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Abstract 

Death Drives a Cadillac is a 28-page grayscale comic book detailing three select 

adventures of a ‘death’ figure and a teenage passenger.  This paper will document the occurrence 

and evolution of the story, discuss aspects of female character design in illustration media—

particularly the shortcomings of these established codices, as well as elaborate on both mainstream 

and independent media alongside which my book is meant to stand.  Death Drives a Cadillac is 

equal parts buddy-cop movie and conversation with my younger self.  The story itself is about a 

young girl [Kiddo] who commits suicide and finds herself in the bureaucratic trappings of the 

afterlife, apprentice to an occasionally inappropriate Reaper named Dee.  Along with learning 

about the job, Kiddo also has the tremendous task of learning about herself because after all: 

Death is only the beginning. 
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The first “real” comic—that is, the first non-Archie, wrapped in plastic, official superhero 

merchandise—that I can remember picking up is Batman & Robin Adventures #7.  I was 10, it was 

summer break, and I had allowance to burn and a real love 

for Batman.  It was a shoddy paper-trade edition that made 

my thumbs black and scared the fire out of me.  This issue 

was about the Ventriloquist and Scarface.  The story was 

“His Master’s Voice”, and I don’t remember much about the 

overall plot; what I do remember, even after some 20-odd 

years, is the ending: “Scarface” pushes his meek 

counterpoint/handler too far, and in a fit of rage, the 

Ventriloquist shoots him in the face (destroying his own 

hand in the process).  Batman manages to break down the 

door immediately after the shot, and looms over the 

whimpering, bloody-handed man, who can only timidly explain “I couldn’t let him say those things 

about my ma, Batman.  I couldn’t”.  Those words, framed by gun smoke and a wobbly-drawn word 

balloon, blew my adolescent little mind.  It was the first time that words and still image were 

cinematic—Betty & Veronica, Archie, and the funny pages could never compare.  The cinematic 

factor was fascinating for me because it seemed impossible—how could a book, a still image be 

so affective1 and movie-like?   

There are formal qualities I could go over, like the use of light and framing that is applicable 

across mediums to define ‘cinematic’, but it doesn’t quite get to the heart of the matter for me.  A 

cinematic image establishes something intensely: a mood, the importance of a place, the 

                                                           
1 Yes, ‘affective’ and not ‘effective’ because 20 years later, I am still affected by the print copy I read. 

Fig. 1 "His Master's Voice", Ty Templeton 



importance of a time…it’s a deeply intimate moment between medium and viewer that occurs in 

such a way that it feels organic and we don’t notice it’s happening because we’re absorbed in the 

intensity of the scene.  Unfortunately, I don’t have that book anymore; I can’t share the exact page 

that rocked my world.  The story was reprinted in a much more kid-friendly art style and it is not 

the same.  I should amend my definition of “cinematic” to include the ease with which that moment 

can be destroyed. 

Comics have an amazing ability to be cinematic in ways that strict prose and encompassed 

single images are not; either by emphasizing dialgue and image, or multiple images with less 

dialogue, or strictly a series of images that conveys a story without necessitating dialogue2.  This 

ability to be both cinematic and flexible lends comics an edge in making difficult stories 

consummable.  In terms of His Master’s Voice, it made a downtrodden character’s single act of 

rebellion ugly and heart-wrenching.  In terms of my thesis: Death Drives a Cadillac, it made telling 

a personal and sometimes-difficult story much easier.  I didn’t have to bog a reader down with 

elaborate descriptions of two-lane winding blacktop wandering through the woods, passing old 

trailers and abandoned radio towers to set their mood before I could even start getting to my 

point—I could just focus on drawing the experiences and put readers in the car with my characters.  

In this way, the reader would have the same hazy, sometimes-not-quite-there sense that I had 

driving all those miles, inventing stories about the cars that occasionally passed me or the ominous 

bits of graffiti that seem to only ever occur in the middle of nowhere in the South3. 

                                                           
2 This type of comic is commonly referred to as a “silent” comic, although it does not necessarily mean “no dialogue 

whatsoever”.  For instance, Chester 5000 is a “silent” comic that relies on pictographic speech bubbles acting as the 

spoken dialogue for characters. 
3 My favorite was a boarded-up former fill-up station that was still painted yellow, with a big smiley face on the side 

and “Repent” written underneath it.  Still not sure what that was about, I must admit. 



