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The impact of good character design within graphic novels and comics and how they stick with the viewer.
One of the most important aspects of any character-driven work, regardless of setting or genre, is making the character visually distinct. This may be done through a unique art style, such as the round outlines of Jim Davis’ iconic Garfield. Other artists make their characters distinct through interesting colour palettes, such as the striking red suit of Marvel’s Spider-Man or the adorably repetitive, blue-faced characters of Peyo’s Smurfs. Characters within physical, non-animated media have to go to more extreme lengths to stand out as a result of being static images on a page; this is perhaps why characters from graphic novel styled media tend to have more off the wall designs than characters made for animation. 
Character design is the driving force behind graphic non-animated media, as without an interesting design to latch on to, there is little point in a story being illustrated at all, as it would likely not suffer from being a novel instead. If the story being told is less than spectacular, a good character can carry it to popularity regardless, such as with the common Japanese manga trend of groups of pretty female designs to cover up a rather non-existent plotline. Even franchises that has existed for decades and rarely produce any content of quality near what initially garnered them notoriety, a well-designed character can continue to drive sales purely off of being a well-known icon in pop culture.
Perhaps the most interesting example within Japanese manga comics in terms of a work standing the test of time due mostly to good character design is Eiichiro Oda’s One Piece, a work that has had 1000 continuous chapters as of the time of this essay’s publication. The main character, Monkey D. Luffy, has remained an iconic figure in the anime and manga scene even decades after his initial appearance, giving him a comparable level of clout to the likes of Western Marvel and D.C. superheroes. Oda’s design philosophy is based firmly in simplicity and notable traits, such as Luffy’s iconic straw hat that is both a key part of his story and his design, being recognised as more of a symbol of the series than its actual logo in the eyes of many fans. 
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(Oda E., One Piece, July 19, 1997)
In his book on the creation of manga (Manga in Theory and Practise), Hirohiko Araki is quoted as saying “of the four fundamentals, characters are supreme: if you have effective characters in place, you will be undefeatable.”, pushing the idea that a story based in still images is very much driven by the designs of the characters within. Araki’s own characters are often dressed in replicas of real designer fashion, are highly detailed and overall very appealing to look at, fitting the period that they are in regardless of the setting of the manga section he is currently writing. While his characters will not maintain the same level of extreme detail as they will in cover art or in frames of extreme relevance, the silhouette of each character is always recognisable and after the extreme evolution of his art style following the ending of Stardust Crusaders, his characters have notably unique and different physiques that are as interesting as they are diverse.
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(AlexEnterprises, “The Artistic Evolution of JoJo's Bizarre Adventure” (2020))
Araki describes the difference between designing female and male characters as “only visual”, as within the story there is no reason for male, female or otherwise identifying characters to act to certain gender roles in this modern period of feminine liberty. This theory of having a visual distinction between male and female characters can sometimes be taken to extremes, such as the oversexualised figures of Eiichiro Oda’s smash-hit One Piece—here, the natural curvature of the female form is taken to an extreme, something that is divisive in the eyes of readers and fellow artists alike as to whether it is simply stylisation or a fetishisation of the female form. In Araki’s work, his female characters appear far truer to life in terms of figure, often more so than his overly muscular male characters; this closeness to reality makes Araki’s characters have a level of realism that is not felt in the more stylised designs of Oda, but it also makes for a less distinctive silhouette overall.
In stark contrast to the above point, a great story can be dragged down by boring or unoriginal artwork, as visual novels are a mixed-media format that depend far more heavily on one half than the other. This general distaste for boring character design regardless of the quality of a story is likely why superheroes often have alternate identities, so that they can have a more marketable design while fighting in the battles people are most invested in seeing, but having a civilian form for the sake of being able to visually show when a scene is more mundane. If Marvel superheroes fought evil in their civilian forms, it is likely they would never have become the backbone of the multi-million dollar industry that superhero comics are in the modern era; superhero designs are interesting and marketable as they are unachievable to the average person, unlike the more regular looking civilian designs that more often than not look just like real people. 
A specific example of an iconic character design that has stood the test of time is the aforementioned Spider-Man, who despite having multiple less than stellar projects and on many occasions being relegated as a children’s superhero, has continued to be iconic and claw his way back into general relevancy with the release of spinoff comics such as the characters from the Spiderverse movie. Spider-Man is an interesting series to consider when thinking about how to keep a design similar and yet up to date with current trends, as instead of making one individual Spider-Man and attempting to make his design fit every mould, many different Spider people have been created to fill different niches so nobody is without a version of Spider-Man they can relate to.
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(Kirby J. “Amazing Fantasy #15” Cover, August 1963)

