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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

[image: image]


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.
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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.


[image: image]

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
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