Developing the core of Death Drives a Cadillac was a slow and steady labor; the basic 

tenets of a “Death” figure and travel have always been a key factor to the story.  But originally the 

story focused predominantly on the 

“Death” figure and borrowed heavily 

from both the drifter 4  and hero’s 

journey5 tropes, reflecting much of the 

media I was consuming at the time.   As 

I grew older and continued developing 

the story, it became more important to write about the kinds of relationships that I wish I had had 

when I was younger, and that I wish I saw more of in media now.  The older I get, the more I am 

disappointed and exhausted by media that can’t even muster up two minutes to pass the Bechdel6 

test.  So rather than the charmingly quirky avatar of “Death”, I shifted my attentions to addressing 

some of the issues of my past that I had not yet dealt with.  I was not a happy kid, to say the least, 

and there were a couple of incredibly low points in my childhood where I did debate (and on one 

occasion, attempt) suicide.  Rather than create a PSA decrying that part of my life or a highly-

detailed journaling of past events, I thought of what I had been missing then and what I wish I had 

known or could go back and tell myself.  That blossomed into the relationship between the “Death” 

                                                           
4 A quiet newcomer comes to town, affects lives for the better [either singularly or entire populations], and then 

promptly leaves.  Some examples include ‘the Doctor’ [Doctor Who], ‘the Hulk’ [specifically the 1970s-television 

version], ‘the A-team’ [television, not awful movie remake], Samurai Jack [Samurai Jack], Vash the Stampede 

[Trigun].  This character is generally heroic and rated as a more positive force than ‘the antihero’ despite sharing 

similar origins and/or behaviors (“The Drifter”, tvtropes.org) 
5 The protagonist is goaded to leave/voluntarily leaves their familiar setting, has some sort of adventure that includes 

real or imagined personal growth, and ultimately returns to the home place wiser and more effective at some skill.  

Often there is a supernatural element, either as the impetus for leaving or a spiritual guide/mentor during the 

journey.  Some examples include The Lord of the Rings, some aspects of Star Wars and Star Trek, and the movie 

Labyrinth.  (“Hero’s Journey”, tvtropes.org) 
6 A basic standard for female character interaction, attributed to a 1985 strip from Alison Bechdel’s comic Dykes to 

Watch Out For.   It has been boiled down to: ‘do you have two female characters?’ ‘do they talk to each other?’ ‘is 

their conversation topically about anything besides men?’ (Bechdel, Waldman) 

Fig. 2 Media examples 



character (Dee)—who is closer to me as I am now as a person—and a suicidal teen (Kiddo), who 

is closer to what I used to be.  Being able to at last confront that part of my life in a creative way 

was a thrilling and sometimes grueling exploration of new modes of making and of thinking. 

Aesthetics are a driving factor in comics for obvious reasons, and while I had a vague 

handle on what I personally liked to consume, I did not know how that would apply to my actual 

making just yet.  Reading mainstream and indie comics, going off recommendations from friends 

and mentors and the occasional random elevator conversation with a stranger gave me a better 

sense of what I did and did not like to read 

and what I physically could and could not 

process.  For instance, Neil Gaiman’s 

Books of Magic might be interesting for 

some people, but I find them to be uglier 

than sin and difficult to read because of 

things like hyper-population of densely 

worded word balloons and a lack of 

delineation between frames 7  (incidentally 

The Graveyard Book 1& 2 are vastly better both in terms of artwork and legibility).  That may 

have been the point of the story, but it was not a pleasant attempt at reading.  

What I did know, aesthetically at least, was that I would not attempt to ape popular 

mainstream styles, because aside from my desire to keep my ‘hand’ very noticeable in the work 

(even working digitally, as I did), I have a lot of problems with the mainstream standard of comic 

illustration/cartooning, particularly when it comes to female character design. 

                                                           
7 The frame is the border around the panel and can be as direct as a box around the picture or more environmental 

(such as smoke from a fire within the panel), while the space between panels is referred to as “the gutter” (McCloud) 

Fig. 3 Neil Gaiman, "Books of Magic" 



There are some decidedly archaic, bizarre, and pervasive rules that have been handed down 

from at least as far back as the Golden Age8 where female characters are concerned.  One of the 

most frustrating “universals” in female character 

design is the boiled-down dichotomy of what should 

constitute a “good” girl and a “bad” girl.  Both start 

from roughly the same hourglass-shaped base, 

differentiated largely by hairstyle and makeup job.   

