
Making Faces Drawing Expressions For Comics And Cartoons 1

Making Faces Drawing Expressions
For Comics And Cartoons

Making Faces Drawing
Expressions For Comics
And Cartoons

Downloaded from
web1.enteraskincare.com

by Esther & Trevon

INTRODUCTION: THE POWER OF
A SINGLE EXPRESSION

Every great comic strip, graphic novel, or
animated feature  lives  or  dies  by  one
crucial  element:  the  faces  of  i ts
characters. A well-drawn expression can
deliver  a  punchline  without  a  single
word, convey heartbreak that resonates
across  cultures,  or  build  tension  that

keeps a reader turning pages late into
the night. For aspiring artists, mastering
the  art  of  making  faces  drawing
expressions for comics and cartoons
is often the single most transformative
skill  they can develop. It  is  the bridge
between a static drawing and a living,
breathing personality. Whether you are
sketching a sly fox in a childrens book or
a tormented superhero in a dark fantasy
epic,  the  ability  to  translate  internal
emotion  into  external  form  is  what
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separates  a  doodle  from a  story.  This
guide will walk you through the essential
techniques,  from  basic  anatomical
landmarks  to  advanced  stylization,
he lp ing  you  bu i ld  a  too lbox  for
believable and dynamic character work.
Think of your favorite cartoon character.
What makes them memorable? Is it the
way their eyes widen into perfect circles
when  surprised,  or  how  their  mouth
stretches into an impossibly wide grin?
These  exaggerated  features  are  not
random;  they  are  deliberate  choices
rooted  in  observation  and  design.  By
understanding  the  mechanics  of  the
human face and then learning how to
bend those rules for effect, you can give
your  characters  a  voice  that  speaks
directly to the audience. In the following
sections,  we will  deconstruct  the face,

explore the core emotions, and discover
how to combine and stylize expressions
to suit any genre or tone.

UNDERSTANDING THE
FOUNDATION: FACIAL ANATOMY
FOR CARTOONISTS

Before you can successfully exaggerate
a face, you need to know what you are
exaggerating. A common misconception
is that cartooning requires no anatomical
knowledge.  In  rea l i ty ,  the  best
ca r toon i s t s  have  a  rock - so l i d
understanding of facial structure, which
allows  them  to  stretch  and  compress
features in ways that still feel grounded
and readable.
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The Key
Landmarks of the

Face
When  making  faces  drawing
express ions  for  comics  and
cartoons, focus on these core areas as
your primary storytelling tools:

The Eyebrows: The most mobile
and expressive part of the upper
face. Their position and angle
communicate surprise, anger,
worry, and skepticism.
The Eyes: The windows to the
soul, indeed. Changes in eyelid
shape, pupil size, and the overall

openness of the eye dramatically
shift the mood.
The Nose: While sometimes static
in cartooning, the nose can wrinkle
or stretch to support other
features, especially in extreme
expressions.
The Mouth: The most versatile
feature. A simple curve change
can shift a smile from genuine to
sarcastic, or from sad to
determined.
The Jaw and Cheeks: These
areas control the overall shape of
the face. A dropped jaw signals
shock, while clenched jaw muscles
signal anger or frustration.

Practice  drawing  these  features  in
isolation. Sketch a page of eyebrows in
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different  positions.  Draw  a  row  of
mouths showing everything from a smirk
to a scream. This isolation work builds
muscle memory and makes it easier to
combine them later.

THE SIX BASIC EMOTIONS: YOUR
EXPRESSIVE TOOLKIT

Psychologist  Paul  Ekman  identified  six
universal emotions that are recognizable
across  all  human  cultures:  happiness,
sadness,  fear,  anger,  surprise,  and
disgust.  These  form the  foundation  of
almost  every  expression  you  will  ever
draw.  Mastering  these  six  is  non-
negotiable  for  anyone  serious  about
making  faces  drawing  expressions
for comics and cartoons.

Happiness and
Joy
A  genuine  smile,  or  Duchenne  smile,
involves more than just the mouth. The
eyes crinkle at the corners, the cheeks
lift, and the eyebrows remain relaxed or
slightly raised. In cartooning, happiness
often involves wide eyes and an open
mouth showing teeth, or a simple closed-
mouth smile with a blush on the cheeks.
The key is in the eye crinkle – without it,
the smile looks fake or unsettling.

