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Tom Lane 
Since starting Ginger 
Monkey Design in ‘06 
Bristol-based Tom 
Lane has worked for 
big clients including 
Coca-Cola, BT, Sony 
Ericsson, Waitrose, 
Vauxhall and more.
www.gingermonkey
design.com

Yuko Shimizu 
New York-based Yuko 
Shimizu hails from 
Tokyo. An illustrator 
since 2003, her 
clients have included 
Microsoft, Visa, Pepsi, 
Gap, TIME, Rolling 
Stone, the New York 
Times and MTV.
www.yukoart.com

Jessica Hische
Typographer and 
illustrator Jessica 
Hische went freelance  
in 2009 after working 
for Headcase Design 
and Louise Fili Ltd.  
Her clients include 
Tiffany & Co and the 
New York Times. www.
jessicahische.com

This portfolio belongs to...
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 Take a leaf out of someone else’s 
book as Tom Lane, Yuko Shimizu  and Jessica Hische  reveal 
their personal fail-safe approaches to polishing your folio

Sometimes it feels like the more 
creatives and clients you ask, the more 
con� icting advice you will get about just 
what makes the perfect portfolio. After 
all, if you took all the various pieces of 
accepted wisdom on board, you’d have 
to simultaneously arrange your back 
catalogue of work in � ve different ways 
and buy the swankiest leather folder in 
existence while only spending about 50p.

There’s no doubting the 
importance of a professional-looking, 
attention-grabbing portfolio when it 
comes to attracting new clients. But 
it’s also no real surprise that when we 

asked three very different creatives 
specialising in illustration, design and 
typography to throw open their own 
portfolios and talk us through what work 
they decided to put inside, why, and how 
they went about arranging it all, there 
was much they disagreed on. 

However, they also showed us 
that, once you get down to it, there are 
a number of simple, sound principles that 
you can use to polish your portfolio to 
perfection. First impressions count, so 
use their top tips on the following pages 
to make sure yours is the one that gets 
noticed – for all the right reasons.

the book
Do it by

Creativeworkshop
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Case study one:  Tom Lane
The founder of Ginger Monkey Design sees a posh personal portfolio as a worthwhile 

investment – just don’t be tempted to cram it full of client work, he advises

01  The fundamentals
I use an 11x14-inch leather photographic portfolio.  It’s really heavy and sturdy. The 
casing cost about £150 and it’s got really nice, cl ear sheets that clip inside. There’s 
a hidden attachment section so you don’t see all the binding – it looks like a book. 
I remember reading The Fundamentals of Illustration , by Lawrence Zeegen, which 
has a section about portfolios, then looking for a nice, heavy-duty leather casing.

02  Organising the work
I started with some current work that shows my abil ity to use colour, form, illustration and 
typography – everything I do, really. I was experimenting with form and shape. That then feeds 
into some older work I’m currently well known for. Towards the end of the portfolio I tried to � nish 
off on a high note with my most successful projects from the last year or so.

04  Self-branding
This is the new branding for my streetwear and artw ork label, 1hundred – a branding project 
where I could do what I wanted. It’s a combination of everything I have wanted to do for the last 
� ve years. It’s a personal project, but commercial at the same time. If I show this to a potential 
client, they will be able to see the depth and breadth of what I can do.

03   Painting textures
These images show more experimentation. I make all my textures and brushes 
myself, so I painted the textures in a bowl, photog raphed them and included them 
in my portfolio. I might start incorporating more of the process into my portfolio: 
when quoting and securing jobs, it’s about really g etting people invested in the 
whole process, not just the end product.
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05  Inspiring type
The Inspiring Words Series is probably my most famous piece. I became known for 
creating very ornate, organic, decorative images. It got to the point where I was just 
getting a lot of projects along the same lines. So over the last eight months or so I’ve 
created a range of new work.

06  Coffee shop  
I could have � lled � ve or six pages with work for this coffee shop. I did wall murals, all the 
decoration and interior design, and some art. I did n’t give it more than a spread though, because 
if you leave your portfolio behind with someone, by  giving a project more pages you suggest that 
they should look at this over and above everything else.

07  Pattern cuts
These are patterns I created. The � rst two were ex periments, and the next page was for an 
advertising agency in Los Angeles. They gave it as a Christmas present to their top clients when 
the economic slump was kicking in. They wanted to s end a breath of fresh air, so I created a 
pattern to represent that.

08   The � nal � ourish
This branding for Über came off the back of the Ins piring Words Series. The director 
of the company wanted me to do a project in that st yle, to be frosted into glass at his 
new house. Then I did their branding. They gave me two words: ‘bloody’ and ‘beautiful’. 
They wanted to get across the idea that they do beautiful work, but are also a bit dark.