When it comes to the shape of female 

characters in comics, there isn’t much variation in 

body types.  As we can see in the example from Chris 

Hart’s How to Draw GREAT Looking Comic Book 

Women (and reiterated ad nauseum in any other 

drawing guide he’s ever touched), the bust-waist-hip 

ratio remains in the 36”-24”-36” guideline, whether 

your character is “the fighter”, “the vixen”, “the 

innocent”, or “the villainess”.  That is not to say this 

is exclusive to western media; the same lack-of-

variation is present in any number of ‘How-to-

Draw-Manga-X’ guides as well.  Characters that 

don’t fall on the hourglass spectrum are referred to 

as “unattractive” within these guides, and are 

typically drawn to be viewed as heavyset (sometimes 

                                                           
8 Approx. 1938-1950 (The Golden Age of Comics, PBS) 

Fig. 5 Hiyashi Haruki,  

"How to Draw Manga" vol. 1, vol. 3 
 

Fig. 4 Christopher Hart 

"How to Draw GREAT Looking  

Comic Book Women", p. 19  



this is only in comparison with 

other character proportions 

within the character’s universe 

of existence, but nevertheless)—

sometimes the disproportion is 

exaggerated to the point of 

grotesquerie.  Ultimately, it 

shows a lack of consideration 

for the variety in bodies one encounters day-to-day and a great disinterest in engaging with creative 

design.  This is not to say that all comics everywhere all the time should reflect “reality”, but it is 

more than a little disconcerting when the only character appearances are “Buff Dude #1”, “Buff 

Dude #2”, “Something with Boobs”, and “Ugh”.    

When it comes to the face, “good” female characters almost always have wide eyes and a 

narrow chin, with a “fresh” appearance—in this instance, fresh meaning full makeup in shades of 

pink, brown, and peach so as to appear “natural”.  “Bad” girls, on the other hand, are defined by 

sharper features (higher cheekbones, pointier chins and noses), and intense makeup in darker 

colors; whether a “bad” girl is the antagonist or merely a 

brief diversion in the story, the first (and oft times only) 

priority is to be “sexy”.  In the rare instance a “good” 

female character is allowed a less-than-natural look, it is 

almost always in a bright, saturated tone so as not to 

suggest a sudden turn to evil with the application of bold 

lipstick. 

Fig. 7  

Lana Kent (Supergirl), Paul Dini 

Fig. 6 "Big Bertha", Marvel Comics 



Another hallmark of makeup design is something we might refer to as “the villainess lip”.  

There are two main variations: a blacked-out upper lip with a flat-filled lower lip, or lips that are 

almost entirely black, save for highlights in either white or a bold color (depending on the style of 

the comic).  That is not to say that the “villainess lip” is a dedicated marker of evil intent; a female 

character may be drawn with this style for reasons beyond overt villainy—seductive and conniving 

moments too are often marked with “the villainess lip”: 

Both basic versions of the “villainess” lip pictured above are—in the context of their 

storylines—indicative of scheming behavior in a character that is “bad” and in one that is “good” 

(as indicated by the colors used alongside the black).  While Fig. 9’s scheme has to do with actual 

law-breaking (Joker dares/convinces Selina Kyle/Catwoman to steal the crown jewels of England 

as part of an overarching and overcomplicated plot to something-something-murder Batman), the 

scheme of Fig. 8’s panel is the sin of ambition (Summer Gleason is a reporter in Gotham, and in 

this particular storyline is hoping to catch the scoop on Gotham’s latest “un-catchable” bank 

robber) 

Fig. 9 Selina Kyle/Catwoman 
The Batman Adventures, vol. 1. p.36 

Fig. 8 Summer Gleason 
The Batman Adventures, vol. 1 p.175 



Along with makeup, hair is also often 

used to signify “good” and “bad” characters; 

either conversely by the association of complex 

hairstyles with “bad” girls and simpler 

(sometimes described as “more wholesome”) 

hairstyles with the “good” characters; or 

inversely by applying a “wholesome” hairstyle 

and heavily made-up face to a villainess and a 

fresh face + punk ‘do combo for the heroine.   

These design principles are, as I said earlier, universal: whether we are discussing US-

centered comic artists or manga-ka9/manhua10, French graphic novelists, or amateur fan-artists, 

the hallmarks discussed previously are the most prevalent.  There is, unfortunately, no individual 

source that we can assign blame to; no “burning bush”, so to speak.  As Dr. William Kuskin wrote 

in his introduction for Vixens, Vamps & Vipers: Lost Villainesses of the Golden Age Comics:  

“This system is defined by Beauty’s rule—a beautiful woman can 

have everything and the negative space it leaves unsaid but contours 

into shape: Surface is everything; those who do not conform are out 

of the running” (7) 

It is simply understood, accepted, and passed on to each new wave of comic artists/cartoonists 

with very little deviation from these established formulae. 

