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Hard Cheese

A charcuterie board of hard cheese. Beautiful to look at and delicious to eat. But, how

about a charcuterie board of bad luck? Not so much… Except when it is. Especially when on

reflection, that bad luck is transformed. In this case, that charcuterie board is a comic, a form in

which in recent years has welcomed the genre of memoir, the perfect fit for what I wanted my

senior project to be. My family and I have a collection of shared events that have impacted our

way of life and our way of thinking. While at the time many of things were believed to be

negative experiences, as time went on we began to realize the humor of it all especially due to

the rate at which mishaps were happening, something that not everyone has the mindset to do. So

in that sense, consider me lucky. For my senior thesis project, I drew from these experiences to

begin developing a graphic memoir, called Hard Cheese, that focuses on a family’s history of

bad luck as a vehicle for comedy rather than tragedy.

Introduced by cheese, five stand-alone comics depict specific moments in my life,

beginning with the time I was born. Then, each story is closed by a reflection of the event in a

unique form. Titled “Cheddar Cheese,” the story of my eviction begins with a happy couple, my

parents, excited to welcome me into the world. Though, the excitement didn’t last long when it

was clear that I wasn’t planning on going anywhere. After my extended stay lasted thirty-six

hours, the doctors sensed enough danger to order an emergency c-section and not long later, I

was born with a serious enough case of jaundice to warrant me having to sit under the blue bili

lights for nearly a week. Due to the theme of these comics, it’s probably unsurprising to hear that

this was only the precursor to a whole lot of future childhood medical trauma I have yet to

explore. This is something that’s mentioned in the illustration that follows it, where I’ve depicted
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me as a jaundiced baby relaxing in the hospital nursery, the tag describing me in the same way

cheese would be. After quite a large time jump, we come to the next comic, “Chocolate Cheese,”

which marks the beginning of a particular vacation that just wouldn’t quit. We had taken quick

naps on arrival to the house we were staying at after the long drive. After she woke up, my mom

decided to hop in the shower. She didn’t get to follow through since the moment she turned on

the water sewage began seeping out of the drain. I suppose I wasn’t privy to the wake up call the

rest of my family had received because I slept through the hubbub, including the most important

tidbit of information my dad received after a call to the plumber: “if it’s brown flush it down, if

it’s yellow let it mellow.” At no point did any family member figure it would be helpful to wake

me up to relay the information which is what led a full bladder and a sprint to the toilet to flood

the whole bathroom in toilet water. A poem that follows the three-page comic, reflects in rhyme

on the rest of the week and gives certain context to the next chapter, “Swiss Cheese.” At some

point during that week of flushes being limited and showers prohibited, we took a trip to the

beach. I watched from the shore as my family enjoyed the waveless water. My mom happened

upon a large conch shell and with nowhere to put it to save for later, being out in the middle of

the ocean and all, she decided to shove it into her bathing suit top. Hours later, after dinner and

time around the pool, my mom decided, once again, that it was time for a shower. And by shower

I mean a quick spritz underneath the garden hose. It was at that point when my mom reached into

her swimsuit to then pull out and come face to face with a writhing, live shrimp that had

overcome the adversity of having its home stolen by curling up into my mother’s under-boob.

The comic is closed by a dramatic hero’s monologue given by the booby shrimp itself.

“Gorgonzola Cheese” is next and depicts the moments following our car breaking down in the

middle of nowhere and in the middle of the night as we drove home from this same vacation.
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Due to the circumstances, we were stuck having to stay in the nearest hotel where our room

looked like the scene of a murder. Picture frames were cracked and crooked causing the

yellowing of the walls due to cigarette smoke to be obvious and nearly every surface was

stained. With no other choice, we stayed the night there, but not before my mom checked the bed

crevices for bed bugs and my sister threatened to sleep outside. All of this is noted in a police

report and an evidence baggy that follows the two-page comic. “Chevre Cheese” is last and

upsettingly also bug related, about a time when my sister Maddey and I bonded over the shared

experience of a sleepless night though we quickly realized that no, it wasn’t pop tart crumbs we

were rolling around in. Rather, our shared bedroom was infested with thousands and thousands

of nearly microscopic bird mites. Our frantic internet searches are recorded at the end of this

comic.

Hard Cheese is autobiographical and inspired by real events. I don’t think I ever

considered my life to be particularly interesting or exciting. In fact, I’d say that so far, I’ve had a

pretty average life, but it just so happens that occasionally little things come along to rock the

boat, knock you out of it, and nearly drown you... like maybe more than the average person. And

sometimes that’s the best cheese to tell. My life has been chock full of these moments that have

happened at such a rate that the only explanation is just bad luck, or at least enough that my mom

began saying, “If we didn’t have bad luck, we wouldn’t have any luck at all.” Even so, my

family hasn’t ever dwelled on these moments as such. Rather, on reflection, we laugh at how

ridiculous an event was and how usually, given the circumstances, we make the most of it. Over

the years, due to the unbelievable nature of some of these events, I would share the story with

people in my life and eventually I began receiving the comment, “You could write a book about
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this stuff!” So, when the time came to begin brainstorming ideas for my senior project,

everything kept coming back to bad luck.

It felt as if the only form that the content of Hard Cheese could take was that of a comic.

It’s one thing to read these stories in only words, or to hear it by word of mouth, but there’s

something about seeing the moments illustrated in the ways I remember them or have imagined

moments I wasn’t present for that adds to the comedy. Cheese has surprisingly played an

important role in my project as well. While it started as a joke early on in the brainstorming

process to try and see if there was a way to implement cheese, it had led me to the discovery that

the phrase “hard cheese” is slang for bad luck. This revelation led to the introduction of cheese at

the center of my project. It exists in a few ways though mostly due to the fact that I love cheese.

