


Eleven Comics Exercises 
U Won’t Believe 
U Must Try



Prepare Yourself

What You Will Need

Supplies

No Friends

A Fear Of The Sun

Snacks

How This Book Works

1.	 This book has two components, comics exercises and the 

comics I’ve made based on those exercises.

2.	 All the instructions for the exercises are on white paper and 

all the comics are on yellow paper. 

3.	 You’ll see what I mean in a second, it’s really pretty self 

explanatory.

This book is a collection of some of the comics exercises I’ve 

used and adapted and invented over the last few years. One was 

borrowed from a friend, some originated in the minds of former 

students, and the rest I made up for myself in order to learn from 

artists whose work I admire in an attempt to expand my own 

comics practice and understanding of the medium.

This book is an incomplete first attempt at organising a few of 

these exercises, comics, and thoughts, and includes many things 

I plan to change and flesh out a bit more some time in the future. 

It also includes twelve exercises, not eleven, but I completed the 

cover before I knew how many exercises would make it in. 

So it goes.

One other thing. If you try some of these exercises and turn them 

into comics, I’d love to see them. If you post them, tag me, or 

email them to me, or whatever, so I can take a look! I am very 

keen to see what you end up making.

Thanks for buying this thing. 

xo

Explanation and Disclaimer



Parallel 
Narrative

What You Need

1.	 Think of a few distinctly positive, negative, or interesting 

memories from childhood.

2.	 Pick one and write about it for five to ten minutes.

3.	 Put that writing away and brainstorm a few everyday 

activites or situations, keep them mundane and relatable.

4.	 Pick one and turn it into a six panel comic using Post-It 

Notes.

5.	 Stick the Post-It Note panels down (in order) on a piece of 

paper, leaving a bit of space above each panel to use later.

6.	 Read back over the writing you did earlier about a childhood 

memory and then write six (or fewer) sentences that clearly 

capture the most important parts of the memory.

7.	 Apply your six (or fewer) sentences to your comic, writing 

the lines on the paper above each comic panel.

8.	 Read it. Does it make sense? Ideally the two narratives 

should create or imply some new meaning. 

9.	 Rejig, rewrite, redraw as needed.

What To Do

Thoughts

(An exercise by Liz Macfarlane that 

I love more than any other)

Pencil (Or Pen)

Post-It Notes

Paper This is the first exercise I run when I am teaching a comics 

class because it so clearly illustrates the forgiving and flexible 

relationship between text and image in comics. When I first 

started making comics, I had a tendency to work very literally, 

and often the text and images would be doing the same story 

work rather than working additively and complimenting each 

other. When this exercise works, you can really feel the text and 

images connecting and becoming more than the sum of their 

parts. I think that this happens because the images begin to act 

as visual metaphor for the text, and/or the text begins to add a 

subtext to the images, implying a new meaning. This only really 

works if the text is adding something new to what is visually 

depicted. It doesn’t work if the text just tells us what we’re seeing.

Parallel Narrative Embarrassing Dads



Parallel Narrative Little Things Parallel Narrative Therapy



Rewrite, Redraw, 
Repeat

What You Need

1.	 Make a short comic (4-6 panels), about something simple 

like a place that you love or an object that has special 

meaning to you. Use narration and, in this first draft, be as 

direct and literal as you can.

2.	 Using the same text, redraw your comic a few different 

ways. Here are some prompts:Use only images of the 

environment with no figures.

	 Find images that contradict the narration in some way.

	 Use abstract or shape-driven imagery. 

	 Etc.. 

3.	 Using the same images, rewrite your text in a few different 

ways. Here are some prompts:	  

	 Rewrite your text to capture all senses but sight.

	 Rewrite your text from someone else’s perspective. 

	 Etc...

4.	 By now you are probably bored. Good. Entertain yourself by 

rewriting and redrawing a few more times.

What To Do

Thoughts

I heard this artist say once that true creativity only happens in art 

when we exhaust all the familiar solutions to a problem, all the 

ways we’ve seen other people solve problems, and all the ways 

we learned to solve visual problems over the years. He said that it 

was only then, when we have completely run out of ideas, when 

we have nothing left to try, that we actually have to be creative 

and try something truly novel.

Sounds exhausting to me, but I kind of agree.

