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Information
and Inspiration

Within these pages, you'll find practical information and
analyses of the featured models, which you can apply to
nearly any model you build. For example, where should
you start when you're building an automobile? What's the
best way to build a chassis? Builders ask these questions
when they design a model, and this book will help you
address them when you build your own models.

While step-by-step instructions can show you how
to re-create specific models, they fail to explain how and
why the original builder made certain design choices. This
book reveals those thought processes. When you reach
a certain skill level, step-by-step instructions won't be as
satisfying, and that’s when the information in this book will
be most valuable to you.

But even if you're not at that point yet, this book has
a second purpose. It is also meant to inspire, serving as
both a guidebook and a look book. The models in it are
among the best pieces from some of the most creative
builders in the LEGO community.

xvi  Introduction
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Overview

When you read this book, keep your mind open
to every possible building opportunity. This book
isn't an exhaustive collection of all the best LEGO
models and how to build them. Instead, I'll show
you some key techniques and methods—and the
theories behind those methods—both in general
and in the context of specific model categories,
like buildings and spacecraft.

We'll start with some things you should know
and do before you begin building, and then we'll
explore specific LEGO elements, like minifigures,
bricks, and slopes. Next, we'll dig into more
general concepts, like creating textures, adding
lights, and sculpting organically. We'll wrap up
with design techniques based on subject mat-
ter, including animals, people, automobiles, and
so on.

You'll also find interviews with top-notch
LEGO builders scattered throughout this book.
The interviews reveal how those builders design
the models they're best known for. You can use
their insights to learn new techniques and improve
your models.

There's a lot of ground to cover, so let's get
to work!

Introduction

xvii
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R
(OPPOSITE) Ole Kirk Christiansen’s

house is now part of the Idea House

at the LEGO Museum in Billund,

Denmark.

The LEGO Group expanded its product
line over time. In the 1970s, it released LEGO
Technic sets, which featured a new horizontal
building style. A decade later, Model Team sets—
the most detailed models yet—hit the shelves.
MINDSTORMS kits with tiny computers and
motors followed, attracting more teenagers and
adults than ever. Jump forward a few decades,
and the Architecture line, Ultimate Collector
Series, and modular buildings join the list. Each
year, the number of adult-marketed products
seems to grow.

Thanks in part to the increasing appeal to
adult builders, we have LEGO fan communities.
LUGNET, created in 1999, was one of the first
online LEGO user communities for sharing news,
information, and models. Other communities
that focused on specific building techniques,
themes, or geographical regions followed. Today,
thousands of LEGO models are posted online
monthly; but before builders were able to share
their work online with fellow hobbyists, the best
creations were the LEGO sets themselves and

the models at the LEGOLAND theme parks (at
least as far as hardcore builders were concerned).
The Internet has made it possible for hobbyists to
develop their LEGO building skills to match and
even surpass those of the LEGO Group’s master
builders. Online photo galleries offer stunning,
inspirational models, and websites like eBay and
BrickLink make it easier than ever to find parts for
your collection.

The Internet has also made it possible for
some of the most innovative builders to attain
celebrity status. Famous builders have elements,
techniques, and styles named after them, with
their work held as the standard. These builders
become well known because they to strive to
build the most creative models possible—models
that don't look like they've been built from LEGO
parts. Builders who can create models that
make you question whether they're really made
of LEGO have done something great. And that's
just what this book aims to show you: how you,
too, can build models that break out of the blocky
LEGO aesthetic.

Preface

xiii
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If you ever visit the Idea House—the LEGO
employee—only historical museum in the center of
Billund—you'll see a modest, hand-carved wooden
sign with the company’s founding motto. It reads Det
bedste er ikke for godt. It's a motto to take to heart
when building: Only the best is good enough.
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Your Building Desk

Dedicate a desk to building models—the bigger, the
better! | make a huge mess when | build, and a larger
desk makes it easier to sort through my elements.

