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From the beginning, one of my chief goals at 
intern has been to address the inequality 

in the creative industries. At times, it’s seemed 
a bit of a lonely battle with many bigger brands 
and companies unwilling to take decisive action 
and those of us on the fringes never managing 
effectively to co-ordinate our voices. However, 
in January I discovered a website that filled me 
with joy, it was G-IRL or Girls in Real Life.

The work of London-based Kadish Morris, 
its simple and well-executed proposition 
gives voice to women working in the creative 
industries, proving to anyone who thinks 
otherwise, that being creative isn’t a divine right 
of middle class, white males. 

Initially out of genuine fandom, I got in touch 
with Kadish to express my support, but it soon 
occurred to me that hers was a story perfectly 

pitched for our readership and so, I arranged 
to pay her a visit.

Kadish graduated in Magazine Publishing 
and Creative Writing from London College of 
Communication in 2011 and has worked in 
a variety of writing-related roles since. She 
was originally a poet, but was drawn to study 
publishing in order to feel more in control of the 
end result of the process. 

continued on page 6

“The main motivation for me was 
to find as many women of colour 
as possible doing creative stuff”

@thisisintern
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a dirty word
23 November 2017

Kate Moross always pays her interns and has little time 
for those who don’t. Alex Hacillo and Lauren Maccabee 

visited Studio Moross to discuss her stance

Kate Moross’ advice to prospective interns is 
simple: “Fuck your CV. No one cares about 
your CV”. As founder of Studio Moross, she 
runs an operation cranking out a dazzling 
array of projects for the likes of One Direction 
and Sam Smith. She doesn’t care about your 
qualifications or where you come from, just 
about what you’ve done and what you can do. 
“I would never want anyone not to apply here 
because they thought they didn’t have a good 
enough mark on their degree … it doesn’t 
make any difference to me.”

She sounds more like a revolutionary than a 
commercial artist, spitting fire at the established 
educational institutions, condemning a system 
that offers little in terms of education, but 
demands £9,000 a year in return. “There has to 
be some change, I don’t think people can afford 
university. We talk about internships being 
unfair, but look at universities”.

With her are Linus Kraemer and Lewis James. 
Linus, an early employee of the eight-person 
studio, joined as an animator in 2013, but 
seems to do a bit of everything. Lewis is new, 
and was once an intern at the studio. He 
learned the basics of the trade in his bedroom, 
watching tutorials on YouTube at the age of 14. 
At art college, he sent Kate a link to his work 
on Instagram and asked if he could come and 
“help out”. Kate and Linus liked what they saw, 
and before long he had an internship at the 
studio, was given projects to work on and paid 
the London living wage. He’s now up for a full-
time job when he gets out of art school.

The studio itself has a relaxed feel. Nestled in 
a courtyard near Stockwell tube station, the 
building is oddly reminiscent of an American 
motel, albeit one decked out with plate glass 
and packed full of artists. Prints line the wall, 
and there’s the standard issue table football at 
one end of the room. You get your tea in a mug 
with a little cartoon of the eight employees on it.

Still, this cosiness conceals the intensity of 
the work carried out here. There’s no slacking 
for interns, no menial rounds of tea or hours 
of pointless admin. If you’re lucky – or rather, 
talented enough – to get through the door, 
you’re subject to the same expectations as 
every other employee. “It was a bit nerve 
wracking at first, because it’s Studio Moross” 
says Lewis, “but after a while it was really cool, 
it’s really interesting because everyone has 
their own specialism”.

Being accepted isn’t the end of the process. 

After that, you’re given a one-day trial. If you 
make it through that, you might get a longer 
term position. Many don’t make it that far: “I’ve 
had people on trial days who go for a cigarette 
every 10 minutes” says Kate, “I’m like, ‘what 
are you doing? This is your one chance to get 
a job!’” Control your nicotine cravings and get 
your head down, and you’ll still have to pass 
the studio’s own, informal tests.

“It’s important to let them settle in first, but I 
like to put people in difficult situations” Kate 
explains. “Maybe that’s a bit sadistic, but it’s 
good to be tested… I’ll give some interns a 
project and leave them for three days just to 
test if they have the skills to seek more work. 

Sometimes they’ll say they’re finished way too 
soon and I’m like ‘you’re not finished.’ It’s kind 
of like the SAS, but with internships”.

The process sounds terrifying, the sort of 
scenario that stalks the graduates’ nightmares 
and has them waking up in a cold sweat. Still, 
it’s the reality of commercial work, and these 
tests are the only way of breaking people out 
of the warm complacency of student life. Lewis, 
at least, seems to agree, and claims to have 
learned more in two weeks at Studio Moross 
than in two years at university. “It’s not about 
the skills they teach you,” he says, “it’s being 
here, the vibe, the mindset, the environment 
that everyone works in, it’s so fast paced”.

