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Introduction


  Many people are attracted to the bright and exciting imagery of Manga. This form of cartooning and comics from Japan comes in a wide spectrum of styles ranging from cute and adorable, through sharp and stylish to near-realism. Despite the variety, there are common design elements in the way characters and environments are expressed and presented to the reader.


  Manga artwork has a firm grounding in reality, using many theories and practices from classical illustration. It distills the subject matter into a more minimal form. The line work is selective—expressive, exaggerated, but generally cleaner. Even when drawn in a very cute style intended for young children, the colors, shading, and character designs tend to be more complex than their Western counterparts. This is particularly apparent when you look at Japanese comics, the real meaning of the word “Manga.” Manga does not actually refer to stand-alone artwork, it refers to comics and sequential art. The techniques employed in Manga to tell a story through comics are highly sophisticated, with dynamic page layouts, extreme close-ups, and ever-changing camera angles. This is also achieved despite being a primarily black-and-white medium. Color is usually only reserved for covers, splash images, and short previews. The cheaper printing costs of working in black and white make it possible for creators and consumers to indulge in long-running, epic story lines.


  Manga art is also closely linked to Anime, or Japanese animation. The character designs and raw drawing knowledge required are essentially very similar, but the finish and presentation are different due to the format of the television screen and the work required to animate a sequence. The inking and coloring techniques are streamlined in comparison—they are kept sharp and clean. Manga comics can be drawn in this style as well. Anime-style artwork is particularly suited to marketing due to its bold and eye-catching appearance.


  Given the multifaceted nature of Manga, it is important to identify the key features of the format without limiting yourself to copying someone else’s style. This book aims to collect insider knowledge of professional Manga artists who produce images for the industry on a regular basis. We all have our own styles, but we have practiced with numerous tools and techniques to create polished work in many formats. You may be a total beginner or an experienced artist looking to add Manga to your repertoire—whatever the case, we cut right to the point and provide tailored advice on the essentials. We hope that you find our tips useful!
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Getting Started


  Like any other form of comic and sequential art, Manga is a combination of images and story. Even if it is a stand-alone piece of art, you should try to achieve a high level of polish and have a good understanding of the popular styles of Manga so that you are best prepared to tackle it. Before you throw yourself into drawing that epic project, take some time to plan your approach so that your work flow won’t suffer from any snags. Research your subject matter thoroughly so that your character designs, setting, and plot points are accurate and appropriate. Get your sketches, notes, and ideas all down in one place so that it is a convenient reference for you to use throughout your project. Make sure you have the right tools, or learn how to get the most from your available tools, so that your images look their very best.
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Research and Inspiration


  Let’s face it—no one becomes a writer or an artist without being inspired by something or someone. Whether it gradually builds up in your subconscious, or is that spark that drives you crazy unless you give it an outlet, inspiration gives you the impetus to start creating. But inspiration alone cannot create Manga. You need to do your research in order to make a quality product that can be appreciated by others. Good research will ensure your story and artwork stand up to scrutiny, but it also provides focus and relevance to a project.


  TIP 001


  Primary Research


  Primary research in Manga is about getting your references and sources firsthand—that is, seeing it in front of you, actually experiencing it, or at least viewing accurate photographs of your subject matter.


  I always say to those who are not confident in their drawing skills that everyone has the ability to draw, but not everyone has learned how to see. Many beginners draw things based off a stereotypical concept or symbol, so you get cartoonish renditions of people’s faces, trees, or houses.


  Let’s take an even simpler concept: a table. Some would describe and draw it as a square with four legs of equal length. While in theory many tables are such, you would never see a table in real life looking like that. You would most likely see a rhombus/diamond shape, and the legs would appear with different lengths because of the viewing angle.


  Expanding from this simple idea, never feel like you should forgo any research if you cannot visualize your subject matter accurately. Does your next comic involve lots of animals? Look at real animals—go to the zoo or spend an afternoon with a friend who has pets. Do you need to draw bicycles? They are notoriously difficult to get right, so be sure to look at lots of photos or designs. Is your Manga set in a particular building? Go there if you can. In a faraway country? Check online for tourist photos.


  Leaving the visuals aside, get the facts right if you are writing. If your Manga is set in a desert, your character cannot ride a bicycle! Consider cultural elements as well—people dress, speak, and gesticulate in different ways around the world.


