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Introduction 
 
 Works of fiction have always been an integral part of any culture. Myths and 
folklore are often some of the most telling windows into what values and ideas any 
given society holds dear. However, in centuries past, fiction was a much smaller part 
of everyday life, limited to local legends, cautionary tales and the myths that defined 
religions, though the later was often taken as truth rather than fiction, and in some 
cases still is today. Modern fiction on the other hand is a different story altogether. 
New stories are generated and distributed at a pace and frequency that would be 
inconceivable to the preindustrial world, often with an ease that is almost laughable.  
What we now call Pop Culture is the direct result of this mass production and 
distribution of fiction, and has become a pervasive and unavoidable aspect of 
today’s society.  As such, fiction and Pop Culture as a whole is a large and 
multifaceted entity. For the purposes of this project however, I will be focusing on 
one particular aspect, namely the trope of the Cute Animal Sidekick, especially its 
manifestation in anime, manga and western animation.   

I have been especially interested in fiction for as long as I can remember and 
often take delight in the especially strange and fantastical. I would read fiction 
books at a rate, and with a level of investment that often put my academic work to 
shame. One prominent example of which would be the comprehensive study I 
conducted of the internal lore of J.R.R Tolkien’s Lord of the Rings. Something I 
noticed through my immersion in fiction was the incredibly common convention of 
the “Sidekick”. In my experience, the vast majority of stories have a character that 
fills this role in some way, shape or form, though they are rarely openly 
acknowledged as being such, with the notable exception of characters in the 
superhero genre. It is not often a kind moniker. The sidekick is, by definition a lesser 
character, created to aid or augment the protagonist in some way. They are often 
overtly written to be less competent or important than the main character, and in 
many cases this deficiency is outright stated and discussed by the characters with in 
the story. It is also common for these characters to represent “The Other” in the 
context of the story, however that does not mean that it is a purely western 
phenomenon. In fact, his particular literary convention can be found in works of 
fiction from all over the world.  

For This project I will be paying particular attention to anime and manga. 
These two entities are often discussed in tandem, because while they are distinctly 
different media, the two share a great many stylistic similarities. Anime is a style of 
animation specific to Japan, while manga is more akin to serialized comics that are 
often later compiled into graphic novels. Many series that are rendered in one are 
eventually adapted into the other. As they are a Japanese product, these two media 
types are most common in Japan, however many series have amassed an 
international following, and a distinct subculture has developed around them in the 
U.S. and several other countries. I remember watching a few of the more prominent 
series as a child; however, it was not until college that I began delving into the 
greater genre. Once I did, I found that the art style, diverse story lines, and at times 
sheer bizarreness of the shows, resonated strongly with me. Since then I have 



invested a great deal of time exploring the available content, and in some cases 
revisiting rediscovering the series from my childhood, and in doing so have had the 
opportunity to examine these shows in a way that their child audience would not 
think to do. As such, I have found myself in the curious position of being well versed 
in the subject while simultaneously being a relative newcomer.  
 As previously mentioned, anime and manga are not exempt from the 
pervasion of the sidekick. In this genre it often presents as the trope of the “cute 
animal sidekick.” Anime is known for cute and unusual creatures. Some are based on 
mythological creatures or real life animals, while others are unique creations of 
their particular series. In many works at least one character will have a small 
creature that follows them around and helps out when needed. Officially they are 
pets, friends or companions, but whatever they are called they usually end up filling 
the role of a sidekick. Some are regarded as full characters with human intelligence, 
though the other characters tend to underestimate this due to their diminutive 
appearance. These creatures are often popular amongst the fans and can even 
become the face of a series, but they are always relegated to a lesser, even 
subservient role. Even in franchises where the original creatures seem to be the 
focus, they are still secondary in the plot to a central human character.  

