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		Dedication

		This book is the result of years reading comics, obsessively studying book cover illustrations, and most importantly, playing a lot of Dungeons & Dragons. If it had not been for my indulgent parents stocking my childhood library with science fiction and fantasy paperbacks, I would never have had the creative career I’ve enjoyed thus far.

		It turns out, developing my imagination was the greatest gift of all.

		This book is dedicated to them: Mary Fujiwara, Kenneth Morgan and Allen Holmes.
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		What Is This Book All About?

		Designing Creatures and Characters is the answer to the question: “How do I get a job as a concept artist?”

		Inside this book you’ll find a self-guided, work at your own pace, hands-on training program for aspiring entertainment media concept artists. The program will help you build a professional artist’s portfolio demonstrating a complete understanding of the design process.

		Hiring managers need to see that you can be creative within constraints, that you can match the emotional tone of an ongoing project, and most importantly, that you can be relied upon to support the art team with an unlimited flow of innovative ideas.

		The projects within are designed to help you apply your existing drawing skills to character design. Or if you are still training your drawing, they’ll help you do that faster while at the same time developing your mind into an idea generating machine.

		All the projects are based on twenty-plus years of experience working as a concept artist and art director in video games and feature animation. Most are developed from actual on-the-job situations. All of them are based on the things hiring managers look for when selecting concept artists for their teams.

		Over the 36 projects with 155 possible artistic achievements that follow, you’ll be exposed to every type of conceptual problem you might encounter as a professional creature or character designer.
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		Who Is It For?

		Ideally you are someone interested in video game development, comics, animation or film production and you want a little help enriching your portfolio. Even if you’re still just honing your drawing skills, this book will show you where to go on your journey and help you improve your work.

		Maybe you’re a recent graduate coming out of art school or an illustrator working in another field, or maybe you’ve just been drawing all your life for the enjoyment of it.

		Possibly you’re already a 3-D artist or animator, and you want to expand your skills to include the ideation behind the production art you already do.

		If you feel like one of these describes you—I wrote this book for you!
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		What Is a Concept Artist?

		The concept artist is the imagination engine that drives the production team.

		They, along with the art director and sometimes a game designer, storyboard artist and scriptwriter, invent the visuals that convey the story.

		A concept artist has to offer a wide range of ideas from which the art director, producer and director choose the final designs. It’s not enough to make one amazing version. The team often needs to see alternate suggestions. You’re very likely to be sent back to the drawing board—sometimes repeatedly. You must be a fountain of ideas, and never get discouraged if any of them don’t stick.

		The concept artist must also be a skilled illustrator. Ideas need to be clearly understood and presented in the best light possible. You must sell the concepts to the team. This can mean mastering drawing and digital painting, or becoming a 3-D modeler or possibly even sculpting in clay.

		A concept artist is also a bit like an industrial designer or architect. A concept artist may have to create blueprints and construction diagrams that will be used by the production team building the in-game or on-screen content.

		It’s a demanding career, but it’s also a lot of fun. Artists who develop their imaginations along with their drawing skills will be rewarded the rest of their lives. There is a great deal of fulfillment and satisfaction to be had in the conceptual designer’s role. Should you move on to other things, you’ll find the process you’ve learned is applicable to any kind of creative work.
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		How Can I Get the Most Out of This Course?

		This course is focused on thinking and sketching. We are exercising the brain, not the hand. This is a workout for the imagination, a boot camp for creativity.

		Any working concept artist needs to be proficient in digital painting. It’s simply the easiest way to work quickly, be responsive to multiple revisions and share your work with the team.

		But in this book we’re not going to worry about that. I’m going to assume you have the digital art skills in hand, or at least you’re working on them. There are plenty of online courses, video tutorials and web communities that can help with that.

		I’ll let you in on a secret: I actually don’t feel the finished artwork is all that important.

		It might be the highest goal for the illustrator or a fine artist, but it’s not the most critical element for the conceptual designer. Creating a pretty drawing is just the cleanup after the explosion of ideas.

		Don’t get too absorbed with making beautiful paintings and certainly not at the expense of generating more ideas. This is not a case of less is more. More is actually more. When you feel you can’t possibly have a better solution, go back and try for three more.

		One day you’ll notice you have some amazing ideas in your portfolio. You’ll look around and wonder “Why is everyone else’s stuff so boring? Couldn’t they come up with something less derivative, less obvious?” You’ll suddenly find you’re thinking at a different level from more technically minded artists.

		Of course, there’s a time for polishing, and there are good reasons to make compelling images, but there is a great danger in taking a weak idea to completion. Don’t get lured down that path. Your goal should always be the most innovative ideas and the freshest vision.
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		How Do the Projects Work?

		There are four levels, organized to follow the creature design process from start to finish:

		
				Level One: Brainstorming

				Level Two: Anatomy

				Level Three: Animation

				Level Four: Illustration

		

		Each level incorporates skills from the level before. As levels advance, they offer increasingly complex design problems that call for increasingly skillful artistic rendering and problem solving.

