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For the past six years, I’ve been the (almost) exclusive 
cover artist for CrossTalk, The Journal of Defense Soft-
ware Engineering. The process of brainstorming and 
designing new cover images each month is both chal-
lenging and a great way to keep creatively inspired. I’m 
constantly trying to reinvent myself and try new styles 
and approaches to keep my work fresh and new.

My association with CrossTalk began in the spring of 
2000. I had been working for a number of years doing 
graphic design for Hill Air Force Base, as well as doing 
occasional freelance projects. As a freelancer I had 
gone through a period filled with problem clients and 
uninteresting jobs. I was burned out on doing any extra 
design work and hadn’t been actively seeking new work 
for months.

One day, several customers showed up to work with me 
on a display design, and in the course of their conversa-
tion, they brought up the subject of CrossTalk magazine. 
I was somewhat familiar with the publication, as I knew 
a former staff member, and I had occasionally worked 
in the past with their then-regular cover artist. Up to 
that point, the covers I had seen had all been two-color 
pieces—black and a Pantone purple. They mentioned 
to me that they had not been happy with the quality 
of some of the recent CrossTalk covers and wondered 
if I would be interested in doing some freelance cover 
design. They also mentioned that they were in the 
process of changing to a full-color cover format. I was 
interested and thought it would be a great opportunity 
to get my work seen by a wider audience.

I contacted the editor and to my surprise, discovered 
that rather than just hiring artists directly, they were 
conducting a monthly cover competition. In my e-mail 
response I responded by saying, “Depending on my 
schedule, I will try to submit, but I have to say that I’m 
much less inclined to participate under this scenario. 
A monthly competition pays off for one person, but 
causes everyone else to have wasted a lot of time 
with no compensation. If you want a variety of artistic 
interpretations, wouldn’t it make more sense to review 
portfolios and offer assignments based on the quality of 
their work? Most of the good freelancers I know are too 
busy working on paying projects to have a lot of time 
to invest in speculative efforts. I’m not saying I won’t 
submit. I would like my work to appear in CrossTalk. Just 

pointing out that if you aren’t happy with the quality of 
what you’re getting, maybe you should re-examine the 
process.” 

Although I still think that I was making a valid point, in 
retrospect, it was not a very diplomatic way to start a 
business relationship. I had no clue that it would end up 
being such a long term association, so it didn’t occur to 
me at the time that coming across as an arrogant, opin-
ionated jerk was perhaps a bad idea. But I forged ahead 
and put together my first submission…and I won that 
month’s competition…and the next…and the next.

At first I was a little surprised that in a competition 
scenario, even after creating the winning cover, the 
editorial staff would request changes. That seemed 
strange to me because I was stuck in a “winner take all” 
mentality. I learned quickly to adapt my thinking.

A few months later I got my first taste of losing the 
competition and experienced the frustration of 
spending time on a design with no financial compen-
sation. But since I had already had proven that I could 
compete well and make some extra money, I kept 
submitting and continued, for a few more months, to 
win.

I realized that sooner or later, the competition set up 
would end up being a problem. If my work kept being 
selected every month, obviously the other artists would 
stop submitting work, or if I started doing a lot of work 
that I didn’t get paid for, I wouldn’t want to continue. 
After a frustrating scenario with the May 2001 cover, I 
made the decision that I could no longer continue to 
submit work under those terms. I was conflicted with 
this, because at the same time I felt like creatively I was 
just getting warmed up and wanted to continue to 
do covers for them. After several telephone conversa-
tions and e-mail exchanges, we finally negotiated a 
way for all parties to get what they wanted. I became 
the sole artist by agreeing to come up with at least 
three different concepts for each monthly theme. This 
allowed them to still have multiple ideas to choose from. 

With the competition situation behind me, I changed 
my focus from “how can I win the competition?” to 

“how can I best portray the theme?” I did a lot of 
experimenting with how to submit cover proposals. At 
times I submitted very rough pencil sketches, and at 
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1.  These are very rough illustrations that I used 

to plan a photo shoot for the March 2003 Sher-

lock Holmes-themed cover (see page 72).

2.  This concept wasn’t selected for the “Quality 

in Software” theme but was later used to portray 

“Defect Management” (see page 79).