“I mean I’ve had interns crying” Kate says, “I 
have to be straight with them and be like ‘don’t 
take it personally, you’ve got to be stronger, 
you’ve got to be less sensitive, you’ve got to 
be more professional, including not crying.’ I 
think it’s really important to teach people those 
lessons early on, otherwise they’re going to 
struggle when they get a job”.

“When I first started out, if projects didn’t go 
well it used to really affect me, you know that 
feeling when you get bad news and you feel 
sick, it’s like torture. That’s completely gone 
now, I have a thicker skin. That’s what’s better 
about a studio, if you have bad news you have 
a team around you, there’s a camaraderie in 
failure. When something goes wrong we all 
come together”.

This is why it would be wrong to malign Studio 
Moross’ toughness as some sort of post-
Fordian nightmare of dog-eat-dog capitalism. 
At its heart, it’s more like a collective. As 
an intern, you learn to fail, and how to cope 
with that failure by being part of a team, 
and being valued on an equal basis. Once 
you’ve disassociated the personal from the 
professional, you get a sort of nurturing 
environment that is completely unparalleled at 
any art college, a chance to develop. Studio 
Moross are justifiably proud of this approach. 
They don’t see an internship as another sticker 
for your CV, or a fertile source of cheap labour, 
but a way to develop new members of the 
team, to teach people unversed in the 
brutal, fast-paced world of commercial art 
how to survive.

Guy Field was one of the lucky ones. Armed 
with a stack of hand-painted business cards, 
some artistic “ephemera” and some pretty 
enviable confidence, he strolled into the studio 
in search of work. The studio, at the time, was 
still young, relatively cash poor, and had only 
two staff. “He did the big faux-pas, which is to 
turn up at the studio unannounced” says Linus 
(although Kate is keen to point out that he did 
call ahead). It paid off, and the studio offered 
him a day’s work a week, with expenses. 
Since then, he’s graduated from hawking artful 
business cards, and has become an integral 
member of the studio. Kate thinks that this is, 
in part, due to their ability to get the best out 
of people. “He brings so much to the studio,          

“It’s important to let them settle 
in first, but I like to put people in 

difficult situations”
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I think I brought out something in him, things he 
didn’t know were his strengths.”

Linus, Kate and Lewis all have their own 
gripes with the way conventional art education 
is run, and Linus is particularly unrestrained 
in denouncing its failures. “At college, it was 
basically a group of men on a big power 
trip” he says. “The motive wasn’t entirely for 
the students’ benefit, they were enjoying it”. 
Kate, for her part, underwent the somewhat 
retro ordeal of seeing teachers rip up work in 
front of students. By all accounts, the system 
has changed since their time, and no longer 
resembles a gritty Victorian novel. Still, its 
failings seem fairly entrenched. Lewis claims 
that the student-to-staff ratio at his college 
is around 30 to 1, “worse than 
secondary school”. In that 
kind of environment, feedback 
is inevitably shallow. “This 
teacher was giving us one-word 
feedback” he says. “They see 
everyone as numbers, it goes all the way up 
to how the university is run for money”.

Not glowing praise for a course demanding 
nine thousand a year. But what other way 
is there? How else can you meet your 
contemporaries and begin to develop 
creatively? Staying in your bedroom forever 
isn’t an option, and Kate is adamant that 
she wants to “smash this idea” that you can 
work in isolation and become some sort of 
artistic megastar.

Insisting that something has to change, Kate 
argues that demanding unpayable tuition 
fees is both unfair and basically inefficient. 
This is where some of the radicalism begins 
to emerge. Not quite the radicalism of red 
banners and barricades, but a desire to 
overturn old institutions and build something 
better in their place. “I think there is a 
cheaper alternative to arts education. You 
don’t need to pay thousands for this post-
industrial revolution system, we can do it 
more organically”.

The solution, she thinks, lies in extending 
their approach to interns to wider society, 
organising private businesses into courses, 
giving education a practical grounding, and 
providing students with the sort of support 
they could expect working at a studio. 
“What we teach people is of massive value 
compared to art school. There are other 
things, like being with your peers, not having 
the pressure of business and all that scary 
shit, but if you could find something 
that was a bit of both, that would 
be really valuable”.

She’d be prepared to do it, too, and picks up 
on a number of mentoring schemes they run, 
including a mock studio setup for students in 
Glasgow. “I love teaching, and it’s exciting. 
Everyone in the studio likes having someone 
there to nurture and help”.

