A GUIDE TO WRITING & DRAWING FOR COMIC BOOKS

gathered  from various sources - particular thanks to Richard Starkings & Alan Grant

GENERAL GUIDELINES

A story, told in any media, is, in the very broadest sense, a conflict and its solution. In order to understand a conflict, some information is required about the individual(s) involved. Therefore, the simplest possible blueprint for a story is as follows:

-    Introduce the character(s);

-    Establish their situation (the status quo);

-    Introduce the conflict (the element that disrupts the status quo);

-    Build suspense (as the conflict develops);

-    Reach a climax (a climactic occurrence is precipitated by the forces in conflict);

-    Show the resolution.

This is not a formula, it is a definition. Unless these elements are present in a work, it is not a story. It may be something else - a poem, a laundry list - but it is not a story. The basic elements listed above are in every story from 'Little Miss Muffet' to 'War and Peace'. Note, though, that they do not have to be present in any particular order.

FUNDAMENTALS

Always remember that, no matter what title you work on, your priorities are as follows:

1.    STORYTELLING. (See General Guidelines above).

2.    STYLE

Style does not refer necessarily refer to a particular artist's style, but to an artist's ability to include the following elements in his work:

a)    DRAWING

If the story asks for a potato being thrown at a chicken, the artist has to be able to draw a potato and a chicken - otherwise he is not fulfilling priority one.

b)    DRAMA

If the artist is learning to draw a scene involving a potato being thrown at a chicken, then, naturally, he has to be able to infuse the scene with drama. How does the chicken feel about being hit by a potato -  how does the potato feel about being thrown at a chicken? We should be able to discern these feelings from the drawing.

c)    DYNAMICS

The dynamics of a drawing refer to elements such as 'speed lines', the emphasis or exaggeration of certain gestures, and the positioning of characters.

3.    DIRECTION

Much of the terminology of film is common to comics -writers will frequently refer to 'the camera' when they are describing the content of a scene. There are three basic types of shot (or frame):-

a)    THE LONG SHOT

This shot is best used to establish scope, locale or figures.

b)    THE MEDIUM SHOT

This shot is best used for action shots and should feature characters 'full figure'.

c)    THE CLOSE UP

This shot is best used for reaction (facial expressions) or interaction (talking heads or fighting bodies). Any shot that 'chops off' part of a figure's body is classed as a close-up.

The responsibility of the writer (as director) is to vary the shots described above and ensure that every new scene accomplishes the following 5 tasks:-

a)    Establish locale (long shot).

b)    Place figures within the locale (long shot).

c)    Establish the figures (medium shots). The "Is he wearing roller skates?" factor.

d)    Establish faces (close ups).

e)    Establish action (medium shots). N.B. The most effective way of showing action is to adapt a point of view that is perpendicular to it.

Often these 5 'tasks' can be combined, and so save valuable frames on the page of the comic. On film the question of saving space is not as valid as 5 separate shots can be viewed in a matter of seconds.

WRITING FOR LICENSED PRODUCT TITLES - 'ACTION FORCE' (well, this WAS a long time ago . . .)

GUIDELINES

"Someone once said to me that writing was very much like a letter W. A scene works in a W and a (story) works in a W. You have to start at the top with something good and then you could afford, in terms of content, to let the plot trickle down to the bottom of the W because your (readers) would be ready to take in some background information and story background. Then, once you've reached the bottom of the first V, they've obviously had enough and you would have to write in another peak and, after that, allow them time to digest the peak before building up to the next one. It works too, all through literature. HAMLET makes a good episode of (ACTION FORCE)- it is written exactly as you would write for (comics). It starts with three pages of intrigue - with Hamlet's father telling him he was murdered. The revenge motive, all packed into three pages. So you've got the 'hook', followed by various troughs and peaks before you build up to the smashing fight at the end. And that is the secret of how to write for a series like (ACTION FORCE)."