		Within a level, the projects are designed to offer a range of thought-provoking subject matter, each with its own unique requirements. These have been carefully planned to guide you toward the results that art directors will want to see.

		Take as much time as you like to complete a project. Naturally on the job you’ll be given deadlines, but for training purposes it’s worthwhile to invest in the work. As you build up your skills, you’ll get faster.

		If you find something too easy, then push to complete all the bonus achievements, or move up a level. You can always come back if you want more practice on fundamentals.

		You can do projects in any order. Choose which projects appeal to you, maybe skip anything that doesn’t. The choice of what you do, and what you skip, will be part of customizing your own portfolio. However, each project has its own unique requirements, so there is a lot to be gained from completing everything.
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		About Achievements

		Any self-training program must have a way to track progress. Achievements are virtual merit badges—small rewards you can claim for reaching specific goals, bragging rights or self-congratulations. However you think of them, it’s one way to track how much you’ve accomplished.

		In sports it’s easy to judge progress. The amount of weight you can lift or the speed you can run, these things are measured numerically. If you track the numbers, you can see a nice graph of your progress. And you can give the person with the biggest numbers a medal.

		With art, it’s a little harder to measure. To that end, I’ve borrowed the idea of Achievements from modern video gaming. This is a motivational, self-assessment tool that will be very familiar to anyone who plays video games.

		Getting Achievements

		You’ll see as you dive into the projects that each project has a list of minimum achievements. These are the basic things you would have to submit to get an idea into the next stage of production. If you just do all of these minimum goals, you’ll have done quite a bit of work already, and you can cheerfully claim the achievement.

		Bonus achievements—These are larger goals worth pursuing. You can do bonus achievements in any order, pick and choose, do only your favorites or try to do them all. And, of course, you can push any project even further, overdelivering even beyond the suggested bonus content. Go ahead. Make everyone else look bad.

		Some of these achievements are about the total quantity of sketches. Often the first few ideas come easily, but pushing on to a few more and a few more after that becomes hard work. Your brain is wrung dry. It seems like there aren’t any ideas left. This idea-generating ability is exactly what you need to train the most. Build your mental stamina and your powers of imagination.

		Other achievements are about the visual quality of your drawings. They are there to challenge your drawing ability and advance your digital painting, to keep pushing yourself to provide the most compelling presentation.

		All of them contribute toward your speed. If you are able to complete the stretch goals, you’ll be forced, by the sheer effort involved, to get faster and faster at thinking and drawing.

		Claiming some of these achievements might seem unnecessarily difficult. But that’s why they are there. The people who go the extra distance can claim the bragging rights, and of course, reap the benefits from the extra practice.
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		Why Is the Book Designed This Way?

		I’m hoping you’ll want to approach these exercises with a mindset of overdelivering. What’s the point of doing the minimum required?

		You are investing in yourself, in training your drawing and thinking. You’re developing your judgment as a designer. Why would you want to skate through doing the minimum? The more you can do, the more you will learn.

		I would love it if, when you finish a project, you enjoy it enough to try it again with a new approach. If you can come back to a challenge with fresh eyes, trying it in different ways, having fun with it, you will find yourself doing your best work.

		I believe that artistic ability is not a gift or a talent. It’s a skill developed by repetition, by practice, by self-training. Just like a sport or playing a musical instrument, you need hours of self-guided practice to etch skills into your brain.

		The ability to invent imaginary things is just as challenging as the ability to draw from reality—possibly more so. In order to master drawing the human figure, an artist might draw from the live model for hundreds of hours. The same time investment in self-training applies to having ideas on demand.

		You need to be a fluent, descriptive illustrator, capable of communicating clearly on any subject matter with any emotional tone. You’ll need a vast data bank of design solutions in your head and the experience to quickly incorporate new subjects you have never drawn before. That’s a tall order.

		So you might as well get started training. And you certainly should have fun with it. If you’re enjoying yourself, drawing things that entertain you, you’ll be more likely to put in the hundreds (even thousands) of hours it might take to reach your goals.
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		A Note on Individual Style

		Every concept artist should be working to define their individual style: the style of drawing or painting we prefer to work in combined with the subject matter we are expert in.

		You have to know yourself. Know what you’re passionate about.

		An employer is going to be looking at your style and deciding if it works for them. You’re seeking the best fit possible. If you love lighthearted, stylized cartoons, you’re probably not a great fit for a studio that does gritty realism and dark, brooding story lines. They wouldn’t find your work helpful, and you wouldn’t enjoy being in that mindset day in and day out. Equally, if you want to do serious adult-oriented work, you’ll just be frustrated if you’re making cute cartoon animals all day long.

		So it’s best for everyone if you don’t try to be too flexible. You have to decide how much variety you are going to offer. Yes, some flexibility opens more doors. But too much makes you look indecisive, someone who isn’t 100 percent committed to the project the studio is looking to build.

		I recommend an 80/20 rule. Stick to your passions (80 percent of the time), but have a few pieces (20 percent) in reserve that show the range of styles you’re comfortable with. Don’t lead with this work, but have it available to show if specifically asked.

		As you go through the exercises that follow, take responsibility for your own style
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