  Never forget where your favorite Manga characters and stories have come from—the creator has had to study real people and real settings in order to create a believable world. (SL)
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  To many beginners, a house is a square with a triangle on top for a roof, square windows on the front, and a rectangular door. But in real life, a house does not really look like that at all.
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  See the differences between the theory, the photo, and the drawing?
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  This scene is set in Cambridge, England, so actual photos of Cambridge were referenced to get the backgrounds right.


  
TIP 002


  Secondary Research


  Almost as important as primary research, secondary research involves learning something from someone else’s works or accounts. In the scope of Manga, this means referring to other people’s artwork, writing, and designs. This has both positive and negative results, so it is important to know where acceptable limits lie.


  Manga artwork is often very minimalist in execution—as such, it is extremely useful to know how other artists choose to render their subject matter, particularly human. Despite the fact that so many Manga artists are drawing the same species (humans), the range, style, and output is huge. When looking at another Manga artist’s work, think about the lines they decided to put onto the paper and why they made that decision. Think about what parts have been emphasized and what has been left out.


  It is also imperative to read other Manga comics to recognize the shortcuts and common elements used in storytelling. Particular techniques and theories will be covered later in this book, but nothing beats reading widely to see how to execute an exciting fight scene or efficiently introduce a new character.


  Finally, one of the best reasons to collect art books or a Manga series by a particular artist is if it is in a fantasy or science-fiction setting. Video games in particular are a great source of design and concept art, as the creators have spent a lot of time creating completely immersive worlds. It’s great to quickly get an overall feel of what elements are important, but also to see which designs won out in the end and worked on a practical level.


  The danger is referencing so much that you end up practically copying another artist’s work. There are many similar-looking character designs out there, which is innocent enough in most cases (as there is so much Manga out there, it’s nearly impossible these days to come up with a character that looks completely original!), but if paired with the same composition and posing, or rendered in the same medium or drawn in a similar style, it’s just too much. The same goes for stories: You can be inspired and reference heavily from your favorite action series, but if it’s a thinly veiled swapping of the original characters’ names for your own, it’s not good! (SL)
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  The original image.
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  This shows the differences between the original photographed subject, a more realistic pencil drawing, and a very stylized Manga ink version.


  
TIP 003


  Life Experience and Hobbies


  Doing the necessary research for your Manga is vital for producing something that stands up to scrutiny, but why not draw on your own experiences and the knowledge that you already have? You can save a lot of time by using your observations and memories to create sympathetic characters, settings, and original story lines.


  When making a Manga in a contemporary setting, personal experience can really flesh out your dialog and help you create rounded, believable characters. Readers can be very touched by story lines that they could imagine themselves going through—even more so if they share an experience with the characters.


  Don’t feel restricted to slice-of-life stories in real-life settings, though. It can be fun and exciting to mix your experiences with other environments. Often, an unbelievable setting can be kept believable and relevant by incorporating elements of reality, or vice versa.


  Incorporating your hobbies and interests into your Manga is a great way of utilizing your existing knowledge and resources to accurately portray characters and settings. If you love gardening, why not make a Manga about a gardener, or someone who runs a gardening store? You probably know exactly what problems they would face and how to plan the scenery realistically, and you likely already own magazines and reference materials about drawing plants and flowers. You can also appeal to your readership, as people who like the same things you do will be interested in your Manga. Market your work to your fellow enthusiasts!
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  This story line is based on how I actually became friends with a boy at school. We got to know each other by swapping each other’s fantasy novels.
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  This is about the everyday life of a schoolgirl (something which I have been through), who happens to be a witch in a fantasy world.


  


  However, making any type of comic of any length requires a lot of dedication and commitment if it is more than just a few pages long. When seeking motivation, nothing is better than if you have a personal interest or passion for what you are working on—it keeps you going after months of working on the same thing.


  While putting much of yourself and what you like into your Manga is mostly a good thing, be wary of making a “Mary-Sue” (an idealized, wish-fulfillment character). Self-insertion can work to a degree and in the right circumstances, but making a character a little too perfect or too much like you (when they are not meant to be you) can be cloying. (SL)
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  This is set in modern-day England (where I live) with a character who has Chinese origins (like me), but with Chinese ghosts!


  


  One of my hobbies is fencing and collecting antique or replica weaponry, so I love incorporating my collection into my artwork.
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Tools, Equipment, and Materials


  Talent and skill will always show through, regardless of the materials used, but some tools make achieving specific finishes much easier, so it’s important to identify the things you need for a certain look. Be wary of hype—you don’t always need expensive or specialist materials; often you just need to use the cheaper stuff more effectively. As the old adage goes: it’s not what you’ve got, but what you can do with it that counts!