Your desk is like your canvas, so give yourself
plenty of space. A white desk is great because the
contrast between the white of the desk and the colors
of the parts makes it easier to locate them. Inexpensive
desks make the most sense, especially if you're buy-
ing one just for LEGO building. Despite their small
size, LEGO elements can damage surfaces, so why
not use a cheap desk from a flea market rather than a
family heirloom?

Make sure your desk is well lit. You don't want to
dig around for a missing part in near darkness. Put
your desk near a window, if possible, and place a
good lamp on the desk for extra light or for nighttime
building.

Indispensable
Building Tools

Different people like different tools when
working with LEGO pieces, but certain tools
are indispensable, so you should always keep
them handy.

8 Chapter 1

A typical palette knife

e c——

Palette Knife

A palette knife has a thin, flexible blade and
is usually used for mixing artist’s paints. |
find that it's often more useful than the brick
separator, because it can be used to remove
any element the brick separator can, and then
some. But it can also easily damage parts, so
it shouldn’t be used with rare elements.
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Brick Separator

There are two kinds of brick separators.
The early version is bulky and only good for
removing bricks or plates from each other,
whereas the newer one is slim, sleek, and
much more versatile. In addition to its brick-
and plate-removing abilities, the newer
separator has a small axle at one end that you
can use to push pins and similar items out of
Technic holes; the other end tapers to a thin
lip for removing tiles. The brick separator is a
great little device that often comes free with
expensive sets.

Drawing Tools

Gather some pencils, a pencil sharpener,
an eraser, and a notebook. Sketching your
subjects will help you visualize them so you'll
better understand their shapes and how to
bring them into three dimensions with LEGO
elements.

e ——
/E) On the left is the original style brick sep-
arator, and on the right is the new style. (BELOW) A

flexible tape measure, commonly used by tailors

Tape Measure

A small, flexible tape measure will also come

in handy, especially when the size of your
model is a concern (either for moving or dis-
play reasons). If you build massive or life-size
models, however, a heavy-duty tape measure
is a better option.

Inspiration & Preparation 9
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Shapes

Size and Scale

4 Chapter 1

When considering a subject for your build, look at
its angles, lines, and curves to identify which LEGO
elements could be used to replicate them accurately.
Try to visualize your subject as if it were made out of
giant LEGO elements (maybe even imagine yourself
as a minifigure at its scale). Can you identify slopes,
wedges, or other elements in your subject? You can
match LEGO elements to your subject in two ways.
First, you can look for elements that match its shapes
exactly. For example, when choosing a windshield for
an automobile, just choose the best-matching prefab-
ricated one. Second, you can find simple assemblies
that match sections of your model: If one wedge won't
create the correct shape, maybe two connected in a
certain way will.

The larger your planned model, the easier it will be to
shape; the smaller it is, the trickier and more puzzle-
like the building process will be. Try to imagine the size
of your model when translated to your chosen scale.
Sometimes, you'll find that you can't build a subject at
one scale but you can build it at another. If your first
choice of scale seems unrealistic, try a different one.

There are a few main scales to consider when
building. The most common is minifigure scale, where
aminifigure represents the height of an average human
(for the sake of convenience, usually about 6ft).

Two other scales to consider are Miniland
scale, which is used in the Miniland displays at the
LEGOLAND theme parks, and microscale, shown on
the opposite page. Miniland scale uses figures around
10 bricks high, 3 bricks wide, and 2 bricks deep as
the scaling standard. Microscale, on the other hand,
describes anything smaller than minifigure scale.

Don't be limited by these standard scales. If none
of them suits your needs, make up your own!
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Five Stud Kingdom by Sean and Steph Mayo takes
microscale to a whole new level. Notice that they use a
LEGO Technic spacer as a turret, brushes for trees, and
flowers for clouds! Even builders with small or limited col-
lections can build i grand dels at mi |
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Your Work
Environment

There's really no stereotypical LEGO building area. Some folks build
on the floor, some on the bed, and others on the kitchen table. Most
people don't think too hard about their work areas, but an unsuitable
work environment can affect your finished model. Consider factors
like your work surface, lighting, and nearby distractions before settling
down to build. Here are some ideas for setting up your work area.
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Inspiration

Preparation

For every artist, the most important step in the cre-
ative process is the first one: inspiration. Inspiration is
what electrifies and excites us enough to spend days,
weeks, months, and even years creating.