Introducing cheese is outrageous and random, setting the tone of the whole book, as in, its sense

of cheesiness. Surrounding the project in literal cheese gave me the room to play with cheese

factor, whether that be in illustration or in my writing forms. Cheese plays a role in reader

participation as well, giving them a chance to make their own connections like when they come

across the fact that I’ve connected cheddar cheese to the time I was born.

My process of comic making evolved throughout the year of working on Hard Cheese.

Because I was so sure of my idea, I immediately jumped into drawing what I remembered from

these events, not understanding the need to write down the stories and plan them out when they

were all stories I was already familiar with. It wasn’t until reflecting on my process and talking

to writing faculty and being involved in the creative writing concentration that I started to realize

how necessary it was for me to take a step back and slow down my process. When first planning

for a new comic, I held off on drawing anything and rather wrote my recollection down in a

narrative form and then broke it down into beats and then those beats became panels. Then, I
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spent time thumbnailing the way pages would look by rearranging panels and planning with

sizes. Once that was set, I would spend the time writing a more detailed script which would then

lead to me thumbnailing illustrations for the whole story. Then, when I decided what was

working, I would tighten up the thumbnails into more detailed sketches, which is where I began

to write in dialogue as well. Then I moved on to the most time consuming step of my process,

digital inks. After the inks were complete, I colored with a simple color fill, focusing on less

realistic colors and more on how color could relay tone and then finished by rendering simple,

purple shadow. Also, due to being involved in the creative writing concentration, I focused on

producing a capstone project that existed alongside my thesis project. To do so, I considered the

events that had been previously written down in different ways to encapsulate the comic

proceeding it. Because the comics I’ve made seem to be recalled by a third party, my input not

explored, I wanted to give the reader the chance to hear from me in unique ways. For example,

since the goofiest part of “Chocolate Cheese” was the fact that we had to live by the rhyme, “If

it’s brown flush it down, if it’s yellow let it mellow” for a week, I built off of it, writing a

rhyming poem describing my feelings on the matter. Or, in “Swiss Cheese,” I decided it would

be funny to think about what the experience was like from the perspective of the shrimp, so I

retold the story via monologue. To push the humor, I exaggerated the drama, a philosophy that I

lived by for the duration of the project.

Aside from the obvious demographic being people who like cheese, my audience is that

of the young adult variety aged twelve to eighteen years. The tone, cheesy comedic sensibility,

and simple, yet goofy illustration style of Hard Cheese are all aimed towards that particular

group of people. It’s important for young adults to consume media that depicts positive family

dynamics. There’s plenty of media geared towards that age range that show off toxic family
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relationships and toxic characters whose behaviors are excused for it. Television shows that

thrive off of harmful, interpersonal family relationships seem to be the norm now-a-days. Shows

like Riverdale and Shameless immediately come to mind. While I’m not making the claim that

those stories aren’t valid to tell, I believe it’s necessary to diversify media in this way, especially

for young people. Usually, I’m sure the first thing that comes to mind when hearing the word

“memoir” is tragedy. It’s a moment in time from the author’s life where they recall a time in

which they survived something. From my research, I noticed that the genre of graphic memoir

feels freer than what’s to be expected from a written memoir, though it still felt like my story had

to be interesting or serious enough for me to be sharing it with people. I looked to published

family-oriented graphic memoirs like Fun Home by Alison Bechdel. Subtitled A Family

Tragicomic, Bechdel’s memoir describes her childhood living in a funeral home with her family,

into her young adulthood as she began to understand her sexuality and her strained relationship

with her father who also comes out, and not long after, kills himself. Thi Bui’s The Best We

Could Do explores similar themes as she reflects on her parents' lives before and during the

Vietnam War, along with childhood when she and her family escaped Vietnam and migrated to

the United States. This is not something I was necessarily interested in exploring with my

project. It didn’t take the humorous artistic voice I had been cultivating into consideration.

Because of this, I also looked for examples of comedic graphic memoirs. Many of the ones I

came across were more personal and self-deprecating. These examples include Amber Tozer’s

Sober Stick Figure, a graphic memoir that chronicles her life growing up surrounded by

alcoholics, becoming one herself, and later, her eventual recovery. Along with that, I came across

the popular webcomic Sarah’s Scribbles by Sarah Andersen, a series of short comics about

awkward moments and the personal anxieties of becoming an adult. Though in these examples,
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the spotlight on familial relationships shrinks drastically. Outside of the form of graphic memoir

the place where I’ve seen comedic family content is mostly in the form of sitcom. Media like The

Goldbergs or Netflix’s One Day at a Time come to mind. With this considered, Hard Cheese is

filling a funny, family sized hole in the market of graphic memoir.

Comics are such a versatile form that they presented the perfect opportunity for me to

share personal stories in a way that’s entertaining to me and my viewers. If there’s at least one

unfortunate mishap on this charcuterie board that we experienced that’s to someone’s taste in the

sense that it makes them laugh or they're able to relate, then that’s enough to satisfy me. It’s my

hope that alongside sharing my comics on the web, to the ever growing webcomic audience,

Hard Cheese will be published, which would allow it to land in the laps of another hot mess of a

family and give them solace in knowing that they’re not the only ones out there. And, I suppose,

solace to my family as well. If there’s any lesson to be learned from this, remember that

sometimes cheese can be moldy yet still delicious and bad luck can sometimes just be considered

luck.


