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Right: “‘Casserole’ is a short story by Thomas McGuane about a childless couple who journey to the ranch of the wife’s elderly parents to cele brate their 
!"th wedding anniversary. I chose to illustrate the following scene, as it foreshadows the crumbling relationship between the two characters: ‘While we 
crossed, my wife stood on the ferry deck looking out on the river, smiling and sighing at the clouds of swallows circling the current. I told her they were 
just after the bugs…. I’ve long had trouble with people picking out some detail of the landscape and pretending it’s the whole story.’” Chris Curry, art 
director; The New Yorker, client.

V icto Ngai mentions “luck” and “destiny” more than a few times while discussing 
the remarkable trajectory of her still-nascent career. The !%-year-old illustrator 
from Hong Kong, who in !"#! won two Gold Medals from the Society of Illustrators 

and whose work appears regularly in the pages of The New Yorker and the New York Times, 
cites how fortunate it was that she got into the Rhode Island School of Design—the 
only school she applied to—and studied editorial illustration with Chris Buzelli, who would 
challenge her and become her mentor. The added serendipity of this connection is that 
his wife is art director SooJin Buzelli, through whom Ngai earned enough assignments 
to build a portfolio of a dozen published pieces by the time she graduated in !"#", which 
helped her move to New York City and hit the ground running. “The New York Times was 
my second client,” Ngai says, more in appreciation than boast. 

As she describes her tremendous luck, it also becomes apparent just how hard she’s 
worked at every stage, and how her unwavering determination has done more to fuel 
this “series of fortunate accidents” than has fate. One only has to look at the quality of 
her work to see proof of her strong point of view, exquisite hand and ability to convey 
emotion in compositions that are highly detailed yet direct in their communication. In 
person, Ngai comes across as self-assured and confi dent, but also genuinely curious 
about the world and other people, asking many thoughtful questions as I interview her 
in her Murray Hill apartment. Even though her syntax betrays the fact that English is 
not her fi rst language (it’s Cantonese), she has a ready wit and playful sense of humor. 
Considering all she’s accomplished in such a short time, a little swagger would be 
justifi ed. But that wouldn’t be Ngai’s style.

A great fortune depends on luck, a small one on diligence
What is her style is to make the familiar seem magical and the otherworldly less strange. 
Absorbing infl uences that stretch from the ancient Buddhist cave paintings of Dunhuang 
on the Silk Road to the retro-futurism of sci-fi  artist Moebius to the fantastically epic 
Lord of the Rings fi lm trilogy, she conjures imaginative places and creatures from an inner 
realm that was cultivated early on. Growing up in the former British colony as the only 
child of middle-class parents who worked long hours—her dad in fi nance, her mom in a 
variety of posts, from professor of Chinese liter ature and newspaper editor to manager 
of an invest ment company—she spent a lot of time alone. Victo (shortened from her 
English name, Victoria) Ngai (pronounced nye) took to drawing as a way to keep herself 
entertained. “I started creating my own stories, drawing out characters and scenes. That 
was the earliest form of illustration and storytelling I was doing. I guess you could call 
them my imaginary friends,” she says. 

by Sue Apfelbaum
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Right: “Illustrations for four works published by Tor. ‘Foundation’ by Ann Aguirre (top left), is a zombie apocalypse story that called for a rugged 
image, so I decided to experiment and eventually went with a new approach in charcoal. I really enjoyed the layers of riddles in ‘A Window or a Small Box’ 
by Jedediah Berry, which inspired this piece (top right); obviously, I was also paying tribute to Escher. My fi rst book cover was Vicious by V. E. Schwab 
(bottom left), a novel about the rivalry of two villains, friends-turned-archenemies, who possess extraordinary powers. I was awarded my fi rst Society of 
Illustrators Gold Medal in the book category for ‘Jacks and Queens at the Green Mill’ (bottom right) by Marie Rutkoski. Set in Chicago in !"#$, the story 
has jazz, the Mafi a, flappers and the conspiracy of the Great Chicago Fire.” Irene Gallo, art director; Tor.com/Tor Books, client.

Until the age of six she 
would get high fevers 
that sometimes led to 
near-fatal seizures, 
further isolating her 
from other kids. Her 

clinical doctors couldn’t diagnose what was wrong, but gave 
her pills that mostly just doped her. Desperate for a non-
pharmaceutical cure, Ngai’s mother sought out traditional 
herbal treatments, which not only stopped the fevers but 
also inspired her mother’s next career (she’s now a doctor 
of Chinese medicine). Her mother is also the one who fi rst 
noticed Ngai’s talent and how the rigidly technical Chinese 
art taught in school was stifl ing it. So, every week end she 
would take her daughter to a looser private art teacher in 
Shenzhen, on the mainland, which, although geographically 
close, was “like visiting another country, we need to go 
through customs every time,” Ngai says. It was there that 
Ngai’s creative confi dence began to fl ourish. 

