Debrecen Tales
An International Experience






Debrecen Tales
An International Experience




Editor and Course Manager: Steven Fischer
Front Cover Design: Vivien-Barbara Bird
Back Cover Design: Fruzsina Benke

Artists:

Dzhakypbekova Aizirek, Aurél Mark Kovacs,

Fruszina Benke, Fruzsina Papp, Hend Ayari,

Maksim Pelmegov, Maryem Ben Salem, Sumyat Swezin,
Vivien-Barbara Bird

University of Debrecen Supervisor:
Glant Tibor

Debrecen Tales: An International Experience

is a collection of student works from the course, Cartoon Storytelling,
offered in Spring 2023 at the University of Debrecen and is co-funded
by The City of Debrecen.

ISBN 978-963-615-083-9

Debreceni Egyetemi Kiadd / Debrecen University Press,
beleértve az egyetemi hdldzaton bellli elektronikus terjesztés

Kiadta: a Debreceni Egyetemi Kiadd, az 1795-ben alapitott
Magyar Konyvkiadok és Konyvterjeszték Egyestlésének a tagja
dupress.unideb.hu

Felel6s kiadd: Karacsony Gyongyi

Nyomdai el6készités: M. Szabd Monika

A nyomdai munkalatokat
a Debreceni Egyetemi Kiadé nyomdaja végezte 2023-ban



TABLE OF CONTENTS

A Tale of the City by FruzsinaBenke ...................... ... ... 9
Walk inthe Park by Fruzsina Papp ..., 15
Time (Well?) Spent by Maksim Pelmegov. .................... ..o, 20
Metanoia by Sumyat Swezin................ ... .. 25
A Wednesday Night in Deb by Maryem Ben Salem......................... 31
Unfamiliar: How Quarantine Felt by Aurél Mark Kovacs .................... 37
Open Heart Open Mind by Hend Ayari.................ccoiiiiiii ... 42
Evetol by Vivien-BarbaraBiré..................... ... ... i, a7

Isn't It Difficult? by Aizirek Dzhakypbekova............................... 52






FOREWORD

by Steven Fischer

Two-time Emmy nominated
Producer and Cartoonist

This collection of personal stories originated from a phone call with Glant Tibor, director
of The American Studies MA and PhD programmes at the University of Debrecen. We
wanted to repeat an experience we shared in 2014, when Tibor and the university
hosted me as a Fulbright Specialist leading a group of graduate and undergraduate
participants through Cartoon Storytelling, an intensive cartooning programme in which
participants created personal comic book-style stories based on life experiences. “This
time,” we mutually proposed, “let’s make a book that shows the international experience
in Debrecen during a time of war, pandemic, and social crisis.”

Similar to art therapy, we wanted to offer participants the chance to use cartoon
art to untangle and express a mix of emotions, feelings, and memories in hopes of better
understanding self and the world.

Not long after our call, nine cartoonists appeared before us. They came from
Hungary, Tunisia, Myanmar, Russia, Kyrgyzstan, and the United States, ranging from
secondary to doctoral programmes. With such range of perspective, life experiences and
artistry, | anticipated an exciting display of storytelling, and (as you'll soon discover) we
were not disappointed.

The following pages are filled with a multitude of expression: an allegorical, near
fanciful expression responding to life in lockdown told only in pantomime, a paper cut-
out cartoon evoking the simple beauty of Ivor Wood's Paddington Bear animation, and
sensitive character studies of disparate personalities.

The cartoons in this collection are the result of an experience called Cartoon
Storytelling, an intense programme that is part academic and part production. Like a
professional cartoonist, these artists have delivered original stories to their editor, but
the method of production was quite a learning experience. We studied design, illustration,
narrative structure, character development, and page layout among other aspects of
cartooning. The participants were faced with the challenge all cartoonists face: how
to use graphics images (body language, physiognomy, light, shadow, composition, text,
framing, page layout, etc.) to show the inner journey of a character.

We studied the works of master storytellers such as Will Eisner, Renni Browne,
and Lynda Barry. We examined how cartoon and non-fiction might combine to explore
personal trauma, and how that exploration might lead to clarity, understanding, and
healing. We read and discussed the work of Brian Fies, Art Spiegelman, and The Izzat



Project (a collection of cartoon stories from South Asian women using the form to tell
personal stories of healing from violence).

The discoveries we made fueled the creation of our work. As one participant
observed, “This project is so different from what | usually do. | need creativity in my life,
and this is stimulating. The stimulation is improving my attention span and is something
[ need.”

Others noted how the acts of creation, drawing, and reflection on trying personal
experiences noticeably helped their mental health. The creative process offered release...
and that empowering feeling of having a voice.