  TIP 004


  Getting the Best From Common Resources


  Before rushing off to an art supplies store and spending lots of money buying new things, think about what you already have at home and in the office, or what you can pick up at any convenience store or supermarket’s stationery section.


  Specialist paper with pre-printed margins and crop markings is convenient to use but can be expensive. You can do almost everything on standard office printer paper that you can buy cheaply in reams, so long as you understand its limitations. Pencils and drier forms of inking and coloring (such as fineliner pens, colored pencils, subtle marker work) will work on the standard paper. Using anything more liquid? Just put some extra sheets underneath to soak it up.


  The cheapest and most plentiful of drawing tools is the pencil. Traditional wood-cased pencils can be sharpened to a point to draw thin, crisp strokes—this is good for outlines and hatching or crosshatching. Medium to harder leads (HB, H, 2H, 3H, and onwards) are better suited to such lines. Pencils can also be blunted or chiseled to an edge through use, which makes them good for thicker lines and soft, gradient shading. Soft leads (B, 2B, etc.) suit this sort of work and can also produce dark fills.


  You can also buy mechanical or propelling pencils that can take leads of different hardness in varying thicknesses (usually 0.3, 0.5, or 0.7)—great for lines, just not as expressive as traditional pencils for shading. The benefit here is not having to sharpen your pencil constantly.


  Pencils look their best if used entirely in grayscale (so on their own or mixed with other materials in black and white), or as very soft outlines for expressive, high-contrast, high-textured colors (such as watercolors). Don’t use them with colored pencils! Both the outlines and colors lose their vibrancy and wash each other out.


  You can spend as much as you want on pens, but those you’re most likely to find scattered around your home, school, or office are rollerball gel pens and ballpoint pens. The quality of these will vary a lot, and you may need to test a few out first. Ballpoint pens are drier with a more viscous, oil-based ink. Using a softer touch, you can vary the levels of ink so it lends itself very well to shading, similar to a pencil (this makes it unsuitable for sharp black inking). In contrast, rollerball gel pens have a faster flow of ink, with a strong, black line. This makes it a viable option for inking and hatching with fairly clean lines.


  If you want to ink on top of a rough pencil draft and then erase the pencils, stick to rollerballs and give them time to dry. Don’t use ballpoints for this—they will smear!


  Colored pencils are cheap, plentiful, and easy to use, but they require a good technique to achieve a high polish. Watercolors are also easily available and affordable but require additional preparation before using, such as brushes, palettes, jars of water, and the right sort of paper. (SL)
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  Color pencils
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  Watercolors


  


  
TIP 005


  Choosing Specialist Tools


  Many beginners mistakenly think that they have to spend lots of money to get specialist tools and materials. The secret is in choosing your investments carefully to mix with your existing resources and picking items that complement your drawing style.


  When drafting pencil roughs by hand, I often use non-photo (or non-repro) pencil leads in various colors with my mechanical pencils. These lines cannot be picked up by most photocopiers, or once scanned they can be filtered out by most image-editing software. As such, I can draw over my color sketches with black ink without needing to erase my rough pencil sketches.


  There are different brands and prices available, so it’s worth shopping around. The most popular size is 0.7 thickness. Softer leads are erasable but break easily, whereas harder leads are more robust but cannot be erased.


  Much Manga artwork relies on clean black lines (or if textured, each smear and spot is pure black ink on white paper with no shades of gray). Our specialist inking tools are therefore geared toward producing this finish.


  Fineliners are the easiest inking tools for someone to start using. Their fiber tips are forgiving, and their convenient all-inone packaging makes them great for travel. There are many brands available with different qualities (marker-proof, fade-proof archival ink, or water-based) in widths from as thin as a 0.05 through to 1.0. It takes practice and a light touch to get good amounts of line-width variation.


  Brush pens are similar in that they have an inbuilt (sometimes refillable or interchangeable) ink reservoir attached to a brush tip, so it’s another convenient all-in-one tool for inking. By varying your pressure and angle, you can create incredibly fine, thin lines or great swathes of thick, textured strokes. There aren’t as many manufacturers of this type of pen, but there are still plenty of varieties and sizes for you to try out.