Sadness and
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Grief
Sadness  is  characterized  by  drooping
features. The eyebrows tilt upward in the
center,  the  eyelids  droop,  and  the
corners  of  the  mouth  turn  down.  The
lower  lip  may  tremble  or  protrude
slightly.  For  dramatic  effect  in  comics,
tears  are  an  obvious  cue,  but  the
posture of the features is what truly sells
the emotion. A subtle, downward curve
of  the  mouth  combined  with  heavy-
lidded eyes can convey deep melancholy
without a single tear.

Anger and Rage
Anger is an aggressive, forward-leaning
expression.  The  eyebrows  are  pulled

down  and  together,  creating  vertical
furrows  between  them.  The  eyes  are
wide  and  staring,  sometimes  with  the
lower eyelid tensing upward. The mouth
is  either  tight  and  thin-lipped  or  wide
open in a yell, showing teeth. The jaw is
often clenched,  bulging the jawline.  In
cartoons,  anger  is  frequently  amplified
by turning the entire head red or adding
steam coming from the ears.

Surprise and
Shock
Surprise  is  a  high-energy,  upward
motion. The eyebrows shoot up, creating
horizontal wrinkles across the forehead.
The eyes go wide, showing more of the
iris, and the mouth drops open into an
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oval.  The jaw itself  drops,  lengthening
the face. Surprise is typically short-lived
and often transitions quickly into another
emotion, like fear or joy. In comic panels,
it is a fantastic tool for a beat of pause
before a reveal.

Fear and Terror
Fear  shares  some  traits  with  surprise
(wide eyes, open mouth) but with crucial
differences.  In  fear,  the  eyebrows  are
raised  but  pulled  together,  creating  a
tense, anxious look. The eyes are wide,
but the lower eyelids are tense and may
be pulled up. The mouth is often open
but  pulled  back  into  a  grimace,  as  if
gasping for air. The overall feeling is of
recoil  and  tension,  not  the  frozen
openness  of  surprise.

Disgust and
Contempt
Disgust  is  a  rejection  expression.  The
nose wrinkles, as if smelling something
foul.  The  upper  lip  is  raised,  often
showing the upper teeth, and the lower
lip may be pushed out. The eyes narrow,
and  the  eyebrows  are  pulled  down.
Contempt, a close cousin, often appears
as a one-sided smirk, with one corner of
the  mouth  pu l led  back  and  up ,
conveying  a  sense  of  superiority  or
disdain.

COMBINING AND LAYERING
EMOTIONS

Once you have the basic six down, the
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real magic begins. Real human emotions
are  rarely  pure;  they  are  complex
blends.  A  character  who  receives  bad
news might show a mix of surprise and
sadness.  A  villain  who  enjoys  causing
pain might show a mix of anger and joy
(sadistic  pleasure).  Learning  to  layer
these  expressions  is  the  hallmark  of
advanced character work.
To achieve this, think of an emotion as a
combination  of  features  from  different
base  expressions.  For  example,  a
sarcastic  grin  uses  the  mouth  of  a
genuine smile but the eyes of contempt
(narrowed,  with  a  drooping  lid).  A
worried smile uses a happy mouth but
sad eyebrows (tilted up in the center).
This combinatorial approach is incredibly
powerful when making faces drawing
express ions  for  comics  and

cartoons.  It  allows  you  to  create
nuanced, believable characters that feel
complex rather than caricatured.
Consider  also  the  intensity  scale.  An
emotion  can  be  expressed  at  10% or
100%. A slight furrow of the brow (10%
anger)  can  suggest  concentration  or
annoyance.  A full-blown scream (100%
anger) is for dramatic climaxes. Using a
range  of  intensi t ies  keeps  your
storytelling  varied  and  prevents  every
panel from feeling like an overreaction.

STYLIZATION: FITTING THE
EXPRESSION TO YOUR ART STYLE

Different  genres  require  different
approaches  to  expression.  A  realistic
g raph ic  nove l  w i l l  use  sub t le ,
anatomically  grounded  expressions,
while  a  slapstick  cartoon  will  push
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features to the breaking point. Your job
as an artist is to choose the right level of
stylization for your story.