When it came time for college, Ngai set her sights on the 
United States. “I was always top of my art class, but I felt 
like I wasn’t a big fi sh, just in a small pond. I knew the only 
way to know how good I really was, and to grow better, 
was to study in one of the top art schools in the world,” 
she says. She chose RISD because a friend of hers said it was 
the very best. Ngai knew nothing about where she was 
headed. “I thought Rhode Island was an actual island,” she 
says. She chose illustration because she wanted a stable 
career, and found it the perfect conduit for her love of story-
telling and problem solving. She says, “I have always liked 
all types of puzzle games and detective mystery stories.” 

Unless there is opposing wind, a kite 
cannot rise
Not that illustration came easily to her. The masters she 
admired, Norman Rockwell and N.C. Wyeth, were painters, so 
she thought she should be, too, in order to be taken seriously. 
In Chris Buzelli’s editorial illustration class, she fl oundered 
and endured many tough critiques. “I was his worst student,” 
she says. “I just didn’t get it. [My ideas] were very cliché, or 
my metaphors didn’t work, like Chinese fables that I think 
of as universal, but are not. Also my composition was bad, 
my color was bad.” The once-top student learned what it 
was like to be a small fi sh in a big pond, which only pushed 
her to work harder. 

Ngai’s breakthrough moment came when Buzelli noticed her 
sketchbooks. In contrast to what she brought to class, “her 
sketchbooks were full of the beautiful line work and the 
unique voice that you see in her illustration today,” he says. 
“That’s when I realized I was always interested in lines,” Ngai 
says. “I’m not a painter, I’m a drawer. And I’ve been pretty 
much working the same way since then, just evolving.”

Her images are often fantastical, fi lled with animals and 
nature, and drawn from perspectives that place the viewer 
in unrealistic positions, as is traditional in Chinese landscape 
art. “It’s very interesting because the Western perspective 
is one point, so you station yourself and you draw things 
from this angle,” she says. “But in ancient China, poets and 
painters would draw as they traveled, so they would start 
and keep walking and then add to it. In one painting you’re 
able to see things you’re not really supposed to be able to 
see from that one point. In Korean painting, too, sometimes 
they obscure the perspective for composition reasons, so 
they take it more liberally, which I like. And I do that a lot 
with my work. I create a reality. I like to twist the rules of 
the reality we are in. To make [an image] believable, you don’t 
actually have to apply the physics of this world. You can make 
up your own physics, if they’re consistent. But if you break 
the [rules] of your own language, the picture falls apart.”

One step at a time is good walking
Ngai begins by making small pencil sketches on copier paper 
while sitting on her sofa, which, at the moment, is partially 
occupied by some of her favorite art books, including a 
massive tome of Winsor McCay’s Little Nemo in Slumberland, 
a collection of Katsuhiro Otomo’s Akira comics and the 
exhibition catalog for Alexander McQueen’s Savage Beauty. 
She likes to start on the couch before moving to her 
drafting table “because it feels less like work. I think when 
I’m more relaxed I have more interesting ideas,” she says. 
Once she knows the direction she’ll take, she’ll draw it 
larger in pencil and fi nalize it in ink with a calligraphy pen 
tipped with antique nibs. She then adds color on the 
computer (no more painting). And somewhere, perhaps 
hidden in patterned wallpaper or another subtle place, she 
always signs her name in characters of her native Chinese. 

She says she works slowly, and that this is in part because 
of her English comprehension. Yet her grasp of a story’s 
essence is one of the reasons clients praise her. New Yorker 
art director Jordan Awan, who has hired her for fi ction 
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assignments as well as portraits—including a spectacular one 
of blues musician Eddy “The Chief” Clearwater, in groovy 
shades and feathered headdress—recalls how he saw that 
right away in her post-%&'( portfolio. “What impressed me 
most about Victo was not just her technical profi ciency and 
imaginative imagery, but her ability to really tell a story, to 
pull a narrative out of something that didn’t have much of 
one,” he says. “Her line quality and palette build an energy 
and atmosphere on the page, while her attention to detail 
and high standards make her an absolute pleasure to work 
with. She goes above and beyond what is expected, from 
sketches to fi nish, with great enthusiasm each and every 
step of the way.”

Be not afraid of growing slowly, be afraid 
only of standing still
Like an athlete who needs increasingly better opponents in 
order to excel, Ngai yearns for new challenges. Her clients 
seem happy to oblige. New York Times art director Alexandra 
Zsigmond commissioned her for a comic-book-style illustra-
tion for a personal essay about Alzheimer’s disease, a reach 

This page: “I don’t often get to draw nudes for a magazine. So I was 
excited to be asked to illustrate this scene for the romantic fi ction piece 
‘Sweet Dreams’ by Peter Stamm: ‘She went to the bathroom, fi lled the 
tub, and got undressed. The mirror misted over with condensation, and 
the smell of pine needles fi lled the air…. Then she heard footsteps, and 
Simon’s voice through the half-open door … she poked her head through 
the crack, and he kissed her on the lips and tried to barge the door open, 
but she held it shut. They kissed again.’” Jordan Awan/Chris Curry, art 
directors; The New Yorker, client.

