MICHEL ESSELBRUGGE
hello laptop haha ME
we can see how it 9oes!
HELEN STEFANIE

i didn’t plan very much HS
because i thousht we ijust One thing I want to talk about... What I'm interested
could talk and see what in because it was in Michels ICC (Institute for Contem-
happens porary Cartooning) talk is “character desisn”. How You
arProach it. cause I think we handle it aquite differ-
ently.
ROBIN VEHRS

Character desion...

HS
Yeah. especial l¥ how You do it Robin.

RU

Ok. First of all I don’'t make a character sheet.

I always begin with the eves. I learned that in
elementary school. You start with the eYes and then
You construct the remainin® body parts around them.

[all laush]
RU

well. actuvally I start with one evye and then I
drau the sharpe of the face around it. which has to

fit proportional Y to the position and size of the
eYe, after that I add the nose and then the body.
which has no arms most of the time and is what I
would call ‘spherical’... now it 9ets complicated.
because the character still doesn’t have any arms
or legs and it becomes harder and harder to 9lue
them somewhere on this sphere. It's easy to 9lue

a head to a sphere. |le9s and arms are hard. There
was a time. when I drew my characters women dresses
instead of spheres. but I stopped doing that. It's
been a vhile since 1 last drew a dress.

HS

they don’t actual |¥ matter. the dresses?
RV i
Yes - [ thousht it was kinda funn4. that the dress-
es became part of the body ... the bod4 became

dress-shaped. But now 1 dislike the drawing-move-
ment of drawing those dresses. They kinda |ooked
like Bart Simpsons haircut and to some desrees that
restricted me lol

HS

I always think that the bodies in Your comics don't
real |y matter. because the face is always the focus.
and the bodY is an accessory to that. they are more
figures. that fulfill some function. instead of fleshed
out characters




RU HS
yeah. exPressions are most important about a face. but when You're sketching You're drawing these
freaky. .
ME
But You also drew the dresses because You didn’'t want ME
to define if the character is male or female. risht? Yeah. mostly boys. end time boys., rotten boys. It's a
bit stupid but it's mavbe a version of...
RU
on the other hand there are different tools for
achievin2 this uncertainty. When I draw a charac- HS
ter., it's always male at first. I have to expPlicit- a version of 4You?
|4 decide to draw a female character.
ME
HS Of myself? I don't know if that's true. That's a re-
but that's weird too. risht? ally terrible comic artist saving! [¥ou always draw
yourself!* I think it’'s really horribkle.
RU :
I guess it's fairly normal for a male comic art- HS
ist. I don’t know. what about You? You always drau i do that. but i'm doing it on PurpPose
women. risht?
ME
HS Yeah, I do it but... no that's not me. that are just
for me women are the default. the things that I draw. They have the same hairstyle
as me, but the face doesn’'t look |ike mine. It's more
RU a standard face. a standard mask. The bod4 Proror-
And Yes, there was a time when I drew female tions/share are a bit similar to mine too.
breasts on random characters. 1 quite |liked that
aeproach, mavbe I should start doing that asain. HS
Recent |¥Y mY¥ characters became more and more male but there is a default character that just happens when
but on the other hand I think who cares? You're drawing?
HS ME
i like when it stays vasue Yeah. the standard boy. without books with bi® hands
with me it's always clear they are women. but maybe and bis feet.
that's different. and for You michel? You are working ;
on “lansfinger und wackelzahn” [his sraphic novell RU
I never draw hairstyles. I still have to 9row an
ME awareness on that topic. all myY characters are bald
Meh. In this comic everything is done very ancient. heads.
but ancient in a 9ross way. (I'm fakins the ancient
way of comic drawing with ink and dip pen. digitally. HS
which is even worse.) and a hairstyle is somethin® seecial. because it marks

the character. there is “the one” and “the one with the




hair"!

RV

Hairst4yles are a quite handy tool to mark differ-
ence. Actually mY character desion is all about
marking differences. so that the reader doesn’t set
confused.

ME

As orientation. not as attribute. Hm. but it is al-
ready an attribute when You say this person is dif-
ferent.

RY
yes. but mavbe they're supposed to be cardboard
standups. which can be filled up by the recipient.

ME

But more defined drawin9gs can also be filled. May-
be it's more restricted. But it's true You have more
room for interpretation if You leave it that loose.