Her idealism 
is admirable, 
and contagious, 
and there’s no 
doubt that the 
current system 
encumbers 
students with an 
unacceptable 
amount of debt 
without giving 
much back. 
Nonetheless, 
the vision isn’t 
complete. Kate 
has the will, and 
certainly the 
commitment, 
to change, but 
the obstacles 
are huge. Why 
would private 
businesses 
want to give 
their time and 
effort to teaching 
students? 
Wouldn’t they 
want 

“You don’t need to pay thousands 
for this post-industrial 

revolution system, we can do it 
more organically”

“Everyone in the studio likes 
having someone there to nurture 

and help”

compensation for lost time? Who would pay 
for the facilities?

Linus argues that university is the answer, 
but “it has to be massively subsidised, so you 
value it but aren’t affecting your future”. To 
him, Kate’s scheme would basically be the 
wholesale privatisation of arts education, and 
the exercise is more of a thought experiment, 
showing just how ridiculous nine grand is.

This is the crux of the problem. Once you 
open art colleges and universities up to 
market forces, lifting fees to nine thousand 
per year, you turn art education into a 
personal investment opportunity rather than 
an environment purely for personal creative 
growth. Aside from saddling students with debt, 
it also forces a much more cash-driven, cold-
headed cost-benefit analysis in which the poor 
facilities and teaching offered no longer seem 
to be worthwhile. What’s more, any meaningful 
choice becomes illusory without organised 
structures offering a different model. Art school 
remains important as a space to think.

For now, aspiring artists are in a catch-22. 
Art school still seems to be the best place to 
start your career, to meet people, to develop. 
Kate, by her own account, felt misunderstood 
at university, but found a way to learn by 
talking to others. “I found a tutor who took on 
us misfits, and we made our own little studio. 
We supported each other. I benefited from that 
experience more than any other at uni”. The 

problem 
is the cost. 

Kate claims that she 
would not have gone 

had she been forced to pay 
at the current rate. For now, 

internships like those at Studio 
Moross seem to provide the best 

solution. Not degrading, unpaid labour, 
but a system where you earn money and 

get the best education, all on the job, in 
a relationship that’s beneficial for both 

parties. “Intern is seen as a dirty 
word, where you’re stuck making 

cups of tea” says Kate. “I want 
to change that”.

 

Words by Alex Hacillo
Photography by 

Lauren Maccabee
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As our definition of mentorship is rooted in ancient 
history, Renee Lee feels that now would be a good time 
to reframe who we consider mentors and how we think 

about those relationships

In Homer’s Odyssey, Telemachus, the son 
of Odysseus, gets guidance from Athena, 
who is disguised as Odysseus’ trusted friend 
Mentor. At twenty years old, Telemachus is 
directionless, disconnected, and faced with 
problems he is unsure of how to tackle. Athena 
encourages him to seek self-knowledge by 
looking for his father, who left home when 
Telemachus was an infant. Only through 
this journey and with the help of Athena/
Mentor does Telemachus start to mature into 
adulthood, becoming an assertive and active 
member of his own life.

Defined as an experienced and trusted advisor, 
the concept of a mentor is rooted in this story 
and the mentor-mentee relationship between 
Athena and Telemachus. Industries have long 
utilised mentorship — with examples ranging 
from historical apprenticeships to master artists 
and craftsmen to more current systems like 
medical residency and corporate mentoring 
programmes — as an effective way to pass 
down skills and knowledge. According to 
modern logic, having a good mentor is key 
to a successful educational and professional 
career. A simple Google search pulls up an 
endless supply of articles about the how-to’s 
of mentorship: how to get a mentor, how to 
be a good mentor, myths about mentoring, 
how to make the most out of mentorship. 
The list of mentee benefits that these articles 
espouse is equally inexhaustible: access to 
guidance, networking, constructive criticism, 
recommendations, job satisfaction, higher 
performance, higher salaries, and more. We 
revere the mentor, believing that having an 
Athena of our own will open new, secret doors. 
Mentors, we reason, are catalysts that can 
launch us to success, a thrust of energy out of 
our otherwise static state.

I don’t deny that mentorship is important. 
After all, we could all use a little, if not a lot, 
of support in our careers. But in a rapidly 
changing culture of work, characterised by 
shorter stints and less traditional paths, and 
where staying at one job until retirement 
is increasingly rare, it’s worth questioning 
how mentorship can realistically be a part 
of our long-term and day-to-day careers. If 
mentorship is so essential, then why do I so 
rarely hear about it when talking to colleagues 
and friends? Why do only 36% of Millennials 
and 29% of Gen Z believe they have the skills 
and knowledge they’ll need to thrive? Could an 
absence of effective mentorship be linked to 

why many of us feel dissatisfied with where we 
are, unsure of where we’re going, and alone?