 “Every year printing company Dellas Graphic launches a calendar project 
called the Frogfolio. The theme is completely open (as long as there is 
a frog in the picture), so I took full advantage and came up with my 
own apocalypse story here, which earned my fi rst Society of Illustrators 
Gold Medal in the institutional category.” Jim Burke, art director; Dellas 
Graphics, client.

Right: “This piece was for a movie review of Wadjda, the fi rst feature fi lm 
ever made by a female Saudi director, Haifaa al-Mansour, shot entirely in 
Saudi Arabia. Wadjda is an eleven-year-old girl living in the capital city of 
Riyadh, who dreams of owning a bicycle so she can race against a boy 
named Abdullah from the neighborhood. However, riding bikes is frowned 
upon for girls. Without the support of her parents, Wadjda starts raising 
money on her own, including joining a Koran recital competition.” Jordan 
Awan, art director; The New Yorker, client.

 “Cover for ComputerWorld magazine. The story, titled ‘Deep Thinkers,’ 
is about businesses reaping huge rewards by going deep with their data 
analysis.” April Montgomery, art director; ComputerWorld/!"# Enterprise, 
clients.

 “The article for this illustration is about some deep pension fund stu$  that 
I can’t comprehend, even with my best reading glasses. Luckily, I only had 
to work on the sweet and easy phrase art director SooJin Buzelli gave me: 
‘transitional management, going from A to B.’” SooJin Buzelli, creative 
director; ai%!&/Asset International, clients.

 “This edge-to-edge butterfly piece focuses on the fi rst paragraph of the 
story ‘MayFly’ by Kevin Canty: ‘Driving across the Utah desert on I–'(, 
James hit a butterfly with his car. Then another. Then a shower of them, 
hitting the windshield like hail, wings trapped in the wipers, orange and 
black.’” Jordan Awan, art director; The New Yorker, client.
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This page: “When working with SooJin, work equals play. She really 
encourages creative freedom in illustrators. The concepts in her maga-
zine articles are often quite open or abstract; usually I am given 
a short phrase or working title and nothing more as art direction. This 
allows me to work the things I like to draw into client projects, which 
is the case for both of these images.” SooJin Buzelli, creative director; 
!"#$%!&$%&', client.

Right: “A portrait of the blues musician Eddy ‘Chief’ Clearwater for The 
New Yorker. I had a lot of fun with the lighting and his crazy signature 
headdress.” Jordan Awan, art director; The New Yorker, client.

for Ngai, who had never done a job with so many panels. 
With comics, “you have to think of the rhythm,” Ngai says. 
Composing the eleven panels of varying sizes “was very 
out of my comfort zone, but I enjoyed it. Sometimes you 
get something that’s even more interesting if you’re being 
stretched, because you have to try harder.” 

Another fun challenge has been working with darker 
subject matter for fantasy publishing house Tor. For art 
director Irene Gallo, Ngai created an abstract rendering of 
zombies for the short story “Foundation.” It is noticeably 
less precise than her usual style, but this makes it all the 
more haunting. “I think sometimes seeing less is scarier,” 
she says. “When I do a monster or zombie, I like more of 
a silhouette approach. Because if you see everything, you 
already know what’s up for you, there’s no more unknown 
to fear.” Gallo concurs. “Victo is really good at reading 
between the lines,” she says. “While a lot of contemporary 
fantasy deals with things that can’t be seen or are not 
easily depicted, her design and narrative convey that 
otherworldliness.”

The Chinese fables of her childhood still infl uence her 
work, even if their meanings aren’t as universal as she 
once thought. In a promotion for the %""th episode of 
This American Life, Ngai interpreted a parable about the 
harm of being too sheltered, in which frogs in a well are 
ignorant of every thing but the sky above them. In her 
picture, the frogs have a radio to listen to, an antenna 
that provides a way out. “I thought it’s a perfect metaphor 
to depict how, with &'(, no one would be a ‘frog under the 
well,’” she says. 

Ngai sees her own work with a peripheral view, claiming, 
“I don’t want to be categorized as one type of artist, that 
I only do Asian art or I only do fantasy art or only do 
children’s books. What ultimately keeps me going is the 
challenge.” When asked if there’s anything she’d like to 
work with, she mentions wanting to do more with fashion. 
“I get inspired by fashion photo shoots because they 
always have an eerie, surreal quality and cool composition,” 
she says. “And I would love to work with Vogue, if they 
decided to do a retro illustrated cover.” 

An illustration by Victo Ngai on the cover of Vogue? We 
should be so lucky. ca

Victo_Ngai_main.indd   82Victo_Ngai_main.indd   82 1/31/14   10:01 AM1/31/14   10:01 AM



!"  Communication Arts  |  commarts.com

Victo_Ngai_main.indd   83Victo_Ngai_main.indd   83 1/21/14   7:28 AM1/21/14   7:28 AM


