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Hi, I’m Palle Schmidt, full time writer/artist and freelance 
illustrator since 1998. I’ve picked up a few tricks and learned some 
hard lessons on the way – all of which I will happily share in this 
e-book and in the tutorial videos at comicsforbeginners.com.

You may not have heard a great deal about me (except perhaps seen my book The Devil’s Concubine 
that IDW published in 2011) but actually that’s a good thing. After all, taking lessons from Leonardo 
Da Vinci would be somewhat humbling. How could you ever hope to become a master like that? With 
me, it’s: “Hey, if THIS schmuck can do it, so can I!”

  This book contains tips for both writers and artists - most of them apply to both. I hope    
  you’ll fi nd inspiration (and a few surprises!) in these basic tips that I wish I had been told  
  when I started making comics 20 years ago.

  If you feel like getting to know me better, pop on over to my blog at      
  www.palleschmidt.com or follow me on Twitter @Palle_Schmidt

  Thanks!
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How important is having a story all scripted out, before you start drawing? Can’t you just 
make it up as you go along? 

In short: no. At least I can’t and I don’t know anyone for which this approach works.

“Story First” is also the title of the fi rst of the video tutorials on comicsforbeginners.com - and for good 
reason! The number one reason people crash and burn in their comics ambitions is that they start out 
with a half-baked idea for a story. 

Developing a script, or at the very least an outline with a beginning, middle and 
end, is essential for your success as a cartoonist. If you can’t write it yourself, get 
a partner. There are plenty of writers out there who would love to work with an 
artist on their stories. Find a collaborator. Or adapt a known story by Shakespeare 
or the like – but be warned! What may seem like a shortcut may end up being a 
detour. Adapting a classic story is just as hard, if not harder, than coming up with 
your own concept.

Not knowing what the ending of your story is going to be, is like going on a road 
trip without having a destination. If you don’t know where you’re going, you’ll 
never get there! That doesn’t mean you can’t take a detour, once on the road. 

But I would suggest, commiting to writing a story yourself, and sticking with your 
script once you start drawing pages! If you start doubting and 
picking it apart halfway through, chances are you’ll never fi nish.
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Choosing the right tools is crucial for success when making comics. The wrong tools will not 
only slow you down, but also produce a less than perfect result.

So what are the right tools?

That’s the beauty of it: You decide! Or rather, you let your hands decide.

Do that by trying things out.

Everything?

Yup, pretty much. And you might want to keep at it for a while. Any brush, pen, 
pencil or computer program has a learning curve, and your fi rst endeavours will look less than 
impressive. Patience (and stubbornness) is your friend here.

The trick is to let go of the tools that are frustrating you and slowing you down. If, after weeks or even 
months of drawing with a quill you still get spatters everywhere, a thin line when you want a fat line 
and scratch holes in every piece of paper? Let it go!

Find the tool that works for you. There are no magic tricks, just experience. Trial and error.
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There are people who will tell you pursuing a career in comics is hopeless. Maybe they’re 
right. Who cares? Do you get satisfaction and joy out of telling a story? Is it fun to draw? Do 
it anyway. 

There are plenty of reasons not to get off your butt. Inner reasons like “I don’t know if I’m good 
enough.” Well, if you never get started, you will never be any good. Getting good at anything takes 
time and effort.

You may want to give up halfway through. Understandable. It’s hard work. No one seems to care. It 
seems like you’re not getting any better. But take a look at the fi rst comics page you did, and look at 
where you are after twenty or fi fty pages. See the difference? Can you honestly say you’re not making 
ANY progress?

What about those people who will tell you it’s stupid to spend your time making comics? The short 
answer is: ignore them. Maybe they’re envious that you seem to be enjoying something they don’t 
understand. Maybe they think creativity is a waste of time. Well, it’s a lot more productive than 
watching TV, that’s for sure.

You also subject yourself to criticism when you publish your comic online or in print. Not everybody will 
love what you do. Some will be less than sensitive in telling you. 

Again, there can be many reasons why someone feels they should put down your work. But none of 
them have anything to do with you. None of them. They may not like your story or your art, but they 
don’t know YOU. Who you are and the work you put out are two different things.

You may feel lonely. You may think it’s all for nothing. You may feel like a loser. You may get your 
feelings hurt. That’s life.

Do it anyway. What’s the alternative?
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    We all have different talents. The trick is to fi nd yours and develop a  
    style or tone that makes the most of the skills you have. 

It may also mean holding back a bit. I’m not saying “do sloppy work.” I’m saying you need to spread 
your skills (and your time) over the entire project. You can spend a week on that fi rst killer page, but if 
every page takes a week to complete, do you honestly think your planned 75 page comic will ever see 
the light of day? 

You’ll wear yourself out if you go overboard with details. What’s important in a comic is the overall 
impression, the fl ow of the story. 

      If every panel is beautifully rendered and rich with details, reading  
      it can be very tiresome! Details tend to slow down the reading. 
      Sometimes a block of black or blurs of color is even better, because  
      it gives your eyes a rest and keep the story moving forward.

      You need to get to the fi nish line.

      To do that, you need to pace yourself.

      
   
      

A great way
 of 

A great way
 of       

A great way
 of       

setting you
rself up    

setting you
rself up    

for success
 is to       

for success
 is to       

set achieva
ble goals. 

Start small
!
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A list? What does THAT have to do with making comics?

Making a comic is a process that contains a multitude of tasks. Idea developing. Outlining. Character 
design. Script. Second draft. Third draft. Thumbnails. Sketching. Inking. Lettering. Coloring. Scanning. 
How can you tackle all these things at once? You can’t. But you can write them down.

