
“‘Monkeyboy’ started as a 
little character I would just 
doodle on my homework in 
high school.” – Brent Engstrom

IF YOu GREw uP IN THE 1980S, OR 
RAISED CHILDREN, THEN YOu’LL 
RECALL THE GARBAGE PAIL KIDS 
TRADING CARDS. The outlandish parodies 
of the beloved Cabbage Patch Kids were 
transformed from the sweet, sugary and 
saccharine into something sleazy, sordid 
and sickening. 

But the deformed cartoons were 
somehow humorous, a bizarre meeting 
of the comical and the creepy. The gross 

exaggerations and disgusting distortions 
were cute, yet revolting—and kids loved them.

Brent Engstrom, like many others 
from this generation, recalls the ubiquitous 
spread of Garbage Pail Kids trading cards. 
What he probably didn’t realize as he 
accumulated stacks upon stacks of the 
strange, gaunt caricatures is that he’d 
someday be drawing them himself.

“They gave me a sort of an uneasy 
feeling, like I shouldn’t be looking at them. 

I thought they were painted well, but it was more about them being gross,” 
Engstrom says. “I was obsessed with anything gross, from horror movies to 
the toys of the 1980s. The grosser, the better, so Garbage Pail Kids were one of 
my favorite things.”

Raised in Salina, Engstrom and his twin brother spent much of their time 
drawing, starting at an early age. As he grew up, his curiosity and fascination 
with illustration continued, and by the time he was in high school, most of his 
free time was devoted to his craft, drawing inspiration from ’70s underground 
comic book artists—real “over-the-top type of stuff,” he says.

It wasn’t until he attended Kansas State University that he began to take 
his work more seriously, majoring in art and deciding that he could turn his 
passion into a profession. Using a character he initially developed in high 
school, Engstrom began drawing his own daily comic strip for the K-State 
Collegian. “Monkeyboy” was a series of stories involving what he calls “a cute-
looking character in grotesque situations.”

“‘Monkeyboy’ started as a little character I would just doodle on my 
homework in high school. I was into sideshow freaks, so I would draw this 
little boy with a tail all the time,” Engstrom says. “I’ve gotten quite a few 
‘Monkeyboy’ comics in print, after my college days, including the pages of 
Nickelodeon Magazine.”

Upon graduating in 2000, Engstrom remained in Manhattan and began 
submitting his portfolio to publishers of comic books, magazines, trading 

cards and other materials. Battling a barrage 
of rejection letters, he pushed on through the 
dismissals and steadily began landing one-off jobs. 
Additional opportunities continued to trickle in as 
his clients became a veritable referral network for 
more work. 

He began contributing illustrations to Mad 
Magazine and a regular “Monkeyboy” comic to 
Nickelodeon Magazine. Suddenly the stay-at-home 
artist found himself living the dream, working 
for Topps, publisher of sports and entertainment 
trading cards, painting Wacky Packages, Hollywood 
Zombies—and Garbage Pail Kids, which he still 
works on today.

“Working for Mad was amazing—it was actually 
an offshoot of Mad called Mad Kids. With the success 
of Nickelodeon Magazine, Mad decided to put out a 
more kid-friendly version,” Engstrom says. “I created 
a character called ‘Billy Blevins: Boy Inventor’ for it. 
Each comic featured a different invention. It was a 
dream come true to have my character in Mad right 
alongside Alfred E. Neuman. Sadly, both Nickelodeon 
and Mad Kids aren’t in print anymore.”

Why would an artist of budding potential select 
Manhattan as his base of operations? 

“Basically, I didn’t want to move or work in an 
office for one company,” Engstrom says. “I wanted to 
work from home as a self-employed freelancer and 
have the option to work for a lot of different clients. 
And the direction I was headed with my work didn’t 
really require me to move.”

Working from his living room with acrylic paint 
and ink, Engstrom’s vivid paintings and illustrations 
are often created during the wee hours. Although 
working as a freelance artist often requires a significant 
investment of time, he never turns down a job offer. 

“Sometimes, with tight deadlines and the 
volume of work, you end up working more hours 
than you would a regular day job, but the more 
jobs you get, the more money you make,” Engstrom 
laughs. “When you complete work prior to deadlines 
and exceed a client’s expectations, and your work is 
of good quality, they’ll come back.”

Long-term, he hopes to regularly publish his 
own comic book, but for now, he’s focused on the 
high volume of work that keeps flowing in, including 
“Punch Buddies,” a partnership with MMA (Mixed 
Martial Arts) that’s essentially “a bunch of crazy 
illustrations of crazy fighters on T-shirts.”

“I’m not into most sports, but I enjoy the UFC, so 
it’s been great working on the Punch Buddies line of 
T-shirts,” he says. “This is all I do. It’s all I want to do. 
And I’m just trying to get a little better each day.”

Manhattanite Brent Engstrom 
follows a passion for illustration

Drawing on Passion

Brent Engstrom is an artist, illustrator and comic book aficionado 
freelancing from Manhattan. His work includes Garbage Pail Kids, a 
favorite among his generation. Other characters include Billy Blevins: 
Bon Inventor, left, and Monkeyboy.
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