Pencil (Or Pen)

Post-It Notes

Paper

Rewrite, Redraw, Repeat



Rewrite, Redraw, RepeatRedraw 01



Rewrite, Redraw, RepeatRedraw  02



Rewrite, Redraw, RepeatRedraw 03



Rewrite, Redraw, RepeatRewrite  01



Parallel Narrative Rewrite 02



Rewrite, Redraw, RepeatRepeat 01



Rewrite, Redraw, RepeatRepeat 02



Rewrite, Redraw, RepeatRepeat 03



Rewrite, Redraw, RepeatRepeat 04





Meaningful
Thoughts

What You Need

Trust

The Usual

(Adapted from an exercise by David Muir, 

inspired by the Kuleshov Effect)

Meaningful Thoughts

1.	 Establish a scene with two characters over a few panels, 

ending on a close up on one of them.

2.	 Draw a panel of something random, whatever comes to 

mind.

3.	 Back to your characters, and then a close up of your other 

character.

4.	 Draw another random thing.

5.	 Fill in more panels as needed to make the comic feel like it 

implies a meaning.

What To Do

Thoughts

The gutter (the space between panels) is where a reader creates 

a meaningful connection between two moments. Closure is how 

we create a seamless narrative out of a sequence of panels. It’s 

why comics work. 

Lev Kuleshov, a Russian filmmaker and theorist, posed this 

question to filmmakers in 1910: “What makes cinema a distinct 

artform, separate from photography, literature or theatre?” 

In answer to his own question, Kuleshov said that a film is a 

cognitive event in which viewers derive more meaning from the 

interaction of two sequential shots than from a single shot in 

isolation. He tried to prove this by showing the same image of 

a man edited together with different images, showing that the 

various juxtapositions implied different things about the man. 

The same thing is true of comics, and this exercise is a version 

of Kuleshov’s proof. By showing something (anything), and then 

something else (anything else), we ask readers to create meaning 

using closure. We don’t need to know what that meaning will be, 

or even have an intent behind it, it will still occur. Humans are 

compulsive makers of meaning. We can’t help it.





Something 
You Miss

What You Need

(Inspired by the work of Nadine Redlich 

and Pablo Holmberg)

Pencil (Or Pen)

Post-It Notes

Paper

Something You Miss

What To Do

1.	 Write a single sentence about something you miss.

2.	 Repeat one composition over three panels.

3.	 Draw another panel, only this time, something is different.

4.	 Incorporate your sentence somewhere in your panels.

5.	 Look at what you made, expand or contract, rewrite  

and redraw as needed.

Thoughts

A panel is essentially a moment in time, and when panels are 

repeated, the time we spend in that moment lengthens. I often 

find that when images are repeated, especially images of nature, I 

become more receptive to emotional content. It’s like I am lulled, 

through that repetition, into a more open mindset. I think this 

happens because I am not worried about following plot, or taking 

in dialogue or narration, and so I am left to feel and experience 

the moment in a more present way. 

The goal of this exercise is to put the reader into an open 

mindset… and then to sucker punch them with something 

emotional.



Offset 
Narrative

What You Need

(Inspired by a section of Charles Forsman’s 

comic, I Am Not Okay With This)

Pencil (Or Pen)

Post-It Notes

Paper

Offset Narrative

1.	 Think of a few distinctly positive, negative, or interesting 

memories from childhood.

2.	 Pick one and write about it for five or ten minutes.

3.	 Put that writing away and do some more brain storming, 

this time listing a few everyday situations or activities.

4.	 Pick one and turn it into a six panel comic using Post-It 

Notes.

5.	 Stick the Post-It Note panels down (in order) on a piece of 

paper, leaving a bit of space above each panel to use later.

6.	 Read back over the writing you did earlier about a 

childhood memory. Now write six (or fewer) sentences that 

clearly capture the most important parts of the memory.

7.	 Apply your six (or fewer) sentences to your comic, writing 

the lines on the paper above each comic panel.

8.	 Read it. Does it make sense? Ideally the two narratives (the 

textual narrative and the visual narrative) should create or 

imply some new meaning. 

9.	 Rejig, rewrite, redraw as needed.

What To Do

Thoughts

The goal of this exercise is to create a comic in which the 

narration and events depicted visually happen at two different 

times; one in the present, and one in the past. The trick though, 

is not letting the reader in on that knowledge until the end. 

Hopefully, when that information arrives, there is a satisfying 

payoff that both clarifies the story, and prompts the reader to 

revisit the story they just finished reading.