Dennis Spooner

Well, of course, Dennis Spooner wasn't really talking about ACTION FORCE when he told DOCTOR WHO MAGAZINE his philosophy on writing and HAMLET probably wouldn't make a good episode of ACTION FORCE (not a Fully Armed Negator Gyrocopter in sight). Even so, Spooner's principles do apply. Consider also his comments to STARBURST:

'Gerry Anderson didn't really want a story. He always used to say: 'Tell me four things that will look good on film.' And you'd say: 'A big fire . . .' this and that, and he'd say 'great'. And if you gave him the four things, then the story became (almost) immaterial... Gerry, more than anybody, taught me to think in terms of pictures first - adding the words afterwards. Before I worked with Gerry I'd always thought in terms of words, and the pictures were of secondary importance. But of course, he was right."

Every week in ACTION FORCE, we have five pages in which to grab the readers interest, introduce all the characters and tell a story. Five pages does not really provide writers with a lot of room for manoeuvre, and it can be very easy to waste space by involving too many characters, using overlong explanations of the story-so-far and using convoluted methods of introducing characters. When you sit down to plot or script an episode of ACTION FORCE, try to keep the following points in mind:

-    Open with action whenever possible (start at the top of Dennis Spooner's W);

-    Try to dispose of the story-so-far as quickly and as economically as possible. Two captions should do it (preferably one) and those captions should really not exceed 30 words, Remember that 'More is Less'. If you can sum up the story-so-far in a couple of short balloons then you cut out the need for a caption and draw the readers into the story that much quicker;

-    Avoid prologue pages unless they A. Open the first part of a four-part story, or B. Are packed with action (preferably both if you really must have a prologue page). A prologue page has the effect of making a five-page story look like a four-page story - especially if you put the title on page 2. Always try to dispose of the title on page 1 (preferably in the first frame);

-    Don't indulge in flashback frames unless you have a Very Convincing Reason to do so. Why move the story backwards when you can move the story forwards?

-    Don't involve characters that aren't available in the ACTION FORCE toy range unless you have a Very Convincing Reason to do so.  This goes for characters of your own creation as well as characters that figure in the US continuity. Our job is to help promote sales of the toys - we have at least twenty interesting characters to deal with, why involve any more?

-    Don't feature too many characters in one story. Remember that you only have five pages to play with. All-out war between ACTION FORCE and COBRA in Heathrow Airport during the height of the holiday season is an interesting concept, but how are you going to tell the story of the battle, introduce all the characters, characterise all the antagonists and protagonists and bring the story to a satisfactory 

resolution/climax in just five pages. As a general rule, concentrate on one, two or three ACTION FORCE characters and one, two or three COBRA characters in a story. Two against one storylines always seem to work out well. 

-    Don't rely on your artist to do all the storytelling for you. If you want an establishing shot or a full figure shot, then it's your job to ask for them. Full figure, 'Costume Shots' are highly desirable in ACTION FORCE. Kids love to see their favourite characters in all their glory - preferably looking mean. These are the pictures that they single out and slavishly copy. Remember Gerry Anderson's point about what looks GOOD. If you can open with a shot of Snake-Eyes rattling his Uzi at us, then you've satisfied two of the points made here you've opened at the top of a W, and you've provided readers with a costume shot.

-    Remember that some of our readers don't bother to read captions - so, once again, 'More is less'. Keep captions covering scene shifts down to just a few words. 'LATER . . .' or 'ACTION FORCE 

HEAD-QUARTERS, LONDON . . .' for instance;

-    Remember that some of our readers can't read - they just look at the pictures. For this reason, a story that can be understood just on the strength of the visuals triumphs over one that relies heavily on 

explanatory captions or dialogue;

-    Don't worry about the hardware and technical details that some writers of ACTION FORCE like to slip into their scripts. As Larry Hama says:

"I think the characterisations in any of this stuff is extremely important. The actual technical stuff, even the military material, is never as important as putting down very consistent, likeable characters. Very few people are going to know whether the technical material is right, but everyone will automatically sense if a character isn't right."

-     Keep the reader interested. If you start at the top of the W, you've got your first hook  - but keep 'em hooked: Larry Hama again:

"I like to engineer my stories so that there's a little bit at the end of each page that makes them want to turn the page - a little bit of mystery or a little bit of what's going to happen next. I generally plot it page-by-page and I try to figure out an average of four to six frames per page, and it pretty much always works out okay that way."