When I decided to major in sociocultural 
anthropology as an undergraduate, I faced 
many questions about what I was going to do 
with my degree, with reactions ranging from 
bewilderment to alarm. I didn’t have answers 
for my sceptics and frankly didn’t feel like I 
needed any yet. Whether it was my idealism, 
naiveté, or actual foresight, I felt in my gut 
that understanding other cultures, as well as 
the society around me, was key for solving 
important problems and that this must be 
applicable in the “real world” outside of 
the ivory tower.

It’s been seven years since graduation, and to 
my surprise, everything has worked out fine. 
I have managed to monetise my academic 
interests and turn my abstract vision as an 
undergraduate into a reality, transforming my 
social science background into consumer 
insights and brand strategy skills. When 
reflecting on my journey, though, I cannot point 
to a specific mentor or path that I followed to 
get to where I am. Nor will I ever be able to 
say that I made the “right” or “best” decision. 
The complex reality of my decisions is that 
they haven’t been intentional all of the time, but 
rather an alchemy of personal interest, luck, 
work, reflection, and people I’ve met along 
the way who believed in me or simply needed 
my help. Though I’m satisfied with where I am 
now, at the time, the journey here felt more like 
fumbling in the dark, following the flickering of 
my intuition. Instead of following someone’s 
sage advice, I was slowly carving out a space 
for myself and like-minded peers.

In looking at the emerging culture of work as 
well as my own career, it’s becoming clear that 
the one-to-one, expert-to-protégé concept of 
mentorship is increasingly irrelevant. Today, it 

is unlikely that you can follow in the same exact 
footsteps of another all-knowing person who 
can bestow their advice. The industry that I now 
work in — cultural brand consulting — simply 
didn’t exist ten years ago. Though there are still 
somewhat clear-cut paths for many industries 
(like medicine, law, and finance), other 
industries are rapidly changing. There are new 
paths being forged right now, leading to jobs 
that we cannot conceive of yet. Additionally, 
irregular career paths and lateral career moves 
are becoming more normalised, while the 
tech industry has driven new cultural values 
like creativity, innovation, and interdisciplinary 
thinking over more status quo concerns like 
specific experience within an industry category. 
A career has become less like following a 
guidebook and more like jumping on a plane to 
an unknown destination.

Other shifts in the culture of work are 
contributing to decreased access to on-going 
training and one-on-one career development. 
The growth of the gig economy and remote 
work, highly visible in the creative industries, 
means that more people are working for 
themselves and not interacting with colleagues 
or mentors on a day-to-day basis. This signals 
a shift of value from long-term employee 
investment to quick employee output. 
Freelancers, for example, don’t automatically 
get systematic feedback on their work or 
reviews on their progress. Companies are 
getting smaller and flatter, doing away with 
middle management (giving rise to new models 
like “holacracy”). They are also experiencing 
shorter lifespans. Startups, strapped for time 
and money, have fewer resources to put 
toward internal coaching initiatives. Ageism and 
competition for jobs are making experienced 
workers more concerned about keeping their 
jobs than about training the next generation: 
some leaders are even seeking help from 
young people instead of the other way around.

“The one-to-one, expert-to-
protégé concept of mentorship is 

increasingly irrelevant”

“How do we prepare for a future 
that we cannot yet see?”

IDEAS
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The resulting landscape is one that increasingly 
places the responsibility of professional 
development on the individual, rather than 
on providing support systems. This raises 
some important questions around what is lost 
with these new values of freedom, flexibility, 
innovation, and productivity. With less access 
to colleagues, managers, and structured 
training time, how do we learn and grow? 
Without traditional mentorship, how do we learn 
to manage and lead future generations? How 
do we prepare for a future that we cannot yet see?

Issues of access and privilege are also 
important, since having more siloed members 
of the workforce means that it’s harder to 
make connections and find mentors if you 
don’t already have a strong existing network. 
This may be a barrier to diversity in industries 
as well: without worker visibility and face-to-
face access to relatable leaders, youth from 
underrepresented groups are less likely to 
envision themselves in certain positions. 
Fortunately, these concerns are starting to 
inspire contemporary solutions like Creative 
Mentor Network, which provides BAME youth 
with mentors from the creative industries, 
as well as peer feedback, a growing trend in 
educational technology which puts more value 
on young people learning from each other 
instead of relying on teachers.

