[image: image1.wmf]IMAGINARIA N° 154 - Buenos Aires, 11 May, 2005
READING
"When I imagine whom my book may reach, I like to think of a restless and playful mind, rather than of a reader of a determined age. I think of an equal." An interview with Isol

by Roberto Sotelo

Isol illustrates, writes and designs books for children and, besides, her activity extends to other artistic disciplines: visual arts, poetry, comic and also music (she’s the solo singer of the musical trio Entre Ríos and takes part as a soprano of a baroque and renaissance group). Her books, both as authoress or illustrator, can be seen all around the world in the catalogues of important publishing firms in Mexico, Spain, France and Argentina.

In our section "Authors" we have already prepared a report on her trajectory and works, and likewise, we have published a review by Marcela Carranza on Isol’s book Piñatas, a work that was awarded the  Destacados de ALIJA 2004 Prize, in the category of "Total book", due to the quality of her text, illustrations and design. Completing this overview, we have interviewed Isol to know what she thinks about topics related to literature and publication of books for children and young people.

—Your first book for children, Vida de perros  (1), appeared when you were still very young and in a luxury collection (2), next to legendary figures in the children book field such as Anthony Browne, Chris Van Allsburgh or Satoshi Kitamura. How did you get to publish that book that started your career as authoress of album-books? 

—The fact is, I was very lucky. Because I started publishing with the publishers I consider the most important ones in Latin America, a publishing house where I could read these great authors. That’s probably why I dared submit my work to their contest "A la orilla del viento", because I thought they were brave enough to publish things which were very original and very artistic. I didn’t actually win the prize, since the jury considered that my characters were too crazy for them (I think they used the word "psychotic") but their editor, Daniel Goldin, fell in love with the book. I did get an honorific mention and the book was published. I was like on cloud nine, anyway, even tough we had many arguments about the drawings (I was asked to "belittle the smiles", "to beware of colours", and so on). I had to understand their codes and –on many occasions- explain my choices to them, but it al came out quite well. From that moment on I have been published by the Fondo de Cultura Económica quite often, and with an extensive back-up from the publishers. I suppose they deemed me as their "discovery", and I am absolutely happy to have been discovered!

—Now that you mention the figure of the editor, I would like to ask you what the relationship editor-author is like, according to your experience. How do you feel the editor's work on your creations?

—I enjoy working with editors who have a passion for what they do, I feel they are going to back up the book once it has come out, that they’re going to defend it as an opinion of their own, and that is very important. Because a book may be fabulous, but if there’s no one to move it around, or if it comes out with printing deficiencies, then it does not exist, and that is very sad.

I like to be able to respect my editor, and to be respected by them as an autor; I mean to say that each one knows that the other knows what he’s doing and trusts it. I had some awful arguments with Daniel Goldin  (former director of the children book section of the Fondo de Cultura Económica) but I learnt a lot, because the high level of the arguments forces you to reflect about many things, and to learn from the other. That’s why we can keep on working together, out of mutual respect. 

I believe that a good editor is seen in his books, in the quality of a collection, and since I am always looking for publishers I choose out of their production, I have in general come bumped into excellent editors. A collection is also the view of a director, so it is very important for him to be sensitive and clever, and in my own case, for him to be seeking for an artistic prospect rather than a commercial one. But this does not mean under any circumstances that such a thing may not bring about a great success in sales! But one must know how to place such products in the market.

—Practically your entire work as an integral authoress (being responsible for both the text and the illustrations in the books) can be found in catalogues of foreign publishing houses. Is there an explanation to that, or is it just by chance? (The question obviously does have an explanation and I pose it because I think the kind of books you make fits perfectly in the category of "picture-books", and such category —due to several reasons- faces serious trouble being published in Argentina.) 

—Well, I actually went looking for work where I could see they were doing what I wanted to do, that’s to say: picture-books, with high quality texts and illustrations and good editions… In my book shelves there was none with those characteristics which had been published in Argentina recently. And mind you, I buy many, many books. So, it’s a natural thing… you go to the parties where you feel you’re being invited, right?

Additionally I had the chance to do some travelling and I could see what was being done in Europe (especially in Spain, France and Germany), in a line of work that makes me very enthusiastic, and those books were not to be seen around here, due to financial affaires but also because only now are editors gambling on more personal books, books which are not merely didactic, with artistic aims that go beyond the matter of whether they are addressed at children, young people, or the elderly. And in these trips I got a chance to show my work and make a few contacts that little by little yielded good results.  The respect for the author is, likewise, bigger in those places. Work is done with time and devotion, things that unfortunately we sometimos lack in our country. For one thing, when I started working with Fondo de Cultura Económica (in 1997), it was crystal clear for them that the illustrator is to get royalties, whereas here some editors and writers give you the odd look when you explain this. There’s also a lot of fear to take artistic risks, as if it all had to be a smashing deal and a big business, so you keep bumping your head against impossibles. True enough, we’re in a poor country and publishers are not subsidized like in other countries. But considering the amount of talented people, artistic poverty in the production seems unexplainable.