  Dip pens are the traditional tools of cartoonists the world over. Buying the pen holder, a selection of pen nibs, and a big bottle of ink doesn’t cost that much and will last you hundreds of pages. They can be so expressive but take a lot of getting used to, and mistakes can be very costly! You can also use traditional brushes in black ink to fill in large areas or use as a brush pen, but you need to keep dipping as you go along.


  Manga is shaded in black and white, so artists tend to use sheets of tone—stickers with dots and patterns, which you cut out and paste onto your lines. This reproduces consistently in black-and-white printing. You can buy all sorts of varieties from different manufacturers.


  High-end felt-tip markers are often alcohol-based to reduce streaks and have brush-like, flexible tips as well as chisel tips. Getting these professional markers can be a big investment, but they really do deliver—you can quickly achieve a smooth, high-quality finish on any sort of paper. No need to splurge on loads of colors at once, though! Build up your collection gradually with skin tones and pale or smokey colors to produce a sophisticated palette from the outset. (SL)
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  Drafting pencil and colored leads


  (non-photo leads that can fit standard mechanical pencils)
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  Sheets of tone
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TIP 006


  Working Digitally


  Nowadays, many artists start off their work as a quick sketch on paper, which they then refine and polish on a computer. Even staunch traditionalists may have to process digital versions of their work when getting it printed or sending it to a publisher. On the other extreme, there are artists who work entirely on the computer, from initial sketches through to the final product—even publishing it digitally so there is never a hard copy of the work at any stage. However you choose to work, there are various tools out there, some of which can be considered necessities and others as very helpful options.


  Computers don’t need to be top-of-the-line for them to be useful. Anything less than ten years old is capable of running basic image-editing software, or older/simpler versions of well-known professional programs. Processing power essentially governs how large a file you can work with (that is, actual physical dimensions and size, detail, resolution, and how many layers and effects you can use) and how long it takes for things to happen.


  What is important in selecting a computer setup or laptop is the screen quality. Large, vibrant screens with high resolutions are ideal for artists in order for them to get a good overall view of their work. It’s also vital that when dealing with modern flat screens the viewing angle doesn’t affect the colors and tones of your artwork too much—something that many laptops do.


  Using a graphics tablet instead of a mouse is an absolute necessity if you want to do anything more than cropping, dropping images into a document, or lettering. Your drawing hand is in a much more sustainable position for general administrative tasks (selecting, dragging, etc.), and you will have precision control for creating lines or shading like you would naturally. Furthermore, unlike a mouse, most graphics tablets are sensitive to drawing angle and pressure so that you can produce varied line widths and opacities, just like real pencils, pens, and brushes.


  There are products that merge the screen and the tablet together, but unless you are willing to invest the large amounts of money in buying something geared toward art production specifically, general purpose tablet computers cannot detect the nuances of a drawing tool as well as even a budget graphics tablet can.
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  Digital cameras are capable of capturing good images of your traditional artwork, just as cameras have reproduced large scale paintings in the past, but you need to get the lighting and angle right.


  Scanners also capture your artwork conveniently and accurately with a strong, consistent light through a glass platen. New models are coming out all the time, so I would suggest prioritizing speed and resolution.


  Once you own the hardware, you need to be able to edit or create artwork on the computer using software. At the most basic level, you will want to use a program that allows you to work in layers (so you can keep some parts of your artwork separate and fully editable) and that can detect the pressure sensitivity from your graphics tablet (so that you can draw and paint effectively).


  Software selection is a tricky road to travel, as there are so many new developments in the field—it is hard to know what is best at the time. But you shouldn’t neglect what you may already own! Much hardware comes bundled with CG painting or image-editing software, so if you have recently purchased a graphics tablet or a scanner, look around for the packaging and any installation CDs/DVDs. This software has been chosen or designed to work with your hardware, so it will be useful and capable of doing much of what you need.


  Don’t feel as if you need to get the latest version of any particular program. If there have been many popular versions and developments over the past few years, you can obtain older versions that can still produce very good work at a much cheaper price. You can also save money by buying starter versions or pared-down editions of professional programs. (SL)


  


  You can buy digital cameras that can take pictures at high resolutions for fairly affordable prices. Make sure the model you choose can handle close-ups of artwork.
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  A scanner that can capture your artwork at speed in a high resolution without washing it out is very important for artists working in traditional mediums.


