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INTRODUCTION

THE MAGIC OF CHARACTER DESIGN

Creating characters has never been easy for me. The designs don’t give themselves up without a struggle; there are no formulas for a quick and easy path. To design a character I do hundreds of drawings, exploring and waiting for that moment of recognition when I can see the face of the character I am searching for staring back at me. That is the magic moment I am always working to achieve.

I remember the process of finding the Beast for Beauty and the Beast. What would he look like? I had done a myriad of designs and looked at many other artists’ versions as well. Any one of the designs could have been an acceptable Beast—but I just knew it wasn’t the Beast who “lived and breathed” in our story. My walls were covered with pictures of wild animals of every sort. Lions, bears, tigers, gorillas, mandrills, and wolves. I had one storyboard that was filled with nothing but horns: some that twisted, some that spiraled, short ones, curved ones. I had countless close-ups of eyes, nostrils, and teeth. For months I drew combinations of these elements—strange, hybrid creatures with every permutation of horn, tooth, and facial feature imaginable—but I never achieved that deeply satisfying “Ah-ha!” moment.

Then one day an animator on my team asked me, “So what’s the Beast gonna look like?” He stood behind me looking over my shoulder as I sketched, and I explained that I liked the sadness of the buffalo head, the softness of the lion’s mane, and the ferocious muzzle of the wild boar. I continued condensing my room full of reference photos into one cohesive drawing…and the Beast suddenly appeared. “That’s Him!” It was as if he had always existed, and I was finally able to coax him onto my paper.

This kind of search is personal and intense, so much so that the characters we create seem truly to live and breathe in our imagination. One of the great rewards of our craft is knowing that the close attachment we feel to our characters will be shared by the thousands who will believe in them as well. Designing characters is a magical process, and it’s wonderful to have this book in our hands—a book, long overdue, that finally explores our craft in-depth. Enjoy.


Glen Keane

Supervising Animator/Director

Walt Disney Feature Animation
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PREFACE

When I was growing up, I bought every how-to art reference book I could get my hands on, taking it on faith that the authors were the best of the best in the fields they were writing about. After all, they wrote the book on the subject, right? Fast-forward to today. Now I am the one writing a book, and I start this book with one disclaimer: I’m not the best writer on the subject of character design. I’m just the guy who wrote this book about creating characters. So take it from me: My notes and suggestions are not hard-and-fast rules; they don’t point you to the only way to design characters. They simply represent one artist’s views on character design.

Why a book solely devoted to the subject of character design? When asked to design characters for different projects, I usually start by researching the subject in my still-growing art reference library. Long ago I discovered that I didn’t own one book on character design, though I had been designing characters for most of my career. That’s because there is no such book. There are chapters on character design in most all of the better books on subjects like animation and cartooning and illustration, but to my knowledge, until now, not one book has been entirely devoted to the subject—a surprising omission, given the critical importance of good character design.

Character design is used in every feature film that has imaginary, nonhuman actors in it, and also in some films starring real, live human beings. In fact, character design is one of the first steps on the road to creating the visuals for most all forms of entertainment. The most obvious places where you’ll find character designers are the traditional animated television and feature film studios. But in addition, character designers at EFX film studios design creatures for many of the live action films you see today. Character designers work on video games and comic books, and animators of computer-animated films begin with traditional drawings of their characters before modeling them in three dimensions. Character design also appears on the internet, in corporate icons, in illustrations for children’s books, and in many other places.

When I sat down to write, I asked myself some key questions:


•Is there more to the subject than would fill a few pages in an animation book? Yes, there definitely is!

•Do more than just a few specific, niche-market artists need to know or would be interested in learning more about character design? You bet!

•Could I bring something to the subject from the point of view of an individual with many years of experience in the feature animation field? Yes, again.

•And what about style? My style is similar to a Disney style, because I spent so many years there. But I enjoy drawing in different styles: Manga style, video game style, comic book style. The point is, don’t get too caught up in the style of any given drawing you’ll see in these pages. This book is not about style but about the principles behind the design. It’s about the thought process behind the character design choices you will make, the design aspects that go into a strong design, and, most important, how to infuse your designs with personality. These principles apply to any style.



I think I’ve addressed all these points in this book. I learned a lot in the writing of it, and I hope you’ll learn something from it, too. After all, as someone great once said, “The moment you stop learning, you start dying.”

Tom Bancroft        
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LEARNING THROUGH SWEAT

We all have moments in our work as artists that stand out as milestones—moments you will never forget because you learned a principle that finally stuck. You may have heard that same piece of information many, many times before, but in that one special moment of illumination, you finally got it. You could feel it, and you would, from that point on, make that principle part of how you approached a drawing. One of these milestone moments occurred for me when I was in my first year at the California Institute of the Arts. It was in our character design class, taught by the very talented art director/designer Mike Giamo. Mike would ask us to show the characters we were designing for our student films. I was in a crowd of other students watching him look at and review each student’s characters, one after another. He would ask questions about the character’s personality, role in the film, and other details he would need to know to decide if the character could be improved. Oftentimes he would place a fresh piece of paper over a student’s drawing and do a quick sketch to illustrate a point. It was exciting to see him easily go over the drawings, making “okay” characters look great!

Then it was my turn. As he had done with the other students, Mike summed up his points with a drawing that he created over mine. I thought I was getting a lot out of watching him design characters and speak about why he was doing the things he was doing with the other students’ drawings, but once I saw him go over my own drawing, the light went on! There is something in our creative minds that responds to seeing someone visually tackle the same problems we have struggled with. I believe this is the best way for artists to learn. Read all the books you can get, of course, but I believe the light won’t truly go on until you start drawing! That’s why I’m going to give you drawing assignments that will illustrate the points I’ll be making, and inviting some other pros to share their thoughts, too.

THE ASSIGNMENTS

Throughout this book we will work together on assignments in which we create the characters for an imaginary animated film, a Western. I’ll begin with a brief story synopsis and biographies of the characters for this imaginary film on this page. By the end of the book, we will have a first pass of the main characters in full color.


Assignment One: Film Synopsis

Assignment Two: The Rough Character Lineup

Assignment Three: Designing Dillon

Assignment Four: Designing Polly

Assignment Five: Designing Carrots and Ruthie

Assignment Six: Designing Polly’s mom



CREATOR PROFILES

I have also asked some of the most talented leaders in the field of character design to write descriptions of how they would design Dillon, the cowboy hero of our imaginary film. These artists
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