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Some artists refuse categorization, 
especially when they are chameleons 
“But that leads to a question that 
every artist has: what is freedom 
and how much freedom do you 
have? Now I start to think about 
that differently: it used to be that 
freedom to me meant I can do 
whatever the hell I want and 
nobody can tell me otherwise; 
there’s no framework. But now I 
find freedom in finding a structure 
and pushing myself  against its 
limits and, within that structure, 
say it’s gotta work! That’s freedom 
because it makes your mind 
focused. It’s a different kind of  
freedom – I can appreciate that 
now.”

He’s referring to the 
humanity found in the characters 

of  his book. They are real people 
and his encounters, as such, are 
felt more human. Freedom for 
Hartwig comes with the ability to 
forge magic out of  the everyday 
(eleven years, in this case). And 
isn’t this what creativity really is: 
creating something out of  
nothing. Or rather, putting the 
‘extra’ in the ordinary. Turning 
the pages of  Chamäleon—with its 
attention to detail, rhythm, plot, 
and moving along an inevitable 
plot line as the author visually 
traces that which has passed—one 
certainly feels something 
extraordinary unfolding before 
our eyes.

“I’m not saying you accept 
the inevitable, but you accept a 
certain situation that is 
unchangeable,” Hartwig says at 
the end of  our encounter, “...but 
it does change because you accept 
it.” If  a chameleon could speak, 
I’m sure he’d say the same thing: 
that whenever we change our 
colors, it has little to do with 
camouflage and more to do with 
universal communication. And 
that's a feeling we can all 
camouflage into.
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A few questions about Chämeleon, art and the life of an artist 
LK: Why was it necessary to tell this story 
and to tell it with pictures?
GH: I carried this story, which is largely my 
own and that against my will ended with 
the exodus out of  the United States, 
around with me for a long time. At first I 
wanted to produce a series of  large format 
storyboards, then a screenplay. Finally, a 
graphic novel seemed the logical choice. 

LK: What is the writing process like? Do 
you write the text first and then draw the 
pictures or do you produce them 
simultaneously? 
GH: The process changed over the course 
of  the production. In the nearly ten years 
of  work I started with a text that was 
constructed like a storyboard and then 
found the pictures to go with it. Then there 
were roughly outlined storyboards with 
passages that organically came together 
during the editing process. 

LK: How was your father’s death a kind of  
trigger for producing the story?
GH: A drastic event like the death of  
someone very close to you forces you to 
confront your own mortality.  I had to 
examine my own story, engage in a search 
for clues. Somehow it was also like I was 

telling my father the story of  my life that he 
had only witnessed from a distance.
LK: You have experience in both 
filmmaking and graphic art. To what 
degree do these overlap? 
GH: Graphic Novel is to a certain degree 
another term for Comics that the 
publishers use to attract a different kind of  
reader. It’s essentially a long comic, a story 
in pictures. In this sense the graphic novel 
is closer to film than to the novel. There 
are many overlaps, such as with the 
technique of  storyboarding.  In my head, I 
came up with a movie, with long shots, 
close-ups, music. Just on paper instead of  
film. 

LK: You would like to try to market your 
book in the US. What resonance would it 
find with American readers? 
GH: Because the book hasn’t been 
translated yet, I can’t directly speak about 
what kind of  reception it would have. I can 
imagine that it would be successful because 
of  the Hollywood setting, the universal 
theme of  failing and persevering, and 
because most of  my story I experienced in 
English. It’s just waiting to be read in 
English. We’ll have to see.  
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