3-4.  Two unused Thanksgiving-related images 

submitted for the “Publisher’s Choice” theme.
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5.  This unused oriental-styled design was sub-
mitted for the theme, “Year of the Engineer and 
the Scientist”. 

6. Another unused oriental design, this time 
incorporating mythical Chinese dragons, also 
submitted for the “Year of the Engineer and the 
Scientist” theme.

7.  I still liked the idea of using a yin/yang 
theme, so I later submitted this sketch for the 
theme, “Consultants: Can’t Live With Them, Can’t 
Live Without Them (see page 84). I printed up 

fortunes, photographed the fortune cookies and 
added some interesting textures to both the 
yin/yang symbol and the background to give it a 
very oriental flavor.

8.  This was the first of several unused submis-
sions for a cover about programming languages. 

9.  Another “Programming Languages” idea, 
creating a face from pieces of many different 
photos.
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1.  A proposed collage for the “Safety/Security” theme, using a 
variety of “biometrics” imagery.

2.  Another sketch showing a huge iron gate, also to portray 
the “Safety/Security” theme (see page 105).

�-4.  Concept sketches of the god Hermes, running with a 
cell phone, for a “Communication” theme. I combined the two 
images into one and gave him a haircut for the finished cover 
(see page 108).

5.  Practice sketches for what I call the “bobblehead cover” (see 
page 89).
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1.  This unused idea was a rare instance where I actually 
proposed something that could be classified as “cute”. The 
theme was “Open Source Software,” and each of the puppies 
had tags with names such as “Linux, MySQL, Apache, etc.”

2.  Here I used Lego blocks for a “Reuse” theme. The final 
cover (page 95) changed considerably from the original 
sketch, as I added military vehicles and a runway. I was 
fascinated to discover that there is a huge worldwide com-
munity that build things with “digital Legos.” I had problems 
converting some of the models to formats compatible with 
my software, but I was able to find a complete stranger from 
one of the online Lego forums who was more than willing 
to help. 

�.  An unused fortune teller idea for “Cost Estimation.”

4.  Another proposed idea for “Open Source Software.” The 
point I was making here is that sometimes there really is 
such a thing as a free lunch.
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5.  For “Safety/Security” theme, I 
wanted to do an image inspired by 
the classic James Bond poster, with 
beautiful women, spies, and a variety 
of security metaphors—retina scans, 
passwords, keys, etc. 

6.  “A New Twist on Today’s Technology” 
is portrayed here with the creation 
of the not-soon-to-be-seen-in-stores 
“iPretzel.” 

7.  This was the idea that was selected 
for the “Open Source Software” theme, 
showing a well with an endless supply 
of water (see page 96).

8.  An unused knight-in-armor concept 
for “Software Safety and Security.”

9.  Another proposal for “Cost Estima-
tion.”

6
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1.  This is a good example of the kind of “digital 
doodling,” I often do in Adobe Photoshop. I take several 
interesting images and start to play around with them. 
I often “invert” the colors of the image, as part of the 
experimenting process, then alter the way the different 
layers blend until I find something that works well. I 
originally did this image just for fun one afternoon, and 
it later ended up being the inspiration for a  CrossTalk 
cover (see page 54).

2-4.  These are three samples I created in Bryce to 
illustrate the theme, “Software Around the World.” Had 
I finished the concept, I would have varied the faces to 
represent people of many different nationalities (2) or 
made each flag from a different country, not just Britain 
(�-4).

2 3 4
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5.  This is the original photo I used to create the April 2002, “Risky Requirements” cover.  
Because I was informed that the colors of the ski outfit were out of style, I had to do 
some “color trend research” at a local sports clothing outlet. The revised color palette 
can be seen on page 61.

6.  This was an initial brainstorm for the theme, “The People Variable,” which I created 
by stacking layers of binary code to reveal several faces. I refined this concept into the 
image show on page 117, but it was never used.

7.  Over the course I several years, I proposed several “game board” ideas for various 
themes. This was one of the earliest game-related ideas, which wasn’t selected for use. I 
later did a game board for a “Software Acquisition” theme (see page 86).

8.  This unused oriental image highlighting a bonsai tree was designed to represent 
“Configuration Management.” My commentary for this metaphor explained that the 
gardener/artist creating the look of the bonsai tree would have to identify how he 
wanted it to look over its life cycle, systematically pruning and controlling its growth to 
maintain the integrity of his artistic vision throughout the tree’s life.
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