Okay, that's about it - however, if you've not written for comics before (and maybe even if you have), read through the article How to be a Script Robot by Alan Grant which is attached to this piece. He covers a lot of the points which are mentioned above and many more which are also applicable to writing for ACTION FORCE or any other Marvel comic.

Finally, remember that these are only guidelines - walls for you to push against. Frank Miller reckons that very little good work is created without supervision of one sort or another, without strict rules. But rules can be broken. If you have a Very Convincing Reason . . .

HOW TO BE A SCRIPT ROBOT

by Alan Grant of 2000 AD

Two years ago I asked the guy who writes JUDGE DREDD to let me in on the big secret - how do you write a good comic script? He looked at me blankly for quite a long time. Then he said, "I really don't know!"

I'm not sure that I'm qualified to elaborate on his reply, but I'll try. Scriptwriting, like any other profession requires a period of apprenticeship, of learning the job. Usually, this is long and arduous and so badly paid that all but the most enthusiastic fall by the wayside.

Obviously, the best way to gain experience is to find an editorial job with a publisher and slog away at sub-editing and rewriting other people's material until you've picked up enough to be able to write your own stories. This is the only real way to learn how to write for comics - rewriting other contributor's stuff until you're sick of it! The majority of 2000 A.D.'s current writing staff started in this way - including Pat Mills (FLESH, RO-BUSTERS, THlE ABC WARRIORS) and John Wagner (JUDGE DREDD, ROBOHUNTER and STRONTIUM DOG) our two top writers. Both have worked on a wide range of comics - girls' as well as boys' - and in fact their first successful scripts were sold to the IPC 'humour' comics, which include WHIZZER & CHIPS, CHEEKY, BUSTER, etc.

However, jobs in publishing are hard to cone by, particularly if you have no previous experience - the old Catch 22 situation: if you need experience before you get the job, how can you possibly get that experience first? The answer: you're going to have to be pretty damn good to start with!

2000 A.D. receives a couple of dozen unsolicited manuscripts each week. Their authors span the spectrum from 'total inexperience' to 'success in other fields of writing, but I want a change'. Many  - an increasing number - come from people who write and draw for fanzines. Most of this unsolicited material suffers the traditional fate - it's returned to its author with a 'thanks but no thanks' note, though we usually try to give a fair criticism and some encouragement to all but the absolute no-hopers.

Most of these uncommissioned scripts suffer from the same faults: the principal one being mistaking a good idea for a good story. A lot of fanzines suffer from this one defect in the script department - the writer has what he considers to be a good idea, then proceeds to set it down in black and white as quickly as possible. Anyone can have a good idea - everybody in the world must have dozens of good ideas each week - but it is very difficult to turn a good idea (a story's starting point) into a good finished piece. One pointer, which might be of help here, is - try to 'see' your story, visualising it as if it were a movie you were watching. The trick is then to 'freeze' the frames, deciding which ones best suit the story flow. Most amateurs waste picture after picture, filling them with long and tedious explanations and unnecessary dialogue. The picture itself should be strong enough to convey the story's development; dialogue and captions should be used sparingly, mainly to bring out characterisation and explain sudden switches in action. Even professionals don't get it right all the time, but a good maxim to remember is - never use a caption or balloon containing more than 25 words.

You can be flexible about this, but 25 words is a good 'maximum average' to stick to. Comics have a limited number of pages to devote to any one story or character. If JUDGE DREDD regularly rums over 5 pages, containing 28 separate pictures, there's no point in sending us a DREDD script with 45 pictures. You must thoroughly research your market first - find out the average length of scripts used in the market you want to break into; follow the style already established - a script about Dredd getting married, for instance, would be useless to us. . . . unless you are a genius! Use the type of language already used; no point in submitting scripts with swear-words or blasphemy in them because comics don't use this type of language.

It is extremely important to learn how to ruthlessly cut and rewrite your own material; the better you become at this, the better your stories will be. This is known as 'subbing', and if you're lucky enough to get an editors job it's one of the first things you'll be expected to learn. However, even in professional journalism, no one can be taught from cold how to be a good sub-editor; your flair for the job can be developed and refined, but I believe that if you don't have an original flair to start with, you never will 'learn' it.