  
Keeping a Sketchbook


  In my opinion, everyone should keep a sketchbook or some form of diary, regardless of whether they consider themselves to be artists or not. They are so useful and practical to have around, even just for notation purposes, but don’t limit yourself by thinking that all they’re good for is writing a couple of things down. Choose the right sort of sketchbook to suit your way of working, then push yourself with different activities and exercises to keep your drawing muscles in peak condition.
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  TIP 007


  Establishing Routines and Good Practices


  When picking out a sketchbook, the first thing I think about is size. Something fairly small and portable is most versatile, as it will fit into most bags and is easy to use in all situations, even when you’re cramped into a small car or train seat. If it’s too small it becomes difficult to draw anything substantial, particularly if you’re the type of artist who prefers to use bigger, roomier strokes. I recommend anything from half letter (8.5 × 5.5 in) to letter size (8.5 × 11 in) or A5 (5.8 × 8.3 in) to A4 (8.3 × 11.3 in).


  The paper shouldn’t be too thin. As you fill it up, you’ll most likely end up drawing on both sides of the paper, so make sure the weight can handle that. And don’t use black-ruled paper. Plain, clean surfaces are best—unless you want guidelines for getting certain lengths and proportions right, in which case ruled or graph paper can work, but make sure the markings are in a very light color so it’s possible to filter them out in scanning.


  Optional but useful extras include: a stiff board back or covering that allows you to sketch without needing a hard drawing surface like a table or clipboard; spiral binding so that you can fold back each page fully for keeping your working area compact and easy to scan; inbuilt clips or straps or magnets to keep the book closed; cover flap pockets for keeping any extra scraps; and perforated pages in case you want to remove anything (although this works against you if you want your pages to stay intact in the book).


  You can also go digital. There are various tablet computers and other electronic scribing devices that allow you to notate or draw with a stylus or finger in a similar manner to how you would work with a traditional pen/pencil and sketchbook, but they vary in quality and sensitivity. It’s a different experience, so think of it as a supplement.


  For me, the sketchbook is where I get all of my ideas out of my head and onto the paper, including character designs, poses, and expressions that show off their personalities; graphic designs of covers or logos; and story lines and script. Sometimes it can take several attempts before I can get a character right; other times, the image I have imagined is so clear, I just need to draw it one time. It’s great for tracking the progression of ideas and comparing characters.


  Always carrying a sketchbook with you will mean that you’ll be able to doodle whenever and wherever inspiration strikes. You know those times when you come up with an amazing story but don’t have anything to write it down on? Or when you’re waiting for your bus and the sun comes out of the clouds and suddenly that mother and child playing on the swings nearby are bathed in light and they become a work of art that you wish you could capture? This is a thing of the past, if you keep your trusty sketchbook with you!


  It is also a great way to encourage you to practice your drawing skills. Many scientists have theorized that it takes ten thousand hours of practice to become an expert at something—this roughly equates to a little under three hours a day for ten years! As such, having a sketchbook with you constantly allows you to build up those hours every day, a little bit at a time.


  Before you start drawing anything serious or important, start off your session with something simple and fast. It’s like stretching your muscles before going for a swim—you don’t want to cramp up in the middle of something important! My favorite thing to do is a quick line drawing of a character that I know inside out. Then, if you’re stuck for things to do with your sketchbook, try some of the exercises below.


  Speed sketches


  Draw something in front of you in less than thirty seconds. If it’s a face, just focus on the profile. A crowd? Draw stick figures to quickly show movement. Increase the time limit to one minute, then three minutes.


  Shift your mind-set


  Artists intuitively see in different ways—some see volumes, others see shades of light and dark, and yet others see outlines and contours (and of these, some see the spaces left behind, rather than the object itself). One way of seeing isn’t superior to another; some people are more suited to certain disciplines, styles, and media. Your sketchbook is a good place to explore and push your comfort zones, so make yourself see in a different way the next time you try drawing something. If you’re used to drawing volumetric guidelines, try contour drawing, sticking only to outlines. Conversely, if you like drawing in outlines usually, try mass drawing, or shading areas and masses with no outlines.


  Change one thing


  Draw a subject matter that you are comfortable with in a medium that you are used to. Then for your next drawing, change one thing. If starting off with a pencil, switch to a marker, a pen, or a crayon. If you prefer to shade by pen and ink hatching, switch to a gray wash. Draw a familiar character and then try changing the hair, clothes, eyes, and build. What if your character lost a lot of weight? Experimentation can be lots of fun! (SL)
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