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introduCtion

Wanna Make Comics?, an essay comics collection, documents interviews with independent 
comics artists on issues of career sustainability, creative community, and comics’ artistic 

integrity—all from the perspective of the interviewer:

Me, Tyson, an aspiring comics artist trying to find where making comics fits into his life. The 
project has a handful of goals:

•	 Provide interview participants, curious comics readers, or other aspiring artists an oppor-
tunity to reflect on comics as a medium and its craft.

•	 Open for them the opportunity to identify and explore conventions of independent 
comics communities.

•	 Build ties between interview participants and Tyson, and help him uncover how comics 
fit into his life ongoing.

The transcribed interviews that follow represent Tyson’s first steps in documenting his dozen 
conversations with established comics artists to share with a wider audience.
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Beyond BaBy stePs

My parents tell me that when I was young, younger than they know of babies doing so, I took 
my first steps. “It was amazing,” they said. “Maybe he’s gifted.”

Then I fell down. When I finally did start walking again, it was months later than normal.

Being an aspiring comics artist can entail a lot of high-intensity emotions. There’s excitement. There’s 
a readiness to go all in. There’s generally some form of previous experience fueling you toward the 
starting line—be it solid drawing skills, a knack for storytelling, exposure to others’ awesome work. It 
feels like the start of a true adventure!

Combine this energy with an active imagination, and suddenly the sky’s the limit. Oh the com-
ics that will be made! The innovative, quirky characters; the gripping and unique visual styles; the 
intricate plots; the living, breathing worlds!

But then, to sit at the drawing board with that great white sheet of blank paper—somehow that 
high-octane readiness inspires worry and anxiety about the first early steps—steps that, especially 
before they’ve been taken, feel so important to get right.

It’s like wanting to walk but being paralyzed by the idea of those inescapably clumsy first steps.

At least, that how it’s been for me. And yet, many others have made these first steps and gone on to 
do plenty more walking in the world of comics. How did they do it?



Neil, an indie comics artist in Chicago and employee of comic bookstore Quimby’s 
(www.quimbys.com), grew up enjoying newspaper funnies like The Far Side and Calvin & 
Hobbes. By middle school he was following mainstream comic book favorites like X-Men. He 
even began making his own comics, mostly for high school and college newspapers.

When I was a little kid there was a Far Side cartoon that I thought was so funny that I de-
cided, “I’m going to draw this comic again!” And I tried to re-draw it, and I was terrible! But 
I took what was supposed to be a dog and turned it into my first cartoon character.

Growing up I always wanted to do comics, and in high school and college I did comics for 
school newspapers and stuff like that.
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But those first steps—including his art college experience—aren’t what he considers the real 
beginning of his comics-making life.

I’ve always kind of felt that I’ve wanted to do it, but that moment in 2005 ...that was the 
“Ah-ha” moment for me.

I did comics all through college, but I was definitely not encouraged. I was sort of trained to 
see it as this sort of extracurricular thing that I was doing but that I really should be focusing 
on my drawing and painting.

So when I got out of college and there wasn’t this structure of a newspaper to publish in, I 
stopped drawing comics and didn’t draw comics for... I guess four or five years? And there 
were little things: “Oh I’ve got this idea that would really be cool!” And I would start to 
work on it, but I would spend too much time trying to come up with the idea and coming 
up with scripts and wouldn’t draw anything. And the ideas were so gigantic that it was—
even now, there’s now way that I would ever be able to accomplish that!

It was a rough time, for lots of reasons. “Emotionally terrible years.”

Beyond BaBy stePs

I think it was January of 2005, I had 
been picking up mini comics at Qui-
mby’s and I really wanted to do a comic 
of my own and I couldn’t get started. I 
felt like there was this… I was just super 
sluggish. And I got really fed up, and 
eventually one night I said:

“Tomorrow I’m waking up and I’m 
drawing a comic.”



And so I drew this single-panel comic that eventually turned into a webcomic that I did for a 
while called Sock Monster.

I sat down and I started drawing this comic without scripting it or penciling it or inking it. 
The first 14 comics are total gibberish, like complete gibberish! My idea was, “I’m going to 
build this world and it’s going to be this strange nonhuman world that if you take the time to 
invest in, you’re going to learn everything about it through this gibberish comic!” I showed 
it to a bunch of people. And they said, “This is terrible! It needs to make sense or no one’s 
going to want to stick around and read it.”

But the minute I started drawing comics again in 2005, I had this realization that this, just 
the drawing of comics, is so vital to my well-being.

“This is what I want to do.”

It’s an understanding that stays with him still.

Even when I take a couple days from drawing comics—and sometimes I do end up not draw-
ing comics for a while—I realize when I get back into it how important it is, and how much 
it just makes me feel like I’m doing something that fulfills me.

One of Neil’s key pieces of advice to 
aspiring comics artists:

Just do it.

Even if you’re working on something 
that’s half-baked, you should make 
it, and then get it out there, because 
you’re going to learn so much from 
that process, and it’s going to inform 
your later stuff in ways that you 
won’t even completely understand.

Sometimes, it’s really easy for things 
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to become precious. In every single comic that you do, you know when you’re working on 
it you should think, “This is the most important thing in the world.” But as soon as you’re 
done with it, you should really say, “Alright, that’s just another step.”

You’re doing a disservice to yourself if you’re constantly waiting for the perfect comic. The 
comic in your head is always going to be better than the comic that ends up in your hands. 
And if you wait for those two things to match up you’re never going to make comics. You 
will not end up being as good as you would have been.

But if you say, “I’m making this crummy six-page mini-comic, and then I’m going to make 
this other crummy six-page mini-comic, and then I’m going to make this 12-page one,” you 
figure out: “Oh, you know it would’ve looked really great on this if I had cared more about 
the angles of where the characters are.” And so the next comic you develop—you build off of 
that.

Wanna make comics? Tomorrow, wake up and draw one. Step. Fall. Get up, and go on.

Beyond BaBy stePs



“Hey Hey, We’re friendly!”