We will need to continue addressing these 
issues as the nature of work and the norms 
and customs around work and education 
continue to shift. Though these are major 
challenges, there may also be benefits to the 
emerging culture of work, and one way 
to access these benefits is to rethink and 
expand our understanding of mentorship. After 
sifting through existing research, advice, and 
discussions around mentorship, I found a new 
view of mentorship that empowers individuals 
to equip themselves with the support they need.

No one person can provide all of your 
mentorship needs. Instead, consider curating 
a group of mentors. Cultivating an ecosystem 
of relationships allows you to not only get 
multifaceted feedback and advice, but it 
empowers you to be discerning about what you 
choose to follow, listen to, and reject.

Expand your idea of a mentor beyond someone 
older and more experienced and pay attention 
to the perspectives that different kinds of 
people can provide. Examples include experts 
in other fields/categories, objective third-party 
outsiders, peers who can talk you through 
your ideas, a favourite university professor, 
cheerleaders who motivate and inspire you, 
thoughtful members of younger generations, 
advocates who love introducing you to new 
people, the intimate relationships you lean on 
for support, and the challengers who tell you 
what you don’t want to hear.

Good is about also the quality of the 
conversations that ensue. Rather than 
conceptualising mentorship as a kind of 
relationship between two people, try seeing it 
as a context or setting for producing meaningful 
feedback. Ask people you already know 
questions you don’t normally ask them or have 
deeper conversations with people you trust 
but with whom you’ve had only a surface-level 
relationship. Just like in any other relationship, 
mentorship benefits from trust, investment, and 
reciprocity. New mentorship is about how we 
connect with others in meaningful ways and are 
willing to allow the people around us to be our 
mirrors and guides.

One of the benefits of the new culture of work 
is the diminishing distinction between who we 
are at work and who we are outside of work. 
By having meaningful conversations with 
a network of invested people, we can start 
building a bigger, holistic understanding of who 
we are, why we do what we do, our strengths 
and weaknesses, and where we want to go in 
the future. New mentorship is not only support 
for your career, but it can also help shape 
your character, passions, self-awareness, 
and relationships. New mentorship is people 
committed to helping each other become 
fuller versions of who they already are while 
clarifying the role of work in their larger lives.

Quite simply, new mentorship calls on us to 
engage more with others to get different views 
of our potential, our industries, and our future. 
We can start by reflecting on our existing 
relationships and realising which ones we 
would like to invest in more. New mentorship 
is the vulnerability and bravery to ask for help, 
ask more questions, and ask for more face time.

Asking isn’t always easy. In the Odyssey, I can’t 
help but recognise in Telemachus the feeling 
of being a young person today. Unmoored and 
seeking meaning, Telemachus represents the 
plight of young adults who are graduating into a 
frenetic world with little systemic support. We’re 
now starting to better understand the unique 
economic and psychological challenges that 
young people face today. Not only do we seek 
success, but we also expect to achieve stability, 
happiness, and fulfilment through sheer self-will 
and have a propensity for self-blame. Perhaps 
one way to kick-start a healthier relationship 
with work is to begin reconceptualising how 
and from whom we get support. By asking and 
listening, we may learn that to ask for help is 
to help ourselves.

Words by Renee Lee
Illustration by Jack Oliver Coles

1.  New mentorship is an       
ecosystem of relationships 
with you at the centre

2.  Mentorship doesn’t have to 
denote a specific relationship; 
it can also be a context for 
feedback and dialogue

3.  New mentorship empowers 
us to take a holistic view of 
ourselves

IDEAS
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Kadish Morris launched G-IRL in order to celebrate 
and represent women in the creative industries, 

challenge stereotypes and inspire the next 
generation

After doing a handful of internships and a good 
deal of working for free, a stint of copywriting 
prompted her to change direction, returning 
instead to poetry. Running workshops, getting 
commissions and publishing her poetry in 
journals proved a much needed change of 
focus, but that re-connection with the arts 
inspired her to apply her journalistic approach 
in a new way. “This last six years has been 
me really working out what I wanted to do and 
resisting the urge to make a print magazine”, 
she tells me as we sit inside her bright and 
airy flat in Deptford.

Kadish’s bookshelves are packed with 
independent magazines and the Zadie Smith 
feature interview from The Gentlewoman no 14 
sits beautifully displayed on top of a chest of 
drawers. While G-IRL visually takes cues from 
the indie scene, right now, the focus is solely 
to develop this as an online platform. The web 
is proving to be a rewarding place for Kadish, 
who taught herself to code and used those 
skills to build the site from scratch. Although 
it’s admittedly early days for the platform, with 
seven interviews published, it’s purpose is 
clear from the get go. “The main motivation for 
me was to find as many women of colour as 
possible doing creative stuff, because it’s 
rare to see them being celebrated online” she 
explains. “I just want to do that in a way isn’t 
negative, that makes a space for them to 
share their stories and to empower them 
and others like them”.

