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Make your sketches come to life from films to games, books to comics, all stories need refined, beautiful characters. This book demystifies the in-demand discipline of character design, starting with the basics of material and equipment, moving on to sketching and 3D mock-ups with full turnarounds and lineups, and culminating in a series of in-depth case studies.


• Understand how world-class artists turn simple ideas into workable character designs


• Learn to negotiate with clients & win commissions


• Packed with lush, original illustrations of every stage of the process
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Preface


My initial thoughts when I began preparing material and subjects for a book concerning character design were, I suppose, similar in essence to many of the books, manuals, and guides that had inspired and influenced me since my childhood. Almost without thinking, I began to fall into a rhythm for the book that featured a list of chapters explaining and illustrating various topics concerned with the subject at hand.


Very soon though, it started to feel like nothing more than a tedious list of what to do and what not to do. Obviously, this sort of content is and should be at the core of any instructional book, but confronting a student or anyone keen to learn with a checklist of points to remember and emulate was never the best way to learn at school, so I wanted my book to avoid falling into the same trap. That said, it could still be argued that this “learn-by-list” technique is valid to a point—after all you do need to learn the basics from somewhere—but such a dry, factual approach can quickly become boring and even counter-productive. Most importantly, it can lack the expressive fluidity essential for making artwork that is as engaging and invigorating as it is informative and instructional.


Luckily, character design is a subject that lends itself well to a loose, creatively liberated approach. Throughout the chapters that follow are pages upon pages of instruction, guidance, and advice by seasoned professionals from a variety of disciplines. Advice from such experienced artists is essential in helping you develop and hone your own skills, but for every polished piece of “deliverable” artwork you’ll see in the book, there are many more examples rendered in a looser style, complete with mistakes, thumb-smudges, and scribbles—all illustrating the fact that while a final character concept drawing might look amazing without a line out of place, it actually takes a lot of trial and error to achieve such a standard of finish.
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This, then, became the most important aspect of Character Design from the Ground Up: to inform and instruct, but never at the expense of the excitement involved in creating a drawing from nothing but imagination. That is surely the reason we choose to practice art in the first place, and I hope this book manages to capture a little of that.


Kevin Crossley
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Introduction


As children we all love to draw. In fact, some of us love to draw so much during our junior years, we don’t see anything wrong with moving our epic doodles onto our bedroom walls when we run out of paper (sorry mom)! We love drawing characters more than anything else. Even before we become pre-schoolers, we learn to anthropomorphize the world we see, giving faces to trees and personalities to inanimate objects. It’s a habit that evolves as we develop: we draw monsters and aliens, pirates and robots, witches and fairies, as well as ourselves and our families. We make up stories and populate them with these characters, creating epic little dramas as wild and innovative as our burgeoning imaginations, and when those drawings spill over page after page, they often do so accompanied by sound effects and outlandish gestures. A child will not think twice about doing any of this. It’s in our nature; it’s just the way our minds are wired.




[image: image]


The first characters I really loved to draw were invariably monsters of some kind!





This innate ability is encouraged throughout our early school years. Almost every subject features art or drawing as a natural aid to the learning process; in math and science classes we draw graphs, charts, and design experiments on paper, while history and geography are well suited for the young imaginer to explore those subjects by producing all sorts of artwork, including, of course, character art. And so our imaginations are perpetually engaged, our “pencil hand” gets regular exercise, and we never seem to run out of reasons to design and draw new characters.


However, as we get older, we become more self-conscious of our drawings and less confident of our ability, particularly through our teenage years. This negativity is bolstered by the fact that as subjects at school become more academically focused, the art element that used to permeate through all is much reduced, and so many of us simply drift away from drawing. We leave school, get “real jobs,” and “grow up.”
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A sketch idea for a mecha driver, influenced by Korean manga.





And yet, some of us never stop slinging graphite. We keep at it, practicing regularly, working hard—developing new characters and drawing our own versions of favorites from movies, comics, and TV shows. And if we do that with diligence and focus for long enough, we can eventually go on to produce illustrations and character designs for a living.
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This character concept shows how anatomy can be distorted, yet still seem logical.





All stories have characters, and whether it’s a film, game, book, or comic, all characters need to be designed. Character design has become a distinct discipline in the entertainment industry, with character designers being employed by film and games developers across the globe to help bring to life scripts and concepts. A character designer jumps aboard a project in the very early stages and should inspire and motivate the team with visuals that can make or break an idea. Imagine a room, with ten members of a development team sitting around a table, and an art director says, “We need a really big pirate captain with a beard, a long coat, a peg-leg, and a bad attitude.” Every person in the room will have a different pirate in their head; all the elements described will be there, but each one will be unique.