There’s this classic image of the cartoonist as lonely artist doodling away on the drawing board at 
all hours. Ever since I started dabbling in the medium myself, I’ve come to understand why. As 

simple as great comics can appear to be, they take a lot of work to create!

Listening in on panels of professional comic artists never did much to ease my worries. Story after sto-
ry down the line mentioned at late-night workathons, full-day scrambles to meet deadlines, hunker-
ing down for a week (or month!) of extended workdays to get that close-to-heart project completed. It 
sounded like being a cartoonist meant having to trade in the rest of your life.

Sitting in those panel audiences, I found myself thinking, “I want to make comics, but I don’t want 
to have to do it like that all of the time. I don’t want to give up people!”

What’s a socially minded cartoonist to do?



For Cara Bean, Massachusetts-based indie comic artist and art teacher, it’s a sacrifice she hasn’t 
had to make. In fact, comics have led her to more people, more relationships. They’re a central 
part of what makes the medium so special.

Thinking of her first steps into the world of indie comics, there are two people she gives major 
credit to:

I say Matt Smith first and Jason Viola second.

Fresh out of graduate school with a degree in drawing and painting, Cara was stuck doing secre-
tarial work. But this meant easy access to a photocopier, and she took advantage of it to copy her 
doodles and drawings for friends.
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One of those friends, comic artist Matt Smith, saw right away the connection in style to indie 
comics. He invited her to the comic book shop Million Year Picnic in Cambridge, MA.

Up until then Cara was, as she describes herself, “very fine arts.”

I loved Calvin &Hobbes as a kid, I loved cartoons. But I never thought of comic books as a 
medium for me until that moment.

Seeing work from Anders Nilsen and Nate Powell, comic artists doing very different work from 
major publishers like D.C. and Marvel made an impact on her.

I just realized there was a world for me there.

But at that point it was still just an inkling. Cara started drawing her own comics but had no 
intention of committing to it long-term. So, what changed her mind?

Going to conventions.

“Hey Hey, We’re friendly!”



I remember looking up new artists I had discovered online at that time I think it was Anders 
Nilsen, Jeffrey Brown. They had a website they would update regularly and I was thought, 
“Aw, it’s so cool!” I think Gabrielle Bell she’s another person that I was kind of “stalking.” By 
watching their websites I realized, they’re all being part of these indie comics conventions. 
Like that’s a thing.

And the first one that was nearby was MoCCA [Museum of Comics and Cartoon Art’s 
Arts Festival] in New York City. “I really want to go to that! That’s where all these people I 
admire are going.”

I went to that as an attendee. It was 2006. At that time MoCCA was huge, two floors, and 
everybody was there. It was nuts. It’s not that way anymore. There was a peak couple of years 
that I happened to attend.

I remember that I went to a presentation by Jeffrey Brown. He talked about having a difficult 
time at art school and I certainly thought, “Yeah, I get that!” I could recognize that if you’re 
a cartoonist in a painting program, you’re gonna be a weirdo there.

I remember thinking, “I’ll buy that book about his experiences in art school.” And so I went 
to the Top Shelf table to buy my book. And they said, “Yeah, hold on,” and they went and got 
Jeffrey Brown and brought him to me. “AH! I didn’t mean that I wanted to meet him!” It was 
too intimidating, you know? I just wanted the book!

I said, “Oh hi, I liked your talk,” and I was really shy. And I actually did have a comic that I 
had made—I can remember this too—in my backpack. And my boyfriend at the time was 
whispering to me, “You should show him! Go show him your comic!” But I kept it in my 
bag. I didn’t feel ready yet.

He signed his book and was very nice to me. And that has happened over and over again: 
cartoonists I admire have been kind to me.
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mail because back then it wasn’t online registration. And I purchased a full table. I figured, 
“I can afford it!” I had no idea how much space I’d need. In retrospect, it was way too much 
space!

So I had this giant table. And then I got there and I was terrified. I was shaking in my shoes. I 
didn’t know anyone. It was very scary for me, but then it was also awesome. Again I got that 
adrenaline rush: “This is exciting! I love this medium!”

Fortunately a stressful first show as an exhibitor didn’t scare her away. She took a summer work-
shop at the Center for Cartoon Studies in Vermont to hone her visual storytelling skills, and 
while there she met gracious and giving faculty. It was an important step—one that brought her 
comic-count to two—but the real leap for her was a friend she made at her second show.

I really have to credit Jason Viola. He’s my current tabling partner and a good friend. The 
show that I signed up for after SPX was MeCAF [Maine Comic Arts Festival], and that’s 

It was his kindness, combined with see-
ing lots of comics there she liked, that 
made her want to make “a real comic.”

After that show I decided, “I’m 
going to try to make one that I do 
want to give to somebody.” And 
I still have that comic: Squeaky 
Noises, about my dog.

With one quality comic completed, 
Cara decided it was time to go to a 
convention—not as an attendee, but as 
an exhibitor selling her book.

I signed up for the Small Press Expo 
[SPX]. This was 2008, maybe? 
2007? I just sent the check into the 
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where we first met.

That festival was so much nicer for me as a beginning cartoonist. SPX was the in the belly of 
the beast! MeCAF was just the right amount of people. I remember seeing Jay, and I remem-
ber talking to his wife Rebecca. I brought a comic I had made at the Center for Cartoon 
Studies workshop, and—now I realize it was probably a bad idea—but I had put my home 
address as my contact. (Because I guess, stalkers or …murderers or something?) But, when 
Jay and I traded comics he realized: “Hey! I live up the street from you and I make comics.” 
And I said, “Oh! I love your comics. I know who you are from your books, but I didn’t know 
you”

We made plans and got coffee, and started talking and realized that we liked a lot of the same 
artists and were about the same age—you know, a lot of people are younger.

It wasn’t until the following SPX, a chance to return to the belly of the beast, that the friendship 
really came to bloom.

2011 was a year at SPX when Chris Ware, the Hernandez brothers, Dan CLowes, and all 
these big names were all going to be at SPX, and so the tables were gone. And Jay told me, “I 
have a half-table, if you wanna sign up with me.” So I did.