Pokémon is one of the more prominent anime series that contains this trope 
in abundance. It is important to note though, that Pokémon is not just a show. It is a 
multimedia franchise that is comprised of several videogames, anime series and 
movies, as well as a trading card game. The franchise is a good example of a series in 
which the non-human creatures are the main focus and yet still end up as secondary 
in terms of characterization. The creatures of this series are regarded as either 
“wild” or the property of the human characters. While many do have distinct 
personalities, they are also presented with little to no autonomy of their own, 
despite being the defining aspect of the franchise. Pikachu in particular plays the 
role of the main character’s sidekick in the anime, while also serving as the face and 
mascot of the franchise. Most everyone with any knowledge of the franchise knows 
Pikachu, however, it is only the old die-hard fans that would be able to tell you 
anything about the supposed main character if asked.  

The treatment of the creatures in Pokémon as whole however, takes on a 
rather disturbing cast when one stops to think about the main source of action and 
premise of the series. The main reason the human characters capture, keep and 
train these creatures is to pit them against each other in battle in a manner 
uncomfortably similar to dog fighting. Trainers, those who keep Pokémon, generally 
acquire new ones by using one of the Pokémon they already have to battle the wild 
one until it literally can no longer stand, and then capturing it in a ball that can fit in 
the palm of a hand. From this point onward the Pokémon are generally only allowed 
out of that ball in order to eat, train or fight. Despite this treatment though, most 
Pokémon are generally shown to have some measure of affection for their trainer, 
which to me implies that these creature have actually developed some form of 
Stockholm syndrome toward their captors. What is perhaps the most unsettling 
aspect of this though is how normal it is presented as being. Battling Pokémon 
seems to be a long-standing and acceptable pat of this fictional world’s culture. Most 



of the trainers are children and no one questions the casual animal cruelty openly 
displayed on a regular basis.   

While Pokémon is one of the more prominent series I am referencing, it does 
not necessarily represent the most common version of the “cute animal sidekick”. 
That is to say, most other series have their creatures in more traditional sidekick 
roles rather than borderline or outright exploitation. Happy from Fairy Tail is one 
example of an animal sidekick who is shown to have human intelligence, yet is 
rarely taken as seriously as the other characters. Part of this can be attributed to his 
character design, as he is depicted as a talking, flying blue cat. Later in the series, 
more members of his species are introduced, each paired with a human character as 
a companion, however, while they could all be considered sidekicks to some extent, 
several of the others could also be considered to hold more independent and 
respected roles. Charle could easily be seen as almost a parental guardian while 
Pantherlily has a more equal partnership with his human companion and can hold 
his own in battle in a way none of the others can.  
 There are also several anime that Invert, overturn or pervert this trope in 
some way. One of the Most extreme is Puella Magi Madoka Magica. This show 
presents itself as part of the “magical girl” sub-genre of anime, in which teenage or 
pre-teen girls are essentially given magical powers that are in some way tied to a 
frilly outfit that goes along with them. Madoka however, is an anime that twists and 
perverts the tropes of the sub-genre. There are several notable aspects that define a 
magical girl anime and Madoka goes in and reworks each one, turning the show into 
something much darker and complicated than the viewer expects. Having a cute 
animal companion is a staple of any magical girl series, and often it is that animal 
character that gives the girls their power in the first place. Madoka inverts this by 
revealing Kyubey, the cute animal-like character, to be the main villain, who has 
actually condemned the girls by giving them the “gift” of their powers.  

While I am mainly focusing on anime and manga, Western animation is also 
rife with instances of this trope. Most Disney protagonists have an animal sidekick 
of some sort. Additionally, many of the villains also have animal sidekicks of their 
own and over the years the existence of these animal companions has become one 
of the primary ingredients for any Disney animated feature. It’s not just a Disney 
trait either, as the trope can also be found in many movies and television shows 
made by other companies as well. The popular animated series Avatar: the Last 
Airbender also has several characters that fit the trope, both in the original show and 
in its sequel show Legend of Korra. Both Momo from the original and Pabu from 
Korra are frequent sources of humor and have been blatantly used for plot 
convenience. This is not to say that these characters are pointless or unimportant, 
but rather just the opposite; they are underappreciated by the writers. Many of the 
sidekicks listed above are some of the most beloved characters in their respected 
works, and in many cases are more interesting and dynamic than the protagonists, 
and yet they are still relegated to a secondary role. 