                                                           
9 Japanese comic artists 
10 Korean comic artists 

Fig. 10  

Spidergirl (top left, hero), Poison Ivy (top right, villain),  

Harley Quinn (lower left, villain), Storm (lower right, 

hero) 



The problem with reducing design elements to a binary system and then assigning morality 

to its parts is two-fold: firstly, it’s a death blow to creativity and leads to what I like to refer to as 

“Same-Face Syndrome”11 –an occurrence wherein if all the applied identifying features were 

removed from a lineup of characters (hair, makeup, costume), there are few-to-no discernible 

differences between each figure.  This is often at the root of lackluster character design, particularly 

in mainstream media (although independent media is not immune to the same folly). 

Secondly, this reductive shorthand punishes female characters; it’s not just the rampaging 

psychotic Harley Quinn or the bitter Mystique getting this treatment.  Anti-heroes and anti-villains 

like Catwoman and Black Canary, who are not strictly good or bad (much of it depending upon 

the story’s motivation and timing), are jammed into this dichotomy, sometimes having a makeup 

change in the middle of the page.  The example in Fig. 14 is highly indicative of this trend—to the 

                                                           
11 A variation of the “Only Six Faces” trope in visual production (tvtropes.org)  

Fig. 13 Hiyashi Hikaru  
"How to Draw Manga" 

Fig. 12  
“Marvel’s Guide to Drawing” 

Fig. 11 
 Proportion Guide (French) 



left is Selina Kyle, attempting to flirt her way out 

of trouble with a vibrant, flat lip (a “good” girl 

lip, if you will), jumping immediately to the 

“villainess” lip and costume when the flirt fails.   

Not only are nuanced female characters 

pigeonholed by the binary visual codex; female 

characters who have the audacity to act with 

competence and confidence are then structured 

with villainess design cues, ensuring that most readers will expressly distrust said female 

character’s actions and logic, particularly when pitted against male heroes and female characters 

coded as “good”. 

Amanda Waller of the DC Universe is a prime 

example of a capable female character whose design is 

meant to designate her as a villain despite its lacking 

application; her actual characterization is that of someone 

working constantly towards “the greater good” by any 

means necessary.  She is neither a superhero nor a 

supervillain; only a government worker who has no 

patience for costumed antics and no fear of strong-arm 

tactics.  These types of behaviors are simply not 

acceptable from women in the male-dominated fantasy 

realm of comics, and so she is punished first with an “unattractive” design in the earliest 

Fig. 14 Batman: Mad Love, p.112 

Fig. 15  

Amanda Waller (DC Animated) [upper] 

Amanda Waller (DC New 52) [lower] TT 



incarnations, and then continually punished through redesigns with the continued use of villainess 

coding. 

 

The most common defense against arguments like mine is generally framed as either “well 

that’s how the character just is/X is empowered by her painted-on costume/X chose this look for 

themselves”—unfortunately for the defense, those types of arguments hold exactly no water; the 

character in question is a product of the artist, limited by the artist’s biases, and most often an 

amalgamation of the artist’s preferences.  A drawing cannot give consent to being badly designed, 

and therefore excusing repetitive and dull design by blaming the character just doesn’t work.  As 

Ronnie Ritchie wrote/drew for GeekxGirls:  

Fig. 16 An example of Waller's "unacceptable" canon behavior 



 

 

I have been generally aware of this “cartooning codex” for a while—after all, it’s hard not 

to notice how very similar every female character looks; fear of SFS12 has been the driving force 

behind my approach to figure drawing for some years now—but it was not until I began 

researching comics in earnest 

that I realized just how 

incredibly (even dangerously) 

narrow the standards are.  Even 

independent comics are not 

immune to falling into the same 

tropes as their mainstream 

competition.   

                                                           
12 Same-Face Syndrome 

Fig. 17 Ronnie Ritchie,  

"The Difference Between Sexual Empowerment & Sexual Objectification", panel 4-5 

Fig. 18 Rick Remender, "Deadly Class" 



Currently the only types of comics I 

have found that actively and regularly 

subvert these “comic laws” are female-

driven slice-of-life/observational works and 

Gothic works.  Julia Gfrörer’s ill-fated 

sailor/mermaid romance Black is the Color 

is an excellent and current example of a 

Gothic comic work that subverts the female 

character codex—whether it’s a pod of 

mermaids discussing evening plans or the 

seaman’s dreaming wife, every figure is gaunt and hollow, drooping wearily and emoting between 

the scratchy pen lines.  These are not Disney princesses pining, but creatures in the shape of women 

with aspirations bigger than “looking good per an incredibly narrow standard”.  As for slice-of-

life/observational works, I tend to gravitate towards 

artists like Sarah Andersen and Robin Ha; both are 

expressive, honest, and while Andersen’s work is 

much more stylized than Ha’s, both are deliberate in 

avoiding the pitfalls of the female character design 

dichotomy.  