There are certain qualities a person should develop to make this experience fulfilling.
A person must be, at their foundation, childlike. To be playful, spontaneous, curious
and experimental positions one to be open-minded and enthusiastic about making
discoveries. To be a great observer is crucial. In order to draw and write effectively, the
cartoonist needs to understand nature, anatomy, architecture, how people talk, how
relationships develop, how clothing folds when the body moves, and how light and
shadow shape an object. The story must be driven by something that connects with an
audience, some commonality that makes character and conflict relatable. And above all
a person must have something to say.

Trust is another important quality. One must learn to trust one’s instincts. It is how
our characters speak to us. Many of the exercises we did aimed at conditioning trust,
going within and reflecting, listening to our inner voice and learning to distinguish what
we feel from what we think we feel.

It is easy to see how such qualities benefit not only the working artist, but also
support our everyday life. Understanding the creative process helps us solve problems.
Conditioning ourselves to be curious about our dream world conditions us to be curious
about our awake world. And developing the habit of going within conditions reflection
and a search for understanding.

There are also practical benefits. The exercises we practiced build communication
skills, vocabulary, and the ability to tell a compelling story. These skills can easily be
applied to a multitude of daily writing: emails, letters, résumés, essays, and reports.

When we presented Cartoon Storytelling at the University of Debrecen in 2014,
the participants also used real life trauma as the basis for their stories. At the end of
that project | asked the participants what they learned. One keenly observed, “I realized
that things happen in life that don't always make sense until years later when they all
connect to form meaning.”

That kind of understanding leads to enlightenment, and it's one of the many benefits
the cartoonists in this collection have positioned themselves to achieve.

~ Steven Fischer
Debrecen, Hungary, April 2023
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Sumyat Swezin is a PhD student and Stipendium Hungaricum scholar-
ship awardee at the Department of British Studies of the Institute
of English and American Studies, University of Debrecen, Hungary.
She is a believer in living authentically and purposefully, and in the
magical power of creative writing to touch hearts, broaden horizons,
and mend broken spirits.

Debrecen-based aspiring cartoonist, Hend Ayari has been honing her
skills for the past six weeks (4 days, 6 hours, and counting). Originally
a PhD student from Tunisia, Hend blended her newly-found passion
for the art with her research project about the power of storytelling
in processing trauma, bringing the two areas into a playfully illustrated
story of her experience as an international student in Debrecen.

Fruzsina Papp is a PhD student at the Institute of English and
American Studies. Her primary interest are films, both in her research
and as her hobby. She has published several short stories before,
and has directed a short film titled Atlanta, which won first prize
at the short film competition at the Fashion Festival Debrecen
in 2018.

Fruzsina Benke is a first-year PhD student at the University of
Debrecen, Hungary. She is interested in novels on the First World War,
architecture and deeply personal stories on the human condition.
She enjoys consuming and creating art in all forms and has been
collecting Garfield comics since she was 7.

Vivien-Barbara Bir¢ is currently a student at the University of Debre-
cen, American Studies MA program. Having moved to Debrecen
recently, in August of 2022, her cartoon is built around the impacts
of environmental change and other challenges.
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Maksim Pelmegov is a PhD student at the University of Debrecen
from Russia. While being part of the American Studies program,
with this comic, he wanted to express relatable experiences of the
international students at the university during the last 2-years as
well as to explore one's personal relationship with memories and
emotions both from the past and the present. Even though he is far
from being a professional comic creator, he nevertheless hopes that
the readers will enjoy the work and find something noteworthy or
thought-provoking for themselves.

Aurél Mark Kovacs was born in Budapest and now studies animation
at Medgyessy Ferenc Gimnazium, in Debrecen. He has taken interest
in several mediums of art, including multiple types of traditional and
digital art, 3D animation, and modeling.

Aizirek Dzhakypbekova is a first-year MA student at the University
of Debrecen where she is pursuing in a degree in American Studies.
She is from Kyrgyzstan. She enjoys traveling and hiking in her free
time.

Maryem Ben Salem is a Tunisian student in the American Studies
program at the University of Debrecen. She loves fantasy and writing
stories. She also enjoys meeting people from different cultures.

Steven Fischer is the author of There’s a Blue Dog Under by Bed
and The Wonderful, Happy, Cartoony World of Steve & Bluey. He
served as Artist-in-Residence at Smith Farm for the Healing Arts in
Washington, DC, helping cancer patients create cartoons that told the
stories of their treatments. In 2003 he launched Cartoon Storytelling,
an initiative in which cartooning is used to help participants of all
ages heal from trauma. Over 10 collections have been produced from
initiatives in Asia, Europe, and North America.
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