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Intro for Illustrators:  

Tips & Tricks for Cartoonists & Artists 
 

1. Consider the medium.  Our paper is photocopied, so art reproduces best if it is done 

with clear, dark, black ink lines on plain white paper.  Erase all your pencil lines 

completely.  Inking correctly is so important that professional comic book artists hire 

“inkers” whose whole job is to ink over the pencil sketches. 

 

2. Neatness counts.  No matter how awesome it is, no one will laugh at your punch line 

if they can’t read it.  Plan the space for your words.  Draw light pencil lines to help 

you keep them straight.  Print your words neatly, in black ink.  Erase any pencil lines 

after you ink.  If you have a computer, consider typing the words, printing them out 

and pasting them into your drawing.  Try to use as few words as possible to say what 

you want to say – no more than about 18 words per speech balloon.  Always leave 

enough “air” (white space) around the lettering in speech balloons – don’t cram it in.  

Use a ruler to draw the panel boxes if you’re not using a template.   

 

3. Write what you know.  To get ideas for comics, think about topics from everyday 

life, like school.  What about puns? Idioms? Put your everyday characters in crazy 

situations.  Ask yourself “what if” questions to try to come up with funny situations: 

What would a dinosaur eat on its pizza? What if a skeleton was getting a drink at a 

water fountain? 

 

4. Start with the words.  It may surprise you, but the writing is actually slightly more 

important than the pictures in cartoons.  Professional cartoonists almost always think 

of the joke before they do the drawings.  Start by writing out the words the characters 

will say, like the script of a play.     

 

When you’re putting words and speech bubbles into your comic, remember that 

people read a comic the same way they read a book – top to bottom, left to right.  

Make sure your conversations get read in the right order by placing them correctly. 

 

If you’re doing an illustration to go with an article, the words are a starting place, too.  

Ask the writer if you can read the article or talk to them about what they’re going to 

write, to help you get ideas.  See if the story gives you any images in your mind when 

you read it, or if there are funny, important, or interesting details you could illustrate. 

 

5. Structure is important. Just like stories or essay, comics have a beginning, a middle, 

and an end.  Once you know what your words are going to be, then figure out what 

words and picture will go in each panel.  Next sketch it out in pencil, then revise it, 

then ink it.  You can do one, three or four panels, and work larger than the print size, 

but keep it proportional to an 8.5” wide piece of paper. 
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If you’re doing an illustration, think about how it will be used in the paper.  Single 

images surrounded by white space, like clip art, work better than a large, detailed 

scene because they can be mixed in with the text. 

 

6. Observe.  Carry a sketchbook or scrap paper to write down ideas for comics and 

illustrations – you never know when something funny might pop into your head or 

even happen in real life.  Practice drawing characters and objects.  Look at how 

professional cartoonists and illustrators draw their pictures and convey their stories. 

 

7. Give your artwork depth with shading.  Black and white doesn’t have to be boring!  

Use hatching or cross-hatching (lines), stippling (dots), solid black areas, and other 

tricks to make your art visually interesting and show depth, shadows, and details.  

This Mickey Mouse example by Floyd Gottfredson uses cross-hatching, hatching, 

stippling and solid areas: 

 

 
 

    

Hatching Cross-hatching Contour Hatching Stippling 
Source: http://www.art-is-fun.com/creating-value-in-pen-and-ink-drawings.html 
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8. The eyes are the window to the cartoon character’s soul.  You can convey a lot of 

emotions just by where you place their pupils.   Try to make your character’s eyes 

show what he is thinking.  See the page of eyes included later in this document.  

 

9. Review and revise your work.  Just like a writer, as an artist you can almost always 

improve you work by doing a second draft.  Maybe you nailed it the first time, but 

always ask yourself what you could improve.  Look carefully for spelling errors or 

stray pencil lines.  Ask your friends or family to read your work and suggest 

improvements. 

 

10. Have fun!  Art and cartooning are fun – enjoy what you do! 

 

 
 

 

Additional Resources: 

For more examples and details, check out one of these books from the library: 

� Understanding Comics: The Invisible Art by Scott McCloud (available at Oakland 

Public Library, Young Adult 741.509 McCloud – not at Montclair branch but you can 

request it) 

� Making Comics: Storytelling Secrets of Comics, Manga and Graphic Novels by Scott 

McCloud (OPL, Young Adult 741.51 McCloud – at Montclair branch) 

� Drawing on the Funny Side of the Brain by Christopher Hart (OPL, Young Adult 

741.5 Hart – not at Montclair, but you can request it) 

� How to Draw Comics the Marvel Way by Stan Lee & John Buscema (OPL, Juvenile 

741.5 Lee – at Montclair branch) 

 

You can also find books of your favorite comics and cartoons in the 741.5 section of the 

library, if you’d like to get drawing and layout inspiration from professionals. 

 

 

Typical Steps to Creating a Comic:  

� Think up a situation and characters. 

� Write out the words your characters will say or think. 

� Decide how many panels you will need. 

� Use a ruler to draw the panel boxes (or use our template). 

� Sketch your illustrations and speech balloons in pencil. 

� Neatly print the words in the speech balloons. 

� Revise. 

� Go over your drawings and words in ink and clean up any pencil marks. 

� Give your comic strip a title. 

� Write your name next to the title and/or sign your work (no last names). 

 



Source: http://thehelpfulartteacher.blogspot.com/