Show what you can do
The emphasis of your portfolio should be 
on what you can do. It should say to people, 
‘Let’s talk about what we could do together 
in the future.’ So while it’s good to show how 
your work translates, you don’t need to 
constantly show real-world design and 
illustration projects. At the end of the day, 
you’re selling your ability. 

First impressions
Make it as easy as possible to look through 
your portfolio. With mine, clients don’t need 
to turn it around or � ddle with it; they can look  
through and see the work without any hassle. 
If you’re showing someone who knows what 
they’re looking at – at a design studio, say –
 they’ll consider the details of your portfolio: 
the casing, and how you’ve laid out the pages. 

Sell yourself
If people see loads of brands on all your work, 
it can be hard for them to imagine your style 
working for them. My portfolio has a few 
branded pieces, and the rest are my personal 
explorations. It’s about � nding a balance 
between showing your work in a commercial 
context, and showing experimentation and 
personal projects. 

Sell the process
People can � nd it hard to get their heads 
around the fact that an image somebody 
could make on a computer will cost them 
thousands  of pounds. It’s important that they 
understand they’re taking on a process – it’s 
not just somebody staying up one night and 
drawing an image. So it’s worth getting that 
message across in your portfolio.
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Case study two:  Yuku Shimizu
Japanese-born, New York-based Shimizu talks us through her illustration portfolio, 

and explains why, for her, simple plastic pockets are all you really need

02  Strong selections
I’ve included work I feel strongly about, which shows who I am as an artist and the diversity of what I can do. 
The � rst and last pages are double-page spreads, and I’ve chosen to start and � nish with two related works that I think 
best represent me. 

01  Try a pocket book
I display my work in an 11x14-inch portfolio. It wa s very 
inexpensive: around $10-15 I think. There are 20 pockets, 
back and front, so 40 pages in total, in which I’ ve included 
some double-page spreads. 

04  Rolling Stone
Most of the images in my portfolio are printed on my printer, but I’ve also included some tear 
sheets. It doesn’t hurt to have tear sheets, especially if they’re from something like Rolling Stone 
magazine. I bet that almost every illustrator who has ever worked for Rolling Stone will have that 
album review page in their portfolio!

03  New York Times
This cover for the New York 
Times’ Travel section was 
one of my � rst ever 
large-scale jobs, so I chose 
to include it because of that. 
It’s large and impactful, and 
a New York Times cover is 
always a good show-off 
piece to have in a portfolio.
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06  Playboy
This was an opening page-and-a-half illustration about natural disasters for Playboy 
magazine. It’s a good connecting piece between my personal and more commercial 
work. It also won a Gold Medal from the Society of Illustrators, and was widely seen 
in the media, so it’s nice to remind art directors about it. 

07  Artistic process
This is a scan of a double-page spread from Hong Kong magazine IdN. My work appeared in their 
‘blueprint’ feature, where they explained how desig ners in different � elds come up with ideas 
and realise them into a � nal piece. I thought it was a fun supplement to include on the last pages 
of my portfolio, just to show how I work. Designers and art directors love to see artists’ processes.

08  Strongest work
It’s important to pick your strongest pieces of wor k and always get really good quality 
prints to go in your portfolio. You should maintain your printer well to ensure 
maximum quality. Over the years, I’ve learned that you have to make a memorable 
folio, not just a good one. If a portfolio is easily forgotten then it’s not doing its job.

05  Target campaign
Target bought out the whole of the The New Yorker’s advertising section and asked multiple 
illustrators to create work on the theme of ‘Target  and New York’. It was a campaign talked about 
not just among illustrators, but also by graphic designers and people in the advertising industry, 
so including work to remind people of this campaign is obviously not a bad idea.

Portfolio priorities
Don’t buy an expensive portfolio. Clients 
are looking for great work, so concentrate 
on making great work and spend your 
money elsewhere. You don’t need a high-
end, embossed leather folio to get work, 
and there’s nothing worse than an expensive 
container � lled with weak work. As long as 
your work is presented nicely, any book with 
plastic pockets is � ne – you can always 
change things around.

Plan your layout
I think putting your work in date order is a 
bad idea. You should start strong and end 
strong: this is a basic rule. I also think of 
rhythm. Think of the client who is seeing your 
book and change the work around in order to 
accommodate them. If I drop my portfolio off 
to a sports client, then I add more sports and 
action images. If I’m showing it to a fashion 
client, all those are out and I � ll it up with 
pretty-girl images. It’s constantly changing.