Realistic Comics
In more grounded work, expressions rely
on natural anatomy and subtle shifts.
A frown might just be a slight downward
turn  of  the  mouth.  Anger  might  be
conveyed through a tightening of the jaw
and  a  hardening  of  the  eyes.  The
challenge here is to make small changes
readable. Rely heavily on the language
of the brows and the tension around the
eyes and mouth. Use shading and cross-
hatching  to  emphasize  folds  and
wrinkles  that  come  with  age  and
emotion.

Cartoon and
Manga Styles
Cartoon ing  a l lows  for  mass ive
exaggeration. Features can be stretched,
compressed,  and  distorted  far  beyond
human  reality.  A  surprised  character
might have their jaw unhinge and hit the
floor.  An  angry  character  might  have
their eyebrows turn into jagged lightning
bolts.  Manga  uses  a  specific  visual
language: a sweat drop for nervousness,
a vein mark for anger, a blushing cheek
for embarrassment. These symbols are
shorthand  that  readers  instantly
understand. When developing your own
cartoon style, ask yourself: what is the
simplest,  most  readable  way  to  show
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this  feeling?  Often,  removing  detail  is
more effective than adding it.

The Power of the
Silhouette
A strong test of an expression is whether
it  reads  in  silhouette.  If  you  fill  in  your
characters  face  completely  black,  can
you still  tell  if  they are happy or sad?
The  entire  head  shape  changes  with
emotion. In joy, the head often tilts up.
In sadness, the head droops. In anger,
the body leans forward. Make sure your
expressions  affect  the  posture  of  the
entire head and neck, not just the facial
features.  This  holistic  approach  is  a
secret  weapon  for  professional  comic
artists.

COMMON PITFALLS AND HOW TO
AVOID THEM

Even experienced artists fall  into traps
when drawing expressions. Being aware
of  these  can  save  you  t ime  and
frustration.

The Frozen Face: A common1.
problem is drawing every
expression on the same head
shape. A happy face should feel
different in structure from an
angry face. Dont just change the
mouth and eyebrows; change the
volume of the cheeks, the position
of the jaw, and the tilt of the head.
Symmetrical Obsession:2.
Perfectly symmetrical faces look
artificial. In real life, our
expressions are slightly
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asymmetrical, especially in
genuine emotion. A true smile is
often stronger on one side of the
face. A raised eyebrow can convey
skepticism. Breaking symmetry
adds life and spontaneity.
Ignoring the Eyes: Many3.
beginners focus on the mouth but
forget the eyes. The eyes are the
anchor of any expression. A smile
with dead eyes is creepy, not
happy. Always ensure the eyes
and mouth are communicating the
same emotional message, unless
you are intentionally going for a
dissonant effect.
Overcomplicating: More lines do4.
not equal more expression. A
simple, clean shape is often more
powerful and readable than a

messy, detailed one. Learn to
simplify. Use bold, clean lines for
the primary features and let the
expression do the work.

PRACTICAL EXERCISES TO
IMPROVE YOUR SKILLS

Like any craft, improvement comes from
deliberate  practice.  Here  are  targeted
exercises  to  help  you  master  making
faces  drawing  expressions  for
comics  and  cartoons:
Exercise 1: The Emotion Wheel
Draw a single character. Then, draw the
same character expressing each of the
six  basic  emotions  at  three  different
intensities:  mild,  moderate,  and
extreme.  This  will  give  you an instant
library  of  eighteen  expressions.  Pay
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attention to how the entire face changes
across the intensity scale.
Exercise 2: Mirror Study
Sit in front of a mirror and make faces at
yourself.  Feel  the  muscles  moving  in
your own face. Then, try to draw what
you see. This is one of the most effective
ways  to  understand  the  mechanics  of
expression. Do it for five minutes a day.
Exercise 3: Expression Mash-Up
Randomly  combine  two emotions  from
the  basic  six.  For  example,  fear  +
disgust, or anger + surprise. See if you
can  draw  a  face  that  reads  as  both
emotions  simultaneously.  This  builds

your ability to create complex, layered
expressions.
Exercise 4: The Silent Movie Test
Draw a sequence of three to five panels
telling a simple story using only facial
expressions  and  body  language.  No
dialogue, no sound effects. Can a reader
understand  what  is  happening?  This
tests the clarity and readability of your
expressions.
Exercise 5: Redraw from Reference
Find a still from a movie or a photograph
of  a  person  with  a  strong  expression.
Sketch it quickly, but