As an artist, my interest in this genre came through in my art, and my work 
has been heavily influenced by pop culture, particularly anime, manga, and comics; 
most notably those in the range of fantasy and science fiction. The past few years for 
me have been characterized by a tumultuous attempt to reconcile these interests 



with the world of fine art. I spent most of sophomore and junior year vacillating 
between work that showed none of these interests, and in the case of my ceramics, 
adhered fairly strictly to traditional forms, and work that teetered dangerously on 
the border with fan art, an issue that I am still dealing with. I spent an entire 
semester focused almost exclusively on Pokémon, which eventually turned into a 
multifaceted study that spanned over three separate classes. All the while struggling 
to clearly articulate what it was that held my interest so strongly. I eventually 
figured out that while the artistic style was appealing to me, what I really found 
intriguing was the dark and twisted aspects of the franchise that I mentioned above; 
the violence and exploitation hidden in this children’s series that so many people, 
myself included, willingly and enthusiastically engage in, even more so now with the 
introduction of the phone game, Pokémon Go. In the end I decided to move away 
from the specific and easily recognized characters of Pokémon, and develop my own 
original creatures instead.  

Once I started to create my characters I was faced with the question of what 
to do with them. I did not want them to fade into the background or be 
overshadowed by anything else. It occurred to me then that the reason I was so 
defensive of them, so afraid of them being upstaged or dismissed, was because so 
may other characters like them where given that treatment. This led me to decide to 
focus on putting my characters in the central role instead. While working with this 
type of project, the trope of the cute animal sidekick seems ever present and 
unavoidable, as such I have combined my Honors thesis with my senior show, 
designing a project that aims to explore this trope, by juxtaposing it with my work, 
which recasts the animal sidekicks as the main character, independent of a human 
protagonist. Instead it is the creatures that fill that role, interacting with each other 
as equals. I have made a body of work including both paintings and ceramic pieces, 
in which a cast of my own original creatures is the central focus, free of any other 
dominating presence. 

 At the final count, I had created a cast of nine fully developed characters, 
most of which where created specifically for this project.  I have listed their names 
below and identified pictures of them can be found in the form of my show cards.  

 Nya 
 Doop  
 Coo 
 Earl  
 Fee 
 Burr 
 Patch  
 Kes 
 Monty  

Nya and Doop are unique in that they were created before I began this 
project, and it is from them that the project has evolved. Nya, who somewhat 
resembles a blue chipmunk, was the first of my characters to be created, and as such 
is the most fully developed at this point in time, in part because I have been working 
with her the longest. In the beginning she was meant to act almost as a stand in for 



myself, with the first work I ever used her in dealing with a personal issue I faced. 
While that may have been her start, it is far from where she is now, however, I will 
likely always see myself more in her than any of the others. She is introverted, and 
insatiably curious, even though it sometimes gets her in trouble. She is also 
uncomfortable in many social situations, but still desires the company of others 
even if all they do is quietly share the same space. If I had to name one of my cast as 
the main character it would be her, and over the course of this project I have had to 
put forth a concentrated effort to keep her from taking up more focus than the 
others.  

If I had to describe Doop, I would say he looks somewhat like a green guinea 
pig with a fluffy tail and a vaguely reptilian shaped head. He was the second 
character I created, having been moved to do so by the level of investment Nya had 
inspired in me. If Nya has the most fully developed personality, then Doop has the 
most fleshed out backstory. When I started to paint him, I struggled to find a good 
way to stage him, and thus spent a lot of time thinking about where he came from, 
his story, what his life was like. Doop comes from a large family, who live a simple, 
happy life that he never fit quite right in. He was ambitious in that he wanted to be 
more, be different. He didn’t want to be just one of many. Because of this he tends to 
hold himself aloof and apart from other, which can make him hard to get along with, 
even though all he really wants are good friends who look at him and don’t see his 
family.  