However, not many people around that table have the skill to pull that pirate out of their imagination and put it onto paper. This is where the job of the character designer is pivotal.


A character designer’s role is to put a drawing on the table, and in doing so give the team something visual to discuss. With an actual image of a pirate captain for everyone to look at—with some elements almost right and some wrong—a starting point is created, and the journey toward realizing the character can begin. From this first drawing, or series of drawings, the designer will get feedback and will be able to go away and make more drawings. There may well be hundreds of drawings, color studies, and designs produced over weeks, sometimes months, informed and influenced with frequent feedback and critiques. The process may involve a single character designer, or twenty, but gradually the big, bad pirate captain will evolve.





Pirate by Jonny Duddle:
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1. The first sketch is in blue Col-Erase pencil on marker paper and is a quick exploration of the art director’s description.
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2. The sketch is scanned into Photoshop and desaturated. Using a Wacom Cintiq the artist then works directly in Photoshop to develop the rest of the Pirate Captain.
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3. The line work is kept rough and loose with an aim to define the forms and volume in the body before being printed onto A3 paper as a template for a more finished drawing.


This is the process I’ll be exploring throughout this book, and with a little help from professional concept artists working in a range of disciplines you’ll learn how a character can be designed efficiently and effectively from the ground up. We’ll look at a variety of subjects in different styles and approach each brief as a professional would a live project. To finish, there will be a series of nine Case Studies covering themes as varied as fantasy, history, steampunk, manga, sci-fi, and horror, with a particular focus on re-imagined versions of characters from the innovative science-fiction/fantasy comic 2000 AD. Each case study will show each step of how a character is taken from a thumbnail sketch in a sketchbook to a fully rendered, finalized character concept.


Kevin Crossley & Jonny Duddle




1


THE BASICS
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A Frame of Mind


This chapter originally had no more than four pages designated to it, as a succinct way to introduce the subject of character design before moving onto the meat of the book. However, as I began to think about the subject and how I wanted to approach it, many other ideas and relatable subjects became apparent to me, and as J.R.R. Tolkien famously said of his work, “the story grew in the telling.”


So, four pages became six, and soon enough another two were added, creating a bit of a monster of an opening chapter! However, the root of why we create is buried deeply, and a fair amount of digging is required before you can study and glean lessons from it. So get your shovel ready!
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A miner gets ready to dig for inspiration.


The purpose of this introduction is to encourage you to open up your mind and get thinking, but to do so using angles that might seem less than obvious, or even a little bit abstract. To get into the headspace of a character designer requires that you first develop a comfortable understanding of your own artistic capacity, capability, and drive; these personal defining attributes are the same for artists of all persuasions. Whether you’re painting stylized landscapes with gallons of paint on the sides of buildings, or producing exquisite monster designs in pencil on a notepad while you chat on your mobile, the engine that drives that need to create comes from the same place. Understanding the machinery of that engine will enable you to access your creativity more readily. To stretch that metaphor, you’ll be able to take it apart and use different aspects of it to suit a specific or specialized task.


So to begin, I’d like to talk about music. (See? Abstract!) A musician can spend a lifetime learning how to play an instrument correctly, memorizing chord progressions and achieving mastery over it. But truly amazing, innovative music is only ever achieved by playing outside of these constraints. It is only when a musician understands the fundamentals that makes music work that they can then unlock the greatest secrets of creative expression: knowing how to bend or break rules with conviction yet retain the integrity of all the hard-won instruction that came before. The same can be said for all artistic endeavors, and it is no less true for concept/character design. Quite often, a project will require characters that are “hyper-real” or anatomically stylized in some way, and in these instances a designer must be confident enough in their understanding of anatomy that they can then twist, bend, stretch, or break it and still make it look functional. Amassing knowledge of a subject, and bolstering it with extensive theoretical and practical experience, demands a level of sustained commitment and concentration that can be difficult to maintain, especially when life has so many other commitments and distractions trying to make a claim on your time. Persistence will pay off, however, and there may come a point when everything seems to “click.” When that happens, producing innovative character designs with a twist will come as natural as breathing!
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A character design based on mixing elements from different mythological creatures.
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An old “warrior musician” sketch makes the imagination start bubbling…
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…and inspires a page of zombie guitar player designs!