With a conscious effort to feature women 
of colour, G-IRL’s raison d’etre comes from 
Kadish’s experience of having very few 
relatable role models outside of a handful of 
stereotypical industries. “It’s about putting 
yourself in places where you’re not expected. 
If people saw that I was a musician, that 
wouldn’t seem unusual at all, but to hear that 
I’m an editor comes as a surprise”. Typical of 
a print enthusiast and publishing graduate, 

SPOTLIGHT

Kadish regularly checks out the colophons 
of her favourite titles and is reassured when 
creators, designers, editors, authors and art 
directors are women. It’s bracing for me to 
hear that, but as a white, middle-class male, it 
should come as no surprise that many of the 
things I take for granted simply don’t ring true 
for women or people of colour in these and 
many other industries. We discuss the power 
of those feelings even in cases where they’re 
perceptions rather than stats, and the knock-on 
effect is undeniable. “For me, not seeing many 
black editors has been discouraging. Maybe 
I wouldn’t be respected, maybe I wouldn’t be 
valued or maybe I wouldn’t be trusted in a way.”

Whether for self-affirmation or, as in this case, 
a wider cause, sticking your head above the 
parapet and not allowing your perceived role 
in society to dictate your path, is a brave 
move. For Kadish, showing people that women 
are doing brilliant creative things can only 
be empowering. For her interview subjects, 
that feeling is often mutual. “Maybe they just 
appreciate the opportunity to speak at length 
about what they do” she jokes, while discussing 
the mostly positive responses she gets from 
those she asks to interview. The hope is 
that ‘celebrating’ these women can have a 
positive effect on their business or career. 
Gynelle Leon, owner of East London cacti and 
succulent store PRICK, took the opportunity in 
her interview to reveal some of the difficulties 
of starting up. She experienced a great deal 
of friction when first opening her business 
on Kingsland Road, from men who saw fit to 
break away from browsing the store to query 
and challenge her business model. Kadish 
hopes that further down the line, her in-depth 
interviews will urge other, larger sites to make 
more of an effort in adequately representing 
women of all backgrounds and ages, helping 
to turn the tide and eradicate the deep-
set stereotypes that the professional world 
continues to reinforce rather than challenge. 
“I want to show that it’s not that difficult to find 
women from different backgrounds. If I can do 
it on an impossible budget from whatever wage 
I get, then established companies and media 
agencies can definitely do it”.

The tone of interviews on G-IRL is something 
that I was instantly drawn to, there’s a 
conversational, frank nature that makes them 
accessible. It’s welcome news to Kadish who 
assures me that they are “interviews with 
women, not interviews for women”. “I want to 
talk to women specifically as it’s an experience 
that resonates with me and I think I’m still 
learning how to not just make it about ‘you’re 
a woman, what’s that like?’”. The platform thus 
doesn’t shy away from topics like rejection, 
motherhood and sexism, “even if they’re a bit 
awkward” and as such, does justice to the ‘IRL’ 
part of its name.

That project is often referred to as a “learning 
curve” by Kadish and while that is true, it strikes 
me that she doesn’t quite do herself justice 
when regularly falling back on that rationale. 
The project has a unifying purpose and a clarity 
of vision that’s bold and refreshing. Visually, 
it’s well thought out and Kadish’s choice and 
art direction of photographers makes for quite 
beautiful, personal portraits of her subjects 
lives and careers. With so many men profiled 
online, it’s important for G-IRL to ensure that 
these women are visible, rather than remaining 
hidden behind their work, or quietly taking their 
place in the colophon.

Conscious of Kadish’s humility and the site only 
being a few months old, I resist the urge to get 
too carried away, but I tentatively ask what the 
future might hold. “At the beginning of the year, 
I kind of thought that my focus was to get good 
content and reach as many people as possible. 
I didn’t necessarily start it thinking that it would 
be something I get to do full time. Although 
I would like to”. The love for print is still 
there, despite Kadish admitting that working 
online has been a lot more fulfilling than she 
expected. A book compiling fifty interviews is 
something she’s pondered and I could certainly 
see it working. For now though, Kadish just 
wants to continue to hone her craft, find an 
increasingly diverse group of inspiring women 
to celebrate and to prove to young women 
everywhere that you can be what you want to 
be, no matter how male dominated the space in 
question appears to be.