HS
but for example with “lan9finger und wackelzahn” they
are always “on model"” in a way. but always a bit. ..

ME

Yeah. they look always a bit different. But I have
fixed visual features |ike clothes. but sometimes
that varies too. The Body Proportions vary too. and
the faces. Sometimes they look so different. it de-
pends on the mood of the character.

HS
do You think they're still recognizable?

ME

Yeah. I think so. And I really like it when that
transformation is haepening. Real persons look dif-
ferent all the time as well.

RY

that's important: characters should transform from
panel to Panel. I didn't do that for the most of my
‘cartooning life'. but recentlv discovered it. It
has a beautiful impact on the stord. when charac-
ters change in form and size and even lose all of
their |imbs to become just floating heads.

HS

for me it's alwavys about repeatin® things. in mYy vasue-
sterh comics a lot of things are reepeated. copyrasted.
and a lot of sions are also repeated

ME
Often You repeat one drawing and the onlY thing that
changes is the text.

HS
Yes, but also the bodies. because they |ook so differ-
ent. because it's all my character.

ME
That is 4You. risht!

HS

that's me! Or a character that represents me. but i
want to draw the character in a way that it's ijust a
cardboard fisure. or an emptyY shell. it should be clear
to readers that it's an emepty shell. but i'm not sure
if that works.

RU
I think that works totally fine. TheyY are very
transparent and perforated.

ME

because thed are drawn so auickly it 9ives them an
openness. there is something that is impalrable. a
bit diffuse too.

HS

there is always a bodY being defined. but i am also
tryine to undermine it throush the rerpetition and
strict definition.

‘HS

I don't know if it works.

RV
I think so!

ME
Bod4Y and comic!

HS
I'm also interested in that.

ME

Rokin. in Your comics body and clothes are the same
thing. The characters don't really have a body under-
neath. risht?

RY

Yes, most of the time I do it |ike that. but re-
cently I often draw muscular men. That's a devel-
opment that started when I discovered drawing with
the smartpen on m¥ phone. I noticed. that muscles
are easier to draw that way.



ME
Like. drawing anatomy risht.

RU
No not anatomy. more absurd muscular arms and |ess.

HS
Do they have a function?

RU

Well. the characters are really physically stron9
and it’'s often about deconstruction of masculin-
ity. But that’'s something the character creates
around itself ... like an aura. I always start

mYy comics on the top left of the pase and think

of a character and then I think of a story about
this character. Most of the time the outcome is a
yery mascul ine stord. when You start with muscular
bodybui lders. There is this one comic. in which the
character wants to die |ike a man.

To DiE_LKE A MAN o
= Q '

DoN'T MiIND THE SUNSH
TAKE THE Pills YouR CRAZY AUNT TaOk.

HS
Ah. i like that one a lot!

RU
fA%ain that's a sood examPle how tools form our work
Hahahaha (troll laushter).

ME
I always draw the same kind of body types. They
are. ..

HS
they're always “boyYs”, risht?

ME

Boys. and the 9irls are actually also |ike boyYs, ex-
cept that they have boobs... and not a penis. But the
fisure is more...

HS
the fisure of a pre-adolescent. or a teenaser.
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ME

veah a teen.The 9irls are actual |Y¥ boy-9iris. I don't
know if that is... it’s just like that. Mave I don’t
have to problematize that. My Comics aren’t that
diverse. Either I draw teenase bodies or freak bod-
ies,i just have freaks. But there are also kind of
little...

RU
Gnomes.

ME
More like little Dobbys. Goblins. Trolls.

HS
But there are no old people., for example?

ME
No. just teenaser and freaks. that's what I draw.
Weird.

RU
But in Your comics there is a sudden switch in the
tone of voice. when different characters aepear.

ME
What do 4ou mean?

RV

Well. when You draw & comic about those little
freak ooblins. it's a completely different tone of
voice as in “Lanefin®er und Wackelzahn” for exam-
ple.

ME
vah, that's true. but those freaks didn’t have a bi9
role till now.

HS
They're |ike animals?

ME

More somethin® in between. For example in little
prisoners theyY are like action toys and in ancient
flames they are so called fun slaves. Half obiject
halt something. ...

HS
Like Homunculus.