That’s not to say that the “rules” can’t be used 

in ways that don’t result in “Same-Face” or 

disappointment.  Whether I like it or not, we are trained 

to recognize what those designs imply about a character.  

Fig. 20 

 Sarah Andersen, “Adulthood is a Myth” 

Fig. 19  

Julia Gfrörer, "Black is the Color" p. 21 



However, the trick to turning that kind of deeply-ingrained bias around is to balance obvious 

variation with subtle acceptance of the tropes.  Ultimately, I am concerned with presenting 

characters that feel “real” and relatable—characters that make you say, “that looks like [person I 

know]” or “Oh that reminds me of X”.   As much as comics can act as an escape, it’s the characters 

and stories that hit us in personal places that make us remember them long after the book has 

closed (sometimes the cinematic is less visual and more emotional). 

With much of this on my mind, I approached my first 

character design: Dee, the Reaper.  Drawing a softer figure with 

noticeable weight and jiggle isn’t hard for me—it’s something I 

do regularly, after all.  If we go by my suggestion of mixing 

subversion with acceptance, obviously, Dee’s body is a major 

deviation from type.  She’s short, there’s pudge, and droop, and 

occasionally the presence of a double-chin.  This is a character 

that at some point in her history lived, and enjoyed food, and 

that’s something most people can identify with, even if drawing 

guides would describe those features as “unattractive”. 

However, Dee is the senior partner in this 

mentor/mentee relationship; experience means villainess 

coding, and that’s why one of the key aspects of drawing her is 

to always ensure that the villainess lip is used—doesn’t matter 

the situation, that’s my hard and fast rule for this design.  

Blocking/masking the eyes also implies deception, but this is a 

product of my own interior world-building; the rule there is that 

Fig. 21 Dee, initial character design 

(Sept-Oct 2016) 

Fig. 22 Dee, color studio (Nov 2016) 



Death—and therefore the Reapers—are blind, but rather than make inadvertent Zatoichi 13 

references, I opted to hide 

that fact most of the time 

under S.C.D (Spectral 

Compensation Devices) 

that will take many forms 

as the story progresses.  

Varying Dee’s hairstyles 

during the story is also an 

attempt at additional 

villainess coding for Dee (‘elaborate’ being relative to both situation and my own understanding 

of how to do hair).  As Death Drives a Cadillac is not a superhero story, clothing coding isn’t 

super necessary in context. 

Making Kiddo fresh-faced and youthful was easy—

wide eyes, wide face; I started initially with making marks 

differently than the marks I make to draw Dee.  I don’t draw 

her with any visible makeup most of the time as her personality 

and coding are still forming and being informed by her 

experiences.  The “rules” are routed a little more when it comes 

to drawing Kiddo in her entirety; her body type is narrow and 

her basic facial features are drawn with “unattractive” advice 

                                                           
13 Zatoichi: The Blind Swordsman [dir. Misumi Kenji] is about a blind, gambling masseur named Zatoichi that 

inexplicably always knows where he’s going and what’s around—because samurai master—unless there’s a pretty 

girl around for him to fall on. 

Fig. 23 "Death Drives a Cadillac", p. 7, panel 1 

Fig. 24 Kiddo, character studies  

(Oct. 2016) 



in mind—overly round, long, with bags under the eyes.  I do maintain a very simple, “wholesome” 

hairstyle for her out of both consistency and “good” coding.     

Because several panels 

within Death Drives a Cadillac 

would be from the inside of the 

car, both characters had to be 

easily discernible from one 

another in a limited space; if I had 

only restricted myself to the 

“female character design” rules, 

that would have resulted in more static panels that would be difficult to differentiate.  In adapting 

aspects of the codex to communicate things like experience v. inexperience and disregarding 

aspects that would encourage generic design, I negotiated one of the most frustrating aspects of 

cartooning rather satisfactorily. 

Despite my complaints about standardized designs and their deep misogynistic roots, I 

enjoy comics.  And it’s because I enjoy them, I have enjoyed making them, that I want better for 

the future of my work and for others’ work.  Until “better” is the standard, all I can do is keep 

making and sharing the logic of the way I make with people.  Death Drives a Cadillac itself is not 

at its end by a long shot, but it has inspired confidence and the desire to keep striving for both the 

unusual and the cinematic. 

 

 

 

Fig. 25 Death Drives a Cadillac, p.21, panel 4 
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