the many images our common culture holds of the artist-
-none of which ultimately fit real people well. She goes 
on to advocate for holding the artist as public intellectual, 
closing her discussion with this: “What is it that we as 
audience hope to draw from the work of artists? In my 
sense it is not that different from what we might expect 
from the work of public intellectuals--that the intent of the 
work is to have an impact on society, to challenge existing 
forms, to raise significant questions, to bring ideas into 
society that might not yet be visible, and to do so in a way 
that can be accessed and, with some scrutiny, understood.” 
(19) For artists mindful of their personal impact on the 
world, this essay is an especially useful starting-point for 
discussion (and, in a way, a good pep-talk).

Campbell, Joseph. The Hero with a Thousand Faces. 
Novato, CA: New World Library, 1949. Print.

Campbell’s now well-known work weaves together a 
significant number of classic adventure stories from around 
the world and history to illustrate the core elements of the 
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Rhode Island School of Design - Continuing Education. 
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Chabon, Michael. The Amazing Adventures of Kavalier & 
Clay. New York, NY: Random House, 2000. Print.

This lengthy novel documents the lives of two fictional 
young Jewish American men--one a native New Yorker, 
the other a recent immigrant from Nazi-threatened 
Prague--during the birth of American comics in New York 
at the end of the 1930s. While the focus is more on the 
personal development of the Sammy and Josef, there is 
clear evidence of historical research; what’s more, the 
book is simply an example of extremely good prose. It 
makes for an entertaining, perhaps more vivid, complement 
to other comics history research.

Chad, Jon; Alec Lonstreth and Aaron Renier. “Create 
Comics.” Workshop. The Center for Cartoon Studies. 
White River Junction, VT. 16-20 Jul. 2012.

This summer workshop has been a mainstay of the 
school’s seasonal offerings since its inception, and it’s easy 
to see why. In just five days, experienced comic-makers 
take you through the foundational elements of making 
graphic narratives. Topics covered include character-
making, thumbnailing, framing and page use, developing a 
story and world, and more. Each day makes good use 
of its time through good pacing and a reasonable ratio of 
new content to worktime. The workshop also includes full 
access to the school’s growing graphic narrative library 
and opportunities to meet other beginning comic-makers.

hero myth. Drawing also from Freudian psychoanalytic 
theory, Campbell seems to be revealing deep-rooted truths 
within each of us rather than external concepts on common 
stories. His psychological discussions feel at times more 
aesthetic than science-based, but his wealth of mythical 
and anthropological examples lends significant weight to 
his theory; given his subject matter’s origins in symbols of 
the subconscious, his method for supporting his theory is 
fitting. The book is a valuable resource for anyone hoping 
to tell stories of heroes and adventures.

Cannon, Kevin. Far Arden. Atlanta, GA: Top Shelf 
Productions, 2009. Print.

Well-paced and with a consistent feeling of narrative 
motion, Far Arden tells the mostly ridiculous tale of an 
arctic pirate, Army Shanks, and his search for a fabled 
tropical paradise beyond the livable limits of the northern 
hemisphere. The simplified characters, environments, and 
even sound effects (e.g., “AWAKEN,” “BEE LINE,” “THROW 
UP A LITTLE IN MOUTH”) create a world so seemingly 
silly and transparent that the real surprises come hard 
out of nowhere--and at a later point in the tale, when 
the previously surface-only characters have revealed an 
endearing level of depth. Cannon’s piece is a thoroughly 
entertaining example of effective comics storytelling and 
the amazing power the medium has to cut out narrative 
conventions and get to the surprisingly deep heart of an 
initially trivial tale.



him or herself. The book is a surprisingly engaging way of 
exploring and articulating its important central themes that 
allows me to participate and come to my own conclusions.

Hocking, Peter. “Critical Composition: Think, Make, Write.” 
Seminar. Goddard College. Online. 17 Feb-30 May 2014.

This online seminar used weekly readings and writing 
prompts with biweekly online group video meetings to 
encourage students to investigate, discern, and synthesize 
what and why they create. Who are the foundational 
influences of our art (and general) practice? What are 
the underlying intentions of our work? What makes our 
work queer? How do the conventions and expectations 
of our fields inform our work? How can we effectively 
communicate what we make and why we make it to the 
audiences with which we intend to engage? While group 
meetings were sometimes meandering, combined with the 
readings and prompts, the experience ultimately provided 
incredibly valuable new perspective, a variety of fresh 
launching points for my own personal explorations into my 
practice and context.