And we have just that right opposites attract thing. He’s super organized and has a day job. 
He can sit there and say, “Oh, the signups are on this day, and I will sign up, because my 
fancy phone gives me a reminder.” Where I’m like, “Baaahhhh!” I have no idea what’s going 
on. It’s amazing that I can take care of myself at all.

He gets us into shows but, once we get to the show I bring a lot of personality. “Hey hey, 
we’re friendly!” But I may not be here if Jay didn’t take care of event planning and transporta-
tion.

He does really help me. Jay has been a very strong influence on supporting me creatively, and 
getting me into shows, signing me up for things I wouldn’t normally do, where I’d be too shy 
or it would seem too hard so I wouldn’t do it.
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Now that she’s past those early years, 
Cara recommends these steps for starting 
off in comics—other than “Make stuff !”

Go to a show as an attendant first. 
That’s what I did. See if you get ex-
cited about being there.

And then, maybe go another time 
with something to hand out to your 
favorite artist that you’ve been track-
ing or are aware of.

I think the Sequential Artists Work-
shop in Gainesville and the Center 
for Cartoon Studies summer work-
shops are great if you can’t afford to 
go to the full school or if you don’t 

“Hey Hey, We’re friendly!”

want to.

Then make a friend. And table. Do a smaller show. Go to whatever the smaller, less scary one 
is.

If that goes well, try to get into MoCCA or SPX.

After a while maybe you don’t want to do shows anymore, and you’ll just be working on 
some long-form piece, but I think making the friendships is really important.

They may not happen right away, and they often happen after you sign up for a show. That’s 
when you find your comics soul mates out there.

Wanna make comics? Don’t just stay home and draw. Visit a comics show. Table at a comics 
show. And stay open to the friendships that grow between people with a shared passion.



“Bone Was My stageCoaCH”

Like a lot of aspiring comics creators, I have a graphic novel “in the works”—also known, from 
what I gather, as the kiss of death for a novice cartoonist. Too many big ideas, too much ambi-

tion, not enough traction in real-life comics-making—all leading to deep discouragement, maybe 
even a total falling-out with the craft.

Not surprisingly, I haven’t jumped into it full-on yet. The story’s still on my mind like it has been for 
years, the script now half written. I know the main characters (as much as half of their story can tell 
me). The visual style feels almost there. But my gut still says it’s too soon to start.

It may be a kiss of death for the project itself, but the thing is beginning to feel like a measuring post 
for my visual storytelling abilities, something for me to come back to periodically to see if my experi-
ence and craft are up to snuff for something so large. Until then I keep working on other, smaller 
projects.

So, how does an aspiring cartoonist build up the visual storytelling muscles needed for good comics, 
both big and small?



For Kenan Rubenstein, a comics artist recently moved from New York City to Massachusetts, 
the answer in one way is simple: less is more.

I think comics’ visuals are a kind of language in a way that’s different from painting or from 
drawing from life. There’s such a thing as too much information.

But simple doesn’t necessarily mean easy. Despite having been in comics for over five years and 
drawing ever since he could hold a pencil, Kenan admits:

I don’t know that I have those skills yet. [laughter] I’m totally serious!

I don’t know. I have drawings that I made when I was two By all accounts, no one could ever 
get pencils or crayons out of my hands my whole childhood.

By his teens his parents had convinced him to take a drawing class, and he also looked to an 
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accomplished uncle, a painter, for inspiration. But this led him in a direction that has actually 
made the shift to comics as an adult more difficult.

I had a lot of art in my life that was very much observation-based. For me, one of the biggest 
challenges of working in comics is that all of my instincts and training are towards faithful 
representation of the world. And if I walk around with a sketchbook, that’s what I do: I draw 
what I see and I try to get it right. And in addition to that being just technically impractical 
for comics—like you can’t draw that detailed and ever finish anything—it’s not really good 
for storytelling.

I teach this class on Persepolis and comics vocabulary to these high school kids once a year, 
and we talk about why Satrapi’s style is so minimal. One of the things I’ll ask them to do is 
tell a story about their teacher, and then I’ll ask them for all these irrelevant details. I’ll say, 
“Well why didn’t you tell me this stuff ?” And, you know the answer is because they’re irrel-
evant! It’s bad storytelling if you give people more information that they don’t need.

There’s that point—you know, it depends on the comic—but in a lot of people’s work…

          …here’s the potential amount of information…              and you already hit too much over here.

In a roundabout way it’s thanks to Kenan’s background in film—with cameras that capture every 
visual detail in range—that he started drawing better comics.

Supposedly when Orson Welles was making Citizen Kane, he watched Stagecoach 40 

“Bone Was My stageCoaCH”



times—the John Ford film which was the film that introduced John Wayne to the world. 
Orson Welles had never made a movie before, and none of the people he was working with 
had ever made a movie before. This was like their Bible basically, and whenever they didn’t 
know how to do something they’d ask, “OK, what did John Ford do in Stagecoach?”

Stagecoach is a really interesting movie because (sorry you can tell I was a film major) you 
could watch Stagecoach silently and sort of understand what’s going on based on just where 
people are sitting in different scenes and how they’re looking at each other. John Ford 
thought that that was how a movie should be, that most of your storytelling should be done 
visually.

All of this is just to say that Bone was my Stagecoach when I first started to make comics. 
There are things in Bone that work better or worse but just in terms of visual storytelling he’s 
so masterful and so confident. Whenever I thought, “I don’t know what to do here!” I’d ask, 
“Alright, what does Jeff Smith do?”

It’s a response that’s served him well—more so since he’s found additional favorite comic artists. 
But it’s more than just looking up “the answers” to the problems he runs into.

Now I think that I have a sort of broader coalition of comic artists that I consult. But it’s in-
teresting, I think that what happens to me a lot is that, I’ll have a problem I don’t know how 
to solve and I’ll sort of consult all these artists that I love: “What would Eleanor Davis do?” 
“What would Jeff Smith do?” And then, none of them really work for me. [laughter] Either 
just because I’m not capable of doing what they do or it looks like something tacked-on on 
mine. But usually through that process I’ll come up with something that works for me.