“A History of Comic Art” by Roger Sabin describes the “powerful formula” of The Amazing Spider-Man, “another Lee-Kirby creation” illustrated in part by Steve Ditko, introduced initially in 1963. The usage of spiderlike abilities was new and unique, allowing for illustrations and poses dissimilar to anything else in the industry at the time. The immediate success of this completely new idea of super heroism is in many ways an excellent show of how breaking out of the box can be rewarding, especially if the box is broken out of in a visual way and leads to a character that is interesting to look at as there is little else like them in the industry. The creation of new and unique concepts in design, both of personality and physical appearance, is a necessary art to master in the realm of comic art, as your character simply will not catch on if their design is not enough to catch the eye of potential buyers. 
While “good” character design cannot be defined only as designs that break the mould and create new ideas are constantly coming out, there are a few consistent factors that generally lead to a character being appealing to look at. Going back to the previously mentioned Spider-Man, his design is as iconic as it is simple, kept to a very specific colour palette. Red, white and black or blue are constant between his designs, with Spider people such as Miles Morales flipping the black and the red to create a design that is unique specifically to Miles while still being visually in line with the Spider-Man character that has existed for decades. 
To refer back to other previously mentioned pieces of media in this essay, perhaps the most iconic set of characters with a very limited colour palette are Peyo’s Smurfs (first published on October 23, 1958). With the exception of Smurfs with specific societal position, such as Papa Smurf who wears red, every smurf is blue-skinned and wears an identical outfit of all white. Each smurf is able to be told apart by very small accessories, such as Vanity’s flower and Brainy’s glasses, but the clothing remains identical between all of them to show a consistency and togetherness between the Smurfs as a species. 
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(Marc D., “Peyo”, Getty Images)
Extremely consistent designs like this are sometimes considered to be somewhat of a corporate ploy, with the Smurfs itself having an extremely vast range of merchandise to its name over its five decades of existence. In their article about Peyo, “Behind the Blue: The Story of Peyo”, author Cynthia Rose claims the Smurfs to be a “merchandising miracle” before she even makes real mention of the comics, which is an interesting comment on how extreme pop culture relevance toes a fine line between being popular because the media is genuinely high-quality and being popular because the character designs within the media are highly merchandisable. While the corporate side of extreme merchandising is indeed a fast-track way to kill the reputation of a comic series, especially if the amount of merchandise is higher than the amount of actual media produced, it is amongst the easiest ways to get more fans through the door and into people’s minds. 
Some people recognise comic characters more from merchandise than they do the original material, with toys of heroes like Batman and Spider-Man flooding shelves practically since their inception; but each of these franchises has so much comic and movie media that it would simply be incorrect to say that their notoriety nowadays comes entirely from material goods and purchasable objects, though it is also fair to say that their continued place and funding in pop culture has been siphoned from near-constant production of toys and collectibles over the years.
Colour, shape and symbols within a design may seem like nothing more than aesthetics when going about designing a character, but in truth they are the unspoken foundations on which a good character is formulated. Superheroes who have stood the test of time, such as the frequently-mentioned Spider-Man and D.C’s dark-horse Batman are excellent examples of characters with a design philosophy based in colour and iconography. The lack of colour within the actual pages of many comics (especially Japanese manga) is something that some consider as a “cost cutting” effort (Baetens, J. (2011)), I am of the personal opinion that it gives the colourful covers and promotional art related to comic book heroes an extra dimension and lets the viewer use their imagination more so as they read, letting their mind colour the pages and fill in the gaps.
Batman is an interesting juxtaposition to the usually bright and colourful characters of the comic-book universe, with a sharp-edged silhouette and dark colour palette. Similarly to Spider-Man, his design in based on a real-life creature, giving an interesting animalistic dimension to his design. The darkness in his costume works perfectly with the melancholic, stoic character he is, and gives an excellent light-in-the-dark kind of juxtaposition when he does feel sadness that would be far more difficult to achieve with a brightly coloured character in the same situation. This kind of design is perfect for a comic book character whose voice and words have to be interpreted by the reader, as his clothes and juxtaposition with his expression are enough to tell the reader exactly how he’s feeling without the need for audio cues. 
On the topic of designing a character, Caputo states that “the only difference between fine art and commercial art is a deadline”; this quote encapsulates the difference between a figure that is only illustrated once in a painting or single illustration, and a character who will be recurring potentially for decades to come. A character who is created to only exist in one illustration can be given more detailed clothing and facial features, as they will not have to draw with the same degree of detail in a comic-book timeframe and instead get to concentrate on making that one, singular illustration as exceptional as possible.
In the case of comic book characters, though, extreme detail is far less important than an iconic silhouette that can be recognised by many and easily replicated in many frames. In Jay Berkowitz and Todd Packer’s book “Heroes in the Classroom: Comic Books in Art Education”, Berkowitz mentions that students who are particularly interested in producing comic book style art tend to “not perform well in art class” and that while they struggled to concentrate in a short class, they could draw comic books for hours; this may suggest that there is a genuine divide between artists who produce singular pieces and artists who create comic art, resulting in different responses to art-related education. Art classes at primary and comprehensive age focus very heavily on realism and drawing things from the real world, with comic art more often than not having to be relegated to a self-taught hobby until a specialist place of study that is accepting of the art form is eventually landed upon. 
Art classes in general have been slated as being very suffocating in terms of what gains high marks, with Japanese manga styled art and even comic art often being marked lower than realism purely because it is more abstract, with the education system for art educators pushing a vicious circle of considering realism to be the highest form of art that nothing cartoony can ever match up to. This may stem from the unfounded idea that comic books cause aggression; in Packer and Berkowitz’ work, they reference that “Lindgren (1976) cited a study by Paul Blakely (1958) that found little connection between comic books and poor behaviour”, and yet the idea that comic books and superhero media causes negative effects in readers is still a surprisingly commonly held belief. It is possible that this idea of comic books as a lesser, aggression-causing media form leads to its treatment as not equal to realism, single-piece artwork in the realm of art study. 
To conclude, “good” character design and how it functions is a divisive topic across all areas of art, from the medium it’s created in to the content of the specific story being told through its characters. “Good” character design is, in short, a concept that is extremely individual and cannot be given a strict definition, as what one person may consider to be an excellent design for a character may be absolutely abhorrent to look at in the eyes of another; it all comes down to each individual’s view on what makes art appealing and interesting, and this is a concept that cannot be directly defined as it is something that is not ever identical between one person and another. 