Karasik, Paul. “Graphic Novel Workshop.” Workshop. 
The Center for Cartoon Studies. White River Junction, 
VT. 19-23 Aug. 2013.

Both extensive and intense, this five-day workshop 

Crumb, R. The R. Crumb Coffee Table Art Book. Ed. Peter 
Poplaski. Boston, MA: Little, Brown, and Company; 1997. 
Print.

As the book’s subtitle claims, this collection covers 
Crumb’s whole career (though it was released well before 
his rendition of the Book of Genesis) and includes a variety 
of his comics and other works, as well as essays on his 
influences. For someone who previously knew of Crumb 
mostly through name (and Genesis), this collection is a 
useful and relatively succinct means of sampling his very 
unique, personal, outside-of-the-box work. It provides 
many examples of the unconventional topics and ways of 
engagement that comics are capable of.

Gablik, Suzi. Conversations Before the End of Time. New 
York, NY: Thames and Hudson, 1997. Print.

This engaging collection of transcribed personal 
interviews sets Gablik as a sewer weaving together the 
thoughts and perspectives of an impressive number of 
artists, art critics, and other arts-based intellectuals on 
art, the world, the relationship between the two, and 
what place they have in a wide-scale human movement 
toward self-destruction. The straightforward presentation 
of these conversations, combined with the wide range 
of participants’ perspectives, makes the book itself feel 
like a tapestry of deep, complex discussion--almost an 
opportunity for the reader to talk with these participants 



in the first essay of the collection, while other “Jungian” 
specialists flesh out the theory in additional essays on 
myths and symbols, individuation, and symbols in art. The 
collection is an academically and personally rich resource 
that helps flesh out research into the origin and use of 
symbols and the critical role of the unconscious in our 
lives.

McCloud, Scott. Understanding Comics. New York, NY: 
HarperCollins, 1993. Print.

McCloud’s first major publication about the phenomenon 
of graphic narrative has provided an eye-opening 
experience for many comic fans. Presented in traditional 
comic format, McCloud deliberately and carefully builds 
up--and in some cases, creates--the basic elements of 
understanding and talking about comics. Topics range from 
a definition and history of sequential art; the power of 
icon and how we identify with characters; the concept of 
“closure” and how its use in the “gutters” between comic 
panels helps make comics an engaging medium; and how 
sequential art uses time, form, line, and color. It helped lay 
the foundation for some of the basic shared terminology 
in current comics discussion, and it’s a great reference tool 
for beginning to engage in comic narrative.

immerses attendees in the world of effective comic 
storytelling, and then gives them a wealth of opportunity 
for collaborative and one-on-one development of their 
own developing graphic novel ideas. Karasik has decades 
of experience and knowledge, a tremendous amount of 
compassion, and the drive to push every attendee toward 
substantial progress with their stories. The workshop 
is an excellent resource for graphic novel novices and 
experienced cartoonists who need help getting unstuck.

King, Stephen. On Writing. New York, NY: Scribner, 2000. 
Print.

Part memoir and part guidebook, here King explains 
what made him a writer and the tools he deems critical 
to good fiction writing. The book has its tangents, but the 
collegial and motivational tone--along with what seems to 
be very sound advice--make it empowering for learning 
writers. It’s a great technical and inspirational resource of 
the craft.

Jung, C. G., and Marie-Luise Von Franz. Man and His 
Symbols. Garden City, NY: Doubleday, 1964.

This final publication from the immensely influential Jung 
helps to crystalize his theories on the unconscious, dreams, 
and symbols in a language and style that any general reader 
can engage with. Jung presents the overarching theory 



Smith, Jeff. Bone. Columbus, OH: Cartoon Books, 2004. 
Print.