While looking to top comics has been useful for him in most cases, a recent project led him 
elsewhere.

In my current story I’m working on, The Last Train to Old Town, I tried really hard to use 
color in a way that was indispensable, that wasn’t just: “Oh here’s the not-colored-in version 
and here’s the colored-in version.” Where color was really part of the visual information and 
part of the storytelling.
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I felt …a little bit lost doing that. There was just so much trial and error. I don’t think that 
I’ve invented the wheel, but I felt like there weren’t a lot of models for what I wanted to do.

I think part of the reason is that it’s pretty recently that comics have been reproduced with 
any kind of quality. Where a lot of the comics vocabulary comes from is simply trying to 
make something not lose fidelity on newsprint. So, thick black lines.

I think these were challenges and I think what I found was I had to go sort of deeper into art 
history to find the techniques I was looking for, find references for what I was looking for. 
I took a lot from painting, and particularly from Renaissance, plein air painting with atmo-
spheric perspective for Old Town. And even though the palate’s limited and there are very 
few colors on every page, I felt like, “OK, these guys were trying to do the thing I’m trying to 
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do and they kicked my ass at it.”

What’s far more common is looking to film and photography for the best ways to tell stories 
with comics. Even greats like Will Eisner recommend looking to the movies for how to make 
effective cartoons. But it’s far from a catch-all solution, and it’s led to some fugly comics.

One thing that I hate is when people digitally blur the backgrounds of their drawings. This 
is what I mean about consulting painting, the history of painting art. There’s this many-
hundreds-of-years-long history of visual arts dealing with perspective and space. We have all 
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of these native-to-the-visual-arts techniques for doing this stuff. I didn’t invent it! It’s been 
around forever, using colors and using the amount of detail you put into different parts of 
the drawing.

And in fact the blurring that you see in a camera lens is only an approximation. It’s a repre-
sentation of what your eye does and what your mind does when you focus on something. So 
what I think is really weird is that people will use their drawings to imitate the technology of 
photography.

When things are blurry, either in film or in real life because they’re not what you’re focus-
ing on, they don’t have a blurred black outline around them! When you blur a drawing, it 
doesn’t look like anything. It looks like you digitally blurred a drawing! It’s so strange to me 
that people instead consult film—which I suppose is more culturally ubiquitous—rather 
than the history of their own medium, which I think developed for a reason.

So then, why are film and photography such popular influences on comics artists? Kenan’s film 
background proves useful yet again.

Even though comics are older than film, comics now uses film’s vocabulary. We say “close-up” 
or “medium shot.” I think it’s just because film has been codified in this way that comics re-
ally haven’t. Which is one of the exciting things about working in comics.

I think all of this comes down to the fact that there’s money to be made in film. [laughter] 
And so these processes have been streamlined because somewhere along this chain, some-
body’s looking for a profit.

I worked in film for a while and every single thing has a different name. [laughter] You don’t 
say, “an extension cord,” you say “a stinger.” And there’s this huge vocabulary for film, and 
it has its own language, its own hierarchy on a set—who reports to who. All of this stuff is 
pretty established. And comics doesn’t have this—again, because it’s not like an industry in 
the same way.

I guess actually, mainstream comics does. We have this division of labor—letterist, colorer. 
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Again, it’s an industry that my corner of comics isn’t.

I think because film is so industrialized, it has answers to a lot of things that are still ques-
tions in comics. It’s easy to consult film. A, it’s ubiquitous, everyone’s grown up with a lot of 
television and a lot of movies. But B, it has these established answers.

All I’m saying is that sometimes those answers are good for comics, and sometimes they’re 
not.

Wanna make comics? Start by looking at your favorite ones. Then start looking everywhere.
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very exPensive Business Cards

I used to have a stable life with a full-time office job, but I ultimately gave it up to go to graduate 
school and explore making comics. With my graduate work now nearing completion, I’ve been 

left wondering more and more, How do I translate my skills and passions to a regular income?

I met Fran Krause, a fellow student at my graduate school, briefly at an on-campus residency. When 
I discovered that he made comics to complement his teaching at California Institute of the Arts in 
L.A., I knew I needed to invite him to talk about his experience in the medium.

Based on my own comics experiences and observations, some of what Fran shared I was just wait-
ing to hear: Wanna make comics? Let them be comics—not your ticket to stardom or a steady 
paycheck. But other pieces he offered—his observations on the nature of the medium, their place and 
function in his life, and his thoughts on the difficulties inherent in all artistic work—gave me some 
valuable new perspective.

The following excerpt comes from our talk over Hangouts on September 10, 2013.



TP: You mentioned how MAD Magazine and Cracked Magazine were around when you were 
young. What about when you were out on your own independently—were comics still a part of your 
life then?

FK: No. Really not at all. I did animation for a very long time. I still do. I taught it yesterday. 
But apart from making little comics when I was a kid in grade school, I just stopped doing them. 
I’ve never really been into superhero comics, I’ve never been into dramatic comics—like, a lot 
of indie comics are kind of sad people complaining about their sad lives, and I’m not really into 
that either. So, there really wasn’t much in comics for me.

Really it wasn’t until I got to California three years ago that I started hanging out with people 
who make good comics. They would work for Cartoon Network, they would work for Ad-
venture Time or Steven Universe or some show like that doing storyboards. But they were also 
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making really great comics. So, just less than a year ago I started my own stuff, just because I was 
around all these good comics, and I thought I’d give it a shot.

TP: So, artists that you’ve met in the past few years have helped make comics more approachable for 
you. What is it draws you into comics now, versus before when you didn’t really have much connec-
tion to it?

