On thriving outside of your
comfort zone

Comic book artist and writer Sean Chen discusses
developing well-rounded skills, letting yourself learn
from the process, and having gratitude for fans
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You’ve been working in comics for a while now, across a number of different publishers and mediums, both as an

artist and a co-creator. What’s some advice you’d give a young Sean if you could?

I remember thinking very early on that I was primarily an artist, so it was all about taking the art to the
farthest level possible. I put all my eggs in that one basket, thinking that I’1l always rise to the top because
it was more important than everything else, which is pretty much true. But what I didn’t realize is all the other
legs of the stool that come into play, particularly with social media and being out there, and having people know

you as a creator in general.

I was perfectly fine to work behind the scenes and get really good at drawing. Now I realize that’s probably not
enough. It’s also not very fun to just do the art part because I'm also a writer now. So, I would tell him to

diversify and be an all-around creator, and then get out there and shake some hands.

Is that something you feel came naturally to you? Developing more of that public persona?

I'm definitely very introverted.

I do think that this is a solitary type of profession. To get really good at it, there’s a lot of time spent head

down in your basement drawing all the time. That’s how you get good.

What I found out was especially working for Marvel is that they’re in a period writer[s] started getting more
attention. I realized how important it was just to not just be an artist [but] actually get out there and have

people care that it’s you as a person drawing, and not just the end-product of the drawing.

When you have full reign to draw whatever you want, when you’re not, on contract or drawing a particular
character, what are some of your favorite things to draw? Are there any subjects you feel like you naturally go

to?

Definitely, there’s a highly technical aspect to the way I draw. I tend to draw a lot of man-made objects like
cars and a lot of robots. I mean, when I decided to create my own story, it was sci-fi and robots because it’s
stuff I like to draw. That complexity is something I understand. It’s glossed over because artists tend to draw
people and faces [most]. But I was an industrial design major at Carnegie Melon and so that kind of ignite[d]
that fire to master all the man-made objects, the things that often are so overlooked. Definitely I was inspired

by Mobius and a lot of creators that have a very meticulous style.
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I read on your Wikipedia that you’ve continued to do industrial design? Do you have a particular approach about

how you get to an end product? How do you approach design?

Form follows function is the mantra that we have in industrial design. Everything naturally looks best when you
consider the function in mind, so it’s not just like a surface ornament. And then definitely just [having] an
understanding of the three-dimensional world. I think I understood perspective before I understood how to draw
people. That kind of explains why I was put on books like Iron Man and X-O Manowar. As I got better at drawing
people, and as I started to develop a love for anatomy, even my approach to anatomy was very academic. I just

knew all the bones and muscles and how they interconnected.

The dynamics came a little bit later. As you saw, I started out on Iron Man but then I went to Wolverine and then
eventually did Electra, then books like Spider-Man, so they got progressively more and more naked as you went
along. That really tells me that I’'m getting somewhere because they would trust me to lift up the mask and draw a
face, so body language can come through. So yeah, definitely a very academic approach. Just a love for
representing three-dimensional objects in a two-dimensional canvas was something I was really obsessed with. It
really kind of informed my love for books that are more like science fiction in nature rather than just everyday

genre-type books.

Is there a particular author or type of science fiction that has had the most impact on you or the biggest impact

on you?

I guess it all started from the movies..I think that’s where most people get their exposure from when they’re
kids. Then just really loving the universe. It’s quite often very dark, very dystopian, but [with] cool props and
things they interact with. Initially, that was what drew me in. But I think what really excited me was just the
idea that you can tell a story and while it’s not set in the present everyday world, it’s the same things we’re

dealing with.

If you want to do a story that kind of touches on racism, those stories are everywhere right now, but then [set]
in the future you can kind of make it into something else. You revisit those same themes but with a different

cast of characters. For me, I loved Bladerunner. It was at first because it was just a very cool badass story.
Then the more I watched it, I realized, wow, there was a real human story behind it. That sent me down this rabbit
hole of, why is it there are some stories I really get into and some of them don’t? [Like] they’re cool for a
while and then they kind of disappear. So, I’ve become really obsessed with what is that quality that makes you
return to a story and makes it linger in your head, long after you’ve left the theater or after you finish

reading the book. Philip K. Dick [is another example with] very philosophical things that highlight the human
condition, Jjust uses the future as a time period to illustrate and revisit these same tried and true

philosophical questions in a different world.