Words by Alec Dudson
Photography by Caoime Hahm

continued

 “The main motivation for me was 
to find as many women of colour 
as possible doing creative stuff, 

because it’s rare to see them 
being celebrated online” 

“I want to show that it’s not that 
difficult to find women from 

different backgrounds.
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Outlandish characters and tips on navigating life as a 
young comic artist from the Srishti School of Art, Design 

and Technology graduate

The Symbiosis Institute of Design graduate using 
illustration to visualise her emotions

In the little over two years since Madhav Nair 
(aka deadtheduck) started making his self-
titled comics, he has managed to populate 
them with characters that are almost too 
bizarre to imagine for anyone whose brain 
doesn’t tick quite like his. These preternatural 
beings — with knobbly hands and pudgy feet 
sprouting from their bodies — are so unlike 
anything we’ve seen that they render Madhav 
an inimitable talent.

A graduate of Shrishti School of Art, Design 
and Technology, Madhav grew up watching 
an “unhealthy amount of Spongebob, Ren 
& Stimpy and other shows with high pitched 
voice-acting and weird premises” — it’s 
no wonder he naturally gravitated towards 
monstrous creatures that are usually a 
combination of body parts he likes drawing 
over and over again.

When quizzed about his illustrative style, 
Madhav is quick to admit that it took him a 
while — and a bit of reflection — to spot some 
flaws in his initial approach to comic-making. 
He spent “a long time trying to have a definite 
style without thinking about the stories [he] 
wanted to tell”, an approach which he realised 
he could improve on. He explains,
 

Almost all of Madhav’s quirks seem to be 
influenced by one compulsion or another: he 
once developed “an unhealthy obsession with 
drawing hands and feet attached to screaming 
dogs and cats,” he’s inspired by the themes 
of “decay, digestion and rotting flora,” and his 
comics run amok with “fleshy mutated things”. 
These works are almost always sans dialogue, 
too, with this proclivity towards silent comics 
developing from poring over films that relied on 
visuals to lead their stories rather than bland 
character exposition. “When you force yourself 
to tell a story without any text, it immediately 
changes the way you look at visual information, 
narrative and pacing. It also ensures that you 
don’t alienate a reader because they don’t 
speak the same language as you do,” he 
muses.

Madhav is also no stranger to the intrinsic 
struggle of living as a creative: juggling 
personal work along with a day job that pays 
the bills. He says: “This is a symptom of an 
industry that’s slow in paying for work and 
even slower in taking risks. I can’t think of 
anyone who’s gotten into self-publishing and also 
managed to make it sustainable, but every now 
and then there are stories of hope.” 

From events curated specifically for comics, to 
libraries and bookshops opening their doors 
to self-published zines, it’s a slow but steady 
growth.

Although he’s busy working on a series of 
canvases for an upcoming show while also 
experimenting with animation techniques, 
Madhav never seems to run out of relatable 
nuggets of knowledge. “I’ve realised my work 
alone won’t sustain my practice (yet), so 
having day jobs, doing diluted freelance work 
and taking the bus more often are all part and 
parcel of this experience. But that’s not an 
uncommon tale — this is what almost all my 
peers are up to, or at the very least a vague 
version of the same hustle — what’s always 
fun is finding ways for that struggle to inspire 
work as opposed to hinder it.” We can’t help 
but agree.

Growing up, Suzanne Dias spent balmy 
summer afternoons quietly watching her 
grandfather create beautiful oil paintings. 
The little details of the paints being mixed on 
the palette and the soft strokes as they were 
brushed onto the canvas were etched into 
young Suzanne’s mind. It was in the hours 
spent observing and imitating her grandfather 
where her love for illustration began.

Painting took a back seat while for Suzanne 
while she studied graphic design at Symbiosis 
Institute of Design in Pune, but right after she 
finished the course she made the decision 
to take half a year off to rediscover her love 
for illustration and whet her skills. A stunning 
portfolio emerged from the hiatus, populated 
with emotive portraits, and it wasn’t hard to spot 
her understanding of structure and composition 
backed by her knowledge of graphic design. 

As a shy kid who often struggles with putting 
her thoughts into words, art became a way 
for Suzanne to translate her emotions into 
something more tangible. A chunk of her work 
revolves around portraits, where her characters 
are caught off guard — smoking  a cigarette, 
or lost in thought. “I’ve always been fascinated 
with human faces; our emotions are so layered, 
complex and beautiful. Since I struggle a lot 
with expressing myself, the people I draw 
are usually just characters I create who can 
express my emotions for me. They represent 
my thoughts and feelings at that moment,” 
she explains.