I like having to work as a reader, I like having to piece things 

together and build meaning, so long as that hard work is 

rewarded.





Feel These 
Feelings

What You Need

A Human Heart

Pencil (Or Pen)

Post-It Notes

Paper

Feel These Feelings

1.	 Think of a recent situation in which you had an extreme 

emotional response.

2.	 Create an emotional arc by writing down each emotion you 

experienced in that situation.

3.	 Create one panel for each emotion and write the emotion 

in the top left.

4.	 Using only abstract mark making, try to capture each 

emotion visually.

5.	 Title your work so that it makes sense, the more specific you 

can be, the better.

What To Do

Thoughts

I think that when we look at a drawing we are subconsciously 

aware of the body that made it. I don’t mean who made it, or 

what that person looked like, but rather as one human to another, 

how a human body having to move around to make marks on 

a page. I think we understand intuitively how calm and focused 

a body must be to create a clean, straight line, and how tense, 

energetic a body needs to be to make a rough scribble. And 

because of this understanding, mark making carries an inherent 

emotional charge that can be read clearly and predictably. This 

exercise is about exploring that intuitive understanding and trying 

to make it visible so that it can be used more consciously.



Patterns of 
Experience

What You Need

(Adapted from an exercise by Mia Landy, inspired 

by the comics of Avocado Ibuprofen)

Pencil (Or Pen)

Post-It Notes

Paper

Patterns of Experience

What To Do

1.	 Write down 5 objects or experiences that you don’t like or 

that make you feel unsettled. 

2.	 Pick one, and write about your a situation involving your 

chosen object or experience - be sure to include how 

each it made you feel. Then, adapt your writing to use as 

narration - with no more than one sentence per panel - and 

use your narration as a script for a comic.

3.	 Start your comic with literal imagery, but quickly transition 

into abstraction. Try to capture the feelings you experience 

in your narration through your mark making. At least half 

your comic should be abstract.

4.	 As you progress toward the end of your comic, see if you 

can begin mixing abstraction and representational imagery. 

See if you can use the abstract mark making to imply a 

feeling or viewpoint about the representational imagery.  

Thoughts

I don’t usually love purely abstract comics. I think this is because, 

while they are often inventive and creative visually, they tend to 

be light on story and specificity. I think this exercise is a good way 

to use abstraction purposefully in a narrative by using the abstract 

visuals to represent the emotional content of a story, without 

losing the specificity that literal visuals add to a comic. 

What can I say, as a reader, I like to have my hand held.





Mundane
Magic

What You Need

Drawing Stuff

A Sense

(Inspired by Rachel Ang’s Dream Diaries 

and the writing of Etgar Keret)

Of Mystery

Mundane Magic

1.	 Think of a few everyday situations and pick one.

2.	 Establish the situation in a few panels, using yourself as the 

subject.

3.	 Once the situation is established, add some strangeness 

into the next few panels. Here are some examples:  

Open a door into an unexpected space // Find an 

incongruous object // Notice a significant change in scale // 

The laws of physics malfunction // A strange creature arrives 

// Your task is inexplicably difficult // You have a sudden, 

strange realisation // Etc…

4.	 Think about what the weirdness might mean, and try to end 

your story without screwing up that meaning.

5.	 Rejig, rewrite, redraw as needed.

What To Do

Thoughts

The goal here is to explore stories where the rules of reality 

are abandoned, where anything can happen, where magic is 

mundane and the everyday is surreal, all the while maintaining 

a sense of emotional truth. This exercise is not a math problem, 

where all you need to do is complete the steps and add up the 

parts. This exercise is more like trying to find objects in a dark 

room. Feel your way along, pick things up as you go and see if 

any of them might be interesting or useful. 

Better yet, see if you can find a flashlight... made of hair.



Reward 
Interrupted

What You Need

(Inspired by a comic in Pablo Holmberg’s 

amazing book, Eden)

What To Do

1.	 List a few small, everyday things that prevent relaxation or 

contentment.

2.	 Create a simple sequence where a solution is found and 

relaxation is achieved, only to be ruined again almost 

immediately.

3.	 Keep it as short and direct as you can and use one location.

Thoughts

Pablo Holmberg’s comics feel whimsical and clear and look 

like they are a breeze to make. He seems to pare things down 

to their simplest, most poetic form. They are light-hearted and 

meaningful, funny and melancholy all at once.