FK: It’s entirely Tumblr, actually, that brought me into comics. I was directing a show called 
SuperF*ckers last year, that was created by James Kochalka who is very indie comics and a really 
unusual and good guy. But he created this show and it was his baby, he’d been working on it for 
10 years, and I came in and directed it all, and I’m pretty happy with them. And coincidentally 
last summer, just for fun I put up a little animated GIF for SuperF*ckers. I just had a Tumblr ac-
count, because anything that shows up online I’ll sign up for my name just in case I ever need to 
use it. Honestly, I think the only thing that was up there were four or five photos of garbage that 
I found in the street and then an animated GIF of SuperF*ckers.

But it got featured on Tumblr Radar one day when I was at the Ottawa International Anima-
tion Festival last year. And so suddenly I had like, eleven-hundred notes on this one thing and 
a thousand followers. And I had no content up there, but I thought, “Wow!” I had never really 
looked at Tumblr before.

So I started looking around, and I just started putting things up on Tumblr. I like that I could 
make as many blogs as I want. I have about 30 different blogs up there because every time I 
think of a funny thing I put into a blog I’ll put it up there. And it’s been fun that way. But about 
a year ago I started doing these Deep Dark Fears comics and, I think those have been going for 
about 10 months. I had never done comics before then, not since the little kid stuff.

TP: Do you see comics fitting into your creative career in an ongoing way, or is this more of an ex-
periment, something new that you want to try?

FK: Well, it can be both. And I think everything I do is fitting into my creative career at this 
point. There’s not one thing that I want to do and then when I do that I’m going to be done. It’s 
all things that I’m curious about that I want to explore. So, I’m curious about comics, I’m going 
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to work on that for a couple years, and that might grow into what I do for the rest of my life. Or 
it might be, “Oh, that was weird when I did comics a few years ago.” But, I’m not exactly sure 
where it’s going. And I think as an artist it’s important to have things that you’re not sure where 
they’re going.

I think I like being known as an animator more than a comic book artist because at least with 
animation there’s an idea that you’re in a studio and you’re making a film with a hundred people. 
And in comics—and this is how it’s been for me so far—is that it’s a very solitary procedure. 
Most of the support I get in comics comes from after they’re done and people say, “Oh, make 
some more!”

But a big advantage over animation is that I don’t have to get a whole crew geared up and bud-
geted in order to make something. If I want to make something, it’s done in a day and I’m telling 
the story I wanted to tell. But it’s also not—at least as far as I’ve been doing it—it’s not as collab-
orative a medium.

And so I do miss that, the team aspect of 
animation.

TP: That makes sense. So, are you curious to find more collaborative opportunities with comics, or 
are you comfortable keeping it as a more solitary, simplified, quicker process?

FK: I think my comics for the time being are going to tend to be something I do on my own. 
What I have done in the past is asked other comic book artists to trade comics so that I’m doing 
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something that’s from their blog and they’re doing something that’s from my blog. It hasn’t been 
easy to do. Most people that I’ve wanted to trade with are very busy. But it’s a trade; it’s not two 
people working at the same place, both working on the same thing. And I think that’s part of 
why we get so many comics that are so personal. They’re very …mopey, because it tends to be 
such a singular kind of medium.

TP: There was something I noticed on some of your Deep Dark Fears entries. It looks like you’re 
taking submissions from readers or maybe from people you know, fears that they’ve had.

FK: Yeah, well there’s a link there. That’s collaborative in a way but at the same time it’s not. 
They can send in their story, and it can be anonymous or it can be non-anonymous. I’ve got a 
bunch already.

The problem is that some of them don’t really fit with the comic. They’re paragraphs and para-
graphs long—I’m reading them completely—and this is four panels that I’m drawing with. 
Sometimes six if the story is really good. And some of them just aren’t very scary. But some of 
them are fantastic. So I’ve been working with those as much as I can. After about 30 or 40 ir-
rational fears I was starting to think, you know, I don’t want to do another one about getting my 
eyes jabbed out. There are a lot of ways that I’m afraid of getting my eyes jabbed out, but I don’t 
want to have a comic that’s repeating itself so much.

I had a few submissions where they say, “Here’s my idea, and here’s how the first panel should 
look, and here’s how the second panel should look,” And I’ve had people send me photographs 
of where the ghost story took place. And I’ll look at that and think, “You know, that’s helpful in 
a way but, I kind of like to get into the story and see what I can do with it.” I’m not sure if I’m 
really looking for collaboration in comics the way I do in animation.

TP: And it sounds like just based on—I mean the fact that animation is so inherently collaborative, 
it seems like comics is almost a nice break from that. Like they both complement each other for you.

FK: Yeah. Definitely.

TP: Based on the experience that you do have so far with comics, what advice would you give some-
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one who’s thinking of getting into it?

FK: Make sure you do something that’s fun, that you enjoy. Make sure you’re not just doing 
something to make yourself famous or something like that.

TP: Yeah, there is so much potential grind that, if you’re not really committed to the project, it’s go-
ing to be really that much more difficult to get through it.

FK: There’s going to be grind in everything. I’ve seen people push through the grind and then 
they’re very happy at the end and they’re happy that they did it; they’re finding a process they 
enjoy. And I’ve seen people hate the work, hate the process, and then look at their work and hate 
their work. Well, you know, there’s no reason you have to make comics. There are a lot of other 
things to do with your life.

I was just in my class yesterday at CalArts. On the first day I just had to tell them, “Look, this is 
animation and there are a lot of easier ways to make money.” And it’s the same thing with com-
ics. I’ve seen some very bitter comics people who will resent successful comics people. And in 
the back of my head I’m thinking, “These people are successful for comics! They barely make a 
living. If they were entry-level accountants they’d probably be making more money.” But they’re 
making it at comics and they get so much resentment from some people for the small amount of 
success they’re getting. There’s not really any need for that.

There are huge amounts of fame in parts of the world, but one of the reasons I like comics and I 
like animation is the fame, for the most part, doesn’t go to the artists—it goes to the character. 
It’s usually not about an artist trying to be famous or trying to be the next Picasso, or end up in a 
gallery and be worshiped. It’s about people trying to tell stories and make a character famous—
make a character relatable, one they’ll love, or hate, or whatever it ends up being.
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It’s nice to be in an art form that has a lot less ego 
than other art forms.