The Learning that Never Ends


To achieve excellence as a designer you must begin with the understanding that it is only possible through diligent study, seemingly endless practice, and lots of reading. Your most important quest is simply to listen, collect, absorb, and experiment. The ability to listen is particularly important, which might seem obvious, but learning to really listen to other people is a skill many of us slowly lose as we grow older, so it is imperative that you keep that skill sharpened! If anyone with experience offers advice, instruction, or guidance, listen carefully and attentively, take notes, and evaluate thoroughly how you might allow it to influence your work. Even the greatest college courses are limited by the amount of time they have in which to impart knowledge, and when you graduate you’ll find you have a lifetime of further learning stretched out ahead of you. Oh, the humanity!


Lessons can be drawn from many sources, even some that would seem to have no connection to your chosen subject, so learn to keep an open, inquisitive mind. You’ll be surprised by the knowledge you’ll gather along the way, and even more by the practical uses you’ll find for it. My own mantra as a young artist was something I first read on an “inspirational” office calendar: “Adopt, Adapt, Improve.” Like many such quotes, it was perhaps a little bit pretentious, but nevertheless I turned those three words into a personal work philosophy, and it has served me well for twenty-five years.
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Another childhood drawing of a future war veteran is turned into a brand new character concept (in blue).


If all this seems a little expansive and non-specific, fear not! It’s simply a glimpse of the bigger picture, the larger background that influences the smaller, more specialized disciplines we choose to practice. I have always believed that to properly understand a subject, you must also be mindful of where it sits in relation to everything else. Character design, while being a very specialized area of art, is no exception. It has close links to many other subjects, in particular life drawing and anatomy, and the ability to apply a solid understanding of these to your drawing is essential.


A Good Point of Perspective


Character design begins with the same basic character known well to those who practice life drawing, photography, or even writing and music: the human body. Everything we as artists create is produced in relation to ourselves. “Ah, but what about monsters?” I hear you cry! “What about other animals and creatures? They don’t have human bodies!” Well, that’s true to a point, but every creature, alien, and beast design that has ever appeared in even the most fantastical of movies, games, or comics has been influenced or informed by creatures that live or have lived on this planet. It is, after all, our only point of reference! Also, remember that there is a good chance that each and every living thing on Earth shares a common ancestor. So, there should always be a dialogue between creature and character design, just as there is in the natural world. Understand this—practically and in abstract terms—and your character design will become so much easier and be invested with much more integrity.


In the chapters that follow you’ll find plenty of straightforward instruction and guidance to help you develop your drawing skills and hone your design process. There are step-by-step guides too, of course, but you’ll also find plenty of encouragement to simply go nuts and enjoy indulging in creative moments less constrained by dry factual instruction and more concerned with the equally important need for cathartic idea exploration.
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Two pencil-sketched orc designs.
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Finished pencil renders of the orc characters.
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A finished illustration filled with varied goblins and orcs inspired by the two initial concepts.


Speaking of catharsis, take a look at the page of ballpoint doodling below. I spent two or so hours creating it one afternoon after a particularly frustrating day at work. It was 1995, I hadn’t been working at the video-game studio I was at for very long. As part of my job as a 2D-texture artist and level designer, I had to rely on software written in-house to carry out my work, and that particular day I’d been struggling with a recent re-build of that software that was full of bugs that made it crash regularly, often eliminating work before I’d have chance to save it! Eventually the programmer admitted there wasn’t much point in my continuing to do any more work until he’d fixed his code, so I grabbed a scrap of paper and a pen and removed myself to the kitchen for a well-earned coffee, and while there I did this sketch. When I began, I was still a little hot under the collar, but by the time I’d filled the page I felt much better, my head of steam well and truly cleared. Randomized, directionless sketching like this might seem as though it functions as nothing more than a way to fill time, but I’ve since taken some ideas from these old doodles and turned them into finished concepts. So, character design starts with a blank page and the intent to fill it with ideas, but what inspires those ideas to flow can be as varied as the ideas themselves.
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A sketchbook page filled with ballpoint doodling can be plundered for ideas years later!
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A brand-new character concept inspired by an 18-year-old doodle!