Inspiration for LEGO builders can come in an infi-
nite number of forms. Perhaps it's the climactic scene
in the year's most action-packed blockbuster or the
lyrics of a great new song from your favorite musician.
Or maybe it's a trinket at a local antique store that
leads you to imagine a scenario that you feel com-
pelled to construct.

No matter what inspires you, certain processes
can help you get the most from your inspiration so that
you can build the best model possible. I'll describe
how to look at the world and visualize your final model,
help you set up your work environment, show you
some basic building tools, and discuss the most use-
ful LEGO elements to gather before you build.
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The Plastic
Perspective

The first step in the LEGO creative process is
one that develops over time: learning to look at
everything with “LEGO eyes"—that is, looking
at the world with LEGO elements and colors in
mind and visualizing how a certain subject might
look if it were built from LEGO elements. After
a while, the real world begins to look blockier.
I call this the plastic perspective. Developing
and perfecting your plastic perspective is fun-
damental to the model-building process. Once
you've reached the stage where you can look at
something and know which elements you would
use to build it, you know you've got the plastic
perspective.

When sculpting with clay or metal or building
models from wood or foam, you have the option
to strive for accuracy and verisimilitude. This isn't
the case when modeling with LEGO pieces—
to some degree, your builds will always have
a slightly blocky aesthetic. By developing your
LEGO eyes and seeing with the plastic perspec-
tive, you learn to predict the extent of that blocky
aesthetic.

2 Chapter 1

Say you decide to construct a chrome gold
spaceship you saw in an old science fiction comic
book. Let your imagination run wild. How would
the ship fly? What powers it? Who's inside?
Ultimately, you can build anything out of LEGO
elements, but not always at every scale, in every
color combination, or with the best techniques.
One major challenge of model building is that you
have to be practical; your tools and resources are
limited. When building the chrome gold space-
ship, the most obvious limiting factor is the lack
of chrome gold elements. You won't even find
enough in the aftermarket. Unless you're willing
to wait decades to compile the best chrome gold
brick collection in the world, you'll have to forget
the color that originally inspired you. But you can
still focus on building that spaceship in a way that
evokes the original. You'll need to make the same
sort of compromises with other components as
you consider the size, shape, and scale of your
model. By determining which colors, shapes,
and scales will work with your subject before you
snap the first pieces together, you'll have a strong
foundation on which to proceed.
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Colors

Pay close attention to the colors of your
subject. Search for LEGO elements by color
with online databases such as Peeron (http://
www.peeron.com/) or BrickLink (http://www
.bricklink.com/) . If you find the ones you have
visualized in the correct colors, you should be
in good shape to move forward.

As you work on your projects, you'll learn
more about LEGO elements and the colors
they come in. In general, the more basic the
color, the more elements available in that
color. A light yellow model will be more dif-
ficult to construct compared with a standard
yellow one, because fewer light yellow parts
are available. But that doesn’t mean it can't
be done. If you do choose to build in a scarce
shade, your model will be more impressive.

This small mech, piloted by a LEGO frog,
is affectionately named Buttered Toads.
This odd little model boasts an equally odd
color scheme, made up of yellow, light yel-
low, medium green, and medium blue. The
unusual color combination of several rare

shades makes this model bright and visually

striking.

If you can't find the right elements, don't
resort to painting bricks to get the color you
need. In the LEGO community, painting ele-
ments is like cheating because it eliminates
a major building challenge—collecting the
right pieces. But more important, by paint-
ing pieces you diminish the artistic impact
of models that use unusual or rare shades of
bricks. If people become accustomed to see-
ing painted elements, when they see a truly
impressive use of a rare color, they won't care
or simply won't believe it.
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