Her illustration ‘The Wallflower’ takes this 
personal battle and builds a narrative around 
it. While dealing with social anxiety and the 
difficulty she faces when meeting strangers, 
Suzanne imagined a shy girl, probably standing 
in a corner at some party, feeling out of place. 

continued on page 8 

“Eventually I tried looking for 
a voice and not a style. I worked 

towards building a world and 
having certain rules that I 

would break only if the story 
required it.” instagram.com/deadtheduck
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“I like pouring my emotions into the characters 
I draw, and this girl represents how I’ve felt on 
multiple occasions in my life,” she muses.

Juxtaposing soft, stirring portraits with abstract 
shapes or botanical details, Suzanne’s work 
often plays with opacity and texture. This 
interplay of positive and negative space marks 
her stylistic aesthetic, which develops with 
each piece she creates. 

Looking back at 2018, Suzanne realises that 
it’s not only the year she decided to go solo 
as a freelance illustrator, but also when she 
bagged challenging commissioned projects. 
Last month, she illustrated the cover for The 
Caravan, a narrative journalism magazine 
based in Delhi. “I was so excited about the 
project, since not only was it my very first 
magazine cover illustration, but it was an 
extremely important issue that focused on the 
rise of the #MeToo movement in India and 
the stories of various women who were brave 
enough to speak out against their abusers.”

With a couple of commissions in the 
pipeline and a head full of ideas for personal 
illustrations, Suzanne is forging her own 
path as one of the most exciting emerging 
illustrators in India. We jump into the new 
year with growing enthusiasm to see what 
she whips up next.

Aga Giecko
18 February 2019

Charmingly playful and wonderfully humorous illustrations 
from the Camberwell College of Arts graduate

Growing up in Lublin, Poland Aga Giecko was 
constantly drawing and doodling but she never 
thought it was something she could turn into 
a job. When it came time to make decisions 
about University, a combination of doubt in 
her skills and uncertainty around the financial 
viability of a creative career, saw Aga set on the 
path to law school. Last minute, however, she 
decided to take a risk, applying to illustration 
courses, including the one at Camberwell 
College of Arts from which she graduated 
last Summer. It was a risk that certainly paid 
off, and over her years there she developed 
a wonderfully playful approach to illustration, 
making work that is always delightfully fun and 
drenched in colour.

The first things that hits you about Aga’s 
charming work, is the unflinching focus on 
humour. “If [my work] can make people smile, 
that’s the biggest compliment,” she muses. 
This focus is rooted in her background as an 
international student living somewhere with a 
different language from her own. “I treat it like 
a communication tool,” she explains, “it’s like 
an additional layer which is universal and can 
come with or without words.”

Aga’s degree show at Camberwell was 
the perfect embodiment of this fun-loving 
approach. In a light-hearted exploration of the 
apparent fact that ‘50% of human DNA is the 
same as bananas’, she showcased a range 
paintings, drawings, prints, zines and ceramics 
all depicting emotion-filled anthropomorphised 
bananas in suitably surreal scenarios. 

By throwing us into “an alternative universe 
filled with fruity individuals living their lives 
just like we do, experiencing the same joy 
and anxiety,” Aga hoped to ground the idea in 
something amusing and relevant. For Aga the 
work was a perfect summation of her three 
years of creative development at Camberwell 
which had provided a rich a supportive 
environment to develop her practice. “The 
tutors and technicians are on another level 
with their knowledge and desire to teach 
and studios are filled with some smashing 
creatives,” she reflects.

Since graduating last Summer, Aga’s been 
working as a freelance illustrator, something 
that she’s found challenging and rewarding 
in equal measure. The biggest thing she’s 
learnt so far is the importance of finding a 
balance across projects. “I love working on my 
personal projects, but commissions provide me 
with a much needed structure. Yes, deadlines 
can be stressful and scary, but not having 
any can lead to a creative block.” Seeing her 
designs come to life has been an especially 
rewarding aspect, whether it’s in front of 
thousands for a Kenzo campaign or for the 
locals of her home city in the form of a neon 
signs at a Mexican restaurant. “Isn’t it great 
that my friends and family can eat some tacos 
under a luminous, smiling cactus that was once 
a drawing in my sketchbook?”

Busy working on a range of personal work 
and commissions, Aga is also preparing for 
her first solo Exhibition at the Kuratiert Gallery 
in Berlin. The work celebrating the 100-year 
anniversary of the Bauhaus will consist of Aga’s 
characteristically eclectic mix drawings, prints, 
zines and ceramics, all in eye-popping primary 
colours, of course. We can’t wait to hear all 
about it soon!

instagram.com/suzanne__dias

agagiecko.com
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