ME

They aren’t humanlike but they aren’t Jjust objects
either. Mavbe they have somethin® like a will or
feelings. AnNYway. in the comics they aren’t marked as
human.

HS
But the humans are_ the protasonists?

ME
No. I think these objects are protasonists too. Ob-
jects can also be protasonists.

RV

I realized. that I have massive probliems tellins a
humorous story when I draw human-|ike characters.
1t’s hard to abstract yourself from human-shared
orsanisms and be funny.

ME
But You do draw human |ike characters?



s

RU

Some are more human than others. The muscle dudes
are in some ways more human than others and so the
stories around them become sadder and more realis-
tic ... in relation to myY other comics! MY char-
acters from a few Years aso on the other hand ...
[From his Webcomic “Enjambements” 1

HS
They are totally abstract.

ME
Abstract? They were these dudes?!

HS
They were Webcomic-Dudes.

ME
Cardboard-Dudes.

RV
Yeahhhh.

ME

The one looks a bit like You... I wouldn’t say that
these comics are blank and abstract. They are quite
concrete.

RU
You think so?

ME

Yeah. I really think so. the look alone - I don’t re-
all¥y know how he |ooks- mavbe |ike this (scribble)

Or |ike this. He looks |ike You!

RV
Well.

ME

DefinitelY. look at this curls and this nose. Really.
that's not so blank. that's more |ike: *“Look. that's
me! The web comic dude! I draw comics about my life.”

HS
Well that's often the way with funny Webcomics. that
there is a character that represents the artist.

ME
I think that is wou!

HS
Yes. i see You in him as well.

ME
It's terrible., but it is what it is.
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RU

I actual |¥Y never saw it that way.

RU

Yes., mavbe that's mY lon2 term S0al ... well. not

mYy soal. but I'm interested in becomin® more ab-
stract and tellin® Jjust funny stories. You are
risht. I'm-always auite concrete. this really |im-
its mY possibilities

ME

The characters You drew after that. before You start-
ed Asterix 2015 and this stuff, theYy were much more
reduced than the Enjambements-characters. not that
human 1ike.

HS
They are very human.

ME i

For example Asterix and Obelix theyY are much more re-
duced. ‘cause they are constructed out of 2eometrical
shares.

RV
The edYes are different.

HS
The eyes have much more exPression.

ME
Mavybe they are also little goblins.

RV

TheY are occuried in a different manner. They all
look a little bit...
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HS
. childlike. ..

RU
. childish. They have this fat mouth.

ME
and fat cheeks.

RU
and fat cheeks.

ME
They smile like this.

RU
They don’t have to. but they do most of the time.

HS
Most of the time they are smiling. even when the4're
saying sad things.

RU
That's another problem about m4¥ old characters.
They never smile.

ME

But it realld fits to the comics. the characters stay

the same and onlY the text varies.

RY
Yes., but deadpan is a one way road. Those blasé
faces restrict You from a certain t4ee of humour.

You can't do specific things. This problem started

| to get on m¥Y nerves and that's pretty much why I
ended the Enjambements project ... actually I just
should’ve chansed the characters.

ME
To ones who are always smiling.

' RV

No. characters that are even more plain, Jjust stick
fisures. But there are so many stick fisure comics

out there.

ME
But that's really usly.

RU
it is the worst.

ME

It directly has this meme connotation. that's too
much for me. Because everdone did it and still does
it like this..

RU
I'm sure that there is something in between.

HS
I think a face is helpful in any case.

ME

But stick fioures. eww. It |looks automatically |ike a

meme comic. ...

RU

Not when You make it in a clever way. Or mavbe we
SHOULD do meme comics. Mavbe that's the smartest
kind of comic. Rage comics. lol
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HS
I dont know.

RU

fAs a matter of fact those are the comics that made
me & comic artist. They seemed so easy. You don't
have to be a virtuoso drawer. just drau stick fi9-
ures. And so I started with stick fisures.

HS
With enjambements?

RU
No. even before that.

ME
Oh. they are 9reat! The ones on Your old blos. I re-
ally like them.

RU
Yes.

HS
Hm. But they are more |ike vessels. risht?

ME
But every character... hmm

HS
Well there are characters that are characters. and
there are characters that are vessels.

RV
Aw. that's beautiful.
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