Rose, C. (2021). Retrieved from https://www.tcj.com/behind-the-blue-the-story-of-peyo/ 
Caputo, A. C. (1997). How to self-publish your own comic book. New York: Watson-Guptill Publications. 
Baetens, J. (2011). From Black & White to Color and Back: What Does It Mean (not) to Use Color? College Literature, 38(3), 111–128. http://www.jstor.org/stable/41302875
Reyna, L. (2023). Retrieved from https://www.cbr.com/one-piece-oda-annoying-advice-cute-female-characters/ 
Berkowitz, J., & Packer, T. (2001). Heroes in the Classroom: Comic Books in Art Education. Art Education, 54(6), 12–18. https://doi.org/10.2307/3193910 
Araki, H., & Collins, N. A. (2021). Manga in theory and practice: The craft of creating manga. San Francisco: VIZ Media. 
Sabin, R. (2014). Comics, Comix & Graphic Novels. London: Phaidon Press. 
Cuilliford, P., Salicrup, J., Johnson, E. J., & Chiang, J. (2020). The Smurfs. New York: Papercutz. 
Lee, S., Ditko, S. (1963) The Amazing Spider-Man.
Miller, F. (2002). Batman: the Dark Knight Returns. DC Comics.
Oda, E. (1997-present), One Piece, Shonen Jump.
Wescoatt, E. (2020). Retrieved from https://www.cbr.com/how-jojos-bizarre-adventure-art-style-evolved/
image1.jpeg




image2.jpeg




image3.png
AMALING.

©FANTASY &





image4.jpeg




