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Capturing  emotion  is
the soul of cartooning.
A  s t a t i c  f a c e  i s
forgettable,  but  a
c h a r a c t e r  w h o s e
eyebrows  shoot  up  in
surprise  or  whose jaw
d r o p s  i n  h o r r o r
instantly connects with
the audience. Learning
how to draw cartoon
expressions  is  not
just  about  making
faces ;  i t  i s  abou t
mastering  the  visual
l a n g u a g e  o f
storytelling.  Whether
you  are  designing  a
c o m i c  s t r i p ,  a n
animated character, or
a  digital  avatar,  the
ability  to  convey  joy,

anger, fear, or sadness
c l e a r l y  a n d
ente r ta in ing ly  i s
essential.  This  guide
will  walk  you  through
t h e  a n a t o m y  o f  a
cartoon face, the core
emotions,  and  the
advanced  tricks  that
professionals  use  to
make expressions pop.
By  the  end,  you  will
have a toolkit to create
any  emot ion  w i th
confidence and flair.

UNDERSTANDING
THE BASICS OF
FACIAL ANATOMY
FOR CARTOONS

B e f o r e  y o u  c a n
e x a g g e r a t e  a n
expression,  you  need
to know what you are
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distorting.  Cartoon
faces  are  simplified
versions  of  human
anatomy, but they still
r e l y  o n  t h e  s a m e
foundational  muscle
g r o u p s  a n d  b o n e
structure. The key is to
learn the rules so you
c a n  b r e a k  t h e m
effectively.

The
Simplified
Face
Structure
Most  cartoon  heads
start with a circle or an
oval.  Draw  a  vertical
line down the center to
k e e p  t h e  f a c e
s y m m e t r i c a l  i n  a
neutral  state,  and  a
horizontal  line  across
the middle for the eye
l e v e l .  A  s e c o n d
horizontal  line halfway

between the eyes and
the  chin  marks  the
bottom  of  the  nose,
and a third line halfway
between the nose and
chin marks the mouth.
These  guidelines  help
you  place  features
consistently.  For  more
extreme  expressions,
you  can  tilt  or  curve
these guidelines to add
dynamism.

Key
Facial
Features:
Eyes,
Eyebrows
, Mouth,
Nose
In  cartooning,  the
eyebrows  and  mouth
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d o  m o s t  o f  t h e
emotional heavy lifting.
The eyes are crucial for
intensity,  while  the
n o s e  i s  o f t e n
minimized  or  stylized.
Learn  the  range  of
movement for each:

Eyebrows: Can
be straight,
arched, angled
down toward the
center, or
slanted upward.
They can also be
lifted completely
off the eye or
lowered to cast a
shadow.
Eyes: The size of
the pupil, the
shape of the
eyelid, and the
angle of the iris
all change.
Closed eyes can
indicate
happiness
(curved upward)
or pain (tightly
squeezed).
Mouth: The

most versatile
feature. It can
stretch wide,
pucker, twist,
drop open, or be
a thin line.
Adding teeth,
tongue, or a
gritted jaw adds
specificity.
Nose: Often
simplified to a
dot, a curve, or a
small line. In
many styles, the
nose changes
little during
expressions, but
a scrunched nose
can indicate
disgust or
confusion.

THE SIX
UNIVERSAL
EMOTIONS AND
THEIR CARTOON
REPRESENTATIONS

Psychologist  Paul
Ekman  identified  six
basic emotions that are
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universally  recognized
across  cultures.  These
are  the  foundation  of
a n y  c h a r a c t e r
expression  guide.
Mastering  them  will
allow  you  to  mix  and
m a t c h  f o r  m o r e
nuanced  reactions.

Happines
s
A  genuinely  happy
cartoon  face  is  a l l
about  upward  curves.
The  eyebrows  are
relaxed  or  sl ightly
raised. The eyes often
become  c rescen t
moons – closed or with
a  squinted  lower  lid.
The  mouth  is  wide
o p e n  i n  a  s m i l e ,
s h o w i n g  t e e t h
sometimes,  and  the
c h e e k s  p u s h  u p ,
creating crow’s feet at
the  corners  of  the
eyes. Add a small blush
or cheekbone highlight

to amplify the warmth.
For  a  huge,  laughing
expression,  drop  the
jaw  even  lower  and
add  an  open  mouth
with a visible tongue.