As I said earlier, few will actually find editorial jobs - so how do you learn how to sub a story? The fanzines are perhaps the perfect place to start; they are mostly written by amateurs, and it shows. Choose a story from a 'zine. Do you like it? No? Well, what's wrong with it? Could you take the original idea - which is likely to be quite sound, bearing in mind what I said about everybody in the world having a plethora of good ideas - and rewrite it to make it read better? 

Make a list of the things you feel are wrong with the story, then re-write it, improving each of the points you've noted. When you've finished, repeat the same process with the same story. You'll always come up with extra little touches which hadn't occurred to you before. Of course, you could go on for ever doing this but sooner or later you'll realise something else that a good sub-editor needs: the ability to know when you've done enough. Over-subbing can be every bit as bad as under-subbing. Another common fault, particularly in scripts written by younger writers, is trying to do far too much. We receive page after page of artwork that is written, drawn and lettered by the same person. To my knowledge, there is hardly anybody who can combine these three talents successfully.

Without wishing to upset any artists, I'd say the scriptwriter often has the more difficult task. It's his job to create the situations and characters from cold, then describe them well enough for the artist to be able to render a satisfactory visualisation. So make up your mind what you're going to concentrate on.

No one - but no one - will be asked to write a serial or series for professional comics until they've proved themselves first via short stories. So forget all about that 50-part epic starring the world's newest and greatest super-hero you've been dreaming about since you first learned to read; write a short story. By that I mean something 40 or 50 panels long - which allows for about 50% cutting, which is reas-onable for a beginner. When DREDD writer John Wagner (or Howard) said "I don't know" (way back at the beginning of this article), this is what he meant - he couldn't tell me how to write a story. It's impossible to formularise what makes a good script, although you can single out many of the elements that must appear in some combination to make a tale a good one.

Some of the points are: -

THE HOOK: What grabs the reader and makes him/her want to continue reading? What makes your story interesting, different? Is it the angle it's written from, the fresh perspective it gives an old subject, the message you wanted to get across? A good story needs a good hook. What makes it a story and not just a record of events and occurrences?

STYLE: In what style will your story written - from which point of view? It could be told as third-person or as first-person tale. The latter is a more difficult style to choose - a certain consistency is necessary, and it makes things very difficult when you want to describe simultaneous action. Will you tell your story humorously, bluntly, over-dramatically? Decide before you write it - and stick to your decision.

ACTION: If your story lacks action - and you want to write for comics - you had better have a re-think! A certain amount of action is almost obligatory, but it must occur naturally and spontaneously, enhancing the actual story. Gratuitous action is a bore, generally speaking. Usually the action high-point is immediately before the climax or prior to the twist. Even comics such as SPIDER-MAN which has a reputation for playing up the no-super-hero aspects of the hero's life - relies very heavily on action.

CHARACTERS: In comics you have a very limited space for developing and expanding your characters. Generally, you have to take the strongest points and emphasise them. The HERO is the  most important character, and he shouldn't be upstaged by other characters. Action stems from the hero - he is the motivator. The story must not just 'happen' around him - he must play a positive role.

STORY TWISTS: This point is related to what I said earlier about writing a story rather than just a record of events. Readers must be intrigued by your story, so you need unexpected developments that will keep them reading. But again these must appear naturally and spontaneously - it's no use just grafting on a story twist, because it won't read properly.

SETTING: If the reader isn't to become bored, scenes must constantly change, be seen from different angles. Usually it's the writer who decides the view for any particular picture, although an increasing number of artists are taking this responsibility on themselves. Change mustn't be introduced just for the sake of it - change should help the flow of the story, it should be a logical procession as the story unfolds.

EMOTION/HUMOUR: These add greatly to a story, but again they mustn't be forced on it externally. They should complement a story, not interfere with it. However, even taking all of the above into consideration, there's still something extra needed for a proper story to result from the mixture - and that's the something special you've put into writing it. Writing a story is often like completing a jigsaw puzzle - you have all the pieces but where do they fit? The best writers, the 

best storytellers, are the ones who put the pieces of the jigsaw together in their own individual styles. I'll leave you to it now. But remember, when you eventually type up that 'definitive version' of your story ready for editorial submission . . . read it through just once more before sending it to people like me!

