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For your less / more lists, one of the ones that always comes up is community. It seems like you’ve been doing a
lot of work with The Figure Assembly, your studio with James Gallagher. Can you tell me a little bit about how
that came to be?

Being an illustrator is a super lonesome thing. I’m a super social, extroverted person, so you have to find ways
to see people and make your own community. I have always had this vision of a storefront that would be my studio,
a gallery space, a place where I had events and gatherings and all these things. It’s been this dream for a very
long time. Then, with the political climate, I was like, “Can I do it sooner somehow?” I found a 600-square-foot
space and worked there and also led as many community events as I can handle during the month. So, I’ve been
leading figure drawing with James Gallagher for close to two years.
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Last night, we had people collage exquisite corpses. We’re going to do a speed portrait night twice a month now
because it’s been so popular. We’re doing figure drawing. We’re doing a nature workshop, where somebody’s going to
talk about seed libraries and artists are going to react and make art about climate. Just trying to do really fun
things that people come to. I tried to do a collaborative drawing night, and nobody signed up for it. That was
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the only thing that didn’t sell out.

Illustrator and author Julia Rothman on learning h…
 

Page 3/12 04.03.2026 23:03 EST



Was the vision to have a big sheet of paper and everybody collaborate on a drawing, or would it be more like an
exquisite corpse?

It was going to be like you start a drawing and you pass it and you pass it and you pass it. Everybody draws on
everybody’s drawing, so it goes in a circle. I have so many regulars now and I asked them why they didn’t sign up
for that and they said it was too intimidating to draw. They felt pressure to do a really good job for the next
person, which I thought was so interesting because I see it the other way. Nobody’s going to know who did what
and we can all just go crazy.

How do you cultivate this sense of community within the space? How do you get people to come back?

People just like drawing and they were like me—working at home by themselves. Now they have people they can talk
to about this thing they also like. It’s kind of a nerdy atmosphere because we’re like, “What pen are you using,”
and, “Oh, I love the way you made that line.” It’s very easy for us to all chat. It’s funny because in figure
drawing, there’s a real bunch of regulars, and in the intermissions, when the model has a break, it’s loud in
there because everybody’s talking. Sometimes I can’t get everyone’s attention because they’re all chatting, which
is so nice.

A lot of the times when you think about those sorts of classes, it’s silent. The fact that you have that loud
intermission is so lovely.

I used to go regularly to a place for figure drawing and it was such a different energy. It was always awkward. A
lot of dudes who had a lot of stuff all spread out, and then when they would erase, it’d shake the whole table. I
really wanted to make a space where everybody got the same point of view. We can fit 20 people in a circle, so
everybody has the same point of view. There’s nobody behind somebody’s head who can’t see. Everybody can see
perfectly. That was important to me because I hated when I was a little bit late and I got the worst seat in the
house. The vibe is so different than the ones I used to go to and I’m so happy about that.

Have you found that doing these events has given you inspiration in return and changed your art?

Being around people doing all different kinds of things, you get ideas and you want to try things. There was a
guy who was always doing oil pastels and he would do these bright colors on black paper. We started chatting
because I had bought oil pastels a long time ago, and I was like, “What is it like to use it?” A few of us were
interested in talking to him, and then we all met in the studio and just to hang out, the four of us, to try and
test what it would be like to do oil pastels, and he kind of showed us what to do. It was very hard, but it was
fun to try it.

It sounds like there’s a great deal of play involved.

It’s very playful. I just traded drawings with somebody after an event, so there’s also a lot of sharing, which
is cool. When people do speed portrait night, they get to take home the drawings that everyone did of them. So,
they get 11 drawings, or however many people are there, of themselves by all different people in different
styles.
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That’s such a lovely souvenir.
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It’s been fun. To be honest, we’re losing money doing this because the rent for the space is so much money. We
don’t make very much money because we have to pay a model and buy wine, beer, seltzer. We have to buy all these
tables, chairs. But it gives us a studio space during the day and really fun stuff to do three nights a week or
whatever. So I’ve been having a great time.

What was your journey of getting into full-time illustration?

It was pretty straightforward. I’m one of the few people in RISD who majored in illustration who did illustration
directly after. During my junior year, I did an internship where they let me do my first illustration. My style
was completely different. I started doing published work for them in my senior year and then went straight into
freelance illustrating after that.

Do you feel like you came up during a time when the world wasn’t as saturated as it is now? Like, right now,
there’s this sense of balancing the creation and then creating money out of your creations?

Oh, 100 percent. When I graduated, you were mailing out a postcard to magazines you wanted to work for, and
that’s how you were getting jobs. This is 2002. Before that, you were going in and showing your portfolio, like
meeting people and they were flipping through it in person. When I graduated, it was postcards and a website.
Then, a few years after that, it was blogs and design blogs, where people saw me on blogs and hired me. Now, it’s
Instagram 100 percent. That’s where everybody sees your work; that’s where they hire you from.

As far as saturation, for sure. Because now everybody can see everybody, you can work with anybody around the
world. So, it was probably a good time for me to become an illustrator. It’s much harder now. Also with AI,
forget about it. I feel like it’s the end of illustration, which is really sad. In 10 years, this profession
won’t exist anymore. It’s really depressing and there’s so many people graduating from illustration, but I’m
afraid that there’s not going to be hundreds of people being hired for illustration anymore because a machine can
do it in three seconds and do it fairly well.

It’s a very existential thing facing all creatives right now. It is really bleak. That’s why those in-person
community spaces are so important. But when your livelihood is dependent on it, that’s difficult. I hate to ask
the question, but do you have a plan for the future?