Get the right flow
Once I’m set on what I think should go where, 
I � ip through the folio from start to � nish a 
few times, and see if the book has a nice � ow. 
If not, I change it around. It’s like composing 
music. I have a selection of my Japanese-
inspired images inside: some are personal 
work, some are printed work. It’s mostly for 
impact. In-your-face Japanese images help 
to get the image in the viewer’s head. I had a 
lot of fun making them too.

Keep it brief
The information I include is usually just the 
client name. If any image has won an award, 
then that’s also included in the credit, but I 
keep the credit line simple. These are busy 
people who are looking at your book, and I 
don’t want to have a credit line that’s so long 
it overwhelms them. If I’m at a meeting and 
anyone is interested in any of the images, 
they’ll ask me about that anyway. I’m always 
prepared to answer their questions. 
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Case study three:  Jessica Hische
A top-notch portfolio needs pacing, presentation and paper that’s up to the job, 

says this Brooklyn-based typographer and illustrator

01  Book basics
I’ve got an 11x14-inch screw-post portfolio, made o ut of aluminium, leather and 
veneered board. I bought it from Lost Luggage, and it cost around $400, which 
included custom name engraving. I chose it because I thought it felt clean and 
professional, but still captured the warmth that’s in my work.

02  Selection process
Since I customise my portfolio per client or pitch, I try to choose work that suits the client. So 
if I know that the job is for illustration, I don’t  include any design projects. If it’s for something 
that could be illustration or type, I might include  a much larger variety of work, from straight 
type through to illustration and design work.  

04  Cover story
This was a type-only assignment for a book cover. The client wanted something that felt ‘vintage 
circus’ to put on top of a sepia-toned photo of a circus tent. Instead of going with a standard-
looking circus font, I drew something a bit more un expected. Whenever I draw anything with a 
complex layout like this, I do an extensive pencil sketch to � gure out where everything will go. 

03  Winter words
This is one of my favourite pieces. I love repetition, so I was very excited when I got 
this job. The assignment was for six different covers, to run on six consecutive days, 
all illustrating the same phrase: ‘Why We Love Bost on in Winter’. Each cover relates 
to different activities including good winter eats, outdoor activities and fashion. 
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05  Less is more
As a rule, I always show the pieces of work that I think are the strongest. If I don’t 
have enough work to showcase for a speci� c topic, I’d still rather display less work 
than � ll up the portfolio with pieces that aren’t appropriate for that particular job. 
Paying attention to issues such as these will make your folio stand out from others.

06  Type talks
I was invited to participate in the ‘New to You’ le cture series in Philadelphia. Each year, they have 
one of the presenters design the identity for the y ear’s series. They chose me to come up with a 
type identity that was then used on the site and a banner. After the � nal � les were handed over, 
I letterpressed fancy postcards to hand out at my lecture.

07  Feline fantastic
This was pretty much a dream assignment. Entertainment Weekly  called me up to illustrate 
an article about famous internet cats. As a cat own er (and internet fanatic) I had seen all the 
‘research’ YouTube videos already. I had a lot of fun crafting the personalities of all the cats 
including my favourite, Maru (depicted with a paper bag on his head).

08  Print prowess
I think showing actual pieces in a portfolio when p ossible is really important. As a 
print designer, so many decisions are made that aff ect the � nal outcome of the piece 
– the inks you choose, paper stock, special printing techniques, and so on. If you can’t, 
try to print on good paper, not just your standard coated matte presentation paper.

Stay flexible
The number of pieces in my folio changes 
based on the client I’m presenting to. I rarely 
have to send out printed portfolios, and when 
I do it’s usually to huge ad agencies for 
speci� c jobs, so I tailor the work to suit the 
client and the job each time. Usually, there 
are about 20 pieces in there. It helps to buy 
something that you can update easily.

Keep it recent
The most important thing about your 
portfolio is that it includes the very best 
representations of your work. If everything 
inside is two years old, you won’t get the job. I 
try to use recent examples, completed within 
a year of putting together the portfolio, and 
only include work older than that if it’s very 
relevant to the client or project.

Mix it up
I like to include a mixture of client work and 
personal projects, usually around 80 per cent 
to 20 per cent. The last page is always a bio, 
with a client list and a list of awards. I usually 
� nd that when a client asks for your physical 
portfolio, they’ve already browsed your website 
pretty extensively, so it’s good to show them 
some new pieces that might not be online yet.

Add interest
It always takes time to choose the pieces and 
pace them appropriately. I usually try to vary 
the scale of the work, and the paper, to make 
the portfolio more interesting as you page 
through it. I’ll include full bleed images along 
with smaller tipped-on images. If something 
is letterpress, then I always try to glue on a 
letterpressed version of the design. 
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