But there’s still a fair amount of ego around.

TP: Are there any recommendations you would give to someone who’s thinking about getting into 
independent comics about sharing their work?

FK: Monetarily, your work isn’t worth anything if you’re not doing anything with it. I’ve seen 
people kind of sit on their ideas for a long time because …let’s say you have 60 comic strips in a 
sketchbook and you think, “These are worth a thousand dollars each! I spent a year on them, 
I want to be paid $60,000 a year—that’s a reasonable salary to make a living these days in the 
city—and I want a thousand dollars each for these comics!” You’re never going to get it. Those 
strips will sit there and they’ll be worthless, but they’ll be too valuable to give up.

I’ve always been lucky because I’ve never considered my independent work to be a living. I’ve 
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always taught or I’ve done commercial work, or worked for studios as my full-time moneymak-
ing pursuit. And so, all of my independent stuff I’ve just thought of as a very expensive business 
card.

If I have a comic, and I think that a hundred people might want to see it, I’ll just put it up on the 
internet for free, I’ll photocopy it and give it to people. Because its value is in being seen and re-
minding people that, “Hey, I’m a guy who does good work.” And that’s all it has to do, it doesn’t 
have to make good money, it doesn’t have to turn into something huge. All it has to do is pop 
into a few people’s heads and remind them that I’m a hard worker and I get stuff done.

And so it’s the same thing with my comics. I put them out and I don’t really expect them to 
make anywhere near the—if I’m going to get paid hourly for this, I’m not even making mini-
mum wage on comics. I probably never will. You know, if I was to put out a book on Deep Dark 
Fears, it’s going to be two years’ worth of work, and there’s no way they’re going to give me two 
year’s salary. So I’m not going to wait around for that. There’s no need to because I make enough 
off of commercial animation and teaching.

I think that’s where a lot of the bitterness comes from in animation and in comics and in art in 
general.
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You can look at someone who’s got 
a regular job and is making how-
ever much money that is. And you 
can look at a painting and think, 
“Wow, a thousand dollars for a 
painting—that’s expensive!”

And then you think, well that 
person spent three weeks on that 
painting, that’s probably 300 bucks 
a week. That’s very cheap labor, 
you could make more at McDon-
ald’s—

—but that’s still an expensive 
painting!
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I can totally see why there’s so much bitterness in art, because if I got a regular job I’d make way 
more money and I’d put no heart into it. I’d have no personal connection with that work. And if 
I made that thousand-dollar painting, I put a ton of work into it, I put a ton of heart into it, and 
I’d make much less money.

The more I’m not expecting any money from art, the more I just …my goal is to feel gratified and 
to have fun with it. I end up being much happier with my work. If I was expecting to make any 
money in my career off my independent work I would be so depressed right now.

But it doesn’t have to. I’ve never relied on it for that. I’ve never asked it to do that.

intervieWs



BaCkground
& refleCtions



ProjeCt develoPMent

getting started
My progress with this project saw two distinct stages in its initial months: one full of activity, 
one wandering toward renewed purpose.

THE FAST TRACK: PREPARING FOR AND CONDUCTING INTERVIEWS

Thanks to initial, casual interest-gauging I conducted at an independent comics expo in May 
2013, I developed by the start of this project a short list of independent comics artists willing 
to set up interviews. Around this same time I contacted an old friend who was part of a Boston 
comics community. Thanks to her I doubled my interview pool to its final dozen.

Coming into this experience, I had only conducted applicant interviews for Teach For America, 
which I knew was a very different—though not completely dissimilar—context for the conver-
sations I was about to have. As I was setting up interviews, I conducted research into effective in-
terview and documentary strategies, primarily from Irving Seidman’s Interviewing as Qualitative 
Research: A Guide for Researchers in Education and the Social Sciences and Robert Coles’ Doing 
Documentary Work. I also conferred with a colleague who had years of interview experience.

Thanks to this research, I developed a project overview and interview release form and set up 
one 90-minute conversation with each artist. This timing was adapted from the standard (“ide-
al”) format used in most oral history interviews projects (Seidman, 20-1). I also developed six 
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THE INTERVIEW PROmPTS

1. Tell me the story of how you first 
discovered comics.

2. When did you first start to imagine being 
a creator of comics?

3. How did you develop the skills needed to 
make comics?

4. What personal and creative support have 
you relied on as a comics artist?

5. What advice do you have for those 
thinking about entering the world of 
making independent / alternative comics?

6. Where do you see the future of indie 
comics going?

BONUS. What is your favorite comic, or 
who is your favorite comic artist? Why?

discussion prompts to use during interviews 
with follow-up questions if needed.

The interviews took place over September 
2013. The majority of them were conducted 
online using free video chat programs 
Google+ Hangouts and Skype. Thanks to 
the free trial version of ScreenFlow, I could 
record all of my computer’s audio-visual 
data during these interviews, which allowed 
me to also document my part in the inter-
views. I audio- and video-recorded my two 
in-person interviews using a smartphone 
camera and microphone hooked up to my 
laptop. During all of the interviews, I wrote 
my notes by hand and kept time with each 
note I made for easier reference later. After 
the interviews were complete, I transcribed 
the notes onto my computer.

THE SLOW ROAD: PROGRESS AFTER INTERVIEWS

The intensity of preparing and conducting interviews, along with other external factors, left me 
drained by the time the interviews ended. As October drew on, I knew there were observations 
and ideas I had already developed from the interviews, but I struggled to find an effective way 
to engage with them. This was intensified under the shadow of my original project plan, which 
stated I would transcribe the dozen 90-minute interviews and develop the comic essay script by 
the end of October. Both of these were tasks I had never done before. Once it was time to carry-
ing them out, I realized how enormous an endeavor this would be.

And so, I transcribed my handwritten notes. I conducted research on various kinds of documen-
tary work. Reading about Bill Nichols’ six documentary modes showed me what options I had 
for the project’s final product, as well as examples of work for relevant documentary modes that 
I could review as reference. Other additional research included comics that directly used inter-



view footage: Jessica Abel and Ira Glass’s Radio: An Illustrated Guide and Joe Sacco’s Footnotes in 
Gaza and more. There are still plenty more documentary examples worth exploring as I develop 
an idea of what will and will not work for my particular project, but this served as a useful start.