Alan Grant

ARTWORK, LAYOUT & STORYTELLING

Marvel is in the same business as Aristotle - the business of telling stories. Our business will continue to grow if we continue to tell good stories well.

Newcomers to the medium often make two very fundamental mistakes:-

1.    That comic strip is easy to read and therefore easy to write and/or edit. It is not. Never underestimate the task.

2.    That you will succeed in the medium by creating pretty pictures. The artwork is there to tell a story and if it does not - it fails, no matter how powerfully, or prettily, drawn.

PAGE COMPOSITION

It is not important for a page to look attractive in itself. Marvel Comics are produced to tell stories and, thereby, entertain children - they are more likely to end up in the dustbin than hang in the Tate. Artists need reminding of this fact as often as possible. Always remember that comic art is commercial art and, 

therefore, not above criticism. Look upon every page as a page of work-in-progress. If the artist is not doing the job properly, then it is the editor's job to send the work back until they get it right!

Page layouts should always be simple and easy to follow. Always bear in mind that comics are read from left to right and from top to bottom. Take a look at Example 1 and you will see a selection of 

simple-and-easy-to-follow 'Kirby layouts'. If there is an element on the comic page that distracts the reader from the story, then somebody has got his or her priorities in the wrong order.

Inset or overlapping frames, pages that 'bleed' and 'Buscema layouts' (see Example 2) should be avoided at all times.

Oblong shaped frames are very easy on the eye (consider the shape of a cinema screen), however, this does not mean that every frame should be an oblong. Always remember that a square frame is, effectively, an oblong frame, once dialogue has been added. It is not the job of the letterer to place balloons and captions. 

It is the job of the penciller to do so and it is the job of the editor to make sure that he knows

it. In general, pencillers should be advised to leave the top third of a frame free of any important action or detail. Balloons float up, after all, and any balloons that are placed over important action are conflicting with priority one.

PANEL LAYOUTS
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'KIRBY LAYOUTS'
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The panel configurations in 'Example 1' represent the more or less standard page layouts often used by professionals. They are given only as a rough guide. When choosing a panel breakdown, you will inevitably shift some of the borders to accommodate your layout idea. You will probably do a lot of erasing at first, but don't get discouraged. Helpful Hint: Do not try to "cram" your drawing into a pre-selected page design. These diagrams are only meant to get you started.

ARTWORK STANDARDS

Bear the following points in mind when working any strip - even if you're going to work against the 

formula!

1.        Stick to 'Kirby Layouts' (see Example 1)

The sort of page layouts utilised by Frank Bellamy on 'Thunderbirds' or Steve Bissette on 'Swamp Thing' (affectionately known as 'Broken Glass Layouts') only complicate story-telling and consequently make the sub-editors job (and the reader's 'job') a lot harder. It is also advisable to avoid the 'Buscema Layout' (see Example 2) as this often calls for the addition of arrows to clearly show the progress of action. If you ever see an arrow on your work you know you're doing something wrong!

2.        Avoid overlapping panels at all times:

Again, this sort of gimmick tends to complicate the flow of the narrative from frame to frame. If the eye of the reader is drawn from panel 1 to panel 3 because the head of a character in the latter panel intrudes into the former (or if the leg of a character in panel 1 sticks down into panel 3) then the artist is unnecessarily confusing the progress of the strip.

3.         If a small inset, picture sits inside the frame of a larger picture then there should be a clean white gutter around the inset frame so that the eye of the reader can easily determine that he is looking at a separate picture. Similarly, flashback frames should always feature distinctive frame borders - preferably with curved corners.

4.         Whilst you should not stop utilising the bleed facility altogether, it's use should be restricted to panels or splash pages where something particularly dramatic is called for in the script.

5.        Always ensure that there is plenty of room for captions and dialogue.

        As a general rule bear in mind that balloons float up. Take a look at any example of John Byrne's work and you will find that only very rarely are captions and dialogue positioned at the bottom of a panel. 