The list is important for several reasons:

To remember where you are
Let’s face it, not a lot of us have the privilege to work on comics full-time. Even if you could, would you 
remember in which folder on your computer you put the inked pages? What resolution it was scanned 
in? No one can remember everything. Remember that! The list is your little helper, making sure you 
don’t forget essential details or stuff to be dealt with later. 

To keep track of progress
Making comics takes a long time. Seriously. It’s very easy to feel like you’re not getting anywhere, 
to get distracted and lose sight of the end goal. Write down everything that needs to be done, from 
thumbnails to corrections to submission letters, and put a little check-box next to each point. Improve 
your chances of getting to the fi nish line, and reward yourself for making it. 

     And when the story is done, and you start submitting to editors, online  
     forums or review sites? Write down their names and the dates and what  
     you sent, if you got a reply, whether they liked it or not. So many things  
     happen in our daily life, we can’t be expected to remember everything.

     Write it down.

7
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Do you ever fi nd yourself staring at a blank piece of paper, not knowing where to begin? If 
you do, maybe the piece of paper is just too darn big!

If you want to succeed at anything, take away the pressure. That expensive heavyweight drawing 
board can be very intimidating! If you screw up, that’s a lot of money out the window. It’s easy to lose 
perspective when the canvas is too big.

Begin with a thumbnail size sketch and work your way up from there.

When you start working on the actual page, draw it oversize. Why? Because it allows you to fi t in a lot 
more detail and to be more precise. The fi nished result will look so much better. Don’t freeze up looking 
at the blank canvas. Start small, and when you get to the expensive drawing board you’ll know what to 
do with it!
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Wait… Did he say “steal”? 

Yes! Steal! I mean copy, duplicate, or rather: take inspiration from. Does that sound better?

Did you think cartoonists just naturally knew how to fi ll up their panels with people, cars, buildings and 
animals? No! They stole from real life. I’ve got two words for you: Google. Images.

In the olden days, it was a lot harder to fi nd reference pictures. In the REALLY olden days, you would 
have to bring your easel to the Eiffel Tower to see what it looked like! Now you can fi nd anything you 
need with your smartphone. 

But before you just start raiding the internet for stuff to put in your comic, a few words of caution:

Copyright:
No, just because it’s online, doesn’t mean you can use it as is. Really. Don’t. If possible, use your 
own reference pictures or draw from life (How do you think I managed to get through math class? 
Drawing my classmates!). Drawing from 3D objects also allows your eye take in a lot more detail than 
a pixelated jpeg from the web.

Change:
OK, so you don’t have a picture of the Eiffel Tower that you yourself took. Go ahead and fi nd one 
online. But change it so that it becomes yours. Use several different images as reference, change the 
foreground, the color, fl ip it – whatever you can do to disguise your theft!
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Integrate:
When using references, be mindful of the overall expression. If the rest of your comic consists 
of stick fi gures, that meticulous rendering of the Eiffel Tower might seem a little out of place. Make sure 
your stolen images match your style. Again: make it your own.

Oh no, you don’t:
Never (ever!) trace another artists work. That’s just bad form. And the result is rarely any good.

“But how does all this this apply to creating the story?”, I hear you say. 

It’s just as easy to copy the structure or plot of a story as it is to copy a picture. The same rules apply. 
If you copy EVERY element of ONE story, you get a bad copy. If you take bits and pieces from a dozens 
of old serials, like Spielberg did, you get Raiders of the Lost Arc. That’s not too shabby.

Another story is a perfectly valid jumping off point - and you will learn in the process. Double win!
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Are you all fi red up to start drawing pages? Great! But planning ahead increases your 
chance of success.

We’ve covered most of the different kinds of planning. Writing a script and doing thumbnail sketching. 
But there is one other important aspect: time.

Setting a deadline and being aware of your time really helps to get things done. Set aside a specifi c 
time to work on your comic. Break it down into how many pages a week, how many panels a day. 
Again, making a list can be a huge help.

      Do you research for hours or look for references online for  
      every little detail? Are you sure you are not just avoiding the  
      task ahead?

      Getting started is the fi rst step to getting anything done. Make sure  
      the planning phase doesn’t become procrastination.

Making decisions can be very stressful. What if you make the wrong choice or change your mind down 
the road?

It happens. All the time. Because every step of the way, you get better, wiser.

But going back is not a way forward. Which leads us nicely into the next tip:
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Getting started is the fi rst step to overcoming your fears. But if you never fi nish, it hardly 
matters that you started.

Making it to the fi nish line, is where the majority of aspiring cartoonists fail. There can be plenty of 
reasons: bad planning, boredom, lack of self-dicipline, fear of rejection (hey, if you never put it out 
there, people won’t criticize!), or sheer fatigue at the amount of work to be done (also a result of bad 
planning). 
 
Pushing on when things look hopeless is the one thing that separates the successful from the 
unsuccessful. In any fi eld!

Having a fi nished comic in your hand or online, however crappy it may seem, does wonders for your 
confi dence. You fi nished what you started! Yay! 

The opposite is also true. Ditch your story halfway through, and you will feel like a failure. Not good for 
motivation or productivity, believe me!

Get to the fi nish line, warts and all. Put it out there. Learn from your mistakes and move on to your 
next project.

And don’t forget to reward yourself.
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And that’s it! 
Well, obviously there’s more to making comics than this, but by now you already know more than I did 
when I fi rst started! I hoope this was helpful to you and thanks for reading along.

For video tutorials and more free content, please visit:

www.comicsforbeginners.com

P.S.: If you liked this e-book and want to share, please have your friends sign up for it at the site. That 
way they can get ALL the content and updates down the road. Thank you so much for signing up, and if 
you have any questions regarding this book, let me know at mail@comicsforbeginners.com

Thanks again!