I still could not find the traction I needed to meet my original timeline. Early attempts to edit 
and reconfigure my video footage hit technological snags. And within days of this additional 
delay, I reflected with my colleague once more, this time on the project as a whole and the 
struggles I was having. It was becoming clear that the project needed a shift in scope and time-
line to give myself the necessary time to breathe without letting it drift away entirely. From the 
conversation came the idea that I write the participants a letter of my reflections thus far with an 
open invitation for feedback. This seemed like a great idea.

What came from this was a longer series of reflections than expected. But it was a useful step 
forward in my work with the interview footage. The letter went out to participants in December 
and eventually was included on the project blog in three separate entries). In November, when 
I originally planned to share the complete draft comic with participants, I sent a brief check-in 
message and asked for some initial project feedback.

initial outCoMes
December seemed like the right time to make some initial evaluations on the project. These 
came primarily from my own observations and reflections, and interview participants’ survey 
feedback. From these I determined that the first phase of the project had led to early but mean-
ingful progress toward all three project goals:

•	 Provide interview participants, curious comics readers, or other aspiring artists an opportu-
nity to reflect on comics as a medium and its craft.

•	 Provide them as well the opportunity to identify and explore conventions of independent 
comics communities.

•	 Build ties between interview participants and Tyson, and help him uncover how comics fit 
into his life ongoing.

Despite the online setting for the majority of interviews, I could tell participants and I were 
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forming positive connections. The indie comics community is generally quite friendly, and so 
am I. As I described in correspondence to a graduate advisor at the time, “Interviews themselves 
have been a mix as unique as the individuals to whom I’ve been talking, but all of them have 
been fun.”

Unfortunately at the time I was, I now realize, over-emphasizing Seidman’s guidance on con-
ducting interviews; I held back much of my own comments and responses during the talks, and 
while this is exactly how oral history interviews should be conducted (generally speaking, any 
interview should have much more emphasis on the interviewee’s words than the interviewer), 
the project’s final product might have benefitted from more conversational interactions. And 
yet, despite my limited live responses there was a tangible sense of relationship formed through 
many, if not all, of the talks. I love conducting interviews and creating a welcoming space within 
that context. My ability to do this allowed participants’ friendly, welcoming natures come 
through, thereby making me feel at once welcomed in some small way into their lives and com-
munity. Conducting these interviews showed me that posing questions with an open heart can 
lead to great new things.

At the end of September, with all interviews complete, I attended the 2013 Massachusetts 
Independent Comics Expo (MICE). The previous year’s show was the first comics expo I had 
ever attended, and while it was fun then, it had been extremely intimidating. At that time I 
had completed only a handful of one-page comics “experiments,” and suddenly I was walking 
through a hall with tables upon tables of folks, generally about my age, who had full displays of 
beautiful finished books for sale. I also knew no one there but two friends, also attendees rather 
than those selling finished comics. I was overwhelmed with feeling outside of so much seem-
ingly friendly activity.

However, MICE 2013 was a different story. Many of the folks I interviewed had tables at the 
event, which immediately gave me anchors for navigating the busy spaces and potential conver-
sations. At the end I was invited to the post-show dinner. All in all it broadened the feeling of 
connection from my interviews and made it even more tangible. Thanks to the confidence and 
openness that comes with a feeling of belonging, I also began to form new relationships with 
artists I met at the show for the first time.
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I have since attended an indie comics show as a vendor selling my own comics, and while I’m 
still exploring what my place is in this larger community, I would not have taken any of these 
subsequent steps without having first conducted these interviews.

Even in the months directly following my interviews, the tangible feeling of early belonging to a 
new community, combined with interview observations and reflections, helped spur on my own 
creative practice.

Thanks to my interview with Kenan, I began a daily “Stagecoach practice,” referencing the Citi-
zen Kane team’s reliance on the classic Western film for their own creative inspiration, in which 
I drew from my favorite cartoonists to build my own artistic skills. You can see the results of that 
work and read reflections on my website, tysonpease.com.

Dave, a comics writer, told me in our interview how he worked through a large, complex story 
he had had brewing in the back of his brain for years. Over a five-day road-trip to Boston for 
graduate school, he used an audio recorder to fill tapes upon tapes of his own words, “shaking 
the story loose” as he described it. The following month I began recording myself shaking story 
and characters loose from my own mind for a graphic novel I had in mind for years. I have since 
written over 100 pages of script for the piece, and I plan to share my observations and reflections 
online soon.

In her interview, Cara exemplified what she called the “generosity of comics”: not just con-
necting with others to get what you want or need, but opening yourself up to others and being 
willing to give to those who need it. Thanks to her advice, I’ve come to better understand the 
necessity of comics expos for building community and effective ways for participating in these 
shows. I followed her wisdom to a tee when I participated in my first indie comics show recently. 
Thanks to her I’ve also begun to embody the generosity of comics with fellow indie comic artists 
where I live in Maine.

The interviews not only provided a bevy of insights and tips, but affirmation. Cathy Leamy 
walked a winding path toward a life committed to creating comics, never finding as much 
satisfaction from day jobs as she thought she should. She went to therapy, and also began seek-
ing other comics artists in nearby Boston. Thanks to the reflection and community these efforts 
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offered, she realized:

…[T]his [making comics] is what I’ve been doing my entire life! I enjoy it, and it was kind of 
giving myself permission to say, ‘You know what? You don’t have to find 100% fulfillment from 
your day job. You can get fulfillment from this and still have a satisfying day job. It’s OK to do 
comics, and have that be your thing.’ I don’t have to keep, you know, doing it on the side and 
always trying to find satisfaction from something else. So, after that, dude, things took off.