In any case, this is all changing quite drastically. In fact, I published in Sudamericana in 2004, and a year after in Ediciones del Eclipse, in the conditions I like working in, which makes me very happy (4). Because it might be very elegant to say that you publish abroad, but it’s a pity when your friends, your medium, the world around you can’t get a chance to see what you do.

[…]

But going back to your question, the truth is I try to handle projects that interest me, and what happened was that the best offers were coming from foreign publishers. Since I am lucky enough to work from here, and given the fact that the incomes are better, I wasn’t really worried about not being published here, with the exception of the odd publication in magazines every now and then. 

—There is a polemic (veiled, but which recurrently becomes visible and gets public attention) among publishers, writers and illustrators re the issue of royalties. I think we still lack a lot of discussion about this delicate topic, which somehow echoes negatively on the quality of the editorial production. The way you see it, where should this mess start unravelling?  Or in other words, is this a matter that could be agreed on just by setting percentages among the parties? Would any illustrated book fit in this pattern? Out of your experience with foreign publishers, is it just a local conflict or does it occur in other countries as well?

—When I started to work I had had some experience in the comic field. There, the draughtsman gets paid much better than the writer. So it was pretty obvious to me that in the case of the picture-albums the illustrator was to be regarded as an “author”. I actually didn’t worry much about the issue because I was also the writer of my own texts. But I then heard through other people, and I could see it with my own eyes in some meetings with writers, that they felt they were trodden in their rights. For them, the illustrator was not the author of the book. The issue is complex, and I think it must be arranged by someone who knows about it, so it won’t be unfair for any part. It shouldn’t be a subjective decision of the publishers. In Mexico, Spain and France the partition of the royalties is in halves. At least in the case of picture-books. But sometimes the percentage may be greater for one of them if he or she is more renowned than the other –for example, Paul Auster- and in those cases one can see if it is still convenient or not, if it eventually brings about a potential gain other than the concrete rights incomes.

I think it is important to place oneself in a respectful position in relation to the other and his work, and discuss what is just from that point of view.

But just as many people don’t know how to read images, they can’t tell the amount of work that lies behind them, the amount of variables one has got to take into account, all the responsibility an illustrator has in the process of making a book. Just as much as the writer. Thus, there might be texts which are more or less brilliant, and illustrators who are cleverer than other, but the basic point is that the legislation should be clear in this respect. If there is a clear agreement that works as a base, then it is easier to start arguing about each book in particular.

It’s funny when I hear a writer saying: but I came up with the IDEA for the book!, as if the plot idea were the most important thing in the book. And what about the graphic idea? The writer does not come up with that one, and the same text can bring about thousands of different treatments. You can see it very clearly in filmmaking. Out of one script many different films could be made, and the plot may not change at all. And no one doubts that the director is “author” of the film, right?

I believe that little by little these arguments will change, if we start by understanding, respecting and knowing the illustrator’s work. And we, as illustrators, must occupy that place as authors, assuming all the responsibility and freedom that this means.

—What kind of reader do you think of when you're making a book, if any? Does this referent exist at the time of creating or even during the concrete production of a work?

—Actually, I only think of the book having to be good. And the criterion I use to define this, is basically my own personal taste. It’s just like when I did poetry or painted on canvas. I know I am moving within a genre, the picture-book, that must be understood by a child, but that this doesn’t mean it can’t have several levels of interpretation. Those are the books I adore, and that left a mark on me when I was a child.  

In the level of the illustration, I make my choices on the base of my pictorial referents (they are very many and keep shifting, but I must mention DuBuffett, oriental painting, Schiele, Miró…). And I also have a long time education in the comic school, the “author-comic”, such as Breccia, or Winsor McKay (the author of Little Nemo), apart from everything that is being produced nowadays and that interests me. At some point, I always think of those views, the ones of my teachers, of the people I look up to. 

This leads to be very demanding with myself. But I always think the readers of my books will also be demanding. I never underestimate them.

I wish that what I do is capable of evoking that kind of pleasure, just like the one I feel in presence of those works I enjoy so much, before those books. A pleasure that gives you enthusiasm and makes you feel like doing and thinking things you had not foreseen. The same is valid for the texts. I work them from my love for certain absurd poetry, trying to create powerful and intelligent texts, and never solemn. When I imagine whom my book may reach, I like to think of a restless and playful mind, rather than of a reader of a determined age. I think of an equal.

Notes

(1) Isol. Vida de perros. Mexico, Fondo de Cultura Económica Publ., 1997; collection: Los especiales de A la orilla del viento.

(2) We refer to the picture-books collection "Los especiales de A la orilla del viento", of the Mexican publishers Fondo de Cultura Económica, wich was then directed by Daniel Goldin.

(3) Editorial Media Vaca, of Valencia, Spain (www.mediavaca.com). For that publishing firm, Isol made the illustrations for the book Aroma de galletas, by Antonio Fernández Molina (1999).

(4) Isol refers to the books El cuento de Navidad de Auggie Wren, by Paul Auster (Buenos Aires, Sudamericana, 2003) and Piñatas. (Buenos Aires, Ediciones del Eclipse, 2004; collection: Picture-books of Del Eclipse.
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