Smith’s entire Bone series is collected and included in 
this one Bible-sized tome. It’s an exemplar of large-scale 
graphic narrative; “epic” truly applies to this book for its 
assortment of well-woven characters and story arcs, all 
of which build to the conclusion of an overarching story. 
“Cartoon” applies here, too--the story has plenty of 
humor and handles its content in a way that both children 
and adults can enjoy. Pacing is solid throughout, and the 
ink-based artwork is consistently sharp and beautiful. The 
art style is an interesting mix of very simplified cartoons 
for the three outsider protagonists in a foreign land 
full of more realistically styled (but sometimes fantastic) 
native supporting characters. The story isn’t a personal 
narrative and doesn’t purport any theory or insight, but 
it’s hands-down an exemplar of excellent comics. It’s also 
a demonstration of the emotional power a book can gain 
when it takes weeks or months to complete, especially 
when its key characters are maintained so consistently 
throughout; by the time you’re done reading it, you feel a 
true sense of closure and loss knowing that the characters 
will go on without you.

Spiegelman, Art. The Complete Maus: A Survivor’s Tale. 
New York, NY: Pantheon Books, 1996. Print.

Maus has become an established comic and literary 

Shlain, Leonard. The Alphabet Versus the Goddess: The 
Conflict between Word and Image. New York, NY: 
Penguin/Compass, 1999. Print.

Shlain, a neuroscientist and lover of literature, 
presents a fascinating thesis: the human race’s use of 
alphabetic writing creates an imbalance in the brain that 
favors masculine hunter-killer thinking, which has until 
now played an unseen role in the devaluing of feminine 
gatherer-nurturer thinking in humans, the Goddess figure, 
and women in general. Proving direct causality isn’t the 
name of Shlain’s game; rather, he presents a bevy of 
evidence based in neuroscience, anthropology, and history 
that relies on readers seeing correlation after correlation-
-within the hominid mind and across time, country, and 
culture--and deciding on his thesis as the best explanation. 
His account of the relationship between human history and 
the world, the Goddess, and language is persuasive thanks 
to his well-articulated and -researched connections, and 
the tremendous scope of his survey. However, Shlain 
must make very large strokes to support his thesis, and 
he has the (admirable) aim of making his work accessible 
to academicians and general readers alike; as a result, 
he shows little consideration for other possible causes 
of the human race’s devaluation of femininity. Ultimately 
his intention isn’t to disprove these other factors; instead, 
it is to draw attention to one that is rarely considered 
but which may be the strongest underlying influence for 
domination-based culture across the board.



Windham, Ryder. “Writing & Drawing Comics.” Workshop. 
Rhode Island School of Design - Continuing Education. 
Providence, RI. 27 Feb.-22 May 2013.

As the title suggests, this 12-week course takes students 
through the foundational basics of writing, designing, and 
drawing comics. Windham has years of experience in 
the comics industry, and he uses it to create a class that 
best fits the students’ needs and goals while pushing them 
to create, by the end, 6-10 finished pages or comic strips. 
Generally pre-work is done in class, and completed out-
of-class assignments are critiqued the following week. 
The course makes for a great opportunity to establish 
or extend a foundational understanding of how to make 
effective comics.

classic. The novel is Spiegelman’s story of his father’s 
story of World War II and the Holocaust. Combined 
with Spiegelman’s honest and even-handed storytelling, 
he establishes a wide scope that looks deep into himself, 
his family, and the atrocities of Poland and Germany. 
Visually, it’s stark and even clumsy at times, but the almost 
overwhelming blacks help set the tone for the book. Animal 
depictions of the real humans involved both play on Nazi 
propaganda and make the novel’s content more easily 
digested. It is an imperfect exemplar of personal storytelling 
made better through comics.

Watterson, Bill. The Calvin & Hobbes Tenth Anniversary 
Book. Kansas City, MO: Andrews McMeel Publishing, 
1995. Print.

While Watterson is known mostly for his comic strip, 
he has also made a name for himself as a sometimes 
outspoken--but mostly reclusive--artist. This collection of 
strips, chosen by Watterson from Calvin & Hobbes’ 10-year 
career, is meant to speak mostly for itself; fortunately, it 
also includes valuable and insightful essays from the artist 
on a wide range of subjects: thoughts on the comic strip 
industry, the power of comics as a medium, qualities of 
true art, his creative process, and what he values most 
about Calvin & Hobbes. It’s an informative and entertaining 
read from an intelligent artist who rarely speaks directly to 
the public.
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