This meant a lot to me. Just a year before that interview I had left an established life that re-
volved around a worthy but strangely unfulfilling nonprofit job to shift my orbit around visual 
storytelling instead. Ever since then, there have been a wealth of questions, difficulties, and 
doubts about how to create a functional and sustainable life from that. What I heard from 
Cathy, from many of the participants, was that such a life is possible as long as you stay commit-
ted to your passions and keep your eyes, ears, and heart open to new possibilities. Each month 
since these conversations have taken place, I have gone one step further in my commitment to 
my passions: visual storytelling, educating and facilitating creativity among others, and estab-
lishing genuine creative communities. The progress since then has been incremental but truly 
tangible, and there is so much more potential to fulfill. I’ve gone from feeling like a wannabe 
comics artist to an actual one. The question now is what I do in this role, creatively as well as in 
reference to community.

Another question: What of the Wanna Make Comics? project itself ? Even soon after interviews 
ended, participants shared via survey that they found genuine value in their participation, 
specifying the interviews’s opportunity for them to distill their wisdom for others and reflect 
on indie comics’ craft and community. For one participant, “it was rewarding to be able to pass 
along what I’ve learned so far about making art and comics to others who are on a similar path.” 
Another explained, “[the interview] gave me a chance to sort of put together my own thoughts 
on the matter and to feel like I’m spreading information.” From my own observations during 
interviews, I could observe the very act of mindful conversation helping interview participants 
process these ideas. It was great to feel like I was already embodying Cara’s generosity of comics 
by helping in this way, especially since the interviews were already benefitting me greatly.

Participants’ discussions of the project’s potential generally aligned with my own. In some cases 
they pushed me to consider what more the project’s final product could accomplish. Generally 
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they identified three main roles for it: a “touchstone” for scholarly but layman-friendly insights 
into indie comic artists’ creative process, a practical guide for getting into indie comics, and a 
resource to help the indie comics community begin to look at itself more critically. As one par-
ticipant put it: “Having not yet seen the finished project, I can only raise hypothetical benefits. 
But I’m excited to see it because this kind of self-examination strikes me as a necessary first step 
toward correcting some of our community’s more frustrating aspects.”

Survey feedback pushed for the continuation and completion of the project’s larger, and so far 
unfinished, conversation. One participant explained, “[i]t was nice to talk about comics [in 
the interview], but since it was mainly me talking about my thoughts, I’m afraid that the dialog 
was kind of one-sided for me. I think it would be good to hear what other people say.” With the 
participants behind the project, it’s clearly in need for its next phase.

Moving forWard
The 12 interviews were complete as of late 2013, and since then the project has started its next 
stage of life as a private blog between me and the participants. There, I’ve begun to weave the 
dozen unique perspectives and narratives into a coherent web, one post at a time. In fact, the 
interviews you’ve read here are the products of these efforts so far.

With each post I’ve made to the blog, the interview participants have had the chance to com-
ment on and discuss draft writings as they pop up, potentially enriching the reflective power of 
the final published piece. I have a strong interest in keeping participants’ perspectives through-
out the creative process. In this way I can better ensure that what I do with their words feels fair 
to all of us, and that what’s shared contributes to the indie comics community in a satisfying 
way. Time will tell what final form this work ultimately takes.
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Even at this mid-point in the project, I’ve run into several questions about the nature and ethics 
of what I’ve undertaken.

Some of these have to do with subjectivity and representation. Of course, any documentary 
work is inherently imprinted with the mark and viewpoint of the people involved in its creation. 
The ethics of traditional documentary work—that is, work shared via text and photography—
are complex and have seen their fair share of discussion and debate. See Robert Cole’s Doing 
Documentary Work for one of many examples.

Documentary work within comics adds fascinating layers to consider. Journalistic comics have a 
uniquely blatant subjectivity. While the artists use actual footage as reference, they’re still draw-
ing the entire final work—including the people they talked to and the places they visited. Their 
marks on the work are much more evident than text- or photography-based works. With this 
conspicuous subjectivity comes great power—to change clothing, physical appearance, environ-
mental details, all in addition to the text-editing and framing power that documentary writers 
and photographers have. For the comics documentarist, some play with these details may be 
inescapable; what if he or she simply forgot what an interview participant wore at the interview? 
The artist would need to “fudge” the facts to include the speaker in a comic. This is a pretty in-
nocent instance, but the artist could take much greater liberties that are harder to swallow.

How are comics documentarists to navigate this? A panel of comics journalists chimed in on the 
issue at MICE 2013. They didn’t have a clear answer, but what they could agree upon was the 
responsibility of the artist to maintain a proper level of fairness to the sources and source mate-
rial (Kender, mod.).
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One of the wonderful things about comics is that an area of tension like this can be addressed 
explicitly and elegantly within the comic such that it actually develops the piece as a whole in a 
deeper and more meaningful way. Art Spiegelman’s Maus is a classic example. Rather than just 
present his father’s Holocaust story, Spiegelman makes his comic about the interviews in which 
his father tells his son this story. Along with use of anthropomorphized mice and cats as repre-
sentations of the people involved, Maus’ narrative approach alleviates any semblance of objectiv-
ity, giving adequate space for readers to consider Spiegelman’s father’s story; and Spiegelman’s 
concerns with his father’s objectivity, his own objectivity as an interviewer, and his comic as a 
communicative vehicle.

And so, how do I navigate this tension in my own work? The primary means that I’ve identified 
are through ongoing commitments to truly present conversation and to honest, accurate work. 
By interacting mindfully with interview participants during our talk, I’m able to gain as clear 
and deep a read of the person—the whole person—as I can. This provides more than audio or 
video recordings ever could; it gives me a personal—and yes, subjective—but open-hearted in-
terpretation of the participant. Rooting my work in this person and our relationship means that 
each creative step I take is in reference to the participants as people, not just sources of interest-
ing content for my own personal gain.

Fairness, like the MICE panelists discussed, or as depicted in Maus, is a difficult thing to ob-
jectively measure. My hope for my own interview work is that, by starting with a focus on the 
participant as a whole person and continuing it with an openness to their ongoing input, I can 
keep my work as fair as possible.
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