Sadness
Sadness  is  dominated
by  downward  angles.
The  eyebrows  t i l t
upward  toward  the
center, creating a kind
of  inverted  "V"  that
wrinkles  the  forehead.
The  eyes  are  heavy-
lidded,  often  with  a
large,  glossy  highlight
to  indicate  tears.  The
mouth  droops  at  the
corners. For maximum
i m p a c t ,  d r a w  a
trembling lower lip or a
single  tear  running
d o w n  t h e  c h e e k .
S l o u c h i n g  t h e
character’s  posture  or
adding  shadow  under
the eyes reinforces the
mood.
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Anger
Anger  is  sharp  and
tense.  The  eyebrows
p u l l  d o w n  a n d
together,  creating
vertical  lines  between
them. The eyes narrow
– the lower eyelid may
even  push  upward,
forming  a  glare.  The
mouth can be a tight,
straight line, or curled
into  a  snarl  showing
clenched  teeth.  The
nose may flare slightly.
For extreme rage, add
a  red  face ,  sweat
d r o p s ,  o r  s t e a m
coming from the head.
The  overall  shape  of
the  face  can  become
m o r e  a n g u l a r  t o
e n h a n c e  t h e
aggressive  feel.

Surprise
S u r p r i s e  i s  a n
expansive  expression.
The eyebrows shoot up

h i g h ,  c r e a t i n g
horizontal  wrinkles
across  the  forehead.
T h e  e y e s  w i d e n
dramatically  –  the  iris
becomes  sma l l e r
relative to the white of
the  eye.  The  mouth
drops  open  in  an  O-
shape,  sometimes  so
wide that the lower jaw
seems  detached.  The
entire  face  lengthens.
To  sell  the  surprise,
you  can  also  lift  the
cheeks slightly or  add
a  t i n y  p u p i l  t o
emphasize  shock.

Fear
Fear is  a mix of  wide
openness and tension.
The  eyebrows  are
ra i sed  bu t  pu l l ed
together,  creating  a
worried arch. The eyes
are very wide, with the
upper  eyelid  visible
and  the  pupil  small.
The  mouth  is  usually
stretched sideways in a
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grimace  or  dropped
open with a trembling
lower lip. Sweat drops,
a pale complexion, and
raised  shoulders  help
convey  fear.  Avoid
making  surprise  and
fear look identical – the
key  difference  is  the
tension in the forehead
and  the  shape  of  the
mouth.

Disgust
Disgust is a scrunched,
rejecting  expression.
The  nose  wrinkles,
pulling  the  eyebrows
down  and  together.
The  eyes  narrow,  and
the upper lip  curls  up
to  reveal  the  gum or
teeth. The cheeks may
puff up slightly as if the
character  is  about  to
spit  something  out.
The nose often gets a
series of wrinkles or a
zigzag  line  across  the
bridge. This expression
works  well  when  the

character is looking at
something  off-screen,
making the viewer feel
their revulsion.

ADVANCED
TECHNIQUES FOR
EXAGGERATION
AND APPEAL

Once  you  know  the
b a s i c  e m o t i o n a l
outlines, you can push
them further. The most
memorable  cartoon
expressions  are  not
naturalistic  –  they are
amplified  to  be
instantly legible. This is
where  your  personal
style  shines.

Squash
and
Stretch
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for
Extreme
Expressio

ns
This  classic  animation
pr inc ip le  app l i es
perfectly  to  facial
e x p r e s s i o n s
drawing .  When  a
character  is  surprised,
s t r e t c h  t h e  h e a d
vertically.  When  they
are angry, squash it so
the  chin  juts  forward.
W h e n  t h e y  a r e
laughing,  squash  the
eyes  into  sl i ts  and
stretch  the  mouth
wide.  This  makes  the
emotion  read  faster
and  adds  a  physical,
comedic  quality.  Try
drawing  the  same
emotion  with  three
different  squashing
levels – mild, medium,

and extreme –  to  see
how  the  character
changes.

Using
Asymmet
ry for
Unique
Reactions
Real  emotions  are
r a r e l y  p e r f e c t l y
symmetrical.  A  smirk
(one side of the mouth
up,  the  other  down)
conveys  superiority  or
a m u s e m e n t .  O n e
eyebrow raised and the
other  lowered  shows
confusion or suspicion.
A s y m m e t r i c a l
expressions  make  a
character  feel  more
alive and less robotic.
F o r  e x a m p l e ,  a
c h a r a c t e r  w h o  i s
"crying  on  the  inside"
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might  have  a  happy
mouth  but  sad  eyes.
These  mixed  signals
a r e  p o w e r f u l
storytell ing  tools.