I made a story about a barking dog. 

Making comics is really hard.

Life Experience

Pencil (Or Pen)

Post-It Notes

Paper

Reward Interrupted





Nice Job, 
Dummy

What You Need

(Inspired by the work of  

Michael Deforge)

A Problem

Pencil (Or Pen)

Post-It Notes

Paper And Whatever

Nice Job, Dummy

What To Do

1.	 List five issues you are having difficulty solving (personal, 

financial, societal, etc…) and then pick one. Try to pick one 

that you can visualise.

2.	 In four or five panels, describe the problem (exaggerate 

and lie as needed). Be as true to your characters as you can, 

especially if things get out of hand.

3.	 Invent an unlikely solution to the problem. It can be 

anything, but it should be unlikely. A novel solution.

4.	 Add a few panels describing how this new person/thing/

action solves the problem.

5.	 Add a few more panels in which your solution goes awry. 

Thoughts

Something I love about Michael Deforge’s comics is how 

situations evolve in completely unexpected ways. You get the 

sense reading his work that he was as excited as his readers to 

see what was going to happen at the end. No matter how crazy 

things seem to get in his stories though, they feel true. Not 

factual, but honest, true to the characters and the worlds he 

builds.

When I work on stories that I have completely mapped out in 

my head, stories whose endings I know in advance, I am less 

interested in making them. I find that creating goals or constraints 

for myself that ensure that I cannot predict a story’s path helps 

keep me interested in my work, and motivated to see it through.





Piss On Something 
Everybody Loves

What You Need

(Inspired by Lisa Hanawalt’s Illustrated movie reviews)

What To Do

1.	 Pick a popular film or show about which you have strong 

feelings.

2.	 Write down all the things you’ve longed to say about your 

chosen film or show.

3.	 Turn your rant into a comic.

Thought

Lisa Hanawalt is very funny and I like her work.

A Grudge

Pencil (Or Pen)

Post-It Notes

Paper

Piss On Something Everybody Loves





Something Every Day

What You Need

(Inspired by Mandy Ord’s comic, When One Person Dies The Whole World is Over, 

and Mathew Dick’s exercise, Homework For Life)

A Computer

Time

More Time

Drawing Stuff

Something Every DayThe New Matrix

1.	 At the end of each day, take five minutes to write about one 

moment or one thing that happened. It doesn’t have to be 

profound, just something that sticks out. If that thing makes 

you feel feelings, even better. Write down any dialogue or 

details you feel might slip your mind, but just do it quickly, 

you don’t need full sentences - just enough to remember 

what happened.

2.	 Copy it into a spreadsheet for later use.

What To Do Every Day

Thoughts

1.	 Comb through your spreadsheet and pick something to 

turn into a comic. 

2.	 Make a short, loose comic about the moment you’ve 

chosen. Do not make it look pretty, just try to clearly 

capture the feeling and meaning of the moment. Work at a 

size and use materials that are comfortable for you. Go easy 

on the self critisim, just make them.

What To Do When You Can

At first this exercise can feel exhausting, but it’s worth it. After 

about two weeks of writing something down every day, and 

drawing a few times a week, I started to get a sense of which 

moments and situations would make interesting stories to tell 

and draw.

There is an interesting cumulative effect with this exercise as well. 

Taken individually, each story is self contained, a little snapshot of 

life, but read together they begin to paint a more dynamic picture, 

where themes and interests connect and imply deeper, more 

complex meanings. Mandy Ord’s book (mentioned above) is a 

great example of that kind of cumulative, emergent meaning.



Something Every DayBand Practice



Something Every DayThe Cricket



Something Every DayFight



Something Every DayDrawing



Something Every DayDead Body



Something Every DayBilly Boo Boo





Something Every DayA Bit Of Dead Skin



Something Every DayPretend Play



Something Every DayStretching



Something Every DaySleeping



Everything in this book was made by Fionn McCabe. 

If you want to reproduce the stuff in this book, please 

get in touch with him first. And if you make a comic 

and post it, tag him or DM him so he can see it! 

You can email him: fionnmccabe@gmail.com

You can find him on instagram: @fionnmccabe

You can use the world wide web: fionnmccabe.com

IRL he lives, works and teaching in Sydney, Australia.

Book layout and typesetting by Ashley Tan. You can 

find her work on instagram too, @byashleytan

The cover of this book was printed by Pinch Press.