It began with these two, but once I settled into the project, the cast grew and 
expanded in response. My creatures are small, cute and distinctly animal-like, 
though most do not directly echo any real animal. In many ways they directly 
reference the type of animal sidekick most likely to be found in my source material, 
however eat one is unique. The more I worked with them, the more real they 
became to me. My paintings feature my characters freely and lightheartedly 
interacting with each other. I depict them sleeping, playing, laughing and crying. In 
some ways my project bears a resemblance to animal dramas, which have a cast 
centered around or comprised entirely of animals, such as Arthur or the old TV 
show Mr. Ed. However, many of these works tend to overly humanize the character, 
sometimes to the point that it is hard to tell they are animals at all. This is something 
I have been careful to avoid with my characters. They are animals, not humans, and I 
make no secret of that, but they are still the main focus of the work.  

Creating a clear and stable relationship between my paintings and my 
pottery has been one of my greatest challenges. While both displayed a similar 
aesthetic, I did not want their only similarities to be that the same hand made them. 
I began swapping imagery back and forth between the paintings and the ceramics, 
trying to figure out what worked best on both mediums. Eventually I found a 
balance that drew a clear relation between the two while still allowing for a certain 
level of contrast. Some ceramic pieces display my characters in a manner similar to 
the paintings, while other pieces become a creature themselves to some extent. 
However, I then had to address the nature of my ceramic work, mainly that it is 
pottery. By nature, pottery is something made to be consumed and used by humans 
and I have always been focused on making my pottery fully functional. In the case of 
many pieces I have made the creatures the main focus by transforming the entire 



mug or cup or bowl into a creature, and yet in doing so I have turned that creature 
into a tool for human use. While my paintings remove my characters from outside 
influence, elevating them above human use, it would not be remiss to say that my 
pottery does the exact opposite, falling back into the cycle of production and 
consumption that is an ever-present driving force in pop culture. In a way this is 
inevitable, both due to the relationship between my work and pop culture, and 
because of the basic nature of pottery. However, the creatures still hold center stage, 
as even if the viewer is consuming them, there is no other force or entity within the 
work exerting their control.  

Each of my creatures is their own distinct character; like friends in real life, 
sometimes they get along and sometimes they don’t, but there is little drama beyond 
that. This is friendship and sharing your space, your world, with others day in and 
day out; it is not life and death, and they hold no obligation to any world beyond 
their own. Our problems are not theirs. Some day in the future I may take them 
beyond this, create a story for them to live through together, but for now they are 
still enjoying their peace while I work with them to discover who they are.  
 
  



Artist Statement  
 
 
   I have always been especially interested in fiction—the stranger and more 
fantastical the better. As an artist, this interest comes through in my art, and my 
work has been heavily influenced by pop culture, particularly anime, manga, and 
comics within the genres of fantasy and science fiction. This has in the past resulted 
in a tumultuous attempt to reconcile these interests with the world of fine art. I 
spent most of sophomore and junior year vacillating between work that showed 
none of these interests and work that teetered dangerously on the border with fan 
art. This is an issue that I am still dealing with; however, I believe that I am now 
beginning to make some progress. 

 More recently I have directed my work to center on a cast of my own original 
animal-like characters focusing on exploring the trope of the “cute animal sidekick”. 
I have been taking these characters I created and recasting them in the central role, 
in juxtaposition to how similar types of characters are treated in pop culture. My 
characters are small, cute and animal-like, but not literal depictions of any existing 
animal, emulating the type of animal sidekicks that tend to pop up in anime. My 
paintings feature my characters interacting with each other in a lighthearted 
manner, free of any outside dominating influence. They sleep and play and cry and 
laugh, but they hold no obligation to the world outside their bubbles. Our problems 
are not theirs.  
 My ceramics are both more and less literal interpretations of creatures. Some 
feature the same type of set up as the paintings becoming an environment for the 
characters, with creatures popping up in little circular windows or existing front 
and center on the surface, while others as a whole become the creature, bearing 
faces, tails, and sometimes paws or ears. I have been working to develop forms and 
glazing techniques that compliment these motifs, without overshadowing the 
characters or compromising the utility of the pots. The glaze work in particular has 
been a challenge that requires a lot of experimentation. I have been working with a 
variety of colors, types of glazes and decoration styles to determine a system of 
decoration that best highlights the more specific imagery.  
 
  



 



 
 



 



 
  



 



 
 
  



  



 





 
 
  



 

  



 
  



 
  



 
  



  



  



  



  



 
 
 
 

 
  



 