Thinking about Evermind, you did the Kickstarter initially for the first three issues and now we’re finishing
that up. Are there any other plans for this kind of story in the future, or do you feel like there’s more to

explore in this world?

For sure. When I first started writing this, it was based on a concept and that concept kind of created a plot
out of it. I think what happened then is that the character component wasn’t in there yet. I can plot sometimes
and the concept [alone] doesn’t necessarily excite you, but when you put the characters into play and have
chemistry between them, that’s when it ignited a fire to tell the story. I think one thing about it is that I got
a lot of interesting, novel ideas and as I’'m doing them, I was like, this character alone, who’s basically a side

character-there’s enough there to create an entire story. So in this six issue series that we have on Kickstarter

it’s going to wrap up the story. However, the character arc can continue to many more stories. Whether or not we

do any of that, it really depends on how well it does. So, I hope people support it and get interested in it. And
also participate in it. I would love to see fanfiction. I’d like to see other people pitch ideas. We’re very open
to that, to take the universe and the lore and just see where you can go with it. It’s entire little pocket

universe anyone can play in.

One of the unique things about this story and this campaign in general, and I know this has come up in previous
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interviews from the first campaign, is the origin of it came from a sketch you did of the two central characters:
the robotic woman and guerilla mecha. Carl and Daniel broke it out from concept to now this fully developed
story. What are the conversations that you guys have? How in depth do you get? Especially when you’re talking

about character.

In general, that’s how things played out. It started with a drawing that really had no story behind it. But the
way I do drawings, it’s made to look like it’s kind of a cover image that’s in media res: like a story that’s
[already] ongoing and you just see a snapshot. It really begs the question: what led up to this [moment] in
general? I used to think that was a very bad way to come up with a story, because it really should be, in terms

of importance, theme first, then important philosophical questions you’re trying to wrestle with, and then you try

to find characters and a world for it [last] to get your point across.

This one came with Carl seeing a picture and he said, “What’s a story about this?” and I said, “There’s no story,

”

it’s just characters.” So he says, “Let’s kind of pick at it and see if we can make a story out of it.” And I was
like, “Okay, this is an interesting game, but I don’t think this is how stories are written. You don’t just get
inspired by an image, and there’s no guarantee that you can get anything good out of it.” But when we went on
more and more, he got very excited about the idea I came up with and I guess that’s what I found out. In writing,

the ideas can come from anywhere-as the germ or the beginning of the idea-but it’s really what you do with it.

There’s a lot of concepts out there that are very familiar. Science fiction tropes and superhero tropes. And they
can be told badly and no one would really care, but that same story in the hands of a very capable writer can
make it very compelling and turn it into something completely different. That was what I was striving for. Being

very new to writing, I had to really take a very deep dive.

I mean, I know when there’s an artist that becomes a writer, there’s a lot of hesitation there because it’s
really not our wheelhouse. But writing is something I always wanted to do. I did do my due diligence, over the
decades of taking all these master classes and being very fascinated by the process. And I think we’re all very
proud of this book and how it came out. I was kind of surprised I was able to do this because I’m not
particularly well-read. What I’ve been hearing in terms of the feedback is [the story] is very tense moment-to-
moment. We just gave it to people to read and immediately they would kind of tear through it and want to see the
other stuff and want to see how it finished. That’s really the highest compliment you can get as a writer, that
very elusive unput-downable quality. This is my first and one shot to put something out and try. It’s got to sell
by word of mouth, so I tried my hardest on the writing, which seems to be going over pretty well, and I really

put my all into the best drawing of my career.

Sean Chen Recommends:

Any comic drawn by Pepe Larraz

A24 movies

Mark Millar comics

Alien Earth

The Great Gatsby (novel)

Name

Sean Chen

Vocation

comic book artist, writer, creator
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