I had an interesting conversation recently with an educational psychologist whose principal interest was how we in this country teach the under ten years olds. She told me something very interesting about how the perceptions of some children changed regarding how they saw art. As I’ve said, drawing is something we all do as children, but most of us simply grow out of it as our schooling becomes more academically focused. However, she’d found that many children, her eight year old daughter included, were beginning to see the act of drawing as a treat! Her daughter routinely asked permission to draw something, as if it wasn’t something constructive to do with her time. Now, I have no idea how widespread this mode of thought among children is, but I was surprised and a little saddened by this knowledge. Drawing is the opening salvo of all great design projects, a mark on blank paper is the start of a revolution, and everyone should be encouraged to do so in my book, and as this is my book, well, you get the idea!
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A stylized vampire drawing, and the sketch which inspired it.
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Multiple character designs produced using a character template.


Equipment, Materials, & Software


The range of art materials and equipment available is truly bewildering, and if I were to describe it all in detail, it would easily fill a book twice this size, with much still left to talk about. As a young designer it can be confusing, even daunting, trying to choose what to buy, let alone learn how to use it. Every concept designer and artist will spend years or decades experimenting with new brands and makes of brushes, pens, pencils, markers, and paints, and there are still new things to discover. Then there is the question of what the best paper is for any given job, and of course which software is best to use if you’re working digitally.


Every designer and artist will eventually settle on a core set of equipment they feel most comfortable with. Each kind of brush, pencil, pen, or preferred coloring medium is a decision made after many months or years of experimentation, and every artist will have different preferences. However, it is always useful to find the time to try something new, if possible.
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A good-sized storage box is a practical and tidy way of keeping all your equipment in one place.





Outside my studio, I produce most of my pencil drawings with my most important pieces of equipment: my favorite armchair, and my adjustable, table-top drawing board.
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This wooden mannequin was super cheap, and is great pose reference.


For example, a few days after I’d written that last paragraph I was out buying some essentials for the house, and while at the convenience store, I walked past the stationery aisles where my attention was caught by a familiar object I’d somehow always ignored before. It was a small wooden mannequin. Now, these objects have been used by artists for years to create quick poses to work from, but they never particularly appealed to me, as the lack of articulation in their construction seemed likely to limit the range of poses you could get out of it. However, the store was selling these things for pennies, under a tagline that read, “Give it a go!” So I did. I bought one, and I’ve been using it as quick pose reference for the first time in my life. It really is never too late to try new things!


So, getting a little advice to help you make an informed decision about the best tool to get a job done will not only save you time, but money too, which is what this chapter is all about. I’ll cover the equipment I use myself, and in particular that which is useful for producing concept art, but I’ll offer a few suggestions for other materials and pieces of equipment that you might like to think about using. However, I wouldn’t worry about trying out too many different options at once. Take your time to become familiar with a couple and experiment as you progress. It’s sensible to apply this principle to other areas too: Don’t clutter up your studio and head with too many different choices. Sometimes a morning can disappear while you try to decide which drawing tool and paper will be right for a job. Trust me, keep it simple whenever possible.


Drawing Equipment


Pencils


Pencils are the oldest and most commonly used drawing implement, and they are my favorite by a mile. I use Staedtler Tradition and Noris pencils, which come in a wide range of hardnesses, starting at 6H (hard tip with light gray color) to 6B (soft tip with dark black color). There are other brands that offer even more degrees of hardness, but I favor 2H for tight line-work, with HB for thickening outlines and 2B to add depth to shading. I also use a Prismacolor Ebony Jet Black pencil for shading large areas.


I occasionally use a Rotring Tikky automatic pencil, which I’ve found invaluable for use on pencils that will later be inked (particularly useful for comic work). These kinds of pencils are made by many manufacturers, and usually offer a stable size of drawing tip that’s useful if you need to keep uniformity throughout your line-work.


During my time in the computer games industry I worked with many animators, and I picked up the habit of using blue Col-Erase pencils to do an under-drawing. This provides a great base sketch, which can then be finished with regular pencils. I also use orange, green, and other Col-Erase pencils for this purpose.
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A small assortment of the various pencils I use.


Pens


I still use an almost countless variety of black-ink drawing pens, but ninety percent of the time I prefer to use the Edding Profipen and Staedtler Pigment Liners, from grade 0.05 to grade 0.5. I also use a Pentel Brush pen, as well as Sharpie markers, and a dip-pen and brush with black India ink. (Or any ballpoint or writing pen that comes to hand!)


[image: image]


A small selection of the different pens I use.
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