The plan for the future is to continue using my hands to make stuff because I think AI probably won’t be able to
do that for a long time. People will still want things made by humans—art especially. In a magical anything, I
want to have a residency for artists to come, possibly in New Zealand where my husband is from, and host them and
make art together and live the dream.

Just tend to your animals and wake up and have breakfast with all the artists.

Exactly. And come back to the city often. I was born here and love it, so I wouldn’t leave forever.

So much of your work is tied to New York. It’s where you’re from; it’s where you’ve lived all of your life. How
do you still find inspiration in New York?

Oh, that’s so easy. Going to a new neighborhood that I’ve never been to is the best thing ever. If I have to go
to a doctor’s appointment and it’s somewhere I’ve never been, I’m always like, “Oh, there’s so much stuff here I
need to photograph because I want to make paintings later.” The people, the buildings, the storefronts, all of
that, I find exciting still. Sometimes, I go to Manhattan, I’m like, “We did it. We’re in New York City.” It
still feels exciting even though I’ve been here my whole life. You look out and you’re like, “The skyline! It’s
the skyline you see in every movie.” It’s the most diverse, amazing place. I am still in love with it.
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What is your process for any new project?
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I want to turn everything into a book all the time. Doing this figure drawing, I was like, “I need to do a book
about figure drawing.” I called my agent about it and she was like, “It’s kind of niche. I don’t know.”

Was that kind of how The Exquisite Book came to be? You’re like, “Oh, these exquisite corpses are amazing. I want
to get them together.”

That was a crazy, crazy hard organization project. I feel like I was a lot better at confidence when I was
younger, where I was like, “I can do anything.” As I’ve gotten older, I’m less like that, though I still get to
do things I want. I just can’t believe I pitched that to a room of Chronicle editors when I’d never done a book
before, and it was a very hard layout and format, and they were like, “Okay.” That still amazes me that that
worked.

I do think if you go in and you believe in your idea so much, other people will believe in it too. That is why
things happen. Somebody’s just so excited about something that you can’t help but get excited, too. People are
like, “If she’s so into it, we should do it.”
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Passion and excitement are so contagious. That’s actually something I noticed within your less/more lists. You
want more joy, like physicality, community, and less comparison, insecurity, materiality, and anxiety. So, what
are your best antidotes now for that sort of overthinking? How do you still get shit done?

My joy is coming up with the ideas and getting excited about making the thing. I am a person who sits and has 20
ideas at every moment. The finishing is less exciting. The actual making of it is such a long process.

Illustrator and author Julia Rothman on learning h…
 

Page 9/12 04.03.2026 23:03 EST



But I guess your question was, how do you not compare yourself? I don’t know. I still feel jealous of other
people’s projects that they accomplished and wish I had done them or wish I did more or feel anxious that
something’s not good enough. So, I don’t have an answer for that except that it’s less than it used to be.

Something I like to say in private is: No babies are going to die if you don’t do a great job or finish or do
this on time. I take it so seriously that I get so worried or anxious or feel the need to do the best I can and I
overextend. Then I’m like, “If I don’t do that, no babies will die.” So, you can just relax, the stress is off.
Everything’s going to be okay if you don’t finish or you hand it in late or it’s not exactly what you wanted or
you have to change the paper stock because they couldn’t afford it or whatever. It’s fine. No babies are dying.
Stop taking it so seriously. We are just having a good time.

What are the ideas that you’re percolating on right now?

I’m thinking about doing a book about dogs. I just finished a book about insects and I’m doing one about birds
right now. I have this other idea where people get to fill things in themselves. I did this guest check print,
where I had people customize what they want inside of it written. So, it could be their favorite order or it
could be a memory from a restaurant or anything. People really liked them. I thought a book of things like that
would be really cool, like a guest check. I did one about a mix-tape so they can write the songs they want on the
thing. So, a book of things where you can fill it in yourself, but it’s prompted by old ephemera.
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It’s kind of random. I’ll make something, and then you see the response and then you’re like, “How can I make
this bigger?” That happened with Scratch. One of them did really well, which was the one that was during the
pandemic where people were talking about how they got by. That was one of the most popular columns. That’s how we
were like, “Maybe we should make this into a book.” That became a book with people’s stories.

That’s how you met your husband, right?

Yes.

What’s that story?

I watched a film on HBO called There Is No “I” in Threesome, which was him documenting his past relationship. The
ending has this twist and it blows your mind a bit. So, I found the filmmaker and wrote him a message on
Instagram. And then we chatted. Then we were like, “Should we chat again?” And then kept chatting. He flew from
New Zealand to New York during the pandemic to meet me, which everybody was like, “That’s insane. What if you
guys don’t get along?” It worked, and he never left.

It’s like the two furthest places in the world, New Zealand and New York, where two people met and now they have
to spend time on two opposite sides of the world together. It just shows how much the world has gotten smaller.
People fly places to meet people, which is crazy to me. I used to think, “If you live in Bushwick, that’s too
far. I can’t date you.” And now, I’m like, “Oh, you live in New Zealand. That one’s fine.”

Yeah, an inter-borough relationship is a long distance relationship.

It really felt like it. I remember dating and being like, “Oh, God, he lives in the Upper East Side? Forget it.”

Julia Rothman recommends:

Make a More/Less list

Visit Kishka Gallery and Library

Try Holbien Acryla Gouache

Hike the Milford Track

Care for a Ric Rac Cactus

Name
Julia Rothman

Vocation
Illustrator, author
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