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Sometimes illustrators may exist under the radar 
– even those as illustrious as Grant Shaffer (born 
1965), whose sharply observant images appear in 
such iconic global mastheads as The New Yorker, 
The New York Times and Interview magazine. Yet 
Shaffer’s talent and reach are broad, and his hand-
drawn imagery influential in books and comics.  
His storyboarding spans decades and includes well-
known films such as The Girl on the Train (2016), 
Wall Street: Money Never Sleeps (2010) and Stepmom 
(1998), and music videos, among them Madonna’s 
‘Bedtime Story’ (1995), ‘Rain’ (1993) and ‘Deeper 
and Deeper’ (1992), Beyoncé’s ‘If I Were A Boy’  
and ‘Single Ladies’ (both 2008), and Michael 
Jackson’s ‘Who Is It?’ (1993). 

Most recently, however, it is Shaffer’s daily 
immersion in the street life of Manhattan that has 
developed huge traction across New York City and 
beyond. Shaffer tells VAULT that his comic series  

NY SEE began when he took his own advice.  
“I encourage my students (at the School of Visual 
Arts) to draw every day, or maybe post a daily 
drawing on Instagram, so I started posting a drawing 
six days a week on my account, @nyseecomic.  
I decided to just illustrate things that I found 
peculiar around NYC. I think of it as a visual diary  
of the city – mostly the East Village.” 

These images capture witty vignettes of American 
curiosities, from the urbane to the ordinary – 
albeit infused with a razor-sharp edge. There are 
serendipitous moments and overheard snippets of 
people (and animals) in this place. Perhaps the key 
to its ongoing success lies in its fine-grained detail 
of life in arguably the world’s most intriguing city. 
Its genius may lie in its curating of the people and 
flavour of this place back to its residents and the 
globe – as street-side posters and online. 

 MARGINS ·  GRANT SHAFFER

Illustrator and artist Grant Shaffer captures  
serendipitous moments in New York.
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GRANT SHAFFER  
NY SEE series:  
ink on paper

01    NYSEE, 2018

02   Hand ashing a cigarette 
through a campervan 
window, 2018

03    Hours after the Twin 
Towers fell, Trump 
bragged that his 
building was now 
the tallest in Lower 
Manhattan, 2018

04    Go-Go boy tipped with 
a Metro card, 2019

05    Overheard on  
Avenue D, ‘Stay out  
of it Angie’, 2018

06    Couple smoking  
and fighting on fire 
escape, 2018 

07   Somebody high up, 
putting on makeup, 2019

08   Dog with David Bowie 
eyes in Mast Bookstore 
on Ave. A, 2019

09   NYSEE, 2017

10   Skateboarder in high 
heels in Tompkins 
Square Park, 2018

11   Overheard on  
Avenue B, 2019

12   Sad man on 1st Ave. 
walking by my friends 
and me and calling us 
faggots, 2018

13   Holding onto a subway 
pole with a tissue, 2019

Courtesy the artist

Mostly watercolour, each drawing provides a glimpse 
that slices the city open. A lit window in an otherwise dark 
wall reveals a woman in front of a mirror, captioned with 
something of the repetition of her act: Somebody high up, 
putting on makeup. On another register, a portentous dark 
sky hangs over city buildings, pierced by a shaft of light. 
The words at the top of the picture read: “Hours after the 
twin towers fell, Trump bragged that his building was now 
the tallest in Lower Manhattan.”

Political comment is not the focus of the NY SEE 
project, yet even in its documentation of Shaffer’s wry 
observations of details – like “Holding Onto a Subway 
Pole with a Tissue” – NY SEE crystallises a moment 
in time that defines the humanity of the now. Shaffer 
doesn’t create his art as a platform for agitation, per se. 
However, he believes that, “All art, and everything we do 
is political in some way. I drew an NY SEE comic that 
featured Trump with ‘Dictator Wannabe’ written below. 
It seemed to start a bit of dialogue. Not that my comic 
will cause a revolution, but hopefully, potentially it gets 
into the collective consciousness, and becomes a small 
part of a bigger discussion, one drip at a time.”

Shaffer has an uncanny ability to identify a cultural 
flashpoint, and these images are lively because of his ability 
to see. Dog with David Bowie Eyes in Mast Bookstore 
on Ave. A is a watercolour sketch in red and black that 
captures the dog’s mismatched eyes (like Bowie in the 1976 
film The Man Who Fell to Earth). Sometimes the drawings 
are quickly executed, and at other times they move through 
several iterations. He says, “Each drawing works out 
differently. One drawing will take two minutes, and the 
next I'll struggle with, doing five or ten versions. I usually 
like doing multiple takes of the same drawing, trying to 
become less self-conscious with each one.” Yet they appear 
effortless, despite their sustained production.

“I don’t really feel like I'm ‘on’, looking for things;  
I’ve just always loved people-watching – that’s really the 
main reason I moved to Manhattan,” Shaffer says. “You just 
walk out your door and you’re going to see something odd. 
Sometimes it’s funny; sometimes it’s tragic. NY SEE 
is an extension of that: taking in the world around me 
and asking people to notice or consider something. When 
I see something that makes me go ‘huh’, I usually email a 
note to myself, jot down a sketch in my sketchbook or take 
a photo – if it’s not too intrusive – and draw it later.”

NY SEE is an integral extension of Shaffer’s long career 
in fine art as well as illustration. In a technological era it is 
intriguing that hand-drawn storyboards remain intrinsic 
to moving image production. Shaffer recalls, “I was always 
amazed, going from a script to storyboards to production 
to the final music video – it was like watching a dream 
become reality.”

Shaffer’s reality may conjure the wildest dreams  
of others. He married actor Alan Cumming in 2007,  
and his biography includes solo gallery exhibitions of 
fine art in addition to the production of images that have 
become cultural touchstones of our times. The NY SEE 
daily essays emerge like personal footnotes to the fabric 
of his Manhattan existence, their witty realities lyrically 
expressed in the understatement of watercolour on paper, 
to sum up the tenor of our times. 
grantshaffer.com
@nyseecomic 
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