Again, as a general rule, leave the top third of panels free of important action.

6.        Characters (Particularly robots) should be sharply defined/clearly outlined so that the colourist and colour separators can easily see- where he or she should colour - and where they should stop! If a character is featured in close up it is probably wisest to drop out the background altogether.

Finally, draw what is asked for in the script and pay particular attention to the dialogue. Often the dramatic content of a frame is emphasised by the dialogue and not by the panel description itself.

AFTERWORD

On a personal note, this set of guidelines are just that. They aren't rules, but they are part of the (largely unconsciously) recognised language of comicbook storytelling. It isn't necessary for each artist or writer to reinvent the wheel and these guides can help avoid that. Of course, it may be held that the individual's pushing of the boundaries is what amounts to their own 'style'.

But you'd better hope the editors agree!

I'm also often asked about how to get into the comics industry. My stock answer is:

'Don't - I don't need the competition :O)'. This is only half-joking. This section contains stuff you won't want to hear and will probably ignore, but at least you won't be able to say that no one warned you . . .

It is very hard to break into comics, for several reasons:

a)    Many are called - few are chosen. There are always more people who are already doing this for a living as there are jobs to do. New kids on the block have to have something special to offer.

b)    Getting your work seen is very hard and very dispiriting - editors rarely have time to look at your stuff and most wouldn't recognise good work if it jumped up and bit them on the nose :O), at least, that's how it seems. Very few people can make the leap between what you have in your folio and what they are scouting for. A tip here about portfolios - chuck out everything you're even slightly dissatisfied about in terms of quality - it ALWAYS lets everything else down. You're often judged by your worst work!

c)    You're an unknown quantity. Unless your work is obvious even to an editor as genius level stuff, how do they know you'll turn up with the work on time? Professionalism is the way averagely talented artists (like me) continue (until we are found out) to keep a foothold in the business. Magazines all run on absolute deadlines. It has been known for artists to miss deadlines because, well, we're artists. Be aware - if you mess your kindly editor around, unless you're a genius or already a big 'name', you won't get many opportunities to try that a second time.

d)     Don't restrict yourself by aiming too high! I started in 'Transformers' which, to me, was a junior toy tie-in title, wholly unregarded by every comic fan at the time (over a decade later, its audience has emerged into young adulthood and I have gained some kudos for my short time on it - phew!). But without the work on that and - so help me - 'Thundercats', I would never have got a shot at 'Doctor Who', which has been one of my main areas of work.

    Remember also that junior-title editors often have ambition and may remember you fondly in the future if you've been reliable in the past . . .

    Storytelling is storytelling; it's all good learning exercise. I'm also currently working on 'Thunderbirds', a junior comic whose subject matter is dear to me, but not exactly 'Watchmen', so I'm still trying to practice what I'm preaching. 

AS A FREELANCER 

You should endeavour to put away at least a quarter to a third of each payment you receive to pay for tax/national insurance/accountancy. If you don't, you will get in one hell of a mess eventually. Most of us have at some point. This is the best piece of advice I can give anyone freelancing in whatever business. If you ignore everything else, don't ignore this!!!

and finally . . . 

BE CAREFUL WHAT YOU WISH FOR 

It's very hard to stay in comics. It's a very precarious business. In 1999 I simply ran out of work, so you have to keep other avenues of work and expertise alive. I hadn't sufficiently, and it hurt.

It's a very antisocial business. You rarely get to see other humans, let alone other colleagues. You end up working stupid hours and it's doubtful that there is a very long career ahead as fashions change faster than most middle-aged guys are prepared to.

It's poorly paid - if you've got a lot of work then you can just about earn a living. Royalties on book sales were always overrated and nowadays simply don't exist for most titles. If you want gracious living - become an accountant.

Remember that you're messing with your treasured hobby. These days I have no desire to draw anything beyond my work, which is a little sad, especially for my wife and neighbours who have to put up with my sax playing instead.

But - if you really, really want to do it, then you may succeed, and I hope you do. Have fun trying!

Good luck and happy stripping.

Lee Sullivan

June 2002
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