Adding
Physical
Cues:
Posture
and
Gesture
The face does not work
alone. A raised fist can
turn  a  sad  expression
into  angry  frustration.
Slumped  shoulders
m a k e  s a d n e s s
palpable.  A hand over
t h e  m o u t h  c a n
emphasize  shock.
When  you  design  a
c a r t o o n  f a c e
emot ion ,  a lways

consider what the rest
of  the  body  is  doing.
Line  of  act ion,  the
spine’s  curve,  and
even  the  position  of
the  feet  contribute  to
the  overall  mood.  A
complete expression is
a full-body message.

STEP-BY-STEP:
DRAWING A
COMPLETE
CARTOON
EXPRESSION

Let’s walk through the
process  of  drawing  a
character  going  from
neutral  to  a  specific
emot ion .  Fo r  th i s
example, we will create
a "startled" expression.

Starting
with a
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Neutral
Face
Draw  a  simple  circle
head  with  guidelines.
Mark two dots for eyes,
a  small  curve  for  a
nose,  and  a  straight
l ine  for  the  mouth.
Keep  i t  pe r f ec t l y
symmetrical.  This  is
your  baseline.

Modifying
the
Eyebrows
and Eyes
To make the character
startled,  first  erase the
neutral  eyebrows  and
draw  them  high  up,
almost  touching  the
top of the head. Keep
them parallel  to  each
other  but  s l ight ly

angled  outward.  For
the  eyes,  erase  the
small  dots  and  draw
large  circles.  Inside
each circle, draw a tiny
do t  f o r  the  pup i l ,
leaving  a  lot  of  white
space .  The  upper
eyelid should be drawn
as a thin arc above the
eye,  showing  the  full
white of  the eye.  Add
small  highlights in the
pupils.

Adjusting
the
Mouth
and
Lower
Face
Erase  the  straight
mouth line and replace
it with an oval that is
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open  wide.  Make  the
bottom of the oval drop
below the original chin
line – this creates the
"jaw  drop"  effect.  Add
a  small  curved  line
inside  for  the  tongue.
Because  the  jaw  has
dropped,  the  cheeks
may need to be pulled
down slightly, so adjust
the outer edge of  the
face to be a bit longer.
You  can  also  draw  a
small curved line under
the chin to indicate the
skin stretching.

Adding
Details
(blush,
sweat
drops,

action
lines)
Now  add  the  finishing
touches that make the
expression clear. Draw
a  single  large  sweat
drop on one side of the
head. Add a few small
"action  lines"  around
the  head  radiating
outward  to  show  a
sudden  motion.  You
might add a small  "!"
symbol above the head
for  a  truly  cartoonish
feel.  Finally,  check
asymmetry – make the
mouth  slightly  off-
center to add a tiny bit
of  realism,  and  give
one eyebrow a slightly
higher  arch  than  the
other.

COMMON
MISTAKES AND
HOW TO FIX THEM

Even  exper ienced
artists  fall  into  traps
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w h e n  d r a w i n g
e x p r e s s i o n s .
Recognizing  these
errors  is  the  fastest
way  to  improve.

Symmetr
y
Overload
Making  both  sides  of
the face identical leads
to  a  rigid,  unnatural
look.  F ix:  Pract ice
drawing  asymmetric
e x p r e s s i o n s
intentionally.  Use  a
mirror  to  study  your
own face – notice how
one  side  often  moves
first  or  more  intensely.
F o r  c a r t o o n i n g ,
e x a g g e r a t e  t h a t
difference.

Under-

Exaggera
tion
Many beginners are too
timid.  They  draw  a
slight eyebrow lift and
call  it  surprise.  The
result  is  a  flat,
unreadable expression.
Fix:  Go  too  far.  Push
the  eyebrows  off  the
head,  s t re tch  the
mouth  until  it  breaks
the  face’s  boundaries.
Once  you  have  the
extreme  version,  you
can  dial  it  back  to  a
level  that  fits  your
style,  but  never  start
from a tiny change.

Ignoring
the Rest
of the
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Body
A smiling  face  with  a
stiff,  straight  body
looks  disconnected.

Fix:  Draw  the  entire
character  from  the
beginning.  Use  stick
figures  if  needed,  but
make  sure  the  spine


